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Chapter One
 
I’d always had a problem being punctual. My mum used to say I’d be late for my own funeral. Thankfully that wasn’t being held for another week or so yet, not that I was exactly sure what the etiquette would be for me attending. I’d probably still be late, though. And I mean ghost-me would be late, not dead-body-me. Dead-body-me’s punctuality was in someone else’s hands, so I was fairly certain that me would be on time. 
I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to get the time off work. Yes, you heard me right. I had a job. One that I was running late for. Though technically, being dead, I suppose I was “late” for everything now. And, in all fairness, I didn’t feel my lack of punctuality in this instance was entirely my fault. It was the fault of whoever had crammed a dead-ghost-guy into my locker. 
Of course I wasn’t completely sure he was dead. Or doubly dead. I didn’t even know if ghosts could die. You see it in movies all the time, ghosts reverting back to their “death form” or whatever to scare people. It was highly possible he was waiting for me to try to get something out of my locker before springing to life and scaring me to death, if you’ll excuse the pun. An initiation of sorts. Though if that’s what it was, he had the patience of a saint because I’d been staring at him for nearly twenty minutes and he’d yet to so much as twitch.
Initiation or not, I hoped he’d not bled onto my uniform because I was pretty sure the Bureau of Ghostly Affairs would deduct it from my measly pay cheque. That was if they paid me at all. They’d been conveniently sketchy on the pay details during my very brief “Welcome to Your Afterlife” induction. In fact, they’d been sketchy on all the details. The only two things I knew for sure was that I was dead and I still had to work.
“Hey! Bridget!” Bertha strode into the ladies’ locker room, all skinny five feet of her clearly meaning business. “Move your fake-tanned ass! Get your uniform on and let’s go!” She had an annoying habit of punctuating every exclamation with a sharp clap. And my ass was not fake-tanned.
“I’d love to, Bertha. Really I would. It’s always been my dream to toil for eternity with limited rewards in the belted mauve sack you call a uniform, but, unfortunately, someone’s crammed a dead-ghost-guy into my locker, which is sadly preventing me from getting to it.” I flashed my recently bleached teeth at her. “Any suggestions?” 
Bertha harrumphed, covering the space between us in a flurry of fairy strides. She glanced at the contents of my locker and paused mid-step. Frozen in place, with her knee in the air, she toppled backward and hit the floor with a thud in a dead faint.
“I’ll take that as a ‘no’ then, shall I?” 
No one would ever have described me as squeamish, but in life a dead body probably would’ve elicited more from me than a staring match with the victim. However, it seemed my shock receptors had frazzled out after the whole dying and becoming a ghost thing. I was certain I’d feel differently in the morning, though I was hoping they’d have moved him by then.
Alex, Bertha’s partner, pushed the heavy locker room door ajar and called Bertha’s name through the crack.
“She’s fainted,” I said as I stared at her prone form, feeling oddly detached. I should probably care about this. “You’d better come in.”
“Fainted?” Alex poked his head into the room. His eyes widened in worry when he saw her. As if unaccustomed to moving faster than a strut, Alex scurried awkwardly over and knelt by Bertha’s side. “Get me some water to splash on her face,” he instructed me without taking his eyes from her.
“Me?” 
“Yes, you.” He pointed through the archway to the shower area at the far end of the room. “Go.” 
I folded my arms and pursed my lips. I’d always had a bit of a problem with authority.
“What are you waiting for?” he asked when he glanced up to see me still sitting there.
“A ‘please’ would be nice.” 
“What?” Alex stared blankly at me. “Fine. Whatever. Please can you please get me some water please? Was that okay?”
“It was passable.” I adjusted my white suit jacket as I stood and then headed across the murky grey linoleum. “It would’ve worked better without the attitude, though. She’s only fainted.” 
I walked under the arch and into the open area beyond. It was like a school shower room flashback. A central wall divided the room. Shower cubicles lined the far left wall and toilet cubicles faced them on the central divide. A row of sinks ran along both walls to the right with individual mirrors above them. In what world did twice as many sinks as there were toilets make sense? Several sporadically arranged empty blue tumblers stood on the thin shelves above the sinks. I rinsed one before filling it and caught my reflection in the soap smeared mirror. 
Thankfully I’d had my fire engine red hair coloured and trimmed a few days earlier. It usually made my sky blue eyes look electric and my skin appear sun-kissed; today I just looked haggard, tired and sallow. Death did not look good on me. Leaning closer to inspect the dark circles under my eyes, I realised my white trouser suit probably wasn’t helping my deathly complexion. I’d have to go shopping for a whole new wardrobe on my next day off. That’s if I got a day off. And where did the dead shop? I readjusted my perfectly trimmed fringe and sighed. Alive or dead, the important stuff was never in the inductions.
“What are you doing in there?” Alex snapped, interrupting my mental shopping list. I’d started to list individual things and then realised I should just change it to one word: everything.
I walked back across the floor, handed Alex the tumbler and then flopped heavily down on the wooden bench next to him. I was too tired to do anything but watch while he tended Bertha. Dying had really taken it out of me. 
Alex was tall, dark and almost handsome. He ticked all the boxes on paper – muscled, square jaw, boyish dimples, perfect smile – but somehow didn’t pull it off in reality. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. A bit like Bertha. She was dainty with long auburn hair and big brown eyes like pots of melted chocolate. She had a dusting of freckles across her nose, but instead of looking petite and delicate her features seemed oddly out of proportion. 
Alex moved Bertha’s head so it rested on his knees and then flicked a few drops of water onto her face. No reaction. He sprinkled a little more then dragged a rough hand through his neatly styled short hair. “What happened? What did you do?”
“Me?” My voice hitched up an indignant octave. “Nothing!”
“And why aren’t you dressed for your shift?” He sprinkled a few more drops onto Bertha’s face, to no avail. “First impressions count.”
Yeah. And my first impressions of this afterlife business so far? Not impressed. “Give me that.” I took the tumbler from his hands as he gently tapped Bertha’s cheeks. We were going to be here all day at this rate.
“Well?”
I stared at him blankly. “Well what?”
“Why aren’t you dressed?” he gritted out. Clearly neither he nor Bertha dealt with stress very well.
“Oh. Right.” I nodded to my locker. “Dead-ghost-guy.” 
Alex’s head spun around so fast I heard his neck crack. And while he was distracted I threw the contents of the tumbler in Bertha’s face. 
 
∞ 
 
Something heavy slammed onto the table, waking me with a start. I sat bolt upright to find Detective Johnson was back for another round of “ask a stupid question”. The short, plump man that could’ve passed for Colombo, except for his lack of hair and downturned mouth, removed his flattened palm from the table and then settled himself in the chair opposite. 
I squinted as I watched him. The fluorescent light played off the white walls and one-way mirror, stinging my tired eyes. I studiously avoided checking my reflection; florescent lighting did nothing for me.
“So, you just found him there?” Detective Johnson casually flipped through the loose sheets in his official-looking brown paper folder. 
Found who? What was he talking about? Ah, that’s right, it all came rushing back in a slideshow of misery. I glanced at the clock. He’d locked me in the interview room for six hours. Six hours. I rubbed my eyes, only remembering mid rub that I wasn’t wearing waterproof mascara. I inspected the damage in the one-way mirror, I couldn’t help it. And now I could add two black eyes to my list of problems. 
“Well?” He drummed each finger on his right hand on the white Formica tabletop.
“Well what?” I tore my eyes away from the disaster that was my reflection. There was no salvaging the mascara. 
“You just found him there?” He wore a bland expression that matched his tone and probably his personality.
“Yes.” I sighed. I was sure I’d told him this at least a trillion times already. “I just found him there.” 
“You just found him?” 
“Are you a parrot or a detective? Yes, I just found him.”
“Uh-huh.” He nodded and flipped through a few more loose sheets. The minutes stretched out as he read something in silence. Finally he closed the file and stared at me. He drummed his right hand on the table again. That was going to get annoying.
“Okay. You’re right. You got me.” I held up my hands in surrender, far too tired for a battle-of-wills staring match. “I killed him and stuffed his body in my locker, hoping to deflect suspicion from myself in an extremely clever way.”
“I suppose you think that’s funny.”
I leaned toward him. “No, I think it’s frustrating. It doesn’t matter how many different ways you ask me, my answer will still be ‘I found him there’. Do you know why?”
“Why?”
I threw my hands up in frustration. “Because I found him there!”
“Uh-huh.” He stared at me for another long moment then returned to flicking through the folder, unruffled by my outburst. He spoke without lifting his eyes. “I’ve been unable to verify your alibi.” 
“Somehow I’m not surprised by that.” I sighed again, thinking that said more about his detecting skills than my guilt.
“No one at Arrivals can vouch for your constant presence.” No expression, no intonation in his voice, no habitual tie straightening. Only that damn finger drumming.
“Right. So. You think what?” I leaned back in my chair, eyebrows raised. “That I died, somehow zipped over from Arrivals to wherever this guy was, killed him, dragged him to the ladies’ locker room, stuffed him into a locker I didn’t know I was going to be assigned, and then rode a cloud back to Arrivals to give myself an alibi?” 
“So, you’d never met him before today?”
“I only died today. When could I possibly have met him?”
“You died three days ago.”
Had I spent three days in that nightmare of afterlife airport? “Well, y’know what? I’ve not been to bed since I died, so it’s still to-goddamn-day to me.”
Drum, drum, drum of his fingers on the table. “That doesn’t answer my question, Miss Sway.” 
I watched the fingers on his right hand still. My left eye twitched as I waited for the next round and something occurred to me. “Is this Hell?”
“So, you’d never met him before today?” Johnson repeated, calm and unperturbed.
I folded my arms on the table, rested my head on them and tried to go back to sleep. Okay, so I might have had a slightly bigger problem with authority than I initially made out.
“Are you refusing to cooperate?”
My head shot back up. “Are you kidding me right now? What is still yesterday morning to me, I got fired, found my fiancé cheating on me and then got hit by a bus, which, since it killed me, you think would be the end of it. But noooooo. After dying, I spent hours riding the Bus of Death with Charon, who, by the way, does not observe any traffic laws. And which I personally thought was an extremely insensitive mode of transport in my particular circumstances. Then I spent the next three days, according to you, in Afterlife Arrivals, which is worse than any airport I have ever experienced. And I’ve been through Charles De Gaulle.
“Then I was sent to start my new job immediately, and FYI working in your afterlife sucks, only to find a dead dead guy in my locker, bleeding over my uniform, which you guys” – I jabbed a finger at not-Colombo as if he were personally responsible – “will probably charge me for. So, believe me when I tell you I have cooperated to the fullest extent of my current capacity.” 
Detective Johnson considered me for a long moment, drumming his damn fingers on the table. If it carried on, I was going to break them. I just was. I wouldn’t be able to help myself.
“Constable?” Johnson didn’t raise his voice, but an older gentleman with a kind face and a twinkle in his eyes sidestepped through the door.
“Yes, sir?”
“Can you accompany Miss Sway to her GA meeting please?” Johnson watched me while speaking to the constable. I don’t know what he hoped to see on my face, maybe a flash of guilty victory. The only thing he got was confusion. Pretty much the same look I’d worn since I died.
“Yes, sir.” The constable, dressed in the same style of black suit as Johnson, stepped further into the room and held open the door. “Miss Sway?”
“You’re free to go,” Johnson said.
I glanced from him to the constable and back, almost fearing a trick. Saying nothing, I stood, straightened my suit jacket and then headed to the door with the confident stride of an innocent woman.
“For now,” Johnson added as I stepped out of the interrogation room and tripped over my own foot. I winced. Way to look guilty.
Outside of the interrogation room, the large office was open plan. It was a hive of activity with the human worker bees clad in black suits and white shirts. The only difference was the ties. Some people wore navy while the majority wore pastel blue like my constable. I even clocked a couple of lilac like Johnson. I guessed they used them to define rank instead of stripes on the shoulder. 
I scanned along the neat potato waffle arrangement of desks as we walked through the office. No desk clutter anywhere. No pictures. No posters. No toys.
“Is this the homicide division?” I’d never been inside a real life police station, but I imagined they had a lot less personnel devoted to murders. A bigger homicide department meant a higher murder rate, didn't it? How ironic; I was more likely to be murdered after I died.
The constable nodded. “Yes, but this department looks after a much wider catchment than a normal police department.” 
I followed him along one of the narrow aisles, turning in a circle to get the full effect of the room. “How much larger?”
His lips pulled into a small smile and pride shone through his voice. “About the size of Europe.” 
“Huh.” I made eye contact with at least four navy ties and one pastel blue; all stared at me as if I were something they’d scrapped off their shoe. Maybe Johnson had stamped “criminal” on my forehead while I slept.
“You look like you’re chewing a wasp.” The constable smiled and pointed a thick finger at my face. “Spit it out.”
“Oh.” I pushed a loose strand of hair back in my chignon and readjusted the bobby pin. “I thought this department was huge but, if it's looking after a Europe-sized amount of people, it’s actually quite small.” Like, maybe, ineffectually small. 
“You don’t grow old here. You don’t die unless it’s by another ghost’s hand, accidental or not. We, with the occasional assistance of the GBs, have a one hundred per cent case closure rate.” He met my eyes. “All murders are solved. Some just take longer than others.” 
“What are GBs? And what’s a typical case closure time? And roughly how many murders are we talking per year? Wait, do we have prisons here? We must do. Are the laws the same? We have police, so there must be a justice system, right? Is the crime rate worse in certain areas? Is there a crime rate at all? There must be. There must be other crimes than murder?”
The constable laughed softly and held up his hands against the barrage of questions. “Whoa, there.”
“Sorry, I can get a bit …” I swept my fringe out of my eyes, feeling a blush warm my cheeks. At least that would help my complexion. “No one’s really told me anything.”
“I was the same when I first got here. I took a breath between questions, though.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “The GBs, the Ghosting Busters, are our specialised police force, like the FBI or Interpol. They deal with a variety of crimes, from murder to unauthorised hauntings. The rest you don’t really need to know.” 
I disagreed resoundingly with that last comment, but his reluctance to talk about it prevented me from asking. Did he mean the rest of things they dealt with or the answers to my other questions?
We headed out of the double doors at the end of the office into a square room twice the size of the interrogation room with pale green walls, a white ceiling and dimmed lighting. The word “Arrivals" was painted in black capital letters on the right hand wall. On the dark green floor beneath it ran two rows of eight white circles, each circle just over a foot in diameter. The left side of the room was set up the same except that wall had "Departures" painted on it. 
A man in his early twenties with short blond hair and a navy tie appeared on one of the circles to the right.
“Evening, Herb,” he said with a nod to the constable as he passed us. 
“I was hoping we could take a taxi. Or maybe walk?” I said, staring at the circle the man had appeared on. I’d done this transporting thing twice, once from Afterlife Arrivals and once to here. It had not gone well either time.
“I’ll be gentle,” the constable promised, moving to a circle on the departures side and offering me his hand.
Reluctantly, I moved toward him. “Where are we going?” 
“Your GA meeting.”
“Oh, er, look, Officer. I’m not a gambler, so I’m good to go straight home.” Wherever that was. 
They had a police station so surely they had living quarters. A vision of a long ago school trip where all the girls slept in a large dormitory with only two showers reared its incredibly unwelcome head. I shivered. Never again. Things might be different now I was dead, but I still had standards.
“Call me Herb. And your GA meeting is your Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting.” Taking my hand, he positioned me close to the little white circle he was standing on. “Nothing to do with gambling.”
“Oh.” Right. Of course. Something else that wasn’t in the induction.
His eyes twinkled at me. “It’ll be good for you. I know you have a lot of questions.” He clasped both my hands in his. “Ready?” 
“Not really.” 
Pressure bore down on me from all sides. When I didn’t think I could take anymore, the world blurred and tossed me around like a rag doll in a tumble dryer. My stomach was seriously considering an evacuation plan when the turbulence stopped as abruptly as it had started and I landed hard on my bottom.
“Phew, that was a tough one. I’m sorry, I forgot it was rush hour.” Herb leaned over and looked into my spinning pupils. “Are you okay?”
I would have answered but the concept of trying to think of several words and then place them in any coherent order was temporarily beyond me. At least I hadn’t thrown up that time. Silver lining.
Herb sat down next to me on the grass. The summer sun was still warm, and for a moment I could close my eyes and pretend I was lazing in Regent’s Park with Michael, the ex-fiancé. Thoughts of that cheating scumbag brought me out of that daydream quick smart. To distract myself from the last indelicate image I had of him, I looked around and was surprised to recognise the view below. It’d been nearly ten years since I’d been home, but the harbour, the curve of the beach and the row on row of townhouses inching back from the sea were exactly as I remembered.
I knew without looking that the hill fort would be directly behind me, and off to the left would be the brick outlined ruins of the rest of the castle. I knew on both sides and to my back that the only view would be of the sea, and if I looked directly down from our grassy knoll I’d have a clear view of the tree-lined steep hill that led up to the fort. I also knew I’d be able to pick out the tree I’d carved my name into many moons ago, even from this distance.
I inhaled a deep breath and felt the salty air tickle my throat. “We’re in Scarborough.” 
Herb smiled and nodded. “My wife and I used to holiday here every summer.” 
There was such a wistfulness to his voice I almost asked when she had passed away before I realised he was the one who’d died. This was going to take some getting used to.
“I grew up here.” The boats that dotted the horizon, the sea salt on the breeze, the crying seagulls, the specks on the beach that I knew were donkeys, all comfortingly familiar.
“Then you should feel right at home.” Herb handed me a silver hip flask and a hankie. “Before you go on in.” 
“Oh, that’s very kind.” I smiled, grateful for the offer of the alcohol if slightly confused about the hankie. “But I’m more of a martini type of girl. Whisky goes straight to my head.”
Herb gestured to my face. “It’s the closest thing I’ve got to a mirror. Thought you might want to tidy yourself up a bit. Can’t let this be their first impression of you.”
Remembering the horror staring back at me from the interrogation room mirror, I accepted the flask. Despite my distorted reflection I could still make out the clumps of hair that had worked their way out of the neat chignon, the smudged black eyes, and I’d managed to get a streak of lip gloss on my chin. 
“How do I look?” I turned to Herb after frantically smoothing my hair over and wiping away as much of the mascara from under my eyes as possible.
“Beautiful.” He smiled and returned the hip flask to his inside jacket pocket before pulling me to my feet. “Now in you go before they class you as late. Mr Salier will be waiting out here to collect you when the meeting’s over.”
“Who’s Mr Salier?” I very much felt like I was being passed from pillar to post, and neither really wanted me.
“He’ll be your … guardian, so you just wait for him, you hear?” He raised his grey eyebrows in warning.
I pouted. I couldn’t help it. It was like getting told off by my grandpa. “I’m not going to go wandering off into trouble.” 
Herb smiled widely and shook his head. “Ah, Miss Sway. You strike me as the type of child that’s never out of trouble.”
 





Chapter Two
 
I stood in front of the entrance to the fort and stared up at its sheer face. Every year there had been a school trip to the fort and harbour. By the time I’d graduated I could’ve told you more about Scarborough than most history books and processed a catch as well as any fisherman on the docks.
The fort was even more impressive than I remembered. It still carried the yellow-orange tinge of the local stone used to build it but not the ridges of wear on the steps up to the side door. Or graffiti gouged into the stone. Or the missing wall and a half. The National Trust had done an amazing job of reconstructing it; it looked like a brand-new old fort.
“Hello and welcome!” A short, older lady with a neat shoulder-length grey bob and greyer eyes gently shook my hand as I stepped through the open doors into the vestibule. Her accent was deep American South. “I’m glad to have you. What’s your name, sweetie?”
“I’m Bridget.”
“Bridget, Bridget.” She scanned down a list on her glittery pink clipboard and ticked off my name with a flourish, the clump of pink fluff on her sliver glitter pen flouncing with the movement. “Excellent. Here … you … go.” She dragged the words out while writing my name on a sticker, then peeled it off and stuck it to my lapel before I could protest. “I’m Eleanor, your host,” she said with a smile and patted my name badge to make sure it was stuck. “Please go inside and make yourself comfortable. There’s tea and cookies on the side.”
As soon as her back was turned I carefully eased off the sticker and checked the damage. If I was going to be in this suit for the rest of my afterlife I did not want an oblong sticker mark on my lapel. Not to mention, Christian Dior. Hello?
The main hall was just as I remembered it from the zillion school trips. Renovation work had been completed on the floor to even out the paving stones and patch up the smaller holes in the walls, and it’d been done well because I couldn’t tell new stone from old. The tapestries hanging on the walls were in a much better condition than I remembered too. Even the weapons seemed shinier; battle axes and shields mounted above the fireplace and helmets further up the chimney glinted in the sunlight coming through the windows. Something was different here. And it wasn’t just the smattering of sobbing people occupying the block of chairs in the middle of the great hall.
In the front row a girl, maybe twenty, dressed for summer in yellow capri pants and a white lacy vest, was bawling her eyes out. An elderly gentleman in a threadbare burgundy towelling dressing gown and navy pyjamas tried to comfort her. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to Whomever that I hadn’t died in my sleep. In the summer I slept naked. Now that would’ve been an awkward eternity.
Two rows behind the crying girl, whose name tag read Jenny, a soft housewife in her mid-forties was sobbing quietly to herself. In fact, of the twenty or so people filling the seats, I could only see one who wasn’t openly upset: a stony-faced man sitting in the back left corner wearing a brown suit and scowling like his afterlife depended on it. This was going to be a long night.
“I wasn’t expecting a party, but this is grim,” a voice breathed beside me. A holiday-tanned woman, mid-thirties, dressed smartly in a grey skirt suit, unhappily surveyed the scene. Seeing my expression, she took a quick step back. “You’re not going to …” – she glanced at Jenny, the still bawling twenty-something on the front row – “cry or anything, are you?”
I nodded. “Probably. In a week or so when I accept that this isn’t just a horribly vivid nightmare and I am actually dead.”
“So, we’ve got a week to make your afterlife better than your life?” She tightened her blonde ponytail and nodded thoughtfully before extending her hand to me. “We can do that. I’m Sabrina. Drowned a week ago scuba diving in Corsica.”
I shook her hand. “Well, Sabrina, you’re looking pretty good for a dead woman.” 
“Thank you. Healthy living,” she said with a grin.
“Wait, if you drowned scuba diving, how come you’re wearing that?” I grabbed her arm. “Can we shop here?” Maybe everything would be all right after all.
Sabrina frowned down at herself. “I think I must have been buried in this.”
“So you were in a wetsuit for a week?” I grimaced. That was nearly as bad as being naked. And then I thought of something worse. My mum would be the one to dress me for my funeral. And that would be what I’d be wearing for eternity if we couldn’t shop. I did not want to contemplate what outfit she’d pick for me right now. I had enough problems for today. And I’d thought dying would be the worst thing that could happen to a person. 
“No, I’ve been in this the whole time. Why? Did you die in that?” Sabrina pointed to my suit and I nodded. She shook her head and cursed under her breath. “I goddamn hate this place. There’s just no consistency.”
From where I stood there was plenty of reasons to hate this place, and lack of consistency would be bottom of that very long list.
“What about you? How’d you kick it?” Sabrina asked.
“I tripped.”
Sabrina whistled low. “That must have been some trip.”
“It wasn’t really the trip that killed me. It was the getting hit by the bus.”
A sharp burst of laughter escaped before she clamped her hand over her mouth as several pairs of accusatory, watery eyes turned our way.
“Sorry. Sorry,” she choked out loudly, addressing the group with her hands up in apology, still trying to swallow her laughter. “So when did you …?” She drew a line across her neck and made a gagging sound.
“I want to say yesterday morning because that’s what it feels like, but apparently I spent three days in Afterlife Arrivals, so I guess four days ago.” We started slowly making our way past the rows of crying ghosts and toward the refreshment table at the back, our heels clicking on the stone floor as we went.
Sabrina smiled with sarcastic fondness. “Ah, Afterlife Arrivals. Had a four day stint there myself. So you’ve not had the chance to get to grips with the situation yet then? The rules, regs and what not?”
 I surveyed the refreshment table. Until I saw the custard creams I hadn’t realised how hungry I was, so I loaded up my plate. “Yeah, there was some sort of hold up at Arrivals with my paperwork, so I ended up going straight to work.” 
“Oh, that’s rough.” She grimaced. Cups and saucers loaded precariously, we made for the back row of seats, as far away from everyone else as possible. “What’s your job? I’m a coordinator of pre- and post-life affairs.”
“Sounds interesting,” I said, talking as ladylike as possible around the biscuit I’d stuffed in my mouth. Coordinator sounded more my speed. I’d have to see if I could transfer. Hopefully they’d have a better dress code.
She shook her head and blew on her coffee. “I’m an office dogsbody. I file and photocopy.”
Huh. Never mind then. 
I washed my biscuit down with a sip of tea. “Well, I’m a facilitator of pre- and post-life affairs.”
Sabrina leaned back in her chair and nodded. “Wow. That sounds—”
“I’m a messenger.” 
“Oh. At least you get to be out and about,” she offered, trying to find a slither of positivity. “What type of messages do you deliver? Get any good ones today?”
“Didn’t get to deliver any today.” I sipped my tea, letting the warmth filter out into my limbs. The tea was good. Maybe everything would be okay after all.
“Training?” She made a sound of disgust, snapped a digestive in half and dunked it in her coffee. “I’m supposed to have it for a week. Like it takes that long to teach people to file ‘a’ under ‘a’.”
“No.” I stared at the battle scene on the tapestry on the wall to my right, nibbling on my custard cream. I was sure there had been burn marks on it. “I found a dead dead guy in my locker this morning, so I spent the day being questioned by police.”
“Oh. My. God.” The dunked biscuit she’d had halfway to her mouth broke, the soggy half splashing back into her coffee cup unnoticed. “We’ve been talking for five minutes. How did this not come up earlier? How was this not the very first thing you said to me?”
“What, like,” – I gave her a finger wave and put on a ditzy voice – “‘Hi, my name’s Bridget and I found a dead dead guy today.’?”
“Yes!” She slapped her thigh, coffee sloshing over the rim of her cup into her saucer. “Exactly like that, except without the idiot tone.” Her eyes stretched wide then narrowed almost immediately. “How did he die? He was murdered, right? The police have any suspects?”
“Yeah.” I nibbled the edge of a custard cream, suddenly not quite as hungry. “Me.” 
“You? Really?” She looked me up and down, assessing. “You? How did he die?”
“Looked like a blow to the head.” I might have stared at him for twenty minutes, but I hadn’t exactly been examining him.
“Left or right side? Was there much blood? Did he look like it’d been a struggle? Was he wedged in upright or did he fall out when you opened the door?”
I placed my half-eaten custard cream back on the saucer. “Just so you know, you’re creeping me out a little bit now.”
“What? Oh, I’m a private investigator. And I refuse to say ‘was’. So, right or left?”
“Left. And” – I gestured with my free hand to the back of my head – “here-ish.”
“Okay, well, firstly women rarely attack men and come away without a scratch unless they take them by surprise, usually from behind. If you had done that, the blow would’ve been on his right because you’re right handed, not to mention you’re wearing a white suit. Hardly practical murdering attire.” Her eyebrows hooded her eyes in thought. “The police really class you as a suspect?”
I nodded. “The detective in charge seemed inept, so probably.”
“We should investigate. Clear your name.” Her eyes sparkled with excitement, bringing her whole demeanour back to life. 
I wasn’t sure how unclear my name was. Johnson had made a lot of guilty noises at me, but since I hadn’t killed the guy he couldn’t exactly have any evidence against me. However, if I started investigating and he caught me, I had the feeling my possibly clear name would get murky awfully fast.
Before I could form a polite refusal Eleanor climbed up onto the podium and clapped her hands for our attention. The room had filled up while Sabrina and I had been chatting and over thirty people were now sitting around us. Thankfully most had stopped sobbing. 
“Ladies and gentlemen. Fellow spirits. Ghosts.” Eleanor paused to glance around the room and make eye contact with everyone, her southern belle accent sounding out of place as it echoed around the Roman hall. She spread her arms wide. “Welcome.”
I wasn’t sure what type of response she was used to getting, but I was guessing it wasn’t someone bawling at the top of their lungs. Eleanor pursed her lips at the elderly gentleman who had given up trying to console Jenny and jerked her head in the direction of the girl. With a heavy sigh he moved up two seats next to her again and patted her knee.
“There, there,” he said in a tone that implied he no longer had any interest in her emotional or mental wellbeing and now just wanted her to be quiet. His attention, however grudgingly given, seemed to placate her.
“The first couple of months can be difficult, adjusting to a new existence, for some more so than others.” Her eyes focused on the girl with genuine sympathy. “This group will be a safe place for you all to share your feelings, hopes, fears, triumphs and anything else on your minds. Tonight we will be discussing your new situation, highlighting certain rules, guidelines, expectations of behaviour and so on. Your guardians will help you all with these.”
“She means your parole officer will kick your ass as soon as you step out of line,” Sabrina whispered.
“Parole officer? We have a parole officer and guardian?” 
“They’re one and the same. I’m guessing from the disgusted expression on your face no one has explained this to you yet.”
“The role of your guardian,” Eleanor said, raising her voice and narrowing her eyes in our direction, “is similar to that of a parent or guardian when you were alive. You all will have a curfew, which they’ll set, chores to do; you’ll abide by their specific rules as well as the general rules for all, and so on.” 
The group rippled with murmurs about this revelation while I did my best to stifle a groan.
“Now, for the first decade—Hush, please, there’ll be time for questions later.” Eleanor raised her hands and patted down the chatter. “For the first ten years you’ll reside in group homes with other recently transitioned individuals and your guardian. During this period of adjustment the only social activities permitted are group activities with these individuals. This will help—Keep your questions until later, Bridget, please.”
“Yeah.” I shook my head and lowered my hand, adjusting my fringe on the way. “I’m sorry, I can’t. It’s an emergency.” 
Eleanor’s smile became tight, but she motioned for me to speak. “Okay.”
“When you say ‘group home’ and ‘the first ten years’ I know you don’t mean that I have to live in a house with several other people for the first ten years of my afterlife.” I glanced around the group to gauge everyone else’s response to that bombshell while Sabrina snorted into her coffee. A house share? This was just a step too far.
“That’s exactly what it means.” Eleanor’s expression became fixed. Yep, she’d pinned me as a troublemaker already. “Studies prove that living with others who are at different stages of their acclimatisation helps the recently transitioned to adjust faster. They serve as a support group, as peer counselling, as ready-made friends.” 
“All the things I loathe,” Sabrina mumbled, probably louder than she’d intended since Eleanor’s jaw locked shut. I assumed to prevent her from retorting.
“Okay.” Ignoring Sabrina, I shook my head and waved my hand at Eleanor. “I’m sorry, but that’s not going to work for me.”
“Well, you’ll have to find a way to make it.” Her southern accent thickened, adding extra pep to her tone.
“Is there someone I could speak to about this?” I was not living with other people. I was not. This was supposed to be the afterlife, not Hell.
A shrill laugh echoed from one of the passageways outside the hall. Heads whipped around as people tried to work out which direction it had come from. My first thought was “Wow, so this place really is haunted”. Then I realised, of course it was; we were haunting it.
“So, for the guidelines,” Eleanor said, trying to drown out the chatter that was getting louder and closer. “Under no circumstances whatsoever is it acceptable to miss a meeting. Attendance is mandatory. Severe repercussions will be enforced if this occurs.”
Eleanor glanced around the room to stress this point, her attention resting on Sabrina and me.
A sobbing housewife to the left raised her hand and spoke. “What type of repercussions?” 
Eleanor swept her gaze around the whole room again. “Severe. Please, for your sakes, don’t think you can skip a meeting and get away with it. You can’t. And these meetings are to help you. Missing them only hurts you in the long run anyway.” Eleanor clapped her hands as if that would help dispel the heavy atmosphere. “The rest of the rules are just as easy to follow. No drinking, no fighting, no breaking curfew, no fraternising with the living—”
“No fun at all,” chimed Sabrina a little too loudly, which won her a stern scowl from Eleanor.
“And, most definitely, under no circumstances, are you to haunt anyone,” Eleanor said, making a slashing motion with one hand as if to cut down any possible excuses.
Sabrina winked at me. “Well, that’s my Saturday night up in smoke.” 
“I can appreciate these guidelines must seem restricting but they are ultimately for your protection.” Eleanor flicked her attention first to Jenny then to Sabrina. “Individuals in your situation can often have trouble adjusting.” 
Personally, I thought Sabrina had adjusted a little too well.
“Now, any questions before we move on?” Eleanor tucked a strand of pale grey hair behind her ear and waited. Wherever the chatter had come from, its disappearance seemed to have reassured her.
“Is Heaven a lie?” Jenny choked out.
“Oh, Lord,” Sabrina groaned and covered her eyes with her hand.
“No.” Eleanor smiled kindly, patiently. “When we die we go to Heaven.” 
“I thought we were dead?” I said.
“Not exactly,” Eleanor hedged, obviously not wanting to get into a metaphysical debate so soon, and checked her notes for where to pick up her presentation.
“Well, I got hit by a bus so I’m pretty sure I’m dead.”
She pursed her lips at me. “That’s not how it works.”
I frowned. “So, what? I’m alive?” 
“No.”
I held up one hand in surrender. “Look, Eleanor, I’m not trying to be difficult here but I’m either alive or I’m dead. I’m not seeing a whole lot of other options. Unless I’m in a coma?”
“Maybe we’re undead,” Sabrina chipped in as the girl at the front started wailing loudly. “Are we undead?” 
“Oh my god! Are we zombies?” Jenny cried.
“No, no, no, no, no, no, no,” Eleanor cooed soothingly at the girl while shooting eye daggers at Sabrina and me. “You are not a zombie.” Sabrina might have pushed it a little too far but I felt my questions were valid.
“We are dead to the world we used to live in but alive in this one,” the stony-faced man in the brown suit explained in a flat tone that called us all idiots. “So, we are both.” 
“Exactly!” Eleanor jabbed a finger at her rescuer. “Exactly.”
“So, when we die here we go to Heaven?” Jenny asked him. He shrugged, and for some reason she looked to Sabrina and me.
“I have a horrible suspicion we’re shuffled into the next world where we’ll have to regulate communication between three worlds instead of two,” I said. I wasn’t holding out much hope for fluffy cloud cars and angels playing harps anymore.
Sabrina agreed with a nod. “Even in death The Man is still screwing us.” 
“What?” Panic stretched the girl’s eyes. “What?”
“I mean, we’re transported to Heaven in a beautiful white light,” I said. I was fairly sure it was a lie but I'd have told her anything if it made her stop crying.
“Why are you so intent on getting to Heaven?” the older man sitting next to her asked.
Jenny’s shoulders slumped. “Because life is so hard.” 
Sabrina gave Jenny a half salute. “Amen to that.” 
“Oh, wow.” A girl, maybe sixteen, dark hair, pretty and slightly drunk, giggled from the main hall entrance.
Everyone in the room stared at her. Like rabbits caught in headlights, no one moved. I don’t even think anyone breathed. 
A cherubic boy glanced around the hall over her shoulder. “Come on, we better go before we get caught.” 
“Don’t be such a party pooper, Dan,” a very drunk blonde in a skimpy white summer dress slurred slightly as she dragged another boy into the hall behind her. 
“Man, look at this.” The second boy jogged up to the podium and Eleanor retreated so fast she nearly fell backward. “Friends! Romans! Countrymen! Lend me your beers!”
“Yeah, you’re really funny.” The first girl rolled her eyes and wandered around the hall, examining the tapestries. 
“Well, I think you’re hilarious,” declared the blonde as she flopped down in one of the spare seats at the front and sipped her beer. “Give me a speech.” 
The man in his fifties, who was sitting in the next seat, began edging away as if she were a wild animal and he was trying not to attract her attention.
“You not coming in, Dan?” the brunette called from the fireplace, beckoning him with her hand. “This stuff’s pretty cool. Old and tattered but cool.” 
And I’d thought the tapestries looked renovated. Kids today.
“They can’t see us?” I whispered to Sabrina, who shook her head and shrugged, her eyes not leaving the group.
“Feels weird. Kinda cold.” Dan’s eyes darted around the room like he were a caged animal looking for an escape. 
The brunette smiled and looked at him from under her lashes. “I’ll keep you warm.” 
The boy standing in front of the podium whistled. “You’re not going to let that go unanswered, are you?”
“Yeah, I think I’m going to go.” Dan’s pale face disappeared from the doorway. His retreating footsteps echoed around the hall. “See you guys tomorrow.” 
“Dan? Dan!” The brunette girl turned to the other two. “I can’t believe he just ran away.”
The other boy shrugged and turned back to his date. “You wanna go play with the cannons?”
“Sure.” She jumped to her feet and followed him out of the hall, quickly winking at the brunette over her shoulder.
“‘You wanna go play with the cannons?’” the brunette mimicked and turned back to the tapestries. “Jeez. You scared the life out of me.” She slapped her hand over her heart and stared directly at Jenny.
I’d been so focused on the teenagers I’d not seen Jenny move closer. 
Jenny hesitated. “You can see me?”
“Hell, yeah, I can see you. Want a beer? You look like you’ve had a crappy day. Wanna talk about it … Jenny?” the girl asked as she read the name badge and offered Jenny an unopened bottle. 
With a sideways glance at Eleanor, who was violently shaking her head, Jenny took it. “Hey, let’s get out of here. There’re better places to get plastered.”
“Jenny, please don’t do this,” Eleanor implored.
The brunette’s head snapped in Eleanor’s direction. “Did you hear that?” 
“Nope. Let’s go,” Jenny said, taking a long sip of her beer. 
“Jenny, please.” The desperation in Eleanor’s voice sent a chill down my spine. There were going to be consequences to this. Big, bad consequences.
“Okay, I definitely heard that.” The girl spun around on the spot, swaying slightly.
“Just the wind. C’mon, let’s go,” Jenny said, taking another long sip of her beer. 
Jenny reached for the girl, whether to link arms or usher her out, I didn’t know, but the instant Jenny touched her, her fingers went right through the girl’s arm. The girl shivered and stared up at Jenny, confusion screwing up her features. Jenny looked at the hand holding the beer then tried to touch the girl’s arm again. Once more her fingers slipped right through.
The girl let out a shrill scream that bounced off the walls of the hall. She dropped her beer, the bottle smashing on the floor, and bolted for the door. Jenny turned back to Eleanor, childish confusion playing all over her face.
“I don’t understand.”
Eleanor sighed with a sad shake of her head. “Oh, Jenny.” 
A flash erupted several feet behind Jenny. Two burly men in black jumpsuits strode out of the smoke. They had eye masks like burglars in cartoons and the initials GB embroidered in white on the right breasts of their suits and on the right lower curve of their masks. Ghosting Busters. One had Jenny face down on the floor and handcuffed in seconds while the other spoke quietly with Eleanor. Too quietly for us to hear. When he was done he turned to face us.
“Let this be a lesson, folks. Be cool. Don’t break the number one rule.” He fashioned his hand like a gun and fake shot at us. 
His partner yanked a very confused, wailing Jenny to her feet before all three of them disappeared into another flash of light.
 





Chapter Three
 
“Where do you think they’ve taken her?” Sabrina asked as we stacked the last five blue plastic chairs together in a small tower. 
Silence had reigned for nearly a full minute after the black jumpsuits had taken Jenny, and then everybody had started talking at once, demanding answers. Eleanor kept repeating if we followed the guidelines she’d oh-so-briefly touched on we’d all be fine, raising her voice louder each time as if the increase in volume somehow made it more believable. Didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.
“Jail?” I picked up the chairs and headed to the low stacks already lining the far wall of the fort.
“Jail? Have you forgotten we’re ghosts? We can walk through walls. Or at least we'll be able to once we learn how.” Sabrina pushed herself up to sit on one of the stacks, swinging her legs as she surveyed the room. “Exactly what type of jail do you imagine would hold a ghost?”
I dusted a mark from the cuff of my suit. “A really, really good one.”
Sabrina arched an eyebrow. “That’s your answer? ‘A really, really good one’?” 
“A really, really, really good one?” I said, ineffectually batting at the dust marks on the hem of my trousers. I needed a new outfit and fast. This suit was not made to actually work in.
She nodded. “Ohhhhh, right. I didn’t know you meant a really, really, really good one. Yeah, that type would totally hold us.”
“Well, smartass, I might be a ghost but this chair feels pretty damn solid to me,” I said, slapping the seat of the stack I’d just set down. 
Sabrina considered the three chairs she was sitting on and nodded. “Touché.” 
“Also, they’ve laid down rules, so there have to be consequences if you break them.” I glanced toward the podium where Eleanor was still trying to reassure some of the more upset members of our group, which was everyone except Sabrina, the brown-suited man and me. He’d walked out directly after Eleanor had called time on the meeting. 
“But jail? That just sounds so …” Sabrina’s mouth twisted unhappily. “Mundane.” 
I leaned against the stack of chairs, watching Eleanor struggling to placate everyone. “What else are they going to do with us? I’m guessing we don’t have corporal punishment. And since we don’t have an expiry date, a prison sentence could be a millennium long.”
Sabrina frowned at the crowd around Eleanor and jumped off the chairs. “That’s a very good point.”
“Where do you think they’ve taken her?” I asked as we skirted around the group and headed for the archway and the heavy wooden doors to freedom.
“Maybe they’ve deported her.” She shrugged, aiming for nonchalant and missing by miles.
“Deported her where? It’s not like her visa’s run out,” I said as I heaved one of the wooden doors open a crack so we could squeeze out. 
“I don’t know. Just somewhere … else.” Sabrina obviously had a place in mind but for some reason she was reluctant to say. We stepped out into the balmy evening and headed uphill away from the fort to get a better view of the town and ocean below. As the last rays of the sun warmed my face, it hit me.
“You’re thinking Hell?” 
“Or Purgatory.” 
“Yeah.” I drew the word out and looked back toward the fort. Other members of our group were slowly emerging in small clumps and talking quietly but animatedly. “I think Eleanor would’ve mentioned that.”
“I suppose. It would be quite the deterrent.”
The sun dipped below the ocean, streaking the sky with pink and yellow hues as it went. It took the remnants of warmth of the day with it and I wrapped my arms around my chest. The harbour below was so peaceful in the dim light, the water rippling gently against the boats. Several couples wandered along the beach for romantic sunset walks. Sounds of laughter and glasses clinking drifted on the breeze from the promenade, the restaurant lights hidden by the outward curve of the beach.
Sabrina made herself comfortable on the grass, all seriousness from seconds ago forgotten. “On the bright side, murder wasn’t on the list of forbidden activities, so even if they do arrest you we’ll be able to mount an excellent defence. Especially considering you aren’t guilty.”
I snorted. “Yeah. Because innocent people are never convicted.” I followed her to the ground, since the battle for my suit was truly lost.
“Hmm.” Sabrina tapped her chin in a show of thinking it over. “You’re right. We need to solve this ourselves. We’ll start tomorrow.” 
“Were you not just in that room?” I mimicked Eleanor in my best American South accent. “‘No drinking, no fighting no breaking curfew’. We’ll be deported to Hell. Or Purgatory. Or jailed. Or flashed out of existence in a blinding white light. Or possibly any one of a myriad of other equally unappealing consequences. Maybe more than one.”
“I thought we’d just decided they couldn’t deport us to Hell? Anyway, clearing your name after you’ve been falsely accused of murder was definitely not on that list of no-nos. And you said the detective already had you pinned for the murder, so you have nothing to lose.” 
There was an incredibly loose thread of logic to her proposal but that wasn’t what won me over. It was the hint of desperation in her deep, slate blue eyes. As if she was trying to hold onto something from her life, something she knew, something she understood. Perhaps she hadn’t adjusted so well after all.
“Okay, but if we get caught and sentenced to an eternity of hard labour, you’re taking at least half my workload.”
“Make it a quarter and you’ve got a deal.” She spat on her palm and extended her hand to me.
“You don’t actually expect me to shake that, do you?” I asked as she grinned widely and waggled her hand at me. This was so going to end badly. I spat on my own palm and shook her hand, quickly wiping it on the grass afterwards. “You’re so gross.” 
“Here’s the plan,” she whispered despite there being no one around to eavesdrop. The rest of our GA group were still clumped together by the front entrance of the fort. They reminded me of a herd of frightened sheep on the lookout for a wolf. “We need to find out who this guy was, if he had any enemies, if he’d argued with anyone recently, who his friends were, where he was last night, that kind of thing. I’ll see what I have access to on my end.”
“Okay.” I nodded confidently despite having no clue exactly how I would find any of it out.
“Excellent, we’ll swap info back here tomorrow night.” Sabrina beamed at me, positively radiant at the thought.
“And just ignore your guardian’s curfew?” drawled someone in a lazy Australian accent. “Oh, you ladies are baaaaad.” 
I twisted around so fast I just knew I could add grass stains to the list of white suit woes. A guy with short, unruly dark blond hair, wearing battered camo shorts and a white t-shirt with a faded logo crouched behind us, elbows resting on his thighs and hands clasped together. He had a broad shouldered athletic build with a strong jaw covered in stubble, dimples when he smiled and ocean coloured eyes that twinkled playfully, promising things I wasn’t sure ghosts could do. That was topped off with an air of someone who was a little rough around the edges and an Australian accent, which always made me think of sunshine. If someone had written “trouble” in a black marker on his forehead it wouldn’t have been more obvious.
“I’m Oz.” He extended his hand to me.
I hesitated. He’d mentioned curfew so he was a ghost, right? 
“Hi.” I reached cautiously for his hand and was relieved when his warm, solid fingers closed around mine. But then again, I’d been able to touch the chairs. This ghost lark was confusing. 
He offered his hand to Sabrina. She eyed him for longer than was polite but finally shook it. He took this as a signal of his acceptance and settled down behind us.
“What’s so important we’re breaking curfew?”
Sabrina gestured between us. “We’re not breaking curfew. I don’t know what you’re doing.”
He mimed as if we’d stabbed him through the heart. “Cold. So, what are you doing? Getting drunk? Haunting ex-boyfriends?” He rubbed his hands together with an enthusiastic gleam in his eye. “You guys are newly-deads, right? How’re you going to get out of your GA meetings? C’mon, what’s the plan?”
Sabrina and I exchanged a glance and she voiced what we were both thinking.
“You’re police, aren’t you?” There was resignation in her tone that said it wasn’t really a question and she’d been caught out like that before.
“You’re just full of compliments today.” Oz’s smile widened, deepening his dimples, but he was still not offended and still not leaving. He fixed me with his ocean coloured stare and nudged my arm. “C’mon, you can tell me. I might be able to help.”
“Look, Oz, was it?” I stared straight into his beautiful eyes. “Despite so obviously being police, you seem like a nice guy. But we’re in the middle of a private conversation. So while I can appreciate you would like to arrest us for crimes we might commit, can you wait until we’ve actually done something wrong?”
“A nice guy?” He winced and shook his head, covering his heart with his hand again. “You ladies are killing me.”
I enunciated clearly. “Go. Away.” 
“Y’know, I’m getting the impression you ladies don’t really want me around.”
Sabrina frowned at me. “Ghost-against-ghost violence definitely wasn’t on the list of no-nos, was it?” 
“Now, now, don’t get yourself in trouble.” I patted her knee then interlaced my fingers, flipped them palms outwards and stretched them in front of me. “I’ll throttle him. They’ve already got me for one murder; two won’t make a difference. I mean, what are they going to do? Deport me twice?”
“You?” Oz’s low laugh rumbled out across the hilltop and, oh my, if it wasn’t the sexiest laugh I’d heard in a long time. He’d have to die for that alone. I didn’t need that sort of complication. “You’re tiny. How could you murder anyone?”
I looked at Sabrina. “I don’t know whether to be flattered or offended.” True, I was only five foot five and slim, but I worked out. I stood as good a chance of being able to bash someone’s head in as the next gal. And pulling a trigger didn’t exactly take a bodybuilder. That’s if guns killed ghosts. I’d have to ask Eleanor at the next meeting. Or maybe someone else, since I doubted that would endear me to her. 
Sabrina gestured to Oz in vindication. “See. That detective is an idiot. That’s exactly why we need to …” Sabrina trailed off as she glanced at Oz.
“Need to what?” he asked.
“Why we need to discuss it responsibly with Bridget’s parole officer,”
Oz looked directly at me, all trace of playfulness gone. “Then let’s discuss it.”
I stared at Oz, a sinking feeling washing over me. “Mr Salier?” 
Oz inclined his head. “Nice to meet you, Bridget. Now, who did you murder?”
 
∞
 
“So you just found him there?” Oz asked after I’d finished reciting the whole story, including how many times the detective had asked me that same question. He’d sat and listened in silence, his frown growing more etched by the sentence.
“You’re not funny.” I sighed and rubbed my temples. It had been such a very, very, very long day. All I wanted was an extra bubbly bubble bath, a couple of candles and a large glass of red wine.
We were slouched in deck chairs in the large rear garden of a whitewashed town house a road back from the seafront. My new home. The garden was much bigger than I’d expected since, from the front, the houses looked tightly packed. Tall shrubbery lined the lush grass and a giant, gnarled weeping willow stood proudly at the bottom of the garden, swaying gently in the breeze. I could think of worse places to spend the next decade of my afterlife. But then I hadn’t met my housemates yet.
“Oh, I don’t know. I think I’m a little funny,” Oz said as he stared out over the garden.
There wasn’t much I could say to that which would have been considered a polite response, so I didn’t say anything. 
In the dim light I watched the mosquitoes hunting, flying toward me, circling but never landing. One up side to being dead, I guess. The air had cooled and the breeze carried sounds of teenagers’ laughter and the constant hum of the sea. I could still smell the salt on the air, but I knew in a few days that would mingle with the other scents and become lost in the normality of the place. I breathed deeply, holding the air in my lungs and enjoying the fragrance while I could. 
“What’s the matter with you?” He nudged my arm. “Did that bus run over your sense of humour as well as your rib cage?” 
“Oh, wow. That’s a really sensitive thing to say.”
“At least now I understand why your fiancé was cheating on you. Average looking and no sense of humour. I’d say you must have been dynamite in the sack to get him to propose, but if he’s going elsewhere for it then that can’t be true either.” Oz looked me over from his seated position. “Unless you have money. Do you have money? There was no mention of that in the file but sometimes they get things wrong.”
“I’m sorry. What file? How do you know all that?” I stared at him, not really all that sure what to do. It was as if he’d just flipped a switch and turned from adequately nice to total arsehole. “And how is this an acceptable way to speak to people?”
“I’m your parole officer.” He settled back in the deckchair, eyes closed and head resting back on the canvas. “I can pretty much do what I like to you.” 
“You can pretty much do what you like to me?” My jaw hung open. What. The. Hell. “What exactly does that mean?” 
“It means, as of tomorrow, in addition to your day job, you’ll be my personal assistant. Make my meals, do my washing, that kind of thing.”
“You mean be your slave.” 
He shrugged without opening his eyes. “If that’s how you choose to view it.”
If that’s how I chose to view it? What? What? No. Uh-uh. This was simply unacceptable. There had to be rules against this. Surely. Eleanor had not mentioned this at all. It had to be wrong. I was not staying here and becoming this handsome idiot’s Cinderella. I looked around the garden for a gate. I would just walk away. I could live on my own. I’d be fine.
There was only a small section of the fence, hidden by the weeping willow, that I couldn’t see from my seat. I got up and walked to the end of the garden, wobbling a little in my heels. The fence continued behind the tree unbroken. Okay. That made things trickier but not impossible. Six feet wasn’t that high. I turned back to face the house. There was only one neighbour to the left but four to the right. Left it was. I walked back to the patio, picked up the deckchair and set it on its side against the fence so I could use the wooden frame as a boost. 
Placing my hands on the fence for support I carefully stepped on the frame. It wobbled and my high heels didn’t afford me the most stable of footing but it held me. I hoisted myself up enough that I could secure the top of the fence under my armpits and wiggled and inched myself up. I’d just managed to hook my left foot over the top so I could shimmy over horizontally when someone grabbed the back of my suit jacket and yanked me down. Oz caught me by the waist as I fell but I still landed on my bottom harder than I’d have liked. Oz stood over me in the flowerbed, arms folded and frowning.
“Yes, thank you. That was really helpful,” I said. I climbed to my feet and was about to brush the soil from my suit when I realised my hands were filthy and my suit long past saving. 
I picked up the deckchair he’d kicked to the side and placed it back against the fence. Before I could step on it again, Oz picked it up and tossed it across the garden. And didn’t I hate myself a little for noticing how that made his t-shirt strain against his chest and arms? He was solid muscle. And not the gym type of sculpted muscle; he was actively fit.
I pointed to the deckchair lying in the centre of the garden. “I was using that.”
Oz leaned in a little, still frowning, but his expression wasn’t angry, more confused. “You’re fat.” 
“That’s untrue. And, frankly, just plain rude.” I wasn’t fat. I knew that I wasn’t, but on top of the other insults he’d already tossed my way that sort of attitude was simply unacceptable. My hand jerked out and slapped him across the face. The smack echoed through the stillness of the night. 
He rubbed his jaw with one hand, still frowning at me. Small specks of soil from my hand stuck in his stubble. He took a step back and looked me over for a long moment. I could practically see the cogs turning behind his swoony ocean green eyes. 
He pointed to my once beautiful and white Jimmy Choos. “Take those off. I’m confiscating them as weapons. And you won’t need them in either of your jobs.” 
“And I’m supposed to what? Walk around bare foot?” I folded my arms and shook my head. Admittedly they did have a five inch spike heel but that was simply not happening. “I’m not giving you my shoes.” That was just too much. 
“Give me your shoes.” Oz stepped closer and reached a hand out toward me. 
I lifted a warning finger to halt him. “If you lay a hand on me without my permission, please trust that you will not live to regret it.”
Oz stepped closer again and towered over me. I’d thought he was broad before but close up he practically blocked out the world. And he was easily over six feet. He hadn’t looked that tall relaxing in a deckchair.
His voice dropped to a threatening whisper. “You’ll do exactly as I say or you will not live to regret it.”
Why did this always happen to me? Why did I always have to argue? Why couldn’t I just nod politely, tell them what they wanted to hear and then go about my day doing what I wanted anyway? Why did I see it as a challenge? Maybe I should’ve slapped myself instead of him. 
I wasn’t sure what was going on but I felt fairly certain he wasn't really going to harm me, he was my guardian after all. I stepped closer to Oz so the lapel of my suit brushed his t-shirt and tilted my head back to stare straight into his eyes. “Try me.”
“Hmm.” Oz scowled, his voice back to a conversational tone. He stepped away from me and went to retrieve the deckchair. He set it down next to the other and flopped gracefully back into his. “At least that explains a little about why I didn’t feel your fear earlier. You’re clearly an idiot.”
“I’m sorry. What just happened?” I glanced around the garden as if it held the answer.
He waved me back into the deckchair as though the last couple of minutes hadn’t happened. “I was testing our bond. I was concerned I didn’t feel your fear when you found the body earlier, because I should have. Or your frustration at the police station. Or your anger at being falsely accused. That’s how it’s supposed to work so I know if you’re in trouble and can come and rescue you. Are you sitting down?”
“What? Just what?” I covered my eyes with my dirty hands, struggling to put my words in order. This afterlife should’ve come with a handbook. “What bond?”
“I can sense when you have a strong emotional reaction. It’s part of my role as your guardian. Usually the guardian who looks after you in life assumes responsibility for you here but you’ve been reassigned to me. That’s why it was important to ensure the bond was working effectively. I suppose I could’ve asked you to think of something that made you sad or angry, but in my experience it’s best to have an idea of what that might be first hand.” He motioned me back to the deckchair again.
“You can sense my emotions? Are you kidding me?” I stared at him in disbelief. This simply could not be happening. 
He frowned at me as though he couldn’t understand why I wasn’t just accepting his explanation. “Is this because I said you were fat? You’re not. You know that, right? I was trying to find your triggers.” 
I walked over, picked up the deckchair and held it between us as though I were a circus lion tamer. “Look, I don’t care if you’re schizophrenic or bipolar or just plain, straight-up crazy. I’m happy for you. Really. I wish you and the many voices in your head the best of luck. But this?” I moved back to the fence, placed the deckchair against it and gestured to the garden, the house and him. “This just isn’t for me, so I’m going to file a motion or paper or request or whatever and become an emancipated dead person.”
Since I’d already had a trial run I was nearly over the fence much quicker this time. I heard the rattle of Oz tossing the deckchair again. I gripped onto the fence ready for the fist in the back of my jacket. 
“Come on down before you hurt yourself.” Two hands rested firmly on my hips and urged me back to the ground. My arms were doing no work at all so he was supporting all my weight without even sounding exerted. And he’d called me fat.
I clung onto the fence. He wrapped one arm around my waist and tried to pry my fingers loose. “Will you just let go? I’m not going to hurt you.”
“You might not but that other you could be back at any time, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t just capitulate to your psychotic whims.”
“Capitulate to my psychotic whims?” Oz laughed and his warm breath tickled the side of my neck. That combined with his arm around my waist pressing me in to his firm chest made for a very confusing few seconds. He stilled. “What are you thinking about?”
“Stabbing you in the face with my shoe while you sleep.”
“Will you please just let go of the fence?” 
“No.” At this point, me holding on to the fence was pretty moot. I couldn’t hoist myself back up without a boost, and Oz had made it quite clear he could simply yank me down before I got over. Still, I had my pride.
“Okay.” His breath tickled my neck again. “Where do you suggest we go from here?”
“I suggest you let me go.” I focused on the solid wood beneath my fingers. The ridges from the weather. Not the attractive man with his arm around my waist, whispering into my neck and pressing me against him. Probably best not have him sense how that all made me feel.
“Once you let go of the fence.” When I made no move to do that, he sighed. “Look. I can easily pry your hands off but I don’t want to hurt you, so please let go.”
“I guess you should’ve thought of that before you called me fat.”
“That didn’t hurt you. If it had I’d have felt it, which was actually the point of it. And unless you’ve got an issue with your short term memory, it was you who slapped me.”
“That fat comment cut me deeply. This bond is obviously broken. I demand a replacement.” I felt the vibration in Oz’s chest and realised it was laughter. Good to see someone was amused.
“This is your last chance to voluntarily remove your hands.” The smile in his voice made it all that much more alluring. If I’d been standing, my traitorous knees would have gone all weak and girlish. No, no, this would not do. This would not do at all.
“Or what?” There was no way he could keep his hold on my waist and still take both my hands off the fence. 
Oz pulled me away from the fence a little by my waist and ducked under one arm so he was facing me. He let go of my waist so my feet dropped to the ground, sandwiching him between the fence and me. The full length of my body pressed against his. Before Oz could try to remove my hands, I let go of the fence and stepped back, focusing on dusting myself down. I did not need this complication. I knew that some people liked those types of emotional relationships, even sought them out, but I didn’t. I liked relationships where I could always get my own way, and it was resoundingly clear that this would not be one of those.
“Were you just …?” Oz stayed where he was and frowned in confusion. He tilted his head, as though listening for a frequency I couldn’t hear. “Scared?” 
“Of course not.” I wasn’t scared. I was terrified. It had been a long time since anyone had made me weak at the knees. Michael had never made my knees tremble. He had, however, made me happy, after a fashion at least, since I’d always gotten my own way with him.
“I wasn’t going to hurt you.”
“Okay,” I said, nodding and still dusting my trousers so I didn’t have to look at him. “Sure. Whatever.”
“Will you sit and talk with me like a rational adult now or will I need to tie you to the chair?” 
I straightened up without looking at him, walked across the garden and eased myself in his deckchair, making him pick up the other and set it next to me. Small victories and all.
“I apologise for earlier but as I said, I was concerned about the bond.” He flopped down in the righted deckchair, sure the canvas would hold him.
“You called me fat to test whether that would upset me? I should’ve slapped you harder.”
“Me calling you fat doesn’t bother you, but being called fat to see if it bothers you, bothers you?” He blew out a breath and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. I had the impression he mumbled something derogatory about women. I didn’t say anything. I sat in the chair, my hands demurely clasped in my lap. He wanted to talk, he could talk. “Do you have any questions?” he asked after a few moments of silence.
Yes. A million. “No.”
“None at all? You know it’ll be easier for you if you talk to me?”
“About what?”
“Anything. Everything.” He rubbed the cheek I’d slapped, his fingers rasping against the bristles of his stubble. He waited for me to say something. I didn’t. “Are you okay about finding the body?”
I stretched my eyes innocently wide and fluttered my eyelashes at him. “You mean do I need a hug?” I rested my head on the back of the canvas chair and closed my eyes. “Thanks but I think I’ll get by.”
“Are you always like this?”
“Dead? No, once I was alive and happy.”
“It’s not so bad here.”
“Oh, I’m sure it’s just lovely.” I didn’t think it was possible to heap any more sarcasm into my tone. Maybe he’d take the hint and be quiet.
“Do you want to talk about finding the body?” 
I turned to face him. “Look. I’m sure your handsomeness opens a lot of doors for you and greases the wheels when dealing with women, but personally I find you domineering and misogynistic. And that’s bypassing the fact you dragged me down off the fence, which is technically physical assault, and insulted me to test my emotional fortitude. I don’t like you. So, oddly, no, I don’t feel like having an emotionally intimate moment with you. And since you can snoop on my emotions any time you like, why don’t you just do that and stop talking to me completely? Thanks.” 
“I’m sensing …” He paused and titled his head, listening for that different frequency. “Anger. Yeah, it’s definitely anger.”
I couldn’t lean over and slap him again. Not because it was wrong but because I wouldn’t be able to get enough momentum to really knock the smug out of him from this angle. I’m not sure there was any angle that would enable me to knock the smug out of him.
“Okay, look. Whether you want to admit it or not, it has to have been a long and stressful day for you so how about we just call it a night and we can pick this up tomorrow?”
I waved him away and closed my eyes, slouching further down in the deckchair. “Sure, you head on inside. I’m just going to take in the evening air.”
Oz pushed himself up and stood over me. “Y’know, this will be much easier for you when you realise that you’re not the one in charge here.”
I squinted up at him through one eye. “No, no. You’re totally in charge.” 
“I am. I’m glad you understand that.” Oz reached down, grabbed my hands and pulled me up. He grinned into my startled face, bent and tossed me over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift, then strode toward the house.
It was so unexpected it took me a second to find my voice. Screaming it was undignified would just make it more so, and telling him to put me down wasn’t going to help. I toyed with kicking him in his most private of places since my foot was at about the right height, but I felt that might be pushing the boundary. So I hung there. In silence. Plotting my revenge.
He stepped up onto the patio and as he opened the back door of the house a clatter of voices assaulted us. Oz paused briefly and sighed before we walked in. He closed the door behind us and placed me back on my feet next to the centre island in the kitchen. Plates and dirty pans covered all of the units and the blue-tinged air reeked of burnt food.
Four people argued loudly on the other side of the centre island. A pretty blonde who reminded me of Jenny was shouting and gesturing wildly at the other three with a wooden meat tenderising hammer. A man in his late forties with a shocking comb-over kept trying to interrupt but an elderly lady in a pastel blue summer dress and floppy straw hat kept tapping him with a wooden spoon to stop him. Another woman with a short, blunt dark bob and dressed as a 1920s flapper had her arms folded and tapped her foot impatiently. 
In the middle of all the drama, a giant of a man was sitting at the island, eating a bowl of cereal and reading a three day old paper covered with large black shapes. At first glance it looked like the paper had been censored. Which was ridiculous. 
“Stop.” The lady in the floppy hat checked her watch then pointed the wooden spoon at the flapper. The younger girl protested but passed the wooden mallet to the flapper. 
Oz cursed under his breath and grabbed a saucepan and metal ladle from the rack suspended over the island. He banged the ladle on the bottom on the saucepan so hard I could see the ladle reverberating in his hand. All five of them turned to stare at us.
“Oh great,” Comb-over snarled. “Another bloody woman.”
“Oh great,” I mimicked. “Another bloody misogynist.”
The flapper gestured to me with the meat tenderiser. “I like her.” 
Comb-over snorted. “Yeah, you would.” 
The flapper whirled around and thumped the hammer against her open palm. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Everyone.” Oz spoke loudly to regain their attention. “This is Bridget. She’s newly dead so be nice to her and help her out if she asks. This is Lucy,” Oz said and directed his ladle at the flapper, who smiled widely and waved at me, the beads on her black dress swishing with her movement. “Clem.” Comb-over inclined his head the barest amount he could and still be civil. “Pam.” The older lady in the summer dress smiled warmly. “Mark.” The guy eating the cereal waved his spoon at me in greeting then carried on unperturbed. “And Petal.” Oz gestured to the younger girl who had tears in her eyes. 
Comb-over Clem threw his hands up and turned his back on the table. “Oh, here we go.”
“Clem, that’s rude,” Pam scolded and put an arm around the girl. “It’s okay, Petal.” 
The girl nodded at the encouragement and wiped her eyes. “I’m really sorry you’re dead.”
“Thanks, me too,” I said.
Oz waved the ladle at me. “Now for the rules. I’m telling you in front of them so everybody knows that everybody knows. For your time here, you have no socialising privileges outside of this house. No sleepovers, no dates, no spontaneous shopping trips. Any socialising we do will be done as a group. You’re not allowed out except for work, mandatory meetings and group activities that we have previously arranged. Any special food, personal hygiene products or newspaper requests go in the red book on the wall over there. Shopping is done once a week—”
“So. You’re basically telling me I’m a prisoner,” I said.
“No. I’m telling you the rules.” He gestured around the room. “Everyone abides by them.”
“Your rules?” 
Oz shook his head. “No. These are the basic rules.”
“Oz is very lenient. He only enforces the ones we all have to follow,” Petal said.
“Now I know why you didn’t tell me this outside,” I said and Oz arched an eyebrow for me to explain. “Because I would never have let go of the fence.”
Oz dumped the ladle in the saucepan and discarded them both on the central unit. “I’m going to show Bridget to her room. She’s had a long first day so please try and keep the arguing down to loud rather than deafening.” 
“Sure thing.” Clem nodded.
Lucy gave me the sweetest smile while she twirled the meat tenderiser. “Absolutely.”
Oz leaned in and whispered. “Do I need to pick you up or will you walk?” He leaned back a little to look into my face. “Like a good girl?”
A good girl? My eye twitched. Could he be more patronising? “I really am going to kill you in your sleep.”
Oz sighed dramatically. “I’m going to take that as a no.” He hefted me back up over his shoulder and walked out of the kitchen, the housemates calling a chorus of goodnights without even a tiny amount of concern for my wellbeing. 
I caught a fleeting peek of the first floor on my way past. Pastel pink carpets and flowery wallpaper. I winced. Maybe we could redecorate. We passed the exit to the second floor, plain pastel blue everywhere. The boy’s floor then. I dreaded to think where I was headed. 
We’d reached the top floor. All I could see from my limited vantage point were the stairs back down. It looked like mine was the attic room. Too high up to jump out of the window? Oz rattled something and the door opened. He walked into the centre of the room and placed me lightly on my feet.
The room was exactly everything I remembered Scarborough bed and breakfast rooms to be. A comfy looking double bed rested against the right wall, covered in a colourful handmade quilt. A dark oak, three door wardrobe stood against the back wall facing the two large sash windows that looked out onto the next street over and then the ocean. The closed door to the left, next to a tall chest of drawers, I very much hoped was my en suite. 
I hadn’t realised how tired I was until I saw the bed. Pyjamas. I needed pyjamas. And a toothbrush. And a comb. And my makeup. “When will my things get here?”
“What things?”
“My personal belongings?” I wandered over to the wardrobe to check no one had shoved a suitcase inside. “Hair straighteners. Underwear. Shoes. My things.”
“You don’t have any ‘things’. You have what you’re wearing.”
I stared down and my oh-so-stained suit. “What?”
Oz tilted his head again. “Huh. So that makes you angry too.”
I stretched my arms wide to display the extent of the stains on my suit. “I cannot live like this.”
“Well, I guess it’s a good job you’re dead then.” Oz backtracked to the bedroom doorway and I followed. “Nighty night.” He closed the door in my face. Metal rattled against metal then the unmistakable click of a lock snapping closed echoed around the bare room.
“Did you just lock me in my room?” This could not be happening.
“Yes.” Oz’s voice came through the door, heavy with a smile. “I’d rather not wake up tomorrow with the heel of your shoe through my eye.” 
Footsteps retreated down the staircase and I looked around my room. No clothes, no makeup, no pyjamas, a ridiculously handsome alpha male as a jailor who could snoop on my emotions as and when he liked, an unfulfilling job, an acclimatisation meeting every night, a house share with six other people and a dead ghost in my locker on my first day.
I didn’t care what anyone said. This was definitely Hell.
 
∞
 
I was staring into my locker when Bertha stormed in. Any ill effects from the fainting fit yesterday appeared long gone. The ill temper from the tumbler of water to the face remained, though.
“You’re late. Again,” she snapped, all compassion. “Get dressed and get outside.” 
I shook my head. “I can’t.”
Bertha’s face drained of colour and her eyes darted to my locker. “Why not?”
I reached into the locker and Bertha cringed back. I pulled out my uniform, a shapeless mauve jumpsuit. My misspelled name was embroidered in bright red on a white badge over the right breast. I held it up against me. Bertha’s attention darted from my uniform to my locker and back again. 
“The colour does nothing for me. Mauve? Really? And the cut is shocking.” I pulled up one of the legs to show her the totally unflattering classic cut. “I might as well be wearing a sack. You know the phrase ‘I wouldn’t be caught dead in this’? Well, that literally applies here.”
“Just get it on and get out here,” she said as she stormed back out a few shades paler.
Sighing, I changed into the purple sack and pulled my hair into a ponytail with a tie Petal had loaned me. I checked my reflection in the small mirror in my locker. I’d kept my hair out of the shower spray this morning but I’d have to wash it with something tomorrow. I was not looking forward to that. A lack of hair styling tools and makeup were not conducive to a happy Bridget. I’d have to place my requests with Oz later. Being dead was bad enough, but an eternity with frizzy hair and no makeup? I’d rather die. Again.
“Finally,” Bertha mumbled as I emerged from the locker room. “Fenton, this is your new trainee.”
Fenton was tall, slim with a cocky smile and dressed in a grey jumpsuit. Grey. Not mauve. Grey. And his, like Bertha’s, had definitely had some alterations.
He smiled and held my hand just a fraction too long. “Hi, Birget.”
“It’s Bridget,” I corrected with a tight smile, taking my hand back and wiping it on the leg of my jumpsuit.
“Says Birget on your suit.” 
I looked pointedly at Bertha who pretended not to notice. “I know.”
“Here are today’s assignments.” She slapped a clipboard into Fenton’s waiting hands and marched off down the corridor.
I followed Fenton to the tunnelling room. He didn’t speak but nodded to several people we passed. 
“Okay, let’s get to it.” Fenton positioned himself on one of the white circles and disappeared. 
I stared at the space where he’d been. Was he expecting me to follow? I didn’t even know where he’d gone. Two men in grey jumpsuits appeared on the other side of the room and eyed me curiously as I hovered in the middle of the room trying not to look like I was new. 
“Do you need any help, Miss?” Guess the mauve jumpsuit gave it away. The older of the two smiled down at me. He had deep crow’s feet from a lifetime of laughing that crinkled up when he smiled. I liked him. 
“She’s fine, Charlie. She’s with me.” Fenton spoke directly behind me, startling me so badly I leapt forward and into Charlie. I may have even squealed. Awk-ward.
Charlie scowled at Fenton but smiled down at me, patting my shoulder. “If you need help with anything, Birget, you just come find me, okay?”
“It’s Bridget,” Fenton corrected in a possessive tone I didn’t much care for.
“I will, Charlie, thank you.” I gave Charlie my best “my hero” smile because, well, because he seemed like a nice guy and the jury was still out on Fenton. Charlie threw me a wink as he and his friend walked away. I got the impression he would’ve liked to have ruffled my hair. I was immensely glad he hadn’t. It would have been a quick end to our friendship.
“I’m guessing you can’t tunnel yet?” Fenton’s tone equally divided between self-importance and irritation.
“I can walk.” 
“Yeah, you’ll want to learn to tunnel. Fast. It’s been a long time since I was a passenger but I still have nightmares about it.” He took my hand, yanked me to a white circle with no more polite small talk and tunnelled me. 
We landed on the pavement in the city centre of Scarborough. Him on his feet, me on my knees trying desperately not to gag. A hand fisted in the back of my overalls and yanked me to my feet and back a step, out of the direct path of a harassed looking mother with three young children hanging off her.
“Try and keep out of their way.”
“Can they see us?” My attention flitted from mums to children to students to office workers who filled the street.
To be surrounded by people and be invisible was a very odd feeling. And a little bit freeing. I had the urge to do something crazy, or at least socially unusual.
“Go ahead.” Fenton sighed and folded his arms in resignation. “I can wait.” 
“This isn’t going to be classed as haunting, right?” I sat on a bench next to a boy in his late teens who was checking his watch.
“This?” He shook his head. “No.” 
I waved my hand in front of the boy’s face. Nothing. I glanced back at Fenton, who was too busy checking out a twenty-something girl in a skimpy summer dress. 
“Okay.” I took a deep breath and yodelled at the top of my voice right into his ear.
“Hey!” The boy leapt up off the bench. In a blind panic I did the same, scrambling backward.
There was no way this was not going to be classed as haunting. I frantically scanned around my surroundings, looking for that ominous white flash. Fenton winced at something directly in front of me. I swallowed hard and turned to face my fate. It wasn’t the GBs; it was the boy. And he walked right through me.
I dropped to the floor, my stomach clenching and churning, my vision clouding as the most intense tsunami of nausea crashed over me. I wasn’t in pain exactly, but my limbs twitched as if I were being electrocuted. Somewhere in the tiniest part of my brain that was still functioning, I could hear the boy telling someone off for being late.
“Deep breaths.” Fenton rubbed what I assumed he thought were soothing circles on my back but the contact made my skin feel raw. I managed to knock his hand away and curl up on the floor, gasping for breath. “You okay?”
“I am so very far from okay,” I choked out even though I was already starting to feel better. I felt like I should be laid up for a week, but as quickly as it had come it seemed to fade.
“It passes quickly,” Fenton said as he pulled me up and draped an arm around my shoulders. “For future reference, it’s best not to let them touch you.”
“For future reference, those sorts of tips will be more helpful beforehand,” I snapped, shoving his arm away. It wasn’t his fault but his smirk and condescending attitude was making it easy to blame him.
“Some lessons you can only learn through your own mistakes.” 
So far, I was not liking Fenton as my trainer.
“You ready for our first assignment then?”
No. “Sure.”
“Excellent. Let’s go haunt somebody.” 





Chapter Four
 
Hovering inside the doorway of assignment number twenty-two, I kept one eye on any incoming alive people and the other on Fenton. In the last half an hour I’d observed him tip a can of coke over a boy’s homework, trip a suited and booted white collar worker and terrify a cat up a tree. Currently, he was taking great delight in moving a baker’s rolling pin. The baker would use it, set it down, then Fenton would move it. After moving it for the third time, Fenton tipped his imaginary hat at the baker and walked through the counter. 
I followed him into the midday sunshine as he scanned the sheet. “One more and then we’ll break for lunch.” 
I shook my head. “One more what?” I’d passed Frustrationville six assignments ago and was heading at warp speed to Giving Up City.
“Responses like that are going to have me recommending an extra week of observation training for you.” Fenton jabbed his pen in my direction before making a note on the assignment sheet.
“That’s not such a bad idea. I’ve watched you all morning and I have no clue what you’re doing,” I grumbled, feeling a little sorry for myself. Generally I was a fast learner, so I wasn’t used to being bad at things.
“Hmm, maybe two weeks … unless you give me a reason to sign you off as competent.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me and I couldn’t tell if he was joking. I hoped he was joking.
“Thaaaaaat’s never going to happen.”
“I’ve told you. You need to evaluate the situation and respond accordingly.” 
“Fine. But you have to give me some parameters to work within.” 
Fenton opened his mouth, no doubt about to tell me that defining the parameters was part of the job, but something over my shoulder drew his attention. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll do that. See that shop? Pagan Lights?” He pointed to a store off to the left.
“Yeah?” I glanced at the shop then looked behind me to see what held his attention. 
A man in his late thirties with thinning blond hair and wearing a red jumpsuit was talking to a tall, skinny man with dark hair wearing a grey jumpsuit. Despite them being out in broad daylight, in a very public place, something about their meeting struck me as furtive. Maybe it was the way their heads bowed together. The only explanation I could come up with for such a shady encounter was drugs. 
Admittedly, I knew little about how the whole afterlife business worked but, for some reason, that struck me as unlikely. That said, I’d seen enough police shows to recognise a shady deal going down when I saw one.
“A man named Barry is getting his fortune told there.” Fenton grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me in the direction of the shop, giving me a little shove. “You need to walk over his grave.” 
“What?” I turned back to face him, dusting his hands off my shoulders. “You want me to what?”
“Y’know, walk over his grave.” Fenton shivered in demonstration of the response he wanted me to elicit. 
“How?”
“Improvise. I’ll be assessing you.” He pulled a battered brown leather notebook from his pocket and flicked through the pages. 
I glanced over my shoulder at the shop and back to him. “From here?” 
“Go.” He shooed me away and backed up into the centre of the lunchtime crowds. 
Sparing a glance for the odd couple I headed toward the shop, dodging the living. Above the window, the shop’s name stood out in cursive lilac script on a black background with a delicate posy of flowers in each corner. An assortment of dried herbs, spell books, sets of tarot cards and astrology charts were artistically arranged in the window. I’d never really been one for all this supernatural stuff but now I was dead, and technically supernatural myself, it held even less interest for me. 
A sandwich board stood on the pavement outside the shop, black with the same lilac script, announcing palm and tarot readings offered by a Madame Zorina. 
Since it was another beautiful summer’s day, the shop door was propped open. The air inside felt cold on my face after being in the sun and reeked heavily of incense and doused candles. Four-foot high shelving units were arranged in aisles, labelled with the topics of the neatly stacked books they held. The far right of the shop looked more like a spice market with all the jars of herbs and spices and every possible ingredient a gullible person would need to cast a spell. Dreamcatchers, strings of bells, crystals and wind chimes hung from the ceiling in sporadic collections.
Since I couldn’t see a tarot reading taking place on the shop floor I headed toward the back of the store. A bead curtain covered a doorway to the left of the counter. I figured Madame Zorina would need privacy to deliver whatever rubbish she was peddling, so it seemed like a logical choice.
A blue-haired Amazon of a woman sitting at the counter glanced up sharply as I passed and vaguely followed my movement. She didn’t challenge me, which I figured meant she couldn’t see me, just sense me. And that creeped me out more than if she’d stopped and talked to me. 
The beaded curtain was about a foot short of the floor. Wanting to get away from the Amazonian’s suspicious stare, I dropped to my hands and knees and stretched flat out on my stomach. I pulled myself, arm over arm like a soldier, underneath the curtain and across the threshold. Once safely on the other side I stood up and peeked back through the beads at her. The Amazonian clenched a small pink crystal in one of her hands and stared at the curtain.
She might’ve been frowning in my direction but she didn’t look like she was coming through anytime soon, so I considered myself safe. I dusted down my mauve jumpsuit, for the very first time genuinely glad I was wearing it. I simply would not have crawled over the floor in my Dior suit – I'd rather have taken my chances with the blue-haired Amazon.
A low voice with an Eastern European accent spoke behind me. “I see many things in the cards, Bartholomew.” 
The woman, whom I assumed was Madame Zorina, was in her early forties and looked like a stereotypical gypsy, from her tousled black locks and heavily kohl-rimmed eyes to the mass of bangles adorning each wrist that tinkled as she laid out the tarot cards. I tiptoed around the table, momentarily forgetting they couldn’t hear or see me, and peered over her shoulder. She didn’t even flinch at my presence. Ironic that she was the one giving the readings and not the girl at the counter. 
She’d laid the cards in a cross with four extra cards in a vertical line down the right side. Her right hand hovered over the card in the centre of the cross. 
“I see great love but also great sorrow.” 
A weedy looking man with a hook nose and glasses nodded solemnly. “I’ve known both.”
I snorted. “Who hasn’t?” So far, I was not impressed with Madame Zorina.
Madame Zorina’s left eye twitched slightly and she spread her palms face down on the table, either side of the card layout. “I sense there is a particular question marring your thoughts. Ask me and I shall answer.”
Barry pulled a small picture out of his wallet and slid it into the centre of the table. “Would my mother approve of her?” 
I peered over his shoulder. A twenty-something blonde bombshell, there was no other way to describe her, stared sultrily out at me. I took a step back and gave Barry a proper once over for the first time. He was on the skinny side of slim, the wrong side of forty and balding with a mouth that turned downwards even in a smile. I noticed the edge of his wallet peeking out of his ill-fitting chinos and gently eased it out the rest of the way. After hiding it underneath the seat of his chair, I quietly flipped through it. Every credit card in there was either black or platinum, colours I’d only ever dreamed of owning in my life.
“No, Barry, your mother would not approve because she
is a gold digging tramp.” I jabbed my finger at the photo Madame Zorina was examining. “You need to kick her grasping ass to the curb. And now.” 
“Madame Zorina?” Barry pressed.
I slid his wallet back into his pocket and stood. “Break it to him gently, Madame. Explain that he needs to find someone who will appreciate him for the IT geek he so clearly is, not for the colour of his credit cards.”
Her left eye twitched again and she passed the photo back to him. “Barry, your mother only wants for your happiness.” 
“You should be ashamed of yourself telling the poor man such lies,” I scolded her. This being invisible lark was actually quite freeing, as long as the blue-haired Amazon wasn’t about. “It’s a good job you’re a fake, or his poor mother would drag herself from her grave and beat you about the head with her handbag.” 
He looked relieved. “She makes me happy.”
I shook my head and crouched next to him. “Ohhhhh, Barry, Barry, Barry. Don’t listen to her. The tramp makes you happy now but this won’t work out in the long run. Not for you. The floozy’s probably already cheating on you with her buff gym instructor, the postman and the milkman. I’m sorry, but it’s true. Probably.” I added and tried to squeeze his hand, momentarily forgetting I was dead, he couldn’t hear me and I couldn’t touch him. My hand went through his and he shivered violently in response.
“Oh, score!” I jumped to my feet and quick victory dance. “I guess this isn’t so hard after all, hey, Madame?” I asked. Her left eye twitched again. “Y’know, you should get that twitch seen to. Kinda ruins the whole serene, ethereal image you’re trying to project.”
“That’s all that matters.” Madame Zorina inclined her head and smiled warmly at Barry.
“Well, Madame, Barry, it’s been a blast.” I saluted them both and made for the beaded doorway and stopped. “Huh, don’t suppose one of you wants to move this curtain for me, do you? Don’t fancy Private Ryaning it again in case the fifty-foot woman stomps me like a bug.”
“Thank you, Madame Zorina. Thank you.” Barry collected the photo and headed right for me. 
I leapt back out of the way just in time as he barrelled right through the doorway. I was about to follow in his wake, hoping the already swinging beads would mask my escape, when Madame Zorina blocked the whole doorway, her back to me. 
“Sam? Do you fancy going to get us both some lunch?” 
I didn’t hear Sam’s reply but the receding footsteps told me she’d gone. Madame Zorina turned back to face into the room. I was still trying to find a way around her when I noticed she was standing, arms folded, staring right at me. I checked behind me to see what she was looking at, but there was just a wall covered with scarves and pictures of constellations. Nothing that warranted her angry expression.
I leaned in to look into her eyes. “Okay, that’s a little creepy. Are you okay, Madame?” I clicked my fingers in front of her face a few times but there was no response. She continued to stare at me. “Why I am clicking? You can’t even see me.”
“Not only can I see you but, more unfortunately, I can hear you. And I find your inane stream of chatter quite distracting while I’m giving a reading.”
Uh-oh. Was this going to be classed as haunting? But that was the purpose of my job, right? So this would be okay. Wouldn’t it? I glanced behind me, waiting for the flash of light and masked GBs. 
“Ohhhhh, now you’re speechless?” Her bangles jangled as she threw her arms up before she jabbed her finger in my direction. “For future reference, Missy, you don’t give messages to the clients; you give them to the mediums. Luckily for you, Barry thought your little parlour trick was his mama. Hello?” She snapped her fingers in front of my stunned face. “Un. Believable.” She shook her head at me and glided back to her table to clear up the cards. “And where’s Jim? He shouldn’t have left you alone, as this is quite clearly your first day.” 
“What gave me away, the mauve jumpsuit?” I retorted, annoyed she was telling me off for doing my job. And because she could tell I was new. And because she was right.
“You’re wearing a white suit.” Madame Zorina paused and looked me over, eyebrows pulling together. “The same as every other messenger.”
“Yes.” I nodded, not understanding why she couldn’t see the awful overalls but happy about it. “Yes, I am.” 
“Well?” she asked as she finished tidying up her cards and placed them in a neat stack in front of the crystal ball. 
“Well, what?” 
“Where’s Jim?” she asked on a sigh.
I opened my mouth to explain I didn’t know a Jim and my trainer’s name was Fenton when I had a flashback to the body in my locker. Suddenly, I was positive “Jim” had been embroidered on his name badge. My expression must have given something away because Madame Zorina sank into her chair.
“I told him. I warned him. Why didn’t he listen?” She jabbed her finger at me as if it was my fault.
I casually adjusted my fringe as if I wasn’t that interested in what she was saying. “Warned him about what?”
She shook her head. “You people. You think because you’ve crossed over you can see everything. That you can see more than I can. Well, you can’t. And now Jim knows that. Stupid, stubborn man.”
“What can you see? What did you warn him about?” 
“His shadow.”
“His shadow?” I wasn’t entirely sure where to go with that revelation, but I could see why he didn’t take her warning seriously. “We don’t actually have shadows.” 
She smiled but it was all teeth. “Oh, excellent. Beautiful and dumb. Living the stereotype. Good for you.”
“I’m not exactly living anything, am I? And thank you for reminding me about my rather excruciating death.” Then the first part of her insult registered. “And thanks.” 
She sighed again. “I’m sorry. I get frustrated when people don’t listen to me. I’m always right, you know?”
Fair enough. Since she was big enough to apologise, I could let it go. And I needed information. “What was wrong with his shadow?”
“It’s difficult to explain. It wasn’t his shadow, it was a shadow that hovered behind him.” She tilted her head to the side as she looked at me. “Same as the one that’s hovering behind you now.”
I twisted around so fast the momentum nearly carried me into a full spin. I don’t know what I was expecting to see – Ghosting Busters, Fenton, Oz – but all I saw was the beaded curtain and empty shop beyond.
“What exactly does that mean?” My voice hitched up an octave, despite trying to keep a calm façade.
“That you’ll share Jim’s fate? I don’t know.”
“Did he have any enemies? Was he in any trouble? Is there anything you can tell me that would help?” 
She frowned.“Help what?” 
“Help to help solve his murder.” Sabrina was going to be dizzy when I told her about this. 
“What’s your name?” Something about the way she asked set alarm bells ringing in my head.
I hesitated, feeling a weight to the question, but it would be rude not to introduce myself, right? “Bridget.”
“Bridget, Jim was a messenger, like you. He delivered the messages and left. Sometimes we would chat a little, just small talk. The first personal thing I said to him was about the shadow.” She adjusted the crystal ball in its cradle. “That was also the last thing I said to him.”
“I’m sorry for, y’know, your loss.” It wasn’t the most original thing to say but I felt like she needed me to say it.
“Be careful, Bridget.” I was expecting scorn but she gave me a sad smile instead. “You’re annoying but – actually, you’re just annoying.”
I gave her my practiced smile. “Thanks. I had a great time too.” I turned and swiped the beads out of my way. I could still hear them swinging as I left the shop and stepped out into the glorious sunshine. I resisted the urge to look for a shadow and let the sun warm the uneasy cold from my bones.
Fenton was writing in a small brown notebook when I approached. “What took you so long?” 
“Had to wait for the right moment.” 
He stilled, looking from the notebook to me. “What do you mean ‘the right moment’?” 
“Wanted to get the most bang for my buck.” I shrugged, suddenly feeling like I’d done something wrong. Though considering the total lack of guidance he’d given me so far, it wasn’t exactly as if I could tell wrong from right.
He slipped the notebook in his pocket. “How did you do it?”
“Touched his hand.” 
“How did you work out that was what you needed to do?” He noted something on the assignment sheet.
No way was I telling him it was accidental. “I did like you said. Took in the whole scene and realised that was the appropriate response. You don’t look pleased.”
“Let’s break for lunch.”
 
∞
 
The canteen was heaving. It was like looking through a kaleidoscope. There were the mauve and grey jumpsuits of the facilitators but there was also hot pink, emerald green, orange, royal blue, sunshine yellow and a beautiful turquoise. The dark grey and muted mauve looked like the poorer cousins in the mix. 
I joined Fenton in the queue and decided on bangers and mash with a chocolate éclair for afters. I figured since I was dead the calories wouldn’t count, though I did make a mental note to ask Eleanor later. 
By the time I’d filled my tray, Fenton had disappeared. I looked around, trying to find an empty table and feeling every inch the new girl.
“Bridget.” Charlie beckoned me from a table toward the back of the room as he and his friend made space for me.
Relieved, I carried my tray over and sat next to him. I liked Charlie. Admittedly I didn’t know him, but he put me at ease. Maybe it was because he reminded me of my dad. Well, not my dad, because he was a lazy waste of space who sponged off my mam until he found a better option. Maybe it was a friend’s dad.
Charlie nodded his head in the direction of his companion. “This is Pete.” 
He and Pete were of a similar age, but where Charlie was cheerful and approachable Pete had shaved his grey receding hair into a short buzz cut and looked like a smile might actually damage his weathered face. Interesting pair. Both of them wore the grey jumpsuits of the experienced facilitators.
“What are all the different coloured jumpsuits for?” I asked after we’d all exchanged greetings.
“Different departments. The coordinators are pink, their trainees in green; the migration engineers are orange, their trainees in yellow; and the overseers are turquoise, their trainees in blue,” Charlie explained.
“What do migration engineers and overseers do?” I asked, watching as matching colours grouped together for lunch.
“The migration engineers engineer migration and the overseers oversee,” Pete said.
“Great. Thanks for the insight,” I said when I realised he wasn’t going to elaborate further. 
“How was your first day?” Charlie asked with a gentle eye roll almost apologising for Pete.
“It was …” – I thought of the guy who’d walked through me and the immense pain that followed, Fenton’s ability to evaluate exactly what haunting response was needed in each situation, Madame Zorina, Jim and the shadow that was supposedly now hanging over me – “… confusing.”
Charlie smiled. “It’s your first day. It’ll get easier.” 
I doubted it, but I smiled politely. I didn’t want to be rude to someone I didn’t know and who hadn’t provoked me. “Do facilitators always work alone?” 
Charlie nodded. “It depends. Usually they do, though. You’ll have a trainer who’ll help you with your area then you’re on your own.”
“An area?” I directed my question to Charlie since he was more forthcoming than Pete. “Like a geographical area that I’m responsible for?”
Pete laughed. “You have to love those inductions. So in-depth, really let you know what to expect from your afterlife.”
Charlie ignored Pete’s sarcasm. “Yes. The country is divided up into small chunks for us facilitators and we each deal with any assignments in those areas.” 
“The country? Are these the facilitators for the whole country?” I glanced around the canteen. There didn’t seem enough people to take care of the haunting needs of an entire country. How the hell big was my area?
Pete spoke around his mouthful. “Where did you think they were for?”
I shrugged. “Scarborough, I guess.” 
Pete laughed. “Scarborough’s just not that big.”
“I guess not. Where are we right now?” For the first time I noticed there were no windows in the canteen. Come to think of it, I’d not seen any in the building at all.
“This is why the newbies go off the rails.” Pete sighed and pointed to me but spoke to Charlie. “They have no information.”
“Her not knowing where we are right now is not enough to make her go off the rails,” said Charlie.
“No, but it’s enough to make her wonder what else she doesn’t know.” Pete savaged a bread roll and shook his head when Charlie went to say something else. This was clearly an old argument.
“Do you know who had my area before me?” Both men paused and I pretended not to notice. I desperately needed more info on Jim if I were heading for the same shadowy fate. “I just thought maybe I could chat to them, see if they have any advice about the area.” Ask who bludgeoned them to death.
“Jim, the guy who had your area before you, died recently. That was who you found in your locker,” Charlie said gently.
“Oh.” I did my best surprised face, though it was only half faked. I hadn’t known people would’ve been able to identify me on sight as the girl who found the dead dead body in her locker. “Well, that’s an odd coincidence.”
“Isn’t it?” Pete stared at me, face devoid of emotion.
Charlie shot Pete a warning glance before turning back to me. “I have to run but just stick a message in the chute if you have questions, okay?”
“The chute? What, like an internal postal system?”
“Yep.” Charlie pointed to the narrow tubes circling the perimeter of the canteen ceiling. “There are message cards and chute directory at reception. Address it to Charlie 2828 and it’ll get to me. Usually before the end of the day. Stay out of trouble now.” He winked before heading across the canteen to dispose of his tray.
Why did everyone keep saying that to me? “So what do you know about this Jim?” I loaded up my fork while asking in the hope my question seemed more like casual interest than a desperation to know.
“I know Jim’s area is highly sought after. So you finding the body then getting his area? Don’t be surprised if you struggle making friends. And watch your back. You guys don’t last long.” 
“What do you mean ‘don’t last long’?” I asked, since he seemed so forthcoming with the doom and gloom. “They’re reassigned? Retire?” A shadow does away with them? 
“They die.” 
Yep, this day was just getting better and better. “Of old age?” 
Pete snorted gently. “Come on, Bridget, you don’t strike me as the naïve type. That area has had four changes of facilitator in the past three years. You’re the fifth.”
“Accidents happen,” I offered.
Pete sighed and laid down his fork. “People don’t accidentally cave their own skulls in.”
“Maybe Jim had enemies. Surely there were people he didn’t get on with? People he argued with?”
Pete raised his eyes from his plate and gave me a measuring look. “Everyone loved Jim.”
“Clearly not everyone,” I pointed out. 
Pete nodded. “That’s fair. I wonder if the police have any suspects.”
“I wonder,” I echoed, holding his gaze.
“Like maybe his ward.” Pete stared right back at me.
“What’s a ward?” A suspect? Woop! Sabrina was going to be so proud.
“It’s their livie. The alive person they watch over. You know how the guardianship works?” Pete asked.
“The guardian angel watches over their person and then when they die they take care of them over here?” I said, grateful Oz had at least explained that to me.
“There’re a few more rules to it.” Pete rolled his eyes and gave a dismissive wave of his hand, which told me when he said “a few” he really meant “a lot”. “But basically, yes.”
“Okay, but how could an alive person murder a dead person?” I was looking for a simple answer since I was more into Metafit than metaphysics.
“Sometimes people don’t take too well to dying.” 
“I hear that.” I nodded. Being recently deceased myself, I found that incredibly understandable.
“How’s your relationship with your guardian, Bridget?” Pete was watching me carefully.
I shrugged. “It’s fine. He’s bossy but I’ll soon knock that out of him.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Pete said with a huge dollop of subtext that I couldn’t quite translate. 
He stared pointedly at me while chewing, and a horrible thought occurred to me. Hadn’t Oz said I’d been reassigned to him? And Jim had died roughly about the time I’d arrived? And there’d been a hiccup with my paperwork. Had Jim been my guardian? That would explain why Johnson was so disinclined to believe I’d never met him. Wow, he really did think I’d killed him. 
Well, damn. 
 





Chapter Five
 
“See. I told you,” Sabrina hissed.
We were sitting at the back of the block of chairs in the main hall of the fort and catching the warm breeze from the open doors while the other members of the GA group mingled, complaining about the heat. I’d filled Sabrina in on the whole Madame Zorina escapade and ultimately my lack of knowledge on Jim while we waited for the rest of our group to show up. 
“No, you said we should investigate so I wouldn’t be arrested for murder.” I adjusted my chair to face the door so I could catch more of the breeze. “Not so I wouldn’t be murdered.”
“Well, neither’s a desirable outcome.” Sabrina widened her jumpsuit collar and fanned herself with her hand. “Did this Madame Zorina give you any useful info about whose shadow it was? When or how it would make its move? Anything we could use to find your killer?”
“I’m not dead yet!” I exclaimed, a little too loudly. Several group members turned to stare at me. I held up a finger in warning to Sabrina. “Not a word.” 
Sabrina raised her hands in surrender but smiled. “Wasn’t going to say a thing.”
After a frustratingly long afternoon of watching Fenton haunt people in a variety of odd ways, he’d tunnelled me to the fort and left without so much as a fare thee well. He’d not let me attempt anymore haunting assignments either, which made me wonder why he’d let me loose on Madame Zorina in the first place. He kept asking me to assess each situation and summarise the correct response. I’d guessed two out of what felt like a million and, despite what I’d told him, those had been blind luck.
“There was one thing about Jim.” I’d hesitated in telling Sabrina because I wasn’t absolutely sure it was true.
Sabrina’s eyes zoomed in on me despite my attempt at a conversational tone. “Oh?”
I dusted some imaginary dirt from the thighs of my jumpsuit. “He may or may not have been my original guardian angel.”
Sabrina’s eyebrows shot all the way up to her hairline. “How did you find that out?”
“I kind of pieced it together, and it’s based on assumptions, so it might not be true. But I’m just not that lucky lately.”
“Well, at least now we know why the detective likes you for Jim’s murder. I found something interesting too.” Sabrina lowered her voice but smiled widely as if we were chatting about anything but a murder investigation. “I couldn’t find out anything about Jim. Nothing at all.”
I frowned at her. “You couldn’t find out anything about him?”
She shook her head with a smug smile and fanned herself with her hand again. “Nope.”
“Okay.” I turned away from the door. The breeze curled around my neck and ruffled the end of my ponytail. “I don’t know how it worked when you were alive but when you find nothing, you can’t call that ‘something interesting’ because it’s nothing.”
“You’re missing the point.” Sabrina inclined her head at an older lady who walked past us from the refreshment table. “Lovely evening.” 
The lady’s face twitched as if she was about to cry and I felt Sabrina tense beside me. The lady managed to hold onto her smile and silently kept walking.
“I really don’t understand what all these people are so upset about.” Sabrina gestured around the hall. The majority of the group had arrived, but of those twenty or so people only about ten per cent were wearing a smile, and I was pretty sure they were forced. “They’re only dead. It’s not the end of the world. This type of mindset is exactly why I don’t get involved with groups.” 
“Sooooo.” I called her attention back to me. “Do you want to explain the point to me?” 
“Oh, yes.” Sabrina’s eyes twinkled and she leaned closer to me to whisper. “I think I couldn’t find anything out about him because he was undercover.”
I gave a slow nod. Undercover. Right. “Or, maybe, you were just looking in the wrong place. You are new to the job.” 
Sabrina’s mouth flattened into a straight line. “I might be new to the job but I’m not inept.” She got up and walked to the refreshment table and I followed. “I know how to sneak and gather information and I’m telling you, there is no information to gather on your doubly dead Jim.” She downed a small cup of orange cordial as if it were whisky and grabbed two more, offering me one. 
I took it because she looked like she might throw it over me if I didn’t. Guess I’d hurt her feelings. “To be clear, he’s not my Jim, and how do you go from ‘no information’ to ‘undercover’?”
“Have you never seen any crime shows?” Sabrina’s brow wrinkled and she squinted at me. “No info means undercover.”
“You’re basing your theory on fictional programmes written with artistic license and dramatic flair?” I grabbed a handful of custard creams and walked back to our seats. I settled back in the hard plastic chair in the path of the breeze. 
She nodded and sat back down next to me. “Pretty much.” 
“Right.” I sipped my juice. And this was the woman I was counting on to help me beat a murder rap. Great.
Sabrina turned the custard cream over in her hand, tossed it in the air and then caught it. “It makes sense.” 
“In what world does it make sense?”
“You said you were the fifth facilitator for your area in three years. And that the previous four died in suspicious circumstances—”
“No.” I held up my hand to halt her. “Pete said that. And call a spade a spade. They died in homicidal circumstances.”
“Okay. I just didn’t want to make you unnecessarily anxious.”
“I’m about to be murdered by a shadow.” I glanced over my shoulder, nearly spilling my juice in the abrupt motion. “I feel my anxiety is justified.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not going to be murdered.”
“Interesting you decided that was the ridiculous part,” I said.
“Be quiet, you’re pulling me off topic. My point was that maybe Jim’s murderer and your ‘shadow’ are one in the same. We find out who killed Jim, we solve that murder and we save you.”
“I have to be honest.” I stared at Sabrina’s content expression. “I don’t like how happy you seem about all this.”
Sabrina shrugged. “You’ve already died once this week. What are the odds it’ll happen twice in the same week?”
“Probably about the same as getting hit by a bus. And look how that turned out.” I arched an eyebrow at her and she sighed. I held my hands up in surrender. “Fine. What do I need to do?”
“Same thing as today. Find out as much as you can about Jim. I’ll try and find out what I can about your predecessors and whether Jim actually was your guardian and we’ll go from there.”
Eleanor tapped the side of the podium sharply. “Good evening, all. Now we have a lot to get through tonight. I know last night was very stressful and confusing for you all, but this evening it’s going to be plain sailing all the way.”
“Oh, Lord,” Sabrina mumbled. “She’s just jinxed us.”
“First things first.” Eleanor tapped her notecards on the podium as if to neaten the already neat pack.
“Eleanor?” The housewife who’d been sobbing yesterday raised her hand timidly. “I’m sorry to interrupt but I have a question about last night.” 
“I don’t think it will be helpful for us to discuss it further.” Eleanor closed the topic politely but firmly.
“I have some questions, though.” The housewife persisted. “I thought the purpose of these acclimatisation meetings was to answer our questions and help us become accustomed to our new roles.”
“She’s got a point.” Sabrina chimed in and the housewife rewarded her with a grateful glance.
“What specifically counts as haunting?” the housewife asked before Eleanor could refuse again.
“Ooooh. I know this one.” A teenager dressed in black leathers, wearing heavy black eyeliner and with an assortment of metal piercings marring his face spoke up. “Sneaking up behind someone and shouting ‘Boo!’” 
“Really?” Even I knew the definition wasn’t going to be that simple.
“Totally.” He nodded with utter confidence. “Right, Ellie?”
“Eleanor,” she corrected. “And not exactly, Warren, but any interaction with the living, yes, that’s classed as haunting. Now—”
“Well that’s interesting,” I said. “Because I yodelled down an alive person’s ear today and the GBs didn’t come for me.”
Sabrina stared at me. “Why did you yodel down someone’s ear?”
“It was a work experiment.” I shrugged and turned back to Eleanor. “Do they have to know they’re being haunted?”
Eleanor paused as if trying to decide what answer would end the conversation soonest. “Yes.”
“Well, my job is to haunt people and make them believe they’re being haunted by someone else, so—”
The goth boy spun around in his chair. “What the hell is your job?” 
I gestured to my career coloured jumpsuit. “I’m a facilitator.”
“Stop! Stop! Stop!” Eleanor punctuated each word with a sharp slap on the podium. “We must not talk about our vocations.”
Everyone turned to stare at her. 
Sabrina narrowed her eyes at Eleanor. I could almost see the gears in her head working to spell out the word “conspiracy”. 
“Why not?” Sabrina asked. 
Eleanor paused. “It’s confidential.”
“My job title is confidential?” Sabrina scoffed.
Eleanor nodded firmly. “Yes.”
“Really?” I gestured to my mauve jumpsuit. “How is it even possible to keep our jobs confidential when our clothing tells you what we do?”
“It’s more that your responsibilities and duties performed are confidential,” Eleanor addressed the whole room. “But you should try not to reveal your careers to anyone.”
“Why?” The housewife looked down at her own green jumpsuit and then around the room.
“Because what if someone wanted you to alter documents?” Eleanor gestured to the majority of the group in the green jumpsuits of the trainee coordinators. “Or, I don’t know, pass a message to the living. They could blackmail you into doing something illegal.” 
If Sabrina had been a dog, her ears would’ve pricked up. “Does that happen a lot?” 
“So, please, don’t tell anyone. Think of it as a precautionary measure,” Eleanor said ignoring Sabrina’s question.
“Since everyone here already knows what I do now, can you explain how the GBs differentiate between me doing my job and someone else randomly haunting?”
“I don’t know.” Eleanor tried to pat down the ensuing questions. “But please can everyone remember all haunting is illegal. If asked to do it, even as part of your job, you should question it. Now, onto tonight’s schedule.”
Sabrina leaned toward me. “Well, that certainly warrants more investigation. Perhaps documents were being altered and Jim cottoned onto it somehow.” 
“Wasn’t he undercover a moment ago? And surely he’d have been with you guys if that was the case.”
“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Gives us more avenues to investigate, though. And I think you’ve made a new friend.”
“The frowny guy in the brown suit?” I asked without looking. I’d noticed him staring at me since I’d walked in, though I thought it’d been down to the horrendous jumpsuit. 
Sabrina sipped her juice with a smile and without looking at him. “Yep.”
“Awesome.”
“And did you notice,” Sabrina said and jerked her head in his direction, “he’s the only one who’s changed out of his work clothes?”
I pulled at the front of my top to try to get some air circulating through it. “Maybe he hates his jumpsuit as much as I hate mine.”
“Maybe he needs to hide what colour it is,” Sabrina said.
“Apparently we all do,” I quipped and turned to see Sabrina staring at me. “Ohhhh, you think he’s a GB?”
Sabrina offered me a knowing look and a one-shouldered shrug.
“Okay.” Eleanor clapped loudly. “Everyone on their feet. Chairs against the walls.”
“What are we doing?” Sabrina asked as we stood up. 
“I don’t know.” I pocketed the custard creams for later. “You were talking to me when she explained.”
“Can I tunnel with you guys?” the goth boy interrupted as we stacked our chairs against the walls.
“We’re tunnelling?” I wasn’t sure whether to be excited or nauseous at the thought.
“That’s what she said.” He adjusted one of the three rings through his left eyebrow. “Don’t you listen?” 
“Frequently. Just not usually to the person I’m supposed to be listening to.” I spared Sabrina a pointed looked but she shrugged it off.
“Warren?” Eleanor beckoned him over. “Come and work with Miriam and Sally. David? Will you swap with Warren please?”
“She thinks you’re a bad influence,” Sabrina teased me as Warren headed over to Miriam and Sally.
“I’d rather not,” David, the brown suited man, replied quietly.
“Guess I’m not his type after all.” I was blaming the jumpsuit.
“Oh. Right.” His refusal caught Eleanor off guard and she scanned the room for a replacement. “Martin?”
Martin swapped with Warren without complaint. We said our brief hellos, though he didn’t seem to want to work with us anymore than David, he just lacked the courage to say no.
“Hold each other’s hands and focus on something nearby that you all know, the stone marker on the hilltop outside for example. Think about what you can see, smell and hear from there, then let the pull take you.”
Martin firmly clasped mine and Sabrina’s hands. “The marker’s only a short distance away; I think we should try for that.”
“I think everybody will be trying for that.” I was trying to think of somewhere else close by they’d both know.
He smirked. “Just proves it’s a good idea.”
“I’ve had too long of a day to tackle that statement.” I gestured for Sabrina to respond. “It’s all yours.”
“Martin, I’m not sure how this tunnelling thing works, but I am sure I don’t want to appear in the same place as someone else and merge into a human spider freak.”
He tsked. “Eleanor wouldn’t have us do it if it were dangerous.” 
“Okay, everybody.” Eleanor spoke above the chatter. “Just a few words of warning. There are places that are blocked. Locations that you won’t be able to tunnel into. Please don’t try to tunnel into another room inside the fort, as the fort is one of those places. We’ll go through some examples later but for now just focus on the hilltop outside. Close your eyes and concentrate hard on your chosen place.”
“The marker,” Martin reminded us.
“This is going to end in tears,” Sabrina mumbled, closing her eyes.
Almost immediately the hall was quiet and still. There was the occasional rustle of clothing but nothing more. I could hear the constant dull roar of the ocean in the distance and the perpetual crying of the seagulls that I had learned to tune out of my daily life while growing up.
“Concentrate on your chosen place,” Eleanor reminded quietly. 
The stone marker. Right. I pictured it in my mind but it was difficult to remain focused on it. A memory of a family picnic, the view of the ocean from the fort, meeting Oz on the grass, dreams of growing up and moving away, an image of Jim stuffed into my locker. Everything intruded. What felt like a decade later I opened one eye to find Sabrina squinting at me.
“Did you start yet?” she whispered.
“Yes,” I hissed back. “Did you?” 
“Yes.”
“Will you both please concentrate?” Martin snipped quietly with both eyes still closed. “We’re going to be the last ones there.”
“Er, unlikely.” I glanced around the room to see everyone was still there and noticed David frowning at me. I couldn’t tell if it was because I was talking or if that was his permanent expression.
“Concentrate, everybody,” Eleanor repeated, looking directly at Sabrina and me. “It takes time, effort and practice to master.”
An hour and a half of time, effort and practice later and with everyone still in the room, Eleanor called an end to the session. I’d opened my eyes at one point to see most of the groups flickering like light bulbs. Some individuals had disappeared except for their hands still clasped to the others in their group who were anchoring them. It had been very strange, but no whole group had actually managed to get to the marker. 
We walked out into the warm evening air and sat down on the grass a short distance from the stone marker. The majority of the group were huddled around it obviously trying to commit the smallest nuances to memory ready to try again tomorrow night. David was detached from the group and still throwing furtive looks my way. 
“Do you think it’s him?” I asked Sabrina, gazing out at the horizon streaked with pink hues as the sun set over the harbour.
She glanced around. “Do I think what’s who?”
“The shadow.” I subtly gestured with my head. “Do you think it’s the brown suit guy?” 
She frowned. “I don’t know. It is a bit weird how you’re suddenly his favourite thing to scowl at. I’ll see if I can find out any info on him as well as Jim tomorrow. The reports on Jim’s death should’ve been filed by now so I’ll see if I can sneak a look.”
Guardians started appearing all over the hill to collect their charges so I lowered my voice further. “Wouldn’t that be a police thing?”
“We get copies of files about everything and anything.”
“Okay.” That was handy. Creepy, but handy. “I’ll ask a few more questions about Jim and try to find out why my area is so great. That might shed some light on a motive.”
“Yeah, that’d be helpful. Listen, this shadow thing sounds like a hoax.” She turned to face me, a hint of concern in her eyes. “But still, watch your back. You’re the only person I like around here.”
Oz sighed heavily behind us. “What shadow thing?”
We both froze. I was going to have to put a bell on him so I could avoid incriminating myself.
“Oh, look. There’s my ride.” Sabrina sprang to her feet and jogged toward a clump of people without a backward glance and got lost in the small crowd.
“What shadow thing?” Oz repeated, sitting on Sabrina’s vacated piece of grass, outstretched tanned arms resting on his bent, equally tanned knees.
“You really shouldn’t sneak up on people and eavesdrop on their private conversations.” I didn’t look at him. I stared at the ocean. Peripherally I was aware he was staring at me.
“What shadow thing?” 
“We were discussing whether ghosts have shadows or not and the emotional, metaphysical and spiritual repercussions on us as individuals and as a minority group.”
“And why is it that you would need to watch your back because of that?”
“I said we didn’t have shadows.” I blinked, giving him my wide-eyed innocent look. “People got crazy.”
“You know I know when you’re lying, right?”
“Really? That must be upsetting for you.” I patted his knee. “Be sure to never ask me what I think of your dress sense, okay?”
He arched an eyebrow at me. “Coming from the woman in a purple sack?”
“Hey. I have to wear this.” I pinched the front of the jumpsuit and pulled it away from my skin in disgust. “I’m pretty sure that shorts and flip-flops aren’t the staple uniform for parole officers.”
He spread his arms wide to gesture around us. “It’s summer. It’s hot.”
“Just because it’s warm doesn’t mean you can wear random items of clothing that don’t match simply because they keep you cool.”
“That’s exactly what summer means.” He grinned at me, showing off his disgustingly cute dimples. “Now, what shadow thing?”
“I told you.”
“No, you lied to me.”
“Was the dead guy in my locker my guardian angel in life?”
“Yes.” Oz’s smile faded. “You were assigned to me after he died. That was why you were held up at Arrivals.”
“Wait a minute, you knew he was dead before I found him?”
Oz hesitated. “Nobody knew he was dead. He didn’t show up to collect you and you needed to be collected. So, in his absence, you were reassigned to me.”
“Do people not show up a lot? Is that a thing here? Wait, is that why I died? Because someone killed him and he wasn’t around to save me from the bus?”
“No, you died because a bus ran you over. When your time’s up, it’s up. There’s nothing we can do about that.” Oz narrowed his eyes at me. “What is that you’re feeling right now? I get the self-pity but the other thing feels like … not happiness exactly, but something in that family.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know what you mean.” So, I felt a little satisfied that someone had murdered the guardian angel who hadn’t saved me from a rogue bus. That didn’t make me a bad person. Right?
“And there’s another lie. Are you allergic to the truth?”
“No, but sometimes a lie is kinder.” I pointed to his face. “For instance, the surfer bum is a good look on you.”
“That …” Oz angled his head, listening to that dang emotional frequency again. “That wasn’t a lie.” He stared at me bemused.
Uh-oh. “It was. I’m just that good.” Oz’s bemusement morphed into a frown. Huh. So the emotional radar thingy wasn’t infallible. Interesting. 
“What shadow thing?” 
“You’re like a dog with a bone,” I said.
“I’m like a parole officer with a dishonest ward.”
“I thought you were my guardian.”
“What shadow thing?” Oz waited. “You seem to be a little confused with how this works. I can make your afterlife easy or I can make it hard. Do as I ask and I’ll make it easy.” Oz sighed when I remained silent. “Okay, well, I can always take you to the police station if you like. Maybe to the GBs. They have ways of getting information out of parole violators that I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t like.”
“You’d let them torture me?”
“Yes.” Oz twirled a strand of my hair from my ponytail around his finger and brought it in front of my face. “I would let them back comb your hair. Dye it. Cut it—”
“That’s inhumane.” I pulled my strand of hair from his finger and moved all of it over my opposite shoulder and out of his reach. 
“What shadow thing?”
“Fine.” I bit the word out. I selectively related what happened with Madame Zorina.
Oz covered his face with both his hands and lay back on the grass digesting the story. He finally removed his hands from his face and sat up again. 
“Has anyone told you about the no haunting rule?” Oz held up his finger in warning as if he could tell I was thinking about lying. “It’ll be easy to check but right now I’m asking you to be honest with me.”
“I didn’t break it on purpose.” I buttoned up the top of my jumpsuit. It might not be fashionable but it was getting cold. Besides, regarding the jumpsuit, my fashion cred was long past saving.
“No, just like that bus didn’t hit you on purpose. It still killed you, though.” 
“Wow. Harsh. And she spoke to me.”
“You said. And I’m sorry about the bus comment. What else did she say about this shadow?”
I shook my head. “She just said Jim had one hovering over him and he died.”
“He probably had toast for breakfast too. You going to stop eating that?” 
“I don’t eat carbs for breakfast.” As soon as it was out of my mouth I realised that now I probably could. Yet another upside to being dead.
Oz rubbed his forehead and ignored that comment. “You only have her word that she told him that, and she only mentioned it after she knew he was dead.”
I shook my head. “Why would she lie?”
“Who knows? People lie for a multitude of unfathomable reasons. Don’t mention this to anyone. Bridget?” He gently tapped my shin with the back of his hand to make sure he had my attention. “Not to anyone, okay? This is serious.”
I nodded. The fact he wasn’t mocking me for it actually unnerved me a little. He offered me his hand and tunnelled us back to the house.
Pam was serving tea. Mark had arranged the patio furniture so we could eat outside. Pam had cooked both lasagne and shepherd’s pie. There was also a huge bowl of salad in the centre of the table.
“This looks amazing,” I said, sitting down and gazing over the spread.
“Thank you.” Her smile was wide and proud. “It was technically your turn to cook but I wasn’t sure if Oz had mentioned that so I thought I’d step in for you just this once.”
The serving of lasagne I’d been helping myself to slopped off the spatula on to my plate as I turned to Oz. “What does she mean ‘my turn’?”
He helped himself to some shepherd’s pie. “Did I forget to mention the cooking and cleaning rota?”
“You’re kidding, right?” I looked around the table at the serious faces. “You’re not kidding.” I replaced the spatula and stared at my lasagne. Suddenly I wasn’t so hungry. I turned to Oz. “You better lock my door again tonight.”
 
∞
 
I was easing into my filthy suit, I just couldn’t bear that purple jumpsuit first thing in the morning, when someone knocked on my bedroom door. I didn’t respond. Not only because the door was still locked so I couldn’t have let them in anyway but because I didn’t really want to speak to anyone. I’d used the supermarket’s own brand shampoo and conditioner someone had left in my bathroom for me, which felt more like a slap in the face than a kindness. My hair felt like straw. Straw that I couldn’t dry because I had no hairdryer, or style because I had no straighteners. I didn’t even have a brush. What type of afterlife was this that they couldn’t provide newly dead people with the barest of necessities unless specifically requested?
The knock came again. I had no makeup whatsoever. How were you supposed to look awake and alert if you didn’t have a highlighter wand? How were you supposed to look flushed and healthy without some cheek stain? Then again, I was dead; flushed and healthy were long past out of my reach.
Metal rattled and the lock on the door snapped open before the knock returned for the third time.
“I can just walk in.” Oz spoke through the door. “I’m trying to be polite. Do you think you can return the favour?”
“Sure.” I scrunched my hair, trying to give it some body. “Come on in.” I fluffed it. It wasn’t exactly the best impression but then again it was my third day, impressions had already been made. The hair would have to do.
“Bridget. Why can’t I open your door?”
“Well, I’m quite sure I don’t know.” I wiped at one of the stains on my lapel with the damp sponge from the shower. “Have you tried turning the handle?”
“So help me, Bridget. I will kick this door in and then remove it.” Oz waggled the handle again. “If I can’t trust you with a door to your room then you simply won’t have one.”
With a heavy sigh I removed the chair from underneath the door handle, opened the door and returned to the mirror to scrunch the disaster that was my hair.
Oz glanced at the chair to the side of door then to me. “You can’t lock me out.”
“Why? You lock me in.”
I watched Oz in the reflection of the mirror. He opened his mouth and pointed at the chair then seemed to think better of it. He covered his mouth with his hand as though he was trying to keep something in and rubbed at his stubble. Resting his hands on his hips, he stared at the floor.
“Are you ready for work?”
“Do I look ready for work?” I walked over and stood in front of him, mirroring his posture. I held up a frizzy strand of hair for him to examine. “I mean, do I?”
Oz lifted his gaze from the floor to my face. His eyes widened as he took in my utterly au natural appearance. Yesterday I’d managed to keep some of my make up on from the day I died; not exactly hygienic, admittedly, but I was dead. What did that matter now? This morning I’d had to wash my face with shampoo. Shampoo. And did I mention it was the supermarket’s own brand?
“Yeah.” He coughed and glanced back at the ground as he stepped back. He gave me a one-shouldered shrug. “Yeah, you look fine.”
“Fine? Oh, great. I look fine.” I turned back to the mirror. “Well, I suppose that’s an upgrade from ‘average looking’.”
“Hey. Now we talked about this. I was testing the bond.”
I arched an eyebrow and pursed my lips at his reflection. “Uh-huh.”
“You look, y’know …” Oz rubbed the back of his neck then gestured to me with an open palm. “Good.”
I turned around to stare at him. “No. Stop. Please. I can’t take such extreme compliments.” I grabbed the list I'd made and headed toward Oz. I pressed the list to his chest. “There wasn’t enough space to write these in the hallowed red book of requests.”
“You can’t request all this.” Oz flipped through the three, double sided, pages of A4. He held it out to me. “Pick the five things you want the most.”
“You misunderstand.” I pushed the list back to him. “Those aren’t my requests. They’re my demands.”
“Pick your top five things.” He held the list out to me again. “Or you won’t get anything.”
I gestured between us. “You seem to be a little confused about how this works.”
“Is that right?”
“It is. You see, I can make your afterlife easy or I can make it hard. Do as I ask and I’ll make it easy.” I pushed the list back to him, smiled and walked downstairs to breakfast hoping that he’d at least get me the first five things on my list.
Thankfully the kitchen was empty and remained so while I finished my tea and toast. I didn’t question why, I simply accepted it gratefully. Oz walked in as I set my washed dishes to drain.
“Ready to go?”
I made an indistinguishable noise that he took for agreement and I followed him outside. He took my hand and a couple of seconds later we stood in the arrivals circle at the bureau. I managed to keep my feet and didn’t even heave. I was classing that a success. Oz walked me along the indistinguishable corridors from the arrivals room to the ladies’ locker room.
“You didn’t have to walk me the whole way.” It sounded like a complaint but really I was glad he had. I’d have never found it otherwise.
“Just wanted to make sure you were where you were supposed to be.” 
“Thanks, Mr Jailor. Maybe you can tie my leash to the door handle while you find someone to take over in your absence.”
“A leash.” Oz nodded and wagged a finger at me. “Now there’s an idea.”
I didn’t even respond. I rolled my eyes and headed into the locker room. Oz caught my elbow and pulled me back.
“What did I forget? Am I not allowed to leave unless you give me permission?”
Oz pulled something out of his pocket, reached for my hand and dropped the mystery item in it.
“A whistle?” I held it up to my face and frowned. “Do I even want to know?”
“Can you please drop the attitude for a few seconds? Just a few.” 
“I’ll give you thirty.” 
“Thirty. Wow. I’m so lucky.”
“Tick, tock,” I said.
Oz stepped closer and lowered his voice. “If you find yourself in trouble, any sort of trouble, just blow it and I’ll come and get you.”
“I thought that was the purpose of the bond?” I turned the whistle over in my hands. “That if I’m scared you’ll come running?”
“It is, but the things that scare most normal people don’t seem to touch you and things that shouldn’t scare you, do. I haven't quite found your balance yet.” He took the whistle from my hands and looped the chain around my neck, tucking it inside my suit jacket. “It’s a precaution. And it’s for emergencies only.”
I peered down my top at the whistle hanging neatly between my breasts. Trust a guy to think that was an appropriate chain length. “And why exactly is it that you feel I’ll need rescuing?” 
“Because, cumulatively, I’ve spent less than an hour in your company and I consistently find myself daydreaming about ways to kill you.” Oz tapped his chest. “And I’m supposed to protect you.”
“Hmm, I don’t daydream about you at all.” It had been an attempt at a witty comeback to imply he didn’t even register enough on my radar to fantasise about killing him. It would have been a good one too except for his pesky lie detector.
The corners of his mouth kicked up into a grin. “Not at all, eh?”
“Already know how I’d do it,” I shrugged. And that was the truth. I’d planned it in detail that first night. “But I do so love your little pep talks. I feel so glad to be dead.” I pulled the whistle up by the chain and held it up to my eye. “So what’s your response time like on this?”
“Excellent. But it’s only for—”
“Emergencies. Yeah. I heard you.”
“Be good today. Don’t find any more dead bodies. And don’t collect any more shadows.” He gave my ponytail a quick, light tug, smiled and disappeared to do whatever it was he did all day.
“I’m sorry.” I spoke to the empty corridor. “Am I his five-year-old niece? Why is he pulling my hair?”
I adjusted my ponytail and headed into the locker room, thinking about my day ahead with Fenton and his unfathomable haunting system. Today would be better. I would make a bigger effort to observe how he evaluated each situation and ask him to explain. Maybe he’d even let me try another assignment. Yes, today would definitely be better.
I opened my locker to get my uniform out. Immediately I closed it again and blew the whistle. 
Oz appeared next to me in less than two seconds. “This better not be a test.” 
I jabbed a finger in his chest and it practically crumpled against the hard wall of muscle. “You jinxed me.”
Oz glanced around for an explanation and I jerked my head in the direction of my locker. He frowned but opened it. Inside was a body. With the man’s face tilted away from me and blood smeared over the half I could see, it took me a few moments to recognise him. It was Fenton.
 





Chapter Six
 
“Boo!” Fenton leapt from my locker, crazy eyed and hands bent into claws.
Startled, I shrank back. I may have even squealed. Normally, I’d scoff at such girly behaviours but I’d had a stressful few days and it was beginning to tell on my nerves. Oz, however, didn’t flinch.
“You should’ve seen your face.” Fenton laughed before realising I wasn’t the only person there. He puffed his chest and squared up to Oz. “Mate, this is the ladies’ locker room. You shouldn’t be in here.”
Silently, Oz reached into the pocket of his shorts and pulled out a leather wallet. He flipped it open so Fenton could see whatever was inside it. Whatever status parole officers carried within the bureau was enough to make Fenton pale.
He gestured to the fake blood and backed out of the room. “I need to wash this off and I’ll meet you outside.” 
Oz turned to me. “You okay?” 
“Yeah, of course.” I nodded, fluffing my hair as casually as possible. “I just didn’t want any more stains on my suit, that’s all.”
He dipped his head to catch my gaze. “You’re sure?”
“Uh-huh.” I casually flicked my fringe from my eyes, hoping he’d not noticed my squeal. “Why?”
He grinned at me. “Because you’re cutting off the circulation in my arm.”
I glanced down at his tanned forearm to see my white knuckled grip still attached to him. I let go, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. At least that would help my makeup-free face. “I was going to pull you in front of me.”
He nodded. “To save your suit.”
“Exactly.” I smoothed a hand down the front of my beyond saving suit. 
“Well, if you feel your suit’s in danger again …” He gently tapped the whistle hanging around my neck, grinned and disappeared.
A stormy faced Fenton was waiting for me in the tunnelling room. He’d washed most of the fake blood off but I could see patches he’d missed around his hairline. And here I thought ghosts didn’t need Halloween tricks to scare people. I’d have to ask Eleanor about it. Hmm, maybe not Eleanor, perhaps one of my housemates? Charlie? I’d ask Pete.
“Ready?” 
Before I had a chance to respond he gripped my arm and tunnelled us to our first assignment. The transition was so rough I dropped heavily onto my bottom when we landed. The grass cushioned the impact somewhat but, in a tiny part of my mind that wasn’t spinning, I knew I was going to have a bruise tomorrow. 
Colours blurred my vision; small clouds of flowers and bright green grass covered the view in front of me. Oddly, I recognised the place from its smell rather than layout. Part sea air, part summer blooms, part an earthy undertone that drifted down from the nearby moors. We were in Scarborough’s Italian Park.
Fenton stormed over to an unhappy looking teenage girl holding a book in her hands and staring out over the small pond. Her bench was surrounded by a mass of vivid blue and yellow crocuses. Fenton carefully picked his way through so not to disturb the flowers and catch her attention.
Standing behind her, Fenton gently stroked her hair three times. The girl turned her head as if she’d felt it. A sad but content smile crossed her face.
Fenton dusted his hands and noted something on the assignment schedule. He picked his way clear of the crocuses and headed back toward me.
“Ready?” Without giving me chance to respond, or even recover from his previous tunnelling, he bent over, gripped my shoulder and tunnelled us again.
We landed in a busy call centre. Leaving me gasping on the floor, he abandoned me to do whatever the assignment was. Heavily applied perfumes and deafening chatter choked the air. I crawled to a nearby empty desk and pulled myself up and out of the main thoroughfare. If someone walked through me in this state it would be game over for me. 
A girl in her early twenties, tottering on heels that were bigger than my entire shin, lost her balance as she passed. She thrust her hand through my stomach to steady herself on the desk. I dropped back to the floor in agony and began to retch while she wobbled away no worse for wear.
I must have been as white as the ghost I was when Fenton returned a few minutes later. He didn’t ask why I was slouched on the floor holding my stomach; he simply reached down to grab my shoulder and tunnelled us again.
This time we landed on one of the quiet suburban side streets near the promenade, not far from home. The road was lined with tall whitewashed town houses, every third one a B&B, and a smattering of scantily clad tourists preparing for a long day on the beach. 
I watched as Fenton disappeared into the B&B opposite. By the time he strutted back out through the front door I’d recovered enough from his rough tunnelling to be sitting on a garden wall and ready to tear his face off. He crossed the road without looking and stopped in front of me. He reached for my wrist but I slapped his hand away so hard the momentum spun him half way around. I’d had enough of him dragging me all over the place like a rag doll.
Shock, quickly followed by determination, flashed across his face. He tried to grab me a second time and I slapped his hand away again, harder than before. Once more and he was going to get a punch on the nose. I’d had more than enough of his temper tantrum and my head just couldn’t take another rough tunnel.
“Stop. Fenton.” I held my finger up in warning when he reached for me again. “Just stop.”
“What are you going to do?” he snipped. “Whistle for your parole officer again?”
“I thought you were dead.” 
“Yeah, whatever.” He turned his back on me and started to walk away up the street.
“Stop acting like a child.” I sat on the wall and folded my arms. I’d had my fill of him already and I’d been at work less than ten minutes. Staring at his back, I wondered if I could quit. Maybe the afterlife had a welfare benefit system.
“I’m childish now?” He thumped his chest as he stormed back over to me. “I’m childish?”
I shrugged a shoulder, fast losing interest in the conversation. “If the cap fits …”
“I’m back on probation.” He jabbed a finger perilously close to my shoulder. If it connected we were going to have a serious falling out. “Because of you.”
“No.” I watched his finger pull up short of touching me and stared back at him. “You’re on probation because of you.” 
“Ohhhhh, it’s all my own fault,” he said.
“Well, yeah, actually it is.”
“How is it my fault?” He stared at me aghast. “You were the one who involved your parole officer. I can’t believe you blew the whistle on me.” I smiled before I could help myself, not sure if the pun was intended or not. By the grim set of his mouth, I was guessing not. “I’m on probation and you think it’s funny?”
“If you hadn’t been trying to scare me in the first place none of this would’ve happened.” I smoothed down the front of my jumpsuit with a superior air. I loved being in the right. “So, yes, it is your fault.”
He stared at me, jaw firmly closed, eyes wide in anger. His breath came in short, sharp bursts. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking but I assumed he was imagining all manner of terrible ends to my afterlife. He, Oz and my shadow should form a club.
“Okay, look.” I stood and dusted off the seat of my jumpsuit. “We have to work together so how about we draw a line under it and move on? You don’t try to scare the afterlife out of me and I won’t blow the whistle on you? Deal?” He didn’t look happy exactly, but the vein in his forehead had slowed its throbbing. “So, where are we going next?” I smiled and held my hand out to him. I wasn’t one to hold a grudge. Well, actually I was, but I saw no reason to tell him that.
He exhaled slowly and without speaking took hold of my hand, this time tunnelling me considerably more gently than before. We arrived in a stockroom of a dress shop. The room was a chaotic mess of rails each tightly packed with clothing. Shelves, reaching from the floor to the ceiling, stretched along each wall. Messily folded jumpers sat on every shelf.
In the centre of the hurricane of clothing a blond boy in his late teens wrestled items from the rails and ticked them off a list. Once he'd managed to extricate an item from the organisational mayhem he placed it on an empty rail by the door.
“Assess the situation and tell me what action is required.” Fenton folded his arms and waited.
The boy looked fed up. From what I remembered, having briefly worked in retail when I was younger, that wasn’t exceptional. Especially since it was approaching the end of the school holidays, we still had beautiful weather and he was locked in a dungeon of a stockroom.
“Tick, tick, tick …” Fenton whispered.
I took a metaphorical step back and tried to look at the bigger picture. Move his carefully extracted pile of clothes hanging on a spare rail? Pull a few jumpers off the shelf? Jam the stockroom door shut? Kick him in the shin? Without knowing the desired outcome, what hope did I have of ascertaining the right action? Fenton shrugged when I said as much to him.
“We have to work with the information we have,” he said and he spread his arms wide to encompass the stockroom. “And this is all the information we have.”
“We have to turn the radio on.” It was a stab in the dark.
“Nope.”
“Turn the lights off?”
Fenton tutted. “You’re guessing.”
Obviously I was guessing. “Untie his shoelace?”
“Annnnnd you’re out.” Fenton walked over to the boy and did something to the walkie talkie the boy had clipped to his belt. “All done. Let’s go.”
I peered around Fenton at the boy. “What did you do?”
“Changed his radio channel.”
“So?” I watched the boy climb a stepladder and balance precariously as he grabbed garments from different shelves, overreaching rather than moving the ladders. Health and safety, anyone? 
“They all need to be on the same channel so he and his colleagues all over the shop can communicate.”
“So now he can’t hear or speak to the others and he won’t know why?” For some reason that didn’t sit exceptionally well with me.
Fenton pointed his pen at me. “Exactly.”
I watched the boy climb back down to the safety of the floor. Until he was down I hadn’t realised I’d been holding my breath. “Why?”
Fenton noted something on the assignment sheet, not paying my questions any real attention and shrugged. “Because.” 
“Because why?” Fenton glanced up at me and shrugged again. I nodded to myself. “Okay then, what about this whole situation specifically told you that was what you needed to do?”
“When I saw the situation.” Fenton glanced around the stockroom then back to the sheet and shrugged for the third time. “I knew.”
“But how?” I raised my forefinger at him. “And if you shrug one more time …”
“You learn how to read situations.” He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m here until you can do it. It takes as long as it takes. Time to move on.”
He offered me his hand with no more explanation. Reluctantly, I took it. We landed in an empty classroom. Several of the windows were open and the sea breeze drifted through the room. It carried all the familiar scents and sounds of summers in Scarborough: flowers, sea, sand and seagulls. An array of papers lay on the teacher’s desk and a navy cardigan, with a huge white flower brooch, rested over the back of the chair.
“Assess the situation and tell me.” Fenton perched on one of the desks at the back of the classroom and folded his arms, waiting.
I moved around trying to get a feel for the atmosphere, but since empty school buildings spooked me the main vibe I got was creepy. “Give me a clue.”
“Fine.” Fenton sighed dramatically. “It’s at the front of the room.”
First thing I saw was the whiteboard. “We’re going to write rude words on the board.”
“I can imagine that’s the type of child you were. But no.”
“We’re going to loosen one of the wheels on the teacher’s chair?”
“I’m sensing a theme.”
“Am I close, though?”
He laughed. “Not even a little.” 
On the desk lay two biros, blue and red. “We need to change the lids on the pens.” I guessed. My assistant used to do that accidentally all the time. Drove me mad.
Fenton narrowed his eyes at me. 
Footsteps echoed along the corridor outside and Fenton snapped into action, quickly striding to the desk and reaching for the two biros. He swapped the blue lid to the red pen and the red lid to the blue pen. I stared at him. Our job here was to swap biro lids? Biro lids! I know I’d guessed it but I didn’t expect that to actually be the answer. Before I could say anything he tunnelled us.
By lunchtime I’d managed to correctly assess two out of the twenty-three assignments we’d completed. Fenton had appeared less happy when I’d guessed right than wrong. Tired, confused and more than a little frustrated, I slumped down at the nearest empty table and stabbed at my crispy chicken pasta bake. 
“What’s that face for?” Sabrina sat down beside me and watched the feeble stabbing of my lunch.
“I’d say life, but even that’s not true anymore.” 
“Bad morning? I suppose your partner’s ‘I’m dead’ trick didn’t start the day off well for you.”
I turned to her in surprise. “How do you know about that?” 
“Bureaucrats.” Sabrina gestured around the hall. “If you as much as sneeze around here you need to file a report about it. And your guardian was extra thorough.” She winked at me.
“What? What was that for?” I gestured to her winking face.
“Apparently Fenton scared you so badly you screamed.” Sabrina chuckled. “It’s in the report so it must be true.”
“I did not scream. I may have expressed vocally that I was startled. Wait, Oz filed a report?”
“Yep.” Sabrina arched a sardonic eyebrow at me and affected a voice I’d heard people use with babies. “And he was not happy with Fenton scaring his ickle newly dead.”
“Oh, shut up.” I focused on my lunch so Sabrina wouldn’t see me attempting to suppress a smile.
“No.” Sabrina reached out and grabbed my chin, squishing my jaw, turning my face to her. “No, you can’t.”
“Can’t what?”
“You can’t date him. I know he’s super hot, but you can’t date him. It’s totally against the rules.”
“Oh, great.” I dropped my fork and it clattered on the plate. “I was just planning on fantasising about him, but now you’ve told me the bureau say I can’t date him I really, really want to.” 
“You didn’t want to date him until I told you it was against the rules?” Sabrina frowned. “You really do have serious issues with authority.”
“Meh.” I picked up my fork and stabbed at my pasta some more. “It’s not exactly like you're Little Miss Law Abiding.”
“Touché.”
“Hey, do you have a cooking rota at your house?”
“And a cleaning rota.” Sabrina nodded. “And a TV rota. And a comfy armchair rota. And a washing rota.”
I screwed up my face and stabbed my lunch some more. “This place sucks.”
She waved my complaint away. “We just have to get through ten years and we’ll be fine.”
“Oh, only the next ten years. That’ll be a breeze.”
“It’ll be fine. And back to the topic in hand. Fenton’s back on probation.”
“Yeah, he mentioned that.” I’d been so annoyed at the time it hadn’t properly registered. “What was he on probation for before?”
Sabrina leaned toward me and peered at my pasta. She was an expert at making covert conversations appear normal. “‘Unauthorised haunting’ was the official term.”
“What? So how come he wasn’t GB’d?”
Sabrina sipped her coffee with a frown. “The reports were a bit weird actually. It looked like they had him banged to rights, but he was let off with six months’ parole.”
“That’s interesting.”
“Thought you’d like that.” Sabrina nibbled a corner of her chicken panini, pulled a face then tried a different corner. “Apparently, this haunting thing works like speeding. Everyone does it to some degree and they don’t generally zap you for it. Only those who really push the boundaries.”
“Afternoon, ladies. Mind if we join you?” Charlie waited for us to agree but Pete had already sat down and started eating.
“Sure,” I said, making some quick introductions.
“How’s your day been so far?” Charlie asked, heavily salting what looked like fish pie. “Feeling any more confident?” 
“Halfway through day two and I’m still alive, so to speak. I’m counting that as a positive.”
“Atta girl.” Pete grinned at me despite the reproachful glare he got from Charlie.
“What is it you’re having difficulty with? Maybe we could help?” Charlie said.
“The partner,” Sabrina chimed in, curling her lip in disgust, which I loved her a little bit for. 
Charlie’s eyebrows inched up. “So, Fenton’s your partner? That’s a bit unusual.” 
I shook my head. “He uses the words ‘partner’ and ‘trainer’ interchangeably so …” 
“Maybe they’ve decided to start buddying people up on that area. That way if one of them kicks it, they’ve already got someone trained,” Pete said.
“Pete.” Sabrina interlaced her fingers and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “I know we’ve only just met, but I feel the need to introduce you to a novel concept called ‘tact’.”
“Nah, you’re okay with it, aren’t you Bridge?” Pete shovelled another forkful of mash into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten in days.
I nodded. I liked Pete and his straightforward, no-nonsense ways. I found it oddly comforting in a world where I was still discovering all the rules. 
“So, what is it you’re having trouble with?” Charlie asked again.
“Assessing the situations and working out the correct action to take.” I loaded up my fork. After so long on low carb diets I struggled to get the pasta to my mouth. It just seemed so wrong. “I don’t think I’ll ever get it.”
Charlie frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Y’know, when you turn up at an assignment and have to figure out what needs to be done. I keep asking Fenton for parameters but he says it’s something you learn.”
Charlie glanced at Pete, who’d momentarily stopped eating, before turning back to me. “You know what to do because it tells you on the assignment sheet.”
“No, I know the sheet tells you where to go and who the target is. But I mean when you get there and have to work out you need to tap the guy on the shoulder three times. That’s what I’m struggling with.”
“Bridget. If you have to tap someone on the shoulder three times, it will tell you on the assignment sheet. It gives you the name, the time and place and what you need to do. It’ll even tell you which shoulder to tap him on,” Charlie said.
Pete nodded. “All you need to do is execute the actions on the assignment sheet.”
“There are never any assignments that require you to work out the course of action yourself?”
Charlie and Pete shook their heads in unison. 
“That’s actually an incredibly serious crime,” Charlie added.
Huh. What wasn’t a crime around here?
Spotting Fenton on the other side of the dining hall I excused myself and navigated between the packed tables, my mind racing with all manner of retribution. 
I sat down in the empty seat next to Fenton and smiled widely at his three companions. My smile may have resembled more a lioness showing her teeth because both boys leaned back in their seats while the heavily bleached blonde, who had applied her makeup with a trowel, stared right back at me. 
She curled her lip at me. “Can we help you?”
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” I asked.
“This is Neil, Rob and Emma.” Fenton smiled uneasily and gestured to his friends in turn. “Guys, this is Birget.”
“Oh, Fenton, you kidder. Isn’t he a riot? This morning he pretended to be dead and scared the afterlife out of me.”
“Yeah, and you went and snitched to your parole officer about it.” Emma’s lip was still curled. Maybe it was some sort of condition.
“Well, gosh, he played it so darn well,” I gushed. “Just like this initiation where I’m supposed to guess what action to take at every assignment.”
They all laughed but Fenton’s expression froze.
“We were taking bets on how long it would take you to work it out.” Emma seemed genuinely amused. “None of us thought you’d be so stupid as to not have figured it out by the end of the first day, though.”
“Ohhh, Fenton.” I smiled, ignored her jibe and punched him hard in the arm before dropping the pretence. “I’ll take the assignment sheets now.”
“It’s my responsibility,” he snapped.
I nodded and held out my hand. “And you’ve taken it so seriously.”
He folded his arms over his chest and stared at me like a stubborn eight year old not wanting to relinquish his favourite toy.
“Okay, two options.” I smiled widely and counted them off on my fingers. “One, you give me the sheets, or two, I will beat you bloody with your spoon and strangle you with your own entrails.” 
“You can’t threaten people like that.” Emma jabbed her fork into the wooden table.
“Do not push me, you little Barbie wannabe. I have no patience left,” I said. 
I turned back to Fenton and waited. He stared right back not wanting to give an inch. Fine. I fingered the silver whistle around my neck. I didn’t really want to use Oz as a threat but I figured not much else was going to get him to cave in front of his friends. 
“They’re locked in a safe over lunch.” Fenton relented when he realised he held no cards left to play.
“Then I suggest you finish your lunch and meet me in the hallway in fifteen minutes.” 
I didn’t wait for him to agree. I knew he’d be there. I could hear his friends calling me all manner of names as I walked away but I really didn’t care. I was furious. He’d made me feel unprepared and unqualified for my job. I might not have wanted the job but, since I had it, I intended to be the best facilitator I could be. I could’ve understood it if he was trying to make me look inept so he could keep my area. I paused mid-stride realising maybe that was exactly what he’d been trying to do. Hypocritically, I decided I didn’t understand after all.
“Remind me never to get on the wrong side of you,” Sabrina said as we headed back to our table. 
Both she and Charlie had hovered at a discreet distance in case they needed to intervene.
“You get it sorted out?” Pete looked up from his food, only partly interested. I watched him eating and wondered if anything would force him to abandon a meal. 
“Yeah,” I nodded sitting back down. “Thanks for your help.”
I finished my lunch and found an unhappy looking Fenton waiting for me in the tunnelling room half an hour later, clipboard in hand.
“I don’t appreciate you implying I’m irresponsible in my duties in front of my friends.”
“Well, I don’t appreciate you lying to me.”
“I wasn’t lying to you,” Fenton snapped. “I was training you.”
I nodded. “Yes, because I feel oh-so-very-well trained. And I’m a trainee, not your partner?”
“Kinda.” He winced and rocked a splayed hand like a seesaw. “You’re technically both for now.”
I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Nothing is straightforward in this place.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” He mumbled, more to himself than me. “Look, the purpose of getting you to assess the situations is to show you that you can’t assess them. Every now and then a facilitator goes rogue. They think they know best and discard the assignment sheet in favour of their own judgement. Hopefully what you’ll have learned is that there’s no way to discern what actions we need to perform because we don’t hold the relevant information. You can’t work it out from looking at the situation, so by understanding this you’ll be much less tempted to deviate from the instructions.”
It did make a certain sort of sense, and I had definitely learned that lesson. And it explained why he’d not been happy when I’d guessed right. Fenton seemed genuinely apologetic, and it wasn’t as if I had a whole lot of options. 
“So?” Fenton held out his hand to me. “Truce?”
 
∞
 
I was shattered by the time we were done with that afternoon’s assignments. Fenton had watched and offered sincerely helpful advice. Some had been straightforward hauntings, like moving things, but others were more specific, like removing a set of keys from a grandmother’s purse before she left the house. I couldn’t explain why but those made me feel very uneasy.
I sneaked out of the back door of a Chinese restaurant having finished the last assignment of the day to find Fenton talking to another facilitator whose back was to me.
“You need to mind your own business, boy,” the other facilitator growled.
“Or what?”
“Or you’ll find yourself in more trouble than you can slime your way out of.”
I could see the vein in Fenton’s forehead throbbing and I was still several yards away. His eyes found me over the facilitator’s shoulder. Noting Fenton’s distraction the other facilitator spun round. It was Pete.
“Bridget, I was hoping to see you.” Pete grinned as if he hadn’t just been threatening Fenton. “Getting the hang of it now?”
“Yeah.” I nodded, not really sure on the correct response for interrupting a threatening. 
“Excellent. I have to run. The office added some of your area assignments to my list while you’re training. More work, less time.” He rolled his eyes then winked at me. “See you later.” 
“What was that about?” I asked when I was sure Pete had gone.
Fenton dismissed the question with a wave of his hand. “Just something and nothing.”
“It sounded a lot more like something to me,” I said, but before I could question him any further a wave of nausea hit me and the alleyway started to tilt so badly I had to reach out to Fenton for support.
“Bridget?”
“I feel funny. Dizzy. Like I’m tunnelling but at half speed.”
Fenton’s eyes stretched wide in a panic. That was not the expression I wanted to see on his face right then. “What have you done?” he asked.
“Me? Nothing.” Why was everyone always blaming me?
“Well, you must have done something.” Fenton scanned the alleyway, looking for help or GBs I wasn’t sure. “You’re being summoned.”
“What?” I slurred, hearing myself speaking from far away. “What does that mean?” 
He was yelling. I could tell from his face, but his voice was a distance away. “An alive person is summoning you to them.” 
“Well, stop them!” I tried to grip his arm tighter but already I could feel the tunnel sucking me in.
“I can’t. I can’t interrupt it.” He tried to grab my hands but couldn’t seem to get a good hold on them. “The GBs are going to have both our arses for this.”
The tunnel swallowed me up and I screamed, “Fenton!”
 





Chapter Seven
 
“Well, it’s about time.” A blurry stranger stood over me, her arms folded and foot tapping. “I’ve been calling you all afternoon.”
The voice was familiar. As was the dark hair carelessly tied up in a frizzy ponytail. The woman had poured herself into a hot pink velour tracksuit with the initials “ZG” spelled in diamantés on the right breast. No makeup, no jangling accessories and cigarette in her right hand, but it was definitely Madame Zorina. And I recognised her reading room.
“I’ve been working.” I climbed unsteadily to my feet with the help of her visitor’s chair. “And do not ever do that to me again.”
She threw her hands up in the air, ash from her cigarette falling to the floor. “Well, how was I supposed to get hold of you?” 
“You’re not supposed to get hold of me. I’m not at your beck and call.” 
“And yet, here you are.” She smiled before taking a smug drag on the cigarette and blowing several perfect smoke rings in my direction.
I returned her smile. “And here I go.” 
I marched out of her reading room, flinging the beaded curtain aside with no care as to who might see. The day had been taxing enough without adding whatever drama she was currently embroiled in to it.
“Wait! I’m sorry. It’s just … it’s been a bit of a stressful day.” Panic and a hint of desperation laced her voice.
I sighed. I should keep walking. I shouldn’t get involved in her drama. I knew it, and yet I still walked back into her reading room. It was her desperation that pulled me in. I shook my head at myself. I was such a sucker. 
I flopped down in her client chair and pointed to the cigarette she was taking a long drag on. “Those things will kill you, y’know?”
She snorted. “The stress will kill me first.” 
“So, what’s the problem?”
“Barry’s dead. They think I killed him.” She took another drag on her cigarette, dropping more ash onto the floor, and began to pace.
“Who’s Barry?” Why did I know that name?
“Do you have the memory of a goldfish? Barry. My client yesterday whose fiancée you were calling a gold-digging tramp.”
“Ohhh, Barry.” I snapped my fingers and nodded. “He’s dead? Too bad.”
“Too bad?” She stopped pacing to stare at me. “Too bad?”
“Oh, right.” I’d never been particularly good at these types of situations. “I’m sorry for your loss, y’know, again.” 
She shook her head at me and returned to her pacing. “Un. Believable.”
“Who thinks you killed him?”
“The police.” She took another long drag on her cigarette as if it were oxygen and stared at me. “Obviously.”
“Did you?”
She paused, mid exhalation, her lips stretched into a thin unhappy line, and looked very much as if she regretted calling me. Smoke billowed from her nostrils, reminding me of an angry dragon.
“No,” she gritted out with exaggerated calm. “I did not kill him.”
I sat back in the chair. This was sounding a lot like my Jim problem. “Then why do they think you did?”
“Because I’m a beneficiary in his will.”
“Really?” Okay, I was officially interested now. Money had that effect on me, especially free money. “What’d you get?”
“Quarter of a million.”
“Pounds?”
“No, buttons,” she snapped. “Of course pounds!” Madame Zorina sucked another long drag from her cigarette.
“Wow.” I’d not been expecting that. Especially since I hadn’t thought she gave him that good of a reading. I mean, it wasn’t as if she’d predicted his death, which was information he probably could’ve used. “What’d the fiancée get?”
“Four point eight million, the house here, the one in Italy and the one in southern France.”
I whistled. “That is three whole houses and set up for life reasons to kill him. Why aren’t they looking at her?”
Madame Zorina’s mouth twisted as if she were sucking a lemon. “She has an alibi.”
“Tell me it was the gym instructor,” I begged, rapidly tapping the table with my fingertips.
“Apparently,” she said and sucked another lungful of toxic fumes, “it was a late night personal training session.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet it was.” I knew I shouldn’t revel in someone’s infidelity, but I really liked being right. “So, other than the pittance he left you, why do the police think you did it?”
“Because no one saw him after he left here.” She took another long drag on the cigarette and blew three perfect smoke rings. “And I don’t have an alibi. So. I need you to spy on Porscha for me.” 
“Right. Because I have nothing better to do with my time.”
“Not to be indelicate, my dear, but you don’t.” She pointed to me with her cigarette trapped between two fingers. “You’re dead.”
“I might be dead, but I still have a job like everyone else.” For some reason her assumption that I floated around all day with nothing to do and no responsibilities irritated me. Maybe because that’s what I’d thought being dead would be like. Not that I’d given it all that much thought when I’d been alive.
“Oh, yeah?” She arched an eyebrow at me. “What do you do?”
Despite Eleanor’s warning zipping through my mind, I was tempted to tell her and wipe the smug expression off her face. But then again I figured she’d find out soon enough the way she was sucking on those cigarettes, so why ruin her life by telling her she’d have to work when she was dead? It was unnecessarily cruel, even for me.
“Stuff.”
“Riiiiiight. Well, if you can find time in your oh-so-busy schedule to do this for me, I’d appreciate it.” 
I couldn’t tunnel yet so it would mean walking to wherever this Porscha lived, and we hadn’t even touched on the walking through walls thing in the GA meetings. Even if I agreed, it wasn’t going to be the easiest task in the world.
“Who’s Porscha?” I asked.
“The fiancée.” Madame Zorina bit the words out, looking like she was trying very hard to keep her temper under control.
“The blonde in the photo? The same one you were encouraging him to marry?”
“Finally you see my problem.” She lit a new cigarette from the butt of the old one. “If it gets out that I encouraged him to marry her and she killed him, it’s the end of my career.”
“But if nobody saw him after he left here then he won’t have told anyone that. So how could it get out?” 
“I don’t know, but if she didn’t kill him then that still leaves me in the frame.”
I frowned at her. “Wait, so … do you want her to be guilty or not?”
“Both!” Madame Zorina reached for the sky in frustration. “I want her to be both.”
“Right.” I knew I should’ve kept walking. “Why don’t you summon Barry and ask him what happened?”
“I’ve tried but I can’t reach him.” Madame Zorina sighed and sat down opposite me, slouching like a puppet who’d had her strings cut. “I don’t know if it’s something simple like I’m too stressed to focus properly or that he doesn’t want to come.”
“Why wouldn’t he want to come? If I was murdered I’d be jumping at the chance to tell someone who did it.”
“How am I supposed to know?” She rested both elbows on the table and covered her eyes with one hand, still holding her lit cigarette between her fingers.
“Well.” I leaned forward, got a lungful of second-hand smoke for my trouble and leaned back again. “How’d he die?” 
“He was hit on the head. Porscha supposedly found him this morning by the pool. He’d been there all night.”
What were the questions Sabrina had asked me about Jim? “Was that where he was killed or had he been moved?”
“I don’t know, Miss Morbid. The police didn’t exactly give me all the details. What with me being a suspect and all. Can’t you go and ask him yourself?”
“Oh, sure, because all local ghosts meet in this big ghost canteen and have lunch together and chat about their day.” 
“Look, can you just help me out here?” Madame Zorina’s hand trembled slightly as she sucked down another lungful of nicotine. “Please?”
“I’ll see what I can do, okay?” I stood up and fanned some of the cigarette smoke away from my face. “But you have to promise you won’t ever summon me again.”
“Absolutely.” She drew her finger in a cross over her heart. She was a terrible liar.
I headed for the beaded curtain but paused before going through. “Oh. How’s my shadow?”
“Totally gone. Whatever’s happened since yesterday must have rectified the situation.” 
“Uh-huh.”
“It happens like that sometimes.” She nodded and waved her hands down me, shaping a silhouette. “You are officially shadow free.” 
“Right.” Like I said, she was a terrible liar.
 
∞
 
“Why are you walking here?” Sabrina met me halfway down the hill from the fort, looking behind me for an explanation. “And where’s Fenton?”
“Not a clue.” 
“Did he abandon you?” Her voice took on a motherly tone, which made me smile since it promised all sorts of painful retribution. 
I adjusted my fringe against the breeze then dug my hands into my pockets. “Not exactly.”
“Not exactly? Are you going to tell me what happened or will I have to drag it out of you?” She leaned forward and sniffed me. “Why do you smell of cigarette smoke?”
I glanced around, making sure there was no one who could eavesdrop, especially Oz since he had a habit of overhearing conversations he wasn’t supposed to.
“I got summoned.”
Sabrina's mouth formed an ‘o’. “That’s bad, Bridge. That’s really bad.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper but I was sure there was the slightest hint of excitement underneath. “Did you answer it?”
“From where I was standing, it didn’t feel like I had a whole lot of choice. And how is it that you know what that means and I don’t?”
“I eavesdrop.” She shrugged “It’s a habit from my life. And what do you mean you didn’t have a choice? You just refuse it.”
“Oh, you just refuse it.” I mocked, waving my hand in the air as if waving away the summons like it were a mosquito. “Have you ever been summoned?”
“No.”
“When it happens to you, you let me know how the whole refusing it thing goes.”
“Huh.” Sabrina pressed her lips together in thought. “Maybe it’s because you’re new to it. Wait. When you introduced yourself you didn’t give her your life name, right? You gave your professional name?”
“My ‘professional name’? I’m not a stripper.”
“Facilitators all have working names so mediums can’t summon them.”
I stared at her. “What?”
“You pick a name and introduce yourself by it so if they do summon you, because that’s not your name, you can choose to reject …” Sabrina trailed off when she saw my expression.
“You think that would be the kind of pretty important thing you’d tell someone on their first day, huh?”
Sabrina’s mouth dropped open. “Fenton didn’t tell you?”
“No …” I dragged the word out and shook my head. “I may kill him tomorrow. Or at least seriously maim him.”
Sabrina nodded. “Seems like a fair response … since …”
“Since what?”
“Well, since you were summoned outside of official channels …”
“It’s classed as a haunting,” I guessed with a sigh. “Even though they summoned me?”
“That’s bureaucracy for you.”
“And did you just say ‘outside of official channels’?”
“When a medium requests an audience with one of us, it’s hotlined down to the relations and social media teams who decide whether to grant it or not, usually not, but if they approve it they allow the summoning to connect.”
“Relations and social—” I shook my head. I didn’t want to know. “Do the people getting summoned have any choice in the matter?”
“No, but like everything else around here it’s not really a hard and fast rule. Sometimes, if the people being summoned are concerned about their living relatives they can hear the summoning anyway.”
“Hear it how?”
Sabrina shrugged. “Hear it, feel it, sense it, I’ve no real idea.”
“Well, I wasn’t concerned about the person who summoned me.”
“I don’t know what to tell you.” Sabrina held her hands up in surrender. “Maybe because you’re a facilitator you’re easier to summon, hence the professional name.”
“Am I going to be arrested for unauthorised haunting?”
Sabrina shook her head. “From what I’ve gathered, the job of the relations and social media team ends with denying the request. Anything that happens after that they wash their hands of.”
“What?” I held up my hand as if that could halt the craziness. “What’s the point in having a team of people to refuse the requests if it doesn’t actually stop the summonings taking place?” 
Sabrina shrugged. “I just work here.”
I shook my head and sighed. “I hate this place.”
“Never mind, only an eternity left to go,” Sabrina said cheerfully and nudged my shoulder with hers. “Now why do I get the feeling there’s more to this story?”
“Because you’re perceptive.” 
“Hit me with it.”
“Madame Zorina wants me to help her solve a murder. And by ‘me’ I mean ‘us’.” 
Sabrina stared at me for a long moment then flung her arms around me in a tight hug. “The very first moment I saw you, I knew we’d be the best of friends.”
I patted her back. “I’m glad you’re so pleased.”
She released me but linked her arm with mine as we walked up hill to the fort. “Tell me everything.” 
I filled her in on the little information I had. We settled ourselves on a patch of grass near the entrance of the fort and soaked up the evening sunshine.
“It’s not surprising her request to speak to Barry got knocked back,” Sabrina said. “They never grant them for things like that. I’ll see what I can find out in the records. Maybe even get a location for him. Simply asking him would ruin the fun a bit, though.”
“Maybe for you.” Personally I could do with a lot less “fun” in my afterlife. “Oh, did you find out anything more about Jim?”
“Nada.” She shook her head. “I’m telling you, that guy was under cover. You?”
“I don’t really know who to ask.” 
“Everyone. You never know who’ll provide the key piece to the puzzle.”
“Ladies?” Eleanor called from the wide open doors of the fort, her southern belle accent sounding so out of place. “I’m sure whatever topic you’re discussing is immensely fascinating, however, we’ve already started, so if you please?” She gestured into the hall and waited as we both hurried inside with a contrite dip of our heads.
The hall was painfully silent as we walked in, our light footsteps deafening in the silent blanket of concentration. Everybody was already in their groups, eyes shut tight. Sabrina and I hovered at the back of the hall.
“We’re practicing tunnelling again,” Eleanor whispered. “Aim for the stone marker on the top of the hill outside, please.”
Sabrina and I nodded and joined hands as Eleanor, bare foot and silent, circled the room. It was difficult to judge how long we’d been trying when I first felt it. It was like stepping out on the plank of a ship, nothing but that small piece of solid footing beneath you and wind whistling and gusting around you. I felt free, like a leaf dancing on the breeze. The thought that I might get caught up in that breeze and blown who knew where was enough to have me clinging onto the image of the stone marker for all I was worth.
The air changed around me. Fresh, salty, the smell of newly cut grass. Before I could fully appreciate the warmth of the sun on my back, Sabrina’s hands started jerking violently. I opened my eyes to see an opaque shoulder jutting out through Sabrina’s equally opaque chest. Eleanor was waving frantically at us, possibly yelling but I couldn’t hear. All I could see was Sabrina bonding on a molecular level with the idiot Martin.
I needed to get her away from there. The first place that popped into my head was Madame Zorina’s reading room. I focused on recreating the room around me so hard my head began to throb. The smell of the sea faded into old incense and stale cigarette smoke while the ground became flat and even beneath my feet. I squinted, checking Sabrina had no more body parts protruding through her, then promptly passed out.
“You okay? Want some water?” Sabrina helped me sit up and rest my back against the wall before offering me the glass. When I took it my hands were shaking so badly I sloshed most of it out over the floor. 
“Okay, I think I’ll take that back.” Sabrina raised the glass to my lips for me so I could take a few sips, though I noted her hands were shaking too. “Found these. Want to go halves with me?” She held up a six-pack of chocolate bars. 
“Most definitely.”
“That’s my girl.” She slapped my thigh gently, sat down next to me and offered me the first bar.
After almost inhaling two of the chocolate bars I checked the calories on the third. “Did we ever ask Eleanor if we can get fat if we eat too much?”
Sabrina stared at me. “I’ve just merged on an disgustingly intimate level with that idiot from yesterday and you’ve just tunnelled us who knows how many miles away. I think we’re entitled.”
I nodded and unwrapped the last bar. “Fair point.”
“I’m guessing we’re at that psychic’s place?” Sabrina looked around the room and smiled. “That’s a very pretty crystal ball.”
“You’re not stealing the crystal ball.”
“I wasn’t going to steal it. Just borrow it. Long term. I always wanted a proper crystal ball.”
“Why?” I wondered if the tunnelling mishap had scrambled her brain.
She shrugged. “It’d make a super interesting paperweight.”
“And on that note.” I collected my chocolate wrappers and stood up. “I think it’s time for us to go.”
“Actually, while we’re here …”
“While we’re here what?”
“We could snoop around a bit.” Sabrina wandered casually around the room as she spoke, looking behind the wall drapes. “See what we can find.”
“Like what?” I discarded the wrappers in a small wastebasket near the beaded curtain. “A signed confession?” 
“Or a bloodstained heavy object.”
“Right. A heavy object she took all that way to beat poor Barry over the head with, then brought back here to leave lying around, still covered in blood. Yeah, let’s look for that.”
Sabrina shook her head at me in mock disgust and examined all the hangings and statues in the room anyway. “So, we walking back to the fort?”
“You want to tunnel back? Be my guest.” I stepped back to give her some room.
She made a show of thinking it over then patted her tummy. “I think the walk will do me good.”
“Uh-huh.”
Sabrina followed me out of the reading room, the bead curtain swinging behind us, and into the shop. There was still enough light from the setting sun for us to make our way along the aisles without incident.
“‘Wishing powder. Dissolve a pinch in a free-flowing body of water while casting your wish’.” Sabrina turned the small packet she’d picked up from a shelf over in her hand. “I notice there’s no guarantee on this.”
“You should call Trading Standards. Are you coming?”
Sabrina pocketed the wishing powder then looked from the locked door to my extended hand. “Thought you wanted to walk?”
“I do, but currently I feel our options are somewhat limited.” I gestured to the locked door blocking our exit.
“Oh, I can fix that.” 
I held up my hand to slow her down. “How?” 
The door was a single glass pane framed with a border of painted wood. I could fix our no exit problem too. Just not in an ideal way.
“Relax.” Sabrina pulled out two paperclips from her pocket and unfolded them. She’d undone both locks within a matter of minutes. 
I’d hovered over her shoulder watching, but it just looked like she was jiggling the wires round. “I didn’t know private investigator was synonymous with locksmith.”
“It’s synonymous with a lot of things.”
With the door relocked from the outside, we made our way through the centre of town. It was just getting busy with students out early for the cheap Wednesday night drinks, girls in skirts so short they barely covered the necessary parts and tops so low everything was on show. 
“I don’t ever remember dressing like that,” Sabrina commented on a brunette in an electric blue band of material she was using as a dress.
“Me either. What about that one?” I pointed to a girl with pink and green hair and a red lace halter neck dress, which had mostly likely been pretty until she’d added her own rips to it and teamed it with heavily studded biker boots.
“Yeah, that’s eye catching, but not as interesting as the guy behind her.”
I leaned to the right to see who she was referring to. “Is that Fenton? Who’s he talking to?”
Sabrina bobbed to the left to try to peer around the pedestrians. “Can’t see.”
Fenton was waving his arms about, clearly agitated, but the recipient of his anger was hidden by a throng of slightly drunk students milling around in front of them. 
“Oh! I caught him arguing with Pete earlier today.” How had I forgotten that? Maybe the tunnelling mishap had addled my brain.
“Really? Where? After lunch?” Sabrina glanced at me as we carefully navigated around the students to try to see who Fenton’s companion was without him catching sight of us and without us bumping into any of the alive people.
“Yeah, I’d just finished my last assignment and interrupted them arguing. Well, it sounded more like Pete was threatening him, actually.”
“Doesn’t surprise me. What was Pete doing around here?”
“He said the office had added some of my assignments to his list while I was training.”
Sabrina stopped spying on Fenton for a moment to stare at me. “Do you have any idea the amount of paperwork that would entail? That would never happen.” 
“Are you sure?” I dodged a gaggle of giggling schoolgirls trying to pass for adults.
“Positive. It doesn’t work like that, and why can I still not see who Fenton is talking to?” Sabrina was bobbing up and down like a chicken.
“Then why would he lie?”
“Why would who lie?” Oz had accessorised his usual flip-flops, shorts and t-shirt combo with a frown. His arms folded over his chest served to accentuate his broad shoulders and strong arms, which I in no way noticed since probably looking too hard would be illegal as well. “You know you two have caused uproar in your GA group?” 
“Because of our recreation of the scene from The Fly?” Sabrina asked.
“And because you didn’t go back inside the fort like Eleanor directed you.” Oz looked pointedly around us. “I know you must have lost your way somehow because you wouldn’t have used the opportunity to go drinking.”
“I would’ve if I’d realised that was an option at the time,” I said.
Oz tapped his chest. “Parole officer.”
“You are?” I gasped. “No way. I totally had no idea.”
Oz turned to Sabrina. “Does she give you this attitude?”
“No, but then I don’t lock her in her room and call her fat.”
“And now I understand why you two are friends.” He rubbed a hand over his short hair then extended one out to each of us. “Let’s get you back so Eleanor can calm your group down.”
Sabrina and I exchanged a glance, both of us stepping back. “Actually, we were just going to walk. The fresh air will be good for us.”
Oz sighed, gripped both of us on the shoulder and tunnelled us. In all fairness he was very gentle, but that didn’t prevent the scathing look Sabrina treated him to when we arrived in the centre of the fort to the intense level of chaotic chatter.
“Hey. I thought the fort was blocked to tunnelling?” Sabrina asked Oz.
Oz nodded. “To you two, it will be.”
Sabrina opened her mouth to say something but when Oz arched an eyebrow at her she pressed her lips together and shook her head instead.
After Sabrina and I were cross-examined by several group members simultaneously, Oz finally tunnelled me home. 
“Ah-ah.” He grabbed my elbow before I could run up the stairs and lock him out of my room. “Who was lying? And where were you tunnelling to?”
“Oh, come on. For once, give me a break.”
“Right back at you. My job is to keep you safe, and I’m pretty sure you’re hip deep in some sort of trouble. So talk to me.” 
“I’m not in any sort of trouble. If I was, you’d know, right? With your intrusive emotional bond.”
“Okay.” Oz placed a Chanel bronzer and kabuki brush on the patio table. “Answer both questions and these are yours.”
“Fenton and the first place I thought of.” I snatched for them but Oz was quicker. 
“That’s all it takes for you to be honest with me?” 
“I’m shallow.” I held out my hands. “My rewards, please.”
“Where was the first place you thought of?” 
“That’s another question not covered by our previous agreement. What else have you got in those shorts for me?” 
Oz arched an eyebrow at me. “What else do I have for you in my shorts?”
“I meant, in your pockets, from my list of demands.”
“Of course.” He kept a straight face but his eyes betrayed his amusement.
“Fine.” I held out my hands. “My bronzer, please?”
“Don’t these buy me any good will at all? And you didn’t really answer the second question.”
“I did. It just wasn’t the answer you wanted. If you required a specific location you should’ve stated that. You didn’t.” I nodded to the products again. To my surprise he handed them over. “Thank you.” I turned and walked toward the kitchen door. “Do you plan on locking me in my room again tonight?”
“Now you know I can feed your demands I feel safe in my bed.”
Pressing my bounty to my chest, I headed up to my room.
“Another emergency?” Lucy, the flapper, was adjusting my once again white suit jacket, admiring herself in the wardrobe mirror as I walked in.
“Don’t be snarky,” Petal mumbled from a comfortable position on my bed. 
Pam noticed me staring at my stain-free white suit. “We got it cleaned for you.” 
“It was in my locker.” 
“We’re resourceful.” Lucy shrugged and her gaze fell to my hands. “What have you got there?”
I slipped my now prized possessions into the pocket of my jumpsuit. “What are you all doing in here?”
“Hanging out.” Petal smiled shyly at me.
“Waiting for you.” Pam adjusted her floppy straw hat so she could regard me with both eyes. 
“Trying on your clothes.” Lucy pouted at her reflection.
All I had was the suit I died in, so really it shouldn’t have taken her that long.
“Right, well, I’m tired so …” I opened the door and gestured for them to leave.
Lucy arched an eyebrow at me and turned back to her reflection. “That’s rude.”
“Have you had a long day?” Pam walked over to me and took my hand, patting it as she led me to the bed.
“Find anyone else dead?” Lucy didn’t take her eyes from her reflection.
“You tell us about your day first, then we’ll tell you about ours.” Petal shuffled over so there was space on my bed for me.
The potentially calorie-free food was just not enough to compensate for the utter horror that was the rest of my afterlife.
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“You made it okay then?” Oz leaned casually against the Departures wall, grinning at me. I ignored the cute dimples and the sexy stubble. Despite not having had a great night’s sleep, I’d declined Oz’s offer and tunnelled myself to work. Admittedly it took over half an hour, but I’d finally made it and in one piece too. 
“No, this is a holographic projection,” I snapped. I’d found my beautiful Jimmy Choos savaged when I’d gone to put them on for work. Someone had snapped the heels off. And he thought that would make him safer?
“You’re right. I see it now. The real Bridget is a lot less pretty than you.”
I opened my mouth and closed it again with a frown. “I can’t decide if that’s an insult or a compliment.”
Oz laughed. “Do you need me to walk you to your locker room?”
“Think I can manage.” I turned my back on him and walked toward the exit.
“Bridget?” Oz circled his face with his forefinger. “The brown stuff looks good on you.”
“It’s bronzer.” I waited for the follow up insult. It didn’t come. “And thank you.” 
“Your hair looks like a bird’s nest, though.”
“Well, it wouldn’t if you were quicker with my list. And you owe me some new shoes.” I’d had to borrow a pair of Petal’s flip-flops. They were pastel blue with pink flowers on the thong. Initially I’d politely declined, choosing to go barefoot instead, and then Petal had cried. So now I wore them.
“Why? Did something happen to your shoes?”
“I find it odd that you think destroying them makes you safe in your bed.”
“I don’t know. Right now I feel pretty safe.”
I hated him so much. I walked out of the tunnelling room without a backward glance but Oz’s laughter followed me. By the time I’d managed to navigate the corridors and find the locker room I was running a little late, so I wasn’t massively impressed when I found Fenton stuffed in my locker, face covered in blood. Again. 
“Fenton, give up the ghost. This wasn’t funny yesterday and it’s less than that now.” No response. “Okay Fenton, get out of my locker right now or I’m calling my guardian.” I jangled the whistle in front of his face, half expecting him to grab for it. This was not how I wanted to start yet another day.
Thinking perhaps he’d fallen asleep while waiting for me, I gave his shoulder a gentle shake. The motion must have loosened him because as soon as I let go he flopped out of my locker and hit the floor, face first, with a thud. From that angle I could see the dent in his skull. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t faking. Fool me once and all.
“Okay, y’know what Fenton? I’ll just sit here and wait for you to stop being an idiot.” I sat down on the bench and waited for him to get up.
Several minutes passed. Fenton didn't move. 
“Soooooo …” I said, nodding to myself as I stared at his prone form. “I guess you’re not faking this time.”
 





Chapter Eight
 
“This is exactly why I gave you the whistle,” Oz whispered out of the corner of his mouth. In his usual board shorts, faded t-shirt and flip-flops he was the picture of relaxation.
Detective Johnson conversed quietly with a constable at the door of the interview room, his back to us. 
“I blew the whistle,” I mumbled, not quite as adept at the corner-of-the-mouth speaking thing. In all honesty, I’d forgotten about the whistle until I’d been sitting in the interview room for ten minutes waiting for the detective. And I was pretty sure it was the same interview room as last time.
“Ideally, you’re meant to blow it before the police get involved.” 
“Why?” Before. After. What difference did it make? 
“So we can make sure there’s no incriminating evidence,” Oz gritted out like it was obvious.
“You’d help me get away with murder?” Maybe having a guardian angel wasn’t such a nuisance after all. Not that I planned on murdering anyone – at least no one but him. Still, it was handy to know.
Oz twisted in his chair to face me. “Did you kill this guy?”
“Of course not.”
“Then I’m not helping you get away with anything, am I? It just would’ve been nice if we’d had a chance to prepare before the police were involved so we could make sure your lack of involvement was clear.”
“Miss Sway.” The detective said my name like a curse. Not the best start. Even Oz winced. Maybe he’d reconsider the next time he went to take that tone with me.
“Hello detective. Nice to see you again.” I was going for obsequious but it came out more like sarcasm.
“Right.” His glance flicked briefly to Oz before settling back on me as he sat down. He rested his palm flat on the brown paper file on the table. If it was the same file as last time it was much thicker now. “This makes two dead bodies in your locker.”
“Yes, I’m going for a full set,” I said.
“Can I consider that a confession?”
“No, you can’t.” Oz gave me a warning scowl.
“Are you sure?” The detective flipped through the file casually. “She was heard threatening the victim mere hours before his death.”
“This is ridiculous,” Oz said. “You can’t keep pulling her in here like this. She’s done nothing wrong.”
I, however, remained silent as my conversation with Fenton in front of his friends yesterday lunchtime popped into the forefront of my mind. What had I said? Had I threatened him?
“I have an eyewitness that states your ward said, and I’m quoting here, ‘I will rip off your empty head and use it as a drinking cup’.” 
I laughed. “I’ve never said anything so stupid. I may have expressed my unhappiness that he’d been lying to me but at no point did I mention decapitation.” 
“So, you didn’t follow that up with ‘You vindictive little worm. I will kill you for this. I will kill you. I will kill you. I will kill you.’?” The detective read the quote so deadpan it would’ve been funny if it were happening to someone else.
“Nope.” I sat back in my chair and folded my arms, not sure if I was relieved at being massively misquoted or if I should be more concerned.
“Well, I’m glad to hear you say that, Miss Sway, because things were looking bad for you for a moment there. What with the first victim found in your locker being your guardian angel.” Johnson paused, I assumed waiting for a reaction from me. I gave none. “And the second body, also found in your locker, being your partner, whom you’ve admitted to being unhappy with.” He placed a picture of doubly dead Jim in front of me then one of doubly dead Fenton next to that. In both, the men were lying how they had fallen from my locker. “You don't seem surprised to learn the first victim was your previous guardian angel.”
“I don't, do I?” I said as I looked between the photos. Blow to the head from behind. Blow to the head from behind. Hmm, maybe the killer was a woman. Or just sneaky.
The detective watched me examine the photos. “Anything you’d care to add?” 
I very briefly debated asking if I could have copies for Sabrina but decided against it. I doubted he’d understand and she probably had more information at her fingertips than the detective anyway.
“No.” I stood up and straightened my awful mauve jumpsuit. “So, I’m free go?” 
“Absolutely. As soon as you can provide me with an alibi.” The hint of a smile on the detective’s lips implied he didn’t think I’d be able to.
“From eight thirty onwards I was at home. Mr Salier and my housemates can confirm that.” 
“Interesting that you should only offer me an alibi from after eight thirty.”
“Well, Fenton was still alive around quarter past so I didn’t think you’d need it from any earlier.”
“And how do you know that?” Johnson’s smile stretched as if he’d somehow caught me out.
“I saw him talking with someone about quarter past.” I turned to Oz. “It was about that when you picked Sabrina and me up, right?” 
Before Oz could confirm, a loud bang reverberated around the room accompanied by a puff of smoke. Two black shapes stepped out of it. Ghosting Busters.
Uh-oh.
“Thank you, detective.” The taller of the two gestured for Johnson to leave. “We’ll take it from here.”
“The hell you will.” The detective stood up so fast his chair skidded a short distance across the tiled floor. “You have no jurisdiction here.”
“Of course we do, or we wouldn’t be here. Now if you please?” The GB spoke softly and offered Johnson several sheets of paper before gesturing to the door his partner was holding open.
“Constable?” Johnson thumbed through the sheets. “Please check the correct paperwork has been filed with the front desk to allow these … people access to our suspect.”
“You’re wasting our time, your time and their time,” the GB said on a sigh. “Trust we have filed the correct paperwork and are permitted to be here.”
“No,” Johnson said.
We all waited in silence for the constable to either confirm or deny the GBs had a right to be there. Judging by the rigidity in Oz’s posture he wasn’t too happy about this new development either. I wasn’t their biggest fan myself. Something about people in masks, even superheroes, made me uncomfortable. 
The constable popped his head around the door, obviously wanting to make himself as small of a target as possible. 
“They’ve filed the correct forms, detective.” 
“Okay, then.” The detective moved his chair back to the table, sat back down and gestured toward me. “You may question my suspect.”
“Thank you.” The taller GB gestured to the door again. “We’ll share any relevant information with you.” 
The detective’s attention flicked from the GB to the door and back again. “It’ll be easier if I hear it first-hand.” 
The GB didn’t say anything. He smiled his polite smile and continued to gesture to the door. After a long silence Johnson got up and left, slamming the door behind him.
“It’s Ms Sway, isn’t it?” The GB who’d done all the talking so far took the detective’s seat. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Thank you, and you.” I offered him my hand. He hesitated only for a moment then shook it gently. “And you are?” My mother had always taught me that if you were polite enough you could talk your way out of any situation. It’s unlikely she’d been referring to a double homicide but I figured it could only help.
“Officer Leonard.”
“That’s not your real name, is it?” 
“It’s my name in this life.” He smiled; even his muddy brown eyes smiled. He seemed like a genuinely nice guy. I didn’t trust him an inch. “What can you tell me about Fenton?”
“Probably not much, I’m afraid. What would you like to know?”
He watched me smooth my fringe to the side before speaking. “Let’s start with what was he like to work with.”
I gave a small shrug. “Fine.” 
“Just fine?”
“Yes.” 
“You were friends then?”
“He was my trainer. But he used the word partner and trainer interchangeably.” 
“Partners who confided in each other?”
“We only worked together for two days.” 
“Sure.” He nodded as if he hadn’t known that. “Did you notice anything unusual in his behaviour?”
“I didn’t know him well enough to separate usual from unusual.” 
“Sure. Right. Of course not. I don’t suppose he asked you to keep hold of anything for him?”
“No.” The small notebook that had fallen from Fenton’s body after he’d dropped to the floor suddenly felt very heavy in my pocket. I didn’t know why I’d picked it up or how I’d forgotten all about it until now. And since they were asking for it, something told me not to give it to them. 
“No? Just no? Most people would answer ‘like what?’ to that question.”
I shrugged. “He didn’t give me anything so asking ‘like what?’ seems somewhat pointless.”
He nodded, mulling that comment over. “Did he get along with everyone?”
“I don’t know. I’d only worked with him—”
“For two days. Right. Did you ever see him argue with anyone?” He smiled but his I’m-a-nice-guy-but-not-too-well-informed routine was putting me on edge.
“No.” I felt that was almost the truth. He hadn’t been arguing with Pete, Pete had been having a go at him. And whoever he was speaking to last night, I didn’t technically see them to say he was arguing with them. So I was being honest. Just.
“Right, well if you can think of anything that might be useful, please contact me.” He offered me his card and stood up.
“How come you’re investigating Fenton’s death? I thought you guys only dealt with, like, haunty things,” I said.
“We deal with all manner of crimes, Ms Sway.” 
Just before they poofed out of the room, I got my first proper look at his partner’s face. Despite the mask, I recognised him.
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“Fenton was a Ghosting Buster informant?”
Sabrina slapped her forehead. “I’m such an idiot. Of course he was. That was why they let him off with parole.”
It was lunchtime when Johnson finally released me. I’d found a table in the back corner of the canteen so I could fill Sabrina in on my morning, hopefully without being overheard or interrupted.
“I’m not certain—”
“It looks that way, though. They still think you killed him?”
“I don’t think so, no. Or maybe.” I shook my head. “With these idiots who knows?”
“I wonder what was in that book.” Sabrina stabbed a carrot with her fork and nibbled it thoughtfully. 
I placed the small notebook on the table. “Why don’t we look?”
Sabrina stared at me. “Did you purposefully withhold evidence from the police and über-police?”
I shook my head, eyes wide and innocent. “Absolutely not.”
A huge grin stretched across Sabrina’s face and she placed one hand over mine and the other over her heart. “I love you so much.” She grabbed the book and flicked through it discreetly under the table for thirty seconds before looking back up at me. “A5S21206D2389? Okay, this is in code. This is going to take some time to work out.”
“Ah, well, I figured A5 meant the area, as in where the incident took place, S2 meant suspect two, and the next four digits could be the date.”
Sabrina stared at me. “What were you in life?”
“I was an event planner. I used a similar short hand to identify functions in my organiser.” My voice shook slightly when I mentioned my organiser. I missed my organiser.
“They could be laws.” Sabrina squinted again at the digits. “That would make sense. The place, the suspect, the date and the law that was broken.”
“Yeah, it would. But we don’t know who the suspects are or the laws the digits refer to.”
“I can find out the laws easily enough. We have a catalogue of them in our office.” 
“Yes, but we don’t know who the suspects are and, honestly, if Fenton was killed for his snooping, I’m not eager to pick up where he left off.”
“We owe it to him to find out what happened to him.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not even entirely sure I liked him.”
“That’s a fair point.” Sabrina nodded. “Let me rephrase. We need to find out who killed him to stop them from killing you.”
I smiled and patted her arm. “You always know how to make me feel better.”
“It’s a gift.” 
“Oh.” I snapped my fingers. My memory was terrible lately. I’d have to ask Eleanor if that was a dead thing. “Also, we need to be on our best behaviour in our meetings from now on.”
Smelling new information, Sabrina’s head shot up. “Why?”
“Because David, the frowny brown suit guy? He’s a GB.”
“I told you. How do you find this stuff out?”
“He was one of the GBs who interviewed me today.”
She snorted gently. “Bet that was awkward.”
“He let his partner do the talking.” I sipped my coke thoughtfully. “I got the impression he hadn’t told him that we had our meetings together.”
“Wonder why. Oh!” Sabrina slapped the table. “In all the excitement I nearly forgot. I found Barry.”
“Barry?” I knew that name.
Sabrina glanced up from the notebook again. “Madame Zorina’s dead client?”
“Ahhh.” In all the drama I’d clean forgotten about that. I was definitely checking with Eleanor about my memory. Maybe there were vitamins I could take.
“He’s staying in a medical facility. I thought we could pay him a quick visit after our meeting tonight, ask him what happened to him.”
“I like how I say ‘we need to be on our best behaviour’ and in your next breath you’re describing a plan that’s breaking at least three rules and probably more we don’t know about.” I took a large bite of my chicken panini and took a moment to savour the taste of all the carbohydrates. 
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Sabrina cajoled, carefully slicing up the ham in her salad into equal strips.
I gave a one shoulder shrug and swallowed my mouthful. “It’s busy praying the GBs aren’t going to arrest me for something.”
“It’ll be fine.” She waved her fork dismissively. “We’ll go straight after our meeting, ask him a few questions and be home before anyone notices we’re late.”
“I’m not sure …”
“It’ll be fine. What could possibly go wrong?”
I raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “Really?”
She wrapped a small portion of lettuce up in a neatly cut ham slice. “What?”
I wiped my hands on my napkin. “Are you honestly oblivious to the fact you have just jinxed us?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
“Okay.” I gestured to her with my panini. “But when something goes wrong I’m reserving the right to say ‘I told you so’.”
“Nothing is going to go wrong,” Sabrina repeated, suddenly sounding a lot less confident.
“You ladies look deep in conversation.” Charlie hovered at the edge of our table while Pete sat down and started eating. “Do you mind if we join you?”
I gestured to the empty seats. “’Course not, Charlie.” 
Pete swallowed his enormous mouthful of lasagne and jabbed his fork in my direction. “Rumour has it you’ve had quite the exciting morning.” 
“Another body in your locker?” Charlie added, sitting down and sipping his coffee.
“Ruined another jumpsuit,” I grumbled while discreetly pocketing Fenton’s notebook. “They’re going to start deducting it from my wages at this rate.”
Pete snorted. “That’s what I love best about you, Bridge. Your humanitarianism.”
“Do they know what happened yet?” Charlie asked. 
“Blow to the head.” Sabrina pushed her half eaten salad away.
Charlie grimaced and glanced down at his tomato soup. “Oh.” 
“Do they have any leads?” Pete tore off a chunk of bread and dipped it in his lasagne.
“Only me.” I smiled.
“Well, dead bodies do keep turning up in your locker,” Pete pointed out. “Though it makes me wonder what happens in the ladies’ locker room to get these guys in there in the first place. So, who do you think’s doing it?” Pete asked Sabrina and me between mouthfuls.
“Since you threatened Fenton the day before I think it’s you.” Sabrina calmly sipped her orange juice while Pete nearly choked.
“I appreciate honesty in a woman,” Pete managed between coughs.
“I appreciate non-homicidal tendencies in a man.” Sabrina retorted without missing a beat. “So why were you threatening him?”
“I wasn’t threatening him,” Pete said, taking a sip of water. “I was explaining that he should be training Bridge properly.”
“Uh-huh,” Sabrina said with a slow nod. “So who do you think it is?”
“Steve from accounting. Or maybe Tim from middle management.” Pete pointed out his suspects around the room whilst he spoke. “Or Eve who runs the service floor.”
“Why them?” I had no clue who any of these people were but they seemed like random choices.
Pete shrugged. “Steve only ever opens his mouth to complain, Eve is a little power mad and Tim just looks shifty.”
“Excellent reasoning. With skills like that you should consider a career in law enforcement,” I said.
“Without a motive, the suspect pool is pretty wide.” Pete gestured to the rest of the heaving canteen. “The only motive I can see is to get your area, which makes you the only non-suspect since it’s already your area.”
That had occurred to me too. “If that’s the motive, it also makes me next on the killer’s list.”
Pete grinned. “I wasn’t going to say that. But yeah, it does.”
 “What’s so special about my area?” So far I’d not seen anything that I’d kill for.
“You have the highest concentration of mediums,” Pete explained.
“Oh. Right. Okay,” I said with a nod and turned to Charlie. “What’s so special about my area?”
Charlie laughed. “Most areas have a couple but yours has something like twenty-ish. Facilitators are around people all the time but can never interact, and that sort of isolation can be tough. Mediums acknowledge you, you can have a conversation. Though you’re not supposed to,” he added quickly.
“Oh.” I was a little disappointed with that explanation. It wasn’t as if I’d been hoping for buried treasure but that reason seemed a little mundane. And the best reason to happily hand over my area to someone else, anyone
else, since I’d only met one medium so far and she was giving me more than enough trouble.
Charlie read my expression. “Give it a year. You’ll understand then.” 
Pete winked at me. “If she lasts a year.”
“Not funny,” Sabrina chided in a singsong voice.
“You finished?” Pete asked, reaching to take my tray.
“I guess.” I looked down at my half eaten panini. My conscience wouldn’t let me eat any more anyway. “Why?” 
“Because I’m chaperoning you this afternoon, kid, and we have lots to get through. Come on.”
Pete headed off to take our trays to the food hatch, expecting me to follow. Sabrina squeezed my knee, subtly fingering the chain around her neck. She was reminding me I had Oz’s whistle. Guess she wasn’t kidding when she’d said she thought it was Pete.
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“Okay, this is the last one and then we can call it a day.” Pete flipped through the sheet. 
He’d been surprisingly helpful, apart from demanding we take it in turns to tunnel each other so I could practice. He’d let me get on with all the assignments and offered advice where necessary. Also, there’d been no hint of homicidal tendencies, which I’d been extra pleased about. 
“It’s a medium.” He nodded to several posters advertising Jeremy Thomas Leith’s prowess plastered on the side of the theatre. “Are you okay doing those?”
“Yeah.” I nodded but it must have sounded as unconvincing as it felt. After Madame Zorina I wasn’t eager to find myself in another situation where they could summon me anytime they wanted.
“Y’know what?” Pete handed me the sheet so I could read the assignment. “These beggars can be tricky, so I’ll hover in the background and you signal me if you need help.”
Pete tunnelled us into the deserted, old fashioned foyer. The spongy blood red carpet and the gilded ticket office were very grandiose but oddly ominous in the minimal light.
“Dressing room?” Pete pointed to a door marked “Private”.
I nodded and pushed the door open, not able to fight the urge to tiptoe. The corridor was distinctly less grand. Posters of previous acts, the edges curled or torn from age, the centre walkway of the beige carpet worn down to the backing, and gouges and dents in the tarnished white walls all combined with the dim lighting didn’t exactly emanate the same extravagance as the public areas. 
We followed the sound of voices along the corridor. They were coming from behind a door marked “Talent”. Pete snorted as he read the sign.
“And how is that my problem?” A male voice asked with a smoothness that put my teeth on edge.
“I’m explaining why there’s going to be a delay.” It sounded like the girl was doing her best to keep her temper in check. 
“There’ll be no delay. You will continue to honour our arrangement.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“We waiting out here for a reason?” Pete whispered.
I shrugged. “Didn’t want to interrupt.” Sabrina’s eavesdropping tendencies were starting to wear off on me.
The dressing room door swung open. “Too late.” 
The man was mid-thirties, immaculately dressed, sunbed tanned with perfectly styled highlighted hair and oozed a smarmy charm. There was a hint of surprise behind his perfect smile and I did my best not to visibly recoil. He obviously recognised me as a dead gal.
“Well, well, come on in gorgeous.”
If I’d been alive there’s no way I’d have gone inside without pepper spray. And a taser. And probably a baseball bat. 
The dressing room was empty apart from props for a magic show at the back, half hidden by a wooden dressing screen. I peered inside an empty blanket chest and behind the dressing screen but there was no one else in the room. The walls were an off white. A row of mirrors stretched across the left hand wall, light bulbs surrounding each mirror. 
He watched me wearing a practiced smile. “Problem, sweetness?”
I peeked around the screen again. “Where did the girl go?”
Jeremy’s smile became fixed. “What girl?”
“The one you were just arguing with?” I poked my head through a rail of scanty, glittery costumes but found no one on the other side.
“Speakerphone.” He waved his phone at me. “So, do you have a message for me, beautiful?” 
“Yes.” I stopped my snooping and turned to face him, arms folded. “It’s from your mother. She says stop calling women by adjectives. It’s demeaning and incredibly annoying.”
Pete snorted by the door but Jeremy didn’t even twitch.
“The lengths my mother will go to tell me off. Though normally she’ll just pick up the phone.” I raised an unimpressed eyebrow and he laughed. “Okay, okay, what’s your name?”
Remembering the conversation about professional names with Sabrina, and desperately not wanting to be at this guy’s beck and call, I gave him the first name that came into my head. “Jenny.” 
“Well, okay then Jenny.” I think he intended to say my fake name in a sexy way but it slithered out of his mouth instead. “Do you have a message for me?”
“Sarah’s happy and very proud of Ian.”
Jeremy grabbed a pen and scrap of paper and quickly scribbled it down before looking back up at me expectantly.
I had nothing else for him so I lifted up my hand in a half-hearted wave. “See ya.”
“Whoa, whoa, that’s it? That’s all you’ve got for me? ‘Sarah’s happy and proud of Ian’?” He stood up straight and rested his hands on his hips. For most people that would’ve been an aggressive stance, but it made him look whiny and effeminate. 
“Very proud. She’s very proud of Ian.”
He arched an over-plucked eyebrow at me. “I have a show to do tonight.” 
“And?” 
“And, I can’t go out into a packed auditorium with only” – he put on his show voice, which was at least an octave deeper – “‘Sarah’s happy and proud of Ian’.” 
“Very proud. She’s very proud,” I corrected again and gestured to the scrap of paper in his hand. “Did you write that bit down? It’s an integral part of the message.”
“Don’t patronise me. And enough fooling around, sweetheart, give me the rest of the messages.”
“What a prat.” Pete laughed from the doorway.
I stood silently, looking around the room and pointedly not speaking.
“Sweetheart!” He clicked his fingers in front of my face to get my attention.
“Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were talking to me since I’ve already explained my name’s not sweetheart.”
“You people. You think you’re so smart. So superior.” Jeremy shook his head with a sneer. “But all you are is dead.”
“I’m sensing some tension and a little hostility from you.” I held my hands up, palms facing him as if I were reading his aura. “Have you tried meditation?”
“Please leave. I need to prepare for my show.” Jeremy turned his back on me, sat down at the dressing table and started scribbling more notes on various scraps of paper. “Oh, Jenny?” I’d reached Pete and the open doorway but turned back to a smug smile stretching across Jeremy’s face. “I’ll call you if I need you.” 
Despite the sudden lurch in my stomach, I smiled back. “Good luck with that.”
Pete tunnelled us back into the sunshine outside the front of the theatre.
“How can I block a summoning?” I asked while he checked something on the assignment sheet.
“It’s easy.” He signed the sheet and held it out for me to do the same. “Don’t let them pull you.”
Right. “What if you can’t stop the pull?”
“Don’t worry about it, Bridge, it’s really easy.” Pete smiled and took the sheet back. “The only way the pull is strong enough is if they know your life name, which you never tell them, and if they’re really gifted. And trust me, there aren’t too many of those around. That’s why you have a professional name, so you can choose to answer the call or not. Though you always decline.” 
“Always?” I asked.
Pete's eyes flicked up from the sheet he was checking to stare at me. “Always.”
Something about the way he said “always” made me think that might be what you were supposed to do but not what everyone actually did do.
“Why do you ask? You’re not worried about him, are you?” Pete jerked his head in the direction of the theatre. “You didn’t give him your life name so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”
“So he won’t be able to pull me at all?”
Pete shook his head. “Wouldn’t have thought so.”
“Madame Zorina knew Jim’s name,” I said before I’d even thought it through. 
Pete’s expression froze. “Who’s Madame Zorina?”
“Oh. Right. Didn’t I mention that?” I asked, giving myself a very hard mental slap. Dying had just killed my memory. And my common sense. 
Pete drew the word out. “No …” 
“Oh. Okay,” I said, feeling my brain scrabble over itself to find an escape route from the conversation that wouldn’t incriminate me. “Well, she’s a medium. On my first day with Fenton, I had a message for her and she asked me where Jim was. That’s all.”
“What did you tell her?”
I shook my head and tried very hard not to look guilty. “Nothing. That I didn’t know who Jim was. I just delivered the message and left.”
“Okay. That’s good.” Pete nodded. “That was well handled but Fenton should never have put you in that position. And Jim wasn’t his life name so it wouldn’t have mattered that she knew it anyway.”
“How do you know that?” I was surprised Pete had known him well enough to know that. I hadn’t gotten that impression from him at all.
“We used to work together.” Pete hugged the clipboard to his chest and narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s with all the questions?”
“Just curious.” I shrugged with as much nonchalance as I could muster and examined the brickwork on the front of the theatre. Sabrina had said the key piece of information could come from anywhere. Maybe it would come from Pete. “Y’know, the police still don’t have a suspect for his murder. Since you knew him so well, is there no one you can think of?”
“Bridget …”
I could feel his stare burning into the side of my face as I continued to admire the theatre’s façade. “I know you said everyone loved Jim, but he must’ve had some enemies.”
Pete’s voice dropped low. “Bridget … why are you asking?” 
I turned to face Pete and gave him a kernel of truth. “Because the police have no suspects other than me. And because if Jim was killed for his area it might be nice for me to have a little bit of a prior knowledge as to who might be waiting for the opportune moment to stave my skull in.” 
“Bridge, you’re newly dead. As long as you do what you’re supposed to the only time you’re unsupervised is when you’re in the bathroom.” Pete placed his hand on my shoulder and gave it what I assumed he thought was a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll be fine, okay?”
No. It was not okay but I nodded anyway. “Sure, Pete.”
“You’ll be fine with this too.” He gestured to the theatre but I assumed he meant Jeremy Thomas Leith inside. Pete folded the assignment sheets, secured them into the provided envelope, sealed it and signed the seal. “Just don’t give anyone your life name.” 
“What happens if you do it accidentally?” I accepted the clipboard from him and took my time with my signature on the seal to avoid Pete’s intense stare drilling into me.
“Don’t do it accidentally, Bridget.” He took the clipboard back from me. “The repercussions are harsh.”
“How harsh?” I turned my face to the sun and closed my eyes, letting the heat slowly seep through me.
Pete took hold of my upper arm and shook it gently to make me look at him. “Harsh.” 
Well, shoot.
 





Chapter Nine
 
Sabrina and I stood a short distance from the main doors of the fort. “Are you sure you know where we’re tunnelling to?” I glanced around again to check the rest of the group was occupied with tunnelling practice.
Sabrina frowned. “Why are you whispering?”
“We’re about to do something illegal. I feel that necessitates whispering.”
“What makes you think this is illegal?” 
“Do you mean other than the fact you suggested it?”
Sabrina rolled her eyes at me. “Yes. I mean other than that.”
“I don’t know. It just feels illegal.” I checked around us again. I couldn’t help it. “Like speeding.”
Conveniently, it had turned out to be surprise exam night at our GA meeting. The plan was Eleanor would individually tunnel everyone in turn to an unknown location roughly twenty miles away and we had to tunnel back to the fort. If we managed it then she’d award us our provisional licences. According to the rules, we had to clock up over two hundred separate trips to get our full licences. 
Sabrina had volunteered us to go first so we could sneak out unnoticed to visit Barry while Eleanor tested the rest of the group. Thankfully we both passed. We were supposed to be using the rest of the evening to tunnel around the fort’s grounds for practice. Sabrina figured that Eleanor would be too busy testing everyone else to notice we weren’t there.
Sabrina closed her eyes and took my hand. “Would you just trust me?”
“You realise, in my experience, only untrustworthy people say that?” 
“Shhh.” 
I relaxed when I felt the pressure bearing down on me and let it pull me along. The texture of the floor changed from spongy grass to unyielding pavement. The sea breeze morphed into still air and car fumes. Gradually, the general sounds of city life drowned out the incessant cries of the seagulls. I opened my eyes and the “medical facility” stared back at me.
I turned to Sabrina. “I ask again. Do you know where we’re tunnelling to?” 
We’d landed in front of a Travelodge in the middle of a busy city centre. Based on the accents of passing pedestrians I was guessing somewhere in Scotland. That had to be easily over two hundred miles. 
“This is it.” Sabrina was pale and shaking; her hand felt clammy in mine. With clumsy fingers she unwrapped a chocolate bar. At least she’d brought provisions.
“This is a hotel.” I pointed to the Travelodge in front of us to be clear we were looking at the same thing. 
“I google mapped it. This is it,” she said around a mouthful of chocolate.
“What do you mean you ‘google mapped it’? I might not be all that techno savvy but I’m pretty dang sure that google maps don’t list ghost medical facilities.”
Sabrina gave me a flat stare. “I found the address in Barry’s file and google mapped that.” She actually didn’t call me an idiot in words but her tone screamed it loud and clear.
“Oh. Right. Okay. Well, do you have his room number?”
“Not exactly.” Sabrina gave a one shoulder shrug, cast a furtive look my way and then took another bite of the chocolate bar. 
“And by ‘not exactly’ you mean …?”
 She winced. “No.”
I nodded. “Right. Of course not. So, we’re going to – what? Knock on every door until we get to Barry?” In response Sabrina offered me the full wattage of her smile. I rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand then adjusted my fringe. “Great. And when we find Barry?”
“I was going to go with ‘Hi Barry, my name’s Sabrina. I’m doing a survey of the newly deceased. Could I ask you a few questions?’.”
I stared at her in disbelief. “Guess we better get to it then so they can hurry up and arrest us and we can live out our afterlives haunting some castle in the highlands.”
“That’s the spirit.” Sabrina patted me on the back and laughed at her own joke. “Spirit. Get it?”
I watched her walk ahead of me toward the hotel. “I can’t believe this is my afterlife.”
The foyer was filled with couples and business people checking in and out and generally milling around. A young couple headed directly for us. Sabrina waved her hand in front of the girl’s face as they passed. The couple carried on oblivious.
“Okay.” Sabrina stared after the couple. “I’m assuming there are some alive people here mixed in with the dead.” 
I scanned the foyer trying to distinguish the alive from the dead. “I don’t understand. How can they live here together? Why would they live here together? How is this a medical facility?”
“I don’t know.” Sabrina shook her head. “To all of your questions.”
I pulled Sabrina to the side of the foyer and out of the general thoroughfare. “I thought your precious files had all the answers.” 
“About people, not regular stuff.” Sabrina waved her hand around as if to indicate our current situation was “regular”. “How about we smile at everyone but don’t speak unless spoken to?”
“Limit our felonies?” I nodded. “Good plan.”
“Let’s cover all our bases. First let’s check the computer system to see if Barry is registered. It’s doubtful, I know, but I figure the dead are likely staying in unoccupied rooms so I’ll get a list of those as well while you distract the receptionist.”
“Okay.” I dodged another happy couple and headed across the floor to the reception desk with Sabrina in tow. “But if I go down for illegal haunting, I’m taking you with me.”
Sabrina made a shooing motion at me and scrambled over the almost chest-high counter.
“Very ladylike,” I called after her. “And very covert. I’m sure no one noticed.”
“Just …” Sabrina pointed at the receptionist, who was hovering to the right of the computer.
The receptionist wore the navy blue skirt suit and patterned red and navy scarf of the hotel uniform, with her hair neatly pulled back into a ponytail. Her foundation was about three shades too dark and a couple of millimetres too thick.
How was I supposed to distract her? A middle-aged balding man in an ill-fitting grey suit approached the desk, wheeling his small suitcase behind him. The receptionist printed off his bill, he signed it, thanked her and left. She filed the signed receipt in a drawer underneath the counter and reached for the pen. I saw my chance. I nudged the biro and her hand stilled, hovering in the air over the space where the pen had been. She frowned and reached for it again. I rolled it a little further away. She pulled her hand back, took a brief, confused look around then reached for it once more. I rolled it again, this time letting it fall onto the floor on my side of the counter. 
The receptionist stared at the place the pen had been. Frowning, she walked toward the break in the counter and past Sabrina. The receptionist came out in front of the desk, and as she bent down to retrieve the pen I kicked it away. She straightened up and stared at the pen. Checking around to see if anyone was watching, maybe suspecting someone was playing a trick on her, she walked slowly to the pen.
“How you doing?” I called to Sabrina.
“Er.” Sabrina’s head ducked down behind the computer screen. “Keep her busy.” 
The receptionist’s foot was inches away from the pen but she was looking around the foyer as though she had forgotten about it. I tried to follow her gaze to see what held her attention. Then, without warning, her foot shot out and pinned the pen to the floor. A huge smile erupted over her face.
“Oh, you were distracting me?” I wagged my finger at her. “That was good. You got me.”
“Chelsea?” A boy in his late teens and a hotel jacket a little too big on the shoulders stared at her. “What are you doing?”
“Oh, I was, I was just,” she stuttered, her face reddening, “stopping the pen from rolling away.” 
“It’s a level surface, Chels.” He motioned to her foot still trapping the pen. “How far do you think it’s going to roll?”
“Uh-huh.” She nodded but didn’t move her foot. “Right.”
“Okay, I’m done,” Sabrina called.
“Are you …” The boy’s eyes flicked from the pen back up to Chelsea’s face, his lips spreading into a smile. “Are you going to pick it up?” 
“Uh-huh. Yep.” The receptionist slowly bent down to pick up the pen without removing her shoe.
He watched her, bemused. “You okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m just a little tired, I think.” The receptionist turned the pen over in her hands.
“Only an hour or so left for you. You should get an early night,” he called over his shoulder as he walked away. 
“I will do.” She smiled and turned back to the counter. The second her attention was elsewhere I tugged the pen out of her hands and let it drop to the floor. The girl stared down at the pen in wide-eyed disbelief.
“That’s called haunting, y’know.” Sabrina spoke directly into my ear and made me jump so badly I missed the receptionist retrieving the pen and scuttling back to the counter. I didn’t miss her vehemently tossing the pen in the bin, though.
“I can see why it’s illegal.” I clapped and danced a quick jig. “That was so much fun.” I stopped jigging and coughed, affecting my serious voice at Sabrina’s stern expression. “Any luck with Barry?”
“Unsurprisingly, not registered.” She turned and walked toward the bar area to the left of the reception desk. “How about we check the bar, restaurant and gym next and if we haven’t found him, then …” Sabrina mimed knocking on a door.
“Okay.” I followed her across the reception area toward the bar. “Though I’m still a little foggy on how this place is classed as a ‘medical facility’.”
“Yeah, I’m not really seeing that either.” Sabrina shook her head then tightened her ponytail, twisting the short strands around her fingers. “Unless they run experiments here.” The way she pronounced “experiments” conjured images of ghost versions of Doctor Frankenstein.
“Let’s just not go there,” I said.
The bar was softly lit with heavy lace curtains blocking out most of the evening light. Booths with red leather interiors lined the right and left walls while a small sea of tables claimed the space between. Less than a third were occupied, and most of those by businessmen either working through stacks of documents or reading newspapers. The bar counter was directly in front of us.
Sabrina searched the patrons’ faces. “Do you see him?”
“Why are you looking?” I scanned the table row by row so I wouldn’t miss any. “You don’t know what he looks like.”
Sabrina shook her head, her short ponytail barely swinging with the motion. “You have no idea how detailed the files are.”
“Well, that’s incredibly creepy. Oh! There, in the corner.” I pointed to the furthest corner of the bar where I’d spotted Barry sitting on his own. There were sheets of paper spread all over the table, which he shuffled slightly when a waiter brought him a drink. Barry gave the waiter a brief response and shake of his head to whatever the waiter had asked.
I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out. I turned to Sabrina and closed it with a click.
Sabrina’s attention was wholly fixed on Barry. “You’re sure he’s dead?” 
“Well, not now, no.” I gestured to the waiter who’d spoken to Barry and was now talking to another patron. “But he has to be dead or you wouldn’t have found his file. Right?”
Sabrina hesitated. “Yeah.” 
“And anyway,” I said, watching the waiter move back to the bar carrying a tray of empty glasses, “if these files are oh-so-detailed, how come it doesn’t say who killed him?”
Sabrina hesitated again. “His file was restricted access.”
I sighed. “Okay, what are you not telling me?”
“Sometimes files have restricted access because the individual is …” Sabrina winced. “Still alive.” 
“And you’re only telling me this now?”
She jabbed an accusatory finger at me. “Well, you said he was dead.”
“No, I said Madame Zorina said he was dead.” 
Sabrina’s eyes flicked to the waiter. “Well, if he were dead that waiter shouldn’t be speaking to him, right?”
“Right. Unless the waiter’s dead as well. Or a medium.”
Sabrina shook her head as if to clear it. “Okay, there’s an easy way to solve this. He couldn’t see you when you haunted him last time, right?”
I hesitated. “Right.” I didn’t like where this was going.
“Okay.” Sabrina began weaving through the tables toward Barry, leaving me scrambling to follow.
“It’s Barry, isn’t it?” Sabrina stood in front of Barry’s table, smiling widely as if she’d just recognised an old friend.
“Yes, yes it is.” His eyes searched her face. “I’m so sorry, your name has just flown straight out of my head. Too much last minute cramming.” He tapped his temple and smiled politely at her. 
Sabrina laughed and waved away his apology. “It’s Sam. We met last year at that thing.”
Barry stole a quick look at me, I assumed to see if my face could jog his memory. “What thing?” 
“The one with the god awful buffet.” Sabrina clicked her fingers as if she were trying to remember the name of the function. “What was it called now?” 
If Sabrina had told me this was her plan, I’d have abandoned her. I’d seen this done on TV so many times, and every time it struck me as the stupidest, most unrealistic trick ever. This type of thing would never work in real life.
“The ITC conference?” Barry offered to my amazement.
“That was it. I go to so many.” Sabrina rolled her eyes as she sat down. “This is my assistant, Patricia. She’s been with me for over a year now. Thought it was about time I got her out of the office.”
Barry nodded in greeting and I sat down, trying not to look as uncomfortable as I felt. 
He gestured between us. “Can I get you ladies a drink?”
“No thanks, Barry, we’re actually just on our way out.” Sabrina said quickly before he could catch the possibly dead waiter’s attention. “Just wanted to stop by and say hi, see how you were. How’s Porscha?”
“She’s fine, thank you.” A huge content smile spread across his face and my heart clenched a little at the sight. “We’ve just got engaged.”
“Oh wonderful!” Sabrina exclaimed. She reached out and her hand rested briefly on top of his as she gave it a quick squeeze. It didn’t slip through it like when I’d touched him at his reading. “Congratulations. Have you set a date yet?”
“Thank you.” Barry blushed a little. “And no, not yet. I think Porscha wants a summer wedding, though, so it’ll probably be next year now.”
Sabrina clasped her hand over her heart. “Oh, how lovely. So, will we see you at the conference tomorrow?”
“Oh, er, no. I’m actually here for the … the …” Barry flipped through the papers that cover the table. “Um …” 
“Ah, are you consulting again?” Sabrina supplied.
Barry jumped on it. “Yes. Yes, I am. For the …” He trailed off again and continued sifting through his papers.
“In that case, we’ll leave you to it.” Sabrina stood up and I followed. “Looks like you have a lot to get through. Congratulations again.” Sabrina smiled before we beat a hasty retreat through the busy bar. “Was it me, or did he not know he was dead?” she asked as we positioned ourselves in the shadows to watch Barry. Our backs pressed to the wall, in a small alcove of a staircase near the entrance of the bar. Barry was sifting through documents and scribbling notes as if he really did have a consulting job.
“And we’re sure he is dead?” I asked.
Sabrina checked the points off on her fingers. “Well, he couldn’t see you when he was alive and now he can. Madame Zorina says he’s dead. My hand didn’t slip through his. He has a file at the bureau. And he couldn’t say why he was here. My opinion? The guy’s as dead as a dodo. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
“Great.” I blew out a breath. I just wanted an easy afterlife. “So how we going to find out who killed him?”
“The old fashioned way.” Sabrina grinned, her eyes twinkling with excitement as we headed back across the foyer. 
“Ladies.” A short, chubby man smiled and stretched out his arms in a deceptively welcoming gesture that blocked our path. 
“Is there something we can help you with?” Sabrina fixed a smile to her face. Two brawny men, both wearing white coats, had flanked us.
“Actually, there is. You can tell me why you’re harassing my patients. And illegally haunting hapless live staff members.” He looked directly at me.
“Ah, now, that,” I said and held up a finger as if that was going to stop the accusation, “that was an accident.” 
He arched an eyebrow. “Really?”
“I’m sorry, Doctor Fatal,” Sabrina read from his name badge without a hint of amusement. “I think there must be some sort of misunderstanding. My friend and I were—”
“It’s Fa-tal.” He brushed imagery dirt from his name badge. “And I know exactly what you were doing.” 
“Really?” I glanced at Sabrina, who shook her head and stepped closer to me to hide her grip on my wrist.
“You were trying to break your friend out. Without thought about how dangerous that would be. How damaging to his mental health. And you can’t tunnel inside these premises, Miss. Felix, take them.” 
Felix, the goon to the right, spread his arms out wide, ushering us back across the foyer and toward the corridor opposite the entrance to the bar. The surplus unnamed goon and the doctor followed, corralling us. Sabrina squeezed my hand and subtly nodded toward the bar. I turned, expecting to see something, perhaps Barry coming out, but the walkway was empty. 
In the three seconds it took me to check behind us and turn back, Sabrina had already incapacitated the unnamed goon. He was on his knees, cradling his personal parts, his face contorted in agony. Sabrina whirled around in front of me and let loose a vicious kick that connected with Felix’s knee. He joined the unnamed goon on his knees. I stared at her in equal parts disbelief and admiration.
“Run!” Sabrina grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the entrance to the bar. She hauled me into the staircase where we’d hidden to observe Barry only minutes earlier and up two flights of stairs before I managed to break free of her grip.
“What the hell are you doing?” I panted, and bent over to take off the flip-flops Petal had loaned me. They were not conducive to a quick getaway. 
“It’s called escaping.” She peered down the centre of the stairwell. “Did you forget how many laws we’ve broken tonight?”
“Yeah.” I jabbed my finger toward the two flights of stairs we’d just run up. “And now you’ve added assault to the charges.”
“Oh, right.” She threw her arms up. “You think they were just going to give us a stern talking to and let us be on our way?”
“I figured maybe if we explained we just wanted to check Barry was okay—”
“They might not imprison us for the rest of our afterlives?” 
“Well.” I shrugged. “Yeah?”
“Do you really want to take that chance?”
Debating, I peered down the centre of the stairwell and saw Felix’s red face, twisted in anger, staring back up at me. 
“Stay there,” he growled, his voice bouncing off the walls around us.
“You want to surrender to him?” Sabrina asked, jerking her thumb in the direction of the angry goon below.
“Hell, no.” I darted around her and charged up the stairs.
Six flights later we dashed out of the stairwell and onto the eighth floor. Felix’s heavy, uneven steps paused behind us as he shouted our location into his radio.
“Great.” I spun in a circle, looking for an escape. “What now?” 
Sabrina headed along the corridor at a jog. “We need to get back outside so we can tunnel.” 
“Do you know where you’re going?” I called after her, hoping there wouldn’t be more stairs involved. If there were I might just surrender to Felix because the exertion was likely to kill me anyway. First time killed by tripping, second time killed by some stairs. These lives were just not going my way.
Sabrina grinned over her shoulder. “I memorised the floor plan in case things went awry.” 
“Why does that not surprise me?” I wheezed, cradling the stitch in my side and following her along the corridor.
A series of turns later we were welcomed by two lifts. Sabrina jabbed the buttons repeatedly to call them to us. 
“Won’t the other guy be coming up in the lift?” I asked, taking the momentary reprieve to put my flip-flops back on. I almost sighed in pleasure as the foam soles created a blissful cushion between my sore feet and the hard carpet. Dashing up six flights of stairs was not gentle on bare feet.
“Maybe.” Sabrina pressed the buttons again. “But we’ll deal with that if it happens.”
Pounding footstep echoed along the corridor just as the doors to the right-hand lift opened. It was empty. We darted inside and Sabrina frantically stabbed at the buttons to close the doors. With less than a couple of inches before we were sealed in, a massive hand darted into the gap, preventing them from closing. The doors recoiled from the hand and slid back open. The doorway framed Felix, the second goon and the doctor.
“Ladies.” The doctor smiled, much less pleasantly than earlier. “Shall we try that again?”
Sabrina turned to me. “Any suggestions?”
As if on cue, I felt a gentle tickling at the back of my brain. I grabbed hold of Sabrina’s hand and hoped it worked like tunnelling. I gave the trio a happy little-finger wave then allowed the summoning to connect.
I woke feeling as if I’d spent half an hour in a tumble dryer on high heat. Even though my vision was blurred, I could still recognise Jeremy’s smug face smiling down on me.
“Told you I’d call if I needed you.” Sweat beaded his forehead and upper lip through his stage makeup and his breath was coming in ragged gasps. 
“Is that what being summoned feels like?” Sabrina was on all fours next to me, resting her forehead on the floor. “And I thought having a shoulder through my chest was bad.”
I climbed unsteadily to my feet. “What is it?” 
“Since you obviously messed up with my messages earlier, I need you to go and eavesdrop on my fans.” Jeremy turned back to the mirror to dab his face and hide his exertion. “About ten individuals. I need to know who they’ve lost, names, relationship to the deceased, why they want to contact them, and something personal about the deceased.” He turned back to me. “Do you think you can handle that, sweetheart?”
 “Absolutely, Jeremy.” I nodded and then instantly regretted the movement as the room tilted. “Would you like me to bring you some sparkling water straight from the Alps too? Perhaps a bowl of jelly babies without the yellow ones? How about some diced watermelon with all the seeds removed?”
“Now, now, Jenny.” He playfully wagged his finger at me. “Don’t get feisty. If you run, I’ll just summon you again. We can do this all night. These people are so desperate they’ll wait hours for me. Just do what I said, get it over quickly and the rest of the night is your own.” 
“Is this guy for real?” Sabrina asked, mouth hanging slightly ajar. “What a douche. And why’s he calling you Jenny? Please don't tell me that's your professional name. That’s such a wasted opportunity. I’d have used my superhero name.”
“Unfortunately, Jeremy, I have plans for this evening.” I straightened my jumpsuit and neatened up my ponytail. “But thank you for the offer.”
Jeremy stepped closer. “You will do it. If I have to summon you back for the next four hours, so be it, but you will do it.”
“Good luck with that.” I winked at him. “Oh, and remember, Sarah is very proud of Ian. Very proud.”
I grabbed hold of Sabrina’s hand and tunnelled us back to the fort. We landed on the grassy hilltop overlooking the harbour. The sun was hanging low in the clear blue sky but it was still warm. I dropped to the ground, suddenly shattered after the events of the evening.
Sabrina sat down beside me. “Why couldn’t he see me?”
“You ask me like you think I have the first clue how this place works. He couldn’t see Pete either. Maybe because he didn’t summon you.”
“Well, technically,” Sabrina said and lay back on the grass beside me, “he didn’t summon you either, Jenny.” 
“Good point.” I felt the tickle of Jeremy trying to summon me again but I ignored it. Huh. Guess it was pretty easy after all. As long as they didn’t know your real name. “How about we leave the question of your invisibility until later? Don’t you think we have enough to be going on with?”
“Fair point. In regards to Barry, how about we check out Porscha tomorrow lunchtime?” Sabrina suggested.
I nodded. “Sounds like a plan, action woman.”
 
∞
 
Eleanor had called the meeting to a close not long after we’d returned. Everyone passed so Eleanor gave us permission to tunnel home alone. 
I made it all the way to my room without housemate interaction. All I wanted to do was sleep, and because I didn’t have to spend a good twenty minutes cleansing, toning and moisturising against ageing, or take off any makeup, I could just climb straight into bed. So far, that was easily my favourite thing about the afterlife. Without turning on the lights I stripped out of my jumpsuit and flopped face first onto my bed.
Oz’s low voice spoke from the shadows. “Did you have a nice time?” 
“What are you doing in here?” I yelped, scrambling around on the bed trying to cover myself with the tangled duvet. “Don’t you knock?”
“I thought we were making progress.” He tossed my Chanel bronzer in the air and caught it. “I thought we’d established a foundation of trust based on bribery.” He tossed and caught it again.
“I trust you.” I watched him toss the thick, flat, glass pot in the air. It flipped end over end and he caught it again. “I’d trust you even more if you’d put that down.”
“The thing is, Bridget,” he said as he flipped it again. “I can’t trust you.”
“What makes you think that? I go to work. I go to my GA meetings. I do what I’m supposed to.”
“Yeah, you do all that.” He tossed the bronzer in the air and caught it again. My nerves just couldn’t take much more of this. “But you also do more. Where specifically were you tonight when you were supposed to be at your GA meeting?”
“I was at my GA meeting.” 
“Where were you while everyone else was taking their provisional tunnelling test?”
Uh-oh. “I thought you could use our bond and find me.”
“I tried. I ended up in Edinburgh outside some hotel, which I know can’t have been right. Especially since that hotel was some sort of afterlife facility and, since it was blocked, I couldn’t sense you inside.”
I pointed to the floor between us. “I told you that first night this bond was broken.”
“Answer my questions, Bridget. What were you doing there? How did you get there? Who were you with? What was the purpose of it? What made you panic?”
“That’s … five questions. Are you going to empty your pockets out now so I can see if it’s worth answering them.”
Oz pulled the lining of each pocket out to show me they were empty.
“It’s all on order?” I asked.
“We’re not bargaining. You can’t be trusted to obey the basic rules of this house. Why would I reward bad behaviour?”
“Bad behaviour?” I stared at him. “Bad behaviour? What am I? A five year old?”
“Well, you’re acting like one.”
“Really? Oh, you’re totally right. I’m so childish. You should send me to bed with no tea. That would teach me a lesson.”
Oz tossed the bronzer in the air and caught it once again. “I’m waiting.”
“Okay.” I plumped up my pillow, turned my back on him and snuggled down under the duvet. “Night.”
In a smooth motion, Oz yanked the duvet off me. He stood at the side of my bed, arms folded, staring down at me. I didn’t need to be empathetic to read the fury rolling off him in waves. Guess he wasn’t used to not being in control either. 
“This isn’t a game, Bridget. You don’t get to break the rules, make a few quips, flutter you eyelashes at me and think that everything is going to be okay.”
“At what point did I flutter my eyelashes at you?” I scooted to the edge of the bed and stood. I wasn’t going to argue lying down and I wasn’t going to scout around to find something to cover myself with. That would be a sign of weakness, and my pride wouldn’t allow it. And, quite frankly, I looked damn good in my underwear.
“I’ve given you more leeway than any of your housemates have had and you’ve abused it. Because this is a new bond and you found two dead bodies in your locker, I’ve tried to be understanding—”
“Understanding? Leeway? You’re kidding, right?” I had to put my hands on my hips to stop from reaching for his neck to throttle him. “You wonder why I act like a child? Maybe because you treat me like a child. All you’ve done is tell me what I can do, what I can’t do and everything that I have to do. That might wash with everyone else in this house, but it doesn’t with me. You have no rights over me. I’m not yours to dictate to.”
“You became mine to dictate to when you died.” Despite the tension in his shoulders and the muscle jumping in his jaw every time I spoke, Oz’s voice was still calm. I probably should’ve appreciated that he was trying to keep his temper in check and not yell back at me. But I didn’t. “Answer my questions and I’ll be lenient with your punishment.”
“What? You’ll only ground me for the next decade instead of the next century. Or maybe you’ll put me on washing up duty for my entire time here. Or maybe you’ll just drag me over your lap and spank me like an errant child. I’m an adult! An adult. What gives you the right to say where I can and can’t go? What I can and can’t do? What makeup I’m allowed? How many times a week I have to cook for everyone else in the house? A house I don’t even want to live in. To break the heels off my shoes? To lock me in my room? You locked me in my goddamn room!” 
Oz arched an eyebrow. “Have you got it all out? Do you need a hug now?” 
I stared at him. I was bone tired. Tired of being dead. Tired of being bossed round. Tired of finding dead ghosts. Tired of not having my clothes. Tired of not having a hairbrush. Tired of being tired. My shoulders drooped and I lay back down on my bed and curled up on my side with my back to him. Blanket or no. I was done. Michael and I never argued. I’d always gotten my way so easily I was out of practice. I’d completely forgotten how tiring it could be.
Oz remained quiet behind me. I couldn’t even hear him breathe but I still felt his presence at my back. Goosebumps formed on my arms and legs but I refused to get the duvet from the floor until he’d left. I’d freeze first. Oz moved away from the bed and I thought he was leaving. Then he draped the duvet over me. He leaned over and tucked me in.
“We’ll talk about this tomorrow.” He softly flip-flopped to the door. “I don’t think you’re a child, Bridget. Even if you’re acting like one right now.”
The door closed behind him. I waited for the click of the lock. It didn’t come.
“Well.” Lucy crawled out from underneath the bed, arm over arm. “That didn’t go quite like I expected.”
“Me either.” Pam stepped out from inside the wardrobe and walked across the room to pull out the dressing table chair so Petal could unfold herself from the tiny space. 
Pam turned on the lamp and all of us squinted in the sudden brightness.
I pulled the duvet over my head. I just couldn’t do this right now.
“Are you really going to sleep?” Petal asked, peeking under the duvet at my face.
I spoke from under the duvet. “Do you people have no concept of privacy?”
Pam folded back the top of my cover so she could see my face and they answered in unison. “No.”
“We’re bored.” Lucy eased open each of my drawers and investigated the contents. There was nothing in them so it was a quickly completed task. “You’re new.”
“We thought you could tell us all about yourself.” Pam smiled as she picked up my jumpsuit and hung it in the wardrobe. She turned my Chanel bronzer over in her hands, I assumed trying to work out what it was. Oz had left it.
“Let’s start at the beginning.” Petal stood and pirouetted in the middle of my room. “How did your parent’s meet?”
I looked between them. “Seriously?” 





Chapter Ten
 
“How was your morning?” Sabrina asked picking up her third chicken salad baguette, gently squeezing it in its wrapper and returning it to the counter, much to the chagrin of the serving lady, who looked like your typical school dinner lady, and the rapidly forming queue behind us.
“Blessedly uneventful.” I picked up one of the baguettes she hadn’t managed to squish and smiled apologetically at the lady behind the counter. “Yours?” 
Sabrina shuffled the top layer of rolls out of the way to look beneath. “Bit of a drama, actually.”
“There’s going to be a drama if you don’t stop fondling all my baguettes.” The dinner lady tapped Sabrina’s hand as she reached to squeeze another one.
Sabrina pulled her hand back, slightly embarrassed. “They all look so amazing I just can’t decide.” 
The lady grabbed one at random and slapped it into Sabrina’s hand. “This one.”
Sabrina eyed the baguette cautiously. “Thanks.” 
I nodded to the lady, who was already grumbling to her colleague, and herded Sabrina away from the queue and toward the doors. “So what was the drama?” 
Sabrina opened the wrapping of the baguette and sniffed it. “Some sort of problem with the files needed for the facilitator assignments.”
“What kind of problem?” I whispered as we waded against the tide of people trying to get in through the narrow doorway.
“I’m just a lowly trainee, I don’t get told anything.” We made it out into the empty corridor and Sabrina checked around us. Lowering her voice, she said, “However, I may have overheard something about information being incorrectly filed.”
“Really? Incorrect filing counts as a drama?” 
“Not all of us can have jobs where we get to give attitude to slimy psychics.” Sabrina poked me in the ribs as we passed through the archway to the arrivals and departures area. “But yes, it counts as drama since the two sheets were incorrectly filed in the other person’s file.”
“Sooooo …” I paused at the doorway while Sabrina picked a circle. “Someone just got a little confused with a handful of papers?” 
“Or,” Sabrina said, pointing at me with her baguette, “Someone removed the sheets and accidentally returned them to the wrong files.” 
“And they would do that because …?” I asked. Sabrina opened her mouth but closed it without speaking. “You know what your problem is? You see conspiracies in innocent mix-ups.”
She pointed her baguette at me again. “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.” 
“Fair enough.” I wasn’t going to win this one. 
Sabrina gestured to the departure circle next to her. When I didn’t move she folded her arms with a sigh. “What’s up?” 
“About this?” I whirled my finger around the room. “I’m kinda in trouble. Oz knows about last night. At breakfast this morning he announced he’s sending me to counselling because he thinks I have ‘adjustment issues’.”
Sabrina frowned. “Why does he think that?”
“I might have had a mini meltdown last night when he got all domineering.” I rubbed my forehead trying to wipe away the memory. “He gets all bossy and demanding and it puts me on the offensive.”
“That’s not adjustment issues. That’s sexual tension.”
“That’s not helpful.”
Sabrina shrugged. “Doesn’t make me any less right. And he is hot.”
“How do you deal with your parole officer?”
“Well, mine’s an old dear who rules the roost with an iron fist. No ifs no buts, you just do what she says and she leaves you alone. Works for me. How’d he find out?”
“Apparently, I panicked last night and he followed the link to physically find me.”
“Oh. Wow. At least he cares. And that is handy if you get lost,” she said. 
I shook my head at her. I guess there really was always a bright side if you knew how to look. “How come yours didn’t catch you out?”
“Nerves of steel.” She tapped her chest with her baguette. The woman had no real regard for food. “So are we going?”
I pointed to myself. “Not allowed to investigate.”
“We’re not investigating,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “We’re observing.”
“I’m not sure Oz would appreciate the distinction.”
“So don’t get stressed. He’s your guardian. He’ll never turn you in.” She pointed at the circle next to her. “Let’s go.”
“You’re a bad influence.” 
She blinded me with her smile. “Thank you.”
We landed with a loud crunch on the gravel drive of a mansion. Three stories high and twelve windows across. Despite the four-door garage to the left, a red convertible was sitting on the drive.
“I would’ve murdered him for this too,” Sabrina breathed, wandering to the right of the house to get a better look at the huge cultivated gardens beyond.
Ten-foot conifers almost hid an indoor pool extension. It seemed a little like overkill when there were no other houses in sight.
Having taken in the view Sabrina wandered back to the front of the house and knelt down at the door.
“Er, what are you doing?” I asked peering over Sabrina’s shoulder as she fiddled two long, thin pieces of metal into the door lock. Seconds later she pushed the front door open a crack to peer around it.
“Getting us inside.” She wiped her feet on the welcome mat and darted inside, beckoning me to follow.
I grabbed her elbow to pull her back. “What about alarms?”
“We’re not going to get caught.” She grabbed my hand on her elbow and yanked me in. “We’re ghosts. The regular alive police can’t see us and” – Sabrina threw her hands in the air, gesturing the silence – “alarm’s not set.”
The entrance was the size of all the rooms in my old house put together. The black and white tiles of the floor were laid in a checked pattern that made you dizzy if you looked at it too long. In the centre of the room stood a spiral staircase of ornate white marble. We crept up the steps and followed the murmur of voices.
“Come on Porscha, ten more.”
Sabrina inched the door open and we both peeked around. The room was a fully equipped gym. Treadmill, exercise bike, cross trainer, weight bench, anything you could need to stay fit. The right hand wall was a floor-to-ceiling mirror, I assumed to check your form, and in the far corner a large flat screen TV was mounted halfway up the wall so you could watch TV, exercise and check yourself out in the mirror. Nice.
Porscha lay on the floor in the middle of the room, knees bent up and arms behind her head. Every bit the blonde bombshell she’d looked in the photo, even sweating her way through a set of sit-ups. The guy, who I assumed was her personal trainer, looked pretty much like every other gym trainer I’d seen: buff, tanned and extremely well groomed. The type of man who would take longer than his girlfriend to get ready in the morning. 
He wore shorter than necessary shorts and a skintight white racer-back vest to show off his physique, whereas Porscha was swamped in a sweat-drenched grey t-shirt worn over black leggings that hugged her long, slender legs.
“Nine, and ten.” He counted off her sit-ups then offered her his hand and pulled her up, unnecessarily placing a hand on her waist to steady her. “That’s you all done.”
“Thanks, Chad.” Porscha’s voice was deeper than I expected. Huskier. “I appreciate you changing your schedule.” She reached for a small pink towel to dab her face.
He smiled and touched her arm. “No worries.” 
“I’ll just get your cheque.” She threw the towel on the exercise bike. “It’s in my bedroom.”
“In her bedroom.” I shook my head. “Trollop.”
Seeing Porscha head toward us, we scrambled backward, tripping over ourselves to get out of the way. We scurried along the landing and ducked into an open room. Hearing Porscha’s light footsteps follow us, Sabrina dragged me into the wardrobe and closed the slatted doors just before Porscha walked into the room.
“What are you doing?” I hissed, gesturing around us at the tiny space we were stuck in.
Sabrina pressed her fingers to her lips then pointed out through the slats in response.
Chad leaned against the door frame. “Nice room,” he said.
Everything in the room was white, from carpet to walls to duvet cover. There were white lilies in a vase on the nightstand next to a picture of Barry. Porscha flopped onto the bed and burst into tears.
“I can’t sleep in our bedroom,” she choked out between huge sobs. “I just can’t.”
Chad strutted over and sat down beside her. He rubbed her back. In response she wiped her snotty nose on his vest and settled against him for what looked like a long sobbing fest. I was pleased to see her upset after watching Barry’s face light up when he’d talked about her. Made it a little more tragic that he was dead, though.
“Why are we hiding in the wardrobe?” I asked now all the drama had blown over.
“Shhhh!” Sabrina gestured with her baguette to the couple on the other side of the doors.
“We’re dead, remember? They can’t hear or see us.” 
“Oh, yeah.” Colour rushed into Sabrina’s cheeks. “Old habits.”
“Okay, let’s just go. Do you think we can tunnel from inside here?” My stomach kept rumbling and the way Sabrina kept waving her lunch around was not helping to abate it.
“What? No.” Sabrina looked scandalised. “We have to wait and see what happens.”
“What happens? She’s covering him in tears and snot. I doubt she’s going to admit to killing Barry between sobs.”
“I killed him, y’know?” Porscha choked out. “I killed him.”
Sabrina turned to me, a smug smile stretched across her face. “And you wanted to leave.”
“I’m not taking that confession as an admission of homicidal guilt.” I waved my hand in her direction and settled into the wardrobe for the long haul. “Just because she feels guilty doesn’t mean she killed him.”
“Shhhh, now.” Chad patted her back, apparently unaffected by her murderous tendencies since he was still trying to cop a feel.
“She just admitted it.” Sabrina waggled her baguette in the direction of the ignorant couple on the bed. 
“And what are you two up to?” A head, blood smeared all over her features, with her hair matted to her scalp and one eyeball hanging by a ligament, appeared through the back of the wardrobe inches from my face.
I swallowed a yelp of surprise and tried to back away, but the only way to go was out. I fell through the doors with a thud. Sabrina landed on my legs, eyes glued to the horror, preventing me from getting to my feet and running for the front door.
“Barry?” Porscha whispered in our direction, wiping her eyes.
“Now, look what you’ve done now,” the grotesque head chastised.
“It’s a faulty catch on the wardrobe door, that’s all,” soothed Chad, gently pushing her head back to his shoulder.
“Say, you two are awfully jumpy.” The ghost lady materialised in front of us, her gruesome face slowly fading into a healthy, non-damaged face. Blocking our exit, hands on her hips and eyes narrowed on us, “Are you up to no good?”
“No, no, we’re up to good,” Sabrina reassured her quickly, getting to her feet. “Definitely good.”
The lady was late sixties, tall, slim and dressed in a classic black skirt suit with a white lily in her lapel. Her face, now fully returned to normal, was framed with thick dark hair swept into a perfect chignon and a fringe that had been cut slightly too short. She reminded me of Anjelica Huston.
Noticing my attention she tugged at her fringe. “It was the idiots at the funeral home. They cut it so it would sit nicely on my dead face for the open casket. Didn’t give a thought to how I would live with it afterwards, the imbeciles.”
“Well, since you were dead I’m guessing you ‘living with it’ never occurred to them,” I offered, climbing to my feet while keeping one eye on the still sobbing Porscha and one on the ghost lady.
“Dead or alive, dear, you never mess with a woman’s hair,” she said.
Looking at her hacked fringe and touching my own for reassurance, I nodded. “Fair point.”
“Now.” She folded her hands in front of her, the image of politeness. “Would you ladies care to tell me what you’re doing here?”
“We were conducting a study on the coping strategies of newly deceased’s loved ones.” Sabrina smiled pleasantly. “And why is it that you happen to be here?”
She leaned forward as if she were sharing a secret. “I heard the Queen would be stopping by for tea and scones so I thought I’d drop by and introduce myself.” 
“How did you make the blood go away?” I asked, noticing there was no sign of it at all, unlike with Fenton where it had stained his hairline.
She glanced at Sabrina then back to me. “Are you a newbie?”
“I’ve been dead less than a week, Sabrina nearly two.”
“Oh, my darlings.” She covered her heart and smiled, showing so many teeth it reminded me of a shark, a mother shark. “You’ve come to the right place.” 
Sabrina shot me an unhappy glance. I shrugged and turned back to the lady to find her headless, dressed in a blood drenched white dress and carrying her severed head by the hair, arm extended out in front of her. 
“What do you think?” The detached head somehow managed to nod at me.
“That’s gross.” Sabrina spoke for me since I was trying not to gag. “Can you please show us how to do that?”
“Of course.” The head laughed. “They don’t teach you the good stuff in the GA meetings anymore. I would ask a favour in return.” 
Sabrina flipped from awe to suspicion in a blink. “And that favour would be?” 
“I would ask your help to find someone.”
“Chad, no.” Porscha’s voice broke into our conversation. Until she spoke I’d been tuning her sobbing out. “It’s not right.”
“You need comfort, Porscha,” Chad smarmed, wiping her tears with his thumb. “Let me give that to you.” 
The ghost lady reattached her head and faded back into her Anjelica Huston self. “Excuse me a moment, ladies.” 
She sat on the bed exactly where Porscha was, overlapping her. The effect was similar to seeing a 3D image without the glasses. When Chad stroked Porscha’s cheek again, the lady’s face changed into a gruesome, badly wrinkled old woman with weeping sores around her mouth. Chad leapt off the bed and stumbled backward, banging into the doorframe and rubbing his eyes. The lady quickly moved into Chad’s vacated position on the bed, breathing heavily.
“You’re right. You’re right.” He nodded, eyes wild, looking anywhere but at Porscha. “See you next week.” Chad fled through the door and left the house in a quick patter of footsteps. 
“You forgot your cheque,” a confused looking Porscha said to the sound of the front door slamming, wiping her tears with the back of her hand.
The ghost lady cocked her head just as a familiar popping sound echoed from the landing.
“Better get gone, ladies,” she said and disappeared.
Sabrina grabbed my wrist and tunnelled us just as the footsteps reached the door. We landed on the grassy bank outside the fort.
“Did they see us?” Sabrina spun in circles, like a dog chasing its tail, checking for any hint of the GBs.
“Think we got out in time.”
Sabrina turned to face me. “What the hell just happened?”
 
∞
 
“Have you noticed we seem to be accruing more questions than answers?” I whispered to Sabrina, sitting at the back of the room at our GA meeting that night. Eleanor was late in starting the meeting as she’d been chatting to a small group at the front for the past ten minutes. I couldn’t tell if they were anxious or excited about something but there was a lot of gesticulating going on. And in my experience, excessive gesticulation never led to anything good.
“That happens in the initial stages of investigations sometimes,” Sabrina reassured me, glancing at the group at the front, no doubt with her own suspicions.
“In fact,” I said as I watched one of the group jump up and down clapping. That just did not bode well. “I don’t think we’ve actually found any answers.”
“Sure we have.” Sabrina scowled at the clapping woman. “I mean, not in the sense that we know who killed your predecessor or Fenton or Barry, but in a more general way.”
“Give me one answer we’ve found.” 
Sabrina flipped up her forefinger to start a count. “Jim was undercover.”
I folded her finger back down. “Suspicion, not fact. What else?”
Sabrina flipped her forefinger up again. “That ghost lady this afternoon was Barry’s mum.”
I folded her finger back down again. “Assumption, not fact. And neither answers any of our questions.”
“Well … I think we need to take a more proactive approach. Maybe try shaking the tree, see what falls out.”
I raised an eyebrow to that. “More proactive than hunting Barry down and spying on his fiancée?”
“Yes.” 
“Dare I ask what’s more proactive than that?”
“What do you think they’re talking about?” Sabrina nodded toward the small group at the front.
“I refuse to worry about it until I have to. And I asked what you had in mind?” If she didn’t want to tell me, it wasn’t going to be good. 
“I thought we could snoop through Jim’s file.” She shrugged a little too casually. “Fenton’s too.”
“I thought you’d checked Jim’s file?”
She nodded. “I did. I looked through the file in my office.” 
“He has two files?” I blew out a breath and rubbed my temples.
“There’s possibly a similar file in the office next door.” 
“Why do I sense there’s a catch here?”
“No catch,” Sabrina said far too quickly. “The office is locked so you need a key to get in and I borrowed one today. You want to check it out after this?” 
“Borrowed? Or borrowed?” 
“I’ll pop it back in the cupboard tomorrow before they even notice it’s gone.” 
“I can’t. I have my counselling session, remember?” I said with a heavy look in her direction.
“Oh, yeah.” Sabrina rolled her eyes. “After that?”
“Everyone?” Eleanor tapped the front of the lectern before I could answer. “Tonight, we’ll be looking at traversing the living barriers, but first Alison and Debbie have just told me something very exciting.” Eleanor beamed at them. “Would you like to tell everyone?” 
“We’ve been selected to host the Midsummer Festival,” Alison and Debbie said in unison, both giddy as schoolgirls.
Immediately the room erupted into excited chatter.
Sabrina turned to me. “Do you know what’s going on?”
I shook my head. “Not a clue. But I feel that way about most things since I died.”
“We’ve offered to host it here at the fort,” one of them said. I had no idea who was who. “So we’ll need volunteers to help us organise everything from the music to the decorations.” 
“When’s this festival happening?” Sabrina asked over the chatter.
Every head turned to us as the conversation died.
“Tomorrow.” From Eleanor’s tone it was clear this was something she’d mentioned before. And more than once.
“Oh.” Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed at Eleanor as if she remembered. “Right.” 
I stuck my hand in the air and waved. “I’m an event planner. I can help you with the organisation. Especially with the short notice. A day is really a ridiculous timeframe.”
“That’s very kind, Bridget but that would've perhaps been more of a helpful offer a few days ago when the ladies were actually planning the event.” Eleanor placed her palms together as though she were praying and pointed the fingers in my direction. “So how about we give Debbie and Alison the chance to learn how to do this on their own?”
“This was my job for ten years.” I looked from Eleanor to the two women. “I’ve won awards. They would benefit immensely from my experience.”
“And still,” Eleanor said, inclining her head to me, smile still in place, “I think we should let them do it.”
I turned to Sabrina. “Seriously?” I looked back to Eleanor, who was speaking to the two women, and then back to Sabrina. “Seriously? I’m offering to get involved. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to be doing?” 
“And that’s why you should never volunteer to help with this type of thing.”
“We’re going to pass around this list.” The slightly chubbier of the pair handed the paper to the older man in the front row. “If you can write your name next to what you’re going to help with, that would be great.” 
“It would be lovely if this could be a group effort,” Eleanor said and glanced pointedly in our direction as if I hadn’t just offered to help. “It will count toward your acclimatisation assessment. Thank you, ladies.” Eleanor gestured for Debbie and Alison to take their seats. “This evening we’ll be working on ‘misting’ in pairs. Rows one, three and five, the person sitting directly behind you will be your partner.”
“She’s splitting us up on purpose,” Sabrina mumbled out of the corner of her mouth. How come everyone seemed to be able to do that but me?
“Told you, you’re a bad influence.”
Sabrina was partnered with Warren, the goth boy, and I was with David. David the Ghosting Buster. He briefly glanced at me and almost looked as unhappy about it as I was. Almost.
“Chairs to the centre, everyone, and spread out.” Eleanor waved her hands like she was parting the Red Sea and we didn’t understand what “spread out” meant. “Make sure you’re near something solid.”
Everyone grouped their chairs and, except for us, talked excitedly about the festival. David didn’t even look at me as we positioned ourselves by a section of the fort’s wall.
“Do you know what ‘misting’ is?” I asked when it was clear he had no intention of speaking to me.
He looked anywhere but at me. “Walking through walls.” 
“Oh.” I nodded. “This should be …” I’d been about to say “fun” then remembered Martin’s shoulder sticking out through Sabrina’s chest during the tunnelling practice. “How do you know what ‘misting’ is?”
“Eleanor told us yesterday.” His tone wasn’t terse exactly but there was a definite hint of reproach in there.
“Right.” I nodded. The silence dragged on. “I’m not going to tell anyone, y’know.”
His head whipped to face me. His eyes were the palest blue I had ever seen and pinned me in place like a butterfly to a board. “Tell anyone what?”
“Nothing. I’m not going to tell anyone anything,” I stammered before I could help it, the intensity in his eyes catching me off guard. “About, y’know, your vocation.” 
He shrugged. It was an odd gesture on him. “If you don’t cease and desist your investigation into Bartholomew Harlow immediately, everyone here will know when I arrest you anyway. And your friend.”
“If you keep using phrases like ‘cease and desist’ people will know long before that. And what investigation? We’re not investigating anything. ”
“Look.” He sighed, suddenly appearing older and very tired. “You have a death shroud. If you won’t stop because what you’re doing is illegal and possibly damaging to the emotional wellbeing of the Harlow family, then stop because every time I see you your death becomes a little more certain.”
“What? What do you mean a death shroud? My death is certain? You do realise we’re all already dead?”
“Your death in this world.”
“But Madame Zorina said it had gone.”
“Whoever she is,” he said, his eyes becoming unfocused as he looked over my shoulders, “she lied.”
I sighed. “Figured as much. Guess that makes you a medium, then? Bet that comes in handy in your job.” David stared at me in stony silence. “Or any job. Or life in general. Or afterlife. Or whatever. So, hypothetically, if I were investigating Barry, which I am in no way admitting to, would you know how he died?” Silence. “Is that a no? Or you can’t tell me?” Silence. “Don’t suppose you know how I’m going to die?” Silence. “You know what I dislike about you? You talk too much.”
“I’ve been told that before.” He nodded and I couldn’t tell if he was joking.
“Am I genuinely a suspect in Jim and Fenton’s murders?” I asked quietly. 
“Not with us. Don’t ask me any more questions.”
“How come you didn’t turn us in if you suspected Sabrina and me of going to see Barry?” He raised an eyebrow and I winced. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it.” 
“Right, everyone?” Eleanor tapped the side of the lectern. “Turn and face the wall, hold your hand out in front of you, fingertips pointing forward, and try and push through the wall.”
“Try and push through the wall?” Sabrina repeated on the other side of the room. “That’s the best direction you can give?”
“It’s important that you concentrate.” Eleanor spoke over her. “Lose focus mid-mist and you could find yourself trapped in a wall. Okay, give it a try.”
Thinking misty thoughts, I pushed my fingers slowly at the wall only for them to crumple against the solid barrier. A few more attempts and my fingers were getting sore.
“You need to accept that you don’t belong to that world anymore,” David offered, watching me fail again. “Believe that you can move through it.” He pushed his hand through the wall to demonstrate. “Hold on to that thought and try again.”
I did try. I tried and tried until the knuckles on both my hands were grazed from my hands crumpling against the wall. 
By the time Eleanor called a halt to the session I was ready to punch David in his very helpful face, sore knuckles or not
“So he’s not going to turn us in?” Sabrina whispered as we waited at the back of the group to find out if we’d got the tasks we’d signed up for to help with the festival.
“He didn’t say that exactly.”
“Ladies.” The shorter of the two organisers, who I’d decided was Debbie, smiled her disturbingly over happy smile at us. “You both have decoration duty, as you wanted. You’ll need to be here at four tomorrow.”
“Excellent.” I showed her all my teeth but she took it as a smile. “Thanks.” 
“Her extreme happiness disturbs me.” Sabrina glanced back over her shoulder as we walked out of the fort. “It’s not normal to be perpetually perky. It leads to depression. I’ve seen it happen.” 
“Maybe she likes organising stuff and this has given her the opportunity to feel normal again.”
Sabrina squinted at me. “That subtext was meant for me, wasn’t it?” 
I gave her a one-shouldered shrug. “If the cap fits.”
Even though the sun was setting, it was still a pleasantly warm evening. One of the things I missed about being alive was sitting out in the summer evenings. I was hoping when I passed my acclimatisation assessment I’d have a little more freedom to do those things. Maybe that should be if I passed the assessment. Or if I was still alive to take the assessment.
Oz appeared beside me wearing his usual shorts and t-shirt combo. “Ready?” 
“I get a treat for this, right?” I asked.
“Midnight,” Sabrina mouthed and pointed to the ground while Oz wasn’t looking before tunnelling herself home. 
“For what?” Oz offered me his hand. “Capitulating to my psychotic whims?”
“Exactly.”
“No. What you get is a one-time pass for breaking the rules, which at some point we’ll still need to discuss. This is like a make-up test.”
“So I get nothing?”
“You get to not be arrested by the GBs for breaking the law.”
“I’d prefer my hair straighteners.” 
He sighed out a long breath and tunnelled us without responding. We landed in a small doctor’s waiting room. The walls were a soothing lilac while both arm chairs and the two-seater sofas were a darker purple. Trashy celeb magazines and old issues of house and garden magazines littered the coffee table in the centre of the room. On the walls were a few framed inspiration pictures. One was of the sun shining brightly in the sky, the way you see it when flying, with the slogan “It’s always a beautiful day above the clouds”.
“What is wrong with colour schemes in the afterlife?” The lilac walls of the waiting room surrounded me. “It’s like you people have forgotten what style is.”
“Says the woman who wipes dirt on her face.” 
“How many times? It’s bronzer.”
“Looks like dirt in a pot to me.”
“That’s because you’re uneducated. Hey.” I held up the open magazine to show Oz a double page spread of blackness. “What’s this about?”
“The majority of recently transitioned don’t get out like you. They have bureau jobs which keep them isolated from that world so news is filtered as a way of lessening connections to their old lives and interests in the attempt to promote quicker adjustment.”
“And how does censoring which faux celebrity had botox or a shocking result from lip filler help with that?”
Oz gestured around us. “Because that doesn’t matter here.”
“It doesn’t matter in the alive world either but I’m still interested,” I said as I threw the magazine back on the table in disgust. “I’m surprised you don’t fit pacemakers as standard to ensure we don’t get too excited about anything either.”
Oz caught my gaze. “We do.” 
My hand slapped straight over my heart and rubbed at my chest trying to feel for a scar. Did I have a fake heart? The corners of Oz’s lips slowly pulled up into a closed-mouth smile that showcased his dimples and laughter lines perfectly. 
“Oh, you’re just hilarious.”
“Miss Sway?” A tall, slim lady in a prim black trouser suit with a flouncy white blouse stood in the doorway. It wasn’t until I saw her blocking it that I realised it was the only door in the room. She’d pulled her dark hair into a neat bun and the light gleamed off her silver-framed circular glasses. She’d be right at home in a Victorian costume drama. “Please, come in.”
“I’ll wait for you here.” Oz relaxed back into the chair, laced his fingers together over his stomach and closed his eyes.
“I can get home myself.”
He nodded, eyes still closed. “I know.”
Her office was spartan. An antique oversized desk sat directly opposite the door, a moderately filled bookshelf to the right of it and a tall potted plant to the left. In the centre of the room were two armchairs, big and soft enough to curl up in. The walls were a muted yellow while the carpet and both armchairs were beige. Everything about it was nondescript. I guess that way there was nothing to distract the patients.
“I’m Dr Watson.” The Victorian lady closed the door behind me and gestured toward an armchair. “Please, sit.”
“Is that your real name?” I sank into the armchair with a barely concealed sigh of delight. 
She gave me a practiced, neutral smile. Not too happy, but just engaged enough. “It is in this life.” She perched on the edge of the armchair opposite me.
“I wish people would stop making that distinction.” I rubbed my temples. “It’s either your name or it’s not.”
She sat opposite me and jotted something on her notepad. “That distinction bothers you?”
It was going to be a long hour.
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Oz was waiting outside for me, as he promised. “How did that go?”
“Unexpectedly satisfying.”
“Okay.” Oz’s eyebrows inched up in surprise. “Well, that’s good. I guess.”
I offered him my hand. “Take me home.”
 “I’m your driver now?” He took my hand and tunnelled us back home. We landed in the garden as usual and I followed Oz inside to the kitchen. “So it went okay?” 
“It was actually quite cathartic.” I’d surprised myself. And I think poor Dr Watson had gotten more than she’d bargained for. She had to stop to sharpen her pencil twice she’d made so many notes. I was trying not to be concerned about that, though. No doubt Sabrina would be able to tell me what she’d written when a copy went into my file. 
“You think you’d want to go again?” 
“Nah.” I yawned and stretched my arms up over my head. “Think I’m going to get an early night.”
Oz leaned back against the counter and watched me, arms folded over his chest and suspicion all over his face. “An early night?”
“Yep.” I nodded, pretending to stifle another yawn. “All that talking tired me out.”
“We still have to talk about it. You understand that? As your parole officer, I have to know.”
“There you are.” Pam walked into the kitchen with a huge bowl of popcorn clutched to her chest. “We’ve been waiting on you two.”
Petal skipped past Pam and grabbed my hand, tugging me toward the lounge. “Because you’re new, we thought we’d let you choose.”
“Choose what?” I asked as she pulled me into the lounge. 
Lucy lay on her stomach, cushion propped under her chest, while Mark and Clem both sat on the sofa staring at the blank flat-screen TV mounted onto the chimney breast. Personally I doubted the wisdom of having a TV over the fireplace but, hey, wasn’t my insurance premium if it broke.
“It’s movie night.” Petal released my hand and shoved five DVDs at me. 
I quickly flicked through them. It was a very odd mix. A children’s animated film, two romantic comedies, a crime thriller and a drama. I held them up in a fan arrangement. “These your choices, Clem?” I asked. Lucy laughed but Clem treated me to a scornful glare. “I’m going to head up to bed, so you choose.” I handed them back to Petal and turned toward the door. Oz blocked the way.
“I’d very much prefer it if you joined us.” He didn’t exactly say that I had to, but that was the subtext.
“Seriously? I’m tired.” I folded my arms to match his posture. “And you can’t force me to watch romantic comedies. That’s just too much.” 
The corners of his mouth kicked up into a smile that hinted at his dimples. “Then choose the drama.”
“Come on.” Petal tugged at my elbow. “If you fall asleep on the sofa Oz will carry you upstairs. He has to do it for Lucy all the time. Once she’s out you can’t wake her. She sleeps like she’s dead.” I resisted the urge to say that was because she was dead. I didn’t think Petal would take that too well and I could do without tears.
“I heard that.” Lucy readjusted her cushions. “And it’s not all the time.” 
Petal turned back to me and nodded, wide-eyed, implying it was. I glanced over my shoulder at the doorway. Oz still blocked it. 
“Fine.” I flopped down onto the empty sofa.
“Which one?” Petal offered me the selection of DVDs again. 
“Whichever.” I waved her away. “I’m going to be watching a film of my choosing in my head anyway.”
Recognising his victory, Oz sat next to me on the sofa. When Pam came back in she positioned herself on Oz’s other side and shuffled him up closer to me. So, I was watching a film I didn’t want to see, with people I didn’t want to socialise with, with a handsome but excruciatingly annoying man pressed up against my side. I didn’t think it could get any worse. And then Petal turned the DVD on and within minutes she, Pam and Lucy were reciting the dialogue. My mistake.
 





Chapter Eleven
 
“What?” Bertha snapped when I checked in at the front desk for my assignment list and partner the next morning like Pete had told me.
“Not a morning person?” I asked as she folded her arms and pouted her way through a stony silence. “Okay, you can keep the polite conversation, I’ll just take my assignment list.”
Bertha spun around, her auburn plait whipping after her, and stormed into the back room. I heard a male voice speaking as she came back out and she slammed the door, cutting him off. Bertha slapped the clipboard on the counter. 
“Sign for it.” She jabbed a finger at the logbook.
I signed. “Do you know who’s partnering me today?” 
“Do I look like your mother?”
“Well, you do have the same crow’s feet and deeply etched frown lines. Don’t strain yourself. I’ll find out.” I scanned the list of assignments and halfway down recognised a name. “Do these have to be done in order?” I flipped through the sheet, seeing another name I recognised.
“No, no.” Bertha turned back to me from her stack of papers with a sharp smile and sickly sweet tone. “Just do them in any order you feel like. In fact, you can just pick and choose which ones you do. It’s not like someone has taken time and effort to arrange that list in that specific order so the assignments get completed at exactly the right time.”
“A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed.” 
Bertha folded her arms, her diminutive stature and strands of escaped auburn hair making her look like a petulant fairy. “No.” 
“It’s like dealing with children,” I mumbled to my clipboard.
I was halfway down the corridor before I realised I didn’t have a pen. I turned backed and quickly snagged the one I’d used to sign the logbook. I looked up to check no one had noticed me “borrow” it and saw Alex staring at me. He had hold of Bertha’s upper arm. 
She used the distraction to shake him off. “You need something else?” she asked.
I held up the pen. “I’m good.”
Several assignments later I was standing inside the foyer of the theatre staring at the self-important, two-dimensional face of Jeremy Thomas Leith. I’d been dreading this assignment all morning, especially since I had three messages for him. I’d been tempted to delay this one until after I’d eaten, or possibly not to show up at all, but after Bertha’s reprimand earlier I figured the world would probably stop spinning if I didn’t deliver them. Possibly. Probably. Who knew?
Sighing, I walked along the corridor, reading through the messages so I didn’t have to read them off the clipboard, while my stomach growled demanding food. I still found it odd that it did that. I was dead after all.
Raised voices echoed along the empty corridor. 
“That’s not what we agreed,” snapped a familiar female voice.
“If you can’t hold up your end of our bargain, explain to me, sweetheart, why should I hold up mine?” Jeremy sounded like his usual delightfully slimy self.
“There was nothing I could do about that.”
His voice came through the door thin and whiny. “There’s always something you can do. You need to be more inventive.”
I was sure it was the same girl I’d heard him arguing with on my first visit when he’d tried to pass it off as the speakerphone. Intrigued and incredibly hungry, I pushed open the door. His head snapped in my direction and he smiled, all alone in the room.
“Sweetheart.” He spread his arms wide. “What a surprise.”
“Having more trouble with your long distance ladylove?” I asked and nodded to his phone in the corner of his desk, the screen clearly displaying the charging icon. “Is holding the phone just too much for you?” I was tempted to check behind the screen for the mystery woman since she obviously hadn’t been on the other end of the phone, but his love life wasn’t my business and, damn it, I was hungry.
“I like to multitask.” He offered me a salacious wink. If I’d had a full stomach I would’ve emptied the contents all over the floor. “You have messages for me?”
“Pauline says that the car keys are behind the dresser in the dining room, Chelsea says if it’s a boy she’d like Frank and Ella to name him Jacques after his grandfather, and Louisa says no.”
“Three messages from such a pretty girl. Must be my lucky day.” 
“Must be,” I agreed, already preparing to tunnel.
“I’ll let you know if I need anything else.” A smug smile spread across his face just as I tunnelled. “Bridget.”
 
∞
 
I all but flopped down next to Sabrina at lunch and was about to start shovelling the steaming delicious looking steak pie and chips down my throat when I noticed Sabrina’s enormous, satisfied grin. I was going to tell her about my morning right after I’d eaten, but her expression told me I needed to ask about that first.
I put my fork back down with a sigh. “What did you do?”
“What’s with the accusatory tone?” Sabrina raised an eyebrow that would’ve been stern except she couldn’t quite quell her smile. 
“Sorry, I’m tired, I didn’t sleep.” I picked up my fork again. I just needed to eat. “And I’m cranky.” And Jeremy knew my name. The list went on.
“I forgive you,” Sabrina said. “But only because I did do something. After you stood me up—”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. It was movie night with my housemates.”
Sabrina’s face screwed up in disgust. “It’s tonight in our house. I keep feigning migraines.”
“Yeah, I tried to say I was tired.” I loaded up my fork. “Oz didn’t buy it.” 
“Stupid man.” Sabrina shook her head, lips pursed to hide her smile. “Okay, let me tell you this quickly before the others join us. There was nothing anywhere about Barry so I assume his records must be in one of the medical departments, but in Jim’s file there was mention of something called ‘Operation Bluebottle’ and of him reporting to a committee.”
I stared at her, fork halfway to my mouth. “You’re making this up.”
She grinned at me, overly pleased with herself. “Nope. That’s all I could really find, though, so …” 
I motioned with my fork for her to carry on since I’d shoved an enormous forkful of pie into my mouth.
“I shook the tree.” She smiled cryptically, gestured with her head to the far end of the canteen and sipped her coffee.
“Did I mention I was both sleepy and cranky?” 
“Fine. I sent certain people notes.”
“Who?” I glanced around the canteen. “And what did they say?” 
“Fenton’s friends mainly, since that’s most likely who murdered him.” 
I paused, fork halfway to my mouth. Again. “What?” 
“Murders are usually committed by your nearest and dearest.” Sabrina sipped her coffee and scanned the canteen. “Comforting thought, isn’t it?” 
“On that reassuring note, I have to visit Porscha later.”
“To do what?” 
I shrugged. “Move some stuff.”
“You think you’ll see that lady again? If you do, get her to tell you how to do that eyeball hanging out stuff.” 
“Top of my list,” I promised. 
“And try and pump her for info,” she added as an afterthought.
“I will.” I spoke around my mouthful. My mother would’ve turned in her grave at my lack of table manners, if she’d been dead, that was.
“Afternoon, ladies.” Pete sat opposite Sabrina and started shovelling huge chunks of battered fish into his mouth. 
“Another beautiful day.” Charlie smiled as he sat down as well. “Days like this make me glad I’m a facilitator.”
“Can you even see the sun from your office?” Pete prodded Sabrina with a smile.
She smiled back but it was all teeth. “Don’t antagonise me, or I might mistakenly shred your file.” 
“Speaking of internal ineptitude,” Pete said and winked at a scowling Sabrina, “I got a very odd note in the post this morning.”
“Saying what?” I tried to ask as nonchalantly as possible. Pete fished the note out of his pocket and handed it to me. I read it aloud. “I know what you did. I have evidence.”
“What did you do?” Sabrina blinked innocently at him.
He grinned and winked at her again. “That’d be telling.” 
“Who’s it from?” I didn’t expect him to tell me he suspected us but it would’ve been odd if I hadn’t asked.
Pete shrugged. “Doesn’t say. If the sender doesn’t write their name there’s no way to tell.” 
“What? Really?” Though when I thought about it, it wasn’t that different from Royal Mail.
“All letters are dropped in the main mailbox for sorting, so there’s no way to tell.” Charlie seemed as unperturbed about the message as Pete. “Probably just got the address mixed up. It happens.”
“Mix up or not, neither of you are bothered that the note was accusing you of something?” I asked.
Pete threw Charlie a quick glance and then shrugged. “If they had evidence they’d either be trying to blackmail me or would have told the police, so no, I’m not bothered.”
Sabrina jabbed a finger in Pete’s direction. “So, you have done something.”
Pete nodded and held his hands up in surrender. “Yes, you got me. I’m the one murdering people and stuffing them into Bridget’s locker.”
Sabrina looked down her nose at me. “Told you.”
“So how are you liking working on your own?” Charlie asked, jumping in before the conversation went completely off track.
Jeremy leapt to the front of my mind. “How can I refuse a summoning?” 
“Come on, Bridge.” Pete groaned like an ignored teacher. “I’ve told you.” 
“No, you told me how to refuse a summoning when they didn’t know your real name.” I pointed my fork at him, yet another table manners no-no. “How do I refuse it when they do?”
Pete and Charlie exchanged a look I couldn’t read before Charlie spoke. “You told a medium your real name?”
“Yes. I told one medium because no one said I shouldn’t. Which is” – I see-sawed a splayed hand – “more or less fine. But that slimy Jeremy guy found out on his own.”
“The one who …” Sabrina’s unfinished sentence hung in the air.
“Yes.” I pointed to her. “That one.”
“The one who what?” Charlie asked looking between us.
“The one who kept calling her sweetheart,” Sabrina expertly covered.
“You refuse it the same way you do if they don’t have your name, but it depends on the strength of their gift. They might be able to pull you whatever you do. But that’s not the question. The question is how did he find out your name?” Pete said.
“I figured he’d have looked in the local papers for recent deaths.” I shrugged. “Found my picture.”
Pete’s eyebrows lowered into a straight line. “Maybe, but you have a bit of a London accent so he’d be looking in those. And that would be like finding a needle in a haystack.” 
“Not to mention a lady getting hit by a bus is hardly national news, so it would be a very local paper,” Sabrina added.
“So what are you saying?” I looked around at three serious faces.
Charlie’s rubbed at his forehead as if to smooth away the worry lines. “They’re saying someone told him.”
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I landed gently in Porscha’s bedroom a few hours later and heard a cat screeching in pain somewhere downstairs. Forgetting I was dead and there’d probably be little I could do about it anyway, I charged down the spiral staircase and followed the sounds of the distressed cat. I burst into the kitchen to find Porscha was the injured cat. She was singing along to the radio at full blast while waving the meat cleaver she was using to slice cherry tomatoes around in the air.
“I know what you’re wondering,” the ghost lady said, popping up beside me and thankfully looking completely unmauled. “You’re wondering if her recent loss has made her mad.”
“I wasn’t.” 
“Yes, you were,” she chided. “But she was always like this. It was one of the reasons my Barry loved her so. She’s such a free spirit. Heaven knows he needed that. Always with his eyes glued to those computers.”
“So, you are Barry’s mum?” I asked and she nodded, still smiling a little wistfully at Porscha before pulling herself back to the present.
“Who are you?” She glanced down at my jumpsuit. “And why are you dressed in that ghastly sack? The colour does nothing for you, dear.”
“I know,” I exclaimed, relieved to have someone understand. “But it’s my uniform. I’m a facilitator.”
“Really?” Her eyes lit up. “Isn’t that interesting? Is that why you were here the other day?”
“Er, not exactly. Madame Zorina, a medium Barry visited, thinks Porscha killed him.”
Her lips formed an open pout and she tilted her head slightly. “And how do you fit into that?”
I gave her a helpless shrug. “She asked me to look into it.”
“You’re a facilitator, not an investigator. Why are you helping her? And why does she think Porscha killed him?” The lady perched on a breakfast bar stool and patted the one next to her. “You need to give me the whole story here, dear, not just the highlights.” 
“I’m helping her because otherwise she’ll keep summoning me, and I have no clue why she thinks Porscha killed him but she is convinced she did.” I climbed up onto the stool, using the counter as leverage. “Mainly, she’s worried about her reputation since she told Barry to marry Porscha, and if it gets out that Porscha killed him it’s the end of the medium's career.” 
“She sounds darling. Just brush her summoning aside. It’s not like she has your real name, so—” She paused, taking in my expression. “She has your real name? What are they teaching you children nowadays?” 
“Talking about that, is there any chance you could teach Sabrina and me that gross stuff you do?”
“‘That gross stuff’?” she repeated, lips twitching into a smile. “Absolutely. We’ll start as soon as you help me find my Barry. I’m a persona non grata with the authorities at the moment. Don’t know if you noticed that from our last visit. So I can hardly walk into the bureau and ask.”
Great. Yet another bad influence. And I’d been such a good girl in life. Mostly. “What did you do?”
“I simply disagreed with the way they run things.” She smiled as if it were no big deal. “I like to think of myself as an outlaw, like Guy Fawkes, I suppose.” 
“He was hanged, drawn and quartered, y’know?” I said before I could help it.
“Yes, thank you, dear, I’m not illiterate.” She gave her fringe a quick tug as though that would help it grow, and it made me wonder why she didn’t just fake it like the gory transformation. “Now, you find my son and I’ll help you with ‘that gross stuff’.”
I tapped my chin thoughtfully then nodded. “Sounds like a fair trade.”
She watched me carefully. “You already know where he is, don’t you?”
“I do, but there’s a small problem.”
“Welcome to your afterlife. What is it?”
“He doesn’t exactly know he’s dead?”
She blinked. “What?”
“He thinks he’s still alive.” 
“I understood you the first time, dear.” She tutted at me, stood and yanked on the hem of her jacket to straighten it. “Where is he?”
“In a medical facility up in Scotland somewhere. I can ask Sabrina for—” Barry’s mum disappeared before I could finish the sentence. “Better details,” I added to myself.
I checked my assignment sheet. All I needed to do was move a photo frame upstairs so I turned from the still wailing Porscha, wanting to get my assignments finished, and walked right into a solid wall of black.
“Whoops.” Officer Leonard held me gently by the upper arms and stepped back. “Easy there, Ms Sway.”
“Oh. Er …” I stepped back just out of his easy reach. “Sorry.”
He smiled. “No harm, no foul.” He glanced around the kitchen. “What are you doing here?”
“My job.” I waved my clipboard at him, quickly collecting my calm.
“I don’t suppose you’ve happened to see anyone else while you’ve been here?” he asked, and I stared pointedly at Porscha. He followed my gaze. “Anyone of a more dead persuasion, I mean.” 
“I haven’t, Officer Leonard.” I gave him my best I’m-super-helpful-please-don’t-arrest-me smile. “Who is it you’re looking for?”
He blew out a breath and shook his head casually as if it didn’t matter.
“Okay, well.” I pointed over his shoulder. “I have to complete my assignment now so if you’ll excuse me?”
“Absolutely.” Officer Leonard moved from the doorway and made a sweeping gesture with his hand, indicating I was free to be on my way. I walked straight past the masked David without even a glance in his direction.
“You certainly do seem to be a magnet for trouble, Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard called after me when I was halfway up the stairs. “Why is that, do you think?”
I turned and gave him a shrug. “I’m charismatic.”
“Yes you are,” he agreed pleasantly and gave me a salute before both he and David disappeared.
I moved the picture frame from one bedside table to another and hightailed it on to my last assignment of the day. 
It was at the local police station. The assignment was simple: move a lady’s handbag from the floor on the left side of the desk to the right side. I moved the bag, ticked the assignment and debated whether it would still be a wise idea to take advantage of the situation. I had planned to snoop around the homicide department to see if I could find any information on Barry’s death, but the lunch conversation and the sudden appearance of the GBs at Barry’s house had thrown me a little. 
However, I didn’t know when we’d get a chance to snoop like this again, and since I was supposed to be there for work reasons I had a legitimate reason to use if the GBs turned up. Well, legitimate enough.
I’d never had cause to be inside a police station until I died but it seemed to work the same as the dead version. Lots of desks and people milling about in uniform. Following the helpful signs, I navigated the beige walls and beige floor and walked into the very beige homicide department. It looked like every other department I’d passed, but instead of the usual black and white uniforms the staff wore plain clothes to make them look less like police officers. They didn’t.
I sneaked between the tightly packed desks, flicking through files for any mention of Barry’s name on the labels as I passed, and then the fates decided to smile down on me.
“Jones,” a tall, sombre man in a crumpled grey suit growled as he emerged from a broom cupboard office. “What’s happing with the Harlow case?”
“Not much,” Jones, a man with an alarming resemblance to a chipmunk, replied. “I need to speak to the fiancée again. She’s not telling us everything.”
The sombre man shook his head. “Not going to happen. Her solicitor’s already threatening to sue for harassment.”
“Since when’s investigating a murder harassment?”
“And you’re sure it’s murder? What did the pathologist say?”
“She said that—”
Before I could learn what she’d said, a high-pitched scream tore through the office below. Everyone froze. When the scream ebbed, every person in the room charged for the door. By only the sheerest luck, I flattened myself to the wall just in time to avoid the stampede.
I followed the tide of people back down into the main room where I’d completed my assignment. I hovered in the doorway, watching the jostling crowd, watching people shouting for an ambulance. I felt a chill trickle down my spine. Someone walking over my grave. And I’d not even been buried yet.
“What’s going on?” A girl in her early twenties, dressed in office wear that was easily twenty years too old for her, appeared next to me.
“I don’t know,” I said but I couldn’t shake the cold dread spreading out from my spine that I was somehow involved.
My feet carried me forward without my permission and I climbed up onto a nearby desk to see over the crowd. The girl who had just spoken to me was lying on the ground at the centre of the crowd with what looked like a fork through her chest. There was a small plastic container and several chunks of fruit lying a short distance away. But that wasn’t what took my breath away. It was the handbag tangled around her ankles. The handbag that I’d moved.
 





Chapter Twelve
 
“So what are you saying?” Sabrina whispered at the back of the hall, looping coloured strips of paper and gluing them together to make bright paper chain decorations.
The fort was humming with activity as Eleanor and the rest of our GA members bustled in and out setting up the buffet and arranging chairs in preparation for the festival outside. Sabrina and I had made camp in a corner to keep out of their way.
“I’m saying, I killed her,” I gritted out again, carelessly snipping at the coloured paper I was supposed to be cutting into even strips.
“You don’t know that, though. You weren’t there. Someone else could’ve moved her bag after you. She could’ve moved it herself. There are a whole world of explanations for why she died that way, but you moving her bag from one side of her desk to the other would be one of the most unlikely.”
“Then why did I need to do it?” I dropped the scissors and paper and folded my arms, mainly to hide my shaking hands. “How many people have I killed?”
“Whoa, okay, hold up.” Sabrina stopped making her paper loops and reached for both my hands. “Let’s get some perspective. You didn’t kill her. You didn’t stab her with the fork. You moved her bag. That’s all. You moved her handbag. That doesn’t make you a murderer. At most it makes you mischievous.”
“And yet she impaled herself on a fork after tripping over her bag. The bag that I
moved.” I jabbed my finger against the floor in an attempt to emphasise the last two words but only ended up hurting my finger.
“How do you know that she wasn’t already destined to trip over it where it was and crack her head open? How do you know that by moving her bag you weren’t trying to save her? Hmm?” Sabrina let go of my hand and picked up her strips to continue gluing, obviously feeling she’d made her point. “What if your assignments are last-ditch attempts to save people?” 
“Maybe,” I admitted. “I mean, I didn’t see what happened in between moving her bag and her dying. So …”
“Okay, tomorrow we’ll observe what happens after you’ve done what you’re supposed to.” Sabrina tapped her rapidly decreasing pile of strips, implying she needed more. “One incident doesn’t make a pattern.”
“Aren’t you working?” I asked, resuming my oh-so-important paper cutting task. “What are you going to do? Call in sick?” 
“Y’know, it’s funny.” Sabrina faked a cough. “Suddenly I do feel quite ill.”
I was glad for the change of topic. Sabrina had made me feel a little better, though I still didn’t exactly buy her reasoning. “Do we even get sick days?”
Sabrina snorted a laugh. “You’re not familiar with bureaucratic systems, are you?”
“No, I worked for a living.” 
“Really? I thought you planned parties?” Sabrina asked. She was baiting me. I knew it. But I was also super grateful to be off the ‘death by handbag’ topic.
“I planned weddings, christenings, birthday parties and everything in between. Dealing with bridezillas, overly emotional grandmothers and drunken birthday boys is work with a capital ‘W’.” I wagged my finger at her. “Don’t let anyone tell you different.”
“I’ll bear that in mind.” Sabrina grinned at me as she held up her paper chain to see if it was long enough. “But here everyone has an allocation of twenty-five sick days to use up. And that’s in addition to the thirty-three days holiday you get.”
“We get holidays?” Suddenly the afterlife got a little brighter. I could tunnel to Aruba for a few days, then maybe Bora Bora. And Madagascar. And Bali. All the places I’d never have been able to afford without scrimping, and with no airport drama, lost luggage or endless plane rides.
Sabrina shook her head before I could plan any further. “If you want a day off it’s easier to throw a sickie. To book a day’s holiday you need to fill out nine different forms, your parole officer needs to fill out five and your GA leader is required to write a three-thousand word essay on your progress with tunnelling/misting etcetera and how you’re adjusting. If you manage to complete all that, then the quoted processing time for the request is eight to twelve months.”
And Aruba just drifted into the distance. “Sickie it is then,” I agreed. “How many more of these do you think we need?”
“Lots!” Eleanor cried with a clap of her hands. “And I’ve had enough of you two hiding in here. You can finish these off outside with the others. Bridget,” Eleanor said, collecting up the stack of uncut paper and handing it back to me after I’d climbed to my feet. “Your task for tonight is to find out one interesting fact about ten people you don’t already know. Sabrina,” Eleanor said, collecting the paper and glue from the floor and placing them in Sabrina’s waiting hands when she was on her feet. “You have to find out the most important person to a different ten people you don’t already know. Neither of you can ask them directly, you have to engage them in conversation and get them to open up to you. And, yes,” Eleanor said before Sabrina could ask, “this will count toward your assessments.”
“I know they’re telling me this is the afterlife …” Sabrina said and passed the glue and paper strips to me before picking up her mass of paper chain links and slinging them over her shoulder like ropes. “But it’s looking more like Hell by the minute.”
“You’re preaching to the choir.” I clutched my armful of decoration making tools to my chest and picked up the chains trailing behind Sabrina with my free hand. “Just imagine you’re questioning them about Jim or Fenton and slip the most important person bit in at the end.” 
Outside was abuzz with the festive chaos. Poles imbedded into the grass in a large, rough circle were wrapped in colourful crepe. Several tables filled with food and drinks were dotted around just outside the poles. It reminded me of a summer fete, especially in the warm late afternoon air, the slight breeze carrying the salt from the sea up to us.
“Actually, that’s not such a bad idea.” Sabrina glanced around the open space before us. “We can use this opportunity to find out about their enemies or other reasons people might have wanted them dead.”
“Yes.” I nodded. “Because people regularly admit their homicidal tendencies when questioned at parties.”
“Look.” Sabrina turned her back on the festivities, swinging her chains as she moved. “So far, the only motive we can find is that someone wants your area. Until now, we’ve been limited in who we can question. But tonight?” Sabrina turned and swept her hand over the scene. “Tonight we can question everyone.”
“You’re going to question everyone about Jim and Fenton?” There was no way that was going to end well.
“We.” Sabrina gestured between us, paper chains rustling with the motion. “We are going to question everyone about them.”
“And you don’t think anyone would notice that?”
Sabrina dumped the mass of tangled paper onto the nearest empty table. “Anyone like who?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Like maybe the person or persons who killed them?”
“But that would be good.” Sabrina leaned toward me and I slapped the glue and paper strips back in her empty palms. “It would force them to show their hand.”
“Er, hello?” I waved the uncut paper and scissors I was still carrying around myself. “Death shroud.”
“It’s a party.” Sabrina put the paper strips and glue next to her paper chain mountain. She draped her arm around my shoulders and steered me toward the pole at the centre of the bustle. “What type of idiot would try to kill someone at a party?”
I pointed my scissors at her. “You do realise you’ve just jinxed me?”
Sabrina gently pushed my hand down so the scissors were aimed at the floor. “Okay, but don’t stab me over it. Leave the murdering for your day job.”
My mouth dropped open. “You did not just say that to me.”
Sabrina grinned at me. “Too soon?” 
Less than an hour later we were standing back admiring our handiwork. Our bright paper chains stretched out from the central pole to each of the ten poles circling the area and linked each of those together. The tables brimmed with food, no more than an inch of white tablecloth visible between the dishes. The band was setting up on the far side of the enclosure with the occasional twang of a guitar punctuating the excited chatter. Everything was ready. All we needed now were the guests.
“Are these real tables?” Sabrina glanced around. “Or ghost tables?” 
“What?” I rested my hand on the nearest tabletop. Felt solid to me. “What are ghost tables?”
“I was just thinking,” Sabrina said as she turned in a circle to check out the whole space. “If these are real tables, filled with real food … what happens if an alive person finds their way up here, mid festival?”
“That won’t happen,” Eleanor said from behind us. She was dressed in a long white robe, her hood reaching down to her eyebrows. “There are people stationed on the hill to discourage any unfortunates that find their way onto the path.”
“Discourage them how?” Sabrina asked.
“However they deem necessary.” Eleanor waved away our concerns. “I’m not a member of the police force so I’m not privy to the exact details.” 
“More and more,” Sabrina said, her mouth turned down at the corners, “I’m getting the impression it’s one rule for one and another for another around here.” 
“The same is true in life, though.” Eleanor gave me a small but knowing smile.
I glanced around the hilltop. “But would they be able to see these tables?” 
Eleanor nodded. “They’re part of the living world. They would be able to see the cakes too, but as soon as you pick it up that removes it from their world and places it into ours.” Eleanor picked up a cake and placed it in Sabrina’s palm.
“Okay.” I nodded. I could follow that. “What if I sat on the table? Because I’m touching it that pulls it into our world, right?”
Eleanor hesitated. “No.”
Sabrina pointed to the cake in her hand. “But—”
“Life’s just not that simple,” Eleanor said with a smile.
“Neither’s the afterlife,” Sabrina mumbled. “What if I picked up the table?”
“They’d see a levitating table,” Eleanor said.
“But how can you pick a cake up and it disappear but not a table?” I frowned looking back and forth between the two. I couldn’t see the difference. “How does that work?”
Eleanor shook her head. “It just does.” 
“Okay. Maybe you can help with this.” I picked up the cake from Sabrina’s palm and and put it back down on the table, checking if I could see any change in it. I couldn’t. “How could that girl see Jenny in our first meeting but not the rest of us?”
“Ladies …” Eleanor hesitated. She never wanted to tell us the good stuff.
“It’s a genuine question. When I’m working mediums can see me but not my trainer.” Best keep Sabrina’s name out of it. “If that girl was a medium she should have seen us all, right? Not just Jenny?”
“Jenny wanted to be seen by her,” Eleanor said with a sigh. “That desire made her visible because it placed her back in the alive world.”
“So people can see us if we want them to?” Sabrina tried to keep the excitement out of her voice and failed. “But not if we don’t want them to.”
“Don’t even think about it.” Eleanor pointed her finger right in Sabrina’s face. “Now, do you two remember your assignments for tonight?”
“Yup.” I gestured to myself. “Ten interesting facts.” Then to Sabrina. “Ten important people.”
Eleanor clapped. “Super—”
“I have one more question.”
“Bridget …” Eleanor pursed her lips at me.
“No, no, it’s on the topic of the festival. Sort of,” I said and Eleanor motioned for me to ask. “Is the nutritional value of food the same here as it is in the real world?”
“The nutritional value?” Eleanor frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think I understand what you mean.”
“She means is she going to get fat if she eats lots of cakes,” Sabrina translated.
“Oh, Bridget,” Eleanor said with a laugh and squeezed my hand. 
“What?” I glanced to Sabrina and then back to Eleanor. “Was that a ‘no’?”
“Now, ladies remember this counts toward your assessment, you can’t ask outright and don’t identify yourselves,” Eleanor said, ignoring my question and handing us each a white robe and a white version of the GB mask. “Here you are.” 
“Er?” Sabrina looked at it, to me, then back to Eleanor. 
I noticed for the first time the rest of our group were already wearing the same robes and all had their masks either in place or hanging loosely around their necks.
“Is everybody going to be wearing these?” I asked, feeling the first hint of unease tiptoe across my chest.
“You never listen.” Eleanor shook her head and sighed with exasperation. She turned and called over her shoulder as she walked away. “Just put them on and remember not to identify yourselves to anyone.” 
“This is going to make questioning people a little more difficult if we can’t identify who we’re questioning.” Sabrina turned the robe over in her hands.
“Oh, yeah.” I held up the hooded cape. “That’s the biggest problem with this.”
Sabrina frowned. “What else?”
I flung the white robe around my shoulders, pulled up the hood and waited for her to realise.
“It’ll get dirty quickly?” she guessed after a moment.
“Death shroud,” I ground out.
“Ohhhh.” She draped her own robe around her shoulders. “Nah, I’m sure they’re usually black. Like I said, our biggest problem is going to be identifying who’s underneath the masks.”
“Oh, well, if you’re sure,” I snipped and shook my hair out of the ponytail because the hood kept snagging on it. Pointless as it was, I scrunched my hair up to give it a little more body and secured my mask to my face with the elastic before pulling my hood back up. “How are we going to recognise each other?”
“Good point.” Sabrina adjusted her mask and tapped the pole next to us. Each pole was covered in a different colour crepe; this one was red. “Meet back here every half hour to compare notes?”
The hilltop was filling up quickly. The guests lined up at the entrance to receive their white cape and mask then, once covered, they wandered around the small hilltop sampling food and chatting to strangers. Sabrina mingled in with them and within a few seconds I couldn’t pick out which white cape was hers. 
“It’s to breach the divide between jobs.” David appeared beside me already caped, but black mask/white mask his eyes still gave him away. “The capes. They cover your uniform, allowing people to get to know you for who you are and not what you are.”
I stared around at the increasing mass of capes, possibly hiding a killer somewhere in their anonymity. “I still think it’s a little creepy.”
“Did your friend find what she was looking for in the restricted records?”
“I have absolutely no idea what you mean.”
“You do realise what will happen if you get caught in there?” David watched the hooded figures interacting. “Or aiding a fugitive?”
“Hypothetically, if someone had been in the restricted records area and the GBs knew, why wouldn’t they have arrested them?” David remained silent. “And, again hypothetically, if I did know which fugitive you meant, why are the GBs after her?” David surveyed the scene in front of him and remained silent. “No comment, huh?” 
“Just be careful, Bridget.” His voice was warm despite the warning. “Every action has a consequence.”
“Bridget.” Pete lifted his mask to wink at me and took a second to study David’s masked form as he walked away. “Something I said?”
I pointed to his mask. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be identifying yourself to me.” 
“Because normally I abide by all the rules.” He flashed me a quick grin that implied the contrary. 
I looked down at my cape for identifying marks. “How’d you know it was me, anyway?”
Pete reached out and tugged a strand of my hair that had escaped my hood. “Who else has bright red hair around here?”
“Ah.” I secured the escapee piece of hair. Let’s not make it that easy for the murderer.
“Did Sabrina make any of this food?” Pete gestured to all the tables, focusing on the dessert table longest. “I wouldn’t put it past her to try and bump me off, heart of stone that one. Completely my type. So which table do I need to avoid?” 
“We made the decorations,” I said as someone coughed behind me.
“Neat.” He glanced up at the mass of paper chains before his focus returned to the food. “So all the food’s good to go? Any recommendations?”
“Haven’t had chance to try anything yet.”
Pete turned when the cloaked figure behind us coughed again. “Would you like me to get you some water for that cough?”
The cougher was wearing a white robe and mask, same as everyone else, but her height and tight lipped expression made Eleanor clearly identifiable.
“We’ll catch up later, Pete.” I glanced pointedly at Eleanor before walking into the crowd.
I figured the sooner I got started with collecting unusual facts, the sooner it would be over. Of course it had occurred to me I could just make them up, but I suspected Eleanor would know somehow.
I picked a random masked figure standing alone. “Hi.”
The girl’s whole body stiffened as she looked at me. “Hi.”
“This is normally the point in the conversation where I’d introduce myself, but I guess that’s not really an option today. So …” Not able to think of another topic, and not getting any input back from her, I fell to the old faithful. “It’s nice weather we’ve had lately.”
“Yeah.” She nodded, looking anywhere but at me.
“Are you waiting for someone?” I asked. I tried to follow her gaze but it was darting all over the place.
“No.” She adjusted her hood, pulling it down further. 
“I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t ask, but do I know you?” I ducked my head and tried to get a look at her masked face, forgetting for a moment that she probably couldn’t recognise me. There was something familiar about her that I just couldn’t place. And I was sure she was faking a Yorkshire accent.
“I don’t think so.” She stepped backward, turned and scurried into the crowd.
Barry’s mum appeared beside me, masked and cloaked like everybody else, frowning after the disappearing figure. “What an odd child. She recognised you,” she said, tucking another wayward strand of hair back into my hood.
“What are you doing here?” I glanced around us as casually as possible, checking for the wave of GBs that were undoubtedly about to come crashing down around us any second.
“Loosen your shoulders, dear, and stop scanning the crowd.” She adjusted my hood and brushed down the sleeves of my robe. “You look like you’re up to no good.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked again, willing my posture to relax and focusing on her face.
“There. Much better.” She sipped her punch and raised her glass in toast as someone walked passed. “I need your help.”
I focused my attention on a pole to stop me looking around for the GBs. “To do what?” 
“My Barry needs to understand he’s dead to be released from that medical facility. I need you to explain the situation to him.”
“And you can’t do that because …?”
“First,” she said, pointing to herself, “fugitive. I can’t get near the place without tripping a whole set of alarms. Second, if he sees me before he understands, it’ll only make the situation worse.”
I was about to explain how close to the wind I was already sailing in reference to the GBs when I felt that familiar pulling sensation. I wasn’t sure if I was simply becoming more experienced at being summoned or if it was normal to tell the difference between summoners. Jeremy was calling. 
“Just hold onto my hand, dear. Try to focus on my face.” Barry’s mum tilted my face up to look at hers. “That’s it, dear. Hold on to me. I’ll keep you here.”
After what felt like an eternity the pull lessened, leaving me feeling drained. Barry’s mum supported me as we made our way to one of the tables filled with fairy cakes. She snagged three, then settled me on the grass near one of the poles.
“Was that the psychic you told me about? The one that asked you to look into my Barry’s death?”
“No.” I pressed the cool back of my hand to my forehead. “That was another one.”
“Another one that knows your name?” She tutted, unwrapping a fairy cake and handing it to me. “That’s plain carelessness.”
“Someone else gave him my name,” I snapped defensively. I was tired of getting the blame for things that weren’t my fault. I stuffed the cake into my mouth in one go. They were small, I needed the sugar and I was fairly sure that Eleanor’s unarticulated response to my nutritional question meant the food was calorie free. Probably.
“Someone else gave a medium your name?” She leaned back as if to get a better look at me and frowned. “What are you involved in?”
“Only things other people keep dragging me into.” I snapped my fingers. “That’s where I recognised her from. She was the voice on the phone. Only she wasn’t on the phone, was she? She was there. In the room with him. But why would she be there?”
Barry’s mum calmly unwrapped another cake and handed it to me. “Dear, you’re rambling.”
“She was in the room with Jeremy.” I took the cake and pointed into the mass of white capes. “They were arguing about something and when he realised I was outside the door she must’ve tunnelled and he tried to pass it off as the speakerphone.”
“Is she a facilitator?” 
“I don’t know.” I shook my head and took a healthy bite of the cake. “But I'm sure I know her voice from somewhere else too.” 
“If she’s giving out your name to mediums then I suggest you remember quick smart.” She peeled the wrapper off the last fairy cake and took a bite.
“How did you stop him from summoning me?” I asked before shoving the last half of the second cake into my mouth
“Are you going to help me with my Barry?” 
“Yes.” Obviously. I would’ve helped her even if she didn’t help me. Actually that was a lie – that was the person I wanted to be. The person I was would likely have yelled for the GBs to come and arrest her.
From the twinkle in her eyes as she gauged my response I think she saw that. “You need to anchor yourself in the moment. Fully engage with your surroundings, smells, sights, sounds. It’ll make it much more difficult for them to pull you. Not impossible, just difficult. Then it’s simply a game of who tires first.” 
“Thanks. I’ll go and see Barry tomorrow,” I promised, not really sure about how I was going to get back in or out after our previous visit.
“I appreciate it.” She stood and adjusted her mask. “And now I’m going to get some more punch and see what mischief I can make with those policemen guarding the route up here.”
Feeling less shaking, I shook the crumbs from my cape as I stood and debated grabbing another couple of cakes for medicinal purposes when another white caped figure approached me.
“That is not the red pole,” Sabrina said.
“It’s not been half an hour yet, has it?” I made to look at my watch then realised I wasn’t wearing one. Huh. Probably should’ve noticed that earlier.
“No, but I’ve just had a rather awkward chat with your not-so-good friend Bertha. Who I mistook for you.”
I held my arms out and gestured to myself. “How?” I know I was wearing a swampy robe but still she was at least half a foot shorter than me.
“She was standing by the red pole and her hair, from what I could see of it, is the same colour as yours.”
“There’s hair dye here?” I couldn’t keep the excitement from my voice. “Well, my day just got a whole heap better.”
“Really?” Sabrina paused in her examination of the fairy cakes to wrinkle her nose at me.
I shrugged off her distain. “I’m shallow.”
“To get back on topic, she really doesn’t like you.” Sabrina picked up a cake with white icing and sprinkles, sniffed it then put it back. 
I dropped the wrappers into the nearest bin. “This isn’t news to me. So how goes your questioning?”
“I’m glad you asked.” Sabrina grinned, finally selecting a cake. “It seems Fenton was not well liked. The list of his enemies includes pretty much everyone I’ve spoken to in the past ten minutes, which I’m not sure is a good thing or bad thing since I’ve spoken to a lot of people.”
“So you’ve easily achieved Eleanor’s goal?” I couldn’t help the disappointment seeping into my tone.
“Yup.” Sabrina took a small bite of the cake. She pulled a face and threw the rest into the bin. We were going to have to deal with her food issues at some point. She might not need to eat but it still wasn’t healthy. “You?”
“I’ve spoken to you, Pete and Barry’s mum, so no.” Damn it. I was not going to pass this stupid assessment.
“Barry’s mum’s here?” Sabrina’s head did a full swivel until she remembered everyone was masked and caped. “What did she want?”
“She wanted us to convince Barry he was dead.”
“Oh. Nice. We going to see him tomorrow?” Sabrina phrased it like a question but she wasn’t really asking.
“Uh-oh, better go mingle.” I nodded over Sabrina’s shoulder at a small figure glowering at us.
“How does she know it’s us?” I could hear Sabrina’s frown as I walked back into the swarm of white.
“Hi,” I greeted the first person I came across.
“Hi.” He smiled. “Do you come here often?” 
I opened my mouth to answer then closed it again. Did he mean this hilltop or the festivals? Was I allowed to say this was my GA meeting place? 
“Sorry. That wasn’t meant to be a stumper of a question. I was asking if you were newly dead or not.”
“Oh, okay. Yes. Yes I am. Are you very dead?”
He laughed. “I am. How are you finding it?”
I sucked some air through my teeth. “I won’t lie. It’s not been the best experience so far.”
“It could be worse, you could be that poor girl who keeps finding dead bodies in her locker. What do you think? Is she just unfortunate or a murderer?”
“It’s so obvious she killed them.” A taller man joined our conversation. “The way I heard it, she was having it away with the first and she found out he was cheating on her with a livie.”
“Ewww, that’s gross,” a young girl said, maybe late teens by her height and her voice. 
“Is that possible? Someone who’s alive doing it with someone who’s dead?” I whispered to the first man. 
“It’s possible, but not recommended. It’s best to stick to your own.” I think he waggled his eyebrows under his mask at me as he spoke but I wasn’t sure.
“So why’d she kill Fenton?” The girl cocked her head to the side and placed her hands on her tiny hips.
“You’ve worked with him.” The tall man said in response to the girl’s question before he took a sip of his punch. “Didn’t you want to kill him at the time?”
“How does he know she's worked with him?” I asked the first guy. “I thought the whole point of the masks and cloaks was so we couldn't recognise anyone.”
“That's the idea but are you going to tell me you couldn't recognise your friends or the members of your GA group simply because they were masked and cloaked?”
I didn't feel it would be appropriate to tell him I wouldn’t be able to recognise the members of my GA group if they all had that distinction stamped on their foreheads.
“What about the first guy?” I asked in my best casual voice. “Was he as unpopular?”
“Jimmy?” The girl laughed. “No, everyone loved Jimmy.”
“Not everyone,” I pointed out the obvious once again and the conversation stalled. 
“I love it up here.” The young girl spoke loudly, clearly ending the previous discussion. “It’s beautiful, don’t you think?” 
“I grew up around here, actually,” I said. 
“You’re so lucky,” she cooed. “It’s such a peaceful place. So tranquil.”
As if to call her a liar, a scream ripped through the festivities and everyone stilled. It was the same way everyone had paused at the police station. I knew what that scream meant. The crowd surged toward the keep where the cry had originated, carrying me along with it. We’d been nearest the fort so we were first through the doors. 
A figure was lying face down on the floor, cape and mask still in place and a pool of blood spreading out from underneath the hood.
 





Chapter Thirteen
 
“Do you know who it was?” I asked Sabrina when she found me sitting by the red pole a few minutes later.
“Bertha.” She sat on the grass and offered me a tall glass of punch. I took a sip. 
“Think I might have a suspect then,” I said as I sipped and swiped my fringe out of my eyes. “Aside from me and anyone else who met her.”
“Oh?” Sabrina grabbed the punch back before I could delay in telling her by taking another sip.
“Alex.” I took the punch back now she had a name and took a healthy swig. I was sure I could detect a hint of rum. “Saw them arguing this morning.”
“About what?”
“Don’t know.” I shrugged, feeling a slight warmth in my throat. Definitely rum. I wondered if that was Barry’s mum’s mischief. “They stopped when I got closer but he had hold of her arm.”
“Well, well, well.” Sabrina tapped her chin and leaned forward to peer around me into the crowd. “Isn’t that interesting?”
“How did she …?” I drew my forefinger across my throat and made a gagging sound. 
Sabrina narrowed her eyes at me and took the punch back. This time she sniffed it and took a good swig for herself before passing it back. “Head caved in like Jim. And Fenton.” 
“Can’t really see Alex doing that, can you?” I remembered how panicked he’d been that she fainted when I’d found Jim. That felt like so very long ago. Four days, and it felt like a lifetime. “He infatuated all over her.”
Sabrina rubbed her temples. “I’m not sure that makes sense.” 
“You get my meaning, though?” I asked, taking another gulp and handed her the drink back. I was starting to feel a little woozy. Dying had killed my alcohol tolerance completely. “You think it’s the same person? Alex or not?”
“Looks like it. But that’s not what worries me.” She took a sip, her eyes jumping from unmasked face to unmasked face. “What worries me is the killer might have mistaken her for you.”
The thought had already occurred to me. I hiccupped. Yep, I was drunk on three mouthfuls of spiked punch. 
“At least I didn’t find her in my locker.” I shrugged. “Small victories and all.”
Sabrina inclined her head. “Always a silver lining. Divide and conquer?” she asked, nodding into the crowd.
“Don’t really think I’m up to questioning people right now,” I said, very aware that my voice was already taking on that slightly drunk loudness.
“No, I meant I’d get more punch, you get food?”
“Oh.” I thought about that for longer than should’ve been necessary. “Yeah, I can do that.”
We split up, collected our goods and then settled on the low ruins of the outer walls of the old fort some distance away from the crowd. We ate our small feast of sausage rolls and cakes and drank the punch while we watched the scene unfold.
A small troop of suited police officers swarmed around the now decloaked festivalgoers, taking names, statements and any other information they could get. The crowd rippled with whispered gossip and furtive glances in my direction.
“Here we go,” Sabrina mumbled as two black jumpsuits approached us.
“Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard crouched down in front of me. “Fancy seeing you here.”
 
“Fancy,” I agreed, noticing David, hovering behind him, had changed out of his cloak and into his GB uniform.
“I don’t suppose you have any insight to offer on this development?” He smiled his genial smile at me. He exuded a likability that was difficult to ignore, but I was trying.
“Oddly, Officer Leonard,” I said, struggling very hard to not slur my words, “murderers rarely appraise me of their plans.”
“Rarely?” He glanced at the large glasses of punch on the grass between Sabrina and me.
“It was a figure of speech.” I sighed, picking at the wrapper of the cake I was holding. “I was being a smartass.”
“Ahhhh, I see.” He nodded, pretending he hadn’t realised. “You know what would make you smart? Telling me everything you know.” His expression was so honest he probably had people spilling their guts to him all the time. 
“Okay.” I nodded. Sabrina continued eating her cake unperturbed. It gave me a warm, fuzzy feeling that she trusted me to lie. “Where would you like me start?”
“I find the beginning is usually the best place. But wherever you feel comfortable starting from.”
“Well, in the beginning, I’m led to believe it all started with this great big bang. I’m a little fuzzy on the details.” I watched detached as my hand patted his knee. Yep, I was definitely drunk. “But somehow single-cell organisms became multi-cellular organisms, then sea creatures managed to crawl out on land …”
Officer Leonard smiled. “I’m more of an Adam and Eve man myself.”
“Even now?” Sabrina leaned over me to peer, closer than was polite, into his face. Yep, she was drunk too. “Even now you’ve died and there are no pearly gates of Heaven?”
“How do you know this isn’t your second chance?” he asked. “Not everyone who dies comes here. How do you know this isn’t the Second Chance Corral?”
“Officer!” Eleanor’s voice snapped like an overstretched elastic band, turning the three syllable word into one. She was still some distance away but scurrying toward us as fast as her little legs would allow. 
Officer Leonard stood and turned to face the onslaught with his amiable smile still in place.
“You should know better.” Eleanor thrust her hands on her hips, tilting her head up to look at him.
He held up his hands as if to surrender. “We were just talking.” 
She jabbed her finger in his face. “You can’t question a probationer without their probation officer, their GA leader or legal representation present.”
Officer Leonard gave a small shake of his head. “We weren’t—”
“What’s going on?” Oz sauntered up looking back and forth between us all.
“They were illegally questioning your parolee,” Eleanor informed him.
“Oh?” Oz folded his arms, his muscles bunching and making me sigh at the sight. Sabrina elbowed me in the ribs and wagged her finger at me.
“We were just chatting, that’s all.” Officer Leonard was still smiling, hands still up.
“Bridget?” Oz looked to me for confirmation.
“Hmm?” I tore my eyes from his broad shoulders and looked up to his warm ocean eyes. I was thinking about taking a swim in them. They looked warm and swimmable.
Oz knelt in front of me. “Bridget?”
“We were just chatting,” I agreed, and Officer Leonard threw me another blast of his warm, trustworthy smile.
“Okay then.” Oz readjusted his baseball cap. “Do you have any questions you would like to put to my charge, Officer?” 
“Not just now, Officer.” Leonard turned back to me and with an incline of his head he and David disappeared in a poof of smoke.
Sabrina coughed and wafted the smoke away from her face. “How come there’s no smoke when I disappear?” 
“Because you’re not a self-important ass with delusions of grandeur,” Oz mumbled.
“The GBs are an integral part of retaining order in our society,” Eleanor chirped. “Their existence is necessary in preventing rogue individuals from terrorising the living and mediums from summoning the newly deceased on the whim of their families. Without Ghosting Busters, it would be chaos.”
Sabrina giggled, and that was when I was certain she was drunk. “You sound like an advertisement for them.” 
“We all have our roles to play in society.” Eleanor yanked on the hem of her blouse to adjust it. “Our GA meeting tomorrow will most likely be cancelled, but if it’s going ahead I’ll let you both know.”
I frowned at Eleanor’s back. “If that’s their job description then why are they questioning me about murders?” 
“I thought you said they weren’t questioning you.” Oz folded his arms, his t-shirt pulling slightly across his muscles. Why was that all I ever noticed? His arms, his shoulders and his dimples? He must have other good, attractive points. Though maybe it was best if I didn’t search them out. Those three were quite enough.
“They weren’t questioning me, they were just asking.” I stared out at the milling crowd, wondering who was the murderer. 
“Bridget?” Oz’s voice gently called my attention back to him. When he had it he jerked his head in the direction of his arm. His arm that my hand was stroking down from shoulder to elbow and back up.
“Oh.” I looked at my hand without removing it. “I was testing for weaknesses.” I gave his bicep a brief squeeze. “Very good.”
Amusement tinted his eyes and he motioned for the glasses of punch. I pouted but handed them to him. He took a sniff and jerked his head away. “I’m assuming you didn’t know the punch was spiked.”
“It’s spiked?” I stretched my eyes wide, my mouth forming an “o”. “Who would do such a thing?”
 
∞
 
Alex slapped the assignments clipboard loudly on the counter and turned his back when he saw me approach. The sound echoed around my head, clanging on the sides of my skull. I’d never had a hangover like this in my life. I could barely see. Oz’s smug smile when he brought me a cup of tea this morning hadn’t helped. The tea had, though.
“Alex, I’m sorry about Bertha,” I managed, picking up my clipboard.
“It should’ve been you. Whoever killed her was obviously after you.” He jabbed his finger right in my face. “It should’ve been you. No one would even miss you.”
“I would,” Sabrina said as she walked up behind me. “And I suggest you work on your attitude, young man, or I’ll be forced to make a formal complaint against you. I’ll let it slide this time because you’re obviously grieving, but this will be your only warning.” She turned to me. “Shall we?” Sabrina guided me away from the desk as he glowered after us.
I pulled her back by her arm to slow her pace as we wandered along one of the many beige halls of the bureau. The speed was making me dizzy. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but I thought we were meeting up at lunch?”
“Good news. Sort of. There’ve been some more irregularities in the filing systems, so everyone in my department has the day off while they audit it. You didn’t take any notice of that idiot, did you? He’s just upset and looking for someone to blame.”
“About what?” I asked, squinting around for the idiot she was talking about.
Sabrina tilted my head back to look in my eyes. “How many glasses of that punch did you have?”
“There’s a little man in my head drumming out the number on my eyeballs, but I think he keeps losing count because he won’t stop.” I covered my eyes with my hand. “But I’m fairly sure it was less than you.”
Sabrina pulled my jaw down and shoved something in my mouth. “Chew it.” My eyes flew open but she kept her hand over my mouth “Chew it.” 
I made my jaw work trying to chew without tasting what it was. It felt like the head of a dried flower. The petals mushed against my tongue and the bitter tang trickled down my throat, making me gag. I swallowed convulsively and bent at the waist panting. “What is wrong with you?” 
Sabrina stood in front of me, hands on her hips. “Feel better?” 
I was about to say no and curse her some more when I realised my headache had gone. And the dizziness. And the indifference. Alex’s comments came rushing back and stung me like a wasp.
“My hangover’s gone, if that’s what you mean.” I straightened up and rubbed the back of my neck. “What was that?”
“Aged, dried rose head.” She linked her arm with mine and pulled me back into motion. “Cures a number of dead ailments. Apparently.”
“How do you know that?” 
She pointed to herself. “Private investigator.”
I was about to ask where she’d gotten it from, but then that would have made me an accessory to yet another crime. And yes, I was positive she’d obtained them illegally. I figured it was best to leave it alone.
“Alex had a point. It does feel a bit like Bertha’s death was my fault,” I said, as much as I didn’t want to admit it.
“Even if Bertha was killed by mistake and they were really after you, that’s not your fault. That’s still the fault of whoever murdered her.” Sabrina draped an arm around my shoulders to give me a hug. “And you’ve got me with you all day today.”
“Did you say there’s another problem with the filing?” I asked, her last comment fully registering now my foggy brain had cleared. “Someone get their alphabet mixed up again?”
“It’s serious business, y’know?” Sabrina chided. “It might just look like filing to everybody else but it’s massively important. These files are extremely detailed.”
“I remember you creeping me out when you explained before.”
“Yeah, well, everything is in there.” Sabrina lowered her voice as two grey jumpsuited facilitators passed us. “How you died, what your job was, skill sets, who survived you, what they’re doing, if they’re going to mediums to try to contact you or if they’re moving on.” Sabrina shrugged. “Anything that’s remotely relevant to your life here, and even some stuff that isn’t, goes into the file, so if something is misfiled there could be huge ramifications.”
I stopped walking. “Who has access to these files?”
“Everyone in my department.”
“Everyone? How many people are in your department? That doesn't seem exactly secure.” 
Sabrina hesitated. “Okay. When I said ‘everyone' I meant everyone if they were so inclined and most of them aren’t. Actually, all of them aren’t.” 
“You have to do something sneaky to access these files, don't you?”
“I prefer the term ‘covert’.”
“I'm sure you do,” I mumbled. “But only people in your department have access?"
Sabrina nodded. “Anyone else would have to request them, and copies of those requests go in the file too. Why? Did I just see a light bulb pop up above your head?”
“Maybe. Remember me telling you about the girl Jeremy was speaking to? The one who he claimed was on the phone?”
“Uh-huh …”
“They were talking about an arrangement. What if she’s feeding him information from those files? To make his shows more believable?”
“A ghost in cahoots with a medium, risking who knows how long in an isolated prison somewhere? How did you make that leap?” Sabrina’s expression said if I could explain it, she might buy it.
“Okay. First, I’m sure the girl he’s dealing with is a ghost because I recognised her voice last night, and she must know me, or be aware of me at least, to have given him my name. Second, both times I heard them, they were talking about ‘their arrangement’, and he needs more than just the one or two occasional messages through authorised channels to make a show. Remember he asked me to snoop on the audience when they came in to get his info that way?”

“Look at you. Deducing like a pro. I think we should have roses for breakfast every morning.” Sabrina grinned proudly and patted me on the back while I gagged at the thought.
“Okay, the simplest way to validate this theory would be to check the audience list for any relatives of the two people whose files were mixed up a couple of days ago. Don’t suppose you managed to get their names, did you? ” 
Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “I’m not an amateur. So you think this girl works in my department?” 
“Yeah, I do. But I can’t shake the feeling she’s familiar for another reason as well.” Every time I tried to grasp it, it slithered just a little further out of my reach.
“You think you’d recognise her voice again?” Sabrina asked and I nodded. “Okay, at lunch, we’ll eavesdrop on my colleagues.” 
“But I don’t understand why she would do it.” I frowned. “What’s in it for her?”
Sabrina answered with no hesitation. “Money.”
“Have you seen even a hint of money since you got here?” 
“For her loved ones.” Sabrina glanced over my shoulder at the assignment list. “Plan of action for today. Watch the outcome of several assignments, find a way to access the scumbag’s audience list and eavesdrop on colleagues.”
“Don’t forget we have to go and see Barry at some point,” I reminded her, though I wasn’t particularly sure how we were going to do it.
“Right.” Sabrina blew out a breath. “Guess it’s a good job I got the day off.”
 
∞
 
“Maybe this one isn’t going to have an instantaneous reaction either,” Sabrina observed, once again scanning the empty coffee shop for anything interesting.
So far we’d completed three assignments. I’d moved an elderly lady’s glasses three times and she’d not noticed, I’d made two small tears in an envelope lying on someone’s doormat and I’d unzipped a boy’s school bag while he stood at the bus stop.
This time, I’d moved the metal jug from the edge of the counter to the centre, and so far there had been no consequences. Neither barista had even noticed it had moved.
I jabbed a frustrated finger in the direction of the counter. “So what’s the point in moving something if nothing happens as a result and no one notices it’s been moved?” I was beginning to think that ninety-nine per cent of my assignments were filler to hide the one per cent that were killer.
“Who knows?” Sabrina shook her head. “There must be a reason, though.”
“Are you ready to try the next one?” I was already feeling crestfallen. It wasn’t as if I was hoping my assignments would have massive effects on people’s lives, but I did want my job to have meaning. And preferably not homicidal meaning.
“Let’s give it another ten minutes.” Sabrina adjusted herself on the hard wooden chairs, trying to get a little more comfy.
“Okay.” I rested my chin on my palm and watched the lack of activity.
Within minutes the coffee shop went from empty to having a queue of customers reaching to the door. The guy took the orders and dealt with the food while the girl made the drinks. They worked in sync, easily keeping up with the demand. Then, as quickly as they’d come, the mass of customers were served and gone. There were only three people left in the queue when there was a very subtle shift in the atmosphere. The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention.
I turned to Sabrina. “Did you feel that?” 
She shivered. “Yeah. Something’s going to happen.”
We waited and watched. A guy at the rear of the queue said something to the girl making the drinks. I couldn’t quite catch it over the hiss of the steamer but she turned and smiled. Her co-worker frowned at them and roughly moved the same metal jug I had to the end of the counter to get to the toaster, sloshing some milk out on to the floor without noticing. 
“Here it comes.” Sabrina reached for my hand as we watched.
Time slowed. The co-worker removed the toasted sandwich, cut it, put it on a plate and stepped right into the spilled milk. He slipped, letting go of the plate and windmilling his arms to regain his balance. The plate flew over his head and sailed through the air toward his colleague. He shouted. The girl turned to look. The rim of the plate cracked the girl on the bridge of her nose. A stomach churning crunch shuddered around the coffee shop. The plate hit the floor with a smash that signalled the end of the slow-mo time lapse. 
A gurgled scream from the girl broke the stunned stillness. Blood streamed from her nose, running down over her lips and chin and dripping onto her white shirt.
The guy in the queue who had spoken to her rushed around the counter, dodging the milk and the other employee. He mumbled calming words to her as he led her out from behind the service area.
“I’m taking her to A & E,” the customer shouted over his shoulder and was out the front door before anyone could protest.
“Thoughts?” I turned to Sabrina while the stunned guy served the last two customers and started clearing up the mess.
Sabrina shrugged. “She didn’t die.” 
“She took a flying plate to the face. It’s hardly a positive outcome.”
“How do you know?” she asked calmly.
“How do I know a broken nose isn’t a positive outcome?” I gave her a flat stare. “Are you actually asking me that?”
Sabrina calmly folded her arms and leaned on the table. “You’re not looking at the bigger picture.” 
“No, I’m looking at the little pools of her blood.” I pointed to several large drops on the terracotta tiled floor next to us. “Because I moved a jug of milk.” 
“Look.” Sabrina reached her hands out to me. “There’s no point crying over—”
“Don’t even finish that sentence.” 
“Okay.” Sabrina smiled and held up her hands in surrender. “But that guy who took her to the hospital? He’d obviously had a crush on her for a while but hadn’t worked up the courage to ask her out. Body language, he complimented her and he ordered tea,” she explained, seeing my dubious expression. “This is a coffee shop.”
“Of course, he could be a serial killer who was stalking her and is chopping her up into tiny pieces as we speak,” I countered.
“You’re quite the negative Miss this morning,” Sabrina chided. “They’ll be dating by the end of the month.”
“That’s if they don’t crash and burn to death in a ten car pile-up on the way to the hospital,” I grumbled, and she laughed at me.
“Shut up. Let’s do the next assignment,” Sabrina said, then paused and turned to me. “It has nothing to do with traffic, right?”
 
∞
 
“I’m shattered,” Sabrina declared as we sat down with our lunch. “Who knew your job was so tiring?”
“Me.” I took a sip of my tea. “Though I think today was more so than normal because after waiting to see the outcome of a few assignments we had to rush through the rest.”
“I know when you say you ‘waited to see the outcome of a few assignments’ you don’t really mean that you waited to see the outcome of a few assignments.” Pete joined us and almost immediately started devouring his burger and chips. “And I’m certain you didn’t take Little Miss Giggles here with you on those assignments.”
“Of course she didn’t do either of those things,” Sabrina snapped. “However, talking hypothetically now, if she had, what would be the problem with that?”
Pete paused mid bite and set his burger back down with a sigh. When he stopped eating, you knew it was bad. “What did Fenton actually teach you?”
“Well, he taught me …” I let the sentence trail off while I tried to remember anything useful at all. “Oh! He taught me not to modify the assignments.”
Pete stared at me. “So he taught you nothing. Okay. You can’t stay to watch the outcome of your assignments because not all consequences are immediate, and even if they are there can still be much longer lasting implications that you can’t know about.”
Sabrina nudged me. “Like the girl with the plate.” 
Pete looked pointedly at Sabrina. “I didn’t hear that. But you can never truly know the full consequences of your actions, and seeing only the immediate outcome might have a detrimental effect on the way you do your job. That’s why we have so many to get through in a certain timeframe, so we’re not tempted to watch. And you can’t take ride-alongs to complete your assignments because they’re supposed to be confidential.”
“But what if an assignment leads to someone’s death?” I asked.
“You complete the assignment and move on to the next,” Pete repeated.
“Who makes up these assignments anyway?” Sabrina asked, stealing a chip from Pete’s plate.
Pete shook his head. “Ladies, ours is not to reason why, ours is but to do and die.”
“Why are you misquoting Tennyson?” Charlie glanced between us as he sat down. “It’s ‘theirs’ not ‘ours’.”
“Speaking of someone else’s death,” Pete said, gesturing at Sabrina and me with a chip, “what happened yesterday at the festival?”
Charlie sighed. “For one day can we please not talk about dead people over lunch?” 
“Aren’t you interested in who’s trying to bump Bridge off?” Pete asked before taking a huge bite of his very tasty looking burger.
Charlie stared at me in surprise. “Someone tried to kill you?” 
“Not exactly,” Sabrina answered for me, patting my hand. “Someone killed Bertha, the girl on the front desk. She’d dyed her hair the same colour as Bridget’s.”
Charlie frowned. “That doesn’t mean whoever killed her was trying for Bridget. I’d imagine if you were planning on killing someone, you’d make sure you’d got the right person.”
Pete pointed to Charlie. “The man’s got a point.”
“Yeah, but if you’re planning on killing someone, it’s highly unlikely you’re thinking straight enough to operate on rational logic.” Sabrina wagged her finger at both Pete and Charlie.
Pete turned to Charlie. “The woman’s got a point.” 
“Can we please stop discussing murderers?” Charlie implored again.
“Absolutely.” Sabrina smiled widely at him. “As it happens, Bridget and I have something else we need to do before she returns to complete her assignments alone, so if you’ll excuse us?”
“Always a pleasure, ladies.” Pete waggled his eyebrows at Sabrina before winking conspiringly at me.
“Have a good afternoon,” Charlie said and waved as we took our trays back to the kitchen.
“You ready for some eavesdropping?” Sabrina placed her tray through the hatch after mine.
“Officer Leonard.” I smiled over Sabrina’s shoulder at him as he appeared. I was starting to like him. I didn’t trust him, but he was a very likeable fellow. “No smoke and pop today.” I gestured around him to the very plain tunnelling entrance he’d just made.
He pointed to the serving area. “Health and hygiene laws.” 
“Ah.” I nodded, watching Sabrina, who was totally focused on cleaning her tray. “Are you here for lunch?”
“Actually, I’m here for your friend.” He smiled politely as he placed his hand on a stunned Sabrina’s shoulder and tunnelled them both.
 





Chapter Fourteen
 
“What the hell just happened?” Pete loomed in front of me. He was frowning so hard there was no space between his eyebrows.
“Officer Leonard abducted Sabrina.” 
“I could see that from where I was sitting. What did he say? Why did he take her?”
“Yeah.” I shook my head. I wasn’t liking his tone. “He didn’t exactly explain his evil plan to me.” 
Pete pushed his face into mine. “Well, why didn’t you ask him?”
“Because, Pete,” I said, stepping closer to make sure he understood I wasn’t intimidated by him, “he tunnelled them before I had the chance.” 
His eyes flattened and he leaned back to look me over. “What are you two involved in?” 
I threw my hands up. “We’re not involved in anything. Why do people keep asking me that?”
“Probably because it’s painfully obvious you’re both involved in something. You’re about as subtle as a lightning bolt.” He reached his hands toward me and for the briefest moment I thought he was going to throttle me. He pulled his hands up short and pressed his palms together, taking a breath. Just as well. Pete would not have liked the consequences of placing an angry hand on me. And that would be before Oz got involved.
“Excuse me.” I calmly smoothed my hair back into a ponytail and gave him my professional smile. “I have assignments to complete.” 
“Whoa.” Pete grabbed my upper arm to keep me from walking away. “Where do you think you’re going?”
I looked at his hold on me then back to his grim expression. “I would seriously rethink that if I were you.”
Pete laughed but the sound had no humour in it. “I guess it’s a good job you’re not, then.”
I was about to remove Pete’s hold on me in a less than polite way when Charlie placed his hand on Pete’s wrist. Pete reluctantly let go. “Now, now, children, let’s not squabble. We all want the same thing.”
“And what’s that, Charlie?” I asked since Pete’s reaction seemed a little extreme to me, even if he did have a crush on Sabrina.
“To make sure Sabrina’s okay,” Charlie stated as if it was the most obvious thing.
I glanced between them both. “Why would she not be?” 
“Because I don’t know what you two are up to, but if it’s enough to warrant a GB’s attention then it’s something to worry about,” Charlie explained calmly, releasing his grip on Pete’s arm. “Now is there anything at all you can think of that the GBs might be interested in you for?”
Breaking into a medical facility, attacking the guards, haunting the receptionist. Breaking into the secret records room at the bureau. I shook my head. “Nope.”
“Really?” Charlie placed a hand on Pete’s shoulder when he snorted in disbelief. “Nothing at all?” 
Aiding and abetting a fugitive. Conferring with a medium. Withholding evidence in a murder investigation. I shook my head again. “Nope.”
Charlie sighed at me. “We can’t help you if you don’t tell us the truth.” 
“Honestly, Charlie. I don’t have anything that I need help with.” 
Pete folded his arms and snorted again. “I notice you didn’t insist that you’ve told us the truth.” 
I met his gaze squarely. “I have told you the truth, Pete. We’re not involved in anything.” Which was a very flexible version of the truth. That maybe involved a little untruthfulness. 
Charlie sighed again as if he was beaten. “You know how to find us if you need anything.”
“I appreciate that, Charlie, but look.” I nodded behind him. “They’re questioning everyone in coordination.”
The regular police had filled the room, tunnelling anyone in a coordinator coloured jumpsuit away.
“But that’s just the idiot police.” Pete pressed his lips into a hard line and looked like he was biting his tongue. “Not the GBs. You’re new, so I don’t think you understand the full magnitude of having the GBs’ attention. You have no regard for the depth of trouble you’re in.”
“You know how to contact us,” Charlie reminded me before urging Pete back to their table.
I stood at the side of the canteen not exactly sure what to do. I trusted Sabrina was far too adept to say anything that would incriminate either of us. Since there was nothing I could do to help her, I figured the best thing would be to plough on with my assignments. They probably would’ve released her by the time I’d finished. Then we’d be able to concoct a plan to get in and talk to Barry. If I’d been alive, I’d have been worried that I was planning yet more illegal activity when Sabrina had just been abducted by the GBs right in front of me and with Pete’s warning ringing in my ears, but the whole dying thing had skewed my sense of danger somewhat. I was already dead. What else could they do to me?
 
∞
 
I didn’t stop to watch the outcome of any more assignments. I figured the best thing to do was complete them on time and as the assignment sheet directed. When I knew a little more about the whole being dead thing I’d look into it again, but until then I was going to get in, move stuff and get out.
Just as I was about to head back to the bureau to hand in my completed assignment list I felt that familiar pull of being summoned. As it became more insistent I had a genius idea of how to get to Barry.
I landed with a heavy bump on the floor of Madame Zorina’s reading room and stared around in a silent daze, ears ringing. I knew she was yelling something at me, though, because there was a vein pulsing in her neck and she was waving her arms around like she was directing traffic. Very fast traffic. I shook my head and the sound came back with a pop.
“I’m sorry, what did you say?” I asked, struggling to stand up on my shaky legs. 
Madame Zorina stared at me, her lips in a tight line. “I said, ‘Where have you been?’” 
“I’ve been working.” I gestured to my jumpsuit before realising all she could see was a white suit.
“Have you managed to find Barry yet?” There was a tinkle of hope in her voice beneath the layers and layers and layers of irritation. 
“I have.”
“And? Who killed him? Was it Porscha? It was, wasn’t it? Damn it, I knew it’d be her. Damn it!” She turned and slapped her hand against the reading table, making the crystal ball wobble in its cradle. She inhaled a long, calming breath before turning back to me. “Did he tell anyone I advised him to marry her? Does everyone know? Am I ruined?” 
I paused before answering, considering the best way to play this out. “There’s been a slight hiccup.” 
She stilled. Her voice dropped from worried to suspicious. “What kind of hiccup?”
“Well.” I moved to sit in her client chair. “He doesn’t know he’s dead.” 
She opened her mouth but closed it again without speaking and sat down at her reading table opposite me.
“He still thinks he’s alive.” I reached out to adjust her crystal ball securely back into its holder. “That he and Porscha are getting married next summer.”
“How can he not know he’s dead?” she finally asked.
I held my arms out to the side, giving a wide, helpless shrug. “I don’t know. I just work here.”
“So where is he? What’s he doing?” She frowned at me. “He can hardly be at home or going to work because he’d know something was up pretty damn sharpish.”
I wasn’t sure exactly how much to tell her. “He’s staying at a hotel.” 
“Again, how’s he doing that without realising there’s something odd going on? When the waiters keep ignoring him, or when another guest sees a knife and fork tucking into a meal on their own and screams the house down? Surely there has to be an alarm bell going off in his head?”
“I don’t know. I’m new, remember? I have no clue how any of this afterlife stuff works. Perhaps he’s not that observant.”
“Not that observant?” She stared at me in disbelief. “Barry’s being ignored by everybody and he’s not noticed?”
“He doesn’t know he’s dead,” I said again. “I don’t know what else to tell you.”
Madame Zorina stared at me in silence as if weighing my truthfulness. “Okay.” She nodded finally and leaned forward. She rested her elbows on the table and interlaced her fingers. “Then tell me where he is so I can talk to him.” 
I sucked some air through my teeth. “I’m not really sure that’s a good idea. I mean, one moment he’s planning for his wedding, then a conversation with you later he’s dead. That’s kind of a lot to take in.”
“I’m incredibly tactful,” Madame Zorina snapped, affronted.
“I’m sure you are. But still …”
“Look, surely it’s better if he understands he’s dead,” Madame Zorina reasoned, laying her hands on the table palms down. “For him, for his murderous fiancée, for his family.”
I pointed to her. “For you.”
“Yes, of course for me,” she snapped and rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t care otherwise, would I?” 
“Wow, that was brutally honest.”
“Look, if I can talk to Barry I can find out who killed him. Helping him relive the last moments of his life will hopefully help him make peace with being dead. I can give the police an anonymous tip which will mean a murderer off the streets, my name cleared and I get my inheritance. It’s win-win. So I’d really appreciate it if you’d tell me where he is.”
I held my hands up in surrender. “Okay.” 
“So, where is he?” 
“Ah.” I saw a flaw in my plan. “Somewhere in Scotland.”
“What do you mean somewhere in Scotland?” Her serenity evaporated and left a frown in its place. “You said you knew where he was.”
“I do, I know exactly where he is, but I don’t follow road maps so I’m not sure how to direct you.”
“Well, how do you get there?” she asked impatiently, obviously not happy to be thwarted at the final hurdle after getting her way.
“I do some kind of ghost thing that gets me there.” I didn’t have a clue how it worked and doubted very much if I simply said I “tunnelled” that would explain anything.
She gestured around me. “Can’t I hitch a ride somehow?”
“I think you kinda have to be dead to travel like that,” I said, though really the rules were far too flexible for me to be certain of anything.
“I died,” Madame Zorina rushed. “When I was seven, I drowned. I was legally, medically, totally dead for nearly three minutes. It’s how I got the Sight. Let’s give it a go. The worst that can happen is that it’ll not work.”
“Okay.” I nodded, though I was thinking the worst that could happen would be that she somehow got turned inside out or shredded or vaporised or numerous other equally bloody and gruesome outcomes. I stood and mentioned for her to do the same. “Ready?”
“Absolutely,” she said, clearly half excited, half petrified. I made sure I had a good, firm grip on each of her hands as I didn’t want to lose hold of her halfway. I visualised the front on the hotel and dragged us there.
The tunnelling took much longer than normal, well over two minutes. By the time we reached the hotel I was shattered. I’d held on until the end by nothing but willpower. I had no clue how Madame Zorina was going to get home, but she most definitely was not hitching a ride with me. I’d have enough trouble getting myself home.
As soon as I felt the pavement underneath my feet I dropped to the ground. My head felt like someone had taken an axe and tried to cleave it open, while Madame Zorina was retching off to my left.
“Look at you, breaking all of the rules.” Barry’s mum laughed. “First time hauling a livie, dear?”
I wanted to nod, since speaking was out of the question, but the first dip of my head told me that wasn’t going to work either. 
“Medicinal purposes,” she said as she moved a silver hip flask of whisky under my nose. 
I took a long sip and felt fire burn its way down my throat and all the way to the tips of my fingers and toes. My head gave a few more spins before slowing down and stopping like the end of a fairground ride. I breathed out in relief. 
“I think that has to be my least favourite dead experience,” I said as Barry’s mum helped me to my feet and kept hold of me since my knees were still knocking together. It even beat my first day finding Jim. “What are we going to do about her?”
“Nothing we can do, dear.” Barry’s mum stood and watched impassively. “We’ll just have to wait until she finishes.” 
As if on cue Madame Zorina’s retching ceased. She’d been hunched over on her hands and knees but straightened up to rest on her haunches. She turned to face us, paler than us ghosts, and wiped her mouth with a cloth.
Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper after all the vomiting. “Do not ever do that to me again.” 
“When you summon me? That’s how it feels.” That wasn’t entirely accurate but it still wasn’t a pleasant experience and perhaps would make her less inclined to do it.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she rasped, climbing unsteadily to her feet.
I gave her my flat stare. “I did.” 
Madame Zorina made a noise that might have been agreement but I wasn’t sure. “Who’s this?”
“Oh.” I looked at Barry’s mum and suddenly realised I didn’t know her name. “This is …” 
She smiled reproachfully. “Edith, dear.” 
“Edith, this is Madame Zorina.” 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Edith inclined her head.
“Likewise.” Madame Zorina looked between us. “You’re dead too, right?”
Edith arched an eyebrow. “That’s incredibly impolite, but yes.” 
“This is Barry’s mum,” I explained to Madame Zorina before turning to Edith. “Madame Zorina is going to try to convince Barry he’s dead. I thought she’d be the best option since neither of us can go in there.”
“You can’t go in there?” Edith smiled and shook her head. “You are turning out to be quite the rebel, aren’t you, dear?”
Madame Zorina frowned at us. “What do you mean your best option?” 
“Edith wants to talk to her son but she can’t go in there, and you want to know who killed him,” I said. “Two birds, one stone.”
“Nicely played.” Madame Zorina smiled though she still looked anything but happy. 
“He’ll probably be in the bar area,” Edith offered helpfully. “And I’d appreciate it if you could walk him out here once he understands he’s dead.”
Madame Zorina nodded and headed inside. I wasn’t sure if her slow gait was a residual effect of tunnelling or due to general trepidation.
“I guess we just wait.” I sat on a low wall outside the front of the hotel. My legs were still a little shaky after the marathon tunnelling session. “Don’t suppose you know why this place is classed as a medical facility, do you?”
“It’s a bit like a psychiatric ward.” Edith joined me on the wall and twisted so she could see the front of the building as well as the street. “If you don’t know you’re dead and you’re surrounded solely by alive or solely by dead people, it can have negative consequences on the psyche. ”
“What type of consequences?” I checked over my shoulder toward the front of the building, suddenly not so confident in having my back to it.
“Negative, dear.” Edith folded her hands primly in her lap. “Facilities like this are supposed to encourage their patients to recognise their new state of being. To ease the transition from alive to dead. The mix of alive and dead people surrounding them is supposed help them to slowly recognise their own state of existence.”
I heard the doubt in her tone. “Supposed to?” 
“Yes, dear.” She nodded and threw a glance at the building. “Supposed to.”
“Y’know,” I said, rubbing my temples, “the more I find out about this place, the more questions I have.”
“Welcome to the Dark Side, dear.” She winked at me and, my, didn’t that just fill me with confidence about my future. She looked around us as if only just realising Sabrina wasn’t with me. “Where’s your friend? It would’ve been less taxing dragging the medium here with two of you.”
“Oh.” I waved my hand dismissively and glanced back at the medial facility again. “She’s talking to the GBs about filing irregularities.”
Edith’s manners slipped slightly with her surprise. “She’s what?” 
“She’s a coordinator, meaning she looks after filing the correct forms in the right person’s file, and there’ve been a few mix-ups lately.” 
“I've been dead a long time, dear, I know what a coordinator does. My question is why are the GBs questioning her about it? Why not the police?”
“I think the police were questioning everyone.” I wasn’t liking the worry lines creasing around Edith’s eyes. Especially not when Pete’s words of panic hadn’t quite settled into the recesses of my memory yet.
“The GBs are not an extension of the police force,” Edith enunciated clearly. “To be questioned by one of them is not the same as being questioned by the other.”
“Okay …” I drew the word out. “But I’ve been questioned by them a few times.”
Edith’s eyes became impossibly wide. “About what?”
“Mainly about the dead bodies I found in my locker.” I waved that away because that was old news now. “But really, just in general.”
“You’ve found dead bodies in your locker?” Edith blinked. “Bodies, plural?”
“Yup.” I sighed, shuffling along slightly to a flatter section of wall. “I suppose you want the whole tale?”
Edith didn’t interrupt once while I related the key factors. I neglected to mention the breaking into the secret records room or knowing that David from our GA meetings was a GB, but I laid everything else out for her.
“You’ve had quite the induction into the afterlife, haven’t you, dear?” she asked when I was done.
“It’s been an eventful few days.” 
Edith tapped her chin in thought while I sat silently and waited. “Are you supposing the person or persons who killed Jim also killed Fenton and the girl at the party, possibly mistaking her for you?”
“Maybe. But since everyone was masked I think it’s more likely that she knew her killer. Though I’m not sure that isn’t just wishful thinking.”
“I think you have a point, dear, about her knowing her killer. Especially when you consider the issues with filing in the coordinators’ department and the mystery girl and her arrangement with the psychic.” Edith nodded to herself. “I think that’s a solid theory. Someone is slipping information to this limited psychic about relatives of his audience members. Jim was sent to investigate and was murdered when he got too close, then …”
I gestured to Edith. “That’s where we get stuck. The only reason I can see for murdering Fenton is that he stumbled on the same information Jim did and that Bertha either witnessed his murder or found incriminating evidence on the killer or killers.”
“Or maybe they thought you did, since it looks like everything keeps coming back to your area, and that’s why they tried to kill you at the festival,” Edith finished, a little too excited for my liking, and slapped my knee. “This is fun!”
“Maybe for you.” 
“Oh, yes, sorry, dear.” She tried her best to compose her face and patted my knee more gently this time. “Maybe Fenton and Bertha were murdered for different reasons, completely unconnected to Jim.”
“Who’s been murdered?” Madame Zorina appeared by the side of us, her shoulders drooped and her face sunken.
“Where’s my Barry?” Edith looked in Madame Zorina’s wake and sighed. “Didn’t he believe you? He always was stubborn, just like his father.”
I didn’t say anything but I doubted Barry’s father was where he got his stubbornness.
“No.” Madame Zorina rubbed at her eyes, smudging her makeup. “He believed me.” 
“So where is—” Edith stopped mid sentence, her mouth hanging slightly ajar. “He … he …?” Edith pointed directly upwards.
“Ascended. Transcended. Got beamed up.” Madame Zorina waved a dismissive hand in front of her face as if she still didn’t believe what she’d seen. “Call it whatever you want, but he’s gone. In a blaze of glorious white light that damn near blinded me.” 
“Well, good for you, son,” Edith said, giving the sky an enthusiastic punch. “I’m proud of you.”
Madame Zorina rubbed carelessly at her face with both hands. “Can one of you please point me in the direction of the nearest bus station?” 
“I’ll take you home,” Edith volunteered. 
Madame Zorina backed away quickly. “I’d rather walk.” 
I got up from the wall, dusted the seat of my trousers and caught up with her. “I thought you’d be happier. Now you can make your anonymous phone call and get what he left you.”
“No. No I can’t,” she snapped as she turned to face us, her tiredness making her sound like a petulant child.
“How come?” I asked.
She rubbed at her eyes again as if the memory of the glare still blinded her. “That goddamn stupid white light took him before he could tell me.” I wasn’t entirely sure of the wisdom of that type of cursing, so I casually stepped back from her. I didn’t want to be too close in case she got struck down by lightning or whatever method the supernatural world chose. Guilty by association and all.
Edith glanced between us. “Before he could tell you what?”
“Before he could tell me who killed him,” Madame Zorina whined. 
“Oh, I know who killed him,” Edith said with an almost ambivalent toss of her head, the tiniest flicker of malice shining in her eyes. “It was Ollie Oakes.”
 





Chapter Fifteen
 
“Who the hell is Ollie Oaks?” Madame Zorina stared at me as if I’d duped her but I shook my head, equally bewildered.
“He’s a builder,” Edith explained simply, as if that should be all we needed to know.
“Well that’s just fabulous,” Madame Zorina snapped when Edith didn’t offer any further information. “Perhaps I’ll get him to repoint my back wall.”
“He built my Barry’s pool,” Edith said. I didn’t know if she was purposely eking out the information or if being dead so long had dulled her sense of urgency.
“He didn’t drown,” Madame Zorina screeched. “He was bludgeoned to death.”
Edith’s eyes narrowed at Madame Zorina’s words. A couple approaching us faltered when they saw Madame Zorina yelling at no one and not so subtly crossed the road so they wouldn’t get too close to the crazy woman.
“I don’t know why I was ever worried about your tact,” I said, watching the couple casting furtive looks at her. “You’re quite clearly very sensitive to people’s feelings.”
“You’re right.” Madame Zorina took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, it’s just been a strange few hours. If you explain to me how this Ollie Oaks is responsible I can inform the police. Anonymously, of course.”
“Bad workmanship.” Edith pressed her lips into a hard line and I wasn’t sure if that was a reaction to Ollie’s sloppiness or Madame Zorina’s demands.
“You’re going to need to give me a little more to go on,” Madame Zorina pushed.
Edith sighed irritably. “He wasn’t bludgeoned. This Ollie Oaks person built a pool for my Barry. It was shoddy work so Barry called him back to the house to show him. Long story short, this builder brought a bag full of tools, thinking it would be a quick fix I presume, and left to get some cement. Barry tripped on one of the faulty pool tiles. He landed face up in the unorganised bag of tools and a small chisel pierced the back of his neck, just underneath his skull. When he fell, his shoulder knocked the table and the lump hammer Mr Oakes had placed there after using it to loosen the tile Barry tripped on. It cracked him right between the eyes, effectively hammering the chisel right through his neck.” Edith told the story in a factual tone but expelled a heavy, calming breath when she’d finished.
“I’m so sorry.” I gently squeezed her upper arm, thinking that’s probably the limit to the affection she’d want.
“Oh, that’s awful,” Madame Zorina sobbed. She blew her nose loudly on her hankie and wiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “So terrible. Poor Porscha.”
“Oh, now it’s ‘Poor Porscha’?” I mumbled.
“Yes, well. When your number’s up, it’s up.” Edith resumed her composure as she watched Madame Zorina sob into her hankie. When she showed no signs of stopping, Edith patted her arm. “There, there, dear. There’s no need for tears.”
“I’m going to the police with this.” Madame Zorina sniffed, looking quite the fearsome figure despite her dishevelled appearance. 
“I would appreciate that. Thank you.” Edith inclined her head politely but I had the impression that she was already dealing out Ollie Oaks’ punishment in her own special way. “Now, let’s get you home.”
Edith placed a hand on Madame Zorina’s shoulder. The psychic paled at the thought of the return journey, and both of them disappeared.
I tunnelled back to the bureau and handed my completed assignment sheet in with a couple of minutes to spare before the deadline. I wasn’t exactly sure what happened if you overshot the deadline, but Alex hated me so much I didn’t want to contemplate it. I was tempted to hang around the locker room or take an extremely long shower or something, anything to put off going home, but I decided against it. Showering in public was nearly as bad as going home.
I made it all the way to my room without being accosted by anyone. No movie night, no awkward questions from Oz, I could just have a long soak in my private bathroom and sit around doing nothing until bedtime. I slipped out of my jumpsuit and wrapped myself in a towel. I didn’t have music or a book; I’d have to add those things to my ever-growing list of demands that Oz didn’t seem to be procuring for me. Just being on my own for a few hours would be enough. 
“I’m in here!” Clem shouted as I pushed my bathroom door open.
“I can see that,” I snapped, watching him trying to cover his modesty with a clump of bubbles I personally thought was excessive. “The question is why?”
“Felt like it.” He pointed around the bathroom, his pale blue shower cap scrunching as he turned his head. “It’s nicer than mine.”
There was nothing I could say. I closed the door on him, changed back into my jumpsuit and headed back down to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. I flopped into a deckchair on the patio and exhaled in the solitary peace. Seconds later Oz tunnelled in the middle of the garden. 
“Everything okay?” he asked as he strolled toward the house.
“I’m telling you now,” I said, looking over the rim of my mug at him, “I’m not going to make it ten years like this.”
He patted my shoulder as he walked past. “Everyone feels like that for the first few years.”
Ten minutes later, Petal and Pam came out into the garden talking about all the plants that had petals that Petal could possibly be named and after. They asked me to weigh in on certain suggestions. I gave the briefest possible answers I could. They didn’t even have the good manners to let me plan their murders in peace.
 
∞
 
“Do I have a tale for you?” Sabrina sat down beside me on the bench in the canteen the next morning with her mug of practically black coffee and slice of honey-covered toast.
“I hope so, because I’ve got one for you,” I said, before stirring a little more sugar into my tea. “So what happened?”
“You can’t say that to me then expect me to tell you mine first.” Sabrina looked appalled. “I was interrogated yesterday. Have a heart.”
I rolled my eyes at her dramatics but relayed the events of the previous evening to her.
“Huh. After all that, he was killed by a loose pool tile.” Sabrina shook her head in disbelief. “You couldn’t make that stuff up.”
“Your turn,” I prodded, sipping my rapidly cooling tea and checking the big wall clock for the time. I didn’t want to be late starting my assignments, especially if Alex was handing out the sheets. If I sneezed at the wrong time he’d probably report me.
“Well, Officer Leonard questioned me, very politely I might add, for over half an hour about the filing incident, occasionally slipping in remarks or questions that linked to the murders, but nothing I couldn’t spot and avoid.” Sabrina sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “I don’t think he knows that much about the murders. It felt like he was trying to imply he knew more than he did and for me to confirm his suspicions. Which I didn’t, of course.”
“Well, that’s great, but as exciting tales go it’s a bit of an anti-climax.” I slapped the table. “Think mine’s the winner.”
“Oh, that’s not the tale.” Sabrina shook her head, a flicker of excitement lighting up her eyes. “Because the GBs filed the forms first, they got to interview anyone they wanted before the police could question us all about the filing irregularities. As there were so many of us, they kept us in the police canteen, so once the GBs were done with me I was dumped back there.”
I waited for her to elaborate. She didn’t. “I’m assuming there’s a point in there somewhere?” 
“Yes, Miss Impatience.” Sabrina tapped the back of my hand lightly with her spoon. “Because they had nowhere else to put us I got to see who else they wanted to talk to.”
She was as bad as Edith. “Who else did they want to talk to?”
Sabrina smiled smugly and sipped her coffee. “No one.”
It took me a few seconds to process that her answer didn’t correspond with her expression. “Soooooooo, you’re pleased because we’re the only suspects in a triple homicide?” I nodded. “Yes. I can see why you’re so happy about that.”
“You’re missing the point,” she snipped primly over the lip of her coffee cup.
“Oh, so there is one?”
“Because I was the only one questioned by the GBs,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard me, “I was able to spread disinformation amongst the rest of the department. About what the GBs knew, their suspects, ways and means to catch them, etcetera. If my devious plan has worked, when we stake out Fenton’s place tonight, we should have our killer.”
I had numerous reservations about this plan, least of all waiting in a dead man’s house for his killer to show up. “What kind of disinformation did you spread?” 
“Oh, that the GBs were drowning in suspects for Fenton’s murder, what with him being a GB informant and all, but they needed to find his notebook for proof before they could make any arrests.” 
“The notebook that I have?” I whispered, though no one was sitting anywhere near us.
“Yes.” She nodded once and nibbled at her toast, washing the smallest bit down with a large slurp of coffee.
“Which the killer will assume is at his house because it wasn’t with his body? But won’t the police and GBs have searched the house already? Won’t that suggest to the killer that it’s not there either?”
“If that notebook implicated you, wouldn’t you take the chance to search his house?” Sabrina asked. “Just in case.” 
“Yeah.” I said after a moment’s thought. “I probably would.” 
“See.” Sabrina nodded, grinning happily. “They’ll come right to us.”
“And we want the someone who’s killed three people to come to us? We’re thinking this is a good plan?”
“Yes.” Sabrina pursed her lips at me. “It’s not like we’ll be greeting them at the front door and offering them tea and scones while they look.” 
“So.” I adjusted my ponytail. I was already getting a headache and I was hoping it was only from a too tight bobble. “When they come in to toss the joint for this notebook, we’ll be …?”
“Hiding.” Sabrina sipped her coffee contentedly, confident in her plan.
“Okay. Then what?”
“Then what, what?” she frowned. “Then we’ll know who the killer is.”
“And then? What do we do with that knowledge?” I rested my tea on the saucer. “I don’t fancy explaining to Officer Leonard how we came across the information.”
Sabrina smiled as if she’d been waiting for me to get to that point. “We tell David.” 
“Who’s David?” Pete sat down and immediately began tucking into his massive cooked breakfast. Watching him eat always gave me indigestion, though it did confirm that we couldn’t alter our weight, for good or bad. At least I was pretty sure it did. Unless he exercised. A lot. I’d have to ask Edith, she’d tell me the truth.
“As in David and Goliath.” Sabrina stared at Pete’s breakfast. “How do you survive on such small portions? You should go back for seconds or you might starve.”
Pete grinned between bites. “I knew you cared.” 
“Ladies.” Charlie sat down next to Pete. “I see you escaped the clutches of the GBs, Sabrina.”
“Oh, yeah.” Pete nodded as if he’d forgotten. “What’d they want with you?”
Sabrina gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Nothing. Just wondered if I knew anything about the murders and if it was connected to the filing mix-up.”
“What did you tell them?” Pete asked far too casually.
“The truth.” Sabrina sipped her coffee.
“Which is?” he asked pointedly, motioning with his fork for her to expand.
She gave him a happy shake of her head, her small ponytail swaying with the movement. “That I didn’t know anything about either.” 
He snorted in disbelief. “And they were happy with that?”
“Well it’s the truth, so their happiness is really immaterial.” Sabrina took a small bite of her toast. “Besides, they already have their suspects, they were just after confirmation.”
“Why do they need confirmation?” Charlie asked, showing none of his usual reluctance.
“They haven’t found Fenton’s notebook.” Sabrina delivered the titbit with the indifference of a pro. “It wasn’t on the body and they searched his house but didn’t find it. Without it, they only have suspects without evidence.”
“What does Fenton have to do with this?” Charlie looked between Sabrina and me. “And why is his notebook important?”
“He was a snitch.” Sabrina spoke over the rim of her coffee cup with a casual air that I didn’t possess even when I was actually causal. “All of the evidence is in his notebook.”
“So the GBs have his place under surveillance to catch anyone that shows up looking for it?” Pete loaded his fork with more food than I was sure he could fit in his mouth. “And whoever turns up looking for it is the killer? Lame-ass plan, if you ask me.”
I nearly choked on my tea but Sabrina just shook her head. “Nope.”
Charlie’s brow wrinkled as he looked between Sabrina and Pete “But you just said …”
“They’re certain it’s not there.” Sabrina took another bite of her toast. If we hadn’t just discussed it she’d have had me fooled as well. “So they’re leaking a rumour that Fenton’s hidden it somewhere, I think it was a bar – I can’t remember the name – and then wait and see who shows up.”
“Smart, I guess.” Charlie nodded.
Sabrina took another sip of her coffee. “Hmm.” 
“You don’t think so?” Pete asked.
“Something that important?” Sabrina shook her head. “Fenton had to have hidden it at his house or kept it with him all the time. That’s what I’d have done.”
“What do you think?” Charlie asked me since I’d been maintaining a careful silence throughout the conversation, partly not to incriminate myself since I still had Fenton’s notebook but also not to get in the way of the trap Sabrina was setting for them. Guess she really didn’t trust Pete.
“I didn’t know him that well but he could be pretty paranoid at times.” 
“And how exactly do you know all this?” Pete narrowed his eyes at Sabrina, who stood up, collected my empty plate and stacked it on hers.
“I used to be a private investigator.” She winked at Pete. “Guard your secrets.”
I followed her to the kitchen hatch to dispose of my empty cup. Neither of us looked back.
“You think they bought it?” she asked, pointing to a belt loop on her jumpsuit so it would look like we were talking about something else completely.
“I think so.” I nodded and gestured to the same thing on mine. “You really think they’re involved in the murders?”
“I don’t know.” She pulled on my belt loop. “But I find them suspicious as hell.” 
We walked out of the canteen without a backward glance. “I’m pretty sure they’re saying the exact same thing about us right now.”
 
∞
 
My morning assignments had been relatively easy. I’d already decided to complete them as directed for the moment – until I was in a position where I could investigate exactly where the lists came from before they ended up in Sabrina's department and who compiled them – though it didn’t stop me from pausing after each one and speculating on the consequences. 
“Already got you a sandwich.” I handed Sabrina a tuna salad baguette when she walked into the canteen at lunch. I couldn’t take a repeat of her inability to choose a filling again and it was wise not to get on the wrong side of people who served you food.
Sabrina peered at the filling through the plastic wrapper. “What is it?” 
“Tasty.” I guided her out of the canteen and to the departures room so she couldn’t try to swap it and tunnelled us to the theatre.
Jeremy’s eyes watched us from the poster advertising his show at the side of the theatre entrance.
“Tonight is his last show here,” I said, reading the dates at the bottom of the poster before turning my back on him. I knew it was a two-dimensional image with no conscious thought but it still creeped me out. I looked out over the bustling square full of people rushing around on their lunch breaks. All the haste seemed a little futile from my dead viewpoint.
“Good riddance, I say.” Sabrina hovered in front of the poster and tilted her head to the side as if evaluating his face. After a quick check around, she drew an evil villain’s moustache on the poster.
“You feel better now?” I asked and she nodded happily, putting her pen away.
Sabrina turned to survey the crowded square and frowned. “I reckon he must do this in other cities.”
“His show?”
Sabrina rolled her eyes at me. “His scam. He must have the goods on a lot of us.”
“Wouldn’t he just use the same person? It would be much easier for him than having a range of different agreements with a harem of ghosts.”
“They wouldn’t have access to records of ghosts from other cities,” Sabrina said and turned her back on the square. She cupped her hands around her eyes and pressed her face up against the glass doors of the theatre, peering inside.
“I thought our bureau covered the whole country?” 
Sabrina barked out a sharp laugh and stepped back from the glass. “Do you know how many files that is? How much space that would take up?”
I raised my eyebrows. “A lot?”
“Yeah.” Sabrina nodded, hands on her hips and tuna baguette sticking out of her jumpsuit pocket. “Every area has their own bureau, but there’s a central hub up in Edinburgh.” She pointed through the doors of the theatre. “So where do you think he keeps the audience lists? His dressing room?” 
“How do we know he even has an audience list?” I asked. “Would he not just use an online or phone booking system?”
“Yeah, probably, but he’d still need to have a list of people coming to the show to give to his ghost contact so she can find out stuff. He wouldn’t just want to give her a handful of names in case she couldn’t find anything on them, would he?”
“I suppose not.”
“Let’s go investigate.” Sabrina wiggled her eyebrows at me and tunnelled us both into the foyer. 
We made our way down the now far too familiar dingy corridor and paused outside the dressing room to listen.
“You hear anything?” Sabrina mouthed. I shook my head. 
Gently Sabrina turned the handle and cracked the door open. “No one in here.” She strode into the room and checked behind the dressing screen. “Since he can see you, I’ll be lookout while you snoop?”
I saluted her as she backed out of the room to hover in the hallway. She left the door ajar so she could dive back in to warn me if necessary.
I didn’t even need to check around the room. An open briefcase was sitting halfway down the counter in front of the mirrors.
“Surely it can’t be this easy?” I rifled through the papers inside and snorted in disgust. An official document that looked like a contract was lying on top, but underneath was nothing but a stack of reviews of his show from local newspapers. Mostly good, but the few bad ones had specific passages underlined with notes scrawled at the side on how to improve on those areas. Give the man credit for taking criticism constructively.
There was nowhere else to look, really. I rooted through the drawers beneath the dressing tables, through the discarded magicians’ boxes, behind the mirrors. I was about to start peeling back the corners of the carpet when Sabrina darted in and closed the door softly behind her.
“Anything?” she asked while ushering me behind the dressing screen.
“Nada.” 
“He’s coming back. Let’s watch him for a few minutes. He might give us a clue where to look.”
We positioned ourselves so we could watch through the gaps at the fold in the dressing screen and waited. Jeremy strolled in smiling to himself and reading the local paper.
“… his show is the best mixture of sophisticated production and intimate, personal delivery. Caring and honest, he connects with the bereaved and gives them exactly what they need: a direct line to their loved ones who have passed. Undoubtedly the best medium of our time.”
Sabrina turned to me, her face twisted in disgust, and mimed a vomiting action. We heard Jeremy’s happy sigh and the creak of a chair as he sat. Footsteps approached from the corridor.
“Here you go, Jez.” The speaker was male and probably in his late teens by the sound of his voice.
“It’s Jeremy. Or preferably Mr Thomas Leith to you, you impudent whelp,” he snapped back. “And what’s this?”
“The audience lists for the Hull shows.”
There was a long pause. “And why are you giving me this?” 
“So you can google them and get all the information you need so you can fool people into thinking that you are ‘undoubtedly the best medium of our time’.” The boy affected a misty voice as he quoted the newspaper. He didn’t sound bitter, just disillusioned with Jeremy.
“Ah.” Jeremy mistook the boy’s insult for a compliment. “You read the review.” 
“Only wish I’d read it before my breakfast.” His voice followed the receding footsteps out into the corridor. “That way I wouldn’t have wasted my egg muffin.”
“Your mother would be ashamed!” Jeremy shouted from his chair.
“Only of you,” the boy’s distant voice called back.
There was a brief moment of silence in the dressing room before the door slammed with a sharp bang.
“‘Only of you’,” Jeremy mimicked as he lifted all the paper cuttings out of his briefcase. After loosening the false bottom, he removed several sheets of paper and placed the new audience list inside. 
“I thought you searched that?” Sabrina mouthed.
“I did,” I mouthed back. A false bottom. What was this? Mission Impossible?
Sabrina shook her head and rolled her eyes at me. “They must be the audience lists for here,”
“Well, go and get them then.” I shooed her from behind the dressing screen.
Hesitantly, she stepped toward him, making sure to maintain at least an arm’s length distance so he didn’t accidentally walk or gesture into her as she moved around him, and headed for the door. She didn’t open it but knocked loudly on the inside.
“Come in.” Jeremy quickly slid the old audience list underneath his open briefcase.
Sabrina knocked again.
“Come in,” Jeremy snapped, spinning in his chair to face the door.
Sabrina waited for several seconds then screwed up her fist and hammered on the door.
“For god’s sake.” Jeremy leapt up from his seat and covered the distance to the door in three angry strides.
Sabrina leapt out of the way just in time and deftly swiped the audience lists from under the briefcase while Jeremy was checking along the corridor. She made it back around behind the dresser and waved the papers in victory just as Jeremy closed the door.
“Sabrina, sweetheart?” Jeremy leaned against the closed door, his eyes cataloguing every inch of the room. “Is that you?”
Sabrina’s faced blanched. 
“You don’t need to tease me this way, darling. Just show yourself.” His eyes focused on the dressing screen. “I won’t bite.”
Jeremy began to walk toward us, all sleek predatory motions. In someone else it would’ve reminded me of a jungle cat, but with him it conjured images of a snake, coiled and ready to strike.
Sabrina stared at his approaching form through the crack in the fold of the dressing screen, her mouth hanging slightly ajar. I placed my hand on her shoulder and tunnelled us to a nearby park. 
She finally closed her mouth and turned to me, arms folded, still clutching the audience list. “I am not happy about this.” 
 





Chapter Sixteen
 
“There’s another one there.” Sabrina circled a fourth name on the list with her red biro.
We’d settled down by a small pond in the park, making the most of the sunshine and the last of our lunch hour as we trolled through the audience list. It was pleasant to be out relaxing in the midday warmth and we’d decided it was best that neither Charlie nor Pete knew about the list. 
“How do you know for sure all these people’s dead relatives’ files were checked?” I watched her flip the page and circle another name.
“I can read backward,” Sabrina said, taking a bite of her baguette while circling yet another name.
“Yeah?” I watched a young girl throw the ball for a small tan puppy of indeterminable species. “I can juggle.” 
Sabrina looked up from her list after a moment, her face wrinkled in confusion. “What?” 
I tore my eyes from the puppy, who’d decided to dig up the flowerbeds rather than chase the ball. “I thought we were listing random useless talents.”
“When the police interviewed me they had a list of the people whose files had been illegally accessed,” she explained, but my blank expression must have told her I still didn’t see the connection. “The detective was standing with his back to the mirror. I could see the reflection of the list in the mirror. I can read backward.”
“Ah, okay.” I gestured to the sheet dotted with sporadic circles. “So how can they tell the files were illegally accessed?” 
“They came across it in the audit. Whoever accessed them signed them in and out.”
I started at Sabrina. “What?”
She nodded. “I know.”
“They didn’t sign them in and out with their own name, right?” That was just a step too far up the stupidity scale. 
“No, they used someone else’s name.”
“How do you know it wasn’t their name?”
“Because they used the name Elizabeth Windsor.”
“Elizabe—as in the queen?”
Sabrina raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Although I don’t understand why they signed them out in the first place.”
“Don’t you have to? Didn’t you have to sign out Barry’s file?”
Sabrina shook her head. “You’re supposed to. There’s a log sheet on the front of every folder. But I just find the file I want, take it to my desk to read and then put it back in the right place. Nobody notices.”
“So why didn’t they do that?”
Sabrina shook her head again. “I’ve no idea. Maybe they thought someone was watching them so tried to make it look like they were doing what they were supposed to. Funny thing is, if they hadn’t signed the file the audit wouldn’t have picked up any irregularities.”
“So … the security process to keep all these oh-so-detailed files protected is basically an honour system?”
“Yeah, basically.”
“Huh.” I watched the tan puppy chase his tail until he got so dizzy he fell over. I kinda felt my life, or afterlife, was going in a similar direction.
Sabrina folded the audience list and stuffed it into her pocket so she could concentrate on her lunch. “Now to go about finding this snooper.”
“We could still go with the eavesdropping plan at lunch tomorrow.”
“For sure,” Sabrina agreed. “That’s if this snooper doesn’t turn up at Fenton’s place tonight. You okay with your job now, consequences wise?”
“Actually, I’m glad you mentioned that. Who in your department makes up the assignment lists?”
“There’s a team who deals with it. But they only get a list of assignments and then break that list down into smaller lists and allocate them to the different facilitators. They have no raw information to help them create the assignments. I already asked.” 
“So who do they get the bigger list from?”
“Comes by special messenger from the Edinburgh office,” Sabrina said and smiled indulgently at me. “Let’s get this death shroud off your back first before we start looking into that.”
A man dressed in a bright red jumpsuit appeared directly in front of us with no warning. He startled me so badly I spilled my drink, soaking my lap in water.
He grinned. “I have that effect on most women.” 
I doubted that. He was shorter than I was and a little chubby with badly bleached shoulder length hair. It’d clearly been a DIY job because it had that awful brassy tinge, and he was still at the awkward stage of adolescence where spots had taken over his face. I knew there was never a good time to die but that just seemed unnecessarily cruel.
He looked between us. “Sabrina Shaw?” 
Sabrina stared blankly back at him. “Who?”
“Yeah, Sabrina Shaw.” He checked his clipboard. “Which one of you two is it?”
“Never heard of her.” Sabrina shook her head and looked at me. “Have you?”
“Sorry.” I had no clue why Sabrina was pretending but figured she had her reasons. 
“Look. Stop playing around, all right? I know it’s one of you.” He gestured to each of us in turn with the corner of his clipboard. “So which one is it?”
“How do you know it’s one of us?” I asked, still trying ineffectually to dab the water from my lap with a soggy tissue. There was something surreal about being told off by a child.
“I just do,” he snapped. “Now, one of you own up.” 
“Looks like there’s a glitch with your thingamabob.” Sabrina pointed in his general torso area. “When was the last time you had it checked?” 
His eyes flicked to me then back to Sabrina. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“That’s right, stick to protocol,” Sabrina said, nodding sagely. “I’d still get it checked, though.”
“So, neither of you is Sabrina Shaw?” he asked again a lot more uncertain than the first time.
“Have you got the older version?” Sabrina asked, nodding to his middle again. “I know a few tricks that could help you fix it.”
He peered into the left breast pocket of his jumpsuit at something. “I don’t know.” 
“Okay, well what does it track on?” Sabrina asked patiently.
“I don’t know, I just get the location.” He pulled the device out a little way while looking around to check if there were any other female ghosts that might be his intended recipient. It looked a lot like a small Walkman.
“Wait.” Sabrina frowned. “Who was it you wanted?” 
He checked his clipboard again. “Sabrina Shaw.”
“I’ve had such a nightmare morning.” Sabrina shook her head. “I’m sorry, that’s me.”
The boy took a small step back. “Thought you said you’d never heard of her.”
“Shaw was my ex-husband’s name. I never took it, though, so I don’t know why I’d be registered here as that. And everyone just calls me Bessie.”
The boy narrowed his eyes at Sabrina but handed over the letter anyway and disappeared.
I glanced from the letter back to Sabrina. “What was that—”
The post boy popped up in front of me and thrust a letter at me. “Bridget Sway?” I looked from the letter back to the boy, having no clue what was going on. “Don’t mess me about, lady, just take it.”
I took the letter and stared at Sabrina, feeling as if I’d missed a huge chunk of conversation that would’ve explained what had just happened.
“It’s from Debbie on behalf of Eleanor. GA meetings resume tonight at Elderfield Hospital.” Sabrina glanced up from the letter to find me staring at her. “Which one was Debbie again? And why can’t Eleanor send out her own notifications?” Sabrina folded the letter and shoved it into her pocket. Realising I wasn’t answering, she turned to look at me. “What?”
“Don’t ‘what’ me.” I gestured to the place where the post boy had been standing. “What was all that about?” 
“I was curious as to how they can find us to deliver letters. And how the GBs always manage to pop up at just the right time yet Barry’s mum has been able to avoid them for so long.” Sabrina folded the letter and stuffed it in another pocket. “I think our locations get sent to the device he had. But that still doesn’t explain how the person that sends our locations to him knows where we are.”
I shrugged, opening my letter to find it was the same as Sabrina’s. “I just assumed they’d use psychics.” 
Sabrina paused. “That’s brilliant. If they can communicate with the dead when they’re alive, tracking people down without the whole alive barrier thing should be no problem for them. I bet that’s how they do it. Now all we need is to confirm it and find a way to block them.”
“Well, as I currently still have my shroud of death,” I said and checked over my shoulder despite still not being able to see it. “I’m quite happy to be visible to anyone who’s likely to come rushing to my aid. Even GBs.”
 
∞
 
Sabrina was waiting for me outside the derelict Edwardian monstrosity that was Elderfield Hospital, our new temporary GA meeting place. 
“Please tell me Debbie got the address wrong?”

“Nope, this is it.” I squeezed through the gap in the broken, wrought-iron fencing that surrounded the run-down building. “We used to play dare here when I was little. And when I was older we used to play something else.” 
“There are so many beautiful places in this town, and this?” Sabrina pointed to the wreck of a building in front of us, still on the other side of the fence. “This is where you chose to get frisky?” 
“It was the only place you knew you wouldn’t get caught.” I held the loose railing to the side so Sabrina could squeeze through. “And no one really got all that frisky. We really just used to come here to tell ghost stories.”
Sabrina’s eyes travelled over the front of the building, her mouth turning down at the corners in response. “How apt.”
“The main one was about—”
Sabrina cut me off with a wave of her hand. “A nurse who dies in tragic and horrific circumstances?”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “Have you heard the story?”
Sabrina gestured to the building. “It’s a hospital. It was either a nurse who’s murdered or a doctor who mutilates people.”
“I’ve heard both. And many more.”
All the three floors of windows had long ago lost their glass panes and were now boarded up with sheets of plywood weathered by the passing of numerous seasons. The turrets at either end of the building reminded me of tent poles, and their support was most likely the only reason the centre of the structure wasn’t sagging. The red brickwork was stained black in parts and thick ropes of ivy weaved in and out of any cracks it could find like a nosey snake.
“Come on inside, you two.” Eleanor waved at us from the doorway. “Always the stragglers.”
“Is it safe?” Sabrina eyed the building unhappily. “It looks like it should’ve been condemned.”
“Nothing a good lick of paint wouldn’t fix,” Eleanor called brightly from the vestibule. 
“Yes, a coat of paint will definitely fix the imminent ceiling collapse,” Sabrina mumbled to me and nodded to the right of the roof. “Or the rotten support beams.”
“This is only for this evening, ladies.” Eleanor ushered us from the entrance hall into the first room on the right. “Merely a temporary measure so none of you get too behind in your acclimatisation studies.” 
Only thin shafts of sunlight from around the boards on the windows and a large oblong of light from the open front door penetrated the gloomy interior. Thankfully the space was empty of any rotting furniture for me to trip over. 
The majority of our group was standing huddled together in the middle of the room like they expected something awful to come leaping out at them at any second.
“Ghosts scared of ghosts,” Sabrina whispered with an amused shake of her head. “What else do they think is in here?”
“Ah, okay. I think that’s everyone,” Eleanor announced after completing a quick head count. “Now, I know this isn’t the most ideal of settings,” Eleanor said and several people murmured in agreement. “But I’ve been promised more appropriate accommodation for tomorrow so let’s just make the best of it for tonight, okay?” Eleanor paused and most people nodded, albeit half-heartedly. “Now, partners aren’t necessary for this activity but feel free to buddy up and offer advice to each other.”
“Are we doing the hand through the wall thing again?” Sabrina asked, which seemed to genuinely please Eleanor.
“Yes, Sabrina, yes we are continuing with misting.” Eleanor gave Sabrina a wide smile as a reward, which Sabrina shrank back from. “Does everyone remember what I said?”
“Imagine your hand travelling through the wall?” a female voice from the middle of the huddle offered.
“Exactly, Charlene.” Eleanor wafted her arms out. “Now spread out and give it a try.”
A tall, pale man with ginger hair and dressed in a red jumpsuit appeared a few feet behind Eleanor, eliciting a choked scream from Debbie. Or maybe it was Alison. I still wasn’t clear on which was which. Hearing the scream and seeing everyone’s attention behind her, Eleanor whipped around.
“Oh.” She sighed with relief, her hand over her heart. “Ed.”
“You okay, Ellie?” Ed asked with a smile of concern. “You look a little startled.” 
“I’m fine.” She shook her head with a smile and took the letter. She opened it and quickly read it.
“Not surprised you’re a little jumpy in this place.” Ed looked around. “Gives me the creeps. Do you want me to wait for your reply?”
“No, but thank you.” Eleanor folded the letter back inside the envelope. “I’ll have to go in person.”
“Take it easy.” He smiled and disappeared.
“Everyone?” Eleanor called, turning back to us and unexpectedly finding everyone already watching her. “Ah, I have to leave for a few minutes. It shouldn’t take too long. I’d like you all to keep practising until I get back.” And then she disappeared. 
The silence in the room held in Eleanor’s wake. No one could quite believe she’d left us to our own devices.
“What did he mean he wasn’t surprised she was a little jumpy?” asked one of the younger women, her arms wrapped around her torso as though she was giving herself a hug.
“Tell me you know the stories?” Warren pleaded, moving into the centre of the room.
Sabrina watched him unimpressed. “Doctor or nurse?” she whispered to me.
“I’m going with the doctor,” I whispered back with a roll of my eyes before addressing the rest of the group. “I think we should all keep practising. Eleanor will be back in a few minutes and this is going to be on the assessment.”
“I never took you for a party pooper, Red,” Warren mocked.
“Do any of you even know when this assessment is?” Sabrina backed me up, distracting everyone’s attention from Warren.
“She’s not given us a definite time yet,” offered an older man whose name I couldn’t remember.
“You grew up here, right, Red?” Warren persisted. “So you must know the stories?”
“Yes, I do, but oddly I don’t think that telling ghosts stories to ghosts is a massively productive use of everyone’s time.”
“Well, now, hold on there,” said Martin, the guy whose shoulder had protruded through Sabrina’s torso when we’d first been learning to tunnel. “You don’t speak for all of us. I’d like to know.”
“Of course you would.” Sabrina gave him a tight smile that looked more like a grimace.
“Excellent.” Warren rubbed his hands together in ghostly glee and lowered his voice. “The story starts on a summer evening just like this, back when this was a women’s hospital. One of the nurses on the ward was heavily pregnant. She went into labour one night and gave birth to a healthy baby boy. The lady in the bed next to her also gave birth on the same night, but she wasn’t as lucky. Her baby boy was stillborn.” He paused for effect and several people gasped in sympathy for the fictitious woman. 
“Damn it,” I whispered. Sabrina coughed to hide her laugh. “Fifty-fifty chance and I still guess wrong.”
“But this lady was rich,” the goth boy continued, oblivious to us. “Her husband threatened to have the hospital closed, have the doctors stricken off for incompetence. What could they do?” He paused again, looking around at his audience to gauge their reactions. “They needed their jobs. The town needed a hospital. The board decided the easiest way to placate them would be to give them a healthy baby. The nurse’s baby. She was unmarried and with no family to speak of, so the board decided she had no hope of raising the child alone and giving her son away would be a kindness.” 
“No,” someone at the back of the group gasped.
“They stole him from her arms and she slit her own throat in the hospital nursery less than an hour later. But her tormented soul has never left. People have seen her walking these very halls.” The goth boy gestured behind him. “They’ve heard her calling for Percy, her stolen little boy.”
“Oh, that’s a dreadful tale,” someone whispered on the other side of the room.
“It gets worse.” Warren smiled smugly, clearly enjoying himself. “To try to minimise her shame of having her baby stolen, she tracks down any who’ve heard the story and torments them until they slit their own throat.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Martin snapped. “How can she torment people into that?”
“Right,” Sabrina mumbled. “That’s the ridiculous part of that story. Wasn’t even scary.” 
“A few well-placed comments, Martin, that’s all it takes.” Warren mimed testing a sharp blade on his finger then slicing his throat, letting his head droop forward.
“Actually, that’s not accurate.” I’d heard that story and a trillion more about the hospital when I’d been growing up and all were way spookier than his. Not that I was about to retell any of them.
“Course it is,” he snapped, ending his mime.
“No, I meant the nurse doesn’t come for those who’ve heard the story.” I paused for dramatic effect, just like he had. “She comes for those who’ve told it.”
“No she doesn’t,” he scoffed.
“Yeah. She does.” I nodded and pointed at him. “Because you’re spreading her shame.”
Warren hesitated. “Look, Red, just because—”
“Shhh!” Martin stepped into the middle of the room. “Can you hear that?”
“What?” Warren pouted at him, blatantly unimpressed Martin was trying to steal his limelight.
Martin tilted his head and everyone listened. “It’s like a hissing.” 
After a long moment I heard it. Like air escaping slowly from a balloon. When it came again, loudly and more insistent, Martin moved out into the hallway to check around. He made a quick investigation of the room opposite and came back to the hallway where everyone had gathered in a tight group. Even Sabrina and I had joined them.
“It’s calling for Percy,” someone whispered.
“Don’t be stupid,” Martin snapped. “The boy was just telling stories.”
“Peeerrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr …” The hoarse whisper echoed off the walls, still faint but clear. “… ccccccccccccccy …”
Doors slammed somewhere upstairs, making everyone jump. Suddenly, and despite knowing the story was most likely utter rubbish, the hospital seemed a lot darker, the shadows thicker.
“It was just the wind,” Martin assured everyone. “That’s all.” 
“Sure it was,” Warren snipped.
“This isn’t for real, right?” Sabrina whispered to me, and I shook my head with a roll of my eyes. “Oh my god!” Sabrina cried. “I just saw someone walk across that room.” She pointed to the room adjacent to the one we’d been in, the one Martin had checked, and everyone’s heads automatically swivelled in response. 
I raised an eyebrow at Sabrina and she gave me a one-shouldered shrug with a grin while no one else was looking.
“There’s no one there,” Martin announced, taking a step toward the room and tentatively peering through the doorway, though he didn’t go in this time.
The hissing came again, louder and from the room we’d all just left. “Peeerrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrccccccccccccccccccy …” 
“Okay. Time to go,” the older gentleman who told us there was no assessment date announced in a slightly shaky voice. 
As everyone turned to the front doors they slammed shut, locking us in the darkness. 
“Was that the wind too?” Warren shrieked at Martin, pointing frantically at the doors.
Someone screamed. “A nurse!” 
“She’s in that room.” Another woman whose name I didn’t know was jabbing a shaky finger at the room we’d just left. “She’s in there.” 
Movement caught the corner of my eye. A woman dressed in a nurse uniform stood in front of Warren.
“Percy?” It came out as a hoarse whisper. 
She reached out as if to stroke his cheek, but as she did her body started decaying. Her skin greyed, wrinkled and hung off her arms while the weight of it pulled her cheeks down, making her eyeballs look like they were about to fall out. Her black hair, pulled back neatly under her nurse’s hat, thinned so badly you could see the sores on her scalp. Her ridged brown nails grew while still reaching for Warren. Everyone screamed. They tripped over each other in a mad scramble to get to the front door. Someone managed to jerk it open and, still screaming, they ran into the summer evening.
“Was that fun for you?” I asked Edith as she morphed back into a stylish black skirt suit accessorised with a string of pearls and adjusted her chignon.
She smiled. “I was teaching them a valuable lesson, dear.” 
“I’ll just go and make sure they’re all okay.” David excused himself pointedly from the company of a wanted felon.
“And that lesson was?” I asked. 
“Don’t mock your compatriots.”
“The story was true?” Sabrina asked wide-eyed.
“Well, his name was Jack, and Charlotte gave him up voluntarily to one of the doctors and his wife who couldn’t have children.” Edith peered out of the front door behind us.
“She slit her throat?” I asked.
Edith shook her head. “Died of old age.”
“So that would be a no, then.” Sabrina surmised. “And as entertaining as that was, what are you doing here?”
“Well, dear, it occurred to me that you could use some help with your investigation. What with Bridget’s afterlife being on the line – and I have some time to spare.” She adjusted her suit jacket again. “So, do you need my help?”
“We’d be glad to have you.” Sabrina smiled welcomingly and the slight tension bled out of Edith’s shoulders. “We just need to finish up our GA meeting and then we’re going to stake out Fenton’s place.”
“Meet you around the back when you’re done.” She nodded and disappeared.
“Why am I not surprised you two are in the thick of this?” Eleanor stood in the doorway, hands on her hips and frown on her face.
 





Chapter Seventeen
 
“If it’s any consolation, dears,” said Edith, perched on the low wall that encircled a small patio area at the back of the hospital. “I thought she was unnecessarily hard on you both.” 
Her knees were pressed together, feet crossed at the ankles, hands folded in her lap. She was the image of propriety. We dodged the caterpillar-covered weeds that jutted up from between each paving slab as we made our way over to her. Someone had piled up several rusted tables and chairs in the corner against the back wall of the hospital. Just looking at them had me itching for a tetanus shot. 
“There’s a little bit of a history there.” Sabrina shimmied between two waist high weeds so not to disturb the black-and-orange stripped caterpillars and sat down on the cleanest piece of wall near Edith.
“I can imagine.” The corners of Edith’s lips kicked up. “So, what’s the plan?”
Sabrina briefly outlined the new development with Jeremy, the audience list and the trap she’d laid for anyone involved in Fenton’s death. 
Edith nodded in approval. “Whoever is stealing this information must be someone who knows enough about your friendship to make the connection that Bridget would enlist your help.” Edith tapped her chin with her forefinger thoughtfully. “And what exactly are we expecting to gain from tonight?”
“A shorter list of suspects, for one thing,” I offered, luxuriating in the warmth of the evening sun and letting the telling off from Eleanor drift away as I looked out over the patio. 
The hospital garden, though dramatically overgrown, was still beautiful. It was maybe twice the size of the garden at my new home and boasted three weeping willows, the Scarborough tree of choice. Birds called different greetings to each other from the trees while butterflies chased each other around the tall purple wild flowers below.
“Who does it consist of at the moment?” Edith held her hands up as if she was going to count the suspects off on her fingers.
Sabrina and I shrugged and spoke in unison. “Everybody.”
Edith dropped her hands back to her lap. “Ah.”
Sabrina stood, brushing the seat of her jumpsuit. “And we need to get a move on. I made it clear that the GBs would be observing everywhere Fenton related only in work and mandatory meeting time. Outside of that I said they’d be pulling personnel to focus on the bar so no one would scope out his place before we got there. You ready?”
“Are you going to attempt tunnelling all three of us, dear?” Edith sidestepped a line of weeds and dusted down the back of her skirt.
“I was going to since I'm the only one who knows his address.” Sabrina shook out her fingers, trying to loosen the tension in her shoulders in preparation. 
“Let me, dear.” Edith patted Sabrina on the shoulder. “It can be hard work the first few times and I know most of the ghost housing facilities in this area.”
Looking relieved, Sabrina gave her the address and Edith tunnelled the three of us more smoothly than I could tunnel myself. We landed in the hallway outside Fenton’s apartment. Several generic paintings decorated the avocado walls, one between each door and each with its own spotlight. Somehow it wasn’t where I’d expected him living.
“Et voila.” Sabrina pushed the door open after less than a minute fiddling with her lock picks. We followed her inside and closed the door gently behind us.
After the brightness of the corridor the room felt shadowed. Shafts of light from the setting evening sun lit oblongs of gold on the floor from the two sash windows in the lounge area. I blinked, allowing my eyes to adjust. 
It was a studio apartment but Fenton had somehow made it cosy. The front door opened onto the lounge. In the centre, beneath the low coffee table, lay a thick navy rug. The two sofas had matching navy throws, and in the corner of the one sat a stack of battered paperbacks. French movie posters interspersed by the occasional watercolour decorated the pale walls. Again, not what I’d expected from Fenton.
To the left the kitchen looked clean and tidy, a little tight but liveable, and through the doorway to the right was the bedroom. We all separated and I poked my head around the bedroom door. There was a small bathroom that led off the middle of the right-hand wall and looked as clean as the kitchen. A tall chest of drawers nestled between two sash windows on the front wall and a matching wardrobe stood at the foot of the bed. The fading sunlight lit the bright red throw, making it a crimson splash against the white bedding. The bed was flush against the far wall, with more battered paperbacks stacked on his nightstand
Slippers lay ready and waiting at the foot of the bed. That tiny detail made me sad for Fenton’s death. I’d been thinking about it as if it were something that had happened to me, not him.
“I feel a little uncomfortable,” I whispered, turning back to the others and finding Edith merrily snooping through the drawers in his kitchen and Sabrina trying to pick the lock on the small writing desk beneath the window in the lounge.
“Why, dear?” Edith closed the drawer she was looking through and moved to the lounge and began checking behind pictures.
“Because he’s dead and we’re snooping through his things.” 
Sabrina stopped what she was doing and turned to face me. “That was the plan.”
I combed my fingers through my fringe. “I know.”
“What is it, dear?” Edith worked her way around the pictures in the lounge, checking behind each one in turn. “Glasses on the nightstand? An open book?” 
“Slippers by the bed.” 
Edith stopped and gave me a closed-mouth sigh. “The man’s dead. He’s not coming back. We can’t do anything about that, and our snooping won’t change it. What it hopefully will do is allow us to catch his killer and bring them to justice, so you go back in that room and don’t come out again until you’ve rooted through everything.” She shooed me away with a wave of her hand and went back to her own snooping.
Sabrina flashed me a grin and returned to her task. Considering myself told and somewhat reassured, I walked softly back into the bedroom and began carefully shuffling through his wardrobe, looking for anything unusual. Nothing. I sifted through his drawers, pulling my cuff over my hand so I could push his underwear to one side. Nothing. After the Jeremy debacle, I made sure to check every drawer and the back of the wardrobe for false panels too. Still nothing. 
I checked under each of the four corners of the mattress, beneath the pillows and through his nightstand. I even thought to flip through the pages of his paperbacks, all of which were Westerns. I was running out of places to check. 
Since we were all taking pains to be very quiet, I heard the lock click in the other room when Sabrina managed to open the drawer on the writing desk. I walked out into the lounge with a congratulations on my lips but they’d both vanished. I was about to call out when the handle on the front door twisted and the door was eased open with the slightest creak.
I darted back into the bedroom, looking for a place to hide. Wardrobe? Bathroom? Under the bed? Noticing a lone golf club resting in between the bed and nightstand, I grabbed it and as silently as possible dropped to the floor and shuffled underneath the bed on my back. Fenton might’ve been annoying but his housekeeping skills were immense because there was no dust under there at all. I always figured if you couldn’t see it, there was no point cleaning it. I was glad he’d had a different mantra.
“I’m telling you, it’s not here.” The familiar voice made my stomach sink.
“It can’t be anywhere else.” Despite lying on the floor, I felt my shoulders sag as I recognised his co-conspirator as well.
“Fine,” Pete snapped. “You check the bedroom, I’ll take the kitchen.”
Charlie entered the bedroom and headed straight for the wardrobe. The doors creaked lightly, followed by the rattling of the metal hangers as he checked the clothes.
He spoke low but his voice carried. “I think someone’s been here.” 
“I was about to say the same thing.” Pete’s voice came from the bedroom doorway but I hadn’t heard his footsteps at all. “Kitchen’s been rifled and all the pictures have been checked.”
“Well, we’re here now. Let’s just double check everything and get gone.”
Pete grumbled as he almost silently retreated back to the kitchen. The only noise I heard were his trouser legs whispering against each other as he moved. “What are we going to do about Bridget?” Pete’s voice floated through from the dining room.
“I don’t know,” Charlie said with a sigh. “I don’t know who I’m more concerned about, her or Sabrina.”
“This can’t be another Katie situation,” Pete said, his voice dropped lower.
“Who’s Katie?” I mouthed to the bed frame. It didn’t answer me.
“It won’t. We won’t let it get that far again. Besides, Oz has a good hold on Bridget. We just need to keep tabs on Sabrina.”
“Have you met the woman?” Pete snorted and paused. “I think it’s best we watch Bridget too.”
Charlie stopped moving hangers and walked to the doorway. “Why?”
“I think Oz is a little too close to maintain an objective assessment of the situation.”
“You think he’s not doing his job?” Charlie asked.
“No, I’m sure he’s doing his job. I just don’t think he’s all that objective when it comes to Bridget.”
“What makes you say that?”
“You’re kidding, right?” Pete’s voice came from the kitchen. “Look, let’s just be safe?” 
Charlie swore under his breath and came back into the bedroom. He knocked on a few different parts of the wardrobe, I assumed looking for false panels. I couldn’t help feeling a little smug that I’d already checked. Charlie closed the wardrobe doors, rooted through the drawers and finally moved to the nightstand, crouching so low to look in the cupboard I could see his thighs pressing on his calves. He closed the cupboard and shuffled the books on the nightstand. He backed up several steps to the bedroom door then stopped.
I could hear Pete moving things in the lounge, but there were no sounds from inside the bedroom at all. I held my breath. What was Charlie doing? Had he left? Just then the throw was slowly folded up from the bottom of the bed and the left corner of the mattress began to rise. There was nowhere I could go. He was going to see me. How was I going to explain what I was doing? How was he going to explain what he was doing? Golf club or not, there was no way this was going to end happily.
Abruptly, Charlie dropped the corner of the mattress and moved a few steps to the bedroom door. There was a metallic click then the faint creak of hinges.
“Who are you?” Edith snapped, the muted thump of the door closing behind her added emphasis to her demand. “And what are you doing in here?”
“The question is who are you?” Pete’s voice had the same menacing tinge as when he’d been threatening Fenton.
“No, dear, it’s not,” Edith replied calmly. “State your names and your business here. Immediately.”
“Certainly,” Pete said. “Right after you.”
“If that’s the way you want it, dear.” I smiled at her haughty tone. No way Pete was winning this one.
“What are you doing?” Pete asked.
“I’m calling the police,” she said as if it was the most obvious reaction.
“There’s no need for that.” Charlie stepped toward her. “I’m Simon, this is Derek. We were friends of Fenton.”
“Then I’m very sorry for your loss, Simon.” I couldn’t see, but I was pretty sure a reproachful stare was being aimed at Pete for his lack of manners. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re here.”
“We just wanted a keepsake.” Charlie had moved further away from the bedroom. “Something to remember him by.” 
“I suppose that would be okay,” Edith agreed slowly. “Choose something quickly, though, dear. I need to lock the door behind you boys.”
“Actually,” Charlie paused, “perhaps you could help us. We were hoping to find his notebook. He used to write anecdotes in there all the time.” 
“A notebook? I’m sorry, I don’t recall seeing one.”
“Thank you anyway.” Charlie’s light footsteps headed for the front door and it creaked open. “Come on, Derek.”
Pete didn’t say anything but I heard the whispering of his trousers as he slowly approached the door. Charlie thanked Edith again and their footsteps retreated out into the hall. Someone walked across the lounge floor and, by the sound of it, started puffing the couch pillows. I didn’t move. Edith knew where I was so surely she’d come and get me as soon as it was safe. 
Seconds ticked past. I was beginning to doubt it was Edith in the room. Maybe Pete had abducted her and left Charlie to search? Surely Sabrina would’ve made some noisy attempt to rescue her? And I very much doubted that Edith would be that easy to abduct.
I shuffled as covertly as I could to the far side of the bed, planning to get up out of the view of the door and sneak a look into the lounge. Still clutching my golf club, I was pushing myself to my feet when Sabrina’s face peered around the window frame from outside and shook her head, pointing to the lounge. 
“Did you forget something, dear?” Edith asked the empty apartment.
Quickly, quietly, I lay back down and shuffled back to my hiding place, trying not to think what the carpet friction was doing to the state of my hair.
“Think I lost my locker key in here,” Pete said from the doorway.
“You haven’t lost it in here.” Edith was shuffling books on the writing desk. “Retrace your steps from the last time you had it.”
“Will do. Sorry to have bothered you again.”
“It’s no trouble, dear.”
The door closed again. I waited. Edith pottered around in the kitchen. 
“It’s considered impolite to enter without knocking, dear,” Edith reprimanded someone.
“I’m sorry.” Pete sounded disappointed. “Could I leave my details with you in case you do find that key?”
“Of course.” 
Some paper rustled, then Pete thanked Edith again and closed the door. Seconds later the door opened and closed. The seconds ticked by. 
“They’ve gone this time,” Edith announced after checking the hallway.
“How did you know he’d come back?” I rolled from under the bed. I felt the need to dust myself off, despite there being little dirt on me, and try to smooth down my hair. “Twice?”
“That’s what I’d have done in his position.” Edith perched on the end of the bed as I opened the bedroom window so Sabrina could join the conversation. “Once I’d be expecting, but not twice.”
“Standard PI trick,” Sabrina agreed.
“Standard parenting trick,” Edith added.
“What were they talking about?” Sabrina sat cross-legged on the fire escape and I flopped onto the edge of the bed. “I heard our names but couldn’t quite work out what they were saying.”
I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what to say. I wasn’t even sure what I’d heard. 
“Come on, dear. If they were planning your murders, we need to know.”
“No.” I shook my head at Sabrina whose eyes were growing wider by the second. “No, they were saying they should keep an eye on us because of what happened to someone called Katie.”
“Who’s Katie?” Edith looked between us and Sabrina shook her head.
Sabrina pulled a small notebook from her pocket and began jotting notes. “Did they say anything that might help me find her?”
“No.” I shook my head and felt a strand of my hair flopping around. I took my hair down and redid my ponytail. “Just that they didn’t want a repeat of that situation.”
“Okay.” Sabrina nodded. “I’ll see what I can find.”
Before we could discuss it further the lock on the door rattled again. I hit the floor and rolled back under the bed. Edith managed to step out of the window and onto the fire escape with Sabrina. She closed the window just as the door opened. Could everyone in the afterlife pick locks? This was getting ridiculous.
Light footsteps crossed the lounge and the sounds of shuffling books and the rattling of locked drawers echoed around the apartment. Other noises of quiet searching from the kitchen drifted to me and I toyed with the idea of peering out from under the bed to see if I could recognise who it was. The minutes dragged as whoever it was searched the rest of the apartment. Then footsteps approached the bedroom.
As soon as I heard them reach the doorway, I could’ve kicked myself. What if this latest searcher checked under the corners of the mattress as I had, as Charlie had been going to? Why hadn’t I remembered that and hidden outside with Sabrina and Edith? When they eventually moved from the door it was to sit on the side of the bed, next to the slippers. The bed trembled gently as whoever it was sobbed into a pillow.
Lying under the bed listening to the girl’s sobs felt like an eternity. Finally she sighed, her tears spent, and she got up. 
“I’m so sorry, Fenton. You were a good friend to me. I’ll miss you.” 
Her voice was husky from her crying session but it was unmistakeable. It was Jeremy’s speakerphone girl. The girl who’d given him my name. Who’d given him Sabrina’s name. Had Sabrina gotten a look at her? Before I could decide if it was worth trying to snag a sneaky look at her face, the front door closed.
“Damn it.” I rolled out from under the bed and made for the door, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, and if she saw me, well, we’d deal with those consequences later. 
I threw open the door, golf club in hand, and found someone else standing there instead.
“Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard smiled politely. “Getting ready to tee off?”
 





Chapter Eighteen
 
“I can’t believe we’re here again.” Oz stared at me with a slight shake of his head, his arms folded over his broad chest as he leaned casually against the two-way mirror. “I just – I can’t believe it.”
We were in an interrogation room waiting for Officer Leonard to return. He’d confiscated my golf club and tunnelled me straight to the police station, escorting me into the interview room. I’d blown Oz’s whistle as soon as Officer Leonard had left. 
“You’re not even going to let me explain?” 
“Can you?” Oz raised an eyebrow that silently added “in a way that won’t get you into more trouble”.
“Yes.” Probably. If I lied.
“Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard smiled as he walked into the room. David followed him in, his eyes blatantly calling me an idiot. 
“We need a moment,” Oz said, moving to sit next to me at the table.
Officer Leonard didn’t even glance at him. “You’ve had it.” 
“We need another.”
“I’m sorry, Officer Salier, that’s not possible.” Officer Leonard flipped though several sheets of paper and sat opposite me at the table.
“Why do you keep calling him officer?” I asked.
Officer Leonard smiled genuinely and that put me more on edge than if he’d threatened me with afterlife long imprisonment. “Because he is.” 
“Parole officer, I know.” I nodded and glanced at Oz. “But why do you make a point of calling him officer?”
“To remind him that he is, first and foremost, an officer of the law.” Officer Leonard loaded that sentence with subtext. 
“Does one of you want to tell me what’s going on?” I took a stab in the dark and pointed between them. “Ohhhh, is this about Katie?”
Every pair of eyes in the room fell heavy on me. I did my best not to slouch under the weight. I’d take that as a hell yes and a rather large misstep on my part. 
“Or was her name Kitty?” I looked around the room at the three stony faces. “The one who was stealing chicken baguettes from the canteen and her parole officer knew about it but let it slide.” I was bluffing my ass off. Sabrina would be so proud. “You guys snipped a finger off him for that, right?” 
Officer Leonard arched an eyebrow at me but thankfully his expression had morphed back into his usual amiable mask. He looked over his shoulder at David and then back to me. “We’re not in the habit of snipping fingers off.”
“That’s good to know.” I patted Oz’s hands, which were resting on the table. “I like Mr Salier’s fingers just the way they are.” I’d meant it as a snappy, off the cuff quip to steer away from the Katie topic, but Officer Leonard’s other eyebrow raised so they both inched toward his hairline. “I mean, attached to his hands, where they should be. For doing stuff. Like, y’know, things you need a full set of fingers for.” 
Officer Leonard’s lips twitched as he leaned forward over the desk. “And what might he need a full set of fingers for?” 
“Y’know.” I shrugged, not able to think of one specific thing. “Life.”
Officer Leonard jerked his head in Oz’s direction. “But he’s dead.”
“Hey.” Oz rapped his knuckles on the table to get everyone’s attention. “How about we just stay on topic.” 
“But this is fascinating.” Officer Leonard shook his head, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Why were you at Fenton’s apartment, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard changed the direction so fast he nearly gave me whiplash.
“Why shouldn’t I have been at Fenton’s apartment?” I kept my shoulders relaxed and my body language open, projecting I’m-innocent-of-everything as loudly as I could. 
“Well, you were trespassing. You were unaccompanied. You didn’t have your parole officer’s permission—”
“She did,” Oz interrupted. “I got caught up and told her to go on ahead. It was my error.”
“You told your ward to trespass? At a crime scene?”
“I wasn’t aware it was a crime scene, but yes. Bridget has had a tough time adjusting so I thought it would help her find some closure.” 
“So what you’re telling me is she was in no way to blame for the laws she broke tonight?” Officer Leonard asked.
“She had my permission, so she broke no laws.”
“Why were you at his apartment?” Officer Leonard repeated, mirroring my body language.
“I’m having a tough time adjusting. Going to Fenton’s apartment helped me find some closure.” I leaned back in my chair, forcefully resisting the urge to fold my arms so I wouldn’t appear defensive. Inn-o-cent.
“I don’t know.” Officer Leonard shook his head. “You seem fairly well adjusted to me.” 
“That’s because I have an excellent and understanding parole officer who takes care of me.”
“Is that right?” Officer Leonard’s eyes flicked to Oz, Oz’s fingers and then back to me. I felt a blush warm my cheeks. “There has been a great deal of gossip circulating about your relationship with the deceased.” Officer Leonard changed tack and shuffled those papers again, implying the gossip was detailed in written statements.
“I wasn’t aware that gossip was now the equal of evidence,” Oz said and relaxed back in his chair. Everyone was oh-so-very relaxed. No drama here.
“It’s not, of course, Officer Salier.” Officer Leonard inclined his head politely. “But it does raise several issues we’ll need clarification on.”
“Such as?” I asked.
“Evening, all.” Detective Johnson walked in, mug of coffee in one hand and a plastic orange chair in the other. “Don’t mind me. You all just carry on.” He set the chair next to me at the head of the table, took a loud swig of coffee and checked all his jacket pockets until he found his notebook. He set his mug down and flipped through his notebook until he found what he was looking for. “Now, what did I miss?”
 
∞
 
“Jeez, you look awful.” Sabrina sat next to me at lunch. “And if you’re drinking coffee, it must be bad.”
“The same questions over and over again. All night.” I sipped my very sugary coffee, trying to keep my eyes open. “It wouldn’t have been so bad except they let me go just before work.”
Sabrina winced. “Harsh.”
I nodded. Thankfully my assignments had been on the simple side. “Long gone are the days when I could be out all night and in work the next day with no ill effects.”
“So, what happened?” Sabrina took a healthy bite of her burger and waited expectantly. 
“Nothing, really.” I sipped my coffee again and stared out over the rapidly filling canteen. “They asked about my relationship with Fenton mostly, but that was about it.”
“They tunnelled you before we could do anything,” Sabrina apologised, taking another bite of her burger as I watched with envy. I’d opted for a light chicken wrap; my hunger pangs were the only things keeping me awake.
I shrugged. “There was no point you both getting caught as well.” 
“Why did you open the door anyway?” Sabrina dipped one of her fries in ketchup then mayonnaise. I grabbed her arm before she could pop it in her mouth. “What?” She stared at the chip as if it were poisoned.
“Tell me you saw the girl.” I shook her arm slightly when she paused before answering. 
“Just the back of her head.” Sabrina looked at my grip on her wrist. “Why?”
“Damn it.” I sighed and released her wrist. “I can’t believe I forgot.” 
“Forgot what?” Sabrina dropped the suspect chip back to her plate and wiped her hands on a napkin as if she’d finished eating. She had an unhealthy attitude toward food at the best of times and I’d just ruined the first sign of a normal appetite from her. Go me.
“Because that was Jeremy’s informant.” 
Sabrina’s eyes stretched wide. “No.”
“Uh-huh.” 
“Damn it.” Sabrina took a sip of her coffee and frowned at her burger as if it was responsible. 
“What’s up?” Pete asked, sitting down opposite me and starting on his pepperoni pizza before his bottom touched the bench.
Sabrina coughed into her mug, nearly choking on her mouthful of coffee at Pete’s appearance. I gave her three sharp slaps on the back as Charlie joined us. I don’t think either of us had been expecting them to sit with us today, but then they hadn’t seen us last night, only we’d seen them, so why would they not?
“Are you okay, Sabrina?” Charlie asked with what I could’ve sworn was genuine concern.
“Fine,” she coughed, holding up her hand to ward off any help. “Just went down the wrong way.”
“I’ll say, you sounded like a wildebeest in heat,” Pete said around his slice of pizza.
Neither of us responded to his remark. Sabrina reached for a bottle of water and I finished off the last of my wrap in silence. We hadn’t had a chance to discuss their appearance last night, but the very fact they’d shown up looking for the notebook had to put them in the “bad guys” category.
Pete glanced between us. “You both okay?”
“Fine,” we said in unison.
“You sure?” Pete cast a brief look at Charlie. “Bridge, you look shattered.”
“Hi, guys, sorry to interrupt.” A blond, skinny guy in a navy jumpsuit appeared at the head of our table. “I don’t know how well you knew them, but we’re having a memorial service today after work for Jim, Fenton and Bertha. Will you all be attending?”
Pete and Charlie nodded.
I gestured between Sabrina and me. “We might have a GA meeting.” Sabrina scowled at me but I was already in enough trouble with Oz for not going straight home after the meeting last night. I was not going to intentionally aggravate the situation. If he wanted to, he could make the next ten years of my afterlife incredibly difficult. And it was bad enough as it was.
“Ah, well.” He handed us his clipboard so we could add our names to the list. “You’ll likely come with them, then. But if you two change your minds or can’t make it,” he said nodding to Pete and Charlie. “If you can just let one of those guys know and they’ll cross you off.” He pointed in the direction of a small group of people at the far end of the canteen milling around with clipboards. “Health and safety reason, y’know?” 
“That’s a nice idea.” Charlie returned to his food, scooping a healthy sized mouthful of shepherd’s pie onto his fork as the boy moved on to the next table.
“Hmm,” I agreed, still staring at the group the man had pointed out. Something about it was niggling at me. Alex was there, naturally, and as he moved to the side to check something against another person’s list, I got a glimpse of the girl to his right. A memory clicked into place so forcefully I might have actually jerked.
Sabrina snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Bridget?” 
Everyone at the table was staring at me. Abruptly aware my mouth was hanging slightly ajar, I closed it.
“I, er …” I got up from the table and, after taking a quick sip of my coffee, piled the remains of my lunch on the tray. “I need to go.”
“What’s the hurry all of a sudden?” Pete’s eyes narrowed at me, his pizza forgotten as he spared a quick glance at the group of organisers I’d been staring at.
“Oh. I, er, I …” After casting round for a decent explanation, I latched onto the first one I could think of. “I lost my locker key. Need to get a replacement.”
As soon as I said it, I regretted it. Recognition flashed in Pete’s eyes but he covered it quickly.
“You should probably go and sort that out, then,” Pete said and turned all of his attention back to his pizza before I scurried off to the other side of the canteen.
“What the hell was that?” Sabrina snapped when she caught me up, shoving her own dirty dishes through the kitchen hatch after mine. “I can’t believe you just gave us up like that.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” I walked as quickly but calmly as I could to the doors and out into the corridor. “It was the first excuse I thought of.”
Sabrina shoved her hands on her hips expectantly. “And we needed an excuse because?” 
“Jeremy’s informant?” I whispered, moving a little further away from the doors and to one side of the corridor to keep out of the way of passers-by. “The girl searching his apartment last night?” 
“Yeah?” Sabrina dropped her hands and moved closer.
“That was her.” I jabbed my finger in her direction on the other side of the wall. “It was one of Fenton’s friends. The girl with the attitude and the makeup? The Barbie wannabe, remember?”
“Ohhhhhh.” Recognition lit Sabrina’s eyes, quickly followed by uncertainty. “Really?” 
“Yes.” I couldn’t believe it had taken me that long to work it out. “So what do we do now?”
“Oh, okay.” Sabrina faltered. “Well …” 
“We can’t tell David until the GA meeting tonight,” I whispered, smiling politely at two other trainee facilitators who headed past us to the canteen. “That’s if the meeting’s back on.”
Sabrina rubbed the back of her neck and stared at the opposite wall. “And we’re sure it was her?”
I nodded vehemently. “We are so sure it was her.”
“Then we pass that on to David tonight, like you said,” Sabrina agreed after a long pause. “Kind of anti-climactic though, don’t you think?” 
I nodded, feeling oddly empty. “And now Pete and Charlie know we’re onto them.”
“That might turn out to be a good thing,” Sabrina mused.
“How?”
“Well.” She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “If they’re our murderers, it might force their hands.” 
I nodded with a sarcastic smile. “Great.”
Not seeing the problem, Sabrina frowned. “What?”
“Not to rain on your positivity parade, but I’m pretty sure if you force the hand of a murderer, you’re going to end up murdered. And, I don’t know if you’ve forgotten,” I said and pointed to my back. “Death shroud!”
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The brief excitement of the afternoon had drained the minimal energy reserves I’d had left. By late afternoon all I could think about was my bed. My bed and Jeremy’s informant. It didn’t feel right that we would tell David and that would be it. It felt like an empty victory. But then I didn’t see that there was anything else we could do. We could confront her with our suspicions but that would get us either a denial or a teary confession. Neither were ideal outcomes since we couldn’t do anything whichever way it went, but I’d have felt better.
I was so lost in my thoughts I didn’t see Pete until I nearly walked past him. The assignment had been on the promenade, and with it being a beautiful sunny afternoon in the middle of summer it was packed. In my sleepy state, I’d become so task orientated that I’d stopped seeing people as people and more like obstacles to avoid. Pete was leaning against the railings separating the pavement from the sandy beach, arms folded across his chest, one leg crossed over the other, sleeves rolled up and enjoying the sunshine.
“A little bit ditzy today, aren’t you?” he asked as I casually took a couple of steps back.
“Little bit.” I nodded, scratching my neck while he wasn’t looking to loosen Oz’s whistle should I need it. If he was the killer, surely he wouldn’t murder me in front of all these people. Then again, none of these people could see us. That thought didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.
“Late night?” 
I shook my head. “Not really.”
“No?” Pete frowned, not moving from his relaxed position. “Weren’t you at the police station all night?”
“They asked me not to mention it to anyone,” I said, amazed by my sleepy brain’s quick thinking. “How did you know?”
He shrugged. “I hear things.”
“That’s called tinnitus.” I tapped my ear and pointed to him. “You should get that checked out.”
“I like you Bridget.” Pete grinned. “You’re a smart girl.”
“I’m twenty-seven.” I folded my arms and pursed my lips at him. “Calling me a girl is patronising. At best.”
Pete raised an eyebrow. “It’s never bothered you before.”
“You weren’t patronising me before.”
He laughed and held up his hands. “You got me there.” 
“Is there something specific I can help you with, Pete?” I glanced around us at the beautiful scene. “Or are you just out for a stroll?”
“What’s going on, Bridget?” Pete adopted the tone of a teacher trying to coax a student into telling them her problems. “What happened at lunch? And don’t say nothing.”
“I don’t know what to tell you.” 
Pete stayed where he was. He made no move toward me. “You could always start with the truth and see where that takes us.”
“There are a lot of truths in the world. Can you be a little more specific about the one you’re looking for?” 
Pete laughed softly, shaking his head to himself. “I really do like you, Bridget.” I backed up a step, fingering the whistle around my neck. Pete noted the change and cocked his head. “What?”
“That’s usually what nice murderers say before they kill you, so I’m just preparing to tunnel and blow this whistle really hard.” I held the whistle up for him to see with a polite smile. No need to antagonise the man.
Pete’s face crinkled into a full-face frown. “You think I’m a murderer.”
“I think you’re a nice murderer, Pete,” I enunciated. “A nice murderer.” 
“Well.” He huffed out a breath. “Isn’t that charming?”
“I try my best,” I said with a half shrug. “I saw you threatening Fenton, and you and Charlie fell for Sabrina’s trap and went looking for the notebook. A notebook that held enough information on people to get them arrested.”
“Hmm.” Pete nodded at me. “When you say it like that, I don’t look like such a good guy.”
I shook my head. “No, you don’t.”
“And how do you know what the notebook contained?” Pete asked.
“I’m a good guesser.” It was the best response I could think of that wasn’t going to either give away I had the book or make me an even bigger target if he assumed I knew accurately what was in it.
Pete narrowed his eyes at me. Suddenly my back felt very exposed. I wanted to whirl around and check there was no one behind me but I didn’t want to take my eyes off Pete. Then I blinked and he was gone. I spun in a circle looking for him amongst the crowd or for a blunt object flying toward my head. Everything seemed ominously calm. I wasn’t sure I believed he’d murdered anyone. Then again, I hadn’t had much interaction with murderers in my life so, really, how could I tell?
A heavy hand landed on my shoulder. I yelped, spun, attacked the elbow with the edge of my clipboard and tunnelled. Only after I’d landed in a noisy office, gasping for breath and slouching against the wall, did I realise it hadn’t been Pete. 
The blond post boy appeared the other side of the water cooler, hands raised to show he meant me no harm. “Sorry, lady. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He offered me an envelope. “Just had a letter for you. Bridget Sway?”
I nodded, giving him a shaky smile, and took the letter. “My fault. Sorry about your elbow.” 
“Don’t worry about it, a lot of you guys get that way. Take it easy.” He gave me a mock salute and disappeared.
“I’ll try.” I opened the letter and read it aloud. “Eleanor asked me to let you all know that our GA meeting is on for this evening and is going to be held at Manor Road Church Hall for the foreseeable future. See you tonight, Sally.” I stared down at the letter. “Who the hell is Sally?”
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“At least it’s not a derelict mental hospital tonight.” Sabrina was already sitting on the low wall on the outside of the cemetery and waved her letter at me when I appeared after finishing my last assignment for the day. “And who the hell is Sally?”
“Is Sally the one who kept sneezing when we were setting up for the festival?” I stopped in front of her and looked out over the cemetery. 
Only the first fifty graves or so were out in the open on the flat planes; the rest were hidden in the small wooded area that surrounded the church further back from the road.
“No, that was Deirdre. Was Sally the short one in the tartan skirt?”
“That was Sheila.” I paused, doubting myself and trying to remember what she looked like. That’d teach me for not getting involved. “Or was it Shirley?” 
“Who knows? Who cares?” Sabrina shook her head. “I think we should skip this. Go out and get drunk. We could say we thought it was a joke. Who holds a ghost meeting in a cemetery?”
“It’s in the hall, not the cemetery, and I can’t. Do you have any idea how much trouble I’m in already? If Oz thinks I’ve skipped a meeting he’ll get those cute little frown lines between his eyebrows and sentence me to a thousand years in that damn house.”
Sabrina folded the letter and shoved it back into her pocket. “Chances are everyone’s going to be at the memorial service anyway so they won’t notice we’re not there.” 
“Oh, yeah, Eleanor completely won’t check where we are.” I turned to get a look at the view of the town below. “Besides, I thought you’d be eager to go to the service.”
“Meh.” Sabrina shrugged. “Now we know who the killer is, it seems less exciting.”
“We don’t know she’s the killer.” I turned back around to look over the graveyard. “We just know she’s part of Jeremy’s scheme.”
Sabrina thought about that for a moment. “Good point. It could still be someone else. Let’s get to this service and work it out. Don’t suppose you know where this church is?”
I pointed over Sabrina’s shoulder and into the dense trees that hid the majority of the graves. “In the middle of there.”
“We’re having a ghostly acclimatisation meeting in the hall of a church situated in the centre of a spooky graveyard? Because the meeting in the derelict mental hospital went so well.” Sabrina sighed and stood up, gazing over the gravestones. “This is getting ridiculous. I can’t wait until the fort’s no longer a crime scene.”
“Me either.” I gestured over my shoulder to the tombstones. “At least these guys get a good view.” 
The cemetery was situated on a hilltop commanding one of the best views of the town, the beach and finally the ocean.
“It is beautiful,” Sabrina agreed. “And I’m sure if they weren’t just rotting corpses they’d all enjoy it.”
“I wonder if I’m buried here.”
“Want to have a look on our way through?”
“I don’t know. Not sure I want to see where my rotting corpse is buried,” I said to Sabrina’s laughter. “Actually, I’m not even sure I’m buried.” 
“What?” Sabrina looked at me. “Okay, we should find out. No one should miss their funeral.”
I wasn’t really sure that would be a welcome experience. “Oh.” Speaking of unwelcome experiences. “I had an unnerving visit from Pete before.”
Sabrina’s brow wrinkled as we passed through the low metal gate. “What did he want?”
I twisted the toes of my flip-flop clad feet in the gravel of the path as I walked, the cold pebbles rippling over my toes. I loved the sound of it crunching. It reminded me of playing hide and seek with my cousins after Sunday church service. “Basically to know what I knew.”
“What did you tell him?”
“Aside from the fact I thought he was a nice murderer?” I shook my head. “Nothing.”
Sabrina pulled me to a stop by my elbow. “You told him you thought he was a nice murderer?”
“I was trying to butter him up so he wouldn’t kill me.”
Sabrina stepped back, eyebrows up in her hairline. “And that was the best you had?”
“At that moment in time. Yes.”
We walked along the gravel path lined with the older graves toward the woods. More trees than I remembered were dotted around the outer circle of the graveyard. Apart from the graves it would’ve made a beautiful park. 
We walked up the small hill and underneath the first tunnel covered in wisteria. Delicate purple blooms reached down from the man-made wicker archway, the only contrived feature within the whole place.
Manor Road had been woodlands. The church was placed in the centre, but the cemetery lay much further toward the road, as if the planners hadn’t wanted the graves too close to the church. Like death was contagious or something. There was no plan to it as such, only that when someone died a little spot of the woodland was beaten back to find a place for the grave.
As we walked further in, the trees became more densely packed and reached high above our heads, blocking much of the evening light. 
“If you were lost you would say, wouldn’t you?” Sabrina checked back over her shoulder trying to keep count of how many lefts and rights we’d taken as the path had forked or divided.
“My gran’s buried here.” I waved my hand in dismissal of her concern and breathed deeply the scents of the conifers. “Know this place like the back of my—” 
We turned the corner and the path twisted in the opposite direction to the way I knew the church was.
Sabrina saw my momentary puzzlement. “Hand?” 
“Church is this way.” I pointed through the undergrowth.
“Path goes that way.” Sabrina pointed in the opposite direction and pulled the letter back out of her pocket. “There are directions on the back of the letter to the church hall. Maybe we can retrace our steps and follow them?”
“I know where I’m going. The pond is over there, the church is over here.” I stepped off the path, headed through the scrub and weaved through the trees. “You coming?”
“You’re lucky I’m already dead,” Sabrina mumbled, following me, “because there’s no way I’d be traipsing through a wooded cemetery in the fading light otherwise.”
We tramped through the tufted grass and dodged the weeds until the path was out of sight. My borrowed flip-flops made the journey harder but I was momentarily glad I wasn't wearing my Jimmy Choos because there was no way I'd have traipsed through the undergrowth in them. 
Birds rustled in the tree branches, calling to each other, while rabbits hopped around the ground just out of sight, shaking the small bushes as they passed. It wasn’t total blackness in the undergrowth but it was dark enough to not be able to clearly make out what I was stepping on.
“And you’re sure—”
“Shhh.” I paused to listen, turning back toward the path. “Did you hear that?”
“Seriously?” Sabrina thrust her hands on her hips, unimpressed. “Are you seriously trying to spook me?”
“No, I thought I heard someone back on the path.” I pursed my lips at her. Her face was shadowed in the darkness but I could make out the tightness around her eyes. “I was going to suggest grabbing them if they were part of our group so they don’t get lost.”
Sabrina gestured around her. “As opposed to us?” 
“I know where we’re going.” I shook my head at her lack of faith and took a few more steps forward into the swelling blackness.
Sabrina grabbed my arm. “I heard that.”
“It’ll just be a rabbit or a badger.”
Her hand tightened around my arm. “Badgers bite.”
I noticed something in her right hand for the first time. “What the hell is that?” 
She held it up for me to get a better look at it. I could just about distinguish the outline in the fading light. It was a small cudgel, like the ones the old-fashioned policemen used. Maybe eight inches in length with a small, narrow handle, widening as it reached the head. She had it so tightly gripped in her right hand, the blood had fled from her knuckles. They almost glowed in the darkness.
“Badgers. Bite.”
“Fine.” I sighed, realising we were not going to make it through the woods with her crazy badger fixation and feeling less than certain of the way in the darkness. “Let’s go back to the path, retrace our steps and follow the directions on the letter.”
“See, doesn’t it feel good to make the smart choice?” Sabrina asked as she hightailed back toward the path, still gripping her cudgel. 
“If I were making smart choices, I wouldn’t be friends with you.”
“I didn’t say you had to make them all the time. Just this once.” The relief in Sabrina’s voice was obvious as the path appeared between the trees ahead. “We’ll retrace our steps, follow the directions and we’ll be fine.”
“We’ll be late,” I mumbled.
“Maybe,” Sabrina conceded. “But we won’t have badger rabies.”
“Ah, yes, the infamous badger rabies. Can badgers even get rabies?”
“Of course they can,” Sabrina snapped. Obviously she wasn’t going to be happy until we were out of the trees. “There was a case—”
Sabrina stopped so abruptly at the edge of the trees I walked directly into her back, nudging her onto the path. Thinking it might be a badger, I quickly ducked under the last branch and out of the dense woodland, ready to give it a good sharp kick to the ribs with my practically bare foot. But it wasn’t a badger. It was a person. And they had a gun aimed at us.
I glanced at Sabrina. “Bet badger rabies doesn’t look quite so bad now.”
 





Chapter Nineteen
 
“I’m going to take a stab in the dark and guess there’s no Sally.” Sabrina shoved both hands in her pockets, subtly hiding the cudgel from sight.
“Actually, there is a Sally in your GA group.” Alex shook his head in disgust. “Late twenties, brunette, shy, lovely girl.”
“How would you know?” Sabrina asked.
“She came to reception today because she needed help with how to notify her GA members about where their meeting would be tonight.” Alex smiled, but it was more of a grimace. “I helped. I knew neither of you would check the location with the other members of your group. You’re both too self involved to even be able to identify them, let alone actually talk to them.”
“Well, we’ll consider ourselves chastised and be on our way.” Sabrina linked her arm with mine, narrowing her eyes at Alex. “And really, the gun was unnecessary.”
I could feel her trying to tunnel us but it was like being dragged through toffee. A slow smile spread over Alex’s face. 
“How stupid do you think I am?”
“You’re pointing a gun at two ghosts,” Sabrina gritted out, still trying to fight through the toffee blocking our escape. “So I’m assuming that’s a rhetorical question?” 
“I’m not stupid enough to be trying to tunnel from a graveyard,” he snarled and waggled the gun at Sabrina. “And this gun will kill you sure as if you were alive.”
“Graveyards are one of those blocked places. Guns kill ghosts. Good to know.” Sabrina sighed and released my arm. “I’m going to have a long talk to Eleanor about the lack of information she gives us.”
“And why exactly do you want to kill us?” I asked, hoping it wouldn’t antagonise him, but I was struggling to see a motive for it other than he’d lost his mind over Bertha’s death and decided to take it out on us. “Did I not complete my assignment forms properly? I have to say, personally, I feel a gentle reprimand would’ve been more appropriate than shooting me. I am still fairly new to the job.”
Alex’s placid expression suddenly twisted with rage. “For Bertha,” he spat at me. “Justice for Bertha.”
“I’m sorry?” I glanced at Sabrina, who shook her head. She wasn’t following either. “How will killing us get you justice for Bertha?”
He jabbed the gun at me. “Because you killed her.” 
“What?” I started at him. “I did what?” 
“And she helped,” Alex gritted out, swinging the gun between us.
Sabrina jerked back as if Alex had slapped her, more from the accusation than the gun I thought.
“Why would we kill Bertha?” I asked.
“Because she was on to you,” Alex snarled, swinging the gun back and forth between us. “On to you both.” 
“On to us about what?” Sabrina sounded as bewildered as I did. 
“Whatever it is you’re doing.” Alex’s face coloured a deeper shade of red the longer we talked. We needed to get out of here before he lost it and shot us. “Whatever you’re up to.”
I gestured between Sabrina and me. “We’re not up to anything.” Admittedly, this wasn’t entirely true but I doubted Alex was likely to be receptive to our explanation. 
“Then why did you kill her?” he cried in frustration, his gun hand shaking as he thrust it in our direction. A tear trickled down his cheek.
“It’s so beautiful and peaceful,” a lady in her early sixties announced, appearing around the bend in the path coming from the right. She gazed around at the beams of sunlight pushing through the trees to light the path, her arm linked with an older lady in her eighties. “Dad must love it here.”
“Probably complains about the bugs.” The older lady patted her daughter’s hand and she laughed.
The interruption seemed to bring Alex back to himself. He dropped the hand holding the gun to his side as he shook his head and roughly swiped at the tears drying on his clean-shaven cheeks. He stepped backward onto the grass to let them pass. They walked on admiring the beauty of their surroundings, oblivious to our situation. 
“Don’t,” he warned as Sabrina’s eyes darted all around for an escape route. His voice was rough with choked emotion, but the brief respite had given him time to collect himself and he appeared more rational. “Shooting you in the back will kill you as surely as shooting you in the front.”
“The sea air too,” her daughter chimed in.
“And the lack of padding in his coffin.” The older lady shook her head with a sad smile. “That man could moan.”
“Where were we?” Alex stepped back onto the path, pointing his gun in our direction once more as the ladies rounded the next corner and disappeared out of sight, their quiet conversation following them.
“You were accusing us of killing Bertha and threatening to kill us for it,” I offered helpfully. “We were explaining we hadn’t killed her.” Sabrina stared at me as if I’d gone mad. “What? He might not like us, but he’s smart enough to see the holes in his accusation.”
“He’s got a gun,” Sabrina ground out and stabbed a finger in his direction. “And it’s pointed at us.”
I turned back to Alex, temporarily ignoring Sabrina’s concern. I’d already died once this week and survived it, so to speak. How hard could dying twice be? “Look, when Bertha … passed on, it was during the festival when everyone was masked and cloaked. It could’ve been anyone that … y’know, so what makes you think it was us?”
“Someone saw you,” Alex persisted.
“First, we didn’t do it, so if I were you, I’d consider the motive of whoever’s telling you we did. And second,” I said, gesturing between Sabrina and me, “masked and cloaked. How could they have identified us?” 
“You could have taken your masks off,” Alex supplied, the hand holding the gun lowering almost infinitesimally.
“C’mon. You’re about to kill someone in a public place. Would you take your mask off?”
Alex lowered the gun to half way so it was pointing at the ground by my feet while he thought about it. I was winning him over, I could tell. No one was getting shot here tonight! I felt Sabrina tense. She exploded into action. Whipping the cudgel out of her pocket, she whacked Alex so hard on the wrist I was sure I’d heard a bone crack. His hand briefly tightened as he yelped in surprise and agony, causing him to fire off a round before he dropped the gun from his possibly broken hand. 
Gravel sprayed onto my feet as a poof of dirt wafted up from the dent the stray bullet had gouged into the path mere inches from my toes. I stared at the hole. At the settling dust. At the gravel on my borrowed flowery flip-flops. Maybe I wouldn’t have survived dying twice.
“Grab the gun,” Sabrina grunted.
I looked up to find her standing behind a kneeling Alex, in between his legs, with his good arm twisted up behind his back, her other hand on his shoulder keeping him in place.
“The gun,” she repeated.
“What are you doing?” I stared at her as I retrieved the gun from the ground, boxing away the nearly-getting-shot drama in my mental safe to deal with at a later date. Much later. Maybe in therapy. “He’s not going to believe us now.”
“He wasn’t going to believe us anyway,” Sabrina retorted. “Can you get the ribbon from my right pocket?”
“I think you’ve broken my hand.” Alex held his injured hand up in front of his face, trying to bend the fingers, partially oblivious to our conversation.
“Well, you pointed a gun at us,” Sabrina snapped back. “So I think we’re even.” 
I pulled a long, thin length of black ribbon from Sabrina’s right pocket. “Why do you have a ribbon in your pocket?” 
She took it from me and wound it around Alex’s wrist. “It’s less conspicuous than rope.” 
I nodded to myself. “Of course it is.”
“Other hand behind your back, please.” Sabrina tapped his shoulder impatiently. 
He stared at me with angry eyes since he couldn’t see Sabrina. “You don’t actually expect me to do that?”
“Do it or she’ll shoot you.” Sabrina turned to me. “Not in the knees, though, we need him to walk. The arm or shoulder will do.”
Alex twisted his body so he could see us both then faced forward again. He straightened up and pushed his shoulders back, keeping his injured hand in front of him and mustering what little dignity he had in his current position. “No.”
I frowned then smoothed my expression out to minimise wrinkles, a habit from life. “If you’re so certain that we killed Bertha, what makes you think we won’t just shoot you and leave you here?” 
His head swivelled to face me, his expression darkening. “So you admit it?”
“No!” Sabrina and I exclaimed in unified exasperation.
“I had no reason to kill Bertha.” I gestured between Sabrina and me with the gun. “We had no reason to kill her.”
“Do you mind terribly not pointing that at me?” Sabrina eyed the loaded gun I was so freely waving around.
“Oh. Right.” I pointed it back at the gravel. “Sorry.” 
“Let’s say I believe you.” Everything about Alex’s demeanour said he didn’t. “Who did kill her?”
I waved the gun between Sabrina and me. “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”
“Okay, give me the gun.” Sabrina motioned for me to hand it over and I realised I was gesturing with it again.
“They’re lying,” a female voice countered calmly. A voice I recognised. I’d heard it on speakerphone with Jeremy enough times. Fenton’s friend, the girl with the bad attitude who applied her make up with a trowel, stood in the centre of the path, a gun pointed at us. “Back away from him.”
“Hey now, this is a gravel
path.” Sabrina stamped her feet in annoyance so we could all hear the small stones crunch together. “How the hell is everybody sneaking up on us? And where the bloody hell are you all getting these guns from?” Sabrina was gesticulating wildly as she spoke, addressing Alex and Fenton’s friend in turn as she moved back toward me. “What are you people? The Ghost Mafia?”
I still had the gun, and since Alex was closest I kept it pointed at him, despite not having a clue how to work it and suspecting Jeremy’s accomplice was likely the more dangerous of the two. 
The girl’s lip curled up into a sneer. “Just because you prefer to bash someone’s skull in, doesn’t mean we all do.” 
“Because shooting someone is so much more civilised.” I waggled the gun in my hand slightly to emphasise my point.
“How many times? We. Didn’t. Kill. Bertha. I can’t say it any simpler than that,” Sabrina said.
“Emma saw you do it.” Alex jabbed his injured wrist at Fenton’s friend. “She saw you.”
Sabrina and I stared at Emma. Her expression was defiant. 
“She did it,” Sabrina whispered to me in surprise and pointed to Emma. “She did it.”
“Why would I kill Bertha?” Emma forced out a brittle laugh and spared a quick glance at Alex. Everything about her response said she’d done it, from the tightness in her shoulders to the assessing look she gave Alex.
“Why would we kill Bertha?” Sabrina countered. 
“Who knows?” Emma shrugged. “But you did. I saw you. I saw them, Alex.”
Alex nodded and moved closer to Emma, but a shadow of doubt clouded his expression. “Just like they killed Fenton.”
“Yes.” A flash of emotion rippled through Emma’s eyes. “Just like they killed Fenton.”
“We killed Fenton as well? Seriously? Is there anyone else’s murder you two imbeciles would like to pin on us?” Sabrina folded her arms over her chest and pursed her lips at them. “Jim, perhaps? Or maybe JR Ewing? How about Elvis? That was supposedly natural causes but, hey, might as well blame that on us too.”
“I don’t get it.” I directed my comments to Emma since she seemed the more rational of the two. “What makes you think we murdered Fenton?” 
“You threatened him.” Emma’s voice was far too level for my liking. “He was a better facilitator than you. You were jealous.”
“Is it me,” I said, chancing a glance at Sabrina before focusing back on Alex, “or does she sound like she’s setting up her story ready for the police?”
“Yeah.” Sabrina backed up a step, her hand on my gun free arm, taking me with her. “She does.”
“And everyone knows you killed Jim because he let you die,” said Emma. She affected a baby voice. “Such a poor pwincess.”
“What?” Alex took a step back and turned to face Emma. I wasn’t sure if it was a trick to catch me off guard then charge me. I figured that credited him with far too much cunning, but to be safe I casually backed up another step as if I was just adjusting my stance.
“He was her guardian angel and he let her die.” Emma’s expression softened as she turned to him. “She was furious at him, Alex. She’s in counselling for it. You should’ve seen the way she would rip into Fenton when he tried to help her control that temper.” 
“Uh-huh.” I made a clicking sound with my tongue. Yep, she was going to kill us and set Alex up for it. “So why did I kill Bertha?”
“Bertha was smart, and beautiful and a natural redhead until you shamed her into dying it.” Emma played to Alex’s emotions. “She was everything you aren’t,” she said to me, “and she suspected you. You had to get rid of her.”
“Wow.” I exhaled and nodded to Sabrina. “She’s almost got me convinced I killed them.”
“Yeah, me too.” She spared me a glance. “Anything you want to tell me?”
I gave her a flat stare. “How about ‘shut up’?”
She flashed me a grin. We had a gun pointed at us. We were about to be shuffled onto the next plane of existence and she was joking. Yes, because I was the one who needed counselling for my adjustment issues.
“Wait.” I glanced at Emma. “How did I shame her into dying her hair? I liked her hair.” I didn’t really like her all that much, but I was somewhat envious of her thick, pale auburn hair.
Emma jabbed her gun at me. “All of your snide comments took a toll on her.” 
“What comments?” I threw my hands up, gun pointing briefly to the sky. 
She shook her head at me. “Don’t try and deny it.” 
“Oh my god.” I shook my head at her. “You’re delusional.”
“You worked it out yet?” Sabrina asked me, pointing her finger between Alex and Emma.
“Yeah, I think so.” I had about pieced it together. It was supposition and there was no way she was admitting it. “Alex.” I waved him over with my free hand and pointed the gun at Emma. “You might want to come and stand over here with us.” 
“Right.” He spat the word at me. “So you can beat me to death too?”
“Alex.” I held my free hand out to the side to highlight my much, much smaller frame. “Your wrist is bigger than my bicep. How am I going to beat you to death?”
“You managed just fine with Fenton,” Alex pointed out.
“Okay. Whatever.” I shrugged. I was past reasoning with crazy people. “Let her frame you for five murders. See if we care.” 
“Five murders!” He pressed his hands to the sides of his head as if to stop it exploding. “Who else have you killed?” 
“Wow.” Sabrina whistled. “He is really dumb.” 
“Alex.” I snapped my fingers to break his murderous stare at Sabrina and get his attention focused. “Emma is going to kill us. Like she killed Jim, Fenton and Bertha. And blame it on you.” 
“What are you talking about?” Alex’s attention pinged around all three of us. I gave him the benefit of the doubt and assumed it was grief that made him so easily confused. He jabbed his finger at me. “You killed Bertha.” 
“Emma’s passing info to a psychic. Jim found out. She killed him. Fenton found out. She killed him. Bertha found out. She killed her.” It was the most basic explanation, but I didn’t think Alex could handle anything more complex at this point. Maybe at any point.
“No.” He looked at Emma and then back to us. “You killed Bertha. She saw you.”
“Yep.” I blew out a long breath and adjusted my fringe with my free hand. “No intelligent life there.”
“But it’s such a beautiful house, I don’t understand why they’re having so much trouble selling it.” The older lady’s voice preceded her around the corner as the two women returned from wherever they had been.
“Well, Sarah thinks – and don’t laugh,” the younger of the ladies warned the other as they came around the corner into view. “Sarah thinks it’s haunted.”
“Really?” The older lady laughed anyway and shook her head, patting her daughter’s arm. “That girl has some strange ideas.”
“Don’t move,” Emma warned, keeping her gun trained on us as the ladies slowly approached.
“She’s even thinking of getting a psychic or medium in to try to communicate with it.”
“Nooooo.” The older lady pulled them to a stop almost directly in front of us. “I don’t believe it.”
Seizing the moment, Sabrina gave a small tug on my arm. We turned and hightailed it into the trees while the visitors blocked us from Emma’s sight. I heard a gunshot ring out behind us, but since all my limbs still worked I kept trampling through the undergrowth. I grabbed Oz’s whistle as we stumbled through and blew as hard as possible.
“And she always seemed like such a sensible—” The older lady paused. “Was that a car backfiring?” 
“I don’t know,” the younger of the two replied. “But it—did you just see that gravel move?”
“Now, now.” The older lady laughed, their voices fading away in the distance. “Don’t you start with all that nonsense.”
We sprinted through the trees, moving further into the darkness. We’d not been out of the woods more than ten minutes but the gloom already seemed a lot thicker than before. I glanced back over my shoulder. I couldn’t see much with the heavy canopy of greenery blocking the fading rays of the sun but I was sure there was no one behind us. I pulled Sabrina to a stop behind a tight group of trees and tried to quietly catch my breath, listening for sounds of pursuit and to give my battered feet a brief respite. Running for your afterlife through undergrowth in flip-flops was not a pleasant, or easy, task.
“Which way takes us back to the road?” Sabrina whispered, keeping her breathing shallow and quiet more effectively than I was. “Good call,” she added when she saw the whistle hanging outside of my clothes. “But he’ll only be able to tunnel to outside the grounds.” 
I’d forgotten that. “Surely this would be one of the places that wouldn’t be blocked to him?” Suddenly I regretted blowing the whistle at all. Oz would have no clue what he was walking into. 
“He’s a smart guy.” Sabrina flashed me a smile and checked back toward the path. “He’ll be fine.”
There was nothing I could do about that now, so I focused on the task in hand: escaping the crazy people. “Do you think they’ve split up?” I tilted my head to listen for the sound of twigs snapping beneath hurried footsteps but heard nothing. “Maybe try to flank us?”
Sabrina nodded. “Maybe. So our best bet is to head back to the path while they bumble around in here.” Sabrina’s head swivelled in all directions, looking for any hint of movement. Shafts of the evening sunlight eased through gaps in the canopy, bathing patches of undergrowth in a muted glow. A shadow passed through one of the soft beams of light. I clutched at Sabrina’s arm and pointed. She didn’t need me to explain. We crept around to the other side of our tree cover. 
I peered through the darkness in the direction I thought we’d come, but I couldn’t see any hint of the path. Maybe we’d gotten turned around. Or maybe we’d covered a lot more ground in the short burst than I’d realised. All I could see were trees, shadows and more darkness.
“That way’s the quickest, I think.” I pointed to the left. I just wanted to be back in what was left of the daylight. If someone was going to kill me, I wanted to be able to see it coming.
“You think?” Sabrina’s eyebrow rose. “I thought you knew this place like the back of your hand.” Sabrina peeked around our bank of trees again, looking for any movement. 
“Yeah, if I have a starting point.” I turned in a circle to try to get my bearings. “I don’t know where we are.”
“Okay, well, how big can this graveyard be?” Sabrina shrugged casually, like a gun toting murderer and her crazy scapegoat weren’t chasing us. “We’ll just keep going until we reach somewhere we can tunnel.”
“And try not to get shot,” I added.
“Exactly.” Sabrina peeked between the trees to make sure no one was behind us. “Let’s go.”
Before I could move, a hand covered my mouth. An arm wrapped around me, pinning my arms to my sides. I must have managed a stifled scream because Sabrina turned back, her eyes widening in surprise. I stamped on the bridge of my attacker’s foot. His grip on me loosened and I managed to scramble out of the way just in time as Sabrina clocked him over the head with her cudgel.
The man crumpled to the ground, out cold. I nudged the body onto his back so I could see his face.
 





Chapter Twenty
 
I stared down at Pete’s unconscious face, imagining I could see a lump forming on his forehead already from Sabrina’s overenthusiastic wallop. “What’s he doing here?” 
“Damn sure I’m not waiting around for him to wake up and ask.” Sabrina unlaced both of his shoes. “Help me. Quickly,” she hissed as I stood by and watched her. 
With one of the laces in her hand, she rolled Pete onto his side and began to tie his hands together behind his back.
“Whoa, what are you doing?” I hissed back as I scanned the darkness for movement. I didn’t know if my eyes had adjusted or the trees had thinned above us but I could see better. Further.
“Tying up his hands and feet.” Sabrina tapped his chest with her open palm. “Bad guy.”
I crouched down beside her, facing the opposite way to keep all directions covered. “You know that for certain?”
“He had you pinned and your mouth covered. He wasn’t inviting you out for afternoon tea.”
“Maybe he was trying to help and didn’t want to startle me.” 
“Maybe he was trying to incapacitate you so he could kill you at his leisure.”
“Compromise?” I glanced over my shoulder at her and Sabrina paused in the middle of tying a very complicated knot. “We only bind his hands. If he’s a bad guy and we tie his hands and feet, the other two will just cut him free anyway, but if he’s a good guy they might kill him. We leave his legs untied and if he’s a good guy then we give him a fighting chance to run.”
“Fine.” Sabrina sighed after a long moment and finished her knot. “But if he escapes and kills us, you and I are going to have a long talk about your survival instincts.”
“Fair enough.” I nodded, stood up and checked around us again when Sabrina was happy with her knot. “This way.”
I’d taken two scurried steps when a gunshot splintered the darkness. I hit the ground, burying my face in the earthy scrub, waiting for the impact of a gunshot wound to register and set my pain receptors alight. At first I felt nothing. Then a tingling started in my wrist. Tiny needles jabbed at the inside of my forearm. Quickly the sensation travelled up to my elbow and I gritted my teeth against the utter agony. Sabrina grunted behind me. Had the bullet ripped through me and into her?
“Goddamn nettles,” she hissed.
Nettle stings? I rose up on my elbows. Surely enough I was lying in a sea of the stinging plants. I pushed up to a crouch and tentatively ran my fingers over the inside of my forearm. Small raised bumps, but no bullet sized holes. The fact that I would likely live through the nettle damage made the agony fade. Unhappily, the teeth-itching stinging remained, though.
“I don’t think they were shooting at us,” Sabrina whispered as she moved up and crouched next to me. “C’mon, let’s go.”
“Who were they shooting at then?” I rolled my sleeves down as we scurried through the darkness. “Who else is out here?”
“Maybe Oz has come rushing to your rescue,” Sabrina whispered from behind me.
“If he has and they’ve shot him I will not be pleased.” Especially if they’d shot him in the chest. Or the arm. Or the shoulder. The leg I could deal with since my assessment of him somehow never managed to make it lower than his waist. Probably for the best.
I led the way, in what I hoped was parallel to the path, crouching low as we picked our way through the undergrowth. The echo from every twig I snapped underfoot sounded like a cannon firing. The rustle from every shrub I brushed up against sounded like a football clacker. My eyes darted from left to right at the slightest hint of movement as we trundled along. No more gunshots ripped through the trees. I was just beginning to think we might make it out with our ghostly backsides intact when a shadowy figure loomed up in front of me.
I darted left, only just missing its grasp and landing heavily on my hip with all the finesse of a felled tree. Sabrina stayed on track, clocking the figure on the side of the head with her cudgel. With a grunt, the shadow crumpled like a sack of potatoes. She stood over the lump of unconscious human, looking remarkably proud of herself.
I pushed to a kneeling position, rubbed my hip and rolled the motionless shape over. Charlie. Sabrina raised a satisfied eyebrow at me, swung her cudgel in a circle and slipped it back into her pocket in one smooth motion like a gunslinger in the Wild West. She knelt down beside me, making herself a smaller target for the gun toting murderer still roaming the woods.
“What’s up with you and that club?” I whispered. “I don’t know if I should thank you or send you for anger management sessions.”
“You should definitely thank me.” Sabrina bent down, rolled Charlie back onto his side and tied his arms behind his back with one of Pete’s laces. “The only way they could have known we were here is if they were in cahoots with Tweedledumb and Tweedledumber.”
Assuming she meant Emma and Alex, I nodded slowly and wagged my finger at her. “That’s a good point.”
Sabrina checked behind us. “How far do you reckon until we’re out of here?” 
“Can’t be that much further.”
It already felt like we’d run twice the distance it should’ve been to the gates. I wasn’t going to mention that I’d really taken a stab in the dark about our direction. Sabrina’s hand darted out and grasped my nettle stung arm. I hissed out a breath at the contact but Sabrina pressed her finger to her lips then pointed directly ahead of us.
A dark shape crept through the trees not too far ahead of us. I couldn’t hear anything over my ragged breathing. The silhouette was too big to be Emma, but the way it moved looked too fluid and relaxed to be Alex. 
“Oz?” I mouthed and Sabrina shrugged.
Yeah, probably wasn't the best idea to just shout out to him. Maybe it was Oz. Maybe it wasn't. If it wasn't that meant someone else was out here. Did these people have nothing better to do with their time than skulk around a cemetery?
As the figure moved into the trees on the right, Sabrina gestured to keep moving forward but cut deep behind them. I nodded and we moved slowly, keeping low. I took pains to take light steps and shallow breaths. Reaching another bank of trees, I peered around the edge and an audible sigh of relief escaped me as the shape melted into the distant blackness. With Sabrina in tow, I stepped out from our tree bank and directly into Emma’s path.
Her eyes stretched wide in surprise, a mirror of my own expression. Automatically, she raised her gun, but we were too close. I blinked. Then she was on the ground, unconscious, and my right hand began to throb as if it had been crushed in a vice.
“Bloody hell!” Sabrina hissed. She dropped to grab the gun from Emma’s limp hand. “Where did you learn to punch like that?”
I glanced from Sabrina to Emma and back again. “Like what?”
“Like that.” Sabrina tucked the gun into her pocket and bound Emma’s hands and feet with a spare shoelace.
I stared down at our unconscious murderer. I’d punched her. I’d punched her. 
“I punched her?” A thin dark line blossomed on Emma's lower lip. I’d punched her so hard I’d split her lip? I’d never punched anyone in my life. I didn’t even know how to punch someone. No. Wait, I’d done Boxercising for nearly six months to tone up my abs and bingo wings for the holiday to the Costa Brava with Michael. Huh, practical real life application. I made a mental note to tell Frankie, my instructor, next time I saw her. 
Then it hit me. The proud smile wilted on my face. I would never get to tell Frankie. Or anyone else I’d known. I wouldn’t get to go on that holiday. I’d never get to make Michael suffer for his cheating. Or see my mum get remarried. Or plan another bachelorette party. Or go bargain hunting in the Boxing Day sales. Or get Sash to do my nails. I was dead. Dead. 
A wall of loss slammed into me so hard I doubled over, panting to catch my breath. A montage of all the things I’d never do flashed through my brain like a slideshow on super-fast forward. My knees gave out. I landed heavily in the dirt, leaning forward so I could support myself on my hands. The images wouldn’t stop. Things I’d never even wanted to do had joined the parade. Fly fishing. Surfing. Cross-stitch. 
I fumbled the top button of my jumpsuit open as if that would help me suck down more air. Oz’s whistle swung out. I held on to it with one hand, trying to slow my breathing. He said it would get better. That it wasn’t so bad here. So. Okay. Things to be grateful for? Sabrina. Edith. Never getting more wrinkles. Being able to eat what I wanted. Happy hour in Aruba when I learned to tunnel that far. More time. Time to learn to fly fish. And cross-stitch. And surf. Maybe Oz could teach me. Oz in swimming trunks. Now that was something I would be grateful for.
By the time Sabrina had finished hogtying Emma, I was sitting in the shrubbery, legs stretched out in front of me, back against a tree, still clutching Oz’s whistle.
“Okay, we have both guns now.” Sabrina double-checked something on her gun. Her eyes snagged on me as she checked our surroundings. “What’s wrong with you?”
I gave her a one-shouldered shrug. “Just a mini meltdown.”
Sabrina leaned into my face as if she was searching for the first hint of tears. “Are you done? Because we still need to get out of here.” 
“Yeah.” I pushed up into a crouch. “I’m done.”
“Good.” She slapped me on that back. “Thanks for not crying.” 
“Would I do that to you?” I whispered over my shoulder as I pointed in the direction we should head in. 
We kept low and scurried toward the direction of the gate. At least I hoped it was. The truth was with all the panic, dead realisation, nearly being shot and the general afterlife-threatening situation, I’d gotten a little turned around.
“It shouldn’t be much further,” I whispered, casting my voice over my shoulder when I finally recognised where we were. 
When Sabrina didn’t respond I slowed and glanced back. I nearly tripped over my feet. Sabrina was gone.
I stopped, crouched low and hid behind the nearest tree, though I wasn’t sure which direction to hide from. Where’d she gone? Did Alex have her? How come I didn’t hear him snatch her? Surely, I’d have heard something. Sabrina wouldn’t exactly have let him abduct her quietly. My heart began pounding too loudly to be able to hear my own thoughts. 
When it’d been the two of us it hadn’t been quite as frightening. Right now, I was alone in a wooded cemetery, surrounded by murderers. It was like an advert for an awful horror movie. I had two options: carry on going and try to save myself or go back and try to rescue her. Phrased like that, there really weren’t two options after all.
Making sure the gun was still in my pocket and hoping it wouldn’t accidentally go off and shoot me in the foot, or worse, I crept out from behind my tree shield. More careful and cautious than I had been all night, I tip-toed in a wide circle back to survey the route we’d taken, making sure to keep as low as possible.
I stepped over a tree branch as thick as my upper arm and decided to take it with me. I felt happier swinging a branch at someone than pointing a gun. It said something about your afterlife when those were your choices. It was heavier than expected but I held it close to my body, refusing to consider all the creepy crawlies that were probably upset at being disturbed and going to let me know by crawling up my arms.
I hadn’t gone too far when I heard the rustling of clothes and a faint grunting. I paused until I was certain it was coming from the left. I stepped lightly in that direction and peered around the nearest tree. A tall, broad figure with his back to me was trying to restrain Sabrina like Pete had me. I watched for a few seconds, confused about her lack of fight since it definitely wasn't Oz. And since Oz was the only person, apart from Sabrina, I trusted I sneaked up behind the figure and swung my log at his head. He dropped like a stone. 
Sabrina stepped forward out of his grip and turned to stare at my grinning face.
I rested my log on my shoulder and cocked a hip. “Aren’t you going to tie him up?” I whispered.
“No.” She rolled the unconscious figure onto his back.
It was Officer Leonard. 
“Good guy?” I whispered, hoping for the opposite.
“In this instance.” Sabrina nodded. “He was here to tunnel us out. At least that’s what he said.”
I dropped my log with an earthy thud. “We don’t believe him?”
“I don’t know.” Sabrina crouched next to his unconscious form and pulled me down with her. “There are just far too many people running around this cemetery for my liking.”
I glanced down at his unconscious, masked form. “What are we going to do with him?”
Sabrina’s head snapped around, her eyes narrowing into the darkness. Something or someone was rustling their way around the trees. “We can’t leave him here and run off to safety.” 
I grabbed an arm and tried to move him. It wasn’t happening. “I can’t lug that much man out of here.”
Sabrina nodded in agreement. “We’ll have to go back to Emma and call Alex out.”
“We’ll have to go back to one murderer that wants to kill us to call out her scapegoat who also possibly wants to kill us?” I lifted the corner of Officer Leonard’s mask. I was just curious, but it wouldn’t budge.
Sabrina tried the other side. That was firmly attached too. “We have Emma secured, so we just have to survive Alex.”
“Oh. Is that all?” 
“We’ll tell him we have Emma and he’ll come to us,” Sabrina explained reasonably.
“Yes, I understand how the plan works. I’m just a little fuzzy on the logic of calling a potential murderer back to us.”
“Look, we have both guns. We have the edge.”
“He’ll have the element of surprise.” I scanned the woods behind me. “And have I mentioned I have no clue how to use this thing?”
Sabrina reached for my gun and did one of those gun check things I’d only ever seen in the movies, lots of clicking and snapping that reverberated off the trees around us. She handed the gun back to me hilt first.
“It’s ready to go. All you have to do is pull the trigger.” She eyed me cautiously. “Just don’t shoot yourself. Or me.”
“Gotcha.” I saluted her with my ready gun and she closed her eyes and sighed.
Leaving Officer Leonard where he was, hopefully out of harm’s way, we retraced our steps back to Emma. She was shuffling around on her side like a worm, straining to undo Sabrina's hogtying handiwork. The moment she saw us she stopped and sat up, trying to retain some dignity.
It was an odd situation, staring at someone who’d tried to kill you. A twig snapped behind me and I whirled around, gun raised and ready. The darkness accentuated Alex’s hard features, making him look even more menacing.
“Don’t,” I warned him and he stopped a few feet away from me.
I couldn’t make out the colour of his face in the darkness but I was pretty sure it was the colour livid. Obviously chasing us around in the dark hadn’t convinced him of our innocence. His eyes squinted at me as if I were the only other person there. I genuinely didn’t understand why he blamed me so totally for Bertha’s death.
“You going to shoot me, Birget?” The way he mispronounced my name at this point made me wonder if he and Bertha had been in the badge misprint joke together. Maybe he just needed someone to blame and it was easier if it was someone Bertha hadn’t liked. 
“If I have to.” I nodded, thinking that even if he charged at me I wasn’t sure I could pull the trigger. 
“I don’t think—” Alex fell forward and dropped to his knees with a painfully hard thud and a loud yelp.
“I don’t appreciate your threatening behaviour toward my ward.” Oz pulled Alex’s arms behind him and snapped some cuffs, ignoring Alex’s complaints about his wrist. “Are you both okay?”
“Uh-huh,” I nodded, incredibly happy to see someone else apart from Sabrina who didn’t want me dead. I looked at Alex’s slouched form. “So … exactly how much trouble are we in here?”
“With me? For nearly being murdered?” Oz asked, scanning the woods. “So very, very much. We’re talking a decade of cooking and laundry duties. No socialising whatsoever. And you’re grounded until you’re ninety.”
“Right, so, since I’ll never actually get any older, that’s like eternity?” I asked.
He nodded. “Exactly.” 
“But other than that we’re good?”
“You and me?” Oz nodded. “Yeah.” 
“The implication being that we’re in trouble with someone else?” I said and threw a glance at Sabrina who was inspecting the cuff of her jumpsuit.
“Oh, yeah.” He nodded and waved David over. “You’re in a shed load of trouble with everyone else.”
“We haven’t done anything wrong,” Sabrina protested.
“You’re kidding? Right?”
“We solved the murders and caught the murderers.” Sabrina pointed to Emma and Alex.
“You did.” David checked on Alex’s injured wrist. “While flouting nearly every single law we have.”
“But the ends have justified the means, right?” Sabrina asked.
“No.” David shook his head. “I’ll be amazed if you avoid jail time.”
Sabrina shrieked. “Seriously?”
“Yeah.” Oz rubbed the back of his neck. “The only reason the GBs have let you get away with it is because they were using you as bait. Right, Officer?” 
“I’ll petition for leniency since you’re newly transitioned.” David dragged Alex to his feet and took hold of Emma’s shoulder. “But you should prepare for the worst.”
With David’s dire warning lingering in the air, he tunnelled out of the graveyard in a puff of smoke.
“Hey.” Sabrina pointed to where David had been standing. “How can he tunnel here?
I faced Sabrina. “The GB just said ‘prepare for the worst’ and you’re bothered about where he can tunnel?”
“I just think it's unfair.” She waved her hand at me. “And we're dead. What’s the worst they can do?”
I covered my face with my hands. “I can’t believe you’ve just jinxed us like that. Again.”





Chapter Twenty-One
 
“I still can’t believe you tied me up.” Pete rubbed his wrists with a wince, a thin red line clearly visible from where the shoelace had dug in to his skin. “Or knocked me out.” He adjusted the cold compress against his forehead and leaned back in his seat.
The police and the GBs had questioned us separately for several hours and now we were sitting in the police booking area waiting to be released. It reminded me of an accident and emergency waiting room. Lots of chairs, one employee, a reception desk and nothing happening. Except there were no injured people. 
“Well, honestly,” Sabrina sniped over the rim of her machine coffee. “I don’t know what you expected grabbing Bridget like that.”
“I expected you—” Pete raised his voice, winced and then lowered it. “I expected you to be grateful for the help.” 
I placed my hand on Sabrina’s knee before she could retort, “To be fair, Pete, you did look kinda guilty. You threatened Fenton, then you showed up at his house looking for the notebook and then at the cemetery.”
“I didn’t threaten him.” Pete threw me an unhappy glare. “And I told you, I was warning him not to get involved in the investigation that got Jim killed. And as for the notebook. We were trying to find it to exonerate you two. This is the thanks we get.” Pete gestured to both his and Charlie’s ice packs.

Charlie briefly removed the ice compress from the side of his head and I winced. He had a red, swollen, teaspoon-sized lump just on his hairline. It gave me a headache just looking at it.
Sabrina folded her arms and leaned back, lips pursed and eyebrows raised. “Well, let it be a lesson to you.” 
“For trying to help someone?” Pete readjusted his ice pack and winced.
“Yes,” Sabrina snipped. “Because you could've just told us what you were doing or that you were trying to help instead of being all secretive.”
“Because both of you were so forthcoming,” Pete said.
“And how did you even know where we were?” I asked.
“Luckily Sabrina didn’t know where the cemetery was so she had to google map it.”
“You were following me?” Sabrina's voice was heavy with indignation.
“Where did you google map it from?” I asked.
“Oh, y’know.” Sabrina shrugged.
“From some psychic’s shop computer.” Pete snapped. “Of all the places she could go to. Not the library or an internet cafe.”
I suddenly became very interested in the cuff of my jumpsuit. I was fairly certain the medium in question was Madame Zorina. 
“So then you just went running to the GBs?” Sabrina asked. “I'll have you know we had everything under control.”
“Then why did Bridge whistle for Oz?” Pete snapped back. “And no, we went to see if Oz knew what you were up to but he was busy singing Bridget's praises to Officer Leonard at the remembrance service and trying to distract him from the fact neither of you were there. So when Oz heard the whistle it wasn't like he could hide it from the GBs since they were standing right in front of him. We figured you were in trouble so we came to help. All of us.”
“And I’m so grateful.” Sabrina mocked with her hand over her heart. "How would we have survived if you hadn't shown up?”
“Okay.” Officer Leonard appeared out of one of the doors to the left of the reception desk. “Thanks for waiting. You gentlemen are free to go. Ladies, if you could follow me?”
None of us moved.
“What you do mean they’re free to go?” Sabrina placed her half-finished coffee on the table attached to her chair so quickly a little sloshed out of the cup.
“I mean, we’re not charging them with anything. Like assault.” Officer Leonard gave me a pointed look. “So they are free to go about their day. You two, however …”
“Come on, ladies.” Oz climbed to his feet. “Let’s get this over with.”
“You’re not required.” Officer Leonard gestured to the door on the far side of the canteen. “Officer Salier.” 
“Bridget’s my ward.” Oz folded his arms and stood his ground. “Needed or not, it’s my right to be there when she’s sentenced.”
“Sentenced?” I squeaked. 
“Whoa.” Sabrina held up her hands. “Isn’t there some sort of legal system? A trial where we get to explain our side? Present evidence? Call witnesses?” 
“No.” Officer Leonard motioned for us to stand and follow him. Pete, Charlie and Oz all started talking at once while Sabrina and I stared at each other. I gave her a small nod and we stood up. 
“You do remember our deal?” I whispered as she reached for my hand. “You’d take half my workload if we were sentenced to hard labour?” 
She gave me a flat stare. “I’m fairly sure we settled on a quarter.”
“Ladies?” Officer Leonard repeated, turned and extended his arm in from of him to guide the way. “Officer Salier, as I said, you’re not required. You may, however, wait here.”
“Required or not, I’m legally allowed to be there.” Oz placed a hand low on my back as we followed Officer Leonard to our possible doom. If Sabrina and I survived, I’d really have to try to do as he asked.
 
∞
 
A week later I found Sabrina sitting hunched in on herself on the grass outside the fort. Thankfully the GBs had finished their crime scene investigation and cleared up the evidence so we were free to use it again. Personally, I found that a little creepy with Bertha only being murdered in it a week before, but as long as I wasn’t in there alone my nerve would hold. Probably.
After the massive breach in security in the filing department, Sabrina and the rest of her colleagues had to participate in a week-long training programme. With our GA meetings cancelled I didn’t get to see her until they resumed a week later.
 “Wowser,” I breathed as I sat next to her and got a good look at her face. “You look awful.” 
She’d tied her blonde bob in a ponytail that just hovered over the line of acceptably dishevelled, as did her washed but not ironed jumpsuit. The shadows under her eyes looked as if they’d been drawn on with eyeliner, her laughter lines appeared much deeper and her face had an edge of gauntness to it.
“Thanks, Bridge,” she said without her usual enthusiastic sarcasm. “I can always count on you to make me feel better.”
I sat down next to her and patted her knee. “You’re welcome.”
“This last week of training has been exhausting.” She rubbed her forehead and then pushed a few loose strands of hair out of her face. “It’s worse than being in the marines.” 
I moved behind her and undid her ponytail. I finger-combed her hair and retied it. “I thought it’d be all catered lunches and PowerPoint presentations.”
Sabrina snorted. “They want to make sure we’re über filing clerks. We’ve had the odd presentation but mainly the days have been filled with memory training exercises and exams on different procedures.” Sabrina paused to yawn. “And they’ve been waking us up at random intervals throughout the night and giving us a hundred or so forms to file. Seeing what our margins for error are like.”
I winced. “That sounds terrible.” Woe betide the man or woman who woke me up in the middle of the night to test my error margin. 
“Yeah, about a quarter of people have already been reassigned.” She made air quotes around the word and covered her mouth as she yawned again. “So, how’s community service?” Sabrina had been excused for the first week because of her career training, and all I’d done so far was fill out insurance forms.
I groaned. “I can’t talk about it.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why not?”
I turned to face her. “Let me ask you, what’s your community service assignment?”
She opened her mouth to tell me and looked like she was choking. Her head jerked forward as she tried to force the words out. She coughed and tried again. And again.
I patted her knee. “Don’t strain yourself.”
“They couldn’t just ask us not to tell anyone?” Sabrina shook her head. “I goddamn hate this place.”
I nodded vehemently. “Oh, I hear ya.”
“Ladies, if you please?” Eleanor called to us from the doorway of the fort. “I know you both have had a particularly difficult first week or so here. I wanted you to know you can talk to me about anything.”
“I appreciate that, Eleanor.” I smiled. Since she was still making an effort, it would be rude to dismiss it.
“Me too,” Sabrina chimed in.
Eleanor gave us both a sympathetic smile. “Let’s go inside and get you a cup of tea. Tonight will just be a gentle refresher.”
Eleanor was true to her word and used the meeting to recap on things we’d already covered. She added a little more information and talked about different techniques for tunnelling and misting but it was an easy session. There was no group work involved because everyone was overly interested in us. I guessed news, or gossip, travelled just as fast in the afterlife as in the real world. 
We’d not even made it out of the front doors before I could feel the familiar pull of a summoning. It was much stronger than Jeremy’s so I had no chance of just swiping this one away.
“What?” Sabrina glanced at me when I stopped walking. 
It wasn’t a familiar pull either. I was getting used to being able to identifying between Madame Zorina and Jeremy, but I didn’t recognise this one at all. It felt … glittery. Sabrina read the expression on my face and took my hand. 
She straightened up her drooping shoulders. “Just go with it. After recent events, I feel fairly confident we can handle most things.”
I relaxed into the summoning and let it pull me. I landed on solid wooden flooring and, despite an initial unsteadiness, I managed to keep my feet by bracing myself on the brickwork of the open window. I could tell from the view of the ocean and harbour we were toward the back of the city.
“Ta-dar!” a familiar voice yelled from behind me. I spun around, the room wavering slightly as I did so.
In my peripheral vision, I noticed Sabrina’s hand reaching into her pocket before she recognised our summoner. I knew she’d replaced her cudgel, since the GBs had confiscated it, and I was half tempted to ask with what but thought better of it. It was probably best I didn’t know.
“I thought you’d promised never to summon me again?” I folded my arms and arched an unimpressed eyebrow. 
“Oh.” Madame Zorina swatted away my grievance with a wave of her hand. “I’m so glad you brought your friend. I wanted to show you this.” She raised up her arms and twirled around the empty room. Her bangles jangled up her arms and over the rolled-up sleeves of her loose fitting white shirt while her blood red skirt spun out around her like an umbrella.
I looked around at where we were. The room had a high, white ceiling with an uncovered light bulb dangling down from it and dwarfed by the space around it. Pale pink flowery paper that was sickly to look at covered the walls. Three sash windows on my right allowed a generous view of the ocean and another three on my left framed the moors.
“It’s lovely.” I turned back to face the now still Madame Zorina as she adjusted the red scarf keeping some of her unruly hair out of her face. “So glad you dragged me here to see it.”
“Don’t be so grumpy,” she scolded with a flick of her gypsy skirt, “or I might retract my offer.”
Sabrina folded her arms and radiated suspicion. “What offer?” 
“And why was your signature all glittery?” I added.
Madame Zorina tossed me a small rock. The surface was rough like coral and sparkled as if someone had dipped it glitter. 
“Fools gold.” She fluffed her hair then pushed it out of her eyes. “I use it to amplify my power if I’ve had a particularly stressful day.”
“Excellent.” Edith clapped behind us, making Sabrina and I jump. “You’re both here.”
“Can everyone please stop appearing behind me? My nerves can only take so much,” I said.
Edith walked around to face us, smiling widely, and stood by Madame Zorina. “Sorry, dear, I was just so excited. I knew you’d agree.” 
Sabrina waved her hand and stepped back. “Whoa, we haven’t agreed to anything.” 
“You’ve not asked them?” Edith frowned at Madame Zorina.
Madame Zorina folded her arms against Edith’s pursed lips. “You interrupted me.”
“Is one of you going to ask us?” I said, interrupting the stare-off between the two women. 
Edith gestured Madame Zorina had the floor. “I’m opening a psychic detective agency and would like you both to join us.”
“Barry’s money come through?” Sabrina voiced my suspicion and Edith smiled in satisfaction. It explained why Edith’s eye had twitched when Madame Zorina said it was her business.
“It has, but this has been my dream for a long time.” Madame Zorina pushed her shoulders back and flipped her hair. “I was waiting to meet the right spirits to unite with in this endeavour.”
“Don’t forget the financial backing, dear,” Edith stage whispered to her.
Sabrina folded her arms. “Right. And exactly what benefits will we get from this arrangement?”
“It’ll give you something to do. Your afterlives must be terribly boring. It’ll give you a purpose, fill your time. I’ve known ghosts go mad from boredom,” Madame Zorina said.
“You know she’s right, dear,” Edith added. “Not about the having nothing to do, but about having something you enjoy to invest your time in.”
“We can’t,” I said before Sabrina could get us involved in anything else. Sabrina gave me her best attempt at puppy dog eyes. “We. Can’t.”
 “Of course you can. We’ll be like d’Artagnan and the three musketeers.” Madame Zorina clapped her hand over her heart. “I shall be d’Artagnan, of course.”
“I hope that isn’t going to be your agency name.” I wasn’t too keen on associating myself with that, even if no one but us knew. It was the principle.
“I was thinking Psychic Eye,” Madame Zorina suggested, though the certainty in her voice told me she’d already decided.
“I can live with that.” Sabrina nodded.
I shook my head. “No, you can’t because you’re dead. And think of that thing we can’t talk about.” 
Sabrina waved it off. “It’ll be fine.”
I had my hands in the air inches from her throat. “What’s wrong with you?” 
She grabbed my hands and pulled them down, smiling at me. “We’re dead. What’s the worst that can happen?”
My eyes stretched wide in disbelief. “Why do you have to keep saying that?” 
“And we already have a case,” Madame Zorina interrupted and produced a notebook from one of the many folds in her skirt. “The client’s name is Sarah Matthews. She’s having trouble selling her house. She thinks it’s because it’s haunted.” 
Sabrina and I stared at her. 
Madame Zorina glanced between us. “What?”
Before we could say anything, I felt the familiar pull of the community service officer. I blinked and found myself sitting on the front seat of a bus. Not any bus. The Bus of Death. Charon looked exactly as I remembered him, a twenty-something cherubic, demon driver. Tall, slim and athletic, his blond hair cut short on the back and sides but a little longer on top. He wore a slim-fit black suit with a narrow black tie. Despite the technicalities of his attire being similar to that of the police force, he looked the antithesis of law enforcement. 
“You!” I leapt up from my seat and jabbed a finger into his chest. “You lied to me.”
When Charon had collected me on the day I died, he’d implied that I wasn’t dead. I assumed to make his life easier.
He gently removed my finger from his chest. “I did no such thing. I told you if your heart was still beating you could get back into your body. I just didn’t specify that your heart had stopped beating.”
“That’s a lie by omission.”
Charon grinned at me. “And you’ve never done that.”
“So, what am I doing here? You didn’t have anyone helping when you picked me up.”
He shrugged. “I thought it was about time I had a new conductor.” 
I folded my arms and sat on the baggage shelf. “Why do I have the feeling you’re not telling me the whole truth here?”
“I’ve no idea.” He flashed me a wicked smiled and handed me a complicated looking metal contraption, resting his back against the driver’s compartment. “What are you doing time for?”
“Catching a murderer.”
He dropped his head forward and laughed quietly. “Yeah. The rules are funny like that.”
“Hey. Is it just me?” It was a delayed reaction but I realised Sabrina wasn’t on the bus. 
“Yep. It’s a one person job,” Charon said as he climbed behind the wheel.
“Oh. It’s just my friend got the same sentence as me. I thought we’d be working together.”
“How’d your friend die?”
“Drowned scuba diving in Corsica.”
“Then mostly likely she’ll be a water sports instructor for the holiday parks.” He grinned at me and threw the bus into gear. “I only have one rule. No throwing up on the bus. Let’s get this party started, shall we?”
Charon put his foot down and I felt fairly certain I’d be breaking his rule on an hourly basis. I pressed my forehead to the cold glass of the window. “I hate my afterlife.”
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Dear Reader,
 
I very much hope you’ve enjoyed Beyond Dead. If you did then
keep reading because there’s a short sample of Deader Still, the second book in the series, for you to have a peek at after this letter.
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Thank you so much for reading Beyond Dead. It’s been a pleasure having your company and I hope to see you on Bridget’s next adventure.
 
Until we meet again … 
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Chapter One

 
“Is that really what my face looks like?” I leaned over the metal tray my corpse was laid out on and bobbed from left to right, examining my dead self from every angle. The morgue’s fluorescent light wasn’t helping. “It looks so …”
“Lifeless?” Sabrina spun around on the swivel chair she’d liberated from the office area in the far corner of the room. She was a blur of lime green in her work jumpsuit, swinging her legs in the air, her stubby blonde ponytail jerking with the movement. “Blank? Dead? Gormless?”
I frowned at her spinning form then turned back to my corpse. Sabrina had a point. My dead self did look sort of gormless. My corpse’s fire engine red hair seemed oddly lank and dull. It shouldn’t. I’d had my fringe trimmed and my roots done the day before I’d died so it should’ve been practically luminescent. Yet it wasn’t. Her English rose complexion appeared sallow when I knew that, despite being dead and somewhat ironically, ghost-me glowed with health. My corpse’s beautiful blue eyes had been sewn shut, leaving our dark eyelashes to amplify the bags under her eyes that I knew ghost-me didn’t have. And my lips would never have been called pouty, but someone had obviously gotten a little too enthusiastic when sewing my corpse’s mouth closed because she barely had any lips at all. Ultimately, I was not impressed with the mortuary makeover.
“I don’t look like this. Right?” I asked Sabrina as I twisted a strand of hair around my finger and lifted it to the light to check it wasn’t the same colour as my corpse’s. “Like, in real life? I don’t. Right?”
Sabrina stopped spinning and dug her heels into the navy linoleum flooring to drag herself toward me. She peered at my corpse’s face and shrugged. “In real life you’re dead. So, yeah, in real life, you kinda do look like that.” 
I pointed to my dead body’s face. “You’re talking about my corpse’s face now, right? Not my actual face. My afterlife face. My ghost face. The one I’m speaking out of now …? So, really, there’s no need for me to kill you and stuff your mean, doubly dead body into one of these drawers,” I said, gesturing to the wall of shiny body-sized fridge doors. 
“Exactly. Your ghost face looks a lot more alive than your corpse’s face.” Sabrina angled her head as she looked at my dead body. “You don’t look happy.”
“I’m dead and they’ve sewn my eyes and my mouth shut. How happy do you expect me to look?”
“Happier than that,” she said as she lifted a strand of my corpse’s hair and dropped it. “Your hair looks dull too, but at least that’s a nice dress.”
It was an empire line, yellow sundress with a navy and violet floral print. On paper it should have been horrific, but it was actually quite pretty. I assumed my mum had bought it for me so I could look all summery in my coffin. She had great taste and it would have looked great on her. On me, however, it amplified the sallow complexion of my skin and made it glow a lovely yellow as if I were radioactive. The style also made me look gaunt. I wasn’t. I was on the fit side of slim but whatever the butchers at the funeral home had done to me had taken maybe twenty pounds off. But only off my corpse, not off my afterlife body. I couldn’t decide if I was happy with that or not. My corpse’s cheekbones did look awesome though.
“I know I talked you into attending your funeral but I thought we’d just attend it, y’know? Listen to all the nice things people said about you. I didn’t think we’d be doing all the backstage stuff. At two in the morning.” Sabrina smoothed the dress over my corpse’s knobbly knees and frowned. “Do your knees really look like that?” 
I rolled up the leg of my mauve jumpsuit. She leaned down to look and then back up to examine my corpse again. “I see what you mean. You do look weird.”
“You can tell from my knees but not my face?”
Sabrina shrugged, flopped back into her chair and spun around again. Even sitting down her jumpsuit uniform fitted her a lot better than my mauve one fitted me. Hers was lime green because she was a trainee coordinator, which basically meant she filed stuff all day, and mine was mauve because I was a trainee facilitator, which meant I haunted people all day. It sounded a lot cooler than it was. The haunting, not the filing. I was pretty sure filing was the same in the afterlife as it was in life.
Sabrina was maybe an inch or so taller than my five feet five inches and what I’d call buxomly athletic. And buxom looked good in these jumpsuits. As did her holiday tan.
“Who do you think will say the nicest thing about you?” Sabrina asked, halting her spin. She dug her heels into the floor again and dragged herself to the next fridge door and peeked inside.
“Michael-the-cheating-scumbag.” I reached into my pockets and pulled out an array of cosmetics I’d “borrowed” from the nearest department store since Oz, my parole officer/guardian angel/pain-in-the-neck, was still dragging his feet on fulfilling my requests. I’d been dead two weeks and I still didn’t have any makeup except my Chanel bronzer. 
Sabrina turned back to me in surprise. “Michael-the-cheating-scumbag? The cheating scumbag ex-fiancé? That Michael-the-cheating-scumbag?”
“Yep.” I laid the products out on my corpse’s stomach and motioned for Sabrina to move my dead body’s fringe out of the way so I could apply her makeup properly. “Hey, did I mention that he was a cheating scumbag?”
Sabrina pressed her lips together shook her head. “I don’t think so.” Her expression broke into a smile and she gave me a small shoulder nudge. “So how come you think Michael-the-cheating-scumbag will be the one to say the nicest things about you?”
“He’ll want everyone to think he’s such a grrrrrrreat guy.”
“Who’ll want everyone to think he’s a great guy? Tony the Tiger?” Edith asked as she peered over my shoulder and made me jump so badly I squirted moisturiser all over my dead body’s face. “And why are you applying moisturiser to your corpse, dear?”
“Old habits,” I said, frowning at the deluge of cream on my corpse’s face.
Edith was wearing her usual charcoal skirt suit. She’d been dead a long time so it always surprised me that she wore the same thing. Especially since she was an outlaw of sorts and as such wasn’t constrained by the same stupid afterlife personal request rules as Sabrina and I were. The rules, according to Oz, were that you could have whatever you needed as long as you requested it through your parole officer. I’d given him a long list of what I needed weeks ago and was yet to receive anything. Apparently, he felt underwear and mascara weren’t urgent necessities.
“You look terrible. Death does not suit you at all, dear,” Edith said with a grimace at my corpse’s face. She smoothed out the hem of my dress like Sabrina had and frowned. “Do your knees really look like that?”
“I’m trying to concentrate,” I said, wiping off the last of the moisturiser since it hadn’t sunk in properly.
“At least they didn’t touch your hair, dear,” Edith said. She lifted a strand of my corpse’s hair and let it drop the same way Sabrina had, then tugged at her own hacked-at fringe. Even though it was far too short, Edith still looked like a glamorous, dead version of Anjelica Huston. 
“How come your fringe was affected when they prepped your body but Bridget’s weight wasn’t?” Sabrina said as she gestured to Edith’s hair then my corpse’s hollowed cheeks.
“That’s the afterlife for you, dear. No rhyme or reason to anything.” Edith frowned down at my corpse. “Just as well, really. Looking at her makes me hungry.” 
“I don’t suppose either of you has a knife?” I asked. My Crème de la Mer foundation had gone on without a hitch and I was gently tugging on my dead body’s eyelashes to expose the stitches. 
I looked up to find them both offering me a knife. Sabrina’s was a flick knife with a thin, three-inch blade and a unicorn handle. I refused to ask about the handle. Edith’s was more like a dagger. It had a dark brown leather-bound handle and a six-inch blade, slightly slimmer than Sabrina’s. I took Edith’s.
“You really should carry some form of self-defence weapon, dear,” Edith chastised. 
In response I lifted the whistle Oz had given me to blow in emergencies so he would come a-running and save me. It had initially gone against my feminist instincts to call a man for help but then I’d found a couple of dead bodies, and a couple of other people had tried to kill me, so that had altered my view a little.
“No, a self-defence weapon, Bridge. Not a booty call device,” Sabrina said and Edith sniggered.
I gave them both a flat stare. Oz was, shall we say, adequately attractive. “Nooooo, those jokes aren’t getting old at all. And I get accused of enough murders as it is. Imagine Johnson’s delight if I happen to be carrying an offensive weapon the next time a dead body falls out of my locker. He wouldn’t arrest me – he’d throw away the key.”
Just because dead bodies kept turning up in my locker, the inept police force, Detective Johnson in particular, assumed I was a murderer. Sabrina had thought it a great idea for us to find the real killer ourselves. Much law breaking had ensued and, despite us catching the murderer, we each had a decade of community service in reparation for our “crimes”. People say life isn’t fair. They should try being dead.
I angled the knife under my corpse’s eyelashes. The last thing I wanted to do was slice her eyelid open or accidentally trim her eyelashes off.
Sabrina stilled my hand before I could do anything. “Er, Bridge? What are you doing?”
I held up my Chanel Le Volume mascara. “I’m opening my eyes so I can apply some mascara.” I looked down at my corpse’s face and then back up at Sabrina. “Obviously.”
Sabrina didn’t let go of my knife hand. “Yeah, I don’t think you really want to be slitting those open.” 
“I can’t apply it properly with my eyes closed, can I?”
“They’re sewn shut for a reason, dear.” Edith stood on the opposite side of the table and looked down at my dead body’s face. Edith’s grimace became deeper the longer she stared.
I pointed the knife at my corpse’s face. “Look at me. This is going to be everyone’s last impression of me. This.” 
Both of them winced and, feeling vindicated, I shook off Sabrina’s hold before pressing the knife back to my corpse’s eye. 
Sabrina grabbed my hand again. “Your coffin will be closed. No one will even see you.”
“I can’t be buried looking like that,” I whined and twisted my hand so the knife pointed to my corpse’s face again.
Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t really think the worms will care.”
Edith held out her hand for the knife. “I’ll do it, dear. Barry’s father used to go fishing. He would think he was the man of the house because he brought home the catch. I was the one who had to gut and debone them. The sight of blood made him squeamish.” With three quick slashes Edith sliced through the stitches in my corpse’s eyes and mouth.
“Thank you.” I sighed happily and watched the dagger disappear from Edith’s hands like a magic trick. Made me wonder where she kept it. “Now will one of you hold my eye open so I can curl my eyelashes, please?”
Edith nodded to Sabrina. “Your turn, dear.”
Sabrina’s lip curled as she gingerly pulled up my eyelid and looked at the ceiling. “Bridge, I want you to understand – this is what true friendship looks like.”
“Uh-huh,” I agreed, focusing on curling all the eyelashes carefully and equally. “Other eye.”
“That’s your side,” Sabrina said to Edith with a shudder, wiping her fingers on her trousers. I really didn’t see what the big deal was.
Once I’d curled the other side I stepped back and admired my handiwork. 
“Excellent.” I moved to the head of my corpse and pulled a packet of fake eyelashes from my pocket. “Now, this is going to be a three person job.”
Sabrina glanced from me to the packet then back to me. “You need help.”
I patted her on the shoulder and smiled. “That’s why I’ve got you.”
“Not quite what I meant,” Sabrina mumbled as I directed her and Edith to their positions.
∞
I blew in Oz’s handsome face for the third time. It was a shame to wake him. Really, it was. I much preferred him this way. Silent. Not accusing me of anything. Not insisting I spend time with my housemates. Not refusing my makeup requests. 
That was one of the less pleasant aspects of being dead. For the first decade you had to live in a shared house with your parole officer and his other wards. I was not a fan of communal living on my best day. That said, I was warming to my female housemates. A little. Or maybe thawing would be a better way to describe it. Didn’t really matter what you called it though, I still wouldn’t admit it out loud.
Oz’s jaw was clenched in his sleep and his ever-present fair stubble appeared darker without any light to play off it. His eyelids fluttered.
“Morning, sunshine,” I whispered in his ear.
Oz startled awake, his head pressing deeper into the pillow. He was instantly alert. I stepped back quickly as he sat up. He reached over and switched on the bedside lamp. It lit the room with a soft glow but there was more than enough light to see Oz was shirtless. Not that I was paying any attention to that. Or to the smattering of fair hair that reached across his exposed, and very toned, chest. Or to the fact that said toned chest descended into a very sturdy set of abdominal muscles. Nope. No, I wasn’t looking at all. 
“Bridget?” Oz snapped his fingers in front of my face. His Australian accent sounded thicker when he was grumpy. I used to love that accent. Always made me think of sunshine. Of course whenever he spoke to me it was usually to tell me off about something so it was fast losing its appeal.
I blinked and met his ocean-green eyes. “Yes? Sorry. Did you say something?”
His expression warred between amused and annoyed as he bunched the duvet up around his waist. “I said, are you alright? What are you doing in here?”
“I was bringing you breakfast.” I held the tray up, motioning for him to sit properly so I could put it down. He didn’t. 
Oz adjusted the duvet again, making sure it was gathered up around his waist. It made me wonder if he was a naked summer sleeper. I cursed myself for not taking the chance to peek under the duvet while he slept. Not that I was interested. Not that I was allowed to be interested. The Bureau of Ghostly Affairs, the governing body of the afterlife, had rules about dating your guardian. Or just dating in general. You weren’t allowed to date while in your probationary period which was usually ten years. Nor were you allowed to date anyone in your department. Office romances and all. 
That would’ve been fine except interaction with people from other departments was generally pretty limited because all you did was work and sleep. If you somehow defied all the odds and did manage to find that special someone you had to apply for a license before embarking on that relationship. Like everything else in the afterlife, the information around this licensing was a little murky but it sounded a lot like citizenship interviews. Except weirder since you didn’t really know the personal habits of the person you were being interviewed about. 
And if you didn’t abide by these rules? The repercussions, like the repercussions for everything else, were never actually described in any other way than “severe”. 
Oz snapped his fingers in front of my face again. “Bridget?”
“What?” I blinked and met his eyes again. It simply wasn’t fair that he was so distractingly attractive.
“I said, you shouldn’t be in here.”
“Why? Because it’s your bedroom?”
“Yeah.”
He gestured to his naked torso but didn’t move to get a t-shirt. He was so definitely naked under that duvet. 
I gave a small shrug so I wouldn’t dislodge anything on my tray. “You’re in mine all the time.”
“I don’t whisper in your ear to wake you up.”
“You weren’t awake and your breakfast was getting cold. I was trying to wake you gently. What was I supposed to do? It wasn’t like I licked your face while you slept or anything creepy.” I motioned for him to sit back again. Again, he didn’t. “Look, do you want this or not? I went to a lot of trouble to make this for you.”
He narrowed his eyes at me, sighed, and then sat back and accepted the tray. Bacon, sausages, scrambled eggs, beans, toast, coffee, orange juice – everything you could possibly want for breakfast.
“You made all this?” he asked.
“Yes.” I nodded and he arched an eyebrow at me, disbelief all over his face. “I made it in the sense that I went to the canteen and got it for you and kept it warm all the way back here. In my book, that still counts.”
He picked up his knife and fork and moved the food around the plate as if he were checking for a booby trap. Finding nothing suspicious he gestured to the food with his fork. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” I smiled happily and sat on the side of his bed, waiting for him to eat.
He looked from his breakfast to my smiling face. “What do you want?”
“I want to go to my funeral.”
“No.”
I folded my hands primly in my lap and sat straighter. “Let me rephrase. I’m going to my funeral. I’m telling you in the sense of honesty and trust. I’m telling you in an attempt to make this truly dictatorial and abhorrently, oppressively suffocating relationship work.”
“You’re not going.” Oz cut a small piece of sausage and bit into it with caution. 
“I am.”
He finished chewing, swallowed, and then took a large swig of the coffee. “You’re not.” 
“I am.”
He gestured to me with his mug. “You’re not. If I have to tie you to the bed to stop you, I will.” 
I glanced at the wooden corner posts of his bed. It did look quite sturdy. “Why would you tie me to the bed?”
He looked from me to the bed. “I didn’t necessarily mean this bed. I meant that if I had to tie you to a heavy piece of furniture somewhere in the house to prevent you from going, then I would.”
“Okay,” I drew the word out as I smoothed out a small patch of the duvet and then looked up at him from underneath my lashes. “But that wasn’t what you said.” 
“You’re not going.” He took two more large mouthfuls of coffee. I decided the quick intake of caffeine was because he felt that he needed his wits about him when talking to me. I felt quite proud of that.
“I could say that I’d beat you to the garden and leave before you could grab me since, I’m assuming, you’re naked under the duvet and it would be inappropriate for you to chase me around the house like that.” 
Oz held the tray with one hand and used the other to pull the duvet a little higher. So, so definitely naked.
“Or I could say that I’ve put sleeping pills in the coffee you’re so happily chugging down.” 
Oz paused and pulled the half empty cup from his mouth to look inside it. 
“Or I could’ve lied and got Lucy to cover for me,” I said. “But I didn’t. I’m asking you to take me as part of my adjustment process. I’m trying. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
He put the coffee down and briefly covered his eyes with one hand. That’s when I knew I had him. 
He sighed. “What time?”
“Nine.”
“On one condition.” Oz wrapped both of his very strong looking hands around the mug of coffee and stared at my wide-eyed, hopeful expression.
“I just made you breakfast. What more do you want?”
“A five thousand word essay explaining how this has helped your adjustment. That way, it can go in your file and it looks like you’re genuinely trying to adjust.”
I winced. “Five thousand? Really? That seems like an awful lot to me. And what do you mean ‘genuinely trying to adjust’?”
“This is about hearing how great of a person everyone thought you were, right?” Oz jabbed his fork in my direction before stabbing a small piece of bacon.
I stood and backed up to the door. I knew when to retreat. “Soooo, you’ll be good to go by nine?”
 






Chapter Two
 
“I cannot believe you told him,” Sabrina said for the fifth time as we milled around on the pavement outside the church with the other mourners waiting for my coffin to arrive. 
The church looked like it had been randomly dropped in the centre of town, the front doors literally opening up onto the pavement. There was a charity shop on one side and a household goods superstore on the other. 
I checked Oz was out of earshot before I spoke. “I’m working on a twenty-eighty split.”
Clad in his usual flip-flops, shorts and black faded t-shirt of a pre-millennium rock band, Oz was keeping his distance from the alive mourners by hovering on the kerb outside the charity shop. He was flanked by my two male housemates, both of whom were in their late forties. Mark wore a similar outfit to Oz, only with a plain white t-shirt. I loved Mark. He rarely spoke to me. That made him my favourite housemate. Clem, who was loudly complaining about our morning activity, no pun intended, was wearing full-length black trousers and a white shirt. He was the only one who blended in with the alive mourners. Not that he needed to blend in since they couldn’t see us anyway.
“I figure, if I tell him about twenty per cent of the illegal stuff I do, that should make it easier to get away with the other eighty per cent,” I said.
Sabrina inclined her head. “Or it could just make him more suspicious.” 
“I’ve got to try something. He’s difficult to lie to.”
Sabrina clasped her hands together and twisted back and forth at the waist like a little girl. “’Cause he’s so handsome?”
I ignored her mockery. “No, because he can tell.”
She stopped twisting like a halfwit. “What?”
“Yeah. He can tell when I lie. He can tell a half lie and a lie by omission too.” 
Parole officers, or guardians depending on their mood and what you’d done wrong, all had emotional bonds with their charges in case we got into some kind of trouble. Or we lied. Oz explained it away as a good thing since he’d know if I was upset or in danger and could find me wherever I was. Personally, I saw it as just one more way the bureau kept a tight leash on us all.
Sabrina frowned at me. “The emotional bond tells him that?”
“Can’t your guardian tell?”
Sabrina shrugged. “She doesn’t really question me about anything. So he can tell a lie by omission? That’s technically when you’re telling the truth.”
“I know! But mainly I think he just assumes I’m always lying to him.”
“Why?”
I adjusted my fringe against the breeze. “Because I’m always lying to him.”
Sabrina narrowed her eyes at Oz from across the mourners. “Yeah, good idea to go with that split then.”
“I’d have thought your friends would’ve been prettier.” Lucy, housemate number three, spoke from behind us. “That one in the black looks really rough.” 
“It’s a funeral,” Sabrina said. “Describing someone by the colour of their clothes isn’t the best identifier.” 
 “And it’s a funeral, not a fashion show,” Pam, housemate number four, chastised. Pam must have been in her late sixties and wore her multi-coloured floral sundress and floppy straw hat with the grace of an old-fashioned movie star. So much for it not being a fashion show.
“But surely the same rules apply here as they do in life?” Lucy said and gestured to her new skinny-fit baby-blue jeans and oversized orange batwing jumper. “I made the effort.”
Sabrina cast a glance my way and I shook my head. No, we were not going to comment on the outfit. The colour of the jumper complimented Lucy’s olive skin tone and the wide neckline managed to give her black bob more swing, but that was the best I could say. For someone in her late twenties I’d have thought she’d have found her style by now. Unless this was her style. I glanced down at the hot pink strappy sandals she’d accessorised the outfit with. No, I refused to believe this was her style.
Someone slipped their cold hand into mine and squeezed it. I turned to see Petal, housemate number five and the youngest in her late teens, give me a shy smile before she let go and pirouetted through the mourners to Mark, her mane of blonde fluff flying out behind her. She was dressed for summer in white capri pants and a pale pink vest. Everyone was making the most of the heatwave since it was England and our summers were, at best, unpredictable. Everyone except Sabrina and me. We were in our jumpsuits, ready for our community service sentences after the funeral and because they were the only clothes we had. For some reason that didn’t seem to bother Sabrina but it bothered me. A lot. At least Oz had finally bought me some shoes. They weren’t glamorous, just simple white ballet pumps, but still a huge improvement on the flowery flip-flops Petal had loaned me.
The hearse finally pulled up and after a little fussing both my uncles, my dad and three cousins carried my coffin inside. While everyone took their seats, Sabrina and I made our way up to the altar and stood behind the coffin, mainly because it was the only place to stand where we were out of everyone’s way and it offered the best view of the church. Oz and my housemates stood by the entrance, Lucy pointing out fashion disasters to Petal and Pam.
Once everyone was seated, the priest started to say something about life and Heaven. My mother stood up. Everyone’s eyes on her as she strolled to the coffin and tugged at the lid. My mother was tiny. She just topped five feet with a very slight build. She’d pulled her wispy, pale blonde hair into a ponytail which accentuated her sharp cheekbones and fragility.
“What’s she doing?” Sabrina asked, and stepped around to the front of the coffin to look.
I followed Sabrina around. “I think she’s opening it.”
The priest climbed down from his pulpit and gently removed my mother’s hands from the coffin. My dad came up behind her and tried to lead her back to the pew. My dad looked like a mountain compared to her with his tall, broad and fit physique gone slightly to seed. She shook them both off.
“I want it open.” My mum folded her arms and refused to move. “I want everyone to be able to see my beautiful girl.” The priest said something to her. She ignored him and turned to my dad. “I want it open.” 
He held her gaze for a long moment, ran a hand through his short dark hair and then turned to the priest with a shrug. “She wants it open.” My dad didn’t even pause. He knew better than to argue with her, divorced or not. He heaved the lid up and made sure it had locked open. He looked down at me and shook his head with a small smile, reaching out and stroking my corpse’s cheek. “Troublemaker right to the end.” 
“At least now I understand where you get your attitude from,” Oz said from behind me. With the drama, I’d not seen him sneak up.
I scoffed at him. “That’s not attitude. That’s just my mum explaining how she wants this to go. If she were giving attitude, there would be blood and broken bones. And a lot of swearing.”
Oz nodded. “Good to know.” 
Edith appeared at the head of my coffin and peered down at my corpse’s face, surveying our earlier hard work. “You look beautiful,” she said to me, then glanced over my shoulder. “And you must be Oz?” 
Oz narrowed his eyes at Edith as she approached but shook her offered hand. “I am. Who are you?”
Edith’s lips kicked up into a genuine smile. “My name’s Janice, dear. Bridget and I work together. I wanted to make sure she made the most of this experience to really help her to move on.” To my mind she oversold the last line to the point of sarcasm. I glanced at Sabrina who was biting her lip and staring up at the ceiling. Yep, she’d heard it too.
“That’s really good of you.” Oz’s tone said all three of us had heard it. “What is it that you do?”
“Come, now, dear. You know we’re not supposed to talk about that,” Edith chastised him gently and moved to greet Sabrina. That was another stupid rule. Despite the colour of your jumpsuit uniform telling everyone what your job was, you still weren’t supposed to discuss it. Or even acknowledge it. Yet another reason it made dating difficult. It was almost like the bureau just didn’t want us to have any fun. At all.
My mum turned her back on the priest, who was still trying to talk to her, and addressed the congregation, her voice carrying through the church. “If anyone hasn’t said goodbye yet, you can do it now while this man is speaking.” 
“Your mum’s not religious then?” Sabrina laughed as the affronted priest climbed back up on his pulpit.
“She thinks once you die that’s it,” I said as we all shuffled back to the foot of the coffin. 
“Won’t she have a surprise when she gets here?” Sabrina said.
“I hope she doesn’t come here,” I said, watching her beckon people up to the coffin.
“You want her to ascend or go to Heaven or whatever?” Sabrina asked.
“Well, she’s my mum, so, yeah, obviously.” 
Oz leaned into me a little. “But …?” 
I raised an eyebrow at Sabrina. Maybe now she’d understand the twenty-eighty split better. “But I also do not want to spend eternity with that woman. I moved away for a reason.” 
“Jeez, Bridget, you look gorgeous.” Petal peered over the side of the coffin. “Almost as pretty as real-life you.” 
“I think she means it the other way round than I did,” Sabrina said when she saw my frown. 
“Can you make me look like that?” Lucy asked, looking over Petal’s shoulder.
I nodded and Oz narrowed his eyes at me. “You’ve not looked at what they’ve done to you. How do you know you can make Lucy look like that?”
I shrugged. “I’m just that good.”
“Uh-huh.” Oz focused on me and I matched his stare with a smile. 
“Who’s that?” Sabrina asked, distracting Oz and pointing to a tall, slim man hovering near the entrance of the church. 
“That tall, dark, handsome, cheating scumbag is Michael … the-cheating-scumbag.” My lip curled on his name. I couldn’t help it. He sauntered into the church in a perfectly fitting black suit as if he were attending a formal evening do. He’d slicked his dark hair into a 1940s side parting which complimented his delicate features, though maybe death had improved my eyesight because suddenly he didn’t look all that great anymore.
Sabrina pulled her head back as if she’d smelled something rancid. “Really? That’s him?”
“Yeah.” I looked from her downturned mouth to Michael-the-cheating-scumbag. It turned my stomach a little that I kind of understood her reaction. I’d thought I’d have felt something. Maybe a touch of longing for our life, for my alive life, when I saw him but all I felt when I looked at him was confusion about what I’d seen in him. 
“He’s just so …” Sabrina shook her head and gave a one-shoulder shrug.
Edith grimaced as she gave him a once over. “He has nice hair, dear.” She didn’t phrase it as a compliment, more like his only redeeming feature.
“Is that his … sister?” Oz pointed to the short blonde on his arm wearing what looked suspiciously like my favourite Donna Karan little black dress. With a square neckline, cap sleeves and a split up the right thigh it was not a funeral dress. Michael-the-cheating-scumbag gave her a full-on kiss in the middle of the aisle before heading up to my casket.
I stared, my mouth hanging open. I didn’t know what I was angrier about. That he’d had the nerve to bring his trollop to my funeral or that he’d let her raid my closet for something to wear. No, I did know. It was that he’d let her in my closet. “You son of a b—”
“Hey.” Oz clamped one hand over my mouth and one around my waist to stop me from tackling Michael-the-cheating-scumbag as he approached. I didn’t struggle too much because I didn’t want to mess up my hair, but that was the only reason. When I stilled, Oz unwrapped his arms but stood close enough to grab me again. 
“I loved you, Bridget.” Michael-the-cheating-scumbag reached down to touch my dead cheek but his hand stopped short. 
I took a step forward and felt Oz grab the back of my jumpsuit to prevent me advancing further. “You brought your harlot to my funeral. Exactly how much can you love me?”
Sabrina coughed. “I’m not normally one to split hairs but he said ‘loved’.”
I pointed a finger a Sabrina, my eyebrows inching up in warning. “That’s not helpful.”
Michael-the-cheating-scumbag patted my dead forehead as if I were a dog. “I know you’d want me to move on and be happy.” 
“No. I want you to die a horrible, painful and excruciatingly long death and then, just when you think it’s over, I want you to arrive here and have to spend your afterlife cleaning the men’s locker room. That’s what I want.”
Sabrina grinned at me. “And you were going to marry that.”
“Shut up.” I let Oz tug me back a little. I stood, arms folded, scowling at Michael-the-cheating-scumbag.
Edith nodded. “He is quite the catch, dear.”
“And that’s quite enough from you as well,” I snarled at Edith.
Michael-the-cheating-scumbag turned away from the coffin and came face-to-face with my mum. She’d sneaked up behind him when he’d been saying his oh-so-tender goodbye. She raised her hand and slapped him so hard across the face his teeth clicked together. I’d called her right after I’d found him in bed with The Trollop. Doesn’t matter what you’ve done or how much you argue, when the chips are down, you can always depend on your mum.
“I’d have thought she was more of a puncher,” Edith mused as she watched.
I nodded. “She is, but someone told her that slapping hurts their face more than your hand whereas punching, for someone tiny like her, is the opposite.” 
My dad got to my mum just as she raised her hand to slap Michael-the-cheating-scumbag again. Michael-the-cheating-scumbag cowered back and misjudged his footing. He turned to catch himself and pressed his hand on my corpse’s stomach. There was a loud hissing noise like wind escaping a balloon. My corpse’s perfectly applied fake eyelashes fluttered and her lips parted as she sighed. The stench of death, and all the rotting associated with it, emanated out of her and drifted through the air, steadily filling the church.
Sabrina gagged. “Oh my god.”
I stared in horror as mourners coughed and covered their noses, trying to keep the malodour out of their lungs. And I'd been worried a sallow complexion would leave a tainted memory of me in their minds! This was so much worse.
“They normally sew those shut,” Oz said with a grimace as he wafted his hand in front of his face to disperse the smell. “For this reason.”
“No, no, no, no.” I shook my head and pointed to my corpse. “That’s not coming from me. That's from Michael. He always had terrible flatulence.”
“Right,” Oz said with a nod, still wafting the delightful Eau de Death fragrance away. “That’s what that smell is. Flatulence.”
Michael-the-cheating-scumbag, being so close, took the brunt of it. He turned a beautiful shade of green and gagged. Then he vomited on my corpse’s face. Twice. My mum shook my dad off and reached forward to swing a punch at Michael-the-cheating-scumbag’s head which, since he’d just vomited on an hour and a half’s worth of work, I was very appreciative of. 
However, Michael-the-cheating-scumbag turned to the side and snapped over at the waist to vomit again, this time on the floor. With his sudden movement my mum missed her intended target. The motion carried her forward and her fist landed on The Trollop’s shoulder. The Trollop, who’d darted forward to help Michael-the-cheating-scumbag when my mum had initially slapped him, spun around and unwisely decided to try to save herself by grabbing the side of my coffin.
Her weight tipped the coffin over. It landed
on its side on the floor with a thud. My vomited-on corpse bounced out and rolled twice. It rolled into the back of Michael-the-cheating-scumbag’s legs as he was scrambling to get away and he fell to the floor again. One of my dad’s brothers reached a hand out to him and I could tell from my uncle’s stance it was only so he could get a proper swing in since my mum had missed. But in Michael-the-cheating-scumbag’s attempt to scrabble away, he twisted and kicked my corpse in the face. The sound of a bone crunching echoed around the faultless acoustics of the church. And that was when everything got out of hand.
My parent’s families hadn’t gotten along when they were married so when they got divorced it became much uglier. I was the only thing they both loved and now, for all intents and purposes, it looked like my dad’s brother was giving a helping hand to the man who’d cheated on me, brought The Trollop to my funeral, vomited on my corpse and then kicked her in the face. The shouting started at the back of the church and spread like wildfire. The priest ducked behind his pulpit as a high heel flew perilously close to his head.
My dad ignored the fighting and dragged my corpse to the relative safety of the side of the church. He carefully wiped the vomit, and all my hard work, from my dead body’s face and hair with several tissues as best he could. He pulled off her now dangling false eyelashes, cupped her cheek and kissed her forehead. 
“My beautiful little girl, troublemaker to the end. And beyond.” He pushed himself to his feet and slowly scanned the front of the church, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You!” he yelled and pointed into the mass of thrashing bodies around my empty coffin. I heard a squeak that sounded like Michael-the-cheating-scumbag and my dad charged into the fray. 
“This is the best funeral I have ever been to.” Sabrina clapped next to me as she and Edith cheered my mum on. I couldn’t see exactly what my mum was doing, which I figured was probably for the best.
“This five thousand word essay is going to be an interesting read,” Oz said, trying not to laugh.
I scowled at him but couldn’t manage to form any words. I felt the familiar pull of a summoning. Not Madame Zorina or Jeremy or any medium. And I couldn’t fight it. The smile dropped from Oz’s face when he saw my panicked expression. I reached for him. His blue-green eyes stretched wide, an echo of my own panic. That was not a look I wanted to see on his persistently calm face. He reached back for me but his hand passed through mine. I was already gone.
 
 




 
Chapter Three
 
“Why were you fighting the summoning?” a vaguely familiar voice asked. 
“I was in the middle of a conversation.” I squinted at the fuzzy blur of a young blonde girl frowning down at me, hands on her hips. At least I thought she had her hands on her hips. My eyes were struggling to focus.
“This takes precedence,” she snapped with an attitude that reminded me of the twice late Bertha. Twice late as in doubly dead. It would be wrong to wish the same fate on this girl too just because I didn’t like her tone. And because she’d interrupted my funeral. Oz would never tell me who said the nicest things about me. Sabrina would though as long as he’d let them stay. And that was if the priest had managed to get the proceedings back under control enough to bury me. Maybe he’d just throw my corpse in the church’s wheelie bin. I guess it could be counted as industrial waste of sorts for his profession. 
“Well, that depends on the conversation, doesn’t it?” I said placing a hand over my eyes and waiting for the room to stop spinning. There was something familiar about the way the place smelled. Pine disinfectant and chalk, but neither could totally mask the musty scent that permeated the air. 
The summoning had been exceedingly bumpy and I’d landed hard on my bottom, legs outstretched and with the room spinning around me. I’d had a fair bit of experience with being summoned so I was conversant enough with the process to be thoroughly unimpressed with this girl’s skill. Tunnelling was the ghost transportation mode of choice, which was basically the dead version of the Star Trek transporter beam. It felt like swimming through a huge washing machine but in the direction of the spin. Summoning, however, was the equivalent of being dragged in the opposite direction of the spin. Suffice to say, it was supremely unpleasant, and that was when the summoner was good at it. If the summoner was bad at it? Well, murders had been committed for less.
“No. This takes precedence,” she said with an arrogance that put my teeth on edge.
I looked up at her as the room started to settle around me. I recognised her. 
“Jenny?” 
The last time I’d seen her, actually the only time I'd seen her, she was being handcuffed and dragged off to serve an undetermined prison sentence for unauthorised haunting. So, then, this was a jailbreak? How could she summon me from her jail cell? Why would she summon me from her jail cell? Why would she summon me from her jail cell? Was she even still in jail? I quickly glanced around. The room was filled with rows of desks with upturned chairs resting on them, childish art on the walls and units of small lockers at the back of the room. It looked more like a classroom than a jail cell. Although, an eternity in a school was probably the worst punishment I could think of. 
I shook my head. I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to know why she’d summoned me, what she was involved in, what she was trying to get me involved in. I was absolutely not getting involved in anything remotely illegal. And I was not taking the blame for this. Whatever “this” was. I blew Oz’s whistle really hard. He usually had a two-second response time. Two seconds passed. No Oz.
Jenny smirked at me. “Your parole officer won’t be able to save you this time, Bridget.”
Well, that just did not sound like a happy hello. 
“Oz didn’t save me last time,” I said, assuming she was talking about my almost murder not so long ago.
I rolled to my feet and grabbed the nearest thing to throw – turned out it was a chair – and hurled it at her. Not waiting to see if I’d caught her I darted across the room. Jenny leapt onto my back and we hit to the floor with a thud. My hands slapped the linoleum floor hard, saving myself some pain, but the air still left my lungs in a gust that reminded me of my corpse.
Before she could get the upper hand I jerked my head back into her face. I felt it connect with a crack and a yelp from her. I pushed up and blindly jabbed an elbow behind me. She grunted as it caught her in the ribs. Jenny rolled from my back and I scrambled to my feet. I made it to the door and jerked it open. 
A reed of man stood in the way. I didn’t hesitate. I kicked my foot forward into his shin. He screamed and dropped to the floor, cradling it. I hesitated a moment, startled by such an easy win. I dodged him and was out into the corridor. I tried tunnelling but I couldn’t. Some places in the afterlife you couldn’t tunnel in or out of and this, for whatever reason, was obviously one. 
I glanced both ways along the corridor. It was my old high school. No wonder I recognised the smell. Weird, but we could deal with that later. I glanced over my shoulder; the guy was up but favouring his right leg. Jenny joined him in the doorway. For some reason neither made a move to grab me. That probably should’ve told me they probably weren’t out to murder me but I figured I’d escape first and ask questions later. 
Left or right? Left was the assembly hall. Right was the reception. The assembly hall. It had an emergency exit next to the stage. I remembered because we used to have it open during summer morning assemblies. Escape route in place, I turned to run and came face to face with a tall slim lady dressed in a black trouser suit with a flouncy white blouse and her dark hair pulled into a neat bun. Dr Watson. I’d had a therapy session with her a week or so earlier because Oz felt I wasn’t adjusting to my new afterlife. 
“Stop.” She held up her hand to reinforce her command. She definitely hadn’t been there a second ago. Had she tunnelled in? How had she tunnelled in? Stupid afterlife with its stupid different rules for different people.
I was tempted to pretend I didn’t understand and kick her in the shin too. Not because I considered her a threat to my safety, just because I didn’t like her. But that would’ve been childish. Then again, we were in a school. 
“What are you doing?” Watson asked, her face showing the same eerily vacant expression that she’d worn in that one session.
“She summoned me here and then threatened me,” I said, pointing to Jenny as I backed up a couple of steps to put some distance between both parties and me.
“I did not! She attacked me,” Jenny yelped, cradling her very red cheekbone. Damn it, I’d been aiming for her nose.
“‘Your parole officer won’t be able to save you this time’?” I arched an eyebrow at Jenny. “That’s not a threat?”
Jenny shook her head and spoke to Watson. “I didn’t say that.”
My jaw dropped open and I stared at her. “You totally did! Why else would I try to escape from you?” 
“Because you’re a mal-adjust.” Jenny’s voice was heavy with tears. If she cried, I was going to have to find something else to throw at her. Really, I was. 
“Please. I’m a mal-adjust?” I didn’t even try to keep the derision out of my voice. “You were the one who was arrested for unauthorised haunting a few days into your afterlife.”
At my first Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting, a mandatory and nightly support group where you learned about ghost stuff, Jenny had haunted a livie. Two Ghosting Busters, the über police of the afterlife, had appeared in a puff of smoke, handcuffed her and disappeared. The lasting impression was if you even flirted with haunting a livie, an alive person to the uninitiated, the GBs would come for you and you wouldn’t like the consequences. 
That said, Edith had been illegally haunting and getting away with it for a long time so I wasn’t all that certain how hard and fast that rule actually was. Or maybe Edith was just too smart to be caught. The only thing I was certain of was that there were no more certainties. Especially since here was Jenny.
“Oh, you’re so clueless, it’s adorable,” Jenny cooed with one hand over her heart. “The GBs asked for my help. I was a plant. They always do it. Helps enforce the no haunting rule.” 
And that right there was why I didn’t trust people who cried in arguments. I knew I should’ve heaved the desk at her instead of the chair.
Watson held her hand up for silence before I could think of a scathing enough response. “Do either of you two need to visit the medical centre?” she asked. Jenny and the man both shook their heads. “Then everyone to the assembly hall, please.” Watson gestured to the double doors at the end of the corridor.
I folded my arms and stayed where I was. “No.” 
“Yes.” Watson offered me what I think she thought was a smile. It just looked like a twitch to me. 
“No.” 
The door of the next classroom along opened and Warren, a member of my GA group and an idiot, walked out. An older man, maybe late fifties and wearing a brown jumpsuit, followed him. Jenny and the man I’d kicked were both wearing white jumpsuits so I assumed he wasn’t anything to do with them. 
“Jenny. Matthew. Please escort these two gentlemen into the hall while I speak with Bridget.”
Warren tutted at me. “What have you done now, Red?”
“Since you’re here, I’m guessing the same thing as you,” I said.
Warren smiled, the light playing off his three eyebrow rings, lip ring and the rest of the metal he had in his face. “It warms my heart to know we’ll get to share this experience.”
“Jenny. Matthew. Please.” Watson gestured to the doors again. Jenny and Matthew moved to stand behind Warren and the other guy and made shooing gestures. Warren started to walk in the direction of the hall.
“You’re just going to blindly go with these people?” I called to his back.
“Yep.” Warren turned and glanced around the group. “They look trustworthy to me.”
“Don’t you remember her from our first GA meeting?” I nodded to Jenny but spoke to Warren. “She was a GB plant.” 
Warren looked her over. “Oh, yeah. I thought you were familiar.”
I shook my head at Warren. “You’re an idiot.”
“Jenny. Matthew. Please.” Watson gestured to the doors again. There was no insistence. No change of tone. The woman just plain creeped me out.
“I’d like to know what’s happening too,” said the man in the brown jumpsuit.
“You will, once everyone’s assembled inside.” Watson’s arm was still extended in the direction of the doors.
“Right,” I said. “For all we know you’re trying to cull the ghost population and there’s a sheer drop on the other side of the door.”
Watson turned to me, her arm still extended toward the doors. “Interesting that you would assume a negative unknown rather than a positive unknown. It could be a surprise party.”
“That still sounds like a negative unknown to me,” I said and the man in the brown jumpsuit mumbled an agreement. “And you dragged me here without my permission or knowledge. Without my guardian’s permission or knowledge so, yeah, it kinda feels like a negative unknown.”
Jenny walked to the double doors and pulled them open. There was a group of roughly thirty chairs with attached desks arranged in exam formation at the front of the hall, facing the stage. All but three were occupied. Most occupants wore brown jumpsuits but there were a couple of lime greens and a red. Red was the colour of the ghost postal service. I’d never seen brown before, though. Or white.
“See. Everything’s fine,” Warren said and sauntered along the corridor and into the hall. A small woman, clad in the same type of white jumpsuit as Jenny, greeted him and directed him to a seat.
The guy in the brown jumpsuit looked at me and raised an eyebrow. I sighed but nodded and followed him into the room. I wasn’t comfortable exposing my back to these people. Maybe Edith was right about needing a self-defence weapon since Oz hadn’t heeled to his whistle.
The assembly hall was exactly as I remembered, scratched parquet flooring, tall windows with heavy brocade curtains, chairs stacked around the perimeter. A whole host of unpleasant teenage memories flashed before my eyes. Instinctively, I searched out the fire exit for an escape in case of, y’know, teenage memory overload. I’ve heard people can die from that. My eyes fell on a patch of new bricks where the fire door had been. It had been bricked up? Who bricked up a fire exit? What was wrong with these people? Maybe they’d just moved it. I glanced around the hall for a new escape route but when I saw the scene at the front of the hall I just stopped looking.
A wheeled chalkboard stood below the stage with “start”, “finish” and some other information I didn’t understand written on it. A teacher-sized desk sat front and centre. On it rested several stacks of paper. I felt the first pricks of a cold sweat on my upper lip. It was just like a high school exam. In my old high school. And some moron had bricked up the fire exit.
I scanned the other faces. Maybe I was wrong since no one else looked panicked. Some faces I recognised from my community service, and most of those were wearing the brown jumpsuits. Maybe brown was for newly deads who hadn’t been allocated jobs yet. Jenny directed me to the only empty chair, front row and centre. Directly opposite the teacher’s desk. The worst desk ever. 
“Thanks, Jenny.” Dr Watson walked in and pulled the doors closed behind her. Her low heels punctuated each step with a muted clip as she walked to the front and addressed the group. “I’m Dr Watson. I’ll be overseeing this assessment. These are your assessment leaders, Jenny, Gracie and Matthew.” She gestured to the three white jumpsuited people at the front of the hall. They each waved in turn. Gracie reminded me of an energetic gerbil. She was short, chubby and bounced from foot to foot while staying in place. Matthew couldn’t have been over six foot but he stood like a giant next to Gracie. He was thin in the manner of someone blessed with a fast metabolism with blond, spiky hair. He looked like a six-year-old boy who’d been stretched to adult height. Sloth-like ineptitude radiated from him, or perhaps that was because Gracie’s eyes shone with a fevered enthusiasm. 
Jenny was the only one who seemed half way normal. But who knew? She might be working as a GB plant. Again. Watson stood at the front of the hall next to Jenny and made eye contact with everyone in turn as she spoke. 
“Now, we all know why we’re here—”
 “I don’t,” I called out. I refused to put my hand up to ask permission to speak. We might be physically back in school but I was an adult, damn it. 
“Questions later, please, Bridget.” Dr Watson patted the air as though to pat down my objections. Why did they all do that? “Now—”
“It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.” I met Dr Watson’s stare. It wasn’t unhappy or annoyed, just neutral and emotionless. And wasn’t that supremely unsettling? I forced myself to maintain eye contact as my feet itched to run far, far away. This set up was the stuff of horror films. If it had been night-time I would have just left them to murder each other, found a way out of the building and tunnelled home for a long bath. 
Dr Watson spoke with a tone as neutral as her expression. “You’re being assessed.”
“I’m not deaf. I heard you say that.” I turned my palms up in a please-don’t-slaughter-me gesture. “What I don’t know is why. Or on what.”
Gracie jumped in before Dr Watson could reply. “On how well you’ve acclimatised.” 
Warren snorted. “Well, that’s a load of bull—”
I held up my palm toward Warren before he could finish his curse. I’d not heard anyone swear here yet, despite my earlier outburst, and I wasn’t sure this was the setting to test why people didn’t. “What Warren is trying to say is that we died two weeks ago. I see people here that have died within the last twenty-four hours. I was alive for twenty-seven years. It’ll take more than two weeks for me to ‘acclimatise’ to being dead. It takes longer than that to adjust to a new job. Which I also have.” Yeah, I was getting that dig in.
Dr Watson’s attention flicked briefly to Gracie. From what I could see Dr Watson’s expression didn’t change, but Gracie jerked back as if Watson had slapped her. Gracie dropped her eyes to the floor and her sidestepping became more nervous than excited. Yep. We were all going to die here. One of these crazy, crazy people was going to murder us for blinking too loudly.
Dr Watson turned her attention back to me. “It’s not as simple as that, Bridget. All you need to know is that this is an important part of your acclimatisation process.” 
“I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough. You can’t test us on something but not tell us what it is you’re testing us on. Or why you’re specifically testing us and not everyone else in our GA group. Or their GA groups. Or people who haven’t even been dead a day,”
I said, gesturing to the room.
“There’s always one,” Matthew-the-sloth mumbled as he shot me a filthy look. I didn’t appreciate the comment but could understand the tone. I had kicked him super hard in the shin.
I held my hands up as if I were surrendering. “Look, I’m not trying to be difficult—”
Warren snorted. “That’ll make the first time.” 
I whirled around in my seat to face him, one row over and one row back. “So you’re happy to be tested with no idea what they’re testing?”
He pointed to me but spoke to Dr Watson. “I don’t want you guys to think we’re on the same side, or that we’re in any way affiliated, but she does have a point.”
“I’d like to know too,” a female voice, quiet and timid, spoke up from the middle somewhere. 
Murmurs from around the group joined in until Dr Watson held up her hands and patted down the questions. “As Gracie said, you’re being tested on your acclimatisation.” Gracie’s head jerked back up and a triumphant smile spread across her face as Watson continued. “You’re all at different points, it’s true, but this assessment is for us to gauge how well you’re doing, if you’re struggling with anything or if we think you’re going to struggle with anything so we can work out how to help.”
“That sounds a heck of a lot like performance management to me.” I’d said the same thing to members of my events team when they weren’t doing their jobs properly. It was the first step in firing them. 
Dr Watson nodded. “It is, Bridget. To a certain extent. But we just want to help you.”
Yeah, I’d said that too when I was trying to figure out the best way to get rid of Diana, a totally inept assistant.
Dr Watson clasped her hands together and treated everyone to that smile twitch. “Now, let’s talk about the next few days. There are ten assessments in all. Two written, two verbal reasoning, two practical and two unscheduled in situ. There will also be a final written exam and combined verbal reasoning and practical exam. That might seem like a lot but it will give us the best idea on how we can help you. You’ll be split into three teams.” 
Gracie, Matthew and Jenny walked to the side of the group of chairs and stood in between two rows. Jenny took the first and second row, which made her mine and Warren’s team leader. I wasn’t exactly happy about that but better the ex-GB plant you know than the erratic gerbil girl or sloth boy you didn’t. Matthew took the next two and Gracie took the last two. 
Dr Watson gestured to the team leaders. “Any problems, they are your first point of contact. I know that’s a brief explanation but that’s really all you need to know. Any questions?”
“Is this like a first aid assessment?” someone called out from toward the back of the group.
Dr Watson shook her head as several pairs of panicked eyes darted around the room. “You won’t need any knowledge of first aid.”
“I swear dying makes you dumber,” I mumbled and adjusted my fringe. “I think he means if we get the answers wrong, do you give us hints until we get the answers right and then just advise us to restudy the material after you pass us?”
“No.” Dr Watson rolled the word around her mouth to make sure we all understood there would be no movement on it. 
“So what happens if we fail?” the man asked.
Dr Watson gave everyone her face twitch excuse for a smile again. “We find a programme of learning or training that will best fit your needs to help you fully adjust and become a happy and productive member of society.”
That sounded a heck of a lot like jail time with a little brainwashing thrown in to me. I glanced at Warren. Since the expression of cockiness had slid from his face, I was guessing he’d interpreted it the same way.
Jenny moved back to the front and collected a stack of papers from the desk. Matthew followed and picked up a box of black biros. They walked around the group and laid a paper and biro on each desk. 
“Please write your name, your guardian’s name and GA leader’s name on the front in the correct boxes.” Dr Watson pointed to each box on the spare exam paper she held up for everyone to see as she spoke. “You have three hours to complete this exam. If you finish early you may leave but please ensure you have answered all the questions before you do so. There will be no resits.” She looked to Jenny, who nodded, then Watson gave the room a sweeping glance to double check everyone had a test and a pen. “You may begin.”
I had to sit exams? In my old school? I didn’t care what anyone else called it, this was definitely Hell. All I needed now was for someone to murder Jenny or Matthew. Or Watson, since I was assuming it was my session with her that had landed me here, and I’d be back in my usual interrogation room with Detective Johnson. I tapped the top of my desk, touching wood that wouldn’t happen. Did Formica count as wood? Probably not. I scanned around for something wooden in arm’s reach. The idea was in my head now. If I didn’t find something wooden to touch all three of them would be cursed to die. The thought was irrational. I knew it was irrational. But still … better safe than dead. Or better safe than falsely accused of murder. Again.
“Eyes on your own paper, please, Bridget,” Watson said with her monotone authority.
I stared at her for a long moment and then returned my focus to my paper. “Okay,” I mumbled, “but it’s your funeral.”
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