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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 towards 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 in 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 for 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 gave it a squeeze. 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 an 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 towards 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 to 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 towards 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 was 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 towards 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.”
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Four
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “How was your funeral?” Charon, the tall, blond, athletic driver of The Bus of Death asked when I appeared in the gangway. He laughed when he saw my face twist in disgust. “That good, eh?”
 
    When everyone had finally finished the exam, Watson had lifted the blocking and allowed everyone to tunnel away. Everyone else got to go home. I got to go to my community service assignment.
 
    For solving the ghost killing spree that had landed two doubly dead ghosts in my locker the ever-fair Bureau of Ghostly Affairs had thought it reasonable to make me Charon’s conductor for my penance. I feel now is the moment to mention that, in life, I died when a bus ran me over …
 
    I didn’t know what Sabrina’s sentence was because we couldn’t talk about it. We weren’t forbidden from talking about it, not like that would’ve stopped us anyway, but our mouths were somehow mystically sealed shut on the topic so we literally weren’t able to talk about it.
 
    Charon parked on the promenade and opened the doors so we could step out into the beautiful summer day. The midday sun was so hot I almost wanted to step back onto the bus but then the cool breeze from the ocean swirled around me. I gazed out over the beach, dotted with people, and at the water beyond. The air was filled with the ever-present squawking of the seagulls and the scent of the sea and suntan lotion.
 
    “So?” Charon called my attention back to him. 
 
    I counted the disasters off on my fingers. “My ex-fiancé brought his trollop, vomited on my corpse’s face and, I think, broke her nose. My corpse’s nose not his trollop’s. My family brawled around my coffin so I’m not even sure if I was actually buried today, and I’ve just had to sit a three hour exam on how well acclimatised to my afterlife I am. So, as funerals go, it wasn’t the best I’ve ever been to. I didn’t even get to hear people say nice things about me.”
 
    “They didn’t say anything nice about you.” Charon motioned me to a bench in the shade of the bus. “This calls for ice cream,” he said and darted across the road.
 
    I admired the view while he was gone. I’d grown up in Scarborough and when I was younger I couldn’t wait to leave. Taking in the view of the long, curved beach, the harbour, the donkeys giving rides to children, I could finally see what made it such a popular destination. The midday Sunday sun reflected off the ripping waves in a golden shimmer. It was a beautiful day. Not that I would see it locked inside The Bus of Death. It’s true what they say: “No good deed goes unpunished.” Especially in the afterlife.
 
    “How do you know no one said nice things about me?” I asked as Charon shoved a small pot of whipped ice cream in front on my face. I took it carefully so as not to spill the chocolate sprinkles on top.
 
    “I may have dropped in to pay my respects. Your corpse looked a little thin but you did a great job on her face … until the vomit.”
 
    I blinked innocently. “I have no idea what you mean. And how come I didn’t see you?”
 
    “Ferryman of the Dead at a funeral?” Charon shook his head. “It’d be chaos.”
 
    “But how come I didn’t see you? Even in disguise I’d recognise you.”
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “Would you? Your dad seems to know you quite well, considering he’s been absent for some time. You troublemaker, you.”
 
    “How do you know he’s been absent? And how did you hear him say that?” There definitely hadn’t been anyone but my housemates, Oz, Sabrina and Edith around when my dad had been wiping the vomit from my corpse’s face. Or when he’d whispered the same thing to my corpse when he’d open my coffin.
 
    “I read your file thoroughly before accepting you as my conductor. It’s an incredibly important job. Can’t have just anyone doing it. So what are you being assessed on?” Charon’s abrupt change of subject meant the previous one was closed. There was no point me trying to reopen it. He was like a vault when he wanted to be. I’d have to remember to check with Sabrina about ghost invisibility. Or Edith. If Sabrina had known about it, I was pretty sure we’d already be doing it.
 
    “She didn’t exactly specify other than it was to do with my acclimatisation.” I scooped a small helping of ice cream into my mouth. So good. Rich, creamy and afterlife-calorie-free. 
 
    Charon frowned, his yellow plastic spoon half way to his mouth. “But you’ve been dead less than two weeks. And for the first one of those you were busy finding dead ghosts and stopping murderers. How acclimatised do they expect you to be?”
 
    I slapped his bicep lightly with the back of my hand. “Thank you. That’s what I said.”
 
    “What did she say? And which ‘she’ are we talking about?” He balanced a huge dollop of raspberry ripple precariously on his tiny yellow spoon and carefully lifted it to his mouth. 
 
    “Dr Watson.” I rolled my eyes. I just couldn’t take her seriously with that name. “And she didn’t say all that much about it.”
 
    Charon nearly choked on his ice cream. “Watson? I’ll bet she didn’t appreciate the question either.”
 
    “Not really. Although, her face barely cracked from that non-judgemental-but-moderately-interested psychiatrist expression the whole time, so who knows?” I lifted another delicious chocolatey spoonful into my mouth. 
 
    Charon snorted. “Yeah. That never comes off.”
 
    “How do you know?” I asked around my mouthful and paused with my next spoonful already heaped. Charon avoided my gaze and focused on his ice cream. “Noooooo. You dated her?”
 
    He jabbed his spoon into the ice cream and turned to me with his hand up in surrender. “Look. I was going through my ‘emotionally unavailable women’ phase. It rolls around every few hundred years.”
 
    “Hey. No judgement here.” No vocalised judgement, at least. “What was she like as a girlfriend? Did it even get that far?”
 
    “Kinda like how she is as a shrink.” He stabbed at his ice cream and did an uncanny impression of her voice. “‘You chose raspberry ripple. Why would you do that? Does it have some special meaning to you? How does that make you feel?’” 
 
    I nodded. She’d asked me those types of question in our one session. I’d given her more information than she’d known what to do with. Or maybe she’d known exactly what to do with it, since she’d slotted me in for assessment. “She broke up with you then?” 
 
    Charon’s head whirled around to me and he poked his spoon in my direction, ice cream sliding off onto the bench between us. “I might only be a bus driver, Bridge, but I’m an excellent catch.”
 
    “Whoa, hold up there, Mr Sensitive. At what point did I say you weren’t?” 
 
    “The point when you assumed she broke up with me.” He dug his spoon into my ice cream and scooped a third out before I could do anything. “This is for reparations.”
 
    “I assumed she broke up with you because you called her ‘emotionally unavailable’,” I said, shuffling away into the corner of the bench before he could steal anymore of my ice cream. “And because you don’t seem like a quitter.”
 
    He narrowed his eyes and poked his now empty spoon in my direction again.
 
    “I’ll let you off with that. But only because I like you.”
 
    “Thank you. So, exactly how worried should I be?” I asked, staring into my ice cream pot, it was getting empty awfully fast.
 
    He shrugged. “She tried to have me assessed, and we were sleeping together.”
 
    “Really?” I realised that sounded like something Michael-the-cheating-scumbag would’ve done if it had benefitted him somehow. I’d thought that type of ambition was attractive when I’d been alive. Funny how death clears your vision. “Great. So you have all the answers. Tell me how to pass this thing.”
 
    His face split into a huge smile that reached his dark eyes. I’d never noticed his eyes on the bus because it was always so gloomy; I’d just assumed they were dark brown. They appeared almost black in the direct light. Add the smile to that and the effect was a little eerie.
 
    “Bridge, I said she tried. I’m Charon. I’m the Ferryman of the Dead. Without me there is no afterlife.”
 
    “Huh.” I pondered that for a moment. “I guess that makes you pretty much untouchable, then?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” he said with a nod, then narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s that expression for?”
 
    I gave a casual one-shoulder shrug. “Nothing. Just filing that little nugget away for the future.” 
 
    His eyes wrinkled around the corners as he watched me. “Hmm.”
 
    I dug into my ice cream pot to find it empty. I hated it when that happened. Charon finished his off as we walked to the nearest bin.
 
    “Okay, so you don’t have the exact answers but you must have a vague idea. What do I need to do to pass?” I asked as Charon tossed our empty ice cream cartons away in the litter bin and we turned and headed back to the black shadow that was The Bus of Death. 
 
    He pressed a button on the side of the bus and the doors opened. “I’ve no idea. Pretend you’re well-adjusted?”
 
    I stood on the pavement, hands on my hips, the sun warming my back. “What do you mean pretend I’m well-adjusted? Why does everyone keep saying that to me?” 
 
    He settled himself behind the driver’s seat and motioned me onto the bus. “I mean, don’t do things like attend your own funeral. Don’t challenge your guardian’s authority. Don’t solve murders. Don’t help medium’s solve murders. Don’t make friends with the GBs. Don’t call attention to yourself in any way. Pretend you’re well-adjusted.”
 
    “How do you know about Madame Zorina?”
 
    “I saw you with that walking cliché of a medium woman when I went to collect a passenger.”
 
    Where had I been with Madame Zorina when someone had died? The only person I could think of was Barry and he hadn’t died exactly – more like got beamed up to Heaven, according to Madame Zorina  anyway.
 
    “You collected Barry? Madame Zorina said it was a bright, white light.”
 
    Barry was the victim of a sort of murder Sabrina and I had helped Madame Zorina solve. Barry also happened to be Edith’s son, which was how we’d met her. Now she and Madame Zorina ran a private investigation business with a supernatural twist.
 
    Charon motioned me onto the bus again. “Of course I collected him. What part of ‘Ferryman of the Dead’ don’t you get?”
 
    I relented and climbed onto the bottom step. “The part where you’re ferrying the doubly dead.” 
 
    “How do you think they get to where they’re going? Taxi? Horse and carriage? Stork?”
 
    “Where are they going?”
 
    He gave me a small shrug. “They’re going to where they’re going. Now get up here so I can close the doors.”
 
    I remained where I was. “So there’s another level of the afterlife? Does this have anything to do with the death list? The main list I get my assignments from? Do you know how it’s created? How many levels of the afterlife are there?”
 
    As a facilitator of pre- and post-life affairs, I was given a list of haunting assignments every day. Sabrina’s department was given a complete list and they divvied it up between us facilitators, but I had no clue where that list came from. Sometimes assignments were as simple as move a piece of chalk. Sometimes it was move a handbag. And sometimes people tripped over that moved handbag and impaled themselves on a piece of cutlery. 
 
    Charon stared at me for a long moment. He jerked his head towards the back of the bus, indicating I should move. I didn’t. He slapped his hand on one of the buttons on the dashboard and the doors juddered closed. I had to skip up the steps to avoid getting caught. 
 
    He turned the engine over. “You’re being particularly obtuse this morning. What part of ‘pretend to be well-adjusted’ didn’t you understand?”
 
    “The part where I have to pretend with you.”
 
    Charon’s mouth kicked up at the corners in a small smile of what I thought was genuine friendship. He threw the bus into gear with a carelessness that epitomised his driving skills and careened through the traffic. And when I say “through” I literally mean through the cars and occasionally their drivers which was a distinctly unpleasant sensation. I’d asked Charon how the bus was able to pass through solid mass and he’d just shrugged. My guess was he didn’t know either.
 
    I settled myself on the luggage shelf and glanced down the dark, empty bus. It seemed like a metaphor for my afterlife. “How do I pretend to be well-adjusted? Get up. Go to work. Go home. Go to bed. Get up. Go to work. Go home. Go to bed. Get up. Go to work—”
 
    “Yep. And repeat, ad nauseam, until you die. Again.” Charon spun the wheel with one hand and the bus took a corner on two wheels. 
 
    I clung to the baggage rail. “I might as well be dead if that’s my afterlife.” 
 
    Charon laughed, a light and carefree sound. “Think that’s kinda the point.”
 
    I shook my head. “And I’d had such high hopes for today.” I adjusted my fringe and stared along the aisle of the bus. “So, who’s our first passenger, mon capitaine?” Focusing on someone else’s untimely demise might make me feel better about my own miserable afterlife.
 
    Charon grinned over his shoulder and, without looking, swerved a packed double-decker bus so we didn't drive through it's mass of living passengers. “I like it when you call me that. It makes me feel important.” 
 
    I focused on his face rather than the disturbing speed with which the scenery was flying past the windows. “Yes, because being the only reason there is an afterlife is simply just not important enough. Such a pesky and frivolous responsibility.”
 
    He laughed and took his eyes off the road again as he checked the list, steering without looking. Maybe ten seconds passed before he glanced back up. It really freaked me out when he did that. Yes we could pass through solid mass, but if you happened to shortcut through a building, chances were you’d clip someone who was alive and have them pass through you, which was a distinctly unpleasant sensation. And if it were a busy call centre … ugh. He’d done that to me on purpose one time to win an argument. I’d spent the rest of the day curled up on the back seat making him bring me ice cream every couple of hours. I may have milked it just a bit.
 
    “For god’s sake!” I exclaimed and leaned over to snatch the sheet from him. “Will you watch the damn road, please? I can still die, y’know?” 
 
    “Yeah, but on the upside you’d already be on the bus so you wouldn’t have to wait for me to collect you.”
 
    “That is not an upside.”
 
    Twenty minutes later Barbara Bubble was crying all over me. Charon, in his compassionate way, had turned the radio on so we wouldn’t be able to hear him sniggering at my discomfort and he could drown out the crying.
 
    “There, there.” I patted her back again with a stiffness that most people would’ve taken as a sign to get the hell off me. She didn’t. She sobbed harder and fisted her hands in the front of my jumpsuit. I detested weepy people. Anger I could deal with, but crying? Made me want to slap them. Though in all fairness it was her wedding day, and after all that preparation and planning she’d not even made it down the aisle.
 
    “What happened?” I asked, hoping if she were talking about it she’d stop wiping her mascara stained face on my clothes. And seriously, who in the world didn’t wear waterproof mascara on their wedding day? In my life-job as an event planner, it would have been the first thing I checked with whoever did her makeup. I looked down at the mess on my jumpsuit. This would not have happened if I’d been in charge of the wedding. Perhaps her death, but not the mascara debacle. 
 
    Barbara lifted her head up to look at me. I focused on her tear stained cheeks by sheer force of will alone. Despite that, in my peripheral vision I could still see the skin stretched taut from where she’d broken her neck and her head had rotated full circle. My stomach churned. I pressed my lips together so as not to vomit on her beautiful, white wedding dress. Her eyes darted over my expression and she burst into tears again, burying her head in the shoulder of my jumpsuit. 
 
    “There, there.” I patted her back with a sigh, wondering if I’d had tyre tracks or such obvious injuries when Charon had collected me.
 
    By the time my shift had finished and we’d dropped all fifty-two newly deceaseds at Afterlife Arrivals I was shattered. All had been criers. All of them. We’d had to drop them off in groups of five or six because any more than that on the bus at one time and the noise was unbearable. It had made the day a lot longer. By the time I made it back to the locker room I was covered in several different people’s mascara, more tear stains than I could count, a little snot and some vomit on the bottom left leg of my trousers, which I was trying very hard not to think about.
 
    I peeled out of my jumpsuit and dumped it inside out at the foot of my locker. Maybe if I asked Pam really nicely she’d wash it for me. Shoulders slumped in exhaustion, I twisted the key in the lock and waggled it. The lock was a little sticky from all the times people had picked it to shove dead bodies inside. Eventually the little click that signalled it was finally unlocked greeted me. I opened the door and reached inside for my spare uniform. My hand stalled mid-way. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I slammed the locker closed harder than I should. The latch didn’t catch with the force so the door bounced back open. The movement loosened the contents and a doubly dead ghost fell onto the floor with a thud. 
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Five
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “Miss Sway.” Detective Johnson’s face broke into such a wide smile as he walked into the room I almost expected to hear something crack. “It’s been such a long time.”
 
    I returned his smile. Mine might have been fake but it was much prettier than his. “I was just thinking the same thing, detective. You look great. Have you been working out?”
 
    “You flatterer, you.” He wagged his finger at me; his smile didn’t falter. I could only assume his happiness was because he’d get to have another attempt at trying to pin a murder on me. Good times. 
 
    Johnson nodded in greeting to Oz and Oz nodded back. It was all very manly. Johnson settled at the table facing us and opened a brown paper file. It looked exactly the same as the last murder file. It made me wonder how they didn’t get them confused. When I’d been alive, all my work files had been colour coded because I’d worked with imbeciles. If I were in charge here I’d use the same system. For the same imbecilic reason. I’d label everything so very clearly and use Post-its to detail file contents. Maybe I’d even stick a picture of the client, or in this case the deceased, on the front. I would make such a good policewoman.
 
    “So.” Johnson closed the file after over a minute of silent study that I’d used to mentally rearrange the whole police department into a more efficient and brighter workplace. He placed the file flat on the table and interlaced his fingers over it. “You found another body in your locker.”
 
    It wasn’t a question but I nodded anyway and gestured in his direction. “I’m glad you brought that up, detective. Who do I need to see about getting a different locker?”
 
    Johnson arched an eyebrow at me. “That’s what you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Yes. Can that be implemented immediately? Also.” I pinched the side of my jumpsuit and pulled it away from me so the apple-sized bloodstain on my waist was clearly visible. I’d taken to folding my uniforms rather than hanging them up in my locker in the hope of keeping them out of the way of stashed, bleeding dead ghosts. I guess it had sort of worked. “This is the third uniform that’s been ruined by a murdered ghost stashed in my locker. I don’t know if you know this, detective, but blood stains. You just can’t get it out. Is there some way I can claim for this?”
 
    Johnson stared at me. “You want to claim for your uniform?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Oh, and for my new locker I’d like a combination lock, please, rather than a key lock.” Sabrina had told me they were harder to pick. Not impossible, just harder. I figured that might discourage the less determined ghost body dumper.
 
    Johnson flicked his eyes to Oz. “She wants to claim for her ruined uniforms.” 
 
    Oz didn’t look at me. He stared straight ahead at Johnson. “I heard.” 
 
    If he’d been staring at me like that I’d have been tunnelling for the hills. Oz lounged back in the plastic interrogation chair, arms folded and legs stretched out, but the air around him crackled with anger. I’d blown his whistle as soon as the body had settled on the floor. This time he showed up. And his reaction had been much the same as mine.
 
    “To be clear, you opened the locker and the body fell out? Again?” Johnson focused his attention back on me and laid his palm flat on the brown file. He leaned towards me. “This is starting to get a bit old, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I do,” I said, nodding vehemently. “I very much do, which is why I’d like a new locker.”
 
    Johnson sucked a breath through his teeth. “I don’t really think a new locker would help. Do you?”
 
    I gave a sad shake of my head. “No. What I do think would help though is if you people did your jobs. That way there’d be no bodies in my locker and no bloodstains on my uniforms.” 
 
    Johnson’s face shuttered down. “We do our jobs. We do them very well.”
 
    I sucked a breath through my teeth the same way he had. “Three dead bodies in my locker says you don’t.”
 
    “She’s got a point.” Oz leaned forward, forearms resting on the table, and Johnson, involuntary reaction or not, leaned back. “I’d like to know what the police department is going to do to keep my ward safe.” 
 
    The door swung open and a masked black-jumpsuited man strode in. Ghosting Buster. The black burglar mask with GB embroidered in white on the bottom right curve and the black jumpsuit were intended to make them a faceless single entity of law enforcement. This masked figure, however, I recognised. 
 
    “Officer Leonard. What a pleasant surprise.” It wasn’t that much of a jibe either. I much preferred Officer Leonard to Detective Johnson. Mainly because I thought Officer Leonard liked me better. Self-preservation and all.
 
    “Ms Sway. Always a pleasure.” Good to know he wasn’t holding that little matter of assault against me. “Officer Salier.” 
 
    “Officer Leonard,” replied Oz.
 
    “Where’s your partner?” I asked, pointing to the empty space beside him where David, a psychic from my GA group, used to stand.
 
    Officer Leonard inclined his head. “He’s been … reassigned.”
 
    GBs were supposed to be anonymous. I didn’t know what happened if their identity was compromised but I figured it would be nothing good. I was fairly sure I hadn’t done anything to give away the fact that I’d known David but GBs were sneaky. And he’d not been in our GA meetings since we’d solved the last murder spree.
 
    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” I asked. 
 
    Officer Leonard laughed. A full throaty laugh of genuine amusement.
 
    “Why do you care?” Johnson asked, narrowing his eyes at me as if sensing a nugget of information he might be able to somehow use against me. Or the GBs.
 
    “I liked him,” I said with a shrug and directed a pointed look at Johnson. “He never accused me of murder.”
 
    Johnson’s attention narrowed on me like a pinpoint laser beam. “I don’t recall him talking to you at all.”
 
    “Yes. That’s why I liked him.” I stressed to Johnson and then pointed to Officer Leonard. “You were following that, right? You didn’t need the extra sentence?”
 
    “No, Ms Sway, I didn’t,” Officer Leonard said and smiled. “And no, we didn’t kill him. But he’s no longer my partner.”
 
    “Yeah, I found his constant stream of chatter annoying too. So, your bosses are letting you run around on your own?” I gestured around the room, implying a much larger area and shook my head. “Just think how much trouble you could get yourself into.”
 
    “A fair amount I’d imagine, if I were so inclined.” Officer Leonard grabbed the spare plastic chair from beside Johnson. He flipped it around, positioned it next to me and straddled the seat. He rested his forearms on the back of the chair, his mouth pulling into his usual amiable smile. “But how about we talk about the trouble you have gotten yourself into, hmm?” 
 
    “She’s not in any trouble,” Oz answered before I could respond with an awesome comeback that would have likely gotten me into more trouble. Or incriminated me somehow.
 
    Officer Leonard shook his head lightly. “Come, now, Officer Salier. You’re not still upset about Bridget’s brief stint of community service, surely? It could have been a great deal worse. She did assault me with a log.”
 
    I was tempted to argue that ten years of community service hardly equalled “a brief stint” and the log assault had been because I’d mistakenly assumed he was attacking Sabrina but I thought better of it. Especially since Johnson hadn’t choked on his tongue trying to force the GBs out of the room, and his investigation, as he had during my last body finding spree. I was thinking cooperation between departments didn’t bode so well for me.
 
    “I understand that. Thank you for your intervention in that situation.” Oz might have said “thank you” but the tone implied a different first word ending in k.
 
    Officer Leonard huffed a quiet laugh. Yep, he’d heard the other word too. He focused back on me. “Talk to me about the body.”
 
    “I opened my locker. It fell out. The detective is going to find me a new locker.”
 
    “Is that right?” Officer Leonard cast a glance over his shoulder at Johnson, who gave him an infinitesimal shake of his head. “It’s true you don’t seem to be having much luck with this one. Did you know Dr Watson?”
 
    “This is all in her statement.” Oz snatched the closed file from under the detective’s hand and slid it across the table to Officer Leonard. “I suggest you read it to save Bridget from repeating herself and the rest of us from wasting our time here.”
 
    Officer Leonard’s eyebrows inched upwards. “You seem on edge, officer. Is something the matter?”
 
    “Nothing other than that your professional ineptitude keeps placing my ward in danger. And I’m including you in that.” Oz nodded at Johnson.
 
    “Our professional ineptitude? You’re blaming us?” Johnson covered his heart with his hand as if shocked. I didn’t like this new Johnson. I couldn’t read his angle as easily. And I flat out didn’t like his new mockery.
 
    “Last time it took three deaths before Bridget handed you the killer. And she nearly died while doing so. How many will it take this time?” Oz’s hands were still loosely interlaced on the table, his posture was tension free and if you’d been looking in from behind the one-way mirror you’d have thought we were having a lovely chat. Inside the room, however, Oz’s anger was damn near suffocating me. And he was on my side. I was amazed the room hadn’t cleared out. If I could’ve gone, I would have.
 
    “I had a session with her once,” I said when it was clear Officer Leonard wasn’t going to respond to Oz. 
 
    Officer Leonard’s attention jumped between Oz and me. When his eyes finally came back to me, there was a lot going on behind them that I couldn’t read. “Who?”
 
    “The Queen. Her and the Duke were thinking about renewing their vows and she was interested in having a bachelorette party. It didn’t happen in the end, which I suppose was just as well. I don’t know how the country would’ve taken to the Queen limbo-dancing in a hula skirt in Hyde Park.”
 
    Officer Leonard blinked. “What?”
 
    “Dr Watson? The third dead ghost to be stuffed inside my locker? I had a session with her. She asked lots of questions. I gave her lots of answers. Now I’m being assessed.” I didn’t throw Oz the pointed look I wanted to on the last comment, united front and all, but from the way his shoulders stiffened slightly I was sure he’d felt the jab anyway. He’d made me go to my session with Dr Watson so, from my perspective, being assessed was totally his fault. Not mine for not adjusting.
 
    “That’s right.” Officer Leonard wagged his finger in my direction without moving his arms from the back of the chair. “You must be angry about that.”
 
    “Seriously? Now you’re trying to pin this on me as well?” I shook my head and tutted. “I’m really disappointed. I thought better of you, Officer Leonard. Detective Johnson I expected it of, but not you. And all of this is already in my statement, so we’re done here?”
 
    Johnson didn’t answer. I very much got the feeling he was hoping Officer Leonard would say no. He didn’t. He nodded his head once, that darn amiable smile fixed in place. I stood, not bothering to try to sort out the bloodstained crumpled mess of a jumpsuit. 
 
    “I’ll pick up my new locker assignment at the reception desk in the morning,” I told Johnson and then gestured to Officer Leonard. “I expect more from you next time. No more of this ‘pin a murder on Bridget’ game.”
 
    “I’ll try my best, Ms Sway,” he said, inclining his head almost apologetically.
 
    “Detective Johnson. Officer Leonard.” Oz nodded at each in turn before following me out of the room
 
    Oz didn’t speak until we had tunnelled onto the garden patio at our house. The housemates were making the most of the warm summer evening with a barbecue. Petal, Pam and Lucy were lounging in the centre of the long garden on deckchairs. They were fully engaged in an animated discussion of what was the most practical nail varnish colour, Clem was happily tending to the cooking and Mark was reading The Feminine Mystique. No one noticed our arrival.
 
    I flopped down into one of the deckchairs on the patio and watched them. They all seemed to take to this afterlife business so easily. No dead ghost bodies fell out at them every other day. No one was assessing their mental state.
 
    Oz stood in front of me, eyes cataloguing my expression, hands casually shoved into the pockets of his shorts. “Please tell me there is absolutely no way they could have the slightest shred of evidence that would tie you to this or that you have done anything illegal whatsoever since your sentencing.” 
 
    I brushed my fringe from my eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
 
    Oz’s expression didn’t change. “Did I say I thought you did it?” 
 
    “Not exactly.”
 
    “Not at all.” He crouched down in front of me, elbows resting on his thighs and fingers interlaced. “Johnson looked far too happy.”
 
    “And he didn’t try to throw Officer Leonard out.”
 
    “Exactly.” Oz reached out to finger the whistle I was still wearing. For a moment I thought he was going to take it back and my stomach dropped. “Keep this hidden, okay?”
 
    “Okay.” I took the whistle from his hands and tucked it back inside my jumpsuit. “But there’s really not much point me having it anyway since your obedience is lacking.”
 
    He frowned at me. “My obedience? You blew it. I came.”
 
    “This time. You didn’t come this morning.” I held up a finger in warning. “And don’t tell me you didn’t hear it or feel an emotional spike through this stupid bond because my emotions were definitely spiking.”
 
    “I can’t hear it or feel you when you’re at the assessment centre.” He had the good grace to look apologetic about that. “What happened?”
 
    “One of the assessment leaders greeted me with ‘your parole officer can’t save you this time’, or something along those lines, so I threw a chair at her.”
 
    Oz raised an eyebrow. “You threw a chair at her?”
 
    “Yeah, I considered that a threat so I blew the whistle and then threw a chair at her. Or did I blow it after I threw the chair? I can’t remember. Anyway, then she tackled me, so I sort of backward head-butted her and made it to the door. But a guy was blocking the way so I kicked him in the shin, dodged him and made it out into the corridor where Watson appeared.”
 
    Oz briefly covered his eyes with his hand. “Please tell me you didn’t attack her.”
 
    “I was tempted, but no. Just the other two.”
 
    “Well, that’s okay then, if it was only the twoassessment leaders you physically assaulted.”
 
    “Hey! Less of the attitude. They threatened me. And then, then, Jenny denied even saying it. And when were you going to tell me about this assessment?”
 
    “I only found out after they summoned you.” Oz pulled a red envelope out of his pocket and handed it to me. “It has all the details in there.”
 
    The envelope was addressed to me. I turned it over to find it had already been opened. “You opened my post?”
 
    He shrugged. “I’m your guardian. I’m allowed.”
 
    “You’ll be looking through my underwear next,” I mumbled.
 
    “You don’t have any underwear.”
 
    I leaned forward and stared into his face. “I know.” 
 
    Petal had loaned me a couple of vests but I was on a wash and wear cycle with my one bra and one pair of knickers. It was not ideal. I’d had to resort to sleeping in a work jumpsuit. Sleeping naked didn’t bother me per se, but when you kept waking up with housemates draped all over you it got a bit awkward. For me at least. It never seemed to both them.
 
    “Just keep that whistle hidden from now on, okay?” he repeated before we could get back onto the topic of my requested makeup and clothes.
 
    I made sure it was tucked beneath the vest under my jumpsuit. “Shouldn’t I have it?” 
 
    “In normal circumstances you’d give it to a charge whose acclimatisation you were worried about.” Oz glanced over his shoulder to check the housemates were still oblivious to our arrival. They were. That nail varnish conversation must’ve been fascinating. “I gave it to you because I was worried about your safety. I don’t want the assessors to mistake why you have it.”
 
    “Is the assessment still going ahead with another doctor?”
 
    “Someone called Jenny is going to oversee it and file the paperwork.” Oz moved out of his crouch with the grace of the feline predator he occasionally resembled and sat in the deckchair next to me, watching our housemates. “But they’ll get another doctor in for the final assessments.”
 
    “Exactly how big of a deal are these assessments?” I opened the top half of my jumpsuit and tied the arms around my waist. I should probably have changed but, as long as the bloodstain wasn’t touching my skin and I couldn’t see it, it just didn’t bother me that much anymore. And I had nothing to change into other than another work jumpsuit. 
 
    Oz hesitated. His eyes searched my face. “Just do what they ask, keep your head down, don’t assault anyone else and it should be fine.”
 
    I gave him my best deadpan stare. “Thanks for that. I feel so reassured.”
 
    Before Oz could say anything else, Lucy sashayed up to us. “How long have you two been sitting back here?” She flipped her new hair extensions over her shoulder with exaggerated effort and narrowly missed hitting Petal in the face with her wall of hair. When had she managed to get those done? And where? And how?
 
    Petal ducked the hair assault and pulled me to my feet so she could hug me before I could ask Lucy for details. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” For a skinny teenager, she had some strength. I patted her back, a little less awkwardly than I had with my snivelling passengers on The Bus of Death, but then Petal wasn’t wiping mascara over me. And I liked Petal.
 
    “It’s okay, Petal.” I pulled back and held her at arm’s length to check her face for tears. They were brimming in her eyes but if we could get off the topic quickly there would be no spillages. 
 
    Pam draped an arm around Petal’s shoulders and handed her a hankie but spoke to me. “Wasn’t she your GA leader?”
 
    “Excuse me, ladies.” Oz pushed to his feet and headed across the garden to Clem, who was flipping burgers. Boys and fire and meat. Who understood it? 
 
    “Er … no.” I watched Oz’s back as he sauntered over to the barbecue. My, he cut a fine figure of a man, even in flip-flops and shorts. 
 
    “Oh. But she was a GA leader?” Pam frowned and flopped down onto the grass with more flexibility than I had, her flowing tie-dye skirt covering her modesty as she folded her legs. She’d changed since my funeral? Was the skirt new? Had they gone shopping?
 
    I pointed to her skirt. “Is that new?” I asked and then turned to Lucy. I held up a stand of her hair before Pam could answer. “And when did this happen?”
 
    “Priorities, Bridget,” Pam said, leaning forward and tugging on the leg of my jumpsuit.
 
    I returned to my deckchair and Petal batted Pam’s hand out of the way and sat at my feet, placing her hand on my foot. I assumed it was a gesture of comfort, so I let it go.
 
    “So, she was a GA leader?” Pam repeated. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know, I thought she was a doctor. ”
 
    “No. Well, yes, she was.” Lucy carefully levered herself down into the deckchair with several degrees more caution than it warranted. “But her main job was a GA leader assessor.”
 
    I watched Lucy examine her bright red nails for chips. “How do you know?”
 
    “She taught a couple of classes at the academy.” Lucy buffed her nails on her jeans and examined them again. “All about the mind-set of the newly transitioned. I think she only took patients on to keep herself relevant.”
 
    “Whoa, whoa.” I held my hands up and looked around our small group. Neither Pam nor Petal seemed surprised by this revelation. “What academy? You’re training to be a GA leader? That’s your job? You only have to lead a two hour session a day? How is that fair?”
 
    Lucy pointed a glossy, blood red talon at me. “It might only be a two hour session but there’s an eight hour day of prep and paperwork that has to be submitted before the session can even happen, so don’t give me attitude about my ‘easy job’.” 
 
    “Yeah. Like it takes eight hours to prep a tunnelling session.”  I narrowed my eyes at her finger and she retracted it and folded her arms, her fingers wrapping around her biceps so all her nails were visible. 
 
    “You’re right, that doesn’t take eight hours.” Lucy pulled her lips back but it didn’t quite come off as a smile, more a show of teeth. “That takes three days to prep. Do you have any idea of the amount, or length, of the personal liability forms we have to fill out? No. You don’t. So quit whining. You get to run about in the sunshine all day.”
 
    “That told you,” Petal whispered with a small smile and tapped my foot. 
 
    I ruffled Petal’s fine mane of fluff she called hair. It was acceptable for me to do it to other people. And it was just so silky. “Who’s your suspect for her murder?” I asked Lucy.
 
    “Newly deads. They can be so unpredictable,” Lucy said with a snort. “And the doc was alright. She was a little bit too ‘blah’ for me. Really the only person she could’ve annoyed was a newly dead. And that would be because she had to explain they were dead and they had a job. Neither was her fault.”
 
    “There was the ex-boyfriend,” Pam reminded Lucy.
 
    “Oh yeah.” Lucy wagged a finger at Pam. “I forgot about him.”
 
    I looked between all three of them. “Who? Charon?”
 
    “I don’t know who that is.” Lucy shook her head making sure her new hair extensions rippled down her back with the motion. 
 
    “Tall guy, blond, athletic. Very dry sense of humour.” How could they not know who Charon was? I’d known about him before I died. Didn’t expect him to be real though. On balance, there were a lot of things about the afterlife that I hadn’t expected.
 
    Lucy pulled her lips down at the corners. “Yeah, sounds like him. But he said his name was Eric.”
 
    “Ah, yeah. I’m terrible with names.” I gave a one-shoulder shrug and winced internally. I wonder why he’d not given his real name. Had Watson known his real name? I was totally asking about that. “What happened?”
 
    “Didn’t take the break up well. Too needy.” Lucy grimaced as if that was the worst thing a boyfriend could be. 
 
    Petal tapped my foot to get my attention. “And the girl who claimed the doc stole her dissertation to submit as a paper to some medical journal.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Her too.” Lucy pointed to Petal, making sure her nail polish caught in the sunlight. 
 
    “And the guy who blamed her for failing the course because she didn’t give him the correct exam time,” Pam added.
 
    “Or the guy she accused of stealing office supplies from the storeroom.” Petal nodded at Pam.
 
    I looked between the three of them. “Sooooooo, what you’re saying is there’s actually quite a long list?”
 
    Lucy shrugged. “She’s been dead ten years. She was bound to have made some enemies.”
 
    “I don’t really think ten years is that long of a time to have such a long list of people that want to kill you,” I said
 
    Lucy arched an eyebrow at me. “You were dead a week before someone tried to kill you.”
 
    I inclined my head. “Touché.”
 
    “And now we’re two weeks in and there’s another body in your locker.” Lucy buffed her nails on her jeans and examined them again. 
 
    Pam lowered her voice and checked over her shoulder to make sure Oz was out of earshot. “We have a pool going at work about how long you’ll survive.” 
 
    “What’s your bet?” Lucy asked Pam.
 
    Pam pressed her lips together and winced at me in apology. “Well, after you found the first body, I said three weeks.” 
 
    I stared at her, mouth slightly ajar. “Gee, thanks, Pam.”
 
    She pointed up and down my body. “In my defence, you don’t exactly look the savvy-sleuthing-outwitting-a-murderer type.”
 
    “I think I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I said and then gestured to the others in turn. “Did you two bet?”
 
    Lucy flipped her hair again. “I went two weeks. Same reason as Pam. You’re just so girlish.” Said the girl with the red talons and hair extensions. Pot? Kettle? Anyone?
 
    I frowned at them. “Thanks for the support. Did you bet, Petal?” 
 
    Petal shook her head. “At the time I didn’t see the point.”
 
    “Because you knew I’d be okay?” I asked as I ruffled her hair again.
 
    “No. By the time they were taking bets, you’d already lasted longer than I’d thought you would,” Petal said with a wince. 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    “We placed the bets before we knew you. And we were being realistic,” Lucy said.
 
    Pam tilted her head to look at me. “Although now it’s a little worrisome. There are four dead bodies tied to you in total. Three in your locker and one who was killed after dying her hair the same beautiful colour as yours. How long can it be before you accidentally catch the murderer stuffing another body in your locker and get jammed in there as well for your trouble?”
 
    Wasn’t that an excellent point? Hot damn, I needed a new locker.
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Six
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “I’m so very disturbed by how happy you look right now,” I said as I placed my loaded breakfast tray on the table and sat down. Sabrina’s smile was so bright I almost considered checking inside her mouth for a light bulb. 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened when he saw the array of food. “How come you’ve got all that?” His eyes jumped from the bowl of fresh fruit salad and yoghurt to the bacon sandwich to the three slices of toast and two boiled eggs. His fingers twitched as if he couldn’t decide what to steal first. Even Charlie wore an expression of envy.
 
    Both men were mid-fifties but Pete had cut his grey hair short, I assumed in an attempt to conceal his receding hairline, which I respected him for. The haircut accentuated his weathered face and occasional steely-eyed stare. Charlie had a full head of salt and pepper hair and a kind, tanned face. Really, they looked like opposite ends of the scale. Like Pete would skin you alive if you sneezed too loudly but Charlie would offer you a tissue and a “Bless you”.
 
    “Greta, the serving lady with the curly grey hair, gave it all to me. She’s under the impression I’m having a tough induction to the afterlife.” The bacon sandwich was calling to me but I couldn’t quite give up all the little healthy habits I’d strived so hard to cultivate in life. Especially after the ice cream yesterday – calorie free or not. I chose the yoghurt and fruit and pushed the tray over to Pete. 
 
    Pete accepted it with a wolfish grin. “I knew you’d do the right thing, Bridge.”
 
    I picked up my spoon to stir the fruit into my yoghurt. “How did the rest of my funeral go?” I asked Sabrina. 
 
    Pete dropped the bacon sandwich before he’d even taken a bite. “I can’t believe you two. I just can’t.”
 
    “What?” I asked, placing the empty fruit bowl back on the table.
 
    “You didn’t do anything foolish while you were there, did you?” Charlie asked. “You’re both on probation. If you got caught the consequences would be—”  
 
    “Dire?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Harsh?” I added.
 
    “So unmentionably terrible that no one seems to ever detail exactly what the consequences might be other than their level of awfulness?” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at Charlie before turning her attention back to me. “And where did you disappear to yesterday, anyway? I looked around, you were gone and Oz was freaking out.” 
 
    “I’m being assessed on how well-adjusted I am.”
 
    Sabrina frowned. “You’ve been dead two weeks. How well-adjusted do they expect you to be?”
 
    “Since I’m being assessed, I’m guessing better adjusted than I am. But remember that therapy session I had to have last week?” 
 
    Sabrina nodded. “With Dr Watson? The weird woman who didn’t move her face? Was that only last week?”
 
    “I know, right?” I said as I stirred some sugar into my tea. “Well, she was leading the assessment until someone stuffed her doubly dead body into my locker.”
 
    A slow smile spread over Sabrina’s face. “There was a rumour but I thought for sure someone had made it up because it was a slow news day.”
 
    “It disturbs me that another dead body in my locker, and another stained uniform, makes you so happy,” I said before eating a mouthful of yogurt.
 
    Sabrina grinned at me. “I was born this way. So your assessment is cancelled now?”
 
    “Nope, Jenny is in charge,” I said, aware that Pete and Charlie were watching our conversation like a tennis match.
 
    “Jenny? Why do I know that name?” Sabrina’s eyes darted all over the room but her attention was focused inward.
 
    “You remember that whiny girl from our first GA meeting who haunted the livie and then got arrested by the GBs?”
 
    “Her?” Sabrina’s voice was filled with disgust. “How is she running the assessment? That’s a weird-ass punishment.”
 
    “Yeah, turns out she was a GB plant.” I spooned some fruity yogurt into my mouth.
 
    Sabrina closed her eyes and shook her head. “I goddamn hate this place.” 
 
    I patted Sabrina’s knee. “I backward head-butted her, if it makes you feel any better.”
 
    Sabrina thought about that for a moment then nodded. “It really does.”
 
    “Why did you backward head-butt her?” Charlie asked.
 
    “Don’t engage with it,” Pete said, waving his hand in front of us as if he could wipe us out of his vision.
 
    “She tackled me,” I explained, ignoring Pete.
 
    “Why did she tackle you?” Charlie frowned and sipped his tea.
 
    “Because I threw a chair at her.”
 
    Charlie’s frown deepened. “Why did you throw a chair at her?”
 
    “She threatened me.”
 
    “Why would she threaten you?” Charlie put his tea down, his frown so deeply etched it made me smooth out my own forehead with my fingers in case I somehow caught his wrinkles.
 
    I shook my head. “No idea.”
 
    “You see?” Pete gestured to Sabrina and me with an open palm. “You see what happens when you engage?”
 
    “So.” I turned to Sabrina and asked again, “How did the rest of my funeral go?”
 
    “I’m not listening. I’m just not listening.” Pete picked up his bacon sandwich and took a bite, humming to himself.
 
    “It was brilliant.” Sabrina wiggled in her chair a little in her excitement. “Your mum’s got a pretty decent right hook and that trollop was a right brawler once she got into it. When everyone had tired themselves out, they picked your corpse up, put it back in the coffin and carried on like nothing had happened. They kept the coffin closed after that though. Oz missed most of it because he was freaking out about where you’d gone but when the messenger delivered the letter for you he made us all leave.”
 
    Pete had the sandwich halfway to his open mouth and he stared at us. He didn’t speak, he just stared.
 
    “So you didn’t hear people say nice stuff about me?” I asked, disappointed. I know Charon had said they hadn’t but I was hoping maybe he’d just missed it.
 
    “The priest kinda rushed through it. No one got to speak. And most people had injured faces anyway so …” She let the sentence trail off.
 
    “Oz knew about this?” Charlie’s frown wasn’t leaving his face anytime soon.
 
    I nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “You see?” Pete turned to Charlie with a shake of his head. “Oz engaged.”
 
    “Talk to me about the body. It was a blow to the head, right?” Sabrina asked and I nodded. “It’s always a blow to the head. What’s wrong with a little strangulation? Or some suffocation? Or a drop or two of poison?”
 
    “Did you say she was a therapist? I heard it was a GA leader,” Charlie said, his eyes wrinkling at the corners in something close to a wince.
 
    Pete stared at Charlie. “Et tu, Brute?”
 
    I shook my head, still ignoring Pete. “She was a psychiatrist but she was overseeing my assessment. Lucy said she taught at the academy though.” 
 
    “How would—” Sabrina whistled low. “Lucy’s training to be a GA leader? I do not envy her group.”
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think she’d be that bad.” Lucy was my housemate; I had to show her some support despite her betting I’d only last two weeks.
 
    “Still … Okay, so what do we know? Any suspects?” Sabrina asked.
 
    I shook my head in despair. “So, so many suspects.”
 
    “No.” Pete dropped the half-eaten sandwich back onto his plate and wiped his fingers on a napkin. “We’re not going through this again. You both have a decade of community service to get through. Any infractions of your parole and we’re talking jail time. No investigating this,” he said, pointing to Sabrina. 
 
    Sabrina grabbed hold of Pete’s finger and shook his hand from side to side. “I’m sorry. When was it you became the boss of me?”
 
    Pete pulled his finger from Sabrina’s clenched fist. “Since you hit me over the head with a cudgel, proving you couldn’t tell good guys from bad guys.” 
 
    “She found another dead ghost in her locker, which suggests either a threat or a frame,” Sabrina said. “We’re supposed to just let that go?”
 
    “Yes.” Pete spoke through gritted teeth. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. Let the police do their jobs.” 
 
    Sabrina stared at Pete for a long moment then stirred a drop of milk into her coffee and sipped it, the picture of compliance. “Okay. Fine.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, what?” Pete kept his narrowed eyes on her. I guess he didn’t believe it either.
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “Okay, fine, we won’t investigate.” 
 
    “Good.” Pete picked his bacon sandwich back up, rested his elbows on the table but didn’t start eating. Charlie frowned into his bowl of cereal and Sabrina smiled smugly into her coffee cup. 
 
    “So …” I drew the word out to fill the silence. “What do people do around here for fun?”
 
    Pete dropped his sandwich back to the plate, glanced at the array of food in front of him and shook his head. “I have never met anyone who could make me lose my appetite. Until I met you.”
 
    I tilted my head as I looked at Pete. “I don’t really feel like that’s a compliment.”
 
    “It’s not.” Pete gestured to Sabrina with his mug. “Initially, I thought this one was the instigator but now I realise you’re as bad as each other.”
 
    “And on that note, I think I’ll get to work early,” I said.
 
    Sabrina loaded my dishes onto her tray and picked it up.
 
    Pete’s eyes tracked my movements. “They don’t pay us by the hour, Bridge.” 
 
    “Or at all,” Sabrina chimed in. We walked to the kitchen hatch. Sabrina pushed her tray through and we headed out of the canteen, Pete’s suspicious eyes burning holes in our backs. “I’ve not said it because I’m assuming it’s a given.” 
 
    I sighed and gave her an indulgent nod. “Yes, we’ll investigate under the guise of clearing my name.” 
 
    “Excellent.” She clapped once then frowned at me as I pulled her to a stop in the middle of the corridor. She frowned at me. “What?”
 
    “Do you need to get to work early?”
 
    Her face wrinkled up like a prune. “They don’t pay me. They’re lucky I go at all. Why?”
 
    “You remember The Trollop from my funeral?” I asked.
 
    “Not likely to forget that anytime soon.” Sabrina snorted then lowered her voice and checked over her shoulder. “You want to go haunt her before work? It’s not really her fault your idiot fiancé  cheated on you, but I suppose we could haunt him at the same time.”
 
    “What? No. I don’t care about that,” I said heading along the corridor to the tunnelling room.
 
    Sabrina frowned and followed me. “You don’t care about him cheating on you?”
 
    “Not as much as I care about her rooting through my wardrobe and wearing the style out of my clothes.”
 
    “Has anyone ever told you you’re far too attached to material things?” she asked as we headed into the room and toward one of the departure circles painted on the floor.
 
    I took her hand and focused on my kitchen. “Has anyone ever told you to shut up?”
 
     “Oh, that was a great come back.”
 
    “Shut up.”
 
    I tunnelled us into the kitchen of the house I’d shared with Michael-the-cheating-scumbag. It’d taken me a long time to get it exactly how I wanted it. I’d searched everywhere for the perfect red cupboards to compliment the internal dark-oak doors, skirting boards and the four-seater kitchen table. A red that wasn’t too garish, but bright enough to make a statement. And when the workmen had come to fit the black and white tiled floor? Well, hadn’t that been a nightmare? But it had been worth it.
 
    I looked at my kitchen counter and smiled with pride. Until I saw Michael-the-cheating-scumbag’s stained, overused coffee maker sitting in the centre of the unit. A blight on my perfectly designed kitchen. Then I saw my beautiful stainless steel bread maker covered with flour. My once shiny and unused cake maker had been treated to the same shoddy standards of cleanliness. As had my ice cream maker. And my slow cooker was actually cooking something. I’d not bought these appliances to be used but to complete my perfect kitchen design. What the hell was going on here?
 
    “This is just unacceptable.” I walked over to the white marble counter and swiped my finger across it. It wasn’t dusty exactly but that didn’t mean it was clean.
 
    “I know,” Sabrina said. “I mean, it’s the kitchen table. I’m all for spontaneity but she’s just put her hand in her cornflakes. That’s just not sexy.”
 
    “What?” I turned around to see Michael-the-cheating-scumbag and The Trollop in a repeat of the exact same activity I’d seen them engaging the day I’d died. I’d been so engrossed in the state of my beautiful kitchen I’d somehow blocked the noises out. I felt my lip curl. I supposed I should have been grateful they weren’t at it during my funeral. 
 
    Sabrina scowled at them. “Does he always grunt like that? He sounds like an unfit tennis player.”
 
    Before I could answer the table cracked and toppled them both to the floor. Milk, cereal, toast, butter and jam covered them. Sabrina and I jumped back just in time to avoid getting splashed. Michael-the-cheating-scumbag and The Trollop paused in shock, laughed and then carried on.
 
    “Well, they seem well suited,” Sabrina mused.
 
    “That’s outrageous!” I gasped in shock.
 
    “Nah, they’re just in the throes of what I assume passes for passion with this poor excuse for a man.”
 
    “What?” I frowned at Sabrina. “Do you know how much this table cost?” I stepped over the couple on the floor and peered under the table to inspect the cause of the break. “It should not have broken like that. This is solid oak and made by a company who supposedly have over a hundred years of carpentry expertise.”
 
    “I’m not sure if I should be worried that you’re not concerned with what’s happening on the floor right now or relieved.” 
 
    “I’ve a good mind to leave them a poor review on their website. We’ve barely had this table six months.”
 
    “This isn’t your problem,” Sabrina said.
 
    “Of course it’s my problem. It’s my goddamn table.”
 
    “No, it’s not. Not anymore.”
 
    “Well, that is just not the point.” I adjusted my fringe with a forced casual air. “Shoddy workmanship is shoddy workmanship. Just ask Barry. They could have died and then they’d be here with me. That is simply unacceptable.”
 
    Sabrina grinned at me. “Is that what you’re going to put in your review?”
 
    “There are times when I don’t think I would have liked you very much in life,” I said with a toss of my head as I walked out the kitchen.
 
    “You were going to marry that guy. I think you not liking me would’ve been a resounding compliment,” she said as she followed me up the stairs and into my bedroom. “About these clothes …”
 
    “You don’t want to help?” I asked, pulling my suitcase out from under the bed before unzipping it.
 
    “No. I’ll help.” Sabrina grabbed a handful of my clothes and I watched in morbid fascination and she rolled them up and over the hangers then dumped them in the suitcase completely oblivious to my horror. “But I think we should burn them.”
 
    I stepped back and held my hand up in her direction to halt everything. Her mangling of my clothes. Her utter blasphemy. “What?”
 
    She grabbed another handful and did her ghastly wrap and drop thing again. “These clothes are from your old life. You have a new life now. Why would you wear the same clothes?” 
 
    I gestured to my mauve jumpsuit. “Because this is such a great fashion statement?”
 
    “No, but it’s who you are now. And who you are now doesn’t stress over broken tables. She doesn’t even stress over dead bodies.” Sabrina held up a pastel blue silk, v-neck blouse against herself and looked in the mirror. “If you were so desperate for these clothes why didn't we come and get them sooner?”
 
    “Um, maybe because we were in the middle of that whole pesky murder situation!” I said and carefully arranged my eyeshadows in the makeup bag. “And I didn't really think much about it until I saw The Trollop in my dress at my funeral.”
 
    “That was out of line,” Sabrina agreed with a nod. “Okay, look, we’ll take it all for now and you can decide what to do with it later.”
 
    While Sabrina was cleaning out the rest of my closet, I packed up all of my makeup. Some of it The Trollop had utterly destroyed but the majority of it was salvageable. 
 
    “You’ve got some really nice stuff here.” Sabrina held up my grey Tessuti skirt suit, which looked very similar to the one she’d been wearing the first time I’d met her. “Suddenly I’m thinking burning it all is a little rash.”
 
    “I don’t normally like to share clothes but I’m happy for you to borrow anything. See? I’m growing as a person.” I smiled widely at her, mainly because I knew I didn’t have anything that would be able to contain Sabrina’s ample bosom.
 
    “Are you done?” she asked as she placed the skirt suit on top of the full suitcase and zipped it up.
 
    “Shoes.” I pointed to the array of heels behind her. I could tell she was about to complain until she held a pair up and realised we were the same shoe size. I grabbed another suitcase from under the bed and we filled it with all my shoes. I stood back and admired my now empty closet.
 
    Sabrina zipped up the shoe bag and stood both suitcases upright. “Okay. Let’s go before we get caught.”
 
    I slung my makeup-filled overnight bag on my shoulder, grabbed hold of one of the suitcases and reached for Sabrina’s hand, suddenly seeing a problem. “Where are we going to hide all this?”
 
    “See, this is why I’m the criminal mastermind and you’re my apprentice. You don’t even approach a crime until you have an escape route.” Sabrina grabbed my hand and tunnelled us. 
 
    We landed in Madame Zorina’s empty office and wheeled the two suitcases towards the sea facing wall. I took a piece of paper from her printer and scrawled a note on it before sticking it to one of the suitcases.
 
    Sabrina read the note aloud. “‘Please don’t touch these.’ That’s awfully polite of you.”
 
    I put the pen back in the holder on Madame Zorina’s desk. “Flip it over.”
 
    “‘If you do, I will delight in tormenting you in the most horrific of ways until you die. And then I shall continue until the end of your afterlife.’ I don’t know about your adjustment issues – I think Oz might want to address your anger issues.”
 
    “I don’t have any anger issues!” I yelled at the top of my voice while stamping my feet.
 
    Sabrina didn’t flinch; she just stared at me with a straight face. “Yes, you’re very funny.” 
 
    I flashed her a grin. I was happy now I had all my stuff. “Are you going straight to work from here?” I asked, checking the clock. It was quarter to nine. 
 
    “I was, unless you have any more law breaking you want to do?”
 
    I patted my suitcases. “I’m good for now, but thanks.”
 
    “Okay. And good luck for your assessment.” Sabrina gave me a brief hug. “I’ll send you assessment-passing vibes.”
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to need more than vibes. Oh, before you go.” I handed her a page and a half of notes.
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Suspect info from my housemates. Thought it couldn’t hurt for you to … do whatever it is you do with their files and snoop.” 
 
    Sabrina flipped the pages over and read aloud. “The guy who said Watson had flunked him for drinking too much coffee. The girl who said Watson gave her low scores in assignments because Watson didn’t like her shoes. ” She looked up from the paper and arched an eyebrow at me. “There are no names on here. How can I snoop through their files if I don’t know who they are?”
 
    “You’re a detective,” I said with a shrug. “Detect.”
 
    She frowned at me. “I’m retracting my offer of assessment-passing vibes.”
 
    “Oh no!” I exclaimed and clutched both hands over my heart. “Without those I’ll totally fail.”
 
    “Shut up,” she said before she tunnelled to work and I tunnelled back to the bureau.
 
    Once there I headed straight for the front desk. At first glance I thought Alex was back on duty which, since he'd threatened Sabrina and me with a gun only days ago, would not have been a good start to my day. When the man at reception turned around it was glaringly obvious it wasn’t Alex. And I couldn’t help but stare. The new guy must have been standing in line for handsome with Alex and somehow snagged his portion. He was tall, broad, muscular and had dark hair, just like Alex, only this guy was ridiculously handsome. Like, twice as handsome as the average handsome person and somehow that made him preposterously unattractive.
 
    His skin was perfectly smooth, his tan perfectly even. The dark hair was perfectly styled into a 1940s side parting. The lips, perfectly pale pink and perfectly pouty. The eyelashes, perfectly luscious and perfectly curled. His teeth, perfectly even and perfectly white. 
 
    He reached out to touch my face. “What can we do to turn that frown upside down?”  
 
    I knocked his hand away. “You can not touch me, for one. For two, you can give me my new locker number and combination.”
 
    His perfectly plucked eyebrows lowered into a scowl that did nothing to diminish his attractiveness. “I was just trying to be friendly.”
 
    “In future, do it without touching me.” I hated attractive-person-arrogance. It was so much worse than general-person-arrogance because it usually came with a huge dollop of self-righteousness. “My name is Bridget Sway. Detective Johnson should have requested a new locker for me. Please can you check?”
 
    He folded his perfectly muscled arms across his perfectly toned chest, both of which were thanks to his very fitted grey jumpsuit, and tilted his head back so he could stare down his perfectly aquiline nose at me. “Do you have a locker?” 
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “Does it lock?”
 
    “Yes.” Although every murderer and his dog seemed more than capable of picking it.
 
    “Then that’s your locker.”
 
    “I need a new one.” 
 
    “Why?” He pouted his perfectly pouty lips at me. It would be wrong to punch him. It would. I knew it would. But only because he’d file a report and then Oz would find out. 
 
    “I keep finding dead ghosts in it.”
 
    “You’re that girl?” His mouth stretched into a perfect circle. He stepped back none too subtly as though death was catching. I was about to tell him he was already dead but I didn’t think he’d really understand what I meant. Stupid attractive people.
 
    “Yes. My locker information, please?” I said, holding out my hand.
 
    He pressed his lips together and shook his head at me, looking perfectly terrified. He held up his hands in surrender and stepped back. “Your locker is your locker.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that regardless of how many dead ghosts get stuffed into it, regardless of how many times it’s a crime scene, regardless of how many of my uniforms are ruined, I can’t change it?”
 
    His perfectly husky voice hitched up an octave as he spoke. “Your locker is your locker for the eternity of your afterlife. Please don’t jinx me,” he whimpered and stepped back. His broad shoulders touched a cupboard as he moved. On the contact he yelped and spun around, hands covering his mouth. His head swivelled in my direction. “I’m so, so sorry,” he wheezed and dived into the back office, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that just perfect?” I turned my back on the unhelpful Alex version 2.0 and headed to the departures room.
 
    I’d been standing on the departure circle for at least ten minutes before I felt the pull of the assessment centre. I landed in the corridor outside the assembly hall this time and Gracie ushered me inside and into the same seat as yesterday. She took her place at the front next to Jenny and Matthew, who were speaking to a lady I nearly mistook for Sabrina from the back. She wore the same lime green jumpsuit as Sabrina and had the same blonde hair, but where Sabrina was buxom this lady was overweight.
 
    When she glanced over her shoulder at us I realised no one would mistake her for Sabrina from the front. She was easily in her seventies and had a natural expression of someone sucking a lemon. They had formed a huddle as if they were trying to block everyone else out. Yes, because that was a healthy attitude for a trainee GA leader to have.
 
    Jenny detached from them and clapped her hands twice to get everybody’s attention. “Now, I’m sure you’ve all heard, but in case you haven’t, we have some terribly sad news. Dr Watson died yesterday.” Murmurs and shocked gasps rippled through the group. “I will be overseeing this group for now but another doctor will be coming in to help with the final assessments. We have an extra pair of hands for now in the form of Nancy, who will be taking on my old responsibilities. She was kind enough to volunteer to help us out, so let’s give her a warm welcome.” Jenny gestured to the lady in the lime green jumpsuit, whose face briefly morphed into a huge smile as she gave everyone an energetic wave of her hand before her expression returned to lemon sucking. I disliked her immediately. From the smattering of clapping she received as a welcome, I was guessing most people felt the same. 
 
    “How can we die? Aren’t we dead yet?” a teenager, who looked like he belonged in a boyband, two seats to my right asked. 
 
    “Do we have to die again? Is that when we go to Heaven?” a female voice towards the back called out.
 
    “I know this is very confusing for you all but we need to keep on schedule. Keep these questions for later.” Jenny patted her hand in a motion that asked everybody to put their hands down. The same motion that Dr Watson and Eleanor used. It made me wonder if they were taught that at GA academy. 
 
    “I think we’re entitled to know if we can die,” said the man who'd arrived with Warren the day before. He didn’t raise his hand. I liked him. “Surely that’s a basic human right to know if you can die or not.”
 
    Jenny stared at me for a long moment before responding to him like it was all somehow my fault. “No, Tommy, it's not. You all need to understand that when you died, your ‘basic human rights’” – Jenny made air quotes around the words – “changed.”
 
    Silence reigned for a few seconds while the group took in that little nugget. I sat back and waited for the uproar. That comment was like a spark to a pool of gasoline. The whole group ignited as one. Everyone spoke at once. When they realised no one could hear them over everyone else, they raised their voices and continued. People were up and out of their seats. Crowding Jenny. Crowding Matthew. Crowding Gracie. Crowding Nancy. 
 
    The only people who remained in their seats were Warren and me. I glanced over at him and he flashed me a huge grin and two thumbs up. I gestured around the group and raised an eyebrow, asking if we should intervene. His grin widened impossibly and he slowly shook his head. I couldn’t even see Jenny anymore. This was going to turn into a mob and I was pretty certain, despite not being involved in any way, I would somehow get the blame. 
 
    I stood on the seat of my chair, put my thumb and forefinger in my mouth and blew the shrillest whistle I could, just like my dad had taught me. It was the only useful skill he’d given me. Every head whirled in my direction, their angry eyes focused on me. And that was when I realised the flaw in my plan. As in, I didn’t have one past the whistle.
 
    Warren laughed, arms folded, and leaned back in his chair. “What are you going to do now, Red?” If they turned on me, no help would be forthcoming from that quarter.
 
    I held my hands up so they could see I was totally helpless, as in please-don’t-attack-me helpless. “Okay, I know you’re all freaking out, and I don’t blame you. I’ve been dead nearly two weeks and I’m still freaking out about it. I doubt I know much more than any of you, but you’re right. You should know this stuff. You should know if you can die. That is a basic human right. Ask me anything and I’ll try to answer. My name’s Bridget and that vampire-looking ghoul down there is Warren.”
 
    Warren waved his arms in front of himself. “Leave me out of it. I’m not getting involved in this. I’d quite like to pass this assessment, thank you very much.”
 
    Tommy reached out and helped me down from the chair. “And you’re exactly what’s wrong with the world today. Dead or alive, you only think about yourself.” He turned his back on Warren and sat in the chair next to me. “Bridget, give it to me straight, am I dead?”
 
    “How about we start with an easier question?” I asked.
 
    “That’s not an easy question?” Tommy asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not so much.” 
 
    The group began to drift back from the front and crowd around me, murmuring. All I could see was a wall of angry, panicked faces. Now I understood why Sabrina was the criminal mastermind and I was only the apprentice … because if they turned on me right now, I had no way out. 


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Seven
 
   
 
    
 
    
    I was sunbathing in the Italian Gardens with the sleeves and legs of my jumpsuit rolled up when Sabrina stood over me, blocking out the sun. 
 
    “You look like a purple turtle.” Sabrina angled her head as if to get a better look at me. “On its back with its legs sticking out of its shell.” 
 
    I shaded my eyes so I could look up at her as she moved to the side. “You say the nicest things to me.”
 
    “Yeah, I’m a good friend. How was your assessment?” She dropped down beside me and handed me a tuna pasta salad and bottle of water.
 
    I opened the plastic container and dug in. I was starving. “Didn’t happen.” 
 
    Sabrina sniffed at her pesto pasta. She forked a small piece and nibbled the end. “How come?”
 
    “Jenny The Idiot almost caused a riot by refusing to explain whether we were dead or not to the newbies.” I opened the bottle of water and took a sip. “Isn’t Edith supposed to be meeting us?”
 
    Sabrina shrugged as she held up a piece of pasta and squinted at it. “Have you noticed how many people here are stupid? Like, really stupid? As if all common sense has disappeared from their brains? It makes me wonder if the bureau’s putting something in the food. Or maybe they’re gassing us, department by department.”
 
    “Oh!” I snapped my fingers and pointed at her. “Someone called Nancy from your department is subbing as a GA leader. How does that work?”
 
    “So that’s what that was about,” Sabrina said before taking a sip of her water. “Sometimes, the team leader comes over and asks for volunteers but they never tell you what you’re volunteering for.”
 
    “Why would you volunteer without knowing what you’re volunteering for?” I asked.
 
    Sabrina pointed to me. “Exactly. The first time they asked for volunteers I raised that point. Nearly blew my cover as a well-adjusted member of the team. Apparently, well-adjusted people just volunteer.”
 
    “Why?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Because they just do. But now I know what it’s for I’ll volunteer next time they ask.”
 
    “Oh, for god’s sake! I just want a peaceful five minutes. Is that too much to ask?” I threw my fork into my pasta and Sabrina stared at me, third piece of pasta halfway to her mouth. I held out my hand to her. “We’re being summoned.”
 
    Sabrina dropped her fork back into her pasta and grabbed my hand, a smile taking over her face. “You think she’s got a case?”
 
    I stashed the bottle of water in my pocket and clung on to my lunch with my free hand. “Yeah. A case of the crazies. Or a case of the inappropriate timing. Or a case of the let’s-get-Bridget-kicked-out-of-the-afterlife-by-embroiling-her-in-my-illegal-schemes.”
 
    “Stop being Miss Misery. This could be fun. We can be the afterlife detectives,” she said, gesturing between us. “Like Cagney and Lacey. Or Castle and Beckett. Or Holmes and—”
 
    I stared at Sabrina as she cut herself off. “Were you going to point to me and say ‘Watson’?”
 
    “No.” Sabrina shook her head, eyes wide. “No. No I wasn’t.”
 
    “Yes, you were.” I jabbed my pasta salad in her direction. “You were going to link me to a dead woman.”
 
    “You are a dead woman.” Sabrina peered into my lunch container. “That looks nice.”
 
    I snatched it back out of her reach. “Don’t change the subject.”
 
    “Okay, on subject, as much as I like holding your hand,” Sabrina lifted up our hands as if to remind me I was still holding on to her. “Are we going anywhere any time soon?”
 
    I gave a small shrug. “Getting summoned offends me. I’m making her work for it. And I’m tormenting you for linking me to a dead woman by making you wait.”
 
    “You found her in your locker. You were linked before I said anything.” Sabrina bounced up and down on her patch of grass like an impatient five year old. “Now let’s go.”
 
    I rolled my eyes at her but let Madame Zorina summon us. We landed on the floor of her office in the exact same position we’d been sitting in at the park. 
 
    Madame Zorina supported herself on her desk, panting, sweating and pale. “What happened? Why was that so hard?”
 
    “Was it?” I stood and dusted off the seat of my jumpsuit. I flopped down in one of the visitor’s chairs, flipped the lip of my pasta open and returned to my lunch. “I had no idea.”
 
    Edith smirked at me from in front of the centre beach-facing window but said nothing. She gestured around the office with a finger and raised her eyebrow, asking my opinion. The high ceiling was still white but someone had added an unobtrusive spherical paper lampshade. The three sash windows either side of the room let in enough light that it would hardly ever need to be turned on except in winter, but I imagined when it was it would bathe the room in a soft glow. 
 
    Someone had stripped the flowery pink wallpaper and covered the walls in a pinkish-white matte emulsion. The wall behind Madame Zorina’s desk stood out as a dark raspberry pink feature wall with a huge, gilt framed mirror. It was a smart move. When you walked into the room it caught your eye and added authority to whoever was sitting behind it. 
 
    Someone, and I was beginning to assume that someone was Edith, had carefully selected wall hangings that hinted at Madame Zorina’s gift but didn’t outright state it. There were no pictures of fairies and unicorns or astrology charts that had adorned the walls of Madame Zorina’s reading room. Two black and white prints of different tarot cards, with handwritten explanations of their meanings, hung either side of the main window facing the moors. An old fashioned sepia advert for séances hung on the sea-facing wall along with an image of a hand and explanations of what the lines related to.
 
    How had I not noticed the changes when dropping off my clothes? I turned back to Edith and gave her two thumbs up. It was cleverly done. She smiled at me, gave the smallest nod of her head and turned back to her view.
 
    “Wow.” Sabrina pushed herself up from the floor and dumped her lunch on Madame Zorina’s desk as she spun in a full circle. “This place looks great.”
 
    At least I hadn’t been the only one who’d missed it this morning.
 
    “Thank you.” Madame Zorina smoothed down her white A-line skirt and moved away from the desk to the coffee pot in the far corner to the right of the feature wall. “I’ve worked really hard on it.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at Madame Zorina’s back, then glanced to Edith and gave her a thumbs up. Edith smiled and nodded again. Apparently, she’d decided the best way to handle Madame Zorina was to simply not fight her.
 
    “So, what’s the dire problem that you had to interrupt my lunch for?” I asked as Madame Zorina came to stand in the centre of the room so she could see us all, coffee in hand.
 
    She arched an eyebrow at me as I continued to dig into my pasta. “I’m hardly interrupting, am I?”
 
    I held my pasta and fork up and gestured around me. “Am I in the Italian Gardens enjoying the sunshine? No. So this is you interrupting my lunch.”
 
    “Don’t mind her. She’s just grumpy today.” Sabrina dismissed me with a wave of her hand while she poured herself some coffee. 
 
    “And what are you doing?” Madame Zorina stared at Sabrina who stirred her usual drop of milk into the black tar she called coffee. 
 
    “I’m tap dancing.” Sabrina looked from her coffee cup to Madame Zorina. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m getting a coffee for myself because you were too rude to offer. Edith, would you like one?”
 
    Edith stared at Madame Zorina while speaking to Sabrina. “Yes, please, dear. Two sugars and just a dash of milk.”
 
    “What are you doing?” Madame Zorina’s head ping-ponged between the two of them before she jabbed her finger at me. “And why are you eating? You’re dead!”
 
    I stood and scanned for a bin. “Why does everybody feel the need to keep reminding me of this fact?” 
 
    “Over there, dear.” Edith pointed in the direction of the door. I nodded my thanks and dropped my rubbish into the bin.
 
    Sabrina handed Edith her coffee and perched on the end of Madame Zorina’s desk, her pesto pasta forgotten. “What have you got for us?”
 
    Madame Zorina’s attention flicked between us, clearly not happy. “Rebecca Walsh’s husband, Derek, died a week ago. Before he died, however, it seems he may have mislaid their life savings. Rebecca would very much like them back.” 
 
    Sabrina rocked from side to side on the desk. “Our first deathly treasure hunt. How exciting.” 
 
    “Were you always this sensitive, dear? Or did it happen after you died?” Edith asked.
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “No, I was always like this. What else do we have to go on?”
 
    “What else do you need? Just find him and ask him where the money is,” Madame Zorina said, as if it were the easiest thing in the world.
 
    Sabrina frowned at Madame Zorina. “So, the only details you took from her were his name and that they had money but now it’s gone?”
 
    Madame Zorina glanced at each of us in turn before settling her attention back on Sabrina. “Yes, why?”
 
    “You didn’t think to maybe get some more details, like how much is gone? Is the account completely cleared out to the penny or was it a round figure that was withdrawn? Who had access to the account? Did he have gambling problems or debts? Was he in trouble? Were they happy? Was he having an affair? Do they have children or grandchildren? Theirs or from previous relationships? Did he—”
 
    “What does all that matter?” Madame Zorina frowned back at Sabrina. “I’ve tried to contact him but I can’t summon him. I thought you could just hunt him down and ask him.”
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Hunt him down and ask him? Because the afterlife is just that simple.” 
 
    Madame Zorina placed her coffee on the central moor-facing windowsill and thrust her hands on her hips. “If this is too difficult a task for you maybe I should find other spirits to partner with.”
 
    I shook my head with a sigh. “No, you won’t. I’m just not that lucky.” Madame Zorina huffed out a breath, but before she could throw another threat my way I held out my hand. “Do you have a picture? What day did he die?” If I’d been on The Bus when he’d died I might recognise him. If he’d died on my day and I didn’t, chances were he hadn’t come here. I didn’t know how Charon picked up the people who went elsewhere, all I knew was that he didn’t do it when I was with him.
 
    “Er …” Madame Zorina moved to her desk and flipped through the same type of brown paper file Johnson always had. Hers weren’t colour coded either. Amateur. She handed me a colour photo of him and, I assumed, his wife. 
 
    He was portly, average height with a thick head of grey hair and a tanned but craggy face. She was on the border of overweight, only slightly shorter with white hair just past her shoulders, a great tan and a leathery face that reinforced why you shouldn’t use sun beds. They were both smiling. Genuine smiles that said they were happy and not just pretending for the camera. You could always tell a camera smile.
 
    “Why do you want to know what he looks like?” Sabrina asked. “Are you looking for a date to make Oz jealous? Because, while I think that’s a sound plan, I don’t think scooping up the freshly deceased is a solid strategy. They’re not exactly balanced. And he’s a little old for you. And married.” She peered over my shoulder at the photo. “And not likely to make Oz jealous.”
 
    “Don't you think it would be handy to know what he looks like if we're going to try to find him?" I asked, waving the picture at her.
 
    “Sure.” Sabrina took the picture from my hands and jabbed a corner of it in my direction. "But you didn't ask with a general tone. You asked with a specific tone."
 
    "Oh, you mean like I specifically wanted to know what he looked like so we’d be able to recognise him?”
 
    “Your tone did have a certain pointedness to it, dear,” Edith added. “As though the answer would solve something.”
 
    “Do you know when he died?” I asked Madame Zorina, ignoring both of them since I couldn't explain my community service anyway.
 
    “Can you date?” Madame Zorina glanced between the three of us.
 
    I snapped my fingers in front of her face. “Focus. Do you have a day and time of death?”
 
    “You are grumpy today,” Madame Zorina grumbled and flicked through the file. “Midday on Saturday just gone.”
 
    That was right in the middle of my community service shift. I angled the picture. I was fairly sure I didn’t recognise him, but then faces blurred into one big crying mass. Injuries I remembered though. “What did he die of?” 
 
    “Those are quite specific questions, dear.” Edith watched me with narrowed eyes.
 
    Madame Zorina looked up from the file. “Heart attack.” 
 
    “He’s not with us.” I handed her the photo back. I always remembered the heart attacks because I could look at those and not feel an urge to vomit at their gross injuries. And usually they were too dazed to cry. Or question me. Heart attacks were my favourite form of newly deceased.
 
    “What do you mean he’s not with you?” Madame Zorina asked as all three pairs of eyes focused on me. 
 
    “I mean he’s not with us. He’s not a ghost,” I said.
 
    Madame Zorina frowned. “Doesn’t everyone become a ghost when they die? Or a spirit? Or exist in the same place? At least for a little while before that blinding light beams them up?” 
 
    “How do you know that, dear?” Edith asked me.
 
    “Is this your community service?” Sabrina gestured between us and I nodded. “Yours sounds a lot cooler than mine.”
 
    Madame Zorina slapped the file on the desk to get our attention. “Do you think it’s possible for any one of you to tell me what’s happening right now?” 
 
    We spoke in unison. “No.”
 
    “So, if he’s passed on then we snoop on his living relatives to find some leads.” Sabrina turned to Madame Zorina, who was pouting for all she was worth. “This is why you needed to ask all those questions, so we’d have something to go on. When’s the funeral?” 
 
    Madame Zorina consulted the file again. “Tomorrow.”
 
    “I can’t.” I shook my head and pointed at Sabrina. “You can’t.”
 
    “You’re such a party pooper.” Sabrina frowned at me.
 
    “What’s wrong, dear?” Edith sat in the visitor’s chair next to me, her brow wrinkled in concern, which accentuated her uneven fringe. “Are you worried about the assessments? We can fit this around them and it’ll be good for you to have something to take you mind off your impending imprisonment and brainwashing.”
 
    I gave Edith a flat stare. “Well, gee, thanks for your vote of support. And how do you know about them anyway?”
 
    Madame Zorina looked between the three of us. “What assessments?”
 
    “I recognised the red envelope Oz snatched from the messenger.” Edith took my hand and gave me a closed mouth smile. “And you’ll fail them because you’re smart, curious, independent, a free thinker and you have a problem with authority. You’re everything the bureau doesn’t want in an employee.”
 
    “What’s ‘the bureau’?” Madame Zorina asked the room.
 
    “Then how’s Sabrina getting away with it? She’s always the instigator.”
 
    “Because I hide it better than you.” Sabrina tightened her short, blonde ponytail and threw me a wink. “And because since no one is stuffing dead bodies in my locker I’m currently below their radar.” 
 
    Madame Zorina’s voice hitched up an octave. “Someone is stuffing dead bodies in a locker?”
 
    “Oh.” Sabrina waggled her finger in my direction and spoke to Edith. “She found another one yesterday. Her therapist.”
 
    Madame Zorina’s attention jumped to me. “You have a therapist?”
 
    I twisted in my chair to scowl at Madame Zorina. “She was not my therapist. And I only had to go and see her in the first place because of the mess you dragged me into.” 
 
    “But she was stuffed in your locker?” Edith called my attention back to her and I nodded. “My, you do seem to be racking up quite the body count, don’t you, dear?”
 
    I pulled my hand from Edith’s and treated her to my best flat stare. “That’s not a helpful comment.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, we’ll get to the bottom of it.” Edith’s attention jumped between Sabrina and me. “Do we have suspects?” 
 
    “Well, I checked both Matthew’s and Gracie’s files this morning. They’re team leaders,” Sabrina clarified for Edith’s sake. “They’re both failing the course. One more below-expectation grade on a module and Matthew is out of the programme. Gracie has a little more leeway but it doesn’t look good. There was also a note on her file to say she’d been fast tracked onto the assessment practicals. There was a code for why, but I haven’t had chance to check it yet. ”
 
    “Surely that wouldn’t change if Dr Watson died, though, right?” I asked. “Someone else would grade them, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Who’s Dr Watson?” Madame Zorina chimed in again.
 
    Edith shook her head. “They’ll get an automatic pass on the year.”
 
    “Even this year? The final year?” Sabrina asked Edith, who nodded. Sabrina’s face wrinkled up in disgust. “That’s ridiculous. This place is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Welcome to your afterlife, dear. Bureaucracy at its finest.” Edith smiled her mother shark smile. “How about the others?”
 
    “There was an on-loan notice in Jenny’s file. It was signed out, I assume by Dr Watson, so it must still be in her office. Does anyone fancy a little B and E before bed?” Sabrina’s eyes shone with mischief.
 
    I shook my head. “The office is blocked. I think that might be a bit beyond our breaking and entering skills. Although …” Maybe Charon would help us out. Someone had murdered his ex-girlfriend. Surely he’d want to know who had killed her, right?
 
    Sabrina narrowed her eyes at me. “What?”
 
    “I might know someone who could help.”
 
    Sabrina clapped her hands and sang, “Who you gonna call?”
 
    I stared at her. “Seriously? We’re planning on breaking into a blocked murder victim’s office and sneaking a look at her super confidential files and you’re just going to jinx us like that?”
 
    “Who do you know that can tunnel into blocked places, dear? Not even GBs can tunnel into doctor’s offices without authorisation.” Edith raised an eyebrow at me. “Things like this are why you’re being assessed.” 
 
    “I think things like that are at the bottom of a very long list,” I mumbled before turning back to Sabrina. “Did you manage to find anything out on that list I gave you?”
 
    “From that list of anonymous people?” Sabrina asked. “Oddly no.”
 
    “You have a list of anonymous suspects?” Edith frowned between us. “How does that help if we don’t know who they are?”
 
    I held my hands up and spoke to Sabrina as well as Edith. “That was all my housemates gave me, okay?”
 
    “Heeeeeeeeey!” Madame Zorina shouted and clapped to get our attention. When she had it, she held up her hand, fingers stretched out, and counted out her questions. “One. What is ‘the bureau’? Two. Who is assessing Bridget? On what and why? Three. Who is dead and who is shoving bodies into a locker? Four. Are these ghosts who are being murdered, and how is it even possible to kill a ghost? Five. What are ‘GBs’? Six. What programme are these leader people automatically passing? And seven. Most importantly, why am I only hearing about all of this now?” Madame Zorina thrust her hands on her hips, her foot tapping out an agitated rhythm on the hard wooden floor as she panted for breath. “Well?”
 
    I turned to glance at Sabrina, who shrugged, and then back to Edith, ignoring all of Madame Zorina’s questions. 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “We’ll meet you at lunch tomorrow to funeral snoop.”
 
    “Atta girl.” Edith patted my knee. 
 
    I shook my head at my lack of resolve. “I’ll check and see if we’re on for breaking into Watson’s office. If not, we’ll snoop on this other case. Either way, Elderfield Hospital after our GA meeting tomorrow night?”
 
    Madame Zorina stamped her foot. “Hey!”
 
    Edith nodded. “That sounds like an excellent plan, dear.”
 
    “What’s the penalty for explaining all this afterlife stuff to a livie?” Sabrina asked. “And please don’t say ‘harsh’ or ‘severe’.”
 
    Edith gave a small shrug. “They say ‘rehabilitation’ but they mean ‘incarceration until you die’.”
 
    I pointed to Madame Zorina and turned to Edith. “Not to pass the jail term but think we’re probably going to leave this with you then.”
 
    Edith narrowed her eyes at us. “You are both aware that by consorting with me you’re liable for the same fate?” 
 
    “No.” I turned to Sabrina who shook her head at me, then back to Edith. “No, we did not know that.”
 
    “Ah, the afterlife,” Sabrina said with a sigh. “The torment that just keeps on giving.”
 
   
 
    
 
    
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Eight
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Ten minutes later, after a quick visit back to the canteen and a particularly tricky tunnelling experience, I clung onto the railing next to the baggage shelf on The Bus of Death with one hand, trying desperately not to spill the coffee in my other. Or drop the paper bag of bribe-y goodness.
 
     I only opened my mouth a crack to speak. I didn’t want to see my lunch again. “So when you told me you drove more carefully when I was on board you were serious.”
 
    “Bridget!” Charon clapped, both hands leaving the wheel, and turned to face me. “What a lovely surprise.”
 
    “The road.” I let go of the pole long enough to jab a finger at the windscreen then clung back on. “For god’s sake, watch the road!”
 
    Charon rolled his eyes at me. “You’re such a stickler for traffic laws.” 
 
    “I was hit by a bus. Remember?”
 
    Charon waved his hand like that was a minor detail, spun the wheel and went from I-didn’t-want-to-think-about-what-speed to parked in a flash. 
 
    “What’s in the bag?” Charon flashed me his white-toothed grin, both of us ignoring his several sobbing passengers. He gestured to the doors and I stepped out into the sunshine. He followed and locked the doors behind him. Couldn’t have these pesky newly deads escaping and causing havoc, could we?
 
    I handed him the bag and what was left of the coffee, wiping my drenched hand on one of the napkins I’d brought in preparation of such a disaster. “How come you don’t eat with us?”
 
    He delved into the bag and came up with a bear claw pastry. “I’m the embodiment of death. Apparently that puts people off their food. Can’t imagine why.” He paused with the pastry an inch from his mouth. “Is this a bribe of some sort?”
 
    “Yes,” I said and he bit into it anyway, motioning with his hand for me to continue. “I need to find a way into to a doctor’s office. How would I go about that?”
 
    Charon’s chewing slowed as he looked over me and spoke around the food. “Are you injured, Bridget?”
 
    “Not that type of doctor.”
 
    He sipped some of his coffee, ignoring a passenger banging on the door trying to get out. “Is this to do with Watson’s death?”
 
    I blew out a breath, relieved I didn’t have to be the one to tell him. Then realised he’d probably known before me since he’d have picked her up. 
 
    “Kinda.”
 
    “‘Kinda’ as in you’re trying to solve her murder or ‘kinda’ as in you want to read what’s in your file?” He looked over his shoulder at the passenger at the door. I couldn’t see exactly what expression he pulled, but when Charon pointed to the back of the bus the passenger tripped over himself in his haste to get away from the doors. He sank down in his seat so low his head wasn’t even visible in the widow. 
 
    “How about I’m kinda tired of finding dead bodies in my locker.” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” Charon popped the last of the pastry into his mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know who killed her?” Since they’d dated, surely there’d be some feelings left. If someone killed Michael-the-cheating-scumbag I’d want to know who it was. Though that would be so I could haunt them for moving his repugnant presence onto my new plane of existence.
 
    “People die,” he said with a shrug and looked in the bag for what else I’d brought for him. “That’s part of life. And the afterlife. And the—” He pulled a Danish out of the bag. “Oh, my little Bridget, you are such a great briber. What?” he asked when he noticed I was staring at him, my mouth ajar.
 
    “Were you about to say after afterlife?” 
 
    “What? No.” His eyes darted left then right as if trying to remember. “No. Definitely not.”
 
    “Is that where you took Barry?”
 
    He frowned. “Who’s Barry?”
 
    “Edith’s son.”
 
    Charon raised his arms, Danish, paper bag and coffee still in his hands. “Who’s Edith?”
 
    I wagged my finger at him. “We are going to discuss this properly at the weekend.” 
 
    He winked at me. “Not if we’re on my bus.” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t have time to challenge him for information on that now, but I would totally deal with this after afterlife business on my next shift. “Will you help me or not?”
 
    “Okay. But only because I like you, I haven’t gotten up to any mischief in an age and” – he shook the bag of pastries at me – “you listen when I talk about my favourite foods.”
 
    We set up a time and meeting place for the next night. I had just enough time to go home and stash my makeup bag under my bed before I was summoned. I’d considered leaving it at Madame Zorina’s but it was pretty much my prize possession – I just didn’t trust her with it. I was smoothing my bedspread over just as I was summoned. 
 
    I landed in the corridor outside the main assembly hall again and opened the door to find Jenny standing at the front, arms folded but breathing heavily. I guess it took a lot out of her to summon everyone. Also, I noticed once again I was the last person she’d summoned. It was lucky I didn’t care or I might have been offended. 
 
    Matthew, Gracie and Nancy milled about the hall, circling the group of desks like a school of sharks. Blind, toothless and generally inept sharks who couldn’t smell blood if they were swimming in it, but sharks nonetheless. They had done the same thing when we’d had the written exam yesterday, only they’d walked along the rows as well, peering over people’s shoulders. Was there anything more annoying than that? Every time they’d done it to me, I covered my work and stared at them until they moved away.
 
    “Okay. Now everyone’s here we can start the delayed assessment.” Jenny looked at everyone but me. If she were in charge of this whole thing, I was totally going to fail. That was unless I could pin Watson’s murder on her. Maybe I’d get lucky and she really did do it. Or the killer might take pity on me and do away with her as well. I frowned to myself. Had I just wished for someone’s death to make my afterlife easier? Guess I had. Huh. No wonder I was being assessed.
 
    “We have a lot to get through.” Jenny continued oblivious to my homicidal thoughts. “I will read out fifty different scenarios and then several questions relating to them. “You must write your answers on the paper provided and number each scenario clearly.” Jenny hoisted herself up onto the teacher’s desk at the front of the assembly hall, her legs swinging freely. “Let’s begin. Scenario one. Classroom situations can be difficult environments to control. Many times a member of the class has a question, but most teachers leave allotted time for questions at specific points in their lessons. Some students may be unhappy with this. Is this response unreasonable, reasonable, not sure?”
 
    I glanced around the room to see everyone else was doing the same thing. I noticed Warren marking something on his paper with a huge smile. Yeah, I could guess what his answer was. Maybe I could leave murder requests in my locker. I mean, if you’ve already killed someone anyway, why not do a couple of favours for the person whose uniforms you kept staining? Seemed like a fair exchange to me.
 
    Tommy spoke up from the back of the group. “Well, that depends on the question being asked. Can I write that as an answer instead of unreasonable, reasonable, not sure?” There was a faint edge to his voice that sounded a lot like mockery. It wasn’t obvious enough to get him into trouble but it was definitely there. And he didn’t raise his hand again either. I was making that man my friend.
 
    “No, Tommy, you cannot.” Jenny met his eyes with a smile that was all teeth and shook out the paper before continuing. “If the students surround and harass the teacher, then the more experience members of the class should sit quietly and allow the teacher to maintain control. Is this response unreasonable, reasonable, not sure?”
 
    To my surprise, Warren interrupted. “If the students are harassing her then she’s hardly in control, is she?”
 
    “That’s right,” a male voice called from the middle of the group. “The teacher should be grateful someone stepped in to help.”
 
    Jenny raised her voice to drown everyone out. “Sometimes the more experienced class members will think they know better than the teacher and try to wrest control of the class from them under the guise of helping their classmates. Is this response unreasonable, reasonable, not sure?”
 
    “Hey, Blondie?” Warren whistled to get Jenny’s attention. I had no idea why he kept referring to people by their hair colour. “Is this seriously the test?” 
 
    “This doesn’t seem like a legitimate test to me,” Tommy shouted up.
 
    Jenny glanced up from her question sheet and stared at me. I stared right back at her. Yep. She was going to fail me. I wasn’t about to cower in my seat and apologise because she was terrible at her job. Maybe I really would get lucky and the killer would bump her off next. I might nip to the locker room straight after the assessment finished and put an “out of order” sign on my locker because if she were next, no one would believe it wasn’t me who’d killed her. And judging by the angry and confused expressions on the faces around me, Sabrina and I would have a lot of other suspects to work with.
 
    ∞
 
    Sabrina was waiting by the stone marker outside the fort. “How did the assessment go?”
 
    I rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand. “Like having my teeth pulled out without aesthetic. Only worse.”
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Verbal reasoning.” 
 
    “It couldn’t have been that bad. That’s when they give you a paragraph and ask you true or false statements about it, right?” Sabrina said as we turned to the fort and started making our way down the grassy hill. It was such a beautiful evening it seemed a shame to waste it inside at our Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting. The mandatory meetings were supposed to turn us into better ghosts, or at least help us learn ghostly skills, like walking through walls and ghost transportation. 
 
    “Yep, but Jenny started off with one about classroom behaviour and if it’s ever acceptable for a student to jump in and take over the class. Yep,” I said with a nod as Sabrina winced. “But there were also personality test questions in there.”
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like, you find a million pounds in your locker. Do you report it, keep it or donate it to charity?”
 
    Sabrina pulled me to a stop by my elbow just before the doors of the hall. “That was on your test?”
 
    “I know. That’s weird, right?” I peered through the entrance. I wasn’t supposed to be talking to anyone about the whole assessment thing. 
 
    Sabrina’s voice dropped an octave in fervent agreement. “Er, yeah.”
 
    “Oh.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to her as we passed through the vestibule and into the main hall. I checked around us and lowered my voice. “I have someone who is willing to help us break into the doctor’s office.”
 
    Sabrina’s mouth formed an “o” and she had to catch herself before she tripped on the step up into the main hall. “Who?”
 
    “I can’t tell you because of—” I made a zipping motion across my mouth.
 
    “Gotcha. I’m incredibly curious as to who you might know that would be willing, or able, to help us.”
 
    I leaned in as we passed a group at the front of the hall. “He’s meeting us tomorrow at Elderfield Hospital so you can ask him yourself.”
 
    “Intriguing.” She nodded in greeting at someone on the far side of the room and we headed straight for the refreshment table as usual. 
 
    There was still the regular tea and coffee but, in honour of the extremely hot weather, also three jugs of ice water. Sabrina and I took our coffee and tea respectively and loaded our plates with biscuits. We settled ourselves on the back row of the block of seats and turned our chairs to catch the sea breeze that drifted through the back entrance of the fort.
 
    “Oh, I checked that code on Gracie’s file,” Sabrina said as she snapped a digestive in half. “It means she informed on another student’s romantic entanglements.”
 
    “Romantic entanglements?” I arched an eyebrow at her. “You mean someone was sleeping with someone they shouldn’t have been?”
 
    “Apparently, if you’re sleeping with anyone that’s someone you shouldn’t be sleeping with.”
 
    I frowned at her. “I thought the rule was no dating in your first ten years. After that you’re free to do whatever as long as you have a license.” 
 
    “A license to date, yes. Anything else—” Sabrina drew a line across her neck with her finger and made a gagging noise.
 
    “They kill you?” I dropped my custard cream into my tea. I didn’t have any plans to start dating any time soon but a death sentence for enjoying the intimate company of a handsome gentleman seemed somewhat extreme.
 
    “Well, no. They don’t kill you. They just put you back on probation.”
 
    I blew out a relived breath and scooped my custard cream out of my tea before it turned to mush and slopped it onto the saucer. “Did it say who she’d informed on?”
 
    “It did,” Sabrina said with a grin.
 
    I waited but she didn’t elaborate. “Are you going to tell me?”
 
    “Matthew.”
 
    “As in her fellow team leader, Matthew?” I grimaced. “Does he know?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “The informant scheme is confidential to encourage responsible citizens to share any knowledge that may impede the smooth running of our society.”
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you quoting?”
 
    Sabrina grinned. “I’m paraphrasing.”
 
    “Surely Matthew would …” 
 
    “Would what?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “I was about to say surely Matthew would know it was Gracie who’d informed on him, like he’d be able to join the dots, but then I realised Matthew was an idiot, so …”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “He can’t be that dumb.”
 
    “If you say so,” I said then sipped some of my tea. “Did you manage to find out who he was sleeping with?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Name wasn’t in there.”
 
    “The name of the person he was sleeping with, of the person he was breaking the law with, isn’t in his file?”
 
    Sabrina pointed to me. “Okay, now, see, I’m glad you find that as stupid as I do. Why would they just not add it as a footnote or something?”
 
    “Because these people are idiots,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “And it makes him a pretty good suspect for Watson’s murder though since the file says Watson was the one that suggested the punishment be an elongated probation term.”
 
    “That’s not really a reason to murder someone, is it? A few more years on probation.”
 
    “He can’t graduate from the academy while still on probation and murders have been committed for much less,” Sabrina said then took a sip of her coffee. “I was thinking about Watson …”she said with affected casualness.
 
    “Right …” I dragged the word out. The way Sabrina made that announcement, I just knew it wasn’t going to be anything good. 
 
    “Lucy’s at the academy, right?”
 
    I held up my hand in front of her face to stop anything else coming out of her mouth. “I am not involving my housemates any further.”
 
    Sabrina grabbed my hand and moved it out of the way. “Just hear me out.”
 
    I moved my hand back in front of her face. “No.”
 
    Sabrina batted my hand away. “Do you want to be the next dead ghost stuffed in your locker?”
 
    I placed a hand over my heart. “I love how you always treat the prospect of my untimely second demise so delicately. It warms my possibly missing soul that you care so deeply about my feelings.”
 
    Sabrina opened her mouth to respond then closed it with a frown. “You don’t think we have souls anymore?”
 
    “How about we leave the big questions for when I’m not the centre of murder a investigation?” I asked, sipping my tea.
 
    “If we did that we’d never talk about them.” Sabrina dunked a digestive into her coffee and ate it quickly before the softened part could slosh back into the cup. 
 
    “Ohhh, you’re so funny.”
 
    Sabrina grinned at me. “Do you think Lucy would help us out?”
 
    “No. Because I’m not going to ask her.”
 
    “But she’s in the perfect position to garner intel.”
 
    “Do you have any idea what Oz would do to me?”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes were wide and imploring as she gave a small shake of her head. “He’d never find out.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? Now with this whole ghost invisibility thing, I’m not entirely convinced Oz just doesn’t follow me around all day and wait for me to do something wrong.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me and leaned back. She always did that when she sensed a new and interesting piece of information. As if leaning back could somehow help her see the whole picture. “Ghosts can make themselves invisible? Who told you this?”
 
    I frowned back at her, custard cream halfway to my mouth. “Have I not told you about this?”
 
    Sabrina enunciated the word clearly. “No.”
 
    “Oh. Well, someone heard a conversation that no one was really close enough to hear without me seeing them. So, there’s definitely some sort of ghost invisibility thing.” 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “I cannot wait to meet this guy.”
 
    I grunted. I didn’t know Charon all that well but I doubted he’d be forthcoming with that sort of information, especially since Sabrina would be desperate to know.
 
    “So, you’ll ask Lucy?” she persisted.
 
    “Didn’t we just cover this?”
 
    “Oz wouldn’t harm you.”
 
    “Harm me?” I shook my head. “No, he wouldn’t physically harm me. He would, however, happily make my afterlife an even closer version of my own personal Hell.”
 
    Sabrina pursed her lips in thought. “What if we just asked her to ask around for suspects?”
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about we ask what she’s already heard?”
 
    “No.”
 
    “Okay, maybe we could—”
 
    “No.” I peered over my mug of tea at Sabrina’s frowning face. “And no to the other suggestions you’re trying to think up to lure Lucy into your illegal crime solving web of deceit.”
 
    Sabrina wagged a finger at me. “You’re just worried I’ll like her better than you,” 
 
    I laughed. “Shut up.”
 
    “So we can’t ask her anything?” Sabrina made puppy dog eyes at me. “Like, at all?”
 
    I could see why she’d made such a great private detective. Tenacity had nothing on her. “I’ll ask her in a general way that does not incriminate her, or me, when Oz gets wind of it, but that’s all.”
 
    “Suppose that’ll do.” Sabrina sipped her coffee, mollified. “We need a better suspect list than ‘everyone’. I managed to sneak a quick look at Watson’s file this afternoon. Nothing stood out, though. Nothing about the things your housemates mentioned. And I couldn’t find anything in there about the ex-boyfriend, Eric, which is weird. Relationships always go in there. So, maybe there wasn’t a relationship. Maybe he stalked her and killed her.”
 
    “No, there was definitely a relationship.”
 
    “How do you know?”
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Eric didn’t do it.”
 
    Sabrina narrowed her eyes as me. “How do you know?”
 
    “Just do.”
 
    “You have far too many secrets lately.”
 
    “It’s the same secret. It just seems to have quite a wide reach.”
 
    “Your community service assignment is killing me.”
 
    I snorted. “You want to try doing it.”
 
    “Sorry I’m late everyone.” Eleanor dashed into the hall, flushed and flustered. Her southern belle accent was always so much thicker when she wasn’t fully in control. “Tonight you’re going to be taking your passenger tunnelling test. It will be the same process as your previous provisional test. I’ll tunnel us both to a location twenty miles away, but this time you’ll be tunnelling me back here with you.” Eleanor glanced around the hall for questions, pausing on Sabrina and me. There weren’t any. “Well, okay then. Volunteers?”
 
    “Right here.” Sabrina stood and dragged me with her to the front of the hall. 
 
    ∞
 
    “Did you pass?” Sabrina asked ten minutes later when I met her on the hilltop around the back of the fort. 
 
    “I’m a bit offended that you’re asking. I’m assuming we’re going to use this time productively and practise misting as Eleanor requested?” 
 
    Sabrina shuddered. “I’m still not down with that, y’know?”
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “You’re not ‘down with it’?”
 
    “Yeah. I’m not down with the whole passing through solid objects thing. It’s bad enough tunnelling alongside someone who refuses be a passenger or to tunnel you. Why can’t people see the risk in separately tunnelling to the same location?” Sabrina threw her hands up. “It’s dangerous.”
 
    “Is this just because you had that minor human-fly-monster-merging-mishap with Martin that one time?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Please, I’m so over that now.”
 
    “Are you? Oh, okay, so the reason one of us always has to tunnel the other is …?”
 
    Sabrina scowled at me. “It’s practical.”
 
    I pressed my lips together to hide my smile. “Okay.”
 
    “Fine, so I’m not totally okay with it, but I’m dealing with it. Passing through solid mass, I’m not dealing with.”
 
    “I don’t see how it’s all that different,” I said with a shrug.
 
    Sabrina’s voice inched up an octave. “It’s not that different? How can you pass through walls but not sink through the floor? What happens if your focus is squiffy and you sink to the earth’s core and burn to death in the molten magma?”
 
    I stared at her. “Great. Now that’s all I’m going to be thinking about. If I sink to the earth’s core and burn to death in the molten magma, you and I are going to have a falling out.”
 
    “Let’s postpone this whole walking through walls and do something productive. Like breaking some laws.” Sabrina reached out and I accepted her hand with a sigh. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help Madame Zorina and her new business venture, more that general good deeds seemed to be against the law and I always got caught. Always.
 
    We landed in a small back garden, tightly packed with pretty much every type of flower that existed and every one of them was in full bloom. The garden was maybe ten metres long and four wide, with a narrow path of irregular sized paving stones that wound from the open patio doors in a figure of eight shape around the garden. Some sections of the garden were raised, almost like rockeries, to add different levels and make the garden look more appealing, but it was a little difficult to make head or tail of the display when everywhere you looked was a kaleidoscope of colour. I didn’t get hay fever as a rule, but the mass of pollen in the air made my eyes water. 
 
    “Wow.” Sabrina sneezed, then coughed, then sneezed again. She turned to me, eyes watering. “Let’s get inside before I die from pollen overdose.”
 
    I followed Sabrina up the path around the beautiful blooms. Just as we were about to escape the garden, Rebecca stepped out of the patio in a yellow summer dress and through Sabrina. Rebecca shivered and glanced over her shoulder while Sabrina fell to her knees, half inside the patio doors. I dragged her the rest of the way inside, ignoring her complaints. I was tempted to slam the door shut behind us but, as it slid closed sideways, I figured that might be a bit difficult to explain away as the wind.
 
    “I think I’m dying.” Sabrina lay curled up on the floor, her back to the door.
 
    I pulled my emergency chocolate bar from my pocket. “Give it a few more seconds and it’ll pass.”
 
    “No, Bridge, I really think—” Sabrina squinted one eye open.
 
    “Feel better?” I offered her the chocolate. That right there was a sign of true friendship.
 
    “Er, yeah. That was kind of weird.” Sabrina sat up and glanced around her. She unwrapped the chocolate bar and took a bite. It was the only thing I’d never seen her hesitate to eat. “What happened?”
 
    “When an alive person walks through you, it makes you super ill for about ten to fifteen seconds.”
 
    “No. Really? I’d never have guessed.” Sabrina took another bite of the chocolate bar and motioned with her hand for me to explain further.
 
    “Sorry. That’s all I have,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know why or what exactly happens. And I have no idea why you think I would have any sort of helpful information. Or how, with your vast sources of information, you don't already know that?”
 
    “Somehow it’s never come up.” Sabrina grunted and pushed to her feet. “Anything else you want to tell me?”
 
    “Only that when you find your one true happy thought you can fly.”
 
    Sabrina paused, chocolate bar halfway to her mouth. “What?”
 
    “Can you guys not do that? Huh, maybe it’s just a facilitator thing.”
 
    “You guys can fly?” Sabrina’s face screwed up on the last word.
 
    “Yep, then it's past the second star on the right and straight on until morning.” I gestured in the air as though I was directing her. “And then you'll arrive in Never Never Land.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “You do realise that Peter Pan was supposed to represent the Angel of Death and Never Never Land was Heaven?”
 
    I stared at her for a long moment. “No, I did not, but thank you for just ruining my childhood.”
 
    Sabrina laughed at my scowling face and turned to look out over the garden. “Which one of them is the gardener, do you think?”
 
    I nodded to Rebecca sitting at the patio table with a very large glass of red wine. “I hope for her sake it’s her because, if it’s not, that’s a mammoth amount of work to take on.”
 
    “Maybe she’ll just get it paved,” Sabrina mumbled.
 
    “Ooooh, you get grumpy when you’re ill,” I said, nudging her shoulder with my own.
 
    “I’m sorry, some woman just walked through me.” Sabrina slapped her chest while she spoke as if checking she was still solid. “What if she’d gotten stuck halfway through? Can we occupy the same space as a livie? I could’ve died.” She attacked the chocolate bar and scowled at me.
 
    “I don’t think you can get stuck.”
 
    “But how do you know?”
 
    “Er … because we both saw Edith step inside Porscha, Barry’s fiancée, remember? She walked away from that just fine.”
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything. Maybe Edith got lucky that one time and managed to survive. It could work like Russian roulette. Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
    “And you say I’m not adjusting to being dead. At least I don’t freak out over the smallest ghosty thing.”
 
    “A woman just walked through me.”
 
    I waved it away. “You get used to it.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Sabrina grumbled and looked at the last third of the chocolate bar. For a second I thought she was going to throw it away. I’d have seriously re-evaluated our friendship at that point. “Fine, Miss Oh-so-well-adjusted, let’s snoop and get out of here,” she said, then stuffed the last of it in her mouth, unaware of the friendship disaster she’d just averted.
 
    A four-seater table sat by the patio and a blue and white kitchen opened up behind it. The dining table wasn’t new but appeared well cared for. As did the bookcase filled with cookbooks to the right of the table.
 
    “What are we looking for?” I asked, crouching to check the bottom few shelves of books. Other than a penchant for Italian recipes, nothing stood out.
 
    Sabrina was quietly rooting through the kitchen draws. “Something that would tell us what he did with the money.”
 
    “Like a signed confession or a treasure map with ‘x’ marking the spot?”
 
    Sabrina threw a glance over her shoulder at me, arching an eyebrow. “That would suffice, yes.”
 
    “Wow. Getting sick really does make you grumpy,” I mumbled and headed out of the kitchen into the hallway beyond. 
 
    Rather than go upstairs I turned left into the room at the front of the house. Magnolia walls. Magnolia carpet. Magnolia sofa. A large flat screen television rested below the front bay window and a mirror on the chimney breast. A gardening magazine lay open on the dark wood coffee table. No pictures of children or grandchildren. No pictures of beloved pets. No pictures of the couple from holidays. Maybe the widow had already taken them down so she wouldn’t have a constant reminder of what she’d lost. It made me think about my mum and how she was doing. 
 
    “Found anything?” 
 
    I turned to Sabrina, who was standing in the doorway. “You think my mum’s okay?” 
 
    Sabrina smiled. “I think your mum is just fine. Do you want to visit her when we’re done?”
 
    “Do you mind?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Nah, we’re already breaking so many laws right now, one more isn’t going to make a difference.”
 
    An hour and a half later we landed in the hallway of my mum’s house. I’d had no idea that it took so long to search a house properly. Luckily for us, the widow had stayed outside for the majority of the time we’d been there. Hadn’t made a difference though; there’d been nothing to find except the bottom dresser drawer full of framed photos of the couple.
 
    We’d found another drawer full of financial paperwork but it didn’t seem to be in any order, and before Sabrina could sort through it the widow had come into the bedroom. She’d headed to the wardrobe, reached for a cardigan and then suddenly collapsed on the floor with huge, wracking sobs. It felt awkward to keep snooping after that so we’d taken that as our cue to leave.
 
    It had been a long time since I’d been home and at some point my mum had painted the hallway a soft yellow to compliment the wooden flooring. It looked like a recent change. I’d intended to have a little wander around and have a look at all the other changes she’d made, see if she had any pictures of me up, see if my room was still the same, but that went straight out of my head the moment we arrived.
 
    A loud crash came from upstairs, quickly followed by another. Sabrina and I exchanged a brief glance and charged up the stairs. If someone was attacking my mum, illegal or not, I’d terrify the life out of them. 
 
    Sabrina was on my heels as we made the landing. Sounds of the struggle came from my mum’s room. Without any thought I leapt through the open door ready to try that headless gross stuff that I kept forgetting to ask Edith to show me how to do. The lamps on the bedside tables lay smashed on the floor. Arms and legs waved from under my mum’s duvet. And then my dad threw the duvet off.
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina said as she came up behind me. “I’d definitely say your mum’s okay. Looks like you dad is taking really good care of her.”
 
    ∞
 
    “I’ll need therapy for life,” I said as we watched the sunset from the hilltop outside the fort. “For the entirety of my afterlife.”
 
    “It wasn’t that bad,” Sabrina said while biting her lip. I assumed that was in an attempt to keep her laughter in check. 
 
    “I have just seen my parents doing some Kama Sutra-like sex. Explain to me how it wasn’t that bad?”
 
    “Well, they weren’t moping around all depressed because you’re dead,” Sabrina offered and patted my knee. “They looked far, far, far too enthusiastically engaged in their activity to even remember your name.”
 
    “I hate you.” I covered my eyes with my hands and Sabrina laughed freely. “I think I need my eyeballs scrubbing. Is that a real thing? Can we find someone to do that for me?”
 
    “It’s a perfectly natural act.”
 
    I stared at her. “That was not natural.”
 
    She frowned. “You’ve never done it that way? Oh. But then you were with that poor excuse for a man. Actually, I’m surprised you’ve done it any way.”
 
    “Yes, this is an appropriate time to talk about my choice in men when the image of parental sex has just been seared onto the back of my eyelids.”
 
    “No, you’re right.” Sabrina nodded, appearing properly chastised. “This would be a much livelier discussion if Edith were here.”
 
    “I can’t believe I gave you my chocolate bar,” I grumbled as the rest of our GA group filtered out of the fort. 
 
    “I know. I’d say I was a bad person and I was going to hell but—” Sabrina held up her hands and gestured around us. I tried not to smile at her but she saw it and gave me a shoulder nudge. “See you at breakfast?”
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I grumped as we both stood up.
 
    Sabrina gave me a finger wave. “Sweet dreams.”
 
    Yeah, I was fairly sure that last thing I was going to have were “sweet dreams”.
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Nine
 
   
 
    
 
    
    I landed in the garden still trying to blink the snapshots of my parents from my brain. All I wanted to do was take a bath and steam the images from my eyeballs. I doubted that was possible, but I had to try. That was the reason I didn’t see Oz waiting for me in the deckchair until he spoke.
 
    “You okay?”
 
    I hesitated since there were several ways I could answer but I went with the one that was going to get me in the least trouble. “Yes.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why do you look guilty?”
 
    “Because you make me feel guilty.”
 
    He leaned forward in the chair and rested his elbows on his knees. I very much got the impression that I was prey to his predator. It didn’t exactly put me at ease. 
 
    “How?”
 
    “Well, your whole aggressive posture for starters. You look like you’re about to pounce on me and eat me for supper.” I looked from him to the kitchen. “You have already eaten, right?” I knew I shouldn’t have given Sabrina my chocolate bar.
 
    Oz glanced down at himself and then relaxed back in the deckchair. “I can’t make you feel guilty if you haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
    I inclined my head. “And yet you do.”
 
    He regarded me from a long moment and I focused on the logo of his white t-shirt. Like everything he owned, it was faded to the point of indecipherability. I tried very hard to work out what it could have been so my attention didn’t jump to the kitchen door and my escape.
 
    “How did your passenger test go?” he finally asked.
 
    Ha. Easy question. “Fine.”
 
    “Did you pass?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “Any problems?”
 
    “No.”
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?”
 
    “No.”
 
    “Any chance you can answer a question with more than just one syllable?” 
 
    “Why?”
 
    He leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees again and this time I was pretty sure it was a calculated move. “I was just wondering what the queasiness was about.”
 
    “It was—”
 
    Oz held up a finger to halt my excuses. “Before you consider lying to me, remember that I can tell. Also know that I checked in with Eleanor and she said you took your test second. The queasiness came much later in the evening. And before you consider trying to throw me off track with a rant about how overbearing I am, I want you to understand that I was worried. After not being able to sense you when you needed me at the assessment centre, I wanted you to know that I do pay attention to your emotional spikes. That’s why I checked on you.”
 
    “I was misting.” I folded my arms and arched a challenging eyebrow at him. It was the truth. Sort of. I’d purposely practiced a little while searching Rebecca’s house in case of this very situation. And it did still make me queasy. Making myself somehow opaque enough to pass through a solid surface in a supernatural Star Trek way I didn’t understand just didn’t sit well with me, despite what I’d said to Sabrina. 
 
    “That feels like the truth.” He tilted his head to the side, listening to his emotional radar. “So why don’t I believe you?”
 
    “Because that would mean you trusted me.”
 
    “Ah, yes.” He nodded and relaxed back in the chair again. “And I don’t, because you keep lying to me.”
 
    “I haven’t—”
 
    “Then where were you?”
 
    “I was misting,” I repeated. It wasn’t actually an answer to his question but it gave me a moment to think.
 
    Oz nodded. “And I believe that—”
 
    “You only believe it because your emotional surveillance tells you it’s true, not because you believe me on your own.”
 
    “Because even now you’re lying to me.”
 
    I folded my arms and arched an eyebrow at him. “What have I said that’s a lie?”
 
    “Nothing. It’s what you haven’t said. It’s the other half of the half-truth you’re not telling me.”
 
    “So you don’t believe me because I’m not lying?”
 
    “Stop dancing around it and just tell me the truth. The whole truth.”
 
    I pursed my lips at him for a long moment and then gave in. Partly. “I went to check on my mum. I was worried about her after the disaster that was my funeral.”
 
    Oz hung his head and expelled my name with a sigh. “You can’t keep doing things like this. You’re not responsible for your mum anymore.”
 
    “Oh. Am I not? Good to know. I’ll just stop caring then.”
 
    “Don’t,” Oz warned. “Don’t make this about that. This is about you lying to me and breaking the law. I bent yesterday morning and took you to your funeral against my better judgement and this is how you repay me.” 
 
    “How I repay you? How I repay you?” Anger ignited and vibrated through my chest, giving my voice the slightest shake. It was bad enough that I’d had to ask permission to go to my own funeral in the first place but for Oz to act like he’d done me a huge favour? Well that was just too much.
 
    Oz shook his head, his voice still calm. “Getting angry isn’t going to help you articulate your argument any better.”
 
    To me that sounded like a wordier way to say “calm down”. Oz tilted his head to the side and frowned. “I’m giving you advice on how to best approach this discussion. Why does that make you angrier?”
 
    I stared at him. “Because you just told me to calm down.”
 
    “Well, if you want to have a rational conversation like rational adults, you need to do it calmly.”
 
    “Everyone, everyone, knows that you only tell someone to ‘calm down’ in an argument to wind them up.” 
 
    Oz leaned forward in his chair and stretched his arms out to the sides. “Everyone who?”
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?”
 
    “I tell all the other guys the same thing if they lose their temper. And do you know what they do? They calm down and then we have an adult discussion.”
 
     I threw my hands up. “Oh, well, of course they do. Because they’re all just so perfectly well-adjusted. At least when I fail this assessment and they lock me away and brainwash me, you’ll have such a lovely, easy life.” 
 
    Oz stilled in his chair. “Why do you think you’ll fail the assessment?”
 
    “Seriously?” I stared at him. “Like, seriously?”
 
    “Yeah, seriously.” Oz pushed to his feet and moved to stand in front of me. “All you need to do is hold you attitude in check for the short three hour bursts at a time and do what they ask.” He stepped closer and tilted his head to catch my attention. “You can do that, right?”
 
    I stepped back and shook my head. “I think we’re a little past that now.”
 
    He stepped forward again. “Why?”
 
    Why? Because I’d backward head-butted Jenny and she thought I was trying to undermine her authority. Because the tests were quite obviously not only testing adjustment but personality traits as well. Because I struggled to keep my attitude in check in general, never mind for a whole three hours around a group of idiots who were supposedly in charge. All the anger drained out of me like someone had tossed me into an emotional sieve. Only tiredness was too thick to slip through.
 
    “Can you yell at me about this tomorrow?” I sighed and swiped my fringe to the side. It immediately fell back into place. “It’s been a long couple of days and I really just want to go to bed, okay?”
 
    “No, it’s not okay.” Oz gently moved my fringe from my eyes again and held it to the side. “I’m here to help you, Bridget, but you have to let me. Just talk to me. I’m not your enemy.”
 
    “Maybe not, but you’re not my friend either.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be.” 
 
    “Really? Because Sabrina’s never asked me to write a five thousand word essay on my adjustment.”
 
    Oz moved his hand from my hair and his voice hardened a little. “Sabrina’s not responsible for you. I am.”
 
    I gestured between us. “See, this is where we have the problem because, as far as I’m concerned, I’m responsible for me.”
 
    “That’s not what the bureau says.”
 
    “I don’t care what the bureau says.”
 
    He gestured between us. “See, this is where we have the problem.”
 
    Oz was standing so close to me that I had to tilt my face to make eye contact. For some reason, that annoyed me. If he hadn’t destroyed my beautiful five-inch heeled Jimmy Choos I’d have barely had to move my head. That sent a fresh wave of anger through me. I still had no legitimate clothes. No legitimate shoes. No legitimate makeup. I might as well have been camping. And suddenly I saw the futility of having rescued all my stuff from The Trollop because I wouldn’t be able to wear it anyway. If I did Oz would notice and I’d be in even more trouble.
 
    Oz’s eyes narrowed as he inclined his head to the side, listening to his emotional radar again. “Looking at me makes you angry?” he asked softly. Hurt and confusion flickered in his eyes and that just made me even angrier.
 
    “This is exactly why you shouldn’t snoop on people’s emotions,” I said, and before I let him draw me into a conversation that would quickly escalate into another argument I squared my shoulders and walked away.
 
    I left him in the garden and made it all the way up to my room without any housemate interaction. All I wanted to do was take a bath and scrub my eyeballs. I closed the door to my room and rested against it, eyes closed. Someone coughed. I opened my eyes to find Lucy, Petal and Pam sitting in a row on my bed. Solemn faces. Apart from the surroundings it reminded me of receiving my sentence of community service from the GBs. That had been metered out in a similar fashion.
 
    “Can I help you?” I didn’t move from the door. Something in Lucy’s expression told me I might need a quick escape.
 
    “This is an intervention,” Pam said and gestured to the chair positioned in front of them. “Come away from the door now.”
 
    “I’m actually kinda happy over here.”
 
    Petal wiped at a tear that was ready to spill. “Please, Bridget. Don’t make this any harder.”
 
    “Don’t make what any harder?” I glanced between the three of them. “You’re not going to kill me to win your work bet, right?”
 
    Lucy nodded with a steely glare. “I might.”
 
    “Okay …” I drew the word out and twisted the door handle ready to bolt back downstairs. I’d take Oz over these three. “I’m just going to make a cup of tea. Anyone want anything?”
 
    Lucy stood and strode to my wardrobe. She flung the doors open so hard they banged on the wooden frames and swung halfway closed again. She thrust her hands on her hips and stared at me. “Yes. We’d like an explanation.”
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was going to find in there but I was hoping it wasn’t another body. I moved closer and peered inside. “It’s empty.”
 
    “Yes, it is.” She punctuated her speech with a foot tap per word, her eyebrows inching upwards and giving her expression a manic hint. “Where is you suit? Your beautiful white suit?” 
 
    I looked around the group. “I had to bin it. It had three different people’s blood on it.”
 
    Lucy flipped her hair. “Oh. Right. Well. You should have told me.” 
 
    “Oh, right. So now I’m answerable to the bureau, Oz and you?” I folded my arms and waited for Lucy to respond. She didn’t. She glanced over her shoulder at Pam and Petal. Petal stretched her eyes wide at Pam as if asking for permission and Pam nodded. I really should’ve seen what was coming but it had been such a long day. Petal leapt off the bed and pinned my arms to my sides as she hugged me. Before I could form a protest, Lucy approached from my right and wrapped her arms around both Petal and me. Then Pam did the same thing from my left.
 
    There wasn’t much I could do but stand there and take it.
 
    “Did you have a tough day? Do you want me to brush your hair?” Pam said, twirling her fingers through my ponytail. 
 
    “That always helps me,” Petal spoke into my shoulder before I could reply.
 
    “Thank you, but I’m okay.” I shook my head to remove Pam’s fingers from my hair and waited for them to recognise that as a signal for them to get off me. They didn’t. “Okay, I’m all better now.” I tried to lift my arms out from my sides to create some space between them and me but they had me pinned tight. “Guys, come on. Get off me.”
 
    They unwrapped their arms from me like the giant housemate squid they were and all settled back in a line on my bed. Like a jury. I wondered if I could just climb into bed behind them. There looked like there might be enough space. Of course, I doubted they’d just let me sleep. Perhaps I could just flick the duvet and send all three flying towards the door. By the expressions on their faces they were still waiting for something.
 
    I sighed and held up my hands. “Okay, Lucy. I’m sorry. I recognise now that I should inform you about every single tiny aspect of my life that relates to fashion. I apologise. Happy now? Can I go to bed?”
 
    Lucy inclined her head to me with an added air of importance. “I am pleased to hear that apology but no, this is an intervention.”
 
    I glanced from the empty wardrobe back to my housemate jury. “About my disposal of the suit, right? I’ve apologised. I consider myself fully interventioned.”
 
    Pam cast Lucy a chastising look. “The suit was just Lucy. We’re interventioning about this.” Pam dragged my makeup bag from under the bed. 
 
    Lucy folded her arms and arched an eyebrow at me. “I found it when I was hunting for your suit.”
 
    I frowned. “Why were you hunting under my bed? Why would I keep it under there?”
 
    Lucy brushed off the questions. “I looked everywhere. But that’s not the point. The point is you didn’t share this with us.”
 
    There was nothing I could really say that wouldn’t incriminate me. I narrowed my eyes at all three of them and walked to the bathroom. I checked behind the shower curtain and in the cabinet under the sink. Then in the chest of drawers. Underneath the dresser. Underneath the bed. I even opened the bedroom door and checked down the stairs. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Petal asked.
 
    “I’ve no idea.” Pam said.
 
    I pointed at them. “Has Oz put you up to this?”
 
    Collectively they sucked down a breath. 
 
    Pam placed a finger on her lips and whispered, “We don’t usually say his name when we’re doing something a little hinky.”
 
    “What are we doing that’s hinky?” I asked.
 
    “You’re giving us makeovers with our stolen makeup.” Lucy rooted through my considerable collection as she spoke. She pulled out a Dior lipstick, removed the cap and twisted it up as if she was about to test it on her hand.
 
    I covered the distance to the bed in a panicked scurry and snatched it off her, capped it and tossed it into the bag. I picked up my collection and pressed it to my chest. “This isn’t stolen and it’s not ours. It’s mine.”
 
    “No, it was yours.” Pam got up from the bed and tried to tug the bag out of my hands. “Now you’ve stolen it, it’s ours.”
 
    “That way we all get to have some fun and we share the consequences.” Petal slapped my hands off the bag and Pam pulled it out of my hands and emptied it out onto the bed.
 
    Despite Petal’s assertion I was pretty sure when the consequences were being dished out, I would be taking the lion’s share.
 
    Lucy shoved a picture of a heavily Photoshopped model at me. “Make me look like this and I’ll tell you what I learned about Watson.”
 
    I examined the picture. “Plastic surgery couldn’t make you look like this.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” Pam said as she opened up an Urban Decay eyeshadow palette and stuck her finger in every shade. I held up the picture for her to see and she frowned. “Oh. I see what you mean. You could do the eyes the same though,” she said and handed me a blusher brush.
 
    I stared at it for a long moment before I finally took it. I was working with amateurs. I pointed it at Lucy. “You better know some really good stuff.”
 
    “Yay. Girl’s night.” Petal bounced up and down on the bed. I got a brief flashback to my parents’ earlier bedroom antics. At least this would keep my mind occupied. Pam sat Petal on the floor in front of her so she could brush her hair while Petal scribbled on a notepad.
 
    “What are you writing?” I asked, digging through the bag to find the correct brushes for Lucy’s makeover. I expected Petal to say a diary or journal or that she was documenting our somewhat illegal activities in some way that Oz would later find and use against me.
 
    Petal glanced up from the pad. “I’m writing your essay for you.” 
 
    “My essay?”
 
    “Uh-huh. The one that explains how attending your funeral has helped in your adjustment process.”
 
    I stared at her. “Why would you do that?”
 
    She frowned at me. An odd expression on her young face. “Because that’s what friends do. You’re good at makeup. Pam’s good at housey things. Lucy’s good at being mean to people. I’m good at academic stuff. We all help each other out.”
 
    My heart did a funny sideways lurch that made the room tilt. Apart from Sabrina, if the circumstances were truly diabolical, I didn’t think I’d ever met anyone who would have voluntarily done that for me. And definitely not before I died. 
 
    “Thanks, Petal,” I said. I wasn’t really sure what the correct response for that was. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Petal looked up at me, gave me a full wattage smile and returned to her notepad. I stared at her for a moment a little confused by the situation. I glanced to Pam behind her who gave me a smaller version of Petal’s smile. This was all very strange. Did people do that sort of thing for each other all the time? Huh.
 
    “What do you want to know about Watson?” Lucy asked as she came back into the room after cleansing her face. I knew we were dead and all but still, that was no excuse to apply makeup to a dirty face. She sat down in my dressing table chair and patiently waited for me to make her look like her model picture. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it. “Everything. Friends. Enemies. Problems at work.”
 
    “Pretty much everyone wanted her dead.” Her voice came out muffled as I applied a moisturiser to prime her skin before applying the actual primer. Applying makeup properly was a lot of work.
 
    “Everyone? Everyone who?” I asked. “And how many people is everyone? We’re looking for viable suspects here.”
 
    Lucy tried to move her mouth as little as possible while I applied the last of the moisturiser to her chin and jawline. “Then you’re pretty much looking at the whole academy.”
 
    I stopped. “And how many people is that?”
 
    “About eight hundred right now.”
 
    I stepped back. “Are you telling me that you spoke to all eight hundred people in a day and they all told you they hated Watson enough to kill her?”
 
     “Don’t be ridiculous,” Lucy said and motioned for me to carry on with her face. “We had a year group counselling session all day where people got to say how they felt. That’s two hundred people with motives to kill her. That’s a good start though, right?” 
 
    I squeezed a small amount of primer onto the back of my hand and applied it with my foundation brush. I was beginning to think Lucy didn’t know how this suspect thing worked. “In this group everyone admitted they’d wanted to kill her? They admitted this in public?”
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lucy motioned to her face again because I kept stopping. Obviously I couldn’t complete a makeover and be shocked at the same time. “It’s a game called ‘kill, maim or forgive’.”
 
    “What?” I stepped back with my hands up. “It’s what? Just … what?”
 
    Petal nodded. “Oh, we used to play that in my first year at my GA group. I used to love it.”
 
    I stared at innocent little Petal. “What?” 
 
    Lucy shook my arm to get my attention and pointed to her face again. “The point is that you explain why you want to kill or maim or forgive whoever. If you chose kill or maim then the group helps you see why you should forgive them.”
 
    “You’re telling me that two hundred people just volunteered reasons they wanted to kill Watson?”
 
    “Yep,” Lucy said.
 
    “Were the police or GBs there?”
 
    Lucy took the brush out of my hands and started blindly wiping it over her face in random strokes. “Yep, both.”
 
    I took the brush off her and tried to repair her damage. Maybe that meant neither believed I was a genuine suspect. Wouldn’t that be nice?
 
    Lucy grabbed my hand, her eyes wide in earnest. “I’ll try harder for more motives tomorrow.”
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. I didn’t want her double death on my conscience. “The idea is to reduce your suspect pool not increase it, and I figure that anyone who publicly admits they wanted to kill her probably didn’t do it.”
 
    “But what if all eight hundred people have genuine motives?” Petal asked. “And maybe whoever killed her will admit to it in public because they think that other people will think that only the true killer wouldn’t admit to it in public so they admit to it to prove they didn’t do it. Or maybe they admit to it because everyone else is admitting to it and they think that they have to admit to it to cover the fact they did it even though they know that by admitting to it makes them look like they might be admitting it to cover up their guilt they still have to do it because otherwise it’ll be obvious that they did it.”
 
    Pam nodded. “She has a point.”
 
    “You understood that?” I asked Pam.
 
    “It takes a while but you get the hang of it.” Lucy nodded. “The upshot of it was that the admittance of wishing Watson dead means nothing.”
 
    “Was that too few words for you, Petal?” I asked and she threw a pot of Barry M glitter eyeshadow at me. I dodged the eye glitter but not the feeling that I was still Johnson’s prime suspect, despite him being there to witness all these possible murderers admitting to their homicidal desires. But the GBs had been there too. Did that mean Officer Leonard had some leads at the academy or was he grasping at straws too? And did that make me better or worse off? 


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Ten
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “And how did you sleep?” Sabrina asked as she sat next to me at breakfast with her honeyed toast and coffee. “Any vivid images keep you awake?”
 
    “Yes. One where I was locked in the basement of our house as Oz performed electroshock treatment on me while I wrote ‘the bureau owns me’ ten thousand times on a chalkboard,” I said before taking a sip of my tea.
 
    Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “Different strokes for different folks, I guess. I’m more of a feathers and silk ties kind of girl, myself. How did you expect to fit ten thousand ‘the bureau owns me’s on a regular sized chalkboard? Or was it an extra large one? Or a dream one that kept rotating more with blank space?”
 
    “Really? That’s your concern here? The size of the chalkboard?”
 
    “What should my concern be?” Sabrina asked, sipping her coffee.
 
    “I have a list. It’s a long list. You can pick any concern you like.” 
 
    Sabrina angled her head and gave me an indulgent smile. “Did you and Oz argue again?”
 
    “That’s like asking ‘did the sun come up this morning?’.” I mumbled into my mug.
 
    Sabrina nibbled at her toast. “It’s all the tension. You just need to get to diddling each other and it’ll all be okay.”
 
    “As an adult woman, did you really just use the word ‘diddling’ as a euphemism for having sex?” 
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “It’s politer at the breakfast table and it doesn’t make it any less of a valid point.”
 
    “Yes. Because ‘diddling’ never complicates anything.”
 
    “How much more complicated can your relationship get?”
 
    “It’s not complicated.” 
 
    “Sure it’s not.”
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not. He thinks he’s the boss of me and I think he’s not. That’s not complicated.”
 
    Sabrina leaned closer and whispered. “He is the boss of you but you can’t accept that, and that’s where the complication lies.”
 
    I squinted at her. “Shut up.” 
 
    “You used to be much better at comebacks.” Sabrina cast a glance my way in between examining the crusts of her piece of toast. “Something else wrong?” 
 
    “You know how you wanted to induct Lucy into our investigation?”
 
    “Not induct, per se.” 
 
    “Well, she’s in. And next time you can sift through all her information.”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes lit up. “Did she have anything good?”
 
    “Do you know what I had to do to get this information?”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes darted around the room as though she were trying to find the answer somewhere. “No.”
 
    “I had to do four hours—” I held up my hand, fingers spaced out and counted them off. “One. Two. Three. Four. Four hours of makeovers last night. With my makeup. Which, because I reclaimed it, my housemates consider a shared makeup cache. Which it’s totally not.”
 
    “That’s terrible. I feel just awful for you.” Sabrina patted my hand in faux concern.
 
    “What do you feel awful about?” Pete asked around a huge piece of toast as he sat down at our table.
 
    “Morning, ladies.” Charlie smiled at us, sitting next to Pete and sipping his coffee.
 
    “Everything.” Sabrina shrugged, picked up her honeyed toast again and nibbled at the corner. 
 
    “What have you done?” Pete’s eyes darted between us. 
 
    Sabrina pointed a corner of her toast in Pete’s direction. “We’re not accountable to you, Pete. And even if we were, I wouldn’t tell you.”
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You couldn’t have just said ‘nothing’?”
 
    “He never believes us anyway.” Sabrina shrugged.
 
    “That’s because you two are always up to something,” Pete said as he jabbed the butter knife at each of us in turn
 
    “How are the assessments going?” Charlie chimed in before Pete and Sabrina could get into it.
 
    “Pretty badly actually, Charlie, but thanks for asking.”
 
    “How come?” he asked.
 
    I shook my head. “Honestly, I don’t even know where to start.”
 
    “But at least you haven’t found any more dead bodies,” Charlie offered, obviously trying for positivity.
 
    I glanced between him and Pete. “What is wrong with you people?”
 
    “I would just like to point out for when you find the next body that it was Charlie who jinxed you this time,” Sabrina said to me then tutted at Charlie. He stared back at her, his mouth slightly ajar and a hint of panic in his eyes.
 
    I picked up my tray. “And on that note, I’m off to fail my assessment.” I headed to dispose of my tray, Sabrina on my heels.
 
    “That’s it, Bridge,” Pete called after me. “Positive mental attitude.”
 
    I didn’t acknowledge that since my mother taught me that if you have nothing nice to say …
 
    Sabrina pushed her tray through the hatch after mine. “So, while you had your little sleepover, what did Lucy say about Watson?”
 
    “Just that they have a game called ‘kill, maim or forgive’. And when Dr Watson was the subject of the game, guess which option all two hundred of Lucy’s fellow students chose.”
 
    Sabrina’s eyebrows inched up in surprise. “All two hundred?”
 
    “And that’s just in Lucy’s year.”
 
    “Well, at least we have plenty of suspects to work with. And that sounds like a weird-ass game to me.” 
 
    “Because this place is usually oh-so-normal. Anyway, she said she was going to ask around for me. I told her not to. Then she said if I didn’t let her help, she was going to tell Oz about the makeup.”
 
    Sabrina frowned. “So, she blackmailed herself into helping?”
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “These are my housemates.”
 
    “Huh.”
 
    ∞
 
    I found my seat in the hall while Gracie and Matthew summoned the last few members of the group. 
 
    “Planning any more mutinies today?” Warren asked as he walked past me to his seat.
 
    I turned to him. “Planning on killing someone and stuffing them in my locker today?” 
 
    “Now I know you know I didn’t do that.” He drummed on the desk with both hands.
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “Do I?”
 
    “Yeah. Just like I know you didn’t do it.” He leaned forward, his face serious. I read his lips more than heard what he said. “Watch each other’s backs?”
 
    I frowned at him. “Why do you need someone to watch your back?”
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being prepared,” he said with a shrug and quickly glanced around the room. “And I don't trust these newly deads. They’re unpredictable.”
 
    “Y’know, technically, you're newly dead?”
 
    “Yeah, but do I look as shifty as crazy-eyes over there?” Warren jerked his head in the direction of a twenty something girl talking to her fingernails. I recoiled slightly and averted my eyes as if looking at her would draw her attention. Warren nodded at my reaction. “Exactly. One of these loonies bumped Watson off for sure.”
 
    I watched Warren scan the room again. “Why are you so sure I didn’t do it?”
 
    “Just am,” he said with another shrug.
 
    “And why would I need you to watch my back since you didn’t have it yesterday?”
 
    “You didn’t need my help yesterday.” 
 
    “What makes you think I do today?” 
 
    He pointed over my shoulder. My head snapped around but no one was there. I turned back to him with a frown. His voice was quiet. “Your shadow's darker again.”
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “What?”
 
    “Your shadow. It’s gotten darker again, like the last time someone tried to kill you.”
 
    “Since when? My death shroud? You can see it? Since when can you see it? Why have you never mentioned this before?” My forehead hurt I was frowning so hard. “And what do you mean ‘darker’?”
 
    He shrugged. “As in the opposite to lighter.”
 
    “I know what darker means you idiot!” I snapped. “But in this context since ‘darker’ implies that I already had it.”
 
    He shrugged again. “You did already have it. And now it's darker.”
 
    “What? What?” I pressed my hand to my forehead to smooth out my frown lines and stop my brain from exploding. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t have to tell you at all.” He held his arms out to the side and gave another wide shrug. Did he have no other gesture?
 
    “If it was around me yesterday, how did you know I didn’t need your help?”
 
    He made a point of sighing loudly. “It’s a different type of shadow. It’s always there, more like a cloud over you than an actual shadow, but when the bodies start dropping around you it gets darker. Like a cloak.”
 
    “So yesterday I had a cloud, and now I have a cloak?” That just did not bode well.
 
    “Morning, everyone. Let’s get started.” Jenny strolled from the back of the assembly hall, Nancy in tow, and stood in the centre of the block of chairs to the far side of the hall. 
 
    “Well?” I hissed at Warren.
 
    “Bridget. I’d appreciate your attention,” Jenny snapped. I turned to face her, more because she called my name than that anything else. “Thank you. Everyone please move your chairs into a circle.” Jenny drew a circle in the air. Because obviously no one knew what a circle looked like. “Today’s assessment—” Jenny stopped when she realised no one was listening to her over the scraping of the chairs.
 
    Warren caught my eye and raised an eyebrow in question. I nodded. Warren was annoying but I didn’t really see him as a killer. Not really. And he didn’t have to tell me about my reoccurring shadow. If it really was there. But then he hadn’t told me about it the last time the bodies were being stuffed in my locker, so maybe he really was the killer and was trying to look innocent. I realised I was sounding like Petal and gave myself a mental slap. 
 
    I tried to see anything over my shoulder but all I could see was empty space. I was getting that shadow thing checked out by Madame Zorina in the next free moment I had. I blew out a breath and adjusted my fringe. Permanent clouds? Temporary cloaks? This afterlife stuff had to start getting easier at some point. Didn’t it?
 
    Once we had rearranged into a circle, Matthew placed two chairs in the centre facing each other.
 
    Jenny clapped to get everyone’s attention. “Today’s assessment is role play.” The group groaned as a whole, except for three people who looked ridiculously pleased at this prospect. I hated them. “First, we’re going to pick costumes to wear and then I’ll explain what we’re doing. So everyone up and follow me.”
 
    Jenny led us up onto the stage and through a small back door in the left corner. The room beyond opened up into a dressing room. It reminded me of summer holidays spent inside at drama club because my mum had to work all the time due to my absentee father. And then I got another flashback of them … diddling. 
 
    The room was the size of an average classroom. A makeup counter and mirrors lined the right wall which bordered the back of the stage, and six rows of free-standing rails took up the left half of the room. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what costume you chose.” Jenny moved to the centre of the room and gestured to the rails with a sweeping motion. “You just need to choose something.”
 
    “Why?” someone at the back of the group called.
 
    “Because you do.” Jenny moved back towards the door to give everyone space to peruse the rails.
 
    “But why?” the same voice asked. I couldn’t see who was asking but the voice sounded young and male.
 
    “Because.”
 
    “Because why?”
 
    “Because ‘y’ is a crooked letter,” Jenny snapped. “Now everybody pick a costume and get back outside.” She turned on her heels and stormed out of the small room, her footsteps echoing across the stage.
 
    “Why is ‘y’ a crooked letter?” the same voice asked. I got the impression he wasn’t asking anyone specifically, more just in general. No one answered. I picked the first thing I could find, one of the three wise men’s robes from the nativity, and put it on. It was basically a long length of gold brocade material with a slit that reached from one end to the middle to make a long waistcoat. I figured since my fashion cred was long past saving in the mauve jumpsuit it was best to grab something that was easy to take on and off should I need to run for my afterlife at some point.
 
    “You look like a court jester,” Warren said, walking past me on our way back to our seats. “It suits you.”
 
    I took the high road and didn’t respond but that was because he’d chosen a knight’s tabard that was another length of material with a red and gold lion pattern and a slit for the neck. It looked like a tea cosy but calling him a teapot seemed kind of lame. I really was struggling for comebacks. 
 
    Once everyone had found their own pieces of material with slits and returned to their seats Jenny called our attention back to her.
 
    “There are ten situations. You’ll get a turn at each one. You and a partner will be given a card each, and you have to play out what’s on those cards. First up—”
 
    “Jenny, I’m sorry to interrupt but how are we being assessed on this? And how is this relative to our acclimatisation?” I held part of my costume up for her to see while Matthew grumbled something under his breath.
 
    Gracie sighed at me and shook her head. “Bridget, you keep asking the same questions.” 
 
    I nodded pointedly. “I do, don’t I?” 
 
    She frowned at me, obviously missing the pointed end of my comment. “Yes, Bridget, you do.” 
 
    Jenny shuffled the white note cards in her hands. “You don’t need to concern yourself with the hows and whys, Bridget. You only need to focus on passing the assessment.” 
 
    Why did everyone keep saying my name like that? It was as if they’d been taught to personalise their comments in assessment leadership school and didn’t know when to stop. 
 
    “Well, Jenny, that would be a lot easier to do if I knew how and what we were being assessed on.” I looked around the circle. “Is this just me?”
 
    “I have to agree with Bridget,” Tommy said from a few seats to my right. “It does seem strange to be asked to take a test without knowing how you’re being graded. The costumes do seem an odd touch as well.”
 
    “You don’t need to know,” snapped a forty-something woman in a green jumpsuit wearing a long waistcoat costume similar to mine. She was short and slender with delicately made up features that made me wonder how she had managed to get that many different products from her guardian. I waited for a follow up comment from her but nothing came. 
 
    “Thank you, Jessica. It’s good to know that someone understands how the system works,” Jenny said and walked towards me with her hand of cards outstretched. “Bridget. You’re up first.” 
 
    “What a shocker,” I mumbled.
 
    Jenny offered me the top card and the next card to the lady to my left. “Don’t look at them yet. Now, to the centre and take your chairs.” Jenny waited while we moved. “And … start.”
 
    I read the description on the card. The woman opposite me slumped in her chair, limp and faux dead.
 
    I waved my card at Jenny. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
    “Bridget, I’m getting tired of your disruptive nature. Complete the role play or this is an automatic fail.”
 
    I weighed my options. For a reeeeeally long moment. So long that Warren snorted a laugh. But, realistically, what choice did I have? I turned back to the slumped, faux dead woman, folded my arms and waited.
 
    “I’m not kidding here, Bridget.” Jenny pointed at the faux dead woman opposite me. “Complete this or it’s an automatic fail for non-compliance.”
 
    “I am completing the role play.”
 
    Jenny’s voiced inched up an octave. “Bridget, you’re not doing anything.” 
 
    “I am. I’m waiting for the police and GBs to turn up.” And if she addressed me by name again in that tone there was going to be a real dead person in the room.
 
    Jenny nodded. “Okay, yes, good. But what do you do before that? Before waiting for the police to turn up?”
 
    Was that a trick question? “You find the body.”
 
    Jenny grasped her notecards tightly in both hands as though it were her rapidly dwindling patience. “Okay, but what do you do in between finding the body and the police showing up?”
 
    I gestured to what I was doing. “You wait.” I had no clue what she meant. This was what I did when I kept finding dead bodies and no one had told me I was doing it wrong.
 
    “Bridget, pretend you’re not you,” Gracie interrupted. “Pretend you’re a well-adjusted person who’s just found a dead body for the first time.” Jenny threw Gracie a glare and Gracie returned to staring at her feet.
 
    I gestured to myself. “This is what I did when I found a body for the first time and, as it happens, I do consider myself well-adjusted.”
 
    Jenny gripped her cards so tightly they curled in her hands. “Next pair. Jessica and Warren.”
 
    Warren took the victim’s card and Jessica strutted over to me and plucked the card from my hand. She’d been one of the three people who hadn’t groaned when Jenny had said “role play”. My partner and I returned to our seats and Jenny nodded for Warren and Jessica to begin. Warren, unsurprisingly, choked and spluttered and clutched his way through, according to clock on the wall, three and a half minutes of a painful death. Jessica screamed for the duration. At one point I was sure Warren was trying to outlast her screaming but after the three minute mark, I think he realised that simply wasn’t going to happen and finally “died”. Even that didn’t stop the screaming.
 
    Jenny finally called an end to it and Warren and Jessica bowed to the round of applause. I didn’t clap. Tommy didn’t clap. He saw me watching him and smiled with a small shake of his head. At least I wasn’t the only sane person in this asylum. I so very much hoped he wasn’t the killer.
 
    That performance seemed to be the bench mark for everyone else and the next twenty minutes was filled with solid screaming. By the time it was my turn again, my head was throbbing. My partner and I took the centre seats again. Jenny offered me the top card and my partner the next. Jenny motioned for us to begin. I read the card and groaned. 
 
    My partner got to her feet and started to run around the circle. “Help! Help! Help! She’s trying to kill me. Help!” 
 
    I adjusted my fringe with a sigh. “This is just so very far from what I expected my afterlife to look like.”
 
   
 
    
 
    
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Eleven
 
   
 
    
 
    
    I landed in the centre of Madame Zorina’s office as soon as the assessment centre released me. She had her back to me as she poured herself some coffee, humming under her breath.
 
    “Is my death shroud back?” I asked. 
 
    Madame Zorina let out a small yelp and dropped her mug. It bounced on the wooden floor and she jumped back, only just in time to avoid getting splashed. She whirled around, the hot liquid sloshing in the glass coffee pot in her hand. I very much had the impression she would have liked to have thrown it at me. 
 
    “Don’t sneak up on me.”
 
    “I didn’t. It’s not my fault your spirit announcement system is on the fritz.” 
 
    Madame Zorina opened her mouth, no doubt to hurl some insult at me, but closed it again without speaking and exhaled slowly instead. She replaced the coffee pot on its stand and retrieved a wad of tissues from the cabinet below to start wiping up the spilt coffee from the floor. 
 
    “Have you made any headway with the Walsh case?” she asked, her back still to me.
 
    “We haven’t found the money yet but that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh?” She scooted around to glance at me while she wiped up the last of the spillage. Her attention focused over my shoulder. 
 
    I gestured to myself. “Anything you’d care to mention?”
 
    “Well, your death shroud’s back.” She walked across the room to the bin to dispose of the used tissue.
 
    “You didn’t think to tell me about it sooner?”
 
    “I’ve only just seen it.”
 
    “Are you sure, because someone told me I’ve had it pretty much since I died.”
 
    “What other medium do you know?” The tone in Madame Zorina’s voice made it sound like she was accusing me of cheating on her.
 
    “Does it matter? What I’m—”
 
    Madame Zorina thrust her hands on her hips. “It matters to me.” 
 
    “Well, the fact I’ve apparently had a cloud over me since I died that occasionally becomes a cloak of death matters to me. So how about you tell me about my cloudy cloak of death and I’ll tell you about my medium friend?”
 
    “I don’t know what your friend is talking about. I’ve never seen a cloud around you. Only the death shroud.” Her heels clicked on the wooden floor while she circled me with her hands out as if she was trying to feel it. “So how did you get it this time?”
 
    “Same way as last time, I suspect. By doing nothing to warrant it.” I glanced down at her shoes. They made such a lovely sound and I didn’t think I’d ever seen her in heels. Tan leather strappy sandals with a four-inch heel. I turned to face her, pointing at her feet. “Why are you wearing my shoes?” I glanced around the room. “And where’s the rest of my stuff?”
 
    “These aren’t your shoes. These are my shoes. Someone was kind enough to leave a suitcase full of clothes and one full of shoes in my office for me.”
 
    I threw my hands skyward and spoke to the universe. “Why does everyone think it’s okay to steal my stuff?”
 
    “Probably because you died so it’s not your stuff anymore.”
 
    “I bought it. It’s my stuff. Why can’t you people understand that?”
 
    She stepped back, hands on her hips and looked me over. “Now I understand why you’re being assessed.”
 
    “Y’know what? If I wasn’t relatively sure that the next stage of the afterlife is probably going to be worse than this, and that Johnson would try and arrest me for self-murder, I’d kill myself.”
 
    “I’m glad you brought up this afterlife business,” said Madame Zorina as she sashayed back to her desk in my four hundred pound shoes and flipped open her notepad. “I have some questions.”
 
    I rubbed my temples. “That’s nice for you. Do you have any aspirin?”
 
    “Why do you need aspirin?”
 
    “Because I have a headache,” I said, following her across the office and moving behind her desk to root through her drawers. Everybody kept aspirin in their desk, didn’t they? It was a necessity when you worked with other people. And we might be ghosts but we were technically “other people”. Sort of.
 
    Madame Zorina stepped back to give me room to search, clutching her notepad to her chest. “Why do you have a headache?”
 
    “Aha.” I pulled a bottle of aspirin out of the bottom right hand drawer and flipped the lid off but Madame Zorina snatched it out of my hands before I could count any out.
 
    “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t do that. You don’t know what the effects could be.” She recapped the bottle and hid it in one of the many folds of her skirt. I assumed there was a pocket in there somewhere.
 
    “Well, I’m thinking it might get rid of my headache.” I examined the way her skirt fell. Was it worth trying to tackle her for them?
 
    “It could kill you.”
 
    “Yeah, wouldn’t that be terrible?” 
 
    “I don’t care. You’re not having any.” Madame Zorina held her pad away from her chest so she could see her list. “Now, who is your boss?”
 
    “Did you miss the part where I have a headache?”
 
    “Your boss?” she persisted.
 
    “My line manager boss or the head of the afterlife boss?” I asked, moving to the moor-facing windows that over looked the car park. Maybe she’d hidden my suitcases in her car. I didn’t even know if she had a car. 
 
    “Both.”
 
    “I don’t know.”
 
    She frowned at me. “You don’t know who your boss is?” 
 
    “Well, right now it feels like everybody is my boss, but no. I don’t actually know who my boss is.” I turned my back to the window and perched on the windowsill. I couldn’t really see anyway.
 
    “That’s really weird.”
 
    “Trust me, that is the least weird thing about this place.”
 
    “Okay. We can revisit that later.” She marked something on the notepad. “What else do you do all day?”
 
    “I work. What do you do all day?”
 
    “What’s your job?”
 
    “I’m a facilitator of pre- and post-life affairs.”
 
    Madame Zorina made another note on her pad. “What does that mean exactly?”
 
    “I haunt people.” 
 
    Madame Zorina’s eyes jumped up from her pad to me. “You haunt people?”
 
    “Yes. I haunt people. Did Edith not go through all this with you?”
 
    “She answered my questions at the time but now I have more.”
 
    “How many more?”
 
    Madame Zorina flipped through several pages. “A few.”
 
    “Okay, well. Bring my stuff back. All of it. And I might consider answering.”
 
    Madame Zorina arched an eyebrow at me. “I don’t think you understand how this works.”
 
    I was tired of people telling me that too.
 
    “Oh, I understand just fine,” I said and tunnelled to the Italian Gardens, leaving a cursing Madame Zorina behind. For whatever reason she didn’t try to summon me straight back.
 
    Edith and Sabrina were engaged in an energetic conversation about something to do with jodhpurs when I arrived. I flopped down on the soft grass in front of their bench and opened the chicken salad sandwich Sabrina handed to me. 
 
    “You didn’t find another body, did you?” Sabrina asked, watching me silently eat.
 
    “Only in the role play. Don’t suppose you have any aspirin, do you?” I winced as I chewed. “Madame Zorina wouldn’t give me any.”
 
    Sabrina stared at me. “I don’t really know which part of that to tackle first.”
 
    Edith disappeared then reappeared ten seconds later and handed me a small packet of dried apricots. “There you go, dear. Now start from the beginning.”
 
    I stared at the small packet. Did I ask for apricots? I was fairly sure I’d said aspirin. But then there wasn’t much I could hear over the pounding in my head.
 
    “They’re the afterlife version of aspirin, dear,” Edith said when she saw me staring at the packet.
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” I opened the packet gingerly and sniffed the fruit. Why were all the afterlife remedies things I didn’t like? 
 
    “Just eat one, dear. It’ll help.”
 
    “Can we still get ill?” Sabrina asked, scribbling in a small black notebook.
 
    “No, not really,” Edith said, while watching me nibble on the corner of the fruit. “Really, Bridget? Were you one of those children? Just put it in your mouth, chew, swallow and your headache will be gone.”
 
    I grumbled but popped the fruit in my mouth, chewed, swallowed and waited for my headache to go. Less than half a minute later the throbbing was completely gone.
 
    “So we can’t get ill, like the flu ill, but we can still get headaches?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Edith hesitated. “Sometimes, when you’re newly transitioned, you can be still susceptible to alive illnesses.”
 
    I sighed. “Great. So, basically, you’re saying that my headache announces I’ve not adjusted very well.”
 
    Edith smiled at me. “Your attitude announces you’ve not adjusted very well but yes, the fact you get headaches is not something you want to broadcast.” 
 
    “How do apricots work?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Edith gave a small shake of her head. “How does any of this work, dear?”
 
    “Fair point.” Sabrina gestured to Edith with her pen and then scribbled something else in her notebook.
 
    With my headache gone I caught them up on my role play scenarios which had only gotten more peculiar as the assessment went on. About Warren and his offer of alliance. His revelation of my permanent cloud and temporary death shroud and my confirmation from Madame Zorina.
 
    “Does anyone else know this boy is a medium?” Edith asked.
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I’m not even entirely sure he is. Why?”
 
    “Mediums are usually drafted straight into the GBs so it’s odd that he should somehow have escaped their notice,” Edith explained.
 
    “Trust me,” Sabrina sipped some of her water. “That’s not the oddest thing about him.”
 
    “Did you take him up on his offer, dear? It might be worth having another pair of eyes on your back if your death shroud is back,” Edith said.
 
    “Unless he’s the murderer looking for a place to stick the knife,” I mumbled. “But, yeah, I agreed. Madame Zorina said she couldn’t see the cloud though.” 
 
    “It might be something related to the afterlife plane,” Sabrina suggested. “You need to ask Warren for more details on that.” Sabrina turned to Edith. “And what do the GBs use psychics for?”
 
    “Interrogations mainly.” Edith sipped some coffee from her takeout cup. “But depending on their skills they can have other uses.”
 
    “They’ve never used one on me,” I said around a mouthful.
 
    Edith arched an eyebrow at me. “I doubt they’ve interrogated you, dear.” 
 
    Wasn’t that a cheerful thought? Oz with his emotional radar on one side and GB mediums with who-knew-what radar on the other.
 
    We finished our lunches and Edith tunnelled us to Derek’s house for his wake. Prepared for the vicious pollen onslaught, Sabrina and I were both holding our breath when we landed in the garden. Somehow we’d managed to avoid landing in any of the mourners, which I think was somehow more down to Edith’s tunnelling skill than simply luck. 
 
    As soon as our feet were on solid ground Sabrina and I dived through the patio door, limboing to the side to avoid a guest
 
    “What are you two doing?” Edith stared at us, appearing completely unfazed by the amount of pollen that had infiltrated the air. 
 
    Sabrina threw a glance my way then sniffed the air near the door and reared back, sneezing.
 
    “It seems neither have you have adjusted that well,” Edith said with a sigh.
 
    “Did you really need the hay fever to tell you that?” I asked.
 
    Edith pursed her lips at us before pointing to the pocket in which I’d stuffed the apricots and then turning her back on us and walking away.
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to eavesdrop in here,” I called after her, stepping further back from the doors. “Come and find us when you’re done.”
 
    Without turning around Edith lifted her hand in a wave.
 
    “Is she saying this is all—” Sabrina broke off in another sneezing fit. “That this is all in my head?”
 
    “Yep.” I offered Sabrina the packet of apricots. “You’re hallucinating hay fever and I’m hallucinating headaches.”
 
    “It doesn’t feel like a hallucination,” Sabrina said as she took an apricot.
 
    I wrapped the dried fruit up and stashed them back in my pocket. “Neither did my headache.”
 
    “But we have an allocation of sick days. Why do we have an allocation if we can’t use them?”
 
    I stared at her. “Why do you keep asking me these questions?”
 
    “This place sucks,” Sabrina said around the apricot.
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir. Do you want to take the lounge?” I asked as the apricot worked it’s magic and Sabrina’s snuffling diminished.
 
    “Thanks,” she said and she was out the door. 
 
    Roughly fifteen people filled the kitchen and dining area. Numerous liquor bottles and glasses were lined up on the dining table and people were helping themselves. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” a dark haired girl, maybe late teens, said to another girl of a similar age, her friend or maybe her cousin. “I never knew he had a heart problem.”
 
    The blonde girl shook her head. “Aunt Lisa swears he didn’t. But I guess when you get old everything becomes a problem.” 
 
    “That’s so true, Carly,” said a man, easily well into his eighties, as he poured himself a large shot of whisky and necked it. “Have I told you about my piles?”
 
    “Okay.” I stepped away from that conversation. I didn’t need to know about his piles. Or piles in general, since I’d never get them.
 
    “Well, I always said he was trouble,” whispered a lady, who bore a striking resemblance to Rebecca, as she washed teacups in the sink. 
 
    “They had over thirty happy years, Clare,” said the other lady, who could’ve been Rebecca in ten year’s time, as she wiped one of the teacups dry and stacked it back by the kettle. 
 
    “That’s because she never complained to you.” Clare glanced around the empty kitchen and lowered her voice. “Or borrowed money from you.”
 
    The older doppelgänger frowned. “What did she need money for?” 
 
    Clare arched an eyebrow. “What do you think she needed money for?” 
 
    “He gave that up years ago,” said the doppelgänger with a shake of her head.
 
    “What?” I said, looking between them. “What did he give up?”
 
    “Oh, really?” Clare handed the doppelgänger another cup. “Then where are her life savings?”
 
    The doppelgänger’s hand reached for the cup and paused halfway. “What?”
 
    Clare pushed the dripping cup into her hand. “She has nothing. He’s gambled it all away.”
 
    The doppelgänger shook her head. “No, that’s not possible. They came to Ronnie for advice about ISAs and pension schemes. Ronnie put it all away for them years ago. They’ve been paying into them regularly.”
 
    “Have they?” Clare arched a heavily pencilled eyebrow at the other woman. “Then where’s the money?”
 
    The doppelgänger frowned. “Becs said they were paying into them.”
 
    “She thought they were. Derek dealt with it so I don’t know where the money’s been going, but it’s not into their pension. Or at least it’s not there now.”
 
    “None of it?”
 
    “None of it.”
 
    “Why would she let him deal with their financial future?” I glanced between them. “If the man was a gambler giving him access to their life savings seems pretty dang stupid to me.”
 
    “Why would she let him deal with their life savings with his problems?” the doppelgänger asked.
 
    “Exactly.” I pointed to her and looked at Clare. “Well?”
 
    “She said it was to prove she trusted him,” Clare said with a shake of her head.
 
    “What’s she going to do?” the doppelgänger asked.
 
    “She’s hired this psychic …” The derision in Clare’s voice was clear. “I told her not to. I told her they would take her for what little she had left, but Becs said the psychic said she only had to pay if she managed to locate the money.”
 
    “That makes her seem a little more legitimate,” the doppelgänger mused.
 
    “That’s quite the generous offer,” I said into the unhappy silence. “I didn’t know Madame Zorina had it in her.” 
 
    “Until the psychic asks for money for expenses or something similar.”
 
    “She won’t do that,” I said to Clare. “She has all my clothes and shoes and we work for free. What possible expenses could she have?”
 
    Clare shook her head. “I don’t think there will be anything to find though.”
 
    “I think you’re right. Most likely he took it all out for a sure thing, lost it and, instead of trying to come clean, has been trying to win it back.” The doppelgänger reached for another teacup. 
 
    Clare sighed and emptied the water from the bowl. “I’d imagine that’s how it went.” 
 
    “Y’know, I never understand why people aren’t just honest about that stuff,” I said. “The truth always comes out in the end.” I felt like patting her back the way you see people showing support on television and whatnot. The way I did to the recently dead during my community service.
 
    “That’s true, but why are you talking to them, dear?” Edith spoke behind me and made me jump. “They can’t hear you.”
 
    I turned and frowned at her. “You’re as bad as Oz for sneakiness.”
 
    She smiled and yanked her suit jacket straighter. “Thank you, dear. Have you found anything useful?”
 
    “It’s not looking good for the widow.” I gestured to the two women who were now wiping down the kitchen in silence. “These two say he had a gambling problem.”
 
    “Really?” Edith moved into the centre of the kitchen to get a better look at them. “Do we believe them?”
 
    I folded my arms and leaned against the kitchen counter. “I think they’re Rebecca’s sisters so I’m inclined to. Did you find out anything good?”
 
    “Not much.” Edith moved passed me to the dining table and poured herself a large whisky. She offered me a glass. 
 
    I shook my head. “I have no tolerance anymore.”
 
    “You have to build it back up.” She closed her eyes as she took a long sip. “It’s one of the best things about dying.”
 
    “Maybe I’ll give it a shot when I’m not a murder suspect. Or a possible murder victim. Or when I’m not being assessed. Or when Oz lets up a little.”
 
    “That’s no way to live, dear.” Edith put her glass down and picked up an empty one. She poured two wide fingers of whisky and handed it to me. “‘I’ll wait until I’m thinner. I’ll wait until I earn more. I’ll wait until the children are older. I’ll wait until I have more time. I’ll wait until someone’s not trying to kill me.’ You’ll wait your life away and then one day you’ll wake up dead and realise that all the things you were waiting for weren’t really in the way.”
 
    “Well, that’s cheerful,” Sabrina said from behind me.
 
    “Will everyone please stop sneaking up on me?” I turned and glared at Sabrina. “You’re going to give me a heart attack before someone gets the chance to murder me.”
 
    Sabrina pointed to the glass in my hand. “Are you getting drunk without me?”
 
    “No, dear.” Edith poured another two fingers of whisky and passed the glass to Sabrina. “We would’ve let you catch up.”
 
    Sabrina raised her glass. “To being dead.” 
 
    “That’s your toast?” I stared at her raised glass. 
 
    Sabrina lowered her glass. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    I was about to answer with the incredibly long list that was still populating in my head but a high-pitched scream interrupted me. After all the screaming of the morning, it shot straight to my raw nerves. I turned to see Clare’s ashen face, slack and staring at us, while the doppelgänger pointed at our glasses and screamed like a banshee. 
 
    As if it were a prearranged escape plan, all three of us tunnelled back to the Italian Gardens before the GBs arrived. Haunting and drinking while on probation and being assessed? Oz wouldn’t even try and fight them when they took me away for brainwashing. In fact, he might even help hold me down while they scrubbed the inside of my brain. Although that would mean getting rid of that image of my parents. There really always was a silver lining if you knew how to look.
 
    “Why do they always scream?” I rubbed my temples and plucked another apricot from the packet Edith had filched for me.
 
    “Why did they see the glasses?” Sabrina turned to Edith. “I thought when we touched stuff like that we pulled it in to our world.”
 
    Edith shrugged, sat on our bench and sipped some more of her drink. “Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t.”
 
    “Y’know what I love most about this world?” I said, flopping onto the patch of grass in front of the bench. “The rules of physics are so clear cut.”
 
    Edith snorted into her drink. Despite her comment about building up tolerance to alcohol, that unladylike action made me think she was a little tipsy.
 
    “What did you guys find out?” I asked. “The sisters say he was a gambler.” 
 
    “He had an allotment and his friends said he was talking about taking his wife on a cruise.” Sabrina sat on the bench next to Edith and eyed her glass enviously. “A six week cruise.”
 
    Edith sipped at her drink. “They don’t come cheap.” 
 
    “Do we know how much their life savings amounted to?” I asked.
 
    “Nope. Not until Madame Zorina pulls her finger out,” Sabrina said as she slouched back on the bench and tilted her face up towards the sun.
 
    “The only thing I got was that he died in his shed at the allotment,” Edith said. “And, apparently, someone had sabotaged his wheelbarrow and so he’d had to drag a bag of fertiliser across the allotment site.”
 
    “Someone sabotaged the wheelbarrow?” Sabrina opened her eyes and turned to Edith. “Actually sabotaged, or was it just broken through wear?”
 
    Edith moved her head in a sort of diagonal motion that was neither a nod nor a shake. “Apparently he was yelling about it being sabotaged the whole time he was dragging the bag and accusing everyone he passed. Why?”
 
    “Well, that could’ve contributed to his heart attack. Or even been the cause.”
 
    I turned to Sabrina. “Did you just call murder on his death?”
 
    “I’m not sure it’s prosecutable, but maybe.” Sabrina gave me a small shrug. “I’ve got the name of the travel agency he went to, so should we pay them a visit tomorrow? See what was happening with the cruise?”
 
    “Why can’t we do it later?” Edith whined and pouted like a six-year-old child.
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “Do I sound that whiny when I’m drunk?”
 
    “Don’t know. Only time I’ve seen you drunk is when I’ve been drunk.” I pointed to her glass. “She’s only had a couple of sips. I thought I was bad.”
 
    “I think maybe we should take her back to Madame Zorina’s.” Sabrina took hold of Edith’s hand. “Keep her out of mischief.”
 
    “Probably a good idea.” I stood and took hold of her other hand.
 
    We landed in the middle of the office floor. Madame Zorina glanced up from her desk. 
 
    “She’s drunk,” Sabrina said as we eased a sleeping Edith into one of the visitor’s chairs. “Take care of her.” 
 
    “Ghosts can get drunk?” Madame Zorina shook her head. “I’ve learned more about the afterlife in the last two days than I ever wanted to. I am not looking forward to dying.”
 
    “It’s like being alive,” Sabrina said with a shrug. “Only a lot less fun.”
 
    “I refuse to believe that.” Madame Zorina looked to me for reassurance.
 
    “I’ve been a murder suspect with a death shroud for nearly my entire afterlife,” I said. “If you’re looking for a positive review, look elsewhere.”
 
    “Ah.” Madame Zorina held up her finger and focused over my shoulder. “I’m glad you brought up your death shroud.” It seemed she’d softened a little on her list of demanding questions.
 
    I sighed. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”
 
    “Well, I did some research on death shrouds—”
 
    “What? Like you googled it? In half an hour?” Sabrina asked, moving towards the coffee machine.
 
    “In a spiritual way, I suppose you could say that’s what I did. And I work quickly.” Madame Zorina moved from behind her desk to perch on the front end, casting a pointed glance Sabrina’s way as she poured herself some coffee. “No one can tell me anything about this cloud your friend claims you have, but I did find a little out about the death shroud, the shadow that I can see. And apparently, the more times you have it, the more likely you are to die.” 
 
    Sabrina choked on her coffee. “What idiot told you that?”
 
    “I have it on very good authority,” Madame Zorina snipped. “You three aren’t my only source of supernatural information.”
 
    “Maybe not, but we’re quite clearly your best.” Sabrina raised her coffee cup in a cheers motion and sipped some more.
 
    Madame Zorina thrust her hands on her hips and whirled to face Sabrina. “And what makes you think you’re so great?”
 
    “Well, for one, I could have told you your chances of dying increase the more times you have a death shroud. I could’ve told you that when I was alive and didn’t believe in any of this stuff.”
 
    Madame Zorina nodded sarcastically. “Sure you could.”
 
    “Think about it. The more times your life’s in danger, the greater the chance you have of dying. That’s the equivalent of people saying that most accidents happen on the way to and from work.”
 
    Madame Zorina frowned. “Well, they do.”
 
    Sabrina laughed. “Of course they do. Most driving takes place going to and from work.”
 
    Madame Zorina opened and closed her mouth like a fish gasping for air. “Well, my point’s still valid. Bridget, you need to be careful.”
 
    I nodded. “Right. Thanks for that. Because until you said that, I’d been running with scissors and playing with matches but now, now I’ll totally take better care of myself. I won’t even wear my ‘kill me quick’ hat.”
 
    Madame Zorina folded her arms and pursed her lips at me. She looked over her shoulder at a sniggering Sabrina, then to her visitor’s chair at a drunk, sleeping Edith and  finally back to me. “There are days when I regret meeting you.”
 
    I snorted. “You and Oz should start a club.”
 
    Madame Zorina rolled her eyes as if she couldn’t take any more revelations. “And who is Oz?”
 
    “My parole officer. He doesn’t like me much either.”
 
    “Oz likes you fine, dear,” Edith said around a yawn. “That’s part of the problem.”
 
    Madame Zorina looked between the three of us. “So, you’re criminals?”
 
    I shrugged. “No. We’re just dead. Kinda feels like the same though.”
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twelve
 
   
 
    
 
    
    I dinged the bell and waited at the reception desk for Alex version 2.0 to emerge from the back room. He opened the door with his perfect smile plastered to his perfect face. When he saw me the blood drained until his perfect face was perfectly pale. 
 
    I smiled. “What are the chances you have a new locker assignment for me today?”
 
    “Do you have a locker?” he asked
 
    My smile turned to a frown. “You know I have a locker.”
 
    “Does it lock?”
 
    “Are these textbook questions or something? Like fault diagnosing? You follow the answers on a flow chart?” 
 
    His eyes darted to either side of the desk and avoided me totally. I was taking that as a yes. “If it locks then that’s your locker.” 
 
    I blew out a breath and adjusted my fringe. The list of people I would be happy to find in my locker just kept getting longer and longer. “Okay. I’ll just take my assignment sheet then, please.”
 
    His voice jumped up in pitch. “You’re a facilitator?”
 
    I looked down at my mauve jumpsuit, the colour of trainee facilitators, then back up at him. “No, I work in the stables mucking out the dragons.”
 
    His eyes stretched wide and he strutted to the desk. “Do you think maybe I could take one out for a ride some time?” He flashed his perfect smile at me and I swear one of his teeth pinged with that sparkle you see in toothpaste advertisements. “I’m a skilled horseman. A dragon can’t be much different.” 
 
    I blew out another breath and adjusted my fringe yet again. “Can I please just have my assignment sheet?”
 
    “What does a dragon caretaker need with an assignment sheet?”
 
    I patted my pockets to check I still had the dried apricots as I felt the onset of yet another headache. They’d all be gone by the end of the day at this rate. 
 
    “My name is Bridget Sway. Can you please pull out my assignment sheet for me?”
 
    He turned his back on me to check the filing cabinet and then turned around with the sealed envelope. He frowned down at it, as if surprised it was in his hand. “Do you job share?”
 
    I just stared at him, my hand outstretched. It really wasn’t worth the effort to explain.
 
    He slapped the clipboard with the sealed envelope attached on the counter and the signing out book on top of it. “You’re so rude, I’m really not surprised you’re a murderer.”
 
    I was tuning him out as I signed the book in the trillion places required so it took me a moment to fully understand what he’d said. “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”
 
    “Sorry is just a word.” He closed the book and snatched it back. “It doesn’t mean anything without action.”
 
    “Okay, that wasn’t actually what I meant.”
 
    He hugged the sign out book to his chest. “Sorry doesn’t have another meaning.”
 
    I was about to blow out yet another breath but stopped myself. That wouldn’t help either. “You’re right, and I’m not really sorry—”
 
    “Knew it.”
 
    “Right … so. How am I murderer?” 
 
    “Because you murdered someone.”
 
    “Uh-huh. I don’t kill them, y’know? I just find them stuffed in my locker. That’s why I’d like a new one. So someone else can find them.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Is this some kind of trick?”
 
    “I don’t know. Is this some kind of trick?”
 
    “I don’t know. I’m asking you.”
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay. Who did I murderer?”
 
    “Don’t you know?”
 
    “For argument’s sake, let’s just say I’ve forgotten, okay? Now will you tell me about it, please?”
 
    He cocked his head like he was thinking it over. “Okay. But only because you asked nicely.”
 
    “Thank you.”
 
    “You’re welcome. You murdered that nice doctor lady.”
 
    “You actually saw me doing this?” I asked and Alex version 2.0 gave a shrug. I was going to have to ask him his name at some point. “Was that a yes or a no?” 
 
    “Sort of.”
 
    “Okay. ‘Sort of’ tells me nothing. Where were you?”
 
    “I was—I was outside in the corridor.”
 
    “Ohhhh, so you’ve got a pair of x-ray glasses too?”
 
    “X-ray glasses are real?” His eyes stretched wider than they had when I’d mentioned the dragons. “Are they standard issue for facilitators?”
 
    Okay. No more sarcasm. And no more drinking the water in the canteen for me. “Were you in the room watching when I … murdered the nice doctor?”
 
    He straightened up and looked down his perfect nose at me. “No, because your locker is in the ladies’ locker room and I’m a man so I’m not allowed in there.”
 
    I lifted up my right hand to show him my palm. “If you don’t tell me the truth right now, I’m going to wipe dead person germs all over you.”
 
    “No. Please. Please don’t.” He recoiled and all the colour that had returned to his face drained away again. I raised my hand higher in warning and he shrunk in on himself in surrender. “I was using the ladies’ facilities. The men’s are so disgusting.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod and lowered my hand. “So you were at the back of the room with a clear view. What did you see?” 
 
    He pressed his lips together and shook his head.
 
    I raised my dead germ riddled hand at him again. “What specifically did you see?”
 
    “You came in, did some maniacal laughing, hit the nice doctor over the head with a log, shoved her body in your locker and left.”
 
    I stared at him. “What?”
 
    “You came in, did some maniacal laughing, hit the nice doctor over the head with a log, shoved her body in your locker and left.”
 
    I stared at him. “I hit her with a log?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “A log?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “Where would I get a log?”
 
    “I don’t know. Don’t get shirty with me. You’re the murderer! I’m sure you have a whole heap of murdery weapons at your disposal.”
 
    I blew out a breath and adjusted my fringe. I couldn’t help it. “If you think I murdered her, why are you talking to me and not reporting me to the police?”
 
    “Because I wasn’t supposed to be in there.”
 
    This was like pulling teeth. “Okay. Did I say anything to Dr Watson before I hit her with the log? Did we argue?”
 
    He paused in his panic long enough to look down his nose at me. “Dr Watson is a fictional character. Obviously they have the uneducated mucking out the dragon stalls. I shall be fine after all.”
 
    Don’t punch him in the face. Don’t punch him in the face. Don’t punch him in the face.
 
    “Why are you scowling at me?”
 
    I shook my head. “No reason. What was Wats— the nice doctor doing in there?”
 
    “Looking through your locker.”
 
    “She was looking through my locker?” Oh, that did not sound good. “Wait, how do you know it was my locker she was looking through?” 
 
    “Because she checked a list in her hand and said, ‘Okay, Bridget Sway, let’s have a look in your locker.’”
 
    “That was nice of her to announce it. She had a list?” I asked and he nodded. I hadn’t seen a list on her when she fell out of my locker. “Did she check any other lockers?”
 
    “Only two before you came in and beat her to death.”
 
    “I don’t suppose she announced those names?” 
 
    Alex version 2.0 shook his head. “Just yours.”
 
    “Great. And you’re not going to tell anyone about this, right?”
 
    “I’m not stupid,” he snapped and I resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow at that statement. “As long as you don’t tell on me for being in the ladies’ locker room, I won’t tell on you for murdering the nice doctor lady.”
 
    “Promise?”
 
    “Bridget.” Pete waved at me as he approached the desk. “Ready for a fun filled afternoon?”
 
    Alex version 2.0 held up his hand. “I promise.”
 
    “Promise what?” Pete said, his eyes darting between us as he reached the desk.
 
    “I promise I don’t want to muck out the dragon stalls.” Alex version 2.0 gave me a pointed look and disappeared into the back room.
 
    “Do I even want to know?” Pete asked, staring after him.
 
    “No. You very much don’t. What are you doing here?” I picked up my clipboard and headed along the corridor to the departures room.
 
    “Didn’t anyone tell you?” Pete plucked the clipboard from my hands.
 
    “You should know by now, no one ever tells me the important stuff.”
 
    “Fair point. As you’re being assessed, you have to be supervised while carrying out your duties. Looks like an easy afternoon,” he said as he scanned the assignment list.
 
    I sighed. “Why, oh, why does everybody insist on jinxing me?”
 
    ∞
 
    The afternoon had been as easy as Pete had predicted until he announced the penultimate assignment. I tunnelled us into Rebecca’s garden casually holding my breath against the overload of pollen for the second time that day. I was desperately hoping the wake was over because I didn’t feel like having to dodge a mass of people. 
 
    Happily the garden was empty and the patio doors were open. I had the briefest thought that I should be grateful I died in the summer so I had plenty of time to come to terms with this misting business and then realised that was a ridiculous thing to be grateful for. 
 
    I calmly stepped through the patio like a well-adjusted ghost who wasn’t holding her breath. Pete dawdled, admiring the garden. Rebecca was sitting at the dining room table with a laptop open in front of her and Madame Zorina hovering over her shoulder. I just couldn’t catch a break. 
 
    Madame Zorina did a double take when she saw me. “What are you doing?”
 
    I made desperate slashing motion across my neck and jabbed a finger in Pete’s direction. She frowned at where I was pointing. By the blank expression on her face I was guessing she couldn’t see him.
 
    “Isn’t this what you wanted me to check?” Rebecca asked, speaking over her shoulder but not taking her eyes off the screen.
 
    “Yes, sorry.” Madame Zorina placed a hand on her shoulder. “I thought you were clicking on something else.”
 
    “That’s some garden,” Pete said as he backed through the patio.
 
    “Isn’t it though?” I asked glancing at Madame Zorina, whose attention was darting around the room looking for who I was speaking to.
 
    Pete frowned at me. “You’re not looking.” 
 
    “I looked.”
 
    “When?”
 
    “I’ve been here before.” I figured that would be a safe thing to admit. Pete would assume it was work related.
 
    Madame Zorina kept giving the kitchen sweeping glances, trying to see who I was talking to, but every time her gaze passed right over Pete.
 
    Pete glanced from the clipboard. “Really? Because on the sheet it’s marked as a first visit.” 
 
    “What?” I turned to him and searched the sheet in his hands. “How can you tell?”
 
    Pete pointed to a string of fifteen digits, a mix of letters, numbers and special characters at the top of the page. “Don’t you check this before a visit?”
 
    I shook my head with a shrug. “I didn’t even know what it was. I thought it was office codes or case files or something that helped it get filed properly.” 
 
    Pete stared at me. “Wow.”
 
    “Hey, nobody told me. And if nobody told me how am I supposed to know?”
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Madame Zorina asked, her attention focused on me, holding her arms up and gesturing around the kitchen.
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Rebecca glanced over her shoulder at Madame Zorina.
 
    Madame Zorina gestured to where I stood. “I’m communing with one of my spirit guides.”
 
    I shook my head. “She’ll never buy that.”
 
    “Ask them if they know who stole my crystal scotch glass earlier.” Rebecca motioned in my general direction with her hand. “My sisters said it looked as though the glasses were being raised in a toast. Derek had two brothers, and both of them had already passed. We thought maybe he was reunited with them.”
 
    “Why is she talking to you?” Pete asked, pointing at Madame Zorina. “And why can she see you?”
 
    I held my hands up in a helpless gesture. “She’s a medium. She can see me. Why can’t she see you?”
 
    “Well?” Rebecca made a shooing motion in my direction. “Aren’t you going to ask them?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Madame Zorina asked and wafted her palm in Pete’s direction. “There’s nobody there.”
 
    “Are you talking to Derek? Is Derek here?” Rebecca pushed away from the table and stood, her head swivelling around the room. “Derek? Derek is that you?”
 
    Pete stared at me but thrust his finger in Madame Zorina’s direction. “Unless she’s your assignment, you’re not supposed to let her see you. It’s unauthorised haunting.”
 
    “Great. Yet one more thing no one told me. And, how exactly am I supposed to do that? Because I seem to have left my invisibility cloak at home,” I snapped.
 
    “Invisibility cloaks? I just can’t take any more of these revelations.” Madame Zorina shook her head and reached for one of the bottles of whisky left over from the wake. She poured a small amount into a glass, necked it, then poured another. 
 
    Rebecca snatched the glass from Madame Zorina’s hand. “Who’s got an invisibility cloak? Derek? Is that why you can’t call him?”
 
    Pete’s voice jumped in volume as he jabbed a finger in Madame Zorina’s direction again. “What revelations is she talking about?”
 
    “How the bloody hell should I know? I’m a ghost, not a mind reader.” I snatched the assignment sheet from his hands and stormed out of the kitchen.
 
    “Well you better find some answers quick, Bridge!” Pete shouted as he followed me up the stairs to the bedroom.
 
    I moved the pair of slippers from the left side of the wardrobe to the right and ticked off my assignment. Pete burst through the bedroom door and I tunnelled to the last assignment of the day. Without the sheet Pete didn’t know where I was so I had a moment’s reprieve, but I knew he’d be waiting for me back at the bureau. 
 
    I weighed my options as I snapped all three sticks of white chalk resting in the penholder on the desk of an office minion of some legal firm. The minion’s back was to me as he tried to chat up his colleague. From what I heard, he had some good lines.
 
    Madame Zorina hadn’t said anything that specifically implicated me in helping her. I could bluff it. As long as Oz didn’t find out. 
 
    Pete was waiting for me in the departures and arrivals room back at the bureau, as expected. He took the assignment sheet from me and signed all the places he needed to sign then curled his hand around my bicep and gently escorted me out of the room.
 
    “You need to take your hand off me right now, Pete.” 
 
    He growled at me. Like, an actual growling noise. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” 
 
    “No, because nobody tells me anything until after the fact,” I hissed back and yanked my arm out of his grip.
 
    He stared at me, his blue eyes sparking lightning bolts of fury. Pete checked the corridor in both directions. It was empty. He grabbed my bicep again and dragged me two steps forward and shoved me into a cleaning supply closet. He pulled the door closed behind him and loomed over me, his face an inch from mine.
 
    “Do you have any idea what will happen to you if the GBs find out what you’ve done?”
 
    “No, but I do have a really good idea what will happen to you if you don’t back up out of my face right this second.” 
 
    Pete grabbed my upper arms and shook me. “What is wrong with you? You can’t talk to the living. You can’t tell them anything about this place.” There was an edge of desperation to Pete’s voice that had icy fairy feet skipping down my spine.
 
    I knocked Pete’s hands from my arms and shivered to dislodge my icy-footed fairy. “She spoke to me. What am I supposed to do? Ignore her?”
 
    “You’re not meant to be in their world unless you’re delivering a message to them.” He slapped the back of his hand on to his palm while he spoke as if that helped emphasise his point. “You stay on the afterlife plane where they can’t see you.”
 
    “Okay, well, my training didn’t exactly cover either of those things, let alone how to do them, so how was I supposed to know?”
 
    The supply closet door opened. Oz stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and leaned on it. “Doesn’t this look cosy?”
 
    Pete stepped as far away from me as he possibly could and held up his hands. “This isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    Oz gestured between us but spoke to Pete. “So, you’re not locked inside a supply closet with Bridget?”
 
    “Well, this has been fun but I have to get to my mandatory GA meeting. If you boys will excuse me?” I stepped in front of Oz and waited for him to move. He didn’t.
 
    His eyes travelled over me as if he was looking for something. When his eyes finally came back up to my face he held my gaze for a long moment. “We’re—”
 
    “Going to talk about this later,” I said with a nod and a sigh. “I know.”
 
    Oz stepped away from the door, his hand on the door handle and his attention on me but his eyes on Pete. “You’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I nodded and his eyes came back to me as if searching them for a lie. 
 
    He seemed satisfied with what he saw because he opened the door for me. “You better get to your meeting then.” 
 
    I hightailed it out of the door and along the corridor as quickly as I could. I needed to speak to Sabrina. I needed a plan for later. And a really, really good lie.
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Thirteen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Sabrina was waiting for me by the front doors when I approached the fort. “How was your afternoon?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Oh, y’know, I found an eyewitness to Watson’s murder. We’ve turned Madame Zorina to drink. Pete dragged me into a supply closet where Oz found us. And I’m pretty sure I’ve confirmed there is another level to the afterlife. Other than that, pretty standard. Yours?” 
 
    Sabrina stared at me. “I just—I don’t even know where to start with all that.” 
 
    I twirled a finger around my ponytail. “Yeah, you should try living through it.”
 
    Sabrina shook her head as if she was trying to clear it. “Okay, first things first. Who’s the murderer? No. Don’t tell me. Let me guess.”
 
    “Ok-ay,” I said in a singsong voice as we walked through the vestibule and headed for the refreshment table at the back of the hall as usual. “But you won’t get it.”
 
    “Jenny? Matthew? Gracie?” Sabrina guessed and I shook my head each time. “One of the guys from your assessment?” 
 
    “What?” I waved away her all-encompassing guess. “You can’t guess thirty people at once.”
 
    “I don’t know their names so it’s not like I could list them individually, and it’s quicker this way.” Sabrina poured herself some coffee. “So, I’m right?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “Oh. Well, that was easy. Disappointing, but easy. You might as well tell me their name so I can check them out.” She put the jug down and frowned at her coffee. “Actually, there’s no point checking them out if you already have an eyewitness that says they did it. Are we sure they did it?”
 
    I poured myself some tea. “Oh, I’m fairly sure they didn’t.”
 
    Sabrina paused in loading her plate with biscuits. “You have an eyewitness that says they did it but you’re sure they didn’t?’
 
    I nodded. “Pretty much.”
 
    “Who’s the eyewitness?”
 
    “Alex version 2.0.”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes darted around the room as though she were searching for a clue that would make that comment make sense. “I … don’t know what that means.”
 
    “He’s Alex’s replacement at the front desk,” I said as I stirred some sugar into my tea. “And he looks like a super handsome version of Alex.”
 
    Sabrina inclined her head in a half nod, just accepting the new information as we found our usual seats at the back of the hall. “So who did it?”
 
    “Apparently it was me.”
 
    Sabrina’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “You?”
 
    “Yes. According to Alex version 2.0 I laughed maniacally, a word I was impressed he knew, and then beat Watson over the head with a log.”
 
    Sabrina pulled her head back like a turtle retreating into its shell. “Why would you use a log?”
 
    “Yes, that’s the piece of information we need to be focusing on here.” I nodded, watching as Warren chatted to the shorter, chubbier blonde of the Alison and Debbie duo. I should really make an effort to find out who was who. “I’m starting to think you might be right and the bureau is putting something in our food or water to make us dumb.”
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina agreed and sipped her coffee. “Or to make us change conversation topic randomly with no link whatsoever.” 
 
    “I was just thinking I didn’t know whether that was Debbie or Alison.” I subtly nodded in their direction. “It’s been two weeks. I should know that by now, right?”
 
    “I don’t know which one’s which either,” Sabrina said with a shrug. “I like to think of them as Debbison.”
 
    “Debbison?”
 
    “Thought it sounded better than Alibie.”
 
    “I don’t know.” I rolled the name around my head. “Quite like Alibie myself.”
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It sounds a bit more fun.”
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not—” Sabrina screwed her eyes closed, pressed her lips together and clenched her right fist. She blew out a breath and opened her eyes. “How about we focus on the fact you’ve got a witness to you murdering someone?”
 
    “You ruin all my fun. In all seriousness though, I definitely think we should stop drinking the water because Alex version 2.0 thinks dragons are real and I muck out their stalls.”
 
    She frowned at me, biscuit halfway to her mouth. “Why does he think that?”
 
    “I might have told him that dragons were real and I mucked out their stalls.”
 
    “Why would you tell him that?”
 
    “Because he asked what I did.”
 
    “But he gives you your assignment sheet, right? Why’s he asking you what you do?”
 
    “Because I asked him for my assignment sheet.”
 
    “But if you’re—” Sabrina closed her eyes and pressed her lips together again. She held up her digestive in warning. “Stop it.”
 
    I grinned at her. “Told you they’re putting something in the water.”
 
    Sabrina held her hand over my mouth. “Just stop talking. So, Alex version 2.0 watched you murder Watson.”
 
    I took Sabrina’s hand from my mouth. “Apparently so.”
 
    “So, we’re looking for a ghost who can do that face changing thing like Edith.”
 
    I gave her a nod. “I appreciate your vote of confidence.”
 
    “You’d have never put the body in your own locker. You’d have put it in Debbison’s locker.”
 
    “Alibie’s,” I corrected.
 
    “And let’s not even talk about the log. Who kills someone with a log? What’s that about?”
 
    “He also said Watson was rooting through my locker before I killed her.”
 
    Sabrina grimaced. “That doesn’t sound good.”
 
    “Yeah, that sounds way worse than me murdering her.”
 
    “Did he know what she was looking for?”
 
    “I couldn’t question him any further because Pete showed up to supervise me since I’m being assessed.”
 
     “Is he— wait. How did Alex version 2.0 supposedly see all this? X-ray glasses? What are you smirking about?”
 
    I shook my head. “Just thinking we spend too much time together. He needed to pee.”
 
    Sabrina’s mouth turned down at the corners. “He was peeing in our toilets?”
 
    “Yes, so right now he’s not going to the police with his eyewitness account because he doesn’t want to lose his job and muck out the dragon stalls with me—”
 
    “But he was happy to tell you he’d seen you murder someone and just assume that you’d feel secure about his silence because he didn't want to lose his job?”
 
    “Yes.”
 
    Sabrina shook her head and glanced around the hall, her eyes stretched wide in disbelief. “These people are all halfwits.”
 
    “I’m telling you, there’s something in the water,” I said before sipping my tea and temporarily blocking out my water-poisoning-bureau theory. The afterlife would simply not be worth living without tea.
 
    “I think this is the weirdest conversation we’ve ever had.” Sabrina pointed her digestive at me and then dunked it in her coffee. “But, we still need to work out an alibi for you, just in case.” 
 
    “I was at my community service assignment.”
 
    “Okay, that’s pretty ironclad. Unfortunately it leaves us suspectless.” Sabrina glanced around the room, her eyes falling on Warren. “What do you think about Warren? I think he’s a pretty good suspect. This watching each other’s backs deal? Maybe he’s trying to get you to drop your guard and trust him so you’ll make an easier target.”
 
    “Well, he’s playing the wrong girl. I’ve not dropped my guard since I died.” I cast a furtive glance his way. “You think he’s a real suspect?”
 
    Sabrina sighed and shook her head as she frowned into her coffee.“I can’t really see a motive for it. Even if he’s in therapy, a transcript of the sessions would be in his file so killing Watson wouldn’t hide it. Nor would it help him pass the assessment. Framing you for killing Watson doesn’t benefit him in any way I can see. And is he experienced enough to morph into you? And why would he morph into you out of everybody? Where would he learn that from? And he had to have known Alex version 2.0 was watching, or why bother morphing at all?”
 
    “I’m assuming you’re not expecting me to answer those questions?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “We’ll check out his file in Watson’s office tonight as well as Jenny’s and go from there. Maybe have a snoop in other files to see if there’s any reference to morphing.” Sabrina turned to me. “Your friend is still meeting us later?”
 
    “I assume so. Don’t know about Edith though.”
 
    “So …” Sabrina dragged the word out. “Why were you in a closet with Pete? And how did Oz find you? And how do you know there’s another level of the afterlife?”
 
    “Pete was yelling at me for something and Oz is trying to prove he pays attention to my emotions after not turning up at the assessment centre the other day, so he’s hyper aware.”
 
    “What was Pete yelling at you for?” Sabrina narrowed her eyes.
 
    “Remember our conversation about ghost invisibility? It turns out you have to remain on the afterlife plane to appear invisible to the livies, even mediums. I didn’t know this and Madame Zorina was at one of my assignments and she spoke to me.” 
 
    “He told you off for that?” 
 
    “No, he freaked out over that. But it got me thinking. What if the person who overheard the conversation at my funeral, the person we’re meeting later, what if he pulled himself onto the next level of the afterlife so the livies and us ghosts couldn’t see him?”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes focused passed me as she looked like she was working it through. “That would make a sort of sense. It’s not a particularly cheery thought though, is it?”
 
    I sipped my tea. “I know. And I was so looking forward to dying.”
 
    Sabrina snorted. “Tell me about it.” She went to sip her coffee and paused with the cup halfway to her mouth. “How do you know which plane you’re on? And how do you pull yourself onto another plane?”
 
    I frowned at her. “Why do you keep asking me these questions like you expect me to have an answer?” 
 
    “Didn’t you ask Pete?” 
 
    “Oz turned up before I could.”
 
    “Okay, well, I kinda think that’s probably something we should find out about,” Sabrina said, nibbling the edge of her biscuit. “But we need to ask someone in a way that won’t draw attention to the fact we don’t already know. And in a way that, if we’re not supposed to know about the other afterlife planes, it won’t give away that we do.” Sabrina tapped her chin with her biscuit, oblivious to the fact she was dropping crumbs all over herself. 
 
    “Or we could just ask Edith,” I suggested.
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “Why didn’t that occur to me?”
 
    I peered into her coffee cup. “Obviously coffee doesn’t negate the effects of the dumbing down drug the way tea does. You should switch.”
 
    “Give up coffee?” Sabrina’s mouth turned down at the corners. “Think I’d rather be dumb.”
 
    “Good evening, everyone.” Eleanor clapped her hands to get out attention. “I know most of you are comfortable with tunnelling and misting now—”
 
    Sabrina waved her half eaten digestive in the air to get Eleanor’s attention before speaking. “I wouldn’t say ‘comfortable’ was exactly the right word.”
 
    Eleanor smiled and patted down Sabrina’s raised biscuit. “And I know that some of you are still struggling. Because of that I thought we’d take a break and just play some fun team games this evening.”
 
    “Er, Eleanor?” I felt the familiar tug of the assessment centre and waved my hand in the air. The last thing I needed was to have a note that I’d ditched a mandatory GA meeting on my record. Or for me to have to explain this to Oz.
 
    She must have seen me flicker. “Don’t worry. It’s a surprise assessment. I know all about it. You can let them take you.” She looked for Warren but he had already gone. “Good luck,” she said and waved as I disappeared.
 
    I arrived extremely close to Warren. As much as a millimetre closer and our forearms would’ve merged.
 
    He jumped back from me and dusted off his arm. “Watch where you’re going.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, you twit.” I glanced around and found Jenny smirking at me at the front on the group. 
 
    Jenny raised her voice over the low hum of chatter. “Tonight is an unscheduled assessment. We’ll be doing it in here for the blackout curtains.” Jenny gestured around the drama studio. It was the size of an average classroom but was free of desks and chairs. The walls were black and bare.
 
    My stomach clenched at that. If you needed blackout curtains then you’d be doing something in the dark. I did not want to be in the dark with a whole bunch of possible murderers.
 
    Jenny spoke louder to make herself heard over the chatter. It seemed I wasn’t the only one with reservations. “So, tonight we’ll be playing murder in the dark—”
 
    “Is that appropriate?” I found myself saying before I’d really thought it through. 
 
    “Not everyone in this room is as adept at finding dead bodies as you, Bridget.” Jenny glanced around the room to ensure her comment had the desired effect. Everyone was staring at me so I guess it had.
 
    “It’s not really her fault, though.” Warren spoke up to my surprise. The enemy of my enemy and all, I suppose. “Someone does keep shoving them in her locker.” Warren flashed me a grin. So not the enemy of my enemy then. Just a troublemaking idiot.
 
    And that was when people began slowly backing away from me, whispering and nudging each other. The outcome was a two metre empty space around me which, considering I suspected pretty much any one of them of being the murderer, I felt was a positive outcome.
 
    Gracie handed me a folded slip of paper before moving back to the front of the room as Jenny clapped her hands to get the attention back on her. 
 
    “All of you have a piece of paper. Open them up without showing anyone else. If you have the paper that has an ‘x’ on it, that makes you the murderer.”
 
    I looked at the folded piece of paper in my hand. If mine had the “x” I was going home. I’d stop off at a department store to steal some bubble bath, a face mask and a bottle of wine and then I would tunnel home and lock myself in my bathroom. I might even steal two bottles of wine. I opened the paper to find it blank. And suddenly I felt a little disappointed about that. I really wanted a bubble bath.
 
    “Now the murderer knows who they are. They will tap you on the shoulder three times to signify you’re a victim. The lights will be off for thirty seconds to give them time to do their thing.”
 
    “You're turning the lights off?” I asked.
 
    “Yes, Bridget,” Jenny said with exaggerated patience. “The clue is in the name.”
 
    “I know what the game is called, Jenny, but if the lights are off isn’t everyone going to be bumping into everyone else?”
 
    “Then I guess you should be careful how you step,” Jenny gave me a tight lipped smile that had nothing to do with happiness.
 
    “And what exactly are we being assessed on here?” I gestured around the room. “I don’t see how this is relevant. To anything.”
 
    Jenny held my gaze, as though if she stared at me hard enough I’d spontaneously combust. She moved towards the light, her hand hovering over the switch. “Team work.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I called quickly before she could plunge us in to blackness. “How will our team work be assessed? We’re all going to suspect everyone else is the murderer. Unless we’re the murderer.”
 
    Jenny flashed her teeth at me but it was nothing on Edith’s mother shark smile. “Exactly.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Tommy shouted up. “We’re being assessed on how well we work with a group of people we suspect of murder?”
 
    “Yep. Guess you should ace this one, Bridget.” Jenny didn’t wait for any more questions. She flipped the switch and extinguished the light. “Thirty seconds,” she called into the darkness.
 
    I hit the deck in a crouch. My plan was to scuttle to the side of the room and wait it out. I did not want to be a murder victim in the game or in real life. Or afterlife. It’s true that time passes much more slowly in the dark, but even then it could only have been less than five seconds before a scream ripped through the room. High pitched and panicked, it raised the hairs on my arms. Before that scream had faded, another joined in. Then another. Then another. The whole female population of the room must have been screaming by the time Jenny flicked the lights back on.
 
    I quickly stood and turned back to face the room so not to give my tactic away to anyone who might want to cave my head in with a log.
 
    Jenny stood by the light switch, arms folded and hip cocked. “What’s the problem?”
 
    “Someone touched me.” Everyone had bunched into the centre of the room so I couldn’t see who had spoken.
 
    Jenny narrowed her eyes into the crowd. “Did they touch you on the shoulder three times?” No one spoke but I assumed whoever it was nodded. “Then that means you’re dead.”
 
    There was a high-pitched whine, which I’d learned from my community service preceded a hefty crying fit. Somehow in life, I’d never noticed. 
 
    “But I don’t want to be dead,” the faux murder victim whined.
 
    “Who does? It doesn’t seem like a whole lot of fun,” Tommy mumbled to me, attracting Jenny’s attention.
 
    “It’s really not,” I said.
 
    “You. Come down here.” Jenny motioned Tommy to where the majority of the group had congregated. I didn’t know if I should be relieved by that or worried that she’d left me isolated at the back. “Okay. Let’s try this again. If someone taps you three times on the shoulder, don’t scream, just fall to the ground.”
 
    “Is that safe?” I couldn’t help questioning her. She was just so stupid. “If someone’s tapped on the shoulder in the first five seconds and everyone is still moving around then they’re likely to be stepped on or tripped over.”
 
    “Okay. When the lights go out, nobody move,” Jenny ground out with exaggerated calm.
 
    “But then whoever is standing around the killer when they stop moving will know who it is,” Tommy called out from the middle of the throng. And once again Jenny threw me a dirty look. I was pretty sure at this point if it rained tomorrow that would be my fault.
 
    “He’s got a point,” Warren agreed. “We should all move about then, when the lights come back on, whoever has been tapped can drop dead. We don’t want any injuries or easy victories, do we?”
 
    Jenny sucked a deep breath in and exhaled it slowly. “Let’s do that.”
 
    “I wasn’t tapped on the shoulder. But someone touched my hip. Does that mean I’m maimed in some way?” a twenty-something guy asked.
 
    “No. It does not. Thirty people are moving around in the dark. That’s going to happen.” Jenny’s voice had an edge of forced calm that said she was ready to murderer us all. Whether the lights were off or not. “Now, is everyone clear on the rules?” Everyone nodded. “Okay. Let’s try again.”
 
    She flicked the lights off and I walked three quick steps towards the back right corner of the room. Hands out in front of me, I shuffled until I felt the wall. Keeping one hand on the back wall and one reaching for the right wall, I felt my way into the corner then crouched down. There were some mumbled apologies and a few grunts where people had collided but no screams this time. The thirty seconds dragged on. 
 
    Finally the lights came back on and I sprung up out of my corner and stepped into the centre of the room with everyone else. The lights were on for a couple of seconds before everyone around me dropped to the floor. And I mean, everyone. The only people standing were Jenny, Gracie, Matthew, Nancy and me.
 
    Jenny stared at the mass murder victims and then back up at me. “Bridget, do you think this is a game?”
 
    “Technically, it is. But I didn’t do this,” I said as I gestured around the room.
 
    Jenny swept her arm across the room at the group members who were lifting their dead heads up to see what was happening. “You’re the only one standing.”  
 
    Surely, surely she wasn’t that stupid. Surely. “Which should only prove I didn’t do it.”
 
    “Bridget, your defence is that you look guilty so you obviously aren’t?” Gracie asked, her head tilted as if she were listening to something on a different frequency. It made me wonder if they had emotional bonds to all of us like Oz’s. That would so not be cool.
 
    “If I did this would I still be standing up, ready to take the blame?” I threw my hands up, defeated by their mass stupidity. “This is just ridiculous.”
 
    “I know.” Warren pushed to his feet, shaking his head. “Who would do such a thing?”
 
    I pursed my lips at him. “I wonder.” 
 
    “Right,” Jenny snapped. “Everyone up. We’re going to do this one last time and if you morons can’t get it right then you all fail.”
 
    “I understand you’re frustrated.” Tommy addressed Jenny in a tone that said he was used to dealing with conflict. And effectively. “But I take exception at being called a moron because you four can’t organise this properly.” 
 
    “We can’t organise it?” Gracie shrieked at Tommy. “It’s all of you that are getting it wrong. And Bridget. It’s always Bridget.” 
 
    “What?” I stared at Gracie, who had gone from seemingly calm to psychotic in less than a second. “How is this down to me?”
 
    “You’re always the instigator!” Gracie shrieked and stamped her foot. “Always.”
 
    “I’m sorry. Are you an example of what being well-adjusted looks like, because …?” 
 
    Gracie shrieked and jerked forward, I assumed to attack me somehow, like the reasonable, well-adjusted team leader she was, but Matthew grabbed her arm and held her back as Tommy jumped in front of me. 
 
    “Now, now.” Tommy held up both of his hands as if he were dealing with a wild animal. “Let’s not get irate.” I was sure I detected a hint of goading underneath his oh-so-reasonable tone. Oh yes, once I’d cleared him as a suspect, I was making him my friend.
 
    “Okay.” Jenny stepped back to the light switch, completely ignoring that drama. “This is the last time, so let’s get this right.”
 
    I glanced around me before the lights went out but there was no easy escape route for me this time. People surrounded me on all sides. Before I could even formulate a plan, darkness descended once again. I turned to face the right wall, waved my hands out in front of me and four quick steps and two collisions later I made it. Using the wall, I felt my way to the front of the room and ducked down in the nearest corner once again. 
 
    The seconds dragged on. I heard someone grunt nearby so I pressed a little further into my corner so I wouldn’t get nudged and no one would trip over me. A cold hand clasped my wrist and dragged me up. Something solid with finger grooves was slapped into my palm. Someone fell into me and grabbed at the front of my jumpsuit. I shrieked. I couldn’t help it. It was dark and I was freaked out. I pushed them off me before they could do I-didn’t-know-what. And then I was blinking in the sudden glare of the brightness as the lights flicked back on.
 
    “Right.” Jenny stood at the light switch, blinking and scanning the room. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”
 
    The crazy-eyed girl who’d been talking to her nails earlier slowly lifted her arm to point over Jenny’s shoulder at me. She opened her mouth and let forth a banshee-esque scream. Jenny whirled around, eyes wide in panic before she’d even taken in the scene.  
 
    Blood, once again, stained sections of my jumpsuit. Several bloody handprints stood out along my mauve sleeves and a pool of blood grew around my shoes. And I was standing over a dead body with a bloody knife in my bloody hands. I couldn’t help but sigh. And then they all screamed.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Fourteen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “I’ve never caught anyone red-bloody-handed.” Johnson grinned across the table from me, pointing to my stained hands. 
 
    Jenny hadn’t let me out of the room to wash the blood off. I’d wiped the majority onto my jumpsuit the best I could but the taint was still there. I could see it clogging up beneath my nails, and that more than anything made me feel queasy. I hated having dirty nails. I focused on that because otherwise I’d think about what was making them dirty and how it got there. And frankly, without ice cream, chocolate, alcohol and probably a little therapy, that was just not going to end well for my sanity and me.
 
    “Have you ever thought about redecorating?” I placed my hands in my lap to hide my nail shame and looked around the room. “Fluorescent lights aren’t anybody’s friend. Maybe just some new lighting fixtures.” I turned back to the detective, who was staring at me. “Or a coat of paint.”
 
    We were in our usual interrogation room with all the usual suspects. Officer Leonard stood in front of the two way mirror, Johnson sat opposite and Oz was sitting next to me, a frown deeply etched on his face. It was a new look for him. He normally let this stuff slide right off him. He’d shown up at the police station without me even calling. Guess my little freak out hadn’t levelled out before I’d got there.
 
    Several emotions had chased each other across Oz’s face when he saw me before anger settled into place. Anger with a dab of relief. He hadn’t hugged me but I was pretty sure if I’d have given the slightest inkling I was going to cry he’d have picked me up and taken me home. I couldn’t decide if I found that offensive or comforting. Of course, we still had to have the in-the-closet-with-Pete chat so maybe I was better off with the detective.
 
    Johnson watched me with critical eyes. “Are you trying for the insanity plea?”
 
    “What do you think, Officer Leonard?” I pointed to the ceiling, ignoring Johnson. “Not spotlights because the space is too small, but maybe a couple of smaller hanging lights?”
 
    “Spotlights would be better for interrogations.” Officer Leonard looked up at the ceiling, arms behind his back as he rested against the two-way mirror. “But I’m sure you can get smaller, detachable shades for them to soften the light for other occasions.”
 
    “Multi-purpose.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to Officer Leonard. “That’s some good thinking there, Officer. I can see why you’re in charge.”
 
    Officer Leonard’s regular amiable smile stretched into something I thought was real.
 
    “He’s not in charge here.” Johnson slapped the desk with an open palm. “I am.”
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Really? Then what about some cushions for these seats? Or better yet, a whole new table and chairs set?”
 
    Johnson’s attention flicked to Oz. “What’s going on here?”
 
    “To me it looks like she’s protesting being pulled in here yet again by ignoring your questions because she’s already given a statement to the officer at the scene,” Oz said. “And despite the situation in which the body was discovered, the evidence against her is circumstantial at best. She’s got no motive to kill Gracie. The lights were out so no one actually saw what happened. Gracie was stabbed and stumbled as she reached out for help. Gracie could have stumbled into anyone. It’s simply unfortunate for Bridget that it was her.” 
 
    “It was unfortunate for Bridget it was her?” Johnson repeated. “Maybe it was simply unfortunate that Bridget couldn’t get away from her victim before the lights came back on.”
 
    I was about to correct the detective and make him call me Miss Sway again because I just did not like the way he said my name, but Oz leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk all sinewy and sleek like a feline predator. I figured it was best to keep my mouth shut, let him handle it and just be very grateful I wasn’t currently the focus of his attention.
 
    “You have her statement.” Oz tapped the brown folder with his forefinger, his voice low and oh-so-calm. “Gracie stumbled into Bridget. Bridget tried to reach out and stop her from falling but caught hold of the knife handle. The lights came back on. Now I’m taking my ward home.”
 
    Oz stood, his hand wrapped gently around my bicep, and pulled me up at the same time. In normal circumstances I’d have shaken him off but life, and the afterlife, was about picking your battles, and since Oz was currently fighting mine for me I figured that just would’ve been plain rude. And, y’know, he was a little scary.
 
    “I didn’t say you could leave.” Johnson leapt to his feet and stood between us and the door. He extended his right arm to the wall and leaned on it, effectively blocking our path. I might push my luck with Oz all the time and go behind his back a little but I would absolutely not out and out challenge him when he was in this mood. Not ever. I was a feminist, not an idiot. I glanced to Officer Leonard. He was watching, purposefully not getting involved. Well, that just wasn’t going to fly.
 
    “Officer Leonard?”
 
    “Yes, Ms Sway?”
 
    “I’ve had a terribly long day and I’m feeling quite emotional, what with a dead woman’s blood still all over me. Do you have any more questions for me or would it be okay if Mr Salier took me home now?”
 
    Officer Leonard’s always friendly smiled stretched into something genuine. He knew what I was doing. “No, Ms Sway. You go on home. Wash up and get some rest.”
 
    “Thank you, Officer Leonard.” I gave him my most appreciative smile, just enough teeth and happy eyes. “If I think of anything else that’s not in my statement, I’ll get Mr Salier to contact you.”
 
    Officer Leonard inclined his head. “I’d appreciate that, Ms Sway.”
 
    Johnson didn’t move out of the way. “I’ve not finished questioning the suspect.” 
 
    Officer Leonard stepped away from the mirror and placed a hand on Johnson’s left shoulder. “Let them go.”
 
    Johnson knocked Officer Leonard’s hand off. “No.”
 
    “It wasn’t a request.” Officer Leonard stepped back and opened the door for us. “Don’t mistake my good manners for lack of authority in this situation.” Officer Leonard made a sweeping gesture towards the door. “Ms Sway.”
 
    I moved to step around Johnson but he stepped with me, blocking my path. “Really?” I asked. “The boss said we could go. Twice.”
 
    Johnson’s face reddened to the colour furious but after a pause he stepped aside. I walked past and politely dipped my head at Officer Leonard, who mirrored the gesture back to me. Oz followed me out and we walked in silence to the departures room.
 
    Oz tunnelled us home and we landed in the back garden like usual. It was empty. The night was mild and despite the lateness there was still just enough light to see. Oz, stony faced, pointed to the deckchair. I didn’t have the energy to fight him tonight. I did as I was told. Something about the canvas seat always made me feel less than secure. Made me wonder if he did it on purpose.
 
    “Do you want to tell me what that was?” he asked before my bottom was even fully settled in the material.
 
    “What what was?”
 
    “Asking Leonard if I could take you home.” Oz folded his arms and stared down at me. The set of his jaw and intense storm in his ocean coloured eyes declared loud and clear that he wasn’t happy. As if I couldn’t tell from his tone. At least he’d left feline predator Oz at the station.
 
    “Am I in trouble here? Why am I in trouble here?” I looked around the garden at the bushes for an explanation. Oddly, none was forthcoming.
 
    “Don’t side with the GBs, Bridget. Ever. Don’t ask them for help. Don’t get involved with them in any way. Don’t you remember they were the ones who used you as bait to find a killer and then gave you ten years community service for your trouble?”
 
    “I was just trying to get us home before you beat Johnson to a pulp.”
 
    Oz’s eyebrows inched up. “You thought that was what I was going to do?”
 
    “I didn’t know what you were going to do but what I did was put Johnson in his place and get us home in one move.”
 
    Oz’s voice dropped lower. “That’s not your job, Bridget. Your job is to adjust to this place. My job is to help you and to keep you safe. Not only from the harem of murderers that you seem to be collecting but from the police and the GBs as well if need be. You don’t deal with them. I deal with them.”
 
    “That’s why you’re mad?” I stared at him. “Because I fended for myself for a moment?” I sat in the deckchair my mouth hanging open, not really sure what to say. I was too surprised to think of a good comeback. Honestly, I was too surprised to really even be angry.
 
    “You asked permission from the GBs. We didn’t need their permission to leave. I didn’t need their permission to take you home. You implied you were answerable to them. You’re not. You’re answerable to me. I decide when you stay and when you go. Me. Not you. Not them. You don’t make those decisions, Bridget. I make them for you.”
 
    “You make my decisions for me?” Okay. Maybe I was a little angry after all. 
 
    “In these situations? Yes.” Oz moved his hands to his hips. “Actually in most situations, yes. You don’t understand the ramifications. You don’t understand what you just did.”
 
     “Well, y’know why that is, don’t you, Mr Parole Officer, sir?” I pushed myself up from the chair and stood in front of him, hands on my hips, matching his posture. “Because no one has bothered to fill me in on the ramifications. When I ask about something and you say ‘don’t do it because the ramifications are harsh’ I ask ‘how harsh’ and all of you, all of you, simply repeat ‘harsh’. That tells me nothing. I have no guidelines. I have no idea of consequences to make balanced decisions. On anything. Do you have any idea how hard that makes things? The only thing you all talk about is how I need to ‘adjust’ but how can I adjust without knowing the parameters? That’s just not realistic. So, y’know what? If I want to make nice with the GB who likes me to get my own way then that’s exactly what I’ll do. Because that I understand. And if you have a problem with it, then that’s exactly what it is. Your problem.” 
 
    Oz’s voice dropped dangerously low. “Don’t push me here, Bridget.”
 
    “Don’t push you?” I stared at him. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
    “I’m bending. I’ve bent—” 
 
    “No. You’ve bent me. You tell me to be friends with my housemates, so I put aside my desire to be left alone and I try. You tell me I have to sit with you all and watch movies once a week when I’d rather pull out my eyeballs with a corkscrew, but I do it. You tell me I have to go to GA meetings every night to learn to ‘adjust’, and I go. You tell me to blow your goddamn whistle when I’m in trouble, and I blow it.” I yanked the whistle from around my neck, snapping the chain, and slapped it to his chest. “Occasionally you come.” That was uncalled for because he’d only not come once and that wasn’t really his fault, but I was mad so I didn’t really feel like being reasonable. “You tell me that—”
 
    “That you’re not allowed to socialise outside of your housemates and you do it anyway.” Oz grabbed the whistle I’d slapped to his chest. “I tell you that you have to request items through proper channels and you go and steal all your makeup back from your previous life. I tell you that you’re not allowed to interact with alive people and you get involved with a medium. I tell you to be careful and you put yourself in danger. Repeatedly. I tell you that I’m the one who makes decisions about your welfare because I have all the information and you go and side with the GBs—”
 
    I threw my hands up in frustration and attacked the one thing in that list of infractions that was going to get me into the least amount of trouble. “I didn’t side with them over you. I just wanted to get back to this dismal, empty, one room I now have to call home so I can wash a dead woman’s blood off my hands.” I held them up so he could see. “I don’t get what you don’t understand about that. I just wanted to go home.” I wasn’t exactly sure when it happened but I felt the tears running down my cheeks. I was betting I didn’t look anything near as attractive as Alex version 2.0 when he’d cried. Not thinking about the blood on my hands I swiped roughly at my cheeks. The dried blood and wet tears no doubt leaving gross pink streaks on my face. I didn’t know what else to do. I stood there and sobbed. 
 
    It took Oz a few seconds to react. I didn’t need his emotional radar to feel his surprise. He wrapped me up in his arms and held me. He didn’t say anything for a long time. He just held me while I cried. I knew somewhere in the back of my mind I’d be mortified about this in the morning but at that moment I was just so tired.
 
    “It’ll be okay,” he whispered, stroking my hair. “Everything is going to be okay.”
 
    “How do you know?” My voice came out muffled since my face was pressed into his chest.
 
    “Because there’s no other option.”
 
    I tilted my face back so I could look into his eyes. “Can I keep my makeup?” 
 
    He tilted his head down, kissed my forehead then looked me in the eye with a hint of a smile. “No.”
 
    ∞
 
    I woke with an arm draped across my neck. My first thought was Oz. Which actually wasn’t a happy thought since I couldn’t remember doing anything whatsoever that would mean him waking up in my bed, let alone nearly crushing my trachea. Then I felt a pair of arms wrapped around my legs and a head resting on my hip. The way the limbs were positioned I was sure there was at least two other people in bed with me, maybe three. Trying not to panic, I squinted my eyes open and looked around. I felt the head lift off my hip.
 
    Petal beamed up at me. “Morning, sunshine.” 
 
    Lucy spoke from the foot of the bed, her arms tightening around my legs. “It’s far too early for that much peppiness.” 
 
    “Paaaa-aaam,” Petal sang and the arm lifted off my neck in a jerk.
 
    “What?” Pam sat bolt upright, alert and scanning the room. “What?” 
 
    I put my hand over my eyes, as if I could block the nightmare out. “Why is everyone sleeping on me?” 
 
    Petal lifted my hand from my face. “Not everyone, silly. Clem and Mark aren’t here.” Her voice took on a solemn edge. “That would be inappropriate.”
 
    “We accidentally overheard you and Oz in the garden last night.” Pam swung her legs over the side of the bed to the floor and reached to the ceiling in a long stretch. “We thought you might want some company.”
 
    Petal bounced off the bed and did a perfect pirouette. I watched her with barely concealed loathing. I hated morning people. “Why would I need company?”
 
    “You were crying like a little girl.” Pam scooted off the bed and started doing lunges across the room. First thing in the morning. Before a cup of tea or anything. What the hell was wrong with these people? Pam turned and lunged back towards the bed. “And in case you had nightmares about killing that Gracie person.”
 
    “I didn’t kill her.” I wasn’t touching the crying comment. As far as I was concerned it hadn’t happened.
 
    “Of course you didn’t.” Lucy patted my shin. “You were just the one they found covered in her blood, standing over her dead body with the bloody murder weapon in your hands.”
 
    I kicked Lucy off my legs and jumped out of bed. I just couldn’t take this much interaction first thing in the morning. “Out.” I stormed across the room and flung my door open. Oz stood there with a tray loaded with toast and four mugs of tea. It was hard to hate a person that brought you tea first thing in the morning.
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “Not a morning person?” 
 
    I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “Did you know about this?”
 
    “This is my house.” He walked past me into the room and set the tray on my chest of drawers. “You know nothing goes on here that I don’t know about.” I assumed that was a dig about my reclaimed makeup, which he’d confiscated.
 
     “Well, that’s not really creepy.” I snapped to his back. “And why is this happening in my room?”
 
    “Yay.” Petal clapped and threw her arms around Oz’s neck for a quick hug and then descended on the tray. “Tea.”
 
    “They want to be your friends.” He lowered his voice as he approached the door. “Let them.”
 
    I scowled at him and folded my arms. “No.” 
 
    “Yes. Or we’ll have to talk about your essay.” He arched an eyebrow and my expression froze. “The one you wrote so eloquently explaining how attending your funeral has helped you understand your role in the afterlife. The one Petal handed in for you.” 
 
    I adjusted my fringe with an attempt at casual. “Why would we need to talk about that?”
 
    His lips flattened into a straight line that told me he knew Petal had written it. “For some unfathomable reason, they like you. And you need the support.” He brushed my fringe out of my eyes. “Let them be your friends.”
 
    I held up a finger in warning. “Okay, but when they start breaking all your rules, remember you asked for it.”
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure it’ll work the other way and they’ll wear you down first.” He smiled and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Don’t bet on it.” I glanced over my shoulder and the three chattering women getting crumbs all over my bed. 
 
    ∞
 
    “So what’s your excuse for standing us up?” Sabrina settled in the chair next to me at breakfast and unloaded her tray. Honeyed toast and coffee as usual. “And it better be good.”
 
    “My excuse? Excuse for what?” I stared blankly at her, my second cup of tea halfway to my mouth. 
 
    I’d escaped from the housemate melee as soon as possible. I could only do “nice” in short bursts in the morning, or really at any point in the day, and quite frankly I was a little surprised at myself for wanting to be able to do it at all. I’d sat and had a cup of tea with them, had a shower while they ate toast and covered my room in crumbs, and then tunnelled to the canteen to eat in peace. 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud.” Sabrina lowered her coffee cup. “Again? Seriously? Just tell me it wasn’t in your locker.”
 
    I shrugged. “It wasn’t in my locker.”
 
    Her eyes darted over my face and she placed her coffee cup back on its saucer. “I don’t care for that tone.”
 
    “Heard you killed someone last night, Bridge. That should help you pass your assessments.” Pete was talking around his mouthful of porridge before his bottom had touched the chair. He was acting normal. So he was pretending the closet incident hadn’t happened even though he’d told Oz about Madame Zorina? Yeah, that wasn’t happening.
 
    “Hey.” Sabrina jabbed her toast in Pete’s direction. “She didn’t kill anyone. She’s going to pass these assessments just fine. And stop yelling at her for things she doesn’t know. Now shove some more porridge in your mouth and be quiet.”
 
    Charlie nodded his greeting around the table. “What is it you didn’t know and why was Pete yelling at you for it?”
 
    “I’m sure Pete will want to explain that one, Charlie, since he’s so talkative on the subject,” I said and took a sip of my tea.
 
    “What was I supposed to do? Not say anything to him?” Pete was talking and still shovelling in his porridge. It must have been a learned skill because he could talk as if his mouth were empty. I couldn’t do that. He lifted his spoon about to shove some more in his mouth. 
 
    “Yes. That was exactly what you were supposed to do,” Sabrina snapped at him.
 
    “He found us in the supply closet.” Pete dropped his spoon into his porridge and prodded the table with his finger. “And he needed to know.”
 
    “You should have let her tell him,” Sabrina said.
 
    “Did I mention he found us alone, in the supply closet? I wasn’t getting out of there without an explanation.”
 
    Sabrina leaned over the table towards Pete, showing him her teeth and not in a smile. “You shouldn’t have pulled her into the supply closet in the first place, then you wouldn’t have been in that position. No—” Sabrina held up her hand before Pete could retort. “Say one more word on this, Pete, one more word, and my scalding coffee is going in your face.” Pete opened his mouth and Sabrina held up her finger in warning. “Don’t even think about testing me.”
 
    The frown on Pete’s face said he was thinking about testing her. Happily though, he didn’t actually do it.
 
    “I do so love our peaceful breakfasts,” Charlie said with a sigh and sprinkled some sugar on his cereal. “I believe there was some drama last night, Bridget. I’m almost afraid to ask.”
 
    I gave them the highlights and then I ate my buttery croissant in silence while they all digested the news along with their breakfasts.
 
    “Who do you think did it?” Pete asked, keeping a wary eye on Sabrina and her coffee.
 
    “I have no interest in who did it, Pete. I’m just focusing on passing my assessment.” I didn’t trust them not to report back to Oz with a detailed account of our conversation as soon as my back was turned.
 
    Pete waved his spoon at me and winked. “Sure you are, Bridge.”
 
    “I hope you’re not giving Oz too much of a rough ride over this. You’re doing everything he asks, right?” Charlie asked.
 
    “Why would you say that, Charlie?” I asked, my mug of tea halfway to my mouth. There must have been something in my tone because everyone stopped eating and turned to me.
 
    Charlie frowned slightly. “Because all these bodies you keep finding affect him just as much. Probably more since it’s his job to protect you and that’s difficult when your ward won’t do what you ask. Especially …”
 
    Sabrina was onto the hanging sentence like a bloodhound. “Especially why?” 
 
    “Especially with there being so many bodies,” Pete supplied. “So just don’t give him a hard time, okay?”
 
    “Funny how they’re allowed their little secrets,” Sabrina said to me while frowning at Pete. Yeah, I didn’t think that was what Charlie had meant either. 
 
    I grabbed my tray up and stood. “Sure, Pete. I’ll not give him a hard time.” 
 
    “Luck for today,” Pete called after me, oblivious to my little dig.
 
    Charlie raised his teacup. “Seconded. And be careful.”
 
    “Thanks, fellas,” I said. Sabrina stood and followed me to the hatch. “I’m sorry about last night. Quickly fill me in?”
 
    “How about you fill me in about what’s going on with Oz first?”
 
    “Nothing’s going on with Oz.” I tried for a casual tone and a one-shoulder shrug.
 
    “Uh-huh.” Sabrina wasn’t convinced but she let it go. For now. 
 
    I glanced around us again to check no one had sneaked up on us. “So, last night?”
 
    “Well, your friend Eric, who is quite the dish, got us into the office no problems. We checked out the files. Jenny’s wasn’t there and Warren’s read like an average angsty teenager. It was quite the disappointment.” 
 
    “So where’s Jenny’s file? I asked.
 
    “I’ve no idea, which is a quandary. Unless someone has stolen it, it should’ve been with Watson or us. Unless …”
 
    I sighed. “Unless what?”
 
    “Unless she’s a GB plant again,” Sabrina offered with a shrug.
 
    “I do hate her so. And why did you say Eric’s name like that?”
 
    Sabrina grinned at me. “Because Edith said there’s only one person she can think of who could tunnel wherever he wanted without restriction. And his name wasn’t Eric.” 
 
    “Don’t say his name.” I held up my hand as if that would stop her. “I’m not sure that anything bad would happen but let’s play safe today, shall we?”
 
    “I’m not stupid.” Sabrina lightly slapped my arm with the back of her hand. “Today will go better.” She gave me a quick hug and darted off up the corridor. 
 
    “You’ve just jinxed me,” I called after her and turned to head to the front desk. Alex version 2.0 paled when he saw me coming. He even did that perfectly. 
 
    “Please.” He held up his hands and backed up all the way until his back pressed against the cupboards. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m too handsome to die.”
 
    “Did you actually just say that to me?” I stared at him. “Personally, I think the fact that you believe that is plenty enough reason for you to die.”
 
    He screamed. Not the high-pitched girly scream I’d expected but short, sharp screams, almost like yelps. His eyes darted around the thankfully empty reception area for help.
 
    “Hey!” I snapped my fingers a couple of times to get his attention. I was out of patience with these idiots. “Is there a new locker assignment for me?”
 
    “Do you have a locker?” he asked, his voice breathy from his yelping screams.
 
    I frowned at him. “You know I have a locker.”
 
    “Does it lock?” 
 
    “Really?” I gestured between us. “We’re going to do this again? Can’t you just assign me a new locker?”
 
    Alex version 2.0 shook his head vehemently. “I’m so sorry.” He shuddered and a perfect tear rolled down each cheek in synchronisation. “I’m so, so sorry.”
 
    Before I could question the yelping Alex version 2.0 about who I’d need to see about locker changes since Johnson wasn’t getting it done, Jenny summoned me early for the assessment. It was as if my time wasn’t even my own anymore. This afterlife business was killing my will to live.
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Fifteen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    I landed in the corridor as usual. And, as usual, when I walked through the double doors into the assembly hall, the rest of the seats were already filled. 
 
    Jenny pursed her lips at me, tapping her watch. “You’re late, Bridget.” 
 
    She hovered in front of the teacher’s desk with Matthew, Nancy and a short, chubby brunette girl who resembled Gracie only without the manic foot-to-foot stepping. 
 
    “Why are you saying it like it’s my fault?” I asked, finding my usual seat. “You’re the one in charge of my punctuality.”
 
    “Now everyone’s here …” Jenny glanced pointedly at me. “Today we have another new face. This is Hannah and she’ll be standing in for Gracie today. So, today’s assessment will be role playing. Everyone will—”
 
    “Excuse me?” Jessica, the lady who’d been the first murder victim from the previous assessment and the role play enthusiast, raised her hand. “Aren’t we going to talk about Gracie?”
 
    Jenny narrowed her eyes at the woman. “No. Now—”
 
    “Well, don’t you think we should?” Jessica’s question received a chorus of murmured agreement. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Jenny gave the room a tight lipped smile. Or she might just have been grinding her teeth in frustration. It was hard to tell. “We don’t have time for—”
 
    “I would like to talk about it.” Jessica stood up from behind her desk. “I would like to talk about how someone brought a knife with them specifically for that purpose. About how it was pitch black in that room. About how maybe Gracie wasn’t the intended target. About how someone” – she stared directly at me – “in this room is a murderer.” Every other pair of eyes fell on me.
 
    Well, wasn’t this turning into another beautiful day?
 
    “She does have a point.” Tommy spoke up from the back row. “It is likely someone brought the knife with them specifically for that purpose.”
 
    And then everyone was talking at once, denying it was them. The only exceptions were Tommy, Warren, me and the assessment leaders. 
 
    “Quiet!” Jenny held her hands high at the front of the room, her face reddened by either the effort of keeping hold of her temper or from frustration. Or possibly both.
 
    “Did everyone know what the activity was going to be?” Hannah’s nasally voice echoed in the silence as she looked around the room. “I thought it was a surprise.”
 
    “It was.” Jenny nodded. “Only Matthew, Gracie, Nancy and I knew what it was going to be.” 
 
    Silence held around the hall while we waited for her to understand what she’d just admitted to. Or at least while Tommy, who raised an eyebrow at me, Warren, who grinned, and I waited for her to realise. I think the others were likely just enjoying the pause in conversation.
 
     “But obviously,” Jenny continued quickly when she realised she’d just incriminated herself, Matthew and Nancy, “the killer was just carrying the knife in hopes of an opportunity to use it.”
 
    “That seems unlikely, Jenny,” said Hannah and it sounded like someone was pinching her nose while she spoke. That was going to get annoying fast. “A kitchen knife is not something you can hide in your pocket.” Hannah might have verbally directed that comment to Jenny but she’d been watching Matthew when she said it.
 
    “Why don’t you mind your business, Hannah?” Matthew snarled at her. “This is complicated assessment stuff. You wouldn’t understand it.”
 
    Hannah’s face screwed up into a scowl but Jenny spoke before Hannah could retort. “How about this? For today’s role play, you can all question each other about last night.”
 
    “That’s not really role play is it?” A teenage boy on my right spoke up. 
 
    I’d noticed that too but I hadn’t been about to say anything since it meant I’d get to question everyone. Not one to look a stupid assessment leader in the mouth and all. I wasn’t expecting anyone to admit to being the murderer but perhaps someone might slip up somehow.
 
    “Murder in the dark wasn’t team work either,” Jessica snapped at him. “But this is important.”
 
    “What exactly do you hope to gain from this?” Hannah asked Jessica. “If the murderer is in this room they’re not just going to admit it because you ask them.”
 
    Jessica jabbed a finger in Hannah’s direction. “Shut up. You’re just a stand in. You don’t understand. This is complicated assessment stuff.”
 
    Hannah jabbed her finger in Jessica’s direction, her nasal whine jumping a couple of octaves and making me wince. “Don’t take that tone with me, you—”
 
    “She’s right,” Matthew snapped, his face screwed up in disgust as he glanced at Hannah. “Shut up, Hannah.”
 
    “Don’t you tell me to shut up.” Hannah squared up to Matthew. Her voice jumped another whiny octave. One more and only dogs would be able to hear her. “You have no right to—”
 
    “Okaaaaay.” Jenny clapped twice to focus the attention back to her. 
 
    I watched Hannah and Matthew still scowling at each other. Hannah had purposefully antagonised him and he’d snapped right back. There was something up between them. Something that smelled like history to me. Romantic history. And, by the looks of it, a messy break up. Maybe Hannah was the person Matthew was involved with when Gracie had informed. Although that didn’t make much sense about why she and Matthew weren’t getting along. Unless maybe Gracie didn’t know who Matthew’s girlfriend was and Matthew had sold Hannah out for a shorter probation extension. Whatever had happened, Hannah had the whole scorned woman thing going on and Matthew was definitely on the defensive. I’d have to see if Sabrina had any gossip on it.
 
    “Everyone arrange your chairs in a circle.” Jenny drew a large circle in the air because obviously still no one knew what a circle looked like.
 
    After a couple of minutes of chair shuffling we’d managed courageously to form a circle, with much vocal support from Jenny. Matthew had taken the chair from behind the teacher’s desk at the front of the hall and placed it in the centre of the circle so we could swivel and face our questioners.
 
    Jenny glanced around the circle. “Who’d like to go first?” 
 
    Jessica pointed at me. “I think she should.” 
 
    Jenny beamed at me and pointed to the chair in the centre. “Bridget.”
 
    “Actually, I think you, Matthew and Nancy should go first. To show us how it’s done.” I smiled back at her and gestured to the chair with a sweeping arm motion that was much more graceful than hers had been. Not that it was a competition or anything. 
 
    Her head retreated back so far it merged with her neck. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
    Tommy gestured between the three of them. “You were all in the room. And you were near her when the lights went out. And all three of you had prior knowledge of what the activity would be, as Hannah pointed out.”
 
    Jenny flicked an annoyed gaze at a smiling Hannah and then narrowed her eyes at Tommy. Yep, he was failing the assessment with me. “Are you accusing us of murdering our colleague?”
 
    Tommy didn’t flinch. “No. Are you accusing us of murdering your colleague?”
 
    Jenny clenched her jaw shut. Her nostrils flared as she exhaled. “No.”
 
    Tommy raised both his hands, a pleasant smile still on his face. “Then what’s the point of the exercise?”
 
    “What’s been the point of any of these exercises?” someone on the fair side of the circle mumbled.
 
    “The point is that someone here murdered poor Gracie.” Jessica stood and pointed to me then at the chair. “Bridget.”
 
    Really? I didn’t take that kind of crap from Oz and he was technically the boss of me, whether I admitted that out loud or not. And he was hot. I wasn’t taking it from her. I stared at her. I stared at her long enough for her to start fidgeting with the pocket of her jumpsuit. 
 
    “I’m sorry. What was your name?” I asked.
 
    She straightened her shoulders and tilted her head up. “Jessica.”
 
    “Okay, Jessica.” I inclined my head to her as a form of handshake. “I’ll happily take my turn.” 
 
    “Good.” She pointed to the chair again. 
 
    “Right after Jenny, Matthew and Nancy.” And since everyone else was pointing at things, I pointed to them, then to her. “And you.”
 
    Jessica looked to Jenny for help and Jenny pointed to me then to the chair. “You were volunteered first.” What was wrong with these people? Why did everything need to be pointed at? I wasn’t blind. I could see where the chair was.
 
    “I remember that, Jenny. But you” – I pointed at Jenny – “have to wonder. Jessica” – I pointed at Jessica – “was awfully quick to literally point the finger at someone else before anyone could point it at her.” I pointed to her again for emphasis. Jessica started to bumble out some protests but I ignored her. “And I” – I pointed to myself – “have never played this game before so it would be really beneficial to me” – I pointed to myself again and still using my oh-so-reasonable tone – “and no doubt everyone else in the room, for you to show us what to do.” I pointed around the room, to her and Matthew and then back around the room.
 
    Tommy had erupted into a coughing fit in the middle of my pointing spree but I assumed that was more to cover his laughter. 
 
    If it were possible to shoot real daggers from your eyes Jenny would have impaled me so completely I would’ve resembled a pincushion. Or dagger cushion. Jenny flounced to the centre of the circle and flopped into the chair, legs crossed, arms folded and pouting. The picture of approachable compliance. 
 
    I looked around the room, trying very hard to keep my smile moderated. I so loved winning. “Now, who would like to start?”
 
    ∞
 
    I peeled the paper back and blew on the cheese and onion pasty Sabrina had chosen for me from the canteen before taking a small bite. I was sitting on the grass in the Italian Gardens opposite Sabrina and Edith, who had spread their lunches out over the bench. They’d offered to move but I was happy on the grass with my back to the sun. I assumed that Sabrina had filled Edith in on what she’d missed since when I arrived they’d been discussing the best places to dump a body. I wasn’t sure whose body they were considering dumping but it was nice to know they were planning for all contingencies.
 
    “How was it, dear?” Edith asked, tucking into her pasta salad.
 
    “It was role playing,” I said, and Edith and Sabrina pulled the same expression as if they’d tasted something bitter and sucked some air through their teeth. “Or it was supposed to be, but some twit accused me of murder so we played the well-known role play game where one person sits in the centre of a circle and everyone questions their murderous intentions.”
 
    “What?” Sabrina asked. “You got to question everyone in your group? About the murders?”
 
    “Yep.” I took a small sip of the water Sabrina had gotten for me. “Well, just Gracie’s really.”
 
    Edith forked up a plum tomato from her salad. “It’s rude to drag it out, dear.”
 
    “No one saw anything which, since we were in a pitch black room, is not a surprise. But no one heard anything either. No one had an inkling anything was wrong until the lights came on. And no one incriminated themselves under questioning.” I took another bite of my pasty. The calorie free food was a pretty good silver lining to being dead. It’d been a long time since I’d enjoyed a good pasty. 
 
    “That’s disappointing,” Sabrina said.
 
    I dusted some flakes of pastry from my lap. “I know. No one openly admitting to murder when being questioned in public. It was quite a shock to me too.”
 
    “So our suspect list is no smaller.” Edith reached for her coffee and took a small sip. “Have you spoken to your housemate, the one with the terrible fashion sense? Has she got any prime suspects for us?”
 
    “I was a little preoccupied last night but I will tonight,” I said. “But first, did you read the police report about what happened last night?”
 
    Sabrina threw a glance at Edith and then looked back to me. “Yeah. Gracie stumbled into you. You caught the knife handle as she fell backward. The lights came on and you're implicated in her murder.”
 
    “Yeah, so, that’s not exactly what happened. That’s just what I told the police. And Oz.”
 
    Sabrina narrowed her eyes at me. “You didn’t stab her, right?”
 
    I gave Sabrina a flat stare. “Yes. I stabbed her. In a room full of witnesses.”
 
    “It was dark. No one would’ve seen you.” Sabrina inclined her head in thought. “You could’ve done a better job of getting rid of the murder weapon though.”
 
    “What did you neglect to tell the police, dear?” Edith asked, patting Sabrina’s knee to quiet her.
 
    “That someone stabbed Gracie, grabbed my wrist, yanked me to my feet, slapped the knife handle into my hand and then, I think, pushed Gracie into me to cover me in her blood.”
 
    Sabrina covered her mouth and spoke around her hand. “That’s not good, Bridge.”
 
    “Oh, really? Is it not?” I asked, raising my eyebrows in faux surprise. “I’m so glad I have you here to explain these things to me.” 
 
    “First the eyewitness and then this.” Edith tapped her chin. “Someone is working hard to frame you, dear. Any ideas on who it could be?”
 
    “Any idea who hates me enough to murder a couple of people and blame me?” I shook my head. “No. I’d like to think no one hates me that much.”
 
    “It’s not about hating you, dear, it’s about you being a convenient scapegoat.”
 
    “But why am I the scapegoat?” I asked but it came out as a whine. “There’s a whole room full of other people being assessed.”
 
    “Yes, dear, but those other people haven’t found three dead ghosts already.”
 
    “Actually. This is good news,” Sabrina said. “It might narrow our suspect list. Was it a man or woman who grabbed you?”
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “You remember the part about it being pitch black, right?”
 
    Sabrina tutted at me. “How big was their hand? Did they yank you up easily or did it feel like it required effort from them? Was the hand smooth or rough? Did you feel long nails dig into your skin when they grasped your wrist?”
 
    “It was cold,” I said with a shrug. “I was so surprised, and a little freaked out, I didn’t pay all that much attention to whether they used hand cream or not.”
 
    “What was your initial thought when you felt them grip your wrist?” Edith asked.
 
    “Do you mean other than the same thought I have every morning I wake up, which is ‘this isn’t going to end well’?”
 
    Edith pressed her lips into a flat line. “Yes, dear, other than that.”
 
    “I though it was Gracie. She’d flipped out at me earlier. I don’t know what I thought she was going to do though.”
 
    Sabrina nodded. “Okay, so that means it’s a woman. It narrows our suspect pool, at least.” 
 
    “Just because I thought it was Gracie?” I glanced between them. “Did you hear the part where she flipped out at me? Of course I thought it was Gracie.”
 
    Edith shook her head. “Your mind took in all the clues without you realising, dear. If it had been a man your first thought wouldn’t have been Gracie. Some part of your brain would’ve recognised the difference.”
 
     I glanced between them. “I love your oh-so-scientific deductions.” 
 
    “Combine this with the face shifting and it means that whoever is doing this is definitely an experienced ghost and they have to be in your assessment group, so that leaves who?” Sabrina asked, ignoring my dig.
 
    “Jenny, Nancy and Hannah. And then there’s a crazy woman called Jessica too. Although I’m not sure how long Nancy and Hannah have been dead for. Or Jessica. Or Jenny for that matter.” I tried to do a mental check around the group. I was pretty sure everyone else who wore profession jumpsuits were men.
 
    “Some people learn the face shifting with relative ease. And, occasionally, by accident.”
 
    Sabrina frowned. “What? Like, I died on Monday I can face shift on Tuesday?”
 
    “No. Not quite that easily. Some people can learn it in a week or two though, but they’re usually …” Edith’s frown smoothed out as she looked between us.
 
    I winced. I had a horrible feeling I wasn’t going to like what Edith was about to say. “They’re usually what?”
 
    “They’re usually mediums,” Edith said.
 
    Sabrina slapped her thigh and pointed to me. “Told you it was Warren!”
 
    “You just told me the murderer was a woman!” I gestured to her with my bottle of water, sloshing some onto the grass. “And when? When did you say it was Warren?”
 
    “I said he was shifty after that back watching deal.”
 
    “You think everyone’s shifty.”
 
    Sabrina threw her hands up. “Everyone here is shifty!”
 
    “Warren does seem like a good suspect, and he is small and weedy. You could mistake him for a woman in the dark,” Edith said.
 
    I shook my head at them both. “You guys are ridiculous.”
 
    Edith waved away my comment. “We’ll do some more digging. And on the topic of your friends, dear—”
 
    “I thought we’d just decided Warren was possibly a blame-passing murderer? Not a friend.”
 
    “—we had a lovely chat with Eric.” Edith arched an eyebrow and spoke over me. “Very interesting boy. We also found that Watson hadn’t made one positive recommendation for any of her patients.”
 
    I glanced between Sabrina and Edith. “Not one?” 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Just as well you killed her or she’d have had you imprisoned and brainwashed.”
 
    “That’s weird, right?” I asked Edith, ignoring Sabrina. “Surely not every one of her patients can need brainwashing. The odds against that have to be huge. It would be good if we could find out what the average per cent of negative recommendations from others doctors look like.”
 
    “Checked this morning,” Sabrina said. “General range is anything from forty to sixty per cent.”
 
    “Wow, that’s pretty high,” I said.
 
    “I think that’s quite low,” Edith said. “You have to remember that if these people are being sent to therapy then there’s already something obviously wrong.”
 
    “Oz sent me to therapy,” I pointed out.
 
    “Once, dear, to cover you both from further questioning.”
 
    “Because that worked out so well,” I mumbled.
 
    “I’m assuming Sabrina’s filled you in on Jenny’s missing file,” Edith said.
 
    “Which I’ve still not been able to locate,” Sabrina added.
 
    “Maybe she really is a GB plant again,” I said.
 
    “Has she been a plant before?” Edith looked between us and we nodded. “Well, then it’s likely she is again.”
 
    Sabrina focused on Edith like there was nothing else in her vision. “How do you know?”
 
    “The GBs recruit trainee GA leaders to act as plants in certain situations.”
 
    “Wouldn't that be a bit obvious since Bridget already knows she's been a plant?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “Not if she is genuinely a trainee GA leader. Which makes her more like a snitch. Or double agent,” I said. “Recruited to investigate Watson's lack of positive recommendations while doing her job.”
 
    “That would make sense,” Sabrina said with a nod.
 
    “Wait, did you say all trainee GA leaders?” I asked Edith. I did not want Lucy being a plant. I didn’t see that ending well for her. “Do they remain plants once they’ve graduated? Can they say no? Why trainee GA leaders specifically?”
 
    “She’s worrying about her housemate,” Sabrina explained to Edith’s frown.
 
    “All trainees are recruited but their level of involvement differs,” Edith explained. “They’re recruited under the guise that it helps GA leaders understand the importance of ensuring their groups remain well-adjusted and to foster a positive working relationship with the GBs. That way the GA leaders are supportive of the GB organisation and more likely to call on them if they have concerns.”
 
    I shook my head. “Well, that’s just not happening. I don’t want Lucy involved on any level with the GBs.”
 
    “But you’ll happily get in bed with them?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “I’m not ‘in bed with them’ and even if I were, I’m well-adjusted, regardless of what Watson thought. Lucy isn’t. They’ll take advantage of her, won’t they?” I asked Edith. Edith didn’t say anything but inclined her head with a slight grimace, which I took to mean I was right. I was talking to Oz about this the next time I saw him. And Lucy. If I bribed her with enough makeovers I was fairly sure I’d be able to convince her not to get too involved with them. And that did seem like a truly honourable reason to steal essential makeup items and build my collection back up. 
 
    “So, to get back to the whole murdering business, what you’re saying is we can strike Jenny off our suspect list?” I asked.
 
    “Not necessarily, dear,” Edith said.
 
    “Great,” I said with a sigh. “So, we’re no closer to a credible suspect.”
 
    “Oh!” Sabrina snapped her fingers at me. “What was that about Oz at breakfast this morning?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said with a sigh and adjusted my fringe. “He was just annoyed because I played nice with Officer Leonard to get home rather than sitting in that interrogation room all night.”
 
    Edith frowned at me, her eyes narrowing like a hawk on a mouse. “Played nice how?”
 
    “It’s a good job you’re not in bed with them, though,” Sabrina mumbled and I shot her a glare.
 
    “We were about to leave, the detective blocked our way and pretty much directly challenged Oz for superiority in the situation. I pointedly asked the GB if we could go, implying the GB’s authority over the detective. Oz wasn’t happy about that.”
 
    Edith inclined her head. She didn’t tut but I could tell she wanted to. “Well, it’s not wise to concede their power over anyone, and you did undermine Oz by asking, dear.”
 
    “What did he do?” Sabrina asked.
 
    I shrugged. “We had a bit of a discussion.”
 
    “And?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “And nothing.”
 
    This time Edith did tut. “It’s considered impolite to lie to your friends, dear.”
 
    I rolled my eyes. “And then I cried all over him.”
 
    Edith and Sabrina exchanged a glance before Sabrina turned back to me. “You cried? In front of him?”
 
    “No. Not in front of him. All over him. And I didn’t mean to. It just sort of happened.” I grimaced at the memory. “I totally understand why people do it though. He stopped yelling so I’m considering that a win for me.”
 
    Sabrina grinned at me. “What did he do?”
 
    “He hugged me and lied to me.”
 
    Edith smiled. “What lie did he tell you?”
 
    “That everything was going to be okay.”
 
    “That was nice of him,” Sabrina said with a cough and a nod. 
 
    “Are you being sarcastic right now?” I asked and looked between them when no one responded. Sabrina itched her ear and stared out over the gardens trying not to smile and Edith wore the same expression as she dusted down her skirt suit. 
 
    I glanced between them again. “What?”
 
    “Nothing.” Sabrina shook her head.
 
    “What?” I asked Edith.
 
    “He seems like a very nice boy, dear.” She leaned forward and patted my knee. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy.”
 
    “There’s nothing going on.” I glanced between them again. 
 
    “Okay.” Sabrina nodded, eyes wide and innocent. 
 
    “There isn’t!”
 
    “Okay,” Sabrina agreed again, far too easily. “But you don’t cry in front of me.”
 
    “I didn’t mean—” I swallowed the rest of that denial since neither seemed in the mood to buy it. 
 
    “And he’s such an improvement on that drip from the funeral,” Edith added.
 
    I was completely ignoring that comment. “Are we going to check out this cruise holiday or what?” 
 
    Sabrina laughed as we disposed of our rubbish in the nearby bin before Edith took our hands and tunnelled us to outside the travel agents. The streets were lunchtime busy but because of the heat everyone seemed to be moving in slow motion. In life it would have infuriated me but in the afterlife it helpfully made them all much easier to dodge. 
 
    “How are we going to do this?” I asked. “It’s not like we can just walk in and ask for the information we want.”
 
    “That is exactly what we’re going to do, dear,” Edith said as she tilted her head to one side to stretch her neck out and then rolled her shoulders back. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Sabrina asked me as we watched Edith close her eyes and stand perfectly still.
 
    “Weren’t you listening when she just explained?”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “She didn’t just explain.”
 
    I gave Sabrina a pointed look. “Exactly. So how would I know?”
 
    “I thought that—” Sabrina cut off when I grabbed her arm and pointed to Edith’s face. Which was rapidly becoming Rebecca’s face. 
 
    Edith opened her eyes and smiled at us. Both Sabrina and I peered into Edith’s Rebecca face. It was disturbingly uncanny. 
 
    “Are you a bit freaked out by how easy that seemed?” Sabrina asked me, still examining Edith’s Rebecca mask.
 
    “Uh-huh.” I stepped back and looked Edith over. Her whole physique had changed. I briefly glanced Sabrina’s way. “It makes me think we need a code phrase so I know I’m always talking to you.”
 
    “That’s not necessary, dear.” Edith’s voice came from Rebecca’s face. “You can’t change your voice.”
 
    Sabrina jerked back. “That is very disconcerting. You really look like her. I’m not sure that suit is really Rebecca, though.” Sabrina gestured to Edith’s usual grey suit.
 
    I rolled my eyes at Sabrina. “Because you know her oh-so-well.” 
 
    “I was just saying, if you’re going to do it, why not go the whole hog?”
 
    “Because it’s tiring,” Edith said as her grey suit faded into a brightly patterned summer dress. “Better?”
 
    Sabrina pressed her lips together and looked Edith over. “Well, her husband has just died so I’m not sure the whole summer floral thing is appropriate.”
 
    “Shall we?” Edith asked, ignoring Sabrina.
 
    “Wait.” I peered into Edith’s Rebecca face. “I’m not sure you’ve got the face right.”
 
    Rebecca’s face morphed into an expression that was distinctly Edith’s. “Do you think you can do better?”
 
    “No, it just makes me a little uncomfortable to look at. Don’t you feel it?” I asked Sabrina making a swirly gesture at Edith’s morphed face.
 
    Sabrina narrowed her eyes and stared. “Yeah. You’ve got the features right but they somehow don’t mesh together properly.”
 
    “Well, how about when we finish here you two spend some time practising this and see how easy you find it?”
 
    “I’m stalling at the beginners stuff.” Sabrina said with a pout. “I can’t even stick my hand through a wall yet. So, disappointingly, I think that’ll be a little above me,”
 
    “That’s not a reason to not try, dear.”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Oh, I wasn’t saying I wasn’t going to try.”
 
    Edith patted her hand. “Good girl.”
 
    “Thanks, Mum.”
 
    Appearing mollified, Edith pushed open the door and we followed her inside. Three desks sat on either side of the room; the men had taken the left, the ladies the right. I wasn’t sure if it was intentional or if it had randomly worked out that way but it gave quite a strong sense of gender division in the office.
 
    “How are we going to do this?” I asked, glancing around. Posters of idyllic destinations like the Caribbean or the Alps covered the walls. Something for everyone.
 
    “Watch and learn, dear,” Edith mumbled out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Hi there.” The man at the front desk noticed Edith a second sooner than his female counterpart and was on his feet in front of us before she could stand. “How can I help you today?”
 
    “My husband came here to book a cruise. His name is Derek Walsh. Do you happen to know who was dealing with it?”
 
    A young girl at the last desk on the left jumped to her feet. “Me! I was! It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Walsh.” The girl scurried forward with her hand extended while she was still a good distance away. When she finally reached Edith the girl looked into Edith’s face and her smile froze. She didn’t recoil exactly but there was an uncomfortable, almost reluctant feel to her posture. The girl awkwardly morphed her extended hand into a gesture for Edith to take a seat at her desk. Just as well, really because if she’d tried for a hand shake that would’ve ended poorly. And probably in screaming.
 
    “That’s weird.” Sabrina pointed to the girl’s expression. “It’s like she knows something’s not quite right.”
 
    The young girl guided Edith to her desk at the back of the office and offered Edith a seat.
 
    “How can I help you, Mrs Walsh?”
 
    “I know Derek was planning a surprise cruise for us to celebrate our wedding anniversary, but he’s dead.”
 
    I didn’t know who was more surprised at Edith’s lack of tact, us or the girl. The girl jerked back in her chair. It took her a few seconds to recover. She leaned forward and reached to place her hand over Edith’s. I winced. I wasn’t great at all the touchy-feely emotional stuff but Edith just didn’t have that in her. Also, the girl's hand would've gone through Edith's and I doubted that would've prompted a calm divulgence of information from the girl.
 
    “Thank you.” Edith removed her hands from the table before the girl could touch them and folded them back in her lap. “So, about this cruise?”
 
    “Er … right. Yes.” The girl began tapping on her keyboard. “Did you still want to go?”
 
    “Initially, I did think it might be nice. Maybe scatter his ashes out in the ocean somewhere …”
 
    The girl jumped on that. “That’s a lovely idea. I only spoke to him the once but I think he’d have really liked that.”
 
    I snorted. “Or you’d really like that since it means you won’t have to give her a refund.”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t think you get refunds on holidays. It depends how much in advance you cancel. It’s not like returning a top because you get it home and realise you have nothing to go with it.”
 
    I stepped back and eyed Sabrina. “Why would you buy a top without knowing what it would go with?”
 
    Sabrina opened her mouth to explain but Edith coughed pointedly. 
 
    “Actually, I’d like to cancel. I feel that I would benefit more from spending time around my family.”
 
    The girl frowned. “Oh. Are you sure? I’ve heard that it’s not a good idea to make big decisions at traumatic times.”
 
    “I think so, dear,” Edith said with a nod.
 
    “Okay, well I’m sorry to hear that.” The girl reached into her top desk drawer, pulled out a business card and handed it to Edith. “If you change your mind, please come back and see me. I’d love to sort out a sunny break for you.”
 
    Edith took the card. “Thank you, dear. Now, how do we go about processing the refund?”
 
    The girl blinked. “Refund?”
 
    “Yes. I understand that you’ll likely keep the deposit but I assume I’m cancelling in enough time to have the balance refunded?”
 
    The girl shook her head slowly. “Your husband didn’t pay anything.”
 
    It was Edith’s turn to blink. “I’m sorry?”
 
    “He came in asking about cruises, costs and dates, a couple of weeks ago. He was due back in at the start of this week but he never came.”
 
    Edith pinned the girl with a stare. “What aren’t you telling me, child?”
 
    The girl grimaced and twisted her fingers together. “He said that he couldn’t put a deposit down because his money was tied up in a bet.”
 
    “A bet?”
 
    “Look, I don’t want to—”
 
    “What bet?”
 
    “He said it was a sure thing and he made an appointment to come back in at the start of this week. When he didn’t come back I just assumed he’d lost the money.” The girl grimaced and twisted her fingers some more. “I’m really sorry.”
 
    Edith shot her head. “It’s not your fault, child. Is there any chance you remember what he said he was betting on?”
 
    “It was a horse called Flash in the Pan. He said that it was a sign because everybody had said your romance would just be a flash in the pan.” The girl gave another apologetic wince as she said it. 
 
    “And?” I asked. I knew she couldn’t hear me but Edith didn’t look like she was about to push the girl.
 
    “And nothing. He was a gambler. They don’t really need anything else,” Sabrina called as she crouched over the keyboard of the computer on the opposite side of the aisle. I watched as she pulled up a horse racing website and searched the horse’s name. It looked like a screen of algebra to me. Something you had to translate back from gibberish to numbers before you could even try to solve the problems.
 
    Several more clicks later Sabrina stood and frowned at the screen. “Huh.” 
 
    “Huh, what?”
 
    “The horse won. At a hundred and twenty-eight to one odds.”
 
    I nodded. “That’s nice.”
 
    “You don’t understand, do you?”
 
    I shrugged. “I understand what winning means.”
 
    Sabrina laughed and shut down the racing page before we could get caught.
 
    “Thank you, dear.” Edith said to the girl as she stood. 
 
    Edith heading towards the front of the shop and we tunnelled back to the Italian Gardens to wait for her. I glanced around us at the precise flower beds and neatly trimmed grass. 
 
    I pointed to Sabrina. “How come you don’t get hay fever here?”
 
    Sabrina looked around us and then began sneezing. “Thanks, Bridge.”
 
    I offered her a dried apricot and sighed. “I love how everything here is just so logical.” I glanced around us again. After looking at all those posters on the walls of the travel agents the park seemed a poor substitute. “Do you think tomorrow we could have lunch on a beach in Bali?”
 
    Sabrina swallowed the fruit and wiped at the tears leaking from her eyes. “Can’t.” 
 
    “I’m sure Edith could tunnel us that far,” I said.
 
    “No, we can’t because of the border patrol.”
 
    “The what?” I asked, staring at her. I’d obviously misheard.
 
    “We can’t leave the country, or more precisely the land mass. We can go to Wales and Scotland but other than that we’d need passports and a whole host of travel documents.”
 
    I stared at her. “What?”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “Haven’t we had this conversation?”
 
    “No, we have not!” I snapped 
 
    Sabrina shrugged, and settled down on the grass now her hay fever seemed to have abated. “Now we have.”
 
    “Did you say the horse was a winner, dear?” Edith popped up in front of me.
 
    “Did you know we were imprisoned here?” I asked. 
 
    Edith frowned around her. “In the gardens?”
 
    “No, on this landmass.”
 
    Edith sighed. “Yes, it’s one of the many reasons why the GBs and I disagreed. But I don’t think it’s helpful for you to be focusing on that right now, dear. You have an assessment to pass and those types of questions aren’t going to help you.”
 
    “Fine,” I said, flopping down on the grass next to Sabrina. “But we’re going to discuss this at a later date.” 
 
    Sabrina smirked at me, which made me think she was already working on a way to get around the border patrol. Probably for no other reason than she didn’t like to be told she couldn’t leave. 
 
    “Back to the problem in hand,” Sabrina said. “I suggest we check out the allotment and Derek’s shed,”
 
    Edith nodded. “If he was trying to hide his gambling that would be the most likely place to keep his newspapers and betting slips.” Edith checked her watch. “I am otherwise engaged on another case this afternoon so I’ll wait for you ladies and we can go tomorrow.”
 
    If Sabrina had been a dog her ears would’ve pricked up. “What other case?”
 
    Edith waved away Sabrina’s interest. “Cheating husband.”
 
    “What do they need Madame Zorina for?” I asked with a frown. “Why wouldn’t they use a normal private investigator?”
 
    Edith shook her head. “Discretion.”
 
    “Why would a medium be more inclined to be discrete?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “I don’t know, dears. I’m just the hired help. Lunch tomorrow?” 
 
    We nodded and Edith disappeared. 
 
    “Was that a bit weird?” I asked Sabrina. 
 
    She nodded. “Little bit, yeah.”
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “How was your afternoon?” Sabrina asked as I met her outside the fort. “Did Pete behave himself?”
 
    “He did. He didn’t verbally apologise for telling Oz about Madame Zorina but he was extra nice.”
 
    Sabrina huffed out a breath. “An apology would’ve been better.”
 
    We headed into the fort to find an extra thirty people or so milling around and eating all of our biscuits. I turned to Sabrina but she shook her head. I took that to mean she didn’t know what was happening either.
 
    “Here’s hoping we have another assessment tonight,” Warren grumbled as he walked past.
 
    I grabbed his arm. “Why? Who are these people and why are they drinking all my tea?”
 
    He shook his head. “You never listen. They’re an older GA group here to talk to us about their a-maz-ing experiences of the afterlife.”
 
    I glanced around the room at all the smiling and laughing and my lip curled in distaste. “Yeah, I’d much rather have an assessment than suffer through this.”
 
    Warren mumbled something in agreement before trying to fight his way through the happy people to the refreshment table.
 
    Sabrina grimaced as she surveyed the room. “If you do have an assessment, I’m coming with you. I’m not staying here. I don’t care how bad you say they are, they can’t be worse than this.”
 
    I was about to respond when the familiar tickle of the summoning vibrated through me. I gave Sabrina a little finger wave and watched her expression turn from surprise to disgusted resignation.
 
    I could smell the salt on the air before I’d fully landed. A view of the town, harbour and beach filled my vision. It was so beautiful that I almost smiled. Almost, because I remembered where I’d have to be to see this view. I turned around slowly and felt my shoulders sag.
 
    I shook my head. “Why does she always have to jinx me?”
 
    “Ah, Bridget. Warren.” Jenny stood at the gates to the cemetery. She held one open and waved us in. “That’s everybody.”
 
    “Must be lovely to be back here,” Warren said. “Such fond memories.”
 
    Don’t publicly wish him dead. Don’t publicly threaten him. Just let it go. “Yes, Warren, I have many fond memories of a cemetery. Doesn’t everyone?”
 
    The last time I was here it had been with Sabrina, and a gun-toting crazy person had chased us through the trees, so to say I had “fond memories” may have been overstating it a bit. 
 
    I nodded at Jenny as I passed, leaving her with Warren, and stepped onto the familiar gravel path. A stream of the other members of the assessment group wandered slowly ahead. When Tommy saw me he slowed down to wait.
 
    “Lovely evening for a party in the cemetery, don’t you think?” He gestured around us at the sporadic graves and uneven grass.
 
    “Oh, I never attend parties anywhere else.”
 
    He leaned towards me and lowered his voice as we started walking again. “That’s what I’ve heard.”
 
    “I’m assuming that’s what everyone else has heard too.” I nodded in front of us to all the furtive glances being thrown my way. “Maybe everyone will keep their distance so when the next person bites it I won’t get the blame.”
 
    Tommy laughed quietly. “Something tells me that’s not the way it’s going to work out.” 
 
    “It’s almost like you know me.” I turned to him and gave him a quick once over. He wore the brown jumpsuit of those who had yet to be allocated a profession, sleeves and trouser legs rolled up, and white boat shoes. “I like you.”
 
    He blinked as if I’d said something unexpected. “Thank you.”
 
    “Are you the murderer?” 
 
    He jerked to a stop. “Me?” 
 
    I stopped walking and turned to face him. “Yes.”
 
    “No. Are you?” His eyes darted up the path to the group ahead and Matthew with Nancy and Hannah following, their heads bent in what looked like a secretive conversation, and then to Jenny and Warren bringing up the rear, both of them watching us. 
 
    “No.” I faced forward and started walking again. “I’d murder better people. Well, not better people, just people who annoyed me more.”
 
    “I have the feeling there’s quite a few of those,” Tommy said, falling into step beside me again. 
 
    “I would certainly help with any concerns the bureau might have about overcrowding in the afterlife,” I agreed.
 
    He thrust his hands in his pockets and grinned, gently kicking at the gravel as he walked. “So, who do you think it is?”
 
    “I think it’s Jenny.” As an afterthought I glanced over my shoulder to make sure she was far enough behind that she couldn’t hear me accusing her of murder. She and Warren appeared deep in conversation. I couldn’t quite bring myself to suspect Warren for some reason. “But she’s such an obvious suspect, I kinda feel like it can’t be her. Like, if it was I’d be disappointed.”
 
    He nodded. “I know what you mean. I’m hoping it’s that Jessica, although that’s still a little obvious. Maybe the blonde woman two rows back and three rows in. I can’t think what motive she could have but that’s why she’s a good suspect.”
 
    I smiled at him. “Are you a murder mystery fan?” 
 
    “The wife was.” He gave me a half shrug without taking his hands from his pockets. “I must have picked up a few lessons from her.”
 
    “Is your wife dead?” I asked with absolutely no tact as we walked under the wisteria tunnel, the sweet, potent scent of the blooms completely dwarfing the sea salt in the air.
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is she here?” I asked, gesturing around us.
 
    “No. We lived in Edinburgh so she was buried there.”
 
    “No, I meant, like, here.” I pointed to the ground as if that would somehow help clarify what I meant. “On this plane.”
 
    “As opposed to what plane?” He frowned at me. “There’s the alive plane and then the afterlife plane, right?”
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. Since I didn’t know for certain there was any other plane I didn’t know why I was asking. “So, she’s here?”
 
    “I assume so,” he said, shrugging back at me but focusing ahead. “Do you know how I could find her?”
 
    I pulled him to a stop and looked directly into his eyes. “Are you in any way affiliated with law enforcement?”
 
    “Am I affiliated with law enforcement?” He laughed and shook his head. “Why would you ask that?”
 
    “That’s not a no.” I pointed to him. “Are you a GB?”
 
    “No.”
 
    “Police officer?”
 
    “No”
 
    “Some mutant version of them both?”
 
    He looked me square in the eye. “No.”
 
    “Hmm.” I squinted at him but resumed walking. “How about we survive this assessment and then we’ll see what we can do?”
 
    “I hate to break it to you but I don’t think either of us is going to pass.”
 
    “I said ‘survive’, not ‘pass’.”
 
    We emerged from the tunnel, still following the procession ahead of us. I wondered if we were heading to the church or somewhere else. The slowness of our progress, in addition to our surroundings, added a sombre air to the evening.
 
    “So do you want to divide and conquer tonight?” Tommy leaned towards me and lowered his voice. “I’m not sure what they’re assessing but like I said, from the general attitude I think we’ve both failed. So how about we unmask the murderer and save the day?”
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m becoming a little concerned about my choice in friends since everyone I like is constantly trying to drag me into trouble.”
 
    Tommy laughed. “I’m fairly sure that’s the other way around.”
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. People keep telling me that too. You want to take the women, I’ll take the men?”
 
    “Seems fair,” he said with a nod as we rounded the corner where the crazy person had held Sabrina and me at gunpoint. Had that only been a week ago? 
 
    “Oh, and in the interest of full disclosure, if you’re thinking that unmasking the murderer means the powers that be will give you a pass on failing this assessment, you’re wrong. You’ll mostly likely be more severely punished.”
 
    “Really?” Tommy stepped back and eyed me as if to gauge my truthfulness. “That seems awfully unfair.”
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been saying that a lot since I died too.”
 
    “Right.” Jenny called from directly behind me, making me jump. The smile on her face told me she’d enjoyed that. She moved around me to address the group. “Through those trees is a small clearing. We’d like you to go through and socialise.”
 
    “With whom?” I peeked through the trees. It was on the opposite side of the path to the area of forest where I was nearly murdered so I took some small solace in that.
 
    Matthew offered his usual insightful contribution. “Duh. With each other.”
 
    “And we have to do this in a graveyard because …?” I asked.
 
    Jessica briefly flicked her eyes to Jenny then back to me. She couldn’t stop staring at me. I decided it was because I was so pretty. 
 
    Jenny held up both her hands and gestured around. “Because this is where we’re doing it.”
 
    Matthew pointed to the wall of trees. “Everyone! To the clearing!”
 
    No one moved. The group shifted from foot to foot, focusing on the ground or their hands or even in the opposite direction, but no one looked at the trees. I didn’t really understand what the problem was. It was just a short walk through some trees. It wouldn’t have bothered me to go first except that meant putting my back to this group of potential murderers and I was dang sure I wasn’t going to do that.
 
    “I think Bridget should go first,” Warren volunteered from the back of the group.
 
    “Good idea,” Jessica seconded. “She’s such a natural leader.” I don’t think anyone missed the scorn in her tone.
 
    “I appreciate the compliment, Jessica, however, I’m not actually leading this assessment. They are.” I nodded to Jenny and Matthew. “They should lead the way.”
 
    Jenny folded her arms. “That’s never bothered you before.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “I’m striving to be a better person.”
 
    “Well, everyone here thinks you’re a murderer so no one wants to have you at their back.” Jessica pointed to the trees. Were we going to have another round of the pointing game? “So, off you go.”
 
    “I’ll go first.” Warren stepped to the front of the group. 
 
    Every time Warren volunteered to do something it had alarms bells jingling in my head. Warren stepped off the path and into the trees. 
 
    “Why do we have to walk through the trees on our own?” I asked, tracking Warren’s progress. “Why doesn’t one of you just lead the way through?”
 
    “Why do you think it’s acceptable to question our methods?” Matthew jabbed a finger in my direction and then folded his arms. So yes, we were back to the pointing game. 
 
    I frowned at him. “Don’t you think it’s acceptable to question things you don’t understand?”
 
    “No,” Matthew said, no hint of sarcasm. “I don’t.”
 
    I opened my mouth to challenge his ridiculous statement and realised I had no way to challenge such idiocy. Matthew took that as a victory like the nincompoop he was and a smile stretched over his face. Before he could gloat, Warren’s scream reached out from the trees and grabbed hold of the group.
 
    “No, no, please!” he shrieked, his voice filled with panic. “Bridget, please,” he screamed again. “No, Bridget! Noooooooooo …” 
 
    Every pair of eyes fell on me. As if they were one organism, the group charged into the trees. 
 
    “We should probably …” Tommy, the only person who’d not moved, jerked his thumb in the direction of the trees.
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I rubbed my temples and followed Tommy off the path. “If we had money here, I would bet you everything I had that I’ll somehow get the blame for this.”
 
    Tommy spared me a quick glance, flashing a smile before turning back and watching his footing. “He was shouting your name.”
 
    “Judas,” I muttered and Tommy huffed a laugh.
 
    We exited the short patch of woods into the clearing. The group was huddled in a horseshoe shape, their backs to us. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as we approached them. 
 
    The group parted down the centre and Jessica strode forward through the gap, her damn finger extended in my direction. I was getting good and tired of all this pointing. “I demand that she’s arrested at once.”
 
    “For what?” I kept walking towards her. 
 
    “Murder.” She stopped moving forward and, when she realised I wasn’t going to halt my approach, reversed course. She didn’t show her back to me though. Once she’d backed up all the way to the front of the semi-circle she directed that dang finger of hers to Warren’s prone form. “Murder.”
 
    I pursed my lips at her. “Yeah, it sounds much worse when you say it twice.”
 
    “She was with us when Warren screamed.” Tommy spoke from behind me as I approached the body. “How could she have done this?”
 
    “She’s a witch!” Jessica screeched and everyone in the group turned to stare at her. “Or … she has a partner,” she added a little more reasonably. But only a little.
 
    “Stop right there, murderer.” Matthew stepped in front of me, holding out his hand, palm facing me. “Don’t try to hide the evidence that would implicate you.”
 
    I stared at him. I was starting to think Sabrina was right. It might not be the food, but the bureau was definitely lacing something with a dumbing down drug. There was no way that this many dumb people naturally occurred together in the same place. 
 
    “I was with you when this happened.” I dodged around Matthew to get a look a Warren’s body.
 
    He lay on his side exposing his wound, a bloody mess on his temple. More like a gash, really. Blood soaked his face and nearly the whole top half of his jumpsuit. It was sad to say but I’d seen enough murder victims to know when something was wrong. I took another step and Matthew grabbed my arm.
 
    I shook off his hold. “I know first aid.” 
 
    “He’s dead.” Matthew tried to grab for my arm again but I danced back out of the way.
 
    “He’s not.” I held up my hands. “You can watch everything I do so you know I’ve not destroyed evidence.”
 
    “Don’t let the witch near him!” shrieked Jessica, jabbing her finger in my direction. She reminded me of an angry mob leader and her finger, a pitchfork. 
 
    “Help me roll him onto his back.” I ignored Jessica and spoke to Matthew who, to my surprise, actually helped me. “Now stand back, okay?” 
 
    I tried very hard to suppress a smile when the group stepped back as one. It was simply uncouth to smile while standing over a supposedly dead man. I stood, one foot either side of his waist, and bent down to examine his face. I didn’t really need to check. I knew I was right. There were too many inconsistencies. I extended my arm out behind me, drawing my hand back as far as it would go to gain as much momentum as possible. And then I let it fly. My open palm connected with Warren’s cheek so hard his head bounced on the ground. The sharp slap echoed off the trees around us. As did Warren’s cry. The wound and the blood faded. 
 
    Where had Warren learned that? Maybe he wasn’t such an unlikely suspect after all. But if he had morphed into me to kill Watson, why would he let everyone know that he could do the face changing thing? Maybe it was to throw people off the scent by openly admitting he could do it. I was sounding like Petal again. I gave myself a mental slap, slightly less harsh than the one I’d given Warren.
 
    Warren clutched his cheek. “You crazy bit—” 
 
    Matthew had Warren by the collar of his jumpsuit, shaking him furiously as though he were a rag doll. “This was a joke?”
 
    “Now, now.” Warren patted Matthew’s shoulder. “You should let go of me and apologise before I report you.”
 
    Matthew’s eyes stretched so wide I thought there was a chance his eyeballs might fall out of their sockets. “Before you report me?”
 
    “Bridget’s the one who needs reporting!” Jessica screeched and jabbed that damn finger in my direction again. I swear if she kept that up I was going to snap it off. “She killed Warren and brought him back to life to cause us to turn on each other. She’s a witch.” Jessica’s eyes darted frantically around the group and she started clapping. “Witch. Witch. Witch. Witch. Witch.”
 
    The people standing closest to her began to shuffle back. I blew out a breath and adjusted my fringe. I really, really, really just wanted an easy afterlife.
 
    “Okay.” Jenny spoke from the back of the group, noticeably far away from the drama. “Shall we get on with the assessment?”
 
    “Er …?” I inclined my head in the direction of the still clapping and chanting Jessica since no one else looked like they were going to bring it up. 
 
    “Right,” Jenny said with a sigh and motioned for Matthew to release Warren and grab hold of Jessica instead. “Nancy, you and Hannah are in charge. The rest of you: mingle.”
 
    No one moved. Jenny and Matthew took an arm each and guided the still clapping Jessica out of the clearing and into the trees.
 
    “What will they do with her?” a plump, middle-aged lady, who had sat in the row adjacent to Jessica, asked me.
 
    “I have no idea.” I didn’t really care all that much either.
 
    “Did you really bring him back to life?” someone called out from the middle of the group.
 
    “You deal with this, Warren. This is your—” I searched the faces in the group. “Where’s Warren?”
 
    “He was here a moment ago.” Tommy jogged to the far side of the clearing and peered into the trees. He turned back with a shake of his head. 
 
    “We should find him,” said the same voice that just asked me if I was a witch. 
 
    “Why?” someone asked before I could.
 
    “Because someone is picking off members of this group,” Hannah said in her nasal tone, staring at me. 
 
    “How do we know it’s not Warren?” the boyband wannabe asked.
 
     It was a fair point. There was only one person in the group that I was absolutely positive wasn’t a murderer, and that was me. Despite what Alex version 2.0 had claimed to see. The rest of them I didn’t trust. Especially since now I’d seen that Warren could change his face. 
 
    “Because he’s an idiot,” Tommy said and it was kind of hard to disagree with that. “But that doesn’t mean we should let someone just kill him.”
 
    “What makes you think somebody’s going to kill him?” someone else asked.
 
    “I don’t, but it’s better to be safe than sorry, right?” Nancy asked and the group mumbled their agreement. “Everyone pair up and spread out. Meet back here in ten minutes.” 
 
     “You do know someone is going to end up dead here tonight if we do this, right?” I said, glancing around the group. Everyone stopped to stare at me.
 
    Tommy shook his head. “Not necessarily. We might even save Warren from being murdered.” 
 
    I looked around the group again. “You do all realise that we have no reason to believe that there actually is someone waiting in the trees to kill one of us, and no reason to believe if the murderer is waiting out there that it’s Warren they’re after. But if there is a murderer and if you all go out there, one of you might be the murderer’s intended victim.” I looked around the group for any signs of intelligence or comprehension. “You all get that, right?”
 
    As one entity the group shuffled its feet and mumbled. 
 
    “What would you have us do? Wait here and let the murderer have their way with Warren?” Nancy asked, her voice thick with shock at my callousness.
 
    I tried very hard not to simply say “yes”. Because of that, something much stupider came out. “It’s your funeral.”
 
    The group gasped as a whole and stepped back from me. They paired up quickly and headed out into the trees without further instruction. I don’t think they were that fussed about Warren, I think it was more to get away from me.
 
    “Well, that wasn’t the smartest of things to say.” Tommy moved to my right and watched the last of the group scurry out of the clearing. They were throwing glances my way and tripping over the shrubbery as they went.
 
    I shook my head. “I know. I was just focusing so hard on not saying that it was okay to let the killer have Warren.”
 
    Tommy grinned at me but changed topic. “It looks like it’s you and me then, partner.”
 
    “I am taking no part in this whatsoever.” I flopped down, cross-legged, in the middle of the clearing. 
 
    Tommy peered down at me. “You’re not going to help?” 
 
    I pointed to the rustling trees around us. “If I go out there with you either you’ll turn out to be the murderer or you’ll be murdered. That’s how it works. So, really, you should be asking me to stay here.”
 
    Tommy scanned the trees and then turned back to me again. “You’re really staying here?”
 
    “Since I died I’ve found five dead bodies.” I gestured around the clearing. “I’m the last person you want out there. Also, last time I was here I nearly died again running through the trees, so if you don’t mind I’d rather just sit this one out.”
 
    Tommy frowned down at me. “I’m kinda disappointed in that, Bridget.”
 
    I shrugged. “No offence, Tommy, but I’ll survive your disappointment. I won’t survive being murdered.”
 
    He huffed out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Hold the fort,” he said and disappeared off into the trees with every other stupid member of the group. 
 
    I didn’t see the point. And honestly, I thought it was asking for a knife in the stomach. Or a log to the head. We were in the woods, after all. I stood and moved to the side of the clearing so I could put my back to a tree and watch everywhere else. I made sure the tree had a fat enough trunk that no one could reach around and strangle me.
 
    I was making mental bets on who would be back first and who would be dead. Matthew and Jenny made it back to the clearing first. My bet for first back had been Warren.
 
    “What did you do?” Jenny stormed across the empty clearing to me. “Where is everybody?”
 
    “Warren disappeared. Nancy thought, since people in this group are dropping like flies, splitting up and searching through the dark woods, in a cemetery, at night was a great idea.”
 
    “At least she cared,” Matthew spat at me. “At least she tried to do something.”
 
    I shook my head. “You people are unbelievable. If that had been my idea you’d have slated me for it.”
 
    “That’s because I don’t like you,” Matthew said. “You killed Gracie.”
 
    Seriously? I placed my cool hand on my forehead. Where had I put those apricots? “You’re giving me a migraine.”
 
    “We need to find everybody and get them back here to do the assessment.” Jenny directed her comment to Matthew while she surveyed the clearing, I assumed looking for clues to what direction people had gone.
 
    “You could just wait. They’ve only been gone—” I checked my wrist for my watch and found it bare. I could’ve cursed myself for forgetting to put it on the day I died. “Some short amount of time.”
 
    “I think we should get them.” Matthew agreed with Jenny as if I’d not spoken.
 
    “Yes, you should both go bumbling around in the trees.” I nodded to myself since they weren’t listening. “That’s obviously the smartest thing to do. Two more victims for the murderer to choose from.”
 
    “You go that way.” Jenny pointed to the way they had just come. “I’ll go this way.”
 
    “Okay.” Matthew was already walking in the direction Jenny had pointed, completely oblivious to the fact that they had just come from that direction and not seen anyone.
 
    “Yeah, you guys go and try to collect thirty people wandering around in the dark.” I waved them off. “Don’t do the smart thing and wait for them to come back. Or shout really loudly that they should return to the clearing. Nooooo. Just go stomping around in the dark in a group where someone is picking off assessment leaders.” 
 
    Minutes ticked by. At least they felt like minutes, they may very well have been seconds. I needed to get a new watch. Surely ten minutes had passed since Tommy had left. Maybe the murderer had picked them all off one by one. Maybe when I stepped out into the forest the ground would be littered with bodies. 
 
    I wagged my finger at the trees. “But it would serve you all right for not listening to me.” Wouldn’t that just be perfect? There’d be no way Johnson would buy my innocence then.
 
    Warren emerged from the trees a little way to my left. “Who are you talking to?”
 
    “Myself. Since I’m the only sane person around here.”
 
    “That’s not saying much since you’re the only person around here.” Warren gestured around the clearing. “Where is everyone?”
 
    “Off looking for you.” I patted the ground next to me for him to come and sit. I didn’t like that he was standing and I was too tired to join him. If he was the murderer, I figured I’d have a better chance if he was sitting next to me. Or I might just let him kill me. I was getting a bit fed up of this afterlife business. “Where did you go?”
 
    “I needed to pee.”
 
    I screwed my face up. “So you did it in the trees?”
 
    “When you gotta go …” 
 
    “Not to get too personal but any reason that took you ten minutes?”
 
    He shrugged. “I was exploring.”
 
    “Uh-huh, so you didn’t kill anyone while you were out there?” 
 
    “No. Did you kill anyone while I was gone?”
 
    I shook my head and thought about Jessica. “It was a close thing though.”
 
    “Yeah, these people are idiots.”
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him. “Coming from you?”
 
    He grinned and rubbed the cheek I’d slapped. “How did you know?”
 
    “Seriously?”
 
    He nodded. “Right. You’re the queen of dead bodies. Of course you’d know the difference.” 
 
    “Where did you learn it?” I asked. I still genuinely couldn’t see him as a murderer. Idiot? Obviously. But not someone who would bash another person’s head in with a log.
 
    “By accident,” he said, surveying the trees. 
 
    I waited but that was all he said. “Can you do faces yet?”
 
    His attention jerked back to me. “What do you mean ‘faces’?”
 
    “I mean when you make yourself look like someone else.”
 
    He shook his head. “You can’t do that.”
 
    I stared at him for a moment. I could feel my inner Petal rambling on about what his proposed ignorance of face morphing could mean. I shut her down – she wasn’t helping my headache.
 
    I nodded, watching his expression closely. “Sure you can.”
 
    “Show me then.”
 
    “I can’t do it.”
 
    He snorted. “Convenient.”
 
    “If you can make it look like you have a head wound, why wouldn’t you be able to copy someone else’s face?” I asked.
 
    He frowned at me. “That’s a good point, Red. I’ll have to practise.” He looked around the clearing again. “Who are we betting on biting it?”
 
    “I was betting on you.”
 
    “I thought you thought I was the murderer?”
 
    I shrugged. “Murderer, murder victim. Who’s your money on?”
 
    He grinned. “If you weren’t sitting here with me, it’d be on you. For both as well. I figured if you weren’t the one swinging the grim reaper’s sickle, you’d be falling to its blade soon enough.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a cheerful imag—” A high-pitched scream ricocheted off the trees around us and I sighed. “Why do they always have to scream like that? Makes me ashamed to be a woman, y’know?”
 
    Warren winced and put his finger in his ear and waggled it. “You want to try being right next to them when they do it.”
 
    “That was your fault for playing dead.” 
 
    “And didn’t you punish me for it?”
 
    “No.” I inclined my head to him. “That was for attributing your faux murder to me.”
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t need to slap me that hard.” He rubbed his cheek while nodding in the general direction of the scream. “You think we should go and see who’s kicked it?”
 
    “I’d really prefer to wait here to be accused than search it out.”
 
    Warren pushed himself up. “That’s your problem. You have no sense of curiosity.”
 
    “I’ve got plenty of problems.” I climbed to my feet and dusted off the seat of my jumpsuit. “But I don’t consider that one.” 
 
    I followed Warren into the woods, feeling oddly safe now someone else was dead. What did that say about the state of my afterlife? Or my mental health? We followed the sound of screeching and chatter to find the group in the same horseshoe shape they had formed around Warren. Except this time Jessica didn’t part them and come at me with her accusing finger. No one did. In fact, when they heard us coming they parted on their own. 
 
    I took a quick glance at the body and sighed. It was our one good suspect. It didn’t surprise me. I didn’t look at anyone. I just walked a short distance away, sat with my back to a tree and waited for the onslaught.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Seventeen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard crouched down in front of me. I was still sitting with my back against the same tree. “How’re you today?”
 
    “I’m very well thank you, Officer Leonard.” I didn’t see the point in being honest at this juncture and it would’ve been terribly impolite. “And yourself?”
 
    “Well, I could do without all these people being murdered.” He smiled his amiable smile at me. “But I assume you feel the same.”
 
    I waved my hand in dismissal of his concern. “No, I love it. Adds a little action to my otherwise dull day.”
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to have a dull day.” He checked over his shoulder at the crowd of people around the body who were crying and pointing in my direction. “And how are these assessments going for you?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m just sailing through them. Top of my class, I think.”
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. I’d miss you if you had to be re-educated.” He looked me square in the eye as he spoke and I had the feeling that was the truth. “Do you have a suspect for me?”
 
    “I have so many suspects for you.” I made a slashing gesture with my hand to imply I didn’t know where to start. “Didn’t you get anything good at the ‘kill, maim or forgive’ game at the academy?”
 
    “Disappointingly, no. I thought maybe our killer might slip up somehow in their admission but it was not to be.” 
 
    “I was hoping the same when we questioned everyone about Gracie’s death as a ‘role play’” – I made air quotes around the phrase – “assessment but that didn’t work out either.”
 
    Officer Leonard pressed his lips together and nodded. “It’s frustrating when that happens, isn’t it? Where would you go from here?”
 
    “Well, I’d quite like to go home.”
 
    “In the investigation, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard chastised with his smile still in place.
 
    “To be honest, I thought it was Jenny. So, to find her murdered is quite the inconvenience.”
 
    Officer Leonard inclined his head. “Why would you think that?”
 
    “I didn't really like her all that much.”
 
    “That's the only reason?” Officer Leonard asked after a pause.
 
    “Pretty much.”
 
    “But you like Matthew?”
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “So why didn’t he make your suspect list?”
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Officer Leonard. “Have you met him? I have shoes smarter than him.” Or I did have. 
 
    “His lack of intellect is the only reason he didn’t make your list?”
 
    “Well, that and he’s a man,” I said without thinking.
 
    Officer Leonard watched me with a perplexed expression. “What does his being a man have to do with anything?”
 
    “Because of the—” I waggled my hand at him to remind him of the most likely female hand that had pulled me to my feet and then cut myself off when I realised he didn’t know since I’d neglected to mention that nugget in my statement.
 
    Officer Leonard watched my still waving hand. “Because of the … dancing hand?”
 
    “No, silly.” I waved my hand around in the air in a circular motion that ended with me tapping my temple. “I’m telepathic.” It was a poor cover. I knew it. But it was the best I could have done at that moment.
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me. “That’s a handy trick. And it tells you our killer is a woman?”
 
    I gave him a one-shoulder shrug. “Possibly.”
 
    “Possibly?”
 
    “There’s definitely a fifty per cent chance it’s a woman.”
 
    Officer Leonard leaned closer and stared into my pupils. “You’ve not been drinking, have you, Ms Sway?”
 
    “Oh, I wish," I said with a roll of my eyes. “I would kill for a mojito right about now.”
 
    Officer Leonard raised an eyebrow and then cast a glance at the crowd still hovering around Jenny’s body. “Really?”
 
    I nodded vehemently and then realised what I’d said and my nod awkwardly turned into a head shake. “Nope. Jenny didn’t have any mojitos on her, otherwise I might have considered it.”
 
    Officer Leonard gave me a real smile. “If your telepathy volunteers up a name to go with that gender, you’ll let me know?”
 
    “Okay, but you’re going to have to give me half of your salary for this month.”
 
    Officer Leonard nodded. “Since half of nothing is nothing that seems like a good deal to me.”
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You guys don’t get paid either?” He shook his head. “This place sucks.” I watched the group. “So who’s your money on?”
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder at the group again. “What’s your take on Mr McCaw?”
 
    “Ohhhh, so you just take all my information and give me nothing back?”
 
    “All your information? Because with your assertion that the killer is either a man or a woman I now have the key piece of information I needed to make an arrest?” Officer Leonard gave me a flat stare and then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Mr McCaw?”
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know who that is.”
 
    “The boy with all the metal in his face.”
 
    “Oh, you mean Warren? My take? I take him for an idiot.”
 
    “Really?” Officer Leonard arched an eyebrow. “Nothing special about him at all?”
 
    I didn’t like the way Officer Leonard asked. He asked like he suspected there was more to Warren than facial piercings and an attitude. I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him exactly what that “more” was.
 
    I shrugged. “He’s not really my type.”
 
    Officer Leonard laughed under his breath. “So, you’ve got nothing for me?”
 
    “Hey, I gave you ‘female’.”
 
    “You gave me fifty per cent chance it’s a female,” he corrected. “Care to up your percentage?”
 
    I winced. I wasn’t entirely convinced it was a woman but the more I thought about the hand, the more it felt like a woman’s hand. But maybe that’s because of Edith’s and Sabrina’s assumption. I just didn’t know anymore. “I’ll go no higher than seventy-five.”
 
    “I’ll take it.” Officer Leonard smiled at me. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to add a name into the mix?”
 
    “Actually, now you mention it,” I said, wagging my finger at him. “There’s this woman called Jessica. I think she’d be a really good place to start. You’d probably need to interrogate her with extreme force. Maybe electroshock. Definitely some face slaps.”
 
    “You wouldn’t be trying to set me on her because she called you a witch, would you, Ms Sway?”
 
    I shook my head, keeping my eyes wide and innocent. “Absolutely not. That would be spiteful of me.”
 
    Officer Leonard gave me one of his rare, real smiles. “Here comes the cavalry.”
 
    Oz stormed through the trees. His eyes focused on Officer Leonard’s back. “I know you’re not questioning my ward without me being present.”
 
    “Of course not, Officer Salier. Ms Sway and I were just catching up off the record. But since you’re here now—” Officer Leonard glanced over his shoulder at the melee that was the rest of the assessment group wailing and shouting and trying to explain what happened. “Numerous people have quoted Ms Sway threatening them.”
 
    “If you’re going to throw accusations her way then this better be on the record so we have cause for harassment,” Oz said, sitting down next to me. I noticed him give me a subtle once over to check I was physically unharmed.
 
    “Do you feel harassed, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked. “By the GBs or me in particular?”
 
    “By you? No. By Detective Johnson? A little. By the murderer?” I nodded for emphasis. “A lot.”
 
    “Why do they think you threatened them?” Officer Leonard’s voice wasn’t cajoling, he was just straightforward asking, playing it straight now Oz was here.
 
    “Because I told those idiots” – I jerked my thumb in the direction of all the assessment group members throwing accusatory looks my way – “not to split up and go traipsing around the woods, in a cemetery, at night, because they were likely to get murdered. I told Jenny and Matthew to wait for them all to return or call everyone back. They didn’t listen.”
 
    “And now Jenny is dead.” Officer Leonard looked me square in the eyes. “Because she didn’t listen to you.”
 
    “That sounds like an accusation to me,” Oz warned.
 
    Officer Leonard inclined his head and held up a hand as an apology. “It was a statement of fact.”
 
    Oz leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “A fact manipulated to imply Bridget’s guilt.”
 
    “No.” Officer Leonard shook his head. “Just stated in a way you don’t like.”
 
    “It’s funny how you always seem to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, isn’t it, Miss Sway?” Detective Johnson strolled up to join the party and loomed over me. “Almost criminal, one could say.”
 
    “It’s funny you should phrase it that way.” Officer Leonard looked up at him. “I would say she always seems to be in the right place.”
 
    Johnson scowled at Officer Leonard. Obviously their cooperation had been short lived. Johnson jerked his head in the direction of the rest of the group. “How come you didn’t follow everyone else into the forest?”
 
    “Bridget’s already given her statement to the first officer on the scene,” Oz said. 
 
    Johnson fixed Oz with a glare that I was sure had broken lesser men. It rolled right off Oz. “I’m asking her to clarify a few points so I understand it better.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” I said, and all three men turned to look at me. “That’s why I didn’t go into the forest. Because I’m not stupid.”
 
    “And why did you think the clearing would be safer?” Johnson asked.
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t necessarily. I just figured that I’d have a better chance of surviving if I had more room to move.”
 
    Johnson frowned. “Move what?” 
 
    I stared at him. “Move about. Y’know, dodge those killer blows to the head? Those killer stabs to the abdomen?”
 
    “It’s also a handy alibi since it puts you out of the kill zone, so to speak,” he said.
 
    “Yeah, it’s a great alibi, totally solid.” I nodded. “It’s not like any of the other thirty people couldn’t have popped back into the clearing at any point while I was off killing Jenny and noticed I wasn’t there.”
 
    Johnson pointed his notebook at me. “So! You admit you killed her?” 
 
    “Alright. Time to go.” Oz stood and offered me his hand. His eyes told me to take it without complaint. United front and all. I took it and he helped me up.
 
    Johnson placed his outstretched hand dangerously close to Oz’s chest. “Hold up there, Salier, we were just getting a confession.” 
 
    “What you were 
 
     is on my nerves,” I said with a sigh and looked around at the three faces staring at me. “Oh. Did I say that out loud? I’m sorry. I’m tired. Murdering all these people is exhausting.” 
 
    Officer Leonard dipped his head, I assumed to hide his smile, but Johnson glowered at me. “No one can confirm you were in the clearing.”
 
    “No one can confirm I wasn’t,” I said. “Oh, wait. Warren saw me there, before the screams.”
 
    “Ah yes, the boy who faked his death and blamed you.” Johnson flipped through his notes. “Interesting that of all the people he could have blamed for his fake murder, it was you.”
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it’s weird, isn’t it? It’s not as if I’m the girl who keeps finding dead bodies in her locker or anything. Actually, one of my housemates made an excellent point the other evening. They said that with the rate I find bodies in my locker, it wouldn’t be long until I stumbled on the murderer stuffing one in. Then I’d be next.”
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so, Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard grinned. “You don’t strike me as the type of girl that would let herself be murdered.”
 
    I wagged my finger at him. “You should probably mention that to the bus.”
 
    “The bus didn’t murder you.” Officer Leonard winked at me and began walking away. “You can take her home, Officer Salier.” 
 
    “Why thank you so much, Officer Leonard,” Oz said, his tone heavy with sarcasm. Officer Leonard heard it because he threw another smile over his shoulder at us.
 
    “I’m not done,” Johnson said.
 
    “We all have our problems today, don’t we?” I turned my back on him and let Oz lead me back to the path and all the way home.
 
    ∞
 
    I was expecting to land in the garden when Oz tunnelled us home but instead we landed in the centre of my bedroom. 
 
    “How can you tunnel into here?”
 
    “Emergencies,” he said, checking under my bed, in the bathroom, under my dressing table. He headed for wardrobe. 
 
    I watched him. “What are you doing?”
 
    He stopped and narrowed his eyes at me. “What are you doing?”
 
    I sat on the bed. “I’m asking you what you’re doing. What are you doing?” 
 
    His eyes flicked from me to the wardrobe and back to me. “What am I going to find in there?”
 
    I shrugged. “Dead bodies. It’s where I like to keep them so they’re readily available to shove into my locker.”
 
    Oz opened the wardrobe doors. “There’s nothing in here.”
 
    I nodded solemnly. “I know. It’s a travesty.”
 
    He cursed softly and closed them again. He rested his forehead against the wood. I was guessing that wasn’t his happy stance. He stayed like that for maybe a minute. I wasn’t really sure what he was mad about since I hadn’t done anything wrong today, really. Apart from associate with an outlaw and partially haunt a travel agent. Neither he knew about.
 
    I tapped a rhythm out on my knees and waited. I hated this type of silence. The one where the other person was sifting through a myriad of emotions and despite them trying you knew anger would come out on top. I could deal with someone yelling at me, I just hated waiting for the yelling to start. Made me nervous. That was why I avoided those types of intense relationships. Michael-the-cheating-scumbag had never yelled at me. Though, in hindsight, dating someone who didn’t care enough to yell was probably not what would be considered a “good” life choice.
 
    I spoke into the silence. “You seem tense?” Silence. “Would you like a back rub?” Silence. “Maybe just the shoulders?” Silence. “Game of cards?” Silence. “Maybe some chocolate?” Silence. “How about a cup of tea?” My voice sounded oddly loud in the quiet. 
 
    Oz straightened up away from the wardrobe. He grabbed the chair from my dressing table and sat opposite me. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and pinned me with his gaze. When Officer Leonard or Johnson did it, it never bothered me. When Oz did it, I wanted to make myself as small as possible, as if that would make me so insignificant his gaze would roll past me. 
 
    “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “Everything’s quite a lot. Can you be more specific?”
 
    He inhaled through his nose then blew out through his open mouth. “I am trying incredibly hard not to lose my temper right now. Do you think you could help me out?”
 
    “I’ve already offered you a back rub and a cup of tea.” 
 
    “This is not the time for your smart mouth to run away with itself. No.” He sat back and held his finger up in warning before I could deliver an awesome comeback. “No more dodging. No more half-truths. No more outright lies. You need to tell me everything. And don’t even think about crying right now.”
 
    “I’m offended that—”
 
    “No, you’re not. I know you were genuinely upset yesterday but I also know you’re smart enough to recognise your tears stopped our discussion and you’re devious enough to try it again to avoid telling me what you don’t want me to know.”
 
    “There’s really not—”
 
    “I thought I said no more lies.” He leaned forward again, rested his elbows on his knees and interlaced his fingers. “No more, Bridget. Just the truth. The whole truth.”
 
    “And nothing but the truth?”
 
    Oz nodded with a sigh and the hint of a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “That would be nice.”
 
    I was sifting through what parts of the whole truth Oz would accept and what parts would be best to simply forget about. Completely for his benefit. I didn’t want to give the poor man a heart attack now, did I?
 
    “I know right now you’re trying to decide what to tell me. No doubt for my own benefit so you don’t give me a stroke—”
 
    “I was thinking more heart attack.” I ran my fingers through my fringe. Was I that easy to read?
 
    “My heart’s just fine. I’m just waiting for you to be honest with me. I’m tired of fighting you.” When I didn’t immediately list all of my transgressions he hung his head to stare at the floor for a few seconds before looking back up at me. “Look, as a rule the GBs and the police force dislike each other, but when it comes to questioning suspects they’re on the same page. Usually. If you were anyone else you’d have been arrested and in a holding cell right now but Officer Leonard is protecting you from that and I don’t know why.”
 
    “Maybe because he’s a somewhat rational human being and he knows they’ve got no evidence against me.”
 
    Oz gestured to me again. “They’ve got more than enough to hold you. And yet they’re not.”
 
    “But that’s because they know I didn’t do it.”
 
    Oz arched an eyebrow. “Do they? Johnson seems pretty sure you did it.”
 
    “Johnson’s an idiot.”
 
    “Johnson works by the police mandate that if someone looks guilty, you hold them and keep investigating until you either have enough evidence to convict them or you find the real culprit. I’ve known cases where a dozen people have been held on suspicion of committing the same crime. This is the third murder you could have committed and yet you’re still free. The only reason I can see is that Leonard is using you as bait again by allowing you to try to solve it yourself. Which you’re not doing, right?”
 
     “Can you define exactly what you mean by trying to solve it myself?”
 
    “Are you involved with Jeremy Thomas Leith?”
 
    “What?” I frowned. Oz changed topic so fast he nearly gave me whiplash.
 
    “That psychic. He knows your life name. He can summon you any time he wants. Does he?”
 
    “No.” I didn’t think it was possible for me to sound firmer. “And he cannot summon me anytime he wants. He’s not strong enough.” 
 
    “Who taught you how to resist a summoning of your life name?”
 
    “The lady you met at my funeral.” What the heck did Edith tell Oz her name was? And who told Oz that I could do that? Maybe Pete had just made a whole host of assumptions to get himself out of the “in the closet” trouble.
 
    “Julie?”
 
    I pointed to him, grateful that his memory was better than mine. “Yes.”
 
    “Really? Because she introduced herself to me as Janice.”
 
    “Ah.”
 
    “What did you do to Lulu and Michael?”
 
    I shook my head at him. Again with the abrupt topic change. “Who?”
 
    “Michael. Your ex-fiancé and his new—” Oz paused. “Partner.”
 
    “The Trollop’s name is Lulu?” She didn’t look like a Lulu to me. I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do you know her name and what makes you think I did anything to them?”
 
    “Where do you go at lunch times?”
 
    “Doesn’t your little homing chip tell you where I am?”
 
    Oz arched an eyebrow at me and shook his head. “Don’t give me attitude right now.”
 
    “Well, don’t pepper me with questions and not give me the chance to answer them,” I snapped back.
 
    The door burst open and Petal all but cartwheeled through it, landing on the floor in a heap of tangled limbs. Pam and Lucy stumbled in after her. 
 
    I looked at them but Oz didn’t take his eyes off me. No one spoke. 
 
    “We were wondering if you’d like a game of cards outside,” Lucy said when the silence stretched on. 
 
    Petal frowned at Lucy. “No, we weren’t. We were—”
 
    “We were wondering if you could show us how you plaited Petal’s hair the other night,” Pam interrupted helping a confused Petal up from the floor.
 
    “The other night when you were all getting makeovers with stolen goods.” Oz was still focused on me but the other three shifted guiltily behind him.
 
    I stood. “I would love a game of cards.” 
 
    I took a step towards them and Oz wrapped his fingers around my wrist, not physically restraining me, just reminding me we weren’t finished.
 
    “We’re just in the middle of something, ladies.” Oz finally glanced over his shoulder at them. “She’ll be down in a bit, okay?”
 
    “Can’t she come now?” Petal whined and shook her pale blonde hair out so it floated around her head like a fluffy cloud. “It’s an emergency.”
 
    “Yeah, can’t I go now?” I pointed to Petal’s hair. “That’s more than an emergency.”
 
    Oz looked me in the eyes. A wave of emotion passed over them and my stomach flipped like a pancake. It was a completely new and not entirely unpleasant sensation. I didn’t like it at all.
 
    “No. You can’t,” he said, his voice low.
 
    “You’re not going to send her away like you did with Katie, are you?” Petal asked, tears already brimming in her eyes. “I liked Katie, but I like Bridget more. Like, loads more. Please don’t send her away.”
 
    Pam put an arm around Petal’s shoulders and Lucy took Petal’s hand in both of hers. The tone of the room changed from tense to sombre.
 
    “Who’s Katie?” I asked the room. “And why does everyone know about her but me?”
 
    “I’m not going to send her away, Petal, I’m not.” Oz gave my wrist a gentle tug urging me back to the bed, his voice soft. “She’ll be down in a bit, okay?” 
 
    “You promise you won’t send her away?” Petal asked.
 
    Oz nodded. “I promise.”
 
    “You can’t break a promise.” Petal reminded him, her tone childlike. “You’ll get seven years bad luck.”
 
    “That’s a mirror.” Pam squeezed Petal closer with an arm still around her shoulders then fixed Oz with a hard stare I hadn’t thought she’d been capable of. “Breaking a promise makes you a bad person.”
 
    “A really, really, really bad person,” Lucy added, scowling at Oz before pulling Petal out of my room with several more backward scowls. Oz waited until the door closed and three pairs of feet headed down the stairs.
 
    I pointed at the closed door but looked down at Oz. “Who is this Katie person?”
 
    “Oh, you expect me to answer all of your questions but you won’t answer mine?” He let go of my wrist then folded his arms as I sat on the bed.
 
    “How about we play a game of quid pro quo?”
 
    “How about you answer my questions like a good parolee?”
 
    I shrugged. “Not as much fun.” Oz didn’t speak. He just waited for me. “If I tell you, you’ll tell me about Katie?”
 
    “You tell me and then we’ll see.”
 
    “This Katie person sounds like someone I should know about.” 
 
    “I guess you’d better tell me the truth then.”
 
    “The truth from when?”
 
    Oz didn’t flinch. “From since you died.”
 
    “That’s a lot of truth.”
 
    Oz leaned back in the chair, arms folded. “Guess you better get started.”
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Eighteen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “So how did your assessment go?” Sabrina asked as she sat down next to me at breakfast. She took one look at my face and sighed. “I’m beginning to think this afterlife is just not a safe place to be. Who was it this time?”
 
    “Jenny.”
 
    Sabrina cursed and pouted at her staple breakfast of honeyed toast. “That shoots our second suspect in the head.”
 
    “She wasn’t shot in the head,” I said, sipping my tea. “It was a blow to the back of the head.”
 
    “That seems to be the murder method of choice. Personally, I’m a little more partial to poison myself.”
 
    “I’ll remember that the next time you bring me lunch,” I said and quickly filled Sabrina in on the murderous events of the previous night.
 
    “So, Warren can do the face changing thing?”
 
    “The gross stuff. He didn’t seem to know about looking like someone else though.” I sipped my tea. “And I still don’t really see him as a murderer.”
 
    “Which is exactly why he’s perfect.”
 
    “Can you really see him killing someone?”
 
    Sabrina sighed. “Not really, but he’s our best suspect now.”
 
    “I suppose,” I said. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why do I feel like there’s a lot more you’re not telling me?”
 
    I shrugged. “Because there’s a lot more I’m not telling you.”
 
    Sabrina placed her coffee back on the table and motioned to me. “Give it to me straight.”
 
    “Oz knows.”
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Sabrina’s shoulders relaxed as if she’d been expecting something much worse. “About what?”
 
    “No, he knows about everything.” I mimed a ball with my hands like that would somehow help explain.
 
    Sabrina picked her toast back up now she thought she had a handle on the news. “You mean about us investigating the murders?”
 
     “No. I mean—” I stretched my fingers out and swept my hands out across the table. “Everything.”
 
    The toast dropped back to Sabrina’s plate honey-side down and she didn’t even notice. Her mouth hung ajar and she stared at me, disbelief all over her face. “You told him?”
 
    “He didn’t exactly give me a choice.” I sipped my tea. “More disturbingly he didn’t look surprised by any of it, which means either he has a truly awesome poker face or he already knew. At least some of it.” 
 
    Sabrina nodded, digesting the news. “How bad are we talking?”
 
    “Well, he’s not going to report me—”
 
    “You mean us?”
 
    “No, I mean me. No point dragging you down just because he’s got me bang to rights.” I shrugged. “But he is not happy with me at all.”
 
    “Can’t you just ply him with sexual favours or something? That usually works.” Sabrina picked her toast back up and used it to wipe up some honey from the plate.
 
    I adjusted my fringe again. It was becoming a nervous twitch. “I don’t really think that sexual favours are going to help the situation.”
 
    “They help every situation. Unless you’re doing them wrong.” She peered at me over her toast. “Are you doing them wrong? Do you need some advice? Wait. I keep forgetting you were with that drip so how would you know? I bet you never needed to bribe him.”
 
    “Because bribing your beloved indicates such a healthy relationship.” I sipped my tea.
 
    Sabrina winked at me. “It does if you do it right.” 
 
    “Even then I don’t think it’s going to help this situation.”
 
    “Okay, so what does he know?”
 
    “He knows about Madame Zorina and how I help her out at lunch times. He knows about Edith. He knows about the clothes and makeup I recovered from The Trollop, whose name is Lulu by the way—”
 
    “Wow. So you really did tell him everything.” Sabrina sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “What’s he going to do?”
 
    I shook my head. “I have no idea but I don’t think it’s going to involve tea and cake.” I tapped the table with my finger. “On the upside I did find out about this mysterious Katie. The one you couldn’t find any information on whatsoever?”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “Is it my imagination or was that a dig at my snooping competence?”
 
    “It has been nearly a week since we first found out about her,” I said with a shrug.
 
    “A secondhand, overheard, throwaway comment from Pete that mentioned a girl's first name and the fact he didn’t want us to end up like her isn't exactly a lot to go on.”
 
    I sipped some of my tea and then shrugged. “I have high expectations of you.”
 
    Sabrina gave me a flat stare. “Don’t flatter me. Just tell me what you know.”
 
    “Apparently she had a hard time adjusting. Like me. And she was assessed. Like me. And she failed—”
 
    Sabrina put her hand over my mouth. “Don’t say ‘like you’.”
 
    I took her hand away. “She was sent to a ‘readjustment facility’ and she didn’t make it through the process.”
 
    Sabrina frowned. “What do you mean? How could she not make it through? Like, she dropped out?” 
 
    “Not exactly. The process was too much for her.”
 
    “Okay …” Sabrina drew the word out, narrowing her eyes at me. “What does that mean? Aren’t the programmes supposedly specifically designed for individuals?”
 
    I nodded. “Supposedly.”
 
    Sabrina placed her coffee cup on the table but didn’t let go of it. “Just tell me what happened.”
 
    “She became a poltergeist.”
 
    “Ohhhh. Is that all?” Sabrina slapped her hand over her heart and relaxed back in her chair. “So now she makes toasters fly around scaring the livies? That’s not so bad.”
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said.” I nodded and sipped my tea.
 
    Sabrina read my expression then placed one hand on her forehead and closed her eyes. “What? What do they do?”
 
    “They’re ghost serial killers.” 
 
    Sabrina dropped her hand and her eyes stretched wide. “Shut the front door!”
 
    “Why?” Pete asked as he sat at our table. “Who left it open?”
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked him. “The murderer’s already in the house.”
 
    Pete looked up from his full English breakfast and Charlie paused in the middle of sitting down.
 
    “What did we interrupt?” Charlie asked.
 
    I waved my hand dismissively at them. “Oh. I was just telling Sabrina all about poltergeists and how I’m the first new ward Oz has had since his last one became a ghost serial killer because she had trouble adjusting. Something that you both knew and neglected to tell us.” 
 
    “And why do you think we would know about this?" Pete asked, which I was taking for an admission that they did.
 
    “Remember when you were searching Fenton's apartment? You said you didn't want us to go the same way as Katie. Pretty sure that implies you knew.” I loaded up my tray. “I think I’m done with breakfast.”
 
    “Me too.” Sabrina didn’t even look at them as she loaded up her tray and followed me to the hatch. We dumped the trays and walked out, heading for the tunnelling room. “Do you want to go and check out the allotments since we’ve got some time before work?” Sabrina consulted her watch and I felt a small surge of envy. Why hadn’t I gotten my watch when retrieving my makeup and clothes?
 
    “Were you just party to the conversation where I told you that I’d had to tell Oz everything?” 
 
    “Yeah, but now he thinks you’re fully chastised and you’ll behave so it’s really the best time to go.”
 
    “That’s appalling logic,” I said as I stood next to her on the small white tunnelling circle.
 
    Sabrina took my hand. “I don’t hear you saying no.”
 
    Before I could make any sort of lame comeback or excuse she’d tunnelled us to the allotments. The set up reminded me of the patchwork quilt from my bed. Each allotment was a different shape and size but all managed to fit into the oblong field. Several sheds were dotted around and at first I thought they were communal until I noticed they were attached to different plots and one had a no trespassing sign. I guessed all the gardeners didn’t get along. We wandered the narrow, grassy walkways that served as borders between each patch.
 
    The dew from the short grass soaked into the sides of my pumps and the scent of summer mornings, flowers and freshly cut grass, filled the air. I threw a glance Sabrina’s way but there was no sign of her hay fever.
 
    A group of older men dressed in shades of brown or green sipped what I assumed was tea from plastic cups as they stood around the entrance to one of the sheds. It didn’t matter how warm it was, tea was always the drink of choice.
 
    “It just seems wrong to let all his hard work be for nought,” said a dumpy man with a Homer Simpson comb-over. Why didn’t they realise we could see they were bald on top?
 
    Sabrina pointed to the speaker. “That’s Eddie. The one who all the others said was Derek’s allotment nemesis.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do, Eddie?” an even shorter man in a Christmas patterned pullover asked. 
 
    “I though we could take it in turns to tend his allotment and then enter his produce in the competition, as a tribute,” said Eddie.
 
    “You want us to work on his plot and then enter him into the competition?” Christmas pullover asked. “Isn’t the opposition tough enough as it is? Why would we add someone else we’d have to beat? He’s dead. It doesn’t matter to him if he wins or not but it matters to me if I win.”
 
    “Billy’s got a point,” said another man, tall and lean like a beanpole, his muddy fingers wrapped around his cup like it was the dead of winter. “And he knew he didn’t stand a chance against my carrots anyway. He pulled them up so he wouldn’t have to face the humiliation. Why would I spend my time making his produce as good as mine?”
 
    “I though it might be nice for Rebecca,” Eddie said with a shrug.
 
    “If it means that much to her, Rebecca can come down here and tend the plot herself,” beanpole said.  
 
    “Who knew allotment life was so ruthless?” I asked and pointed to Eddie. “Also, he did it.”
 
    “Did what?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “He killed Derek.”
 
    “Madame Zorina said Derek died of a heart attack,” Sabrina reminded me.
 
    “I thought you’d called murder because of the sabotaged wheelbarrow?” I asked.
 
    “I said it was possible.”
 
    I shrugged. “Don’t care. He totally did it.” 
 
    “Based on what?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “Based on he’s being so nice when the others couldn’t care less, and didn’t you say he was in direct competition with Derek?” I asked.
 
    Sabrina frowned and glanced around the group of men that Eddie was still trying to convince to help him tend Derek’s plot. “Maybe he feels guilty about something.”
 
    “Yeah, murdering him.”
 
    “Or maybe he was the one who sabotaged the wheel barrow,” Sabrina suggested.
 
    I stared at Sabrina. “Which murdered him. Were you not listening?”
 
    “Okay, how about we debate the murderous wheelbarrow while searching the shed, hmm?” Sabrina asked, stepping away from the still arguing group of men.
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled and followed Sabrina through the patchwork of plots. “How do you know which shed is his?”
 
    All the sheds looked exactly the same to me. Maybe they’d gotten a bulk-buy discount. Sabrina pointed to the splash of colour on the door that was only just visible from our angle. “The people at the wake made a reference to the poster in the door.” 
 
    We veered around to the front of the shed. It was creosote stained with a black plastic doorknob and was big enough to comfortably house one average sized person. Maybe two skinny people. There was a mock up of Lord Kitchener’s “Your country needs you” poster. Only instead of “country” it said “allotment”.
 
    “Do you think we can get away with picking the lock and slipping inside?” Sabrina asked, checking around us.
 
    “Probably.” I looked back at the group of men, still grumbling. They really had no reason to be focused on Derek’s shed. By the time I turned back Sabrina was holding the door ajar. “Are you getting better at this lock picking? That has to be a record.”
 
    “Door was open,” Sabrina said with a grin and then slipped inside.
 
    I followed, closing the door quietly behind me. “What exactly do you think we’re going to find in here?”
 
    “I’m hoping for some sort of clue that tells us where the money’s gone.”
 
    “No, I thought we were looking for Dolly Mixtures,” I mumbled. “Can you be a little more specific?”
 
    Sabrina didn’t turn around from her seed packet rifling. “Well, if the horse was a winner and presuming Derek did place a bet, where has the money gone? Maybe he thought his luck was in and placed another bet. So a betting slip. Dog track ticket stubs. A casino receipt. Something that will give us a clue.”
 
    I began moving the shovels, spades, hoes and rakes behind the door and tapping the floor for loose panels. I’d learned that lesson a while ago. “You know this is Scarborough, right? The nearest thing here to a casino is Mecca Bingo.”
 
    Sabrina snorted quietly and moved to the shelf below. I shoved the tools back into the corner and tried to move a bag of fertiliser out of the way to check the small cupboard behind it. I opened one of the cupboard doors and stopped. I looked back at the fertiliser. 
 
    “Did Derek die directly after lugging that bag of fertiliser to the shed?” I asked Sabrina.
 
    She nodded and continued with her search. “Think so.”
 
    “So, like, he dragged the fertiliser to the shed and died? He didn’t drag it here, plant a few mushrooms or whatever and then die?” I asked.
 
    “You don’t plant mushrooms. They’re a fungus.”
 
    I straightened up and stared at her. “What?”
 
    “What’s your point?” Sabrina turned to face me.
 
    “This.” I pointed to the nearly empty bag of fertiliser. “If he dragged it in and died straightway how come the bag’s nearly empty? Or if this is an old bag, where’s the new one?”
 
    Sabrina scanned her half of the shed. “It’s not over here.”
 
    I gestured to my full-bag-of-fertiliser-free side of the shed. “So, where is it?”
 
    “Maybe someone stole it.”
 
    “It’s cow poo, not gold.”
 
    “It’s not actually just cow poo. It’s a—”
 
    I held my hands up. “I don’t care what other animal poo is mixed in. What’s our next move since neither the money nor betting stubs are in here?”
 
    “We need to confirm Derek did place the bet in the first place,” Sabrina said. “Then find out if he’d collected the money. If he did, then we have to find out if he placed another bet or kept the money. If he kept the money, we need to find out when he collected it and where he went between collecting the money and coming here.” 
 
    I frowned at Sabrina. “That seems like a lot of work. Can’t we just assume most of that and skip to the last step and find the money?”
 
    Sabrina folded her arms. “Sure. How do you want to do that? Since we don’t know whether he placed the bet at all, if he collected the money or if he bet it away again.”
 
    “Okay. Let’s just assume he placed the bet like he told the travel agent girl he was going to. Let’s assume he was in the bookies when the race was happening.” I held my hand up to shush Sabrina when she opened her mouth to speak. “If I’d made that type of bet, I’d have been in there. Let’s assume he collected the money right then because if it were me, I’d be terrified of losing the slip. He walks out of the bookies with that much cash on him. What’s he going to do with it? He doesn’t go to put the deposit on the cruise straightaway. He doesn’t put it back in the bank or pension fund or whatever straightaway either for whatever reason. He didn’t have it in the house, at least nowhere we looked, and that would be unlikely anyway since how would he explain that away to Rebecca. So what else can he do with it? He hides it here.”
 
    “That’s a whole load of ‘if’s you’ve got there, Miss Marple,” Sabrina said, but she was looking around the shed as she spoke. “But it’s not in here so where else could it be?”
 
    “How about in that missing bag of fertiliser?” I kicked the nearly empty one at my feet. “We need to find a bag like this.”
 
    Sabrina spread her arms out and gestured around us. “Every bag of fertiliser in this place is a bag like that. How are we supposed to identify which was Derek’s? Hope he had his name sewn into the back?”
 
    “Can we at least check the ones we can see?”
 
    “And what?” Sabrina shook her head at me. “Just hope that he stashed the money inside. And hope that whoever stole the bag hasn’t found the money yet.”
 
    I nodded and gave a small shrug. “Yeah.”
 
    “So you’re happy to stick your hands in cow poo but not take the time to be methodical about this and search the bookies?”
 
    I stepped back from Sabrina. “Whoa, who said anything about sticking my hands in it?”
 
    “How are you going to search the fertiliser without sticking your hands in it? Just empty it out onto the floor and hope nobody notices?”
 
    “We could just …” I left the sentence hanging as I tried to think of anything we could do that would eliminate the need for me to stick my hand in bags of all sorts of animal poo and who knew what else.
 
    “Yeah?” Sabrina asked after a short silence.
 
    “I’m getting summoned,” I said before we could talk about it anymore.
 
    “Okay. Good luck. Be awesome.” 
 
    “Search those bags!” I said as I was pulled away. 
 
    Sabrina’s tirade of expletives was still echoing in my ears as I landed in the corridor outside the assembly hall like always. I couldn’t see who had summoned me but the rest of the group stood outside. Tommy moved next to me.
 
    “What do you think’s going to happen today?” he asked, glancing around at the group.
 
    “Well, given how this assessment has gone so far I think someone’s going to murder Matthew.”
 
    “Walked right into that one, didn’t I?” Tommy nodded with a smile. “The police give you a hard time last night?”
 
    I held up my hand. “Please. Do you know how many times I’ve been questioned as a possible murderer? I’m a pro.”
 
    “I’m not sure if that makes me feel more secure in your company or less,” Tommy mused.
 
    “Well, so far, nobody I like has been murdered so you’re safer than everyone else here.” I touched the wooden door frame behind me. Better to be safe than for Tommy to be dead.
 
    Tommy’s smile grew. “I really like you, Bridget.” 
 
    I was sure Pete had said something similar to me when we’d suspected him of being the murderer last time, and he’d turned out to be innocent. Still … 
 
    “This isn’t the part where you say ‘… so I feel really bad about having to murder you’ is it?” I asked.
 
    Tommy laughed. A proper laugh that made his chest vibrate and called everyone’s attention briefly our way. “Ah, Bridget.”
 
    I pointed to him. “That’s not a no.”
 
    “No, this isn’t that part.” He smiled and shook his head as he looked around the group. “Do you think the assessment will still go ahead?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at me. “Really? With three of the four people in charge of this assessment dead?”
 
    “Yep.”
 
    “Surely not. No, I think they’ll cancel it.”
 
    “Nah, it’ll go ahead.” Warren spoke up from my other side. “These idiots are nothing if not sticklers for procedure. And that won’t help, Red.”
 
    “What?” I looked down at myself to see what he was gesturing to. 
 
    “Putting your back to the wall. Ghosts can walk through them, remember?”
 
    I frowned as I looked behind me. I hadn’t realised I’d done it. “They might be able to walk through them but I’m pretty sure they can’t bring something heavy through to hit me on the back of the head with.”
 
    “How sure?” Warren asked and grinned. “You never listen when Eleanor speaks.”
 
    “I goddamn hate this place,” I muttered, moving away from the wall.
 
    Twenty minutes later when everyone else had been summoned the doors of the hall opened and a sweating Matthew called us inside. Before we had even taken our seats he was listing the instructions for the exam. Nancy hovered at the front with Hannah, who was standing as close to Matthew as she could without actually being inside his clothes. If I had actually cared about anything other than surviving this assessment I might have a girl-to-girl chat with her about making herself too available. It was a flip in attitude from the last time I’d seen them together. Maybe Jenny’s death had made her question what was important in life, or the afterlife.
 
    And then I saw something that brought a smile to my face. Nancy stepped to the side and revealed Sabrina. She gave me a huge smile and a quick wave before Nancy scowled at her and whispered something in her ear. Sabrina smiled as she replied. Nancy’s eyes widened and she subtly stepped closer to Hannah. Sabrina gave me a thumbs up. I shook my head at her and mouthed the word “troublemaker”. Her grin widened as if I’d paid her a compliment.
 
    An older lady from somewhere in the middle of the group raised her hand, interrupting Matthew, who was still droning on about the rules. “Can we—”
 
    “No.” Matthew started the timer on the desk. “You’ve got three hours to finish this exam. Get on with it.”
 
    “Well, I think we should talk about it,” the lady said. “Someone in this room killed Jenny. And Gracie. And the doctor. Unless you did it, I’d have thought you’d want to find out who it was because, by the look of it, you’re next.”
 
    Matthew jerked back. “Did you just threaten me?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” The lady quickly scanned the room to make sure everyone believed her. “But don’t you think we should weed out the killer for our sake? For your sake?”
 
    Matthew jabbed a finger at her. “There! You just threatened me again. You must be the killer. Quick! Someone! Get her!” His eyes frantically darted around the room for someone to do as he commanded. Nancy and Hannah moved to her while everyone else remained in their seats. Sabrina was watching the drama unfold with her mouth hanging open.
 
    I stared at him. “Are you serious right now?”
 
    “And her too.” Matthew jabbed a finger in my direction. “I knew it. She’s been in on it all along.”
 
    Nancy changed course and headed towards me, arms outstretched. I gave her my best quelling stare and she came to a stumbling stop in front of my desk.
 
    Warren gestured to Matthew with his head. “He’s got a point, Red.” 
 
    “He didn’t make a point, you nincompoop. And you say I don’t listen.” I stood up and faced the group, pointedly turning my back on Nancy. “I’d like to know who the killer is just as much as all of you – probably more – but that’s not going to help us pass these assessments. So how about we just take this test and go to lunch?”
 
    “She did it.” The woman pointed at me. “Crazy Jessica was right all along. That’s why she doesn’t want us to talk about it.”
 
    I held my hands up. “No, no. You guys talk about it by all means. Knock yourselves out. But just remember how productive our previous round of questioning was, and that we were all in the room when Gracie was stabbed, and everyone was in the forest when Jenny was bludgeoned. So unless someone confesses by accident or you have a fool-proof way of telling if someone’s lying then you’re just talking yourselves in circles.” I looked around the room. “Does anyone have a fool-proof plan or would anyone like to confess?” No one volunteered. “Well then, let’s just take this utterly stupid test that has no bearing on our ability to adjust whatsoever and go to lunch.”
 
    Matthew looked around the room and pointed to me. “What she said.”
 
    “You’re such a party pooper, Red.” Warren shook his head at me.
 
    “Shut up or I’ll stab you in the face with my pen.” Warren laughed but the room let out a collective gasp. I held my hands up without looking around. “Yes, that was a threat. If Warren dies by pen to the face, I admit it, it was probably me. And if the murderer is in here right now can you please wait until afterwards to carry out your business. Unless you’re planning on murdering me, in which case I’d very much prefer you didn’t make me sit this exam first. That would be unnecessarily inhumane.” I glanced over my shoulder. “No takers? Okay then. Do you mind resetting that timer please, Matthew? I may need the full three hours.”


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Nineteen
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Edith took one look at us and shook her head. “I’m almost afraid to ask.” 
 
    Sabrina and I had stopped by the canteen to get some lunch and brought it with us to meet Edith in the Italian Gardens. I handed Edith one of those chicken pasta salads she seemed to like so much and sat on the grass opposite our usual bench while Sabrina sat next to her.
 
    “Everyone’s still alive, if that’s what you mean.” I unwrapped my cheese melt panini and took a bite.
 
    “You don’t seem happy about that, dear.” Edith sipped her coffee and eyed me over the rim of the takeout cup Sabrina had handed her.
 
    “Let me tell you why.” Sabrina grinned and launched into the tale of idiocy that she had witnessed at the assessment.
 
    “Oh, dear.” Edith winced as she looked at me. “Did the written exam go well at least?”
 
    “No.” I lifted my panini to take another bite but Edith motioned with her hand for me to elaborate. “It was riddled with geography questions and maths questions and history questions. I’m sorry, but how does understanding why the Panama Canal is important to the Western world help me adjust to the afterlife?”
 
    Sabrina choked on her coffee. “That was on there?” 
 
    “Yes.”
 
    “What did you write, dear?”
 
    “That without it the world wouldn’t have the panama hat, which is really the only summer fashion accessory you can’t live without.”
 
    “You know that’s not why, right?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “First, I’m dead, so I’m pretty dang sure the importance of the Panama Canal is negligible to me. Second, the previous question had asked me to name all of Henry the Eighth’s wives, so I was irritated at that point. Third, if Matthew marks them I’m pretty sure he won’t know the answer either and he doesn’t like me anyway so whatever I wrote I’m pretty sure it will be marked as wrong.”
 
    Edith glanced between us. “Why is Matthew marking the tests? I thought that Jenny girl was in charge?” 
 
    “Yeah, someone killed her last night.” I squished the panini and a little cheese came out of the side.
 
    Edith shook her head at me. “What have I told you about only giving me the highlights?”
 
    I motioned for Sabrina to explain while I finished my lunch. I was looking forward to the day when I could have a meal and the topic of conversation not be how much trouble I was in with Oz or a discussion about who was the most likely suspect in our recent murder investigation. 
 
    “What was the point of that assessment?” Edith frowned at me when she was fully up to date.
 
    “You’re asking me?” I glanced to Sabrina then back to Edith. “Did I not just give an example of the type of questions that were on the written exam?”
 
    “I’m getting the sense you’re frustrated, dear.”
 
    “I have no clue where that comes from,” I mumbled. Edith tutted at me. “I’m thinking about quitting being a productive member of society and forming a band of ghost outlaws with you.” 
 
    Sabrina folded her arms and pouted. “Oh, right. So first you make me root through cow poo and now you’re just leaving me to the GA meetings, community service and general bureaucracy. Thanks, Bridge.”
 
    Edith patted her leg. “No, dear. Two people don’t make a band, they make a couple. I think Bridget assumed you’d join her. And probably with little encouragement.”
 
    “Oh.” Sabrina rubbed her chin and blushed slightly. “Sorry, Bridge.”
 
    I waved off her apology. 
 
    “As much as I would love that, dears, I think you should give it a little longer.”
 
    “Really?” I asked and Sabrina raised her eyebrows in disbelief.
 
    “You’ve only been here a short time so you need to fully understand all your options …” Edith tugged on her fringe. “And it helps to have you both employed by the bureau for the moment.”
 
    “But if we did quit we could come and live with you, right?” I asked.
 
    “I’m almost offended that you feel you need to ask.” Edith sipped some more of her coffee. “Sabrina, dear, would you like to elaborate on your cow poo comment? It sounds frightfully intriguing.”
 
    “We went to do a quick search of Derek’s shed this morning to see if we could find the money or a betting stub or something. All we found was a missing bag of fertiliser.”
 
    “You found the bag?” I asked, feeling vindicated. Score one for Bridget Investigations.
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “No, we found it missing. As in, we found that it wasn’t there. And, before you ask, no. I did not find the bag with the money you assumed had been stashed inside.”
 
    I frowned at her. “There was nowhere else it could’ve been. Did you search them all properly?”
 
    “Yes.” Sabrina offered me her hand. “Would you like to perform a sniff test?”
 
    “You actually stuck your hand in that stuff? Without gloves or anything?” I grimaced at Sabrina’s outstretched hand. It might look clean but … “But you can’t mist so maybe someone has hidden that bag in their shed. And you only had ten minutes or so. How thorough can your search really have been?”
 
    “We need to make sure he placed the bet first, otherwise we’re looking for money that doesn’t exist.” Sabrina retracted her hand and directed her comment to Edith. “That makes sense, right?”
 
    “She has a point, dear,” Edith said to me and then turned to Sabrina. “But let’s double check the allotments first.”
 
    “That was such a parental thing to do,” Sabrina grumbled.
 
    “Well, if you two will act like children …” Something buzzed in Edith’s pocket. She peered inside. “Time to go.”
 
    “What did you just check?” Sabrina pointed to Edith’s pocket. She was like a police sniffer dog when it came to new information.
 
    “It’s a tracker.” Edith held up a small device the size of a mobile phone. “That lovely new messenger who delivered Bridget’s assessment letter was a little distracted by the commotion at the funeral, so I swiped it.”
 
    I gestured to the device that Sabrina was turning upside down, sideways and end over end. “Isn’t he going to notice it’s missing?” I asked.
 
    Edith pressed her lips together. “I think he’ll assume he lost it in the melee. Hopefully he won’t be too sorely punished.” 
 
    Sabrina held it up to eye level. “How does it work?”
 
    “It’s like a police radio.” Edith pointed to a couple of the flat dials along its edge. “There are several channels. The messenger’s, the police’s, the GBs’ and some others. Whenever the police or GBs tunnel anywhere they have to submit a tunnelling plan, which includes the name and location of the person they’re tunnelling to apprehend. Anyone on that channel hear it or see the plan.”
 
    Sabrina momentarily tore her eyes away from the device to glance at Edith. “That’s ridiculous.”
 
    “No, dear, that’s bureaucracy.”
 
    “Well, that explains why we’ve not seen hide nor hair of them this week when last week they were on you pretty quickly.” I motioned to the device. “How does it track us?”
 
    “It doesn’t.” Edith held the device still in Sabrina’s hands and pointed to a small digital display that was currently dark. “For messengers, your location is transmitted to the device from the bureau and the messenger tunnels where it tells them you are.”
 
    Sabrina paused in her examination. “Who knows where we are?”
 
    Edith shrugged, an oddly elegant gesture.
 
    “If that doesn’t track us, how do the GBs know where you are?” I asked and Edith shrugged again. “Okay, so the GBs find out where you are but can’t tunnel to catch you without submitting a tunnelling plan which you hear on the radio-thingy and avoid them?” I asked and Edith nodded. “But why wouldn’t they just skip it once to catch you?”
 
    “Because they can’t. When they’re on duty everywhere is blocked to them until they’ve filed a tunnelling plan. And they can’t do it out of hours because they have to turn their uniforms in before the end of their shifts, so if they did I’d know their identity. And if their identity becomes known they can no longer be a GB, which is where all the prison wardens come from. After a hundred years they can reapply.”
 
    “So … they basically make it super easy for criminals?” 
 
    “Dead people are stupid. It’s the monotony. They don’t have to deal with the daily unexpected problems that keeps them mentally agile. Things like dealing with other mentally agile people or human errors or laziness. So they lose the ability to think about doing anything other than what they’re supposed to do, which means they don’t do anything they’re not supposed to do.”
 
    “Well, that’s depressing,” I said.
 
    “At least we know it’s not the water,” Sabrina offered.
 
    “And that’s why it’s so important you try to appear well-adjusted, because if the GBs realise you’re not likely to become a drone then you’re sent to be ‘re-educated’.” Edith made air quotes around the word.
 
    “Well, that’s depressing,” I mumbled and then snapped my fingers and pointed to Edith as something occurred to me. “Do you know how many planes there are in the afterlife?”
 
    “No.” Edith stood and offered us her hands. “Now, shall we get this done before the GBs find us?” 
 
    Sabrina cast a quick look my way. Yeah, I didn’t think she was telling us the whole truth there either.
 
    After discarding the remains of our hastily eaten lunches, Edith tunnelled us to the allotments. We headed for Derek’s shed. The group of men that had been standing around chatting when Sabrina and I had visited earlier were still in exactly the same place. If all of their fingers hadn’t been muddy I’d have assumed they hadn’t moved. Beanpole man was devouring a pack of digestives like they were going out of fashion, oblivious to the mud on his fingers. What if it was compost? I shuddered and looked away. Men could be so gross.
 
    “Since my searching skills are in question, I’ll stay here and eavesdrop while you two look around,” Sabrina said, clearly unperturbed by the biscuit and possible cow poo for lunch combo.
 
    “I think you may have hurt her feelings, dear,” Edith whispered to me as we left Sabrina and headed to the shed. 
 
    I winced when Edith walked through the shed door with no hesitation. I was getting better at the whole misting thing on the odd occasion I practiced but still wasn’t able to do it without an assault of horrific images of the things that could happen. I scanned Derek’s allotment site while Edith was inside. He had sticks in the ground with something green I couldn’t identify tied to them. Tufts of more green stuck up from the ground in neat rows that formed squares. I wandered around the side and to the back of his patch. His allotment backed onto the high brick wall that encircled the whole allotment area. It obviously still got enough sun to be able to grow things because things were growing. In the middle of the back row there was a square metre of empty soil. Either side had what looked like healthy produce. 
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t get that much sun after all,” I murmured, looking at the bedded-in soil. It was packed flat. “Is that weird?” I asked the tufts of green next to the empty bed. “Do you normally pack the soil down like that in an empty bed? I thought you had to churn it and stuff.” The green tufts didn’t reply. I glanced around for something to disturb the soil with. 
 
    There was a trowel sticking up in the mud in the next plot over. I checked around in case anyone was likely to see the possibly floating trowel and realised I couldn’t see anyone – meaning it was unlikely anyone could see me. I was completely enclosed by the wall behind me and the taller vegetables growing in the neighbouring plots. I nipped across to the plot next door and grabbed the trowel, keeping low as I scurried back to make sure no one would see it floating along.
 
    I held the trowel over the empty bed and paused. “Please, please don’t let me find a body in here.”
 
    A few minutes later, covered in mud despite the use of the trowel, I sauntered around to the front of the plot. “Oh, Sabrina?”
 
    Sabrina turned to look at me. “What happened to you?” she said as she left the chatting men.
 
    I dusted the mud – I was focusing on it being solely mud and not any form of animal poo – from my hands as Edith poked her head out of the shed. “I’ve found the missing bag of fertiliser,” I said.
 
    “Is that what you’re wearing?” Sabrina asked, grinning at my dishevelled appearance.
 
    “Where was it, dear?” Edith stepped fully out of the shed and began trying to dust the muck from my jumpsuit.
 
    Casually, I gestured behind me. “Oh, it was just at the back of his allotment … covering his winnings from the bet.”
 
    Edith and Sabrina exchanged a glance and darted around to the back of Derek’s plot. Edith plucked the plastic bag of fifty pound notes from the soil and smiled at me. “Well done, dear.”
 
    Sabrina put an arm around me and gave me a sideways hug, somehow unperturbed by my muddiness. “Good job, Bridge. I’m proud of you.”
 
    I smiled back at their grinning faces. Maybe this whole afterlife business wasn’t so bad after all. I looked down at my awful mess of a uniform. Unless I was covered in poo. 
 
    ∞
 
    We’d taken the money back to Madame Zorina, whose happiness at our success had quickly turned to annoyance at the mud trails I’d left in her office. She’d promised she wait to hand the money over to Rebecca until we could all be there. Before we could set a time I was summoned to the assessment hall.
 
    There were only three other people in the corridor outside the main hall when I arrived so I took a few minutes to visit the toilets and get cleaned up. I had to take off my jumpsuit and shake it out. Crumbs of mud flew across the floor. I had no idea how I’d managed to get mud everywhere – I’d been using a trowel for heaven’s sake.
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” Tommy greeted me when I exited the toilets and wandered along the corridor. 
 
    I threw my hands up, happy to see no chunks of mud flying off me. “I know. It’s so random.”
 
    “It’s role play this afternoon.” He glanced around at the group. “Do you think we’ll get to question people about the murders again? I quite enjoyed that last time.”
 
    “You’re so going to fail this assessment. Maybe you’ll get the cell next to mine. We could play I-spy until they brainwash the intelligence out of us.”
 
    “I don’t really think I-spy takes much intelligence,” Tommy huffed.
 
    “I think you focused on the wrong part of that sentence.”
 
    “The part where we’re too brainwashed to play?”
 
    I nodded. “That would be the part.”
 
    “Any further ideas on who the murderer is?” 
 
    “Questions like that make me think it’s even more likely to be you.”
 
    Tommy laughed. “I’ve still not managed to convince you I’m a good guy?”
 
    “No, you have. That’s why you’re the most obvious suspect,” I said, wagging my finger at him.
 
    Tommy held up his hands in surrender. “Do you have any suspects other than me?”
 
    I shook my head helplessly. “Everyone? Do you?” I’d been happy to pin it on Jenny but since she’d kicked it I had no clue.
 
    “Well, I don’t think it’s you.”
 
    I nodded sagely. “That’s because you already know it’s you.”
 
    “You’ve got nothing else?” he asked.
 
    “I think the GBs knew something fishy was going on here and Jenny was a plant,” I said with a grimace. I didn’t genuinely think Tommy was the killer anymore than I thought Warren was a viable suspect. What could it hurt to share a little? Maybe he’d have some insight.
 
    “A plant for what?” 
 
    “Something to do with Watson failing everyone.”
 
    “She was going to fail us? We’d only taken one test before she was killed.” Tommy said, his eyebrows inching upward. “How could she fail us? And how do you know?”
 
    “I don't for sure but she'd failed everyone she’d assessed up until now so …” I let the sentence hang.
 
    “And how do you know that?” he asked. He folded his arms but smiled at me.
 
    “Oh, y’know,” I said with a shrug. “I know things.”
 
    Tommy’s smile widened but he didn't comment. “Assuming you're right and she was going to fail us and Jenny was sent here to investigate that would surely have made Jenny the target and Watson the killer. But Watson was the first to die.” 
 
    “Oh, was she? I’d completely forgotten.” I gave him a flat stare. “I mean, it wasn’t like I found her or anything.”
 
    “Right.” He pressed his lips together and looked properly chastised for a moment. “But if the group knew that Watson was about to fail them that means everyone is a suspect.”
 
    “Exactly, except no one in the group is likely to know that,” I countered.
 
    “Unless they, y’know, ‘know things’ too,” Tommy mused, not looking at me as he made his little dig but around at the group. 
 
    I followed his gaze. Warren teasing one of the boyband auditionees. “I’m not even sure Watson’s death does have anything to do with the assessments. I can’t see a motive for it other than for the assessment leaders to kill her to pass the year. And since Matthew is the only surviving leader it makes it look like it’s him. You never said what you thought.”
 
    “I agree with pretty much all of your assumptions.” Tommy nodded. “If you had to put money on one person being the killer, who would it be?”
 
    “You first.”
 
    Tommy looked around the group and shook his head. “I can’t pick one. I don’t think they’re smart enough.”
 
    “That’s exactly why I think it’s you.” 
 
    “I’m taking that as a compliment.”
 
    I shrugged. “Take it how you like, just don’t kill me.”
 
    The doors to the assembly hall opened and we all traipsed in. Everyone found their regular desk and sat down. Matthew stood at the front of the hall with Nancy, Hannah and Sabrina.
 
    “Looks like you’re rubbing off on your friend,” Warren whispered as he passed me to find his seat.
 
    “What?”
 
    “She’s got a matching shadow.” Warren nodded in Sabrina’s direction.
 
    Before I could ask him anything else like, y’know, “What the hell?”, he took his seat, studiously ignored me and pretended to focus on Matthew.
 
    “This afternoon we’ll be doing your final assessment before your exams. It will be a role play so please put on the costumes that are already on your desks and make a circle.” Matthew did the same thing Jenny had done and drew a circle in the air because obviously we still didn’t know what a circle looked like. Matthew arranged two chairs in the middle and moved back outside the circle while everyone struggled into their costumes. Happily mine was the same one I’d picked last time. There was that silver lining again. 
 
    When everyone was changed Matthew continued, “So today—”
 
    “I think we should question everyone about Jenny’s murder,” a guy to the right of Tommy spoke up. “There’s still a murderer loose in this group and we need to ferret them out.”
 
    “Really?” I mumbled. “We’re going to have this discussion again?.”
 
    The man jabbed his finger at me. “I know why you don’t want to do it.”
 
    “Because it’s a waste of time? No.” I held up my hand. “Let me guess. Because I’m the murderer, right?”
 
    “If the cap fits.” The man shrugged.
 
    “I don’t wear caps.” I turned to Matthew. “Do you maybe want to take charge of this session and tell us what to do? I don’t know, maybe role play like it’s your job?”
 
    “I don’t need you to tell me my job, Bridget,” Matthew snarled at me.
 
    “You need someone to,” Sabrina mumbled with a roll of her eyes, which earned her a scowl from Nancy and a jab in the ribs from Hannah.
 
    “Bridget, you’re up first.” Matthew searched around the circle. “With Jessica.” 
 
    It wasn’t until he mentioned her that I noticed she was back in the group. She looked a little dazed, and the crazy in her eyes had dissipated somewhat. We moved to the chairs in the middle of the circle. I watched Jessica for the first sign she was going to launch at me and scratch my eyes out, but it was like she didn’t even recognise me. I edged my chair back because that vacant gaze unsettled me more than her crazy chanting.
 
    Matthew offered Jessica the top card and she read it aloud. “You find a puppy by the  side of the road that looks like it’s been hit by a car. It’s still breathing but it’s struggling. What do you do?” Jessica looked up at me. 
 
    “You take it to the vets.” I glanced around the group and saw people shifting uncomfortably in their chairs. “Obviously.”
 
    “Is that what you’d do, Jessica? As a law-abiding and well-adjusted member of our afterlife society?” Matthew asked.
 
    “No, Matthew it’s not.” She puffed up her ponytail. “I would leave the puppy and carry on with my duties.”
 
    “You’d leave a dying puppy by the side of the road?” I was going to slap the smug right off her face. How dare she leave this imaginary puppy, who I’d already decided was a brown Labrador called Peppy, to die.
 
    “Yes, Bridget. I would. The puppy is none of my concern.”
 
    “Excellent. Well done, Jessica.” Matthew gave her a brief round of applause then motioned us both out of the seats. “Next pair is—”
 
    I held up my hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Hold up there. Leaving an injured animal on the side of the road to die when you could help is the epitome of being ‘well-adjusted’?”
 
    “Yes.” Matthew motioned for Warren and a teenage boy to take the seats.
 
    I looked to Sabrina who was wearing a horrified expression. She gave me a subtle nod. Yep, we were going to be joining Edith as outlaws anytime now.
 
    “Excuse me, Matthew, but how exactly is this role play?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “It just is.” Matthew said with a dismissive shake of his head. He offered Warren a card and motioned for him to start reading.
 
    “You are at the site of a car accident,” Warren read. “A little girl has crawled from the wreckage and into the middle of the road. A truck is approaching but not slowing down. What do you do?”
 
    ∞
 
    “Sabrina, Hannah and Nancy, can you stay behind and make sure all the costumes are put away neatly, please?” Matthew called from the doorway of the backstage room as we all stripped out of our totally pointless get-ups. 
 
    “I’m sure everyone is capable of putting their costumes away neatly,” I said as I hung mine back on its hanger and moved away from the rack.
 
    “And now you’re in charge of making that happen as well,” Matthew said as he turned his back and left the room.
 
    “I’m pretty sure you can’t do that,” I called after him but he was gone. “I’m only staying because I’d have to wait for you anyway.” I pointed to Sabrina. “Not because he told me to.”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “Wasn’t even going to question it.”
 
    Nancy and Hannah cried off minutes after Matthew disappeared, figuring that Sabrina would have to stay and sort it all out since her friend was being assessed. Made me extra happy I worked alone. 
 
    “Well, that was pointless,” Sabrina said twenty minutes later all after we’d hung all the costumes. Apparently everyone wasn’t capable of doing it. “I don’t understand these assessments at all. I mean, how could you leave an injured puppy by the side of the road?”
 
    “I told you that Jessica was crazy.”
 
    “You did. But I still don’t believe she called you a witch in front of people.” Sabrina inclined her head. “Swap the ‘w’ for a ‘b’ and I could get behind that.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks so much, best friend.” 
 
    “Hey, just because I’m your best friend doesn’t mean I’m blind to your faults. Your many, many, many faults.”
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Private Investigator. Remind me again which one of us found Derek’s cash stash?” I said as I held my hand out and let Sabrina tunnel us. She frowned and we remained in the costume room.
 
    “Maybe we can’t do it in here,” she said, looking around for some explanation as to why. We couldn’t do it from inside the hall either so we went outside to the corridor. Still no luck. 
 
    “Maybe they’ve shuttered the school into a no tunnelling zone,” I offered. “Let’s go and hunt Matthew down to expel us or whatever he needs to do.”
 
    The assembly hall was at one end of the building so there was only one direction to go. We passed a couple of classrooms on either side and peeked inside as we went. 
 
    “How big is this place?” Sabrina asked as we passed the wide staircase on the right leading to the maths and geography classrooms. I hoped we didn’t have to check up there –they had even less pleasant memories than everywhere else.
 
    “As a whole it’s fairly big, but’s it’s split into four separate buildings. In this one there must be about fifteen classrooms down here, maybe a few more than that upstairs.” I pointed to the end of the corridor. “That opens up into the reception and there’s another staircase to the left that takes you to the next floor, but this building is pretty small.”
 
    Sabrina paused by the open staircase. “So really we could just shout and Matthew would hear us from here?”
 
    “Yeah, he should do.” I nodded and turned to Sabrina, waiting for her to call out to him.
 
    She was looking around. The building was built in the early nineteen hundreds so it had always had that gothic, spooky air that all older buildings had. But now that it was temporarily empty for the summer, the hollowness amplified it. It was a good job I was a ghost or I might have been creeped out by it.
 
    Sabrina checked over her shoulder. “Y’know, I think we should just track him down.”
 
    We peeked in each classroom as we passed. Unless Matthew had tunnelled, there was really no place for him to have gone other than upstairs. I did not want to go up there. It wasn’t any more creepy but it had maths classes. I hated maths. And geography. 
 
    We stepped into the open reception area. A semi-circular desk sat to my left and visitors’ chairs were to my right. A big, sturdy chain looped the outside handles of the glass doors that led to the foyer and the wooden double doors beyond.
 
    “Maybe we can mist through them and tunnel from outside,” I said as I placed my hand on the glass. It didn’t budge. “Or not.”
 
    “Okay, I’m starting to get a little freaked out now.” Sabrina’s hand was firmly jammed in her pocket, no doubt clutching whatever weapon she had in there. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I cast around and my eyes lit on the small, liftable coffee table between the visitors’ chairs. I picked it up. “Break glass in case of emergency?”
 
    “I’ll take the heat for this. You’re being assessed. Last thing you need is a criminal damage charge.” Sabrina took it from my hands and weighed it. “I’m not sure this is going to do it.”
 
    Sabrina lifted the table but before she could attempt to launch it through the glass a tapping noise sounded from behind us. We turned to see a figure swathed in black wearing a white Phantom of the Opera mask and twirling what looked like a log. I reached for Oz’s whistle to find it gone. I was about to start checking my pockets thinking I’d lost it when I remembered I’d snatched it off and he’d not given it back to me. That’s what you get for having a temper tantrum. Lesson learned. 
 
    


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twenty
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “Are you kidding me?” Sabrina called to the slowly approaching figure. “I’ve just tidied all those costumes up. You better put it back in the right place or there’ll be hell to pay.”
 
    I turned to her. “That’s your main concern here? We’re being faced down by a serial killer and you’re bothered about him putting the costume back in the right place?”
 
    “It took us twenty minutes to tidy those up.” Sabrina frowned briefly at the figure and then turned back to me. “Why? What’s your main concern?”
 
    “Run …” the figure hissed at us.
 
    “We’re locked inside with no way to call for help, so where did he get the log from? I don’t think I saw any in the costume room, which means either he can get in and out or he brought it with him when he was summoned. And if he did, how come no one noticed? Unless the whole group is in on it together or it’s Matthew. Or it’s someone else entirely who’s been waiting in here all along.” 
 
    Sabrina’s expression was thoughtful. “They’re actually quite valid points.”
 
    “Thank you.”
 
    “Run …” the figure hissed again.
 
    “Not today, Erik.” Sabrina pulled a stun gun from her pocket and switched it on. “I’m pretty sure this beats your log, but why not step on over here and we’ll give it a go. I know Bridget would like to have a chat with you about all the uniforms of hers you’ve ruined.”
 
    “Actually, I’d rather just punch him in the face. And I thought we’d kind of agreed it was most likely Matthew.” I eyed the approaching figure, trying to gauge his physique underneath the cape. “I know I’ve said it’s not Eric.”
 
    Sabrina stared at me. “What?”
 
    “It’s not Eric. It’s not Watson’s ex-boyfriend.”
 
    “Not Eric. Erik. The Phantom of the Opera’s sort of real name.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” I gestured to the figure. “Continue threatening him.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.”
 
    “Run …” he hissed again but he’d stopped moving closer.
 
    “Look,” Sabrina said. “I think it’s clear we’re not going to run, so how about you take that mask off and surrender?”
 
    “Y’know, I completely understand why people want to kill you.” Warren removed the mask and gestured to us with his log. “It’s very unsatisfying trying to threaten people who are too stupid to be scared.”
 
    Sabrina stepped towards him with the stun gun in her outstretched hand and Warren backed up, taking his log and raising his other hand.
 
    “Hey-hey-hey, I’m not the killer.”
 
    Sabrina nodded and took another step. “Oh, I know, but I’m still going to stun you for being an idiot.”
 
    Warren pointed a finger at me, his voice inching up. “I was getting her back for slapping me.”
 
    “I slapped you for trying to frame me for your faux murder. There is no getting me back here.”
 
    Sabrina pointed to the length of wood Warren was carelessly swinging around. “How did you know the murder weapon was a log?” 
 
    “Everyone knows that the good doctor was killed with a log.”
 
    “Uh-huh.” Sabrina nodded, obviously still not completely convinced of Warren’s innocence. “And I suppose you just happened to have one in your coat pocket.”
 
    Warren shrugged. “There’s a fake fireplace in the staffroom upstairs. Took you two so long to hang a couple of tops I had time to explore.”
 
    “Well, isn’t that lovely for you.” I scanned the corridor behind us. We were still alone. Sound travelled when the school was empty, so wherever Matthew was he should’ve heard us. “Don’t suppose you killed Matthew on your travels?”
 
    “Yeah, he was—I mean, no. I didn’t kill him, but I did see him. He was heading back to the costume room mumbling about how inept you four were, taking so long to tidy up.” Warren gestured between us with his log. “Where are the other two?” 
 
    “They left.” Sabrina turned to me. “Could Matthew have passed us?”
 
    “I don’t see how. How long ago was this?” I asked Warren.
 
    “Ten minutes or so,” Warren said and stripped out of his costume, leaving it crumpled on the floor. “I’m off to our GA meeting so I don’t get in trouble.”
 
    Sabrina pointed to the heap of clothing. “I’d appreciate it if you’d tidy your costume away first.”
 
    Warren looked at the pile of clothes on the floor and shook his head. “Nah.”
 
    He stood perfectly still and tried to tunnel. Half a minute later, he hadn’t tunnelled but his face was flushed from effort. He pointed his log at Sabrina. “What did you do?” 
 
    Sabrina smirked at him, arms folded, stun gun still in hand. “Why did you imagine we were looking for Matthew? To say our fond farewells?”
 
    Warren’s attention darted frantically around the corridor. His breathing became shallow and jagged. Sabrina jerked her head in his direction and looked at me. 
 
    I held my hands up. “I’ve got no clue what’s wrong with him.”
 
    “I’m claustrophobic.” His words came out on ragged exhales as he tried and failed to open the collar of his jumpsuit. Considering they were fastened with poppers I found that a pretty impressive act of ineptitude.
 
    “It’s not exactly like you’re confined.” I flapped my arms around like a bird to demonstrate the space.
 
    Warren’s face turned a sickly shade of green and he dropped to all fours, panting heavily. Okay, so maybe not ineptitude. Maybe just a severe phobia.
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” Sabrina mumbled. He finally managed to jerk the top popper of his jumpsuit open, as if that would help him catch his breath.
 
    I stepped closer to him and peered down at his face. “I think he’s genuinely having a panic attack. Let’s get him up and find Matthew.”
 
    Sabrina leaned back to assess him. “I think we should leave him. He tried to terrify us.”
 
    Warren’s breathing was still coming in short, shallow gasps. “No. No. You can’t leave me. Tell her, Bridget. We’re friends. You don’t leave your friends behind. I told you about the shadow.”
 
    “He’s right,” I said to Sabrina. “And besides, if we find Matthew in here and he is the killer we can just give him Warren and save ourselves.” 
 
    “What?” Warren gasped at me. “You wouldn’t.”
 
    Sabrina pointed to me. “Good point. Always got to have an escape plan. Alright. Let’s get you up.” Sabrina pocketed her stun gun and helped me pull Warren to his feet. 
 
    “So, you really think Matthew wants to kill you?” Warren asked as we staggered back along the corridor to the assembly hall, trying to hold him up. 
 
    “Do I still have a death shroud?” Before Warren could answer, I gestured around Sabrina with one hand as if I were touching her aura. “Oh, and by the way, apparently you have one now too.”
 
    “What?” Sabrina dropped Warren’s arm and he fell to his knees as I struggled to hold him. “When did you find this out?”
 
    “Warren told me before the assessment.”
 
    Sabrina thrust her hands on her hips. “Someone wants to kill me and you’re only telling me this now?”
 
    “I forgot, okay?” I let go of Warren’s other arm and he fell back to all fours. At least his breathing had evened out.
 
    Sabrina’s voice hitched up in pitch. “You forgot?”
 
    “Yes. I forgot. I was busy being shunned by the well-adjusted folk in the role play because I wouldn’t leave an injured puppy by the side of the road. Not to mention I have a shadow and a cloud, so if the killer turns up I’m pretty sure that I’m their first victim.”
 
    “Are you two always like this?” Warren looked between us, still on all fours, then shook his head as if it didn’t matter and focused his attention back on me. “That’s not what the cloud means. It means you’ve not accepted that you’re dead. You think you’re surrounded by dead people but you’re apart from it. That’s why you’re being assessed, right? Because you’ve not accepted the fact you’re dead?”
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “You know you’re dead, right?”
 
    I pointed to Sabrina. “You’re going to be dead in a minute if you don’t shut up.”
 
    Warren glanced to Sabrina but gestured to me. “This is what I mean. She hasn’t let go of her old life or she wouldn’t threaten you with death because she’d realise you’re already dead.”
 
    “Don’t think I won’t punch you in the face just because you’re recovering from a panic attack,” I warned Warren. “And, trust me, as the girl who keeps finding dead ghosts in her locker, death is still a pretty good threat.”
 
    “Speaking of dead ghosts,” Warren said, reaching a hand out to me so I could help him up. “Can we please just find Matthew and get out of here? Or not Matthew. Or someone who can unlock us.”
 
    Sabrina spent the majority of the short walk back to the assembly hall checking over her shoulder. Initially, I thought she was watching our backs, but then I realised she was watching her back. As in looking for her death shroud.
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me,” she grumbled when she saw me smirking.
 
    We headed through the doors into the assembly hall. It was empty, which wasn’t really a surprise. The chair-desks remained where we’d left them, each one just slightly out of position, which gave the hall an ominous, deserted vibe.
 
    “Let’s check backstage again so I can put this stupid costume away and we can make sure Matthew didn’t somehow double back on us,” Warren suggested, his breathing still heavy but the green tinge now faded from his cheeks.
 
    “He’s not in there,” Sabrina said. “We just came from in there.”
 
    “Let’s check again, okay?” Warren said over his shoulder as he led the way.
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Sabrina, asking if she trusted him. She shook her head and motioned for me to keep my eyes on our backs, her hand deep in her stun gun pocket. Just because I didn’t think Warren was the killer didn’t mean I was going to follow him blindly into a room with only one exit. After the last who’s-the-murderer debacle, I was pretty sure I couldn’t spot a murderer if he slapped me across the face. 
 
    The costume room was exactly as we left it minutes earlier: tidy and empty. 
 
    “Do you guys really think Matthew is the killer?” Warren asked as he found a hanger, draped his cape and mask onto it then shoved it back onto the rail. 
 
    “It doesn’t go there,” I said while watching the only door and Warren. Sabrina checked around the sides of the room for cupboards or closets. 
 
    Warren snatched it off the rail and shoved it at me. “Fine, Mrs OCD, you put it away.”
 
    I took it from him and held it up. “This is from a musical, so it goes with the musical costumes.” I moved to the next rail along and pushed at the costumes to make a space on the rail but they were heavy and hard to move. I parted them a little and then shoved each hand in opposite directions to make space. There was a rip and a snap. I was about to claim that I wasn’t taking the blame for it when Matthew, still upright, rolled through the gap. Warren grabbed my arm and pulled me back out of the way as Matthew fell, face first, onto the floor. He landed with a heavy thud. He didn’t move.
 
    “What was that?” Sabrina appeared around the side of the rail, her eyes falling on Matthew. She threw her arms up at me. “Great. There goes our last suspect.”
 
    “Well, don’t look at me,” I said. “I didn’t kill him.”
 
    We both turned to Warren. “It wasn’t me!” he said.
 
    Sabrina examined the rails where he’d fallen through. “Someone must have trapped him between the two racks to keep his body hidden, using the tightly packed costumes to keep him upright.”
 
    I frowned at Sabrina. “You mean someone killed him, then picked him up and sandwiched him between those super heavy rails that are incredibly difficult to move? Are you kidding me right now?”
 
    “How is hiding him worse than him being dead?” asked Warren, his breathing returning to the shallow panic attack gasps from earlier. 
 
    I pointed to Matthew. “Could you pick him up, hold him with one hand and then move those very heavy rails with the other hand? No, you couldn’t. But at least we know who the killer is now.”
 
    “Who?” Warren’s eyes darted around the room.
 
    I stared at him. “Quite obviously it’s Superman. Or Thor. Or The Rock.”
 
    Warren shook his head, confusion all over his face. “Why would The Rock want to kill Matthew?”
 
    I looked to Sabrina. “Help?”
 
    “I think we can rule all three out.” Sabrina held up two broken hangers. “I think he must have gotten hooked on the hangers somehow when he was attacked. When you shoved the clothes it must have knocked him loose.”
 
    “So, The Rock didn’t do it?” Warren asked, looking between us.
 
    “Did he have any wounds to his front?” Sabrina asked as she crouched over Matthew, examining his back and ignoring Warren.
 
    “Y’know, I was too busy trying to not let our prime murder suspect kill me to really look,” I said.
 
    Sabrina ignored my jibe and placed her hands underneath his side. “Help me roll him over?” 
 
    Warren shook his head. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no—” 
 
    “She wasn’t talking to you.” I crouched next to her and we managed to heave his torso over. He rolled onto his back. Limp. 
 
    “Stand on his hand.” Sabrina instructed me as she did the same on her side. “Your heel on his fingers and toes towards his wrist.”
 
    “What? Why?” I asked but did as she asked.
 
    “In case he’s lulling us into a false sense of security and he leaps up to try to kill us,” Sabrina said and I put all my weight on his hand. 
 
    “What if he’s not dead?” Warren asked. “You might break something.”
 
    “Well, Warren, if he’s faking he’s likely the killer,” Sabrina said, using her oh-so-patient tone. “If he’s not faking then he really is dead so it won’t matter to him if we break something, will it?”
 
    “Good point.” Warren peered down at Matthew from behind me.
 
    “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod!” I shrieked and jumped back, throwing my arms up to protect my face. 
 
    Pulling me out of the way when Matthew fell out from between the clothes rail must have been Warren’s one act of bravery for the day because he shrieked louder than I did and hid behind me, his hands fisted in my jumpsuit as if he were going to use me as a shield.
 
    When I stopped yelling and stilled, he peered out from behind me to see Matthew still prone on the floor. 
 
    Sabrina grinned at him from across Matthew’s body. “I think that was better than stun gunning you.”
 
    Warren stepped out from behind me and pointed his finger at my face. “That was not funny.”
 
    “Ohhhh, I think it was.” I put my foot back on Matthew’s hand as Sabrina bent down to check for a pulse at his neck. 
 
    Warren straightened out his jumpsuit and cracked his neck. “You’ve found too many dead bodies. It should bother you more than this.”
 
    “Yeah, you do get a little blasé about it all after a while,” I said.
 
    “Well, I can’t see any obvious injuries but he’s definitely dead.” Sabrina stood and motioned for me to remove my foot from Matthew’s hand.
 
    “Matthew? Are you in—” Tommy stood in the only doorway of the costume room and took in the scene.
 
    “What are you still doing here?” I asked, stepping over Matthew so Sabrina and I were side by side facing Warren and Tommy, using the doubly dead Matthew as a divider.
 
    Tommy stared at Matthew and sighed. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “I thought you left with everyone else,” Sabrina said.
 
    Tommy moved out of the doorway, coming into the room and completely exposing his back to the only entrance. “There were some forms I’d not filled out properly. Matthew put me in one of the classrooms to complete them. He said this is where he’d be and to come and get him when I was done. Have you seen anyone else while you’ve been here?” 
 
    “Which classroom?” Warren asked.
 
    “An upstairs one. He had all the paperwork set out ready.”
 
    Warren frowned. “Then how come I didn’t see you? I looked in every classroom.”
 
    Tommy shook his head and focused on Matthew’s body. “I don’t know. Why are you still here?”
 
    Warren shrugged. “I wanted to scare Bridget.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Tommy raised an eyebrow at me and I gave him a long yeah-this-is-my-life blink. Tommy turned back to Warren. “How did that work out for you?” 
 
    Warren rolled his eyes. “Not great. Have you seen anyone else?”
 
    Tommy nodded to Matthew. “You mean like someone with a badge saying, ‘I’m a murderer, ask me how’? No. How do we get out of here and call the police?”
 
    Warren looked at me since I was the expert. “They’re normally here by now, right? They don’t normally take this long, do they?”
 
    I shrugged. “Does anyone know how blocking works? Because if we can’t tunnel out, maybe they can’t tunnel in.” 
 
    “I think those doors are our best bet. Let’s get outside and deal with it there,” Sabrina said.
 
    Warren’s voice hitched up. “We just found a dead guy. Why do you think I’d go anywhere with you?”
 
    “I thought you knew it wasn't me?” I said.
 
    “I did. Until we found a dead Matthew!” Warren jabbed his finger at the latest dead body.
 
    I folded my arms and stared at him. “Right, because there couldn’t possibly be anyone else running around the building brandishing a log.”
 
    “I think we should all stick together,” Tommy interrupted.
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you either,” Warren said, stepping back from Tommy.
 
    “So don’t go with any of us,” I said. “But don’t blame us when the murderer picks you off as the straggler.”
 
    Warren glanced between the three of us. “Fine. I’ll come. But you better keep your distance.”
 
    “Oh great. I'm so pleased,” Sabrina snipped. “Bridge and I are going back to the doors in the reception area. So if you can both …” Sabrina stretched out her arms and wafted them forward, implying for them to exit the costume room.
 
    Tommy grinned. “You don’t want to walk past me?”
 
    “No offence. But I don’t know you and we’ve just found a dead body. I’m not turning my back on either of you.” Sabrina held up her empty hands like she was surrendering before casually returning them to her pockets. Tommy watched them, his attention focusing a little longer on her stun gun pocket.
 
    Warren followed, stepping sideways, and we brought up the rear. Once out of the assembly hall we stood on opposite sides of the corridor. Boys versus girls.
 
    “What are you two going to do?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Tommy glanced along the corridor to the reception area. “I’m pretty sure they’re going to be reinforced glass so I’ll look around upstairs for an alternative option.”
 
    “I’m going to stay right here.” Warren pointed to the floor. “You can shout to me when you—”
 
    “Shhh.” Tommy narrowed his eyes at the open stairway. Sure enough, a tapping that could’ve been two pairs of feet echoed in the silence.
 
    “Oh, thank goodness, we’re not alone in here,” Nancy said as she and Hannah emerged from the wide stairway and walked towards us. “Do you know why we’re locked in here?”
 
    Tommy, Warren, Sabrina, and I all exchanged glances. Everyone’s expression said the same thing: promising new suspects.
 
    “I thought you two left,” Sabrina said.
 
    “I needed to speak to Matthew about the assessment so we popped back.” Hannah looked behind us as she spoke as if expecting Matthew to come through the doors.
 
    “What about the assessment?” Tommy didn’t do anything as obvious as point his finger and accuse them, but his suspicion was clear from his tone. 
 
    “It’s confidential,” Hannah apologised with a smile.
 
    “More like personal,” I mumbled.
 
    Hannah frowned at me. “Either way, he was too busy telling you two off about something in the costume room so I left you to it and figured I’d try again later.” 
 
    Sabrina and I exchanged a glance as Tommy’s and Warren’s eyes fell on us. 
 
    “Did you actually see us both in there?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Hannah hesitated. “Well, no. I didn’t go in. I heard it through the door. I just assumed it was you two. Why?”
 
    “We haven’t seen Matthew since he left us in the costume room tidying up after everyone else,” I said.
 
    “Not alive at least,” Sabrina added.
 
    “What do you mean?” Hannah’s attention jumped between Sabrina and me, her voice climbing an octave. “Not alive?”
 
    “He’s dead,” Warren said with absolutely no attempt at tact.
 
    Hannah’s eyes stretched wide and she let out a wail that crazy Jessica would’ve been proud of. She dropped to the floor, curling in on herself, and cried out huge, gut-wrenching sobs. Nancy sat down next to her and tried to comfort her while the rest of us stood around, not really knowing where to look.
 
    “We still need a way out of here,” Sabrina said in a low voice so not to disturb Hannah’s crying fit.
 
    Warren folded his arms and stared at us. “Yeah, the murderer would say that.”
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” Tommy said and clipped Warren upside the back of his head with an open palm. 
 
    I pointed to Tommy. “If you’re the murderer it will break my heart.” 
 
    Tommy threw me a wink. “Same plan? I go upstairs, you two check the front?”
 
    “No, no, we shouldn’t split up.” Nancy spoke over Hannah’s sobbing. “Remember the forest?”
 
    Tommy, Sabrina, and I shared a glance, then all continued on our way, leaving Warren with Nancy and Hannah. Tommy headed up the staircase, taking two steps at a time, and Sabrina and I made our way to the reception area. We stood in front of the doors and Sabrina checked over her shoulder at the still-crying Hannah at the other end of the corridor while I picked up the coffee table. 
 
    “I think Tommy’s right.” I tapped the glass door with the table leg. “I’m not sure this is going to break it.”
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina agreed a little more loudly than necessary. “Let’s see if there’s anything else we can use.”
 
    Sabrina moved to the left, between the wall and the reception desk, out of sight of the corridor and Warren. She beckoned me with a finger pressed to her lips. Sabrina pointed at a narrow hallway leading away from the reception area in the opposite direction of the corridor. There were two locked doors at the end of it. One that led straight ahead and one on the back wall of the reception area. I peeked around the corner, back up the corridor, while Sabrina picked the lock on the door straight ahead at the end of the hallway. 
 
    She looked inside then turned back to me with a shake of her head. “Stationery closet.” 
 
    She closed it without locking it and picked the lock on the door on the back wall of the reception area. It led into the last classroom before the reception area. We moved inside and this time Sabrina used her tools to lock the door after us. 
 
    “I saw these doors last time we were down here,” Sabrina said quietly. “Admittedly, I thought they might lead somewhere better.”
 
    “I did wonder why you announced we’d be going back to the reception area,” I whispered. “I thought it was uncharacteristically trusting of you. What’s the plan from here?”
 
    “I was hoping there would be windows in here and they’d be easier to break than the reception doors but …” Sabrina pointed through the single-pane windows to the large courtyard enclosed by the other school buildings. “Why is that even there? What’s its purpose?”
 
    “It’s a garden. I don’t ever remember being allowed to go in it, though.”
 
    “Do you think the blocking covers it?”
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve no idea. Maybe because it’s in the centre of the building. Maybe not because it’s not actually part of the building. Want to break a window and try?”
 
    Sabrina frowned out at the small garden as she backed up against the wall of the classroom that bordered the corridor. “Maybe keep it in mind as a possibility.”  
 
    “Ah, right,” I said with a nod, following her across the room. “Because we’re so inundated with much better avenues of escape right now.”
 
    Sabrina pointed to the half-glass door several feet further along the wall. “We should be able to see who comes for us without them seeing us if we keep close to this wall.”
 
    “So, this ‘let’s split up and find an exit’ plan was really a ‘let’s split up and see who comes to kill us’ plan?”
 
    Sabrina offered me a one-shoulder shrug. “Maybe.” 
 
    I shook my head at her. “How are you not being assessed?”
 
    Sabrina grinned and then pressed her finger to her lips and pointed to the door. I peeked out from over her shoulder to see a diagonal slice of the corridor and something Alex Version 2.0 had said floated through my mind. I grabbed Sabrina’s arm as something occurred to me.
 
    Sabrina saw my expression and her eyes darted around the room. “What?”
 
    I built a vision of the ladies’ locker room in my mind and tilted my head to either side trying to work out the angle. “You can’t see my locker from the toilets.”
 
    Sabrina stared at me for a long moment, then patted my hand that still gripped her arm. “That’s good to know.”
 
    “If you can’t see my locker from the toilets then how could Alex Version 2.0 see me stuff someone inside it?”
 
    Sabrina closed her eyes and angled her head. “Your locker is on the right, right? Same side as the toilets and there’s a wall between them.” Sabrina tilted her head in the opposite direction much like I had done. “You should be able to see some of the opposite side of the room, though.”
 
    “Exactly. So Alex Version 2.0 couldn’t have seen me actually stuff someone in my locker.”
 
    “Ohhhhh …” Sabrina’s eyes darted around the room again, this time as if she were watching something on a television screen. “Ohhhhh-ho …”
 
    I sighed. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
 
    Sabrina’s eyes focused on my face. “What if he just saw one person? What if Watson was already dead and the murderer morphed into both you and her? He said you just laughed, right?” she asked and I nodded. “No one’s laugh sounds like their speaking voice, so he wouldn’t know that wasn’t you and maybe he’d never heard Watson talk. Or they could do a decent impersonation.”
 
    Charon’s uncanny take on Watson popped into my head. No. It wouldn’t be Charon. He wouldn’t kill someone. Would he? Well, yeah, he might, but he wouldn’t frame me for it. I knew that for sure. Mostly for sure.
 
    I sneaked a peek into the corridor through the glass panes in the door to see if our friendly neighbourhood murderer had shown their face yet. They hadn’t. “Okay, let’s assume it was one person – how does that get us any closer to the killer?”
 
    “It doesn’t. Not really.” Sabrina frowned at the far wall. “Okay. Let’s work this through. The only reason to put on a show would be if you knew someone was watching. That would mean the killer waited for Alex Version 2.0 to go into the ladies’ locker room so they could give him a fake murder show framing you.”
 
    “Two huge problems with that.” I counted them off on my fingers. “First, they would have to know that Alex Version 2.0 uses the ladies’ toilets and, second, they would be hanging around outside with a dead Watson slumped over their shoulder.”
 
    “Those are both very valid points.” Sabrina nodded but still stared at the far wall. “Unless the body was stuffed in there earlier and the killer was just waiting around for someone to come in. Maybe they didn’t know Alex Version 2.0 used the ladies’ toilets, maybe they were just waiting for someone, anyone, to be a witness.” Sabrina nodded to herself. “Yeah, that would work. They’d put on a show right before you were due to finish your community service shift, which leaves you with a small but possible murdering window.”
 
    “That would mean it was someone who knew what time I’d finish. And wouldn’t the GBs have shown up when Watson was originally murdered?”
 
    Sabrina was too busy tapping her chin and staring at the wall to hear me. “But who in here has enough ghost juice to switch back and forth into two people? Maybe there are two killers. I’m not happy about Nancy and Hannah just showing up,” Sabrina said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Well, it can’t be Hannah because she didn’t start subbing until after Gracie was stabbed,” I said. “Or, at least, she can’t be the one who killed Gracie. Maybe she killed everyone else and Nancy killed Gracie. Or maybe it’s all Nancy. But during ‘murder in the dark’ how would they have known where I was to slap the knife into my hand?”
 
    “Night vision goggles?” Sabrina suggested.
 
    I gave her a flat stare. “I’m pretty sure I’d have noticed someone walking around with a pair of those.”
 
    Sabrina inclined her head. “Fair point. And who did Hannah hear Matthew arguing with in the costume room?”
 
    “Maybe no one. Maybe she did it.” I threw my hands up. “I just don’t know. I can’t see a motive for killing him, or the others, apart from someone being unhappy about the assessment. But then five minutes ago I would’ve said I was pretty sure we were the only four people here. If Nancy and Hannah have been here nearly the whole time and we’ve not seen them, anyone else could be here.”
 
    Sabrina rubbed her forehead as if it would stimulate her brain. “What are we working on as a motive? The assessment?”
 
    “If we’re using that as a motive then it has to be someone who stands to gain from the deaths of the leaders and that was really only the other leaders. But now they’re all dead.”
 
    Sabrina frowned. “It has to be someone being assessed though, right? Maybe someone emotionally unbalanced and resentful of the leaders. Who seemed unbalanced to you?”
 
    “Everyone but Tommy and Warren. I hope it’s Jessica. I would very much enjoy knocking her unconscious.” I sighed happily at the image of stunning her. Repeatedly.
 
    “I’ve just had a really horrible thought.” Sabrina was jabbing her neck with two fingers as if she were probing for a pulse.
 
    I waited but she didn’t elaborate. “Are you just going to keep it to yourself? Because I’m happy for you to do that.”
 
    “What if Matthew was faking? There was no wound I could see. He didn’t have a pulse but I can’t find a pulse on me either,” she said, still prodding her neck.
 
    I felt around my own neck. “I think you must be doing it wrong because I’ve got a pulse.”
 
    Sabrina knocked my hand away and felt my neck, then pressed her fingers back to her own neck in the same area. “How come you have a pulse and I don’t?”
 
    I arched an eyebrow at her. “Why do you keep asking me these things?”
 
    Sabrina cursed. Several times. “I goddamn hate this place.”
 
    “Well, if Matthew were faking I’m going to kick his arse because I’m pretty sure he copped a feel of my boob as he fell onto me.”
 
    Sabrina snorted a laugh. “A man’s a man even in—” Sabrina turned to me. “Wait. If you think he copped a feel then his hands must have been up.” I frowned at her and she raised her hands as though she were about to cop a feel of my boobs.
 
    I looked from her hands to her face. “You mean, like, up? Like I’m-faking-being-dead-slash-unconscious up?”
 
    “Yeah.” Sabrina briefly pressed her lips together in thought. “But I heard the thump when he hit the floor. It sounded pretty hard. It’s nigh on impossible to not try to save yourself when you’re falling if you’re conscious. It’s a reflex.”
 
    I frowned at her. “Okay, so to be clear, are we saying he was unconscious-slash-dead or not?”
 
    “We’re saying we should check.”
 
    “I thought we were hiding in wait for someone to come and kill us.”
 
    “Change of plan,” she said as she crouched to pick the lock on the classroom door and peeked out. “Warren’s gone. So have Nancy and Hannah.”
 
    “What?” I peered out over her shoulder along the empty corridor. “You think Matthew’s got them?”
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “Maybe they’re Matthew’s partners and they’re hunting us.”
 
    “Hope that wasn’t a reference to me.” Tommy spoke from the opposite side of the doorway, making us both jump back inside the classroom. “Sorry. I came down the back stairs looking for you two. Why are you hiding in a classroom?”
 
    “Have you seen the rest of them?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Tommy looked along the corridor and frowned. “No. Not since I went upstairs. There’s no way out up there that I can see. How about the doors?”
 
    “To be honest we didn’t try them. We were waiting for the murderer to come and try to kill us,” Sabrina said.
 
    “How did that work out for you?” Tommy asked.
 
    Sabrina gave him a small smile. “You turned up.” 
 
    Tommy huffed a laugh and rubbed the back of his neck. “Come on. Let’s go and find the others. What’s the plan from here?”
 
    “I’m sure there was an emergency exit door in the backstage area,” Sabrina said as we left the safety of our classroom. 
 
    “I didn’t see one,” Tommy said. “Apart from the one in the hall some idiot has bricked up.”
 
    “I think it was on the far wall in the costume room,” I added. I knew for certain there wasn’t an emergency exit in there but I assumed that was Sabrina’s ruse to explain going back to check Matthew was definitely dead. I also assumed she didn’t want to explain our suspicions to anyone, just in case Matthew had a partner. Or partners. 
 
    We checked inside each room as we made our way back along the corridor. Sabrina opened the door of the last classroom before the assembly hall and dodged as a chair came flying out.
 
    She moved to stand in the doorway, arms folded. “You done?”
 
    “I knew it was you!” Warren yelled from somewhere inside the classroom.
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “Can we just leave him here?” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Tommy mumbled.
 
    I pursed my lips at them both and then poked my head around the doorframe to peer into the classroom. “Get out here, you idiot.”
 
    Warren’s head popped up from behind a table. “You’ve not come to kill me?”
 
     “Don’t tempt me,” I warned as Warren emerged from the classroom.
 
    He looked at each of us in turn. “So, no way out then?”
 
    Sabrina nodded. “Yes, we found a way out and are sitting in the nearest pub getting incredibly drunk in the beer garden. What you see before you are mere echoes of ourselves.” 
 
    “There’s no need for the attitude, I was only asking,” Warren said. “So the plan now is …?”
 
     “I saw a fire exit door in the costume room.” Sabrina looked behind Warren into the classroom. “Where are the other two?”
 
    “Nancy took Hannah to the toilets to get cleaned up.” Warren shook his head. He stuck a finger in his ear and waggled it. “Man, that girl can cry.”
 
     “So much for ‘let’s not split up’,” Tommy mumbled.
 
    “We’ll get them,” Sabrina said.
 
    Sabrina and I walked back along the corridor to the toilets. I opened the outer door. Everything sounded peaceful on the inside front, which I was grateful for. I couldn’t take any more of Hannah’s wailing. Sabrina held the first door open for an easy escape, if necessary, as I pushed the second one ajar to peek inside. If they were having a weepy heart-to-heart I intended to close the door and call through it, so I wouldn’t get dragged into it. I paused in the doorway. 
 
    “What’s up? Are they not in there?” Sabrina asked and I turned to her, resignation all over my face. She sighed. “Why do people keep killing our suspects?”


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twenty-One
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Nancy lay face down in the middle of the white tiled floor. Hannah lay face down next to her.
 
    “Blow to the head.” Sabrina crouched beside Nancy’s body and lifted some hair off her face and winced. “Right on the temple.”
 
    “Same here.” I couldn’t see much since Hannah’s hair was matted with blood, and to be honest I’d seen enough head wounds to last me a lifetime – I wasn’t about to go lifting up her hair and examining her scalp. “At least it wasn’t us,” I said.
 
    Sabrina grinned at me over the two dead women and clicked her tongue. “Always a silver lining.”
 
    “Do you think we’re becoming a little too desensitised to the whole people being murdered around us thing?” I asked.
 
    Sabrina shook her head as she stood. “Nah. I think we’re just adapting to our environment.”
 
    “You’d have rescued the puppy, right?”
 
    Sabrina snorted in disgust. “Who wouldn’t have rescued the puppy?”
 
    Since there wasn’t really much else we could do, we headed out of the toilets and back toward Tommy and Warren. 
 
    Tommy held his hands up. “Where are they?”
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “They’re not coming.”
 
    “I’m not sure it’s wise to leave those two on their own in here. If the killer is still here …” Tommy left the sentence hanging but we all got the implication.
 
    I gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Doesn’t matter now.”
 
    “What do you mean?” Warren asked.
 
    Tommy’s eyebrows inched up. “Really?”
 
    “Really, what?” Warren looked between the three of us for answers.
 
    “They’re dead,” Sabrina said.
 
    “You ladies don’t mind if I just check, do you?” Tommy asked.
 
    I shook my head. “I’d be worried if you didn’t.”
 
    “And I was beginning to think it was Nancy as well,” Sabrina said as we waited for Tommy to get back. 
 
    “Why?” Warren asked.
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “Mainly because I didn’t like her but also she was around when three out of four victims were murdered, and she was locked in here with us.”
 
    Tommy walked out of the toilets and shook his head. “We need to get out of here, we’re dropping like flies.”
 
    “Well, hi there, Mr States-the-Obvious,” Warren snapped.
 
    “We’re going to check the costume room for that exit before anyone else dies,” Sabrina said as we backed up and headed to the assembly hall.
 
    “I didn’t see an exit in there.” Warren had his arms tightly wrapped around his torso as if he were hugging himself and followed us with small, quick steps. 
 
    We walked back into the hall, across the stage, and into the costume room. 
 
    “Er …” I pointed to the empty space on the floor where we had left Matthew’s double dead body. “I think we’re missing someone.”
 
    “Why would the killer come back for the body?” Warren slid costumes out of the way to check behind the rails. “Why would he do that?”
 
    “He didn’t.” Matthew spoke from the doorway, a wad of wet cloth pressed to the back of his head. 
 
    “Oh my god. You were dead.” Warren ran over to him and grabbed him by the arm, helping him down the three steps into a seat. Warren glared at me. “Why didn’t you check his pulse? He could’ve died.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sabrina did. But apparently a pulse is no longer an accurate way to determine whether you’re alive or not.”
 
    “Why? Who has a pulse?” Tommy asked, his eyes jumping around the group.
 
    “What are you all doing here?” Matthew grimaced as he adjusted the cloth on the back of his head. 
 
    “We can’t get out. The blocking is up.” Sabrina swirled her finger in a circle.
 
    “It shouldn’t be. I left it down so you could get out.” Matthew tilted his head like Oz did when he was listening to his emotional radar. “So it is. Maybe it came back up when I got knocked out.” Matthew frowned and focused his attention on the far wall. After a long moment he shook his head once and stopped, closing his eyes and blowing out an unsteady breath. “I’m a bit too woozy to do it just yet. Give me a few minutes and I’ll take it down.” 
 
    “Sure.” Sabrina returned her hand casually to her pocket. “Don’t suppose you saw who attacked you?”
 
    “No. He caught me from behind.” Matthew winced again as he adjusted his cloth.
 
    “Really?” Tommy asked. “Because Hannah said she heard you arguing with someone in here.”
 
    Matthew gave one shake of his head and stopped with another wince. “I was talking to myself because you four ladies weren’t in here and I was annoyed I was going to have to track you down.”
 
    Tommy frowned at Matthew. “Why would you need to track them down if you specifically left the blocking down for them to leave?” 
 
    “To make sure they had left before I left and sealed the place back up,” Matthew said.
 
    “But then why wouldn’t you have left the blocking in place so they’d have to find you before they left so you’d know they were gone?” Tommy asked, sparing me a quick glance.
 
    “Because ‘y’ is a crooked letter.” Matthew scanned the room slowly and stopped to close his eyes as if it hurt. His movements struck me as real. “Where are Hannah and Nancy?”
 
    “They’re in the ladies’ toilets,” Tommy said. “Dead. Did you kill them?” 
 
    “Dead? What do you—” Matthew’s voice jumped in pitch, making him flinch. 
 
    “Someone killed them.” Tommy watched Matthew’s face intently. Presumably, the resurrected Matthew was now Tommy’s main suspect. “Was it you?”
 
    Matthew pressed a hand over his eyes. Yes, I didn’t like him, but I was pretty sure Hannah had been his girlfriend at some point so it must be hard to find out she was dead. Especially in this type of situation.
 
    “That’s going to be so much paperwork.” Matthew sighed, taking his hand away from his eyes. “They’ll never let us use this building again.”
 
    Or maybe not.
 
    “And what are you two doing here?” Matthew asked Warren and Tommy.
 
    Warren gestured to Sabrina and me. “I stayed to help the ladies with the costumes.” 
 
    “And you?” he asked Tommy.
 
    “I was filling out paperwork.”
 
    Matthew slowly turned his head to look at Tommy. “What paperwork?”
 
    Tommy shrugged. “Nancy took me to a classroom upstairs where everything was already laid out.”
 
    “You said Matthew took you to the classroom,” Sabrina reminded him.
 
    “Nancy took me, I assumed on Matthew’s direction.” Tommy shrugged again. 
 
    Matthew pointed a finger at Tommy. “It was you. It’s been you all along.”
 
    Tommy held up his hands with a sigh. “It’s not me. I just—”
 
    Before Tommy could even frame a proper defence, Warren leapt at him. I don’t know which of us was more surprised. Tommy and Warren rolled around on the floor, knocking into a rail of costumes and toppling it on top of them. Not even that stopped them.
 
    Sabrina reached for Matthew. “Let’s get you out of here quickly.”
 
    “Okay.” He extended his arm out to her. 
 
    In a blur of movement she pulled her hand from her pocket and jabbed her stun gun into his ribs and shocked him. He twitched, then dropped to the floor, cracking the side of his head on the makeup counter. I grimaced for him as he went down, out cold. Two blows to the head in the same hour? That would either kill him or knock some intelligence loose.
 
    Sabrina popped a new cartridge in the gun and aimed it at the two curtain covered men. Two little pointy things shot out on wires and the curtain covered mass stopped moving. “Help me,” she instructed before she pulled the curtain off the now stationary men. 
 
    Sabrina fisted her hand in the back of Warren’s jumpsuit and I grabbed his arm. Together we pulled him off Tommy and dropped him to the floor, his head resting on Matthew’s stomach. Sabrina popped a third cartridge in her gun, returned it to her pocket, and handed me a length of ribbon. She didn’t even need to tell me what to do. I hogtied a gasping Warren, quietly muttering an apology to him. I still didn’t think he was the killer but, on the off chance he was and he got loose, hopefully he’d remember I’d been very apologetic about the whole getting stunned thing.
 
    “Thanks,” Tommy panted when he managed to drag the curtain off his face. He stared at the two unconscious figures. “What the hell just happened? They were in it together? I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think they were.”
 
    Sabrina moved towards Tommy, pointing to his bloody lip. “You okay?”
 
    “Yeah,” he said gingerly touching his lip. “He just caught me off guard. That won’t happen again.”
 
    “Good.” Sabrina patted him on the shoulder, quickly pulled the stun gun from her pocket and shot two more little pointy things on wires in Tommy’s ribs. She let his paralysed form drop to the floor with the other two and turned to me. “Figured it was best to be on the safe side.”
 
    “No, you figured he was another GB plant.” I eyed the stun gun with trepidation. “You know I’m not, right?”
 
    Sabrina bent down to tie him up. “I just find it offensive they keep doing that, don’t you? I mean, it’s like they don’t trust us.” 
 
    “You just stun gunned a man for no reason. I think that’s good motivation for them to not trust us.”
 
    Sabrina pulled Tommy’s legs up behind him and continued her hogtying. “No, I stun gunned him because I was worried about our safety. There was nothing vindictive in it at all.”
 
    “I liked him, though,” I said, and it came out a little whiny. 
 
    She stood and dusted off her hands now he was secured. “I know. Shame he was a lying member of law enforcement. Come on.”
 
    “Are we just going to leave them here like this?” I asked, looking at the three men, none of whom I really thought was the killer. 
 
    “Do you know for certain one of them isn’t the killer?” Sabrina asked, eyebrow arched. “For certain.”
 
    I sighed. “No. But what if they’re not and the real killer comes back to finish them off?”
 
    “Okay, so what do you want to do?” Sabrina motioned to the three heavy-looking men on the floor. “Lug them behind us like a chain gang?” 
 
    I dragged the word out. “No …”
 
    “You’re going to get us both killed.” Sabrina covered her eyes with her hand. “We can’t take them with us.”
 
    “We could lock them in here, from the outside,” I suggested. “The killer would assume the room was empty.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “Why would the killer assume the room was empty?”
 
    I gestured around the room. “Because why would someone lock themselves in here?”
 
    “Okay, but I’m not undoing their bindings,” Sabrina warned.
 
    “How about just their legs?” I asked.
 
    “Oh my god, Bridge!” Sabrina shook her head at me. “You do remember you have—no, we have death shrouds?”
 
    “It’s the same chance we gave Charlie and Pete,” I reasoned.
 
    “So, you ladies do this a lot, then?” Tommy asked, his voice a little rougher than normal.
 
    “Only when we’re being hunted down by a crazed murderer,” Sabrina said, handing me her knife, unicorn handle first, so I could cut their legs free. “Which is about once a week.”
 
    With their legs free I handed the knife back to Sabrina and turned to the men on the floor. “You guys stay here and stay quiet. We’ll be back to get you soon.”
 
    “I feel so reassured,” Tommy muttered.
 
    “Once we’re out and we’ve got some definitely not homicidal help, we’ll be back,” Sabrina said, as she tugged me towards the door by my elbow.
 
    “I’m really sorry, Tommy,” I said with an apologetic grimace as we backed out of the room.
 
    Sabrina closed the door behind us and I wandered across the stage while she used her magic metal prongs to lock it. I frowned at the bricked-up emergency exit on the far side of the hall. 
 
    “What are you shaking your head at?” Sabrina asked as she caught up and we climbed down from the stage and headed towards the double doors.
 
    “Who bricks up a fire escape?”
 
    Sabrina threw a quick glance over her shoulder at what would’ve been a very handy escape. “Idiots.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I held the door open for her and we stepped cautiously into the corridor. “So how are we getting out of here?” I asked.
 
    “I was thinking we’d try tunnelling from that little garden space. If that didn’t work, we’d hammer on the glass doors in reception until they broke,” Sabrina said. “If the killer is still here, and isn’t one of those three we’ve just tied up, then they’ll hear the noise and maybe come to see what’s happening.”
 
    I nodded. “Ah, yes, the well-known and always foolproof call-the-murderer-to-us-as-a-means-of-escaping plan.”
 
    “Yes, because I’d rather have the murderer where I can see them and I’m assuming they’re going to have a way out.”
 
    “Oh.” I adjusted my fringe. “When you say it like that, it actually does seem quite logical.”
 
    “Doesn’t it?” she asked, with an expression that told me to be quiet. She pulled a folded up piece of card from her pocket. “If both of those fail, I thought maybe we could try tunnelling again from different points of the building.” Sabrina opened up the card to reveal a fire evacuation plan of the building. 
 
    “Where did you get that from?” 
 
    “Took it from above the fire alarm in the hall when I got here this morning,” Sabrina said and pointed the corner of the plan at me. “I’ve told you, you always need to have an escape strategy. You need to start listening to me.”
 
    “I do listen to you,” I said. “That’s why I’m always in trouble.”
 
    She grinned, obviously taking that as a compliment. “So, I thought the blocking might be weaker in places like here or here,” Sabrina said as she pointed to two different areas of the building. “I think they might be chimneys.”
 
    I looked at the plan. “Yeah, this building used to be …” I paused as a deluge of high school memories washed over me and I fished out the one that just happened to be useful.
 
    Sabrina turned to me with an expectant expression. “Used to be what?” 
 
    “Tunnels.”
 
    “This building used to be tunnels?”
 
    “No. There are tunnels. Underneath the school.” I turned in a circle, trying to get my bearings and so I could work out in which direction the fort was. “They originate at the fort and spread out under the town all the way to the coast.” 
 
    Sabrina interrupted my slow spin and turned me to face her. “And you’re just remembering this incredibly helpful information now?”
 
    “Well, gee, I’ve not been back here for ten years, so I’m sorry if I’ve forgotten all the tiny nuances of my old high school.”
 
    “This is hardly a nuance.” Sabrina glanced along the corridor in both directions. “If they run under the school they’d have to keep access points. They’d need to be inspected annually for structural maintenance. Do you know where the access points are?” Sabrina scanned the plan. “I can’t see them on here.”
 
    “Umm … reception. There should be one in reception somewhere.”
 
    Sabrina narrowed her eyes at me. “Is this going to be a repeat of ‘the church is this way’?”
 
    “Hey.” I jabbed my finger in her direction. “If you hadn’t been so worried about badger rabies we’d have made it through the woods and to the church without being held at gunpoint.”
 
    “Ohhh, so being threatened at gunpoint is my fault now?” Sabrina said as we headed towards the reception area, both of us taking care to fully survey our side of the corridor for any murderer we might not have incapacitated. “And there was me thinking it was the fault of the people pointing the guns at us. And badgers—”
 
    “Bite.” I held up a hand in her direction. “Yes, I know. I think we’re all clear on that point.”
 
    Sabrina veered to the left of the reception area to check behind the desk and potted plants and I took the right-hand side.
 
    “Do you remember what it looks like?” Sabrina asked, still scanning the carpet as she came out from behind the desk.
 
    “Rectangularly squarish.”
 
    “Wait, you mean it’s not in the shape of a star?” 
 
    “No.” I stopped my search and turned to Sabrina. “Why? What does that mean? Is that bad?”
 
    Sabrina interrupted her scan of the area to look up at me. “It means you’re an idiot.”
 
    “What? Why?” I asked, moving a visitor’s chair out of the way.
 
    “Obviously, it’s going to be square or rectangular. I meant is it marked on the floor in some way so we can identify it? Like with a different colour carpet tile or something?”
 
    “Oh, okay, but that’s not what you said.” I tapped my foot on the floor. “And I’ve found it.”
 
    It didn’t look like much. The oblong grey frame was roughly a metre long and half a metre wide, and stood out against the ghastly durable beige fuzz that carpeted the rest of the reception. A small metal loop rested in a groove at one end. I hooked my fingers through it and pulled. It was heavier than expected. Sabrina grabbed the edge of it and we dragged it to the side and out of our way.
 
    Sabrina peered inside the black hole and then looked back to me. “Seriously? Down there?”
 
    “What?” I glanced down the access chute to check she wasn’t looking at something I hadn’t seen. “It’s dark. So what? What’s the problem? Are you are afraid of that too?”
 
    Sabrina faced me. “No. I am not afraid of the dark. I’m afraid of what could be waiting for us in the dark.”
 
    “Like what? I don’t think badgers are really tunnel-dwelling animals.” 
 
    Sabrina stared at me. “Badgers live in setts. Setts are a network of tunnels.”
 
    “I meant these type of tunnels. Man-made tunnels.”
 
    “Okay, but that’s not what you said.”
 
    “Shut up,” I said, trying not to pout at her.
 
    “What’s up with your comebacks?”
 
    “I’m having a stressful time of late, stop judging me.”
 
    Sabrina grinned at me before she peered into the blackness again. “Who else would know about these tunnels?”
 
    I shrugged. “Anyone who grew up here. Anyone who went to school here. Anyone interested in history. Probably anyone who’s visited here because—”
 
    “So this is fairly common knowledge?”
 
    I shrugged again. “Yeah, if you’re into that stuff, I guess. Why?”
 
    “Can you remember where the other access hatches are? Do all the tunnels connect?”
 
    “Can I think about it and tell you as we get out of here?” I asked, motioning for her to get into the hole.
 
    Sabrina took a step back from the hatch. “You realise we haven’t worked out who the killer is yet? They could be down there waiting for us.”
 
    “Or they could be up here waiting for us.” I pointed back up the corridor. “Or we could have already tied them up.” Sabrina didn’t say anything, she just folded her arms and waited. I sighed, rubbed my forehead, and adjusted my fringe. “Okay, I think there are a couple in the science building, one either end of the other humanities department, and another in …”
 
    “In what?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “The drama studio.” I turned to Sabrina. “I know who the killer is.”
 
    “Who?”
 
    I shook my head. “No, that can’t be right because she’s dead. Unless she’s not dead.”
 
    “Nancy? It was Nancy?” Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed to me. “I knew it!”
 
    I shook my head. “Hannah. But that head wound looked pretty real.” 
 
    “What motive would Hannah have?”
 
    “What if we’ve been looking at this wrong? We thought this was about the assessment. That Watson was the main target and the others were camouflage or collateral damage.”
 
    Sabrina nodded. “Because Watson was the first victim and so many people wanted to kill her she would automatically be the main victim. Any later deaths would be attributed to having seen something or know something to identify her killer.”
 
    I nodded back at her. “Hiding the real intended victim of Gracie.” 
 
    “What? Gracie? Why would Hannah …” Sabrina’s attention focused inwards while she worked it through. “Ohhh … Hannah was Matthew’s girlfriend. That was the relationship Gracie reported on.”
 
    “Yes,” I agreed with another nod that turned into a head shake. “No.”
 
    “She wasn’t his girlfriend?” Sabrina asked. “Or Gracie didn’t report it?”
 
    “No, Hannah was, and Gracie did, but how would they know it was Gracie? You said the informing scheme thing was confidential.”
 
    “Maybe Hannah worked it out.” Sabrina suggested. “She seemed smarter than Matthew.”
 
    “And then Hannah told Matthew who had informed on them,” I said.
 
    “Okay.” Sabrina tightened her ponytail and frowned at the ground as if staring at something plain would help her work it through. “So, Hannah killed Watson, then Matthew killed Gracie—” 
 
    “No, Hannah would’ve had to kill Gracie. The killer would’ve needed your night vision goggles and the kitchen knife. It would’ve been difficult for Matthew to hide those from the other leaders,” I said and pulled at my jumpsuit to demonstrate that, despite its ghastly tailoring, there were no real opportunities to hide stuff in it.
 
    “So … then Matthew killed Jenny because she worked it out,” Sabrina suggested. “Or maybe they killed her together. And Nancy for the same reason.”
 
    “Right.” I pointed to Sabrina. “And Hannah knocked Matthew out so he wouldn’t be a suspect and faked her death because …” I gestured for her to complete my sentence but she shook her head at me. I threw my hands up. “Well, I’ve got nothing. I have no clue what the purpose of that could be.”
 
    “She’s planning to disappear?” Sabrina said and then pursed her lips and toed the carpet at the edge of the black hole that was our escape. Our escape that, for some foolish reason, we weren’t climbing into and using to run to safety.
 
    “But why fake her death? That’s completely pointless because her body will be gone, which will raise questions. Unless she’s assuming we’ll assume the killer has taken it. But why would she assume that?” I blew out a breath and smoothed my jumpsuit over. “Or unless we weren’t meant to find her body. Maybe we interrupted her killing Nancy and she covered by pretending she was dead.”
 
    Sabrina flopped down into one of the visitor’s chairs. “Or maybe she really is dead and Matthew killed her.”
 
    “Why would he kill her?” I asked, sitting on the arm of the other visitor’s chair since it looked like our escape was temporarily on hold. “Even if he tried to blame the murders on her, the police will still be looking for who murdered her, so he’s not off the hook. It’s not like he could claim self-defence either because we were all together when we told him she was dead. Not to mention the fact he didn’t seem all that broken up over her death. Unless he was faking it. And, if we’re using the theory that they were killing everyone out of revenge for breaking them up, then why would Matthew kill her?”
 
    “Why would they kill anyone at all?” Sabrina said. “All they had to do was wait for another couple of years and then they could apply for a licence and legally date. Or they could’ve just been sneakier.” Sabrina massaged her temples. “Are we sure this is the motive? This just doesn’t make any sense.”
 
    “Well, she is killing people, so she’s clearly crazy,” I said. “Maybe it makes crazy sense to her. Or maybe Matthew tricked her into killing everyone so he could pass this assessment.”
 
    Sabrina paused mid-temple rub. “I seriously doubt Matthew is smart enough for that but, for argument’s sake, let’s say he is. Then who hit him over the head?”
 
    “Maybe no one. Maybe he faked that too.”
 
    “But why would he fake it?” Sabrina said. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m an event planner, not a detective. And, right now, I don’t care anymore,” I said, adjusting my fringe for the millionth time. My hair was going to start falling out if I kept it up. “Let’s just climb into our hole and trudge to safety. We can call the police and GBs and let them deal with this. Let’s just get out of here and get a cup of tea.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me. “How do you call the police?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to explain and then realised I didn’t know. “I never needed to, they usually just stalk me.”
 
    Sabrina snorted and glanced back up the corridor. “You know we need to check she’s really dead.” 
 
    “Can’t we just leave?” I asked, pointing into the welcoming black hole at our feet. “It’s not like we can definitively tell if she’s dead anyway. And we can hypothesise all the way to safety.”
 
    “You want to leave without working out what’s happened?” Sabrina asked.
 
    I nodded vehemently. “Yeah.” 
 
    Before Sabrina could talk me into staying, I stood and peered into the rectangular blackness to see if there was a ladder to climb down.
 
    “Really?” Sabrina sounded so disappointed. “You’re just going to leave and let someone else work it out?”
 
    “No, I’m going to leave and live to complain about another day,” I said while testing the first rung of the ladder. It seemed sturdy enough. When Sabrina didn’t respond I glanced up to find her scowling at me. I climbed down another rung. “Okay. Look, even if we could prove that Hannah’s really dead, which we can’t, then that still doesn’t tell us who the murderer is and why they’re killing everybody. I didn’t see a handy explanation scrawled on the toilet mirror in soap.”
 
    Sabrina pursed her lips. “But I hate not knowing.” 
 
    “Life’s hard,” I nodded, climbing down another couple of rungs until I was waist deep in the darkness. Freedom was so close. “Are you coming?”
 
    “Please?” she asked.
 
    I glanced up into Sabrina’s pleading expression. It was my downfall. This whole dying thing had made me soft. In life, I wouldn’t even have waited for her, let alone discussed it – I’d have just been off. Then again, I hadn’t had a friend like Sabrina in life. Sighing heavily, I climbed back up. 
 
    “Fine, but if she kills us I’m going to be so mad at you.”
 
    “Then prepare to be mad,” said a nasally voice from behind us. 


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Sabrina whirled around and jabbed a finger in Hannah’s direction. “I knew it! I knew you were faking.”
 
    Hannah’s face was eerily devoid of expression as she stared at Sabrina. “Yes, you’re very smart. Congratulations.”
 
    “Nice log,” Sabrina said and nodded to the length of wood Hannah was swinging as though she were playing rounders. “Do you just carry it around with you in case of homicidal emergencies?”
 
    Hannah swung the log again, this time making a noise to imply she’d hit an imaginary ball. Or head. “It’s just for dramatic flair.” 
 
    Hannah swung the log for the third time and let go. It flew across the reception area, spinning like a horizontal cartwheel, towards the glass doors. I watched it in the ridiculous hope that it might somehow hit the doors in the perfect spot and shatter them so we could sprint to freedom. Or to the foyer. Obviously, that didn’t happen. It bounced off and hit the carpeted floor with a muted thud. When I turned back, Hannah had a gun aimed in our direction.
 
    “I liked your log better. Any chance you could go back to that?” I asked. She was crazy. It might work. I much preferred our chances against a log than a gun.
 
    “Sorry.” Hannah shook her head.
 
    “How come everyone else got the log and we get the gun?” I asked Sabrina. “That seems a little unfair to me.”
 
    “You’re complaining about which weapon she’s going to use to kill us?” Sabrina asked me. “And you’d prefer to be beaten to death with a log than a quick bullet to the heart?”
 
    I inclined my head. “When you put it like that …”
 
    Sabrina turned back to Hannah. “But since we are discussing murder weapons, I’d like to know where all of you crazy people are getting these guns from.”
 
    Hannah relaxed back against the reception desk, gun still pointing at us. “You request them through your parole officer.”
 
    “You what?” Sabrina turned her head to the side as though she’d misheard and was angling her good ear towards Hannah. “You do what?”
 
    “She’s kidding,” I said and slapped Sabrina’s bicep with the back of my hand before turning to Hannah. “You are, right?”
 
    Hannah gave a one-shoulder shrug. 
 
    Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t think she is.”
 
    “She better be kidding because if she can get a gun when I can’t even get knickers then there are some serious flaws in this whole parole officer/guardian angel situation.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sabrina said, her tone flat. “Your lack of clothing is where the flaws are in this system.” 
 
    “Well, it feels likes a pretty big flaw to me!” I snapped back and lifted up my foot. “Have you seen these shoes? Oz could’ve chosen any, but he chose these. These!” 
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” Sabrina asked, sparing a quick glance at my Toms. “They look practical to me.”
 
    “Practicality doesn’t negate prettiness.”
 
    Hannah whistled to get our attention. “Excuse me.” She waggled the gun at us. “As fascinating as this is, I’d appreciate it if you’d back away from the hatch now.”
 
    Sabrina glanced down at the hatch then up at me. I shook my head subtly. No, I was not going to jump blindly into the oblong of blackness. We wouldn’t be able to fit at the same time and I didn’t know how far down it was to the tunnel floor. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Hannah said. “If you try that I’ll have to shoot you.”
 
    “Aren’t you going to shoot us anyway?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “I’d rather not.”
 
    “So, the gun is what?” I asked. “The latest must-have fashion accessory?” 
 
    “More like a stick,” Hannah said.
 
    “No, the log was a stick. That’s a gun.” I turned to Sabrina. “If she kills us, I think it might happen by accident.”
 
    Hannah sighed loudly. “Not an actual stick, a metaphorical stick.”
 
    “Why would you swap an actual stick for a metaphorical stick that’s not actually a stick at all but a gun, when you still want a stick?” I looked to Sabrina again and pointed to Hannah. “Is this just me?”
 
    “Like a carrot and a stick!” Hannah snapped. “A carrot to entice you and a stick to prod you.”
 
    “Why would a carrot entice me?” I asked.
 
    Hannah shook her head at me. “It’s an idiom.” 
 
    “What’s up with your voice?” I asked. She’d been speaking for at least two minutes and I was sure her voice was becoming less irritating. Unless I was just becoming accustomed to it. Or maybe my survival instincts were kicking in and telling me to focus more on the gun than her voice.
 
    “Nothing,” she snapped and the nasal whine came back full force.
 
    “So …” Sabrina dragged the word out. “You’re not going to shoot us?” 
 
    “I might in a minute!” Hannah did something and the gun made a menacing clicking sound. “Now move away from the access hatch.” Hannah jerked the gun in the direction of the assembly hall, away from the handy log still lying on the floor and our black hole of an escape.
 
    “Not to appear ungrateful, but why aren’t you going to kill us?” Sabrina asked while moving around the front of the access hatch. Hannah didn’t seem to notice Sabrina’s choice of direction, but I did. I wasn’t sure exactly how far those little prongs that shot out of her stun gun would reach, but I was guessing the distance was too big or Hannah would’ve already been on the floor. 
 
    “I need someone to take the fall for this,” Hannah said plainly. No apology. No anger. Just fact.
 
    “I’m a scapegoat again?” I asked, aware that it came out more like a whine. That was just so not cool. The whining or the scapegoat.
 
    “Yes.” Hannah gestured along the corridor with the gun. “Now off you go, up the corridor.”
 
    Sabrina frowned at me then looked back to Hannah. “You’re just going to let us wander around up there? You’re not going to tie us up or anything?”
 
    “No, because if I tied you up and the police came before you got free you wouldn’t make very good scapegoats, would you?”
 
    “I guess not, but …” Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t know. It just seems quite sloppy on your part.”
 
    “Okay …” I drew the word out and slapped Sabrina hard on the back of the shoulder and she stumbled forward a step. Surely, Sabrina would be close enough to stun her now. “The nice lady isn’t going to shoot us or tie us up. How about we stop critiquing her villainous plan and just say thank you.”
 
    “Absolutely, but … before we go …” Sabrina threw a glance in my direction.
 
    I shook my head at her. “I can’t believe you.”
 
    “I just—” Sabrina glanced quickly, apologetically, at me again, to Hannah, and then back to me. “I need to know.”
 
    “Okay.” Hannah made a patting motion, the same as the GA leaders did, as if to halt Sabrina’s questions. Maybe it was contagious. “I killed Watson because she made Matthew break up with me and then extended our probation. I killed Gracie because she was the one who told Watson about Matthew and me. I killed Jenny because she suspected me and she was annoying, and I killed Nancy because I let slip about Gracie telling on me and Matthew. Okay?” She gestured with her gun again for us to move along the corridor. “Now, I’d very much appreciate it if you’d move.”
 
    “Did you use night vision googles to kill Gracie?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “Yes.” Hannah pointed along the corridor with her gun again.
 
    “Through the access hatch?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “No, through the skylight,” Hannah snapped.
 
    “Did you mean to leave Matthew alive?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Hannah pointed the gun directly at Sabrina and it made that clicking sound again. How many times could it do that? I might have to get Sabrina to show me this stuff if we survived.
 
    “I’ve explained. No more questions.” Hannah made a sweeping motion with the gun towards the assembly hall. “Please.”
 
    The corridor filled with that deathly calmness that always precedes chaos and then several things happened at once. I’m not sure exactly what it was about that expression or gesture, maybe it was the voice, or her posture, but all the pieces of information in my head shuffled and slotted neatly into place.
 
    Just as I’d worked out what was going on Sabrina lurched forward, stun gun extended out in front of her. The two prongs darted out, flying straight for Hannah’s torso. Hannah dodged right and fell awkwardly to the floor, the gun firing on impact. 
 
    The bullet felt like a cannonball when it hit me. And then the world slowed. I stumbled back a couple of steps. I looked down. All I saw was blood. Another uniform ruined. I wondered if Hannah would stuff my body in my own locker. If she did, I wondered who would find me. 
 
     Everything became a little wavy. Like when they used to do those dream sequences or flashbacks and the picture on the television screen went all, well, wavy. Not quite as bad, though. The ground felt a little less than stable, like I was onboard a ship. I knew that could happen when people went into shock from blood loss, but I didn’t know it could happen so fast. She must have got me good. 
 
    I looked down at myself again but the head movement made me woozy. I lifted my head to see Hannah, still lying on the floor, watching me. Obviously not considering me a threat any longer in my wavy mental state, and since I was bleeding to death, Hannah began to swing the gun back in Sabrina’s direction. Sabrina was still trying to force a new cartridge into her stun gun. She saw the gun coming her way and spared me a brief look.
 
    “Run.” Sabrina didn’t scream it. She didn’t even shout it. She said it calmly. Like when you made someone a mug of tea and announced it as you placed it down in front of them, just so they knew it was there.
 
    I was pretty sure the woozy-wavy vision meant I was already dead – the least I could do was try and save Sabrina. As long as Hannah didn’t shoot me in the face then I’d still be able to have an open casket funeral. Hopefully it would go better than my last one. Unless Lucy did my makeup. I’d have to try to not die before I’d managed to tell Sabrina not to let Lucy near my dead face. 
 
    I stumbled forward and bellyflopped onto Hannah, pushing the gun in the opposite direction just as she squeezed the trigger. The bullet found the wall with a thump. My awkward attack had rolled Hannah onto her side, facing the wall. She wriggled, trying to jab me with her elbow and shake me off. So I did what every self-respecting girl would do to someone who’d shot them: I grabbed some of her hair and yanked it really hard. Hannah yelped and the gun exploded again. Another bullet buried itself in the wall.
 
    Hannah tried to twist out of my hair hold but I put my knee in the small of her back, twisted my fist in her hair, and yanked harder. Agony flashed up my side. I felt some hair rip from her scalp and tried not to vomit. If I were her and she’d pulled my hair out like this, I wouldn’t just kill her. I’d kill myself as well so I could find her on the next plane of the afterlife and kill her again. You just don’t mess with a woman’s hair. 
 
    “Bridge! Move!” Sabrina yelled and I let go and rolled away. 
 
    Sabrina shot her stun gun prongs into Hannah before Hannah could swing the gun back in our direction. I lay on the floor watching as a twitching Hannah turned slowly into a twitching Watson.
 
    “Er …” Sabrina frowned at me and pointed to the woman she was still tasering. “What the hell?”
 
    “Watson.” I rolled onto my back and let my limbs relax, wondering when Charon would turn up to get me. Charon. He must’ve known Watson wasn’t dead because he hadn’t picked her up. And he didn’t tell me. Well, wouldn’t he have a lot of explaining to do when he finally got here? I hoped he’d bring ice cream.
 
    “Huh.” Sabrina angled her head to get a look at Watson’s face. “Didn’t see that coming.”
 
    I waited for Sabrina to stop tasering her. She didn’t.
 
    “I think she’s incapacitated,” I said.
 
    Sabrina nodded. “I know, but she shot at you.” Her face loomed over mine. “You doing okay?”
 
    “She didn’t shoot at me. She shot me!” I said. “And I think I’m dying.”
 
    Sabrina looked me over and arched an eyebrow. “Uh-huh.”
 
    Now all the excitement was over, any energy I had drained out of me. Had Lucy bet I would only last three weeks? Or was it Pam? One of them would win the work pool. Which was nice for them. I was glad. Petal would be sad, though. That made me think of Petal sitting in my room writing my essay for me. Of Lucy threatening to tell Oz on me if I didn’t let her help with our investigation. Of Pam soaking my uniforms for me to get the blood out. Of Sabrina dragging me into all sorts of trouble. Of Madame Zorina trying to help with my death shroud. Of Edith patting my knee and telling me I was great. Of my dad wiping the vomit from my corpse’s face. Of my mum slapping Michael-the-cheating-scumbag. Of my mum and dad together again. Of Oz, with his arms around me, telling me everything was going to be all right. Maybe I hadn’t adjusted very well to all these rules, but this was the happiest I had ever been in my entire life. And all I’d had to do was die. It made my heart clench at the thought of leaving it all behind. Or maybe that was a sign it was stopping. I rubbed my chest. It really hurt.
 
    “Sabrina?” 
 
    “Yep?” Sabrina’s voice came from far away. The buzzing from the taser had ceased, so I assumed she was busy hogtying Watson. “Give me a sec …”
 
    “Hey!” I snapped. “I’m dying here. The least you could do is pay attention to my last words. You’re supposed to be my best friend.”
 
    Sabrina’s face came into my field of vision. “Bridge, you’re not dying. She barely winged you.”
 
    “Are you sure? I feel like I’m dying.” I looked down at myself. Blood covered the whole of my right side from my knee all the way up my rib cage. “That’s a lot of blood.”
 
    “There’s not that much.” Sabrina crouched down by my head and moved my fringe out of my eyes. I let her because she was obviously trying to make my death easier. 
 
    “Don’t let Lucy do my makeup for my funeral, okay?” I asked.
 
    “Bridge, you’re not dying.”
 
    “And please don’t let anyone vomit on me this time.”
 
    “Bridget. You aren’t dying.”
 
    I reached over and patted Sabrina’s knee. “You’ve been a good friend to me. At least it doesn’t hurt anymore.”
 
    “No?” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me, then leaned over and pressed her palm to my upper thigh. “How about now?”
 
    The most pain I had ever felt in the absolute entirety of my life and afterlife combined shot out from the nerve endings in my leg and across my entire body. Every part of me felt like it was set aflame. A piercing scream echoed in my ears. It wasn’t until it faded I realised it was coming from me. I lay panting on the ground, a cold sweat prickling over my entire body.
 
    “Wow, Bridge, I never realised you were such a wimp,” Sabrina grunted. “I’ve been shot before. I never screamed like that.”
 
    “You’ll be shot again soon if I survive!” I snapped back.
 
    “There you go. That’s something to live for.” Sabrina patted my shoulder. “Do you mind if I interrogate our murderer now?” 
 
    Pain lanced across my chest. I blindly reached out for Sabrina. I couldn’t catch my breath. It felt like an overweight elephant was sitting on my chest. In my mind, the elephant morphed into The Trollop. I smiled. Until I remembered the imaginary Trollop-elephant was sitting on me, killing me.
 
    “Bridge?” Sabrina’s voice sounded like a distant echo and full of panic. 
 
    I had the briefest moment of clarity during which I felt a wave of smugness at her doubting the severity of my injury before everything went black.


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “Bridget?”
 
    I felt fingers on my face. “Charon?” No answer. “Did you bring me ice cream?” No answer.
 
    “Bridget, it’s Oz.”
 
    “Oh, no.” I squinted at him, blinking until he came into focus. “Did Watson kill you too?”
 
    Everything felt painfully bright. Just behind Oz, and blocking my view of the school, someone had erected what looked like a white windbreaker. Like something you'd take to the beach. Only the colour made it look hospital apparatus. The sun lounger I was lying on was definitely not hospital issue, though. It was far too comfy.
 
    The evening sun was glaring down and reflecting back at me from all the white. I rolled my head back on the lounger to follow the line of the windbreaker. It led all the way behind me and along the other side, making a squished horseshoe shape.
 
    “Bridget?”
 
    “Petal will be so upset we’re both dead,” I said, turning back to Oz and blinking a couple more times until he came into focus again.
 
    “You’re not dead, Bridget,” Oz said. “Watson shot at you but the bullet just grazed you.” 
 
    “Grazed me?”
 
    Oz placed a hand on my bare leg. I know he did because I could see it resting on my thigh. I just couldn’t feel it. Just above his thumb was an incredibly angry, raised gash that looked like it had been stitched closed by a blind person wielding the needle with their toes. He briefly stroked his thumb underneath the gash just in case I hadn’t seen it. It was unnecessary. I had definitely seen it.
 
    Just looking at the stitches made me woozy. At least I couldn’t feel it. I frowned at my bare leg, momentarily confused as to how it was bare. I fingered the flapping material. The butcher who’d stitched me up must have slit the leg of my jumpsuit. All the way up to my hipbone. Another jumpsuit ruined. Though I supposed since it was already covered in blood there wasn’t going to be much saving it anyway.
 
    “No more shorts in the summer for me,” I said with a sigh. “But since all I have are these jumpsuits I suppose it doesn’t matter.” I shook my head and immediately regretted the movement. “I had amazing legs.” 
 
    “You have amazing legs, Bridget.” Oz fingers curled around the inside of my thigh as his thumb stroked just underneath the stitches again. I couldn’t decide if I was happy or annoyed that I couldn’t feel it. Probably best that I couldn’t feel it. I was woozy enough as it was. “And I’ll get you some shorts.”
 
    “And some mascara?”
 
    Oz smiled and slowly took his hand from my leg. “I’m going to take that as a sign you’re feeling better.”
 
    “Is that a no? ’Cause, I don’t know if you noticed,” I said and pointed to my leg, “but I’ve been shot.”
 
    “I did notice.” Oz rubbed at his chest as if he were in pain and I suddenly noticed his T-shirt was filthy. Somehow his hands were clean, though.
 
    “What’ve you been doing?” I asked, pointing to his top.
 
    “When you weren’t where you were supposed to be I figured there must’ve been a … delay with the assessment, so I came through the tunnels to get you.”
 
    “In flip-flops?” I gestured to his nearly completely black feet.
 
    He nodded. “In flip-flops.”
 
    “Because there was a delay?”
 
    “Where you’re concerned a delay could be anything. Alien invasion. Zombie apocalypse. Mass murder.”
 
    I conceded the point with a silent nod. I stared at the mountainous ridge of a bullet wound on my leg. “So, I’m not dead.” 
 
    “No more dead than you were this morning.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I rubbed my chest. I could still feel an echo of the pain. Made me wonder if Oz had felt it. “Because I was pretty convinced I was dying.”
 
    “Sabrina said.” Oz’s mouth kicked up into a smile but it quickly faded. “She also said you were clutching at your chest when you blacked out. The doctor couldn’t find any problems with you when he checked you over.”
 
    I stared at him. “You let him check me over when I was unconscious?”
 
    Oz interlaced his fingers and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I was here the whole time.”
 
    “The whole time he was ruining another jumpsuit,” I mumbled.
 
    “The whole time he was stitching you back together and making sure you were okay,” he corrected. “So what happened?”
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. Oz tilted his head to the side as if listening to his emotional radar. I reached out and placed my hand over his to get his attention. “I’m telling the truth. I don’t know. Believe me, okay? I hate it when you check up on me.”
 
    Oz searched my face for a long moment. “I hate it when you lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not.”
 
    “This time.”
 
    “I’ve given our situation some thought,” I said as I took my hand back and rested it on my numb leg. It was weird that my hand could feel my leg but my leg couldn’t feel my hand.
 
    His eyebrows inched up slightly and I couldn’t tell if it was amusement or suspicion. “Is that right?”
 
    “It’s obvious we both need something from the other. You need me to be honest with you and I need you to provide me with stuff. So, how about, every time you ask me a question I’ll tell you the truth if you promise not to check on me with your emotional radar and if you promise not to punish me if you don’t like the answer and if you promise to fulfil a request for each question.”
 
    Oz blew out a breath. “That’s a demanding bargain.”
 
    “I’m a demanding girl.”
 
    “How about if you tell me the truth during the entire conversation, which I can check with my emotional radar if I choose to,” Oz said and held up his finger to shush me before I could interject, “you can have one thing off your ever increasing list.”
 
    “That’s pretty cheap.” I grimaced. “And I notice you don’t mention the whole punishment element.”
 
    Oz shrugged. “Those are my terms.”
 
    “I’ll accept them.” I held out my hand but snatched it back as he went to shake it. It all seemed a bit too easy. “Provisionally. On a trial basis,” I clarified and offered him my hand again. He shook it. He looked happy. I must have missed a loophole somewhere in my conditions.
 
    “Good.” Oz stood, looped a chain with his whistle attached back around my neck, and kissed me on the forehead. “I’m going to go and clean up this mess for you now.”
 
    “Hey, this isn’t my mess,” I said, gesturing around us.
 
    “So you didn’t stun and bind three innocent men, then assault your assessment leader?” I opened my mouth to answer but he raised a finger in warning before I could speak. “Remember our deal.”
 
    “I didn’t stun anyone. I only tied up one person and I felt bad about it. And I didn’t attack an assessment leader – I tried to save Sabrina for being shot.” I held my hand out. “Reward please?”
 
    Oz looked at my outstretched hand, then dug into his pocket. He pulled out a small, yellow tube with a red top and placed it in my outstretched palm. My eyes stretched wide and I clutched it to my chest. Oz laughed. “It’s just lip salve.”
 
    “It’s not ‘lip salve’, it’s Carmex. You’ve had Carmex in your pocket this whole time and you’ve let me sit here with dry lips? That’s really harsh. I’ve been shot and everything.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “How come this was already in your pocket? What else do you have in there?”
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Sabrina said as she appeared at the foot of my makeshift bed and spoke to Oz. “But Officer Leonard wants to talk to you.” Sabrina jerked her head in the direction of the swarm of police and GBs buzzing around the school. “And I’d quite like to talk to my superhero best friend.”
 
    Oz glanced between us. “Do you think it would be possible if you two could stay out of trouble for a few minutes if I leave you alone?”
 
    I gestured to my leg. “I’m a cripple now, I don’t see how much trouble I could get into.”
 
    “It’s a scratch.” Sabrina waved away my complaint and stepped further into my little makeshift cubicle. “You’re going to have an awesome scar, though. The boys’ll love that. Adds a little mystery.” Sabrina grinned at me. The smile slid from her face when she noticed Oz was scowling at her, with his arms folded and feet hip width apart. “Not that Bridget would date until she was out of her probation or without a licence because that would be illegal.”
 
    “Good to know,” Oz said. He turned back to me and pointed to the bed. “Don’t move from this spot. I’ll be back to take you home in a few minutes.”
 
    “I’m not a dog you can tell to ‘sit’ and ‘stay’.”
 
    “I know,” Oz said and turned to walk away, mumbling something about how dogs were obedient and that you could tie them to things.
 
    Sabrina waited until Oz had walked away and then readjusted the canvas shield the medic had put up to preserve my modesty. She made a thin gap so we could see what was going on and took Oz’s chair on the far side of my bed. We sat in silence watching all the drama unfold. And for my money, there was a lot more drama than there needed to be.
 
    Officer Leonard was wandering around overseeing the process with another black jumpsuit following him and taking notes. Johnson was issuing orders to his own police force, who were scuttling around like ants. There was a group of constables and two GBs crowded around Tommy, Matthew, and Warren individually. I had no idea why they needed that many law enforcement officials for such simple tasks. All in all, they were making a lot more work than there needed to be. 
 
    “Once again, we found the murderer and saved the day.” Sabrina surveyed the flurry of activity, her lip curling in distaste. “How do you think they’ll punish us for doing their jobs this time?”
 
    “Maybe they take a hand like they did to thieves in the olden days,” I said.
 
    “Happy, happy thoughts.” Sabrina nodded. “You don’t think we’ll get a medal for bravery or a key to the city then?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think we’re that lucky.”
 
    “I don’t know.” Sabrina briefly pressed her lips together in thought. “We’ve survived two murder sprees. Personally, I think that’s pretty lucky.”
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “I guess you’re right. Though now you’ve just jinxed us both to be murdered in the next murder spree you drag me into.”
 
    Sabrina patted the knee of my good leg. “At least we’ll move on to the next stage of this nightmare together.”
 
    I shook my head at her but smiled. “Always a silver lining.”
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    I stared at my leg and then back up at Sabrina. 
 
    Sabrina waved that away. “I meant with the whole chest pain thing. It looked like you were having a heart attack.”
 
    “Felt like I was having a heart attack.” I shrugged. “The doc gave me the all-clear, though.”
 
    “Well, that’s reassuring, I suppose,” she said and we continued to watch the activity in silence for a long moment. “So, what are we going to do about you not adjusting to this whole being dead thing?” Sabrina held up her hand before I could speak. “And I know you’re not adjusting or we wouldn’t have had to steal your clothes and makeup back and you wouldn’t have your cloud-shroud-thing.” Sabrina peered through the gap she’d made in the screen to make sure no one was around and then leaned closer to me. “And I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t have a pulse.”
 
    “I need those things in my daily life.”
 
    “You need your pulse? I can see why. They’re oh-so-handy,” she said. I made a face at her and she laughed. “As your friend I’m duty-bound to point out that we stole testers to paint up your corpse. You could steal a tester a day and build up your collection that way. You could even steal new stuff but you wanted your old makeup back. And your old clothes.”
 
    “So?”
 
    “So, that girl died. That girl was going to marry a cheating scumbag because he fit into her neat, perfectly designed life,” Sabrina said and held up her hand again before I could interrupt. “I know you wouldn’t have married him after he cheated on you but you probably would’ve found a pretty identical replacement.”
 
    “So?”
 
    “So, that girl was an idiot.”
 
    I stared at her. “You know I’m the same girl, right?”
 
    “But you’re not. Dead Bridget foils murderers. Dead Bridget has an awesome right hook. Dead Bridget launches herself on gun-toting murderers to save her friends. Dead Bridget haunts people for a living. Dead Bridget has housemates that sleep on her like she’s a cushion. Dead Bridget has a best friend who tells her the truth. Dead Bridget has a hunky parole officer who I’m certain is pretty sweet on her despite it being highly illegal. Dead Bridget is way better than that other Bridget … so let the other Bridget die.”
 
    “I’m not giving it all back to The Trollop,” I said after a long moment.
 
    “Why?” Sabrina asked. “Even with your clothes, your makeup and your ex-finance she’ll never be you. Let her have that dismal little life you left behind. Let that be her punishment. Just think about it, okay?”
 
    “Fine,” I said on a sigh.
 
    “Now, I think if we—” Sabrina stopped and turned her whole body to face me. “The doctor checked you over?”
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “I was unconscious at the time but Oz said he did. Why?”
 
    Sabrina reached over to start prodding at my neck. “What were you thinking about when your chest hurt?”
 
    “I’d rather not say.” Sabrina paused in her prodding to lean back and arch an eyebrow at me. “Fine. I was thinking how much happier I am here than I ever was in my life.”
 
    Sabrina rewarded me with a huge smile and stopped probing my neck. “I think you did have a heart attack.”
 
    “I’m so pleased you’re happy about that,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t have a pulse anymore.”
 
    “What?” I started jabbing my neck with my own fingers. 
 
    “Are you digging for treasure?” Tommy asked, standing at the foot of my lounger and watching me jab my fingers into my neck as far as they would go.
 
    “No.” I stopped and folded my hands in my lap. “I’m just …”
 
    “Just?” Tommy asked after a pause.
 
    “Just checking she doesn’t have a pulse,” Sabrina supplied. 
 
    “Do you?” he asked.
 
    I shook my head. “No, because I’m well-adjusted.”
 
    Tommy grinned at me but let the statement pass without comment. “So are you planning on stunning more innocent people?” 
 
    “You’re a law enforcement something, right?” Sabrina asked. “In my book, that makes you anything but innocent.”
 
    “What she means is we totally abide by all your laws and never do anything illegal,” I said.
 
    “Except stunning three innocent people, one of whom was injured.” Tommy folded his arms and looked down at us.
 
    “We were simply protecting ourselves,” Sabrina said while gesturing between us. “So are you a GB or regular police?”
 
    Tommy shook his head. “I’m not regular police or a GB.”
 
    “The implication being you’re some other type of law enforcement?” I asked and Tommy shrugged.
 
    “There’s a secret police force?” Sabrina shook her head. “I don’t like that. I don’t like that at all.”
 
    “Well, I’m not all that partial to being stunned.” Tommy turned to me. “And I told you I wasn’t the killer.”
 
    “I know, but as I said, I like you. And I have poor judgement in friends.” I nodded gently in Sabrina’s direction.
 
    “Hey.” She slapped my bicep with the back of her hand.
 
    “Did she say why?” I asked, watching the handcuffed Watson being walked out onto the grass by Detective Johnson. “She tried to kill us before she gave us a reason.”
 
    “It’s annoying when they do that, isn’t it?” Tommy agreed. “Seems she wanted to be free of all the afterlife regulations so she faked her death—”
 
    “How?” Sabrina interrupted. “How could she fake it?”
 
    Tommy rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, when they found her body they just assumed she was dead.” Tommy focused his attention on me. “No well-adjusted person here has a pulse so there’s no way to check. And everyone just assumes that everyone else is well-adjusted.”
 
    “So they just assumed she was dead?” I asked. “There’s no way to tell? That seems to lack a certain, I don’t know, certainty.”
 
    “Well, why would someone pretend they were dead?” Tommy asked us. “That’s just not the well-adjusted afterlife way. She knew the GBs were suspicious about her own adjustment because she kept failing everyone—”
 
    “How would she know that?” Sabrina asked.
 
    Tommy grinned. “Because they told her they were suspicious about how well-adjusted she was because she kept failing everyone.”
 
    Sabrina turned to me and shook her head. “This place.”
 
    “Didn’t someone notice her body was gone?” I asked.
 
    Tommy inclined his head. “The morgue assistants saw a signature on the cremation sheet so they just assumed someone else had done it. Because why would a well-adjusted person …” Tommy motioned with his hand for us to fill in the rest of the sentence.
 
    “Oh. My. God.” Sabrina’s mouth hung ajar. “You better hope no real criminals come here because you’ll all be screwed!”
 
    “Will her cases be reopened?” I asked and Tommy nodded.
 
    “That seems fair,” Sabrina agreed.
 
    Tommy didn’t say anything, just inclined his head again and looked out over the activity.
 
    I pointed to his face. “What? What was that expression?”
 
    Tommy smiled at me and extended his hand. “Bridget, it’s been a genuine pleasure.”
 
    I shook it. “Tommy, I have very much enjoyed suspecting you of murder.”
 
    His smile widened. “I hope we meet again soon.”
 
    Tommy gave Sabrina a salute and headed back into the unnecessary bustle of activity, disappearing into the crowd.
 
    “First Leonard. Now him. Why do the older guys always like you so much?” Sabrina frowned into the crowd.
 
    “Absentee father syndrome. It’s like they all sense that I’m in need of being taken care of.”
 
    Sabrina snorted. “The alive Bridget, maybe. The dead Bridget is a badass.” Sabrina stared out over the crowd. “I’m sorry about pressing on your leg. You were just annoying me with your ‘I’m dying’ talk.”
 
    “I was annoying you?”
 
    “You were scaring me.” Sabrina turned to look at me. “Don’t leave me here on my own, Bridge, okay? This isn’t like life. In life, when people die, you move on. But here …”
 
    I patted her leg. “When I go, I’ll take you with me.”
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” Sabrina leaned back to look me over. “I wonder if your cloud has gone now you’re oh-so-well-adjusted.”
 
    “I’ll ask Warren next time I see him.” I frowned at Detective Johnson, who was gesticulating wildly to a group of police officers. It looked like he was directing traffic. 
 
    “Do you think your friend was going to help her escape?” Sabrina said.
 
    I frowned at her. “My friend?”
 
    “Eric.”
 
    “Oh. I think, probably. Since I’m pretty sure the border patrols and the regular rules of the afterlife don’t apply to him he’d be my first choice too.” I pursed my lips. “Although I’d have appreciated a heads-up from him about her not being dead.”
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina inclined her head in agreement, “that would’ve been nice. Would’ve been nicer if he’d mentioned that she was still alive, crazy, trying to frame you for her murder, and likely to kill you.”
 
     “Don’t worry, I plan on having that conversation with him.”
 
    We watched the activity begin to slow. Oz was talking to Officer Leonard while Johnson kept trying to interrupt. Both Oz and Officer Leonard ignored him.
 
    “He came scrambling out of the access hatch filthy and panicked. It was adorable. Until he saw you bleeding. He got a little scary then. I think he blamed me.”
 
    “Well, it was your fault. If you remember I wanted to leave.”
 
    “I wasn’t the one who shot you.” Sabrina watched Johnson walk away. “Though I don’t think Oz appreciated that distinction either. You want to bet on punishment before lover boy gets here?”
 
    I ignored the “lover boy” comment. “Maybe it’ll be easy this time.” I shrugged. “We’re dead, we were nearly doubly dead for the second time in a month, and we’re already doing a decade of community service – what’s the worst they can do?”
 
    “I’d like to point out for the record that it was you who jinxed us this time.”
 
    “At least we can always go and join Edith as her band of merry outlaws,” I said. It was a wafer-thin slice of a silver lining but at least it was there.
 
    “Why can I not leave you alone for a minute without you planning something illegal?” Oz spoke from behind me. “It’s as if you’re trying to torment me.” 
 
    Sabrina turned to me. “I thought you were going to put a bell on him?”
 
    “He promised to stop sneaking up behind me. I mistakenly thought he was a man of his word.”
 
    “I didn’t sneak. I just walked quietly. And you two were too engrossed in your conversation to notice.” Oz sat next to me on the lounger, his lower back against the side of my lower leg and resting his hand on my bare knee. He did it with such a casual air I wasn’t sure if his hand was somehow as numb as my leg and he couldn’t feel it.
 
    “You were right in front of us less than ten seconds ago,” I said, waving to where he’d been standing literally moments earlier. “So don’t give me the I-walk-quietly excuse. You tunnelled behind us on purpose.”
 
    Oz shook his head. “Why would I do that? It’s not like you two are always plotting some illegal mischief that I need to use cunning means to keep on top of.”
 
    “I think I see Shirley, my parole officer.” Sabrina pointed through the gap and into the crowd. 
 
    Shirley was an elderly lady with a grey bun and a crocheted navy shawl. She looked like someone’s kindly old grandmother. Except for her shrewd eyes. I could see that even from a distance. It was the way she watched the GBs. Not openly hostile but not with love either.
 
    “What did you tell her?” Sabrina asked Oz.
 
    Oz shrugged. “Nothing. I figured I’d leave that to you. But you should know that Johnson and Leonard have both spoken to her already.”
 
    Sabrina mumbled something that sounded like a long string of expletives. “Are we being punished?”
 
    Oz nodded. “Yep.”
 
    “Are you going to tell us how?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “Nope. Shirley wanted that pleasure.”
 
    Sabrina mumbled something that sounded like another long string of expletives then gave me a quick hug. “See you tomorrow. If I’m still alive.” 
 
    “So?” I asked as Sabrina walked towards Shirley like a woman on her way to the gallows.
 
    “A century extension on your community service.”
 
    “A century?” I stared at him. “That’s ridiculous! I’ll never have time to shop.” I put on my best disgusted face but honestly I’d gotten off much lighter than I’d expected. All right, so a century was a long time but I was dead for eternity. What else did I have but time? And I liked Charon. Still, I couldn’t just accept it or Oz might add his own punishment.
 
    Oz searched my indignant expression for a long moment. The hint of a smile playing around the corners of his mouth told me he was on to me. “And that’s getting off lightly. Apparently someone important vouched for you and Officer Leonard was inclined to agree with them.”
 
    “And you said being friends with the GBs would get me in trouble.”
 
    “It will.” Oz crooked a finger under my chin to turn my face back to him. “You need to keep your head down and fly below the radar for a while.”
 
    “It’s not like I welcome dead bodies falling out at me.” I moved his hand away from my face. With his back against my leg and him touching my face, I’d be spilling all my secrets.
 
    “I didn’t say that you did. But people are taking notice of you. People you don’t want noticing you.”
 
    “What does that mean?”
 
    “It means we need to work at making you boring.”
 
    I stared at him. “I’m not dying my hair.” 


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “So how much trouble did you get in?” I asked as I sat next to Sabrina at breakfast.
 
    Sabrina sipped her coffee. “Ten extra years community service, which is more than I deserve, considering I did nothing wrong. How much trouble did you get in?” 
 
    “What!” I nearly choked on my tea. “You only got ten years?”
 
    Sabrina lowered her mug from her lips and frowned at me. “What do you mean ‘only’? Why? What did you get?”
 
    “I got a century! How did I get a hundred years and you get ten? How is that fair?”
 
    “You got a hundred years?” Sabrina practically dropped her mug to the table. She took a long breath and then picked her coffee back up. “Look on the bright side. The way you find bodies, you’ll be murdered way before you have to serve that.”
 
    “That is not a ‘bright side’,” I snapped.
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. A hundred years living with your hunky parole officer seems like a bright side to me.”
 
    I stared at her. “What?”
 
    “Did no one tell you? While you’re doing community service you have to live with your parole officer.”
 
    “No.” I bit the word out. “Oz did not tell me that.”
 
    Sabrina hid her smile behind her coffee mug. “Maybe it slipped his mind.”
 
    “I took all my stuff back to my old house this morning. Oz insisted on coming with me to make sure that was all that I did and we discussed it then, so I’m pretty sure it didn’t slip his mind. I’m pretty sure he purposely didn’t tell me.”
 
    Sabrina placed her coffee mug on the table and turned to me. “Wow. I’m very proud of you.”
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled and sipped my tea.
 
    “What did you do while Oz was distracted?”
 
    “I may have doused all my clothes in itching powder. I felt that was fair payback for The Trollop wearing one of my dresses to my funeral.”
 
    “I’d say that was fair recompense,” Sabrina said with a laugh. “Where did you get the itching powder?”
 
    “I had a stash of it in a drawer in my closet. For when Michael used to get on my nerves.”
 
    “Oh yeah, that sounds like a healthy relationship.”
 
    “He’s her problem now,” I said with a shrug. “And now I shall do the same to Oz’s things when I get home for him neglecting to tell me about our future living arrangements.”
 
    “Make sure you don’t put any in his underwear, you wouldn’t want to damage the goods.”
 
    “Pffft. Did you miss the part where I have a century of community service? I’m pretty sure the itching will have faded by the time I’m allowed to date. And since I’m not allowed to date him anyway …”
 
    “Still, best not to take chances,” Sabrina said with a grin. “How did you get your clothes back from Madame Zorina?”
 
    “I had to explain to Oz where the clothes were. He found her address and we burgled her house,” I said and sipped my tea. “And no, I don’t want to discuss how that conversation went.”
 
    Sabrina whistled. “So all of your dirty laundry is out on the line, so to speak.”
 
    “Yep.” I sighed and pushed my untouched toast away from me. “All of it.”
 
    Sabrina patted my hand. “We’ll find a way to work around him.” 
 
    I nodded but I wasn’t convinced. I’d tried to steal my watch back when we’d been at my old house and he’d noticed it. I felt I’d made a pretty good case for needing it but he’d disagreed and made me put it back. He’d said I didn’t need to know the time anymore because each activity started when the others ended. Work, then GA meetings, then home.
 
    I’d felt a heaviness settle in my gut when he’d said it. I couldn’t live that way. Maybe for a while but not for eternity. I’d lose my mind. Admittedly, that didn’t necessarily mean I wanted dead bodies falling out at me every other day, but I needed something.
 
    “Is today your final assessment?” Sabrina asked, pulling my attention back to the present.
 
    I shook my head. “Matthew passed us all. Found out this morning.”
 
    “He passed you all?” Sabrina asked. “Without completing all of the assessments?”
 
    I nodded. “He said we’d all done so well it wasn’t even worth sitting the final exams as there was no way any of us could fail.”
 
    Sabrina arched an eyebrow. “That was nice of him.”
 
    “Wasn’t it?” I sipped my tea. “I think he was just so eager to see the back of us, or me, that he may have marked us incredibly generously.”
 
    “Either way, it’s a win,” Sabrina said and clicked my mug with her own in a “cheers” motion.
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t Cagney and Lacey.” Pete sat at the table and forked some bacon into his mouth.
 
    “The word is you foiled another murderer.” Charlie joined us.
 
    “Is that the word?” Sabrina asked.
 
    “It is.” Pete nodded. “Which I know can’t be true because we had this conversation.”
 
    “Did we?” Sabrina shook her head at Pete. “I have such a terrible memory.”
 
    Pete nodded at Sabrina and grinned at me. He grinned while chewing his bacon. He grinned at me when he swallowed his mouthful. He grinned at me when he sipped his coffee.
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
    “No reason, Bridge.” He shrugged. “But I think you’re going to have a really good day.”
 
    “Well, that doesn’t bode well,” I said and Pete laughed. I got up and took my tray to the hatch with Sabrina in tow.
 
    “This way,” Sabrina said and tugged on my upper arm in the direction of the tunnelling room as I turned to head towards reception. 
 
    “I have to get my assignment sheet first.”
 
    Sabrina checked her watch. “It’s quarter to. You have time. And you’ll want to be there for this.”
 
    “Be where for what?”
 
    Sabrina smiled but said nothing else as we walked into the tunnelling room. She took hold of my hand and tunnelled us. We landed in Madame Zorina’s office.
 
    “I thought you were going to miss it!” Edith exclaimed, giving us each a hug in turn.
 
    “Miss what?” I asked and Edith moved from in front of me to reveal Rebecca sitting in a visitor’s chair and Madame Zorina perched on her desk opposite her. 
 
    Edith stepped between Sabrina and me and draped her arms around our shoulders. 
 
    “Ah, everyone’s here now,” Madame Zorina said and gave us a small nod.
 
    “There are ghosts in this room with us now? Is Derek here?”
 
    Madame Zorina shook her head. “Derek is … wherever souls go when they’re at peace. But my three spirit partners are here.” Madame Zorina gestured to us. And it was a nice feeling to hear her call us her partners. Obviously she’d not checked her closet since my visit this morning or she wouldn’t have been so generous.
 
    “So, you said on the phone there had been a development?” Rebecca asked.
 
    “She hasn’t told her?” I asked Edith quietly.
 
    “She was waiting for all of us to be here,” Edith said with a smile.
 
    Madame Zorina moved behind her desk, reached down, and then placed a white carrier bag on her desk. Her face lit up with a huge smile. “They found your money.” 
 
    Rebecca gasped and covered her mouth with both of her hands. She glanced vaguely in our direction and then stood to look inside the bag. She kept one shaky hand over her mouth. “I thought he’d gambled it away.”
 
    Madame Zorina shook her head. “He just didn’t trust the banks to keep it safe. He gave up gambling from the moment he promised you. There’s quite a bit more there than there should be, but I assume he was adding to it when he could.”
 
    “And I thought such terrible things of him.” Rebecca’s voice cracked with emotion.
 
    I pointed to Madame Zorina but faced Edith. “That’s a lie.”
 
    “That’s a kindness,” Edith corrected, her voice soft with a touch of reproach. “We never confirmed he placed that bet, so let her have that memory of her husband.”
 
    I shook my head. “But it’s a lie. Now Rebecca is going to feel bad for doubting her husband when, in actual fact, she was right to and he might well have left them destitute.”
 
    “Bridget’s right,” Sabrina said and pressed her lips together. “It’s not fair to Rebecca.”
 
    “Well, aren’t you two Dreary Debbies this morning?”
 
    “Alibies,” I corrected without thinking and Sabrina laughed.
 
    “They’re just here.” Madame Zorina directed Rebecca’s attention to us.
 
    “Thank you so much. I can’t explain what this means to me. To know that my Derek was true to his word. It means more than the money ever could. Thank you so much for helping me. Thank you for giving me the truth and letting me know that I was worth more to him than his stupid gambling.”
 
    I adjusted my fringe and stared at the floor in the awkward silence. Sabrina let out a low whistle and focused on the office door. 
 
    “Tell her she’s more than welcome,” Edith finally said and Madame Zorina relayed the message.
 
    “So, you ladies may have been right.” Edith coughed and straightened her jacket. “I hope this doesn’t come back to bite us.”
 
    “Well, it will now you’ve just jinxed us,” I said with a shake of my head. “I have to go. See you both at lunch?” I asked and they both nodded.
 
    I tunnelled back to the bureau and nipped to the canteen to grab a few pastries and fill a travel cup with coffee. I had one more stop to make before I officially started work. I stopped by reception to pick up my assignment list and Alex Version 2.0 handed it to me with a huge, perfect smile.
 
    I frowned at him. It made me nervous when people were so overtly happy. “What’s that for?”
 
    “For not killing me.” His excessively genuine gratitude was almost enough to make me not despise him for being so ridiculously attractive. Almost. He handed me a slip of paper. “And this is for not telling on me.” 
 
    The piece of paper had the number two hundred and two circled and there were six random digits underneath it. “Is this what I think it is?”
 
    “I don’t know what you think it is but I moved some things around and that’s your new locker.”
 
    Honest to goodness, I could’ve hugged him. “I really appreciate that— I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”
 
    He held out his perfectly tanned, long-fingered hand for me to shake, either forgetting about my dead body germs or temporarily overlooking it. “Alexander.”
 
    I nodded. “Of course it is. It’s lovely to meet you, Alexander.”
 
    He beamed at me as if I’d just given him the best compliment ever. “Oh. And that lady is waiting for you.” He pointed to a leggy blonde in a short, red skirt suit. She was Alexander’s match in every perfect way.
 
    “Thank you, Alexander,” I said and he gave me a ridiculously happy smile before returning to his work.
 
    I turned to the woman. Evenly tanned from head to toe, she had long blonde full-bodied hair hanging loose, a tiny waist, a considerable chest, stupidly huge dark blue eyes, and pouty pink lips. Basically, she was Barbie but hotter, if you can imagine that. I wasn’t insecure about myself at all, but looking at her I could see how I could be.
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked.
 
    “Oh. I’m—” Her eyes widened when she saw my hair. “You’re Bridget?” I was fairly sure that was disgust in her tone. Her eyes travelled all the way to my feet and back up again. She didn’t quite curl her lip in distaste but that was the definite vibe.
 
    “Yes. Can I help you?”
 
    “I’m Anna.” She stood, flipped her hair, and extended her hand to me. 
 
    I looked from her hand to her face. “You say that like I should know what it means.”
 
    “Oz didn’t explain this morning? Oh.” She widened her eyes. “Didn’t he get back home before you left?”
 
    Okay. I definitely did not like this woman. I didn’t say anything. I folded my arms and waited for her to explain.
 
    “I’m an adjustment companion.”
 
    “Good for you. You still haven’t said what you want.” 
 
    “I’m your adjustment companion.”
 
    “And that means what?”
 
    “That for every waking moment, I go where you go.”
 
    “What?”
 
    “Oz specifically asked me. Due to the nature of our relationship.” She paused to make sure I got the full implication of what the nature of their relationship was. “He trusts me.”
 
    She was implying they were a thing. I was pretty sure they weren’t because Pam, Petal, and Lucy would have definitely known about it. Hell, I would’ve know about it! So either she was flat out lying or she was making more of whatever their relationship actually was. Either way, I wasn’t going to rise to it. I was, however, going to be bringing up the whole companion thing when I got home. 
 
    I turned and headed into the locker room to get changed. She followed me in and sat on a bench. I glanced over my shoulder at her. “What are you doing?”
 
    “I’m waiting for you.”
 
    “I’m going to get changed. I don’t think that requires supervision.”
 
    She pointed a slender finger at me. “You’re already dressed for work.”
 
    I shook my head. “No, this is my home uniform. I’m going to put on my work uniform.”
 
    Her eyes travelled over my jumpsuit. “I don’t understand.”
 
    “I don’t have any other clothes, so I wear this one around the house.”
 
    “That’s illegal,” she gasped. “Does Mr Salier know?”
 
    “You know, I don’t think he does. You should probably run and tell him straightaway.”
 
    She plucked a small white notebook, patterned with bright red love hearts, from her pocket and scribbled something in it. “I’ll tell him later. I’ll wait while you change.”
 
    I glanced at her over my shoulder again. “You’re going to watch me?”
 
    “I could turn away if you like?” She looked me over. “I understand why you might be embarrassed.”
 
    I placed the pastries and coffee on the bench and retrieved my uniform from my old locker and cleared out my few belongings.
 
     “What are you doing?” she asked as I carried them on my folded uniform and circled the room looking for my new locker.
 
    “I’m tap dancing.” I found my new locker and walked two steps past it. No one was going to know this was my locker. No one. Except maybe Sabrina. “Can you turn around, please?”
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m going to get changed.”
 
    “Then why did you take everything out of your locker?”
 
    “I like to keep it all in my pockets to save it from being covered in blood on the off chance someone gets stuffed in there while I’m working.”
 
    She eyed me unhappily but turned her back to me. I stepped back to my brand new locker, opened the combination lock, and quickly and quietly shoved my stuff inside. I closed the locker and stepped away from it just as she turned around.
 
    “What are you doing?” She looked at my empty hands and stood, her eyes darting around the room. “Where have your belongings gone?”
 
    “What belongings?”
 
    “The ones you just took from your locker.”
 
    I shook my head and frowned. “They’re in my locker.”
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” she snapped.
 
    “I’m not.” I couldn’t help smiling. The truth had never felt so good. “They’re in my locker.”
 
    She pointed behind her at my old locker. “Your locker is here and you didn’t put them back in because I was staring right at it.”
 
    “Maybe you should get your eyes checked.” I waved my uniform at her and backed up towards the cubicles in the shower area. “I’m just going to get changed.”
 
    “You can do it right here in front of me.”
 
    “I’m sorry. You seem nice and all, but I just don’t swing that way.” I disappeared into a cubicle to get changed. Was I being antagonistic? Yes. But I didn’t like her, and she was an extension of The Man, so I figured that was okay. 
 
    “You’ve got fifteen seconds.” She clip-clopped to my door. “Fourteen. Thirteen. Twelve—”
 
    “Are you really going to give me a countdown?”
 
    “Eleven. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”
 
    I’d been changed roughly by six but I just didn’t feel like stepping out on cue. She banged on the door. “Out.”
 
    I pulled Oz’s whistle out from beneath my jumpsuit and blew it. Oz appeared within two seconds. He looked at me, then around the cubicle and frowned. Before he could say anything the blonde banged on the door again.
 
    “I said out. Now!” 
 
    I folded my arms and raised my eyebrows at him. He sighed and rubbed at his jaw.
 
    “We’ll talk about this later,” he mouthed while pointing through the cubicle door to ensure I knew exactly what “this” meant.
 
    “Yes,” I mouthed back, nodding slowly. “Yes, we will.”
 
    “Give her a chance, okay? She’s nice,” he mouthed and disappeared before I could respond.
 
    She hammered on the door. “Get out here right this second or I’ll drag you out by your hair.” 
 
    Yeah, she sounded lovely. Too bad he hadn’t stuck around to hear that. I swung the door open and she smiled as if she’d won something. “If you touch my hair the very last thing you’ll see will be my foot breaking your face.”
 
    “Of course it will be, hon.” She smiled smugly. I hated her.
 
    We walked to the departures room in silence. I told her our first stop and we tunnelled. I assumed she went where I told her. I, however, went elsewhere. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be able to follow me either. I landed on The Bus of Death and reached out straightaway for something to hold onto so I didn’t die from Charon’s awful driving.
 
    “Bridget!” Charon shouted happily when he saw me. “I believe I have you for an extra century. Make my day and tell me this is true.”
 
    “It’s true.”
 
    “Excellent news.” He drummed his hands on the steering wheel happily as he pulled the bus to a stop in the middle of the road, unconcerned with the busy alive people in cars just bustling on through the bus, and turned to face me. “So to what do I owe this impromptu visit? Do we have more trouble to be a-making? And what do you have in your delightful little hands?” 
 
    I handed over the pastries and travel mug, then pulled myself up onto the baggage shelf so I’d be out of the livie drivers’ way. Charon set the pastries aside and frowned as he examined the travel mug.
 
    “Does this mug have tombstones on it?” 
 
    “I thought it was apt. And the lid will stop it from spilling with your psychotic driving.”
 
    Charon’s face split into a smile so wide it took up most of his face. “Why, my little Bridget, that was incredibly thoughtful. Thank you.”
 
    The way he said “thank you” made me think it wasn’t all that often he had something to be thankful for. I watched him play with the lid, sliding it open and closed and open again. 
 
    “Does that mean I’m forgiven for not telling you Watson wasn’t dead?” he asked without looking up. 
 
    “No, that’s just because I saw it and thought you’d like it,” I said. “Because friends do things like that.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence as Charon flicked the lip open and took a sip from the mug.
 
    “I made them give you a century of community service,” he said. When he finally looked up at me, his stare was challenging. “Is that something friends do?”
 
    I frowned at him for a long moment. “Why would you do that?”
 
    Charon shrugged and sipped from his mug again. He avoided my eyes and glanced down the bus at the wailing passengers. I followed his gaze. I recognised his expression. I’d seen it on my own face enough times. He was lonely. I knew what that felt like. I’d been excruciatingly lonely when I was alive. I just hadn’t realised that was what it was until I died and found myself surrounded by people who cared. Suddenly, I just couldn’t be mad about that anymore.
 
    “Urgh.” I twisted my lips at myself in disgust.
 
    “What?” Charon scanned the bus for the cause of my expression, no doubt expecting vomit.
 
    “I’ve just realised the afterlife has turned me into a sap.” I shook my head at Charon’s laugh, light and relieved. I pointed to him. “You better be ready to spill every afterlife secret you have and be prepared for multiple ice cream breaks.”
 
    Charon grinned at me. “You better get to work.” 
 
    “Urgh,” I said again, thinking of Anna.
 
    “Thank you for my mug,” Charon said, and made a show of taking a sip. He pointed towards the doors. “You might want to go outside to tunnel.”
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why?”
 
    “It’s a beautiful day,” he said with a one-shoulder shrug.
 
    I frowned at him but climbed down the stairs and out into the sunshine. It was a beautiful day with a clear blue sky and a warm breeze. Charon revved the engine and The Bus of Death went careening through traffic with a carelessness that always turned my stomach.
 
    I turned back to the view of the beach and smiled. It really was a beautiful day. I was lucky I was a facilitator and not an office worker like Sabrina. I shaded my eyes as I looked down at my assignment sheet to double-check the location of my first assignment. Unexpectedly, a shadow passed over the sun. I knew the English weather was changeable but it never changed quite that fast. I looked up straight into Oz’s unhappy face. He loomed over me like a thundercloud. He stood with his arms folded, his feet hip width apart, and a scowl that looked as if it had been chiselled into his face. 
 
    “Enjoying your day at the beach?” he asked. 
 
    I held up my hands and took a step back. “Okay, now, I can explain.”
 
    Anna peered over Oz’s shoulder. “Oh, I doubt that, hon.”
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    Dear Reader,
 
   
 
    
 
    
     So we meet again! Once again I hope you’ve enjoyed the book. If you did then keep reading because there’s a short sample of A Little More Dead, the third book in the series, for you to have a peek at after this letter.
 
    Whether you did or didn’t enjoy Bridget’s adjustment into the afterlife I’d love to hear your feedback. You can find me at www.JordainaSydneyRobinson.com Once there, if you sign up for my mailing list you’ll get a free Bridget novella called Just a Touch Dead which chronicles the moment she died up until she makes it to work. 
 
    If you’ve already signed up for my mailing list and read the novella then please send me an email at enquiries@JordainaSydneyRobinson.com and let me know if there are any characters you’d be interested in hearing more about. I’m thinking about starting a novella series (which would be free for newsletter subscribers) so you guys need to tell me who you’re interested in.
 
    If you just want to snoop and see what I’m up to then there’s always trusty Facebook www.facebook.com/JordainaSydneyRobinson. 
 
    Or you can just leave a review. For good or ill, I read all those too.
 
    Thank you so much for reading Deader Still. It’s been a pleasure having your company. I hope to hear from you soon and to see you on Bridget’s next adventure.
 
   
 
    
 
    
    Until we meet again … 


 
    
 
   
  
 





 
    A Little More Dead – Excerpt 
 
   
 
    
 
    
    “Bridget?” 
 
    I heard the voice but it was coming from so far, far away and I was enjoying my day too much to listen. I was lying back on the most comfortable sun lounger I had ever known on a blissfully deserted beach. My right arm hung off the lounger, my fingers dangling into the tantalisingly warm ocean that lapped all the way up the white sand around me. 
 
    I was in Acapulco. Or was it Aruba? Or somewhere else that began with “a”? I didn’t know. I didn’t care. The breeze was warm enough to cool the feel of the blistering sun on my skin but not too much to chill me. This was what Heaven felt like. I had finally died properly and this was my reward for enduring the heinousness that was the afterlife. Even real life hadn’t been that bad.
 
    “Bridget.” The voice came again. More insistently this time. Maybe it was God and he wanted my attention. Maybe to utilise my awesome event planning skills to throw a party.  What type of party would they throw in Heaven? It was Heaven so maybe everyday was a party. Hmm. I didn’t like the thought of having to plan a party every day for eternity. Heaven suddenly didn’t sound so heavenly. Maybe I could just pretend I hadn’t heard and God would find some other party planner. 
 
    “Bridget.” The voice was more insistent this time. Maybe I was the only party planner he knew. And I could’ve sworn the voice had an Australian accent. Maybe God was Australian. Not to perpetuate the stereotype but Australian’s had barbecues a lot, right? How much work could they be to organise. He might be male but surely God could manage that. He was God after all.
 
    Something about that whole train of thought struck me as wrong but I was just too comfortable to care.
 
    “Bridget!”
 
    I threw my arm over my face, my forearm covering my eyes. The voice was like a mosquito. Buzzing incessantly. Someone lifted my arm from my eyes and my beach faded into darkness. Surely that should’ve been the reverse. The sun should’ve blinded me. A handsome, tanned face with a strong jaw covered in stubble and ocean blue-green eyes stared down at me. 
 
    “God?” I squinted at him. “Why did you turn the sun off?”
 
    “Are you drunk?” God asked, heavy disapproval in his Australian accented voice.
 
    “No. I’m tired.” I pulled my arm back and covered my face again. “Please turn the sun back on.”
 
    God lifted my arm from my face again, placed it by my side and shook my shoulders gently. “Bridget.”
 
    “What? What? What?” I batted his hands away and then sat up, rubbing my face. Admittedly that probably wasn’t the best tone to take with an omniscient being but he’d disappeared my sunny beach and replaced it with a dark room. That made me grumpy.
 
    I yawned and looked around. Oz, my parole officer, was standing by the side of the bed, his bed, hands on his hips, frown on his face. I groaned and flopped back down, covering my face with my arm again. I wasn’t doubly dead, I was just plain old one time dead. My beach had just been a beautiful dream. I was still trapped in this dismal afterlife with a job, with over a century of community service, with housemates like barnacles, with Oz, until I died again.
 
    “You stole my beach.” I pulled the duvet over my head.
 
    “You’ve stolen my bed.”
 
    “I didn’t steal it,” I said from under the duvet. “I’m sleeping in it.” 
 
    He didn’t sigh exactly, it was more a long exhalation. That was a sign he was trying very hard not to lose his temper. I was pretty accustomed to those signs now. “Why are you sleeping in it?”
 
    “Because everyone else is sleeping in mine.”
 
    He pulled the duvet down from my face. “You can’t stay here.”
 
    “Then get everyone out of my bed,” I said and pulled the duvet back up over my head.
 
    He pulled the duvet down again. “I thought you were getting along.”
 
    “We are getting along. We’d get along a lot better, though, if they didn’t climb into my bed every other night.”
 
    “They just—”
 
    “Want to be my friends. I know. What they don’t understand is that friends don’t have sleepovers every other night.”
 
    “So how would you want to fix this?” Oz gestured to me with an open palm as if inviting my opinion. It was a new tactic he’d been trying out on me lately. Trying to get me to solve my own problems in a supervised manner.
 
    We’d had a little trouble finding our rhythm as parole officer and parolee so he was attempting to adjust his approach. He was trying not to be so dictatorial and I was trying not to disagree with everything he said. It was tough. Mainly because even his attempt at being less dictatorial was actually still pretty dictatorial since he was “supervising” how I solved my problems and guiding me to the outcome he thought was best. But we were trying to make it work.
 
    “Well?” Oz asked when I hadn’t come up with a solution.
 
    “Well, I think you, as their parole officer, should respect my wishes and gently explain the situation to them. They like you better than me anyway.”
 
    “You know how I know that’s not true?” he asked.
 
    I swirled my finger in the direction of his head. “Your handy little emotional surveillance radar?”
 
    As a parole officer Oz had some weird emotional connection to all of his wards so he could sense if they were in danger, or upset, or lying to him.
 
    “No. It’s because they’re not trying to have sleepovers with me.”
 
    “That’s true,” I said with a nod. “Maybe you should use this opportunity to bond with them.
 
    “Bridget.”
 
    I rolled over and pulled the duvet back up. “Please, I just want to get back to my dream.”
 
    “You can’t stay in here.”
 
    “Why?”
 
    “Because it’s my room.”
 
    “You’re letting them sleep in my room.”
 
    “Yes, but this is inappropriate.”
 
    “Right, me sleeping in your empty bed is inappropriate but me sleeping in a bed with three women is perfectly acceptable.” I pointed a finger at him over the top of the duvet. “You have odd standards of acceptability.”
 
    “Bridget—”
 
    “Look, I just want a good night’s sleep, that’s all. I just want not to wake up with someone’s arm strangling me or with arms coiled like a snake around my knees or being suffocated by a blanket of hair. So the way I see it you have three choices here.” I counted them off on my fingers. “You can oust the others from my room so I can go back in there. You can sleep in here as long as you promise not to get frisky or you can sleep on the sofa.”
 
    Oz leaned forward and flipped up another of my fingers implying a fourth option. “Or I could drag you out and dump you in the hallway.”
 
    I shook my head and bent that finger back down. “You don’t want to do that.”
 
    “Why not?”
 
    “I bite.” 
 
    Oz blew out another breath. This time he covered his eyes. Yep, definitely holding his temper by a thread.
 
    Officer Leonard appeared at the foot of the bed before Oz could respond and took in the scene. “Well, isn’t this inappropriate?”
 
    I pointed to Oz. “That’s what he said.”
 
    Officer Leonard smiled at me. “He’s right.”
 
    “Please don’t say things like that,” I warned the Ghosting Buster. “I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Oz turned and moved to the foot of the bed forcing Officer Leonard to back up a few steps which he did so without trouble or challenge. Oz stood directly in front of Officer Leonard and blocked him from my view. Though I think Oz’s intention was to block me from Officer Leonard’s view.
 
    A little while ago I’d been involved in a couple of dead ghost finding sprees. Yes, a couple. Detective Johnson of the general afterlife police had wanted to arrest me both times but Officer Leonard of the super afterlife police, the Ghosting Busters or GBs for short, had presumed my innocence. At least that’s how I saw it. Oz saw it as Officer Leonard using me as bait to find the killers. 
 
    But then Oz was my parole officer/guardian angel so he could be a little over protective/suffocating at times. Also he might have been right but I would absolutely never admit that to his face if I could help it.
 
    Still in the bed, I leaned to the side to see around Oz’s back and speak to Officer Leonard. “If you’re going to chat can you please do it elsewhere? I’m trying to sleep.”              
 
    Officer Leonard peered around Oz to speak to me. “I don’t mean to interrupt …” 
 
    “You’re not.” Oz glanced over his shoulder at me and flicked his eyes towards the door. “Bridget was just leaving.” That was his serious tone. 
 
    “Fine.” I threw the covers back and slid out of bed, trying to smooth my hair over. “But don’t expect me to be all shiny and happy in the morning.”
 
    Oz’s eyes narrowed on my choice of bed wear. “Is that—”
 
    “Are you wearing your parole officer’s t-shirt to bed, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked.
 
    “Yep.” I looked down at the faded black Rolling Stones t-shirt. It was very comfy.
 
    Officer Leonard folded his arms, his always amenable smile on his face. “And why are you sleeping in his bed? In his t-shirt?”
 
    I shrugged. “I have nothing to sleep in, or wear in general really, other than my uniform. So I stole this from him. And my housemates want to sleep with me but I don’t want to sleep with them so I’m hiding in here. ” 
 
    “She means her three female housemates,” Oz clarified with a pointed look at me. “And they want to stay in her room with her because they’re friends.”
 
    “Is that an accurate statement?” Officer Leonard asked me.
 
    I shrugged again. “Depends on your perspective, I guess.”
 
    “Doesn’t everything?” Office Leonard asked and then gestured to the scar on my thigh. “That looks like it’s healing well.”
 
    Oz moved and once again stood directly in front of me, blocking Officer Leonard from my vision. Arms folded, feet hip width apart and, even from behind, I knew he had a frown etched on his face. 
 
    Oz had made me visit a psychiatrist once because he felt I wasn’t adjusting to the afterlife vey well. Off the back of that session Watson, the psychiatrist, had included me in a adjustment assessment. She’d then proceeded to fake her own death, murder all the other leaders of the assessment and try to frame me for it. When that didn’t pan out so well she’d shot me.
 
    I placed my hands on Oz’s shoulders so I could lever myself up to peer at Officer Leonard. “Doesn’t really matter how it’s healing since the shorts someone promised me have yet to appear.” 
 
    “Oh?” Officer Leonard raised his eyebrows. “Is Mr Salier failing to meet your needs, Ms Sway?”
 
    I was fairly certain I could hear innuendo in Officer Leonard’s voice and was tempted to respond in kind but Oz’s shoulders tensed beneath my hands. 
 
    “Mr Sailer is very efficient at his job,” I said and tapped Oz’s shoulder like you would pet a well-behaved dog.
 
    “I’ll reserve the right to remind you of that, Ms Sway.”
 
    “If you’ve both finished talking about me like I’m not here …?” Oz directed his comment at Officer Leonard before turning around to face me. He used his body to block Officer Leonard from my vision for the third time. He didn’t say anything – just flicked his eyes toward the door. 
 
    I pursed my lips at him in case his emotional radar didn’t properly interpret my sulky agreement. 
 
    “Can I get you some tea or coffee, Officer Leonard?”I asked as I moved to the door. “Maybe some cake?”
 
    “That’s very kind, Ms Sway, but I really just need a moment with Officer Salier.”
 
    “Okay, well I’ll head on up to my crowded bed then. If you hearing screaming don’t worry, I’m just murdering the trespassers.”
 
    “Bridget,” Oz warned and subtly nodded towards Officer Leonard.
 
    Officer Leonard checked his watch. “If that’s really the case, Ms Sway, I’ll give you an hour’s head start.”
 
    I pointed to Officer Leonard but spoke to Oz. “Told you he was my friend.”
 
    Oz didn’t say anything else. His eyes didn't dart to the door or back to Officer Leonard. He just waited for me to leave.
 
    “Spoil all my fun,” I mumbled and opened the door.
 
    “Officer Sailer is very efficient at his job, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard called after me with the smallest smile.
 
    I pointed at him. “You just lost cake privileges,” I said and closed the door on his smiling face. I made it four steps along the corridor before the door opened again. I turned at the noise and Officer Leonard stuck his head out
 
    “Did you change your mind about the tea?” I asked.
 
    “No, thank you, Ms Sway. I thought I heard somebody knock, Officer Leonard said and ducked back inside the room.
 
    I hesitated. I hadn’t being going to eavesdrop since I figured it was just some sort of boring work stuff but now Officer Leonard had checked I wasn’t eavesdropping made me want to eavesdrop. Although he might have just been playing me and trying to get me to listen in and catch me in the act for some reason. 
 
    Then again, he had just tunnelled into Oz’s bedroom late at night. They didn’t work together that I knew of, not that I knew all that much about what Oz did in the day, so why would Officer Leonard visit so late? And why would he tunnel directly into Oz’s bedroom? 
 
    Tunnelling was the ghost version of transport. Domiciles and all bureau related buildings were blocked to regular ghosts like me so we could only tunnel outside the building and walk in, or directly to designated tunnelling areas. Oz could tunnel anywhere in our house but not directly into another domicile he wasn’t responsible for. 
 
    However, when on duty everywhere was blocked to GBs so Officer Leonard must have had to file a flight plan and get permission. And why wouldn’t he just tunnel outside and walk in? Unless he didn’t want anyone to see him. But why wouldn’t he want anyone to see him? My shoulder devil suggested it was because Oz and Officer Leonard were having a torrid affair. I let my shoulder angel dropkick her vicious-rumour-spreading-ass unconscious. 
 
    They were not having an affair. Apart from the fact I occasionally got romancey vibes from Oz, which flat out terrified me, he was possibly involved with Evil Anna. Evil Anna was an adjustment companion that Oz had foisted on me. For some reason he thought I was having trouble adjusting. Maybe it had something to do with all the dead ghosts I kept finding. 
 
    Before I had made up my mind about whether I wanted to eavesdrop or not Oz’s door opened again and I quickly dived into the stairwell.
 
    “I thought you should know.” That was the last thing Officer Leonard said before the pop of his departure echoed faintly on the corridor walls. 
 
    Before I could go up to my room or down for some cake, since offering it to Officer Leonard had made me crave it, Oz appeared in the archway to the stairwell.
 
    “Were you eavesdropping?”
 
    “No.” I shook my head and he raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t. Honestly.”
 
    “Then why are you standing here?”
 
    “I was trying to decide if I wanted to eavesdrop or not. I got the impression that Officer Leonard wanted me to so I figured that I probably shouldn’t.”
 
    Oz nodded. “That’s sound reasoning. I have to go out so you can sleep in my bed for tonight,” Oz said and raised a finger in warning. “This is a one off.”
 
    “Okay,” I said and gave him my best not-gloating-about-my-victory smile. “Thank you.”
 
    “This is a one off,” Oz repeated and I nodded happily. He looked at me for a long moment, I assumed trying to work out if he’d just made a misstep, before he turned away and started down the staircase.
 
    “What’s he giving you fair warning about?” I asked.
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