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      I took a sip of my tea, relaxed back in the deckchair and stared out over the garden. The trees had shed all their leaves and the lawn looked like an autumnal mosaic. Almost like a jigsaw puzzle with a few missing pieces. Rotting leaves, mud and that indefinable aroma of winter filled the night air. There wasn’t even a hint of the ocean. I’d been back in Scarborough a few months now and the whole seaside aspect of the place, like the cries of the seagulls and the sounds of the waves, simply faded into the background. Like one of those meditation soundtracks. Just background noise in daily life. 

      It was after midnight and the dark sky was a clear, vast sea of inky blackness. Stars twinkled down at me like the diamond earrings I’d bought for myself not long before I’d died. The sales assistant had showcased them on a black velvet cloth and standing there, watching them twinkle, I'd thought they were the most beautiful things I'd ever seen. Since I’d not been wearing them when I’d died, I’d had to leave them behind. Like everything else.

      I pushed that memory aside and stared at the sky. There was something about a clear sky that filled me with hope. Or at least it used to. Something about the infinity of space and the boundless opportunities for adventure. But lately it felt more like a blanket suffocating me. And no matter what I did, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being smothered. Or confined. Like I was in a box and the stars were air holes.

      The familiar slap of flip-flops crossing the kitchen pulled me from that depressing image. I sighed, sipped some of my tea and focused back on the leaves on the lawn. Mentally trying to fill the gaps with different objects and hoping Oz, my parole officer, wouldn’t try to talk to me. 

      The scraping sound of a mug being lifted from the counter told me Oz had picked up the tea I’d made for him. It was likely to be tepid now, but he was weird and didn’t seem to mind. The flip-flops slapped across the paving stones of the patio toward me, then turned muted as he strolled across the grass.

      Oz gracefully dropped in the deckchair I’d set out next to me, somehow managing not to spill the tea. 

      These nightly stargazing sessions had become a regular thing for me, which meant they’d become a regular thing for him too. I didn’t know what he thought was going to happen if I sat alone in the garden, but regardless, he was always there. 

      During the first week, he’d made excuses why he was up late. Sitting at the patio table doing paperwork which mainly comprised him shuffling papers once in a while and the occasional cough, so I knew he was still there, letting me know he was available to talk. But by the end of the second week he’d given up the pretence and simply came to sit quietly next to me.

      Despite the chill in the air that made me nestle down into the blanket, Oz wore his standard shorts, flip-flops and T-shirt with some faded logo. Everything about him, including his Australian accent, gave him the appearance of a surfer dude. Even his mostly sunny attitude. 

      We sat in silence as the minutes ticked by. The breeze ruffled my perfectly cut fringe. Luckily, I’d had my hair cut and coloured just before I’d died, so I’d spend eternity with a fringe at the perfect length and no roots in my fire engine red hair. Initially, I’d thought that was a small mercy, but if I’d known I was going to die and how much of a pain it was to do my hair every day with limited tools, I might have gotten a different haircut. Something that took no maintenance. 

      I’d used to love doing my hair, putting on makeup, getting dressed up for work and all that stuff. Trying fresh looks, different hairstyles. Now it took all my effort just to shower before work. And my hair? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done anything but pull it up into a ponytail. And sometimes I didn't even dry it properly first.

      “Hey.” Oz nudged my knee with his. 

      “Hmm?” I blinked and looked at him. His expression said he was waiting for an answer. “I’m sorry, I was miles away.”

      “I said, are you ready to talk about it yet?” 

      I shook my head and turned back to the lawn puzzle. “I’ve got nothing to say.”

      And that was the truth. I wasn’t trying to hide anything, I literally had nothing to say. My brain supplied nothing. It was as if there were a hole where all those opinions were kept. And it just kept growing. At first I’d had nothing to say about small things, like the general conversations with my housemates about random stuff. Then it had grown to things like how my day was, which had always been a prominent topic for discourse. Even when I wasn’t finding dead bodies. There was always someone who’d annoyed me or something good to complain about. 

      But now, it didn’t feel like it was worth talking about. A guy had cut in front of me in the breakfast queue in the canteen and I’d let it go without comment. I’d let him go before me. I didn’t challenge him on it and I didn’t mention it. I didn’t even get mad about it. It just hadn’t felt as if it were worth the effort.

      “You? With nothing to say?” he scoffed and sipped some of his tea. “That’s a first. How’s Sabrina doing?”

      “Fine.” My best friend Sabrina had found out that she’d been murdered in life and been forced to go to Mendall Asylum, where they put “crazy” people for “re-education”. Thankfully, she came out as crazy as she’d gone in. Which was a good thing, because being crazy in the afterlife actually made you relatively normal.

      “Good. And your GA meetings?” Oz asked. “How are they going?” 

      “Fine.” 

      Ghostly Acclimatisation meetings, or GA meetings for short, were mandatory meetings where the newly dead learned how to function as productive members of the afterlife society. And you occasionally learned some cool ghost tricks.

      “Eleanor says you’ve not been asking as many questions lately. You and Sabrina have just been getting on with the tasks.” When I said nothing, Oz nudged my knee again. “Hey.”

      “You didn’t ask me a question. But yeah, we’ve just been getting on with the tasks.” I’d stopped questioning Eleanor about things because the answer was always don’t ask. And honestly, I’d gotten to a point where I didn’t really care what the answer was anymore.

      “Great. And Arrivals?” Oz pressed. “Now that Sean is—what is his job title again?”  

      “Chief Morale Officer,” I said and shifted my gaze from the lawn to the suffocating blanket and its pinhole stars. Sean had been my trainer, but when they created a new position for him, they’d certified me to induct the newly dead alone. 

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Fine.”

      “Good. So, you’re happy inducting the newly dead on your own?”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine.”

      “You’re not struggling with it?” he asked. 

      “There’s a script. It’s not hard.”

      “Are you enjoying it, though?” he pressed. “Do you think you’ll want to move on when your six-month stint is up?”

      “I guess.” I was currently in the Vocational Training Programme, the VTC, which meant that participants got to experience every job in the afterlife for a minimum of six months to help them find where they fitted in. It was a difficult programme to get into and most afterlife folks didn’t need it. They just did whatever job they were assigned.

      “And your housemates? No problems there?” he asked, and I shook my head. “I know Anna’s been a little highly strung lately.”

      “It’s fine.” 

      “It is, huh?” he sipped some of his tea, then sighed. “And your community service is going well? I haven’t heard you complain about it in a while.”

      “It’s fine.” I’d broken some laws and been given a hundred years of community service as penance. Luckily, punishment was as a conductor on The Bus of Death with Charon. As punishments go, it could’ve been a lot worse. For the most part Charon was fun and had a similar disdain for the newly deads we collected. And he regularly bought me ice cream. 

      “Has Tommy contacted you?” Oz asked.

      I shook my head. It wasn’t like I was being purposefully evasive, more that the effort of giving a comprehensive answer just felt like it was beyond me right now.

      “What about anyone else from the IA?” The IA was a secret organisation I’d briefly worked for, but we’d ended up disagreeing on their agenda and their methods. They hadn’t exactly fired me, but I wasn’t able to tunnel into their head office anymore, which I felt was a pretty big “you’re fired” sign.

      “Are you unhappy about that?” Oz pressed. “Do you wish you’d made different choices?”

      I shook my head and gave him a one-shoulder shrug. 

      “Right.” He blew out a long breath and sank back in his deck chair, still managing not to spill his tea. “I was thinking we could go shopping tonight. Maybe get you some new shoes. Or some of that brown stuff you paint on your face.”

      “Bronzer? I still have plenty, thanks though.”

      “Oh, you’ve not worn it in a while. I thought you might have run out.”

      I shook my head again. “No.”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “Cool.”

      “Bridge, come on.” He nudged my knee with his again. “I’m trying here.”

      “I can see that, but I don’t know what you’re trying to do. I'm happy sitting here in silence.”

      “You’re happy?” Oz arched an eyebrow at me. “You’re a lot of things right now, but happy isn’t one of them.”

      “Look, I answered your questions. Can I—”

      “Responding to every question with the minimal possible word count is not how conversations works.”

      “That’s because I don’t want to have a conversation.”

      Oz sighed. “I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “There is nothing wrong.”

      “Bridget—”

      “No, I mean it.” I shrugged. “There is literally nothing wrong. I have no problems. I don’t have to worry about paying the bills, or how I’m going to afford the newest pair of Charlotte Olympia heels to go with that new Prada dress I bought to impress whoever at the next conference I have to go to. Or consider where I’m going to eat out with friends in case someone I don’t like from work or the scumbag ex-fiancé might show up. I don’t need to worry about buying new clothes at all or what this season's must have pieces are since I only ever wear this jumpsuit. I don’t need to choose a holiday destination or start a secret messaging group, so we don’t have to invite that one friend that no one really likes. I don’t need to squeeze in a spin class to make sure I can still fit into my clothes or book a hair appointment three weeks in advance to make sure my roots aren’t too noticeable. I don’t—”

      “Hey-hey.” Oz placed his hand on my forearm. “I’m hearing those things as good things. I’m hearing what you’re saying is that you don’t have any problems. That’s a good thing. But if you thought they were good things, we wouldn’t be out here every night.”

      “You don’t have to be out here,” I said. “It’s not like I’m going to run away. Where would I run to, anyway? It’s not like I can hide at my mam’s house.” And before I could stop it, my nose started to tingle, telling me that if I didn’t get ahold of my emotions, there would be tears. And I did not need tears right now. 

      I shook my head as if adjusting my fringe, but I imagined that I was shaking off the onset of tears. I didn’t know if Oz could tell or not—who was I kidding? He had his snoopy emotional bond, he could obviously tell. 

      We sat in silence for a few minutes. I assumed Oz was giving me the chance to stomp down all the emotion. 

      His voice was soft when he spoke. “I think we should start seeing a therapist again.”

      “Sure. Why not?”

      Oz turned in his seat to look at me. “You agree. Just like that?”

      “Sure. Would we go to the same one? The one who wasn’t a therapist in real life, but somehow dying qualified her in that field? I can see why you would think that’s a beneficial way to spend our time. We could even—” I cut myself off when Charon appeared directly in front of me. 

      “I have need of you.” 

      “We could even what?” Oz asked. I glanced from Charon to him and then back to Charon.

      “He can’t see me,” Charon explained. “I have no patience for this ‘my ward’ business. I’ll meet you in your room.” Charon disappeared. 

      “Are you okay?” Oz frowned at me and then scanned the garden as if looking for what had startled me.

      Charon reappeared and snapped his fingers at me, which was something he never did. “Now, my little Bridget.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I said to Oz, getting to my feet and bundling up my blanket. “I think something bit me. I’m going to go to bed now. Night.”

      I grabbed my mug and scurried toward the kitchen. Oz blocked my way. 

      “Just like that?” He narrowed his eyes on my face. 

      “I’m suddenly really tired. Maybe it was a bedbug that bit me. You know, like a go-to-bed- bug.” I shuffled around him. “Night.”

      I dumped my mug in the sink and charged up the stairs to my room. 

      Charon was waiting inside when I opened the door. “Took you long enough.”

      “It’s three flights of stairs. Three.” I folded the blanket up and dumped it on a chair near my dresser. “And what’s with the secrecy, anyway?”

      Charon strode in to the bathroom and turned the bath taps on full blast. A few seconds later the door to my room eased open. Oz peered through the gap. 

      “Is knocking too much of an effort?” I asked.

      “I heard the water. Just wanted to check you were okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I thought you were going to bed.” Oz wandered to the bathroom and peered inside.

      “Thinking about that bug made me itch, so I thought I’d take a bath. Is that allowed?”

      “Sure.” Oz nodded. “I’ll check back with you in an hour.”

      “Or you could give me a little space and let me take a bath without a time limit.”

      “I’m just … concerned about you.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do? Drown myself in the bath?” I asked. “Because I’m really not. Naked, with my skin shrivelled like a prune, would not be my choice of suicide.”

      “So … you’ve thought about it?”

      “Okay. Get out.” I walked over to him and gently shoved him out of the room. “Nighty-night.”

      Oz didn’t resist. I closed the door in his face. For several long seconds he didn’t move. Finally, his footsteps shuffled down the stairs.

      “Have you been having suicidal thoughts, my little Bridget?” Charon stood in the doorway of the bathroom, watching me.

      “I am now.” I walked past him into the bathroom and turned off the taps. I doubted that Oz could hear, he was a human not a dog after all. And I didn’t want to waste the water. “So what’s the problem?”

      “Someone is unexpectedly dead.”

      “I’m pretty sure most people are unexpectedly dead. I know I was.”

      “No, this individual was reaped out of sequence. He is dead when he should be alive.”

      “How is that even possible?” I asked. “A guardian angel not doing their job properly? Wait, did you say ‘reaped’?”

      “Yes, a reaper reaped him accidentally. Normally, it would be my responsibility to rectify the situation, but since no one is owning up to it, there’s a little bit of grey about who’s responsible. Since I don’t want to look into it, I’m making you responsible.”  

      I paused. “What?”

      “See. With your razor sharp intelligence, I knew you’d be perfect for this job.”

      I waved my hand at him as if it would clear the confusion. “What?”

      Charon spoke with exaggerated slowness. “Someone is dead. They shouldn’t be. I’m charging you with unmasking the culprit.” 

      “Oh.” I inclined my head, then gave him a nod-shrug combo. “Yeah. I could probably do that.”

      “Your confidence fills me with hope and joy.” He stepped toward me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Now, to Hell.”

      “What?” I shrieked and tried to move out of his hold, but my bathroom had already morphed into somewhere else.
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      We were standing on the deck of a ship. A cruise ship. The flood lights showed a deserted, dingy cruise ship covered in rust stains and general grime. Filthy, broken sun loungers littered the deck around the empty pool. The sky blue tiles on the pool walls were chipped and streaked with green slime. The linoleum beneath my feet was stained with I didn’t want to think about what and cracked and ridged in places. Everything about the ship screamed “derelict”.

      “Because this isn’t creepy at all,” I muttered and scanned the horizon to try to locate any landmasses because, by the state of the deck, I wasn’t sure how long this boat would stay afloat. But there was no land in any direction. Just water. Dark, still water. I’d never seen the ocean that still. Or dark. Admittedly, it was night, but the water seemed to absorb what light there was. There were no reflections from the stars or the lights from the boat. It was almost like it wasn’t water at all. There wasn’t the smallest ripple breaking the surface. Just a carpet of darkness.

      “I don’t like it here,” I told Charon. 

      “No one likes it here,” he said as he checked his watch.

       A snapping sound drew my attention to the flag flying from the mast. It bore the image of a pirate skull and crossbones and danced in the nonexistent breeze.

      “Is this a pirate ship?” I spun around, looking for a one-eyed man with a parrot and a peg-leg. “Pirates aren’t still a thing, right? Or is this an afterlife thing? Does the afterlife have pirates? It doesn’t, right? Wait, have you taken me back in time? I don’t think I’ve been vaccinated against cholera. Or consumption. Or—” 

      Charon frowned at me. “Why would I take you back in time?”

      “Why does anyone do the—” I squinted at him. “Does that mean you can time travel?”

      “Fear not, my little Bridget, if I were to take you back in time, I would not let the diseases of the day ravish you.”

      I stared at him. “I can’t tell if you’re messing with me or not.”

      “I am not.” Charon placed his hand over his heart. “I would never let anything bad happen to you.”

      “That’s … reassuring. I think.” I gestured around the ship. “So. Hell looks empty. What’s that about?”

      “This isn’t technically Hell. It’s more of a way station.”

      “Looks a lot like Hell to me,” I said as I gestured around the deck. My attention snagged the wall of the swimming pool. In thick, blood red strokes of something, a phrase appeared on the pool wall. I pointed to it. “Er, Charon?”

      Charon made a disgusted noise. “How trite.”

      “Is that Latin? I’m assuming that doesn’t say, ‘welcome aboard, there’s a free bar’.”

      “It says ‘abandon hope all ye who enter here’.”

      I nodded. “Of course it does. Why is it on the wall of the pool? And how did it appear on its own? And, to clarify, that’s paint, right?” 

      Charon guided me to the foot of the pool and pointed to a set of double doors in the wall of the deep end. “Because that’s where people usually come in. It’s on a sort of motion detector.”

      “Naturally. Because if people walked through the doors of my pool, I would have a motion detector to paint a slogan on the wall. Totally the done thing.” I glanced around us. “I thought this was an emergency. Are we just going to wait here or—”

      “Hi! Hi!” A guy about my height, muscular with a handlebar moustache, and dressed in a red velvet tuxedo bustled out across the deck. “Hi!”

      Charon groaned. 

      “What’s happening? Who’s that?” I checked behind me to make sure no one else was going to sneak up on us. 

      Tuxedo Man cleared his throat and then blew what looked like a ram’s horn. It sounded like a fog horn, much louder than I thought it should’ve been. The sounded echoed around the ship for seconds after he’d finished blowing. 

      “Welcome to the underworld. It is my privilege, nay, my honour to introduce the lord of this land, the god of the underworld himself. Hades.” 

      I tugged on Charon’s sleeve as red fireworks exploded in the sky. “Okay. Can we go now?”

      “Brother!” A man, in a red silk shirt, unbuttoned to his naval and tucked into his snakeskin patterned leather trousers, called to us from the balcony above the pool. He stretched his arms wide and then appeared a few feet in front of us. “It’s been too long.”

      Charon grimaced. “And during that time, we have still not become related.” 

      “Always the joker.” Snakeskin Trousers squeezed him into a hug, which Charon did not return, before holding him at arm’s length. “You look good. Healthy.” Snakeskin Trousers released Charon completely and focused on me. “And this. This must be Bridget.” 

      “This is my Bridget.” Charon stepped in his path as Snakeskin Trousers lunged at me. Normally, I’d have argued the whole possessive nature of that claim, but in this case I was happy to hide behind Charon. This guy oozed sleaze. I didn’t know whether it was the outfit—which was bad enough, but there was something about him that set my teeth on edge. Perhaps it was the overly styled shoulder length dark hair or something in his gaze, but I would not be alone with this man without my taser. And my pepper spray. 

      “It’s rude not to share,” he chided Charon.

      “I’m fine with not being shared, thanks,” I called over Charon’s shoulder. 

      “At least let me introduce myself since Charon’s not going to.” The man slapped Charon’s shoulder as if to shuffle him out of the way, but Charon didn’t move, so the man extended his hand around him to me. “I’m Hades. Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “Hades?” I asked and Charon, as if he felt my eyes on him, shook his head. I assumed that meant not to harp on it. Or he was lying. Or he was delusional. I focused my attention back on Hades. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Hades stepped to the side and looked me over, his voice dropping to a purr. “Oooh, she’s so polite!” 

      “You know why I’m here.” Charon made a shooing motion. “Let’s get this done.”

      “Right this way.” Hades sauntered across the deck and through a door, his pelvis leading the way as if he wore a harness and he were being pulled by it. Tuxedo Man scurried after him as we descended two flights of stairs and into a ballroom. A ballroom with a disco ball and five figures in hooded black cloaks. Holding scythes. 

      “Er?” I balked at the doorway. Hooded figures in general never meant anything good. But hooded figures, with scythes, hanging out with Hades, in Hell that was possibly not really Hell. That was not a party I wanted to attend. 

      “Problem?” Charon looked at the group and then back to me.

      “Is that a joke?” I whispered, not wanting to raise my voice and attract their attention. Hades, followed by Tuxedo Man, had gone on ahead. He stood in the middle of them, talking and laughing while Tuxedo Man hung back, waiting for the right moment to join the conversation. Tuxedo Man reminded me of my old assistant. Not that she’d ever introduced me to people with a horn and fireworks. But the scurrying around and extra faux helpfulness when I knew she'd stab me in the back with her cheap high street heels if it meant she'd get my job. I sighed. I almost missed her.

      Charon eye the group with distaste. “I have often thought their costumes to be inappropriate, but I’m not sure I would class it as a joke.”

      “Is that a joke?” I hissed. “When you said reapers, you actually meant creatures who reap the souls of the living? With scythes?”

      Charon shook his head at me. “What else did you think I meant?”

      “What else?” I hissed again and threw my hands up. “I thought you were being metaphorical. I thought they were just—I don’t know—like, facilitators, or something. Normal people doing a job.”

      He frowned at me. “They are normal people doing a job.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I asked in a flat tone and gestured to the cloaked figures with an open palm. “I mean, you’re kidding, right?”

      Charon shook his head, his brows furrowed in confusion. “No. I still need you to question them and find out which one reaped the wrong individual and didn’t follow protocol.”

      “And you can’t do that, why?”

      “Because I don’t have the time to interrogate these imbeciles, and frankly, I’m a little tired of your detachment. I don’t like my Bridget distant and melancholy. I like her feisty and causing trouble.”

      “Well, I’m sorry that my existential crisis is inconvenient for you.”

      Charon placed a hand on my shoulder. “I accept your apology and I forgive you.”

      I opened my mouth to explain I wasn’t apologising, but blew out a long breath instead. It wasn’t worth the effort.

      “Fine.” I eyed the caped creatures and nodded. “I mean, they’re not going to eat my soul or anything. Right?”

      “Why would they eat your soul?” Charon placed the back on his hand on my forehead. “Are you not feeling well, my little Bridget?”

      I inclined my head, still looking at the cloaked figures. “I do feel a little bit queasy as it happens.”

      “You simply need to identify the individual who broke the rules and I'll deal with the rest.”

      “Okay.” I nodded to myself. I could do that. It would’ve been easier if Sabrina was here to help, but still. I’d watched her do this stuff enough, I could gather enough intel for us to work it out together. “So, who died? When? Where? How? Oh, the how is the scythe, right? But would that show as the murder weapon?” I narrowed my eyes on one of the scythes. “That’s actually pretty gruesome. Are the livie police involved?” 

      “Those are excellent questions, my little Bridget.” Charon snapped his fingers at Hades and beckoned over to him while speaking to me. “I knew you were the best person for this job.”

      “What? No, those are my questions for you. I need that information to help me narrow down the culprit.”

      “But I don’t have that information. That’s why you’re here.”

      “What?”

      Charon narrowed his eyes at me. “You ask ‘what’ with alarming frequency. I had never noticed before.”

      “What?”

      “You just did it again.” 

      I waved my hand as if I could clear that part of the conversation. “Just—to be clear, you want me to find out which one of those hooded figures, all of who are carrying deadly weapons and could slice me in half if they fancied, accidentally reaped someone. Yet you don’t know who was reaped, when or where they died?”

      Charon nodded. “Exactly.”

      I stared at him, my mouth working, but no sound coming out. “If you don’t know any of these details, how do you know someone was accidentally reaped?”

      “I found him wandering on the beach when I was collecting someone else.”

      “Couldn’t he have—I don’t know. Fallen over and hit his head on a rock?”

      “Accidentally reaped souls have a golden glow to them. As my conductor, you would be able to see it.”

      “Okay, so you found this guy wandering and you didn’t ask him any questions? Like, not even his name?”

      “Talk to him?” Charon screwed up his face. “I try very hard not to do that. That’s why I have you.”

      “Is he still on the bus?”

      Charon shook his head. “He was far too alert. I dumped him at arrivals immediately.”

      “So what you’re telling me is you have nothing?”

      “I don’t have nothing, my little Bridget.” Charon smiled at me. “I have you.”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      “One of them did it. Find out who.” His face morphed into a frown as he beckoned Hades toward him again and strode out of the room the same way we’d come in.  

      “Be gentle with them,” Hades called to me as he followed Charon out of the room. 

      “Me be gentle with the reapers holding deadly weapons.” I nodded to myself. “Right.”
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      All five hooded figures turned to me. I was about seventy percent certain that Charon wouldn’t leave me somewhere I could be killed. Maybe eighty percent. Although, I was also pretty sure if I did move to the next plane of the afterlife I’d still be his conductor, so how much did he really care? 

      Before I could make any sort of action plan how to approach the finding-a-murderer task, the reapers glided toward me. When they were at arm’s length, which was conveniently inside scythe-swinging reach, they stopped and flipped down their hoods. I winced at the movement, but instead of revealing some sort of ghoulish creatures, they all looked human. 

      The moment the hood came down, their clothes were visible underneath their cloaks. It was almost as if the movement had switched off the dark and menacing aura. They all looked like regular folks. And an odd mix at that.

      There was a guy in his mid-twenties in a suit that was at least one size too big, a guy in his fifties with a white fringe of hair around the bald dome of his head in a red Royal Mail polo shirt, a policeman in uniform, a teenage girl with a guitar strapped to her back which made her look like a turtle and a woman in her forties with a red bra showing through a severely ripped black T-shirt  

      “Who are you?” Mr Suit asked.

      I hesitated. “I’m not sure I want to give you my name. I made that mistake with a medium once and now she summons me all the dang time.” I figured honesty was the best policy in case I lied and Charon outed me later. And they killed me for it.

      “You’re—” Mr Suit squinted at me. “Are you dead?”

      “Are you not dead?” I don’t know why but I just assumed they would be.

      Mr Suit seesawed his hand. “Kinda.”

      “You’re kinda not dead?” I asked. Why was everyone being so stingy with information tonight? “I didn’t think there was middle ground between dead and not dead.”

      “Let me explain,” Tuxedo Man jumped in. “I’m Benny, executive assistant to Hades. This is Dean.” He gestured to Mr Suit, then to the policeman. “This is Bobby. Patrick.” He gestured to the postman, then Red Bra and Guitar Turtle Girl. “Irene and China.”  

      “Stop. You’re a bobby called Bobby and you’re Postman Pat?” I asked.

      “I love it when people point that out as if we’ve never realised it,” Bobby said, his voice full of sarcasm.

      “There’s no need for that attitude,” Benny chastised the policeman. “Remember, you’re a representative of Hades and as such should behave in a manner befitting your position.”

      “Well, that told you,” I scoffed. 

      Benny turned on me. “And you Miss-”

      “Charon literally just told me he likes my attitude, so if you were about to chastise me, you’d be wasting your breath.” I faced the group. Sabrina would have a clever way of sniffing out who was guilty, but subterfuge was never really my thing. “So? Which one of you did it?”

      “Did what?” Postman Pat asked.

      I glanced around the group. “Killed the guy.”

      “They don’t kill anyone,” Benny clarified. “They fulfil a sacred duty.”

      “Cool.” I nodded. “So, which one of you killed the guy?”

      “What guy?” asked Red Bra Irene.

      “The dead guy who’s not supposed to be dead.” I looked around the group hoping to see guilt on someone’s face. An easy win would be nice. “Which one of you was it? I’m sure Charon will go easy on you if you admit to it now.”

      Which wasn’t true at all. I had no idea exactly what Charon would do, but he thought taking a girl inside a live volcano was a fun date, so ... 

      “Someone’s dead?” Dean the Suit asked. “Accidentally reaped dead?”

      “In Scarborough?” Postman Pat asked as the reapers all exchanged glances. 

      They all looked genuinely shocked and actually a little worried. That didn’t mean one of them hadn’t done it. I wasn’t always the best at figuring out who did it until they were trying to kill me, but at first glance, I really didn’t think it was any of them.

      “I’m sorry,” Benny jumped in. “But are you saying that someone who shouldn’t have been reaped was reaped?”

      “Ye-ah.” I nodded to add extra emphasis since they seemed to be struggling with the idea. “That’s what I’m saying.”

      “But that’s not possible.” China the Guitar Turtle Girl backed away from the group. “It’s not.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” I shrugged. “There’s a dead guy who shouldn’t be dead, and one of you did it. So, let’s just get to the part where the culprit owns up and we can all get on with our day.”

      “No one here would do that,” Benny explained. “No one. There are consequences. Dire consequences.”

      “Like what?’ I asked.

      “Consequences of a dire nature,” Benny said.

      “Thanks for clearing that up.” Why did no one ever explain anything properly?

      “No one here would do that,” Bobby the bobby said. “If you accidentally reap someone, you shove the soul back in the body, then wait for that Charon fella to show up and complain for ten minutes. He seals the body back in somehow and then you bring them back here.”

      "And?" I asked.

      "And they get assigned an area and become a reaper," Bobby said.

      “So all you have to do is shove the soul back in?” I asked because when I’d died Charon had told me, unequivocally, that wasn’t possible. We’d be having words about that later. 

      “Only the reaper who reaped it can shove it back in.” China adjusted her guitar as she spoke, as if it were a weight on her back. “And it needs to be in the first few minutes.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Can't we shove the dead guy back in his body now and then he can join you guys as a reaper?”

      “No, you idiot. When you reap someone, they’re dead,” Postman Pat said. “As in not breathing. If you wait too long, you might not be able to reanimate the body.”

      “I don’t appreciate the insult, but that makes sense.” I glanced around the group. “So which one of you didn’t wait by the body?”

      “You always wait by the body,” they spoke in unison. Which was a little creepy. 

      “Always?” I pressed. “Like, you’ve never accidentally reaped someone and run away really quickly so you don’t get the blame?”

      “No.” Dean the Suit spoke with such vehemence, you’d think I’d asked him to reap his grandmother. “You always wait. Always. If you don’t, that soul goes to the afterlife when it should still be alive and it can cause all sorts of disasters.”

      “Like what?” I asked. 

      “How do you think World War Two started?” Red Bra Irene asked.

      I glanced around the group. “When Hitler invaded Poland.”

      Postman Pat looked me over and shook his head. “You have a lot to learn.”

      “Uh-huh.” I wasn’t touching that. I just wasn’t. “So what you’re telling me is that if you’d accidentally reaped someone, you’d wait with them until Charon got there so you didn’t accidentally start World War Three?”

      “Yeah, that’s what we’re saying,” Dean the Suit spoke, but the rest nodded along.

      “And there’s no way you could accidentally reap someone without knowing?” I pressed. 

      “Oh, you know,” Postman Pat said, and once again they all nodded along. “When you reap someone, you know.” 

      “Okay,” I said with a nod. “But we’ve still got a dead guy who is dead who shouldn’t be dead. And if everything you’re saying is true, we shouldn’t have this dead guy who’s dead who shouldn’t be dead.”

      “Perhaps it happened some other way,” Benny suggested. 

      “Like, by someone who didn’t know the rules?” I snapped my fingers and pointed to Benny. “Good thinking. Could someone have maybe borrowed one of your scythes and—” 

      China shook her arm and her scythe disappeared. “Not unless they took one of our arms. The scythes are linked to us. Once you touch it—” She showed me her forearm. There was an image of a scythe about three inches long. It looked like a tattoo. Then she waved her arm again and the scythe was back in her hand. It was actually pretty cool.

      “Well, that’s nifty,” I said. “What about the cape?”

      “Have to take it on and off.” Red Bra Irene said as if that were the most inconvenient thing.

      “Can’t you just leave it on. Like as a fashion accessory?” I asked. Alright, so it wasn’t the coolest thing ever, but it would save time.

      Postman Pat shook his head. “Makes you invisible except to whoever you’re reaping.”

      I blinked at him. “I’m sorry. Are you telling me you have a cloak of invisibility?”

      “I know, it sounds great in the beginning,” Postman Pat agreed. “But after a while it loses its shine.”

      I nodded but silently disagreed because I doubted an invisible cloak would ever lose its shine. But that was just me. And Sabrina. I knew she’d be all in on that too. And likely all my housemates. 

      “Okay.” I glanced around the group. “So what you’re telling me is that none of you accidentally reaped someone and someone can’t borrow your scythes?”

      “Does dying make you deaf?” Dean the Suit asked.

      “No, but it does make me short-tempered.” I arched an eyebrow at him and gave him my back-down-or-I’ll-cut-you stare.

      “Look, honestly,” China lowered her voice as she spoke. “We’d love another reaper or two. We have to do this while doing our day jobs and—”

      “You busk,” Dean the Suit scoffed. “That’s hardly working.”

      “You have to work a day job and fit this in?” I asked. “Wow, that sounds horrendous.” 

      “It’s not horrendous,” Benny corrected. “It’s an honour.”

      “Can it, Benny,” Dean the Suit snapped. “Hades isn’t here to see your devotion so give it a rest.”

      Benny puffed up his chest. “I respect the office of—”

      “Yeah, we know.” Red Bra Irene waved him off. “But don’t you get sick of wearing that stupid tuxedo? Of doing all the stupid stuff Hades has you doing?”

      “I love my work.” Benny smoothed a hand down the front of his tuxedo jacket. 

      “Well, that makes one of us,” Bobby the bobby said. 

      “Hey, let me ask you.” Red Bra Irene gestured to my pyjamas. “Did you die in that?”

      “Yes. Yes I did,” I said with a firm nod. “Dress well all the time, folks. Any outfit could be your eternity outfit.” I tried to keep a straight face while I said it. It wasn’t true, but it was fun to torment people. 

      As the conversation deteriorated into what people would want as their forever outfits, I beckoned Benny away from the group.

      “I don’t suppose there’s, like, some sort of record which scythes have reaped who?”

      Benny shook his head. “They don’t have a search history. It’s not like the internet.”

      “You know these folks pretty well?” I asked and Benny nodded. “Which one of them would be most likely to reap someone and not claim responsibility?”

      Benny hesitated. “They all understand the importance of their vocation. Not one of them would intentionally reap someone not on the list.”

      “Can I have a copy of the lists for this week?” 

      Benny winced. “We don’t—”

      “I was a facilitator for a time. I had a list of assignments, there was a copy at the main office, I had to hand in my completed assignment sheet—you have to have a similar system.”

      Benny glanced around. “I don’t think Hades would like me showing you.”

      “But you do have a list?” I asked, and he nodded. That meant I could get Charon to demand the list. It would be a step in the right direction at least. “You said no one would intentionally reap someone they shouldn’t. There’s someone you think might accidentally do it and not hang around to take the consequences?”

      Benny hesitated again, but it was for show. Just like my old assistant. He was eager to drop people in it. “Pat has a family, so he’s always short on time. I know he sometimes asks the others to help him out.”

      “Okay.”

      “And China’s swing isn’t that great because she’s always got her guitar on her back. There were some near misses when she started and we had to talk to her about possibly getting a different day job. She’s much better now though,” he rushed on. “And Irene is a bartender. Sometimes she drinks after work, which …” Benny winced instead of finishing his sentence.

      “What about Dean?”

      “He works in sales. He has to be very confident in his job, but that confidence—”

      I nodded. “Doesn’t like to admit when he’s wrong? What about Bobby?”

      “He’s a policeman. So …”

      “So?” I pressed. 

      “When he first started he was—there were—” Benny cut himself off and frowned at the floor. “He sees a lot of criminals getting away with their crimes because of loopholes in the law or technicalities.”

      “And he what?” I asked. “Wanted to use his position to even the score?”

      Benny shook his head. “He went to counselling and everything’s fine now.”

      “Right. Is there anything else I should know?”

      “They really wouldn’t reap someone on purpose. None of them would.”

      “And there’s no loophole in someone being able to take their scythes?”

      Benny shook his head again. “They’re an extension of themselves now.”

      “Right.” I stared at the group of reapers who were chatting happily amongst themselves, not even noticing we’d moved away. 

      Benny had given me a place to start, but the longer I watched the reapers chatting, the more the pit in my stomach grew. They weren’t talking like people who’d just killed someone, accidentally or otherwise. Despite what Charon said, I had an awful, awful feeling none of these five reapers were responsible.

      And if that were the case, there was only one other way I could think of how the dead guy had been reaped. And that was if someone had found the scythe I’d hidden for Warren. And if they had found it, then they weren’t accidentally reaping anyone. They’d straight up murdered a guy.
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      “Are you satisfied?” Hades asked me as I joined him and Charon by the door of the ballroom. 

      I drew the word out. “About?”

      “That none of my reapers are involved in this very minor error?” Hades grinned and waved at the reapers while speaking to me as if we weren’t talking about anything serious. It annoyed me. Partly because it felt dismissive and partly because I was super worried that I’d been involved in the murder of this guy, however indirectly. And when I was worried, I got arsey. 

      “Not only am I not satisfied they weren’t involved,” I said and Hades' smile became fixed. “I don’t think someone being murdered on your watch should be considered a ‘very minor error’. I’ll need the full names and reaping schedules for the past month.”

      Hades dropped any pretence and faced Charon. “Is she kidding?”

      “No.” Charon smiled at Hades. It looked like his regular smile to me, but Hades cringed. Then checked himself and straightened up. 

      “Who is she?” Hades scoffed. “Some random dead person you’ve adopted as a pet.”

      Charon’s tone was moderated, but I heard the warning in it, loud and clear. “When I am not present, she is a representative of my position—”

      “She’s what? She’s nothing but—” Hades gasped for air as if the words were choking him. He dropped to his knees, scratching at his throat, his face turning a deep shade of puce. 

      The reapers threw their hoods up and whipped out their scythes as they approached us. I guessed they might not like Hades all that much, but they’d take his side in a fight. Which was super dumb. I’d never side against Charon. Not ever.

      Charon laughed. I heard the delicate tinkling sound I always heard, but the reapers and Benny dropped to their knees, screaming and covering their ears. 

      “Do you think that’s enough?” Charon whispered to me after roughly ten seconds had passed.

      I shrugged. “I feel you’ve made your point.”

      “I think so too. But I’m just going to drive it home.” He grinned at me and everyone’s screaming intensified. Considering the noise they’d been making earlier, I hadn’t thought that possible. And then he released them in unison. Admittedly, after finding so many dead bodies, I felt a little desensitised to violence, but that still made me a little uncomfortable.

      “Names and schedules, brother,” Charon said as he reached down to offer Hades a hand.

      Hades knocked it away with more force than I thought sensible, since Charon had just nearly choked him to death with a thought, and scrambled to his feet. He staggered over to the reapers and helped them to their feet, checking them over for injuries, much like Oz did to me. Benny, he ignored, which I thought was telling. You took the measure of a person from how they treated their assistant. In my alive life, I’d been very Hades which is probably why my assistant hated me. In my afterlife, I was becoming a lot more like Charon. Who knew the driver of The Bus of Death would become a role model. 

      “Names and schedules,” Charon called across the room.

      Hades stood in front of the group, his face screwed up in anger, and pointed at Charon. “If you hurt them again—” 

      “You’ll what?” Charon snapped his fingers at him. “Names and schedules. If I have to ask again, you won’t enjoy the consequences.”

      Hades turned and stormed across the ballroom to a hallway on the far side of the room, leaving his reapers inching back from us, but not quite ready to turn tail and run. I think that was more because they wouldn’t be able to watch us. Or, more accurately, watch Charon.

      “So?” Charon whispered as we watched the reapers watching us. “Which one did it?”

      “First, you know I’m all about putting people in their place, but don’t you think that was a little extreme?”

      Charon scowled at me. “He called you a pet. And doesn’t have his house in order.”

      “There was this girl in school, Angelina. The teacher made me hallway monitor at break, and she was jealous because she wanted the job. Anyway she told the teacher I was sneaking cakes from the school canteen instead of doing my job and got me fired.”

      “She lied about you?” Charon asked. “We can hunt her down when we leave here if you like.”

      “Oh, no. I was sneaking cakes—it was the only reason I wanted the job, but my point is she was looking for an opportunity to bring me down.”

      “For no other reason than she wanted the job?” Charon frowned at me. “Did it come with other privileges?”

      “No, I might have rubbed her face in it. A lot.”

      “Fear not, Hades does not have the mental capacity or strength to overthrow me.” Charon eyed the reapers who were still watching us. “This is merely a job for him. Like arrivals is to you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m going to watch your back, anyway. Since you’re too arrogant to do it.”

      Charon grinned at me. “We could still hunt that Angelina down. Give her a good scare.”

      “Nah, she got what was coming,” I said and Charon arched an eyebrow in question. “I sneaked maggots in her school dinners for weeks afterward.” I frowned. “Now I think about it, I probably gave her an eating disorder.”

      Pride shone out of Charon’s face. “It’s as if the universe made you from a piece of me.”

      “That’s a little bit gross.” I frowned at the archway Hades had gone through. “You don’t think he’s coming back with a shogun or anything?”

      “Not if he wants to survive.” Charon pursed his lips at me. “Do you really need all that information?”

      “I told you before you threw me to the reapers, I need info about the guy one of them allegedly reaped. His name, time of death, basic information. That way we can see if any of them have a connection to him, a motive, or were in the vicinity when he was reaped. And are you sure he was reaped because the way they talk about it, it makes it sound like if someone is accidentally reaped it would bring on the end of days.”

      Charon rolled his eyes. “That’s Hades' management style. He thinks scare tactics will keep them in line.”

      “Really?” I stared at Charon. “As if you didn’t just do the exact same thing.”

      “But Hades is impotent and I am not.” 

      “As if that makes it okay. So you’re telling me accidentally reaping someone won’t bring on the end of days if they’re not turned into a reaper?” I asked, and Charon arched an eyebrow at me. I nodded. “Right. Of course it doesn’t. Why does nobody tell the truth here?”

      “I’ve never lied to you.”

      “Except for that one time you told me the biggest lie ever. That you couldn’t shove my soul back into my body.”

      “Come now, my little Bridget,” Charon gestured around us. “Isn’t your life more fun than killing several people a day?”

      “I guess that would depend on the people. Because at an average of five a day, I could probably make it to a month before I ran out of people to reap. Possibly two if we include minor slights. Three if we go all the way back to school days.”

      Charon sighed happily as he smiled at me. 

      I scowled at him. “Stop it. It’s creepy.” 

      Hades appeared in front of us with a fist full of paper and shoved it at me. 

      “Thank you,” I said because of all the other things my mam had raised me to be, she had also raised me to be polite. 

      “We’ll be in touch.” Charon placed a hand on my shoulder. The surroundings changed like someone had flipped a light switch. The ship disappeared and we were standing in my bathroom. 

      Raised voices in my bedroom came through the door clearly. Charon’s mouth twisted in disgust at the sounds of other people. 

      “I expect a culprit by the end of the day.”

      “That’s a little bit of a quick turn around. I’m not sure that—”

      “End of the day my little Bridget or I’ll have to clean house.”

      “What does that mean?” 

      “Fire Hades and all his reapers.”

      “Fire, like they can go back to their normal lives?” I asked without even the tiniest slither of hope that might be the case.

      He disappeared without answering, his tinkling laugh the only answer I was going to get.

      “I’ll take that as a no then,” I said to the empty bathroom and reached for the door handle.

      Charon reappeared directly in front of me, forcing me to yelp and dart back. 

      “I did explain the need for discretion, yes?”

      “You did. And I’m only going to tell my housemates, Oz and Sabrina. And Edith and Madame Zorina.” I held up a hand to halt his response. “Look, if I tell them, they’ll keep the secret. If I don’t tell them, they’ll poke around until they find out what’s going on, possibly alerting more people to the situation.”

      “I assumed you would employ all resources available to you. But remember, should they speak out of turn—”

      “They won’t. And if you knew I was going to have to tell Oz in the first place, what was with all the secrecy? It could’ve avoided the situation that’s happening on the other side of this door.”

      Charon made a disgusted noise. “I told you. I have little patience for all the ‘she’s my ward’ business. He’s far too overprotective. Do you think he would have let me take you to Hell without knowing all the details? I simply don’t have the patience. This way, I don’t have to deal with it.”

      “No, but I do,” I said, but Charon had already disappeared.

      “No! No, you can’t go in there,” Petal shrieked. “She’s not decent.”

      “You can’t invade our privacy like this,” Lucy shouted. “It’s against the law. Let’s overthrow The Man.” Lucy chanted. “Overthrow The Man! Overthrow The Man! Overthrow The Man!”

      “Okay, I think things are getting a little out of hand.” That was Pam’s voice of reason. “It’s been a very stressful few months for us all, and poor Bridget just wanted to take a bath in peace. How can she do that if we’re out here arguing?”

      Oz raised his voice to be heard over Lucy’s chant. “I just want to check—” 

      “I’ll check,” Pam interrupted. “If she’s in the nuddy, she’s not going to want you poking your head in there, is she?” 

      I opened the bathroom door and stared out at my bedroom filled with housemates. Petal, with her cloud of blonde candy-floss hair and innocent face, Lucy with her dark bobbed hair bouncing as she thrust her fist in the air chanting, and Pam, her grey hair tied back in a loose French braid in her floral night dress. All three stood in a horseshoe protecting the bathroom door from Oz. Anna, the blonde barbie, was lounging on my bed, not involved in the drama, but not ready to be left out either. And Kate hovered by the wardrobe, as if she weren’t sure where she belonged in this scene. 

      “Bridget?” Lucy gasped and then winked at me with such a lack of subtlety it looked as if it were an affliction. “Did you have a nice bath?”

      “I wasn’t in the bath. I was in Hell. Sort of.” 

      "Well, that's what happens when you don't have a regular bathing schedule," Anna called from my bed.

      "You would know," I said and waved my stack of paper at Oz. “We’re going to need tea and cake.”

      “No.” Oz shook his head as if the point needed emphasis. 

      I glanced around the room as if I could find the explanation hidden somewhere. “No?”

      “No.” Oz shook his head again. “No tea. No cake. Nothing but bed. Whatever the problem is, it will be easier to solve after at least a few hours sleep.”

      “He does have a point,” Pam said, stifling a yawn. "I'm not made for these late nights."

      “Whose side are you on?” Lucy cried.

      “Can’t we have one cup of tea?” Petal asked quietly. “Just one? I know I’ll have trouble sleeping until I’ve heard about Bridget’s adventure.”

      “It wasn’t an adventure, Petal. Bridget went to Hell,” Anna called from my bed. “Where she belongs. I’m surprised they let her out.”

      “I’m on a day release. I have to collect the souls of mean people.” I wandered across the room toward her. “Naturally, you were top of my list.”

      “Is that a threat?” Anna leapt off the bed and backed up toward the bedroom door, pointing at me. “Did you all hear that? She threatened me! She threatened me!”

      “No, it’s not a threat. I have a quota to fill. Can’t you see my scythe?” I mimed holding a scythe and swinging it in her direction. Anna ran from the room, screaming.

      “Bridget, that was mean,” Petal chastised me.

      “I know, and I’m sorry Petal, but sometimes she annoys the afterlife out of me.”

      Lucy laughed. “I thought it was great.”

      Oz exhaled heavily. “How about we make it milky coffee?” 

      “Irish?” Lucy asked as she, Petal and Pam followed him out of the room.

      I didn’t hear his reply, but I could imagine it was a solid no.

      “Was it really Hell?” Kate asked when it was only the two of us left in the room.

      “Honestly? I couldn’t tell you. No one ever gives a straight answer around here.” 

      “Ain’t that the truth,” she said with a nod. “What did it look like?”

      “Possible Hell? A dirty, derelict cruise ship surrounded by an abyss of black, not really water.”

      “That does sound like Hell,” she said with a grimace. I nodded as I headed for the door, but she grabbed my arm. “I don’t know what your alive life was like. I wouldn’t want to presume. I know the afterlife can be dreary and mundane and repetitive. But these past few weeks, you’ve been like a shadow around here. I would say a ghost of yourself if you’ll excuse the pun. And I can understand it gets a bit samey, but you need to get it together. The rest of the house looks to you. Even Anna, though she would never admit it. The house is different when you’re not on form. It feels empty. People don't work together. Oz is giving you space to work it out, but you need to get it together, okay?” 

      “I’m—”

      “You’re not fine, Bridget. I overheard your conversation with Oz earlier.” Kate had the good manners to look embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to. I just came down for a drink. And I can see that whatever this thing is—wherever you went—it’s added a spring back in your step. But it won’t last, and we’ll be back to where we were. And I know you think Oz doesn’t get it. And to an extent, you’re right. He’s responsible for us, so his days always look a bit different and more challenging. I know you can’t talk to the others about it because they’re all sunshine and roses. But I’ve been where you are. And I dealt with it badly and they sent me to Mendall. For years.”

      “Wasn’t that for nearly strangling Petal? I’m not really—”

      “Before I hit that breaking point, I was in the same place you are right now. The same place. And my point is, more than anyone else in this house, I understand where you are. Instead of sitting out in the garden all alone with your thoughts, get me up and we’ll play cards and complain about the dullness of the afterlife. If not me, then get Petal up and tell her you want to try out hairstyles. You know she’d do it. Hell, even Anna would get up and keep you company if you asked.”

      “I’d never hear the end of it.”

      “But she’d do it.” Kate gave me a gentle shove toward the bedroom door. “You made this a proper family, Bridget. And that means you get to lean on it when you need to. And you need to. So lean.”
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      “Where have you been?” I hissed at Sabrina when she finally materialised in the Italian Gardens the next morning. “I’ve been waiting forever.”

      I’d updated my housemates on the adventure to possible Hell, and Oz had permitted everyone a single question. By the time I’d answered, we’d all been struggling to keep our eyes open. I suspected Oz maybe have added a little sleeping draught to our milky drinks, but I wasn’t about to complain. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so well. Even if it was only for a few hours.

      I’d sent Sabrina a quick text from the phones we weren’t supposed to have and dashed out of the house before anyone else was up. In part to avoid the Spanish inquisition from my housemates and in part because I needed to check if the scythe Warren had asked me to hide was still where I’d left it.

      “You’ve got to learn to relax, Bridge.” Sabrina sat on the bench and reclined back. “Go with the flow.”

      “Go with the flow? Who are you?”

      Sabrina shrugged. “I’m leaning into this new way of life. Embracing the sameness. It’s good. It’s reliable. It’s safe. The safe, reliable steady beat of life.”

      “The steady beat of life?” I stepped back from her and patted my pockets, looking for my stun gun.

      “What are you doing?” Sabrina adjusted her position that frankly didn’t look all that comfy to me, her lime green jumpsuit hugging her buxom figure in all the right places and setting off her tan and blonde hair. She always tied it up in a ponytail, which I thought was a waste, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done anything remotely complicated with my own hair so it wasn’t like I could talk.

      “I’m looking for my stun gun so I can shock some Sabrina back into you.”

      “I hesitate to ask, but are you okay?” She patted the bench next to her. “How about you sit down and we talk about it?”

      I backed up another step. “Don’t use your reasonable voice on me.”

      “I’m almost afraid to use anything but that voice. You seem … unsettled.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Something was very, very wrong. She was either on drugs or she was not Sabrina. There was an easy way to find out which.

      “I got you breakfast.” I pointed to the seat of the bench where I’d laid out her usual breakfast fare of honeyed toast and coffee, next to my untouched toast and tea. If she picked up and ate the toast with no suspicion, I’d know she wasn’t Sabrina. Even after a brief stint in Mendall when she’d had the temporary eating habits of a normal person, they faded back to her usual suspicion of food pretty quickly. I had no idea what made her so suspicious, but it was an integral part of who she was.

      “Thanks.” Sabrina lifted a piece of toast and sniffed it. “And I get it. The routine. The sameness. It can be difficult to deal with. Have you tried talking to your parole officer about your feelings?” She turned the piece of toast around in her fingers and sniffed it again. Then she nibbled the corner. “Have you tried meditation? I meditate. I’ve found it does wonders for calming the mind and focusing my thoughts.”

      “Meditate?” That did not sound like Sabrina. I mean, she had the food habits down, but still. I crouched in front of her. “Did they send you back to Mendall for an overnight treatment or something?”

      “You know, Mendall was the first place I felt truly … safe.” Sabrina stared over my shoulder, a misty look in her eye. “Like a home. Somewhere I could return to if I needed to, and they would always accept me. You know, I think that’s what makes a house a home. Feeling safe.” Sabrina focused back on me. “Don’t you agree?”

      “Sure.” I didn’t agree, and I wasn’t exactly sure I understood. But I very much hoped she was talking in code, because now was not the time to lose Sabrina to the mindlessness of the afterlife. I grabbed my tea and toast from the bench. “Well, I’m going to go. Have a great day.”

      I hoped I’d understood the message correctly and tunnelled to our first designated safe house, the basement of a store, four doors down from Madame Zorina’s old shop. I laid my now cold toast on a napkin and tepid tea out on a stack of dusty boxes and waited. I didn't know why I'd brought it instead of binning it, I wasn't going to eat or drink it now.

      Moments later, Sabrina appeared. 

      “What’s going on?” I asked. 

      “Oh, it is you.” Sabrina sighed in relief.

      “Of course, it’s me. Who else would it be?”

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”

      “We passed that marker long ago.”

      Sabrina hesitated. “I think someone is impersonating people I know.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do I think that or—”

      “Both.” 

      “I don’t know.” Gingerly, Sabrina sat on one of the boxes we’d covered in dust cloths so we didn’t get filthy. “I think I’m going a bit—” Sabrina swirled her finger in a circle at one of her temples. “Guess being murdered did me in after all.”

      “Hey. If you think someone is impersonating people you know, then that’s what’s happening.” I sat next to her on another box. “Just because we don’t know why yet doesn’t mean you’re imagining it.”  

      “You mean like that time I thought people were following me? Us? And then they randomly stopped.”

      “And just because it stopped without us knowing the reason, doesn’t mean you imagined it.”

      “Thanks.” Sabrina patted my knee and smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I knew I could count on you to enable my delusions.” 

      “Okay, possible crazy person, tell me why you think people are impersonating people you know.”

      Sabrina hesitated. “It was small stuff at first. Odd speech tics. Showing up somewhere they usually weren’t.”

      “For example?”

      “My boss just happening to be in the tunnelling room of the bureau as I arrive for lunch every day, despite me not seeing him leave the office. Then walking to the canteen with me, usually talking about the efficacy of a daily journalling practice.”

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “Journalling practice. Where you write down your thoughts and whatever is bothering you and it makes you feel better.”

      “How would that make you feel better?” I asked because that sounded dumb. “Surely that’s just a record of everything that makes you feel bad. Or crimes you’ve committed? How is that supposed to help?”

      “It’s meant to be cathartic. He gave me a notebook a few days ago and said I should try it.”

      “Are you sure that’s not just a really weird way of hitting on you?” I gestured to her. “’Cause, you know you’re hot, right?”

      She pursed her lips at me. “That’s not helpful.”

      “Whatever, but there’s a super simple way to work out if your boss is being impersonated.”

      “You mean talk to him about the notebook while he’s at work? Give him the notebook back? Something like that?”

      “If you’ve already thought of it, why haven’t—ah.” I nodded. “You’re worried it is your boss talking to you about journalling and you’re creating conspiracies where there aren’t any.”

      “Or that I’ve hallucinated all our journalling conversations.”

      “Then where did the notebook come from?”

      “Maybe I bought it myself and I don’t remember.” Sabrina sighed. “I hate being dead so much. This stuff used to be so straightforward. If I felt like someone was following me, it usually meant someone was following me.”

      “I think you’re overthinking this whole thing. Yes, you’re dead, but you’ve not been lobotomised. Your instincts still work, we just have to adjust to a new playing field. Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

      “Because I wasn’t really sure it was a real thing. Or if it was related to my stint in Mendall and they were testing me. And you’ve been dealing with your own crazy.” Sabrina glanced around us. “Wait. You were worked up when I got here. What’s going on?” Excitement flittered over Sabrina’s face. “Dead body?”

      I pointed to her expression. “That’s disturbing. But sort of.”

      “Sort of? There’s sort of a dead body?”

      I caught her up with the whole adventure in possible Hell and the reapers and the random reaped guy that no one was claiming responsibility for.

      Sabrina pursed her lips at me. “So, the whole time I’ve been sitting here talking about someone possibly impersonating my boss, you were sitting on this information?”

      “Hey, you were crazy when you showed up. I wasn't about to throw gasoline on that fire.”

      “You got the reaping schedules for Hades—is that really his name?”

      “Charon said he was Hades, but not Hades. Also, the way Charon demonstrated his power over the guy, pretty sure he’s not a god. Or supernatural being like Charon.” I inclined my head. “Though now we’re ghosts, we’re all supernatural beings, I suppose. Although—”

      Sabrina snapped her fingers in my face. “How about we leave those questions for another time and focus on the accidentally reaped guy? It sounds like it could’ve been any of the reapers from what you said. So we just have to narrow it down from five to one.”

      “By tonight.”

      “Pffft. It’s not going to be that hard. But we don’t have a name on the dead guy?”

      I shook my head. “And Charon had already dumped him at arrivals before he came for me, so I’m going to try to hunt him out this morning.”

      “Okay, I’ll see if any of these reapers have files at the bureau.” Sabrina held up the list of names I’d given her, then looked over the top of it at me. “You know what would be really helpful?”

      “When I find out the name of the dead guy, you want to sneak into the livie police station and see if they’re connected in some way.”

      “It’s like we’ve done this before. We could also get Madame Zorina to check social media and see if there’s any connection there.” Sabrina took a sip of what was surely lukewarm coffee by now. “There is one other possibility.”

      “That someone has found the scythe Warren gave me and is using that?”

      “It’s still there though, right?” Sabrina asked. “Because if it wasn’t you’d have led with that. Right?”

      I nodded. “So … I haven’t actually checked.”

      Sabrina spat her mouthful of coffee back into the mug.

      “Class.”

      “You haven’t checked?” 

      I got up from my box and rolled my shoulders back, trying to dislodge the unease. “No. Between Charon dropping me off and my housemates and you. What if it's gone? That means this guy is dead because of me.”

      “No, this guy is dead because of whoever swung the scythe and killed him. Whether that was a reaper or not. If it was the scythe you hid, then yeah, that likely made it easier, but if they were going to kill this guy, they were going to kill him regardless what weapons they used.” Sabrina took my hand. “But we should definitely check because—” Sabrina dropped my hand and paced, mumbling to herself.

      I watched her for over a minute, expecting her to stop at some point, but she just kept going.

      I whistled to get her attention. “Hey, crazy lady. Are you going to share with the class or have you gone insane for good?”

      She snapped her fingers and pointed in my face. “The people who are impersonating people? They’re looking for something. They’re looking for the scythe.” She clapped, snapped her fingers and pointed to me again. “They’re looking for the scythe!” 

      “How can they even know about it? Did they kill the—no. They couldn’t have killed the guy or they would’t be looking for it. But how would they know it’s gone if no one was killed with it until yesterday?”

      “Okay. Okay. Okay.” Sabrina punctuated each of her okay’s with a clap. “We were being followed. Then Warren gave you the scythe—did he give it to you before or after?” She waved me off before I could answer. “There’s not many people Warren would trust, and you trust me, so if they knew he had it, they could have been surveilling us just in case. And when that didn’t work, when we didn’t lead them to it that way, then they started impersonating people in our lives.”

      “In your life.”

      “Bridget, I love you, but you’ve not been, shall we say, ‘fully present’ for a while. Every time I’ve seen you for the past fortnight, I could feel the anxiety rolling off you in waves.”

      “Really?” I asked, adjusting my fringe and feeling a little self-conscious. “I thought I was covering it quite well.”

      “No. No, you were not. At all. Don’t ever play poker.” She held her thumb and finger a centimetre apart. “I was this close to talking to Oz about it. This close. But I figured if I knew then he knew and he was doing some new agey self help thing or whatever.”

      “It’s not been that bad.”

      “Yesterday at lunch, some guy asked you if the lasagne was nice and you walked away without even acknowledging him. I don’t think you even knew he was there. You barely speak to your housemates. You barely speak to me. I’ve not heard you complain about anything in weeks. No one is getting information out of you.”

      I frowned at her. “I had lasagne for lunch yesterday?” 

      “I know you’ve been having a rough time and if I’d not been so worried I was losing my mind, I’d have been a better friend—”

      “I didn’t even know you were losing your mind. Talk about bad friends.” I rolled my eyes. “Even Kate gave me a ‘buck up’ pep talk las night.”

      Sabrina grinned at me. “Nothing like a murder to buck you up.”

      “That’s pretty much what she said,” I muttered and tucked away that nugget for later consideration. “So, you think the folks who were following you are now impersonating people because they think we know where the scythe is?”

      “Exactly.” Sabrina held her hand out to me. It was vibrating with excitement. “We should check it still is where you hid it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “How do I know you’re not impersonating Sabrina?”

      “Really?”

      “What did you say the first time we met?”

      Sabrina laughed. “I wasn’t expecting a holiday camp, but this is grim.”

      “Truer words.” I took her and tunnelled to the storage room of the museum. 

      “I don’t know if this is genius or the most idiotic hiding place ever.” Sabrina browsed the aisles of artefacts. “Never knew museums kept so much stuff.”

      I grabbed a ladder, set it up near the shelving unit I’d hidden the scythe on top of, and exhaled a deep breath. I wasn’t sure if I was hoping it would be there or not. Either way, we were going to have to deal with the impersonators and Warren and the reapers and the not-supposed-to-be-dead dead guy. If it was still there, one of the reapers was the killer and I was pretty sure Charon wasn’t about forgiveness. And if it wasn’t, well, the killer could be anybody. 

      Sabrina steadied the bottom of the ladder as I climbed up. I focused on the steps until the top shelf was waist height. It wasn’t as if I were scared to look, I just didn’t want to be responsible, even in part, for someone’s death. 

      “Well?” Sabrina called up. “Is it there?”

      I looked back down the ladder at her without checking the top of the shelves. “What if it’s not? What if someone found it and used it to kill that guy?”

      “Then we’ll deal with that. But we can’t do anything until we know whether it’s still here.” Sabrina motioned to the shelves. “So look.”

      I steadied my nerves and scanned the top of the shelving unit. Empty. I twisted on the ladder to check the other side of the aisle, and the next few aisles over just in case I’d put it in a different place than I remembered. But it was nowhere.

      “It’s gone?” Sabrina asked when she saw me scanning all the shelving tops.

      “Yeah. It’s gone.”
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      “Okay. This isn’t the best news, but it’s not awful news.” Sabrina stepped back as I climbed down the last few rungs.

      “How is this not awful news?” I asked. “It’s increased our suspect pool from five to an infinite number of possibilities.” 

      “Not infinite. Access back here has to be limited, so that means it’s likely an employee.” Which means—”

      “The scythe becomes a tattoo,” I interrupted before she could create a drawn out and far too complicated plan. “We just need to check forearms.”

      Sabrina nodded, in a more indulgent than agreeing type of way. “And how do you suppose we do that?”

      “Get Madame Zorina involved somehow? Or report a bomb scare or something, saying that the employee responsible had a scythe tattoo.”

      Sabrina’s eyebrows inched up. “A bomb scare? This is your plan? You want to call in a bomb threat? And what if the employee who took the scythe isn’t in today?”

      “But what if they are?” I pressed. 

      “And what if the scythe doesn’t retreat into a tattoo on the person who stole it because they’re not a reaper?”

      I hesitated. “So then they’re walking down the street with a scythe? Don't you think that might cause a stir?”

      “Okay, I have another, less disruptive suggestion.” Sabrina pointed to the corner of the room. “Surveillance camera.”

      I stared at her. “Do you think we’re on it?”

      Sabrina opened her mouth, then closed it almost immediately. “I was about to say no, but who knows? Let’s go and check.”

      “Surely we can’t be on there or they’d have seen me put the scythe there in the first place.” I said as followed Sabrina to the door of the storage area and misted through it after her. “Which means if it was a ghost—”

      “Then at least we’ll know it’s a ghost,” Sabrina said as she scanned the museum floor. “Which in itself will cut down on the possibilities because what ghost would be in a museum storage room. Cross reference that with the dead guy and that should give us a very narrow list of suspects. I’d be amazed if the list was bigger than one name.”

      “You always make me feel better.”

      Sabrina grinned at me. “It’s in the job description.”

      “Security office is that way.” I pointed to the right. “Security guard will be here by nine. I planned an event here in another life,” I explained to her curious expression. 

      “They don’t have overnight security?” She glanced around the museum. “You know I don’t even know where we are.”

      “London. But this is more of a niche museum. It showcases local history so there’s not anything of incredibly high value to anyone other that archeologists.”

      “Works in our favour.” Sabrina misted through the security door and I followed. There were two monitors, each with their screens split into four views. The lower bottom right corner of the left screen was dark.

      “I bet you a million pounds that’s the camera in the storage room.” I pointed to the blank screen.

      “I’m not taking that bet.” Sabrina sat at the desk and pressed a sequence of buttons on the monitor.   

      “Do you know what you’re doing.” I glanced over my shoulder because I couldn’t help checking behind us when we were doing sneaky things. Happily, and obviously, the room was empty but for us.

      “Yep.” The screen on the right monitor went dark.

      “And it looks like it too.”

      “I’ve enlarged the view of that camera so it takes up the whole screen, Little Miss Doubting Debbie. This system is pretty old, but they all pretty much work the same. All these cameras are continually recording.” Sabrina pointed to the four views on the other monitor. “But this one is motion activated.”

      “Really?” I squinted at her. “That feels a little bit too lucky.”

      “I know, right?” Sabrina asked. “I’m not used to things going our way. So all we need to do is jump back to each time it was activated to find out who took the scythe.”

      “Okay.” I drew the word out, still not quite believing it was going to be that easy. Sabrina pressed a button and an image of the store room filled the screen. We weren’t in it. It was a small, balding man. He carried a clipboard, went to a specific shelf, ticked something off his clipboard and left.

      “Did you skip back too far?” I asked. 

      Sabrina shook her head. “That was the last thing it recorded.”

      “Which means it didn’t record us. Which means it won’t have recorded a ghost thief.”

      “Let’s just keep skipping—

      "Wait.” I peered at the screen and pointed to the empty space on top of the shelving unit. “That’s where I put it.”

      “Okay. So it wasn’t there—” Sabrina squinted at the screen to check the date. “Yesterday. At least we can—”

      “What? We can what?” I asked as she kept skipping back. 

      “If we don’t show up, maybe the scythe won’t show up. It’s part of the afterlife world, right?” She skipped back again. Still no scythe. The balding man came in to do something outside the scope of the camera and left.

      “The reapers are alive and they can see them,” I said with a shrug. “Although they have been accidentally reaped so …” I let the sentence trail off because frankly, I had no idea what the answer was.

      “Do you think one day someone will write a definitive handbook for the afterlife, detailing out all the rules with clarity and consequences for breaking them?”

      “Honestly?” I shook my head. “Because then they wouldn’t be able to make stuff up as they go.”

      “Fair point.” Sabrina skipped back and back and back. 

      We were maybe two minutes in and I was bored. “I’m going to make tea. Do you want a coffee?”

      “Not made for the mundane work?” Sabrina grinned but didn’t take her eyes from the screen. 

      “No, I am decidedly not.” I backed out of the office. 

      “I’ll take a coffee. Black,” she called through the door. 

      I found the break room and rather than using the less than hygienic mugs, I grabbed a couple of disposable plastic cups from the water cooler.

      “Do you have an herbal tea?” a familiar voice asked from behind me.

      I whirled about so fast I spilled the instant coffee granules from the jar all over the floor. 

      “Tommy?” I stared at his smiling face for a moment before regaining my composure. I pointed to the coffee on the floor. “You startled me so you can clean that up.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. But I really do want a herbal tea.”

      I put on my best hoity voice to cover for the panic welling up inside. “Well, this isn’t a coffee shop so you’ll get what they have and not complain about it.” 

      I turned back to my tea making station and Tommy busied himself cleaning up the spilt coffee. Tommy had been my—I guess you’d call him my commanding officer for the brief time I’d been in the IA. What did it mean that he was here? Was he following me? Or Sabrina? Was Sabrina really Sabrina or had I been duped like she said she thought people were trying to dupe her? But this Sabrina had told me that. Maybe she’d been trying to gain my confidence. 

      “I’m not an expert, but usually you pour the water when the kettle’s boiled,” Tommy said, rifling through the cupboards. “A-ha.” He pulled out a sachet of camomile tea, dropped it in to a plastic cup, then handed it to me.

      “Since when do you drink herbal tea?” I asked, pouring water in each of our cups. At least I could buy Sabrina some time to look through all those snippets of video footage.

      “I’m trying to live a healthier life.” Tommy took the plastic cup from me, holding it around the rim so it didn’t burn his fingers. 

      “You know you’re dead, right?” I asked. “I think it’s a bit late for that.”

      “Makes me feel better.” He sat down at the table and gestured to the chair opposite him. “So? How’ve your been?”

      “Peachy. You?” I rested my back against the counter. I wasn’t being intentionally rude, but nor did I want to sit down and chat. I liked him, I just didn’t trust him. At all.

      “Alex winning the race for commander was a disappointment for the organisation. I’m sure you know that, but we’ll recover.”

      “No doubt.”

      “And you’re just a regular induction trainer now?” Tommy asked. “That must be dull.”

      “Are you trying to goad me or make me feel bad about my choices? Because I don’t.”

      “Is that why your parole officer has put in a request for therapy?” Tommy asked. “Because everything is peachy?”

      Oz had put a request in already? Man, that was fast. Unless he put it in before we spoke about it.

      “It’s for my attitude.” I leaned forward and stage whispered. “Apparently, it leaves a lot to be desired.”

      Tommy laughed. “I love your attitude. I’ve always loved it. Just your sense of right and wrong I’m not bowled over by.” Tommy glanced at the steaming cup of coffee on the counter. “What are you and Sabrina doing here? It is Sabrina with you?”

      “No. I’m alone. Just taking in some culture before work.”

      “In the break room?”

      I shrugged. “I wanted a drink to peruse the culture with.”

      “Two drinks.” Tommy jerked his chin at the coffee on the counter. “Who’s that for if not Sabrina?”

      “One of the guys at work told me he always makes a coffee with his tea. He enjoys the tea, then downs the cold coffee for energy.”

      Tommy grimaced. “That sounds awful. What do you need the energy for? Because you’re not sleeping.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “I’m sleeping fine. What are you doing here?”

      “There was an incident a few weeks ago.”

      “Here? At the museum?”

      “No.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      Tommy pulled several sheets of paper from his pocket. He placed them on the table and smoothed the fold out with one hand. There was a list of something on the first page. The print was too small from me to read at a distance, but three quarters of the items on the list had already been crossed out with a red marker. 

      “You created a lot of events when you were alive?” Tommy scanned the list. “And I was thinking, if I were you and someone gave me something important to hide, where would I hide it?” He looked up at me. “Not my house, not my parents' house. Not a friend’s house. Not work. Not somewhere obvious. Not somewhere I spent time as a child. I would hide it somewhere no one could connect to me.” Tommy sipped his tea and reclined into the plastic seat. “The problem with that is, everywhere we think of is somehow connected to us, or we’d never know about it.”

      “You know, Tommy, there are times when you’re really creepy.”

      He laughed. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I’m looking for?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. What are you looking for?”

      Tommy leaned forward in his chair and scanned the room as if he were about to share a secret. “A scythe, said to belong to Hades himself.”

      “Hades?” I worked really hard at keeping my voice even. “Like, the god of the underworld, Hades? Did he have a scythe? No, he had a pitchfork, didn’t he?”

      “That’s Poseidon. And it’s a trident.” Tommy inclined his head. “Supposedly. But Hades power is rumoured to come from the scythe. Whoever holds the office, holds the scythe, holds that power.”

      “And you think someone gave me this scythe? Hades’ scythe? And I’ve hidden it here?” I asked. “That’s insane.”

      “Is it?” he asked.  

      “Yes, yes, it is. And let’s imagine for a moment that I did know someone idiotic enough to steal the Hades’ scythe—which I don’t—why would they give it to me to hide?”

      “If I’d stolen Hades’ scythe for some reason and needed to stash it somewhere, of all the people I know, I’d give it to you to hide.”

      I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Thanks?”

      “Have you come across it?”

      “Hades’ scythe?” I nodded. “Sure. I’m always tripping over weapons that belong to mythical gods. I have a stash of Zeus’ thunderbolts if you’re interested? How about Poseidon’s trident?”

      Tommy smiled at me. “I haven’t heard you give me a flat no.”

      I pointed to my face. “This is a flat no.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. 

      “Did you just get a text?” Tommy asked, eyes focused to my pocket. “On a phone you’re not allowed to have?”

      “I’m a popular girl. And a rebel.” I pulled it out, scanned the message, then held it up to show Tommy.

      He faked surprised. “Would you look at that? It’s from Sabrina. Asking if you’re meeting at the canteen for breakfast.” Tommy sipped his tea. “I wonder if she knows you’re cheating on her with another investigative partner.”

      “I told you, I was here for the culture. And now I’m hungry.” I tipped my tea and the coffee down the sink and binned the cups. “If you’ll excuse me?” 

      “Sure, but remember, any time you feel you’re in over your head, call me.”

      I waved him off. “Please, I’ve never been in anything over my head.” Or at least not that I would admit to. I tunnelled back to the safe house to the sound of Tommy’s laughter.

      “Was that Tommy?” Sabrina asked before I was even fully solid. “I heard him when I was coming to get you. How did he find us?”

      “He had a list of events I’d organised and was going to each site, looking for the scythe.”

      “For the scythe?” Sabrina asked. “How does he know about that?”

      I blew out a breath. “How does he know about anything? He didn’t mention Warren though, so maybe he doesn’t have that puzzle piece yet.”

      “And it’s not as if we could warn him until our GA meeting tonight anyway,” Sabrina added.

      “Did you find anything on the videos?” I asked and Sabrina shook her head.

      “Nothing. I went back three months just to be sure. The scythe never shows up on camera. And no one goes near the top of that shelving unit either.”

      “So that means a ghost took it? I was going to ask how anyone knew it was there, but Tommy tracked me down easily enough.”

      “And since it never showed up on camera, we don’t have a window of time when it was taken.”

      I narrowed my eyes on Sabrina’s face. “What does that expression mean?”

      “Charon only knew about the accidentally reaped guy because he crossed paths with him. What if there are more victims out there? Even just one a day for two weeks is fourteen deaths. Did you say one death was enough to cause world war three?”

      “No, they said that. But everyone likes to feel like their job is important. And Charon said that wasn’t true, anyway.”

      “Really? You think they were overstating?”

      “I hope so because otherwise the fate of the world is in the hands of a policeman, a postman, a guy in an oversized suit, a woman with ripped clothing and a busker. I don’t mean to judge but, y’know? World war three looks pretty inevitable if they’re our heroes.”

      “They’re not the heroes of this story,” Sabrina said. “We are.”

      I sighed. “You know? That doesn’t make me feel much better.”
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      I landed on the tunnelling circle at arrivals to no fanfare whatsoever. Sean had always cheered my arrival. It was silly, and I’d never really appreciated it, but it was a really nice way to start my workday. It had been weeks since he started his new job and I still missed him. I hadn’t realised what a huge part of my life he’d become until he was gone. Not that I was about to admit that to anyone.

      It wasn’t as though I needed constant companionship, but being an induction leader was mind-numbingly dull. Especially since most of the newly deads were zombified. We’d still given the same presentation and handed out the same forms then as I did now, but Sean’s excitement over it had made it all easier and feel less like the repetitive blur it was. 

      Although today, for the first time, being unsupervised actually worked in my favour since I could snoop around arrivals to try to find the accidentally reaped guy. Not that I couldn’t have done that with Sean, but I’d have had to lie to him. That said, I wasn’t exactly sure how I was going to identify the accidentally reaped guy. Charon had said he'd have a golden halo, and I should be able to see it as his conductor, but I'd still have to find him in the mass of newly deads.

      “Bridget.” A guy in the beige trousers and blue polo shirts of the induction leaders waved at me from the end of the corridor. I was pretty sure I should know his name by now, but I just couldn’t seem to remember. “You’re late.”

      “Actually, I’m on time.” I checked the watch I had finally remembered to get and held it up. I didn’t expect him to be able to read the time from the far end of the corridor, but I figured showing him I had a watch would show I wasn’t making that claim randomly. 

      He pointed his clipboard at the tunnelling room behind me. “My watch is set by that clock and it says five past.”

      “Well, that clock is fast.” I didn’t mean it as an intentional challenge to his authority. It was a statement of fact. "Everyone knows that clock’s fast. 

      “That’s the clock we go by. If it says you’re late, you’re late.” He noted something on his clipboard, then clapped against it. “Chop chop.”

      Chop chop? Was he kidding? 

      “I’ll chop chop you in a minute,” I muttered, but gave him a beneficent smile as I passed.

      “I know you can move those little legs faster, Bridget.” He made a sort of swooshing motion with his hands, as if that would help me move faster. “Come on. Put some effort in.”

      I didn’t increase my pace and turned along the nearest corner to get out of his sight. It was that or using his clipboard to chop chop him.

      “Oh, Bridget?” The man called from behind me. “Since you’re late and we’ve already allocated your inductees, you can deliver this memo about tardiness to all of the classrooms.” 

      “Sure thing.” I took the wad of paper from his hands and showed him all my teeth. I tried to walk away with the memos and the tail of my patience still firmly in my grasp. But maybe my easy acquiescence made him feel like he hadn’t really driven his point home.

      He took the memos back from me. “Make sure that people understand how very selfish tardiness is. How it ruins everyone’s day. How it interferes with the smooth running of this facility. And please, stress how unattractive it is. Oh, then explain why you’re the one handing out the memos.” 

      And then my patience slipped through my fingers and choked reasonable Bridget to silence. 

      “Why I’m doing it? Oh, you mean because the clock in the tunnelling room is fast, so despite the fact I’m not actually late according to GMT—which everyone in the world sets their watches by—you wanted to demonstrate your perceived power over me by having me do what I can only assume you think is a mundane and humiliating task. That way, everyone knows you’re the boss.” I plucked the stack of memos out of his hands so quickly, it might have been considered snatching. “Absolutely, guy whose name I don’t even know. I can do that. For you. Have a great day now.” 

      I turned away before he could respond, knocked on the first door to the right and went in without waiting to be invited. I handed the induction leader the memo with a forced smile and a singsong tone.

      “Just remember to set your watch five minutes fast or you too could be lumbered with a glorious job like this because the guy in charge is insecure in his power.”

      The induction leader looked at the memo, then at me. “Thanks?”

      “You are so welcome!”

      I spun on my heels and strode out of the class. The corridor was happily empty because I was not in the mood to have another altercation with the nameless guy. I made three more uneventful classroom stops before I considered ditching the memos in the nearest bin. 

      Everyone knew to be on time. Did we, as adults, really need a memo to remind us. And I had been on time, damn it. A better memo would be one asking for support to change the clock in the tunnelling room back to the right time. If it hadn’t been so high up on the wall, I’d have done it long ago.

      I held the pile of memos over the bin, ready to drop them in and then, like a bolt of lightening, I realised what they were. Or at least what I could use them for. They were a free pass into every induction class. They were a legal way to search out the accidentally reaped guy. How was that for luck? And to think, I’d been mean to that bossy guy. 

      About an hour later I’d made it through a blur of classes. I'd not seen anything resembling a golden halo, and no one had stood out as the guy from the beach. I'd started saying, “I was late today because I was walking on the beach. Has anyone else walked on the beach lately” in case I couldn't see the halo and hoping that might jog the reaped guy's memory. Still no one responded. But maybe the accidentally reaped were more zombified than the regular newly transitioned. I mean, that would be hard to do, but it was possible. Although Charon had said he was alert. Or maybe they went through a different process. If they went through a different process they might not have to do the regular induction classes.

      I gave myself a mental slap. Alex was the commander now. Why didn’t I just go and ask him in the first place? What’s the point of having friends in charge if you can’t ask a favour now and again? 

      “And what are you going to ask him, stupid?” I muttered. “No one is supposed to know.”

      I gave myself another mental slap, then knocked on a new classroom door and entered before being invited.

      Sitting in the front row, hand waving around in the air, was a guy with a blazing gold aura. It was as if he were lit from the inside by a golden light. 

      “Oh, bingo!” 

      "Hi." The induction leader waved at me. "Can I help you?"

      “Hi.” I waved my stack of memos as I approached. She was familiar, but passing-in-the-corridor familiar, not long-in-depth-conversation familiar. “Thingy asked me to drop you off a memo about tardiness.” I handed her a memo and faced the group of vacant looking newly transitioned. “Anyone been on the beach lately?”

      “Yeah,” the golden aura guy waved his already-in-the-air hand at me. “I was. This morning.” He frowned. “I was there for a while, I think.”

      “Cool.” That, in addition to the gold glow, was probably the best acknowledgement of I’m-the-one-you’re-looking-for I was going to get. I faced the induction leader. “Thingy wants to talk to you about tardiness.”

      “Now?” She looked around the class. “Why me?” 

      I shrugged. “Didn’t say. I can watch your class though.”

      “Oh, great. Thanks, Bridget.” She squeezed my shoulder as she left. I knew the briefest moment’s guilt that she knew my name and I had no clue who she was, but then, my white jumpsuit did have my name embroidered on it. And I was the only person wearing a white jumpsuit in the whole of arrivals. I didn’t really blend.

      I waited until the door closed after her and pointed to the golden aura guy. “What’s your question?”

      “Do you know what happened to me?”

      I blew out a breath. So much for this being an easy win. “I was hoping you could tell me. What’s your name, solider?”

      “Isaac.” He pointed to my face and something that looked a lot like recognition washed over it. “Bridget? Bridget Sway?”

      Well, that wasn’t good. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Maybe.”

      “It’s Isaac.” He slapped his chest with his left hand, and something about that movement struck me as familiar. “Isaac Farley.”

      I squinted at his face. He was older and a lot more rugged, with three days of stubble and a scar arching over his left eyebrow, but he still had the same chip in his left front tooth from a dirt bike accident. I’d have thought he’d have gotten that fixed. 

      I jerked back. “Wait—did we?”

      “Yeah, we dated in high school, remember?” He grinned at me, and that chipped tooth shook a few memories loose. Not memories I was particularly proud of. There had been a bad boy phase in my past, but since I grew up in Scarborough, bad boys could only be so bad. Like smoking behind the bike sheds and sneaking off school property to get fish and chips on the promenade for lunch. Still, he’d caused my mam a good few sleepless nights.

      “I do.”

      He slapped the desk and leaned back in his chair. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I made a clicking sound with my tongue and shrugged. “We all gotta go sometime.”

      “You went at a good time.” He whistled as he looked me over. “You are hot. I thought you were gorgeous back then, but—” He whistled and looked me over again. It made me oddly uncomfortable and want to try to cover my personal parts. 

      “Thanks.” I couldn’t honestly return the compliment so I figured it was best to get to business. “How did you die?”

      “I don’t know, y’know?” He rubbed under his bottom lip with his finger. “We was at Scarabs—that bar where all the uni girls go—and, er … And I think we were—” He shook his head. “You know, it don’t matter. Fate has brought us back together.”

      “Yeah.” Because that was absolutely not what had happened. “Was anyone mad at you? Did you get in a fight?”

      “Me?” He gave me a one-shoulder shrug and a wiggle of his eyebrows that I thought he thought was alluring. “I’m always in some trouble. You used to like that.”

      “Uh-huh. Did anyone threaten you?” If he was at a uni bar and hitting on uni girls, I could imagine there would be a lot of folks ready to threaten him.

      “Baby, ain’t no one threatening me.” He rolled his shoulders and cracked his knuckles.

      “Do you remember what day you died?”

      “Wednesday.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Them uni girls love two-for-one nights.”

      “Did you see anyone with a scythe? Was it fancy dress?”

      “A what?”

      “A scythe? It’s a long pole with a curved blade on the top.”

      He slapped the table again. “I did! And a cloak.” He leaned forward in his chair. “I though it was this girl, Rita. She was always wanting to get freaky, y’know?”

      “So it was a girl?”

      “Yeah. No. Yeah.” He stared at the far wall as he answered. “I mean, I think it was her. Who else would be walking ’round in a cape, right?”

      “Bridget?” The induction leader whose name I couldn’t remember beckoned me to the door of the classroom. 

      “Nice chatting with you, Isaac,” I said. “I hope you have a great afterlife.”

      “I’ll see you again though?”

      I shook my head and edged toward the door. “I hope not.”

      “Bridget?” He called after me, but I walked swiftly to the door and my quick escape. 

      “Er, so,” she looked down at her clipboard the whole time she spoke. “I’m supposed to tell you that the commander wants to see you in his office.” 

      “Cool. Thanks for letting me watch your class.” I didn’t know if it was because the commander was the ultimate boss of arrivals, but they all seemed disproportionately awed by him. But then, I guessed, he hadn’t tried to kill them a time or two. Well, just one time really, but that was enough.

      “I always liked you, Bridget,” she whispered and then disappeared back into her classroom.

      “Weird, but okay,” I muttered as I navigated the corridors to the commander’s office.

      A man I didn’t recognise was sitting at the desk that used to belong to Gladys, the old commander’s secretary. He looked up at my arrival, I could only assume there was a polite greeting on his lips, but all I got was, “Ah.”

      He held up a finger, indicating I should wait, and gave three quick taps on the heavy wooden door to my right. He eased it opened a crack and spoke to whoever was in the room. Then he stepped back into the reception area and gestured toward the door.

      “You may go in now.”

      “Thanks.” 

      He stepped back as I passed, as if I were contagious. Suddenly, this didn’t feel like it was going to be a causal chat with a guy who’d once tried to kill me and then I’d helped become commander. 

      I peered through the open doorway, not sure what to expect. Opposite Alex, who sat behind the commander’s desk, were two other people, neither of whom I expected to see. One was the induction leader who’d handed me the memos. And the other was Officer Leonard. I had a sneaking suspicion this meeting wasn’t about to go my way.
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      “Hi Bridget, could you take a seat?” Alex gestured to the free chair on the other side of Officer Leonard. Alex was tall, dark and almost handsome. He was one of those people who had perfect features when you looked at each in isolation, but when you stepped back and took in the complete package, something was slightly off. 

      I looked at him behind the commander’s desk and realised just how far he’d come since we’d first met. He’d worked reception, tried to kill me, been rehabilitated so to speak, and was now in charge of a whole chunk of the afterlife. In an afterlife where you were supposed to be stuck with the one job you were assigned from the outset, with all the hurdles he’d faced, in such a short amount of time, he was doing really well. It made me wonder where he’d be in a few years. 

      And where was I? I was still in a nothing job with no prospects. Where would I be in a few years? The way things were going, I'd still be in the same place.

      The first tickle of pins and needles in my nose suggested tears were on their way. Again. I rubbed the bridge of my nose to distract myself because that was absolutely not happening in front of Memo Man.

      “Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard greeted me with a smile and surrendered his chair to me. 

      “Am I in trouble?” I whispered as he stood behind me, tucking the chair beneath me as I sat.

      He gave me a subtle nod. “I've not seen you for a few weeks. I thought you'd lost the knack.”

      “You’re such a charmer,” I whispered back with a smile.  If he wasn’t worried, I wasn’t worried. 

      Alex cleared his throat to get my attention and used his official voice. “Thank you for coming in, Bridget. It has been brought to my attention there are some––” Alex pressed his lips together as if he’d eaten something that had disagreed with him and he was trying not to vomit. “Some issues with your attitude.”

      “What kind of issues?” I asked, but I already knew. Stupid Memo Man had complained about me. I had been rude to him, though. And after he’d given me the perfect opportunity to find Isaac. 

      Alex glanced down at the paper in front of him. Before he could speak, Memo Man jumped in. 

      “What kind of issues? You’re tardy, rude, sarcastic, confrontational, dismissive, you lack enthusiasm, you—”

      “I am not tardy!” I snapped. I didn’t know why it offended me so much, but it did. “I am not. How dare you accuse me of that you ignorant little twerp. The entire world uses GMT to standardise time. Everywhere except arrivals. It’s insane. If you call me tardy one more time—”

      “You’ll what?" Memo Man asked.

      "I'll be rude, sarcastic, confrontational and dismissive all in one go," I said. "But not tardy."

      "Bridget," Alex interrupted. 

      "And you don’t smile enough,” Memo Man accused, pointing at my face. “I never see you smiling.”

      “That’s probably because I’m looking at you,” I shot back. 

      Officer Leonard coughed, but I was pretty sure that was him trying to suffocate a laugh. 

      Alex held his hands up. “Okay, okay, let’s not let things degenerate into insults.”

      “Degenerate?” I scoffed. “He just accused me of being tardy. Tardy! Which I’m not. And not smiling enough. I mean—”

      “You don’t smile enough,” Memo Man repeated. “It’s in the handbook. Induction leaders are required to be smiling for ninety percent of their day. And you? Anyone would think your face would crack if you smiled.”

      “What?” I stared at Memo Man. “Did you just say ‘it’s in the handbook’?” I glanced at Alex. “There’s a handbook?”

      “See!” Memo Man jabbed a finger at me, but spoke to Alex. “I told you she’d hadn’t read the handbook. I told you.”

      Alex nodded and patted the air in Memo Man’s direction. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Barrett. I’m going to take it from here. Will you please arrange for Bridget’s classes to be covered for the rest of the day?”

      “I already have done.” Memo Man stared at me, his lips turning down at the corners. “Because she was tardy.”

      With a lingering look of distain, Memo Man strode out of the room. 

      “I am not tardy,” I said to Alex. “I’m a lot of things but tardy is not one of them.”

      “In my experience, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard said. “Accusations touch us the most when they’re true.”

      I twisted in my chair and faced him. “Whose side are you on?”

      “Yours. As always.” Officer Leonard held up his hands in surrender, but his eyes twinkled with humour. “As you well know.”

      “Well, okay then.” With as much dignity as I could muster, I faced Alex. “When you asked him to cover my classes, is that because you have other plans for me this afternoon? Please tell me this doesn’t mean you’re going to send me on some sort of sensitivity training.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Alex shook his head. “Would it matter? You don’t listen, anyway.”

      “I listen.” I relaxed back in my chair. I’d had to do something like that for my alive job and it had been almost physically painful. “And I’m normally very nice. And I’m decent at inducting newly deads. Admittedly, not great. Yet. But decent.”

      “Do you want to be a great induction leader?” Officer Leonard asked.

      I looked at Officer Leonard, then at Alex and in that moment I couldn’t lie. I sighed and sunk in on myself. “No.”

      “Well, I guess that sort of makes this a little easier,” Alex said.

      “Makes what easier? You’re giving me a different job? In Arrivals? Wait, it’s not the booths, is it? Because that would be worse.”

      Alex’s took a deep breath as if steeling his nerves. “Bridget, I’m letting you go.”

      “Go where?” I glanced toward the door. “You just asked whatshisface to cover my classes.”

      “No, Bridget.” Alex added weight to his voice as if that would help with understanding. “I’m letting you go.”

      I frowned at him and shook my head. “Like, you mean giving me a day off? ’Cause that would be amazing right now.”

      Alex glanced at Officer Leonard and shook his head in what looked like a helpless gestured. Officer Leonard nodded at him, then twisted in his seat to face me. 

      “Ms Sway, I believe you’re being fired.”

      I looked from Officer Leonard to Alex and back again. “I’m being what?”

      “Fired,” Officer Leonard repeated. “That’s why I’m here. So you don’t—”

      “So I don’t what?”

      “So you don’t overreact,” Officer Leonard said.

      “Overreact?” I grabbed the arms of the chair as if that would help the room stop spinning. I’d never been fired in my life. Well, there was that one time that—actually there’d been a couple of times, but those had been stupid jobs and stupid people. I’d never been fired by someone I considered as a friend. From a job a trained monkey could do. Actually, that wasn’t true either. What was I going to tell Oz?

      Alex spread his arms out in a wide shrug, an apologetic expression on his face. “You gave me no choice, Bridget. You don’t adhere to the rules. You don't listen. You don’t contribute.”

      “I don’t contribute?” I shrieked. I didn’t mean to, it just came out that way.

      “No, Bridge. You don’t contribute to the daily running of this place.” Alex gestured around us. “You are great at the higher level vision stuff and you’ve helped me so much, but day to day? You’re atrocious.”

      I shrugged at him. “You can’t fire me.”

      “Bridget—”

      “No, I mean you literally can’t,” I said. “People don’t get fired here.”

      Alex shook his head. “Look, the best I can do is wait until tomorrow morning to file the paperwork. Give you a chance to talk to your parole officer.”

      I sighed. “I’m looking forward to that conversation already. Do you know what my next gig is at least?”

      “Your next gig?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah.” I pinched my white jumpsuit and held it out. “The VTC programme. What’s my next gig?”

      “Wow, okay, you really never listen to the rules do you?” Alex briefly rubbed his temples as if he were getting a headache. “They should’ve added ‘doesn’t pay attention’ to that list of faults.”

      “What?” I glanced between Officer Leonard and Alex. I mean, how bad could it be? Officer Leonard still didn’t look worried. 

      “There is no other gig.” Alex gestured to my jumpsuit. “The VTC programme is a last-ditch attempt to find you somewhere to fit in. If you get fired from a job while in that, then you are required to complete a stint in a re-education programme.”

      “Re-education?” I leaned forward in my seat as if I’d misheard, and that would help me understand what he had really said. “Re-education? As in Mendall? As in, you’re sending me to a mental asylum because Memo Man said I didn’t get here on time? And you fired me knowing this would happen?”

      “You brought this on yourself, Bridget,” Alex said. “Your attitude. Your—look. I think re-education could be good for you. It worked wonders for me.”

      “Yeah, but you were re-educated because you tried to kill me!” It came out as another shriek. I heard it and couldn’t stop it. And while I was enraged and considering all the ways I could run away, a tiny duplicitous voice in the back of my head was asking if re-education might the best way to go. Maybe if I got turned into a zombie who mindlessly obeyed orders, I wouldn’t feel so anxious or lost all the time. Maybe I’d manage to find some level of peace. 

      “Normally, upon being fired, you would head directly to Mendall,” Alex continued, but I was barely listening. “However, Officer Leonard and I discussed it earlier and he’s agreed to chaperone you for the rest of today and deliver you back into your parole officer’s care this evening. Like I said, I’ll file the paperwork tomorrow morning to give you time to—”

      “Say my goodbyes?” I asked.

      “This really could be the best thing for you,” Alex said. “If I didn’t genuinely believe this would help, I wouldn’t do it.”

      Thoughts whirred around in my head. How was I supposed to catch Isaac’s killer if I was in Mendall? Surely Charon wouldn’t let them do that. I couldn’t see him surviving without a conductor for that long. Sabrina would run with me. And Edith managed to live as an outlaw just fine. But then, Edith was part of the IA. Still, Sabrina and I could make it. Maybe we could become the afterlife version of the A-Team. 

      “Penny for you thoughts?” Officer Leonard asked as we walked to the tunnelling room. Until he’d spoken, I hadn’t even realised we’d left Alex’s office.

      “I’m thinking about running away and starting an afterlife version of the A-team with Sabrina.” I held my hand out. “That’ll be a penny, please.”

      “Running away?” he asked as he mimed placing a penny in my palm. “That’s never a good idea. But I do like your A-team idea. The creators of the IA had a similar idea. Shame that organisation didn’t fulfil its promise. And it’s such a shame this world doesn’t have some sort of organisation who fight for those who don’t fit the regular afterlife mould. Or those who are in need of help they can’t find through the regular channels.” 

      I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Is that code for ‘there’s an organisation who fight for those who don’t fit the regular afterlife mould. Or those in need of help they can’t find through the regular channels’?”

      “No, sadly, it’s not. And it’s a shame, too.” Officer Leonard smiled at me. “We could really use an organisation like that. It would make the afterlife a better place.” 

      “Preaching to the choir,” I said. “I’d ask you if you know how many times I’d been wrongfully accused of murder, but I know you do because you were always there.”

      “And on your side, if you remember?”

       “Of course, I remember.” I gestured between us. “That’s why I’m still talking to you.”

      “Well, maybe someday someone will create such a thing.” He gestured for me to walk into the tunnelling room ahead of him. “Where would you like to spend the afternoon? Maybe at Scarabs bar?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. At one time I’d have thought it a coincidence that was the same bar Isaac had mentioned, but I was smarter now. “You know, I really don’t think people give you enough credit for your sneakiness.”

      “It’s much better to be underestimated.”

      “I agree. And I like you, so I want to be honest,” I said. “I’m going to ditch you.”

      Officer Leonard gave me his amenable smile. “I appreciate the honesty. You’ll show up at your home this evening without me having to chase you down?”

      “I will.”

      “Well, unless something else happens, I suppose the next time I see you will be after you’ve completed your re-education programme. I shall miss our chats.” He held out his hand to me. “Ms Sway, it has been my pleasure.”

      For a reason I couldn’t explain, I felt tears welling up behind my eyes, so I pressed my lips together to try to keep them back and shook his hand.  He stepped onto a tunnelling circle and disappeared. 

      I rubbed my eyes after he’d gone, careful not to smudge my mascara. I didn’t know what was going on with all these weird emotional waves, but it would have to stop. I had the rest of the day to figure out who’d killed Isaac, find the missing scythe, dodge Tommy and work out a way to avoid being re-educated. 

      That was totally doable. Totally.
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      “That’s not what I said,” Madame Zorina snapped at Edith, both of whom had their backs to me. Edith poured herself coffee while Madame Zorina raised her voice. “I said that—”

      “I know what you said. I’m not deaf. What I was saying was—” Edith cut herself off when she faced Madame Zorina and saw me. “Bridget?” 

      Madame Zorina whirled around. “Would it be too much to ask you to knock?”

      Edith checked her watch. “It’s the middle of the morning. What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      I flopped into one of the visitor’s chairs. “I got fired.”

      “I am not surprised to hear that,” Madame Zorina muttered and shooed Edith out of the way of the coffeepot.

      Despite now owning a successful and somewhat respectable private investigations business, Madame Zorina still dressed much the same as when I’d first met her, only not quite as extreme. She still left her curly brown hair loose and wore far too much eyeliner in my opinion. She’d pared back the volume of bangles she wore and toned down her clothes so they said fashionable boho rather than crazy psychic. 

      Edith looked exactly the same. Like a dead version of Anjelica Huston, her dark hair pulled back with a too short and slightly uneven fringe. And her standard grey skirt suit. 

      “Fired from what, dear?” Edith asked. “The IA?”

      “Arrivals. I already left the IA.”

      “Since when?” Madame Zorina asked as she handed me a cup of coffee. I didn’t drink it, but I appreciated the gestured. “I thought that was your holy grail of jobs?”

      “You were fired from arrivals?” Edith asked. “Your friend fired you? Knowing the consequences?”

      “What are the consequences?” Madame Zorina asked.

      “Re-education,” I said. “But that’s at the bottom of my list of problems for today.”

      “Re-education is at the bottom of your list of problems?” Edith asked.

      “Why do you keep repeating everything she says?” Madame Zorina asked. “Are you going deaf?”

      “It’s because I can’t quite believe what I’m hearing,” Edith snapped at Madame Zorina.

      I had no idea how these two managed to work together. Every time I saw them they were arguing or antagonising each other. It made me wonder how they had a successful business at all. 

      Edith sat in the visitor’s chair next to me. “Tell us everything, dear.”

      I exhaled a long breath. How much of everything could I tell them? I’d probably need their help with accidentally dead guy at some point, so it might be easier to tell them the whole thing now. And Charon had more or less okayed it.

      “Did you know Tommy was sort of stalking me?” I asked Edith. “Or that he has people impersonating folks in Sabrina’s life, trying to get information from her.”

      Edith hesitated. “I had heard a rumour about Sabrina. But I didn’t mention it because I knew she was alert enough to recognise that it was happening and I didn’t want to outright tell her in case she somehow gave it away and then I’d be outed as a leak.”

      I nodded. “Gotta save your job.”

      “Actually, dear,” Edith tried to sit straighter despite already having perfect posture. “I’ve been with the IA a very long time. If I was outed as a leak, it wouldn’t just be re-education for me, it would likely be incarceration as well. And I knew you both didn’t have any serious information about anything or you’d have already told me about it. Isn’t that the case, dear?”

      I winced. “Not really. No.”

      “Not really, no?” Edith repeated.

      “You’re doing it again,” Madame Zorina exclaimed at Edith. 

      Edith closed her eyes and exhaled slowly, then opened them and focused on me. “Are you going to tell us what happened or are you going to sit there and sulk?”

      “Do you know why Tommy is stalking me?” I asked.

      Madame Zorina gestured to me with her coffee. “It’s to do with Hades’ missing scythe.”

      “Do you understand what confidential means?” Edith snapped at her.

      “She’s been fired,” Madame Zorina gestured to me again. “She’s got nothing better to do. She could help us find it.”

      “Did you miss the part when I said I had a list of problems?” I asked.

      “You don’t need to tell me you have problems, I have eyes.” Madame Zorina fluffed her hair with one hand, then pointed to mine.

      “Whoa. That was uncalled for. What did I ever do to you?” I asked.

      “You ignored me for three weeks,” Madame Zorina retorted. “How about that for starters? And then you come here to ask for my help.” She pointed to my face in warning. “Don’t you dare try to say that’s not why you’re here.”

      “I haven’t ignored you but—” Pins and needles tickled my nose in that now all too familiar and frequent warning that tears were on the way. I closed my mouth and bit the inside of my cheek to distract myself.

      Madame Zorina peered into my face. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing.” I glugged a mouthful of coffee to distract me. It was awful, but it did the job. “But you’re right, I do need your help, so are you going to help me or not?”

      “That depends.” Madame Zorina brushed her hair back over her shoulder. “How grateful will you be?”

      “What do you need help with, dear?” Edith narrowed her eyes at me. “And you still haven’t told us your list of problems.”

      “Can you promise not to tell Tommy or anyone at the IA?”

      “She promises,” Madame Zorina said before Edith could answer, obviously sensing something juicy. 

      I arched an eyebrow in question. Edith rolled her eyes, then nodded. 

      “Okay, someone might have given me a scythe to hide, which I did—”

      “You have Hades’ scythe?” Madame Zorina asked. “We’ve been looking all over for it and you’ve had it all along?”

      “Who gave it to you?” Edith asked. 

      I waved their questions away. “None of that matters, because I only had it. Past tense. I don’t currently have it.”

      Edith leaned back and looked me over. “What do you mean you don’t have it?”

      “There you go repeating what’s she’s saying again,” Madame Zorina griped. “When she says she doesn’t have it, it means she doesn’t have it. What’s wrong with you?”

      Edith fixed Madame Zorina with a cold stare. “I would murder you if there were absolutely no chance you would end up on this plane of the afterlife.”

      “And then be arrested by Peter Spengler?” Madame Zorina quipped. “I don’t think so.”

      Edith’s voice brimmed with exasperation. “It’s Peter Venkman and Egon Spengler. And they are the Ghost Busters, livies chasing ghosts. Not—” Edith pressed her lips into a hard line and swiped her hand at Madame Zorina. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m feeling some underlying tension here,” I said, looking between them. “And as much as I am not interested at all, we have bigger fish.”

      Madame Zorina nodded. “Like you losing the scythe of Hades.”

      Edith gestured to Madame Zorina but looked at me. “Do you see?”

      “Okay, what I need is for Madame Zorina to go to a bar called Scarabs and ask about a guy called Isaac.” 

      “That’s what you need me to do? Alone?” Madame Zorina stressed, throwing a dirty look Edith’s way and holding out a hand to me.

      I frowned at her hand. “Are you asking me to pay you?”

      “Photo.” She waggled her hand at me. “I need a photo.”

      “I don’t have one. Can’t you just ask about him? Short dark hair, chipped front tooth.”

      Madame Zorina harrumphed. “A photo would be better.”

      “Well, I don’t have one so—” I shrugged.

      “Don’t ask for my help, then give me attitude,” Madame Zorina warned. 

      “Does Isaac have the scythe?” Edith asked.

      I shook my head. “Isaac’s dead.”

      “Why is a dead livie important?” Edith asked. The moment she finished the question, her eyes stretched wide, and she leaned away from me. She looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “Bridget, dear. Was this Isaac killed by Hades’ scythe?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve no idea.” 

      “Bridget, I have no intention of handing Hades’ scythe over to the IA.” Edith spoke in a measured tone. “They do not need that type of power. In fact, I planned on giving it to you to give to your friend, the one who can tunnel anywhere.” She raised her eyebrows as if asking if I knew who she meant. I assumed she meant Charon, so I nodded. “But we need to share all the information we have so we can find it.”

      “You can’t tell Tommy or anyone at the IA,” I warned. 

      Edith crossed her heart and held her hand up. “I promise.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Madame Zorina, and she waved me away.

      “I don’t need to promise. I’m not telling anyone. Can you imagine me trying to explain to any livie about the IA or Hades’ scythe?” She shook her head. “Believe me, I’m not telling anyone anything.”

      With their assurances in hand, I quickly brought them up to date. When I was done, Madame Zorina was slouching in her desk chair, on her third whisky while Edith paced in front of the coffee machine. 

      “You’re right,” Edith agreed. “Re-education is at the bottom of your pile of problems.”

      “So, this Charon fellow?” Madame Zorina asked. “He thinks one of the reapers killed your friend Isaac and he’s given you until tonight to fix it or he’ll ‘clean house’. But he doesn’t know that Hades’ scythe is missing?”

      “And the Hades that I met was not the kind of guy who would readily admit that. Although, I don’t know the scythe I hid was Hades’ scythe for sure.” 

      Edith nodded. “So it’s either a ghost who stole the scythe or a human who knew to delete the surveillance video of—”

      “I don’t think it was a livie,” I said. “Unless it was stolen immediately after I put it there. And I mean, like, immediately. It didn’t show up in any of the tapes, so it makes me think that straight up livies, who’ve never seen the afterlife, can’t see it.”

      “Let’s not rule anything out just yet,” Edith said. “If they did steal it straightaway, then they’ve had it for a while. You said Isaac said he was killed on a Wednesday, but he was picked up last night. Tuesday night. Which means if he’s right and he was killed on a Wednesday night, that was at least a week ago.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Madame Zorina poured herself another shot of whisky.

      Edith took the whisky out of Madame Zorina’s hands and downed the liquid herself. “I’m saying there’s possible more dead people wandering around.” Edith pointed to me, empty glass in her hand. “We can visit that bar Isaac told you about tonight. If he was there as frequently as you seem to think, a description should be enough to get us some information. In the meantime—” Edith took the bottle of whisky from Madame Zorina’s hands and replaced it with a coffee. “Do you think you could do a blanket summoning?”

      “Just call anyone?” Madame Zorina accepted the coffee, the corners of her mouth turning down.

      “Dear, you said that Isaac had a golden glow?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know if the induction leaders have seen that before so they didn’t pay any attention to it or they couldn’t see it.”

      “I think it’s the latter. I’ve been dead a long time and I’ve never seen that. So if Zorina puts out a blanket call, you should be able to identify those who’ve been accidentally reaped.”

      “I’m not sure about this,” Madame Zorina sipped her coffee and gagged. “I’m not sure I want every ghost in the vicinity here.”

      Edith took the coffee from her hands and added two spoonfuls of sugar, stirred it and handed it back. “There will be a handful at most. Normally when you summon ghosts, it has to go through the bureau. You can do it to Bridget because she was a facilitator and half in half out of the livie world to start with and you had her name. But even she wouldn’t respond to a blanket call. The only ghosts who will are the ones who haven’t been processed by arrivals. And how many of them can there be?”

      “Fine.” Madame Zorina sipped some coffee, grimaced, then handed it back to Edith who added another heaped spoonful of sugar, then handed it back.

      “That’s your lot.”

      It was like watching an old married couple. Madame Zorina took a few more gulps before setting it aside. She pushed her hair out of her face, closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath. She blew it out and began murmuring. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but her lips were moving. Faster and faster. 

      And then a guy dressed in a leather jacket and faded, ripped jeans appeared in front of me. He looked every inch the stereotypical petty criminal. He had the same golden glow Isaac had. Next to him popped up a lady, mid thirties in a bright red skirt suit. She reminded me of a flight attendant. Same golden glow. Then a guy in a fluorescent workman’s vest and a hard hat. Same glow. And then another guy and another girl and two more guys. 

      The room was filling up with people faster than I could keep track. All of them had the same golden glow as Isaac.

      “Oh, this is not good.” I glanced around the packed room, as even more ghosts appeared. “This is so very, very not good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Single file, now,” Edith called, arm raised in the air as she weaved across the room toward the door. “Hand on the shoulder of the person in front so no one gets lost.” 

      She snapped her fingers to get my attention and pointed out of the window to the carpark. I nodded and mimed driving. I’d meant when they’d stopped appearing, I was going to get Charon. She frowned, nodded, and pointed out of the window again. I wasn't sure if that meant she understood or not, but it didn't really matter.

      “Single file,” I repeated to the newer arrivals. “Hand on the shoulder of the person in front so no one gets left behind. Single file. Follow the person in front.”

      “Where are we going?” A voice in the crowd asked. Murmurs from all over the crowd echoed the question. I briefly debating saying something like “heaven”, but figured some people might be averse to that for whatever reason. People were weird. So I settled on something universal. Something no one would argue with. “Fire drill. Keep moving.”

      Every single person had the same golden glow. And just when I was beginning to doubt the procession would end, it finally did. I ushered the last of the people out, reiterating it was a fire drill and went to check on Madame Zorina. 

      She was slumped in her chair and out cold. I very much hoped she’d passed out after the last person had been summoned and not during. I didn’t want to consider the option that there were even more accidentally reaped people walking around.

      I checked her pulse, so she was definitely still alive. I wheeled her chair from the desk and tipped it so she toppled on to the couch. It wasn’t the most graceful of moves, but I made her comfortable, grabbed a notepad and pen from the desk and tunnelled down to Edith.

      “Told them it was a fire drill,” I said as I handed her the pad and gazed out over the crowd. There was easily over a hundred people. 

      “Great minds, dear.” She tapped her temple with the pencil. “Is Zorina alright?”

      “Unconscious. I don’t know if it happened when the last ghost appeared or if she couldn’t hold it any longer.”

      Edith glanced up at the office, a note of pride in her voice. “That’ll be all of them. She wouldn’t leave a job half finished. I’ll get names and as much info as I can. We could do with some help though.”

      I checked my watch. It was nearly lunchtime. “I’ll see what I can scare up.”

      “What are we going to do with them?”

      “I have a plan.” Clearly she hadn’t understood my bus-driving-mime earlier. 

      As I tunnelled, I heard Edith telling everyone that she needed to collect their names so she could check them off the list before they could leave. I felt oddly pleased with myself about calling it a fire drill. No one would leave without getting their name checked off the list. It just wasn’t done. 

      My first stop was home, it was empty. I scribbled a quick note asking everyone to meet at Madame Zorina’s due to a minor emergency. Then added an extra line telling Oz not to worry. I knew Sabrina would’ve left her phone at home so I had no way to contact her, but I also knew she’d check in with Madame Zorina. And then I tunnelled onto The Bus of Death.

      “My little Bridget,” Charon exclaimed, twisting in the driver’s seat to face me, completely unconcerned with the road ahead. “Do you have news already?”

      “Yes,” I said, scanning the bus. He only had a few passengers, so that was something. “But I’m not sure if you’ll see it as good or bad news.”

      Charon yanked the wheel hard to the left. I managed to grab on to a post in time so I didn’t end up ping-ponging down the bus. It jerked to a stop and Charon placed his elbows on the door of the driver's compartment and rested his chin in his hands. “I’m listening.” 

      “It’s probably easier to show you.” I pointed to the wheel. “Can you get to Scarborough promenade and I can direct you from there?”

      “Oooh, like a treasure hunt?” He turned the engine over and the scenery changed as if someone had flipped a switch. We were on the promenade. “Which way?”

      “Why do you drive a bus if you can do that?” I asked.

      “Gives me purpose.”

      “Okay, well, you need to drive to this place.” I directed him toward Madame Zorina’s office. If he made the bus appear out of nowhere, there’s a good chance that would freak out the carpark full of unexpectedly dead folks and they might scatter. 

      “Do you know how the IA came into being?” I asked, directing him down a side street.

      Charon frowned at me and turned the corner without even looking. “Is that a trick question?”  

      “No.”

      “Some fool decided they needed it, so they created it.”

      “Just like that?” I asked. “Despite all the rules and everything else? They just created it?”

      Charon nodded, and a wicked glint lit his eyes. “What are you thinking, my mischievous little Bridget?”

      “You know I’m in the VTC?” I asked and he grunted in acknowledgment. “Well, I was fired from arrivals today—”

      He stared at me, incredulous and oblivious to the road. “The imbeciles fired you? You?”

      “Something to do with my attitude and not smiling enough.” I could be a little blasé about it since he was already outraged on my behalf. “They said I have to be re-educated.”

      “Well, obviously I shall not permit that.” He mounted the pavement to avoid roadworks blocking the street. I had no idea why since we could’ve driven right through like we did through the two lampposts. “Scrambling the brain of my conductor? Outrageous. How dare they even suggest it? Naturally, you’d have to agree to be my conductor for eternity. Left or right?” he asked, not slowing for the turn. 

      “Left.” Being Charon’s conductor for the rest of my afterlife wasn’t exactly ideal, but it beat re-education. At least, I thought it might. “And then the next right into that carpark, but please drive like a rational person from here?”

      He threw a curious glance my way, but slowed to a regular speed, stayed on the road and even used the indicator to signal he was turning. I didn’t even know he knew where the indicator was. He pulled into the carpark and saw the mass of golden glowing newly deads standing around. The bus stalled. I had never once seen him stall the bus in all the time I’d spent on it. It was still rolling to a stop when Charon climbed out. He placed a hand on the engine, still staring out over the crowd, and the bus stopped.

      Amongst the mass of golden glows, I could see Sabrina and Edith organising everyone while all my housemates questioned people. Even Anna and Oz were helping.

      “So. Good news. I’ve managed to find more people who were accidentally reaped and we’re getting as much information from them as possible to get to the bottom of this. Bad news. There’s a lot of people who have been accidentally reaped.”

      I sensed movement behind me. I turned to see The Bus of Death had doubled in length and added an extra floor. It would still be a tight fit, with lots of folks standing, but it would be able to carry them all at once.

      “This is catastrophic,” Charon whispered, as he surveyed the crowd. Nothing of his playful nature remained. “This is truly catastrophic.”

      “Okay. It’s bad.” I nodded. “I can see that it’s bad, but what can we do to mitigate it?”

      “Mitigate it?” Charon whispered, almost as if he didn’t understand what it meant.

      “Yeah. Bad things happen all the time and we deal with it. How do we make this the least bad version of this situation?”

      “This is my fault. I became careless.” Charon surveyed the crowd. “I gave Hades too much freedom. Someone who can truly wield the scythe is so rare, rarer still to find someone who wants the job. So I surrendered it to the bureau. For them to fill it. It became a regular job and people like the current Hades punch a clock.” He faced me, his dark eyes wide and tormented. “But it’s not a job. It’s not. It’s a calling. I should’ve paid more attention.”

      “Okay, hey. This isn’t your fault. These things happen. It isn’t about blame. Right now, this is about action. How do we—what’s the best thing we can do here? What’s the most straightforward and effective action we can take? Once we’ve put out this fire, then we can look at what policies to put in place, so this never happens again. We'll get through this and find the perfect Hades. Okay? But first, we have to deal with this.” I grabbed Charon’s sleeve and shook his arm. “Please don’t make me slap you.”

      “Right.” He blinked several times as if he had to clear his vision. I wasn’t great at sensing other people’s feelings as a rule, but guilt practically dripped off him.

      I moved in front of him and grabbed his face so I could tilt it down to look at me. “First, we’re going to get these folks on the bus and dump them at arrivals. Then we’re going to find out who did this and make them pay. In any way you want. You can drop them in volcanoes. Peel off their skin. Feed them dry rice until their stomachs explode. I don’t care.”

      A hint of the old Charon peeked through the despair. “In any way I want?”

      “You’ll have free rein. Just don’t ask me to help.” I let go of his face when I saw literal flames spark up in his dark eyes. I pointed to his face. “I like the attitude switch, but tone it down or we’ll never get anyone on the bus.”

      Charon rubbed his hands and laughed. He looked as if it were a maniacal laugh, but I only heard the usual tinkling. The way everyone else in the carpark ducked and covered their heads in unison as if the sky were falling told me they’d heard something entirely different. I smacked his arm and pointed to the bus.

      “Stop it and get back on there. I’ll lead them over.” I walked toward the still cowering crowd. “If I can allay their terror enough.” I clapped my hands to get everyone’s attention and spoke loudly over the crowd. “If you’ve been checked off the list, please follow me.”

      Two thirds of the crowd edged toward me. I needed to talk to Charon about his laugh. Honestly.

      I clapped and beckoned them again. “Come on, now. Let’s get moving.” I walked backward to the bus and helped each person on. 

      It took longer than expected, but when everyone was finally on the bus, Charon leaned down from the driver’s seat. “End of the day, my Bridget. End of the day or they’ll all be punished.”

      He closed the door before I could respond and peeled out of the carpark, enticing screams from most, if not all of the passengers. It made me think he did it on purpose. 

      I tunnelled back into Madame Zorina’s office and was deafened by the voices. All of my housemates were talking over each other, swapping pieces of paper with Sabrina and Edith, while Oz stood in the corner watching. When he saw me, he nodded toward the door. 

      “Bridge, I think we have something,” Sabrina called before Oz could shoo me out of the room. “All the deaths seem to have occurred in the past four months.” She raised her eyebrows at me, which I took as relief that it meant it couldn’t be the scythe I’d hidden. Or at least, it hadn’t started with that scythe. Which made me feel a little better.

      “And in roughly the same area,” Edith added. “It’s not the nicest of neighbourhoods, so perhaps that’s why the majority of the accidentally reaped looked like ne’er-do-wells.”

      “Good job,” Oz said, then beckoned me to follow him. “I need to speak to Bridget for a moment before everyone has to go back to work.” 

      Edith, Sabrina, and a groggy Madame Zorina all exchanged glances. 

      “What?” he asked, scanning their faces. “What now?”

      “Okay.” I faced him and held my hands up. “I might have been a little bit fired. But it’s okay.”

      “You were fired?” Petal shrieked before Oz could say anything.

      “In the VTC programme, that means re-education,” added Kate, her voice soft and full of sympathy. 

      “No. No, no. It’s okay.” I waved off the other comments of panic and concern. “It’s all okay because I’m … starting my own business.”

      Silence drew across the room like a blanket. 

      Oz was the first one to respond. “You’re starting a business?”

      “No. Yes. Sort of.” I seesawed my hand. “It’s more of a—a—” what had Officer Leonard said. “An organisation for those who can’t find the help they need through regular channels.”

      “What?” Oz asked. “What?”

      “I’m in,” Sabrina waved her hand at me.

      “I am intrigued by this idea,” Edith said slowly. “How many roles do you have, dear? And what are the job descriptions?”

      “You’ll have enough jobs for us too,” Petal asked. “Won’t you?”

      “Right!” Oz clapped his hands several times. “This stops now. Right now. You can’t fill their heads with this. And if you were fired, why are you unsupervised? It’s not like—” Oz threw up his hands. “Leonard. It was Leonard. He put this idea in your head. You—”

       “Hey! Stop yelling at me,” I yelled back. “I am unhappy. Un. Happy. I hate this place. I hate that this is my life. I hate inducting people into this disaster. I miss my mam. I miss worrying about how I’m going to afford the newest Charlotte Olympia shoes and where I’m going to wear them. I miss organising things. I miss feeling like what I do matters to someone. So, yes. I was fired from a mind-numbingly dull job that I would never have taken if given a choice in the real world—”

      “This is the real world,” Oz yelled over me.

      “And no, I’m not going to be re-educated because there’s nothing wrong with me,” I continued as if he’d not spoken. “I’m starting this organisation. I’m starting this for all the people like me. Charon said I could and—”

      “The guy who let all those people die on his watch?” Oz yelled back. “That’s the guy you go to for permission?”

      “I didn’t go to him for permission,” I yelled as loudly as I could, as if that would finally be what drummed it into Oz’s head. “I asked him if it was possible because he never sets limits on what he thinks I can do.”

      Oz jerked back as if I’d slapped him. “You think I set limits because I don’t think you’re capable?”

      “What else would the reason be?” I was still yelling. I was in the zone now. I couldn’t help it. “And you never told me I could create my own organisation. That would’ve easily solved all the issues I had about this place from the get go.”

      “That’s because you can’t just create an organisation.”

      I brushed the ends of my ponytail over my shoulder, then rested my hands on my hips. “Watch me.”

      Silence held around the office. A tense, brittle silence. Everyone stared at Oz, waiting to see what he’d do. His jaw bulged intermittently as he clenched his teeth. After a long, tense moment, he nodded. “Work. Everyone. Now.”

      “But I want to hear more about Bridget’s new organisation,” Petal said in her small voice. “I can be a few minutes late.”

      “Me too,” Lucy said.

      Pam waved her hand in the air. “And me.”

      “I’ll obviously be in charge of branding and all things visual,” Anna said with a flip of her hair. “So with my position already decided, I’m happy to head off to this ghastly job for the last time.” 

      “The last time?” Petal gasped. “Oh, I need to go too. There are so many people I’ll need to say goodbye to. Should I have bought presents?”

      “No, they give you presents when you leave,” Lucy explained. “Maybe we should work until the end of the week to give people time to get us presents.”

      “Guys, work. Now.” Oz’s voice was softer but no less firm. “And no mention of this to anyone. Anyone. Do you understand?”

      Petal skipped over to me and squeezed me in a tight hug. “I’m so excited.”

      She, Lucy, Pam and Anna tunnelled away together. Kate hung back a few seconds and gave me a “I hope you know what you’re doing” eyebrow raise before she disappeared too.

      “I’ll see you at home,” Oz said to me and tunnelled. No warning about how I was getting everyone’s hopes up. No questions about how I was spending my afternoon. Instead of feeling victorious, I felt oddly empty. It wasn’t like I’d expected him to be onboard straightaway. And I’d wanted to have some sort of plan in place before I broached the topic, but there was never going to be a right time to tell him. Not really.  

      “What is that?” Madame Zorina asked. “Two weeks, six days? Who had that?”

      “I had straight three weeks,” Sabrina said. “Makes me the closest without going over.”  

      “Actually, dear,” Edith said. “I had two weeks and six days.”

      “Two weeks and six days for what?” I asked.

      “Until you lost your mind,” Madame Zorina explained. “I had ten days. You’re a lot saner than I gave you credit for being.”

      “Thanks?” I said.

      “You have a plan for this organisation, right Bridge?” Sabrina asked.

      I nodded. “I—y’know—there’s—I have a vague …”

      “So that’s a no?” she asked.

      “We can work out the specifics later, dear.” Edith patted my arm. “The important part is setting the intention.”

      I pointed at Edith but looked at Sabrina. “What she said.”
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      I sat alone in Madame Zorina’s chair, using my legs to spin me around. Sabrina had tunnelled back to her job and Edith and Madame Zorina had to go out and visit a client, leaving me to piece together all the information they’d extracted from the mass of dead people. And to be swamped with buyer’s remorse about my little outburst. 

      I was still completely onboard with creating the organisation. I just wasn’t exactly clear on what we’d do. Or really, how to go about starting it. If my housemates didn’t turn up for their regular jobs tomorrow because they were working for me, would there be consequences? When I didn’t turn up for re-education tomorrow, would there be consequences? Could I simply say “I’m starting my own business” and start my own business. It seemed too easy. In a world that had a myriad of forms and essays to complete before you could take a week’s holiday, just starting a business because you said seemed far too easy.

      At least I’d have a little time to think about what our organisation would actually do. Helping people that couldn’t get help through the normal channels sounded great, but what exactly would that entail? What would we actually do? Between Sabrina’s skill set and mine, we could plan parties and snoop on cheating spouses. Neither seemed like a useful service in the afterlife.

      I grabbed the desk to stop my mental and physical spin and picked up one of the notepads with names and approximate death dates of the accidentally reaped.

      Sulking about my new career seemed self indulgent compared to finding a mass murderer. And a rampant mass murderer at that. I scanned the names. A hundred people was a lot. I mean, not in the grand scheme of life, but in the grand scheme of murder it seemed a huge number.

      With all the notebooks, a stack of Post-Its from Madame Zorina’s drawers and a marker pen, I sat crossed-legged on the floor in the middle of the office. Considering my white jumpsuit, that would’ve given me palpitations less than a few weeks ago, but now it didn’t seem so important. I wrote every person’s name, date and location of death. Some dates weren’t exact and some people couldn’t quite remember where they’d been when they died or when Madame Zorina had called to them. As I wrote the names out, I placed them in chronological order of death. 

      I was so focused on what I was doing, I shrieked when Madame Zorina’s voice boomed around the office.

      “Bridget!”

      I sprang to my feet and whirled around, looking for her, Post-It Notes flying around me like confetti. 

      “Madame Zorina?” I scanned the office, but couldn’t see her anywhere. And I’d been facing the door so she could hardly have sneaked past me. I crept to the desk and peered behind it. I have no idea why she would be hiding there, but that was the only place in the office I didn’t have a clear line of sight.

      “Bridget!” Madame Zorina shrieked in my left ear while I was behind the desk. Her voice was coming from the answerphone? “For heaven’s sake.” 

      I lifted the receiver to my ear. “Are you calling? On the phone?”

      “No, I’m sending my voice to you on the back of a magical and invisible unicorn.”

      I squinted around the office. “Why are you calling me on your phone?”

      “Because I needed to talk to you, you imbecile,” she snapped. “Why else would I be calling? And really, the question should be, why aren’t you answering my phone?”

      “I didn’t hear it ring.” I must have been so invested in my timeline of death that I hadn’t even noticed. When was the last time I’d been so absorbed in a project that had happened? “What do you want? And why not just send Edith back? Or summon me?”

      “Because you always complain when I summon you and Edith’s busy.”

      “Is she in trouble? Do you need help?”

      “No. Would you stop talking for a minute so I can tell you why I called?” Madame Zorina paused. “Bridget? Are you still there?”

      “I was being quiet so you could tell me why you called.”

      Madame Zorina muttered something I didn’t catch, but from the tone I imagined it wasn’t something complimentary. “I have a message for you from someone called—I think they said Lauren, but it was a bad connection.”

      “Lauren? I don’t think I know a Lauren. And what do you mean by bad connection? Like, on the phone?”

      “Honestly. You people are so much work, sometimes I wonder why I bother,” she muttered. “No. It’s from a ghost. I am a medium, remember. At least I assumed it was a ghost because it came through ghost channels. Anyway, she said something about taking Thomas to hospital. Does that mean anything to you?”

      “I don’t know a Thomas either,” I said. “Maybe it’s something to do with our victims. So, they spoke to you looking for me?”

      “Yes, and can I just say, I’m not your answering service.”

      “Right, but you expect me to answer your phone?”

      “That’s an actual phone, not someone dialling into your brain.”

      “That sounds petty hypocritical to me,” I said, but continued before she could say anything else. “That was it? Lauren is taking Thomas to hospital? Are you sure it was meant for me? There have to be a lot of dead Bridgets.”

      “She didn’t use your name, she called out to your vibe, your essence. It was definitely meant for you.”

      “Oh, well—”

      “Have to go,” Madame Zorina said. “And answer my damn phone the next time someone calls.”

      “Lauren’s taking Thomas to hospital,” I muttered and replaced the handset. “Lauren’s taking Thomas to hospital.”

      I collected my scattered Post-Its and rearranged them back into their chronological order, checking for a Lauren or Thomas as I went. There was no Lauren or Thomas. I grabbed the copies of the reapers schedules for the past month, wrote on Post-Its of a different colour for each reaper and arranged them above the timeline, keeping the dates as close as I could.

      I sat back and looked at it. It was pretty, but that was about it all it was. It didn’t give any definitive answers about which reaper could be responsible. According to the notes, one guy had said he was killed at the start of the week in mid-July. But what did that even mean? Depending on when you started your months—like was the first week, the first full week or the week with the tail end of June—that was a whole week to ten days block of time. 

      Most of the dates of death had at least a few days give in them. So, depending on how you shuffled the dates, any of the reapers could be the killer or none of them could be. Which meant I still had no concrete yes or no on the reapers guilt for Charon. Although, I supposed they could all be in it together. 

      I got up and paced around my time line.

      “We could do with another couple of months of the reapers schedules.” I spoke like I was talking to my assistant, when I’d been planning an event and I’d hit a snag, talking it out this way always helped. And it was handy to have an assistant to get all the niggling jobs done.

      “Okay.” I spun and began pacing around my timeline in a different direction. “Reapers aside. We have Warren and the scythe. How long did he have it before he gave it to me? Minutes? Days? Months? I can’t see Warren murdering people, though. Not really. And he made a point to tell me not to touch it with my bare hands. I wonder what happens if you do.” I waved that train of thought off since it wasn’t going to help me find our killer. “But how did he get his hands on it in the first place? It’s not like you can just walk into Hades’ ship and take it. And does Hades know it’s missing?” I stopped pacing. “Maybe Hades is the one doing it?” I shook my head. “No, that can’t be right. He doesn’t have his scythe. His scythe is missing. Unless it’s not missing and he’s had it all along. But then who’s scythe did Warren give me?”

      I clapped to focus my attention on the noise and pointed to my imaginary assistant sitting in the visitor’s chair. “Things we know. Tommy is looking for Hades’ missing scythe. Warren gave a scythe of unknown ownership to me to hide. I hid it. Now it’s missing. All the reapers have their scythes because when they’re not using them, they’re tattooed on them. They all showed me their tattoo, so they all have them. So, the only conclusion from this can be that that murders are committed by someone using the missing scythe. Someone who Warren stole it from? Who then stole it back from me?” I shook my head and clapped several times. 

      I pointed to my imaginary assistant. “Scratch that. We’re starting again. How did Warren get the—” I stopped pacing as something struck me. “Lauren. Warren. Lauren. Warren.” A cold shiver danced up my spine. “Taking Thomas to hospital? Is that what she said?” I scanned the desk for the note I’d scribbled while on the phone.  “Lauren says she’s taking Thomas to hospital.”

      A horrible thought began to form in my mind. I grabbed the whistle Oz had given me for emergencies and blew. He appeared in two seconds, scanning the room for danger.

      “Wasn’t sure you’d show,” I said. And I genuinely hadn’t been.

      “You’re still my responsibility.” He pointed to the whistle. “Emergencies only, remember?”

      “Yes,” I stepped out from the desk. “And I do have an emergency.” 

      Oz stared at the rainbow of notes at his feet. “Nothing a broom wouldn’t fix.”

      “It’s not that, that’s a timeline that’s going to crack the case.”

      “Oh, good. I thought you were just littering.”

      “Hey, I know you’re mad, but put that away for a minute.”

       He gestured around the room. “I don’t see an emergency.”

      “I think my friend Warren has been kidnapped or is in some sort of danger, and I think it might be Tommy who’s got him because—”

      “Stop.” Oz waved his hand at me as if that alone would shush me. “Tell me everything. Quickly. From the top. And include all the stuff you’ve left out until now.”

      “Several weeks ago Warren, a friend from my GA meeting asked me to hide a scythe. He wouldn’t tell me anything about it, only that I should hide it so he wouldn’t know where.” I watched Oz’s face for reaction, but it was completely neutral. “So I hid it. Sabrina told me this morning she thinks people have been impersonating people she knows to get info from her, which Edith confirmed—”

      “About the location of the scythe?” Oz asked, and I nodded.

      “After Charon found Isaac—” 

      “Isaac?”

      “The first accidentally reaped guy we found that started all this. After Charon found him, we wanted to check the scythe was where I left it. It wasn’t. But Tommy was there. He said he was looking for Hades' scythe. Asked me if I knew where it was and that I could go back to the IA. Then Madame Zorina just called and said she received a message from someone called Lauren talking about taking Thomas to hospital. I don’t know a Lauren or a Thomas, but she said it was a bad connection. So maybe Lauren was actually Warren and there’s a derelict hospital on the promenade called St Thomas. Warren knows I grew up here, so maybe he’s assuming I’d know it.” 

      “But for Madame Zorina to get a message from Warren, he’d have to be in the room with her,” Oz countered. “So maybe it’s just a wrong number.”

      “Madame Zorina was sure it was meant for me, something to do with energy signatures and Warren may or may not have … abilities, like Madame Zorina.”

      “So, you think Tommy—Tommy—is holding Warren hostage in a view to do what? Beat the truth out of him? Torture him? And that Warren reached out to you to save him?”

      “You might not want to admit it, but if you were in trouble, who would you call?” I asked. 

      “I think that maybe you want this to be true. It would legitimise your idea about your new business.”

      “Okay. Then tell me I’m wrong. Tell me there’s no chance that Tommy, who might I remind you tried to rig the arrivals election, has kidnapped Warren to get his hands on a super powerful weapon, and we’ll go and get ice cream.”

      Oz clicked his tongue several times, almost like a countdown timer to making a decision. “It can’t hurt to check, I suppose. You wait here and I’ll—”

      “Right,” I scoffed. “I called you for backup, not so you could check it out alone.” And I tunnelled before Oz could grab hold of me and lock me up somewhere.
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      I landed on the promenade, staring up at the hospital. The front rooms on the ground level had been converted into shops selling the basic kind of tourist tat. They bustled with families and couples of all ages, despite it being the end of the season. Oz appeared next to me seconds later, grabbed my arm, and tunnelled me back to Madame Zorina’s office. 

      “What are you doing?” I shook off his hold and backed away before he could tunnel me somewhere else that I couldn’t escape from. “You can’t keep me from going.”

      “I wasn’t trying to. I was trying to stop you from announcing our presence,” Oz explained. “What were you planning to do? Walk straight in the front door and ask the first bad guy you saw where they were keeping the hostage?” 

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Honestly, I didn't have a plan. Sabrina usually took care of those things. I adjusted my fringe while avoiding looking him in the eye. “I was just checking things out.” 

      “Uh-huh. Sure.” He fixed me with a flat stare. “Well, how about we check things out a little more covertly?”

      “You’re onboard with the whole hostage thing?” I asked.

      “No, I’m onboard with us not taking any unnecessary risks. With not storming through a bunch of livies. With not blindly walking into a situation that we don’t have an understanding of.”

      “That sounds a lot like you’re onboard with the kidnapping theory.”

      “If you won’t stay here, will you at least follow my lead?” Oz offered me his hand. 

      “Put you between me and the bad guys?” I asked because I wanted to make it clear there was no way I was admitting to letting him take the lead, even if that was technically what he was doing. “Sure.”

      I placed my hand in his and he tunnelled us inside one of the shops on the ground floor of the hospital. He motioned me to follow him to the back of the store while dodging all the customers, which was what I’d planned to do in the first place. When he reached the back wall, he extended his hand to me. I stared at it.

      “What?”

      “Take it.”

      “You want me to hold your hand?” I asked. “What’s wrong? Scared of the dark?”

      “No, of you wandering off.”

      I sighed and slapped my hand into his. I supposed it wasn’t all that much to ask for since he was here checking this out with me. For me. Even though he was angry. His warm fingers closed around my hand. It was as though the contact flipped a switch and suddenly my brain was searching for the last time someone had done that. Sabrina had held my hand a few times when we’d tunnelled, but that was because she was neurotic and terrified of turning into a human fly creature. Maybe Petal had once or twice. But had Michael? The scumbag ex-fiancé? Had he ever held my hand? I couldn’t remember. Surely that was something I should be able to remember? He’d always had his phone in one hand and—I bet he held The Trollop’s hand. 

      Then my brain supplied a memory of my parents holding hands. We were at the beach and they were still together, so I must have been young. It faded into the image of the last time I’d seen them, when they’d remarried after I’d died and they were sitting in the garden. I wished so badly I could’ve been in that moment with them. Not sitting on the sidelines as an invisible ghost. 

      Pins and needles stabbed at my nose again, signalling the onset of tears if I didn’t pull myself together. What the hell was going on with me?

      “Bridget?” I blinked and realised Oz was staring right into my face, still holding my hand. “Are you alright?”

      “Of course.” I shook my head to flick the ends of my ponytail over my shoulder, which gave me a second to blink the tears back. I cleared my throat. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Oz held up our clasped hands. “Because you’re holding on to my hand so tightly, I’m losing the feeling in my fingers.”

      “Let go then.” I tried to shake him off, but he wouldn’t let go.

      He narrowed his eyes at my face without releasing my hand, then turned back to the wall at the back of the shop and misted through it. I followed, knowing that at some point he’d pull me aside and we’d have to talk about it. He was forever wanting to talk about stuff. 

      The space beyond was dim, lit only by the daylight streaming through a door on the far side of the room, and littered with rotten wood and broken cupboards and other random things that I didn’t want to look too closely at. The wallpaper was peeling in uneven strips and there was bird poo everywhere.

      Considering how well maintained the shops were at the front of the building, the decay behind the store fronts seemed strange. Obviously the shops didn't use this area because health and safety violations were everywhere.

      Oz tightened his grip on my hand and pointed to something on the floor by the fireplace to the right, then to a couple more places around the room. I squinted in the dim light. It was a hole. There were holes in the floor? Surely that had to weaken the flooring or structure or something of the shops. It was the same building, after all.

      With cautious steps, he led the way across the room, not letting go of my hand. We made it to the doorway. There was a corridor that led to the right, one to the left and a third ahead, stretching past a wide staircase directly in front. On the walled side of the staircase was a padlocked door. Oz glanced back at me, pressed his finger to his lips, then pointed at the door. I nodded, and we crept toward it. Still holding my hand, he misted his face through the door while I kept lookout. 

      He pulled his face out of the door and pointed down. I assumed that meant there was a staircase that led to the basement. And if I’d kidnapped someone, I’d keep them in the basement of a derelict building too. Oz glanced around us and then back to the door. I could read the indecision on his face. He was wondering where to stash me, if I would let him stash me somewhere, or if he could give me an important sounding job that would get me out of the building.

      I answered all his questions by giving him a gentle nudge toward the door. 

      He pursed his lips at me but nodded and mouthed, “The first sign of trouble—”

      I nodded back at him and nudged him toward the door again. I misted through behind him and probably crowded a little too close to his back as he led the way down the stairs. 

      Our view of the whole basement floor was obstructed by the concrete sides of the stairs and the overhang. There was light coming from somewhere in the basement because I could see the patterns on the concrete floor in front of us, but we weren’t down far enough to see where it was coming from. 

      Oz, using the hand that still held mine, reached and pushed me back as he crept down the last few steps. I didn’t argue. Not because I was happy with him holding me back, but because I didn’t want to make any noise, draw any attention to us and alert the bad guys to our rescue. 

      When he reached the bottom of the steps, he jerked to a halt. I was ready to drag him back out of the way of I didn’t know what when a grunt filled the air. I rushed down the last few steps as quietly as I could and hovered behind him.

      At the far end of the basement, sitting in a pool of light streaming in through one of the basement windows, was Warren. Gagged, tied to a chair and surrounded by pigeons. When Warren saw us, he began wiggling frantically and grunted around the gag, as if we could understand what he was saying. 

      Oz shushed him as we crept across the space, dodging pigeons, pigeon poop, rotten chunks of what looked to me like support beams and other random things. The only way in to the room was through the basement door, at least the only way I could see, and there was definitely no one else in the room. There wasn’t a whole lot of light coming in from the windows, but it was enough to see the sprawling room was empty except for us. 

      When we reached him, Oz didn’t bother to untie Warren or remove the gag, he placed his hand on Warren’s shoulder, grabbed my hand and tunnelled. Or tried to. Nothing happened. I pulled the gag out of Warren’s mouth while Oz tried again. 

      “Didn’t you get my message?” Warren hissed. “I’ve been here for hours.”

      “Message?” I whispered back. “No. We were just out exploring basements in the neighbourhood and happened upon you.”

      Warren screwed up his face. “You can’t tunnel out and you can’t mist out. I told your friend.”

      “We can climb out.” Oz pulled a Swiss Army knife from his pocket and pointed to the narrow windows at street level before he cut through the duct tape securing Warren to the chair. 

      “That’s what? Ten-fifteen feet high?” I asked, staring at the windows. 

      “And they’re likely blocked too,” Warren added.

      “That’s not how blocking works.” Oz pulled Warren up and grabbed the chair. He set it beneath the window, stood on the seat and stretched up. He was a couple of feet short of the ledge. “It blocks you from exiting in a ghostly fashion. We should be able to climb through the window. Why do you think they tied you to the chair?”

      “Probably the same reason they gagged him,” I muttered. “He’s annoying. And ungrateful.”

      “Hey?” Oz beckoned me over to him. “I’m going to boost you up and you’re going to climb through the window.”

      I eyed the distance from the floor to the window. “Yeah, I don’t—”

      “Bridget. You can do this.” Oz beckoned me over then interlaced his fingers to create a stirrup. “Put your foot in, I’ll boost you up.”

      ‘Up to the window that’s twelve feet off the ground?”

      “Yeah, come on.”

      “You’re going to support my entire weight in your hands?” I asked, incredulous.

      “It’s either me lifting you or you lifting me. Which would you prefer?” Oz grinned already knowing there was no way I was lifting him. And not just because that would mean letting him put the sole of the shoe that had been walking through pigeon poop in my hands. “Once you’re out, tunnel home. In the cupboard under the stairs there’s a rope ladder. Tunnel back outside the window and throw it down.”

      “He’s a GB,” I said, gesturing to Warren. “Can’t we just—”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Warren asked.

      Oz straightened up and took my face in his hands. “I didn’t believe you about Warren. I’m sorry. But now I need you to do this. We have to be quick, okay? So we can all get out before they come back.”

      “And if they come back while I’m gone?”

      “The only person who matters to me in this room is you.” Oz let go of my face and interlaced his fingers and bent down again. “So let’s go.”

      I placed my foot in his hands and he boosted me up. I gripped the wall the best I could while he changed the position of his hands, then with one palm under each foot, he lifted me straight up. In an unlikely twist of good fortune, the window opened when I pushed. It wasn’t even latched. These were terrible kidnappers. Although they did tie him to a chair. And the window was twelve feet off the ground. 

      I scrambled through it with no grace at all, getting all sorts of stains on my white jumpsuit. 

      “I’m up,” I called back through the window and tunnelled straight into the back garden. I raced through the kitchen to the closet and grabbed the rope ladder. I turned to run back out to the garden and hesitated. 

      Warren’s kidnappers could’ve shown up the second I left. I hopped from foot to foot in indecision and then I charged up the three flights of stairs to my room and grabbed the stun gun Sabrina had given me. And the pepper spray. I figured it was better to have it and not need it than the other way around. I raced back down the stairs, out of the house and into the garden.

      Before I was even fully solid back outside the basement window, I could hear voices. 

      “Look, I told you. I just wandered into the wrong place,” Oz said in his oh-so-reasonable voice.

      “You just wandered into this basement,” a voice asked. It was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 

      “Yeah, I was doing some urban exploring, and this place looked interested,” Oz continued. “I saw this guy tied to a chair and—”

      “And you untied him?” The voice asked.

      “He was tied to a chair.” Oz maintained his oh-so-reasonable voice. “Wouldn’t you have untied him?”

      I debated dropping the ladder by the window, but decided to take it with me, just in case there were more kidnappers than just this guy and one of them found it. I arranged it on my shoulder so I had both hands free. Hoping it was only the actual room that was blocked, I flipped the lid of the pepper spray up and I tunnelled to the door outside the basement. I landed directly in front of a lanky guy. I didn’t hesitate. I sprayed the pepper spray at his eyes, then jabbed him with the stun gun. 

      He dropped to the ground like a stone. Looking at him on the floor, I had the briefest doubt he was anything to do with the kidnapping, but if he wasn’t, why would he be guarding the door. And if it really was just a coincidence that he was here? Well, now he knew that urban exploring was dangerous. Really, I’d saved his life. He should owe me a favour.

      I misted through the basement door and crept down the steps. 

      “You two stay here.” The familiar voice commanded. He must’ve heard the guy drop to the floor. To be fair, he had been a big guy.  

      “Look, I didn’t mean to get involved in this so,” Oz said. “Whatever this is. If it’s cool, I’m just going to leave and you can carry on—”

      “No, it’s not cool.” The voice was getting closer to me, but the direction of his voice sounded like he was facing Oz and Warren. I peeked down into the room. He was about twenty feet away from me. With a gun. Where did these people find their guns? I had genuinely never seen so many guns until I died.

      “Don’t move,” he warned. Keeping the gun pointed at them as he backed up toward the stairs. I was high enough up on them that the overhang shielded me from his view. But when he got to the bottom …

      I clenched my pepper spray tighter and waited. The shuffling footsteps seemed to take forever to get to me. Then suddenly he was at the bottom of the stairs, his attention still on Oz and Warren. 

      It wasn’t until I saw his profile that I could put a name to the voice.

      “Hey, Val,” I said as I scurried down the last few steps. His head jerked in my direction and I sprayed him in the face with my handy pepper spray. I probably used more than I should, but I didn’t like him. Then, for good measure, I jabbed him with my stun gun. He released his gun and dropped like the other guy.

      Oz was already running toward me as I stood over the second incapacitated kidnapper, silently gloating. Sabrina would be so mad she missed this. 

      “What did I say to you?” Oz asked as he pulled me into a tight hug.

      I lifted my weapons high so I wouldn’t accidentally stun or pepper spray him. Adrenaline made my trigger fingers a little itchy. “That I’m awesome and you wished all your parolees were like me.”

      “No.” He held me at arm’s length. “That was not it.”

      “Are you mad again?” I asked as he shooed me away from the unconscious kidnapper and toward the window.

      “You ask that as if there has ever been a time when I haven’t been mad at you,” he muttered and retrieved the kidnapper's gun from the floor.  

      “Can we go now?” Warren whined and edged toward the window. “Before he wakes up or more of them come.”

      “Thank you for coming to save me, Bridget,” I mocked while tucking my weapons securely away in my pockets, adjusting the ladder on my shoulder and then stepped into Oz’s waiting hands. “You’re the best. I can always count on you.”
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      Minutes later Warren and Oz were sitting at the kitchen table while I made tea. And while it did strike me as a somewhat sexist division of labour, Oz made terrible tea. I placed a mug in front of each of them and sat down with my own.

      “No biscuits?” Warren asked, his teeth chattering, I assumed from the rush of adrenaline from getting rescued and not because he was cold. Although, as rescues went, it hadn’t been all that daring. It had actually been, dare I say it, easy. Though, the way life was going, I was due some good luck.

      “Oh, he’s definitely a friend of yours,” Oz muttered and went to raid the cupboards for biscuits.

      “So?” I asked, waiting for him to explain everything.

      Warren pursed his mouth as if he were trying to speak, but couldn’t decide what to say. Oz offered him a plate of chocolate Hob Nobs and we sat in silence, waiting while Warren ate. When he’d finished one biscuit and reached for another, I slapped his hand away. Patience had never been my virtue.

      “Well?” I pressed

      “Well, what?” Warren asked, his hand snaking out and grabbing another biscuit. 

      “Well, what?” I parroted back. “Are you serious?”

      “Hey.” Oz shushed me gently. “Give him a minute. He was kidnapped.”

      “Uh-huh.” I pointed at Warren, who was happily munching his way through Anna’s packet of chocolate Hob Nobs. “He gave me the scythe to hide. He dragged me into this. Remember? And now he’s been kidnapped, who’s to say they won’t try and kidnap me? Still want to give him a minute?”

      “You dragged you into this,” Oz corrected. “And no one with an ounce of sense would kidnap you.”

      Warren stopped chewing and sipped his tea, his eyes darting from Oz to me and back again. “I can rectify all this if you just give me the scythe back.”

      “You can rectify all what?” Oz asked. 

      “The whole business,” Warren said “All of it. I just need the scythe back. I should never have given it to you in the first place. It was stupid of me. So, can I have it?”

      I winced. “Sure. When we find it.”

      “When you find it?” Warren banged his mug down on the table, tea sloshing over the side. “Don’t you have it? Why don’t you have it? I gave it to you for safekeeping.”

      “Hey. I hid it in the best place I could think of in the moment. Don’t forget you dumped it on me and told me nothing about it. If you had, maybe I’d have hidden it elsewhere. But you didn’t.”

      “Do you know what you’ve done?” Warren shrieked, cradling his head in his hands. “This is a disaster. It’s a disaster!”

      “It’s okay.” Oz patted Warren’s shoulder. “If you tell us what’s happening, we can help you.”

      “You can’t help me!” Warren covered his face with his hands, so his voice came out muffled. “No one can help me now.”

      “You’re such a drama queen.” I pulled his hands away from his face. “Tell us what happened. Where did you get the scythe? How did you get it and why did those guys kidnap you? And aren’t you a GB anyway? Shouldn’t someone be looking for you? I’m pretty sure Officer Leonard runs a tighter ship than that.”

      “And why did you use the medium to get in touch with Bridget?” Oz added.

      Warren stared at him. “If you were in trouble, who would you call?”

      “Told you so,” I muttered. 

      “Me?” Oz asked. “If I was a GB, I’d call my GB friends. But you called Bridget.”

      “Because my GB friends don’t know I’m working for—they don’t know I’m a double agent of sorts.” Warren said with a heap more snark than I was used to seeing from him. He was whiny and sarcastic. But not snarky mean. Though he had just been kidnapped. That might make me snarky mean too.  

      And Warren was not the type of guy I’d expect to be working for the IA. Edith did, but she was morally ambiguous on her good days. And she had enough smarts and confidence in herself to navigate her way through the somewhat dubious waters of the IA. I was pretty sure Warren didn’t. 

      Warren wiped his face with both hands and then clasped them in front of him.

      “A double agent for the IA?” Oz asked.

      “You know about the IA?” Surprise flashed over Warren’s face before being quickly replaced with resignation. “Of course you know about the IA. You’re hip deep in everything.”

      “So they recruited you?” I promoted.

      “They told me it was an initiation of sorts. That I had to get onto this boat and steal a scythe hanging on the wall of the captain’s cabin. I just thought it was sort of a training exercise. I didn’t realise I was actually stealing something of—” Warren rubbed his face again. “It was Hades’ scythe. I stole Hades’ scythe. I didn’t realise until I was trying to get off the boat and overheard a conversation about reapers and their quotas. And I just—I couldn’t give the scythe to the IA. What type of organisation wants you to steal something like that?”

      “So you gave it to me?” I asked. “You stole Hades’ scythe and the very first thing you did was palm it off on me? Without even telling me what it was?”

      “I had to go and tell the IA I couldn’t get it and I could hardly take the scythe with me while I said that, could I?” Warren shot back.

      “What if he had come after me?” I asked. “Did you stop and think about that for a second before you threw me to Hades?”

      “None of that matters now because you’ve lost the scythe anyway.” Warren slapped his hand on the table and pointed at me. “Do you know what happens now? Do you? Do you realise how powerful that scythe is? What it can do? We need to get it back. We need to get it back now. Do you have any idea where it is?”

      “Why did the IA kidnap you?” I asked Warren. There was something about this whole situation that just wasn’t adding up for me.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Because they thought I’d stolen the scythe, even though I’d told them I couldn’t. And they wanted to know where it was.” Warren placed his palms flat on the table and looked at me. “Do you have any idea where it is? We need to get it before they do. If they get to it first—”

      “I’m sure it will be apocalyptic,” I said. “Can we talk about why they tied you up in a basement? In a derelict hospital that any ghost, or human for that matter, could walk into? Or why they left you unguarded with windows you could climb out of instead of taking you to the IA headquarters? And Tommy does his homework, so he must know you’re a medium, right? And that you could've contacted anyone.”

      “Did they beat you?” Oz squinted at Warren as he looked for any signs of injury. “And why kidnap you at all? They haven’t kidnapped Sabrina and if they think Bridget hid the scythe, then they know Sabrina knows where it is.”

      “I—I—I don’t know.” Warren shook his head, then grasped my hand. “What if they set it up, so you’d come and rescue me? So you’d lead them straight to the scythe? Do you have any leads? We need to get to it before those guys you knocked out wake up and follow us.”

      “When did they grab you?” I asked, extricating my hand from Warren’s grasp.

      “Some time this morning.” Warren stood up and bounced on the spot. “Can we go now? I don’t want to end up back in another basement with no one to rescue me.”

      “Sure.” I nodded and tapped the table. “Just hear me out and then we’ll go and get the scythe.”

      “I knew you’d keep it safe.” Warren sat back down at the table and watched me expectantly.

      “Here’s my problem with this. I met Tommy at the museum where I originally hid the scythe this morning. So now he knows it’s not where it was.”

      “They must have grabbed me right after that,” Warren said. “When they realised that they weren’t going to find it that way.”

      “And they held you in the basement the whole time?” I asked and Warren nodded. “Yeah. Okay. My problem with that is you were taken this morning, but you called for help in the middle of the afternoon. The real Warren would’ve called me in seconds. That’s if he’d have contacted me at all because when he gave me the scythe to hide, I had the distinct impression he’d have rather died than give up its location to you and the rest of the IA.” Okay, so that last bit wasn’t exactly true but the fake Warren didn’t know that. And at this point, I was about forty percent sure it was a fake Warren. “But you contacted me in the middle of the afternoon. When I was alone. Tommy has all of his fingers on all the possible pulses of the afterlife, so there’s no way he didn’t know that I'd been fired. I wouldn't be surprised if he were watching us, so he waited until Madame Zorina and Edith were out of the way too.”

      “You think he lured you there?” Oz asked.

      “And made Val the kidnapper. I know him from my super brief stint with them. In fact, apart from Tommy, he’s probably the only face from the IA I would remember.”

      “What?” Warren looked from me to Oz and back again. “I am the real Warren. What are you talking about?”

      Oz threw the fastest and easily the best punch I had even seen in real life. It connected with Warren’s jaw. The force of the blow knocked Warren off the chair and onto the floor. The prone form lay still and unconscious. The form of a man in his forties, completely bald, with no face piercings and in a grey jumpsuit. 

      “I’m glad you were right because that could’ve gone very wrong,” Oz said as he shook out his fist. 

      I eyed Oz. “You are you? Right?” 

      “Your first night here, you tried to climb over the fence because I called you fat.”

      “And then you mutilated my shoes.” I scowled at him. “I’ve still not forgiven you for that.”

      “It was actually a pretty clever idea,” Oz said, staring down at the man. “They use a guy you know from the IA as the kidnapper, you think you’ve saved Warren, he asks you for the scythe, you give it to him.”

      “Yeah, except I’ve never known anything to be that easy. And where’s Warren?” I asked. “The real Warren. Surely they wouldn’t impersonate him without knowing? I could’ve been with him when fake Warren called.”

      “I don’t know.” Oz stared down at the guy. “What are we going to do with him?”

      “I think we should turn him over to Officer Leonard. Explain that Val kidnapped him.” Since Val had impersonated a GB, I knew that would make Officer Leonard happy. “I mean, it’s not like we can tie him up and keep him locked in our basement forever.” 

      The man on the floor groaned and covered his face with his hands. “What happened?”

      “Do you think they really have Warren?” I rolled the still groaning man onto his front and quickly hog-tied him with a piece of ribbon I kept in my pocket. It was a habit I’d picked up from Sabrina and regularly surprised me by how useful it was.

      Oz watched me complete the perfect and secure hog tie in less than half a minute. “I’m uncomfortable with how comfortable you are at typing people up.” 

      I rolled the guy onto his side and gently tapped his face. He blinked at me.

      “Hi. Do you know where Warren is?”

      “I’m Warren.”

      “No, you were impersonating Warren and then my parole officer punched you in the face. Now you’re whoever you are. But where’s Warren?”

      The man tried to sit up but realised he was tied up. Any grogginess faded, and he wriggled harder.

      “Let me go!”

      “Absolutely.” Oz crouched next to me. “When you tell us where Warren is.”

      “I don’t know where he is?” The man grunted as he tried to get free. Abruptly he stopped and gently twisted one wrist. “Did you—is this ribbon?”

      “Yes. It’s more gentle on the wrists than twine in case you have to tie someone up whose guilt you're not certain of and looks much less conspicuous if you have to empty your pockets. Now, where’s the real Warren?”

      “I don’t know. We don’t know. He was sent to get the scythe, and we never saw him again.”

      “You mean he’s avoiding you?” Oz asked. 

      “No, I mean he’s missing.” Not Warren stressed. “He’s gone.”

      “He’s not missing. I saw him at my GA meeting last night.”

      “No, you saw me at the meeting.”

      “You’ve been impersonating Warren for—” When had he given me the scythe? “Weeks. You’ve been impersonating him for weeks? Why?”

      “Because we assumed he got caught stealing the scythe and we couldn’t explain his absence. There would have been questions.”

      I stood and beckoned Oz to the far side of the kitchen. “If they didn’t see him after they sent him for the scythe—”

      “It means you were likely the last one to see him,” Oz finished. 

      “Do you think those guys are still at the hospital?” I asked.

      “You want to send Leonard there?” 

      “Pretty sure he’d be happy to get his hands on Val. Can you call him?” I asked. 

      "What are you going to do?"

      “I want to visit Hades. See what the what is about his scythe.” I glanced back at the man on the floor. “Admittedly, I was with Charon at the time, but Hades made no mention of a missing scythe. And, since the accidentally-on-purpose reapings started long before Warren ever gave me the scythe, we have two problems to solve. Find Hades’ scythe. Work out who’s responsible for killing all these folks. And find Warren. Three problems,” I corrected myself.

      “Okay, I’ll dump this guy on Leonard, then go back to Madame Zorina’s and see if I can make anything of your timeline? Are you going to ask Charon to come with you? I’d offer but …”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure he’ll let me tunnel there, but I’m certain he won’t let you. And I don't want to involve Charon just yet. I might be able to get more out of him alone.” 

      “Do you think he knows something about Warren?”

      “Well, if it really was Hades’ scythe Warren stole, that’s not something he’d want getting out, is it?”

      “Bridget—”

      “I know. I’ll be super careful. And I’m a representative of Charon. After what he did to Hades last time. There’s no way Hades will chance doing anything to me.” 

      I hoped.
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      After being held in a weird sort of tunnelling limbo for nearly half a minute, I landed with a thud, face down on hard linoleum floor. I was pretty sure my lack of a graceful entrance wasn't because of my poor tunnelling skills, more like someone on this end had tripped me up. I wasn’t exactly sure how that happened during tunnelling, but what I didn’t know about the afterlife could fill an ocean. Or two.

      “Here.” Benny offered me a hand, his white shirt cuff peeking out from the hem of his red velvet tuxedo. 

      “What happened?” I took it and let him help me up, then rubbed everything that hurt. 

      “My fault. Sorry.” Benny winced, apologetically. “Normally, we don’t allow visitors, but you’re working with Charon, then I had to get permission and—” He waved the explanation away. “Anyway. Sorry. So what are you doing back here?”

      “Couple of things.”

      “Okay. Any of those I can help with?” 

      “Maybe. First, and this is nothing to do with anything, but what is this black stuff?” I gestured to a perfectly uninterrupted surface of the black not-water surrounding the ship.

      “Ooze.”

      “Ooze?” I repeated, hoping that I’d misheard.

      “Yep.” Benny nodded. “Ooze.”

      “Of course it is. What else would it be?”

      “It’s so people don’t jump overboard.” Benny gestured around the ship. “There’s no way you’d survive in that. Which is probably why Hades threatens to throw people into it all the time.”

      “He is quite the charmer,” I agreed, and Benny smiled but said nothing. “And when you say people––I didn't think this was an open venue, so––.”

      “Oh, the reapers.” He pointed to the double doors in the deep end wall of the swimming pool. “They can’t tunnel, so they come in that way. And if it’s a new reaper, sometimes they find this whole thing unnerving.”

      “I can imagine.” I scanned the ship. If I was Hades, I’d have the fanciest ballroom or maybe a funhouse obstacle course. With a ball pit. That would be amazing. Clean the pool up and turn it into—

      “Bridget?” Benny drew my attention back to him.

      “Right. Does Hades have a scythe?”

      All expression dropped from Benny’s face. “Of course.”

      “Can I see it?” 

      Benny hesitated. “It’s in Hades' office and I’m not allowed in there when he’s not present.”

      “But you’ve seen it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Recently?”

      Benny looked at me out of the corner of his eyes. “What’s this about? Is it to do with that poor accidentally reaped man?”

      I seesawed my hand. “Indirectly. What about a guy about my height? Short black hair, lots of facial piercings?” 

      “Possibly.” Benny shrugged one shoulder and then the other. “We have a lot of reapers coming and going so—”

      “Bridget!” Hades appeared directly in front of me, dressed exactly the same as he had been yesterday. He stretched his arms wide as if to wrap me in a hug and knocked Benny to the side. 

      I pulled the pepper spray from my pocket and aimed it at his face. “That’s close enough.”

      “I’d heard you were feisty.” Hades licked his lips. “But, there’s no need for that. I assume you’re here with an update and to fully exonerate us from any wrongdoing. Typical, my brother isn’t the one here to apologise.”

      “I’m not here to update or exonerate you.” I lowered my pepper spray hand. “I have more questions for you.”

      “You—” Hades placed a hand over his heart, glanced to Benny and then focused back on me. “You have more questions? For me? You’re here to question me?”

      “Yes. Now, I’d prefer to do this in your office, it’s probably better if we have some privacy from all the comings and goings.” I gestured around the deserted ship and then to the door on the far side of the deck that led indoors. “Shall we?”

      “Oh, we shall.” Hades turned his back on me and sauntered across the deck of the ship. “Come along now.”

      Hades held one of the doors to the inner deck of the ship open and gestured for me to go ahead of him. As I passed, he placed a hand on my left shoulder and the setting changed. Much the same way as when Charon tunnelled me somewhere. Except Hades was not as good. It was a jerky movement, like someone just learning to drive.

      We appeared in an office with blood red walls, a black leather-looking sofa to the left and an enormous black desk directly in front of me. The walls were covered with paintings and a variety of other things, but what caught my attention was the scythe mounted on the wall behind the desk. I stared at it, trying to figure out if it was the same one Warren had asked me to hide. But that had been weeks ago, and honestly, it wasn’t as though it had any distinguishing features.

      “Do you like it?” Hades asked when he noticed my attention. He sidled around the desk and drew the tip of his finger across the blade. 

      “Is it yours?”

      Hades frowned at me. “Of course, it’s mine.”

      “You’re sure?” I pressed. “It’s not just a replica?”

      “I think I know my own scythe.” Hades narrowed his eyes at me. “Why do you ask?” 

      “I met a guy this morning who said that your scythe was missing, and he was looking for it.” All of which was technically true. 

      “You met a guy this morning?” Hades echoed. “Who said my scythe was missing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Who was this guy?”

      I shrugged. “Didn’t give me his name.” Again, technically true. 

      “Didn’t give you his name, you say. And he said my scythe was missing?” Hades tapped his chin with the same finger he’d drawn across the blade. “That’s interesting. What did this nameless man look like?”

      “About my height. Short black hair. Lots of facial piercings.”

      Hades focused intently on me. Almost as if he were worried if he looked away, he might unintentionally let something slip with the direction of his gaze. Finally he focused on his desk, placing both hands flat on the surface and easing into his chair.

      “Have you seen him?” I asked.

      Hades closed his eyes and shook his head. “I have not. Though should you come across him again, I would very much like to meet him. And explain, in explicit terms, the damage slander can do to a man’s reputation.”

      “Well, it’s not really slander if it’s true, is it?” I asked.

      Hades’ pressed his mouth into a hard line, he steepled his fingers and stared at me over the roof of them. He spoke in a crisp tone, biting off each word. “I don’t like what you’re implying.”

      “Oh, I’m not implying anything. Someone stole your scythe.” I gestured to the weapon behind him. “So either that’s a fake or you got it back. And if you got it back, I need to know how.” 

      “You need to know how.” Hades repeated the same sharp tone.

      “Yes, I need to know how. Because nigh on a hundred people have been accidentally reaped and I need to know whether it was with your scythe or not. If it was, it changes the suspect pool.”

      Hades squinted at me. All fake calm extinguished. “Over a hundred people?”

      “Can you please stop repeating everything I say?” 

      Hades waved at me. “A hundred accidental reapings is impossible. It’s flat out impossible.”

      “Why don’t you tell that to the hundred accidentally reaped folks I shoved onto The Bus of Death this afternoon. I’m sure they’ll be happy to hear that.”

      A smarmy smile spread over Hades’ face and he pointed at me. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m really not.”

      “You are. You think you can get me to admit to some wrongdoing and force me from office. Charon never liked me. He’s always been intimidated by me.”

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure he’s not. And he currently doesn’t know about the missing scythe mishap. If you’d like to keep it that way, I suggest you answer my questions. If we can resolve this between us, he’ll never need to know.” Which was obviously a lie because as soon as we’d found the culprit, I was telling Charon about the scythe and my part in it. 

      Hades was silent for several long moments. But I guess he realised that he was better off taking the chance that I might not tell Charon than me running away to tell him immediately.  

      “If it had been stolen, and I’m not saying it was.” Hades stood and turned his back to me. He stroked the blade again. “If it was stolen, it was only out of my sight for mere minutes. It’s a part of me. I could find it in a pile of scythes.”

      “Minutes?”

      “Minutes. Nowhere near long enough to reap one person, never mind a hundred.”

      “And hypothetically, you would’ve been drawn to it, wherever it was, and brought it back here?” 

      “Again, hypothetically, yes.” 

      “To reiterate, it wasn’t out of your possession for longer than a few minutes?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And where did you find it?”

      “Hypothetically, I found it discarded on the top shelf of a museum storeroom.”

      Well, that was where I’d left it. And if it had only been out of Hades' possession for minutes that meant some random ghost couldn’t have stolen it and killed over a hundred people. Not that the timelines necessarily matched up, anyway. That’s if Hades was telling the truth.

      “And this was the only time it had been misplaced.”

      Hades fixed me with a hard stare. “The only time.”

      “Well, that means I have good news and bad news.”

      “Oh, do share.”  

      “This means you’re off the hook for all these murders. But that means it was one of the reapers so—”

      “My reapers don’t break the rules. My reapers obey the laws of the universe. My laws.”

      “Clearly that’s not true. How many reapers do you oversee?”

      Hades bit the words out again. “They do not step out of line.”

      “You know, this will go a lot more smoothly if you just answer my questions.” I smiled at him. It was my professional smile. I’d not had occasion to use it in so very long. But it clearly said, you will do what I ask, and you will do it now. Or there will be consequences. “How many reapers do you have?”

      “I oversee roughly a hundred thousand reapers.” He tried to return my smile with his own version, but his was weak. 

      “A hundred thousand reapers?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if that sounded like a lot or far too few. “In Scarborough or the world.”

      “I’m Hades. The world is my responsibility. Not just that measly little town.” He made a shooing motion. “My reapers each reap two to three souls a day. It adds up.”

      “And there are five in Scarborough? Reaping two to three people a day?”

      Hades shrugged. “It’s a retirement town.”

      “Wow. That’s—wow.” Suddenly I had an idea that I might need to scare my parents out of town. “Can any reaper come into this area?” I was hoping there would be some type of bar preventing any reaper coming in, otherwise we were in serious trouble. 

      “Of course. We don’t fence people in.”

      “So any of your reapers could’ve come to Scarborough and killed these people?” Even as I said it, that didn’t sound right. The deaths had been over a sustained period of months. It had to be local. Unless they could travel like a ghost. But they couldn’t because Benny had already told me that. Even so, why would they travel to Scarborough to kill people? Yes, it was a retirement town, but surely London would’ve been a better bet. A hundred deaths would easily get lost in that mass of people. Unless it was specifically about these people? 

      Hades snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Why ask a question if you’re not going to listen to the answer?” I’d not even seen him move from behind his desk. “I said, yes, anyone could’ve come to Scarborough, but they didn’t. No one from a different area has been here in over a year.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know where all my reapers are. At all times.”

      “You know where a hundred thousand people are. At all times?” That sound like a ridiculous brag.

      “I’m Hades. I’m responsible for them.” 

      “Okay. That’s creepy, but helpful. Can you write a list of the whereabouts of all your Scarborough based reapers for the past two months?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.” Hades gestured to me. “I already gave you a list of their assignments.”

      “I know, but I need their exact whereabouts.”

      “I know where they are now, I don’t keep detailed records of their movements other than their assignments.” He leaned toward me. “There’s a hundred thousand of them.”

      “So only the five reapers I met last night have been in Scarborough in the past several months.”

      “Yes, but it can’t have been my reapers." Hades shook his head. “It simply wasn’t them. They are well versed in the dire consequences of an accidental reaping. None of them would intentionally kill someone. Let alone a hundred someones.”

      “I’d like the assignment list for this coming week.”

      “I can’t give you that.” He spat at me. “It’s confidential.”

      “And I’ll keep that confidence. But I need it. So?” I motioned for him to hand it over. He didn’t. “I mean, I can always call Charon if you need his okay to show me.” 

      He ran his tongue over his teeth and sneered at me. He yanked a desk drawer open and slapped down a schedule. “For this week.”

      “Who else has access to this?”

      “No one. I get the main list and divide the names up.”

      “So, no one else has access to the list? At all? At any point?”

      Hades threw his hands up. “Why do you need me to answer every question twice?”

      “Because I want to make sure that I fully understand what you’re saying, so it’s iron clad if I were to catch you in a lie.”

      “If you were—” Hades’ hands curled into claws on the desk. Almost as if he were trying to cling on to his patience. Or was imagining the desk was my neck. “I am the only person who has access to that list. I get the list. I divide the names. I seal the envelopes. I hand them personally to the reapers.”

      “You hand out over a hundred thousand lists every day?” That just did not sound like a real thing.

      “No.” Hades spoke through gritted teeth. “We plan anything from a month to two months in advance.”

      “Okay. And your reapers can’t make amendments?”

      “It’s not me. It’s not my reapers. I would never tamper with the balance in such a way. They would never do something so reckless.”

      “If it’s not you, the only other explanation is it’s one of them. Or Benny.”

      "That idiot? He can't even introduce me properly and you think he's killing hundreds of people. Who else do you have on your suspect list?” Hades asked. 

      "That's it," I said with a shrug. "You, him or them."

      "It's not me, Benny doesn't have a scythe, and it's not my reapers. It's not any of us."

      “Is there any way to get a reaping history from a scythe?” I'd already asked Benny, but I wanted to see if Hades would tell me a different story.

      Hades shook his head. “Find me a different suspect. It wasn’t my reapers.” 

      “You know what would help?” I hedged. 

      “Do tell me.” 

      “If you could assemble those five reapers again this evening.”

      “They’re working.”

      “So am I.”

      “Sure.” Hades showed me his teeth as he peeled his fingers off the desk. “Anything for you, Bridget.” Then, before I could ask anymore questions, Hades made a shoving gesture at the air in front of me and expelled me from his ship.
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      I was stretched out on the grass a good distance away from the fort, staring at the sky when Sabrina strolled up. 

      “How was your day?” Sabrina eased down onto the grass. The evenings were getting colder. Soon we wouldn’t be able to sit outside and talk at all and would hurry inside to our GA meetings like all the other well-adjusted ghosts. It felt as if the universe were conspiring to cage me.

      “I have had a day.”

      “Since lunch time?” Sabrina asked. “How much could’ve happened in that tiny window of time?”

      “I made a timeline of the killings which possibly discounted or pointed to each reaper as the killer depending on how you arranged the dates, then Madame Zorina got a message from Warren saying he’d been kidnapped, so Oz and I went to rescue him from Val and the IA. Only it wasn’t Warren, it was some guy who’d been pretending to be Warren for weeks now because they haven’t seen Warren since they asked him to steal the scythe. Then I went to visit Hades, whose scythe is mounted on the wall behind his desk and not being used as our murder weapon. He admitted that it was stolen, but only out of his possession for minutes. There are around a hundred thousand reapers in the world, but in the past few months, when the murders have been occurring, only our five reapers have been here. In Scarborough.” I lifted my head to look at her. “How was your afternoon?”

      She shrugged. “I filed some stuff.”

      “Cool.” I lay back down on the grass and stared up at the cloudy sky. Sabrina nudged my foot.

      “So?”

      I pushed myself to a sitting position. “You want it again from the top?”

      “Please.”

      So I explained again, but in more detail. 

      “You going to tell Charon about Hades having his scythe stolen?”

      “Oh, boy, am I going to tell Charon.” I nodded. “But first we need to find out who’s reaping people.”

      “Well, if Hades’ scythe was only out of his possession for seconds, and he’s right that no other reaper came into Scarborough, then it has to be one of the reapers,” Sabrina said. She frowned at my expression. 

      “You didn’t hear how they talked about people being accidentally reaped. Like, they genuinely seemed to believe it would bring about the apocalypse.” 

      “All of them?” She asked, and I nodded. “The timeline you made didn’t narrow it down?”

      I shook my head. “Not everyone who was reaped was clear on when it happened. For some there was a possible window as long as ten days. And then depending on where on the timeline you plotted their deaths …”

      Sabrina blew out a breath. “So, we’re saying that we’ve narrowed it down to being one of the five reapers you met, but we’re no clearer to who because of the squiffy timeline, but also that it couldn’t be any of the reapers you met because they’re all scared of bringing about the apocalypse?”

      “Exactly. And I don't think it's Hades because I doubt that man would put the effort in to swing a scythe once, let alone a hundred times. And it can't be Benny because he doesn't have a scythe at all. But on the upside—”

      “There’s an upside?” Sabrina muttered.

      “We have eliminated every ghost everywhere as a suspect because we now know where Hades' scythe is.”

      “That is a pretty big upside,” Sabrina agreed. “Unless he’s lying. You really don't think he could be the one reaping people?”

      “Seems a bit of a dumb move if he is,” I said. “He’s the one in charge of the reapers, so regardless of whether he reaps them or one of his reapers does, he’s still going to get the blame. And I can’t really see the point. Like, the end game of it all.”

      “And we’re sure all of those people were accidentally reaped?” Sabrina pressed.

      “They all had a weird golden halo. I’ve never seen it on a newly transitioned before.”

      “Well, in between all my filing, I checked all the different rooms and collections of info we have and I couldn’t find any files on your reapers. Or Hades. Or that Benny fellow. Though there really isn’t that much I can do with a first name, especially when I only have the shortened version of it.”

      “There was nothing on the reapers? At all?” 

      Sabrina shook her head. “They must store that information somewhere else. Maybe the bureau doesn’t have a copy at all. Maybe only Hades has that info.”

      “Well, that sucks.”

      “Okay, the plan from here is to get exact times of death for our plethora of dead folks, or as narrowed as we can. Also to see if there’s any connection between our dead people and any of the reapers. And I think we should shadow the reapers.” Sabrina shushed me before I could complain. “I know Charon only gave you until tonight to work it out, but maybe one of them will do something dumb and—”

      Excited chatter drifted over to us from the open doors of the fort. 

      “Are they all coming out?” I asked. “I hope it’s not a field trip.”

      “What’s going on?” Sabrina called over to Alibie, the two women who I still could not tell which one was Debbie and who was Alison. 

      “Meeting’s cancelled,” the blonde said. 

      “The GBs came to get Eleanor. They needed to talk to her about a group member,” the brunette added. 

      “I think it’s that boy with all the metal in his face.” The blonde poked herself in the face in all the places Warren had piercings. “He’s not here tonight, and he’s been weird for weeks.”

      “Thanks,” Sabrina waved at them then lowered her voice as she spoke to me. “Clearly, I don’t give those two snoops enough credit. I didn’t notice anything different about Warren.”

      I watched as all the members of our GA meeting tunnelled away. “Where do you think Warren is?”

      “I’d say the IA had done away with him but that doesn’t really line up if they’re faking a kidnapping and impersonating him.”

      “Isn’t that what you’d do if you’d killed someone? Impersonate him so folks would still think he’s alive?”

      “Yeah, but only for a week, tops,” Sabrina said. “The longer you impersonate someone, the more likely you are to mess up and get caught out. You would hit it hard and fast. Make him appear unbalanced, suicidal, and then disappear. Leaving everyone to suspect you’d killed yourself.”

      I stared at her. “There are days I find you so disturbing.”

      “The only reason I can think that they impersonated him this long—”

      I grabbed her arm. “They can’t have been impersonating since the scythe incident. At least not the whole time. Remember, he asked if it was safe? That was days after I’d hidden it. And you asked if we were being followed because of him. Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. And if that had been the fake Warren, surely they’d have just asked us for it.”

      “So he was still him, for a little bit afterward. Then when did they switch him out? And why?”

      “Let’s leave that puzzle for now.” Sabrina frowned at the doorway of the fort. “We have no real information on it and nothing but supposition. That’s tomorrow’s problem. Let’s do something today that will get us closer to finding which reaper is killing everyone.”

      “We have to go home first. I have to loop Oz in on this and we could do with him and the others watching our suspects while we snoop.”

      “Won’t they still have their GA meetings?” Sabrina asked as she got to her feet and brushed any dirt from her jumpsuit.

      “Oh, yeah.” I sighed and got to my feet. “Still need to tell Oz though.”

      Sabrina offered me her hand, but I hesitated in taking it. “What?”

      “If I start up an agency or organisation or something of some sort, would you really come and work with me?”

      “In a heartbeat. These last few months with you? Best months of my life. The being murdered and re-educated bit wasn’t a heap of fun, nor is spending my days filing, but on balance? Best time of my life and afterlife combined.” Sabrina frowned at me. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Guess I’m just a little insecure about it because I’m not sure what we’re actually going to do. I don’t know what powers we’ll have or if we’ll take cases, a bit like Madame Zorina or if it’s going to—”

      “What happened to—” Sabrina flipped her imaginary hair over her shoulder, pouted at me and put on a husky voice. “Watch me.”

      “I didn’t do that.”  I pursed my lips at her and lightly punched her shoulder. “I’m just not exactly sure what we’re going to do.”

      “We’re going to help people.” Sabrina stated it with such certainty. “That’s what we do now, we help people. So that’s what we’re going to do, only without having to dodge the authorities the whole time because we’ll be doing it legally. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      "And I knew you were a little squiffy on the whole thing, so I did a little snooping about what it takes to start your own business." She shook her head. "Practically nothing. I think it's something to do with how zombified everyone here is. No one is alert enough to want to do it, so they haven't bothered to overcomplicate it. It's a straightforward process. You need three references. A current or previous employer, law enforcement and your parole officer. That's it. All of which you have covered, right? With Alex and Officer Leonard."

      "That seems far too easy."

      "I know, right? So I double checked, and that's all we need. Let's just take the win. Now let’s go and get your honey and snoop around a police station."

      “He’s not my honey.” I reached out and took her hand. “Please don’t ever call him that again.”

      “He should be. You fight like a married couple.”

      “We fight like he thinks he’s responsible for me and doesn’t realise he isn’t,” I said and tunnelled us before she could say anything else.

      We landed on the lawn of my house. Officer Leonard and Oz, who were both standing on the patio, faced us.

      “If this is a bad time.” I gestured over my shoulder, implying we could leave.

      “Not at all, Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard beckoned us over. 

      “It's as if the universe is conspiring to make this happen.” Sabrina shoved me ahead. "Ask him about the reference."

      “It's funny you should mention that," Officer Leonard said. "Ms Sway’s parole officer was just asking for that very thing.”

      “He was?” I glanced at Oz but gleaned nothing from his bland expression. 

      “He was. Apparently you have an idea about creating an organisation to aid the disenfranchised?”

      “I do. We do.” I gestured to Oz and Sabrina. “We’re going to help people.”

      Officer Leonard gave me his amenable smile. “I shall have my recommendation with your parole officer first thing tomorrow morning.” He nodded at me, then at Oz as if he were about to leave.

      “Oh, Officer Leonard?” I called just before he tunnelled. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Warren is, would you?”

      “Warren?” He asked.

      “Yeah, about so tall,” I held my hand up to measure someone around my height. “Dyed black hair, lots of facial piercings. The guy who Oz handed over was pretending to be.”

      Officer Leonard shook his head. “I don’t." 

      “Oh. Why did a couple of GBs take Eleanor then?”

      “I would assume that if he were missing, one might wish to chat to his GA leader and his friends to locate him. If you were to find him …” Officer Leonard let that sentence trail off. 

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “I would appreciate that, Ms Sway. Now, if there’s nothing else?"

      “Thank you. For writing me a recommendation,” I called.

      “I very much look forward to a mutually beneficial working relationship.” He gave me a nod as he tunnelled away. 

      I stared at the space where he’d been standing. “Did anyone else just get the vibe he thought we were going to be at the GBs’s beck and call?” 

      “They can beck and call all they want,” Sabrina said. “Our organisation will be entirely separate.”

      “Since our GA meeting was cancelled we’re going to check the police computer system to see if our victims are connected,” I told Oz. “I wanted to stop by here first and let you know.”

      Oz nodded. “That’s very responsible of you.”

      I nodded back but didn’t say anything. The silence stretched between us.

      “Wow, okay. This is really awkward,” Sabrina said with a wince, and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m going to head to the police station and make a start. You come when you—whatever.” Sabrina disappeared.  

      “How is she going to get on the police system?” Oz asked.

      “We—She has a detective’s password from another time, so I assume she’s going to try that.”

      “Of course, she does.”

      “You asked Officer Leonard for a recommendation for me?”

      “Well, you can’t just start a business. It sounds like Sabrina already explained. You need a recommendation from me, one from law enforcement and one from a previous employer. I’ve already got one from Alex for you, mine’s written so we’re just waiting on Leonard.”

      “You wrote a recommendation for me?” I asked. “So you support this now?”

      Oz sighed. “I don’t not support it, I just—I’m concerned. You flit from job to job and while that’s an issue, it’s an issue that only really affects you. If you start this business or organisation and then decide it’s not for you, you’ll have dragged all your housemates and Sabrina, and Edith into it with you. It’s not just your life you’re messing with anymore.” 

      “You think I’m flighty?”

      “I’ve been doing this for a long time, Bridget. A long time. And I have never seen anyone start up a business. And you don’t listen to rules. And when you do pay attention, you see them as things to break, not things that are there to keep you safe. And then, your housemates?” He shook his head. 

      “But you’ll be there to keep everyone more or less on the straight and narrow.”

      “I’ll be where?”

      “You’ll—” I glanced around the garden as I realised I’d never actually broached the topic with him. I just assumed he knew.

      “I’ll be what?”

      “Well, you’ll be … working with us. Won’t you?” I held up my hand before he could say no. “You’d still be a parole officer, but you’d be working with us, right? I mean, I can’t single-handedly parent my five housemates.” Oz didn’t say anything. “And, y’know, you’re the only one who really knows the rules of this place. And you’re a man and what if another man comes to us with a problem, but isn’t happy that we’re all women? Yes, that’s sexist but some men are idiots, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t help them.” I stopped to think about that. “Or maybe that’s exactly what it means. Survival of the smartest.” I waved that off before my tangent escalated. Oz still wasn’t speaking. “But, basically. What I’m saying is, I assumed you would be there.”

      “You assumed I would be there?”

      “I can’t do it all by myself. I thought you’d know that you would be part of it. Should I have explained that?”

      Oz hesitated. “It can’t be like it’s been. We’ll make the safety rules together, but I’ll have the final say, simply because I’m responsible for the safety and well-being of all of you.  That is my main concern. As long as you can accept that, then yes. I would be honoured to be part of this new venture.”

      “I can work with that.” I exhaled a breath I didn’t even realise I’d been holding. “Now let’s go and break some rules.”
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      “Anything?” I asked Sabrina as I wandered across the deserted office. I’d had to scour what felt like the entire building before I’d found her.

      “Something and nothing,” Sabrina didn’t look up from the computer.

      “You know they mean opposite things, right?” I asked, pulling up a chair and sitting next to her.

      Sabrina glanced away from the computer long enough to purse her lips at me. “I have something in that all the names I’ve checked so far have criminal records. But I have nothing in that there is no connection between them or any of the reapers.” Sabrina looked up from the computer screen again and checked behind me. “No Oz?”

      “He’s waiting for my housemates. How many names have you got left to check?”

      “A lot but—” Sabrina clicked around on the computer to shut the screen down while nodding at something over my shoulder. I turned in time to dodge a slightly overweight ginger-haired man with a baby face heading for us. 

      He paused in front of the desk and directed a quizzical look at the second chair, which gave me and Sabrina enough time to climb out of the chairs and get out of his way. 

      “But?” I asked as we moved to the middle of the office while the baby-faced ginger man settled at his desk. I gestured around, asking which computer she wanted to use next. 

      “But I think I have enough to make some suppositions.” She walked to the computer three desks over, we’d have our backs to the wall and a great view of the office. I wondered why she hadn’t picked this one first, and then I saw the state of the desk. It was littered with papers.

      “Who lives like this?” I asked, subtly collecting all the papers together and neatening them into one big pile while keeping an eye on Baby Face to ensure he wasn’t watching. 

      “You’ve probably just destroyed hours of someone’s organisation,” she said as she sat at the desk and started tapping the keys.

      “Well, if that’s how they organise, they deserved it. Were you about to tell me you know who was doing this?”

      “Not exactly,” Sabrina said as she signed into the police system again. “I’d like to have checked all the names and spent a lot longer on this before I point the finger.”

      “Except for Charon wants an answer tonight or a bunch of folks die, so what do you have Sherlock?”

      "Do you think he'll really kill all those reapers?"

      "I think he's unpredictable, so it's best not to chance it." I motioned for her to tell me what she had.

      “I don’t like being rushed,” Sabrina held up her hand. “But I think I know who the killer is.”

      “What? Who?”

      “I think it’s Batman.”

      I stared at her, waiting for her to add something to that statement that would help it make any sort of sense. She didn’t. “Batman?”

      She nodded. “Batman.”

      “That’s—you mean …” I grasped for a logical explanation. “Like, an alias for one of the reapers. Or a street name?”

      “No, no.” Sabrina shook her head, serious expression on her face. “I think it’s Batman.”

      “Okay. I’m sending you back to Mendall so they can fix you. So they can undo whatever they did and make you normal again.”

      “Of the twenty or so cases I’ve been able to check so far, about half of the accidentally reaped people were possibly committing some sort of crime when they died, but all of them have criminal records.” 

      “Okay. First, that’s twenty out of a hundred—”

      “Yeah, the first random twenty I picked,” Sabrina said. “What are the chances that only those twenty people had criminal records and half were committing crimes when they were reaped and I picked all of them first?”

      “You’re a private investigator. Maybe you got a sense from the names which were the bad apples.”

      “I got a sense from the names?” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “I sensed from the names which ones were criminals?” 

      “Okay, fine.” I folded my arms and twisted to face her. “Let’s put aside how you managed to pick the criminals out of the bunch and talk about how we’re going to catch Batman.”

      Sabrina grinned at me. “I’m so glad you asked.”

      “Uh-huh.” I motioned for her to explain her plan.

      “Oh, I don’t have a plan yet, I’m just glad you’re on board.”

      “You’re an idiot. Can we at least get through a few more names before we put the bat signal in the sky to draw this vigilante to us?”

      "That’s another thing,” Sabrina said while searching a name on the computer. “Do we want to catch him? Or her? You could explain the situation to Charon.”

      "You want me to tell Charon we're not going to catch the culprit because it's Batman? That is not going to go down well. And did you forget they’ve killed over a hundred people? Just because they did it with a scythe doesn’t mean it’s okay. Why wouldn’t we want to catch them?”

      “Because they’re killing criminals? And we both know death isn’t what it once was.” Sabrina glanced at my extremely unimpressed face. “I’m just saying, maybe Batman is making the world a better place.”

      “Do you have a criminal record?” I asked. “’Cause I’m pretty sure you’ve broken the law heaps of times. By your justification, Batman should kill you.”

      “I’m a professional. I was never caught.” She inclined her head. “Though I do see your point.”

      “Let’s just try and get through as many names as possible. If you can get accurate times of death for them, at least that will help us—”

      “Work out Batman’s identity?”

      “Please stop calling the mass murderer Batman.”

      Sabrina pouted at the screen. “You ruin all my fun.”

      “Oh, I don’t suppose there’s a way to check Hades and Benny on here?”

      “Sure, if you have something more than their first names.” 

      “What about events?” I asked. “It started roughly, what? Four months ago? Maybe something happened.”

      “Oh, you need a really special programme for that. It’s called—” she paused and rearranged her mouth as if the name would be particularly hard to pronounce. “Google.”

      “I hate you.”

      “It’s because I’m awesome, right?” She shook her head and continued typing. “Jealousy knows no bounds.”

      “You seem a lot happier than this morning.”

      “You mean now I know I’m not imagining people impersonating other people in my life? Or because we’re going to be able to do this stuff full time and somewhat legally? And I get to do it with my best friend?” Sabrina stopped typing. “You know, for the first time, I really feel like we could build a future here. That we’re going to be doing something that matters and not simply wasting our eternity.” She waved me off, all sentimentality gone in an instant. “Find your own computer to google.”

      Me, Sabrina and Baby Face working in silence. Admittedly, that was likely because Baby Face didn’t even know we were there, but still. 

      After half an hour of utterly fruitless googling, I surrendered. 

      “You nearly done?” I called across to Sabrina.

      “Yeah, nearly. Did you find anything?”

      “I found lots of things.”

      Sabrina looked up from her computer. “Oh?”

      “Lots of stuff happened four months ago, but none of it is related to our victims that I can see.”

      “You cross-referenced names and places and dates?”

      “As best I could. Checked all the local papers, national ones too.” I shrugged. “If something did happen, it either didn’t happen in Scarborough, or it flew way under the radar.” 

      “Well, that’s rubbish.” Sabrina directed me to the printer. Baby Face glanced up from his computer screen to the printer and then continued what he was doing.

      “This is what’s wrong with the police today.” I pointed to him. “A printer in your office starts printing stuff out, and you don’t even get up to check what’s happening. No wonder Batman is taking matters into his own hands.”

      Sabrina grinned at me. “I picked this office because they share that printer with the office across the way.”

      “Oh.” I squinted at Baby Face. “Still.”

      “And it works in our favour that he’s not interested.” She motioned me to the printer again. “That’s the time of death for everyone. Since we’re on a deadline, you—” She paused. “It’s literally a deadline, get it?”  

      “I do not like this giddy version of you. People are dying.”

      “No, you’re right.” She schooled her face to a neutral expression, but the excitement still showed in her eyes. “I thought you could go and stick those on the timeline. I’m betting when we have a clear, accurate picture of that, it’ll show us the killer.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I want to snoop around the files and see if I can find anything that might connect anyone to at least one of the murders. Pick a couple of our accidentally reaped and see if they all crossed paths with the same person. Just in case the timeline doesn’t narrow it down enough.” 

      “Have you found any more people who were supposedly mid-crime when they died?”

      “A few. Maybe about twenty-five of them in total. Which is a lot, but it’s not all of them. However, all of them do have criminal records.”

      “One of the reapers is a policeman,” I reminded her. “Can you check if those other seventy-five had had charges dropped?”

      Sabrina pointed at me. “Good thinking. That would make a certain sort of sense. He can’t get the convictions through the legal system, so he takes matters into his own hands.”

      “And kills them? Doesn’t that strike you as extreme?”

      “Yeah, but he’s a reaper, so he knows death isn’t the end.”

      “No, he just dumps them with us to criminalise our plane of existence instead of his. What a sweetheart.”

      “Yeah, but people here are pretty zombified. Maybe he sees that as rehabilitation.” Sabrina began tapping at the computer again. “Usually, when someone starts killing there’s a reason for it. The first victims are the most personal. Someone close to the killer is murdered or harmed.”

      “You know, I still don’t think it’s the reapers.” I shook my head. “I just don’t. They all seemed so terrified about starting world war three that I just can’t see it.”

      “It can’t be anyone else,” Sabrina stressed. “Unless Hades was wrong and other reapers have been in his area or he’s killing them himself. Or Benny stole his scythe.”

      "I could see that happening once, maybe twice. But not a hundred times." I tapped the pages Sabrina had printed out. "We don’t actually know Hades' whereabouts. He gave me the reapers schedule but not his.”

      “You think Hades is Batmanning around?” Sabrina asked. “Didn’t you say that Charon nearly killed him over nothing?”

      “It wasn’t nothing, and he didn’t nearly kill him, he just—” I shrugged because I wasn’t saying anything bad about Charon. Not because I was scared of him, but because he was my friend and Hades was annoying. “He can be short-tempered sometimes.”

      “Right, well, you need to speak to your sometimes short-tempered friend and give us more time to look into this,” Sabrina said while noting something and still clicking about on the computer. “I feel like we’re rushing through everything and that’s how things get missed. That’s how innocent people go to jail.”

      “Yeah, he’s not going to do that.”

      "You can at least ask."

      “I can, but I'm telling you he's going to say no."

      “I don’t like this case.”

      I shook my head. “Me either. I prefer it when the bodies fall out of cupboards or lockers. Those are straightforward. And we’re not responsible for the lives of other people.”

      “Yeah, I think—oh!”

      “What?” I asked. “Have you found something?”

      She clicked something else. “Oh-oh!”

      “What?” I moved around the desk so I could peer over her shoulder.

      “The first victim—are we still calling them victims because of, y'know, Batman?” 

      “Yes! Tell me what you have.”

      “He was found near a bar called Scarabs. Didn’t you say—”

      “Isaac, the guy Charon found. That’s the last place he remembered being.”

      “It’s mentioned in a few other reports.” Sabrina flicked through the multiple open documents on the screen so fast it made me queasy. “This is our first solid lead. Because you know who works at Scarabs.”

      "I do." I nodded. “Red Bra Irene.”
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      I tunnelled home to get Oz and my housemates and Sabrina tunnelled straight to Madame Zorina’s office. When I found the house empty, I assumed they were already with Madame Zorina. So I tunnelled there and was nearly deafened by the shouting. Sabrina was at the coffee pot with her back to the room, while Madame Zorina was sitting at her desk, half empty bottle of whisky on the desk and half full glass in her hand. The rest of the room was filled with my yelling housemates and Oz, trying to get them under some sort of control.

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Oz called over the cacophony of angry voices. 

      “I will not be chained by The Man,” Lucy yelled. “I am woman. Hear me roar.” And then she roared. Or she attempted to, but it was more like a high-pitched scream. 

      Madame Zorina downed the amber liquid in her glass, then refilled it.

      “It’s not about chaining you,” Oz spoke into the fragile silence when Lucy's scream had faded. His extra calm demeanour implying, at least to me, that he was at the end of his patience. 

      “Bridget!” Petal cried and pointed to me. “Bridget’s here!”

      All eyes in the room turned to me. Madame Zorina who was sitting behind her desk raised a glass half full of amber liquid in a sort of salute. 

      “We’re saved,” she muttered into the sudden quiet. Then downed that glass, too.

      “Tell him, Bridge.” Petal pointed at Oz. “Tell him.”

      “What am I telling him?” I asked, glancing around the room. “And where’s Edith?” She was usually good at corralling my housemates. I didn’t know if it was the parent in her, but she wouldn’t have let the argument degenerate into shouting.

      “I was tendering my resignation with the IA, dear,” She spoke from behind me. “What did I miss?”

      “You resigned?” I asked. “Really?” 

      “Of course, dear.” Edith crossed the office and poured herself a cup of coffee, and I felt Oz’s eyes on me. “I could work for them and with you, but it would be a conflict of interest because—well, you’ve worked for them, albeit briefly. You know who they are.”

      “They just let you resign?” Sabrina asked.

      “It’s not the mafia, dear.” Edith smiled around the group, but something about her expression told me it hadn’t actually been that easy. “And we do still need to hammer out the details of the roles and aspects—” 

      “Like not letting The Man dictate what we can and can’t do!” Lucy stamped her foot to emphasise her point.

      “What are you not letting them do?” I faced Oz because Lucy’s anger was easier to deal with right now than Edith’s questions. “Run with scissors?”

      “I’d let them run with scissors,” Madame Zorina chimed in. “And play with matches. Anything to keep them quiet.”

      “They wanted to follow the reapers,” Oz explained. 

      “That sounds like a solid plan,” Edith said.

      “Alone,” Oz stressed. “They each wanted to follow a reaper alone.”

      “See?” Lucy stamped her foot again and gestured to Oz. “See? He’s trying to take our feminine power.”

      “See what? That he’s trying to keep you all safe by forbidding you from stalking possible killers on your own.” I shook my head at him. “Wow, what a douche.”

      “You know that never helps,” Oz muttered to me.

      “Exactly.” Lucy gestured at me with an open palm. 

      “I’m unhappy with the name calling,” Petal said, “But I’m glad you agree.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” Pam flexed her biceps, which looked very odd in her sky blue, flowery sundress. 

      “And I don’t need anyone to help me,” Anna added from the windowsill. “I’m trained to handle—”

      “Agitated situations,” I finished for her. “I know. We all know.”

      “And Kate is barely sane anyway,” Anna continued. “She’s still psycho enough to defend herself against any killer. So we’re fine.”

      “Can we not call Kate psycho, please?” I asked.

      “Yes, Anna,” Pam added. “We’ve talked about the name calling.”

      “I’ll show her psycho,” muttered Kate.

      “Okay!” I clapped three times to get everyone’s attention. “Oz is right. I know, I know.” I waved down the boos. “But he is. Suck it up. We are going to follow them. But we will do it as safely as possible and in pairs. Edith will you take Lucy and follow Postman Pat, Oz will you go with Petal and follow Dean the Suit?” I asked, and both nodded. Lucy wouldn’t play up for Edith, and Petal would be much less reckless with Oz there. “Pam, will you follow China the Guitar Turtle Girl with Anna—”

      “Which leaves two reapers and only you, Kate and Sabrina,” Petal pointed out. 

      “Madame Zorina will pair up with Kate to follow Bobby, the bobby. And Sabrina and I are going to follow Red Bra Irene. Look how neatly that worked out.”

      “Why do they all have funny names?” Petal asked.

      “Because that’s the only way I can remember people.” I gestured to Oz. “Do you have anything you’d like to add.”

      He hesitated, as if he couldn’t quite believe I was asking. “I do, actually. Under no circumstances are you to approach your reapers. You are to observe from a distance and if anything happens, you are to let it happen, then tunnel back here.”

      “You mean if they try to kill someone we’re not supposed to do anything?” Anna asked. “Not that I would want to get involved.”

      “Yep, that’s exactly what I mean,” Oz said. “Bridget managed to get their reaping schedule, and there is nothing on there for tonight. For any of them.”

      “No one died today?” Kate asked, her voice full of doubt.

      “Oh, no. They did,” I said. “They just died earlier. And will die later. But we have roughly a four-hour window where no one is supposed to die.”

      “And you think one of them is going to kill someone in that window?” Edith asked.

      “From the info we have,” Sabrina waved the printouts at the group. “The longest gap between deaths is a day. And ninety percent of the time it happens at night. So there’s a very good chance we could catch the killer.”

      “And we’re just supposed to let them kill someone else,” Petal asked.

      “Reapers are livies so you couldn’t touch them anyway, dear,” Edith added. “So the most important thing is that you get away safely so you can tell Bridget what happened, she can relay it to her friend who then puts a stop to it.”

      “If your suspect looks as if they are about to reap someone, I want you to tunnel back here immediately,” Oz added. “You do not need to watch it happen. You only need to see the intent. Everyone tell me you understand and you’ll do that.”

      Everyone murmured their agreement.

      “In addition to that,” Oz continued. “There will be a piece of paper on Madame Zorina’s desk. Each pair will tunnel back here every hour and sign it to say they were here.”

      “But what if our suspect is on the move?” Pam asked. “We don’t want to lose them.”

      “It’ll take less than five seconds to sign your name,” Oz said. “They’re not getting that far in five seconds.”

      “But—” Lucy complained, and I shook my head.

      “No buts’ Lucy,” I said. “This is what Oz needs you to do so he can feel secure that you’re all taking your safety seriously. So that’s what we’re all going to do. Anyone who isn’t willing to do it, can’t come.”

      There was some more grumbling, but ultimately nobody wanted to be left out. 

      “I have a question.” Anna waved at me. “How are we supposed to find our surveillance targets when we don’t even know what they look like?”

      “That’s an excellent point,” I said as I realised I was the only one who’d seen them. And I had no idea where they’d be right now. “So …”

      “These are your targets.” Sabrina handed out photos of the reapers. “There’s a map of the area where Bobby patrols. Pat is a postman, so he’s likely home with his family. Here are the places where China takes the most selfies while she’s busking. And this is where Dean works and where he lives. If he’s not in either of those places, try a few local bars or pubs.” I stared at Sabrina as she handed me a file on our target, Red Bra Irene. “I did a little more than just filing this afternoon,” she whispered to me.

      “Okay, well, let’s get to it then.”

      “Go team on three!” Petal extended her hand out and waited for everyone to put their hands on top. 

      Oz was the first to do it. I guessed he thought if everyone was going to abide by his safety standards, he could indulge everyone’s idiosyncrasies. 

      “What a lovely way to build team morale, dear.” Edith placed her hand on top. 

      “I’m not doing it,” Anna said as everyone else joined in. 

      “No one wanted you to anyway,” I said.

      “Really?” Anna scowled at me, then edged her way into the now tight circle and put her hand on top.

      With some encouragement from Petal, even Madame Zorina got up. Edith and Lucy were careful to let her in, and she placed her hand on top of Anna’s. I knew she was a livie and shouldn't be able to touch us, but she was also a medium. Rules were different for her. 

      Petal counted to three, and we all shouted, “Go team!”

      Normally I’d have flat out refused to do something so lame, but it made Petal obscenely happy. 

      Oz briefly squeezed my hand before tunnelling away with Petal, which I took to be a thank you for supporting his safety concerns. Then everyone else disappeared too, leaving me and Sabrina. 

      “I feel like that went well,” I said. 

      Sabrina nodded. “This organisation or company or whatever you want to call it, it’s going to be the best thing to happen to all of us and the afterlife, probably ever.”

      “Can you stop that? I’ve told you, it makes me uncomfortable when you get giddy.”

      “Actually, you said it makes you uncomfortable when I was giddy about murder. And using you as bait. Not in general.”

      “I’ve widened my scope.”

      She laughed and scooped up the timeline. “Let’s take this with us.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to have space to do this at the bar.” I picked up a Post-It Note that had fluttered to the floor. “It’s Wednesday. Two-for-one promotion. Place will be packed.”

      Sabrina grabbed a notebook from Madame Zorina’s drawer. “We’ll make a new, more portable timeline.”

      I sighed as I watched Sabrina unceremoniously dump my timeline on the desk. “Okay.”

      “I’m sure there’ll be plenty of opportunities to make more,” Sabrina said and offered me her hand. 

      “I know, but the colours were so pretty.” I pouted at the discarded timeline then tunnelled us to Scarabs, ready to hopefully catch our multi-murderer in the act.
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      Scarabs was just how I’d remembered it. Sticky floor, sticky tables, blaring eighties music, so dark you couldn’t see just how much of a dive it was and packed with students.

      There were two bar areas. The main area was in an annex off to the right, the bar lined one wall while dark red leather booths lined the other, brightly lit enough that no one really hung out there, even though it was the only place in the whole club where you could talk without having to shout into someone’s ear. The second bar was at the back. It had a similar setup, only it was darker and louder.

      To get to either you had to cross the sunken dance floor where drunken teenagers and twenty-somethings thrashed and gyrated as if their lives depended on it. And not particularly in time with the music. Solid wooden hexagon tables with no chairs surrounded the dance floor, and nearly all of them were filled with guys, drinking beers from the bottles and watching the girls dance. 

      “Wow, this is—” Sabrina blew out a breath and scanned the place. “I don’t actually think I have the words. And what is that smell?”

      “Cheap aftershave and desperation.” I didn’t know if the place had become even more of a dive since I’d left or if it had always been like this and in my youthful ignorance, I’d not seen it.

      “You spent time here didn’t you?” Sabrina asked as she watched me look around.

      I shrugged. “It’s Scarborough. There aren’t that many options. And the drinks are cheap.” 

      “They’d have to be.” Sabrina muttered, but I still managed to hear her over the pounding music because we weren’t in the thick of it yet.

      “That’s our girl,” I pointed to the bartender. She had the same outfit on as the last time I’d met her. I wondered if it was her work uniform.

      “We stand out like sore thumbs since we’re fully clothed,” Sabrina commented as a girl walked past in a dress that really could’ve been a wide belt. “I don’t mean to judge but …”

      “We need to find a place to sit and do this timeline, but somewhere we can see her.”

      “What about up there? It looks like that part is off limits.” Sabrina pointed to an empty balcony that overlooked the bar and dance floor. It had enough light to see by, but if we sat far enough back, we wouldn’t attract her attention. 

      We tunnelled and settled down on a cushion. I took the notebook from her and started a new timeline as she read aloud the more accurate times of death. Between announcing each death, Sabrina leaned forward to check over the balcony at our suspect. Then we plotted the authenticated deaths from the reapers schedules Hades had given me.

      “What do we have?” Sabrina looked over my shoulder and scanned the timeline when it was done. “Nothing? How is this possible?”

      “It’s not nothing.” I grimaced as I looked at the timeline. “It just doesn’t rule anyone out. Which is maybe the point itself. If Hades gave us the right timetable—and that’s a big if—then there is no one reaper who could’ve pulled this off.”

      “You think he gave us a fake schedule?” Sabrina asked. 

      “I don’t know. For it to be worth him giving us a fake schedule, he’d have to know his reapers were killing folks and when and where that had happened.”

      “You really don’t think he knew?”

      “I mean, we both know I’m not the best at working out if people are killers, but he seemed really surprised when I told him about the volume of accidental reapings. And he was definite that it wasn’t his reapers. I feel pretty sure it wasn’t these reapers.”

      “And we’re saying it definitely wasn’t Hades?” Sabrina said. “’Cause if it’s not him and it’s not the reapers, we’ve only got Benny. Who doesn't have access to a scythe which also rules him out.”

      “I can’t see a motive for Hades, and he seems adequately intimidated by Charon.” I thought about that. “Or Benny. Actually. I can’t see a motive for any of them.”

      “Tell me more about this Benny. He’s Hades’ assistant, right?”

      “Yeah, but he’s not a reaper. So unless he’s worked out how to steal Hades’ scythe without Hades’ knowing and reap people using that, he’s a non-starter. Let alone why would he do that?”

      “Stick it to his boss?” Sabrina suggested. 

      “Yeah, but there have to be easier and less homicidal ways to do that.”

      “True.” Sabrina pursed her lips as she stared out at the crowd below. “What if they’re all in it together? Hades, Benny and the reapers? What if there are reapers all over the world reaping extra people?”

      "Well, that's terrifying."

      "But possible."

      “Maybe, but to what end?”

      “So he can overthrow Charon?” 

      “Let me explain to you why that is never going to happen. You know when we were all in the carpark with the accidentally reaped folks? Do you remember hearing something that made you all duck and cover?”

      “That was him?” she asked. “He did that? I thought we were all going to die.”

      “No, he didn’t do it—that was him laughing. I said something he found funny, and he laughed.”

      “Wow. I’m glad he’s on our side. Sort of.” Sabrina nodded. “Okay. I agree, I don’t think Hades’ can overthrow him, but maybe he’s trying, and that’s—she’s on the move.” Sabrina pointed as Red Bra Irene said something to another bartender and slipped through a door marked “private”.

      “She could be going to pee.” But I pocketed the notebook timeline and offered Sabrina my hand. Ever since she’d had one tiny mishap of having someone’s shoulder protruding through her torso, she preferred to be in charge of tunnelling. Or for me to be. As long as we tunnelled together, she was happy.

      We landed in front of the door. Sabrina misted her face through the wood, then reached back to me and pulled me through. It was a storeroom filled with cleaning and basic bar back supplies. A draft blew across my face from the left and caused a shiver to ripple across my shoulders. We crept along the aisle and peered around the end. 

      The fire door was wedged open.

      “Health and safety,” I whispered in a sing-song voice.

      “She’s a reaper,” Sabrina whispered back. “I think we’re past that.”

      I followed Sabrina out into the alley, then pulled her to the side.

      “They have cloaks of invisibility.” 

      Sabrina faced me. “They have what?”

      “Cloaks of invisibility.” I shook my head to myself. “I can’t believe I forgot to mention that.”

      “Shut up. That’s not a real thing.”

      “Totally is. I can’t believe I forgot.”

      “Neither can I,” she hissed. “They have cloaks that make them invisible? And we’re following them? How are we supposed to follow what we can’t see?”

      “Okay, yes. That does seem like something I should have mentioned, but she can’t have gone far.”

      “If she’s gone anywhere and didn’t lure us out here to kill us,” Sabrina stressed, focusing on the puddles on the ground.

      “The cloak is meant to protect her from human eyes. Maybe it doesn’t protect her from us. They had them on at the ship and I could still see them,” I jogged along the alley to the side street and looked both ways, trying to find a cloaked person in the hustle of the nightlife. 

      “That’s a pretty big maybe.” Sabrina placed her hand on my shoulder as she scanned the alley behind us. I realised she was looking for splashes in the puddles that would alert us to an attack by an invisible reaper. 

      “There.” I pointed along the road to the right. A black cape billowed out as the bartender strode along the street.

      Sabrina and I scurried after her, dodging livies and still trying to remain inconspicuous.

      “How do you think she gets away with walking out of work?” I asked. 

      Sabrina shrugged but didn’t take her eyes off the cape. “There’s always that one person who takes longer breaks or leaves early and gets away with it. Maybe those people are all reapers. Maybe her boss knows. Or maybe her boss is a man, and she blames her period.”

      “Another blow for womankind.”

      “Not exactly like she could say ‘I just need to nip out and reap someone’,” Sabrina said.

      “That’s fair.” I inclined my head. “He’d probably think it was a threat and blame her period, anyway.”

      Three more turns lead us away from the bustling streets and to a deserted carpark. She headed for a line of trees on the far side of the open space and disappeared into the wooded area.

      “I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this,” I whispered as we ran after her. There was nowhere to hide in the carpark so all we could do was follow her into the trees.

      “What do you mean ‘starting to’?” Sabrina whispered back.

      “We’re supposed to go back when we have evidence of something.”

      “What do we have evidence of?” Sabrina asked. “Her wearing her cloak because she doesn’t want to deal with people when she comes out here to have a sneaky cigarette?” 

      “This is why I’m always in trouble with Oz,” I whispered. “Because you make this stuff seem so rational.”

      “Look, we genuinely don’t know why she—”

      A scream ripped through the silence of the night. Sabrina and I stumbled through trees toward the sound, not even thinking about Oz’s safety rules. 

      Sabrina shoved me behind a tree as a crying teenage girl sprinted past us. The girl passed through my foot before I could get it out of the way. Sabrina had to support me while nausea ripped through me and keep us out of sight. It passed just in time for me to see Red Bra Irene stomp back out of the trees.

       She crossed the carpark and turned back in the direction she’d come. As if she were going back to work.

      “I’m confused by what just happened,” I said, watching as Red Bra Irene disappeared around the corner and rolling my livie tainted ankle in a circle. 

      “That girl who ran past us, she was still alive, right?” Sabrina asked.

      “She was definitely alive.”

      “So who did she reap?” Sabrina crept further in to the trees. 

      I followed. “Do you remember the first time we went exploring through trees together and you were so concerned about badger rabies?”

      "It's a real thing." Sabrina frowned over her shoulder at me. “And I remember that we were held at gunpoint and nearly murdered.”

      “By the guy who fired me today. Funny how life turns out.”

      Sabrina stared at me. “Can you focus for a moment, please?”

      Without waiting for a response, she headed deeper into the trees. I was following so closely behind her that when she stopped, I walked into her back. 

      “Dead guy?” She crouched over the guy lying on the ground, dressed completely in black clothing, and checked his pulse. “Yep, dead guy.”

      “Well, he’s clearly up to no good.” I gestured to his outfit. “What do you think he was doing out here? It’s not like there are any houses to burgle.”

      “Really?” Sabrina twisted to face me, still crouching over the body. “Didn’t you hear that girl scream?”

      “Yeah, but—I thought—Red Bra Irene—” My stomach twisted at what Sabrina was implying. “You don’t know that. Maybe she tripped and screamed when she saw the reaper.” I was making excuses because I didn’t want to think about the other possibility.

      “That’s the side you’re on?” Sabrina asked. “The girl tripped and screamed at the invisible reaper.”

      “Excuse me?” The ghost of the dead man appeared behind Sabrina. “I feel—I’m a bit—do you know where I am?”

      Sabrina pushed to her feet, doing her best to block his corpse from his sight. “No, but I know where you’re going buddy.”

      “Er,” I pointed at the man and looked at Sabrina. 

      “What? That's a fair comment.”

      “You don’t see it?” I asked. “He’s glowing gold.”

      “He’s an accidental?” Sabrina asked. “She killed him before he could assault that girl. I told you. She’s Batman.”

      “Yeah, and how exactly did Batman know to be here?” I asked her, then turned to the victim. “Sir, what were you doing a few moments ago?” 

      “What was I doing?” he repeated.

      “You think he’s going to tell you?” Sabrina asked.

      “I was—” The man looked around. “We’re—” 

      Something thunked into a tree a few feet away and exploded into a splodge of pink.

      “Were you playing paintball?” I asked. 

      The man stared blankly at me. Using her foot, Sabrina shook the shrubbery around the space, then reached into the bushes and pulled out a paintball gun. 

      “Don’t suppose you have a criminal record?” she asked. 

      He hesitated. “B and E. But not for a while. Keeping my nose clean. On the straight and narrow.” Using an open palm, he gestured directly ahead. “Straight and narrow.”

      I looked at Sabrina. “We need to regroup.”

      “Yeah. Are you going to—” Sabrina jerked her chin at the man. I assumed she was asking if I were going to take him to Charon, so I nodded.

      “I’ll meet you at Madame Zorina’s.” I handed her the useless timeline notebook and turned my attention to the newly dead guy. “Hey, come with me?”

      I reached out a hand to the man as Sabrina disappeared. All expression dropped from his face in surprise. “Where did she go? What’s happening?”

      “Everything’s okay. We’re going to—”

      “That’s me.” The man stared at the body at his feet, which until this moment, he’d been oddly oblivious to. He tore his eyes away from his body and stared at me. “Is that me? How is this happening? I don’t understand.”

      I held both hands up like I’d seen Eleanor do at our GA meetings when people started getting antsy. “I know this must seem very confusing right now. But I can take you to someone who can explain everything.” Not that Charon would explain everything. Or anything, really. But I had to get him on the bus. I placed my hand on his arm and was about to tunnel him when Sabrina reappeared.

      “Ah, good. You’re still here. You should bring him back to Madame Zorina’s.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Why?”

      “You’ll see,” she said and disappeared.  

      “Well, that sounded vaguely ominous,” I muttered and tunnelled the newly dead man with me. 

      We landed in Madame Zorina’s packed office and I grabbed the waste paper for the newly dead guy to vomit into because I remembered my first time. Once he was settled against the wall and vomiting into the bin, I looked around. Everyone was back and there were four new people. None of whom I knew. And all boasting the same gold glow as my ghost.

      “They all have it, right?” Sabrina whispered to me. “The golden glow?”

      “Yep.” I sighed. Why was nothing ever easy?

      “Bridget!” Anna exclaimed. “I know who the killer is.”

      “No!” Lucy gestured between her and Edith. “We know who the killer is.” 

      “Actually, we know who the killer is,” Petal said linking arms with Oz. 

      I looked over to Kate. “Let me guess, you know who the killer is too?”

      She gave me a shrug-nod combo. I glanced around the room. “Since you all brought your own accidentally reaped person to the party, I’m going to guess there’s no chance you’re all going to say the same name?”

      Everyone shouted the name of the person they’d been following.

      I glanced over at Sabrina. “Why is nothing ever easy?”
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      “Okay, let’s do this one at a time.” I pointed to Petal, indicating she should go first. “How did your dead guy get dead?” 

      “We were following Dean, the suit man, like you said. We caught him just as he was leaving work and he was walking along like a normal person, then he ducked into a side street, threw on this black cloak and killed this man.” Petal pointed to a short, dazed looking man in a suit.

      “What was he doing?” Sabrina asked. “Was he doing anything or did the reaper simply reap him?”

      “Nothing. Just smoking.” Oz shook his head. “It happened so fast. The suit guy had to have been going that way to specifically reap him. We waited a while for someone to come and get him, but nobody did, so we thought we better bring him back here.”

      “Did Dean look like he knew where he was going?” Sabrina asked. “The guy didn’t catch his attention and then he reaped him?”

      Oz shook his head. “He walked as if he were heading for that place. He kept checking his watch, almost like he had an appointment.”

      “Well, that is the official death knell of your Batman theory,” I said to Sabrina.

      “It could still be Batman,” Sabrina shook her head at me.

      “It’s Batman?” Pam asked. “Batman’s killing people? I thought he was a good guy.”

      “Technically, he’s a vigilante which makes him a bad guy,” Petal explained.

      “Batman is not a bad guy,” Lucy exclaimed.

      “Good guy. Bad guy. It doesn’t matter,” I jumped in before the back and forth could get out of hand. “It’s not Batman.”

      Oz hesitated. “If by Batman you mean a vigilante killing criminals. It could be in that ballpark.”

      “Et tu, Brute?” I asked. “Et tu?”

      Oz shrugged. “I did quickly check the body while we were waiting and found some drugs on him. Not a lot, but I’d say more than he needed for personal use.”

      Sabrina snapped her fingers and pointed at Oz. “See. Batman lives!”

      “I refuse to acknowledge that,” I said. “Our guy wasn’t committing a crime.”

      “But he has a criminal record,” Sabrina retorted.

      “At the risk of adding fuel to the vigilante fire, while our newly transitioned wasn’t committing a crime when he was reaped,” Edith spoke up. “He did have a rucksack full of spray paint cans.”

      “Graffiti. Bet he’s got a criminal record. Just like ours.” Sabrina thrust her fist in the air. “Batman lives!”

      I shook my head at her. “I’m embarrassed for you.”

      “You understand these people are very possibly being reaped for crimes they’ve committed in the past and have likely already paid their debt to society,” Oz asked.

      Sabrina made a disgusted noise. “Parole officer to the end.” 

      “Our girl wasn’t doing anything when she was reaped,” Pam said. “But she did have a slim jim on her person.”

      “And frankly.” Anna threw a disgusted look at the young girl. “She’s quite obviously a criminal. All you have to do is look at the lack of nail care.” 

      “What’s a slim jim?” Petal asked, looking at her own nails.

      “It’s a lock picking tool,” Pam explained.

      “Kate?” I asked because I just wasn’t touching the nail comment.

      “Our guy wasn’t doing anything,” Kate said, then grimaced. “But he does have some tattoos that suggest he’s been to prison.”

      Sabrina faced me, hands on her hips, victory on her face.

      I waved her away. “Stop.”

      “What does that mean?” Lucy asked. 

      “Well, the first thing it means is it’s not any of the reapers.” I shrugged. “I mean, it is our reapers. Obviously. But they’re not doing it off their own backs. They’re somehow being told to do it.”

      “They get assignment sheets like you did as a facilitator, right?” Sabrina asked. “So someone could easily add the extra names on those lists.”

      “But the only person who could do that is Hades,” I said. “He made it extremely clear he’s the only one with access. Unless someone above him is doing it and giving him doctored lists.”

      “I don’t feel we’ve fully ruled out the option that the reapers are getting together and adding the names themselves,” Edith said.

      “But they knew exactly where these people were,” Petal used the small voice she always did when she wasn’t sure she was right. “How could they hold down their jobs, their reaping duties, and still have time to investigate possible victims and know their exact whereabouts?”

      “Good point, dear” Edith conceded and Petal beamed at her.

      “There could very well be an Alfred character who’s creating the lists?” Sabrina suggested.

      “Who’s Alfred?” Anna asked.

      “The butler?” Lucy’s voice was full of scorn. "The butler did it?"

      “There’s a butler now?” Anna looked around the group. “Whose butler?”

      “Stop!” I slashed my hands through the air as if I could cut out all the Batman references ever made. “For the love of my sanity, please stop with the Batman talk. There is no Batman.” 

      “Okay, let’s work this out.” Oz squeezed my shoulder in what I hoped was a supportive way and not him grabbing hold of me because he thought I was about to lose my mind. “Who benefits from these deaths?”

      Any chattering the room faded to silence. Everyone glanced at each other, waiting for someone else to suggest the answer. 

      “The way I see it,” I said, since no one else was volunteering anything. “It can’t be Hades. He was adamant he was the only person, apart from the reapers, with access to the lists. Yet the schedule he gave me has no reapings for tonight. He knew, or at least assumed, I’d be checking on his reapers and comparing deaths to the schedules he gave me. So, surely, he wouldn’t give his reapers extra names when he knew I’d be watching.” 

      “And why would he want to kill these people anyway?” Madame Zorina asked. It was the first time she’d spoken and, honestly, with all the extra people I’d almost forgotten she was there. “If he’s just leaving them to wander through the afterlife, what’s the purpose in killing them in the first place?”

      “He must have some plan,” Kate said. “Maybe he wants your friend’s job and is trying to make him look bad.”

      “I don’t—I’m not sure it works that way,” I said, remembering how Charon had swatted Hades like a mosquito. Though what did I really know about it? “Unless it does.”

      Sabrina nodded. “Didn’t you say Charon was more powerful than Hades? What if he wants Charon’s job?”

      “Charon spends his days collecting dead people.” I shook my head. “I ride that bus. Believe me, when I tell you, no sane person would want that job.”

      “But they might want the power that came with that job,” Edith said. “Maybe he intends to delegate the day-to-day tasks.”

      I shook my head. “I really don’t think it works that way. Charon is—I think the power he has is his. Not allocated to him. And I still don’t see how killing random people reflects poorly on Charon. Out of everyone, you’d have to think it would reflect the worst on Hades. So, I vote we strike him off the list.”

      “You’ve already made the case that it can’t be the reapers,” Anna said. “So, who’s left?”

      “Benny, the assistant,” Sabrina suggested.  

      “He told me he doesn’t have access to the list. Hades divides the list and hands them out personally directly to the reapers. There’s no middle step that Benny could intercept. And he doesn't have access to a scythe.”

      “So, if it’s not the reapers and it’s not Hades and it’s not Benny,” Kate said. “Who is it?”

      “There isn’t anyone else in the equation,” Edith said. “It must be one of those options and we’re not seeing it.”

      “What about the busker girl, China?” Sabrina suggested. “She must have time on her hands. Maybe she’s handing out secret assignments.”

      “But there’s no way she’d know exactly where people were,” Anna said. “We’ve been through this, hon.” 

      It was the first time Anna had used that endearment in a long time. Unless I hadn't been paying attention. 

      “What about Warren?” Oz asked. “He’s missing. He’s possibly a medium, right?” 

      “Why would Warren be involved?” I said. “But it could be the IA somehow.”

      Sabrina nodded at me. “Tommy was looking for the scythe so maybe they think if they make Hades look incompetent enough his job will be up for grabs.”

      “Except messing with Hades means messing with Charon.” I shook my head. “And you do not want to go messing with Charon.”

      “Maybe they don’t know that,” Sabrina said and frowned at one of the newly deads who was crawling across the floor to the door. 

      “I’m going to take these guys to Charon,” I said, crossing the office to shoo the newly dead back in to the middle of the floor.

      “What are you going to tell him?” Kate asked. 

      “I’m going to ask him for a little more time so we can work this out.” I shrugged. “I asked Hades to get the reapers together tonight so we could question them again. If you guys can make a list of questions while I’m gone—”

      “Do you mean other than the very obvious, ‘did you add this name to your list’?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, Anna,” I said. “I mean other than that.”

      “Can we come and question the reapers,” Petal asked.

      “No.” Oz shook his head. “No.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” Lucy quipped.

      “Not only am I the boss of you, I am responsible for your safety and I am categorically forbidding you to visit any place that is even colloquially termed ‘Hell’.” 

      “Bridget?” Petal turned her puppy dog eyes on me.

      I shook my head and pointed to Oz. “I’m with him on this one. It is not a place I would be happy for you to go, and Hades is unstable. And possibly murdering people. Or someone there is murdering people.”

      “But you’re going,” Pam pointed out as I corralled all the newly deads together and made sure they were holding onto each other. 

      “I’m Charon’s representative. He might want to murder me in a variety of ways, but he won’t. He’s too scared of Charon.” I reached down and placed a hand on the guy we’d collected.

      “No!” He tried to knock my hand off him. “Not again. Please.”  

      “Just this one last time,” I said and tunnelled before he could argue or shake me off. It would be hard enough dragging five people behind me without him trying to squirm away.

      I set my intention to travel to The Bus of Death, but mid-tunnel I felt as if I were being drawn somewhere. It was like being summoned, except there was no way I could refuse it. I clung on to the newly deads who were screaming as though they were being chased by a serial killer. I was sucked through something that felt sludgy, spreading up from my toes, up my legs. When it reached my hand, it worked its way beneath my grip on the newly transitioned and forced him away. His mouth open in a silent scream.

      I landed with a thud on the deck of the ship. I groaned. That was the worst tunnelling experience I’d ever had. My brain felt sloshy and my vision was blurred. 

      “Bridget.” A fuzzy-shaped Hades crouched down in front of me. “So glad you could make it.”
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      “It didn’t feel much like an invitation to me,” I said, groaning as I climbed unsteadily to my feet. 

      “I can imagine.” He smiled at me but it was all teeth. “Come inside. We should talk.”

      “Lovely as that offer is, I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I have plans.”

      “And what might they be, hmmm? I collected all the reapers together as you requested. They’re here. Inside. Waiting for your questions.” Hades shifted his stance. I was pretty sure it was a calculated move so I could see he was holding his scythe. “Won’t you come inside?”

      I had no idea if it could kill me. I was a ghost, but I felt pretty sure that even if it didn’t reap me in the otherworldly sense, that blade would still cut right through me. And I was also sure that you didn’t flash a scythe at someone you were planning on having a friendly chat with. That was more something of a threat. 

      “I would, but I was just taking some new deads out for ice cream.” I gestured over my shoulder and tried to tunnel while speaking. “Everyone needs ice cream when they’ve just died.”

      “I have ice cream here.” Hades gestured toward the doors that led below deck. “I’d be more than happy to share.”

      “That’s really nice of you,” I said while focusing all my attention on The Bus of Death and trying to tunnel away from the crazy looking not-god of the underworld, leaning on his scythe. “But I doubt you’d have my flavour.”

      He leaned toward me and whispered. “I have all the flavours.”

      I didn’t know how that felt like a threat, but it did. Since trying to tunnel to The Bus of Death wasn’t working, I aimed for Madame Zorina’s office. Still nothing.

      “You can’t tunnel away until I allow it, so you might as well come inside.” Hades gestured to the doors again.

      “Did you really get all the reapers together?”

      Hades smiled. “No.” 

      “Then I’m leaving.”

      Hades' smile widened, and he leaned into his scythe a little more. “If you can, you’re welcome to.”

      Hades waited while I tried in vain to tunnel away. Finally, I relented.

      “I assume since you dragged me here and you don’t have your reapers, there’s something you want?”

      “A little conversation.” Hades strutted toward the door to the bowels of the ship and held it open. “Are you coming?”

      “In there? With you?” I liked this smarmy Hades much less than I liked angry Hades. “I’d rather not.” 

      “It’s so adorable you think you have a choice.” 

      Hades appeared in front of me, placed his hand on my shoulder before I could even react, and then we were in his office. Benny, who was hunched over the filling cabinet, jumped when we appeared. 

      The change in Hades’ mood was instant, like someone had thrown a switch.

      “What are you doing, Benny?” Hades' voice was low and full of threat.

      “I’m—there—I’m filing. Just filing,” he stammered.

      “Really?” Hades stalked over to the cabinet and pulled out the pieces of paper Benny had hurriedly tried to file away. Hades leaned his back on the cabinet and flicked through the papers. “These are lists, Benny.” The way Hades said his name sounded like a threat. “What are you doing with lists?”

      “I thought you said only you had access to those lists?” I asked.

      “I do.” Hades looked me directly in the eyes while Benny stared at the carpet as if it had become the most interesting thing ever.

      “You’re sticking with that despite us walking in on your assistant with them in his hands?” I nodded to Benny. “What were you doing?”

      “What? Nothing.” Benny looked at me, then back to Hades. “I wasn’t doing anything. I wasn’t.”

      “You were filing the lists,” I said. “So you have access to them.” And if he had access to them, not only did that make him a decent suspect, but what else hadn’t Hades told us. Maybe they were a lot easier to access than he’d made out.

      “I—he—I was filing the paperwork. Just filing. I was keeping everything neat.” Benny looked imploring at Hades. “Like you always tell me.”

      Hades' hand flashed out so fast I didn’t actually see what happened, but one moment Benny was upright and the next he was flying through the air. He sailed past me, thudded into the wall, then slid to the floor.

      Hades appeared in front of the cowering Benny and held a piece of paper up to Benny’s nose as he bit the words out. “What were you doing with the lists?”

      “I was—you told me.” Benny stared up at Hades in confusion. “I was filing our copies away.”

      Hades snarled in Benny’s face and I wedged my way between them like the idiot I was. 

      “Okay, let’s not get carried away.” I held my hand out. “Let me see the list.”

      “You?” Hades spat. “Why would I let you see the list?”

      “Seems like you’re letting everyone else see these so-called super confidential lists, why not me? And because Charon put me in charge of this investigation. If I have to tell him you were uncooperative, I’m pretty sure he’ll be—” I paused to try and find the right word. “Displeased.”

      “If you live to tell him.” Hades pointed his scythe at me. “Accidents happen all the time.”

      “Yeah. A lot more frequently than they should apparently while you’re in charge.” I held my hand out. “Now give me those papers before I lose my temper.” 

      Hades flung the papers at my face. I ducked because paper cuts to the face aren’t cool. Something swooshed above my head with such force my ponytail danced in its wake. 

      Hades stepped back and angled his scythe to swing again. I didn’t know why I hadn’t expected him to attack me. Maybe because of Charon or because hacking me to death with a scythe would raise some questions regarding his innocence, but still. It was unexpected. 

      Benny grabbed a handful of papers and threw them at Hades' face. Hades dodged and set his feet to swing again. I snatched up a fistful of the papers while Benny gripped my other wrist and we scurried across the office toward the door.

      Hades didn’t tunnel to block us. I had no idea why. I was just grateful. Benny dragged me along three different corridors, opened a random door to the right and shoved me inside. He followed and eased the door closed. He pressed his fingers to his lips, then his ear to the door.

      The room looked as if it had been a first-class cabin at some point, but now looked as dingy as everything else on the ship.

      “Benny!” Hades roared as he patrolled the corridors. “I’ll find you, Benny. You can’t hide from me.”

      I scanned the room for anything I could use as a weapon. I still had my pepper spray, which would do in a pinch, but Hades' scythe had a much longer reach. There was nothing in the room I could use. Unless I wanted to throw a bedside table at him. That’s if they weren’t attached to the bed. 

      “What’s the plan?” I whispered to Benny as Hades’ yelling moved further away.

      “We can’t tunnel out without Hades permission—”

      “Something tells me he’s not going to give us that.” I crossed to the window and looked out at the black liquid below. “Could we swim?” I asked. "I know you said that stuff was ooze, but could we swim?"

      “I think there are lifeboats on the lower decks,” Benny said. “Perhaps we could get one of those and row to a distance until we were out of Hades' reach.”

      “On the lowers decks?” I asked. “I though they kept the life rafts on the side of the main deck.”

      “On normal ships, sure.” Benny shook his head. “If we kept them up there, people might see them and—” gestured for me to fill in the blank.

      “Well, I don’t like our chances of trying to drag a life raft up from the lower decks without Hades seeing us. What about the pool? Can we get out that way? Charon told me that’s how folks come in so—”

      Benny shook his head. “One way.”

      I sighed. “Options?”

      “I think the life rafts are our best chance.”

      “If we knock Hades unconscious, do you think that will bring down his blocking?”

      “Maybe.” Benny shrugged. “But how are we going to get close enough to knock him out?”

      “A truce?” I suggested. “Lure him in.”

      “He nearly took your head off from several feet away. Do you really think he’s going to let you get close enough to knock him out?” 

      “No.” I blew out a breath. I missed Sabrina. From this moment forward, I was never going to tunnel anywhere without her. Ever. 

      “We need to find a way to stop him.”

      “I’m open to opinions,” I said. “Although, what’s he going to do? It’s not like he can chase us around this ship forever? It’s huge. He obviously can’t locate us with some magical power and he has a job to do, right? What is he thinking?” 

      “He’s probably thinking how much he’d like to kill us.”

      “But then, why let us escape from the office in the first place?” I asked. “He could easily have jumped in front of us.” And then I remembered what I’d seen in the office and stepped back from Benny. “And what were you doing in there?”

      I mean, it looked like he was saving me, but how many times had I not been able to pick a killer out of a lineup until they tried to kill me?

      “I was filing the lists like Hades told me to.” Benny frowned at the wall behind me. “Which was odd. He never normally lets me anywhere near the lists. I though he was finally starting to trust me.”

      “He asked you right before I got here?” I asked and Benny nodded. “And then we just happen to find you filing. It’s all a bit too convenient, don’t you think?”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Hades swears there’s no one who has access to the lists, and then we just happen upon you filing them. When he’s never asked you to file them before.”

      “You think—you think he’s framing me?” Benny asked. 

      I nodded. Of course the reverse could be true and Benny could’ve somehow had access to, and had been messing with, the lists all along. Then waited for the perfect moment to frame Hades. Maybe in an attempt to get his job. Though, honestly, the job didn’t look like a whole lot of fun, isolated on this dingy old ship. 

      And I liked that option least since I was locked in a room with Benny. On the flip side, Hades had tried to decapitate me. Maybe it was better to get some distance from both of them.

      “Are you okay?” Benny’s face loomed up in front of mine as he looked into my eyes.

      I jerked back. “Yeah, why?”

      “You keep angling your head to either side.”

      “Oh, I was having an internal discussion about why would Hades add extra names to the death list.” I pulled the few sheets of paper from my pocket that I’d managed to grab while running for my life. I scanned the list. “Can you think of anything?”

      Benny shrugged. “I know he hates Charon. Maybe he’s trying to take his job.”

      “But how would adding extra names to the lists do that?” I asked. “Surely that makes it look like he’s incompetent.”

      Benny shrugged again. “Maybe he’s drunk on power. You heard how he talks about his reapers.”

      “Yeah, he does seem the power drunk type. Still, he had to know someone would find out.” I pointed to Benny. “I mean, you knew, right?”

       “I didn’t know anything about it until you and Charon showed up.”

      “Okay, I think—”

      “What do you think, Bridget?” Hades asked from behind me. “You really should learn to whisper. This is my ship. I am the captain. Did you really think you could hide—”

      I raised the pepper spray and unloaded it in Hades’ face. Or tried to. There was only a draft left in the can. He stared at me, murderous intent dripping from his snarling mouth.

      I summoned all the dissatisfaction of the past few months of being dead, the anger at the sameness, at the feelings of futility, at Sabrina being stalked by the IA, at every single time I’d had someone threaten my afterlife. I balled my fist and flung at his face. It was almost as good as the punch Oz had thrown at not-Warren. I mean, not as powerful or effective. But it felt good.

      It caught him off guard. He stumbled back. I kicked him as hard as I could in the shin. He screamed in agony and then I kicked him in the other shin. My toes crunched against the front of my shoe and yelled for me to stop. I ignored it and kicked him in the shin again. Hades dropped to the ground, cradling his legs and emitting an unnatural screech of agony. I reached into my pocket to get the length of ribbon to tie him up. Only it wasn’t there. Frantically, I rooted through all of my pockets, trying to find it. An image of the Warren impersonator tied up on the kitchen floor flashed in front of my eyes. 

      “Get me a length of something!” I yelled at Benny, who hopped from foot to foot by the open door, but made no move to help. “We need to tie him up.”

      Hades roared and flung his foot at my stomach. I didn’t have time to get out of the way. It connected with my abdomen and I flew backwards across the room, out through the open doorway and slammed into the wall. Benny caught me before I hit the floor.

      “Come on!” He dragged me along the corridor. I staggered after him, blinded by pain. My fist throbbed. My foot throbbed. My entire back throbbed. My stomach throbbed. It was like someone was using my body as a drum kit. 

      We made it to the end of the corridor as a whistling sound grew louder. I turned to see a scythe, flipping end over end, soaring toward us. Benny lunged along the corridor to the right and I went left just as the blade sank into the wall where we’d been standing. 

      It didn’t thud into the wall. The blade slipped silently through the wall in a puff of plaster. Only the wooden hilt prevented it from going all the way through. It vibrated, lodged in the wall, almost as if it were still trying to get to us.

      I took a step closer to it. If I could get the scythe, that was the only weapon Hades had, right? I stared at it a moment too long. Hades appeared in front of the wedged scythe.

      “The boats,” Benny mouthed to me, then turned and ran. 

      Thankfully, my body’s fight-or-flight response made the decision before my brain could. I stumbled along my own corridor and hung a left, then a right. I happened upon a staircase and practically tripped all the way down. I had to grab the bannister at the bottom before I tumbled into a heap. 

      My brain was still telling me I shouldn’t have run. That it was better to face down an adversary than run and hide and have to wait until the next attack. But the throbbing agony of my entire body drowned out that stupid brain voice pretty darn quickly.

      Using the railings along the corridor, I stumbled along, looking for a decent place to hide out, catch my breath and try to formulate a decent escape plan. I had no idea which of the lower floors the boats were on. And if I were honest, I wasn’t entirely convinced that was the plan for me. From a big boat with company who was trying to kill me to a smaller boat with someone who had saved my life a couple of times. Logically, it made sense, but in my vast experience of this kind of situation, it was best to believe that everyone was trying to kill you unless unequivocally proven otherwise.

      I rested against the wall and tried to listen for Hades over the vocal declarations of my injuries. At the end of the corridor was a bulkhead type door. It would be tricky to get out if Hades tunnelled in, but I really needed a minute somewhere that felt safe, even if it wasn’t really safe. 

      With much silent complaining from every part of my hurting body, I removed the crowbar that secured the wheel in place and turned it. It was so much easier than I thought it was going to be. That caused some alarm in the still rational part of my brain. Like, why was there a crowbar wedging the wheel in place to begin with? My fuzzy-in-pain logic was that if Hades wanted to keep the door locked, it was somewhere he likely wouldn't look for me. Which made it Hades proof.

      The door whined softly as it opened. There was minimal light from the portholes, but at first glance it looked like an empty room the size of my bedroom. It would be the perfect hiding place while I formulated a new plan. 

      I closed it up after me. I paused and stared at the door. Could I get locked in here? I tested the wheel on the inside of the door. It seemed to work fine. Was it worth leaving it open? That would be a neon sign to Hades I was in here, though. I stood in front of the door, dithering over what to do and straining to hear any sounds of Hades. An odd tinkling noise came from somewhere in the dark. It had been getting closer the longer I’d been debating the open or closed position of the door, but my mind must have blocked it out because there were only so many emergencies it could deal with at one time. 

      By the time my brain had decided maybe that was something I should be paying attention to, and that just maybe that crowbar had been securing the door closed for a reason, a hand had already covered my mouth.
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      “Don’t—don’t—don’t,” a panicked but familiar voice whispered as I tensed to fight my way free. “It’s me.”

      I twisted and my not-captor let go of me. I stared at a haggard, dirty Warren. Whose filthy hands had just been all over my face. I wiped at my face with the not-much-cleaner cuff of my jumpsuit.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

      “Does this mean you’re not the rescue party?”

      I squinted at him in the dim light. “Is it really you?”

      “Who else would I be?”

      “That’s a loaded question right now.”

      “What?” He dragged me away from the door. “Where have you been? I’ve been down here for years waiting on you to rescue me.”

      “You’ve not been missing for years, Drama Queen. And I only found out you were missing today, so really this is a prompt rescue. Almost immediate, one could say.”

      “How could you not notice?”

      “Some IA stooge has been faking you.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do I know you’re you?”

      “How about by me telling you that once again you have that lovely death shroud.” He rolled his eyes. “I’ve never known anyone who was more attracted to death than you. Honestly, it’s like your perpetual state of being is ‘in danger’.”

      That did sound like Warren. “How did you get down here?” 

      “I stole Hades' scythe. It was a task for the IA because they said he was misusing it and wanted to restore the balance. Whatever that meant. But I’m not dumb and figured if I didn't do it, they'd just get someone else. So I stole it and gave it to you and told them I couldn’t get it. Maybe a week later I blacked out and woke up here.” Warren shook his arm. A metal cuff encircled his wrist. A chain was attached to the cuff at one end and the wall at the other.

      "You're saying you stole Hades' scythe because you're not dumb?"

      "Yes, that's what I'm saying."

      “I disagree. You’re an idiot. I should leave you here.”

      “You’re not going to though, right?” Warren asked. 

      I pursed my lips at him. “Idiot.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, secure that I was going to rescue him. “What’s your plan?”

      “First, we need to get you out of these chains.” 

      They were attached to the wall with a metal plate. But the wall they were attached to was plasterboard so the plate came off without too much trouble. 

      “Didn’t you think to do this yourself?” I asked.

      “You mean with the crowbar I always have to hand?”

      “You could’ve used something to dig them out.”

      “And then what?” He gestured around the room. “I’d still be locked in here. Can’t you get them off my wrist?” 

      “You mean with the manacle-breaking tools I always have to hand?” 

      “Sabrina would know how to do it?” He peered around me. “Where is Sabrina?”

      “Hades sort of kidnapped me so—”

      “Great.” Warren threw his hands up, his chains rattling with the movement. “Left that little nugget out, didn’t you?”

      “Don’t make me leave you here,” I warned. “Because I’m happy to.”

      “Whatever,” Warren muttered as he collected up his chains. “What now?”

      “How did you get on the ship?”

      “Piggybacked a reaper. On and off. It was the only way. What’s your escape plan?”

      “Benny said there were lifeboats on one of the lower levels and he was thinking we could row out of range of Hades’ blocking.

      “Benny? Oh, the tuxedo guy? And that’s not going to work. I haven’t seen any boats and I think the whole place is blocked.”

      “Other than being expelled by Hades or waiting for Charon to show up, the only other way I can think of is through the pool doors.”

      Warren shook his head. “That’s how I piggybacked a reaper. Ghosts can’t move through it.”

      "So, we could just do the same."

      "I could. You couldn't." Warren gestured to himself. "Special powers."

      "Okay, so we'll find a reaper. You and your special powers can piggyback out of here and come back with help."

      Warren jangled his chains at me. "I can't exactly go incognito anymore."

      “Great. Well, that leaves plan B."

      "Which is?"

      "Incapacitate Hades and wait to be rescued.”

      Warren squinted at me in the darkness. “I don’t like it when Sabrina’s not here.”

      I snorted. “You and me both.”

      “Why are we trying to incapacitate Hades?”

      “Because he’s trying to kill me, and if I have to wait to be rescued, I’d like to wait in safety.”

      “And you think attempting to incapacity Hades constitutes safety?”

      “Look, you don’t have to come.”

      “But I'm the idiot.”

      "Yeah, because without you, neither of us would be here."

      I eased the bulkhead door open with Warren’s hand fisted in the back of my jumpsuit as if I were going to leave him. Which was smart, because if he kept on complaining there was a very good chance I would lock him back up. There was no one outside waiting for us, so we crept along the hallway. 

      We passed several rooms on either side before we got to the stairs and I checked each quickly to see if there were anything that I could use to tie Hades up again if I had the opportunity. There wasn't.

      “Where are we going?” Warren whispered as I peered up the staircase. It looked empty. “If we’re trying to get Hades, why don’t we just shout?”

      “Because I’d like to catch him unawares.”

      “This is a stupid plan,” Warren grumbled. “It isn’t even a plan.”

      “You’re welcome to go back into your cell."

      “Don’t tempt me.” 

      “Shut up. And we still need to find Benny.” Who I still didn’t wholly trust, but who I also wasn’t willing to leave behind. He had saved my life, after all. Twice. 

      Warren peeked over my shoulder. “Why have we stopped moving?”

      “When Hades attacked me, Benny was standing right beside me. He could easily have been aiming the scythe at him—it’s not exactly a precision weapon. Then instead of helping me tie Hades up when I had him on the floor—”

      “You had Hades on the floor?” Warren hissed. “You did?”

      “Benny didn’t help. When Hades knocked me across the room, Benny already had the door open. That’s how I landed in the corridor. Then he pushed me out of the way of the scythe rather than pulling me with him.”

      “You’ve never had any sense of self preservation. It’s why you’re always marked for death. If we're not sure about him, how about we leave him, escape and then come back with help?”

      “When you were stealing the scythe, did you hear any talk about people being accidentally reaped?”

      “Why do you think the IA had me try to steal Hades’ scythe in the first place?” Warren’s eyes scanned the hallway as he spoke. “Of course they knew about it.”

      “They knew before you stole the scythe?” I asked. All of the teeny tiny jigsaw pieces of information suddenly fell into place and suffused me with an overwhelming sense of satisfaction. 

      “Why don’t you ever listen?” Warren hissed. “This is why I prefer Sabrina. And she never has a death shroud.”

      I grinned at Warren. “I think I know what’s happening. Come on.”

      “I don’t like how you said that,” he grumbled but followed me up the stairs. 

      I was embarrassingly out of breath by the time we made it to the top deck. Warren had clung on to me and complained about having to carry his chains the whole time. Despite not being the stealthiest of climbs, we’d managed not to run into either Hades or Benny.

      “Which way?” Warren asked as I glanced along the corridor to the right, to the left and straight ahead. 

      I shrugged and pointed directly in front of us. “This way?”

      “Is that a question?” Warren hissed at me. “Don’t you know?”

      “Oddly, Warren, I wasn’t paying that much attention when I was running for my life.”

      Before I could eenie-meenie-minie-mo a decision, a scream ripped through the silence. So filled with agony it made me shudder. It sounded like Hades. 

      “I think that came from this way?” I jogged along the corridor directly ahead.

      “Naturally. We’re running toward the scream. This is exactly why you always have that death shroud,” Warren muttered, still clinging on to me as I tried to run. I just knew if things got dicey, he was going to use me as a shield.

      We paused at a set of doubled doors. I peeked through and saw the ballroom beyond. Benny was curled up on the floor while Hades stood over him.

      “I will visit torments on you that will terrify your worst nightmares.” 

      Warren pulled me back. “Well?”

      “You know how I said I knew what was going on?”

      “You don’t? What a shocker.”

      “You need to put on your mean face because we’re going to go out there and save someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Possibly Benny. Possibly Hades. Definitely us.”

      “How do you get yourself in these situations?”

      “You’re kidding, right? I’m pretty sure this whole mess is on you.” 

      “Me?”

      “Yes. Now we’re going to walk out and––”

      “And what?”

      I shrugged and blew out a breath. “And see what happens. Though you should definitely apologise for stealing the scythe.”

      “This? This is your plan?” Warren hissed. “See what happens?” 

      “Yes. And if the opportunity arises, we’re going to try to knock one or both of them out.”

      “If the opportunity arises?” Warren parroted back to me.

      “Yep. If the opportunity arises.” I nodded and stepped through the doors. Because Warren was still clutching on to me, he came through as well, whether he’d intended to or not. 

      “I will peel the skin from your body while you scream for mercy,” Hades raged over Benny’s cowering figure.

      “I hate you,” Warren whispered.

      “Excuse me? Hades.” Hades whirled to face me, fury creasing his face. But when his attention landed on Warren behind me, the fury morphed into confusion.  

      Benny sprang into action behind Hades and swung something at the back of Hades’ head.

      Hades' limp form dropped to the floor, his scythe sliding out of his hands. 

      “Good job, Bridget!” Benny shouted and jogged to the scythe. He tossed the brick away and stood over the scythe, his fingers twitching.

      “Where did you get a brick?” I asked. It wasn’t the most pressing questions, but it was so odd, it was what my attention snagged on.

      “No-no-no-no.” Warren still half hiding behind me waved at Benny, his chains jangling with the movement. “You don’t want to touch that. Not with your bare hands.”

      “Yeah,” Benny crouched down and slowly, deliberately wrapped his fingers around the shaft of the scythe. “Except I do.”

      “This is a secret part of your plan that you didn’t tell me, right?” Warren asked. 

      I nodded, shrugged, then nodded again. “Sure.”

      Warren spoke to me but didn’t take his eyes from Benny. “I don’t want to be friends anymore.”
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      “Do you have a Plan B?” Warren asked, cowering behind me as I tried to tunnel us both back to Madame Zorina’s office. If Hades was the source of the block, then since he was now unconscious, we should be able to tunnel out. But that wasn’t happening.

      “Directness,” I whispered, then walked toward Benny. “Good job, Benny. Let’s get out of here before he wakes up.”

      “From everything I’ve heard about you from Tommy, I expected more.” Benny leaned on the scythe, much the way Hades had. What was wrong with these people? Did they think leaning on weapons made them look cool, or was being Hades just too taxing.

      “Oh, come on.” Warren stamped his foot as if he were a child having a tantrum. He pointed at me. “Why can you never get the bad guys right?”

      “Hades swung a scythe at my head. Pretty sure he was the bad guy.” I sighed and stared at Benny. “He just wasn’t the only bad guy.”

      “Listen, Benny—is that your name?” Warren asked and held up his arms full of chains in surrender. “We’re not interested in any of this. We don’t care. Keep the scythe. Good luck with your reapers. We just want to go home. So, if you don’t mind?”

      “You know I just can’t let you go.” Benny looked from Warren to me. “I mean, you know that, right? It won’t be long until you realise that I was the one who added those names on the death lists to make Hades appear incompetent.”

      “I don’t know, Benny,” Warren said with a sigh. “She’s pretty bad at this investigation stuff. Pretty sure if you hadn’t just admitted to it she’d have never worked it out.”

      “Hey!” I faced Warren. “That’s not cool. And I had worked it out. Thank you.” I turned back to Benny. “Hades never wrote out the lists, did he? He had you do it, right? That’s how you could add the names without anyone noticing and even if Hades worked out that’s where the problem was, it wasn’t like he could say anything—”

      Benny laughed. “He never worked out where the problem was. He kept going on about how stupid you were for focusing on him and his reapers. It never occurred to him it was very obviously me.”

      “That’s why you were pretend filing, right? To make it look like Hades had set you up to take the fall from him, but it was you that was setting him up by making it look like he was setting you up.”

      “Frankly, I don’t care who’s in charge or reaping people.” Warren spoke from behind me. “You, him. I don’t. I’d just like to leave.”

      “Okay. You know what? If you promise to keep this to yourselves, I think I can trust you.” Benny waved us past him. “You’re free to go.”

      “Is he messing with us?” Warren asked.

       “Obviously. He can’t let us go,” I said. “He can’t take the chance we’ll tell because then he’ll get booted out of that job he’s worked so hard to assume. I have a question about that. It’s been bothering me since I first met the reapers. Why does Hades scythe not kind of flip away like theirs do?”

      “Of course it doesn’t flip into a tattoo.” Benny banged the staff on the floor. "It’s the one scythe to rule them all.”

      “Did you just make a Lord of the Rings reference?” Warren asked. 

      I glanced at Warren. “There are reaper rings, too?”

      Warren slowly shook his head at me, disgust all over his face. “No.”

      “Then why—never mind.” I waved my hand at him and faced Benny again. “Here’s what I think. Charon told me that this job is just farmed out. It used to be a calling, but he struggled to fill it, so he let the bureau fill it. Neither you nor Hades are worthy of the power that scythe wields. That’s why it doesn’t do the flappy thing for you. All the reapers are worthy, they obey the rules, they aren’t happy, but they respect the importance of their office. You and Hades. You don’t. You look at it as power when it’s really a huge responsibility.”

      “I understand that responsibility.” Benny banged the scythe on the floor. “I will wield it with grace and humility. I will keep this safe. I am Hades.”

      “To be clear, Benny,” I asked. “All anyone has to do to gain the power of that scythe and the office of Hades is hold that stick? ’Cause if that’s the case, there’s two of us and one of you and you’re standing in our way.”

      Benny stared at us for a long moment. And then he turned and ran out the double doors and on to the deck.

      Warren pointed after him. “Did he just run away?”

      I shook my head. “No. No he can’t have. Maybe he went for reinforcements.”

      “Reinforcements from where? And where is he running to?” Warren asked me as we crossed the floor and peered out of the double doors to the deck.

      “I’ve no idea.”

      “You think he’ll let us just leave?” Warren asked. 

      “Maybe. And list us as emergency reapees so someone else gets their hands dirty. But even if that happens, I’m still Charon’s conductor. Whatever plane of the afterlife I’m on, he’ll find me. And I’ll tell him. I don’t see a way out of this for him. I don't understand his plan at all.”

      I didn’t know if it was a draught or a noise or just my finely honed about-to-be-murdered senses that gave him away. Without turning, I grabbed Warren, ducked and rolled as best I could. Warren had dropped his chains when I grabbed him, and now we were both tangled. 

      Benny stepped toward us, scythe held high for an axe chopping swing that would pierce me and Warren at the same time. I kicked out and caught him in the shin. It knocked him off balance long enough for Warren and I to wiggle out of the chain tangle and get to our feet.

      “Now what?” Warren asked. 

      I shrugged and charged at Benny. The scythe was a pretty intimidating weapon with a long reach, but it also took seconds to get it in motion. By the time it was coming at me again, I was past the blade, inside the safe area of the swing and body-checking Benny to the floor. Benny cracked his head on the parquet ballroom floor and the scythe clattered from his grasp. 

      I stared down at him, waiting for him to move, to fight, to give a villainous quip before scything me to death, but he didn’t.

      “Is he out?” Warren asked, peering over my shoulder. 

      “I think so,” I said. Still waiting for him to move. He didn’t. “This feels oddly anti-climactic. There’s usually a lot more fighting than this.”

      “Maybe you’re getting better,” Warren said.

      “I think we both know that’s not true.”

      “Are you going to get off him?” 

      “I probably should.” And yet I still didn’t move. I didn’t want to leave Benny and Hades lying around on the ballroom floor, not tied up. Just didn’t seem like the smart thing to do. 

      “We should go.” 

      “Yeah, can you tunnel?”

      “No. Can you?”

      Without getting up, I tried tunnelling. Nothing. “Nope.”

      “Will you please get off him. It’s making me uncomfortable.” Warren reached a hand out to me and after a moment’s hesitation, I took it. 

      I waited for Benny to do something. He didn’t. I nudged his foot with mine. “You don’t think he’s dead, do you?”

      “I’m not even convinced he’s unconscious, or we’d be able to tunnel.”

      I glanced around the floor and nudged the scythe toward Warren. “Pick that up and expel me.”

      Warren skipped back as if I suggested rolling around in a pit of snakes. “I’m not touching that stick of death.”

       “You saw how easily they passed it around. Pick it up, expel me, I’ll get help and then Charon can audition for a new Hades.”

      “You pick it up and expel me.” Warren moved like he was going to nudge it in my direction with his foot but stopped a good distance away, almost like he didn't want to touch it even with his shoe.

      “Have you met me?” I asked. “With my luck, it'll explode. Or I’ll sneeze and somehow annihilate all life in the universe. And do you really want to be the one to tell my parole officer you made me touch the stick of death?”

      “I hate you.”

      “You said.”

      “I just want you to fully understand the magnitude of it.”

      “I understand. Pick it up and expel me.”

      Warren reached out, keeping his body as far back as he could, as if that would somehow keep him safe from the impending disaster. When his finger grazed the handle, a blazing blue shock wave ripped out of the staff. It hit me with such force I stumbled back, tripped over Benny’s still unconscious form and landed hard on my bum. The vibration made me remember that everything else still hurt. The drama had dulled the general throbbing of my injuries, but now that was over, they were back full force.

      “What just happened?” Warren was several feet away, also on the floor. 

      “Did you break it?” I asked, scanning the ballroom. There was no sign of the scythe. "You broke it? How did you break it?"

      “You told me. You told me to touch it.” Warren jabbed a finger in my direction. “I am not taking the blame for this.” Warren wriggled around on the floor, still trying to work his way out of the manacles. As he moved, I caught a glimpse of something black on his inner forearm.

      “Warren?” I pointed to his arm. "Roll up your sleeve."

      Warren froze. "Why?"

      "Just do it. Your right sleeve." 

      He grimaced at me, almost as if he knew it would be bad news, but rolled up his sleeve. On his inner forearm there was a tattoo of a black scythe, the same as the reapers. Except on his arm, a black hooded figure was holding the weapon. 

      “Pretty sure that means you’re Hades now.”

      “No. But—no.” Warren stared at me, wild-eyed. “You knew. You knew this would happen.”

      “How could I possibly know?”

      “That’s why you didn’t want to touch it.”

      "I didn't want to touch it because I didn't want to accidentally bring about the apocalypse."

      "You knew!"

      “Warren, I swear I didn’t know.” I held both hands up. “I wouldn’t have asked you to do it if I knew that would happen. At least, I wouldn’t have asked you without warning you first.”

      “Why me? Why did this happen to me?” He tried to scratch at the tattoo, but when he flicked his wrist the scythe appeared in his hand. His pupils turned the same black as Charon’s which was super creepy.

      “Hey, Warren? You okay?”

      “Bridget?” Warren cocked his head to one side the way Oz did when he was listening to his emotional surveillance to see if I was telling the truth about something. “I can hear voices. There are people in here?” He stared at me wide-eyed with his new and super creepy black pupils and tapped his temple. “I can hear them.”

      “Okay, well, Hades is responsible for a heap of reapers so—y’know?” I tried to keep my voice even and not even slightly freaking out. “If you can lift this block, I’m going to go and get Charon. See if he can …” I didn’t even finish that sentence because I didn’t know what he was going to do. I didn't know if he could help. He had to be able to help though, didn't he?

      A slow smile spread over Warren’s face. “You should take the pool exit.”

      “I thought ghosts couldn’t go that way.”

      “You should try.” Warren closed his eyes and sat perfectly still. 

      “Can’t you—”

      “The pool.”

      “Okay.” I got to my feet and scurried out of the ballroom. I would get Charon. He would fix creepy Warren and return him to regularly annoying Warren. I jogged across the deck of the ship to the shallow end of the empty pool and jumped down. I had no idea if this was going to work or not, but Warren was—whatever he was. And he needed help.

      Cautiously, I approached the deep end of the pool. I reached the wall and extended a hand. It went right through the doors. 

      “Okay. So this is just like misting. I can just go through and come out … wherever I come out.” I nodded to myself. “Let’s just get this done.”
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      I stepped into the wall. I’d been expecting it to be like when I misted through regular doors. Like it would just be a thin barrier and you were through. Or for it to be something akin to tunnelling. But it wasn’t. It was like wading through treacle. A void of blackness. The air was thick and warm and pressed in on me from all sides. Smoothing my face, worming up my nose and forcing its way into my mouth when I tried to breathe. 

      It didn’t move like water or air. It moved like I imagined the black stuff around the ship would. Had Warren sent me into the weird black stuff on purpose? That seemed petty. Unless he was trying to kill me. That didn’t seem like something he’d do. At least, not normal-eyed Warren. Who knew what black-eyed Warren would do? How much of Warren was left?

      I reached out in front of me and tried to claw through the nothing, but it didn’t help. The weight pressed on my chest until it forced all the air from my lungs. I choked, trying to get the stuff out of my mouth. This was it. I was going to die. Again. And just when I’d finally felt like I was getting somewhere. That was so typical. The last image that fluttered through my mind before I lost consciousness was of everyone in Madame Zorina’s office, waiting for me to come back. My nose tingled warning the onset of tears and I didn't stop them this time. I couldn't feel the tears on my face, but I knew they were there. After an undetermined amount of time, something shifted.

      Gradually, I became aware of my surroundings. It was like waking up from a dream. When you’re aware there’s a lot going on around you, but you can only focus on one thing at a time. The first thing I heard were seagulls. Then the ocean. Then I could smell the salt and brine on the air. Then hear the chatter of people. Then I could see them. I felt the wooden slats beneath me and realised I was sitting on a bench. With a view of the beach and the glorious starry night. I rolled my head on my shoulders and massaged my neck. I was exhausted. That was not something I ever wanted to do again. It felt as if I'd been pulled apart and sewn back together.

      With that thought, I realised I’d left Warren alone with Benny and Hades. Although now he had the scythe and some crazy black eyes to accessorise it with, I wasn’t sure he really needed my help. Still. I gazed out over the beach and appreciated the view for a few more seconds, then tried to tunnel to Madame Zorina’s office. But I couldn’t. I closed my eyes and tried again. Still nothing. 

      “Why is nothing ever easy?” I muttered. Obviously, something about being on the ship was still blocking me. Maybe I was still on the ship and this was some sort of illusion. I checked around. There were no conveniently placed walls of an empty swimming pool to walk back through. Unless I was doubly dead.

      That black ooze. Had it killed me? Was that why I couldn’t tunnel? Surely doubly dead folks could still tunnel. How else would they get around? Feeling the first fission of anxiety begin to nibble on my nerves, I did the only thing I could think of. I pulled Oz’s whistle out and blew. 

      “Jeez, lady.” A teenage boy clasped his hand over his ear as he walked past. 

      I stared at him, glanced behind me, then looked back at him. “You can see me?”

      “More importantly I can hear you,” he pointed at the whistle in my hands. 

      “Are you a medium?” I asked, because Madame Zorina has said pretty much the exact same thing to me the first time I’d met her. 

      The boy hesitated, then ran his hands down the front of his chest. “I’m actually a small-to-medium, but I’ve been working out a lot lately so, yeah, nearly.”

      “What?” I stared at him. Another teenaged boy called to him and he ran off without even giving me a second glance.

      “Ah, you’re awake.” Charon spoke from behind me. He offered me a tub of mint choc chip ice cream and sat down on a nearby bench. “I thought you were never going to wake up. I do have other things to do.”

      “Ah! I solved your problem-slash-case.” I tucked the whistle back inside my jumpsuit, Oz and I would talk about his lack of appearance later. “Benny was the one adding names to the list because he wanted Hades job and was trying to make him look incompetent. Hades wasn’t divvying up the lists himself like he should have been because he was lazy so that’s how Benny did it. But then Hades tried to kill me. Then Benny got the scythe and then he tried to kill me, but I knocked him out. Anyway, they were keeping Warren prisoner—I think that was Benny because Hades didn’t look like he knew anything about it—and then Warren grabbed the scythe so he could expel me so I could get you but his body has absorbed it like the way the reapers do and his pupils turned black like yours. He’s hearing a lot of voices too, and I think he needs help.”

      “That’s all in hand, my little Bridget.” Charon leaned forward and scooped out some of my ice cream. “You and I have other matters to attend to.”

      “Like what?” I asked, moving my ice cream out of Charon’s reach. “Like adding a proper exit from that place. I had to wade through this black tar stuff and—hey, am I double dead. Because that kid just saw me and my emergency whistle isn’t working.” I shovelled some ice cream into my mouth. “Warren told me to go through those pool doors, if he killed me I’m going to be so mad. You could fix it though, right? Just make me regular dead again?”

      “You’re not dead at all, my little Bridget.”

      “What? Of course I’m dead. I was at my own funeral. You were at my funeral. Don’t you remember?”

      Charon chuckled. “I do remember, and it was throughly entertaining. However, you walked through the pool. Warren should not have permitted it, let alone encouraged it, but that’s a punishment for another time.” Ire flashed across Charon’s face. “All of that aside, you are once again in the world of the living.”

      I squinted at him. “Is this a joke? Because it’s not funny.”

      Charon shook his head. “It’s all very real.”

      “So I am legitimately alive. One hundred percent alive. Because I walked through the pool doors and some goo?” I shook my head. “That all seems far too easy. Is this a test?” I asked and Charon shook his head. “Okay, if that pool brings people back to life, why don’t more people know about it?”

      “I know about it. Warren must be a descendant of the first keeper of the gate—”

      “The keeper of the gate? Shut the front door,” I scoffed. “You’re making this stuff up as you go.” 

      Charon laughed again. It didn’t sound like tinkling or like the sky was falling. It sounded like a regular human person laugh. “You believe in ghosts, but not a pool that can bring you back to life?”

      “No, I do not believe in that,” I said, eating more of my ice cream. “And where did this body come from? If they put me back in my body, I should be a walking, rotting corpse. And I’m clearly still my super-hot self.”

      “If you don’t believe me, perhaps we should take a trip and see your parents.” 

      I squinted at him. “How do I know this isn’t a dream and I’m not actually drowning in that black ooze?”

      Charon shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to trust me.”

      “If this is a dream, that makes you a figment of my imagination. You’re hardly trustworthy.”

      Charon smiled at me and sighed. “I shall miss you, my little Bridget.”

      I saw the sadness in his eyes. It looked pretty genuine to me. “I’m really alive again? Like, really truly?”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying.”

      I shoved my ice cream into his hands. “And you’re letting me eat this stuff? What’s wrong with you? Do you know how many calories that is?”

      Charon frowned at the ice cream and then back up at me. “But we always have ice cream.”

      “Yeah, when the calories don’t count.”

      “I can easily fix that.”

      “I’ve tried low calorie ice cream.” I waved him off. “It’s not worth the effort of eating it.”

      “I meant I could bring you back on to our plane.” Charon shrugged one shoulder and stared down at the ice cream. “I mean, if that was something you think you might want.”

      “Be dead again?” I asked. “Hell no.”

      “I’ll try not to take that too personally,” Charon said with a rueful smile. “I’ll see you soon enough, anyway.”

      “Was that a threat?” I scanned our surroundings for a reaper. Though if I were truly alive and they had their invisible cloak, I wouldn’t see them, anyway.

      “What are you going to do now?” he asked, not answering my question. “I’m sure your parents will be over-joyed to have you back. They’ll have questions, I’m sure. But I think they’ll be too happy to really care about the details.”

      “My parents.” I could see my mam again. My dad. Talk to them about—what would I talk to them about? I couldn’t tell them about the afterlife, they’d think I was crazy. But we could talk about other stuff. Like, stuff. They would ask about my job, my career. Did I even want to do event planning anymore? It seemed so frivolous now. And where would I live? I supposed I could move back in with my parents for a very short while as I got back on my feet. But what would I do? Where would I live after that? I had no clothes. I had no friends. I had no purpose.

      “Yes. I’m not exactly sure where they are, but I could find them.”

      “Oh, I know where they are.” I pointed in the direction of our house.

      Charon hesitated. “Your mother sold that house over a month ago.”

      “Without telling me?”

      “In her defence, you are dead.”

      I nodded. “Right. Of course. Can you find them?”

      Charon disappeared without a word, then reappeared a few seconds later. “They’re in India.”

      I slumped back against the bench. “My mam always wanted to travel around the world. Like, literally all over it. They didn’t take a honeymoon because my dad promised her an adventure when they’d saved enough. I guess they didn’t wait this time.”

      “I’m sure they’ll come straight home,” Charon said.

      I sighed and looked around the beach. The teenagers playing frisbee. The fort on the hill where we had our GA meetings. The Italian Gardens somewhere off to the right where Sabrina and I would have our lunch. “I don’t belong here anymore, do I?”

      “You belong anywhere you choose to belong.”

      I stared out at the ocean. There was nothing left for me in alive world. My friends, my family, finally a job that could mean something, full fat ice cream with all the taste and none of the calories, it was all in the afterlife. 

      “Will it hurt?” I asked. 

      “Will what hurt?”

      “When you take me home.”

      “Which home?”

      “Really? You’re going to make me spell this out?”

      Charon shrugged. “You have a tenacity for complaining which I have never encountered before in my entire existence. I wouldn’t want to assume and then have to listen to it. For eternity.”

      “Take me back home, to the afterlife,” I said. “As long as you promise it won’t hurt.”

      “I will. In just one moment. We need to discuss something else first.”

      “What?”

      “Your new venture.”

      “What about it?”

      “I support it,” Charon said, as if his support were all I needed. “However, I feel that you have far too many employees to keep busy—”

      “You’re trying to poach people to be your conductors.”

      “It’s your fault, really. I managed perfectly well on my own until you started. And now I’m accustomed to trouble-making company, ice cream breaks, a buffer between me and all the passenger complaints. My price to support this venture is a twenty-four-hour full-time conductor. You can take shifts. I don’t care how it happens, but that’s the cost of killing you.”

      “You run the bus for twenty-four hours?” I asked, side-stepping the whole killing me comment. “Every day?” 

      “This is my job.”

      “Well, that’s horrendous.”

      “How did you think it happened?”

      “I’m self-involved,” I said with a shrug. “I didn’t give it any thought. But now I know, we’ll set you up with conductors to work in shifts as long as you train some of those conductors—not me—to drive the bus so you can take a day off or two.”

      “A day off?” Charon stared at me. “What would I do with a day off?”

      “Sight see? Find a girlfriend? Get a hobby? Get a dog? Come and work with us?”

      “I have always wanted a dog.” Charon stood and offered me his hand. “Shall we?”

      “Do you promise this won’t hurt?”

      “Yes, my little Bridget. I promise.”

      I placed my hand in his. “What about a beagle? I’ve always liked beagles.”

      The world around me changed as if someone flipped a switch. I was standing in Madame Zorina’s office, with everyone, mainly my housemates, talking at full volume and Charon nowhere to be seen. Oz was the first to notice I was back. 

      He grabbed me and checked me over for injuries like he always did, then wrapped me in a tight hug. 

      “Are you okay?” he whispered into my hair. “I felt—something happened, and you disappeared.”

      “I’m fine. I’m back now.” And Charon had been true to his word. It really hadn’t hurt.

      “There you are, dear.” Edith said when Oz released me. “What on earth happened? Those five newly deads came back here without you.”

      “Where are they now?” I scanned the room.

      “Charon picked them up,” Sabrina said. “Where did you get to?”

      “Okay. So, Hades tried to kill me, then Benny—who was keeping Warren imprisoned on the ship without Hades' knowledge—tried to kill me, then Warren touched Hades' scythe and now I think he’s the new Hades." I looked around the group. "Questions?”
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      “What do you think?” Oz asked me as we stood in the middle of the basement. “We can throw up some plasterboard at the far end and make a conference room type of thing. We can have desks along that wall with little cubical type walls,” he said as he gestured to the right, then the left. “I though we could use that as a brainstorming type of area and in that corner we could have sofas for us or for clients. What do you think?”

      We’d half-heartedly kitted it out as an office type space before but for one reason and another, never really got around to using it, so a lot of stuff was already there.

      “Are you sure you want random folks traipsing though our house?”

      “No, but I’d rather have them here where there will always be people around than in some out of the way space.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Have you thought of a name,” he asked. “I need something to put on the paperwork. I can’t file it without a name.”

       “Can we use a placeholder name?”

      “We can, but it will be a pain to change it later.” 

      All of my housemates and Sabrina had decided to work until the end of the week in their old jobs. My housemates did it to get presents, while I was pretty sure Sabrina was doing it so she could stockpile stationery. And probably work out ways to sneak back into the building for when we needed information.

      “Do you want to talk about where you went yesterday?” Oz asked. “When you disappeared.”

      “Not really. There’s not really anything to tell.”

      “You died and Charon brought you back.” Oz said. “That’s the only way the link can be severed. So, he brought you back?”

      “Just to be clear, are you saying that bond you use to snoop on me is severed?”

      Oz nodded. “Which can only happen if you leave this plane.”

      "That's good to know."

      "So?"

      “I was alive.” 

      Oz blinked. “You were what?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I scanned the room. “But in those very short moments I realised just how much happier I am here, how much easier life is when I don’t have to worry about bills or clothes or calories. How much I actually like my housemates. How I’ve never had a friend like Sabrina or someone like you who looks after me even when I don’t think I need it.”

      "Wow. That's a pretty big shift in attitude."

      "I know, right? And we didn't even need to go to that therapist, who's not really a qualified therapist, to work it all out."

      "Are you okay about it?"

      "I realised that I was pining over an idealised version of my life and not my actual alive life." I nodded. "I'm happier here." 

      “Well, I am relieved that you came back. I don’t think your housemates would’ve survived without you.”

      I winced. “I’m glad you see it that way because part of the deal I made with Charon was that we’ll all take shifts as conductors on his bus.”

      “When were you going to tell me about this?”

      I shrugged and blew out a breath. "I was going to get cake and maybe an Irish coffee to soften the blow." 

      "But––"

      “Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard’s voice drifted through the open kitchen door and into the basement just in time.

      I jerked my thumb over my shoulder and shrugged again. “I’m needed.”

      “We’re—"

      “Going to talk about this later.” I jogged up the stairs with Oz trailing behind. “I know.”

      “Ah, there you are.” Officer Leonard said as I emerged from the basement. Next to him stood a man in his mid-forties, grey beard, slicked back grey hair, dressed in a red jumpsuit. He’d have been attractive except for the expression of anxiety and his obsessive glancing around.

      “Come on in, Officer Leonard. Bring your friend.” I reached for the kettle as Oz strolled out through the basement door. “Would you like some tea?”

      “Alas, I can’t stay.” Officer Leonard handed Oz a large brown envelope. “The reference.”

      “Thank you.” Oz took it with a grateful nod. “Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Steve.” 

      “It’s nice to meet you, Steve.” Oz shook his hand. “I’m Oz and this is Bridget.”

      I waved at him. “Hi. Are you in training or something? I’d have thought Officer Leonard would have at least given you a mask."

      Officer Leonard shook his head. “No. Steven has a problem.”

      “Oh, what kind of problem?” I asked. “And should you be carting him around?”

      “I’m not carting him around, I was bringing him here.” Officer Leonard gestured to me. “To you.”

      “To me? Why?”

      Officer Leonard smiled his amenable smile. “I know the paperwork has yet to be filed, but you are in the business of helping people, are you not?”

      I glanced at Oz, then back to Officer Leonard. “Why, yes. Yes we are.”
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            The Faux Fang Murders Excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve heard the term ‘sleeping on the job’, but I’ve never actually caught anyone doing it,” Marcus called loudly from my office doorway.

      “I’m not sleeping. I’m resting my eyes.” I lifted my head from the desk and tried to smooth the stray strands of my dark hair back into its Princess Leia headband-style plait.

      I’d heard him stomping down the metal stairs to the basement filing room that was my office so I really should’ve sat up and looked alert, what with him being the editor of the paper and all. But I’d figured if he was making that much noise, he was already annoyed about something.

      “Really?” Marcus’s lips were pressed into a hard line as his grass-green eyes catalogued my hair-neatening as if he were about to comment. He didn’t. He stalked across the office, leaving the door wide open so all my carefully contained heat drifted out, and slapped a folded-up newspaper on my desk. “I’m pretty sure that qualifies as sleeping on the job.”

      “I was up all night on location so I’m pretty sure, at this point, I’ve already put in more hours than you today.” I’d been drinking coffee until the early hours with Mrs Edmonds, waiting for her elephant poltergeist to show up. It hadn’t. Poltergeists, animal or human, could be unreliable that way. I think Mrs Edmonds had just wanted the company. Mine, not the poltergeist’s.

      “What good is being up all night if you’re missing the stories?” Marcus tapped the folded-up newspaper.

      “Why? What happened? Did Elvis die?” I gave the newspaper a cursory glance while slipping my feet back into my battered, but still beautiful, red cowboy boots. I pushed up from my desk and crossed the office to close the door and staunch the heat loss. Before closing the door all the way, I pulled the cuff of my oversized grey hoodie over my hand and gave the door plaque my parents had bought me—“Aurora North – Paranormal Desk”—a quick polish before closing the door all the way.

      “Roar, I need you to take this seriously.” Marcus picked the newspaper up from my desk and handed it to me as I passed.

      “I think you’re taking this seriously enough for both of us.” I took it from him and settled back at my desk, checking to make sure the heater was still on behind me. Then, like a good little reporter, I opened up the newspaper to see what Marcus had his knickers in a twist about while he hovered, waiting for me to read.

      Marcus Redding, editor of The Universe, was tall and athletically built in a slim way. Despite his smart, well-ironed grey trousers and tucked-in white shirt, his dark hair was just a touch too long to be considered neat. It wasn’t curly, but it always had a slightly dishevelled appearance.

      “Are you going to watch me read?” I asked, watching him watching me.

      “Yes.”

      “Noooooo, that’s not creepy at all.” I lifted the paper from the desk and shook it out, so it blocked me from his view while I scanned the article. I speed-read it, then folded the newspaper up and handed it back to him. “Didn’t miss nothin’. Can I get back to my nap now?”

      “Didn’t miss nothin’?” Marcus repeated as he opened the newspaper back up and made a show of reading the story. “Didn’t … miss … nothin’ … Vampires stalking university students. Body drained of blood. Terror on campus. Police advise students not to go out alone.” He peered over the top of the paper at me. “But you didn’t miss nothin’?”

      “Nope. Will that be all?” I stretched my arms above my head and yawned loudly.

      “No. That will not be all.” Marcus tossed the newspaper onto my desk in the exact place I was about to rest my head. I looked at it. I could fold it up and use it as a cushion, but then I’d get ink on my face. I had plastic wallets in my drawer. Maybe I could place a couple of those over it. Or I could just use my scarf.

      Marcus picked up the paper and slapped it down in front of me again. “Aurora!”

      “Dude,” I hissed, waving my arm in the direction of my handsome fighting fish, Fredrick. I opened my bottom desk drawer and grabbed a white ping-pong ball. “You know raised voices upset him.”

      “Vampires are running rampant, but heaven forbid we should upset the fish,” Marcus muttered as I sprayed some water on the ping-pong ball to clean off any dust.

      I dropped the ball into Freddy’s tank, which sat in the back corner of my office on top of the low filing cabinets that lined one wall, between the heater and a poster for a 1970s film, Killer Fish.

      The poster, like every other poster in my office, hadn’t been my addition. Every now and again, on what I suspected were slow news days, I’d come in to find new anonymous contributions to my office. Anything from missed-call notes from Mulder, Scully and Bigfoot to posters from paranormal films. Someone had even bought me a Magic 8 Ball that still sat proudly on my desk.

      “I’m glad you understand your position in the pecking order in this office,” I said, watching as Freddy flared, his iridescent pink-tipped blue fins rippling in the water as he darted to the ball and began pushing it around the surface of the tank. He shook his tail fin at me—which I took to be the equivalent of a dog-tail thank-you wag—and continued to play with the ping-pong ball.

      “How long have you had him?” Marcus peered over my shoulder and into the tank.

      “A while.” I was pretty sure that this Freddy was Freddy the Third and my parents had tried to replace the previous Freddys without me knowing. Fighting fish didn’t have the longest life spans, and my parents had bought me Freddy the First after I’d come home on the first term break from uni and still hadn’t made any friends.

      It wasn’t that I was unfriendly, more that I was curious about people. Which apparently came across as nosy. Like the time I worked out that a guy in my dorm was dating seven girls at the same time. I’d kinda felt it was my duty as an empowered woman to tell them but none of them had thanked me for it. Somehow I’d taken the brunt of their anger about his cheating. I’d told my parents about this and they gave me Freddy as a confidante.

      “You understand what’s happening here, right?” Marcus jumped topic as we watched Freddy bop the ping-pong ball around.

      “You’re telling me off?” I asked. “For no reason?”

      Marcus swirled a finger in the air. “Here. At the paper.”

      “Are you referring to the fancy corporation-group-thingy that bought our paper out and hired you to make it into a profitable and relevant business—or something they could use as a tax dodge somehow—which culminated in you firing over half of the staff, and you’re stressing that I should do my job better, so you don’t have to axe me too?” I swirled my finger around the room. “Is that the ‘here’ you mean? Or do you mean ‘here’ as in the poorly researched, unverified, totally factless piece of reporting in a student newspaper you slapped on my desk and, because they’d fabricated a story about vampires and a mocked-up dead body picture, you assumed I had missed something? Which ‘here’ were you referring to?”

      “I’m referring to the fact that this desk only remains functional because I fought for it during the downsizing because you’re a talented reporter and—”

      “And because this desk, which you can call the paranormal desk—don’t be shy—gets more interaction from readers than all the other desks at the paper combined.”

      “That too,” Marcus agreed, still watching Freddy. “Were the tips of his fins always that bright? I don’t remember them being so vivid a couple of months ago.”

      “Yep, they definitely were.” For some reason, maintaining my parent’s ruse was important to me. If they cared enough to not let me think the past two Freddys had died, I felt as though it were my job to perpetuate it.

      “You’re absolutely sure there’s no merit in the story?” Marcus asked.

      “We did the same journalism course, right?” I asked and held the paper up so he could see the article. “The headline says ‘Vampires on campus!’. Exclamation point, not question mark, which implies that it’s a fact yet there’s nothing in the article to support the existence of vampires, let alone the supposition they’re running rampant on campus. They have an eyewitness account—an anonymous eyewitness—that paints a very fascinating picture of someone feasting on someone else’s neck and then fleeing the scene. In a cape. A cape! They have a close-up picture of two, very fake, wounds on an anonymous person’s neck. Wouldn’t a picture of the sprawled body have been a better accompaniment to the article?”

      Marcus nodded. “It would.”

      “Yes, it would. So that means this is the only picture they had. And what eyewitness to a vampire attack doesn’t film the whole thing on their phone or take a million pictures? This is the age of social media. If something happens but you don’t get a picture or video to plaster all over your social media accounts, then it didn’t happen.” I was about to toss the paper back to him when something occurred to me. “How did this even come to your attention?”

      “Gary’s son goes to this university.”

      “Ohhhh, okay,” I said as I flipped back to the first page and glanced up to find Marcus staring at me. “What?”

      “You’ve no idea who Gary is, have you?”

      “If I say no will I be in trouble?” I scanned the article on the front page. A photo of a pretty brunette took up a quarter of the page. The headline proclaimed her to be “Dracula’s bride”.

      “Gary Chancellor. He’s my boss’s, boss’s, boss’s boss.”

      I whistled and continued scanning the article. “The big guns, huh?”

      “Yes, the big guns,” Marcus emphasised.

      “Well, tell him he can holster them.” I passed Marcus the paper and tapped the front page article with the back of my forefinger.

      He frowned as he studied the article, then looked up at me. “They’re putting on a production of Dracula in a few weeks.”

      “And there just happens to be a caped vampire running riot over campus?” I fake gasped and clutched both hands over my heart. “Isn’t that a coincidence?”

      “It does seem rather fortuitous timing for the theatre department.”

      I sighed. “You want me to check it out anyway, don’t you?”

      Marcus inclined his head. “It is what your desk is all about.”

      “He’s wearing a cape. A cape!” I exclaimed, gesturing wildly at the paper.

      “Shhh.” He pressed a finger to his lips. “You’ll upset Freddy.”

      “You’re not funny.” I pushed away from the desk and retrieved the ping-pong ball from Freddy’s tank since he’d finished playing with it.

      Marcus tossed the paper back to my desk. “So, I can leave this with you? I can tell Gary you’re investigating the validity of this?”

      “Can you swap your neck on the big boss’s chopping block for mine? Yes. But I’m telling you there is nothing in this. It’s a sneaky, live-action, theatre department advert for that production and the person who wrote the article got sucked in. That’s all.” I dropped the ping-pong ball back into my drawer and wrapped my heavy woollen turquoise scarf around my neck before shutting off the heater. I grabbed my rucksack and then the newspaper from my desk, using it to shoo Marcus out of my office. “There is one hundred per cent nothing in this,” I said, pulling the office door closed behind us.

      And then the desk phone rang. I pushed the door back open, and we both stared at it.

      “Is it me or does that seem somewhat ominous?” Marcus asked.

      “No. It does not. It’s probably my mum checking mutant carnivorous gnomes haven’t eaten my brain.” I headed back inside, my hand hovering over the receiver, waiting for Marcus to leave before I answered it.

      “Does she worry about that a lot?”

      Truth to tell, neither she nor my dad really worried about stuff like that. Under their insistence, I’d taken ju-jitsu lessons since I was six, so they knew I could defend myself against mutant carnivorous gnomes and the like. My mum did, however, worry that I’d never find a nice boy and settle down before I turned thirty. And since thirty was only a few months away for me, she was pulling out all the stops. Not that I would tell Marcus that.

      “Go away.” I darted back and closed the door in his face.

      “I’ll leave this non-vampire story with you,” he called through the door.

      I waited until his footsteps started tapping back up the metal staircase to the newsroom before I answered the phone. If it was important, or my mum, they’d let it ring until I answered.

      “Why the hell aren’t you answering your phone?” snapped a voice before I could utter a greeting.

      “First: I don’t like your tone. Second: I am answering my phone—that’s how we’re talking right now. Third: Who is this?” I already knew who it was but his attitude had annoyed me.

      “You know damn well who this is.”

      I sucked some air through my teeth. “Do I, though? I’m a popular girl. I get a lot of phone calls.”

      The caller bit the words out. “It’s Ricky.”

      “Ricky? Ricky?” I mumbled as though I were trying to recall him. “Ohhh, Ricky! Yes. I know who you are. What can I do for you, Ricky?” I asked but, after seeing the newspaper article, I was pretty sure I already knew that, too.

      Ricky Idol owned a nightclub called the Full Moon not too far from the university and we had a fairly congenial type of relationship. And the “fairly congenial” wasn’t my fault. Ricky’s club had a general bar area and then a basement members-only floor. Most people knew the members-only club was where rich people went to have dinner and talk to other rich people about whatever rich people talked about. But there were a few people, like me, who knew there was also a vampiric element to it. I didn’t know exactly what that element was. I didn’t know if members played at being vampires, if they watched vampire films or if they just talked in fake Transylvanian accents.

      But the fact that I knew that was the reason our relationship was only “fairly congenial”. I’d accidentally uncovered the vampiric element a few years ago and, as a reporter, Ricky viewed me as a time bomb. Which was fair because I was painfully curious as to what went on down there.

      “Come to the club. Use the back entrance as usual. And answer your damn phone.” And then the line went dead.

      “Well, gee, Ricky, since you asked so nicely I would love to come and visit,” I said. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but it made me feel better. I replaced the handset and rooted around in my bag for my phone. The battery was dead. I was usually pretty good at keeping it charged but working nights threw out my phone charging routine.

      I plugged it in and then unfolded the newspaper to read both the “Dracula’s bride” and the vampires-gone-wild-on-campus stories in more depth. A guy called Jonas Ivy had written the first piece and it seemed to be nothing more than a fluff piece on the girl, Laura Moorhen, playing the lead. Wasn’t exactly what I’d have called front page news but then it was a student newspaper and they were still learning. Or this Laura Moorhen had a thing going with the editor. I flipped to the supposed vampire attack article. By the fourth read through I’d managed to pull out the majority of truth from supposition.

      I checked the byline. The ink was smudged from my several reads, but the so-called journalist’s name was clear enough. Jake Cutter. I picked up the Magic 8 Ball that rested by my phone and shook it. “Am I right that there is no factual basis for this story whatsoever?” I turned the Magic 8 Ball over and read the answer. “‘The outcome is uncertain’. Well, that doesn’t sound promising, does it, Freddy?”

      

      
        
        ✻

      

      

      The university campus was bustling. Students were crawling over the entrance like ants over a sugar cube. I’d used my super investigative journalism skills to track this Jake Cutter down, meaning I’d snooped all over his social media accounts and found out where he’d be. Kids today and their social media addiction—it made them super easy to track. Might as well just microchip them.

      I was sitting on a low wall at the bottom of the entrance steps watching the world go by when a group of very loud teenagers poured out of the gothic front entrance of the main university building. When I spotted Jake amongst them, easily recognisable thanks to the fifty million selfies on his social media, I whistled across the open space. Everyone, including Jake Cutter, turned to look at me.

      At roughly five foot seven, Jake was shorter in real life than I’d expected. But he was broader and more athletic, too. With his light brown, short back and sides, slightly longer on top boyband hairstyle and infectious smile he was clearly one of the “popular” kids on campus.

      “Jake!” I yelled and beckoned him over. I could’ve gotten up to speak to him, but I was holding a minor grudge against him since Marcus had interrupted my nap time and I had to go and see Ricky because of this boy’s reporting ineptitude.

      Jake gave me a puzzled glance then looked me over, like everyone else. I could understand it. I was still in yesterday’s clothes, not that they would know, but I did look a little worse for wear with my Levis tucked into my battered red cowboy boots, oversized grey hoodie and, I was pretty sure, smudged eyeliner. I’d re-plaited my dark hair into the headband-style braid before I left the newsroom, but some of it might have escaped again and been jutting out at odd directions. All in all, I was pretty sure I was worthy of their attention, but maybe not for the best reasons.

      Jake said something to the other teenagers he was talking to and jogged over to me in loping strides. I had no clue how he moved that way in the super-tight jeans he was wearing. He’d accessorised his sprayed-on black jeans with black and white converse pumps and a black hoodie over a white T-shirt. The whole look was very monochrome. I wondered if he’d cultivated it or if it was a case of what clothes had been clean. He came to a stop in front of me, all friendly, easy confidence in his posture.

      “Hi.” He didn’t ask if he knew me or what I wanted. He smiled down at me with that excess of confidence popular boys had, and nodded to my boots. “I like your boots.”

      I held up the student newspaper. “I liked your story.”

      “Really?” The overconfident adolescent attitude dissolved into genuine enthusiasm. He took the newspaper from my hands and sat next to me as if he was going to read it. His eyes darted over his story, and I was glad I hadn’t annotated it while I’d been combing through it. That would’ve made for an awkward first meeting. “What was your favourite part?”

      “My favourite part of the article?” I clarified. Who asked that about an article they’d written? About a film you’d both seen? Sure. But not an article. That was cringeworthy. But then he was still a teenager. They did heaps of cringeworthy things all the time.

      “Yeah, the eyewitness? The photo?” Jake held the paper up so I could easily point out my favourite part. “The headline?”

      “The eyewitness. I thought you did a great job with extracting the information from them. Did you know them?” I asked. “They were on campus, right? So, they were students? I guess it was lucky for the victim they were wandering about so late.”

      He nodded and smoothed the paper over in his lap. “Yeah, it was. She was just on her way back from a rehearsal over at the drama block when she found him.”

      “She?” I tapped the article. “You made a point to keep your witness anonymous in the article.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, she was more than happy for me to name her—that’s how I knew it was a genuine attack—but I wanted the article to focus on the actual incident, you know? Not the eyewitness.”

      “Uh-huh. And the victim? Is he okay?” I asked. “I noticed that you didn’t have any quotes from him in your article. He survived the attack, right?”

      Jake looked into the crowd of students, the newspaper still in his hands, and winked at a short blonde girl as she passed us. “Yeah, yeah, I think so.”

      “You think so?” I tried very hard to keep the judgement out of my voice.

      “Yeah.” He watched the blonde girl until she was out of sight then looked back into the crowd of students. A girl with poker-straight, carroty-orange hair gave him a small wave. He grinned and waved back.

      “Hey!” I pulled the paper out of his hands to get his attention. I really wanted to slap the back of his head with it, but I figured it wasn’t cool to do that to someone you didn’t know. It had been a while since I’d been around teenagers—I’d forgotten how easily distracted some of them could be. “Did you speak to the guy who was attacked?”

      He tore his attention from the girl and reluctantly focused back on me. “No. They’d already taken him to hospital.”

      “Who had?”

      “The girl who found him. She called the ambulance.” His eyes dropped to the newspaper as if he was going to try to take it back from me. Maybe so he could show carrot-hair girl.

      “Wait. The girl who found him took him to hospital? Or she called the ambulance and the paramedics took him?”

      “What?” He looked up from the newspaper in my lap, his face completely blank. “Oh. Yeah. I think the girl who found him took him.”

      “You think? Then who did you talk to?”

      He narrowed his stormy blue eyes at me. “The girl who took him. I just told you.”

      “You weren’t at the scene?” I asked, and he shook his head. “So how did you find out about this?”

      “I was in the SU and she came and found me to tell me about it.”

      “A random girl walked up to you in what is essentially a bar and tells you about a vampire attack. And you just accept it?”

      “Why would she lie?” He pointed to the newspaper still in my lap. “You saw the photo. She had evidence. And she was happy for me to name her. If she was lying why would she want that?”

      “Okay. But you checked in with the victim at the hospital, right?” I pressed, tightly clinging on to the newspaper as if it were my temper. “You have a quote from the police, so you were there when his statement was being taken? You spoke to them, right?”

      He hooked his thumbs under the straps of his rucksack and, still sitting, leaned back to get a better look at me, as if seeing me properly for the first time. “Why are you asking?”

      “Because you wrote an article blatantly stating there was a vampire running around attacking people without seeing the alleged attack, without discerning the legitimacy of the attack, without discovering any proof the attack actually happened. You wrote it without talking to the alleged victim, without ascertaining exactly what injuries this alleged victim sustained, without establishing what they remembered of their attack and attacker. Without even checking there was a victim at all. You wrote it because a girl walked up to you in a bar, told you a good story and showed you a grainy picture of the worst fake vampire bite I’ve ever seen. You quote the police being ‘concerned’ about student safety and yet I’m pretty sure you haven’t even spoken to them—”

      “I did speak to them!” He tried to grab the newspaper from my hands as if he could protect his article from my slanderous talk, but I pulled it out of his reach.

      “Did you specifically ask them for a quote about this attack? Because, to me, the quote you got reads like a standard quote that the police hand out when someone calls up with general safety concerns. Not specific to this attack. And did you even stop to think about the impact what you wrote might have on people? On students? On local businesses? No. You just wrote it because you thought it was a fun story. And who needs to check facts when you have a fun story, right?” I stood up and pointed the rolled-up newspaper in his face. “This type of baseless, factless, frivolous, impetuous reporting is what gives reporters a bad reputation. I’m amazed your editor published it. Actions have consequences, dude. You’re young and you might not understand how that works in general life yet, but understand it here and now. Your article has caused parental concerns. If enough parents complain, the university will have no choice but to respond and that might be by enforcing a curfew or stricter safety measure for students that will negatively impact the casual way you have, up to this point, lived your university life. Actions have consequences.”

      He jumped to his feet. “You’re wrong.”

      “Yeah, except I’m not.” I turned my back on him, because I was an inch away from trying to beat some sense into him with the rolled up newspaper, and headed along the street.

      “There’s a vampire terrorising this campus,” he yelled after me. “And I’m going to prove it.”

      I turned back, because I had to have the last word, and gave him and our audience a mock salute. “Good luck with that.”
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        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      

      The university campus was bustling. Students were crawling over the entrance like ants over a sugar cube. I’d used my super investigative journalism skills to track this Jake Cutter down, meaning I’d snooped all over his social media accounts and found out where he’d be. Kids today and their social media addiction—it made them super easy to track. Social media had effectively microchipped them.

      I was sitting on a low wall at the bottom of the entrance steps watching the world go by when a group of very loud teenagers poured out of the gothic front entrance of the main university building. When I spotted Jake amongst them, easily recognisable thanks to the fifty million selfies on his social media, I whistled across the open space. Everyone, including Jake Cutter, turned to look at me.

      At roughly five foot seven, Jake was shorter in real life than I’d expected. But he was broader and more athletic, too. With his light brown, short back and sides, slightly longer on top boyband hairstyle and infectious smile he was clearly one of the “popular” kids on campus.

      “Jake!” I yelled and beckoned him over. I could’ve gotten up to speak to him, but I was holding a minor grudge against him since Marcus had interrupted my nap time and I had to go and see Ricky because of this boy’s reporting ineptitude.

      Jake gave me a puzzled glance then looked me over, like everyone else. I could understand it. I was still in yesterday’s clothes, not that they would necessarily know that, but I did look a little worse for wear with my Levis tucked into my battered red cowboy boots, oversized grey hoodie and, I was pretty sure, smudged eyeliner. I’d re-plaited my dark hair into the headband-style braid before I left the newsroom, but some of it might have escaped again and been jutting out at odd directions. All in all, I was pretty sure I was worthy of their attention, but maybe not for the best reasons.

      Jake said something to the other teenagers he was talking to and jogged over to me in loping strides. I had no clue how he moved that way in the super-tight jeans he was wearing. He’d accessorised his sprayed-on black jeans with black and white converse pumps and a black hoodie over a white T-shirt. The whole look was very monochrome. I wondered if he’d cultivated it or if it was a case of what clothes had been clean. He came to a stop in front of me, all friendly, easy confidence in his posture.

      “Hi.” He didn’t ask if he knew me or what I wanted. He smiled down at me with that excess of confidence popular boys had, and nodded to my boots. “I like your boots.”

      I held up the student newspaper. “I liked your story.”

      “Really?” The overconfident adolescent attitude dissolved into genuine enthusiasm. He took the newspaper from my hands and sat next to me as if he was going to read it. His eyes darted over his story, and I was glad I hadn’t annotated it while I’d been combing through it. That would’ve made for an awkward first meeting. “What was your favourite part?”

      “My favourite part of the article?” I clarified. Who asked that about an article they’d written? About a film you’d both seen? Sure. But not an article. That was cringeworthy. But then he was still a teenager. They did heaps of cringeworthy things all the time.

      “Yeah, the eyewitness? The photo?” Jake held the paper up so I could easily point out my favourite part. “The headline?”

      “The eyewitness. I thought you did a great job with extracting the information from them. Did you know them?” I asked. “They were on campus, right? So, they were students? I guess it was lucky for the victim they were wandering about so late.”

      He nodded and smoothed the paper over in his lap. “Yeah, it was. She was just on her way back from a rehearsal over at the drama block when she found him.”

      “She?” I tapped the article. “You made a point to keep your witness anonymous in the article.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, she was more than happy for me to name her—that’s how I knew it was a genuine attack—but I wanted the article to focus on the actual incident, you know? Not the eyewitness.”

      “Uh-huh. And the victim? Is he okay?” I asked. “I noticed that you didn’t have any quotes from him in your article. He survived the attack, right?”

      Jake looked into the crowd of students, the newspaper still in his hands, and winked at a short blonde girl as she passed us. “Yeah, yeah, I think so.”

      “You think so?” I tried very hard to keep the judgement out of my voice.

      “Yeah.” He watched the blonde girl until she was out of sight then looked back into the crowd of students. A girl with poker-straight, carroty-orange hair gave him a small wave. He grinned and waved back.

      “Hey!” I pulled the paper out of his hands to get his attention. I really wanted to slap the back of his head with it, but I figured it wasn’t cool to do that to someone you didn’t know. It had thankfully been a while since I’d been around teenagers—I’d forgotten how easily distracted some of them could be. “Did you speak to the guy who was attacked?”

      He tore his attention from the girl and reluctantly focused back on me. “No. They’d already taken him to hospital.”

      “Who had?”

      “The girl who found him. She called the ambulance.” His eyes dropped to the newspaper as if he was going to try to take it back from me. Maybe so he could show carrot-hair girl.

      “Wait. The girl who found him took him to hospital? Or she called the ambulance and the paramedics took him?”

      “What?” He looked up from the newspaper in my lap, his face completely blank. “Oh. Yeah. I think the girl who found him took him.”

      “You think? Then who did you talk to?”

      He narrowed his stormy blue eyes at me. “The girl who took him. I just told you.”

      “You weren’t at the scene?” I asked, and he shook his head. “So how did you find out about this?”

      “I was in the SU and she came and found me to tell me about it.”

      “A random girl walked up to you in what is essentially a bar and tells you about a vampire attack. And you just accept it?”

      “Why would she lie?” He pointed to the newspaper still in my lap. “You saw the photo. She had evidence. And she was happy for me to name her. If she was lying why would she want that?”

      “Okay. But you checked in with the victim at the hospital, right?” I pressed, tightly clinging on to the newspaper as if it were my temper. “You have a quote from the police, so you were there when his statement was being taken? You spoke to them, right?”

      He hooked his thumbs under the straps of his rucksack and, still sitting, leaned back to get a better look at me, as if seeing me properly for the first time. “Why are you asking?”

      “Because you wrote an article blatantly stating there was a vampire running around attacking people without seeing the alleged attack, without discerning the legitimacy of the attack, without discovering any proof the attack actually happened. You wrote it without talking to the alleged victim, without ascertaining exactly what injuries this alleged victim sustained, without establishing what they remembered of their attack and attacker. Without even checking there was a victim at all. You wrote it because a girl walked up to you in a bar, told you a good story and showed you a grainy picture of the worst fake vampire bite I’ve ever seen. You quote the police being ‘concerned’ about student safety and yet I’m pretty sure you haven’t even spoken to them—”

      “I did speak to them!” He tried to grab the newspaper from my hands as if he could protect his article from my slanderous talk, but I pulled it out of his reach.

      “Did you specifically ask them for a quote about this attack? Because, to me, the quote you got reads like a standard quote that the police hand out when someone calls up with general safety concerns. Not specific to this attack. And did you even stop to think about the impact what you wrote might have on people? On students? On local businesses? No. You just wrote it because you thought it was a fun story. And who needs to check facts when you have a fun story, right?” I stood up and pointed the rolled-up newspaper in his face. “This type of baseless, factless, frivolous, impetuous reporting is what gives reporters a bad reputation. I’m amazed your editor published it. Actions have consequences, dude. You’re young and you might not understand how that works in general life yet, but understand it here and now. Your article has caused parental concerns. If enough parents complain, the university will have no choice but to respond and that might be by enforcing a curfew or stricter safety measure for students that will negatively impact the casual way you have, up to this point, lived your university life. Actions. Have. Consequences.”

      He jumped to his feet. “You’re wrong.”

      “Yeah, except I’m not.” I turned my back on him, because I was an inch away from trying to beat some sense into him with the rolled up newspaper, and headed along the street.

      “There’s a vampire terrorising this campus,” he yelled after me. “And I’m going to prove it.”

      I turned back, because I had to have the last word, and gave him and our audience a mock salute. “Good luck with that.”
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        CHAPTER THREE

      

      

      I pressed the bell on the backdoor entrance to the Full Moon for the third time. I knew why Ricky had wanted me to come this way. He didn’t want his patrons to catch a glimpse of a reporter going inside. It was incredibly unlikely anyone would recognise me as a reporter or be passing by mid-morning, since the club was a dusk-til-dawn type place. Still, Ricky was a better-safe-than-sorry type of person. Of course, it wasn’t him navigating through the maze of alleyways, littered with an array of refuse, to keep his discretion.

      “You’ve got ten seconds to open up, or I’m going,” I announced to the alleyway, trying to wipe some green ooze from the sole of my boot on a piece of soggy cardboard.

      “It’s not nice to be kept waiting, is it?” Ricky called from the other side of the door.

      “Well, gee, I’m sorry I didn’t drop everything and race over here when you called, but I was working. Y’know? Doing that thing that pays my bills and puts food on my table.” I waited. No sounds came from the other side of the door. “I can go. I have things to do.”

      Metal scraped on metal and the door opened outwards. Ricky filled the doorway and flipped the tail of his French braid over his shoulder. With his tan, ice-blue eyes and bright-red-streaked dark hair he could’ve easily been a Chippendale. Or, with his broad build, flowing white shirt and black leather jeans combo, a Hollywood vampire. Which I supposed was the point.

      “You going to invite me in or are we going to chat on your back doorstep?” I asked. Ricky arched an eyebrow in recognition of my slightly less cordial than normal attitude, but I was annoyed. With him for summoning me and with myself.

      It wasn’t until I’d gotten back to my truck and had the key in the ignition that I realised I hadn’t gotten the name of the eyewitness from Jake Cutter. I could hardly go back and ask after I’d shredded his reporting skills, so now I’d have to snoop them out somehow so I could check in with them and put this non-story to bed with absolute certainty. And I was extra annoyed because it was my own fault. And I was telling him actions had consequences.

      Perfectly plucked eyebrow still arched, Ricky stepped to the side so I could pass. “Wipe your feet. You’re a mess.”

      “Did you miss that part where I said I’d been working?”

      “That’s not an excuse,” he said and closed the door behind me. “For your tardiness or your appearance.”

      “Says you,” I muttered. He locked the door behind me and I followed him along the black corridor. Black floor, ceiling, walls. The only splash of colour was the sporadic cluster of red roses dripping blood. ’Cause who didn’t like painted bouquets of bloody roses on their walls?

      The back-of-house lighting was soft but somehow not dim. Not like it was when you bought a lower wattage light bulb by mistake and couldn’t see anything. That alone screamed “expensive”. Ricky directed me to the purple door on the right. It bore a plaque that read “Management Office” but as far as I knew Ricky was really the only person who used it.

      I stepped inside. For all of Ricky’s extravagant appearance the office was surprisingly dull and functional. Whitewashed walls, a tall, grey filing cabinet in the corner, a modest, painfully tidy desk. On the walls hung several inspiration posters. One showed a bright sun shining in a blue sky with white, fluffy clouds below. The caption read “It’s always a beautiful day above the clouds”. I hated that poster. It was a true statement in the literal sense but people couldn’t physically live above the clouds. I felt it created unattainable aspirations.

      Ricky closed the door behind me just as the desk phone rang. He crossed the small room and leaned over the desk to answer it.

      “Hold on.” He pressed something on the base of the phone and spoke to me. “I need to take this call. I don’t want you to eavesdrop. You’ll have to wait back out in the alley.”

      “Dude, straight up? If you try and make me wait in that alley, I’m just going to leave.” I didn’t argue that I wouldn’t eavesdrop because I would have. Not out of nosiness or malice—it was a professional habit.

      He hesitated. “Fine. Go out onto the floor but do not speak to anyone.”

      “You are such hard work.” I made a show of looking annoyed but I was actually a little excited to explore the club. Ricky would never allow me in as a patron, even to the general part of the club, because he knew I was so snoopy.

      “Aurora. Do not speak to anyone,” he warned again, and I nodded as I closed his office door.

      I scurried along the corridor and slapped the release button on the wall next to the set of double doors that led to the club before he could change his mind. I pulled one open and stepped out onto the dance floor. The room was huge and shaped like a blooming rose. Purple leather booths lined the circular dance floor, which was the flower head. The room narrowed where the dance floor met the bar, which stretched along the right-hand wall toward the entrance like the stem. It managed to be gothic but classy at the same time.

      Chatter echoed across the floor as three girls and a boy emerged through a doorway behind the bar. They all looked as though they were a similar age to the terrible boy reporter. It took them a second to see me. When they did the chatter died.

      “Who are you?” The boy, chubby with oblong-framed glasses and gel-spiked short hair, was the first to regain his composure. He placed the tray of dirty glasses he was holding on the bar so he could approach me empty-handed. “How did you get in? You’re not allowed to be in here. We’re closed.”

      “I’m a security consultant. Mr Idol let me in.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder in the direction of Ricky’s office. “He needed some privacy to take a phone call.”

      “You’re a security consultant?” One of the girls moved to stand next to the chubby boy. Her hair was as dark as mine but she had a wonky bowl haircut thing going on. It wasn’t asymmetrical enough to be dramatic but it was lopsided enough so you could see it wasn’t straight. I wondered if it had been accidental. But with her nose piercing and dark lipstick I figured it was intentional and she was going for “edgy”.

      “Yep.”

      “In those boots?” One of the other girls asked as she leaned on the bar. She was the antithesis of Little Miss Edgy, with frosted pink lipstick and long, curled blonde hair that had been thickened up with a mass of extensions tied up in a bouncy ponytail.

      I shook my head at her. “Don’t insult my boots. It would be like me insulting your face. It’s not a great first impression.”

      “I like them.” The third girl, who’d busied herself behind the bar, stopped to peer over it so she could see them. “They suit you.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her. Her enormous blue eyes dominated her face, and with her long bubblegum-pink hair in bunches she looked like she could easily be an anime character. “So, who are you folks?”

      “I’m Isabella,” the anime character said, pointing to herself. “This is Daphne, Sam and Carly.” She gestured to Edgy, the boy, then Blondie in turn.

      “Cool.” I purposely didn’t give them my name and pointed to a booth off to the side. “I’m just going to respond to some emails while waiting on Mr Idol.”

      “You need a drink?” Sam asked. I guessed that since he was the first to challenge me and was offering Ricky’s beverages, he was the most senior member of staff on shift.

      “I wouldn’t mind a Diet Coke,” I said as I settled into my booth with my back to them. I realised I’d left my phone charging in the office so I pulled my notepad out of my rucksack and began flipping through pages, pen in hand, paying them no attention. It wasn’t that I wasn’t curious, but people were a lot more open when chatting to their friends than when questioned. Not that I necessarily had anything to question them about but maybe I could eavesdrop something good.

      “Here you go.” Sam placed a tall glass on the table in front of me. Close up he had a pasty, bookish look about him, like he studied in darkened rooms a lot. His black uniform T-shirt was loose but you could still make out his muffin top. Everything about him screamed nondescript. If this had been a horror film I’d have pegged him as the quiet-boy-next-door-turned-psychopathic-killer in a heartbeat. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks. I will.” I turned away from them and peered into the drink. It wasn’t as if I expected him to have drugged my drink, but now I’d seen him up close and had that psycho-killer thought, I had to test it. I pulled my wallet out of my bag and retrieved a drink test card. I discreetly dripped some coke on both test areas and waited. Nothing. Sam the possible psycho-killer hadn’t spiked my drink. I took a cautious sip and nearly gagged. He’d given me non-diet Coke.

      “Huh, so not a psycho-killer, just an inept barman.” I pocketed the used test strip and ran my tongue over my teeth. I could almost feel the sugar rotting them. I pushed the glass away from me but couldn’t quite make my fingers let go. Sugar was an evil mistress.

      “Daph, can you finish wiping down the bar, and Carly can you mop?” Sam the terrible bartender called behind me.

      “Why do I have to mop?” Carly’s mass of blonde hair bounced behind her as she walked past me.

      Sam loaded dirty glasses from a table nearby onto his tray. “Someone has to mop.”

      “But it’s not my turn. I did it yesterday.” She turned her head with exaggerated movement and her hair bounced in her ponytail. Just watching it gave me a headache. She pointed at Anime Isabella. “Why can’t she do it?”

      “I don’t mind,” Isabella offered.

      “Carly, you did it when we opened yesterday. Daph did it when we closed yesterday and Izzy mopped before we opened tonight. That means it’s your turn again.” Sam didn’t falter in loading his glasses and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t falter about her mopping either. He might not have a great grasp of tense, since “tonight” would make it this coming evening not the previous night, but I wasn’t about to get involved in that.

      “It’s not my turn. It’s Kitty’s,” Carly whined.

      “Well, Kitty isn’t here, which means it skips back to you.” Sam hoisted his tray up and crossed the floor to the bar.

      “I reckon she didn’t come in because she knew she’d have to mop.” Carly grabbed a tray and started to clear the glasses from another table.

      “Yeah, she just skipped work and risked the boss’s wrath so she could get out of mopping,” Sam retorted. “That’s so like her.”

      “If you guys are too busy with closing down, I can mop.” I tucked my notepad back in my bag and crossed the floor to where the mop was resting against the bar. All four pairs of eyes stared at me. “I should probably start with the members club, right?” I gestured around the bar. “How do I get down to it?”

      “You want to mop?” Daphne asked, her lip curled in distaste as if that was the worst thing she could imagine doing.

      “I don’t want to but I can help you guys out.” And finally get a peek inside this members-only club. Sort of legitimately. I was only so curious about it because Ricky was so secretive. No. I was curious about it because I was curious about it. I was a reporter, a ferreter of secrets, after all.

      “Why are there still dirty glasses on these back tables?” Ricky’s throaty voice carried across the floor.

      “It’s taking a bit longer than usual without Kitty, but we’ll get it done.” There was a forced confidence in Sam’s voice that made me doubt it but the three girls seemed to switch gears and start zooming around.

      Seemingly satisfied with their response, Ricky beckoned me over to him.

      “Foiled again,” I muttered as I grabbed my bag and then headed over to him. He opened the door and waited for me to walk through.

      “What did you tell them?” he asked once we were back in the corridor and the door was closed behind me.

      “That I was a security consultant. And no, I didn’t give them my name so they can’t google me.”

      “So?” he asked as we wandered toward the back door.

      “So what?”

      “So, you resolved the immediate problem, but what other information do you have?”

      “I resolved the problem?”

      He pulled me to a stop, eyes fixed on my face. “It was you that resolved it?”

      “How bad of a person would I be if I agreed without knowing what you were talking about?”

      He pulled his phone from his pocket. He did some clicking and then held it up to my face so I could see the screen. I reached out to take it from him, but he jerked it back.

      “Look with your eyes, not with your hands,” he said.

      “What am I? Five?”

      “No. You’re a reporter.”

      “Touché.” I pointed to his phone. “Whatever you’re trying to show me it says the site is unavailable.”

      He nodded and spoke with exaggerated clarity. “Which you did. You made them take it down.”

      I nodded. “How bad of a person—”

      “You didn’t do this?” He waved his phone at me.

      “I don’t know what this is,” I said, waving my hand in the direction of the phone. “I thought you were calling about that stupid vampire story in the student newspaper.”

      He folded his arms, phone still in one hand and narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you being purposely obtuse?”

      “Purposely? No. Sometimes it happens accidentally, though.”

      “This is the vampire story!” He shoved his phone back in my face with the unavailable page still showing.

      I shook my head. “I don’t under—oh. They have an online edition. Which makes sense because we have the same thing. Is that error for the whole website or just that article?”

      He clicked around on his phone. “The whole website.”

      “I spoke to the kid who wrote the article before I came here. He didn’t say anything about there being a problem with the site. And it’s a weird coincidence that the whole site is down now.”

      “Then this wasn’t you,” he clarified.

      I shrugged. “I spoke to the boy. I’m going to take credit until someone else can prove it was them.”

      He bit the words out. “What information do you have about this alleged attack?”

      “I’m not your employee—I’m not answerable to you,” I reminded him.

      He opened his mouth to retort then snapped it shut. He inhaled, then exhaled a deep breath. “I know that. I’m sorry. I’m grateful for your help. I need to have some information for my membership patrons this evening. They’ll ask. I need to be able to tell them something. Will you let me know when you have a concrete explanation?”

      “I will. In the meantime tell them you’re sure it’s a live action advert for a local play but your security consultant is looking into it.” I didn’t really see how this “vampire attack” would necessarily affect Ricky or his paying clientele but I supposed, since the membership club involved vampire-i-ness in some capacity, he’d look less than an authority if he didn’t have some answers when they asked.

      He exhaled and the tension drained from his shoulders. “Thank you.”

      “You say that now. Wait until you get my security consultant invoice.”

      “As soon as you know anything,” he reminded me as if I hadn’t just said it, then slid all the bolts back and pushed the back door open. A figure was bent over trying to get the same green gunk off his shoes that I’d had on mine. He was so invested in cleaning his shoes he’d not heard the metal grating on metal of the bolts being pulled back.

      I loved my boots, don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t sacrifice awareness of my surroundings to get muck off them.

      Ricky and I watched the boy for almost a minute. Finally, Jake must have felt our attention on him because he turned around. His eyes stretched wide as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t be. It made him look very young.

      “Can I help you with something?” Ricky asked.

      Jake straightened up and lifted one of his feet at an angle so we could see the filthy sole of his shoe. “You could get me a cloth. Maybe some soapy water.”

      Ricky didn’t exactly shove me out of the way so he could close the door but he definitely nudged me forward. The sound of metal sliding on metal as he bolted the door echoed around the alley. And then Jake and I were alone.

      “Any chance he's getting me a cloth?” Jake looked for somewhere to put his foot back down. I assumed he was looking for somewhere clean. He was looking in the wrong alleyway. For starters, it was an alleyway.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as he gave up and placed his foot back down on some soggy cardboard.

      “I followed you.” He grinned at me, clearly pleased with himself. Like following someone was a feat. As if I didn’t do it twice a week.

      “Why?”

      He shoved his hands in the pockets of his half-zipped-up hoodie and stepped deliberately toward me. “It was weird that you accosted me this morning. I wanted to know who you were.”

      “Uh-huh.” I folded my arms and stared into his excessively smiley face. “And following me would tell you that … how?”

      “Well—it—I—” he stammered for an answer. And then he found one. “You’re Aurora North. You’re a reporter with The Universe. You work on the paranormal desk, which is the desk that receives more reader interaction than all the other desks at the newspaper combined.”

      I gave him a sidelong glance. Either he’d bugged my office and listened in on the conversation I’d had with Marcus a few hours earlier, which was unlikely since we’d not even met at that point, or he had a source at the newspaper. And there was no way he could find out my name by following me. Unless he’d searched the registration on my truck. And if he had that type of skill, or contacts, he wouldn’t be writing poorly researched articles in the first place.

      I shook my head. “My name’s Jessica, and I was interviewing for a bartender position here.”

      His attention jumped from me to the doors of the Full Moon behind me and then back to me. He shook his head. “No. No, you’re Aurora North.”

      “I think I know who I am better than you do, dude.” I put on my best customer service voice. “But you have a good day now, y’hear?”

      Considering that an end to the conversation I stepped past him and walked along the alleyway. I was turning the corner when he caught up with me. He grabbed my elbow to slow me down. When I stopped he let go of my arm and shoved his phone in my face. Why did people keep shoving things in my face? Didn’t their mothers teach them any manners?

      I looked into his phone screen and saw my face staring back out of it. Slightly drunk, with a strand of my dark hair twisted and balancing above my pouting lips, so it looked like a very poor excuse for a moustache.

      “Where did you get that?” That picture wasn’t on any of my social profiles. I didn’t actually have any social profiles, expect for business ones. And it was old. Like university old.

      “Well, Jessica,” Jake stressed my fake name. “Joey recognised you.”

      “That’s nice. And who is Joey?”

      “Joey’s dad owns your paper. I’m not massively into that whole bearded lady look, but Joey asked me to ask if you were single.” I stared at him, and his eyes darted over my face, cataloging my expression. “I’ll … tell him you have a boyfriend, shall I?”

      “You do that.” I started walking again.

      “Hey, hey! Stop.” He grabbed my arm again, and I whirled around, pepper spray in hand, and shoved it in his face. He reared back, hands in the air. See, it wasn’t nice when people shoved things in your face. “Whoa! That’s a little aggressive.”

      It was. I could see that, but I had this awful, awful suspicion he was going to suggest working together. And that was just not going to happen. I was a reporter, not a babysitter. And, after the mess he made of the vamp story in his uni newspaper, he would be more of a hindrance than a help. And that wasn’t even touching the fact he was concerned about the state of his shoes from the alleyway muck—alley muck! He wouldn’t survive a real day in my life.

      “You’re stalking me down an alleyway after admitting to following me and hacking into other people’s social media accounts to get pictures of me. Don’t you think that’s worth a little pepper spray to the face? And I didn’t even spray it—I held it up as a warning.”

      “I thought we could work together. Sort this mess out.” He stepped forward and cautiously reached out. He placed his hand on top of mine, and I let him push my arm down to direct the pepper spray toward the ground. The boy had some backbone. You had to respect that. He was clearly an idiot, but he was an idiot with a backbone.

      “Why would I work with you?” I asked, and started walking back along the alleyway. The stench was overpowering my ability to think. Several restaurants backed onto the alleyway system and their wheelie bins lined the right-hand wall. Since it was Monday morning I was guessing the stench was so overpowering because they were filled with a weekend’s worth of refuse. All of which smelled like fish.

      “I—” Jake did a sort of knees-up-Mother-Brown dance to avoid stepping in anything truly heinous as he followed me. “You made a convincing argument earlier. I was going to ask Jonas, the paper’s editor, to take my story down while I investigated the legitimacy of some of your points, but he must be in lectures or something because I couldn’t find him.”

      “You should have investigated properly before publishing.”

      “I can see that now, but I don’t want to have a negative impact on people so I got Butts to hack the site until I could check into it a bit more.”

      “Who, or what, is Butts?” I asked.

      “Computer geek. I don’t even know what her real name is but everyone calls her Buttons ’cause she has these literally, huge chocolate buttons where her eyes should be.”

      “I think you mean figuratively, not literally.” I sidestepped a steaming pile of something I didn’t want to look too closely at. “Because if she literally had chocolate buttons for eyes that would be incredibly weird. And they’d melt from her body heat.”

      “See! I’m learning already. This would be such a beneficial partnership.”

      “Yeah. For you. You see, I already know the difference between—” I cut myself off when a familiar face caught my attention as I scanned the ground of the alleyway for the cleanest route out. A folded-up copy of the student newspaper with Dracula’s bride smiling up at me was poking out from beneath one of the wheelie bins. Was it mine? Had I dropped it and not noticed? I felt through the canvas of my rucksack. The paper was still inside.

      “Between what?” Jake asked, and checked over my shoulder to see what had cut me off.

      I wandered over, carefully crossing the mosaic of flattened cardboard boxes to the newspaper. I bent down to pick it up and paused when my hand was still a foot away. I straightened and turned back to look at the alleyway. There was a squished oblong of layered flattened cardboard boxes stretching out from the wheelie bin. Almost like a bridge across the alleyway. I scanned the alley in both directions but that was the only place there was more than just an accidentally discarded flap of cardboard.

      Jake stared down at his feet. “What? What are you looking at?”

      I left the paper where I’d found it and peeked in the gap between the wheelie bins. A ruby-red high heel, entirely covered with sequins, lay on its side.

      Jake peered over my shoulder. “So the wicked witch lost her ruby slippers. So what? Do you have a thing for red footwear?”

      “You are a terrible reporter.” I shimmied sideways between the two bins so I could investigate the shoe. It looked expensive. And such a weird thing for someone to throw in an alleyway. And it was clean. How had it gotten here? Was there another one? Where was the owner? Had she hobbled home with only one shoe?

      “Is this a girl thing?” Jake asked as he squeezed in the tiny space behind me. “Like, shoes and handbags?”

      I kept my eye focused on the shoe but lifted my pepper spray back to his face. “Make another sexist comment. I dare you.”

      He grumbled, and I was pretty sure he was making more sexist comments, but it was just background noise. Every fibre of my reporter being was vibrating like a divining rod as I looked at the shoe. This was something. This was a story. I ushered him back out of the gap and patted my pockets looking for my phone. My phone that I’d left charging in the newsroom.

      I snapped my fingers at him and held my hand out. “Phone.”

      “What?”

      “I need your phone. Hand it over.”

      Jake pulled his phone from his pocket and hesitantly handed it to me. I took a couple of pictures of the alleyway with the cardboard and the shoe between the bins. “What are you doing?”

      “Being a reporter.” I pocketed the phone and slid back into the gap. Without touching it, I stepped over the shoe, pressed a hand to the wall and peered behind the industrial waste bin to the left. Nothing. I turned and checked behind the bin on the right. And there was my story. A pale hand jutted out beneath the back of the wheelie bin. Positioning my feet between globs of goo so I wouldn’t slip, I shoved the bin forward.

      Jake followed me into the gap, squeezing directly in front of me to look behind the bin. He jumped back into the alleyway and hopped from foot to foot, while jabbing a finger at the body. “Oh my god! Dead girl! Dead girl! There’s a dead girl behind the bin.”

      “Dude. That’s not cool.” I beckoned him to me. “Now help me move this bin further away.”

      “Whoa.” He stepped back. “Give me my phone back. We need to call the police. We can’t touch the scene.”

      “Do you know that girl is dead?” I asked.

      “She’s obviously dead. She’s lying behind a bin in an alleyway.” He gestured to the girl with an open palm. “You could be destroying evidence.”

      I shoved the bin. It moved a few inches, but one of the wheels must have gotten stuck on the cardboard because I couldn’t shove it any further. “Please just help me?”

      He stepped next to me, grimacing as he placed his hands on the bin. “I’m telling you. We’re destroying evidence.”

      “Just push.” Did I think the girl was still alive? Not really, but I didn’t want to not check and find out later that she had been and there might have been a chance to save her. However unlikely, I didn’t want that on my conscience.

      We managed to push the bin a few feet away from the wall, far enough that there was space to get behind it and examine the girl. The bin had been stuck on the stack of folded cardboard shoved underneath. Cardboard that was soaked in a whole body’s worth of blood. It should’ve smelled but the stench of the alleyway was overpowering it.

      Jake backed away. “That is a lot of blood.”

      “Yep.” I stared down at the girl. I didn’t want to touch her but my dad’s voice floated through my mind telling me that, in life, we all had to do things we didn’t want to. He’d meant things for the greater good, like homework, but the principle still applied. What if somehow she’d managed to survive that massive blood loss?

      I blew out a breath and reached for the girl’s wrist to check her pulse, to the sound of Jake throwing up on the far side of the alley. My fingers were shaking, making it difficult to find a pulse in her wrist. I clamped my mouth closed so I didn’t vomit on her and reached for her neck.

      Her skin was cold and grey like putty. I was pretty sure she was long dead. But I prodded around a bit on one side then tried the other. Wetness oozed over my fingers as I prodded. I jerked my hand back, my fingers stained red. I reared back and tried to wipe the blood off on the bin. Somehow, having it on my hand felt a little too real.

      I’d accidentally turned the girl’s head when I jerked away. Two puncture wounds stood out clearly on her pale neck and gave me a clear view of her face. I was staring down at the girl from the front page of the student newspaper. “She was supposed to be Dracula’s bride.”

      “See.” Pasty and sweating, Jake wiped his mouth on the back of his hand as he came and stood next to me. “I told you it was vampires.”
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