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		Chapter One

		

		

		Hunkered down beneath the main desk at the front of my usual arrivals classroom, I was absorbed in my sleepy daydream of stalking down the catwalk at Paris Fashion Week. Despite imagining it for almost three hours, I had yet to make it to the end of the runway fully clothed. I usually made it about halfway down before I changed my mind about which designer I wanted to give the honour of dressing me. But there was something wrong with my heels on this catwalk turn. They sounded more tappy than clicky.

		It wasn’t until imaginary catwalk me paused mid-strut to check her heels and the tapping continued that I realised it wasn’t her heels making the noise. There was someone in the classroom.

		The taps, almost like breadcrumbs, led my attention to the stationery cupboard. The drawn out creak of a door opening filled the silent room. This was it. This was the moment. The evil villain had finally shown up and I was going to catch them red-handed, save afterlife arrivals from a paperclip shortage and take an extremely long bubble bath to work the stiffness from my body.

		That was if I could extricate myself from underneath the desk quickly enough to catch them in the act. All of my limbs were locked into place and some degree of numb. I tried to shuffle out, but I’d folded myself in the space so tightly it just wasn’t happening. Grabbing my right calf, I physically straightened out my leg and manipulated my ankle joint to get some feeling back into my foot.

		Pins and needles savaged my toes as the feeling came back. I yanked my other leg out, treating it to the same ministrations, wincing as it cracked. I shuffled forward on my bum like an arthritic crab and popped my head above the desk to see what was happening.

		Admittedly, not the most stealthy of observations, but it had been such a long night. From my position, the stationery cupboard was on the left wall and the door opened outward, toward the front of the room, so it blocked the evil mastermind from my view.

		Using the desk for support, I struggled to my feet, dreaming of a steaming hot bubble bath for all my aches. At this rate, the villain would be able to empty the entire stationery cupboard and stroll back out before I’d even managed to stand unaided.

		I tucked my beautiful Charlotte Olympia high heels, the same pillar box red as my hair, neatly underneath the desk, so they wouldn’t get damaged if it came to a fight. A girl has to have priorities.

		I wanted to tiptoe across the classroom like a stealthy ninja, but the best I could do was a slow limp, like my grandma after her second hip replacement. So much for my catwalk career.

		Pausing behind the stationery cupboard door, I smoothed my hair to make sure my ponytail was still neat and quickly finger-combed my fringe, then pulled at the legs of my white jumpsuit to try and ease some of the creases around the crotch and knees, but they were chiselled in. I wanted to look the part when I captured my first criminal. Or not the part exactly, I just wanted to look good. Or at the very least, nimble enough to convince the villain I would be able to give chase if they thought about running. And that was important because I was not agile enough.

		Grabbing the side of the door for support, I pounced into the open doorway.

		“Freeze, scumbag!” I tried super hard not to wince as my bare feet slapped the tiled floor, my neck cracked with the sudden movement and my right knee made a noise that did not sound like something a healthy joint should make.

		The paperclip thief shrieked and whirled around. “Bridget?”

		One hand massaging my lower back, I straightened up out of my scumbag-catching-crouch and frowned at the decidedly not-scumbag. “Sean?”

		“What-what-what are you doing here so late?” Sean placed three boxes of paperclips back on the shelf. He fussed over them, arranging the piles into neat blocks as though he hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Disappointment filled my entire body to the brim.

		“Oh, Sean. Tell me you’re not the one stealing paperclips.” My hope of solving this case and being the youngest ever IA super spy dying right there.

		“What? No. What? Of course not, Bridget. That would—” Sean hung his head, shuffling from one foot to another. With his diminutive stature, clad in the blue polo shirt and beige chinos of afterlife induction leaders, he looked more like a child caught stealing a biscuit. “Okay, yes. It’s me. Do you hate me now?”

		“For stealing paperclips?” I sighed and motioned him out of the cupboard. “Admittedly, I do find it easy to hate people for even the smallest of things, but paperclip theft is a little too petty, even for me.” That wasn’t actually true. Nothing was too petty for me, but I liked Sean.

		“Are you going to report me?”

		I closed the door once Sean was out but clung on to the handle for support since my right ankle still didn’t feel right. “Are you building a bomb with them?”

		Sean’s head jerked up, horror rippling over his face as he clutched his hands to his chest. “Of course not!”

		“Are you making any type of weapon of mass destruction?”

		“No!”

		“Are you making any type of weapon of minor destruction?”

		“I would never hurt anyone, Bridget. Never. I can’t believe you would even ask that.”

		“I’m asking ’cause if you’ve just been borrowing them to paperclip stuff together at home, I don’t really see there’s anything worth reporting. Everyone has paperclip needs.”

		Sean’s attention jumped around the room before finally landed back on me. “You won’t report me if I use them to paperclip things together?”

		“You don’t necessarily need to paperclip things together. You could make necklaces with them.” That was pretty much the only other use I could think of. “The important thing is you’re not using them to create weapons. I feel like that is an important distinction here.”

		“I make animals with them.”

		I angled my head because I was pretty sure I’d misheard. “You make whatwhat with them?”

		“Animals. Animal statues. I don’t sell them or anything,” he rushed on. “So I don’t gain any income. But after a long day here, it relaxes me.”

		“Do these animal statues come alive and kill people?”

		“They’re made from wire, Bridget.” Sean spoke like I was the crazy person in this situation.

		“Do they pose a threat to anyone in any way? Like, are they likely to topple over and squish someone to death?”

		Sean paused to consider the question as if that could be an actual possibility. “No.”

		“Then, okay. Do you still have the last two boxes?” I asked and Sean nodded. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to nip home, grab them, bring them back and then we’re going to stash them someplace for someone to find.”

		“But that’s dishonest.”

		“Says the guy who stole them in the first place.”

		Sean hung his head and looked up at me from beneath his eyelashes. “Are you going to tell?”

		“No, that’s why we’re concocting this plan. And if anyone asks about paperclip discrepancies, you tell them, unequivocally, you have no idea what they’re talking about. You know nothing about missing paperclips. Do you understand?”

		Sean nodded. “What are you going to do while I’m gone?”

		“Wait for you to get back.” And do some lunges and stretches to get a reasonable range of movement back into my limbs. And very possibly take a nap now all the excitement was over.

		“Okay. That makes sense.”

		“Be quick.” I shooed Sean out of the classroom.

		Sean turned at the door. “Bridget? Why are you here?”

		“Pure chance. Be quick, okay?”

		Sean looked as though he were going to question me further, but I ushered him out of the door. With him gone, I stepped into the cupboard to see if there was a place we could stash the missing paperclips. Somewhere I could claim they had logically fallen from the shelf and been easily missed during the inventory. I figured if I “found” at least the latest two missing boxes and paperclips stopped disappearing from here on out then no one needed to know about Sean.

		Although we’d have to find him another way to get paperclips because everyone needed an outlet. There were plenty of stores that sold them, not to mention every office everywhere had paperclips, so it shouldn’t be that hard.

		I pulled the stationery door almost closed to hide me if someone else came in the room. It wasn’t as if I was expecting anyone—I had no clue what they could possibly need from our classroom—but I just didn’t want to get caught. I was pretty sure I could fob Sean off with some random excuse as to why I was there since he was in the wrong too and maybe wouldn’t ask too many questions, but anyone else? It was better not to chance it.

		I stared at the oh-so-neat shelves. Typically, I’d have approved of the OCD neatness, but it didn’t help our case. There was nowhere two boxes of paperclips could hide. It was likely the first and only time in my life I would’ve chastised someone for being so organised.

		When the classroom door opened again, I was about to call out to Sean and ask what was wrong because there was no way he’d gotten home and back so quickly. But then a woman giggled.

		Her voice was breathy. “Oh, you’re so naughty.”

		I froze where I was because that was not the tone you used when someone actually had been naughty.

		A man’s equally breathy voice filled the room. “Yes, I am.”

		I reared back from the door as if I could do the same for the situation and my back bumped the shelves. I disturbed a mini pyramid of staples, but the couple were too busy to hear.

		“Thank you so much for helping me,” the woman continued putting on a husky, in-the-mood voice. I could tell she was putting it on because no one spoke like that in real life. No one. Her voice sounded familiar, but with the faux huskiness, I couldn’t quite place it.

		“Oh, baby, you are so welcome.” There were some sloppy kissing noises that had me suffocating a retch. “He deserved it.”

		Furniture scraped across the floor and heavy breathing turned into panting. There was no way I could hide while that happened. No way. I was about to burst out of the cupboard and inform them that the newly transitioned used those chairs and desks every day and for them to kindly take it somewhere more appropriate, but then I realised I couldn’t. I had no right or explanation to be there any more than I was betting they did.

		Maybe I could sneak out while they were occupied. There was no point trying to stay where I was. With the OCD organising, we weren’t going to be able to pass off finding the paperclips in this cupboard. We’d have to put them somewhere else. Maybe take a chance and stack them in the central stationery cupboard.

		I reached for the door handle and stopped. Maybe this interaction was what I was supposed to be investigating all along and Tommy had assigned me the paperclip theft thingy as a cover. Perhaps it was a test of my information gathering skills. Surely that would make more sense than paperclip theft. Maybe the guy was a Ghosting Buster or a high-ranking member of the afterlife police, and the woman had committed some crime and was using her feminine wiles to get out of it. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that from a feminist point of view. But then, maybe she was a high ranking something or other and he was using her. I thought about that for a second, but it didn’t make the whole thing feel any less icky.

		And if any of that were the case, why wouldn’t Tommy have just told me that in the first place? That was what the IA were supposed to investigate. Suspicion of corruption in other agencies, not missing paperclips. I tried to listen to the couple on the other side of the door without actually listening, just to try to get an idea of their location. The direction of the grossness seemed to be coming from the back of the classroom. If that were the case, there was no way I was getting out without being seen because I still had to retrieve my shoes from under the desk. And no way was I leaving them unattended.

		“My afterlife sucks.” I was just going to have to tough it out and try and get a peek of them when they left. Cursing the stupid couple on the other side of the door again, I stuck my fingers in my ears, and hummed softly. When that didn’t work, I started to replay the film I’d watched the night before at full volume in my mind while trying to block out the noises as much as possible.

		“Bridget?” Sean shook my shoulder gently. I blinked at him and my eyes stung. He was horizontal. But somehow he seemed upright as well. “Did you fall asleep? It’s late. We should get you home.”

		Some part of me recognised that he was talking at normal speed, but my brain had slowed it down so it could understand what was happening.

		“Yes,” I said after what I was pretty sure was a longer than necessary pause. I mentally checked where my limbs were so I could get them moving when pain flared up and demanded my attention. I tried to work out what hurt, but it felt like everything. A sharp corner was digging into my forehead while something like the edge of a ruler was gouging a valley across my cheek. Also, across my right forearm. And my left palm. And all along my bottom. Something about that seemed very wrong.

		“Here.” Sean tentatively reached toward me when I hadn’t moved. He took hold of my shoulders and straightened me up. My back cracked in three places. Sean let me go and leapt back, wincing. “Did I break you?”

		“Maybe.” I groaned and massaged my lower back, glancing around the cupboard. “Did I fall asleep standing up?”

		Sean winced as he looked at me. “I wouldn’t call what you’re doing standing.”

		It was a fair point. Now more awake I could recognise that I’d fallen asleep on the shelves in a sort of back to front number seven shape. It wasn’t rulers digging into me—it was the shelves.

		“Did you see anyone come out?”

		“No. Why?”

		“We should probably disinfect these desks before class tomorrow.” I tried to roll my shoulders, but a muscle in my neck cramped and told me, via shooting pain, to stop.

		“Okay.” Sean nodded. No questions. He just accepted it. “Here are the paperclips.” He placed two small boxes in my hand. “I’m sorry it took me so long. I had to amputate Rexy’s leg and bend them back into shape, so I’d have enough to fill the boxes.”

		“You amputated someone’s leg?” Why did nothing make sense when I’d just woken up. I shook the boxes in my hand. Definitely sounded like metal.

		“He can’t stand on his own anymore, but he can stay upright if he leans on Dippy.”

		I stared at him. “I have no clue what you’re saying right now.”

		Sean led me out of the cupboard. In the office light, his eyes were swollen and raw, as if he’d been crying. Maybe I’d heard him right and he really had amputated someone’s leg. Why hadn’t he told me the consequences before hacking off a person’s limbs? And how did that help him get the paperclips back? Was he using them as an artificial hip? I shook the boxes again. It was definitely metal inside.

		“He was a tyrannosaurus rex, but I called him Rexy for short.” Sean’s lip quivered as if the loss were still too raw to talk about.

		“You make animal models.” The memory of the conversation came back slowly.

		“Yes.”

		“Not just animals. You make dinosaurs. You made a tyrannosaurus rex out of paperclips?” I asked because that just didn’t seem like something the average person would be able to do. “Man, are you in the wrong job. I’m not sure what job would enable you to do crazy creative stuff like that, but maybe we should look into it.”

		Sean gestured around the classroom. “I’m an induction leader. That’s my job.”

		“Sean, just because someone looked at you and saw that, doesn’t mean that’s really who you are. And even if it is, it doesn’t mean that’s all you are. I know people in the afterlife don’t really change jobs, but there are ways and means. We should look into this.”

		Sean grabbed my hand and clutched it to his chest, his red-rimmed eyes full of hope. “Do you think so? Do you really think there’s more to me than welcoming newly dead people?”

		“Yes, Sean, I really do.” Although how I’d gone from having to find a paperclip thief for the IA to promising Sean a new job where he could make animals models from stationery supplies completely confounded me. This is why I shouldn’t let people talk to me when I’d just woken up. I needed to get a sign made. Or a hat with a veil I could lift when I was ready to converse. Who was I kidding? If I had a hat like that, I’d never lift the veil.

		“Which arm of the bureau do you think would have jobs like that?” Sean asked.

		“Let me get my shoes, stash these paperclips in another cupboard where we can say we mislaid them and go home.” I limped across the classroom. At this point, I doubted a bubble bath would help me. Perhaps a chiropractor. Or an entire body replacement. “We can talk about your job opportunities tomorrow.”

		“Bridget?”

		“Mm-hmm?” Using the desk as support, I levered myself into a crouch to reach for my shoes. My hand was already outstretched when I realised they weren’t there. How could they not be there? I was sure I’d placed them neatly to one side. I stared at the empty space. Maybe I’d moved them somewhere safer when I’d been preparing to apprehend the paperclip thief, though I didn’t remember doing that. I was sure I’d tucked them under the desk.

		“How did you catch me?”

		“You’re not exactly the thief of the century.” I moved the chair out of the way to check they weren’t hiding behind it. They weren’t. Nor were they on top of the desk. I stood back to take in the whole of the desk and surrounding space. No shoes. Had I put them in one of the drawers?

		“But how did you know I’d come in here?” he asked while I rooted through the desk drawers that were clearly not big enough or deep enough to hide my beautiful four-inch heels.

		“All the other classrooms were either locked or full, and the main cupboard is on the thoroughfare so it would be an unlikely target. So if whoever was ste—borrowing the paperclips, if they were going to get some more tonight, they had to get them from this stationery cupboard.” I closed the last drawer and got down on my hands and knees to thoroughly inspect the space underneath the desk.

		I couldn’t take any credit for the plan. It was all Sabrina. I’d told her the assignment, given her the afterlife class schedule and map of the floor that Tommy had given me when he assigned me the case. Although her ex-private investigator brain had misgivings, she’d helped me formulate a plan. And by “helped me” I meant she’d told me what to do.

		“Where the hell are my shoes?” I surveyed the classroom. They were absolutely not anywhere in the room. Had I taken them in the cupboard with me? I was sure I hadn’t been wearing them when I’d tried to apprehend Sean. Had I come back out and put them on without realising? And then taken them off again when that couple had come in? I checked my feet to make sure I wasn’t wearing them. I wasn’t. Okay, so I wasn’t that out of it.

		“I know you’re a responsible citizen, and you’re really trying to be better.” Sean watched me, confusion on his face while I crossed the room and went back into the cupboard. “But how did you know about the paperclips?”

		“Because it’s my job.” I walked back out of the cupboard and frowned around the classroom. “Can you see four-inch red suede heels anywhere in this room? They have a gold island platform base.” I turned in a circle. “There’s nowhere else they could be. And it’s not as though they could walk out on their own so—no!”

		Sean nudged my arm. “Are you okay?”

		“No! That floozy stole my shoes!”

		


		

		

		Chapter Two

		

		

		“I knew I should’ve walked out.” Why had I thought taking them off was a good idea?

		“Bridget?” Sean tugged on my sleeve. I turned to see his eyes shining with excitement as he shuffled from foot to foot as if he couldn’t contain it. “Are you a secret GB operative?”

		“Sean? Someone has stolen my shoes. Can we please focus on the important things?”

		“I knew it.” Sean clapped on one hand with the other. It was an odd gesture without his clipboard in between. Almost immediately he slouched as all the excitement whooshed out of him. “You have to turn me in. It’s your job.”

		“I’m not a secret GB operative. I’m far too smart to join their ranks. And too classy. And I’m not turning you in for stealing paperclips to make animal models as a therapeutic outlet for your very stressful job.” I held up a finger to shush him before he spoke. “There is one condition.”

		“What?”

		“You need to help me hunt down the trollop who stole my shoes so I can get them back, beat her to death with a chair and make Charon drag her to hell.”

		Sean winced. “Do you think perhaps beating someone to death with office furniture is a little excessive?”

		“She stole my shoes, Sean.” I pointed to my bare feet. “My shoes.”

		I must have been wearing crazy all over my face because Sean stepped back, pressed his lips together and nodded. “Okay.”

		“Good. Let’s dump these paperclips in the main cupboard and start listing suspects.” I grabbed the paperclips from his hands and stomped to the door, my feet making a satisfying slapping noise.

		“Why aren’t we putting them back in this cupboard?”

		“Because there’s no decent place to put them so it looks like they’ve been there all along. And this is our classroom. Let’s keep ourselves out of this as much as possible. We’re going to have to sneak them into the main cupboard.” I exited into the hallway walking more softly since stomping in bare feet hurt and Sean jogged behind, his head on a swivel.

		“But that’s out in the open. People are walking past all the time. That’s why I came here.”

		“Yes, but there’s two of us so you can stand watch while I put them back.”

		“We shouldn’t even be out here.” Sean looked over his shoulder as he scurried up next to me. “What if someone sees?”

		“If they stand in the way of getting my shoes back? I’ll kill them too.”

		“Maybe I should hold on to these for now.” Sean eased the boxes of paperclips out of my hands. “They can be quite sharp on the ends and we don’t want someone accidentally losing an eye.”

		“Hey? Sean?” A female voice called from behind us.

		“Let me do the talking,” Sean hissed as we turned. “Hey, Zoe.”

		“What are you doing here so late?” The girl was dressed in the same navy polo shirt beige trouser get up as Sean, but with her dyed black pixie crop and unnervingly broad smile, her whole look had a jarring vibe to it. I didn’t know what it was about her figure—maybe it was the hair—but she reminded me of a foundation brush.

		“Looking for my shoes.”

		“Oh.” She glanced at my feet, but her smile didn’t falter.

		“Have you seen them?” Because her reaction was totally suspicious. Who reacted that way at the mention of missing shoes? I stepped closer to her, so there was less than a handspan between us. “They’re Charlotte Olympia classic design. Red suede with a gold island base.”

		“No.” The girl glanced at Sean as she leaned back, putting some space between us. “But they … sound nice?”

		I arched an eyebrow at her ignorance. “Nice? They sound nice?”

		“We’ve looked everywhere for them, Zoe.” Sean placed a hand on my arm and tried to ease me closer to him. I didn’t move, but Zoe took the opportunity of me being politely restrained and stepped back. “She’s very upset.”

		Zoe nodded. “I can see that.”

		I narrowed my eyes at her while I listened to her voice. It could have been her in the classroom. Maybe it wasn’t, but it could have been. And she was here now, wandering around. Maybe if I heard her say the words. “Tell me I’m naughty.”

		“It’s not naughty to be upset over someone stealing your shoes.” Zoe gestured to my bare feet. “I think it’s perfectly reasonable.”

		I waved away her obviously fake consolation. “No. In your sexiest voice, tell me I’m naughty.”

		Eyes wide, Zoe glanced at Sean and then back to me. “In my—my sexiest voice?”

		“Yes. ’Sexy’ isn’t a swear word here, right?” I asked Sean but turned back to Zoe before he could answer. “In your sexiest voice, tell me I’m naughty.”

		Sean tugged on my arm. “Bridget, I don’t—”

		“That’s what the trollop who stole my shoes said.” I jerked my head in Zoe’s direction. “I just want to hear her say it, so I’ll know if it was her or not.”

		“Someone told you that you were naughty before they stole your shoes?” Sean asked. “In a sexy voice?”

		“And …” Zoe tapped my arm to get my attention. “I know you’re upset, but I don’t feel it’s acceptable to call another woman a ‘trollop’ simply because she called you ‘naughty’ and stole your shoes. We’re all about sisterhood here at arrivals.”

		I pushed my face into Zoe’s, so our noses were almost touching and enunciated as clearly as possible. “She. Stole. My. Shoes. That’s not acceptable in my sisterhood.”

		“Sean?” Zoe flicked her eyes to him as if she wasn’t comfortable taking her eyes off me for too long.

		“Bridget.” He squeezed my arm. “I don’t think she has your shoes.”

		“Really? I’m not convinced. I think she looks guilty. Don’t you think she looks guilty?” I straightened up and held out my hand without taking my eyes from Zoe. “Pass me the paperclips, Sean. I’m going to torture the truth out of her.”

		Sean put on his singsong voice and shouldered his way between us. “O-kay. I think you’re overtired. Let’s get you home.” He placed his hands on my shoulders and pushed me back. “See you tomorrow, Zoe,” he called over his shoulder. “Have a great night.”

		Zoe stood rooted to the spot, staring at us as Sean pushed me all the way along the corridor. I didn’t take my eyes off her as I let him back me up around the corner.

		“I think she knows something.” I dodged out of his grasp and peered around the corner. Zoe was gone. I pointed along the empty corridor. “See! See how fast she left. She definitely knows something.”

		Sean inclined his head. “Or she’s running for her life because you threatened to torture her with paperclips.”

		“I’m hearing tone in your voice.” I rounded on Sean. “You think I overreacted.”

		“Maybe a little bit. But it’s okay to slip back to our old selves once in a while. As long as we don’t stay there. I know your shoes are as important to you as my animals are to me.” Sean patted my arm and I found it oddly comforting. “We’ll find them, Bridget. It’ll be okay.”

		“Paperclips. Right.” His mention of the animals brought me back to our current mission of hiding the paperclips before the shoe thief hunt could begin in earnest. Besides, I needed time to work out a suitable punishment for whoever stole my shoes. Sabrina might help me find the shoes, but there was no way she’d help me plan how to kill the thief. She was all about finding murderers and saving lives. I knew for sure she’d help me hide the body after the fact, though, which made her non-participation in the murder acceptable.

		Who else would help? Lucy! Lucy, my housemate and resident shoe thief. She would not take kindly to someone stealing my shoes before she could. She’d understand my pain. She’d help me hunt down the scoundrel and physically explain why it was wrong to steal shoes. Maybe Kate would help, too. Kate was our most recent housemate addition and she did have a homicidal history. Or attempted homicide. But I didn’t think she really saw the value in shoes. Maybe I could lie and say it was for a different reason?

		I was lost in thoughts of creative torture as Sean steered us along the next three hallways. He paused at the final corner to peer around.

		“Coast is clear.” Sean pointed to the spot between us. “You stay here while I run and check the other end to make sure no one’s coming.” Sean scurried to the opposite end before I could stop him. If he’d given me chance, I’d have explained that I could quickly stash them before he made it along the corridor to check the coast was clear, but he wanted to help. So I let him.

		The way he scurried along the corridor reminded me of a mouse trying to avoid detection. He made it to the other end and peered around the corner, then turned and gave me the thumbs up. So, after checking behind me, I darted the few feet along the corridor, grabbed the handle and yanked the door open, arm already outstretched to stash the paperclips and stopped.

		I sighed and closed the door, paperclips still in my hand.

		“Are we all done?” Sean asked as he jogged back to me. His eyes lit on the paperclips still in my hand. “What’s wrong?”

		“We need to find somewhere else to hide these paperclips.” I beckoned him to me as I backed up.

		“Why?” Sean checked over his shoulder. “The coast’s clear.”

		“Out here, yes. But not in there.” I grabbed Sean’s sleeve and tugged him after me. “We have to go.”

		“What do you mean ‘not in there’?”

		“I mean there’s a dead body blocking my access to the stack of paperclips, so I can’t sneak them back.” I peered around the corridor we’d come from. It was clear. We could stroll along as if we had nothing to do with the dead body in the stationery cupboard. And honestly, if he hadn’t been blocking the paperclips, I’d have just dumped ours on the shelf and closed the door, as if I hadn’t seen anything.

		Sean backed up, all the way to the stationery cupboard and stared at the door. “There’s a dead body in there?”

		“Yes. We need to go.”

		“You’re going to leave while there’s a dead body in there?” Sean looked at me and then back to the cupboard. “You’re not going to tell anyone?”

		“I’m telling you. So let’s go.” I grabbed his hand and tried to pull him along, but he wouldn’t move. It was as if his feet were glued to the floor.

		“Who is it?”

		“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is they’re dead and we have to go.” Yes, I was now a member of the IA and I was all about solving murders. But there was a difference between solving a murder you were assigned to and finding a dead body.

		“Why do we have to go? We should stay and call the police.”

		“Sean?” I waited until he looked at me. “Do you know how many dead bodies I’ve found?”

		“A lot?”

		“Yes. Do you know how many times I’ve been accused of murder?”

		Sean winced. “Once?”

		“No. It’s the same amount of times as bodies I’ve found.” I beckoned him to me again. “It’s the main stationery cupboard. Someone will find them. Please, let’s not let that somebody be us. We’re not even supposed to be here. Either of us.”

		“We can’t leave.”

		“Of course we can. One foot in front of the other until we’re at the tunnelling room. Easy.” I gestured back the way we’d come. I was even willing to put my shoe-stealing-trollop search on hold. “We’ll stash these paperclips tomorrow. Let’s just go.”

		Sean faced me, jaw set and eyes wide. “It’s wrong.”

		“Going to prison for something you didn’t do is a lot wronger.”

		“Wronger isn’t a word.” Sean stared at the door. “Are you sure they’re dead?”

		I opened my mouth to say I was, but I’d been caught out more than once by people who I thought were dead who really hadn’t been. The hesitation was enough for Sean. He yanked the cupboard door open.

		“Maybe we could save—” The words died in his throat as he took in the murderous mess inside the cupboard. Whoever the victim was, they’d met the standard afterlife end—a blow to the back of the head. Or, judging by the bloody mess that was left, several blows.

		“That’s awful.” Sean inched closer to get a better look at the damage and then jerked back. “Bridget.”

		“He’s not alive, right?” I hadn’t been about to abandon an alive dead person, had I? I’d be standing right next to my shoe thief in the express elevator to hell.

		“No, but—”

		“No, but nothing. You saw him. He’s dead. We have to leave.”

		“Bridget.” Sean jabbed a finger in the direction of the body. “That’s the commander.”

		“What? Of arrivals?” I stepped closer to get a better look. The cupboard was more like a closet with shelves. The body’s bottom was perched on the shelves to the right, his feet dangling off the floor. He was bent at the waist, his torso reaching across the width of the closet like a bridge and his face, turned away from us, resting on the shelves on the opposite side. Almost like I had been. All I could see was the bloody mess of his head. “How can you tell?”

		“I’m not sure.” Sean leaned on one of the shelves as if he were going to peer over the body and get a better look at the victim’s face. Before he could, a drawn-out cracking sound filled the cupboard. The sounds of shelves giving out under too much strain.

		I dragged Sean back into the corridor just as the shelves gave way, slammed the door shut and put my back to it. A splintering snap echoed inside the cupboard, followed by a muffled thump. Then silence. I waited. Nothing. I waited some more. Still nothing.

		“Okay.” I edged away from the door, holding my hand up as if that would stop it from opening. “Now, let’s go.”

		“We can’t just leave.” Sean shuffled back as I tried to grab him. “We can’t leave him like that. It’s not right.”

		I moved directly in front of Sean to block his view of the cupboard. “Listen to me. If we stay and report this, we’ll be suspects in his death.”

		“But—”

		“No buts. We’ll be suspects and we’ll have to explain what we’re doing here in the middle of the night. Can you explain that to a police detective? Can you lie to them? Consistently?”

		Sean’s voice was soft. “It feels wrong to leave him.”

		“It’ll feel wronger when they imprison us for killing him.”

		“Wronger still isn’t a word.” Sean’s shoulders slumped and he dragged his feet as he shuffled past me. “You can’t only do the right thing when it’s easy.”

		“This is the afterlife, Sean. Sometimes the right thing isn’t always the right thing.”

		Sean shook his head. “The right thing is always the right thing. And leaving a dead man alone in a cupboard for someone else to find doesn’t feel like the right thing.”

		I sighed. Then I sighed again. Then again for effect. This was not going to end well. “Okay. Let’s call the police.”

		Sean rushed toward me. He flung his arms around me, squeezed, then jumped back. Almost as if he were afraid of repercussions. “Go on then.”

		“Go on then, what?”

		“Call the police.”

		I glanced around the corridor, looking for a phone or some type of communication device. “I’ve no idea how to call the police.”

		“What?” Sean frowned at me. “What do you normally do?”

		“Normally, I find the body and then they turn up before I can run away and pretend I hadn’t found the body.”

		“You normally try and run away?” The depth of disappointment in Sean’s voice had my stomach clenching in what felt like shame.

		“Look, I find a lot of dead bodies, okay? And Johnson is always trying to pin those murders on me.”

		Sean’s voice was small, as if he were trying not to hurt my feelings. “They sound like excuses. And you’re better than those excuses.”

		“No.” I shook my head so hard the bottom of my ponytail touched each shoulder in turn. “It’s more that—”

		Something substantial thudded against the stationery cupboard door and stole the rest of whatever excuse I was trying to make. I watched in a sort of resigned horror as the door handle depressed. Not all at once. Slowly. Like in a horror film as a way to build up tension. Or as the weight of a dead body slowly weighed it down.

		The door creaked open. The dead body toppled out into the centre of the corridor, arms and legs spread out as if he were in the middle of a jumping jack. Or trying to make a snow angel. It was the afterlife commander. I recognised him now I could see his face.

		“Great.” I stared at the body. “What are we going to do now?”

		Detective Johnson spoke from beside me. “Spend eternity in prison, I imagine.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Three

		

		

		I blew my “emergencies only” whistle to summon Oz, my parole officer right in Detective Johnson’s face because I’m petty like that. Two seconds later, Oz appeared, his back to the commander’s body. Despite it being the early hours, he was still clad in his shorts, faded T-shirt and flip-flops combo. He took in my bare feet, the paperclips in my hand, a terrified looking Sean, and a grinning detective Johnson. Oz sighed with more resignation than I felt was fair, turned and saw the dead body.

		“This is nothing to do with us,” I told Johnson while Oz placed himself between the detective and me. I didn’t even bother to comment on the oh-so-protective move. He was literally standing between me and a prison sentence, so I was good with it.

		“It never is, is it, Miss Sway?” Johnson didn’t look at me as he spoke. He walked past me and crouched down, examining the body.

		“No, it never is.” Oz’s Australian accent always sounded thicker in the mornings than at the end of the day. Almost as though a day of dealing with English people dulled it. “I’m glad you recognise that, detective. Maybe this time you won’t fling empty accusations at my ward.”

		Johnson and I had somewhat of a colourful history in that I was always finding dead people and he was always trying to arrest me for murdering them. Even though I had never killed anyone. I hadn’t yet, at least. But when I found whoever stole my shoes that was likely to change.

		“And how is it that you happen to be here?” Johnson glanced over his shoulder at my feet. “Without any shoes?”

		“It’s a funny story really—” I started, but Johnson waved off my explanation.

		“How about you tell me this funny story that ended with you standing over the dead body of the afterlife commander down at the station?” Johnson stood and eyed Sean, who was staring at the floor and shuffling his feet. Johnson lunged forward and shoved his face into Sean’s. “Did she do it? Did she kill him? You can tell me. I can protect you.”

		“Hey!” I pulled Sean away from Johnson and shoved him behind me. “Leave him alone.”

		“It’s my job to question him. To get to the truth.”

		“Question him, yes. Not harass him.”

		Johnson locked his eyes on me. “Sometimes getting to the truth is a nasty business.”

		Oz stepped in front of Sean and me before I could explain to Johnson that my stabbing him with a box of paperclips would also be a nasty business.

		“It did seem awfully heavy-handed, Detective.” Officer Leonard spoke from behind us. Officer Leonard paused and glanced down at the commander’s body. “Isn’t this unfortunate? Is this how you found him, Ms Sway?”

		“Yes.” I figured it was better no one knew we’d only found him because we’d been looking to stash previously-stolen-but-now-returned paperclips. And it seemed much better than explaining I’d found him in the cupboard, then closed the door back up and tried to run away before anyone else showed up.

		“It’s a lie,” Johnson said and beckoned to someone behind. “She answered too quickly.”

		“What?” I stared at him. “Or maybe I answered quickly because it’s the truth and I didn’t have to think up a lie.”

		“A-ha!” Johnson jabbed his notebook in my direction. “So when you hesitate, that’s when you’re lying.”

		“That’s not what I said either.” I nudged the back of Oz’s shoulder. “This is normally the point where you jump in.”

		“I’m waiting for Detective Johnson to finish harassing you, so I have all the ammunition I need to lodge a formal complaint.” Oz faced Johnson. “Are you done? Or will there be more? I want my complaint to show the fullest possible picture of your personal attacks on my ward.”

		“Constable, take her to the station.” Johnson beckoned an unfamiliar officer over and pointed to me. “Lock her in the interrogation room, then come back for her accomplice.”

		“Accomplice?” Sean squeaked and stared up at me, wide-eyes filled with panic.

		“She’s not going anywhere with you.” Oz held up a hand to halt the constable’s progress. “Neither is he. I will bring them both to the station if you require a witness statement.”

		“A witness statement?” Johnson snorted. “I’m levelling charges.”

		“Now, now. Let’s not overreact.” Officer Leonard gestured to a classroom to our left. “I think we should take their witness statements in there.”

		“Witness statem—” Johnson jabbed a finger at me. “She killed him.”

		“No, I found him,” I clarified. I genuinely had no idea why Detective Johnson was always trying to pin murders on me. Surely I wasn’t the only person in the afterlife who found dead bodies. I mean, I probably found the most, but I couldn’t be the only person. Or maybe he charged anyone he found standing over a dead body with murder.

		When I’d first arrived in the afterlife, a friendly police officer called Herb had explained to me that all cases were solved, even if it took a long time. But what if all the detectives were like Johnson? What if solving the case didn’t actually mean catching the culprit? How many people had he charged with murder who had simply found the bodies? And where were they now? Maybe, as a member of the IA, I could look into this. Maybe I could set free a host of wrongly accused folks. It was negligence of a sort so Tommy should be all for it, right?

		Johnson curled his lip at Officer Leonard, turned his back on the body and beckoned his two suited officers forward. “Put them in separate rooms.”

		“That would look like we suspected them.” Officer Leonard waved the officers off. They stopped moving but still hovered behind us.

		Johnson faced Leonard. “We do suspect them.”

		“No, we don’t. Together is the way it’s going happen,” Officer Leonard said.

		“So she can tell them what to say?” Johnson looked at Officer Leonard and his lip curled in disgust. “This is why you’d never make a police officer.”

		“Aren’t the Ghosting Busters a more exclusive operation than the police?” I glanced between Officer Leonard and Detective Johnson. “I thought the GBs were elite, better trained and actually, y’know, competent. Unlike the general police.” That was not what I thought of the GBs at all. Even on their best days, no one would call them elite. Or competent. But they were supposed to be. And since right now Officer Leonard was on my side I figured it was okay to poke Johnson a little.

		“Stop it,” Oz whispered as he edged in front of me. He did that a lot. As if he expected someone to hurl something at me. As if I couldn’t dodge.

		“Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard smiled at me. “You always see straight to the heart of things.”

		Officer Leonard backed up and beckoned us to follow him along the corridor. We ended up in the same classroom where I’d been waiting for Sean. Our classroom. I sat at one of the desks with Sean on my left and Oz on my right, with my cuffs over my hands, so I didn’t actually touch anything. I wasn’t sure exactly where that couple had been. The couple? What had the guy said? Something like, “He’d deserved it”? Had he said “he” or “they”? Had they been involved in the commander’s death? What else could they have been talking about? It must have been something else because surely, they hadn’t just murdered the commander of afterlife arrivals and then come into an empty classroom for a quickie. That made the whole thing so much worse.

		“You.” Detective Johnson pointed at Sean. “Tell me what happened.”

		“Actually, I’d prefer to hear it from Ms Sway.” Officer Leonard sat on the desk opposite.

		Detective Johnson narrowed his eyes at Officer Leonard. “Has she paid you off? Is that why you let her get away with murder?”

		I snorted before anyone else could react. “What would I pay him off with? I have no money.”

		“Bridget.” Oz shook his head at me.

		“What?” I glanced at Johnson, who was watching me with an arched eyebrow, then to Officer Leonard, who gave me an indulgent tightlipped smile. And then it dawned on me what currency he thought I was using. “You think I’m murdering random people and sleeping with him, so he lets me get away with it.”

		Johnson drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Stranger things have happened.”

		My voice came out as a shriek. “Where?”

		“Okay.” Officer Leonard held his hands up, amusement all over his face. “Let’s put those slanderous accusations aside for now. Ms Sway, if you can tell us what happened?”

		“Well.” I flipped my ponytail in Detective Johnson’s direction. “I took my shoes off earlier when we were inducting a group and left without them. Sean came back with me—since I didn’t want to break any rules with my being a VTC trainee and not a fully-fledged induction leader and wander around arrivals without full clearance—and we were looking around for any place I may have left them—”

		“And you thought you’d left them in the stationery cupboard?” Detective Johnson paced behind me.

		“Perhaps, Detective Johnson, if you could possibly refrain from interrupting, I could continue my explanation.” I pulled the two boxes of paperclips from my pocket and placed them on the desk. “We found these while we were searching for my shoes. Sean said we had better return them to the main stationery cupboard since we had no idea where they came from. And that’s how we found the commander.” I resisted the urge to make the drumroll-cymbal-climax type of noise you make when you smash something out of the park. Two situations, one lie. No wonder they wanted me in the IA. Oz squeezed my knee under the table. He was telling me to tone it down. Odd how I could interpret his knee squeezes so accurately.

		Johnson hovered behind me. Not saying anything, just hovering. I refused to turn to look at him. “And you?”

		Sean twisted in his seat, blinking up at Johnson. “Me?”

		“Yes.” Johnson leaned on the back of my chair. Oz squeezed my knee again before I could shuffle my chair forward and dislodge Johnson’s hand.

		“It happened exactly like Bridget said.” Sean was blinking so much it was as though he were trying to fly by eyelash power.

		“Could you repeat it for me? In your own words?” Johnson asked and then Sean repeated everything I’d said, almost verbatim. Which sounded weird coming from him but was also impressive that he had such a great memory.

		“Huh.” Johnson leaned forward, both hands on the back of my chair, pulling it back slightly. He leaned over me so far, he was almost like a human awning. He was so close I could feel the heat from his body on my back. I wasn’t great with people being in my personal space in general, but people I didn’t like? Doing it as an intimidation tactic? Just plain no. “And, Salier. You were okay with your ward wondering afterlife arrivals in the middle of the night?”

		I shot to my feet before Oz could answer. Not to stop him from answering because he knew all about the IA mission. But because Johnson was leaning so heavily on the chair and his attention was elsewhere. Without me counterbalancing the seat, it tipped. I felt a surge of victory as Johnson snapped over at the waist and nearly hit himself in the face with the seat of my chair.

		“Oh, gosh, Detective Johnson.” I covered my heart with my hand and stretched my eyes wide and innocent. “Are you okay? I didn’t realise you were leaning so heavily on my chair.”

		Johnson straightened up and focused on Oz. “You didn’t give her permission to be here, did you Salier? Admit it now and the penalty will be less severe.”

		“Yes. I did give her permission to be here,” Oz said and it was the truth. I’d even run the paperclip thief catching plan past him. He’d thought it was an odd assignment too, but he’d agreed with Sabrina’s plan.

		“And you contacted her trainer?” Johnson pressed, eager to catch me out somehow.

		“They’re her shoes.” Oz gestured to my bare feet. “Which makes them her responsibility. I gave permission for Bridget to come here and look on the understanding that she would be responsible for contacting her trainer and getting permission from him.”

		A weight settled on my shoulders as he spoke, but I refused to slouch. We’d agreed that Oz had to stay as clear as possible from any of my slightly illegal doings so he could protect my housemates if I got into something I couldn’t get out of, but it still felt as though he’d just dumped me in the arena and told the lions to have at me. Not that Johnson was a lion. He wasn’t even really as dangerous as a house cat.

		Johnson waited for Oz to elaborate. He didn’t. “Care to add anything else?”

		Oz nodded. “We’ll be filing a complaint about harassment and slander.”

		“Do you have anything else to add, Ms Sway?” Officer Leonard asked. “Did you notice anything suspicious while looking for your shoes? Did you or your induction instructor see anyone beforehand? Hanging around?”

		“Nope. Nothing.” An image of the couple on the desk flashed before my eyes. Well, it wasn’t the couple because I hadn’t actually seen them—they’d been filled in by characters from a Disney film one of my housemates had made us watch. “How about you, Sean? Did you see anything?”

		“Nope. Nothing.” Sean shook his head. I wasn’t sure if he’d repeated what I’d said to be safe or if it was coincidence. After his previous explanation, I was guessing it was the former.

		“Then we’re good to go.” It wasn’t a question and Oz directed us to the door.

		“You haven’t found your shoes.” Johnson lunged in front of me, blocking my way. “They may have been stolen. You should come to the station with me and file a report.”

		“You really are going to have to stop flirting with me like this, Detective. My parole officer will add it to the report.”

		“You left your shoes here. Now they’re gone. That’s theft.” Johnson shrugged wide, first at me then at Oz. “Not reporting a crime is a crime.”

		“Like, what? Like a legitimate legal type of crime or just a moral crime?” I asked.

		Johnson smiled. “A legitimate I-can-prosecute-you type of crime.”

		“Oh, you know?” I snapped my fingers. “I just remembered. I loaned them to my housemate. Silly me. Let’s go.”

		“Are you sure about that?” Johnson asked. Something in his tone had me questioning if that was the route I wanted to go down.

		Why wouldn’t it be? What good did it do me to tell him they had been stolen? None, really, but it also did me no good to lie. Maybe he’d actually be able to find the shoe thief. And if he did, it was possible they were involved in the commander’s murder, at least from the part of the conversation I’d heard. If they were, it would mean I’d get my shoes back and this whole mess would be cleared up super quick. Except that Johnson wouldn’t know about that conversation unless I told him, which totally wasn’t happening because that would just lead to more questions about how I’d heard it.

		“Miss Sway?” Johnson prompted, pulling me out of my tangled reasoning. “Are you sure?”

		“Yes.” I shoved Sean ahead of me and he was only too happy to be out of the room. I didn’t acknowledge Johnson but waved at Officer Leonard. “It’s always a pleasure. Except for when you’re using me as bait.”

		Officer Leonard inclined his head. “Ms Sway.”

		Oz followed us out of the room and fell into step beside me as we headed to the tunnelling room in silence. Once there, Sean stood on the nearest circle ready to go but didn’t tunnel.

		“Brid—” Sean hissed and I shushed him. “But—”

		“We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?” I said.

		“Thanks, Bridget.” Sean nodded as he shuffled his feet as he stared at the floor. Then he lunged at me, squeezed me in a brief hug, let me go and tunnelled before I could complain.

		Oz took my hand and tunnelled us both home. “Head on inside and we’ll talk in the morning.”

		“Where are you going?” I’d been looking forward to explaining what had happened and getting his take on what to do next. Especially regarding Sean. Maybe he couldn’t cover for me in the same way, but he could still help me make sense of stuff.

		“I need to file that complaint with Johnson’s superior.”

		“Can’t you do it tomorrow?”

		Oz shook his head and shooed me toward the house. “Has to be done within a certain time period.”

		I recognised the truth in the explanation, but it weirdly felt like a lie too. Or avoidance. “How long will it take?”

		“Get to bed. We’ll talk in the morning.” He tunnelled before I could say anything else.

		“I get the feeling that you’re avoiding me,” I mumbled to the empty space where he’d been standing. “Which is weird, because it’s usually me trying to avoid talking to you.”

		I looked up at the house. I wasn’t ready to go inside, so I settled myself into a deckchair and waited for him to come back.

		


		

		

		Chapter Four

		

		

		The house was quiet as I snuck downstairs the next morning. Despite falling asleep in the deckchair, I’d awoken in my own bed. Since I was pretty sure I hadn’t sleepwalked myself there, I could only assume that Oz had taken me to bed without waking me when he returned. I couldn’t decide if I was happy about that or not. I was happy for the sleep, but not the sense that he was avoiding me.

		And that sense had only grown when I’d checked Oz’s room, thinking to bring him a version of breakfast in bed so we could talk, but he wasn’t there.

		Which was weirder still. I could have waited for him to get back, but I had no idea where he was or how long he’d be and I had to check in with Tommy at the IA headquarters before work. So I headed out into the garden and tunnelled before my housemates could get up and question me.

		I’d only been to the IA headquarters the once, yesterday morning when Tommy had assigned me the paperclip theft case, so it took me a little time to navigate to his office. There were no directions. No identifying markers. No names on doors or office numbers. Nothing. And everything was beige. Corridor after corridor filled with the same watercolour paintings on the walls, the same beige linoleum, same closed office doors. It made me feel like a mouse in one of those mazes where they test whatever it is they test.

		After ten minutes, I’d given up trying to find his office and just started knocking on doors and peeking into the offices. The eighth room I stuck my head into looked familiar. No one was home but there was a full mug of something steaming hot that smelled a lot like sewage sitting on the desk. I assumed that meant he’d be back any minute, so I took a seat and waited. And really hoped it was his office.

		“Who let you in here?” Tommy asked a few minutes later.

		“What do you use this for?” I waved the Rubik's Cube I’d been trying to solve while pacing in front of his desk. I’d tried to sit, but I was so tired I’d been dozing off.

		“Stress.”

		“To induce it?” I placed it back on his desk with a nod. “That makes perfect sense.”

		“Yes. I love to induce stress.” Tommy settled into his chair, placed the file he was holding into a drawer and held out his hand.

		I looked at it for a moment, waiting for a clue as to what he wanted. Nothing showed on his face, so I picked up the Rubik's Cube and placed it in his hand. “Didn’t I put it back exactly in the right place? Who knew you were so OCD?”

		Tommy dropped the Rubik's Cube back to his desk and made a “hand it over” motion. “Your report. I didn’t expect you to have solved it so fast really, but—”

		“I have to write reports?”

		Tommy looked at me for a long moment, sighed and dropped his hand. “Yes, Bridget. You have to write reports. This was covered in the induction. Both the first and second time you took it.”

		“Oh, I remember.” I nodded as if the memory had come back, but all I really remembered was a woman with a lisp and messy ponytail trying to teach everyone the importance of using the alphabet when filing.

		“Did you solve the case?”

		I settled into the beige armchair. “Yes. The great paperclip theft has been resolved.”

		“And the culprit would be?”

		“Poor stock management. I found the two boxes while I was looking for my shoes, so no theft but more importantly—”

		Tommy leaned forward and glanced down at my black ballet pumps. “You found the two boxes?”

		“Yes, but I also found—”

		“Bridget. Those boxes weren’t lost. They were stolen.”

		“How do you know?”

		“Because I know.”

		“But how do you know?”

		“Because I know.”

		“Well, regardless of what you ‘know’, they’re back, so I guess we have a remorseful thief.” I swiped my hand through the air because I was so done with paperclips. “Anyway—”

		“Did you identify the thief?”

		“The paperclips are back.” There was a slight shriek to my voice that happened when other people were being unreasonable. “What does it matter who took them?”

		“The case wasn’t to recover the paperclips, it was to identify the thief.”

		“Surely getting the stock back was more important?” I felt as though I was missing something about this conversation. In fact, I felt as though I was missing something about the whole paperclip investigation in the first place.

		“No. Discovering the thief was more important.”

		“Why?”

		“Because that was your assignment.”

		I threw my hands up in defeat. “Okay. Fine. It was me. They fell into my pocket when I was in the cupboard the other week. I found them when I got home. And then, because it was two boxes of paperclips, I didn’t think anything of it. I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful of what falls into my pockets in future. Now—”

		Tommy shook his head. “That’s not what happened. You know it. I know it. To close this case, I need a name. Other than your own. Unless you’re happy taking responsibility for stealing the paperclips.”

		I paused. “The paperclips are back. I don’t understand what the problem is.” And there definitely was a problem. I was missing something. A key piece of information that would make all this nonsense make sense. I almost felt as though we were talking in code, but no one had given me the cypher.

		“The problem is that you don’t listen.” Tommy pulled a copy of the file he’d given me and flipped it open, flat on the desk. “It’s not about the paperclips. It’s about the thief.”

		“You’re going to prosecute someone for stealing paperclips? Paperclips?” I arched an eyebrow at him. “Really? Are we really that lacking in criminals that this is what we have to resort to in order to meet our quota? Because I happen to have a real criminal we can find.”

		Tommy curled his hand into a fist, then extended his fingers back out and laid them flat on the desk. He exhaled, then spoke in soft but clipped tones. “The paperclip thief is a real criminal.”

		“U-huh.” I gave a slow nod. “I hope you’re saying that ironically because otherwise I just lost all respect for you.”

		“We operate outside of the law. We need people to help us.”

		“I’m trying to help you, but—”

		“No, we need civilians to help us. Civilians with access.”

		I adjusted my fringe as I watched emotions skip across his face. He was definitely speaking in code. And frankly, if he wasn’t willing to be upfront and talk code-free about the paperclip situation, then I was done talking about it. I had far too many other problems to worry about.

		“I was up late last night. I’m tired. So, let’s just skip to what I really came here to tell you. Someone possibly stole my shoes and I found a dead guy—which is actually the crime I wanted to talk to—”

		“I know about the commander and the case has already been assigned.”

		“It––what?” Stalled by his unexpected response, I blinked at him. “I found him. The case should be mine.”

		“You can’t give me the name of a paperclip thief, I can’t put you on a case where the head of one of the biggest departments of the afterlife has been murdered.”

		“Right. Because I’ve never solved a murder before.”

		“You haven’t solved a murder before.”

		“I’m sorry? Have we met?” I extended my hand across the desk. “My name is Bridget Sway. Perhaps you’ve heard of me. I find dead dead bodies every other week and solve the cases to make sure the police arrest the right people. The right people being specifically, not me. Which I also wanted to talk to you about actually. When I’ve solved the commander’s murder, I’d like to dig into Detective Johnson’s arrest and conviction records.”

		Tommy shook his head. “No.”

		“To which bit?”

		“All of it. You don’t solve the cases. You dig about until the killer tries to kill you. That’s not investigating. That’s recklessness.”

		This meeting was not going at all like I planned. “If I’m so reckless, why did you want me in your oh-so-fancy-super-spy organisation?”

		“Because you’re brave and fearless and well-connected and a little reckless. The investigation skills we can teach you. But you have to start on the small cases and write the reports, so we can analyse them and your performance and help you get better.”

		“But I told you what happened with the paperclips.”

		“No. You didn’t.” Tommy closed the file and shut it away in the top left drawer. “I suspect you found out who it was, but you’re on friendly terms with them, so decided to say you found the paperclips rather than turn them in.”

		“I don’t understand why we’re investigating paperclips going missing anyway,” I said because his guess was far too close to home. “There’s no misconduct from another organisation involved. How are missing paperclips our thing?”

		“I’ve just explained this, you really need to improve your listening skills. We need civilians with access who break the law so we can flip them and get them to help us.”

		“Flip them?” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Is that like, code for torture? For two boxes of paperclips? What’s the torture punishment for that?” I sat back in my chair. “Anything above a brief telling off seems excessive to me. And even then …”

		“No, it means we can use them to help us find information we need. That way, when there is something to investigate, we already have people in place to help us.”

		“But how will—” I stared at Tommy as I finally caught on. And, from what I was assuming, I hoped that I had caught the very wrong end of someone else’s stick. “When you say ‘flip them’, what you actually mean is ‘blackmail’, right? You can blackmail them to get information for you. That’s why you don’t care about getting the paperclips back—you just need to know who took them so you have dirt that you can use to get them to do things for you.”

		“We work under the radar. We don’t have the same access as the police and GBs and yet we’re supposed to regulate them. We need to use whatever tools are at our disposal.” Tommy tapped the desk between us. “Something else that was explained in both of your inductions.”

		“So you blackmail people?” It came out as a shriek. It might have been tiredness or disgust. “You blackmail them? That was definitely not covered in any induction. I may have a listening problem, but that would have caught my attention.”

		“Bridget—”

		“People aren’t ‘tools’. They’re people. You can’t use them. And you’re the authority that regulates the police and the GBs?” I leaned back into my seat to put some distance between Tommy and me. “Wow. We are in some serious trouble here.”

		“Okay.” Tommy, utterly unperturbed by my outburst, opened a desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper the size of a business card. “Usually we start people small, so they can get a feel for the way we work, but clearly that’s not going to work here. I should’ve known that really. I’ll put you on the murder case as a trainee. You can observe. That way you can see just how badly our hands are tied and why we need informants to help us.”

		“You mean blackmail victims, don’t you?”

		“No, I mean people who help us find the real bad guys.”

		“How come we’re investigating this anyway?” I asked. “I thought we could only investigate when we thought the GBs or police had done something wrong.”

		“If you thought that, then why come in and ask for the case?”

		“Because it’s Johnson.” I shrugged. “He’s always trying to arrest me for murder so I wanted to make sure he found the right person and I thought I might be able to do it IA legally. Can I do it IA legally?”

		“The commander of arrivals is dead. Both the GBs and police are going to have an agenda here. We need to ensure there’s no influencing the election of the new commander, so yes, you can do it IA legally.” A knock sounded on the door and Tommy stood, motioning for me to do the same. He opened the door and ushered me out into the corridor while he darted back across the office and grabbed the slip of paper.

		“You must be Bridget?” An average looking guy with an average build and averagely brown hair was waiting in the corridor. Everything about him screamed GB, except he wasn’t in the black jumpsuit that the GBs wore. He smiled and offered me his hand. “Friendly and trustworthy” emanated from him. Naturally, I assumed the opposite.

		“No.” I gave him a small shake of my head, making sure to look confused. I didn’t like his presumption.

		“Really? Because the name on your jumpsuit says ‘Bridget’.”

		“Actually, it says Birgit.” Despite the change in jumpsuit colour, the name badge had remained the same.

		He leaned closer to read the badge. “So it does.”

		“You’re aware this looks as though you’re staring at my chest, right?”

		“What?” The man snapped upright. “I wasn’t—I wouldn’t—”

		“Are you undercover with the GBs?” I gestured to his face. “As only a mildly illiterate person, you’ll be way out at the front of the pack. I’m sure you’ll be running them in no time.”

		The man stared at me, mouth ajar as though he was sure it was an insult, but couldn’t quite believe it. Maybe he’d have been better with the police force. It wasn’t his fault I was annoyed at Tommy. Or massively uneasy about the whole “flipping people” thing. But I was irritated and someone had to take the brunt of it.

		Tommy emerged from the office with his mug of sewage in hand and glanced along the corridor. “Pembroke, have you seen Val?”

		“I think he was—oh.” Pembroke, the very GB looking IA officer pointed along the corridor.

		“Val?” Tommy beckoned another nondescript brown-haired man toward us as he spoke to me. “You’ll be working with Valentino. He can show you the ropes. Once you see how difficult is for us to gather information, how hard we have to work to make sure the other agencies adhere to the rules, you’ll understand why it’s so important to have the help of people like this paperclip thief.”

		“Ah, you’re Bridget. You’re the one who got the paperclip thief case,” Val said as he joined us. With his name, I’d expected the smallest hint of something Italian about his features, but there was nothing. In fact, he could’ve twinned with every GB I’d ever seen. Maybe his very Anglo-Saxon parents had just liked how it sounded.

		“Catch him up with what you know and we’ll talk later, okay?” Tommy handed Val the slip of paper and then he and the other nondescript possible GB person walked away along the corridor.

		“What do you know?” Val smiled at me.

		I shrugged. “The afterlife commander is dead.”

		“Okay,” he said after a pause. “Anything else?”

		I was tempted to get smart and list all the things I knew about random things, but I didn’t like his smile. Something about this Val guy had my internal alarms sounding. The other faux-GB guy had looked as though he might actually have been trustworthy, but this guy? He reminded me of crème brûlée. Like, he seemed like one thing at first glance, but if you cracked the surface, there was a whole mess of something else underneath. And my instincts told me that the whole mess of something underneath wasn’t going to work out in my favour.

		I shook my head. “No. What’s your last name?”

		“My last name?”

		“Yeah, Valentino what?”

		He shook his head. I thought he was going for confused but missed it and came off as defensive. “Why does that matter?”

		I gave him my professional smile. “I was just wondering what type of surname would match your first name.” And I wanted something that would help Sabrina to search this guy in her files because my gut was telling me he was shifty.

		“You know nothing else about the commander’s death?”

		“You don’t want to tell me your surname?”

		Val gave me what I’m sure he thought was an enigmatic smile. “No.”

		“Why?”

		“Why do you want it?”

		“I just told you. You should really learn to listen better.”

		“Says the girl who had to take the induction session twice.”

		“The important stuff is never in the induction.”

		“Says the girl training to be an induction leader.”

		“You’re very rude.”

		“Says the girl who—”

		“Okay.” I held my hand up directly in his face. Yes, it was rude. Yes, it was proving his point. No, I didn’t care. “Let’s just nip this in the bud. I’m sorry I took an interest. It will never happen again.”

		“Good. Now, what else do you know about the commander’s death.”

		I shook my head, professional smile still in place, eyes wide and innocent. “Nothing.”

		“Nothing?”

		“Nothing.”

		“But you found him?” Val jerked his head in the direction he’d come from and started walking. I assumed that meant he wanted me to follow.

		“I did, didn’t I?” I made sure to keep as much distance between us as I could without it looking as though that was what I was doing.

		“Nothing stood out?”

		“Nothing.”

		“Was there anyone hanging around? Did you see anything suspicious? Did you move the commander? Did you find anything on his body? Did you notice anything about his wounds?”

		“No, no, no, no and no.”

		“Right.” Val stole a glance at me as we walked. His jaw was locked as though he were holding his temper back. “Here’s what I need from you. There will be a remembrance assembly of sorts this morning. I need you to work your way around and ask as many people as you can about the commander. If he had any enemies, if someone had threatened him recently, did anyone have any grudges, do they suspect anyone, that type of thing. And then we can meet at lunch so you can give me a verbal report.”

		I stopped walking and faced him. “To be clear, you want me to ask everyone at the commander’s remembrance assembly who they think killed him?”

		“Yes. You’re perfectly placed.” And suddenly I realised that Tommy hadn’t been doing me a favour when he’d assigned me to this case at all. He’d set it up that way, he made me ask for it because as Val said, I was perfectly placed. Although I couldn’t even really be mad about it since I was getting what I wanted.

		“And what will you be doing while I’m finding out who the killer is.”

		“Supervising.”

		“And by that, you mean?”

		“Overseeing your work.”

		“I understand the definition of supervision. I was asking how you will be finding information while I’m questioning people.”

		“It’s complicated.” Val nodded. “As a trainee, you wouldn’t understand.”

		“Of course. It must be incredibly complicated.” I was pretty sure that meant he wasn’t going to be doing anything but taking credit for my work. “And what will happen when I find out who the killer is?”

		“What do you mean ‘happen’?” Val started walking again and I fell into step beside him.

		“I mean, what will happen? Who will you hand them over to? Will they be prosecuted? Would I have to be a witness? How would that affect my IA standing? What will happen?”

		Val gave a sort of head-shake-shrug combo. “We’ll deal with that then.”

		“I have a contact in the GBs who would be amenable,” I pushed because I was getting the vibe that prosecuting the killer for murder was not the absolutely certain outcome of this.

		“That’s not really for you to worry about.”

		Which I figured translated to “we’ll let the murderer walk away if we can get something better from the situation”. And I’d thrown my lot in with them. Great.

		


		

		

		Chapter Five

		

		

		There was no point in heading to the canteen to talk to Sabrina after leaving the IA because it was too early, so I tunnelled home. Oz was sitting in the deckchair in the back garden. He startled when he saw me.

		I stayed where I was. “I take it since I made you jump you weren’t waiting for me?”

		“I wasn’t not waiting for you.”

		“Gee, I feel so wanted.” And because I’m not really one for subtlety I just leapt right in. “Are you avoiding me?”

		He hesitated. “Yes.”

		“Yes?” His answer caught me off guard. I mean, I’d suspected it, but I’d also thought it was me just being paranoid. “Why?”

		Oz fixed me with an intense stare. The type you’d see on lions before they lunged for the kill. My cavewoman brain told me to run, but my rational brain told me Oz would never eat me. Still, there was no need to tempt fate, so I stayed where I was. I waited, but Oz didn’t speak. “This is the part where you explain.”

		He dropped his gaze to the grass at his feet. “I … feel ashamed.”

		“That … wasn’t the response I was expecting.” Sensing possibly being eaten was most likely off the table, I crossed the grass and settled into the deckchair next to him. “Want to talk about it? Unless you did something gross or creepy. In which case, you can keep it to yourself.”

		Oz narrowed his eyes at the far end of the garden as if he were looking for answers in the shrubbery. “I feel as though I’ve let you down. I feel like I should’ve taken full responsibility for you being at arrivals last night. Not abandoned you like that. I knew you were going. We talked about it. I—”

		“You hardly abandoned me.”

		“It felt so wrong to put it all on you, though.”

		“You didn’t really put anything on me. Sean and I were doing something we shouldn’t have been and you made sure that you were free and clear of it, so it wouldn’t come back on you or my housemates. That’s exactly what we agreed.”

		Oz nodded and continued to stare at the bottom of the garden. “You know that I felt your reaction to it.”

		“It surprised me is all. I know we agreed to it, but it caught me off guard a little bit is all.” I twisted in my deckchair to face him. “Listen to your emo snooping channel now. I am absolutely okay with it.”

		Oz made no move to do his head-tilt-listen. “It’s not about how you feel about it though, it’s about how it makes me feel about myself.”

		“Oh.” I hesitated, almost not wanting to ask. “How does it make you feel about yourself.”

		“Not great.”

		“Well, that’s ridiculous. You should feel awesome about it. You’re helping me do the right thing and you’re simultaneously managing to keep our whole family safe. I don’t really think there’s anything you could be doing to make this situation work any better.” I glanced over to see Oz staring at me, an unreadable expression on his face. “What?”

		“Thanks, Bridget.” The way he smiled at me had my tummy flipping over. When his smile widened, I knew he was emo snooping on my feelings.

		“I’m hungry, okay?” I snapped, feeling the colour rush into my cheeks. “That’s what your illegal emo snoop is picking up on.”

		“Okay.” Oz nodded, his smile not shrinking. “And you know it’s not illegal.”

		“Feels illegal to me.”

		“I’ll make breakfast in a minute. First, do you want to tell me what happened at the IA? That was where you went?”

		“Urrgh.” My lips pulled down in disgust and I wrapped my arms around myself, burying deeper into the chair.

		“From that very ladylike noise, I’m going to assume that it didn’t go well?”

		“I need a new job.”

		Oz twisted in his deckchair to look at me. “Tommy fired you?”

		“Not exactly.”

		“How did he ‘not exactly’ fire you?”

		“He didn’t fire me at all.” I sighed and any energy I had whooshed out of me. “The IA blackmail people.”

		“They blackmail people?”

		“Yep.”

		Oz’s mouth worked as though he was trying to find something to say. In the end, he shook his head. “From the beginning?”

		“Tommy was focused—”

		“No, the beginning as in when you left the house to find the paperclip thief.”

		“Oh.” I relayed the whole shebang while Oz nodded at different points, but didn’t interrupt.

		“So, when you say the IA blackmail people, you don’t mean they blackmail people as such, you mean they use them as informants?” Oz clarified when I was done.

		“They find out some bad stuff you’ve done and then use it to get you to do what they want. I’m not sure what they call that in Australia, but here in England, we call that blackmail.”

		“They’d use the information Sean would give to solve crimes. That would make him an informant, not a victim of blackmail.”

		“Yes, but he’s not choosing to be an informant. They’re blackmailing him into helping them. Hence, it’s blackmail.”

		“For the greater good.”

		“The greater good?” I arched an eyebrow at him. “You do understand how ridiculous that sounds, right?”

		“That’s what it’s for, Bridget. They forgive his crime, so he can stay where he is and help them solve worse crimes.”

		“They’re not forgiving his crime, though. They’re using it against him.”

		Oz shrugged. “He broke the law.”

		“He stole paperclips. Paperclips, Oz. Paperclips.”

		“That’s still breaking the law.”

		“Right. So I commit a crime, then you blackmail me—which is also a crime, by the way—to get information for you. And I’m assuming the process of obtaining this information must be illegal, or you wouldn’t need to blackmail me to get it for you in the first place. So that’s me committing another crime which takes our crime tally up to three. But we’re just going to dismiss those first three crimes so we can solve the fourth crime? That does not seem like a good, honest process. And these are the folks who are supposed to regulate the other law enforcement bodies.”

		Oz exhaled and shrugged. “That’s how it works in life.”

		“Doesn’t mean that’s how it should work in the afterlife.”

		“Don’t forget, the informant has to commit a crime in the first place to be blackma—to be used as an informant.”

		I adjusted my fringe and settled back into the deckchair. “Well, it’s wrong.”

		“You’d rather the paperclip thief went to prison?”

		“It was two boxes of paperclips!” It came out as a shriek. I glanced back up at the house to make sure I hadn’t woken anybody up. This whole thing was getting me so het up.

		“Theft is theft.”

		“It’s paperclips.” I hissed at Oz. “Paperclips.” Why was no one understanding that?

		“And what if next time it’s something bigger? Is it okay to steal paperclips but not to steal a car?”

		I paused. “It would depend on why you were stealing the car.”

		“Really?”

		“Yes.” I wasn’t relenting because I was not handing Sean over under any circumstances. “What if someone’s dying and you need to get them to a hospital?

		“Is this how you justify breaking the law when you’re out trying to solve murders you have no business solving?”

		“That’s different.”

		Oz nodded. “Thought it might be.”

		“It is different because I only break stupid laws. I don’t commit crimes.”

		“If you break a law that is you committing a crime.”

		I scowled at Oz before looking back out over the garden. “I liked it better when we didn’t discuss this stuff.”

		Oz laughed under his breath. “I’ll bet. It’s a lot harder to go around doing what you want when you have someone to explain yourself to.”

		“I do not have to explain myself to you,” I snapped.

		“Yeah, you do.” Oz tried to nudge my knee with his as if to soften the statement, but I moved it out of his reach.

		It only fuelled my temper that he was sort of right. About the whole explaining myself to him thing, not about the blackmailing thing. He was absolutely not right about that. And I categorically wasn’t going to do what he thought was right over what I thought was right. That way led to madness.

		We sat in silence, watching the sky turn bluer. Despite the fact we were definitely at the end of summer, it was going to be another beautiful day. England was rarely blessed with great summers, but this had to have been the best stretch of sunny days on record. And I’d been dead for all of it. Trussed up in a jumpsuit and—

		“Hey.” Oz reached over and squeezed my knee. “Stop it.”

		“What?” I moved to brush his hand off my knee because I was feeling particularly petulant, but he grabbed it.

		“Whatever you’re thinking about.”

		“Stop emo snooping,” I retorted, but I didn’t shake off his hand.

		“Does it really bother you that much? The informant situation?”

		“Doesn’t it bother you?”

		Oz squeezed my hand, then released it. “If you commit a crime, then this is what happens.”

		“You’re okay with this happening to me?”

		“Of course not. But you work for the blackmailers.” Oz grinned at me. “You’ll probably be okay.”

		“I’m going to steal Sean some paperclips from a livie stationery store.”

		“You realise you just said that out loud, right?” Oz asked.

		“What are you going to do about it?”

		“What are you going to do about Sean?”

		“Sean?” I asked and Oz gave me a flat look.

		“Yes. Sean. Are you going to turn him in?”

		“Of course not.”

		“Really? Because it’s your job. The one you wanted. Remember?”

		“This isn’t the job I though it was going to be.” Why was nothing ever what it seemed in the afterlife. “I wanted to help people. How is this helping people?”

		“You’re not even out of training yet. Don’t jump to conclusions.”

		“Did you miss the part where they blackmail people?”

		“Did you miss the part where Sean is a thief?”

		“Thief?” I scoffed. “Do you know why he long-term borrowed two boxes of paperclips? It was to make model animals to help him relax. And since he’d named them, I’m pretty sure he does it for company as well.”

		“He makes models out of paperclips?”

		“Yes, I haven’t seen them, but he had to dismantle Rexy, his T-rex, to bring the paperclips back.”

		“He made a T-rex out of paperclips?”

		I slapped Oz’s chest with the back of my hand. “I know!”

		Oz rubbed his face with both hands. “So, we’re not turning him in. What did you tell Tommy?”

		“That I found the boxes while looking for my stolen shoes.” The tension drained from the back of my neck at his use of “we”. He might not be able to cover for me in front of Johnson, and he might think I had to report to him, but it was reassuring to know that he was still in the game with me on a sort of equal footing.

		“Did he believe you?”

		“No.”

		“How are we going to handle this?” Oz’s attention jumped all over my face. “What?”

		“Is now a good moment to mention I promised Sean we’d find him a new job where he can make models all day?”

		Oz rubbed a hand over his short, dishevelled hair. “Just when I think it’s as bad as it can get, you add a new problem.”

		“It’s not a problem, per se. It’s more of a challenge.”

		“Do you know what will happen when you don’t give Tommy Sean’s name?” Oz asked. “Did he say what the consequences would be for you?”

		“He didn’t say anything about consequences.”

		“And the commander’s murder? He assigned you as an assistant to the main agent on the case?”

		I nodded. “Although I don’t think ‘assistant’ is the correct word. More like 'person who does all the work'. This Val guy wants me to question everybody at the memorial assembly this morning.”

		“What’s he going to be doing?”

		“Overseeing what I’m doing, supposedly. Which translates to nothing.”

		Oz didn’t acknowledge that. “Is this Val undercover at arrivals too?”

		“Don’t know. Don’t think so. At least I haven’t seen him. He looked like he could be a GB. Why?”

		“Because if the commander was found in arrivals, he was likely murdered in arrivals. Probably, where he was found.”

		I narrowed my eyes at Oz. “I naturally assumed that. Why are you mentioning it like it’s a thing?”

		“Because arrivals is a twenty-four-hour type of place. There are always people so you can’t really stroll around with a dead body over your shoulder. Which means someone who works in arrivals, or at least has access, is responsible. Someone who has access to the commander.”

		I nodded, but I didn’t see what he was getting at. “I just assumed all of that. If you have a point, would you please just make it?”

		“If Val isn’t undercover at arrivals he won’t have access to anything so …” Oz motioned for me to finish the sentence.

		“So … he likely didn’t kill the commander? Wait.” I sat up straight or as straight as a deckchair would allow. “You think Tommy thinks I killed the commander?”

		“No, Bridget.” Oz sighed. “I think Tommy is going to use you like Leonard uses you, to ask all the questions and put yourself in danger to find the killer.”

		“And then Val is going to take all the credit?” That was not cool. Oz opened his mouth, but I held up my hand as something else occurred to me. “If I find the killer Tommy will tell the police or GBs, right? So they can arrest the killer? They won’t try and blackmail the killer into helping him solve other crimes? Or telling the killer to confess to go undercover at a prison to inform on police or GBs who aren’t doing their jobs properly on the promise of a shorter sentence? I asked Val, but he patted me on the head and told me it was far too complicated for a little lady like me to understand.”

		“He patted you on the head and called you a ‘little lady’?”

		“Well, no. Not exactly, but that’s what his tone said.” I glanced back at the house. Several of the rooms were lit now. “So? Do you think they’ll make a deal with the murderer?”

		Oz blew out a breath and shook his head. “The IA’s job is to make sure that the GBs and the police are doing their jobs. If that means they make deals with people to ensure that then that’s what it means. You knew this when you signed up.”

		“I did not know that meant blackmail and shady dealings with murderers.”

		“We don’t know there are any shady dealings with murderers,” Oz reminded me. “Are you going to help this IA agent catch the killer?”

		“I’m going to find out who killed the commander. I only met him once, but he seemed like a nice guy.”

		“Was that a yes or no to informing the IA when we work out who it is?”

		“Honestly, I don’t know. But probably no.”

		Oz angled his head the way he always did when he was checking my emotional state through the oppressive and intrusive emotional bond. “You’re telling the truth.”

		“I know. And I thought we agreed you wouldn’t do that anymore.”

		“No, you told me you hated it, it’s not the same thing.” Oz stood and reached a hand down to me. He pulled me to my feet with ease.

		“Feels as though it should be the same thing.”

		“You’ll share all the information?” Oz asked.

		“Everything I find, I’ll share with you.” This whole working-as-a-team thing was new, so I could understand why he was sceptical about my commitment to it.

		“And then we’ll make a plan?”

		“This is what we agreed. I’m holding up my end of the bargain. As soon as I found the body, I called you. I opened the door, saw him, closed the door and called you. I am committed to making this work.”

		“And your housemates?”

		“What do you think we should do about them?” I turned it back on him because I desperately wanted to tell them about the whole IA thing. I hated lying—or not lying but omitting the truth when they asked. Although we could easily tell them about the body without telling them about IA. But then, Tommy already knew about them so if they helped and broke any laws then Tommy might use that against them. So it was best they didn’t get involved at all. Although I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull that off.

		“See this, here?” Oz peered into my eyes as if trying to read something written on them. “Whatever thought process you just went through, it was the same thing that happened when Leonard asked you about the commander’s body.”

		“I was discussing with myself the pros and cons of getting them involved.”

		“What side did you come down on?”

		“I want to tell them, so I don’t feel bad about lying.”

		“So that’s you wanting to tell them for your sake,” Oz said and Petal, the youngest of my housemates in her late teens, bounded out of the kitchen and into the garden, her blonde candyfloss mass of hair trailing after her like a cloud.

		She stopped short on the patio, eyes narrowed at us. “What’s going on?”

		“Nothing is going on.” And at that precise moment that was true, so I wasn’t technically lying.

		“Petal?” Pam, the oldest of my housemates, followed Petal out to the patio. Her gaze fell on us. “What’s going on?”

		“Bridget just said nothing was going on.” Petal didn’t take her eyes off us as she spoke to Pam.

		Pam glance between Oz and me. “Something’s going on.”

		“What’s going on?” Lucy asked from the open kitchen door.

		“Something.” Petal called back.

		“Someone stole my shoes,” I said when it was clear that they weren’t going to let it go.

		Lucy gasped and covered her mouth with both hands. “Not the Charlotte Olympia dolly court shoe with the six-inch heel, red suede upper and gold platform island?”

		“Yep.” A fresh wave of loss hit me over the theft.

		“Oh, Bridget!” Lucy ran to me, tears in her eyes and wrapped her arms around me. “How awful. That’s just horrific. So horrific.” Lucy eyed Oz than lowered her voice. “Do we know who it was? Do we have suspects? We’ve just had the bread knife sharpened. I can sneak it out in my jacket.” Lucy held me at arm’s length. “Rule one doesn’t apply here, does it?”

		“What’s rule one?” Oz asked.

		“No, Lucy. Not in these situations.” I knew Lucy would understand my loss.

		“Friends don’t let friends show people their boobs,” Pam told Oz.

		Oz hesitated. “We … needed to make that a rule?”

		“No, that’s rule two, silly.” Petal gave me a sideways hug. “Rule one is ‘friends don’t let friends kill people’.”

		Oz nodded slowly. “I think I’ll go and make breakfast.”

		Lucy waited until Oz had gone into the house. “I’m serious about the bread knife.”

		“I can hear you!” Oz yelled from the kitchen.

		“I was just kidding,” Lucy called back to him, then mouthed to me. “I wasn’t kidding.”

		“How did they manage to steal your shoes from your feet?” Pam asked as we all followed Oz into the kitchen.

		“Bridget lacks the stamina to be able to wear heels all day, so she likely took them off.” Anna gestured to my hips as she placed her mug next to the kettle. As if she expected me to make her tea after that. “It is rather a lot of weight to balance on such slender heels, though, so it’s understandable really.”

		“What’s understandable?” Kate asked as she emerged from the stairwell into the kitchen.

		“Why Anna’s so mean,” Lucy said. “It’s because—”

		“Any chance we can leave the insult slinging until after breakfast?” Oz asked.

		“Depends what you’re making for breakfast,” Lucy crossed the room to peer over Oz’s shoulder.

		“Also, I should tell you all before you hear it from someone else,” I said while filling the kettle to make tea. “I found the dead body of the commander from arrivals last night.”

		“Well, that was obviously Sabrina’s doing.” Anna settled at the table. “I told you they’d released her too soon, but did anyone listen to me? No. And now the poor commander has paid for it with his life.”

		“Why would that be Sabrina’s doing?” I asked.

		Anna wound a finger in a circular motion next to her left temple. “Because she’s crazy.”

		“But why would Sabrina care about the commander of arrivals?” Petal asked.

		“Because she’s crazy,” Anna stressed.

		“Are we investigating this?” Pam whispered.

		“Sort of.” I made a seesaw motion with my hand.

		“Save yourself some time. It was Sabrina,” Anna repeated. “People never come out of Mendall quite right.”

		Kate fixed Anna with a flat stare. “I came out of Mendall perfectly fine.”

		Anna returned her stare with a pouting baby face. “Aww, honey, did you, though?”

		“You are a little bit different,” Petal said in a small voice.

		“Yes, she’s no longer homicidal,” Pam pointed out.

		“Maybe not.” Anna flicked her hair over her shoulder. “But I saw her make a cup of tea the other day and she put the milk in first. Before the water.”

		Silence held around the room as everyone stared at Kate.

		Kate held her hands up in surrender. “I was distracted, okay?”

		“Does Sabrina pour the milk in first now?” Lucy asked.

		“She drinks coffee.” I set the tea on the table and everyone grabbed their mugs. “Or she used to drink coffee.”

		“She doesn’t drink coffee anymore?” Kate asked.

		“That’s because she’s not Sabrina anymore,” Petal said. “She’s Fauxbrina.”

		“What?” I asked. “She’s what?”

		“Fauxbrina,” Petal repeated. “I was talking to Margery at work yesterday and she was saying that they do all sorts of brainwashing tricks on you so when you come out you’re like a napping agent, willing to do their bidding.”

		“What’s a napping agent?” Pam asked.

		“And who’s bidding?” Lucy added.

		“I think she means sleeper agent,” Oz said from the grill where he was cooking the most mouth-watering smelling omelettes.

		“Agents for what, hon?” Anna asked.

		“The bureau’s secret agenda,” Petal said.

		Kate frowned over her mug at Petal. “What’s their secret agenda?”

		“I don’t know, silly. It wouldn’t be secret if we all knew, would it?”

		Oz waved a spatular at Petal. “I don’t want you socialising with this Margery.”

		“That’s what she said you’d say.” Petal tossed her hair at Oz. “The Man is always trying to control freethinkers.”

		Oz looked to me and gestured to Petal with the spatula. How had this become my responsibility? I turned back to Petal with an echo on Oz’s words on my lips, but Lucy spoke before I could.

		“How do you unsleeper her? If Sabrina is Fauxbrina, how do we make her Sabrina again? Get the info from your friend and we can try it out on Kate first.”

		“Hey.” I slapped the table with my open palm. “Sabrina is Sabrina. Not Fauxbrina. There is no Fauxbrina. There is no secret agenda.” The words sounded hollow on my tongue.

		“Was it me or did anyone else think that sounded unconvincing?” Kate asked as everyone around the table raised their hands in agreement.

		“You’ve mentioned a couple of times that Fauxbrina is acting differently,” Lucy pointed out.

		“There is no Fauxbrina,” I snapped.

		“Okay.” Pam nodded and raised her mug to me. “That was better. I believed that.”

		Anna pointed to the table. “Just remember this conversation when she lures you to a secondary location and splits your head open like a coconut, so she can eat your brains.”

		Lucy shook her head. “That’s zombies.”

		“How do you know the bureau doesn’t have to make crazy people into zombies to make them sleeper agents?” Anna asked.

		“Is breakfast ready yet?” I called to Oz because I needed something in my stomach to soak up all this crazy.

		“Is that what you were trying to do to Petal?” Pam asked Kate. “Crack her head open so you can get to her brains?”

		“She did that before she went to the nut house to get brainwashed,” Anna reminded everyone.

		“So, Kate was already a zombie?” Lucy asked.

		“Let me be super clear.” I slapped the table several times to make sure I had everyone’s attention. “Sabrina is not Fauxbrina and she didn’t kill the commander. Kate is not a zombie or brainwashed. And Petal, you can still speak to Margery, but you have to tell us when she says things like that, okay?”

		Petal nodded. “Okay.”

		“So we can be kept updated on the bureau’s secret agenda?” Lucy asked.

		“Exactly.” I agreed because it was easier, but it was mainly because if we forbade Petal from seeing this girl, she’d do it in secret. And who knew which crazy destination that would lead to. “Now, let’s discuss what we’re going to do to the person who stole my shoes.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Six

		

		

		I scanned the canteen but couldn’t see Sabrina anywhere. She’d passed all her “sanity” tests with flying colours, been certified “sane” and released from Mendall Asylum almost two weeks ago. Apart from a few weird habits she’d picked up, like eating any food put in front of her, using a lot of “I feel” statements and generally being uninterested in committing any crimes, she was okay. The new Sabrina was taking some getting used to, but at least she didn’t turn into a homicidal maniac, so I was taking it as a win.

		I surveyed the canteen one last time. Charlie waved to me from the far side of the room. Pete, who was sitting next to him, gestured to the two empty seats at the table. I hadn’t spoken to Pete since his super mean outburst about how selfish I was. I already knew I could be selfish, but it wasn’t cool when a friend threw it in your face, so I wasn’t up to playing nice yet.

		I gestured behind me, implying I was going to leave. Sabrina wasn’t here and that was the only reason I’d come. Maybe her parole officer had made her eat breakfast at home. I hoped that was what it was. I hoped she hadn’t lost her mind entirely and already headed to work a whole hour early. Maybe I should check in with Madame Zorina, our alive medium friend. Sabrina hadn’t seen her since being released. I thought that was a little weird, but maybe she was there now. I turned to leave and bodychecked someone. 

		“Sorry. I—”

		“Are you Bridget?” The teenage boy whispered. His hair was a burnt orange and he had so many freckles that it looked like someone had smashed a whole packet of ginger biscuits, smeared his face with glue and thrown all the crumbs at him.

		“Maybe.” Something about the way his attention jumped around the room told me that whatever this was, it wasn’t on the up and up.

		“Oh. Er … so you’re not Bridget?” He glanced around the room as if looking for someone to tell him what to do next.

		I sighed and braced myself for whatever crazy was about to come my way. “Yes, I’m Bridget.”

		His face lit up with relief and he leaned in to whisper. “Sabrina asked me to tell you that she’s in the ladies’ locker room.”

		“Who are you to Sabrina?” I frowned at the boy. He was nowhere near devious enough to be one of her friends. Although, outside of me, I didn’t even know if she had any other friends. The thought that she might had an odd sensation that felt like jealousy ripple through me.

		“I’m Billy. I’m one of her housemates.”

		Ah, so there was no need to kill him to reclaim my “best friend” title. “Why is she in the ladies’ locker room?”

		“She’s getting changed, I guess.” Billy shrugged then checked over his shoulder in the direction of the locker room. “She’s been in there a while though. Perhaps you should go and check on her.”

		I stepped back and looked Billy over because, to me, that sounded a lot like the invitation a killer might send. I’d been fooled like that before. Except, at this current moment in time, I hadn’t done anything and I didn’t know anything worth being killed over. Unless this had something to do with the commander’s murder. Maybe the killer thought I knew something.

		Billy didn’t exactly look like the murderous type, not that I was great at picking those out either. It was possible I was overreacting from lack of sleep and the incredibly fresh loss of my shoes.

		“How long is a while? And why did she ask you to tell me? And why can’t she just come out?” I held up my hand before he could speak. “She didn’t try to home-dye her hair, did she? That always goes so wrong. Why do people do it?”

		Billy paused. “I don’t know. Because they want to change their hair colour?”

		“That’s not an excuse. Thank you for passing the message on. I’ll go and check on her.”

		“Great.” Billy exhaled a long breath as if he’d managed to escape from a lion’s den without a scratch. He tried to dart past me, but I caught his arm.

		“You’re not trying to set me up and lead me into a murderous trap, are you?”

		“You’re definitely Sabrina’s friend.” He shook off my hold and darted into the canteen before I could ask anything else.

		“I think that’s a compliment,” I muttered, heading along the corridor toward the ladies’ locker room. The weirdness of the situation had my internal alarm bells sounding and my fight or flight response on high alert. Since when did Sabrina use her housemates as messengers?

		I eased the door open. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to find on the other side, but I’d discovered more than my fair share of dead bodies in this room, so I felt like caution was the way forward.

		The room was empty. Or at least it looked empty from the doorway. I paused, my hand still on the door handle in case I had to run and listened. Nothing. No sounds at all. I crept across the room, peering along each of the locker aisles as I went. The room was definitely empty. Where was Sabrina? Maybe that Billy did have murderous affiliations after all. I pulled my pepper spray from my pocket and flipped the lid back, so it was ready to go.

		With a heavy sigh, I crept to my locker and spun the combination on the lock. I sucked in a deep breath for courage. And in case I needed to scream while pepper spraying the murderer who was about to jump out. Or scream while accidentally pepper spraying the corpse that was about to fall out. I yanked open the door, pepper spray extended at eye level. But there was no one in there. Alive dead or dead dead. There was nothing, but a clean uniform. I swiped it out of the way to make sure no one had stashed body parts in there either. But they hadn’t. It was all clear. Breathing a sigh of relief, I closed the locker door, spun the combination, then turned to face the room.

		Sabrina stood in the archway between the locker room and the toilet area. I shrieked and jumped back.

		“Come on. Get in here before someone comes in,” Sabrina hissed and beckoned me into the toilet area.

		“Get in where?” I leaned to the side to peer after her, but didn’t follow.

		“Bridge, come on!” Sabrina stepped into a toilet stall and motioned for me to follow.

		“Come on where? Into the toilet?” I glanced around the room as if it might hold another explanation. “With you?”

		“We need to talk.” Sabrina pointed to the floor space in front of her.

		“In the toilet?”

		“Yes, we can’t talk out here.” Sabrina angled her head as if listening for something. “Quick!” Sabrina darted out of the stall, crouching low and scanning the room. She grabbed my wrist and shoved me into the booth first, followed me in and then closed the door.

		“Well…” I nodded and gestured around us. “Now we’re in the toilet together. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

		Sabrina launched at me and I winced. She flung her arms around me and squeezed me as if she were a boa constrictor. When I started having breathing problems, I slapped her back several times in what I hoped she’d understand as surrender.

		She let me go and stepped back. “What?”

		“Are you trying to kill me?” I asked, gasping and checking she’d not broken any of my ribs.

		“What?”

		“Is that your murder method of choice? Constriction?”

		“It was a hug.”

		“Maybe for you. For me, it was a near-death experience.”

		“I was trying to show my gratitude.”

		“In a toilet? And you’re hugging now?” I adjusted my jumpsuit that had bunched up around my waist. “What did they do to you at Mendall?”

		“I know you thought Billy was setting you up to either be murdered or find a body and you came anyway.”

		“What makes you think that?”

		“You tiptoed into the room, checked your locker, and then breathed a sigh of relief. There isn’t anyone else in the entire afterlife who would tiptoe in here or think to check their locker for a dead body.”

		“How do you know that was what I was checking for?”

		“Why else breathe a sigh of relief after opening their locker before closing it straight away without doing anything else? And you had your pepper spray out.”

		“This is all very nice but do you think there’s a possibility we could continue this conversation out of the toilet stall?”

		“No.” Sabrina sucked down a huge breath as if she were about to deliver a considerable blow. “Because I’m being followed.”

		“What?”

		“Followed. I’m being followed.”

		“Like, stalked?”

		Sabrina bared her teeth in a grimace. “I don’t think so. It doesn’t feel malicious.”

		“How is someone stalking you not malicious?”

		“I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel like they mean me harm.”

		“If they don’t mean you harm, then why are they following you?” I countered. “Do you know who it is? Can you point them out?”

		Sabrina gave me a flat stare. “Of course, I can point them out. I used to do this for a living.”

		“Okay, so let’s go to the canteen, you can point them out and we can explain why stalking isn’t cool. Maybe stab them with a fork as a gentle deterrent.”

		“You want to stab them with a fork?”

		“A butter knife isn’t going to do anything, is it? And a fork somehow seems less aggressive than a knife.” I motioned to the door behind her. “Let’s go.”

		“Yeah, okay.” Sabrina nodded but didn’t move to open the stall door.

		I waited and then gestured around us. “We’re still in the toilet.”

		“Yeah.”

		“What aren’t you telling me?”

		“So, the thing is, you know how I said I could point them out?”

		“Uh-huh.”

		“Whoever is following me keeps changing their face.”

		“Okay. How’s that a problem?” I asked. “Either that means you’re being followed by multiple people or they can do that face shifting thing. As long as you can pick them out, we’re good.” I shooed her toward the stall door. “Let’s get forking.”

		“What if …” Sabrina pushed the loose blonde strands of hair that had escaped from her stubby ponytail out of her face. “What if they’re not really following me. And I’m imagining it?”

		“Ohhh.” I nodded, finally understanding the problem. “You’re worried you’re still a bit crazy. That these are just random people, not the same person following you and changing their appearance. Gotcha.”

		“Exactly. What if I’m not being followed at all?”

		“Okay, putting aside the fact you’re making me talk to you in a toilet stall, you’re not crazy. You said it yourself. You used to do this for a living, so if you feel like you’re being followed, then I’d put money on that’s what’s happening. Even if Mendall scrambled your brains, your gut instincts should still be intact. So, if your gut tells you that’s what’s happening, then that’s what’s happening.”

		“Okay.” Sabrina nodded to herself. “Yeah, no. You’re right. Instincts.”

		“Excellent. Now can we stab someone?”

		Sabrina narrowed her eyes at me. “Is something bothering you?”

		“Someone stole my shoes last night, so I might be a little more aggressive than usual. It’s a whole thing. I’ll tell you after we’ve confronted your stalker.”

		Sabrina did a sideways type of nod. “You’re being followed too.”

		“What? Me? Why am I being followed?”

		“My guess would be the same reason as me.”

		“Why are you being followed?”

		“I’ve no clue.”

		“And you call yourself a private investigator?” I threw my hands up. “How long has this been going on?”

		“Pretty much since I left Mendall. I thought it had something to do with my integration back into society at first. Checking that I was well-adjusted and cured, but then I noticed they were following you too. There’d be no reason to follow you if it was about my reintegration.”

		“This has been going on for two weeks and you’re only just mentioning it now?”

		“I thought it was to do with my adjustment.”

		I nodded as her recent behaviour made more sense. “Which is why you’ve been all well-behaved-law-abiding Fauxbrina.”

		“Fauxbrina?”

		I waved her off. “I’ll explain after we’ve forked the stalkers into submission.”

		Sabrina held up her hands. “I don’t think we should confront them.”

		“You don’t think we should confront our stalkers?” I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. “I have to say I’m really not enjoying the ‘reasonable’ Sabrina. This is precisely why you should never let yourself be admitted to mental asylums. They break you and then send you back out into the world.”

		“This has nothing to do with Mendall and everything to do with not letting them know we’re onto them.”

		“Okay. I’m confused. Why wouldn’t we tell them to leave us alone?”

		“Because right now we know they’re following us. What if we let on we know and they employ other means?”

		“What type of other means?”

		Sabrina shrugged. “Who knows?”

		I sighed. “You know my real life was never this complicated.”

		“It was your alive life, not your real life. And by all accounts, you weren’t really living your best life anyway.”

		“My best life?” I tried to step back from her so I wouldn’t catch whatever she had, but my calves hit the toilet. “Who are you?”

		“Sorry. I’m still slipping into therapy talk.”

		“Your therapist sounds like an idiot.”

		“Well, he certified me as sane so …” Sabrina shrugged.

		“Fair point. Can we get back to the people who are stalking us, please? I assume you have a plan?”

		“Yes, we act normal.”

		I waited. “And then?”

		“Well, then—”

		“And what do you mean by ‘normal’? Normal for us or normal for everyone else? Because I still have IA stuff to deal with.”

		“The commander?” Sabrina nodded. “Did Tommy put you on the investigation?”

		“How do you know about the commander?”

		“Everyone knows about the commander. Did Johnson try and arrest you for his murder?”

		“I refuse to dignify that with a response.”

		“But Tommy put you on the case?”

		I sighed. “Sort of. I feel like Tommy manipulated me into forcing my way onto the task force. So, yes, I’m sort of on it, but we can’t hand the killer over to them because they’ll just blackmail him. I’m not letting Johnson get the collar, so I’d like to tell Officer Leonard but—”

		“Stop. You’ve completely lost me. Who will blackmail the killer?”

		I quickly filled Sabrina in on the events of the previous night in the hope we’d be able to get out of the toilet stall soon.

		“What are you going to do about Sean?” Sabrina asked.

		“We need to find him a new job and I’m not handing him over to the IA.”

		“You know that whole informant thing is how this works in the alive world?”

		“I don’t care. I’m not participating in it. I’m not.”

		“I assume we’re not telling this Val guy anything either?”

		“As little as we can manage.”

		“From this attitude can I assume we’re thinking about leaving the IA or are we going to bring it down from the inside?”

		The locker room door creaked open. Soft footsteps wandered around the lockers. Sabrina pressed her finger to her lips.

		She mouthed, “Get me names of suspects and I’ll see what I can find out.”

		The locker room door banged open and several loud voices chattering over each other filled the room.

		“What are we going to do about our stalkers?” I whispered.

		“Nothing,” she whispered back. “Just act natural for now.”

		Chattering voices came toward the bathroom and Sabrina darted out of the stall and washed her hands at the sink. I followed and we made our way out through the locker room. I tried very hard not to make eye contact with anyone for too long lest it look suspicious. And I wasn’t sure if I imagined it, but after Sabrina’s warning I felt eyes on my back the whole way to the door.

		


		

		

		Chapter Seven

		

		

		“Ohhh, Bridget!” Sean rushed over to me before I’d fully appeared on the tunnelling circle. “Where have you been?”

		“What’s wrong?” I glanced at the clock on the wall. It said I was ten minutes early, which actually meant I was fifteen minutes early because the clock was five minutes fast.

		“I couldn’t sleep at all last night,” Sean hissed as we walked along the corridor toward the assembly hall. “I kept dreaming I was drowning in paperclips. Then you’d reach down to help pull me out and a dinosaur would eat you.” His sentence ended on a squeak.

		“Sean.” I stopped and turned him to face me. “Everything is going to be fine.”

		“How do you know?” Sean’s head whipped from side to side as he shuffled from foot to foot.

		I used the calmest voice I owned because if he kept this up, he was going to give me motion sickness. “Because we’re going to work out how to get you a new job.”

		“What about the commander?”

		“We’re also going to work out who killed him to ensure Johnson doesn’t accidentally arrest us.” I took hold of Sean’s upper arms and held him still. “Do you believe me when I said I didn’t kill him?”

		Sean gasped. “Bridget. It never crossed my mind.”

		“Good. I don’t think you killed him either. So we can strike ourselves off the suspect list, but we need to stick to our story that we were looking for my shoes together the entire time we were here because if anyone finds out that neither of us technically has an alibi—”

		Sean grabbed my forearm and gasped again. “They wouldn’t think—”

		“Let’s not give them the opportunity, okay?”

		Sean nodded so hard it hurt my neck to watch. “Absolutely.”

		“Good.”

		“Hey!” Zoe, the makeup brush girl from the previous night, strolled up to us. “Is it right what I heard?”

		“Yes.” Sean nodded.

		“What did you hear?” I asked before Sean could say anything else.

		“That someone bumped off the commander and you two found him.”

		“Yes.” Sean nodded again. “We’d had a very long day and Bridget had taken off her shoes because they had a very high heel and her feet were hurting, so she took them off because of the heel, but she forgot them when we left for the day at the usual time that we left, but then we had to come back to get the shoes that she left at the usual time we left, with the high heel, but we couldn’t find them, so we kept looking and we found two boxes of unused paperclips instead of the high heels that we were looking for after leaving at the usual time and then coming back to get them, so we went to return the unused paperclips that had been in arrivals the whole time and had definitely not been used or removed while we were still looking for the shoes with the high heels that she’d taken off and left when we left at the usual time and came back to look for when we found the paperclips that we decide to return to the cupboard and there was the commander’s body.”

		Zoe stared at Sean, who was still panting to get his breath back.

		“Yeah, we found the body,” I said and the girl smiled at me. Either she’d forgotten I’d threatened to torture her with paperclips or she’d set it aside to find out the gossip.

		“Do you know what happened?” she asked.

		“Bridget took off—” I grabbed Sean’s arm to shush him before he started again.

		“No, like Sean said, we were just looking for my shoes. I mean, you know that, right? Because you saw us. We weren’t paying attention to anything else. We went to put the paperclips back in the main cupboard and—” I shrugged.

		“It’s really frightening.” She pointed to me. “I suppose you must be used to it now, though.”

		I shook my head. “Not really.”

		Zoe checked over her shoulder as she spoke. “Do the police have any suspects?”

		“Yes. Yeah. Yes.” Sean nodded vigorously. “Lots. Lots and lots. Not us, though. Other people. Other suspects. Maybe you, Zoe. I don’t know. But not us. Definitely not us. We were looking for Bridget’s shoes and trying to put the paperclips back. The paperclips that—”

		“I’m a suspect?” Zoe looked between us. “Me? I shouldn’t be a suspect.”

		“Who should?” I really had to get better at subtlety.

		“The secretary.” Zoe glanced over her shoulder again, then lowered her voice as she turned back to us. “Every time I’ve been to see him, they’ve been arguing about something.”

		“Like what?”

		Zoe shrugged. “I couldn’t make out what exactly, but it always sounded heated.”

		“How often did you go and see him?” Sean asked, innocent confusion in his voice. To him, the commander was revered and the way she phrased it made it sound as though she was always dropping by.

		“What? Oh.” She stepped back and jiggled her shoulders, in what I thought was supposed to be a nonchalant shrug while her cheeks coloured. “Not that often.”

		“Did you notice anyone else arguing with him?” I asked.

		“I wasn’t there all that much, really.” Zoe stepped back as if she could distance herself from the conversation.

		“But you think the secretary would make a good suspect?” From her reaction, my guess was Zoe had something going with the commander. And I was betting they didn’t have a license for it so no wonder she was cagey. Maybe that was what he was arguing with the secretary about.

		“For sure. Maybe you should … I don’t know, mention it to the police or something. You know, if they talk to you again.” She glanced around and smiled at another induction leader passing by. “I’d appreciate it if you kept my name out of it. I don’t want people to think I’m spreading gossip.”

		“Of course,” I said and then there was that awkward moment where she wanted to leave but didn’t know how to without it looking like she’d just come over to ask about the commander and give us a suspect, other than her. I nudged Sean forward. “We’ll see you later.”

		“Sure. Yes. Right.” She backed up and scurried off along the corridor.

		“Why do you think she was going to see the commander so much?” Sean asked.

		“Never mind that, what was that rambling explanation about why we were here? You have to keep it short. Succinct. We came back to get my shoes. We found paperclips. We were returning them to the cupboard. We found the commander.” I swiped my hand through the air. “That’s it. Don’t elaborate. Just say that.” We rounded the corner and walked straight into a GB.

		“Where are you two going?” It was Val. So he was an undercover GB.

		“We came back to get Bridget’s shoes. We found paperclips. We were returning them to the cupboard. We found the commander.” Sean swiped his hand through the air. “That’s it.”

		Val frowned at Sean. “Why would you say that?”

		“Because we’re the ones who found the commander’s body and everyone keeps asking us about it and we’re tired of getting asked about it. So now we just volunteer that information first and then people leave us alone. That’s why.” And there was a lot more attitude in my voice than was probably appropriate, but I didn’t like him. And I didn’t want to give him any reason to suspect Sean was the paperclip thief. “Now, unlike you who get to wander around and harass people who are minding their own business, we actually have things to do.”

		At this point, Sean would’ve normally chastised me for my rudeness. The fact that he didn’t spoke to just how scared he was.

		“That’s quite some attitude you’ve got there—” Val leaned close and pointedly peered at my name badge. “Birgit.”

		“My attitude is a direct result of your actions, so I suggest—”

		He laughed. “Did you google quotes over breakfast?”

		Was there anything more offensive than being laughed at when you were trying to insult someone? Okay. Maybe in the grand scheme of the world, there was. I was about to throw something really snarky back when I realised he might be faking being a GB, but he likely still had GB powers. I heaped some extra pep into my voice, the level I used when I really disliked someone.

		“I did, actually, officer. I thought it was a very clever thing to say. I’m so terribly sorry if that came across as rude. We’re just on our way to the assembly. I’m sure you can understand that emotions are running high at the moment so I’m just awfully sorry if I offended you and I very much hope you understand. Would it be okay if we went about our business now, sir? Please? Do we have your permission?” I refrained from adding “your highness”, but only just.

		“Make sure you keep that attitude in check, Birgit.”

		“Oh, my gosh, officer. I absolutely most surely will. Thank you so much.” I linked my arm with Sean and dragged him the rest of the way along the corridor and into the stairwell.

		“Are you okay?” Sean asked. “Your voice did that weird high-pitched thing. Last time it did that you threw a chair at someone.”

		“I didn’t throw it at someone, I just threw it and it landed near someone.” I started down the stairs with Sean in tow.

		“Are we—do you …”

		“What?” I asked as Sean caught up.

		“I know that you—that …”

		“Spit it out.”

		Sean squared his shoulders. “Are we going to investigate the commander’s death ourselves? I think we should. I think we’re suspects. I know it’s dangerous, but I think we should.”

		I hesitated between full-on lying and telling him a half-truth. The full truth wasn’t even in the equation. “I don’t want you to be involved in this in any way because I don’t want you pinging on anyone’s radar.”

		“But I can help.”

		“We’re going to try and find you a new job, okay? So you need to keep your record as clean as possible to give us the best chance of doing that. If you get mixed up with this—”

		“Someone murdered the commander. If I can help bring the killer to justice, then I will. And if that means damaging my chances at a new job, then that’s what it means. The right thing is the right thing.”

		Sean headed down the stairs without another word. I followed, wondering how I managed to attract people who always wanted to do the right thing. He held the door open at the bottom and we emerged into the assembly hall. It was a lot less full than I’d expected. There were maybe a hundred people in total. Arrivals dealt with so many newly transitioned, there were so many stages and they had day and night shifts that I’d expected to see hundreds of employees, maybe even a thousand. Even if there was a skeleton crew running the ship that still had to be less than three hundred people employed at arrivals. Total.

		A long table of refreshments sat at the back of the room while a podium stood on a dais at the front. It reminded me of my GA meetings.

		“Sean. There you are.” A guy so physically square he reminded me of an old fashioned robot, strode up to us and pumped Sean’s hand. He ran his stubby, squarish fingers through his slicked back, overgrown grey hair and then offered that same hand to me.

		“Oh, I’m sorry. I was just—” I grimaced and waved my hands at him to imply I had something on them and then put them behind my back, out of his reach. I’m sure his hair was perfectly clean, but you didn’t do that before you shook someone’s hand. You just didn’t.

		The grey robot man stared blankly at me for a moment, his hand still outstretched. Recognition flittered over his face and he pointed at me. “You’re Bridget Sway. We somehow haven’t met. I’m Vince. Assistant Commander of afterlife arrivals.”

		Good manners tried to pull my hand out from behind my back, but the other hand held it still. “Oh, of course. I’m so sorry about the commander. Had you worked together long?”

		Vince shook his head “Over forty years, so not really. He was a good man, though.” It took me a moment to realise he wasn’t trying to be funny, only that he must have been dead a long time. Forty years wasn’t much when measured against eternity. “He had good things to say about both of you. Your ideas about how to reengage the induction leaders with the process really struck a chord with him. And with the rest of us.”

		“That’s really reassuring,” I said, even though his tone made it sound as if he were lying. “Sean and I were so pleased when he agreed to our proposal.”

		“And the customer service satisfaction idea?” Vince clapped one hand on the other like Sean did when he was missing his clipboard. “Genius. I know a couple of people were unhappy, but those were the ones who weren’t doing their job. Everyone else was so excited to get that feedback. Do you have any more ideas like those?” The way he asked, it wasn’t casual interest. It was something more.

		I shook my head. “No. We’re all ideaed out at the moment.”

		“Shame.” He nodded to someone off to the left. “Excuse me.”

		“The next commander is voted in, right?” I asked Sean as we watched Vince walk away. He moved like a politician canvassing for votes.

		Sean nodded. “Why?”

		“Because I think he was going to steal our ideas and use them in his campaign.”

		“No.” Sean stared after Vince. “That’s unethical.”

		“Yep. Let’s get some tea.” I tugged Sean toward the refreshment table when someone called to him. “Who’s that?”

		“Dana. We were in the same training class. She’s lovely.” If we’d been living in a cartoon, little love hearts would’ve floated around his head as he spoke. I’d never seen him smile at anyone the way he smiled at her, so I shooed him toward her.

		“You go. I’ll get us some tea.”

		“Are you sure?” he asked, but he was already edging in her direction.

		“Yes. Go.” I watched with a smile as he scurried over to her. She was the same height with dark, slightly frizzy hair tied in a ponytail. I couldn’t judge her since when I’d first died my hair had been very frizzy for longer than I cared to remember. The only reason it wasn’t now was that I harassed Oz into submission and made him get me a fancy hairdryer.

		“Prowling for your next victim?” Gavin asked as he sidled up next to me. “Working out how to destroy a person’s life takes preparation, I’d imagine.”

		“I didn’t destroy your life. You weren’t doing your job, so you destroyed your life.”

		“You just wait.” Gavin smiled as though he were paying me a compliment. “The next time you mess up—”

		“You’ll what? Kill her too?” Alex asked. “Like you killed the commander?”

		Gavin’s lips pulled back over his teeth in a snarl. He looked so much like a dog it was almost funny. “You’ll get yours too. You’ll both get what’s coming to you.” And then he stomped off.

		“Look at you.” Alex stood next to me, sipping his tea with his pinky sticking out. “Making friends everywhere you go.”

		“It’s a gift.” Back when I’d first died Alex had tried to kill Sabrina and me, then he’d been reeducated, then we’d gotten mixed up in another murder. And now we were sort of okay. “How’s life in the queuing booths?”

		“Dull.” Alex rolled his eyes. He was the stereotypical tall, dark and handsome type of guy. Or almost handsome. There was something about his features that was just slightly off. “And you should know, I argued with the commander two days ago. His secretary overheard, so when you ask her for suspects, she’ll likely give you my name. He was supposed to give me a shot at being an induction leader when a vacancy opened up, but he gave it to someone else. I was mad about it. I yelled a bit. But I didn’t kill him.”

		“Why are you telling me?”

		Alex arched an eyebrow at me. “We both know why I’m telling you.”

		“Fair enough. Anyone else you want to throw under the bus?”

		“Your friendly GB. When I was waiting to go in, the commander was yelling at him.”

		I twisted at the waist to look at Alex, surprise all over my face. “Officer Leonard?”

		“Yeah. I couldn’t make out what though. The secretary kept talking loudly to me, so I couldn’t eavesdrop.”

		“That was inconsiderate.”

		Alex nodded, eyes wide. “I know.”

		“You actually heard Officer Leonard shouting?” Because I couldn’t imagine that at all.

		“No. I only heard the commander’s voice. I thought he was on the phone until the GB came out.”

		“That’s interesting.” I looked out over the crowd and watched people. Just in general. I tried to see if anyone was paying any particular attention to me. I didn’t know how my stalker would be able to get in here, but I checked out the faces anyway. Not that it would matter if they could change their appearance. And I wasn’t anywhere near as good as Sabrina at that stuff.

		“What are the chances I’m going to get fitted up for this?” Alex pulled me from my poor attempt to work out who was watching me. Turned out, when you find the commander of arrivals dead, most of arrivals is watching you.

		“Honestly? With your history, the argument, the ineptitude of the police, I’d say fair to middling. As usual, I’m top of Johnson’s list, but I’m guessing you’ll soon be a close second.”

		“Great.” Alex looked around the room. “I guess we’ll just have to find the murderer ourselves, so we don’t get the blame.”

		I glanced at Alex from the corner of my eye. “Is it my imagination, or did you sound a little excited about that.”

		“I am so bored. Honestly, I feel like I’m dying. Or I’m in hell. Every day is the same. I’m sorry the guy’s dead, but I’m so glad to have a break from the norm.”

		“You sure you didn’t kill him?”

		“I don’t want to a break from the norm that badly.” Alex scanned the room. “Divide and conquer?”

		“Yep. You take the women, I’ll take the men.”

		“Roger that.”

		“Oh.” I grabbed his arm and positioned myself in front of him. “Please, try and be subtle, but take a look at the GB over my right shoulder.”

		Alex surveyed the room behind me in an excellent attempt at subtle. “Yeah.”

		“Don’t question anyone near him. Don’t do anything remotely illegal near him. If he asks to speak to you, don’t say anything without your parole officer present. Give him a really wide berth, okay?”

		“Why?”

		“I don’t get a good vibe from him.”

		“Of course not. He’s a GB.” Alex walked away into the crowd.

		I turned, ready to pick my first victim and came face to mask with Officer Leonard.

		“Now, Ms Sway,” Officer Leonard looked directly at Val. “What could you possibly dislike about that specific GB?”

		


		

		

		Chapter Eight

		

		

		“I don’t like his face.” I turned my attention to a different part of the room so Val wouldn’t suspect we were talking about him.

		“But you can’t see his face.” Officer Leonard tapped his own mask.

		“I can see enough of his face.”

		“Can you?” Officer Leonard turned so he could openly watch Val while talking to me.

		I focused on the dais. “You know this makes it look like we’re talking about him.”

		“But, Ms Sway, we are talking about him.”

		I faced Officer Leonard and scanned his expression. “You don’t like him either?”

		“I respect all of my fellow members of law enforcement.” Something about the way he said it made me suspect he already knew that Val wasn’t a GB first. “I like to think of you as a friend, Ms Sway. And I hope that you view me in a similar capacity.”

		“I do view you that way, Officer Leonard. Despite the numerous times you’ve used me as bait. And against my parole officer’s advice. Because of that, because of our friendship, I would very much like you to tell me what you and the commander were arguing about.”

		A smile tugged at the corner of Officer Leonard’s lips. “You suspect me?”

		“No more than you suspect me. Which I’m pretty sure is not at all.”

		“How about we trade information?” he asked. “You tell me what you were doing here so late and I’ll tell you what the commander and I discussed.”

		“You know what we were doing here.”

		“Come, now, Ms Sway. I know how long and hard you fought for those shoes of yours. You wouldn’t have taken then off simply because your feet were hurting.”

		“How about you tell me first?”

		Officer Leonard tore his eyes from the crowd and focused on me. “You. We were talking about you.”

		“And that made the commander yell? I thought he liked me.”

		“He did like you.”

		“Then what did you say to make him yell?”

		“I’ve told you what we were talking about which was your question. Now, it’s your turn to hold up your end of the bargain.”

		“I was looking for a paperclip thief.”

		Officer Leonard’s eyebrows inched upward. “Shoeless?”

		“The heels make this beautiful crisp clipping sound when I walk which is hardly incognito and, even though I was crouching on tile, I didn’t want to scuff the suede.”

		“You didn’t want the tiled floor to scuff the suede?”

		I waved him off. “It’s still a very sore point, so let’s not harp on it.”

		“They were quite distinct shoes if I remember. But not unique.” He turned his attention back to the crowd.

		“Actually they—” Did that mean he’d seen someone wearing them? “Do you know someone that has a similar pair?”

		“Similar.” Officer Leonard rolled the word around his mouth. “In this very hall.”

		“Officer!” Vince slapped Officer Leonard on the shoulder and then grabbed his hand and pumped it with both of his. “So glad you could be here today. Such a sad day.”

		Officer Leonard nodded. “Indeed.”

		“I see you’ve met my rising star of arrivals.” Vince gestured to me.

		“Your rising star?” Officer Leonard asked.

		“Absolutely.” Vince placed a hand on Officer Leonard’s shoulder and tried to steer him away. “I have some ideas about enforcement on the queueing floor I’d like to discuss with you.”

		“That seems premature.” Officer Leonard eased out of Vince’s hold. “The nominations haven’t even been made yet.”

		Vince thrust his hands on his hips. “With the support of my rising stars and my experience, it’s just a formality.”

		“Do you have their support?” Officer Leonard asked.

		Vince laughed. A fake but hearty belly laugh. “Of course, I do. Don’t I Bridget?”

		“I’m not really sure how all this works,” I said, gesturing around the hall.

		“The vice commander asks if there are any nominations for the role,” Officer Leonard explained. “People nominate others or themselves. You each give a minute’s speech on why you would be great at the job. Tomorrow afternoon there will be an open floor for questions to be put to the candidates. Then everyone votes and the new commander is announced.”

		“But as I said,” Vince stood in front of me. “I’m obviously the man for the job. So I have your support.”

		If he hadn’t assumed that I would support him, I probably would’ve. I didn’t know much about the process, but I didn’t like the fact he was just assuming he was going to be elected.

		“If I like your policies,” I said with a nod. “Excuse me.”

		I walked away before he could try and pin me down on what that meant. I didn’t really know why it mattered whether he had my support. There were plenty of other people here. I scanned the room. Sean was happily chatting with the brunette girl, so I left him to it. Alex was talking to a group of girls far away from Val and Val was standing guard by the door. Watching me. Because that wasn’t creepy at all. And if he didn’t pack it in, Officer Leonard would notice. He noticed everything. I wondered if my stalker had seen Val watching me. Or maybe Val was my stalker person. Perhaps it was the IA who were watching us.

		Whoever was watching me, if someone was watching me, there was nothing I could do about them right that second, so I wandered back to the refreshment table. Years as an event planner had taught me the best place to catch people willing to talk was once they’d got their food.

		I filled two cups with tea and stepped away from the table. It wasn’t just for Sean. It was also an excuse to leave if people started talking too long. A dumpy man with short, gel-spiked hair stood by the table, looking out over the crowd. He reminded me of a hedgehog

		“I love custard creams.” I gestured to his heaped saucer. “They should be a food group.”

		Hedgehog Man tilted his head down as if peering over imaginary glasses at my empty saucers. “Of course you do.” And then he waddled away.

		“Wow. Rude.”

		“Don’t mind him.” A lady spoke from behind me. I recognised her as the commander’s secretary, but I couldn’t remember her name. I was sure it began with a “p”. Or was it a “g”? “The commander put him on probation yesterday for poor customer satisfaction performance on the booths. He blames you because you were the one who created all the hoohaa about those surveys.”

		“Oh.” I moved my shoulders as if to shrug and then remembered I was holding two teacups. “Well, if the man wasn’t doing his job, it’s his own fault.”

		“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced.” The secretary, who looked like she’d just stepped out of the eighties with her shoulder pads and over volumised, over-hairsprayed blonde helmet hair, extended her hand to me. “I’m Gladys.”

		“That’s right. I remember.” I gestured to the tea I was holding to imply why I couldn’t shake her hand, but it remained extended. What did she want me to do? Put the drink down. That wasn’t happening. “I’m sorry. I have my hands full,” I said when she still hadn’t dropped her hand.

		“Oh, right.” She made a show of pointing to the tea in my hands and laughed. A loud, fake laugh that had people looking our way. Then she stepped closer. “You know, woman to woman, I feel as though we can really make a difference here. If we support each other. Even in the afterlife, it’s still a man’s world. Only men can be GBs, the majority of parole officers are men, they mostly hold all the high positions. We could change that.”

		“Are you nominating yourself for the role?” I didn’t mean to sound so surprised. Really, as a secretary, she probably had a better idea of what it took to run arrivals than anyone else. In my experience, they were the ones who did the most work.

		“Unless someone else nominates me.” She gave me a pointed look.

		“Aren’t you worried that, with the commander being murdered, if you nominate yourself the police will suspect you in his murder.” And yes, I was pleased with myself for thinking to turn it around like that.

		Gladys frowned. “Why would anyone suspect me?”

		“I think the police will likely suspect anyone that nominates themselves for the position.”

		“That’s why you should nominate me.” Gladys delivered the line as if it were a done deal. “It’s a man’s world. We have to support each other. Besides, there’s a heap of people the police should suspect before me. Ivan, you were just talking to, he threatened the commander yesterday when he bumped him back to probation. Threatened to kill him.”

		“Really?” I stared after Ivan the human hedgehog. “He said that?”

		“Not in so many words, but that was the implication.”

		“I assume that, since we’re all in this together, you’ve not mentioned the commander’s girlfriend to the police, so she isn’t implicated.”

		Gladys pressed her lips together in a duck pout. “I told him people would work it out, but did he listen?” Gladys made her duck pout face again and focused on someone out in the crowd. It was a diminutive woman who had Rapunzelesque hair. Or maybe it just looked like she did because she was so short. Definitely under five feet and her loose, thick, blonde hair hung down her back to her mid-thighs like a curtain.

		“Her?”

		“I know.” Gladys tutted in disgust. “Why have all that hair if you’re just going to leave it to hang like that?”

		“Was she the only one?”

		Gladys’ attention jumped back to me. “As far as I know. Why?”

		“He was a powerful man. I imagine that can be a lure.” So he had at least two girlfriends on the go. And if one knew about the other, well, that was a great motive. If either were girlfriends at all.

		Gladys gave my arm a gentle shake, oblivious to the tea she was sloshing into the saucers. “So you’ll nominate me?”

		“Why don’t you just nominate yourself?”

		“It would look so much better coming from you.” Gladys reached out as if she were about to hug me, but pulled up short when she noticed the teacups. “I better go and check out the competition.” And then she sashayed off, the heels of her red suede, gold platform Charlotte Olympia heels clicking on the floor.

		My red suede, gold platform Charlotte Olympia heels. They had to be mine. It was far too much of a coincidence for them to not be. Which meant she was the trollop who was diddling the man in the classroom. The man who’d said the commander had got what he’d deserved. She killed him. They’d killed him and then she’d stolen my shoes. My shoes. And then, she had the audacity to ask me to nominate her? Oh, I was going to nominate her all right. I was going to nominate her with Officer Leonard and have her prosecuted for theft. They could do what they wanted with the murder charge, but she was definitely paying for stealing my shoes.

		I was about to fling the teacups to the side and rugby tackle the thieving trollop to the ground when Sean appeared in front of me.

		“There you are. I’ve been—” He stepped back. “What’s wrong with your face?”

		“I’ve found the—” I wrestled back the slew of extremely unladylike insults that were trying to force their way out of my mouth. “I found the person who stole my shoes.”

		“That’s great.” Sean glanced around us. “Let’s get them back.”

		And then a bell dinged.

		“Did you hear that?” I asked because it sounded like “round one” to me. I loved those damn shoes, so I was ready to go.

		“It’s starting.” Sean took the teacups from my hands and placed them on a nearby table before I could protest. “We’ll get your shoes in a minute.”

		“But—”

		“Come on, Bridget.” Sean pulled me toward the crowd, gathering around the dais as Vince called the meeting to order.

		“As you all know,” Vince spoke from the podium at the front of the hall. “Yesterday we lost a great man. He brought many positive changes to the department. Let’s honour him by choosing someone who will carry on his legacy. Obviously, I worked closely with him for the past forty years. I gained much experience and knowledge from him so unless there are any objections, I will continue running the department, the way we both believed it should be run.”

		Sean waved his hand in the air. “I have an objection. Well, not an objection to you. I’m sure you’re very nice and that everything you said is true, but I would like to nominate someone for the position. I would like to nominate Bridget Sway.” Sean waved his arms at me in a “ta-dar” type of movement while the whole room turned to stare at me. Murmurs sloshed around the room like tsunami waves.

		“I second that nomination,” Alex shouted from the far side of the crowd. I wasn’t sure if he was supporting Sean because he thought it was something to do with our investigation or because he felt that if I were commander, I would give him whatever job he wanted.

		“What are you doing?” I hissed at Sean.

		“Bridget has had some great ideas,” Vince agreed. “But it was the commander, with my help, who implemented them, brought them to fruition and made them the success they were. And, in her own words, she is all ideaed out. I’m not. I have a great vision for the future. A vision that will carry on the previous commander’s legacy.”

		“Now, hang on a minute.” Sean raised his voice to carry across the room. “Bridget is new to arrivals and still learning the ropes, but you all know that both the ideas of reconnecting with the system and the customer satisfaction survey were her’s. We took them fully formed to the commander and all we asked for was his permission. The implementation was the easy part. I believe she will breathe new life into the department. And she has plenty of new ideas.” Sean grabbed my arm and shook it, jerking his head in the direction of the group, implying I should speak.

		I had no clue what to say. I didn’t want the role, but I also didn’t like the idea of Vince trying to steal credit.

		“Clearly, the new girl is all ideaed out.” Gavin stepped up to the podium next to Vince. He tried to move Vince out of the way, but Vince clutched the sides as if his hands were stuck to it. Gavin relented and stepped away. “I have plenty of ideas for the future of arrivals. And it begins with—”

		“Cheating?” A voice shouted.

		“Doing the least amount of work possible?” Someone else called.

		Gavin held his hands up to quieten the crowd. “I didn’t want to announce this publicly until the investigation was complete, but those surveys were fraudulently filled out by the previous administration to blacken my name.”

		“That is a lie!” Gladys shouted. And I was sure there was hurt mixed in with the shock at the accusation. “I was responsible for collating that data. I was responsible for checking that they had been correctly filled out. I was responsible for finding your less than authentic work behaviour.” Gladys stepped up onto the stage next to Gavin. Her eyes burned with anger when she looked at him. “And that’s why I should be named as the commander’s successor.”

		“You are as corrupt as they are.” Gavin laughed and looked her over with derision. There was something personal in his expression. Oh, yeah. He was definitely Gladys’ diddling partner. “These honest people don’t want another bureaucrat sitting at their desk, out of touch with the rest of us on the front lines—”

		“I am regularly on the queuing floor,” Vince spoke over Gavin and Gladys when she tried to interject. “I am always available for—”

		“I want to hear what Bridget has to say!” someone shouted.

		“Yes, Bridget.” Vince made a sweeping gesture around the hall. “Tell us how you will deal with the dissatisfied booth dwellers or the induction leaders who fall behind quota.” From his tone, I got the impression he didn’t think I would have any idea.

		Sean nodded encouragingly. “Go on, Bridget.”

		“I think the key to a happy workforce is Personal Development Plans.” My old boss had harped on about them until he’d lost his voice. “Everyone will have a personalised plan to help them set and achieve goals decided upon in personal meetings. Not just what arrivals needs, but goals they want to achieve as well. Everyone will learn every job in arrivals so we can all understand the importance of each cog and we’ll rotate around, so people don’t become complacent. We will have an employee of the month system where—not the best employee—but the employee with the most growth will be recognised. We will have a champions board where everyone can nominate another staff member for something great that they did and we can recognise them as a group. And there will be cake! Cake every day. For everyone!”

		The room erupted into applause and cheering, Sean, who was clapping the loudest, waved his arms in the air to get everyone to cheer louder.

		“Cake?” Officer Leonard whispered from behind me.

		I forced a smile because I was panicked. “I may have gotten a little over-excited.”

		“May have?” He smiled down at me. “And if the commander was killed for his position, you’ve placed yourself in the sights of the killer. And I had absolutely no hand in it.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Nine

		

		

		“You look like someone ate a huge piece of chocolate cake right in front of you without giving you any.” Sabrina’s eyes roved over my face as I sat next to her on the bench in the Italian Gardens. We’d made a plan to eat there instead of the canteen so we could keep tabs on our surroundings much more easily.

		I grunted in response and sipped the tea she handed me.

		“Oh, wow. Okay. Hit me with it.” Sabrina stopped playing with her food and gave me her undivided attention.

		“Is it safe to talk? With our stalkers?” I glanced around us. The gardens were busy, but no one was close enough to hear. “What if they can pull themselves on to another plane? They could be standing right next to us.” I inched along the bench away from Sabrina so if there were someone there, they’d have to move. If they were going to eavesdrop from another plane, there was no reason I should let them sit on my bench while they were doing it.

		Sabrina shuffled her salad around the tub with her plastic fork. She didn’t make eye contact as she spoke. “We might as well carry on as normal.”

		I leaned to the side so I could get a better look at her. “You’ve changed your mind. You think you’re imagining it.”

		“It’s unreasonable to think we’re being followed.” Sabrina threw her fork into her salad tub and set it aside on the bench. “Why would someone follow us? What on earth would be the purpose of that?”

		“Well, if we’d gone with my plan of forking the information out of them in the first place, we’d know.”

		“Look, let’s just—never mind.” Sabrina picked up her salad box and began shuffling the food around it again.

		“You were never this needy before you found out you were murdered.” I sipped some more of my tea, watching her play with her food. At least that was normal behaviour for her. “Would it help if I slapped you a little?”

		Sabrina scowled at me. “How would that help me?”

		“I don’t know. That’s what you do when people are freaking out. You slap them and bring them back to themselves.”

		“You don’t think I’m myself?”

		“You’re kidding, right?”

		“No.” Sabrina shook her head, her eyes wide and earnest.

		“You’ve not been right since you found out you were murdered.”

		“I was murdered, though. That’s a pretty big thing.”

		“I know. And I totally get that you would have some issues over it. But you’re sort of flimflamy now.”

		Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “I’m flimflamy?”

		“Yeah, it’s like you used to be a vibrant hot pink with a few subtle accents and now you’re nothing but wishy-washy pastel pink.”

		“Flimflamy and colour schemes? This is how you describe me?”

		“Yeah, you used to have normal emotions. Like, you’d get overexcited about murders—those would be your hot pink moments—and be underwhelmed by general afterlife living—those would be your pastel accents. Now, you’re just underwhelmed by everything. And by flimflamy I mean, you dragged me into a toilet stall to tell me that we might be being followed. Does that sound even remotely like you?”

		“I’m flimflamy, wishywashy and not myself?” Sabrina slouched in on herself. “Anything else you want to tell me?”

		“Alright, look.” I placed my tea on the bench and took her salad bowl from her hands. “I’ve been trying to give you some space to navigate back to yourself. I thought this morning when you told me about being followed, that had explained why you’d been a bit different. But I can see now that’s not the case. So let me give it to you straight. You’re wallowing.”

		“I’m not wal—”

		I put my hand over her mouth. “Shut up. You’re wallowing. You are. You’re all like, boo hoo I was murdered. I could turn into a crazy person at any moment. Well, you know what? That’s just something you have to deal with. Does it suck? Sure. But does it define you? No. Not unless you let it. And you’re all sad and flimflamy and wishywashy and doubting yourself because you think you failed at your job because someone murdered you. You think that somehow makes you less of an investigator or a terrible judge of character—”

		Sabrina pulled my hand from her mouth. “I let someone get the drop on me and they killed me. They fooled me. I don’t think it’s unreasonable to doubt my abilities after that.”

		“It is though. Someone snuck up behind you and strangled you. If you literally had eyes in the back of your head, sure, you could feel bad about it. But you don’t. You had worked out what was going on and they killed you for it. You did your job, but in the end, they were just sneakier and stronger. That’s not your failing. That’s something you learn from. I got hit by a bus and now you better believe I check to make sure the road is clear before I cross it. This is a learning experience. That’s all. Nothing about this makes you less of an investigator. All it means is that you didn’t have anyone to watch your back then. Now you have a heap of people who are falling over themselves to help you. So, please, no more of this pastel pink flimflamy behaviour because I really detest these emotional pep talks. And for the love of my ribs, don’t ever hug me again.”

		“You know, traffic goes through you now, so you don’t really need to check both ways before you cross the road.”

		“Have you ever had a bus full of people go through you? No. So shut up.”

		“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

		“I don’t know. Are you going to cry some more?” I held up my hand. “I swear, if the next words out of your mouth are ‘but I was murdered’, I’m going to tip my lunch over you.”

		Sabrina picked up her salad and started eating. She motioned with her fork for me to speak.

		“Sean nominated me to fill the commander’s position and I found the villainous wench who stole my best shoes.”

		Sabrina paused, mid-chew, then covered her mouth as she spoke. “Sean nominated you to be the new afterlife arrivals commander?”

		“I don’t think I like the disbelief in your voice. I would make an excellent commander.” I picked at my salad. “Of course, Officer Leonard made the very salient point that if the commander was murdered for his position, then I’ve just landed in the crosshairs of our killer.”

		“Did he have a hand in your nomination?”

		“I don’t think so. Wouldn’t put it past him, though.”

		“What about the woman who stole your shoes? Was she the one diddling someone in the classroom?”

		“It must have been her. I can’t see anyone else walking in and stealing my shoes.”

		“Okay.” Sabrina held her hands up. “We just find the guy she was with and we have the murderers.”

		“I think I know who it was. There’s this guy called Gavin who used to be a superstar inductor at arrivals. Anyway, he nominated himself for the position and there was definitely some tension between him and Gladys.”

		“Tension doesn’t—”

		A loud pop made Sabrina and me jump. Val appeared directly in front of me.

		“Miss Sway? I believe you and I have an appointment now to discuss your statement about last night.”

		I looked pointedly at my food. “There wasn’t a specified time other than lunch.”

		“Then now’s perfect.” Val reached over, placed a hand on my shoulder and tunnelled us before I could argue.

		“We had a check-in.” Val was reprimanding me before we’d even fully materialised at the IA headquarters. “You report to me. That was the deal of you being added to this case as a trainee. You have to—where are you going?”

		I’d stepped off the tunnelling circle while he’d still been mid-rant and strolled toward the exit. “To see Tommy.”

		“Hey.” Val jogged over and blocked my way. “I’m talking to you.”

		“Not in that tone, you’re not.” I made a shooing motion. If he didn’t move, I was going to use a move that Eleanor had taught me that would sweep his feet out from under him.

		“If you don’t like my tone, maybe you should abide by my rules.”

		“I pretty much don’t like your tone in general. It’s very nasally—like fingernails down a chalkboard. So unless abiding by your rules is going to change that I think I’ll do what I choose.” I feigned one way and then darted passed him.

		“I’m reporting you for insubordination.”

		“I haven’t done anything wrong. You said ‘lunchtime’, so I was going to have my lunch with my friend like usual, so no one suspected anything and then come and find you. You risked your cover by coming to get me. So all of this drama? It’s all on you.”

		Tommy appeared in the corridor. “Okay, children, let’s not fight out here where everyone can hear.” He beckoned us into an empty room and held the door open, waiting until we’d both walked through. He closed it behind us, flicked the lock and leaned his back against it.

		I’d never found Tommy threatening. Not really. But then, that was likely why he was so good as his job. Right now, being his oh-so-friendly self, Tommy seemed pretty threatening.

		“She didn’t show up for her check-in,” Val accused straightaway.

		Tommy looked to me, but I wasn’t going to repeat myself. He’d heard me in the hall and letting him ask put me in a stronger position. Argumentative wise. “She’s new, so if you didn’t tell her that check-ins always happen at the top of the hour, then it’s not her fault.”

		“Told you.” I flipped my ponytail in Val’s face.

		“Bridget, you should’ve asked for a time.”

		“Nope.” I shook my head at Tommy because I was not taking the blame for any of this. “If he had wanted to meet at a specific time, the onus is on him to say, not me to ask.”

		Tommy sighed. “That’s petty.”

		“No,” I countered. “That’s best practice.”

		“Okay. We’re here now so what did you find out?” Tommy looked between us, waiting for one of us to speak.

		I motioned for Val to go first. Not to be polite, so I knew what he had. “No one was really talking about who had a motive to kill the commander. The focus was on who would be the next one. The secretary, Gladys, did mention that someone called Alex, who worked on the booths, had argued with the commander the day before he died. Bridget spoke to him at the assembly. And she seemed very pally with the GB commander on duty.”

		“I thought you were supposed to be collecting information not spying on me.”

		“Anything else?” Tommy ignored my dig.

		“No. I was assigned to a position by the door, so I could only hear a small portion of the conversation, but Bridget was talking to people.”

		“Officer Leonard was there? He came to speak to you?” Tommy asked and I nodded. “That’s curious. What do you have? Did Officer Leonard give you anything? Suspects to work with?”

		“We can wait until Val has finished.”

		“He has.”

		I looked at him. “That’s what you have? That’s it?” I turned back to Tommy. “How is he the lead agent on this case? With that amount of information.”

		“What do you have?” Tommy asked again.

		What did I have? No, what did I have that I was willing to share? I wanted to talk to Oz and Sabrina properly before I shared anything with Tommy. This whole informant thing had left a bad taste in my mouth and I wasn’t entirely sure these guys were the good guys anymore.

		I shrugged. “Nothing more than what he said.”

		Tommy narrowed his eyes at me. “You wouldn’t be holding out on me, would you? So you can solve this case yourself?”

		“Of course not. You said it yourself. I have no idea how to effectively investigate. I put myself in harm’s way and wait for someone to try and kill me. I’d like to stop being in harm’s way.”

		Tommy stared at me for a long moment. “Do you have any suspects?”

		I shook my head. “Everyone I talked to seemed to like him.”

		“What about you?” Tommy asked Val. “Anyone you like for this?”

		“I like this Alex. He has history. He has motive. He has opportunity. And I like Officer Leonard.”

		“Officer Leonard?” My face screwed up in disgust at Val’s accusation.

		“Why?” Tommy asked, ignoring me.

		“He didn’t need to be at the assembly, but he was. He made a point to speak to Bridget, but no one else. I think he’s trying to get her onside for something. I managed to get a look at the old commander’s appointment book and Leonard went to see him about something the day before he died. I need Bridget to do the whole gal pal thing and find out from the secretary what it was about. It could be motive.”

		“The whole gal pal thing?” I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll totally get on that but, first, I’m going to file a complaint about gender discrimination.”

		“She’s a girl. You’re a girl,” Val pointed out. “Talk about shoes or makeup or whatever you talk about, gain her confidence, then pump her for information.”

		I extended my hand, so my palm was an inch from his face. “I am absolutely not dealing with this.”

		“Bridget.” Tommy pushed away from the door and eased my arm down. “This is part of the job. Okay? We use whatever we have in our arsenal to achieve our goals. Talking of goals, I’d like you to actively campaign for the commander’s position.”

		“I don’t want to be the commander of arrivals.” Despite my emotionally charged speech earlier. “And I’m in the VTC programme, so I don’t even know if that’s legal. And I’ve not tried any other jobs yet.”

		“This is your job now.” Tommy gestured around the room. “IA is your job. The other things you do are just dressing up. And you’d have to choose arrivals as your career, but I’ve put some feelers out and I think you have an excellent chance of winning. It would be a real coup for us to have an agent in such a high ranking position. We’d be able to do some real good.”

		“I’d be able to implement all the things I talked about, right?” I looked between Val and Tommy. “The personal development programmes. The job rotation.”

		Tommy nodded. “If it fits within the IA’s vision then sure. We have to talk it through before you made any of those changes obviously, but you know we support change.”

		“Right.” I gave Tommy my brightest smile. My “I’m totally onboard” smile. The one I gave when I was anything but “onboard” and needed time to find an escape route because everything was falling apart.

		“Excellent.” Tommy squeezed my shoulder. “Now, how are we going forward with this investigation?”

		“Bridget is going to get pally with the secretary.” Val reminded me. “I’m going to see what else I can dig up on this Alex.”

		“You understand what you need to do?” Tommy asked.

		“Yep.” I gestured to the clock on the wall. “I have to get back and grab some food before work. What time is the next check-in?”

		“It will be tonight at—”

		“Let’s do it at lunch again tomorrow. Top of the hour. Here.” Tommy interrupted. “Remember, you still have to find out who that paperclip thief is. And that’s even more important now because you can use that information to get them to help propel your campaign for commander forward.”

		“Yes.” I wagged a finger at him. “Yes. I will ferret them out so I can use them in my campaign. Great idea.”

		I strolled across the office and opened the door, calling my goodbyes as I walked, calmly, not like I was running away, along the corridor to the tunnelling room. No one stopped me. I didn’t know why I thought they might, but they didn’t.

		I landed in the back garden. I could already feel the tears on my face and my breath was coming in weird, jerky gulps. Almost as if I were hyperventilating. Which was utterly ridiculous because the IA was just a job. A stupid job. But it was a job that I thought was going to solve all my problems. I thought I was going to be able to help people. And now I had to ferret information out about them, so I could blackmail them? I felt betrayed. Not just by Tommy but by the whole afterlife.

		Oz threw the backdoor open and practically launched out of the house. He did the same thing he always did in these type of situations which was check me over for damage. When he was satisfied, there wasn’t any he wrapped his arms around me and let me sob into his shoulder.

		After a few minutes, when I was all cried out, he lifted my head from his shoulder and gently wiped my damp cheeks.

		“Sabrina’s here.”

		I froze. And then untangled myself from him, wiping at my own cheeks. “Now? you’re telling me this now?”

		“He couldn’t tell you before because you wouldn’t have heard over your wailing,” Sabrina called from the kitchen doorway, smirk on her face. “Who’s pastel pink and flimflamy now?”

		“What does that mean?” Petal asked from over Sabrina’s shoulder.

		“I have hay fever.” I wiped my cheeks to get rid of any tears and faked a sneeze. “You know I do.”

		Sabrina laughed. “Shut up.”

		“You shut up.”

		“Okay.” Oz guided me toward the house. “Let’s not let this degenerate into hair pulling.”

		“Where did that GB take you?” Sabrina asked.

		“A GB took you somewhere?” Pam hovered behind Sabrina, next to Petal.

		Lucy pointed at Oz from behind the housemate blockade at the kitchen door. “I told you something was wrong this morning. But you didn’t listen, did you?”

		“What happened?” Kate’s disembodied voice called from inside the kitchen.

		“I’d like to point out that I don’t care,” Anna announced from somewhere behind my housemates still blocking the doorway. “I was forced to come back.”

		“Have you been crying?” Petal frowned at my face.

		“Those scumbags made you cry?” Lucy’s attention jumped around the garden as if she were expecting to find said scumbags in the bushes.

		“I’ve always said she was whiny,” Anna spoke without even being able to see me. “And never applied her makeup correctly.”

		“Shall I put the kettle on?” Pam asked which was code for “will you make the tea?”.

		“Yes. We’ll be right in,” Oz said and waited for everyone to go back inside.

		“So.” I peered through the kitchen window at all my housemates and Sabrina sitting around the kitchen table. “If we have to lie, I think you should be the one to do it.”

		“You chose this job,” Oz said.

		“I know. But, I’ve finally come around to your way of thinking.”

		“About what?”

		“I completely agree that you are responsible for me.” I pointed through the open doorway. “So this? This is totally your lie to tell.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Ten

		

		

		“Are you being arrested for the commander’s murder, hon?” Anna sipped a little of her tea and, despite the fact I couldn’t see her side of the cup, I knew there’d be a red lipstick stain. Someone was going to have to teach her how to drink like a lady. I could have. But I didn’t want to.

		“Oz is going to explain the situation.” I waved both my hands at him as if I were a model on a game show. All heads turned in his direction. Four out of five of my housemates were watching in interest. Kate was watching in suspicion, and Sabrina was openly confused.

		“Why is Oz explaining it for you?” Sabrina asked next to me.

		“Because he’s responsible for me.”

		“He’s responsible for you.” Sabrina stretched one of my eyes open between her thumb and forefinger and inspected my eye.

		“What are you doing?” I knocked her hand away. I might not get wrinkles now, but I was sure stretching your skin that way would have some negative effect.

		“Looking for dilated pupils.”

		“Because?”

		“I suspect someone’s drugged you.”

		Kate looked from me to Oz. “It would explain your weird behaviour.”

		“Stupidity would explain it,” Anna said.

		“No one has drugged me.” I held my hands up and backed away from the table before anyone could start pulling at my face again. “But this information is sensitive so Oz asked if he could explain.” I gestured for them to all direct their attention back to him. They didn’t. I looked at Oz for help, but he just shrugged.

		“You’re always telling me how you’re responsible for yourself.” Oz gestured to my housemates. “You’ve finally won me over to your way of thinking.”

		“Gee, thanks.” I grabbed a pen from the pot on the counter and a piece of kitchen roll, wrote, “I work for IA” and held it up for them to read.

		“Really?” Oz asked. “I thought we agreed.”

		“You weren’t exactly helping,” I shot back.

		Petal leaned forward and squinted at the sheet. “I work … for-l-a? What’s forla?”

		“Is that like, a metaphor?” Lucy asked.

		“You mean an acronym,” Sabrina said.

		“No, I mean a metaphor,” Lucy repeated. “Like, ‘I work forla’. As in, ‘I work really hard’. Or is that a euphemism?”

		“Doesn’t matter.” Anna shook her head. “It can’t mean that anyway. It’s Bridget.”

		“Well, I like it.” Petal smiled at me. “I work forla too.”

		“And that first letter is a ‘b’ anyway,” Pam traced the letter in the air with her finger.

		“Don’t be ridiculous, hon. It’s just a poorly formed ‘I’.” Anna looked up at the sheet. “Didn’t they teach handwriting in the swamps where you grew up?”

		“No, they tended to focus on things like maths and science,” I retorted with a smile. “Y’know, proper subjects?”

		“And how many times have you used either maths or science today, hon?” Anna flicked her hair over her shoulder and let Kate take the kitchen roll from her hands.

		Kate’s head snapped up. “You work for the IA?”

		“Awww, the IA aren’t real, hon.” Anna smiled sympathetically and tapped the table in between us. “Maybe you need a time out like Sabrina.”

		Sabrina lifted her mug to Anna in a cheers motion. “I’m really enjoying this coffee, but that doesn’t mean I won’t smash this mug in your face.”

		I nodded at Sabrina. “I see my pep talk did you some good.”

		“Ladies, ladies—” Oz waved his hands in the air as though he were trying to referee but didn’t know who to keep away from whom.

		Kate slapped the kitchen table several times. “Can I get some confirmation of this, please? Do you work for the IA? They’re a real thing? And you work for them? Not at arrivals? For the IA?”

		“I still work at arrivals. The IA is more like an extra job.” Unless you heard Tommy tell it in which case the IA was your only job.

		“How long have you worked for them,” Petal asked in a tiny voice that had guilt and shame squeezing my heart.

		“You know all those early morning health and safety training sessions? It was for that. And we didn’t tell you—”

		“Who’s we?” Lucy glanced around the room, accusation all over her face as her attention settled on Oz. “Did you know?”

		Oz hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

		“Actually, it’s a yes or no answer, hon.” That was the first time I’d ever seen Anna be anything approaching rude to Oz. Either she was having an off day, or she didn’t like being kept in the dark any more than the others. Even though she pretended she didn’t care.

		“He wasn’t technically supposed to know,” I said. “But he was there when Tommy turned up.”

		“You told him before you told us?” Lucy asked.

		“I am her parole officer. Just like I’m yours.” Which was Oz’s not so subtle warning to moderate her tone.

		“I know.” Lucy curled her lip in disgust. “That’s what I mean.”

		“Why did you write it down?” Sabrina asked, looking at the piece of kitchen roll.

		“I was trying to be covert in case they had the house bugged,” I said. “I was going to carry on a conversation while I passed the note around but—”

		“You are such a good secret agent, hon,” Anna mocked. “Well done.”

		“I think you mean liar.” Petal’s bottom lip quivered as she spoke.

		“Shut up. All of you. And let me explain.” I pointed around the group. “The next person who speaks out of turn gets to make their own tea for the foreseeable future.” I made excellent tea. Perhaps it wasn’t the sexiest of skills, but I considered it by far the most imperative to daily life. By the lack of conversation, so did everyone else. Sabrina lifted her coffee mug to let me know she was quiet by choice.

		“Look. You all know I’ve been unhappy and trying to find my place here. The IA was supposed to be that place for me to feel at home, but it turns out they’re not good people so—”

		“Hang on, they aren’t bad people,” Oz jumped in. “You just don’t happen to agree with how they operate.”

		I stared at him. “They blackmail people. We talked about this.”

		Kate shook her head in disgust. “I knew it. This is why you can’t trust shadowy government agencies.”

		“Ohhh, you’re one of those people.” Anna grimaced as she looked at Kate.

		“What people?” Petal asked.

		Anna circled her finger by her temple. “Ones who believe in aliens and government conspiracies. Like your friend, Margery.”

		“As opposed to people like you?” Kate asked. “Who have hearing problems because Bridget has literally just said there is a shadowy government conspiracy.”

		“Okay, so that kind of wasn’t what I said.” Kate had the wild-eyed look she sometimes got when someone challenged her, so I didn’t want to disagree too heartily.

		“Can we get back to the blackmailing part, please?” Pam asked.

		I caught them up on the whole blackmailing for information situation while Oz briefly interrupted to clarify and substitute “blackmail” for “informant”.

		“And that GB who dragged you off at lunch?” Sabrina asked.

		“He was an IA agent. He took me to the IA HQ for a debrief.”

		“What did you tell them?” Sabrina asked.

		I shook my head. “Nothing.”

		Oz pointed to my face. “What?”

		“I don’t know if you all know this, but the arrivals commander position is an elected one. We get to vote for the next commander—”

		“Sean nominated you,” Oz guessed.

		“Someone nominated you to run a whole section of the afterlife?” Anna shook her head. “Wow, hon, they must be loony tunes down there. Maybe Sabrina could give them some advice about restoring their mental health balance.”

		I leaned across the breakfast bar and stage-whispered, “You do know she had an extra month of therapy added to her sentence for stabbing some guy in the eye with a toothpick, right? I wouldn’t antagonise her if I were you, hon.”

		“You only got an extra month for that?” Lucy asked, twirling the pen and eyeing Anna.

		“Bridget, do you know how many other IA operatives work undercover in arrivals?” Oz asked.

		“No. But I’m pretty sure I’ve seen the fake GB guy there before. Why?”

		“So, Tommy would know the general feeling in arrivals through him?” Oz pressed. “He would know about the surveys you initiated, whether they were popular with people?”

		“I guess.” I didn’t see where he was going with this.

		Sabrina and Kate spoke in unison, both pointing to Oz. “You think it was a coup.”

		Oz held up a hand as if to slow them both down. “I’m not saying that.”

		“What’s a coo?” Lucy asked.

		“It’s when one regime ousts another,” Kate explained.

		“Ohh, thanks.” Lucy looked at Pam. “I still don’t see how that’s relevant.”

		“All newly transition come through arrivals and are given their job assignments,” Kate explained. “The commander would likely be able to influence those assignments.”

		“But what does that have to do with Bridge?” Lucy asked.

		“If she’s commander, she can give the GBs or the police or the IA dibs on any newly transitioned,” Sabrina explained.

		Petal gasped. “You think the GBs killed the commander?”

		“More likely someone in the IA,” Oz suggested. “Since if Bridget gets voted in, and she has a lot of goodwill with arrivals workers right now so she has an excellent chance, they’ll have full control of Arrivals. They’d be able to make as many people into sleeper IA agents as they wanted. They’d have full control of the population.”

		“I knew it!” Kate slapped the table and pointed at Anna. “In your face!”

		“Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?” I asked. I might not agree with the whole blackmail side, but I seriously doubted Tommy would kill someone to further the IA’s agenda. “And there are so many maybes. They couldn’t guarantee I’d win. They couldn’t even guarantee I’d get nominated.”

		“Tommy is in the business of information,” Sabrina said. “Maybe he was even going to use this paperclip thief to nominate you.”

		“Yeah, but he only gave me the assignment yesterday. If he were going to kill the commander, surely he’d had waited until I’d found the paperclip thief, so they had someone to blackmail to nominate me.”

		“Bridge.” Sabrina shook my arm to get my attention. “I went through the information Tommy gave you. There was only one place the thief could strike. And we were due a theft. I thought it was weird when I was going through the information because it was so obvious. What if he already knew who the thief was, but wanted you to catch him to prove that you were all about the IA and have some leverage on Sean to nominate you.”

		“Unless this Sean is in the IA,” Kate suggested.

		“Maybe we’re all in the IA,” Anna muttered and rolled her eyes. “And even if that’s true, why would they kill the commander before Bridget had the thief.”

		“Maybe Tommy thought it was a done deal,” Lucy suggested.

		“It could be that GB who’s friendly with you,” Pam chimed in.

		“I don’t really see it being Tommy or Officer Leonard,” I said. “And our suspects aren’t limited to the GBs and the IA. Both might simply be taking advantage of the death.”

		“Did Officer Leonard ask you to run?” Pam asked and I shook my head.

		“He didn’t.”

		“He was probably waiting to manipulate you into it.” Oz pointed out.

		“He doesn’t like Officer Leonard,” I explained to Sabrina’s eyebrow raise. “He thinks he manipulates me.”

		“He does,” Sabrina said.

		Oz gestured to her. “Thank you.”

		“Don’t side with him.” I slapped Sabrina’s bicep with the back of my hand. “Not in front of him, at least.”

		“Who are the other suspects?” Lucy asked, flipping the piece of kitchen roll over, pen poised as if ready to take notes.

		“I don’t think it’s Officer Leonard, but Alex heard—”

		“Alex? Alex, who tried to murder me?” Anna shrieked. “We’re taking information from a killer now?”

		“No, Alex, who tried to murder us,” I gestured between Sabrina and me. “And then helped us solve another murder committed by your BFF and helped prove Kate’s innocence. That, Alex.”

		“Is he handsome?” Petal asked. “He sounds like he’d be handsome and roguish. With a devil-may-care attitude and brooding eyes.”

		Oz pointed to Petal. “No more romance novels for you.”

		“You can’t tell me what to read.” Petal flipped her hair like Anna did. Or tried to but it was all fluff. “You’re not the boss of me.”

		Oz nodded. “Yeah, I am.”

		“I’d let you read some of mine, hon,” Anna’s smile turned wicked. “But they might be a bit much for you.”

		“And when did you get books?” Oz asked Anna. “I didn’t see you pick any up last time we went shopping.”

		Anna shrugged. “A friend gave them to me.”

		“Is it like this all the time?” Sabrina whispered.

		“Aren’t your housemates like this?”

		Sabrina grinned at me and shook her head. “No. Mine are dull.”

		I place my hand over my heart. “I aspire to that. I aspire to dull.”

		“Can we get back to the suspects please?” Kate spoke over the chatter about who was going to loan Anna’s books next.

		I spoke over the chatter. “Alex overheard the commander shouting at Officer Leonard, but Gladys talked loudly to drown it out.”

		“So Officer Leonard has a motive since they were arguing.” Kate pulled the pen from Lucy’s hands and made a note.

		“Why was Alex going to see the commander?” Oz asked.

		I hesitated. “He was supposed to be given the next open spot as an induction leader, but wasn’t so he went to … query it.”

		“Query?” Oz asked.

		“You mean kick up a fuss? You mean threaten the commander?” Sabrina clarified. “You mean he’s a suspect?”

		“I told you, hon.” Anna wagged her finger at me. “I told you so. Once a killer. Always a killer. Just like Kate.”

		“I’ll kill you in a minute,” Kate muttered.

		“She threatened me,” Anna cried and pointed at Kate. “She just threatened me. Did everyone hear?”

		I clapped to get everyone’s attention. “Please? Can everyone focus for a moment?”

		“I am focusing, hon.” Anna took the pen from Kate and wrote Alex’s name in large block letters. And Kate’s underneath his. “I’m focusing on the killers.”

		Kate gave Anna a pointedly long look and then turned back to the table. “What about the others running for the position?”

		“Vince. He’s currently second in command, but I’ve got nothing on him,” I said.

		“He might just want to be the boss,” Sabrina suggested. “And he killed the commander so he could be.”

		I nodded. “True. Then there’s Gavin who the commander bumped back to booth duty. That would give him motive. A guy called Ivan, who looks like a human hedgehog who the commander busted back to probation after he failed the customer satisfaction surveys like Gavin.”

		“What are these customer service satisfaction surveys?” Kate asked while scribbling notes on the kitchen roll.

		“When we were investigating—” I gestured to Sabrina. It wasn’t that I thought mentioning her murder would set her back down the flimflamy path, but it was best not to tempt fate. “I needed to get onto the queuing floor to speak to the victims, so I had to think up ways to do that. I suggested we create a customer satisfaction survey and interview a few newly transitioned. Some supposedly qualified leaders received drastically bad feedback and it had consequences.”

		“You instituted new processes in Arrivals?” Oz asked. “Processes that are having a positive effect on the department?”

		“There’s no need to sound so surprised,” I snapped at him. For some reason, his scepticism of my abilities stung. “I did used to be an event planner, so I have experience with customer satisfaction. And I had a team of people working for me.”

		“Yeah, no, I—” Oz shook his head, at a loss for words.

		“I think he’s surprised because that implies you were trying to make your job work,” Sabrina said.

		“I wasn’t. I was trying to find a way around the rules. But Gavin was always bragging so, really it was a two birds situation.”

		“Anyone else?” Katie asked.

		“Gladys, the commander’s secretary, tried to get me on side with a whole sista-sista thing so she could run. And she stole my shoes.”

		“How is that relevant?” Kate asked.

		“Well, first it goes to show what type of person she is, but, while I was waiting for Sean to come back I was in the cupboard and a couple came in. The guy said something about the commander getting what they deserved and when I came out, my shoes were gone.”

		“And you just left that until last?” Sabrina asked. “The most likely suspects, you made us wait until last?”

		“Hang on, you never said they said the commander,” Oz reminded me. “You said they said ‘he’.”

		“And now the commander’s dead,” I said. “And I’m sure the guy was Gavin. Which means if it was Gladys and Gavin—and I feel pretty certain it was—they both had motive to kill the commander. He’s dead. They were talking about it. Surely, that makes them the killers.”

		“How do you know she stole your shoes?” Pam asked.

		“Because she was wearing them this morning.”

		“But how do you know they were yours?” Petal added.

		“Because they were those cheap and nasty looking things, hon,” Anna said. “With that tacky gold block platform thing.”

		“They were Charlotte Olympia shoes. I always knew you had no class, Anna.”

		“Could she have just had a similar pair?” Sabrina asked.

		I shook my head. “Unlikely.”

		“Okay, plan of action from here then.” Katie pointed her pen at Sabrina. “You need to check on these guys files and see what you can find out. If they have any marks against them. Pam, you need to find a way to get your hands on a copy of the death report to find out exactly how he died and if there was any evidence. Petal—”

		“Pam, what do you do?” I asked.

		“I work in the D. D. D. The Doubly Dead Department. We get all the reports on dead ghosts.”

		“And you didn’t think to mention this to us before?” Sabrina asked.

		Pam shook her head and looked around the table in confusion. “No.”

		“No.” Sabrina nodded and then looked to me, gesturing to Pam. “No.”

		“Have I done something wrong?” Pam asked.

		“No,” I said before Sabrina could jump in and explain that would’ve been helpful to have known many, many murders ago.

		“What can we do?” Lucy gestured around the table to those who hadn’t been assigned tasks.

		“I’m not sure you or Petal can do much. You’re not ideally placed for this.” Kate looked to Sabrina and me for confirmation and we nodded. “Anna, since you’re in probations now, you can look up cases where the commander bumped someone back to probation.”

		“Why can’t Sabrina do it?”

		“Because I can only check the files of people we know of. Maybe there are people we don’t know of who’ve been bumped back to probation.”

		Anna gave a dismissive one-shoulder shrug. “I make no promises.”

		“Do you have a job for me?” There was a challenge in Oz’s voice, I couldn’t make out if it were him daring us to give him something to do or reminding us that he was sitting there as we made plans to break the law right in front of him.

		“It would be helpful if you could talk to the other parole officers. Gavin’s and Ivan’s for sure.” Kate gestured to Anna. “When she gets more intel, maybe other people too.”

		We all waited in silence for him to disagree, tell us we were breaking the law, or lock us in our rooms, but he simply nodded.

		“Okay. But listen to me when I say do not jeopardise yourselves.” Oz raised his voice as if that would emphasise his point. “If there’s a chance you might be caught doing something you shouldn’t, then don’t do it and we’ll find another way.”

		“What’s Bridget going to be doing while we’re solving this case for her?” Anna asked.

		“Bridget will be making sure that she stays in public view at all times,” Oz said.

		“Is that because if someone killed the commander for his position and Bridget looks like the front runner, that makes her a target?” Petal asked.

		Lucy nodded. “And, if the commander was killed for bumping someone back to parole after they failed the surveys she created, that makes her a target.”

		“And if they’ve spoken to her,” Anna added. “That will definitely make her a target.”

		“So my job today is to try not to let someone kill me?” I asked.

		“Pretty much your job every day, isn’t it?” Sabrina asked.

		I sighed and nodded. “Yeah.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Eleven

		

		

		“Bridget! Bridget! Bridget!” Sean chanted as I appeared on the tunnelling circle in arrivals. For the briefest moment, I had the awful suspicion that there would be more people around somewhere to take up the chant. But there wasn’t. It was just him.

		“Hey, Sean. What’s going on?”

		“I think you’re going to win.” Sean launched at me and squeezed me in the briefest hug before stepping back. “I really think you could win this thing. You would make such a great commander. You have such great ideas and you would make such a huge difference.”

		“What do we have planned for this afternoon?” I asked, not so subtly steering the topic away from the commander race as we wandered out into the corridor. It wasn’t that I didn’t think he was right on all those counts, but the whole thing with the IA wanting me to run so they could dominate the afterlife had soured it for me.

		“We have a whole afternoon of inductions planned.” Sean clapped on his clipboard.

		“Fancy that.”

		“Bridget! There you are.” Gladys came sashaying along the corridor toward us. My heels clipping on the floor. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you.”

		“I was at lunch.” I focused really hard on the floor, imagining a water spill so she would slip and break an ankle. Not both, I wasn’t greedy. Just the one would do.

		“I know, but you weren’t in the canteen or any of the other approved places.” Gladys raised her voice so the other passing induction leaders could hear. “I looked high and low for you, but no one knew where you were.”

		“Well, I’m here now. What do you need?”

		“I couldn’t find Sean either to ask him where you were?” Gladys tilted her head up so her voice would carry. “I couldn’t find either of you. You were both unreachable at exactly the same time.”

		Noooo. She had not just implied that Sean and I had been carrying on during our lunch break. Her, of all people, trying to slut shame me? No. That was just not going to fly. I fought to keep mean Bridget from climbing out of my mouth and verbally smashing her face into the wall, but mean Bridget was feisty. Mean Bridget had not been allowed to roam for so long that if Gladys baited her one more time, I wouldn’t be able to hold her. That thought caught me. Why was I holding mean Bridget back anyway? This tramp had stolen my shoes.

		“I was in the canteen,” Sean said. “You waved at me.”

		“Yes, after I couldn’t find you both, for the same period, you were in the canteen,” Gladys was still talking louder than necessary and several induction leaders had stopped to listen.

		“Did you need something from me, Gladys?” I gave her this one last lifeline. Mean Bridget likened it to giving her more rope.

		“I’m not sure I could trust anything you told me now.”

		“So you came over here to tell me you have nothing to tell me?” I just wanted to be really clear that there was no redeeming her.

		“I don’t think I should associate with the likes of you lawbreakers.” Gladys spun on her heels, or more accurately my heels, and stomped along the corridor, confident she’d discredited me.

		“You can’t let her imply those things, Bridget,” Sean hissed. “It could lose you this race.”

		“Shush, just let her get a little further away.” I waited until she was right at the end of the corridor, to give me a legitimate reason to shout and I released mean Bridget’s leash. “Oh my gosh, Gladys. I have those exact shoes.” Gladys stumbled to a stop and inched around to look at me. “Like, those exact shoes. Or I did until someone stole them.”

		“You should take more care of your belongings,” Vince said as he walked up behind me. Mean Bridget snarled at him for preventing her from delivering the death blow to Gladys. “This is why you shouldn’t be allowed to take care of the whole department. And where were you at lunch?” Vince asked. “Where were you? Unavailable when the department needed you. I, however, was here.”

		“And yet the department still needed me.” I smiled at him. “Come on, Sean. We have to get set up for our inductions.” I dragged the still snarling mean Bridget behind me and strolled along the corridor. We rounded the corner. At the far end, the blonde girl who Gladys had pointed out as being one of the commander’s girlfriends was chatting to Ivan The Human Hedgehog. At least I thought they were talking until Ivan screwed up his face and leaned into her. We were too far away to hear what was said, but Rapunzel took off running. Without her blocking the view, Ivan saw me watching. He threw me a disgusted look then took off in the opposite direction.

		“Sean, I know it’s unprofessional, but I really need the loo. I know I should’ve gone on my break, but is it okay if I nip quickly?”

		Sean checked his watched. “As long as it’s quick, Bridget, we have a lot to get through.”

		I thanked him, scurried along the corridor and turned in the direction Rapunzel had gone. I figured that if she were crying she’d have headed for the nearest toilets. They were a girl’s best friend. Diamonds were pretty and all, but you couldn’t cry in peace, pee, then fix your makeup in a diamond.

		I headed in and checked all the stalls, but she wasn’t in any of them. Disappointed, I emerged back into the corridor, intending to head back to Sean when I heard snivelling. It was coming from a classroom a few doors past the toilets. I stuck my head through the open doorway. Rapunzel was sitting at one of the desks with her back to the door. She hadn’t heard me come in.

		“Are you okay?” I asked.

		She jumped to her feet and knocked the chair over. “Yes—yes, I’m fine.”

		“The sobbing tells a different story.” I offered her a tissue. I always kept a stash on hand for when I was on The Bus of Death. “Want to tell me what’s up?”

		She took the tissue and blew her nose. It sounded like a foghorn which, considering her diminutive size, I thought was quite the achievement.

		“It’s nothing.” She wiped her nose, then folded the tissue over and dabbed her eyes.

		“Well, it looks like something to me. Are you upset over the commander’s death or did that Ivan say something to upset you?”

		“Both.”

		“So talk to me.” I righted her chair and sat in the one next to it.

		After a brief hesitation, she sat down, pulling her legs up, so her heels rested on the back of the seat and wrapped her arms around them to keep them up. “It was nothing really.”

		“It made you cry, so it was something. And we do not let boys who make us cry get away with it.” And that wasn’t just because I wanted to find out what they were talking about.

		“He said—he made—he said that I had to nominate him as commander or he’d tell everyone about the old commander and me.”

		“About your relationship?”

		“It wasn’t a relationship. Not in that way. He was far too old.”

		“Then what was it?”

		“I can’t…” Rapunzel looked up at me from underneath her lashes. “I can’t read.”

		“You can’t read? What do you mean?”

		“Read. I can’t read.”

		“Like, what? Like, situations? People?”

		“A book. A newspaper. Words. I can’t read words.”

		“Oh.” Of all the things I had been expecting, illiteracy had not been among them.

		“The commander said that it happened sometimes.”

		“What happened sometimes?” Because not being able to read should not happen to anyone, any of the time.

		“He said that when you die, you lose a bit of cognitive function.”

		“Ahhh, okay.” If that were true, that would finally explain why so many dead people were just plain dumb.

		“Some people retain everything, but they’re the exception and were usually in a high state of stress when they died.”

		“Wouldn’t that be everyone? I mean, death is a pretty stressy situation.” Did that mean murdered folks were more likely to retain all of their cognitive function? That explained Sabrina, but what about me. Unless I’d lost cognitive function. Would I know if I had?

		“That was how he explained it to me,” Rapunzel said. “I know it wasn’t just me. There’s another girl, I’ve seen her sometimes, short dark hair. I think he was teaching her to read too.”

		“So you can relearn it. You can get it back?”

		“If you work really hard.”

		“While you were doing your lessons, did you notice anything weird? Like, did you hear anyone threaten him? Or see anything odd?”

		Rapunzel’s eyes stretched wide. “Why would anyone want to threaten the commander? He was a lovely man.”

		“Sometimes, people get carried away and say stupid things.”

		“Like what?”

		“I was in his office the other week and I heard someone threaten to kill him over ice cream.” It was the first thing that came into my head. I figured if I shared, then if she knew something she might share.

		“That seems like a silly thing to threaten someone over.”

		“I know, right.” I shrugged. “But people just get carried away sometimes. So you never heard or witnessed anything like that?”

		“Why do you ask?”

		“I’m in the running for the position. I wanted to get a feel for exactly how dangerous it would be.”

		“No. I’ve never heard anything like that. Who did you say threatened him over ice cream?”

		I waved her off. “It doesn’t matter. It wasn’t a real threat.”

		“Well, they threatened him and now he’s dead. You should tell the GBs. No. Actually, tell me and I’ll tell them for you. You’re in the race now, you don’t want to make it look as though you’re running to the GBs over every little thing. You want to portray a strong leader. Let me help.”

		“Y’know, I have plenty of help already. but thank you.”

		“Nonsense. What was this person’s name? You tell me, I can pass it on to the GBs. If it turns out to be nothing it doesn’t look as though you’re randomly accusing people and if you’re right, we can leak that it was you that passed the information to me. And you didn’t go yourself because you didn’t want to sway the voters’ opinions that you were a hero.”

		“Okay. That sounds like a great idea. It was Marvin.”

		“Marvin? The guy with the beard?”

		“Yep.” I said a silent apology to Marvin who I’d never heard threaten the commander over anything—I didn’t think I’d ever actually heard him speak. He was just the first person who came to mind.

		“I’m on it.” Rapunzel jumped to her feet then bent down and hugged me. I didn’t return it. I wasn’t big on hugging people I actually liked, so a girl who was trying to play me, somehow? Well, she wasn’t even getting a friendly pat on the back.

		“Hey, what was your name?”

		“Karen,” she said before darting out of the room.

		I stared at the door. Maybe she genuinely had been trying to help, but I couldn’t help feeling as though I’d just been played. Well, not played because I didn’t give her any information, but it hadn’t been for her lack of trying. Maybe Sabrina would be able to find something about her in one of her many files. And what was going on with her and Ivan? If she was savvy enough to try and elicit information from me, and willing to admit to her illiteracy to a complete stranger, then surely Ivan shouldn’t hold that much sway over her.

		“Nothing about the afterlife is ever straightforward.” I sighed, finger combed my fringe and headed to the door. A muted thud stopped me in my tracks. I turned back to scan the classroom. There was nothing that should have made that noise. And then I noticed the stationery cupboard. Had someone been listening to us? How would they have known we were going to come in here. Or maybe they’d been hiding in here already like I had the previous night. But who were they hiding from? Perhaps it was another paperclip thief. If I found them in the act, I could give their name to Tommy instead of Sean’s. I dismissed the thought as soon as I had it. I wasn’t giving up any names to Tommy. Blackmailers were not on the side of good.

		I moved to the closet. My hand closed around the handle and I hesitated. What if it was another body? I let go of the handle and stepped back. I didn’t need to find another murder victim. But what if it wasn’t? Or what if it was and someone else found it? Was I okay with letting someone like Sean find it? It was better if I found it because then I could see how they died. In the back of my head, I heard Sabrina calling me a coward and demanding I investigate. So I cursed her, then opened the door.

		It was a supply cupboard, just like the one in our classroom. And it was happily devoid of dead bodies. Three boxes of paperclips lay on the floor. One had come open and spilt its contents. I was tempted to close the door and leave it, to let someone else clear it up, but it just didn’t seem like the right thing to do.

		I sighed again, disgusted at myself for caring and shoved the paper clips back into the box. I placed all three back on the shelf and was neatening up the piles when whispered voices drifted into the room from the corridor outside.

		“Just get in there,” Vince hissed and I yanked the door to the cupboard almost closed. Just open enough for me to hear.

		“Get your hands off me,” Gladys snapped. “Who do you think you are?”

		“I think I’m the next commander.”

		“Oh, really? And who do you think you’re looking at?”

		“My second in command.” I could hear the smug grin in Vince’s voice as he spoke.

		Gladys paused. “And why would I take that position instead of running myself?”

		“Because that power grabbing idiot redhead has an excellent chance if we’re so busy taking each other down to focus on running the race.”

		“But why wouldn’t you be my number two?”

		“Because I have more experience in the actual job. I know you did a lot for him, but run with me and we can trounce that redhead. We can back each other up. Deny whatever mud she slings our way. We’re stronger together.”

		“Uh-huh,” the attitude in Gladys tone came through so clearly I imagined her cocking her hip. “And what does she have on you?”

		“Nothing,”

		“Come on, don’t kid a kidder. If she didn’t have anything, you wouldn’t be after me to team up.”

		Vince paused. “What does she have on you?”

		“You asked me to join you. You have to share first.”

		“How do I know you won’t just take what I tell you and run?”

		Gladys paused. “Because she has something on me too, so we need each other.”

		“Fine. I may have switched the names on a few customer satisfaction survey’s for … favours.”

		“Gavin’s?” Since that was the only person Gladys asked about I was pretty sure that cemented the fact they were a couple. Or not exactly a couple since the way he’d treated her when he nominated himself for the commander position, but they had been something.

		“No. He screwed himself without my help. Now you.”

		“I found some shoes in one of the classrooms and took them. They were hers and she’s accusing me of stealing them.”

		“That’s it?” Vince’s voice brimmed with disbelief.

		Gladys hesitated. “Yep, that’s it. So what do you want to do about her?”

		“We need to knock her out of the race. Trounce her support base.”

		“Obviously.” Gladys snapped. “But how?”

		“I don’t know. We need to find something on her.” Vince paused. I sensed that he had something in mind, but wasn’t quite sure how Gladys would take it. “Do you think whoever killed the commander did it to get his job, or do you think it was something else?”

		“Why?”

		“Because if it was to get his job, we could throw our support behind her and then let whoever killed him kill her.”

		“That only works if that was why he was killed, and if she didn’t kill him,” Gladys said.

		“Both good points.”

		“But we could cover our bases.”

		“How?”

		“We could spread the rumour that she’s the frontrunner while secretly undermining her support. That way, if the commander was killed for his position, then they’ll likely kill her too. And if that’s not the case, she won’t win because we’ve undermined her.”

		“I like it.” Vince clapped. “Let’s get spreading the word she’s a front runner and wait for someone to kill her.”

		I patted my neatly arranged paperclip pile. “Fantastic.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twelve

		

		

		“How was your day?” Sabrina asked when I appeared by the stone marker outside the fort for our Ghostly Acclimatisation meeting.

		“Well, in the morning I was nominated for the position of Afterlife Arrivals Commander,” I said and Sabrina nodded. “In the afternoon, I overheard people plotting my death because I was nominated for the position of Afterlife Arrivals Commander. So, pretty standard, I guess.”

		Sabrina’s mouth formed an ‘o’. “What?”

		I explained. “But before that, I had this weird interlude with this Rapunzel-esque girl, Karen. I saw her arguing with Hedgehog Man Ivan. He said something to upset her—”

		“Naturally, you followed to pump her for information.”

		“Naturally. She said the commander was helping her learn to read.”

		Sabrina’s mouth formed another ‘o’. “What?”

		So I explained that too.

		Sabrina stared out at the harbour below. “That explains a lot about the stupidity of these dead people.”

		“I thought that too, but surely, all death is traumatic. Surely most people should’ve retained their smarts.”

		“You’re assuming that the majority of people have smarts to begin with.”

		“They might not have rocket-scientist-like-intellect, but surely the average alive person isn’t as vacant as the average dead person.”

		“Not every dead person comes here, remember?” And then she waved me off. “But all that’s a debate for another time. Let’s deal with our pressing problems. What else about Rapunzel? You had this weird expression when you were talking about her.”

		“I think she’s with the IA. Or an IA informant. Or something to do with the GBs. Or something to do with another super secret acronym organisation we currently know nothing about.” I blew out a breath. “Or my stalker, who I hadn’t given any thought about until just now.”

		“Why?”

		“I was trying to get her to open up about anything that she might have heard while in the office, so I shared that I’d heard someone threaten the commander over ice cream and she jumped on it. Wanted the name and details. Said she’d take it to the police so it wouldn’t negatively affect my campaign.”

		“Maybe she was just trying to be helpful?”

		I leaned back to look Sabrina over. “Really?”

		“No, my therapist tells me not to be so suspicious. I keep trying it out, but it feels … icky.”

		“I thought we agreed not to listen to your therapist anymore?”

		“I had a session just before I got here. And I’m guessing you didn’t really hear anything about ice cream threats?”

		“No, but I gave her the name of someone. So I guess we’ll know who she is when we see who comes to collect him. If anyone comes to collect him.”

		Sabrina nudged me. “That is some good shooting, Tex.”

		“I was pretty pleased with myself actually. Did you find anything out from your all-powerful files? Oh, by the way, thank you for letting Kate kind of organise everyone.”

		“I felt like she needed it more than I did and she did a great job. Without her, we wouldn’t know where Pam works. And how come you didn’t know where Pam worked?”

		“I don’t know. I feel like maybe I don’t pay as much attention to them as they pay to me.”

		“You are quite self-absorbed. Even on a good day.”

		“In my defence, I am usually finding dead ghosts, being committed to mental asylums or having people attempt to murder me, so I don’t feel being a little self-absorbed is necessarily unacceptable.”

		“This is true. There wasn’t much in the files. The commander had several complaints against him—all rejected. One from Gavin for unprofessional conduct and unfair dismissal. Another from the vice commander for unprofessional conduct again—”

		“Really? Any details on what he classed as that?”

		Sabrina shook her head. “We don’t get the actual complaints. We only get the notes on the files. There was also one from Tommy for the same reason.”

		I crossed my legs and rested my elbows on my knees. “That’s interesting. There was no hint what it was about?”

		“Weren’t you listening when I said we don’t get the details?”

		“All right, grumpy pants.”

		“The only connection is that they were all made in the last few days. Maybe something drove them, or maybe the commander was a little off last week.”

		“Any from Officer Leonard or Alex?”

		“No. At least there were no notes to say they’d complained.”

		“Officer Leonard argued with him, the day before he died.”

		“Yeah, you said.”

		“Uh-huh.”

		Sabrina twisted to face me. “What aren’t you telling me?”

		“What they were arguing about.”

		“How did you find that out?”

		“Officer Leonard told me.”

		“He volunteered it? He volunteered a motive? Did you talk to him this afternoon?” she asked and I shook my head.

		“This morning.”

		“And you didn’t mention this at lunch because …?” Sabrina scanned my face. “Oh, this is bad, isn’t it?”

		“He said they were arguing about me.”

		“What about you?”

		“He didn’t say. And I got interrupted before I could ask and I’ve not seen him since.”

		“Okay, well that could be anything. That’s not necessarily bad. I’m guessing you’ve not told Oz.”

		“Not yet.”

		“I don’t envy you that conversation.” Sabrina pushed to her feet and offered me a hand up. Everyone else had gone inside. “You have something else you want to talk about?”

		“I need a way to get Sean out of trouble. And Arrivals. The IA want me to identify him so they can use him to gather information for them—”

		“For the greater good,” Sabrina finished. “They don’t just want to blackmail him for no reason, they want to use him to help make sure the GBs, police and everyone else stays on track and inside the law.”

		“You’re not siding with them, right?”

		“You’re the one that works for them.”

		“But I didn’t know that was how they’d investigate things.”

		“The police do the same things in life, it’s not like it’s a new concept.”

		“You’re as bad as Oz,” I said. “Just because the livies do it that way doesn’t mean we have to do it that way.”

		“Really?”

		“Yeah, if you have to break the law to supposedly uphold the law then I don’t think you should be the one to uphold the law at all.”

		“You know we break the law all the time.”

		“Yes, but we’re awesome. And also, not law enforcement agents.”

		“So it’s okay for us to break the law to catch the bad guys but not the police?”

		“Yes.”

		“Why?”

		“Because the police have other tools at their disposal. They have training and all sorts of stuff. I just have you. Look, I don’t want to get into a debate about it because, frankly, I’m right and I need your help with Sean.”

		“You’re not right, but how can I help you with Sean?”

		“I’m totally right. Do you remember when we were at that party where Bertha died and we got a bit tipsy?”

		“I remember.”

		“Do you remember Officer Leonard saying that maybe this was our second chance? Not just you and me but all of us. To do things differently. To be better people?”

		“He was trying to get us to give him information.”

		“Doesn’t mean he was wrong.”

		“How is this related to Sean?”

		“It isn’t. I was still making my point. The Sean stuff is I need to know how to get Tommy off my back about the paperclip thief.”

		“And why is it that we can’t give him Sean’s name? They’re not going to prosecute. They’re just going to ask him to help them out.”

		“Didn’t I win you over with my argument about how blackmail is wrong and this is our second chance?”

		“No.”

		“Fine. What if Tommy asks Sean to do something that gets him killed?”

		“You’re overreacting.”

		“I don’t care. It’s your duty as my best friend to help me even if you disagree.”

		“I don’t think that’s actually how it goes. You put the boxes back, right?” She asked and I nodded. “Just request another audit.”

		“How do I do that?”

		“Formally there are several hoops you’d need to jump through to get that done. You’d have to specify that the previous audit was incorrect and how you know. And if they re-audit and find there was an error, then the person who initially audited will be held accountable.”

		“Okay, that’s the formal option? It’s not ideal, but I don’t know the auditor so if it’s them or Sean then they’ll have to have their own best friend get them out of dodge.”

		“You’ll let someone else pay for Sean’s crimes, but you’re not cool with the whole idea of informants?”

		“I’m contradictory.” I shrugged. “Do you have an informal option to offer?”

		“Get an audit form from the commander’s office. We can fill it out, then I’ll file it and it will be submitted as a new work order. When it’s completed, the newer audit will replace the older one in the file.”

		“It’s that simple? No questions and no one responsible?”

		“Nope. If the paperwork is filed, then the jobs just get handed out and completed without question. The new numbers will be updated and there will be no discrepancies.”

		“We’ll do that instead then.”

		“When you say we …?”

		“You don’t have to come with me. I know the whole rehabilitation thing has been tough so if you’d rather not break any laws—any extra laws—I totally understand.”

		“No, I was checking you meant me. You’ve got sooooo many friends now …”

		“Yes, but I love you best.”

		Sabrina straightened her jumpsuit. “Damn right, you do.”

		Eleanor called us in and we spent the next couple of hours discussing how to be better citizens of the afterlife.

		“Don’t turn around.” Warren spoke from behind us as we were leaving. “Is that thing that I asked you to take care of still safe?”

		“What thing?” I stopped walking and turned.

		“I told you not to turn around,” he hissed.

		“Warren, you’re walking so close to me you could be mistaken for a backpack,” I said. “If anyone was watching then—”

		Sabrina and I exchanged a glance.

		“We’re being followed. Is that because of you?” Sabrina asked.

		“Possibly.” Warren winced. “Sorry.”

		Sabrina looked him over. “Why?”

		“Because of that thing you hid for me.”

		“I knew it. I knew this was going to come back to bite me.”

		“Don’t check on it. Leave it where it is. Don’t say anything to anyone about it.” Warren became opaque as if he were tunnelling and then solidified again. “By the way, you have a—”

		“Death shroud?” I asked. “What a shocker.”

		“It’s almost like it’s your natural state now.” And then he tunnelled.

		“I hate him so much. Maybe I could fob him off to Tommy as the paperclip thief.” I took Sabrina’s hand and tunnelled us into arrivals.

		Arrivals never closed since people never stopped dying, but they dimmed the lights a little at night time. Like they did at airports. Though even in the dimmed lights, Sabrina in her lime green jumpsuit was going to stick out like a sore thumb.

		“Do you know the way to the commander’s office?” Sabrina whispered as we strolled along the corridor.

		“No! Don’t you?”

		Sabrina eyed me for a moment and realised I was joking. “I do, actually.”

		“Really? How?”

		“Because it was Sean, and I knew you’d want to help him, and I knew you wouldn’t really throw someone else under the bus to do it despite all your talk, so I knew this was the way it was going to go down. I checked the blueprints earlier and memorised the route.”

		“No one likes a smart arse.”

		“Yeah, except for when they save the day.” Sabrina grabbed me as I went to walk past a door to a stairwell. “This way.”

		“But—”

		“This is a quicker route that doesn’t take us past all the classrooms.”

		Three floors up, across two deserted landings, down one storey and then we emerged in the corridor outside the commander’s office. I peeked through the doorway. Gladys had gone home. The office was empty. All the lights were off. The commander’s door was ajar and light spilt out of the room into the waiting area.

		“Who?” Sabrina mouthed. I shrugged. Maybe it was Gladys tidying some files. Perhaps it was Vince working on his campaign.

		I gestured around the room asking if there would be an audit form in Gladys’ part of the office. Maybe if we were quick, we could get in and out before whoever was in the commander’s office came back out.

		And then a grunt drifted out from the doorway. I glanced at Sabrina. She shrugged. We crept closer and peeked around the door. I pushed it wide open to find Sean standing in the office, award for employee of the month in his hand, and Gavin lying at his feet.

		Sabrina leaned on the doorframe taking in the scene. “This wasn’t what I expected to find.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Thirteen

		

		

		“This isn’t what it looks like?” Sean squeaked and dropped the brick-shaped award. It bounced once when it hit the floor then lay still.

		“That’s good because it looks like you bashed Gavin’s head in,” Sabrina said.

		“That’s not helpful,” I hissed at her.

		Sabrina gestured to the scene in front of us. “That’s what it looks like.”

		“Bridget?” Alex’s disembodied voice echoed around the office. The chair rolled out from under the desk and Alex popped his head up. “What are you doing here?”

		Sean squealed again and scurried to the other side of the room. “Were you hiding under the desk? How long have you been there?”

		“Long enough to know that you didn’t kill him.” Alex climbed to his feet and pushed the chair back under the desk as he spoke. “Unless you killed him and then came back.”

		“Do you know who killed him?” Sabrina scanned Alex’s clothes as if she were looking for murdering evidence. “Were you here when it happened?”

		Alex peered down at Gavin. “I know you don’t think much of me, but I’m not the type of person who would hide under the desk while someone murdered someone else.”

		“We can deal with the who-what-how of this later,” I said before Sabrina could launch into her questioning. “Right now we need to get out of here before the GBs show up and decide we’re all in on this together.” No one moved. I clapped my hands to get everyone’s attention and hopefully instil a sense of urgency. “Now, people. Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!”

		“If you still want to save Sean, we need that form.” Sabrina pointed to the cabinet in the far corner while she examined the body, completely unperturbed by my clapping.

		“What form?” Sean asked.

		“Why are we saving him?” Alex asked. “And from what?”

		“Sean go and snoop around Gladys’ desk and see if you can find us anything that might implicate her or someone else.” Sabrina waved her arms around as if she were directing traffic. “Alex, you do the same with the commander’s desk. Bridge get the form we came for.”

		“Yes, ma’am.” Sean all but saluted Sabrina. He was at his best when someone was telling him what to do.

		Alex rooted around the commander’s desk while I searched through the filing cabinet. “It’s not under ‘a’ for audit, Sabrina. Any other ideas?”

		A pop echoed around the room. Alex yelped. I assumed it was a GB. But it wasn’t. Alex stood in front of the desk in a cloud of silver glitter. At first, I thought the cloud wasn’t dissipating, but then I realised that it appeared that way because his face was drenched in the stuff. His head looked like a Christmas bauble. But with eyes.

		“Oh, wow.” I didn’t have anything better to say.

		Sabrina turned to me. “Check ‘s’ for ‘shrinkage’ or ‘p’ for ‘procedures’.”

		If she wasn’t going to mention it, I was going to let it go for now. I left her to try to roll Gavin over and moved onto ‘shrinkage’. It was the first form. “Got it, let’s go.” I whirled around to see Sabrina holding up my beautiful Charlotte Olympia shoe.

		“Isn’t this yours?”

		“Yeah, why?” Something about her tone said I didn’t want to claim it as my shoe. And then I saw the blood drip from the heel. And the circular pattern of blood on Gavin’s shirt. “Someone stabbed him with my shoe? My shoe? And you know that blood will never come out of suede.” My shoulders slumped. “Why do people keep getting blood on my things?”

		“Because that’s the problem here.” Sabrina got to her feet, shoe in hand, and faced Alex. “Did you check to see if there was a secret drawer?”

		“Check where?” Alex held his hands over the desktop as if he were trying to divine it.

		Sabrina shooed Alex and his glitter out of the way, knocked on different parts of the desk and then yanked something open. I couldn’t see exactly what was going on, but by the expression on Alex’s glitter covered face, Sabrina had found the secret drawer. She scooped the papers up and we hightailed it into the reception area.

		“Are we—” The words died in Sean’s throat when he saw Alex’s face. “What—”

		“No time.” Sabrina beckoned him out from behind the desk. He was holding a couple of sheets of paper. Sabrina grabbed them and poked her head out into the corridor. “Let’s move.”

		I followed Sean while Alex brought up the rear shedding glitter like a cloud of magic dust behind him. We made it back into the stairwell just as someone shouted. Alex turned to face the voice. Someone screamed which I thought was unnecessary and then we scampered up one floor, back across two landings then down three flights of stairs. We flat out ran to the tunnelling room since there was no way we could explain Alex’s face or anything else. Sabrina grabbed Alex and I grabbed Sean. Without any words of communication, Sabrina and I tunnelled back to my house. Usually, we’d have gone somewhere neutral like Madame Zorina’s office, but we couldn’t take the chance Edith would be there.

		She worked for the IA and yes, I did think she’d put us first, but she didn’t know Sean. Or Alex. And they had both just broken the law so the IA would have plenty on them both if Edith told on them. Or on Edith, if she didn’t.

		Oz stood in the kitchen doorway. He didn’t say anything. Just stood there. He stepped back and opened the door wide, silently inviting everyone in. Sabrina went first, followed by Sean and Alex. And then he shut the door before I could.

		“Do you remember when we agreed that the only way this would work is if we discussed everything before we decided on a course of action?”

		“It was time sensitive. Genuinely, it was. We needed to grab an audit sheet before the night shift started so Sabrina could file it tomorrow morning. There was only a brief window we could do it.”

		“Alex’s face?” Oz asked.

		“I’m assuming it was a glitter bomb.”

		“And it went off in his face because?”

		“I think it was meant for the commander.”

		“And Sean’s here because?”

		“Well, he was there when we found the body.”

		Oz pinched the bridge of his nose. With his other hand, he opened the kitchen door.

		“Alex is upstairs washing off the glitter,” Sabrina said as we entered the kitchen and gestured to Oz. “He’s using your bathroom.”

		“Oh, wonderful.” Oz nodded.

		“I wanted him to use my bathroom so the glitter would be all over my stuff, but Sabrina said no.” Petal pouted as she spoke.

		“So?” Oz asked.

		I let Sabrina explain as I filled up the kettle and started to make tea for everyone. By the time she was done, Alex was mostly glitter free and sitting at the table. Petal was staring at him with a look of wide-eyed wonder.

		“Someone stabbed him with your shoe?” Lucy took it from Sabrina’s hands and held it up in the air. “Such a waste. You know that blood will never come out of suede.”

		“Well, that’s a little terrifying,” Sabrina muttered.

		“Do you know for sure they’re your shoes?” Kate asked. “Maybe the killer was trying to frame Gladys. Or maybe Gladys did it and that was the only weapon to hand.”

		“Gladys wore them at the assembly this morning,” I said. “So a lot of people would’ve seen her in them. Surely she couldn’t be that stupid.”

		“These are definitely Bridget’s shoes.” Pam took the shoe from Lucy and tilted it around so everyone could see. “She wrote her name in them. See?”

		“What?” I snatched it from Pam to examine.

		“If you wrote your name in them, why didn’t you challenge her when you saw her wearing them.” Petal spoke to the group, but her entire focus was on Alex, who was shuffling uncomfortably in his seat at the attention.

		“This is six hundred pounds worth of shoe. I would never write my name in them.” I examined the writing. It was small but precise. And not familiar. Not that I was a handwriting expert.

		“Then someone else wrote it in and stabbed Gavin to frame you. Who knew they were your shoes?” Oz asked.

		“I’ve worn them at work a few times so anyone with eyes.”

		Kate sighed. “That narrows it down a bit.”

		“Well, gee, Kate, I’m sorry. But I wasn’t thinking I shouldn’t wear them in case someone steals them and uses them to murder someone else. Oddly that didn’t cross my mind.” Oz gave my knee a light squeeze. “I’m sorry. I’m a little precious about my shoes. Did you find anything in the paperwork?”

		“Yes.” Sabrina sifted through the sheets. “There were denied requests from Tommy to add more IA agents. A formal letter of complaint from Gavin. And—” Sabrina looked up at me, then to Oz and handed me a piece of paper. Oz took it from her before I could look.

		I twisted in my seat to face him. “Do you have any idea how infuriating that is?”

		He tapped his chest while still scanning the letter. “Parole Officer.”

		I looked at his profile and wondered if, when he was no longer my parole officer and we were free to be whatever we wanted to be what excuse he would use then. Or maybe he’d let me open my own post. Over breakfast. Which he’d made. But he’d still be a parole officer so did that mean if we lived together, I’d always have to live with other people as well. I did not like the sound of that. Maybe we could build a shed and house all of them in there while we kept the house. Or we could perhaps turn one floor into an open plan type flat where we could live self-contained and only venture out when we absolutely had to. I like the sound of that better. But what about the others? Where would they live? I wasn’t happy about the thought of them living on their own.

		Someone snapped their fingers in front of my face, making me jump and bringing me back to reality. Everyone at the table was staring at me.

		“What?”

		“You have this weird expression, hon.” Anna peered into my face. “It’s important to be regular, maybe you should try eating more fibre.”

		I turned my back on Anna. “What did the letter say?”

		“Officer Leonard requested for you to complete a week-long secondment to the GBs so you could talk to them about the importance of communication between them and the newly transitioned.” Oz passed me the letter. “Did you know about this?”

		“Officer Leonard mentioned that he and the commander had argued about me. Maybe it was over this.”

		“Alex, what were you doing there when we got there?” Sabrina tactfully diverted the conversation before Oz could question me further.

		“I was trying to find something that could point us in the direction of the killer,” Alex said. “Instead, I found Gavin. I had only just walked in when I heard Sean come in. I didn’t know it was him at the time, so I hid.”

		“I was doing the same thing,” Sean offered before anyone could ask. “I found Gavin. I checked to see if he was alive. The award was on the floor, so I picked it up.”

		“Why would anyone kill Gavin? You said you thought he was the one who was diddling Gladys,” Sabrina said to me. Petal giggled and hid her face behind her hands. Sabrina spared her a quick look. “Didn’t you say they were talking about someone getting what he deserved? We thought it was a blow to the head, what if it was just a glitter bomb to the face?”

		“Does that knock Gladys out of the suspect pool because they were planning something different?” Pam asked.

		“Or does it make her more of a suspect because she meant ‘murder’, but Gavin interpreted it as ‘glitter bomb’. Which meant she had to do it then take care of Gavin before he could tell on her,” Kate suggested. “She already had Bridget’s shoes.”

		“Do you guys do this a lot?” Sean asked. Until he spoke, I’d completely forgotten he was there. “You seem to have a knack for it.”

		Oz nodded, “More than I’d like.”

		And then Detective Johnson knocked on the kitchen door.

		


		

		

		Chapter Fourteen

		

		

		Oz gestured for Johnson to wait and faced the table. “Kate, when I open the door, make a scene about the police not respecting your rights. Petal, take the papers, the shoe, everything upstairs. Alex, Sean, Sabrina. You’re all here to plan Bridget’s campaign for the Afterlife Arrivals Commander position. Don’t speak unless he talks to you and keep your answers short.”

		Without waiting for anyone to agree, Oz crossed to the backdoor and blocked the kitchen from Johnson’s view as he opened it.

		There was something about the way Oz took charge of the situation that was extremely appealing to me. I was a feminist and totally capable of doing everything myself, but Oz taking charge of the situation made me feel safe. Or maybe not safe, so much as not alone. It made me feel as though everyone wasn’t my responsibility or my sole responsibility. And that was comforting.

		“Any chance you could stop making goo-goo eyes at your parole officer long enough to jump in?” Sabrina whispered and brought my attention back to the present where Kate was yelling about the oppressive nature of the police and how they should be regulated by free citizens.

		“Can’t say I disagree with anything she’s saying,” I said. “And I wasn’t making goo-goo eyes.”

		“Uh-huh.” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me and then turned her attention to Kate. “Hey, now. The police are just doing their jobs. There’s no need to get upset about it.”

		“I’m not upset about it,” Kate cried. “I’m speaking from the heart. For the people. The people who get swallowed up by the system. The people who have no one to defend them.”

		Petal snuck back down the stairs and inched around the far side of the kitchen so Johnson, who was still standing outside, wouldn’t notice her reappearance.

		“How about a nice cup of tea?” I asked when everyone was all present and correct.

		“Okay.” Kate faced me, still using her outside voice. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not right.”

		Oz stepped aside and let Johnson in. The detective fixed his attention on Kate. “That was quite the outburst.”

		“I know, right?” I called from my kettle station. “It’s almost as though she’s been mistreated by the whole system. Crazy.”

		“At least she didn’t throw a plate at you.” Officer Leonard appeared in the doorway.

		“What are you both doing here?” Oz asked. “It’s late and we’re in the middle of something.”

		“It wouldn’t be how to give Bridget an alibi, would it?” Detective Johnson asked.

		Oz sighed. “And what would she need an alibi for now?”

		Petal stood up on the rungs of her stool. “Something you made up to try to pin on her, you law enforcement bad person.”

		She wobbled and Alex caught her. He helped her sit back down and she blinked her huge blue eyes up at him. From the parental expression on Oz’s face, he was about a second away from clambering over the table and ripping her away from him.

		“Murder.” Johnson delivered the line with relish and looked around the kitchen. “You don’t seem surprised.”

		“They aren’t because you always want to arrest me for murder,” I said.

		“Aren’t you curious as to who died?” Johnson asked.

		“The commander.” I gestured around the room. “We all already know. Sean and I did find the body if you remember.”

		“Someone else died tonight.” Johnson smiled at me. “Would you care to guess who?”

		I turned my back on the kettle to face the room. “I don’t really know how the police work, detective, but I’m pretty sure making murder into a guessing game is a little uncouth.”

		“Ms Sway has a point,” Officer Leonard said from the doorway. “It was a young man by the name of Gavin. I assume you’re familiar with him. He was another contender for the race of afterlife arrivals commander.”

		“Ah, yes.” I nodded. “I know who he was. It’s regrettable that he’s dead.”

		“But one less person in the way of your power grab, eh?” Johnson asked.

		“It is not a power grab.” Sean hopped up from his seat and came to stand next to me. “Bridget is an excellent member of the arrivals community. She has made several changes that have been well received and her name was put forward because she would be perfect for the job.” Johnson arched an eyebrow at Sean and Sean abruptly seemed to remember who he was talking to and stepped back, dropping his shoulders. If he’d been an animal, I’d have said he’d adopted a submissive position.

		“Don’t cower away from him.” I straightened Sean’s shoulders. “You have a right to speak your mind.”

		“Do you have a reason to suspect Bridget?” Oz asked.

		Johnson pulled out a plastic bag from his coat and held it in front of Oz’s face. My shoe was inside. I locked eyes with Sabrina. The pair had been under the desk. She’d not seen the other one.

		Oz took the bag from Johnson’s hands. “This could be anyone’s shoe.”

		“Except for it has ‘Bridget Sway’ written on the inside.” Johnson pointed it out.

		“Bridget’s shoes were stolen the night she found the commander,” Oz said. “Did you forget that?”

		“What I remember is that Miss Sway said she’d thought they’d been stolen, but then remembered she’d loaned them to one of her housemates.” Johnson looked around the kitchen table. “So either she lied and broke the law by not reporting the initial theft, the housemate who borrowed the shoes committed the murder, or Miss Sway got her shoes back and then committed the murder.”

		“Funnily enough detective, I had just realised, moments before your arrival that in fact I hadn’t leant them to my housemate and they had been stolen after all. My parole officer and I were just agreeing when would be the best time to come and report the crime, but now it seems unnecessary.”

		“Isn’t that convenient?” Johnson said.

		“Do you have anything else to connect Bridget to the crime other than her stolen shoes?” Oz handed the shoe back.

		“Shoe. We only found the one shoe.” Johnson held the bagged shoe back up. “Which is strange because it looks as if the victim was stabbed with something that could’ve been this heel.”

		“There’s no blood on that shoe,” Lucy pointed out.

		“Exactly. Which means the killer took the murder weapon with them.”

		“And left the other one?” Anna scoffed. “Bridget’s stupid, don’t get me wrong. But she’s not that stupid. And she would never have stabbed someone with those shoes. She loved those tacky things.”

		“I refuse to say thank you for that, Anna.”

		“Never the less, I’d like to search the house.”

		“And I’d like weekends off,” I said. “Neither are going to happen though. The last person to wear shoes like that was Gladys. She had exactly the same pair. She wore them this morning. Officer Leonard can vouch for that. In fact, since my shoes went missing about the same time as she started wearing her pair, I think she might have been the one who stole my shoes.”

		“And Gladys isn’t as popular as Bridget,” Sean added. “Maybe she was trying to consolidate her power base instead of having it split three ways and used Bridget’s shoes to get her out of the running at the same time.”

		“That does sound as though the secretary is a better suspect,” Officer Leonard said.

		“I knew you’d side with her,” Johnson muttered.

		“And you don’t have my permission to search the house,” Oz added. “It will be upsetting to all of my wards so you’ll need to make a formal request.”

		“I guess we’re done here, then.” Officer Leonard nodded at Oz. “Thank you for your time. Detective Johnson.”

		Johnson scowled at me but headed for the door. He turned back just as he was in the doorway. “Did you write your name in the shoes?”

		The honest answer was no. But I couldn’t read Johnson. He was doing a Colombo-type throwaway question which didn’t seem important, but would likely prove to be the key to outing me as the murderer. I didn’t know if the truth was going to get me in more trouble than a lie. I couldn’t see the outcome of either situation. So I bit the bullet and told the truth.

		“No.”

		“You didn’t write your name in those shoes?” Johnson asked again, disbelief all over his face.

		“Detective, that is six hundred pounds worth of designer footwear. I would absolutely not write anything inside them.”

		“You expect me to believe that someone else wrote your name inside the shoe?” Johnson asked. “Why would they do that?”

		“To frame her before they stabbed someone, you imbecile.” Lucy turned to Kate. “Honestly, the next time you go on one of your anti-establishment rants, sister, I am totally listening.”

		“I just want to be really clear on this,” Johnson said. “You’re saying you didn’t write this?”

		The question had weight to it. The kind that you knew a slam-dunk was coming, but I couldn’t see what the slam-dunk was. I couldn’t backtrack now and I hadn’t written my name in them, so I stayed with the truth.

		“Yes, I didn’t write that.”

		“What about this, then?” Johnson pulled out a sheet of paper and held it up for me to see.

		“What is it?” Sabrina asked.

		“It’s a threat. Telling the victim to pull out of the race. Or else. We found it tucked in his shirt pocket.”

		“So the person who wrote in the shoes wrote that note. How does that implicate Bridget?” Oz asked.

		Johnson narrowed his eyes on me. “Her name was in the shoes and it’s the same writing.”

		I waited, but he offered nothing else. “That’s it? That’s what you have?” The adrenaline whooshed out of me and my knees turned to jelly. And that was why you should always tell the truth. “Do you need a sample of my handwriting to prove that wasn’t me?”

		“You could change your handwriting. A sample would mean nothing. But the letter and shoes combined, I have enough evidence to take her in. And then file the paperwork to authorise a search of this house.” Johnson reached for me, but Oz stepped in front of him.

		“Whose jurisdiction does this investigation fall under?” Oz asked Officer Leonard.

		Officer Leonard inclined his head. “It’s a joint operation.”

		“But you have seniority?” Oz asked and Officer Leonard nodded. Oz gestured to Johnson with an open palm. “Then use it.”

		Officer Leonard regarded Oz for an excruciatingly long moment. “All this evidence is relatively circumstantial. It could easily have been planted to frame Ms Sway as it could be Ms Sway, who is the culprit. I assume she was here with you all night?” Officer Leonard asked Oz. Not anyone around the table, Oz specifically.

		Oz didn’t hesitate. “She was.”

		A slow smiled spread over Officer Leonard’s face and he gave a small nod as he stepped out into the garden. He knew Oz was lying. And he seemed happy about it. What game was he playing? “Time to go, Detective.”

		“It doesn’t matter what he says. I’ve got you this time,” Johnson hissed at me before storming out of the kitchen. “I’m going to make it stick.”

		“Good luck with that,” I called before Johnson slammed the door because I had to have the last word.

		“I am so sorry about the shoe.” Sabrina got up from the table. “I just—I didn’t even think to look. See, this is why therapy isn’t helpful. They try and make you well-adjusted and then you miss things when investigating a murder.”

		“Did the letter look like it matched the handwriting on the shoe?” Pam asked. “Because that means, all we need to do is find a match and we have our killer. And didn’t we decide that Gladys was the killer so we just have to match it to her, right?”

		“That seems awfully simple,” Sabrina said as Petal headed upstairs. I assumed she was going to get the shoe and papers.

		“Do you need to get back?” Oz asked, meaning Sabrina, Alex and Sean.

		“I’d like to stay.” Sean sat back down at the table. “At least until we’ve unmasked the killer.”

		“Me too,” Alex said.

		Sabrina made a face that implied her assistance was a foregone conclusion. Petal came back down with the shoe and all the papers. After an hour of examining the documents we’d ruled out most of our suspects.

		“Vince’s handwriting doesn’t match. Neither does Gladys’. Tommy’s writing on the request form doesn’t match. Ivan, the hedgehog man’s doesn’t match. Who else is there?” I asked.

		“Wait …” Sabrina rifled through the forms looking for something. “What if Gavin did it?”

		“He wrote Bridget’s name in the shoe and then stabbed himself with it?” Pam asked.

		“Aww, hon.” Anna pouted at Sabrina. “I thought you said the therapy was helping with your crazy.”

		“Maybe Gladys asked him to write on the shoes, saying they would frame Bridget somehow and then stabbed him with it,” Sabrina pulled a form from the pile.

		“Why would it be Gladys and not any of the others?” Alex asked while Sabrina compare the shoe to the form.

		“Because they were having sex, you dolt,” Lucy said.

		“Well, that’s typical.” Sabrina looked over the piece of paper at me.

		“What? Is it a match?” I took the shoe and paper from her to look myself. I scanned the form looking for what she’d seen. And then, at the bottom, in the box for comments, I found the handwriting that matched.

		“Yep, but not for Gavin,” Sabrina said.

		“Who then?” Oz asked and I motioned for Sabrina to tell everyone since it was her discovery.

		“The writing matches the commander’s?”

		“The dead commander?” Alex asked. “Well, that complicates matters.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Fifteen

		

		

		“You’re up early.” I yawned as I walked into the kitchen and saw Oz hovering by the kettle. He switched it on, then turned to face me, arms folded, frown on his face. “There is no way I can have done something wrong already. I have literally just got up.”

		“I was about to come and get you.” Oz pushed away from the counter and held up a loaf of brown bread. I nodded and he dropped a couple of slices in the toaster. “I wanted to talk to you before the others got up.”

		After the revelation of the writing on my shoes belonging to the dead commander we’d called it a night and everyone had gone home. There hadn’t been much else to say about it and we were all tired.

		“About what?” I took charge of the tea making and left Oz to manage the toast.

		“Everything.”

		“Can’t it wait until I’ve had a sip at least?”

		A few minutes later, we were sitting at the breakfast bar with tea and toast. I motioned for him to speak.

		“Did you notice Officer Leonard’s behaviour last night?”

		I shrugged. “I thought it was pretty much the same as usual. Except for the happy little smile when you blatantly lied for me.”

		“That’s what I want to talk about.”

		“Okay.” I sipped some more of my tea and felt the sugary goodness seep all the way into my bones.

		“I don’t know what is going on with him, but I’m not happy about it.”

		“You say this all the time.”

		“That’s because I’m not happy about it all the time. And this time I want you to listen to me. He knows that you break the law. He helps you. Now he knows that I’m breaking the law for you. Everyone who was here last night? He knows they’re in it with us—”

		“He doesn’t know that—”

		“Bridget, he knows. It was all over his face. And I used him last night. I appealed to him to see if he’d pull Johnson off you when Johnson had more than enough evidence to arrest you on suspicion and he did. What’s more, is that he clearly understood what I was doing, he helped you anyway and he looked happy about it.”

		“Okay, so what does that mean? That you and he are in some testosterone battle?” I took a bite of my toast. I couldn’t be worried so early in the morning without fuel.

		Oz threw his hands up. “I don’t know. I don’t know what it means. I don’t know if he’s planning a huge mopping up operation where he is going arrest everyone who you’ve ever come into contact with so it can be a landmark career-making case or something much, much worse.”

		I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s his intention. I don’t get an ‘I’m planning to arrest you and everyone you know soon’ vibe from him.”

		“You can’t pick a murderer at twenty paces so forgive me if I don’t trust your vibe reader.”

		“If that’s what he’s planning, then why did he place a request with the commander for me to work with the GBs?”

		“I have no idea.” Oz spread his hands flat on the table. “That type of invitation is usually used when the GBs are looking to recruit.”

		I nearly choked on my tea. “What?”

		“Exactly. And since you’re not a brown-haired average looking man I have no idea why he could possibly want you to spend a week with them.” Oz looked across the table at me. “Do you have any idea, even the slightest inkling?”

		“No.”

		“Then until you do, absolutely no contact with him. None. If he corners you, blow the whistle. Please, please do not speak to him alone.” Oz nudged my knee with his. “Promise me. And not a casual promise where you agree and then you let circumstances dictate the rules so you can break it. An actual real-life promise that you will keep.”

		“Okay. I promise.” I crossed my heart with a piece of toast in my hand.

		“That’s it? You’re not going to fight me?”

		I shrugged. “I don’t think he’s a bad guy, and I quite like chatting to him, but you’ve made compromises to bring us to a point where we can have these conversations, so I’m willing to do the same.”

		“Okay.” Oz laid his hands flat on the table, stretching his fingers out. “While we’re talking about compromises … I would like you to consider not running for commander.” Oz glanced up at me as if to check my reaction. When I didn’t immediately explode, he continued. “I think we have enough on our plates just getting by. With you in the IA and all that entails, with your community service, with your medium friends, I just think we have a lot going on. I think adding this to our plate now would be foolish. And if you accept the role, you’ll be locked into it for eternity and the purpose of getting you into the VTC programme was to find somewhere you really felt at home. And I don’t think that’s arrivals. Am I wrong?” Oz glanced up at me again when I still hadn’t spoken. “Talk to me.”

		“I would be an amazing commander. The others aren’t qualified for the job. I don’t care that Vince has been doing the vice commander position for how many years, it doesn’t automatically qualify him. And I don’t care that Gladys has been the secretary either. Yes, she’s probably learned a lot in that time by default, but they are both bad choices. And they plotted to put me in the sights of the killer. They will not make arrivals a better place.”

		“So, you’re going to run?”

		“I’ve only been there a few months. And it’s fine. I like it well enough, but I’m not ready to settle on that as my eternal career. I want to see what else there is.”

		“You’re not going to run?”

		“And I’m not comfortable with the IA having that much power.”

		“If that’s what they want, they’ll find a way.”

		“Okay, but I don’t want to be their way. I don’t agree with the way they do things and Tommy said that they would have to approve any changes I wanted to make. And I am not anyone’s puppet.”

		“Is this about the whole using informants thing?”

		“Yes. And I know both you and Sabrina think I’m making an issue where there isn’t one, but blackmail is blackmail. And just because you’re using the information you get from it to potentially do good things does not make it okay.” I pointed my toast at him. “And in real life, police pay informants. They don’t blackmail people. And when they do they shouldn’t because if you’ve committed a crime, you should pay for it, not get off lightly because you tell on someone that’s committed a worse crime. What does that say about us? You can do what you want as long as someone is doing something worse and you’re willing to tell on them. And yes, I do know that I occasionally break the law, but I’m doing my community service and I can be a hypocrite if I want.”

		Oz leaned back in his seat and exhaled a long breath. “You don’t want to be in the IA anymore.”

		“If Tommy had clearly explained the parameters, I would never have wanted to be in the IA in the first place. I don’t agree with how they do things.”

		“You don’t agree with how they do this one thing.”

		“Their entire system is based on this one thing. I’d say that makes it pretty darn fundamental to their identity as an organisation. And,” I held my finger up to silence Oz before he could speak. “Yes, this paperclip thing is my first case, but what about Rapunzel? I swear she’s an IA agent too. I think they knew the commander was helping people learn to read and planted her in his path so they could get access to his office. I mean, if she can’t read, he’s not going to worry about leaving important documents out in front of her, is he?” I took a bite of toast. “They’re not going to kill me if I leave, right?”

		“They won’t kill you.”

		“You say that, but do you even know that for a fact.”

		“Bridget, you’re friends with the ferryman. If someone kills you, he’s going to be the one that picks you up. And if he complains to the bureau, the IA will be in a mountain of trouble.”

		“I don’t really think he’d care which level of the afterlife I was on as long as I was still his conductor.”

		Oz tapped two fingers on the back of my hand. “So what are we doing about running?”

		“I feel as if I’d be letting people down.”

		“This is your afterlife. You’re here for an eternity. You have to make it the afterlife you want. You can’t worry about everyone else, okay? You need to make this decision for you. If you really want to do it then, despite my misgivings, I’ll back you. But don’t do it purely so you don’t let people down.”

		I sighed and dropped my toast to the plate. “I’m going to withdraw from the race.”

		Oz rubbed his face with one hand and curled his fingers around mine with the other. “Thank you.”

		I looked at him. There was still tension in his shoulders. “We’re not done yet, are we? How can there be more?”

		“Sean and the paperclip thing?”

		“I put the boxes back and Sabrina’s going to file a request for another audit. It will throw up new figures and then there will be no discrepancies.”

		“What’s the plan for the whole IA thing? Are you going to tell them what we know about the commander’s murder?”

		“Well, to be honest, I feel like we’ve taken all the risks, worked all the stuff out, so why should that slimy agent take the credit?”

		“We’re not telling them anything? We’re solving it ourselves?”

		“We’re going to find the culprit and tell Officer Leonard about it because I like him better than Johnson.” I took another bite of my toast and looked at Oz. “There can’t be more, surely?”

		Oz winced. “I need you to speak to Petal about Alex.”

		“What about Alex?”

		“About why he’s not the best object for her affections.”

		“You’re her parole officer, why can’t you do it?”

		“Because she’s been around you too long and will completely disregard what I say. I need you to have a talk to her. Like girls do.”

		I paused, tea halfway to my mouth. “Like girls do?”

		“You know what I mean.”

		“And say what?”

		“Alex isn’t a good guy.”

		“He’s not a bad guy.”

		“He tried to murder you.”

		“That was ages ago now and really there are a whole slew of people that have tried to murder me.”

		“Yes, but Petal isn’t mooning over them.”

		“Okay. I’ll try. That’s the best I can offer, but these kids will have to grow up sometime.”

		“That’s not funny.”

		“What isn’t?” Lucy asked as she stumbled into the kitchen. She looked over at me. “Where’s my tea?”

		After I’d tea’d everyone and Oz had breakfasted them, I snuck off early to the IA headquarters for my daily check in with agent Val. I wasn’t meant to meet them until lunch, but I figured I better show willing and tell them about Gavin.

		I knocked on Tommy’s office door and Val opened it. He waved me in and he and Tommy waited in silence.

		“What’s the problem?” I asked.

		“That’s funny, Bridge. I was going to ask you the same thing.” Tommy got up from behind his desk and moved around so he could perch on the front. “Do you have anything to report on either the paperclip theft or the murder of the commander?”

		“Yes. Someone else was murdered last night. Gavin.”

		“We know,” Val snapped.

		“Oh, okay,” I turned to face him. “Do you know who did it?”

		“Rumour has it that it was you,” Tommy said. “One of your shoes was found there.”

		“I know. Johnson paid me a visit last night.”

		“But he didn’t arrest you?”

		I shrugged. “He didn’t have enough proof.”

		“He had enough to arrest you.” Tommy folded his arms and leaned forward to whisper, “And yet he didn’t. Why do you think that is?”

		“Because I was with my parole officer and my housemates and friends all night, planning a campaign for commander race. They vouched that I was there.”

		“One of those friends wouldn’t be Alex, would it?” Tommy asked.

		“It was actually.”

		“Are you friends with everyone who tries to kill you?” Val asked.

		I threw my hands in the air. “That is way in the past. Why does everyone keep bringing it up?”

		Tommy shrugged, his arms still folded. “Just seems like something a person might hold a grudge about.”

		“Well, I’m not.”

		“He was with you? All night?” Tommy asked. “A competitor in the race was helping plan your campaign?”

		I looked between him and Val. “Why are you asking?”

		“Was he?”

		This was Johnson and the truth gauntlet all over again. The truth might have served me well then, but something told me the whole truth wouldn’t serve me quite so well here. “He came round after his GA meeting ended.” Not a lie, it was after.

		“Straight after?” Tommy asked.

		“I guess so.”

		“You guess so?” Val pressed.

		“Yes, I guess so. I didn’t ask him for a detailed list of his movements for the entire evening before he got to my house. I got home from my GA meeting and he got there just after me. What’s with all the questions about this? And—” I twisted and placed a hand in the centre of Val’s chest and shoved him back. “Personal space is a right, not a request. Back off.”

		“I knew it.” Agent Val pointed at me but looked at Tommy. “That’s why they didn’t arrest her.”

		“Why? Because I’m innocent? Yeah, weird how the police don’t arrest innocent people.”

		“That’s not what he means, Bridge,” Tommy said and I turned back to face him. “He means that someone fitting Alex’s description was seen running from the office when the body was found. One of the drawers had been booby-trapped with a glitter bomb and this person got a face full of it.”

		Val stroked my shoulder. I whirled around, my finger an inch from his nose. “If you touch me again, I’m going to report you to my parole officer for assault.”

		Val held his hand up. Several pieces of silver glitter shimmered in the light. “You went straight home?”

		“I live in a house with five other girls. Glitter is a regular occurrence, not an exception. It would be harder to find a day when I’m not covered in glitter.” I turned my back on him. “So you think I killed Gavin? Is that what this is?”

		“We don’t think you killed him,” Tommy said. “But we think you were there afterwards.”

		“If I was, why wouldn’t I tell you that?” I looked between them. “This is what we’re investigating, right?”

		“We both have a theory on that.” Tommy placed a palm on his chest. “Mine is that you’re not used to working in this sort of environment. You not used to having to report in. Share your information. Mine is that you’re adjusting to the new situation. Val however, believes that you’re an undercover GB.”

		I blinked as if that would help my hearing. “I’m a what?”

		“An undercover GB,” Tommy said with a hint of amusement. “Just like he’s undercover with the GBs, he thinks you’re undercover with us.”

		I shook my head at agent Val. “Wow, you are dumb. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m actually a girl and they don’t let girls join the GBs. Second, what good would it do the GBs to have an informant here?”

		“You could tell them who we’re looking into. You could tell them what we’re doing?” Val said.

		“Okay. This is ridiculous.” I shook my head. “I came here to tell you about Gavin, I’ve done that, now I have to get to work.”

		“Any progress on the paperclip thief yet?” Tommy asked as I walked out of the door. I was assuming since they already thought I was a GB mole that they didn’t know Officer Leonard had requested me to be seconded to them. I wasn’t sure what would happen when they did find out.

		“Not yet,” I called back and hustled to the tunnelling circles. The whole IA thing was starting to creep me out now. And I felt a bit like a double agent. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t torture me if they found out I was holding stuff back and kind of working against them, but only pretty sure.

		I tunnelled straight to arrivals. Sean wasn’t there to greet me. He was there every morning and afternoon without fail. It was something so small, but a break from the routine had my palms sweating. I crept out of the tunnelling room, unsure of what I would find beyond it. Everything looked normal.

		“Hey, have you seen Sean?” I asked one of the other induction leaders whose name I couldn’t remember.

		“I think he’s already in your classroom.” She waved behind her in the general direction.

		I strolled along the corridor, trying to emanate an air of confidence I didn’t feel. I turned down the hall and saw Sean pacing outside the door.

		“Hey. What’s up?”

		Sean’s head jerked up when he saw me and then he pressed his body to the door, blocking my entrance. “Don’t go in, Bridget!”

		“What?”

		“Don’t go in!”

		I sighed. “Is someone else dead?”

		“No, it’s so much worse.”

		What could be worse than someone being dead? Two someones being dead? I tugged Sean out of the way and peered into the classroom. Tied to one of the roof beams, and swinging happily as two maintenance men tried to cut it down, was a first aid dummy. It had a noose around its neck and a red wig, And just in case I hadn’t gotten the message, someone had written, “You’re next, Bridget Sway” on the whiteboard.

		And my day had started so well.

		


		

		

		Chapter Sixteen

		

		

		“Miss Sway.” Johnson looked over my shoulder at the still swinging dummy.

		“Detective Johnson. And I thought my day couldn’t get any better.” I backed up out of the doorway, so I wasn’t standing so close to him.

		“I’ll bet.” Johnson staring at the swinging dummy the maintenance men still hadn’t managed to pull down as he spoke.

		How difficult was it to undo a knot? Did it really take two maintenance men? It was like a joke. If a third guy turned up, I was going to get up on the desk and do it myself.

		“So? What are you doing here?” I asked when he didn’t volunteer anything else.

		“I called him.” Vince strode along the corridor toward us. “This is a clear threat. With one dead commander, another self-elected nominee murdered, this type of incident aimed at a nominee must be thoroughly investigated. I want you to cooperate with the detective fully. Do you understand?” Vince raised his voice when he added the last, so anyone in the vicinity would be able to hear him giving me a command and me abiding by it. I wasn’t sure if he realised he was still the vice commander and in charge of me anyway but, despite all my best efforts to change, I still wasn’t great with authority.

		Before I could challenge anything, Gladys appeared behind him.

		“How did this happen, Vince?” She gestured toward the open door. “How is security around this place so lax that someone could be murdered here last night, and this awful and terrifying threat could be made against one of our lowly trainees while you’re in temporary charge?”

		“I think you had it right to mention Bridget’s lowly position of a trainee.” Vince grabbed onto the only thing he could. “I know people think she’s the frontrunner for this race, but it’s this type of tactic that gains her the attention.”

		“What are you saying, Vince?” Gladys gasped in the worst display of melodrama since my high school drama days. “Surely you’re not saying you think Bridget did this herself?”

		“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Gladys.” Vince strolled past us to get to the other end of the corridor so everyone down there could get a clear earful.

		Sean opened his mouth to refute the claims, but I shook my head. We weren’t going to get involved in this mud wrestling. We were classy. And we might not actually want the position, but I saw no problem in making everyone aware I was clearly the best and only choice. That was not the same as running. That was simply making people aware of my worth.

		“But, Vince. This poor woman is being terrorised.” Gladys had backed up so she could get all the ears on the other end of the corridor. So now, they were carrying on their conversation from opposite ends of the hallway. It was like watching a farce. “Both the commander and a nominee have been murdered. Don’t you think the threat against her, and us, is real?”

		“Why are they using each other’s names like that?” Sean whispered.

		“It’s a propaganda show,” I explained. “They’re using it as a platform to talk about whatever issues they’re running their campaign on.”

		“Shouldn’t we get involved?” Sean’s head whipped back and forth so fast it made me queasy.

		I held Sean’s head still. “Nope. We don’t get involved in this.”

		“No, I don’t, Gladys.” Vince puffed up his chest and sucked in his gut. “I think she staged this to make her look less like a suspect in the murders and garner sympathy with the voters.”

		“I think that’s a really harsh thing to say, Vince. And even if she did hang that dummy, it’s because she feels out of her depth. It was a simple mistake. If she admits to it, we can forgive her for being so desperate. I think second chances are the way forward, after all, aren’t we all living our second chance.”

		And that was when it became clear Gladys was running on a platform of forgiveness and positive encouragement to make arrivals a better place.

		“I disagree, Gladys. I think that when someone makes a mistake, they should pay for it. We do, after all, hold the fate of the entire afterlife in our hands. We shape the future. We should only expect the highest possible standards from each other and reward those who excel.”

		And Vince was running on a platform of arrivals patriotism. Interesting.

		“You think Miss Sway did this herself?” Johnson gestured to the still swinging dummy behind him as he spoke to Gladys.

		“I do.” She stepped to the side to allow a third maintenance man to pass her and head into the room. “I think—”

		“Really? Really?” I peered past Johnson into the classroom. “It’s going to take three of you to get it down? Really? This is insane. I’ll do it. Just let me—”

		Sean tugged on my sleeve to stop me from going inside. “You’re not allowed to climb on the desks. Health and safety.” Sean jerked his head in Gladys’ direction.

		“I’m sorry. You were saying.” Johnson gestured for Gladys to speak.

		“Yes, I think this is a sad attempt to garner votes. I think she is trying to align herself with the commander, who was amazing at his job, and Gavin, who would have been.”

		“Do you think it’s possible she killed them and then set this up to make her look like a victim so we wouldn’t suspect her?” Johnson asked.

		“I think that’s a genuine possibility,” Vince called from his end of the corridor.

		“Or maybe you two set this up so you could stage this performance and blacken Bridget’s name,” Sean accused.

		“What seems to be the trouble?” Officer Leonard strolled up to our little group that was rapidly becoming a crowd by the second. He glanced into the room. “Do you gentleman need some help? I see there’s only three of you.”

		I was pretty sure Officer Leonard was poking fun at them, but they responded honestly that they could use some help. Officer Leonard raised his eyebrows at me and disappeared into the classroom. While he was gone, I turned my back on everyone and blew Oz’s whistle. Just like I promised.

		Oz appeared a second later, next to Gladys. She yelped and jumped back. Oz spared her a glance before he walked toward me, slowly taking in the scene.

		“Ah, Salier. Just in time.” Johnson greeted him as he came to stand next to me.

		“Another body?” Oz whispered. Before I could answer, Officer Leonard emerged from the classroom with the red-wigged dummy under his arm. And then the noose slipped forward so Oz could see what the problem was.

		“Shall we use this room?” Johnson stepped into our classroom.

		“What’s going on?” Oz watched as Officer Leonard handed the dummy off to Val. Interesting that it had been Val who’d accompanied him.

		“Someone hung a dummy up from the ceiling and wrote that on the board,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure why I was whispering since everyone already knew what had happened.

		Oz’s face hardened as he read the warning. His eyes jumped to me when he recognised the handwriting. He arched an eyebrow in question and I nodded. It looked a lot like the old commander’s handwriting to me too.

		“Can you three please wait here?” Officer Leonard gestured to Vince, Gladys and Sean and motioned to Val, who still had the dummy Bridget under his arm to watch over them.

		“Sit.” Johnson gestured to the seats at the back of the classroom while he perched on the desk in front.

		“My ward is clearly the victim here.” Oz pulled a chair out for me and then sat next to me. “Why is she being interviewed?”

		“We’d like to know if she has any enemies,” Johnson said, flipping open his notepad and pointedly checked how many spare sheets he had. It was a lot. “Do you think I’ll need more paper?”

		“No, I think that should cover it, Detective,” I said. “The name at the top of that list will be someone called Johnson. He’s a detective. I don’t know his first name, but that should be enough for you, right? I mean, you are a detective after all,” I said and pointed to his notepad. “You’re not writing it down. Would you like for me to spell it?”

		Johnson closed his notebook while Officer Leonard inspected the writing on the board. “It’s interesting to me that you assume the police are your enemy, Miss Sway.”

		I shook my head. “Oh, no, Detective. Not the police, just you.”

		“You think I did this?” Johnson gestured to the remains of the rope still attached to the ceiling. Three maintenance men and they hadn’t even gotten all the rope. How was that possible?

		“This is interesting writing, don’t you think?” Officer Leonard said, half turning while he traced the words on the whiteboard. “Interesting penmanship.”

		“What are you on about?” Johnson twisted on the desktop to look.

		“It looks like the same writing that was in the shoe you found, Detective,” Officer Leonard said.

		“A-ha!” Johnson swivelled back around and pointed his notebook at me. “You did do it yourself.”

		“I thought we’d established that Bridget didn’t write her name in the shoe?” Oz asked.

		Johnson shook his head. “No, that’s what you claimed.”

		“I wonder how someone got in here to write this?” Officer Leonard stepped back and looked at the board. “They’d have had to have access. And with the extra security after finding the other nominee’s body last night, it would’ve had to be someone that wouldn’t look out of place.”

		“Or maybe Miss Sway did it before she murdered the victim. Maybe he saw her and she chased him to the old commander’s office and stabbed him there.” Johnson held his arms out as if to say there were plenty of options. “Or maybe she got her trainee to write it for her while she was murdering the victim. Maybe they’re in it together.”

		“Right. And I got Sean to write my own name in my shoes for me too?” I asked. “Maybe he—” And then an idea swirled up and collected all the pieces of the puzzle together for me. It was an odd sense of success. I had identified the murdered before they’d tried to kill me. Yes, they’d hung a Bridget dummy, but that wasn’t really an attempt on my afterlife.

		“Maybe he what?” Johnson narrowed his eyes at me. “And why are you grinning like that?”

		“Oh. I’m sorry detective. I’m a bit dumb. I’m sure you’ve noticed. Sometimes my brain just stops working and plasters a smile to my face in the hope no one will be able to tell.”

		“Right.” Johnson narrowed his eyes to barely more than slits.

		“Okay, well. I think we’re done.” Oz stood and urged me to my feet.

		“We’re nowhere near done.” Johnson blocked our way to the door. “I have questions.”

		“Detective, you already know Bridget was at home all last night. She didn’t have time to do this.” Oz gestured around the room. “And she came straight to work from home. So she couldn’t have done it this morning.”

		“Officer Salier has a point, Detective.” Officer Leonard placed a hand on Johnson’s shoulder, keeping him in place as we moved past him. “You should interview the others to see what they have to say.”

		“I should?”

		Officer Leonard opened the door. “Yes. I have other matters to attend to.” Officer Leonard gestured for us to leave the room first.

		Once we were out in the corridor, Officer Leonard directed Gladys and Vince into the room with Johnson and excused Val to dispose of the dummy. He waited for the door to close and for Val to be out of earshot.

		“Did you see anything of interest when you arrived this morning?” Officer Leonard asked Sean.

		Sean shook his head. “I came to the classroom like normal, opened the door to prep for the day and saw it. It gave me quite a shock.” Sean turned to me. “You’re not going to let this deter you from running, are you?”

		“I know this is a stressful situation, but we have no evidence on the murderer.” Officer Leonard looked around our little group. “The best way to catch them is to leave Bridget in the race and lure them out.”

		“No.” Oz shook his head. “Not a chance.”

		“This is her job,” Sean peered around me to look at Oz. “It’s sort of her choice whether to continue running. And I know that you’re only thinking about her safety, but she would be an amazing commander.”

		Oz gave him a flat stare. “Not if she’s dead.”

		“I won’t let that happen.” Sean straightened up and squared his shoulders. “Between us, we can keep her safe.”

		I was going to comment that I was more than capable of keeping myself safe, but Sean looked so proud I couldn’t really damage his fragile ego. The important thing was that I knew I could keep myself safe. Well, not safe, but I could get myself out of dicey situations. Mostly without help.

		“Not only don’t we have any evidence, but we also don’t know who the killer is.” Officer Leonard added. “And Ms Sway has proved herself capable time and again.”

		“Don’t you know it.” I gave him a sassy head toss. Everyone stared at me. “What? Self-confidence is an important trait.”

		“There is no way to really keep her safe,” Oz countered, not mentioning my outburst.

		“I’ll be with her the whole time she’s here and you can meet her when she tunnels away,” Sean said. “I promise she’ll be safe.”

		I fluttered my eyelashes at Oz. “I’ll be really, genuinely, honestly careful. I won’t do anything rash. I called you today, didn’t I?” I didn’t gesture at Officer Leonard to emphasise my point, but Oz got it.

		Oz rubbed his face with both hands. “She goes nowhere alone.”

		A squeal of excitement echoed around the corridor. Sean jumped up and down on the spot, clapping. “This is going to be so fun!”

		“Let’s locate a new and safe classroom for you to use today?” Officer Leonard guided Sean along the corridor.

		“Bridget?” Sean beckoned me to follow.

		“Ms Sway will catch up. Officer Salier probably has a few rules he needs to drive home. He’ll bring her in a minute.”

		“I just don’t like him.” Oz shook his head as he watched Officer Leonard lead Sean away. “And what happened in the classroom? When you stopped speaking.”

		I placed a hand on Oz’s shoulder and stood on my tip toes so I could whisper directly into his ear. “I know who the killer is.”

		Oz jerked away from me. “Then why didn’t you tell Leonard?”

		“We have no proof.”

		“And you’re going to get it?”

		“No. We’re going to get it.”

		“Okay, who’s the killer?”

		“Gladys.”

		“You thought it was Gladys before,” Oz reminded me.

		“Yes, but then we found the old commander’s writing on my shoes and it threw me. But now I’m even more sure it’s Gladys. I didn’t realise until Officer Leonard mentioned the penmanship, but I used to have a secretary who could do a decent imitation of my signature for office birthday cards and things I didn’t want to be bothered with. And Gladys would’ve been familiar with the routines of arrivals so she could have easily found the perfect time and place to do away with the commander. She was the one who stole my shoes. I all but called her out on it, so she stabbed Gavin with them in an attempt to frame me.”

		“Why is she writing in the commander’s handwriting?”

		“Maybe she was trying to disguise her own and it happened by accident. Maybe she didn’t think anyone would notice.” I glanced along the corridor and then back to Oz. “The old commander is dead. Right?”

		


		

		

		Chapter Seventeen

		

		

		“What’s new pussycat?” Sabrina asked as I sank down onto the bench next to her and looked out over the Italian Gardens.

		“Well, Tom, I’m glad you asked. Because the answer is ‘a lot’.”

		Sabrina shook her head at me. “How?”

		I pointed at a couple strolling toward where we were sitting. “Are they our stalkers? Do we need to move?”

		“I don’t think so. But I do love the very covert way you asked.” Sabrina placed a bottle of water in my pointing hand. “Perhaps next time, in addition to pointing, you could also yell. Just to make sure they don’t miss the fact we’re on to them.”

		“Are we on to them? I haven’t seen anyone following me.” Not that I’d been paying much attention with everything else going on. And not that I’d even noticed in the first place.

		“Since I mentioned it to you, I haven’t either.” Sabrina glanced around us. “I don’t know if that means I imagined the whole thing in the first place, they got whatever it was they wanted from us or they’re using other means that I haven’t detected yet.”

		“Well, that’s encouraging. What could they have gotten from us? It’s not like either of us has access to—” I twisted in my seat to look at Sabrina. “Do you think they used me somehow to get into the IA headquarters? Maybe this has nothing to do with Warren and the thing at all. If they were looking for that, we’ve not been to check it’s still where I hid it so why would they stop following us?”

		Sabrina searched the faces of the folks strolling around the gardens. “Maybe they found it on their own. When was the last time you saw them?”

		“I never really saw them, but the last time you mentioned seeing anyone was yesterday morning before I went to IA headquarters. Was it yesterday? Have you seen them since?”

		“Let’s say it doesn’t have anything to do with Warren, how could they have followed you?” Sabrina asked. “You’d have felt if you were tunnelling someone else. And they’d have to touch you so you’d feel that. Surely.”

		I slumped back on the bench. “When Val tunnelled me yesterday, it was rough. Not like I was dragging someone along rough, but a lot more turbulent than it probably should’ve been. I thought he was just rubbish. But surely you’d have seen someone standing by us. Do you think that’s what this was about?”

		“I don’t know. If it was, why were they following me as well? Because I’m your friend?”

		“Maybe they didn’t know which one of us was with the IA.”

		“How did they know either of us was with the IA in the first place?” Sabrina held her hands up before I could reply. “Okay. Stop. We don’t know who they are, we don’t even really know for sure there is a ‘they’. Let’s not jump to conclusions. Maybe Val is just really bad at tunnelling. I’ve not seen anyone around us since then though.”

		“We’re somewhere different.” I gestured around us. “Maybe they just don’t know where we are. Right? That’s the most logical thing. And it makes more sense that they would be following us for the—” I made a swooshing noise as I gripped the handle of the imaginary scythe and swung it.

		“That was way more covert than actually saying the word, Bridge.” Sabrina patted my arm. “Good job.”

		“There’s really no need for that attitude.” I scanned the faces around us. “I have no idea what information the IA keeps at headquarters. What if these stalker people are looking for something terrible?”

		“Okay, look. We can’t do anything about that now. We don’t even know if our stalkers did use you to get into the IA. We don’t even have any actual proof we were being stalked. So let’s not worry about that problem until it shows up and focus on our current issues.”

		I gave her a super brief catch up while she separated the lettuce strands from the pasta in her pasta salad and ate each separately. I felt oddly reassured that Sabrina’s weird food habits were reemerging.

		“Just to make sure I’ve got everything straight, you’re thinking of leaving the IA over this whole blackmailing-slash-informant thing. Tommy and Val think you’re an undercover GB working to bring them down from the inside. Someone hung a Bridget dummy and wrote ‘you’re next’ in the old commander’s handwriting on the whiteboard of your classroom and three maintenance men couldn’t get it down. And you’re back to thinking Gladys is the killer because you believe she can forge the commander’s handwriting.”

		“I mean, some other stuff happened with Oz too, but yeah, that’s about the size of it.”

		Sabrina wiggled her eyebrows at me. “What kind of stuff?”

		“I’ve just told you who the killer is and that’s what you want to focus on?”

		“We defeat murderers all the time.” Sabrina waved it away as though it wasn’t that important.

		“You seem oddly relaxed about this.”

		“I do, don’t I?” Sabrina pulled her eye open and leaned toward me. “Check my pupils?”

		“For what?” I grimaced as I stared into her exposed eyeball. “Can you stop looking at me while I’m doing it. It’s creepy.”

		“Do they look enlarged?”

		“Compared to what?”

		Sabrina dropped her hands from her face. “How much iris is showing? This much?” Sabrina measured roughly half a centimetre between her thumb and forefinger. “Or this much?” She halved the gap.

		I looked into her eyes. “More like the second one.”

		“I knew it.” She clicked her fingers and pointed to me. “Shirley’s drugging me.”

		“Your parole officer? Is she allowed to do that?”

		“It’s part of the programme. You’re meant to think you’re drug free and able to control your emotions which is supposed to give you confidence. As you gain more confidence, they gradually lower the dosage and ease you into a drug-free life.”

		“Did they tell you this? It kind of defeats the purpose.” Although it was the afterlife. Things rarely travelled down the path of logic.

		“No. When I was in the hospital, I broke into the doctor’s office to read all the programme notes and see what I had to do to get out. Early release meant sedatives, but I thought I was dodging Shirley’s attempts. Turns out she’s sneakier than I gave her credit.”

		“You broke into the doctor’s office?”

		“I needed to know how to get out of there.” Sabrina shrugged. “Let’s talk about the IA first. I don’t think you should leave. You have legitimate powers to investigate things. You have a real chance of making a change.”

		“Here’s why I want to leave. I have no legitimate powers to investigate anything other than what they tell me to, like paperclip theft. And I don’t feel like I have a real chance of helping people if they’re just going to blackmail everyone. Did you file that audit request?”

		“Yep. Clearly, this was before the drugs kicked in when I actually cared because right now I’m like, ‘meh, throw him to the wolves’.”

		“Yeah, I don’t think that’s the drugs. You said that stone cold sober.”

		“Huh.” Sabrina went to sip some of her coffee, paused and sniffed it instead. She set it aside without drinking any. “So what’s the plan with Gladys?”

		“I was hoping you might have a plan to catch her because I’d rather not just do the usual and wait until she tries to kill me.”

		“And we’re sure the commander is dead. Like, really sure?” Sabrina said. “Because it’s not as though we’ve not been caught like that before.”

		“You were there when Pam said he was. She said she’d check today.”

		“Okay, then how are we going to bait her out?” Sabrina asked.

		“You really need to find out how Shirley is drugging you because I normally ask you that and you normally have a plan. Oh!” I felt a familiar tug. Madame Zorina was summoning me. We hadn’t been to see her in a while with Sabrina in hospital and the myriad of other things going on.

		“Oh, what?”

		“Madame Zorina’s requesting our presence.” I wasn’t sure why, but I didn’t know if Sabrina would be up for that or not.

		“Let’s go.” Sabrina grabbed my hand and I let the summoning connect.

		We landed in Madame Zorina’s office. All of my housemates were there already.

		“I have to love you and leave you. I have an appointment.” Madame Zorina grabbed her belongings and rushed to the door. “Glad you’re okay, Sabrina.”

		Madame Zorina waved over her shoulder and then slammed the door behind her.

		“Yes, it is nice to see you, dears.” Edith stood on the far side of the room, frowning over her mug of coffee at us.

		“I was hospitalised.” Sabrina shrugged and headed over to the coffee.

		“What’s your excuse?” Edith asked me.

		“Well, you’re an IA agent and I was mad that you lied to us the whole time and now I’m with the IA and I really don’t like it because of the whole blackmail thing that everyone keeps telling me is okay, but I know in my bones that it’s not, so I’d like to quit and I was worried that might make things weird. Oh, and I’m paired with an imbecile to investigate the commander’s death, but I’ve not been telling him any of the information, so I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position.”

		Edith gestured to me with her coffee mug. “And yet you’re telling me now.”

		I shrugged. “You asked.”

		“I consider you all family, dear. Nothing comes before that.” Edith’s tone reproached me for not knowing that. “Now tell me what you have and we’ll see if we can work this out.”

		I told them everything.

		“I checked at work and the commander is definitely dead,” Pam volunteered.

		“Who are our suspects?” Edith asked.

		“I’ve already told you who the killer is,” I said.

		“No, you’ve told me who you think it is, dear,” Edith corrected.

		“It’s clearly Gladys because I overheard her talking to Gavin and he said someone got what was coming to them. When she found out he’d only planted a glitter bomb, she checked the schedules and picked a perfect place and time to murder the commander herself. I made it clear I knew she’d stolen my shoes so she wrote my name in them in the commander’s handwriting before she stabbed Gavin and hung the Bridget dummy. She used the same writing so it would look as though I’d done it.” I flicked my ponytail over my shoulder. “It’s obviously Gladys.”

		“You’re getting so good at this,” Petal said as my housemates, bar Anna and Kate applauded me.

		“That does sound plausible, dear,” Edith said. “Except when did she kill the commander?”

		I pause basking in the applause. “What?”

		“The commander, dear” Edith repeated. “You said that her reason for killing Gavin was that he only planted a glitter bomb. How would she know that until the bomb had exploded or she saw the commander?”

		All my housemates turned to stare at me. “Maybe Gavin told her and she went looking for the commander straightaway. Or maybe he didn’t tell her and she saw the commander walking along the corridor and lost her temper.”

		“That’s sound reasoning. But why would she hang the dummy of you and not of herself?” Edith asked. “You got a boost in popularity from that.”

		“Because she thought that it would scare me out of the race.” I shrugged. “I did hear her and Vince trying to put me in the killer’s sights. Maybe she thought that would do it. Maybe her next tactic was to do it to herself so she could look strong for not cowing to it too.”

		“Those do sound like pretty good reasons,” Kate said. “But let’s just go through everyone else to cover our bases.”

		“Vince would be the next suspect,” Petal spoke quietly, almost as though she wasn’t sure it was okay to speak. “He would gain from the commander’s death and Gavin could’ve stumbled on to some evidence or something and he had to kill him.”

		“And the Bridget dummy?” Edith asked gently.

		Petal bit her lip. “Maybe a distraction.”

		“They both did use it as a platform to talk about the topics they were running on so maybe they did it together and it’s independent of the murder,” I said.

		“Who else?” Edith asked.

		I glanced at Petal. “Alex.”

		Her eyes stretched wide. “My Alex?”

		Edith arched an eyebrow at me and I shook my head. No, we were not having that conversation. “I don’t think he did it, Petal, but we have to rule him out, okay?”

		“I think he did it, hon,” Anna said. “He’s got those crazy murderer eyes like Sabrina. And Kate.”

		Before anyone could say anything Petal leapt for Anna. Anna shrieked and tried to jump back out of the way. Kate only just managed to grab Petal by the waist before she went full house cat on Anna. Once Kate had wrestled a still hissing Petal into a seat on the other side of the room Anna flicked her hair over her shoulder in the most nonchalant manner she could muster after very nearly having her eyes clawed out.

		“What were you saying, hon?” She asked me.

		I held my hand up in Petal’s direction. “These are facts. Don’t house cat me. Alex disagreed with the commander and he was in the office when we found Gavin.”

		“That doesn’t mean he did it!” Petal cried. “He wouldn’t do that!”

		“No, it doesn’t, dear.” Edith used her parent voice. “These are just facts.”

		“He could’ve killed the commander in a crazy rage because he’s crazy,” Anna said.

		I shook my head. “I don’t think he did it, though. He couldn’t kill us when he thought we’d killed someone he loved. So I can’t see him killing over a job placement. And he’s an averagely smart guy. He must have known that there was always hope.”

		“Even smart people do stupid things,” Sabrina said from the coffee machine.

		“How many of those have you had?” I asked.

		“Nearly enough. I can almost feel my regular brain function coming back.” She waved us away. “I’m listening while I’m drinking. Carry on.”

		“There’s also a guy called Ivan who the commander recently bumped back to probation,” I said. “Any motive you applied to Alex you could apply to him. Also, he said something to this Rapunzel girl. It made her cry and then she ran off. I went after her and she said that she couldn’t read and the commander was helping her.” I watched Edith’s face for a hint of a clue. Nothing.

		“Why are you looking at me like that, dear?”

		“Because I think she’s with the IA and spying on the commander and I was waiting for you to give something away.”

		Edith harrumphed. “I’m not an amateur. But I know who you mean and she is with the IA. She was placed in arrivals because it was suspected the commander was having numerous affairs. Shockingly, it turned out he was actually helping people.”

		“Fancy that,” I said.

		“Someone has to police these people, dear.”

		“And what would you have done if he had been having affairs and abusing his position?” I asked. “Turned him in and let him face the consequences or used it to blackmail him?”

		Edith pursed her lips and sighed at me. “The world isn’t black and white, dear.”

		“Maybe not, but I don’t think it should be quite that grey either.”

		“What exactly is the problem with the IA using informants?” Edith asked. “It’s what the police do.”

		“Why does everyone keep throwing that at me? Everyone in the world could do it. That doesn’t make it right,” I countered. “And my problem is that good guys get blackmailed.”

		“You can’t blackmail someone who is good,” Petal said.

		“You can if you flip it the right way,” I said. “You know that paperclip that accidentally fell into your pocket, Petal? They would use that against you. They would call you a thief and blackmail you into helping them. And the biggest problem with this is that Rapunzel girl was gorgeous.”

		“Now we hate pretty people?” Pam asked. “Bridget, I thought better of you.”

		“No, Pam. The point is that the IA didn’t put anyone undercover at the commander’s office. They used a beautiful girl. I wouldn’t be surprised if the IA were actively trying to get the commander to do something wrong so then they could have something on him.”

		“He would’ve still done it, though,” Kate said. “Whether she lured him or not. If he were susceptible to it, then he would’ve done it with another girl. Maybe he would’ve used teaching them to read in exchange for whatever he wanted.”

		“Maybe he would have. But you can’t prosecute someone on a maybe and you can’t lure someone in and then prosecute them for it. You can’t be the good guys while doing shady stuff. Good guys do the right thing.”

		“You break the law all the time,” Lucy pointed out.

		“Yes, but I do the right things. Sometimes the law isn’t right.”

		“So you break the law to do good?” Pam asked. “How is that different from the IA?”

		“Because it is!” I yelled at the top of my voice. I may have even stamped my foot to emphasise the point. I couldn’t understand why no one was on my side.

		Edith spoke into the silence. “Didn’t you say Officer Leonard argued with the commander.”

		“More like the commander argued with him,” I said. “But I don’t think it was Officer Leonard.”

		“Why not?” Petal asked. “You like him. If you were commander, you would be more favourable to him.”

		“Him. Yes, not the GBs,” I clarified. “And he knows that.”

		“Who does that leave?” Pam asked.

		I shrugged. “Tommy.”

		“You think Tommy killed him, dear?” Edith asked.

		“They argued about the lack of people being drafted into the IA. And how does that work, anyway since we’re supposed to be selected.”

		“You still need a stamp on your file to say you’re a candidate,” Edith explained.

		“I think Tommy would make a great killer,” Lucy said. “He’s so friendly.”

		I jabbed a finger in her direction. “Exactly.”

		“And Bridget is in the running. Surely, he knew how popular she was at arrivals so maybe he killed the commander to take a chance Bridget would get in.” Sabrina said.

		“I disagree, but it is plausible, dear.” Edith smiled at Sabrina. “It’s lovely to have you back.”

		“Since no one can agree that I’m right about Gladys or that I’m right about the IA,” I waved my hands to silence the complaints. “Can we at least agree on a plan to positively identify the killer before they kill me? Please?”

		


		

		

		Chapter Eighteen

		

		

		“Oh, there you are.” Sean reached out to help me off the tunnelling circle, even though he’d never offered before. Straightaway it put me on the offensive.

		“What’s up?” I asked as he led me along the corridor. Not in the direction of our usual classroom, or even our temporary classroom, but toward the assembly hall.

		“This afternoon is the question and answer session. Did you forget?” Sean handed me a clipboard with plain sheets of paper on it and a pen. “People ask you questions about how you’re going to change Arrivals. What you’ll bring to the role. How will voting for you be better than voting for the others. That type of thing.”

		“And where will the newly transitioned be while all this is going on?” I glanced around. The corridor was empty. I remembered Officer Leonard had mentioned this yesterday, but he hadn’t gone into specifics.

		“The GBs keep any newly transition in the parking garage while we do this. It won’t take more than a few hours, so then we just divide them into bigger groups than normal and get back to it.”

		“So, there’s a heap of newly transitioned folks accumulating in the parking garage as we speak?” Charon was not going to be happy about that.

		“It won’t be for long.” Sean ushered me forward to the door of the hall, yanked it open and shoved me through.

		The hall was full. It must have been absolutely everyone who worked at arrivals. A long table and three chairs had been set up on the dais with name cards and a glass of water next to each. It looked like a conference. Vince and Gladys were already seated, as were the audience. All heads turned my way.

		“Finally.” Vince stood and pulled out the chair next to him. “Now we can get started.”

		The implication was that I was late. Which I wasn’t, but it was what I’d heard people call drawing first blood. I was tempted to sit on the table or on the dais itself, so I could be closer to the audience and defy Vince at the same time. But it might make me look petty. But then I was petty. But then I didn’t want everyone else to realise that I was petty, so I thanked Vince and sat in the offered chair.

		“There are—” Vince started, but a member of the audience stood up and waved a hand in the air.

		“Excuse me. I’d like to add a nomination.”

		Gladys shook her head. “I’m sorry, but it’s too late. You can’t do that now.”

		“The vice commander hasn’t called the panel to order so I can do that,” the man said. “I nominate Alex.”

		Eyes searched the crowd like spotlights looking for him. He was shoved to his feet by those nearest to him while he stared at me. I gave a subtle shake of my head. I had no idea what was going on. I searched the crowd for anything that would make sense of it and saw Val standing by the far wall. He gave an oh-so-subtle nod to someone in the crowd and then, before Alex had made it to the stage Rapunzel shot to her feet.

		“If we can still nominate, then I nominate Ivan.” There was more muttering and people bundled a shocked Ivan to his feet, much like they had Alex.

		I was pretty sure that Ivan wasn’t an IA agent. So if Rapunzel was nominating him, that meant that either she thought she could control him or the IA had something on him. But who was the guy who nominated Alex? And why?

		“Was this you?” Alex whispered as he climbed on to the dais and stood next to me.

		I shook my head. “I’ve no clue what this is about.”

		Vince and Gladys didn’t move from their seats. Alex helped Ivan up onto the dais then jumped down to get spare seats. He handed them to me and I passed them to Ivan.

		Ivan took what was now the centre seat and I felt oddly pleased to have knocked Vince from it. Like I said, petty. When all five of us were finally seated, Vince stood and rapped his knuckles on the desk. “As current vice commander, I call this session to order.” He didn’t have to add “before anyone else gets nominated” because it was evident in his tone. “Who would like to begin?”

		A girl who was late teens stood and in a high pitched, nasally voice asked about what KPIs we’d all keep or install.

		“What are KPIs?” Alex whispered.

		“Key Performance Indicators. Like, you would set a target of how many people need to pass through a booth in an hour and measure how people work to that.”

		“Do you two mind?” Gladys asked. “I’m trying to answer the question. Have some respect for the process.”

		We both murmured our apologies and Gladys continued with her answer. She talked a lot but actually said very little. Vince did the same thing. I assumed that meant they’d keep everything the same or had radical plans they didn’t want to share for some reason.

		“Bridget, with your incredibly limited experience here, what would you do?” Vince relaxed back in his chair and waited for me to fail.

		“I believe it was Ivan’s turn to answer next.” I gestured back to Ivan since he was next in line along the panel.

		“We’re answering in the order we were nominated,” Gladys said. “Unless you need more time to think up a response.”

		I was tempted to point out that Vince was technically nominated first but had answered second, so the process didn’t seem all that rigid. Instead, I turned to the girl who’d asked the question. “I’m sorry, what was your name?”

		“Taylor.”

		“Okay, Taylor. Thank you because that’s a great question,” I said. “First, I think it would be important to look at the current KPIs. Determine which were relevant and if working to them was effective. There’s no point having unrealistic KPIs that no one can meet or if trying to meet them means the quality of work and customer satisfaction suffers as a result. Once we’ve decided—and you would all get input in to which KPIs you think are helpful—”

		“You would ask them what KPIs they want?” Vince scoffed.

		“Yes, I would because they are on the floor. They are in the trenches. I can sit up here and say, ‘You must pass a hundred people an hour through the booths’, but I have no real idea how long that process takes, so although it sounds like a good number, I don’t know if it’s genuinely doable. And if people are striving to achieve unrealistic goals, then other aspects of the job will suffer. So I can’t place a time limit on it without all the facts. And they have all the facts.

		“Second, what I think is important up here, might not actually be important in real life. We have KPIs on how fast you process newly transition through the induction, but what if trying to meet those targets is actually detrimental to the transitioning experience. We saw that recently with the customer satisfaction surveys. What if, in rushing them through the forms, they just write whatever comes into their heads and as a result, get lumbered with a job that doesn’t suit them for their afterlife. Yes, we’re about getting people processed efficiently, but we are the people who affect what the rest of the afterlife looks like. How content people are. It’s important that we are happy and give the job our all because we shape the afterlife and we need to understand what metrics to pay attention to and without listening to the people who do these jobs every day, how will we know what metrics are important?”

		A brief silence held around the room.

		“I vote for her!” Taylor shouted and the rest of the room erupted in spontaneous applause.

		“All right.” Vince stood and rapped his knuckles on the table. “Be quiet. Alex. Your turn.”

		“Well, I would do everything that Bridget just said because I think she has the right idea.” Alex threw a hesitant glance my way. “The only thing I’d change would be that instead of asking you all, you would vote in representatives, and I would confer with them regularly. We could break the groups down into booths and induction leaders, even GBs that work here because you likely all have issues that are specific to your jobs and if you were to raise it with that representative first, they could get all the information and bring it to a meeting. That would be a more efficient use of time, I think. Maybe we could even form a council of sorts.”

		“I think that’s an excellent idea.” I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice, but he had surprised me.

		“You can’t just create a council.” Gladys shook her head and spoke to the hall. “This is why you can’t let inexperienced people lead you. They don’t know the rules.”

		I shrugged. “So we’ll change the rules.”

		And once again the hall erupted with applause. Vince banged his knuckles on the table to get everyone to be quiet, but no one was listening. “Shut up!” he roared. Like, literally roared it. The applause petered out. “Next question?”

		“Hang on.” I gestured to Ivan. “He hasn’t answered yet.”

		“Fine.” Vince made a sweeping motion. “Have at it.”

		“Right.” Ivan cleared his throat. “Well. I think that some … er …” he cleared his throat again. “Some excellent points have been made so far.” He cleared his throat for the third time and glanced around the room. He gave me the impression he was looking for a way to escape. “And I think …”

		“For heaven’s sake, get on with it,” Vince snapped.

		“Right.” Ivan reached for the nearest glass of water. He took a sip, then another, then drained the glass. He placed it back on the table and stared at it.

		“What’s happening?” Alex whispered and I shrugged.

		Ivan got to his feet and jumped to the floor. “Here’s the thing. I don’t believe that KPIs help. And I don’t believe that this—” he waved his hand in the direction of Alex and me without even looking. “This new agey thing of ‘let’s all talk about our feelings’ will help either. If you give everyone an opinion then when you don’t side with them, people will be unhappy. I believe what we need is a strong leader. Someone that can see what the problems are, even from that dais. I believe we need someone—” Ivan’s whole body became rigid. And then he toppled, straight as a board, he toppled forward. He hit the floor with a thud. Shock held everyone in place. Collectively we waited for him to move. He didn’t. I jumped down and crouched next to him. Tentatively I reached out and shook his shoulder. Nothing. No grunting. No response. Nothing.

		“Is he …?” Alex asked from behind me.

		“I think so. Help me roll him over so we can get a better look.”

		“Help!” Gladys shrieked. “Someone get help.”

		Still, no one moved. Morbidly fascinated by what was happening in front of them. Alex helped me roll Ivan over. Ivan was so rigid that once we’d rolled him, his body rocked with the motion. His glassy, wide open eyes stared straight up. His mouth open in a silent scream. His face an odd shade of blue.

		I nodded. “Oh, yeah, he’s dead.”

		“Out of the way,” Val yelled. “Move!” He shoved people back and stood over the body.

		“Little late,” I muttered.

		“Did anyone see what happened?” Val asked the crowd. The shocked crowd only responded in murmurs. “Anyone?”

		Vince oh-so-slowly lifted a finger and pointed it at me. “She did it. She killed him.”

		Everyone turned to stare at me.

		I stood and help my arms out to the side. “How? I was sitting right there the whole time.”

		“You poisoned his water.” Vince was still pointing at me.

		“Again, how? You were all here before me. I was sitting on the dais the whole time. If I’d put something in the water in front of this many people, someone would’ve definitely seen me.”

		“That doesn’t mean you didn’t do it,” Gladys said. “Maybe you were worried he was too strong of a candidate for you to beat.”

		“I’d never heard him speak. He was only just nominated,” I said. “And there were three other people on that panel. Not to mention whoever poured the water in the first place. How come you’re blaming me?”

		“Because you have a history with this type of thing,” Vince said turning address the crowd. “You’ve been accused of this crime before. As has Alex. In fact, Alex went to reeducation for it.”

		“Alex didn’t kill anyone and neither did I,” I called.

		“Well, you can’t die from natural causes here,” Val said, focusing his attention on me. “So someone did it.”

		“Maybe all the glasses of water are poisoned,” I suggested and leapt back up on to the dais. “Is there a way to check? Maybe someone was trying to kill us all.” I grabbed Vince’s and Gladys’ untouched glasses and looked for mine and Alex’s to keep them together and in line with who sat where. But there were only three glasses. Just like there were only three name cards. Because there were only supposed to be three people up on the dais. Ivan hadn’t been drinking out of his glass. He’d been drinking out of mine.

		


		

		

		Chapter Nineteen

		

		

		Johnson rubbed his hands together with glee. “Who’ve you murdered now?”

		He’d only taken the briefest glance at the body and decided I was to blame. I don’t think it was anything other than my presence that made him point the finger at me.

		“Even the police think she did it,” Vince swept his hand in our direction. “Everyone knows the police are well trained in spotting killers in an instant.”

		“They’re not, actually.” I refrained from tagging on “you imbecile”, but only just.

		“Of course they are, it’s their job,” Gladys jumped in.

		“Except that Bridget has solved numerous murders herself,” Sean called over the muttering. “When the police failed in their duty, it was Bridget who brought the killers to justice.”

		“Okay, easy now.” I tugged Sean down from the dais before he could start a riot.

		“But it’s true.” His face was so open and earnest it was a little hard to look at it.

		“I saw it.” Gladys raised her hand. “She killed him.”

		“I saw it too,” Vince agreed.

		Johnson spared a moment to smile at me and then looked back to my accusers. “And how did she do it?”

		Vince and Gladys exchanged a look, but it was Vince who spoke. “Well, she poisoned him.”

		“You saw her poison him?” Johnson asked.

		Vince and Gladys exchanged another look, but this time it was Gladys who spoke. “Well, I didn’t see her actually inject him with something but—”

		“Then what makes you think Ms Sway had anything to do with this at all?” Officer Leonard appeared at the edge of the crowd. “It was her glass that Ivan drank from. Surely, that means she was the intended target, don’t you think, detective?”

		“I haven’t taken any statements yet, I’m not sure what to think.” Johnson barked instructions to the constables for dividing everyone up and taking statements.

		“Who do you think, did it?” Sean whispered.

		“It wasn’t me.” Alex leaned around me to speak to Sean. “Just to be clear from the outset. It wasn’t me.”

		“Sean, do you know who set the room up?” I asked. “Who would pour the water?”

		“Vince would have set it up. It’s his job as vice commander. I don’t know if he’d have gotten the water himself though. He seems more of a delegator to me.”

		“I agree. Will you do me a favour?” I asked.

		Sean nodded. “Anything.”

		“Will you ask around and see who set the room up. Who was in here. Who had the opportunity, that kind of thing?”

		“Absolutely.” Sean saluted me and disappeared into the crowd.

		“Do you have a job for me too?” Alex asked.

		“It’s kind of the same job, but I wanted to ask you about the guy who nominated you first.”

		“I’ve never even met him.” Alex shook his head. “I’ve seen him occasionally in the canteen, but I couldn’t even tell you his name.”

		“You’ve no idea why he would nominate you?”

		“None. Do you?”

		“Well, if you’re not the killer then you’re an excellent scapegoat.”

		Alex grimaced. “I thought the same thing. Do you know anything about the girl who nominated Ivan? Or Ivan himself?”

		“No. Do you want to take Rapunzel and I’ll take the guy who nominated you?”

		“You’ve already met her though, wouldn’t you be better taking her and letting me ask the guy who nominated me what that was about?”

		“I think it would be better me asking your guy. It’s less confrontational. When you’re talking to the blonde, try not to give anything away. She’s super nosy.” I didn’t feel as if now was the time to go into the whole IA agent thing. “And you did a great job with that question.”

		He shrugged his big shoulders, clearly embarrassed at the praise. “Just built on what you said.”

		“It was good. Now go flirt the murderer out of Rapunzel.” I shooed him off in one direction while I headed after his nominator. He was standing in a small group on the far side of the hall.

		“Excuse me, I’m so sorry to interrupt.” I stepped up to the group and they all drew back from me as if I were a leper. I ignored it and focused on Alex’s nominator. “I just wanted to say you did such a good job nominating Alex. I think he’s a great candidate.”

		The man glanced around the group. “You’re not mad?”

		“No. I just want arrivals to be the best it can be, and if it can be better in someone else’s hands, then that’s how it has to be.” The tension in the group eased down. “Do you know Alex well?”

		“Yes, not very well, but we’ve had some great conversations about the future of arrivals. Where it should be heading. Where it’s not.” The man’s eyes darted everywhere as he spoke. I didn’t need a lie detector to tell me he wasn’t telling the truth. “I really feel like he’s the man for the job. No offence.”

		“Oh, none taken.” I waved him off and then looked around the group. “Do you know anything about Ivan?” It was the least subtle way possible, but I was going to have to call Oz any minute and I needed information first. “Or about that girl who nominated him?” I looked over my shoulder and leaned forward to whisper. They all leaned in too. “I don’t mean to be a gossip, but I saw them arguing just yesterday. He upset her so badly she ran away crying.”

		“No.” A woman, a housewife who died in the fifties by the look of her dated hairstyle, gasped. “What on earth could the monster have said?”

		“Not everyone is bad, Mirry.” A man, who I assumed was her husband since his clean-shaven and slicked back hair gave off the same fifties vibe as her appearance, put his arm around her shoulders. “But I did hear a rumour about her and the commander. There was another girl involved as well. Maybe that’s what they were talking about.”

		“But nothing about Ivan?” I asked.

		“Why do you ask?” Mirry peered over the crowd, her attention focusing on the constables who had formed a shield around the body.

		“Well, I think you’re right. I think he used the girl to nominate him.” Even though that wasn’t anything like what her husband had said, it was the easiest way to steer the conversation in the right direction. “She nominated late and I think that maybe they were trying to sway the democratic procedure. If you know what I mean?”

		“Not really.” Mirry and her husband stared blankly at me, but the guy who’d nominated Alex shifted from foot to foot. Oh yeah, he knew what I meant.

		“I mean, that maybe he had something on her. Forced her to nominate him. Or maybe someone else bribed her into.”

		Mirry gasped. “But that would be immoral.”

		“Who would do that?” The husband asked while Alex’s nominator nodded in agreement without making eye contact. Oh, he was so guilty.

		“I’ve no idea, but if I were her, I’d be straight on to that other person to make sure they weren’t going to make me the scapegoat somehow.”

		“Yes.” The husband wagged a finger at me and peered over the heads of the crowd. “Who is she speaking to now?”

		“I suggested Alex should go and talk to her,” I said quickly realising I’d just dumped him in the line of fire. “He’s good in stressful situations.”

		Before I could try to poke the guy into giving me anything else, a police constable showed up and took him away to take his statement. I headed back to the front of the room where Sean was beckoning me, but kept an eye on Alex’s nominator.

		“What’s up?”

		“I found out who set up the room,” Sean said.

		“And?” I asked since he didn’t volunteer it.

		“It was Ivan.”

		“What?”

		“Ivan set the room up.” Sean jerked his head at one of the GBs I didn’t recognise. “He said that he helped Ivan move the chairs and set the dais up.”

		I frowned at the GB. Definitely wasn’t Val, so was he a real GB? “Did he say anything weird happened?”

		Sean shook his head. “He said they set the room up, name cards and the water and then went for lunch.”

		“The room was set up like this since before lunch?”

		“Yep.”

		“Okay, so that means anybody could’ve poisoned the water.” I turned as Alex approached. “You get anything good?”

		“No. But she tried to charm the pants off me.” Alex tugged on the legs of his jumpsuit as if checking they were still there.

		“She is very pretty. Did you ask her out?” Sean frowned. “Can you ask her out?”

		“Not yet, but the point was every question I asked, she flipped back around. I got nothing from her.”

		“Did you give her anything?” I asked.

		“If I did, it wasn’t intentional.”

		“Okay.” I frowned around the room. Was there anyone else I wanted to speak to? Gladys and Vince naturally, but both were being interviewed by the police. I could wait for them to get finished, but I wasn’t sure how long that would take. And what would they tell me anyway? That they didn’t do it?

		“What now?” Alex asked.

		“I have to call my parole officer. Can you two mingle and just keep your ears open. When the police ask you, give them your statements here. If they want to take you to the station, make sure you take your parole officers, okay?”

		Both nodded and disappeared into the crowd.

		“Have you finished all your questioning of the suspects?” Officer Leonard asked.

		“I’d actually like to question Vince and Gladys but—” I gestured to the police questioning them and put my whistle between my lips.

		Officer Leonard eyed it with amusement. “Even though you’re not in immediate danger?”

		I spoke around the whistle without blowing. “We have an understanding.”

		Officer Leonard nodded.“I noticed things seemed to be less stressed between you.”

		“Well, I noticed you noticing. What’s that about?”

		“I’m happy that you’re finding your feet here.”

		“Oz thinks you’re entrapping me and you’re going to sweep us all up in one big clean up.”

		Officer Leonard’s smile widened. “I’m pleased that you have someone who looks out for you.”

		“Sabrina looks out for me.”

		“I think we both know Ms Shaw is the one who helps you get into trouble.”

		“It is her fault.” I pointed at Officer Leonard. “I’m glad someone finally recognises that.”

		“That’s not quite what I said.” He nodded to the whistle and I blew while he waited beside me.

		Oz appeared two seconds later. He did the obligatory check to make sure I had all my limbs and then scanned the room. “What happened?”

		“Someone poisoned Ms Sway’s water, but another nominee drank it,” Officer Leonard explained.

		“Just like that?” I asked. “You’re not going to soften it at all?”

		“Ms Sway. Officer Salier.” Officer Leonard inclined his head at us and wandered away.

		“Someone poisoned your water?” Oz asked. “Definitely your water?”

		“It was by my name tag, so …”

		“That’s the final straw. Pull your name from the race.” Oz shook his head. “I don’t care who is murdered. As long as it’s not you or your housemates. Pull your name.” Oz glanced at me. “Why aren’t you rushing to agree with me?”

		“It feels like I’m backing down and letting a murderer win.”

		“No, what you’re doing is staying alive.” Oz glanced over to see Johnson grinning at us. “You didn’t put anything in that glass?”

		“Is that a statement or a question? It sounds like a question, but that would mean you were asking me if I killed him.”

		“No. I’m asking if you put anything in that glass. Did you have a headache and sprinkle some dried apricot powder? That type of thing. Anything that we need to know now to get ahead of it. Anything that could be misconstrued?”

		“I don’t even think I touched the glass.”

		“So you made no movement anyone could mistake for dropping something in?”

		“I’ve already said no, and I saw you tilt your head so I know you’ve checked to see if I’m lying. Why keep asking?”

		“Okay. That—”

		Charon popped up in front of me. “I can’t unload any more passengers. The garage is full. Fix this.”

		I shook my head. “Can’t.”

		Charon raised his eyebrows at me. “Can’t?”

		“Not in charge.”

		“Who are you talking to?” Oz glanced around us.

		“Who is in charge?” Charon surveyed the hall.

		I pointed to Johnson. “Him.”

		Charon made a disgusted noise then disappeared.

		“What just happened?” Oz asked.

		Before I could explain a clap of thunder shook the room. Darkness crept in from the walls of the room until only a spotlight in the centre was visible. Red smoke danced upward and became thicker until a form appeared. A green monster that looked like a cross between Godzilla and a velociraptor dripped slime onto the floor from its wickedly sharp clawed hands.

		No one screamed. No one even moved. It was as though the room were frozen in terror. Even Oz’s breathing sped up. Personally, I thought it was overkill, but Charon got a little creative when he was annoyed. I didn’t even know why he felt he had to put on his monster face.

		The creature extended a claw in Johnson’s direction. Charon’s voice boomed around the room, bouncing off all the walls as he stared down at Johnson.“Are you the insect preventing the dead from finishing their crossing?”

		Johnson cowered, hands over his head and whimpered. Charon glanced my way and gave me what I thought was an eye roll, but it was difficult to accurately make out in his demon form.

		“Well?” he demanded. And got nothing but whimpering from everyone. Charon faced me and threw his hands up. Despite his demon mask, I could see the whiny complaint on his face. He turned back to the crowd. “Who is in charge?”

		“She is.” Vince squeaked and pointed to me. “She is. She’s in charge.”

		Charon sniffed the air above Vince. “I smell cowardice. Be grateful. Cowardice makes the meat stringy.”

		Vince squeaked and cowered lower.

		Charon pointed a taloned finger my way. “This woman will be in charge of ensuring the dead complete their journey. Obey her or face the consequences.” Charon gave me two scaled thumbs up, a grin and disappeared.

		Everyone turned to look at me.

		“Great.” I sighed and scanned the quivering mass of people. “ Because life’s not complicated enough.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty

		

		

		“Wow, you looked done for,” Sabrina called as I trudged to where she was sitting on the grass outside the fort.

		I dropped onto the grass next to her and watched the sunset. “Do you remember when we used to be able to go about our days without someone dropping dead, or trying to kill us, or finding a dead body shoved somewhere it shouldn’t be?”

		Sabrina frowned at the horizon. “No. I think you must be thinking about someone else’s life. That has never been us.”

		“It used to be. When I was alive. I never saw a dead body.”

		“You also had a cheating scumbag of a fiancé and no friends. I think a few dead bodies is a pretty good trade-off for the life you have now. Me, personally? I feel like I’m worth at least one dead body a week. I don’t feel as though that’s an outlandish claim.”

		“And this is after you’ve been reeducated. They did such an awesome job of making you a normal person.”

		“I think I did an awesome job of retaining my normal personality after being reeducated. Can I assume that some disaster has befallen you in the mere hours since I saw you last? Another dead body, perhaps?”

		I nodded. “Ivan’s. But that’s not even the worst of it.”

		“Someone dying isn’t the worst of it? He didn’t accuse you with his dying breath or write your name in his blood, did he?”

		I stared at her. “No, Mrs Gruesome, he didn’t. But after Ivan kicked it, Charon made me responsible for the speedy processing of the agitated newly transitioned who’d accumulated in the basement of arrivals while we were supposed to be doing this open forum panel thing. Then I was verbally assaulted by Johnson for the rest of the afternoon.”

		“You always get to have all the fun.” Sabrina shook her head. “I think tomorrow we should swap bodies.”

		“Someone is trying to murder me, so, cool.”

		“Maybe we should wait a week. Although, chances are someone else will just be trying to murder you then for something else.” Sabrina glanced at me. “Why do you think someone is trying to murder you? Is this about the dummy?”

		“I just told you. Ivan’s dead.” I laid back on the grass, not caring about the possible grass stains on my white uniform. Funny how I used to be so bothered about that stuff. I guess nearly doubly dying makes you shift your priorities a little.

		“But how does that relate to you?”

		“Oh, he drank out of my glass.”

		“And then he died?” Sabrina twisted to face me. “Maybe you should’ve led with that. And what glass? Where did this happen? How do you know it was your glass? Could it really have been his glass and you’re confused about it?”

		“No, It was definitely my glass. It was on the dais next to my name tag.” I quickly filled Sabrina in on the finer details and then I sat back up. “You know what offends me the most about it, though? It was sneaky. It wasn’t an honest-upfront-blunt-object-to-the-head murder. It was a totally underhand-disrespectful-you’re-not-worth-a-blow-to-the-head type of way.”

		“Also, there’s no guarantee you’d drink it. Or that anyone would drink it. Do you know if all the glasses were poisoned?”

		“Because Johnson is oh-so-free with sharing his information with me?”

		“I don’t know if it’s good or bad that our killer is inept.”

		“Since I’m still alive, I’m going with good.”

		“But it means that they’re not concerned about collateral damage,” Sabrina said. “Unless you weren’t strictly their target. Maybe they just wanted to kill one of you. Or all of you if all the water was poisoned.”

		“But why would someone want to kill all of us?”

		“You said Alex and Ivan were nominated after the room was set up?” Sabrina asked and I nodded. “Maybe the water was meant for all three of you. You, Vince and Gladys, and then Ivan, or Alex, could swoop in.”

		“I really don’t think Alex has anything to do with this. At least not knowingly. And the poison was really fast. Like, seconds. Surely if the killer wanted all three of us to drink it, then they’d have chosen a slower acting poison to give us all chance to ingest it.”

		“That is an excellent point. Ivan is obviously out of the running as a suspect,” Sabrina said. “Because we’re sure he’s dead?”

		“He looked dead. For the little that’s worth. I can ask Pam when I get home.”

		“Did anyone change the seating arrangement after it had been set up? Could it have been meant for someone else?”

		“I don’t know. But Ivan didn’t mention that the room looked different. Not that he necessarily would have.”

		“Did you say that Rapunzel was the one who nominated him?”

		“Yeah, and it makes me think that argument was definitely set up by her to get my attention the other day. Or maybe it wasn’t, but her crying in the classroom was.”

		“You think that’s the IA’s plan. To install Ivan in case you lose.”

		“Let’s be clear about this. I do not lose. At anything. Ever. If I don’t become commander of arrivals, it will be because I chose not to be, not because I lost.”

		“Okay.” Sabrina drew the word out. “So maybe it was the IA trying to bump you off because of your whole blackmail issue. I can’t see Tommy authorising that, though. Can you? I know you don’t like him so much anymore, but I don’t think he’d kill you.”

		“It’s not that I don’t like him as a person who I suspect of attempting to kill me, it’s more that I disagree with everything he stands for. And I guess it depends on what having an IA agent at arrivals is worth to him. We already know that they put Rapunzel in there to get intel on the old commander. Playing on his good intentions of teaching people to read. Which is a really rubbish thing to do.”

		“Just because that’s what Edith said doesn’t mean it’s actually true. Maybe that was their cover. And gathering intel isn’t the same as killing someone. Also, let me say again, Tommy likes you. I can’t see him authorising that.”

		“Maybe the order didn’t come from Tommy. Maybe Val decided that he would take control of the situation. And since when do we not believe Edith?”

		“Since she’s been working for the IA this whole time and never mentioned it.” Sabrina made a clicking noise with her tongue. “That’s quite a big move for Val. Do you think he would do that?”

		I sighed. “No. I’m just saying that because I don’t like him and I really want him to be the bad guy. Him and that Rapunzel. She’s just so good at her spy job. I detest her.”

		“Fair enough.” Sabrina smiled at one of our group members as they passed on their way into the fort. “Let’s straighten this out. Are we still on Gladys as the main suspect?”

		“Yes.”

		“I feel like you’re pointing the finger at her because you don’t like her.”

		“I think she’s the most likely suspect. And she stole my shoes.”

		“I know. It’s a terrible loss.” Sabrina patted my knee. “But the bigger picture here is that she wore those shoes to the commander’s memorial, right? So people who don’t usually get to see her saw her in those striking shoes. Shoes they may not have seen you in.”

		“You think they stole my shoes from her to frame her?” My lip curled in disgust. “I think that’s—no. Someone wrote my name in the shoes, remember? They had to know they were mine first.”

		“I forgot about that. Maybe they’re trying to frame you or Gladys. We can knock Ivan and Gavin out of the suspects’ list—”

		“Can we though?” I asked.

		“They’re dead.” Sabrina shrugged. “So, yeah.”

		“But if it’s not Gladys—and I totally think it is—maybe Gavin murdered the commander over him being bumped back to probation and then someone else murdered Gavin for being nominated into the race for commander.”

		“I thought you said he wasn’t that popular after he got bumped back down from that whole customer survey scandal?”

		“He wasn’t, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t turn it around. Tried to spin it into him being ready to overhaul the system that he had to play to hit his goals.”

		“Would that have worked?”

		“He was pretty charming. So maybe. Or maybe someone was just scared it would.”

		“Then who killed Ivan? The same person who killed Gavin or someone different? Women usually use poison. And that would fit with your assumption that it’s Gladys.” Sabrina continued before I could answer. “But they weren’t aiming for Ivan, they were aiming for you. In a roundabout way. So that puts it back in the realm of it being related to the race for the commander position since you’re the frontrunner.” Sabrina tapped my knee despite the fact she already had my attention. “Suspects for the commander’s murder are Tommy, Officer Leonard, Rapunzel, Vince, Gladys, Alex and Gavin … am I missing anyone out? You don’t think Sean is involved in this somehow do you? “

		I blinked. “Sean?”

		“Yeah, he was there when we found Gavin’s body. And he quite easily could’ve killed the commander before coming to steal some more paperclips. Was it you or him that suggested putting them back in the main cupboard?”

		“I think it was me, but I really don’t think Sean is a viable suspect.”

		“I think he’s the perfect suspect. We don’t suspect him at all. And he admitted to the smaller crime of the paperclip theft so we wouldn’t suspect him of the larger crime.”

		“Yeah, we don’t suspect him because I don’t think he’s suspectable. I vote to strike him from the list.”

		“Okay, but if he turns out to be the killer, I retain the right to say,’ I told you so’.”

		“While we’re excluding people, I don’t think it’s Alex either. You should have heard the speech he gave about the changes he would like to make to afterlife arrivals. I was impressed. Like, genuinely impressed. I would even go as far as to say that I would vote for him.”

		“Huh. And you made fun of me for not being reeducated properly. You remember he tried to kill us, right?”

		“That was ages ago and now I really feel, in the time since, he’s grown as a person.”

		“Grown as a person?” Sabrina scoffed. “I will slap you if you ever say anything that trite again.”

		“Regardless, I genuinely think he would make a great commander. I don’t think he’s guilty. I have no other evidence before you ask, I just don’t think he did it.”

		“Despite us finding him underneath the commander’s desk when Gavin died? “

		“Yep.”

		“Okay. Fine. That leaves Rapunzel who could possibly have killed the commander—”

		“Wait, do we agree that the same person killed everyone or that the commander was killed by Gavin?”

		“For argument’s sake. Let’s say it’s the same killer. Here are my suspects. Sean—” Sabrina waved me to silence. “He had motive and opportunity.”

		“What motive? And we literally just went through all this.”

		“Shush. He wanted you to be commander. He nominated you, right? So maybe that’s his why. Then Alex. Maybe he orchestrated it so he could be commander.”

		“That guy did get twitchy when I asked him about nominating Alex. And he said he knew Alex yet Alex said he didn’t know that guy. Maybe the nominator guy was coerced into nominating Alex so Alex could take the fall for murdering me and then leave the way clear for the real murderer to be commander.”

		“If that drink were meant for you, that would mean it’s either Gladys or Vince. Unless Alex orchestrated this himself and was ready to blame one of the others for it.”

		“Is that everyone?”

		“Officer Leonard.” Sabrina reminded me. “You said he said they were talking about you.”

		“That’s what he said. But at no point do I see Officer Leonard breaking the law to get what he wants.”

		“I agree. This game he’s playing with you. Whatever it is, it’s the long game.”

		“Okay. So where does that leave us?”

		“I was open to options earlier, but now I’m behind you. I agree that it’s Gladys. Even more so now with the poison. That’s what most women use when they kill.”

		“You’re just full of fun facts, aren’t you?” I asked and she shrugged. “I agree, though. And it makes sense because she’s the most likely person to be able to forge the handwriting. How are we going to catch her?”

		“We could set a trap.”

		“What kind of trap?” I held my hand up before she could speak. “Please don’t say we’re going to tell her that the police think the killer left some evidence somewhere and wait for her to turn up and incriminate herself.”

		“That would be an excellent plan.”

		“That would be an awful plan.”

		“What’s your suggestion?” Sabrina asked. “Arrange to meet her somewhere alone and wait for her to try and kill you?”

		A red jumpsuited postman appeared and looked between us. “Bridget Sway?”

		I raised my hand and he handed me a letter, then disappeared. I opened it and scanned it. “It looks like you and Gladys think alike.”

		“Well, I was murdered so I do have that homicidal edge to my personality now.” Sabrina took the letter from my hands.

		“I like how you say, ‘now’. As if it were never present before.”

		“This is amazing!” Sabrina waved the letter at me and then held it up to read aloud. “I want to discuss joining forces with you as commander and me as vice commander. Meet me in your classroom after your GA meeting. Come alone. Gladys” Sabrina shook her head as she folded up the letter, enormous grin on her face. “These people. How stupid do they think we are?”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty-One

		

		

		“It doesn’t look like there’s anyone here.” Sabrina looked up at the back of my dark house. “Shouldn’t there be someone home?”

		“Oz is usually here at least.” I’d tunnelled home with Sabrina after our GA meeting had finished to discuss the plan of action with Oz, just like I’d promised I would.

		“This doesn’t change the fact we’re going, right?” Sabrina asked as I crossed the grass to the back door. “We’re supposed to meet her now and if we want to get into place before she gets there, we need to be quick.”

		“I’m going to leave him a note.” Inside the kitchen, I grabbed a note pad and pen and quickly scribbled out what the plan was. I was going to keep up my end of the bargain as much as I could in the circumstances.

		“You’re just going to leave a note out in the open detailing the plan for anyone to see?” Sabrina read the note over my shoulder.

		“It’s in our kitchen. It’s not as though I’m pinning it to a notice board in the canteen.”

		“At least make it a little more covert.” Sabrina ripped my note off the pad and started again. “The last thing we need is your housemates charging in and ruining our sting.” When she was done, she tossed the notepad onto the table. “Let’s go.”

		I hesitated before locking the door behind us. I felt as though I should wait for Oz to get back. I had promised we’d discuss it together.

		“Come on.” Sabrina tugged my arm. “You came here. You left a note. It’s time sensitive. He’ll understand.”

		“I did come here first.”

		“You did. Now let’s go catch us a killer.”

		Arrivals was surprisingly quiet. After the chaos of the afternoon, I’d expected it to still be bustling, but for want of a better phrase, it was totally dead.

		“What’s up with you?” Sabrina strode along the corridor as if she owned the place.

		“When super busy places are empty, it creeps me out. And can you please stop strutting. If we come across someone, I don’t want to have to explain that walk.”

		“If you look like you’re supposed to be somewhere then people assume you are supposed to be there.”

		“Then why did we have to sneak to the commander’s office?”

		“We didn’t sneak, we just avoided the main corridors. We can’t do that on the way to your classroom, so we’ll just have to fake it.”

		“Great.”

		We made it to the classroom without meeting anyone. I peeked around the door to check it was empty. It was so I dragged Sabrina inside. She pointed to the desks, which I took for “check them and see if a murderer is hiding under there, waiting to jump out and strangle you”. I held up my hands when I’d cleared all the desks on my side. I’d even checked the front desk where I’d hidden when I’d been waiting to catch the paperclip thief. That whole thing felt like years ago now.

		Sabrina pointed to the stationery cupboard and I gestured for her to check inside. She jabbed her finger in its direction again as she stood in front of it, crouched low ready to tackle who, or what, came out.

		“I’m not opening it.” I stood back with my arms folded. “I’m not. You do it.”

		“The purpose of hand signals rather than speaking was so anyone hiding in here wouldn’t know we were onto them. And then you just go and announce it?”

		“Look. If I open that door Gladys’ dead body is going to fall out. If you open the door, it’ll just be full of stationery.”

		“Maybe Schrödinger’s cat is in there too.”

		“Whose cat? Is that one of your housemates? Wait, are you allowed pets?”

		Sabrina shook her head at me and yanked the door open. I peered around her to look inside.

		“See? You just saved a life. Aren’t you glad you opened it?”

		“There are times when I realise I have no idea how you made it this far.” Sabrina stepped into the cupboard. “I’ll be listening. Shout when you need help.” And then she closed the door.

		“What are you doing?” Gladys asked from the classroom doorway, her attention focused on the stationery door. “I’ve heard rumours of paperclip thefts. Was that what you were doing? Stealing our supplies?”

		I assumed that meant she hadn’t seen Sabrina. “I was checking for dead bodies. Or murderers.”

		She scanned the classroom. “Did you find either?”

		“Not until you came in,” I murmured.

		“What was that?” Gladys let the door close behind her.

		“Please.” I gestured to the row of desks at the back of the classroom. I sat on the desktop one row in so I could keep a desk in between us and leap quickly away should I need to. Gladys frowned at my choice, but sat in the chair, her back to the door.

		I wasn’t sure if that was because she wasn’t worried about anyone coming in or because she was purposely blocking my exit. She crossed her legs and leaned back in her chair.

		“Talk.”

		“Okay.” I drew the word out since this wasn’t how I’d expected it to go. “Thank you very much for asking me to meet you. I think you’re—”

		“What? Me ask you? No. You asked me here.” Gladys pulled a piece of paper from inside her jumpsuit. I held my hand out for it and she hesitated but gave it to me. “Are you going back on it now? I should’ve known. Is this some sort of trick?”

		I scanned the letter. It was exactly the same as mine except this one said it was from me. I waved the letter at her, increasing my volume to ensure Sabrina heard. “I received the same letter. Only it was signed from you.”

		“As if I would ever concede to being your vice commander.”

		“I did think it was a bit weird. But I also thought that it was a lure to get me here so you could kill me when you missed this afternoon.”

		“When I missed this afternoon?”

		“It was you that poisoned my water.”

		“You’re trying to blame me for all of this? “Gladys shot to her feet. “I’m not taking the blame for this. I haven’t done anything wrong. If you’re not interested in joining forces as my vice commander, then I’m not interested in staying here talking to you for a moment longer.” Gladys took several steps toward the door then stopped. “Is that what this was about? Are you trying to make it look like we’re working together? So you can undermine me somehow?”

		“Undermine you? You’re the one who hung the dummy in here. You’re the one who wrote ‘you’re next Bridget Sway’ on the board. You’re the one who sent Gavin the threatening letter—”

		“You think I wrote that on the board? You think I threatened Gavin? That I killed him?”

		“I heard you. I heard you the night the commander died. I was in the stationery cupboard when you two came in here.”

		“You … listened?” Gladys’ face twisted in disgust.

		“Actually, I tried really hard not to listen. I left my shoes by the desk. That was when you stole them. I heard Gavin say someone got what he deserved. And then the commander turned up dead. And then Gavin turned up dead. And you wrote my name in my shoes before you stabbed him with them so you could frame me. Because with me out of the way you think you stand the best chance beating Vince.”

		“You’re crazy. You are absolutely crazy.” Gladys shook her head and her voice came out soft, full of disbelief. “You think I killed a commander. You think I killed Gavin. And why would I kill Ivan? I didn’t even know Ivan. And I definitely wasn’t worried about him in this race.”

		“I don’t think you killed Ivan on purpose. I think you were aiming for me.”

		“I wasn’t aiming then, but I might now.” Gladys scanned the room as if looking for something to throw at me.

		“Well if it isn’t you killing people, why invite me here?” I waved her letter to her.

		“You invited me here!” Gladys waved her hand in the direction of the letter. “You say that I sent you a letter, but where is your proof.” Gladys’ eyes stretched wide in understanding and she backed up against the wall. “You bought me here to kill me. That’s what this is about. You think if you can get me out of the way your path will be clear to the commander vacancy. I’m so stupid. It was you that killed all those people. It was you all along.”

		“No, it was you.” I frowned at Gladys. She looked genuinely scared and confused. But then I’d seen murderers look genuinely afraid and confused before. I wasn’t sure how to get her to admit that she had done these things, so I just took a stab at it. “Okay look, if you just admit that it was you I will keep your secret safe and still let you be my vice commander. How about that?”

		“But I didn’t do it,” she whined. And then a weird change came over her and she straightened up as if she’d gained a heap of confidence from somewhere. “And I wouldn’t want to be vice commander anyway. Vice commanders don’t get to do anything.”

		The classroom door opened and Vince stepped into the room. “Vice commanders get to do plenty. We get to do a lot more when the commander is so busy trying to be a good Samaritan that he neglects the day-to-day running of arrivals.”

		Both Gladys and I stared at Vince.

		“It was you?” I pointed at Vince. And yes, it did feel as though I were grasping at straws. I could feel Sabrina’s eye roll. “It was you who killed the commander and Gavin and Ivan. You lured us both here.”

		“What?” Vince looked to Gladys for an explanation. “What is she talking about?”

		“What are you doing here, Vince?” Gladys didn’t seem ready to take Vince’s arrival on trust either.

		Vince pulled a letter from his pocket. “Bridget sent me a letter to meet her here. Apparently, she wanted to talk about surrendering and being my vice commander.”

		“She sent me the same letter.” Gladys edged over to Vince and took the letter from his hands. She scanned it and then waved at me. “She sent me this exact letter.”

		“Why would you send it to both of us?” Vince sighed. “She was psyching us out. She wanted to see who would respond. Who felt they were in the weakest position.”

		“No.” Gladys shook her head. “She brought us here to kill us, so she has a clear line to the commandership.”

		“She summoned us here to kill us?” Vince arched an eyebrow at Gladys. “In a classroom at arrivals with so many people around? Really? The commander always said you were highly strung.”

		“I am not highly strung!” Gladys shrieked.

		“Before you both get overexcited, I received the same letter as both of you, only mine was from Gladys.”

		“But she doesn’t have a letter.” Gladys pointed to the paper in my hands. “That’s my letter she’s holding.”

		Vince edged away from Gladys. “How do I know that’s not her letter and you’re not trying to dupe me?”

		“No, this is her letter.” I folded it into a paper aeroplane and aimed it in his direction. “I didn’t bring mine with me. I didn’t realise that we were going to need them as proof that we’d received them.”

		“Of course she didn’t bring it with her. She doesn’t have one.” Gladys said as Vince picked up the paper aeroplane and unfolded it. “We need to call the police and have her arrested.”

		“For what?” Vince asked, scanning the letter. “For saying she received a letter and then not bringing it with her?”

		“For killing everyone.”

		“She just admitted to that?” Vince looked up from the letter to stare at me. “You killed the commander?”

		“No. I didn’t kill the commander. One of you two did.”

		“Why do you think it was one of us?” Vince asked.

		“Well, actually I think it was Gladys,” I said.

		Vince sidestepped away from Gladys and twisted his body in an attempt to keep both of us in view. “Why would Gladys kill the commander? It’s not like she’s guaranteed the position if he’s dead. As a rule, the vice commander is nearly always elected to take over. So what would she gain from it?”

		“You’ll have to ask her.” I pointed to Gladys. “Maybe she wasn’t happy because she thought the commander was having an affair. Maybe she was having an affair with the commander and thought he was cheating on her. I don’t know. Maybe she has some plan to outsmart both of us and gain the commander’s position.”

		“I didn’t do it. I haven’t done anything.” Gladys shrieked. “And he was having an affair. With that blonde tramp that nominated Ivan. It’s illegal to be in a relationship without the proper paperwork. Someone breaking those rules shouldn’t be in a position of power.”

		Vince’s expression was pained. “All of us bend the rules, Gladys. There was no need to kill him for it.”

		“I didn’t do it!” Gladys slapped the table in front of her with an open palm. “I. Didn’t. Do. It.” Vince turned to me, eyebrow arched. “Don’t you dare look at her like that.” Gladys yanked her shoe off. She threw it at Vince who ducked and it sailed over his head.

		“And now you’re trying to stab me with your shoes?”

		“They weren’t even my shoes. They were her shoes.” Gladys gripped her head as though it were about to explode.

		“If they were her shoes, then how come you were wearing them?” Vince kept his voice smooth as if talking to a wild animal.

		“Because I found them in here. I shouldn’t have taken them. I know. But they were pretty.” Gladys jabbed a finger at me. “But you stole them back.”

		Vince turned to me. “Did you steal them back? I don’t think either of you is qualified for the commander’s position.”

		“How could I steal them back?” I asked, ignoring Vince’s dig. “You were wearing them every time I saw you. Surely you would’ve noticed if I pulled them from your feet.”

		“All I know is that you stole them back. And then used them to stab Gavin.” Gladys clutched her chest where Gavin had been stabbed.

		“Right, after I’d written my name in them to make sure everyone knew they belonged to me. Because that’s what smart murderers do.”

		“It would be pretty smart actually,” Vince said. He held his hands up. “Devil’s advocate, but if you made it look like it was so obviously you, your argument could be that you were being framed because why would you leave so much evidence?”

		“Or maybe you did it?” I said. “Maybe you just worked really hard to make it look like Gladys.”

		“I don’t know why you’re so certain it’s Gladys, but I think we’ve all just gotten a little carried away and this isn’t getting us anywhere.” Vince placed Gladys’s letter on the table, so he didn’t have to get too close to either of us. “I don’t think it does anyone any good to stand around and fling these accusations about. The police will work it out and everything will be okay. In the meantime, I think we should sit down and discuss how we are going to move forward with this race for the commander’s position. Like adults. Like adults who don’t murder each other.”

		“I’m not sitting down with her and giving her the chance to murder me. You shouldn’t either.” Gladys motioned to Vince as she edged toward the door. “You should come with me now, so neither of us is alone with her.”

		“Because being alone with you is such a better option,” I muttered.

		“I’m leaving.” Gladys flung the door open and yelped.

		Alex stood in the doorway. Gladys scurried back into the room, darting in several directions like a scared beetle until she realised she was too close to one of us and turned back around. She finally stopped on the far side of the room.

		“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Alex stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He looked around the room. “Bridget? What are you doing here?”

		“She’s here to kill us. She summoned us all here so she can kill us in one fell swoop. So she can be the commander.” Gladys had her back against the wall as her attention jumped from person to person.

		“I don’t think Bridget would need to kill us to secure her position as the commander. I’m fairly sure she’s miles out in the lead,” Alex said.

		“I would have preferred a resounding ‘Bridget is not a killer’, Alex, but I guess that will do,” I said. “Who did your letter say is willing to be your vice commander?”

		“How did you know that was what my letter said?” Alex asked.

		“Because she sent them. I am telling you, she’s here to kill us all,” Gladys said.

		“Or she made an educated guess,” Vince said. “Since that’s what your letter, my letter and her letter said.”

		“You got a letter too?” Alex asked.

		“Yep. I didn’t bring it with me though so please don’t ask me to show it as proof.”

		“Why would I need you to prove you had a letter?” Alex asked.

		Vince looked around the group. “I really think we should sit down and discuss the way this race is going. I think we should be able to find positions for everyone in the new structure. It’s important to show arrivals that we are a united front.”

		“Absolutely not!” Gladys scurried across the room, grabbed the handle and yanked the door back. Sean must have been holding the handle on the other side of the door about to come in because he flew right into her with the momentum. They tumbled to the floor. Rapunzel followed Sean in and tried to help Gladys up.

		“Oh, my gosh. Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.” Sean grabbed at Gladys to try and help her to her feet.

		“Get off me.” Gladys batted away Sean’s and Rapunzel’s well-intentioned assistance. “Get off me. Both of you.”

		“I’m really sorry! I didn’t expect you to be on the other side.” Sean babbled. He looked to me as if I could help.

		“I wouldn’t worry about her too much, Sean.” I beckoned him toward me. I didn’t want him near her seeing as how I didn’t know if she was a murderer or not. Rapunzel, whatever she was doing here, could take her chances. Since Gladys wouldn’t accept Sean’s help, something about that indicated to Alex and Vince that she would accept their help. They tried to help her to her feet as she batted them away. Alex had one arm, and Vince had the other. Together they managed to haul her to her feet.

		“Will you both get off me?” Gladys pushed them away and dusted herself down. “I’m calling the police.” With the toss of her head, she reached for the door again. “On all of you.” The fingers of her outstretched hand curled. She froze where she was as a hissing sound came from her mouth. And then she toppled backward and hit the floor, rigid as a plank.

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty-Two

		

		

		We all stared at Gladys’ prone form. No one spoke. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. No, I knew what I was expecting. I was expecting her to jump back to life, but she didn’t. She remained exactly as she’d fallen. Hand still outstretched. Not moving. With all of us staring at her.

		“Bridget?” Sean beckoned me over. “Help me give her CPR.”

		“No. Don’t touch her.” I snapped my fingers to steal his attention from her body and waved him to the side. It looked to me as if it was the same poison that Ivan had ingested and I didn’t want Sean to accidentally poison himself while trying to save her. The way she fell, I was pretty sure she was past saving anyway.

		“But we could save her,” Sean said.

		“I don’t think we should touch her.” Alex crouched over Gladys. He shook her shoulder and her whole body rocked. Her face was a greenish shade of blue. The same blue as Ivan. “I think it’s the same poison as the one that killed Ivan.” Alex looked at me and pointed to Gladys’s face. “It’s the same colour, isn’t it?”

		“I don’t know if it’s the same poison, but she looks like Ivan did.” And how long had it taken to work on him? Less than a minute? Who had been in here a minute ago? Me and Vince. She kept her distance from all of us. So it had to have happened when she was trying to leave. Which must have meant they’d given her an extra large dose. Which they’d have had to have injected. She hadn’t eaten or drank anything while she’d been in here with me. Unless she had right before she came in.

		“You killed her.” Vince turned to me. It wasn’t so much an accusation as a dull realisation. “You killed her.”

		“Me?” I gestured to the space around me. Space that was a reasonable distance away from where Gladys was slumped. “How? From here? You four were the nearest.”

		“I know you didn’t just accuse me of murder,” Alex said. “Again.”

		“I didn’t accuse you, Alex. I’m not accusing anyone. I’m just saying I was over here, and you were all over there. And now Gladys is dead.”

		“Yes, but you were in here with her before any of us got here,” Vince pointed a finger at me. “Ivan didn’t die straight away. It took a few minutes.”

		“It didn’t take minutes,” I countered. “It was less than a minute from him drinking the water to dying. Thirty seconds tops.”

		“You were in here with her. Alone. For who knows how long before I got here,’ Vince continued, unperturbed but the correction. “You were the only one with opportunity. It was you. She was right all along and I thought she was crazy. It was you.”

		Sean looked at me again. “Bridget?”

		“It wasn’t me,” I said. “Obviously.”

		“I don’t know that it is obvious,” Rapunzel said.

		I held my hand up in her direction. “Whatever. Can you all move away from the body so I can check for puncture wounds.”

		“We need to get out of here.” Rapunzel took Vince’s hand and motioned for Alex and Sean to follow her. “We need to get the police. Bridget needs to be arrested.”

		I sighed. “Really?”

		“Yes, she is murdering her competition.” Vince beckoned Alex and Sean to him. “We need to leave.”

		Alex looked at Vince’s hand. “Here’s the thing. I’ve known Bridget longer than I’ve known you. She can be really mean and generally not a great person, but she’s not a killer.”

		“You can’t know that for sure.” Rapunzel had her hand on the doorknob.

		Alex nodded. “Yeah, I can.”

		“Me too.” Sean jumped in. “But I don’t trust either of you.”

		“I appreciate that, fellas. And I don’t think you murdered anyone either.” Which was a teeny lie. I was mostly sure they hadn’t killed Gladys. “I also would like to point out that it took under a minute for Ivan to die. Not several minutes. Under a minute. Unless the poison wasn’t in the water. Gladys is half the size of Ivan. The same dose would likely have worked quicker. And whoever killed her would’ve had to inject her with it during that little scrummage.” I held my hands up and stepped back from them even further. “I am the only person in this room who did not touch her. I am the only person who did not get close enough to inject her with anything.”

		“You think I could’ve done this, Bridget?” Sean stared at me with big puppy dog eyes. “You think that I would be capable of taking someone’s life. “

		“No. That’s not what I’m saying at all.” Swallowing the thought that those big puppy dog eyes were actually making me suspect him a little. “What I’m saying is that if you want to call the police, that’s fine. But that there is categorically no way you can put this on me.”

		“I’m sure the police will be eager to hear all about how you managed it.” Vince stepped to the door. He pulled his access card from his pocket, swiped it over the lock and tried the handle. Nothing happened. He tried it again. It still didn’t budge.

		“Why won’t the door open?” Rapunzel asked, rattling the handle.

		“Because whoever killed Gladys locked it with the commander’s card.” Vince turned back to us. “Only his card would be able to lock us in.”

		“So, whoever has the card is the murderer?” Alex asked and then pulled a gold card peeking out from Sean’s back pocket. He backed up, holding the card in the air. “This card?”

		“You did it?” Sean gasped and stepped back from Alex.

		“I just took this from your pocket,” Alex said. “Bridget saw me.”

		“But I—it’s not mine.” Sean shook his head, eyes focused on the card.

		“I think that’s the point.” Rapunzel held her hand out. “Here, I’ll take it.”

		Alex laughed. “Right. Like I’m going to trust you.”

		“You’re the one holding the card,” Vince pointed out. “How do we know you’re not the killer?”

		“Because I just took it from Sean’s pocket.” Alex nodded at me. “Bridget saw me.”

		“But-but-but I don’t know where it came from?” Sean’s attention leapt around the group. “You believe me, don’t you, Bridget?”

		“Anyone of you could’ve put it in his pocket,” I said. “You were all over there together.”

		“Or maybe this ditsy little induction leader is an act and he really did kill everyone,” Vince said.

		“But I didn’t though,” Sean whined. “Why would I kill any of them?”

		“So you could get Bridget elected. Are you all in this together?” Rapunzel backed up away from him and Alex and closer to Vince. “I told you not to come to this meeting. I told you.”

		“Are you two on the same team?” I asked. “Like, his campaign manager or something?”

		“I don’t know how I didn’t see it. The dummy. Alex getting nominated. Sean nominating you, this was your plan all along.” Vince pointed at each of us in turn. “You’re trying to take over. You and your arty farty ideas.”

		“I told you she couldn’t be trusted.” Rapunzel moved him back against the wall. “We need to get out of here. They’re going to kill us. They are going to kill us and blame it on us. They’ll say that we attacked them and they had no choice but to defend themselves. They’ll spin it so they will come out looking like the victims and we will come out looking like the villains.” Vince squared his shoulders and held his hand out. “Alex. Give me the card. If you’re not guilty, you have nothing to worry about.”

		“How about everyone moves away from the door and I’ll open it,” Alex suggested.

		“We’re not surrendering the exit.” Vince picked up a chair and used it like a lion tamer airing it at us, pushing Rapunzel behind him. “Try the door again. See if you can get it open without the key.”

		“You remember it works on a magnetic lock, right?” I watched in disbelief as Rapunzel had a foot on the door jam and the other pulling at the handle.

		She ignored me and continued to pull at it. “I can’t get the door open.”

		I looked at Alex. “You heard me just say they were magnetic, right?”

		“I heard you accuse me of murder,” Alex said.

		“I didn’t accuse you. I merely said that you were in her vicinity when she died. I said the same about Sean. He’s not sulking.”

		“Maybe because he’s the killer,” Alex said.

		“Let me help.” Sean moved toward the door.

		Rapunzel shrieked and jumped back. “No! No, get away from me, you monster.”

		Sean jerked back from her as if she were on fire and he didn’t want to get burned. “I was—I don’t—” Sean looked to me.

		“He’s trying to help you, you idiot. I’ve no idea why.” I shook my head at her. “Okay. Since my last main suspect is dead. I’m now pretty sure you killed everyone.” I pointed a finger at Rapunzel to make it clear who I was accusing.

		“Me?” Rapunzel blinked her big eyes at me. I’m sure that worked brilliantly on men all the time.

		“Yeah. Or Vince. It was one of you.”

		“Why would I do it?” Rapunzel asked.

		I inclined my head. “Well, I think it’s probably something to do with the IA. Maybe it is a coup. I’m not sure if Tommy is involved or not. I very much hope not. But you’ve definitely got something cooking.”

		“You’re in the IA?” Hurt laced Vince’s voice. It was actually a little uncomfortable to hear. It was like he’d just found out she was cheating on him.

		“How do you know about the IA?” I asked Vince. “Only ranking members are supposed to know.”

		Vince ignored me and focused on Rapunzel. “Is that why you suddenly hitched your wagon to my star?”

		“No.” Rapunzel turned her large eyes on Vince. “I believe in you. “

		“You believe in me?” His voice was earnest.

		“Yes, I believe in you.”

		“Okay.” He nodded, all the tension drained from his muscles.

		And then everything went black. Not stopping to wonder what was going on, I crouched and scuttled forward, blindly waving my hands in front of me until I was under the nearest desk. I waited. The sound of a meaty impact sounded in the darkness. A grunt. Then the sound of a body hitting the floor echoed in the darkness. A choked scream. Three thumps in quick succession and then another thump.

		And then the lights came back on. Blinking in the brightness. I had a perfect view of the back of Vince’s head. From this angle, I couldn’t tell if he was dead or unconscious. And next to him lay Rapunzel. Her eyes were closed, and her face peaceful as if she were asleep.

		“Where did you come from?” Alex cried.

		I crawled from under the desk and stood. I’d hoped he was looking at the killer, but it was just Sabrina. Alex and Sean were standing on the far side of the room. Same place as when the lights had gone out.

		“I was in the cupboard.” She wandered forward to inspect the bodies. “We thought Gladys was the killer. I was supposed to be Bridget’s back up, but I didn’t expect everyone to show up.”

		“You and me both,” I said.

		“Before you start hurling accusations our way, I’d like to be preemptive.” Alex pointed to the bodies. “We didn’t do that.”

		Sean clung to Alex’s other arm so either they were in it together, or they were each other’s alibi.

		“Me either.” I moved around the back of Vince and Rapunzel to stand next to Sabrina and so they were in between Alex, Sean and us. I had no clue what was going on, but it was best to be safe.

		“What happened to the lights?” Sabrina asked.

		Sean winced apologetically and edged to the side. “I caught the switch with my shoulder.”

		I nudged Vince’s foot with mine. It moved, so I assumed he hadn’t been exposed to the same poison as Gladys and Ivan. I touched Rapunzel’s foot and that moved too. But did that mean they were dead, unconscious or faking?

		I looked at Sabrina and she shrugged back. Great. She didn’t know either.

		“Are they dead?” Sean squeaked.

		“Honestly? I have no clue.” I backed away from them in case they weren’t. “We really need a definitive way to tell if folks are dead or not because we can’t just carry on like this.”

		“What are you doing?” Sean watched Sabrina rooting through the desk drawers.

		She lifted a pinboard pin in the air. “Improvising.”

		“You’re going to stab them?” Alex motioned to the pin. “Throw it my way when you’re done and I’ll do Gladys.”

		“You can’t stab them,” Sean said.

		Sabrina crouched over Rapunzel. “If they’re dead, it won’t matter and if they’re faking, they won’t be able to not react.”

		“And what if they’re unconscious?” Sean asked.

		“It’ll likely wake them up.” I shrugged. “It’s a win-win-win situation.”

		“Especially if Gladys wakes up,” Alex added.

		I hovered behind Sabrina as she crouched over Vince, pin poised. With no preamble, she jabbed him in the right bum cheek and then leapt back into me. Vince didn’t move. He didn’t twitch. Nothing.

		“That means he’s dead, right?” Sean asked.

		Alex shrugged and then nodded. “I guess.”

		“Maybe you should try the other cheek,” Sean suggested. “Just to be sure. Maybe it didn’t actually penetrate through his clothes.”

		There was a tiny dot of red soaking through Vince’s trousers. “Nope, pretty sure I got him good.”

		“So, he’s dead?” Alex repeated.

		“We should probably tie him up anyway.” I don’t know why I didn’t trust her pin-in-the-bum-cheek test, but I think it was more to do with the fact I couldn’t believe he was actually dead. Because that meant one of us in the room had killed him.

		“Do you want to test the girl first?” Alex asked.

		“Okay.” Although, with everyone else dead, that meant that she had to be the killer. Or it was one of us.

		Sabrina stepped a little closer while I moved back to give her room. With no hesitation, she jabbed Rapunzel in the bum cheek. I leapt back expecting her to spring up screaming. She didn’t. I glanced over at Alex, who scrabbled back from Gladys, dragging Sean with him.

		“Huh.” Sabrina stared down at her two dead bodies. “I was sure that one was faking.”

		“So it’s Gladys?” Alex asked and motioned for the pin.

		Sabrina tossed the pin to Alex. “You’re turn.”

		He shoved Sean behind him than edged toward Gladys. He held the pin like a dart and mimicked the throwing action as he stood over her. “How—what is the best way to do this?”

		I mimed sticking her with the pin. “Just jab her.”

		“Jab her?” Alex nodded and bent over Gladys. He made to stab her three times and pulled up short each time. “Where?”

		Sabrina shrugged. “Somewhere really sensitive.”

		“Okay.” Alex feigned three more attempts and then straightened up. “I feel weird about stabbing a woman with a pin.”

		“I just stabbed two people with that pin,” Sabrina countered. “All you have to do is stab one. And she has to be the murderer since these two are almost certainly dead So come on. Have at it.”

		“I can’t.” Alex looked down at Gladys and shook his head. “I can’t. You stab people in the bum cheeks, where am I supposed to stab her?”

		“I don’t know.” Sabrina looked her over. It was unfortunate that Gladys was lying on her back. “In the face?”

		“You want me to stab a woman in the face?” Alex’s voice was filled with disbelief.

		“Whoa, hang on.” I waved Sabrina back. “The face is a bit much.”

		Alex waved the pin at me. “Thank you.”

		“She stole your shoes,” Sabrina reminded me.

		“Oh, yeah.” I faced Alex. “Prick her like a pin cushion.”

		“She might be a thief but she’s still a person.” Sean chastised me. “You can’t stab her in the face with a pin.”

		“Sean, you are absolutely right.” I nodded. “We need something much bigger than a pin. What if I smashed her in the face with the back of a chair a couple of times? That would work, right?”

		“Alex, please?” Sabrina grabbed the back of my jumpsuit. “Look, if you stab her in the face and she’s not dead then she’s hardly going to be able to continue to fake her death with a pin in her cheek, is she? And that’s the purpose, right? So just stab her in the face and let’s be done with this.”

		Alex hovered over Gladys, once again aiming his pin like a dart. Abruptly he pushed to his feet. “I can’t do it.”

		“I said I’d do it.” I tried to knock Sabrina’s hands off me. “What’s the problem? Just let me do it.”

		“Guys, please?” Sabrina made a jabbing motion with her free hand. “Just get it done. It doesn’t have to be in the face—you can stab her anywhere that’s soft and fleshy that a faux dead person wouldn’t be able to fake death through.”

		“I think you should stab Vince and that girl in the face before I stab Gladys,” Alex counted.

		“I stabbed them in the bum cheek,” Sabrina reminded them. “That’s a soft, fleshy part of their body. Could you fake death while being stabbed in the bum?”

		“Well, y’ know, maybe if—” Alex cut himself off when Sean grabbed the pin from Alex and stabbed it in Gladys abdomen. He left it there and jumped back to hide behind Alex. Gladys didn’t move.

		“Is the pin in?” I asked, peering over from where I was. “Like all the way in?”

		Alex nodded. “Up to the hilt. Are you sure you stuck both of them properly?”

		I glanced down at Rapunzel and Vince. Vince had a dot of blood on his trousers where Sabrina had stabbed him, but Rapunzel didn’t. “He’s bleeding, but she’s not. Does that mean she’s dead and he’s unconscious?”

		Sabrina shrugged. “I know as much as you.”

		“How can you not be able to tell if someone’s dead?” Alex peered down at Gladys. “You find dead people all the time.”

		“None of them reacted so does that mean they’re all dead.” Sean peeked out from behind Alex. “Then who’s the killer?”

		I turned to Sabrina. “Suggestions?”

		She looked over at Alex and Sean. “Well, either the killer is invisible or it’s one of us.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty-Three

		

		

		“The killer is invisible then.” Sean made a hand-it-over motion to Alex. “Give me the keycard. I’ll get a fire extinguisher so we can hunt the invisible man and I’ll get the GBs while I’m out.”

		“Stop, stop, stop.” I held up my hand before Alex handed the keycard over. “Wait.”

		“For what?” Alex asked. “Sean was holding on to me the whole time the lights were out and like I said, there are plenty of things wrong with you, but you’re not a killer. And Sabrina—well, actually Sabrina could’ve done it. No offence.”

		“None taken.” Sabrina shrugged it off.

		“Think about this for a minute.” I continued as though Alex hadn’t just accused Sabrina of murder. “What does this look like?” I gestured around the room. “The four of us alive. The three of them dead. We’re suspects. It won’t matter that we know we didn’t do it. Johnson won’t believe that. He’s been trying to arrest me for ages. Alex, you and Sabrina aren’t long out of reeducation and Sean, you’re my friend. It’s going to look to everyone like we did this.”

		Sabrina nodded. “She’s right. Bridge and Alex are the only people left in the running for commander, which makes one of them commander and the other vice commander and Sean, you nominated her. No one will believe you didn’t do this.”

		“We can’t just stay in here with them.” Alex gestured to the three dead bodies as if I hadn’t seen them. “Someone is going to want to come in here at some point. Surely it’ll look worse if someone else finds us standing over three dead bodies rather than us trying to report it.”

		“Just stop. For a minute. We need to work this out,” I said. “Who gains from everyone being out of the commander’s race? Them dead and us arrested.”

		“Someone who didn’t declare for the race and wanted to clear the field?” Sabrina suggested.

		“If there is such a person, why didn’t they declare before and then still set their murderous plan in motion?” I asked. “They’d still come out the victor.”

		“Except they’d be a suspect if they declared for the race and everyone else died,” Alex countered.

		“Surely if they declare after we’re all out of the running that would still make them a suspect?” I said.

		“Not if you’re all arrested for the murders,” Sabrina reminded me.

		“Fair point. Can anyone think of who would want this job?”

		“Maybe the GBs are campaigning to have this put under their purview,” Sean suggested. “Maybe they think they can take control of arrivals.”

		Sabrina shook her head. “I like how you think, but I can’t really see that. I don’t think they have enough GBs as it is. And then they want to take on arrivals as well? Admittedly they could use that to swell their ranks, but I just don’t see it.”

		I snapped my fingers and pointed at Sean. “What was the makeup brush girl’s name?”

		“The what?” Sean asked.

		“The one who looked like a makeup brush? We saw her the night we found the commander. She came up to us the next day.”

		“Zoe?” Sean squinted around the room. “You think Zoe did all this?”

		Sabrina turned to me. “You didn’t mention a Zoe.”

		“Who’s Zoe and what does she have to gain?” Alex asked.

		“I don’t know.” I huffed a breath. “She was there when we found the commander. And she let slip she was at his office a lot. Do you remember, Sean? Maybe the commander teaching her to read. Or maybe she was gathering intelligence and decided she’d do a better job?” I shrugged because I couldn’t come up with a better plan. “Did either of you see her outside? Maybe she injected all three of these before they came in here. But why would she inject Gladys with the same poison as Ivan, but use something different on Vince and Rapunzel?”

		“Who’s Rapunzel?” Sean asked.

		“Blondie here.” I jerked my head in the direction of Rapunzel’s prone form. There was still no blood on her trousers. None at all. I nudged Sabrina and pointed to Vince’s bum and then Rapunzel’s. “Do ghosts still bleed if they’re dead?”

		Sean frowned at me. “I don’t understand the question. We all bleed.”

		“Yes, but if you were really dead and I stabbed you in the bum, would you bleed? Because Rapunzel’s not bleeding.”

		“Oh.” Alex angled his head as if Rapunzel’s bum were a magic eye picture then looked up at Sabrina. “You stabbed her, right?”

		“You saw me stab her.” Sabrina pointed to Rapunzel’s bum as if all eyes weren’t already on it.

		I crouched down and pulled her trousers taut over her bum. “She’s not bleeding, so she’s dead? But he is, so he’s not?”

		“It could be the other way around,” Sabrina said. “Aren’t the bodies you find still bleeding?”

		I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. They were bloody, but had I noticed them actually bleeding?

		Sabrina shook her head at me. “You are hopeless. Is Gladys bleeding?”

		Sean peered over Gladys’ abdomen. He pulled the pin out and seesawed his hand. “A teeny bit.”

		“Well, that’s definitive,” I mumbled.

		“I think it would make more sense for the person bleeding to still be alive,” Alex said. “Although how did he manage to keep from reacting when you stabbed him. If he’d fainted or something, surely that would have brought him back to consciousness.”

		“And what happened to them anyway?” I added and faced Sabrina. “You didn’t jump out of the cupboard and accidentally knock them out while the lights were out, did you?”

		Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you asking me if I killed them?”

		“No, I’m asking if you accidentally knocked them out. Because if you didn’t and we didn’t then, dead or unconscious, we’re back to the invisible stalker theory.”

		Sabrina opened her mouth to speak and then snapped it shut. She looked down at the three bodies on the floor, back up to me, Alex and Sean. She pressed her finger to her lips. “I think we should tie them all up just to be on the safe side. Do Rapunzel first while Bridget helps me find some more string.” She pointed at Rapunzel and mouth the words “be careful” to Alex and Sean.

		Alex nodded. Sabrina and I backed up to the stationery cupboard, She motioned me inside and I started moving things around, so it sounded like I was looking. Sabrina guarded the door, pepper spray in hand, watching over Sean and Alex, both of whom were grunting rather heavily while trying to tie up Rapunzel.

		“Behind you!” Sabrina cried.

		She must have caught the door as she sprang into action because it slammed closed in my face. I fell back on to the shelves and slid to the floor. Temporarily pushing the pain aside, I scrambled to my feet and fumbled with the door handle. It took me a couple of seconds to get it to work. I thrust the door open just in time to see Sabrina flying towards a wall. She hit it with a thump and slid to the floor.

		“Hey!” I cried and darted over to her. I couldn’t see any actual damage to her so maybe he’d just knocked her unconscious.

		Vince held his hands up. “She jumped me. I was minding my own business.”

		I glanced around the room and saw Alex and Sean lying at his feet. Not moving. “Minding your own business killing my friends?”

		“I didn’t kill them. I just knocked them out. Which I think was pretty generous of me since they attacked me.” Vince looked at the bodies surrounding him and shrugged. “You all attacked me. And that’s exactly what I’ll tell the police.”

		“Cool. I’ll tell them that we were defending ourselves against the commander’s killer.”

		“That—” Vince pressed his lips together. “That was an accident.”

		“You accidentally smashed his head in?”

		“He wouldn’t listen to reason. As usual. He never listened to me even though I clearly know more about arrivals than he did. All I was trying to do was knock some sense into him. That’s all.”

		“By smashing his head in? Seems kind of excessive to me.”

		“It was only a tap.” Vince held his hands out wide. “It’s hardly my fault his head was as fragile as an egg. And it’s not like you can talk.”

		“Me? I’ve never cracked someone’s skull like an egg.”

		“No, but you skewed Gavin like a kebab.” Vince waved his hands in the air as if he were clearing all the accusations. “Look, none of that matters now. It’s obvious we both want what’s best for arrivals and we’re willing to go to extremes to ensure that happens. We just need to clear up this mess and get our story straight.”

		“You think I killed Gavin?” I asked. “I didn’t kill Gavin. You killed Gavin. Just like you killed Ivan. And Gladys. And Rapunzel.”

		“I didn’t kill Gavin.” Vince frowned and pointed at me. “You killed Gavin. With your shoe. It had your name in it. And I don’t even know a Rapunzel.”

		“I told you, Gladys stole my shoes.”

		Vince stepped back, confusion all over his face. “Yes, but—” He glanced over at Gladys then back to me. “You stole them back and wrote your name in them so no one could steal them again. And then you caught Gavin in the commander’s office and killed him. Didn’t you?”

		“Did I stab him with shoes I’d just written my name in? No. No, I didn’t.” I wasn’t sure what I was more annoyed about. Being accused of murder or Vince thinking I was dumb enough to write my name in my shoes before using them as a murder weapon.

		“Did you stab him with something else and then accidentally … step on him?” Vince asked, frowning.

		“I didn’t stab him at all. Or step on him. He was dead when I found him.” I jabbed a finger at Vince. “You killed him.”

		“I didn’t kill him. I couldn’t kill anyone.”

		“You just said you smashed the commander’s head in.”

		“Accidentally. It was the result of an ac-ci-dent.”

		“Well, did you ac-ci-dentally kill Gavin.”

		“I may have … attempted to knock some sense into him too when I found him rooting around the commander’s things, but I didn’t stab him. That would’ve been murder.”

		“It’s good that you can tell the difference,” I agreed. “And Ivan? That was you attempting to poison some sense into me?”

		“I’ve told you, I’m not a murderer. That was you clearing out some of the competition.” Vince shook his head. “I thought it was weird because you’ve been the strongest contender from the start, but I assumed it was part of your plan.”

		“Are you saying that you didn’t try to poison me?”

		“That’s what I’m saying, yes.”

		“And Gladys?”

		He shook his head. “Nothing to do with me.”

		“The dummy?”

		“Not me either.”

		I looked him over. I couldn’t decide if he was telling the truth or not. I mean, why would you admit to two murders, but not two others? Although, by the way he’d phrased it, he didn’t think he’d admitted those murders. “But you were just faking being dead?”

		“I wasn’t faking anything. Someone hit me in the head. I was out for the count. Had an awful dream about lying on a bed of nails.” Vince rubbed his bottom as he spoke.

		I glanced over at Gladys. “Just to be clear, you didn’t poison Gladys. And you didn’t poison Ivan. But you did kill the commander and Gavin?”

		“I’ve already admitted I may have given the commander and Gavin a slap to the head. Why can’t you just admit Gladys and Ivan and the shoe in Gavin’s chest were you?” Vince asked. “We’ve all done things that are less than ideal, but these things happen when you’re playing for high stakes. I want arrivals, I can run arrivals better than any of you, so I’m merely making sure that happens. It’s not—” Vince dropped to the floor.

		Rapunzel stood behind him, fire extinguisher raised.

		I stared at the unconscious and very possibly dead Vince. “Did you just—did you just hit him in the head with a fire extinguisher?”

		Rapunzel rested the extinguisher on the desk. “I think we need to get a few things straight.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty-Four

		

		

		“Yes. Let’s do that.” I edged away from her because she seemed far too liberal with that fire extinguisher for my liking. “What would you like to straighten out?”

		“Gladys killed all four people just to be commander. She admitted it to you,” Rapunzel said with no preamble. “That’s what you’ll tell the police and GBs. That’s what you’ll get your friends to tell the police. Gladys was the killer. Are we clear?”

		“Vince just admitted he killed the commander and Gavin. Oddly he wouldn’t cop to Gladys and Ivan, though.” I noticed the way she was gripping the fire extinguisher. “Wouldn’t have been you, would it?”

		“You misheard. He didn’t kill anyone. He gave the commander a little slap to the head in frustration. Was that his finest moment? No. But he didn’t kill him. Gladys killed him,” Rapunzel stressed. “Gladys killed them all.”

		“Are you telling me that as the truth or is that the story you want me to repeat?” Because, honestly, she was really convincing. If Vince hadn’t just admitted it to me that he’d killed the commander, there was an excellent chance I’d buy what she was selling.

		A vision of the commander’s dead body flashed before my eyes. From the damage to his skull, the commander had definitely taken more than one blow to the head. But the way Vince told it, it sounded as though he’d only hit him once. But what if Vince only thought he’d killed the commander. Maybe it had been Gladys, Rapunzel had found out and made Vince believe it was him, so the IA had leverage on him when he became commander.

		But then, I was the frontrunner in the race. Did that mean the IA had tried to kill me? Or had that been Gladys too?

		“That’s the truth.” Rapunzel called my attention back to the present. “She saw Vince argue with the commander. She saw him—” Rapunzel mimed knocking someone’s head against the wall. “Yes, Vince might have knocked him unconscious, but he ran for help. The commander was gone when he got back because Gladys had dragged him into the cupboard and beat his head in. All so she could take over arrivals. Vince caught Gavin rooting through the commander’s files, they fought, Vince knocked Gavin unconscious and Gladys found him on the floor. I’ve no idea if she knew he wasn’t dead. She probably didn’t care. She wrote your name in the shoes to frame you and then stamped on his chest to drive the heel home.”

		“She hung the dummy?” I asked.

		Rapunzel nodded. “To give the police something to match the handwriting too. And to make it look as though you were making yourself into a victim to deflect suspicion.”

		“But the water. That poison was meant for me, right?”

		Rapunzel nodded again. “After the dummy thing only made you more popular, I guess she figured it would be simpler if you were just out of the way. But when she killed Ivan instead she had to change tactics. So she summoned you here to kill you.”

		“She summoned all of us here to kill all of us? Because that’s three on one odds against her,” I said. “How was she going to make that work? Never mind explain it away?”

		“She was going to inject you all and say one of you—probably you—were the killer. That she’d managed to outsmart you, but it was sadly too late for the others. And that they died heroes.”

		“So, how is Gladys dead right now?”

		“Stabbed with one of the syringes of poison she was going to use on you.”

		“Really?” I glanced over at Gladys and then back to Rapunzel. “And you know that how?”

		“I saw it happen when Vince was helping her up. He really did save the day.”

		“You seem to know an awful lot about what Gladys did.”

		Rapunzel shrugged. “It’s my job.”

		“Uh-huh. And you didn’t mention any of this earlier because?”

		“I wanted to see how this would play out.”

		“How what would play out?”

		“You and your friends. I wanted to see if you would give us anything that we could use as leverage on you.”

		“Sabrina stuck you with a pin.”

		“You stuck my padding.”

		“You have bum padding?”

		“Boobs too. Silicone inserts to enhance the shape.”

		“Are you an IA agent or a stripper?”

		“What can I say? When you’re trying to get a man’s attention, you use everything you can.”

		I nodded. “Exactly. Everything except your brain?”

		“You have to go with what works.”

		“Wow, okay, well, that pretty much explains everything.”

		“Great. Now that’s settled, you need to endorse Vince for commander.”

		I winced. “Yeah, I don’t believe he’s the future of arrivals.”

		“What you believe really doesn’t matter.” Rapunzel looked down at a still unconscious Vince. “I want you to endorse a candidate we can use to help to create a fairer, more just afterlife. You’re an agent of the IA and it’s your duty to do what we require of you.”

		“Does Tommy know about this?”

		“Of course.”

		“I’d like to talk to him first before I agree to this. I’m sure I’m still ahead in the race.”

		Rapunzel sighed. “We no longer require you to win. We have a better candidate now. So you either do your job and get your friends to go along with this story or Vince will tell the police you killed everyone. He can say it was a power grab. You tried to kill him, but he overpowered you. Detective Johnson seems awfully keen to prosecute you for something and I would support Vince’s version of events. I’m sure we could find enough dirt on your friends to sway them to that story too.”

		“Wow. You’d frame me. Just like that? To get your own way?” I didn’t even know why I was surprised.

		“There’s not enough dirt on any of us to sway us to that story.” Sabrina’s voice was thick, but she sounded coherent. She waved her hand at me, asking to help her up.

		“We’ll find enough.” Rapunzel watched Sabrina struggle to her feet.

		“No, you misunderstand. We don’t cow down to blackmailers. None of us. Not Bridge, not me, definitely not Mr Do Right Sean over there and probably not Alex. I’m not a hundred per cent sure about him, but I feel like he’d stick with us over you. If only out of attempted murder guilt.”

		“Ohhh, now you’re on my side?” I asked. “You hit that wall pretty hard. It must have knocked some sense into you.”

		Rapunzel held up her hands. “Look. I’ve given you the options. Tommy will be disappointed, but he’ll deal with it. And he’ll love having an IA agent in prison to feed him info on the guards. He thought you’d be great, but you can’t see the big picture right now. Maybe several decades in prison will change that. So this is what will happen. You’ll tell the police it was Gladys. You’ll back Vince. Or you’ll be the murderer.”

		I blew out a breath. “Okay. You drive a hard bargain, but okay.”

		“Just like that?” Sabrina asked.

		“I’m tired of doing the dumb thing. Let’s do the smart thing for a change?” I held my hand out to Rapunzel. “I’m in.”

		“Really?” Sabrina stepped to the side and pulled my hand away. “Really? After everything you said.”

		Rapunzel eyed me in suspicion. “I’m not sure I believe that either.”

		“Look, I just want a normal life.” I looked between them. “I’m tired of all of this stuff. If you can convince Tommy me leaving the IA is the best thing for everyone then I’ll support Vince for commander.”

		“And your friends?” Rapunzel jerked her head in Sabrina’s direction and then at Sean and Alex.

		“I’ll work it out.”

		“I’m not a part of this.” Sabrina waved her hand at me. “And you’ve clearly lost your mind. Maybe I should throw you across the room.”

		“You remember when we were up at the fort yesterday?” I asked. “And you said how you wanted to go back to a normal life where we weren’t constantly in the middle of murder investigations? This is how we do that. Rapunzel can get me released from the IA and we can go back to normal.” Admittedly, that wasn’t the best coded message I could’ve given her, but I trusted that Sabrina was smart enough to get it. Although, I was pretty sure she’d already worked out what was going on.

		Sabrina hung her head and stared at the floor, one hand on her hip, the other on the back of her neck. The moment held for longer than I thought necessary before Sabrina finally looked up.

		She sighed and gestured to Rapunzel. “Fine. Shake her hand.”

		I offered her my hand to seal the deal. Rapunzel glanced from my hand to Sabrina, then back again. After a long moment, she put her hand in mine.

		“You know my name’s not Rapunzel, right?”

		I shrugged. “Don’t care.”

		I tightened my grip on her hand and tried to sweep her legs from under her, but she was too fast for me and jumped to avoid the move. Sabrina was ready. She darted forward, grabbed Rapunzel’s other arm and executed a much better leg sweep than me. Sabrina caught Rapunzel off balance and she toppled to the floor like a felled tree. I did try to lessen her face plant a little. But since she’d just threatened my friends I didn’t try that hard.

		Sabrina was on her as soon as she was on the ground. With my help, Rapunzel was hogtied before she recovered from the face plant.

		“You really had me for a moment,” Sabrina said, checking her knots as Rapunzel struggled against them.

		“You’re making a huge mistake,” Rapunzel spat over her shoulder at me. “Huge.”

		“How did you know it was her?” Sabrina checked her knots again.

		“She gave an all too convincing recitation of why it was Gladys.”

		Sabrina paused. “You think it’s her because she convincingly told you it was Gladys?”

		“When you say it like that it sounds silly.” I crossed the room to check on Alex and Sean. Both were still out cold, but as far as I could tell, they were okay. Which, considering I couldn’t actually tell if someone was dead or not, wasn’t all that reassuring.

		“It wasn’t me, you idiot.” Rapunzel tried to roll to the side so she could see me. “I’m an IA agent. We don’t kill people.”

		“No, you just blackmail them.” I humoured her. “So much better.”

		“It is a little better. Not that I’m taking her side,” Sabrina added quickly when she saw my expression. Then she nodded at a still unconscious Vince. “Who knocked Vince out? You?”

		“Rapunzel hit him in the head with a fire extinguisher.” I gestured to it, sitting on the desktop.

		“Oh.” Sabrina looked from the fire extinguisher to Rapunzel, then to Vince. “Why?”

		“Why what?”

		“Why did she hit him in the head?” Sabrina peered over at Vince from where she stood, not willing to go too far away from Rapunzel.

		“Because she’s a crazy murderer?”

		“She could have killed him, though.”

		“Yeah, she’s a crazy murderer,” I repeated for emphasis.

		Rapunzel spoke through gritted teeth. “I didn’t murder anyone.”

		“Open up!” Johnson hammered on the other side of the classroom door. “I know you’re in there.”

		“Cavalry’s here,” I said. “Late as always.”

		“Untie me before you open that door,” Rapunzel demanded. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

		“That’s what they all say,” I muttered. I stepped toward the door and then stopped. When was the last time a murderer had denied murdering everyone? Everyone I’d caught had owned up to it. I mean, yes, they were about to kill me so they felt sure their secret would be safe, but they'd still admitted it. Maybe Rapunzel denied it because we’d caught her. I looked over at Sabrina, who shook her head at me. She wasn’t sure either.

		I threw my hands up, silently asking her if it wasn’t Rapunzel then who?

		A rapid thumping shook the door to the classroom. The door handle depressed repeatedly, but since the door was still locked, it didn’t budge. The hammering continued.

		“This is the police. Open up,” Johnson demanded through the door.

		Sabrina looked at me, arms outstretched.

		“Untie me and I’ll talk to Tommy about releasing you from the IA,” Rapunzel said. “We don’t need people like you.”

		I grabbed the key from Alex’s prone form and something occurred to me. It wouldn’t be absolute proof, per se, but I moved over to Gladys and cautiously emptied her pockets. “You said Gladys was going to poison us all?”

		

		“Yes, finally, you understand.” Rapunzel tried to look over her shoulder at me. “Let me up and I can prove it.”

		“How?” Sabrina asked.

		“Untie me and I’ll show you.”

		“Tell me and I’ll untie you,” Sabrina countered.

		“This is the police,” Johnson yelled, still hammering on the door. “Open this door, or we’ll break it down.”

		There were no syringes of poison anywhere on Gladys. I checked everywhere and even patted her down. So, unless she was storing them in an orifice which would not only be gross but, I’d imagine, not afford her quick access, she didn’t have any poison on her.

		“Quickly, before they come in,” Rapunzel said.

		Sabrina looked over at me. “I’m not untying her.”

		“Probably for the best. She’ll likely stick you with a syringe full of poison that she brought here in case this whole thing didn’t go her way.”

		“I took them from Gladys in the scuffle,” Rapunzel said. “To protect everyone.”

		“Right. See, I was alone with Gladys for a little bit. She had the perfect opportunity to kill me. She didn’t. She had the same opportunity when Vince came in. Surely, the smart play would’ve been for her to stick us one by one. Not wait for everyone to get here. And, if she had sent the letters to us all, surely she’d have staggered the times.”

		“If Rapunzel and Vince are in this together, why did she knock Vince out?” Sabrina asked.

		“They’re not in it together. She needed him unconscious because if we didn’t agree, she was going to kill us. You, me, Alex and Sean.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to Vince because I was on a sleuthing roll now. “Vince couldn’t be conscious for that because he wouldn’t go along with her killing four innocent people. And she couldn’t let Vince hear that he hadn’t actually killed the commander. That’s what you have on him, right? He thinks he killed the commander, but it was you.”

		“Did you just work all that out? On your own?” Sabrina fluffed her ponytail. “I’m an amazing teacher.”

		“Yeah. It’s all you.”

		“Stop.” Rapunzel said. “Think about what you’re doing. You have no proof that I’ve done anything here.”

		“Luckily for us, Detective Johnson is on the other side of this door,” I said. “He’s not all that big on proof.”

		“Just let me go. Tommy will release you from the IA.” Rapunzel twisted on the floor to look at me.

		“I’m pretty sure she can just leave,” Sabrina said. “She has far too much on you for you to try to blackmail her now.”

		“Fine. So the carrot doesn’t work.” Rapunzel rolled to the side and locked eyes with me. “Stick it is then. Either you let me go, or the IA will destroy you. And I’ll help them.”

		“From inside a prison cell?” Sabrina asked. “That’d be quite the feat.”

		“They will destroy you,” Rapunzel spat at me. “Everything you love, everything you hold dear, it’ll be gone. We’ll wipe it away like it never existed.”

		“Now do you see they’re the bad guys?” I asked Sabrina.

		She nodded. “That was pretty dark.”

		“I told you therapy was messing with your brain.” I swiped the card over the lock and yanked the door open to find Johnson at the head of a crowd of police officers and practically frothing at the mouth. “Detective Johnson. Perfect timing as usual.”

		


		

		

		Chapter Twenty-Five

		

		

		“So.” Sabrina lay next to me on the grass outside the fort as I stared at the passing clouds, waiting for our GA meeting to start.

		“So.”

		“So.”

		“You’re such an amazing conversationalist,” I said.

		It’d been two days since Johnson had arrested Rapunzel. She still hadn’t admitted to the murders which had left me with a hovering sense of doubt.

		Officer Leonard had shown up right behind Johnson and given Sabrina and I permission to leave on the understanding we’d visit the police station the next morning to give statements. I’d returned home to a kitchen full of bickering housemates and Oz. Apparently, Sabrina’s note had been so well coded, no one could agree on what it had meant.

		Oz hadn’t been happy that I’d only left a note and hadn’t waited to talk to him, but he’d recognised that I’d taken steps to tell him and taken Sabrina for backup, so he was only fifty per cent mad. My housemates, however, had been one hundred per cent mad they’d missed the drama. Even Anna had been mildly put out.

		I drew an outline around one cloud. “Sheep.”

		“You’re awful at this game.” Sabrina drew several quick and rather sloppy outlines around other clouds. “Sheep. Sheep. Sheep. They could all be sheep.”

		“That’s because you lack imagination.”

		She drew another outline. “Castle with four turrets, a moat and an approaching carriage.”

		“I said imagination, not hallucination.” I angled my head to try to see her creation, then drew my own outline. “Mutant sheep.”

		“How are you doing?”

		“Fine. How are you doing?”

		“I mean with—”

		“I did not lose the race. Why does everyone think I lost the race?” I climbed to my feet and dusted the grass off my jumpsuit, not able to draw sheep and be agitated at the same time. “I removed myself and supported Alex. That’s not the same thing as losing. I could’ve won. If I wanted to. I could have.”

		“Uh-huh.” Sabrina reached out her hand for me to pull her up.

		I knocked it away. “Don’t you ‘uh-huh’ me and then ask for help.”

		Sabrina waggled her hand at me again. I sighed and pulled her up.

		“How does it feel having Alex as your boss?” she asked.

		“He isn’t my boss and don’t think I didn’t notice you waited until I’d pulled you up before you said that.”

		“He is, though. As the new commander, he’s your boss.” Sabrina dusted her jumpsuit down. “Just like Sean.”

		“Sean was always technically my boss.”

		“Is he happy in his new role?” Sabrina asked. “The one you made your new boss create.”

		“I didn’t make him create it, I just suggested there was an opportunity and Alex agreed. Sean’s only done it for a day now, but he seems to be.”

		“What’s his title again?”

		“Therapeutic Activities Coordinator. Every arrivals employee is scheduled to go and see him for a couple of hours once a month. They do team games to build morale and all that type of touchy-feely stuff.”

		“Which is a fancy way of saying he gets to play games with people all day to stop them getting stressed out. That’s a pretty good job.”

		“Yeah, if you actually like people.” I wandered over to the edge of the greenery and sat, dangling my feet over the edge of the cliff and looking out over the harbour. “It’s just a more fun version of therapy. He gets to keep his paperclip models in his office too. He seems happy. Arrivals seems happier.”

		“After one day?” Sabrina asked.

		“It’s more about arrivals seeing change coming and knowing the person in charge really has their best interests at heart.”

		“Has Alex picked his vice commander yet? Or is that an elected position?”

		“We were talking yesterday and I suggested that he create the council he mentioned during the open floor question thing. Have one person from each different department within arrivals and use them instead of a vice commander. So, that’s what he’s going to do.” I looked out at Scarborough stretching before me. “I think he’s struggling to feel like he really deserves the job, but he’ll find his feet. Apparently Officer Leonard said the guy who nominated him hasn’t changed his answer about why. He still says he did it because he thought Alex would be great.”

		“You still think that was something to do with the IA?”

		“Don’t you?”

		Sabrina shrugged, shook her head and shrugged again. “I’m just having a really hard time reconciling this whole business with who the IA are and their mission. Especially with Edith as an agent. I can’t see her doing that type of stuff.”

		“Really?”

		“No, I can, just not for their reasons.” Sabrina smiled as she watched a group of stumbling drunk teenagers stagger along the promenade. “Where are they going to put Vince when he comes back from reeducation? Do you know?”

		“I’m not even sure he will come back to arrivals. Or that he really deserved reeducation. Anger management might have been more beneficial. Rapunzel did a great job on him, making him think he killed the commander. Oz told me that Officer Leonard had told him, Vince kept arguing that he had killed the commander. He was sure of it.”

		“Why is Officer Leonard telling Oz that?”

		“I’ve no idea, really. I think he wanted to keep us in the loop. And make sure that we were sure since Rapunzel is still claiming it was Gladys.”

		“We’re sure.” Sabrina paused. “We are still sure?”

		“I don’t know, are we?” I slapped Sabrina’s bicep with the back of my hand. “Stop it. I am sure, but then I think back to how convincing Rapunzel was and I doubt myself.”

		“No, we are sure. She was just excellent. Especially when she went all dark and threatening at the end.” Sabrina shook her head. “She was impressive.”

		“I think I doubt it as well because I worked it out before she tried to kill me. Like, when has that ever happened?”

		“You never told me how you did work it out.”

		“It was when I was getting the card from Alex’s pocket. I realised that if Gladys had had the poison on her from the start, she’d missed two perfect opportunities to kill both me and Vince. It seemed foolish for her to wait until we were all there and the odds were against her. It’s thin, as theories go, but—”

		“No. You’re right. I just wish she’d admitted it.” Sabrina drew a square around a cloud. “I prefer it when it’s all neatly packaged together.”

		“Me too.”

		“Heard anything from Tommy?” Sabrina asked as we swung our feet dangling over the side of the rock face.

		“Nope. I tried to tunnel to IA headquarters again this morning, but I landed in the same rundown building as the other times I tried.”

		“Looks like you’re officially out then.”

		“Hmmm.” On the horizon, ominous storm clouds nudged my flock of fluffy sheep clouds out of the way.

		“Is that not good? That’s what you wanted, right?”

		“It is good. It is what I wanted.” I sighed and adjusted my fringe. “I just feel a bit …”

		“Flimflamy?”

		“For want of a better word, yes. Now I’m done with it, I wonder if I didn’t give it my all. Maybe I overreacted over the whole informant thing.”

		“You didn’t.” Sabrina shook her head. “Blackmail is blackmail. You did the right thing.”

		“Since when are you calling it blackmail?”

		“I’ve been thinking about Rapunzel a lot. And what she did. She killed four people so the IA could get a foothold in arrivals. She was willing to let Vince think he’d killed someone just so they could have leverage over him. Tommy might not have been directly involved, but not knowing your employees are going that far to ensure your vision is just as bad as making them do it.”

		“And she wore bum plumping knickers,” I reminded her, which I thought was an equally horrific sin. Whatever type of bum you had, you had to own it.

		“Has Officer Leonard told you anything about what happened to her?”

		“Only that she’s still blaming Gladys. And I haven’t seen Val around arrivals since Rapunzel was arrested.”

		“You think Officer Leonard had him arrested?”

		I shrugged. “Or he flew the GB coop while he still could.”

		“At least we didn’t get arrested and blamed with everyone’s murder.”

		“This is true.” The storm clouds had picked up speed and were bulldozing closer as if it were imperative they arrived as soon as possible. “I guess summer is over.”

		“I guess.”

		I looked from the clouds to Sabrina. “I feel like change is coming.”

		“Because of the rain clouds?”

		“There’s something in the air. Like …” I shook my head. “Maybe it’s just been a crazy week.”

		“Maybe.” Sabrina stared out at the clouds and nodded. The way she stared at them, it looked like she could feel it too.

		“Hey, have you noticed anyone following us? Is that still happening?”

		“Honestly, I’m beginning to think I made the whole thing up in the first place. With this therapist telling me not to be so suspicious, maybe my initial reaction was to be overly suspicious.”

		“So now you’re telling me that we weren’t being followed?”

		Sabrina shook her head. “No. Yes. I’m not sure. I could’ve sworn that we were. I would’ve sworn that we were. But I’ve not noticed anything since—” Sabrina paused as if checking her internal calendar. “Actually, since I mentioned it to you.”

		“Well, that’s good.”

		“Not really.”

		“Why?”

		“Well, it either means I imagined the whole thing and I’m crazy or whoever was following us got what they wanted.”

		“Our lives are still ticking along, so if it was the latter—” I pressed my lips together before the rest of the sentence could escape.

		“Really?” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at me. “Really?”

		“I didn’t finish the sentence, so it doesn’t count.”

		“You finished the thought, though. That’ll probably be enough to jinx us.”

		I shook my head. “No, you definitely need to say it out loud for it to count. Definitely.”

		Sabrina inclined her head. “I guess we’ll see soon enough.”

		We sat in silence, watching the bustling harbour below. Or that was what Sabrina was watching. I couldn’t tear my attention away from the storm clouds racing toward us.

		

		

		Woop! You’re all caught up with Bridget.

		Why not check out what’s happening with paranormal reporter Aurora North?

		

		Keep reading for a sneaky peek.

		


		

		Aurora North and the Vampire Vixens – Book One in the

		Things That Go Bump In The Night Series

		

		

		“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.”

		

		

		Curious about what the what is going on? Cool! Then grab your copy here and find out what happens:

		

		To buy direct from me (We’re good with this now, right?): www.JordainaSydneyRobinson.com/direct

		

		To grab a copy from the usual suspects: https://books2read.com/JordainaSydneyRobinsonVampireVixens
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