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​Chapter One

“Look, lady. You’re dead. You might as well face it.”

“You look, mister! I’m not falling for your stupid joke, so get out of my face!”

Chewing his lip, Seamus tried to stay calm. Mike had warned him about Cassie Parker, but her outburst, so unseemly that those nearby stared in open-mouthed astonishment, made his neck feel warm and his ears redden. How was he supposed to find out how the girl died if she refused to believe she was dead?

He should have chosen a less public place than the deck of what everyone simply called “the ship.” Cassie’s arms were folded in a classic posture of denial, and her fingers dug into her skin till the knuckles were white. While everyone else at the rail stood facing outward, she’d turned her back to the stunning view, staring instead at the ship’s dull-gray wall, eyes glazed, mind obviously abuzz with dark thoughts.

Earlier that morning Miss Parker’s counselor, a serene angel named Nancy, had told Cassie as gently as possible that she was dead. The meeting had been dignified and private, but Cassie’s response hadn’t been the usual tears and regrets. She’d told Nancy flatly that she didn’t believe she was dead and never would.

A guest’s refusal to accept death complicated matters for those in charge. How could they ask Cassie to decide her future if she refused to face reality? When Cassie stalked out of the office, Nancy had contacted Gabe, who’d talked to Michael, the angel in charge of client services, who’d sent Seamus, a dead detective, to offer to help Cassie understand her death.

Seamus was a cross-back, one who investigated suspicious deaths to give clients the closure they needed to move on. Though death was a fact, some of the dead didn’t know why they’d died or at whose hand. Seamus was willing to return to life and find out how Cassie Parker, at the tender age of twenty-five, had died without any idea how it happened, or even that it had.

It had been a while since he’d had a client, and Seamus was bored, as usual, by the idyllic but monotonous conditions on the ship. As a result, he’d been anxious to meet Cassie and get the details of the job. He’d handled it badly, explaining who he was before she was ready to listen, which raised Miss Parker’s hackles.

Seamus had tried to be subtle, though he wasn’t much for small talk. “Pretty, isn’t it?” he’d said when he joined her at the rail. “The ship’s called the Celestial, and that—well that’s something there’s no word for.” He gestured at the soft-colored void before them.

Cassie didn’t answer, so he’d tried again. “It’s kinda like watching a waterfall or a fire burning, you know? I lose all sense of time.”

She waved an angry hand over her shoulder. “That, I would guess, is pyrotechnics, along with a mild hallucinogen piped into the staterooms. The rest is a matter of hiring con artists like you to play the roles. The question is why.”

“Miss Parker, I’m—”

“—An actor sent to convince me I’m dead. Just save your breath, okay?”

Seamus had squared his shoulders, standing a little taller so he was almost eye to eye with her. “No, miss. I’m a detective. Gabe, the angel in charge, told Mike—”

An index finger approached his nose in a gesture that was almost violent. “I don’t know Gabe or Mike, but I’ll tell you what I told Nancy, who’s no angel, either. I’m not dead, and you people will never convince me I am.”

That was when Seamus had abandoned tact in favor of facts and was rewarded with an order from Cassie to get out of her face. Shifting his shoulders inside his pin-striped suit jacket, he tried once more. “Doesn’t this place feel different to you, kind of unreal?”

“No!” she said a little too vehemently. “I feel fine. Not sick, not hurt. Alive.”

He shook his head. “Don’t you get that stuff here is impossible? The clothes, the anything-you-want meals, the entertainment, all perfect? Life was never like that.”

“It’s reality TV.” She ran a hand through her short hair, tousling curls that immediately returned to order. “Or maybe you guys injected me with something.”

He understood her confusion. Everything here felt real: the ship, the crew, even the bodies they were provided to ease them through the transition.

“Why would they drug you?” he asked.

Cassie rubbed at her nose with an abrupt gesture. “I don’t know. That’s what’s so stupid about this. There’s no reason to—” Her voice broke. She was near tears, from fear or anger or both. “I was at work, at a completely safe place, and then I was here.” She stood upright, and one hand extended toward Seamus in an almost pleading gesture before she pulled it back. Her lips tightened, and her final sentence came through her teeth. “I’m not dead, and I’m not saying another word until someone here admits that.”

Cassie returned to staring at nothing, her eyes hard. Seamus hesitated a moment before accepting the futility of further argument. Touching the brim of his hat lightly, he left her to her anger.

Mike waited down the deck, his handsome face pinched in concern. As he neared, Seamus spread his hands in a gesture of defeat. “You’ve got yourself a situation, pal.”

The angel nodded. “Gabe thinks you should go back anyway. If you find out how she died, it might convince her this is no trick.”

“It might not.” Seamus’ brows rose, wrinkling his forehead. “I’ve seen her type before.” He grinned weakly. “In fact, I was married to her type.”

“Really?” Mike’s voice remained casual, but his eyes sparked with interest.

Like Cassie Parker, Seamus was one of Mike’s difficult cases. Unlike Cassie Parker, however, Seamus had no trouble believing he was dead. The problem was with the decision to move on. Those who left the ship became part of something beyond human comprehension. That something required giving up one’s individuality, the person each man or woman believed himself to be. As they had in life, the dead had free will. Each person could take as much time as he wanted to think about it.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, even to himself, Seamus couldn’t give up being Seamus. He remained on the ship, one of many called Portalists, who worked at jobs of their own choosing as they delayed the decision to go on. The elegant lifestyle, the “goodies,” to use the popular term, didn’t appeal to him. The chance to return to life did.

Seamus ran a finger around his shirt collar and adjusted the knot in his wide, brown tie. The angels might not understand what kept him here, but he served a purpose. And at least he’d never refused to believe he was dead.

He returned to the particulars of the present case. “How much do you want to know about Miss Parker?”

Mike considered. “Everything you can get. When she accepts that her life on Earth is over, she’ll want to know how she died.”

Seamus adjusted his fedora. “I’ll get what I can.”

“Take your time,” Mike advised glumly. “It’s going to be a while before this one’s ready to listen.”

“I’ll leave as soon as Gabe gives the okay. While I’m gone” –He put a hand on Mike’s shoulder— “have a nice time dealing with a corpse who refuses to cooperate.”

With a rueful grin, Mike moved off. Seamus returned to the ship’s rail to wait, staring into the beautiful nothing. Colorful mists, almost transparent but not quite, changed constantly in a soft, lazy pattern. They were so delicate it appeared that at any second the colors would resolve, and the watchers would see their destination. The sight was both mesmerizing and calming. He still felt its attraction, even after all this time.

A couple of elderly women passed, possibly on their way to quilting class or Bingo. Others strolled at a leisurely pace, taking in the view as they talked quietly. Along the rail solitary figures leaned, staring outward as they pondered where they’d been and where they were going. Farther down the deck was a lively scene as badminton players shouted encouragement to each other and laughed at near misses.

Pensively silent, busily content. It was a common dichotomy. Despite an infinite variety of things to do on board, most guests spent significant time alone, contemplating unfathomable questions of life and death. Time was a factor in the decision they all had to make. On the ship, details of an individual’s life faded unless he made an active effort. After a few days, a person might recall that he liked oatmeal cookies but be unable to remember the grandmother who’d once baked them for him. Forgetting led to acceptance, and as memories of life faded, the choice became easier.

Seamus refused to let that happen to him. Every day, he went over the details of his life carefully, making sure he remembered everything. It took a great deal of effort to hold onto who he’d been and how he’d died, but his determination was strong. To Seamus, life with all its uncertainty and sorrow was better than this perfect existence where a raised voice was a rarity and every day was exactly like the one before.

He’d never shared his reasons for staying with anyone, angel or fellow traveler, remaining apart from others and telling himself he preferred it that way. There were times lately, however, when he wished there was someone to talk to. Twice now he’d returned to life with a partner, and while it hadn’t always been easy, he’d liked the company. When Mike sought him out today, Seamus had found himself wishing the angel had someone in mind to go along on the case.

It would be hard to find someone, he thought, setting his foot on the bottom rail. Most Portalists went on when the days of luxury became routine, once they realized the identities they clung to were gone forever. Few stayed as long as Seamus had. Even fewer went back to life, as he did, to serve as detective to the dead.

Seamus knew other cross-backs, but none he’d choose for a partner. Mostly young men eager for adventure, they gathered in groups on deck like members of an exclusive club, chuckling over the private thoughts and secret desires of the living. They weren’t bad guys, but Seamus thought it was rude to use the living as hosts and then make fun of them. Unable to defend humanity’s silliness but unwilling to defame it, he avoided his fellow cross-backs.

Maybe he could find someone on board who’d be willing to go back and see life one more time. Strolling the deck, Seamus looked at the people around him. Who among them might leave this idyllic place and brave the pain of the crossing to take up the weight of a physical body and the grind of life on earth? There had to be someone. When he finished Cassie Parker’s case, he’d see if he could find that person. This time he’d go alone, as he’d done many times before.

That was okay. He was used to it.

Chapter Two

Crossing back was bad, but if a guy knew the pain was coming and rolled with it, he could tolerate it. Still, getting stretched into smoke, or something even wispier than smoke, was no fun, even though he’d done it lots of times.

When the pain faded and he opened his eyes, Seamus found himself among a jumble of items that made no sense. It was dark, a single blue light overhead the only illumination. Beside him was a wall that seemed real at first, but then he saw it was only about eight feet square with wheels on the bottom. Behind him, an antique couch sat on one end of a rectangular rug. A nearby table held various small items: a handkerchief with lace edges, a couple of delicate fans, an oil lamp with a plush velvet shade, and a long-stemmed clay pipe. Mechanical devices and pulleys, hulking shapes in the dimness, took up much of the space behind him.

He was backstage at a theatre, the place where Cassie Parker’s life had ended and his work would begin. He listened for movement. Since a cross-back no longer existed on Earth, he had to find a host within a few seconds or return to the ship. Knowing how the system operated, Seamus trusted someone would be there.

A bump and a muttered exclamation told him someone was. Propelling himself toward the sound, he melded with his first host of the trip. As Seamus’ presence hit, she put one hand on her stomach and the other on her forehead. “Lord,” she said aloud.

Not even close, Seamus answered silently. He felt the shift from being weightless to being human: slow movements, the pressure of gravity, and the drag of thoughts that must be processed, looped through past experiences and operative synapses, and formed into words by the slow workings of mortal thought. Coming back to earth was like being tossed into a vat of Brylcreem.

It took only a few seconds to determine that his host was the building’s cleaning woman. In her hands were the tools of her trade: a bucket of cleaning supplies, a dust mop, and a broom. Setting them down center stage with a careless clatter, she adjusted to his presence with the determination of one long used to working no matter how shaky she felt. Fumbling through the sets to an interior wall, she found a switch, snapped it to one side, and the area filled with light.

Moving around the fake wall, the woman approached a heavy curtain. A large X formed with fluorescent tape marked its center, presumably to let those behind it know where it parted. The woman surveyed the stage, judging the amount of work to be done. Opening the curtains a slit, she looked out at the empty, silent auditorium, estimating the time she’d need to spend out there. The lighted exit signs faintly illuminated the seating area, which Seamus guessed could accommodate as many as two hundred fifty people with about fifty more seats in the balcony. It was a small theatre, but where?

While the woman, whose name was Fay Winters, cleaned the stage, Seamus tuned in to her thoughts, or tried to. Although a cross-back couldn’t actually read a host’s mind, Seamus usually got passing bits of thought that led to a capsulized version of current events, especially when there’d been a recent death. From this host he got so little that he wondered briefly if she suspected his presence and was blocking him.

No. Mrs. Winters simply didn’t think about much but dust, used chewing gum, paint splotches, and wood polish, either with or without scratch cover.

She opened the front curtain, banishing the closed-in feel of the stage, and spritzed the floor with a concoction meant to trap dust in cotton fibers. Pushing the wide mop in front of her left, then right, then left again, she cleared the wooden surface of dust, some feathers, and a few fallen rhinestones. When it was done, she examined her handiwork and nodded, satisfied. Then, to Seamus’ surprise, she did a song-and-dance chorus of “One” for an audience of none, leaving out the words she didn’t know.

“One, similar sensation, every simple move she takes...” The performance pleased her as much as it horrified Seamus. Had no one ever told the woman she couldn’t carry a tune even with a bucket in one hand?

Done warbling, Mrs. Winters finally had a thought that interested him. Should she clean the auditorium next or the lobby? On that Seamus had an opinion, and he whispered softly, “Lobby.” Though he couldn’t force a host to do as he wanted, a suggestion at the right moment could be effective if he kept it subtle. Anything more might convince his host she was losing her mind.

He was pleased when Mrs. Winters muttered aloud, “I’ll do the front next.”

The lobby was small and slightly tawdry. The building had once been a factory of some kind, with brick walls, stamped-metal ceilings, and the remains of ancient mechanical supports overhead. Seamus caught the smell of old machine oil in the corners. 

No attempt had been made to make it pretty, which he guessed meant it was supposed to be trendy. There was a wainscoted ticket booth; a curved bar that offered boxed candies, bagged snacks, and cans of soda; a tiny cloakroom; and glamorous, heavily retouched portraits on most of the available wall space. Above the ticket booth in flowing, hard-to-read script, were the words, “The Vic: Toronto’s Victorian Theatre.” That explained the fainting couch.

So he was in Canada. Had Cassie Parker sounded Canadian? Seamus had lived most of his life in Chicago, so he could usually detect the accent, but she hadn’t said enough to him to give much of a sample.

A sharp knock sounded at the front door, and Mrs. Winters lumbered over and peered out through the glass. “Inspector Terry Nordman.” The man on the other side showed his police identification. When the cleaning lady opened the door, Seamus immediately jumped to the inspector, having learned enough about pine-scented versus orange-scented cleaners to last an eternity.

He settled in with Nordman, making himself small while the man gulped down the nausea an extra presence caused him. After only a few seconds, the inspector resumed his business-like demeanor. “You know a young woman died here yesterday.”

“Yeah. The manager called to say I shouldn’t clean in the back till you finish.” She turned and led the way into the auditorium and toward the stage.

As they walked, Nordman asked, “Did you know Ms. Parker?”

Mrs. Winters shrugged. “Talked to her a few times. She was nice, not like some.”

“Did everyone like her, then?”

“Oh, sure.” She grinned. “She’s the one made everybody look good.”

“She did the costumes.”

“A regular wizard! I used to sew for my kids, but nothing like her. She could make a piece of burlap look like something.”

“Huh.” The inspector seemed uninterested in the finer points of costume design.

“Neen says she hit her head back there.” Mrs. Winters pointed toward the stage.

“Apparently she was finding her way in the dark and ran into a set piece that was out of place,” Nordman said.

“What would that be?”

Nordman gestured toward the east wall. “The guillotine.”

Mrs. Winters shivered. “I hated that thing from the first! I said to Dick—that’s my husband—I said, ‘Why did they build something so awful?’”

“I was told it’s necessary for the final scene of A Tale of Two Cities.”

“It’s gruesome,” she said, brows low and lips tight in disapproval. “Gives me the creeps every time I pass by it, hanging up there like doom!”

She led the way to the stage, climbing the five steps at the right side. Seamus felt pain jolt through Nordman’s right knee as he lifted his weight up each riser. There was joint replacement in the man’s future.

Mrs. Winters disappeared into a corner for a moment, and the backstage lights came on. “Hard to find the switches back there,” she remarked. “Easy to get hurt wandering around in the dark.” Obviously not the type to dwell on such things, she approached the heavy black cyclorama, a C-shaped curtain that shielded the backstage from audience view. She pushed it around to the opposite wall, exposing the whole stage area. “There, that’s the best we can do for light.”

The part of the stage the public never saw was divided into sections, each containing the set for a scene in the current play. Seamus pictured a well-rehearsed crew changing scenes in almost complete darkness, moving it into place with only muted thumps and the occasional squeak of friction on ropes or wheels.

Fastened high on the right-hand wall was a large framework he hadn’t noticed earlier. Almost full size, the guillotine hung crookedly against the battered brick wall. A projecting pipe left from the building’s factory days was its anchor point, and two lengths of plastic-coated metal chain held it in place.

Nordman approached the set piece. Wires attached to the top of its wooden frame and led to a pulley above center stage. When released from its fastenings on the wall, the guillotine would swing out over the stage like a pendulum. A black rope attached to its base acted as a guide, so stagehands could stop the heavy piece when it reached the center of the stage and lower it to the floor.

“I came to see how this thing works now that everyone’s out of the way.” Nordman peered into the shadows above the stage. “Why didn’t they hang it directly overhead, so they could just raise it and lower it when they need to?”

Mrs. Winters pointed to a large flyer above them painted with a flowery outdoor scene. “They have to pull it aside, or it gets in the way of Lucy’s garden coming down.”

“I see.”

For the next few minutes, Nordman experimented with the guillotine, unhooking the chains that secured it, lifting it from the pipe, and letting it swing to center stage with different levels of force applied on the control rope. The last time, with a warning to Mrs. Winters, he let it swing without any counterweight. Unhindered, it made a wide arc across the stage. It was obvious the heavy piece might well injure someone crossing its path. Or kill her, Seamus thought. That solved the “how” of Cassie’s death. She’d never have known what hit her.

As Nordman worked, Seamus gleaned from his thoughts facts that helped him understand the situation. Sometime in the morning, Cassie Parker had come backstage, presumably to assure that costume items were in place for the next show. As she made her way toward the light switch, the guillotine, improperly secured on its overhead hook, had come loose and swung down, striking her on the head and killing her.

“How would Miss Parker have gotten in?” Nordman asked Mrs. Winters.

“After some break-ins a few years ago, they put burglar bars on the main entrances.” She led Nordman to the back corner of the building. “They replaced the old wooden door back here with this reinforced metal one. Here’s where she’d have come in.”

He opened the door to peer out at the alley and then pulled it closed with a metallic shudder. “This is the employee entrance?”

The woman nodded. “Cassie had a key, ’cause she worked all kind of crazy hours.”

“Who else has one?”

She raised fingers as she counted. “Neen, Albert, the sound guy, the light tech, me.”

Nordman traced the route the woman would have taken. “Maybe her slamming the door caused enough vibration to shake the guillotine loose.”

He spoke to himself, but Mrs. Winters shook her frizzy curls in agreement. “Yeah, ’specially if it wasn’t fastened right after they used it last.”

Nordman nodded, accepting the most logical scenario. It had been the woman’s bad luck to walk directly into the path of the piece she’d jolted free. A sad accident. Nordman had a moment of pity for Cassie. He hoped she’d died immediately, and wondered if she might have been saved if someone had been in the building with her. Alone is a bad way to die, he thought.

But it’s the way we all do it, Seamus added. There’s really no way to die together.

Seamus wasn’t as certain as the inspector was that Cassie’s death had been accidental.  He wondered what the odds were that in an almost-empty theatre, the guillotine set piece would come loose at the exact moment someone moved into its path. Seamus wanted to know who had secured that set piece, and if that person had any sort of grudge against Cassie Parker.

Mrs. Winters’ mind had moved on to the living and her workload. “Are you going to let them do the evening show?”

“I spoke with the cast and crew last night,” Nordman replied. Seamus picked up on his memories of those interviews. Many had been upset to the point of tears, a couple near hysteria. No one mentioned any bad feelings between Cassie and anyone else. All agreed she’d done her job well. Again Nordman thought, A terrible accident.

The forensic people had done their tests. The guillotine’s front right leg had blood and hair where it connected with Cassie’s head. If it had indeed come loose from its fasteners at the moment she walked into its path, it would have swung at the perfect level to cause the wound on her skull.

“I don’t see why we should keep these people from making a living.”

“That’s what I told Dick,” Mrs. Winters said. “People can’t do their jobs when the place is shut down. It was bad, but—” Seamus sensed the platitude coming “—the show must go on.”

A soft sound came from the auditorium, and someone said, “Excuse me?”

Nordman turned to see a young woman standing in the center aisle wearing a red, parka-like coat and shoes not suited for trudging through snow. A suitcase sat beside her, the handle extended for pulling. Having met the decedent, Seamus knew immediately the woman must be Cassie Parker’s sister, probably her twin.

“Yes?” Nordman said, his voice filling the room in a testament to good acoustics.

“I’m Christy Parker. I’m here about my sister.” With that, she began to cry.

Chapter Three

Seamus settled into the mind of Christy Parker, who apologized for her tears even as they fell.

“That’s all right, Miss Parker,” Nordman assured. “It’s a terrible shock.”

“Yes.” She dug a fresh tissue from a small black clutch purse and wiped her eyes. “I stayed with friends in Burlington last night. I was supposed to meet Cass here today.”

“We tried to reach you at your home, but you must have already been on the way.”

“I have a cell phone now, but apparently she forgot to add it to her contact sheet.”

“I’ll need that number.”

“Here.” She dug in the purse again, found a card, and handed it over.

As Christy pulled herself together, Nordman scanned the card and put it into his breast pocket. “There’s a little café across the street where we can talk if you like. I’ll try to answer your questions.”

“Thank you.” Christy turned the suitcase around.

“She can leave that here.” Mrs. Winters spoke to Nordman, as if Christy were deaf. Seamus guessed she was embarrassed to speak to the recently bereaved. “I’ll put it in the office, and she can pick it up anytime.”

“I appreciate it.” Christy handed the cleaning lady her case. Nordman followed her up the aisle, and they left the dark theatre for the bright December sunshine.

Once they were settled in the café, Nordman told Christy, “This is what we call a reportable death, Miss. Any fatal accident in the workplace must be investigated. The OFPS, Ontario pathology, has your sister’s body, and they’ll be reporting their findings as soon as possible.” Nordman went on, explaining Cassie’s death frankly but not in great detail. Although Seamus hadn’t spent much time with the inspector, he thought they shared the belief that with violent death, the less loved ones knew, the better.

“Human beings do it every day.” Nordman took a sip of his cinnamon-flavored coffee while Christy pretty much ignored her Jamaican blend. “We drive with our attention diverted, take the stairs too fast, run outside in slippers to get the paper on an icy winter day.” He met her gaze directly. “Who’d guess a person could lose her life doing such a simple thing?”

Seamus could find no guilt in Christy Parker, nor did she seem aware of anything in her sister’s life that might suggest her death was anything but an accident. She was distracted, and he sensed she’d dealt with a lot lately. She was in shock over her sister’s death. There was something sad that had to do with her father too. In addition to that, the city itself gave her the jitters. Deciding Nordman was more likely to lead him to facts about Cassie’s death, Seamus jumped back to him.

Through the inspector’s eyes, Seamus watched Cassie Parker’s twin shake her head slightly as his departure lightened her mind somewhat. “I planned to stay with Cassie for a couple of weeks, but now I don’t know what to do,” she told Nordman. “Our father died—just over a week ago. Home doesn’t feel like home right now.” She waved a hand as if to banish more tears.

“Can you go back to your friends’ place?”

She looked doubtful. “I’m sure they’ll ask me to, but they’ve got kids and dogs and jobs. They don’t need a grieving house guest.”

Nordman nodded understanding. “There’s your sister’s place. We’re finished with it.”

“You searched Cassie’s apartment?”

“Just to be thorough.” Nordman made a calming gesture with his hands. “We found nothing unusual. The landlord tells me the rent is paid for several months, and it might be a few days before your sister’s body is released. You could stay there, as you planned.”

“No, Inspector,” Christy said, her voice becoming thick with tears. “Not as I planned, but thank you for the suggestion. I might do that.”

***

Cassie debated keeping her second appointment with Nancy. It was so stupid, sitting down in the lovely office full of completely real and touchable furniture and talking about being dead. She could not for the life of her (an odd phrase, under the circumstances) comprehend how these people thought they’d convince her she was in some other-worldly limbo. She knew reality when she saw it, and being employed at a theatre, she knew a little about setting a scene too.

After the first meeting with Nancy, she’d begun looking for a way to escape. There were apparently no restrictions on what she could do and where she could go, but she could find no way off the ship. It had no lifeboats, which she was pretty sure was against the law. She’d been unable to locate a radio room or any other means of communicating with the mainland. The only escape was overboard, and although she could swim, she had no idea where land was.

When it was time for her second appointment with her counselor, Cassie ran a hairbrush over her short hair, unwilling to appear in public in a state of disarray, no matter the situation. The brush was almost like the one she had at home, with firm bristles and a round handle. It must be costing these people a fortune to rent a ship, staff it with actors, and create the special-effects-whatever that surrounded the ship like a hypnotic cloud. She’d seen movies where elaborate ruses were perpetrated on poor slobs to convince them to drop their guard and tell what they knew, but she had no secrets, no connection to high-level espionage, and no friends in high government positions. In fact, she was down a few friends just lately, although only one of them had mattered.

So why should she go and talk to this Nancy, who claimed to be a guidance angel?

“Because I’m curious,” she said
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