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			CHAPTER 1

			Have you ever felt like, despite your best efforts to be considerate and helpful, no one appreciates you? Well, assume you’ve felt like that for three and a half billion years. Suboptimal, to say the least.

			Humans and me, it’s complicated. I’ve never really understood them. But you know, we’re stuck with each other, so I’ve tried. Can’t say the same for them – just look at their images of me. Over the millennia they’ve come up with a few ideas, and the one thing all of those have in common is that none is complimentary. The worst is me as a skeleton, usually in a black potato sack. If I’m lucky, I get a scythe. Who would ever run around like that? First, it’s insensitive: the process is scary enough for people, so do you really think I would choose to dress like a psychopath on the job? Second, style: fashion has changed so much over millennia, from loincloths to ballgowns, and apparently, I’m still in the black sack. Third, there are more imaginative, and efficient, cutting paraphernalia than a scythe – I’d take an impressive sword or a bejewelled dagger.

			Whenever I talk to the Boss about it, he says what’s important is not what people think of me, but whether I feel like I’m ‘self-actualizing’ in the job. I’m not even sure what that means and nor, I suspect, is he. He insists that it doesn’t matter what everyone thinks. Look at how they depict me, he says, as an old man with a white beard sitting on a cloud? A triangle with an eye inside? A white bull who kidnaps and ‘seduces’ people? Not ideal, I agree. If I had kids with that kind of imagination, I’d worry too, but I don’t bring that up. He’s got feelings, the Boss.

			At the moment, with the latest soul wailing at me, ‘Why? Why! Oh why? Why-ee?’, I’m certain that whatever self-actualizing is, this can’t be it. There is more wailing, some howling, a shriek in my direction for good measure. And again. ‘Why?’ Then my favourite: ‘Go away! Please, no. Not me!’

			This is the species that has managed to figure out how to fly to the moon. Do they really think, if asked emphatically or particularly shriek-ily, I’d say, OK fine, not you then. You’ll be the only one in the entire history of creation whom Death doesn’t come for. Trust me, if that were an option, I can think of a non-negligible number of humans I’d have happily avoided.

			‘We have to go,’ I say to the still howling soul. ‘I’m here to take you on the Journey.’

			‘It’s too soon! I’m not ready.’

			‘You were ninety-eight years old.’

			An epic howl follows. I should specify that, strictly speaking, souls don’t howl. Nor can they talk, be seen or heard, of course. But to ease their passing, the Boss gives them the illusion of these physical ways of perceiving after their demise.

			‘I have to make it to a hundred! Two more years, that really isn’t too much to ask!’

			‘Seriously?’ I make a circular motion with one bony hand in front of myself, rattle the scythe for added effect. ‘The whole set-up hasn’t given away that this is not a negotiation?’

			Unfortunately the Boss insists that, to the humans, I should appear as they imagined me during their lifetime, i.e. endless variations of the black-sack-skeleton combo. He claims that kind of familiarity is vital, so they get what’s going on. With their limited ways of understanding creation, they could never grasp the sphere I exist in or perceive the real me – a force in their world, but also very separate from it. So, according to the Boss, no need to shock and confuse them further when they’re already dealing with passing over. You can see how well that generally works out.

			After more unnecessary back and forth, this soul finally agrees to come with me on the Journey. Dejected, he joins the others already waiting on the Boat, which contains the usual eclectic collection of souls:

			
			The Howlers – see above.

			The Terrified – they’ll start shrieking and scrambling as far away as possible even when I’m just thinking of glancing at them.

			The Regretters – first everyone says I’m the type that runs around schlepping a scythe, then they think I’m interested?

			The Refusers – I’ve lost count as to how many demand to be sent back, tell me I must have got it wrong, that it was definitely supposed to be the neighbour.

			The See-Whether-I-Cares – weird, but low maintenance, at least.

			

			I’m sure it won’t surprise you to hear that I find humans hands-down the most work-intensive of all species. Really, the saying should be rewritten to state that it’s ‘like herding humans’ not ‘herding cats’. Cats are a breeze (not to mention cute). Yes, I look after all animals on this planet. Actually everything that lives and therefore dies. It helps that quaint restrictions like time or space don’t apply to me in the same way.

			The Boat sets off towards the Underworld, and I’m standing at the bow with my back to my charges, when I hear someone say, ‘How are you today?’

			Perhaps one of the more positively minded souls is trying to make conversation with the others.

			Then there is a small but pointed cough right behind me.

			I turn around to see a soul standing with his hands clasped behind his back, his gaze fixed expectantly on me.

			‘I’m just wondering how you are. You are our host, after all.’

			He appears as the translucent version of himself during his lifetime: older and male, with red, round-rimmed spectacles. I achieved his demise via a stroke.

			‘Aren’t you scared of me?’

			‘No.’ The soul dips his head and the upper part of his torso, almost like a small bow. ‘Death, and addressing our fear of it, is – was – my speciality. I used to tell my patients for decades that it is an inevitable part of our existence and acceptance is key.’ He pauses. ‘You are my life’s work.’

			He doesn’t fall into any of the above categories. Occasionally these souls exist; I mentally group them under Miscellaneous. They are a bit of a mystery to me. What I noticed about his office when I came for him was how many books there were, together with one comfortable-looking chaise longue on the shabbier end of chic.

			‘I’m fascinated to finally be acquainted,’ Miscellaneous continues.

			As you can guess, the vast majority of souls do not share this sentiment, but I find that being acquainted makes for a nice change. ‘I’m fine, thank you for asking.’

			He stands next to me. ‘The, erm, ambience. It’s intriguing.’

			The Boss also tried to incorporate some of the humans’ ideas about the Journey, hence the whole Boat procedure. Again, must break it to them gently. We’re in constant twilight, the water of the river is black, framed by cliffs and a ridiculous amount of misty clouds – basically, more monochrome.

			‘Am I correct in saying that this broadly reflects mythology from a few thousand years ago?’ He waves his hand across the river.

			‘Yes.’ We’ve been planning to update the Journey, but the Boss is still mulling over which of the more current human ideas he’d like to use for the overhaul.

			Since this soul is making such an effort, I decide to add what I have observed his species say when they want to be polite: ‘How is your day going?’

			He seems amused, and it’s like small lights ripple through the echo of his former body. ‘It’s an unusual one, for sure.’

			I consider the Boat. Howler #1 is still going at maximum volume, and one of the Refusers is currently laying out that, if I’m going to be so obstinate and not take her neighbour instead like I should have done in the first place, then she’s insisting on a refund, because her existence definitely didn’t live up to her very reasonably held expectations.

			‘I wish I could say it’s an unusual day,’ I sigh.

			‘Is it always like this?’

			‘Always. Eternally.’

			‘That must be challenging. Do you like your job?’

			I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that. Nor, to be honest, have I ever really thought about it. This is who I am.

			When I don’t reply, he says: ‘How would you describe your job?’

			I mean, in his mind, he’s chatting to a skeleton with a penchant for dreary, oversized fashion and outlandish accessories, so one would think the writing’s on the wall. But it sounds like a genuine question. I contemplate how I could best describe it in terms a human would understand; nothing could really capture my role completely, but there are approximations, I suppose.

			‘I help people move on. From one place to the next.’

			‘You’re HR!’ the refund-insisting Refuser interrupts her monologue to chime in. ‘I knew it!’

			Miscellaneous’ soul dulls as he frowns. ‘That wasn’t what I was getting—’

			‘It sounds like HR, doesn’t it? Do you know how often they helped me move on from one place of employment to the next?’

			She faces me, soul-hands on hips. I briefly entertain the thought of giving her a glimpse of my essence to put her in her place. This retouched version of me, courtesy of the Boss, is enough to terrify most souls, but unfortunately not all.

			‘I’m glad we’re talking, because I never got that pay rise—’

			‘Had a cousin who worked in HR.’ One of the Regretters is nodding. ‘Very stressful. Poor thing, I should have reached out more. She felt like she was always the bad guy and that everybody hated her.’

			Sounds familiar.

			‘And no thanks from management, or those she was looking after. Even though she always did her best.’

			Could this finally be a human who gets it? He seems a rather unlikely candidate for such a feat.

			‘Totally burnt-out by the end. And I never called.’ He sniffles. ‘I should have, shouldn’t I? She was definitely the cousin I disliked the least. Should have told her that.’ The Regretter goes into full-on crying mode. I’ve never seen the point of crying, but I generally refrain from mentioning this. Yes, I’m that considerate.

			The Boat is more subdued for a while after this. Realization is setting in for most, with the exception of the Refuser, and the howling has turned into muted wails. The Regretter is mumbling about who else he should have called but didn’t. It sounds like a long list, which I find puzzling, because from what I understand phones are fairly straightforward to operate.

			‘What happened to your cousin?’

			The Regretter looks up at me, about as surprised at the fact that I’m engaging in conversation as I am.

			‘Mum told me that she decided to face it all head-on.’ Another sniffle. ‘I should have been like that, shouldn’t I?’

			Oh dear, not more crying. ‘What did she do to face it?’

			He wipes his non-existent nose. ‘First she took a sabbatical.’

			‘A sabbatical?’

			‘Yeah, it’s like a long holiday, with a purpose. Apparently everyone started to miss her.’

			Intriguing.

			‘And then she made her case to them, even got one of her lawyer friends to tell her how she should argue it. Apparently talking to everyone directly meant they finally understood her.’

			Perhaps I’m beginning to see after all why they can fly to the moon.

			‘Very wise. You can only control yourself. Blaming circumstances never leads to a solution,’ Miscellaneous says as he casts a sideways glance towards the Refuser, who is still going strong: ‘And why are we taking a Boat, anyway? I get seasick!’ She pulls her imaginary jacket close. ‘The draught! Unacceptable. I must speak to a manager!’

			As we approach the bright, white light of the Underworld, I understand how I could self-actualize after all.

			Only, I don’t think the Boss will like it. And my sister, she’ll definitely want to kill me.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			I once asked Life why she always gives me this body on Earth and doesn’t have me manifest as, for example, a pygmy sloth. Knowing her, she would find that hilarious.

			‘I made you look like what you are,’ my sister said.

			‘Young? At three and a half billion years?’

			‘The universe’s life expectancy is one hundred trillion years. You should be happy I didn’t make you into a baby. Or an embryo.’

			Holidays as an embryo would be very boring indeed. Yes, I’ve taken holidays. Last time, I went full-on human: lay on a beach, read romcoms, sipped colourful beverages with tiny umbrellas and huge sugar content. Perhaps we even sat next to each other. Did you ever spread your towel and lather up the sunscreen next to a young woman in a bikini with her head in something like The Proposal or If I Never Met You? If so – you’re living dangerously.

			To be honest, I quickly got bored though, so this time I’m using my break productively. Right now I’m standing on the steps of a fountain in the centre of a large square as people in raincoats and with serious expressions rush in all directions, navigating the few stationary individuals taking photos. Around me are imperial buildings flanked by red buses, which inch forward to a persistent concert of honking. While I wait for my sister, I stretch my limbs. It’s been decades since my most recent trip, so being in physical form feels like a novelty again. I enjoy the feeling of gentle drizzle on my skin, its fresh wetness, but I also notice a more unpleasant sensation. Like I’m about to freeze. To distract myself I attempt to balance on one leg.

			‘Please try not to break the body on your first day.’

			I turn around. ‘Hello, Life.’

			My sister is manifesting as a female, grey hair cropped close around her head, slender frame dressed in an outfit of varying shades of navy and white. How unimaginative. Even the umbrella matches.

			Life slides a navy tote from her elbow to her shoulder. ‘Can we get this over with please? I don’t have time.’ She pushes ahead of me in the crowd. ‘I’m only helping you because the Boss said I had to.’

			After my enlightening conversation on the Boat, I put in a request for a ‘sabbatical’. As with any request for leave, it was met with some resistance from the Boss, but less so than on previous occasions.

			Life is walking fast through a narrow street, the pavement full of more people, umbrellas opened for the rain. ‘You know what I think about you taking time off as a human.’

			Neither Life nor the Boss have ever been in favour of me taking a holiday, so the ones I’ve had so far have always been very brief. The Boss had initially even refused altogether, but he relented when I put my foot down after the Flood; I’m no lightweight but anyone needs a break after a workload like that. He only agreed to a day that time, but it was a start.

			‘As usual, you completely ignore me,’ my sister continues.

			I’ve learned from experience that it’s best not to address comments like these. ‘Where are we going?’

			‘To your flat. I had to organize a place for you to live, didn’t I?’

			Since this is my sister’s turf, she’s entirely responsible for any arrangements.

			‘So in addition to my day job,’ she says, ‘I’m now your personal travel agent.’

			‘I’m always happy to return the favour. You can come spend time with me on the Boat.’

			The suggestion isn’t even dignified with a reaction.

			Life stops at a peeling, red-lacquered door, several bags of rubbish dumped just outside it, manoeuvres the umbrella to one shoulder as she retrieves a set of keys from her bag. ‘I can’t believe the Boss agreed to this.’

			‘A sabbatical will help me understand humans more. Provide a better service. This is research.’ That’s how I’d presented it to the Boss anyway. ‘I think he liked the idea.’ He certainly agreed much more quickly than in the past. I should have thought about calling it a ‘sabbatical’ before.

			‘You don’t really believe that, do you?’ She shoves a key into the scratched, metal lock with enough determination that I feel like it might just come out the other side of the door. ‘He’s just allowing you a holiday—’

			‘Sabbatical.’

			‘Right, so a really long holiday. Using a fancy term doesn’t change anything. He just said yes because you constantly keep complaining about how tough your job is and you’ve finally worn him down.’

			‘I’m doing research. For my job.’

			She stops and for a moment I feel like she’s going to storm out of the small hallway we’re now in or start shouting. But then she takes a deep breath and leads me further into the building, past newspapers and letters strewn on the worn, maybe-pink-once carpet.

			‘Call it whatever you like. It’s still a holiday.’

			I haven’t told anyone what my intention is for this sabbatical: to make my case to the humans and show them that I’m not as bad as they think. If HR can do it, so can I. That way the whole Journey could be a much more pleasant experience for everyone involved – think about it: I could get humans to imagine me like I think they should. But I can’t say that, because Life would just tell me to stop whining and get on with it, and the Boss would give me a long speech on how Communications isn’t my department. If those two buzzkills think that all I want is a long holiday, so be it. I could do with some time off, anyway.

			We walk up a narrow flight of stairs, and Life unearths another key, before opening the door to a space that even by human standards is tiny. ‘You know, we all have tough jobs, but some of us feel it’s irresponsible to take leave.’

			‘It’s all taken care of. I got the Temp to cover for me.’

			She drops the keys and they land with a thud on the carpeted floor. ‘You did what?’

			Like most places, we have a temp who does odd jobs for various departments. He’s been asking me for a while whether I had any work for him, but I never took him seriously. Since my previous excursions were so brief, the Boss himself covered for me. This time though, as it’s going to be longer, one of the conditions the Boss set was that I needed to find someone to deputize while I’m away.

			‘And you trust him to do your job?’ She’s flabbergasted. As you can imagine, Life has never used the Temp, nor accepted help from anyone else for that matter. She’s way too much of a perfectionist for that.

			‘He will follow the Plan.’ The Boss’s vision for creation, which includes the ‘strategic objectives’ for all our departments, as he likes to call it these days. ‘It’s very clear.’

			I’m not worried about the Temp getting the Plan wrong, because he’s the type of creature that would list ‘spreadsheets’ under hobbies.

			Life motions for me to follow her – two steps at most – and we reach what I assume is my bedroom. I hardly believe it possible, but this room is even smaller than the previous one, which was a kitchen and living space aka one sofa. Here there is barely space for the single bed and clothes rail at the end. I spot a mousetrap in the corner as well.

			‘Did you find the smallest, most run-down accommodation that exists so that I would go back again immediately?’

			If looks – or anything – could kill me, I’d be on the Journey.

			‘This is London! What do you expect?’

			‘It’s not like you haven’t done this kind of thing before.’

			Even though the Boss only ever granted me very short holidays anyway, more like excursions really, they were usually cut even shorter by some sort of intervention by my sister. On my most recent trip, in the eighties, Life decided to be a stomach virus in the hotel buffet’s fruit salad. My resulting gastrointestinal infection was apparently her way of telling me that I was draining her. She had to spell it out for me after because it wasn’t very clear that me throwing up meant she felt drained. Put me off beach holidays very quickly.

			‘Is this because you’re still mad at me about the asteroid?’

			Her skin reddens. ‘You can’t …’ She puts her hand to her forehead, closes her eyes so tightly her entire face seems to scrunch up. ‘Believe it or not, this is how most people live in London. Especially the young ones.’ She opens her eyes, gestures towards my body.

			Unlike my sister, I cannot take whichever form of life there is. She has chosen the body I must have when I’m in her world, so when I’m on Earth, I’m a young woman. Quite a standard specimen, of average height and build. ‘You could have given me an older body then.’

			She hesitates, and the expression on her face changes. But it’s only fleeting.

			Things weren’t always like this between us. Life and I used to get on fine. Our jobs were a lot easier when it was just microbes. There wasn’t much to do other than watch them and talk, so we were close. I miss those times, even though, let’s be honest, watching the microbes felt like an experimental silent film with one actor who does nothing but stare at the camera. For a few billion years.

			Life changed after the whole asteroid debacle, took that quite personally. Felt like I was torpedoing her work – I can see how that impression would arise. I just figured an asteroid would be quick; most of those dinosaurs were huge, and killing lots of them in one go, like the Boss requested in the Plan, did require some creativity. Admittedly, I got a little pleasure out of my approach, and my sister knows me well. Come on, given the chance, wouldn’t you also just love to hurl a rock almost the size of a planet through space? Pretty awesome part of any job description. But Life didn’t see it that way. It was all downhill from there.

			‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘For doing all of this.’

			She blinks. ‘I still think it’s a terrible idea. It’s not just how your job is done while you’re away, but you could kill someone here.’

			Clearly, it was a mistake to thank her. ‘Do you really think I’m that inept?’

			‘It’s all you know how to do.’

			Heat spreads through my physical form. I’d always suspected that she looked down on my job. And therefore, on me.

			‘How are you even going to fit in?’ she says. ‘You don’t understand this world.’

			‘I’ve watched the humans, and I’ve been here before.’ The heat encourages me to insult her, like she’s insulted me. ‘It’s not that complicated, your world.’

			‘That’s like a human saying they understand everything about Japan because they’ve watched Japanese films and eaten sushi a few times.’

			There is a loud noise, something between a hum and a saw.

			‘What is that?’

			‘Your flatmate.’ She points at the wall behind her.

			‘Two people are supposed to fit into this place?’

			‘London.’ She shrugs. ‘It was your idea.’

			The noise continues. ‘What is he doing?’

			‘Snoring. He’s a junior doctor.’

			‘I thought humans revered their healers.’

			‘Will you, for once, stop it with the endless complaining? This place is really central! Most people in this city would be grateful.’

			If that’s true, they should be finding the Boat positively luxurious.

			‘And I had to get you a place that you’ll be able to afford.’ She shakes her head. ‘You wanted to do a sabbatical.’ She starts throwing a few items onto the bed. ‘Credit card, cash, ID, smartphone.’

			This phone is quite different from the ones I know from the eighties. It’s small, shiny and black.

			‘There’s some money here to get you started, buy some more clothes, but otherwise no freebies from me. Since you want this to be “research” you’ll have to jostle with the humans, like the humans.’

			‘I wouldn’t want freebies, anyway!’ I don’t need her. My existence is better without us talking. The constant negativity and nitpicking wears me down. And to add insult to injury, the clothes she provided are only marginally better than the black sack. I’m wearing a drab beige skirt and a grey jumper, under some kind of beige coat. The colour scheme would be perfect if I were indeed manifesting as a pygmy sloth. I’ll change that asap.

			‘Here are the addresses for your job interviews tomorrow, at law firms, like you asked.’ A folded piece of paper is tossed onto the pile on the bed before she stomps towards the door. ‘Don’t be late.’

			Outrageous. ‘In the entire history of creation, I have never been late!’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I’m on a corner of Fleet Street for my very first job interview, in my all-new, human-friendly outfit. Like yesterday there is some light rain, and the sky features varying shades of grey. I buy myself a coffee in a paper cup and walk very fast with it, because that’s what everyone else is doing. You see, I’ve decided to become a lawyer, to learn how to make my case. Can’t believe I never thought of that before.

			Why did I choose England, when it’s one of the few places where some lawyers still run around in black sacks? And unfashionable grey wigs, which do no favours for anyone’s hair. Well, I had to select a country where I could be a lawyer in the body of a young woman, without being a noticeable anomaly. That narrows it down. And I barely spent any time in England on my previous excursions – not a top holiday destination. Good to try new things.

			The office is in a basement, I almost didn’t find it. I go down a narrow set of metal stairs to a splintered and cracked wooden door with a small sign that says ‘Solicitors’. Not as stylish as I’d hoped; I always thought law firms were fancy affairs with large reception halls and massive, if questionable, artwork. But if I’m asking people not to judge a book by its cover then neither should I. And Life would probably just say ‘London’ again and tell me I have no clue.

			Inside the basement office the air is musty and stale. It’s one big room, with doors going off at the sides and the back. A threadbare carpet, fluorescent tube lights on the ceiling, the sound and smell of photocopying machines. For a moment, I consider whether I’ve made a mistake and it’s still the eighties. But no. There is one sure sign of the twenty-first century – smartphones.

			‘You all right, love?’

			A female voice from my right side. I didn’t notice her, squished into a corner behind a desk that looks even older than the eighties. And not in a good way. She is a middle-aged human specimen, with a brunette bob, glasses and one of those little taupe woolly jackets that make anyone seem like part of the wallpaper. I straighten my new clothes; I’ve got a great selection – strictly nothing black or baggy. Finally feel like myself.

			The woman looks me up and down, her gaze lingering on my shoes: pink platforms with a heel shaped like a flamingo. I just couldn’t resist. I’ve combined them with flared dark red trousers and a pink top made from recycled plastic bottles with Earth Up! written on it.

			‘I’m here for a job interview.’

			The eyes go up to my face, down to my shoes again. ‘Name?’

			I’d totally forgotten about that part. What name did my sister pick for me? I was so excited about buying new clothes that I didn’t check.

			‘Er …’

			Now the woman is no longer looking at my shoes but staring right at me, frowning.

			‘D …’

			‘Dottie? Dottie Donn?’

			Dottie? She did not!

			The woman’s forehead wrinkles further. ‘We’re really busy. You Dottie Donn or not?’

			‘Not Dottie.’ I can’t be a Dottie. Definitely not what I had in mind for my makeover. I rack my brain for other names with D. Daphne? Still a tree, and not a particularly impressive one at that. Diana? No. We’ve had a few run-ins over the last few millennia, and I don’t approve of hunting for sport.

			‘Delara.’ She who delights the heart. For once in eternity, that’s who I’d like to be. ‘Delara Donn.’ I hate the last name too, but I suppose I can’t convincingly claim error on both aspects. ‘Someone must have misunderstood.’

			‘Would have been me, and I don’t misunderstand.’

			I shrug and take a sip of my coffee in that nonchalant way I’ve seen people do. The beverage is disgusting, and I struggle to keep a straight face.

			The woman sighs, points to a chair behind me and then picks up the phone.

			‘Your 10 a.m. is here. The—’ she pauses, studies me again ‘—paralegal.’

			I wait. Pretend to sip that coffee. Then I take out my phone and alternate between smiling or frowning at it. I’m still not sure what else to do with it, but I know it’s essential, to fit in.

			A short, rotund man in a shirt and suit trousers comes to get me. He’s got curly hair, somewhat greasy, and unlike the receptionist, he barely looks at my clothes, but waves me into a room with a small window in the top right corner. It smells even mustier in here.

			‘Great to meet you, Dottie,’ he says as we sit down.

			‘Delara. Someone misunderstood my name.’

			‘OK. Delara. I’m Phil.’

			He picks up my CV – the fake one Life provided, sending my actual bio would have been awkward – then glances at the phone next to him, which lights up every few seconds. ‘How much experience do you have with criminal law?’

			‘Too much for my liking.’

			‘Ha! Don’t we all.’ His eyes dart around the table, even though there’s not much on it aside from a stack of papers and a large mug of coffee. He is never still, always fidgeting, shifting his papers and the mug back and forth.

			‘Can you work at pace?’ He gulps his coffee.

			‘Most definitely.’

			‘Multitask?’

			‘My speciality.’

			He nods approvingly, then pulls out some photos and a document from the stack of papers.

			‘Would you mind signing a non-disclosure agreement before I show you these?’

			He slides the document across.

			Excellent. My first official act as a human. I carefully write my new name and return it to him. This is going well.

			‘Thank you. I realize this is unorthodox, but the last two paralegals quit when we showed them crime-scene photos. We specialize in violent crime.’ He lays pictures out in front of me. ‘I need to make sure you can handle it.’

			I sigh. ‘That won’t be a problem.’ I take the first photo. I remember this one. A beating by drug dealers over an unpaid debt which, together with ingestion of heroin and cocaine, resulted in demise. As you can probably guess, the VP for Pandemonium & Perdition was involved. Yes, really, that’s his new job title; picked it himself. Probably felt like ‘the Devil’ just didn’t have enough twenty-first-century swagger.

			I look at the next photo. I remember this one too. Happened last year. An even more violent beating, for no reason whatsoever. I put down the image.

			‘You feel queasy?’

			‘Not in the slightest.’

			He takes another gulp of his coffee. I wonder how much is in that giant cup, exactly.

			‘You do know that stuff is killing you?’ I say. ‘I’ve encountered many humans whose lifespan was shortened by it. Many of a similar body size to you.’

			He looks at me, puzzled. Sits back and sucks in his tummy. ‘Where did you say you were from again?’ He picks up the CV. ‘Ah, Devon.’ Now he seems even more doubtful. ‘Crapstone?’

			Crapstone. Of course. According to my sister, one of the most powerful beings in the universe should walk this Earth as Dottie Donn from Crapstone. Perhaps the pygmy sloth isn’t such a bad idea after all.

			‘You don’t sound like you’re from Devon.’

			‘I’ve moved around a lot.’

			‘Looks like you’ve got the right experience though.’

			‘Yes.’

			His phone flashes again. ‘We need some help urgently. Do you have any questions?’

			‘Would I learn how to build and argue a case?’

			‘Of course. That’s what we do. You’d be working on this.’ He hands me the third photo.

			This is—

			I stop.

			Can’t be.

			I look again. ‘Is this a fake photo?’

			Impossible.

			‘Er … no.’ He opens a thin folder. ‘Here are the other ones from the crime scene.’

			The photos are real. No question. There is no one who can tell better than me when death is real.

			A room in a penthouse apartment. Views over the City. Open-plan kitchen, with a breakfast bar. A man in his forties, slumped at the bar, his head on it, body contorted. He is wearing an expensive suit, Italian leather shoes. Bi-colour steel and gold watch on his wrist. Writing on a notepad. I have been to scenes like this millions of times. It should be familiar. Only, it isn’t. At all.

			‘His name was Luigi Iuliano,’ Phil says.

			This is not my work. But that’s impossible. For billions of years there has been only me doing this job. Well, except for when I’ve had time off. My first thought goes to the Temp. He must have messed up. Got the Plan wrong. This is what Life was talking about. I’ll be hearing I told you so for eternity.

			But then I notice the date on the photo. Several days ago. It couldn’t have been the Temp. This happened on my watch. How did I not know about this? I scrutinize the man’s face; definitely not a soul I took on the Journey. I’m getting hot. My skin feels like it’s burning, tension in my head. It’s uncomfortable. If there is one thing we are all aware of, it is that we must never, ever, deviate from the Plan.

			‘It all seems straightforward, except for that writing.’ Phil points to a close-up of the notepad.

			‘Aramaic.’

			The coffee cup stops mid-air. ‘You know it?’

			‘Of course.’ All of the language’s variants and sub-variants that the humans have come up with over the millennia; it would have been far more practical for everyone involved if they had just picked one option and stuck with it. This particular version of Aramaic was used around two thousand years ago.

			‘What does it say?’ For the first time in the meeting, Phil doesn’t move.

			‘It talks about numbers. And m—, erm, death.’

			‘How come you know an ancient Middle Eastern language?’

			‘I’ve had a very thorough, and very long, education.’

			He taps his pen on the table, then sits up decisively. ‘Can you start now?’

			I don’t reply, study all the photos.

			‘I realize the salary isn’t that great, but if you do well, I’ll see what we can do.’

			I didn’t think this job was the right one for my sabbatical project. Not sure whether a run-down basement with a few people even counts as a law firm. And it doesn’t seem like they appreciate my shoes. But I can’t just leave this.

			‘Yes, I can start now.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			I asked the Temp anyway whether he had followed the Plan strictly. Double-checked all our systems and his logs – which, as expected, were meticulous. Nothing out of the ordinary. I still can’t quite believe this has happened. I have always followed the Plan to a T. Not once, in billions of years, have I deviated, nor seen any deviation. I didn’t even know such a thing was possible.

			I reiterated to the Temp that we absolutely cannot have any Unplanned deaths. He took that personally, asked why I would doubt his professionalism. And it’s true, his level of pedantry is unsurpassed, really the main reason why I hired him, and he hasn’t disappointed on that front so far. So my next thought was the Boss. Did he give me the wrong copy of the Plan? Or forget to update it?

			The Boss is a little hard to pin down sometimes, so first I must go to work. Despite everything that’s going on, I’m quite proud. I’ve even got my own desk, with a large computer screen. Now it does really feel like I’m on a holiday.

			I’ve found out that the woman with the wallpaper jacket is called Abby, and then there are also Hinesh and Gemma in the office, assistant solicitors. Hinesh seems very friendly, almost hyper; he gets a bit erratic when I’m there, not sure why – I’m quite certain I haven’t given any indication of who I really am. Gemma is a bit older than Hinesh, has already radically changed her hairdo since I arrived yesterday, and she’s the only one in the office other than me with something resembling style. Today I’m wearing a bright yellow jacket with a fantastic purple feather boa.

			‘Can you see with the glasses on, Delara?’ Wallpaper Abby points to my star-shaped sunglasses.

			‘Of course.’ These glasses were clearly not intended as actual sun protection.

			Phil drops another stack of papers on my desk. If I had to describe the law in a few words, it would be this: lots and lots of thin slices of dead trees. He asks me to complete some sort of form and then file it.

			‘Have they confirmed how he died?’ This is a question, I have never, ever asked – not once in all eternity. It is unsettling.

			‘The Italian in the penthouse?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It’s fascinating.’ I’ve found that this is one of Phil’s favourite phrases. He then usually straightens his back and stands upright, as if he’s about to give a speech. ‘They’ve settled on Vandellia cirrhosa.’

			‘Vampire fish? But there have only ever been thirty-two cases of death caused by them. All in the Amazon.’

			Phil, Gemma and Hinesh give me an odd look.

			‘How do you know so much about this?’ Phil says.

			I shrug. ‘An interest in biology was important for my previous job.’

			None of them seem convinced, but then Hinesh says: ‘How do vampire fish actually kill you?’

			‘No case has ever been officially confirmed, not sure where you got the thirty-two from, Delara.’ Phil waits for me to respond.

			Not something I can explain, exactly, so I pretend to open an email.

			When the silence stretches, Phil continues: ‘They think that Vandellia cirrhosa enter the body through some orifice. If you’re unlucky, you can die, slowly. Only the Italian had lots of them in his body, so he died more quickly.’

			‘Disgusting,’ Gemma says.

			‘Here’s the thing.’ Phil perks up again. ‘He’s never even been to the Amazon. The current theory is that someone must have inserted them.’

			An extremely unusual manner of demise, and I have seen some very unusual things. I have to speak to the Boss. Sooner rather than later.

			* * *

			At lunchtime Hinesh asks me, as he did yesterday, whether I want to join them. I decline. Eating regularly is something I need to get used to. And doing it in company feels like I’m juggling too many things at once.

			It is interesting to have a body that needs nourishment. Quite a time-consuming matter, having to think about what you eat, three times a day at least. Some of the humans even cook. I’m not sure how they ever get any work done.

			I walk out of the office. I think the Boss has been avoiding me, which is weird. I have no choice but to reach out with my mind and request an emergency meeting. He hates it when I do that.

			I can tell he’s received my call; the weather is changing. Most of us appear on Earth as humans or some other life form, but the Boss is above that. He can be anything or nothing. The stuff with the white-bearded old man sitting on a cloud? Hilarious, but the Boss was offended. As if he’d ever manifest as something so pedestrian. The only aspect of that depiction which goes in the right direction is the cloud, actually. Those people who thought he was lightning or the sun had a more accurate understanding. Only that he’s just sometimes lightning or the sun. I think he’d get bored otherwise.

			Clouds start to gather as I walk through a cobblestone street down to the river. The road alongside it is jammed with cars, the pavement full of tourists. That won’t work. I turn around and find a bench in front of Temple Church. The wind picks up – he is choosing a thunderstorm. Great, this will be uncomfortable while I’m in physical form. Consideration is not his forte.

			Lawyers in black sacks walk past me, in front of buildings that haven’t changed since at least the seventeenth century. It starts to rain, the sky darkening. People hurry, holding newspapers or a bag over their heads, shooting me quizzical looks.

			The rain gets worse. Yup, definitely the Boss. I’m cold. Humans have to worry about a lot.

			Lightning in the sky. There he is.

			My consciousness connects with his, and I ask him about the Unplanned death.

			For a moment the rain lessens, no lightning visible or thunder audible. The Boss’s way of saying, ‘I don’t know.’

			‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ I wonder what I must look like to the humans right now: a lone woman sitting in the pouring rain, perfectly still, staring straight ahead, not moving or speaking.

			The sky flickers, lighter one moment, darker another. ‘I can’t know everything, can I,’ the Boss says.

			‘I thought you did.’

			It’s raining harder on me. ‘I can’t possibly have the headspace for details, I’ve said that before.’

			‘There has never been a demise that wasn’t part of the Plan. Every single bacterium is included in it.’

			A low thunder, like a sigh. ‘This death is Unplanned.’

			So he didn’t give me the wrong copy of the Plan. I no longer feel the cold. ‘Impossible.’

			The Boss doesn’t seem quite worried enough about this, or, more likely, he just doesn’t want to admit it. Never before have I heard him acknowledge that he didn’t know something, whatever he’s claiming now.

			‘So what are you doing about it?’ I ask.

			Lightning strikes far away on the horizon. ‘I’ve been thinking about how to best approach it.’

			‘Thinking?’

			‘Problem solving.’ Pompous thunder.

			‘You know who is doing it?’

			Rain blows away from me. He’s avoiding my question.

			‘You need to tell me.’

			‘I don’t know.’

			I feel lightheaded and suddenly I’m hot, despite the continuous downpour. Someone is stomping on my turf! How dare they? There can only be one Death.

			‘I’ve been considering what to do.’ The wind blows the rain in swirls around me. ‘It’s important to have a strategy.’

			I roll my eyes.

			‘I saw that.’ Lightning right above me, rain intensifies.

			My lovely purple feather boa is ruined.

			‘We need to do something!’ I can’t have him think about this for as long as he is doing about updating the Journey, while my work is tarnished. My impeccable track record. ‘I will help.’

			The sky starts to get lighter. ‘Would you?’

			‘Sure. I will find out who is behind it.’ Someone has to. ‘What happens if there is a deviation from the Plan?’

			There is a break in the rain before it recommences. A breath in and out. ‘An Unplanned death tears into the fabric of creation.’

			‘Meaning?’

			‘We can discuss further another time, I have to go.’ The rain lessens, then stops. ‘I’m grateful for your help. Do report back if you need strategic input.’

			Clouds clear and the sun smiles at me, literally. I am soaked through to my underwear. Why can’t he choose an old man with a white beard?

			* * *

			‘I would like to go to the crime scene,’ I say to Phil the next day.

			We are on our way to court. I’m carrying a stack of papers, trundling a wheelie bag full of files while toting a shoulder bag with more papers and a laptop. Phil is similarly kitted out, plus a trough of paper-cup coffee.

			‘What crime scene?’ he replies as we approach the courthouse, an imposing neo-gothic building which looks as serious and severe as what is going on inside.

			‘The one with the vampire fish.’ I haul the wheelie bag onto the belt for security.

			‘You know the fish are gone, right? They were extracted during the autopsy.’ Phil removes his coat, digs keys and phone out of his pockets, puts them in a small plastic tray. ‘And they’re not really fish, anyway, more like parasites.’

			‘Yes, but I want to see where the guy died.’

			One of the security guards looks up at me briefly, uninterested. I suspect he’s seen much more exciting things than lawyers discussing death via vampire fish.

			As I go through the metal detector, I beep. The security guard sighs before he gets up to check me with a handheld scanning device. Lots of beeping again. I wonder what it is about this body.

			Finally, we are waved through.

			‘It’s not our role, to examine crime scenes,’ Phil says as we rush to our first courtroom of the day.

			‘I know. But it would really help me.’ I don’t have the patience for human technicalities. I will deal with this Unplanned interloper as quickly and efficiently as I handle everything.

			‘With what?’

			I’m stuck. He sees as much.

			‘Delara, I’m glad you’re so enthusiastic. And you’re a brilliant help.’ It seems like he wants to ask me something, but then thinks better of it. ‘We’re really busy. And besides, the police deal with crime scenes.’

			‘Phil!’ A woman calls from the other end of the corridor.

			Phil has his own black-sack person, and I’m most delighted to report that for once it isn’t me. In England you often need someone in a black sack and a wig to accompany you in court; perhaps there are some parallels there with my job, after all, the humans are convinced that demise correlates with judgement, a tally of good deeds and bad, and the Boss then making a decision like a judge. So perhaps barristers are actually inspired by me. It would explain the attire. I ponder that as I study the woman. I’ve never had an army of minions, unlike the VP for Pandemonium & Perdition, but it might be nice.

			‘Are you all right?’ the woman says to me.

			I must have been staring. ‘Sorry. Yes, I am.’

			‘This is probably quite new and daunting for you.’ She smiles. ‘Do ask if you have questions, anytime.’

			I would accept her into my army. ‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’ She could be Chief Minion.

			‘We all had to start somewhere.’ She holds the door to the courtroom open for me.

			Minion in Chief. Chief Executive Minion. Got to think about that.

			* * *

			My first full day in court is, as Phil promised, an instructive lesson in how to build and argue a case. The Chief Minion barrister questions the guy we are defending; he’d smashed a pint glass over the head of his ex-partner’s new boyfriend. He cries when they get to how it happened. A pitiful figure, but I’ve given up wondering why humans don’t consider the consequences of their actions before they do something, not after. Most other animals do.

			I have organized all our papers and files into neat, colour-coded stacks. Phil seems really pleased with that. As expected, human work is not just a walk in the park but a lounge in the sun with a cocktail. Occasionally I hand Phil a document, and he then gives it to the barrister. But mostly we just sit there and observe. The barrister is rather good at her job, and I take special note of how she argues that our client, despite all appearances, is a most endearing individual and simply misunderstood. By the end I’m almost convinced myself. There is hope.

			Alas, my sabbatical mission will have to wait until I’ve put the vampire-fish-obsessed delinquent in their place. Covertly I pull out the file and go through it again. I’ve stared at it so much that I know it by heart. As I said to Phil during my interview, the Aramaic is mainly numbers set out weirdly:

			
			1,029 follows

			22,078 follows

			  50,231

			  Extend 3 hours 

			  Food 354

			    Follows 8,564

			    1

			    Death

			

			Why, if you’re going to bother to write in Aramaic, put down such gibberish? Perhaps it doesn’t mean anything. They established that it wasn’t the deceased’s handwriting, but maybe he knew someone who was learning Aramaic? If so, very odd vocabulary to practise though – not exactly Excusez-moi, Monsieur, où est le supermarché?

			Frustration sits in my stomach, which is very unfamiliar. I always get things done. So I can’t go to the crime scene. Phil won’t let me. And I don’t want to ignore Phil or piss him off. It might ruin my investigation, and aside from that, I actually like him. What else can I do?

			I consider the witness statements. Perhaps I could talk to them? Maybe one of them saw something useful. There is a porter, and the cleaner who found the body. A ‘business partner’ – something about selling and reselling – and four women, all of whom thought they were the only girlfriend. One of them requested a lawyer for her questioning, which is how Phil got to be involved in the case. The police were initially convinced that one or even several girlfriends were involved in their shared lover’s untimely demise, but I sincerely doubt they would go to that much trouble. Contrary to popular opinion, Hell hath much worse furies than a woman scorned.

			The most
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