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Chapter One

Free Books?

Danny

It was time for him to die. Danny glanced at the young girl he’d taken over too early. Her short brown hair seemed to be longer. Not that it was possible. Once you were a deadliner, you stopped aging. A spirit never aged.

‘Danny, I know you feel regret for what happened to me and the others that went over too early, but remember that everything happens for a reason. We all die when we’re supposed to. I signed up for this as much as you did.’

He smiled at her but didn’t speak. He didn’t trust himself not to choke.

‘Danny, I’m not sure I’m ready for this,’ Jen said.

The girl who had died in front of him last night had changed. Her hair had been dyed and short when Tony had murdered her, but now her natural long blonde hair was back.

‘You’ll be fine, Jen. When I started I didn’t have a clue either. Amy will help you,’ he said, gesturing at the young girl.

‘You’ve been doing this for so long, I’m just a circus performer.’

Danny felt the humming of the wall behind him. The calmness enveloped his whole spirit and he smiled gently. His long leather jacket was flapping ever so gently in the intense energy. His short dark hair was styled and his sunglasses rested on his nose. He lifted them and placed them on his head. Stepping forward he took Jen’s hands in his and squeezed gently.

‘Your life on earth wasn’t easy, Jen. Now it’s time to start living. You have a crazy journey ahead of you. I’m a bit sad that I’m not going to be challenging the negative spirits coming through. However, I’m happy I’m retiring because my wife, Mia, is waiting for me.’

Jen smiled and nodded. Amy reached up and took one of Jen’s hands from Danny.

‘It’s time, Danny,’ she said, her young tone bringing his attention back to the wall. He hugged them both briefly and then turned.

The light was luminous and the wall was blurred as it pulsated with energy. Charlie, Reese, Anna and Milly had gone through before him. He would see them on the other side. He’d been dead for thirty years and had seen his wife age drastically. When Anna had been given Mia as her deadline a few months ago, he’d gone crazy. How could his best friend let his wife die?

This was why. It was time to join his family. He turned his head back one last time as a grin spread across his face. He waved at the new deadliner leader and the young detector and stepped through the wall for the first time.

‘Danny, finally!’ a voice called as he emerged through the light. A pair of arms came around him and he smelt the familiar scent of his wife. The tears flowed freely down his cheeks as he held her to him for the first time in thirty years.

‘Oh, Danny, I’ve been waiting,’ Mia said, looking up into his eyes. She was young again, the exact way she’d looked when he’d died.

‘Mia, I love you so much,’ he breathed through the tears.

‘I love you too, Danny. I’m so proud of my leader.’

Chapter Two

Jen

‘What the bloody hell happens now?’ Jen asked Amy as they walked away from the wall. She was a new spirit and was still buzzing from the energy.

‘We find your new recruits,’ Amy said, taking her hand. Amy had only been five years old when Danny had let her die. She’d become a deadliner detector instead of going over to the other side. Negative spirits were getting stronger apparently. Jen had only been dead for a few hours. She was finding it hard to grasp everything. Her body felt light, but her heart felt tight. She placed a hand on her chest as they walked. The compound was quiet and Jen was able to take in the surrounding area. 

There was a huge lake with grass wrapped around it. A wooded area lined the back of it, the trees tall and green. There were buildings in the distance. Houses for the deadline groups, she’d been told. They all lived together. There were five members in each group. There was a training building and the canteen. Jen couldn’t believe it when Amy had explained that they still ate out of habit. She’d been told that all deadliners kept their human emotions as this helped them to work with people. However, Jen couldn’t work out why they still needed to eat when they didn’t have a body to sustain.

‘There are times when you need to stay sane,’ Amy said, ‘being a deadliner is hard work and simple things like eating gives us the opportunity to chill out or have group meetings.’

They arrived in front of a big gothic building.

‘This is the Elders’ hall. They’re the ones in charge of us and our deadlines. The assignments they set come through to our phones or laptops.’

Jen stared up at the building. Gothic structures on earth had seemed intimidating to her, but this one felt warm.

‘Do we ever get to meet them? Wait...phones and laptops?’

‘Yes, we have to move with the times,’ Amy laughed, taking Jen’s hand and leading her away.

‘Amy!’ a voice called from the building they had just turned away from.

Spinning round, they saw an elderly lady standing on top of the steps. Amy grinned and ran to her, leaving Jen alone.

‘Jen, welcome to your life as a deadliner, I just wanted to say that you’re the perfect candidate for the leadership of one of our deadliner groups. Please feel free to come to us if you need any help. Amy may look young but she knows more about this place, and what’s going on, than anyone here. You’re lucky to have her as your partner in this new group.’ The woman stroked Amy’s head and Jen could see the bond they had. 

Would she ever have a bond like that with anyone? She’d never been close to anyone when she was alive. Her mother had died when she was a young girl. The beautiful woman had been a circus performer, so her friends had taken her daughter in and taught her how to ride horses. It was all she knew.

‘I hope I can be a good leader, although I don’t think I’ll be as good as Danny,’ she said, looking down at her feet.

‘Danny was a wonderful leader, but even he lost his way. Your time here will be very different from his. I hate to say it, but I fear it may even be harder than it was for him. You, Amy, and your team are going to be the forerunners in this new era. You see, there are more negative people on earth than ever before and detecting them is much harder now. That is why Amy is here. I’m sure you’ll be a success. Just remember, you’ll be able to retire when the time is right.’

‘Thank you,’ Jen said as the doughy-faced woman gestured for them to go.

‘Oh, and your first recruit is due today. Amy will show you how to greet them,’ she said, before disappearing into nothing.

‘What...?’

‘We can transport anywhere we want to go. We’re not allowed to visit loved ones though,’ Amy said.

‘I don’t have any loved ones to visit,’ Jen said, looking off towards the calm lake.

‘That’s okay. You’ll have some loved ones here soon enough. In fact, it’s time. Wow, they’re rushing this one. Come on let’s go,’ Amy said, taking Jen’s hand and willing them away.

Chapter Three

Amy

‘This is Max. He’s the same age as you and has signed up to be a deadliner. He’ll be your first recruit,’ Amy said, pointing to the lad who was on a motocross bike. They’d flashed to the event to collect his spirit. Jen was looking around her. They were on a dirt track with ridges, hills and bumps. There were people standing on the sidelines cheering the riders on.

‘Wait, how do we know which one he is?’ Jen said. 

Amy felt her heart bang against her chest. She’d already learnt how important it was to disconnect but Jen hadn’t had the time or the training.

‘You’ll know,’ she said quietly as a rider in front of them attempted to ride over a muddy ridge. He skidded and fell from his bike. The other riders in the competition couldn’t stop their bikes as they came straight over the ridge.

‘Oh my...’ Jen gasped, covering her eyes.

‘Jen, we don’t have long. We need to go over to him and wait. When his spirit rises from his body, you need to smile and greet him warmly. You need to tell him not to panic and that he has a new job now.’

‘I don’t think I’m ready for this,’ Jen said, taking her hands away from her eyes as they watched medical staff surround the rider on the floor.

‘Come on.’ Amy took her hand and they approached the huddle of people. One of them was doing CPR.

‘It’s not going to work, is it?’ Jen asked.

Amy glanced at the new leader and wondered for a split second if she’d been the right choice. Not that Amy knew anything, she was just a detector, but she’d seen how strong Danny was. Of course, poor Jen had not had time to get her head straight, but Amy supposed that this was the Elder’s way of testing her.

‘Oh...hello,’ Jen said. 

Amy turned her attention back to the scene in front of her and saw the man rising from his body.

‘I know you,’ he said, glancing around him. ‘What’s going on?’

Jen’s face was red. They were both in their twenties and he was very handsome. Amy rolled her eyes as he ran his hand through his hair.

‘I’m sorry Max, but you have a new job now,’ Jen stuttered.

Amy stepped forward and offered her hand to the new spirit. He glanced at it, then at his body and then shrugged.

‘Cool, winning these races all the time was getting boring anyway,’ he said, taking Amy’s hand. 

The shock of energy that bolted through Amy on contact had her gripping tighter.

‘Woah, what was that?’ Max said, trying to pull his hand away.

‘You’re powerful,’ Amy said, holding on tight and then taking Jen’s hand.

As she flashed them back to the compound, she could feel the pulsation of energy running up her arm. Max was a strong spirit. She’d wondered for a moment if he was negative, but the energy was good. It was light.

They landed in front of a house. It was where Danny’s group had lived. Amy remembered the old group. She’d loved Anna and Milly. They were lovely. The men had been less welcoming, although Charlie had made her feel like one of them. It was weird seeing two strangers standing there, looking at their new home.

‘This is where you’ll be living. There’ll be two more recruits to complete the group,’ Amy said, nodding for them to go in.

Once inside, Jen sat at the wooden table in the kitchen.

‘Is anyone going to explain what this is all about?’ Max said, itching the stubble on his chin. He was taller than Jen, with brown spikey hair, stubble and a rider’s body. His broad shoulders were still encased in leathers and Amy saw the way Jen’s gaze traced his slim hips and bulky boots.

‘Max, we’re dead,’ Jen said.

Amy shook her head and sat next to her new leader. ‘Do you know each other?’ she asked.

‘Yes, we met a few times when I was touring with the circus. We also went to the same parties when we were teenagers,’ Jen said, fiddling with the end of her ponytail.

Amy raised her eyebrows and glanced at Max. He was leaning against the kitchen worktop.

‘I always fancied you,’ he said, laughing when Jen’s face turned bright red.

Amy glanced between them and felt something. There was more between these deadliners that met the eye, which meant it could get very interesting. Amy had only been a deadliner for a few months, but she’d been through rigorous training. She’d grown to an age way beyond her physical years. The Elders had allowed her spirit to grow more than a normal deadliner so she could do the job of detecting negative spirits. Her role was to flit between groups to help them detect the spirits before taking them over to the other side. 

Somehow, Reese had still managed to get through, which meant they were getting stronger. Negative spirits weren’t evil, but they needed to go to another place to heal before they could go over to the other side. Earth was a harsh place, so sometimes a spirit who was supposed to be a deadliner might find themselves bogged down with too much negativity to be able to do their job. They’d managed to sort it out by using a process before the person died, but that process was no longer working.

‘I’m a little weirded out,’ Max said, huffing as he sat.

‘Okay, let me explain. Jen died only last night, so she’s in the dark as much as you are. She’s the new leader of this deadliner group. There are five members usually. I will be one of them, although I won’t live here with you.’

‘Where will you live?’ Jen said, looking into Amy’s eyes.

‘I live with the Elders. They’ve been training me. I’ll become one of them in the future, but for now, I’m a detector. I’m different from you. You’ll be the ones researching people who are due to die and deciding whether they need more time or not. Every human needs to clear as much karma as possible before they die and go over to the other side.’ Amy felt herself reciting the words she’d been taught.

‘Other side...? As in heaven...?’ Max said.

‘I don’t know. No one does. This is as far as we’ve all been so we’re not quite sure what’s over there to be honest.’

‘What...? No answers to all those questions that haunt us while we’re alive? The amount of people that used to ask me, why are we here? What is the point of us? Where do we go? Is there a god? Is there heaven or hell or the devil or the light or blah blah blah...?’

Max became quiet when he saw Amy and Jen staring at him. He grinned and shrugged, which made them all burst out laughing.

‘Sorry, no idea I’m afraid,’ Amy said, holding out her arms.

‘Never mind, I was never that worried anyway,’ he said, standing up and looking around him.

‘This is so strange,’ Jen said.

Amy noticed that both of them were disorientated. She remembered feeling the same when she’d first come over, but she’d had the support of the Elders.

‘Okay, maybe it’s time to start training. Or should we just relax so you can try and get your head around this?’ Amy bit her lip as she looked at the fresh souls. These spirits had been dead less than twenty-four hours and to be honest, she wasn’t quite sure what she should do.

‘Why is there food in the cupboard?’ Max asked.

Amy turned to see him swinging on the open cupboard doors above his head.

‘We eat out of habit apparently,’ Jen said, turning to watch him.

‘Great! Then the first thing we do is eat one of my famous fry ups.’

Chapter Four

Max

He didn’t know what the hell had happened but he was excited about the crazy turn of events. He loved adrenaline sports, which was why he’d been such a good motocross rider. The rush that flooded his veins as he’d jumped over a hill on his bike or done a flip as he’d taken a tumble was the best feeling he’d ever experienced. 

Until now that was. 

Max was flashing around the world. Their lessons had started and Amy had just taught them how to will themselves to different places. He thought of the pyramids and landed on his butt right outside one of them. The brush of heat on his spirit surprised him. Wasn’t he dead? How did he still feel physical sensations? A laugh bubbled out of him and he thought of the icebergs on top of the world. He allowed his spirit to move and he popped onto one of the icecaps. Cool air enveloped his spirit, but his leathers kept some heat in. His heart thudded as he glanced around him. He was standing on pure ice and there were penguins chattering away nearby. He shook his head as a million options came into his mind.

‘Stop, Max!’ Amy called from behind him.

He turned slowly and could feel the corners of his lips dipping into his cheeks. ‘Just one more time,’ he laughed, flashing away.

‘Max, Max, Max,’ came a deep throated laugh from behind him. 

An old man was waiting for him as he landed in Jamaica. The glow of the bright blue sea hit his eyes and he blinked. The man was shaking his head and tutting. Max felt his stomach roll as he looked into a pair of black eyes. The man had brown skin and bright white teeth. He was elderly and smiled slightly.

‘Leave him, pa.’ Another man came and stood next to them. 

Max took a step back. This man’s energy was better. Lighter somehow.

‘We did not expect to see you so soon.’ The elderly man lowered himself into a waiting chair. His Jamaican accent was thick.

‘Are you deadliners?’ Max asked.

The younger man laughed and shook his head. ‘No, we is alive, Max. We see you though. Me father ‘as been waiting for you, but I is trying to persuade ‘im from ‘is chosen path. You see...’

‘Enough!’ the elderly man said, coughing. He held his fist to his mouth as the convulsions shook his body.

Max met the gaze of the older man again and felt his chest squeeze.  His eyes were now completely black with no white showing. They were starting to roll into the back of his head as he coughed.

‘What’s happening?’ Max said, coming to his side.

‘Don’t get too close, Max, they’ll be coming for ‘im soon.’

‘Who...?’ Max’s instinct was to help the man. Something inside him wanted to ease the man’s pain and help him...somehow. He wasn’t sure what he could do exactly, but an impulsion overtook him.

‘It’s okay, you can let go,’ he said to the older man.

‘Get away from me, I is not going with you...’ the man said, reaching out his hands and shoving Max away.

‘Me father ‘as chosen to go the other way.’

Max stood and turned to the son. He was wearing bright clothes and a sad smile. He was looking down at his father as the man went limp. The coughing stopped and his breathing was silent.

‘What just...?’ Max’s sentence was cut short when the elderly man’s spirit started to rise from his still body.

‘His deadliner tried to persuade ‘im to finish ‘is karma, but he insisted on living in bitterness and guilt. He tinks we go to hell and when dey approached ‘im, he decided to go wit dem when he died. ‘e’s been seeing spirits ‘is whole life.’

Max watched as the new spirit started to walk across the beach.

‘Wait! What are you doing? You’re supposed to go over to the other side,’ Max called. 

The man turned and shook his head. ‘No, I is gonna stay ‘ere so dat I can watch me son grow old. They told me dat I could stay in contact ‘ere, but I couldn’t when I went over.’

The younger man had tears falling down his face and Max swallowed hard. Max had only been dead for a few days and he’d already seen someone else leave their body.

‘Who’s he talking about?’

‘Spirits dat are trapped on earth. It used to be rare for dem to still be ‘ere, but as the negativity of the planet ‘as risen, so ‘as the wandering spirits.’

Max wished he’d done as Amy had asked. Coming here had given him a slap in the immature face.

‘He said that you didn’t expect to see me so soon. What was that about?’ Max felt sweat break out on his forehead. He wiped it away and looked at his hand. How was he still sweating?

‘You is me deadliner, Max, but we tort you wouldn’t be ‘ere for a few more years.’ The man looked over to a nearby police officer and whistled him over. He was the only other person on the beach. Max started to feel prickly over his whole body.

‘It’s not your time yet,’ Max said, before taking a deep breath and willing himself back to the compound.

‘Where were you?’ Amy asked as Max landed on his butt on the grass outside the house. The blades of grass felt real on his hand as he played with them.

‘This is all so messed up,’ he said, staring at ground. His head was spinning.

He glanced up to see Jen looking down at him. Her blond hair was loose and her big eyes were watering.

‘I saw a man die. He could see me, but he said that he didn’t want to go over to the other side. He wanted to stay here and watch over his son. He walked away from his body and didn’t look back. Just like I did.’

A pang in Max’s chest burst through as an image of his mother and father came to mind. They’d followed him to every race and event that he’d wanted to go to. They’d supported him and paid for everything. His baby sister had always cheered him on as he’d passed them. Now he was gone from their lives and he hadn’t even looked back to see them one last time.

‘Okay, it’s hit him. We need to rest. We’ve been learning a lot.’ Amy put her tiny hand on his shoulder and he blinked up at her. He hadn’t realised that tears were threatening to spill out of his eyes. He then felt a pair of arms come around him and smelt the sweet floral scent of Jen as she let him rest his head on her shoulder.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but I thought I’d come over and introduce myself. My name is Doctor Paul and I’m the leader of another deadliner group. If you ever need any help, please ask,’ said a man with greying hair and glasses. He was middle aged and wore a suit without a jacket.

Jen pulled away from Max and smiled up at the doctor. Max wiped his face before greeting him.

‘We could do with some help with setting this group up, Paul,’ Amy said. When Max looked at her, he noticed how small she was. She’d not been a detector for long, not even a whole year. It must be difficult trying to put a brand new group together.

‘Of course, Amy, I’m surprised you’re not getting more support from the elders.’

Max stood and followed everyone into the house. He liked the doctor straight away, something in him was trustworthy.

Once in the kitchen, Paul offered his hand to him. Max took it, but pulled away when a spark of energy shocked them both.

‘Wow, you’re a powerful one,’ he said, laughing. Max smiled back, relieved that it seemed to be normal.

Max glanced over at Jen and saw her back straighten when Paul turned to her.

‘You’re the new leader then? Danny was amazing, but he’d been here for far too long. I hope you enjoy your job.’

She licked her plump red lips and Max saw the doctor swallow. Jen was gorgeous and he’d been honest when he’d said he’d fancied her when they were alive. She’d been so cool towards everyone though. Like she was scared to let anyone get close to her. It looked like things may be the same on this side too.

‘I have no idea why they chose me,’ she said, flicking the ends of her hair through her fingers.

‘It’s a daunting task to start with, but they teach you quickly and thoroughly here. You see...’ Paul was cut off by the sound of his phone. He apologised and answered it. ‘Yes, Tom...no, I’ve not checked my emails, I can’t get to grips...oh, okay...yes, I’m here now.’

He pressed a button on the phone and Max shook his head. He couldn’t get over the idea of using human created technology when you were dead.

‘Apparently I had an email instructing me to help set up your group. I’m so sorry, I can’t get used to this new way of doing things.’ Paul coughed as Amy laughed.

‘I’m still surprised you’ve not been allowed to retire, Paul, the synchronisation you set up with Milly and her family was amazing.’

Max found things a little bizarre when Amy said statements like that. She sometimes came out with things that sounded so grown up, but when you looked at her, she was about five years old. He was slowly getting used to it, but it wasn’t quite natural yet.

‘I know! I thought it was pretty well timed. I’m sure it will happen soon though, I can feel it. I think Tom will be the one to take over from me.’

Max zoned out as they spoke about the past group and what had happened. Jen was listening intently as she heard all about her own deadliner and how he’d tried to save her from the man who had murdered her. Max’s attention came back to the room as he heard her gasp. He looked at her and fisted his hands. Tears were running down her face as Amy told the story of how Charlie had fought for her.

‘I felt him. He was there with me most of the time, but I didn’t know it was him obviously.’ A smile was playing on her lips, but Max felt his own lips scowling.

‘How could anyone murder you? How could they make you become a deadliner when you’ve been through that?’ he said.

Everyone looked at him and he grit his teeth.

‘It’s the way of the world I’m afraid, Max. Now she can help others to come over peacefully. I tell you what; I’ve got a lovely old lady coming over very soon. Would you all come with me when I take her over?’

Max sighed and nodded his consent when everyone else happily agreed. He wasn’t that angry really, but he was struggling to wrap his head around everything. He missed his family. He’d just watched a man die, and now, he’d have to watch an old lady go too.

‘Son, this is part of the process you have to go through. You’re going to be feeling all sorts of emotions for a few weeks, but hopefully, the more you train and get to know your new job, the more you’ll realise that what we’re doing here is actually good. And you did sign up for it.’ Paul had put an arm around Max’s shoulders. He felt himself relax as the reassurance of the older deadliner sank into him.

‘Thanks,’ he grunted, nodding. ‘Can you tell me why an old man I just saw die, decided not to go over to the other side? He said he wanted to stay here to watch over his son.’

Paul froze before taking his arm away from him.

‘How have you seen that already?’

Max felt his cheeks flare with heat as he glanced at Amy. She raised her eyebrows and he laughed in spite of his behaviour.

‘I wanted to see a few places and ignored Amy. I’m sorry,’ he said, winking at the young deadliner.

‘Great, it’s been a while since we’ve had a rebel,’ Paul sighed. ‘I can see from what you’re wearing you’re going to be trouble.’

‘Don’t judge the rider in me,’ Max laughed, glancing at Jen as she shook her head.

‘Well, to answer your question. There are more people in the world, with less deadliners. We have double the workload now so you’d better be prepared to work hard. There are more groups being created in different compounds so you don’t need to worry. It’s another reason why Amy is here now. Spirits don’t have free will like humans do, but the different energies are affecting the earth. This is causing all sorts of weird things to happen.’

Jen was biting her lip now and Max stopped himself from going over to comfort her. Would a little hug be okay?

‘How are we going to do this?’ she asked, crossing her arms and straightening her back.

‘Why do you think you’ve got Max? His energy is more powerful than most deadliners. He’s the one that’s going to change everything.’



Chapter Five

Jen

The little old lady didn’t look ready to die. She was laughing along to the comedy show on the television. She was frail and wrinkled, but the smile lines around her eyes made Jen want to freeze her there. What a gorgeous woman she was. What a wonderful life she must have lived. She wondered if she had a family who adored her. She pictured children and grandchildren all grinning and hugging the eldest member of their unit. She felt her chest tighten as Paul walked over to her.

‘She’s had an amazing life. I bargained with Tom for an extra two weeks so she could see her great-great granddaughter being born. She met her last week and they took a photo of the five generations. She looks happy, but she’s had enough really. She doesn’t want to see anymore of her friends or family die.’

Jen let the tears fall as Paul spoke. The fondness in his voice showed how much he cared about the elderly lady who was still laughing. She felt happy that this woman had had a wonderful few weeks before her passing.

‘I’m sure she will die peacefully in her sleep, but we can never be certain. A deadliner isn’t supposed to know how someone will die. It could cause them to try and change things, just like the old group.’ Paul shook his head and a look passed between him and Amy. The young girl was sitting in the opposite chair to the old lady, watching her.

‘I never had a grandmother like her,’ she said. Jen noticed that she wasn’t sad; she was just stating a fact.

‘Me neither,’ she said, reaching out and putting her hand on the back of the chair. She gasped as her hand fell straight through it.

‘That’s normal,’ Paul said, coming over to her. ‘You build up more energy the longer you’re here.’

Amy giggled at the way Jen was staring at her hand.

‘This is so cool!’ Max exclaimed behind her. He giggled as he walked through the closed white door. Amy laughed with him.

‘In the room, out the room...in the room, out the room. Wow, I love this!’

Jen couldn’t help but laugh. It was going to be difficult to be the leader of the group with Max in it.

‘Okay, you can stop now, Max,’ Paul said, shaking his head. 

Max didn’t listen though and Amy got worse. She doubled over with laughter, just like a young girl should. As Jen watched Max, she felt a pressure rising up her body. She opened her mouth and spoke very calmly, ‘Max...stop!’

He froze instantly. Jen was stunned and went quite still. She’d never felt that amount of power in her body before...it was such a startling thing to feel. She nodded to Max, who was standing there open mouthed, then turned back to Paul. The other
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