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Chapter One

Jen

She knew it wasn’t over. 

And yet, some small part of her was happy they’d defeated Logan. The evil spirit had been wandering the earth for years and even Danny hadn’t known about him. The image of the deadliners’ previous leader popped into her mind. He’d been fierce and strong, which was nothing like her. She’d even tried to change her way so she would fit in as the new deadliner leader, but she’d found that being herself had worked best.

‘Jen, I need some help,’ Max said, blocking the sun from landing on her skin with his shadow.

‘Go away, Max, it’s my day off,’ she grumbled.

‘People die every day. How can you have a day off?’

Jen opened her eyes and looked up at him. His brown hair was gelled into its usual spikes. He wore a leather jacket and jeans with biker boots. She’d tried to get him to dress differently for just one day, but she couldn’t change what his spirit was.

‘I can have a day off by lying right here beside the lake, sunbathing and not going anywhere. What do you want?’

She sat up as he lowered himself next to her. The scent of oil and masculinity enveloped her. She smiled as he put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to him.

‘I’m worried about Faith, she’s avoiding her assignment,’ he said.

Jen let out her breath in a huff. Could she seriously not just have one day where she didn’t have to think about people dying? It had been a couple of months since the deadliners had beaten a powerful negative spirit and moved him to a place of healing. She’d not stopped working since.

‘Max, I’m serious about the day off,’ she said, pushing him gently.

‘They say that we signed up for this before we even became a human. Why would we do such a thing?’ he said, kissing her on the temple and then standing. ‘Okay, you can have your day off, but only if you spend some of it with me.’

She laughed and lay back down, letting the soft grass catch her spirit. She’d been dead for six months and was now used to the lightness of her spirit body. The heaviness of flesh and emotion wasn’t with her anymore, although she still felt sad whenever a person moved over to the other side.

‘Max, Jen, sorry to bother you, but a meeting has been called,’ Amy shouted across the green.

Jen glanced up and noticed their surroundings. The compound houses lay in the distance and the big gothic building belonging to the elders was behind them. The sparkling lake was right next to them and the woods on the other side. She still wasn’t used to the place. The compound was the base for groups of deadliners. There were five deadliners to each group and Jen was the leader of one of them.

‘I’m having a day off!’ Jen shouted.

Amy smiled gently but then gestured towards the gothic building. ‘The elders called it,’ she shouted.

Jen followed the direction of Amy’s gesture and noticed that deadliners were gathering at the bottom of the stone steps. She jumped up and pulled her dress over her head. Max was muttering away to himself but Jen couldn’t make out what he was saying.

‘Max...?’

‘I’ve never been in there, but I’ve always wondered what it was like. Do you think they’ll let us inside?’ he chattered as they made their way over to the waiting deadliners.

Amy had run on ahead and gone inside the building. She looked like a small child, but her spirit was wiser than all of the deadliners put together. She was trained by the elders and would one day take a seat on the panel.

‘What is it the elders actually do?’ Faith asked as she joined them.

The crowd were talking amongst themselves. Apparently this was the first time a meeting had been called by the elders in deadliner history. Jen’s group was the newest and youngest one. They didn’t know much about the elders and had only ever met one of them.

‘There’s Mary,’ Jen whispered as a tall grey haired woman came out of the wooden doors. Amy was holding her hand as they came to the top of the steps. The deadliners fell quiet as they stared at the elder. She was often seen around the compound, but most spirits were afraid of her. The elders were in charge of the deadliners. They set each spirit their assignment and always knew what the outcome would be.

‘Thank you for coming,’ Mary called over the heads of the waiting spirits. ‘As you know our goal is to help people clear karma before they die and then move their spirits onto the next part of their journey.’

Jen tried to get Amy’s attention, but the young girl was looking at the floor. Her tiny frame was the representation of a five year old girl, but she was actually a lot older. Something in Jen’s stomach flipped when she saw how tight Amy was holding Mary’s hand. It was changing. She didn’t know what, but she could tell.

‘Amy looks disturbed,’ Max whispered in her ear. The feel of his breath on her sensitive lobe had her shivering. He grinned and she shook her head at him. It was not the time or place.

Amy was a part of Jen’s team. Four of them had died only six months ago. Amy was the oldest spirit, but even she had only been dead for about a year. She was a detector. A spirit that could tell when another spirit was negative or evil. She had trained them to help move the spirit to a better place. If a bad spirit reached the other side, it would influence the good spirits, so they had to stop them from getting through.

‘As was predicted, more people are dying with unresolved negativity. This is causing them to feel bad enough to want to stay on earth. We need to stop this from happening as it’s causing the humans to feel worse. The spirits wandering the earth don’t mean to influence or harm them, but they are,’ Mary said.

Jen noticed the other deadliners looking at each other. They’d all joined her on a beach in Jamaica a few months ago and helped her to get rid of Logan, a very powerful negative spirit who had persuaded other spirits to stay on earth instead of going over to the other side.

‘But we got rid of Logan. Surely that helped solve it,’ another deadliner called.

Max shook his head and went to open his mouth. Jen grabbed his arm before he could speak. They were the main group who dealt with the negative spirits. The other groups were going about as normal. Their jobs had always been to watch over a person before they died and then see what they could do to help them feel better before they passed over. They then bargained for a new deadline of a few weeks, months, or years, to help the person to do that thing. Once it was done, they either took the deadline away or allowed them to live it out. It was all about a person’s growth before they died.

‘There are many more negative spirits wandering the earth and as you’re all aware, one of our own, Tom...’ Here she paused as she swallowed.

Jen had never seen the elder waver before, but she could tell that the woman was affected by the deceit of their own kind.

‘Tom turned against us and is now leading Logan’s followers. Jen’s group is working hard to find Tom and move him to where he needs to go.’ Mary pointed in their direction and Jen looked around to see that Faith and John stood behind her.

‘However, we all need to work together to help as many souls as possible. Times are getting harder and the energy is getting stronger. We need to rest more and take days off.’

Jen pinched Max’s arm at the mention of having days off. She would get her rest; even the elders had declared it. He pulled her to his side and wouldn’t let go.

‘Now, I have an important announcement. Our most senior elder is retiring. He has been doing this job for three hundred years and it’s his time to move over to the other side. As you all know, we’ve been training Amy as a detector, and now she’ll take her place on the elders’ panel.’

Jen grabbed Max’s hand and squeezed. She’d known Amy was going to be an elder, but didn’t realise it would be this quickly. She couldn’t lose Amy from her team. She needed her. She felt her spirit heart pumping in her chest and fought the urge to shout out. They couldn’t do what they were doing without Amy.

‘However, Amy will not be like us. She’ll still be a part of her group and work closely with everyone to help train you to detect a negative spirit. She may look young, but she’s proved she knows what she’s doing more than once.’

Amy stepped forward at Mary’s prompting. She looked at Jen and Jen thought that she saw a sheen of tears in her eyes, but when she spoke, her voice was strong. ‘I welcome the opportunity to take a seat on the elders’ panel. I know I’ve not been here for long compared to most of you, but I take my responsibility seriously. Everyone deserves happiness and peace, even those who want to destroy it. The only thing that stops them from achieving peace is fear. If they went over to the other side, they would be fine. That’s why I’m here. I am the detector. I vow to help the deadliner community, the humans, and the spirits on earth to find more peace.’

Applause sounded around them and Jen found herself clapping too. Her eyes filled as her proud young friend stood on the top step. Her small spirit was shivering and Jen could tell the responsibility which had been placed on her was pushing her spirit muscles to panic.

‘Poor Amy,’ Max muttered.

She glanced at him as she blinked away the tears. Max and Amy were close. They’d become good friends as soon as Max had died.

‘Yes, although it sounds like she’ll mostly be doing what she was before,’ Jen replied as he took her hand again.

‘This is all a bit pompous, ain’t it?’ Faith said, butting in between them. Jen laughed at her fiery friend.

‘Yes, it does seem to be,’ she replied as Mary and Amy turned and went back into the building, the doors closing quickly behind them.

‘Well, I’m really annoyed,’ Max said.

Deadliners started to move away, but the group stayed standing at the bottom of the steps.

‘I know. It’s not fair that Amy has so much responsibility so soon,’ John said, running his hand through his dirty blonde hair. Jen noticed the tiny lines around his eyes and loved the character it gave him. They kept their human form when they died, but the physical body was gone.

‘No,’ Max replied, shaking his head at the other deadliner, ‘I thought we could go inside and see the building!’

As the group groaned and rolled their eyes at Max, Amy came back out through the doors.

‘Good, I’m glad you’re still here,’ she said, grabbing Jen’s hand and pulling her. The group followed.

‘Amy...’

‘I’m not doing it,’ she declared, letting go of Jen’s hand when they were beside the lake.

‘What?’ Max asked, taking a step towards the young spirit.

‘I’m not going to be an elder and if you take one more step, Max, I’ll flash away and never come back.’

Chapter Two

Amy

‘I thought you were prepared to be an elder?’ Jen said to her.

Amy closed her eyes briefly and let her small head fall back against the sofa. She’d flashed to their house, but the others were so in tune with her, they’d followed her instantly.

‘I was preparing to be an elder, I’m not ready yet.’

She glanced over at Max as he opened a can of drink and took a swig. He smiled at her before looking up at Jen. The others sat in the chairs around her, but Jen stood. Since the big fight, as she liked to call it, the group had been getting stronger. Jen and Faith were working together to try and get two sisters off drugs before they died.

‘Do you think you have a choice?’ Max asked.

He was the only deadliner she would probably listen to. 

‘No, I don’t have a choice, do I? It’s all right when you’re human, you have free will.’ Amy felt like stamping her foot but decided against it. She was a detector and had to behave the proper way. She fisted her hands at her side and looked down at them. John was sitting next to her and she noticed the difference in the size of his limbs. He’d been in his forties when he’d died and was the eldest in the group.

‘Amy, you’ve handled everything else perfectly. You’ll make a great elder,’ Faith said, running her hand through her curly dark hair. Her Spanish eyes were contradicting her words however and Amy felt comforted that she so obviously didn’t want her to go.

‘We’ve just started to get comfortable with what we’re doing. Tom...’

‘Mary said you’ll still be working with us. Hopefully it won’t be much different,’ Max said, offering her his can of drink when she frowned at him.

She shook her head and jumped when John put his big hand over her small one.

‘This is your destiny. You signed up for this before you were even born...that’s what you tell us all the time,’ he said.

Amy ripped her hand away and got up from the sofa. He was right. She was always preaching about how the universe worked. Reincarnation meant you got to choose what you did on earth and after death. She’d been taught that the deadliners had chosen to help others before they died. She’d repeatedly told them that everything would work out exactly as it should and that they just needed to have faith. Now it looked like she’d have to eat her own words.

‘I’m sorry for how I’m reacting. I just need some time,’ she said, before flashing away.

She landed on the beach in Jamaica. She’d not been back since the big fight but knew that the others had. They’d had great success in moving Logan to the healing place, so why was she doubting her capabilities of being an elder?

‘Who are you?’ a young voice said.

Amy spun round to see a girl of about seven looking at her with a smile. Her dark skin made Amy look down at her own. The innocent smile on her face spoke of her age. She had no idea that Amy was a spirit.

‘My name is Amy,’ she replied, glancing around them.

‘I’m Elisha, do you want to play?’

The beach was pretty empty. A few tourists were sunbathing, but Amy couldn’t see her new friend’s parents anywhere.

‘I live over there,’ she said, pointing at the small café on the beach. ‘My mum is at work.’

Amy noticed that Elisha’s accent was nowhere near as strong as the other Jamaicans she’d recently been around.

‘Where do you live?’ Elisha asked, taking Amy’s hand and leading her towards the sea.

The childish part of Amy wanted to stay and play with the young girl, but she knew she had to get back to work. She was torn between staying and pretending to braid her new friend’s hair or going back to the compound to face her new responsibility.

‘I’m older than you, so I’ll be the mother and you can be the child.’

Amy followed her, unable to say no.

‘You shouldn’t be here. I hear you’ve been promoted,’ a male voice said, startling them both.

Amy had been concentrating on Elisha as she talked about how they’d play the game. Elisha looked up at the man in front of them. Amy took hold of her hand and pulled her away. She blinked as the young girl moved from the force of her grip. How had she touched the human like that? Were they more open to energy the younger they were?

‘Tom, what are you doing here?’ she asked, her eyes travelling up a pair of jeans, a shirt and landing on his boyish face.

The ex-deadliner had been a spy for Logan. He’d taken control of the negative spirits when Logan had been overpowered. She’d met Tom when she’d first died. He’d seemed like a nice young man, but she should’ve known something wasn’t right when she saw the way he’d acted around Reese. Reese was the first negative spirit to become a deadliner in many years.

‘I’m visiting an old friend, that’s all,’ she said, gesturing towards the road that led up to a small house. Amy knew he was talking about Grant, Max’s deadline.

‘Grant is free to live his life for many years, just leave him alone.’

His laugh caused the hairs on the back of her arms to stand up. She stepped forward, but he dodged back. He knew if she got her hands on him, she could transport him out of there. She’d been the detector for a while now and one touch of her hands could make a negative spirit move to a place which would help them heal and get rid of the negativity once and for all.

‘I’m here to wind you up really,’ he replied, shoving his hands into his pockets.

His mousey hair was short but messy on his head and Amy noticed the black circles under his eyes.

‘Is being an evil spirit taking its toll on you?’ she asked.

‘Amy, who is this man...?’ Elisha said, drawing her attention away from Tom.

She’d forgotten that the girl was there. She was about to try her luck in grabbing him, but something made her stop. She couldn’t let the innocent girl see what happened when you died. She had to keep her innocence for as long as possible so she could grow up to trust others.

‘Don’t worry, sweetie, I’m a friend. I’ll be seeing a lot of you soon,’ he said, crouching down to their level.

Amy growled and stepped forward. She froze when Tom raised his eyebrows at her and pointed at her new friend. He must mean that Elisha had a deadline and he wanted to get her to stay on the earth with him when she died. Great, not only was she a detector, but now she had to try and protect an innocent child before she died.

‘I don’t like you!’ Elisha shouted, grabbing Amy’s hand and pulling her away.

They ran together, but Amy heard Tom’s laughter follow them up the beach. How would she be able to do everything at once? A thought entered her mind as she went into a small house with Elisha. How did Tom know that she had a deadline? Did he really know or was he bluffing? Did that mean there was still someone on the inside feeding him information? She had to get back to her group and talk to them about it.

‘Do you want some water?’ her new friend asked.

She shook her head and took the girl’s dark hands in hers. ‘If you see that man again, stay away from him. He’s not very nice.’

‘I know, there’s something about him I don’t like,’ Elisha said.

Amy nodded and was about to flash away when she stopped herself. ‘I have to go home now, but if you see anyone that you don’t like, stay away from them.’

‘Yes, you should never talk to strangers. I spoke to you though, but you’re a girl like me, so that’s okay.’

Amy nodded and turned to go. Her new friend came and stood by the door and waved as she went.

Would Amy be able to protect her from Tom and his dangerous friends?

Chapter Three

Max

Her hair smelt so soft. He brought his hand up and stroked it. She pulled away and laughed as he groaned. They were standing in the woods, taking a moment to be alone. It wasn’t easy to have time together when there were five people in the group and they were always working.

‘I hope she’s all right,’ Jen said, gazing out over the lake.

The woods surrounded them but Max wasn’t interested in anything other than Jen. He wanted to grab hold of her and kiss her, but he knew she was worried about Amy. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her from behind. She lent her head against his chest and sighed.

‘She’ll be fine. She’s the toughest one out of all of us. Even Faith isn’t as strong.’

They’d only allowed themselves to get involved with each other since the big fight. It was a slow process as Jen had struggled to open up. Max had been the runner to start with, but now, he would do anything to have her feel safe with him. She was getting better, but she wasn’t there yet.

His dark spikey hair felt solid on his head as he bent forward and licked her earlobe. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail and she flicked it to stop him.

‘Aw, Jen...’ he moaned as she pulled away and turned to face him.

‘Max, come on, this is important. The dynamic of our group is changing and all you want to do is...’

‘Isn’t that what all men want?’ said a female voice as a woman rounded a tree behind them.

Max knew his eyes were bulging. She was red-headed, tall and slim but with a huge...

‘Who are you?’ Jen said, hitting Max on the arm.

He rubbed the spot and looked at her, but his attention was soon drawn back to the other girl. She wore tight shorts and a bikini top. Her red hair was thick and straight, all the way to her waist.

‘I’m Kendra,’ she said.

Max realised she had an accent and her name placed her from America. He blinked and looked away as she came up to Jen and offered her hand. If he kept staring, he was going to be...

‘Max!’ Jen said, snapping her fingers in front of his face.

He smiled at her and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘I’m Max and this is Jen,’ he said.

‘I know who you are. I’ve been watching you and really wish that they’d put me in your group. I love your work ethic,’ Kendra said, taking Max’s hand and stroking a thumb over his palm.

He shivered and pulled away. His spirit tingled and he swallowed as her green eyes met his. She seemed to speak to him without words and he found it very hard to look away.

‘Whose group are you in?’ Jen asked, pinching Max’s arm where it now rested around her waist. He didn’t even remember moving it.

‘I’m with Doctor Paul,’ she said.

Max glanced at Jen and saw her raised eyebrows. Lucky Doctor Paul. Jen would kill him if she could hear his thoughts. He swallowed again and went to pull Jen away. ‘Well, we have to...’

‘Get to know you better,’ Jen said, ‘Do you want to join us for lunch?’

Max stopped suddenly, unsure what to do. Why was Jen inviting a stranger to spend time with them? He’d been trying to get some alone time with her for a whole week and now, a gorgeous female was going to join them?

‘I’d love to, but I can’t right now. I have to be getting on with my assignment. Maybe another time,’ Kendra said, smiling at Jen, but ignoring Max.

He didn’t like that she ignored him, but he was glad at the same time. He was with Jen and didn’t want any distractions. He also didn’t want anything to jeopardise how open Jen was being with him. It was something that they’d been working on for a while.

‘That’s a shame. Well, it was nice to meet you,’ Max said.

Kendra laughed and walked away from them without saying anything more.

‘What was that about?’ Max snapped.

He was feeling guilty that he found Kendra attractive. Very attractive. There was something about her that drew him in and he hoped he didn’t see her too often. Since Jen had let him in, he’d not been interested in any other women. The new red-head was throwing him off guard.

‘What’s the matter? She was nice enough, but there was something about her,’ Jen said, tapping her finger on the side of her jaw.

Max looked at her and smiled. ‘You felt it too?’

An image of Jen and Kendra together flashed into his mind and he froze. He’d never thought of Jen with a woman before. He didn’t want to share her, not even with another woman.

‘It’s not like that,’ Jen laughed, pushing him gently.

He shook his head to clear it and grinned. He was feeling a little spooked so he took Jen’s face in his hands and bent to kiss her. She responded instantly, sending heat all over his spirit.

‘I hate to break up this lovely meeting, but the girls need us,’ Faith interrupted.

Max let go of Jen and shook his head as their eyes met. Something raw had overtaken them and if Faith hadn’t interrupted, they would’ve embarrassed themselves. Max had always fancied Jen, but something hot had erupted between them as soon as Kendra had left. Maybe Jen was attracted to the female.

‘What’s the problem, Faith?’ Jen asked, clearing her throat.

Max laughed when Faith rolled her eyes. ‘What is it with new love? Even in death it’s sickening to watch.’

Max grabbed Jen’s waist and swung her off her feet. If Faith was going to whinge about them kissing, he’d make sure she got a good show. He lowered Jen over his knee and kissed her again.

‘Really...? Jen, Sarah is being tempted by drugs right this moment, so...’

‘We’re coming,’ Jen said, shoving Max away from her.

‘Hey!’ he exclaimed as he was disregarded.

‘Well, come with us then,’ Jen laughed.

Max knew he had to go with them now. He couldn’t moan about not spending any time with her and then blow her off when she had to work on her assignment. Maybe if he asked nicely, she would kiss the new girl...

He closed his eyes and followed her.

‘Sarah! Don’t do it, please,’ Jen said, rushing over to a young girl who sat on a sofa in a small flat. They’d flashed to Brighton, in the south of England. Max had watched Faith and Jen with their deadlines. Carly and Sarah were sisters who were both addicted to drugs.

‘Why won’t they just leave her alone?’ Jen asked Faith.

The room was full of teenagers in different states of high. Carly, Faith’s assignment, was lying on the floor with her arms above her head. She had a small smile on her face, but her eyes were closed. A couple of lads were sitting next to her, staring at nothing. Sarah was being hounded by a boy who looked as though he hadn’t taken anything.

‘Come on, girl, you used to be so much fun. You can pay me in other ways, remember?’

Max stepped forward, about to attempt to ram the lad’s teeth down his throat.

‘Don’t do it, Max!’ Faith called, grabbing his arm just in time. ‘I’ve been tempted too, but you know the rules.’

Max sighed and nodded as she let go of him. He’d been a deadliner for six months, but the urge to pound the idiots who were alive was still quite strong. He’d never been a fighter, but the more he saw how people treated each other, the angrier he felt. He shook himself, knowing he was being affected by the energy in the room. Deadliners were sensitive to energy. Amy had taught him to disconnect from his emotions, but often he found himself feeling them anyway.

‘Why do we have to feel?’ he said, stepping over another person laid out on the floor.

‘Leave me alone. Why are you all here?’ Sarah said, standing up.

Jen fist punched the air as the young girl left the flat. ‘You go, girl!’

Faith shook her head as she looked down at her assignment. ‘She’s been doing so well,’ she said, seeing Max’s look of discomfort.

‘There’s still time,’ he replied, wishing he could comfort her. Watching someone kill themselves was hard work.

He’d not had a deadline for a while and was wondering if there was something wrong. He’d asked Jen, but she didn’t know either. Since the big fight, all of them had been working flat out.

‘Come on, Max, we need to go and make sure she stays away from here,’ Jen said, taking his hand.

‘Will you be all right?’ he asked Faith.

She raised her eyebrows at him and then glanced to the corner of the room. She’d been in the army when she was alive and knew how to handle most situations. Max couldn’t help but feel that she was much braver than he was, but he never told her that.

‘It’s all got a little too serious,’ he said, throwing his arm around Jen’s shoulder as they flashed to Sarah’s side and watched her walk towards the pier.

‘I think it’s about to get a lot worse,’ Jen said, pointing to a figure in the distance.

Max tried to pull Jen back, but she pulled him along with her. ‘We’ve got to speak to him, Max, it’s been too long.’

Tom, the traitor, stood by the entrance to the pier. As Sarah went to pass him an older man came up to her and whispered in her ear. Max noticed her eyes widen and a slow nod moved her head.

‘He’s just offered her too much money to refuse,’ Tom laughed, clicking his fingers.

Jen went to step forward, but Max put her behind him and faced the negative spirit.

‘I hear you have a new elder. How interesting!’ He laughed as the older man took Sarah’s hand and led her onto the pier.

‘Max, I need to...’ Jen started.

‘You need to leave them alone,’ Tom said, rushing forward and stopping just before he reached them.

Max’s back straightened and he almost threw out his fist. Jen pulled him back a step and he growled at her, cross that she was trying to defend him. His skin prickled as the energy of Tom’s spirit brushed against him. He had changed completely. Max didn’t recognise him at all. He had fed off the energy of the other negative spirits wandering the earth.

‘I quite like the blonde leader,’ Tom sneered, gesturing at Jen, who still stood beside Max.

‘Well, she hates you and loves me...every night I go to her bed...’

‘Max!’ Jen cried.

He shook his head and looked away from the dark eyes that stared straight into his own. He was letting Tom influence him. He felt a rush of heat as Tom laughed loudly. He fisted his hands and held them steady at his side. He was so ready to pounce on the ex-deadliner, even though he could feel no physical pain. Instead, Max reached his hand out quickly and grabbed his arm. Tom started for a moment, before he opened his mouth and roared. The force of it sent Max and Jen flying back, onto the wooden slates of the pier.

‘He’s more powerful than Logan was!’ Jen said as he pulled her up.

Tom nodded as he stepped forward again. ‘Yes, I am.’

‘You need to leave,’ came a male voice.

Max could feel the energy of his group behind his back. John had spoken, but he knew Faith and Amy were also there with them.

‘I don’t feel like fighting today, it’s not the right time. However, I had fun messing with your assignment,’ Tom laughed, winking at Jen.

‘I’m going to kill you,’ Max shouted, launching himself forward.

He fell into thin air as Tom flashed himself away. The echo of his laughter drilled its way into Max’s head. 

But he meant what he said. He was going to get rid of the spirit once and for all.
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