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  Welcome to my Ghost Detective books. I’ve been living with these characters in my head for awhile, and a certain number of stories have come out of it. So many, in fact, that there are two parallel timelines. 
A quick word to explain.
I started writing short stories about Robert and Clothilde. Had so much fun with them. And wondered what had happened to them when they died. They stayed so secretive! Then came the story Common Ground, and I got a definite link to Clothilde. And a way to get them out of the cemetery!
“Cool!” I thought, and started writing the next short story. Which wasn’t a short at all, but rather the beginning of a series of novels, the second of which you’re holding right now.
But I didn’t want to stop writing the shorts. So I’ve done both. In one timeline (this one), the ghosts get out of the cemetery and go looking for their own murderers, and in the other (the shorts), they’re still stuck in the cemetery and helping other ghosts find peace.
All of that to say you definitely do not need to read the short stories before starting the novels, and the shorts can be read in any order. The novels, however, are best read in order.
So if you haven’t read Beyond the Grave yet, you might want to try that one first—although the stories can stand alone!
And remember, you can get the very first Ghost Detective Short, Just Desserts, for free through my newlsetter!

R.W. Wallace
  






  
  One


I’m attending my own funeral. 
It’s a beautiful May morning with dazzlingly blue skies and a brilliant sun, newly cut grass and flowering cherry trees, and a team of cemetery workers waiting discreetly at the end of the path, counting the minutes until they can do their job and go home.
I can’t get over my disappointment in the weather. After spending thirty years as a ghost in a cemetery, I’ve seen my share of burials, and I have a definite preference for the ones shrouded in fog or rain, where it feels like the heavens are pushing down on you, forcing you to your knees.
That’s how you’re supposed to feel at a funeral, right?
This bright sunshine and happy birds are getting on my nerves. It’s not possible to feel sad or depressed on a day like this.
At least it makes the village church and its copper roof gleam. The scene carved into the stone above the main doors gloriously shows the seven levels of hell and the joys awaiting the world’s sinners, and the three colored windows on the south side make three angels—don’t ask me which ones—come to life to incite you to walk the straight and narrow. 
The edifice is on the small side; it can’t house more than sixty people—which has always been largely sufficient for a village that never exceeded eight hundred inhabitants. 
My funeral procession is no exception to the rule. Only half the pews were occupied during the short service.
I’m actually surprised this many people showed. After all, I died thirty years ago and I wasn’t particularly popular. I expected my mother and both my brothers and my sister, but hadn’t factored in that they all have families now, so there are also a total of six nephews and nieces, some of whom have small children of their own.
They all showed up, even though most of them never met me, and none of them can possibly remember me.
There’s also an impressive number of police officers, all in uniform. Not a single one of them knew me while I was alive but they’re here to pay their respects to a colleague who was killed in the line of duty thirty years ago.
I was somehow declared a local hero for trying to fix my own stupid mistakes.
Often I feel guilty about it, but sometimes I feel a surge of pride.
Today I’m going with pride, mostly because of the two officers at the very front. Evian and Doubira. These two I know. I’ve been following them around as a ghost as they worked on solving the mystery of my disappearance and murder. So I know them, but they don’t know me—not the me of today, anyway.
They were treated to loads of tales of the me of thirty years ago, though—and nobody in my entourage painted a particularly flattering picture.
Still…today I’m the hero.
One person is standing a little apart from the rest of the group. Oddly enough, this is also someone I’ve seen before but would never have expected to see at my funeral.
If I remember correctly, the old man is named Lucien and was Clothilde’s uncle. Still is, I guess.
His appearance in our cemetery marked the beginning of a big adventure for me and Clothilde, my fellow ghost. The man was the one to arrange Clothilde’s burial in the late eighties but didn’t come to visit a single time in the following thirty years. He did show up the day before Evian and Doubira came to exhume Clothilde.
They found me in the same grave, which was a little bit of a surprise for all parties involved, and the reason why we’re here today. Laying my remains to rest in the family plot, with my name and everything.
It is a step up from being in an unmarked grave with zero visitors.
Of course, I’m hoping I won’t be here for the visits—I have every intention of following Evian out of here when she leaves.
We’re not leaving yet, though, as my casket is not even in the ground. The pallbearers—six strapping young police officers who probably weren’t even born when I died—deposit my casket on the lift that will lower it into the ground.
There’s no flag, of course. That honor is reserved for officers who die in the service and under exceptional circumstances. The police have managed to sell to the press that I died a hero, but it wasn’t enough to earn the bleu, blanc, rouge. Maybe if I wasn’t the one to create the problems in the first place.
My mom’s right at the foot of the casket. I still can’t get over how old she is now. Ninety-one years old. She was sixty when I died.
I think she looks even older than when I saw her mere weeks ago. Since I’m attached to Evian, or rather the bracelet she carries with one of my finger bones in it, I got to sit in on her telling my mother they’d found my body. She was sad to know for sure, of course, but I think there was also some relief; at least now they knew. Still, I’m afraid she won’t be far behind me. I can see her letting go.
Right now she’s holding it together admirably while leaning on my sister.
Not really wanting to watch too closely as my mother says her goodbyes—it feels like eavesdropping since she doesn’t know I’m here—I amble over to Clothilde.
My dear friend of thirty years has found an appropriate gravestone to perch on, close to where her uncle stands. It’s her favorite position, that she takes whenever possible—seated on a flat surface and dangling her feet back and forth. At the moment, her Converse-clad feet pass through the granite of the gravestone she has chosen, her delicate hands under her jeans-clad thighs, and her shoulder-length wavy hair blowing in a non-existent breeze.
Clothilde died at age twenty. She was drugged, raped, and murdered in a shabby hotel room close to the train station in Toulouse, and the culprits have yet to be caught. Her need for justice—or revenge, depending on how you see it—is the reason she hasn’t moved on.
I’m still here because I have things to atone for. I’m hoping our two missions will continue to coincide.
Speaking of moving on… “Doesn’t this cemetery have any ghosts?” I ask as I approach her on her perch. We’ve been here for quite awhile already, and I haven’t seen a single ghostly form.
Clothilde gives a one-shoulder shrug, her inner sullen teenager showing. “Maybe they’ve all moved on.”
“I guess it’s possible.” Come to think of it, our old cemetery probably also has zero ghosts now we’ve moved out.
We were the only constants in that place for thirty years. Other ghosts came through, but we helped them figure out what unfinished business they needed to deal with and off they went.
Our own business wasn’t so easily dealt with.
Clothilde’s uncle, standing only a couple of meters away, clears his throat and heaves a sigh. I can’t be certain, but I think he’s been watching my mother since the beginning of the service and I find it more than a little odd.
“There’s no reason for your uncle to have known my mother, is there?” I ask Clothilde.
“You noticed, too, huh? I don’t see why they would know each other. I mean, they’re close to the same age, but they live pretty far from each other and the chances of that happening are just… I always sucked at math, but the chances should be really slim, right?”
“Yeah.” I walk around her uncle, searching for clues. His suit has seen better days and his shoes look comfortable and nice. He has clearly been shaved by a professional this morning. I’d say he’s dressed to impress.
“Why is he even here?” I ask. “Who told him?”
Clothilde does her signature eye roll. “The information was in the paper.” She points at her uncle. “He’s the type to always start the day by reading the paper front to back while drinking his coffee. I don’t see that changing just because he’s grown old.”
“Still. It didn’t say where they’d found the body. Your name wasn’t mentioned. And I don’t remember Evian telling him about finding a second body when they exhumed you.”
Clothilde dangles her feet a few times while she thinks. “So basically he just shows up here, out of the blue? The guy who didn’t bother to come visit me at my grave for thirty years?” She meets my gaze and the teenager routine slides away for a moment. “There’s something we don’t know, here. Right?”
“Definitely.” I start moving toward the spot where I last saw Evian and Doubira but discover they are already on their way in our direction.
In Lucien’s direction.
“I don’t think we’re the only ones who noticed there’s something weird going on here,” I say.
Evian and Doubira were given the task of figuring out the link between Clothilde and myself. Figure out why I was buried anonymously in the same grave as her, and by whom.
Looks like the investigation is about to begin.






  
  Two


Captain Emeline Evian is originally from Paris but was sent down to Toulouse to look into a series of murders. She’s tall for a woman, seems quite strong, and has short dark blonde hair and dark blue eyes. She favors jeans and comfortable army boots and is rarely seen without her black bomber jacket full of pockets, even on a sunny—and I assume warm—day like today. 
Her favorite resting position is the one she’s taking right now—parade rest.
Accompanying the captain is young Lieutenant Malik Doubira, originally a local from Toulouse who recently came back from officer training. He’s been assigned to work with Evian on the case and so far the two seem to be getting along very well.
Doubira is somewhere in his mid-to-late twenties, of Moroccan origin, though I get the feeling he was born on French soil, tall and someone who could fit the description of beanstalk, but with a brilliant smile that transforms him into a fourteen-year-old.
Doubira mimics Evian in parade rest, his black jeans immaculate over a pair of white sneakers and a billowing blue button-down shirt bulging a little in the back, where his gun is shoved into the waistband of his pants.
I’m not entirely certain why they didn’t bring out their uniforms for the funeral but assume it’s because they want to stay somewhat under the radar. The press is present.
“Bonjour, Monsieur Klein,” Evian says. “How kind of you to come here today and pay your respects.”
Lucien Klein inclines his balding head, his jowls shaking as he swallows. “It was the least I could do, Madame. Sacrifices like Monsieur Villemur’s should not go unnoticed, even thirty years after the fact.”
“Mmm.” Evian’s tone is kind, but her keen eyes aren’t missing a thing.
Neither is Clothilde. She has come down from her perch, to take up position right in front of her uncle, chewing on her lower lip as she studies him.
“I imagine you read about the funeral in yesterday’s paper?” Evian asks.
“Yes, Madame. Quite so. As you can imagine, I do not have a very busy life. My time was better spent here than in front of the TV at home.”
Clothilde’s frown keeps getting deeper. “He’s behaving weird, right?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “He’s your uncle.”
“He’s acting weird. But I don’t understand why.”
“Are you in the habit of showing up at funerals of perfect strangers, Monsieur Klein?” Evian once again makes me wonder if she heard us and reacted to it or if her mind simply frequently goes down the same paths as ours. The woman is scarily attuned to otherworldly activities—like ghosts talking in her vicinity.
“Well.” The old man swallows several times and shifts from foot to foot. He’s been doing both since he came here and I can’t decide if they’re nervous gestures or if it’s an old man thing.
“I happened to read the article about this young man’s demise and wanted to pay my respects.”
Evian nods. “You do remember us, Monsieur Klein? We met almost a month ago, on the subject of another person who passed away thirty years ago.”
“Yes.” The man’s breath has sped up and the way he keeps swallowing makes me think his mouth is unusually dry. “You’re the officers who asked to exhume poor Clothilde.”
The girl in question is standing right in front of her uncle, worry etched into her youthful features. Her eyes dart from his eyes, to his nervously clenching hands, to his throat every time he swallows.
“I trust Mademoiselle Humbert was safely returned to her grave?”
“Yes, yes. She’s back in her grave and I took the liberty of adding her last name and dates of birth and death to her gravestone.”
“Thank you, tonton,” Clothilde says, her voice small.
Clothilde was better off than me in our cemetery—she at least had a gravestone with her name on it. I only had a bump on the ground to mark where I was buried. Her grave still stood out, though, because it had nothing but her first name on it. That part has been fixed now.
She’s just not there to see it for herself.
Evian hasn’t showed any emotion since we arrived at the church earlier. She’s very good at hiding what she’s thinking—a real plus for a captain of the Judicial Police. “Did you not wonder why we are here today, Monsieur Klein?”
The old man’s gaze goes straight to the numerous police officers in uniform standing at attention as the casket is lowered into the ground. “I assumed you were here to pay your respects to a colleague.”
“If that were the case, we would have put on our uniforms,” Evian says. “We’re here investigating a case and would rather not be too visible.”
Klein nods. “Certainly.”
“And yet, as you probably know, we haven’t resolved Clothilde Humbert’s case yet.”
“Uh, yes. Right.”
“Does this not bother you, Monsieur Klein? That we are working on a different case, when I came down here from Paris with the express intention of working on your niece’s murder?”
“Eh…” The man’s eyes get wider for every question Evian asks of him. I wouldn’t know what to do with a police officer throwing accusations at herself either. “I trust you will do your duty in a satisfactory manner?”
“Mmm.” Evian, still at parade rest, tips up on her toes and back again. “Or are you perhaps not surprised to see us here because you were already aware of the link between Monsieur Villemur and your niece?”
Clothilde whips around to stare wide-eyed at Evian.
Klein’s breathing is very shallow now, but the man straightens his spine and clears his throat before answering. “Like I said, Madame. I assumed you were here to pay your respects to a departed colleague. It is not my place to judge your sartorial choices. Is there anything I can do for you, to help in your investigations?” He sends a pointed look to where the mourners are slowly moving away from the grave in the direction of the parking lot.
My mother still stands at the grave, her head bent.
Evian takes no note of his tone. “You knew he was buried with your niece. How? We certainly didn’t tell you.”
Klein sighs. He seems to have gotten control over his emotions. “If this is indeed the case, I now understand the reason for your line of questioning, Madame. However, I am afraid I cannot tell you anything as I do not know anything. I came here to pay my respects to the family of someone who lost a dear family member at the same time I lost my niece. I had not realized how close the two cases were.”
He inclines his head in greeting. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will go pay my respects to Madame Villemur.”
Evian simply inclines her head in return and lets the man walk up to the spot where my mother still stands frozen.
“You think he knew?” Doubira asks. Neither of the officers have moved but they’re keeping their eyes on the old man.
“Yeah. But I have no idea how or why. I don’t see him being involved in either murder. Do you?”
“No.” One side of Doubira’s mouth lifts in a smile. “But that’s not exactly sufficient proof of his innocence.”
Evian smiles. “True. Come on, let’s go eavesdrop.” She shoves her hands in the pockets of her jacket and takes off after Clothilde’s uncle.
Clothilde walks alongside me as we follow the two officers up the slight incline. “I didn’t know police officers eavesdropped on people. Is that legal?”
I grin at her. “It’s called surveillance.”






  
  Three


The nice thing about old people is that neither their eyes nor ears are what they used to be. They won’t hear you coming unless you go out of your way to make a lot of noise, and they’ll only see you if you approach in their direct line of sight. Glasses don’t help with peripheral vision—in fact, they make the wearer get used to not processing whatever information comes in that way. 
Emeline leads the way and Malik follows. The young man has been more withdrawn than usual lately, probably because he was involved in the death of a suspect not long ago, but he’s as alert and as smart as ever, simply less joyous. Their commander signed Malik up for the regulatory psych sessions and so far Malik has attended every one. So Emeline isn’t worried; the man simply needs some time.
Villemur’s mother is the only mourner left now. With the midday sun bearing down on her black hat and black coat, she must be sweltering, but it seems she can’t bring herself to leave her son’s side quite yet.
The team of cemetery workers hovers impatiently some distance off, waiting for the last people to leave so they can do their jobs and go off for lunch.
France Villemur stands staring down at her son’s casket. Emeline can’t see it from where she’s approaching the woman from behind but expects it’s the usual white casket with some flowers and the ceremonial dirt on top.
Knowing her son is in there, even if he’s in reality been dead for thirty years, can’t be easy.
It’s what funerals are for—letting the living come to terms with their loss. Emeline hopes the woman takes the time she needs, cemetery workers be damned.
Lucien Klein shuffles up to stand next to France Villemur. He loosely folds his hands and bends his head.
Emeline needs to be closer if she wants to hear anything. She spots a cypress tree a few meters west of where the pair is standing and pulls Malik along as she hurries to it.
If she was on surveillance of a drug lord or something, this hiding place would have been woefully insufficient. But for eavesdropping on two people who are both over eighty? Unless they specifically look for her, they won’t be able to tell her apart from the tree trunk.
Malik raises a brow in question and Emeline shrugs in reply.
“Please accept my condolences,” Klein says. Quite loudly. He’s probably on his way to going deaf.
Madame Villemur’s head jerks up, proving she didn’t see or hear him approach. “Th—Thank you,” she replies.
Silence.
They both stare down at the casket—Emeline can see half of a red rose on top from her spot—though Madame Villemur doesn’t appear to be lost in her own head anymore. She seems frozen in place, probably wondering what this stranger wants and realizing she’s almost alone in the cemetery with him.
If the woman gets too nervous about the man, Emeline will step out from her hiding place. For now, she stays put.
At least this seems to point at Madame Villemur not knowing Monsieur Klein.
Madame Villemur looks around her, as if expecting someone to be standing right behind her, then turns back to her original position, a confused tilt to her head.
Emeline recognizes the feeling—the impression that someone is looking over your shoulder, staring at you. It’s something of a sixth sense that Emeline has learned to listen to over the years. It has saved her more than once.
It’s also a feeling that has been close to ever-present since she started working on the deaths of Clothilde Humbert and Robert Villemur.
She runs a finger over the homemade bracelet she carries on her left wrist. It doesn’t look like much—Malik seems to have assumed some family member below the age of six made it for her and she’s wearing it out of obligation—but it carries an important symbolism in this case.
On some weird whim—the strongest gut feeling she’s ever had—Emeline stole a finger bone from each of Clothilde’s and Robert’s skeletons. She incorporated them into the bracelet and has carried them around with her since.
It’s completely silly and pointless—but she’s unable to stop carrying it.
She has decided to continue to trust her gut and keeps wearing the bracelet. It makes it feel like the ghosts of her two victims are with her, somehow.
“Do I know you?” Madame Villemur asks of Klein.
“No, Madame. I do not believe we have ever met. I simply wanted to pay my respects to your son.”
Madame Villemur raises her gaze to stare at the man next to her instead of her son’s casket. She doesn’t seem to know what to think of the man. “Did you know Robert?”
“Ah…no. I’m afraid not. Though I do remember hearing of his disappearance.”
The old woman’s brows draw together. “It was quite a long time ago.”
Klein sighs. His eyes are still on the casket, his hands still folded. He’s a lot more at ease now than when he talked to Emeline mere minutes ago. “I’m afraid I have some family history from that time helping me remember the period quite vividly.”
He looks over his shoulder, exactly the way Madame Villemur did moments ago. From an elderly couple, this is rather odd behavior. Could someone else be eavesdropping on the couple from the other side? Emeline hasn’t seen anyone—and she does have the training to always be on the lookout.
When Madame Villemur doesn’t take the bait, Klein elaborates. “My niece passed away mere weeks before your son’s disappearance. It was ruled as a suicide at the time, but I have only recently learned that it was, in fact, a murder.”
“Oh, how terrible! They discovered the truth only now, thirty years too late?”
The old man nods. “I fear I am somewhat to blame for this. It is my one great regret.”
This is getting interesting. How does Clothilde’s uncle think he’s to blame for her murder to be ruled a suicide? Or does he mean the delay?
And why is he telling this to Robert Villemur’s mother?
“How can you be to blame?” Madame Villemur asks. “Wouldn’t the blame lie with the pol—” She stares at the casket covered in roses. “Was my son somehow involved in your niece’s case?”
Jeez, the woman doesn’t have a very good opinion of her own son if the thought of the police not doing their job sends her right to thinking about him.
“I believe he was the first officer on the scene,” Klein says. “Only officer, really.”
“My son was far from perfect,” Madame Villemur says. “But I did have the impression he was fairly competent at his job. Surely, one does not become a lieutenant in the Judicial Police without having certain qualities?”
Emeline is actually surprised to hear the woman say this. When they first met her to tell her they’d found her son’s remains, she didn’t have much positive to say about him. His primary trait seemed to be “follower.” Emeline was surprised to hear this description of one of her colleagues and concluded the man couldn’t have spent all his time as a weakling simply following orders. To hear his mother questioning the simplistic image makes her day a little brighter, for some reason.
And in any case, Robert Villemur seemed to have tried to change things at the end. It even seems likely to be the reason he was killed.
“Your son was not the reason Clothilde did not find justice,” Klein says. “He was simply a pawn in a much greater game. If he had not agreed to declare her death a suicide, he would not have been sent to that hotel.”
Madame Villemur’s expression seems to say she doesn’t feel like this paints her son in a better light.
Malik shifts behind Emeline and she steps farther into the shade of the cypress, in case the movement draws the eyes of the two people by the grave. Neither of them seem to notice.
“What exactly is it you feel you are guilty of?” Madame Villemur asks. “You said you were to blame.”
Klein heaves a great sigh. “I was approached by some people while I prepared Clothilde’s funeral. They were not the type of persons you wish to cross. They asked questions about Clothilde’s life, about her family, about the last days of her life. They claimed to be from the police but wouldn’t show any identification. I got scared and changed all the arrangements for the funeral, made certain nobody but me knew where she was buried, put nothing but her first name on the gravestone. And yet, they found her.”
Madame Villemur takes a step closer. “But I do not understand. If she was already dead, what could they do to her?”
“They didn’t do anything to her, Madame. But they murdered your son and buried him in Clothilde’s freshly dug grave.”
Emeline straightens. All right, time to step out of the shadows and bring Lucien Klein in for some questioning.
Before she can take a single step, something screams at her that she’d be better off staying put. She doesn’t hear anything, nothing is physically touching her—and yet, she is frozen in place.
That bloody sixth sense again. But what can she gain by staying hidden?
Klein does seem to be more talkative with Madame Villemur than he was with her and Malik.
It probably won’t hurt to wait just a minute or two longer.






  
  Four


Evian listens when I tell her to stay in hiding a little longer. I don’t understand any more than her how Clothilde’s uncle found out that my body had been found in his niece’s grave, but the man clearly didn’t want to talk to the police and he’s very talkative with my mother.
Let’s see how much more he’ll tell her.
“You all right, Clothilde?” I ask as I return to the two elderly people talking next to my grave, leaving Evian and Doubira in their dubious hiding place under the cypress tree.
Clothilde is still standing right in front of her uncle, watching his every move and expression. If she were alive, she’d have made everyone very uncomfortable with how close she was standing but since the living can’t see her, I don’t see a reason to tell her to move. Also, if she were alive, she wouldn’t be able to stand on thin air over my grave.
She seems to have calmed down somewhat from her first surprise at her uncle’s suspicious behavior. But she’s not calm enough to move farther away—there’s even an ideally situated tomb right next to my mom, with a perfect spot to perch on.
“What does he know?” Clothilde says. “Why wouldn’t he talk to the police?” Her eyes leave her uncle to meet mine. “What the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know, Clothilde.” I offer her a kind smile. “But we’re going to find out. Evian and Doubira are in the bushes, hearing everything thanks to your uncle having no control of the volume of his voice.”
Clothilde sniffs. “He was already going deaf thirty years ago and categorically refused to get a hearing aid.”
My mother has been standing stock still, staring at Klein for a few moments, her mouth opening and closing several times. The woman has been through a lot, both with my disappearance thirty years ago and with my funeral—yet I am proud to see her back is straight and she’s far from being at risk of fainting.
“Who was this niece of yours?” she finally asks. “The police told me my son’s remains were found while exhuming another body, but they would not tell me the name of this other person, or the cemetery where he was buried.”
“My niece’s name was Clothilde Humbert,” Klein says. There’s emotion in his voice and I can tell Clothilde hears it too from the deepening of her frown. “She died in 1988, mere weeks before your son went missing.”
“How do you know the date of my son’s disappearance?” My mother’s guard is up, which means Klein has now managed to make everyone, ghosts included, suspicious of his behavior. “Only the year of his passing was mentioned during the service.”
“I may not be a computer genius,” Klein says genially, “but I am capable of doing a Google search. There were several articles on his disappearance in 1988, available in the newspaper archives.”
My mother cocks her head. “The police told you the name of the person they found in your niece’s grave? I only got the information that my son was dead.”
Klein sighs. “The police are not my only source of information, unfortunately.” For the first time, the man looks around the cemetery, checking if they are still alone.
Evian slips behind the cypress, but Klein doesn’t notice. He does see the cemetery workers waiting not-so-patiently to do their jobs.
“The people who took such a keen interest in my niece’s passing thirty years ago seem to have resurfaced,” Klein says, his voice close to a normal volume, meaning I’m not certain if Evian will be able to hear. “They don’t have the same faces but they’re still the same.”
Clothilde and I exchange another look. What is he talking about?
Klein puts a hand on my mother’s elbow. “Would you mind sharing a cup of coffee with me, Madame? I haven’t been home in almost a month and a man of my age should not be on the run. I do not have the strength. They will come for me if they see me talking to the police but may be more lenient toward two old people reminiscing about old times.”
They will come for him? Clothilde’s uncle is either losing his marbles or something has been going on while we investigated my past that we knew nothing about. Why didn’t he contact the police?
My mother doesn’t seem to know quite what to make of the man, either, but in the end her inherent politeness wins out. “There’s a charming café in the village center, about a hundred meters from the church. Will that do?”
The relieved sigh escaping Klein makes me worry if there’s any air left in the old man. “That sounds perfect, Madame. Shall we?”
He offers his arm to my mother and she takes it. Together, they slowly make their way toward the church and in the direction of the village where my mother grew up.
Clothilde hovers next to her uncle, her frown as deep as ever.
I decide to join Evian and Doubira, to make sure they’ll follow the pair. Whatever Klein has to say to my mother, I also want to hear it.
“We’re following them, right?” Doubira whispers to Evian as I reach them. They’re standing very close behind the lone tree, in order to stay out of sight in case Klein or my mother should turn around.
“Yes,” Evian replies but she doesn’t move from her hiding place. In fact, her eyes aren’t even on the old couple moving away, but on something to the north of my grave.
The cemetery workers.
Now the mourners are gone, the workers approach the grave. There’s a small tractor off to one side, hidden from the mourners’ sight by a bush, and one of the men goes straight to it. A couple of others approach, spades in hand. Their job will be the fine grain after the tractor does the larger part of the lifting and shoveling.
But two of the workers, two dark-haired men who might be in their thirties—difficult to tell from here—hang back. Their clothing isn’t the same as the others’ and I only now realize they were staying at the back of the group, talking with the actual cemetery workers during the funeral, with body language that didn’t say they knew each other well.
One of the men stays put, squats down to redo his laces.
The other casually strolls after my mother and Clothilde’s uncle.
I’ll be damned. He is being followed.
Evian curses under her breath. “They saw us when we hid up here,” she whispers. “We’re going to have to lose them.”
“What about Madame Villemur and Monsieur Klein?” Doubira asks.
“How many cafés can a village this size have? We’ll catch up to them when we can. First, we have to lose our tail, then circumvent theirs.”
“Right.” Doubira nods several times, his expression incredulous. “This is not a day I would expect to end up needing good running shoes.”
Evian glances down at his sneakers. “You do have running shoes.”
“Well, yes.” Doubira flashes his brilliant smile for the first time in weeks. I’m happy to see its return. “Always prepared.”
“Well, then. Let’s pretend we don’t care about that meeting, shall we?” Evian takes off toward the parking lot at a brisk pace.
Doubira scrambles after her, his smile still in place.
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“You’re driving,” Evian says and throws the keys to Doubira. She gets in on the passenger side, turning her head so she’ll see their tail in her peripheral vision without showing the man she knows he’s there. 
Doubira catches the keys and has the little rental backing out of its space in less than ten seconds. “Where to?”
Clothilde appears beside me, her eyes wild. “What’s going on? Why are we leaving? We have to follow them to the café!”
We’re still figuring out the rules of being a ghost out in the world. We knew the rules of our cemetery by heart—difficult not to after being stuck there for thirty years. We were limited to the confines of the cemetery. Even if someone left a gate open, we couldn’t go through. Not having physical forms, we tried going under the walls but were stopped short at any point right below them. Going over had much the same effect.
Now, with our ghostly forms attached to the small bones Evian carries on her wrist, we’re stuck in whatever space she’s in. If she’s in a room with the door closed, we’re stuck in the room. If the door’s open, we can go through it but only so far. Generally speaking, we can’t go much farther than fifty meters from Evian or it starts becoming very uncomfortable for us.
If we’re not in the same space as Evian when a door closes, we’re sucked back to her in a millisecond—another disagreeable experience. And exactly what just happened to Clothilde since she was following her uncle.
“We’re being followed,” I tell Clothilde. “And so is your uncle. So we’re going to try to get rid of the tail and then go listen in on what your uncle has to say.”
“What!”
Before she can start a tirade that might distract our overly sensitive Evian, I point out the rear view window. Before the parking lot passes out of sight, we can see the man from earlier run toward a white Golf.
“See that guy? Him and his friend were hanging out with the cemetery workers, watching your uncle—and possibly Evian and Doubira. Now this one is following us and the other one is shadowing your uncle.” I move into Clothilde’s direct field of vision to catch her gaze. “We need to let Evian and Doubira focus on doing their job right now, okay? We’ll get back to your uncle. We all want to hear what he has to tell us.”
She’s not happy about it but she shuts up. We settle in in the back seat.
“You know this village?” Evian asks from the front passenger seat. She has her seat belt on but seems to trust Doubira’s skills behind the wheel and is as calm as she was when we arrived an hour ago.
“Not this one, specifically,” Doubira replies. “But all these villages around Toulouse are the same. Lots of small streets, not a single straight angle, and the church in the middle.”
“Pretend like we’re heading for Toulouse, then try to lose him without going too far from the center. We need to get back to Lucien Klein. He might be in danger.”
Doubira’s smile is still in place as he takes a quick turn down the main street running through the village. I see the appearance of the white car behind us as we disappear from view.
Doubira proceeds to take the first road on the left—a road so narrow there’s barely room for the small rental. The street is full of potholes and the walls of the old brick houses on each side seem to bend slightly outward, making the place feel very claustrophobic.
Luckily, the street is a short one, and Doubira takes the next right, this time before I can catch sight of our follower—so logically, he hasn’t seen us either.
This street is slightly wider—it’s technically possible to meet a car going in the other direction—but of the same quality.
Evian is bumped up and to the side in her seat but doesn’t seem to mind. Clothilde and I don’t bother to follow the movement of the car; we simply stay in the general vicinity of the back seat.
At least there’s some advantage to being a ghost.
Again





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Book 28 of the Ghost Detective Series





OEBPS/images/6a5a5709-fc61-41ec-bb73-493662bd52db.jpeg
VARDEN

(Publishing )
(4 4708 ')







