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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 fifth and last 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 (though Common Ground will give some extra background), 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!
Enjoy!

R.W. Wallace






  
  One


We want to raise an army of the dead. 
And while it’s not quite as crazy as it sounds—we’re not making zombies or anything, and we’re not literally taking an army to war—it’s crazy enough to have all of us sweating with worry, ghosts and living alike.
Asking the police commander to order the exhumation of over twenty bodies—many of which were already exhumed and then buried again six months ago—so that we can free and interview the ghosts and use their information to advance our case… Well, I’m not sure I’d agree to it, and I’m already a ghost and can be sure I exist.
We’re in Commander Nouh Diome’s office at the Toulouse police station, ready to plead our case. The room doesn’t look any more lived in than the previous times we visited, with the window offering a view of a concrete wall and no direct sunlight, and the only personal touch a depressing excuse for a plant perching on the end of the commander’s desk, its leaves a greenish brown that belongs on a compost heap. The posters on the walls are all classic police informational displays, inviting victims of domestic abuse to come forward, and reminding of the dangers of mixing alcohol and driving.
The giant of a man is making his poor office chair scream in pain every time he shifts in his seat. With his large hands folded on the desk, his dark gaze is fixed on Captain Emeline Evian across from him, he has me gulping even though my mouth hasn’t produced saliva in thirty years. The commander has never given any indication of being anything but a realist who bases all his decisions on facts and logical deductions, so gearing up to tell him that yes, ghosts are real, is just a tad daunting.
Not that I’m the one who’ll be making the announcement. Living people can’t hear us ghosts, so I can scream as much as I want, the commander won’t hear a thing. His subconscious might pick up on something, but it won’t ever be enough for him to decide to request several dozen exhumations for no reason.
This dubious honor falls to Captain Evian, the police captain who is so sensitive to ghosts that Clothilde and I managed to convince her to steal a small bone from each of our dead bodies when she worked on our murder cases almost a year ago. Wherever those bones go, we go. Whenever we talk to Evian, she picks up on it. Because of her sensitivity, we’ve been able to help her work her case—our case, and that of dozens of other victims over the last three decades—and lend a hand when possible.
Clothilde, especially, has developed a fondness for messing with people when Evian interviews or interrogates them. If they’re sensitive to ghosts, running a hand down their neck or yelling accusations into their ears can be quite effective toward making them break or tell us something they weren’t planning to divulge. Although she should have been in her fifties today, Clothilde died when she was barely twenty years old, and teenage rebellion and humor are definitely still part of her character today.
This superpower of ours doesn’t need to be used only for negative emotions, though. It works just as well with the positive ones. Clothilde and I have one clear task for this meeting: convince Diome’s subconscious that Evian is telling the truth and that he should agree to her request.
We’re going to sweet-talk him until we’re blue in the face.
Clothilde has jumped up to perch on one of Commander Diome’s archiving cabinets, her hands under her jeans-clad thighs as her legs swing back and forth through the cabinet doors, completely ignoring the rules of the physical world when it suits her. I’m happy to see no trace of mischief on her youthful face—this meeting is too important to allow even the smallest practical joke or potential misstep. A focused Clothilde can be formidable and I’m glad to have her on my team, like I have been for the past thirty years.
I’m propped up against the edge of Diome’s desk, close enough that he’ll hear everything I might have to say and so I can catch every micro-expression on his face as Evian explains our plan.
Deciding to do this wasn’t an easy decision for Evian. Unlike some people—like her girlfriend Amina, to take a not-so-random example—Evian doesn’t want to believe in the paranormal. She wants to believe in cold, hard facts, tangible proof, and rational thinking. The fact that she’s so very sensitive to ghosts is nothing short of ironic.
Still, it didn’t take her all that long to accept the fact that we were there, or to start communicating with us and using us for advancing the case. Getting her to steal a finger bone from each of our bodies was a piece of cake.
But telling her boss about it?
Not a fan.
And honestly, I agree. But it just so happens, we need more ghosts.
The idea took some time brewing. A couple of months ago, we visited a large number of cemeteries, looking for lingering ghosts. Since only people with unfinished business become ghosts, and since the people who murdered us thirty years ago still walk free, we figured we might not be the only victims of these particular serial killers still hanging around waiting for release. So we went to all the suspected victims’ cemeteries, hoping to hit the jackpot.
In a way, we did. Many of the ghosts were lingering, and from what they told us, there was a good chance they’d fallen prey to the same murderers as us. But for the most part, they weren’t able to give us any information on how to catch the bastards.
Until we met Louise, who sent us to see her still-living cousin, who helped us bring down Parayre, one of the major players of the group we’re after.
Except by “bring down,” I mean arrested, not convicted.
We need that conviction, for him, and for the others of the same group who are also awaiting their trials. Even though they are currently scrambling—mostly because one of the recent arrests was of the man who was everybody else’s lawyer—the case isn’t bulletproof. Not for the scale of what we know they’ve been up to.
Yes, there’s no doubt about Parayre kidnapping and torturing Amina a couple of months ago. He will be convicted for that. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We need him to go down for all of it, all thirty years of it, and for him to give up some of his co-conspirators while we’re at it.
We figure the ghosts of his past victims should do the trick.
But ghosts are stuck where their bodies are, and these souls won’t have enough reactivity or influence if they all stay in the cemeteries they’re buried in, scattered throughout the region. Nor does Evian have the time or energy to play shuttle bus and messenger every time we need to ask one of them a question.
So we’re going to get them out.
Highly inspired by Amina’s craziness when she wanted to free Louise from her tiny, lonely cemetery in the Pyrenees. Except we’re not going to do like Amina and illegally dig up graves, getting caught with our hands on some hapless soul’s bones, and get arrested. We’re going to do this the right way. The legal one.
And that goes through Diome.
“What Captain Evian is about to ask you is a perfectly reasonable request,” I say to the commander now. It’s never too soon to start getting him warmed up. “She has thought this through and has come to the conclusion that we really need this. You’re going to think it sounds crazy, but at least give her a chance to explain, all right?”
“If you don’t,” Clothilde says from her perch, “I’ll have her leave my bracelet here and I’ll haunt your ass until you change your mind.”
Diome shows no reaction, but Evian, sensitive as ever, moves her hand to touch the bracelets she carries on her left arm. They’re simple things, one red and one blue. Made from string Evian found in her rental apartment—and bones. One has my finger bone, the other Clothilde’s. It’s how we’ve been able to move about somewhat freely, attached to Evian’s wrist and limited to a fifty-meter radius around her. If she leaves a bracelet somewhere, we have no choice but to stay with it.
“Clothilde.” I shoot a glance at my friend but I’m unable to keep my amusement out of my voice. The thing is, being haunted by someone like Clothilde for any significant amount of time should scare anyone. Even someone as big and intimidating as the commander.
Clothilde sticks her tongue out at me before returning her focus to the large man with his salt-and-pepper hair in the creaking office chair. “We know you can feel us on some level, that you’ve felt us before. So when she tells you ghosts are real, you’re not going to scoff at her or kick her out for being fanciful of whatever stupid word you’re going to choose. You’re going to hear her out and let her do her thing. Understood?”
Diome shows no sign of understanding anything at all, but I have to believe his subconscious is listening, at the very least.
“So, Captain Evian,” the commander says in his deep voice. “Will you finally tell me what this meeting is about? I thought we were done with the sneaking around and top-secret missions.” He shoots a glance at the closed door, a rare occurrence in his office.
We’d been sneaking around, thinking we were the only ones to work on this case, only to discover recently that Diome actually had half the police staff doing the same thing, nobody being aware of the others. It was probably a good move on the commander’s part, allowing him to weed out the officers who were bought off by the bad guys, but it did make us feel somewhat stupid once everything got out in the open. Now, Evian is supposed to be working with the others as part of a team, but I think our presence sets her apart, somehow.
She’s never going to be quite like the others, because she knows too much. Because she’s gotten too close to the case.
Which we will never tell the commander, of course, or he’d send her back to Paris.
“I apologize for the secrecy,” Evian says, her voice calm and her hands clasped in her lap. She’s wearing her usual jeans, T-shirt, and light, black sweater, with her bomber jacket slung over the back of her chair. Her short dark blond hair is slightly ruffled from her walk to the station in a stiff morning breeze, and her blue eyes are sharp and focused.
“There’s something I’d like to try in preparation for the three upcoming trials, and it’s somewhat… unconventional.”
Diome doesn’t move a muscle, but he somehow still manages to frown.
“I’ve come close to dying several times over the course of my career,” Evian continues. “In fact, when I was buried alive six months ago, that was the second time that happened to me. I came even closer to passing into the afterlife the first time.”
Since he doesn’t seem surprised, I’m going to assume Diome already knew. Or he just has an absolutely perfect poker face.
“My working theory is that coming so close to dying has made me more sensitive to what happens on the other side of the veil.”
Poker face still in place, Diome says, “Veil, as in… veil of death?”
I figure an intervention might come in handy at this point. “Yes, like that. Like ghosts. We’re real, and we want to help.”
Evian’s gaze never moves away from Diome’s, and her voice stays steady. “As in ghosts, Commander. The souls of those who aren’t ready to move on. Those with unfinished business.” Some of her nerves peek through as she draws a deep breath.
“I want to bring in the ghosts of all the victims.”






  
  Two


Emeline wonders if she just shot herself in the foot. One short conversation, and it’s the end of a long and rather successful career, forcing her to find something else to apply her odd talents to, something far away from any police station. Maybe she should become a medium and get paid to communicate with people’s loved ones across the veil. 
Even as a silly joke, made only to herself in her head, the thought makes a chill run down Emeline’s spine. Despite knowing that ghosts exist, she despises every single charlatan who takes people’s money and pretends to have any kind of connection to the world of the dead. Using an Ouija board makes her skin crawl every single time, and nothing has made her happier than developing a method for Robert and Clothilde to dictate directly on her laptop instead of the dreaded board with its ridiculous font.
And now, here she is, telling her commander that she can see ghosts. Ever since the idea came to her a month ago—and by “came to her,” she means Robert or Clothilde shoved it at her—she has tried to figure out a way to do this without involving her boss, but there just isn’t one.
Not a legal one, anyway.
Amina, her lovely girlfriend, of course offered to do some grave digging on Emeline’s behalf. The ensuing fight had been so loud, one of their neighbors had stared at them through narrowed eyes when they met in the hallway the next morning, checking to see if anyone had any visible bruises.
Emeline would have been mortified if she hadn’t still been angry.
The last time Amina went grave robbing, she got caught. She now has a criminal record and had to do community service. She also managed to get herself kidnapped by that creep Parayre when he caught her with her hand shoved into the ruined grave of Louise Verges.
They’re not doing that again.
So the only way to get their hands on those skeletons—there’s something she never thought she’d be preoccupied with—is going the legal route. Which means exhumation. Which means she needs Commander Diome to sign off on it.
At first, Diome doesn’t give the slightest indication of having even heard her. While the commander has an excellent poker face, a slight frown is forming in the center of his forehead, and his hands visibly clench where they’re resting on the tabletop. If Emeline had to guess, he’s wondering if she’s playing a prank on him, except that would be assuming Emeline doesn’t know him at all.
Nouh Diome is not the kind of guy anyone would consider pranking.
“I know it sounds completely bonkers,” Emeline says, giving a perfunctory smile. “And believe me, if there were any other way for me to ensure these trials go smoothly, I’d take it. I don’t exactly relish the idea of becoming the department’s crazy aunt.”
“Ghosts.” Diome utters only that one word. It’s not quite a question. It’s like he’s trying it out to see how it tastes.
Probably not good.
“You know that feeling you get on a case, sometimes? That prickling at the back of your neck, making you feel like you’re being watched?” This should be Robert’s clue to run a finger down the commander’s neck. If he feels it, it’ll help make Emeline’s point. If he doesn’t, well, nothing happens. “Sometimes, that feeling is from an actual, alive person looking at you, and it’s your subconscious that observed something in a reflection or heard a sigh, or something, and you just get that premonition.”
Emeline chooses to take Commander Diome’s silence as a good sign. He’s not interrupting her, or throwing her out of the room—or the police force—nor showing any outward sign of judging her, which means he’s at least listening.
“I’ve come to discover that for me, at least, sometimes these premonitions come from ghosts trying to tell me things.” Emeline lifts a hand as if to hold off objections from Commander Diome. “I didn’t want to believe that either. In fact, I was more than capable of ignoring any kind of indication of this being true—until I started working on this case.”
Emeline catches sight of movement out of the corner of her eye. Although she can’t see the two ghosts as clearly as the day she almost died when buried alive in Toulouse’s biggest cemetery, she can still catch sight of them in her peripheral vision. Right now, Clothilde is doing a victory dance while sitting on the commander’s filing cabinet.
At least someone’s having fun.
“Robert Villemur and Clothilde Humbert have been with me since my first day on this case, and have been helping me look for their killers. They’ve assisted me in interrogating live suspects and interviewing dead victims. I would not have gotten anywhere near as far as I have on the case without their help.”
Emeline gets a sense of pride from the spot where Robert is leaning against the commander’s desk. She makes a mental note to explicitly tell him how helpful he has been once they get some alone time. 
Telling her boss that ghosts are real is one thing—talking to said ghosts that he can’t see when he’s present… would be a step too far at this juncture.
Commander Diome picks up on the important part. “You’ve interviewed dead victims?”
Emeline nods curtly. “Several. The ghost of Guillaume Boucher, the real estate agent from Carcassonne who was murdered and dumped into a recently dug grave, was particularly helpful. He’s the reason we figured out that the scope of whatever real estate scam is going on was way bigger than we first thought. He was trying to sell the old military airport. As was Théophile Clément, who I’m sure is also dead, but we haven’t found this body, and therefore not his ghost, yet, so we can’t interview him.”
While Emeline talks, Commander Diome’s eyebrows slowly climb upward. By the time she’s finished, there is no poker face left, only surprise.
“So is this Boucher… with you, as well?”
“No, we left his body intact in Carcassonne.” Emeline can feel Clothilde cackling from her perch. That girl loves messing with people like this. Although Emeline really isn’t trying to be flippant. “In order to bring a ghost with you, you have to take a piece of the skeleton. Then the ghost has to, sort of, latch onto it. I may have accidentally brought pieces of Clothilde and Robert with me, but once I was cognizant of what was going on, I did not grab bones willy-nilly as I worked the case.”
Heart thundering in her chest, Emeline tries to remove the indignation from her voice. She is being defensive against an accusation that nobody has voiced. All because she is still feeling guilty about stealing parts of two victims’ remains. The fact that said victims pushed her to do it doesn’t even play into it—she’s a professional who shouldn’t be doing idiocies like that.
Diome looks as if he doesn’t know how to react, and Emeline can’t blame him.
“The ghosts wanted to escape their cemetery and basically manipulated me into stealing a finger bone from each.” The words pour out in a rapid stream, and Emeline can feel a blush heating her cheeks.
She takes a deep breath, lets it out slowly.
Diome’s voice is a deep rumble. “And you are here today because…”
“I want to have the bodies exhumed so I can extract one bone from each and ask the ghost to come with us to work on the case.”
“You want them exhumed. So we can grab a piece of the bodies.” Diome must have seen his share of weird things over the course of his career, but he looks a little shellshocked. His gaze snaps up to focus on Emeline. “You do realize I can’t put that on the exhumation order. Even if I did believe you—and currently, that is far from being the case—talking about ghosts isn’t going to do our case any favors.”
“Of course we won’t mention ghosts,” Emeline replies calmly. “We have a list of the bodies we want to exhume, and only seven of them were part of the exhumations performed last year. The others are newly identified victims that didn’t fit the profile of ‘young woman whose murder was covered up as a suicide,’ which is why we didn’t get them last time. For all the new ones, an exhumation to search for evidence like we did on the others should make sense. While they weren’t faked suicides, none of them were investigated as murder cases—which they should have been.”
“Is this the list of potential victims you’ve had Lieutenant Tulle work on?”
Lieutenant Nadine Tulle is like a magician once placed in front of a computer. Emeline never ceases to be amazed by what the tiny woman can squeeze out of millions of data points, and frequently thanks her partner Malik Doubira for making the introduction when Emeline first arrived from Paris.
“Yes,” Emeline replies. “She has been cross-referencing all the new information we’ve discovered. Not limited to young women, but people who were involved in politics or organizations that somehow impacted the real estate market in that particular part of the city. Family members who tried to call out the police for sloppy work but never got anywhere. And a few disappearances where the result was suspiciously beneficial to our bad guys.”
Commander Diome looks at her blankly. “You want to exhume the bodies of people who have disappeared?”
“Yes. We’ve, uh… been visiting a lot of cemeteries, looking for stowaways. Like Guillaume Boucher and Robert Villemur. We figured it might be a method they used regularly when they needed to get rid of people. Lieutenant Tulle gave us some information to work with where she could—meaning burials in areas close to where a person of interest went missing—but we’ve also had some luck because of sheer perseverance.” Emeline swallows, not sure if her face shows apprehension or pride. “We’ve found the ghosts of four people who apparently disappeared off the face of the earth. They’re buried in other people’s graves. Getting those out wouldn’t only allow us to get the ghosts, it would be beneficial to the case in a more… obvious and accepted-as-proof-in-trial kind of way.”
The commander lets out a long breath, deflating a little in his seat. Always so rigid, Emeline almost worries they’ve somehow broken him. Seeing his back anything but perfectly straight feels like seeing a Hollywood starlet without makeup—you logically know it could happen, but to actually see it is something of a shock.
“What justification would we bring for digging up these graves of people who, I assume, had nothing whatsoever to do with our case? And how many exhumations are we talking about, total?”
It seems like Diome deflating is a sign of him accepting what Emeline is saying about the ghosts. Removing his belief that there’s no such thing as an afterlife—or at least one the living can communicate with—eased up the rigidity of his spine.
Emeline is sad to have been part of this evolution, but unfortunately, it is necessary.
“We’d like to request a total of twenty-two exhumations,” Emeline says.
When the commander doesn’t say anything, simply stares at Emeline as though she suddenly turned into a flesh-eating monster in front of him, Emeline plays their last card. The one she knew they’d have to use at some point, to convince someone of Diome’s caliber.
The point of no return.
“Would you be interested in a demonstration to prove the ghosts are real?”






  
  Three


While Evian explained to Commander Diome that ghosts are real, Clothilde and I helped a little in the background—mostly by backing up everything she said, but without any drama or special effects—but we stayed out of it as much as we could. The reason for this was that we wanted to save the big guns for the demonstration. If he’d been hounded by ghosts for half an hour before Evian offered to prove to him that ghosts were real, how was he supposed to realize that anything was different? 
Now, though, it’s time to play.
“What kind of demonstration are you offering to do?” Diome asks in his rumbling voice. “Push my potted plant to the floor?”
Yes, there’s a touch of mockery in his tone, but I’d honestly be worried if he’d jumped into this feet first.
Evian smiles widely back at her boss, appreciating the joke. “I’d never do that to your poor plant. It’s had to suffer enough as it is.” When this draws a chuckle from Diome, she goes on to explain. “Ghosts can’t actually interact with us physically, or at least only to a very small extent. Clothilde once managed to knock a lock out of its socket, but it was a question of a millimeter or two, and she was extremely stressed out at the time.”
Extremely stressed being something of an understatement. Clothilde’s sister had been in mortal danger and Clothilde had been on the verge of going poltergeist on us all.
“Ghosts can only act on your subconscious, Commander,” Evian continues. “They can talk to you, and although your brain isn’t getting any information from your ears, it’s getting something from your subconscious. Depending on how sensitive you are, you can end up acting on this something, thinking it was your idea from the beginning.”
“Like stealing pieces of dead bodies?” Diome’s voice is flat.
Evian sighs. “Yes, like that. But it’s quite rare to be as sensitive as I am, so most people aren’t at risk of doing a bunch of stuff they didn’t want to. Now that I’m aware of what’s going on, I’m in control again.”
Except this whole meeting is taking place because we pushed for it, of course. But it was after a conscious exchange between us, with no hidden wheedling on our side.
“And how do you propose to do this demonstration of yours?” Diome asks. His back has returned almost to its usual level of rigidity, and his face is back to being mostly expressionless. He doesn’t expect the demonstration to work.
Because there’s no such thing as ghosts, right?
It’s no problem for us. We weren’t exactly expecting anything else.
“With your permission,” Evian says, “one of the ghosts will run a finger down your neck. It seems to be a particularly sensitive spot, so if you’re at all receptive to otherworldly activity, you should be able to feel it.”
A breath comes out of Diome. I think it’s the remnant of an aborted sniff or laugh. “Sure, no problem,” he says.
I don’t waste any time. I reach out and run a finger down his neck. I don’t attempt to jab him or be forceful but make the exact same movement as if I wanted to get a shiver out of him if my finger had been corporeal. We discovered this to be by far the most efficient method when we experimented on Evian a couple of days ago.
I doubt Evian is able to see any change or movement in the commander, but I’m close enough to see the slight tightening in his shoulders and the hairs on his neck standing up.
“He felt it,” I say loudly to Evian.
Diome doesn’t say anything, and Evian doesn’t push him. “How about Clothilde yelling out a warning and you guessing which part of the room she’s in?”
Clothilde, of course, doesn’t wait for the commander to respond. She jumps up to stand on the filing cabinet, arms raised. “Big danger over here! Watch your back, Commander! Someone’s coming at you!”
I’m grinning from ear to ear at my friend’s theatrics, but my eyes don’t leave Diome’s figure. He definitely hears her. There’s a slight movement of his left arm, as if he’s suppressing the reflex to hold up a hand in the direction the attack is coming from, and he turns his head ever so slightly, so he can bring the area Clothilde is occupying into his peripheral vision.
This time I don’t need to tell Evian.
She points to Clothilde. “She’s over there, and you definitely felt that.”
“It could also easily be the power of suggestion. You told me what to expect, so I felt it.”
Evian nods. “Fair enough. How about they do something unannounced?” She falls silent and folds her hands in her lap, smiling faintly at her boss. She knew she’d won from the moment I told her Diome felt me touching him. Now it’s just a question of how long he’ll hold out before giving up.
Clothilde and I also stay silent and immobile. Maybe it’s slightly puerile, but when we planned this, it amused all of us to not do anything.
After thirty seconds, Diome rumbles, “I do not feel anything out of the ordinary.”
“That’s because they weren’t doing anything, Commander.”
Clothilde doesn’t even let him draw breath before she starts yelling. Up in the same position as earlier, but this time screaming there’s a shooter behind Diome and that he has to duck.
Diome’s large hands go to the edge of his desk. I can see him fight the reflex to look behind him—where there’s nothing but a wall with an ugly police poster.
Even Evian jumps in her chair, but instead of freaking out like her boss, she lets out a peal of laughter. Sometimes knowing an attack is coming makes you jump all the higher.
“That’s Clothilde again,” Evian explains kindly. “She loves being dramatic, and she loves perching—which is why she tends to choose that cabinet when we’re here.” She points to Clothilde’s position.
Diome’s gaze slowly slides over to look at the filing cabinet. Clothilde waves, not that Diome can see it.
“I know it can be a bit much,” Evian says. “Believe me, I’ve been there. I don’t need you to tell me I’m right, or become a convert. Whatever you do, stay away from anyone with a Ouija board. Anyone who uses one is a charlatan.” She ignores Diome’s raised eyebrow and gets back on track. “I’ll leave the list of names of the people we need exhumed. It includes some backstory for each of them that the ghosts have already supplied when we went to visit them in their cemeteries. I hope you’ll see why we need them on hand.”
Evian pulls a wad of papers out of her jacket’s inner pocket and places them on Diome’s desk. She tries to smooth them out, but quickly gives it up for a lost cause. With a nod to her boss, she exits the office.
Clothilde jumps down from her perch to follow—neither of us enjoys the feeling of being forcefully pulled after Evian when a door closes behind her—and on her way past Commander Diome, leans down to give him a peck on the cheek. “See you soon,” she whispers with a smile.
Before the door closes behind me, the last thing I see is the commander’s face. He looks ten times as scared as when we yelled to him about mortal dangers.
He’s gotten a good feel for Clothilde, all right.






  
  Four


The next morning, Evian receives the exhumation orders for the four victims who are stowaways in other people’s graves. I expected the commander to start with the easy ones—the people who fit the known profile and who hadn’t already been dug up in the last year. Instead, he’s taking a giant leap of faith in the hopes of hitting the jackpot. 
And is it ever.
The first name on the list is Henriette Molas. She was thirty-three when she died in 1996, and on the verge of becoming a captain in the Toulouse police force. She disappeared mysteriously three weeks before Christmas while working the case of a young woman who’d apparently committed suicide. The person who took over the case—one Yvan Parayre—closed the case in the blink of an eye, confirming it was suicide, before moving on to working on the case of the missing police officer.
Not that he ever found her, of course, since he was probably part of the group that killed her in the first place.
Parayre is currently in jail, awaiting trial for kidnapping and torturing Amina, and for his involvement in whatever real estate scheme this group has going. Adding a murder charge to the list would make my day.
We talked to Henriette’s ghost a few weeks ago. We were visiting a small cemetery thirty kilometers outside of the city, looking for the ghost of the girl whose death had been ruled a suicide. Without any real expectations, we’ve been making the rounds of every cemetery within a hundred-kilometer radius of Toulouse where a suicide victim was buried, hoping to find more of our victims. Tulle worked her magic on her computers and gave us a list of potential targets in decreasing order of likelihood they had fallen afoul of the group we’re after.
This girl, one Eva Perez, age twenty-three, was pretty far down on Tulle’s list, but we wanted to be thorough. Worst-case scenario, we lost a couple of hours of our time.
Best-case scenario, we got another witness.
As it turned out, Eva hadn’t become a ghost. Either because her suicide wasn’t faked, or because she didn’t care enough about getting justice when she died, and moved on directly without becoming a ghost.
We did find Henriette, though. Almost Evian’s height, with long black hair pulled into a simple ponytail and dressed in full police uniform, she was taking a stroll through the cemetery with another ghost—a lady well into her eighties by the looks of it—when we entered through the rusty main gate.
Clothilde and I spotted her immediately, of course, but she took a little longer to notice us. She expected all three arrivals to be alive, so she didn’t notice the lack of color on two of us. Why would she? It’s not exactly common for ghosts to move around like we do.
Evian had recently acquired a cheap down jacket to replace her usual bomber jacket during the cold winter months. She had held out all of November and December, but when the temperatures fell below freezing in January, she threw in the blanket. Since then, she has been happily walking around in a blue monstrosity that makes her look more like a blob than a human—but clearly, it keeps her nice and warm. I suspect the fact that the garment seems to annoy Amina to no end only makes Evian love it more. An animated Amina is a particularly pretty Amina, no doubt about it.
Back in February, her hands shoved deep into two of the jacket’s dozens of pockets, Evian made a beeline straight for Eva Perez’s grave in the northeast section of the cemetery. I followed, but Clothilde decided that one of the mausoleums close by was too good a spot not to test, so she jumped up to perch on the roof.
Which is probably what drew Henriette’s attention. Live people rarely jump up to sit on graves and let their legs swing back and forth through the stone, after all.
They also tend to wear more than a flimsy white blouse and ankle-length jeans on a cold winter morning.
At that point in time, we’d gotten used to explaining our situation to other ghosts. And Evian had gotten used to waiting for us to finish the interview while cleaning up a little around the victims’ graves. She told me one night that she felt like it was the least she could do, especially for the ghosts we wouldn’t be able to bust out.
Luckily, Henriette wasn’t one to scream or lament the fact that we couldn’t take her with us. In fact, she was so focused on helping others that we almost missed the fact that she didn’t have her own grave in the cemetery.
Evian was the one to discover it when she asked if Henriette would like Evian to clean up her gravestone.
“Oh, I don’t have one,” Henriette said easily. “I’m riding double with Eva Perez, here. Unfortunately, I only emerged from my grave days after the funeral—if it can even be called that—so I have no idea who dumped me here.”
Needless to say, this got us all really excited. We collected all the information we could from Henriette, added her name to our wish list, and told her we’d do our best to come back to spring her from the cemetery later.
Although she did her best to keep the emotion off her face, the hope in her eyes was unmistakable.
“Why don’t you work on helping your colleague over there move on while you wait?” I told her, pointing to the elderly lady who was currently lying down on the slab of stone covering what I assumed to be her own grave. “That way you won’t feel bad about leaving her behind.”
I recognized a fellow ghost detective when I saw one.
When we receive Diome’s exhumation orders, we choose to pick up Henriette first. The other three wouldn’t be far behind, but I think Evian feels as drawn and connected to Henriette as I do, and the discovery of her body will really bring some new energy to the case.
We arrive at the cemetery about half an hour before the excavation team. Evian’s rental car is full, with her partner Malik Doubira in the front seat, his long legs squashed against the dashboard, and Amina plus us two ghosts in the back. Amina is wearing her jacket in the car, which means she’s going to get cold once we arrive, while Doubira has his and Evian’s large jackets folded on his lap.
One advantage of Amina being able to see us is that she naturally leaves us enough room to sit comfortably, allowing us to pretend we still have physical bodies. Most people sitting “alone” in the back seat would take up more space, but Amina is pushed up against the door.
The disadvantage to having her see us is that the questions never stop. I don’t know why Evian’s capacity for seeing us mostly went away once her life was no longer in danger, while Amina has kept her ability. I guess her horribly strong desire to communicate across the veil could have something to do with it, that she’s working to keep it.
Lately, she has been very curious about all the other ghosts we helped move on while we lived in our old cemetery. What their problems were, how we went about solving them. But this type of conversation takes forever when we can only answer yes or no. And no, we haven’t accepted her numerous offers of using her Ouija board so we can dictate the stories to her. We’ve found some sort of middle ground where we accept to give her stories if she can pull them out of us.
I’m kind of amazed at how good she is at this. Three half-hour drives, and she knows everything about the young woman who had been pushed off a bridge to fall to her death by an unknown assailant.
“That’s some very good work,” she says now as we get out of the car. “And with the culprit behind bars, she could move on.” There’s a glint in her eye that I don’t know how to interpret. It’s similar to the fanatic gleam she used to get every time Evian talked about ghosts, but calmer, somehow. Like some puzzle piece is falling into place in her mind.
The discussions between Amina and Evian on whether she should come here today were long and at times very loud. Evian doesn’t want Amina actively involved in the case any more than strictly necessary—Amina getting kidnapped by Parayre gave Evian a scare, and I don’t think she’ll forget about it anytime soon—but Amina is going to play an important part with these ghosts.
She’s going to be the one holding on to the bones we plan to steal from the bodies, and thereby playing hostess to the ghosts.
Evian could have done it herself, but I think having the two of us tag along permanently is bad enough on her introverted self, so the idea of having over twenty more of us howling at the moon in her living room was understandably daunting.
Amina, however, is thrilled at the prospect.
In the end, she was brought along, so we can introduce her officially to everyone before they choose to latch onto the bone we take with us—because she’s the one they’ll be staying with. We want to minimize the unknown for these people before they make the decision to leave their bodies and cemeteries behind.
Henriette is waiting for us, of course, ponytail straight and uniform immaculate as always. Since we first met her, I’ve wondered at her choice of clothing in the afterlife. We’re not stuck in whatever we were buried in or anything of the sort. Most of us end up in whatever makes us feel the most comfortable. For me, that means worn jeans, a simple button-down with rolled-up sleeves, and my favorite pair of boots. For Clothilde, it’s a loose white blouse, ankle-length jeans, and a
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