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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 third 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


No two cemeteries are alike. Each one has its own specificities, oddities, sights. 
My old cemetery, the one I haunted with Clothilde for thirty years and didn’t mind calling home, was rather small, like the village it belonged to. A shoulder-height stone wall, almost entirely covered in wisteria, wrapped us all in, with one stately wrought-iron gate opening on the parking lot and the village square, and one unassuming and squeaky gate in the back, close to our graves, allowing access to a residential area.
The grounds were vaguely L-shaped, with the older part of the cemetery where graves had started crumbling and inscriptions had become ineligible to the north, and the more recent graves overflowing with flowers and memorial plaques branching out toward the south-west. The quaint stone church with its short spire and single off-tune bell stood in the corner of the L, with the wide wooden doors visible from practically every grave in the cemetery.
The layout wasn’t as chaotic as some cemeteries—each grave had at least a small path leading to it and a few main paths had been planned out from the start, with plane trees lining the main one going from the parking lot to the church—but there also wasn’t a straight angle in sight. Which is just how I like it.
With each tomb taking up all its allotted space with headstones, slabs of granite in the general shape of a casket, imposing mausoleums, or small chapels built in remembrance of the dead, there wasn’t much room for grass.
In fact, my final resting place marked one of the rare grassy areas: a small bump in the ground next to Clothilde’s grave. Her family hadn’t invested in more than a basic headstone, which made the spot stand out.
Not that anybody but us noticed.
We haven’t been back to our cemetery in months. Once we figured out a way to get free of its confines, we jumped on the opportunity. That place was our home for thirty years and we learned to love it—but staying was never an option when justice for our murders weighed the scales.
Ironically enough, since getting out of our cemetery, we’ve visited so many other cemeteries, I’ve lost count. There was the one where my body was buried after it was discovered I’d been shoved into Clothilde’s grave like a stowaway. Then the two big ones in Toulouse when looking for another ghost’s dead husband, and a recent victim of the same serial killers who took us out thirty years ago.
And now… Now we’re making the rounds of over twenty cemeteries, looking for ghosts who can help us unearth evidence in the upcoming trial featuring a large number of local politicians.
Yes, that’s right. We’re taking depositions from ghosts.
And no, unfortunately, they won’t hold up in court.
But I’m certain they’ll help us anyway.
Captain Emeline Evian, who came to Toulouse to investigate the murders of two young women buried in our cemetery, was the catalyst we needed to finally start figuring out what exactly had happened to us, and why, in the late eighties. It’s thanks to her we were able to leave our old cemetery.
Our ghostly selves are attached to our bones. This means being stuck within the confines of the cemetery, or in the vicinity of our skeletons once we were exhumed. And when we convinced the highly ghost-sensitive Evian to steal a finger bone from each of us, we were able to attach to that bone and go where it went. The rest of our bodies went back to our graves without us.
Some days I think Evian regrets the decision to let us tag along for everything. I would too if I had two meddlesome ghosts hanging over me day and night, making snide comments and influencing my actions.
But she takes it in stride. I even think she’s come to like us.
And she’s just as set on finding everyone involved in whatever conspiracy we’ve stumbled onto as we are.
Today’s cemetery is minuscule. As Evian locks the car and pulls her bomber jacket all the way up to her chin, I lift off the ground a couple of feet to look over the redbrick wall. It’s a perfect square, less than fifty meters to each side. Inside, I see two chapel-like family graves, and twelve to fifteen smaller ones. I’d say there’s room for about five more, then the place is full.
Judging by the size of the village, it will be at least another century before they run out of plots. I counted twenty houses. The place is so small it doesn’t even have a church—and that’s saying something in this part of France.
A tiny village so deep in a valley in the Pyrenees it only gets direct sunlight in the summer months. Today, on a cold November morning, we can see the sunlight hitting the cliff wall on our right, but it’s not going to reach the cemetery before the sun retreats behind one of the snow-capped peaks to the south.
“God, I hope we don’t find anybody here,” Clothilde says as she hovers beside me. She’s wearing her usual high-waist jeans, white blouse, and worn Converse. Where I’ve added a winter jacket to my ghostly ensemble to pretend as best I can to be part of the world of the living, Clothilde doesn’t bother. She wears what she finds comfortable no matter what anybody else thinks.
The part of the sky that isn’t hidden by towering mountains is a perfect pastel blue, not a cloud in sight, and Evian’s breath is fogging on every exhale. She shoves her hands deep into her pockets while her shoulders lift to try to get the jacket’s collar to cover her ears.
The clothes she had sent down from Paris are good enough to keep warm in Toulouse, but not in the mountains. If we find someone to talk to, we’re going to have to be quick about it.
And I can only agree with Clothilde’s assessment. If the person we’re looking for became a ghost, they must be going crazy in such a small space.
“Only one way to find out,” I say and float down to walk alongside Evian as she approaches the cemetery’s gate.
Evian glances in my direction, then returns her focus to where she’s going. She has been able to see us—sort of—since July, when she almost died. For about an hour, she could see Clothilde perfectly, then, as she healed, we became visible only in her peripheral vision. Now I think it’s even less—she can’t make out any details, but she detects movements, like right now, and knows to recognize it for what it is.
We’d been running into dead end after dead end when we got the idea to go look for the ghosts. Oddly enough, being ghosts ourselves, we hadn’t thought of the possibility of other victims being in the same situation. If we haven’t moved on because we need our murderers to be brought to justice, it should be the case for others as well.
So we’re going through the list of people we assume were victims of the same murderous gang who got to us, and visit their cemeteries to see if anybody’s hanging around. To date, we have five duds and three ghosts. Although the ghosts have been willing to help, they haven’t been able to give us that one piece of information that might unlock the proofs we need.
And leaving the ghosts behind, going out into the world of the living while they have to stay put, has not been easy.
At least we weren’t leaving them alone. Each of the cemeteries we went to had at least one or two other ghosts to keep them company.
This place, though… With so few dead, the chances of several of them having unfinished business and becoming ghosts are slim to none.
“What’s this woman’s name, again?” Clothilde asks as Evian opens the gate and the squeal from its hinges bounces back and forth up the valley.
“Louise Verges. Found in a hotel room in Toulouse in 1994, with her wrists slit. Ruled suicide within an hour of the police arriving on the scene. Was a member of a political party and was being quite vocal in her criticism of the mayor.” All of which points toward her being a victim of the same people as Clothilde and myself.
Except the political activism. All the other women we’ve looked into were active in non-profit organizations, not members of political parties. Still, the rest fits so well, we have to check.
We enter the cemetery. I don’t even have the time to scan the grounds before a ghost rushes toward me, through me, and through the gate.
Except she doesn’t make it past the cemetery’s limits. She’s rebuffed at the point where the gate usually closes.
“Dammit!” she screams. She’s moving so fast, shaking hands and kicking at the gate, I’m having trouble making out any features.
She spots Clothilde standing two feet away and stops moving.
According to Louise’s records, she was twenty-eight when she died. I’d say this could be her. She’s about Clothilde’s height, has long blonde hair and clear eyes, and she’s wearing some sort of leggings and a baggy T-shirt.
“I’m Clothilde,” my friend says with a smile. “That other ghost is Robert, and the non-dead police officer is Captain Emeline Evian.”
A pause, while we wait for the woman to introduce herself in turn. Evian has sensed that something is going on and waits patiently two steps to the ghost’s left. This first part is best handled on our side of the veil.
“Are you Louise Verges?” I ask.
She’s gaping at us.
“You’re ghosts,” she whispers. “And you just walked in here.”
“Yes.” I pull myself up, ready for the explanation we’ve already given the three other ghosts. “We used to—”
“Can you get me out? Can you tell me how to lift whatever curse is keeping me in this godforsaken cemetery?” She’s an inch from my face, her clear eyes so intense she could give Clothilde a run for her money. “I got out when they exhumed me, but I only got to go to a dreary morgue and then they took me back here. And I can’t find a way to leave again! How do I leave?”
This woman is only barely holding onto her sanity. I wonder if she has been like this for a while, or if it’s the glimpse of what’s possible outside of her tiny cemetery that made her snap.
I give her my kindest smile. “You’re attached to your bones, Mademoiselle. We all are. Where your bones go, you go.” I hate having to tell her this next part, but sugarcoating her situation isn’t going to help anyone. “The only way out of here is if at least one of your bones is exhumed again.”
Her form seems to be shrinking. Her shoulders slump, her arms fall down to her sides. Her eyes project nothing but pure despair. “That’s never going to happen,” she whispers.
“Never say never,” Clothilde says as she jumps up to perch on the closest headstone. “And besides, we’re hoping to help you move on from this world. That you can do without your bones.”
“Move on?”
“You know.” Clothilde waves a hand toward the sky. “Moving on? To a better place? Wherever it is that all souls go when they’ve tied up their unfinished business?”
Louise doesn’t seem to be making much sense of what Clothilde is saying. She mouths the words “unfinished business.”
I glance around the cemetery, trying to judge if any of the graves look recent. “Have you… Has there been any other ghosts here since you died?”
A tear forms at the corner of Louise’s eye and she shakes her head. “Old Bernard died a couple of years ago, but there was no ghost. Not everybody becomes ghosts?”
“Only the ones with unfinished business,” I reply. “And once that’s taken care of, they can move on. To a place we’re certain is better.”
“That wouldn’t take much.” The loneliness in her eyes is killing me.
“We were kind of hoping you were murdered,” Clothilde says with her usual tact, legs dangling through the headstone, hands under her jeans-clad thighs.
That gets her attention. “Why?”
“Because we think you were killed by the same people who killed us and we want to catch the bastards.” Clothilde flashes a smile—one that incites fear rather than joy. “Wanna help?”
Louise’s back straightens, her form becomes less translucent. The tips of her hair start lifting. “You can make Hardouin pay?”
Jackpot.






  
  Two


Evian huddles deeper into her jacket. Her nose is red from the cold and I think her teeth are chattering. When she feels our general excitement, she huffs. “This is going to take a while, isn’t it? She’s here and she has information?” 
“I’m afraid so,” I reply. “Maybe walk around for a bit to keep warm?”
Evian actually rolls her eyes at my suggestion, then pointedly looks around the tiny cemetery. But she starts walking up the central path, jumping a bit with each step. “Be quick about it, all right? I’m not losing any toes because of this.”
Louise watches our exchange with wide eyes. “She can hear you?” Her voice is reverent.
I wobble my hand. “Yes and no. She can’t actually, literally, hear us, but she’s extremely sensitive to ghosts and has gotten frighteningly good at interpreting whatever it is that she feels or hears. We came here to look for you, so when she feels our excitement, and probably your presence, she knows what that most likely means.”
The longing in Louise’s eyes is almost painful to watch.
“Have you been here alone all this time?” I ask her gently.
Louise nods, her movements shaky. “There are maybe a couple of visitors a month, but none of them ever heard me.”
“No other ghosts?”
She shakes her head.
“Well,” Clothilde says. “We’re here to help. You mentioned Hardouin? The guy who was mayor of Toulouse back in the day?”
Hearing the name shakes Louise out of her funk. Her focus is back and the loneliness in her eyes is replaced by anger. “He isn’t mayor anymore? I thought that guy would stay in office until he keeled over dead.”
“He did, actually,” I say as I lean against the cemetery wall. “Had a heart attack at his desk less than a year after you died. In any case he would have been very old today had he still been alive.”
“Hardouin is dead?” A smile begins to form and there’s a lightness to her voice that has me wondering if she’ll move on right now, simply from knowing her nemesis is in the grave.
But she stays as solid as us. Crossing her arms, she nods in satisfaction. “Good.”
“He wasn’t actually the one to kill you, was he?” Clothilde asks. “None of the other important players seem to have gotten their hands dirty.”
Louise looks from Clothilde to me and back again. “What other important players? What’s going on here?”
Despite Evian clearly getting cold, jumping up and down close to a crumbling family grave in the opposite corner, we take the time to explain the situation to Louise. About the large number of young women whose deaths were ruled suicides without any real investigation. About Gérard de Villenouvelle, who is about to go on trial for the murder and rape of six of these young women spanning over two decades. About the real estate scheme we know exists but still don’t understand the goal of. About Hélori Xavier, the group’s latest victim, who is also a ghost in one of Toulouse’s biggest cemeteries.
And about us, two of the earliest known victims: Clothilde, who fits the profile of politically invested young woman to the letter, and me, who got killed once I decided not to help the bad guys anymore.
“And then there’s Delphine Redon,” I explain, “who is clearly an important player and behind the attack on Captain Evian and Lieutenant Tulle in July. Her trial is also coming up, but contrary to de Villenouvelle, we’re not confident we have enough proof to actually put her behind bars.”
“We have to get this woman,” Clothilde says, her voice hard. “She’s the key to figuring out why they’re buying up that part of town, I know it. She’s been at this since the eighties.”
“I don’t remember ever meeting her.” Louise has sat down on a family grave marked Lopez, her back against the overgrown headstone. “I remember the name, but didn’t have anything to do with her directly. I don’t know if I’ll be able to help you.”
“I think you will,” I assure her. “Tell us about your death and the events leading up to it, and I’m sure we’ll find something of use.” At least I hope so. I’m tired of running into dead ends.
Louise doesn’t seem entirely convinced, but she starts talking. After being alone for two decades, talking to anyone about anything is a huge step up from silence.
Louise was politically active from a very young age. She grew up in the little village below us in the valley, with her mother running a small goat cheese business and her father being a mountain guide. Each parent made her aware of environmental issues in their own way—her father frustrated with the increasing pollution in his beloved Pyrenees and the damage inflicted in some regions because of excessive deforestation or wildfires, and her mother taking a firm stance on genetically modified organisms and the use of pesticides in agriculture. Her mother’s goat cheese came from her own goats, made by hand using a technique handed down through generations, and it was the best cheese Louise had ever tasted.
Her own conclusion to all this was that something needed to be done, and on a larger scale than just their little village. So she signed up with the Green party, started going to rallies in the region, and helping out where she could while learning the ropes. When she moved to Toulouse to study—agriculture with a side dish of history and politics—she quickly integrated with the city’s Green party and found herself taking on more and more responsibilities.
She was making a difference.
She came up against Mayor Hardouin time after time. The man had been in charge of the city since forever and knew how to get his way. He was used to getting his way. And a youngster like Louise certainly wasn’t going to stop him.
But she couldn’t stop trying.
Surely, there was a way to get through to the man, a way to make him see reason. If they didn’t deal with some of the environmental issues now, future generations would pay the price.
But Hardouin refused to budge on a single issue. At one point, Louise even requested an authorization to plant one tree in one of the squares in the city center, to see if she could get something—anything—through, but even that got a rejection.
“He wouldn’t work with the Green party on anything,” Louise explains. “As a matter of principle. And I couldn’t let that stand.” Sighing, her eyes lift to look up at the stark peaks above us, but I don’t think she’s actually seeing them. “So instead of trying for something really small, I went for something really big.”
“You try to ban all cars from Toulouse or something?” Clothilde grins.
Louise’s returning smile gives me hope there’s some fight left in this young woman. “That probably would have pissed him off about as much. But no. What I wanted was to build an entire Green neighborhood. Self-sufficient in energy, treating its own waste, producing at least some of its own food, and with schools, grocery stores, pharmacies, and all that, within walking distance. I wanted to show real-life proof that it was feasible. I even found an area where half the buildings stood empty and no developer had ever shown any interest.”
“Let me guess,” I say, excitement rising in my chest. “To the north of the city? Close to the large, blue water tower that’s visible from everywhere in that part of town?” Said water tower was less than a hundred meters from the intersection Clothilde had been making noise about, and not much farther from an empty nursing home that one of the other victims had shown interest in.
Louise’s eyebrows shoot up. “Yes, that’s exactly it. How did you know?”
Clothilde jumps down from her perch and walks over to place a hand on Louise’s shoulder. “It means you’re one of us, Louise. You stuck your nose where they didn’t want it, so they got rid of you.”
“Why? What are they doing with the place?”
Clothilde throws her hands in the air. “We have no idea! They’re buying up all the property, but so far, they haven’t done anything with it. And it’s been thirty years!”
“This is why we need your help, Louise,” I say. “We need to know what they’re doing, why they’re doing it, or where they’ve hidden the evidence.”
“Evidence of what?”
“Anything.”
My reply is flippant, but Louise takes it seriously. As she frowns in concentration, she taps her lower lip with her index finger. “I may know where to find evidence.”
I’m so surprised I think I blink out of existence for a second. I didn’t expect her to be able to help us, and especially not on finding evidence.
“I’m sure my cousin Patricia will be able to help you.” Louise frowns. “If she’s still alive.” A glance toward her own grave. “She’s alive. Or she’d have ended up in here with me.” I think she shudders.
“How can Patricia help?” Clothilde asks.
“Patricia is fascinated with…well, everything. Once she wants to learn about something, she learns everything. After seeing an anthill during a hike when we were ten, she didn’t just learn everything about that type of ant, she learned about every type of ant. And every animal feeding off ants. And the ecosystem around them… You get my point.”
Louise meets my gaze. “During the last year I was alive, she got fixated on Hardouin after I ranted about him one night. I used her research several times when I came up against the mayor or someone else from his team.
“She would have kept researching the guy until there was nothing left to learn. And the woman kept logs and proof of everything.”
Looks like we’ll be paying cousin Patricia a visit.






  
  Three


Standing in front of Amina’s door, Emeline runs a hand through her hair and takes a deep breath. They’ve known each other since Emeline moved in here a few weeks after coming to Toulouse and have been a couple for almost three months. And yet, every time Emeline comes over, she gets nervous before knocking. Her palms are sweaty and her heart’s beating erratically in her chest. Her legs can’t quite figure out if they should aim for parade rest or some cooler, more relaxed civilian stance. 
At least the ghosts aren’t here to witness her weakness. It still feels odd not to carry the bracelets with their finger bones on her wrist at all times—she feels kind of naked without them, like a part of her is missing—but bringing along two ghost stowaways when you’re on a date with your girlfriend just isn’t what she needs to create the right mood. Emeline has grown very fond of Robert and Clothilde over the past months, and has made it her mission to help them get justice for what was done to them three decades ago, but having them hang over her shoulder when she kisses Amina? No thank you.
So whenever she’s going over to Amina’s—just down the hallway from her crappy, temporary rental apartment—she leaves the bracelets and the ghosts behind.
It’s nice to have some silence in her head again.
Even if it means stressing over knocking on her girlfriend’s door for no coherent reason.
Taking a deep breath, Emeline raises her hand and knocks.
Two seconds later, Amina rips the door open, a blinding smile on her face and her beautiful green eyes sparkling. Emeline barely has the time to get out a hello before Amina throws her arms around Emeline’s neck and plants a big kiss on her mouth.
Well, it’s much better than just saying a boring hello, that’s for sure.
Emeline kisses her girlfriend back, pulling her close. The nervousness from earlier falls away, replaced by the simple joy of holding this beautiful and wonderful woman in her arms, marveling that her feelings are reciprocated.
“You showered before coming over?” Amina asks as she runs her fingers down Emeline’s arm, grabbing onto her hand and pulling her into her colorful and beautifully decorated apartment.
Emeline feels her cheeks heating at Amina’s implication, but she’s getting better at not feeling embarrassed by these things. “After an hour and a half in the car to get back here from that godforsaken village in the Pyrenees, with the heating on full blast the entire way, I still couldn’t feel my toes, so I took a shower to get heated back up.”
“Ah.” Amina doesn’t seem disappointed the shower wasn’t for her benefit. She simply leads Emeline to the dining table, pushing her into her chair. Two colorfully decorated plates, red water glasses and yellow wine glasses, four candles, and a bottle of white wine—a setup Emeline still hasn’t gotten used to coming home to, even after three months of Amina doing this almost daily.
Amina goes to grab a steaming pan of whatever they’re eating—something spicy by the smell of it—from the stove. “You could have just come straight here, you know. I’m sure I could have figured out a way to get you warm.”
Emeline’s only response to the accompanying wink is a gulp, which makes Amina throw out a peal of laughter.
Knowing when Emeline has reached her max of embarrassment, Amina changes the subject. “So did the girl in the Pyrenees turn into a ghost? Or did you almost lose a toe to frostbite for nothing?”
Although Emeline is grateful to get the focus away from her embarrassed prudishness, the new subject isn’t exactly her favorite either. Emeline’s life is intimately entwined with ghosts since she’s more sensitive to their interventions than most, but her girlfriend’s fascination with them still makes her uncomfortable.
Amina’s guest room used to be haunted by the ghost of a young woman named Constantine. Although Amina herself isn’t sensitive to ghosts at all, she threw herself into learning how to communicate with the other side of the veil by taking clairvoyance classes and attempting to communicate with Constantine in any way possible. With the help of Emeline, Robert, and Clothilde, they managed to help Constantine find peace. Unfortunately, that didn’t put a stop to Amina’s fascination.
“The reason I got so cold is because we had to stay for over an hour,” Emeline says. “Louise was indeed there as a ghost, and she had quite a few things to tell us.” After her hot shower, Emeline spent an hour bent over her laptop, letting Robert dictate the highlights of their conversation with the other ghost. They’d need to do another session—and although Emeline was much happier with using a computer than the dreaded Ouija board, she still didn’t like it because it made her feel like a carnival hack and if anyone at the station found out, she’d lose all credibility—but the rest could wait until tomorrow.
Amina leans forward, her chin resting on her folded hands, her elbows on the table, and her eyes alight with excitement. “Does she remember who killed her? Was she involved in this whole scheme you’re looking into?”
How Emeline hates discussing the case with her girlfriend. Unfortunately, once she’d started, she couldn’t very well stop. Whenever Amina knows Emeline is holding something back, she gets pouty and offended.
It’s not even the thirty-year-long conspiracy she’s interested in. Anything to do with a ghost, and Amina wants to learn about it.
So Emeline has become an expert in determining what information to share, and what to hold back so far that Amina doesn’t even realize it’s missing.
“Like everybody else, she doesn’t remember how she died. She has no memory of her last day. But she did tell us she was part of the Green party here in Toulouse and was actively working against the mayor at the time. And promoting a project in the area we’ve been focusing on.”
“Bingo!” Clapping her hands, Amina pours them both a glass of wine and fills up Emeline’s plate with some sort of stew teeming with vegetables, various types of meat, and a ton of spices. “And how did she react when you left?”
Emeline shudders as she thinks back. This part she always tells Amina about. It has nothing to do with the case, won’t put her in danger, and she’s very good at reassuring Emeline there wasn’t anything she could have done to make things better.
Every single time they’ve found a ghost at one of the victims’ graves, leaving has been total torture. For the first time, the poor women get someone to talk to about their plight, someone who understands and believes them, and then when they’ve given up the little information they have, Emeline, Robert, and Clothilde have to abandon them again.
Some of them are in cemeteries with other ghosts, so they’re not left completely alone. They still have someone to talk to if they want, even if they’re rarely as lucky as Clothilde and Robert, who became close friends as they waited for the opportunity to deal with their unfinished business. Still, having someone come in and declare they believe they didn’t kill themselves but were murdered as part of a conspiracy, only to leave after an hour or two with no guarantee they’d be back? The ghosts are rarely happy to see them go.
But the ones like Louise, who are all alone in their cemetery? They scream and yell and plead. And although Emeline can’t hear their actual words, she can feel them and sometimes catch a glimpse of them out of the corner of her eye.
Louise, who is clearly still a firm believer in her cause even after all this time, and who is facing the prospect of eternity with no other ghosts and hardly any living visitors, decided to put up a fight.
With Emeline.
“She tried to hold me back,” Emeline says, looking into the depths of her wine glass but not yet taking a sip. “She grabbed my hands, pushed at my torso, did something in my head… I basically stumbled out through the gate, only knowing which direction to go because Robert was guiding me.”
“And Clothilde?”
“She had to fight back.” Of the two, Clothilde is clearly the fighter. She’s the strongest when it comes to affecting the world of the living—not that she can do much more than move some dust, but it’s more than Robert can do—but also when interacting physically, if that is even the right word, with other ghosts. She’s the tornado where Robert is the calm at the center of the storm.
Amina’s hand goes to her mouth. “But she wasn’t crazy before that? Just upset you had to leave her behind?”
Emeline nods. “She wanted me to get her exhumed. Or ask her family to dig her up. Or do it myself with my bare hands.” She closes her eyes and sighs. “She couldn’t bear the thought of being left alone in there again.”
Amina reaches across the table to squeeze Emeline’s hand. “It’s not your fault. You’re already doing what you can. I’m sure she realized that as soon as she calmed down.”
“I know. Doesn’t make it any easier to walk away.” She’d love nothing more than to have all the young women exhumed again. And although she would in no way be amenable to taking all the ghosts with her on her wrist, she could at least put them somewhere together, or find someone else to take them on, like a ghostly adoptive service or something. But having a body exhumed can’t be done on a whim. She’d need a reason, and that one had already been used up when they went looking for proof of foul play months ago.
Amina bites her lip. “Maybe I should go visit her.”
Emeline’s eyebrows shoot up. “I beg your pardon?”
“I could make a day of it. Go for a walk up the valley, talk to the locals. And drop by the cemetery to have a chat.”
“You don’t hear the ghosts.”
“But they can hear me.” Amina shrugs and flashes a smile. “Maybe I could be of help, for once. You said she was part of the Green party? She’d probably like to have some news of how they’re doing, right?”
Considering the state of the world and how little is being done to deal with global warming, Emeline isn’t so sure, but she has to admit the idea is sound. If Amina wants to feed her passion for ghosts and can bring some much-needed company to Louise while she’s at it, where’s the harm?
So long as Emeline doesn’t need to be there, it’s all good.






  
  Four


Patricia Verges lives no more than a five-minute walk from the intersection Clothilde was focused on before she died, the thing that most likely got her killed. It’s inside the limits of the Green neighborhood her cousin Louise wanted to set up, and just down the road from the real estate our most recent victim, Hélori Xavier, was showing interest in. 
I’m not sure if it’s even possible to chalk this up to coincidence.
Despite their annoyance with Toulouse’s constant traffic jams, Evian and Doubira have decided to go by car. At first, Evian wanted to use public transport, but a quick check on how long that would take made her change her mind. One metro and two buses for a total of an hour and a half? She chose forty minutes in the car instead.
It’s a typical November morning, with a low-hanging blanket of clouds threatening rain, a temperature somewhere between five and ten degrees Celsius, and a general feeling that summer has never existed and never will. Evian is bundled up in the warmest clothes she owns, with her black bomber jacket, a long gray scarf, and a black knitted bonnet. She even has a pair of leather gloves shoved into her pocket, though at the moment she isn’t wearing them.
Doubira, who never seemed to get hot in summer, no matter how high the temperatures rose, isn’t quite as comfortable in the cold.
Understatement of the year. The man is wearing a dark blue bubble jacket that makes him look twice as big, a thick green knitted cap with a pompom, and skiing gloves. When Evian picked him up, he was first wearing white moon boots, but Evian made him go back in and change into different footwear or she wasn’t taking him anywhere. So now he’s wearing army boots and I’d wager anything he’s wearing at least three pairs of socks to keep warm.
Evian filled Doubira in on our findings with Louise Verges in the Pyrenees in the car. While they’re both working on the case, they quickly discovered there was no point in Doubira coming along for the ghostly interrogations. All it did was create friction between the two partners because Doubira is still not quite sure he believes in ghosts—despite having interacted with us on several occasions—or, when he does, if he can trust us. Then there’s always the question of how to explain what they’re doing to their superiors, should that ever be necessary.
At the moment, it isn’t. Commander Diome has been giving Evian a lot of free rein, to the extent that she sometimes wonders if he still remembers she’s out here, investigating our deaths. I suspect Diome is fighting his own battles within the hierarchy of the police force and as long as we’re left alone, it means he’s winning more than he’s losing.
I’m glad Evian and Doubira have found a way of working that suits them. Evian goes to the cemeteries to let us interview the ghosts, we report to her through laborious dictation on her laptop, then she passes the information on to Doubira. He can then pretend she got the information through more traditional means and we can all focus on what’s next.
Which is Patricia Verges. According to the information Nadine Tulle dug up for us, she is forty-nine years old and works in a grocery store less than five hundred meters from where she lives. She has worked there for the last fifteen years, never changing positions, never complaining about it. Her colleagues describe her as “kind of crazy, but not in a bad way,” and not a single one of them has ever talked to her outside of work.
Her apartment building has only two floors and looks run-down, even for something built in the seventies. The window of one of the ground floor units is boarded up and only half the other units look lived in. The parking lot has an equal amount of asphalt and weeds and the single tree at the edge of the plot sports a broken branch that needed attention about five years ago.
“Nice place,” Clothilde says as she mimics Evian stretching her legs after getting out of the little rental car.
“I’m guessing having a nice place to live isn’t very high on this woman’s list of priorities.” Although I’m usually the one to pretend like I’m still alive while Clothilde walks through objects like they aren’t there, I don’t stretch, or pretend to feel the cold, or make ghostly smoke come out of my mouth. I’m too focused on the task ahead, and for every new thing I learn about Patricia Verges, I get more excited.
Is this woman hyper-focused enough to have continued working on the task her cousin gave her over twenty years ago? Even if she did stop at some point, she might have discovered something of interest back in the nineties, and I’m guessing she’s not of the sort to forget anything.
Evian and Doubira bypass the broken intercom at the front door and hurry up the stairs. Evian doesn’t even need to choose not to take the elevator—it’s out of order. They find the door to apartment number fourteen.
They have to knock three times before we hear any movement inside the apartment. According to Tulle, Patricia doesn’t start her shift until early afternoon, and everybody was of the opinion the woman should be home until then, but I’m on the verge of giving up when the door finally slides open.
At least there’s no doubt we have the right woman. She looks like an older version of Louise Verges, with long blonde hair and clear green eyes. Her jaw is a little narrower and her nose a little bigger, but the two are definitely related.
“Patricia Verges?” Evian says. “I’m Captain Evian and this is Lieutenant Doubira. We’re investigating cold cases and have come across your cousin Louise’s file. Would you mind answering a few questions? We’re hoping you might help shed some light on the circumstances around your cousin’s death.”
“She was murdered,” Patricia says, with an odd lack of inflection to her voice.
“I know,” Evian replies.
That was apparently the secret phrase to unlock access to Patricia’s home. She steps back and opens the door wide. “Come in, officers. Please excuse the mess.” The last part is said in a way that makes me believe someone has told her to say this to visitors, but she doesn’t understand why.
I do. I thought Evian’s place was a mess when she had Clothilde’s old stuff everywhere, but it had nothing on this.
There are pictures and papers everywhere. I assume that lump in the middle of the room used to be a dinner table. There are papers piled on top of it so high it reaches over Evian’s head. There are papers under it, filling in every available space. Bookcases line all the walls, but there isn’t a single book in sight—only papers. The kitchen is blessedly empty of anything but normal kitchen equipment but a quick glance through the open bedroom door shows another room overflowing with documents.
“She kept working,” I say in awe. “She kept looking for information even after her cousin died.”
Normally, Clothilde should be perching on something by now. There are so many spots to choose from, she should be like a kid at Disney World. But she just keeps turning, looking from pile to pile, her mouth open in shock.
“You think all of this is from looking into Hardouin?”
I glance at the titles of two of the documents on top of the closest piles. “Reports of odd activities, the police suspected of not really investigating.” A picture on the next pile. “A construction permit where the date has been smudged. It’s clearly been hanging in front of the building for years.”
Our gazes meet and I can hardly contain my excitement. “I think she expanded her search.”
While Patricia is standing patiently in the middle of the room, her hands clasped in front of her, her expression empty, Evian and Doubira gingerly step into the woman’s home. They take in the papers, the pictures, the only rickety chair available for use.
While Evian doesn’t seem to know what to make of the situation, her gaze going from pile to pile, Doubira is smiling kindly, his eyes solely on Patricia.
“I take it you continued the research your cousin Louise asked of you after she passed away?” he says.
“It isn’t finished,” Patricia says, again without inflection. “I can’t stop until I have all the pieces.”
“Of course,” Doubira says, as if spending twenty years researching the same thing is something anyone would do. “We’d love to hear all about it, if you don’t mind?”






  
  Five


It’s the first time Doubira takes the lead in questioning a witness. Usually, Evian does the talking and Doubira stays in the background, interjecting with one or two questions. Somehow, the towering piles of papers have thrown Evian off her game. I don’t think she’s scared or confused, rather not wanting to get on the woman’s bad side by saying something that might be taken as a criticism. 
Clothilde is in a similar state, although she has decided the piles are safe for perching on and chooses one that’s about shoulder height in the corner.
“Louise asked you to look into Monsieur Hardouin’s activities in this neighborhood, right?” Doubira asks.
“Yes.” Patricia nods curtly. “But I’m not done.”
“Even though the mayor passed away many years ago?”
“Monsieur Hardouin was not what was important,” Patricia says, still without inflection or emotion. “The project he was working on was. And that isn’t done.”
I glance around the room again, at what must be tens of thousands of documents. Is it all really in relation to our case? Have we hit the motherload?
Doubira points to the piles. “All of this is about that project.”
“Yes, of course.” Patricia glances to Evian, still standing stock still close to the door, and back to Doubira. A first hint of uncertainty seeps into her features. “Can I offer you anything to drink?” The words are stilted, as if rehearsed without real understanding of their meaning.
“That
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