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Another death is coming, I can feel it.


Maybe I gained a sixth sense when I decided I would be the last person to hold Meggie Forster. The last person to touch her skin. The last to brush her hair.


It wasn’t murder. I was protecting her from the others, the ones who wanted to exploit her face, her name, her soul.


Yet the news headlines talked of slaughter. No! She left the world so gently, under that feather pillow. I made sure of that.


Those unjust stories make me burn with rage, though I try to stay calm. Alice calms me. She is every bit as radiant as her elder sister, but unlike Meggie, Alice doesn’t see how special she is. Which, of course, makes her even more precious.


But her obsession with truth endangers us both. An innocent like Alice doesn’t realise that in this ugly world, there are a billion versions of the truth. If she cannot accept my version, then another death is inevitable.
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Happiness is simple. All you need are the people you love.


After Meggie died, I thought I’d never be happy again. Yet here I am on the Beach, where life is absolute heaven. I can hear my sister humming softly as she draws patterns in the sand. I feel the warmth of the sun on my skin, and the touch of Danny’s body against mine, and the sway of the hammock as the sea breeze rocks us.


How many people get a second chance like this?


‘Are you daydreaming again, Alice?’


I hesitate before I open my eyes, because there’s always the fear that one day this could all disappear.


But Danny’s still there, his face so close to mine that I can’t decide whether to touch him or just admire him: eyes as green as a tropical lagoon, blond hair that’s curly after swimming (he hates that, I love it), lips that fit mine so well it’d be a crime not to kiss them again . . .


‘Why would I need to daydream?’ I whisper. ‘Everything I want is within reach.’ And to prove it, I reach out to take his hand.


‘Right answer.’ He leans in to kiss me.


‘Come on! Guys! Can you not leave each other alone for a minute? I will have to throw a bucket of water over you, like they do with dogs!’


Javier is the grit in the pearl of paradise: sarcastic, occasionally cruel. But I can’t imagine Soul Beach without him. Every group needs a comedian. Some of his jokes are on the dark side, but he is dead. That could give anyone a strange sense of humour.


Danny and I smile at each other. Maybe we should make an effort to be more sociable.


We whisper, ‘Three, two, one . . .’ then tumble out of the hammock onto the soft bed of pillows below. However hard we try to do it gracefully, it never works. Maybe it’s because we can’t resist hanging onto each other till the last possible moment.


‘Such elegance!’ Javier scoffs, and my sister giggles. Beach life seems to suit her more and more. Her hair is blonder, her million-dollar smile now worth at least a billion. When she was alive, the TV production people kept telling her to lose weight – ‘the camera adds five kilos and the audience only votes for thin girls’ – but now she’s happy in herself and has the perfect figure again.


Danny and I checkout Meggie’s drawing. It’s a bird-of-paradise flower, with spiky petals sprouting like wings. ‘You’ve got hidden talents, big sis.’


She laughs. ‘I’m inspired by how beautiful the Beach is now, thanks to a certain Very Important Person.’


I blush. When I first arrived here, it was beautiful but barren. There were no exotic flowers springing up from the sand, no jewelled birds swooping across the blue sky, or diving towards the ocean where metallic fish ripple through the warm water.


Then I helped a desperate girl called Triti to escape, and the Beach became more bewitching for those left behind – almost like I’d unlocked a new level of experiences by doing the right thing.


And since then . . . I can’t get used to the hushed tones the Guests on Soul Beach use when they talk about me. Especially not the way Meggie talks about me. When she was alive, she was the star: the prettier, smarter, more talented sister.


But now I’m the one who stands out. Everyone wants a Visitor, but I’m the only one anyone can remember. In my real life, I’m just sixteen. I can’t even drive.


Here, I can change lives – and afterlives, too. Sure, the Beach seems like paradise, but there’s no way out. Unless I can solve the mystery of a Guest’s death, as I did with Triti. Then they can find peace. Or at least, disappear. No one knows where they go.


It’s my sister’s death that brought me here, of course. Her killer’s still out there, and finding who murdered Meggie is my top priority. Even though if I do that, I’m terrified I might lose her for good, and the Beach too.


‘You’re the best, Alice Florence Forster. You know that?’ Meggie says. ‘Don’t you dare leave me, right? Not ever?’


I smile at her, but I don’t say anything, because I can’t promise her that, and she knows I can’t. Anything could happen.


Out in the bay, some Guests are wading out to neck height, catching fish. There’s talk of barbecuing the catch later, when the sun’s gone down. I’ll probably leave, then, because the one thing I can’t do here is taste. Sometimes I forget, and reach out for a slice of mango, or an ice-cold beer, and as I raise it to my lips, it tastes of ashes . . .


Or worse, of nothing. And that breaks the spell of the Beach, and brings me back to earth in my dingy bedroom, where I’m hunched over my laptop. And that starts the doubts off again: is soulbeach.org a hoax, or even some kind of mirage I’ve invented because I can’t bear the thought of Meggie being dead?


But her hugs and Danny’s kisses and even Javier’s insults seem so much more real than homework, chores and bitter April gales.


‘You daydreaming again?’


I blink. ‘I told you, I’m not day—’


But then I realise I must have been, because something’s changed. Meggie and Javier have disappeared, and the Guests are rushing towards the water’s edge and in the far distance there’s a single figure, the head only just above the waves.


The swimmer seems to be struggling, even though it’s impossible to drown off Soul Beach. You can’t die twice.


‘It’s someone new,’ Danny says.


I turn towards him. ‘A new Guest?’


He tries to smile. ‘Must be. Poor bastard. This is how we all arrive, as a castaway. I still remember washing up here, coughing, blinking. None of it made sense. Where was I? Was I alive? Who were all these people?’ He shivers, then stands up. ‘Come on. You want to understand the Beach? Then you’d better see how it all begins.’
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The walk towards the water’s edge takes effort, our feet sinking into the hot, dry sand. Ahead of us, more Guests than I’ve ever seen appear from nowhere. A hundred, maybe more. The chatter gets louder, shriller.


‘It’s a guy.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I can’t see him. Is he cute?’


‘Is that all you girls ever think about?’ Javier’s voice rises above the hubbub. ‘The guy’s just died. He’s about to discover the so-called gift of eternal life. Show some humanity, please.’ It is a man, tripping and staggering as the waves sweep him ashore. He struggles to stay upright, arms held up, reaching out for something or someone to steady him.


My lungs won’t work. I gasp for air but nothing comes. I feel his terror. His breathlessness. The sensation of Danny’s hand gripping mine becomes more distant, and I’m floating above everyone and everything.


Is this what dying feels like?


‘Alice. What’s up?’


Danny’s voice is so far away, soft above the uglier sound of Guests gossiping.


‘Where do you think he’s from? He has auburn hair. Quite Celtic looking.’


‘Ugh, but he’s too short. When are they going to send someone taller? Plus, he’s a mess.’


‘Be fair on the guy. I bet you didn’t look so hot when you’d just died, did you?’


I lean against Danny. My vision is blurred, my breath short. ‘I’m . . . OK. But this feels so intrusive.’


No one else seems to care. I’m shivering. What’s that phrase? It’s like someone walking over my grave. Even though I’m the only one on the Beach who doesn’t have a grave.


Danny nods towards the bar, which is deserted. ‘Now could be a good time for a drink.’


I’m about to agree when something makes me stop.


‘Where’s my sister? We should find her first.’


I scan the faces, looking for Meggie. I hate the idea that she’s alone in the crowd. In spite of the fierce sunshine and the azure sky, the Beach feels a dark, raw place right now.


Then I see her. She’s almost at the water’s edge, her long hair blowing in the breeze. I’m about to call out to her, beg her to stay away because it’s bound to remind her of her own first hours on the Beach . . .


But then I see him and I can’t call out. Can’t even breathe.


My eyes lock onto the shipwrecked man.


No.


Impossible.


It can’t be.


But even as my mind fights it, my heart knows it is him. Red-gold curls, freckles, that bewildered expression. It’s a face I haven’t seen for eleven months, yet I could draw it from memory.


It’s Tim.


The first – the only – boy my sister’s ever fallen in love with.


And the chief suspect in her murder.
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Random thoughts fire as fast as bullets from a machine gun.


Tim is on the Beach.


Everyone on the Beach is dead.


Except Visitors.


But everyone says I’m the only Visitor to show up in a very long time . . .


Tim’s eyes are wide with panic.


If Tim’s not a visitor, he must be dead.


A tightness spreads from my chest up to my throat, as though I’m being choked. Danny is frowning at me.


‘You look terrible. What’s up?’


I want to tell him everything: how Tim was the love of Meggie’s life. And the police’s number one suspect. How in my last phone conversation with him, Tim promised me he didn’t kill her. Told me his own life meant nothing with her gone.


But I daren’t say any of it. As a Visitor I must watch every word. Nothing can upset a Guest, or remind them of how they came to be on the Beach. Break that rule, and I’ll be banned forever from the site.


I made that mistake once, when I’d just found this place: I dared to ask my sister who she thought might have murdered her. The Beach disappeared before she could answer, and with it, all my hopes. I was only allowed back because I was new, and unfamiliar with the rules. Second time round, there’d be no mercy.


I’d lose the Beach, lose everything.


‘Later, Danny,’ I say. My voice sounds like a stranger’s, hoarse with dread.


The Guests are moving forward, packed together so tightly that we’re being pulled along with them.


Tim is dead. But how did he die? Was he murdered too?


I watch him scrambling ashore, as though he’s climbing the summit of a mountain, rather than simply stepping out of the water onto the sand. He’s come a long way, so he must be exhausted. My instinct is to run to him, hold him, help him ashore. Tell him everything will be all right.


But that would be a lie.


He’s blinking constantly, as though if he does it often enough, he’ll see something different.


Already the Beach has changed him. In real life, he barely noticed what he wore, sticking to jeans and t-shirt whatever the weather or the occasion. I remember him at Meggie’s first outdoor gig, his face turning ice blue because he’d not realised everyone else was wrapped up for a winter’s night. He hadn’t even remembered his coat. His mind was always on higher things.


Now he’s in ‘Beach uniform’ – surfer shorts, linen shirt in flame red – and even though it’s dripping wet, it makes him look like every other Guest here. He never had those muscles in his arms before, and I don’t think I ever saw him clean-shaven, as he is now.


He’s a Guest. No doubt. A too beautiful version of his living self: transformed by death into a phoenix Tim, bearing no sign of how he died.


Danny takes my hand. ‘You’re frozen.’


‘It’s the shock of seeing Tim.’ Then I realise what I’ve said. Perhaps even speaking his name is a breach of the rules.


But Danny doesn’t disappear. He stares at me. ‘Tim? Meggie’s boyfriend?’


I nod. It must be safer than speaking.


‘Jeez, Alice.’ Danny shakes his head. ‘Does that mean . . . the person who killed Meggie might have killed Tim? Why is he here, else?’ Danny doesn’t have to be careful what he says, because he won’t be banished from the Beach, even if he wanted to be. Paradise is forever.


Even as I nod, I realise there’s another, darker possible reason for Tim being here. Maybe he did smother my sister. And he’s here now because he couldn’t live with the guilt . . .


‘Danny, we need to find Meggie before—’


But then I see her myself, three rows of Guests away from me. I shout out, but my voice is lost in the chatter as Tim finally makes it onto the shore.


Too late.


‘Tim?’ Her voice trembles as she pushes towards him. I try to reach her but too many Guests are in the way. They’re not moving. They’re too gripped by the drama.


‘Tim,’ Meggie whispers. It’s not a question anymore. He’s gawping back at her.


Meggie stops a couple of steps away from him. She’s shaking her head, but there’s something in the way she’s gazing at him that tells me nothing has changed for her, that she still loves him.


The Beach holds its breath.


And then I hear knocking. It’s coming from such a long way away.


‘Alice?’ My father’s voice, his breaking-bad-news voice, the one I’ve heard too many times in the last few months.


Shit. Not now.


Meggie takes another step towards Tim.


‘Alice, if you’re online again, I promise I won’t tell your mother. But I do need you to open the door now.’


I shut the laptop lid as gently as possible. ‘Dad? I’m not online. I’m asleep. It’s one in the morning.’


‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I wouldn’t wake you if it wasn’t urgent. It’s just . . . we have a visitor. And he wants to talk to all of us together.’
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The policeman is sitting at our dining-room table, his backside too big for the chair. Usually they send the family liaison woman. She knows us so well now that she always puts the right number of sugars in Dad’s tea and offers Mum a tissue before she even begins to cry.


Either Mrs Family Liaison has got the night off, or the fat guy is here because the news is too serious for her to break.


I think about Tim, on the Beach. Of course it’s serious.


We sit round the table as though we’re about to have Sunday lunch, even though the sky is midnight blue, and we’re all in our dressing gowns except for the policeman. He puts his chubby fists together, and I half expect him to say grace.


Instead he says, ‘I’m afraid I have some shocking news.’ His breath condenses like smoke in the cold air.


Mum reaches for my hand and my dad’s. Perhaps she thinks that we’re safe, so long as we’re all together. She’s wrong.


‘Timothy Ashley was found dead tonight. Well, last night. A little over four hours ago.’


Mum’s hand flies to her mouth. Dad closes his eyes. And even though I knew already, the words are still shocking.


‘Suicide!’ my mother cries out. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Her eyes have a crazy glint, the one they always get when she’s thinking about Tim.


The policeman’s face doesn’t change. ‘At this stage we are awaiting the results of the post mortem examination.’


Dad shakes his head. ‘Come on. Surely you can give us more than that? We are . . . involved, after all.’


The policeman sighs. ‘The circumstances are that Mr Ashley’s flatmate,’ he checks his notes, ‘. . . Adrian Black, returned home last night just after nine o’clock, and discovered the deceased’s body in the kitchen.’


Ade found him.


‘How did he die?’ I ask.


The policeman looks at me for the first time. ‘He appears to have died from asphyxiation.’


That means suffocation. Meggie was suffocated. Someone held a pillow over her face until all her breath was gone.


‘Someone smothered Tim?’ Dad whispers.


The policeman shakes his head. ‘No. A plastic bag . . . It’s a method suicides sometimes use. He was slumped over the kitchen table. Alcohol was found alongside his body, too.’


Acid fills my throat as I picture him drinking alone, then deciding he couldn’t face the world anymore. She lit up my world . . . and now the world feels so dark without her.


It’s one of the last things he said to me.


‘And a note?’ Dad asks.


Dad’s question helps me focus. I need to know more before I go back to the Beach, before I talk to him. If it was Tim who killed Meggie and then himself, I am certain he’d have left a note to explain what he did, and why. He’d know that he owed us that.


‘As I understand it, nothing in the nature of a note has been found.’


The Tim I know wouldn’t have left this unfinished. So any doubts I had about his guilt disappear, in an instant. I feel I can breathe again.


Until I remember: if he didn’t kill himself, someone must have killed him.


‘However, the circumstances do point strongly towards Mr Ashley having taken his own life,’ the officer says.


‘But you’re keeping an open mind? While you investigate?’ The policeman looks cross with me, almost. ‘The details have been passed to the coroner. It’s not our remit anymore.’


‘You’ve already decided it’s not suspicious! Even though it’s possible he could have been killed by the same person that killed Meggie. Did you think of that?’


Mum stands up and puts her hands on my shoulders.


‘Alice, love, it’s over. I know you thought Tim was innocent, but you must see this changes things.’


Dad’s still thinking it through. ‘You understand why emotions are running high, officer. I know you can’t talk on the record, but does this effectively mean the inquiry into Meggie’s murder will be closed?’


The policeman examines his neatly clipped fingernails. ‘Uh, I’d say that’s a fair assumption. We reached certain conclusions about Mr Ashley many months ago. This pretty much confirms them. I’m sorry. This must all be very distressing.’


A flash of anger passes across Mum’s face and I think she’s about to launch into a rant: that she’s not sorry, that Tim deserves all he got. But then Dad squeezes her hand and tears cascade down her face.


‘It’s over,’ she whispers, then she stares over my shoulder, as though she’s seen someone behind me. ‘Meggie. My darling. It’s over, at long last. You can sleep soundly now, darling, wherever you are.’


My blood turns to ice. I’m ninety-nine per cent sure that Meggie’s killer is still on the loose.


But the one per cent doubt is enough to terrify me. If it’s really over, then my sister will be leaving the Beach, forever. Before sunrise.


Please, no. I’m not ready to lose her for a second time.
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I need to get back online now.


‘I think I’ll go back to bed,’ I say. Mum kisses me on the forehead and Dad hugs me and I go into the kitchen to pour myself a glass of water.


Dad walks into the hallway with the policeman, who is trying to whisper but can’t control his bossy, booming voice.


‘. . . obviously the work of a lunatic fringe, but I wanted to warn you, in case they try to get in touch with you or your family.’


‘And you’re certain this Burning Truths website is connected to Meggie’s case?’ Dad asks. ‘But there are hundreds of tribute sites, aren’t there? We discovered that after she died.’


‘Yes, except this isn’t really a tribute site. This one focuses on trying to convince the world that Tim Ashley didn’t kill your daughter.’


‘What?’


Someone else believes he’s innocent! It’s enough to make my heart stop pounding, to make the fear that Meggie’s gone disappear. This must mean I’m not the only person who realises Tim’s death is not the end of the story.


‘One of our detectives found it by accident a fortnight ago. It’s a hysterical hotchpotch of wild statements with no evidence to back them up. We were pretty convinced that Tim was behind it except it’s been updated tonight. Since . . .’


‘Since he was found dead?’


‘Exactly. So we think he must have had help from a friend.’


‘Didn’t he pretty much lose all his mates after the stuff in the papers?’


‘You’d be surprised, Mr Forster. The smarter the killer, the more able they are to manipulate people. Especially females. You might want to keep an eye on that daughter of yours. They’re very vulnerable, teenage girls.’


As if my dad needs reminding of that after losing his eldest daughter.


I hear them say goodnight, and the front door opens, then closes. I peer into the hallway to see if the coast is clear for me to go upstairs. This Burning Truths website could change everything.


But my father hasn’t moved. He’s leaning his head against the wall, as though he’s about to fall over.


And when I turn towards the kitchen window, I see Mum step through the patio doors, onto the decking. Something’s changed. It takes me a few seconds to realise what. It’s snowing. Snow, in April. This has been the longest winter.


White flakes land on Mum’s hair as she reaches out to touch Meggie’s tree, a spindly olive we bought last autumn. In the moonlight it looks so fragile. I doubt it’ll survive this snow.


As I watch, my father joins her. He’s standing close to Mum, but he doesn’t touch her. She was always so warm and affectionate before Meggie died, but now she often can’t bear to be held.


I close my eyes, make a wish. We can’t go back in time, but I wish my parents could comfort each other, the way the Beach comforts me.


When I open my eyes again, my father is brushing snowflakes off Mum’s dressing gown sleeve. Mum looks up, then lets her body lean into his.


Despite the cold, watching them makes me feel a tiny bit warmer inside. If only I could join them.


But I need to be back on the Beach. I’m no longer terrified that Meggie’s gone, yet if anything, that makes it even more urgent.


Because if Meggie’s killer is still out there, and has murdered Tim too, then I cannot waste another second.
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I wedge two cushions against the gap under my bedroom door so Mum won’t be able to see the glow from the computer. Lately, she’s been nagging me more and more about how much time I spend online.


You’d think she’d be grateful that I’m at home, out of harm’s way. Not out there where Meggie and Tim’s killer could still be free . . .


For the first time, I realise the murderer could come after me. It’s like someone’s dropped an ice cube down my back. My fingers tremble as I type Burning Truths into my browser.






PLEASE ONLY CLICK THROUGH IF YOU ARE PREPARED FOR AN INJUSTICE SO TERRIBLE IT WILL MAKE YOU BURN WITH RAGE.








I hesitate. If I’d never clicked on the invitation to Soul Beach, I’d have seen the world differently. I might even be beginning to get on with my ‘real’ life.


But then I’d never have found my sister.


I click through. The screen turns black, before red and yellow lick across the screen like a flame, revealing the site behind.






BURNING TRUTHS


TIMOTHY ASHLEY IS INNOCENT


BELIEVE IT








The lettering is the Goth kind they use on vampire books. The whole design is like a Halloween piss-take. Except this is not funny at all.






BURNING TRUTHS IS ALL ABOUT JUSTICE FOR MEGAN FORSTER AND TIM ASHLEY.








I’ve seen some strange things online since Meggie died. First, her Facebook page filled up overnight with badly spelled messages, and videos of people sobbing into their webcams as though they’d known her personally.


When we closed her account down, fans moved to sickly tribute sites where virtual candles burned, and virtual angels with her face on them floated up to heaven.


But this is the strangest site yet.






WE ARE BURNING TO PROTECT THE INNOCENTS: ONE MURDERED, ONE PERSECUTED.








I scroll down . . .


‘Oh, Tim.’


His picture fills the screen. Not a snatched newspaper shot, or the airbrushed version I just glimpsed on the Beach. This photo was taken in a park, and makes him look hopeful and normal and bursting with, well, with life. His chestnut hair glows in the sunlight, and his hazel eyes look directly at the camera with no trace of guilt.


I’d forgotten all about that Tim. All the newspaper photos showed a haunted man who looked forty, not twenty.


I realise I’m crying.


I scrub my eyes with my fingers. No time for emotion. I fight to drag my gaze away from his photo, to read what’s below in even bigger, blood-red lettering.






URGENT UPDATE, 19 APRIL


TIM ASHLEY IS DEAD!








Suddenly it hits me: the news isn’t out there yet. Apart from Ade and the police and us, no one should know what’s happened to Tim.


And yet it’s all here, on the screen.






TIMOTHY DAVID ASHLEY WAS FOUND DEAD AT HIS HOME ON 19 APRIL, LESS THAN THREE WEEKS AFTER HIS TWENTY-FIRST BIRTHDAY.


THERE ARE NO MORE DETAILS YET, BUT BE ASSURED, THIS IS NOT THE END OF BURNING TRUTHS.


TWO LIVES HAVE BEEN LOST. WHATEVER HAS HAPPENED TO TIM, HE WAS AN INNOCENT, AND A VICTIM OF THE WORST KIND OF INJUSTICE.


THE BATTLE TO CLEAR TIM’S NAME WILL CONTINUE RIGHT HERE – IF YOU CARE, STAY WITH US, WEEP WITH US, BUT ALSO JOIN THE FIGHT. WE MUST USE ALL THE WEAPONS AT OUR       DISPOSAL: TRUTH, JUSTICE, REVENGE.








The language is more aggressive than anything I’ve read on a tribute site. The people – or person – behind Burning Truths sound unbalanced . . . but perhaps it’s anger that’s changed them. I know what that does to people.


I scroll down past the news update.






BACKGROUND: TIM ASHLEY, A STUDENT OF HISTORY AT GREENWICH UNIVERSITY, HIT PUBLIC ATTENTION AFTER HIS GIRLFRIEND, MEGAN LONDON FORSTER, APPEARED IN THE SING FOR YOUR       SUPPER TV REALITY/TALENT SHOW. HE APPEARED UNCOMFORTABLE IN THE LIMELIGHT WHEN HE ACCOMPANIED HIS GIRLFRIEND TO PREMIERES AND A-LIST PARTIES.


BUT FORSTER’S MURDER (21 MAY 2009) BROUGHT EVEN MORE UNWELCOME ATTENTION. THE MEDIA, APPARENTLY ACTING ON POLICE TIP-OFFS, MADE ASHLEY PRIME SUSPECT. HOWEVER,       REPEATED QUESTIONING BY DETECTIVES DID NOT RESULT IN ANY CHARGE, AND ASHLEY HIMSELF MAINTAINED A DIGNIFIED SILENCE.








I’m not crying anymore. It’s as though someone has read my mind. Does the person behind this site have inside information? The policeman was right: this is obviously written by someone who knew Tim.






ON THIS SITE, WE’RE KEEPING THE FAITH. WE HAVE EVIDENCE – REAL EVIDENCE – THAT CASTS DOUBT ON THE LEGITIMACY OF THE WITCH HUNT THAT TIM HAS ENDURED.       OVER TIME, WE WILL POST THAT EVIDENCE. THE REAL KILLER MUST BE BROUGHT TO JUSTICE SO THAT TIM’S NAME CAN BE CLEARED – AND NO ONE ELSE WILL DIE.








The only person I know who shared my doubts about Tim’s guilt is his flatmate. Yet this doesn’t sound like Ade. He was always calm and logical, helping me to speak to Tim on the phone about my suspicions, and helping Tim to stay sane.


And Ade was the one who found Tim’s body just a few hours ago. He must be in pieces. I can’t imagine that the first thing he’d do would be to post an announcement on a website.


At the bottom of the page, there’s a comment button:






BURNING TRUTHS BELIEVES THAT TIM ASHLEY IS INNOCENT. HELP US PROVE THAT! IF YOU KNOW ANYTHING AT ALL THAT MIGHT CONTRIBUTE TO THAT OBJECTIVE, PLEASE POST BELOW. EVEN IF       YOU SIMPLY BELIEVE, LIKE US, THAT HE WOULD NEVER HAVE HARMED ANYONE, ADD YOUR VOICE TO OUR CAMPAIGN. WE NEED YOUR HELP. REST ASSURED, YOUR CONTRIBUTION WILL BE ANONYMOUS: MEGAN’S KILLER       IS STILL OUT THERE AND WE WILL PROTECT YOUR IDENTITY AT ALL COSTS.








I’ve never considered leaving a message on one of these sites, but no one has added a single comment about Tim. It seems like the ultimate insult to his memory. I scroll back up to the picture. His eyes seem to follow mine.


There’s so much I could say about him: the way he was the only one of Meggie’s boyfriends who ever showed an interest in me as a real person, the way he looked after her, the way he sounded so lost without her when I spoke to him that last time.


I click on ADD YOUR COMMENT, but the page takes an age to refresh, and when it does, I gasp.


Someone got there before me.
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There’s one comment.





REST IN PEACE, TIM.


MORE PEACE THAN YOU FOUND HERE ON EARTH. THE BASTARDS WHO HOUNDED YOU WILL KNOW THE TRUTH ONE DAY. WHAT HAPPENED TO MEGGIE WASN’T YOUR FAULT.


WHATEVER PEOPLE THINK, IT WASN’T GUILT THAT MADE YOU END IT, BUT GRIEF.


YOUR FRIEND


JUSTICESEEKER#1 LEFT THIS MESSAGE AT 02.07








The comment was left just one minute ago. I re-read it three times. Whoever wrote this sounds so certain they’re right. Although the conspiracy theorists who blamed Meggie’s death on reality TV rivals or government plots also sounded convincing, in their own freakish ways.


I’m shivering, even though the radiator by my feet is blasting out heat. The only light comes from the laptop screen, and the black and red colours make the walls of my room look like a furnace. Yet I’m colder than I would be in the blizzard outside.


I look back at the screen and notice something new. There are two flashing icons at the top of the screen – I lean closer and realise they’re tiny black skulls. Next to them, a message says . . .






JUSTICESEEKERS ON THIS PAGE: 2








Which must mean whoever posted the message is still online.


I click on them and a window pops up.






JUSTICESEEKER#1 AND JUSTICESEEKER#2 ARE READY TO TALK.








It’s a chat app. Now what? I have no idea what to type.


‘Who are you?’ I whisper out loud. My typing is clumsy, my fingers ice cold as I key in What do you know?


I hit return and wait. My skull icon has turned blood red, and my question is in the same colour. JusticeSeeker#1’s black skull blinks back once.


And then disappears . . .






JUSTICESEEKER#1 HAS LEFT BURNINGTRUTHS.COM








No! I click wildly, but the chat window closes. I’m alone on the site.


Who is JusticeSeeker#1? Is it the same person who set up the site? But surely that person wouldn’t be leaving comments . . . So that could mean there are two other people out there who don’t think Tim killed my sister.


I’m not alone. After so many months of doubting myself, it feels good. I should leave a comment, too, so we can draw strength from each other.


But then I remember: I should have been on the Beach by now. I no longer believe my sister’s death has been resolved by Tim’s, so she shouldn’t have gone. Yet I still need to be there, to discover as much as I can about what happened last night before Ade found Tim dead.


In my inbox, I find the email that changed my life. The invitation Meggie sent me after she died is still my only way onto the Soul Beach website. You sure as hell can’t access it via Google.


‘Alice?’


It’s not the voice I wanted to hear, and I’m not where I want to be, either. I’m in the beach bar. Candles flicker on the tables. A ferocious drumming sound pulses through the open sides of the bamboo building.


I only ever come to the bar when there’s something wrong, or when Sam – the bartender – has to warn me of danger.


‘Sam. What is it?’


But before she can answer, my door bursts open.


Mum’s rushing towards me, wild-eyed, and Dad’s behind her.


I don’t have a chance to do anything – not even to click away from the Beach – before Mum’s ripping the laptop cable from the wall. She smashes the lid shut so hard that she’s probably shattered the screen.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Alice?’


I’m about to say homework, but then I realise that’s not going to help.


‘It’s two o’clock in the bloody morning. We’ve just found out your sister’s killer is dead. And where are you? Bloody well online, like you always are!’ Her voice is getting louder. OK, we live in a detached house, but half the close must have heard her by now. ‘It’s an obsession! You’re an addict, Alice!’


Dad puts a hand on hers. ‘Bea, do we have to do this now?’


She shakes him off. ‘Yes, we do! Alice, that’s it. Over. You’ve been lying to us for months, haven’t you?’ She spins round. ‘Look, she’s even been putting pillows by the door so we can’t see she’s still awake.’


Dad frowns.


‘No wonder you look like a ghost. You probably spend half the bloody night online. You’re making yourself ill.’


I wish I could tell her I’m not ill, but happy. That being with Meggie is better than anything real life can offer.


‘Alice? Is your mum right?’ Dad asks.


He’s the only one who ever listens to me. I can’t lie to him. I say nothing.


‘See, Glen? Well, that’s enough, Alice. No more warnings. As of now, you’re offline. No more living on the bloody internet. We should have done this months ago.’


I stare at her. She’s joking. Or drunk. But then I see her eyes, which are scarily sober. ‘But . . . my schoolwork. I need to be online for my schoolwork,’ I plead.


Mum laughs, but not in a nice way. ‘Your dad and I managed to get through school before they even invented computers, so you’ll survive. There’s more to life than schoolwork, Alice. Like friends. You’ve broken Cara’s heart the way you’ve treated her.’


I close my eyes. I’ve tried to stay friends with Cara, but if it’s a choice between her and Meggie, well, my sister needs me more. There aren’t enough hours in the day to look after both of them.


Dad looks shifty. ‘Alice might have a point about school, though, Bea. It’s not like it was for us. They even send their coursework online these days, don’t they?’


I say nothing, hoping Mum will listen to him.


She scowls. ‘We can’t let her carry on like this. We’ve cut her too much slack because of Meggie, but it’s almost a year now and . . .’ Mum stops, as though she can’t believe it’s been that long.


I seize my chance. ‘Which also means I’m almost seventeen. You can’t do this.’


We glare at each other.


Dad sighs. ‘How about we move the laptop downstairs? That way, we can control her access to the web. Keep an eye on what she’s doing.’


‘Don’t talk about me like I’m not here!’ I scream. ‘I’m not some little kid who needs monitoring to make sure she’s not being stalked by the Big Bad Wolf.’


‘That’s exactly what you are. A little kid. We’re still your parents, Alice, and until you can learn to exercise some self-control, we’ll have to exercise it for you.’


‘But, Mum—’


She turns her back on me, grabs my laptop and almost trips over the cable trailing behind her. Dad won’t look at me. I’ve hurt him. I wish I could explain that I wouldn’t have lied if it wasn’t necessary. But I reckon they’d throw the laptop out of the window and send me to live with the Amish if I even mentioned Soul Beach.


Mum sticks her head back round the door. ‘Oh, and before you get any ideas, I’m sleeping with the laptop under my pillow. So I suggest you get some sleep and prepare for tomorrow – when we help you get your life back. It’s for your own good, Alice. We’re not losing another daughter.’
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I don’t sleep at all, of course.


My head’s too full of evil: of a shadowy killer overpowering Tim and watching the life drain from him. That same faceless figure combing my dead sister’s hair to remove knots. She was immaculate when she was found by another student from her corridor. It’s one of the many things the press feasted on: the description of my sister as a Sleeping Beauty.


Is Meggie wondering where I am tonight? And what did Sam need to warn me about? The rules of the Beach are murky and ever-changing. Perhaps Tim will take my sister’s place on the shore. Perhaps she has left at dawn, as Triti did before her.


It might have been my last chance to see my sister.


I turn over in bed for the millionth time, trying to force myself to think rationally. Tim’s death can’t be the end. If he’d chosen to die, he would never have left us in the dark. There would have been a note, a message . . .


I sit bolt upright. What if he tried to leave a message for me? It would make sense. I’m the only one in my family who believed in him. Surely he owed me that.


I scrabble round for my mobile in my rucksack. My crappy phone doesn’t even have the internet. I hardly use it anymore. It’s not like Danny and Meggie can text me from where they are . . .


But Tim could have done, in his last hours. Battery’s dead.


I put the phone on charge and wait for the prehistoric thing to respond.


Finally it comes to life with the loudest beep. I hold my breath in case it’s woken my parents. But the rest of the house is quieter than a mortuary.


In the corner of the screen there’s an unopened envelope.


Click.






From: Sahara












Alice, I have terrible news. Ade found Tim dead. Killed self. Must have been guilt. This will be huge shock 4 u. 4 me 2. Sorry to tell u like this.       Yr phone was off. Call me any time. Sxxx








Sahara. Was she there with Ade when he found Tim’s body? She hardly ever went to Ade’s place, disgusted by the thought that her boyfriend lived with a suspected killer. News like this could knock her sideways. Yet occasionally I wonder if Sahara gets a kick out of all the drama. She’s always telling people she was Meggie’s best friend, even though I know Meggie fell out with her about something before she died.


And now this . . . It was sent at nine thirty, well before the police arrived, and even before I saw Tim struggle ashore.


If my phone had been switched on, it would have been Sahara who broke the news. Why doesn’t that surprise me?


There’s nothing from Tim. But that’s good news, because it’s the last bit of proof that I’m right. I’m not crazy. And he’s not a killer.


Which also confirms, of course, that someone else out there has murdered two people I was close to.


I put the phone on my bed, wondering how my life has become so warped. Because the truth is, knowing there might be a serial murderer out there actually makes me feel better.




I would like to say I told you so. That I knew another death was coming.


But who would I say it to? Murder is a lonely business, and, anyway, people would say, ‘Of course you saw it coming. You were the killer.’


Yet I swear it wasn’t premeditated. Can anyone but a hitman or a psychopath say with certainty when they will take a life?


It would be like waking in the morning and saying, ‘At nine ten a.m. I will kill a fly,’ when you might not even see a fly all day, or even feel the need to open the window that could let one in.


Actions come from random encounters with opportunity. Those who obsess about motive are missing the point. One might as well argue that victims have motives, too. That they know when their moment will come.


Really, the line that separates killer from killed is thinner than any of us would like to admit.
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Wet earth falls onto my face. My hands are tied behind my back. I choke on the soil as I try to breathe.


‘Help me!’


When I wake up, I’m clawing at my face, gasping for breath. This is the same nightmare my sister used to have. She told me about it once, when she was a bit drunk. It’s as though I’ve inherited it from her.


I’m groggy and headachy. And – I check my watch – due in school in four minutes.


‘Mum?’


I bang on my parents’ bedroom door and when she doesn’t answer, I push it open. ‘Mum, it’s almost nine.’


She doesn’t stir and I notice how young she looks when she’s asleep. Her skin is slightly puffy, from drinking a bit too much last night. I don’t blame her.


‘Alice?’ Mum sits up, her face wrinkled with worry again.


‘We’ve overslept. And I had a terrible night. And it’s still snowing. I was wondering . . . would it be all right for me to stay at home today? After what happened.’
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