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			Part One

			Midway upon the journey of our life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.

			Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

			No one here gets out alive.

			Jim Morrison

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Winter hated Lincolnshire. 

			It sprinkled frost on its fields, squatted on the remains of its abandoned crops and draped everything in a sea of compacted fog, almost as if it were embarrassed by the place. The flatness of its Arctic landscape had always made Joe think of a disillusioned god, one who’d swiped the ground clean with the back of his hand, then shrugged his shoulders when tasked with its reconstruction. There was beauty in such bleakness, he supposed, if that was your kick.

			It wasn’t his, but that didn’t stop him appreciating the spirit-level-flat horizon, because when you were on a stake-out, a clear line of sight was the partner that never let you down. It didn’t make the beaten-senseless farmhouse opposite any prettier, or the ditch, fifty yards away and cut like a chasm along the side of the road, any more pleasant to hide in. But he wasn’t being paid for pleasant. 

			Joe shifted on legs that were all needles and pins, ice water pooling around boots that weren’t as waterproof as advertised, cursing the dew and mush that had smeared itself on a raincoat four times above his pay grade, and reviewed the facts.

			He was big on facts, Detective Inspector Joe Lazarus. He blamed it on an old cop show he used to watch with his dad; they were hungry for just the facts, ma’am in the Dragnet universe, and although much of what Joe saw of televisual police procedures annoyed him (and don’t get him started on the dime-a-dozen crime books that were spewed out daily), on that score he reckoned they got it right. All there was, was facts. Determine those, and the truth followed close behind, cowed and willing.

			So, fact one.

			There was a county-wide epidemic of teenagers being used to sell drugs in rural towns and cities. These kids were often imported from cities like London – or, in the case of Lincolnshire (the fine county he was currently ditch-hiding in), Nottingham – but just as often they were locals from broke-arse homes, presented with the opportunity to make more money in one week than they would do in a month working the fields, or, if they were really lucky, the arcades.

			County lines, that was what the media called the practice. Joe supposed it was more lyrical than child abuse.

			Fact two: the recent rampant influx of drugs had pickled the county in addiction and despair, ripping apart Lincolnshire’s locked-in-time-and-all-the-safer-for-it seams and resulting in areas like this, its inhabitants – and buildings – crumbling from pharmaceutically induced neglect and rot. Joe might not have had any great affection for his home – in fact he’d grown up outright despising it – but the point was, it was his home. If he simply stood by and let a ragtag collective from Shottingham – not his favourite term for the city – claim it, what did that say about him? 

			Nothing good, and he was good. Good at his job precisely because, for him, it wasn’t a job, but a calling. Some of his colleagues mocked him for this (most of his colleagues, if he was honest), but that was fine; he was content to leave them to their cynicism and their office politics and their massaged arrest figures. All he cared about was justice.

			His dad’s disapproving face flashed up. He shooed the image away, just in time for fact three. 

			Fact three was that Joe had fought hard to head up the task force, swerving a considerably more prestigious murder investigation; the county line had to be not only disrupted but cut off for good, and he was the man to do it. The fight-back began with him, right here, right now, in a rain-bloated Lincolnshire ditch. 

			The gang itself (who went by the name of Pilgrims) were good, and they were disciplined. Their operation turned over hundreds of thousands of pounds each month, with safe houses scattered all across the county, money moving between them quickly and quietly.

			Joe had hunted down good before, though – great as well – and when it came down to it, they all fell the same way. Greed, stupidity and addiction had been levelling the playing field since man had first crawled from the swamp, and it was those three anti-virtues that had led him here. A grabby solicitor in Skegness, one of the seaside towns welded on like a barnacle to the east coast, had taken a liking to one of the young Pilgrims he’d been paid to represent. The girl’s drug boss had taken exception to this favouritism, and the solicitor’s fear of reprisals had led him straight to Joe. 

			In return for his protection – and after putting the fear of God in him – Joe had been granted a look at the inner workings of the gang. Luck, that was what this game was based on. You needed it, and if you were patient enough, you got it.

			Was it patience that was stopping him calling this in and raiding this safe house? As he’d lingered in the ditch, time stretching seemingly beyond meaning, there’d been enough comings and goings for him to know it was the nerve centre of the gang, or one of them. A click of the button on his radio and twenty minutes from now it would be over. A pat on the back, another foot on the career ladder, and no more ditch water.

			He rubbed his arms, spasms of cold rippling through him. 

			No, it wasn’t patience. It was something else, some wriggling-in-the-gut instinct that demanded he hold his nerve, because if he did, he would catch not only some fish, but a whale too. 

			So he’d wait a little longer. It wasn’t like he could get any colder or wetter. 

			Somewhere a dog barked at something he couldn’t see. Joe ignored it, because there was always a dog barking in places like this, at times like this. The young woman walking down the middle of the road towards the safe house, on the other hand, wasn’t for ignoring. 

			Even from five hundred yards away, she made an impression. Mid teens or early twenties, it was hard to tell with her build. Tall, like she was reaching to high-five the sky, her angular limbs jutted out defiantly, a shock of bright pink hair crowning her head, which seemed slightly too large on her thin frame. Joe had seen her type before: beaten by life.

			Where are you off to, kid? he wondered. As if I didn’t know. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you’re not sweating heroin addiction. Maybe you’re collecting for your church group, and you don’t know this is a house of pharmaceutical ill-repute.

			He frowned, chastising himself. It was easy to get cynical in this job, but easy rarely meant right. If she was as drug-ravaged as her frame suggested, the people who had sold her those drugs were the problem. His problem. She was a casualty of a war that had started long ago, one that had no end in sight. 

			Joe often wondered what victory would look like – and whether his superiors would appreciate it.

			Now that he could see her better, she had something about her. It was the confidence of her walk, the way she held her head aloft like she was daring the world to take her on. 

			Not just daring; hoping for it. 

			As though sensing this judgement, the girl turned on her heel, whistling as she headed straight for him. Joe’s knees kissed dank water as he ducked down further, hand going to his radio as she reached the lip of his den. She posed little threat to him personally but considerable danger to his operation; if she alerted the gang inside the farmhouse to the copper lurking in a ditch outside, it was unlikely they’d carry on being nefarious. 

			‘Base, this is Oscar Bravo nine,’ he whispered, his voice an urgent gasp. ‘I’ve got a problem. Over.’

			His reply was an earful of static.

			Then, before he had time to swear at his malfunctioning equipment, she was in the ditch with him, showing a sureness of foot her awkward lope hadn’t hinted at.

			‘All right?’ she said. ‘What we watching?’

			‘Who are you?’ Joe hissed, checking her behaviour hadn’t alerted the posse of drug puppies in the farmhouse. Not so much as a curtain twitch. Satisfied that that wasn’t about to change, he turned to the girl in punk’s clothing. ‘Well?’ 

			‘Not the most important question to ask, to be honest, mate. Being a copper, thought you’d realise that.’

			Joe took his hand from his radio. ‘How do you know I’m a copper?’

			‘Another beauty. Reports of your genius are clearly exaggerated.’

			Joe stole another glance at the farmhouse. ‘And how would you be receiving reports on my genius, exactly?’

			‘We’ve got the same gaffer. In a manner of speaking.’

			‘You’re police?’ said Joe doubtfully, looking her up and down.

			‘You could say that.’

			‘You don’t look like police.’

			‘Says the bloke trailing a Paul Smith coat in a ditch.’

			‘What are you, sixteen?’

			‘Never ask a girl her age, pal, particularly when she looks as joyfully young as me. Old enough to solve crimes in need of solving, that’s all you need to know.’ 

			‘So you’re undercover?’ said Joe. ‘Bit young for that, aren’t you?’

			‘I’m here to help,’ said the girl. ‘What else matters?’

			‘What matters is I’m the lead on this operation,’ said Joe, ‘and no one told me a kid with a smart mouth and pink hair would be blowing my cover.’

			‘Who’s blowing your cover?’ she said. ‘You see the gang storming out?’ 

			The farmhouse was still. 

			She held out her right hand. ‘Daisy-May Braithwaite, at your fucking service.’

			Joe looked from her bony china-doll wrist to her faintly acned face. Older made to look younger, perhaps? It was possible – he’d seen a thirty-year-old lad he’d been at basic training with pass for fifteen on an undercover operation – but still, her eyes. They were impossible to read, cloudy, like they were guarding a secret. This Daisy-May could be his daughter, and Joe was only scraping forty-five himself.

			He let her hand linger in mid-air. ‘No one else is supposed to know about this op. I barely know about it.’

			‘Well they do, I’m not bent and I’m here to help,’ said the girl, hand still offered. ‘Now, we taking this safe house, or what?’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The mist bit the road off in both directions, like it was intent on isolating them from the outside world forever.

			The girl knocked on the door.

			‘What are you doing?’ asked Joe.

			‘Where I come from, we knock before we break into someone’s house,’ Daisy-May said. ‘This is the country, after all.’

			‘This is a bust is what it is,’ hissed Joe, looking at the door, expecting to hear a shotgun blast or the sound of fleeing feet.

			The girl stepped aside, beckoning towards the door. ‘Be my guest. Hate to get in the way of a man and his bust.’

			They waited, the door remaining unanswered. 

			‘We should radio it in first,’ Joe said finally.

			‘It won’t work,’ said Daisy-May.

			A squall of static told Joe the truth of her words.

			She smirked at him. ‘See? No wonder there’s such a drug problem round here if you’re in charge of stopping it.’

			He took a step back. He knew the gang were inside, because he’d seen them go inside. 

			‘Something’s not right here.’

			‘No shit,’ said Daisy-May, winking at him, then opening the door. ‘You should be a detective.’

			The majority of two boys lay in the hallway, chunks of them smeared on the walls and floor, their torsos carved apart by gunshot and violence. If they’d put up a fight, it was one they’d lost quickly and badly.

			‘Well,’ said Daisy-May, ‘they ain’t getting up.’

			Joe glared at her, holding a finger to his lips. The murdered kids looked barely older than her, yet she hadn’t flinched.

			It was like she knew they were there, he thought. That or she’s seen so much death in her life that it doesn’t leave a mark any more. She has to be undercover, or at the very least an informant. Either’s a help until it turns into a hindrance. 

			He kneeled down to check for a pulse he knew wouldn’t be there, then tried to work out what bothered him most about the scene, other than two dead teenagers. He knew he should retreat, high-tail it outside and call it in to the station. This was a crime scene he could do nothing but disturb, and for all he knew, the person who’d shot these kids could be in the kitchen, making themselves a brew before their next killing spree.

			The problem was, he couldn’t, because his radio wasn’t working.

			He reached into his coat, searching for the familiar phone-shaped bulge, finding lint and negative space instead. That didn’t make any sense. He didn’t take a shit without his phone, let alone stake out a drugs safe house. 

			It had been there when he’d been hiding in the ditch.

			Hadn’t it?

			A thud sounded somewhere above them. 

			This is all wrong, thought Joe. Daisy-May being here. My phone not being here. The dead boys. The dead radio. Everything.

			‘Sounds like we’re not alone,’ whispered Daisy-May, her breath cold in his ear. ‘Who could it be?’

			Joe peered up at the ceiling. ‘You know what happened here.’

			Daisy-May said nothing, much to his surprise. Her face was blank, like she’d slipped on a mask of neutrality. Where was the irreverence? The smart mouth? 

			That thud again, quieter this time, like someone had muffled it.

			‘I don’t care whether you’re undercover, a narc, or a punter looking for a score,’ said Joe, his eyes drawn down to the boys with exit wounds for faces. ‘Wait outside. This is no place for you, trust me.’ 

			‘Always thought trust was a thing you shouldn’t have to ask for,’ said Daisy-May, ‘but a girl can take a hint.’ She bowed elaborately, then backed away, smiling slyly at him. ‘Consider me fucked off.’

			Joe shook his head, waiting until he heard the door slam shut. Things had been simpler when he’d been slowly freezing to death in a ditch.

			He eased into the hallway, edging past a faded white door decorated with a bullet hole in its centre, giving silent praise to floorboards that didn’t so much as squeak beneath his feet. 

			The snail trail of blood down the centre of the hall was harder to appreciate. He followed it to the stairs, a single bulb dangling like a noose lighting the way for him, chunks of floral wallpaper hanging loose from the walls like they were trying to escape the poverty of it all.

			He stopped to listen at the foot of the stairs.

			Nothing. Not even the whisper of an apologetic thud.

			His hand reached for the banister as his foot found the first step, wincing in anticipation at the sigh the house would make in response. It didn’t come; in truth he’d never felt lighter, more alive. It was as if his senses had been stretched to their limits, his vision pinging in and out of focus, like his system was warring with fight or flight.

			Up, one stair at a time, his nose twitching at the lingering smell of soured gunpowder. From the massacre downstairs, or from something up here?

			He reached the upstairs landing, stopping at the first door on the left, looking at breadcrumbs of blood that were drying up but still staining the ragged tan carpet. He had that feeling, the one that told him truth was lurking on the periphery, waiting to be discovered. 

			He gulped down a deep breath, then took a step towards the open door. 

			Joe staggered slightly, grasping the door frame like a lifebelt. This was a trick; it had to be. 

			His eyes disagreed. The pin-sharp vision he was now ‘enjoying’ laid out that truth in blood-red Technicolor. He scrunched them shut, the image he’d just seen lingering, regardless.

			‘This is straight-up fucked,’ said Daisy-May from behind him, ‘don’t think I don’t get that.’

			Joe stood there, eyes closed, the blackness in front of them marred with dance trails of red.

			‘Open your eyes,’ said Daisy-May.

			‘No,’ said Joe.

			‘Now,’ she insisted, with a firmness and gravity that belied her years. 

			He did. The scene lay in front of him, unchanged.

			A man in his forties. On the floor, on his back, legs stretched out, bent slightly at the knees, his arms wide, like he was trying to fly.

			A shirt, once as crisp and white as his own, now red, flapping at the bottom.

			A hole in his stomach, gouged out with a cocktail of gunpowder and fire.

			His face turned towards them, the mouth slightly open, like no was trying to escape.

			Joe grasped Daisy-May’s arm. ‘What is this?’

			She patted his hand consolingly. ‘Could say not what it looks like, but it really fucking is.’

			Joe stared at the man on the floor, the one who wore the same clothes as him, the same skin as him, the same face as him. 

			‘So yeah,’ said Daisy-May, ‘you’re dead, mate.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			This had gone far enough.

			Joe reached for his radio, ready to call it in, something he should have found a way to do ten minutes ago, static be damned. He didn’t know why they’d mocked up some poor bastard to look like him, but what he did know was how close he’d got to finishing this gang for good. To think they wouldn’t fight back from that position had been naïve, arrogant, even. That was on him.

			What wasn’t, apparently, was his radio; Joe’s hand found the space where it used to be. 

			‘You look peaky,’ said Daisy-May, scratching her pale, emaciated stomach. ‘I’d sit down before you fall down.’

			Joe ignored the girl, her voice white noise, and, crouching, shuffled towards the corpse on the floor. There was no getting around it: the similarity was uncanny. His slightly crooked nose, four-day stubble, identikit grey eyes. Only the skin was different. Waxy, the lustre bleeding away with the poor bastard’s life force.

			‘She said you might be a denier,’ said Daisy-May, shifting from foot to foot impatiently. ‘Often the way, she said, with the older ones. Me, I accepted it quick, but you’re too clever to see the truth. Least, you think you are, which makes you dumber than a fucking horse.’

			Take a breath, thought Joe. Take a breath and ignore her babble. This is a war story to tell at an after-dinner speech in five years’ time. An anecdote they’ll lead with when they write super-cop books about you. The opening scene in the biopic of your life.

			‘There’s a rational explanation for this,’ he said, slowly getting to his feet.

			‘You’re right there, pal,’ said Daisy-May, popping a stick of gum into her mouth. ‘You’re dead. Things don’t get more rational than that.’

			Joe gave her a thin smile. ‘So, what? You’re telling me I’m a ghost? Is that it?’

			‘Not telling you anything,’ said Daisy-May, inspecting a fingernail. ‘Just leading you to the water. Up to you whether you drink it.’

			Joe looked at his hand, squeezed it into a fist, breathed in, then out, then jumped up and down on the spot. ‘Sprightly for a ghost, wouldn’t you say?’

			Daisy-May rolled her eyes. ‘Prefer clanking chains and a bed sheet, would you? That can be arranged.’

			Joe took a step forward, and with an outstretched finger poked her arm. The girl flinched slightly. ‘If I were a ghost, wouldn’t that just pass straight through you?’

			‘You’ve been watching too many shitty horrors,’ said Daisy-May, ‘or not enough. And FYI, we don’t really use the term ghost, yeah? It’s kind of offensive.’

			Joe snorted, then went over to the grime-encrusted window, the faint sound of sirens drawing him in. He smiled.

			‘Now we’re getting somewhere. Or are you going to tell me that’s a phantom siren?’

			Daisy-May joined him, peering past him at the blue lights on the horizon.

			‘Nah, that’s the pigs all right.’

			He nodded, satisfied, and perched himself on the windowsill. ‘Well then, you’ll be able to prove your point, won’t you? If we’re ghosts, or whatever the hell term doesn’t offend you, they won’t be able to see me, right?’

			Daisy-May winked at him, tapping her finger against her forehead. ‘There’s that big brain I’ve heard so much about it. We’re going to be like the Holmes and Watson of the astral plane, you and me.’

			The sound of the sirens got louder, then died away altogether, replaced by the squeal of tyres on tarmac. As Joe heard the thud of fist on door, a sliver of doubt crept down his spine. That body on the floor hadn’t begun to look any less like him; at the very least, it would give the boys downstairs a shock. Still, they’d be laughing about it back at the station within the hour. There’d be a rational explanation for it, once the facts had been ascertained. There always was.

			Silence, then the sound of something metal meeting something wooden, splinters splintering, warnings yelled.

			Joe swallowed, his heart galloping along with a steadily rising tide of panic. But didn’t that show the girl was talking nonsense? It was hard to imagine a ghost having a panic attack. Hard to imagine the concept of a ghost at all.

			Two (three?) sets of footsteps in the downstairs hall. 

			An armed response unit, if those shots had been heard.

			Daisy-May held her finger up to her mouth, miming shh.

			Joe ignored her. ‘Detective Inspector Joe Lazarus, identifying myself. One DB, a gunshot wound to the stomach, two DBs at the front entrance, one witness.’

			‘Technically I didn’t see you get popped,’ whispered Daisy-May into his ear. ‘But shout away if it makes you feel better.’

			The footsteps below them stopped, and Joe felt a surge of relief. 

			They’d heard him.

			He smiled triumphantly at her, then marched towards the door. ‘If you don’t want to get shot, I suggest you follow my lead.’

			He placed his hands behind his neck and slowed his pace to allow her to catch up, the girl sarcastically mimicking his stance. 

			‘I am unarmed and walking into the upstairs hallway,’ he called down to them.

			‘I could learn so much from you,’ she said. 

			Joe ignored her, swallowing hard and moving to the doorway as the footsteps made their way closer to them.

			Then he saw them. 

			Two members of the ARU, one armed with a chunky SBR carbine, the other with the relatively svelte Glock 17 pistol, out in front but not too far, fingers on triggers, ready to do what was necessary, if it was necessary.

			There was a moment when Joe thought it would be all right. 

			A second in which the ARU unit froze like they’d seen the man and the teenage girl on the landing, like they would issue the command for them to drop to their knees if they didn’t want their bodies torn apart by bullets. 

			That second passed.

			The men edged forward, looking right through them.

			This isn’t happening, thought Joe. This isn’t happening, and in a second I’ll wake up and say that out loud.

			He felt Daisy-May’s bony hand on his back. 

			‘This is rough, first time it happens,’ she acknowledged. 

			The ARU were inches from them now.

			‘DI Joe Lazarus,’ Joe said, his voice wavering. ‘One DB. Looks like he bled out a while ago.’

			Like someone pouring water on your soul was how he’d think of it later, that first time someone stepped through the air he was occupying. As the cop’s flak vest and gun lurched through him, Joe’s senses desperately tried to process what was happening, his body refusing to obey his command to wake up. But this was real life, or whatever came after that. 

			The men stepped through him and into the room, pausing when they saw the body on the floor. The cop with the Glock reached to the radio pinned to his left shoulder. ‘Man down,’ he said quietly. ‘Repeat, man down. Dispatch RA unit immediately.’

			His colleague crouched down to the unmoving body, taking a pulse. 

			‘Bit late for that.’ Glock cop shook his head. ‘This is a bad business. Going to be repercussions.’

			‘Aren’t there just,’ said Daisy-May, taking Joe by the wrist and turning the world white.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			If dying was floating down a tunnel towards a serene sea of white light, it was immediately clear to Joe that he wasn’t dying. There was no way death could possibly be as painful as this.

			It was like he’d been jammed into a flesh straw, then spat out: his arms pinned to his sides by the membrane tunnel all around him, fractured images of places and people that were familiar yet starkly alien playing all around as he was hurled downwards. Finally, with a sea of bile clawing its way up his throat, he crashed to the ground. He clawed at eyelids that were scrunched shut, gummed together with a sort of pay-the-boatman sleep slime.

			It’s going to be OK, he thought. This is all a fucked-up fever dream, and it’s going to be OK. I’m not dead, despite what the girl said, because ghosts aren’t real. Flesh-and-blood coppers called Joe Lazarus are. I’ll wake up, and I’m going to be in bed next to my wife, my Claire, and sunlight’s going to be streaming in through the window, and all is going to be right with the world. This white haze is just part of the fugue-nightmare comedown. 

			All I have to do is snap open these eyelids, and I’ll be in business. 

			Here we go.

			He forced his eyes open, the gunk in them thick, unwilling but ultimately pliable. 

			What he saw made him wish it wasn’t.

			Despair throttled a cry from him, sinking his knees into the coarse, sandy ground of an earth he didn’t know, an earth no living person had ever known. 

			The landscape in front of him was pancake flat, as if some ancient demon had taken a cosmic sand-blaster to it, scouring away every last molecule of life. A thick sea of fog hovered just below his knees, stretching ominously in every direction, a river of pea soup to wade through. The sky above him churned violently, its clouds pregnant with ever-changing hues of red, black and grey.

			In the distance – an unknowable, cosmically vast distance – the outline of a wall was visible. Joe turned through three hundred and sixty degrees to see that the structure encircled everything around him; it was as if someone had received funding from God to re-create the Great Wall of China. Whichever way he looked, the wall stretched. There were no joins, no bricks, even. There was simply wall and sky, and the effect of the two things hitting each other made him think of being at the bottom of an unfathomably wide well. The effect was nauseating.

			Flashes of a life lost attacked him as he crouched in the dirt, people he couldn’t remember and places he swore he’d never forget crushing him in a vice of guilt and regret, the insanity of the last few moments – if moments even existed any more – leaving him short of breath and shorter on hope.

			None of this is real, he thought. Despite what my eyes are telling me, none of this is real.

			He felt a hand on his shoulder. 

			Firm. 

			Insistent. 

			Real.

			‘Hold it together,’ said Daisy-May. ‘And don’t fuckin’ puke on me, all right?’

			Joe ignored the girl, plunging a hand through the fog and into the earth beneath it, the nearest thing to his old reality that he knew. He lifted his fist then opened it, staring at the grains of grit as they tumbled downwards. ‘You’re telling me I’m dead.’

			‘Wrong tense. I said you were dead, and get on this: you still are.’

			Joe raised his head, taking in the horizon again. ‘You’re with the gang. You’ve drugged me.’

			Daisy-May barked a laugh. ‘Really think you’re that important? Notts gangsters don’t have the production budget for this shit, mate. They’d just shoot you.’

			She crouched down next to him, grabbing his chin and lifting it until his eyes were level with hers. ‘Oh, that’s right: they already did.’

			Joe swallowed. ‘How do you know that?’

			Daisy-May released his face, getting to her feet and dusting herself down. ‘Truth is, I don’t. Not impossible to imagine, though, is it? Copper ends up dead in a drugs safe house, you can probably rule the local priest out.’

			Joe rose shakily, his feet not on board with the decision. Daisy-May reached out a hand, grabbing his elbow, steadying him. 

			‘Bad news for you is, that little trip we just took? That’s as good as that journey ever gets,’ she said. ‘First time you pass over from the world of the living to the world of the dead, they go easy on you, send you first class. Next time? Pure cattle class, and that shit’s rougher than your arse.’

			Joe grabbed her arm tightly as he bent over.

			‘You all right there, old man?’ said Daisy-May.

			‘Is that a serious question?’ he said. He reluctantly opened his eyes, straightening up, and freeing himself from her grip.

			He took a breath, instantly regretting it. ‘Why does this place smell of chlorine?’

			‘Why does chlorine smell of chlorine?’ Daisy-May turned on her heel and began striding away. ‘Come on. She’ll be waiting.’

			Joe stood, hands on hips, his feet a little firmer. ‘Who’s she?’

			If they were walking to a specific place – and Daisy-May’s purposeful speed hinted that they were – it wasn’t apparent to Joe. Not visibly apparent, anyway, because the landscape remained unerringly featureless, the shimmering wall far in the distance the only landmark of note. 

			‘You’re quiet,’ said Daisy-May.

			‘Weird, that.’

			‘Things will make more sense when you’ve met her.’

			‘And who is “her”?’

			‘You’ll find out.’

			Joe hurried after the girl, finally matching her stride, the gritty earth beneath his feet kicking up under the blanket of fog. ‘I thought the afterlife was supposed to answer all of life’s questions.’

			She snorted. ‘Any “answer” you get here opens up five more questions. Get used to it.’

			‘You’ve got quite the bedside manner.’

			‘So I’m told.’ 

			Joe stopped, tilting his head in response to a sound snared on the wind. ‘Is that . . . moaning?’

			Daisy-May didn’t reply, and the ground began to incline upwards slightly. ‘Yes or no won’t really do that question justice. It’s the kind of thing you just need to see.’

			As they reached the peak of the hill, what could have been five minutes or an hour later, Joe saw what she meant.

			This could be Marrakech. This could be Baghdad. 

			Joe stood with Daisy-May at the top of a scrubby, crumbling hill, looking down upon a scene bursting with life. Or not, as the case may be. An unknowable number of men, women and children, all of them chattering, yelling and muttering in rolling, indecipherable tongues, moved below them. Some were so far away, they looked like ants. Some were closer, penned in by hills and peaks in the gnarled landscape, and they were all hemmed by those endless walls of sky-punching concrete. It was as if every being ever born on the soil had made their way here, somehow. 

			Joe doubted they’d come willingly. This place looked like it had been built grudgingly, like its creator resented it having to exist at all.

			‘Noticed the people here?’ said Daisy-May. ‘How they look right, but not right-right?’

			Joe peered at the surge of bodies below them and saw what she meant. Whether in the distance or a few feet away they moved like regular human beings, but ones in a flicker book that only came to life when you flipped the pages at speed. There was a hollowness to them. 

			‘What’s wrong with them?’ he said, watching a small boy and his dog running below them, just a few feet away. 

			‘Same thing that’s wrong with you and me, if being dead counts as wrong.’

			Joe held out his right hand, staring at it intently. ‘But we don’t look like that.’

			‘We do to them.’

			Daisy-May smiled as a grubby, half-translucent girl scrambled up the hill towards them, a ratty, bedraggled toy rabbit grasped firmly in her hand. She crouched down to her, kissing the young girl on the forehead, reeling off words that were no more than clicks and whistles.

			The girl beamed, replying in the same manner.

			‘What language is that?’ asked Joe.

			‘It doesn’t have a name,’ said Daisy-May, smiling at the girl, ‘’cos the rest of the Dying Squad don’t recognise it as a language. Think the Dispossessed couldn’t be capable. I think different.’

			‘The Dispossessed?’ 

			‘We call ’em that, because that’s what they are.’ She fished in her pocket and pulled out a bedraggled daisy, placing it behind the girl’s ear and winking at her. ‘You be good, Chestnut, all right?’

			Chestnut smiled, nodded, then ran away into the throng, stopping only to give a final wave. 

			‘How come you can understand this language, and the others can’t?’ said Joe. ‘You can barely speak English.’

			Daisy-May punched him on the arm. ‘Cheeky fucker. I dunno, I can just sort of tell what it means. I hear the clicks, and I see the words in my head.’

			Joe grunted, then looked from the filthy, desperate people to the waves of concrete encircling them. ‘What is this place?’

			‘We call it the Pen.’

			‘I can see why. I’d have gone with refugee camp.’

			‘Not so far from the truth there,’ said Daisy-May. 

			‘What is the truth? Who are they?’

			Daisy-May watched the mass of bodies below her sway this way and that, seemingly oblivious to them both. ‘Ask twenty people in the Squad what the Dispossessed are, and they’ll give you twenty different answers. You ask me, they’re a cautionary fuckin’ tale. Souls that were on the tipping point of heaven and hell, and for whatever reason ended arse-first here.’

			Joe let out a hollowed-out laugh. ‘Next you’ll be telling me we’re in purgatory.’

			Daisy-May didn’t reply, instead watching a teenage girl a hundred feet away. Dressed in the same rags as the other Dispossessed, she somehow stood apart, and not just because of her shock of white hair. A group of forty or so of the dead had gathered around her, listening intently. There was an air of authority to her that was hard to define, one he’d seen before on the force, men and women who didn’t need a title to lead, because it was in their very essence. 

			This girl, this shimmering ghost, had it.

			‘She makes an impression, right?’ said Daisy-May.

			Joe nodded. ‘Who is she?’ 

			‘I call her June, ’cos she’s young like me, but old at the same time. Not just the white hair, neither. Looks like a June, do you know what I mean? First noticed her a few weeks ago, mainly ’cos she moved different to the others. Hard to say how, other than it’s like she has more frames to her. Like someone did a better job of putting her together.’

			Joe saw what Daisy-May meant. The white-haired girl didn’t share the shimmering impermanence of the other Dispossessed; there was a solidity to her that demanded attention. ‘Is she in charge?’ 

			Daisy-May clicked her tongue disapprovingly. ‘Official word says the Dispossessed ain’t switched on enough to have a leadership structure.’

			‘What do you say?’

			She shifted on her feet, rubbing her arms against an ill wind Joe couldn’t feel. ‘I don’t need to say anything: that girl’s talking, and they’re listening. What worries me is what they’re hearing.’

			‘Which is what?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Daisy-May, ‘’cos the white-haired lass won’t talk to me, and neither will the Dispossessed she chats to. They’re shutting me out, and usually you can’t shut them up, they’re so grateful to be spoken to. That’s not all that’s troublesome, neither. They’re moving differently. Grouping together, when all they’d do before was straggle. The leadership here doesn’t believe me – or doesn’t want to – but I’m telling you, something’s up. That girl connects with them in a way that even I can’t, and that ain’t good.’

			‘Every question I ask seems to lead to another question,’ said Joe.

			Daisy-May laughed. ‘Welcome to the Pen. You’ll find out more, don’t worry. Then you’ll be nostalgic for when you didn’t know, believe me.’ 

			They watched in silence as the white-haired girl smiled at two translucent teenagers, leaning down and whispering to them. They turned, looking straight at Joe and Daisy-May.

			‘That normal?’ asked Joe.

			‘Nothing’s normal in this place,’ said Daisy-May gravely. ‘Come on. Time to see if you’re worth the crime-solving hype.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Joe felt it before he saw it. What began as a tickle under his feet quickly became a throbbing, one that vibrated every cell within his apparently undead body, the smell of chlorine, always present, gaining strength by the lungful.

			‘Should the ground be doing that?’

			‘Why don’t you ask it? It’s right there, under your feet.’

			‘It’d no doubt speak more sense than you.’

			Daisy-May sneered. ‘That vibrating means we’re getting closer.’

			‘Closer to what?’

			‘To where we need to be.’

			She stopped, digging the toe of her battered Converse trainer into the dirt and grunting with satisfaction. She crouched, wiping away dirt with the back of her arm. There was a man-sized hatch beneath her. ‘Don’t be afraid to help, Joey. I’m all for equality.’

			‘It’s Joe.’ Nonetheless, he began to kick away at the dirt until a thick circular ring appeared. 

			‘Next bit’s trippy,’ said Daisy-May. ‘But you’re used to that now, right?’

			As Joe descended, and his eyes adjusted to the weave of tungsten lights, he saw he was entering a room so vast it was impossible to take it seriously. It was like one of the 1970s science fiction novels he’d loved as a boy (Paul Lehr’s name popping in uninvited, an irrationally random memory snippet). They were, at least, inside; after the vastness of the outside world they’d just come from, this felt like a foothold in reality. He’d never imagined four walls and a ceiling could be so reassuring, even if those walls were sky-scrapingly tall in scale. 

			He jumped off the ladder, his feet hitting the tiled floor slap bang in the middle of the room. He inspected the wall facing him. It ran unchecked into the distance, a long metal bench racing alongside it, trying to keep up. Looking up did nothing to quell the sense of scale: the ceiling was barely visible, hiding amongst the heavens. It felt almost deliberate, crafted to make any visitor feel insignificant and irrelevant. 

			That height, it should have taken us hours to climb down, he thought, yet it took only minutes. How can that be?

			‘Whoever designed this place never met a member of the human race,’ he said wonderingly.

			‘Whoever designed this place invented the human race,’ said Daisy-May, slumping onto the bench with a clang.

			‘I suppose you’re going to tell me this is God’s waiting room.’

			‘You see much of God in this place?’

			‘I don’t know what I see.’

			‘Yeah, well, that’s where the Duchess comes in.’

			Now they were getting somewhere. ‘Is she the boss around here?’ Joe asked.

			‘Going to have to let go of these earthly titles, pal.’

			‘So she’s not the boss.’

			‘Oh, she is,’ said Daisy-May. 

			Joe sniffed and winced. ‘Chlorine again.’

			‘You get used to it.’

			‘Hard to believe. What’s that all about?’

			‘The Duchess has never said. Chlorine’s antiseptic, though, right? On the soil, you use it to clean water, purify it, control bacteria, get it into line. I think the same applies here, ’cos I don’t think the Pen’s always been the Pen. I think it used to be something worse. Something that needed disinfecting.’ 

			Worse than this? thought Joe. Hard to see how that could be possible.

			A crunching, grinding moan came from the wall behind Daisy-May, and the outline of a gigantic door appeared beside her. He didn’t recall it being there a moment ago. 

			‘It’s like this place was designed for giants.’

			‘Who’s to say it wasn’t?’ said Daisy-May, jumping to her feet. She looked at Joe critically. ‘Could have smartened yourself up a bit.’

			He smoothed down the coat that had just a short time ago trailed inelegantly in Lincolnshire mud. ‘Yeah, you really set the standard,’ he replied, nodding at her punk-grime clothing.

			The girl gave him a single-finger salute then knocked once on the door. It opened inwards, seemingly by itself. 

			A voice, clipped and economical, commanded, ‘Enter.’ 

			Joe craned his neck as they passed through. The doorway had to be a hundred feet high – possibly a hundred and fifty – which made the room on the other side even more impossible. 

			It was tiny, bizarre, like someone had shaken out a head full of memories. A Christmas tree wilted in the corner, half its bulbs flickering nervously, and dozens of picture frames hung on the walls, the photographs within them aged beyond black-and-white, almost like cave paintings. The furniture seemed to span the centuries: a Victorian dresser in the corner, a 1950s wooden chunk of television to his right, its picture snowy and indistinct, a gleaming, seemingly brand-new coffee machine bubbling away to his left. The whole place seemed temporary, somehow, like an amateur dramatic set that would collapse if you pushed it too hard.

			He knew how it felt.

			Undoubtedly, the most striking feature of the room was the elderly woman at the centre of it all, sitting behind a mighty oak desk. Her silvery shoulder-length hair had been scraped back off her face, a style that accentuated her cut-glass bone structure. There was a waxy look to her, Joe thought, like she’d been embalmed, but the sense of authority she radiated, the blackness of her sharp eyes, suggested few would tell her so. 

			He felt a prickling, creeping sensation as she appraised him, the merest hint of a smile playing on her pale, pinched lips. 

			‘So, this is the new meat.’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Daisy-May. Joe noted the deference in her tone. ‘Not sure I’ve made a believer of him just yet.’

			The Duchess raised her eyebrows. ‘I did warn you.’

			Joe looked from the girl to the elderly woman. ‘Is this conversation going to take place without me?’

			‘Rude of me, I suppose,’ said the woman, holding out a delicate, bony hand. ‘They call me the Duchess.’

			Joe shook it, instantly surprised at the force of her grip. ‘Why do they call you that?’ 

			‘’Cos she’s a duchess,’ piped up Daisy-May from the corner. 

			‘At least I was soil-side,’ said the Duchess, giving Joe’s hand a final squeeze before releasing it. ‘These titles seem to cling to one somehow. “Ma’am” is fine.’

			She beckoned to the seat in front of her desk.

			‘I can only imagine the number of questions you have,’ she continued as Joe sat. ‘I warn you now, I won’t have all the answers, and the ones I do have are unlikely to please you.’

			Joe leaned back in the chair slightly, the reassuring creak of leather greeting him. ‘If I’m dead, what is this place?’

			‘You accept, then, that you are dead?’ 

			‘I accept that I saw a body that looked a hell of a lot like mine bleeding all over a farmhouse floor.’

			‘An unsubtle way of getting the point across, I admit. Although by the sounds of it, one too subtle for you.’

			‘Joey thought someone had been mocked up to look like him,’ said Daisy-May, smirking. ‘Like you could ever get two blokes that ugly.’

			‘Any film make-up artist worth her salt could manage that,’ said Joe defiantly. ‘And it’s Joe.’ Then his head dipped, and the fight left him. ‘Not the ARU copper walking through me, though. That I can’t explain. So I’ll put a pin in I’m dead, until I can stick it in no I’m fucking not.’

			The Duchess nodded approvingly. ‘That’s what most of the souls entrapped here do.’

			‘Where’s here?’ 

			‘It has many names soil-side,’ she replied. ‘Limbo. The In-between. Purgatory. Here, we call it simply the Pen, for that’s what it is: a holding pen for an infinite number of, as we call them, the Dispossessed.’

			‘What are the Dispossessed being held for?’ Joe asked

			‘A difficult question to answer,’ said the Duchess.

			‘Only if you don’t try.’

			The old woman knitted her fingers together, forming a triangle of skin and bone. ‘I knew you’d be feisty. It’s a trait I don’t loathe, within reason.’

			‘Reason seems in short supply here,’ said Joe. ‘I’m hoping you’re the exception.’

			‘What are we, without hope? There’s precious little of it in purgatory, Joe Lazarus, so we’ll take all you have to give.’

			Joe looked around at the fustily decorated room. ‘I’m supposed to believe I’m in purgatory?’

			‘You are in purgatory, there’s no supposing. A bland vanilla milkshake to those souls that end up in the Next Place or the Pit – heaven and hell to you – perhaps, but a necessary one. Our inhabitants may be too wicked for heaven and too pure for hell, but they are vital. They, and the Pen, are the ballast that keeps those two realms in check. It’s not a glamorous job, but it’s a necessary one.’

			Sounds to me like it’s a dumping ground for the fuck-ups, thought Joe. And if that’s true, it makes me one of those fuck-ups. How can that be right? 

			He took a moment, trying to clear his mind. He needed to consider this like he would a case. Everything was a case, when you broke it down. A riddle to be solved. A hidden truth to unearth. You just needed to remember that logic was your friend, and to ask it the right questions.

			‘What determines if someone goes to the Pen, rather than heaven or hell?’ he said, finally.

			‘A warden in a soil prison doesn’t sentence the prisoners he receives, he merely processes and corrals them,’ said the Duchess. ‘Why would I be any different? Those sorts of decisions are made on a much higher level, Lazarus; my job is to run the place. Amongst other things.’

			Joe leaned forward. ‘If this is purgatory, why am I here? I was the easiest sketch of a good guy you could draw when I was breathing. Why aren’t I in the Next Place, or whatever the hell you called it?’

			‘What do you remember?’ said the Duchess. ‘From before?’

			Joe blinked, realising it was a question he hadn’t asked himself; he just assumed he had the memories. What did he remember?

			The ditch. 

			The farmhouse. 

			The murdered gang members.

			The girl.

			He tried to cast back beyond those things and couldn’t; it was as if his memories were cordoned off. He felt panic rising in him as he tried to think of his parents, his family, anything of a life beyond this moment. Was he even married? Did he have kids?

			The Duchess reached into her desk, withdrawing a bottle of Scotch, then poured him a glass. ‘I find this helps. Not everything’s different here.’

			Joe took it, hand trembling, and brought it to his lips, gulping it down, the liquid burning reassuringly in his throat.

			The Duchess quickly topped him back up. ‘Your mind is, I assume, failing you.’

			He sipped at the drink this time, still shaking. ‘One minute it is, yeah. The next, I’m remembering what toys I loved as a kid, and the name of my wife. Know what that’s like? How much of a head-fuck it is?’ 

			‘Of course I do,’ said the Duchess. ‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

			‘So what’s happening to our memories?’

			‘When one is born on the soil, one is a blank slate of bone and flesh. When born on this side, why would it be any different?’

			‘But I remember the farmhouse, and the murdered lads. My name. My job.’

			That same small smile played on the old woman’s lips. ‘And that’s why you’re sitting in here with us and not thrashing around with the half-soul animals outside.’

			She leaned forward, and it seemed to Joe that the room leaned with her. ‘You’re one of the lucky few to retain an awareness, a consciousness; those wretched Dispossessed souls, don’t.’

			‘I don’t feel lucky.’ He looked away, trying to drag back more memories. ‘How long was I waiting in that ditch?’

			‘Long enough for us to notice you. Normally, you would have simply passed on to the realm that your earthly behaviour warranted, but you’ve been chosen for something else, Lazarus, and to do that something else, it was important for you to see just how dead you really are.’

			Joe raised the glass to his dry mouth, his jiggling hand sloshing the contents against his lips. ‘Mission accomplished.’

			The Duchess returned the bottle of whisky to her drawer. ‘In time you’ll remember more, as memories, some of them random, some of them not, are returned to you. This ability makes you of importance to us, and what we do here.’

			Joe set the glass down on the table, noting the moisture that had gathered on it. ‘Which is what, exactly?’

			‘Sounds like I’m up,’ said Daisy-May, tapping him on the shoulder. ‘Time for the tour: keep your soul inside the car at all times, at least if you want to keep it.’ 

			1984, that was what the room they’d brought him to reminded him of. 

			Not the book, but the Apple advert, with its cast of shaven-headed, jumpsuit-wearing drones, all of them transfixed by the gigantic screen in front of them, the bespectacled face on screen intoning its edicts.

			This memory – the realisation that it was a memory – surged through Joe, adrenalising him. It was like waking up on a Saturday morning and realising you didn’t have to work that day, a blissful, unexpected present. 

			Books and old adverts are one thing, he thought. What’s next? The wife I can barely remember? The children?

			Who killed me?

			The more he pawed for these memories, strained for them, the more the fluttering feeling of panic built in his chest. His head felt fragile, like someone had taken a hammer to his eggshell skull, leaving his trauma brain mushy and dull.

			Stop it, he commanded. The quicker you search for them, the faster the memories are running away. The Duchess said it will come gradually, if it comes at all. Focus on what you know. 

			I’m Joe Lazarus. 

			I’m a copper. A good one, I think.

			I’m in a room that reminds me of an Apple advert.

			There were key differences, though. There was a huge screen at the front of the room, true, but also hundreds of smaller ones, which the men and women sitting behind them studied intently. These workers weren’t dressed in monochrome jumpsuits as their on-screen brethren had been, but instead wore crisp black uniforms, all of them carrying a thin slit of red on the sleeve. 

			‘So,’ said the Duchess, motioning expansively. ‘What do you think this is?’

			Joe looked around at the workers hunched over their screens, a constant droning murmur of industry coming from them. 

			‘A control room,’ he said finally, ‘though I can’t fathom what for.’

			The Duchess nodded towards the giant screen. ‘Look closer.’

			He did as he was told, or at least tried to; the images on the screen were snowy, with just the merest hint of images underneath the static. Then, gradually, like staring at a magic-eye picture, he began to pick images out. 

			A teenage girl, her body slumped in a blood-filled bathtub.

			An elderly woman, beaten and blue, motionless on a bed.

			A boat full of still-as-death men, women and children.

			A deserted farmhouse, the body of a man – Joe’s body – drained of lifeblood.

			He felt memory cogs whir and something spark in his chest that wasn’t panic or confusion. There was familiarity in these images, mixed in with the horror of what they portrayed. Something else, too.

			Professional curiosity. 

			He knew what the images were. They were something to cling to, a part of his identity that death hadn’t been able to power-wash away.

			‘These are crime scenes,’ he said, fascinated. 

			‘They are.’ The Duchess smiled (and this was a smile, rather than a cruel smirk), and the effect was so alien to her it was as if someone had scraped her skin backwards with a comb. ‘And as you can see, we have something of a full slate.’

			‘A full slate of what?’ 

			‘Cases, of course,’ she said. ‘I suppose you could say we’re a purgatorial police force.’

			‘Daisy-May mentioned this before,’ said Joe, glad something had stuck. ‘I assumed she was joking.’

			‘Our official title is the Soul Extraction Agency,’ said the Duchess. ‘So as you can tell, we don’t really do mirth.’

			‘Cool kids call it the Dying Squad,’ said Daisy-May. ‘I do, anyway.’

			Joe looked to the heavens. ‘Fucking hell.’

			‘Lot to take in,’ said Daisy-May, nodding. ‘Problem for you is, you need to and fast, ’cos the clock’s ticking.’

			‘The girl puts it well,’ said the Duchess. ‘The purpose of this compound, of the team we belong to, is a simple one: we solve crimes.’

			‘Aren’t there real, flesh-and-blood coppers around for that?’

			The Duchess smiled like she’d heard something funny. ‘You tell me. Apparently, you were one.’

			Joe bristled. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘Allow me to put it another way: what percentage of crimes end with the suspect being charged? That’s if a suspect is found, of course.’

			‘Nine per cent.’

			The figure was out of Joe’s mouth before he had time to think about it. He hadn’t needed to sift through his Swiss-cheese memories for it; it was hard-wired.

			Because I’m police, and that’s never going to change.

			‘Very good, Detective,’ said the Duchess. ‘On the soil, nine per cent of crimes end with the suspect being charged. A demographic, I might add, that is overwhelmingly weighted according to the victim’s income and demographic. The poor and impoverished aren’t the forgotten victims, because no one knew about them in the first place.’

			Joe struggled to keep the incredulity from his face. ‘So, what, God flags up the victims he knows won’t be avenged and just sends you over a file?’

			The Duchess looked at him as if he was barely toilet-trained. ‘Yes.’

			His eyes returned to his dead body. The dozens of screens around it showed gorier crimes, but he was willing to bet there weren’t many other coppers amongst them. ‘If that’s true, then why am I here? I was police: you kill one of those, the whole force doesn’t stop till you’re avenged.’

			‘A valid point, but everybody answers to somebody, and I’m no exception,’ said the Duchess. ‘The word has come down from on high: I am to place every resource at your disposal to enable you to discover the identity of your murderer.’

			‘What’s so special about me?’

			‘A good question,’ she said coldly. ‘Frankly, there are far more deserving cases worthy of my team’s attention, including Daisy-May’s own death. But orders are orders, and sometimes a death can be so brutal, so unjust, that it leaves a psychic wound in both the world of the living and that of the dead. Closing that wound takes priority over everything. Who better to do it than a real-life detective?’

			Joe looked away, soaking up the Duchess’s words. Maybe that’s why I’m here, and not kicking back in heaven, he thought. My murder was too unjust. 

			Or maybe the Almighty saw a genuine plod going cheap and fast-tracked me.

			‘What if I can’t close that wound? Can’t solve my murder?’

			The Duchess inspected a nail. ‘Think of the Next Place – of paradise – as the ultimate promotion, Joseph. Cracking the case will show you are worthy of such a promotion. If you can’t? Well, I’m afraid the afterlife isn’t a realm in which one can fail upwards. You’ll be slung into the Pen with the other cattle.’

			Joe shifted on his feet. ‘I lock up bad guys for most of my working life, one or more of those bad guys murders me, and the reward’s a do-or-die mission?’

			‘Nobody said the afterlife was fair,’ said the Duchess. 

			‘Fair or not, this still feels like an interview for a job I didn’t apply for.’

			‘You applied for it when you entered that farmhouse,’ said the Duchess. ‘You just didn’t know it. This is a chance for you to secure your place in heaven, Lazarus, by simply doing your job. Many of us – most of us – aren’t offered that opportunity. Don’t waste it.’
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