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      “Remind me again why I’m doing this,” Olivia grumbled as we left the platform for the final time that weekend and stepped on board the train that would accommodate us for the next two nights.

      “Jeez, Olivia.” I pushed her forward and boarded the train, shaking my head. “Do you always have to be such a buzzkill?”

      “I’m no buzzkill.” She turned to face me, hand raised,  palm flat. “I just want to know what on earth possessed you to think that staying on a train with a bunch of strangers for an entire weekend would be a good idea?”

      “Well, by the end of it they won’t be strangers, will they?” I raised my brow. “Now come on, let’s find our compartment and get settled in.”

      Olivia huffed, hoisting her overnight bag into the crook of her elbow as she stared at the signs overhead. “What number are we again?”

      “Eleven,” I said.

      “This way.” She led us to the left and down a narrow passageway.

      The train was made up of compartments, three per car, and there were four cars. If my maths skills were right I figured there’d be a lot of people on board this train.

      We squeezed past a stout man who inspected our tickets too briefly to have seen the information printed on the strips of cardboard and then motioned for us to pass. As we shuffled by, his stomach protruded too close for comfort. Then after a while of stop-start walking while searching for our compartment, Olivia announced we were there. The door rumbled loudly as she slid it aside, and our accommodation for the weekend came into view.

      “This isn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Olivia mused. She stepped inside, dropped her bag onto the side that would presumably be hers, and then bounced on the seat a couple of times testing to make sure it was adequate.

      Eventually, she shot me a satisfied smile, and I sighed, glad for the reprieve in her complaints.

      I crossed the threshold and parked my rear end opposite Olivia as I set my bag on the floor. The seat was more comfortable than it looked, and I hoped that was foreshadowing for the night ahead when it transformed into my bed.

      “Are you happy now?” I raised my brow again.

      The woman was as prickly as a pineapple at times and didn’t have a problem voicing her opinion but she was still my best friend, and I wouldn’t change her for the world.

      “For now.” She shrugged. “We’ll have to judge by the bathroom and the standard of food, of course.”

      “Are you ever happy?” I tilted my head.

      “I’m happy when I’m at home in my own bed, yes.” She nodded. “So I’ll ask again, why are we here?”

      I sighed and shook my head, resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

      “We opened Soul Seekers a few months ago now, and neither of us has have had a break since we started. So I think it’s about time we take some days off. We’ve had two official cases, not to mention those few initial investigations that didn’t amount to anything.”

      “You’re right. As if someone could believe there’s a haunting because of an electrical fault.”

      I shrugged. “Some people aren’t as tuned into the spirit world as we are, Olive. Something like that could look terrifying to someone who doesn’t know. Anyway, we’re here because we deserve a break. The ghosts will be there when we get back.”

      “So, let me get this straight. We take time off from our job, a job where we work together and travel together, to come away on holiday together?”

      “Are you trying to tell me something? Because if you’re sick of my company, just say so.” I crossed my arms and fell against the backrest, feeling the cushion spring under my weight.

      “Take it easy, Peyton. You know me. If I was sick, you’d know by now.” She flashed her catty grin. “Besides, if I was going to bail out of this friendship, it would’ve been when you were vomiting all over me during withdrawals.”

      “Well, that makes me feel better.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      There was a knock on our room window, and I turned to glimpse a woman standing outside, clipboard in arms, smiling. She slid the door to remove the barrier between us, and her foot kicked in and held it open as she grinned down at both of us. She looked at her clipboard and then back at me. “Peyton?”

      “That's right.” I nodded.

      “And you must be Olivia.” Satisfied after marking us present, she hugged the board to her chest.

      “I certainly am.”

      “Great to have you both on board. I’m Pam, and I’ll be your host for this weekend. Have you ever experienced a Murder Mystery Tour before?”

      “No, we haven’t,” I shook my head, “but we’re looking forward to it.”

      I hoped Olivia would keep her mouth shut considering her earlier comments.

      “Great.” She grinned, showing her pearly white teeth. “The more you put into it, the more you get out. Get yourselves settled for now. We’re all meeting in the dining cart in an hour. We’ll debrief then and answer any questions. Plus, it’ll give you a chance to meet the other guests participating in the experience.”

      “Thanks, Pam.” I waved as she stepped back, but she was gone long before the door shut, on to the next compartment to welcome another set of guests.

      “Well, she’s smiley.”

      “Olive,” I scolded.

      “Fine.” She held her hands up. “I’ll quit. But if this weekend sucks, I’ll hold it against you forever.”

      “Fine.” I nodded. “I’m willing to bet you’ll enjoy this way more than you expect.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, we had unpacked as best we could, given the small amount of storage space in the cabin. Olivia insisted on taking up more of the room so that she could keep her dresses from being ruffled. Four dresses for two nights seemed a little excessive to me. I had to console myself with the leftover drawer space. I wasn’t exactly a girly girl, and I’d only brought enough to last the weekend, so it was fine as long as she didn’t encroach on my bed space, too.

      I glanced out of the window and saw that we were passing a whole load of greenery, which scrolled past in a blur. There were two pull-down blinds that would contain our privacy.

      “What time is it?” Olivia asked as she touched up her makeup in a handheld mirror.

      I checked my phone. “I think it’s about time we head to the dining cart or we’re going to be late.”

      Olivia looked up with a deadpan expression. “Aren’t we eager for the first day at school?” She raised a brow, and her mouth turned up into a catty grin.

      “Don’t be so mean. If we don’t listen to the rules, we won’t know how to play.”

      She slipped her phone into her bag, stood up, and straightened her dress. It flowed gracefully on her thin form and petered out mid-thigh. I glanced down at my own choice of outfit—skinny jeans and a black tank top. It had become my general clothing of choice for its comfort and versatility, but I was beginning to think that maybe I should vary my wardrobe choices. At least it had a little bit of sparkle around the neck line. Tomorrow would be different when the real show began.

      Finally ready, we left our compartment. The corridor was narrow, and I could see the countryside through the windows opposite as the train thundered along. Olivia locked the door and dropped the single key into her handbag before pushing the straps over her shoulder.

      “Come on then, lead the way.” She motioned for me to go first.

      Back when I was drinking, I avoided anything that would’ve drawn attention to me, and that included walking into a room full of people. Now, while being a central figure wasn’t my preferred status, I at least had enough confidence to hold my head high for long enough to fend off the glances.

      Pam had pointed the way to the dining car earlier, and it didn’t take a genius to work out where it was. All I did was follow the smell of roasted coffee grounds. I salivated as I realised it had been a few hours since my last fix, and I sped up a little, anticipating the coffee to come.

      We entered the dining cart to find that it was already almost full. If it wouldn’t have caused a scene, I might’ve given Olivia the I-told-you-so look, but as it was, I was eager to join the party.

      As the door shut behind us, Pam turned to face us with that same smile. She hurried towards us, heels clicking against the thin carpet. “Hi, ladies. We’re all here now. Help yourself to coffee, and we’ll get started.” She motioned towards the boiler at the bottom of the cart.

      It was like a beacon, and even though Olivia tugged on my arm, urging me to just sit down, I shrugged out of her grip and made for the caffeine. I felt eyes on me, and a few people whispered their initial thoughts about me—something I was beginning to realise was for some reason a natural part of life—and then I finally reached the canteen.

      I made two cups, strong and sweet, and carried them up the cart, one in each hand, with expert precision, then plonked them down on the table I was sharing with Olivia and two guys. I flashed a quick smile over at them before sipping my drink, and then a few seconds later, Pam clapped her hands together, drawing all attention.

      The small talk stopped. All attention now on the woman with the clipboard. I noticed that she had pink gel nails, and her makeup had been immaculately applied. Because of how well she was put together, I knew she was going to do a stand-up job with this weekend’s Murder Mystery Tour. I took another sip of my coffee and leaned back, ready to take it all in.

      “In case you don’t know, I’m Pam Evans, and I’m one of the event organisers for the Murder Mystery Tours.” She glanced around the carriage, hand pressed against her chest. “This weekend is about letting our hair down and having some fun. The murder mystery is a traditional dinner party, followed by a murder, and you, our guests, must solve the crime.”

      A few oohs and aahs went up around the carriage. I grinned at Olivia, who just rolled her eyes. In front of me, the two guys grinned like fools and then looked back at Pam.

      “You’ll be given cards that detail your character.”

      “What do you mean?” yelled the guy next to the window, sharing our table.

      “Well, Tom,” she said, “you have to become the character given to you. It’s how the game works. You become the character and you have to chat with other characters and at the same time figure out who murdered our victim.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “I think I get it.”

      “I’ll keep you right.” His friend slapped his arm gently, and Tom continued to grin like a buffoon.

      “Does anyone have any questions?” Pam asked.

      “How long do we have?” asked a woman from the back of the carriage.

      “The murder happens shortly after dinner. You’ll find out the circumstances of the murder, and then you have until the same time tomorrow evening to come up with a solution.”

      “So do we work together?” someone else asked.

      I glanced up the cabin and saw a woman with her arms crossed over her chest, wearing a bored expression. Clearly, she had been dragged here, too.

      “Yes. That’s the point of the game. If you don’t work together, you won’t figure out who the murderer is. I would advise you to carry your character cards at all times in case you forget. It’s important to stay in-character. Each character has a vital piece of information, or a clue that could lead to either false accusation or apprehension of the culprit.” Pam beamed, casting her eyes around the train. This whole weekend had been planned out really well and I, for one, was looking forward to it.

      I did the same as Pam, taking a look around the carriage as everyone digested the information. I saw a group of women leaning together over the table, already in deep conversation. I wondered what the topic was; maybe they were planning their strategy. Another table was occupied by two couples, with the girls on one side and the guys on the other. A little further down, there were a group of guys sitting in two booths, the sound of beer bottles already loud and clear. There were a few other tables, too. Some families, some friends. Some people looked excited, while others looked bored or apprehensive. Then there was our little table with Tom and his friend. It was certainly going to be an interesting event.

      “Dinner will be served in this cart in an hour. Formal dinner attire is required. And it helps a little with the game.” She grinned, and her body vibrated. “But for now, here are your character cards.”

      As she moved down the list on her clipboard, she strode around the train in a seemingly random fashion, handing out envelopes. There were muted whispers and giggles coming from several people. When she set mine down, it read, Peyton – Evie.

      “Come on, Peyton.” Olivia shuffled along the seat until she was practically sitting in my lap. “Let’s go get ready.”

      “Someone is keen.” I grinned as I stood and picked up the envelope. “And by the way, it’s Evie.”

      “Okay, Evie. I’m Ginny.”

      We hurried away from the booth, down the length of the train, to our compartment, where I pulled down the roller blind as soon as we entered.

      “Which dress do you think? The mini or the mid-length?” Olivia held up the two black dresses.

      Both had spaghetti straps and either of them would look amazing on her.

      “Whose eye are you trying to catch, Ginny?” I winked as I appraised the choices.

      “Hey, if you’re dragging me into this mess, I’m going to at least have some fun.”

      “Someone has changed their tune.” I grinned. “Go with the mini. You have great legs.”

      “Thanks.” She beamed. “What are you wearing?”

      “Well, I only brought one dress.”

      “Which is?”

      “This one.” I held it up, straps hooked around my fingers.

      It, too, was a black dress with spaghetti straps. It was low-cut, but that didn’t bother me, as my cleavage wasn’t exactly much to stare at, and it stopped mid-thigh, with a slight flare. It was the only dress I had in my wardrobe, except for the one I wore at Olivia’s brother’s wedding. The pastel hadn’t been my choice, and it reminded me too much of what happened that night. The bar, the drinks. Jake. And the rest.

      No. I’d wanted something simple, understated, and this little black dress was just that.

      “I like it.” Olivia nodded her approval as she cast her eyes down the length of the material. “But after this, we need to do some serious shopping. You need some new wardrobe choices.”

      “Hey, don’t mock my dress.” I pulled my tank over my head and dropped it into a ball on top of my jeans.

      “Not by any means. But you can’t wear the same dress for every occasion.”

      “The occasions I happen to go to are few and far between, so it works in my favour.”

      “Peyton.” Olivia planted her hand on her hip. “You need some colour in your life. You do realise you have a mostly black wardrobe.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing if you want to look like Morticia.”

      “Ha-ha,” I shot back, shaking my head. “Listen, I’m all grown up now. I can make my own wardrobe choices.”

      “You looked lovely in—”

      “Say that pastel dress, and I’ll kill you.”

      “Fine.” She held her hands up. “But would it kill you to go shopping? We can make a day of it.”

      “Fine. We can shop. But I’m not promising anything.”

      Olivia grinned. “That’s all I ask.”

      I slipped the dress on over my head and felt the soft material against my bare skin. I pulled up the zip on the side and straightened it out. I grabbed Olivia’s handheld mirror and held it up, shimmying it up and down until I got a brief overview of the effect, though I’d already decided to suggest that the cabins needed mirrors installed.

      I brought the mirror back to my face and took a second to look. With a little mascara and maybe some blush, I’d be good to go. Go back a few months, and I would’ve looked like a ghost of myself, and I was proud of how far I’d come.

      “Give me that.” Olivia bumped her hip against mine and knocked me out of the way, plucking the handheld from my grasp.

      “Chill, Olive. You look fine.”

      “Fine isn’t good enough. Pass the makeup bag.”

      I did as she asked, keen to keep her happy. After all, this was my idea, and if it went badly, I knew she’d make me pay.

      Eventually, after Olivia spent way too long on her makeup, we were finally sorted and left the compartment. Stepping into the narrow corridor, I felt a pang in my chest and my stomach tightened at the clinking of cutlery. Dinner service was already underway, and we were late.

      “Olivia!” I scolded. “You made us late. I told you your makeup looked fine.”

      “Since when do you care about being late?”

      “Since it involves food.”

      “Fair enough. Come on.” Tightening her hold on her bag, Olivia stepped up her pace, and the click of her heels echoed down the small corridor.

      When we reached the dining car a few moments later, Olivia marched through the door, and all heads whipped our way. Muttering under my breath, I pushed her into the seat we’d occupied a short while ago. It seemed everyone else had also taken the same seats.

      Tom and his friend sat there, looking at us as if they’d been waiting on our arrival, grinning like buffoons. They were much more presentable, in shirts with dinner jackets, but as they continued staring, with wide eyes and elbows that nudged one another, I resisted an eye roll.

      Olivia shuffled along the seat until she was next to the window, and I sat down beside her, glad to have the aisle seat in case I needed a quick escape.

      “Well, you two look ravishing,” Tom said, gaze drifting across us like he was savouring his next meal.

      I swallowed and took a deep breath. I was ready for a murder mystery, not a sleazy dinner date.

      “Thank you,” Olivia answered. I glanced over to see her smiling. Her cheeks had reddened just that little bit more too.

      I did all I could to stop myself from kicking her under the table. I had to hope she was just lapping up the attention, because if she had a thing for Tom, I was going to have some serious words with her.

      “I’m Tom. And this is my friend Aaron.”

      Aaron gave us the guy-nod, and I could barely make out his face beneath the mounds of hair.

      “I’m Olivia, and this is Peyton.” She motioned towards me.

      I flashed a quick smile. After all, I was going to have to spend the weekend with these guys.

      “Olivia.” Tom swooned, leaning forward on the table. “That’s an interesting name.”

      I couldn’t resist this time, and I rolled my eyes as I turned away, looking for a rescuer.

      As if she could sense my plea, Pam saved me from the awkward conversation when she called the dining cart to attention. “Ladies and gentleman, dinner is served.”

      As if by magic, and like a scene from the Polar Express, waiters appeared everywhere. They were dressed in the finest livery and balancing silver trays expertly. They whisked about the room, setting down glasses, some pouring drinks, while others began to serve the food.

      A figure came into my peripheral. Startled, I looked up to see a man standing at the side of our table. He held the silver tray high and gave us all eye contact before lowering it. A bottle of champagne was settled on its surface.

      I swallowed and stared at it. The cork had already been popped, and I caught the sweet scent of fizz at the bottle’s neck.

      “Champagne?” he asked, voice deep, as he set four glasses on the table.

      I felt Olivia’s hand squeezing my thigh for moral support.

      Across the table Tom said, “Yes, please.”

      I held my hand up. “Not for me, thanks.” I stared down at the table placement, keen to keep my eyes averted and senses dulled.

      Staying sober hadn’t been an easy ride, and having it thrust in my face wasn’t helpful. After my last case, I’d gone to another meeting and spent some time with Adele. It was a much-needed reprieve after what I’d dealt with, and it was always good to keep myself grounded. I was nine months sober and had managed to avoid the temptation, through bad speed dating and alcoholic spirits. I wasn’t going to let this one thing spoil my streak.

      “Come on, lighten up,” Tom whined.

      I glanced up to find him staring at me, grimacing as the waiter filled his flute.

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      “This is meant to be a bit of fun. Come on, have a drink.” He implored me with his hands while Aaron’s glass was filled.

      “I said I’m fine.” I gritted my teeth to keep from picking up his glass and throwing the bubbly all over him.

      He opened his mouth again, but this time I was saved from any more of his complaints when Olivia piped up.

      “She said she’s fine. And so am I.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I muttered.

      When I glanced at her, I saw fury crossing her face. Her mouth was set in a grim line as she stared at Tom. If he had any chances before, they were completely blown now.

      “I know. But I am.” She glanced at me briefly, and a smile flickered on her lips.

      “Very well.” The waiter set the bottle back on the silver tray and straightened. “Could I get you ladies anything else?”

      “Just water would be fine,” Olivia said, with a smile.

      The waiter semi-bowed and then moved to the next table.

      Our table remained silent in his absence. I had known Tom was an idiot from the moment I saw him, but he was proving it now.

      I sighed and wistfully glanced around the carriage. We could’ve sat anywhere else and ended up with a couple of fine people rather than these two morons who were clearly only here to have a drink and a laugh, at others’ expense.

      It wasn’t long before dinner was served. A steak cooked just the way I liked it, complete with a roasting pan of vegetables I shared with Olivia. The guys didn’t want any. Instead, they tore into their steaks like animals devouring prey. Nice.

      Around us, the dining cart was filled with small talk from the other tables, people enjoying themselves in anticipation of the murder. I talked to Olivia, while in front of us, the guys were silent. This was turning sour fast. Thankfully, after dinner we wouldn’t have to spend any serious time with them and we could just immerse ourselves in the game.

      That was the reason I’d come here, to do something different and learn to enjoy myself again. For a long time, my only source of enjoyment had been drinking, and even that became habit more than pleasure. Now I wanted to stay sober and learn how to have fun as a young woman.

      It wasn’t long after the sounds of cutlery died, when the waiters returned to take our plates. They worked with an efficiency I admired. There was no way I could’ve carried that many plates without making a fool of myself.

      Dessert was cheesecake, and I tucked into my pudding with vigour as soon as it was set in front of me.

      “While you’re finishing the last of your dessert,” Pam said, breaking the silence, “use this time to get to know yourself and each other’s characters. Talk to each other. Learn your roles and prepare, because soon, the time to band together and find the culprit will be here.” She ended with a flourish and took a seat at the back of the cart.

      It seemed she’d be there for the duration.

      “So,” Tom said, leaning hard on the table hard, “who are you delightful ladies?”

      The table rocked beneath him, and I watched as his full glass careened close to the rim.

      Was this guy ever going to give up? Surely, after the snarl he received from Olivia, he’d learned his lesson.

      Olivia answered for me, cool but polite. “I’m playing Ginny. And Peyton is Evie.”

      Tom nodded as if those names had a particular meaning for him. “I’m Reginald, and Aaron here is Peter.”

      “So what are your background stories?” Olivia asked.

      I sat back, willing to let her take the reins. There was no way in hell I wanted to talk to either of the guys in front of me. Call me on my bullshit, but I didn’t like them from the start, and I wasn’t about to start being false now.

      “I’m a business owner travelling to London in order to secure a new business deal. I’m wealthy and I’ve left a wife and child at home.” Tom smiled pompously, then picked up his glass and took a sip.

      I imagined he thought he looked good.

      As he set it down, he nudged Aaron with his elbow. “Your turn.”

      Aaron sighed and sat forward, hands linking on top of the table. “As Peter, I’m Reginald’s younger brother. I’m here to learn the business, despite finding it terribly dull and boring.”

      I couldn’t help smiling as he flashed a look at Tom. Maybe Aaron wasn’t as bad as his friend.

      “I’m not courting currently, though there’s a young woman in our local village that has my affections.”

      “You talk just like she really did,” Olivia gushed, with a grin, leaning forward, all eyes for Aaron.

      I’d let her have that one.

      “Just playing the game, ma’am.” He pretended to tip his hat.

      Olivia giggled. “Well, like I said, I’m Ginny and I work in the local cloth factory, mending and sewing new garments.”

      Then all eyes were on me. I didn’t want to answer. Didn’t want to do this anymore. Why was it that all my so-called good ideas turned out to involve guys who were just looking for an easy lay? Maybe years ago I would’ve been happy with that prospect, but now all I wanted was to enjoy my life and take each day as it came instead of trying to find someone to jump into bed with at every opportunity.

      “Evie?” Olivia nudged me, the crook of her elbow jabbing my ribs too hard.

      I scowled and took a sip of my water. “I’m Evie, A wife to a local businessman.”

      “My wife, perhaps.” Tom grinned.

      “No.” I shook my head. “My husband is good looking. I host parties and invite only the best people in town and can usually be found at lunch.”

      “Oh a lady of leisure.” Aaron raised his brows.

      “Apparently so,” I mumbled. If only.
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        * * *

      

      The murder mystery was due to start in an hour with a grisly murder. As the last of our plates were cleared away and the guys across the table drained the champagne from their glasses, I had a little time to muse over what we were doing. The murder mystery, a traditional literary trope and one enjoyed by many. It had grown into a huge phenomenon, with everyone fancying themselves as an expert sleuth. Yet I couldn’t help but wonder why all of the murders had to be grisly?

      My excitement was back now that I could leave the table. At least we could meet new people—characters—and figure out this mystery. We didn’t know how it was going to happen, or why, or who it would be, and that made it exciting. The moments ahead were ours until the act, and then it would be time to band together.

      I was just about to hurry off to our cabin, Olivia still clambering gracefully as she could from behind the table, when someone stepped in front of me. I was thrown off balance and almost stumbled right into him. A pair of hands came up to steady me, my own flattening against his chest, and as I righted myself, just about to let forth a torrent of abuse—irritation threshold at its maximum—I looked up into his eyes.

      The breath caught in my throat, and my mouth flapped open and closed.

      “Jake,” I breathed.

      The word lit a fire in my belly, something I hadn’t felt since the night I was offered a glimpse at what normal could be.

      He smiled. My eyes flicked down and back up. He looked amazing in his tuxedo. My fingers curled against the same muscular chest I’d kissed all those months ago, his abs hard and supple beneath my fingers.

      “Peyton.”

      We just stood there, staring at each other. Him with that gorgeous smile, and me probably looking like a fool. I couldn’t care. My night had just gotten a whole lot better.

      “Actually, she’s Evie and I’m Ginny.” Olivia barged in, arm hooking mine and drawing me from his grasp. “Who are you?”

      “I . . . I’m Richard.”

      “Well, Richard, in case you haven’t heard, we have an hour to spare before the game begins, so—”

      “Olivia!” I scolded.

      “No, that’s okay. My friends are waiting.”

      He pointed down the aisle, and I turned and saw three guys staring at us. Jake had been at the table down the car with those guys the whole time.

      “Peyton, I’ll catch up with you later?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. That would be good.”

      He offered a final smile and then squeezed past me, his arm brushing against mine, and the smell of his cologne lingering in the air. I resisted the urge to turn around and watch him walk away as Olivia scuttled me forward into the next compartment.

      “Jeez, Olive, did you have to be so rude?”

      “If I remember correctly, he was the guy at my brother’s wedding who fell out of the window while trying to escape a ghost.”

      “Yes. And?” I held my arms out.

      “And he was there when the entire building came out to see that you’d lit a fire on the most famous portrait in that house.”

      I sighed. “Your point being? You knew why I had to do that.”

      “I just don’t think it’s appropriate, that’s all.”

      I wrenched my arm free. “Well, I’m afraid to tell you that I’m a grown woman, and my relationship and life choices aren’t up for debate. It’s up to me who I talk to and who I don’t.”

      She scowled and then turned away as we entered the small compartment and plonked onto the seat.

      She crossed her arms. “Seeing him reminds me of that night, and I hate to be reminded of the fact that the night was ruined because of you.”

      “You’re being over-dramatic, Olivia.” I took a perch on the opposite seat. “Yes, I messed up. Kind of. But it wasn’t my fault. Not really. And the wedding wasn’t ruined. Everyone had a lovely day and an almost full night of sleep.”

      “Peyton, you can’t go there.” She shook her head.

      “I’d like to remind you that I’m an adult and can make my own choices. And if I choose to talk to Jake—and I repeat, talk—then I will.”

      “Fine.” Her arms moved a little higher on her chest, rucking up her dress. “Just don’t get me involved.”

      “I never asked you to be in the first place.”

      She quieted, and I turned away. Olivia was my best friend, and without her help, I never would’ve gotten to the point I was at now but she could be a control freak at times. There was no way I was letting her dictate who I could deal with.

      In an attempt to busy myself and ignore the ice that permeated our compartment, I picked up the handheld mirror and glanced at myself. My cheeks looked flushed, eyes a little brighter. Was it really possible that just seeing him had caused this?

      My memory flashed back to that night, an image of his smile implanted in my brain. The feel of him over me, his bare chest, and the muscles in his arms tense and supple. That snatch of normality. The next morning, —the early hours of the morning to be more precise—he gave me his phone number. The same number that was still at home. Most days I didn’t think about it. and it had become just another fixture in the bedroom but other days, I wondered what could have been.

      He told me to call him if things calmed down. I’d stopped drinking, so some of the crazy had disappeared from my life, but it was far from over. Instead of hiding from the spirits that sought me out, now I was hunting them, and I couldn’t imagine that’s the sort of life he’d meant when he said normal.

      “You’re quiet.”

      Olivia’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I caught her eyes in the mirror. Her arms had dropped, and she was leaning forward, watching me. It appeared that the frost had thawed.

      I shrugged and dropped my gaze, snapping the mirror shut, then set it on the seat beside me.

      “You really like him, don’t you?”

      I looked up and sighed. “It was a long time ago. It probably meant nothing, anyway.”

      “Wow, Peyton. I’ve never seen you like this.”

      “Jake was . . . different. He listened to me. We talked. It wasn’t just about sex. It meant . . . I don’t know what it meant.”

      “It meant a lot to you. And the way you were with him just now, that’s how I know you really like him.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “It was just one night. He probably doesn’t even remember.”

      “I’d suggest, that given the way he looked at you back there, he does remember. And it’s a fond memory.”

      “You think?”

      “And it meant more to you than you’re willing to admit. That’s why you kept his number all this time.”

      “Or maybe I—”

      A scream pierced the quiet of the carriage, carrying on for a few seconds, before dying.

      My eyes snapped to Olivia.

      “What was that?” Her face paled. “It sounded a little too real.”

      “Maybe Pam just hired a really good actor.”

      “Maybe.”

      We sat there for a few moments, in silence, both straining to hear anything else. Rushing feet, a yell to accompany the scream that would announce the start of the game. There was nothing.

      “I’m going to take a look outside.” I stood up, slid the door open, and poked my head out into the corridor, looking left and right.

      “Anything?” Olivia asked, hand resting on my shoulder.

      “It’s quiet.” I bit my lip and continued staring waiting for some flurry of activity.

      That didn’t sound like a fake scream. Was I overreacting? I was already on edge after seeing Jake, and maybe I was too eager to form a conclusion of my own but then again, the woman sounded genuinely terrified.

      Just then, the door at the bottom of the carriage flung open and Pam rushed through, followed by a waiter. Her mid-heels thumped hard against the carpeted floor.

      I felt a sense of relief wash through me. She was going to announce the start of the game when she came across the body.

      But as she ran past me, eyes not meeting mine, I could sense something was wrong. The waiter was close on her heels, tails of his livery flapping as he sprinted.

      I lingered in the doorway and watched the pair continue past our compartment.

      “I don’t think this is part of the game,” I muttered and took off after them.

      Pam slowed as she passed each small compartment, peering through the windows as if searching for something, before hurrying on.

      A second scream cut through the carriage, and my head snapped up. I almost ran straight into the back of the waiter. They were both staring through the glass of a compartment to the left.

      I slowed, then took a deep breath as I turned my head.

      It turns out that the worst I could’ve imagined, wasn’t the worst. The sight caused my heartbeat to accelerate, and my stomach made knots that rivalled a magician’s tricks.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      “What the—oh, fuck.” Olivia’s hand landed on my shoulder for a second, before she turned away, gasping.

      I couldn’t avert my eyes from the scene. A woman was sprawled across her compartment—too far across. Her insides were mostly out, and her mouth was open in a scream that split her face.

      Blood coated everything.

      Pam was muttering, and the waiter looked like he was about to pass out.

      “Is this some sort of sick joke?” Olivia rounded on Pam, striding forward. Her cheeks were pallid, and rage burned in her eyes. “You think the murder mystery needs to look like this?”

      “This isn’t a part of the game,” Pam whispered, shaking her head.

      “W . . . what?” Olivia stuttered, head swivelling toward the glass again. “You mean . . .”

      Pam nodded. “This woman has been murdered.”

      I stared at the scene, aware of the irony we now faced. I booked the experience to do something different, to get away from the nuances of death and hunting ghosts. But here I was, faced with a real death.

      “Okay.” Pam took a deep breath and blew it into the cup her hands formed. She turned away from the scene and lowered her hands slowly as if purging herself of the image.

      “What do you mean, okay?” Olivia shrieked.

      I squeezed her arm. “Olive, calm down.”

      “Calm down? There’s a body in there!”

      “And panicking isn’t going to help.”

      “Panicking. I’m not panicking.”

      I turned to Pam. “What do we need to do?”

      “The train doesn’t stop until we reach the next station,” she answered.

      “Which is when?”

      “Sunday morning,” the waiter said. It was the first time I’d heard him speak, and he was on the edge of breaking.

      “Sunday!” I took a deep breath.

      That meant thirty-six hours on board a train with a dead woman.

      “Is there any way to contact the police?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “There’s a radio.”

      “Okay. Good. Make contact. Inform them of the situation.”

      “And what about this?” She thrust her hand out, without daring to look.

      “For now, we block off the compartment and make sure nobody comes or goes. Watch everybody and make sure nobody travels alone.”

      Just as the words left my mouth, the door in front of Pam opened and someone stepped through.

      The breath caught in my lungs, and my eyes darted to the scene and back before registering who it was.

      Jake.

      He looked at the four of us standing in the corridor, eyes questioning, and then he turned his head. I couldn’t do anything to stop him from seeing the woman’s body.

      “Oh, shit,” he muttered.

      “Your plan is working so far,” Olivia snapped.

      “You calm down. And you,” I grabbed the waiter’s arm, “find something to cover the window. We can’t stop people from coming through, but we can give the woman her dignity and stop a mass panic.”

      He nodded and rushed off, seemingly glad to be relieved of the situation. I also suspected that he’d be willing to relieve his mouth and it wouldn’t be long until the whole train was talking about this.

      “It looks like you’ve got things under control here.” Pam backed away.

      I nodded. “Go make the call. I’ll wait and help cover this up.”

      “I’ll be back.” She scurried past Jake, down the narrow corridor.

      “Does weird just follow you around?” Jake pressed his mouth into a grim line.

      I sighed and bit the inside of my lip.

      It sure did.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Olivia, Jake, and I entered the dining cart where Pam had rounded up the other participants. There was a woman in the corner sobbing hysterically, tissue pressed to her face. I wondered if she knew the murdered woman or if she was just sensitive. An older lady sat with an arm across her shoulder as the rest of the car looked on.

      I slid down into the booth with Olivia, legs hanging over the seat as I listened to everything. Pam stood in the centre of the room and took several attempts to calm everyone.

      She held up her hands. “Ladies and gentleman, as you’re all probably aware, a tragedy has happened.”

      A few murmurs went up around the room.

      Pam kept on talking “Someone has been found dead on the train.”

      Several gasps went up, and in the booth in the corner, the sobbing woman began to wail. Her shoulders shook, and my heart went out to her. Surely she was a relative or friend of the dead woman.

      “What happened?” someone shouted.

      Pam’s hands went up again. “I can’t say anything further, regarding the incident.”

      That was met with a round of louder mutters.

      “The police have been informed. However, the train won’t be able to stop until its scheduled to on Sunday morning.”

      “Sunday morning!” A woman said. “We can’t stay here with a body for that long.”

      The woman in the corner wailed again.

      “I need to inform you all,” Pam raised her voice, “that you will be searched and questioned upon arrival.”

      That was met with a roar of disbelief that built like a tidal wave. People threw their hands up, muttered, yelled, and complained.

      “That means the death wasn’t natural.” A man stood up, pointing an accusatory finger towards Pam.

      “Tell us what’s going on,” another man said.

      “We deserve answers,” a woman chimed in.

      In the corner, the woman continued to sob, head shaking as her grief poured out. The woman whose arm was around her looked angry and scared.

      “If you’ll just . . .”

      Pam tried to regain control, but the rabble continued, people talking over each other until the cabin was awash with panic-stricken voices.

      “Hey!” I yelled, taking to my feet. Then I crossed the floor until I stood beside Pam.

      That got some people to quiet down, but it wasn’t enough. Others kept talking, and I knew if I didn’t take control of the situation it would escalate until everyone on board was in full-blown panic mode.

      I stuck my fingers in my mouth and whistled, the noise splitting the room and commanding complete attention. All eyes were on me, and I floundered for a second, but then I glanced at Pam, her expression grateful.

      “Pam is trying to talk. You need to listen.”

      For a second there was silence, and I realised I had shamed them all into submission.

      That was until Tom spoke. “This is all part of the game, right?” A slow, lazy grin spread across his face.

      I could’ve smacked it right off if I was close enough.

      “This is no joke.” Pam shook her head. “This is not a part of the game. There’s a dead woman on this train.”

      Another sob from the corner. She was handed another tissue, which was joined with a host of others in her fist.

      “So we’re expected to sit here and wait it out?” a man asked.

      “And to think that that poor woman was killed by someone on this train,” a woman said, shaking her head as if she wasn’t here and involved in all this.

      “There’s a murderer on board!” a third voice said, shocked.

      The rabble began again, slowly rising to a crescendo.

      “Hey!” This time it was Jake coming to the rescue. “We need to stay calm.”

      “And who are you to tell us what to do?” a man yelled, standing up.

      “I’m not telling you what to do.” Jake stood up and took a step forward, gaze unwavering. “But this situation is not a pleasant one. None of us expected to find ourselves here, and panicking or starting a riot won’t do anything to help.”

      For a second, they continued to stare at each other, two men fighting for the authority, and then the man slowly backed down and took his seat.

      I looked across to Jake, who gave a nearly imperceptible nod and then slid back into his own seat.

      I couldn’t believe we were meeting for the first time in ten months under these circumstances. Now he was really going to think death followed me around.

      Pam continued now that she had complete control over the room. “We will all stay calm, and we will all stay together.” She eyed the whole cart, making sure her instructions were clear. “If anyone wishes to use the bathroom or desperately needs anything from their compartment, they must be escorted by me.”

      “How do we know you didn’t do it?” Tom shouted.

      I bit my tongue as I stared him down. Tom had gotten on my last nerve from the moment he first opened his mouth, and it appeared this whole thing was a joke to him.

      “It wasn’t her,” I said after taking a deep breath. “I was with her the whole time. I heard the scream.”

      “Maybe it was you then. Or her.” He pointed at Olivia.

      Olivia’s palm slapped the table. “Hey! Don’t you—”

      “Olivia!” I cut her off.

      Her jaw closed, but the eye daggers were enough.

      “We can’t start suspecting everyone of this crime. None of us are police. We need to stay safe until we arrive at the station. That’s all.” Pam closed a line under the subject. “There will be tea and coffee available, and I can field any questions. Or I can try. Now let’s all stay as calm as possible.”

      With her final piece spoken, Pam nodded her thanks at me and moved towards the back of the carriage where she’d sat earlier this evening, and dropped into the cushion like she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      I didn’t envy her position at all. She was responsible for these people. That death happened on her watch, and while she didn’t do it, this would tarnish her name, her reputation, her mind.

      “Hey.”

      Someone grabbed my arm, and I turned to find Olivia standing next to me. Colour had returned to her cheeks, and she looked slightly more subdued.

      “Sorry about my outburst there. I think I’ve just about had it with that guy.”

      “You’re not the only one.”

      “You want a coffee?”

      I nodded. “Please.”

      She took off towards the back of the room, next to Pam’s seat.

      Order had been restored. A queue was forming, Pam was offering comfort to the grieving woman, and the panic had subsided. For now.

      “So?”

      I looked up to find Jake standing just in front of me. He’d loosened his shirt jacket and the bow tie was gone, but he still looked amazing. I just wished I was seeing him under better circumstances.

      “Hey.” I offered a weak smile. It was all I had.

      “This is a bit of a coincidence, if you ask me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We go on a murder mystery dinner and end up stuck in a murder mystery.”

      I nodded. “Tell me about it. I came here hoping for a normal night, and here I am fielding questions about a dead body.”

      “Did you see anyone?” he asked.

      “Where?”

      “Near the compartment.”

      I shook my head. “I heard the scream and stuck my head out of our booth. That’s when Pam and the waiter ran past.”

      “Was it close?”

      “Only a few down from ours.” I shuddered.

      “The culprit couldn’t have just vanished into thin air.”

      His words hung between us. He was right. Nobody vanished into thin air.

      My eyes flicked to him and then to the floor.

      “Hey, I’ve got your coffee.” Olivia returned, holding out a china cup.

      I took it gratefully, though a cup that small wasn’t going to last long and would require frequent topping up.

      “Thanks.” I took a sip.

      The caffeine drink was hot and rushed over my tongue. Instant refreshment.

      “There’s not a dull moment with you around, is there, Peyton?” Jake said.

      My eyes met his, and for a second I was scared he might just walk away, but the corner of his mouth flicked into a smile before he turned and headed back to his table.

      I cradled the cup as I sat down. Tom and his friend Aaron had vacated the table. I wondered if it was the negative vibes we were putting out. I could see them standing close to the door as if they were going to bolt. The pair of them looked like deer caught in headlights.

      “You’re quiet.”

      My eyes flicked into focus. Olivia was sitting across the table, hands cupped around her coffee, and she studied me intently. Her blue eyes, minus the usual glasses in favour of contacts for the weekend, were sparkling in the dim light.

      “I thought we’d do something different to leave the real world behind, and look what’s happened.” I hitched my thumb towards the narrow cart we were in.

      In contrast to earlier, everybody was subdued. Talk was low, with only one topic of conversation.

      “You do know that when we get to the station the weekend will be far from over.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Police will want to question everyone. We’ll probably be there for hours.”

      “I know.” I nodded. “That doesn’t bother me so much.”

      “What does?”

      “Aside from the fact that a woman has been brutally murdered, I fail to see how anyone could’ve possibly done it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I don’t think she was murdered by anyone living.” I met her stare across the table.

      “A ghost?” Her eyes widened.

      I nodded. “A ghost.”
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        * * *

      

      The next half-hour crawled. People milled up and down the narrow passageway between the booths in the carriage and helped themselves to coffee. Chatter was quiet, speculative. Everyone had a theory. People eyed others with suspicion while the deceased woman’s friend continued to cry, her sobs more subdued now. In the corner, Pam fielded questions as best she could, looking more and more haggard as each person approached.

      Then my eyes met Jake’s. That look. Those dark eyes were unmistakable. He was sitting with his friends. The collar of his shirt popped open, revealing a little of his bronzed skin. His hand rested on the table as he cradled a cup.

      He was staring at me. Not angry or upset, maybe just bemused. I could see the cogs working in his mind as he tried to piece the puzzle together, much like everyone else.

      Even though his friends were talking, and every now and then someone would try and grab his attention, he only had eyes for me. I couldn’t look away. Instead I drunk him in, looking at his hair, strong shoulders tapering down to his chest. Stubble graced his cheeks just the way I remembered, and his dark eyes fixated on me.

      His tongue darted out of his mouth to wet his lips, and my core flipped. I clenched my legs a little tighter and let out a shuddering gasp. I toyed with the urge to get up and go over there, when I was hit with a blast of darkness so loud and sharp I thought I was haemorrhaging.

      Everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Peyton?”

      Olivia’s voice floated to me in the darkness.

      I put my feelers out, trying to reach out to her. I couldn’t see through the muddy sludge of my mind. My arms floated in the dark, unable to grasp. I tried to tether myself to her voice and travel back to the light, but as the echo died, reality became harder to find. I was lost in the darkness, falling deeper into the depths, when the voice hit me. It bellowed in my mind becoming a chorus of unearthly music.

      Next time, it’s her.

      “Peyton!” The voice was male, strong.

      And this time, as I reached out my hand, pushing my mind towards the light, I was met with his warmth and yanked out of oblivion.

      I was lying on the floor, head in Jake’s hands. The lights overhead were dazzling after the darkness, and I winced.

      Jake leaned over me. Beside him, Olivia’s eyes were full as she held her hand to her mouth.

      “Peyton, are you okay?” She moved closer and knelt to the floor, then grasped my hand.

      “Why am I on the floor?” I tried to push myself up, but Jake held me steady.

      “Careful,” he said in a husky voice. “You hit your head.”

      “That would explain the banging in my skull.” I winced.

      “You were saying something,” Olivia said.

      “What?”

      “Just before you woke up, you were muttering. Peyton, what happened?”

      “I . . . I think we were right.”

      “About the ghost?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How do you know?”

      I stared into her eyes. “He says you’re next.”

      “Tell me you’re joking.” Olivia’s face was ashen, eyes wide.

      I was worried it might be her turn to faint.

      “I wish I was.” I pushed my hand against the floor and tried to stand.

      Jake guided me, hands strong, secure as they supported my back.

      Back on my feet, I felt unsteady. My head was still woozy, and pain lingered beneath the surface but whether that was because I’d hit my head, or a side effect of the intrusion on my brain, I couldn’t be sure.

      Being blasted in the mind by such a loud, arrogant arsehole had been bad enough, but it was like he’d left a residue of darkness after I swam back to the light. It lingered, a black oily substance that stunk of evil, and it was slowly seeping into the depths of my mind. I knew this would stay with me for a long time.

      “Peyton!” Olivia grabbed the top of my arm, fingers squeezing too hard as she tried to keep a lid on her panic. “Tell me.”

      “Olivia!” I yelled, shrugging out of her grip.

      “Come on.” Jake halted the whole charade.

      People were staring, and I was the focus of attention again because of my fainting episode. My cheeks burned from embarrassment.

      Jake guided me towards the seat. “I think we all just need to sit for a minute and calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Olivia shrieked. “I’ve just been told that I’m next, and you expect me to calm down?” Her eyes were wild.

      Not that I could blame her. I knew exactly what she was picturing, because I was seeing it, too.

      Jake sat me down on the cushioned bench, hand resting on my shoulder, and Olivia, after taking a breath or two, dropped into the seat opposite.

      “Peyton, are you okay?” Pam asked.

      She looked whiter—if that was possible—as she set a glass of water down in front of me. Her face was gaunt, making her real age apparent. Her clothes were dishevelled and her hair, so neatly put up at the beginning of the evening, was now frayed as if each moment of stress had plucked another strand from its tight up-do.

      “I guess I just felt odd.” I took a sip of the water and blanched. Not enough caffeine.

      “Yeah, well, I think feeling odd is normal when you’re hearing spirits,” Olivia snapped.

      “Shut up!” I hissed.

      “What?” Pam’s eyes flicked to me, a shadow of fear hiding in their depths. It vanished, and she regained her composure.

      “I guess I’d better explain.” I sighed and shuffled along in the seat.

      Jake slid into the seat beside me, his thigh resting against mine, warm and reassuring, and Pam slid in beside Olivia.

      I glanced at Jake out the corner of my eye and saw concern welded in his expression. Seeing him again, after all this time had felt uncomfortable, considering the experiences we’d shared but the awkwardness of his presence had quickly softened into warmth, like a familiar blanket that would protect me from the monsters. The feeling took me back to the night at the Manor House and the fleeting normalcy I’d tasted.

      I took a deep breath as I prepared to spill all to Pam and Jake. He knew some things. After all, he was the first person I’d ever told, but that was when I spent my days lost in a haze of alcohol. Now, I was stone cold sober and listening intently to the spirits. I wasn’t sure how he’d react to that.

      “What I’m about to tell you might seem a little crazy. You might find it hard to believe, but it’s all true.”

      “Okay.” The word was long and drawn out as she continued to stare at me.

      “I can sense spirits.”

      “Ghosts?” Pam said before I even had a chance to continue.

      “Yes. Ghosts.”

      She frowned and continued to stare, mind ticking, trying to make sense of it all. “You see ghosts?”

      “Well. Yes. But I mostly hear them.”

      She stared at me, open-mouthed. I felt like remonstrating her. My revelation wasn’t the most unusual thing of the evening. That, I was sure of. But I kept my mouth shut, remembering that not everybody was like me, and accepting the seemingly impossible was hard for most people.

      “Right.” Olivia took over the conversation, slapping her hand on the table, which caused my water to spill.

      I glared at her.

      “Now that we’re all caught up, let’s get to the important part. Why me?” she said.

      “I have no idea.” I shook my head, focusing on my best friend and trying to rein in the irritation that rushed over me, because if my life had been threatened, I’d be pretty anxious to get some answers, too. “It’s just what I heard.”

      “Well, you better start figuring it out, Peyton, because I don’t want to end up like that woman!” She flung her hand in the cabin’s direction.

      I felt heads turning our way and glanced down the carriage. The grieving woman in the corner hadn’t noticed Olivia’s little outburst, but if she didn’t control herself, it wouldn’t be long.

      Olivia,” Jake said, “You have to keep your voice down.”

      “Who are you to tell me to be quiet?” she yelled, hands thumping the table.

      “Olivia!” I shouted. “Stop it. Listen, you stay here. You’ll be safe around people.”

      “You hope.” She crossed her arms.

      “And I’ll go and put the feelers out.”

      “Woah!” Jake held his hands up. “There’s no way you’re going on your own.”

      “Well, I can’t take Olivia.”

      “Then I’m coming.” He prodded his chest.

      “Are you kidding?” I shook my head. “Didn’t you have enough last time?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I did. My arm did take a while to heal, but there’s no way I’m letting you go back there on your own. You saw what happened to that woman.”

      “Oh, gush, gush, gush!” Olivia threw herself backwards and slammed against the cushioned seat. “Get on with it.”

      “Glad to see you’re worried about my safety.” I scowled.

      “He’s not after you. Get moving.”

      I sighed and nudged Jake with my knee. “I’ve been given my orders.”

      He glanced at Olivia, opening his mouth, but then thought better of it and closed it. He slid out of the booth and held out his hand. It enveloped mine in warmth as I stood up. We were inches apart, and our eyes met. I was transported back to the day I met him.

      Someone cleared their throat—I didn’t need two guesses—and I dropped my head, then moved towards the carriage door. Jake followed close, and we shut out the other passengers’ complaints as we stepped through the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the door shut behind us, the sound of the other passengers was muted and replaced with the sound of the train rushing over the track. I paused and took a deep breath, closing my eyes and allowing a moment of clarity to wash over me.

      Jake’s hand gently wrapped around my upper arm, and he took a step closer, his body forming a shield behind me. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      My eyes flicked open and looked down the long corridor. The world outside rushed by in a blur of black sky and shadows. We were alone in this, and I was the only one who could do anything. The tentacles of darkness continued to probe my mind. Occasionally, a fleeting shadow rushed me, and I was given a glimpse into a past life. One I didn’t wish to see again.

      “Not really. But what choice do I have?”

      “Peyton,” he turned me to face him, “you have a choice. You always have a choice. Let’s turn around. The police will deal with this.”

      My lip twitched. “The police aren’t going to solve this crime unless they pin it on someone who didn’t do it.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to rush in there and save people. We’re all adults. Let’s head back and wait until we hit the station on Sunday.”

      “I can’t.” I shook my head. “Olivia is in danger, and I have to at least try and do something.”

      Our gazes locked, and I knew he was fighting with himself. He wanted to argue, wanted me to turn around and move back to the carriage full of warmth and people and coffee. I couldn’t do that, not when my best friend’s life was on the line, and he knew it.

      “You know, when I first met you,” his eyes flicked to the floor, “I told you that if things changed or your life got a little more normal, to contact me.”

      I grinned. “You did.”

      “Since that night, I’ve been hoping that maybe you would text or call or I’d bump into you or something.” His shoulders hunched and then fell. “You fell off the radar, and all I could do was hope you were okay. You have no idea how many times I cursed myself for not taking your number.”

      My heart sped up.

      “Tonight has been fate, seeing you here again like this. Your life has changed, Peyton. It’s not normal, and as far as I can see, it never will be.” He flung his arms up, looking around. “But you’ve accepted who you are, and that’s the normality of your life.”

      My jaw opened and closed as the reality hit me hard. He was right. This was my normal. This was how my life would be. Acceptance of myself meant I was living the life I was supposed to live. And to think, when I was a teenager, all I wanted to do was forget who I was.

      I never thought I’d hear that from Jake. I’d expected admonishment instead. But the huge dose of honesty was a relief. He meant well, and from the moment I met him, he hadn’t been one to skirt around the truth.

      “You’re right.” I nodded. “This is how my life is. This is how it’ll always be.”

      A sinking feeling started at the top of my chest as I looked at Jake. I hadn’t realised before that I’d been holding out hope that if we ever met again, my life would have changed and we’d be together. But now, after acknowledging that my life would always be entwined with spirits of the otherworld, I knew we could never be together.

      The pit sunk lower into my stomach, where it settled with an uneasy lump. As if I needed any more to feel bad about tonight.

      My phone beeped in my bag, breaking the spell of the moment. I reached down and plucked it out, glad for the distraction, and read the text from Olivia.

      I can see you’re just standing there. Get moving!

      I flashed my phone at Jake and grinned, then shoved it back in my bag. “We’ve been rumbled. Better get going.”

      Without giving him the chance to speak, I turned on my heel and stalked down the narrow passage, hoping I appeared a lot more confident than I felt. It was time to put the rest of the night behind me and figure out what was going on if I had any chance of protecting Olivia.

      Jake quickly caught up, feet rumbling on the carpeted floor. “So where do we start? What do we do?”

      I could’ve smiled at his eagerness, like a puppy seeking affection from its owner. But this was dangerous. I knew that as soon as I was hit with a blast of the voice, in the back in the restaurant. We were about to face was a murderer. An evil person whose darkness spread through my mind, black tendrils sticking like spikes that would never lodge.

      “Normally I would do a few readings, get a feel for the place, look for cold spots. But I can’t do that since I didn’t exactly come prepared.” I held my bag up, indicating its tiny proportions, and felt a thread of resentment.

      I’d come here for a weekend away, to forget about what I did—we did—just for a little bit of time, and it had found me. It turns out that being a ghost hunter isn’t a job you can just walk away from.

      “Okay, so you haven’t got the stuff you need. Can we figure something else out?” Jake asked.

      “Unless there’s a couple of K2 metres lying around, then I’m guessing not.” I shook my head.

      “So what then?”

      “Back to the basics.”

      “Which is?”

      “Listening.”

      Listening meant opening up my mind to more of the same, and with that came the potential for backlash.

      I swallowed as I reached the compartment that Olivia and I were sharing. A glance to my left showed it was dark and quiet, just as I suspected. I moved past it, steps becoming slower, more deliberate. I felt the atmosphere change, and Jake did, too. His footsteps softened.

      I hadn’t heard anything the last time I was down there, but the spirit had made itself known to me now. I had no doubt it would continue to do so.

      A few more steps took me past another dark booth. I glimpsed to the left and saw clothes lying in a heap on the seats.

      The next one was immaculate.

      Two more to go.

      I swallowed again.

      I had never faced anything with the vehemence of this spirit. I’d dealt with angry and confused spirits before. The ghost we’d gotten rid of at The Grand Hotel had hurt Olivia. And in Hilltop House, we handled a ghost who’d killed people in his former home. But the acid invading my mind was like nothing else. I felt alone and underprepared.

      Without anything to help me, except my mind, which I feared had been compromised, I was worried that I might not be able to deal with it. Not that I’d tell Jake that. There was no reason to worry him more than he already was.

      I took another step, and just as my foot landed on the hollow floor, another blast hit me. I stumbled backwards, into Jake’s arms. He had barely steadied me, when the voice flowed through me.

      You think she’s safe in there?

      Laughter followed. Crude, cruel laughter that chilled me to the bone.

      “Peyton?”

      Jake came into focus. He held me up, one arm scooped around my waist and the other just beneath my chin as he pinned me against the wall.

      The echo of laughter quieted, and a shiver wracked me.

      “It was him,” I whispered, pained but not scared.

      There was no longer any doubt that the spirit haunting this train was a man.

      “Are you okay?”

      “He said she’s not safe.”

      I tried to break free of Jake’s grasp, but he held firm.

      “Peyton, you need to breathe. Olivia is as safe as she can be in that restaurant. She’s surrounded by people.”

      “He can still get to her.”

      “But will he?”

      I stopped for a moment as the voice of reason cut through everything. Jake was right. This guy, whoever he was, was a vile murderer. He hid in the shadows and committed his crimes where there were no witnesses. There was no way he was going to kill someone in front of a bunch of people. He probably wouldn’t have the power to manifest, let alone harm her.

      “No.” My body sagged as the fight left me.

      I wasn’t going to go rushing back to the restaurant just to check on Olivia. That’s what this guy wanted. He wanted me to panic, lose my head, and head back. Or worse, bring Olivia with me.

      I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      “Thank you.” I straightened. “It turns out, it’s a good job you came.”

      “To protect you.” He stood a little taller as he loosened his grip on me.

      “To help me keep my head. This guy . . . he’s a monster. He manipulates and plays games. I need to stay focused so I can deal with it.”

      “Well, you’re welcome, I guess.” He scratched his head.

      “Come on. We’re nearly there.” I took a step. “Oh, and Jake?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Prepare yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood in front of the compartment. The sheet that had been draped across the windows now lay at my feet. I hadn’t done it, and neither had anyone else. We were being tormented with a view of her body. The blood was congealing on the windows, and Rigor mortis was setting in the unmoved body.

      “Jesus.” Jake coughed and turned away. Hand pressed against his mouth as he stared out the window, into the night. “It’s still just as bad the second time around.”

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “How can you just . . . look at her?”

      I shrugged and turned back to look at the woman. “I don’t know. Death. It’s an inevitable part of life.”

      “That’s pretty morbid.”

      “I did grow up in a funeral parlour.”

      “Surely you didn’t see the bodies?” His eyes widened.

      “Not if my parents could help it.” I pushed on a weak smile. “They shielded me from most aspects of it, except when I had to serve tea and coffee to the guests. But that didn’t stop the dead from coming to talk to me.”

      “And there we have it. The twist on reality.”

      “I didn’t ask for this, you know.” I shook my head and put a hand on the cool glass. “I hid from it for years because I was scared to be different. Scared I’d be locked up in a nut house if I said anything.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.” Jake set his hand on my shoulder. “I just . . . seeing her in there like that . . . I don’t know how to react.”

      “There’s no right way to react, Jake. It’s okay.”

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “So what now?”

      “I’m going to open the door.”

      “You can’t do that! You’ll contaminate the scene. You’ll leave DNA. The police will pin this on you.”

      “Calm down.” I held my hands up. “For starters, I have a witness. A very reliable one, at that. Olivia worked at a solicitor’s firm, you know.”

      “Great, so she has friends that can represent you in court.”

      “I’m not going to go in, Jake. I just need to be closer.”

      He wrinkled his nose but stood back. I grasped the handle using the sheet that had been pitched to the floor. I yanked hard and the door gave, sliding along on its tracks. I dropped the sheet.

      A coppery tang hit the back of my throat, and all I could taste was death. It was a welcomed familiarity which revived memories of my childhood home. Then it dissipated into the open carriage.

      In my peripheral, I saw Jake step back. Whether it was to get away from the sight of her body or the smell, I wasn’t sure, but it gave me space to work.

      She lay on the floor, arms up over her head and dress rucked up to her hips. A pair of white panties covered her modesty, but her breasts were almost spilling out of her dress, zipper undone. Her face was made-up, pink lipstick smeared across her cheek. Her eyes were glassy, a film coating them.

      The worst part was the blood. It covered every inch of the small compartment. It was splashed up on the walls, windows, and soaked into the floor. Her thighs were split open like a doll whose seams had torn apart. Her dress was torn at the midriff, where blood had pooled like a stagnant lake of dirty water. Matted hair stuck to her pale face.

      I crouched down until my eyes were in line with hers. She stared at me, unblinking.

      “Hi,” I whispered. “I’m Peyton.”

      An eerie silence greeted me. I closed my eyes and waited, shutting down all senses to concentrate on my mind. I felt darkness, the tentacles still gripping and squeezing every part of my psyche. An unwelcomed visitor in this host.

      Then I felt a tingle. Something like a spark of light coming to life. I concentrated hard, listening, trying to locate it. It pinged like a butterfly opening its wings for the first time, and I had it.

      Who are you? The voice floated, ethereal and so faint it almost wasn’t there.

      “Peyton. I’m Peyton, and I’m here to help.”

      Where am I?

      How did I explain that one? People who’d just passed on to the other side barely understood what happened, and the shock of realising their new state could send them into fits of rage or hysteria. I couldn’t let that happen. I needed her to work with me so I could figure this out, so I could get rid of the spirit on this train.

      “You’ve been badly hurt. You’ve passed on.”

      Silence.

      And then a small hiccup, like a sob. I’m dead.

      “Yes.”

      What happened?

      “That’s what I need you to tell me.”

      I . . . I don’t remember. Another sob.

      “What’s your name?”

      Linda.

      “Okay, Linda. I know this is hard. I know all this is new, but you don’t have to do it alone. I can help you.”

      I don’t want to be dead.

      I held the sigh in my chest. Death was something I’d pondered time and time again. Some people who passed came back as spirits, while others moved on to another place, gone from the earthly plane. I felt for those like Linda, people who had passed on and were lost or stuck and had no way of knowing where to go, and often wondered where I would end up when I died.

      “I can’t change what’s already happened, but I can help you from here.”

      I came for a nice night. I wanted to meet someone. I’ve been lonely.

      “You might meet someone on the other side.”

      Do you have anyone nice?

      I swallowed and glanced back at Jake. He stood against the carriage wall, watching me with dark eyes, arms folded over his chest. I couldn’t read him.

      “No. Not yet.”

      I can see someone else with you.

      “He’s . . . a friend.”

      Jake’s feet moved, and I knew he knew I was talking about him, but he stayed quiet.

      You need to live your life before it’s too late. Before you end up like me.

      “Linda, I need you to focus.”

      On what?

      “I need to stop the man who did this to you.”

      Cold prickled into the atmosphere.

      He was nasty. I felt how evil he was.

      “Where did he come from?”

      I don’t know. One minute I was alone, the next he was there.

      “Did you see him?”

      No. I just felt him. He was big and dark and . . . evil.

      “Did he say anything?”

      No. He laughed.

      I shuddered. I’d heard his laughter, too.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      I just remember being in pain. And then nothing. And then I was here.

      “I need you to think, Linda. He wants to hurt my friend, and I have to stop him. I have to get rid of him.”

      You can do that?

      I can try, but I need your help.”

      Okay. He came through the door of my mind.

      Did he say anything?”

      He said he wanted to hurt me. And that’s when the pain started.

      “Do you remember anything else?”

      He said this train belonged to him. That none of us should be here. That he would end it all.

      “His train?”

      He robbed it. He robbed it years ago.

      “He was a train robber?”

      It’s coming back to me now, she said, gleefully.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      He was shot to death by an officer during a heist.

      “He died here.” I gasped. I couldn’t believe it. I was dealing with a man—a ghost—who had been killed while robbing a train, and his spirit still lingered. Still wanted to claim its prize.

      He wants you all to leave.

      “We’ll leave when we get to the station.”

      It might be too late then.

      I swallowed.

      Our departure at the station was more than a day away, and Olivia was next. I had to figure this out right away.

      I . . . he’s coming. Panic rocked her. I can feel him. He’s almost here.

      Jake was knocked off his feet and fell to the floor, with a grunt.

      “Jake!” I yelled and jumped to my feet.

      He groaned as he started to move. I strode towards him and was almost there, when he was yanked away from me, his whole body sliding across the floor.

      “Peyton!” His eyes were wide.

      Then his head was forced to the floor, and he careened towards me.

      Before I had time to get out of the way, his feet smashed into my legs and I toppled over, landing on him, and together we went skittering down the passage.

      I clung to his shoulders, and his hands gripped my waist.

      “Peyton!” he yelled again.

      “Hold on!” I wanted him to think I had a plan.

      We were being tossed around like rag dolls, and I had no plan. This wasn’t going well.

      Just as we reached the back of the carriage, our direction changed and we were hurtled back towards the other end. Laughter rang in my head like the worn-out theme of a haunted house.

      As we reached Linda’s open cabin door, I came eye-to-eye with her dead stare, and then we were pitched back towards the end of the train. But this time, the door at the end was open.

      I saw the night sky and felt a cool blast of air as we hurtled towards it.

      We were going through. We would fall to the tracks. We would die.

      We jolted to a stop.

      Jake’s legs were propped either side of the door. He was the only thing stopping us from spilling to our death.

      His face was contorted as he struggled against the force that pulled us towards the open door.

      “Hold on, Jake!”

      I used his body as leverage to push myself up, then turned and grasped the door frame while leaning out to grab the door handle. The door flapped back and forth as the train hurtled down the track.

      It bounced again, and the handle jostled. I managed to curl my fingers around it, and just as I was just about to pull it closed, I was pushed.

      I lurched forward, tracks in my vision as my arms cartwheeled. A pair of hands grabbed my waist and hauled me back inside. Then the door was slammed shut and locked.

      Jake slumped against the wall and stared at me, heaving, face ashen. I lay in a stunned heap.

      “Well, I didn’t imagine my night going like this,” he said.

      “Believe me, neither did I.”

      I was in shock. Shock that I hadn’t seen it coming. After accepting my gift, I had learned to hone it, with Sylvia’s help. But I thought I didn’t needed it tonight. Nothing had felt the slightest bit odd to me as I boarded the train.

      The thought that a spirit may be able to hide its presence from me was terrifying.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay, so what do we know?” Jake asked.

      We were back in the restaurant cart. My heart was still hammering, my stomach knotted. Colour had returned to Jake’s face, but I wondered if the damage was hidden inside.

      I bit my lip. If the last encounter we’d experienced together had put him off, what was this going to do?

      Our arrival caused quite a stir, and people rushed towards us.

      “Well, for starters, we need a little bit of privacy.”

      I glanced at Pam, who nodded, and then herded people back to their seats.

      “If you would all take your seats please, I’ll continue looking after this matter.” Pam smiled.

      There were a few grumbles and shouts of protest, but everyone returned to their seats.

      I took a deep breath, glad of the reprieve, and slid into the booth, where Olivia was obviously keen to hear what had happened. Jake sat beside me, a gap between our legs this time.

      I hunkered down on the table as I contemplated the best place to start.

      “I did some digging.”

      “And by digging she means talking to the spirit of the dead woman,” Jake said, glancing around the table as if expecting a reaction.

      “Okay.” Olivia nodded.

      Jake slumped.

      “The spirit—the murderer—was a train robber. He was a bad man, and he’s been around here for a long time.”

      “Why did he kill that woman?” Olivia asked.

      “I don’t know why he killed her.” I shook my head. “That’s something I can’t answer.”

      “Does a person like that need a reason?” Jake said. “He seemed hellbent on killing us, too.”

      “What?” Oliva’s eyes bulged.

      I shot Jake a look. I was hoping to keep our near-death experience out of it. Olivia was hanging on by a thread, as it was.

      “Well?” she pressed.

      I sighed. “He tried to throw us out the door at the bottom of the carriage.”

      “Oh, my God. This ghost . . . he’s really dangerous.”

      “You’re not kidding.”

      “Listen.” I held up my hand. “Yes, he’s dangerous, and he wasn’t an angel when he was alive, either. Robbery, murder. Nothing’s beyond him, and this situation is escalating.”

      “So what now?” Olivia asked.

      “There’s got to be something tying him to the train. There has to be a reason he’s still here,” I said.

      It was the only logical explanation. He had a reason for hanging on, and unless I figured out what it was, he would continue to linger after I left—if I left at all.

      “Something is tying him to the train?” Pam whispered, sliding into the seat next to Olivia.

      “Yes, but I don’t know what.” I shrugged. Without knowing that, searching the train would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.

      “How do you know something is keeping him here?”

      “I spoke to Linda.”

      Pam paled. “Linda? The woman who was . . .”

      “Killed. Yes. She spoke to me. They’re on the same plane now, so she has more knowledge.”

      “Okay.” Pam cleared her throat and stared at her thumbs. “But she didn’t share the thing he was tied to?”

      “She might not know. If it’s a personal object, the likelihood is that we’ll have to figure it out.”

      “Something tells me it’s not going to be a teddy bear,” Olivia muttered.

      The whole table quietened. Although we were a little further forward there was still a lot we had to learn, and we didn’t know how.

      Clearly, our presence in that carriage was enough to set him off, and I was worried about going back. But to get rid of him, I had to. I also needed to keep Olivia safe. I still figured she was safer here than anywhere else, yet I knew that if he wanted to cross into the restaurant cart, there was nothing stopping him.

      Beside me, Jake slid his phone from his pocket. He tapped the screen, and it lit up.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Hoping I’ve got a signal,” he mumbled, staring down at the device, googling train robbers.

      “Good thinking.” I grinned.

      “You’re commending his ability to use a phone at a time like this?” Olivia raised her brow.

      “The Internet is a wonderful thing, and it might help us find out some information on the guy,” I said.

      That woman needed to keep her biting sarcasm locked in. But I understood how she must feel given the current predicament.

      “Pam, what’s the train called?” Jake glanced up at her.

      “The Sapphire Bay,” she said.

      “That’s a pretty name for a train,” I said.

      “Peyton.” Olivia scowled and pulled her phone from her bag.

      “What?” I held my hands up, but Olivia’s head was down as she focused on her phone.

      I leaned over Jake, our eyes searching for any information that could be relevant. He scrolled through pages and pages of information, looking at headlines and links. And although there was stuff that could’ve indicated a robber on this train, there was nothing concrete.

      “I can’t find anything.” He sighed as he slammed the phone down.

      “Good job I took a look, too, isn’t it?” Olivia purred, eyes snapping to Jake in challenge, before staring down at her phone again. “Okay, so Joseph Emarus Smith was a notorious gunslinger and train robber in this area.”

      “Gunslinger!” I said. “Wow.”

      “Peyton, he was the worst of the worst. He was known for his, let’s say, sexual predatory behaviour as well as his murder tally. He led a gang that robbed trains. He took what he wanted, in more ways than one, and then left.”

      “He sounds like a scumbag.” Pam wrinkled her nose.

      “He is, believe me.” I nodded, suddenly glad I was the only one who could hear his intentions. I don’t think anyone else would’ve been able to take it. “Anything else?”

      “He was killed on a train. The Sapphire Bay.” Olivia’s eyes lit up as she glanced at me. “During an attempt at robbing a wealthy family, an off duty cop on the train pulled a pistol and shot him three times in the chest. He was said to still be laughing when he finally died.”

      I shuddered as I recalled the laugh that rocked through my mind. “I could well imagine.”

      Olivia moved the phone closer to her face. “The article says that Smith’s gun was lost in the commotion.”

      “That’s it!” I sat up. “That’s got to be it.”

      “You really think there’s still a gun hidden on this train?” Olivia’s eyes snapped to mine.

      “I know it’s unlikely, but there could be a million hiding places.” I shrugged. “I don’t have all the answers, but right now it’s the only lead we’ve got.”

      “Fine.” She sighed, locking her phone screen, then dropped her head into her palm.

      “Pam, how much do you know about the train?” Jake asked.

      “Well, I know quite a bit.” She nodded, flashing a quick smile as she became the guide once again. “Parts of the train have been modified, some renovated and some completely replaced. But most of it was restored from the original train.”

      “So it is possible?” I asked.

      “Well, I suppose it is. Although, the staff that services the train is very thorough. I’m sure they would’ve found something as significant as a gun.”

      “I don’t doubt that.” I shook my head. “But if there’s a chance the gun is hidden somewhere, I have to try to find it. Otherwise, this will continue to happen.”

      “Oh, of course.” She nodded, happy to help. “Anything you need.”

      “So what do we need?” Jake turned to me.

      “We need that gun,” I said.

      “And let me guess, that means we’re going back into the carriage?” Jake asked.

      “You got it in one,” I said.

      “You can’t be serious.” Jake shook his head and stared at me. “You were just there, right? You saw what happened?”

      I sighed. I knew exactly what he meant. But I also knew we had to do this.

      “Listen,” I leaned on the centre table, “this man—ghost—is haunting the train. If we don’t get this gun, the thing that’s tying him to the carriage, then we can’t get rid of him.”

      Olivia watched our conversation, with wide eyes. She was paler than I’d ever seen her, and goosebumps rose on her shoulders.

      “We have a whole day left before we reach the station,” Pam said. “And I assume much longer after that until we’re allowed to leave the train.”

      Jake shook his head, arms resting on the table. I’d forgotten how meaty his forearms were, until now when his sleeves were rolled up. It reminded me of that night in the Manor House for the wedding when he was standing behind the bar, plying me with alcohol the whole time and offering his cute smile.

      “Jake, you don’t have to come,” I said.

      “There’s no way you’re going in there alone.”

      “You have no obligation to me.”

      “No.” His eyes flashed. “I don’t.”

      My stomach dropped.

      “But I’m not letting you go in there alone. You could be someone I just met, and I still wouldn’t let you go in alone. But you’re you, Peyton. That’s more than someone I don’t know. I care about you, and I won’t let you get hurt.”

      My chest hitched, and my jaw opened and closed. Nobody had ever shown that they cared so much—beyond Olivia’s negative sarcasm—and I was touched. He didn’t want me to go in there alone because he was worried about me.

      I took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      “Now I feel like I’ve got to profess my undying love for you to stop you from going in there,” Olivia said, cheek resting on her hand, skin rucked up around her fist.

      I grinned. “Hell, I know you love me, woman. And I love you. That’s why I’m doing this.”

      “I’m touched.” she said, sarcastically, but I knew she meant it.

      “So, Jake, if we’re going to do this, let’s get going.”

      “Don’t we need a plan of action or something?” he said.

      His shoulders heaved, and I pried my eyes away from his bulging muscles.

      “A plan of action would be that we’re going in there to find a gun.”

      “And you think it’s going to be that easy? There are what—”

      “Twelve compartments total,” Pam said.

      “Right, so twelve compartments. Of which, one is currently occupied and we can’t risk going into it.”

      “Agreed.” I nodded.

      Even though I couldn’t go in there, I was sure Linda would be helpful if we needed her.

      “And then a whole carriage corridor, which I have to be honest, I’m not sure how to search thoroughly,” Jake said.

      “Well, I’m not coming.” Pam held her hands up. “I need to be here to keep everyone calm.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to come, Pam.” I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Jake tutted.

      “But if you could give us any pointers, that would be great,” I said.

      “Not really.” Her lip twisted. “Most of the corridor area is pretty much what you see. Without pulling the whole carriage apart, there’s no way to get underneath it.”

      “Okay, so for now we can assume that the gun’s accessible,” I said.

      “I’d say the compartments are your best bet. Check beneath the seats, between the cushions, and pull them out into their bed form to double check. There are overhead storage areas, too, that you’ll want to look into. Jake should be able to see right to the back if he stands on a seat. But mind your feet. Don’t mark the seats.”

      “Hang on,” Jake said. “We’re dealing with a murderous spirit here, and you’re worried about the state of the cushions!”

      “Hey, we rent this train for the murder mystery. If anything goes back spoiled, Murder Mystery Tours loses its deposit, and I lose my wage.”

      He sighed and pressed his lips together.

      “We’ll be careful, don’t worry,” I said.

      “Oh, and here, you might need these.” Pam handed over a bunch of keys. “They’ll get you into all the compartments.”

      I took them.

      “So, Peyton, is there anything we can do to stay safe?” Jake turned to me.

      “Find the gun and get rid of it,” I said.

      “And what if he attacks us again? What then?”

      “We just have to pray that he doesn’t.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.” He slid out of the seat and rolled his sleeves up another notch, revealing his elbows.

      I noticed smooth skin with a fine layer of dark hair, veins blue against the pale skin of his inner arm.

      After shuffling along the cushion, I stood up and looked around the carriage. All eyes were on us. They might not have known what was happening, but they all knew something was happening. I sensed thick tension as eyes met mine. People looked away or offered a consolatory smile as if they knew we were walking into the jaws of evil.

      “Hey, bud.” One of Jake’s friends clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Hey, Craig. I don’t really have time for a chat right now.”

      “What’s going on?” Craig looked across to the table and then at me.

      “Long story.” Jake shrugged.

      “Come on, we deserve answers.”

      Jake’s eyes flicked to mine and then back. I understood. If it was me, I would want answers, and if my friends asked, I would tell them.

      I nodded, and he turned back to Craig.

      “What I’m about to tell you is going to sound crazy,” Jake said.

      “As crazy as the story about being pushed out the window?” Craig smirked.

      Jake’s face remained stoic, and the awkward pause hung as Craig looked from his friend to me.

      Then recognition dawned on his face. “Wait, shit! That’s her, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, this is Peyton,” Jake said.

      “Fuck, man.”

      “Yeah. This is no joke. Something is going on here,” Jake said.

      Craig stepped closer and dropped his voice like he was in on the secret. “Like a ghost?”

      “Exactly.” Jake nodded. “And she’s the only one who can sort it out.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, taking a step backwards, and clapped his hands together. “Good. Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Thanks, man.” Jake saluted.

      “Oh, and one more thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t break a limb this time.” Craig turned and fled towards the end of the carriage, where he slid into a booth and immediately started talking.

      I rolled my eyes. And guys thought girls were bad for gossip.

      I looked at Jake, who could only shrug. Clearly there had been some storytelling going on, and the crazy girl with the ability to see ghosts was part of it. I’d question him later.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      He nodded, looking abashed.

      I strode towards the carriage door, without another word.

      I didn’t like goodbyes—they suggested finality.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage door closed behind us for the second time. I felt Jake step up behind me, body moulding around mine as he caressed my shoulders.

      “Is it just me, or did it get cold?” he whispered, mouth so close to mine that shivers ran down the length of my neck, teasing my spine.

      If I wasn’t about to have a showdown with an ugly ghost, I might’ve turned around and kissed him.

      “Very.” I nodded, checking anything visibly notable.

      Each compartment door, as well as the door at the end of the carriage, was still shut. For now. I made a mental note to avoid that area.

      “So where do we start?” He squeezed my arms.

      “At the beginning.” I pointed at the first room.

      His grip loosened, and he stepped away, leaving a blast of cold against my back.

      I sighed. What I would’ve given to stay in that moment and enjoy his heat. Enjoy him.

      He stepped around me and towards the first compartment. I handed him the keys, and after a few minutes of sorting, he unlocked the door and slid it open. Then we stepped into the cramped room.

      Earlier, as Olivia and I were getting ready in our compartment, it seemed cramped. But this room, with clothes and makeup strewn about, it seemed even tighter.

      “Nobody told me we’d be rifling through clothes.” Jake grimaced.

      “I’ll do that bit. Though I don’t think anyone found a really old pistol and hid it among their clothes for giggles. You check the overhead storage.”

      He toed a pair of tights out of the way, then pulled himself up onto the seat and began searching. I dropped to my knees, lowered my head to the floor, and peered beneath the seat. The line of light stopped soon after the overhang of the chair, and an overwhelming darkness lingered beyond.

      I grimaced. The last thing I wanted to do was stick my hand back there. I had no doubt that the compartments were cleaned after each journey, but even the most thorough domestic could miss something like the underside of a chair, and who knew what I’d find. But if there was a chance I could find what we needed, I had to do it.

      Instead of a dress, I wish I’d worn something more practical. Something with pockets, and something that didn’t ride up my backside every time I bent over. But I had to make do with zero in the way of tools and keep pulling the fabric down to hide my shame.

      With a sigh, I reached beneath the chair, pushed my hand into the corner, and brushed it along the wall. When I removed it, my fingertips were black, but other than that, I was scathe-free. And pistol free. I repeated the procedure under the opposite chair. I came up with nothing except a gum wrapper. Glad the gum wasn’t included.

      “Anything?” Jake asked as he stepped down, careful to avoid my hands.

      “No.” I kneeled, brushing my hands together. “Nothing. You?”

      “No. Aside from the completely empty bags, there’s nothing.”

      “That would explain why there are so many clothes in here.” I grinned.

      “I couldn’t live with so much clutter.” He stared at the mess, with distaste.

      “I hate to admit that I have. In the past.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m clean and clutter-free.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He smiled.

      Why would he be glad to hear that I was clutter-free? After all, if we hadn’t coincidentally been on the same murder mystery experience, would I have ever seen him again?

      “You want to check between the cushions, and I’ll rifle through the clothes?” I said.

      “Oh, what a choice. But sure. I don’t think I could handle what I might find amongst all that.”

      He set to work, huge hands digging down the backs of the seats, without hesitation. I had to give it to him, he had guts.

      I got to work, too, moving clothes, avoiding underwear that looked suspect. And at the end of it, came up with nothing.

      As I stood, knees creaking, Jake pulled me to my feet. I ended up inches from his face, the smell of his cologne suddenly there and so tempting. I stared into his eyes and wished we had met again under normal circumstances. But there we went again with the normal thing.

      “Next room?” he whispered.

      “Next room.” I spun around before doing something I’d regret.

      I opened the compartment door and stepped out into the corridor. The freezing blast of air rushed through me. I shivered. It hadn’t felt that cold in the cabin, but then I’d been sharing Jake’s body heat.

      He headed towards the next one, pausing as he gripped the handle. “How many more until . . .”

      “Ten.”

      That’s how many more compartments until we got back to where Linda lay. I desperately hoped that the pistol wasn’t hidden in her cabin. I knew I’d said we couldn’t go into it, but there was a chance I’d have to if we didn’t find the gun elsewhere. Entering a murder scene was tantamount to dropping evidence, and if it had to happen, I’d resolved to leave Jake outside. There was no point in both of us leaving evidence.

      We searched the final two compartments in the carriage and came up with nothing except a lollipop that was covered in fluff and a folded wrapper.

      “One carriage down,” Jake said as we left the third compartment.

      “Only three more to go.” I sighed.

      This was turning out to be quite the tedious exercise, and each time we searched a cabin and came out with nothing, I lost more heart.

      We worked our way through the carriages, one compartment at a time, and came out empty-handed. As we reached the end of the third carriage, I was about to enter the last cabin, when Jake stepped in my way.

      “This is my cabin. I’ll search it.”

      I grinned. “Got something to hide?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then move aside.” I swiped my arm towards him.

      He moved and shook his head.

      I unlocked the compartment, then stepped inside. I was hit with the scent of his aftershave, and all I wanted to do was stand there and inhale.

      “What are you doing, Peyton?” Jake stepped in behind me.

      “Nothing.” I thrust myself into action. “But is there anything I should know before I put my hands down the back of these cushions?”

      “Shut up.” He scowled.

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      We searched together, going through the same process, and came up empty again.

      As we stepped outside, Jake looked relieved, to say the least.

      Moving into the final carriage, I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. The first compartment belonged to Jake’s friends, and other than the overly masculine scent, there was nothing.

      “Next one.” Jake moved in front of my compartment.

      “Maybe we should skip this one.” I shook my head, hurrying over to shield his view.

      “Oh.” He grinned. “This is your compartment, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I’ll check it.”

      “You might not see right to the back of the storage. I’ll come in with you.”

      Now it was my turn to sigh as I unlocked it. I felt a knot of apprehension as I glanced through the door, giving it a quick sweep. It didn’t look too bad, and I couldn’t remember leaving any unmentionables out, but I couldn’t speak for Olivia. I wouldn’t be able to tell her we’d done this. She’d blow sky high even though we did it to keep her safe.

      “Jake?” I said as he gripped the handle.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t tell Olivia we searched in here.”

      He smiled. “Okay.”

      He pulled the door aside and stepped into the compartment. I followed nervously, sniffing. It smelled pretty good.

      His shoulders sagged, and I wondered if he’d come to the same conclusion.

      He took a moment to survey before facing me. “Same as before?”

      “Sure.” I nodded and dropped to my knees.

      He stepped onto the seat with the tip of his toe as a sign of respect.

      At least in our compartment he didn’t have to avoid stepping on dirty tights, or anything else, for that matter.

      He searched up high, while I fumbled beneath the seats. I came up with nothing and that was refreshing. Jake stepped down, shaking his head, and extended his hand to help me stand. I grabbed it and let him heave me to my feet. I came toe-to-toe with him, chest pressing against his. His hand lingered, caressing mine, fingers curling around my palm, then linking with my fingers.

      My breath hitched. “Jake?” I whispered.

      “I’ve missed you, Peyton.” With his free hand, he cradled my cheek, the pad of his thumb tracing the delicate skin of my jawline. Then he lowered his head and pressed his lips against mine.

      My heart skipped and stomach fluttered as I kissed him back. I forgot how good he tasted. How good it felt to be in his arms.

      When he pulled away, I bit my lip and smiled. I had missed him, too.

      Jake hadn’t been far from my thoughts since I’d last seen him ten months ago. Especially at times like the speed dating episode with Olivia, when my ex reminded me what an arse men like him could be. Jake is a man who knows how to treat woman with the respect they deserve and who understood their intricacies.

      “Sorry.” He glanced at the floor. “I know it’s not exactly the best time.” He raised his arms, indicating the small room. “But I’ve been wanting to do that all night.”

      “Me, too.” I bit my lip. “Believe me.”

      He grinned. “Maybe we’d better get back to searching before we get too side tracked.”

      “Good idea.” I nodded.

      With another smile, he turned and began to fish down the sides of the cushion, while I explored through our clothes. I knew nothing was hiding beneath them. I’d already spent plenty of time in those cramped quarters with Olivia, but it gave me something to do with my hands, because I was scared that if they were left free, I might grab him and pull him into me.

      “Hey, I think I found—”

      A deep rumble filled the carriage. It started at the base and worked its way up through my feet, my legs, and into my chest, where it continued with a resounding hollow note. Then it stopped as suddenly as it had started.

      “What was that?” Jake asked. His eyes were wide, hand still planted between the seats.

      “Whatever it was, I don’t think it’s good news.” I shook my head.

      “And that’s code for?”

      “Hurry the hell up.”

      He nodded and dug around a little more. Then he came out with a it. A pistol.

      “Peyton.” He held it out to show me. “It was tucked away under the fabric. Maybe that’s why it’s been missed.”

      The metal was tarnished and worn from years, or use, or hiding, but I had no doubt about it. That was Joseph’s pistol, and he knew we’d found it.

      “What now?” Jake’s eyes widened as he looked from the pistol in his palm to my eyes.

      “Now we get out of here.”

      He nodded and tucked the gun into his trouser pocket.

      I spun around, yanked the door aside, and thrusted myself into the corridor. Ragged gasps escaped my chest, white plumes visible in the frigid air.

      “Woah! It’s like a freezer out here.” Jake shivered, arms erupting into goosebumps.

      “Tell me about it. Come on.” I grabbed his hand and led the way back towards the dining carriage, where everyone was waiting.

      I’d faced some malevolent spirits in my time, and I knew we were in danger.

      We jogged up the carriage, my heels thumping against the carpeted floor as Jake matched my pace. We were almost there. I reached for the door handle. We would’ve made it if the carriage hadn’t tipped up.

      The train screeched, and we were thrown backwards. My arms flew behind me. Jake’s hand wrenched from my grasp, and then I was falling.

      My arms cartwheeled, grasping for purchase, but the doors were out of reach. Jake was right in front of me, looking for something to stop his momentum. There was nothing, and we didn’t stop until I hit the end of the carriageway.

      Jake landed on top of me, wind knocked from my lungs, and I grunted as he tried to lift himself.

      “You okay?” He wheezed.

      I nodded and glanced to my left. The door was inches away. We were in grave danger here. I still couldn’t talk, but I needed to warn Jake.

      I gripped his arm and motioned with my eyes. He followed my gaze and then nodded, lips pressed together.

      “We have to move.” After pushing himself as upright as he could while the carriage was still suspended diagonally, he stood and offered his hand.

      He squeezed my fingers and pulled me up. I was on my feet and leaning into the carriage, the floor rearing up in front of me.

      “How . . . do we . . .” I panted.

      “Hold on to me and keep moving.”

      I nodded and positioned myself behind him, then hooked my fingers through his trouser loops and pulled them towards me. We began to climb.

      It was a steep ascent, and though I’d been off the booze for nine months, I wasn’t fit. Each step was a slog. My dress rucked up around my thighs, and I figured it would be way past my hips before the end of the climb, and my heels gave me no grounds for grip.

      After pausing halfway up, I kicked them off and watched as they careened back towards the now-open door, jittering and bouncing as the wheels of the train cart rolled along the track. How we hadn’t derailed, I didn’t know, but it was only a matter of time.

      “Keep going!” I yelled.

      Jake pulled himself further up the carriage, using door handles, ledges, and even the lights on the walls. He grabbed anything that was within reach as we trekked towards the door.

      The problem was, I didn’t know how it was going to work when we got to it. The carriage was up-ended, and it wouldn’t be a case of walking through the door, into the next. The restaurant was probably at some jaunty angle, too.

      We still had to try.

      On and on we marched, my thighs burning as they struggled against the severe incline, but we were almost there, almost within reach.

      Just then, another rumble filled the space, consuming the entire carriage with its malice, and a figure appeared.

      “Go, Jake! Go!” I screamed above the thunderous roar. He was almost on us, and if he got us now, that would be the end.

      With a last spurt of energy, we pushed ourselves up towards the door.

      Straining, Jake reached up and grabbed the door handle. “Hold on, Peyton!” he yelled and yanked the door towards him.

      I almost lost my grip on his trousers as he jolted backwards. I felt fabric tearing.

      “Jake!”

      He heaved himself forward and grabbed the doorframe with one hand. With the other, he gripped my hand as the top of his trousers tore.

      He caught me just as I was about to fall down the carriage to the flapping door that seemed to be applauding my demise.

      Gritting his teeth, he pulled me upwards, my whole weight in his hand.

      Then we were through the door, stumbling onto the floor of the restaurant amid a group of people.

      I was panting while Jake lay beside me on the floor, looking at the ceiling. I wanted to stay there, bask in our near-death experience, but there wasn’t time.

      “The gun,” I said, holding out my hand.

      He fished it from his pants pocket, and slapped the cool and heavy pistol into my hand. I felt a wave of relief that it hadn’t slipped out when his trousers tore.

      After flipping over, I stumbled to my feet and looked Pam in the eye. “Fire axe.”

      She nodded and was back with the instrument in seconds. The woman clearly knew her stuff.

      I dropped the gun and hefted the axe.

      A deep vibration started just under my feet, and I knew I had to act before he got in here to retrieve what he wanted.

      After raising the axe over my shoulder, I wacked the pistol, a spark firing.

      It dented, but didn’t break.

      “Shit.” I swung the axe again with all the strength I had left.

      Same result. Another dint.

      I was running out of time.

      “Here,” I said.

      Jake took the axe.

      I gritted my teeth against the vibration that rose inside my chest and watched as he brought the weapon down on the pistol and cleaved it in two.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is one well-earned coffee.” I slurped, leaning against Jake.

      We were back in our seats, Olivia opposite and Pam sitting next to her. The whole carriage was a flurry of activity, and there was a sense of ease, as if everyone knew the evil was gone.

      “Tell me again that you didn’t see the carriage up on end?” Jake stared at Olivia.

      “I’m telling you, you’ve had one too many drinks.” She shook her head, then her eyes flicked her eyes to me. “How are you?”

      “Exhausted. But okay.” I nodded. “I just wish we could’ve solved this before he got to Linda.”

      “The police are going to have a field day,” Olivia said.

      “But at least we know he won’t kill again,” I said.

      “I think I might consider a career change,” Pam said.

      “Always room in the ghost hunting business.” I grinned.

      “No.” She held up her hand. “I think that’s enough ghostly activity for me. I might take an early retirement and go far away from anything concerning experience tours.”

      “Might be for the best.” Jake nodded.

      “Hey, man,” Craig appeared at our table.

      Jake and I looked up at him. Jake shifted, easing my head from his shoulder as he stood to greet his friend, with a handshake.

      “Glad to see you’re okay.” Craig glanced around Jake and looked at me. “You, too.”

      I offered a mocking salute and took another sip of coffee.

      “What happened to your trousers?” Craig grinned and glanced at me again.

      I got the feeling he wouldn’t believe whatever Jake was going to tell him.

      “Long story, mate. I’ll come over soon, okay?”

      Craig nodded and sauntered away, clearly glad to have something to report back to their friends.

      “Jake,” Olivia said.

      Jake and I whipped our heads towards her.

      “I’ll mimic what your friend said. You did well. And I’m glad to see you back. Thank you for keeping Peyton safe.”

      “Don’t mention it.” He waved his hand, but I caught a faint smile lilting his lips.

      He turned to me and held out his hand. I took it and let him pull me from the seat until I was nestled safely in his arms. Then he planted a kiss on my neck. Tingles rushed across my skin, and if we weren’t in a carriage full of people, I might’ve stripped him then and there.

      “Oh, and you,” he whispered into my ear.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why is it that whenever I’m with you I’m caught with my pants down?”

      I couldn’t help but grin.
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        * * *

      

      While I wished for the whole thing to be over, I knew we were still in for a long ride. The murder mystery was cancelled, and the trainload of people who’d come expecting a game, passed the time with conversation, coffee drinking, and card playing. It would’ve been a pleasant end to the trip if Linda hadn’t been killed.

      I stood up and stretched.

      “Where you going?” Olivia’s head jerked towards me as she set her cup down.

      “I just have something I need to do.”

      I left the table and drifted down the carriages, one by one. I reached my compartment and passed by. The sheet had been hung back up in front of Linda’s compartment, secured with tape at all edges.

      I peeled back a corner. “Hey, Linda. It’s me, Peyton.”

      Peyton . . .

      Her voice was quiet, unsure, but more settled than the last time I’d spoken to her.

      “I wanted to thank you.” I sunk down to a crouch, wishing I was talking to the woman instead of the spirit. “You helped save my best friend and the entire train.”

      I’m glad I could help.

      “I know this is hard for you. You came here to have a good weekend, and that was taken from you. All I can do is apologise. I should’ve seen this coming.”

      He was a smart man, Peyton. He was cunning. You couldn’t have done anything more.

      I smiled. Despite the fact that she’d lost her life, Linda was still gracious.

      Peyton?

      “Yeah?”

      I have to go now. I can feel the light calling. It’s getting stronger.

      “I understand. You have to go.”

      Hold on to him, Peyton.

      “Hold on to who?”

      No answer.
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        * * *

      

      As the train rolled into the station on Sunday morning, the plethora of uniforms were ready and waiting. I sighed and slung my bag over my shoulder. I was back in my jeans and tank, ready to leave the disastrous weekend behind, dreading the hours of questioning to come.

      “Peyton.”

      I turned to find Jake standing behind me. He smiled. In a plain black tee, he looked dressed down but still amazing.

      “Give me your number,” he said.

      “What?”

      “There’s no way I’m gonna risk losing you again. This isn’t over.”

      My stomach fluttered as I reeled off my number, and he stored it in his phone.

      “I’ll call you once all this is over. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      He leaned down, and his lips met mine in a fleeting kiss. Then he joined his friends.

      “Did I tell you that I’m grateful?” Olivia said.

      “You are?” I raised my brow.

      “To you. And to Jake, I guess.”

      “Oh, is that right?” I grinned.

      “I’m serious, Peyton.” She paused and grabbed my hand. “If it wasn’t for both of you, I wouldn’t be here anymore. Thank you.”

      “What are friends for?” I squeezed her hand.

      “One more thing?”

      “What’s that, Olive?”

      “The next time we go away, either I pick the place or I’m not coming.”
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