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Shabwell, London: One Week Earlier

Ghosts don’t feel the cold.

All the same, Amber Chase lifted the collar of her 

bomber jacket to protect herself from the freezing night 

air. She’d been dead for ninety years, but old habits die 

hard.

Unusually for the city, the snow was beginning to settle. 

A light coating covered the dead-end street, a thin blanket 

of white concealing the grime beneath.

Amber kept to the shadows. With darkness came safety. 

Even though she was invisible to the vast majority of the 

living, it was best to take precautions.

Besides, it wasn’t the living she was afraid of.

Something bad was crossing over. Something worse 

than she’d ever expected. She had a time, a date, and 



now . . . a name. For the sake of the here- and- now and 

the happily- ever -Afterworld, it had to be stopped.

Grave tidings must be delivered.

Her handler would know what to do. He should be here 

by now.

Where was he?

Her eyes scanned the high brick walls of the alley. She 

was looking for the triple-crossed logo of the Embassy. A 

sign that would show he was here, somewhere, waiting in 

the shadows.

But she was at the dead end now and there was no sym-

bol. She looked to the night sky, cursing her rashness—the 

trait that had gotten her killed in the first place.

Ninety years later and she could still smell her mistake: 

the acrid burning scent of her plane’s over heated engine. 

She could still hear the altimeter ticking down.

800 feet. 700 feet. 500 feet. 200 feet . . .

A countdown to the impact of the rocky desert that 

was hurtling toward her. A different pilot would have set-

tled for breaking the world distance record. But not her. 

She had to push the plane to its limits . . . 

The only part of the plane they’d found was a small 

piece of metal bearing the words she’d carefully painted on 

the fuselage: Against all odds.



She blinked away the memory of her death. Something 

had caught her eye.

Back down the alley, a shadow peeled away from the 

wall. A creeping puddle of darkness that merged and grew 

upward from the snow until it formed a jagged, faintly 

humanoid shape, faceless and gray, flickering into solidity 

as it paused to sniff the air.

Another shape peeled from the wall. Then one more. 

Now there were three creatures in total.

They must have known she was coming.

She had been betrayed.

But the safety of the living and the dead depended on 

her message getting through.

Three against one.

Her eyes narrowed as she reached into her bomber 

jacket and took out a heavy wooden cosh. She had to 

escape. There was no other option.

Against all odds.



Present Day

Jake Green was still alive. At first, it had been easy being 

alive, a simple case of not doing deadly things. Not crossing 

the road without looking. Not putting your finger in the 

toaster. Not choosing the mystery-meat lasagna in the 

school cafeteria. Then, for a few short days a couple of 

months ago, it had suddenly been a lot more difficult. He 

had accidentally discovered he could see ghosts and had 

subsequently been sucked into the world of the Embassy 

of the Dead. From that point on, staying alive needed a 

more proactive approach, like stealing a camper van and 

going on the run with a spectral undertaker to try to pre-

vent Fenris the fallen reaper from rising from the grave to 

bring forth an Age of Evil. That kind of thing.

He didn’t like to think about Fenris. With the help 



of a few new friends, he’d pretty much condemned 

Fenris’s spirit to an eternity trapped in a severed finger. 

Jake hadn’t had any choice—his life had been at stake and 

any sort of Age of Evil had seemed best avoided, if possible. 

So the world had been saved and Jake Green was still alive. 

But weirdly, as a side effect, the Embassy of the Dead had 

made him an Undoer—someone who helps ghosts resolve 

their unfinished business on the Earthly Plane so they can 

continue with their journey to the Afterworld. It wasn’t 

a profession he’d ever considered before and so far, despite 

a mysterious postcard summoning him to the Embassy of 

the Dead, it wasn’t one he planned on following. It seemed 

safer to just stay at home, play video games, and push the 

postcard to the back of his mind.

Given that Jake had recently saved the world, you 

would think, in the grand scheme of life and death, being 

late for Thursday morning homeroom wouldn’t be that 

important. Sadly, though, this wasn’t the case. Life on the 

Earthly Plane went on. And that’s why he was sitting at 

his mom’s breakfast table, shoveling cornflakes into his 

mouth as fast as physically possible.

His best friend, Sab, sitting across from him, was tilting 

his phone to control a game he was playing. Sab was less 

concerned with lateness.

Jake drank the last of the cereal milk straight from 



the bowl. A girl’s voice sounded from behind him.

“I am appalled by your complete lack of table manners.”

There was a pause. Jake placed the bowl back on the 

table.

“Appalled but not at all surprised,” the voice added 

flatly.

To those with the ability to see ghosts, Cora appeared 

to be an everyday schoolkid—albeit a slightly transpar-

ent one from an exceedingly fancy school, with a hockey 

stick in one hand and a straw hat on her head. Cora was 

a ghost—one of those new friends who had helped Jake 

take down Fenris and stay alive. Jake had freed her from 

the all-girls’ boarding school she’d been forced to haunt 

since the 1990s. Now she lived in the spare bedroom of his 

mom’s house. As a Possessor—a rare type of ghost—Cora 

was bound forever to a small silver trophy from which she 

could venture no more than thirty or so yards. It meant 

she was never far away, demanding that Jake take the tro-

phy everywhere with him, hidden in his backpack. His 

only escape from her was to shut the lid. Then she was 

trapped inside. To be honest, he never did that, no matter 

how tempting it was. For one thing, he’d never hear the 

end of it when he opened it again. But he also liked having 

her around, even if she was annoying. It got a bit lonely 

sometimes at home. He’d come to terms with the fact that 



his mom and dad weren’t ever going to get back together. 

It wasn’t a perfect situation, but then again it hadn’t been 

perfect when they were together either.

Cora had promised she’d stay in her room this morning 

while Sab was here, but clearly she was already bored.

She leaned to one side and her hockey stick rematerial-

ized under her to support her weight.

“I don’t know why your parents don’t send you to 

boarding school. Then you would never be late. You might 

actually learn table manners, too . . .”

Jake pushed away his bowl and wiped his mouth on his 

sleeve.

“You’ve come to talk about the postcard again, haven’t 

you?” he asked.

Sab looked up. “Huh?”

“Nothing. I was just talking to myself.”

Sab went back to his game. “Freak,” he muttered.

It was a sign of affection.

Unlike Jake, Sab was completely insensitive to the 

presence of ghosts. He couldn’t hear or see Cora. To be 

honest, when he was playing a game on his phone, he was 

pretty much insensitive to the presence of the living, too. 

Jake was quite surprised Sab had even heard him speak.

Jake stood up and walked to the hall to get his coat.

Cora was waiting for him.



“Of course I want to talk about the postcard. It’s been 

almost a month since we were summoned back to the 

Embassy of the Dead . . . It might be something important . . . 

It might be something fun.”

Jake made a face. Something dangerous, more like.

He was glad to have left the Embassy of the Dead 

behind him. Literally everything that had happened since 

he’d met Stiffkey had been dangerous. And although he 

missed the grouchy old ghost, he was happy he’d been able 

to Undo the troubled undertaker and let him pass on to the 

Afterworld at last. Since then, he’d been enjoying getting 

back to his life of relative normality on the Earthly Plane. 

Well, as normal as it could ever be when you were being 

nagged by a ghost girl every day.

“Oh, please can we go . . .”

Jake looked up at her eager face in disbelief.

It was like she’d forgotten about Fenris. It was like 

she’d forgotten about Mawkins, the other reaper who, 

despite not being fallen and in fact being on their side in 

the end, had nearly sent them to the Eternal Void. And 

she’d definitely forgotten about the Ambassador of the 

Embassy of the Dead, who had been very clear in stating 

that, although Jake was now officially an Undoer—a mem-

ber of the living blessed with the ability to help trapped 

spirits pass on to the Afterworld—and there was nothing 



she could do to prevent that, she did not like Jake and 

hoped not to see him again until he was dead.

Jake couldn’t even understand why the Embassy had 

asked them back.

It couldn’t be a good thing. And, like most of his prob-

lems, Jake felt the best way to approach it was not to 

approach it. Instead he had decided to ignore it. Ignore 

the Embassy, ignore the postcard. Ignore it all for as long 

as possible.

His mind was made up.

No, he mouthed at Cora, looking down to fasten the 

zipper on his coat. It was time to go to school. As far as he 

was concerned, the matter was closed.

If he’d looked up, he would’ve seen from the look in 

Cora’s eyes that it clearly wasn’t.

Jake looked up from the exercise book on his desk where 

he’d been doodling the triple-crossed logo of the Embassy of 

the Dead in the margin. Even his subconscious seemed to be 

forcing it to the front of his mind. Mr. French, his teacher, 

was standing over him with his hands on his hips. Jake 

really liked Mr. French—who, ironically, taught history.

Mr. French frowned.

“Well, Jake. We’re all waiting . . .” he said.

Jake looked around the room. His classmates’ heads 
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were all turned expectantly to him, waiting for an answer. 

Presumably an answer to a question he hadn’t heard. He 

hadn’t even realized the lesson had started! He looked 

across at Sab in panic. Sab was smiling broadly, enjoying 

his friend’s discomfort.

“Oh dear . . .” came the familiar sound of Cora’s voice.

Jake closed his eyes in disbelief and then opened them 

again. She was perching on Mr. French’s desk. He looked 

around the class. No one else seemed to notice her, but it 

was a terrible risk. She was supposed to at least try to be 

discreet when he was at school.

At least she hadn’t brought Zorro with her. Zorro was 

a semi-wild ghost fox they’d adopted—or rather a semi-

wild ghost fox that had adopted them.

He tried to ignore her and think of something to say.

That’s when Zorro walked into the room.

Jake inwardly groaned.

Jake looked up at Mr. French, desperately searching his 

face for some clue as to what he’d just said.

As if to break the awkward silence, Zorro lifted a hind 

leg and proceeded to pee beneath the whiteboard.

“I . . . er . . . w-well . . .” stammered Jake, trying his best 

to ignore the spectral puddle that was spreading across the 

classroom floor.

“Come on, Jake, spit it out,” said Mr. French.



The inevitable pause was broken by Cora, exasperated.

“I can’t bear it!” she said from the desk. “The answer 

is obviously King Henry the Eighth’s third wife, Jane 

Seymour.” She rolled her eyes. “Standards of education 

have slipped since my day.”

Jake sighed with relief. Maybe there were advantages 

to having a ghost friend who no one else could see. Espe-

cially one who had almost made head girl and was a bit of 

a know-it-all.

“King Henry the Eighth’s third wife, Jane Seymour . . .” 

he repeated aloud, mustering as much confidence as he he repeated aloud, mustering as much confidence as he 

could. As he reached the end of the sentence, he trailed 

off, noticing a wicked smile 

The class dissolved 

into laughter, and even 

Mr. French was strug-
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“Really, Jake? Well, I’m not sure she was at the game 

last night, but I’m sure if she ever did get selected to play 

soccer for England, she’d get player of the match.”

He smiled kindly at Jake.

“Anyway, that’s enough about last night’s soccer. Back 

to history lessons.”

Jake glared at Cora, his cheeks flushing red in a combi-

nation of embarrassment and rage.

“Can we go to the Embassy now?” she asked, still 

grinning.

No, he mouthed. The matter was definitely closed.

School had finished, and Jake was home and in the bath, 

trying to enjoy a normal activity that normal people did 

in normal, everyday life. There was a knock from outside 

the bathroom. “Are you still in there, love?” said his mom, 

opening the door.

“Wait!” cried Jake from the bath. He’d forgotten the 

lock was broken.

Still, though, what was the point of knocking and 

opening at the same time? That wasn’t how knocking on 

doors was supposed to work.

“Sorry, love.” The door clicked closed.

Jake climbed out of the bath and wrapped a towel 

around his middle. “Hang on, Mom, just drying.”
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“Did you put the bath mat down?”

Jake looked around for the bath mat and then down at 

the pool of water collecting by his feet.

“Yes,” he lied, putting the bath mat in the middle of 

the puddle and shifting it around with his feet to soak up 

the water.

“Can you let me in, love? I’m dying to use the toilet.”

“I’ll be just a minute!”

Then he heard Cora’s voice.

“I’m coming in, too. We need to talk.”

Jake rolled his eyes and grabbed his robe, pulling it on 

inside out. “So much for a normal life,” he muttered as 

Cora walked through the wall.

“It’s about the postcard we got from the Embassy,” she 

began.

Jake sighed as she continued.

“I know last time was stressful for you . . .” She 

looked at him sympathetically. “It’s hard for someone 

like you . . . Jake Greens aren’t supposed to be the ones 

saving the world. That’s the kind of job a Sanderford 

does. We’re born for it.” She looked at him modestly. 

“You know my father was Lord Sanderford, one of the 

first men to—”

“It’s all right for you,” hissed Jake. “You’re already 

dead. I’m still alive and I kind of want to stay that way!”
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Jake looked around as the door opened and his mom 

came in.

“Who are you talking to, love?” she said.

Jake groaned. “Please, Mom!”

Was a little privacy too much to ask for?

“Oh, come on, love. You’re practically fully dressed. 

Besides, even if you weren’t, there’s nothing I wouldn’t 

have seen before when you were little.”

Cora stifled a laugh as Jake stormed from the bathroom 

and into his room, slamming the door behind him.

“Please, Jake,” said Cora, following him through the 

closed door. “I can’t go without you. You’re the actual 

Undoer. And besides, we’re a team! Righting wrongs, 

saving the world. Don’t you miss it?”

Jake sighed.

“Look, Cora. I would go. Honestly. If only to get some 

peace and quiet from you. But it’s been ages since they 

sent the postcard. Almost a month . . . They’ve probably 

forgotten about us by now.”

Cora slumped down on the bed, waking Zorro, who 

had been sleeping on the pillow. He opened his eyes to 

see who it was and then went back to sleep. He’d spent 

last night chasing rabbits. A futile pursuit for a fox of no 

physical presence who would never be able to actually 

catch one. Still, he never seemed to tire of the chase.
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“Do you want to watch me play a computer game?” 

asked Jake, trying to cheer up Cora, though he had to 

admit it wasn’t the best offer.

Cora just sat there stroking Zorro and saying nothing.

Jake looked at her. “They’d send for us again if they 

still wanted us . . . Some kind of message. And they 

haven’t . . . So . . .”

He felt a bit guilty for some reason. It wasn’t his fault 

Cora yearned for adventure. She was one of the only ghosts 

trapped on the Earthly Plane to not suffer from the “long-

ings”—an intense desire to reach the Afterworld. Most 

ghosts were trapped here due to some kind of trauma in their 

lifetime or death. Initially Jake had believed that Cora was 

a ghost because dying prevented her from being made head 

girl. He soon realized she was a ghost because she had died 

believing she had not lived to her full potential. Only by 

achieving great things would she pass on to the Afterworld. 

And when you’re as full of belief in your own potential 

as Cora Sanderford, that’s a lot of potential to fulfill!

Jake’s thoughts were interrupted by his phone buzzing, 

and he reached across to see who had texted him. Mom 

was in the house, so it meant it was either Sab or Dad. 

They were the only other people who ever messaged him.

Hi Jake. It’s Dad.
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Jake rolled his eyes.

Of course it’s you, Dad. You sent the message from your 

own phone.

Hi

Do you know anything about this?

A picture loaded. A photo of the old shed in the field 

outside the farmhouse where Dad lived. It was about a 

five-minute drive from Mom’s on the other side of the 

village.

I know it’s an old shed.

On the door. The graffiti. Did you do this?

“Your dad thinks you’re a graffiti artist?” asked Cora, 

reading over Jake’s shoulder. She’d perked up a bit at the 

thought of Jake getting into trouble.

Jake laughed at the idea of his dad actually thinking 

he would ever graffiti something. The naughtiest thing 

Jake had ever done was steal cookies from the jar in the 

kitchen. Well, right up until he’d had to steal his dad’s 

camper van, but Dad didn’t know about that, and besides, 
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he’d kind of saved the world, so you could argue, in that 

particular case, that the end justified the means.

Still, he was a bit annoyed his dad thought he’d vandal-

ized the shed. He tapped on his phone.

Not me, Dad. Obviously.

Jake looked again. He couldn’t see anything anyway. Just 

a smudge of white spray paint. He sent another message.

What does it say?

1 sec . . .

Another picture loaded. A close-up of the shed door. 

Jake swallowed, and the color ran from his face. He tilted 

the phone for Cora to see the photo.

Cora’s face broke into a grin. The exact opposite of the 

look of fear that was etched across Jake’s face. On the door, 

roughly painted in white, the familiar triple-crossed lines 

of the Embassy of the Dead had been scrawled.

“Some kind of message, you say?” She raised an eye-

brow at Jake.

They hadn’t gone to the Embassy. It seemed like the 

Embassy had come to them.
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First thing the next morning, Jake and Cora walked across 

the fields to Dad’s house. Cora was almost running with 

excitement; only the pull backward toward her trophy in 

Jake’s backpack kept her in pace with Jake’s more reluctant 

trudging. Zorro, as always, plodded behind them, occasion-

ally disappearing into ditches and fields to sniff out some 

animal, then reappearing somewhere farther up the footpath.

“Don’t you feel sorry for him?” Jake asked Cora as 

Zorro rooted around the scattered remains of a pigeon left 

from the kill of a living fox. “Always hunting but never 

able to catch anything.” Zorro looked up from the feathery 

mess with a forlorn expression on his face.

“Not even something that’s already dead,” Jake added, 

nodding toward the dead pigeon.
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Cora shrugged. “I guess it’s the way of ghosts. If it were 

fun to be stuck on the Earthly Plane, then ghosts wouldn’t 

get the longing to pass on to the afterlife.” She smiled. 

“Death’s what you make of it, I suppose.”

They climbed over the gate that led into the farmyard. 

Jake could see the woodshed across the field, a splash of 

white spray paint on the door. Dad was tinkering with the 

engine of one of the farmer’s tractors.

He wiped his hands on his overalls and walked over to 

Jake, beaming.

“Just in time for breakfast . . .”

He followed Jake’s gaze to the old woodshed and 

frowned.

“Probably some teenagers,” Dad said. “Bit weird, 

though. Thought you and Sab had gone bad for a min-

ute. Started vandalizing stuff.” He chuckled. “Should’ve 

known it wasn’t you. Spend all your time playing com-

puter games. Probably do you some good to get out and 

about and up to some mischief.”

He put his arm around Jake’s shoulder. “Let’s get those 

sausages on. I’m starving.”

Cora nudged Jake with the end of her hockey stick.

“You should listen to your dad. I bet he’d want you to 

go back to the Embassy if he knew it existed,” she said. 

“Get up to some mischief.”
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After breakfast, Jake’s dad returned to his engine, and 

Jake and Cora walked across the field to inspect the shed 

door, which was locked. Jake had never actually been 

inside, because the key to the door had been lost long 

before his dad had moved to the farm.

Jake pulled thoughtfully on the strings of his hoodie.

“What do you think it means?” he asked, looking at the 

crudely painted symbol.

Cora flicked a stone at the door with her hockey stick, 

like she was scoring a goal in a match.

“Isn’t it obvious? It’s a reminder, Precious . . .” She 

walked up to the door and peered at the painted logo. 

Then she looked back at Jake, smiling mischievously.

“Or a warning.”

Jake joined her by the door, ignoring the nickname. 

She’d given it to him when they’d first met, after he’d 

fainted at the sight of what he’d thought was blood—

actually it was ketchup, a trick she’d played on him. The 

ketchup had wiped off. The nickname had stuck.

Jake crouched down. Something had caught his eye. 

Some rainwater had puddled in a single footprint half 

hidden by the locked door.

It could mean only one thing. Someone had been in 

the shed.

He reached out and pushed the door gently with his 
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hand. It swung inward and he stepped back in surprise.

“It’s unlocked!” said Jake, peering cautiously into the 

darkness.

It was empty. Whoever had left the footprint was long 

gone.

A beam of winter sunlight shone through the open 

door, bending across the piles of rusting old farm tools, 

empty apple crates, and broken furniture and ending at 

the far end of the shed where it fell on a large pile of cloth 

sacks, loosely bundled in the darkness beneath a heavy 

wooden table. Jake’s eyes settled on the table. A thermos 

flask was sitting on it—next to a bucket of slimy-looking 

water that must have been there for who knows how long.

Jake picked his way through the debris toward the 

table. Pulling a large cobweb from his face, he picked up 

the thermos flask.

“It’s warm,” he muttered to himself.

He looked around for Cora, but she had wandered 

off. Her voice came from around the side of the shed. 

“There’s probably some more instructions sprayed some-

where . . . Telling us to get a move on, like we should have 

done a month ago!”

Jake didn’t answer.

Someone had been in here. And recently. Possibly the 

same person who had painted the logo. But who? And 



what did they want with him? Could it be someone from 

the Embassy?

A movement on the floor caught his attention. It was 

the cloth sacks. One of the bags had slipped from the pile. 

He crouched down to pick the sack up, and a wrinkled and 

bony hand shot out from beneath the pile of bags, grabbing 

him tightly around the wrist, pulling him off balance and 

dragging him into the darkness.
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Jake struggled against the grip. His initial yelp of fright 

was instantly smothered by a second hand clamping over 

his mouth as a bony body pressed down against his, pin-

ning him to the floor.

“You took your time, dear,” hissed a voice. “Don’t make 

a sound; the dead are lurking.”

Jake’s panic subsided as he recognized the voice and, 

once his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, the face, too. A 

perfect smile stretched across the wrinkled skin, revealing 

the artificial teeth of the woman he knew as Bad Penny, a 

former Undoer and, thankfully, a friend.

Well . . . a sort-of friend.

She’d almost gotten him killed by entrusting him into 
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the care of a soul-sucking Wight, but why let that get 

in the way of a rare intergenerational friendship?

She gently removed the hand from his mouth. “Keep 

your trap shut, dear. There’s a ghost about. I can sense a 

presence.”

Jake nodded. “It’s—”

Bad Penny pressed a finger to her lips.

“Shhh. Let me concentrate . . .” She closed her eyes, 

then sighed with relief.

“It’s a child. A girl child, isn’t it? One of the good 

ones.”

Jake shrugged. “Most of the time.”

Bad Penny’s eyes lit up. “Is it your assistant? I was 

wondering who it’d be.”

“I’m not sure I’d say ‘assistant’ to her face, to be honest. 

And do you think you could let me up?”

Bad Penny released him from her grip and climbed out 

from beneath the table.

“What are you doing here, Penny?” Jake asked.

Bad Penny scowled. “They contacted me. Needed my 

help to get you to go to the Embassy.”

“I thought you hated the Embassy of the Dead.”

Bad Penny shrugged. “Well, they made me an offer I 

couldn’t refuse. Offered to reinstate my Undoer’s Pension 

if I helped them out. Must be low on staff.”
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Cora stepped through the shed wall and surveyed the 

scene.

“Who’s the old lady, Precious, and why are you sitting 

under the table?”

“Who are you calling old?” grumbled Bad Penny.

Cora raised her eyebrows. “She can see me!”

Bad Penny stood up and brushed the dust from her 

dress. “Who’s she?”

Jake clambered out from beneath the table. “Cora 

Sanderford, meet Bad Penny. As you’ve noticed, Penny’s 

sensitive to the presence of ghosts. She used to be an 

Undoer—Stiffkey was her partner.”

Cora raised an eyebrow at this. “And why is she in 

your dad’s shed?”

Bad Penny smiled and pointed a bony finger at Cora.

“I like you. You remind me of a young me.” She coughed, 

then spat on the floor.

Then Penny turned to Jake, and the smile fell from her 

face. “I like you far less.” She shook her head. “Dragging 

me all the way out here. Making me stay the night in a 

shed. At my age, too!”

Jake began to protest. “But—”

“It doesn’t do to ignore a summons from the Embassy of 

the Dead, Jake. It causes a lot of problems. For one thing, 

I had to get the train up from Worstings. It took forever. 
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They’re running a replacement bus service. Missed my 

Friday night bingo!”

She looked at her watch. “Goodness me. It’s almost time.”

“Time for what?”

“The meeting. The situation has changed since your 

first summons.”

“What meeting? What situation?” said Jake.

“The meeting at the Embassy,” said Bad Penny, growing 

impatient. “Both your attendances are now mandatory.”

Jake looked at Cora.

“It means compulsory,” she explained.

Jake blinked.

“As in, we have to go,” she added.

“I know what it means! But how are we going to get 

there? It’s a day’s drive at least and I’m not stealing the 

camper van again.”

Bad Penny waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, you 

don’t have to go in person . . .” She started rummaging in 

her handbag. “Only your spirit needs to go. That’s why I 

was sent, dear. I’ll help you leave your body and look after 

it while you’re gone, then the Embassy’s Summoner will 

pull your spirit all the way there.”

Jake felt a chill run down his spine. His last journey as 

a spirit with Bad Penny, to meet a Summoning Wight, had 

not gone well.
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“It’s all right,” said Penny, standing up and brushing 

herself down. “You’ll be safe this time. The Embassy has 

very strict regulations and health and safety procedures 

in place, especially where contact between the living and 

Wights are concerned.”

She winked at Cora. “Takes all the fun out of it, I think.”

Jake scratched his head. “And what about my body? 

How will I be able to get back to it?”

“Look, dear, they asked me to do this for a reason. I 

know a special technique for bringing wandering souls 

back to their bodies.”

She took a candle from her handbag and placed it on 

the table between the bucket and the thermos flask.

“Do we have a choice?” asked Jake.

Bad Penny frowned. “You’ve got responsibilities now, 

Jake—you’re sensitive. You’ve been blessed with an abil-

ity to see ghosts, and there are ghosts that need helping.” 

She directed a bony finger at each of them in turn. “And if 

they’ve dragged me all the way here to help you get there, 

it must be something important. Besides, they won’t give 

up till they’ve got you, dear, so I’d save yourself some 

trouble and go now.”

Cora smiled and thrust her hockey stick into the air tri-

umphantly. “Well, what are we waiting for? Two return 

tickets to the Embassy of the Dead, please, Penny!”
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Jake was familiar with the process of being sent by spirit, 

but it didn’t make him any less nervous as he watched 

Bad Penny unscrew the thermos flask and pour a cup of 

strange-smelling liquid into the lid.

“Some kind of potion?”

She smiled at him patiently.

“No, dear, it’s Earl Grey tea.”

She took a sip and looked over at Cora.

“Just a candle for you, Jake, but she doesn’t have a 

body, so she’ll need something else to tether her here, or 

else we won’t be able to pull her back. Something that’s 

personal to her. Do you have anything?”

Jake reached into his backpack. He looked at Cora, who 

nodded her consent.
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Jake pulled out the trophy. “She’s a Possessor,” he 

explained. “Closing the lid sucks her spirit inside the 

trophy.”

Bad Penny turned the trophy around in her hands.

“Real silver,” she noted, raising an eyebrow.

She placed it next to the candle on the table. “A 

Possessor, eh? Nice and easy for me. The Summoner will 

pull you from the trophy’s hold. While you are in the 

Embassy and not strictly speaking on the Earthly Plane 

anymore, you’ll be free of its confines. I can summon you 

back here simply by closing the lid.”

She looked at Jake. “And you’ll be even simpler. I’ll 

bring you back after an hour using my special technique.”

“What is your special technique, exactly?” asked Jake, 

not sure that he actually wanted the answer.

“Nothing for you to worry about, dear.” She adjusted 

the candle’s position slightly. “Hopefully your body will 

survive for an hour without your spirit.”

“Hopefully?” Jake gulped. “Shouldn’t you come with 

us so that you can bring us back earlier if needed?”

Bad Penny cackled. “No. I need to stay and make sure no 

one steals your body. Besides, just because they’re reinstat-

ing my pension doesn’t mean the Embassy is welcoming me 

back with open arms again.”

She paused to dislodge her false teeth, wrapping them 
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in a filthy hanky and placing them on the table.

“They interfere with the signal,” she reminded them.

Cora looked at Jake and made a face as Bad Penny’s 

shaky hands pulled a box of matches from her handbag and 

lit the candle. She stepped back and reached out for Jake’s 

hand, her bony fingers clamping around his.

She held her other hand out for Cora.

“I’m not sure I want to hold your hand,” said Cora, a 

little sulkily.

“Cora doesn’t have much of a physical presence,” 

explained Jake. “She can’t really feel things.”

Bad Penny smiled. “That’s fine, dear. Just place your 

hand near mine.”

Cora gingerly stretched out a hand, then gasped as she 

felt Bad Penny’s fingers entwine with hers. A surprised 

smile crept across Cora’s face.

Penny’s eyes sparkled. “You’re not an Undoer for fifty 

years without learning some tricks,” she said proudly. “I 

was the best of my generation!”

Cora smiled at her. “You remind me of an older version 

of me,” she said.

Bad Penny started to hum, and Jake and Cora stared 

into the candlelight, the dancing shadows it cast merging 

together, until the interior of the shed slipped away into 

the darkness that surrounded the flame. The light grew 
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brighter and bigger until it burned Jake’s eyes and he was 

forced to close them.

“Whoa! That was quick for a living spirit!” said a man’s 

voice.

Jake slowly opened his eyes. Blinking in the light of a 

single suspended electric bulb, Jake saw that Bad Penny 

and Cora and the shed had disappeared. He must have 

arrived at the Embassy of the Dead—or at least his spirit 

had. He shuddered at the thought of his actual body sitting 

lifeless, many miles away, in a cobwebby shed.

Jake took in his new surroundings. He was sitting in 

an uncomfortable plastic chair at a small table in a small, 

windowless room. The table was pushed up against a glass 

partition that split the room in two. On the other side of 

the glass sat the man who had spoken. He was tall with a 

straggly, wild beard sprouting from high up his sunken, sun-

burned face. Tattoos climbed up and around his long skinny 

arms until they disappeared beneath the rolled-up sleeves 

of a Hawaiian shirt. A tattered, too-small sun hat was 

perched on top of his head. He looked like he’d just returned 

from a beach vacation that had lasted about twenty years.

“Good to see you, man,” he said, holding up a form to 

the glass. “Apparently you have to sign this.” He pointed 

to a space on the form, then pushed it through a thin slot 

in the glass. “They like forms here, don’t they?”



Jake picked up a pen from the table. It was the kind 

of pen that was tied to the table with a coil of plasticky 

wire. He signed his name and slid the form back through 

the slot before realizing he probably should have read the 

document first.

The man put his hand to his mouth and made a short 

choking noise. Like he had a hair caught in his throat.

“Are you OK?” asked Jake.

The man nodded and wiped his beard on his Hawaiian 

shirt.

“It’s nothing.” He smiled and pushed a small ticket 

through the gap in the glass.

Jake picked it up and looked at it. It was a cloakroom 

ticket, with the number 591 on it.

The last time Jake had been given one of these tickets 
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was when he’d arrived at the Embassy of the Dead by 

camper van and been forced to “leave his life at the door” 

by Eustace, the cloakroom attendant. Eustace was a Body-

shifter who could remove souls from the living and occupy 

their bodies—a good skill to have when needing to care-

fully “walk” bodies to the cloakroom for storage. Eustace 

had given him a ticket that Jake had assumed could be 

exchanged for the return of his body. But it turned out 

it had another purpose, too. It was a ticket that counted 

down the time he had left in the Embassy of the Dead 

before his spirit would be unable to rejoin his body.

It felt strange to be there again. A weird nauseous 

feeling to be exact. Jake wasn’t sure if it was a side effect 

of having left his body or a result of the anxiety he felt 

about being back in the Embassy of the Dead. Maybe a mix 

of both—with a dash of excitement thrown in because, 

despite himself, despite his earlier reluctance to return to 

the Embassy, he felt a weird sense of belonging. Maybe 

Bad Penny was right? Maybe this was his calling?

“Where’s Cora?” he asked the Wight.

“The ghost that just got here? She’s already been pro-

cessed. Much quicker for me to get a spirit that’s already 

been separated from its body for a while. Living spirits are 

more”—his eyes rolled in their sockets like he was search-

ing for the right word—“more . . . sticky,” he finished.
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Jake nodded politely as the man continued.

“You were fast, though. Are you sure you’re not dead?”

“I hope not,” muttered Jake.

The Wight reached forward to a tin of mints on his desk 

and popped one in his mouth.

“They help take my mind off how delicious your spirit 

energy would taste,” he explained.

He laughed, and Jake joined in nervously.

“Are you the Summoner?”

The man leaned back in his chair and put his flip-flop-

clad feet on the desk.

“Yup. Guilty as charged! That’s why I’m behind the 

glass. So I can’t get to you! Otherwise I’d suck out your 

energy. Can’t help myself!” He pulled a mock scary face. 

“Don’t let Herman touch you, or else he’ll take your 

soul.”

Jake smiled nervously again. “Why have I been 

summoned?”

“Well, I heard”—the man looked around the office 

secretively—“someone’s gone missing!”

There was the sound of raised voices from behind the 

door.

“What do you mean he’s in there alone?” a voice boomed. 

Then the muttering of an explanation, followed by more 

shouting. “I don’t care about the glass. No one should be left 
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alone with Herman Poltago . . . Especially not a LIVING 

CHILD.”

Herman rolled his eyes, then leaned forward and whis-

pered, “But you didn’t hear it from me.” And winked. 

Jake smiled. He couldn’t help but like the Wight—despite 

the soul-sucking part.

The door opened and Jake looked up to see a man 

dressed in a military uniform and a cap. A row of medals 

was pinned on his chest. Jake immediately recognized the 

ghost known as the Captain. This was the Embassy of the 

Dead’s second-in-command—the Ambassador’s right-hand 

man. Jake had met him the only other time he’d visited the 

Embassy, when the Captain and the Ambassador and her 

personal assistant, Maureen, had arrived to clean up the 

messy business of Fenris’s missing finger and scold Jake 

for not getting it to them sooner. Why was he here now? 

Surely the Captain was far too important to be bothering 

with Jake?

“Hello, Cap’n,” said Herman from behind the glass 

screen, saluting comically. He started to giggle and then 

choked slightly. He put his hand to his mouth and pulled 

out what looked suspiciously like some seaweed. He 

dropped it in a trash can, then wiped his hand on his shirt.

The Captain glowered at Herman through the glass, 

then turned to Jake. “What on earth took you so long? 
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You were summoned weeks ago. Come with me, Green. 

No time to lose. Quick march.” Then, spinning on his 

heels, he limped from the room. “Once a Wight, always 

a Wight,” he muttered loud enough for Jake and Herman 

Poltago to hear.

Jake nodded an apologetic goodbye to Herman and fol-

lowed the Captain from the room and into another larger 

room dominated by a large polished wooden table. Paint-

ings in lavish gilt frames hung all around the room.

The Captain waved at the walls as he passed. “Portraits 

of former Ambassadors . . .”

Jake looked at a picture of a bearded man in mayoral 

robes, labeled with a name, a birth date, a death date, and 

a passing-to-the-Afterworld date.

The Captain paused, then smiled.

“Sir Hildebrand Gautner. The first Ambassador,” he 

explained. He turned in a slow circle, respectfully taking 

in the portraits of all the previous Ambassadors, before 

settling on a portrait of a woman.

“And of course, you’ll recognize the current 

Ambassador.”

Jake nodded. Her scowling face haunted his memory. 

Even in her portrait, she looked like she was just about to 

tell him off.

The Captain walked through another door on the other 
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side of the room and out into a long, wood-paneled cor-

ridor. Jake was glad to escape the current Ambassador’s 

disapproving gaze. Despite the Captain’s limp, Jake had 

to break into a trot to keep up with his purposeful stride.

“Did Herman tell you how he died?” asked the Captain, 

glancing back over his shoulder.

“I didn’t think I should ask,” replied Jake.

“Damn fool fell off a yacht,” said the Captain. “Slipped 

on a literal banana peel—would you believe? Banged his 

head and passed out before plunging into the brine.”

Jake blinked. It was hard to know what to say.

“Of course the seaweed’s a problem,” continued the 

Captain. “He brings up two pounds a day, I’d wager. Small 

fish sometimes, too.” He chuckled. “Poor blighter.” The 

Captain looked at Jake from beneath bushy eyebrows. His 

smile disappeared. “Did he tell you anything about why 

you’re here?”

Jake heard Herman’s words again in his mind. Some-

one’s gone missing . . .

But there was something about the Captain’s expres-

sion that told Jake that Herman would get into trouble if 

he mentioned this.

Jake shook his head.

The Captain’s smile returned. “In my day, we would 

never have employed a Wight. You can’t trust them. But 
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the current Ambassador believes in involving all types of 

ghostkind.”

He turned a corner and Jake scampered to catch up. 

“People’s lives and deaths are very interesting,” said the 

Captain. “One should never be shy about asking a ghost 

how they died.”

There was an awkward pause before Jake took the 

Captain’s hint.

“How did you die?” asked Jake.

“Shot.” He pointed to a gap in the row of medals 

across his chest. “Awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross, 

though. The poor blighters were expecting us to attack at 

dawn and we took them down at midnight. A dirty trick, 

but it worked like a charm! We won the battle and even-

tually the war, although I didn’t live to see it.” He smiled 

at Jake. “Always turn up early for a fight. Especially if it 

means your enemy is asleep!”

He opened the door and Jake followed him into a grand 

assembly hall full of people sitting facing an empty stage.

“Find a seat, lad. Hop to it. The ceremony’s about to 

begin.”
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For a moment, Jake was lost. Then he saw someone wav-

ing. It was Cora. She’d saved him a seat near the back of 

the room.

As he made his way over to her, he took in the people 

gathered in the packed hall. Jake estimated there were prob-

ably around sixty. It was hard to tell who was dead and 

who, like him, was just temporarily dead. In the Embassy, 

all ghosts, and spirits of the living, had full visibility and a 

solid form. He took his seat next to Cora. He looked over at 

her and noticed she had a light sprinkling of freckles across 

the bridge of her nose, something that didn’t show up on 

her half-transparent face.

She looked at Jake looking at her. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said, nodding a polite hello to a short, 
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stocky mail carrier who was sitting on the other side of 

him. “Do you know what’s going on?” he whispered to 

Cora.

Cora shook her head. “I’ve got no idea, but whatever it 

is must be important for all these people to be here. And 

look . . .”

She nodded toward the door as a respectful hush fell 

over the crowd.

A line of people, both living and dead, were entering 

the hall and filing onto the stage, taking their seats in a row 

of chairs at the front.

The mail carrier glanced at Jake and smiled nervously.

“They’re the Elite Undoers and their ghost assistants,” 

he whispered excitedly.

Jake looked at the line of ghosts. First up was a short, 

bespectacled elderly man sitting next to a woman with a 

colorful scarf wound high on her head.

“That’s Edward Stapleton, or Death as they call him on 

account of how long he’s been at this, and that’s his ghost 

assistant, Alice Tambajang.”

Jake’s eyes scanned the row of serious-looking people. 

Next up was a stick-thin lady sitting next to the ghost 

of what must have been her identical twin. Then came a 

barrel-chested man with a large square beard sitting next 

to the ghost of what appeared to be a chimney sweep. He 


