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      “Kelly, I think we’re alive.”

      The first hour of my second time being a living, breathing person—holy shit, I’m breathing!—is pretty rough. Kelly and I cling to each other, wet and dripping, as we stagger into the park. The sun is incredibly bright and every person that stares at us or gives us an awkward “good morning” as they pass us feels like a threat. I flinch, turning toward Kelly, because after more than a year of being invisible, suddenly being perceived again is uncanny.

      We lurch up the path and I can’t get over all of it. The shrieks of birds. The swampy odour of Lake Ontario. The crunch of gravel as a jogger runs by. A dog barks and somewhere a kid is crying and it’s all . . . so much.

      “Where do we go?” Kelly asks. They’re staring around us like we’ve landed on an alien planet. A woman is throwing chunks of bread to ducks in a weedy pond, and Kelly acts like they’ve never seen anything so fascinating in their life.

      I lick my lips, tasting sweat and lake water and even that small flavour makes my tongue burn. When was the last time I tasted anything?

      “Afterlife,” I say, and my voice is a croak. Panic is rising in my throat. What is going on? How did this happen? I’m not confident even Bang or Minerva will know, but it’s not like anyone around us will either. I stare at the people going about their day. Young and old. Women out for a walk and a chat. Teenagers in backpacks trudging to school. In Toronto, they come in every skin colour and background. And not one of them has any idea who Kelly and I are, or what we’ve been through to get here.

      But getting to Afterlife isn’t that simple. For one, I have no idea where we are. The view of the CN Tower from the beach says we’re on the west side of town, maybe even as far as Etobicoke. As we walk farther and the park gives way to city streets, we find ourselves on Lake Shore Boulevard, but that could be anywhere from downtown to the far edges of the city.

      “We have to get to the subway,” I say, wincing as a bright red and white streetcar blares its horn at the black sedan that blows past it at a stop, narrowly missing an elderly woman who is about to step off into the street. If we can get to the secret subway platform at Lower Bay station, it will take us right to the Afterlife head office, where I’ll camp out in the lobby until someone tells me what’s going on.

      But my statement about the subway doesn’t garner a reply. I whirl to discover Kelly’s not standing beside me. They’re standing a few feet back, studying a rack of pamphlets that are on display, while a smiling white woman in a conservative sweater and beige slacks watches. One of the pamphlets says When You Die, Will You Meet God? I roll my eyes. The last thing I need right now is for Kelly to get embroiled in a religious debate with a street evangelist about whether or not God exists. I grab their sleeve and tug them back to the crosswalk.

      “How do we get to the subway?” they ask. “And once we’re there, how do we pay for it?”

      I’m about to bite out a frustrated reply that they’ve lived in Toronto for years. And the cross street here says we’re at Kipling, which is the westernmost major street in Etobicoke. If we follow it north, we’d even wind up not too far from the bungalow. They’ve driven up and down Kipling so many times. What do they mean, how do we get to the subway?

      But the second part is a real problem. The walk from here to the subway line is far. A couple hours, maybe. And my thighs are already chafing inside my jeans—Jesus, thigh chafe is definitely one of those things I didn’t miss about being dead. A bus rumbles by us, heading in the direction I’m pretty sure would take us to the subway if we could catch it, but Kelly’s right. We don’t have any money.

      “Do you have your phone?” I ask. I certainly don’t. Haven’t had one in over a year. Kelly pats at their pockets, then shakes their head. I look around. The streets are busy. So busy. Someone whizzes by on one of those e-scooters that no one knows for sure if you’re supposed to ride on the road or the sidewalk. They’re so close I take a fast step back to avoid losing some toes, which makes me crash into the pointy corner of a large municipal garbage can. Pain flares in my hip. That’s going to leave a bruise.

      We have to get out of here. I’m not ready to be alive again.

      It takes some work, partially because Canadians may be friendly, but a soggy and strange woman asking to borrow your phone is at the far end of national politeness, and partially because Kelly keeps wandering off. First it was the woman with the end-of-days pamphlets. Next they stop to examine a homemade sign taped to a telephone pole asking for help finding a fat orange cat named Edwards.

      “It looks like Carrot Stick,” Kelly says, pointing at the blurry picture of the feline fugitive no doubt printed on someone’s home printer. Shit, am I going to have to deal with printers again? Those were always such a pain in the ass.

      Finally, though, an older man with a limp, who smells so strongly of hand-rolled cigarettes I have to hold my breath to keep from gagging in his face, offers up his phone with a smile.

      “Sure,” he says. “Call anyone you like.”

      That’s when I remember I don’t know Jupiter’s phone number. Why would I? Not like I’ve had to call her in the whole time we’ve known each other.

      “Kelly? Do you know Jupiter’s number?” I ask over my shoulder, then turn when there’s no answer. They’re farther away this time, two shopfronts down, staring at a window display of tall mannequins in bright circus-themed outfits. They tilt their head, studying each piece closely. “Kelly!” I call again. I’m breathing so hard my ribs hurt. Another bus rumbles by, and the sound of its engine revving is so loud I nearly drop to my knees.

      “Hey, are you okay?” the cigarette man asks. He puts a hand on me, which I’m sure is meant to be kind, but the smell of tobacco finally wins out over my control on my gag reflex. I stagger, managing to find a planter before I throw up. There’s nothing in my stomach. Just yellow bile that stings my throat. Why would there be food? Not like this body’s been in action long. Or was she? What was she doing the second before I plummeted from a cosmic Afterlife holding room and found myself in the lake? Did I just bump someone’s soul out of their body? Is she dead now? I’ve been alive for less than an hour and I’m already a murderer.

      The questions spin around in my head until the world spins with them. I can’t breathe. Somewhere along the way, I’ve fallen to the ground, and the smell of dirt and urine makes me gag again. More voices come above me, loud and sharp, making me flinch and cover my ears, before I remember my hands were on the dirty ground and now whatever I touched is in my hair.

      “Kelly!” I call, feeling for the knot that ties us close together. The bond that means no matter what happens or where I am, I’m never totally alone.

      Except it’s gone. Of course it is. We were ripped apart in the swirling waters of a dark river. Torn from each other as Viola tried to take everything from us. Tried to take Kelly from me. I search desperately inside myself to find the pulse of comfort in my chest that is them telling me that everything will be all right. Only all I find is the frantic thumping of my very-much-living heart and the emptiness right alongside. This most confident proof of my resurrection is enough to send me spiralling out into the ether as terror and panic wrap around me tighter than any supernatural spiderweb ever could.

      “Hey.” A hand settles on my shoulder and I flinch, trying to fight off the unseen threat. But finally my vision comes back into focus, and there’s no danger. No spiders or snakes. No shade trying to consume the soul that Kelly and I have forged together. There’s only a woman in a khaki green jacket with a corduroy collar kneeling on the ground next to me, looking sympathetic. Looking at me.

      “Kelly,” I say weakly. My throat is raw like I’ve been screaming. Was I? My gaze drifts beyond the woman. A whole crowd has gathered. More than a half dozen people standing awkwardly around me in a semi-circle. Some look concerned. Others wear nervous expressions, like I’m about to leap to my feet and attack them or start speaking in gibberish. Finally, though, I find Kelly at the edge of the little group. They’re looking away from me, but they’re speaking calmly into a phone. When they hang up and return the phone to its owner, they push through the crowd until they can bend and help me to my feet.

      “Thank you,” they say, voice as flat and impassive as it always is. “My friend and I are all right. We have someone coming to get us.”

      The crowd disperses, relieved to relinquish the responsibility of dealing with whatever the hell is going on with me. No doubt they’ll tell their friends or coworkers about the poor woman on the sidewalk having a breakdown. Maybe drugs? Mental illness? If only they knew I was coping with the impossible realization that an hour ago I was dead. Just another ghost trapped in the bullshit world of Afterlife SOPs and monsters the reapers pretend don’t exist and now I’m . . .

      My stomach rolls again and I have to cling to Kelly’s shirt to keep from pitching over once more.

      “It’s okay,” they say. It’s the first comfort they’ve given me since we got off the beach. “Jupiter’s coming.”

      My teeth chatter as a breeze blows through my damp clothes.

      “I thought you didn’t know her phone number?” I ask.

      “I don’t,” they say. “But Google exists. I looked up the number for The Witchery. She answered on the first ring.”

      Of course she did. It’s business hours, after all. Why didn’t I think of that? Who knows what day it is? How long were we away from the living world? The last time I saw Jupiter, we were mid-fight with Viola in a crumbling attic. I left her to look after the others while Kelly—trapped inside our soul bond—and I took Viola to the Other Side. But time in living Toronto and all the weird realms of the dead don’t always work the same way. It could be the same morning we faced down Viola, only a few hours later, or it could be ten years after that.

      Still, the SUV that pulls up to the curb where we huddle about fifteen minutes later looks familiar, as does Jupiter as she gets out and rushes around. Same short hair and piercings. The remnants of a black eye, now turned a sickly green.

      “Kelly?” she asks as she rushes past me. She throws herself at them, hugging them hard. “Where have you been? We were so worried.”

      “We’re fine,” they say.

      “It’s been weeks. We were sure you were both dead.” She releases them, and her gaze brushes over my face before moving beyond. “Where’s Ember?”

      The air blows through me again, but I go cold for a different reason.

      “I’m right here?” I say. Jupiter’s eyes drop to my face again, and her brow creases.

      “No. Ember. Where’s—” But her question cuts off as her expression gets intent. She stares at me with a determination that makes me feel like a bug on a pin. Then her face relaxes and her mouth drops open. “Ember? What happened to you?”

      Words fail me. Where do I even start? We were dead, and then we weren’t? Kelly had a gaping wound in their chest where Viola had punched a hole. They were bleeding out on the supernatural banks of an undead river while the fragments of memories of who reapers were before their deaths glistened around us? I took us into the river and we were ripped apart. Beryl gave me a purple necklace and basically⁠—

      I slap a palm to my chest, finding the hard lump of Beryl’s gift beneath my shirt. I pull it out, staring at the irregularly shaped purple stone dangling at the end of a silver chain. Still there. Proof that everything I remember happened, even if I don’t understand the how or why.

      What’s it even supposed to do? Beryl said something about three-way hauntings being complicated. Great. That’s nothing new. But what does that mean exactly?

      Hello? I say, sending my voice inward. There’s no reply. Why would there be? Who am I expecting to answer?

      “I don’t know,” Kelly’s saying. “But it’s definitely her.” Their gaze down at me is worried, which is how I realize they and Jupiter have been talking about me.

      “What do you mean it’s definitely me?” I ask. “Who else would it be?”

      “But,” Jupiter says, licking her lips nervously. “It’s not you. I mean it is. I can feel it. You feel the same. But you look . . .” Her gaze roams my face a second time, before traveling over my body. “Different.”

      “Different?” I glance down, trying to see myself. The hands. I noticed them on the beach. They’re wrong. Long fingers. Stubby nailbeds, like I’ve been chewing on them. Then I realize my perspective has changed. Kelly’s always been taller than I am, but now I actually have to look up to see their face.

      I stagger toward the closest store window. The shop or restaurant inside must be closed, because the lights are out, but that only makes it easier to see my reflection. I gasp, putting my hands to my face. It’s been such a long time since I could see what I looked like. Ghosts don’t show up in mirrors, after all. And now the face in front of me is a stranger.

      She’s still white, but that’s about where the similarities end. My face is rounder, and even though my hair is a tangled nest on my head, the red curls are gone, replaced with something darker and finer. My nose is thin and straight. My boobs are . . . I grab at my chest. I was never particularly gifted in the breast department, but I am now. Proper handfuls, straining under the zipper of a bright pink hoodie. Not something I’ve ever owned.

      “Who am I?” I ask. The panic from earlier rises up again, and I have to reach behind me, hoping for Kelly to take my weight. Instead, it’s Jupiter who grabs hold of me and helps me to the car. Kelly’s wandered off again, this time staring up into a tree, watching something I can’t see. Their hair is the same blue and purple I’ve known since I met them. Their features are more or less unchanged. Maybe softer, but still obviously Kelly. Why am I different?

      “Come on,” Jupiter says, voice soft. It’s the first time she’s ever touched me. “We’ll go home. You can shower. Have a rest.”

      “No.” I shake my head violently. “Afterlife. You have to take us to Afterlife.”

      “Okay,” she says, tone still gentle, like she’s dealing with a stray dog who might bite at any moment. “The subway. We can do that. I’ll call X. He’s at the store. I’ll tell him we’ll be a while. He was so excited when Kelly called, but . . . Where is Kelly?” She helps me get settled in the front seat of the SUV, closing the door before she hurries off to round up our errant reaper.

      No. Not a reaper. Not anymore. Human. Alive. Just like me.

      At least with all the doors closed, the space inside the vehicle is quieter. Easier to keep the panic at bay when I’m not being assaulted with all the sensory barrage of being in the living world without the watercolour filter of death to mute things.

      Finally, we get underway. Jupiter chats nervously, asking questions and relaying details of the last few weeks. How they looked for us. Tried calling Afterlife. Worked with the surviving members of the Leeds & Grenville Paranormal Society to try and reach the dead and find out if anyone knew where we were. Kelly doesn’t answer. Their gaze is locked on the world outside, still watching it all like they’ve never seen it before, even though it’s been more than fifty years since they walked away from their job at Afterlife. I close my eyes, trying to block everything. Even the jolt of the car over a bump in the road feels like we’re about to drop into a bottomless chasm. I have to put a hand on the dashboard to keep the falling sensation from overwhelming me.

      “Are you okay?” Jupiter asks.

      I open my eyes long enough to find her worried face and give her a tight smile.

      “Not really,” I say. She doesn’t ask for more details. I don’t elaborate.

      Our arrival at Kipling station is torture. I’m out of breath before we even get across the parking lot. The echoes off the tiled walls and floors. The rush of dirty air as trains come in and out of the station. The crush of people getting on and off the cars, rushing to catch a bus that only comes every thirty minutes. They bump against me and every impact makes me hold onto Jupiter’s arm tighter. She talks to Kelly like I’m not there. I’m not sure I am. I keep thinking I’m going to close my eyes, then open again and I’ll be somewhere else. Maybe that nowhere room with Beryl. Maybe our cozy living room at the bungalow. Hell, at this point I’d take my bed in the hospital, where I wake up to discover that everything—all of it from the reapers to the ghosts to the quiet moments I spent in bed with Kelly while the link between our souls was slowly killing them—was all some opioid-induced fever dream and I made the whole thing up. That I’m still alive, for a few more days at least, and everything else, from Afterlife’s terminal apathy to the creatures we didn’t know were real, was a figment of my imagination.

      Somehow, despite everything, that feels like the best happy ending I can hope for.

      Only I don’t wake up. The eastbound subway to Bay Station lurches into motion, with me squished into a small seat between Jupiter and Kelly. My hips are wider than they used to be, and my thighs are pressed against one of each of theirs. The pressure should help, but it feels crushing. I squirm, trying to get away from it, but the movement only presses me closer to one of them, then the other. Kelly puts a hand on my knee and I nearly scream.

      “We’ll be there soon,” they say. I glance up at them and their face is a blank mask. How are they so calm? I was only dead for a year. They’ve been dead for thousands upon thousands. If it’s all this overwhelming to me, they should be about ready to claw their way out of their skin. But instead, their gaze is fixed straight ahead, and their expression is completely neutral.

      By the time we get to Bay Station, I’m shaking so bad, I can barely get one foot in front of the other. Jupiter helps hold me up while Kelly strides confidently down the platform to the nondescript door that will take us to the secret station where the train to Afterlife ferries the newly dead. At least the inefficiencies of Afterlife bureaucracy mean the six-digit code that Kelly punches into the keypad hasn’t been changed in the weeks and months that have passed since the first time they brought me down here, thinking it would be a quick chore to drop me off at Minerva’s office and never have to speak to me again. The annoying ghost who wouldn’t take “no” for an answer, no matter how many times they gave me the shortest answer in the English language.

      And now, neither one of us is a ghost anymore. Or a reaper. We’re two fragile, living human beings, trying to find answers.

      We stand on the Lower Bay platform. It’s as dead as I used to be. Nothing here. No souls. No reapers. Just dust on empty benches that line the wall, and a flicker of movement near the platform edge that turns out to be a sizeable rat on its way somewhere.

      We wait.

      Nothing happens.

      “The train still runs, right?” I ask. “You haven’t heard anything different from Bang while we were gone, did you?”

      Jupiter shrugs. “I haven’t heard anything from her at all, actually. Not that she ever talked to anyone but you and Kelly, but I thought . . . with the two of you missing. I thought about coming down here and riding the train out to Afterlife to see if anyone knew where you were. But then I figured maybe we should stay in Toronto, in case you came back. X has been sleeping at the shop and I’ve been at the house and . . .” She shrugs again.

      Still no train comes. I don’t have a phone or a watch or any way to tell time, but we must wait at least half an hour, and the station stays as quiet as a tomb.

      “Jupiter,” Kelly starts, breaking the silence. “Are there any ghosts here?” Their gaze travels over the empty platform, eyes never focusing on anything in particular. “Can you feel them? Their presence.”

      Jupiter’s gaze goes unfocused too for a second. It’s the way she used to look at me. Always somewhere off to one side, because she knew roughly where I was, but never exactly how to find my face. Eventually, she shakes her head.

      “No. There’s no one here.”

      Kelly nods, like they were expecting this answer.

      “The train’s not coming. This station has been shut down,” they say.

      My whole body sags as a tidal wave of something like grief slams into me, and I have to sit on one of the dusty benches.

      “What?” Jupiter asks, looking confused.

      “Afterlife has abandoned this station. They knew we’d come here and they want to make it clear we’re no longer welcome.”

      “Why not?” Jupiter sounds genuinely baffled, but the tears are already slipping from my cheeks. I know the answer.

      So does Kelly, apparently.

      “Because we’re alive, and the living are not the responsibility of Afterlife Incorporated.”

      We have been “not-my-jobbed” into a layoff. Kelly’s not a reaper, and I’m not a ghost or a lost soul or anything that falls into Afterlife’s purview. Maybe they have answers. Maybe they don’t. Something tells me we’ll never know . . . at least not until we die . . . again.

      The sadness that swamps me is heavy enough I could suffocate under it. What the hell is this? I did everything right. I lived my life with purpose. I died quietly and with dignity. I fought a good fight to try and make what comes next anything other than a nightmare of understaffing and overwork and now I’m back here, breathing stale air into a body that isn’t even mine, and our one resource to the big questions of life and death has been cut off.

      My voice echoes hollowly in the empty station as I say, “We’re on our own. Afterlife wants nothing to do with us.”

      It takes a few more minutes before I finally have the strength to get to my feet and lead the others up the long, dank-smelling staircase back to the main subway and the living world that is the only home we have now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      Five months later

      Being alive again is . . . disgusting. Physically, I mean. Bodies are so gross. How did I never notice before? They leak constantly. They make weird noises and need to be fed and taken to the bathroom. When I get less than six hours of sleep at night, I have a headache for hours the next day. If I don’t eat enough fibre, I get bloated and constipated. If I eat too much, I find myself running to the bathroom with my ass cheeks squeezed together. And the balance between not enough and too much? Microscopic, as far as I can tell. Yesterday I had white toast and a slice of cheese for breakfast, then spent the day in debilitating pain because—oh, look—this new body I’m in turns out to be lactose intolerant. Today I went for wheat toast with margarine and a few blueberries on the side and spent the next three hours trapped in the bathroom.

      “Ember? Are you still in there? I need to shower before I leave for my support group,” Kelly calls, knocking on the bathroom door while my butt makes noises like a World War Two fighter jet over the beaches of Normandy. I grumble as I clean myself and pull my underwear up—fun fact: if you don’t leave the house, you never have to wear pants—before I stomp to the door and swing it open, finding Kelly leaning casually against the wall. They’re fully dressed, but have a towel slung over one shoulder.

      “For the last time,” I say through clenched teeth, “stop going to that support group. You were never abducted by aliens and it’s cruel to all the people there who believe they were.”

      Their expression falls and they look genuinely hurt.

      “You don’t know that. We don’t remember anything about my life before I was a reaper. What if I was abducted by aliens? Melisandre says I have as much right to be at the group as anyone else. Lots of them don’t remember their abductions either.”

      I consider slamming the door in their face. If their attendance is contingent on them showering first, then keeping them out of the bungalow’s single bathroom is the easiest fix. I can lock the door, maybe even slip out the small window by the shower, and they’ll be too late for their ridiculous support group.

      “Ember?” Kelly says, tilting their head to catch my eye. “I forgot to mention. After the support group, I’m going to a protest about falling prices for sesame seeds. Can you feed Lip Balm? I promised Jupiter I would, but I might be home late.”

      I hate it here.

      What exactly is considered a falling price for a sesame seed? Are they priced by the seed? By the pound? And why does that deserve protesting? Do we import or export sesame seeds in Canada, and how does that impact Kelly in any way? They don’t even like bagels.

      While I muse through the big questions of my second life, Kelly sees their opportunity and slips past me. The narrow doorway makes it more like a squeeze than a slip, and the firm pressure of their body against mine suddenly draws my attention to the person in front of me. Straight lips. Eyes rounder than they used to be. They smell warm. Like cinnamon and chocolate, and also a bit like the peach and vanilla body spray they’ve been using a lot lately. It’s not a great combination.

      Also, why does everything have to smell like something when you’re alive? Not being able to smell stuff was one of the hardest parts to get used to when I was dead, but now that I’m back, what even is that? Not every product needs to be scented. The people on the street don’t need to smell like sweat and smoke and cherries and coffee and fear and sadness.

      “Ember?” Kelly asks.

      “Yeah?” I say, still cataloguing the ridiculous litany of smells I have to encounter every single time I walk out the front door.

      “The living like privacy when they wash their bodies, remember? You told me that.” They raise an expectant eyebrow as they put a hand on the bathroom door.

      So I did. That first morning, the day we came back to life and discovered we were going to have to figure everything out on our own, the only thing that had gotten me back to the bungalow was the idea of a warm shower. I hadn’t had one since I died, or even really before that, when the cancer had made it impossible for me to stand in the shower, and even after, when sitting on the small plastic bench under the spray had become too difficult and I’d had to accept all the comfort that was left for me was a sponge bath from my mother or a kind support worker at the hospital. So the promise I could have one now, maybe even use up all the hot water in the tank, was the only thing that held me together on the awful subway ride back out to Etobicoke and the miserable drive to the house. And it was everything I wished for. Warm water. The staccato spray against my unfamiliar skin. It was heavenly . . . until the curtain was whisked aside and I’d screamed while I found Kelly standing in the bathroom, about to drop the towel they’d wrapped around their chest and hips.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, hands moving quickly over my body, trying to find a way to cover both my newly enlarged breasts and the tangle of brown pubic hair over my groin.

      “You said a shower would feel good?” they asked, looking like they didn’t even understand why I would ask the question. At least the towel stayed in place.

      “Not together!” I squawked, finally grabbing an edge of the shower curtain to cover my body. “People don’t shower together.”

      “Jupiter and X do sometimes,” they said.

      I shook my head, causing tendrils of soap to trail into my eyes and make them sting.

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” I said as I ducked back under the spray, trying to stop the burning. “Get out. I’ll be done in a minute. People, living people, like to shower alone, okay?”

      And yet now here I am, staring at them like a weirdo while they try to excuse themself for the solo shower I told them was their only option.

      “Sorry,” I say, dropping my gaze and stepping back so they can close the door behind me.

      My stomach growls, signalling hunger. Tough shit, Sherlock. You didn’t want the toast and berries? Voided yourself in record time? We’re not eating again until I say so, and you’re going to like whatever I put in you.

      The growling comes again, and I stalk down the hall to the living room, nearly tripping and bashing my head against the coffee table as my foot slides on a magazine that’s been left on the floor.

      Spudman: State of the Potato Industry. Vol. 47, Issue 6.

      I toss Kelly’s latest reading material into one of the empty armchairs, miss, and hit Lip Balm, who’s napping on the windowsill. He leaps up with a furious meow and a glare that makes it clear he’ll be pooping in my shoes before the day is over. Fine by me. The whole day has been pooptastic thanks to my apparent blueberry intolerance. What’s a little more?

      With a frustrated sigh, I flop onto the sofa. It bounces slightly under my weight, which is disconcerting. Even once I had perfected the art of not-thinking-about-thinking-about lying down on solid objects as a ghost, there was never any real sensation of being supported by the couch. I didn’t sink through it, so long as I obeyed the roadrunner-coyote physics of being dead. Now, there’s a lump poking at my spine, and I have to fish under the cushions to find the source. It’s one of Kelly’s game controllers, basically untouched since the day we first came back here alive.

      Kelly is . . . well, I don’t know exactly. Kelly’s different. Some might say they’re coping better with our unexpected reincarnation than I am. For how detached they had always been from the realities of human life before, now they’ve jumped in with both feet. The support groups. Protests. Last week alone they went to classes on how to make sushi, pierogies, and kombucha. The week before, I was suddenly overcome with a stinging pain that turned out to be an embroidery needle lodged in my foot from their attempts to learn how to cross-stitch via YouTube tutorials. When I asked them to make sure they tidied up their new hobbies, they shrugged and said they would as soon as they got back from toddler nature hour at High Park. Never mind they didn’t have a toddler with them. I suppose in living world math, they might be the toddler themselves. Certainly, the detritus they leave behind them in their sprint to understand their newfound life is everywhere, like the remains of a busy day at daycare, and I’m the one left to pick up all their forgotten toys. They’re drinking from the firehose of everything humanity has to teach them, and I’m the one who’s drowning.

      And the reading . . . The magazine subscriptions are the least of it.

      “Humans have been obsessed with documenting their state of being in the written word for thousands of years,” Kelly said to me sagely one afternoon when they returned from the trip to the library with a literal wagon full of books rumbling up the sidewalk behind them. The bungalow is littered with them. I don’t know if there’s a limit to how many books you can check out from the Toronto Public Library at a time, but Kelly has to be getting close. Even right now, lying on the sofa while I listen to the water pour over them in the shower, the teetering stack on the coffee table blocks my view of the front window. And the selection of titles makes no sense.

      Churchill & Roosevelt, Volume 1: The Wartime Letters

      The 100 Best Stand-Up Comedy Routines of All Time

      Five Ingredient Fix: Fast Meals for Busy Families

      Love Languages: Finding True Expression

      The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam

      What Is a Dog?

      The Duchess Takes a Groom

      And those are the ones in English. Kelly doesn’t have most of their special reaper powers anymore. They can’t slide or shout into the void and make Bang appear in our living room. They can’t see ghosts or souls. They can’t change their appearance. But the loss of powers doesn’t extend to a loss of knowledge. So far as I can tell, they still speak every language on Earth, and that skill is reflected in the other towers of books scattered around the house. French, German, Japanese (I think) and (maybe?) Russian titles all wait to be read.

      I pull the last one off the English stack. The Duchess Takes a Groom. Sounds familiar, though the cover with a windblown hero and heroine half out of their period costumes as the woman arches her back and the man runs his lips over her throat look like any number of bodice ripping romance novels published at the end of the last century. The blurb on the back says something about a widowed duchess trying to avoid a new marriage to an overbearing duke from a neighbouring family, and she enlists the handsome young groom in her stables to pose as her new fiancé.

      Sounds saucy. Maybe I’ll give it a go.

      “I already finished reading that one. The groom is really a woman,” Kelly says from where they’re suddenly standing in the hallway.

      “Jesus!” I startle so much I drop the book. Where did they come from? It’s like they slid directly from the shower to the living room, except they can’t do that anymore. But I didn’t hear them come up the hall. And they’re fully dressed. How did they even do that?

      But Kelly doesn’t notice my mental gymnastics. Instead, they say, “She was pretending to be a man so she could earn money to save her brother and sister from the orphanage and⁠—”

      “Hey,” I say, scowling. “Spoilers. I was going to read that.”

      They blink a few times, not understanding. “You still can.”

      “Not now that I know the groom is really a woman. What’s the point if I already know the big reveal?”

      Kelly’s frown deepens. “That’s not the big reveal. I found that out in chapter four. The big reveal is⁠—”

      “Kelly!”

      Their mouth hangs open for a second. I can practically hear the old Kelly—the disinterested pedantic one—whispering in this new Kelly’s ear going, “The living enjoy surprises. If you tell her what’s going to happen, it’s called spoiling the surprise, and she will be disappointed.” When the message is finally received, they clack their mouth shut, then go to the closet to get a jacket.

      I retrieve the book from the floor, staring again at its bawdy cover. I used to be obsessed with these things in university. I loved them once. Maybe I can try again.

      “Do you want to come to my support group with me?” Kelly’s still in the hall.

      I glance over the top of my book. “Why would I do that?”

      They shrug. It’s not an awkward gesture. They think my question is sincere.

      “Maybe you were abducted by aliens too?” they say.

      “Neither of us was abducted by aliens, Kelly. How many times do I have to say that?” I grip the book so hard a corner of the cover sinks into my skin, making me hiss at the sting of a papercut. Papercuts are the worst. Like what even is that? A last chance for the tree to exact its revenge for being chopped down, even once it’s been pulped and printed and bound?

      Another shrug. “I don’t remember my first life. Melisandre says gaps in memory are a common sign of abduction. Just last week, Prakash was telling us about⁠—”

      “You don’t remember your first life because it was taken from you as a reaper,” I say, though I don’t put much heat behind it. We’ve had this conversation so many times since they found that support group. “Aliens have nothing to do with it. It was all Richard.”

      They pause with one hand on the doorknob, long elegant fingers poised over the muted brass. Those same fingers touched me once, soft pressure on my cheek as Kelly held me close and kissed me, telling me not to worry and they’d help me save our friends. They haven’t touched me since, and Kelly doesn’t talk about that moment in the nothing where they gave me the link and all their powers to stop Viola. Instead, they talk about aliens and when unagi will be in season and whether or not Canadian Prime Minster John Diefenbaker really had illegitimate children or if that was all Cold War propaganda. The whiplash with which they’re able to change the subject sometimes makes me forget they were ever the contained, controlled reaper playing day-long video game marathons without a care for anything going on in the world beyond our house.

      I don’t notice them leave. Maybe I really do get abducted by aliens. Since I’ve been back . . . since I’ve been alive again, I mean, there are definitely moments in the day where it feels like time skips a beat. It’s never long. Not like I go from watching TV with Jupiter to suddenly finding myself in the kitchen trying to swallow a mouthful of lasagna while X talks about a customer who came into the store that day. More like a lapse in concentration. Like one second Kelly’s asking if I want to go to their support group, and the next they’ve left and I didn’t hear the door close.

      Whatever. I flop onto my back, holding the book above me. It’s fifty-fifty as to whether or not I’ll read it or hold it there until I fall asleep and drop it on my face as I doze off. Either is fine. It’s happened before plenty of times. The bungalow is small and only has two bedrooms. Jupiter and X sleep in one. The other was Kelly’s before I joined our roommate situation, and they’ve never said anything to indicate that should change. So the couch is mine. Which is my preference, actually. This body needs to sleep, but there’s still been a lot of nights where I find myself staring at the ceiling in the dark. Better to roam the night up here where I won’t bother anyone while my brain goes in circles about how I got here and what I’m supposed to do now.

      Being alive for a second time is complicated. I have no ID. No driver’s license. No bank accounts. I don’t look like my old self, and even if I did, I can’t show up at the service office and tell them I lost my wallet, because I died over a year ago and no doubt the paperwork to formally close out the account that is Ember Munro’s life was submitted not long after my family made sure my ashes were buried in the ground. So, there are not a lot of options for me in terms of what I’m going to do with my new life as Ember 2.0. I can’t get a social insurance number without proof of who I am, and I can’t even get a birth certificate because . . .

      I sigh. Again. Anyhow. The world is not built for people like me who lived and died and live again. But romance novels are.

      Chapter 1

      A bang against the front window makes me jump. My heart gets fluttery in my chest. The sound of fluffy feet running down the hall follows, and Lip Balm reappears, my earlier assault clearly forgiven at the prospect of fending off a true intruder.

      I sit up, watching as Lip Balm twitches his tail and scans the outside world. No further attack comes. I slump back. Probably a bird or something. We get them every now and again, slamming into the window when the reflection hits just right.

      What a shitty, pointless way to die.

      Though probably painless. One second, they’re flying straight at what they think is open space and the next . . . bang! Then nothing. It wouldn’t be that bad, would it?

      I shake my head. I know more about life and death than probably anyone else in the world, but it doesn’t do any good to dwell. Not like I can fly into a window anyway. Or fly anywhere else, for that matter.

      But I can read and escape into someone else’s life for a while.

      Chapter 1

      Her Grace Camilla Worthington’s husband had been dead for five years before people started to whisper she needed to find a new one.
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      “Honey, I’m home!” The door slams and I jump. The house is dark. The sun is down again. When did that happen? I must have fallen asleep after all, because one arm trails off the edge of the couch, with the book splayed open on the floor beside my hand. At least it didn’t fall on my face. Lip Balm is parked on my chest, purring intently. One of his paws is planted on top of Beryl’s purple pendant and his green gaze is fixed on it, like it’s a mouse about to make its escape.

      “Hey,” I say, voice a sleepy croak. “I’m in here. What time is it?”

      Jupiter pokes her head into the living room, turning on the big overhead light. It’s so bright I slap a hand over my eyes for a moment to ward off an instant headache.

      “It’s past nine. Sorry we’re so late. After X and I closed up the shop, we had a call with Graham. We got a bit carried away.” Her easy smile turns to a frown as she studies me sprawled on the couch. “Did you sleep all day again?”

      “No,” I say defensively. Not all day. I was awake when Kelly left and the sun was up then, so technically it wasn’t all day. I can’t even say for sure what time I fell asleep. I roll, forcing Lip Balm to hop off, and reach for the book on the floor. I flip through the pages, looking for words and passages that feel familiar so I can guess how far I got before I nodded off, but nothing beyond the first few sentences rings any bells.

      “Did you eat?” Jupiter asks from the kitchen.

      “Blueberries,” I say, setting the book down and shuffling after her. I nearly collide with X.

      “Whoa. Sorry about that,” he says. He’s carrying a box so big he has to angle it to get it through the front door.

      “What’s in there?” I ask, helping him manoeuvre it, before realizing too late we don’t really have anywhere to put it. The living room is full of Kelly’s international reading list. If we set the box down in the hall, it’s so big it will block the path of anyone trying to get to the rest of the house.

      “A hellhound trap.” X glances around the edge of the box to give me an elated smile. “Graham sent it.”

      “I told him we weren’t committing to anything,” Jupiter says, still banging around in the kitchen cupboards. “But he said we could find a use for it. Apparently Toronto had a whole hellhound overpopulation problem back in the 1950s.”

      “Yeah,” X says eagerly. “But then war broke out with the raccoons and those little trash pandas took over most of the territory. There’s talk about new factions popping up, though. Hellhounds have been spotted up around Lake Simcoe, but there’s rumours they’ve come as far south as parts of York Region.”

      Despite my quick hand-to-eye slap earlier, I have a headache. While Kelly’s off learning the difference between maple trees and oak trees with a bunch of preschoolers, X and Jupiter’s life has taken a decidedly supernatural turn. It started while Kelly and I were still MIA in the resurrection ether. They got a call from Graham, who turned out to be Beryl’s grandson. While the other members of the Leeds & Grenville Paranormal Society like to grumble about how the young people these days have no interest in speaking with ghosts and fighting evil spirits, Graham had, in fact, gone into a version of the family business. According to him, he hunts the beasties people are too afraid to talk about, and while his phone call was initially about finding the details of his grandmother’s demise at Viola’s hands, turns out he’s also looking for recruits to help with the monster hunting biz.

      Or else he’s a scam artist trying to get X and Jupiter to buy into his multilevel marketing hellhound trap scheme.

      For once, Kelly didn’t say “Hellhounds are a myth.” They didn’t say anything, in fact. They were too busy grinding spices for what they referred to as “the mother of all mole recipes,” and when I asked them if they’d ever run into a hellhound, all they’d said was “Can you pass me the marjoram?”

      But X and Jupiter weren’t nearly as skeptical as me, and despite my pleas to them to be cautious, they’re ready to jump into a whole new realm of spooky with both feet. X never met a paranormal adventure that didn’t make him go “Whoa,” and Jupiter’s happy to be his partner in uncanny crime.

      Which leaves me stuck in the middle. Jupiter and X have embraced the weirdness that is the fallout of life with a ghost, a reaper, and a direct line to Afterlife. Kelly is up to their eyeballs in the mundane. And I don’t want to be a part of any of it. They’re all looking for something that gives their lives meaning. A sense of purpose. And the whole time they talk about calls with Graham or whether guajillo or pasilla chiles are the more important ingredient for that mother mole, all I can think is, does any of it matter?

      Then what are you even doing here?

      I can’t go back to my old life. It’s done. But instead of crossing over and moving on, I’m back living a new life that I didn’t ask for. And all that’s waiting for me when this one is finished—whether that’s tomorrow or forty years from now—is the endless all-hands meeting that is existence under the jurisdiction of Afterlife Incorporated.

      Living is days and weeks of burping and farting and pretending you care about the thirty-fifth season of a reality show that stopped being original when I still thought I was straight. And death is even worse. Centuries of being shuffled from one district to another, one holding pen to another, an endless waiting room as the reapers test out a new pilot project or announce a capital project that will require “temporary relocation” for a few decades.

      It’s all so pointless, isn’t it?

      So yeah. Excuse me if I nap my way through existence now and then.

      We finally get the giant box settled in Jupiter and X’s bedroom. It still blocks access to their closet, but that’s a problem for them to solve. As we’re coming down the hall again, the front door bangs open one more time and Kelly walks through. Their face is alight and their eyes shine.

      “Ember,” they say breathlessly and for a second, when our gazes meet, my heart thumps excitedly in my chest. It’s still an unfamiliar sensation, but it’s the closest I’ve felt to the comforting weight of the link telling me that Kelly is here and everything is going to be okay.

      “Hey,” I say, trying hard to fight the sense of giddy anticipation that fills me from nowhere. I’ve missed Kelly so much. The version of them that argues with and ignores me but also who comforted me in a way no one else has.

      “I figured it out,” they say, striding toward me.

      “Figured what out?” My pulse hammers in my throat. The answer. How did we get here? How are we alive? Why do I look different when Kelly doesn’t? Did they finally find a way to get in contact with Afterlife and find out the truth?

      “I was talking to Melisandre, and she says there’s a good chance your cancer could have come from another planet. Even another galaxy. She says she’s heard about this kind of thing from other abductees before.”

      My heart skids to a halt so fast I have to put a hand to my chest and the other to the wall to keep from falling over. Disappointment floods me so fast I really do feel like I’m drowning. I can’t breathe and the tears that come to my eyes can’t be stopped.

      “She says sometimes hypnosis helps abductees remember who—” Kelly keeps talking, even as I clap my hands over my ears.

      They don’t see how much their words are hurting.

      What do they mean I had alien cancer? How can they believe that? Kelly, who was so skeptical of everything, is now believing what some weirdo quack at a support group is telling them like it’s peer-reviewed fact and not a whacko conspiracy theory?

      “Ember?” Kelly asks, sounding confused. “Are you all right? Did you hear what I said?”

      I can’t answer them. Can’t even look at them. I don’t want their cosmic cure for cancer any more than I want to get sucked into setting up hellhound traps in the backyard and making sure we have enough vestal virgins or the foreskin of an eldest son or whatever it is Graham has told Jupiter and X to use for bait stored in the deep freeze downstairs. None of this is what I asked for. I wanted to be dead. Peaceful, silent nothingness after thirty-plus years of working and making appointments and paying bills and playing by the rules of society crumbling in late-stage capitalism. Instead I’m back in Etobicoke with the thing people want most in the world: a second chance to start over. And I’m the only one who knows how bullshit that chance truly is.

      They’ll never understand.

      The words have repeated themselves over and over in my head for weeks. None of them understand. Not Kelly, who barely understands the idea of being alive in the first place. Not Jupiter and X, who might know Afterlife, but are still enjoying their lives. None of them will ever understand the hundred angry and miserable thoughts that volley through my mind every single hour of every single day. They never will.
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