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Chapter 1: The Afterlife?

Morning After

It was the headache that woke me. I felt as if someone had 
stomped my brain into mush, then tossed it out with the trash. 
When I tried cracking my eyes open, light stabbed into them like 
needles. I groaned. What the hell had happened to me?

“Finally. Margot Lucas?”
I forced my eyes open and squinted in the direction of the 

voice. “Who are you? What did you do to me?” I croaked. The light was 
too bright to make out much more than a man-shaped silhouette. 
And were those bars?

“What did I do to you? You’re the one who wandered over to 
the dead side of town.”

“The dead side of town?” I scrambled to my feet, ignoring 
the pain that lanced up my legs, and stumbled against what were 
definitely bars. Like the ones in jail cells. “You can’t keep me here! 
I’m human!”

“Calm down. Don’t you remember what happened to you?”
Either the light was getting dimmer or my eyes were adjusting, 

because now I could make out the face of the man standing on the 
other side of the bars. He was of middling height, muscular, and 
in dire need of a haircut. The law enforcement uniform and the 
caste mark over his right eye completed the image of a stereotypical 
reluctant werewolf police officer.

“Remember what happened to me?” I repeated, once I’d 
recovered from the shock of his audacity. “Obviously you’ve drugged 
and kidnapped me for some insane reason, and you’re dressed like 
a policeman so I won’t protest. Well, I won’t be fooled!”

The werewolf just snorted. “I’m dressed like a policeman 
because I am a policeman, lady.”

“No, you’re not.” I coughed once, then twice. My throat felt 
like sandpaper. What had he given me?

“Look. As hilarious as this little act is, I don’t really care what 
you think. You’ve got a couple hours for them to call in your next of 
kin for goodbyes, then one of the guys from the other side will come 
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and take you off my hands. That’s how it goes, okay?”
While he talked, my eyes continued to adjust. Behind the 

werewolf were all the trappings of a small police station, down to 
the insignias on the wall. Doubt began to creep into my mind. This 
was a very elaborate kidnapping ruse.

“What do you mean, goodbyes?”
The werewolf turned and folded himself into a nearby chair. 

“Standard procedure for transition. No contact once you cross to the 
other side, you know how it goes.”

“Transition to what?” It was a struggle to keep my voice even, 
but I managed, just.

“You really don’t remember, do you?”
“Transitioning to what?” I repeated through gritted teeth.
“Zombie. You’re a zombie.”
I stared at him. “No, I’m human.”
“You wanna look in a mirror?”
“I’m human.” There was no way I could be a zombie. It simply 

wasn’t possible. “There’s been a mistake.”
The werewolf stood, wandered over to a file cabinet, and rifled 

Illustration by Jessica Emmas



3

through a couple drawers before approaching my cell, carrying a 
mirror not much larger than his hand. “See for yourself.” He held 
the mirror up even with my face.

The face was mine, for sure. Acne scars on my chin, eyebrows 
that managed to make me look stern even when I was trying to 
appear friendly, a nose that was just a little bigger than I’d like. 
The human caste mark was still on my cheek, but now there was a 
bigger scar overlaid, an X that crossed over my nose and stretched 
all the way up to my hairline and down to my jaw.

“But I’m human,” I whispered.
The werewolf sat back down and tossed the mirror aside. 

“Not anymore.”

Next of Kin

I sat down on the hard floor with a thump that would probably 
leave a bruise later. Did zombies even get bruises? But no, there was 
no way I could possibly be a zombie. It had to be a mistake.

Seemingly of its own accord, my hand reached up to trace 
the new scar on my face. It felt strange, dry, but raw and a little 
crusty. This new of a cut should be painful, should be bleeding, but 
I felt nothing. Did zombies bleed? They’d have to have a functioning 
heart…

With a hand that wasn’t entirely steady, I reached up to find 
a pulse. I felt around my neck, at first calmly, then with a growing 
sense of panic. It had to be there. It had to.

“Margot!”
I looked up to see my sister Tabitha, dressed to party in a 

short dress with a plunging neckline, standing a couple feet from 
the bars of my cell. I’d been too preoccupied with myself to notice 
her come in.

“There’s an hour left for visiting,” the werewolf told her, 
before settling back down with a newspaper.

“Oh, it’s fine, I only have a couple minutes anyway.”
I gritted my teeth at the flirtatious tone in Tabitha’s voice. 

“Did you come to see me or my guard?”
“Don’t be like that.” Tabitha pouted. “I don’t want to spend our 
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remaining time together fighting.”
“Fine.”
“Oh, Margot, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you last 

night, and now just look at your poor face…”
“Pushed me?” I stepped right up to the bars. Tabitha stepped 

back. “What do you mean, pushed me? Do you know what happened?”
“You mean you don’t remember?” Tabitha fidgeted with the 

hem of her skirt. “Well, you were really drunk… You know what, 
that’s probably best.”

“I don’t drink, Tabitha. What happened?”
“Um…” She bit her lip. “Oh! I’m supposed to ask, do you have 

a will?”
I stared at her. “A will? You’re joking, right?”
“Well, you know, you are technically dead, so the lawyer 

said…”

Illustration by Jessica Emmas
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“The lawyer?”
“Yeah. You know, what’s her name. Emily something?” 

Tabitha was staring at a spot somewhere over my shoulder.
“You went to see my lawyer before you came to see me. I 

know we don’t always get along, but this…” I shook my head. I didn’t 
even know what to think.

“Look, I should probably go. I have this…” Tabitha looked 
toward the door. “This thing, so… Anyway, dad says he’ll miss you, 
and Richard said to say he loved—loves—you, so…I’m just gonna 
go.” Tabitha walked away, her heels tapping a rapid rhythm across 
the floor.

“Tabitha!” I called after her, but she didn’t look back even 
once.

Zombie for Pickup

“What did she mean, about the will?” I asked the werewolf 
once Tabitha had gone.

“Hmm?” The werewolf looked up from his paper. “Oh, right. 
Well, you’re legally dead, so…” He paused, sniffing the air. Then, 
without another word, he stood and stalked toward the door. 
Sometimes werewolves really had no manners.

“Zombie for pickup?” a male voice asked. I put my face up 
against the bars, but the angle was such that I couldn’t see the 
speaker.

“You’re early,” the werewolf growled. “It’s nearly an hour 
before sundown.”

“I used the covered entrance. Never pass up an opportunity to 
go sightseeing on the living side.”

“Then what are you doing here? Go sightsee.”
“Not much to see through tinted windows. Like you said 

about sundown.”
The werewolf only growled. Who was he talking to?
“Come on, you should be honoured. I got up early for you.”
“Then you can take the zombie early too. She’s just here, 

ready to go.” The werewolf stalked back into sight, shoulders nearly 
touching his ears and legs stiff. If he’d had fur, it would all have 
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been standing on end.
The man that followed him was so pale his skin looked like 

copy paper. He was thin and a little shriveled looking, and moved 
with with a strange, spider-like grace. The twin scars over his lips 
marked him as a vampire.

I stepped back from the bars, feeling suddenly afraid. 
Werewolves I was more or less used to, but vampires…they were 
dead. I didn’t want to die.

“Not the usual type.” The vampire studied me with the eyes 

of a predator. “Usually it’s addicts or suicidal goths that get zombie 
bites.”

“You’re welcome to take her and go any time now,” the 
werewolf snapped.

Illustration by Jessica Emmas
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“I don’t want to go with him,” I blurted out, my voice 
unexpectedly squeaky. “He’s a vampire!”

The vampire smiled, revealing pointed canine teeth. “Yes, I 
am. But don’t worry, you still have an hour here.” He looked at the 
werewolf. “Those are the rules.”

On to the Afterlife

For the entire hour the vampire had stated, he sat comfortably, 
perusing the werewolf’s newspaper, while the werewolf paced in 
and out of sight, growling periodically.

“There!” The werewolf pointed at the clock. “It’s been an hour. 
You can take your new zombie friend and leave.”

“Paperwork first.” The vampire slid a thick sheaf of papers 
across the desk to the werewolf.

The werewolf growled, bending over to flip through the sheets 
and scrawl his signature. In his haste, several sheets came close to 
tearing, and one flew right off the desk. Neither the vampire nor the 
werewolf seemed to care.

“You missed one,” the vampire pointed out cheerfully, flipping 
back several pages.

When he’d reached the end, the werewolf slammed his pen 
down on the desk and crossed his arms, glaring at the vampire. “My 
bit’s done. Now you do your bit and get out of my hair.” He stalked 
over to my cell door, unlocking it and holding it open. I backed up 
against the wall. There was no way I was getting any closer to that 
vampire than I had to.

The vampire glided forward. The thought popped into my 
head that the werewolf might lock him in with me, and I hurried 
through the open door, leaning away from the vampire as I passed 
him. On my other side, I felt the werewolf flinch as my arm brushed 
his.

“Wait up,” the vampire drawled. “I won’t bite. Zombies taste 
disgusting.”

I wheeled around at that. “I’m not a zombie!”
“Sure you’re not, sweetheart.” Then, to the werewolf, “I’ll get 

out of your hair now—or should it be fur?”
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The werewolf growled. As the vampire hustled me toward 
the door, I heard the cell door slam shut with a clang.

The vampire pushed me through a side door and towards a 
large black van parked nearby.

“Don’t touch me,” I snapped, wrenching my arm away.
The vampire just grinned in response to my glare, raising 

both hands up in the air and waggling his fingers.
When I reached the van, I grabbed the handle of the nearest 

side door, but the vampire put a hand out to stop me. I flinched back 
at the contact.

“You go in the back.” He pointed at the rear of the van with 
another smug grin.

“I shouldn’t even be here!” Despite my protests, I did as I 
was directed, if for no other reason than to keep the vampire from 
touching me. His hands were cold and clammy, just like a dead body. 
“You can be certain I’ll put in a complaint with your supervisor.”

The vampire opened the back doors of the van. “Good luck 

Illustration by Chloe Omelchuck



9

with that. Clara!” he shouted over one shoulder as I clambered in. 
“Time to go!”

As the vampire shut the doors behind me, I caught a glimpse 
of a blond woman in a long, paisley dress as she rounded a corner. 
The caste mark around her mouth was not one I’d seen before.

“Done tormenting the wolf on duty?” The woman’s voice was 
muffled, but I could just make out the words.

“It was Augustus,” the vampire replied. “He deserved it. 
Besides…” The voices faded as they moved out of earshot. I heard 
a couple car doors slam, then the rumble of the engine. I lurched 
against the wall as the car started moving on its way to the dead 
side of the city.

Dietary Choices

When the van doors opened, I was blinded. Again.
“Damn floodlights,” the vampire muttered, suggesting his 

eyesight wasn’t any better than mine at the moment. For a second, 
just a second, I thought of jumping out and running away. Then 
hands grabbed my arms and dragged me from the van, removing 
that possibility.

“Later, Vince,” the woman, Clara, called.
“Later.” Though I knew he had hold of me, it I still jumped 

when I heard the vampire’s voice directly behind me. “Come on,” he 
added, to me.

I quickened my pace before he could shove me around any 
more than he already had. We passed through a door, taking my 
poor eyes out of range of the bright glare of the lights.  Glowing, 
blobby shapes drifted across my field of vision. My eyes adjusted 
faster than they had when I’d woken up, but I still nearly ran right 
into the next set of doors.

“You know, you can’t actually go through doors when they’re 
closed.” The vampire let go of me in order to open said doors. “Unless 
you’re a ghost.”

“Stop trying to be funny,” I grumbled. “It’s creepy.”
“I’m a vampire. It’s in the job description.” He pointed me 

down a hall with barred cells on both sides, all of which appeared 
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to be empty.
He pulled a ring of keys from a pocket, unlocked the nearest 

door, and held it open as if it were the door we’d gone through to 
enter the building.

“Oh no. I’m not doing a cell again.”
“Not really a choice. Either you go in, or I make you. And I’m 

lazy, so…” the vampire gestured at the open door.
I glared at him and walked through. Maybe I should’ve taken 

that martial arts class Tabitha had suggested last year.
He locked the door behind me. “I’ll be back in a moment with 

breakfast.” A few soft footsteps later and he was gone, leaving me 
alone again. It was both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, I 
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didn’t have to deal with a vampire in close proximity. On the other, 
the only thing I could think about was how to get out of this mess 
and back to my life. And there wasn’t exactly precedent for anyone 
returning from the dead side of town.

“Are you hungry?” the vampire asked, interrupting my 
pointless inner monologue when he appeared, entirely too suddenly 
to be natural. In one hand was a plastic cup filled with dark red 
liquid. In his other hand was a paper plate, and on it was…a brain. 
He shoved the plate through a gap in the bars that had probably been 
built for that exact purpose. “For you.”

I inched backward, eyeing the plate and its contents with 
disgust. “I’m not eating that.”

“That’s what they all say. But you don’t get to leave until you 
do, so eat up.” He took a sip from his cup. God, that was probably 
blood.

“No, I mean, I’m really not eating that.” The vampire didn’t 
seem impressed, so I went on. “I’m vegan.”

Brain Food

The vampire stared at me for a second, then burst out 
laughing. “You’re vegan,” he repeated. “That’s a good one.”

I crossed my arms. “My dietary choices are not a joke.” I did 
my best not to look at the brain-on-a-plate.

His eyebrows went up. “You’re serious. Well, I hate to break it 
to you, but it’d be more accurate to say that you were vegan.”

“Am.”
“You’re a zombie now. Zombies eat brains. Brains, last time I 

checked, are not part of a vegan diet.”
“I’m not eating that.” I gestured at the brain with my chin, 

still without looking at it. I mean, what did he expect? I doubted 
most meat-eaters would be happy eating a human brain, whole and 
uncooked.

“Yeah, well, it’s eat that, or you lose your own brains. And 
since brain crazy zombies are a public hazard, we don’t give you a 
choice the first night.” The vampire smiled, making his face wrinkle 
like paper. The expression didn’t reach his eyes.
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“I’m not a zombie! Somebody screwed up.”
“The mark on your face says otherwise.”
“The mark on my face is wrong!”
“Just keep telling yourself that.” He took a noisy slurp out of 

his cup of blood, and I didn’t bother to hide my shudder. “Now eat 
your brains, so we can all go home.”

“I told you, I’m vegan.”
“You were vegan. Just like I was vegetarian. Neither of us gets 

that choice anymore.”
“I’m not eating the brain.” How many times did I have to say 

it?
“Why not? Comes straight from the living-side morgue.” He 
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shrugged. “The previous owner’s dead whether you eat it or not.”
“And that makes it okay? That’s like…war profiteering!”
“Whoa, okay. Except some of these people would die anyway. 

Natural causes, and all that. Although, old people blood does taste 
kind of dry…” He took another sip from his cup, then shrugged again.

“Except as long as there’s a use for people when they’re dead, 
why should doctors and police officers work so hard to keep them 
alive?”

“You got me there. Except, without dead people, I’m dead, and 
you’re brain crazy.”

“You’re already dead.”
“But still walking.” He raised his cup like some sort of 

grotesque toast.
“You drink blood! You’re a parasite!”
“Yeah, and you eat plants. We’re all parasites.”
“It’s different,” I muttered through gritted teeth.
“You keep telling yourself that, and your head will be mush 

by the end of the week.”

Take Two: Blended Brains

After a while, the vampire wandered off, leaving me alone 
with the brain. Without him there as a distraction, I found my gaze 
drawn to the brain, no matter how hard I tried to look elsewhere. I 
was so hungry. Not stomach-grumbling hungry, but I really wanted 
to eat something. How long had it been, anyway? The brain was 
right there in front of me. It was disgusting. But what difference 
would it make, really, if I just tried a little bit…

I clamped down on that thought hard and fast. What was 
wrong with me? I wasn’t actually considering eating brains, human 
brains…that was cannibalism!

I wanted it away from me. It wasn’t that I was afraid of being 
tempted. It was hard enough just picking up the plate and shoving it 
back through the slot. It was just so revolting. That thing used to be 
a person, and that vampire was trying to feed it to me like it was no 
different from a soy bean burger.

“Oh, now really?” That vampire was too damn quiet. He held 
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a different cup this time, one filled with an unidentifiable brown 
substance. “I’ll have to clean that up, you know. I hate touching 
brains.”

I glared at him. “You wanted me to eat it.”
“I didn’t really think you would.” He stepped forward, avoiding 

the brain and the wet spots it’d left on the floor, and passed the cup 
through the slot, tilting it carefully so it wouldn’t spill.

“What’s that?”
“The more appetising version. Gross, I’m going to have to 

touch it.” He slid the plate across the floor, towards where the brain 
had landed near the wall.

I eyed the cup disdainfully. “What does that mean? What’s 
in it?”

“Nothing for it.” The vampire grimaced, then braced the brain 
between the tips of his fingers and leveraged it back onto the plate. 
“Ew, ew, ew.” He shook his fingers out, as if that would get rid of the 
brain juices.

“What’s in it?” I repeated.
The vampire looked over, as if hearing me for the first time. 

“Oh, just more of the same, only blended up with some flavouring. 
Give it a try. It’s supposed to actually taste pretty good.”

“I’m vegan.” I nudged the cup away with my foot.
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“You were vegan. Just drink your brains. I have to get a mop.” 
He left, taking the whole brain with him.

I was strongly tempted to tip the blended brains out over the 
floor, but resisted the urge. I could be the bigger person.

The vampire returned a couple minutes later with a mop 
in hand, just like he’d said. Unlike every time before, he didn’t say 
a word to me, instead focusing all his attention on scrubbing the 
floor with sharp, jerky motions. I felt unreasonably pleased to have 
gotten under his pale, shriveled skin.

I spoke up when he picked up the bucket to leave. “You may 
as well take this with you.” I gestured at the blended brains. “I’m not 
going to drink it.”

“Can’t,” he replied, walking away. “It’s against regulations. 
Besides, you’re not my problem anymore.”

“What does that mean?”
He paused in the doorway. “My shift’s about to end. You’ll 

have to bother someone else tonight.” The door banged shut behind 
him.

Human Rights

I spent a long, uncomfortable night in my cell, taunted by 
brain juice and the memory of the new scars I’d seen on my face in 
the werewolf’s mirror. I did try to sleep, once I realised the vampire 
really wasn’t coming back; it didn’t seem like anyone else would 
come to let me out any time soon either. Of course, sleeping’s a lot 
easier said than done when your bed is a concrete floor.

Hours later—or so I guessed, since for all I knew it could’ve 
been days—the sharp click of heels on concrete snapped me out of a 
doze. My first thought was Tabitha. Then my brain caught up with 
my eyes, and I realised the newcomer was an unfamiliar woman 
dressed all in black. Like the vampire, she was pale and skeletally 
thin, but the caste mark on her face was different. Several black 
lines radiated outward from eyes sunk so deep they were little more 
than shadows. I shivered involuntarily.

“Margot Lucas?” Her voice was soft and dry, like dead leaves 
rustling against pavement.
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“Why do people keep saying my name like a question?” I 
demanded. I couldn’t even fool myself into thinking my attitude 
toward the woman was anything but bravado.

“Because those incompetent wolves never confirmed your 
identity. You are Margot Lucas, yes?”

“Uh, yeah…”
She pulled a notepad from some hidden pocket and jotted 

down some notes. “Do you understand that, as a newly turned 
zombie, you are restricted to the undead zone?”

“But I’m not actually a zombie. There’s been a—”
The woman locked her eyes on mine, and I lost the ability to 

speak. “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I squeaked.
She removed a sheet of paper from another of her hidden 

pockets, and slid it through the bars. A pen followed. “Sign.”
My eyes scanned rapidly over the text. She wanted me to sign 

away my rights as a human? “I-I can’t.”
She bent her empty gaze on me again. I shivered. “If you want 

to leave, you’ll have to sign.” She turned away. “Your choice.”

Illustration by Jessica Emmas
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My choice. Not much of one, was it? Acknowledge, on paper, 
my new identity as a zombie and make any future claim to still 
being human legally impossible, or remain here in this cell where 
I’d never have a chance of proving myself human.

My gaze wandered over the bars, the hard concrete floor, the 
cup of brain juice. Stay, or leave.

I signed the paper.



18

Chapter 2: A Phantom, a Bhoot, an Estrie, 
and a Zombie…

Free At Last…

When I stepped outside, I stopped, just for a second, to 
appreciate the moment. No bars, no floodlights, no strange caste 
marks or suspicious paperwork, just me and the streets and the sky.

“Aren’t you going to—” I turned around and stopped talking 
when I realised I was addressing a closed door. “—going to make 
me drink the brains?” Where had the creepy woman gone? I looked 
around, but saw no one. “Well, I wasn’t going to drink it anyway!”

What was I supposed to do now? I turned back to stare at 
the doors. I could go back in, find that creepy woman, and demand 
answers. Or, I could not go back in the place where I’d been locked 
in a cell.

I walked away. Maybe there was a hotel I could check into, at 
least until I got this whole zombie thing sorted. I looked up to see if it 
was morning or afternoon, and instead was faced with a half moon 
and a sprinkling of stars. Weird. Only about half the streetlights 
appeared to be working, but I could still see as if it was midday.

Unfortunately, my ability to see did not make any helpful 
figures magically appear. The street was eerily empty, and aside 
from the police building, most buildings looked abandoned. Were 
all the clichés and scary stories about the dead side of town actually 
true?

I turned a corner and felt like someone had dumped a bucket 
of ice water over my head.

“Excuse you!” a voice snapped from behind me.
I whirled around, shivering. The angry retort froze in the 

middle of my wide open mouth. The person—thing—that’d run into 
(through?) me was vaguely blue-ish and transparent. And floating 
several inches above the ground. It looked like a boy in its early 
teens, with all the attitude one would expect of that age.

“It’s rude to stare, y’know.”
“Are you a ghost?” It wasn’t the most intelligent 
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question, but I was too surprised to think of anything else. And cold.
The creature heaved a great sigh. “Please. Doesn’t anyone 

know the difference?”
“The difference between what?”
“A ghost and a phantom! See?” It gestured at its caste mark: 

two squiggly lines running down the left side of its face.
“There’s a difference?” I wracked my brain, trying to 

remember the ghost caste mark, and came up blank. I could list a 
dozen or more living caste marks, but ghosts I’d always figured I’d 
identify by the fact that they were, well, transparent.

“Obviously!” It turned to leave.
“Wait!” I cried. It looked back over its shoulder. “Would you 

tell me where the local government’s office is? I want to lodge a 
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complaint.”
It laughed, then stopped when I didn’t join in. “Right. Good 

luck with that.” Then it vanished.
“Are you kidding me?” I demanded of the now empty street. 

What was with these dead-side people and their complete inability 
to be helpful?

 Possess?!

“Hello?”
I looked around, but saw no one. What was it now, an 

invisible person?
“Excuse me—I couldn’t help but overhear…”
I turned again and finally spotted a middle-aged woman 

with the kind of cane blind people use emerging from a nearby 
alley. “Hello…”

“You must be new here. I can always tell.” The woman 
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stopped when her cane tapped my foot. Up close, I could see that her 
eyes were a milky white, and her caste mark was the simple outline 
of a pair of feet, one on each temple. What sort of creature was she?

“Can you tell me where the local government’s office is?”
“Oh, no, no, no. You don’t understand. I was hoping you could 

give me a hand with something. Since I lost my eyes, everything’s 
become so much more difficult. And while you help me, I can tell 
you everything you need to know about this side. How’s that?”

“Certainly.” Finally, someone reasonable. It never hurt to 
help out a person in need.

“Thank you so much. Just follow me.” She turned, cane 
tapping, and walked back the way she’d come. “So many people 
these days, they just don’t help each other anymore, you know? It’s 
such a shame.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” I followed her into the alley. 
There was a door at the end that I guessed was our destination. 
“You’re the first person who’s really listened to me for the past 
couple days.”

“That’s just like the dead side. Everyone keeps to themselves 
and—”

“Priyanka!”
I spun around to see a female vampire with the expression of 

one who has had to repeat herself a few too many times.
“Really?” the vampire asked the old woman. “Again? And this 

one’s a zombie.”
“Zombie? Why didn’t you say so? To think I might have… a 

zombie.” She shuddered.
“I’m not a zombie!”
“You know better than to possess the new corporeals, 

Priyanka. This—”
“Possess?” I squeaked.
“—is your second warning. If I catch you again, it’ll be the 

cells.”
“Yes, yes, I know,” the blind woman, Priyanka, grumbled. She 

tap, tapped her way back to the door at the end of the alley.
“What’s going on?” I demanded of the female vampire.
“Hi. I’m Sarai. You must be new.”
“Uh, yeah. What just happened?”
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“Priyanka’s a bhoot. Remember her caste mark?”
The two feet. I nodded.
“Good. Don’t forget it. Most will leave you alone, but she likes 

to trick the newbies into letting her possess them. All possessions 
have to be officially registered, so if any of the non-corporeals tells 
you otherwise, you know they’re trouble.”

“Wow. Thanks.”
“She would’ve dumped you quick enough when she figured 

out what you were.” Sarai tugged at the end of her long, thick 
ponytail and half-turned away. “Anyway, I’ve got to go…” She started 
to walk away.

“Wait!” I swallowed my pride. Vampire or no, she was the 
most helpful person I’d met so far, and had the law enforcement 
badge to prove she was trustworthy. “Can you help me?”

She sighed. “Come on, then.”

Not a Zombie, Not a Vampire

I followed the vampire woman in silence for a couple blocks. 
Her pace was slow and comfortable, and her eyes were constantly 
roving over everything. I decided she was unlikely to initiate 
anything.

“So, here’s the thing.” My hands had risen up to gesture as 
I spoke. That meant I was nervous. “I’m not really a zombie. I’m 
human. Someone made a mistake. Do you know who I could talk to 
to fix it?”

The vampire woman stopped and turned to face me, her 
arms crossed. “It doesn’t much matter if you’re a zombie or not. Your 
caste mark says you’re a zombie. End of story to anyone here who 
will listen.”

“But—”
She cut me off with a gesture. “Only the Immortals can 

change a caste mark. And none of them care about the dead side.”
My shoulders sagged. The first part I knew was true. The 

second part I could easily believe.
“Besides, it was a werewolf that brought you in, right?”
I nodded.
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“Then you’re a zombie. Those shifters can smell the 
difference.”

“But—”
“Look, I can tell you what’s what, but it’s up to you to accept 

it.”
“You don’t understand.”
The vampire shrugged. “Whatever.”
Another block passed in silence. Slow, awkward silence that 

stretched out far too long while I waited for her to say something. 
“You promised to help,” I blurted.

“You’re new here.” She continued to walk without the 
slightest pause. “Two things happen to new people here. Either you 
adjust your perspective, or you’ll end up in an alley somewhere, 
dead. Permanently.”

“If it’s that bad here, clearly you vampires aren’t doing your 
job right.”

The vampire stopped. I continued for a few paces before 
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turning, surprised.
“I am not a vampire.”
I gestured at my face. “You were just lecturing me about how 

my caste mark makes me a zombie whether I like it or not.”
“I’m an estrie. The Immortals, in their infinite wisdom, 

decided we were close enough to vampires to be given the same 
mark. You won’t see a vampire with hair like mine.” She gestured at 
the thick, dark braid that hung down her back.

“So…you drink blood?”
“Yeah. But I can also fly and turn into a cat.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“Can zombies transform?”
“Nice try. But zombies are pretty much as bad as everyone 

says they are.”

Brain Crazy

“So…my skin’s going to fall off in chunks and I’ll start walking 
around like a robot and moan all the time?” I tried for a smile, but 
only managed a grimace. “I’m joking.”

The estrie—Sarah? Sherry?—just shook her head. “You’re 
highly unlikely to start walking like a robot, but I wouldn’t rule any 
of the rest out.”

“Oh.”
“What, not insisting you’re human anymore?”
“I am.” It sounded hollow, even to my ears. It couldn’t be true. 

Could it? “I’m human.”
She shrugged. “Your call.”
“So…my issues aside, who do you report problems to? Like…

an unregistered—” What had she called it? “—possession.”
“Law Office. It’s right up by the fence. But really, nobody’s 

going to care.”
“But you said, the thing about possession—how you couldn’t 

know who was to blame? What about that?”
“Here’s the thing you need to know about the dead side. Most 

people? They don’t care what you do. So long as it doesn’t affect the 
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living side, the Immortals stay out of our affairs. And we like it that 
way.”

I frowned. “What’s your job, then?”
“What do you mean?”
“If all that matters is keeping off the living side, why don’t 

you just guard the fence?”
“Because I happen to think that keeping order will making 

keeping the border secure a lot easier. And the boss happens to agree 
with me.”

“The boss? Who’s the boss? And how do I talk to him? Or 
her.” That sounded like the perfect person for me to talk to about my 
situation. Why hadn’t she mentioned it before?

The estrie shook her head. “You really—”
She was interrupted by a loud sound that was a cross between 

a scream and a growl. I turned to see a half-grown girl barrelling 
towards us across the street. The next thing I noticed was that she 
had a zombie caste mark x-ed across her face.

I back-pedalled instinctively, but the estrie swooped in front 
of me before I took more than two steps and grabbed the girl around 
the middle, pinning her arms and lifting her off her feet. The girl 
kicked and writhed and continued to make that horrible sound, but 
the estrie didn’t seem terribly bothered.

“What’s going on?” I demanded.
“Meet Meredith.” The estrie turned so I could see both her 

face and the girl’s. “This will be you if you don’t eat your brains. 
And brain crazy zombies are a pain to deal with, so please eat your 
rations. Would you untie my hair? My hands are a little full.”

I blinked. “I’m vegan.”
“My hair. Would you untie it for me?”
“Why?”
“Because I’d rather fly to the Distribution Office than walk.”
“But what does that have to do with your hair?”
“I’m an estrie!” she snapped. “Would you just do it?”
“Right.” I edged forward, not wanting to get too close to the 

zombie girl. When I got within a foot, she craned her neck toward 
me and bit the air, her jaws snapping shut. “What is she doing?”

“Trying to eat your brains.”
I tuned out the writhing child as best I could and focused on 
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getting to the hair. When I tugged her hair free of its braid, it spread 
outward like it had a life of its own, shaping itself into delicate 
wings.

“Well, I’m off to the Distribution Office. You should probably 
come too, get your ration for the day.”

“Where’s the Distribution Office?”
“The person who let you out of the cells didn’t tell you?”
“No…”
The estrie let out a string of liquid-sounding words that were 

probably curses. “Some people just don’t give a damn. Anyway, it’s 
not hard to get there from here. Just follow in the direction I fly, and 
it’s the massive concrete building with the gates.”

I nodded. That seemed straightforward. Sort of.
Without another word, the estrie took to the air. Despite the 

flimsy look of her wings, her actions seemed graceful and effortless, 
even with the struggling child in her arms. With a sigh, I trudged 
along the street in her wake.
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Chapter 3: New Rules on the Dead Side

The Distribution Office

I finally found the Distribution Office after several wrong 
turns and no small amount of backtracking. “Just follow the 
direction I go,” the estrie had said. That was all well and fine, but 
didn’t work so well when the street split off into a tangled maze of 
alleys and derelict buildings. Were there any buildings on this side 
that weren’t falling apart?

The Distribution Office was one, I supposed, though no 
more easy on the eyes than the abandoned buildings. It squatted, a 
concrete, two-story hunk that covered at least a city block (by living 
side standards), like a half-dead, drunken spider in a web of its own 
making.

Just past the big metal gates, I spotted the estrie and the 
zombie child in a sort of open courtyard. The girl sat on a bench, 
slurping a drink through a straw. The estrie stood next to a window 
like at a drive-through, talking to a man inside.

A moment later, she caught sight of me. “Margot!” the estrie 
called, gesturing me over.

“Margot Lucas?” the man in the window asked as I drew close 
enough to hear. “As in the new zombie who kept me late because she 
wouldn’t drink her brains, then got me stuck on distribution duty 
when that damn wraith reported me for not confirming her name?”

I winced. Now that I was close enough, I recognised the 
vampire who had taken me from the living side to the dead side.

“On the plus side, you can report Shirin right back for not 
giving Margot the proper orientation,” the estrie pointed out.

“Really?” the vampire asked, looking at me. I shrugged. “Sarai, 
you are a genius.”

“Of course, it won’t get you off distribution duty,” the estrie—
so her name was Sarai—pointed out.

“Yeah, but I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing she’s stuck on 
the same shift. And she hates it more than I do.” The vampire wasn’t 
even trying to conceal his glee.

Just then the zombie girl marched up to the counter, slammed 
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her empty cup down in front of the vampire, and demanded, “More.”
“Manners, Merry,” Sarai scolded.
“More please Vincent,” the child continued, in no less of a 

demanding tone.
“Yes ma’am,” the vampire muttered, spinning around and 

fiddling with some machine.
“You know this wouldn’t be a problem if you got your rations 

on time, right?” Sarai’s expression was stern as she looked down 
at the oblivious child. When her eyes flicked briefly over to me, I 
realised her lecture was as much for my benefit as for the girl’s. “You 
won’t get so hungry if you eat regularly.”

My own stomach rumbled in response to that. I twitched. No 
matter what they said, I would starve to death before I ate human 
brains. It was abhorrent. If that was all they would serve me here, 
I’d just have to find other ways.

“When was the last time she…ate?” I asked, grimacing at my 
own question.

“A few days.” Sarai was now watching me steadily, her 
expression inscrutable. She wouldn’t try to force me to eat brains, 
would she? “At the least. Maybe a week. That’s how it goes with 
children. Their bodies hold together for longer, but their minds 
deteriorate faster without regular rations.”

“And how long could someone my age go without rations?”
“Don’t be stupid,” the vampire interjected, handing the girl 

her refilled cup. “It can only hurt you and those with the misfortune 
of knowing you to not eat.”

“A week, maybe two,” Sarai answered, much more helpfully. 
“But you should know, zombies that show no inclination of eating 
their rations regularly and have gone brain crazy more than twice 
are subject to execution.”

I blanched. “But zombies are already dead,” I protested weakly.
“Yeah, and the brain crazy ones are a menace.” The vampire 

sounded appallingly cheerful. “There’s no few of us who are happy 
when we get a good zombie hunt.”
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Mommy Says

“Mommy says the Immortals will come to punish us if we 
don’t eat our rations.” The zombie child took another slurp of her 
brain juice.

The vampire snorted.
“But that’s just one of her stories. She’ll be cross, though, 

when she finds out I missed one again,” the child added. She didn’t 
seem at all bothered by this fact.

“I thought there was no contact between the dead side and 
the living side.” I shot an accusatory glance at the vampire. “That’s 
what the werewolf said.”

“Augustus,” the vampire muttered, turning away to fiddle 
with one of the machines behind him.

“Of course there’s no contact,” Sarai agreed. “Too much risk of 
unsanctioned transformation.”

I looked from her to the child, then back again. “But I thought 
dead creatures couldn’t have children.”

Sarai shrugged. “Most of us can’t. Meredith, her mother, and 
her brother were all turned into zombies a few months ago.”

I blinked. “Oh.”
“It was an accident,” the child explained. “See, we were 

supposed to meet daddy in the city—on the living side—but our 
guide brought us to the wrong side. Then there was a brain crazy 
zombie just past the gate, so…” she shrugged, and finished off her 
brain juice. She got up and set the empty cup on the counter of the 
vampire’s window.

“And they let you in?” I demanded, shocked. “Even though 
your were at the wrong gate?”

“It’s pretty common, actually,” Sarai said. “Nobody much 
cares who comes into the dead side of town.”

“How could I never have heard of this?” I demanded. That 
elicited another snort from the vampire, who had turned back to 
follow the conversation.

“Nobody much cares what happens on the inside of the fence. 
Least of all the folks on the living side. I believe I’ve mentioned that 
a times or two already,” Sarai chided.

“But that’s just—it’s wrong!” I protested.
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“It’s life,” Sarai countered.
“When Hugo says it isn’t fair we got stuck on the dead side, 

mommy always says life’s not fair,” the zombie child put in.
“Just keep your head down and eat your brains, and you’ll 

do fine.” The vampire set another cup full of grey liquid out on the 
counter. “Here. Drink up.”

“How many times do I have to say it?” I demanded. “I’m not 
going to eat brains. I’m vegan.”

“Yeah, until you go brain crazy,” the vampire said.
“I won’t,” I insisted.
“Mommy says all zombies go crazy if they don’t eat their 

rations.”
“I’ll figure something out.” I crossed my arms. “I’ll find an 

alternative to brains. A vegan alternative. You’ll see.”

Pointless or Practical

There was a long pause as the estrie, the vampire, and the 
zombie child all stared at me. It was the vampire who started 
laughing first—a snort followed by poorly concealed snickers. The 
zombie child picked up his cue and giggled. Only Sarai gave me the 
respect of not laughing in my face, but her slight smirk suggested 
she was barely concealing the urge.

I glared around at all three of them. “I’m serious. What’s so 
funny about a vegan alternative to brains?”

“Margot,” Sarai began delicately, “don’t you think someone 
would have come up with a solution like that if it was possible?”

“It is impossible if no one bothers to try!” I retorted.
The vampire gave another loud snort. I glared at him, but he 

just continued to laugh.
“Maybe that’s because it’s just not practical,” Sarai suggested, 

her tone that of a person trying to talk someone off a ledge. 
“Imagine the knowledge and resources that would have to go into 
an experiment like that, with no guarantee of success.”

“Imagine how much more practical it would be if we didn’t 
have to harvest the dead bodies of the living side anymore.”

“That’s only if it works.” The vampire had stopped laughing, 
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but he still wore a mocking smirk. “No one’s going to help you, and 
you’ll only have a couple weeks to work before you go brain crazy.”

“Why don’t you?” I crossed my arms and stared the vampire 
down. “You said you were vegetarian before you turned. Why haven’t 
you tried to find an alternative to blood?”

“Because it’s pointless! Do you know what it feels like to dry 
out and shrivel up? Vegetarianism is not worth that. And I’d bet 
veganism isn’t worth going brain crazy either.”

“So you’re weak,” I countered.
He slammed his fist into the counter, denting it. So vampire 

strength wasn’t a myth. “There is no point talking to you, is there? 
Just wait until you’ve gone a couple weeks. Then you’ll see.”

“Or maybe I’ll find a solution and I won’t have to eat your 
brains or go brain crazy.”

“If you found a solution, does that mean I wouldn’t have to 
drink the brains anymore?” the zombie child asked, her eyes wide.

“You wouldn’t have to drink brains ever again,” I confirmed.
“If you can figure it out,” the vampire sneered.
I rounded on him, but Sarai cut in before I could speak. “Think 

about it realistically. Would you even know where to start?”
“I’ll have you know I’ve studied both biology and nutrition.”
“Zombie nutrition?” the vampire asked with a snide smile.
I quelled him with a glare. “The first step would be to identify 

what about human brains prevents zombies from being overcome 
by the urge to consume them.”

“Maybe because it satisfies the urge,” the vampire suggested 
sarcastically.

“Funny,” I retorted. “But I somehow doubt there’s some special 
ingredient in brains that’s impossible to replicate.”

“You know, if she had the time and resources, she might 
succeed,” Sarai told the vampire.

“Thank you.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself. Those things are huge roadblocks 

all by themselves,” the vampire muttered.
I chose to ignore his pessimism. I could do this. I could make 

this happen.
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No Banks, No Crossing, No Fun

“Alright. Who do I talk to about funding?” I looked at Sarai.
“What, you want to start now?”
“Is there some reason to wait?”
“I just figured…” Sarai looked away.
“What?” I demanded. “That I’m not serious?”
“Well…”
“Of course she didn’t think you were serious,” the vampire 

snapped. “It’s a nice idea, but it will never actually work.”
“And why not?”
“Let’s see…” He held up a finger. “One, it’s probably not even 

possible.” He put up a second finger. “Two, no one will listen to a 
zombie long enough to even think about handing out money for 
some crazy experiment.” He put up a third finger. “And, of course, 
there’s no bank or investment service or anything like that here on 
the dead side to get funding from.”

I looked at Sarai, but she still wouldn’t meet my gaze. I crossed 
my arms. “Fine. How do I contact the living side, then?”

“You can’t cross over.”
I glared at the vampire. “I’m not trying to cross over. I just 

want to contact some people.”
“Not allowed to contact family either.” The vampire put 

his elbow on the counter and leaned his chin against his fist. His 
expression was one of resigned boredom.

I gritted my teeth. “Wasn’t talking about family.”
“I don’t see why not,” Sarai added, finally rejoining the 

conversation. “There’s no specific rule against it, and it’s easy enough 
to leave a message with one of the border guards or transitional 
authorities.”

“Don’t encourage her, Sarai,” the vampire growled. “Next 
she’ll be wanting to cross over and make a speech about vegan 
zombieism.”

Sarai gave the vampire a look that I wasn’t sure how to 
interpret, her eyebrows lifted and her lips pressed together. “Just 
because you’ve resigned yourself to the way things are doesn’t mean 
the rest of us have.” She turned to the zombie child. “Meredith, can 
you make it back to your mother by yourself?”
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The child scoffed. “Of course I can. I’m not a baby. Mommy 
says everybody has to be able to take care of themself.”

Sarai smiled. “Of course.”
“Bye Sarai. Bye Vincent. Bye Margot.” And, apparently 

dismissed, the child turned and scurried off, quickly disappearing 
into the maze of streets.

“Come on, Margot,” Sarai said, heading back toward the gate. 
“I have an idea of who you could talk to.”

I hurried after her. Finally, someone who would listen and 
actually help.

“Your funeral,” the vampire called after us.

Don’t Comment on the Smell

Sarai put out a hand to stop me as we approached a normal 
looking house. Normal looking by my standards, anyway, which by 
the standards here was quite nice, considering all its windows were 
intact, the walls and roof were relatively free of moss and lichen, 
and the small patch of garden out front looked as if it had been 
tended sometime in the past year.

“So, this is where your friend lives?” I asked.
Sarai shook her head. “Not my friend.”
“But I thought you said—”
“I said someone you could talk to. I didn’t say he was my 

friend, or that it’s necessarily wise to spend too much time in his 
company.”

“Right. Explain why we’re here again?”
Sarai sighed. “Things here, they’re either official, which 

means waiting ten years for the Immortals to give you the time of 
day, or they’re not.”

“Which means…”
“Which means dealing with more timely but less…savoury 

individuals.”
“Okay.”
“Just…do your best not to antagonise him, okay? And don’t, 

whatever you do, make any sort of comment about his appearance 
or smell.”
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I sniffed. “I don’t think that will be a problem. This whole 
place smells like a particularly nasty sewer. I doubt I’ll notice any 
difference.”

Sarai just looked at me.
“Okay, I won’t say anything about the smell.”
She nodded once, then led the way up to the door. She knocked 

three times, then waited.
When several minutes passed without any kind of response, 

I frowned. “I thought you said this guy was timely.”
Sarai shrugged. “He is, compared to the Immortals.”
“Great,” I muttered.
Sarai banged her fist against the door. “Vidar!” she yelled, 

making me jump. “I know you’re in there!”
I jumped again at the sound of an angry roar and a series of 

pounding footsteps. “I thought you said not to antagonise him?” I 
whispered.

“I said you shouldn’t antagonise him. I didn’t say anything 
about myself.”

I frowned. Before I could think of a satisfactory reply, the 
door swung open, and I had to struggle not to gag. Sarai hadn’t been 
kidding about the smell. It smelled like something had rotted to 
death in that house. And it looked so nice on the outside, too.

“Sarai,” a deep voice growled. “I thought I told you to stay out 
of my business.”

“Yeah, and I told you to stop doing business that breaks the 
Immortals’ rules, but you never listened to me,” she retorted.

When I finally got my gag reflex under control, I looked up in 
time to see Sarai’s massive friend give a big belly laugh. This sent 
another waft of stench that made my eyes fill with water. I turned 
away, coughing.

“And yet here you are, eager to do business, no doubt. Come 
inside and introduce your zombie friend, and we can see what we 
might do for each other.”

Proposal for a Corpse

When Sarai had warned me not to say anything about 
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the man’s appearance or smell, I had thought she was being 
melodramatic. The entire dead side didn’t smell so great, and I 
had already figured no one here was too concerned about physical 
appearance judging by the nonexistent upkeep of the buildings. I 
had thought I was prepared. I was wrong.

To say that Vidar’s house smelled like something had rotted 
to death was an understatement. To say that he looked like he had 
rotted to death was also an understatement. He looked and smelled 
like a half-decomposed corpse, and that was putting it nicely. I 
doubted there was any detergent that could get his smell out of my 
clothes; I was certain his face (with half his skin falling off, the 
other half already gone) would give me nightmares for months.

“Are you going to sit?” Sarai gestured at the armchair next to 
the one she already occupied.

I opened my mouth to object—I was fairly certain I had seen 
a cockroach disappear into the exposed stuffing—but stopped when 
I saw the look in her eye. Instead of running away screaming, which 
was what my instincts were telling me to do, I perched gingerly on 
the edge of the seat.

“So.” Vidar sat forward in his own chair. “What is it I can 
offer you, Freyja?”

Sarai tilted her head, clearly annoyed. “It’s not for me, Vidar. 
My friend here has a request.”

“And what can your friend do for me?”
I gulped as two pairs of eyes turned on me. I had to remind 

myself that I had entered this house of my own free will. “I don’t 
know. What do you want?”

Vidar looked back at Sarai. “Just how new is she?”
“Very,” Sarai replied, her voice bone-dry. “I had thought to 

negotiate on her behalf, though she can articulate her request better 
than I.”

Vidar nodded slowly. “I suppose that is acceptable.” His gaze 
swung back to me. “Explain your request, then.”

I started to take a deep breath, then stopped, opting for several 
shallow ones instead so as to retain my composure. As strange as 
the rest of this was, this I could do. “For too long, people here have 
taken for granted that they have to consume some part of dead 
bodies to survive, be it brains, blood, or something else. I aim to 
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change that. With the right tools and research, I believe I can devise 
a more sustainable, plant-based source of sustenance.” I paused. 
How to phrase it? I opted for the direct approach. “I’ve been told such 
resources are unavailable on this side of the city, and that you are 
the person to talk to in order to obtain things from the living side. 
What I need is a copy of my proposal sent to the appropriate people 
on the living side. Can you arrange that?”

“Hmm.” Vidar looked back to Sarai. “Intriguing. You said you 
were willing to bargain on her behalf?”

The Dead Treated to Modern Efficiency

I looked at Sarai. “Bargain?” I whispered. “I thought you said 
he would help me.”

“Do you get things for free on the living side?” she retorted in 
a normal tone of voice.

I darted a look at Vidar, but he only looked amused.
“I am dead, not deaf.”
I blushed. Or at least, it felt like I blushed. Could zombies 

blush? “Um…I didn’t mean…”
“I like your friend,” Vidar told Sarai.
“Yes, she’s charming,” she replied, in a tone clearly meant to 

be sarcastic. I decided not to be offended. “Now, I believe we were 
bargaining.”

The draugr’s eyes glittered. “Yes. What can you offer me?”
“I can arrange patrols.”
“Which patrol?”
“Which patrols do you need?”
I looked back and forth between Sarai and Vidar, but their 

expressions were no more enlightening than their words. Their 
poker faces were better than the ones I’d seen on actual poker 
players’ faces.

“Which patrols can you arrange?”
“You’re just going in a circle,” I interrupted. Sarai and Vidar 

both looked at me. Both dropped their poker faces in order to express 
their displeasure. “Well, you are!”

“This is how negotiations work,” Sarai explained, with the air 
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of patience one might use with a child who will never understand 
the topic at hand.

I just rolled my eyes. “Yeah, and ‘the way things work’ is 
always the most efficient. This would go so much faster if you,” I 
turned to Vidar, “just said what you want, and you,” I turned to Sarai, 
“just said what you could offer. Then you find the middle ground, 
and then you’re done!”

Both draugr and estrie were still staring at me. Vidar had 
resumed his amused expression, but Sarai still looked cross. Neither 
showed any sign of completing their ‘negotiations’ any time soon.

“Alright, fine. Let me guess.” I turned to Vidar. “You want some 
patrols around dusk and or dawn to look the other way while you 
conduct your business.” I turned to Sarai. “And you can only arrange 
a certain number of those patrols without drawing unwanted 
attention. I’m guessing it’s probably around one or two a week.”

Now both Sarai and Vidar were giving me almost identical 
looks of surprise.

“Am I right?”
“Um…” Sarai looked around the room, anywhere but at me.
“Well…” Vidar looked similarly awkward.
“I’m right. So you just tell Sarai your preferences, and she’ll 

tell you if that’ll work. Then we can all get out of here.” I meant out 
of the smell, but Sarai’s instructions had been quite clear on that 
point. “Okay? Go.”

There was another pause as Sarai and Vidar composed 
themselves. Then negotiations began again—this time more 
efficiently.

Friends with Benefits

As Sarai and I walked out of the draugr’s house, one of us 
looked pleased, while the other did not.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked, feeling impish.
Sarai scowled at me. “If you’d let me do it my way, I wouldn’t 

have been stuck agreeing to so much.”
I shrugged. “But it was faster. And is it really that big of a 

deal?”
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“Look. The Immortals don’t enforce many rules here on the 
dead side,” Sarai retorted. I could already see the lecture coming: 
you’re new, you don’t know how it works here. “But when one of 
those rules gets broken, they get pissed. Vidar chooses to walk the 
narrow edge between breaking the rules and getting caught. Me? 
I’m tired of Immortals getting in my face.”

“So…it’s fine as long as you don’t get caught,” I interpreted.
“I am beginning to regret agreeing to help you,” she growled.
“But you did agree to help me. And you took me to Vidar; I 

wouldn’t have known to go to him, nor would I have had anything 
to offer. So why’d you help me?”

Sarai sighed. “That question is more complicated than you 
know.”

“The short answer, then?”
“I don’t like the way the Immortals run things here.”
“So why not do something about it?”
“I’m helping you, aren’t I?” Sarai increased her pace, her 

shoes stomping on the gravel.
“But if you have such a problem with the Immortals, it seems 

to me you could do a little more than help a girl who wants some 
vegan options.”

“I tried that before. That’s how I got stuck here.” She stopped. 
“Why are you still following me, anyway? I’ve done what I can for 
you.”

“Because I don’t know where to go?”
“I don’t care! Find an unoccupied house, make it yours. That’s 

what everyone else does.” She strode forward again, then stopped 
when she realised I was still following her.

“That’s allowed?”
“What did I just say?”
“So…people can just go and do what they want, but 

communicating with the living side is forbidden?”
“Pretty much, yeah.” Sarai stared at me, her expression one 

of rapidly disappearing tolerance.
“I swear, this place makes no sense,” I muttered.
Sarai’s stiff posture relaxed slightly. “Tell me about it. Look, I 

know you were just trying to help, and it’s not really your fault that 
you don’t know how things work here. I know there are some empty 
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houses in the southwest corner, near the fence. I don’t know what 
else you can do now but wait for Vidar to get your message out.”

“I still think people should just communicate what they want 
instead of playing games, but anyways, thanks. You’re the only 
person I’ve met here who’s been at all helpful.”

Sarai  just shrugged and continued on her way. I didn’t want 
to jump to conclusions, but I was pretty certain I’d just made my 
first dead friend. Now all I had to do was figure out which way was 
southwest.


