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For anyone who has ever felt temporary.

And for the nerds.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

For Whom the Belle Tolls is a humorous fantasy romance set in the Afterlife, and deals with death in the liveliest-possible way. In addition to the lighter moments, the story includes elements that might not be suitable or palatable for all readers. Blood and gore, violence, battle, serious injury, religious trauma, and terminal illness are all shown on the page, as well as multiple explicit sex scenes. Torture, child abuse, sexual assault, self-harm, and suicide are referenced and/or discussed.

Readers who may be sensitive to these subjects, please take note.
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Lily

Lily knew the cancer was going to kill her when her car wouldn’t start.

The battered but usually reliable old Corolla had turned over a couple of times but never caught, leaving her sitting numbly in the driver’s seat, the pounding of her heartbeat too loud in her ears.

Her heart had been pounding all day. From the moment she’d woken up, while she’d sipped her coffee in fretful silence, as she’d driven to the doctor’s office and sat in the chair with its scratchy blue fabric. Pounded right up until the doctor walked in, sympathy in his eyes and a clipboard in his hands.

The antiseptic clinic smell had suddenly been too sharp, and the cool air went biting, the scratchy fabric of the chair like sandpaper against her skin. The doctor’s too-calm tone and quiet words had been somehow shatteringly loud as he’d laid it all out for her plainly.

Her heart had started racing then, pumping blood and adrenaline through her system, preparing her for a fight that would never come. One she’d already lost.

Lily sat helpless and alone, gripping the steering wheel and staring down at her hands, the sleeve of tattoos snaking up her left arm going blurry as her eyes burned. She’d been told countless times that getting tattoos was like putting a bumper sticker on a Bentley, and each time, she’d laughed them off and joked that she was a Corolla at best. What a self-fulfilling prophecy that had been. A single gasp of breathless, unfunny laughter escaped as she tried to blink away the tears. She clapped a hand over her mouth, even though no one was around to hear.

She was in shock. She knew that. Panicking? Probably. Why not add hysterical to the mix?

It bubbled up her throat and escaped around her palm, until finally she gave up the pretense and let her hand drop. She laughed and laughed, horrible, desperate laughter, at her diagnosis, at her car that wouldn’t start, at her whole ridiculous life. Her throat tightened, and she gripped the steering wheel with both hands until her knuckles turned white and her laughter started to sound and feel suspiciously like sobs.

“Fuck,” she choked out. The mirthless humor washed away in an instant, replaced by a familiar burn of anger. Fury.

“Fuck! FUCK!” She slammed her hands on the wheel, the sting and jolt of impact shuddering up her hands and arms. “FUCK!” She screamed so loudly that a woman getting into an SUV four spots over startled and dropped her keys.

Lily slumped, pressing her forehead to the wheel, long auburn hair falling forward to shroud her from the world, hands clasping the back of her head as she took deep, shuddering breaths. Her heart pounded so hard she could hear it in her ears, like it was trying to reassure her that she and it were still alive.

The doctor had given her options, of course. Options to prolong. To ease. But options were for people with money.

People whose cars would start.

She sucked in a long, slow breath, focusing on the sweet rush of air into her lungs, lightly scented with amber and sandalwood thanks to her air freshener. She’d known in the doctor’s office, from the moment he’d told her that not only did she have cancer, but it had metastasized everywhere. She’d run through every option, every variable again, then once more just in case, and reached the same conclusion.

She was going to die.

The knowledge sank into her soul like a stone. She wanted to panic, to completely lose it, to let herself finally fall to pieces. To let herself cry, scream, beg, and rage. To shatter into shards so small she wouldn’t see herself in any of them. But, damn it, she just wasn’t built that way. She wasn’t built to break, no matter how much she wanted to, and she silently and half-heartedly cursed that fucking part of her that wouldn’t—couldn’t—let her be that vulnerable, even alone.

Lily pressed her fingers to her eyes so hard she saw stars. She’d be dead in less than a year with no treatment. With aggressive chemo, she could buy herself some more time… miserable, painful time. And debt.

Why did it always come down to fucking money? Her job paid reasonably well, and she got a week of paid time off each year—with no accumulation of paid time off from year to year, of course. But benefits? Too expensive for a company that would rather pad their bottom line. She’d been scrolling through job listings in every spare moment of time at work, and damn near none of them offered benefits. Most of the ones that did sounded awful and soul-sucking, but she’d applied to the few that didn’t sound completely intolerable.

She’d always been careful with her money, trying to walk the fine line between financial responsibility and allowing herself to enjoy life, but her savings wouldn’t pay for the first round of chemo. She could afford a hospital gown and a high five from an overworked nurse, but those wouldn’t keep the cancer from killing her.

Nothing would.

Her phone buzzed in the center console, and she squeezed her eyes shut, her heart aching so fiercely it made her breath catch. She knew without looking who the text was from, and horror for her family clawed at her throat. The cancer might kill her, but her death might kill her parents. Oh hell, her brothers…

A hot tear burned down her cheek.

Her hand shook when she reached for her phone, and it took twice as long as it should have to unlock it and open the text from her mom.

Mothership: So?

Lily’s heart lurched. “Fuck.” She choked, dropping her head back. Her backpack sat in the passenger seat, packed for a weekend at her parents’ house. She’d hoped it would be a celebratory visit. Self-loathing and fear rose like a tide, threatening to drown her. In a surge of helpless, defiant rage, Lily reached for the key, twisting it mercilessly hard. With a pause and a whine of effort, the engine started and purred quietly. She briefly wondered if it was a hopeful omen before dismissing the idea and just being thankful for the small mercy.

“Okay,” she said quietly. Then again, with more conviction. “Okay.”

She sat up, swiping at her eyes, and took a deep, steadying breath, then another. She checked herself in the rearview mirror, hating the truth she saw in her own hazel eyes. She had a couple of hours on the road to think, and she would need every second of them.

Her response to her mom was brief, but it was all she could manage.

Lily: I’ll tell you when I get there. See you in a bit. Love you.
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Lily

In the end, dying was both a massive pain in the ass and a relief.

As the symptoms progressed, she’d tried to explain to her friends and family that, while the physical pain was omnipresent and did indeed royally suck, the knowledge that the pain would eventually end was comforting. Only a few of them were able to get it.

For most, like her parents and brothers, the situation was still too raw for them to be able to take that observation in, and they’d told her not to think so negatively. Part of her had wanted to scream.

She was losing everything. Wasting away, bit by bit, she ached down to her bones with a chronic pain that over-the-counter medications couldn’t hope to touch. She sat with the knowledge that all of her dreams, her goals, and her hopes had died long before her body would. If she took comfort in the end, it didn’t mean that she loved them any less, that she didn’t hate knowing the pain her death would cause them.

Didn’t they know that? Didn’t they know she would stay if she could?

The utter unfairness of it made it hard to bite her tongue, but she tried. If she could get through the conversations that immediately followed her diagnosis—some of the most painful of her life—she could do this too. She knew that it was her pain and fear that had her quietly resenting every mournful or overly positive comment and every long look they gave her. All she had to do was die, and with death would come the end of the pain, but they would have to live with the memory of it. Of her. So, she’d swallowed the bitterness and rage down—mostly—and tried to give them as many good days and things to remember her by as she could.

She’d written letters for them, especially for her brothers, sat and talked with her mom for hours, marathoned all the old Godzilla movies with her dad. She’d cleared her apartment and didn’t tell anyone how she’d drifted through the rooms, numbly wondering what to sell, who to leave certain things to, what she would need or want to the end, before she’d laughed and sobbed over the memories and hopes attached to different items. She tried not to burden them when she had the choice, painfully aware of how she’d had to move back in with her parents to prepare for the inevitable and rapidly approaching decline to the end.

She tried to be cheerful for them.

Her genial attitude had its limits, however, and those limits made themselves rather abruptly known every time one of her religious relatives or her parents’ well-meaning church friends pushed the idea of faith healing on her or urged her to reconvert before her death. In a particularly ballsy move, a former college roommate named Kaitlyn had emerged from the depths of social media and taken the opportunity to tout the healing abilities of her essential oils. She’d been more than happy to offer to sell Lily a bottle or twelve and stated that it worked best when combined with prayer. Lily’s temper had definitely slipped the leash then, and she’d spent the rest of that week trying to be as pleasant as possible to everyone around her to make up for it.

It crept up on her though, until she wasn’t strong enough to hide it anymore. The pain. The fatigue. The way breathing had grown more and more difficult. Her utter lack of appetite and frequent bouts of nausea had made her body weak and skeletal, any movement sapping what little strength she had. She didn’t want to go, but she didn’t want to linger in the prison of her failing body either.

A deep, primal part of her felt it coming one evening. Her heart had beat a little bit harder in defiance of the inevitable but had stayed steady until the end. She’d hugged her parents a little tighter that night.

When death came for her, it was bittersweet.

But nothing hurt anymore.
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Lily

Lily stared into the swirling expanse of everything and nothing for a few seconds, for an eternity, and felt… nothing.

Odd.

She was supposed to feel too much. After all, that had always been the problem before. She remembered struggling to express her feelings, but she’d never lacked them.

In any of her lifetimes.

Oh. She remembered those, vaguely.

A child, huddled against the sharp bite of cold until it wasn’t so sharp or cold, but she was so tired. A young woman with flames licking up her skirt, skin melting, acrid air searing her lungs. A teenage girl in rags, starving, starving, starving. The newest face, her face, older than she’d ever been, but sick and thin and pale.

What fucking bullshit. She hadn’t managed to grow old at least once? Unacceptable.

There. Not a feeling, but something. Enough to propel her toward a door that had always and never been there. It swung open soundlessly, revealing… she didn’t know, but she stepped through it anyway.

She blinked. Blinked and—oh thank fuck—felt. Emotions and sensations washed over her like a cooling rain, grounding her, reminding her that she still was. The apathy of the in-between hadn’t been bad, but it hadn’t been good either. It, like her, hadn’t been anything.

Lily pressed her palm against her chest, searching for the reassuring pulse of life, but it was nowhere to be found. A hollow, jarring quiet sat in its place, her heart still beneath her hand. Grief, potent and swift, stole the air from her lungs in a rush.

She’d been no more or less aware of her heartbeat than anyone before her diagnosis, but ever since she’d found out that her beats were more numbered than she’d thought, she’d savored each one. The silence under her palm was just another reminder of the fight she’d lost, of her failure.

Lily dropped her hand, squeezing her eyes closed. Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out.

When she felt a little more like herself again, she opened her eyes and took in her oddly familiar surroundings. It was reminiscent of a cathedral, though it was built on a scale that human hands could never hope to achieve, with a ceiling towering so high above her that its shape and details were hopelessly obscured. The shifting golden light emanating nebulously from it was pretty, gilding the edges of delicate puffs of mist that wafted like clouds high above.

Sounds trickled into her awareness, and she pulled her gaze from the ceiling just in time to see a man in a suit appear next to her, walking through a door that quickly disappeared. He looked around for only a second before reaching up and tugging his tie loose, striding forward with languid ease. Lily watched him go, then studied the room. Eclectic rows of seating stretched into the distance, armchairs, pews, cushions, prayer mats, benches, some of them occupied by people—souls, she realized—who were, for whatever reasons, waiting. On the far side of the space, she could make out a line of what looked like, and what instinct told her were, desks.

Lily took one step forward, then another, marveling at how easy it was to move again. Missing heartbeat aside, she felt like she had in her late twenties when she’d been at her most athletic and moving her body had been fun. Damn, it had been so long since she’d had fun.

Some of the seated souls who she passed had a crackling, angry energy to them. Others were so serene that peace radiated from them like light. Still others were twitchy, or stunned, or sad, or looking around curiously. Lily didn’t stop to talk to any of them, just kept heading toward those oddly important desks that weren’t actually that far at all.

Stretching in an unbroken line from the wall on her right to a set of pillars framing the entrance to a massive hallway off to her left, the desks were a hive of voices and activity. They were set up like bank teller desks, with rich, dark wood and solid dividers separating the desks and their occupants from their neighbors. People of all ages, nationalities, and, seemingly—if their attire was an indication—time periods sat behind the desks, talking to the equally diverse souls who sat in the lush, comfortable-looking wingback chairs before them.

A red-faced man slammed his meaty fist on the desk of a woman in Victorian dress, who simply arched an unimpressed eyebrow over her oversized mug of tea and repeated herself in a crisp, no-nonsense voice.

A little boy, barely more than a toddler, hugged a teddy bear tightly to his side, staring wide-eyed but unafraid at the androgynous person who held his hand and spoke gently to him as they walked toward an elevator made of light.

“It takes a moment to get used to, I know,” a soft, cheerful voice said.

Lily looked down, startled to find herself standing directly in front of one of the desks.

A Middle Eastern woman wearing a hijab in a delicate shade of pink smiled up at her, gesturing to the wingback chair. “You’re welcome to sit if you like and take as long as you need to process.”

Lily sank down, dimly noting that it would make a wonderful reading chair. “I remember this. A bit.”

The woman smiled. “It’s not so bad if you’ve done it before, is it?”

Lily smiled back. “Not bad at all. I’m Lily.”

“I know.” The woman chuckled, holding up a file. “I’m Siedah.”

“Nice to meet you, Siedah.” The chair really was comfortable.

“I’ll help guide you through your options for the Afterlife when you’re ready. I’m happy to answer any questions you might have if you need immediate answers to help you adjust, or we can just sit together for a time.”

Oh, she had questions. But as she considered which to ask, a vague recollection came to her about her previous deaths.

“If my memory serves me right, this process is fairly thorough and self-explanatory. Though”—Lily frowned, annoyed that her memories were so hazy—“I can’t quite remember what that process or explanation is.”

“That’s very normal,” Siedah assured her warmly. “You’ll find that impressions and feelings of past lives are going to be far more prevalent than details or fully formed memories… unless you are looking through your soul file, of course. Your most recent life will remain clear to you until you decide to reincarnate.”

Lily nodded, eyes dropping to the file in Siedah’s hand.

Her soul file. A tangible, unfettered manifestation of everything she’d ever been.

Not exactly light reading.

“Then can you remind me of the process, please? I’m a ‘more rather than less information’ type.”

Siedah smiled before answering. “Your options are as varied as the beliefs of humanity. There are a few, shall we say, umbrella beliefs—Christianity for example, with all of its different denominations and offshoots and adaptations. There isn’t a dedicated Judgment system and Afterlife for each, but there is a generalized process based on the core, essential values outlined by the Universe and in the case of that belief, God. This keeps things like cults from gaining legitimacy for their corrupt values and actions.”

Lily tilted her head back, absorbing the implications of what Siedah had just said. “So, in the case of, say, Hinduism, does the Universe work with the Hindu deities to decide the Judgment system and process?”

Siedah brightened. “Yes, precisely.” She tilted her head slightly to the side. “Although, while each belief system has its own system of Judgment, there are a few Universal Constants, such as valuing kindness and condemning extreme cruelty.

“There is also Universal Judgment, which is based on no specific faith or creed, but leads to the same basic results as anything else. The realm of Paradise doesn’t have any particular faith attached to it, and souls who reside there have their own unique Paradise.” Siedah paused, smiling softly. “It’s easier to see it than to have it explained, but does that make sense so far?”

“It does. So, all the deities and beliefs in history…” Lily trailed off, looking at Siedah expectantly.

She beamed. “If you can think of it, it’s here, as long as it wasn’t based in cruelty.”

The white-knuckled grip Lily had on the armrests loosened a little. The confirmation that the Greek pantheon actually existed, and that the Polynesian pantheons did too, was pretty fucking cool. She’d wondered if all religions had been a little right and a little wrong. “Okay, so what happens after Judgment?”

“After passing through Judgment, souls who have been judged well will go to the ‘paradise realm’ of their preference. Using the example of Islam, this would be the levels of Jannah. For Christianity, it would be Heaven, and so on. That is, unless the soul prefers otherwise. These souls are free to move about the Afterlife and its many realms as they wish, within the bounds of respect and courtesy, of course.

“Think of it as a neighborhood. You have your own home, your perfect dream home, and you can walk out the front door and visit a friend or a different neighborhood anytime. If you find a neighborhood you’d like to live in more, you can move there. If you are judged well, there are very few places that you cannot go.”

“Such as?” Lily asked.

“Well—”

A loud clatter interrupted her. Two desks down, a chair had toppled over backward when the woman occupying it had stood abruptly. Clearly upset, she stood with her hands pressed to her face. Lily raised her eyebrows and braced for a possible tantrum.

“I can’t deal with anything else until I find out what’s going to happen to my dog! I don’t have an automatic feeder for him, and I lived on my own, and now he’s all alone and I can’t… I… please.”

Oh. That was a fairly reasonable thing to be concerned about.

The attendant said something that seemed to calm the woman down enough that she righted the chair and sat.

Siedah cleared her throat. “Are you all right?”

Lily nodded, hoping the woman’s dog would be okay. “Yeah, I’m good. So, where can’t souls go?”

“The Void, which is a final option for all, regardless of how they are judged.” A thread of sadness entered Siedah’s tone. “The Void is where souls go to stop existing, as much as they are able. Often those who choose the Void are souls who have lived hundreds of lives, or souls who have lived many hard lives and find themselves tired in the way that only souls can be. Sometimes souls who have lived perfectly normal lives choose to go there, because it’s their peace. Some atheists choose to go there because that is what they believed in. If you are judged favorably, you can go there temporarily; some find comfort in not being for a short while. That’s the only place in the Afterlife that you cannot visit someone. Contact between the other Universes is exceptionally rare, but they are off-limits as well, unless you are an ambassador to one.”

Lily decided to inquire about the “other Universes” bit later, focusing on the information at hand. “So, it really is all a choice?”

“Oh yes, the Universe is quite big on choice. Now, you can’t choose to go to one of the paradise realms this very moment. You can choose how you wish to be judged, and then if you go to a paradise, then you can choose which one. Most souls stay within their beliefs, but some like to shake it up a bit.”

Lily studied her. The mental picture Siedah had painted was intriguing, but there were a few glaring omissions from her explanation that had prickles itching up her spine.

She steeled herself before asking, “And if I don’t go to Paradise?”

Siedah’s smile grew sad. “Souls who are judged unfavorably can make a limited choice. They are given a handful of options of so-called punishment realms to choose from. If they refuse to choose in an attempt to avoid consequences, they will be sent to Hell. Much like Paradise, its existence predates all religions and myths. It has long served as the faith-neutral realm of justice.”

She set Lily’s soul file on the desk and clasped her hands on top of it. “So, there technically is a choice, but there is no way to escape consequences. Full freedom of choice is reserved for souls who won’t abuse that power.”

“Good,” Lily said.

Siedah’s eyebrows lifted. Her dark, pretty eyes were considering.

Lily shrugged, once-agonizing memories merely aching as they flickered through her mind. “Too many people abuse the power of choice. Too many people take the power of choice away from others. I like justice. Especially when it can’t be argued.”

Siedah studied her for a long moment. Lily held her gaze, not sure what the other woman was seeing or what she already knew.

Siedah looked at the file on the desk. “I haven’t read this, you know. I only get the first page, which is your basic information and outstanding notes. I don’t know your story, and I won’t pretend to know you.” Siedah gently slid the file across the desk. The glimmering metallic letters of Lily’s name shimmered in a kaleidoscope of colors across the smooth, dove-gray paper. She nodded at the file. “Your story is yours to keep. Yours to share.”

“Thank you,” Lily said.

“I would like to, though,” Siedah added softly.

Lily frowned up at her.

“Know you, I mean.” The other woman inclined her head slightly, her hijab rustling as it moved over her shirt. “I believe I would like to know your story too. This is Eternity, and you can never have too many friends.”

Lily shot her a wry grin. “I could be a terrible person. Like, a Universally certified terrible person, depending on how this next part goes. I’ll be the first to tell you that I can be mouthy.”

Siedah cocked her head, amused. “Mouthy doesn’t automatically make you a bad person. If it did, I would have far fewer coworkers.”

An Asian man leaned around the divider behind the desk, grinning impishly. “How boring would that be? You would miss us.”

“I would,” Siedah agreed, waving him back to his side of the divider before returning her attention to Lily. “Terrible sometimes doesn’t mean terrible all the time. I’m not the Universe, or even a deity, but even I can tell that you aren’t truly terrible.”

Lily reached to pull her file closer, the dove-gray paper warm under her fingertips. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

“We all need one sometimes,” Siedah said. “I certainly did when I arrived.”

Lily hummed in agreement, tracing the letters of her name with her left hand, which looked—

Ice rushed through her veins, freezing her in place, and sucking the air out of her lungs. She shoved the sleeve of her shirt up, a new wave of horror hitting with every inch of revealed skin.

No.

Her tattoos were gone. They had been one of the first things in her life she had done purely for herself, and getting them had helped heal her in ways that she hadn’t anticipated. They had been a celebration of her passions, of her interests, of her. She’d had them all done in black and gray, and had spent years carefully curating the ones on her arm to be a cohesive patchwork.

A delicate filigree, woven from wrist to shoulder, to help the designs tie together. The stack of books twined with her favorite flowers on her forearm. The illustration of a dragon and a mountain from The Hobbit, as well as a round door with a little backpack beside it. A line from one of her favorite songs near the crease of her elbow. The Evenstar from Lord of the Rings on her inner biceps. A quote from one of her favorite books above that. The snake coiled among lines of filigree and stargazer lilies trailing along the outside of her upper arm.

She didn’t need to look to confirm that her back, ribs, hip, and thigh were all missing the ink she’d loved so much.

All of them. Gone.

A slender brown hand settled over hers, snapping her out of her spiraling grief.

Siedah’s eyes were understanding but firm. “Tattoos?”

Lily nodded, not trusting her voice.

“You can get them back after Judgment. They can be the same, or they can be different, and you can change them at will. As a soul, your appearance isn’t as fixed as it was when you were alive. But only after Judgment.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” Lily forced herself to relax and flash a smile. “And a hell of an incentive.”

“I once had a man come through who had been heavily tattooed and was inconsolable for an hour before I managed to explain the situation to him. I’ve never seen someone leave the chair so quickly. I saw him in the Universal Hallway some time later, happy as a clam and covered in his art again. Personally, my incentive was the potential of limitless spice cakes.” Siedah grinned.

Lily’s smile turned genuine. If Judgment went well, what awaited her? What would coffee be like in the Afterlife? Oh, the books. There had to be so many new books!

She picked up her file, a thrum of reality disrupting her hopeful train of thought. She knew herself, who she had been, who she had become. The good, the bad. All of it. Siedah seemed to have faith that she would be judged favorably, but Lily wasn’t so sure.

She sucked in a deep breath that she didn’t need, but the habit sure felt good.

Fuck it.

“In that case, I’ll go with Universal Judgment.”

Siedah beamed. “Excellent. Would you like some company?”
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Lily

Lily waited for Siedah at the pillars framing the massive hallway, gazing at some of the souls who sat waiting. An elderly man sat quietly on a park bench, a peaceful smile on his weathered face, hands clasped in his lap. His file—thicker than Lily’s—rested beside him, but he just calmly watched the souls at the line of desks as if they were pigeons at the park. He must have caught her staring, because he met her eyes with a smile and a nod before going back to watching the souls.

“He’s waiting.” Siedah’s voice drew her attention to where the other woman stood at her side.

Lily was unsurprised to find that she towered over the other woman. At six feet tall, and with a fondness for high heels, she’d seldom had to look up at someone.

“He’s not ready to be judged yet?” Lily asked.

“Yes and no. He’s received his file, and he’s selected his method of Judgment, but he’s waiting for his wife.” Siedah smiled. “It was their third lifetime together. Their stories are beautiful ones. Powerful. Sometimes heartbreaking.”

“Three lifetimes?” Lily’s silent chest ached, as if her useless heart still had the capacity to break.

“I know. We’re all very fond of him. He’s very sweet. Would you like to talk to him?”

Three lifetimes together. What would that kind of love and devotion even look like? Feel like? No one had ever wanted her like that, and certainly not in her last lifetime. Her romantic life had been a short string of hookups, unrequited crushes, and politely declining offers from people she just hadn’t clicked with. Before that… all she had were dim flickers of memory from old lifetimes.

An arranged marriage to a man she didn’t love, but who had been decent enough. He’d loved someone else. The blacksmith’s daughter maybe? But her husband had never strayed physically or beaten her. She didn’t think he’d mourned her when she’d been falsely accused of being a witch and burned at the stake. Had he ever married the woman he actually wanted, or had his first wife’s alleged witch-ness ruined his chances?

In another lifetime, she vaguely remembered being hungry and wondering if she really had feelings for the young man with the chestnut cart, or if she’d just wanted the food he sold.

The memories from her most recent life flared hot and bright. Most prominently, a drunken moment of honesty from some frat guy at a party in college. You’re good enough for a quick hookup, but not worth the effort of dating, you know? You’re hot but a lot. He’d been so pleased with his inadvertent rhyme that he’d taught it to others, and “hot but a lot” had followed her for months.

She’d known it was a horseshit sentiment from the moment it was said, but for the rest of her life, in weak moments, there had been an insidious little voice in her mind that had whispered that maybe he had been right. Maybe she was too much. Too sharp, too sarcastic, too independent, took things too seriously, had feelings that were too big. She’d worked so damn hard to grow, to overcome her traumas, to smooth the roughest of her edges and dull the worst of her sharp tongue. It had never seemed to make a difference in the ways she’d wanted it to.

Three lifetimes.

Her longest “relationship” had been a monthlong friends-with-benefits situation with a woman from her Rhetorical Criticism class whom she’d never seen again.

“No,” she choked, then cleared her throat. “No, thank you.”

Siedah gestured to the hallway without a hint of pity or judgment. Lily fell into step beside her, adjusting her stride to match the shorter woman’s as they left the cavernous main room behind. Souls walked with them, heading to various doors, arches, and gates set into walls that shifted and moved like pastel clouds under glass. A few souls walked against the flow of people, nodding a greeting to Siedah as they passed.

“Coworkers?” Lily asked.

“Some of them; others work elsewhere and are just running errands. All souls pass through the Front Desk, so if there is a paperwork issue with a soul, we tend to deal with it.”

“Someone missed a golden opportunity to call it the Front Death-k,” Lily mused, watching a soul peer up at a pearlescent arch before walking into the golden mist inside it.

Siedah laughed. “I’ll add it to the name suggestions in the break room. People will love it.”

Before either of them could say anything else, a set of elevator doors dinged open. A being walked out with an armful of stapled papers, looking harried. Towering over everyone in the hallway, Lily included, they appeared to be female, with fine features, an aquiline nose, and a body built along powerful, athletic lines. Smooth, navy-blue skin was offset by a dark-gray shirt, black jerkin, and leggings, all decorated with intricate embroidery along the hems and paired with immaculately buffed, calf-high boots. A pair of spiraling black horns near her temples gleamed in the shifting golden light, their bases hidden in the being’s straight, blue-black hair.

“Moura,” Siedah said, surprise coloring her tone. “Everything all right?”

The being—Moura, apparently—stopped mid-stride with an exasperated sigh.

“No. Fucking souls. They’ve been judged by the system of their choosing. Sent to Hell by that system. And yet, they still have the mortal audacity to complain and blame us, whose only job at the gate is to guide them to where they need to go.” She scoffed. “This morning, we had a group of them claim that we managed to steal them and drag them down there. Drag them! As if they don’t take the stairs themselves. The more they complained, the longer they held up the whole process, the busier we got, and then this happened.” Moura hefted the armful of paperwork. “Souls who actually needed guidance didn’t get it, and now we have to go find them and figure out where they’re supposed to be.”

A long, tapered tail the same color as Moura’s skin lashed behind her, reminding Lily of an annoyed cat. She found herself nodding along in sympathy. After spending her whole working life in some form of customer service, she could relate all too well to the miserable frustration of trying to deal with people who had seemingly little common sense and more than their fair share of audacity. She hadn’t expected to relate so well to what she suspected was a demon, but the Afterlife seemed to be full of surprises.

Moura adjusted the stack of paperwork on her arm. “These are the reports for the ones that I could track down today, but I just know some poor soul is sitting down there—probably on Level Nine, knowing our luck—throwing off someone else’s paperwork. Universe help them if they are on Level Nine. He hates it when—”

The elevator dinged again, and an equally tall but slightly younger-looking demon stepped out, holding yet more paperwork. His cherry-red skin and bull-like horns fit the traditional idea of a demon, but between his short white hair and the gray T-shirt he wore under his jerkin, he looked far more… human. His handsome, sculpted features were almost too sculpted, but a quick grimace animated his otherwise imperious face.

“A few more, Captain,” he said apologetically.

Siedah hummed, glancing back toward the Front Desk. “Marcus should be getting back from his break right about now. He loves fussing over these kinds of problems, and I’ll lend a hand when I’m done here.”

Both demons turned their eyes, green for her and gold for him, onto Lily. The instinctive flash of intimidation faded as she took a moment to really look at them. For all their height and horns and fangs, which she’d seen peeking through their lips as they spoke, they were just like her. How many times had she and her coworkers bitched about ridiculous customers and even more ridiculous requests and demands? How many times had she grimaced the exact same way over the prospect of more paperwork? Customer service was a bonding experience. She got it.

She offered a wave, immediately feeling like an idiot, but committing to it anyway. You can get away with a lot of things if you do them with confidence.

“If I knew the solution to dealing with idiots, I’d share it with you. Sadly, I just had to vent to friends and soothe myself with wine or chocolate. It didn’t solve the problem, but it sure made me feel better.”

Moura’s face brightened into a grin, and a passing soul flinched and took several running steps away. Lily grinned back.

The red demon chuckled. “It’s nice to remember not all souls are complete fuckwits.”

“Eh.” Lily shook her hand back and forth. “You caught me on a good day.”

The demons laughed outright, and even Siedah gave a little chuckle. The irreverent banter and vague camaraderie with other service workers were as familiar as breathing.

As their laughter eased, Moura’s eyes gentled as she looked at Lily. “Are you heading for Judgment?”

Throat tight, Lily nodded, trying for a what-can-I-say smile.

Moura clapped her lightly on her shoulder with a large hand. The unexpected heat and familiarity of her touch made Lily blink.

“If you make it through on the decent side, come have that glass of wine with us. We can swap stories.” Her hand dropped away, and her smile dimmed. “And if you do end up on the other side, well, do us a favor and don’t make a fuss.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Lily smiled, though her voice sounded strange to her own ears.

With friendly nods and farewells, the two demons strode away, tails flicking absently as they spoke to each other. A male soul walking toward them practically leapt to the side to get out of their way, pressing himself flat to the wall.

Siedah’s smile was kind as she turned to Lily. “Thank you for being so nice to them. The demons get a bad rap from mortals, and sometimes the uninitiated souls they encounter can be…”

“Judgmental?” Lily supplied wryly.

“Quite. They’re different, but they’re a lovely people. They usually avoid the Entrance Hall to keep from, uh, causing a scene.”

Lily glanced in the direction they’d walked, watching their horns moving into the distance. The souls parted around them like a school of fish avoiding a shark.

If I’d known demons looked like that, I wouldn’t have had such an irrational fear of letting my foot hang over the edge of the bed. Hell, I might’ve done it on purpose.

Lily mused over the thought, curious. Hopefully, having a high sex drive wasn’t a bad thing when it came to the Universe’s idea of right and wrong, though she couldn’t fathom why it might be.

So, she’d read some particularly filthy monster romances in the name of— Fuck! Her reading history! Oh fuck, her search history! She’d had the presence of mind to throw away her collection of vibrators and toys before she’d gotten really sick, not wanting to traumatize her family any more than she already had. But oh, oh no, her little library of monster and kinky romance novels… Shit, her mom absolutely would have seen those—

A soft hand on her arm snapped her attention back to the present.

“It’s okay, really.” Siedah’s face was kind. “Judgment isn’t that bad; the Universe has a sense of humor.”

For a brief, horrifying moment, Lily wondered if Siedah was some kind of Afterlife mind reader.

“Even if I’m wrong and you don’t get your Paradise, if you choose to go to Hell, I promise you that the demons are just. They can be terrifying, but they are not needlessly cruel. Hell is a place of justice and, for those who are willing, growth.”

It seemed that the years of practice keeping her face neutral, even while reading toe-curling smut in public, had paid off. Siedah had mistaken her nerves for something more benign.

Lily dipped her head in acknowledgment and murmured a thank-you, following quietly when Siedah kept walking.

A man stepped out of an elevator with a cell phone that Lily didn’t recognize pressed to his ear. “… of course I’d be interested in running a new D&D campaign, but if the Monkey King is involved, I want nothing to do with it. Having Loki as a rogue in that one campaign was enough trickster god experience for one eternity…”

Lily twisted and walked backward for a few steps to watch him hustle toward the Front Desk, still talking into his phone. They have D&D here? She turned back around, watching souls line up and go through various arches and doors that all opened into different swirling mists. A few souls sat petulantly against the walls, and a couple in the middle of the floor, like toddlers protesting nap time.

“What happens with them?” she asked, nodding to a particularly huffy-looking woman.

“They sit there until they get bored enough to go through with Judgment. They can always go to the Void, of course, but otherwise, unjudged souls cannot leave the Front Desk or the Entrance Hall until they go through some form of Judgment.”

“Seems like a waste of eternity,” Lily murmured mostly to herself as they passed the woman.

Siedah stopped in front of an arch set into the swirling wall. The stone was smooth and undecorated, unlike most of the arches they’d passed, but danced with a vibrant rainbow of color. Through the arch itself, nothing was visible but a solid gray haze. The noise and bustle of the hallway around them faded, Lily’s attention pinpointed on the arch.

What a simple thing. What a simple culmination of life and death and experience and loss. Decades of being and all the lifetimes before that, all to stand before an arch filled with gray. The file in her hand suddenly seemed heavy. She knew what was in it, in her. The moments of kindness and cruelty. The mistakes, the triumphs, the sheer dumb luck, the motivations behind actions.

What if—

She shut the thought down hard before it had a chance to fully form. The Universe wouldn’t care that she’d never been wanted like that, loved like that. Romantic love, or the lack of it, didn’t make a person better or worse at their core. She was to be judged. Her life, her actions. She wasn’t unlovable. She’d loved her family and friends with her whole heart, and they had loved her, each in their own way.

She’d known love, and she’d known herself.

Tearing her eyes away from the arch, she looked at Siedah. Her smile was gentle, eyes bright and understanding against the soft pink of her hijab. She offered Lily one slim hand. Lily gripped it, probably too hard, but Siedah simply squeezed back.

Lily sucked in a deep breath and stared into the gray. It didn’t move. Gave nothing away. Might as well have been a solid wall.

But there was something on the other side of that gray. She knew it. What it was, she didn’t have the faintest idea, but it called her. Beckoned and dared her to come see, to open a book with no description and a blank cover and see where the story would take her.

Hand slipping from Siedah’s, she stepped forward into the gray.



Running through the yard as a child, long auburn hair bright in the sun, a fistful of daisies clutched in one pudgy little hand.

The kitchen light turning on as her parents caught her in the act of climbing down from the counter with the bag of chocolate chips.

Calling the girl she hated for stealing her colored pencils a “butthead,” the foulest word in her vocabulary, and getting a letter sent home to her parents. The spanking afterwards.

Curling against her dad’s side while he read to her at bedtime, his voice pitching lower for Gandalf’s dialogue.

Stealing wine from her parents as a teenager.

The endless refrain of “going to Hell, going to Hell, going to Hell” screaming though her mind whenever she did something her youth pastor had strictly told them not to do, but especially when she showed skin below her collarbones and especially—especially—when she’d made out with the cute skater boy behind the track shed.

Saying “fuck” for the first time, and liking how it felt.

Making her mom cry during a fight.

Reading a book out loud to the kids she babysat and doing funny voices to make them giggle.

Taking a blade to her skin when the guilt and pain had been too much to keep in her head.

Being the getaway driver for a friend escaping an abusive boyfriend.

Wearing a string bikini in public for the first time and being so scared that she would instantly trapdoor to Hell that she’d thrown up in the bathroom.

Her first tattoo, and the singing relief of feeling a piece of her click into place.

Searing jealousy that the bitchy, hyper-religious girl from youth group had gotten married before she did.

Flirting with a woman at a party for the first time and loving it, but waking up in a cold sweat that night, terrified that she’d secured her place among the damned.

Quietly crawling into her mom’s lap—despite being twenty-seven and nearly a foot taller than her mother—when that same bitchy girl had had her first baby and she’d felt so lonely and hopeless that she’d just needed to be held.

Hating herself for the building resentment of celebrating all her friends for their weddings, babies, and homes, and never being the one who was celebrated. Knowing it was stupid, feeling hollow inside anyway.

The savage glee of verbally sparring with her friend’s aunt, Linda. Being outlandish to prove a point and make Linda’s lesbian daughter feel a little less alone.

Watching her mom’s heart shatter in the kitchen when she’d revealed her diagnosis.

Hours of Mario Kart with her brothers when the cancer had begun to take its toll, wishing she could watch them grow as men, grow old, and poke fun at each other as only siblings could, knowing she was ripping their hearts out with her decision.

Hours and a lifetime spent working on herself, fighting to be better, failing sometimes, her sharp tongue slicing like a knife, even as her brain begged her to shut up.

Trying to live. Trying to die, once. Trying to be kinder. Trying to be worse. Trying to make an impact. Trying to not make things worse. Trying to love better. Trying to heal.

Trying.
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Lily

The scents hit her first.

Fresh air, wildflowers, cut grass, good food, woodsmoke, all carried by a warm breeze that tickled over her skin and tugged at her hair.

Paradise.

She’d made it to Paradise.

Lily opened her eyes and squinted, adjusting to the bright, cheerful sunshine. A bird twittered as it swooped past, its mate dancing along on the breeze behind it, the pair of them flying away over lush, rolling green hills dotted with trees, the roofs of cottages, and smoking chimneys, some set right into the ground. A wide, clear stream burbled happily in the distance, cutting right through the center of an idyllic little village full of trees and what looked like canals. A rugged line of small mountains stretched up toward the sky in variegated shades of blue, purple, gray, and green, dropping down to a sparkling fjord, reminding her of home.

Focus shifting to her immediate surroundings, Lily looked down. She stood in a vibrant patch of grass, surrounded by a garden of thriving plants: vegetables, fruit trees, pots and beds of flowers. Bees buzzed as they went from bloom to bloom. A wooden fence stood proudly between her and a well-worn cobbled road, the gate a delicate swirl of wrought iron.

A familiar purring chirp that she hadn’t heard in more than a decade had her whipping around in disbelief.

Her childhood cat, Max, trotted out of a patch of strawberries, his black-on-white fur gleaming in the sun, fluffy tail straight up in greeting. He mashed his little head against her shin before she could react, rubbing his whole body against her leg and purring with all his might. Eyes stinging, Lily scooped him up and buried her face in his sun-warmed fur, laughing and crying all at once.

“I knew you’d be here,” she told him, grinning as he shoved his head against her cheek affectionately. She’d been six when they’d brought him home as a kitten, and twenty-three when she’d had to put him down to ease his pain.

“Sweet boy,” she told him, scratching under his chin the way he’d always liked. “You were my best boy.”

Hours of homework and agonizing over writing various essays had been spent and eased with Max’s weight on her lap or curled behind her on the seat. She’d missed him every day, and often considered getting another cat, but she’d been unwilling to put them through her frequent moves.

A tear rolled down her cheek, dripping to gleam on Max’s fur as she loosed a sigh of relief.

It’s okay. I’m okay.

Lily turned in search of the house that would go with the garden and burst out laughing. Painted her favorite shade of deep purple and decorated with elegant swirls of wrought iron, an iconically round door beckoned her to explore the house half set into a hill. Wisteria tumbled around a span of large windows to her left, the reflection of the distant mountains keeping her from seeing inside. Her feet skimmed over the stone path that led to the door, and she half expected the whole scene to fade away into nothing at any moment. The sun-warmed metal of the doorknob was solid under her touch. A faint hum of something pleasant went up her arm, followed by a wash of peace. Like she was finally home after a long journey.

The door swung open soundlessly, revealing an entryway with smooth, wide-planked wood floors and parchment-colored walls stretching up to high barrel-vaulted ceilings. Ahead of her and to the left, a wide, arched doorway led into what looked like a living room, and straight ahead lay a pair of double doors with a hallway to the left of them. A closet door was tucked into the wall on her right, the wood polished but lightly worn, and directly on her left a cushioned bench offered a convenient place to put on and take off shoes. Hanging above the bench was a picture that stole her breath and nearly made her drop Max.

It was a moment there had been no real picture of, but she remembered every detail of it all the same.

She and her brothers had hiked out to some cliffs overlooking the sea and ended up scrambling down to a lower level to feel the spray on their faces as the waves crashed against the rocks. It had been ridiculous and reckless, and they’d all sworn never to tell their parents, despite the fact that they’d all been in their twenties. After some playful roasting of each other, and one or two or six threats to shove each other over the edge of the cliff, they’d ended up standing next to each other, laughing at a seagull trying and failing to eat a starfish.

The picture hanging on the wall had captured that moment: the three of them laughing next to each other, their hair gleaming in the sun, each a different shade of red, faces wet with sea spray, eyes bright with adventure and the joy of being alive. She stared at her brothers’ frozen, laughing faces, wondering for the millionth time if she had done more harm than good.

“Don’t you know those things will kill you?” Ryan said, dropping down next to her on the roof of their parents’ house. He held his hand out for the cigar Lily had swiped from their dad’s secret stash. Stealing it was a petty retaliation after a conversation turned fight, and she was smoking out of spite. Just like they all had as teenagers. She held it out of his reach.

“I knew there was something I was forgetting,” Lily drawled, taking a long inhale of smoke. She didn’t even like it really, but what the hell, she was already dying. She blew out a stream of smoke, rolling the fat cigar between her fingers and wondering if Ryan would be more receptive than their dad.

“Do shots at my funeral. That’s what I want,” she said, tipping her head back to look at the stars. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be shots, but don’t let the stupid thing turn into this boring recital of reverent bullshit where everyone lies about how wonderful of a person I was. Tell all the stories I told you never to tell Mom. Put the ‘fun’ in funeral. Get good cake. I will haunt your asses if you have bad cake at my funeral.”

“So, the opposite of Grandma’s funeral, got it,” Ryan said, stealing the cigar from her before she could react.

They sat in silence, passing the cigar back and forth until she snubbed it out, tendrils of smoke wafting up toward the stars.

Ryan’s tight hug came out of nowhere and took her aback. Her youngest brother wasn’t really affectionate.

“You don’t have to haunt me full-time, but haunt me sometimes, okay?” he murmured, wiry arms squeezing her a little tighter.

She hugged him back, throat tight and mind spinning. “I will. Tell you what, just to keep you on your toes, I’ll—”

A tear burned its way down her cheek, jerking her out of the past. She swiped at it, turning away to deposit Max on the floor, where he insisted on rubbing against her legs like a menace.

A happy day. This was a happy day, and she would face that particular guilt when she was ready. If she was ever ready. She took a deep breath, laden with the scents of flowers and freshly baked bread, held it, savored it, and released it slowly, along with the torrent of less savory emotions.

A happy fucking day, Lily.

Emotions under control, she turned her focus to exploring. Her suspicions about the room to the left had been correct. The arched doorway led into a bright, comfortable living room with plush, cozy-looking furniture and an abundance of blankets. The large windows she’d noticed outside allowed sunlight to spill in, and the sweeping views they offered were stunning enough to make her breath catch. Opposite the windows, a large fireplace with a merrily crackling fire drew her attention. The flames seemed to dance on top of the wood rather than consume it, almost like a gas fireplace, but it smelled and behaved like wood fire. Max had abandoned his plea for attention and taken up residence on the stone hearth, stretched out and absorbing the heat, blinking lazily at her. To her delight, a trio of already full bookshelves were nestled against the walls, and she recognized a few of the spines at a glance.

Beyond the living room, through another arched doorway, lay the kind of kitchen she’d only ever dreamed about: open and airy, but still cozy, with wood beams on the ceiling, gray stone countertops, and deep teal cabinets. She touched the handle of the double oven reverently before breaking into a laugh. Her favorite dish towel, one that her mother had despised because of the language, hung from the handle of the lower oven. It had been the fastest $12.99 she’d ever spent. Nestled among the beautiful spray of purple and teal and gold flowers, incongruously elegant script declared: fresh out of fucks.

Still chuckling, Lily continued. A little dining table was tucked into the sunny back corner of the kitchen, with windows looking out over the hills behind the house, and to the right of the table lay the other end of the hallway she’d glimpsed from the door. Two doors studded the left side, one opening into a decent-sized guest bedroom, perfectly made up and waiting. Eager to see what had to be her room, Lily pushed the next door open.

“Oh,” she breathed, swaying a little.

She registered the purple-gray walls and crisp white trim first, shortly followed by the massive rustic mirror in the corner, stretching nearly to the ceiling. The bed, perched on a luxe faux-fur rug, drew her attention next: a king-sized frame with a beautifully upholstered headboard, black comforter and sheets, contrasted by a chunky cream-colored knit throw tossed over the bottom. Every inch of it was a decadent invitation.

Lily took a running leap onto the bed, bouncing once with a laugh before nestling into the puff of blankets.

Divine.

She rolled onto her side and paused, looking at the mirror. Looking into the mirror. She arched an eyebrow, pushing herself up to kneel in the middle of the glorious bed, watching her reflection as she did so. What a perfect angle.

“Damn, I hope there’s sex in the Afterlife,” she murmured, pushing her hair back.

As if the house had heard her, something appeared on the sheets before her. A vibrator.

Lily stared at it, then glanced up at the ceiling, feeling only a little insane. “Okay, then. Thanks, I guess?”

A slight rumble shuddered through the house, reminding her of when a truck had driven by her old apartment. Instinct told her that both the rumbling house and the magically appearing vibrator were part and parcel of Paradise, but a mortal lifetime of avoiding anything resembling the beginning of a horror movie had her freezing in place. When nothing else happened and no internal alarm bells went off, she relaxed, scooting off the bed to peer into the adjoining bathroom that, although lacking a toilet, was somehow both luxurious and cozy.

She wandered back out into the hall, toward the one door left unopened. The house was perfectly sized, spacious without being cavernous, cozy but not cramped. Every detail felt right, her familiar favorites and fantasies blended together to create a space that spoke of safety and security and peace. She would have called the house perfect, she mused, pushing open the double doors, if not for the lack of a…

She gasped, pressing one hand to her throat as she stepped slowly into the space, turning to look around and verify that she was actually seeing what she thought she was seeing.

The library was twice the size of her living room and soared two stories high, up to a ceiling that swirled with patterns of blue and green and white, like an abstraction of the coast that she’d called home. Two wrought-iron, spiral staircases led up to the second balcony level, and each full bookcase had a sliding ladder just waiting to fulfill her childhood fantasy. The far wall was dominated by a massive floor-to-ceiling mullioned window, with a bed-sized window seat piled with pillows, and a small selection of loungers and cushy chairs were carefully arranged in the central open area. A trio of equally tall but far narrower windows broke up the right wall, allowing more soft light to filter in.

A library. She had a library.

She drifted toward the nearest bookcase, running her fingers along the spines, most of them familiar and beloved, old friends that had entertained and amused and hurt and comforted and aroused and inspired. She paused, staring at her extended hand. Her left hand. Her bare left arm.

I want…

The thought had only just fully formed when shadows and lines appeared on her skin, as crisp and vibrant as if they had been freshly tattooed, but without the accompanying redness.

“That’s better,” she murmured, running her opposite hand over the newly inked skin. The sigh of relief seemed to come from her toes.

She tugged a particularly filthy romance novel, one of her old favorites, off the shelf and headed for a chair to celebrate.
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Lily

Lily sat in one of the perfect loungers in the library, toying idly with Max’s ear as he dozed in her lap. Steam curled up from the nearly empty mug of tea on the side table as rain tapped lightly on the windows, the restive atmosphere doing nothing to soothe the persistent sensation that she was missing something. It had been little more than a week since she’d arrived in her Paradise, and she’d spent most of it in her library, reading books from authors who had kept writing after their deaths.

She had taken some time to explore a bit of the Paradise beyond her gate. While she wasn’t the only one to have the spectacular fantasy land as her Paradise, each home was kept magically private for each resident. They might see each other’s chimneys and gates, but they were physically unable to intrude on each other’s gardens, unless the person was open to visitors. The picturesque little village and its collection of shops, pubs, and restaurants was mostly a neutral area, with a few pockets of more urban-style Paradise living. The streets often bustled with a wide assortment of people, and Lily had enjoyed chatting with everyone she’d met, but the connections had felt fairly surface level.

She’d texted Siedah, whose contact information had simply appeared in her phone one day, and asked if she wanted to get together. Siedah had responded enthusiastically, congratulating her on her Paradise, but explained that they had a lot of unexpected trainees that she was helping with, and asked for a rain check.

Beyond her driving need to do something, curiosity about the rest of the Afterlife had become a constant thought. Siedah had mentioned other realms, like the Underworld and the Summerland, and then there was the standing invitation for wine with the demon Moura, if she hadn’t been kidding.

Committing the grave sin of disturbing a cat at rest, Lily gently rearranged Max as she slipped away, leaving him to stretch on the lounger while she downed the last of her tea, excitement trickling through her veins. The dirty mug disappeared from her hand as she headed for the hall, thanks to the house’s magic, and she patted the doorframe in acknowledgment.

Shucking off her baggy T-shirt and boxer shorts, she squinted into the closet before deciding not to strive for greatness, pulling out leggings and a charcoal-gray V-neck shirt. She paused in the entryway to pull on some comfortable boots and a lightweight zip-up hoodie, then grabbed the Paradise version of her favorite black leather jacket, which didn’t have patches of wear and a hole in the pocket.

She pulled up her hood and stepped outside, the smell of rain curling around her senses as she surveyed the gray skies and damp garden, eyes snagging on a massive new addition. A near-perfect replica of her front door was set into the fence beside her front gate. She glanced behind her to confirm. The only difference was that the door in the fence was inlaid with silver instead of wrought iron.

Paradise Gate.

She blinked. The information came to her from everywhere and nowhere, a flood of information and something she’d always known.

Oh. It was like the door to her apartment versus the door to her apartment building.

She closed the door of the house with a click and grinned, boots squeaking on the wet stone pathway. The silver doorknob on the new door twisted smoothly, and Lily stepped through into a massive field that, with different lighting, could easily have passed as the set of a horror movie.

Sourceless golden hour sunlight radiated from a sky that shifted in patchy shades of pastels, but the most striking feature of the new landscape was the doors—hundreds and thousands of them, scattered over the flat ground and stretching endlessly into the distance.

A dozen paces to her left stood a traditionally shaped door, painted a bright, cheerful red. A similar distance ahead of her stood a door covered in neon spatters of paint. White doors, blue doors, multicolored doors, medieval doors, oddly shaped doors, frames with blankets or beads hanging over them, all freestanding on the lush, verdant grass, with no other buildings in sight. Wide paths of hard-packed soil cut through the grass, weaving to and between each door, joining together and branching apart apparently at random.

Lily turned. Her closed door stood alone, and she peered around the outer edge, only to see the reverse side of the door. She reached for the knob and cracked it open, the scent and sound of rain slipping out. She closed it again.

“Well, that’s trippy,” she muttered, slowly letting the magnitude of what she saw sink in.

Each door led to a person’s Paradise. Not just a Paradise realm, but someone’s unique, perfect Paradise. Siedah had been right to use the analogy of a neighborhood, though Lily felt that she might have oversimplified it. The overall realm of Paradise wasn’t the metaphorical apartment building, it was a neighborhood of apartment buildings and, more likely than not, completely isolated “houses,” for those whose Paradise involved solitude.

Footsteps made her turn, only to see a slim-built man in full hippie garb sauntering down a path nearby.

He slid his round yellow-lensed glasses down his nose. “First time out?”

Lily shrugged and offered a grin, pushing her hood back. “Caught me.”

“Well, let’s get shaking, I’ll show you out. It’s simple, you just walk, and then you get there.”

Lily fell into step beside him, not in the least bit enlightened but willing to roll with it. “Sounds about right,” she murmured.

The endless field of doors should have felt creepy. While it didn’t feel particularly comfortable, and certainly didn’t invite lingering, it didn’t make her spine prickle with the sense of wrongwrongwrong that she’d sometimes gotten in
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