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  At once a sound of crying fills the air, the high wails
And weeping of infant souls, little ones denied
Their share of sweet life, torn from the breast
On life’s very doorstep. A dark day bore them off
And sank them in untimely death.

from Aeneid, Book VI
translated by Seamus Heaney
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Chapter One


Angels descended from Heaven. They radiated color, bathing the earth in brilliant light. 
The trumpets are overkill, Damian thought as a brass proclamation assaulted his ears. He’d been lying in a patch of lush grass, savoring a fall breeze. His exposure to nature was usually limited to open car windows while driving between work, classes, and a tiny apartment. The fanfare intruded upon this rare moment of appreciation.
Why did angels have to arrive in this park? Or here in Minade of all the obscure places?
Damian glanced at his vehicle, a 1993 Buick Century that refused to die. It rested a few yards away, the engine still warm and ticking. Grime clouded the windows, but he found his reflection. He appeared blank, unimpressed. Thinner than he realized he was. The expression summed up his sentiments about the Buick.
In high school, he’d dreamed of sitting behind the wheel of a pony car. With the power of a V8 engine at his fingertips, nothing would keep him from escaping his small hometown of Minade. Nothing except his parents’ finances. By his seventeenth birthday, they’d scraped together enough money to gift him the old sedan.
“The Century’s design was outdated when GM built them, but it was—is—very reliable,” Damian’s father had said in the driveway after the grand reveal. A slight, bespectacled man perpetually dressed in worn khakis and a sweater vest, he beamed with pride at what he considered the best kind of present: a bargain. “Take good care of her, and she’ll be with you for years.”
“Thanks, Dad.” Damian fixed a smile on his face, but his heart felt as heavy as the three-thousand-pound car parked in front of him.
“You will appreciate what your father and I have sacrificed for you,” his mother said, her sharp eyes seeing through his fake smile. “We expect you to take care of it, and to pay for gas and insurance.”
“Of course, Mom.” Damian peered up at her imposing figure. Though thin, she was a head taller than him or his father. As always, she’d pulled her long hair up into a tight bun. The simple style emphasized her sharp features. “Can I take it for a spin?”
His father tossed him the keys. “Beautiful evening for a drive around town. Be back before sunset. It may be your birthday, but you still have school tomorrow.”
As his father ambled back into the house to catch the evening news, his mother crossed her arms and watched as Damian climbed into the Buick and started the engine. She motioned for him to roll down the window.
“Mind your father.” She leaned over so she could peer inside the sedan. “And don’t go all the way out to your friend’s place.”
Just now, or ever again? he wanted to ask, knowing she’d be pleased as punch if he never saw his best friend—his only friend—ever again. “Don’t worry, Mom. I won’t be gone long.”
She gave him a tight smile. “Happy birthday, Damian.”

      [image: ]A figure paused and glanced down at Damian, her body blocking the angels’ lights.
“Don’t worry. They’re coming,” she said, glancing back at the other people congregating in Minade’s only park.
“I know.” The intrusion irritated him, but he smiled up at her. The expression felt pleasant, so he kept grinning after the woman turned away.
Like any town in rural Illinois, an ocean of corn surrounded Minade. After two years of community college, Damian had finally escaped. Sadly, instead of driving a Camaro, he took a train up to a university in Chicago. The distance had concerned his parents, but they couldn’t produce an argument against the generous scholarships he’d earned.
They found other ways to maintain their control over me. A hundred miles of corn and soybeans wasn’t enough to escape Minade’s grasp. He’d wanted to pursue a degree in creative writing, an outlet he’d used to express himself since learning the alphabet. Even better, he was good at storytelling. Devoid of much imagination themselves, his parents dissuaded him.
“If you’re going to be frivolous with your future, you won’t receive another cent from us for expenses,” his mother had said one night after dinner. He’d marched into the living room to argue the case for his preferred major. His mother was doing needlework, and his father watched FOX News while working on a crossword puzzle.
“Frivolous?” He’d come armed with ambitions of becoming a writer and scholarships that would allow him to hone that craft, but his parents seemed unconcerned with a future that would make him happy. “How is pursuing a dream frivolous?”
“It’s foolish to think you’ll be able to support a family off writing.” She set down her needlework and focused her gaze on him. “Especially here in Minade. The only paper worth reading is the church newsletter, and they don’t pay writers.”
Damian was speechless. She assumes I want children—that I want to spend my life in Minade!
“Study something practical. Something you can live off.” His father removed the spectacles from his face and a handkerchief from the pocket of his sweater vest. As he spoke, he wiped imaginary smudges from the lenses. “You can always write in your spare time. It’s not a hobby you need a degree for.”
“A hobby, Dad? This school’s creative writing program is amazing. Lots of their graduates have successful careers.”
“It’s too bad about the car,” his mother said, looking over at his father. “If we’d known he’d only use it for a couple years… Do you think we can get anything for it?”
“The car’s in my name!” Damian huffed in frustration before disappearing back into his bedroom.
In the end, unable to bear the cost of living in Chicago independently, Damian bowed to their demands. Two years later, he graduated with a degree in business. By that time, his parents had other reasons to be disappointed in him.
While attending university, Damian had met Alena Bucket. Her intelligent outlook and face full of freckles enraptured him. She seemed taken with Damian as well—still no idea why—and the two had fallen in love. He insisted they marry immediately. Though he had no ring to offer her, he got down on bended knee one evening in her dorm room.
“Absolutely not!” She brushed him off, taking the proposal in good humor. Seeing his dejected look, she pulled him up off the floor to sit beside her on the bed. “You may have been raised to expect marriage so quickly—and that’s fine—but I wasn’t, and I have to remain true to myself, too. I don’t want to tie the knot until I’m done with college.”
“Even if you know I’m the one?” He was baffled.
“It has nothing to do with how we feel about one another.” She rested a hand on his forearm. “We’re both in school for our own goals, and we shouldn’t let ourselves get distracted from them.”
Damian considered how dull his statistics, economics, and management classes were. Meeting Alena was the best thing to happen to him in years, and most of his life goals now revolved around making her happy. “If you say so.”
“Besides, you can’t afford the distraction of living with me,” she said, simultaneously teasing and closing the matter. She grabbed the book he’d brought over with him to study and tossed it in his lap. “As your calculus grades prove.”
Damian’s willingness to continue a relationship outside of marriage illustrated how the Windy City opened his mind to the wider world. He slept in on the weekends. Went drinking with classmates. If he’d taken the Buick to the city instead of the train, he and Alena would’ve regularly fogged up the windows.
They eventually graduated. Damian had two options: return to the ocean of corn with his degree or remain in Chicago. When Alena at last accepted his marriage proposal, the choice was obvious. Together, they launched their careers. Alena started at the Tribune as a copy editor, while Damian accepted a position as a junior programmer for a small software company.
Like many young newlyweds, they enjoyed themselves and their successes. Not everything was perfect. Even after living in school dormitories, he found their small apartment claustrophobic. Alena thought it charming. To compromise, she encouraged spending their extra money on vacations, fleeing the cold Chicago winters when possible.
We should’ve taken more trips. 
Tragedy struck in their late twenties. In an accident involving a pen, Alena died.

      [image: ]A cumulus cloud filtered the sun’s light, casting a shadow over the park. Damian’s smile wilted as a soft wind shook red and orange leaves from nearby maple trees. He could hear their fallen brethren crunching as people walked around him.
The death of Damian’s wife had been the second devastating loss in his brief life, and it felt as though the pillars supporting his existence crumbled. In Alena, he’d found a partner from whom he drew strength. She opened his stubborn Midwestern mind. Pushed him to think beyond the confines of his upbringing. Helped him step out of his parents’ shadow.
Did I build my confidence on our relationship? Rely on her for my identity? He didn’t suppose that to be entirely true. But when she died, his spirit had crumbled as well.
Grief-stricken, Damian rarely left home. He lacked the energy to brave the crushing masses on the city streets or trains. Work allowed him to program remotely. His manager, noticing his social anxiety increase over the next year, suggested he move out of Chicago.
With little money or direction in life, Damian returned to Minade, back to where a Buick Century waited under a tarp behind his parents’ house. The town was a solid and immutable fixture—still a prison from which escape was near impossible, but a prison in which he hoped to find a modicum of comfort. The safety of my origin.
It was only after he settled into a cheap apartment that he realized exactly how enduring his hometown was. How much he had changed in the interim.
Relocation had allowed him to regroup. To distract himself, Damian reenrolled in night classes at the community college. This time, he maintained a focus on creative writing, still hoping to one day pen a novel. Alena had encouraged him to explore his genuine passion, especially when he expressed disillusionment with his chosen profession.
With luck, I’ll dedicate a book to her one day.

      [image: ]Damian frowned. The woman who had glanced down at him earlier was back. Others accompanied her, and they all wore grim expressions.
Why is everyone gathering in the park? Then he noticed colorful lights reflecting off wet faces. Ah yes, they’re here for the angels!
That his parents weren’t among those peering at him was remarkable. Mom would rub this theological proof in my face! They’d been pressuring him to return to church. To start a new family. To take his future seriously.
They meant well, and Damian appreciated their concern for his eternal soul—even if their actions did little to soothe his wounded morale. His mother had never liked Alena, determining his wife led him astray. She’d been tactful enough to keep her disapproval quiet since the accident, but she wasn’t silent about his path forward.
“Don’t worry, young man.” An elderly gentleman, grasping a wooden cane with a gnarled hand, kneeled in the grass next to Damian. “They’re almost here.”
Of course they’re almost here, he thought. I can hear them!
To his parents’ chagrin, Damian no longer accepted the reality of an afterlife. Not that he’d turn down immortality. He wanted Alena’s soul to exist in blissful perpetuity, beyond the threat of devastating war, virulent biological agents, and hairy spiders.
“I want to believe in eternity,” Damian said while visiting his family before ending up in the park. They were sitting in their living room. The news was on. “It would be great to see Alena again one day. And Colin, too.”
His mother grimaced, missing a stitch in her needlework.
“Imagine an end to the constant earthly battles. The back and forth, black and white,” he continued, ignoring his mother. “Nothing but peace. Even if the afterlife is eternal sleep, what an amazing rest it will be.”
In a rare moment of conversational awareness, his father turned away from the FOX News anchor. “What do you mean?”
“We all love a good sleep, right?” Damian wasn’t used to being questioned by his father. It was his mother who usually dug for details. He pointed to the television. “You like the news. Imagine being able to watch the news all the time. Nonstop. Wouldn’t that be enticing for you?”
“Damian,” his mother whispered. She’d set aside her needlework, blood having drained from her face. “This talk of death is troubling.”
“What?” He looked up at them both. “What do you mean? You think I want to kill myself?”
“You should speak with the elder. He’ll know what to tell you. It’s suppertime, but I’m sure he’ll accommodate us.”
She got up to search for the church elder’s phone number, but Damian refused to be lured into a theological conversation. He wouldn’t let religion trap him again.
“I still have some writing to do tonight for class.” He got off the couch and headed for the door. “And work in the morning. I need to get going.”
His father nodded, as if simply having things to do was enough to dissuade suicidal tendencies.
“Damian?” Drawers opened and closed in the kitchen, his mother frantically trying to find the church’s contact tree. “Damian, where are you going?”

      [image: ]The angels trumpeted their arrival, causing several people in the crowd to jump. Their bright lights reflected off the Buick’s windshield. Damian craned his neck to get a better view of the vehicle, noticing several oddities. Neither celestial beings nor clouds reflected off the glass. Instead, it was dark green, and intricate patterns had etched their way across its width. Is the car…upside down?
It occurred to Damian that his thoughts, like his red Buick, were not entirely intact.
After leaving his parents’ house, he’d driven down Main Street toward his apartment. Throughout Minade’s quaint downtown block, fall festival signage adorned lampposts. As he passed under the town’s only stoplight, wreathed with colorful fake leaves like garland, he gritted his teeth at his parents’ assumptions. He wasn’t suicidal. Even if he was—and who isn’t a pinch morbid now and then?—it was tough to abandon the idea that purposefully ending one’s life was a one-way ticket to the wrong side of the ethereal tracks.
In the spasm of irritation, he failed to notice the combine harvester lumbering ahead of him. When his eyes refocused, he was close enough to read a sign affixed to the back: how’s my driving?
I’ve never seen one on the back of a harvester. Is there a legitimate concern out in the cornfields? Dirty and aged, the number to call was no longer legible.
Damian had cut the Buick to the right to avoid rear-ending the green machine, watching in fascinated horror as he careened past the metallic appendages folded up toward the front. Relief flooded through him.
Then he hit a pumpkin stand set up at the city park’s entrance.

      [image: ]The crowd parted as the angels bore down on Damian with the same ferocity he’d shown the winter squash. Their lights and trumpets amplified their glory. Only, they weren’t angels. They were ambulances.
Damian couldn’t recall when or how his car overturned, or what forces ejected him from the vehicle. They must’ve been strong to be rid of my chubby figure. Perhaps I crawled away in case it caught fire? As the fall breeze and green grass slipped from his senses, he glanced at his trusty Buick for the last time. His reflection glared back at him.
When the harsh-colored lights dimmed and sirens dulled to a whisper, Damian closed his eyes. The time had come to discover what, if anything, came next.
His second-to-last thought was of Alena.
The final was pumpkin pie.
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Chapter Two


Bleep…bleep…bleep… 
The monotonous sound pulled Damian into the conscious realm.
I was in an accident, he remembered, struggling to shake off remnants of darkness. From that void rose the image of a BMW wrapped around a telephone pole, its roadworthy days over. No, not this time. I was driving the Buick.
Another memory—Damian’s dead-eyed reflection in the Buick’s window—chased away his recollection of the totaled BMW.
Bleep…bleep…bleep…
I’m alive, he thought, recognizing the all-too-familiar chirping of an electrocardiogram. The heart monitor sounded ancient. A lethargic bleep instead of a crisp beep.
Damian imagined the ECG’s plastic casing had yellowed over a decade ago, though he couldn’t bear to open his eyes and verify. That same imagination painted gruesome states in which he might discover himself. I must be at Minade Hospital.
The local institution was not-for-profit. Church-operated for over a century. The facility had twenty-five beds and a reputation for issuing more harm than health to those who stepped through its doors.
Damian had never been to Minade’s hospital. His parents dedicated themselves to the church that funded it, and while they certainly couldn’t afford much health care, they were cognizant of the institution’s notoriety. Unwilling to risk the welfare of their only offspring, they always took him to Peoria for any medical needs. To one of the big hospitals.
The ones with machines that go beep…beep…beep…
Alena’s death had been quick, sparing her a lengthy hospital stay. The last time Damian spent time in a medical facility was after the BMW met its end.
“Colin…” he said.
“Your name is Damian Craig Hartter,” said a voice into his right ear, sounding as though it had passed through sheaves of loose paper. Despite the dry tone, the accompanying breath was wet and bitingly cold against his face.
Damian opened his eyes, lids sluggish in their response. A bright light greeted him, making it difficult to see his surroundings.
An operating room? he wondered, grateful he couldn’t confirm his mind’s bloody scenarios. Why would they wake me in the middle of surgery?
Several figures leaned over him, cutting into the harsh illumination. As Damian’s sight adjusted, he found three beautiful women staring down. The one who’d spoken into his ear had pale skin rarely caressed by the sun’s rays. Another stood on his left, considerably shorter than her counterpart, with a face glowing with golden tones. The third woman, positioned at the crown of his head, reminded him so much of Alena that his breath caught in his throat.
The trio were nurses, though not of the variety he’d seen outside of television. Dressed in crisp white skirt uniforms, they’d tucked their long hair neatly under caps. The attire had all but disappeared by the 1980s, years before he was born, replaced with unisex scrubs. As alluring as his attendants were, the overly starched clothing emphasized an inhuman element about them. The lines of their faces were too sharp. Their eyes too focused. Do people cosplay Nurse Ratched?
Bleep…bleep…bleep… The languid sound continued its rhythmic pacing, not once changing. Damian thought his heart rate would’ve skyrocketed. Then he remembered ECGs didn’t make noise unless there was a problem. An irregularity.
Like Colin.
The pale woman leaned back down to his ear. The light swayed behind her cap, revealing her pinned hair to be gray. Damian found that strange because she otherwise appeared youthful. Likely younger than himself.
With her ruby-red lips parting, he felt an icy breath against his skin once more. “Colin Eugene Cherry first passed through these halls many years ago. Your name is Damian Craig Hartter.”
Damian choked. Neither Colin nor his family would’ve stepped foot inside Minade Hospital. They had the means to pursue only the best health care.
I’m not thinking straight. I have a concussion, he thought, straining to see past the figures. The harsh light caged his vision. All he sensed was the uncomfortable surface he lay upon, more like a metal table than a bed.
The shorter woman slammed her fists down, missing his face by an inch. The overhead light shifted until it hovered over her, highlighting more gray hair. “You are Damian Craig Hartter!”
Damian shrank under the fiery heat of her breath. It occurred to him that the statement was actually a question.
“Yes,” he said, nodding with vigor. “Yes, I’m Damian.”
The trio backed into Damian’s peripheral vision, apparently satisfied. The harsh light darted away with them, leaving him in near darkness. With an unobstructed view, he expected to make out doctors in surgical masks and latex gloves, trays full of barbaric instruments, and that damn ECG. But nobody huddled around illuminated X-rays. No monitoring machines bleated out rhythmic bleeps.
What he saw just past his feet was a dull-gray wall with three rows of perfectly aligned, shiny square panels.
I’m in the morgue? Bile rose in his throat. Bile, or possibly… It’s not embalming fluid, you idiot, he told himself.
“There’s been a mistake,” he called out to the nurses, his voice hoarse from the acid he kept swallowing down. He could see their vague outlines, but they did not respond. “Why am I here?”
Damian cautiously rolled his head back and forth. An emergency exit sign glowed to his left, now the only source of illumination. To his immense relief, he realized the panels on the wall were not the stainless-steel doors of a refrigerated mortuary cabinet, but flat-panel televisions.
I’m at work! He recognized what the company’s owner called the Wall of Production. 
Elation at not being in a morgue quickly burned itself out, replaced by the same dull ache he felt in his soul every time he walked by the screens. Each department’s work was on display for all to see in statistical form, as well as data on how it all tied into profit. All employees had to pass by it each time they arrived and left work, went out for lunch, or used the restroom.
Damian considered the wall an incredible waste of money and resources, and he hadn’t missed it once since he started working remotely.
Bleep…bleep…bleep… The rhythmic pattern was not electronic. Water pooled on the linoleum floor, fed by a leak in the ceiling.
I should get ahold of management. That needs to be fixed before it damages all those televisions.
The belief that a car accident had left him critically injured kept him still, and the thought of being shoved into a body-sized refrigerator froze him in terror. He couldn’t conjure a reason the three women had transported him to Chicago, but assumed it meant his bodily harm was minimal. Management’s number was at the receptionist’s desk, so he made to sit up and hop off the table—and found he was paralyzed from the neck down.
“Help!” he choked out. His chest tightened, and nausea made the televisions spin. “Come back! What’s going on? Why am I here?”
The trio returned, taking their former positions around his head. With them came the bright light, blotting out the array of screens. The luminescence cast long shadows over the nurses’ faces, making it difficult to identify their distinguishing features. Odd. They seemed so vivid a minute ago.
Then it struck him, and it seemed impossible. He couldn’t make out the women’s appealing details because the features were no longer present. Smooth skin and sharp lines had aged decades, wrinkles and crevices creating the jagged shadows now darkening their faces.
Damian couldn’t look away from them, refusing to believe their transformation. Even as he stared, though, the women’s papery, translucent skin crumpled into swirling dust. Their entire bodies lost cohesion, held in place by the stark white nursing uniforms. The caps couldn’t contain their pinned gray hair, which came undone and draped haphazardly over lumpy shoulders.
The hair of old crones. As the thought crossed his mind, portions of the living dust clouds reconstituted into leathery skin, phasing between solid and amorphous.
Very old crones! He wasn’t even certain they were women or anything natural. Worst of all, once their eyes swept away into the grime, they never again solidified, leaving only hollow caverns for him to stare into.
The crone to his left squatted down, sooty lips solidifying as they brushed against his ear. The golden tones of her skin had disappeared, replaced with layers of folded flesh and swirling gray ash. Her breath remained hot. When she spoke, the harsh light once again drifted over her head.
“When were you born?”
Damian wanted to answer. It was a simple question. His own lips refused to move, and all he managed was an unintelligible grunt.
“When were you born?” she asked again, her voice returning to a thunderous boom.
“Ma-March 18, 1991,” he finally said.
The light source shifted directly over Damian’s face as the woman straightened. All three figures appeared to study him, though it was difficult to be certain now that they didn’t have eyes. Damian thought—wished—one of them would hold up a hand and ask how many fingers he saw. It was a last-ditch hope he was suffering a debilitating concussion. That he was imagining or misinterpreting this entire experience.
Perhaps I’ll get some Jell-O when this is over, he wondered, his thoughts unraveling. Do they make pumpkin Jell-O?
What the trio ended up doing, the question they asked, he never would’ve foreseen. “When did you find faith in the Creator?”
Damian fumbled with the query. Medical personnel didn’t ask such things. Not in such a strange fashion, at least. Minade Hospital assumed you were born into faith.
“I-I’m not sure.” He stumbled for the answer as the crones drew in close. They increased in size, loose flesh falling away into currents of grit. Afraid they would unleash a wave of fury, he said, “I really don’t know. I just grew up with it.”
I hope they don’t ask when I lost my faith! He remembered that clearly. He’d been lying next to Alena when—
The nurse at the top of his head, the one who had reminded Damian of his wife, bent over so her hollow eye sockets hovered above his face. The light gave her a luminous crown. She whispered, “Have you ever seen Satan?”
“What?”
“Formerly known as Lucifer.”
“The TV show?” Damian asked, brows furrowed. Without eyes to connect with, he fought the urge to squeeze his own shut. He was certain that if he did, something would crawl out of the caverns and drop onto his face.
“Have you ever served Satan?”
“Wha-what?”
“Are you a member of the opposition?” the crone bellowed. Her breath was a combination of the others’, simultaneously hot and cold.
“No!” Damian said, his bewilderment erupting under a mountain of panic. If his bladder hadn’t already contracted, he was certain the three women would soon slip across the linoleum floor.
“Have you ever spoken to them?” she asked, still screaming.
“Of course not!”
“Have they ever spoken to you?”
“No!”
The woman on his right squatted, joints audibly popping. She whispered into his ear, though he couldn’t tell if she was being sinister or seductive. “Did they send you here in the guise of Damian Craig Hartter?”
“Here?” he said, trying to gesticulate at their surroundings. When his arms failed to move, he settled for rolling his eyes around. “Sent to this shit-hole place?”
The trio continued peering down at him. They made no noise. Only the wet bleep…bleep…bleep… serenaded them.
Finally, he hissed at them through gritted teeth, “I am myself.”
“That is for us to ascertain.” The three fell silent. As if they’d exhausted the energy it took to maintain cohesion, each started to fade away. The overhead light darted between them in a frantic pattern, obscured by the women’s scattering dust.
“Why am I at work?” Damian whispered, afraid his exhalation would hasten their disintegration. Halfway through the question, his mental faculties abruptly dulled.
Did they drug me? A chill made its way through his body, and a disturbing thought occurred to him. He glanced down toward his toes, verifying he was on a solid surface and not submerged in a tub of ice.
“Are you stealing my kidneys?” It was difficult to form words.
“We did not take your kidneys,” the crone to his left said with indifference. “They are intact and may continue to function for many years.”
The one at his crown chimed in, “As will several of your other organs.”
“Why do you envision yourself at work?” said the one to his right. “That is a question you must ask yourself. The plane in which you are located is distinctly different from the one you are accustomed to, and much of what you perceive and experience here is of your own making.”
“Collectively speaking,” they said together.
“Who are you?” The darkness from which his mind had escaped minutes ago threatened to overtake him once more.
“We are the Gray Ones, and we watch the way in.”
“The way into where?” he said, words slurring.
What remained of the trio disappeared into the shadows. Even if they had responded, Damian wouldn’t have heard. Waves of exhaustion overwhelmed him, pulling him further from the conscious world.
“No, wait… I don’t…” he said into his shoulder as his head rolled to the side. All his muscles went slack, and heavy eyelids closed.
The single energetic light blinked out. As the dark depths enveloped his mind, Damian uttered one more question. “Am I in?”
The only answer was a damp bleep…bleep…bleep…
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Chapter Three


Damian sat straight up in bed, screaming at visions of webbed glass and vaporous clouds. Sheets and blankets tangled around him. He fumbled and rolled, trying to shake himself loose. 
“Calm down, Damian,” said a voice from the other side of the bedding. A steadying hand pressed against his back, saving him from tumbling off the mattress.
“What’s going on? Where am I?” Calmness was a hard state to attain, even as the nightmarish imagery receded into the hazy memory of dreams. He trembled as someone peeled away layers of linen. “Did I make it in?”
A small parting in the blankets appeared before Damian. He dove toward it with both hands, widening the hole and pulling his head and body through.
“Yes, you made it in.” The voice came from behind him. It was familiar, gentle, yet firm. “You’re going to be fine. You’re home.”
As Damian turned, he knew he was not home. His place was tiny and cramped, with a single window overlooking a parking lot. The bedroom he was currently in was spacious, with high ceilings and several windows providing a view of magnificent trees and distant mountains. The Midwest is flat. Not a mountain to be—
For a terrifying moment, Damian believed he’d left one horror only to enter another. One of the beautiful nurses had manifested in this new space. The one who reminded him of his wife. At least, before the monstrosity had lost its eyeballs.
The woman hadn’t styled or pinned back her brown hair. Rather, she’d pulled it back into a hastily tied ponytail, highlighting a pretty face sprinkled with freckles and a set of dark, present eyes.
This was his wife, not a trick of light or deceit. Her posture, her casual confidence, the comforting hand on his back… He could only associate them with Alena. No impostor could’ve replicated all her characteristics.
But if she was here, that meant he was…
“A pen?” Damian blurted out. A choked laugh escaped him as he grabbed her other hand. The skin was warm and smooth. “A pen?”
“Well, it was more original than a car accident,” said a smirking Alena. “You haven’t seen Colin in over a decade, and yet you’re still imitating him!”
Damian stared at the grin, not wanting to look away from her face again. He thought he should be in shock. Frozen in consternation. His zombie wife sat healthily in front of him, appearing exactly the way she had the last time he saw her, down to the jeans and oversized maroon hoodie.
Instead of panic, he found himself pleasantly bewildered. Equally surprising was the giggle he couldn’t contain. He covered his mouth with a hand as laughter burst through his lips. It built upon itself, and he nearly rolled over in a fit. Alena pulled him into a tight embrace, sheer delight on her face.
“I—I can’t believe this,” Damian said once the laughter subsided. “I never thought I’d see you again.”
“Really?” She peered at him quizzically. The smile never left her face, and it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “You believed in this, though. You were prepared for it.”
“I used to.” He interlaced his fingers with hers, relishing her touch. He remembered the nurses—the Gray Ones—asking when he found his faith. “But I lost that belief, Alena. I remember when it happened.”
The moment came shortly after he and Alena had graduated from university, but before the wedding. They’d gone to bed early, getting extra rest before job interviews the next day. Alena was already asleep, snoring softly, and he’d just finished reciting his nightly prayer.
And then it hit him. Concrete certainty that his words, the thoughts he’d been sending into the ether every day, were actually going into a void. No one was listening to him. Nothing was going to answer.
“No.” Alena shook her head, a few strands of hair falling out of her ponytail. “You remember when you made a conscious decision to push back against things you grew up believing, but the journey to that point took place over a long time.”
Even before Damian had left for Chicago, the statutes by which he lived were crumbling under their own demanding weight. By the time he was sleeping next to Alena, he questioned exactly where those decrees originated. Even then, he told himself that, no matter the implausibility of a higher power, organized religion was something worth participating in. He still sent up the ritualistic prayer every night. A force of habit, an act akin to carrying a lucky rabbit’s foot.
Might have been something to all that after all.
“But you never believed in life after death, and I let go of that fantasy.” Damian gestured at the enormous room. “Are flames about to consume us?”
“Of course not! You’ve made it to the good side.” Alena stood up, pulling him out of bed and toward the nearest window. The grand vista struck him with wonder. Snowcapped purple mountains graced the skyline. At their base was a serene lake surrounded by a forest of giant coniferous trees. “But you should set aside your assumptions about the Afterlife. This place is nothing like you expected. Even while much of it is of our own making.”
“The Gray Ones,” he said, lowering his head.
“Hmm?”
Damian shook his head, attempting to clear the fog from the pool of dim memory. Like trying to recollect a dream, the more he sought to recall the details, the fuzzier they became. “The Gray Ones said something similar. About how everything we see and experience here is our own doing.”
“I’ve never heard of them.” Alena frowned. “After my death, I woke up in my grandfather’s arms knowing where I was and that everything was okay.”
“Maybe it was a hallucination. My brain trying to make sense of what was happening.” He gave one last attempt to piece it all together. He could understand the mortuary cabinet, but not the Wall of Production or…
Something about my kidneys? And what does any of that have to do with a car accid—
“Oh, shit!” Damian turned away from the view. “They’re going to think this was a suicide.”
“What? Who?” Alena had been heading toward a door, but looked back in concern.
“My parents. I was with them right before it happened,” Damian said. “I mentioned something about how I’d love to see you and Colin again. They weren’t sure where the thought was coming from—or leading. Caused a bit of an argument.”
“Your poor mother!” She pulled open the door and stepped through. He followed suit, finding himself on a spacious and brightly lit second-floor landing. Despite the apparent space for multiple rooms, there was only one other door. Tucked away on the side, it was closed. Without even knowing the purpose of the room it led to, Damian felt an unexpected animosity toward it.
“I don’t understand why you’re still defending her.” He followed Alena down a sweeping staircase. “You realize she hated you?”
“Your mother didn’t hate me. She never liked me, true. Disapproved, certainly. But not hate. She was only concerned for your well-being. And who could blame her? You look just like her. Not as tall, but somewhere in the face.”
“Alena.” Damian trailed behind as she made her way through an open foyer. A library lay beyond one archway, and another led to an elaborately set dining table. Though this was his first time walking through it, the floor plan rang with familiarity. “Where are we? What is this place?”
Alena glanced back at him, a sparkle in her eye and the usual smirk on her lips. Then she stepped through the back of the foyer into his favorite room of any house: the kitchen. As he took in the ample space filled with modern appliances, skillets and pans, and an array of cooking utensils, she wrapped herself around his left arm. “We’re home, babe.”
Over their earthly years together, the couple spent Sunday mornings drinking coffee on the couch and discussing their future. They dedicated much conversation to the type of home they would grow old in. It had been a bonding exercise. A way to get to know each other better. Their wants and desires. Alena has made my ideal home a reality.
As she continued the tour through the house, though, what he didn’t find occasionally dismayed him. The bathroom, for example, was as large as the bedroom and equipped with a whirlpool, a soaking tub, and a walk-in shower with twelve nozzles. Of all the amenities the bathroom contained, it lacked a toilet. Alena told him there were no toilets in the entire household. The need for one didn’t exist.
“Unless you’re into that,” she said with a shrug before moving on with the expedition.
Other than the kitchen, the library enamored Damian the most. Bookshelves lined every wall, crammed full of texts. A wooden ladder was close at hand to peruse the loftier manuscripts.
“You’ll find all your favorite books on that shelf.” Alena gestured to a readily accessible area. “Even the silly one about dinosaurs.”
“Michael Crichton is not silly, and neither are his books!”
Alena ignored him, pointing to the next shelf over. On it sat around thirty leather-bound books. “More importantly, there’s your autobiographical series.”
“But I didn’t write my biography.”
“Technically, no. Nobody writes this type of series,” she said. “But they’re automatically created and filled as your earthly thoughts and events occur.”
Damian cringed at the idea. “Must be the most boring work ever written.”
“Not the chapters I’m in.” Alena gave him a sly look, walking over to a similar shelf with another set of books, presumably her own series. Selecting a volume at random, she absently flipped through its pages. “These really are interesting, though I’ll warn you not to reminisce too long over your past life. My grandfather… Well, I’m grateful he took the time to welcome me here.”
While Alena read through some paragraphs, Damian wandered around the library, scanning the spines of a hundred books. None of the titles stuck out, though his mind was in a daze. Not as much as he expected after crossing the barrier between life and death, for waking up to a nonchalant tour of his dream home by his wife, but his mind was still parsing this new reality. It kept circling back around to a bump in logic. His brain, trained after years of programming, took issue with a faulty line of code.
Unable to identify the source of his brain fog, he asked, “I’m guessing this isn’t everything?”
Alena snapped the volume closed, returning it to the shelf. “No. Today is for you to adapt to the Afterlife. Your end was traumatic. Not everyone reacts as calmly as you have. For now, enjoy the things you dreamed about in life.”
Damian waited for the—
“But,” she continued. “There’s so much more ahead of you. For both of us! As great as this home is, sitting around waiting for family and friends to arrive would get tedious. No, there’s an entire world out there to interact with and jobs to perform.”
“But I don’t want to work!” He was immediately skeptical. Part of his notion of perfection was exiting the soul-crushing machine that was the American dream.
Alena shrugged. “You don’t have to, but work is available for those who need something to do. Can you imagine billions of souls aimlessly milling around? Utter chaos.”
“What have you been doing? I don’t suppose there’s a flourishing book market here.”
“As a matter of fact—and you’ll be interested to know—our authors can’t create new works fast enough to keep up with demand. But no, I didn’t pursue editing.” The impish look that seemingly always graced the corner of Alena’s mouth disappeared, replaced by exuberance. “I work in childcare.”
This revelation did not surprise Damian. His wife had always adored children and possessed the mothering instinct. However, that desire—that drive—was the one constant rift in their relationship. Alena’s strong personality gave her an edge in their disagreements, and she usually got her way. When it came to having kids, though, Damian never budged. He didn’t want them.
The bump in logic, the faulty line of code, suddenly crystallized in his mind. The spacious home with the gourmet kitchen and expansive library was his dream, not hers. Alena would’ve been content with a space the size of the bedroom.
“Fewer rooms to clean, the better,” she’d say over their Sunday-morning discussions. “Less space for clutter to creep.”
Alena’s pursuit of a career in childcare made sense. It fed into a want he had steadfastly denied her in life.
She created this home for us, knowing it would make me happy. But at the expense of her own joy? How can our expectations overlap? Or the wishes of billions of people?
Damian’s thought process circled back on itself, going round and round. At the center of that whirlpool was the second door located off the upstairs landing. That door wasn’t for him.
“It’s sad,” Alena said, interrupting his mental crash. The sorrow in her voice was palpable. “Many of the children I help have been around for hundreds of years. They’re not allowed to mature into adults until a member of their family arrives, which can take a while. Sometimes, it never happens.”
“That’s terrible! Why aren’t they allowed to grow up?”
“It’s a strange rule that’s always been in place.” Alena’s voice was bitter. “These children have been separated from their relatives, and now they’re not allowed full access to the Afterlife. Some people think they should only mature with family guidance. I think that’s ridiculous, especially for the kids who’ve been here for centuries. It’s not fair to them! Especially when there are plenty of folks willing to take them in.”
Damian drew her into an embrace. Alena could be passionate about a cause, but she rarely revealed the emotions an issue stirred within her. Instead, she channeled that energy into solutions. “Sounds like you have a very important job.”
“I like it.” She took a deep breath, gave him a squeeze, then pulled away. “You’ll be able to pick any line of work you want.”
“Where do I even start looking?”
“You might get some ideas tomorrow morning at the Orientation of the Dead.” Alena took hold of his arm and urged him toward the foyer. “It’s in the Celestial City. I know how much you hate getting up before ten, but it’s early in the morning.”
“What kind of afterlife allows such travesties?” In truth, with terms like Orientation of the Dead and Celestial City, his earlier cognitive disarray was giving way to imaginative flare. “What will this presentation cover?”
“It’s an orientation, not a presentation,” she said, still tugging on his arm. “Getting used to this place can be a process, and there are certain dos and don’ts. You’ll learn some things that’ll help you acclimate. Stuff I would never remember to tell you. Like peregrination.”
“Peregrination?”
“You know, I don’t remember being this inquisitive when I first arrived here.” Alena let go of his arm and made her way up the stairwell, fingers trailing on the banister. “You may not feel it yet, but you’re probably overwhelmed by all this. So don’t worry about tomorrow. Just relax for now. Tell me all you’ve been up to. It’s been a very long time, and I’ve missed you.”
You have no idea. Damian forced his concerns and questions aside as he followed her up the stairs and back to their bedroom. It had been a long time, and he was eager to continue their reunion.
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Chapter Four


“Is that… Is that mine?” Damian stood on the front porch, a cup of coffee frozen halfway to his lips. He’d gone straight for the kitchen to brew a pot after rolling out of bed. Fatigue wasn’t an issue. Never had he been more awake and alert. Few things brought him more joy than starting a new day with a good cup of joe. 
Inhaling rich aromas from the mug in his hand, he’d stepped outside, intent on examining the grounds surrounding their house. The view was spectacular. Tall grasses sprawled for acres, bordered by enormous trees in the distance. The atmosphere possessed an autumn hue, though nothing was dying. Not a single crisp leaf littered the ground, nor was there a patch of brown grass. Deep colors saturated the surroundings like morning dew. Even the sky itself radiated an amber hue.
Despite the light, the horizon was devoid of a rising sun. I suppose the Afterlife isn’t on a planet. And light doesn’t require a source?
And then Damian’s gaze had fallen upon the—
“I certainly didn’t get it for myself!” Alena appeared beside him. She held a cup of her own, filled with steaming Earl Grey. “Went my entire life without one, and there’s no need for them here. Still, I’d say it’s ours. I thought you’d like it.”
“I love it!” He jumped off the porch, coffee slopping over the sides of the mug, and strutted toward a black Chevrolet Camaro.
After it had been absent from the market for years, Chevrolet redesigned and reintroduced the pony car in 2010. Damian fell in love with its predatory lines. He imagined racing the SS trim down country roads, the growl of a V8 engine startling crows in the fields.
Once he escaped Minade, Damian hadn’t followed the Camaro’s yearly tweaks and upgrades. Still, he could tell the model currently parked in their driveway was a recent design. The lines were more refined, though its rapacious disposition was uncompromised.
“Your orientation begins in a few minutes,” Alena said, interrupting his third circuit around the vehicle. “I put some clothes on the bed for you to change into.”
Damian pouted, wanting to inspect the car’s interior. Through the window, he could see it was unlike the Buick Century in every way. Power seats and locks. Premium leather trim. Windows without screwdrivers jammed alongside to keep in place. I bet the engine doesn’t require five attempts to turn over.
“How’d you get ready so fast?” He noticed her gray slacks and blue sweater—clothing she would’ve worn to the Chicago Tribune. She’d released her hair from its ponytail, letting it drape over her shoulders. “Er, I mean, you look really nice.”
“Thanks.” She rolled her eyes behind the tea’s steam. “We can change clothing with a thought. The trick takes time to master, and we need to get going.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll be right back.” Damian scooted inside the house, returning his cup to the kitchen before heading to the bedroom. He took the stairs two at a time, pleased the exertion didn’t leave him out of breath.
A pair of jeans and a Henley waited for him on the bed. Not as chic as what Alena wore, but she always felt most comfortable in public dressed professionally.
Give me comfort any day of the week, he thought while changing clothes. 
Back outside, he stopped short halfway down the driveway to the Camaro. Alena sat behind the wheel, and he sputtered in protest.
“You realize this car isn’t actually a car? That its wheels won’t hit true asphalt? Take a seat, babe. You don’t know how to drive this thing yet.” She gave him a crooked smile through the open window. “Besides, you don’t know where we’re going.”
“The Celestial City, duh.” He opened the passenger-side door. Before settling into the bucket seat, he noticed the lack of a fuel hatch along the side of the vehicle.
No need for gas or an oil change. It was difficult for him to accept that the car, like the light in the sky, could run without a source of energy.
“We live in the boonies, thousands of miles from the city.” Alena slipped on a pair of sunglasses. She pressed the engine’s start button. The resultant roar brought delight to Damian’s ears. After maneuvering out of the driveway, she accelerated down the open road. “I’m not even sure where the city is.”
Damian gripped the sides of his seat as they drove around a series of hills, the wheels hugging the twisting road without slowing. “Isn’t the orientation about to start?”
“You’re right.” She glanced at the dashboard clock. With a firm grip, she took hold of his left wrist. “We don’t want to be late. Ready to peregrinate?”
“You said that yesterday. What exactly is—”
The hills and trees lining the road disappeared into a smear of green, gold, and purple. The road twisted and turned until he no longer knew what direction they headed. Alena’s hands no longer held the steering wheel, which jerked left and right of its own volition. Momentum built, and his body pressed deep into his seat. Moving was difficult, and speaking was useless. The scenery drowned out his words as they whooshed by.
Then the vehicle snapped back to normal speed, and a massive wall exploded into view in front of them.
“That’s peregrination.” Alena’s usual smirk was now a full-on grin. “You’ll notice we didn’t fly out of the car at the end. I know that’s your specialty.”
“You’re superbly hilarious.” Damian’s hands clutched at his chest. He forced himself to relax, mildly disquieted to discover he had no heartbeat. With his chin, he indicated what lay ahead. “What’s that?”
The road led them out of a dense forest and right up to a set of thick wooden doors, the only visible passage through a wall of what appeared to be diamond. Thirty feet high, the barricade stretched across the horizon. The polished stones shimmered with every color, dazzling his eyes. Its surreal beauty looked out of place in the middle of the woods.
“The Celestial Wall and, naturally, the Celestial Gate.”
Even she’s put off by the lack of originality.
“Diamonds are the strongest rocks on Earth,” Alena said. “Here, they represent the city’s impenetrability.”
“And what exactly are they?” Damian nodded at a pair of creatures standing on either side of the gate. They were like humans, though nearly twice as tall and gaunt. Dressed in flowing robes of dark, muted colors, they stood as still as statues.
“Guardians,” Alena said. Then, lowering her voice: “They’re the closest things to what we think of as angels. Just don’t call them that. Guardians are warriors, protectors of the city.”
The two Guardians looked like kings of old, complete with ornate crowns on their heads.
Old kings suffering from severe malnutrition. Definitely not the chubby, cheery cherubim I’m used to seeing in art.
“No wings?”
Alena shook her head, then shrugged. “I haven’t seen a pair of wings, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have them.”
Damian studied the Guardians as she drove forward. The forlorn pair tilted their heads toward the vehicle, considering them in return, then turned and pushed open the thick doors.
After spending a quiet day surrounded by forest, books, and coffee, Damian was ill-prepared for the Celestial City. Its scale daunted him. Miles of structures built on top of one another. On the outskirts, buildings were elementary in design—simple boxes lined up next to one another. But closer to the center, they became larger and more intricate. A mammoth castle, featuring bastions, barbicans, and buttresses that could’ve inspired a hundred fantasy tales, stood at the heart of the city. He admired the architecture, though puzzled over the defensive elements.
Thousands of structures filled Damian’s view, though their matching design impressed him. White stone walls, trimmed in gold, caught the soft amber light. Only one building differed. A smaller castle sat next to the massive central one. It had the same defensive features, but its stone was plain gray.
The streets were brick, each piece painstakingly laid. The sheer number of people flocking across them, even at the edge of the city, put Chicago to shame. Within his view, hundreds of individuals walked in and out of shops, sipped drinks on pavilions, or congregated in large groups. He gawked as they passed by people from hundreds of Earth’s cultures and time periods. Some wore capes. Others, tall hats. A few wore nothing at all.
As Alena drove through a myriad of avenues and lanes, the most striking individuals were those who couldn’t have come from any of Earth’s cultures or time periods. Green-skinned folk, gelatinous blobs, and walking lampposts mingled in the crowds.
“What is that? Who are they? Are you telling me aliens exist?” Damian kept up a steady stream of questions, face pressed against the Camaro’s narrow window. Alena only smiled in return, keeping her eyes fixed on the road ahead.
The Celestial City possessed one characteristic Damian found lacking in other urban municipalities he’d visited: cleanliness. With throngs of people walking the streets, he expected to see trash, dirt, and general wear. Instead, everything was astonishingly immaculate. No cracks marred the mortar holding everything together. He deeply associated tidiness with beauty.
After a few minutes of navigating, they arrived at an immense building covering several city blocks. Round and squat with a domed roof, it resembled a sports stadium. Numerous entrances lined the exterior wall, people lining up by each.
The place looks like it seats over two hundred thousand. Damian wondered what the average number of daily deaths was.
Alena parked the car in a small, vacant lot, then they joined a line. It took only a minute before they entered a curved stone hallway running the perimeter of the building. Mounted torches lined the wall, but the interior was dim. Damian’s eyes took a moment to adjust. The main auditorium was no better. Hundreds of sconces zigzagged along the walls, their illumination unable to penetrate the darkness of what he assumed to be the concave ceiling.
“Over there.” Alena pointed to a row of empty seats near a small stage at the massive room’s center. The dais was the only well-lit area, meant to focus eyes on the imposing figure standing there. The twelve-foot-tall Guardian wore elegant maroon robes of the same style as the two at the Gate. Braided dark hair hovered a few inches off the ground and was topped with a single-jeweled crown.
Before Damian could suggest a more distant alternative—he was never the student sitting at the front of a classroom—Alena was already heading down a set of stairs. As he hurried to catch up, the murmurs of the crowd caught his ear. He kept hearing the same questions again. Some of them were familiar. He’d been asking them himself.
“Do you know why we’re here?”
“Will the Creator show up?”
“How did you die?”
“Damn motorcycle came out of nowhere!”
As though waiting specifically for Damian and Alena, the Guardian spoke as soon as they took their seats. “Welcome, and good morning. My name is Athan, and this is my associate Mai.”
The gaunt figure turned and gestured toward another individual Damian hadn’t noticed. Standing just outside the light bathing the dais, Mai shared the starved features of the other Guardians, as well as their style of dress and long, braided hair. The shadows etched across Mai’s face portrayed displeasure at being there.
“We will be the orators of this Orientation of the Dead.”
Athan’s voice was monotone and devoid of emotion, reminding Damian of his university statistics professor. She was just as likely to doze off from her own dry timbre as the students. Damian hoped to make it through this new discourse fully conscious.
“Every one of you woke up within the last seventy-two hours in the Afterlife, a wholly distinct reality from that to which you are accustomed.” Athan turned slowly, head bobbing as though trying to look each person in the face. “It may appear and feel familiar to your senses, but it is an illusion. The fabric of the Afterlife’s reality has been translated into something your mind can comprehend.”
An ingratiating fella, Damian thought. He shifted in his chair—or at least what appeared to be a chair.
“This being your first excursion into the city, you were likely confronted with the fact that humanity was never alone,” Athan said. “The only universe in which you were at the center was the one inside your own minds.”
Mai stepped forward, gesturing toward the middle of the dais. Millions of tiny golden lights burst into view. They swirled around the Guardians before coalescing into a semi-transparent facsimile of the Celestial City. The glittering castle at the center loomed over hundreds of miniature buildings. Damian could see that the wall encompassed the entire city, and that the gate appeared to be the only way in or out.
“Are you seeing this?” He nudged Alena. “It is a presentation!”
“The Celestial City
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