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Prologue


I COULDN’T HELP MYSELF. What kind of excuse is that, anyway? It absolves you of personal responsibility. It’s not your fault that in a moment of weakness you kissed the boy that your best friend liked. That you foolishly fled the scene of her murder. Or that you hacked your way into an airline’s website to book yourself a free plane ticket. But in my case it’s true.


It started the day before my thirteenth birthday. The day I almost died and my soul became inexorably linked to the Morati, the angel guardians of Level Two, who hated their assigned jobs as thankless caretakers of the afterlife waiting room, and vowed revenge. Something took root inside me that day. Something evil. And it’s been growing ever since.


For the longest time I didn’t know it was there. I thought I had control over myself. That my mistakes were my own. When I confessed my dark secrets to Neil, he helped me understand that I needed to forgive myself and move on.


Then on the day before my eighteenth birthday, I died. I ended up in Level Two, recruited for a mission to overthrow the Morati and free the people whose souls they were using as batteries to fuel their war against heaven. Because of my special connection to the Morati, they needed me to break into Level Three. They hooked me up to their mainframe, but instead of helping them, I played my part to bring them down. Or at least I thought I did.


But I now know the truth. Destroying the Morati’s machines didn’t cut off my link to them—it only made it stronger. I’m a ticking time bomb. And one day soon everything is going to explode.





one


STEPPING THROUGH THE PORTAL out of Level Two is like jumping from the high dive out at the swimming hole. There’s a whoosh of air, the exhilarating and slightly terrifying sensation of flying, and then the freezing plunge into murky depths. Unlike when I used to hit the lake water, though, I keep my eyes open, fixed on the hand that Neil holds in a death grip as we spin through an inky blackness.


With a heavy, bone-jarring thud we land on a hard surface, dripping wet and disoriented, but whole. I look up from the white of my knuckles to Neil’s face, just in time to see his mouth slacken in shock.


He expected to walk into the Christian vision of heaven—streets paved with gold and cherubs playing harps. Maybe I did too. Instead twisted, blackened filing cabinets tower over us like angry sentinels. Their deformed bodies line both sides of a narrow passageway.


Already regretting our decision to move on from Level Two, I turn. Behind us is a brick wall, making it clear that there is no going back. In front of us, a few paces away, stands a lone woman, her spotless pale pink blazer and pencil skirt at odds with the soot-covered walls. She hasn’t noticed us. She begins to flit about, pulling on the handles of warped steel drawers and kicking at all the burned-edged papers that flutter out and lap at her heels.


I run my free hand down the soggy skirt of my sundress and then bend down to scoop up a charred sheet that has flown in my direction. Though the edges flake off as soon as I touch them, it is obvious this was once a document of great importance. Fancy gold lettering unfurls across buttery-cream linen, like a wedding invitation, but it’s not in any language I recognize.


Neil leans over to inspect it too. He shakes his head and mouths, “What happened here?”


I can’t imagine it was anything good. I shrug and let the paper fall back to the ground. Neil steps forward, pulling me with him, and the crinkle and crunch under his foot finally alert the woman to our presence.


As she turns, she snaps her fingers. Intense bright light floods into our faces, momentarily blinding us.


“State your names, please,” she says in a curt, high-pitched voice that sets me more on edge than I already am.


Once my eyes adjust to the light, the hallway and the woman come back into focus. She clutches a clipboard tight to her chest and peers over at us, her face pinched.


Neil pulls at the collar of his red polo and clears his throat. “Neil Corbet and Felicia Ward.”


“Felicia Ward,” she says thoughtfully. Her whole demeanor softens, making her look much younger than I thought at first. Though that doesn’t mean much in the afterlife, since as far as I know, people are preserved at the age at which they died on Earth. This woman could be a thousand years old and still appear twenty. “I’m Libby.” She steps toward me and bows. “It’s good you’ve come. We’ve been expecting you.”


The bowing throws me off. “What do you mean? How could you know I was coming?”


“Ordinarily I’d say it’s because you’re in our files.” She taps her fist against the nearest hunk of metal. “They used to contain the name, birth date, and death date of every human ever born on Earth. When a person ascended from Level Two, his or her card would automatically appear in these cabinets. But the files haven’t been useful to us since someone blew up this records room.”


Wait a minute. People are blowing things up? Here? But how? I squint at her, overwhelmed. I don’t know what to say.


She whistles loudly between two fingers. “Megan! Please turn off the welcome light.”


The passage dims, bathing us in the warm, dusky glow of candles. A girl wearing a neon-orange T-shirt dress and kneesocks descends a ladder I didn’t notice before. “Sorry,” Megan says, showing a mouthful of braces. “But the bright light is absolutely essential to the experience.” Her delivery is slightly mocking, like she’s parroting a phrase she’s heard one too many times.


Megan hands us fluffy orange towels, as if she expected us to arrive like drowned rats, and we accept them gratefully, wrapping them around our shoulders.


“Yes,” Libby says. “We may have a mess, but we haven’t abandoned all our matriculation procedures.”


“Does everyone arrive soaked to the bone?” Neil works on drying his hair with the ends of his long towel.


“Every time you cross into a different level, you pass through the Styx River. It’s the border between all dimensions.” Libby has the polished monotone of a flight attendant.


She spins a desk so that it cuts us off from the rest of the hallway. With a grim smile she scoots the clipboard and a pen across it.


“These forms are our interim solution while we wait for a celestial custodian to deliver updated files. Fill these out, and then we’ll take you down to get processed.”


I’m too bewildered to ask questions. Libby’s request is so simple, and while I get my bearings, I might as well go with the flow. I release Neil’s hand reluctantly and pick up the pen to complete the form. It has only two lines: name and age. My name is easy, but my age is more difficult. I could write “seventeen,” since that’s how old I was when I died. Or I could write “one hundred million,” because that’s how old I feel after spending so much time in Level Two.


Libby extracts another clipboard from her desk and clamps a sheet of paper and a pen onto it. “There you are, Neil,” she says a little too sweetly for my taste. Maybe his reputation as the always perfect, always friendly Boy Scout precedes him as well.


“How do you know who we are?” It comes out more harshly than I intended.


Libby materializes a pencil and uses it to secure her thick, curly reddish-blond hair into a bun. At least I’m familiar with materialization from my time in Level Two. If it works the same way here, all you have to do is call something up in your mind, and it appears, seemingly by magic. Of course, it’s only a copy of what you had on Earth, not the real thing. “Everyone who’s been arriving from Level Two has been talking about Felicia Ward,” Libby says. “It had been years since anyone had come through, and now we get hundreds in every day. They keep telling us the Morati had been holding humans back, and you set things right.”


I lift my clipboard to eye level, pretending to get a closer look. “I helped a little, I guess,” I mumble.


“Oh, c’mon,” Neil says, rubbing my shoulder. “She was so brave.” I peek over and see his adoring smile.


“That’s good to hear,” Libby says. “You must summon that courage again, I’m afraid. The Morati must have slipped in with the crowds and destroyed our files so we wouldn’t know they weren’t human. Angels are the only ones capable of destroying such celestial creations. And you’re the one who ruined their plans. They’ll be looking for you.”


Me? I shudder and drop the clipboard onto the desk. Of course it makes sense that they’d want revenge, but I honestly thought I was beyond their grasp for good now.


“And if they find you, who knows what they’ll do?” Megan adds. Despite her earlier snark, her wide-eyed gaze and the hitch in her voice convey genuine concern in a way that Libby’s businesslike tone cannot. “People who die here disappear. No one knows where they go.”


If dying in Level Three is the end, I don’t even want to contemplate it. Not after I finally found Neil again. Not when I’ve finally found a measure of happiness. “But I was told that Morati were trapped in Level Two. How could any of them get through?” My information didn’t exactly come from the most reliable source. After all, Julian was Morati. He was a Morati aligned with the rebels, and he took my place in the machine to bring the system down, but he was a Morati nonetheless. I have to admit that since then I’ve thought about Julian’s fate far more than I should, and each time it makes me ache. Against all reason, despite all the lies, I miss him. The way he stared at me before he disappeared—determined to protect me—I can’t get it out of my head.


Libby shrugs. “I don’t know. But the Morati are here.”


And when she says it this time, it’s like I’m punched in the stomach with the certainty that she’s right. I feel them. Not as strongly as I did when I was plugged into their mainframe, but just enough to know that they are indeed somewhere on this level. I can’t help hoping Julian is here too.


“How can you be so sure? What about other angels?” Neil asks as he slides his completed form across the desk. I glance at it. Since he has written “eighteen” for his age, I retrieve my form and hastily scrawl eighteen on it too, even if it’s not technically true, before letting my clipboard clatter on top of Neil’s.


Libby grimaces. “Angels were never assigned here. Humans administrate this level as we see fit. And we only very rarely get visits from celestial custodians. The last time was fifty years ago at least, and that was long before my time. We think the Morati destroyed our files so that we can’t verify anyone’s identity. We can’t track them down.”


Neil shuffles his feet. “So you saw fit to have all your records on material that could burn?” There’s an annoyed, almost accusatory edge to his voice, but the girls don’t seem offended.


“If you can believe it, they used to have rolls of papyrus.” Megan rolls her eyes, making me warm to her even more. “Normally the files wouldn’t burn. But angels can destroy what angels create.”


Libby stands up straighter. In the way she holds her shoulders, rigid but slanted forward like too much responsibility is weighing upon her, Libby reminds me of my mother, someone I was never able to get along with, no matter how hard I tried. Libby retrieves our clipboards, dematerializes the desk, and motions for us to follow her. We pick our way through the long, dark hallway, with Megan trailing behind us. In the dim light the cabinets cast ominous shadows.


I drag my feet, dreading going any closer to Morati hell-bent on getting revenge. There must be some way to find them before they find me. “Couldn’t we track them down by searching everyone’s memories? That’d verify who they are, right?”


“In most cases, yes,” Libby confirms. “But angels and the more powerful humans here can control their memories, showing only what they want to and concealing what they don’t. That’s why we haven’t had any luck finding them yet.”


“Careful!” Neil maneuvers me away from a drawer that juts out at a sharp angle, but my foot catches on something, and I trip into his arms, dropping my towel. He’s thin, but strong—the steady presence in my life I was missing for most of my death. And for a minute I allow myself to rest on his chest and imagine we are far away from here, that his heart still beats, and that we’re still alive.


“Yes, please watch your step.” Libby looks back at me over her shoulder with a mixture of envy and pity, but she keeps walking. “The people of Level Three need you.”


I pull away from Neil, startled, and hurry after her. “What? Why?” It’s totally selfish, but I don’t want to be needed—not by anyone other than Neil. I want to be able to figure out what I want, without any pressure. And time with Neil. That’s what post-Morati Level Two offered me. But we became restless, and the lack of privacy, as well as the promise of something exciting just beyond our reach, convinced us to move on. It might turn out to be the biggest mistake of my afterlife.


“You have a ton of potential, Felicia. You were able to bring down the Morati once, and maybe you can do it again. If you develop your skills further, we think you could be the one who can expose the Morati, by looking into their memories and seeing their true selves. And then we can neutralize their threat.” We’ve reached a door, and Libby stops in front of it. “If you survive that long,” she says, low enough that Neil doesn’t seem to hear it, but I do. Despite my potential she’s skeptical of my current value. And I can’t say I disagree with her.


Libby turns the knob. “What I’ve told you is classified, known only to the security force and a few others. If people were aware of the Morati’s presence, and that they can blend in with us, people could panic. It would only make our hunt for them more difficult. Please keep this to yourselves.” When we nod our assent, Libby throws open the door. Now that we’re both completely dry, Megan takes Neil’s towel and dematerializes it.


We walk out into a small courtyard bordered on all sides by arched walkways, and with a fountain at its center. I look up and see blue sky. The whole scene is so Earthlike, so real, it makes me want to cry. I can almost imagine I’m home again, that the artificial white surroundings of Level Two were only a long nightmare and I’ve finally woken up.


Neil peers upward as well, and his eyes shine. He puts his arm around me and draws me close. I rest my head on his shoulder, and his curls brush against my forehead. If time could stand still in this moment, we would be perfectly happy, wrapped up in each other, regardless of what’s going on in Level Three.


“Before you go through processing, you can get an idea of the layout of this section of Level Three.” Libby waves us over to a sign that features the sort of map I remember from shopping malls, complete with a red dot proclaiming “You are here.” “Megan, please do the honors.”


Megan grins so widely that sunlight reflects off her braces. “I’d love to!” Her eagerness gives me the impression that Libby doesn’t let her do much. “We’re in Area Two, also known as the Training Center. Dorms are all between Western Avenue and Western Bridge, which leads to Area One. Oh, and then your classes will be in these buildings here to the east, past Eastern Avenue. The middle corridor includes this central administration building, where Libby’s office is, and other important buildings such as the Muse Collection Library. It’s all separated by courtyards or lawns until you get farther north.” She taps a drawing of a hill. “This is where we have all our assemblies. And then beyond that we have our sports fields. Got it? Or do you have questions?”


I have so many questions, I don’t even know where to begin. But Neil blurts, “Why do you still have braces?” It’s a good question, if a little rude. We can materialize our appearance to the best version of ourselves, so it is unusual that Megan would keep unnecessary metal in her mouth.


Megan pulls her lips back, like she’s at the dentist, revealing a gap between her top front teeth. “When I died, I’d had these on for a whole year. Back then I couldn’t wait to get them off. But now they make me feel more like me, you know?”


I understand. I spent most of my time in Level Two in a plain white shift, and I love being able to wear my familiar clothes now.


“Libby says that once I’ve distanced myself enough from earthly things, I’ll be ready to let my braces go, and pin them on the Forgetting Tree.” Megan sneaks a glance at Libby. “Detachment is part of my training to be a muse, my chosen career.”


“They’ll hear about all that soon enough,” Libby admonishes. “Give them a chance to settle in first.”


“Wait until you see more of the campus.” Megan changes the subject and ignores Libby’s look of irritation. I appreciate it, because her chatter helps to lower my anxiety level. “We have everything a vocational training center needs. Well, except we don’t have a cafeteria, of course. Or bathrooms.”


While it would be heavenly to take a long hot shower, I’m not too bummed about the lack of a dining hall. In my book, in the competition for foods I miss the least, cafeteria offerings are up there with those cardboard-like pizza pockets they serve on international flights.


“So we’re staying in dorms?” Neil asks. “Aren’t there tons of people here? How do you find a place for everyone?”


“Enrollment has been down as a result of the Morati keeping everyone locked up in Level Two for so long,” Libby answers. “And most of the trainees we had before that time have long moved on to their afterlife careers. It was mostly just us murder victims until about four months ago, when people were able to move up again.”


“That was four months ago?” My head feels fuzzy when I think about time. It never mattered in Level Two, and there was no way to mark it, so I lost my sense for it.


“Yes. It was chaotic that first week, with all the changes we had to make,” Libby says. “We have a larger security force now, but most of our population isn’t aware what the destruction of the records room means. And like I said, we want to keep it that way.”


We’re walking again, turning a corner and arriving at a bank of three booths with turnstiles, much like the tollgates on a major highway. This must be processing. “You go through the center one,” Megan says. She explains that the booth on the left is to process children under twelve who return to Earth to be reincarnated, and the booth on the right is for those who died on Earth at age sixty-five or above. The elderly are allowed to take up residence in the senior center in Area Three until the next Ascension Day retirement ceremony, when they can move on to the next level. Both children and the elderly have caretakers until they leave Level Three.


Libby hands our clipboards to the attendant in the center booth, who scrutinizes us briefly and then returns our documents. It’s like passport control, only we’re entering a whole new world instead of a new country. When the attendant nods us through, Neil and I push forward, followed by Megan and Libby.


Megan steps ahead and leads us around another corner. When I look up, I gasp. Because leaning against a column is the last person I ever thought I’d see again. My former best friend, Autumn.





two


AUTUMN STARES STRAIGHT ahead, her expression blank. I take in her stiff pose, bile rising in my throat as images of her slashed and lifeless body on my bed burst through my skull.


I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment and lean against Neil. He is aware of my horrible betrayal of our friendship—that I caused a snowstorm of bitter feelings by sneaking around with Julian behind her back. He’s never met Autumn, of course. She was murdered before I knew him. But he’s seen her in my memories of happier times. I told him all about how I was forced to move from Germany to Ohio, mainly because of my poor decisions in the wake of her death.


I picture Autumn at her most alive—on the crest of a roller coaster at Disneyland Paris, throwing her arms up, doubling over with laughter—and only then do I dare look at her again. She wears a simple black long-sleeved T-shirt and yoga pants. Her blond hair is pulled back into a severe ponytail, and her face is scrubbed clean of the makeup she never used to leave her house without. Her feet are also bare, toes overlapping the edge of the covered sidewalk and digging into the green grass of the lawn.


Megan goes and sits down next to her on the concrete, as if she’s settling in for a long wait.


Libby makes a mark on one of the clipboards. “This is Autumn. She helps train promising candidates for the seraphim guard, and as the head of our security force, she screens new arrivals.”


When Libby finishes her introduction, Autumn finally looks our way. Her eyes widen, and I brace myself for a boiling burst of condemnation. She rocks on her heels and then closes the distance between us in three bounding strides. Before I can move, she knocks into me, tearing me out of Neil’s grasp.


I curl my shoulders in to protect myself from her blows. It takes a second for me to process that she’s not sneering and jabbing at me. She’s squealing and jumping and hugging me as if she’s excited I’ve crawled back into her life, as if she’s forgiven me when I haven’t even been able to forgive myself. It’s so unexpected, so undeserved, that the huge knot of shame in my chest comes undone and spills out of me in heaves and spurts.


“What’s wrong?” Autumn asks, releasing me. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”


In this moment I am happy. Even if I can’t quite trust this dawning awareness that I might have the chance to win my oldest, dearest friend back. It seems too good to be true. I need to tell her how sorry I am. How much penance I’ve paid for the wrong I did her. “I’m sorry,” I blubber. “For what . . . I did. With Julian.” I stumble over the words, feel them collide in my mouth, like they’re too big to fit in there all at once.


Autumn shakes her head, and her ponytail swishes back and forth. “Oh, Felicia, it’s fine. It really is. The first thing you learn in Level Three is how to let go. Make peace with your past. I have.”


Her eyes sparkle with sincerity and joy. Level Three has obviously been good to her. I’m overcome with gratitude that the unpredictability of the cosmos has arranged this in my favor. Even if my future is uncertain, even if the Morati lie in wait beyond this encounter, at least I can die again knowing that I’m forgiven. With Autumn and Neil by my side.


Libby clears her throat, and Autumn startles, as if just now realizing that we have an audience. “Who’s this?” Autumn asks brightly. Neil laces his fingers through mine, and Autumn smiles. “Your boyfriend?”


I nod. “Neil. He’s the sweetest guy I’ve ever met.”


“And he’s cute!” Autumn winks, making Neil duck his head and blush. We all trade bemused glances, and I start to think Level Three might be okay after all.


“We should probably begin,” Autumn says with chipper enthusiasm. “Even though I know you, I still have to screen you.”


“For what?” I ask.


“Autumn and a few of the other elite members of the security force greet new trainees to make sure they’re mentally fit for service,” Libby explains. “She’ll read your memories via your palm. I assume you’ve both done memory transfers before.”


We have. After the fall of the Morati’s hive architecture and the memory chambers, touching palms was the only way to access memories. Neil and I dipped in and out of our lives on Earth with regularity in the months we spent together before coming here.


I pull away from Neil so I can lift my palm for Autumn. I hope she’s not planning to show me her death memory. It’s not that I don’t wonder who killed her—that mystery was never solved—but I don’t want to relive it with her.


Autumn leans forward and allows our palms and the pads of our fingers to connect. The instant they do, I’m sucked into a black hole. Murky images fly and scratch at me like ravens spooked from a fence. I can’t hold on to anything long enough to process it. I twist away from her, breaking contact.


“I’m sorry!” Autumn winces. “I should have warned you that memory transfers with someone as practiced in mind blocking as I am can be unpleasant. In order to assess your mental strength, I put up defenses instead of openly showing you one of my memories. It wouldn’t be fair to everyone else if I were to go easy on you because you’re my best friend.”


We all chuckle uncomfortably, even Megan, who twists blades of grass between her fingers, forming them into tiny animal figurines. So far two giraffes and a penguin stand at attention next to her on the sidewalk.


“Your turn,” Autumn says to Neil. After my reaction to the screening, Neil is understandably hesitant. But he’s never been one to question authority, so he dutifully lifts his palm and only flinches once while they’re connected.


Autumn releases Neil, and he stumbles back to my side. “See? That wasn’t so bad.” The honey in her voice is sticky and leaves a slightly bitter aftertaste.


Libby poises her pencil above her clipboard. “Your verdict, please.”


Autumn shrugs. “I’d say they’re both suitable for something midlevel. Muse, maybe. Felicia is, like, a genius on the piano.” She’s casual about it, but I notice the extra emphasis she gives the “mid” in “midlevel.” She always had a competitive streak, especially with me. She’s obviously earned her high position, and I don’t begrudge her for it.


Libby raises her eyebrows but makes another mark on her clipboard, while Megan jumps up and claps her hands, knocking her grass figurines over. “Muse? How cool! I can totally show you two around!”


“Great,” Autumn says. “But don’t you think someone should be at the records room in case any new arrivals come in?”


Megan looks over to Libby for instructions. “You will handle that this afternoon while I help these two get settled in,” Libby says, addressing Autumn. Her hard tone suggests it’s more an order than a request.


Autumn’s mouth gapes open at this obvious deviation in protocol, and her nose wrinkles in irritation. “Of course.” Then she pulls me into another quick hug. “I still can’t believe you’re really here—”


“So,” Libby interrupts, “the fact that you two are friends works to your advantage, Felicia. Because Autumn is so well known as the head of security, the Morati will steer clear of her if they’re smart. So far they’ve kept a low profile, so we don’t anticipate a major attack. It gives us time to figure out what their end game is.”


If Autumn is surprised that we’ve been briefed on the Morati’s infiltration, she hides it well. “You’re safe with me.” She squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll come by your room after my shift and check on you, okay?” The conviction in her voice helps to tamp down my panic about the Morati a few notches. If my powerful best friend is watching out for me, maybe I won’t have to constantly look over my shoulder.


“You’re the best,” I say. She grins, gives me a thumbs-up sign, and sets off back the way we came.


As shell-shocked as I am by Level Three’s revelations—that the Morati somehow slipped through, that Autumn is here and doesn’t hate me, and that it appears we’ll have to choose and train for some sort of afterlife career—I can’t help but feel a tiny shiver of excitement for all the possibilities that await. And maybe that does make me courageous.


Neil bends down and retrieves Megan’s discarded grass giraffes, cupping them carefully like he once handled a baby bird. “Can I keep these?” he asks her, inspecting them up close. “They’re beautiful.”


Megan nods excitedly. “Thank you. I was really into sculpture before.”


“It shows,” Neil says.


Libby sighs, indicating she’s not nearly as impressed. She leads us through an archway and down another narrow walkway until we emerge onto a perfectly manicured lawn, bordered on all sides by impressive stone buildings.


There are small clusters of people milling about, lounging on benches, sitting cross-legged under trees. Oddly, the members of each group all wear the same color. Otherwise, the scene looks straight out of all the glossy college brochures I used to get before my scholastic achievement took a nosedive midway through my senior year. After my meltdown when Autumn died, my mother sent me to live with my paternal grandmother in Ohio. The Foreign Service revoked my diplomatic passport for abusing it, and my mother had to make a choice between her career and me. She didn’t choose me. I was so upset, I didn’t even bother to apply to any schools. Neil was all set to go to Ohio State, and I thought about joining him at the start of the spring semester. I’m now hit with another twinge of longing for my earthly life. I mourn the fact that I’ll never know how things might have turned out if Neil and I had lived.


As we walk, Libby passes Neil and me each a brochure from her clipboard. “In Level Three you train for your afterlife careers. Like Megan said, she’s training for the muse program.”


I flip through the brochure. Careers are divided into sections based on where the work is performed. Under “Earth” I see headings for muses, demon hunters, spirit trappers, and guardian angels. Under “Level Three” are the healers and caretakers, and under “Level Four” is the seraphim guard. The careers are ranked by degree of difficulty, and muse is, indeed, considered midlevel. The most elite careers are with the demon hunters and the seraphim guard.


Neil points to one of the subheads on page two. “I think muse does sound perfect for us.” He reads aloud from the brochure. “Muses inspire the arts and enrich people’s lives. Prerequisites include: one, an excellent memory; two, a complete detachment from one’s earthy life; and three, a natural talent in art, poetry, dance, music, comedy, or history.”


I nod, Autumn’s less-than-stellar recommendation still rankling a bit. “Yeah, we should do that.”


“Really? You want to?” Megan asks. “I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone in the program. I also played the tuba for years.” She puffs out her cheeks and places her arms out in front of her like she’s holding the large instrument. “You should’ve seen how much my lungs could hold back then.”


She looks so comical, both Neil and I have to laugh.


“Well, you’re still full of hot air,” Libby teases. It’s the first time she’s loosened up the whole day.


On the building north of us, which is the Muse Collection Library, according to the map Megan showed us, a brick changes color from blue to orange. The facade is a mishmash of different styles, as if hundreds of architects had a hand in its construction. It’s strange but beautiful.


“It is lovely here,” Libby says. “Everything that wasn’t already put in place by the celestial custodians is collectively materialized. There are subtle changes every day, when the mood strikes someone to update something.” She points at a frowning gargoyle on the peak of one of the towers, and its expression morphs into an enigmatic, Mona Lisa–type smile.


We stand for a moment, taking everything in. A clique of students all wearing yellow jostles past us. One of them stops to give me a backhanded high five and shouts into my face, “Hunters are yellow!” When I don’t respond, he mutters “Demons are blue” and rushes off to catch up with his friends.


“Uh, what was that?” I ask.


“Your dress is yellow,” Megan says. “They thought you were a demon hunter.”


“Here you show your affiliation to your career by wearing its color,” Libby explains, pointing to the yellow background behind the demon hunter description in the brochure. Below it the healer text appears on a red background. Some healer might come by and spout off a motto to Neil now, all because of the color of his shirt. In any case, he looks as lost and confused as I feel.


“Don’t worry if this all seems complicated at first. You’ll learn the peculiarities of this place as you get settled in,” Libby assures us. “We all have the goal to make the most out of our afterlife, but we go about it in different ways.”


“Muses wear orange,” Neil says, obviously deducing it from the color of Megan’s dress. He scans the brochure. “But what is pink?” he asks, referring to Libby’s suit.


“Pink is neutral.” Libby materializes a big black binder stuffed with ragged-edged papers and dumps it into Megan’s arms. These papers don’t look like they’ve been burned, merely crinkled and haphazardly arranged. “I assume the two of you would like to room together.”


“Yes,” I say at the same time that Neil says, “No.”


I spin and face him, confused. “What do you mean, no? Why not?” I don’t want to leave his side for a second, let alone whatever time we’re meant to spend in our dorm rooms. And with the Morati lurking, I’d feel safer with Neil around.


Neil flicks his gaze back and forth between me and Libby, biting his lip. “It’s just . . . well, we shouldn’t live together until we get married.”


He stresses that last word so earnestly, it’s all I can do not to laugh derisively. I can’t believe he thinks being married or not matters in the afterlife. “You’re not serious.”


Neil reaches out and caresses my face, looking me straight in the eye. “Don’t be mad. I want to room with you. It could very well be that nothing I was taught to believe is true, but I can’t flip a switch, forget about my morals, and be a different person. I need time to adjust.”


Maybe Neil thinks I’m immoral because I’d room with him without hesitation. Is Neil still too good for me, even in death? Back on Earth he was the worship leader at church, until he had to give it up because I wouldn’t sign a purity pledge. People whispered behind our backs that I was corrupting him. But I never intended to. I only ever wanted us to be together. What’s so bad about that? Still, I can see that I need to be patient. Neil was patient with me. When I couldn’t open up to him about my shameful past, he never pressured me. Maybe he’ll be more relaxed once we get used to it here, once he realizes his church group is not patrolling his every moral move. So I nod, letting him know I understand, even if I can’t trust myself to speak right now.


“We’ll put you in rooms across the hall for now, and if you want to move, you can tell me.” Libby scrawls something on one of her tattered sheets and hands it to Megan. Then she shuts the binder and taps the cover with her pencil. “Megan, go ahead and show Neil to his room. I want to talk to Felicia for a moment.”


Neil raises one eyebrow but gives me a peck on the cheek and follows Megan. “See you in a second.”


Once they’re out of earshot, Libby leads me to a bench and we sit down. “I think we need a second opinion regarding your mental fitness. You should go out for the seraphim guard. That’s the best way to develop the kind of skills you’d need to expose the Morati.”


“But Neil wants to be a muse. Couldn’t I develop those skills another way?”


Libby pats my arm. “You don’t have to share everything. I learned that the hard way.”


“What do you mean?”


“I came here with someone as well. My fiancé.” She pauses as if she’s lost in thought. “Life on Earth is finite, so we make promises easily. When we say ‘forever’ there, we know that it will end sometime. In the afterlife ‘forever’ is a much bigger promise. And it’s one that most of us are not capable of keeping.”


My skin prickles. “But some people can.”


I need to believe that this is true. Neil has saved me more than once already. I love him and I can’t lose him.


She shrugs. “Maybe. But Jeremy and I couldn’t. It was his idea to camp out on the side of Interstate 70. I found it too difficult not to blame him for us getting murdered.”


“I’m sorry.”


“It doesn’t matter. Look, all I’m saying is that you should do what’s best for you. You’re a person first, and part of a couple second.”


I stand up, and immediately feel light-headed. “Yeah. I’ll keep it in mind.” I don’t care what Libby says. Neil and I will always be together. And I’d bet my afterlife on that.





three


LIBBY AND I WALK to the dorms in silence, ascend four flights of stairs, and then enter a wide hallway. With its red-and-gold-patterned carpet and white walls, it looks like a fancy hotel rather than a dorm. A bellboy pushing a luggage rack wouldn’t be the least bit out of place.


Libby leads me to room 532 and opens the door. The room is completely bare except for beige wall-to-wall carpeting and a window. “This looks comfy,” I say, unable to stop the biting edge to my words. Thanks to her unwanted relationship advice, Libby’s not exactly my favorite person right now.


“It’s up to you to materialize your own furniture.”


When I respond only with a glare, she turns on her heel abruptly and walks off. “Neil’s in 531,” she calls. “Good luck.”


Good riddance. I slam the door to my empty room, cross the hall, and raise my knuckles to knock on Neil’s door. Finding that it’s open a crack, I peek in. He’s laughing with Megan. He has already changed into an orange T-shirt and set the grass giraffes on his old desk from home. His curtains are there too, drawn over the window above his bed and his guitar stand. The only item I don’t recognize is a wooden kitchen chair. Megan sits on it with her hands tucked neatly under her thighs.


“I’m here.” I push the door lightly and step in. “Libby left.”


“Hey! Megan is ready to give us a tour. Isn’t that cool?” Neil asks.


“Sure,” I say, trying to muster up some enthusiasm. It occurs to me that Neil’s bed looks lonely without his cat, Sugar, on it. It will look even lonelier without me in it with him at night.


“You might want to change clothes.” Megan giggles. “Unless you want to attract more demon hunters.”


“I’ll be fine,” I insist. I’d have to search long and hard through my memory to find anything orange in my wardrobe, and I don’t feel up to it right now. “I can’t recall ever wearing orange, to be honest.”


“It doesn’t have to be something you wore, just something you touched.” Megan kicks up her legs. “I borrowed these socks from my sister’s Halloween costume. She dressed up as a pumpkin.”


Neil puts his hands behind his back and then grins widely, his dimples on full display. “Before we go, I want to give you something.” He steps forward and extends his right hand, revealing a small box wrapped in silver paper, with silver bells dangling from a gold ribbon. It’s an exact replica of the gift he gave me in the car before we crashed. And died.


My fingers fly to the hollow at the base of my throat. The skep charm. I never had the chance the wear it.


“Go ahead.” Neil shakes it so that the bells swing back and forth. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment, but I think it’s time we finally celebrate your birthday.”


It’s sweet how he’s trying to make up for disappointing me concerning our living arrangements. I take the box from him and rip into the paper, unwrapping the white fabric-covered ring box. I pop it open eagerly. It’s empty.


“The skep charm’s not there.” I slam the box back into his palm harder than I intended, and the hinge snaps closed.


Neil’s face falls when he reopens the box. “I don’t understand. Where is it?”


“Maybe you never touched what was actually inside,” Megan suggests. “You have to have had physical contact with something in order to materialize it.”


“I did touch it,” Neil insists. “I put it into the box.”


“Try again,” Megan says.


Neil sucks in a breath and tips his head slightly forward. It’s what he always does when he materializes something. But the charm still doesn’t come.


“Wait,” I say. “I touched it too. Let me try.” I can see the charm’s beehive shape clearly in my mind, but when I try to produce it, it doesn’t work. I’ve never had that happen before.


“Maybe you can’t make it appear because it was made out of traveler’s silver,” Megan says.


“But it was gold,” I say.


“Argentum viaticum can be gold plated.” Megan slips her hands into the side pockets of her dress. “Anyway, it’s the only substance I know of that can’t be replicated. But it’s not found on Earth. It can only be mined in the higher levels.”


Neil retrieves the crumbled wrapping paper from his beige carpet and deposits it on his desk with the empty box. “Well, obviously the charm was not made of that, then.”


Megan shrugs and then jumps up from her chair. “Yeah, of course not. I’ve only seen traveler’s silver in the obols that muses use to travel back and forth between here and Earth to do their jobs.”


“Right! Muses travel back to Earth.” That’s what the brochure said too. It makes Level Three instantly more appealing. I could go back and visit my dad, and Grammy, if she’s still alive. Even though it seemed like I was in Level Two for an eternity, Julian told me that time worked differently there and that only two Earth years had passed since I’d died.


Megan walks to the still-open door. “Shall we go?”


“Sorry.” Neil draws me into a hug. I let him. He whispers into my ear, “Maybe I can find another way to cheer you up. Later.” It’s teasing and seductive at the same time, and it kinda makes me want to push Megan out the door and lock it behind her.


But we follow Megan out for the grand tour around the campus. She leads us down a side road between the dorm buildings. “First I want to show you one of my favorite places, Western Bridge Park.”


When we emerge from the passageway, we’re maybe twenty paces south of the bridge. It’s massive stone, but the way it’s constructed, it looks more like a footbridge you’d see over a babbling brook. It slopes gently upward from both ends with no support beams or girders. Its size makes it sturdy, and there are barriers and railings for added safety. Those who cross the bridge do so purposefully, but there’s a group of healers wearing red dresses lounging on benches nearby.


The bridge spans a canyon approximately the width of a football field. Steep, rocky cliffs overlook a river that flows at least a thousand feet down below. It reminds me of the Royal Gorge above the Arkansas River in Colorado.


As we walk along the chasm heading north past the bridge, Megan answers our questions about Level Three. She explains that no one really knew why people stopped arriving from Level Two. The only new trainees that came in were people who had been murdered, so class sizes were small, and everyone got to know one another.


Then, after about eight years, the first refugees from Level Two trickled in and started sharing their stories about the battle with the Morati. It was also at this time that the records room was destroyed.


The bombing of the records room did not cause any structural impairment, and the population was told that there was nothing to worry about, and that the damage had been caused by an unfortunate accident. The only ones who knew otherwise were the heads of the careers, Libby, a few others, and now us. Those who’d been around during the era of limited arrivals questioned the need for the newly formed security force, but since those positions were filled mainly by seraphim guard trainees who were known to carry swords and knives anyway, the grumbles soon died out.


We cut through another break in the row of dorms that seems to go on forever into the distance. We wander along the edges of sports fields, watching the rivalries play out between the various careers. Cheers of “Don’t lose your spirit!” erupt as a spirit trapper in a purple uniform tackles a green-clad caretaker.


“As you can see,” Megan says, “no one is worried at all about the Morati. And personally, I don’t think you need to worry either. Libby can be a bit of a drama queen.”


Megan’s assessment of Libby seems fair, but I can’t let my guard down yet. The low hum of the Morati’s signal buzzes through my veins, and if I can sense them, then they must be aware of me. With my luck they’re probably waiting until I’ll be alone and vulnerable in my room.


Once we reach Eastern Avenue, we turn right and enter a steady flow of students as they make their way to and from classes. Megan points out the classroom where a new muse orientation will take place tomorrow. She explains that most of the career tracks have new orientations every few days now that the population is rapidly expanding.


We’ve reached the lawn in front of the Muse Collection Library when Megan stops. “One of the demon hunters is flagging you down.”


I turn in the direction that Megan’s head is tilted. Coming toward us is a guy in tight yellow workout gear who seems incredibly familiar somehow. His dimpled grin is on full display, and he struts like he’s a very big deal. When he gets closer, he holds out his arms for a hug. “Felicia! I thought that was you.” I shrink away, and he drops his arms casually to his side. I have no idea who he is.
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