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To Dawn, Duck, Nox, and all those who have gone before.
We will meet again.
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“Indeed the safest road to Hell is the gradual one—the gentle slope, soft
underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without

signposts.” — C.S. Lewis



Part One

1

here is no question that being run over by a train is the most
ignominious form of death. And it’s not close. All an animate
being has to do to avoid being brutally killed by one is successfully
navigate a four-and-a-half-foot space while a train doesn’t happen to be
speeding by. It gets worse when considering the various safety devices in
place to prevent such mayhem. There are crossing guards that physically
block the path of an oncoming train; there are red blinking lights; there are
blaring horns. This list goes on.
It doesn’t help that everyone in the World of the Dead greets you by first
asking your name and, almost invariably, next inquiring: “how did you die?”
So let’s get this out of the way right from the get-go. My name is Atticus.
I was killed by a train.
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2

he details of my demise are a potent cocktail of shame and

embarrassment. If T had to blame something—which is probably a

precarious proposition—it would have to be a smudge. Yes, a
smudge. I had just picked up a brand-new Lexus from a local dealership and
was engaged in the fleeting thrills of a shiny new thing. I guess there are
worse odors than new-car smell that could inhabit the senses in those last
precious moments of life. But what a waste!

Like everything else I experienced during mortality, and I mean
everything, I have a perfect memory of that fateful drive. I've relived it
dozens of times, but the sharp sting of the utter stupidity of it all never seems
to leave me. I was blissfully driving on clear dry roads, confidently telling
myself that this was the best vehicle ever manufactured by mankind. /¢ bas
eight cupholders for the front seat passengers! But why would I ever need eight?
Wow, the brakes are so responsive. A slight nudge and this thing stops on a
dime. What's that button do? Does it really parallel park itself?

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride at the immaculate state of this
brand-new car. This thing is so clean inside. I'm going to keep it that way for
good—not like my last car. And that’s where it all went wrong. But what’s
that on the windshield? It looks like maybe they forgot to take off one of those
new-car stickers. So, like a buffoon, I reached toward the windshield and
pulled that unsightly yellow rectangle from the pristine, unblemished glass
of my new Lexus. So far, so good. I was still breathing at that point. But all
was not yet right. The spot where the sticker had so recently been was now
inhabited by a smudge, a smear, an uneven mound of leftover adhesive. It

had to be removed at that very moment; it couldn’t wait.
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Ilicked the thumb on my left hand, leaned forward in my seat, and went
to work on that smudge. Ugh, what a mess. Why do they make this stuff so
hard to get off? As I then perceived it in my mortal mind, I was only taking
my eyes off the road for a second or two. But I now know I was solely
focused on that smudge for ten to fifteen seconds at a time. And when I did
glance at the road, my fleshy brain wasn’t processing any information. But
despite all that, I was still heading straight down the road, staying in my lane,
and—most importantly—breathing.

But not for long. As I kept rubbing and smearing that smudge, I heard
a ding from my smartphone. My eyes went from the lower left corner of my
windshield directly to the device, which was sitting in one of the numerous
cupholders in the center console. As I review the memories now, my eyes
briefly saw the crossing gates in the down position. My eyes also saw the red
glow of the warning lights. The focus of my cognitive thought, however,
jumped straight from the smudge to a text message on my phone. It read:
“Are you still picking up the boys tonight?” Ob no. Am I late again? My
eyes then jumped to the center console, which displayed the time. Yup, late
again. Wow, that is a good-looking display. That screen is huge.

That profound gem was the last complete thought that formed, fired,
and rattled around the space between my ears during mortality. While
everything else is a jumble, I've been able to somewhat piece it together. As
I lovingly gazed at the technological luster of my new digital dash, the shiny
hood of my Lexus crashed through the crossing gate with a grating bang. I
instinctively looked up and to the left as I heard screeching brakes. The
locomotive was right on top of me, and I had no time to react. I felt a
significant impact from the left and a sudden, resolute darkness.
Fortunately, there was no time for much pain. I descended into an abyss of
confusion almost instantly.

I was a dead man.
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3

Ithough my physical body was now scattered across the railroad

tracks, and despite my long-held beliefs and expectations to the

contrary, my consciousness continued. That continuation was so
fluid, in fact, that I didn’t even realize the seriousness of my situation. I
remained in a dark roller coaster of unawareness for what—as far as I could
perceive—was only a brief time. I soon emerged to find myself in some kind
of thick, white haze. There was no discernible floor upon which I stood—
no obvious walls or ceiling. Just vapor.

What is this? Where am I? 1 extended my arms and fingers out before
me, trying to orient myself. My arms were somewhat visible to my eyes, and
appeared to be wrapped in a faint glow. But my outstretched fingers could
only be seen as wispy shadows in the mist, subtly redirecting the light as they
moved through the vagueness.

What is that noise? 1 blinked hard and squinted, trying to focus on what
sounded like faint chatter. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw movement
in the brightness, as if someone were seated before me and gesturing while
speaking. I felt an intense warmth enter the space around me.

“Who’s there?” I said out loud, more as a demand than a question. And
what’s wrong with my voice? Why does it sound so strange? Whatever was out
there in the light did not respond, at least not in any way I could understand.
But I thought I could still perceive movement and muftled words.

“Is someone trying to talk to me? If you are, I can’t understand what
you're saying.” My voice. Maybe it’s this fog. It’s like I can barely feel
anything in my throat when I talk.

12
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But still nothing. I stood motionless and ceased my efforts at
communication. After a few more seconds, the faint flickering before me
seemed to altogether dissolve into the light. The comforting warmth was
gone. I perceived that I was totally alone. What is this? And what do I do
now? Am I trapped here?

“Hello? Is there anybody there? Can you hear me?” But my pleas for
some kind of explanation, some kind of anything, went unanswered. Only
the seemingly endless fog remained visible.

And then suddenly, with no warning of any kind, I was plunged back
into the darkness. I had the sensation of falling, but not a solitary visual cue

told me I was. Although I didn’t know how, I was very much on the move.

13



A

fter a few more twists and turns in the blackness, I again stood

upon my feet. In place of a blinding white haze, however, I found

yself facing a thick forest of trees. The foliage was a deep shade

of green, with upper branches shifting methodically due to a pleasant breeze.

But something about the scene was strange, almost as if there was a subtle

translucence to each tree. I shifted my gaze around, and saw a round lake of
deep blue directly behind me.

At least I can see now. 1 again stretched out my arms and hands,
confirming they were intact. I looked at my feet, reached down and patted
my legs, and rubbed my hands over my stomach and chest. Everything is still
here. Maybe I wasn’t injured in the wreck. But whose clothes are these? 1 was
wearing a simple collared shirt and khaki pants. I wore no socks or shoes of
any kind, and my smartwatch was no longer attached to my wrist. /¢ could
have been damaged in the accident.

And then I noticed it. Okay, what is going on here? My arms and hands,
which were altogether bare, had that same hint of translucence I had
observed in the trees. I shook my head and blinked hard, hoping the answer
to the riddle was either in my head or eyes. I brought my hand close to my
face and, while doing so, distinctly saw a hint of the forest green shining
through my palm. And something else was different. My hands—previously
tull of middle-aged-man wrinkles, freckles, and small scars—were flawless in
appearance. Even the tan line from my watch was gone. Everything seemed
... perfect.

I again shifted my gaze, this time hoping to find someone, anyone who

could help me. How did I get here? Where is everybody? But I was totally
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alone. I looked out across the lake and could observe no boat—no indication
whatsoever of how I might have arrived atits banks. Whoa, that’s incredible.
As I looked over the water, my eyes secemed to possess a level of
magnification I had never before experienced. I was able to discern minute
details on the opposite shoreline. Despite that visual clarity, I could see no
one.

Well, I can’t stand here forever. 1 started exploring the terrain with my
new and improved eagle eyes—looking for something, anything, that might
hint at civilization. And then I saw it. In the tall grass that bordered the
forest, there seemed to be a little-used trail. Finally! T immediately set out
for the path, taking my first steps since the crash.

I stopped almost as quickly as I started. What now?1looked down at my
teet; they were definitely there. But it was almost as if there was nothing on
top of them. [ feel ... empry, like there’s no weight on me. 1 picked my right
foot up off the ground and examined it carefully, rubbing it with both
hands while I shifted my weight to the other. Other than the strange
appearance of perfection, everything looked fine. I'// deal with this later.

I set out again for the trail, determined to get some answers.

15



5

he path wound itself around the forest for a time, and then took

me directly into the woods. Instead of the darkness I expected

under the canopy of trees, there was a faint glow from every living
thing I saw. Here we go again: more surprises. And, sure enough, I noticed
that my arms, hands, and feet had a similar sheen. 7 must have missed that
out in the sunlight. This is just great. 1 made my way along the trail at a good
clip, based on both my eagerness to get to the end and my near-weightless
state.

After what seemed like a few minutes of walking, the path twisted and
turned its way out of the forest. Emerging from the canopy, I encountered
a charming meadow filled with spring flowers and soft grass. At the very
center sat two white pods, only a few feet apart. They looked like vertically
elongated eggs, with openings for someone to sitinside. I saw what appeared
to be legs extending from one of the pods, clothed in a light, floral dress.
Thank you!

“Hello! Can you help me, please?” I said, walking swiftly toward the
pods. But there was no response. The bare feet beneath the dress, which
were crossed and sitting casually atop the turf, did not move. Really? 1
quickened my pace to a run, nearly fell over trying to keep my balance, and
finally reached the space between the pods. For the first time since my
wreck, I clearly saw another human being. But she didn’t look like any adult
woman I had ever seen. She was beautiful, every curve and contour of her
unblemished face in total harmony. Nota strand of her dark brown hair was

out of place. She wore a caring smile, which displayed perfectly straight
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teeth. Whoa. She shifted her luminescent face upward and made eye contact
with me.

“Mr. White,” she said calmly, “please, have a seat.” She gestured toward
the empty pod and lowered her head in its general direction. “You probably
have a few questions.”

“Yeah, maybe a couple.” Understatement of the century. 1 accepted her
invitation and sat down in the pod. I couldn’t tell whether its shocking
comfort was due to the plush padding or my newfound thinness.

“Well, don’t fret, we’ll get you all situated.” She shifted in her seat, the
soft smile never leaving her face. “My name is Dawn, and it is my pleasure
to give you an introduction of sorts and provide you with some basic
information.”

An introduction? An introduction to what? “Thanks, I think.”

Dawn moved in her seat again, as if preparing to give a well-rehearsed
speech. “Well, Mr. White, if you haven’t figured it out yet, you are very
much dead.” She paused and kindly looked at me for a response.

This lady’s crazy. Absolutely stunning, but crazy. “That’s a bit hard to
understand,” I responded, trying to sound measured, “especially since you
and I are sitting here talking.”

“And yet, your physical body was just dropped off at the morgue after
being pulverized by a locomotive.” She recrossed her feet and continued.
“We are sitting here talking, Mr. White, because the part of you that thinks,
the part of you that acts, the part of you that is really you could never be
hurt by something like a speeding train.”

Can’t be true. Consciousness is a product of evolution; that’s been known

for decades. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe in any of that. There’s no such
thing as a soul or a spirit. I must be sleeping in a hospital bed. Maybe I'm
even in a coma.” But what if I don’t wake up? “This must be some kind of

delusion.”
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Dawn continued with patience, not at all frustrated by my
protestations. “You’re not in a dream, Mr. White. You’re not in a coma;
you’re not in a trance; you’re not hypnotized; and you’re not intoxicated or
otherwise under the influence of some medication that would cause
hallucinations. In fact, you are no longer tethered to the flesh. And you are
seeing the world with a different set of eyes, a set of eyes not overlaid by the
physical.”

“Can you prove it to me? How can I know you’re telling me the truth?”
This is impossible. And I'm not falling for it.

“I'don’t need to prove it to you. You’ll know soon enough. But, did you
happen to notice anything different as you walked along the path?”

“Like what?” I tried to buy time, not wanting to admit what she seemed
to already know.

“Let’s not be coy, Mr. White. By now you’ve seen; you’ve spoken;
you've walked. You know exactly what I’'m talking about.”

“I'will admit that things have been a bit ... strange.” 4 bit?“I expect that’s
a product of whatever head trauma I experienced during the automobile
accident.”

Dawn’s smile sharpened into a laugh. “You certainly experienced some
head trauma; I'll give you that much. But that old, wrinkled pile of meat
isn’t going to be providing you with any more cognition, delusional or
otherwise.” She paused, clasped her hands together, and continued. “But I
don’t have time in my schedule to try and convince you of your newfound
state. My assistant, who will be along shortly, can continue in that effort. I
have three instructions to provide, and then I’ll get you on your way.”

“So you just want me to pretend I’m really dead?” I can’t be dead!

“Exactly!” she responded with enthusiasm. “Take it as a hypothetical.
Once you’re convinced youre really dead, you’ll remember these

instructions and be right on your way.”
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Great. My subconscious is making deals with itself. “Sure, I guess. This is
all just some kind of fantasy in any event.”

“Go ahead and comfort yourself with that thought and I'll continue.”
She raised a perfect finger to her head and appeared to tap her earlobe twice.
She then looked me squarely in the eyes and resumed her speech. “I am the
Chair of the Atheist Welcoming Committee. My job is to help people like
you acclimate to the World of the Dead. I've served on the Committee for
the past 25 years, so I have a bit of experience in the matter.”

“The Atheist what?”

“The Atheist Welcoming Committee. You see, Mr. White, historically
many of your peers have ... struggled ... when arriving in the World of the
Dead. But I must congratulate you. Thus far you’ve kept your wits. I've seen
many lose all sense of reason and whimper like animals when true reality has
come crashing down upon them. But you, you’re doing a fine job thus far.”

I'm not sure this is a compliment. “Thanks, I think. So all you do is help
people like me?”

Her never-ending smile broadened. “I’s certainly not all I do, but it’s
quite a bit of what I do. Atheists, and everyone else for that matter, die every
day. There are numerous atheist welcoming committees spread throughout
the world to divvy up the acclimation work, but we all seem to be busier
lately. Back to the instructions, though. I’'m about out of time here.”

“Umm ... of course. Whatever you say.” I should be waking up anytime
now.

“Excellent! Let’s first talk about that real brain of yours, Mr. White—
the one you’re using now. It’s not inhibited by the frailties of the physical.
If you haven’t already, you will soon notice that it’s a marvelous machine,
marvelous beyond anything you could have ever imagined during your
mortal existence. One of those marvels is your ability to remember

everything in a shocking amount of detail.”
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“What do you mean, ‘everything?””

“I mean it in the fullest sense of the word, Mr. White. You will
remember everything you experienced in mortality, and everything you
experience here, in perfect clarity. For example, you read books in your
former life. I even understand you wrote a few books. You will remember
every word exactly, every smudge or smear of the printed text, every wrinkle
in the corner of a page. Literally everything. And, as it turns out, there are
some risks to that.”

“Like what? Eternal boredom?” Am I seriously getting snarky with my
own hallucination?

“Quite the opposite. You will be so enamored by your unfailing ability
to remember, that you may be tempted to ‘live’ inside those memories.
Rather than embracing your new existence here, you might feel an impulse
to escape to what you knew back then. It’s like watching a movie, but with
a thousand times more detail. And we can’t have you living in the past, Mr.
White. It can be a vicious waste of your time here, and expose you to
danger.”

“So you don’t want me to remember things, but you’re telling me 'm
going to remember everything? I guess I don’t see the risk.”

“That’s because you’re a natural skeptic. And I never said we don’t want
you to remember anything. That would be absurd. Your memories are a
great asset, and they should be used as you begin here. But don’t let them
overcome you, Mr. White. Don’t be consumed by the past.”

LTwasn’t expecting this. But what was I expecting? “Fine. I'll try not to be
consumed. ’'m not sure I understand why it much matters.”

“Just trust me on this one. By the way, we will give you a week. One
week in near isolation so that you can come to grips with your newfound
memories. But mark the time well. And pace yourself as you remember.

Don’t get trapped there.”
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“Great. I'll do my best.” Trapped there?

“Second: stay very close to your mentor over this first little while in the
World of the Dead. He will show you around. He’s a veteran member of the
Committee, and he was like you when he first arrived here.”

“Like me?”

“Of course I mean he was an atheist during the latter part of his
mortality. And he has acclimated well and become an important
contributor to society—which is exactly what we hope for you, Mr. White.
So, listen to him. Take his advice. Heed his warnings. He will take you under
his wing.”

Is she talking about real wings?

“And don’t hyperventilate; none of us have wings here. I was just using
a well-known expression from the World of the Living, or at least it used to
be. We are human beings, my boy.”

“Of course,” I responded. 17y to stay logical. “What else would we be?”

“You’d be surprised,” she responded, rolling her eyes. “Many arrive here
and expect winged angels and baby-faced cherubim. And they’re always
trying to find pearly gates. We have welcoming committees to assist those
individuals as well. But that’s easy work compared to what we’re about.”

“So, this isn’t heaven?” 4s if.

“Certainly not,” she responded, a furrowed brow replacing her smile for
the first time. “If it were, you wouldn’t need a mentor to protect and train
you. There are pockets of spectacular wickedness in the World of the Dead,
Mr. White. Which, by the way, leads me to my final instruction.”

Spectacular wickedness? Never beard that one before.

“Beware of the neverborns,” she said with severity. Her pleasant
demeanor was very much gone. “They will hunt you, especially given your

prior status in the World of the Living. And if they can, they will attempt to
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enlist and enslave you to their cause. Avoid them at all costs. They are liars,
thieves, and scoundrels through and through.”

So maybe I'm in bell? “What do you mean by ‘the neverborns?” And
how am I supposed to avoid them?”

“Although there are endless debates about who they really are, the
neverborns are just that, Mr. White. They were never born into the World
of the Living. Unfortunately, they look just like those of us who once lived.
No difference whatsoever! They can only be discerned by their lack of
knowledge about mortality. Your mentor will tell you more. Do not trifle
with them; do not underestimate them.”

“Iguess I don’tunderstand,” I stammered out, somewhat in a daze. I felt
a sense of nausea, but somehow more hollow inside. Usually this is where the
dream collapses and I wake up.

“That’s okay, Mr. White. It’s a lot to take in. You’ve only been dead a
few hours.” She suddenly stood from her chair and put her delicate hand on
my shoulder. She was even more majestic at her full height. “But we have big
hopes for you. Follow the instructions I provided, and you’ll be right on
your way to good things.”

“Uh... okay,” I said, awkwardly leaving my seat and standing next to her.
“Are we going somewhere now?”

“We are not,” she answered. She again tapped her earlobe and nodded
her head, as if she were communicating with someone else. “But I will need
to take my absence, as I have other work to attend to. Your mentor has
arrived, and he will take it from here. Good luck, Mr. White!”

22



6

c c elcome to the World of the Dead. ’'m Duck.”
I blinked hard, trying to get my bearings. Where’s
Dawn? Did he say “Duck?” Dawn was very much
nowhere to be found. In her place, a young man in his mid-20s with dark
brown hair and a perfectly-manicured beard stood before me. Another
flawless human being. He was dressed casually, wearing what appeared to be
Levi’s and a flannel shirt. Like Dawn—and me—he wore no shoes.

“Got a name, newbie?” the man asked, flashing a sarcastic grin as he
looked me over.

“Yes, I’'m Garry. Garry White. What happened to Dawn?”

“Garry, eh?” He laughed a bit and stroked his beard, ignoring my
question. “It’s a dated name for sure. I'd guess you were, what, born in the
mid-1950s or s0?”

“1978.” He's quite a bit different than Dawn.

“Fascinating,” he replied, laughing again. “I was born in “77 and hardly
knew anybody named Garry, unless they were old. Your parents must have
been huge Gary Cooper fans. Well, good for them. Everyone needs a hero.”

“You couldn’t have been born in 1977. You don’t look a day over 25.” 1
must be having another delusion.

“Dude, get used to it. You don’t look a day over 25 either. Nobody here
does. Your soul don’t age like your body. It’s a pristine machine, if you know
what I mean.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, a bit of protest in my
tone. He thinks I'm dead roo.

“So how’d you die, Garry?”
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Yup. Here we go again. “I tried to tell the other nice lady; I can’t be dead.
Dead people don’t talk to each other. And it doesn’t fit with my worldview.
You’re just a figment of my imagination.”

“You’ve never imagined anything this amazing,” he laughed, gesturing
to himself. “And I couldn’t care less about your ‘worldview.” But go ahead,
keep thinking you’re not dead. I don’t have time for that crap.”

That’s the same thing Dawn said, sort of. “Yeah, okay.”

“But seriously, tell me how you died. I promise I won’t laugh.”

I'm not dead!“I was driving in my car and—well—I got distracted. And
I’'m not entirely sure but I think I might have been hit by a train. And 'm
positive I've got some kind of brain injury because everything since then has
been crazy.” He’s not going to believe me.

He burst into laughter, rocking back and forth with his eyes closed. “Ah,
that’s the best, dude. I love it! We’re going to have a lot of fun with that
one.”

“What do you mean, a lot of fun?” What’s funny about getting hit by a
train?

“Well, I mean, I’'m going to have a lot of fun with that at your expense.”
He put his hand on my shoulder, as if he wanted me to follow him. “Like I
said before, I'm Duck. I'm the mentor Dawn told you about. And I got
news for you, Garry. Your soul is now property of the A.W.C. I'll be taking
care of you for a while—making sure you don’t do too much stupid stuff;
showing you around; teaching you the rules. So let’s get going.” He started
walking away from the egg-shaped pods without another word. Looking
around, I saw nobody else in the meadow. I chased after him, almost in
desperation.

“Wait!” I yelled. “Where are you going?”
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c c at?” answered Duck, turning around. “You think we’re
going to hang out in this field for the rest of eternity?
This is just some quaint little landing spot, so people
don’t freak out too much when they first get here.”

“I don’t know what to expect,” I answered in exasperation. “I’'m not
even sure any of this is real.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that,” he said, turning back around and
beckoning me to follow. “I'm taking you into the city. That’s where your
living quarters will be. You’re going to spend the next few days there,
freaking out about everything you remember from mortality and still
questioning whether you’re really dead. You’re gonna love it.”

This guy’s kind of a jerk. “Yeah, sounds wonderful.” I felt in my pants
pockets and, predictably, couldn’t feel my wallet. “But, I’'m not sure how
I’'m going to pay for a hotel. I seem to have misplaced my credit cards and
ID.”

“You don’t need any of that garbage,” answered Duck, again stopping
and turning around to face me. “The A.W.C. has a nice place all set aside
just for you. Cabinets fully loaded with plenty of snacks. A good view of the
city. All the modern amenities to make you feel right at home.”

“Snacks? Everyone’s been telling me I'm dead. What would I need
snacks for?”

He laughed at me again, a knowing look in his eye. “Take that new
glowing finger of yours and stick it in your mouth. Don’t look at me like
that; just do it. There you go. Can you feel those perfectly straight, bright

white teeth? Feel that tongue? You have an esophagus, too. And a stomach.
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Dude, you’re still going to eat in the World of the Dead. That’s not going to
change. So we’re giving you some snacks—free of charge!”

“I have to eat here? Am I going to die again if I don’t eat? You can die
twice?” What am I talking about?

“Nah, you’re not going to die again, even if you’re stupid enough not to
eat the snacks. You’re an immortal now, dude.” He paused, one side of his
mouth curling up into a knowing grin. “Can I just say how much I'love the
word ‘snacks?’ I can’t get over the way it sounds. ‘Hey, Garry. Want some
snacks? Let’s go down to the store and pick up some snacks.” It’s pretty
much my favorite word.”

“Yeah, it’s a pretty good one.” The hallucination is just getting weird
now.

“Okay, back to business, Garry. We’re going to walk through this trail
for a bit, and when we get toward the end, I'm going to put my hand on
your arm. And I’'m not trying to invade your personal space or anything like
that. It’s just to make sure we make it to the city.”

“Sure, yeah. You’re my mentor.” What does putting bis hand on my arm
have anything to do with going to the city?

We entered another forest trail on the opposite side of the meadow. Just
like before, the trees lit up under the canopy with a faint glow. My guide
didn’t stay silent for long.

“So what’d you do for work before you were unceremoniously hit by
that train?”

“I'm a trial lawyer,” I said, making sure to speak in the present tense.
Maybe he’ll give me a bit of vespect if be knows what I do for a living.

“You were alawyer,” he said, making eye contact with me as he corrected
my response. “But not anymore.”

“Well don’t they have lawyers in the “World of the Dead,’ as you call it?”
They have to have lawyers here.
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“Sure, in a manner of speaking. But that’s a job for long deads—not
newbies like you.”

I'm not even going to bother. “What about you? What’s your job?”

“We’ve been over this, Garry. I work for the A.W.C. ’'m your mentor.
Try to keep up, okay?” As he finished speaking, he was suddenly a few yards
ahead of me on the well-worn trail and laughing again. I picked up my pace
to an off-balance run and was soon by his side again.

“I mean, what did you do in the land of the living?” He’s probably going
to lie and tell me be was a neurosurgeon or something.

“Those were the days, Garry. Right there at the end I was pretty much
an aristocrat, except I had to work. Oh, the responsibilities of being a fry-
cook. Right before I died, I made french fries.” He stopped, turned, and
looked at me intently. “To pay the bills, I secured employment in frying
french fries. I cooked them for a living.”

My mentor was a fry guy?

“I’ll tell you more about it later,” added Duck. “We’re here.”

Spread out before us was more forest, but the trail abruptly ended. “I
don’t get it,” I said. “The path just ends here.”

“It’s time for that awkward arm touching I told you about,” said Duck.
“And try to keep your eyes open. It’s a trip the first few times you do it.”

Without any additional warning, he grabbed my arm. Instantaneously,

we shot up into the air through a clearing in the treetops.
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am going to die! “What are you doing?” I screamed in terror. “And

how are you doing it?” Duck clutched my arm with firmness, but—

somehow—the pressure from his grip still felt hollow. I looked below
my airborne feet and could see the deep green forest roof below. Although
everything told me I would fall at any moment, we sat stationary in the air.

“Forgot to mention,” said Duck, looking out into the distance of the
blue sky, “you can fly now, dude. We’ll teach you how later. But for now,
just hold on.”

So it is a dream; what a relief!

“Here we go!” he added, and away we went. We shot through the sky at
an incredible speed, so fast that the ground beneath us almost seemed to
blur. My fear soon subsided, and gave way to a sense of euphoria. I could
feel what seemed like wind on my face, but it wasn’t nearly asloud or intense
as I expected. It was more like a soft breeze on a spring day.

“This is incredible!” I said, unable to keep the thought to myself. “Do
you always travel like this?” As soon as I have that out-of-control feeling, I'll
wake up.

“Nah,” answered Duck, his eyes fixed intently on our path through the
sky, “T usually just walk. But the welcoming stations are so far outside of the
cities that we typically fly. By the way,” he said, briefly looking toward me,
“we’re not even going that fast.”

“How is that possible?”

“Dude, you’re a luminescent now. If you didn’t notice under the trees,
you actually emit light. There’s more to you than photons, for sure, but the

laws of physics interact with us a bit differently than the living.”
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“I'don’t understand,” I muttered, still wowed by the experience. And I
haven’t woken up yet. What's that abead?

“Yeah, ’'m not a physicist, bro,” said Duck with impatience. “But 'm
betting your mom didn’t explain the science behind walking when you were
atoddler. Same deal here. You figure out the balance of it all, and then you’re
golden. We’re almost there.”

I could see a city off in the distance. My eagle eyes allowed me to focus
on an incredible amount of visual detail. It was an almost never-ending
labyrinth of tall buildings, pathways, and people. People everywhere. That’s
a big city.

“What’s it called?” I asked. We continued to effortlessly speed toward
its borders.

“I call it Newbie-Ville,” answered Duck with a smirk. “But its proper
name is Newfoundland. It’s where most of the new deads live. Well, the new
deads from around here anyway.”

“Never heard of it.” There must be millions of people down there.

“Not surprising,” replied Duck, shaking his head. “You’ve never been
dead before. We’re about to land. Keep your legs straight as we descend. No

need to flail them around like an idiot. I'll take care of everything.”
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s we flew into the city, Duck squinted hard and slightly adjusted

our trajectory. A few seconds later, he went from a flying

Superman pose to a posture similar to sitting in a chair. Although
I didn’t do anything—at least not consciously—my weightless body seemed
to follow right along. Through some mechanism I couldn’t perceive, Duck
slowed us down gradually until we were right above a cobblestone sidewalk.
I stretched out my legs, as instructed, and experienced a landing so soft I
barely felt it.

“See, nothing to worry about,” said Duck, letting go of my arm the
moment we landed. “And good job not kicking your legs around like a
toddler. You’d be surprised how many people do that.”

“That was amazing. I can’t wait to do it again.” I'd like to do it again
right now. I've never actually landed during a dream.

Duck nodded in agreement. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool the first few times
you do it. But it gets boring pretty quick. Just like anything else.” He looked
up toward the sky and made a wide gesture with his right arm. “Welcome to
Newbie-Ville, Garry. Your place is right inside this building.”

We started traveling down the sidewalk, making our way toward an
entrance to the high-rise. I couldn’t help but notice several people giving me
knowing glances as they passed by. Similar to Dawn and Duck, everyone
looked to be 20-something and in flawless condition. Where are the old
people?

We walked through the main entrance to the building and approached

a red-headed woman behind the greeting counter. Seriously, I'm going to
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develop a complex. “Welcome to The Diamond Hotel, serving the needs of
the newly dead. How can I help you today?”

“Check in for one Garry White,” answered Duck. “He’ll need one of the
A.W.C. rooms, please.”

“I'm happy to help with that,” replied the woman. “And are we your
first stop, Mr. White?”

First stop? “Well,” I answered, unsure how to respond, “I talked to this
nice lady in a meadow. And then, uhh, Duck brought me here.”

“Wonderful,” she said, entering information into a screen before her.
“We are definitely your first stop then. How did you die, sir?”

“He was mowed over by a train,” laughed Duck as he answered on my
behalf. “Tragic event, really, but nice and quick.”

She continued working on my reservation without responding. But it
seemed like she started smirking after Duck told her about my train. “We
have a wonderful room on the 27 floor, which will do nicely. There are
stairs on the west end of the building for the newly dead. The room is well-
stocked with snacks, water, and other wants.”

“Snacks,” repeated Duck, giving me a knowing grin. “Perfect.”

She went on. “I expect you don’t want him accepting any other visitors
over the next week or so?”

“Right on,” answered Duck. “You know the drill.”

1t sounds like they’re throwing me into a prison. “What am I going to do
here for a week?” I protested, mostly to Duck.

“You’re going to get settled, Garry,” answered Duck. “And don’t worry;
it will go by much faster than you think.” He turned his attention back to
the front desk lady. “What room number?”

“2754,” she responded. “Please do enjoy your stay, Mr. White. We’'ll be
here if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled. I'm going to need something for boredom.
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“Right this way,” said Duck, once again beckoning me to follow him.
We left the front desk and walked down the main hotel corridor. We
approached a shiny metallic door with a bright button to its side. Duck
pushed it with deliberation and the door slid open, revealing a well-lit
corridor that appeared to ascend to the top floor of the building.

“I don’t get it,” I said, stepping inside and looking around the empty
space. “Where is the elevator?”

2l

“Remember, Garry,” answered Duck, taking my arm again without
warning. “People in the World of the Dead can fly.” We shot up through
the empty shaft, arriving at the 27* floor almost instantaneously. “Here’s
our exit!” He said, pushing another bright button as we stood motionless in
the air. Once the doors opened, Duck moved us forward and immediately
let go of me.

“Oh yeah,” I stammered. “Thanks for the lift.” 7 gotta learn to do that.

We followed the nicely carpeted hallway until we arrived at room 2754.
The marble door had a carefully manicured sign that read: “Reserved for
Guests of the A.W.C.” I looked around and noticed that all the adjacent
rooms had similar signs.

Duck waved his hand over the door handle, which resulted in what
sounded like an unlocking mechanism. He twisted the handle, pushed open
the door, and motioned for me to enter. “Home, sweet home, newbie,” he
said. “And believe you me, it’s as cozy as they come.”

“Thanks,” I muttered. A week just sitting here? What a strange thing to
conjure up in my mind. 1 looked around and instantly noticed that
something was missing. “Where do I sleep?” I asked. “There’s no bed in
here.”

“You don’t sleep, dude,” answered Duck. He entered what appeared to

be the kitchen area and started opening the cupboards. “One of the perks of
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being dead. None of that wasted time. Sleep is a physical necessity. Mind if
I have some of your snacks, Garry?”

“Go ahead. I'm not hungry. And I know what a fan you are.” I'm not
going to sleep? “But I still have eyelids,” I protested.

He unwrapped some processed food, popped something that sounded
crunchy into his mouth, and started chewing. “Yeah. So?”

“When I asked you about eating food, you told me I still had a tongue
and a stomach, so of course I would eat. Well, I have eyelids. I can feel them.
So why don’t I sleep?”

“The eyelids are for closing your eyes,” answered Duck with a laugh,
apparently amused by my attempt at logic. “And that does happen here. But
sleeping? Not a thing. If you want to lie on the floor and close your eyes for
eight hours a day, be my guest.”

Duck finished his snacks and sat down on the sofa. I stood in the room
awkwardly, looking at all the furnishings. It seemed to be exactly what I
would expect in a normal hotel room—minus the bed. So what now?

“Parting is sweet sorrow,” said Duck, interrupting my visual inspection,
“but I'm going to leave soon. A few tips before I go.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t forget what Dawn told you about the memories,” said Duck,
crossing his legs and getting comfortable on the couch. “It’s going to be a
real trip. This room is going to get dull in about 15 minutes; you’re going to
eat a snack—don’t worry, I left you some; and then you’re going to start
diving into your mind. Remember, don’t get lost in there. I recommend you
set a timer—every clock in here has one. When the timer goes off, get out of
those memories and take a breather. People get lost in there, so be careful.”

“Itjust doesn’t make sense to me,” I answered. I ve been able to remember
my whole life. Why would this be different? “And I don’t understand the

risk.”
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“Just trust me. I'll come back to check on your tomorrow. If I find you
rocking back and forth in the corner with drool dripping out of your
mouth, I'll know you didn’t listen to me. Set a timer; take breaks.
Remembering is fine. But re-living everything for eternity will make you
crazy. Believe me, there are plenty of people here trapped in the past. It can
get ugly.”

“Gotit. I'll set the blasted timer.”

“Have some fun with it though. Don’t go right to the worst moments
of your life. Check out some cool stuff you couldn’t have possibly
remembered. Keep it positive if you can.”

“And stay positive. Check.” Sounds like a self-help book.

Duck paused and considered me with a furrow in his brow. The odd
look soon passed. “The only other thing to watch out for is any kind of
visitor. Nobody gets in here but me. No one posing as a housekeeper, no one
pretending to be your mom, no one offering more snacks. Only me. Gotit?”

He’s paranoid. “Everyone keeps telling me I'm dead.”

“You are dead.”

“Then why should I worry about seeing anyone but you? What’s the big
deal? You’re treating me like a child.”

“You are a child—a child in this world at least.”

I don’t have to put up with this. I snorted in his general direction and
shook my head.

“You’re right; you can’t die. But there are things far worse than death,”
said Duck, getting serious. “And that last thing you want is to get snatched
up by the neverborns before you even admit you’re really dead. This place
can be dangerous, especially for people like you.”

“Then why put a sign on the door, announcing to the world that ’'m an
atheist? And by the way, nothing about this hallucination has changed my

mind.”
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“It takes a village, Garry,” said Duck, going back to his sarcastic smile.
“This hotel, these rooms, Dawn, me, the rest of the A.W.C.—we are only
interested in your safety. That’s our job. And we lose too many to the
neverborns. So don’t let anybody in here. Nobody! And don’t go out
wandering.”

“Fine,” I relented with frustration. “I won’t let anybody in. I won’t go
anywhere. None of this is real anyway, so it won’t matter.”

“You’re about to figure out that it’s real,” said Duck, standing up to
leave. “Oh so very real.”

“And how are you going to prove it to me?” [ want proof.

“You’ll prove it to yourself, Garry.” Duck pointed at me, sticking his
index finger into my chest. “Don’tleave the room. Don’t let anybody in. I’ll
see you tomorrow.” He opened the door, waved goodbye while his back was
turned, and was gone.

I was alone.
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ou’ll prove it to yourself. Duck’s words kept rattling around my

hyper-mind as I sat motionless in the hotel room. But where are the

angels, or the demons? Where are the barps and clouds, or where is
the fire and suffering? This isn’t like anything I've ever heard of the afterlife.
But Idid fly. And I didn’t wake up.

The internal debate continued for a time. Thzs must be a delusion. Flying
is a classic dream sequence. Everyone knows that. 1 finally moved about the
room, comforting myself with my old skeptical friend: doubt. I walked into
the kitchen, finding the snacks Duck had left behind. I opened a small
package and popped something that looked like half a granola bar into my
mouth. Like everything else, it felt nearly weightless and hollow. There was
aslight taste to it, but it was almost indiscernible—like I was eating popcorn
with no salt or butter. Here’s something Duck was wrong about. Not really
hungry, I'laid the uneaten food on the counter and continued to explore.

There was a small bathroom that looked like almost every other hotel
bathroom I'had ever seen. Interesting. It feels like I've been here for hours, but
1 definitely don’t need to go. And then I saw myself in the mirror for the first
time. Who is that? 1 stared in disbelief at my flawless face. There was no
blemish, no untoward wrinkle, no suggestion whatsoever of aging. I looked
at least twenty years younger, but somehow better. My eyes were a sharp
blue-green hue, and seemed to even emit faint light. Although I hadn’t
touched my sandy brown hair, it sat perfectly styled atop my head. My
hairline was obviously lower, and the bit of flab that used to inhabit my
waist was definitely gone. It was me in that mirror, but an upgraded version.

1 never realized my subconscious was so vain. I look like a Ken doll.
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I shook my head and left the bathroom, but couldn’t help another
glance in the mirror before I exited. I sat down on the couch and let my mind
wander. [ can't be dead. This can’t be real. And then the mega-brain hit me
for the first time. In my desperation to prove to myself that I hadn’t been
killed by a speeding train, I went back to those last few moments in my car
before impact. But the level of detail was astonishing. Not only could I
remember the vague tidbits that typically inhabit the mortal mind, but I was
able to discern each particular moment. Every wrinkle of the leather steering
wheel was visible to my mind’s eye; every thought as I approached the guard
rails—at a level much deeper than words can express—was apparent to me;
every grating sound of the initial impact echoed as if I could hear it in slow
motion. I could even pause the scene, as if T had the ability to “look around”
my own memories. 7his is different. This is new.

And suddenly it was dark outside my hotel window. After realizing the
awesome power of my recollection, I had decided to explore other events in
my life, to see if the level of detail was the same. I spent some time at my
wedding, the births of my boys, the day I passed the bar, and the publication
of my first book. It was like I could live those moments all over again, but
with even more clarity than I experienced while actually living them. So I
dug deeper. I went back to my teenage years: the first time I rode a
motorcycle, night skiing with teenage friends, telephone calls with high
school sweethearts. I could remember every word that was said on the ski
lift, every crack in my pre-pubescent voice over the phone, every wobble of
the dirt bike’s handlebar. It was astonishing.

But as the sun had gone down, the mind dives got darker too. I jumped
to a shouting match that had essentially ended my marriage. And I agonized
about why I had said what I'said, why I hadn’t had the ability to slow it down
and think a little more clearly—an ability I seemed to now possess. That

divorce decree I received in the mail loomed large, the black ink on the page
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that took my sons away for all but the occasional nights and weekends. But
even more horrifying than the words were the thoughts and actions—the
lusts for fleeting pleasure that had crowded out reason, and duty, and
promises. I went back to those moments of decision, hoping against hope
that I could somehow change them, like wishing a tragic character in a movie
would make a different choice on second viewing. But I was helpless to
intervene. The memories of my broken marriage and various indiscretions
were more intense than getting pulverized by a locomotive.

An almost noiseless knock at the door pulled me from the wreckage.
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c c ello,” T said, stirring from my waking nightmare and
heading toward the locked entryway. “Who’s there?” I
spoke through the door, remembering Duck’s stern

warnings.

“Just a fellow with like-minded beliefs, hoping to help you make some
sense of everything.” It was a man’s voice, extremely soft spoken. I looked
through the peephole. Sure enough, he had the same fashion model look as
everyone else. Although he was only dimly lit by the hallway light—and
what appeared to be his own sheen—I could see that he wore a welcoming
expression.

“Are you from the Committee?” But Duck told me not to let anybody in.

“No, certainly not,” he answered, still maintaining his friendly tone.
“We don’t incarcerate people like they’ve done to you. I’'m here to help.”

“Help what?” It does kind of feel like I've been incarcerated.

“Well, first of all, help you get out from under the thumb of the A.W.C.
They’re not who you think they are. They’re liars.”

“They told me I'm dead,” I said, still speaking from behind the door.

“And what do you think?” he answered, almost too quickly.

“Well, I know ’'m not dead. I'm standing here talking to you, aren’t I?”
The dead don’t talk. The dead don’t do anything. They’re dead.

This time he paused, as if he were thinking something through. He
finally spoke. “You need to trust your instincts. The A.W.C. is trying to

control you. I’'m here to break you out. Can we talk face to face?”
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This guy’s a creeper. “Not sure about that. Why are you here in the
middle of the night? I don’t consider myself paranoid, but it’s kind of a life
rule not to hang out with strangers in the dark.”

“The A.W.C. was with you earlier. And they get violent if someone gets
in their way. This was my first chance to try and help.”

Ub bub. “We’re communicating fine. Just tell me what you want.”

“Come with me. I'll get you out of here. And I’ll help you get back on
the road to recovery.”

“What? Are you a doctor?” No stethoscope. No little black doctor’s bag at
his side. No white coat. Can’t be a doctor.

“No, but I can get you to one. I can make sure you get some help with
your ... sickness.”

“What sickness? Who are you?” He’s trying to scam me into something.

“I'm just like you. The A.W.C. tried to imprison me for my beliefs, or
my lack of belief. But I was able to break free. Trust me. They’re religious
zealots. And they’ll say anything to control you.”

No doubt religion is a form of mind control. But neither Duck nor Dawn
even mentioned religion. And this midnight traveler is sketchy. “Leave me
your name and number and I'll contact you if I think I need help.”

“That’s not going to work,” he said, a slight tremble in his voice. He
seemed a bit disheveled for the first time. “We have to go now. There’s no
time to wait. They might even be watching us right now.”

I instinctively turned around to see if there were cameras in the corners
of the ceilings, but saw nothing but simple crown molding. “What do you
think they’re going to do to me? What’s the threat?”

“Like any cult,” he answered, this time with obvious rancor in his voice,
“they’re going to indoctrinate you. One more minute with those extremists

and they could win you over.”
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I purposely laughed out loud so he could hear. “Look, I'm not gullible.
I’m a rational human being. I’ve written books on this. I can spend a minute
with anyone without losing my ability to think. Have a good night.” I left
the entryway and headed back to the couch. Frankly, I was a bit freaked out.

“You’re making a mistake!” he yelled. “You need to trust me.”

“Like I said,” yelling back, “leave your name and number and if I need
help, I’ll contact you.”

He didn’t respond. And there was no indication as to whether he was
still standing outside the door or had left. I watched the door intently for a
time, but couldn’t discern anything. I glanced at the clock on the wall, which
indicated it was almost three in the morning. What a psycho. Why aren’t I
tived at all? Duck said I wouldn’t sleep. My eyes aren’t even heavy.

I continued my stare at the door, but the mega-mind started wandering
back into vivid memories. Just as I was about to submerge, I heard a faint
scratching at the door. It sounded like cat claws quietly grinding against
metal.

“Are yousstill there?” I shouted. “Get outta here, freak!”

“You have to come with me!” Now he was in a rage. “You don’t know
what you’re doing!”

Tell me about it. 1 picked up the phone and dialed zero. A new voice
answered. “How can I help you, Mr. White?”

“There’s some weirdo outside my door. He won’t leave me alone. Do
you have some kind of security that can escort him out of the building?”

“Of course, sir,” replied the man on the other end of the line. “Thank
you for alerting us to this intruder. Please ensure that you don’t let him in
the room. I'll send somebody up to collect him right away.”

“Thank you.” I turned my attention back to the door. “Hey, freakjob.
Hotel security is sending somebody up here to deal with you.”

But there was no response. It seemed I was alone.
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c c oisit?” I shouted, emerging from another mind dive to
a knock at the door. It was morning. Throughout the
night, I had not experienced one moment of

drowsiness—not one thought of sleep. I had been too busy exploring

memories I never knew I had.

“Your best friend,” responded the voice. “Sir Duck, the Benevolent.”

1t better not be the creeper. 1 walked to the door and looked through the
peephole. Sure enough, there was my “mentor.” I quickly opened the door
and invited him in without a word.

Duck entered and looked around the hotel room. “Yup. Looks about
right. No sign of food or drink, other than that snack wrapper.” He turned
and looked at me with a twinkle in his eye. “How about a nice glass of
Tang?”

“Uhh... sure,” I replied. They have Tang here?

“So, it’s not really Tang, but it’s the best they could come up with here
in Dead World. Ingredients aren’t quite the same, but you work with what
you got.” Duck walked into the kitchen and started preparing my morning
tonic. “So how’d it go last night? Re-live your first t-ball game? Maybe
visited Disneyland a couple of times? You get to skip the lines when you’re
just remembering. Pretty sweet.”

“No, nothing like that.” T-ball was miserable. That red-faced coach
always yelling at me. “But I checked out my wedding, and graduations. And
then I watched some of the biggest failures in my life. So that was nice. It

was pretty much horrible.”
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“Yeah, it’s normal,” said Duck, stirring my Tang with a spoon and
handing me a cold glass. The liquid was almost orange, but looked watered
down. “I told you; try to focus on the good stuff for now. No reason to get
bogged down with all the bad, at least not yet.”

I took a sip of the drink. It was basically tasteless, with only the slightest
hint of citrus. This is horrible. He must have skimped on the powder. “Good
advice. ButI didn’t do that the whole time. I was actually in the womb when
you showed up. That was a trip.”

“Really?” said Duck, raising an eyebrow at me as he sat down on the
couch. “Usually takes the newbies a few days to think about that one. Kinda
cool, huh? Hearing your parents talk while you’re underneath that warm
blanket.” Based on the far off look in his eyes, I could tell he was
remembering the same thing as he spoke.

“It was ... shocking,” I said, sitting down on the opposite side of the
room. “And the strangest thing was that—once I remembered it—
everything about it was familiar.”

“Not strange at all. You lived it before, so of course it was familiar. Your
meat brain just forgot about it after you started toddling around. But your
real mind never forgets. Never.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

He laughed and shifted in his seat. “Well, it will change your political
views in a hurry; that’s for sure.”

What’s that supposed to mean? “There’s something else that happened
last night.”

“Oh,” answered Duck, sitting up in his seat. “Do tell.”

“Somebody visited me. I followed your advice. I didn’t let him in. At
first he was really friendly. But when he didn’t get his way he started

screaming at me.”

43



MORT GLOSS

“He wanted you to go with him somewhere? Said we had you locked up
in a prison?”

“Exactly!” He must have known this was going to happen. Maybe he sent
him?

“Pretty brazen,” mused Duck, leaning back into the couch. “Coming to
the Diamond and knocking on your door like that. They must see you as a
prize.”

“Who are ‘they’? What are you talking about?”

“We’ve been over this, Garry. The neverborns. I told you they’d come.
But that was aggressive even for them, to try and win you over on the very
first night. Must have something to do with your prior status back in the
land of the living.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Not sure I had much status.

“I've been doing some research on you, and I understand you wrote
some fairly popular books on atheism: “The Delusion of the Divine,’
‘Reason in the Modern Age,” and my favorite title, ‘Confessions of a True
Believer.” You had a few followers in Meat Land, and the neverborns are
hoping you will join up and attract some of those same people here. This
isn’t complicated.”

“How do you know about my books?” Of course he would know. This
entire hallucination is a projection from me.

“Unfortunately, my own noble demise occurred long before they were
published.” Duck stood up and clapped his hands together. “But I did a bit
of study when Dawn assigned me to work with you. Fascinating works,
Garry. Total nonsense. But fascinating. You should be proud.”

“Are you going somewhere?” Duck was again heading toward the door.

“We are going somewhere. I need to take you over to the registration
office. We need to get your date and time of death all papered up, sign some

bureaucratic forms, wait in line for a while. Thrilling stuft.”
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“I thought I had to stay here an entire week.” That’s what Dawn said.

“We mostly want you to stay here for a week. But the neverborns
weren’t telling you the truth. This little hotel suite isn’t a prison. And we’ve
got stuff to do. So let’s get going. We don’t want to end up in line behind all
the car wreck fatalities.”

“The what?”

“Just alittle joke.” Duck led the way out of the hotel room and slammed
the door behind me. “Oh, and by the way, decide if you want a different
name or not.”

“A different name?”

“Yeah, do you want to continue being Garry White, or do you want a
new title? In Meat Land, your parents named you—I presume. Here, you
get to name yourself. So give it some thought.”

Name myself. The next thing I knew, Duck had me by the arm and we
were flying down the empty elevator shaft.
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ther than all the gorgeous, glowing people everywhere, the

registration center seemed to operate just like any regular

bureaucratic office. We entered the building, were immediately
handed a number, and sat down to wait our turn.

“There are this many new dead people?” I asked, somewhat shocked by
the number of individuals walking in and out of the building. Almost
everybody in the waiting area seemed to be sitting next to a mentor.

“Yup,” answered Duck, looking bored as he sat next to me. “Depends
on the month, but about 8,000 fleshheads die every day, just in your good
ol’ U.S. of A. Obviously, they’re not all here. But there isn’t a registration
center for every little Podunk town either.”

Your United States? “So, what country are we in? This isn’t the U.S.?”

“Everything is set up differently here in Dead Land, but I'll tell you more
about that later. You’ll end up asking me five thousand questions and I'd
rather you just took in the scene here.” Duck nodded his head and extended
his arms, gesturing to the entire room. “Know what I mean?”

Nope. “Fine. I'll ask you later.”

We sat in silence for a time, and I couldn’t help but eavesdrop on many
of the conversations taking place in the room. The predominant theme was
one of extreme joy and relief. Many of those in the waiting area seemed to
know their mentors well, as if they were having a reunion of sorts. And
nearly all were discussing how good they felt.

“Why does everyone else seem to know their mentors?” I finally asked

Duck. And why would I be stuck with complete strangers?
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“Now we’ve come to it,” he said, always with that same sarcastic smile.
“And it only took you a couple of minutes. Very nice! Most people are
mentored by a family member, a former spouse, even a close friend
occasionally—especially if it’s well-known they will be departing the World
of the Living soon. Although they don’t look it,” added Duck, shifting his
gaze and surveying the room, “most of the people here lived much longer in
mortality than you did. And their deaths weren’t surprise endings, like you
had with that train.”

“So they have a different welcoming committee?”

Duck shifted in his seat and looked at me intently. “Look, Garry, most
people don’t need any welcoming committee. Dear old mom, dad, hubby,
or wifey, sometimes even their own kids, take care of them. But some of us—
and I say ‘us’ because I was one of them—need a more specialized
introduction to Dead World. Plus, when you are living one second and
suddenly hit by a train the next, notifying the ‘next of kin’ can get
complicated. Not always, but sometimes.”

Sounds like I got a raw deal. “So, my mom died a while back. And
instead of seeing her, I get you and Dawn?”

“Yup, and you and she are way better off for it—especially your mom.
Atheists can be like wild bulls in the china shop of Dead Land, Garry. Not
always, but they often have insane freak-outs that cause too many problems.
Most of the people you see here always expected something like this after
they died, so they don’t have a freak-out. Is this making any sense?”

“Seems like there are a lot of assumptions built into these committees.”

“Oh yeah, a lot of assumptions built on a lot of experience.”

So where is my mom? And everyone else I knew that died? “And why are
they all so relieved?” I asked, not looking toward Duck. I kept my eyes on
the ground. I was determined to be upset that I was getting a different

experience.
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“Until just a few hours ago, most of these people were living with intense
pain,” explained Duck. “You never got old, newbie. Neither did I. But by all
accounts it totally sucks. You ever wonder why old people walk all bent over
and slow?”

“Sure,” I shrugged my shoulders. “They’re old. That’s the deal.”

“Well, it’s not just because they’re old. It’s because of pain. It hurts to
stand up straight. It hurts to walk. It hurts to live. And when they die, the
release from that pain is almost shocking. It brings a sort of ecstasy. At least
for a while.”

A while? “T guess I can understand that.”

“Number 2754,” said a woman’s voice over the intercom system,
“proceed to station 12 for processing.”

I stood and headed toward my destination, my mentor following close

behind.
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c c rior name?” said the man on the other side of the glass
without feeling or discernible thought. He appeared to be in
perfect physical health, but wore an expression of abject

boredom.

“Prior name?” I asked, seeking clarification. My confusion seemed to
annoy him.

“The name by which you were known in the World of the Living,” he
clarified, never taking his eyes from the screen off to his right.

“My name is Garry White, first name with two R’s, last name like the
color.”

“Manner of death?” He spoke in perfect monotone.

This guy’s the one who seems dead. “Well, a couple of days ago I was
involved in a motor vehicle accident with a train. I’ve been told that it killed
me.” I looked toward Duck; he chuckled at my continued resistance to the
idea that I was a dead man.

The bureaucrat also smiled, apparently taking some pleasure. “Death by
train, eh?” he commented. “That’s unfortunate. Contact information?”

“I'm staying at the Diamond Hotel, for a week I think they told me.
From there, I don’t know where I’ll go. I haven’t been able to find my cell
phone, but I can give you my mobile number if that helps.”

The bureaucrat snorted. “Your phone number is certainly unnecessary.
Make sure you inform the registration office when you leave the Diamond.
We’ll need up to date information about your location.”

“Why?” I challenged the man. “What does it matter?” I saw Duck

silently laughing from the corner of my eye.
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“You’re now a citizen of Newfoundland,” he answered, never raising his
voice or actually looking at me. “Even if that’s temporary, we still need to
document your information. Nobody lives off the grid in the World of the
Dead. It’s illegal.”

“Nobody?” asked Duck, with some meaning in his tone.

“Nobody who came from the World of the Living,” responded the
bureaucrat. “Additionally, it’s important to register so that your next of kin
are able to locate you—should any of them desire to do so.”

Should they desire. “Okay, so I guess I'll tell them when I leave.”

The man on the other side of the desk said nothing in response. He
punched a few more buttons and presented me with another monotone
question. “What would you like to be known by?”

Ob yeah. Duck said I get to name myself. “Atticus,” I said with resolve.
Duck pursed his lips and shook his head somewhat approvingly.

“Any last name?” asked the bureaucrat, taking zero interest in my name
selection.

I'looked at Duck, who shrugged his shoulders. “No. Just Atticus.”

The man finished typing and handed me a small case. “This is your
personal communication device. Try not to lose it, as obtaining a
replacement will require you to make another trip to the registration office.”

1 clearly need to avoid that. 1 picked up the case and held it in the palm
of my hand. It had no discernible weight. “Great. How do I use it?”

“There are instructions inside the packaging, Mr. Atticus. Is there
anything else I can do today to help you with your registration needs?” He
continued his hollow stare into the monitor before him.

“Well, none that I can think of.” I turned to Duck. “Anything else?”

“Nope,” responded Duck. “You've survived your first government

interaction.”
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The bureaucrat spoke to me one last time. “Enjoy your time in the
World of the Dead. We wish you the best.” With that, he placed an “On
Break” sign in front of him and pulled down a curtain so we could no longer
see him.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

Duck and I left the registration office and started walking back toward
the Diamond. “That guy was a real downer,” I commented. “He may be the
best proof so far that ’'m actually dead.”

“Every man dies,” replied Duck, “not every man truly lives.”

L think I've heard that quote before. “So what’s the deal with the ‘personal
communication device?’ Is it like a cell phone?”

“Well, I guess. You stick it in your ear and use it to talk to people. It can
also provide you with information about where things are, give you
directions, stuff like that.”

“So it’s exactly like a cell phone.”

“I died before cell phones could be used for anything more than talking.
So I guess it might be like the cell phones you’re used to. I would imagine
it’s way better; our tech is pretty sweet here. But how should I know? Stick
it in your ear, read the directions, and that’s it.”

Alrighty then. “So what now?”

“Now, Atticus, we go back to your prison so you can do some more
mind dives and learn to play with your new ‘cell phone.””

“My mind dives got a little dark last night. Maybe I shouldn’t do it
anymore.”

“Get it out of your system, and stay positive. A little self-deception
won’t hurt you—at least not much.”

“Okay, boss,” I laughed. “You got it. But one more question for today:
if people in Dead Land can fly, why are there roads and vehicles?”
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“Well, dead dude, even though you’ll learn to fly soon enough, you’ve
still only got two arms. You still need something to carry your crap around

in. Plus, who doesn’t like a good road trip?”
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c c nd how many people live in the World of the Dead?” I sat
alone in my room at the Diamond, asking the device I had
eceived question after question.

“The World of the Dead is inhabited by approximately one hundred
eight billion people,” answered the soothing, female voice inside my right
ear. I had implanted the device with no difficulty whatsoever. And as Duck
had said, I was soon unable to discern it was inside my ear. Sweet tech for sure.

“That’s a lot of people,” I commented. The voice said nothing in
response. Unlike the virtual assistants I had used prior to my run-in with the
train, this one never seemed to get confused—so long as I asked a coherent
question.

There was a subtle vibration in my ear. I picked up the instructions,
which informed me that someone was trying to contact me. I double tapped
my ear lobe and heard Dawn’s voice for the first time since our encounter
near the lake. “Good morning, Atticus. I'm coming by with a few other
members of the committee today. It’s most likely just for introductions, and
to give you a minor break from your memory work.”

“Uhhbh... great,” I replied, looking around the room and soon realizing
there was nothing for me to tidy up. “I’ll look forward to seeing you again.”

“Excellent,” replied Dawn, her voice full of enthusiasm. “Please come to
the door and let us in. We’re already here.”

Why even call? “Got it. Okay. On my way.” I went to the door and
checked the peephole. Sure enough, there was Dawn in all her magnificence.
Standing next to her were two individuals, one on each side. To her right

was a tall, strong looking man with dark eyes, a prominent forehead, and
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thick black hair. To her left was a much shorter woman with flowing blonde
hair, her eyes a light blue. I unlocked the door and swung it open, beckoning
them to enter.

“Hello again, Dawn,” I said as she entered with her entourage. The two
followed close behind, almost as if they were her bodyguards. 1 hope I'm not
in trouble for something.

Dawn looked around the barren hotel room and immediately sat down.
Her companions remained standing. “Atticus,” she started, “I'm here to
check on your progress, and to introduce you to a couple of additional
members of the Committee. This is Nox,” she said pointing to the large
man.

“Hey, Garry,” he said, extending a hand and putting on a wide smile,
“good to meet you.”

2

“He goes by Atticus now,” corrected Dawn. “Garry was his mortal
name.”

Nox nodded his head in remembrance and tried again. “Hey, Atticus.
Good to meet you, man.”

I took his outstretched hand for the customary shake and was surprised
by the power in his grip. Everything I had touched since that day by the lake
had a certain emptiness to it. This was different. “Good to meet you,” I
agreed. He must be the guy they send to rough up the troublesome atheists.

“And this,” added Dawn, pointing to the other, “is Sydney, but
everyone calls her Syd.”

“Hello,” said Sydney, simply nodding her head in my general direction
as she kept her arms folded.

“So what have you been up to, Atticus?” asked Dawn, taking over the
conversation.

“Well, just like you said, I've been experimenting with my memories.

Then Duck came over and took me to the registration office; I gave them
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my new name; they gave me the little cell phone earpiece thing; and ever
since I've just playing with that and checking out some more memories.”

“Wonderful,” said Dawn, clasping her hands together. “And have you
become resolutely convinced that you are dead?” Nox laughed at her
candor.

Do I really believe I'm dead?“Still sorting through that one,” I answered,
unwilling to commit to anything. “I do wonder if that train put me in a
coma, and now I'm in some kind of semi-lucid state that projects my
memories into everything, and everyone around me.” I looked toward
Dawn to check her reaction.

“Ah yes, Atticus, the Wizard of Oz plotline,” she mused. “Excellent
work stringing that theory together.”

“Don’t worry though, Attic,” laughed Nox, “there ain’t no flying
monkeys here. Only flying humans.”

Syd raised an eyebrow. “Flying monkeys?”

Nox continued. “Yeah, in the movie there were these sketch flying
monkeys that the evil queen lady sent to snatch up Dorothy and Toto.
Always scared me as a kid.” Nox looked at Sydney more closely. “You never
seen Wizard of Oz2”

“I died young, remember?” Sydney tightened her folded arms in
annoyance.

“But that’s like a kid’s show, man,” muttered Nox.

“Well, Atticus clearly remembers it,” added Dawn, “and it’s become his
working theory for his current state of existence. I suppose Nox here is your
Uncle Henry and I’'m your Auntie Em?”

Now she’s just piling on. “Like you said, it’s just a working theory.”

“Don’t be offended by me teasing you a bit, Atticus. You spent your

whole mortal life trying to keep soul and body together. It’s no surprise
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you're still holding out hope you’re alive. It’s natural for many, and even
more so for a materialist like you.”

“I'm not offended.” Maybe not offended.

“Well, good. And tell me about your visit with the neverborn. Duck told
me you had an encounter that first night. Very strange for a neverborn to
venture here. They must see you as a prize, Atticus.” Dawn looked me over
from head to toe, as if she were proud of me.

“I was just sitting here mind diving, and then there was a knock on the
door. The guy was nice at first, but then it got weird. He said you were
keeping me in a prison.”

“You feel like you’re in a prison, Attic?” Nox looked at me intently.
“Ain’t no bars on these windows, least not that I can see.”

“No,” I answered truthfully. “I don’t really feel like I’'m in a prison. But
Dawn and Duck have given me some pretty strict rules.”

“It won’t last long,” replied Syd. “And you’ll be glad you listened to
what Dawn had to say.”

But it might be nice to have a few other perspectives. “Yeah, okay,” 1
muttered.

“If you are in a prison,” said Dawn, standing up to leave, “then you’re
going on another field trip. Nox is going to show you around a bit more
today. Your sojourn at the Diamond is about over, and we need you to start
thinking about what comes next.”

“What does come next?” I suppose I'll still be following orders from her.

“That’s entirely up to you,” answered Dawn as she opened the door to
leave. She turned and stared at me, a sincere look in her eyes. “But I do have
high hopes for you, Atticus. I think you can be a great contributor to the
work we’re doing here.” And she was gone.

“It was good to meet you,” said Syd, following Dawn out of the hotel

room. “Don’t be a stranger.”
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I turned around and was greeted by Nox’s wide smile. His perfectly
white, perfectly straight teeth seemed to go on forever.

“You ready to party?” he asked.
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c c ou like ice cream, bro?” After a short flight, Nox set me down
in front of what appeared to be a small shopping plaza.
Beautiful people hustled and bustled about everywhere
around us, holding what appeared to be shopping bags. I could tell that
some were with mentors, but many were on their own.

Who doesn’t love ice cream?

“This place has some of the best ice cream in Dead World,” Nox
continued

“Yeah, sure. I could go for some.” Although I hadn’t realized it before, I
telt ridiculously hungry at Nox’s mention of food. I'm starving.

“You ever try Blue Bell?” asked Nox as he ushered me into the ice cream
shop.

“Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“Man, before I'kicked it, I used to