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[image: Introduction]


It started with a book recommendation by Dan Wells. I’d heard of the Library of Babel in a philosophy book, so the idea of a story set in it intrigued me. I read A Short Stay in Hell
 by Steven L. Peck.

To be honest, I didn’t know what I thought of it at first. It starts with a character that shares my religion going to hell and finding out his cherished beliefs are wrong. Wasn’t this author a BYU professor? Then I went through hell with the character. I didn’t know if I understood the point at first, but I thought about it… a lot. I love books that make me think.

I met the author. Then I went to a reading where he described his story as a religious horror. Religious horror! The words stuck in my head. Naturally, I recommended it to friends so we could talk about it. This story affected me. It came up time and again.

In one such discussion with R. A. Baxter, we talked about how the story only told one of many possible hells. We both wanted to write these other Hell stories. An anthology idea was born.

When I next saw Steven L. Peck, at a writers’ conference, Michaelbrent Collings was in the green room with us. I mentioned this idea for an anthology. They both lit up and wanted to write for it, as did many authors interested in exploring these ideas.

Every story in this collection inspired me and made me think. The biggest surprise came from common themes, which I never expected. Welcome to the conversation about what can be seen through the Windows into Hell
 .


- James Wymore
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[image: Post-Mortal Vagrancy]


[image: T]
 imothy Gifford watched.

People were always walking or driving somewhere in a hurry. Sometimes they tossed a few coins in his hat. Mostly, they just glanced at him and then looked away. He didn’t much like people. He remembered liking them before the war. Wasn’t much of a war, anyway, but it did him in.

All these people, they didn’t get it. Deep down, they knew their lives were fragile. One little tip of the balance and everything would come crashing down. For him it was the sarin gas. “Gulf War Syndrome” they called it. Smoking his whole life had been a bad choice, but since the war, he couldn’t take a single deep breath anyway.

None of that mattered. He could take drugs and use inhalers. He’d lost the ability to pretend everything was going to be okay. Watching missiles fall out of the sky, only to get shot from the ground and then rain burning rocket fuel all over a city… that took something out of him. Smelling black smoke rise from burning oil wells, seeing a whole army surrender for lack of water after two weeks, it all changed the way he saw the world. He couldn’t unsee people blowing themselves up with dynamite to try to get into heaven.

So he watched these people instead.

They could glance at him and one second later forget they saw a hobo sitting on the concrete propped against the corner of a building. They could believe the little numbers in their computers were money, and that going to a job every day and home to a television added up to a life worth living. He couldn’t. He couldn’t forget, and he couldn’t look away.

He watched as the sun went down behind the banks and offices along Main Street. The crowd changed from business people and delivery truck drivers to shoppers and lovers. The temperature dropped. It wasn’t quite Christmas shopping season, but a few early birds were already carrying gifts out onto the street between shops and the mall.

Night clubbers replaced the dinner-and-a-movie types after the dark set in. Weird clothes and funny hair strutted around, talking too loud. As the night grew later, people noticed Timothy less and less. He coughed harder and harder, then it suddenly stopped and he wasn’t cold anymore.
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Three of them sat in a row on a chair in an office, and Timothy was in the middle. The other two moved away, leaving empty seats between them all. Timothy sighed. He hated this nightmare. He’d signed up with the military to avoid this exact thing. No hell could be worse than an office job.

When he breathed in, it didn’t hurt. That’s different
 . He took a deep breath, filling his lungs almost to bursting, and held it to the count of twenty. Then he slowly let it out, feeling the bliss of clean, elastic lungs exhaling. Oxygen, wonderful oxygen entered his blood and his brain. The other two people, both women, kept looking away from his stained trenchcoat, fingerless gloves, and long scarf. He’d made the scarf himself from t-shirts he ripped apart and tied together. One woman pretended to look at a potted plant. The other one stared straight ahead because on the far side of her were windows with a perfect view of Hell’s classic fire and brimstone.

A door opened on the far side of a big desk and a giant red demon came through.

Timothy realized his hat was missing, so he reached up to smooth his hair. He always figured he’d end up in hell sooner or later. Heaven was for people who could look away from the bad things and pretend they weren’t there.

“Hello. Welcome to the afterlife. We’re in a bit of a hurry. Big earthquake happening in a few hours, so you’ll forgive me if I don’t take the time to chat.”

The women leaned forward and looked at each other, then back at the demon. They whispered and mumbled.

“It’s Xandern, by the way, in case you need my name for your customer satisfaction survey.” He opened his eyes wide, waiting for a laugh. Then he picked up a tablet from the desk and began tapping it with one black claw.


Tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.


The woman on Timothy’s left faded. Her gasp cut short as she disappeared.

“Any last requests?” the demon said, scratching between his black horns and looking at the other woman.

She looked scared enough to cry or pee her pants. Timothy wanted to reach out a hand and comfort her, but he’d learned through long experience that people didn’t want him touching them.

“Somewhere cool? I don’t much care for the heat,” she said.

The demon bellowed a hearty chuckle. Tap-tap-tap.
 “Frozen tundra it is!” Tap.
 She disappeared.

When the demon looked at Timothy, the man didn’t look away.

“You aren’t afraid?”

“I guess not.”

“If you don’t mind indulging me, I have a question for you.”

“Shoot.” Timothy wondered how long before this guy remembered he was in a hurry. No different than anybody. They were always in a hurry.

“Why?” The demon’s yellow eyes squinted.

“Why what?”

“Why did you walk away from any kind of normal life and spend your last years as a bum?”

“I like watching people.” It wasn’t strictly true. Timothy didn’t really like people or watching them. He just couldn’t look away.

“You don’t seem upset to be dead.” The demon sat down and tipped his head to one side. “Do you not understand what’s going on here?”

“Of course I do.” Timothy shrugged, pulling at a loose thread on his left glove. “I just don’t care.”

“How can you not care?”

“Way I see it, my life ended a long time ago. Before the war, I…”

“Enough.” The demon held up a clawed hand. “I don’t have time for this.”

Timothy nodded. Nobody ever did.

“So you’ve been living in a kind of self-made hell already.” Xandern bobbed his head up and down.

Timothy didn’t answer.

The demon tapped the tablet a lot more than he had for the other two. “I don’t think I could do anything worse than what you’ve done to yourself.”

“I didn’t choose it,” Timothy said, “I just couldn’t…”


Tap.
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[image: A Very Personal Hell]


[image: T]
 he last thing I remembered was staring down the wrong end of a gun.

It had never happened to me before—obviously—and even though I remembered the other guy pulling the trigger, remembered the white-hot sound of the bullet poking a hole in me, the final flash of red pain… even though I remembered all of that, it was still hard to understand what was going on.


Killed in the line of duty.


I heard the voice in my head—my dad’s voice, always the old man—say the words. He’d always said that was the best way to go: killed in the line of duty.

But he hadn’t died that way. He died of a tumor that went from “impossible to see on the X-ray” to “the size of a golf ball, please put your affairs in order” in the space of six months. He
 would have loved to die in the line of duty
 . But not me. I didn’t really want to die at all, and if I had
 to die, I’d have preferred to be suffocated by the weight of the ten or twelve naked supermodels fighting over who got the first piece of me.

…Not looking at a fat, greasy blob of a man who pulled a gun out of his jacket so fast I thought I was seeing a magic show (Nothing up my sleeve!
 ) and then pulled the trigger. And then… he killed me.


Me.


Not that Dad would have admitted that the way I died was in the line of duty. He’d have bitched and made snide comments about my profession, about my job performance, about anything and everything I did. Dad always did that. He was “a good cop,” which to him meant being able to find my flaws and write the appropriate ticket for each one of his only son’s personal, professional, and social problems.

Dad never liked me much. The feeling was mutual. When he died, I didn’t cry. I managed to restrain myself from singing a rousing chorus of, “Ding Dong the Witch is Dead” at his funeral service (which I paid for, by the way). But that was about all he got from me.

Dad didn’t die in the line of duty. I
 did, as far as I was concerned.

But that didn’t matter, because nothing
 I did was ever good enough for him.

Dad probably would have stood there and bitched at me as I got killed. And the worst part of that
 was that he would have been right. I should have seen that piece under the guy’s coat. But I didn’t, and I got shot. And then…

I looked around. For a second I didn’t understand where I was or what had happened. Then the memories came, and I knew. Knew I was dead. Had been killed
 , dammit all to hell.

Even though I understood what had happened, I still had no real idea where I was. I mean, it was an office of some kind, that was sure. But I’d never seen an office where every time a drawer opened, it sounded like someone was being tortured inside. Or a computer that kept shrieking with the sound of a thousand people being brutally murdered right before saying, “You have a new d-mail!” in a deep voice that sounded like that guy who does all the movie trailers that start, “In a world where nothing is safe,” and then shows things blowing up.

I didn’t understand what was going on. The screaming was getting to me. The bone-furniture was creeping me out.

And the guy? The dude sitting behind a desk that seemed to be resting on the posed skeletons of maybe a dozen toddlers and infants? Him I got least of all.

He was so ordinary. Just a guy. Skinny-ish, with brown hair that was pulling back a bit at the temples. Eyes of no discernible color, could have been brown or hazel or gray. His thick, horn-rimmed glasses kept settling on the tip of his nose no matter how often he shoved them back with his forefinger. A white button-up shirt—short sleeves and with an honest-to-goodness pocket protector that held maybe six hundred different pens. When God first invented the “nerd,” this was the prototype he used.

The guy—the Nerd—looked at me. He was sweating. A lot. Flop-sweat like you only see on people who are about to die or on uber-dorks who are about to begin social interaction. I didn’t think this guy was going to die—I assumed he’d already done so, like I had—so I got the sinking suspicion he was going to talk to me.

“Well, uh…” His attempt at a scintillating start fizzled out. He knuckled his glasses back up to the bridge of his nose for the umpteenth time and gave it another shot. “So, mister…” He flipped a few pages back and forth on the desk while the computer shrieked about more “d-mail.”

For a geek, this guy seemed very popular. Or he just got a lot of spam, which made a perverse sense—there’s no way spammers would let the trifling fact of one’s death get between you and their mortgage-lowering, penis-enlarging, hook-up-offering messages.

The Nerd sighed, like he was trying to figure out how to scratch his nuts in public or some other awful task. Maybe he was remembering his last botched attempt at a date. Maybe that was how he
 had died: trying for someone beyond his pay grade and being terminally kicked in the balls for his attempt.

“Mr. Vincent,” he began. “I’m going to level with you—”

“What’s your name?”

“What?” He blinked, almost like he wasn’t sure how he’d lost control of the conversation so quickly.

“You know my name, Poindexter. What’s yours?”

He gulped. “It’s—well… I… Look, you’re dead and we need to focus on that.”

I stood up. Went to the door at the back of the room. When I opened up my eyes after being killed, I was just… here
 . I had no idea what was on the other side of the office’s only door, but I figured I was about to get bad news from this dork, and I didn’t want to hear it.

Why did I think I had bad news waiting? Well, one, I was dead, and two, the way I lived wouldn’t exactly qualify me for sainthood.

I was in Hell. I knew it. I was sure of it. And I was sure as hell going to get out of it.

I had my hand on the doorknob in a flash, but when I twisted it, the thing wouldn’t move. Wouldn’t even rattle under my hands.

“Mr. Vincent, please,” began the Nerd.

I turned. Launched myself at him.

The move took him by surprise, which was what I intended. I grabbed him by the throat, and my other hand grabbed a letter opener from his desk. The letter opener had a bone blade and a haft that looked like a finger. I didn’t care what it was, or how it had come to be. It was pointy, and that’s all I needed.

The Nerd started sweating even more, which confirmed my suspicion that I could get out of this. People always fear a strong man willing to kill. Even in Hell. Maybe especially
 in Hell.

“All right, Eugene,” I said. “I’m going to shove this thing right through your carotid unless you tell me right now
 how to get out of here.”

The Nerd’s mouth opened and shut a few times. I realized I was holding him so tight he couldn’t breathe, so I loosened my grip on his throat just a bit.

He sucked in a huge breath of air. “I can’t tell you,” he choked out.

I started pressing down with the macabre letter opener. Blood welled. “Wrong answer.”

“Wait!” he gasped. “I can’t tell you because I don’t know.”

“Fine, then I kill you, get the key, and go for walkies.” Blood poured out, staining his shirt collar red.

“No key.” His eyes began to roll back.

“Then how do you
 get in and out?”

He started wheezing, a weird sound that chilled me.

Laughing. The guy was laughing
 .

And as soon as I realized that, I felt the hand around my
 throat.

I’m a big guy. Six-two, two-hundred-thirty pounds. All muscle. So when I tell you the hand on my throat was Strong
 , with-a-capital “S,” I hope you understand what I mean. The hand literally lifted me off the floor then tossed me back like a stick. I slammed into a window on the opposite wall, and the horizontal blinds covering the glass crashed down from their moorings and I saw what was beyond.

A river of lava. A huge, smoking, sulfurous river that burbled and boiled and looked so real that just seeing it made me feel like a marshmallow about to be s’mored. On the banks of the river were groups of men and women, lounging around on the ground and on the rocks and standing around. They were talking, laughing; a few of them leaning over from time to time to light cigarettes in the blistering heat of the lava.

Intermingled with them: demons. Tall and red, with muscled chests and cloven hooves. They had pitchforks, and I saw that some of them were in fact using them to roast marshmallows, a puffy white cylinder on the tip of each tine, bursting to flame the instant the pitchforks were extended over the lava, then reeled back to where the demon could blow on them and then hand out masses of scorched, sweet goo to other demons and to the “normal” people.

One of the normals saw me. He nearly swallowed his cigarette. Then pointed my way and said something to the demon nearest him—one with a bluish coat of hair riding up his naked back and tattoos that all involved impossibly violent sexual tableaus.

The demon jabbed another demon, got his attention. Pointed my way. By now everyone seemed to be looking at me. Blue demon finished pow-wowing with his buddy.

The buddy yelled, “We’re on, people!”

All the normals jumped as one into the lava. They started burning. Screaming. Clawing their way to the banks of the magma flow where they were shoved or prodded back into their torment by the waiting demons.

A voice at my back shouted out, “Clarence, don’t bother. Let them finish up for the day!”

The blue demon waved a Gotcha, boss!
 kind of wave, then said something in a weird, guttural language I didn’t understand. The demons reached in and started helping the normals out, gave each one a ShamWow to squeegee off the lingering traces of lava that still clung to them, and then everyone meandered over to a door that had appeared on the near bank of the river. They opened the door—just a door, without frame or jamb or anything—and stepped through one at a time. The door disappeared when the last person went through. All that was left was the gentle flow of the magma, with an occasional lava bubble bursting onto the burnt banks.

A familiar hand curled around my neck again and lifted me to a standing position, then swiveled me around.

The Nerd shrieked, “I did my best! I did my best!”

“I know you did,” said the voice that had told Clarence to call it a day. “You’re getting better.”

And I completed my turn. Saw the guy who was talking. A demon. The moment I saw him, the computer shrieked again, as if on cue.

This demon was goat-footed and red, with big horns. I could tell immediately that he was a whole other realm from the ones on the bank. They were “demons,” this was a Demon
 .

The computer shrieked. And again. “Your d-mail is getting backed up, Roald,” said the demon.

The Nerd—I guess he was Roald, which was a good, solid, nerdy name for him—moaned.

“I tried. I’m trying, please…”

“Shh,” said the demon. “You’re doing fine. You’ll get there someday.”

“He wouldn’t let me tell him what’s happening,” said Roald. “It’s his fault I’m behind.”

The demon fixed a glare on Roald and said softly, “Blaming others just adds to the number of people you’ll have to process, Roald. You’ve figured that much out, at least. When you point a finger, four point back at you, remember!”

Roald began crying.

The demon ignored him and turned back to me. Speaking softly, as if to himself, he said, “Still, I supposed giving you
 to”—he pointed at Roald—“him
 was a bit like telling a minnow to catch a great white.” He tsk-tsked
 .

The demon had not let me go during this exchange. The huge hand wrapped all the way around my throat ended in razor sharp claws that I could feel drawing blood as they pierced my flesh. I couldn’t breathe. Everything started to darken. I batted at the hand, but I might as well have been slapping a brick.

“Well, Mr. Vincent,” said the demon with a smile that made his canines slide out to a point well over three inches past his lips, “I must say I’m a bit disappointed. I didn’t bother with the usual spectacle,” he said, pointing at the window and the lava river beyond, “out of what I supposed you could call ‘professional courtesy.’ I didn’t think you’d need to see the faces of the damned to properly drive home where you are, and where you’re going from here. Nor did I set you for the usual group orientation. It was just you and Roald.”

The darkness was swirling fast and hard. I could barely see the demon’s face. And the face was no longer smiling.

“But you couldn’t just sit and listen, could you? And now Mr. Roald’s penance has been backed up, the actors are probably going to file a union grievance over having their break interrupted, and—worst of all—I
 have had to come deal with you. Which I wouldn’t mind, really, if you hadn’t been so damnably rude.”

The canines came out again. A scary look. The only saving grace was that I could barely see them. Or anything else, for that matter.

“So have it your way. You get to leave this office.”

He shook me. Once. Very, very hard. I felt my neck snap. Felt everything go numb below my upper lip. My lungs stopped working.

The darkness wound to a pinprick of light. One shining bead of saliva on the demon’s right canine. That, too, dimmed.

“Welcome to Hell, Mr. Vincent.”

Then all was black.
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And then it wasn’t.

I opened my eyes, expecting to see a demon looming over me, ready to toss me in the river of lava (without benefit of union to protect my interests), or eat me alive (was
 I alive?), or rape me with a pitchfork.

But none of those things happened. All I saw was a ceiling. Light blue. Rays of light playing across it.

I sat up. Took in my surroundings.

I was in a bedroom. Looked like something a little kid would sleep in. Transformers on shelves, books with names like Crecheling
 and Fablehaven
 and The Schoar of Moab
 and Billy: Messenger of Powers
 sitting on a red desk by the door.

The window was open. That was where the sunlight came from. Outside I could see a nice yard, well-kept. A fence. A two-story house that looked like the kind of things suburbanites sunk way too much money into in return for the joy of living “in a nice place near the city.”

I sat there for a moment, just listening. Birds tweeted outside as the wind rushed by. Somewhere in the house, a clock ticked.

Other than that? Nothing. No sounds.

In my line of work, you get a sense for houses. Whether they’re full of good people or full of bad, whether they’re places designed for seclusion or inclusion… or whether they’re empty or full.

This one was empty. I was certain of it. Still, I moved quietly as I stood and went to the door.

And that was when I realized something was very, very
 wrong.

I hadn’t noticed it before, probably because my brain wasn’t equipped to process it; no point of comparison for what was happening. But when I reached for the door, I saw my hand.

And it wasn’t mine. Or rather, it was
 mine, but it didn’t look right. It was small and soft and pink and when it reached for the doorknob it had to reach up
 to do so.

I felt that hand with my other one—they were both
 that way—then felt my arms, my chest… my face.

I couldn’t see myself, obviously, but what I felt… It brought madness to the surface.

No longer worrying about being heard by whoever owned this place, I threw the door open. Found myself in a hall with two doors other than the one I had just left. I burst through one and saw the room I was hoping for: the bathroom. Ran to the sink, to look in the mirror, to see…

…nothing.

I saw nothing. Not because I was blind, not because the mirror had been enchanted in some strange way. No, the mirror simply wasn’t there
 . A line of spherical light bulbs ran in a large square, boxing in the space where a mirror should have been, but there was no silvery surface between them. Just a blank wall with a tiny sticker in the center. I leaned in close to read it, trying to keep myself from vomiting as I realized how short I was—maybe only a foot taller than the sink.

The sticker was white with elegantly scrolled black letters that said, Know Thyself.


For some reason, that sticker terrified me.

I ran through the house. It had three bathrooms, all without mirrors. Just empty space with the same sticker where a mirror should have been. In one of the bathrooms, I pulled open the drawers and found a makeup compact. I flipped it open, and where the small mirror should have been was black plastic with a sticker so tiny I could barely read it. But barely
 was enough.


Know Thyself.


Fear, which had already crawled into my belly and made its home there, took complete control of me.

I started screaming. My voice was higher than it should have been. The reedy pitch of a young child. And that just made me scream louder.

No one came. When I finally stopped shrieking, minutes or hours later, I could hear the birds again. But nothing else. No one
 else.

I wobbled to the kitchen. There was a phone on the counter by a microwave oven. I picked it up and dialed 911, all too aware of the irony of making such a call.

The phone rang once. Then picked up.

“We’re sorry,” said an androgynous voice, “all our customer care specialists are assisting others. You can wait on the line for help, and answers will be received in the order of the call. You are the”—the voice changed to a grating electronic voice—”8,745,000 to the power of 6,000,000,017”—it switched back to the androgynous voice—“caller. Please stay on the line and be patient. Or you can start to Know Thyself.”

I stared at the phone in horror. Dropped it from nerveless fingers as Kenny G started a soulful melody to keep me company as I waited.

I ran.

I don’t know how long I ran, or where I went. I only knew that I was running, running, running. My too-small legs pumped endlessly, and even though I was in what I now suspected to be the body of a five-year-old, I still covered ground.

I ran and ran, and when I stopped running, I realized I was in a city. Not suburbs, an actual city. I was next to a store that said, Cal’s Deli
 . On the other side of the street, a storefront read Kam and Kam, Attorneys at Law
 .

There was no traffic.

I realized I had seen no people during my mad flight. None at all. Not as I ran for miles in a body that should not be, and not now that I stood silent and still between two high-rises in a place that looked like New York or Chicago or maybe Philly.

I went into the deli. Before entering I stopped in front of the storefront window. For some reason the window—so clear and clean a moment ago—suddenly fogged with dirt and grime. It looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years, and all I could see of my reflection was a general outline.

There was a pattern in the center of the grime. I gradually realized it was cursive writing, so elegantly placed that it seemed like art more than words. A beautiful mistake, a small miracle in the way that the dust had settled during the momentary eternity of my approach.

But there was nothing beautiful in the message.


Know Thyself.


I shivered.
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Over the following days, I discovered these facts:

There was plenty of food and drink. Faucets provided clean, clear water, and wherever I went the cupboards and pantries and kitchens were well-stocked with far too much food for one person to ever hope to consume.

When I went to sleep, I awoke the next morning at precisely 5:19 a.m. I don’t know why, but that is the time that invariably showed on whatever clock was nearby. If I stayed up all night, that was fine and dandy, but the next time I fell asleep I would sleep through until the following
 day at 5:19 a.m.

There was electricity. There was gas. Everything I needed to heat my food, to keep warm or cool—whichever I wished in whatever house or store or office I passed my time. I would not die—if dying were even possible here—of exposure.

I had all the memories of my life, even those I wished to forget. I could call up memories of conversations, moments of anger, of love, of life, and death. All of it perfectly recalled, all of it capable of nearly transporting me to the place and time it had happened. But of this life, this new world to which I had been born… nothing. I had no idea why I was here, or what I was to do.

I couldn’t even tell what I looked like. There were no mirrors anywhere
 . Only myriad exhortations to Know Thyself
 wherever any reflection should be. There was no shiny surface that did not cloud when I approached, and somewhere in the dust or in the fog that clouded the surfaces, that same message would appear when I got close.

Once I tried looking in a koi pond and the fish went crazy as I approached, agitating the water so much that I could see nothing of my features. Several of the fish died for no discernible reason. They floated belly-up on the frothing water, and in their scales, drawn in deep blacks and vibrant oranges, that same message. An instruction to know myself hand-in-hand with the impossibility of even seeing what I looked like.

Nor could anyone tell me: I was completely alone. There was food in the pantries, there were cars in garages with keys in ignitions and enough gas to drive hundreds of miles. There were books left open on nightstands as though the owners had put them down and simply forgotten to return.

But the people themselves were gone.

For the first few days I walked silently, skulking from place to place, afraid of who I might encounter in this strange ghost-city. After a week of that, I found a silver whistle hanging on the dummy’s neck in a sporting goods store. I took the whistle and blew it every thirty seconds or so as I walked aimlessly through a metropolis that seemed to exist for no one but me.

No one ever answered the whistle. No one called. No one shadowed me as I walked.

Alone.

That lasted three months or so. A mixture of skulking and hiding and crying out for attention. At night I found whatever bed was handy and slept, and woke at 5:19 a.m. the next morning on pillowcases that had grown wet with tears shed in a dreamless sleep.

After three more months, I started trying to amuse myself. The computers worked, same as the gas and water and electricity, but when I tried to connect to the Internet, the same message always appeared: Connection Lost—Please Be Patient and Know Thyself.
 There went any idea of perhaps contacting someone or even sending an email. I remembered every day the screams of the “d-mails” arriving, and soon they were not pained shrieks but a welcoming chorus. They were human voices and I so longed to hear them again.

The phones all gave the same message I had heard previously. The number “in line” that I was may have changed slightly; I could never be sure. I almost wrote the number down a few times, but stopped myself. The number was so astronomically beyond my ability to fathom, that writing it down for the purpose of seeing if I had advanced in the call queue seemed an exercise in self-castigation.

There were televisions, of course—there was no place so strange or lonely or just plain wrong
 that you could not find the comforting company of the Idiot Box—but they all showed snow when they went on. Every channel… except channel 519 on some cable boxes. That channel showed a repeating loop of a monkey arm wrestling a kangaroo, and whenever the kangaroo won, which was always, the feed would reset and the letters KT
 would blink in large red letters.

I found some tablets that had e-books loaded and tried them, but whenever I hit the nineteenth word on the fifth page, the remaining text all disappeared and was replaced by LOW POWER—KNOW THYSELF.


No. Nothing fun to do, no joy to be found in anything electronic.

But the cars worked. And all of them—all
 of them—had gas in the tank and keys in the ignitions. I found a brand-new, spit-shined Lamborghini Huracán—probably worth a quarter million dollars—just sitting there, waiting to be driven.

In life I had always enjoyed the idea of fast, beautiful cars. It was part of what drew me to my job. Part of the appeal of the lifestyle I undertook. But I’d never been able to enjoy something this gorgeous, this smooth.

And I quickly found that I still
 couldn’t.

I got in the car, sunk into the luxury leather… and couldn’t even see over the dashboard. This damn body, this little child
 I had become was betraying one of the few things I had found in months that generated even a bit of excitement.

Still, I had time. Not much else. But plenty of time.

After a few days of searching, I found some pieces of wood and tied them to my shoes. Locating some phone books took even longer—no one uses those things anymore, apparently not even in Hell. But eventually I did find them and stacked them on the driver’s seat.

With the blocks I could reach the pedals. With the boost of the phone books I could barely see through the front windshield.

I turned on the car. It hummed like a demon—and I would know. I was in its maw, its gut, ready to willingly throw myself into its power.

“Let’s do this,” I whispered.


Bam!
 I slammed my right foot—or my right blocks—down on the accelerator.

The thing leaped forward so fast that I half expected to find myself hanging in midair, the car roaring away from me on its last plotted trajectory. It felt great. Fantastic. Beyond anything I expected.

And I quickly drove straight into problems.

I did all right on the straightaway, the first long run down an empty city street. Then I braked, spun the wheel right to turn down a side street. The car felt like it was super-glued to the asphalt. Not even a squeak. Just perfectly balanced gears up and down shifting, wheel suspension maintaining a near-constant level.

“Yeah!” I screamed. “Suck it, bitches!” I had no idea who the “bitches” might be—probably just screaming at Dad, who had told me I’d never succeed. Well, look at me now!


I rode the car faster, pushed it harder. Took a turn. A two-mile straight run, over a hundred-fifty miles per hour. Then another turn. Blurring my way through an empty city whose sole purpose appeared to be my existence.


This is the life.


And then I had to brake, because the street I was on ending on a T-intersection. Time to turn, right or left, right or left, right or—


What the…?


I tried to lift my foot off the accelerator. It wouldn’t come up. I tried to kick it off with my other foot. But my left foot wouldn’t move, either.

I looked down and saw instantly what had happened. The blocks and ties had slipped as I drove. The right side had turned into a tangled mass that held my foot, the blocks, and the accelerator pedal all in a bizarre Gordian knot. The left side was simpler but just as dangerous: the ties on the blocks had slipped and then looped themselves over the brake pedal. Which would have been fine were it not for the fact that some of the blocks had slipped under
 the brake pedal. So even with my left foot pressing as hard as I could, there was no way to stop the car.

I looked up. Saw that the Lamborghini really was
 fast. So fast that in the time it took to figure out the problem, any fixes I might have come up with became academic.

The car hit the curb at the end of the street. Bounced a good five feet in the air. Rising like a gorgeous, Italian-made UFO. Slamming grill-first into the stone façade of an office building.

I flew forward. My arms went up over my head. Then…

Pain.

Dark.

Nothing.
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I woke up in blood. Lying across the hood of the car, which was buckled under me like a spent concertina.

I tried to push myself up. Failed. My right hand seemed to work, but my left kept slipping. Slipping. Slipping.

I finally looked at it and immediately saw why: my left arm ended a few inches above my wrist. The hand itself was nowhere to be seen, just one more piece of detritus in the ruined office space I had crashed into. I was bleeding. Bleeding fast and hard. Bleeding out, probably.

Panic gripped me, a unique terror that I had never before felt. I had faced death many times. I had caused it as well, and neither caused me to blink or to think much about them.

But I had never died in Hell.

What would happen if I did
 die here? Would I be “really” dead? Would I cease to exist? Would I, perhaps, leave this Hell and find myself plunged into one that was worse?

The most frightening possible answers to my questions fought with one another as I managed to roll drunkenly off the car. I came face-to-flame with fire, sheets of orange-red-white-blue dancing up the side of the Lamborghini. Contrary to the movies and television, it’s very rare for a car to explode when set on fire. Usually it just vomits out noxious fumes for a few hours, then the flames disappear.

So I wasn’t worried about becoming a crispy critter. But I was still spurting blood out of the stump of my left arm.


Don’t wanna die. Can’t die after being killed.



Don’t die!


I knew what I had to do, and knew that if I thought about it too long it would never happen.

I rammed my bleeding stump into the fire that coated the side of the car. Pushed the raw flesh of my injury against the super-heated metal beyond the flame itself.

I heard sizzling. A wet pfshh
 that reminded me of sausages my grandma used to make.

I felt pain. Pain like I had never known, pain so deep and white and harsh it transcended itself. It became a personage, an entity of near-flesh that melded to my own yielding skin and blood and bone.

I screamed. Screamed and screamed and even in the very depths of my pain. I couldn’t tell if the screams were of agony, or of some strange pleasure that lay beyond it.

Then I fell senseless and the darkness of oblivion claimed me.
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When my eyes fluttered open, I didn’t know where I was or what had happened. There was something sticky on my face, something that crackled and pulled at my flesh. I raised my hand to brush at it, and at the same time something hit my cheek. It was soft, rounded.

My eyes were open at this point, but I wasn’t seeing. Not in any but the most technical sense. Light was entering my irises, but my brain was not making sense of the images.

The crackling sensation worsened. It felt like a bad sunburn. I tried to brush at it again, and again something blunt, soft—not entirely unpleasant-feeling—hit my face.

I blinked. It was a purposeful motion, an up-and-downing of my eyelids that I intended to wipe clean the dust that had settled over my mind. When my eyes opened this time, I began to see. Really
 see.

The car was beside me. Still warm from the fire that had burnt much of it to a slag of plastic and metal.

I saw my right hand. Covered in blood that had dried and congealed to a strange mass of brown-black scab. That must be the sunburn feeling: the crackle of blood caked all over my arms and chest and face. I was lucky to be alive… if that was even the right term.

I shifted my gaze to my left hand. And began to scream. Because I saw it not at the end of my arm, but lying in a pile of debris a few feet away. My left arm ended in a rounded nub, completely enclosed by skin that had grown over the stump and now—what I believed to be only a few minutes or hours after the accident—somehow had the appearance of a severe wound long-healed. Something that had happened years ago. Not minutes. Not hours. Decades
 .

The thing that had been hitting me in the face was my own arm, sans
 hand. A useless stump.

I kept screaming.

But there was no pain. Like the skin that had grown over the stump, my injuries—and I could feel that there had been many, not just the hand—were all completely healed. The only pain present was mental, not physical.

I had no hand.

I could feel my back, crooked as though it had been terribly wrenched once-upon-a-time, and never properly healed. No pain, but my motion was restricted. I could turn my waist to the right, but to the left it was stiff and unyielding.

I was the survivor of an enormous trauma that had happened only minutes ago, but somehow my body had performed years of healing in that time.

I rolled to my stomach. Pushed up on hand and stump; rose unsteadily to my feet.

I left the wrecked place, the wrecked car.

I found some food in a nearby restaurant. I was beyond hungry, I was famished
 . I began the laborious process of teaching myself to eat and move with one hand and much of my back’s flexibility restricted.

I was in the body of a five-year-old. Maybe six at this point. A child who had been through a lifetime of injury and the possibly greater trauma of healing. I was a wreck of physical abuse.

I was alone.

And I stayed alone. Alone through the meandering days, the mindless months, the horrifying years that passed, one after another. Walking, occasionally riding a skateboard or a bicycle for some variety (no more cars for me). Exploring countless rooms in countless buildings. Alone.

I hurt myself a few times. Badly, I mean. In my teens—that is, when my body looked like that of a teenager—I got it in my head to climb the outside of a building adorned with statues that reminded me vaguely of the demon who’d sent me here. I fell after getting less than ten feet up. Broke my leg in two places, bone sticking through the flesh of my thigh. I fainted from pain and when I woke the bone was healed, but it had never been set. I walked with a severe limp after that.

Another time I set fire to one of the high-rises. I did it right, too. Not just setting open flame to the outside of it, which would have done nothing to the ferroconcrete structure. I packed the first floor full of propane tanks I found in a warehouse a block away, hauling them one after another in a succession that probably took over a year. Then I packed the rest of the space in the first floor with flammable items: paper, chair stuffing, anything I could find. Another year’s monotony, another year of invented purpose barely staving off an abyss of madness.

When I lit the fire, I didn’t expect the first propane tank to go up quite so fast. Again, I felt pain as the flames engulfed me, then my body shut down out of self-preservation. When I woke, the fire was out, the building was still standing… but the right side of my body was covered in scar tissue, the shining white of wounds healed an impossible time in the past.

I was also naked since the fire had burned the clothes right off my skin. But I didn’t bother getting dressed. Why should I? What were clothes to me here, now?

I was, I estimated, about sixty years old at this point. My body, that is. I had no idea how old I
 really was, or if that kind of thing even mattered.

What was age in Hell? What were years without human experience; without the wisdom that came from change?

I limped my way through days and decades. Alone, lost in a city that had become my world. Seventy years old. Eighty.

I tried to leave the city more than once. To find my way back to the suburban neighborhood where I had first awoken. I never could. The city stretched out for an infinity—or so near to one that it made no difference. I spent two years walking in a straight line and when I went out on the top of the nearest high-rise, I could only see buildings stretching forever in every direction.

Nothing ever changed. There was no dust, no sense of rot or malaise in anything but me. The food never spoiled; there was no inclement weather. Every day was sunny, every night was clear and utterly starless. There was nothing to change the monotony, nothing to give any sense of the passage of time, other than a pad I carried around to mark passing days.

I think I was about eighty-five when I died. I could be wrong. There was a long period in my seventies when I went more than a little mad. I don’t remember much of it, and it’s very hard to keep track of time when you’re barking at the moon and frantically trying to have sex with a life-sized teddy bear you found in a toy store so as to create a new master race of creatures blessed with the mind of a man and the stuffing of a plush toy.

Yeah, not my best moment.

Still, I was fairly certain I was around eighty-five the day I finally died… again.

I was on a bed I’d found to pass the night. Woke up to the singing of a bird outside somewhere. I had never seen a bird, never seen anything
 alive in this place but me, but I did hear the chirps from time to time and they were like a gift.

I got up slowly. Joints creaking with age, skin tight with scar tissue, old injuries keeping me from moving with any fluidity or speed.

I sat on the edge of the bed.

My chest hurt.

I grabbed it with my good hand, my remaining hand.

Then I fell forward. I felt my heart stuttering. K-dub, lub-d-dub.


I died.

And I died smiling. Thinking with my last strength: At last
 .
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My eyes opened.

I looked around. I was in the same bed where I had died. And I knew that I had
 died. There was something deep in me that said this was my second go-round on the mad, monotonous Tilt-A-Whirl that my life or afterlife had become.

I was dead… again
 .

Alive… once more
 .

I rolled over. And in doing so I realized that I was moving with ease. Moving without the lingering numbness of mangled nerves, the stiffness of bones healed at wrong angles. I smiled. Held up my left arm, looking for a hand I somehow knew would be there once more, perfectly restored.

I was right. So right. More right than I counted on. That’s why I started screaming. Shrieking for so long that my world became only the sound of agony and despair.

My hand was back. Perfect. Pink.


Young.


I had died after nearly a century of wandering alone. And the next morning I awakened in my five-year-old body again. Staring at a freckle on a hand I hadn’t had in ninety years, and no joy from seeing it because that freckle was on a hand so small and young that I knew I was doomed to continue playing this most awful game. Go Directly to Young, Do Not Pass Go, Do Not Collect $200
 . Just one more spin through a worthless, monotonous, pointless
 life.

Or whatever this was. Can it still be life after you’ve died twice?

I sat up.

Stood up.

Left the room.

Walked the city.

Lived a life—

Or something horribly like it.
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This time I didn’t last as long. Nowhere near the ninetyish years of my first go-round. When I woke up on the first day of my second (after)life I couldn’t find the pad I’d been using to mark off days, and I honestly forgot about it for a few months. But then I started keeping track again, and so I knew I was in my forty-sixth year for the second time.

I was on the fifty-second floor of a high-rise. I’d found a really nice boardroom and decided to become president and CEO of a new company. I was lecturing the empty seats, outlining our mission statement, when I heard birdsong.

As before, the birds were nowhere to be seen, but the thought seized me that if only I found the right vantage point, I might actually find them. I excused myself from the meeting—being the president and CEO comes with its privileges—then threw a chair out the window and climbed out onto the narrow ledge that surrounded the building.

The birds had to be out here. Had to be somewhere close. I could hear them. Could hear their songs.

I slipped without seeing them.

Wondered how badly I would be crippled when I woke up from my fall.

But apparently the rules were different for injuries that were fatal in and of themselves. I hit the ground. I survived long enough to hear the low click-tik-ti-click
 of my teeth raining down on the sidewalk all around me after bouncing right out of my head. Then I died.

I woke up the next morning on the sidewalk.

Young again.

I didn’t scream this time. Being my third “birth” day in this strange place, I finally realized that I was doomed to live and die forever here. So no screams. I just ran. Ran. Ran. Tried to get out of the city, to retrace my steps to where I had started, the place beyond the limits of the city. The little boy’s room. I belonged there. I shouldn’t have left.

I never found my way out of the city. Of course not. The city was all there was now. The only life I had, the only world I would know. But I ran so hard my heart burst in my chest. I died.

I awoke. I lived. Died. Lived.

So many, many times.
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Nothing ever went bad. Nothing ever spoiled. Nothing ever died but me —and then I would wake up the next morning in whatever place I died the day before, and the whole thing started over.

I lived a hundred times. Then a thousand. Ten thousand.

When I was thirty-five—iteration: 11,659—I thought I sensed something different. I felt watched. I stopped what I was doing (arguing with the invisible man who sold me the lawn chair I’d been carrying with me for the last seven years), and looked around. The city was, as always, my only company.

But I realized that the birds had been chirping a moment ago. And now… silence. As though something—


Some
 one, please, whoever is in charge of this, please let it be some
 one.


—had frightened them to silence.

I stayed there the entire day. Didn’t move once. Not even when I had to void my bladder and bowels. I just let loose where I stood, hoping that if I remained silent and still I might see whatever—


Whoever
 !

—was out there.

Sometime in the evening, the birds began to chirp again. Sadness gripped me. Despair so powerful that I did the only reasonable thing: I ran to the nearest open door, which led to the office of a tax preparation firm. I found a pencil and rammed it through my throat, twisting so that I would tear out carotids and jugular in one ecstatic motion.

I woke up the next morning. Age five; iteration: 11,660.

I nearly despaired. For the millionth time in my ten thousand lives, I nearly lost control.

But something stopped me. Because this time, for the first time, when I woke there was something different
 .
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It wasn’t much, but it was everything. Just a small piece of paper, but it was a piece of paper that signaled change
 .

Or perhaps not. Perhaps this was just one more spiral, a ring concentric to the ones in which I had been spinning for a near-eternity. Because though the paper was new to this place, it was definitely one that I had seen before. At least, I’d seen its type
 before.

The paper was folded across my young chest, my new five-year-old hands clasped over it when I came out of my most recent death and into my newest life. A simple white sheet, folded down the middle.

I unfolded it with hands that were too small for the task to come. Too weak for what must happen soon.

When I was alive—really
 alive, in a place before this unchanging stream of events that did not matter, in a place where others lived and walked with me, I had seen these papers. They were my vocation, my lifestyle… and ultimately they led to my death.

The paper I found in my hands contained the same information these papers always held. In life, the real
 one that is, they had been delivered to a dead drop—a trash can, or a P.O. Box with a dummy owner—not tucked in my grasp as I slept. But as in life, this page had only three things:

A location.

A time.

A picture.

I skipped over the first two, moving to the printed photo. The paper darkened in perfect circles as tears fell from my cheeks and wet it.

This was the first face I had seen in many hundreds of thousands of years. There was no way to view my own image—no reflections, only exhortations to Know Thyself
 —and after a few years I realized that there were no other images of people, either. Books I found had missing spaces where pictures had once been. Every photo frame I saw held only blank paper in its boundaries. Even Chef Boyardee had been scrupulously wiped away from every can of Spaghetti-Os I found in one pantry.

So this face… this stranger’s face on the paper, it was worth more than any treasure I had ever held. It was grainy, low resolution. But it was a face
 . The face of a middle-aged man, nondescript save a shock of white hair that ran the length of his scalp.

I finally looked away from the face. Stared at the time and place stated. The place was one I knew, a street only a few miles away from where I happened to be. The time listed: 6:00 p.m.

I looked for a clock. I was still in the tax preparation office—as always, I seemed to have been reborn the next day in the very place I had died—so finding one wasn’t hard. Several wall clocks, a few desk clocks. I had stopped paying attention to clocks many millennia ago, but now I checked the time once more. Checked to see if I would be able to get to the location in time.

Whenever I slept, I would wake up at 5:19 a.m. the next morning, with no exceptions and no deviations. But when I woke up the day after dying, I might wake up at any time, from very early morning to late afternoon.

This time I had awakened at noon. Plenty of time to get where I needed to go.

I started walking.

Soon I was skipping
 . Because this wasn’t just something new. This paper wasn’t merely a new twist in the Mobius strip of my existence. No, this was a way out
 . I knew it was, knew it represented the end of my time in Hell. I had somehow earned my way out of this place.

If I did just one more thing; if I followed the protocols I had set up and followed so stringently in life.

I forced myself to stop skipping. Because how ridiculous would it be to trip and fall? To die on the way to my final test, or even simply to break a bone and miss the appointment?

No. Care. Care was the watchword.

I walked. Then I slowed still further. Eventually I was crawling, hands and knees coming down with painstaking attention to where each hand touched, what centimeters I would move with each passing moment.

I had to get there. But it was close. I had time.

I crawled. My small hands and knees ached. My flesh was new, so there were no calluses to protect it, and soon I was leaving a trail of bloody handprints as I went. Tiny, red palms and outspread fingers gripping each passing bit of the sidewalk, pulling it toward me, pulling myself toward my destination.

It hurt. The pain was glorious. It was, I knew, the pain of final birth. The pain that would lead me to the end of this place.

It was five o’clock before I reached my destination. I forced myself to stand because there were preparations that had to be made. I had thought of nothing else on the way here. Just what had to be done. Just the final test before leaving Hell.

One hour to go. I had put the paper that brought me here in a pocket, and now I took it out and looked at it. I touched the face, the first and only face I had seen in my long time here. I smiled, and I kissed it.

Then I heard a sound. I spun and saw someone approaching. It was 5:00 p.m., so the city was in twilight. Lights would not turn on after the sun went down, so every time night fell the darkness was complete. Now the dark fingers of night were clenching in on themselves, a fist that would hold all in its grasp in only a few moments.

I dove behind a sandwich board sign that advertised free drinks with a dinner entrée. Huddled quietly. Cursed myself for a fool. Of course
 the paper had said where the man would be, and that he would be there at six. But it hadn’t said he would arrive
 at that time… there was nothing that said he couldn’t get there early and simply wait.

My preparations were moot. Now I had only my own knowledge, my own experience.

I could hear him approaching. He was mumbling under his breath. He sounded drunk.

I looked around. The darkness continued to deepen, which made it hard to see anything useful. The only thing I could make out was a car—a Honda, battered and tired-looking—at the curb a few feet from me.

I hadn’t driven a car since the disastrous Lamborghini event, and I didn’t have any intentions of driving this one. But it might be helpful, nonetheless.

I waited until I heard the mumbles drop off a bit. Hoping that meant the man was moving away, or at least had his head turned. I slipped across the sidewalk, easing the car door open and crawling inside. The sound the car door made as it unlatched and then opened were louder than thunder to my ears, but the other man’s sounds continued unabated so he must not have heard anything.

I slid across the seats. Sat behind the wheel.

The keys were in the ignition, as they always were. I had tried for an entire lifetime to figure out why the keys were always ready, the cars always gassed, but had come up with nothing. It was just one more bit of un
 sense in a world created to mock rationality.

But now I understood. The keys were in the ignitions in preparation for this single moment. For this time when they would be needed—not merely to drive a car, but for something far more important.

I slid the key out of the ignition. Just a bit of metal coated with plastic at one end. Nearly no weight to it. But it felt like Excalibur in my hand. This was the moment I had spent the better part of eternity waiting for.

I rolled down the window. Slowly. Silently. The Honda didn’t have power windows, so it was one quiet crank after another, dropping the window a millimeter at a time until there was nothing between me and the night.

And it was
 night. Dark had fallen. The final starless sky I would see in this place. I was leaving.

I could hear the other man’s mumbling. Low, but with the bouncing tones of an inebriate or a madman. Someone speaking to people who were not there and never had been.

I sat. I waited.

The words started to drift into the windless night, and for a moment I worried that he was leaving. That would make things harder.

Then the volume increased. He was coming closer.

I slunk down in my seat. Lower, then lower still. I could only make out a single sliver of black night through the side window, and could not see over the dash at all. I was in a cocoon. Waiting to come out as a new creature, a thing finally Alive.

The sounds came closer. Closer.

Something darkened my view of the sky. I saw a strip of white—that shock of hair, so out of place on his head—then nothing. He passed.

I sat up. He was outside the car, his back to me.

I leaned through the open window, eschewing the use of the door to exit. But once I was almost completely out of the car, I didn’t drop to the ground. Instead I levered myself up until I was standing on the roof. At the last second my weight caused the cheap metal to buckle slightly.

The man stopped mumbling.

He turned.

I saw his eyes widen. That was perfect.

I jumped off the roof. Left arm outstretched to catch him. To hang from him.

My right hand held the Honda key. I buried it in his eye.

The man went rigid beneath me. He shuddered. Then he vomited, his body reacting to what had just happened. Sticky warmth covered me from neck to belly.

I let go of the key and it remained fastened in place, sticking out of his ruined eye socket. I slammed it with my bloody palm. Drove it another quarter-inch. Then hit it again. Again.

He shuddered. Tried to vomit once more. Then simply went rigid and toppled to the side. I rode him down, and before he hit the sidewalk I tore his throat out with my teeth.

A new, different kind of warmth covered me. But where before the man’s vomit had seemed disgusting and foul, his blood was sensuous, lovely. It was the blood of birth, of re
 birth, of baptism into new and real Life.

At the last second, the man’s body twitched. Spun. I was no longer on
 him, but rather under
 him. His body weight slammed down on me, driving me into the sidewalk as well. I hit my head against unyielding cement. The dark night seemed to flow into my mind. To take over my world.

I smiled.

I was free.
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I woke up the next morning and knew it was 5:19 a.m.

I could hear birds singing.

I did not open my eyes. I wanted to relish this moment. I knew things were going to be different. That they were going to be better.

I had fulfilled my contract.

That was what I did in life. That was how I got here in the first place: a botched hit that ended with me getting the bullet instead of my target. And so it made sense that to get out of Hell I had to complete a final contract. Had to finish a job to balance out what had been left undone in my life.

A hitman doesn’t have the luxury of “what-ifs.” There is only the job, and it is either completed successfully, or it is a failure. Successful jobs lead to more work, more folded pages in dead drops known only to a handful of underworld contacts. More money, more power.

Failed jobs lead to loss of earnings, loss of prestige, and—eventually and inevitably—loss of life.

The last job I’d taken had looked fine. Checked out from start to near-finish, to the ultimate moment where instead of getting the drop on my target he somehow pulled a gun and shot me. Even after all these thousands of years I can remember how shocked I was how fast he was. Just a single shot, a small bullet was all it took to end the life of probably the most-sought-after contractor in the United States.

So when I saw the paper in my hands, I knew I had to make up for my mistake. Had to finish something left undone: a final, open job.


Job closed. Job done.



Now what?


I still hadn’t opened my eyes. But something new had seeped into my consciousness. A thing that I had felt since the first instant, but had either ignored or simply had been unwilling to accept.

Something heavy. Something on me.

I opened my eyes.

The man I’d killed was still there. Lying on top of me, lifeblood dried on both of our clothes like the world’s most horrific tie-dye. My body was still that of a five-year-old. I hadn’t accomplished anything, anything, anything. Nothing!


I started screaming. My voice was high, youthful. The shriek of a child; one burdened by untold lifetimes of madness, experience, horror.

I screamed and did not stop screaming. I fell senseless, and when the fog lifted I was still screaming under the body of the man I’d killed.

The birds had stopped chirping. Listening reverently to a song they could never hope to replicate.

Something moved. I kept screaming.

I thought at first the movement was my own: my overloaded mind—


How many lifetimes can one mind
 hold?


—starting to short out and cause my muscles to contract and relax without my conscious intervention.

Then realization penetrated my panic: the motion was not me.

Something pulled the weight off me. Yanked the dead man off my tiny frame.

I looked and saw the last thing I expected: another human face.

It belonged to a teenager. A kid with bright red hair, the peach fuzz of someone who didn’t quite need regular shaving on his chin.

He shook his head. “Sorry, kid,” he said.

I didn’t understand that, but there was something so confusing about the sorrow—


Madness


—in his eyes that I stopped screaming.

I realized—too late—that he was holding something in his hand. A folded sheet of paper.

I stood, jumped up so fast I actually managed to run. But of course he caught me. Only a few blocks away, he tackled me and I fell beneath him and then I drew in a breath. Perhaps to scream, perhaps to plead against what was coming, perhaps to laugh the mad cackle of hopelessness realized, but never had a chance to complete the motion.

“Sorry,” he said again. Then he slammed a hammer down on my face.

The last thing I saw was that paper in his hand, a picture of a child barely visible on it.


Is that what I look like?
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I blinked, then squinted, then opened my eyes.

Awake again.

Not even murder could kill me.

I was lying only blocks away from the place I had killed a man, splayed on the sidewalk where someone else had killed me
 .

But I was alive again. Alive and small and still spinning my wheels through the unending course of a futile existence.

I wept.
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Eventually, I got up. It is a sad fact of human existence that we cannot just lay back and accept our lots. We fight against our circumstances, we fight against fate, we struggle even against the inevitable reality of our death. And now I fought against the knowledge that I was doomed to stay here forever. Against the truth that no matter what I did, I would remain in this place for eternity.

I walked, I ran. I ate, I drank, and I voided my bladder and evacuated my bowels. My body aged and grew and if I damaged it too badly or lived long enough it gave out and I woke up anew.

After another thousand lifetimes I woke up holding another folded paper. I crumpled it and threw it away, but every time I looked at my hand I found it had somehow appeared there again. A new job, to be done whether I liked it or not.

I refused. I walked in the opposite direction, intent on avoiding yet another useless interaction. Who the people were that I should kill, I did not know. Nor did I care, just as I didn’t care about the boy who killed me
 . It simply was
 , just as my existence here was
 . There was no meaning, only the simple, undefined truth of existence. To think otherwise was to hold out agonizing, useless hope.

So I walked away from the place where there would be another man to kill. Why bother?

And then I discovered something new in this empty world.

Pain.

I remembered the pain of cauterizing the bloody stump of my arm after that first car crash so many lifetimes past. The pains of a million falls, a million lacerations and bruises and broken bones. None of them compared to the agony that drove me to my knees at this moment. I opened my mouth and vomited blood. Speckles of red fell to the street below my hands and I realized I was sweating
 blood… an agony so utter and intense that it was causing the capillaries to burst within my flesh.

I moaned. Swayed.

And as I did, I realized that when I swayed to the right the pain lessened. I slumped that way. The pain was slightly less intense. Not much… it was like taking a teacup out of the ocean, but anything was welcome.

I pulled myself that way. Inch by pain-ridden inch. No longer even capable of moaning.

Every movement in that direction brought a lessening of the pain. Every moment I stayed where I was, the agony intensified. I crawled.

Eventually I was able to stand again. To walk.

And realized I was moving toward the place specified on the paper I had been given; the paper that I once more held in my bloody hands.

It seemed that there was more to this existence than simple wandering. I was given contracts. And they could not be denied.

When I got to the designated location, there was an old, old man there. He was curled up at the base of a tree planted in a break in the sidewalk. He looked up at me as I leaned down to him, to break his neck and so end my pain.

He whispered something. I leaned in to hear it.

“Goodbye,” he said.

And I felt the knife stab me in the stomach. Heard him cackle.

Saw the paper he
 held.

Then the dark came, then the light and the unseen chirping birds, and I was young and held another paper with another name and knew that things had changed, and not for the better. How could they? This was, after all, Hell.
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So many lifetimes. Iteration: 1,220,447

Sometimes I lived long and alone, nothing to do and nowhere to go. Others I was given a single job when a teen or a man in his twenties, others I got a new job every day and suffered agony until each was filled.

Sometimes I killed them. Other times I was the one murdered.

Nothing new. Nothing new. Nothing new…

Madness was my only refuge. But even that was all-too-often stolen by those white pages with unknown faces, by the choice of murder or pain.

The world was still sterile, still void of meaning. I could not see who I was, still could not see any faces but those on the pages, those I was to hunt. But there were changes. The birds no longer sang. There was only silence in the sky.

And the world was filling up.

Where I had spent eons alone, now I sensed more and more people. Never directly—the only people I ever saw directly were those I hunted, or those who hunted me—but I often felt watched. I often detected presences nearby, more of them as the years passed.

And one day I got a paper with an old man on it. Nothing new there; I had killed innumerable men and boys, age was of no matter to me. I walked to the place, bringing a Molotov cocktail I’d made for the meeting.

He was there, holding a piece of paper as well. He didn’t see me, but I assumed that he was looking for me, so I lit the cocktail and prepared to fling it.

I drew back my arm. It would be fun to see him burn. A bright star of difference in the infinite night of sameness that was my existence.

He turned, and as he did I noted two things:

First, he wasn’t holding a paper. It was a pad
 . And it was one that I vaguely felt I should recognize.

Second, he was holding it in his hand. His only
 hand. The other ended at the wrist. A stump, long-healed. Skin slick with burn-scars, a pinch to his back that indicated badly-healed injuries.

The pad, I realized, counted the days of an existence. A hash-mark to note each one of the first days of an eternity.


Me
 . It’s me. The first me.


The Molotov fell from my fingers. The bottle broke at my feet. I barely felt the pain or my own death.
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Iteration: 1,220,448.

I woke on the pavement. Facing the early-morning sky. 5:19 a.m.

Only now I knew that the sky I was seeing wasn’t the next
 , it was the first
 .

Always I had assumed that when I died I simply woke the next morning. But what I had seen yesterday—


No, not yesterday, it was many tomorrows from now
 .

—had finally made me understand. When I died, I woke up in the morning—the
 morning, the first
 morning. The clock was reset, and I took my place in the world. But the Me that was did not disappear; rather I existed as a new copy of Myself. An iteration of my life that existed simultaneously with all the other version of “Me” born through the years. Each time I died, I woke the first morning as a new copy. And eventually, over a million-plus iterations, I had begun to fill up this great city in Hell. The feeling of being watched? Of someone nearby? That was my own sense of Myself.

I had never seen a woman, I realized. Just men, boys.

Just me.

Something crinkled in my hand. A paper. I looked at the face printed on it and wondered how I could have failed to recognize myself. But of course, I hadn’t seen myself in ages. And even if I had… the selves had different experiences, different pains that carved different wrinkles on each face.

Here, in Hell, I was every possible Me, and none of them were recognizable to the others.

Until now.

I ran to the place on the page. Knowing what it all meant, knowing what I was to do.

I ran, knowing that the Me I found would be waiting with his own page, his own instructions, his own insane drive to kill.

I would have to save the man—or boy—I found. I would have to convince him not to kill me, and I would have to convince him then to save others.


Know Thyself.


I knew what I was. I was a killer, a murderer, a madman, a fiend.

I would have to show that truth to the other selves, and somehow would have to convince them not to do this. Not to kill. To seek out the names on the papers not to murder them, but to teach them and save them.

The way out of Hell was not killing. It was saving
 . I had finally come to know myself. Now I was beholden to save my many selves, to stop them from killing. I was driven not to destroy them, but to teach them. To teach all the infinite copies of “Me” a better way. A purpose that did not involve setting myself above others, but bringing them to selfless service.


How long? How long will I have to do this?


And the answer to that was obvious now, as well: as long as it took. Not just to save this
 Me, but to save all
 my selves.

Each time I killed Me, another was born. And each one must be saved, each one must be brought to understand what the true meaning of the pages was.

They were not contracts to kill, they were a means of looking at past deeds so that I could stop the chain of murder and mayhem. So that I could be reborn—not just this Me, but all possible permutations of myself.

To get out of Hell, I would have to heal the scar I had created on the face of existence. And to do that I would have to outpace my own murderous intentions, my sociopathic focus on self.

I ran to the place where I would be waiting for Me. Where I knew I would try to kill Me.

I ran, and for the first time I felt hope. Not because I thought I could accomplish what must be done, but because I was, for the first time, moving in the right direction.

I ran to meet myself in Hell and smiled on my way to doom and salvation.
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[image: Heaven is the People You Love]
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 hey say that heaven is the people you love, but it’s more complicated than that. I died two years ago and let me tell you, heaven is a giant mess. Sure, there are the people that I love all around me. But when I say “all around me,” I mean all
 around me. I can’t turn one way or another without seeing one of them.

My mother, God bless her soul, gave me everything she had, and she has to remind me of it all the time.

“Joanna, I hope you taught your daughters to fold laundry properly. It’s important for children to look clean and tidy when they’re at school. It sets the tone for everyone to treat them well, from the teachers down to the other students.”

I explained to her that my daughters have machines that fold the laundry for them. They simply put the dirty clothes into a hamper, and while they’re sleeping, the machine washes, dries, and folds them, and even returns them directly to their dresser drawers.

“Well, I suppose that’s possible. But did you teach them to eat healthful foods and make sure they don’t indulge themselves? They have to watch their figures.”

“Mama, these days, they ingest tapeworms that eat any excess calories. And vitamins in case they don’t get enough of those. And at night, while they’re dreaming, they get electrical shocks to keep their muscles in good shape without even doing any exercise.”

It was amazing to me that she could walk around as a spirit and not notice all the changes that were happening in the present-day world. Heaven was literally on earth. There were living bodies all around us, but the spirits outnumbered them vastly. Billions of spirits crowded around the ten billion living flesh and soul people, and yet they acted as if heaven and earth were completely different places.

You imagine when you’re still alive that the spirits that have gone on before you are watching over you, enjoying the parts of life that you enjoy, cheering you on when you’re struggling, and marveling at all the new things you get to see unfold. But Mama hadn’t seemed to do any of that. She was too busy dealing with her mother, and her mother’s sister. And her mother was busy dealing with her mother before her. Nagging, nudging, hinting, pushing, judging, and tsk-tsking
 all the way.

My father died when I was only four years old, and we don’t have many memories of each other. That seems to help, in a way. He likes to sit and talk to me about his own childhood, his father, his life before he met my mother. He tells me about the other women he nearly married. He talks about his sex life before and after he was married. He is very blunt and unembarrassed about any of this.

Sometimes my father wants to hear me talk about my life, though I am not sure that he really listens much. He leans back against the ground, puts his arms on his chest like a corpse in a coffin, and closes his eyes. It made me laugh out loud the first time he did it, which made him open his eyes and ask what was wrong.

When I told him, he said, “It’s hard to sleep in heaven. Everyone is so busy.”

The “work” people did in heaven was making lists of ancestors and descendants. Do you know how many grandparents one person has? It’s not just the parents of your parents, which you may or may not have known in life (that’s four, by the way). But all of them have parents (times two each generation), and on and on forever. They all think you belong to them in some way, even if you’ve never seen them before.

If you think there must be something better to do in heaven, I haven’t found it yet. Yes, I watch my living children and their children (the two who have any). But I’ll tell you honestly, it seems the same day after day.

What about my husband, you ask? Yes, John is here, too. I loved him dearly when we were alive, but I admit, we didn’t have the perfect marriage. We annoyed each other sometimes. We hurt each other more often than that. We hid things we were embarrassed about or didn’t want to get in trouble for doing. We fell in love with other people now and again, though I know we shouldn’t have.

I learned patience from John. He learned about passion for beauty from me. These are both useful lessons to have in heaven, I assure you.

Because of his patience, John never complains about being bored. He feels no need to go to every corner of the Earth to see what it might be like to be dead there. He isn’t interested in learning new languages or spending the rest of eternity trying to figure out the mysteries of the universe. He’s content to sit and do nothing at all.

It makes me want to hit him, but it’s true what the scriptures say about heaven; there is no sorrow and no pain. I miss both of those with an acuteness I cannot describe.

“Do you want to paint?” John asked me one day. “I’ll find some brushes for you. And canvas. Surely there has to be something spiritual that can work like a canvas. And paint—I don’t know how, but I could find it for you.”

I told him he didn’t need to do that, but he insisted. He is a good man.

But after a long time, all he found was Vincent Van Gogh.

The great artist was still missing his ear in heaven. Not that he’s the only one, but most people who have some disability in life are whole again as spirit dead. The blind can see; the lame can walk; the deaf can hear again in heaven. The aged are young again and those who died young are aged up to full maturity.

But there are a few whose spirits cling to certain aspects of their mortal selves: men who fought proudly in wars and suffered injuries, and some who were born with defects and think them part of who they are still.

Van Gogh was one of the rare spirits who seemed to have no awareness that he was dead and that his life of pain was over. He didn’t realize he had become famous; that his paintings were world-renowned. He muttered to himself and wore torn clothing and painted with his hands even where there was nothing to paint with.

I wished even more when I saw him that there was canvas in heaven.

“I wanted to tell you how much your work inspired me,” I told him instead, as his eyes widened and he began to paint some detail that I could not see. “Your art taught me to paint what was inside of me, rather than what was outside. You taught me to dare to do something different, to paint the ordinary as well as the extraordinary. You taught me that painting was meant to please me first and foremost.”

He did not hear a word.

I looked to John, who shrugged.

“How did you get him to come?” I asked.

“He doesn’t care where he is. He’ll go anywhere he’s pushed along. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that, but I didn’t think it would do much harm. If I hadn’t found him, after all, someone else would.”

I could hardly bear to see the great artist like this and eventually, John took him away. Van Gogh had become a museum of mortal life, a brilliant genius who could not move on to the next stage. What place was there in heaven for a man like him?

“I’ll keep looking for paint and canvas,” said John.

I couldn’t understand how God could expect us to live in heaven forever without art. We could enjoy the beautiful art that living people were still making, and that we had already seen. We could spend years in museums, seeing everything that we hadn’t had a chance to see in our lifetimes. But it didn’t mean as much because we weren’t alive. The art had been made for people who were living and dying, not for us.

And where was God? Wasn’t that the very definition of heaven, that it was where God was?

Since we’d died, we hadn’t seen God even once. I asked John about it, since he died a few years before me, but he shook his head and pursed his lips.

“I heard He’s busy. There are other worlds and other kingdoms of heaven He has to organize. Some of the oldest spirits claim that they have seen Him.”

“What’s He like?”

John shook his head. “Glorious, I suppose.”

All those songs that were written about the wondrous presence of God, all the paintings that attempted to depict His face, His light… and He wasn’t even in heaven.

“Do you ever wish that we weren’t in heaven?” I asked John one day.

“Yes,” he admitted.

That was enough for me at the time. I didn’t pester him. I had learned some patience.

It was a year later, when Mama was refusing to speak to me because I had told her about one of the other women my father claimed he had been in love with.

“Where is Hell?” I asked John. “Do you know? Can we go there?”

“I’ve seen it,” he said.

“And?” I asked. It was the first time I had felt even a hint of impatience since I had died.

John shook his head. “It’s not a good place. The people there are still suffering. They’re still living, I think, in some way.”

I didn’t understand what he meant. “They’re not in some burning fiery pit, are they?” I tried to think of different versions of hell I had been taught about when I was alive. Were any of them real?

“No, of course not. God wouldn’t do that to His own children.”

But what about us? What if I thought I was in heaven, but was really in hell? Was that why I hadn’t really seen God? For weeks, I wandered around heaven, trying to decide how you could tell the difference between heaven and hell.

“What if we’re in hell already?” I asked John.

He had just come back from visiting his mother, who refused to move anywhere to visit him, even when there was no flesh to move from here to there. I hadn’t gone with him because his mother had never liked me, and as far as I could tell, that hadn’t changed when she died.

I’d never have pegged her as someone who would go to heaven. She’d always been too selfish and mean.

“We’re not in hell,” said John.

“How do you know? How can you be sure unless you’ve been?” I didn’t know if I had the courage to figure out what hell was like on my own.

But John said nothing, and I realized he was holding back on me—that he had been ever since I died and met him here.

“Tell me what hell is like!” I insisted.

He refused again and again which became a big thorn in our relationship. I would go days without seeing him, wandering through heaven, trying to avoid the people I loved because I was desperate for someone new. I was so tired of the people I loved.

I wanted to hate someone. Anyone.

I wanted evil.

I wanted selfishness.

I wanted war and pestilence and famine.

I wanted pain and sorrow again.

Most of all, I wanted to meet people I had never met before. I wanted people I wasn’t related to in any way, people who looked right past me even when I was standing right in front of them. I wanted people who were doing things for reasons other than patience and love.

“I don’t belong here,” I told John some time later.

It was after one of our daughters had nearly died of cancer. We had spent days with her spirit rocking back and forth between our world and her own. I had pushed her back to life every time I could, and I wondered if I had done the right thing when she ended up back in the living world.

Some of her children had prayed for her to die, but I didn’t want her here. She wouldn’t be happy with me around all the time, or me with her. I knew that much.

After that, I wondered if she had prayed that I would die, when I was in that nursing home. She’d come to visit me dutifully every Sunday, smiling and saying she loved me. But had she? Was she lying all that time?

It was all of those things that made me convinced I shouldn’t be in heaven. I didn’t deserve to be with the people I loved. And they didn’t deserve to have to be with me in my misery.

“Tell me where it is,” I said to John.

He hadn’t even argued with me when I told him I didn’t belong.

“It’s right here,” said John, waving around us. “Heaven and hell and living and dying, all in the same place. Can’t you see them?”

But I didn’t see them. Who was I supposed to see, anyway? There was certainly no fire or brimstone, no cries of agony or pleas for release.

“They won’t let themselves come to heaven, even though they must see parts of it all around them,” said John.

“But who are they? Are they people who had no families?”

“There’s no one who has no family, as you well know,” John said.

I guess he was right. Everyone came from someone, even if they didn’t know who it was, at least on Earth. Here, no one could possibly be ignorant of those relationships, even if they wanted to.

“Then what’s the difference between heaven and hell?” I asked.

“I haven’t been,” John said, shrugging. “I’ve only heard people talk about it. And once, I saw a friend of mine and I realized that he didn’t see me. And it was because he was one of them.”

“One of who?”

“The ones in their own hells, because they choose that. Because they have turned their backs on heaven.”

“So he couldn’t see you? He was cut off from everyone here?”

John refused to talk about it anymore, and I was so distressed at the idea of being unable to speak to him again that I stopped pestering him, at least for a time. But I couldn’t help myself from watching the spirits I passed each day, wondering if this one was in heaven or hell of one kind or another.

I found myself wandering far afield from my usual haunts, and it was the most alive I had felt in, well, since I was alive. I was sure I saw one woman who was unaware of the spirits around her in heaven. She seemed alone and didn’t speak to anyone. I followed her for several days, at least, and I saw no one. She spoke to herself sometimes, words that made no sense, or sometimes curses or bits and pieces from things that sounded familiar to me, though I could not place them. Books I had read and forgotten, or lines from films, perhaps.

She was a woman of mixed race, part Hispanic, part black, part white. Her hair was cut very close to her head, and she wore loose jeans that were dotted with paint the way my own work clothes had been, when I had been an artist on Earth, among the living. She was long-limbed and seemed very thin. Her eyes were dark and very large. I thought she might have been considered beautiful.

“Hello,” I tried to say to her, but she did not seem to hear me. Even when I tried to touch her spirit to mine, she only moved away, putting a hand to her side as if rubbing a bruise.

I watched her as she slept long hours, then stumbled from place to place. Was she looking for someone? Was that what made every hell the same, to be alone, even amidst billions of other spirits? She seemed even less interested in the living than the rest of the spirits were, as if she had found some way to be completely disconnected from the rest of the world.

I went back to John, thinking that I was cured of my desire to find hell. I experienced new love for my ancestors, even the ones who persisted in calling me by the ridiculous nickname I’d hated in my youth and long since outgrew. John and I experimented with intimacy, even without our bodies to stimulate and share.

And then came the day when my daughter died. It was unexpected, and not the cancer that she had been so sure would be her end. She had a simple car accident, and it wasn’t even a serious one. She bumped her head and walked away from the accident initially. The other guy had it worse, was taken in an ambulance to the hospital. The EMTs checked her out and said she was fine, though they recommended she see her own doctor as soon as she could.

She never had a chance. She died in her sleep that night and came to us.

My beautiful, sweet daughter who was too much like me. She had been nearly fifty in the flesh, but when she came to us in spirit, she was seventeen years old again. She knew just how to tease me and she didn’t spare me just because we were in heaven. I should have rejoiced in her company. I should have been happy to be with her. I should have been able to forgive her the little irritations that passed between us.

I introduced her to all the ancestors I knew, despite her constant complaints that she was bored, that she wanted to go back to living, that she missed her friends, none of whom had died yet.

“At least you’re not alone,” I said to her.

“I wish I was alone! I hate you!” she shouted at me, and ran away.

So like she had been in life. In time, maybe she would mellow. Maybe I would, too.

“She’ll come back,” John assured me.

I loved her, but while we were living together, we always fought. She’d hurt me more than anyone I’d ever known. She’d seen my weak spots. She told me once that I was just like my mother, and that her father was better than I deserved. She even whispered to me one night before bed that she hoped that I died in terrible pain.

But there were always the reconciliations that made things sweet along with the bitter. She named her first daughter after me. She’d washed my body after death and had spoken glowingly at my funeral.

And yet, here she was. This was who she had chosen to be in heaven, and I was with her forever more.

“Tell me how to go to hell,” I begged John. “I’m going to go crazy here. I’ll kill her. Somehow, I’ll be the first person in heaven ever convicted of murder.”

“You won’t kill her. It’s impossible. Heaven is the end of death,” John reminded me.

It was not the end of all kinds of pain, though, or I wouldn’t have wished for her to die. But if she did, she would only come back here to torment me again.

I was the one who had to get away. I had to escape from everyone who loved me.

I was suffocating here in heaven. There was too much love here.

“You want to be alone? Come with me and I’ll show you what it’s like,” said John.

He took me to a man who muttered to himself constantly. He had scars of war on his skin and he held out his hands as if for money, but no one ever gave it to him.

“Who is he?” I asked John.

“His name is Timothy. He’s one of the first people I ever saw in hell. I think he likes it there.”

“But he seems miserable.”

“No, I don’t think so. He’s peaceful there. I think it’s what he wanted for himself.”

“Isn’t there anyone else?”

Timothy looked like he was diving for cover from a bomb, reliving past things that I had no interest in.

“It’s his own hell, just like yours would be,” said John. But because he was patient, he took me next to his old friend, Richard.

“Who is he?” I asked. I didn’t recognize him and I thought I had known all of John’s friends.

“He was someone I knew from high school. Before we met,” said John.

“What happened to him?” I asked.

“He committed suicide,” said John. “When he was eighteen. He hanged himself after he got rejected from the college he’d always dreamed about.”

“Oh, how terrible,” I said.

“He was a huge snob. I never liked him much when he was alive,” said John. “But I always thought about him, later. I wondered if I could have done something to stop him.”

Timothy wasn’t talking to anyone, nor reliving parts of his own life. He seemed trapped in a bubble of some kind, where the only world was two feet in front of him. He didn’t flinch when we approached him or when John waved a hand in front of his face.

“A lonely hell,” I said.

“All hells are lonely,” said John. “That’s what makes them different from heaven, which is so full of people.”

“But do you think he was ever in heaven? I mean, did he go to hell after he decided he didn’t want to be here?” I asked.

John shook his head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t here then.”

I hung back then. After all, I had been married to John for so long that I didn’t know if I could be apart from him, not forever.

The rumors that the long-absent God was coming back to Earth grew more persistent and convincing. I thought of the images of God I’d seen before I came to heaven: light and sound and power. Terrifying and beautiful. Loving, but strict.

I listened to my daughter as she became fanatic about His arrival.

One day, we heard cries of terror in the distance. Then light so bright that we were burned by it. And the terror turned to exclamations of joy.

But I could not see Him. What was wrong with me?

John and my daughter rushed toward Him.

And I, I did not.

I do not know what became of heaven after that. I only know that I was alone, and the light was gone, as was all sound and taste and smell and touch. There was nothing in the world but me. There were no living people around me that I could see, no other spirits, no God.

It was peace. It was heaven. And it was Hell.
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 don’t understand.”

The demon spread his hands over the desk and said, “Zoroastrianism.”

Gordy Clinton scratched at his mouth. The preacher and the woman in the pantsuit had already been sent away. They had vanished with the snap of the fingers like a magic show.

He stared at the picture window behind the desk, behind the demon, with lava blasting up from the pool. The demon had said something about it being a show before the preacher was sent out. The actors’ mouths opened in silent screams. As far as Gordy could tell, it all looked pretty real, at the same time he couldn’t quite believe any of it. It could have been part of the magic, but demons were liars and Hell was where liars went, so how could he believe him? He looked just like the pitchforked devils from the color plates in the family Bible he got after his mother died.

“Is this because I killed myself?”

The demon narrowed his eyes. “The not understanding part, or the being in Hell part? Well, Gordon, I’m going to cut this conversation short and tell you it’s neither. I suppose you might be a little confused coming off being stone drunk and blasting the back of your head out with a shotgun in your shed. It was your kids that found you—which will probably mess them up pretty good—but none of that carries weight down here like you think it would.”

A woman in a flowered dress scooted away from Gordy and muttered, “That’s terrible.”

He felt like pointing out to her that she was in Hell with him, but unlike how he usually felt after a couple bottles or a case, he wasn’t much up for the fight.

“I’ve sent a lot to the library lately,” the demon muttered to himself. “I might be getting into a rut. What to do? What to do with you, Gordon?”

“I can’t read.” Gordy swallowed hard.

He admitted it to few in life, although he knew a lot of people knew. He took lessons from one of the teacher’s husbands at the elementary school where he was a custodian before the fellow died of cancer. Gordy still used the color on the labels to know which chemicals to use for cleaning. When the company changed their label colors for wax and paint thinner, he nearly melted the floors one summer. A lot of people knew, but he told no one straight out.

It occurred to him that teacher’s husband was already here somewhere. He was agnostic, which was a fancy word for atheist. Of course, a preacher had been on the couch beside him, too, for what that was worth.

“Well, the library would just be cruel, although you would have plenty of time to learn and teach yourself.”

Gordy shook his head and thought about his brains being splattered on the wall on Earth. If the shot from the shell left holes and they didn’t patch it right, the damaged area would rust through. Maggie probably wouldn’t think about it, and Gordy hadn’t taught his boys enough to know it needed doing or how to do it. He pulled his lips back from his teeth. He hadn’t taught them much of anything worth knowing. Drake was nine and Buster was only three. After today, Buster would only remember his father as the thing with no face in the shed. Gordy blinked and started to ask if both boys had found him together.

Instead, he said, “Hell isn’t supposed to be cruel?”

“You’re supposed to learn something before you leave, but it’s best if you don’t think too much on that. That’s on the rules you’ll read… well, no matter where you go, I recommend you learn to read. Until then, get someone to read them to you.”

“There’ll be other folks there?”

“Yes, but you might feel alone for long stretches. You won’t be. But at times it will seem that way.”

“So, Hell’s not forever?”

“You Christian folks, I tell you. You have a dark view of eternity. I guess you could live with it when you thought it was someone else’s destiny.”

Gordy shrugged. “I always kind of figured my baptism didn’t take. I never felt saved the way my mama described it.”

“There are some books on Zoroastrianism where I’m sending you. Read up once you are able and learn the rules.”

“All Christians ended up here? Not just the Catholics and Democrats?”

Gordy spotted another man in the corner. A fellow he recognized from the real world. He was some kind of hobo or panhandler that hung out near the railroad bridge. His name was Old Tommy or Timothy or something like that. It appeared Hell was taking all kinds.

The demon shook his head, bringing Gordy’s attention back to the desk. “You’re a piece of work, Gordon Clinton. I need to move on, so I’m going to send you on where you can get started.”

The demon snapped his fingers for the magic trick, but Gordy missed the end of it. He thought he was plunged into the eternal darkness of the underworld, but he turned his head and saw the bare lightbulb screwed in at an angle on the underside of an A-framed roof above him.

Exposed nails jutted from the wood above his head, and pink insulation piles dotted the gaps between supports under him where the plywood sheets didn’t extend. A few of the cardboard cartons were sealed with brown packing tape curling at the edges. Others were open, overstuffed with baby clothes or three ring binders. There were stacks of Christmas tree boxes and large wreaths near him to the right.

“Hell is an attic with Christmas decorations?” Gordy said. “I guess that makes sense.”

A squared track of ventilation trunk work crossed the floor long ways extending into the darkness of the attic in both directions. Two hot water heaters stood in their catch pans beyond the silver foiled trunks. Only one was connected down into the house Gordy assumed must be below him.

“Satan? Are you down there? It’s me. Gordy.”

It hadn’t been Satan, though. The demon at the desk had gotten into a long discussion with the preacher before Gordy about some ancient Arab god he couldn’t pronounce. That was the dude in charge of Hell. Gordy couldn’t remember the name of the right religion anymore, either. It had started with a Z sound, but he hadn’t retained it. It wasn’t one of the cults the preachers screamed about at the primitive Baptist church Gordy took his family to. He had heard about the Pope, Mormons, Moonies, and even some hippies in California that said Jesus was a mushroom, but not the Z one. They heard about the devil a lot, but not the Arab dude the demon mentioned.

Gordy thought about one revival preacher that had gone into exhaustive detail about the structure of Hell for three hours one summer. Not only did Gordy’s church not believe in an organ, a piano, or a sound system, they didn’t do air conditioning either. His boys had quivered beside him while their mother sat across on the women’s side of the sanctuary. That guy had talked about the place like he had a time share there and knew the project foreman personally, but he never mentioned an attic.

“The red label is the hot stuff,” Gordy spoke into the stale air. “Don’t use that on the floors.” Of course
 , Gordy thought, I haven’t explored much
 . “Maybe the road of unbaptized baby skulls and the dark pit of unrepentant tyrants are closer to the front of the property.”

He ducked under the triangular slant of the support boards and was careful where he grabbed on for balance because of the nails. He straddled the trunk work and walked between the water heaters along the plywood path.

Once he was past the Christmas decorations, another lightbulb cast light out along the next stretch of attic.

Gordy’s foot caught the edge of a box that wouldn’t give. A marbled cover of an encyclopedia like the set his mother used to have fell off the top beside the box. Gordy picked it up and cracked open the pages. The edges were yellowed and stuck together from moisture. The pictures were of men he did not recognize from which he could not figure out what letter he had. He closed the volume and saw the shiny, embossed “G” on the front. G is for Gordy. That much I know
 . He set the book back on the stack on the box that was splitting on one edge.

The plywood ran out and he stepped back over the trunk work to keep going on the other side. He pulled open the flap on one of the boxes on the next stack. Easter eggs poured out and rolled into the insulation. Most were not matched with their other halves. Even in the blunted light, Gordy could see the bright pinks, purples, and greens. The preachers talked about Easter eggs being pagan symbols of sex adopted by the Catholics and pushed on the children of wayward Christian parents.

“They’d have quite a laugh to know there’re Easter eggs in Hell’s attic.”

He stepped over and left them scattered. Gordy looked down at the open top of a plastic under-the-bed box. No bed, but he popped open the lid and saw another book on top. It started with a “Z.” He flipped through, but didn’t see any pictures. Underneath the book were photo albums and loose pictures in plastic photo boxes. He dropped the book on the plywood with an echoing crash.

Gordy opened the top album. It had a thick leather cover and felt gritty against his fingers. The first four pictures under the cellophane over the sticky pages were black-and-whites of an old farm house. It reminded him a little of the house he grew up in, but more of his grandparents’ house—the ones on his dad’s side that shot at them once when they came up the driveway unexpectedly.

The pages crackled like paper being ripped. The next images were more black-and-white photos of what looked like branches. Some were out of focus. Others were too dark to tell for sure. He ripped to the next page. One picture was missing at the corner of the right-facing page. A discolored outline marked its missing border.

The others were more colorless blurs that looked like mistakes that had been developed, carefully sorted, and placed in the album. Maybe they’re art?
 Gordy didn’t know much about art. If he didn’t understand a picture, it was usually because it was art.

He ripped to another page of nonsense photos. One looked like the camera was set down across tall grass. The blades were blown out by the flash and a blur that could have been a person’s arm clawing up at the sky from the weeds that occupied the mid-ground. Another photo showed the exquisite details of a single pine needle with all its partners lost in the blur around it. Another was through branches and the washed out white of a face leered at the camera from around the trunk of a tree.

Gordy felt cold inside and slapped the album closed. He slid it off the top and opened the next in the pile. The pictures were in color, but had the tacky sepia look that pictures from the sixties and seventies took on from acids in the chemicals. Careful what you use to clean the floor
 . People with computers made their pictures look like that on purpose, but it was uneven and different when the pics were the real deal. These had the shape and white border that Gordy specifically associated with the seventies.

The pages hissed when he turned them. Most looked like mistakes. A man posed in a corduroy sports coat, but the picture cut him off at the side showing one sleeve, a watch, and one sideburn. The rest of the picture was off center on the mustard curtains and a wooden lamp. Under the side table on which the lamp stood were gilded edged pages Gordy was pretty sure was a family Bible.

He smiled as he turned the page. “Don’t bother reading it. We guessed wrong, Daddy-o.”


Daddy-o was more of a sixties thing, I guess
 , Gordy thought.

He saw the noses of rocking horses, a Ferris wheel from a distance through trees, the backs of kids running down a hill toward a lake, a neighborhood of matching white houses with black cars in the driveways like in a factory town.

He closed the album and started thumbing through the pictures lined up on the sides in the plastic sleeve box. Gordy paused on a picture looking up at a Buddhist temple. He slid it back into the sleeve and kept flipping. He saw the back of a bald man’s head, a fountain, pigeons eating bread, and a man riding an old-timey bicycle with a giant front wheel.

He took out the bicycle picture and stared at it. He felt around the clothes he wore, which looked a lot like ones from his closet, but not the ones he was wearing when he blew his brains out the back of his head. He slid the bicycle picture into the front pocket of his shirt.

He flipped through the others. He paused on a rose with the thorns in focus, but the pink and white petals were just out. He pocketed it. He flipped through a few more and pulled one of a beach looking out toward the ocean. He only took one beach trip his whole life before his dad died. His mother said she hated the beach and only wanted to visit the mountains. There was a resort hotel overlooking the sand on the left edge of the picture. He pocketed it.

Gordy flipped through a few more pictures before giving up. He left the box open and walked on between the containers.

Brooms leaned against the rafters, and Gordy stepped over them. A bicycle frame with no tires and no handlebars hung from plastic hooks mounted near the apex of the ceiling.

Gordy slid a carton of stuffed animals out of his way to make a path. The blank eyes of a pink bunny with matted fur stared up at him in the darkness between lightbulbs. He looked ahead through the space over the insulation where he could see nearly two dozen more lightbulbs in the sections of attic extending ahead of him. It looked like more than a football field and then a set of taller moving boxes on plywood blocked his view of what he expected to be dozens more sections with dozen more lightbulbs with dozens more after that.

He swallowed and tried to clear his throat. “The preachers did warn about being parched. They got that part right.”

He looked down and saw the retracted ladder and hatch next to his feet. Gordy’s mouth went dry again. Do I want to know what’s below Hell’s attic?
 He whispered, “Hello?”

Gordy knelt and extended his leg. He pushed down with the tip of a work boot that was a shade lighter than a pair he had in his closet on Earth. The colors are faded in Hell like aged photographs
 , he thought. Gordy pushed and the hatch opened enough to show a lit room and an eggshell wall.

He lost his nerve and pulled back, letting the hatch slam closed. Gordy listened, but heard nothing. In the angle of the light where he knelt, he could see the long, dark specs that roaches left behind as they crapped out whatever they’d eaten. He wondered if Hell’s attic had mice. He’d need to check the boxes for traps. If the attic was infinitely long, there had to be everything in here somewhere.

“Or at least a picture of a mousetrap.”

Gordy lifted his heel over the hatch and paused. His mind filled in the rest of the room below him. Millions of roaches could pour up from below and chew Gordy down to the bone.

“Then crap me out in tiny pellets.” He imagined glowing eyes and a demon with shadowed fangs waiting below.

He dropped his heel and knocked the hatch open with force. It bounced when it hit a forty-five-degree angle. The ladder folded down and hit the hardwood floor below with a crash.

From his vantage, he could see a cot with a folded brown blanket, a small counter with a curved faucet, a sink, and a shelf. There were no pictures or decorations on the eggshell walls.

“Hello?”

After a moment, he climbed down the steps and looked just below the edge of the ceiling. A shower stall with a plastic curtain on rings and a toilet occupied one corner. He looked back under the attic ladder, expecting to see a hallway, a kitchen, or a living room, but he stared at a blank wall. There was no door to the room. A bare lightbulb lit the room from a fixture in the center of the ceiling, but there were no windows. The only exit he could see was the hatch to the attic.

He climbed down, leaving the attic ladder extended. Gordy walked to the sink and felt around for a handle. Nothing
 . Hell was taunting him just like people had done to him his whole life. Even the kids at the school treated him like he was less than them. He imagined none of them were following the Z-word religion either, so they’d be down here with him soon enough. That thought gave him no comfort.

His hands passed under the faucet and it gave a short burst of water. The red light underneath lit and darkened. “Hell’s gone modern, y’all. Next week: doors.”

He held his hands under and felt the cold water pour over his fingers. He splashed a little up into his face and let it drip off the end of his nose above the sink as the water shut off. Gordy cupped his hands, letting the reactivated flow fill his palms and run over. Then, he brought it to his mouth and sucked. The water cooled his throat so he drank as much as he could before the water stopped. He scooped until his belly felt heavy and stretched.

Gordy shook his hands off in the sink and said, “My mother used to call that God’s cup.”

He heard the shower curtain click on its rings and he spun around to face the pulled curtain over the shower stall. “I’m not looking for trouble.” Hell of a thing to say in Hell
 .

Gordy crossed the room and braced himself. He took hold of the plastic in his fist and ripped it aside. The stall was empty. A new bar of soap sat on the holder. The showerhead was broad and round. Gordy brought the soap to his nose and sniffed. It was pungent and chemical. Probably an off brand
 . He set it back into place and turned the knob a quarter around the circle. He stuck his hand in the spray and felt the water take heat immediately. Hell has decent plumbers and better water pressure than my house
 .

He shut off the shower and saw motion in the corner of his eye. A small, reddish roach scurried up the eggshell surface and into the open maw leading back into the attic. The reds breed fast and are tough to kill off.


On the wall above the toilet was an acrylic board with a numbered list and writing he couldn’t read. He knew they were rules. He recognized the pattern from years of working in a school. Raise your hand and wait to be called on before you speak?


Gordy stood over the toilet and took a long, satisfying piss.

His stomach rumbled and Gordy showed his teeth. He raised his hand. “I don’t suppose there’s takeout in Hell?”

Gordy waited for an answer, but nothing replied. He wasn’t sure what he would have done, if he had gotten one. There was no “air in the pipes” sound or clicks from the house settling. Hell has a solid foundation or has had time to finish settling. No cracks though. Good construction
 . He was starting to miss the roach on the shower curtain. Any living creature was better than total, lonely silence. Gordy lowered his hand. You didn’t wait to be called on. That was the problem
 .

Gordy sat down on the cot and welcomed the creak from the wooden supports. He moved the blanket to the opposite end and used it as a pillow. His eyes were already heavy. Hell is exhausting
 .

He crossed his hands over his chest in a pose that reminded him of how vampires slept in the old black and white films. The corners of his stolen pictures poked his chest through his shirt pocket. Gordy took them out and held them above his face. He flipped through them for a few cycles, looking at the beach, the rose, and the bicycle.

He still held them as he lowered his hand to his side and stared at the opening to the attic. The smell of wood and cardboard from above drifted down into the room with him. He dangled the pictures down by the side of the cot and watched the green spots dance in his vision from the bare lightbulb.

Gordy didn’t remember falling asleep or dropping the photos on the floor.
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This first time he woke up on the cot in Hell, he blinked against the glare of the bulb above him and took several minutes to process where he was. He looked around the room finally and tried to locate a light switch. Seeing none, he sat up. With no windows and no clocks, he had no way of knowing if this was supposed to be morning. With no eggs and bacon, does it really matter?
 His stomach rolled and his muscles felt weak. Hell is starvation with a shower.


He stood up and splashed his face with water from the sink. He drank a few more handfuls to fill his stomach, but it didn’t help.

Gordy felt his pocket and looked around under the cot for the pictures, but didn’t see them. He watched the pull cord with a plastic knob on the end dangle from the hatch leading back up into the attic. He wasn’t ready to explore up there again just yet.

There were no mirrors in the room either, he realized.

He started the shower and folded his clothes—the ones he woke up wearing—on the cot beside the blanket. He held up the dark blue underwear. A picture of fruit was printed on the faded tag inside. This looked like a pair from his own drawer in the world of the living. He imagined the boys finding him with his brains splattered and his drawers filled with his final death crap.

Gordy shook his head and dropped the underwear onto the cot.

He stood in his hot shower for the better part of an hour. He left the curtain open as steam billowed around him and out. The heat held, so it was hard to judge the time. Usually, cold water creeping into the shower was the hourglass that told Gordy when it was time to step back out of the shower into his crappy house and his crappy life.

He shut off the water and stepped out, dripping on the floor next to the toilet under the rules. No towel. You got me again, Hell. Classic Hell
 . He shook off. Rings spread out across the water in the toilet bowl as some of the drops landed there.

Gordy walked back to the cot and stared at the cord hanging down from the only exit. He could only think about food until he realized he hadn’t closed the hatch himself before he fell asleep. Cold moved through his veins and his testicles pulled up against his body.

“Where are the pictures?”

Gordy pulled his clothes on over wet skin, watching the attic hatch the entire time. He ignored the itchy feeling on his body and pushed his feet back into his shoes.

He approached the hatch with the same aching fear he had felt when he opened it the first time from above. You will not be alone
 . Those words had no comfort for him now that he was imagining his neighbors in Hell skulking around while he slept.

Gordy took hold of the cord just above the plastic. Instead of demons or an army of flesh-eating roaches, he was picturing another man like himself stuck in this place for God knew how long. He was more frightened by this prospect. Which God is the one that knows, is the question
 .

Gordy pulled and brought the ladder back down to the forty-five-degree angle. The same low darkness loomed above. He folded down the steps and climbed. As he blinked away the spots and waited for his eyes to adjust, he saw the same boxes as before.

“Hello? Who’s up here?”

The insulation and cardboard absorbed his words and cut their travel short. He climbed up and crouched by the opening, waiting.

Gordy stood and walked past the broomsticks and under the bicycle missing its wheels. Not going far in that, are we?


He thought about the picture of the bicycle with the big front wheel he was holding when he fell asleep, and he felt cold again, even in the stuffy attic.

The under-the-bed box was closed, and everything back in place. The Easter eggs had been collected and returned to their righted box. Gordy drew back and kicked the Easter box over, scattering the colored eggs deep into the attic off the plywood.

He opened the boxes and pushed aside the photo albums. Gordy stared at the sleeve of loose pictures for a moment and then started leafing through the photos.

There it was. He wasn’t sure it was the same spot, but he thought it was. He pocketed the bicycle picture. He flipped through and found the thorns with the blurred rose. Gordy pocketed it and flipped a little further to find the beach. After taking it, he dumped the sleeve out onto the floor and hurled it across the attic, bouncing it off the underside of the roof.

“Leave me alone or I’ll put a hurt on you. I swear it.” Gordy’s throat hurt and he felt dizzy. He wasn’t even sure if one man could kill another in Hell.

Gordy walked back toward the hatch. He paused over the long broom handles and grabbed one. He smacked the metal of the bike frame as he passed under it. He hurled the handle down below through the hatch and climbed in.

Once the hatch was closed, he wedged the handle up under it to force it to stay that way. Gordy drank several handfuls of water to try to soothe his throat, but then he vomited the water back up into the sink. He spit several times, but could not get the acidic burnout.

He collapsed on the cot, his head pounding from being hungry. Gordy started to drift off, but then sat up. He took the pictures out from his pocket and put them under his back before lying down again.

“Come and get it, stranger.”
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Gordy stared up at the closed hatch, wavering on his feet. He could barely keep his eyes open from his growing hunger. The broom handle was gone. So were the pictures he had fallen asleep on top of. He had fallen asleep on his back, but then had rolled to his side some time before waking up again. Maybe I gave them easy access, but what about the broom
 ? He thought about secret doors and looked around the solid walls.

His hands shook as he drew down the ladder. His legs were watery as he climbed. He crossed over the brooms back in their places and stared at the boxes. The eggs were all regathered. The bed box was closed again. He opened the lid and tears fell as he stared at the sleeve with all the photos stacked back inside neatly.

He thumbed through and found his bicycle, thorns, and beach in the places he expected them to be.

Gordy climbed back down and collapsed against the wall with the hatch still open.

His hands shook with the effort, but finally the pictures tore. He ripped them into smaller pieces. Then, he picked up those pieces and tore them again. He considered eating them, but he was afraid the industrious thief might well gut him for the pieces of the photographs, if it came to that.

Eventually, he slumped to his side and fell asleep.

When he awoke, the room was swept clean and the hatch was closed.

It took him a moment to remember if he had actually eaten them or just thought about it. His head wasn’t clear.

He had no strength left and had to use his weight on the cord to bring the hatch down. The foot of the ladder struck his forehead and he lost vision in one eye. As he sat on his knees, drops of blood speckled the floor beneath him.

He crawled up and back over the boxes. He was able to find the spots for the pictures again pretty quickly. All three were back in place and untorn.

“Demon magic. I am alone here after all.” Gordy snapped his fingers a couple times, but nothing changed for him.

Gordy dug through the boxes until he found an extension cord. He had been seeking rope, but he could be creative when he was properly motivated. He traveled far enough that he found another hatch. He licked his lips and kicked it down open hoping to find a kitchen. It was another room identical to the one he had been using. The blanket was folded at the end of the cot, waiting. He walked back toward the other hatch. It’s the same, but not mine.


Gordy imagined rows and rows of identical hatches stretching out into eternity in both directions.

He used the last of his strength to tie the orange cord off and looped it over a rafter. Gordy managed to create a passable knot around his neck. He wavered at the edge of his hatch.

“A real man uses a gun.”


Yeah, drunk in his damn shed for the kids to find. Some man
 .

Gordy stepped off and snapped short of the floor by only a few inches. His neck didn’t break, but the knot tightened as he swung in the air. As he slowly blacked out, he wondered if he was incapable of dying and would hang here forever, too weak to free himself.
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Gordy roused slowly and more confused than the first morning he had awoken in Hell. The lightbulb at an angle jogged his memory first. He thought he was back at the starting point a few feet down from the hatch past the hot water heaters, but he saw the Easter eggs and the bed box to his left beyond the brooms. He knew the pictures would be inside. He looked up at the rafters and saw the cord was gone above the closed hatch. Demon magic had recoiled it and put it back in its box a few yards in the other direction, he suspected.

Gordy was still hungry, but it was dull like the first day he had arrived. It would grow and he surmised that if he faded away to death, he would wake up back here again to start all over.

He reached the brooms and took one. Gordy jammed the blunt tip of the handle against the wood slats above his head with a dull thud. He struck again and again until the handle snapped. He was going to throw it, but then drove the sharp end into the roof. The wood split and fell in splinters. He saw shingles. Gordy stabbed again and again, raining down blackened crumbs and strips of tar paper. The hole wasn’t wide, but the material kept coming and coming as it piled on the pink insulation. He wanted to break through to daylight, but there was no end to the material. Daylight is outside roofs on Earth, not in Hell
 .

He considered carving his way into the eggshell walls of his room. Maybe he could dig past wire and pipes into another room. He might find the underside of Hell’s aluminum siding and bust through to Hell’s side yard. Maybe Hell’s neighbors will let me use their phone and call for a ride? I might find old Jesus himself kicked back and watching football since Heaven and Hell are off his mind
 .

In his heart, Gordy knew he would dig and dig out drywall dust until he passed out and woke up to find the room swept and the wall repaired.

Gordy propped the broken broom back up assuming it and the roof would be healed once whatever qualified for morning was reached again. He went to the pictures and took out the beach picture, but left the bicycle and the thorns.

He returned, kicked down the hatch, and folded it back up once he was below to keep the smell of the attic trapped above. The blanket sat back at the end of the cot just like every other room down the line as far as he wanted to walk, he assumed.


No reason to explore, if it’s all the same and never ends
 .

Gordy walked up to the sink. He splashed water in his face, but couldn’t bring himself to drink. I just want to stop existing like the atheists said we would
 . My daddy used to say, people in Hell want ice water. I got water, you old jerk. I need food
 .

“I want scrambled eggs with cheese and crisp bacon too.”

The plate materialized beside the sink with the bacon and eggs. He snatched it and stared, his jaw hanging open. Gordy crammed the food in his mouth by the fistful, afraid it would vanish as some new form of torture. He gagged on a piece too big for his throat and coughed it back up.

“More bacon.”

It appeared and he dropped the old plate on the floor for the new one.

“Orange juice?”

He took the cup and tilted it back to drink.

“Less pulp?”

The second glass was perfect.

“Warm yeast rolls with melted butter.”

Gordy stacked the plates on the floor and collapsed on the cot.

He opened his eyes some time later and looked over to see the cups and dishes gone. As he stood, he felt the corners of the photo in his pocket and pulled out the beach scene right where he had left it. He stared at the resort of the edge of the frame for some time before returning it to the pocket.

“If it’s in my pocket, you let me keep it. Why?”

With no answer, he went to the toilet and sat down. His eyes opened wide in panic and he looked to the wall to see a roll of paper. Gordy sighed and relaxed. That blanket was about to get rough
 . Once he used the paper, he realized it was higher quality than the cheap stuff he used to tell his wife to buy.

“She’s probably using the insurance money to buy quality, quilted paper now. And landing herself a man that will raise the boys to be sensitive and liberal.”


Things aren’t all bad, I suppose. That’s the first time I’ve had a sit down since I blew my brains out in the shed
 . “Because I ate.”

He ran back to the sink and stared at the empty shelf. It was all a trick. They teased you with it and now it won’t work.


“Grilled cheese sandwich. American. Two slices. Cut in two triangles. Two pickle slices and bowl of tomato soup mixed with a little milk instead of water.”

The order appeared and he sat on the floor with his back to the wall as he ate slowly.

He stood again and stared at the shelf. “A jack and coke?”

Nothing.

“Light beer at least?”

Empty.

Gordy shook his head and frowned. Come on. Hell is dry?
 “Sweet tea. Cold.”

The glass appeared. It was a little sweeter than he liked, but he was just happy to eat.

Gordy passed the next few days ordering food, sleeping, showering, and repeating. The plates vanished and he spent a lot of time lying down staring at the hatch. He looked at the beach picture and thought about going to get some of the others or maybe one of the encyclopedias to look at new pictures.

He didn’t want to go up.

His showers started lasting longer.

He sat naked and dripping dry one day. How many days into his stay was he? He’d lost count. Gordy stared up at the rules above the toilet and tried to make sense of them. They seemed important. They probably told the way to earn out, if the demon wasn’t lying. They most likely explained how the food dispenser spot beside the sink worked. If he hadn’t been standing there at the right moment when he lamented about scrambled eggs, he might still not know. He could have wasted away in starvation only to start over again and again.

Gordy got eyeglasses when he was ten, but broke them and never got them replaced after that. He had worn them during the transition when he first got them and the street under his feet had looked like it was up under his chin. Then, one day it just suddenly adjusted to look normal. It happened so fast that he thought the glasses had dropped off his face. Some trick of the brain, the doctor had explained. They had thought Gordy’s trouble with reading had been that he couldn’t see. That wasn’t it.

Still, he wondered if reading was like the glasses, in that the brain just needed to be tricked from seeing the lines and letters to understanding what they meant like the adjustment to the glasses.

Gordy stared and waited.

He kind of knew the word “don’t.” Most rules started with that one from what he saw from the classroom walls. These all started different ways so that wasn’t much help. Gordy had heard in the faculty meetings as he emptied trash after school that the new hippie way of teaching was to start rules with “do,” so that the kids felt more empowered. As far as he could tell, the kids ran the school, so they seemed empowered enough to him. These didn’t seem to start with “do” either though. Maybe the Z-word Arab gods had a different way of writing their rules.

Gordy sighed. He thought he knew some of the letters, but maybe this was Arab writing and staring at it all day wouldn’t help an American Baptist read it.

Gordy stood up and dressed. As he started to doze, he held the beach picture in his open palm on the cot. “This isn’t helping me none, Arab gods. You can have it back. Now you don’t have to rough me up in the night to take it.”

When he awoke, the picture was still clutched between his fingers.

He sat up and pocketed it. “Did I learn something, so I get to keep it now? Do I get to keep things touching my hand or sitting in my pocket?”

He stood up and stretched. Probably in the rules somewhere
 .

Gordy splashed his face and cupped water up to his mouth even though he knew that he could ask for a cup of something and pour it out to use that. Non-alcoholic and can’t get an empty cup. Those are the rules, I guess
 .

Gordy said, “I want…”

He stared at the empty shelf for several seconds. He imagined tiny fairies with red roach wings waiting behind the wall to instantly cook anything he asked for. He couldn’t think of the end of his sentence though.

He stepped away and pulled down the ladder. Gordy stopped and considered taking the blanket. He supposed that it didn’t matter if each room had one identical to it. He also suspected that it would magically find its way back to the cot once he fell asleep unless he could find a way to cram the thing into his pocket.

Gordy climbed back into the attic and looked past the brooms. The bicycle and thorn pictures were still over in the sleeve. He thought about them for a moment and then turned away. None of the pictures he had seen so far were his, but the beach picture spoke to him more than the others, so he turned away and followed the plywood track away from where he’d been.

He crossed about a football field worth of clutter and lightbulbs including several more hatches. Gordy ducked around some moving boxes filled with dresses. Beyond them were filing cabinets. He worked the latch on the drawer marked with a handwritten G on a faded card. More random pictures filled manila folders in the drawer. None of them seemed to have any connection to G sounds that he could tell.

He found one black and white image of a rock with writing scribbled on it in haphazard paint. He couldn’t read any of it, but it reminded him of a rock he used to jump off of into a pond as a kid. He pocketed that one with the beach picture. These photos had to be here for a reason.

Gordy left the cabinets and pushed down the hatch in front of him with his foot. The room looked identical to the others. Gordy figured he could stop anywhere, so he might as well keep going for a while.

He could have kept going on Earth too, and wouldn’t have ended up in this attic. He supposed it was going to happen sooner or later. The Z word wasn’t going to come up in church in any useful way even if he lived another hundred years. Might as well get started now
 .

Gordy fished through another open box to find a bunch of dog-eared novels with the covers torn off. Someone had told him that meant they were stolen, but why would anyone steal an old book?

Gordy stepped over a pipe and continued along the plywood. Maybe one of these boxes has one of those starter readers. I seem to have all the time in the world now
 . “Maybe it’s not too late to learn a thing or two about a thing or two.” Once I can read the rules, I’ll know how to get out of here.
 “Lickety split and Bob’s your uncle.”

Gordy had his doubts, but he kept going past another lightbulb and another hatch.


[image: ]


[image: A Tall Vanilla Order]


[image: M]
 itchell Freeman looked around. He was home, in Boise, Idaho. He could see the cross up on Table Rock, and Bogus Mountain where he and his family went skiing. It was a beautiful late spring day. He thought it was winter, before the dream of going to Hell, and he vaguely remembered a car accident, but he must have dreamed that, too. He was in the student center at Boise State and the clock in the main seating area said eight-thirty.

“It was a dream.”

The man in front of him turned to look at him. “Excuse me?”

Mitchell realized he had spoken the sentiment instead of thought it. “I’m sorry. I was just… I guess I had a dream.”

“The office demon?”

Mitchell blinked. “What?”

The man shook his head. “No, it wasn’t a dream. I had it too. I had a few too many drinks after the big game and passed out.” The man gestured to the room. “Dunno how I ended up here.” His eyes wandered across the breasts of a young co-ed that bounced by in a BSU tank top. “I fail to see how this is Hell.”

“What can I get for you, Carl?”

“Hi, Cutie.” Carl looked at the menu.

Three young men were getting refills at the counter where Airpots of regular and decaf coffee stood vigilant beside flavor syrups and Sugar in the Raw.

“I heard a convention in Australia almost lost a big backer just because Adam Baldwin was signed on to be a guest. Of course
 they’d sign him! He’s Jayne.” The man pointed to his Hero of Canton
 shirt.

“Why’d they almost lose the backer?” The black kid tore open a Sugar in the Raw packet and dumped it in his coffee.

“Some chick blew her brains out.”

The third guy, sporting a letterman jacket from Kuna High School stirred his cup with a plastic straw. “Did they think Jayne had something to do with it?”

The Jayne fan shook his head. “Who knows why women do these things? Probably did it for the attention.”

The letterman walked off to sit at a nearby table. The other two men snapped plastic lids on their cups, their conversation interrupted momentarily by a blonde girl in BSU track gear. She excused herself as she reached over and got a lid for her own cup.

The Jayne fan’s cup bumped the counter, splashing a little coffee on the Formica. “Dammit!” He reached for a napkin, his arm brushing the girl’s breast in the process.

She stepped back and turned away, not looking back. The two boys smiled at each other and exchanged a fist bump, the spill and napkin forgotten in the victory celebration.

“Can I get you something, Mitchell?”

Mitchell looked at the girl taking orders and money, then at her coffee shop shirt, but she didn’t have a name tag. Neither did the other girl in the snug t-shirt making the orders. He glanced around the other food service areas and saw name tags of glimmering gold on several other workers. He guessed this establishment didn’t require them.

“Tall vanilla latte, please. Thanks, hon.”

She wrote his order and name on the cup.

Mitchell smiled. “You look very cute today. Carl had the right of it.”

The girl smiled, focusing on the cash register.

He handed her a five and two ones. “Keep the change.”

“Thanks, Mitchell!”

He stood off to the side, then stepped closer to Carl. “So, you saw the office demon too?”

“Yeah. Not sure how long it’s been, to be honest.”

“What do you know?”

“Well, everything is pretty much normal. I wasn’t even sure I was in Hell at first. Then I told our secretary at work she had a nice ass.”

Mitchell was stunned.

Carl shrugged. “It was true. I’ll admit, before I died, I would have stopped myself from getting in trouble. But here? There are no ramifications. She didn’t report me or anything. So, if I see a nice-looking woman, I can finally compliment her without risking a lawsuit.”

“Why would you think that was trouble?”

“Well, I’m a married man. She’s a good looking woman. That’s just asking
 for trouble.”

Mitchell nodded, seeing his point. He liked the idea of not having to worry about every little thing he said. “I hear ya. I’m all for equal rights for women, but they have to stop taking offense at every little thing. If I compliment a woman, I’m not insulting her.” Mitchell noticed Carl’s name stitched above an official ISU logo on his shirt. “So, what do you do, Carl?”

“I’m the assistant football coach at ISU. We’re here for the conference regarding scholarships for players. You?”

“Admin. Campus security. I don’t walk the beat, just do the paperwork.”

“I’ll try not to make any extra work for you.” He turned as the barista called his name and then placed the cup on the counter. “Have a good one,” he said.
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“There were two rapes reported last night and three suicides in the dorms.”

Alan Johnson handed him the reports from the night shift. “This keeps up, those women’s dorms are gonna be empty soon.”

Mitchell looked at the reports. Frat parties. “Why do girls go to these things if they’re just going to claim rape?”

Alan shrugged. “I don’t get it. One of them says she thinks she was drugged, but of course the test came back negative. She had been drinking though.”

“In that case, it could have been slipped in the drink.”

“Yeah, but unless she can identify her attacker, it doesn’t matter. The hospital collected a rape kit, but the rapist must have used a condom. No semen.”

Mitchell looked at Alan. “What did the witnesses say?”

“That she showed up drunk. No one invited her but she was hot, so they let her in. They also said they don’t allow date rape drugs in the house so if she was drugged, it didn’t happen there.”

“Did the police get a copy of this report?”

“Well, that’s up to you. We can’t tell if there’s an actual crime. It’s just he said, she said crap.”

Mitchell looked over the reports. “There’s nothing here to convict. The cops won’t be able to do anything. I’m going to spare this girl the further humiliation of an investigation. The cops will put her through hell, then say nothing can be done.”

“What about the other one?”

He read the report. “She showered. No physical evidence to collect.”

“Her roommate said she came in looking like hell so they got her cleaned up, then called us. We sent a couple guys to take her statement.”

“Well, we can’t do anything if they wash away the evidence.” Mitchell picked up the suicide reports. They were odd. “Self-inflicted gun shots?” He shifted between pages. “All four?”

“It’s all the rage, apparently.”

Mitchell shook his head. “Women don’t typically go out like this. Too messy. They use pills so they can leave a fashionable corpse, and be easier on the person who finds the body. This…”


This was a man’s choice. Quick. Hard. Masculine.


Alan shifted, his face revealing he had something to say that was uncomfortable.

“What is it, Alan?”

“I don’t get it. What’s the point of this place?”

Mitchell put the reports down. “When did you get here?”

“Today. But I don’t know you. You’re not my boss.” He nodded to the nameplate on Mitchell’s desk. “The only reason I know who you are is because of that, and that you’re in the right office.”

Mitchell frowned. Alan was right. Mitchell didn’t know him. He behaved just like his security shift chief, but he only knew his name because it said Alan Johnson, Campus Security
 on his badge.

Mitchell bit his lip. “I met someone today who said he didn’t know how long he’d been here. Have you met anyone like that yet?”

“Yeah. Bennie from Nampa. Though now that I think about it, he might have been talking about how long he’d been working here.”

“Let’s get everyone together. Can you find Carl, the assistant football coach at ISU? He’s here for the conference regarding athlete scholarships.”

“You want him here right away?”

Mitchell thought about it. “No. Just give him my card. Ask him to call me when he gets a break.” He pulled a business card from a holder on his desk and handed it to Alan. “And send in Bennie, if he’s still here.”

“He may have gone home already. His wife is having a baby soon.”

“Check, please, and let me know.”

Alan left and Mitchell pulled out his cell phone. His wife’s number was in there, under “Honey-Pot.” His daughters were too, under “Princess” and “Kitten.” He’d been calling the girls those pet names since they were only babies. He furrowed his brow as he glanced at the others in his texting list.

Blondie. Tuna Salad. Front Desk. Charles. Mike. Tight Skirt. Gerry. His dad, Paul. Blue Eyes. Dispatch.

He recognized everyone there, so to speak. What is the point of this Hell?


Bennie had gone home, but Alan left a message with Dispatch that he found Carl and delivered the card. Carl called about noon.

“What can I do for you, Mitchell?”

“You said you’ve been here a while. What have you figured out?”

“Not much.”

“Have you traveled much?”

“Oh yeah. There’s always a conference somewhere.”

“Is it the same everywhere?”

“Pretty much. I attend games. Coach players. Attend meetings.”

“Do they have a lot of suicides at other campuses?”

Carl got quiet.

“Carl?”

“Why don’t we meet for lunch and talk?”

“Sure. Where?”

“Your office. This isn’t a conversation for a public place.”

“Sure. Do you want to order from Jimmy John’s?”

“No. And you won’t either. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

When Carl arrived, Mitchell had a fresh pot of coffee brewed on his personal coffee maker. He had thought about getting a Keurig, but the cup things were too expensive. It crossed his mind that here in Hell, that might not be the case. He offered the coach a cup.

“Sure.”

Mitchell poured him a cup in a BSU Security mug. “There’s creamer and sugar if you need it. I don’t have any fancy syrups.”

Carl walked over to the coffee station and helped himself the Coffee-Mate and sugar, using the metal spoon next to the carafe. Mitchell stirred his own drink and set the spoon down; it looked like residual coffee spreading like cancer on a napkin. He waited for Carl to say something.

Carl sighed. “So, yes. There are similar situations everywhere. There are lots of suicides, but here’s the weird part: they’re all women.”

“All?”

“Yeah. Every one. Usually after something like a rape, but that isn’t always the case.” He set his cup on the desk. “Something else strange about this place: women are never in groups larger than two.”

Mitchell’s face curled in disbelief. “That can’t be. I have a wife and two daughters.”

“You haven’t been home yet, I imagine. Look in the phone book. There are no sororities, just fraternities. Guys can gather at will and often do, but you’ll see two women working the counter at a shop, like the coffee place this morning. Never more. If you walk around here after dark, never more than two together. Parties have girls at them, but there’s never more than two talking to each other and usually, they’re isolated, but surrounded by guys.”

Mitchell shrugged, folding his hands on his desk blotter. “This must be heaven for them. All that attention.”

Carl winced a little, like maybe he had a different opinion. “Have you been online yet?”

Mitchell shook his head. Carl nodded toward the computer. Mitchell fired it up and logged in with his password by rote. It worked. The home page for the campus was the current quarterback flanked by two pretty blonde cheerleaders. He clicked on the link for Yahoo!, which was a way to get into the Internet from a restricted system. The first page celebrated Spring Break with two bikini-clad girls tossing a beach ball.

“What am I looking for?”

“Look up the number of suicides in, oh, just do Boise.”

Mitchell typed. “Time frame?”

“The last decade.”

More typing. They waited.

“Hunh. It says there’s no data available.”

“Now search for assaults against women.”

Typing. Waiting.

“Again, no data available.”

Carl leaned on the desk. He pointed at the back of the flat screen monitor. “Now, look up BSU’s win-loss record.”

Typing, then Mitchell sat back, surprised. “Wow. That was fast. I’ve got the stats from, geez, every year since we had a sports team.” He scrolled. “Man, any
 sports team.”

“You can look up anything you like about history, the Bible, sports, politics, activism, science… Damn near anything you like. Almost.”

“Hey, we had a really impressive run from ‘06-’12 under Chris Petersen! Ninety-two wins to twelve losses. I didn’t realize it was that long.”

“Oh! Look up WSU for me! I was talking about them this morning.”

A knock came at Mitchell’s door. Alan was there with the other security officers from the department.

“Ah. Thanks, Alan. C’mon in. Please, introduce yourselves and tell me how long you’ve been here.”

A blond man raised his hand. “Erik Johnson. I think I’ve been here a couple days.”

The next man leaned against the wall, his arms crossed. His hair was Clark Kent black and he had an uncomfortable look in his eyes. “Brad Marshall, this morning.”

“Alan, I think a couple weeks.”

“Carl, I’ve been around for a while, but I’m not sure.”

“Jamie Watson. Yesterday.”

“Mitchell Freeman. This morning, too. Did you all see the office demon?”

Everyone nodded.

“What did you all say to him?” Mitchell folded his hands on the blotter again.

Alan shrugged. “I barely remember. It’s all kind of fuzzy.”

Erik glanced at the window behind Mitchell. “I remember saying I don’t know why I’m here. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

The others nodded, a murmur of “likewise” and “uh-huh” blending together.

Carl pursed his lips. “Zoroastrianism?”

Brad popped off the wall, pointing at Carl. “Yeah. I remember that.” He snapped his fingers, blinking into space. “Something about that being the only religion that was correct. He said burning babies in a lake of fire was barbaric.”

Mitchell frowned. “Well, to be honest, that is pretty barbaric.”

“What are you?” Alan nodded to Mitchell.

“Agnostic. You?”

“Catholic.”

Jamie smiled. “I like your Pope.”

Alan nodded. “Me too! Francis is a good guy.” He blinked, frowning. “I guess he’ll end up here sometime, huh?”

That caused the mood in the room to drop. If someone like Pope Francis could end up there, what hope did anyone have?

Carl broke the uncomfortable silence. “Did you read the rules?”

Everyone looked at him. Mitchell cocked his head. “Rules?”

Carl pointed to the window. Everyone crossed the room at once to look at several billboards visible across the campus.


“Welcome to Hell.



This Hell is based on a problem plaguing men and women.



When you are ready to leave, merely explain the problem. Since it affects both men and women, one of each must be present for the explanation.



If you have correctly explained it, you will be admitted into a glorious Heaven filled with wonders and joys beyond your imagination.



During your stay, you may be interested in searching the Internet for information about Zoroastrianism. For your convenience, it is available as a link on any page and as a free app for your phone.



You are encouraged to live your life and do your accustomed job as you like. You may also change jobs, even try a new career.



We ask that you obey a few simple rules while you’re in Hell:



Be kind. Treat others as you would like to be treated. Failure to do this will bring unhappiness and misery to you and your fellow inhabitants.



Do not get discouraged. Remember, nothing lasts forever. Someday, this will be a distant memory.



All employees are required to wash their hands after using the restroom or touching uncooked meat or poultry.



Anything that goes on the Internet is there forever. Although it is possible to remain anonymous, there’s always someone out there who can hack your information. Be careful what photos you post.



If you’re killed, you will be restored to life on the following day. Please try to avoid death as much as possible.



All contracts, bonds, commitments, covenants, pledges, and promises entered into prior to your entering Hell are null and void. This includes, but is not limited to, debt, marriage, natural births and adoptions, requirements of citizenship, military obligations, student loans, etc.



Remember, you are never really alone, although it may feel like it for very long stretches of time.



There is always an Internet connection, regardless of your location, and you will not incur roaming charges. You have unlimited text, data, and phone service.



Lastly, you are here to learn something. Since it is something that happens every day, it should be simple to figure out.



We hope you enjoy your stay here. We have done all we can to make your stay a pleasant and instructive one.”


Alan stepped back first. “I can’t remember reading those before this minute.”

Carl got up and poured himself another cup of coffee. “They’re in every town.”

The others looked at him.

Erik leaned on the desk. “Are they always at the college campuses? Or are they all over town?”

“Yes to both. They are in courthouses, college campuses, and on billboards like those. They aren’t on freeways though, probably because someone would get in an accident trying to read something that long. They are on public transit, however.”

Brad shook his head and walked over to sit on a small sofa near the wall. “This doesn’t seem very…”

Mitchell also sat back down. “Hell-y?”

“Yeah.” Brad pointed to the scene outside. “I mean, look at that weather. It’s gorgeous. My student loans are gone. No commitments? Unlimited talk, text, and data?” He sat back in the chair. “Not seeing a downside here.”

Jamie nodded. “The rules even state you can try a new career, or do whatever. Carl”—he pointed—“you’re from another college, so you travel, right? You said it was like this in other towns.”

“Almost exactly. The towns themselves are different, but those signs are standard,” Carl said.

“So you can fly to Europe?” Alan’s voice was measured, but Mitchell could tell he was contemplating that career change.

“Probably. I haven’t really wanted to.”

Erik shook his head. “‘When you’re ready to leave, merely explain the problem. Since it affects both men and women, one of each must be present for the explanation.’ What kind of problem affects both
 men and women?”

Alan frowned. “Well, those rapes and murders are affecting everyone.”

Erik snorted. “Only because we gotta clean them up.”

“And the rapes?”

Erik raised his fingers to make quote marks. “‘Rapes.’ Whatever. Attention grabbing whores, if you ask me. There’s no way all these women have been raped.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it. I’m against rape and all, but to claim that every woman who says she was raped is telling the truth? That would mean that I’m surrounded by rapists.”

Mitchell’s eyes met Alan’s, and they both glanced at the reports on the desk. The discussion made Mitchell uncomfortable, realizing there were photos of dead girls behind that manila cardstock. “Hey, I’m gonna have to put a stop to that talk. This is a security office and our job is to protect those women out there.”

Erik and Brad stood, adopting a more professional demeanor. They said in unison, “Sorry, sir.”

The others mumbled similar phrases, save Carl who had not joined in the complaining.

“Let’s get back to work. I, for one, want to stay at this job for a while. It may be Hell, but I like the feel of normalcy.”

The others agreed, though Mitchell got the impression Erik and Brad might end up changing their careers before the month was out. As they filed out, Carl rose.

“You heading back?”

“Yeah.” Carl glanced at the billboards outside, draining some more of his coffee. “I’ve gotten to the point where I’ve forgotten about the rules. I haven’t thought about them for a while, though I know I’ve seen them every day.”

Mitchell turned in his office chair to look at the words again. “All commitments are gone. I wasn’t quite sure what I thought I would find at home. I don’t think my wife and daughters would be here. And one of our officers has a wife that’s pregnant.” Mitchell turned back to Carl. “Is that possible?”

Carl closed his eyes, shaking his head before taking another sip. “No. He was probably here just today too. He’s going to go home to an empty house.”

Mitchell’s gaze fell to the reports again. “Talk about Hell… thinking you’re gonna see your child born and ending up here.”

“Well, it’s not like he can’t hook up with something else here. There are women everywhere. It’s part of the rules.” Carl drained the cup. “Where do you want this?”

“There’s a sink in the break room. C’mon. I’ll show ya.”
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Mitchell turned the key on his front door and was saddened to find it dark and empty, like Carl predicted. He tossed his keys onto the table in the entryway and flipped on the lights. He went to the fridge and opened it, not sure what he’d find. A six-pack of Shock Top chilled very nicely next to some cold fried chicken. He looked in the door and got out a bottle of honey barbecue sauce, then grabbed the chicken and a beer. He unscrewed the top and sipped it while he put the chicken on a paper plate and smeared barbecue sauce on the pieces. He licked his finger before hitting the timer on the microwave, then found the TV remote while the carousel meandered the chicken in a heart-warming tour of the nuking facility.

He plugged in his phone, then sat for a minute looking at it. His house was empty. Why did he have his wife and daughter’s numbers in his phone? Could he call them? He picked up the phone and dialed his wife. It went straight to voicemail. The automated woman’s voice reminded him of the number he’d just dialed and told him to leave a message after the beep. He shook his head and hung up.


What did I expect, seriously? That she’d answer? Hey, honey! I’m in Hell, how was your day?


The microwave beeped and he got a paper towel from the roll on the wall, then gathered his feast and made for the comfortable spot on the couch. The center of the plate was hot, so he set it on the coffee table next to his beer. He flicked through the TV stations and discovered every possible infomercial known to man, with nothing to watch.

Now I believe this is Hell.


He watched a few minutes of a cooking show selling a cucumber slicer, then turned off the television and went to his den. He started up his computer and settled in. The home screen had a bunch of icons that seemed perfectly normal to him. Four different browsers, three music players, the vast array of Microsoft Office programs. All the standard stuff. He saw an icon that said The Rules
 and clicked on it. Sure enough, it was a copy of the billboard information. He fired up Google Chrome and looked on Facebook. On the login screen, it had, in blue hyperlink text, Zoroastrianism
 at the bottom of the screen. He pulled up a few more web pages and found the same link in the same place, always in microscopic print, like the license agreement for the browser.


Carl was right. That’s simultaneously comforting and unsettling, like an old high school girlfriend suddenly stalking your page.


He tried to log into Facebook, but the email he entered was not found. He wondered why he was surprised. After all, he hadn’t been in Hell before. He filled in all the important bits and began his account. He didn’t have any pictures on his computer for the same reason, so he went into the living room and got his phone. He plugged it into the charger on the desk, then took a selfie. He had to download the app (the Zoroastrian app was recommended) before he could add the selfie to his profile. He doubted there would be anyone he actually knew here, but just to be sure, he put in his high school and college.

He clicked on his feed but then realized he had no friends in Hell. He frowned, then tried to remember the names of his men at work. Brad… Erik… Alan… James or Jeremy… Carl…

A friend request popped up.

“Well, speak of the devil.” He clicked on Carl Anderson’s picture.

Carl’s profile page had a bunch of promo shots of him with athletes, including one or two with some young co-eds. The girls had smiles on their faces and wore the ISU colors of orange and black with the Bengals logo on their tank tops. Every woman in every picture was young and pretty, almost like they were all on a brochure or poster. He had shots of football games, fishing trips, hunting trophies, a new car, and a small boat. It looked like an exciting life.

Mitchell looked at his phone and realized he had none of these things to put on his profile.

He opened a new tab and decided to surf the Internet. Nearly every website had some scantily clad girl on it in a provocative pose. When he was alive, he’d opened a site once that turned out to be porn, and he’d looked through it to see what the draw was, but had been disappointed. His wife walked in and saw the pictures. He had been too confused to be embarrassed. Several of the women had long, thick fingernails and the movements they were making with them looked more deadly than pleasurable. Several of these girls in the pictures had fancy nails like those, and the sight of them made him shudder.

He tried again to look up the statistics for suicides or rapes. He found nothing. Again. He sat back, drinking his beer. He could understand maybe having the truth on rapes and suicides being more horrific in Hell, but nonexistent? That was just odd. He glanced at the rules icon in the taskbar on the bottom of his screen. Whatever is put on the Internet is there forever.
 He had heard that before, when he was alive, but here? Did that mean no one had ever put a statistic up?

Two rapes that day. One, the girl went to the hospital, got a rape kit done, blood test, pictures undoubtedly. The other showered and almost didn’t report it. The outcome was exactly the same. There was no way either girl’s assailant would ever be caught or charged. Damned if they did, damned if they didn’t. It made sense that there weren’t a lot of statistics available. No point reporting what would be a waste of time. That was why he chose not to contact the police on either incident. It’s not like anything could be done to help them, and frankly, there was no way to prove the boys did it. They would just say the girls were lying and the girls’ lives would be ruined. At least this way, they could hide the rapes from future boyfriends. As his sister had been told in sex ed, no one wanted gum that was already chewed.

He finished his beer and tried to decide if he was tired or not. He decided he was. It had been a long, strange day, and it was possible this was a dream anyway. It would be nice to discover his wife next to him after a good night’s sleep. He tossed the bottle in the trash can next to the desk and got ready for bed.
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Mitchell woke up and reached for his wife, but the bed beside him was empty. It took a moment to remember where she was, then he realized it wasn’t her location, but his, that was the problem.


I’m here to learn something, and it’s so common, I can’t miss it.


That rule made no sense. Obviously it was talking about the murders. They happened every day. The women never shot a man though, so Erik was right. The only thing affecting the men was that they were the ones discovering the bodies and cleaning up the messes. Doing the investigations. The women weren’t having anything happen to them except their own deaths.


Well, unless you count the rapes.


The rapes didn’t affect him any more than the murders did. He
 wasn’t gonna get raped. Therefore, it wasn’t a problem he would experience. He could walk anywhere, wear anything, drink, party, whatever he wanted, even at one of those frats, and suffer no ill. He hadn’t even seen anyone he knew in those folders.

He got out of bed and went into the bathroom. He urinated, then looked at himself in the mirror as the toilet flushed. He briefly contemplated the fact that he still needed to pee, which didn’t fit his idea of the afterlife, but if he got to drink beer, then this was the price one paid. He didn’t really need to shave, and his eyebrows and nose hairs were properly maintained. The shower would be practically a formality more than anything. Still, he thought it best to do so. After all, this was Hell. He may have brimstone farts from the coffee yesterday.

As he dried off, he heard a police siren coming down the street. He went to his window and saw the black and white car slow before a house diagonal from his. The side window was good for watching the scene. The patrolmen got out of the car and ran up to knock on his neighbor’s door. An older man opened it, probably mid-fifties, wearing a white tank top and a blue bathrobe. He looked very concerned and showed the police into the house. They came out a few minutes later, escorting the man out to the lawn. One officer talked to the man who seemed distraught, while the other cop called dispatch. Mitchell couldn’t hear anything being said, so he opened the window.

“…another suicide.”

The microphone at his shoulder crackled.

He squeezed the send button. “Yup. Young woman. Blonde this time.”

The crackle answered.

“Will do.”

Mitchell got dressed and stepped outside. He went over to a couple men standing on the sidewalk. Everyone was watching the two officers talk to the older neighbor. He nodded toward the trio.

“Anyone know what happened?”

The man next to him shook his head. “I thought I heard a gunshot about ten minutes ago. Now, there’s a cop car, so I imagine I must have.” He turned to Mitchell. “Did you hear it?”

Mitchell shook his head. “Nope. I was in the shower.”

The man sighed. “Is that gonna be what makes this Hell? Being woken up by gunshots and sirens every morning?”

Mitchell frowned. “I hope not.” He looked at the men on the sidewalk. “How long you been here?”

“Two weeks, six days. I was born in that house.” He nodded to the ranch house behind him. “I’m Alvin Martin.” He stuck out his hand.

Mitchell shook it. “Mitchell Freeman.”

The other two men nodded greeting. “Sherman Peterson. This here’s Walter Timmons.”

Mitchell shook hands with all of them. “Y’all married?”

“Nah,” Sherman nodded to the man being interviewed by the police, “But Howard there managed to get himself a girl. No doubt she’s the one who died.”

Mitchell’s brow furrowed in thought. “I thought I heard the police say suicide.”

“Oh, probably. I don’t know what’s wrong with these women, but they keep blowing their brains out.”

“Do… do they come back?” Mitchell looked at Howard, who really looked like a man going through Hell. “The rules say you come back.”

Alvin shook his head. “Not the women. That rule’s just for the men. I’ve never seen a woman who killed herself show up again.”

Walter took a deep breath, his arms folded across his chest. “I saw a woman do herself in at a restaurant. She was one of the servers and a fella at the bar grabbed her hips and pulled her over to sit on his lap. She squirmed real cute and he asked her for a kiss. We were all laughin’ cuz he was kinda drunk. Next thing we know, she’s got a gun an’ we all thought she was gonna kill him. Instead, she put it up under her chin and boom!” He mimed the gesture.

Sherman nodded. “We were regulars there too. She was a spitfire. I called her Hot Lips because she always wore bright red lipstick. We went back there the next day, thinkin’ she’d be there but she wasn’t. She ain’t never showed up since.”

Mitchell watched as an ambulance turned the corner, siren blaring, and noticed a hobo come around the corner and look down the street. He watched the ambulance stop, then cast his gaze upon Mitchell and his neighbors. The man had worn eyes saddled with too much insight. Mitchell looked back across the street, then realized he didn’t want to see the woman’s remains get wheeled out. He saw two paramedics, male, get out of the ambulance, and he wondered why anyone would choose to stay in that profession if they could leave it. This was Hell, the Afterlife. There was no way cop or paramedic or fire fighter was a job you’d stay with. It’s not like people called those for happy reasons. Then again, maybe those men felt they were supposed to be punished, and this was punishment.

Maybe they were about ready to give their explanation of the problem to a woman, and this was part of the final step. He wondered if he could give his explanation to a woman who was dead, or did they need to be able to validate it? Regardless, he didn’t want to see a bloody sheet first thing this morning. He nodded his goodbyes to his neighbors and went back inside.
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This Hell is based a problem plaguing men and women.


Mitchell pulled up Google search and typed in problems facing men and women.


No results matched your search. Did you mean problems facing men or
 women?

Mitchell frowned. He typed in problems facing women.


No results matched your search.


Case sensitive?
 Mitchell typed in mortality of women
 .

No results matched your search.

He took a deep breath, folding his hands on his desk blotter. He looked at the reflection in his monitor of the billboards outside, the focused upon the screen.


Rape and murder of women.


Still no results.


Women’s rights.


No results.


Women voting.


No results.

Mitchell ran his fingers through his hair. How could there be nothing about women on the Internet?

He typed Women sex,
 then deleted it. He knew what that would produce and it would be unhelpful. He sat back, tapping his fingers on his lips. Something we deal with every day.


He typed in men and women.


About 36,300,000 results (0.52 seconds).


That’s more like it.
 Mitchell looked at the entries.
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This is not specific to any gender.



Well done. You have identified a problem that had been identified a million times. Now what is your solution?



Why are you whining about this when there are more important things in the world?



I don’t know if these people can ever be changed.



If any man tries to grope me, they’ll get a foot slammed somewhere they really don’t want it to be.



We can all say, “Men should not do that in the first place,” but this is the same as me leaving my car door open with keys in it and saying, “People should not rob.”



What about cleaning adverts portraying men as clueless idiots? Do women really believe no man has ever been propositioned or felt up at work?



I don’t know anyone in my office who behaves that way… I just can’t believe that happens regularly… I’ve never worked anywhere where these attitudes would be tolerated.



I don’t think demonizing all men is going to help.



This is just another example of the conspiracy.
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Mitchell frowned. These were all things he believed personally. He didn’t see how this was Hell, yet again. What was the lesson he was supposed to learn? He read through several results, even venturing onto the mythical page two of a Google search. The names were different on the commenters so they weren’t the same results. Gary5x5. LeonardtheLeopard5329. Prettyface2. Lipsandhips4. TheDoctorIsIn. John316. John319.
 Tons of Johns. Pretty much, there were hundreds of people saying the same things.

“The Hell here must be in trying to figure out why this is Hell.”

He pushed back from his desk and poured himself another cup of coffee. He marveled at how he kept thinking he smelled cat poop, then realized it was just his coffee brewing. Then he would get up, go to this cat-poop-smell producing machine, pour this liquid into a mug heralding his job here at the Boise State University Security Office, add creamer and sweetener to this rancid fluid in order to put it to his lips and into his body. On purpose. A lot. He even went to other places to get this concoction made by other people and paid one-thirtieth of his annual salary to do so. And still
 , that was not considered the Hell he dwelt in at the moment.

A knock on the door brought his head up too fast and he spilled hot coffee onto his jacket. “Ugh. Great.”

Alan stepped in, concerned. “You okay, chief?”

Mitchell grabbed a napkin and blotted the dampness from his jacket. “Yeah, just overthinking stuff.” He looked at Alan. “What’s up?”

Alan raised a hand carrying three new manila folders. “Reports from Campus last night.”

“Anything new?”

“Three suicides, three rapes.” Alan set the folders on the desk.

“Geesh, hasn’t anyone ever heard of robbing a convenience store?”

Alan laughed. “I guess not.”

Mitchell looked at the pictures of the crime scenes. “Has BPD been called?”

“Yeah. These are our copies. Investigations are already closed on the suicides.”

Mitchell flipped to the third folder. “And the rapes?”

“Same ole, same ole. Doesn’t remember anything, it was dark, got knocked out.”

Mitchell shook his head, frustrated. “What’s wrong with these girls? Why are they going to these places?” He looked at Alan. “Don’t they know
 by now? Don’t they talk
 to one another? They need to take steps to protect themselves, yet they keep going into these situations like they think they’ll be okay. Travel in packs, hold their keys in their fists, avoid dark streets. Something. Anything.
 ”

Alan shrugged.

Mitchell exhaled, trying to calm down, then opened the fourth folder and stopped. “Hey, I know her.”

Alan cocked his head to look at the picture more right-side up. “Oh yeah. The barista. Hit when she was jogging and came to as the guy mounted her. Guy wore a ski mask. Why wouldn’t she see something like that, right?” Alan gestured to the beautiful day outside. “A ski mask, in this weather?”

Mitchell glanced at the details of the incident and the description of the attacker. “I just saw her yesterday. She made my coffee.”

“Speaking of which, do you mind? We’re out in the break room.”

Mitchell scowled at the folder. “Huh? Oh yeah, be my guest. I need to cut back anyway.”


The victim was left bleeding and said she feared moving due to the amount of blood on the ground around her head.


Alan poured a cup. “Yeah, she was found passed out in a puddle of her own blood. The guys who found her took pictures of the scene before they touched her.”

Mitchell looked up. “Pictures?”

“They said they thought she might be dead and heard you needed to take pictures. Idiots uploaded them to their Facebook pages before
 calling the cops.”


Anything that goes on the Internet is there forever.


Mitchell turned in his chair, looking again at the billboards. Those pictures of Cutie would be on the Internet, swapped around internationally. Mitchell shook his head.

“This is more like Hell for them, and we’re their tormentors.”

Alan stepped over to look at the view. “Can I tell you a secret?”

Mitchell looked at his coworker.

Alan returned the look. “I have that same thought every day now.”
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He went to the student center to get coffee every day, but it was a week before she showed up. If she had been in the hospital, he figured she would need time to heal and he hoped her boss wasn’t a total jerk and let her have it. He was glad to see her behind the counter when he got in line. She wasn’t working the cash register this time, but was making the orders. She wore a BSU baseball cap, probably to hide the stitches.

He stepped up to the counter.

“Hi, Mr. Freeman. What can I get for you today?”

“Tall vanilla latte, please.”

“That will be $5.95.”

He handed her seven dollars, waving off the change. Cutie glanced at the cup with his order written on it while she finished steaming the milk for a different order. Her look was fixed upon the task, like she was drowning out all other sounds. He bent to get into her peripheral vision.

“Hey, Cutie.”

She glanced up, startled. “Oh! Sorry. I was… focused…” Her brow furrowed, then cleared as she forced a smile. “How are you today, Mitchell?”

“Fine. How are you
 doing? I heard what happened. I just wanted to come by and check on you.”

She swallowed, glancing around. Her eyes flicked from face to face around her, like a gazelle surveying a grassy plain. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Are the police doing anything?”

She shrugged. “They said there isn’t enough to go on. There were no witnesses.”

“Oh.”

She picked up a white towel with a pale blue stripe down the middle and wiped off the chrome nozzle where the steam came out. “It’s fine. Happens to everyone.”

He watched her a moment, noting how haggard she looked. She had aged overnight. She finished up the order she was on. “Hank.”

A young man in a green and yellow Packers windbreaker came up to the counter. He reached out for the cup without looking up from his phone and Cutie flinched away. Hank didn’t even notice. Cutie went back to her orders and a minute later, lifted Mitchell’s cup onto the counter. He reached out for it and held out his card.

“Here. In case you need to talk or you need help. Okay? It has my cell number on it, too. Call anytime.”

She took the card and nodded, reading it. She pocketed it and smiled a little more genuinely this time. “Thank you.”

Mitchell patted the counter, smiling, and went to work.
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The ringer was as insistent as an alarm clock and he picked it up, not recognizing the number. That didn’t surprise him since he was, you know, in Hell and all. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and pressed the green button.

“This is Mitchell.”

“You said to call if I needed to talk.”

He sat up, turning on the light. “I did. What do you need?”

Cutie sighed. “I… I don’t know what I need…”

He nodded, keeping his tone reassuring. “We can figure that out. Do you want to meet for coffee?”

“I don’t actually drink coffee.” She snorted. “Isn’t that funny? I’m a barista and I have no idea what the stuff tastes like.”

“You’re not missing anything.” He leaned forward, listening to the background. In his room, he could hear a clock ticking, but through the phone, it sounded like she might be outdoors. He could hear cars driving by and the thumping of techno through carpeted walls and cinderblock. A young man’s voice shouted something but all he could hear was “slut” before it Dopplered away.

She sniffed, a mucus-clogged snuffle that betrayed her tears and mental state.

He wanted to say something to reassure her, but he kept drawing a blank. He had no real idea what she was going through. “Where are you?”

“Outside the China Blue. I didn’t want to sit in my apartment.”

China Blue was a college bar downtown, a real meat market. It didn’t sound to Mitchell like a particularly safe place to be. “Do you want me to come down there?”

Silence, then, “Yeah. Would you mind?”

“I’ll be there in about twenty minutes. You stay outside and don’t move.”

He got pants pulled on over his boxer briefs and slipped on socks and shoes in less than a minute. He grabbed a jacket and his keys and bolted out the door. The lights were in his favor and he got around China Blue right about when he said he would. At first, he didn’t see her, then she caught a glimpse of the BSU cap against a wall. Four guys surrounded her, talking to her. They were too close and he stopped the car, throwing it into park. He opened the door and stood up.

“Hey, step away from her.”

The boys turned, backing away and giving her an opening to run through. One of them grabbed her arm and she slipped out of her jacket like it was a second skin and bolted for the car. The boy held up the hoodie and shouted something, but he was drunk, and Mitchell didn’t understand him. He got in the car and engaged the transmission. The boy looked at her and raised the hoodie to his face, breathing in her scent. She shuddered and Mitchell drove off.

“Do you need to go to the cops? Report that jacket stolen?”

She shook her head. “They’d say I took it off and gave it to them.”

“Well, that’s one way of putting it. Where do you want to go? Home?”

She shook her head. “Definitely not. My roommate had a guy drop by to visit and I just couldn’t be in the room with him.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t really know. I just felt…”

He nodded. “It’s okay. We’ll go to my office. There’ll be some officers there and we’ll have one of them sit with you until you feel like heading home.”

“Thank you.”

He pulled into the office parking lot and they entered. A few officers, larger men that worked out, were filling out paperwork while Bennie fielded the dispatch desk. He looked up as Mitchell came in.

“Chief? What are you doing here at this hour?”

“This young woman needs a place to crash, so I’m gonna put her up in my office.”

Everyone stared at her, but she shied away from most of them. Mitchell walked her down the hall. The small, two-person couch in the room looked big enough to take care of this girl. She didn’t take up much space as it was and seemed to become even smaller as the night wore on and she shrank away from people. He got a blanket and pillow from a closet near the break room.

“We have these for folks in just this sort of situation.” He shook out the blanket and draped it on her shoulders. She flinched as he touched her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

She shook her head. “I know. It’s just, I can’t stop it, you know?”

He nodded. He had seen it before. PTSD. It was common enough for him to know he shouldn’t say it was PTSD to her. People always associated the condition with warfare and reacted poorly when you treated them like they had a known mental condition, even if they had
 seen combat.

“It will get better.”

She looked at him. “Will it?”

He motioned to the couch for her, then pulled over a chair from the desk. “Can I ask, how long have you been here?”

She glanced at the floor. “All my life. I was born here.”

“No, I mean,” he pointed to the window and the glaring, well-lit billboards, “here.
 ”

“At BSU?”

He pointed to the billboards. “Hell.”

Her frown returned, touched with wary confusion. “Hell?”

Mitchell blinked. “Yes. This is Hell.”

She looked out the window, scanning the horizon. “I… don’t understand…”

He glanced outside, then back at her. “Can you see those billboards out there?”

“I can see one.” She pointed to a small one with the current football coach encouraging fans to Get in the Game!


“You can’t see those?” Mitchell waved at the Rules.

She stood. “I think maybe I’ll head home now.”

He stood, putting his hands on her shoulders. “No, I’m sorry. I’ll go and let you sleep.”

She shuddered at the touch and he withdrew his hands with a snap, which she also flinched from. She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know you’re just trying to help.”

He ran his hands through his hair, then down his face. “Yeah. I just suck at it tonight. There’s coffee over there if you need it.”

“I don’t…” She sighed, sitting down. “Thank you.”

“Do you want me to close the blinds for you?”

She shook her head. “No. I want to be able to see my surroundings if I wake up.”

He nodded and left. He got out to the front desk and turned to Bennie. “How has it been tonight?”

“Relatively quiet. Only two rapes, one suicide.”

Mitchell looked at the clock on the wall. 1:38 a.m. It was still early.

He walked out to the parking lot and looked at the billboards. It was like looking at Vegas. They couldn’t be missed. Maybe we
 are the only people here, the only souls.
 That seemed unlikely, but if she couldn’t see it, maybe not. He’d give it more thought tomorrow. Right then, he was too tired to actually think.
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The next day, he decided to head over and the see the barista. This time, she was behind the counter with the other girl and a man in a manager’s uniform. The nametag on his shirt said Edward Roosevelt.


“What can I get for you, sir?”

Mitchell looked over at Cutie, who was working the espresso machine while the other girl did the whipped cream, sprinkles, and handed out orders. It was busier than usual, and the barista was getting flustered, which confused Mitchell because he’d seen her get coffees out at record speed before. The girl beside her gently took one of the cups from the line-up of orders and started helping on the line.

Cutie reached onto a stack and popped a lid on an order. “Albert.” As the order was taken, she looked at the other girl. “We’re almost out of lids. I’ll be right back.”

Edward watched her step away from the counter and took advantage of a slight break in the flow of customers. He went to the barista, just out of sight of the register. Mitchell stepped to the side where the Airpots held vigil, grabbing a Nifty Nickel to “read” as he leaned against the counter to listen in.

“Look, you need to pick up your game here, missy. I understand you had some tragedy recently, and that’s why I’m here, but you’ve got to shake this off.”

“Yes, Mr. Roosevelt.”

“You can’t let this define you. Now, if you don’t get with the program, you’re out on your ass. Got it?”

She swallowed and nodded. “Yes, Mr. Roosevelt.”

“Now clean yourself up. No one wants to look at a sad chick.”

He swatted her butt and walked away, unaware of the flinch she hid when he did so. She wiped her cheeks and blinked, looking up to the ceiling as she got herself under control. She walked forward, and Mitchell looked over the little glass wall separating them.

“Cup lids.”

She started, and looked at Mitchell, who smiled. She relaxed. “What?”

“Cup lids. You came back here for cup lids. You’re almost out up front.”

She nodded, snapping her fingers. “Right.” She turned and got out a sleeve of lids. “Thank you. And thank you for your help last night.”

“Anytime. You still have my card?”

She nodded.

“Mitchell,” called the other barista.

They looked at the front counter and she smiled. “That’s you.”

“That’s me. You take care.”

She nodded and waved as he left with his latte.

When he got to the office, he passed the lady at the front desk and smiled, then saluted Dispatch with his coffee. Alan was on the phone and lifted the files from the night before. Mitchell nodded and grabbed them on the way by. He got into his office and was again greeted by the billboards. He looked at the little couch, the blanket folded on it and the pillow on top. He set down his coffee and pulled out his phone.

“BSU Security Front Desk.”

“Hi, it’s Mitchell. Can you come back here when you get a second? Bring the gal from Dispatch when she gets a free moment.”

“Both of us?”

“Please.”

“All right…” the dispatch officer drawled, uncertain.

Mitchell was halfway through the last report when the two women came in the door.

“Ah, I am trying to decide if I need to get glasses. Can you ladies read off all the billboards you see from this window?”

The women looked at each other, then scanned the view.

Dispatch nodded to the left. “Get in the game.”

Front Desk nodded. “That’s all I see.”

“What about the names of those businesses over there?” He pointed to the area behind the billboard that said Welcome to Hell.


“Walgreens. Chipotle. The Dutch Goose.”

Dispatch nodded. “And I know that’s the Pie Hole over there, but I can’t read it from here.”

Mitchell looked. The billboards blocked nearly every one of those signs for him. “How long have you been in Boise?”

“All my life.”

“Born and raised.”

He took a deep breath. “Well, I guess you know a good optometrist then. I do in fact need glasses.” He turned back to them. “Thank you, ladies.”

They nodded and left.

Alan came in with another file. “This just got finished.”

“Rape or suicide?”

“Rape. Library.”

Mitchell closed his eyes.
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Mitchell reached for the pot of coffee, then set it back down. He put his dirty cup by the extra one and picked up the business card there. He pulled out his phone and dialed.

“Hey, Carl. Mitchell Freeman here, from BSU Security.”

“Oh hey! How are you, my friend?”

“Good, good.” Mitchell frowned, then leaned against the desk. “Actually, that’s a lie. I believe I’m setting up residence in ‘Not Okay’ these days.” He cleared his throat. Carl didn’t interrupt him. “Carl, you… I got the feeling, looking through your Facebook and everything, that you’ve been here a while. All the stuff you have photos of show you not aging. You changed your hairstyle three times and, well, guys simply don’t do that. I’ve had the same haircut since I left the police academy. Only something, I don’t know…”

“What’s your question, Mitchell?”

Mitchell swallowed. “Have you ever tried to get out of here?”

Long pause. “Yeah. For the first, I don’t know how long, I tried to get out of here. I was a Coroner, back in the 70s. One of the groundbreakers. But when I got here, every day, I saw women with half their heads gone. Every day, a dozen. I lived in Salt Lake City then. I can’t even imagine what it would have been like in Los Angeles or New York. Part of why I chose Pocatello was because the population was so small, I might be able to cut my chances of seeing a girl in pieces down to single digits.”

“What about the rules? What about the explanation?”

“I tried. I looked everywhere. I even partnered up with guys. We never got close. All we got was more women. Dead women. Ya get numb to it after a while. Then, after about twenty years, I decided I had had enough of hosing brains off my tables. So, I quit. I decided to go back to school and try something else. Dentistry. I didn’t see brains, but I was pretty damned sure my fellow dentists were doing something shady behind their closed doors. No nurses in there, which wasn’t odd at the time. But then I realized I never had the same patients more than twice, if they were women. Nurses and assistants streamed through like fast food customers. Finally, I left that too.”

“For coaching?”

Carl probably nodded, based upon his voice when he spoke. “Yeah. I figured I’d walk carefully, not go in any rooms without knocking and waiting. I decided that, once these deaths and rapes were past five figures and running at six, I was done trying to figure out what Hell wanted. Whatever ‘Heaven’ promised, there was no way it would wash away what I experienced here.”


There has to be a way. It says so in the rules.
 “How much do you trust the rules?”

Carl sighed. “Every rule seems to be provable except the one about getting out.”

Mitchell hesitated. “Even the one about dying?”

Carl didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to.
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It was after dark when he left the office. He’d managed to talk to every person in his department on every shift. Every man saw the rules, every woman couldn’t. Granted, there were only three women total working there, but he had walked the campus and asked about one-third of the folks he met. He was using a clipboard and marking down the answers to make it look like a marketing survey. He even dared to ask couples who were walking together what they saw, even though he suspected he would cause arguments and possible domestic violence over the questions.

He went to his house by way of the Pie Hole this time and was surprised to get a call from the barista as he opened his door.

“What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to thank you for helping me last night. And today. You probably saved my job.”

“Well, anything I can do to help. You okay now?”

She was silent, then, “I just wanted to say thank you.”

A stab of fear struck just below the ribs. Something in her voice… He forced himself to smile so it would show in his tone. “I have pizza.”

A moment, then “Excuse me?”

“I”—he gestured to the two slices of pizza, as if she could see him—“I have pizza, from the Pie Hole. Would you like to come over and have some?”

“Pizza.”

“There’s far too much for me. Seriously.” He grabbed his keys. “I can come get you, you can help me out with this problem, and then I’ll take you back home. What’s your address?”

She gave him an apartment house near campus and he was out the door before she could change her mind.
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“This is more than you can handle?” She looked at the two slices of cold pizza on the coffee table.

“I’m used to salads and red wine.”

She smiled, which made him feel better. “Yeah, I’ve always gotten that vibe from you.”

“I can microwave it.” He picked up the small box.

“Thanks.” She looked around. “So, clearly, you don’t have a dog.”

He walked into the kitchen. “How could you tell?”

“You left pizza unattended for an hour.”

He nodded. Good observation.
 Could he even have a dog? “Do you have a dog?”

“No. Our apartment doesn’t allow them. Noise ordinance.”

“Maybe if you had a dog, you could have taken it jogging.”

He regretted the words as soon as he said them.

Silence came from the other room, then he heard the front door open. He came out of the kitchen and went to the open door. She was at the bottom of the front stairs, looking around.

“I’m sorry. That was a dick thing to say.”

“It wasn’t my fault.”

He rolled his eyes in embarrassment. “No, of course not. I didn’t mean…”

“I know what you meant.” She turned and she was holding a gun pointed under her chin.

“Oh God.” He put his hands up. “Don’t…”

“Why not?” She blinked and tears ran down her face.

“You have so much to live for.” He took a step toward her.

“Do I? I have a lifetime of groping and cowering, of being blamed and lied to. I’m ‘damaged goods,’ according to my boss, and should make sure I hide this so that I can still get a husband.”

Mitchell looked at the gun and gauged if he could grab it from her or if he should knock her out to end the encounter. She already had a head injury. She’d probably drop pretty fast and if he hit her, so if it knocked her head away from the gun barrel, it wouldn’t kill her, even if it discharged. Ordinarily, he would never think about hitting a woman, but he was doing it to save her life. He looked at her eyes and saw her looking at his right hand. He started to follow her gaze when she spoke.

“I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

Mitchell looked up just as peace settled into her eyes. Then the sound and shot left the barrel and went through her head. The bullet made a black mark on the flesh under her jaw and he felt the tremor as the lead exploded through her brain, emptying her skull through a sudden, unfashionable hole. She fell back toward the cement and a fine red mist coated his teeth and face, iron and copper painting his tongue. He watched her fall, his confused brain noting that her head still had the stitches from her previous injury.

It all came back to real time with a splat. He stood there, the barista dead on his walkway of a self-inflicted gunshot wound, blood and brains hitting the concrete several feet behind her. He had a small willow tree in the front yard that looked like it tried to catch her but missed. One of the thin branches dripped onto the grass beside her. Doors opened around the neighborhood and men came out to see what happened. One or two women were amongst them, but never more than two standing near each other. Walter was on his cell phone, but Mitchell couldn’t understand his words.

When the sirens arrived, they managed to get him to look up. Apparently, at some point he sat down. His hands had tiny spots on them. His palm on his left hand matched the back of his hand and his knuckles on the right. He realized that he had made a fist to punch her right before she shot herself.


She must have thought I was just like the others.


His eyes wandered up to the sky where several bright bars of light shone off billboards that were just out of sight.
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Every day, he looked at those billboards and they were exactly the same, but they meant something different. Every day, he would remember that he was in Hell. He tried to help a woman and she ended up fearing him as much as her assailants. He would look at files with rapes and suicides and see that the two often coincided. He eventually left his job and that house and just drove, but he discovered it wasn’t any different anywhere else. He determined that the women here weren’t real and that it didn’t matter what he or anyone did to them.

After all, it wasn’t their
 Hell.
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 verything seemed so real. Colors sprang at my eyes, so vivid and bright. I had to laugh.

“This is almost embarrassing,” I said to no one. “You would think I would dream up something less cliché.”

I glanced over at the two women sitting next to me on rickety metal chairs. Like me, they sported baggy white robes. They both were attractive. The lady furthest from me wrung her hands together as she repeatedly muttered a prayer. Her long black hair waved rhythmically as she rocked forward and back, staring intently at the floor.

The other woman glared at me, loathing and terror on her face. “How can you sit there smiling?” She shoved light brown hair aside from her bulging eyes. “Don’t you see what’s going on here?” Her lip quivered as she turned to stare out the large windows. “I wasn’t a bad person. Lots of people did worse things than I did. I shouldn’t be here. Someone is making a mistake.” She melted into tears.

I looked away. I refused to waste my time responding to figments of my imagination. I wished I had dreamed up a more impressive office space; standard beige carpet, mahogany desk, well-placed plants, and glaring rectangular ceiling lights. Extremely boring.

“I need to read more fiction,” I told myself. “My creative skills leave something to be desired. At least the view outside looks cool.”

I jumped up and strolled to the window. This building resided within a vast cavern, lit only by the flickering red glow of the bubbling lava flowing past us. Various geysers of molten rock spurted from the molten sea and then dripped from stalactites above.

People dressed like demons entered the cavern from fissures in the far wall. I hardly need describe them, they fit the devil stereotype so well. Their blood-red torsos rippled with muscle. They walked on shaggy legs with cloven feet. They each donned their own unique set of curved horns, some rolling back like the racks of ibexes or rams, others spiraling upward like African antelope. Glowing, yellow eyes accented the ferocious teeth on their large bearded heads.

The demons dragged heavy chains, by which they yanked dozens of terrified souls from cavities in the walls. Clothing torn and dirty, the half-conscious prisoners stumbled into the incinerating soup. Rather than bursting into flame, their bodies showed no signs of harm. Judging by their moaning and writhing in agony, it obviously didn’t feel so good. Those who tried to escape contended with the whips of their merciless demon overlords.

I shook my head, grinning as I made my way back to my seat. The brown-haired woman still sobbed, her face buried in her hands. I wanted to empathize with her, but I stopped myself. I had to keep remembering that this was just a delusion. There were no women, no demons, no lava, and no tormented souls. My damaged brain had simply fallen into a surprisingly vivid dream.

Memories of the events leading up to this mental anomaly remained clear. A week ago, I drove home after a wild party at my uncle’s house. I was such an idiot. I drank too much. I totally caused the accident. During one of my brief moments of consciousness, a nurse told me the other guy survived. I slammed my BMW into a van; the driver was Mormon… I heard they don’t even drink alcohol. I couldn’t tell how long I’d been in the hospital. I knew my prospects weren’t good.

My brain activity eventually slowed down. I began experiencing a mental phenomenon known as an NDE—a Near-Death Experience. I already passed through most of the stages. I saw the white light. I entered the tunnel. I’d never felt such peace. Memories of my life flooded my mind. I remembered every iota of my life. I admit it. It amazed me.

I waited anxiously for the next stage, where the God-like figure showed up and talked to the NDE participant. I looked forward to it. I figured I’d learn a lot about myself, having a conversation with the God my mind invented. After that, I expected I would wake up. At least, I hoped I would. If not, my brain would just shut down and fade to eternal blackness.

To be honest, I really liked it here. I didn’t want to go back. If I did go back, I determined to find a way to prove to the world that NDE’s were not actual visits to heaven. For years, I believed they were a hoax—lame attempts by Christians to try to fool people into believing in their religion. I had obsessed about it. I read a lot about them. Near Death Experiences could be explained entirely by science. Of course, experiencing it now for myself, I could see why so many people believed they really died. Every one of my senses screamed in my brain: You are dead. This is the afterlife. Open your eyes
 ! Truthfully, if not for the silly lava lake and the over-the-top horned demons, I might have believed it.

My patience waned. I wanted to explore this mental landscape. Just as I began my search for an exit, one of the horned demons entered from a side door and took a seat behind the desk. He looked similar to the other demons, but not quite as impressive. His horns were short and green, shaped like the rack of a young bighorn sheep. He had less hair than the other demons and his head did not reach the top of the high-backed red leather chair in which he sat. He placed a cup of steaming coffee on his desk as he studied each of us in turn. I wondered what words my brain would put in this little devil’s mouth.

The praying lady peeked up at him with one eye for about a second and then closed both eyes tight before praying even more vigorously. The women next to me frowned so intensely I thought her lips might drip off the sides of her chin. Her eyes were swollen. I hypothesized that these women represented repressed aspects of my subconscious mind. I would have to analyze them better some other time.

“Looks like we have another smiler,” the beast said in a high-pitched, guttural growl, addressing me.

Although I did not appreciate the condescension, I could not argue. I had been smiling the whole time.

He laughed at me. “I love it. You’re sitting in a room, in the afterlife, with two other recently deceased souls and the demon that carries your future at the tip of his claws—and you still
 cannot force yourself to believe.” He laughed as if he’d told a joke. “And you probably think you’re the more intelligent one in the room.” He laughed again, and then suddenly grew serious. “I’ll wager your smiling face will last about three hours, tops. Perhaps only two. Yes, I’m going to place my bet on two hours.”

He held down a button on a console on his desk. “Fayngol,”

“Yes, sir,” a raspy deep female voice sounded over the intercom as if she were bored.

“Place a bet for me on…” he checked the screen on a red tablet in his hand, “…on Mr. Trey Reyborne. I’m giving him two hours for reality to set in.”

“Two hours? He sounds like a real piece of work.”

The demon nodded. “He’s sitting here laughing as if he still had his whole life ahead of him. Thanks, Fayngol.” He lifted his finger from the button.

“Why am I here?!” the brown-haired woman erupted. “I don’t belong here. I went to church. I’m saved. I know I’m a sinner, but that’s the whole point, isn’t it? I’m saved
 . There’s been a mistake.”

“Please calm yourself,” the beast said. “You may be right. Our plans for Mr. Reyborne will not be the same as yours. I keep telling the guys at distribution to group the souls together that share similar destinies, but no one ever listens to me. You have no idea how many thousands of souls I have to doom in a day. It would be nice to assign them in large groups. In fact, I’d like you two women to head out that door behind you to the waiting room. If you don’t mind waiting a bit longer, I want to speak to this gentleman alone.”

The demon stood up and bee-lined for the door. He opened it and waited for the two women to rise and follow him into the lobby. Both were excited to leave; perhaps they thought they might be redirected to the Pearly Gates. After exiting into the waiting area, the praying woman turned to the demon.

“Which church is true?” she begged in an Italian accent. “It is the Catholic Church, no?”

“Always the same question,” the beast said, placing his huge clawed hand on her back. “Sorry,” he said dryly, “the true church is Zoroastrianism.” He shoved her into the hall and slammed the door.

“Now that
 was just cruel,” I said, snickering. “Zoroastrianism. Good one. Excuse me if you don’t look like Ahura Mazda to me. How many Zoroastrians even exist in the world? A few hundred thousand maybe?”

The demon ignored me, frowning as he clomped back to his seat. He stared at me as he walked, the way a lion might stare at a chicken dinner. “Let’s get down to business, shall we? They call me Gordairn. You’ll have to excuse my lack of… uh… organization skills. I’m just an intern. My trainer, Xandern, is usually here to make sure I’m doing this right, but he’s on break. Fortunately for you, I’ve seen plenty of your type lately. I know just what to do with you.”

“Indulge me,” I said.

I could not wait to hear what kind of afterlife the dark side of my subconscious mind would conceive for me. To be honest, my heartbeat was racing. I found it increasingly difficult to doubt my senses. I hadn’t always been a disbeliever. The clarity of my memories made the faith I’d harbored as a child as powerful as the many subsequent years of skepticism. I hadn’t questioned my own beliefs so powerfully in many years. I didn’t just want answers. I needed them.

“Very well,” Gordairn said. “I serve my master. It is His bidding that I direct souls such as yours to the eternal destiny you earned in life. Normally, I explain the situation in more detail, but we both know you don’t want to hear it. There’s no point in my explaining anything to a man who refuses even to believe I’m sitting here talking to him.”

“Why should I believe?” I said, no longer smiling. “Why would I believe any of this? It makes no sense. If God exists, he supposedly created the universe. He hides from us, prompting thousands of diverse belief systems to arise. He gives us no clue which religion is true. He supposedly cares about us, yet he allows innocent children to suffer. Then he sends us to a devil like you to torture us for eternity because we didn’t happen to obey the right
 god? He basically created us so he could punish us. Even if he does exist, why would I worship such a being? I lived a good life. I did good things in spite of all my perfectly logical doubts about God. Considering what I had to go on, I would say I did the best I could possibly do.”

The demon grinned at my outburst. “This is what I love about you mortals. You are fully aware of your mental limitations, yet you still insist that you are sufficiently knowledgeable to question the wisdom of your all-knowing immortal God. I have a lot of souls to deal with today. I do not have the hundreds of hours it would require for me to explain every iota of my master’s superior reasoning to you. Since you listen only with the physical aspect of your reasoning ability, there is no pathway for communicating anything spiritual to you.

“I could tell you which belief system is true and why. But you know everything already, don’t you? You understand science. You have a perfect grasp on all the philosophies and theories and religions of the world. Clearly you don’t need me to tell you which religion is true.”

“I don’t claim to be all knowing,” I said, hopefully subverting any attempt by this demon to deny me an explanation. “I never claimed to know the truth. I just don’t believe anyone else knows it either. If God exists and he is all powerful, he chose not to give me a way to know the truth. No one has ever proven to me that their particular god existed. No one convinced me to believe in their particular idea of the afterlife. I read tons of books on religion. I sought for the truth more than most of my religious friends ever did. I contend that it is God’s fault that I couldn’t find it.”

“Yes, well. You got us there. I assure you my all-powerful, all-knowing, all-seeing master fully accepts the blame for his failure to satisfy your demand for physical evidence of that which could only be supplied to you spiritually. That is why he has authorized me to assign you to a life of eternal paradise. You wrote off the true religion along with all the false and nearly-true ones. Fortunate for you, my master is pleased that you at least studied the true religion at one point in your life. You understand it better than most of the people that come through here.

“Nevertheless, your presence in this office tells me you still have something to learn. We’ll need to take care of that before introducing you to your eternal happiness.” He turned his gaze to the red tablet on his desk and searched for something on-line with his large knobby fingers.

“I want to speak to your master.” My fears wouldn’t stop harassing me. What if I really had died? What if some eternal torment truly awaited me? I had considered myself an atheist for most of my life. Yet I had always maintained an emergency plan in case I turned out to be wrong. God could not justly condemn me to Hell. I had questions God had to answer before denying me a place in Heaven.

“Do not fret, my friend,” Gordairn said. “My master will be more than pleased to speak with you. Learn the minor lesson assigned for you, and he’ll be at your eternal service.” He tapped the tablet and all went black.
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In a flash of light, my eyes opened to a verdant tropical jungle of lush green trees. My face lay against fine white sand. I turned my head to discover a vast expanse of crystal blue water. I supposed I had awoken on some island in the Caribbean. I couldn’t guess how my body ended up there. I assumed my real body still lay prostrate on a hospital bed, my mind lost in a deep coma. At least this place promised to be far more delightful than that droll office space in the demon’s cave. I congratulated my imagination for the upgrade in quality.

Pulling myself up, I found I still sported a fuzzy white robe. My feet were bare. A moist breeze washed my cheeks as I stared out over a vast azure sea. The wind carried the perfume of flowers and exotic plants. Birds of brilliant hues fluttered about, singing among the endless trees and ferns. For a moment, I played with the possibility that I really had died and moved on to the afterlife. Perhaps my ingenious defense against God’s justice had convinced that demon. Maybe I had earned a seat in paradise.

Yet something still did not feel right. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Then it hit me. This place brought me no sensation of pleasure, no feelings of joy. Memories from my life screamed at me, reminding me I should be reveling in this paradisiacal bliss. But I felt nothing. The pleasure center of my brain inexplicably had been switched off. I sensed no beauty, no serenity, no excitement, no curiosity, no peace or fear.

Back in my high school years, I had a girlfriend who dumped me. I fell into such severe depression, I could barely function for days. No amount of sunshine cheered me up. The same feeling beleaguered me now, except this was no dark prison of depression. I simply could not sense the pleasure in anything.

I spied a white-painted message board at the beach front, stretched between two white wooden posts. Someone had painted, Instructions
 in bold black letters on a panel nailed to the top of the message board. I dragged my bare feet through the soft sand to look. The matte white panel conveyed a message written in fancy lettering. It said:


Welcome. Your eternal reward awaits you. Please write down the true purpose of life using the pen and paper provided below. Deposit the correct answer in the receptacle located at the peak of the hill behind you.


The only other writing, a small note at the base of panel, said:


These directions are subject to change without notice.


I turned to study the hill behind me. Its peak rose high above a legion of trees. A trail wound up a shallow slope into the dense vegetation. I loved hiking. I grinned. I could play this game. I figured I could reach the top of the hill in less than half a day’s time. I looked forward to the task. First, I needed to come up with a general purpose-of-life statement that would have to be true. An answer quickly came to mind. I scribbled it down.


Life is about making others happy.


I felt proud of myself. The god of any religion would have to agree with that statement.

To reduce the risk of delivering a wrong answer, I snagged the whole stack of cards. I didn’t want to make more trips than necessary. When I tried to grab the other cards however, they disappeared from my hands and reappeared at the message board. I shrugged. I felt healthier than ever. I could make this climb a few dozen times if it came to that.

Eager to make some progress, I jogged along the trail. After half an hour or so, I marveled that I suffered no fatigue. I felt no hunger or thirst. I continued running. Tall green ferns, exotic orchids, and a kaleidoscope of other colorful flowers dotted the trail. Brilliant orange birds darted past my head among fluttering sky-blue butterflies. It made me crazy not feeling any interest or pleasure in them. Even spending time observing them only irritated me and tried my patience.

In spite of the physically effortless aspect of the task, the hike began to tax me mentally. I could hardly stand it. Devoid of the many pleasures that used to fill me with joy, the trek soon became excruciatingly tedious. Instead of enjoying a hike, I merely endured a constant repetition of footsteps, one after another after another. I would have as easily read massive books in languages I did not understand. I surmised the catch to this supposed life of paradise. Without the ability to feel pleasure, there could be no paradise. The more enjoyable my surroundings should have been, the more they taunted me in denying me their emotional treasures.

The hours dragged along. I couldn’t guess how many had passed. The path grew shallower. I ventured to hope I might arrive at the mountain peak within the hour. That hope evaporated when my next step sent me floating above the ground. Momentum carried me about eight feet into the open air where I abruptly stopped. I could bend and spin around upside down or sideways, but I couldn’t move forward in any direction.

“I get it,” I cried, smiling in spite of my anger. Since I knew the demons had sent me here, I couldn’t help entertaining the notion that they were watching me constantly. I pictured myself as the subject of a vast cruel social experiment. “You claim to want me to take this card to the receptacle up there, but then you stop me so I can’t move. Real clever, Gordairn… or whoever you are.”

No one replied.

I wiggled and spun around weightlessly for about five minutes before it occurred to me that I could remove my robe and swing it out to possibly snag a nearby plant or tree. After a few dozen attempts, I finally snagged the waist belt of my robe on the rough, coppery bark of a gnarly old tree. I almost cried when a swift yank sent me gliding toward the trunk.

Giving myself a shove, I floated rapidly to an adjacent tree trunk. I practiced pushing off several more trunks and found I could move much faster launching myself from tree to tree than I could move trudging along on the ground. I hurled my body from branch to branch like a huge white-robed squirrel, remaining at one tree only long enough to launch myself to the next. This should’ve been the most fun I’d had in ages, but I felt nothing. I consoled myself with the knowledge that at least I’d arrive at my destination soon.

At one point I thought a spied something white a few hundred yards to my left, probably a white-robed neighbor. I didn’t slow down to find out. I just wanted to get to that receptacle. As I continued leaping between trees, I started to gain some serious altitude. Far fewer obstacles stood in my way thirty feet up in the treetops. I saw no reason to hug the ground. A reason soon showed up.

I reached out to grasp a sturdy vine when gravity came back to life. I never found out what my neck slammed into as I dropped. After a flash of light, I found myself lying on the same beach where I’d started this adventure, staring into the same blue ocean. At least I could now answer one of the questions that gnawed at me. Now I knew what would happen if I died on the island. I didn’t want to do it again.

After a moment, I realized the beach looked different. The sand somehow had transformed into a larger aggregate with a red hue. In spite of my substantial background in science, I couldn’t explain it. Patches of previously yellow flowers also now displayed themselves in bright blue.

As I stood up, I noticed movement on the white message board. Part of the written message changed in front of me, all by itself. It now said:


…insert your card in a bottle and toss it into a receptacle on a raft in the lagoon on the north side of the island.


I understood the game now. The difficulty did not reside in the performing of the task. It existed in keeping up with the changing directions while the laws of nature blocked your every move. I had no idea where to find the lagoon or the raft—or even a bottle. Did anyone even make bottles in this world?

I clenched my teeth and screamed. It infuriated me that I couldn’t feel any pleasure at all, yet nothing impeded my feelings of anger, regret, impatience, or frustration. Those emotions remained amplified in unfettered glory.

“I’ve figured it out, Gordairn,” I yelled to the invisible immortals. “Every time I come near a receptacle, you’re going to change the rules or cause some unnatural phenomenon to stop me. Is that the wonderful lesson you wanted me to figure out? Well, I got it, Gordairn. Can we move on now?”

Only the squawking of birds and the buzz of a persistent bumblebee answered me.
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I refused to give up. Without the need for food, drink, shelter, or rest, I had nothing to do. The lack of pleasurable feelings made my existence unbearable. Placing my written answer in the right receptacle consumed my every desire. At least two months had passed without success. I say “at least” because I had no idea how to tell time on this island. There were times when the sun seemed to sit still in the sky for days. Other times, I actually observed celestial bodies slowly moving across the sky like high-flying birds.

One day, all sense of direction escaped me as the sun traversed the cloudless sky in the wrong direction—northeast to southwest instead of west to east. I had observed the stars the following night coasting at an unnatural speed through the heavens. Then they slowed down, stopped, and began soaring the other direction. Groveling for any explanation, I postulated that either time was running backward, or this bizarre planet was spinning at random speeds and directions through outer space. It was hard enough living on an island where the rules of nature defied all definition and consistency, but I could barely tolerate an entire universe subjected to the same contempt for physics.

In the past two months, the demons (for who could have been controlling this world if not those devils?) had mocked my love for everything natural and scientific. I burned my hand one day when a fern spontaneously burst into flames at my touch. I stumbled on some human footprints hardened into stone. I dodged a coconut that fell from a tree and sunk three feet into the ground like a ten-ton cannonball. Trees changed height or girth overnight—sometimes becoming larger and other times smaller. Rocks changed to rubber for a week. Plant life turned invisible for several hours. A few days ago, the fauna suddenly lost its mass. I walked through trees and shrubs like an incorporeal ghost. Then I stepped into a patch of grass and dropped into the earth. Who knows how far I fell before dying and awakening again on that same wretched beach.

This morning, after more than eight weeks without the slightest need or desire for food, every form of plant life suddenly beckoned me to consume it. Every living thing demanded a spot on my menu. I gnawed ravenously at the bark of a palm tree and might have chewed down the whole thing had I not spied an unfortunate grove of mango trees. I gobbled down every piece of fruit in that grove.

I came close to reaching a receptacle on several occasions. One day, the instruction board directed me to wad up my card and toss it from a ledge into a bucket at the bottom of a ravine. I just barely missed the bucket on my second attempt, right before the message changed. It then directed me to place my answer in the nest of a gray-legged eagle. Having never heard of such a fowl, I sat that one out.

After all this time, I still refused to believe I died. Perhaps I just wanted the satisfaction of knowing the demon lost his bet. Had I dared to be honest with myself, I would have accepted what my heart had known on day one, but my pride would not permit me to concede. If it meant an eternity of denial, I intended to argue forever that I merely existed as a victim of a Hell of my own comatose mind’s creation. Any day now, my relatives would pull the plug and this nightmare would end.

If only I could have found someone to argue that with. I had not yet encountered a single other human being on this island. I figured my subconscious mind needed to keep me from obtaining any answers to life—probably because the answers didn’t actually exist.

A few times I spotted white-robed figures trekking along distant trails. As much as I wanted to talk to them, no desire could compete with my all-consuming obsession to place my three-by-four-inch piece of paper in an appropriate box. I could conceive of no pleasure in chatting with them, so I just let them go.

As always, I didn’t feel remotely tired. I decided to take a break anyway, just to interrupt the tedium of constant walking. The latest instructions required me to place the card in a receptacle on the front porch of a rundown hut by Little Crab Stream. Who knows what stream went by that name, but I remembered passing by an old hut near a stream once before. I harbored only the weakest hope that I could find it again. After half a day of hiking, I tried to convince myself it wasn’t the right hut anyway. I resolved to sit another one out.

As I sat on a thick, exposed tree root, I noticed a flattened bed of dead palm fronds beyond a gradual slope, a few hundred yards in front of me. I jumped up, realizing it might be the roof of a hut. I skipped down the hill, elated when I saw a window and a wooden porch. A meandering stream came into view between the ferns beyond the hut. Then I glimpsed someone in a white robe darting to the same porch. The dark-haired young woman started when I rounded the side of the dilapidated shack.

She forced a smile at me, revealing gleaming white teeth against her brown skin. Her piece of paper dangled from her hand over the maw of a wood-slatted receptacle. I knew I would have considered her very pretty in former days. At least she had the kind of features that I used to find alluring. I felt no attraction to her at all here.

“This is a first,” she said in an alto voice with a hint of a Latin-American accent. “I never met someone at a receptacle before. Better hurry. I’ve been to the brink of placing my card before when the instructions changed. It’s devastating.”

“You’ve made it to a receptacle before?” I rushed to her side. I wondered what possessed her to just stand there with her hand blocking the opening of the canister. I wanted to shove her out of the way. I would kill her if she made me miss my chance to finally place my answer.

“You must be new,” she said. “I’ve made it to a receptacle fifty-three times since I died back in 1639. What’s your card say?”

I had not changed my message since the day I arrived. I showed it to her. She read it, rolled her eyes, snatched it from me and tore it up.

“You worthless cow!” I raged. I wanted to strangle her. I grabbed at her card, but she dexterously swung it out of my reach.

“You misunderstand me,” she said, as if this were a game. Couldn’t she sense that my mind teetered on the verge of taking her life? “Please listen before you miss your chance, loco. You have no idea how many people have placed your answer in a receptacle. Don’t try anything with the word ‘love’ or ‘happiness’ or ‘serve’ in it. Those kinds of answers have been used countless times. There is an instruction board right over there by the river. I suggest you hurry and write down some philosophy or religion or something. Don’t use any of the well-known religions. I have tried thirteen of them and I have not succeeded yet.”

I ran to the instruction board, scribbled Stoicism is the purpose of life
 , and ran back to the girl.

She read my answer and nodded her approval. “Never saw that one before.”

“Now would you get out of my way?”

“Just let me warn you about something first. I beg you, do not place an answer.”

“Are you kidding?”

She shook her head. “Listen. If you get the right answer, that’s great. I’ll will rejoice for you. But in all my years, I have never seen anybody get the right answer. If you get the wrong answer, this Hell becomes worse—much, much worse. Once you witness another life, this world will become unbearable.”

“I hate to break it to you, but it is already unbearable. Excuse me please.” I tried to push her aside, but she pushed back.

“You’re not listening. You must trust me on this.”

“Get out of my way!”

The woman frowned. “Fine. Do as you must. One day you will wish you’d listened to me. Mark my words.” She dropped her card into the receptacle and instantly disappeared.

I did a double take. For all I knew, she was no more real than anything else in this jungle—just another distraction to keep me from placing my card in the receptacle. But my luck finally changed. I dropped in my card. Everything went black.
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My aging heart labored in vain to defend its post within my chest. After eighty-four years of loyal service, it had earned its retirement. Four of my five children encircled me in the cozy hospice room, embracing their kids. I couldn’t speak to them. The stroke had robbed me of my tongue. I wanted only to tell them to relax. I’d be just fine. I looked forward to the next adventure in my life.

I wanted to tell them I had no regrets. One of my sons had become a prominent Lutheran pastor in my community. All my children attended church with their spouses and they led good lives. Twelve years had passed since my sweet Emily passed on. Cancer took my eldest son four years ago. I could hardly wait to reunite with them again on the other side.

My eyelids grew heavy and the room began to dim. I heard someone repeating my name.

“Daddy!”

“Roger.”

“Daddy!”

A bright light enveloped me. A tunnel beckoned me. It all seemed so strangely familiar.

Next thing I knew, I lay prostate on the sand on a beach on some tropical island. Memories blasted into my mind like a freight train. It seemed like just seconds ago I had been standing by a hut next to a river, watching a Latino girl disappear. Yet, my mind now housed every minute memory of some stranger’s life—all eighty-four years of it. It hadn’t been my life. I had witnessed the entire life of a businessman named Roger Browning, a completely different person with a completely different body.

I surmised that after dropping my card in the canister, my consciousness appeared in a fetus within the womb of Roger Browning’s mother. All memory of this island and my former real life had been forgotten for eighty-four years. I lived another person’s entire life! I’d been a mental parasite, experiencing every moment of his life as if I owned it. I had stolen a new mother, a new father, and three new sisters. I served in World War II. I ran a business selling tractors and other farm equipment in Minnesota. I married the best woman on Earth and raised five children, thirteen grandchildren and two great-grandsons. I remembered every minute, every second, every…

Those people were gone!

Those memories now mingled with the memories of my real brother and the single mother who’d tried to raise me. I never married. I died young, driving under the influence. I lived my former life with no moral direction. Now that life disgusted me. I loathed it. Deep shame darkened my mind. Trey Reyborne had turned away from everything of value in his life. I denounced him. From that moment on, Trey Reyborne did not exist. From now on, only Roger Browning could face me in a mirror.

But I was not Roger Browning.

The full force of this eternal punishment now rained down on me like a hurricane. Thoughts of Roger Browning’s family propelled me into excruciating anguish. My life as a Lutheran had been challenging, but so fulfilling. I wanted my Lutheran children and my Lutheran wife and all my Minnesota friends and neighbors. But I knew I would never see any of them again. They were not mine. They belonged to Roger Browning. They had no use for me in their life even if they could join me in Heaven.

I don’t know how long I writhed on the beach that day, crying and tearing at myself in despair. Days may have passed as I lay there comparing my real life to the life I wanted back. I would never be the same. Why hadn’t I listened to that Hispanic woman? She warned me. Proud, stupid fool as I was, I didn’t listen. All my doubts were gone now. With perfect and horrifying certainty, I knew I truly had died and would fester forever in this plastic paradise.

I couldn’t even kill myself. I’d just reappear on this same beach all over again. Glancing at the instruction board, I considered pursuing another receptacle. Living another life would at least allow me to forget, but I would also forget my life as Roger. I shook my head; I knew I didn’t want that. I owed Roger some respect. I determined not to even look at the instruction board. So what if I couldn’t feel anything. I could at least try to be Roger Browning for a few more days.

Remembering the hut by the river, I smiled. I set out to build a hut of my own here by the beach. The monotony of gathering palm fronds, logs, and tall grass could not be any less unbearable than trudging through the tropics constantly seeking receptacles. It took some ingenuity figuring out how to make tools and fashion rope. Ole Trey Reyborne never could have done it. It took a guy like Roger Browning to accomplish those kinds of feats.

I lost track of the passing days as I constructed furnishings for my hut. I waited every day for the powers running this nightmare to upset my progress, but nothing impeded me. One breezy day, I suddenly felt like I weighed about 500 pounds. I could barely walk. A few days later all the bark on every tree in the vicinity liquefied. It took me a while to shovel the gooey mess below all the beams, columns, and steps of my hut, but I got over it. In a world where pleasure didn’t exist, it made no difference what I did. Scooping up goop or bathing in the sunshine—neither exceeded the other in appeal.

I did a lot of thinking as I worked—the kind of thinking only Roger Browning’s memories could inspire. Trey Reyborne deserved this Hell. This place illustrated what the Earth would have been like if God did not exist. Pleasure didn’t exist here, for how could it exist without Him? Order didn’t exist here, for how could it exist in nature without Him? How could anything exist?

I realized, too, this place exhibited everything I used to desire as a non-believer. I had argued incessantly that if God existed and cared about us, he would have given us a world without evil and suffering. We would have no death, no cancer, and no abused children. We would feel no pain. I now lived in that very world. I could not die. I suffered no dependency on food or rest. I felt no affections, and thus could feel no loss. I laughed at the irony. The most appropriate Hell for Trey Reyborne was Trey Reyborne’s idea of Heaven.

I stood up, clenching my fists. Reyborne did not exist anymore. I no longer deserved his punishment. Leaving Roger’s life behind hurt me deeply. Ignoring the instruction boards became my only revenge. If the demons were going to put me through this kind of torture, I would just refuse to play their game. As the months passed, however, I grew careless and started sneaking peaks at the boards.

Finally, one afternoon I casually scribbled, The Lutheran Church is the purpose of life
 on my card. Something told me the odds were not in my favor. Lutheran doctrine did not support the belief that horned demons would determine the eternal destiny of souls. But I wanted so desperately for my answer to be true, I didn’t care.

With my new rebellious attitude, just about every message board directive qualified as something to sit out. I had ignored the boards for so long, I no longer felt compelled to try anything difficult. Demons were patient, though. I got the impression they’d wait as long as it took for me to get lazy and let down my guard. The most recent instructions said to dig a hole in the sand and place my paper in the exposed receptacle. I had never seen a more impossible request. The chances of digging a hole in the exact right spot were astronomical. Curious, I grabbed a shovel I’d built out of sharpened sticks lashed together with reeds. I dug into the sand. Two feet down, I laughed when the mouth of a receptacle stared up at me. Almost without thinking, I dropped my card in the hole.
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I thrashed around on the sandy beach, screaming and shoving at the crocodile’s endless army of needle-like teeth. Gradually recognizing the familiar beach setting, unfathomable relief washed over me. The monster may have killed me, but at least it was gone. I cried profusely in the mannerisms of a Namibian child, words flowing from my mouth in fluent Khoisan—a variety of clicks and idiosyncratic noises. I pounded on the sand and rolled around as if I were still fighting a deadly reptile.

I endured only nine years of someone else’s life this time. The other hunters in my Bushman community believed in me when they invited me on the hunt. I let them all down. We surrounded a crocodile, but I didn’t see its friend lurking in the grass to my left. The struggle ended in seconds.

In spite of my full awareness that I no longer sported a rail-thin African child’s body, I pounded on the ground, tore at my hair, and screamed and cried like a child. I could not stop worrying about my poor mother. My death would devastate her. The community would move their camp somewhere else. They feared being around places where someone died.

I couldn’t begin to explain the mixed feelings and confusion that ricocheted around in my head. My unquestioned superstitions mixed with the higher education of both Trey Reyborne and Roger Browning. I feared and did not fear the same things. My extreme ignorance of the world competed with my excessive understanding of it. I felt great relief that I’d no longer have to struggle to survive, yet I wanted my struggles back. I wanted the love and acceptance of my community. I felt unexpected disappointment even in Roger Browning. He never really appreciated the blessed and abundant life he lived—not the way I now did.

I missed my family with the same anguish as when I’d lost the Browning family. I writhed on the ground, unable to come to terms with my return to this Hell. Then I noticed footprints leading to my hut. I looked up. Some stranger with a bushy beard and messy long hair sat on my front deck on my wicker bench.

I jumped up and marched over to him. “This is my house,” I clicked in Khoisan. A blank stare informed me of my error. I reverted to English. “What are you doing in my house? Who are you?”

“I’m… I’m Timothy,” he said shyly. “Forgive me. I thought this old hut was abandoned.” He stood up and rushed away.

On closer observation, I saw that the roof had caved in. Termites and other animals had consumed much of the structure and grassy walls. Nine years of neglect had taken its toll. I chased the man down. “Don’t go. I apologize. I forgot how long I’ve been gone. It feels like I never left.”

Timothy looked like a vagrant in dirty, torn pants and a filthy shirt. Until now, I thought everybody in this world wore fluffy white robes like mine. “Where did you get those clothes?”

The man shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve always worn this,” he said. “I got to admit, I thought I finally found Heaven when I arrived here. The water and the birds and cool breezes—I never felt anything more pleasant. You’re lucky.”

“You’re enjoying it!” I cried. “Is this the next step to my torture? I get to watch other people enjoy what I can’t? Or did you get the right answer? Is that what happens when you make it to a receptacle with the right answer? You get to enjoy the pleasures of life again?”

He shrugged his shoulders again. “I don’t know. If this is like the other places I’ve seen, I don’t think the rules always apply to me. I’ve been here seems like six months. I placed answers in a canister a few times, but my card just sits there. Nothing happens.”

“You’re just some kind of anomaly then?”

“I guess so. Some weird things still happen to me sometimes. You should have seen it. Awhile back, the whole ocean turned to steam. The fish flailed around until they went still and disappeared. Then other fish appeared out of nowhere and did the same thing over and over until the water came back. I never saw nothing like it before. Another time, all the grasses turned to crystal. I cut my foot on it.” The man smiled and lifted his foot to reveal old scratches. “It’s been the most entertainment I’ve ever had. I wish I could stay here forever.”
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I spent several days getting to know Timothy as I repaired my hut. He didn’t say much, which was fine with me. Jealousy consumed me whenever he mentioned enjoying anything. One day I couldn’t take it anymore. I flew into a rage and chased him away.

Unlike the time Roger died, I no longer wanted to wait to live another life. Timothy made me anxious to feel something again. More importantly, that African experience had messed with my perspective. I hadn’t lived long enough in Namibia to even understand the workings of my own isolated desert domain. My former education instantly squashed the many superstitions that had previously been solid facts. I wasn’t sure who I was anymore. I wanted freedom from the confusion.

Gravity notched up a few hundred pounds again. I dragged myself to the instruction board and read the latest directive. The heaviness made me think the current instructions were just mocking me in my sorrows. They said I needed to fly across the ocean and deposit my answer in a receptacle on the beach over there. Sighing, I resolved to sit out another one, unless Crazy World decided people could fly today.

I furrowed my brow. “Why not?” I gave a half-hearted jump. Surprised, my feet left the ground. Unlike the time my body became weightless, my body now moved in whatever direction crossed my mind, and at a reasonably high speed. I knew this should have been one of the most enjoyable experiences of my life. But like always, I felt no pleasure.

I no longer entertained any hope of finding the answer that would free me from this Hell. It didn’t matter what I scribbled on my card. I wrote, The purpose of life is to enjoy it.
 No doubt it had been tried a million times before. I didn’t care. It was good enough to free me from this place. I shot up in the air and rocketed over the water.

The ocean went on forever. Two excruciatingly uneventful days and nights passed before I finally encountered something new. Dark specks hovered in the sky in front of me. I charged forward for a closer view. I soon caught up with a group of seven people flying together. Seven! Four men and three women. They welcomed me with open arms, floating in the air, hugging me as if any of us could feel affection.

I knew I annoyed them with all my questions, but I couldn’t stop myself. Aside from Timothy, who had no helpful information to share with me, and a few short sentences with that Latino woman, I’d never found an opportunity to discuss this world with anyone before. I learned each of their names. Most of them had originally died in European countries.

Bill, a heavy-set bearded guy, explained what he had learned about this world. He told me that this planet mimicked Earth’s geography, except that all lands were in a tropical paradisiacal state nobody could enjoy. I knew Timothy was an exception, but I saw no reason to bring him up. The extra lives we witnessed occurred in real time, or at least in what passed for real time in a world without order. Bill affirmed my observation that the other lives we lived were not aligned with current time. My life as Roger had occurred at the same time as my own life as Trey Reyborne. Roger died many years after I died, but he had been born long before my birth. I had no concept of when my Namibian life occurred.

Bill claimed he had lived in the distant past. He battled Spartans as a Greek warrior. He served as a Celtic priest. He met Joan of Arc as a French girl during the reign of Henry V. That last one intrigued me. We could even live the life of someone of the opposite sex?

Bill’s conversation triggered a trend. All my new friends wanted to tell me every detail of the lives they’d witnessed. They felt no actual excitement in telling me their stories, but any activity improved on watching miles of water pass below us hour after hour. Their tales bored me to tears. I wanted to be interested, but I just couldn’t muster up any feelings.

A few of these people had been here for thousands of years. One of them, an older man with long gray hair and a tanned, wrinkled face, seemed too nice to have earned an eternity in Hell.

“So you’re originally from Germany?” I said as I sidled next to him.

He turned to me, expressionless. “I no longer see myself as a German. I feel only shame for my original life. I abandoned that identity eons ago. I call myself Simon now. I never felt more proud than when I lived my life as Simon Dredd. But even he does not define me anymore. I am many people from many nations. I speak twenty-one languages. I’ve lived two hundred and eighty-three lives.”

My heart sank. “Two hundred and eighty-three!” My prospects of ever moving on to an eternal reward were just folly. I didn’t want to think about it. “How long did it take all of you to find each other?”

“I couldn’t venture a guess. Centuries. We’ve selected natural landforms around the world where we try to reconnect with each other whenever we return. Devil’s Tower, Niagara Falls, Delicate Arch, to name a few. The network helps us to know what other people’s answers are to the question of purpose in life. It’s like having 135 tries at a time instead of just one.”

“I only counted seven of you.”

“Most of us are gone, living other lives. Some may be waiting for us at one monument or another. Maybe one of them has finally found their reward. I’ve never seen it happen, but there’s no way to really know unless they stop showing up for a century or two. Even then, you can’t discern whether or not you simply never crossed their path again. You are welcome to join us. What says your card?”

I showed it to him. He winced. “Sorry friend. You’ll want to try something else.”

I wanted to tell him I didn’t care. Maybe the others had worded their answers differently in some minuscule, insignificant little way. What proof did we have that this so-called eternal reward even existed? We were taking the word of message boards controlled by demons. It was all a big lie. They were laughing at us. There was no reward. Our cards could just as well be written in gibberish.

I saw that the man did not care what I thought or did. I finally shook my head, ripped up my card, and let the pieces flutter to the sea far below us.

“What’s on your
 stupid card?” I snapped.

Simon chuckled at my anger. “I have been focusing on some of the less-populous eastern religions. I spent two lives as a Hindu, so I gave that one a try. Right now, I am feeling good about this religion.” He held up his card so I could read it.

I grinned. “Good luck. It wouldn’t be my first choice, but what do I know?”

“I am trying a new tactic as well,” he said. “It occurred to me recently that maybe it is not just what is written on the paper that matters. Perhaps you have to be sincere. Rather than just stating the purpose of life, you must actually believe that what you wrote is the purpose of life. Live it. Feel it. Believe it.”

His words made sense, but the ramifications of it made me angry. If he was right, almost any previously-delivered answer could have been the right answer. The people simply might not have sincerely believed in their answers. I really wished he hadn’t told me that.

I was about to tell Simon how much I now hated him for saying it when Fran, a Norwegian girl to my right, suddenly grabbed my arm. She yanked me downward so hard I thought she had gone nuts. I soon realized what was going on. We were losing altitude.

“Mountain range ahead,” Bill yelled as he pointed toward the horizon before us.

“Typical,” I said as I shook Fran’s grip off and focused all my attention on speeding forward.

It made no difference. The demons had flicked a switch. Flying was off the menu. I groaned as I dropped, realizing furiously that I would likely drown and wake up back on that same old stupid island.

My companions splashed into the water in turn. Finally, I joined the bath. I could not swim. Deep below the surface of the water, I flailed around, grasping for someone, anyone to save me. I would have latched on to Bill’s leg had he not disappeared the moment I swung to grab him. Maybe I could breathe under water. It would be no less strange than flying. Stupid mistake. Struggling to breathe, I climbed desperately toward the surface. Then all went dark. A bright light flashed.
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665 years have passed since that day. In all those years, I met up with only one of those seven people again—Bill. I came across two other people however, of the 135 that belonged to Simon’s network. I established my own network of people on the island. There were only 146 of us, although no more than half a dozen were around at any one time. One of them was the Hispanic woman I first met on the island, Cassandra. She had lived her original life in Columbia. Like me and most of the other souls I met, she no longer put any value on who she used to be. The witnessed lives were often better.

In those many years, I had lived as a Confederate soldier in the American Civil War. I experienced life as a woman twelve times. That certainly opened my eyes. I lived one life as the girlfriend of a criminal in 1870s Australia. I endured another as a farmer’s daughter in Elizabethan England, and another as a Mormon pioneer woman in Cedar City, Utah.

Regardless of how much suffering I endured, awakening from a life tortured me much more. After my fifth life, I made it a point to commit suicide at least once after every death. I picked a spot at the peak of the highest cliff on the west side of the island and threw myself off. Sometimes I did it more than once. It didn’t make any difference really. I just woke up on the same detestable beach. Yet, somehow, even that few seconds of escape made me feel a little better.

I only made it off the island once. Flight became possible again for several days a few centuries ago. That time I didn’t waste time chatting with people. I just rocketed at full speed all the way across the ocean. After about a week, I made it to a tropical version of North America where I met people who had known Simon, including Bill. Like me, no one had seen Simon in over 650 years. I explored America for about fifteen years until the Earth opened up one night in Arizona and swallowed me up. Poof!
 Back on the beach.

It didn’t really mean anything that three people other than me had not seen Simon in so many centuries. With Simon’s years of experience, he likely had mastered the art of jumping from one life to the next. And even if he was on Earth somewhere, the odds of running into him were slim at best.

Today however, Cassandra and I made it to another receptacle together, along with two other guys and another woman. We all wrote the same answer on our cards. I talked them into using the answer Simon had used the time I met him over the ocean. Taking Simon’s advice to heart, we all agreed to be sincere. We spent several weeks preparing for this day, forcing ourselves to believe. I taught the others everything I knew about the religion Simon had written down. It wasn’t easy convincing ourselves to deeply believe, but we were determined, even desperate, to succeed.

We found the appropriate receptacle jutting straight up out of the middle of a lake. I had built a raft at that lake thirty years previously. We used it to reach the wood-slatted canister. I had never felt so confident about our prospects. It was going to work this time. I just knew it. I gazed at Cassandra for a moment, wondering if I would finally feel something for her when we arrived at our eternal reward.

We planned to deposit our cards with the exact same answer at the exact same time. We mused that maybe it would short out the whole system or something. We each closed our eyes and repeated our answer to ourselves, commanding ourselves to believe it. Finally, we opened our eyes. With forced smiles on our emotionless faces, together we released our cards into the receptacle.

As the card fell from my hand, I glimpsed an old man standing on the shore of the lake. I saw him for only a fraction of a second, long enough to ask myself, is that
 Simon?


All went dark.
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Selections from


The Egress of Hell:



An Epic Poem in Twenty-Four Books




By Edwin Brent Wilcoxson, M.A. (Lit), M.A. (Hist), Ph.D., Litt. D.

(some Time recently deceased)

 


From “The Prologue”


 

Ye Gods and Little Godlets! I had thought

This place to roil in umbrous shadow, burn

With everlasting flames beyond all hope

Or comprehension!

I had not thought to greet

Eternal dullness—walls, as eyeless as

Great Samson Gaza-bound in servile sloth;

Unending paths that dissipate with each

Unending breath, trending nowhere, nowhere

Born; thick, glaucous air that chokes and withers—

Dullness, dullness, nothing bright or light

Or white… except one parchment sheet penned

With sloven haste—as if to speak to me

Were waste of time and space and thoughts and words.

A single leaf, translucent as the outmost

Film of skin that mottles morbid flesh:

“For Egress—Simply write a Perfect Poem
 .”

(Ll. 1-16 of 666)
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From “Canto the First”


 

Of my Captivity in boundless Hell

I sing—or rather shriek!—
 as though a thousand

Harpies battened on my ectoplasmic

Core were ripping through my essence, starved

For fat and meat and blood-chocked nourishment.

I sing, and as I do I call upon

The ancient, voiceless Gods that once attended

Epic Poetry to aid me in

My thus-far ineffective quest—


To
 Get me out of Hell!
 God knows I’ve tried:

Earnest Ballads by the double-score,

Quatrained, heartfelt, broken-hearted songs

Of Love and Loss, Beatitude in country

Lanes, rhymed and timed to excellence—

And to no avail. They earned a memo

Not unlike the first…and I began again.

This time, Sestinas—complex, intricate—

Single, Double, Triple Quatrifold,

Incessant repetons on Death
 and Hell,


On Justice, Mercy, Love,
 on Suffering


And Guilt…
 And Pain—
 the Pain illimitless

Of standing non-existent hour upon

Non-existent hour at this crude desk

To scratch unworthiness on never-ending

Reams.

The pain… the pain!


Then—wretched—more

And more and more beyond all count in this

Benighted place where Time not only Is,

But Was, and must Become—yet all at once,

All Present, Past; all Future, once-has-been:

Shrill stratum over stratum, till they quash

And suffocate Potential, Faith, and Hope

Without improving Hell. In grief, I turned

To Petrarch’s favored form, his fourteen lines

Of metered verse, with rhyme and constant rhythm

Lush and yet—opposing—capable

Of strict and stern Philosophy. And by

The tens, the scores, the hundreds, I composed

Satanic Sonnets to bemoan, bewail,

Complain, exhort, demand, beseech…in fine,

To end my presence in this damnéd Place,

And in return received one calm command:

“For Egress—Simply Write a Perfect Poem!”


What then was left when else had failed? That last,

That most ambitious, enervating, and

Sublime in all of Poesy: the Epic—

Its majestic sweep; its Fabled Tale; Heroes,

Heroines at once full human, at once

Competitors with Gods Themselves; its Style,

So High and Grand that lesser tongues might only

Look, and speak, and hear, and weep, and wish

(In vain, oh yes, in vain
 !) that they might merely

Imitate its lowest ranges, foothills

Braced by heights beyond their aspirations,

Forever wreathed in coronets of Fire,

Indwelt by Souls supernal, endlessly.

Of course! The leaden dullness of this Place

Had spread its sluggish tendrils to my brain,

Concealed from me my Task, my Destiny:

That I, an Orpheus Revived, should stand

Before the regnant King of Hell and sing


My freedom, as once Apollo’s Son sang life

For fair Eurydice, should pluck my
 Lyre and

Draw iron tears down Pluto’s stolid cheek

And make Hell grant what I
 profoundly seek,

A thing not yet achieved in Prose or Rhyme.

An Epic, then, recounting punishments

Austere, excessive, and unfair for minor

Flaws—no more than foibles
 , truth be told—

Accountable not mine but of my art,

My talent, genius, and creative grace…

Sufficient to erase my condemnation,

Satisfy my so-obsessive Judge’s

Distorted sense of Wrong and Right. And thus….

 

To begin, I shall declaim the true Descent

Of those I take—invoke—to guide my Words,

My Muses, some unnamed save by the works

They penned; some named by hallowed names that echo

Through high Halls of Immortality;

All elevate by virtue of their strength

Of line, their grandeur and heroic scope.

One by one, from first to last (that would,

Of course, be me
 ), none left behind in shade,

I shall recite their greatness and their roles

In shaping wayward human Destiny.

 

Say first, thou ancient poet who inscribed

“When From on High” and erst gave form to Earth

And Life and Man through lofty Marduk’s power,


Enûma Eliš,
 whose thousand lines incised

In clay survive—though by whose hand no scholar

Knows—to chant…

(Ll. 1-90)

‘First Teacher’ Homer, in Virtue first, but later

In chronology, the first to sing

The ancient tales of Greece, and thence to mold

Great Thoughts, through Greater Rome and yet beyond,

The first to sing Achilles’ manic wrath

And Trojan desolation obligate…

(Ll. 5,420-5,426)
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From “Canto the Fourth”


 

Mantuan Virgil wrote in perfect verse,

Or so assert staid, bearded scholars from

The Renaissance, who firmly—resolutely—

Brought deadly polish to the living mode,

Obstructed it with “Thus ye must!” and “Thou

Shalt not!” until it seemed as fat and scant

Of breath as I perceive myself to be

In Hell—but that empyreal Poet, Master

Of all Masters-Yet-to-Be (except

For… no, since modesty forfends!) refused

To see perfection in his final Tale,

Instructed that pious Æneas and his ships

And men redeemed by Fate from Troyan fires—

And all his hopes of founding beyond his death

The Glory that was Rome—he, noble Poet,

Gave commands, and all smiles stopped together

When his Testament condemned his words to flames

For want (the tales tell) of proper vowel-quantities

And metered dance. He knew well enough. Now all

That I must do is to out-Virgil Virgil.

 

But think! before the mighty Bard

Dared touch his pen to scroll, before he dared

Approach the August Majesty of Homer’s

Legacy, he first composed his simple

Shepherds’ songs, Bucolics named, to learn…

(Ll. 89-113)
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From “Canto the Sixth”


 

To that ancient Isle, from Geatland,

The doughty champion, Beowulf, impelled

His way to meet his
 tri-fold Destiny—

Grendel, huge of bulk and appetite,

Who slaughtered thirty warriors, just to fall

Before the might of one whose robust grip

Equaled in its strength a matching sum;

Grendel’s Dam, so thirsting for revenge

That she must kill her offspring’s slaughterer

Or be herself by Hruntung
 ’s edge dispatched;

The Fire-Drake, heinous dragon-shape

That lured the agéd king with burning lust

And golden dreams to leave his honored throne

In quest of greater glory. Oh! that he

Had restrained himself, brought surcease to…

(Ll. 9,987-10,001)
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From “Canto the Twelfth”


 

Of him I will not sing, who so illy limned

These straitened corridors, whose hero-Lord

Might take my words amiss…of him, then naught…

(Ll. 6,529-6,531)
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From “Canto the Sixteenth”


 

…Which yet again reminds,

“For Egress— Simply Write a Perfect Poem!
 ”—

Once more my theme encroaches on my thoughts

And I must conjure nearer Muses, nearer

Me in Time and Space, to indicate

The trenched futility of such a charge.

“Write a perfect poem!” indeed! as if

Perfection protocols were scribed on stone

In some forgotten warren I must pierce,

Conventions, Rules, Proprieties to be

Ticked off some Celestial Clipboard till

Each tiny box reports success… voilà


(One might as well resort to Hwæt!
 or Lo!


Or any other bland banality

Long since used up and cast aside as stale)


A Perfect Poem
 ! Bah! A waste of Time!

If Time were ought to waste in this vast, gloomy

Pit. More modern masters—evading overt

Epic while aspiring to its magnitude in crippled,

Cryptic lines of Libre Vers—
 achieved

Their Masterworks to live beyond their deaths:

Eliot’s anti-epic, mocking, brittle;

Mad Pound’s pronouncements, oracular and vague;

Williams’ finely chosen words; and more—

Olson, Jones, Zukofsky, Tolkien, and their

Multiforms in Rhyme and Prose; the other

Williams’ romp through Logres-Land: all

‘Perfect’ in their type… but none has yet

Explained wherein perfection—’completion,’

‘Finishing’—might dwell. And all they had

To lose were worldly plaudits and acclaim.

But I, I have in jeopardy my soul

And where…

(Ll. 456-487)

 

…must not forget the novels

—someone is watching me i dont know who



or how or why or where but i can feel a



prickling on my neck it is not
 HIM


i would know his icy gaze but someone



else and im afraid afraid—
 Titanic

Tales of other Worlds of other Whens

And Wheres where different Laws and different…

(Ll. 8,720-8,727)
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From “Canto the Twentieth”


 

Is anybody there? Does anybody

Care? I write as with my own life’s blood—

It might be so, I can no longer tell—but wonder

From the easy quickness of replies

(“For Egress— Simply Write a Perfect Poem!
 )

If anybody’s eyes—imagined eyes or real—

Have ever scanned my lines. Do I write

For Him Below to read and think about;

Or Him Above to know already what

And who I am and judge me so? What

Is the point? Why tantalize? Why torture me

With Words, Words, Words, Words and nothing

More…

(Ll. 320-322)

[image: ]



From “Canto the Twenty-Second”


 

…harder and harder and harder

To fill a quarter-million lines. Inane

Ideas keep popping up, like giving names

To every crack on my chamber floor—one looks

Insanely like a “Frederick” and another

Reminds me vaguely of a great-aunt Annie

Who died when I was three—I’m fairly sure

That just a list of names won’t work. Perhaps

A new direction, after all He must

Be just as tired as I am of this stuff.

 


A desperate poet named Brent



Strained his poor brain to invent—



To get out of Hell



He must Poem so well



That the Devil would grant his Ascent.


 

No, probably not. And anyway I

Don’t see how that would lead toward a—ahem!—



Perfect Poem!
 So I will…

(Ll. 8,752-8,765—or 8,770, I’m not sure.)
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From “Canto the Twenty-Fourth”


 

The End The End The End The End The End

The End The End The End The End The End

The End The End The End The End The End

The End The End The End The End The End

The End The End The End The End The End

The End The End The End The End The End

The end the end the end the end the end

The end the end the end the end the end

The end the end the end the end the end

Theendtheendtheendtheendtheend

theendtheendtheendtheendtheend

theendtheendtheendtheendtheend

theendtheendtheendtheendtheend

theendtheendogodtheendtheend

(Ll. 12,614-12,624)

 

[Following Wilcoxson’s submission of his finished epic, this hand-scrawled note appeared on his writing board:

 

For Egress, Simply Write a Perfect Poem!


 

with the addendum:

 


For Hell’s Sake,


Think about it this time!




—The Management]
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Canto the Twenty-Fifth


 

How egress Hell? One

White Rose… envelopes its thorns—

A perfect poem

 

[Exit the Poet,



To
 be a Perfect Poem
 ]
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[image: A Short Rest in Hell]


[image: I]
 fall asleep during this one. Who knows how long I snooze through it, and when I wake up, I feel just like I always do—tired. And there’s never any change in the light, so how am I supposed to know how long I’ve been out, how many cycles through this same piece I’ve been listening to for all eternity?

No, not the same piece. And not all eternity.

But mostly the same piece, and for a very, very long time.
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The devil was one smoking hot number. This was only one of the reasons I didn’t believe in her. Or believe her.

As when she said, “You’re going to be in here for a long, long time.”

Behind her hulked another devil. Bigger, and ugly. He held a feather quill over a clipboard and watched the good-looking one closely.

“Sweetheart,” I said, looking up and down at the devil girl’s red flesh, rippling like juicy sashimi in all the right places, “I’m going to be in here until I sleep it off. Hopefully I’ll remember you, and think of you fondly when I’m alone.”

“You’re one of the delusional ones,” she said. “You don’t believe you’re going to Hell.”

“I’m probably going to Hell, all right.” I remember that I smirked, but that’s no great insight. I smirk a lot. “But this isn’t Hell.” I gestured around me at the dark walls, the jets of fire visible through the windows. “This is a stereotype, brought on by reading too many bad stories and being stoned. Hell, this is a cliché.”

The big, scary guy behind the cutie arched an eyebrow at me. “Hell,” he said. “Whether it is a cliché or not, is rather beside the point.”
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Even after I wake up, it takes me a while to spot it. You’d think I’d be super-sensitive by now, but I’m not. The first movement, only it’s not really a first movement, it’s more like a second movement, because it’s always adagio
 and the first movement of a symphony is supposed to be allegro
 . Hell is slow. I joked about this, at first, asked for something a little faster, something with a backbeat.

It isn’t a joke anymore. Hell is church music, of the most solemn, droning, dirge-like kind. A-mighty-fortress-is-this-Hell.


I’d kill for a little Buddy Holly.

There goes the first movement, and then the second. And they’re identical. And then the first, and the second, and they still sound identical. Only I know they’re not. I know, from experience, and because this is what she told me during the intake interview, that the first and second movement are not identical. The first again, and the second, first, second, first, second.

There it is.

It’s just a little rest.

I call it. “Measure… uh, thirty-nine,” I say. “There’s a… sixteenth-note rest at the end of the measure in the second movement.”

The conductor is a burly scale-covered green beast, with jaws like an alligator’s, only as big again as its entire body. It looks down its snout at me through half-moon glasses and tut-tuts, shaking its head.

“No,” the conductor growls. “The Giver of All Things invites you to try again.”

“Damn.” The joke wasn’t funny the first time I said it, but I keep saying it anyway.

The conductor raises its baton, a thin sliver of ivory. The choir opens its many mouths and howls again.
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The first time I saw the choir, I jumped.

It was right after the interview with Red Sonja (as I liked to think of her), and apparently close by. She’d pointed, and a pair of short, stocky, red-skinned guys poked me with sharp sticks until I walked the way they wanted, which was through a curtain and down narrow, winding stairs.

“This is a bad trip,” I said to them.

It was a pun, just not a very good one. And then they poked me through another curtain, which—I swear—was made of human finger bones, and knotted in long twine made of human hair. And as I walked through it, the bones whistled, all together, each a different note, none of them adding up to harmony.

“And getting worse,” I muttered.

And then I saw the choir.

They were all girls. I recognized them at once, because I’d seen them before. They had all been in one of my choirs. They were all pretty enough, and a few of them were knockouts. Some of them I knew I’d gotten stoned with. Some of them I’d… well, let’s just say I’d seen more of them than a high school teacher is supposed to see.

Yeah, that’s a smirk.

But my first reaction wasn’t a smirk. My first reaction was to jump. Surprise, you know? But then I remembered.

“See, I’m just stoned,” I said to the two red pokey-guys.

Only they were gone. And so was the finger bone-flutes curtain, and the whole hallway I’d come through. Blank wall.

“Stoned.”

“Ahem.”
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“Measure thirty-nine,” I say, but I get it right this time. “There’s a thirty-second
 note rest at the end of the thirty-ninth measure of the second movement that isn’t there in the first movement.”

The conductor nods and turns back to the choir.

The choir starts singing again, the same wordless howling damned two-movement symphony. Not quite the same—from long, long experience, I know that the first movement of this “new” piece will be identical to the second movement of the prior piece, and the second movement of the new piece will differ from the first movement in one particular. So it goes, as I roll from one nearly identical piece to another through a series of tiny, particular changes.

Sometimes, the particular is huge, and noticeable. I remember once—and I have no way to tell you how long ago this was, because I cannot measure time here—the second movement was in seven-eighths time. The first was in four-four, and that’s a huge difference. For you non-music types, that’s this:

First Movement: BUM-bum-bum-bum-BUM-bum-bum-bum


Second Movement: BUM-bum-bum-bum-bum-bum-bum-BUM


Tapped out like that, you’re hearing it and you think, Huh, they don’t sound so different
 . But trust me, they’re night and day. Most of the music you hear on the radio is four-four or maybe three-four, if it sounds like you could waltz to it. Seven eighths is rare. And strange. And to have all the same notes shoved from four-four into seven eighths was… completely discombobulating. All the emphases shifted. It was like suddenly hearing the Gettysburg Address, with Lincoln stressing the last line of every syllable: “Four score and se-ven
 years a-go
 , our ance-stors
 brought forth on this conti-nent
 …” you get the picture. It was right, but totally wrong.

So I spotted that change right away. But then the next piece was in seven eighths, and the next, and the next… for a long, long time. Seven eighths began to feel normal, but normal in a horrible way. When I stood to stretch my legs or get a drink from the fountain in the corner, I staggered like a drunk man from the time signature.

The eventual shift back to four-four was rain in the Sahara. Of course, by then the piece had completely changed.
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The conductor looks at me. It’s hard to say the expression is quizzical
 , since the conductor has a quivering membrane that looks like a metronome in each eye socket instead of eyes, but it’s asking me a question.

“The Infinitely Patient inquires if you have discerned the difference between these two movements.”

I shrug.

The choir resumes again, at measure one.
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“You have a few things to learn,” Red Sonja said. This was before she had me prodded away from her desk. I only ever saw her the once.

“Okay.” Smirk.

“The Lord Ahura Mazda, Worthy of Worship, is open-handed and liberal of heart, of course. He wishes to give you every advantage.”

Behind her, the big guy nodded solemnly.

“Is this where you offer me a doobie?”

Red Sonja frowned.

“Drugs,” I said. “Is the Lord Mazda Miata holding?”

“You are not here for drugs,” she said. “Nor will drugs be given to you. Nor should you want them. The Root of Creation gives you an opportunity to heal, and a test. You had best be sober.”

“How long?” I asked. I could do sober, but I preferred it in short stints. Say, from seven in the morning until noon.

“That’s really up to you.” Red Sonja squinted at me. “But I’d guess at least a billion years.”
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I liked to watch the choir, at first. The singers are all women, young, and good-looking. And like I said, I know
 them.

So for a while, I watched them. That gets frustrating, just watching, so once, early on, I tried to approach. I figured, hey, a little cuddle in between movements. A quick feel, you know? No harm, no foul. I’d given out many A’s to students willing to relieve my boredom. It was practically a scholarship program.

That was when I discovered that the conductor does more than just wave a baton in the right time signature. Those giant alligator jaws just about snapped me in half, and the monster let out a roar that shook the chamber.

I scampered back to my seat, breathing pretty hard, and haven’t tried that again.

Hell is look, but don’t touch.

That’s frustrating. You know what I mean.

Especially because, and I wouldn’t swear to this, I think the girls might change, too. Over time, I mean. Like the movements do. Like maybe one of the girls gets taller over time, or curvier, or whatever.

The Endless Bliss does that to torment me, I think. Keep me frustrated.

This is Hell, after all.
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I sit on a chair, red velvet rubbed shiny like an old theater seat. It’s comfortable enough for dozing, and I’ve spent years asleep in it. Red curtains hang down the walls, and the ceiling is hidden in darkness somewhere above me. The stage is a low platform large enough to accommodate the choir and the conductor.

In the corner, there’s a fountain, like I said. And a tree. I don’t pay much attention to them, because they’re a fountain and a tree, and once I’ve taken that in, there’s nothing more to do. The tree grows fruit. I don’t know what kind of fruit it is, a persimmon or a passion fruit or something I never ate before I came here.

But now I eat it. I eat the fruit, I drink water from the fountain, I pace around the room, I look at the girls. When I spot the variation between the first and second measures of a piece, I call it out to the conductor. The music changes.

I don’t know what Red Sonja thought I was supposed to learn from this. Or what the test is.

Maybe it’s a bad trip, after all.
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Only two things different ever happened, in all the years I’ve been here.

Okay, years
 is a guess, but it’s true that once I kept track of the number of pieces of music I heard. I don’t have anything to write with, or even to scratch in the walls, so I just counted in my head. Wake, sleep, spot musical variations, wake, sleep, and so on, until I lost my count, somewhere around seventeen thousand.

I didn’t try counting again. But I’m pretty sure that makes years.

The first thing was a face.

I’d been listening to the back and forth of two movements and zoning in and out, as I sometimes do, when I realized there was a face poking out from between two of the curtains. I was surprised, but I managed to play it cool. I pretended I didn’t notice the face, but studied it out of the corner of my eye.

The face was a man’s face. It was bearded and dirty, with long, ragged hair, and its eyes were open so wide I thought at first it must be dead.

I mean dead-dead, corpse-dead, not dead-but-doing-stuff-in-Hell. You get me.

But then the face licked its lips.

I had come through the curtains, so I knew doors could
 exist behind them. I also knew, from having looked behind the curtains, oh, thousands of times, that there were almost never such doors. But the face made me wonder.

So I looked away, yawned, stretched, and then walked as if I was going to get a drink.

But at the point of my stroll nearest the face, I leaped sideways, pounced like cat on the face—

But came up with nothing. Fists full of empty curtain. The face was gone.

And of course, no doors.


What in Hell?
 I thought.

That made me laugh. I laughed for a long time.
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The second thing that ever happened was a man. A full body, this time.

I woke up from dozing to hear a series of leaping arpeggios over a low drone and then an octave-high jump to a flatted tone. And there was a man, sitting on the edge of the stage and looking at me. He wore nothing special, jeans and a polo shirt, but he stared at me with wild eyes.

The conductor and the choir both seemed to be ignoring him.

It took me a few seconds to think of what to ask first.

“Where’d you come from?” Is what I settled on.

He pointed a finger up.

I scratched my head. “Heaven?”

“No,” he said. “I came down the curtains.”

I squinted up into the darkness. “What, there’s a door up there?”

He said nothing.

“Did the Awakener of Eternal Spring send you?”

Still no answer.

“So, look,” I tried, “you’re the first new thing I’ve seen here in, oh, I don’t know, a bazillion years.”

“Maybe not a bazillion.”

I smirked. “Maybe not. But a long time. So… tell me something. If you got in here, there’s a way in. So there has to be a way out, doesn’t there?”

His face betrayed nothing. “Unless the way out just goes to where I came from.”

“Where did you come from?” I asked him. “Was it like this?”

He looked around, examined the choir and the conductor. “No. There was an art show. Nudes. And before that, flowers. Before that, authors. It was a reading, they sat around reading their short stories to each other.”

“Forgiver of Sins!” I cursed. “That must have been Hell indeed.”

He nodded. “You have a tree.”

“Yep.” I pointed at it. “Help yourself.”

He plucked a piece of fruit, looked up at the higher branches. The tree is a tallish one. “They all have trees.”

“Guess you gotta eat, even in Hell.” I smirked. “Who knew?”

He pointed. “The fruit at the top of the tree… does it look different to you?”

I shrugged. “Fruit. Hard to care much.”

He then lay on the floor and fell asleep, which pretty much ended the conversation. I dozed off myself, and when I woke up, he was gone.

[image: ]


“A key change,” I tell the conductor. “That’s not even subtle, I don’t know how I missed it. What? A to E, I think.”

The conductor nods and turns back to the choir to start again.
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Later, I tried to climb the curtains. I thought maybe I could find where that guy came from, or maybe I could get back to Red Sonja’s desk and demand an explanation.

It felt like I was getting up there pretty high, but every time I looked down, I saw the choir right below my feet. I never could see the ceiling, either. Just darkness.

Eventually, I gave up.
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So here I am.

Sleep. Wake. Listen, spot differences, look at the girls. Get a drink of water and eat low-hanging fruit when I need to.

Repeat.

No more staring faces, not since the one. No more mysterious men in polo shirts who want to talk about trees.

I don’t know what the hell Red Sonja was talking about. If you’ll forgive the pun.

I’m not learning anything.
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 ood evening, Jennifer Fairbanks. How are you?” The leather-skinned demon stroked his beard with thick fingers that tapered off at black claws.

I looked up with wide eyes, my hands trembling as they clutched a worn black purse. I puzzled at the white robe. I wanted to scream at the terrifying demon looming above me, but I knew his type thrived on fear. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“Where am I? Who are you?”

The horned beast smiled and growled. “Nobody ever wants small talk. Well, who can blame them? Straight to the point, then. You are dead. I am Xandern, and this is my office. I have the inglorious task of deciding how you will spend the rest of eternity.”

“I’m dead?”

I looked at the vacant metal folding chairs next to me, as if they might offer some clue. I glanced at the window, presumably holding back the smell of brimstone and the heat of tall fires. Behind it, more demons whipped and tortured people as they floated on islands of rock amidst red, flowing lava. An office with a view of Hell—was this supposed to be ironic?

Xandern laughed. It came out as a sadistic super-villain mad with power. “Yes, the only way to get here is to die.”

“The cancer finally got me. Took my sister and my aunt, too.” I clenched my teeth and exhaled sharply. Something wasn’t right. I opened my mouth and moved my tongue around. “These aren’t my teeth.”

“Actually, those are
 your teeth. The dentures you’ve been gluing to your gums for the past few years weren’t.”

I pulled a small compact out of my purse and examined my mouth, sneering into the small mirror and tipping it at extreme angles so I could see with one eye. Then I pulled the mirror away and saw my own eyes go wide. “My eyes! I can see without glasses.”

The demon snorted, leaning against the huge desk between them. “Your entire body has been restored to the prime of your life.”

“What? I look like a raisin. This isn’t the prime of anything.”

“Look again.”

I held up my young hands, sticking out of the drab sleeves. “Would you look at that?” I touched my own face and pinched one of my forearms. “It’s a miracle.”

“Quite.” The demon tapped one hand’s claws on the heavy wood surface, chipping splinters that flew in every direction. He glanced periodically at a red tablet sitting nearby.

“Why didn’t it start that way?” I had my soprano voice back now. Was it all some kind of trick? “Why am I here?”

“We’re in a kind of transition here. You could probably be any age you like. It’s all very technical and not very important or interesting. As for the other question, that’s a lot more complicated.”

“I shouldn’t be in Hell.” I couldn’t believe the words. I glanced at the window and back at his yellow cat-eyes. “I did everything I was supposed to from day one. I always went to church. I was a grandmother by forty, and when my daughter’s lousy husband cheated on her, I helped her raise my granddaughter like my own, too.”

“How’d that work out for you?”

I started to talk, but choked up. “The ungrateful child grew up to be a drug-abusing slut.”

The demon knit his brow. “Those are pretty harsh words.”

“I taught her right. Everything was just so difficult! I worked hard, prayed hard. The only thing that kept me going was the belief that someday, when it was all, over I’d finally get to be in a nice place where everything was soft and warm and nobody could hurt anymore. I suffered so that someday I could have a good life.”

“Yet here you are. It would seem you traded your only life for a chance at a better afterlife.”

I looked around, finally bringing my eyes back to the huge, goat-headed creature. “I don’t understand, I…” The stress and the fear finally overwhelmed me, and tears began to roll down my cheeks. I dabbed at my eyes with a tissue from the same purse. I couldn’t think. A deep sense of betrayal seemed to filet my soul from whatever hope I’d clung to. After long minutes of sobbing, I finally choked it back and began taking shallow breaths. “I… don’t belong… here.”

The demon chortled, shaking his head so his beard swished back and forth. I looked down, unable to endure the horrible face.

“As much as I enjoy watching you cry, I’m due for a break here in a few minutes. I have another group of dead people coming in afterward.” He shrugged.

I bit my lip. Clearly, pleas for justice weren’t going to work. “What happens now?”

“Like I said, it’s my job to figure out where to put you.”

“What about my mother and friends? Can’t I see them?”

“Maybe some of them. It depends where they are and where you end up. We can’t really base any long-term decisions on things like that.”

“What about my ex-husband? Where did he end up?” I tried to be casual, but felt my eyes squint anyway.

The demon raised one eyebrow. “How long have you been divorced?”

“Fifteen years. He ran off with a bimbo. Said he didn’t want to watch another bitter woman grow old in our house. He was talking about our granddaughter.” I ran my fingers absently through my long brown hair. “I heard he died a few years back. Seems somebody who’d abandon his own posterity to go whoring around with a younger woman should deserve a pretty bad Hell, don’t you think? Didn’t even pay the alimony the judge ordered. He owes me something like a hundred and eighty thousand dollars.” I smirked, the thought making me both happy and mad.

“You never sued him?”

I shook my head. Maybe this was my chance. “The Lord says to forgive. It’s a sin to sue people. I never approved all these frivolous lawsuits. People are meant to do the right thing for the right reason, not because of lawyers. Wouldn’t have done any good, anyway. He moved to Argentina or someplace without so much as a word.”

“How’d you hear about his death?”

“Internet. Same as anybody.”

Xandern scratched the iron cords of his chest muscle, drawing blood. The wound burned closed right behind. “So what was the best part of your life, Ms. Fairbanks?”

“Don’t call me that, please.”

He glanced at his tablet again. “That was your legal name?”

“I only kept the name for the benefit of my daughter. Just call me Jennifer.” I looked at my fingernails, smooth and pretty again. I had no use for such things, but it diverted me for a moment.

“Okay, Jennifer. What was the best thing that ever happened to you?”

“Church.”

“Really?”

“It was the only time I got to sit down and let somebody else do the work for once.” I smiled at my joke. Then I bit my lip. It was an old woman answer, not the kind of thing somebody with my now twenty-something body would say. “I just liked the idea that someday there would be justice. Those who were weary and downtrodden would be taken to heaven and the sinners would all burn in Hell. I guess if I’m here it means I was a sinner?”

“Don’t let it bother you. A lot of people are surprised by their final judgment.”

“I thought…” I looked down again, playing with a stray thread of cotton.

“This is no time for false modesty, Jennifer. The rest of forever is on the line. Spit it out.”

What did it matter now? What did any of it matter? “I thought the final judgment was the Lord’s, or at least one of the apostles or saints. I never expected, well, you.”

He gave a crooked smile. “I get that a lot.”

“It just isn’t right. I gave up everything for this. I was strict with my kids. I kept all the commandments, even when Joshua Fulmer tried to hit on me after my husband left and I wanted nothing more than to have somebody to hold me. I did everything I was supposed to because that’s how I was going to get into heaven.” Tears fell anew, but this time my anger rose and I couldn’t help myself. “I was the good one. I followed the right path. I did everything right. So why am I here now looking at you? Why, after all my pain and long toiling, why am I in Hell?”

“Wow. You have no idea how tired I get of hearing people say that. Technically, this isn’t Hell. I mean it is, but it isn’t.”

“Just speak plainly to me, please.” I dragged out the, “please,” until I was ashamed to hear myself begging. “I’m so weary, from the moment I wake every morning to the darkness every night. I’m exhausted in soul and body. Just tell it to me straight.”

“Very well. This is technically Hell. But it’s more of an office, obviously.” He indicated the file cabinets with a sweep of his hand in one direction and the potted plants with a spiked tail in the other. “So you are in Hell, but this place does not serve as Hell for most people.”

I narrowed my eyes. There was something to what he’d just said. Was this his Hell? Had he been sentenced to work in this office? He’d never tell me. I waited for him to resume.

“Hell for most people is where they go after they die.”

“Punishment for sins,” I parroted from so many sermons.

“More or less.”

“This isn’t right then. I believed in the Bible and confessed my sins. I shouldn’t be here.”

“Right. That’s a common misconception.” He stood up, pacing on his hooves. “Christians especially come here with strong misconceptions. Take the word hell. That’s not a Jewish or Greek word. In fact, when the original letters and gospels of the New and Old Testament were written in their original languages, they never once contained the word hell. Hel, one ‘L,’ is actually from Norse mythology, begun more than half a millennium after the Bible. So how could it be a part of anything taught by Jesus?”

I furrowed my brow, clenching my jaw. Why was he saying this? The words were more horrible than his fanged red face. “But we’re here now.”

Xandern looked at the window longingly. “So we are. That’s not all, though. The concept of infinity wasn’t created until the 1300s. So how can you associate it with your beliefs, which purportedly originated long before then? Have you even asked yourself how these words got into the Bible you’ve been believing your whole life? Did you ever even read
 the whole Bible?”

“I’ve read it, of course.” I shrugged. Nobody told me studying the Bible was required to get into heaven.

“But you never asked any questions? Never meditated on the meaning of eternity or the nature of heaven and Hell?”

“I put my faith in it, and in those who knew it.” I pointed at him, forcefully at first, but then my finger dropped as doubt gnawed at me. I never let anybody, including myself, doubt my beliefs. “Are you saying the Bible is wrong?” My entire body slumped down in the chair, as everything I vehemently defended seemed to dissolve under sulfuric acid. A real burning pained my chest.

“A whole lifetime of fiery passion, and you abandon your sensibilities at the first sign of opposition?”

I looked up, gasped, and turned away in shame. “It’s not the same, is it? I mean, now I’m dead. There’s no arguing with facts.”

“So death is what it takes to accept facts? That’s new.” He raised one eyebrow in a way that made me feel uncomfortable.

“Was this a test of faith? Did I fail? After a lifetime of loyalty, I lose everything right after…” I began bawling, uncontrollably.

Xandern snorted again. A soft growl purred behind it. “This isn’t a test. That’s all over now.”

I whispered through tears, “One way or another, if I’m here with you, it means I failed.”

“You know, it takes some of the fun out of it if you figure it all out on your own.”

“Sorry?”

“Forget it. Look, I’m kind of busy and you’re clearly not up to any kind of interesting philosophical discussion. Let’s say we just get this over with so we can both get on with it.”

I nodded, taking another deep breath and dabbing at my eyes again.

The demon snapped his fingers. “I think I’ve got just the thing for you. Have you ever heard the old saying, ‘one man’s trash is another man’s treasure?’”

I whimpered a yes. I didn’t care for it, but I’d heard it.

“Have you ever thought what might be Hell to one person could be heaven to another?”

“No, but I guess it could be so.” I didn’t try to understand his words. The hot lashing of wailing souls behind the window was too strong an image to think of anything else.

“Indeed. So, Jennifer, why don’t you tell me what you think heaven would be like.”

I looked up, down, and then up again. “Heaven?”

“Sure. I’m not promising anything, of course. Just humor me.”

He would probably use this against me, but I didn’t care anymore. I couldn’t control anything. If this was my last chance to have my say, I would have it.

“In the church there are paintings of heaven. Angels, little cherubs with wings and harps, fly around in the clouds. I always thought it sounded so wonderful to have no cares, nobody who needed me to cook dinner or find money for new shoes. No alarm clocks. No pain or tears. Nobody I could let down. No one to impress. Just childlike wonder in the presence of God’s love. No worries or hurting or loneliness ever again.” I smiled with one side of my mouth, expecting him to mock me.

The demon gave his wicked laugh again, this time with full timber. My eyes went wide, and a new kind of fear I couldn’t name welled up inside.

He finally hacked his last guffaw, and said, “You were right all along, Jenny.”

I held my breath.

“You deserve exactly what you always wanted.”

“Heaven?” I whispered, expecting him to take it back as a cruel trick.

“Ironically, you described the exact place you will be going. Before you get too excited, don’t even think about hugging me. This is not a mercy, as I have none. Maybe for a long time you won’t care about what I’m saying next, but it’s very important. So listen and remember this for later. You are being sent there to learn something.”

He stopped talking. I kept looking at him as if the climax or punch line was still coming. He shrugged and said, “That’s it. You need to learn something.”

“Okay,” I said. The tears were gone. I repeated the sentence quietly to myself a few times, but the light of hope clearly overpowered the shadows of warning in his sage advice.

“Whatever.” He laughed again and tapped several times on his tablet. “Have a great damned time.” He tapped once more and disappeared.
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The sensation of falling brought no fear. Wind pulled my hair and clothes in strange directions as I tumbled through blue space. I knew I should be afraid, but my stomach didn’t lurch as it would in freefall. Gravity tugged at me gently. Logic told me I should be screaming as my body accelerated toward the Earth. Rather, I slowed as I descended.

I gripped my purse instinctively with both hands. When my fingers protested, I lifted it to find it had changed into a small harp, flecked with gold and light as a feather. I ran one finger across it experimentally, setting loose a resonance that vibrated through to my very core.

I gasped when I saw the finger responsible for the melodious scale. A short, pudgy digit. At first, I couldn’t believe it went with me, so I wiggled it again. Sure enough, I had adorable childlike hands. I clapped them together

Realizing I’d dropped the instrument, I flailed around. My small wrist touched it, sending the triangle spinning. I clutched it and pulled it to my chest. I’d only just gotten here and already I almost lost my harp.

Feeling safe again, I let my eyes follow down my arms to my body. Soft, glowing skin met a diaphanous sash. My belly button, thankfully still an innie, showed between the thin pink scarf that wrapped around my chest and hips. Fortunately, it covered my bottom. I had a much bigger bottom than I expected. I wasn’t sure if I should worry about feeling fat.

I lifted the harp and twisted experimentally, expecting the loose scrap of cloth to fly away in the breeze. It stayed fast. The funny thing even moved with me, writhing like a snake to keep my body conveniently modest. I lifted one hand and touched my head. I had thin hair, still brown, in perfect coils and curls.

Looking through the hair of one lock, I saw a giant cloud beyond. Just by wanting to see it, I rotated. It looked like a giant cotton ball, pulled at the ends, and floating through the sky. As I sat up, I noticed I’d stopped falling. In fact, I was gently bobbing up and down like a helium balloon. I noticed my breathing affected if I rose or fell, like swimming.

Then I saw the Earth below.

Stretching out in every direction, mountains and forests smeared the distant ground like paint on a textured canvas. I took a deep breath and held it, floating up several feet. Simply by wanting it, my body rotated until I looked down on all of creation. I saw large birds flapping beneath. Great waterfalls became rivers and lakes. I exhaled and dropped a little closer.

I felt a tear as I accepted the truth of my situation. Everything I’d hoped for over the difficult and taxing decades of my life came true today. I was an angel in heaven. I had never imagined it would be just like those adorable children in the church mural, but I couldn’t be happier.

With that thought, I reached behind my head, trembling until my small fingers touched feathers. Tears flowed freely now. I said a prayer of thanks, pouring my whole soul into an expression of gratitude. I was even grateful for the horrid demon who’d scared me when I first died.

Completely absorbed in my thoughts, I didn’t notice when something moving fast hit me from behind. My head and back both registered damage, but I didn’t feel any pain. I began to fall toward the ground. I glanced up to see another angel racing on, wings flapping. The blue sash around his waist and bum made me think of a boy, but he was going so fast he disappeared in the cloud before I could call out or even form words.

I sunk for a while, like a melon pushed under still water, but I slowed to a stop about a hundred feet lower and then began to gently rise. I bobbed up and down, settling again at the level I’d been before.


So there are other angels
 . It was a silly thought. Of course there were other angels. I had no idea why the one who’d run into me was in such a hurry. It seemed absurd that two little bodies sharing the vast sky would crash accidentally. Yet I couldn’t imagine why he might have done it on purpose.

I floated in a circle, scanning the sky for more. Finding none, I decided to try out my own wings. I flexed my back muscles, producing some slight motion. I tumbled around in the air a bit, trying to grab them with my hands. When I looked at a cloud and just wanted to go in its direction, they began flapping on their own. I smiled. They were automatic, like breathing.

I plunged into the cloud, which felt like rain going sideways. I knew it was cold, but my body didn’t react to the temperature. When I stopped flying, I felt myself float up to the top of the cloud until I gently rested above it. The sensation of coming out from the damp into the light was nice. I felt the sun rapidly dry my skin. Also, I noticed my eyes weren’t bothered by the sun at all. I could stare at it directly without any tears or damage. There was a lot I’d never known when I was alive. Those eyes couldn’t take the bright light enough to notice the dark spots and various shades across the sun’s surface. It reminded me a little bit of the lava I’d seen through the window.

As I lay on the cloud, basking in bright glory, I lifted my harp and began touching the strings. I still loved my own cute little hands and feet, but I felt more enamored by the depth of vibration this tiny little instrument produced. One note from any one string filled my whole soul. I felt like a hollow drum, magnifying the sound. I leaned back, letting the harp rest on my round belly. I lifted it and tried again. It was still nice, but didn’t course through my very being. I set the base back on my tummy and strummed several strings at once. Bliss oscillated through my entire self.

I took a deep breath, lifting a bit higher on the cloud, and held it until the last of the wave disappeared. My back against the cool cloud and face in the sun’s heat, accompanied by the music, left me content. Decades of hard life melted away.

Time had no meaning in this place. I watched the sun set, as the cloud I lounged on turned orange and pink. I felt the wet mist bubbling beneath me, like a gentle massage, as the full moon rose into a dark sky filled with more stars than I’d ever seen before. It felt like being closer to them made more of them visible, but it might have been my new eyes. I basked in the release. I didn’t have anybody to take care of. I didn’t have anything to get done. No taxes, no deadlines, no alarm clock.

I stayed there until the sun rose. It crossed the sky and set again. My muscles never grew sore from disuse. I never got hungry or tired. When the moon rose, a sliver on the right side blurred. The cloud beneath me dissolved. I rolled over to see a few lights on the ground far away, but nothing like the cityscapes when I’d been alive. I found another cloud and watched the stars spin. I didn’t care about names or constellations. I just watched them go around. I decided to stay there for the whole moon cycle, occasionally finding a new cloud to rest on. When the urge to do something struck me, I plucked a few strings on my harp until the vibrations lulled me back into satisfying oblivion.

I contemplated writing a poem for the new moon one night, when a trio of angels flew past me. I might have missed them except one held a torch and another was banging on a miniature drum. I fluttered my wings and sat up.

The leader called, “Halt!” His masculine voice didn’t match the child-like face. A green loincloth fluttered as he tipped the fiery stick toward me. “Who are you?”

I smiled, unsure of the protocol here. I expected angels would be happy and nice all the time, but he looked suspicious and impatient.

I shrugged. “I’m Jennifer.”

The drummer, floating slightly to the side, kept pounding on the little cylinder until a female cherub with an orange dress running from shoulder to knee grabbed his stick and held it until he reluctantly agreed to stop.

“Whose side are you on, Jennifer?” The fire-wielder demanded.

I bit my lower lip. There were sides here? “I don’t know. I’m new in heaven. I haven’t talked to anybody before.”

“Let’s go,” the girl said. “She’s still green.”

“Green?” I asked. I looked at my pink scroll and the leader’s green loincloth. I didn’t see how I could be the one described as green.

“We’re gathering angels to defend the cathedral.” He tipped his torch back over his shoulder like a baseball player with a bat and tipped his chin toward me. “You want our protection, or do you want to take your chances out here alone?”

“Protection? From who?”

“The usurpers,” the girl said. She had a how stupid can you be?
 look that I didn’t much care for.

“But how can they hurt me?” I’d tried. My angel body seemed impervious to breaking, bruising, or pain.


Bam!
 The drum sounded as the last one said, “They can hurt you in ways you don’t imagine.”

“Why would they want to?” I didn’t care if they thought I was stupid. None of this made any sense. This isn’t how angels acted. I wouldn’t let them manipulate me out of the freedom I’d so newly acquired.

“Forget it.” He turned and continued flying the direction he’d been going, shoving the torch forward like a beacon. The others followed.
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The conversation disrupted my plan to see a full cycle of the moon. Thoughts of angels called usurpers and a cathedral made me restless. I didn’t have any fear, but I couldn’t stop thinking about those words. I wanted to see the cathedral. Was it up in the clouds with us? Eventually, I decided I could watch the moon cycle anytime.

I turned to head in the direction I’d seen the others flying, but realized I had no idea where I was or which direction they’d gone. I looked at the ground for clues. The landmarks had changed beneath me. I was over an ocean now with islands in the distance, but nothing could have interested me less. After a lifetime of wanting to escape the Earth, why would I care what was down there now?

The wind shifted. I blew with it, following the clouds, which seemed to stay in big patterns. The surface continued to rotate slowly in the same direction, but the air current now pulled me diagonally toward one of the smaller, distant islands. If we couldn’t use the ground to find our way, how did the others even know where they were going?

I tried to fly up, getting a few hundred feet before my wings could not fight the pull. I tipped over and dived down. I managed to race hundreds of feet toward the ground before the momentum died and I floated back up, despite my best flapping. I saw a black plume rising from the approaching shore. A tall mountain belched fire and smoke that reached clear up to my air. This time I bobbled back to rest facing down. I didn’t feel any different, no matter which way I faced.

I felt worry creeping into my mind. Why had I let those three get to me? I was supposed to be free of worries. What difference did it make to me if some angels called themselves usurpers? I wanted to see the cathedral, but it wasn’t like I didn’t have all the time in the world to find it whenever I happened across it. At the moment, I decided I didn’t much care to be surrounded by volcanic ash. It wouldn’t hurt, but I didn’t know if it would affect my lungs.

I turned and began to fly. Even though my wings could outpace the wind, I chose an angled course. I wanted a closer look at this force of nature.

“There!” I heard somebody yell. I turned to see who, but only saw clouds.

“Get in position,” a woman’s voice called from above and behind me.

Below me, a group of angels surrounded something heavy, flapping their wings frantically to keep it aloft. As I pondered how they could fly so low, another angel hit me from behind. I dropped.

Stunned by the impact, I turned to see what hit me, but I couldn’t see anything as I fell. I crashed into something hard and sharp. For an instant, the faces of angels with wicked sneers peered at me from over the edges of the box I had fallen in. Then, the lid snapped on and the whole thing dropped.

“Ha ha!” yelled one as I plummeted further down. “I didn’t think that would really work.”

“How long will she…” The voice drifted off.

Whistling air grew louder as the container accelerated. I pushed and punched at the lid and walls with my hands and my feet. There wasn’t much room, but I tried pounding on it with the harp. I felt anger and sadness welling up. I could not accept what had happened. I had no fear, but anxiety over what might happen when the box landed clouded my thoughts and feelings.


Boom!


I felt the wind rush from my lungs. The box hit the ground, bounced once, and came to rest at an angle. I breathed rapidly, listening for anything unexpected. My heart raced for a full minute, the only thing I could hear besides a faint rumbling.

Light came in from above my head. I checked the box to see if the fall had cracked the seam of my cage, but I saw nothing. The light moved behind when I turned, so I glanced back the other way. I tipped my head, then laughed a little as I pushed back and hit it against the wooden side wall. My halo. The light came from a halo above my head. Outside, it wasn’t bright enough to notice. Despite the cramped quarters, I felt a bit of gratitude for it now. I scraped one arm around so I could reach above my head. Nothing tangible.

I twisted, kicking against the walls and cracks. I never managed to split the wood. I felt no slivers or splinters. Either the box was very strong, or I was very weak. I screamed at the top of my lungs for help, begging for anyone to let me out. When I exhausted my rage, I started to cry.

These were angels. They were supposed to be good. Why would they do something like this to me? How could they even think of anything so horrible? Why would they want to?

Wasn’t this heaven? Suddenly, my stomach lurched and I pounded my head back against the hard surface.

I had a long time in that box to think about every word the demon said. Judging from the moon phases, it had only been a couple of weeks since our interview. He never said I was going to Hell. He even said Hell wasn’t a Christian invention. He also didn’t say I was going to heaven. I said that. All he said was that infinity wasn’t a Christian invention and that I needed to learn something. What did that even mean?

I broke into random fits and attacked the prison. I cried. I prayed. I slept. I played the harp, and it brought me some joy despite the claustrophobia.

I spent a lot of time thinking, discovering I could remember every detail of my life from my forgotten childhood to the bitter, cancerous end. I played the whole thing back twice in real time, watching every dream as I slept and feeling every tear as it etched the wrinkles on my face and turned my heart to stone.

Sure, I had regrets. Anybody would. However, I couldn’t see any way to a different end. No alternate path presented itself to my mind. I would do again the things I’d done. I wouldn’t undo marrying my awful husband, because I couldn’t bear a life without my daughter. And I would help raise my granddaughter whether I knew her bad choices or not. The hardness and pain of my life filled me once more. The beautiful reprieve had been only a blip of happiness between two awful existences.
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During the immeasurable time in the box, I became a harp virtuoso. I could play every piece of music I’d ever heard in my life and compose music to express every possible feeling. Singing and kicking the box like a drum, I added depth to the songs. Sometimes the nearby volcano would rumble or erupt, and I used those sounds to make my music even better.

I suspected Earth covered the box now, so it would never be found or opened. How could it? The angels couldn’t fly down here. When they flew above me, they couldn’t see this small object from so high up, if it still sat on the surface. There was no reason for them to look for me, not ever.

I gave up on God. I’d prayed so long and hard and got no help of any kind. There were only a few possibilities. One, He might not know I was here or be able to hear my prayer. If so, then He wasn’t all-knowing and therefore not God. Two, He knew but could not save me. In that case, He wasn’t all powerful. Three, He didn’t care enough to save me. Again, that would mean he wasn’t all-loving, and therefore not God. Four, there is no God. However, if there wasn’t a God, why was my soul still alive after my body died? The only way I could continue after death would be if God existed.

So there was only one conclusion—I was in Hell. Xandern never said this was Hell, but did that make it any less so?

Alone in a confined space, I think I figured out the same thing I would have come to learn up in the clouds. A wide open sky or a small room, it made no difference. This was Hell.

The monster had said I was here to learn something. He also said the word infinity wasn’t around when Christ walked the Earth. Now my only hope centered on figuring out whatever it was from inside this dark cell.

I remembered every book I’d ever read. I analyzed them ad nauseum
 , comparing every line from every one to everything else. How could I learn something now that I’d never heard before?

Eventually, I stopped thinking about it and decided to play more music. I thought of every possible combination of sounds the small instrument could make braided together with all the song themes I’d ever heard. It would probably take a year or so to play that one song, which was fine by me.

Two weeks into my composition, the box moved.
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I stopped playing the moment the box shifted. A scraping noise, then a lurch. My world turned and moved again. Then the whole thing shook.

“Hello?” I couldn’t help but hope, my heart racing.

“It stopped.”

“I told you not to move it. Now it’s broken.”

I kicked the side. “Help me! Please! Let me out!”

“It’s a trick, don’t open it. It’s probably cursed.” The box shook again.

“No trick, I promise! I’m stuck in here and I can’t get out. Please help me!”

“What if it will give us gifts?” the closer voice said.

“I will. I’ll give you my harp!”

“It could be a lie. Or a test. Let’s put it back and run away.”

“No!” I couldn’t bear to be alone again. I’d rather die, or whatever happens after death to make the tedium go away. I’d tried every way I could think of. “I promise, I am not tricking you. I’ll give you anything you want if you let me out.”

“A magic sword?”

I almost said I would, but my heart wouldn’t let me. If he found I couldn’t give him a sword, he’d just put me back in the prison. “I can’t give you that, I don’t have one.”

“You said anything.”

“I know, but I meant anything I have to give.” I looked at my harp. Except for the pink scarf, which I knew couldn’t be removed from my body, I had nothing else to give.

“Like what?”

I took a deep breath. “All I have is a harp.”

The two voices conferred. “We can’t use a harp.”

“I could play it for you.”

“Then play.”

I began a new tune, something lively. I kicked time on the sidewall. I sang words I’d composed ages ago. It would be a great song to dance to if I had room.

“No reason to let it out,” the lower voice said. “It can play just fine like that.”

I stopped. “I can play better if you open the box. If you don’t help me, I’ll never play again.”

“Then we’ll just put you back where you were.”

I imagined a middle-aged man furrowing his brow as he said it. I had nothing to bargain with. “No, I’ll play,” I said. I started a slower, sad song.

“That’ll do.”

The box bounced as one or both of them carried me across uneven ground.
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The days were all the same in my new situation. Every morning a group of boisterous men woke from a drunken stupor. They swore oaths to perform great acts of bravery in war as they drank tankards of ale. Then they all put on armor, picked up weapons, and left. That night the same crowd returned, boasting of their deeds, to eat and drink themselves into a stupor. They all seemed to think they were in heaven, too. Only they called it Valhalla.

There were women in the mix. A few, called Valkyries, joined the men in battle. Others busied themselves with cooking and serving drinks. They had other less appealing jobs, too. Despite everything, I had to admit I was happier in the box than being one of those barmaids.

My part was to play music in the morning and at night. I could tell by the way the sounds came from below and to one side that they’d placed me on a shelf somewhere in the room.

It didn’t really matter what kind of music I played. Sometimes I just plucked random notes and scales. Other times I performed perfect operettas. They told a lot of stories, during which I served as backup to increase the drama. Once a week or so I tried talking. Nobody would answer at first. If I persisted, somebody would shake the box or yell profanities at me until I started playing again.

For a while, I listened to all their stories and conversations, trying to find an overarching plot or bigger purpose in it. None emerged. The tales were only about their day’s exploits—how many men one had killed by bashing them with a shield, or how a single spear had gone through two heads. No story, no matter how amazing, lasted more than a few days.

I learned something. I figured out they were in Hell, just like me. Only their idea of heaven was this daily cycle of slaughtering and feasting. So the volcano I’d seen before being imprisoned was probably Iceland. I didn’t have enough information to be sure, but I assumed the place I’d come included many heaven-like-Hells. Probably in Asia they had some kind of Nirvana. I didn’t really know that much about the other religions of the world, but I assumed there were harems waiting for some of the Muslims in the Middle East somewhere. There were probably thousands of little groups all over this planet living out the rewards they believed in all through their lives.

I hadn’t seen them all, but I knew they were there. So I closed my eyes and prayed, “There it is. I learned it. I learned the lesson you sent me here for.”

Nothing happened.

I shook my head and held back tears.

The men were away killing in the name of faith when I couldn’t take it anymore. I began bashing my head and shoulders from side to side. I found I could move the container just a little. I kept at it for hours, focusing on one side, hammering my head into the wall as I kicked it over and over again.

The container lurched and tipped. I felt it crash into the ground. I added my own weight to the landing, trying to pop one of the seams or crack a sideboard. The noise inside was terrific. Then it rolled and stopped. I kicked at the corner. I could feel a crack in the wood, but light wasn’t coming through. I tried again, in case I was on another shelf. Exhausted to no avail, I gave up when the men returned. They put me back on the shelf, this time securing the box so I couldn’t move it again.

I wept as I played the saddest song I could muster.

Then I heard the men say how badly they’d done in the battle today. Something different. In my state, I clung to anything different. I listened as they described losing both strategically and physically.

I stopped the music and called out, “I could have saved you!”

The room went silent.

“If you took me with you, you would have won. I’m good luck!”

Were Vikings superstitious? I prayed they would be, even though I didn’t think the prayers of the damned did much good.

“Keep silent and play music,” one barked.

“No, let’s consider these words. Maybe our bad luck has come because we were sent this token and we did not bring it with us. Music to revel by is nice, but music to fight by is better. We have been fools to so ignore Odin’s gift.”

“Build a pedestal.”

There was a lot of commotion as they argued about how to fasten my box to a pole. One wanted to suspend it by chains, another to nail into the wood directly. They settled for metal bands wrapped around the box to fasten it to a tall shaft.

I didn’t want to go with them to war, but I played music while they jostled me around. Anything different was good.
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The next morning, they lifted my box and marched out the door. The pole was taller than the door, apparently, because they had to tip me on my side to get it out of the room. Once they were outside, I started a marching tune. The constantly shaking box made it hard to play, but easy to follow their rhythm.

When they reached the battle, my prison became a protection. The chaos around me overwhelmed my emotions. As the box jostled and bumped, I played the best war songs I could think of. I did several heavy metal songs, which came out like elevator music on my little harp. The fighters struggled as I plinked out Welcome to the Jungle
 .

My body didn’t bruise or even hurt from being slammed side to side. My head began to ache from trying to make any sense out of the sounds I heard while keeping up the various war anthems. I caught a few snippets here and there.

“That thing’s not helping at all.”

“We’re down one man for carrying it.”

“I can help,” cried the one holding my pole.

Then my world tipped and I began to zip through the air in a wide arc.

When the box impacted, somebody in front of me moaned and I lost control of the harp. I grabbed it more tightly, stopping any pretense of music as I became the head of a gigantic hammer.

I slid against the top as the square swung again and again, smashing into enemies. I wanted to scream or cry, but focused on bracing myself to lessen the impact when the mace slammed another foe.

A crack of light showed through the wood near my feet. I gritted my teeth and kicked it. The box swung upward again. I kicked and kicked until the wooden wall split open. The men looked up as splinters rained down on them from above. I squeezed past the sharp shards, popping out the other side before he could bring the pole down again.

Large men in armor stained with blood were hitting each other with swords and axes. To one side I saw a hobo sitting against a big rock. He seemed out of place in his stained trenchcoat, fingerless gloves, and messy hair. I didn’t stick around to ask questions.

The air lifted me, but I still beat my wings for all I was worth, sucking in huge gulps of fresh air and squinting as I raced for the sky.

“What was that?”

“You fool! You broke our music box!”

I never looked back. As the ground fell away, I saw dozens of angels flying in a chaotic swarm above me. I reversed, turning on my back and flying for all I was worth to stay beneath the din. I didn’t want anything to do with those mean cherubs. I certainly wasn’t interested in going from the frying pan to the fire.

My wings weren’t strong enough to keep me down against the nature of my balloonish body. I only slowed the ascent. Determined never to be caught off guard again, I flew sideways, avoiding as much as possible the center of the conflict.

I found a nice cloud and let myself rise up into it, taking advantage of the cover. I flew downward to stay low in the wet billows instead of letting the vapor lift me to the top. When I saw a thin edge, I moved away from it. I kept my harp up like a shield, watching above and below as the breeze carried the cloud.

I could hear sounds on every side. I didn’t know if the cloud went toward or away from the conflict. The sides thinned, spreading the concealing water thinner until I could see every direction. I flew up to get a view.

I’d drifted away from the center of action, but it only took a few seconds for another angel to find me.

“Which side are you on?” She had a purple sash that wrapped around her body three times. In one hand, she carried a flute.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Which side are you?”

“You don’t know?” She fluttered closer. I didn’t see malice in her eyes, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Stay back!” I lifted the harp as if to brain her with it.

She threw up both hands. “Hold on. It’s just a debate. Nobody’s fighting here.”

“What’s the debate?”

“They’re trying to decide if we should organize and take the cathedral by force or continue petitioning for everybody to use it.”

“What do you think?”

She put her hand on one big hip, trying to look important. “They’ve been rejecting our petitions for too long. They aren’t going to change their minds now. I think we should take it by force.”

“What’s so important about the cathedral?” I asked. “Is God in there?”

She scrunched up her nose. “God? No. It’s just the only building we have and it isn’t fair that the angels controlling it won’t let us have access.”

I nodded. “Makes sense. Have you ever heard of or seen God? Have any of the angels?”

“How long have you been here?” She pointed at me with the flute in a way I didn’t much like.

“So very
 long. Too long.”

“How is that possible? Every angel knows about the cathedral.”

“I’ve been… tied up.” I gave a flat smile and shrugged.

“Well if you’re not with us, you may never see what’s inside.”

“Okay, I’m with you.”

She flew over and put one arm around me. It felt nice. I hadn’t realized how long it had been since anybody touched me. It felt as good as the first time I struck a note on my harp. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the others. Hey, what’s your name?”

“Jennifer.”

“Hi, Jennifer. I’m Kim.”

I took her hand and followed as she flew toward the tangled mess of winged children.
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Angels valued nothing so much as loyalty. Kim explained the factions changed constantly with everybody siding with one group or another, but those groups expected fealty as if they were a nation or family. The debates were endless, sometimes escalating into full-scale battles.

I watched two boy-like men, arguing about whether we should attack the cathedral by day or at night. They started shouting. Then it came to blows.

They couldn’t hurt each other, so they just punched and kicked and grappled, flying all over the place and throwing each other into other angels. A good throw could scatter a whole mob of angels like billiard balls. Nobody ever got hurt, it seemed. I wouldn’t let my guard down. I knew all too well that there were more ways than pain to hurt an angel.

When the two finally became exhausted or just tired of the fight, they resumed their debate. When it came to a vote, more people wanted to go at night. I shook my head, trying not to show my disgust. Couldn’t they just have voted first
 ?

The group decided to wait for tomorrow to pick a day for the attack. Kim kissed the boy who finally won the argument as he floated back toward us. She kept her arms around him, whispering in his ear.

Angels had relationships, too? How could they? From what I could tell, we didn’t even have the right equipment.

I found myself in a strange place. I’d been in this body for ages and ages, longer than I’d been alive as a mortal, but I knew absolutely nothing about the other angels. I didn’t imagine myself falling romantically in love with anybody who looked like a four-year-old, but I wasn’t swearing it off, either.

As the group began to spread out, they didn’t go very far. A dozen of them collected and began playing music together. They fell easily into a complex and beautiful song. All manner of tiny instruments blended perfectly. Then all around me, angels began to sing. I didn’t know the song or the words. It seemed to be mostly oo-oo
 and ah-ah
 sounds, but the voices naturally split into parts creating stimulating chords.

I wanted to join with them, so I sang the parts I could pick up. Was it wrong to play my harp now, or did one need an invitation to these things?

Night filled our world. The other angels all went dormant. Some slept, others just stayed awake as they looked at the stars. I’d missed the stars, so I stayed awake. Besides, I needed to keep my senses alert for danger. I watched Kim and her man fly off together. My curiosity told me to follow them and see what they did, but I knew better.

Most of the next day was spent choosing which night to attack the cathedral. Suggestions ranged from next week to next year. I rolled my eyes and finally called out, “Why not tonight?”

Kim nodded approvingly. The debate went on and on until I could have cried from boredom. Only once did an arguing angel get thrown into the group of people I hovered with. I moved clear, but the rest of them tumbled like bowling pins. I laughed at that one. Luckily, none of them could see or hear me.

Nobody could think of anything else to get ready, so they settled on attacking that night.

“Why don’t you join the musicians?” I asked Kim, pointing to her flute. The sun was setting and the silver instrument looked pink like the clouds around us.

“Sometimes I do. I just feel like concentrating on tonight. You could join them if you want.”

“I don’t know the song.”

“None of them do. They just make it up as they go along. Even novices are allowed.” She had no idea how much time I’d spent playing my harp.

“So how does this attack thing work?” I asked. I had decided to help if I could, but if it was horrible I would just leave.

“There’s not much to it. They will be trying to stop us from getting in. We’ll fly at them and try to break through their defenses. Once they’re scattered, we’ll block the door to keep them from getting in.”

It sounded like a children’s game to me, but her face said it was deadly serious. I asked, “Nobody can get really hurt, right?”

“Right.” Her eyes said there was more to it.

When the half moon was high in the sky, the angels of my new group assembled. They organized into a phalanx with a few of the larger boy-men at the front of the triangle. Instead of instruments, many of them had swords or spears. I thought it probably didn’t matter if they were bigger, since we all seemed to float at the same level regardless. They shouted some words meant to inspire us, and we all started flying in the same direction.

I still didn’t know how they kept track of directions. With the Earth rotating one way and the wind blowing another, it seemed like there were no good reference points.

We flew for hours. I knew it wouldn’t make me tired, but I thought a more reasonable pace might help them keep the triangle formation better.

When we arrived, I saw a tall building floating on a cloud. The cloud seemed more solid than other clouds somehow. The building looked like a Gothic church with spires and vaulted stained-glass windows. The substance looked like stone, but I knew it couldn’t float up here with us if it was. Like my harp, it must be some other material than what it appeared to be. Large braziers with tall fires sat around the cathedral, casting stark shadows from the architectural protrusions.

As we approached, several angels began to panic. I couldn’t hear them for the collective buzz of wings around me, but I could see them shouting. A group rapidly assembled. By locking their feet under the armpits below and holding each other’s arms, they created a net with their cherub bodies. Five high and two dozen wide, they became a fence.

The angels at the front of our wedge screamed at the top of their lungs. The defenders called back. I couldn’t hear any of the words from my place near the middle. I just gripped my harp and braced for impact.

When we hit them, the angels in the front attacked. They didn’t use their weapons to hit their opponents in the head or body. Instead, they prodded and chopped at the hands and feet where the barrier held together.

I couldn’t help but sing to myself, “Red rover, red rover, send Jacob right over.”

The angels I was with at the back didn’t slow or spread out. We all kept flying forward, pushing the ones in front of us to give them even more momentum. Our group smashed together into a huge ball of chaos with baby butts and elbows poking out everywhere.

I felt the net slow and resist us. Then it tore apart.

Angels from both teams flew off in every direction like we were part of one big, living firework. The elasticity of the bodies bounced back, undoing the collapse we made and propelling little round people on the edges at high speed. More and more of them broke away, zipping off like popcorn as soon as there was space.

By sheer luck, I happened to be near the middle, so when the mess of bodies unraveled, I ended up floating backward. I tumbled a few times before my wings righted me. I didn’t know what else to do, so I headed back toward the door of the cathedral at full speed. Six other angels had the same idea.

I couldn’t see any defenders when I started toward it, but a few reached their hands across to block us again. This time they had no chance. When we arrived at full power, we broke through them, sending the last of them spinning away.

I felt a rush of adrenaline as I wedged through the tall door with my teammates. The fire-lit entryway had interesting murals painted on the walls that I couldn’t possibly stop to examine. I flew into the main hall, where a tall space opened up. Candles lit dozens of murals, all featuring cute little angels like us. There were several rooms connected to this main hall. Despite the size of the place, I could see how such a limited piece of real estate would cause contention. There was no way all the angels could fit in here at the same time; not even a fraction of them.

“We need to go back!” one boy shouted at me.

I was enjoying myself already. I didn’t want to be distracted. “Why?”

“We have to keep them out now, or they’ll just come take it back.”

I nodded as I turned to follow him back out.

This time my team formed a wall. Kim and her boyfriend were right in the middle. I flew up, laced my arm through my harp so it hung at my elbow, and grabbed the arm of the boy who had brought me back out. I latched my feet under the armpits below me, thinking I was glad to be on the top, as that looked uncomfortable for the one beneath.

As we waited, I looked at the boy next to me. He had a gray smock, almost like medical scrubs.

“My name’s Jennifer,” I said.

He smiled. “I’m Juan.”

We turned to face our incoming enemies.

The other team formed up and rammed us. They impacted Kim at full power, but she didn’t break. Juan gritted his teeth and held my arm so tight I thought it would collapse into a strand of rope. They tried again and again to break us, but we never came apart.

Many of our group shouted insults at them when they bounced away. I noticed Juan didn’t. I thought that showed good character.

By sunrise, the battle was over.

Kim hugged everybody and we all congratulated each other.

When she started making out with her boyfriend, I asked Juan, “So what’s in all those rooms?”

He smiled and waved for me to follow him. As we flew through the door he said, “The biggest room is full of scrolls. There’s a pool of water in one. We think it’s like a baptistery, but nobody is really sure how to use it, since we kind of float. There aren’t any priests around anyway.”

I found that I liked him. I could see beyond his child-like face and detect a kind soul. I liked how softly he held my hand. I knew he had a strong grip, but he didn’t use it on me now. The rising sun illuminated the colorful windows, sending a rainbow through the big hall. Just like the murals, the windows were all pictures of cute little cherubs. I wanted to smash them with a rock, but I kept that urge to myself.

“There’s a room over here with tiered seating. It works well for choirs and music. The last room is just storage shelves and cupboards. We think it was probably full of supplies at one time, but nobody puts their stuff on them now because they don’t know who will be in charge of this place from day to day.”

The last room we looked in was the biggest. Rolled up scraps of paper lined all the walls and spilled out onto several tables. Juan had a strap on his little lute, so he put it over his shoulder and picked up one of the scrolls.

“Some of them are like the Bible, but only the Old Testament, and not exactly the same. A surprising number of them talk about somebody named ‘Zoroaster.’ There are some that make no sense at all.”

I decided to trust Juan. “The demon told me I was here to learn something.”

“They all told us all that,” Juan said. He had a flat expression, showing no anger as he said it.

“You’ve read all of these?”

“Many times.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know. A few of the others count time by watching the sun and moon and seasons, but it doesn’t seem to have any meaning. I stopped caring after a few hundred years.”

My mind reeled. I felt a tear break free. Juan put his arms out and I leaned into him. He just held me.

“You’re different than the others,” he said.

“How?” I wiped my cheek and stared into his deep brown eyes. I did not see a child now. His eyes were the eyes of a man.

“You don’t accept things,” he said. “I like that. It makes me want to try again.”

“Try?”

“Try and learn whatever it is we’re all supposed to learn. Try and get out of here. It’s been a long time since I gave up on trying.”

“There’s a way out?”

“It seems to say so in these scrolls. Of course, there’s a lot of debate about if these scrolls are even true. We don’t know who wrote them or when. But most people agree they seem to say that this Hell is a temporary condition and if we change or figure something out we can leave and go to a paradise beyond our imagining.”

“I thought this place would be paradise.” I pulled back and picked up one of the scrolls. It talked about Noah. I chose one off the shelf at random. It had math on it and talked about angels being buoyantly neutral. I set it down. “Have you ever known anybody who figured it out and left?”

“Me, personally, no. There are rumors, naturally. I spent decades chasing them down. The best I can tell, nobody has ever seen anybody leave. It’s hard to say for sure, though, because most of the angels change alliances so often. Friends come and go. People become despondent and spend decades out on their own. There’s one guy I’ve been looking for a long time. If he figured it out, he did it on his own and nobody saw him leave.”

Despite his faith, I felt the fight going out of me. How could I succeed where so many had failed? “Do you think people have to be on their own to find the answer?”

“I doubt it. Maybe. Who knows?”

I didn’t care right then. I couldn’t handle being on my own after everything that happened. I needed to be with people. I wanted to be with Juan. “Do you think I should read all of these?”

He patted my shoulder. “Maybe you’ll see what we all missed.”
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 sat in a folding chair in an office with sterile white walls and ugly orange carpet. Four boys my age, about ten or eleven years old, sat in chairs on either side of me arranged in a semi-circle. I was the only girl. We were dressed in white jumpsuits, barefoot. The carpet was rough to my toes and the balls of my feet. The room smelled like someone had stuffed an old tuna sandwich into a vent for several hundred years. It punched the pit of my stomach and brought bile to the back of my throat.

A demon paced in front of us. She was short for an adult, shorter than the tallest boy in the room who sat two chairs away on my right. Graceful black horns curled out of the blacker ringlets of her hair. Her humanoid face was round and taut, and her skin glistened red and silver like she was made of liquid iron. A long black robe draped from one shoulder, wrapped about her stout body, and fell just below her backward-hinged knees. The demon’s legs were sturdy and goat-like, covered in coarse hair with a fiery sheen. In some ways, she resembled the old, handsome Spanish caricatures of El Diablo
 from Abuela
 Carmen’s vintage book of folk stories.

Her golden eyes bore catlike pupils and a stern pinch at the corners as she perused what appeared to be a stone tablet illuminated with strange characters. The characters scrolled and changed like text on a digital screen. We sat in silence, save for the subtle clopping of her hooves against the floor as she paced back and forth. One boy on the end of the row to my left couldn’t contain himself any longer and began to sob.

“Are we dead?”

All heads turned to look at the skinny boy just right of me with a coffee-brown complexion. His eyes gleamed with equal parts wonder and dread. We each felt the same, I knew.

The goat lady did not look up from her tablet. Her words bore a thick Spanish accent. “Did I say you could speak?”

“No.”

“Don’t waste our time with absurd questions, then. I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

The tall boy in the next seat asked, “Where are we?”

A third boy with light skin and mousy brown hair sitting to my left asked simultaneously, “Who are you?”

The goat lady looked up from her tablet and cast an indifferent glance around the circle at us. She drew in a stiff breath, flared her nostrils, and pronounced, “I am Betlize, juvenile handler and underling to Xandern, fellow Yazata of the great Ahura Mazda. You are dead. We are in Hell. Congratulations on failing to survive to adulthood.”

“Why are we in Hell?” A slight quiver in the skinny boy’s voice betrayed the diminishing wall of self-assurance holding back his emotions.

“I want my mother!” The boy on the far left bawled so hard he slid out of his chair and hugged his knees to his chest. The boy with light skin squeezed his shoulder and urged him to get a grip.

“There are no mothers or fathers, sisters or brothers in Hell,” said Betlize. “All the family ties from your former lives have been dissolved.”

“But my brother…” I began.

“What does dissolved mean?” asked the skinny boy.

Betlize snapped her fingers. The sobbing boy went silent. He swiped at his mouth and throat with wide eyes as though his ability to produce sound had magically vanished.

“The next child who interrupts me will have their tongue bound for the remainder of this orientation. Is that clear?”

I shut my mouth and nodded with the rest.

“Unfortunately for all of you, when you did have parents, they didn’t teach you to follow the ways of Lord Mazda.”

“Who…?” The skinny boy froze, mouth drawn in an “o,” trying to look as though he meant only to blow out a breath.

The goat lady eyed him for a long moment, then continued, “Ahura Mazda is Lord and God of all creation. Until you know His ways, you cannot be permitted into His glory. Not even as children.”

“How…?” I bit my lip and glanced away, feeling the goat lady’s eyes on me like wood-burning lasers.

“It isn’t our fault our parents didn’t teach us,” said the tall boy in a soft tone of defiance. “They probably didn’t even know the truth. This isn’t—”

Betlize snapped her fingers. The boy swallowed. His fingers twitched and tears filled his eyes, but he resisted probing his muted throat.

“Not fair, is it? Well…” She glanced at her tablet and grunted as though disappointed. “Yes, Humberto Verde, I suppose you’re right. You were disciplined three times for bullying at school due to assumptions based on your size and not your actual behavior. Died during surgery to fix a leg shattered in an accident with a careless motorist. It appears you had a severe allergy to the anesthetic. I would say you have quite a lot of experience with unfairness. Patience will serve you well here.”

She scrolled up to the top of the glowing text and swiped right. She sighed as though bored or impatient. “I am obligated to inform you that your time in Hell will not last forever. Eventually, when your ignorance of Lord Mazda has been corrected and you have learned your lessons, you will each find your way into Paradise. Yea.”

The skinny boy raised his hand.

Betlize rolled her eyes at him. “What?”

“So, we’re not here because we’re bad?”

The demon raised an eyebrow and swiped her fingers across the tablet. “Breaking into an abandoned copper mine on a dare didn’t turn out to be such a good idea when the tunnel collapsed, did it, Roberto DeJolla?”

He fidgeted and cast his gaze at the carpet as though it were suddenly far more interesting than anything the goat lady had to say.

“You were rather mischievous it seems, but not cruel. I’ve dealt with children who have done far worse in their abnormally short lifespans than you.”

I didn’t appreciate the way Betlize spoke to us, like we were stupid because we had all died as kids. None of us wanted to be here. At least, I assumed not. And the only crime of which most of us seemed guilty was spiritual ignorance. Her strange beauty seemed sinister now that her authority over us had grown uncomfortable.

So many questions burned in my mind. Did unknowing infants have to work their way out of Hell somehow? Did bad children have to stay longer than good children? Would our family ties be restored when we got out of Hell? I kept these thoughts to myself. Betlize said she would explain everything, and I didn’t want to lose my voice.

The room remained silent as the goat lady resumed her pacing. Her eyes scanned the stone block in her hand once more, then she paused. “Justina Harper?” She glanced directly at me with her bright catlike eyes and no-nonsense expression.

I cringed back in my seat and forced myself to meet her gaze.

She looked at the tablet once more. “Had one sibling: a brother, age eight.”

Her mentioning my brother made me squirm with anticipation.

“Likes horses and plain chocolate ice cream,” she continued. “Prefers playing with action figures and collecting insects to Barbie dolls, and despises the color pink.” The demon looked at me and gestured to the boys. “Notice that you are the only young lady in this room today? Girls usually live longer than boys, so there are not as many of them in the younger groups.” She looked at the tablet once more, then dropped it to her goat-like thigh and put her left hand on her hip. She glanced at the other children as though revealing an absurd fact. “Ms. Harper attacked a bear, and it tore out her throat.”

Nervous snickers spilled out from the two boys who could still speak. It was as if I’d done something incredibly stupid and now paid the price. I cast glances at the half-terrified, half-laughing faces of the other children. They had all been crying. All except me. Something about that really bothered me. Boys didn’t cry as often as girls, and it made me wonder what the demon, or Ahura Mazda’s true motives were in “correcting” us before we could enter Paradise. I swallowed to steel my feelings and decided I wasn’t going to let the demon make me cry too. I raised my hand to explain myself.

The goat lady rolled her eyes a second time. “You have a question, Ms. Harper?”

I wanted to blurt how I wasn’t about to let my brother get eaten by a rabid animal raging through my family’s campsite, but hesitated. If I said something that irritated the demon, I wouldn’t be able to ask any questions. “Is my brother still alive?” My voice trembled, and I worried my resolve to keep this creature from taking advantage of my emotions would break down.

Betlize pressed her lips into a hard line. She leaned forward until we were almost nose to nose. The acrid, fishy smell in the room came from her
 . “Would you really like to know?”

The smell was so strong I covered my mouth and nose in disgust. My eyes watered from the horrid stench. I took a breath through my mouth to stay tears and nearly failed when I swallowed the noxious tang. I wanted to barf. I coughed and nodded. “Yes.”

The goat lady’s lips curled and split in an unpleasant smile, revealing an array of pointy yellow teeth. “You’re quite a tenacious child, aren’t you?”

I wanted to ask what tenacious meant, unable to decide if the goat lady had paid me a compliment or expressed irritation. I decided instead to save my voice for more important questions.

“You liked school, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Ms. Betlize.”

“Well, Justina, there is a special place in Hell for little girls like you.”

“Wait!”

She snapped her fingers. The chair fell out from under me. All sensations of my post-mortal body blurred into cold and darkness so expansive I thought I would dissolve into the very ether of oblivion. Just as my identity seemed about to disintegrate out of existence, my body slammed into a solid stone floor. Breath fled my lungs. I gasped until my diaphragm managed to pull in air. Fatigued beyond sense, disoriented, shocked by the uncaring vastness of the universe, I sank out of consciousness.
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Pain bit my left cheek where my head rested against the floor. My neck and ribs pinched as I rolled over. Artificial daylight flooded my world from small, semi-spherical fixtures in a marbled blue, stone-hewn ceiling. I couldn’t tell if bulbs or something more ethereal produced the light.

I was alone in some sort of classroom with six neat rows of eight desks each. The walls and floor were all made of the same blue, white, and gray swirled stone as the ceiling. Low wooden bookshelves lined the walls. Instead of books, a collection of black stone tablets resembling the one the demon held were aligned, like the desks, in six rows of eight per shelf. I was pleased with myself for noticing this pattern right away, but puzzled to know what it meant or if it meant anything at all.

A massive whiteboard took up the whole wall at the front of the room. Scrawled in flowing blue ink from ceiling to floor was the message:


Welcome to Hell, little children! This Hell is based loosely on the Bolivian folktale known as “The Armadillo’s Song.” In order to leave, you must translate the ballad of your earthly life story into Avestan. When you are ready, simply stand in front of a whiteboard and sing your ballad from memory, word for word, and perfectly in tune without faltering or forgetting. When the song is complete, if it is accepted, you will be admitted into a glorious Paradise where all your questions, great and small, will be answered.



While you are here, we ask that you follow six simple rules:



1. Don’t cry for the people and things you miss. You no longer have families, and any meaningful ties you once had to other mortals in life no longer exist. Standard fleece blankets are, however, available in every dormitory should you feel the need to hide or shelter yourself for any reason.



2. Stand in line and wait your turn to request food in the cafeterias. A limited selection of healthy sandwiches and bean burritos are free. Anything else, including condiments and junk food, can be obtained for a price.



3. Work hard and try not to kill each other. There are no grown-ups here whatsoever to mediate on your behalf or tell you what to do. The more you work together to live in peace and harmony, the easier it will be to achieve your goals and leave Hell. If someone does die though, don’t worry. Everyone will be restored to life at the start of each new day.



4. Don’t try to sing familiar, happy songs to comfort yourself. You will only be disappointed.



5. Be kind to girls when you see them. There aren’t a lot of them in your Hell.



6. Don’t erase the whiteboards.



7. Focus on your own task, not on anyone else’s. No one is going to get you out of here but you.



8. Don’t get discouraged. Remember that nothing lasts forever!



You can access your life ballad by picking up any stone tablet in any classroom. Your ballad will automatically appear in English. You may use other phantom applications to learn Avestan, learn about reading music, study Zoroastrian scripture, read children’s stories, or play games.



Good luck!


Of all the bizarre things about the message before me, the fact that eight rules appeared when the instructions requested we follow six caused the hairs to bristle on the back of my neck. I read the instructions again and stared at the list in utter bewilderment. Had the all-mighty Lord of Car Dealers (which is what I thought every time the word “Mazda” came into my head) actually made an error? How was I supposed to obey instructions that didn’t add up?

There wasn’t any chance of my breaking rule number one, as I had already made up my mind that the goat lady and this Hell would not make me cry. Rules two and three were so far beyond my present comprehension of life in Hell they didn’t faze me.

The mystery of rule five bothered me more than any other. I assumed it was there to tell boys not to be mean to girls. Did it mean girls should be extra nice to other girls too? Or was it saying girls didn’t have to worry about being nice to anyone? It seemed unfair not to include instruction on how to treat the boys, as flattered as I was to feel somewhat rare and special. Or else extra stupid and careless about dying young and going to Hell early.

What about singing happy songs? We did have to sing our life’s ballad to get out of this place, didn’t we? Unless that meant our life’s ballad would be sad. Maybe it was supposed to be unbearably off-key. No, that couldn’t be it—the whiteboard said we had to sing the song in tune.

When I was mortal, singing had always made me happy inside in ways that nothing else did. I tested my vocal chords with a soft hum. “Heeeello,” I sang to the whiteboard. Then I realized I had made no attempted to speak since the goat lady snapped her fingers and transported me here. So, Betlize didn’t bind my tongue for eternity.

My voice was clear and surprisingly controllable in ways that had never clicked for me before. But when I tried to hum something familiar—Disney classics, church songs, Mama’s lullabies from when I was really little and she used to rock me to sleep for an afternoon nap—my throat pinched and chills swept through my body.

The harder I pushed, the more frozen and sickly I felt inside, like I brushed some forbidden barrier and was about to walk off a cliff, or steal. The paralysis, which came from my mind and not some obvious physical restriction, startled me so much that I clamped my mouth shut and turned away from the whiteboard, crossing my arms. Maybe the demon had
 put some kind of a curse on my tongue after all.

The sixth instruction listed no consequences or reasons to obey it. I turned slowly to the whiteboard and studied it once more. What would happen if I erased the message? In experiment, I drew close and smudged off the tiniest piece of an a-letter’s tail. Nothing happened. The strong smell of the dry-erase ink conjured a sense of impermanence and changeability to its message.

Could I write on the board, too? No consequences were listed for doing that either. I spun around and searched the room for a marker. I found sharpened Number 2 pencils and stacks of white loose-leaf paper in baskets on top of the tablet cases. But there were no markers, and few crannies to hide them.

Panic and loneliness crawled up inside my chest like a frightened creature lived there. Memories of my short life on Earth flashed before my eyes in detail vivid and painful on a variety of levels. Moments of guilt, embarrassment, and mortification chased deep sorrows that bonding time full of laughter and fun with my family was over forever. I wanted to scream. I rubbed my eyes, wondering suddenly where the other children might be. There were other children here, weren’t there? Or was that just one more of the Great Whiteboard’s riddles?

As though in response to my anxious thoughts, another child whizzed past the room, wailing and slapping their feet. The classroom had no door, I realized, only an empty frame that opened onto a hallway. A weird mixture of relief and giddiness washed through me. I wasn’t alone.

I rushed out of the room and saw a boy my age speeding down a wide, blue-marbled corridor that appeared to have no end. Other children emerged from classrooms all around me. We took shy stock of each other. A tense chatter broke out.

Someone tapped me on the shoulder and I spun round. Another girl. She was tall and a little bit stocky, with dark hair that hung past her shoulders, deep brown skin like mine, and dewy black eyes.

“Hi,” she said in a quiet tone. She smiled like the gesture was effortless. “My name is Lina. I mean, my name is Carolina, but I go by… I mean I went by… you can call me Lina for short.” She extended her hand for me to shake.

I didn’t like girls who were a lot bigger than me, and she intimidated me just a little despite her warm greetings. I shook her hand anyway. “I’m Justina,” I said. I needed to make friends if I didn’t want to go crazy in this place, and she probably felt the same way.

“Did you wake up in one of the classrooms?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Me too.” She looked down at her bare feet, which I noticed were at least two sizes bigger than my own. Talking must not have been as easy for her as it looked.

“Was there a big whiteboard in your room?”

“You mean one with eight dry-erase commandments on it that only tells us to follow six?”

She looked up and frowned at me. “Is that what they’re called? The Dry-Erase Commandments?”

I shrugged. “That’s what I call them because I think they’re stupid rules that don’t make sense. Which six of the eight rules are we supposed to follow? Or are we supposed to follow all eight? Are we supposed to be nice to the boys too? It doesn’t tell us that either. See? The instructions have holes in them.”

“Did yours talk about working together to get out of… you know… where we are, and talk in another place about focusing on ourselves and no one else? I don’t really understand what that means.”

I thought for a moment. The whiteboard’s message appeared in my mind word-for-word in perfect clarity. “You mean the rule where it talks about ‘working together in harmony,’ and the other rule telling us to stay focused on our own tasks and not to worry about everyone else? You’re right. It sounds like another hole in the rules. I think the mighty Lord of Car Dealers is crazy and put holes in on purpose to freak us out.”

Lina furrowed a pair of bushy brows that suited her round face. Her mouth opened as though to ask a question, then she closed it again and glared at me. Her cheeks turned red. I assume this meant she figured out my reference to “Mazda,” and decided it was a bad joke she didn’t want to laugh at. Her embarrassment irritated me. At the same time, I was pleased. At least she was smart enough to get my reference without having to ask me what I’d meant.

Two more girls waved as they ran down the hallway toward us. One girl with ebony skin like the boy who sat next to me in the demon’s office pushed into me with instant affection as she slowed. I couldn’t help but smile as I fell into a silly little embrace with the newcomer. We unwound, and she leaned her arm on my shoulder to catch her breath.

“Hey… chicas
 !” she panted. “We girls should stick together.” She was tall and rail thin. Not as tall as Lina, though. “I’m Ester,” she said. She gestured to the other girl. “And this is Marissa. We just met.”

The other girl was shorter than me with an olive complexion and long, feathery eyelashes. “I can say my own name,” she said in a nasal, high-pitched voice. She jabbed a thumb at her chest. “I’m Marissa.”

I winced and hoped she pinched her own voice that way out of habit, rather than some weird physical trait that had followed her into Hell. She would have to sing her ballad in tune somehow. Then again, maybe that was yet another hole in the instructions—not everyone in Hell could actually learn to sing new songs in tune. Maybe no one could. I shuddered. But as soon as I tried to believe it was possible we might never leave, a strange certainty solidified in my chest, like a stone, that we all would leave eventually, every single one of us.

I introduced myself, and Ester let go of me to pull Lina into a hug when she extended her hand and offered her name. We discovered that all four of us came from Latin-American homes, and we all knew little to no Spanish. I noticed the two new girls had found something to tie back their hair. Ester’s was frizzy and poofed out behind her head. Marissa’s larger curls hung down and brushed the back of her neck like my hair did.

“Nice hairbands,” I said. “Where did you—?”

“Have you looked at the tablets yet?” Marissa interrupted with all the zeal of someone who had just received a fancy new electronic device for her birthday and had to show it off or the world would die. Literally. She held out the one in her arms. “When I hold it, this thing shows the file for my
 song. See, look.” She held out the tablet for us to see. A handful of application icons floated on the smooth surface of the iPad-sized stone in gold and white hues.

There were more than just a couple reading apps about music and Zoro-whatever… Zoroastrianism. Strange… I knew the name of the One True Religion by heart now, like I knew daylight and stag beetles, even though I didn’t want to remember it. There was a whole library of children’s stories, fables, even history. I spotted the game library app and was curious what games it held. Would the gaming graphics all be that weird gold-tone of the other phantom apps?

Marissa showed us an app named “Marissa Gonzales’s Ballad.”

“When Ester holds it, it shows the file for her
 ballad.” Marissa pushed the tablet into Ester’s arms. The stone went blank. New folders appeared. Where Marissa Gonzales’s Ballad once graced the screen, the application file now read “Ester Noble’s Ballad.”

I reached for the tablet, and Ester jerked it out of my reach. “Wait, don’t grab it.”

“I just wanted to see,” I said. “I wasn’t going to take it from you.”

“If two people touch it at the same time, it turns off,” said Marissa.

“One person has to hold the tablet at a time in order for it to turn on,” Ester confirmed.

“Oh.” I folded my arms and slid back just a step.

“There are some cool games on here too,” said Marissa.

“Have you figured out where the one application is that we’re supposed to use to translate our songs?” asked Lina.

“The one on Avestan? Yeah, it’s on the first screen.” Ester exited out of the library collection to show us.

“Yeah, it’s probably a good idea to figure out how to use all the applications we need to get our ‘tasks’ done before playing any games,” I agreed. “The sooner we get out of here, the better. I want to know what happened to my brother.”

Marissa whined, “Your brother? But I thought we didn’t have families anymore.”

Anger flared inside me. I clenched my fists. “I have a brother named Mark. A bear attacked us while we were camping with our mom and dad during summer vacation, and I have to find out if he’s still alive or if he’s stuck here in Hell somewhere.”

A quiet swept over not only our group, but beyond into the hallway packed with boys. I guess no one else was ready to talk about how they died.

A new voice asked, “Do you think other people we know who died might be in here somewhere?”

I turned to see the tall boy from the goat lady’s office. She had bound his tongue for saying he didn’t think it was fair we had to come to Hell when we didn’t know the truth. His presence here startled me. I don’t know why, but I wasn’t expecting to see anyone I had ever met outside of this… school, or whatever it was.

Hope welled inside me for a moment, thinking I might find my brother here if he was dead. But the whiteboard said this
 Hell was based on a folktale. There were no grown-ups here, living or dead. They had to be somewhere else then. It struck me like the undeniable stone of reality in my heart about escaping Hell someday that there were many, many more Hells than just this one.

“Don’t ask stupid questions,” I snapped. “We’re not going to find anyone we know in here, and you know it. We’re not going to find out what happened to anyone until we get out.”

“But we know each other.”

Gasps and murmurs rippled out around us.

“I didn’t know you before I died,” I sneered.

“But you were in the demon’s—”

“It’s just another hole in the stupid rules to freak us out!”

“We have to follow the rules to get out,” said Lina.

I spun on her. “I thought you agreed with me that the rules didn’t make any sense.”

“No,” said Lina. “All I said was that I didn’t understand them. I wanted to know if you’d figured out anything.”

“I think I’m hungry,” said Ester, changing the subject. “What about you guys?”

Marissa whined, “I’m starving. Let’s find a cafeteria.”

My stomach growled at the mention of food. Why did we still have to eat? We were dead! That was stupid too. Everything about this place was stupid. “Fine,” I growled just to be louder than my stomach. “Let’s get food.”
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I read The
 Armadillo’s Song
 on the tablet Marissa had brought while we waited in a long cafeteria line to get our food. The story was about an armadillo that wanted to sing but couldn’t. All the other animals made fun of him, until one day an old man told him he knew a way to make the armadillo sing—and be famous among all the animals—if he really wanted it. The armadillo really wanted it, so the old man killed him and made a flute from his shell. All the animals loved the music the old man played on the armadillo-shell flute, and the moral of the story was that devoted artists often sacrifice their lives for their art. I had no idea how our Hell was supposed to be based on this story. We weren’t armadillos in Hell, and as far as I knew, no one had been turned into one. As for the story itself, I thought it a cautionary tale about being careful what you sacrificed for something else.

After Lina read the story, she said she thought it was about sacrificing all our passions and desires to be one with God’s will. “The old man is Lord Mazda,” she said. “We are the armadillos who wish to sing our life’s ballad so we can get out of Hell.”

“If Lord Mazda is the old man, he’s a total jerk,” I said.

Ester rounded on me. Her hands clenched into fists. “The only person who’s a jerk around here is you.”

I furrowed my brow in confusion. “How am I being a jerk?”

“Can’t you say anything nice?” Marissa added in her awful nasal whine, clutching the tablet to her chest once more. Apparently, I was the only one who thought complaining about Hell, and the Lord of Car Dealerships, and whatever else was universally acceptable. “Every time Lina tries to say something positive, you have to comment on how stupid you think everything is.”

“That’s because everything is
 stupid here,” I said.

“That’s all right,” said Lina. “With an attitude like that, she’ll probably be the last person to get out of here.”

Some of the boys in line around us ooed
 . The unwelcome contribution from others outside our little group conversation irritated me.

Ester folded her arms and added, “Yeah, I guess she doesn’t really want to know what happened to her brother that badly. Maybe she’ll never find out.”

“Shut up!”

“You shut up,” said Ester.

“You know it’s true,” said Marissa. “If you don’t do what the whiteboards say, you’ll be stuck here forever and you’ll never know what happened to your brother.”

“I never said I didn’t want
 to follow the rules. All I said is the rules don’t make sense.”

“You don’t seem to care about following the rules much, considering how stupid you think they are,” said Ester.

“I’ll bet that’s how she died in the first place,” Marissa taunted. “She probably broke the rules or ignored a hazard sign or something.”

“I saved my brother from a rabid bear, you buttheads!”

“If you saved him, how come you think he’s here in Hell?” said Ester.

“You must not care much about your brother either, since you’ve decided you’ll never see him again,” said Lina.

I shoved her. Ester and Marissa shoved back, and I landed hard on my butt on the marble floor.

“You can go to the back of the line after all the stinky bad boys who died in gang fights,” said Ester. “And find someone else to sit with who doesn’t care about anyone but themselves and how stupid everyone else is—just like you.”

I got up and dusted off the seat of my pearly white jumpsuit. “Fine,” I growled. “Have fun being played by God, you stupid armadillos.” The crowd ooed
 again. The other girls didn’t laugh, though, as I stomped away to find the back of the line.

The stupid tall boy who recognized me from the demon’s office tried to wave me into line in front of him. I glared at him briefly and stormed past. When I reached the end of the line and turned around, I jolted. The boy had followed me. He laughed nervously at my reaction.

“Go away,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because you’re stupid and I’m mean.”

The boy’s ridiculous grin withered and he cleared his throat. “Were you mean before you got here?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think so.”

“Why are you mean now?”

“Because everyone here thinks I’m mean.”

“I don’t think you’re mean.”

I ground my teeth as my eyes flickered away from his. “You’re still stupid.”

He shrugged.

I turned away from him and he got in line behind me. He said nothing, did nothing but stand there in silence as the endless line marched slowly onward. It irritated me. Everything irritated me. “I don’t think it’s even possible to make an armadillo’s shell into a flute,” I said.

“Why would you want to make an armadillo shell into a flute?” the boy asked.

“I
 don’t want to. It’s from The Armadillo’s Song,
 part of the story our Hell is based on. Haven’t you read it yet?”

“No.”

“They’re on the tablets.”

“Oh.”

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the golden light of phantom characters scroll as he brushed his fingers across the stony tablet in his big hand. “You brought a tablet with you?”

He eyed me timidly and nodded.

“Can I see it?”

He extended the little black slate to me without hesitation. The phantom lights blinked off and on again, showing the home screen, or whatever the Mazda demons wanted to call it. I was tempted to just turn my back on the boy and play games until it my turn came to get food, but decided that really would be mean. He didn’t seem like the type of kid who would fight to get his stuff back if you took something away from him. I decided to explain what he didn’t already know about how the tablet worked, and showed him all the phantom apps I knew about. I even read him the armadillo story.

“That’s really sad,” he commented.

“Sad and creepy,” I said. “The other girls up there think it’s a metaphor for obeying the will of our great Lord of Car Dealers.”

The boy snickered. “Car Dealers. I didn’t think of that one.”

I raised an eyebrow, pleasantly surprised by his reaction. I smiled too. “What’s your name again?”

“Call me Beto,” he said. “And you’re Justina?”

“Yep.”

“Have you looked at your song yet?”

I shook my head.

“Mine is a thousand pages long.”

My jaw dropped. “A thousand
 pages?”

“Yep. How long is yours?”

The app for my ballad was on the home screen. I hesitated before tapping it, wondering if I really wanted to know my life story according to creepy Lord Mazda. I opened the song. Words appeared above musical notes like I’d seen for piano in treble clef with a simple C major key and a hard-looking 6/8 time. I knew a little piano, but the melody looked hard. At least on the first page. Beto helped me skip to its ending. One thousand, thirty-two tablet pages. “We’re supposed to translate this and
 memorize it?” I said it, not in disgust like I had meant to, but with a quiver in my voice that made bare a growing sense of horror and despair that threatened to sink into a bottomless pit in my gut.

“You think it’s impossible?” he asked.

Something inside me knew better than to say yes. I knew without a doubt that it wasn’t impossible
 , and I knew Beto knew it too. Everyone knew it. “No. But it’s horrible. It would take a whole day without stopping just to sing the song, maybe longer. It’ll take a whole lot longer just to translate every single word, then figure out how to pronounce it in whatever language it was… Avestan. Then memorize…” A sob caught in my throat. It surprised me. I threw the tablet down, away from me, and it shattered on the floor. “I won’t do it! I won’t sing the song, or memorize it, or do any of that other stupid stuff! I’ll either stay in Hell forever, or Mazda can let me out some other way. But I won’t play this stupid game!”
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My will never to touch Hell’s cafeteria food only lasted two hours before I gave into hunger. Beto had managed to make space for us to sit at the end of a long table so we didn’t have to sit on the floor or out in the hall. The place was a mess. Several food fights and massive shoving matches had broken out and died down in the time it took Beto to convince me to stop crying.

Crying. I wasn’t going to let the demon or Hell make me cry. Everyone here was going to cry, though. That was the point of this place, and I knew that now. Emotions were too strong and despair was too deep to keep it all from welling up and spilling over. Already I had seen hundreds of boys crying, some angry, some afraid. All alone. I was no better, no stronger or wiser. Well, Lord Mazda could make us cry if he wanted to, but he couldn’t make me sing.

I poked at a burrito with my fork as I chewed the beans and tortilla into a meaningless paste and forced myself to swallow it in little globs. The food was utterly bland. It literally had no flavor: no sweetness, no salt, no tang, and no spice. I liked my food plain. I didn’t typically grab packets of mayonnaise or ketchup or pickle relish back when I was alive and I bought lunches at school. But this burrito and the bite I had of Beto’s sandwich were all texture and no character. The food certainly wasn’t rotten or stale, but it was incredibly boring. I devoured half the burrito without thought, but struggled now to force it down.

Turmoil roiled all around us. Orderly lines, which had somehow formed in the first twenty minutes of everyone’s first day in Hell, had since dissolved into a constant brawl. A knot of shoving and kicking kids writhed all around the metal bar where standard food magically appeared on pastel-colored plastic trays that slid out of a dark slit in the wall. The only reason I had food at all was because Beto pushed his way through and got food for both of us. I was grateful we’d been able to secure something to eat before the intense hunger everyone seemed to share turned us equally animalistic.

I eyed the Kiosk of Sacrifice, so labeled in big metal letters above a stand in the middle of the finite space packed with hunger-angry boys. The kiosk’s mystery beckoned to my unsatisfied appetite for food—food that wasn’t empty and boring. Like other kids had done, I wanted to hurl my try of nasty food at the floor and wade into the fray once more to fight for something worth eating.

Beto sat next to me on my left side. Those who squeezed in beside us eyed each other and said little until someone finished eating. Whenever a seat vacated, everyone shifted and a new kid somehow peeled out of the chaos to join our company.

Beto stared at the kiosk too. Disgust pinched his own face as he chewed the food in his mouth like a machine. “If you could get anything, what would you get?”

I sniffed and rubbed my eyes. They were still puffy and damp from my defeating tears. I shrugged. “Chocolate ice cream.”

“Mmm, that sounds good.”

I smiled just a little.

Beto said, “If I could get anything, I think I’d get pancakes with Nutella, and bananas, and whipped cream. And a pulled pork sandwich with barbecue sauce.”

My mouth watered. “That sounds really good too,” I said. “I want my mother’s homemade tres leches
 cake. And her papitas rellenas
 with sour cream on top. And fried bananas with chocolate sauce, and beef skewers glazed with sweet sauce, and chocolate milk.”

“That’s a lot of chocolate.”

I nodded, and my grin grew wider. “You know what though? I never want to eat vegetables ever again.”

“Me neither.”

We both giggled.

My smile fell, and I went back to picking at my tasteless burrito with my fork. “Why are you being nice to me?”

Beto shrugged. “The whiteboards said to be nice to girls.”

“The whiteboards are stupid.”

“I know you think so.”

I sighed. “It’s stupid because it doesn’t say to be nice to boys, too.”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to.”

I glanced around at the sea of chaos whose currents had somehow left the tables as strange, untouched little oases of order and balance. “Really?”

Beto shrugged again and took another forced bite of his sandwich.

“I wasn’t very nice to you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay.” He wiped his fingers on his shirt and extended his hand to me. “Friends?”

“Okay. Friends.”

I shook his hand. It was hot and clammy, and still a little gritty from breadcrumbs. His ears turned red. He glanced at his tray and tried very hard to look like he wasn’t smiling. I don’t know why.

“I don’t like not having grown-ups around,” I said. “It’s scary.”

“Yeah,” said Beto. He frowned. “Justina, are you really not going to sing your song?”

I shook my head.

“What if it’s not as hard as it looks?”

“That’s not why I don’t want to sing.”

“Why then?”

I didn’t know how to explain the unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach, like I was a monkey hovering over a boiling pool of tar. I didn’t know what the feeling meant exactly. “I want to be in control of what happens to me,” I said. “I don’t want someone or something else to make me into something I don’t want to be.”

“What about your brother? You want to find out what happened to him, right?”

I ground the tasteless blob of food between my teeth, trying to stay another wave of emotion and tears. “The whiteboards said to forget about our families.”

“I thought the whiteboards were stupid,” said Beto.

“Yeah…”

I noticed at this moment the main indentation in one corner of both mine and Beto’s plastic food trays were marked and numbered six inches on the short sides and eight inches on the long sides. Six inches and eight inches. Six rows with eight desks per row. Six tablets and eight tablets… Eight rules, and six to follow. Maybe the instructions were that way on purpose after all. But why?

“Mazda’s pretty smart though, isn’t he?” I said. “I hate him.”
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When the lights of the strange school dimmed, every child in Hell’s perfect internal clock knew it was time to find a place to sleep. Why, I didn’t know. A part of me wanted to stay up all night, but I didn’t really know what night and day meant here either. I just knew I couldn’t stay awake forever.

Weariness, irritability, and the raw shock of knowing I was dead and that my reality had been permanently warped seeped through me from head to toe. This fueled a strange sense of envy as I watched little groups of boys sort themselves out and trickle into the dormitory across from me. There were no beds, cots, or bunks inside.

I’d already looked into two other identical dormitories to find floors padded with thick foam and three carts: one full of pillows, a second full of blankets, and a third full of clean jumpsuits and boys’ underwear. Maybe with some digging I could find panties in the clothes bins, but the prospect of spending hours hunting made me feel even more fatigued and self-conscious.

Would I find bras somewhere, too? I hadn’t arrived in Hell wearing a bra, even though my mother had started making me wear one every day since the end of the school year. They were annoying sometimes, but I knew I was going to have to get used to them. At least, that was the case when I was alive.

Would we grow up in Hell? The prospect of growing up without my mother and father to help me become an adult terrified me. Every child here was an orphan of sorts now, and we had to look after ourselves for everything.

I was so tired. It would be comforting to be surrounded by other kids, to cuddle up together and feel safe from our impending nightmares in numbers. At home, I wasn’t allowed to sleep next to boys when my brother had slumber parties or when we were on vacation with our cousins. I kind of knew why.

I wished I hadn’t been so negative so that Lina, Ester, and Marissa hadn’t pushed me out of their group. I hadn’t found any other girls. Life as a ten-year-old girl in a Hell packed with ten-year-old boys was going to be very lonely and uncomfortable. Maybe Beto was right to think there was a reason the whiteboards specified being nice to girls in particular.

The whiteboards. The rules. Singing. Not singing. I slid down the wall. The floor was hard. The floor was cold. The floor was mean. Mazda was mean.

“Justina?” Beto loomed tall beside me, arms folded.

“There isn’t going to be any room for me in there,” I said.

“I can make room.”

“I don’t want to sleep in there.”

“Why?”

“Just because.”

“Where are you going to sleep then?”

I growled, “I don’t know!”

Beto sighed. “Don’t go away. I’ll be right back.” He disappeared into the dormitory.

I curled up on my side and waited. When the lights everywhere went out, my thoughts went black. Sleeping was not a choice in Hell.
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My turn came to approach the Kiosk of Sacrifice on my second day in Hell. Lines had miraculously taken shape again, and held. While the calmer proceedings of kids snaking their way through the cafeteria was much nicer than the constant brawling of yesterday, there was something weird about the fact no one made us stand in line. At least, no adult or self-appointed leader made us. I couldn’t put my finger on why this was happening, or why it bothered me.

The kiosk’s metal sign stuck up on two stilts over a rectangular stand rooted into the blue marble of the floor. It was a small and unremarkable structure up close, a freestanding version of the bar where the general meals appeared. A sign below the bar read that here we could request whatever we wanted as long as we were willing to pay the price: Any who are brave enough to bloody their knees in submission to the will of Lord Mazda will receive whatever they desire to eat. Read the fable of the Lazy Student on
 any tablet for more details, and ponder it for greater understanding.


Beto and I read the fable on a tablet we shared while we waited in line. It was about a boy in a faraway country who did poorly in school. He was given several chances to improve his test scores or suffer the consequences. Each time he failed to improve, his punishments became more severe until other students got punished too. First, he was sent home with a warning, and his father spanked him for being lazy. When he chose not to worry and his scores didn’t improve enough to please his school, his friends who spent time with him lost their playtime and were told by their mothers not to be friends with the lazy boy anymore. Then his class lost their funds for a pizza party, and his school lost grants and awards.

At last, the lazy boy’s frustrated teachers dragged him out in front of the whole school and made him kneel on salt. He cried and cried while all the other children laughed and cheered, and his parents and teachers scolded him. Then, according to the story, the lazy boy learned his lesson that if he wanted to accomplish anything, he would have to sacrifice his own blood, sweat, and tears every day of his life.

I hated the story. It didn’t say why everyone thought the boy was lazy. Did he really not care, or did he work very hard and just sucked at taking tests? Why did none of the grown-ups try helping him love hard work instead of scorning him all the time? Did the boy really go away a better person after being humbled, or did he feel like he had to punish himself, hurt himself, every day for the rest of his life because he would always be “lazy” to everyone no matter how hard he tried?

Below the kiosk’s sign was an alcove brimming with opalescent chunks of salt rock. Next to the alcove was a smaller slot with a little sticker above it that read Submit Sacrifice Here.


I’d seen boys ahead of me do this: take a chunk of rock, roll up the legs of their jumpsuits, and grind their knees against the salt until they broke skin. They then submitted their bloody salt chunks into the slot and requested a “blood treat,” as everyone in line called the desired food that came in exchange. The trick was, you could only order one tasty blood treat per day. Others had tried to submit more than one “sacrifice” and left angry or disappointed.

I told Beto how I felt about the fable. He didn’t give an opinion of his own, just listened. He persuaded me to stay in line for the kiosk even though I felt uneasy about what the whole sacrifice ritual was supposed to mean.

“Don’t think about it,” he said. “Lots of people have already gotten their blood treats, and nothing worse has happened to them than anyone else who ate the regular food yesterday.”

I wasn’t sure this was true. We’d only been in Hell two days. Bad things you ate could take a long time to affect you.

“Let’s just try it once to see what it’s all about,” he said. “If bad things happen, we don’t have to come to the kiosk ever again.”

So, here I was. I took a chunk of salt and frowned at it. My stomach growled, angry at the prospect of eating more of Hell’s tasteless food for a whole day. What was I going to get for my sacrifice? I craved ice cream, but that sort of reward would only last five minutes. Maybe I should order an entire carton of ice cream. But that would melt in a few hours. I thought about getting a large sandwich that I could save for more than one meal.

“Hurry up!” someone called behind me.

“Take your time,” Beto countered. He let me go ahead of him, saying he wanted to be a gentleman.

I rolled up my pant legs, knelt, and positioned the salt rock under my right knee. I bit my lip and twisted my weight back and forth until my knee stung.

With the bloody rock in hand, I stood up and let the leg of my jumpsuit fall back to my ankle. A kid my size rushed up and plucked the bloody salt chunk from my hand.

“Hey!” I shoved and grabbed for my sacrifice, but he quickly slapped it into the slot and hollered for twelve powdered doughnuts in a box. The box appeared instantly.

I screamed and grabbed the box of doughnuts.

The boy grabbed the other end and snarled, “Let go, butthead!”

“They’re mine!” I snarled back. “You stole my rock!” I pounded on his hands and threw punches at his chest with my fist.

He kicked me in the stomach and I fell back against the kiosk, hitting my shoulder hard on the metal bar before my butt smacked the floor. I screamed again in rage and pain.

Before the kid could run away with the doughnuts, Beto caught him by the collar of his jumpsuit. He hoisted the other boy off his feet and threw the kid flat on his back on the ground. The winded boy waited for his breath to return. The box skidded away.

“Leave her alone,” Beto growled. He retrieved the box of doughnuts and held them out to me. “What did you want, Justina?”

I sniffed and shrugged, rubbing my sore shoulder and failing not to cry again. “I don’t know,” I muttered.

As I reached for the doughnuts, two more boys tackled Beto to the ground, punching and clawing at him. He squeezed the flimsy cardboard box of doughnuts against his chest like a ball he kept out of the clutches of an opposing team. The number of boys fighting to get the box away from him grew to six. They got him on his back and raked at his arms.

“Stop it!” I tried to pull one of the boys off him and got elbowed squarely in the diaphragm. It hurt so badly I collapsed on my stomach and couldn’t move. For a long and terrifying moment, I couldn’t breathe.

Two of the boys peeled away and managed to rip one of the poles off the kiosk. A stocky boy with a wild mixture of fury and glee in his eyes slammed the pole down on Beto over and over and over. At last, they tore the crushed box free, howling in triumph as they ran past the long, orderly lines and out of the cafeteria.

I coughed. “Beto?” I shook his shoulder, then gasped and slid back. His jaw lay open. His left eye socket was smashed in. Blood pooled and seeped into the cracks where the kiosk’s metal stabbed into the stone floor.

“He’s dead!” I shrieked. “They killed him!”

“He’ll come back to life tomorrow, stupid,” another boy hissed in my ear. “You troublemakers deserved it anyway.” He stepped over Beto and took a chunk of salt.

I bolted out of the cafeteria, collapsing in the middle of the hallway across from the closest bathroom. I vomited and curled up in a ball, shaking with shock.

More boys jeered at me as they passed by. “Look, it’s that troublemaker who doesn’t want to leave Hell.”

“Troublemaker! Troublemaker!”

“Where’s your bodyguard, Troublemaker?”

“I guess she doesn’t like the food. Too bad she’s going to stay here forever.”

“Why don’t you sing a song your mommy taught you to make yourself feel better, stupid?”

“The whiteboards say to be nice to girls, but you’re not a girl. You’re a troublemaker.”

They laughed. Every once in a while, someone would kick me in the leg or the side for no good reason. How did every kid in Hell seem to know who I was? Why had they dubbed me “Troublemaker?” Did no one care that Beto lay in a gory heap like a barbaric Mayan sacrifice in front of the kiosk?

I couldn’t speak. Mercifully, I lost my appetite for the rest of the day as well. When the lights dimmed, I snuck into the closest dormitory, retrieving a pillow and a blanket. The boys jeered at me some more and told me to get out, that they didn’t want troublemakers in their midst. I found an empty classroom and curled up on the marble floor until the lights went out and I fell into that forced, dreamless sleep cycle of all children in Hell.

I didn’t move from that classroom for two days. I didn’t eat, I didn’t drink. Peed in my jumpsuit a couple of times. Tablets I broke, shifted, or placed somewhere else in the room were always restored back to their orderly six rows of eight. Any desks I moved were always back in their perfect six rows of eight too. The only things not restored in the classrooms each day were the instructions on the whiteboards. As other children raced from room to room in giddy, destructive fits, everything they erased in this room was gone. I assumed it was the same everywhere else.

I wondered… if I could erase every whiteboard, maybe I would forget the instructions to get out of Hell? Then I’d be stuck forever like I wanted. Then I worried about making everyone else stuck in Hell, and the stupid “Lazy Student” fable swirled around in my head. This proved to be wishful thinking, anyway, because after I erased this
 whiteboard, my memory of the instructions didn’t go away. I realized quickly they were always going to be as clear and sharp in my mind as I had seen them my first day.

Eight rules, six to follow. The one with no consequences listed had consequences after all. Sort of… No, not really. At least, not consequences that made much sense. Why did the instructions tell us not to erase the whiteboards if we could wipe them clean forever, but we would remember everything they said anyway? It was stupid. Everything was stupid! Then again, maybe that was one of the two rules that didn’t matter… Did any of them matter, though? What was the point of this whole thing?


Don’t think about it,
 I heard Beto’s voice say in my mind. So I stopped thinking about it. I also realized that I did want to leave Hell very badly. I wanted to know how my parents were doing, what had happened to my brother. I just didn’t want to be… an armadillo, an empty shell turned into a flute instead of a life. A flute… It doesn’t make sense. Why doesn’t anything make sense? Does
 that mean something?
 I didn’t cry this time. I just sank into myself.

My hunger didn’t go away or reset each day like everything else did, and the festering horror inside me didn’t magically disappear. The image of Beto’s smashed head wasn’t going to fade away either. I was going to go crazier and crazier until… what? Was craziness endless? Bottomless? What would happen to me?

Maybe Beto had gone to a better place now, gotten into Paradise. Or maybe he’d ended up back in front of that demon, shuffled into another Hell. Could I
 die my way out of Hell? I lay curled up in front of the whiteboard with my eyes closed, determined to waste away and die there, when I heard someone come in the room. Other kids usually didn’t stay very long, and they didn’t bother me much if I stayed quiet and still in my little corner. Someone shook my shoulder and, with a whimper, I tensed.

“Justina.”

I jolted and looked up at Beto. He smiled, and there was no sign his head had ever been less than perfectly formed.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I thought you’d gone and left Hell without me already.”

I sat up and threw my arms around his neck, startling him. I cried and cried, and kissed his cheeks three times. He didn’t pull away or act embarrassed. He just hugged me back.

When I finished crying, I blew my nose on my sleeve. He patted my back and held up a pair of great big, juicy, sweet-smelling barbecue sandwiches in separate paper trays. His ears and face were bright red. “Are you hungry? I don’t know if you like pork.”

I nodded, and even smiled a little. He gave me the sandwich, and we sat side-by-side, tearing ravenously at our food. The barbecue sauce was sweet. The meat was salty, juicy, porky like only real pork can taste. The bun tasted like real bread. Good bread.

He said, “Did you know you can only ask the kiosk for one thing every day, but you can ask for as much as you want? I asked for two sandwiches yesterday, two the day before, and two today. I figured I’d eat one for breakfast, and if I didn’t find you I’d eat the second one before lights out. That’s what I did yesterday and two days ago.”

“Thank you,” I managed quietly. After we finished eating and wiped off the excess barbecue sauce from our fingers and faces on our clothes, we sat in silence for a while. “Why did you do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“You know. Why did you get two sandwiches every day even though I ran away and you couldn’t find me?”

He shrugged. I thought he would say something again about how the whiteboard said to be nice to girls, or maybe how he hadn’t made any other friends in Hell yet. “Well, it’s because… because…” He swallowed and scratched one of his ears, which had turned bright red. “I like you.”

I looked at him, and he slapped his hand over his eyes. “You mean you like
 like me?”

“Yeah.” He took a deep breath but didn’t take his hand away from his eyes. “Do you… do you like me too?”

I thought about it, and my face burned. I got why his face was red now. “Yeah, a little.”

He looked at me with one eye through his hand and giggled, turning even redder. I think we were having a blushing contest now. “Can I…?”

“What?” I asked.

“Can I kiss you?”

I screwed up my nose in disgust. “Kiss me?”

“I mean… not kiss you
 kiss you. Just on the cheek. You know, like you kissed me?”

“Oh.” My face grew warmer still. I hadn’t meant to kiss him because I liked him
 liked him. I think. He was my friend, and the last time I saw him his head was… I didn’t want to think about that right now. “Yeah. Okay.”

He leaned over and, shaking, quickly kissed my cheek. He leapt up and ran away to the other side of the room. I’d never seen a boy as big and tall as he was for his age giggle so much.

“Hey, wait for me!”

I chased him around the room, giggling as we tried to tickle each other and kiss-tag each other’s hands and cheeks. Beto was strong, and he pushed me hard enough to make me fall over a couple of times when he tried to get away. The third time, he pushed me too hard and I tripped over a desk and fell on my back. I laughed, but he looked unhappy and pulled me to my feet.

“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know my own strength sometimes.”

“It’s okay. You didn’t hurt me.” I held his hand, which made him giggle again.

He cleared his throat. “So, I was thinking, if we’re going to stay in Hell forever, we should make a plan so we don’t get bored.”

I frowned. “Wait, you want to stay in Hell forever too?”

“Well, I don’t want my new girl… best friend to be alone forever.”

“What about your family? Don’t you want to see them again?”

He shrugged. “I think you want to see your family again too, even though you don’t want to do things the Car Dealer King’s way.” I smiled at that, and he continued. “But I don’t know if we’re really ever going to see them again. If we do see them, we might not know them as family anymore, you know? And the demon lady put us together in the same place. Maybe we’re supposed to be friends, or maybe it was an accident. But it’s nice to have someone around to be your friend or your family for… you know… a long time.”

That thought was deep and a little bit frightening. I thought about letting go of Beto’s hand, but I didn’t. “What if we don’t like each other forever?”

He shrugged. “Maybe that’s when we’ll leave.”

We both frowned this time. “Hell is stupid,” I said. I led him over to the shelves and handed him a tablet. “I hear there are some really fun games on these things. Should we try them out?”
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Ten years into our denial, Beto and I exhausted every game the tablets had to offer until we hit a certain irrevocable boredom with them. I knew I was never going to play the tablet games ever again out of sheer disgust that there was nothing new to discover or do. No new games had appeared in that time.

Because our memories never faded in Hell, there was no chance of giving the games a break and coming back later with fresh enthusiasm or rediscovery. Once learned, everything to know about every game became stored permanently in our brains in perfect detail. Games no longer had the power to drown out that itch in my mind that someday I would actually leave Hell despite my resolution never to sing.


I always have a choice,
 I told myself. I don’t have to sing ever again if I don’t want to.
 But I didn’t have a choice. Not really. Like time and space, morality worked differently in Hell. You could hurt anyone you wanted to and it didn’t matter because everything broken would be restored when the lights turned back on and you woke up. Choice was literally a delusion. I knew I couldn’t stay in Hell forever, like I knew my name, and knew every moment of my mortal life in all its bittersweet detail. Someday, something would compel me to learn that ballad, and I would to sing it.

Fortunately, remembering was not the same as understanding or being constructive. Once, out of curiosity, I looked over the first ten pages of my ballad on the tablets. I could still recall the images of words and notes on each page perfectly, but keeping all those images in their correct order in my mind took effort. A lot of my song had parts that were worded exactly the same way as other parts, and there were places in the music that told me to go back to other sections and sing them again before moving ahead.

Retaining the words and the images of the notes in my mind was only a small part of the equation. I would have to train myself on which parts to repeat, and I still had to figure out by ear what sounds went with which notes. Learning this song would be more complicated than it had first appeared, as impossible as it had seemed anyway, but I wished I knew nothing about music at all.

“What are we going to do now?” asked Beto. He lay on his back beside me on the padded floor of the fully lit dormitory we now occupied. He set his tablet aside like I had done and folded his hands behind his head. We were still boyfriend and girlfriend, even though we knew each other so well now we acted more like siblings than normal friends. There was a lot more teasing and bluntness; even meanness sometimes that didn’t faze either of us anymore.

“Maybe we could get Daniel and Jacob to go exploring with us,” I said.

“There’s nothing to explore, though. Every classroom and every cafeteria and every dormitory down every length of hallway is exactly the same.”

“The people aren’t, though. And we haven’t found the end of the hallway yet.”

“Maybe the hallway never ends.”

“Or maybe it’s round like the Earth, and it only seems like it goes on forever.”

“Nobody wants to go really far away from our group in case we get lost and never find the spot where we live again.”

“Well, we need something
 to do to keep from getting bored and wanting to leave. Those two don’t want to leave either.”

“I don’t want to leave our group or split everyone up. It took us a long time to find good friends in here.”

“What are you going to do when all our good friends leave Hell?”

“That won’t happen for a long time.”

I sighed.

We’d traveled a long ways down the hallway from where we first arrived to get away from all the people who knew us and called us troublemakers. Now we shared a dormitory with a large group of kids, both boys and a few more girls, who didn’t care that Beto and I wanted to stay in Hell forever. A handful of them even felt the same way. For the majority who wanted to get out, we simply all agreed not to interfere with each other’s efforts either way. Meals turned into a community routine where we voted on what we wanted to eat that day and each ordered our limited one item in bulk from the kiosk so everyone got something both tasty and well-rounded to eat.

I liked the girls in our little community a lot. They were smart—smarter than me. A lot of the boys were too. We figured out amongst us that those who experienced a more traumatic death had a harder time coping with life in Hell. Trauma didn’t make you dumb. It just made it harder to think, harder to learn. Harder to… well, no one grew up here, so that didn’t matter.

The other girls in our little community hadn’t been through traumatic deaths quite like having a bear rip out their throats, like I did. Abby from Austin, Texas passed away from a freak illness in her sleep, surrounded by family. Susana from Orlando, Florida, died instantly after her bedroom collapsed into a sinkhole. And so forth.

“We could get married,” said Beto, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I looked at him, and he looked at me. “There’s no marriage in Hell,” I said.

“We could make marriage in Hell. The whiteboards didn’t say anything about it.” Most of the whiteboards we knew about had been wiped blank by now. Hence we referred to the instructions they once bore in past tense.

“I don’t want to get married.”

“Why not?”

I looked back up at the blue marbled ceiling. It amazed me how a pattern that once seemed endlessly pretty could feel so dull when it was the only thing you ever saw in the walls, floor, and ceiling anywhere. “I want to wait until I’m grown up.”

“We are
 grown-ups.”

“No, we’re not.”

He huffed in frustration. “We’re never growing up, Justina. There’s nothing to wait for.”

“Maybe we’ll grow up when we leave…” I caught myself too late.

He retorted, “Ready to give up and leave now that we’ve played every game on the tablets a thousand times?”

“Shut up.”

He glared at me. “I was just trying to think of something that would keep us from getting bored.”

My ears burned. “Well, not that.”

“What?”

I glared back at him. We broke gaze. We said nothing for a while, then a twinge of panic plucked at me. “Beto, are you going to stop being my boyfriend if I don’t marry you?”

“Maybe if you don’t marry me ever.”

“Oh.” The panic swelled. I braced myself. Maybe this would be the moment Beto had predicted ten years ago, when we would finally get bored of each other and stop being friends.

He didn’t seem happy with his answer either, though, because out of the corner of my eye I saw him frowning.

“I’m not trying to be mean,” I said.

“I know. It’s just not fair being stuck like this forever, never growing up, is it?”

I hated our absurd state of mind, too, having more than adult consciousness about everything we experienced, but confined to our never-changing ten-year-old abilities to reason against it. “When I was alive, there were times when I used to think I never wanted to grow up. There were other times too when I really wished I was grown up, and my parents would tell me to enjoy being a child while it lasted.”

“Yeah, my parents said that to me, too. I’ll bet our parents never guessed our childhood would last forever. Never growing up is not as nice as it seems when it’s real.” He took my hand. “It’s okay, Justina. I’ll still be your boyfriend. I don’t really know what grown-ups feel when they talk about marriage and romantic things anyway. I think you’ve got the right idea. I’ll wait too.”

I sighed in relief.

Daniel rushed into the dormitory, his deep brown complexion rosy with exertion. “Bear! Sloth!”

“Hawkman!” Beto greeted.

Those of us determined to stay in Hell came up with animal nicknames for each other many years ago in defiance of the armadillo fable. Call us anything but blind armadillos. We weren’t going to sacrifice who we were to become to some empty shell of a musical instrument for the Lord of Car Dealers’ amusement.

We gave Beto the nickname of “Bear,” because he was the biggest boy in our group and he was everybody’s protector. He thought I wouldn’t like that name because a real bear killed me. I didn’t actually hate bears, though, and I liked the healing irony that a “good bear” was my best friend now. Because I was the slowest at games our group invented to play together, taking my time to be thorough and precise enough to exploit the rules in creative ways, I was given the affectionate nickname of “Sloth.”

“Hawkman” Daniel continued, “You guys! Abbey finished her ballad last night before lights out. Paulo said the whiteboard swirled into this portal thing, and a bright light sucked her through. She’s gone armadillo!”

Beto and I both sat up. “No way,” I said. “How did she get around the problem of Hell forcing us to sleep ten hours a day?”

“Did she sing through the night?” asked Beto.

Daniel shook his head. “Paulo says she sang her ballad in thirteen hours. She sang super fast, and hit every note perfectly.”

Beto and I looked at each other. I wanted to laugh and say I was relieved we weren’t working toward something so ridiculously difficult. Really, how did Lord Mazda expect to compel all of us to sing a thousand-page song in thirteen hours straight? That wasn’t my personality, though. In life, I loved achievement. I loved school, and stretching my mind to learn new things. I felt jealous. Someone had done it. Someone had met the great Car Dealer’s challenge and gotten out of Hell in ten years. It could be done after all, and I had spent ten years doing nothing about it. Beto and I were living a lie, pretending we would never leave just because it seemed impossible.

No, that wasn’t the real reason we were determined to stay forever, I reminded myself. We sensed something we didn’t like, something that seemed very wrong about our existence here, and we didn’t want to give ourselves over to that system—that conversion—willingly.

While it was true that our minds and bodies were neither growing nor maturing, and we knew they never would in Hell, we were changing. Our independent wills were slowly leaching out of our souls. Someday there would be nothing but the great Car Dealer’s will to fill our desires and compel our movements. It would just happen. At that day, we would no longer be our own creatures but His to control. We would be perfect, absolute… what
 we didn’t know. This much terrified us. We were desperate not to lose our free will, and to exercise that will for as long as we still possessed it. Keeping boredom at bay was essential.
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Every child dreams of living to be one hundred. I didn’t live that long, obviously, which means one hundred years after my arrival in Hell, I still looked, moved, and used my brain like a ten-year-old girl. I never thought I’d envy someone who experienced aging. What would it be like to look in a bathroom mirror at a face full of wrinkles from years of smiling, a little too much sunshine, and deep, grown-up thoughts?

It was on this day where my perfect memory marked the passing of exactly one hundred years that I realized my little brother had probably died by now. Years of agonizing about his fate was over, because it didn’t matter anymore whether the bear got him or he lived long enough to have children and grandchildren. Unless he had miraculously converted to Zoroastrianism within his lifetime, which I highly doubted, he had most certainly landed in Hell.

The horror of this thought hit me as I contemplated how much more it would hurt to live a full life, to get married, have kids, go to college, and fly rocket ships into space if he’d done that after all, only to have all those relationships and accomplishments turn out to mean nothing. At the same time, I still envied the thought of living a full lifetime, of growing up.

Most of the friends in our group who wanted to leave Hell were gone now. Those that were determined to stay had scattered, and the general population of our never-ending hallway had dwindled significantly. Hell was no longer the noisy, bustling, brawling stew of the first years. Sometimes, for long stretches, it was dead silent. Empty.

“I love you, Justina,” Beto said. He still held my hand as we walked the seemingly endless hallway. We’d been walking for almost a year now, and still hadn’t found the end of Hell’s school for ten-year-olds.

What would it have been like to grow up together? To get married and grow old together? I imagined people changed a lot as they grew out of childhood in particular, but some people still married their childhood friends. We never pretended to get married in Hell. We were still waiting to grow up, even though we knew we never would. We’d grown so close, but we could never be more than friends as children.

“What shall we do today?”

“We’ve read every book in the tablet libraries,” I replied sullenly. Every story in the tablets was a strange parable about sacrifice with twisted double meanings that made me hate them all and pity any child here who might glean false wisdom from them.

Beto said, “We’ve read everything except… you know, our forbidden ones on Avestan, reading music, and our ballads.”

I paused. Sweat broke out all over me, and my body went cold at the mention of these things. They sounded so interesting, so intriguing. Reading the references wasn’t the same as putting them all together to sing our ballads, but our minds could do that in Hell. We memorized everything we read, everything we saw. With time, we pieced some things together without meaning to. When I read part of the book on Avestan, I regretted it right away because my mind automatically translated half the words I’d already seen of my ballad. Boredom made my brain hungry like a withered sponge in a sea of sand and fire. If Hell’s juices weren’t soul-poison, I’d only be too cheerful to suck up what was left.

“I wish it didn’t all look exactly the same everywhere,” I said. “We’re going to get bored of everything, aren’t we?”

“I think you’re right,” Beto whispered.

“Do you think the whole universe is like this? Pointless? Meaningless? Moving toward that end? Do you think these little mortalities and Hells Mazda creates are really just what he’s ultimately experiencing, too? Are these spaces his madness, his postponement of the inevitable nothingness after existence that’s going to come for all of us, even himself?”

“Those are deep, grown-up thoughts today, Sloth.” He took both my hands and frowned in deep thoughts of his own. “How could anything exist if nothing has a point?”

“Maybe, every once in a while, there’s some blip in the great expanse of Nonexistence where the stuff of existence—time, matter, space, relationships, morality, what have you—happens briefly before it winks out again. A great ‘Never Mind.’ You know? Maybe Mazda was born in the great Never Mind, too, and even he will be swallowed up by nonexistence in the end.”

Beto nodded slowly. “So evil and destruction triumph over good and creation in the end, with little more than a stalemate of nonexistence to show for their efforts.”

I shivered.

He shivered too. “Are you thinking that when we get bored of everything and there are no consequences for anything we do…?”

“We’ll have no choices left,” I said. “We’ll go armadillo. We’ll leave Hell.”

“Because we’ll have no will left to resist it? Our wills will just cease to exist?”

I nodded. “Everything is finite here. It’s not a matter of if
 we’ll leave Hell. It never was an option for us. You know it too. I just… I’m sorry I dragged you along with me for so much time. Our choices, our desires… they’re all in vain.”

He shrugged. “Nothing is right in this place, either way. What’s our plan now?”

My mind kept drawing to the ballad, even though I didn’t want it to. Hot tears pooled in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. I had cried many, many times more than I wanted to in Hell. “I think the saddest part of the day I’ll be forced to sing my ballad is the fact that I’ve spent more time with you than anyone in mortality, and your name won’t be in my life story anywhere. It’s like…”

“It never mattered,” Beto said quietly. His own tears enflamed his eyes streaked his cheeks. “I think that’s stupid.”

“Yeah. Me too.”
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Beto let go of my hand forever the day he sang his ballad. Two hundred and fifty-three years after our arrival in Hell, when we were all but alone, his expression turned hollow as the doom of ultimate boredom settled over him. There was nothing left to say to each other, nothing left to see or do that would hold meaning for us. Like every other relationship we had ever known in life or in death, ours was quickly dissolving into nothingness. If we all learned one thing in Hell, it was that nothing lasted forever. Not our ties. Not our choices. Not our suffering. Not even our souls.

After the bright light of the whiteboard’s vortex swallowed him up, I sank in the far corner of that room, wondering what it would feel like to dissolve out of existence. I had felt something close to that sort of thing once, between the moment I left the demon’s office and the moment I arrived here. Was I ready for my will and being as I knew them to dissolve away into a billion unorganized particles, to become a new invention perfectly mastered by the great Ahura Mazda? Was I ready to embrace nothingness?

No. I wanted so badly to be, to exist and resist the pull of that unseen black hole at the center of all creation. To believe I would grow up, see Beto again, reunite with my brother and my parents. I hated death for robbing me of progress, and nothingness for robbing Ahura Mazda’s spheres of meaning. All that was would cease to be very soon, and much of it already had, I was sure.

It didn’t take long after Beto disappeared for my will to give way. One other soul ventured into the nearest cafeteria. I didn’t know his name or who his friends had been in Hell. I didn’t know if he was still in Hell because he wanted to be, or because he’d suffered a traumatic death and had a hard time learning his ballad. I killed him one day and used his blood to secure two blood treats for myself from the Kiosk: a barbecue pork sandwich and a bowl of chocolate ice cream. After that, I kept the hapless boy hostage, killing him every day for three weeks. At the start of one new day, he killed me first and got away.

I resisted learning my ballad for several months by stabbing myself in the head at the start of each day. Killing myself soon grew monotonous, and the inertness of temporary death tasted too much of nothingness. I switched to cutting off my fingers, which were restored each morning. The pain and horror of removing my own fingers over and over induced shock and kept me from thinking about my ballad for several months more. To this, I grew numb, too. Bored. I was so, so
 bored. Nothing fazed me anymore. I didn’t care about dying or suffering, losing anyone or anything. Nothing changed in Hell. Nothing mattered here. Ever.

Even that pattern of sixes and eights cropping up everywhere lost its intrigue over time. The whiteboards said Paradise held the answers we sought, so it was clear some things could never be fully explained in Hell, and perhaps were never meant to be. A mystery that remained forever mysterious, like a road that leads forever nowhere, peters out in the forests of oblivion.

Beto was gone. Beto was no more. I would never see Beto again. Ever
 again. Someday soon, I wouldn’t even know him. I wouldn’t have a conscious, meaningful thought about him, or anyone, or anything, ever again. And Beto? He’d already forgotten everyone and everything. He’d already forgotten me. I was alone. No, alone
 was woefully inadequate to describe that feeling. I was cut off. I was nothing. My existence was utterly meaningless in all its audacity to take up shape and make shadow—a great Never Mind. That’s what finally broke me.

I read my ballad over and over until I was bored. I read the reference on Avestan over and over until I was bored. Absolutely nothing remained in Hell that interested me, I read about music, playing with translation and singing. My heart grew numb as my resistance to the universe’s will abated. I felt cold inside, empty, as I stood before the whiteboard and began to sing. The notes flowed out of my soul in prickling, needle-like swells, eroding all that remained of my defiance like a river of ice carving u-shaped channels through mountain bedrock.

Stripped of my desires to learn and grow, overcome with apathy about the fate of all those I had ever loved on Earth and in Hell, the solid white mass of the whiteboard warped into a tunnel of light. This light was no light at all, but darkness in the similitude of light, cold and unforgiving as sunshine in the dead of winter.

As my skin, bone, and being disintegrated into the Great Destroyer’s maw, never to be one Justina Harper ever again, my lips offered one final pleading prayer on behalf of Beto, my brother, myself, and all mortal souls that had ever existed, that I was mistaken about everything.
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A milky white fog enveloped the miniaturized scene of unsupervised ten-year-olds pacing an endless hallway set into the little glass test tube. Timothy frowned at the window in his palm.

He met his best friend, Patrick, when he was ten. They both joined the army right out of high school. Timothy never had a girlfriend, but Pat did. Pat said he was going to marry that girl when he got home. But he never went home.

Was Pat in Hell? Had his soul been obliterated out of existence, like the innocent children Timothy had just seen dissolving away into nothing one by one?

Timothy squeezed the tube in his fist until the glass shattered. A puff of ghostly white mist hissed out. It smelled like morning dew on wet grass in summer, like hamburgers grilling on a backyard barbecue. Like the warm scent of a beloved pet rat nestled into a fresh bed of straw, the one Patrick took off Timothy’s hands and cared for when his mother refused to let him keep the animal in his own house. The smells were raw and deep, deeper than the evocations of rocket fuel and Pat’s flesh burning beside him in a ditch, pinned under a massive piece of debris that had fallen out of the sky.

He let the blood slither down between his fingers, let it drip and pool in the darkness at his feet. Timothy hadn’t cared much about dying. He hadn’t cared much about being in Hell. Now he was angry.

He was tired of watching people hurt each other, watching people suffer unspeakable things before they crumbled away like dust. After the war, he’d been unable to touch anybody or do anything that would ever make a difference. Nothing mattered. Nothing ever would. Now that he had decent lungs, he couldn’t even help the damned souls in Hell. He could only watch them suffer and disintegrate out of existence. Billions and billions of souls that had no idea what life in Hell was really about. Did he really know either? No, of course not.

Timothy threw his arm across the strange lone shelf on the basaltic wall of his own endless hallway, knocking the bottles and vials full of little Hell visions to the stony black floor with a crash. He clawed at the closest full-sized windows, screaming to be let out, or let in. But no one heard Timothy’s shrill song of madness. Even Timothy didn’t know what he screamed. Warnings to the souls inside that total destruction might be eminent? Profanities to the deity? Cries for mercy?

He slid to the floor, rocking his knees against the rough stone while chanting, “Six bottles, floor eight… Six bottles… That has to mean something, doesn’t it?”
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 iery red. Eyes of flame. The demon’s last words escaped me. The glass window revealing the scene of burning flesh unnerved me, and although the power of his commanding visage and blistering voice should have been such that I should have more easily attended to whatever instructions he gave, my fear and terror masked them completely.

All I heard was, “Learn something.”
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Around me chaos. Cold, hard metal gripped my face like a vise and pulled me from warmth and security into a cacophony of sound and a spinning confusion of light and blurry images. The oval device enveloping the top of my head ripped open my cheek and pinched the corner of my mouth where blood gushed from an open wound. Drenched in blood, I was hoisted upside down and a sharp slap on my bottom sent me wailing.

I was placed naked on a white, towel-covered scale, wrapped up in a warm blanket, and handed to a woman. It was my mother. My real mother. I recognized her both from fond memories and pictures of her from the ‘50s that had graced a cabinet that had attended all of my childhood and that had accompanied our family in many moves—from California to Utah and on and on until we moved to Moab. I looked into my mother’s face. She was so young! A little girl really. She looked ragged and worn from giving birth. And even though she looked ready to collapse, she managed to give me a smile. The doctor took me away to stitch my mouth and repair the damage from the forceps, a scar I would bear until the day I died. I’d heard the story of my bloody, mismanaged breech birth all my life

Over the next few weeks, months, and over the course of years, it was clear that I was living my life over again. Not exactly. Because I was still the “post-death” me. The me that lived this same life once before, except then I could control it. I could make decisions. This time I was in essence watching my life through my eyes, ears, and the other senses. I could not affect anything. I could do nothing but watch, but I felt everything exactly as it had occurred in my life. It was like I was inserted into a virtual reality immersion game, except it was all cut-scene and I never got to control my avatar.

I learned quickly that I would feel everything my old self felt, both physically and emotionally, but only as an observer. I could influence nothing. I could not speak to my kindergartener self or warn him (me?) that running with my hands in my pockets would result in falling and cutting my head open, requiring stitches.

It was not just the feeling of falling and being in pain, I seemed to have access to a deeper level of my consciousness. I understood more about the event than I ever did in life. I understood my motivations. I was given to understand the myriad of pressures and distractions that conditioned every response. I could assign clear weightings to both nature and nurture. I knew what DNA had driven me to do and how my past experiences up to that time leaned me toward one propensity or another. I too saw that life bestows freedom in ways I never understood. It manifested to my post-mortal state as a pause or a gap—a kind of space—in the tangle of causes that vectored me toward some end. This void surprised me—especially the way it engaged with other causes to create a complex manifestation of will. Sometimes this freedom appeared in things I had been convinced came from some force of irrevocable fate. Other times, some action surely freely chosen turned out to be nothing but a clever combination of my biological programing and the historical nuances of life’s experiences.

I saw my parents struggle in ways I never understood as a child. I saw their challenges and fears. I could tell better now, after a lifetime of the same, how hard their life had been and how completely sequestered from the reality of their experience I had been. There was so much I never understood. Even as an adult myself, somehow I never thought of them as anything but my parents. Now, I could not hold back my ghost self’s tears when I saw what they were going through.

The emotions of living my life over again were profound. I wept with myself often. However, sometimes, I could not help but be disgusted with how petty and unforgiving I appeared. I could have been kinder. I could have stood up for myself more. I could have done better… but then, what forces I was under! What tricks of mind and body drove me helter-skelter over the landscape of living! I could have also done so much worse.

As I neared my death. I realized there could be no greater hell than watching your life unfold with a full knowledge of how you were constructed. To view your own missteps in full light of what you could control and what you could not and see yourself bumble with the tools you were handed so spectacularly was horrific. I could have been a better husband. And my kids? Why was reading the paper more important than going outside to look at a dam my kids had built in the gutter? They were so excited, and yet there I sat, reading something that mattered not one wit. I never saw that dam, and right now it seems like I missed the most important thing going on in the world. So many times I chose simple trivia over people that I genuinely loved. Why? It made no sense. Yet over and over again I missed engaging with those I cared most about.

I stood watching myself die. I was happy it was nearly over. In the rushed and confused scene with the demon, I recalled a glorious paradise awaited me. I at last relaxed, knowing this as I died a second time. It had been Hell. It was time for Heaven.
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Except, I did not die. Once again, I heard the screams. I saw the blood as I was born again into the world. Into a home this time, not a hospital. On a kitchen table, clearly in a different time and place, and as I pieced things together—again in full possession of the two lives I had just passed through, I begin to recognize my surroundings. Old memories from my childhood meshed with this place. I was in my grandmother’s house on Fifth East in Salt Lake City, Utah. I was embedded once again in a person, but this time it was my father instead of me. No child should have to watch the secret dreams of their father. My dad should have been invested with rights that precluded his child from ever being so intimately exposed to such secrets. I passed through his life in sorrow, for I saw his fears, dashed hopes, his disasters, and temptations. This was not for me! I shouted at the heavens.

Yet I found comfort that I was loved. I disappointed him and made him proud. He was grateful for me and resented me. Like my life, his was full of confusion about who he was and what he should do. One of his most painful experiences was when he’d been bypassed for a promotion. Every day he’d worked hard. It was clear he’d invested much into doing his job to the best of his ability, using every ounce of his creativity and talent. How could he not have pride at what he had accomplished for his company? How could he not get the promotion? Not for a second did he doubt it would be bestowed. No one had worked harder and he had done a tremendous job! Then someone else got it. Someone undeserving by his lights. It wrecked him and consigned him for years into the depths of despair. In some ways, he never recovered.

Yet, to us, he just said, “Well, I didn’t get the promotion, c’est la vie
 .”

My mother, nor us kids, ever knew what this did to him.

So many triumphs. So many despairs. I had been there for his death. I saw it again, only this time through his own eyes. Perhaps now I could be released, but I was less confident than before.
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I was my mother next, then my wife, and children, followed by my brothers and sisters. My wife was the most painful life to experience in such fullness. With both my wife and mother, I was shocked at how different it was to be a woman. How differently the world was presented to my heart and mind. It was not in intelligence or in some perceptual ability. I saw my children in a new light as she interacted with them in ways I had not. It was if I saw them now more deeply and completely, as if from a new dimension. Not completely other, as I had understood these things as well. It was hard to describe, but it was if being a woman added new flavors to the palate of experience. I suspect had I started as a woman, being a man would be described similarly. Even so, I felt richer from having experienced it.
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It did not stop with my family. On and on it went. One after another. I cycled through every person I’d ever met. I seemed to get placed as a ghost in order of their proximity to me in life. In an ever expanding embodiment of all those who I had ever encountered. My best friends. Cousins. My aunts and uncles, then grandparents and co-workers. My teachers, then officers I knew in the military. One by one and on and on, I lived their lives with more familiarity than they had lived themselves (just as I had with my own life). I was surprised how similar and how different all of our struggles were! How painful and how mixed life was with its joys and sorrows. How complicated! I found myself cheering people on, hoping they would give in to their best nature when that little space for freedom sauntered in. I wept when they did not follow their better self. When they slept I slept with them, when they were tired I was too. Strangely, my dreams mirrored theirs. It turns out that dreams are informative, combining freedom, fate, and the challenges of winding a path among them in surprising ways.
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There was a strange thing. Occasionally, like my sense of how much of the person I attended was influenced by genes or experience, there was a sense that someone was accompanying people I met. A slight hint that there was another being in attendance. Something in their eyes seemed to reveal the presence of another ghost, like me, trapped and watching. Another inhabitant of Hell?
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I had a vague hope that when I had ghosted all my lifelong encounters, this Hell would fold up and disappear and I would be released to a heaven where I would enter into a space that I might enjoy freedom and choice again, rather than this endless reel-to-reel of fixed observation. Perhaps most horrible of all, I could never affect anything. I was never able to turn away and say no, not this—and in truth there was never a day that went by that I did not try.

Is this what it’s like for God? Is He ever stuck watching all that transpires with a fixed eye? Like me, is He locked into an omniscient stare, such that all the pain and hurt of the world is paraded before Him? Is there nothing He can ever do to turn his head from the scene, or to step away and go for a walk in a solitary forest and flee from the barrage of horror and pain that never ends? I shudder as I think it. Not even a monstrous God so horrific deserves a Hell so barbaric. That is why I suspected I would be released soon. He would not make me endure all that He does.
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As I mentioned, there was a sense that others were trapped in lives like me. I could sense them. Perhaps, I thought, it was my imagination, but I began to detect subtle differences, as if tiny nuances of personality of these people were leaking through and that with effort I could recognize individual differences in the entities. I tried to communicate. Nothing. One in particular I called Isabeau after the star-crossed lover in the movie LadyHawk
 . I pretended we were in love. More and more often “she” showed up in partners of my host, and those lives tended to be better. More vibrant. Sometimes we would go centuries without sensing each other. But when we did, did I detect rejoicing?
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I was every member of the Bloods and every participant of the Crips. I was homeless on the streets of Wichita and dwelt in a mansion on Long Island inherited from old New England money. I fought on both sides of the Iraq War. I was an Inuit schoolteacher in Barrow, Alaska, and an alcoholic fundamentalist preacher in Forrest City, Arkansas. Every human was a unique instantiation of the type, and yet each so much the same—a small set of terrors and temptations. Given to abundant acts of kindness and yet, such astonishing cruelty as well.

As I moved through the world, I moved back in time. I gassed Jews in Auschwitz and led a march for freedom from Selma to Montgomery. And so as I moved back in time. I fought in every war while later praying for souls in Calcutta. It was a strange way to move through human history. I did not miss a single event, and understood every motivation for every player that ever lived from the lowest soldier marching from the kingdoms of the Kahn to Caesar.

I do not think I am capable of going mad because if it were possible, I am sure I would have fallen into that state long ago. Especially without the occasional and rare appearance of Isabeau, which seemed to stabilize me a bit. Things affected me deeply and I wept with the individuals I possessed—feeling keenly their joys and loves, as well as their agonies.

As the old joke goes, I could say to them with full honesty, “I feel your pain.”

I have been tortured much as well as been the torturer, which too often it has been done in the name of some absent void or darkness dressed up as some feigned righteousness or justice. Some of Earth’s greatest evils emerged in acts such as this.

I have also fallen in love many times, both men and women, for I experience keenly the lust and desire of whosever’s body I find myself. I’ve come to realize how much we are drawn to the beauty and desire of others. It consumes us. No other force is equal in both joy, and pain. So much of our thoughts and actions are geared and directed toward the desire of the caress and the touch of another. And there is nothing so painful as its lack. We are made to love and be loved.

In addition, there is so much joy to be had in life! It is true there are lives of such misery that it truly would be better not to be born, but it is not as often as you might guess, and even some lives that appear withered and worn have had moments of joy and experiences that make their life worth having been placed here below. I always think of heaven as upward, and myself as below it, down here in Hell. Whenever I can, I gaze that direction though the eyes of my shell and try to catch the attention of whatever God might be gazing back.

Perhaps my greatest love, besides the dear wife of my real life, was when I was a wine grower in Italy during the height of classical Rome. We lived on an isolated estate in Umbria. It was a time of great peace. Alypia. A beautiful woman. She expertly managed our fields and treated our slaves well (and I know it was largely true because I have been them all) and we arranged for their freedom and citizenship upon our death. Alypia. We traveled and made sacrifices to the gods. We read and danced with delight. Our children were strong, well educated, and we made good marriages for them. I took more delight in her than she did me. I chose to adopt Felix’s perspective. For he daily felt blessed by the gods for the presence of Alypia in his life. And the most wonderful thing of all? I saw my ghost friend Isabeau shining in the light of her eyes.

Notice in the above how often I switch from “I” to “him” with a callous carelessness and nonchalance? I often became wrapped up in their lives so much I would forget that I was but an observant spirit. It was much like watching a good movie or a play that would take me away as in the days of my first life, sometimes I forgot I wasn’t the person in whom I was embedded.

Often, I would be jarred back into the dualism of which I was just a part, a member of a cast of two as when the character of my observation would do something that I willed to go in another direction. Sometimes, our lives would be so congruent and harmonious with my own desires that I have lived entire lives without remembering that they weren’t really me, and I had no say in whether they turned left or right. Ran or fought. And when this lack of being able to vary from the course my host had set became so palpable, panic would rise in my soul, the feeling of being trapped would send me into mental paroxysms of fear. The desperate need to escape would press down on my soul with an unrelenting need to take one action that was mine bubbled through me.

The feeling was similar to what I once experienced when I was young and a group of friends convinced me to crawl into a mummy sleeping bag headfirst. They wrapped a leather belt around my legs, pinning me within. I struggled and thrashed about, but I was helpless—closed in that narrow space, with my arms at my sides, unable to raise them to my head. I screamed and screamed, shouting that I couldn’t breathe. I cried and begged, all the while sure I would soon die and there was nothing I could do. Finally, I played dead and stopped responded to my companion’s taunts, and fearing they’d suffocated me, they let me out.
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At about this time, I notice, or I thought I noticed, that Isabeau appeared more and more in those I fell in love with. It is hard to say. Was it just my imagination?
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Time does strange things. I would pass through momentous events as if they were nothing, while fixating on some trivial thing for eons. I remember once I was a Syrian merchant. Wealthy and independent, I paid my bribes and taxes. I lived a well-provisioned house in Tyre where I owned a small fleet of trading vessels. I loved books of all kinds and had procured a large number of expensive and ancient manuscripts. When Valens, the Emperor of the East, began burning pagan books and scrolls (and often enough their owners), many of us decided that we were not safe keeping them and so burned many of the cheaper works and hid some of the more valuable ones by sending them to more secure ports. I remember burning a collection of documents written in palm leaves rolled together. On them was a transliteration of Greek written in Sanskrit by a deserter from Alexander’s army. I did not know at that time if it were authentic (anything reported to having some connection with Alexander would fetch a good price, so I had my doubts) and so threw it to the flames. I remember a strange sense of horror as I watched the leaves blacken, then ash, and then disappear as smoke in the air.

As I moved back in time among my hosts, I found myself anticipating following the history of the palm leaf scroll—an idle curiosity about its origins became one of my obsessions. I was intent on finding or following certain objects that came from the past and whose unfolding lay in my future. For obscure reasons, some of these would infatuate me.

I was surprised and delighted whenever a life gave a clue that allowed me to find a piece of the story of the scroll and see how it passed to the future where I, like Merlin, had previously lived, moving backward as I was in time. Whenever I held the scroll in my hand, sometimes as a merchant, or a collector, a librarian, or brigand, I would feel joy in the connection of that work. The feel of the leaves rarely meant anything to the person I dwelled in, however. I found delight in the texture of the dry abrasive surface, the fading ink, and fragility of the brittle surface.

Until at last, I was attached to the man who’d written the moving account. It is filled with so much of the human condition—of both war and love, and much of the terror and joy that I’ve experienced. I repeat the words of the poem (or story) to myself often. I leave it here for your enjoyment (or dismissal). The title and subheadings are my own addition, as the palm leaves contained only the author’s words. The portrayed events are largely true, for I lived his life and observed these events transpiring in their fullness before he wrote this as an old man during the afternoon of a muggy day on the banks of the Narmada River. It is long, but I have nothing but time in these bodies to memorize that which I grow to love.
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Leaving the Storm Crows

 


I. The Forgetting


I look at you lying

on the stony ground

 

amid tufts of patchy grass

that playfully worship

 

the god of wind

like children dancing to

 

Apollo, or in honor to the king.

Your hand rests beside you,

 

curled as if forming a cup

waiting for some offering

 

of wine, or perhaps a coin.

A Persian spear has pierced

 

your soft eye, opening a slit

wide and deep. The point

 

of the blade must have been

dulled when it finally reached

 

the back of your helm,

emptying forever your skull

 

of thoughts—

thoughts of home

thoughts of glory

thoughts of love

 

thoughts of fame.

 

I did not know you well. A

little, only. I remember once when

 

we were both wine-addled,

raging in the heat of lust, and

 

roaring through the streets,

singing loud and manly that

 

our names would live forever.

 

Aye. That was the dream—that

like Achilles,

 

our names would live forever.

 

We said it again as we rowed together

against cold Aegean winds. Side by side

 

feeling the hard beat of the

leather drum deep in our bones,

 

well-placed and throbbing in our

wintry bones, our cold frozen bones.

 

Our names would live forever.

 

But here is the last truth—

I cannot remember

 

your name. You are there, on

the ground, tossed hard by fate

 

and your enemy’s spear. I know

your wounded face, but that name

 

by which your mother called you to dine,

and by which your father commanded

 

you to mind well the sword and spear

and its dance, has fled me as if you were

 

a stranger. I think hard, concentrating. I

shake my head, trying to clear it, staring

 

at your broken and still form,

it seems important to remember,

 

How were you called? It will not

come. Your name was to last forever,

 

but here on this field of death, your

memory has not lasted even an hour

 

after your departure to that cold

place, across that dark river.

 

That river crossed but once. Your

name did not last forever—not even an hour.

 

I see ravens landing nearby. They

hop about, turning their heads sideways

 

to fix their black eye on a fallen soldier

twisted nearby. A bold, big-breasted

 

storm crow hops upon the armored chest

of that fallen comrade, and with a clever

 

twist removes a bit of lip from an empty

face that no longer needs to smile.

 

I look down, trying once more to recall

that appellation that will restore your

 

memory to my mind and to the Gods’

as well. But alas, forgotten one, it will

 

not come. The general signals. We must

move on. Rumors of another force

 

approaching mean we will not pause

to burn you and do you one last honor.

 

Your body will go to these harbingers

of death. These feathered eaters of death.

 

These markers and signifiers of death. I

pick up your short sword, its tang wrapped in

 

hardened olive wood and stiff ox hide.

It is in better shape than mine, which I

 

stab into the ground next to your body,

and sheath your blade as my own.

 

Our names were to be remembered forever.

 

Commemorated for deeds worthy of songs.

Epic poems were to be spoken of our Areté

 

at games and sacrifices. But the wind stirs me

to wander on, to collect with other survivors to

 

the place we are gathering to march into

another fight, and on and on in an endless

 

cycle of battles played out in a theater

enacted for the amusement of the gods.

 

As I walk away, I try once more to remember

your name. But it is gone and I will try no more.

 

Your bones will dry here.

Unmarked. Unmourned. Forsaken.
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II. The Battle for Tissaphernes’ Head


 

I once watched a gull and a raven

battle over Tissaphernes’ head.

 

It was loosened by the deep strike of

a cavalryman’s spear to his uncovered

 

throat and kicked fully free by the errant

hoof of a staggering warhorse. I watched his helm

 

bounce among the stones of the strand. His

head lodged between two barnacle-graced

 

stones. One eye was open, the other closed

and his curly locks falling fetchingly around his

 

face, in a handsome and stylish way. He would

have turned heads in Athens were it

 

still attached. The gull arrived first. Its white

and gray body balanced atop his head seemed

 

in a strange way to honor him with its calls,

as if hailing, “Come! Come! Come! Behold, here

 

wedged between two rocks, is Tissaphernes’ head.

Come! Come! Come! Honor him.” The raven

 

arrived a few minutes later. She landed on a

nearby bit of drift wood appearing at first uncaring,

 

preening indifferently. Then with deft quickness

she leapt in a bound to his perch and plucked from

 

Tissaphernes his open eye. Oh, how that gull

screeched at this audacity. And so it began.

 

Why these two fought so over this bit of property

only Athena knows, for there were many fallen

 

comrades among the rocks of low tide, and their

flesh was there for the taking. But on and on

 

they fought. Feints, thrusts, attacks, retreats, bold

ventures, stealthy maneuvers, and both false and

 

true strikes. Many feathers were lost, both black

and gray, leaving patches of white and red.

 

Tissaphernes’ ears were the spoils of

the raven. The lips and one cheek were won by

 

the gull. Long after their bellies were full they

fought on. Neither willing to yield to satiety, or

 

reason. At last I had to leave them to their

conflict for it was time to form ranks and

 

take the road to our next conflict, where we ourselves

would fight on, for land, for glory, and for the Empire.

 

As I made my way up the guarding cliffs, I could

not help but check my bare arms and naked legs

 

for missing feathers, and other things lost for

reasons ungiven as we marched into the

 

growing darkness of night, to join the same dance

as this vain skirmish for Tissaphernes’ Head.
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III. Departure


 

On the bright morning of my desertion,

I saw a Greek bearing three babies

 

upon the shaft of his iron-tipped spear. He held

them over his shoulder light and easy

 

as if carrying them to market like so

many sedge ducks. I watched from the roof

 

of a merchant’s house, on a balcony rich

in verdant vines. I had sacked twelve cities

 

and had taken my share of spoils, but those

dark-haired Persian nurslings skewered

 

as if for roasting, turned my stomach sour

and emptied my heart of manhood. Of rage.

 

Of battle lust. The city is now awash in flames

and screams. Cries of passion and anguish.

 

As one of the conquerors, I walk from

the broken gates unmolested to the tents

 

from which we had lain siege for four months

and six days until the walls were at last breached.

 

The camp followers ask for news,

I answer them no word, and slouch to my

 

bivouac and take the woman I won at

dice from a minor king of a minor island

 

and bid her walk before me. Three woman

demanded to know where we are going and cry out

 

“He is running!” And so I am. But there is

no one to fear, all are gone mad as the city is razed,

 

bloodied and raped and we walk out. I now forgo

empire. Foreswearing citizenship. And in doing so

 

leave behind my farm and olive trees and

the wife that bore me two daughters and who

 

I have not seen in seven years. She thinks me

dead, I have no doubt, if she remembers me at all.

 

And so I am dead. I will go east. To a land

of mysteries. A land where I spoil nothing

 

more. Where war and death will not find me.

Where babies bawl and are fed mother’s milk.
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IV. Travelers (I and my wife standing next to each other)


 

We join a caravan You join a caravan


Me as mercenary You as mercenary


You as my wife Me as your prisoner


 

The camels stink The camels remind me of home


The air is dry The air is dry


The flies relentless The flies relentless


 

We head east We head away from home


To a new land To a foreign land


Away from war Away from war


 

A red sun shimmering A sunset red aglow


I speak of the farm You speak of pasture


Along a river Along a river


 

Where such sunsets Where such sunsets


Will grace the day Will grace the day


And we will sing

 

Well-fed goats Goats


Will give us milk and meat Milk? And meat?


And make our children strong Children? Strong?


 

Once I had a wife Once I was a wife


She was well-favored To a blacksmith in the city


She bore me two daughters I bore him two daughters


 

I left her to fight He was killed by Greeks


For what? For what?


Now all is gone Now all is gone


 

No daughters No daughters


No homeland No city


Only this sword Only ravens


 

He made me laugh

He is cruel and kind

He is Greek! Never!

 

It is night and in the firelight In the firelight


I hear the bark of jackals The noise of the wilderness


They draw near Quiets me


 

A thousand stars A thousand stars


Ignite a sky Whisper changes


Portending life Portending life
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V. Storm Crows Uncalled


 

You lean against the table and hold your expanding belly.

Our son and daughter watch the black goats nearby,

 

they wave and our daughter yells something

I cannot make out. You ask if I want some cheese

 

speaking our new tongue, the language of this

land—using vowels that emerge windy and round

 

from the verdant wet air that hangs heavy after

the summer monsoons. I assent, and you cut off

 

a piece white and thick. You pour the juice of

a melon into cup fashioned from the pale clay found

 

downriver a bit. I drink and hand it back to you.

You finish it. We have many neighbors

 

skin black and hair long and straight unlike

the tight curls of an Ethiopian I met in Corinth

 

many years ago. They welcomed us here and

asked no questions. They taught us how to

 

care for goats. How to plant grain. These are

they who will gather tonight to sing and dance

 

because the rains have come and gone and we

are still here. Floods have been abated and we

 

must honor the gods that make it so. Soldiers

pass here from time to time, long speared and

 

fierce. Warriors of kings whose palaces dot

this strange land, but they bother us not at

 

all but go to and fro on business of which I

have no interest. I tell my wife and children

 

to hide and I bow my head like the others

and lean hard upon my hoe and let them pass.

 

I like to imagine sometimes they stop to harass

and I pull from under my bed my iron-tipped spear,

 

and my hoplite short sword, and my curved

shield and let the soldier hidden in my breast

 

burst out, to find again the scent of blood that brings

the storm crows from the clouds. But I look at my

 

fair Persian wife, and those she has born me, and I

smile. And remember the words of the mendicant

 

who stayed with us a night and taught me that life is

suffering, and that in letting go of the past I can

 

move to better cycles of birth and rebirth. But I say this:

If this moment alone is all there is as my father taught.

 

It is enough.
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Guess whose light shined through the eyes of my Persian wife?
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Often I was afflicted with an idle curiosity I had no way to satisfy. I’d lived the life of numerous musicians and now understood much about the fine art of music. A musical ability never graced my original life, but now I could play thousands of instruments. But could I really? I would never be allowed to actually play. Someone else’s hands always do the work. I can feel the pressure on the strings of a guitar, or holes lining a flute, or even my hands dancing on the keys of a piano. I lived entire lives as a master player, and yet they are not my hands.

If I were released would these talents remain? I’d like to think so. For example, I find myself anticipating the next note, knowing exactly how my hands would fly into the next position. I have practiced this within my host thousands of times and so know how to play, what I imagine, is with the same expertise as she in whom I dwelt. While I am lost in the music, it feels as if I am leaping to my next sequence of notes. But it is not, at least not in any way I can control, for if I try to move differently or improvise, nothing happens of course.
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There were some people I inhabited who had little freedom. I remember a homeless man. A veteran ruined from saran gas in the Gulf War. He had grown nearly mindless from years of inebriation. He dressed in rags. Even so, each day, dirty and homeless he did one thing that was truly free: He chose a flower from a woman who sold them from a small booth tucked into an alley, which he wore in his hat as he begged for coins to purchase sustenance and drink. His one act of freedom was to choose a flower. Freedom, it appears, can be lost and gained.
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Enough. There is no end to these stories. I must move more quickly. To give you details about my life as a Neanderthal or small bipedal apes would become tedious. As I left humans and other semi-rational creatures behind, freedom shrank. I spent a lifetime as a small ape. Then reptiles, whose minds were calm and languid. I would descend lineages and then climb back up them, so from a certain bird-hipped lizard, I would ascend the taxonomic lineage to become every bird (I even saw myself many times from the perspective of a robin or a house sparrow). Down I descended until a fish I became, and on down the chain until I was then a worm-like segmented creature, then small bacteria. My lives were short in such creatures, and the change from one to another involved little differentiation. Were I ever to go mad, it would have been here. My shadow persona blipping in and out of billions upon billions of incarnations of these nearly identical creatures. I was exposed to a staccato of consciousness flashes as I moved among these fellow travelers. But I learned a way of being that helped me through these tedious years that made existence possible. I will explain in a moment.

Were I to tell you of the nearly endless blades of grass or the forests of trees and shrubs I became, you would likely shriek in horror. Yet it was a time of calmness and it seemed to me that the eons rolled past rather pleasantly. I rested from the jostling existential noise of being a rational creature.
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Isabeau, far down the chain of life where consciousness largely disappeared, became an ambient kind of glow. Not that I could see, but feel. Isabeau followed me here below.
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Then I saw it coming. I had moved down the great chain of life so far, until one day I realized that I was moving through a population of single-celled organisms very rapidly. The population was getting smaller with each generation. Signaling that in all the Earth there were only around a thousand of these primitive cells, then the population reduced to a few hundred. Suddenly there were only sixteen, and since my life span was only a few hours I realized it must be the end for me! The point where life began, where the population narrowed to just two, then one. I was about to be released. I had been placed in everyone and everything that had ever lived. Untold billions of humans. Trillions and trillions of plants and animals. So many. So, so many. It was coming to an end. If I had had eyes, they would have filled with the tears of a thousand oceans! I would be free! At last, it was over. How many eons had passed since I started this Hell? I could not fathom it.

Then there were eight cells. On all the earth there were only eight cells.

Four.

Two. (Here. At the end. When there were only two. I sensed Isabeau beaming in the aspect of the other primitive cell.)

One.

I had only a few hours to think about what I had been through before this cell died. Then I would be free. Suddenly I was overcome by the realization that Isabeau was with me. I was able to apprehend her in a way I never had before. We were in the same being. For an instant we were aware of each other intimately, however, we had been non-rational for so long as single-celled organisms that words did not come easily during the short existence of the cell we were in.

If I could have found voice, I would have pled to know which of all women I had been though the nearly infinite eons, was she. But my voice had been silent too long. Still, we basked in each other’s presence. I was excited. I had imagined the moment I would depart Hell. I thought when this happened I would engage in a meditation on the enormity and complexity of the lives I had lived. But, here at the end, I was with Isabeau, and a wild cry of joy erupted as I contemplated meeting her in a few minutes. I could feel her excitement too. I was too distracted to contemplate on this Hell—there would be plenty of time to do so in the eternities of paradise that lay ahead. I was now in a cell driven completely by my chemical makeup. A strange, carboxyl group had joined my chemical machinery that allowed a copy of what I was, allowing this form to create a new copy of itself that would detach and be born new in the world I had known a few minutes ago. I began to divide. It was over. This was it. I was leaving.
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I was enclosed in something. Like the mummy bag I described earlier, inducing the familiar panic. I started to struggle. Wiggling frantically to escape from this prison. My host, too, was panicked and terrified. Together, we thrashed about in alarm. I did not understand. I had been every animal on Earth and the closest that had come to this experience was as a baby lizard trying to escape from a leathery ovum, or the baby bird’s desire to escape its hard-shelled egg by pecking its way out. Then it hit me. A realization. An inescapable logic poured over me. I had been every form of life that ever lived on Earth
 . I had not been this. I was not on Earth. Despair flowed over me, overwhelming me. I wanted oblivion more than anything imaginable. Was I somewhere in the galaxy I knew? Or a far distant one? At least on Earth I had some scope of the task before me. What awaited me now I could not guess. I was lost in time and space.

My new host burst from its cocoon. I was lying on a long thoroughfare that ran for a few hundred meters forward and backward. This new context was hard to resolve until it fell into place that I was on a giant branch of some sort. Colored, and even textured, like concrete. A great creature stood before me. It had a long, flexible neck that resembled a geoduck ending in a round orifice. A ring of numerous pale red eyes, on short stocks, surrounded its neck and it turned this way and that, until I, or my host, began a low whistle at which they all focused on me. The other end connected to an odd, leathery egg-shaped body sprouting massive wings from its sides. It had six legs terminating in hydra-like tentacles, rather than claws.

With a swift motion of its swaying neck, it struck like a snake and swallowed me whole into its monstrous orifice. I slid quickly into its gullet. I was pushed down into a chamber where, like a tadpole, I squiggled around to face the opening, then wriggled up the esophageal passage a short distance. I opened my own mouth wide and glued my lips to the edges of the great creature’s throat, sealing me to it in such a way that anything that went down this throat would enter first into mine.

Since my arrival, I was flooded with an intensity of emotions. Something akin to fear and anxiety mixed with confusion. In all my rebirths on Earth, I was able to understand all the forms of communication and language. Would that be true here, too?

It was. A strange contentment enveloped me. A kind of peace and sense of safety. I felt all this because I knew this was my mother. She would care for me. Occasionally a sticky mass of food would come down her mouth and I would devour it with delight. These were tastes I had never experienced. After the food passed through me, I would expel it. What I didn’t use was passed out and was welcomed by my mother for her nourishment.

One day, after around thirty meals, my mother released a strange chemical. Immediately knowledge, color, and smells began to seep into my pores. It gave me access to her life, like a cheap copy of my experience in Hell. It assembled the memories of all my mother’s ancestors. I was an ordinal moment in a long sequence of past lives. My body absorbed these chemicals, ordered them, and put them together into long chains of crystal-clear recollections.

I was a future ruler. Part of a distinguished tribe that had conquered many patches of the tree islands in which we made our homes. The trees were complex, fungus-like organisms that formed broad webs made of thick webbing, like the one upon which I sat as I emerged from my cocoon. I knew the songs, combinations of sounds and smells, and stories of my people. I felt rejoicing and pride at my age and glory at the life that lay before me. I would rule with honor and holiness!

Then I felt my mouth detaching from my mother’s throat and she began to squeeze me out with force. During the time inside my mother, I had changed and developed into something other than the tadpole that entered. Suddenly, with great force, she shot me into the world. I rocketed upward a few feet and then began to fall. The branch I sat upon was high, and as I fell, I knew exactly what to do. I burst from a thin glassy membrane and stretched my newly formed wings vaulting into the sky for the first time. I was surrounded by my subjects, by relations, and by my tribe, all winging our way skyward, all singing with joyous abandon, whistling and calling me by name as they accompanied me into the warm orange light of a red dwarf star which nearly filled the sky with its glory! My air sacks expanded, swelling my ovoid form to the limits of its elastic and flexible body. Then, with violence, I forced the air though my mouth and let my scream sound clear and potent into the world. In joy! In power! In the ecstasy of existence!
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I have by now explored hundreds of worlds. Isabeau has been with me still from time to time. She almost seems to be resolving in greater clarity. When she is in a partner of my host, our recognition triggers delight. I have long conversations with her and I imagine she responds. There is no way to know if they are real, but I seem to sense moods and dispositions. After billions of eons, perhaps we will improve enough to genuinely talk?
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Right now, I am descending into a Jupiter-like gas giant. I am a bubble creature, and my buoyancy-bladder has been ruptured by a blast from a <impossible to translate into human languages>
 generator that fired a plasma bolt that grazed my gleaming membrane. My crushing descent will be slow, giving me time to reflect on my life. My seventeen mate-partners, one of which was Isabeau, will not mourn long; for it will be easy for them to find another to replace me, given the excellence our cadre has displayed in battle in the blue clouds of the upper atmosphere.

I have one more story to tell.

It is not of any of the alien worlds I have traversed—and truly they are no longer any more alien than Earth was, as they have been made known to me at depths that not even the inhabitants understand.

The story I want to tell you is about how I have learned to endure this Hell. “Endure.” That is not the right word. I do not endure it. I relish it. And it is no longer Hell. It is life. Or a stage in life. Its duration does not matter to me.

Certainly, I slip into old patterns of thought. I am human after all, as when I discovered that upon reaching the first form of life that lived on Earth—at which time I convinced myself that after that event I would be released from Hell. No, I did not escape, I was to be reborn in a near endless cycle of alien births. Yet it did not take me long to recover into that calm I had come to appreciate as I traversed the incarnations of plants and bacteria prior to my transfer to other star systems.

Back on Earth, my host was born into a royal family in high cold mountains that rose above the plain like granite gods. The air was clear and fresh and it was a time of prosperity and peace. As a prince I was taught to fight and to enjoy the pleasures and rights of power. I married a woman chosen by my father and had children as expected. My wife cared little for me. My children were cared for largely by others.

A disquiet settled on my host, and we wondered together at the meaning of life. How is it to be lived? We became discontent. His wealth brought him no joy. We saw the ascetics, traveling from town to town in poverty, begging for their food, searching for wisdom and meaning. He decided to follow them. We left all behind. The trappings of wealth, of sex, of all the advantages that life had so far offered. We starved ourselves, fasting, walking dangerous roads. He walked naked through the harsh and lowly winters. But we found nothing in austerity, any more than what we found in wealth and prosperity.

We ended the life of an ascetic, but wandered still. Looking for what would explain the endless cycles of birth and death, which, as you can imagine, had special relevance for me. I suspect you know who he was. As did I. I had felt his influence in millions of his followers for thousands of years, in countless people whom I had been. So you can imagine I anticipated what was coming, but to experience it first hand, to perceive as I did, his enlightenment, changed everything.

We were walking along a river. The day was hot and sweltering. A large tree giving abundant shade was mothering a sandy bank and we stopped to rest. We were preoccupied with our questions. What was life? Why was it so full of suffering (a universal on every planet I’ve visited)? Why are we so discontent, no matter what our circumstance?

As we rested in the shade of that tree, our minds were adumbrated with light. It was attachment to our goals, to our dissatisfaction with our present. We wanted to be elsewhere, always looking ahead to a time and place that would we believed would end our dissatisfaction—always convinced if we could escape this moment or embrace that event, it would all be made right. But it never was. We had to let go of that myth. We had to embrace the present. If we are truly eternal beings, if life is endless, then the present was the only reality, and we must find contentment by being there. Suffering would not end. How could it if we were endlessly trying to end it—thinking that we would be able to escape it?

I thought of how miserable I’d been in my incarnations in different hosts. Always thinking about the time it would end. That somehow I would escape this Hell and then, finally, be happy. I had lived millions of millions of lives, wanting to rush through them, to get to the end. To get out of Hell. To be free. Then in despair, I realized there were eons ahead.

The only way to escape the misery of this repeating cycle was to embrace it. To be content with the present I’d been given. To stay put in this duration and live. I did not know why such a profound realization did not release me. I could not imagine learning something more profound. I’m still trapped, but it at least provided a way to cope.

After that, I tried to live in the present. To forget that I would move on. That there was an end I was trying to reach. I tried to be in the present. The more I practiced, the better I became. I remember once when I was a great sequoia, those long-lived trees that grace the great forests where I used to live. I let that calm and still way of being wash over me. I did not look forward to being something else. I did not try to escape the boredom and frustration of wanting to move on. I was still and let that stillness fix my mind on the present.

I occasionally slip up. Especially as I anticipate a meeting with Isabeau. As when I was rushing toward the beginning of life’s creatures on Earth and the thought that I was nearing the end became my focus. I let the crushing despair take me when I did not escape the repetitive cycles I endured in host after host, but as I screamed the joy of existence in that first alien creature I inhabited, my desire to enter the present returned to me. And so it has.

Do you see what a gift I’ve been given? I will be billions of creatures. Each with something to teach. Each with an almost magical way of being and a presence in a given duration. In Isabeau, I appear to have been given a companion who was ever near and ever far away.

God is merciful? Perhaps. Even so, I have seen such wonders with such varied eyes I feel myself the most blessed of creatures. It is true that I suffer, but thinking about its end is no longer my focus.

Now, I try to discern what is to be learned from it. Both suffering and joy have things to teach, and I try to imbibe lessons of these beings. Oh that I could write the nearly infinite number books it would take to describe the things I’ve experienced! Of the people, both wise and ragged, which I have come to know! I would place them in an endless library that all might enjoy the depth of experience of these beings. This
 , I think, is what it must be like to be a god
 .

Hell? Existence can be such, and is, from time to time. I am not oblivious to the suffering around me, but then I remember: I will never stop existing. There will always be futures to anticipate and dread. But I will no longer focus on escape. Rather, I will find my place in the present. Now, when I awake from whatever dreams the night has held, in whatever creature I inhabit, I turn my thoughts skyward in gratitude that I have this chance, despite its terrors, to experience so very much of existence’s presence and grace.

Do you see the gift I’ve been given?

To hold on to the moment. To the now of wherever I am.

Do you see it? The gift?
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Post-Mortal Vagrancy | The Right Side

[image: James Wymore]
 James Wymore
 grew up on a heavy diet of movies and books that morphed his real life adventures into imaginary worlds. His published works span the fiction spectrum, including many different genres in the best-selling Actuator series. He’s an acquisitions editor, running games with hundreds of players at conventions.


http://jameswymore.wordpress.com
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A Very Personal Hell

[image: Michaelbrent Collings]
 Michaelbrent Collings
 is an internationally-bestselling novelist, produced screenwriter, multiple Bram Stoker Award-nominee, and one of the top indie horror writers in the United States. Find him at michaelbrentcollings.com
 .
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Heaven is the People You Love
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 Mette Ivie Harrison
 has published The Bishop’s Wife and His Right Hand, both part of the ongoing Linda Wallheim mystery series set in Mormon Utah. She has published numerous YA titles, including The Princess and the Hound and The Rose Throne. She holds a PhD from Princeton University, is an All-American triathlete, and blogs for Huffington on religion. She lives in Layton, Utah with her husband and five children.
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Move On

[image: Jay Wilburn]
 Jay Wilburn
 is a horror and speculative fiction writer that lives in Conway, South Carolina near Myrtle Beach. He is the author of the Dead Song Legend
 Series, The Enemy Held Near
 , The Great Interruption
 , and My Racist Summer
 . Follow him at JayWilburn.com, his Facebook author page, and @AmongTheZombies on Twitter.
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A Tall Vanilla Order
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 Tonya Adolfson
 is the best-selling author for FJ Publishing, a small press out of Boise, Id. Her series, Souls of the Saintlands
 , is due to finish out in June 2019. Her cookbook has several gluten-free and diabetic friendly recipes, and her costuming book, Surviving Your Own Creativity
 , teaches people how to make costumes they can actually wear. She spends her days editing and producing full cast audio books for self-publishing, indie, and small press authors. Her nights usually consist of killing bystanders for their magical boots.
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A Little Dance in Paradise
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 As an Architectural Specifier, R.A. Baxter
 spends much of his time manipulating words and instructing builders as to the best way to construct a coherent building. This desire for coherence also forms the core of his philosophy of life. R.A. Baxter has degrees in Fine Arts, Science of Architecture, and a Masters of Architecture; but he would rather spend his time writing, something he has always enjoyed. He and his longsuffering family live in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains in Bountiful Utah. If you have any comments, questions, or highly overstated praise for R.A. Baxter, contact him at https://rabaxterauthor.wordpress.com/
 .
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The Egress of Hell
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 Michael R. Collings
 , WHC Grand Master, is an educator, literary scholar and critic, poet, novelist, essayist, columnist, reviewer, and editor whose work over three decades has explored science fiction, fantasy, and horror, emphasizing the works of Stephen King and related writers. He has served as Guest, Special Guest, and Guest of Honor at a number of cons, professional as well as fan-oriented, including three-time Academic GoH at the World HorrorCon. He has been nominated for the Bram Stoker Award® (Horror Writers Association) for non-fiction and for poetry. Retired from Pepperdine University, he lives in Idaho with his wife, Judi.
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A Short Rest in Hell
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 D.J. (Dave) Butler
 is a lawyer, corporate trainer, guitar player, songwriter, and family man who writes adventure fiction for all audiences. His books include The Kidnap Plot
 , City of the Saints
 , Crecheling
 , Rock Band Fights Evil
 , and Witchy Eye
 (forthcoming). He also acquires books for WordFire Press.
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The Armadillo’s Song
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 Through two wonderful mentored research experiences, Sarah E. Seeley
 had the opportunity to work with dead sauropods and ancient odonates while acquiring her undergraduate degree in geology from Brigham Young University. She hopes to study more dead things in the future and contribute to scientific discussions about what makes life on Earth so amazing. In the meantime, she explores the bright side of being human by writing dark fiction. Sarah writes fantasy, science fiction, and horror, and is an affiliate member of the Horror Writers Association. To learn more, visit her author blog at www.SlithersOfThought.com
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A Hell of a Life
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 In addition to writing A Short Stay in Hell
 , Steven L. Peck
 is an associate professor in the Biology Department of Brigham Young University. He has published over 50 scientific articles in the area of evolutionary ecology as well as award-winning fiction and poetry, including AML’s best novel of 2011, The Scholar of Moab
 . A collection of short stories called Wandering Realities
 was recently published, along with a book of essays on science and religion. His work has appeared in everything from Newsweek
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Now that you have completed this book, we hope you will leave a review so that other readers may benefit from your perspective. These authors live and die by your reviews, after all!


Please visit http://curiosityquills.com/reader-survey/
 to share your reading experience with the author of this book!
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Curiosity Quills Anthology: Cast No Shadows


(http://bit.ly/2dFOV7N
 )

Welcome to the shadowed woods, where the trees breathe with ghosts and the wind whispers of the past.

Twenty-six authors take you through haunted houses and cemeteries with tales that will chill.

Beware the dark, for the spirits await you.

[image: ]



[image: ]




The Keeper, by Dalia Roddy


(http://bit.ly/1pLZ16L
 )

An ancient box is found, and its mysterious occupants released. They seem benign, the small, floating creatures freed from the box… until they begin multiplying. Until Guy, Saul, Emily, and her ten-year old twins find themselves sucked into a whirlpool of terror. For the pretty little floaters have bonded them, and are taking something from them… and giving back something even more dangerous.

What they give back is new to the world. It is something three desperate mercenaries want, and will kill to get. Unable to negotiate with their murderous hunters, Guy, Saul, Emily, and the girls find themselves fleeing for their lives.

Yet, unknown to all, a deeper threat is growing: Without a Keeper, the creatures are making their move…
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Too Much Dark Matter, Too Little Grey, by Mike Robinson


(http://bit.ly/2e9JaKB
 )

A beer run becomes an interdimensional excursion. Two men settle their differences after discovering an extraordinary secret in the wilderness. A woman faces the bureaucratic logistics of a digital afterlife. A grieving man seeks to know where his wife was reincarnated. Strange lights in the sky begin to transform the lives of a small town. God and the Devil play billiards for people’s souls. A teenage deity’s science fair project sprouts a startling discovery. These and more dream-like detours into the surreal, interstitial and inexplicable await within the pages ofToo Much Dark Matter, Too Little Gray: A Collection of Weird Fiction
 .
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The Other Lamb, by Katie Young


(http://bit.ly/1poEqmz
 )

Incarcerated on Earth as punishment for breeding with humans, the Watchers found a way to escape. Zach is living proof of that… even though someone has cut out his heart. Zach is a Naphil, the forbidden offspring of a mortal woman and a Watcher. When those who seek to destroy him snatch Kim, Zach is forced to embark on a journey of discovery spanning continents and ages. With the help of a mysterious stranger named Sam, Zach must unearth the truth about his parentage, find Kim, and discover who has stolen his heart… before he triggers the apocalypse.
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