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One

The toe was an ungodly mountain of flesh. As massive as it was inexplicable. It clung to the Earth like a bulbous pink tumor. Enormous, all-encompassing, the height of a skyscraper, the breadth of Niagara Falls. Rain water washed through its thick patchwork of crevasses and cracks. Long vertical rivers lapped at skin-cell canyon walls. There were flash creeks and tidal waves. The toenail itself was the hanging shelf of the world.
Then Harold looked higher and saw the rest. Lord God Almighty. In the murky green haze of a sudden and tempestuous thunderstorm, the creature looked like God, with the classic God robe and the classic God beard and the stern, fatherly expression one would expect God to wear. This was God. It was. Harold knew it was, even if reason and relative plausibility eluded him. If God was five miles tall, he would not have been surprised.
Harold backed into the still-open door of his truck. He’d left it idling there in the middle of the road, thumping around on the asphalt each time the behemoth shifted its weight. Rain pelted Harold. Hailstones dropped hard enough to bruise. He didn’t care, couldn’t care. God rose, slow, rumbling, shifting and displacing atmosphere. He took a pause, a moment of monolithic stillness, then His colossal foot lifted from the Earth. The step was like a phase of the moon. It passed high over Harold, blotted the sky, parted the storm with a great woosh. Nevada mud showered Route 160 and fell in clumps and condo-sized splatters. The foot thundered, traversed, traveled. It landed again with a deep resounding quake.
Not since the age of ten, when his Sunday school teacher had explained to him the Rapture, had Harold felt such sheer religious terror. He dropped to his knees. Numbness and mortal shame overcame him. It so happened he’d never absorbed the much-exalted virtues of Sunday school. Consciously oblivious in both the moral and spiritual sense, avid semi-regular pot user, got caught fucking with a girl in the clergy office. And all these years later, he’d gone the extra mile and had knocked up a woman he had no business being with. Patty, old friend from high school, on the regular now, Harold’s new fiancé.
And here was God. There was God’s foot. Seeing Him was like watching the planets align, like the sinuous, deliberate progression of the stars through the sky. Muscles shifted. The enormous robe swayed. Skin, tendons, and veins. Will, movement, spirit. The Lord is a warrior. Jehovah is His name.
Off in the east, from the wind and churning rain, a second monster emerged. It filled Harold’s vision like a galaxy destroying supervillain from some comic book. Its skin was a deep, ruddy red, knotted and tangled black hair running swiftly down the sprawling lower regions of its legs to two enormous cloven hooves.
God’s hands disappeared into the storm. Lightning flashed. The rain swirled and churned. An enormous red chin appeared. It hovered there, lorded over the world. Lips came with it. Sneering, cracked, diseased black lips. A forked tongue slithered between them. God’s knee connected. The red monster—Satan! The monster was Satan!—Satan’s head rocked up into the haze. Harold couldn’t see it after that. He felt a terrible impact, then
a deep rumbling growl that shook his truck and rattled his brain.
One behemoth rushed the other. They were airborne a terrifying few moments, then they crashed into Charleston Peak. The Earth shook. Ejected loads of mountain shrapnel careened through the sky. One climbed atop the other. It brought down million-ton fists like wrecking balls. Down. Down. Again and again.
Harold jumped into the truck and slammed the door. The deluge spattered Route 160. It smashed his windshield. He reached for his phone to call Patty. She picked up after one ring.
“Oh my God, Harry, what’s happening?” she said. “Are you all right? Are you seeing this?”
“I think I’d like to split up with you,” said Harold.
“What?”
“I’m pretty sure I’m going to die and I’d rather be single. Is that okay?”
“Oh my God,” she said. “Are you seeing this? The red one is like—oh my God, are you seeing this?”
A spiraling mud missile flattened the front end of the truck. Harold’s back tires lifted four feet in the air and then crashed down heavily.
“Did you just say you want to split up?” said Patty.
“Yes, I did. I’m not ready to be a dad. Plus I don’t think we’re any good together.”
“Are you serious? Are you serious right now? You fucking suck, Harold Math! Oh, shit. Shit! He is about to snap the Devil’s—”
Crack!
Patty’s voice cut out. A massive explosion erupted somewhere off in the west. Patty cut back in.
“Harold, are you—”
She cut out.
“Patty?” said Harold. “Patty!?”
A towering landmass of flesh landed on the road. It kicked up a giant tidal wave of earth and mud. The truck lifted. It mounted and rode the wave, slid over it, down it, fifty yards, one hundred, and then it crashed onto its side. Harold’s head slammed against the window. Pain buffeted his ribs as the steering column crumpled into him. It seemed to him the deluge would never end. The rain would never cease. Worse yet there would be fire, righteous cleansing fire that would reign a million years. Forever, forever, until there was nothing left. And the heavens would cry judgment. And the Earth would be a scorched, shapeless void spinning in the—
The storm ended. The mud stopped falling. The rain became a drizzle and the thunder died on the breeze. Harold had shut his eyes. He hadn’t realized. He’d balled his hands into trembling fists. His knuckles had gone white and his fingers ached to spread.
He touched his head. Bleeding. His left side felt like someone had pummeled it with a tire iron. Harold hauled himself out of his seat and crawled for the door. Scraping and clawing, gasping from the pain. He threw his weight against the door. Nothing. He threw himself again. Mud flowed over him, washed into his mouth. This was not the Nevada he knew. Nevada was desert and hills. This was mud, more mud, footprints like rock quarries, thick rheumy air like swampland. Erie silence. Uncanny calm.
The landmass of flesh stretched east and west and filled his sight and all his senses. Skin cell ridge patterns spun circuitously all along its face. Spinning, diverging, joining. It was a fingerprint. Harold understood this. He lay at the tip of a finger, the blueprint and signature of individuality. A galaxy of divinely constructed flesh; touching God, touching Harold, touching God. The world grew darker, deeper. He mumbled something vaguely obscene about Thanksgiving. And then his head hit muck and he passed out cold.
* * * * *
Eric Barron, longtime L.A. screenwriter, cut his niece’s PB&J sandwich into two perfect triangles. Scraping the knife clean against the rim of the peanut butter jar, he smiled at her and slid the plate across the kitchen table.
“Here you are, jellybean,” he said. “She may not be pretty, but she’s got it where it counts.”
Penny frowned at him. “It’s a sandwich, uncle Eric, not a she. You wouldn’t call a banana a he.”
“Point duly observed. Now go ahead and eat it for me, huh?”
Penny took a bite of the sandwich, holding both pinkies high and away, lest the peanut butter make a mess of her freshly glossed nails. Kids. Running before they could walk. The sun streamed in through his open window, making his cramped apartment seem twice as large. As usual for Southern California, it was too damn hot for November.
“You like it?” he asked.
“Good. Needs more jelly.”
“Everyone’s a critic.”
His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Eric wiped his hands and stepped away from the table to answer it.
“Hello?” he said.
The voice of Carl Jensen, his aviation research guy at LAX, came over hurriedly. “Eric, you still trying to write that storm movie?”
Carl had flown horror missions over Vietnam, Afghanistan, some additional military contract work he rarely spoke about. Now he just jockeyed for wealthy adventurer types.
“Yeah, still kicking it around,” Eric said.
“Okay, good. Listen, there’s a crazy amount of discharge over the San Gabriels. I just radioed the tower for confirmation. It’s choppy up there, but look, it’s almost four. If you can get over here in the next half hour, I’ll show you something that’ll blow your damn mind.”
Eric glanced at Penny and began formulating an excuse for dropping her back off at her mother’s. Samantha would kill him, but nobody said he’d win brother of the year, let alone uncle of the moment.
“Uh, listen, Penn. I got a thing I need to—”
“You gotta go. I figured. Have anything to do with work?”
“Yeah, it does,” he said.
“Then let’s get a move on. Wouldn’t want you to have a heart attack or something”
Eric laughed. “I appreciate that.”
She smiled broadly, and he tussled her dirty-blonde hair.
* * * * *
Eric stepped aboard Carl’s ancient, weather-beaten Piper single-prop just as the sun passed behind the ugliest damn thunderhead he had ever seen. He dropped his canvas bag into the divot beside his seat, slouched in place beside Carl, slipped his coms set over his ears, and watched the sky closely.
“You ever seen anything like it?” Carl asked.
“It’s green,” said Eric. “Darker than that. Almost black.”
Carl rolled off his credentials to traffic control, and after a few minutes, they taxied out to the runway. Eric reached for the bag and pulled out his camera, snapping a few reference photos for later. He hadn’t sold a script in several years. People in the industry were beginning to say he’d lost his edge, so he was determined to draft something unforgettable.
Beside him, Carl adjusted his coms set and shouted, “See all that buildup? Just fucking massive.”
Eric eyed the flashes of light and tendrils of blinding electrostatic discharge that scorched and lashed in stunning criss-cross patterns.
“You sure it’s safe to go up there?” he said.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Carl. “Don’t worry, we’ll hang back far enough.”
Eric didn’t argue, and after a brief pre-flight rundown and credentials check, they set off, skipping and juddering down the runway. At a low, loping angle, the plane lifted into the sky. They sailed over LAX, bearing due east for the outermost edge of the storm. Eric felt his guts tighten. Los Angeles below became a wide tapestry of murk and concrete. He did his best to breathe evenly as he snapped the photos.
“How big is it?” he shouted.
“The weather service has it rolling all the way out to Nevada.”
“No shit?”
Carl nodded. “They’re gonna have to ground pretty much every major—”
A heavy blast of wind rocked the Piper. The radio crackled. A series of loud clicks came over their coms.
“Control delta-eight, adjust heading immediately,” said traffic control.
Carl read his instruments. He glanced at Eric and turned white as a sheet.
“Something massive, delta-eight,” the controller shouted. “Repeat, adjust heading—”
The coms cut out. A bolt of lightning shot past the single-prop, nearly taking a wing with it. Eric braced himself against the forward console. The plane lost altitude, dropping hard and fast. An enormous red hand, the likes of which Eric had never seen, hung like an interloping planetoid in the sky, knifing through the largest of the nasty green thunderheads. Horrible cuts and scraped stood out all over its palm and down into the deep wrinkles of its knuckles. Severe, tarry black nails jutted from its fingertips like pointed talons. Lightning crackled over its rubicund flesh, the fine intricate details of which made him sick to his stomach.
“Eric, see that lever? Pull it!” shouted Carl.
Eric struggled to gain his bearings. His heart thudding in his chest, he yanked the small yellow lever and heard a loud ka-chunk. Carl flipped a series of switches and pulled at his yolk until the single-prop sluggishly leveled out. Breathless, Eric scanned the sky for the hand. To his dismay, it was gone.
“It fell,” said Carl obliquely. “Eric, I think that damn thing is going to land on the city.” 
 





Two

Dylan D’Angelo knew for a fact comic books were the single most awesome thing in the universe. Without exception, without fail, they meant more to him than school or friends or even his favorite Nintendo games. He was a straight-C student at Longstreet Middle School, though he was bright for his age and everyone seemed to know it. All the other kids hated him, which made paying attention difficult. You know when you’re not wanted. It’s hard to miss it when they say it to your face.
“Orphan!”
“Drug baby!”
“Eggplant parmesan!”
That last one Dylan had had to Google for an hour. Eggplant Parmesan, epithet, noun, a person or persons of mixed race, specifically, African American and Italian.
Dylan was the new kid in school. He’d only lived with his grandma seven months. Alabama meant nothing to him before that time. And these kids, these nasty kids, they formed cliques early and despised newcomers. Dylan considered himself an artist. He’d designed his own team of comic book superheroes, and he put them through their paces every afternoon.
The muscular, imposing U.S. Patriot, his super-uniform adorned in spangled red, white, and blue. Lazarus Lad, his sidekick. Skinny and nerdy, just like Dylan, only he was a frickin’ powerhouse, too. Dylan’s bedroom was like a fortress, a cave, a secret, impenetrable lair of which only he knew the secrets. As the sun set outside, the twilight lent his room a gloomy, creepy, Legion of Doom vibe. Dylan sharpened his pencil, narrowed his eyes, and stuck out his tongue in deep concentration. He set the pencil tip to Lazarus Lad’s still-unshaded mask. There was nothing better in the entire world than life amongst his heroes.
A car horn blared down on the street. Dylan ignored it. His pencil rode over the paper. Another horn blared, then a door slammed and someone screamed. This broke Dylan’s concentration. He heard the words, “Oh, Jesus! Oh help us, Jesus!” He recognized the voice as Marcia from across the street. Nice old lady. She sounded upset. More doors slammed. More car horns. What the frick?
Dylan got up from his desk and went to the window. Someone knocked on his bedroom door.
“Dylan, baby, come out here.”
“In a second, Grandma,” said Dylan.
“No, Dylan, now.” Grandma’s voice had a serious, not-joking edge. Dylan’s stomach dropped. Classic reflexes. She caught me doing something wrong.
Only Dylan hadn’t done anything, not in a while. His hands trembled. He felt anxiety, dread, but what for? Why? He went to the door and followed Grandma D’Angelo down to the living room. The TV flickered on its stand, the newscaster on-screen crying her eyes out. Wow, that was mind blowing. Dylan had never seen a news person cry before.
“Sit down, Dylan,” said Grandma. “I need to call your father.”
“Dad? Why?” said Dylan.
“Just watch. I’m sorry, baby, I need to call your father.”
Grandma went into the kitchen to use the phone. The warm smell of freshly-baked bread filled the house. It somehow seemed to make all the honking and shouting outside even louder.
“Yes, Jan, we’re hearing that also,” said the lady on CNN. “On the phone? Okay, we’ve got with us now Martin Willis from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta. Martin, are you there?”
The picture on the screen didn’t make sense to Dylan. There were riots. He couldn’t tell where. People were beating each other, looting grocery stores and running wild. Cops lined up in riot gear. They had guns and tear gas and more guns and big hulking cars that may as well have been tanks. The tear gas canisters flew and bounded off the concrete. People didn’t care. They threw them back and acted like lunatics.
The picture changed. An angry Asian guy shouted and pounded a big black podium, and in Russia, people chanted for their president to do something. Do something about what? In the kitchen, Grandma slammed the phone down and swore. She huffed, picked the phone back up, started dialing again.
The CNN lady said, “Martin, is the CDC adequately prepared to quarantine God?”
God?
“God?” said the guy on TV. “Nobody said anything about God, Michelle.”
“Why would they need to?” CNN Lady said. “And why is the Planter administration taking so long to confirm what the rest of the world already knows?” 
“Shit! All the lines are dead,” Grandma said. She jabbed at the buttons with her index finger.
“What’s going on, Grandma?” said Dylan.
The picture changed. Weird image, hard to negotiate. It was a shaky helicopter shot. Whatever it was, it was pink. And splotchy.
“Grandma, what is that?” said Dylan.
The cameraman zoomed out. Everything got blurry a few seconds, and then it became clear. Dylan saw a face, a man’s face. No wait, not just a man. God’s face?
“Grandma, is that …”
“It is,” said Grandma. “Yes it is.”
“Why’s He bleeding?”
“There was a fight. He got into a fight.”
“How big is He?”
Grandma blanched and stared at the TV.
“Pretty fuckin’ big,” she said. “Sorry, Dylan, sorry.”
Over the next few minutes, he got a sense of scale. Within the hour, he began thinking about existence like he never had before. What was happening? What did it mean? He felt like a deer in the headlights. A worm mashed to the flat side of a churning cart wheel. What did it mean? Really, seriously, what the heck did it mean?
It definitely meant humans weren’t alone in the universe. Did it mean God was human? Was it even God? Was it? And the red one. Holy cow, it looked like the Devil! Were these things, these monstrous things, were they maybe aliens? Is that what they were? Did it mean God and Satan were really aliens and they were dead now and had beaten each other to death in a Godzilla-Mechagodzilla fight? It meant they were dead?
Dead.
Dead.
They had beaten each other to death? That’s why everyone was screaming? That’s why the news lady couldn’t stop sobbing? Someone pounded on the front door. Dylan jumped. Grandma got up and went to look through the peephole.
“Marcia?” she said. “Marcia, what’s wrong?”
A muffled voice came from the other side.
“No, I’m sorry, we can’t talk right now,” said Grandma.
The muffled voice again. Dylan heard, “muffin tin,” and “butter knife,” and “existence is a lie.”
Grandma said, “I know, sweetie but ... No, I’m sorry, we can’t right now. I need to look after my own family. My son’s in Los Angeles. Goodbye, Marcia.” And then she checked the deadbolt and lock to make sure they were secure.
“What did she want, Grandma?” asked Dylan.
“What? Nothing, honey.”
“Is she having muffin problems again?”
“Never mind, Dylan. It’s nothing.”
“It’s L.A., isn’t it?” said Dylan. “We can’t help her ‘cause the Devil landed on L.A.?”
He spoke the words but they didn’t make sense. Los Angeles had been flattened like a pancake. Torn up like cheap tissue paper. If Dylan had to draw the scene, he’d put word art beside the L.A.-sized mushroom cloud that went, KA-PRAHM!
On the television they showed the two bodies side-by-side in split screen. God had fallen on Nevada, feet and legs splayed out, sort of stretched out wide. He was all bruised up and bloodied. Right eye black and blue. Dylan hated looking at Him. He hated it. Lip all swollen. Blood all over his mouth.
The other guy, though, the Devil, looked much, much worse. Not much blood, but his neck had twisted all the way around. Neck muscles bunched up and all sick-looking. His big black forked tongue stuck out of his mouth. Los Angeles. Huh. Dad was there. Made no sense at all.
The Devil’s arm had broken, and it’d kinked up at the elbow so that his hand sort of lay across the northeast face of the Hollywood Hills. The tip of a gnarled, cracked fingernail rested there atop the Y of the Hollywood Sign. His head—yup, twisted all the way around—it’d taken out Pasadena. He’d crushed Glendale, barely missed Dodger Stadium. He’d cut a long, angry doomsday gash through Altadena, China Town, East L.A..
Debris and wreckage.
Impact zones all over the city.
Inglewood and Compton and Lakewood. Anaheim, Yorba Linda, Burbank. Studio City, Sherman Oaks, and Encino. Flames and smoke and ash and death.
Dad. Dead people. Body bags on the news. Crying news ladies.
Why hadn’t Dad called them?
“What about Dad?” said Dylan. “He’s okay, isn’t he?”
Grandma said, “I hope so, baby, I really do.” But her voice didn’t say that. Dylan would do her comic book thought balloon this way: NO, BABY. YOUR DAD’S NOT OKAY. NOBODY WILL EVER BE OKAY AGAIN.
He didn’t like this comic anymore. Stop sketching, turn the page. Close the cover. Dylan got up from the couch and went to give his grandma a hug. She cried in his arms. He cried, too. Even so, he couldn’t hear their sobs over the shouting and honking going on out in the street.
* * * * *
President Bill Planter sat at the head of the White House Situation Room’s long mahogany conference table. At 5:30 PM, Washington time, he’d been engaged with his wife at dinner in the White House Residence. Nearing now the nine o’clock hour, deeply troubled to present himself in a shoddy manner, he toyed with the last few strands of gray hair that marked the encroachment line of his large oblong bald spot.
“You look fine, Mr. President,” said his National Security Chief, David Walters. “I can’t even tell you haven’t got it on.”
Bill hastily removed his hand from his head. He pushed away a bowl of peanuts he’d been fussing with but not eating.
“How are we looking, Dave?” he said.
Walters, baby-faced and habitually in the mood for work, leaned his seat back and snatched a yellow printout from the hands of an NSC aid. He read in silence.
“The situation, Mr. President, is confused,” he said.
“That’s a hell of a nasty undersell, Dave,” said Mitch Bolden, Bill’s silver-haired Texan Secretary of State.
“It’s a snapshot, Mitch,” Walters replied. “We can’t calculate the dead at present, let alone combat—”
“We’ve got more important things to worry about than a little rioting.”
“The CDC, Mitch,” said Walters. “They’re declaring martial law in Atlanta. Then we’ve got directive assignment through DHS and every other damn—”
“It’s an issue,” Mitch said, “but for god’s sake we could be under attack. Are you implying this administration hasn’t got the resources to handle the situation?”
“Mitch, I’m implying no administration—”
“All right, that’s enough,” said the President. He grumbled to himself and stood from the table. White House staff bustled about, relaying communications, analyzing data, doing their best to stay out of the way. The room itself was small and bright. It was far too cramped. And it was always too cold.
“Major General,” Bill said, “give me more on Damascus.”
General Alan Pierce eyed Bill. He slid his chair back from the table and stood. “Mr. President, the word has just been received.”
“Received by whom? What’s happened, Major General?” said Bill.
The man pursed his lips. “Sir, regrettably, both Damascus and Baghdad have fallen.”
The mood in the room plummeted. Bill’s grew nauseous, and the resounding gurgle in his stomach was fierce.
David Walters gazed at the ceiling and slid his glasses off his face. “And what about the Russians?”
“Eyeing us like prize-winning borsht, just like I told you,” Bolden drawled. “We have got to get off our asses—”
“Mitch, do me a favor and cool the attitude,” said Bill.
“We can’t count on the Russians, sir,” said Lizzy Saunders, Bill’s pretty, no-nonsense Homeland Security Adviser. “We should operate under the assumption they’re reeling like we are. Mr. President, we’ve got nothing to go on and millions of tons of raw dead flesh.”
Bill glared at the bank of screens on the far wall. He pointed at the image of the one that looked like the Almighty, refusing to use the word God in his internal reckoning.
“What the hell are those things?” he said. “And how the hell did they get here?”
“Millions of tons of shit knows what,” griped Mitch Bolden. “Look, I got family in Nevada, Bill. All over this country, all over this world, people are about to eat each other alive.”
Bill frowned at him. “Mitch, pessimism has no seat at this table. I need to know, are you on board or not?”
“As long as we get off our—”
“Yes or no, Mitch?”
The Secretary of State screwed up his face. “Of course I’m on board, Bill.”
“Good,” the President said. “Keep it together. That goes for everyone. The world is looking to us for solutions.”
He pressed the line-open button on the tabletop conference phone. It beeped twice, then a wavering female voice came over.
“Yes, Mr. President?”
“Nancy, get DHS back on the line. Also, any word from the Governors’ people yet?”
“Not yet, Mr. President,” Nancy uttered. She blew her nose loudly, clearly having been crying only a few moments before.
Bill stared at the phone. He felt his fingers twitch, suddenly overcome by the urge to touch his bald spot again. “Evidently we’re on our heels, Nancy. Slow and steady, now. Slow and steady wins the race.”
 





Three

It wasn’t so much a crowd as a million-tongued monster. Melissa Atwood could tell the difference. Crowds were made of people. They were usually formed for cool stuff like concerts and movies and the odd tenuous growing pains of global democratization. That right there? Those folks packed in around every square inch of God’s twenty-six mile perimeter? That was what happened when crowds formed for bad reasons. Evil reasons folks should probably just keep to themselves. Zealots, fanatics, every last one of them.
That is not God! went their refrain. God is not dead!
By the thousands, the tens of thousands, for all she knew. Her CDC disaster assessment team had climbed a mountain of mud just to get close to Him. These people, though, they wanted nothing less than God’s heart and blood. Everyone was right. No one was right. It was all just ideas, superfluous. But the anger here, the rage of the million-tongued monster, it humbled her.
“Come on, Melissa, let’s get back to work,” said her unit partner, Danielle. Melissa nodded and held up her fingers. She put tips of thumbs to tips of pointers. “Hang on. I want a mental snapshot. Hold it … hooold it … click.”
“Quit fucking around, Mel.”
“You think it’s too late to become an actress?” said Melissa. “I always wanted to be on a classic sitcom or something. Nanu Nanu, Earthlings. You know what I mean?”
Melissa was blonde, tall, fit, and generally considered off-beat and quote, unquote, idiosyncratic. Some admin had once derided her as a ‘fucking odd duck’.
Quack, quack, quack.
It’d been over ninety hours since the fall of Body One and Body Two. The government had deployed resources sluggishly, and boy was everyone in the country pissed about it. Operating under directive of Homeland Security, her crew and others like it were tasked with assessing God and Satan’s biological threat potential. In other words, it was their job to find out if even more people were in danger. Item one on today’s itinerary, collect samples from Body One, God.
Danielle had scoped out a good spot for them to work at Zone Fifty-Four, a large lateral section of the robe about three-quarters of a mile from the quarantine line and rabid protesters. Take samples, label samples, store samples, that’s all they had to do. Too bad the view was mind-numbingly awesome, spiritually terrifying, too much to process at once. She’d never had reason to believe in Him. Not even a little. Definitely not as a kid. Yet there He was, in the flesh. A living being this large should not exist. Physically, metaphysically, it should be impossible.
She carefully shifted her weight, setting herself into a wide stance so she wouldn’t slip and fall in the stinking, knee-deep mud. Area visibility was better than she’d expected. Body One had kicked up a tremendous sand storm that had lasted two days. Heavy winds had dispersed it for the most part, which was not at all the case in California. Aptly so, Melissa reckoned, Los Angeles looked like Hell. City of Angels, meet your new neighbor, the Devil.
A cold, stiff breeze rustled her hair, and she scrunched down into her hazard jacket. For a moment, she considered the essential properties of a ten-square-mile, biblically defined male’s woolen dress robe.
●      The wool was thick as a basketball court was long.

●      Its fibers were exactly to God’s scale—exactly to His scale—which seemed to suggest the existence of enormous, pan-galactic, wool-producing Heaven sheep.

●      She let that one sink in a moment: enormous, Pan-Galactic, Wool-Producing Heaven Sheep.

●      The robe appeared well-made, with stitch marks tight and swift and barely visible at a distance of several miles.

●      Perhaps Body One had had an equally massive seamstress?

●      From a special alternate dimension like on Star Trek?

●      Also that the wool fibers formed a matrix-like super structure that bore visual resemblance to rather large tropical tendril and creeper vines. It was not one color but many. At a distance, yes, it looked white or off-white, but up close, the fibers, fat and snaking, were yellow and brown and white and red and all sorts of shades and variations therein. Wild to stare at. Kind of pretty.

“Why did they come?” she asked, admiring the variegated colors. Down the towering, seemingly endless woolen wall, the rest of their team—Martin, Greg, Amy, and Tim—worked diligently. They were all good folks. Melissa liked them.
“Maybe it was meant as a warning,” Danielle said. “Time’s up, you’re all done here. You figure we’re screwed?”
The body was approximately half a mile high at the flat part of His stomach. He was thin. Not frail, but wiry and well-toned. Initial field tests performed by Greg and Amy had yielded surprising models. Though enormous, the skin cells were remarkably human, with what appeared to be human DNA. The thing had body hair, blemishes, testicles. It was a guy, a man. What more was there to say?
“Do you realize He could very well be a genetic seed species?” Melissa said. “Wouldn’t that be crazy? Like He begat us. Any way you slice it, He’s probably our creator.”
Danielle crouched and undid the latches on a fiberglass equipment case. She flipped the lid open and hefted from it a compact chainsaw. She then handed it to Melissa and bent low to strap on a pair of climbing boots.
“He begat us,” Danielle said. “That’s awesome. That’s neat. One problem, though. God doesn’t have a body.”
“What? He doesn’t?”
“No. When you ask Him for something, He’s not listening with massive fucking King Kong ears. It’s stupid. It’s fucking rigged, is what it is.”
“I’ve never asked God for anything,” said Melissa. “My parents raised me agnostic.”
“Raised you agnostic? Seriously?”
“Yeah.”
“They did? Sounds time-consuming. And ineffectual. Ready to work?”
Melissa nodded. “Let’s make it happen, cap’n.”
Danielle slammed her climbing axe into a massive wool fiber. Slam of the axe, pound of a spiky boot crampon. She began her ascent. CDC regulations dictated operationally obligatory procurement of clean field samples. The pickings here in the mud would be contaminated, so Danielle had to get higher.
“You doing all right, girl?” Melissa called. Danielle flashed a thumbs up.
Melissa gazed into the wilderness, the vastness beyond the million-tongued monster. Out here it looked like the world before oxygen. Like carbon, water molecules, no photosynthetic chloroplasts, nothing in harmony. Origin meant so many different things to people.
“Nanu Nanu, Earthlings,” Melissa uttered. “We come in pizza.”
* * * * *
By the time the team’s day was done, the million-tongued monster was practically frothing at the mouths. The team had secured their samples, packed their gear, and had filed into their big white van. Melissa and Danielle in the back, Greg, Amy, and Tim in the middle, and their team lead, Martin, in the passenger seat next to their driver.
Bad news from the start. A National Guardsman waved them through the quarantine. As soon as the van passed into the crowd, the crazy bastards put their hands on it and started rocking. They pounded on the windows, screamed angry nonsense no one with their sanity intact could hope to understand.
“So much more charming up close,” Melissa said.
Danielle giggled nervously. “Do they think we’re bin Laden? Someone should tell them we got bin Laden.”
Tim, the team’s Emergency Response Specialist, turned in his seat and said, “Maybe they think we’re movie stars. Hey, Atwood, entertain us. Do your Don Corleone again.”
“My Marlon Brando?” said Melissa.
“No, your Don Corleone. I’ll be Fredo. Guys, check it out, Melissa’s gonna do her Don—”
Melissa’s window shattered. A brick almost took her head off. A dozen hands reached through and grabbed hold of her.
“Mel!” said Danielle.
One of them tore at her jacket, another grabbed her hair and tugged.
“Driver, stop!” said Martin.
Grabby damn people. Rocking the van. Goddamn grabby. A snarling red-headed beauty-school type scratched her neck with hot pink press-on nails. Melissa wailed. Greg and Tim, both big guys, both nice enough to do it, took her by the arms and tried to pull her away from the window. Her shoulder popped loudly.
“Damnit, driver, I said stop,” said Martin.
Melissa said, “No! Don’t stop! Drive!”
The driver shouted, “I can’t drive. I’ll run them over!”
Gunfire rang out. Someone screamed. More gunfire. The million-tongued monster devolved into an ant-scatter. A voice buzzed and echoed like from a Burger King drive-thru speaker.
It said, “All right, that’s enough! Disperse or we will fire live rounds!”
Melissa couldn’t see what was happening. Grab, pull, scratch. Damn!
“Disperse or we will fire on you!”
Someone strong and saintly pried a few people off the van. Straining, struggling, until Melissa was finally free. She gasped and fell back into her seat.
Danielle slid beside her and put a hand under her chin.
“Okay,” she said. “Okay, let me see.”
She inspected Melissa, then flipped the bird at the retreating asshole crowd members.
“Man, you believe that?” Amy said.
“Everybody all right back there?” said the driver.
A young Army captain approached and rapped his knuckles on the window.
“You all right, ma’am?” he said.
Melissa nodded.
The drive-thru speaker voice came again. “Disperse or we will fire!” It was a soldier on a bullhorn.
Melissa groaned and dabbed at her scratches. In no time at all, the captain and his company cleared a space around the van and room enough to drive ahead.
“The hell was that about?” said Danielle
Melissa sucked her fingers clean of blood. She was missing hair. She fucking knew she was missing hair.
Tim said, “We’re trying to figure this whole thing out. Don’t see the point of acting like animals.”
“They’re pissed, Tim,” Martin said. “Who’s not pissed? God’s dead.”
“Yeah, God is dead,” Melissa croaked. “The God of fucking comedy.”
 





Four

Thanksgiving, huh? The giving of thanks? Just what the hell did anybody have to be thankful for? Giant, city-sized monsters had beaten each other to death in the most brutal manner possible. Better yet, they’d almost killed Harold in the process. Some rather prompt EMTs had somehow managed to find him in all the destruction and mud. They said it was a miracle he was still alive. His shoulder was on fire. His ribs were bruised, black and blue. Thanks and cheers for Vicodin, God. Thanks and cheers for Lou’s Tavern off Highway 160 in beautiful Pahrump, Nevada.
Pahrump was a one-horse little desert burg, population, 36,500. There’d be no riots here. Harold loved it like a brother. Carmelo’s Pizza, the casinos, the awesome speedway out by the Walmart. Hell, the town was so quaint that when people stopped, it was usually on their way to and from Vegas. In Pahrump, the air was clean and the landscape vast. Not like how things were in New Haven. People there’d never even heard of rural hospitality, let alone demonstrated it a day in their lives.
Didn’t matter anyway. Med school was a flop. Harold’s life was a flop. Here was something to be thankful for: watery rum and Coke and plenty of it.
He set his elbows on the long pine bar, watching the television in the corner below the neon Jose Quervo sign. Four o’clock in the afternoon and what was on? The vacuous, glossy replay of last year’s Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. Fuck Macy’s. Fuck Thanksgiving Day. Fuck canned Broadway numbers and fat, bearded men wearing red, ushering in the one piece of shit holiday every adult in the country secretly despised but had to feign enthusiasm for, because aw shucks, the kids. Harold took a slug of his drink and reached for the stick pretzels, lazily packing them into his mouth. Kids. Fuck kids. And fuck lying women who trapped guys like him into having them.
“I’ll take a double, Mike,” he muttered.
Mike the bartender shook his head a grabbed a brown bottle from the shelf behind him. He poured beautiful amber liquid into Harold’s glass, wondering aloud at what he must’ve perceived as the oldest story in the book. “You look like you been through the wringer, kid. Why don’t you go ahead and tell me her name?”
“What makes you think there’s a she?” said Harold.
Mike shrugged and put the bottle back. “Don’t take a rocket scientist. She’s a real ball-breaker, huh?”
Harold touched the cut above his eye and winced. “I’ve been hurt worse, Mike. And her name was Jehovah.”
A silky feminine voice chuckled behind him. “If you need a double, I need a triple.”
Harold turned and locked eyes with a tall, gorgeous brunette in a faded Johnny Cash t-shirt.
“Sarah,” he uttered. “Hi, wow, didn’t … didn’t know you were back in town.”
“Yeah, likewise, Harry. Just got in last night. Thanksgiving with the ‘rents. You know how it is.”
“Right, yeah, I do.”
Holy shit, Sarah Miller. The one girl Harold had absolutely lost his mind for in high school. She was kind, strong, profoundly affectionate. She sat beside him with a sigh and eyed his injuries woefully.
“Let’s get a table, Harry,” she said. “The next one’s on me, all right?”
* * * * *
The years disappeared. The last six months—worst six months of his life—hadn’t happened at all. Sarah Miller was a state of mind. He was feeling very Sarah at the moment.
“Can I ask you something?” she said. “Why exactly do you hate your fiancé?”
Harold blanched. “What do you mean? I don’t hate her.”
“Yes you do. I thought you’d die when you laid eyes on me just now.”
“I haven’t seen you since two summers ago. We’ve got a history.”
“Sure we do. Me, you, and Patty. She asked me to come find you, by the way. Said she was really worried.”
He slouched in his seat. “Oh. That’s why you’re here.”
“Little bit. You should be dead right now, Harold. I’m not sure that’s dawned on you. She said you blew up at her. Is that true? Can I help?”
Help? Sarah? How perfectly ridiculous. He could see the moment clearly, the date and day his life veered left instead of continuing down the straight and narrow. Birth control? Who needs it? Or the truth, for that matter? Patty had lied to him. She’d seduced him at her apartment and lied about their chances of conceiving.
Harold grimaced and looked at the television. President Planter was on, the leader of the free world, the old white dude with the ludicrous hair piece. The news ticker on the bottom of the screen said something about growing tensions between the US, Russia, and China. Oh good, yet one more reason to dread the future.
“I had to drop out of school,” Harold said. He stared into his drink, sloshed it around a few times with a swizzle straw. “Faculty advisor said my grades were slipping so bad I probably wouldn’t make it through the semester, so I bailed.”
“That sucks,” said Sarah. “Did it have anything to do with Patty?”
Harold frowned. “What do you think? Mostly we just scream at each other. I’m going to say something right now, and I don’t want you to take offense, because I understand she’s your friend, but bitch is crazy. Straight up, Sarah, bitch is fucking crazy.”
Sarah frowned. “Huh, Patty says pretty much the same about you.”
“Doesn’t surprise me one bit. But I mean, who are you gonna believe? She seems normal most of the time, but then bam, she’ll go sideways on you like Stephen King’s Carrie.”
“You’re exaggerating,” said Sarah.
“I am not. I’m talking Carrie White at prom, bucket of pig’s blood on her head.”
“And you’re blameless, right?”
“As far as I know.”
“Harold,” said Sarah, “I want you to listen. I love you more than you’ll ever know, and I understand there’s things between us we’ve never resolved. But if this has anything to do with the past or what the three of us did or failed to do when it came to treating each other fairly, you need to let it go. You’re going to be a father, and if you’re not a good one, you’ll hate yourself the rest of your life.”
Harold frowned deeply.
“I didn’t expect this from either of you,” she said. “If you want my advice, you two need to have a long conversation. Patty and you can work. There is love there, and where there’s love there’s hope. Drinking doesn’t suit you, either.”
“This is weird,” said Harold. “This conversation is very weird to me.”
“Maybe it should be. Harry … did you ever think that perhaps this is how your life is supposed to be? You know, if fate were a thing, could you really argue with it?”
“Fate?” he breathed. “Like from God?”
“Yeah, maybe. Why not?”
“Can you go away now so I can drown my sorrows a little longer?”
Sarah took him by the hand. “And that’s another thing, pal. Who do you think you’re fooling? You can barely stomach orange juice.”
“People change,” he said.
“Yes, they most certainly do.”
She hugged him on her way out the door. That was nice. God, she smelled great. They exchanged a few pleasant goodbyes, made plans to Skype sometime soon. Which they never would. Because Harold would be too freaked out to do it.
“See you around, Harry,” she said.
“Yeah, see you.”
And then she was gone.
Harold stared after her a long time. Thought about life. Zigs instead of zags. He paid for his drinks and wished Mike a Happy Thanksgiving. Out on the sidewalk, he breathed the evening air. Smells of the desert, dust and sagebrush. A pack of coyotes yipped and yapped somewhere in the night.
Harold reached into his pocket for his phone, flicked at the lock screen, his finger poised over Patty’s number. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. He looked across the street to see a young boy of maybe eight or nine with dark features and pale, frowning lips, gazing directly at him. Something about him scared the shit out of Harold. The boy brought a thumb to his mouth and started sucking it. Sucking and staring, staring and sucking.
A tiny voice sounded from Harold’s phone.
“Harold, are you there?”
The boy turned around. On his back, attached with safety pins or maybe Velcro, was a big red cape. A superhero cape, like from a comic book.
“Harold, hello?”
The voice roused him. Patty was on the line. He hadn’t realized he’d dialed her. Harold put the phone to his ear. “Patty? Hey, Patty?”
“What do you want, Harold?”
“Uh, want? I want … to say I’m sorry.”
“Sorry. Really.”
Harold looked across the street. The boy was … gone. Nowhere to be found. Harold looked east, west. Empty sidewalks, no one but him. And yet he still felt scared. Damndest thing.
“We need to talk, Patty,” he uttered. “I think … maybe it’s time we put some things to bed.”
 





Five

In the days that followed, the city of Los Angeles came to know suffering on a scale rarely witnessed by human beings. There had never been more anger and grief concentrated in such a small part of the globe. Crowds of people walked the streets, crying for loved ones, screaming for those still missing and the thousands clinging to life in the city’s vastly overcrowded hospitals. The air was toxic in most areas of town, owing to the cloud of smoke that clung to the skyline like a dirty blanket. Many adopted surgical masks or soaked t-shirts wrapped around their faces, though there was little anyone could do to keep from hacking and wheezing.
The sediment and city steel the monster had kicked up on impact had left craters and anguished holes the size of battleships all over town. Pieces of Pasadena resided at Venice Beach, thousands of tons of forest vegetation from the San Gabriels floated in the harbor. A seemingly insurmountable haze, which had only just begun to break, lent the sky a sinister orange aura.
Eric eyed the destruction from his favorite doughnut shop just off the Hollywood freeway. He and his mentor, Lenny Appleman, had made it a habit to meet for coffee every Sunday morning for the past fifteen years. Like everyone else, they were exhausted, but the much older Lenny did his best to focus on the positive. His grandkids were safe, and so were Eric’s sister and niece. In the long and short of it, that was really all that mattered.
“You never started a family. That’s your problem, kid,” said Len. “Who the hell cares about success? If you ain’t got someone to love, you ain’t got a thing.”
Eric longed for blue skies. Who could think about family at a time like this? His father had married and divorced three different women. He’d started three families and at three separate times in his life had decided to cut bait and skip town. For Eric, women were great right until the moment they weren’t. He was dedicated to his career. It was the only thing that gave him a sense of purpose.
“I was supposed to meet with Lionsgate next week,” he said.
Lenny wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “Lionsgate? Really?”
“Allison said they like me. Said they like the project, anyway.”
“Burn the World?” said Lenny. “They like Burn the World by Eric Barron?”
Eric nodded. “She said they were really jazzed.”
Lenny grinned a furtive, toothy grin. “Kid, you’ve been hawking that script around this town a decade.”
“Don’t I know it? Ideas like that come once in a lifetime, if they come at all.”
They sat in surprisingly comfy metal chairs at a table near the windows. The shop had decent ventilation, so the air was relatively clear. Nothing to do but watch traffic trickle down the freeway. Here a Bentley and a Rolls, there a convoy of military personnel trucks and big hulking earth movers traveling across the city to aid in wreckage clearance and body recovery. Complete, city-wide evacuation had been discussed in explicit detail. Then it’d been discussed some more. And then, to no solution and no seeming point, it’d been circumvented entirely and turned into a real prize-winning political issue. And to think, North Korea had seemed the fuck-up motherload of all. The country wasn’t what it once was. Nearly twenty-five years into the new millennium and America was a land of celebrity politicians and voters perpetually obsessed with reality television. Eric couldn’t remember a time the United States had been the big country with the big spirit. Big dreams. Big accomplishments.
Bigness was overrated, he supposed. It didn’t seem to have done the Devil much good. Eric had no idea what the aftermath of an atomic bomb would look like, but he and the people of L.A. had all witnessed, by his estimation, a fair equivalent. As if the universe had gone mad, and higher sources of power and intelligence than God had pitched their best Judeo-Christian farce, here it was, the modern world, suddenly askew and rife with horror.
Atop the Hollywood Hills, just above a sea of FEMA tents and teeming crowds of ant people, the enormous hand lay over the bumpy outcrop that’d once been Griffith Park. It was at least a quarter mile tall. It reminded Eric of a fortress wall, or perhaps, if he squinted his eyes, the verticality and width of the Grand Canyon. It was the Great Hand of Hollywood, Eric realized. Good damn thing he and Lenny had been spared.
“It’s so messed up,” Eric said. “I see him. He’s right there. There’s blood in the streets and dead people everywhere. He’s the one who did that. But I cannot get my head around it.”
“Maybe we’re not meant to.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Eric conceded. “What are we supposed to do with it? What do we do with all this … death?”
“Hey, kid, it could be a hell of a lot worse. You may not believe it, but things being what they are, this whole city could be one giant smoking crater. And I’m grateful.”
“Grateful?”
“Sure. Death isn’t the end of anything, Eric. It’s good to remember that. I’ve believed in something higher than myself since I was a boy. I’m a Jew. That big guy there, he’s not even supposed to be a thing, you know what I mean? But nothing I’ve seen in sixty-eight years—present situation included—has changed my mind or my erased my faith. Hey, I got a question for you. It’s a morbid question. I won’t lie. I hate to even have to think about it. Still, you’re one of the smartest guys I know, so I need to ask.”
“What a way to set up a question. Not a loaded question, I’m sure.”
“Nah, not loaded. But definitely morbid. So we got this big friggin’ body here. And we got all these other bodies everywhere else. How do we handle them? He’s got to start rotting at some point, right? Somehow you’d have to dig a hole big enough to bury him.”
Eric took a sip of coffee. “More likely they’ll have to push him out to sea. Who on earth knows how they’ll manage that. The immediate concern is sanitation.”
“Sanitation, right.”
“Why ask?” Eric pointed his cup at the hand. “That damn thing freaks me out. Guarantee you they’ve already greenlit the movie.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Lenny said. “Kid, I’m not sure how to broach this with you … I’m starting a new project.”
Eric studied him. “You are?”
“Been scraping the barrel so long, imagine my surprise when I get this call from my agent. I thought she was joking, but apparently money’s already changing hands out there.”
“Hmph. Why am I not surprised?”
Lenny nodded. “It’s sick, all right. It’s like closing the barn doors after the horses have already escaped. Writers are watchers. It’s what we do.”
A car horn blared down on the freeway. A big black Mercedes came to a screeching halt. Cars and trucks piled up behind it. One smashed into another smashed into another. Eric craned his neck. A man sprinted across the freeway like his life depended on it. Businessman, nice three-piece and shiny black shoes.
“The hell is he doing?” Eric said.
Lenny laughed nervously. “Maybe it’s got something to do with them.”
The businessman turned his head and let out a shriek. A mob of perhaps twenty, twenty-five people climbed over the freeway’s tall concrete sound barrier and chased after him.
Mix of different kinds of people. Gangbangers, college kids with backpacks, a construction worker or two. A preteen girl ran at their head as if she was the leader. Dark skin, frizzy black hair. Her face was covered in blood. That’s the image that stood out for Eric. Blood. A lot of it. Almost like the girl had actually drunk some or eaten raw meat or …
“Man alive, look at them go!” Lenny said.
The mob overcame the businessman like lions on a gazelle. He let out a strangled yelp, which ended suddenly and disappeared under a ravenous, bloodthirsty clash of voices. People came out of a nearby gas station and gathered on the sidewalk to gawk. The mob surrounded and swarmed the guy, and then, much to everyone’s horror, they started beating the ever-loving shit out of him.
A chill ran down Eric’s spine. Eighty degrees out and his gut suddenly felt like a rock-hard ice ball. He watched in silence. So did Lenny and all the gawkers. Eric managed to rouse himself. He reached for his phone on the table and dialed 911.
“You calling the cops?” said Lenny.
But Eric couldn’t get through. All he got was a fast pulsing no-service tone. He didn’t know what else to do. He flicked on his camera, took footage, watched it all unfold on his big bright touch screen.
The way they tore at him. The sounds they made. Like animals. Snarling and growling like they had no sense. And nobody in all those cars got out to stop them. It was a cluster fuck. It was awful. They wailed on the guy till they got their fill. The scariest thing was how they left him there, bloody and broken. Didn’t even acknowledge each other as they went. One minute they swarmed, the next, the crowd and their bloody leader disbanded and climbed back over the sound barrier.
No explanations. No justification at all. They came, they attacked, then they left.
The businessman lay sprawled out on the asphalt a good ten minutes before police and paramedics arrived. Once the mob vanished, people finally grew spines and got out of their cars to see if he was okay. Maybe he was. Maybe he wasn’t. The whole thing was over in less than fifteen minutes.
 





Six

Alexei Azarov was ten tons of man packed into a one-ton suit. He stood at the cash register at the LAX airport Taco Bell, tapping a finger on his large dimpled chin, marveling the many varied trash-food products Americans consumed instead of actual nourishment. The restaurant was closed of course, but nevertheless, he found himself famished and more than a little curious. As he so often did abroad, he’d declined the presence of Russian Protective Service. Of course, this set him apart from his fellow representatives to the UN, but the thought of holding a high profile in a country on the edge? It did not suit him, not one bit.
Alexei had arrived at LAX forty-five minutes late and several hours short on sleep. And so terribly hungry even garbage had its appeals. Only official traffic could fly in and out, by mandate of the city, which meant this typically thriving metropolis of an airport more closely resembled a ghost town. His government would never tolerate corporate dysfunction and precocious safety measures. If anything, President Grozny was a man of harsh discipline and exacting military standards. Alexei slung his suit jacket over his shoulder and headed back out to the terminal lounge. A Time Magazine caught his eye, lying as it was in the middle of the tiled floor. The cover featured the latest satellite image of the Devil’s face. Diabolical, bright red, and surprisingly placid.
“He certainly does sprawl the land,” Alexei said.
One couldn’t help but sympathize.
* * * * *
The afternoon before Alexei’s arrival in Los Angeles—Tuesday, 28 November—Cabinet Deputy Vasily Anrep paid him a visit. Alexei kept a little garden flat overlooking the Moskva River in Moscow’s Remenky District. White, red, and blue flags waved on the Kutuzovsky Bridge, while large boats sailed down frigid black water.
Anrep stood in Alexei’s study, eyes trained on the roaring fire. The music of the city called to them, voices, cars, motor bikes. Alexei sat. Anrep disregarded his furniture, as if it wasn’t sanitary.
“How are things at the Kremlin, Vasily?” Alexei asked. “Rather busy, I expect.”
“Indeed. We’ve never seen anything like it,” Anrep said.
“No one has. It pays to be well-informed, doesn’t it?”
“Yes. And we are the best at keeping our ears to the ground.”
Alexei grunted agreement and folded his meaty arms over his chest.
“Alexei,” said the Deputy, “how are you to travel? Well, I expect?”
“Why would I travel? The President revoked my passport last month. Or did you forget?”
“The President has reinstated you,” said Anrep. “Your appointment, your badge of office, you can have it all back.”
Alexei stared at him. The clock on the wall—antique cuckoo, seventeenth century—ticked and tocked much louder than its small body might portend.
“Reinstated me? This is very sudden,” Alexei said.
Deputy Anrep looked down his long, equine nose at him. “Yes, it is. You have no objections, I presume.”
“Objections? Well …”
“We’d need you to fly out this evening, of course. Saturday night arrival at LAX.”
“To see the—”
“To see the bodies, yes,” Anrep said. “You won’t be alone. International effort, multi-pronged, you understand? Inspections will begin sometime Thursday, but the Security Council wants officials on scene now. The Americans didn’t want to let us in, but cooler heads prevailed at last. Our inspectors are already en route. We managed to get Bab and Babkin.”
“Bab and Babkin? Bab and Babkin are very good.”
Anrep smiled. “Yes, they are. Is that settled, then? Do you have any questions for me?”
“Just one,” Alexei said. “Why has the President reinstated me now? I thought after the incident in the hotel room …”
The Deputy waved him quiet. “He doesn’t care about that. Not anymore. Whom or what you choose to … Everything has changed. Our President wants someone at ground zero he can trust. He believes that’s you.”
“Yes, I understand,” Alexei said.
“You’ll do it then?”
“I will.”
“Excellent. Pack your things. I’ve ordered your car around front.”
Alexei looked down at the clothes he wore. A sweater and casual slacks, they just wouldn’t do. He went into his bedroom for the wardrobe.
“Anrep,” he called, holding up a pair of ties, “the plum or the amaranth, what do you think?”
* * * * *
Thursday night, the Governor of California put on a god-awful banquet in an old dusty ballroom somewhere in the bowels of Los Angeles. How he managed to conjure so much terrible food and drink at this time was mystifying, and Alexei believed, insulting to human beings everywhere. In attendance was the Governor himself, a congressman or two, that unfortunate representative from Kentucky who’d had to explain his affair with the young Hispanic boy. Also the entirety of the delegation itself. It’d been the German Chancellor, and not President Grozny, who had demanded the United States allow the rest of the world see these things up close and personal….
Alexei had seen him already. Just that afternoon, he’d stared at Lucifer from the window of his room on the twelfth floor of the Four Seasons.
The prince of the world cometh, he’d thought to himself, and he hath nothing in me.
It wasn’t a matter of faith. Men who no longer respected Alexei’s moral authority often enquired if he even believed in God. And he would say he did believe, and that he had no idea why anyone would presume otherwise. The truth was—it pained him to admit—he hadn’t so much as humbled himself for worship in years. It wasn’t that he’d lapsed. He simply felt unrepresented as a man and as a Christian. What was the purpose of religion if not fellowship? And yet he wasn’t a fellow. Clearly. That truth had been made plain to him many times over.
Someone tapped Alexei on the shoulder. He grumbled, roused from his thoughts. Guan Ziyang, the attending representative from China, stood before him, extending his hand for a handshake.
“Are you as terrified by the death of God as I am, Representative?” Ziyang said. He spoke perfect Russian. How lovely. Alexei took his hand and shook it.
“I am,” he said. “I must admit I’m also frightfully apprehensive to see what happens next.”
They stood at the back of the ballroom, far away from the officials and the press. The air was thick with the smell of pastry and beef. Serving men in white coats scurried here and there, tending beverages and offering small, elegant plates of food. Guan Ziyang was perhaps a decade younger than Alexei. He had deep almond eyes and a rather lovely speaking voice.
“I’m not sure it’s our lot to know,” he said. Soft, good-natured, the voice just a touch husky. “I believe it’s entirely possible for human beings to mistake the nature of things. Essential in the knowledge of the whole, the divine supremacy of the great I Am.”
“Well I’m afraid I’m no student of the mysteries. My mother was a reveler, my father smiled perhaps twice in his entire life,” Alexei said. “Needless to say, I side with the revelers whenever I can.”
“Does that mean you’re always in the mood for fun?”
Alexei laughed and gently placed a hand on Ziyang’s arm. “Yes, I suppose it does.”
“Good choice. Tell me, Representative, where are you staying?”
“My hotel? The Four Seasons. Why?”
“I’d like to see your room.”
Alexei smiled and inclined his head. “You would? How wonderful. I’ll call a car, shall I?”
* * * * *
As far as Alexei was concerned, nothing starved men’s hearts so much as the absence of love. Likewise, one could not fight sleep or a lack of oxygen. Guan Ziyang sucked on Alexei’s earlobe. He made love to him from behind on the floor of his hotel room, a firm but tender grip on both Alexei’s wrists.
“Always so hard … to find companionship abroad … don’t you find?” Ziyang spoke in deep throaty whispers.
Alexei said, “I do find that, yes.”
Alexei stared at the L.A. skyline out his window. Los Angeles was dirty, smoggy, far too bright, and far, far too large, but at night, it did twinkle handsomely. New York was oppressive in its blinding gothic mien. This was how they did things in California, he supposed. Why bother building up when it’s so much cheaper to build out?
“Don’t look at the city,” said Guan Ziyang. “I want you to look at him.”
Alexei’s eyes snapped to Lucifer. Massive. Earth-shattering. Too ridiculous in scale to exist in real terms. Even at night, the Prince of Darkness seemed lit up, stoked by some terrible fire within. Satan had cloven hooves. His legs were more like goat legs, black fur, black nails like talons.
A little rhyme from Alexei’s childhood popped into his head.
Satan at play, heed the day.
He moaned in wave after thudding wave of ecstasy.
Satan at play, heed the day.
Peter 5:8: Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.
It wasn’t a case of avarice or greed, of nationhood or nationalism in any context. To know the end was to know eternity. And love, love, love, all of it for humanity to savor. Nothing so precious as love, nothing Alexie had craved more in his entire existence. Tomorrow, he and the delegations would get the opportunity to know the beast better. And not a moment too soon, as far as Alexie was concerned. He hated waiting for bad news. Doubtless, the world would keep spinning as it always had. Alexei wanted. Alexei craved. And the best way to dispense with a craving? Indulge it.
 





Seven

Dylan hated church. He had nothing against the Lord or his Word or anything like that. It’s just that he didn’t like all the screaming. Pastors in Alabama, they all liked to scream. When he lived with his Dad, they went to church maybe two or three times a year. But Grandma D’Angelo? It was weekly with her. Man was he sick of weekly.
“The Devil is a liar!” raved Pastor Wilson. “What do you think of those two demons? Who do you think they are? Deceptions hatched from his wicked mind! Where is our Lord? He still dwells in the Kingdom of Heaven. Those things out there are shadow and smoke!”
Dylan didn’t know what the Pastor was getting at and he didn’t care. Big guy with a big gut, he prowled the stage like a lopsided monkey. Dad was dead. Los Angeles was dead. Grandma thought Dylan needed religion now more than ever.
“Tell me they’re a lie!” the pastor shouted.
The congregation replied, “They’re a lie!”
“Come on and tell me they’re a lie!” he said.
And everyone, including Grandma, jumped to their feet.
By the time service wound down, the pastor was huffing and puffing so hard Dylan thought he might have a heart attack. Didn’t he get it? There was no one up there looking out for them anymore. It was all a great big joke now. Lumbering off the stage at last, he called for the collection plates. Grandma was about to help pass them around, but she must’ve seen the desperate look in Dylan’s eye, because she lowered her hand and let others volunteer.
After the congregation had filed from the church and said their goodbyes in the parking lot, he and Grandma headed for home. She was on social security, so they only drove when they had to.
“That was a good sermon,” she said, fanning herself with the Pastor’s newsletter as they walked beside Whitfield canal. “I really think that did us good.”
“Uh-huh,” Dylan said.
“Doctor Wilson is such an eloquent man … Eloquent means the ability to speak well.”
“I know what it means,” Dylan said. He took off his suit jacket, bunched it up, tucked it under an arm.
“Don’t do that, sweetie,” said Grandma. “I’ll have to iron it again.”
He unbunched it and slung it over his back. Hot today. Almost December and it was hot like July. The sidewalk was in better shape on this side of town than in their own neighborhood. Middle-class houses and well-tended front yards lined the east side of the street. The canal bubbled and murmured off to the left.
“Dylan, can I ask you something?” Grandma said.
“Huh?”
“Did you enjoy service?”
Dylan shrugged. “It was okay.”
“Okay good or okay not so good?”
Dylan didn’t answer.
“Baby, these are trying times. I think the whole world could benefit from a little soul searching and a lot of prayer. You and me, we could use it like nobody else.”
Still not answering, Dylan scratched an itch on the top of his head, his black shoes loudly scuffing the pavement. Grandma put a hand on his back. “If only your father had taken you to church more.”
Dylan pulled away from her. “Dad did okay. It’s not like I’m a bad kid or anything.”
“I didn’t say you were a bad kid.”
“But Dad was a bad dad, right?”
Grandma looked surprised. “I didn’t say that either.”
“You might as well have,” said Dylan. “Ever since the Devil killed him all you talk about is how he never did this with me and he never did that.”
Grandma sighed. “That demon out there is not the Devil. We need to get that straight right now. Jesus Christ will choose the time of judgment, and he isn’t here, which means those things are false. Your father, Dylan, I regret the fact he didn’t spend more time with you.”
“Well he didn’t. What’s there to regret? It’s not like you can change it. He didn’t. Move on.”
Grandma had no response for that. She grew silent, put on a pensive smile. The sun beat down like crazy. Cicadas chirped from the banks of the water. Dylan imagined them eating people with huge nasty fangs. Sounded like super-bugs to him. Big and bad ones, a hundred times worse than what you’d find in any comic.
Grandma D’Angelo took a deep breath. She said, “Are you keeping up with the homework? Mrs. Blanche really wants you back in class soon.”
“I’ll go back when I feel like it.”
“Dylan …”
“Grandma, I think it’s dumb. I think it’s dumb to stay here. We should got back to L.A. tomorrow. That’s what we should do.”
“We talked about that.”
“I know we did,” said Dylan. “But I think it’s really dumb we’re staying here.”
Grandma pursed her lips. “That’s fine. You’re allowed to think that.”
“We haven’t even buried him. We haven’t gotten to see if his neighborhood is still there. He could be alive and we would have no idea.”
“No, baby,” said Grandma, “I called everyone in town we know. You watched me do it. Your father isn’t … he’s not …”
“What?”
“He’s gone, Dylan. Your father is gone. We’re staying here because California is dangerous right now.”
“Dangerous?” huffed Dylan. “How could it be dangerous?”
“Do I really have to tell you?”
“The Devil is dead! God’s dead, too! Just because you want to pretend—”
“Pretend?” said Grandma.
“Pretend! That’s all church is! It’s pretend! There’s nobody up there anymore, Grandma! God is just a character in a book now!”
“Dylan, watch your mouth.”
“This is stupid. You’re stupid.”
Dylan turned away.
“Dylan!” Grandma shouted.
He broke into a run. He felt so still and the world seemed so fast. He was like Barry Allen, The Flash, the fastest man alive. Just try to catch him. Just see if you can keep up. Nothing stood in his way on the road to Los Angeles. He was the hero and his life was the comic.
* * * * *
Back at home, under his blankets, with his head pressed tightly to his pillow, Dylan pondered the use of super powers in a situation like this. If he were Spider-Man or Captain America, nothing could stop him from going back. He was so tired of feeling helpless. It was like a little angry ball of badness rolling around his stomach. Up and down the sides. Spinning in the middle, drilling in the rage. It made him say things he shouldn’t, made him feel like shouting until his lungs could burst.
The road to Los Angeles was anywhere but here. Where would he go? How would he get there? It wasn’t like he could fly. It wasn’t like he had tunneling powers or the ability to teleport through space and time. Super strength would be helpful, too. Or even telekinesis.
Grandma would be back soon. He couldn’t have beaten her by that much. Dylan huffed and tossed his covers off, running a hand through his frizzy hair. He sat up, eyeing the pencil and sketchbook on his nightstand.
“Faster than a speeding bullet,” he said, “slower than a frickin’ snail.”
He grabbed the pencil and book, went to his desk and flipped through sheet after fully-covered sheet. His two heroes, U.S. Patriot and Lazarus Lad, they had a really cool gang of villains Dylan liked to call the Loathsome Foursome. Iron Fuehrer, he was like this big metal Nazi guy. And Beta Bull, a thick hairy mane and an obsession with death rays. Comic art was its own special thing. The images had to be dynamic, with tons of color, and foreshortening and dynamic perspectives and all sorts of other awesome techniques.
About halfway through the sketchbook, he’d drawn a little thumbnail image of Lazarus Lad tied to a nuclear bomb. Dylan stuck his tongue out and got busy blocking the Lad’s skinny torso. His lines were thick. Way too dark. Too much pressure on the pencil.
Dad was dead. God, dead.
He pushed down hard.
Everyone was dead.
The pencil snapped in two.
“Shit!” said Dylan. He paused and listened to see if Grandma had made it home yet. There on the paper—right above Lazarus Lad’s head—the outline of a word balloon drew itself from nothing at all. Dylan stared at it. He blinked. Had that thing just—?
Words etched themselves into the balloon. Every line of them made a sound like pencil on paper. They read: DYLAN D’ANGELO, MORE POWERFUL THAN A LOCOMOTIVE.
Dylan screamed.
He flung himself away from the desk. The table lamp fell to the floor. Its light bulb shattered, plunging the room into darkness. Grandma opened the door. “Dylan, what’s the matter?”
She scooped him in her arms, pressed him close, let him scream into her bosom.
“They drew themselves!” he said. “Holy frick, the words drew themselves!”
Grandma did her best to calm him, but Dylan couldn’t, Dylan wouldn’t. She led him out to the kitchen and fixed him some hot cocoa. That helped a bit. Warm, chocolaty goodness gushed into his mouth and sloshed around his stomach. Drowned that little ball of badness. She offered him another. He told her he didn’t want it and took her back to his room. As calmly as possible, he showed her the art.
“I didn’t draw this,” he said. “These words drew themselves.”
She stared at the page, looked at Dylan, stared back at the page. “I think I know what’s going on here.”
“You do?”
“Yes. You don’t have to go back to school just yet, hon. We can take a bit more time for ourselves. Come on, baby, give me a hug. We’ll get through this together, okay?”
Dylan’s stared at the writing. DYLAN D’ANGELO, MORE POWERFUL THAN A LOCOMOTIVE. The world moved so fast and he stood there so still.
 





Eight

Harold did forty-five down Simkins Road in the dark backcountry of Pahrump’s north end. The moon did nothing to brighten the way ahead, but he knew the scrubby flats of his hometown better than any place else on Earth. Insects dove in and out of his high beams, exploding against them like Christmas lights. He and Patty had ventured out to interview a pastor for their wedding. Too bad about his Chevy, but Patty didn’t mind letting him borrow her car. All distractions and fantasy tonight. He couldn’t keep his mind focused.
God’s feet and legs. His massive robe like the tent of the world. The images came at him whether he wanted them or not. Harold pictured carrion fowl like planets and moons, circling God the sun, drawn to His orbit, satellites with gore-covered beaks, feathers afire, eyes bright-red and burning.
“Harold,” said Patty, “I’m tired of the way we make love.”
He glanced sideways at her. “Huh?”
“It’s like we’re machines now. No love to it at all, really.”
“Okay? And … and you want to talk to the pastor about it?”
“Uh, no.” She shrugged. “Well at least I got your attention. You look like a zombie right now.”
The radio murmured. Nothing on tonight but politics.
“Horrifying reports filing in from Los Angeles this evening,” said the talk host. “Riots and looting, worse than the authorities feared. Well here’s a big red flag. We know who came to town this week, don’t we? Let me ask all my listeners out there. Call, email, or text. Do any of you think it’s got something to do with this farce of a UN survey?”
“Goddamn savages. Won’t be much longer until we’re using stone tools,” said Harold. “You realize this crap could spread everywhere.”
Patty chided him. “Maybe they’re all making machine-like love out there, too. Sad, really. You should give them some pointers.”
“I don’t think it’s funny, Patty.”
“Harold, the point is no one knows what will happen next. You’ve got two amazing reasons to make the best of it sitting right here. If I were you, I’d shelve the morbid thinking and focus on what really matters. Like staying sober and finding a way to complete your degree.”
She’d been very supportive of him finding a new school, preferably someplace in-state. Surprisingly, money wasn’t as important to her as he’d always assumed. Harold realized he may have gotten her wrong in a lot of other ways, too. Bad circumstances made people crazy. The conversation he’d had with Sarah on Thanksgiving had knocked some sense into him. He hadn’t touched a drop since, though he did wish sobriety was a bit less … real.
“People get hung up on the wrong things,” Patty said. “Why only take stock of stuff you can’t control? I think it’s better to choose faith over despair.”
He smirked at her. “You must be joking.”
“I’m not. Look, maybe He’s dead. Maybe it’s all over. But no one here can see the future. We mess up our lives, and we hurt the people we care about because we’re short-sighted and can’t get past our own bullshit. I don’t care who you are or what you believe. There exists inside each of us a place of peace and joy. That, Harold, is God.”
I think the giant fucking corpse in the desert might disagree, he thought.
She smiled and let her hand rest atop his knee. He supposed peace and joy was a good look for her. Better than the alternative.
“Life’s moving so fast. I wonder what would happen if we all just let go,” she said.
Harold slowed the car as they approached a stop light. Simkins Road intersected with Webber, a dusty old lane that ran adjacent to the steel plant. He flipped on his blinker and turned.
“That’s actually a good point,” he said. “Who the hell decided adult life is supposed to suck?”
Two blinking yellow lights faded and glowed, faded and glowed, in the distance. He pushed the needle back up to forty-five. His eyes flicked away for an instant. They flicked back. A small boy—the same one he’d seen outside Lou’s Tavern—stood erect and motionless in his high beams. His red cape fluttered behind him. Time slowed. Harold saw dark features, thin lips, frowning. He swerved and missed the boy by inches. The car flipped. Someone screamed. Another sideways flip. Collision. Darkness overcame them.
* * * * *
Dylan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. That was Sunset Boulevard. Universal Studios, Grauman’s Chinese Theater, burning, smoking, all of it a complete and total wreck. He and Grandma had been watching all day. CNN kept playing the same crazy-bad images again and again, until he just wanted to jump up and throw his cup of Mountain Dew at the screen.
“Grandma, let’s change the channel.”
“Hold on, baby. This is important.”
Dylan scowled. “I know it’s important. I’m not an idiot. But don’t you want to do something else for a bit?”
“Huh? Something else? Oh hell. Hell! The crazy frigs are torching Bob’s Big Boy!”
“The news is bad for you, Grandma,” said Dylan. “Can’t you tell it only makes you feel worse?”
She didn’t respond, which infuriated him. Grandma was like a mind-numbed zombie for CNN. What a load of crap. Dylan huffed. He got off the couch and stormed up to his room. The little ball of badness bounced around like a pinball. Was he the only sane person left on the planet? He shoved open his door and began pacing, took a few moments to think things through. Just because people said kids like him couldn’t change all the bad stuff in the world didn’t make it true. Dylan could do whatever he wanted. He just needed to believe it was possible, right? Wasn’t that how it was supposed to be? If not, then what was the point of looking up to heroes? The difference between a hero and a regular person was that a hero did whatever they had to do in order to protect people. Maybe his Dad was dead. So what? It didn’t mean Dylan had to stay here and wallow in all this terrible crap until the end of time. 
He quickly made up his mind and tossed some underwear on the bed, shirts, socks, a few pairs of pants, then he grabbed his fleece jacket off his chair and slipped into it. His emergency Hershey Bar stash, he raided that too. Dylan had exactly thirty-four dollars and three quarters in change. Maybe it was enough. He had to try.
What else did he need? The pencil, the sketchbook. He couldn’t go anywhere without them. And maybe he should write Grandma a note. Sitting at the desk, he opened the sketchbook, began composing a thoroughly crushing good bye.
Dear Grandma,
I’m going to California. You keep saying you know what this is like for me, but you don’t have a clue. This isn’t kid stuff. And I’m not the one who’s acting like—
A word balloon drew itself on the page.
Dylan yelped. He pushed himself back from the desk. A message scrawled itself there in dark pencil. It read, DO NOT GO. STAY HERE WHERE IT’S SAFE. Cautiously, he scooted closer to the desk. Pulse pounding, eyes wide, he put his pencil to the paper and wrote, Why?
The words vanished. More words scrawled themselves into the balloon.
TERRIBLE THINGS ARE HAPPENING IN CALIFORNIA.
Dylan bit his lip. He wasn’t imagining any of this. He had to know more. Whoever this was, they were actually speaking with him.
He wrote, Who are you?
No answer. Out in the living room, Grandma D’Angelo bellowed, “Oh shit! There goes the old Hollywood Records!”
Dylan slammed a hand down on the desk. “Come on, you stupid words, tell me who you are!”
To his surprise, the next words appeared all at once. NOT AN EASY ANSWER. WOULD TAKE TIME TO EXPLAIN. BETTER QUESTION IS, WHO ARE YOU, DYLAN?
Dylan raised an eyebrow. He shook his head and wrote, You seem to  know who I am already.
NOBODY KNOWS WHO YOU ARE. NOT YET. DYLAN D’ANGELO, MORE POWERFUL THAN A LOCOMOTIVE.
He sat back in his chair. “You have to tell me. Come on. Give me a good reason to stay.”
The words said, CHAOS EVERYWHERE. REALLY THINK YOU’D MAKE IT? YOU HAVE NO MONEY.
“I have some.”
NOT ENOUGH. IT’S IMPORTANT YOU STAY SAFE.
Dylan growled, “Why? Are you someone I know?”
EVERYONE KNOWS ME. EVERYONE WHO EVER LIVED.
“That narrows it down. I’m about ready to throw this sketchbook out the window.”
Slowly, an image appeared. First, rough lines and blocked shapes. An oblong sphere for a head, a wide, flat tube for a torso. Legs emerged, and feet. Thin arms, geometric hands, then fingers, body detail, a face Dylan could examine.
He didn’t know this person. The figure grew short black hair. Shade introduced itself, then harder lines like ink. It was a kid, a boy. He had dark eyes, thin pale lips and … and what was that? A big superhero cape on his back?
“I have no idea who you are,” Dylan whispered.
STAY AWAY FROM THAT CITY AT ALL COSTS. SOMETHING TERRIBLE IS ABOUT TO HAPPEN. SOMETHING NOT SURE THEY’LL SURVIVE.
“Who?” said Dylan.
THE OTHER CHAMPIONS.
Dylan pursed his lips. “You mean the riots, right? Are a lot of people going to die in the riots?”
I MEAN SOMETHING WORSE. TODAY IS AN EVIL DAY. TODAY IS AN EVIL DAY. TODAY IS AN EVIL DAY.
Dylan didn’t know what to say. Frick, man, he hadn’t even gotten his shoes on.
“What could be more evil than riots?” he said.
But the boy in the cape, though he looked like a hero, refused to say anything else.
 





Nine

If there was one thing Melissa appreciated most about working disaster response, it was the experience of constantly discovering new and exciting ways to dread reality. Her team had arrived at the Body Two worksite just after midnight, Wednesday, exactly fourteen days after the fall of God and Satan. Flying low over the larger metropolitan L.A. area, Melissa had seen spot-fires and police lights for miles around. Things were getting ugly. No mistaking it. In the morning, they got up early and took a tour of Altadena, Glendora, and San Dimas. These were some of the neighborhoods the Devil’s head had taken out.
Regardless of its surprisingly scoliotic condition, it was possible to chart a relatively straight two-mile line all the way up his wicked backbone, terminating at his corkscrewed, seriously good-and-goddamn busted neck. And if you kept going, she supposed, you’d find his cold dead eyes staring into oblivion. What a looker. Jesus H. Vodka Chaser.
DHS and every other damn agency under the sun wanted concrete disaster epidemiology, but the truth was no CDC asset had yet been able to confirm a serious biological threat. Which seemed absolutely crazy, until you realized there was no sign of naturally-occurring chemical pollutants, or on any level whatsoever, the barest degree of tissue degradation. God and Satan weren’t decomposing. In fact, both bodies were still warm, far warmer, the data had surmised, than baseline geothermal readings. In other words, failing broad sampling, it was likely to assume they were the exact same temperature they’d been in life. Now, was it possible their sheer size accounted for some kind of scaled prolongment of heat retention? Yes, it was, but it was also completely possible heavenly bodies like these played by a set of rules no one had ever observed before. 
And this mystified all of them. At some point exterior sampling outlived its usefulness. No ifs, and, or buts about it, somebody would have to get inside one of these things. Melissa’s team was the spearhead. Once you’re done with surface work, you’ve got to dig deeper.
Satan’s giant red ear towered over them, filling the sky . An enormous canyon gouge the size of New York City cut a wide swath through what had once been hundreds of square miles of California scrub and suburbs, the nearest visible terminating peak of which rose above them to meet the billy goat tangles of the Devil’s disgustingly wild hair. Crumbling hillocks of loose earth unleashed a series of landslides that triggered bigger slips of rubble and debris, tumbling down mountainous ranges like avalanches. Twisted suburban wreckage from overturned residential foundations rimmed decimated streets like needling teeth.
“He must’ve skidded clear across the San Gabriels,” Danielle said in wonder.
Melissa glanced up the sheer cliff of the outer ear—up, up, up—to the lip and wide plateau of the entrance to Satan’s ear canal. Though sturdy and capable, the team was tired. The air here was still and close, and none of them had slept much in several days. It felt fifty degrees cooler standing in the monster’s shadow, almost as if his presence alone robbed the air of all warmth. Martin kicked at a loose rock. It tumbled and rolled into the tiled hollow of what had once been someone’s swimming pool.
“That is one hell of a climb,” he said. “What do you think, Tim, about a thousand feet?”
“More like fifteen hundred, sheer and tough as nails all the way up,” said Tim. “Shit, man, that’ll take all day.”
Danielle shook her head. “Just look at that bastard. I feel a hundred pounds heavier just standing here.”
Martin nodded. “Do a quick equipment check, guys. Packs, ropes. Better leash up those axes. That epidermis might as well be concrete.”
The team got busy, checking themselves and then double checking each other. Danielle moved to Melissa’s side and laid a hand on her shoulder.
“You doing okay, girl?” she asked.
Melissa nodded. “I’m Fine. Just feeling a little woozy.” Her hands trembled as she tied her axe’s leash to her wrist.
“Don’t sweat it,” said Danielle. “If we don’t make it today, we can tackle it again tomorrow.”
“Right. I’ll make sure to say something if I see angels dancing on the heads of pins.”
Danielle frowned at her. “Not even remotely funny, Melissa.”
* * * * *
The first couple hours saw a sheer vertical climb, five hundred feet of impossibly solid outer ear. Melissa maintained her focus, conserved her energy, resting her calves, biceps, and triceps when and where she could. Flick the wrist, slam the axe, ascend. Satan’s pores ran deep, wide rivets in surprisingly neat, stair-stepped rows. The team used ice screws and dynamic ropes for more stability. They ran belay—simul-climbing—when the verticality tapered off and they entered parts of the ear that were flatter, Satan’s antihelix and concha.
Melissa spared a look at a fast, deadly drop. She slammed her boot to make a foothold. Her crampon caught and flecked away shards of thick, needling skin ejection.
“Everyone okay?” Amy called from above. Tim and Martin climbed point, while Greg and Danielle maintained the belay line.
“Fine,” Melissa called. “Are any of us in line for promo—”
Her crampon slipped. The patch of skin cell wall shattered. Flick of the axe. She missed.
“Mel!” Amy cried.
She slid down the hollow of the concha, flailing her legs, trying to find purchase. The point of her axe rebounded. Her wrist twisted awkwardly. A snap of taught rope jerked her hard, and her back slammed into the Devil’s skin.
“Melissa, can you hear me?” Tim called.
“Damn it…. I think … think I’m okay!”
“Check yourself,” she heard Martin say. “I need you to tell me the instant you can’t climb. Maybe we should quit with the joking now, right?”
“Right. Sorry, guys. Sorry, Martin!”
Embarrassed, she quickly fell back into line. The day was rough and the progress slow. As far as she could tell, she hadn’t broken any bones, but dullpain inhibited her. Three more hours passed until they reached their destination. By the time they got to the great yawning mouth of the ear canal, there wasn’t much else to do but collapse in a heap. The early winter sun sat low on the Devil’s shoulder. They could see the city from here, all that nasty black riot smoke rising into the sky. It probably would’ve been a nice view otherwise.
“I love California,” Danielle said. “Especially in December. I can’t stand snow.”
“There you go. Optimism saves the day,” Amy said sarcastically.
Melissa chewed a protein bar, sitting cross legged on the wide plateau. She wondered what they’d find inside. It wasn’t like getting an ear exam at the doctor, was it? Would there be demons? Copious amounts of earwax? The smell was offensive, like salty garbage left to broil in the sun. After a short break, the team rose stiffly to their feet, stretching and groaning like old men and women.
The plan at this point was to grab some preliminary data and then set up basecamp somewhere secure enough to pitch tents. Such a heart-warming notion. Would a marshmallow roast be in order? Fuck, her back hurt. Fuckity-fuck-fuck-fuck.
“It goes without saying, but stay on your toes,” Martin said. “Terrain is likely to be … well, unusual.”
It’d be hard work and long hours for them that evening. Martin and Greg lit up their lanterns. The cavernous ear canal swallowed them whole.
* * * * *
Existence was a lie. History was false. The sun might stop rising. The moon might shatter into a million pieces. This was the line of thinking Alexei entertained when he beheld Lucifer up close. Nothing could have prepared him. He realized that now.
How old had the Devil been? How many eons, or was it perhaps only a few thousand years? If you cut down one tooth like a four-story brownstone, would you see meat and bone, or would there be tree rings you could count  a hundred years?
And to think, the old monster compelled unrest and terror even in his demise. The attending cohorts of the UN delegational survey gathered near the lower-middle quadrants of Lucifer’s face, cheek, and lips. The Secretary of State was there, as was the Secretary of Homeland Security. President Planter would no doubt be watching coverage back home in Washington. As would, Alexei knew, his own President. News media from all over the globe had come. The BBC, Al Jazeera, Xinhua, Haaretz, all various manner of digital information, the blogosphere, and even—most bizarrely—a few representatives from Google and Facebook.
The American Army Corp of Engineers had cleared away a good deal of earth and rubble and had erected a sturdy stage, platform, and a series of interlocking scaffolds that ran several dozen meters up the side of Lucifer’s face. The Devil had died with his tongue lolling from his mouth. It was rather absurd, but hundreds of meters above them, the massive black protuberance made for a large veiny canopy.
Everyone wore surgical masks. Alexei’s face itched, and he was drenched in sweat. Mercifully, the scent of Guan Ziyang’s cologne still clung to him. He found it an exceedingly pleasant aroma, both masculine and sweet. The two of them had found a nice spot to stand together near the front. Alexei smiled at Ziyang. The Chinese ambassador smiled back.
As the noon hour approached, Secretary of State Bolden walked onstage with a microphone in hand. Bolden was a grinning old Texan, silver hair, large golden belt buckle, the sort of cowboy politician this country had been producing for two centuries. 
“Does that work? Can y’all hear me?” he said.
One or two officials confirmed they could. Others joined the Secretary onstage, the American UN representative, a curt little fat woman Alexei couldn’t remember the name of, the venerable old lady from the UK, the young buck from France. The deep angry red of Lucifer’s cheek made for a fine backdrop. Especially since the direction opposite was full of helicopters, smog, and columns of angry black riot smoke.
“All right, ladies and gentlemen, I guess it’s time to begin,” said Secretary Bolden. “I’ll kind of brief y’all and then open it up for questions. Today’s survey will detail the side of Body Two’s face, which we’ve designated Zone Twelve. After that, we’ll drive on down to his hooves—Zones Eighty and One Hundred—and we think we’ll be able to finish up at Zone Five, the Pasadena ear.”
One of the Secretary’s assistants leaned in and whispered something to him. Bolden nodded. “Right, thank you. We also want y’all to know everyone will be perfectly safe running to and from zones today. There’s a tiny bit of unrest in town, which I’m sure you’ve seen on TV, but we’ve assigned each contingent appropriate security.”
Alexei glanced at his cohort’s small yet capable-looking army detail, which included two burly riflemen and a young, pouty-lipped lance corporal.
René Sax, the representative from Belgium, raised his hand and in a small yet commanding voice said, “Mr. Secretary, our inspection teams at the extremities have made little headway. Do you really think two days is enough time to conduct our work here?”
“I do,” said Secretary Bolden, “at least for some preliminary analyses. The CDC is working extra hard inside Zone Five today. We’re encouraging cooperation. There will be plenty more opportunities to study Body Two up close. And of course, on Friday, you’ll be flying out to Nevada.”
“The United States is encouraging cooperation at the moment,” shouted Jael Cruz, the Venezuelan representative. “You weren’t very cooperative last week.” Her eyes went wide and white. “How are we to know you won’t try to keep us out again?”
A murmur of agreement passed amongst the representatives.
“I understand. We are negotiating events as they unfold,” Bolden said. “It can’t be overstated, this is an unprecedented moment in time. First and foremost, this country is in a state of terrible, terrible grief.”
“You haven’t forgotten it’s not just US citizens who have died?” Cruz said.
“Of course we haven’t,” said Bolden. He crossed the stage, clutching the microphone in both hands. “Look, the human loss here is immeasurable. Those who perished had friends and family. They were loved, and they are missed in ways you and I aren’t likely to understand. I’ve got children. My children have children. President Planter is a husband, a son, a father. On behalf of the President and the American people, I can assure you we’re doing everything—”
“Why hasn’t the President considered the nuclear option?” said Guan Ziyang.
Bolden halted mid-Texas drawl. He stiffened and locked eyes with Ziyang.
“I’m sorry?” he said.
“Has it been discussed? Now would seem the appropriate time.”
Bolden wrinkled his forehead. It made him look senile. “The nuclear option for what, Mr…?”
“Guan Ziyang, representative from China. Clearly these bodies pose a threat. Is the Planter administration prepared to eliminate them if necessary?”
“Eliminate?” said the Secretary of State. “They’ve already eliminated each other. I’m sorry, are you proposing the use of nuclear weapons inside the United States?”
“I’m merely asking the one question most on everyone’s mind. It is not just the US at risk, Mr. Secretary. What if there were more of these things? What if the bodies decay and pollute your entire continent? Surely you must appreciate the desire to avoid the worst environmental catastrophe in human history.”
“Listen, the bodies aren’t decaying. Not at this time.”
“I think Mr. Guan has a valid point,” said the Venezuelan representative. “No one has any idea what this business signifies. What is the Planter Administration willing to do if the situation outstrips his control?”
“Now just hold on a minute,” Bolden said.
The UN delegations quickly lost their composure. They booed and jeered Bolden like he was a bad standup comedian. Alexei laughed as their frustration grew. He could kiss Guan Ziyang. Really, a rather lovely man.
* * * * *
The ear canal burrowed deep into Satan’s head about 200 yards. It was round, expansive, and relatively smooth. The skin here was thinner, containing cells that were less pronounced, grouped together in long twisting rows of venous, haphazard, never-ending egg-crate configurations. There was also ear hair, a ton of it, long and wiry, thick and knotted like tree roots. The anatomy was perfect. The external meatus, the preliminary structure of the entire biological acoustic apparatus, it was precisely what you’d expect to find in a human being.
Melissa shined a flashlight at the skin cell floor. Thin skin, semi-translucent. Though vague and buried deep below a layer of membrane, every element seemed intact. Ribosomes, endoplasmic reticulum, mitochondrion. Protein-carrying Golgi bodies, lysosomes packed with hydrolytic enzymes. The light bounced through the cytoplasm. Balls and beads and slivers like worms. Stasis, suspended organelles, fruit cocktail inside a large, quivering mound of Jell-O.
And there, buried at the center of it, the nucleus.
“I want my sample from here,” Melissa said.
Martin nodded and handed her a chisel and hammer. The entire team gathered around. In the middle fifty yards, light from the outer ear no longer held sway. Dank and brackish, the air proved difficult to breath. Melissa knelt on the skin cell, clenching her flashlight in her teeth as she set the chisel at a point a few feet above the nucleus.
She hammered. Skin ejection flew, shards and pieces like splintering red basalt.
“Watch your force,” Danielle said. She wiped sweat from her brow. “Hammer too hard and you’ll break the sample to pieces.”
Melissa nodded. She brought the hammer down.
THOCK
THOCK
Metal contacted metal. She felt the shock through her wrist, up her arm, to her aching shoulders.
THOCK
THOCK
THWIK
Melissa felt the chisel punch through into thick, viscous cytoplasm. She held her breath.
“All right,” Martin said, “clear it away. Tim, resume your recording.”
She reached into her pocket for surgical gloves and then asked Greg to help remove pieces of epidermal membrane. The white video light on Tim’s camcorder flared to life. Martin moved to stand beside Melissa and began narrating.
“Doctor Martin Willis, Doctor Melissa Atwood,” he said. “Supplement, December second, six fifty-eight in the evening.”
Melissa cracked open an equipment case. From it she withdrew a battery-powered hand auger. She set the tip of the auger to the chisel hole. The battery whined, the auger grinding through membrane.
Martin continued. “Doctor Atwood has selected for us this interior sampling for statistical variety and because, put simply, the skin this far into the ear canal is thin enough to accommodate our research tools. As expected, the physiology of Body Two is strikingly similar to that of Body One.”
Melissa’s auger punched through to the cytoplasm. She pulled it free, set the tool back in its case. Next, she reached for her hand trowel. She glanced at Danielle, who flashed her a thumbs-up.
“My team thinks—and I agree—that the biological risk is nonexistent,” said Martin. “Cannot confirm the point at this time, but as things currently stand, we don’t believe the surrounding urban areas are in any further immediate danger, at least not in terms of disaster epidemiology.”
Melissa put her trowel down into the hole. The cytoplasm was thick and viscid, almost like rubber cement. She pushed her hand deeper. The sound it made was obscene. Melissa leaned in until her arm disappeared completely.
“Have you got it?” Greg said.
“Not yet. Almost there.”
Something slimy and stiff brushed her forearm. She jerked her hand from the hole. “What the hell was that?”
A sudden inhuman scream pierced the darkness. High and wailing, long, venomous, and sustained. Tim and Amy spun to face the interminable blackness of the cavern. Greg shined his lantern high.
“You guys? What was that?” said Danielle.
“It sounded like a girl,” said Tim.
Amy clumsily backed into their equipment case. “A girl? Sounded like an animal to me.”
Martin motioned for Tim to kill the camera. He then pointed at Melissa and told Daniel to watch her.
“Martin, someone’s in here with us.”
“Just stay close, Danielle.”
“Martin.…”
“Stay close to her.”
The scream came again, a wild sort of keening. It twisted higher, louder, where it became a horrible psychotic sobbing. Words followed thereafter. “My baby! Why did you kill my baby?”
Melissa cringed. Her teeth began to chatter.
“Someone’s screwing with us,” Tim said.
“Further up the canal, maybe up by the eardrum,” said Greg. “If we can get a little more light—”
Greg’s lantern went out. The flashlights died. They plunged into a darkness so complete, Melissa thought she might lose her mind.
The voice howled, “Are you my baby?” and then blasted the team with pure confused distortion. It went straight to Melissa’s brain, ripping through her aching skull with the force of a thousand-decibel roar. Martin shrieked at the top of his lungs. So did Danielle, Tim, Amy and—
The screams stopped. The lantern and all the flashlights flickered to life. It was suddenly too bright to see. Melissa covered her eyes. She blinked stupidly.
A girl in a nightdress stood just a few feet away.
Melissa blinked.
… a pretty girl, a teenager, with flowing black hair, freckles, and startlingly clear blue eyes. She stared at Melissa. Melissa stared back. Her voice caught in her throat. Martin? Martin wasn’t there. She looked around. Danielle? Amy?
The girl bowed her head.
The team. All their gear, their equipment, right where it should be, but they …
“Where are my friends?” Melissa whispered. She couldn’t say it any louder.
The girl turned and ran.
Air flooded Melissa’s lungs. She gasped, “Wait!”
The girl disappeared into the darkness, her bare feet padding across the skin cells. Melissa grabbed a flashlight and lifted her climbing axe. She chased after the girl.
“Wait!” she said. Terrified, panicked, her heart pounding.
Melissa met a thick tangle of Satan’s ear hair. She hacked and pushed her way through as best she could, tears streaming down her face. At last she made it to the other side, just as the ear canal narrowed to create a low ceiling with wide convex walls. A wide, pale, bulbous cone appeared from the darkness ahead. Fleshy, sheening, the Devil’s ear drum. Every step she took boomed and blasted back at her, amplified, deafening. Melissa halted. The girl stood with her back to the eardrum. Her face was so pale, her pretty eyes sharp and fierce.
“Who are you?” Melissa said.
Her words doubled and tripled, rebounding off the eardrum. Its cone quivered from the force of it. Melissa felt the fear like agony, like needles in her spine. She shouted, “Answer me!” and her words bounced back. Answer me!
Panic took hold. Melissa hefted her axe and screamed. She attacked the girl, angling the axe for her—
—the girl vanished.
Melissa slipped. The tip of her axe slammed into the cone. Blood poured out. It gushed like a firehose. The blood was black. It burned her skin.
She howled. Burning. The blood rose up her legs. It slopped and sluiced, splattering her face. Her hair lit on fire. Satan’s eardrum collapsed like a giant parachute. She felt it all, felt her throat blister. She tasted the blood a moment before her tongue shriveled and rotted away.
* * * * *
Alexei saw the blood explode from Lucifer’s ear as he shared a bagel with Guan Ziyang in a Public Storage parking garage at the inspection waypoint.
He said, “Dear God, what is that?” and Guan Ziyang spat out cream cheese and salmon.
The blood slopped out of the ear, down, down, tumbling a hundred meters, to slap against one of Pasadena’s old art deco buildings. Alexei, Ziyang, and a few other representatives moved to the sidewalk to get a better view. 
A large flung splotch of blood hit a cluster of tall old willow trees. Much to Alexei’s horror, the trees lit on fire, and in a globular, frothing biological vegetation soup, seemed to shrivel and rot on contact.
Representatives pointed, Army security and government officials too, all the way up at the hole in the colossal ear. They murmured, dug into their pockets and purses for smartphones and tablets. A river exploded from the ear canal. It rushed and thundered and projected outward fifty meters before cascading and showering the city below—deep, dark, black—splattered the streets and rained down on businesses, homes, and apartment buildings.
It came and it came, and it streamed out like putrid urine. Obscene, bizarre, filthy, a bloody torrent like a raging morning bladder void from the ear of the Evil One.
The smell hit them next.
“Blahg!” Alexei exclaimed. Ziyang gagged.
It smelled like death, like macerated carcass, the worms in the muck; smelled like catacombs of sludge, decay, like the end of all things. The representatives covered their noses and braced themselves, as if the smell alone was enough to knock them off their feet. Two of them vomited.
“God is great!” The Saudi representative shouted.
“Alexei, we have to go,” said Ziyang.
“Why?” Alexei said. “What is it?”
The blood river ran down Arroyo Seco Parkway, block by block, palm tree by palm tree. It swallowed whole the Mobile gas station on the corner of Del Mar Boulevard. From the mouth of the parking garage, they watched it overcame cars, wash them away, lap and spray at tight, regimented, colorful four-story flat complexes.
A young man—frosted hair, trendy styling, assistant to the Representative from South Korea—got out of a UN Cadillac parked on the street. He dropped to his knees when he saw the river. He screamed something harsh and long in frantic Korean. His body lit on fire. His entire form became a flickering, shrieking, melting candle. His flesh rotted off him, and then his bones clattered and dissolved away.
The delegation panicked and scattered. Guan Ziyang pushed Alexei back into the garage. He shouted, “Run!”
Alexei hesitated.
The black blood river slammed into the facility. It rose up a meter and gushed through the mouth of the parking garage. Blood splashed the Representative from Belgium. Not ten steps away, his nose, his cheeks, his eyes, rotted away, his tongue flopping out between a set of foaming, fizzling white teeth.
Alexei groaned. Blood splashed his shoes and lit them on fire.
“No! No!” Alexei kicked the shoes away.
Ziyang flung him through a gate. He stumbled, stood, and ran. They slipped into a passageway. Alexei sprinted with Ziyang down a corridor of neon orange storage units. The gate behind them collapsed. Black blood roared in. Coming faster and faster.
“In here!” said Ziyang. They passed through a maintenance door, into a loading dock, and back out onto the street.
Ziyang halted. Alexei ran into him. He said, “Ziyang, go!”
The Chinese ambassador stood perfectly still. He held his hands up. There, with a rifle aimed square at their heads, stood a US soldier, the Lance Corporal with the pouty lips, their own guard from their own security detail.
In English, Alexei said, “Out of the way, soldier! It is coming!”
“Don’t think so, sir.” The soldier had a thick, drawling accent. “Orders are to lock my shit down if something goes wrong. Something went wrong. I’m locking the shit down.”
“By aiming a gun at our heads?!” Alexei said.
Ziyang shouted, “Too late, Alexei!”
The river splashed overtop the storage facility. The Lance Corporal glanced up just as a large, molten blob slapped against him. Alexei and Ziyang dove to the concrete. The Corporal’s carcass combusted, frothed, and fell to rotten pieces.
Splash-back hit Ziyang. His suit jacket burst into flames. He yelped, tossed it off, told Alexei to follow. They ran for the city park across the street, bolted through a field of spongy green grass. The grass lit up behind them, turned to ruddy brown sludge. Tall old willows and oak trees, branching strong and high, blackened and burned on contact. The park blazed. Alexei dodged falling leaves like hand grenades, a dozen at a time.
“There!” said Ziyang. “That one! Do you see it?”
They dashed from the park, to the street beyond, to a running sedan a woman in blue had just abandoned. Alexei watched her sprint for a nearby bicycle shop. The river shattered the shop’s windows, and with a great gasping gurgle, swallowed the blue woman whole.
They got in the sedan. Ziyang gunned the engine. Tires squealed. The vehicle sped down Fair Oaks Avenue. They passed a hospital and a bank. Sparse traffic, just people traveling to and from their homes inside the quarantine.
“Look at the ear,” Ziyang said. “Is it still coming?”
Alexei looked out the rear window. “Yes, it’s still coming. Lord, how much of that filth does he have in his head?”
“I would imagine quite a bit.”
Ziyang cranked the wheel and sped around an abandoned RV.
“We’ve got to get clear,” said Alexei. “I need to contact President Grozny.”
“And President Chen.”
“And the Security Council.”
“I knew it was a catastrophe waiting to happen,” said Ziyang.
“Quarantine line’s up ahead. Don’t stop for anything.”
The sedan raced south for the L-curve of the parkway. The houses got bigger, the palm trees taller and leafier. They bore down on the quarantine. Alexei saw surprised faces in a sea of aid workers. Ziyang hammered the pedal, and the sedan lurched. Alexei braced himself against the dashboard. An instant later, the black blood engulfed the Parkway. It flooded the L-curve, washed the tents and the aid workers, everything else, washed them all away. Human beings combusted in a bright-hot wave of fire, like a pack of matches thrown on the stove.
“Stop, Ziyang!”
Ziyang spat Chinese profanity.
Tires squealed. The sedan slammed headlong into the rushing torrent. The car twisted. Alexei and Ziyang climbed out the windows and onto the hood. Panting, wheezing, the two Permanent Representatives to the United Nations clung to each other as the sedan washed down the parkway. Little islands of steel and glass traveled with them. Under overhanging road signs, bouncing off upturned concrete dividers.
Alexei reached for Ziyang’s hand. The Chinese ambassador took it and squeezed. Arroyo Seco swung south and west. There, looming ahead, towered the red furry mass, the great fortress wall of Lucifer’s shoulder and dislocated arm.
Alexei watched it coming on. No avoiding it or getting out of the way.
“Mr. Guan,” he said, “you bring such pleasure to places full of pain.”
Ziyang squeezed Alexei’s hand. “Mr. Azarov, the world is far too tragic a place to permit—”
The sedan crashed into the Devil. It pitched and rolled. Guan Ziyang fell into the blood. Flames leapt to life. Lovely skin, moldering, decayed. Intelligent, deep brown eyes, shriveled, burning black holes in deep sockets. The man didn’t scream. How brave. Alexei thought a moment about praying to God. An instant’s hesitation, and then he pitched into the river. He felt the heat as white-hot agony. A tremendous sense of loss overcame him for the briefest of moments …
… and then it was over.
 





Ten

Satan’s blood flooded Los Angeles one bleak, burning block at a time. From Pasadena, it flowed west and south. It reduced every living thing it touched to charred organic waste. The force of it collapsed buildings, washed out Dodgers Stadium, drowned Glendale, killed thousands in China Town, MacArthur Park, Silver Lake, the Disney Concert Hall. Screams could be heard for miles around. Most died on the streets, in cars, on sidewalks. Those lucky enough to dwell in third stories, fourth and higher, they were spared their immediate fates, but not the gore, the stench, the humanity, that oppressive reek like no earthly thing. The riots became mad scrambles for just a few more fleeting seconds.
The seconds came and then went. The blood poured, and poured, and Eric Barron got to witness the whole godawful thing.
He found himself on the 1st Street Bridge when it came. The air was dry. The Los Angeles River—which was more like a sad stream most days of the year—ran beneath him. Tall, eyesore hi-yield power lines straddled parallel train tracks beside the river’s retainer, and wide, industrial lots full of machinery, cars, and trucks littered the periphery. The sky was a deep shade of purple. Night had just fallen, the first week of December. Leaning against one of the tall stone arches built onto the bridge’s walkway, Eric grimaced at the body, how its massive dislocated arm seemed to bend around Northeast L.A., and even one of his feet, miles and miles away, appeared as a mountain, Mount Compton, Mount Lakewood.
The rumbling started low. In the industrial lots, car horns blared and headlights gleamed, anti-theft devices triggered by the shockwave. An angry red glow gathered on the horizon. It eclipsed the distant wall of Satan’s arm. Red wall, orange glow, purple sky above.
Directly beneath him, the river’s water levels rose. It quickened, became a rush instead of a trickle. Scraps and bits of flotsam and jetsam came down the pikeway. Trashcans, shopping carts, full racks of women’s clothing.
“The hell?” said Eric.
It built upon itself, lapping at the sides of the retainer. The water became murkier, muddier, and then at last, red. Eric watched as the river overtook the train tracks. The red darkened until it was black. ’Eric realized the river wasn’t water anymore. Something instinctual told him to run. The river touched the industrial lots, spread across them like high tide. Weeds and bramble lit on fire. He heard someone scream in the distance. The river raged.
Eric bolted from the bridge. He made it to Vignes Street. There, at a little Japanese restaurant shaped like a pagoda house, he ran headlong into a scene from a bad Godzilla movie. Dozens of people stampeded from the building. They screamed, “Fire!” and smoke rolled into the air. The Japanese garden with the Japanese trees lit up and rotted. Eric had never seen anything like it.
A messenger rode by on a mountain bike. He got one look at the fire and damn near ran Eric over. Eric dodged to the side, yelling, “Hey, man, can I get a lift?”
But the guy rode past. He turned up the street and gunned it for the tall blocky skyscrapers of downtown. Just a few dozen yards beyond the pagoda house, the flood swept over him. He burst into bright orange flames.
The stampede of people headed south for a construction yard and the Arts District beyond. Eric went with them. He pressed himself into a sudden crush of bodies, running between a narrow row of buildings painted vivid and bright with murals of spaceships and mean Latino clowns. Someone fell to the concrete ahead. They tripped up three or four others, who tripped up a few more. Eric jumped over one fallen body, spraining his left ankle when he landed. He reached out, tried to pull the person up. But ’if there was a hand there to grasp his, he never found it. His ankle protested. He ran anyway.
The end of the row split onto 3rd Street. There, Eric spotted a four-story blockhouse with iron bar crosses lining its gate. He dashed for the gate and began to climb. An old woman with a broom came screaming from the doorway of the blockhouse and attacked him.
“Bajar la puerta! Bajar la puerta!” she shouted.
Another guy in the crowd got the same idea as Eric. He lunged for the gate, missed his foothold. His face hit hard enough to twist his neck. Eric stared at him as he jerked and huffed like a dying animal. Behind, people screamed, burned, and rotted. Eric kicked at the woman and used his upper-body strength to haul himself up and over.
He landed on his back. He stiffened up, curled, hauled himself to his feet and dodged into the blockhouse. Eric took a wrong step and wiped out on a cold stone floor.
Someone said, “What’s going on?”
He took in his surroundings. Some kind of home furnishing store. Really up-class, lots of fine textiles. Whole bed sets were nailed upright to bare white walls. Rich, terrified old women stood around with shopping bags and sample linens.
Eric rose to his knees. “You guys have to get higher.”
“Is that what it is? Everyone’s high out there?” said a sales woman.
“I mean elevation. We need to get higher. Where’re the stairs?”
A little slow, a little dumb, the sales woman pointed at an exit beside a tall rack of pillow cases and bed sheets. The black blood poured through the north-side windows. It sloshed onto the stone floor, lighting textiles as it spread. Eric and the others climbed the stairs to the second floor. It was a production facility, he guessed. Punching tools, dyeing vats, two long rows of sewing machinery. Eric did a quick headcount. The sales staff, a few elderly customers, three or four working fabric makers. They all moved to cluster around the long bay of windows on the west side. Eric took another look at all that fabric, all that fuel.
“What is that black stuff?” someone said.
“Doesn’t look too nice,” said another.
“I wouldn’t watch,” said Eric. “Listen guys, it’s not safe on this level. What’s on the third floor?”
“You really think it’ll rise all the way up here?” said one of the fabric makers.
The flood washed out the street below. Stragglers trying to catch the stampede—a hundred of them at least—got swept over and exploded like rancid hand grenades.
“Holy fuck!” screeched a customer.
“Told you not to watch,” said Eric.
Slowly but surely, the blood rose up the stairs inside the blockhouse, engulfed workbenches, fabric runners, and pile after folded pile of blankets, bath towels, baby clothes. All of it lit up.
Eric shouted, “Everybody out!”
The concrete walls trapped the smoke. Eric’s eyes burned. His lungs seized. He got down on the floor. Others joined him. The smart ones crawled for the exit to the third floor. Eric spotted two survivors still standing at the windows, hacking and coughing. Without thinking, he jumped to his feet to knock them out of the way. The black blood sprayed him.
Felt fire on his face.
Saw a flash of blinding white light—
—then he plunged into darkness.
The textiles store disappeared. So did the smoke and fire and everything else. An intense heat spread over him. He had never known pain like this. It seemed to cover his cheek, nose, and lips, like another kind of flood, one that drowned the entire world in silky, solid black. He felt a warm breeze, and the air smelled entirely different from the black blood.
A light flickered to life beside him. It was small and blue, radiant and pure. It bobbed in the air, hung in place, bobbed again. Another followed it, ahead and to the left, and another there, further away, but no less brilliant. Faces hovered over the lights, illuminated blue, lit green.
The lights were cellphones, Eric realized. And the people were … well, they were just people.
“I’m not getting any signal,” said the young lady beside him. “Are you guys getting signal?”
“Not me,” said an older gentleman off to the right, “stupid fucking wireless.”
Eric reached into his pocket. He lit his own phone and shined it around.
“Where are we?” he asked the strangers.
Beside him, a woman grumbled, “I haven’t got a clue.”
“It hurts,” said a strained, broken voice. “Feels like my arm is burning up.”
“Were any of you in the textiles store?” said Eric.
An answer came, “What textiles store? That fucking black shit flooded my basketball game.”
“And the local pharmacy. Worse goddamn thing I’ve ever seen.”
Eric looked skyward. The stars and moon shone clearly above. He turned on his phone’s flashlight. Wow, a lot more people than he’d thought. Others lit their flashlights as well. Their surroundings grew brighter. Eric saw that the ground looked strange. It was rough and hard, yet also slightly translucent. He angled the light and gazed down into it. He saw floating shapes. Worms and balls.
“Skin cell,” he said.
“What color is it?” asked a man. “Don’t tell me it’s red.”
“No, it’s peach,” said Eric, wincing from the pain he still felt on his face. “White, you know? White skin.”
“Great,” said a young guy, “because we don’t have enough problems with white people.”
Eric stared at the cell. An orange point of light gathered at his feet. He leaned in for a closer look. The skin cell burst into a frenzy of hopping sparks. Eric leapt back onto his bad ankle and crumpled. People panicked and shoved one another as they struggled to spread out.
“Wait! Stop!” someone said. “It isn’t the blood.”
Eric watched. No, this was something different. More like a concentrated beam. Not running and spreading and oozing, but isolated, a pinprick. It darted away. Up, left, down, back. It made tight turns and long loping lines. Eric realized it was scorching something into the surface of the skin cells. It skimmed and skipped to add in space, backtracked here and there to darken lines.
“It’s drawing something,” he said.
The sparks brightened and threw themselves into a dazzling spiral and a long row of text. They blinked out. In the darkness, with the starry sky above, Eric’s eyes still saw red after-image. He flicked at his phone and threw the camera into night-vision mode. He pressed record, raised the phone, stared greedily at his screen and swept it over the burned lines. The image they formed was like comic book art, with a wide, cartoonish word balloon above the head of a single figure. The balloon read, simply enough: HERE SHALL YOU STAY.
The figure was a kid, with a thin, angry frown and his hands on his hips. Wearing a flowing cape, he looked kind of like a superhero. Then again, his gaunt expression suggested he was pissed off and ready to go to war.
“Perfect,” Eric mumbled. “Where’s the hell’s a good pilot when you need one?”
 





Eleven

Aside from Los Angeles and the rural wastes of Nevada, distant to many in the country, but Bill Planter believed, close to everyone’s heart, the worst place hit by the fall of Body One and Body Two had been the city of Atlanta, Georgia. As President, Bill had been forced to ignore the thinking of his emotional brain and to bring the full weight of his administration to bear on the chaos and violence that’d erupted there. In Atlanta, issues of religion, race, and income disparity had at last come to a head. When God died, the city ate itself from the inside out.
Much like L.A., the violence and looting spread from the poor areas to the rich. Atlanta’s core was black, and it was steeped in anguished memories of segregation, police brutality, and the lasting social remnants of Jim Crow. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. From the city center to the east, not much had been spared. The US military was in charge now, and not for nothing, serious as god-damned cancer.
Bill flew in from Washington on the night of Tuesday, December 1st. Wednesday night, he walked with a sprawling escort of police, firefighters, Secret Service, National Guard, plus the Governor of Georgia, and of course, the typical cabal of national press.
“Mr. President! Mr. President!” they shouted. “Russia’s begun making unauthorized flights into NATO airspace. Are we heading for a confrontation?”
Bill stepped off the curb and pointed across the street at the wide, green lawn of the UGA city campus.
“Rick,” he said to the Governor, “I’m surprised to see the school still intact.”
The Governor nodded, eying the press corps as they filed in behind the President’s overly large entourage like ants on a log.
He said, “Yes, Mr. President, very fortunate. UGA is one of this city’s best institutions.”
The surrounding neighborhood was poor, and in the night, street lights rendered shoddy, dilapidated homes and dollar shopping centers orange, yellow, and blue. The air was muggy and close. Camera crews and their damned bright lights tended to have a nauseating effect on Bill. Individual voices of the press corps continued to hound him.
“Mr. President! Congress holds you personally accountable for the violence in Syria and Afghanistan. Care to comment?”
And they said, “Mr. President, your thoughts on the death of world religion?”
And, “Mr. President, increasing questions of secret state executions in Moscow. One of Grozny’s own officials called him a distinct threat to the established global order.”
But Bill did his best to ignore them, or in the least, to answer them with a few canned lines: “We’ve got eyes on Moscow. World religion is not dead. Where’d you even come up with that? Nobody in this administration has mishandled a thing.”
Further up the street, standing at the curb beside his waiting state Cadillac, Nancy, Bill’s typically bubbly and good-natured personal assistant, waved at him. Bill motioned her off. He kept pointing and speaking.
“Now, governor,” he said, “how long has the University of Georgia been in operation?”
The Governor’s phone rang in his pocket. Another phone went off in the hands of a reporter, as did the phones of several others. Nancy waived a frantic hand high over her head. She ran to Bill and his entourage, intercepting him where he stood.
“Mr. President, your phone,” she huffed. “You need to take this.”
“Nancy, what on earth—”
“It’s Los Angeles, Mr. President. Something terrible has happened.”
* * * * *
“Harold, can you hear me?”
“Mmm?”
“Harold, open your eyes. Can you hear me?”
“Mmyes.”
“My name is Doctor Mitchell. Can you tell me who the President is?”
“Mmpresident?
“Yes, can you tell me the name of the President?”
“Mmplanter.”
“Very good. How many fingers?”
“Three.”
“Good. Look at this light for me.”
Harold watched the blue light bob and weave. He must have done a good job tracking it, because Doctor Mitchell said, “Okay, good enough. Renee, ’get me those scans as soon as possible, all right?”
“Yes, doctor.”
Harold was in the hospital. Most likely Desert View Hospital. He recognized the salmon walls from when Patty had gotten her ultrasound. He had an IV in his arm. Hospital gown. The lights were bright, smell of Clorox. The room seemed to hum.
“Doctor?” Harold said. “S’it okay?”
“I’m sorry?”
“S’it okay? They okay?”
“Who?”
“Patty. The baby.”
“Do me a favor and rest up,” the doctor said. His nose was too big for his face. Funny to look at. Harold smiled.
“That’s better. Rest up, okay? We’ll talk when we’ve gotten your labs.”
Harold’s eyes ached. Hard to keep them open. At some point he stopped trying. Strange images popped into his head. Someone pushed his hospital bed down a stream of diamond water logging gypsies tall as God’s body.
* * * * *
Harold awoke with a gasp. He’d had bloody dreams of Superman and avenging angels.
“Patty?” he said. But it was dark and Patty didn’t answer.
Still in the hospital. A clock ticked loudly somewhere in the room. Harold reached for a lamp. His hand found a long plastic box with two big buttons on it. He pressed the top one.
Nothing. Darkness. Avenging angels and severed heads and disemboweled—The door opened. A sliver of yellow light crept across the room.
“Mr. Math?” said a gentle voice. “How are we doing this morning?”
“Morning?” Harold said.
“Yes,” the nurse said. “You need some water?”
“My fiancé … did she come in with me?”
The nurse hesitated. “Yes.”
“Is she okay?”
Another hesitation. Harold couldn’t see her face, haloed as she was in the blinding neon of the hallway beyond.
“There was a boy,” Harold said. “A young boy in the middle of the road…. I didn’t hit him, did I?”
“I … I’m not sure, Mr. Math. First responders didn’t say anything about—”
“I almost hit him. What the hell was he doing in the middle of the road?”
“I’m sure the doctor can answer your questions,” the nurse said. “He’ll be by in a few hours. Let me get you some water so you can get back to sleep.”
“Are they okay?”
“Let me go get that water for you.”
The nurse closed the door.
In the depths of the pre-dawn hours, Harold imagined things no man should have to imagine. Necks snapped. Gashes spread wide. Babies. Babies. Blood. The angels come. Superman to snap their necks. Harold sobbed to himself in the darkness. This was not the life he knew. The clock kept ticking.
Tick, tock; tick, tock….
* * * * *
Sarah picked Harold up from the hospital early Thursday morning. She helped him fill out his discharge papers and then assisted as he slowly rose out of bed and got into a blue vinyl wheelchair. At the nurse’s’ station, Doctor Mitchell chatted with them briefly.
“You take good care of him, now,” he said. “This young man is lucky to be alive.”
“I know he is,” Sarah said.
During the car ride, she kept trying to strike up a conversation, but Harold didn’t have the energy, felt like reheated dog shit.
“You hear what happened in L.A.?” she asked.
“Flood,” Harold said.
“Not just a flood. Something much worse.”
Harold leaned back in his seat, felt the waves of pain and fatigue wash over him and recede.
“Sarah?” he said.
“Hmm?”
“I kind of don’t want to go home right now. Are you still at your parents’ house?”
“No,” said Sarah, “I booked a motel room so I could stay in town a while longer.”
“Can we go there?”
Sarah glanced at him. “I’m not sure that’d be good for you. You need to talk to Patty’s parents today.”
“I will. You know I will,” said Harold.
“Because they’ve been calling me. They need to know exactly what happened, and they need to hear it from you.”
“Please,” Harold pleaded. He took a deep breath, clenched his teeth to keep the tears from falling. “I need someplace neutral. I need …”
“Harry …”
“I can’t go home. She’s still there. I’d still feel her.”
Sarah sighed. “Okay, Harry. Maybe just for a few hours.”
They stopped at Walgreens for his medication. Percocet, antibiotics, an anti-inflammatory, anti-nausea pills. Then Sarah headed down Route 160 to the Pahrump Best Western. They sat in the parking lot as the engine ran. The radio played some soft golden oldie from the ‘60s.
“Listen,” Sarah said, “if you don’t want to talk to them today…”
“I need to, though. I really do.”
“Because I know how horrible it was.”
“I don’t know,” Harold said. “I’m not sure. It all happened so fast. You know what I mean? One minute you’re touching God, the next everyone who depends on you—”
The words caught in his throat.
“You touched God?” she said.
Harold bit his lip. He couldn’t contain the tears any longer. Weeping softly, he opened his car door and reached into the back for his crutches.
“You okay?” Sarah asked.
He didn’t answer.
Fractured right tibia, some deep bruising on his neck, stomach, and back. But that was all. No whiplash, nothing so significant the doctor wasn’t willing to discharge him after only a few days. Sarah came around to his side of the car to help him. He handed her his meds, and then let her lead him into the Best Western, through the lobby full of brochures and Native American knick-knacks, finally to her room on the first floor.
Sarah slid her keycard through the lock and entered. The room smelled sweet, uncommonly feminine. Sarah just had that way, he supposed. She could turn even a mundane motel room into a place you’d want to disappear for hours.
“Get in bed,” she said.
“I don’t think that’s a good—”
“Get in bed, dummy. You’re supposed to keep your leg elevated.”
Harold did as he was told. He slid himself down, rested his head on a pillow, and let out a deep, exhausted sigh. Sarah took the other pillow and bunched it up as well as she could. Carefully, she slid it under his leg.
“I guess that’ll have to do for now,” she said.
“It’ll do,” said Harold.
“We’ll run you over to your place this afternoon.”
“It isn’t my place, Sarah. It’s Patty’s place.”
“Yeah, I know,” she said. “But the rent’s paid for the month, right? And you need a spot to recuperate. Too bad your uncle sold your family’s house…. Harold, I want you to know I’m here for you.”
Harold glanced out the window at the pool in the courtyard. A family of four belly flopped and paddled and pretended it was summer and not the beginning of winter.
“I mean it, Harry,” said Sarah. “I don’t want you to have to do this alone.”
“Thank you, Sarah,” he said. “I Guess … guess I’m kind of by myself now.”
“I know you are. I love you, Harold. I love … loved Patty, too. Even though things happened between all of us, it never meant the way I felt about the both of you …”
“I get it,” said Harold. “It just wasn’t in the cards.”
Sarah shrugged. “It isn’t a thing right now. Right now you need to get better.”
“I’m not sure what that would look like.”
“Might take some time.”
“It’s more than that,” he said.
Sarah stroked his leg. “What do you mean?”
“The police kept saying I lost control of the vehicle…. That’s not what happened.”
His words lingered between them. Sarah allowed a few silent moments, and then softly, she asked, “Harold, were you drinking that night?”
“No. There was someone in the road. A boy in a red cape.”
“A cape?”
“Yes. And I saw him before, the night you and me had that drink at Lou’s. Both times—both damn times, Sarah—he vanished. The first responders didn’t see him. I know he was there, though. Heaven is punishing me.”
“Why do you feel you’re being punished?”
“Because … the boy in the cape, he’s a demon or something. He has to be. And someone is punishing me for what I did.”
“What did you do?”
“I touched God,” Harold breathed. “I touched Him the moment His soul left His body. And it did something. It cursed me.”
“I need you to take your pills and try and get some rest, okay?” Sarah said.
“Listen to me. The day it happened, I was on Route 160. I watched the whole thing with my own eyes. God’s finger landed right there in front of me, so close I could almost … and it isn’t right. It’s obscene. You’re not supposed to know God that way. That’s why I keep seeing the boy. That’s why Patty’s dead. And my … my son. It’s all because of me.”
Sarah stared at him, searched his eyes, tried to find in them, he thought, some sign of sanity. And what did she see instead? Fear? Desperation?
Harold sat up. He asked if he could kiss her. She didn’t say no. Soft lips. Her gentle caress. They embraced. It hurt him to do it, but it also felt like going home. He lost himself to her, let her in, let all the pains and all the trauma and all the days wash away. Sarah Miller was the best medicine Harold had ever known.
“I’m scared, Sarah,” he whispered.
“I am too.”
“I need to get strong. I have to find some answers.”
“I’ll help any way I can, Harry.”
They let the conversation die there. Harold took three Percocets and did his best to get comfortable. Terrible images again. Fists raining down like the sky falling. A little superhero in the middle of the road.
Sarah got up and turned off the light, and then she came back and took a nap with him. She never moved, never spoke, just clung to him, as if he might disappear. At last the pills kicked in, and Harold let himself drift off, free of mistakes, free of whatever nightmares the future had in store.
 





Twelve

The survivors of L.A. took turns introducing themselves while it was still too dark to do anything else. There were a lot of them. Four or five hundred at least. Every single one described the same phenomenon. The black blood came for them. It touched their skin, but instead of horrible, burning death, they saw blinding light and ended up here. Though the entirety of God’s body was obscured, Eric knew it was there, everywhere, surrounding them for miles around. It was almost his turn to introduce himself. He’d seen a lot of faces, heard lots of names, and in the moonless, starry morning darkness, he wasn’t sure he could recognize a single person if he’d had to.
“My name’s Earnest Waltherton,” said the guy in front of him, face illuminated by his phone’s flashlight. “I work in Hollywood. I’m a producer. Maybe I can help lead this thing, make a few suggestions about resource management.”
Someone said, “Thank you very much, Mr. Waltherton, but what makes you think we need to be led?”
“Right,” said a woman, “and what makes you think we can’t manage our own resources?”
Waltherton shrugged. His expression gained a sinister quality, though Eric understood it was most likely a byproduct of the tiny artificial light.
“Listen,” Waltherton said, “not to judge, but some of us are used to management and others aren’t.”
Eric considered him closely. Sharp black suit, no tie. Ponytail and male-pattern baldness. Film producer. Yeah, Eric knew the type.
“I also have some medical training,” Waltherton said. “I was an EMT for a few years. I guess that could prove useful.”
“Very useful, thank you,” said the young man behind Eric. “Can we have the next person, please?”
Earnest Waltherton shook his head. He turned off his phone and stepped back into the group. Eric flicked at his lock screen, turned on his flashlight, stepped into the empty space.
“Hi, everyone,” he said. “My name’s Eric Barron. I’m a writer. I seriously doubt that will do us much good, but at least I can pen the screenplay once we’re all back home.”
Nobody laughed. He cleared his throat.
“I was heading for a bus. Someone or something spared the lot of us. That’s the best I can figure. Like you, I have no idea what this drawing means.”
He shined his light down at a small section of it, the crook of an arm on the boy in the cape. “We’re here, and everyone else who got in the way of that awful shit isn’t.”
Someone in the faceless crowd shouted, “Did you say your name’s Eric Barron?”
“Yeah,” Eric said.
“And you’re a writer?”
“That’s right.”
He heard some hushed conversation. Someone said, “Carly, didn’t that old guy say something about an Eric Barron?”
Eric’s pulse quickened. The response came from off to the right. “Yeah, I think that’s right.”
“Old guy?” said Eric. “Was his name Leonard?”
* * * * *
Eric found Lenny lying on his back with a jacket bundled up under his head. A girl in a pretty green dress knelt beside him, allowing him to sip water from a plastic bottle. Eric shined his light on him.
Lenny held up his hand. “It’s bright. All right, I see you, it’s bright.”
“Len,” Eric exhaled.
“Eric?”
“Shit, Lenny.”
“You know him, Leonard?” said the girl.
Lenny cackled. “Eric, jeez, I can’t believe you’re here. Burned your face, huh? Wish that’s all I got.”
Eric turned to the three men who’d led him here. One was a gardener, short, stocky, still had on his uniform. The other two wore street clothes, though one was taller and had tattoos all over his arms.
“Thanks, guys,” Eric said, and he hoped they realized how inadequate a thanks was. The black blood hadn’t transported them all to the same place, it seemed. This spot here was several hundred yards removed from the main group. It was entirely possible there were more survivors.
The tall guy with the tattoos said, “He was raving like a madman when we found him. He said he saw a city. A city unlike any other. He said he saw angels.”
The girl patted his arm. “Burns all over his body. Someone up there must like him.”
“Oh, I’m sure they do. How loved do you feel, Eric?” Len said.
A cold, desperate feeling overcame Eric. His sister and niece. Were they okay? Eric told them about him and Len and all the years they’d known each other. He mentioned his family and how worried he was. Before long, the first golden fingers of dawn stretched over God’s body. Eric and the other began to see vague shapes and distant landmarks shrouded in haze. A world of its own, this thing, this person. If God could will himself into being, could He also will His own death? What would be the price? Where would He end and His creation begin?
The girl in the green dress got to her feet and folded her arms over her chest. Eric saw the burn on her forearm. An odd shape, almost like a backwards J. Looked red and angry. Eric resisted the urge to touch his face.
“What can you see?” she said, scanning the horizon. “Can you make anything out?”
“Maybe,” said the gardener. “That might be a kneecap off to the southwest.”
“I don’t think so,” said Eric. “It’s too regular a shape.”
“Knuckles maybe?” said the girl. “Or just one knuckle, like His thumb?”
“Both hands were palms down on the news,” Eric said. “It wouldn’t just be one knuckle, would it?”
“It’s His nose,” said Lenny.
Eric glanced at him. The nose? He looked back, narrowed his eyes.
“Yeah, I think you’re right,” he said.
“The other smaller shapes are the tops of His nostrils. Nose off to the southwest …”
“Means we’re on His face somewhere,” Eric said. “His chin maybe?”
“No, not the chin,” gruffed Lenny. “Forehead. We’re north and east. Plus, there should be some high white bluffs beyond the nose. Sort of like the White Cliffs of Dover. That’d be His mustache. I know ‘cause I imagined something just like it for the thing I was writing.”
Eric smiled at Lenny. There wasn’t much to count on in life. There wasn’t much life hadn’t taken already.
“Len, you don’t know how amazing it is to see you,” he said.
Lenny flashed a lopsided grin. The strain, the exhaustion he must’ve felt. He lay back and asked for more water. The girl in the green dress knelt. Carefully, lovingly, she dribbled some into his open mouth. He swallowed, took a deep breath, coughed a few times.
The gardener tapped Eric on the shoulder. He pointed off to the east, to the much larger group, now visible, gathering together in the distance.
“I think something’s happening,” he said.
The girl stood and extended her hand. “Nichole.” She nodded at the other three, “That’s Carly, Darnel, and Dave.”
“Good to meet you,” Eric said.
“I think we should head back,” said Nichole. “Leonard, do you think you can walk?”
“Hell no, my dear,” Lenny said. “Why don’t you tell me all about it later.”
* * * * *
By the time Eric and the others arrived, the crowd of survivors was in a total uproar. In the flat surrounding plains of God’s forehead, stragglers streamed in from all directions. More than just five hundred, maybe closer to a thousand. Eric and Nichole moved through them as quickly as they could. Dave, Darnel, Carly, they tried their best, but they got separated, and Eric and Nichole pushed on.
A thousand voices, none of which seemed to agree. Chattering and crying and cursing God. The very fact they’d made it, the fact loved ones had not. A small contingent of mourners held up cigarette lighters and swapped stories of the night ’before.
Eric and Nichole worked through the throngs, heading toward a spot in the center, the place from which the loudest of the shouting and bickering seemed to emanate.
“No one is! No one can be in charge!”
“We need to take stock of what we have on hand and then—”
“We need to get found. That’s what we need.”
“And who’s going to find us?”
“They’re flying choppers like crazy up there.”
“So what? Aren’t we just—”
“Ants, we look like ants.”
“Thermal-optics, drones. The fucking spooks have answers for everything, man.”
Eric let Nichole go ahead of him, filed in beside her when she picked a place to stand and watch. Spotting a familiar face, he nudged her and said, “It’s that Waltherton guy.”
“Who?” said Nichole.
“I think he said his name was Earnest. He’s a Hollywood big shot. Seemed arrogant to me.”
Waltherton circled the crowd like a rudderless aircraft carrier. He wasn’t large but looked heavy. Didn’t seem shy about throwing his weight around, either. The film producer stuck his finger in the air and stepped into his words. “We have no idea if they’ll find us. How would they even know where to look?”
“You’re joking, right?” said one of the few women in on the discussion. Short-cropped hair, just a bit of bulk to her as well. “There are only a million news networks down at the quarantine line. And like the other guy said, CIA, Homeland Defense, FBI, they’ve got access to all sorts of imaging, satellite, drone, extra-orbital shit.”
“But they don’t know where to look,” said Waltherton.
“Yeah, but the helicopters and all that military hardware in the sky.”
“And none of it has any idea we are here. God is a little less than five miles tall, right? So figure no more than maybe, what, twenty square miles in which to find a thousand people?”
“Yeah? And?”
“They’d have to know we’re even here,” Waltherton said. “Which they don’t. No one does. Everyone else who got touched by the blood—”
“We know what happened to everyone else,” the woman said.
Waltherton snapped, “Well it’s important, don’t you think?” He glared at her, long and mean. Shifted his weight, swept his glare around the crowd. He bore holes into the eyes of anyone who had the nerve to stare back. He caught Eric for a second. There was no recognition there. He looked away.
“Let’s say they are on the lookout with all that thermal imaging, extra-orbital shit,” Waltherton said. “Let’s say the news networks have their cameras trained on this very spot. Let’s say they mobilize quickly, like within the next few hours, and let’s even say they’ve got enough hardware to lift us all out of here by nightfall. What do you suppose we look like to them?”
“What does it matter?” someone said. “If they see us, they see us.”
“They haven’t seen us yet,” said Waltherton. “Pretty risky to assume they will. You have to think about scale here, people. A thousand of us may resemble a blemish, a mole, an irregularity of the skin. As far as thermal imaging goes, what do you figure we make? A big orange blob?”
To Eric’s surprise, Nichole interjected.
“The body is still warm,” she said. “Everything must look orange from up there. I read on Discovery.com God is producing enough thermal energy to warm a small city. That’s why our phones won’t work. This entire body is covered in a thermo-electric shield.”
Waltherton grinned at her.
“My point exactly,” he said. “If we think thermal optics is our best bet—and I do happen to think as much—theoretically, we need a heat source much warmer than the Big Man himself.”
“We’re going to need fire,” Nichole said.
“Precisely. All right, listen. This young lady has the right idea. We need to light a fire, and we need to do it quickly. We have limited food and even less water, nothing but what everyone had on them when the flood came. We all want off this damn corpse, right?”
“Show some humility!” someone shouted. “You’re talking about your Creator”.”
“Humility?” Waltherton said. “I have plenty of humility. I also want to keep breathing. Clock is ticking, folks. You ask me, this is the way to go.”
More murmuring and shouts of disapproval. Eric couldn’t stand it anymore.
“Why don’t you tell us what to burn, Mr. Waltherton?” he said. “Seems like you’ve got a pretty good idea already.”
Waltherton honed in on him, eyed him like a prize bowler eyes the gutter.
“I do have an idea,” he said. “We’re on the forehead, folks. There is one major resource we have at our disposal, and boy, do we have plenty of it. We need to burn some hair.”
The crowd exploded. Eric shook his head and turned to leave, but Nichole took him by the arm. She leaned in. “I think he’s got the right idea. Hear him out, okay?”
Waltherton exclaimed, “And furthermore!—Hey, quiet down! Furthermore, the hair on God’s head must be like a forest of telephone poles. We’d never be able to hack through it. There is one spot up here with hair brittle and thin enough we might be able use it. His nose.”
“You’re joking!” said the large woman with short-cropped hair.
“Take it or leave it,” Waltherton sneered. “I say we need fire and smoke, and we need it before the day is out. Do any of you—and I urge you to think seriously about it—feel like surviving this God-forsaken place?”
Cute turn of phrase. Waltherton had their attention after that. Eric had to hand it to him. At least the guy had confidence. Hopefully he wasn’t a complete and total fool.
 





Thirteen

The she-monster that emerged from the black blood swamp had no name, and it kind of bummed her out. She knew she was a monster, in both the physical and metaphysical sense, because the first thing she saw was her gangly, blackened body dripping with gore. She breathed in, breathed out. It hurt worse than any pain she’d ever felt.
Pain …
Pain …
Actually, she couldn’t recall much pain. She remembered kissing Danny Blake in first grade, as well as the startling realization puppy dogs exploded when they get hit by cars. Boys and girls expected different things from life, and death was bullshit, freakish, and not at all recommended.
That’s it. That’s all her mind would allow.
Oh, wait! Yes, she also remembered that Satan, the Prince of Darkness, had dressed up like a teenage girl and had asked her, right before things went black a while, “Are you my baby?”
Now that was an odd question for him to ask, wasn’t it? Not as odd as a question as, Hey, yeah, am I Satan’s baby? but still, pretty fucking odd.
The black blood swamp was a horrible place, because it contained all sorts of tall ruined buildings and people dying everywhere. The she-monster had been in a dank old cavern, then it went black a while, then she popped up …
Here?
Where was here?
It was a narrow two-lane avenue with a median full of nasty rotten palms. Tons of decayed little shops with nice cars slammed right through them. The she-monster found herself wading through the crosswalk. Black blood churned and glugged and splashed at her swaying breasts. The blood had recently been much higher, she saw. The greasy, red high-water mark edged the tops of street lights tall like needling licorice. On the corner of the street, a corroded road sign grew like wheat from a large pile of meat. One side read, BRIGHTON W. The other side read, RODEO DR.
Hmm.
Rodeo?
Like with cowboys and clowns? And broncos thrashing round till your body broke in half?
Or was she perhaps misreading it entirely?
Perhaps the sign was an advertisement for a rodeo doctor. Dr. Rodeo? The she-monster didn’t think that was right. Usually she was smarter than this. A thought popped in her head that made her freeze in place and thumb her nose.
Dead.
She was supposed to be dead.
Wait, was that right? She was supposed to be dead?
It was a huge deal if she was. Might be good to bring to someone’s attention. Let’s go find somebody, she thought. A nice police officer, lawyer, or friendly politician, so we can straighten this out right away. The monster waded a block or two, then she decided to go into the store called Gucci.
Gucci? How do you pronounce that? Gucky? Goosey? Wow, she had no idea.
The
She-monster stumbled and lurched for the big red door like a bright bursting Christmas present. As she reached for the handle,  the metal melted and slicked her blackened stump-fingered feelers with molten iron. Holy cow!
Maybe she should go through the glass?
Um, yeah. You should probably just go through the glass.
KER-SMASH!
… And proceeded to climb the stairs to the very top floor. Clomp, clomp, clomp, all the way up. Inside the Gucky, high up in the men’s wear, the monster found two human people having sex on a counter full of nice, expensive-looking wallets. It seemed like they’d been enjoying themselves in a desperate, horrified kind of way. She stared at them, and they stared back. They didn’t say anything. Their mouths hung open.
In these situations, she remembered, it was best to break the ice with a joke. She opened her mouth to tell them the one about the gynecologist and the nymphomaniac. Instead, vomit-gore spewed from her lips like she’d had too much tripe margarita on New Year’s Eve.
The humans shrieked. They burst into flame and rotted like time-lapse jack-o’-lanterns. The monster stared at their stinking meat piles a while. Wow, that was really sad. In no way had she broken the ice in an appropriate manner.
Bad, bad images flooded her brain. Gah, the razors! Blagh! They barraged her, punched little holes in her skull like a machinegun.
RAT-A-TAT-A-RAT-A-TAT!
Little blue-eyed girl crying for her baby.
TAT-A-RAT-A-TAT-A-RAT!
Losing her mind. Breaking the ear drum. Burning in the rot-fire.
Ooh.
Oomph.
Phew.
She took another breath.
That was horrible! Would it always be so agonizing? Maybe it’d follow her forever and ever until the end of the swamp. Hey, if she was Satan’s baby, how come she didn’t have a name? She pondered the notion.
Names, names. What would be a good name for a monster?
Cookie Monster? Was that good? Maybe. Did she even like cookies? Table that one for later. It suddenly occurred to her that throwing up the Devil’s gore was a cool power and she should try to test it out.
That’s what superheroes did in comics, right? And all those comic movies they made out in Hollywood? Hollywood? What about Hollywood? Never mind, table that for later. The sex maniacs were dead. That was sad. Lots of rot throughout the swamp. She could feel it. She could hear it calling to her.
The rot would say, “LOL, ur awesome sauce, Cookie Monster!”
And the monster would reply, “Listen, about this Cookie Monster business, I’m not sure I feel as strongly about it as—
More bad images like machinegun fire.
She’d had a life, friends, co-workers she’d cared deeply—
That bad little girl with the horrible—
And running through the ear canal—
And going crazy, going crazy, going—
Think about the rot. Think about the rot. Think about—
The monster closed her eyes.
She opened them.
Suddenly found herself sitting atop a high muddy hill overlooking the vast swamp city. Didn’t know how she’d gotten there. Had time passed? Had she walked? The big tall buildings were way off in the distance. Fouled water in a reservoir down below. Looked like lots of little ant bodies. Never mind them. None of them are rottlings. Nobody is a rottling except you, Cookie Monster.
Really?
Yes, now leave it alone.
The final detail in the scenic view of the swamp city was the tip of an enormous red finger stretching right back up over her head, stretching, stretching, kind of like a great flat ceiling, narrowing but still stretching, swirling huge finger print, where it ended at last with a horrible black fingernail resting on a Y.
A Y?
Yes, most definitely a Y. Oh, look, but there were other letters, too. Big white ones held up by some shoddy-looking pipes. The other letters, in no particular arrangement, were, O, L, H, W, O, L, and D.
The monster read the sign.
DOOWYLLOH.
Doowylloh?
What on Earth is a Doowylloh?
Perhaps, Cookie Monster, you should read it backwards.
Oh, thank you, Cookie Monster, that hadn’t occurred to me. You’re so smart. I wish I was as smart as you.
Don’t worry. I’ll do the thinking for the both of us.
Well that certainly is comforting.
The sign read Hollywood. Wasn’t there something about Hollywood earlier?
Ah…
Hmmaaaah….
Hollywood….
Hollywood.
Oh, Hollywood!
The place they made those movies about the super-powered people just like her. That enormous finger belonged to the Devil! She remembered now. Very, very large ears, the Devil. All the better to hear you with.
Hollywood.
Hmm.
Had a certain ring, didn’t it?
Yes, it does.
Yeah. Much better than Cookie Monster. Nobody ate cookies anymore. As far as the she-monster could tell, if you were still alive in the swamp, you were either puking black gore, or having sex like a crazed animal until someone came a long and puked black gore all over you.
Yeah, Hollywood, sounded slick.
And after all, Satan had told her she was his baby. She was his baby, right? As Satan’s baby with the neat super power, Hollywood decided Hollywood could call Hollywood anything she liked.
There, that settles it. You do have a name after all, Hollywood.
The word “Melissa” popped into her head.
Melissa? Who or what was a Melissa? In what dimension belonging to which universe was there such a thing as Melissas? Hollywood had never met one before. Rest assured, when she found one, she would most certainly pay attention to every last detail.
Good, thank you, that does put my mind at ease.
Don’t mention it, Hollywood. Hey, pretty girl, smile big and bright for the camera.
 





Fourteen

Mother. Fucking. Russia. Bill repeated the words to himself in various internal forms and inflections. Sometimes he’d emphasize the Russia. Sometimes the mother, or most commonly, the fucking. In any case, he told himself, fuck those guys. Maybe not the people of Russia. It was wrong to wish them anything but equilateral national justice. But yes, honestly, fuck Russia. And fuck that no-good sonofabitch president of theirs.
“I hate that guy,” Bill said, drumming a red pen on his leg. “I really, really hate him.”
The acting Secretary of State, some spoiled rich boy barely out of cocaine and booze, leaned his elbows on the President’s large oak Resolute Desk.
He said, “Tell you what, Bill, if I was Mitch Bolden—”
“You aren’t Mitch Bolden, Doug,” the President said. “Mitch Bolden died bravely in service to his country. You are the best I’ve got on short notice. That’s it. Now kindly remove those elbows from that desk. More real men have sat in this chair than you had fraternity brothers hungry to spank your naked ass.”
Doug’s face went pale. He lifted his elbows from the desk and slowly sat back. Look around at them. Truman had had stalwart, steadfast men like E. R. Stettinius and James Forrestal. Who did Bill have? Primadonnas, professional politicians, johnny-come-latelies who hadn’t made a no-win decision in their lives. He’d gathered them for a very tense and important phone call. His Vice, a few cabinet members, the Secretary of Defense (another last-minute appointment), the Chairman of the JCS. They hovered over the desk. Fucking 1:30 in the morning, 9:30 AM Moscow time.
“You guys catch Anderson Cooper last night?” said Homeland Security Adviser Lizzy Saunders.
The president scowled. He grumbled, “Now’s not the time, Liz.”
The big black phone on his desk rang. Bill jumped. So did the Vice President. Everybody eyed it like they were fatted, caged cattle. The phone rang again.
“You going to answer that, Bill?” said his Vice.
A third ring.
“Mr. President…?”
Bill snatched the phone off its cradle. He said, “This is the President,” and was releaved by the command in his voice.
“Good morning, Mr. President,” said a White House communications officer, “this is Marine local eight-dash-four-nine-nine. We have a call from Moscow. Would you like to take that now?”
Bill licked his lips. “Yes.”
He heard a click, a brief pulsing dial tone, and then, “Yes, hello? Who is this?”
Bill frowned. “You know very well who it is, Vladimir.”
“Ah, yes, Mr. President, how lovely to speak with you this morning. You know, I’ve still got front row Bolshoi tickets for you and the First Lady, any time you want them.”
“That’s very kind of you, Vladimir. I’ll let Barbara know.”
“Good, good. And condolences, of course, to you and your great nation. I mean that, Bill. Quite a bit of trouble with the … What does your administration call them?”
“Body One and Body Two.”
“Yes, of course. Bill, I’d like to know what’s happening on the ground. What am I not seeing on CNN?”
Bill took a deep breath. He dropped the red pen onto the desk. “What can I tell you, Vladimir? The situation is tense. We’re doing everything we can to keep from progressing down the wrong road. Much of it is out of our hands. You understand that, of course.”
“Of course I do, Bill. But Russian citizens have died. They died on your soil. One of my very best men died.”
“Yes, I understand.”
“Under the circumstances, I feel I deserve a more honest and, how would you say it? Transparent appraisal of the situation.”
“Vladimir, you do have a Prime Minister now. You’re the one who appointed him. What the hell’s the purpose of having a Prime Minister if you still do all the leg work?”
Grozny chuckled. “Eh, old dogs, old tricks, am I not correct?”
“I guess.”
“I need to know what your plan is, Bill. You sell the moment in time all wrong. You do not do it justice. It is completely out of control over there—completely, unequivocally. Hundreds of thousands have perished in the last forty-eight hours. It is staggering. Your people, Bill, not mine. I protect my people. It’s what we do in this country.”
The President scoffed. For want of a better target, he glared at the acting Secretary of State and growled into the phone. “Yes, of course you do. Which is why your own citizens call you a madman. We didn’t ask for the bodies to fall on US soil. This administration is doing what it can in the here and now.”
“I apologize, Bill,” Grozny said, “but in my estimation you are not doing enough. We don’t like each other. This much has always been clear. But I respect you in the least. I always say you are the best man for that job. This recklessness—it simply cannot stand.”
“Recklessness,” Bill said. “May I ask what recklessness that is?”
“Bill, you may think me stubborn, you may think I’m heavy-handed, but do not think me a fool. Your media outlets are telling the world the CDC was working inside Body Two during the UN inspection.”
“Yes?” said Bill.
“My man—Alexei Romanovich Azarov—sent me a communique the morning of the disaster saying, in part, that he doubted the CDC had a solid grasp of the dangers involved.”
“Vladimir, if you’re suggesting—”
“Here is what I’m suggesting, Bill. Here it is. Your administration—in sheer ineptitude and ignorance—caused the disaster that killed more people than both atomic bombs combined.”
The President surged to his feet. “That’s absurd!” He pressed his knuckles roughly to the desk. “Vladimir, you can’t make unsubstantiated claims like that. There’s a protocol we follow. There’s a way our countries do these things.”
Vladimir Grozny let out a deep, rumbling guffaw. “Protocol? I’m speaking of loss of life on a biblical scale, and this man complains about protocol. You know you are not giving the rest of the world many options at the moment, don’t you, Bill? We need more than assurances. This is a global matter now. It may require a global solution. Russia is prepared to do what is necessary, make no mistake about that. If it falls to me to keep the rest of the world secure, I will most assuredly do so.”
“And who elected you defender of the people?” said Bill. “It sounds like you’re making threats, Vladimir.”
A moment of silence followed. In the background, Bill heard brassy, tinny, trumpeting music from some ballet, perhaps Vlad’s cherished Bolshoi. He glanced at his officials. Though they couldn’t hear the conversation, Bill was sure each of them had already begun calculating ways to spin it.
“Vladimir,” Bill said, “that isn’t it, is it? Are you issuing threats to the United States?”
“No, I am not. The Security Council has dutifully considered its options. At the moment, I choose to watch and wait and leave it in their capable hands.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” said Bill.
“You should be aware, Mr. President, that if something else should happen. If more lives should be lost. If a hurricane should make landfall in Florida and so much as blow an ill breeze in the direction of the bodies … I’m afraid, Bill, things really will be out of your control. Please understand, I do wish circumstances were different. Had they fallen in my country instead of yours … Well, I suppose it does no good to speculate. Perhaps it is a mockery to say this, but God bless you, and God bless the United States of America.”
President Grozny gave a low, rumbling chuckle. He hung up. A few brief clicks, then the line went dead. Bill stood there a few moments with the phone to his ear, knuckles still pressed to the desktop.
“Bill?” said the Vice President. “Did Grozny ring off?”
“Yes,” said Bill.
“And the conversation is over?”
“The conversation is over.”
The President slid the phone receiver back onto its cradle. Stiffly, and with much more effort than he would have liked, he sat down in his comfortable, well-worn leather chair.
The Secretary of State leaned in. “Mr. President, I take it the news isn’t good.”
“The news is fine, for now,” said Bill. He tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “But we have got to get a handle on this situation, ladies and gentlemen. It’s a hell of thing. All of this is a hell of a nasty thing.”
The Vice asked, “What did he say, Bill?”
The President ignored him. He nodded at Acting Secretary Lahiri. “Mr. Secretary, I want you to get with Donald Welsh and the Joint Chiefs. Have something on my desk by this afternoon. We need a military response if things get ugly.”
The Secretary of Defense nodded and pursed his lips. “This afternoon. Yes, sir. The lighting of the White House Christmas tree is this evening.”
“So it is. And?”
“Do you really think it’s wise, sir? I mean, in light of everything …”
“Listen to me,” Bill said, “the day America can’t celebrate Christmas in peace is the day we really have lost everything.”
Lahiri nodded. “You don’t think it’ll come to armed conflict, do you, Mr. President?”
Bill sighed and scratched his nose. In as calm and self-assured a manner as possible, he said, “John, I think the crazy son of a bitch wants to drop the bomb on us.”
 





Fifteen

Running home from the school bus was Dylan’s new favorite pastime. Add to that dodging bullies on the playground and hiding out in the boys’ room while he waited for everyone to finish lunch. He was the talk of Longstreet Middle School, that kid from Los Angeles, the place the Devil damned to hell.
Nobody thought the bodies were aliens or something stupid like that anymore. Only the super religious people (like Grandma) said they were craven images or wicked idolatry or whatever the heck they kept saying. None of it mattered. It was all crap. Dylan was beyond over this entire frickin’ thing. How much angrier and stupider could the world get?
Day in, day out, every day the same. On Friday afternoon, he stepped off the bus and ran right into the big thick chest of eighth-grader Lonny Duncan. Lonny was built like a dairy cow and had half the IQ. These obnoxious, hay-colored locks poked out every which way from underneath his Crimson Tide football cap. Just another redneck jerk. Lonny pounded his beefy hands together. “Oh hey, Eggplant. You want me to walk you home again today?”
They simply called him Eggplant now. Skip right to the nastiest part of the slur.
“That’s okay, Lonny,” Dylan said. “My Grandma’s picking me up.” Total lie. He knew it wouldn’t work.
Lonny smirked. “Is your Grandma from Los Angeles, too? I wonder how she knew to leave before the Devil killed everyone?”
Up on the bus, the driver smacked his bubble gum and shouted, “You can get away from the bus now, okay, Dylan? Got a lot more stops to make. Chop, chop, buddy.”
Dylan winced. He nodded and stepped onto the sidewalk. Lonny wrapped an arm around his shoulder as the school bus rolled away. No one else at the stop but them. Dried, decomposing leaves crunched under their sneakers as Lonny guided him in the opposite direction from home. Some loud, annoying deep-south bird squawked from a nearby yard.
“Now I know you’re thinking I’m gonna kick your ass,” Lonny said. “At first chasing you was kind of fun, but to tell you the truth, I’m done with that shit now. You’re cursed, bro. You’re an annoying little cursed black kid from California, and someone has to let you know we don’t want you around anymore.”
“I haven’t been anywhere near Los Angeles in a year.”
Lonnie spun Dylan around, balled up his fist, and socked him in the gut.
Dylan doubled over, gasping. The pain dug deep. So deep it must’ve mashed his stomach lining against the little ball of badness.
“Stop, Lonny,” Dylan wheezed.
Lonny laughed. He grabbed Dylan’s head, pulled it back by Dylan’s hair, and socked him in the nose. His eyes welled up.
Lonny leaned in. “Uh-oh. You gonna cry?”
Kneeling on the sidewalk, middle of the ’frickin’ day, surrounded by suburban houses, and not a single person to help him. Grandma wasn’t there. Dad wasn’t either. Dad who got flattened by the Devil. Dad who only ever read comics, all day long, smoking and reading, reading and smoking. Dad. Dad. Fuck Dad. Fuck Dad.
“Fuck you, Lonny!” Dylan yelped. He surged to his feet and hit Lonny in the face. Lonny stumbled back. Look of complete shock. He spat at the ground, rolled up his sleeves, and screamed in on Dylan like he was he was The Joker and Dylan was Batman. Dylan sank into a crouch and stuck his leg out. That’s what the Bat would’ve done. Lonny tripped, went airborne.
Freeze-frame.
This moment—this comic book panel right here—it was the best one Dylan had ever seen. Lonny pitched forward. His face hit the concrete and he skidded about a foot. He didn’t brace himself, just hit hard, and then his body lay limp and still.
Lay there so long, in fact, Dylan had to ask, “Lonny, are you okay?”
Lonny sat up. He threw his head back, and then he bawled like a baby.
“I told you to stop,” Dylan said.
Lonny pointed at him and cried even louder. When it became clear he wasn’t going to stand up any time soon, Dylan turned around and ran for home.
* * * * *
When he neared his cul-de-sac, a little hot wire in his brain went all electric and told him to stand very still and pay attention. There, parked at the curb outside Grandma’s house, sat a big stretch Humvee. Windows all blacked out so you couldn’t see inside. It was painted red and blue and had black decal spider webbing all over it, like Spider-Man.
Dylan felt a simultaneous surge of elation, geek joy, and confusingly, dread.
“Mr. D’Angelo, the kid requests your presence.”
Dylan ‘bout jumped ten feet in the air. He spun around to face a tall limo driver in a sharp suit and cap. Holy frick! Guy wasn’t even there a second ago. Dylan wanted to scream. But he didn’t, couldn’t. Why not? The driver put out a slender gloved hand. Despite himself—despite whatever he may have wanted to do—Dylan took it.
“Right this way,” the driver said, and guided Dylan to the Humvee.
Frick! Dylan didn’t want to go near that thing! Even so, he put one foot in front of the other until he stood beside the massive vehicle. The driver gently reached for the door handle. He paused, mumbling under his breath, “Mr. D’Angelo, all of us need you right now. Do your best not to lose your shit, okay?”
Dylan nodded, mouth hung wide open. The driver opened the door. Dylan stepped inside and sat in a cushy leather seat. It was too dark to make anything out. His eyes adjusted to the little blue LED runner lights along the…
The…
Wha?
“Holy shit!” Dylan yelped.
The boy in the cape. He was there, in real life, sitting across from Dylan and sucking his thumb. He stirred and reached for something beside him, a sketchpad and a pencil identical to Dylan’s pad and pencil. The boy stuck out his tongue in concentration. He scribbled and then spun the pad around.
DON’T BE AFRAID. I AM YOUR FRIEND. I’M GLAD TO SEE YOU. UNDERSTAND YOU’RE CONFUSED ABOUT WHY I’M HERE.
Dylan felt like a lost puppy. He stared at the boy, glanced back at the words, stared at the boy. Softly, meekly, he said, “Yes, I am very confused.”
The boy nodded and flipped the page. He scribbled some more. Harsh, frantic lines. He spun the pad back around.
YES, I EXPECT YOU ARE. NOT EASY FOR ANYONE TO UNDERSTAND.
Dylan looked out the window. Grandma’s house sat not fifty yards away. Right there, home and Grandma.
“What does that mean?” he said. “What’s hard to understand?”
The boy scribbled.
EVERYTHING. THE WAY EVERYTHING WORKS. NOT ANYONE’S JOB TO UNDERSTAND BUT ME. DYLAN D’ANGELO: MORE POWERFUL THAN A LOCAMOTIVE.
Dylan suddenly felt queasy. “I don’t understand that. You’re not supposed to be real. I thought I was crazy. Even Grandma thinks I’m crazy.”
The boy in the cape wrote, NO SHE DOESN’T. SHE KNOWS YOU’VE BEEN THROUGH A LOT. SHE’S WORRIED ABOUT YOU. GOOD ADULT HUMANS DO THAT FOR GOOD HUMAN CHILDREN.
“This is nuts. Why don’t you talk? Why do you have to keep writing?”
I’M NOT A HUMAN BEING.
“I don’t get that.”
ALSO UNDERSTANDABLE. MY CONNECTION TO THIS WORLD IS TENUOUS AT BEST. SOMETIMES I HAVE TO KILL PEOPLE. THAT HAPPENS WAY MORE OFTEN THAN I’D LIKE.
Dylan clapped his hands on his knees. He blew out a big puff of air. “Dude, I do not understand a fucking thing you are saying.”
The boy frowned at him. WATCH YOUR LANGUAGE. VULGARITY IS INFINTILE. BIGGER STAKES THAN ANYONE IN THE ENTIRITY OF GOD’S CREATION UNDERSTANDS.
“God’s creation?” said Dylan. “You do mean the same God who’s dead in Nevada, don’t you?”
YES, I MEAN HIM. THE SUPREME FORCE OF LOVE IN THIS WORLD. THE OMNIPOTENT BEING WHO STAYS EVIL’S CONQUEST. HE IS DEAD. AND HIS CREATION IS IN GREAT DANGER. ALL OF YOU WILL SUFFER AT THE HANDS OF EVIL IF WE DO NOT STOP THE DARKNESS FROM SPREADING. IF MY CHAMPIONS ARE NOT ASSEMBLED IN TIME.
Dylan considered this. What champions?
DYLAN D’ANGELO MUST MAKE A VERY IMPORTANT DECISION. HE MUST CHOOSE THE HOME HE KNOWS OR HE MUST CHOOSE THE FATE THE UNIVERSE HAS IN MIND FOR HIM.
Dylan said nothing. He glanced out the window. Home, grandma, not fifty yards away. The boy in the cape wrote a bit more carefully this time. When he was done, he smiled at Dylan. Dylan’s skin crawled. The kid’s teeth were a nasty shade of yellow.
His sketchpad read, DYLAN D’ANGELO—MY FIRST AND CHIEFEST CHAMPION—WILL FIGHT FOR US, AND HE WILL TRIUMPH. EVIL WILL NOT PREVAIL. GOD’S DEATH WILL BE AS A ZERO SUM. DYLAN D’ANGELO WILL BE A HERO TO ALL CREATION. I HAVE SEEN IT. OR IF DYLAN D’ANGELO CHOOSES, HE WILL GO INSIDE HIS GRANDMOTHER’S HOME AND BE NOTHING. FOR ALL TIME. THE WORLD WILL BURN. THE WORLD WILL BURN. THE WORLD WILL BURN.
 





Sixteen

Eric and Nichole sat with Lenny and Carly in the open plain of God’s forehead. The sun rode high in the sky, but it was cold. A large gathering of survivors congregated not far away. Eric eyed them, wondering which way the winds would blow.
“So what did he say then?” Lenny asked. “Waltherton told everyone we should burn God’s nose hairs and then—”
“He was pitching, Len,” Eric said. He took his eyes off the gathering. “Everyone in Hollywood knows how to give a good pitch.”
“That’s kind of a crappy thing to say, Eric,” said Nichole.
Eric dug his hands into his pockets. Jesus Christ, his kingdom for a hoodie. “Clearly you aren’t from Hollywood.”
“I’m not. Me and my mom are on vacation. I didn’t even want to come with her this time. Had better things to do back home. Not like it matters. I guess it’s just me now.” She grew quiet.
“All of us left people behind,” Eric said softly. “I’m sorry, Nichole.”“’”He thought again of his sister and niece. How it pained him.
“What about you, Carly?” he asked.
Carly shrugged. “My wife and kids. I don’t have much, but what’s mine is theirs. Started my gardening business with my brother. He’s in Buffalo now. And when I met Amanda … I still have faith. I know I’ll see them again.” ’”
The gathering broke apart. In groups and pairs, the survivors, the folks who were clearly much more proactive than the rest, went off to join and discuss matters with other smaller cliques. As Eric watched, a party of six separated and approached them.
Eric nudged Nichole. “Hey, I think this is us.”
He recognized a few of them. People who’d supported Waltherton’s plan from the get-go, plus Waltherton himself. The film producer waved them a greeting and was the first to speak.
“Young lady,” he said, “how’s the day treating you?”
Just the young lady?
Nichole inclined her head. “Just hanging out, pretending I’m home in Grand Island.”
Waltherton smiled. He glanced at Lenny. “How’re you doing there? We’ve taken stock of provisions. Need something warm to cover yourself?”
“The jacket’s enough, thanks,” Lenny said.
“Okay, good. Let us know. A couple of you listened in this morning, so I’ll cut to it. I’ve taken it upon myself to arrange a party to carry out the plan.”
“I think you mean your plan, Earnest,” said the same heavyset woman from earlier. At some point she’d said her name was Dorothy.
“Well, I admit it took some convincing,” Waltherton said. “But, you know, the risk is smaller than the reward.”
Dorothy scoffed. “Five lives lost isn’t small.”
Waltherton turned to her. “And if those five don’t succeed, everyone here will die anyway. Like I said, small risk, big reward.”
“So that’s it then?’ said Eric. “Five people are heading down to the nose? Lighting some nose hairs on fire?”
“Good thing the Almighty has them,” Waltherton said. “We’ve come to ask you to be a part of it, young lady.”
Nichole stared at him. Waltherton had said it so quickly, Eric thought she may not have heard. To his surprise, she jumped to her feet and said, “I’d love to.”
“Good,” said the film producer. He shook her hand. “You’re sharp. I like sharp. Sharp wins awards. We’re heading out in about a half hour. Does that work for you?”
“You’re going, too?” said Nichole.
“Of course.”
“Have you picked the other three yet?”
“We have some names,” said Dorothy. She turned to the other survivors who’d followed them over, nodded at one of them. Big guy, looked like a body builder.
“Davis here has survival training,” Dorothy said. “We’ve also got a school teacher from Minnesota.”
“You have someone else in mind, young lady?” Waltherton said.
Nichole nodded. “Eric Barron.”
“Who?”
“This guy right here,” said Nichole. She tapped Eric on the shoulder, motioned for him to stand. Oh, so it was like that. Stiff and sore, he climbed to his feet.
“You look familiar, Eric,” Waltherton said. “Do you work at the Beverly Hills Whole Foods?”
Eric frowned. “I’m a writer.”
“Oh.”
“Reject any spec scripts lately?”
“Only about a million of them,” Waltherton laughed.
“Eric’s got a good head on his shoulders,” said Nichole. “Seems like he’s in pretty decent shape, too. It’s gonna be a hard hike, I think. Need strong bodies.”
“Yeah, I think that’s about right,” Waltherton said. He gave Eric a once over.
“Why’s your foot wrapped up?” he said.
“Just a sprain,” Nichole replied. “He’s a good pick. Promise.”
Eric bit his tongue.
“Well let’s get you geared up,” said Dorothy. “This isn’t going to get any easier if we wait all morning.”
* * * * *
They set off under clear skies and a high wind blowing in from the west. Said very little as they prepared. Waltherton filled Eric’s pack with what he said were the essentials. He clapped him hard on the back.
“Guard this with your life,” he said.
Not long after they began their trek, God’s nose became clearer and more distinct. It filled the sky like the Great Pyramid of Giza. On the southeast side, it cast a long, foreboding shadow. Smooth going for the first half hour, but then the group encountered a nasty patch of forehead wrinkles. God had been very old, after all, and scrambling down and up His age lines called to mind exhausting, impossible trench warfare from a World War I movie. As Eric clambered up a particularly demanding crevasse, he twisted his foot wrong and cried out. No one took notice. All this crap added an additional twenty minutes. After the wrinkles, another long haul, and then at last they reached the edge of God’s eyebrow.
A crisscrossing graveyard of high twisted spires, rising from between skin cells like shifted tectonic plates, curly-cueing, wrapping around each other and spiraling ever upward. The near side of the eyebrow was roughly the length of four football fields. Half a football field for width. Trying to light one of these hairs would’ve been like holding a match to a train rail. ’The wind stiffened. Eyebrow hairs swayed and tossed dandruff at them like giant dandelions. Waltherton allowed them to linger a minute or two. Nichole, Eric, the school teacher, and of course, Davis the body builder. Guy had a few cuts and bruises. Might have worked crowd control in the riots. Hell, for all Eric knew, he might’ve participated in them.
“You sure this is the path you want to take?” Davis said.
“Pretty sure,” said Waltherton. “Only other way would be mounting that big son of a bitch and trying to scramble down to the nostril.”
The mountainous nose. Quite demonstrably, ludicrous and ungodly in any sense Eric could think of. He smelled what he assumed to be mud laced with heaping scads of bacteria. Could that giant schnoz smell it too? Wouldn’t that be a neat trick?  Nichole studied it, lips tight in concentration.
“The bridge should form a small valley,” she said. “Cross down—climb shouldn’t be too steep—then it’s a bit of a plunge, maybe, I don’t know, a hundred fifty feet, to the corner of His eye.”
“How steep are we talking?” said Eric.
“We won’t know until we get there,” Waltherton said. “Have a few sips of water. No stop till the nostril.”
The rest of the journey proved more treacherous than either Waltherton or Nichole had surmised. It was one thing to picture valleys and 150-foot plunges. Seeing, doing, and surviving said pictures was another matter. The bridge of the nose really was a valley, and picking a path down mounds of skin cells at a steep grade with no ropes, no climbing tools, it turned out to be a real pain in the ass. Eric spied their destination across a wilderness of skin and eye. Just as Lenny had predicted, high hairy mustache bluffs like the White Cliffs of Dover set the horizon beyond.
Eric’s body protested with every step. Ouch. Damn. Fuck. The terrain was textured and rough, allowing his feet to find purchase, so falling 150 feet proved unlikely. Still on the table though, tumbling, bouncing the 150 feet, and at last, breaking his damn neck. While whining about the state of public education in Minnesota, the school teacher lost his footing and flailed. He met a lucky divot and his body jerked to a stop. From then on, they crawled, sometimes on their hands and knees. Eric’s palms stung from the harsh impressions left by God’s skin. Another hour off the clock. Soon they collapsed in exhaustion near the swampland at the edge of the eye. Toxic sludge and that same muddy, bacterial smell, eyelid shut tight over needling eyelashes. God had died with a nasty shiner. Puffed up, purple and swollen, like a bruisy Taj Mahal. Satan had dished it out as good as he got it.
Waltherton sipped water from his bottle. “Let’s get at it, guys.”
“The climb back up is going to suck,” said Davis.
“We’re not going back,” said Eric. “Not without some gear. This is a one-way trip.”
“Of course it is,” said Waltherton. “Who else will stay with the fire until eyes-in-the-sky spot it?”
Reluctantly, the party had a quick stretch and then headed up the comparatively gentle incline of God’s cheek. As they mounted its four hundred or so yards, the entirety of the nostril came into view. Up close, the mustache bluffs seemed more like a heavy shroud of impassible rainforest. They rounded the long, loping curve of the nostril. Plunging into the forest, Eric caught himself wondering if God had ever shaved. An electric razor the size of Rhode Island. Rivers and seas of reeking aftershave. The group tromped and trudged as best they could.
“Man,” Nichole breathed, “this is more than I bargained for.”
“Could be worse,” said Eric. “I’d rather go up his nose than his—”
“Hey, I think we’re here,” Waltherton said.
The nostril cavity appeared before them as the great gaping ingress of an ancient, subterranean cavern. Open and gargantuan, black as night in its depths.
“Last one in’s a rotten egg,” said Nichole.
Nobody laughed. Rotten, yes. Eggs, not so much.
 





Seventeen

As soon as Hollywood met the army people, she hated them and wanted them dead. There was just something about the way they shot her in the face that said, “Hey, guess what? We’re douchebags. Got any nice shit we can fuck up?”
And Hollywood did have some nice shit. Like bones that kept her upright. And a body that looked like bursting, blistered hot-dog skin wrapped around five-foot-ten inches of shit yeah and fuck yes. How had it come to this? When had she zigged instead of zagged? Was it the half hour or so she spent gathering up the shiniest things she could find and then tossing them into a big pile? No, wait, now she remembered. It was while she was exploring the edges of the blood swamp. Very pretty country, not quite so many tall buildings. She stopped by a little blue house to blow on some wind chimes, gurgled up black stuff when they made a noise that pleased her. Lovely day. Not hurting no one. Not doing nothing.
And then a different noise came, not a very nice one, the ground rumbling and shaking beneath her bare blistered feet. The little edgy parts of the swamp plopped and rippled around the blue house. Hollywood stepped off the lovely, safe porch. She pushed past a car in the driveway, and when her fingers touched the windshield, the glass shattered and the car alarm went off.
Hmm, gonna have to learn how to control that.
Yes, you will.
The rumbling got rumblier. The ripples and the plops plopped and rippled like rippling, plopping fiends.
And then—
AND THEN—
This great big tank rolled up the street. I said a mother-flopping tank, Hollywood!
I know what you said! Plus I see it! Ho-lee-cow!
That’s when she saw the army people, about sixteen of them, whom she didn’t know were mean until they spotted her and said things like, “Contact!” and “Open up!”
Bullets zipped and zinged and punched holes through her chest.
Ow! Owee!
What in the world had happened to America? People used to talk about how just and fair, the shining city on the hill, and other patriotic things like car window flags, and that one song about being proud where at least you know you’re free, and also hats with beer holders on the sides and little tubey straw thingies that ran down to your mouth so you could drink the beer and—
An army lady hopped up onto the back of the tank and took up its fifty-caliber machine gun. Ca-chunk. KER-BLAM! Fifty-cal slugs ripped through Hollywood like she was the cheese and they were the little secret knives cheesemakers use to make regular white cheese Swiss. One slashed through her noggin, and she went a-flying.
We’re airborne, pretty girl!
Then she hit the ground and realized, You know what? It’s entirely possible they intend to kill me. In the rot, the world made sense. Nothing too messy and confused and kerfuffled. She could be the hero. The Devil wants you to reach for the rot. REACH!
She closed her eyes, opened them, found herself in the middle of the street behind the tank.
How’d I do that?
Who gives a flaccid nanny! Eff these losers up!
Hollywood rushed the tank. Her fists made melted knuckle dents in its armored flank. The gun turret spun around. The army people repositioned themselves with alarming speed.
They opened fire.
Reach for the rot!
She opened her eyes.
Now Hollywood stood atop a nearby house, her fingers in the gutter, stirring the moldering leaves there. Two army guys in the bushes below. She leapt and landed on their heads, took hold of their faces and squeezed. The heat made their skulls collapse. Fingers mashing flaming brain goo. The screams of the flaming-brain soldiers alerted the others. They regrouped, repositioned. One of them winged her shoulder.
Ooh, you’re gonna get it now!
REACH!
She slung her body up through a lawn. Two soldiers, nine and ten o’clock. Hollywood snatched the gun from the first and flicked molten gunmetal all over his face. The second whirled and spat bullets at her. Hollywood rolled, ducked under his fire, took hold of his leg and pinched. The guy shrieked.
Wow, this is fun!
Like a video game or a really awesome summer movie. Only all the violence was …
It was …
Man, look at all the blood. Hollywood wasn’t normally so violent, was she? Wasn’t she normally a good person?
Didn’t I used to do good work that helped people out?
I hardly think that’s relevant at this point.
Why not?
You’re Satan’s daughter. Killing is in your DNA.
I’m not sure….
Forget it! Back to the killing.
Huh?
They’re shooting at you! Make ‘em stop!
Off to the left, a gap between tall wooden fences. She darted through it, came face to face with the tank. Oh no. AW CRAP!
KA-BOOOM!
An explosive shell hammered the fence. Hollywood went flying. Wood and splinters and shrapnel peppered her body. She felt every stinging needle, every puncture. She hit the ground and rolled. Hopped into the air. Hit the ground and slammed into a tool shed. The tank rumbled into the yard. It shook her brain. Her rotten black blood boiled. Reach for it. She appeared inside the tank, right beside the tank commander. He did a double-take. Hollywood grinned at him, and then she opened her mouth, stuck her finger down her throat, and spewed gore all over his face. The tank commander burst into flames. The rest of the tank crew, four persons in total, reached for their sidearms—
—and choked on the tarry black meat smoke billowing from their commander. Fire exploded across the cabin. The crew asphyxiated.
Gosh, that was really violent.
They were trying to kill you.
Yeah, but it was horrible.
You are Satan’s daughter, pretty girl. Don’t fret. Promise, swearsies, it’s what he would’ve wanted you to do.
Hollywood pondered this a moment. She leaned into the tank commander’s shiny silver scope. In a filmy green haze, she spotted the other army people searching for her in the yard. Looked confused, maneuvers all screwed up. Didn’t even notice the smoke rising from the tank.
Boring. She reached for the rot, sprang from a dying, diseased tree. The soldiers spotted her. They trained their guns and—
Reach.
Further away now. Much, much further. Not even Los Angeles anymore. A still and lonesome little highway.
She shut her eyes and popped from a kitchen trashcan in a nearby trailer house. In the living room, a cheap flat screen television blared.
“We now take you to this evening’s lighting of the White House Christmas Tree,” it said.
Christmas? Hey, we love Christmas!
Hollywood grinned and vomited a loud and jolly, “Merry Christmas!”
An old lady sitting in the living room, eating Oreo cookies as she mashed the buttons on her remote control, threw her arms up and shrieked like a dying goose.
How do you know what a dying goose sounds like?
Guess there’s only one way to find out. Oh, how perfectly festive!
 





Eighteen

“Okay, I think this could actually work,” said Eric.
“See? It’s just like I said.”
Waltherton studied the nose hairs. God had plenty of them, which was a blessing, as far as blessings went. The hairs were dark in color and had no more unfathomable width than dumbbells or industrial PVC piping. Broken, sick-looking chunks of them littered the nostril floor like discarded anaconda skins. Murky orange light spilled over them and washed across the eastern wall of His nostril cavern. A colony of bats stretched their wings on the spacious ceiling above.
“Hand me your pack,” Waltherton said.
Eric did so.
The film producer rummaged around in it, removing one item at a time. “Lighter, whisky, paperback novels. I think we’re set.”
“You call these the essentials?” said Eric.
“Plus a few scant rations, if we don’t mind getting a bit hungry later on.”
Nichole clicked her tongue. “We should gather some hair in a pile. Throw out enough whisky and crumpled book pages … Yeah, I think it’ll catch.”
“Sounds good to me. Davis, if you’ll do the honors,” said Waltherton.
Eric took the pack from him. 
“I’ll handle the booze,” he said.
Waltherton snatched it back. “Allow me. Go take a rest, nurse that ankle.”
Eric frowned. “You don’t want my help?”
“Not after way you limped in here. Besides, you’ve already helped.” He grinned and added a punctuated, “Pack mule.”
Eric laughed. “Gotcha. That’s not condescending at all.”
“We appreciate you being here.”
“If it’s all the same to you, Earnest, I’ll think I’ll stay close. Never know when you’ll need another donkey.”
Eric looked around for a place to sit. He stomped through something green and tacky—do not think about it too much—and then eased himself down onto a thick springy hair just high enough his shoes scuffed the skin cell floor. Chewing his lip, he watched as they went about their work. Pretty efficient, well managed. Eric hated to admit it, but he wasn’t surprised Earnest made for a natural team lead. Of all the noses in all the world, he had to walk into mine. Further up the nostril, where the hairs disappeared into deep shadows, he saw what appeared to be a silver glowing pinprick of light. He narrowed his eyes. Maybe some kind of reflection?
The pinprick jolted.
Eric jumped to his feet. “Uh, guys?”
Nobody answered.
“Do any of you—”
The pinprick leapt for him, collided with his body with alarming force. He crashed into Earnest, then the silver light rippled and spilled across his chest. It felt ice-cold. It wrapped around his shoulders, sloshed down to his stomach and groin.
Nichole rushed to his side. “Eric!”
Down into his throat. He swallowed it. Tasted like copper or congealed blood. A galaxy of stars exploded through his mind’s eye.
Eric created this and Eric created that. The world was ash and it was fire. The earth spun, a shapeless mass fermenting in the void. A fragile photosynthetic apparatus began to breathe and belch. Eric hovered above its protoplasmic wastes, fresh and teeming with new life, his body enormous. By His hand did Creation—
Animals and people, forests and mountains. Families, communities, townships, cities. Nations, exploration, ships, warfare. All in Eric’s name.
Communication. People spoke to each other over vast distances—
Eric, in His eternal realm, commanded a battle between the forces of Heaven and Hell. Angels fought demons in numbers humanity could never imagine. The Beast appeared, knocking on His silver gates. The fallen one, the gall to come back. Bigger now, far more powerful. He ripped the gates apart, strode onto the battlefield, stomping entire angelic battalions. He gnashed his teeth and stabbed at Eric’s hordes with his wicked talons.
Eric stood from His throne atop the throat of Creation. He tensed His muscles, and with the full measure of all His eternal power and glory, He leapt for Lucifer.
Struggled with him.
Threw him down, down, through, between, into that other place, His Earth. They landed in the desert, that American state they called Nevada. Fought to the death, fists and blood. Snap went the Beast’s neck. Something wrong inside Eric. He fell. Some little thing, a little man, at the tip of His finger. A spark passed between them, and then the eternal—clearly-not-so-eternal-after-all—it died. But this was not the end. Eric saw what came after. People scoured Him, and some remained atop his mountainous, immovable form, though none of them wanted it. And those people had so much trouble. But leaders, heroes arrived. Two heroes. They erected a township, right on God’s face. They called the town God’s Body.
Years.
Decades.
Centuries.
Not a township now, but a whole city. High spires. The shiftless spirits of the dead, barred from Heaven, and living humans streaked across the sky. Ice cold silver. Shivering, delirious. Eric’s eyes fluttered open. Where was Nichole? Waltherton, Davis … This wasn’t the cave, but rather a place of silver and light. A deep, resounding voice called to him.
“Fear not, Eric Barron. You are in the presence of the divine.”
* * * * *
Bill Planter liked the traditions and seasonal duties that came with being President. The lighting of the White House Christmas tree somehow seemed crucial, perhaps now more than ever. The panic out there, every minute of every hour, millions of voices begging him to keep the wolves at bay. He had to let the country know there were still some basic truths they could count on.
“I’m a lame duck, Barbara,” he said, eying his bald spot in the bedroom vanity.
The First Lady handed him his toupee.
“Don’t catastrophize, Bill,” she said. “Every two-term President was a lame duck.”
They lingered in the White House residence. Bill insisted on gathering his wits before his appearance on the south lawn. Their living space was colorful and full of life, just like Barbara. Nothing old fashioned or outdated for her.
“You’re saying I’m nothing special,” said Bill, carefully positioning the toupee. “No President earnestly thinks otherwise. Well, maybe Nixon, the great prick.”
Barbara smiled. She strung a glossy set of pearls around her neck and leaned in to kiss him on the check. “I know, dear. Which is why you above all deserved this office. You’ll do fine tonight.”
“It’ll wash out in the course of history. They’ll remember me.”
“I know they will.”
At 5:48 PM, they departed and headed past their secret service detail waiting for them in the west sitting hall. Prior to the Ford administration, Presidents and their First Ladies had slept in separate bedrooms. Outdated and outmoded thinking. Their service detail fell in place behind them. Through the security door, into the central hall, down the stairs to the first floor. Household staff busied themselves with upkeep, cleaning, and of course, decorations for the season. Outside the Blue Room, Bill spotted a young lady stringing a long garland of red LED lights over the mantel.
He commented to Barbara, “Is red the proper color?”
She tossed him off with the wave of a hand. Through the Green Room and out the South Portico, the big round columned exterior most people pictured when they thought of the White House. From here, Bill caught a glimpse of the crowd gathered on the lawn. Spotlights swept the night sky. The hum and murmur was audible and electric.
An enthused young agent led them to their car. He opened the door and shook Bill’s hand without asking. “It is an honor to serve you this evening, Mr. President.”
Bill smiled at him. “I don’t think we’ve met, Agent …”
“Mires, sir.”
“Mires. I’m sure you’ll do a great. Mind stepping aside?”
“Oh, of course, Mr. President.”
Barbara moved past them and got in the car. Bill closed her door, went around to the other side, opened his own door, and sat down beside her. As they drove the paved Presidential round, Bill felt unease at the sight of the all those hopeful, decent human beings. An old, fleeting feeling stirred, the sense he was part of something greater than himself.
“It’s been a hell of a month,” he said.
“It has,” said Barbara. “But things will turn around. Let’s not forget the reason for the season, right?”
The state car pulled up at the back of a large rectangular stage. A national park unto itself, this lawn belonged to the people. The White House Christmas tree stood there, tall and strong. Barbara squeezed Bill’s hand and stepped out of the Cadillac. Bill followed. Music blared from tall black upright speakers. Agent Mires and the rest of their detail filed in beside the President and First Lady as they climbed the stairs to the stage. Thousands screamed for them. Funny, almost like his approval ratings weren’t in the sewer.
Long wide banks of leafy poinsettias lined the front and sides of the stage. Beyond these, the White House Chief of Staff had ordered on guard ten rifle-bearers, fully kitted-out for combat. Bill eyed them as he approached his boxy plexiglass podium. Maybe the soldiers sent the wrong message, but he wasn’t interested in taking chances tonight.
The tree itself—a giant spruce cut and delivered from a small Colorado town called Woodland Park—rose about twenty-five feet or so into the frigid night air. Its lights, strung by the thousands, sat dark and waiting to dazzle. They’d given Bill and Barbara a big white button to press when the time was right. The button wasn’t actually live. A nearby technician would be doing the honors.
Bill hit the podium and adjusted the microphone. Checked his sightlines with the prompters and smiled at the sea of faces. National simulcast, plus internet streaming, here was an opportunity to embolden the national spirit. The music lifted to a rousing climax. On the last cymbal crash, Bill said, “Merry Christmas, everyone!”
The crowd erupted. The noise they made was much louder than he expected. He felt he might lose his footing, so forceful was it, a gale and a hurricane of public sentiment. He grinned and motioned for everyone to settle down. Beside him, Barbara laughed, leaned into him and said, “Tell these people we’re on the ropes.”
“Okay, everyone,” said Bill. “Okay, let’s go ahead and get the season underway.”
But the raucous cheers went on. At some point he gave himself over to it and began pointing and waving, the standard routine. Slowly, with a few strangled screams, the crowd finally abated. Once he could hear himself, Bill began his address.
“Thanks for that, everyone. That was special. Thank you so much. You know, I don’t think it’s much of a secret, but for Barbara and me, this really is the most wonderful time of year. From baking cookies to sending out Christmas cards, opening presents on Christmas morning to spending time with family and cherished friends. The holiday season urges us all to adopt a compassionate and caring state of mind.”
Someone in the crowd screamed, “God bless us! God help us all!”
Bill chuckled nervously. He acknowledged the comment with a curt nod. “I appreciate that, thanks.” Back to the prompter. “The holidays aren’t about giving or receiving. They’re about loving all, rejecting none, turning away no brother or sister in need.”
“It’s all so horrible!” someone shouted. “Where’s Jesus? Where is he?”
This desperate sentiment was taken up by others.
“Why won’t He come? Why has Heaven abandoned us?”
The crowd let out a fierce, wailing moan. The sea of faces churned. Cries of, “Where is Jesus?” and “We need Him!”
“Now folks,” Bill said, “don’t you know December is the month of hope?”
“Hope!” said a woman at his feet. “God is dead! Los Angeles is dead!”
The soldiers surrounding the stage stood steadfast, but Bill suddenly felt anxious. He shot a warning glance stage right at Agent Mires. The young man mouthed something into his sleeve. Bill waved for calm. When that didn’t work, he leaned into the microphone and raised his voice. “Folks, is it all right if I level with you?”
He felt the sudden lull and repeated, “Can I level with you? Is that fair? Because you all know me. I’ve been your President for seven years. Most people think I haven’t gotten much done. I am telling you right now this job has challenges it didn’t have in decades past. One thing about me, I’m not afraid to go off script, to be the man you elected.”
Some in the crowd applauded. Bill squared his shoulders. “My fellow Americans, times are tough and not a single person here can deny it. Just a couple short weeks ago, our world changed, and things we held to be true seemed to lose all meaning.”
“They did lose meaning!”
“Respectfully, sir, no they did not,” said Bill. “We are America, the light of the world. We make safe our allies, lead by example and prove to mankind, yes, it is possible, it is right to live free and to live well.”
A young lady with a mop of blonde hair reached for him. “Don’t give in, Mr. President! Don’t let the fuckers murder us all!”
“Yes, you, young lady. Did anyone hear what she just said? No one is giving in. Not while I still have breath. Great things happen in the world. Sometimes horrific things, but we are still alive, and it is our responsibility to remain loyal to our friends and neighbors. Let’s not forget the reason for the season, folks. It’s our choice to embrace what that means. Our fates are in our own hands. Don’t believe otherwise, okay? Because every generation must face new challenges. This is ours, my friends. May God bless us, and may God bless the United States of America. We aren’t moving one damn muscle.”
The crowd erupted once more. He had to turn away to protect his ears from the sheer volume of it. Beaming with encouragement and pride, Barbara joined him at the podium.
She leaned into him and said, “Let the bastards chew on that,” and then she took his hand and placed it on the big white button. Together, they pressed it. All at once, the crowd silenced itself. The White House Christmas tree remained completely dark. More than this, the twenty-five foot Colorado spruce began to smoke.
“What the hell?” said Bill.
The tree burst into flames. The blast of heat buffeted the President and First Lady. Bill moved to cover his wife. The needles turned brown, and the tree’s heavy branches sagged and rotted. A body the color of burnt meat shot from it in an ejaculation of smoke and splintered wood. It flew through the air, slammed into the stage. Bill, Barbara, and all the soldiers and Secret Service agents dropped like flies. Screams filled the air; the sound was inhuman.
A nearby rifleman groaned, “Contact!”
Bullets exploded from his weapon. Bill wrapped his arms around his wife, told her to stay down, and she nodded and covered his face. Additional gunfire, a hail of bullets. Bill spared a glance. Holy Mother of God.
A terrifying vision, a postcard from hell. A woman—a burned, mutilated woman—with revolting blackened skin and swaying breasts covered in blisters—she took an agent by the throat, the young one, enthusiastic Mires. The monster clawed at his jugular. Mires’ skin melted, his warbling agony like the fetid bloat-release of a corpse. She tossed him away like so much—
The woman vanished. Bullets zipped through the steel and plastic of Bill’s state car. Over to the left—a piercing screech!—now over to the right. The throngs, the sea of faces, they began to stampede. Bill yelled in Barbara’s ear, “We get up in three, okay? One. Two—”
The monster sprouted from an offhand bank of poinsettias with a theatrical pirouette. She locked eyes with Bill, and after stooping low for a parliamentarian bow, languidly skipped over to him. Not a single inch of her malfeasant flesh was free of charcoal burns or blisters. No teeth in her mouth. Eyes like spoiled martini olives.
“Barbara, get up,” he said.
The First Lady didn’t move.
“Barbara!”
The monster climbed atop them. Horrible black filth spilled like rancid blood from her mouth. She croaked something strange. It sounded something like, “Berry Cribsmas!”
Her fingers glowed orange—he felt their heat on his face—then they went cold like used-up charcoal. She snatched the toupee off his head, flipped it up, tossed it, and then let it flop onto her scalp. She gave another belting, “Berry Cribsmas!”
A bullet sliced through her head. Something wet and hot sprayed Bill’s face—
Burned like the fires of Hell. He and Barbara lit on—
 





Nineteen

Vladimir Grozny, President of the Russian Federation, understood what he saw but still could not believe it. It was Saturday afternoon in Moscow. He’d spent a lovely morning visiting with his grandchildren and daughters. The joy of those moments clashed terribly with the shock he felt, the elation, and of course, the mind-numbing fear. Choppy, pixelated images filled his laptop monitor. Christmas lights. Red and green flowers. Music. A very large crowd. The White House. A tree disintegrating into a horrid, smoking pile. This thing, this woman, it attacked the President and…
Planter was dead. And his wife, too. The White House had cut the live feed, and Vladimir had been left to stare at a blank screen. Of all possibilities, all eventualities, assassination at the hands of demon spawn?  For certainly, that’s what the woman was. How else could she so easily channel the powers of Lucifer? Black blood that did that to people? Vladimir checked his watch. Nearing now the three o’clock hour. Very soon his world would explode in a barrage of phone calls, delegation, and endless decision making.
Assassination, in the age of the computer, by the hell-spawn of Lucifer …
Vladimir stood from his desk, blithely opened his tabletop humidor. From it he pulled a sharply pressed, curve-headed cigar, simply the finest in the world. He sat on the desk and reached into his pocket for a silver butane lighter. Vladimir snipped the tip, set the cigar tenderly between his lips, and smoked. So very, very good.
Someone knocked on the door.
Vladimir said, “Come,” and Abram, his Chief of Presidential Administration, peeked in his fat, cherubic face.
“Mr. President, our ally ambassadors have contacted us. They wish to see you at once.”
“That almost sounds like a demand, doesn’t it, Abram?”
Abram shrugged, “I would not say that, no.… You’ve seen, I suppose, what’s happened in Washington?”
“I’ve seen.”
“Shall I hold your calls?”
The President nodded. “Yes, Abram, thank you. Bring the ambassadors to me as soon as they’ve arrived.”
* * * * *
In Vladimir’s world—in any world enjoyed by anyone—in diverse places ranging from Washington, to London, to Moscow—there had always been the sense that the apocalypse was, at all times, weeks, days, hours away. Some of this sentiment, of course, had been encouraged by popular entertainment. Generations of people grew up with images of world cities devoured by earthquakes, marauding waves of extraterrestrial invaders, global institutions buried under pyroclastic flows. And the real driver—religion—it prostituted such images even as it warned of their impending doom.
Even in Ukraine, where Grozny was born, the end had always been nigh. Nagging, whispering harshly in his ears. In Russia, days of murder, thievery, the dissolution of the state, they were still felt. The apocalypse would be manmade. The Apocalypse would take the form of avenging nuclear missiles screeching through the sky, touching down, turning all to cinder.
And so the day, the moment in time the apocalypse seemed to have come at last, Vladimir sat in his study with a group of four men. The ambassador from the People’s Republic of China, Hu Zemin. The ambassador from Iran, Akbar Nasin, The Belarusian ambassador, Issac Bahdanovich, who, in truth, did not bear the weight of his contemporaries, and at last, the ambassador from Cuba, himself the very heart of this talk and the actions Vladimir may take.
Alberto Bernal was a ponce and an idiot. His country, it was said, had reopened negotiations with America. Imagine that, Cuba an ally of the United States. Yet Vladimir believed he had the upper hand in these things. Cuba was important. Their geography was essential.
The men exchanged no pleasantries with Vladimir. They understood they wouldn’t be here long. The leaders of their countries had operated within and without the United Nations and the global community for many years, and their unity could not be disputed. The first words belonged to Hu Zemin. Though Vladimir expected them, their harshness stunned him nonetheless.
“It is time to emerge from the shadows. We must establish the new order in this world. Drop the bombs, President Grozny. That country has lost control. We bid you cut them from the face of the earth like the cancerous growth they are.”
Vladimir found it difficult to contain his emotions. So many years of service, so long believing in own his personal superiority. He’d been destined from the beginning to right all wrongs, to herald in a new age. These men here, perhaps they sensed it, too. The devil and God and that minion, that hell-spawn, nobody could’ve have predicted her, but she had ushered in a great moment, and further proof the Russian people, and not the Americans, carried with them the destiny of their time and place. The human animal had come to the ultimate crossroad: continue on in the image of its creator, or, if perchance it dreamed a little larger, to forge ahead, rewrite the story of man for all time.
The possibilities staggered Vladimir. New means, new permutations of the animal, the man, the woman. Perhaps they could travel the stars, colonize Heaven, send the unwanted, the dregs of all societies—perhaps they could send them all to Hell. And Hell would be the prison for everyone who challenged him. And Vladimir would rule the souls there. And he would also rule the ones above. He would be the light of the world. He could be their God.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “do you ask me this in full authority?”
“Yes,” said Akbar Nasin.
“And you are also aware NATO—”
“NATO is weak and the alliances will break,” said Issac Bahdanovich. “We will not get another chance. We have struck this thing at just the right moment.”
Vladimir nodded at the Chinese ambassador. “Mr. Hu, your country and mine have the most to lose. You’re certain you wish to proceed? There’s no going back.”
Hu Zemin inclined his head. “America must burn. The disease of those bodies could infect us all. But, President Grozny, can you do what say?”
Vladimir watched him closely. Say what you would about the Chinese, but they certainly produced good officials.
“You lost a man, didn’t you?” Vladimir said. “Your representative to the UN, if I’m not mistaken?”
“You are not,” said Zemin. “Along with thousands more Chinese and people of Chinese descent. The flood came for them all.”
“A tragedy,” Vladimir said.
Hu nodded.
“I can do what I say,” said Vladimir. “You needn’t worry about that. Mr, Bernal, Tell me again, are the warheads ready?”
Bernal smiled at him.  “They are.”
“And my personnel are up and running and in-command of the instillations?”
Bernal nodded. “Just as you’ve instructed.”
“Very well, gentleman,” Vladimir said. “I don’t typically drink before breakfast, but the old ways are sometimes best. As Stalin once said, one death is a tragedy, one million is a statistic.”
* * * * *
The Russian nuclear response system had been notoriously patterned after the one pioneered by the United States. In Russia, three individuals in total could order a nuclear strike. The Defense Minister, the Chief of the General Staff, and of course, the President himself. At approximately 4:14 AM, Moscow time, Vladimir rang over to his office.
“Abram, I’ll take the Cheget now, please,” he said.
Three minutes later, a large, impressively-built ex-KGB man strode into his study with a black metallic briefcase. Contrary to popular imagination, the Russian Federation and the Soviets before them had never handcuffed the Cheget to anyone at any time.
Vladimir glanced around at the eager, anxious ambassadors.
“Gentlemen, if you don’t mind, I must do the rest myself.”
“Praise be your motherland,” said Akbar Nasin.
Vladimir nodded. He disappeared into a conference room across the hall. There, he met with Abram and issued a few orders.
“I want the General Staff alerted. Also alert the Defense Minister and my wife. It’s not every day a husband makes history. You’d do well to take stock of the moment, Abram. This is a day our people will remember.”
“Would you like me to alert your envoys to the federal districts?”
“Yes, yes, spread the word,” Vladimir said. He rested his hands atop the suitcase. “You know, I’ve always wanted to see inside this thing.”
The Americans had their nuclear football; Vladimir had the Cheget. He reached inside and one-by-one removed two black leather books, a manila folder containing nine or ten stapled sheets, and finally, a white and red notecard covered in neat rows of nine-digit codes.
Vladimir eyed the components, telling himself as much as Abram, “And yet the moment seems so small.”
The president made the call on a solid-state cellular phone. Two high, clipped tones, and then a hefty male voice asked for the passkey.
“Seven-oh-two-two-nine,” Grozny said.
No time to lose. Not a moment to waste. As a great man once declared, a lie told often enough becomes the truth. Here it was at last. The only truth Vladimir had ever wanted for himself.
 





Twenty

Lenny lay on his back, resisting the urge to sleep. Little lively points of light twinkled in the sky. Some perfectly still, others moving, lumbering across, darting swiftly. He inhaled and coughed a loud, retching cough. Carly used a Kleenex to wipe the spittle from his mouth. He’d sat dutifully beside him all night.
“I think I’m getting sick,” Lenny said
“Nah, it’s just cold.”
Lenny nodded in agreement. “Cold.”
“What do you think all those light up there are? Airplanes?”
“Probably. Just because they don’t know where to look doesn’t mean they aren’t—” He got a horrible, insistent tickle in his throat. A deep coughing fit took hold. It shook him harder than his poor old body could stand.
“Easy there, Lenny,” Carly said. “No need to get excited.”
Coughing, hacking, wheezing, his throat raw, his muscles tensed, straining. He craned his neck and gazed upside down across the open plain of God’s forehead.
Dark out there tonight.
Cough, cough.
In the evening, the survivors had collected into groups and close-knit battalions. Anyone still with battery power left on their phone was wise enough now not to use it for light. There was an emptiness here that numbed him like good rum. At some point hunger didn’t feel like hunger anymore.
Carly shifted and uncrossed his legs. He rose onto his knees and set his back into a deep, popping stretch.
“Ooph, getting older is starting to suck,” he said.
Len smiled. “Wait, it gets so much better from here.”
Carly chuckled. He lowered himself back down. “I always heard getting old’s a blast. No responsibilities, no job, all the sponge baths you can stand.”
“Sexy nurses. Don’t forget the sexy nurses.”
Carly paused. “Do you smell that?”
“No,” said Lenny.
“You don’t smell that?”
Lenny shook his head. “My nose is all plugged.”
A young lady in a nearby group climbed to her feet. In the darkness, her face and light-toned hair looked blue and silver.
“Smoke,” she said. “It’s smoke. Does everybody smell that?”
Carly watched her. Lenny craned his neck. More people stood, first just a few, then dozens from groups all around.
“You tellin’ me you don’t smell that? It’s awful,” said Carly. He tilted his wrist into the moonlight, checked his watch with a frown. “Too late for what they had planned.”
Lenny swallowed roughly. Concern gripped him. “Maybe they ran into trouble. Could’ve been a harder hike than they thought.”
“I’m pretty sure Nichole thought it’d be hard.”
“Harder, then,” said Lenny.
The wind kicked up. It gusted and ripped at his jacket. Thick, dark smoke rolled across them. Lenny smelled it now. Holy cow, how could you not? Sharp and bitter, not wood smoke.
“Hair,” he said.
Carly nodded.
An echoing boom punctured the night. Lenny sat up stiffly. It’d come from the southeast. There, in the distance, little firecrackers of orange and white popped and burst.
“What is that?” said Carly.
“I don’t know,” Lenny replied.
Above them, all those lumbering, darting, twirling tentacles of light scurried away, one by one, by their own trajectories, leaving behind them a lonely, empty field of stars. Now that was a hell of a thing. A sound like rolling thunder spread itself over God’s body. Through the smoke and darkness, Len spotted a fireball. It came upon them with incredible speed. Soon it was all they could see. The roar was like a freight train, a jet engine. Mind-numbing and terrible to behold.
And then …
The ball of fire burned itself out. It kind of petered and sparked a few times and farted till it had nothing left. Lenny blinked away red afterimage. He trained his eyes on what appeared to be—though Lenny understood such a thing was impossible—a man in a cape, hovering in place above them, his arms wrapped around some kind of missile.
A thudding shockwave dropped on them, a force like a giant fist. Everyone hit the ground. Lenny moaned from the impact. He suddenly felt millions of tiny invisible fingers, wriggling all over his skin. They touched his soul, connected with his mind, and they said to him, AHA, YES, HERE YOU ARE. They selected him. He felt his mental pathways open. A dam burst, a flood into a thirsty valley. His body lifted into the air. He rose above Carly.
Carly reached for him.
Up, up, up and away. He saw the vast open world below. Distant city lights. He recognized God’s body for what it was. It was just a guy. Long, white hair, large, thick, grandfatherly beard. Lenny spun around.
“Holy shit,” he said.
There, not five feet away, hovered an angel. The strange man wasn’t wearing a cape. He had wings and a golden halo that sung and zinged in circles above his head. In his right hand, the angel clutched the warhead of an ICBM covered in Russian characters.
“Leonard Appleman,” the angel said, “the Universe has selected you as a champion of Heaven.”
“The what has elected me to champion what now?” said Len.
The angel bowed his head. He spread his large, powerful wings and beat them against the air in waves and swells. They rose higher into the night.
“Who are you?” Lenny said.
“I am Michael of the Heavenly Choir. And you, Leonard Appleman, are my fourth best hope in the world.”
* * * * *
The best thing about Hollywood’s shiny-thing pile was its diversity. Diversity was important. She remembered that. At some point, she’d had a job. A grown-up job the Devil’s daughter had no business having. It hurt her to think about in ways she couldn’t understand, but she could still feel, if she scrunched up her nose-nub and clenched the blistered remnants of her eyelids tight, a feeling like coming home exhausted from a long, hard, satisfying day. At this job, they made her watch videos about diversity and diversity awareness. It took all kinds to run a battleship. That’s the lesson she knew she’d learned.
Wait, did I run a battleship?
Yes, absolutely. The USS Centers for Disease Control.
That doesn’t sound right.
Regardless, if it applied to people, it certainly applied to shiny things. They were just as individually unique as people. Also, they were shinier and nicer. Didn’t shoot her in the face. Didn’t make her question herself or doubt her Father. Look at this shiny thing here, for instance. A silver jaguar leaping through the air. Notice the beauty, the simplicity. What was the jaguar hunting? She couldn’t help but wonder.
It isn’t hunting. Not anymore. It’s the hood ornament to a very expensive car.
Ah yes, thank you, Hollywood. A fair appraisal of the piece. Certainly, the car’s driver doesn’t need it anymore.
Can I ask you something, Hollywood? Why are you obsessed with shiny things?
Hmm, not sure. Hollywood had to think about it. She raised a hand to scratch at the ratty brown toupee perched atop her head. Collecting shiny things in a garbage bag wrapped around her waist gave her peace of mind like nothing had since she awoke in the swamp city. She had traveled from one corner of America to another. Appear in the rot, disappear after a few people die. Wandering, lost, unable to make connections or understand … well, much of anything.
At least you’re woman enough to admit your faults, Hollywood.
Yeah, but people hated her. They wanted her dead. And her Father couldn’t tell her what was next, how to put her powers to use. She kept asking and praying, begging. She mumbled and grumbled and spit and slobbered at him. But Dad was as dead as a doornail. Look at his finger—that great red pointer digit—how still and lifeless it was, gnarled, chipped nail set atop the Y of her namesake sign. It made a massive ceiling to her lair like the pitched rock of a wolf’s den. Bring home scraps to feed your pups. Collect the bones. The shinier the better.
Here, in the bushes and mud, on the hill above the swamp city, Hollywood’s shiny-thing pile glinted and sparkled but did little else. Night had come. Did people still dwell in the swamplands, in the marsh? A ghost town full of zombies and creatures scurrying from building to building.
You know, you could just go down there and check one more time. You could kill them all, every last one, do Daddy proud.
But what did she have to do with humans? Why were they her enemy? Just because she’d killed a few, all the others treated her like a monster.
People fear what they don’t understand. Dad was a master of fear. He has plans for you. Just be patient and tend your pile.
Frustration made her fingers twitch. She blubbered something vomitus and spiteful. Hollywood scooped up two handfuls of shiny things—a chrome hair dryer, chewing gum wrappers, a tire iron—and she watched them smoke and melt in her hands.
She didn’t understand. Why’d she have to wait?
Because I said so, that’s why.
She was so confused. Something was missing. Why couldn’t she remember?
It doesn’t matter. It’s like ice cream on the carpet, eggrolls filled with egg. It’s a pointless point, the mootest of the moot.
Hollywood thumped onto her back to stare at the underside of her father’s fingernail. Despite the darkness, she could make out the dirt and reddish-brown Hell filth that’d collected there. She didn’t know who’d killed him. She understood she should, but try as she might, she kept drawing blanks. They’d broken His shoulder. They had spun His head clean around. It made her mad. Who in their right mind would do such a thing?
Your Father had enemies, that much should be clear. His enemies are now yours. They will come for you. It stands to reason, pretty girl, though admittedly, His greatest enemy died with Him.
Yes, she remembered that. His greatest enemy died with Him.
Yes, and he had allies.
Didn’t Dad have allies, too?
Hollywood, let me tell you something. Friends come and go. Enemies stay with you until the end. There will be one enemy whose potential outshines your own. You must kill that one. You must destroy him before he becomes something great.
How did she know these things?
It’s all a matter of perspective.
What did that mean?
It means quit acting like a fuck-nut. Enjoy what you have. Your Father’s realm, His minions and soldiers, they will pass to you when the time is right. Trust in Him. Give to Him complete control. Live as He would want you to live.
Hollywood heard explosions in the world outside her den. At first far away, but coming closer all the time. Huh? Why would there be explosions? More mean soldier guys?
No, that’s not—? Rocket fire. They’re coming for your Father!
It reminded her of popcorn. Pop, pop! She had images of salt and butter and huge cups of cold, sweet, bubbly cola. Again and again. Kind of scary. Bullets were little explosions. If all explosions hurt like bullets …
She scampered from her shiny-thing pile and out from beneath the Devil’s fingernail. To her, the night looked like the Fourth of July. The swamp city in the valley below, lit in bursts of red and yellow and white, was the host of a fancy orchestra. The musicians played the 1812 Overture, which blasted her with tubas and trumpets and old-fashioned cannons filled with balls of led and shrapnel.
Hey, neat! There was a big fiery baseball in the sky!
That is no baseball.
Of course it was! She loved baseball on the Fourth.
Hey, listen, that thing is coming fast.
And really loud!
It’s super loud, Hollywood. Pretty girl, I think you’d better—
Daylight found her. All-consuming and hot like Summer. It ripped her to pieces. Shredded her like taco pork. Burnt-on aftershave, globs and globs of useless, greasy suntan lotion. Her bones exploded. Her brain disintegrated. She became a million baby Hollywoods. Cells like Dad’s cells, scattered around like Legos.
The will. The voice. The presence in her head spoke to her.
YOU SEE! AHA! THEY CAME FOR HIM! I KNEW IT!
As an incorporeal cloud of dust, she connected to her Father’s remains as a snail might connect to its shell. She was her Father in an infinite sort of way. In vast and strange worlds full of brimstone and despair, she understood, she grasped.
I see. I get it.
The energy from the baseball filled the Devil. It echoed deep inside Him, burrowed, plumbed His darkness. It sent a ripple through His blood—so much blood remained!—and waves and breakers crashed and shot across the swamp city. So fast, so tall, they collapsed buildings and tore freeways from their foundations. Thousands cried out in horror and dread. And then they were silenced, and Daddy’s blood boiled. Simmering and stewing. Hollywood felt it.
That which composed her, that tied her to her past, it was gone now. It’d been taken from her. The swamp city fell. No one was spared the daylight and the blood. Glowing hot red like vampire gore. Radioactive.
Radioactive?
Yes, that’s it!
The bastards nuked the Devil! They nuked Him like they had the right. Imagine! The brass balls on these fucks! Hollywood had a mind to punish them all like naughty children.
After all, if I don’t, who will?
Yes.
Make a body. Get your body back. Recompose. That’s it.
Hollywood willed herself back into physical existence. Atom by atom, molecule by molecule. She built herself flesh and nerves, gave herself muscles that were ten times stronger than they’d been before. She put eyes in her head that fired beams of pure demonic energy.
She gave herself a tail, horns, and at last, she gave herself the burnt, blackened, blistered skin with which her Father had endowed her. Hollywood reformed on the tip of Dad’s fingernail. She had lips, a tongue, and her vocal chords worked just fine now.
She said, “Now this is much better.”
Hollywood knew it all. She knew, for instance, she had once been a woman. A misguided woman who’d believed in love and friendship. Hollywood rejected that woman. She hated Heaven and loved her Hell, her demons and warriors and her darklings in the shadows. She loved herself. Her body was gorgeous, her evil pure.
Yes, Father had His ultimate enemy, and Hollywood knew hers would challenge her in the end. Maybe not now, but this man, when he did challenge her, he would win. It wasn’t Father who told her these things. Father was dead. His essence, however, the universal truth of the Darkness, the spirit and the energy that’d transformed Lucifer from fallen angel to towering behemoth, it spoke. It told her what to do. KILL YOUR ENEMNY. KILL HIM BEFORE HE’S STRONG ENOUGH TO KILL YOU.
Yes. Hollywood closed her eyes. She felt the rot in the world like an interconnected web of death. The Hollywood Hills burned. Radioactive fallout mixed with the power of evil.
“All right, pretty girl,” she growled, “let’s go paint the town red.”
 





Twenty-One

The television lit up Harold’s living room like a radioactive bug zapper. The yearly broadcast of Frosty the Snowman cut itself off just as Frosty began to melt.
“Ladies and gentlemen, please stand by. We go now to our chief Washington correspondent.”
The correspondent appeared onscreen. “This just in from the White House. CBS News can now confirm the detonation of a nuclear weapon in Los Angeles, the site of Body Two and the recent flood.”
Harold had been napping, there on the couch with his head resting in Sarah’s lap. She nudged his shoulder gently. Everyone knew what a nuclear detonation looked like. The mushroom cloud, the force of the explosion blasting the sky clear for miles around. Only the images Harold had of it were black and white. The age of the fusion bomb had had its time, but it wasn’t something people had to worry about anymore.
But there it was on TV, ten times bigger than any black and white memory. The nighttime sky, bright and distinct, had a purplish electric glow. The cameraman from CBS News wasn’t close, and he hadn’t achieved the clearest shot. But Harold could see. Someone, somewhere, had bombed Satan’s body.
“He’s still there,” said Sarah. “Do you see that?”
Carefully, with significant pain, Harold sat up. “It didn’t put a scratch on him.”
“Maybe they’re too far away to tell. Harold, does this mean we’re at war?”
The lights cut out. The television died. Neighbors’ dogs howled like they’d spotted an intruder. In the darkness, Sarah laughed. “I guess I just jinxed us, huh?”
A red hot beam of energy sliced through the apartment, cut the couch in half, spilled Harold to the floor, and punched through the back wall of the living room. It ripped down to the floor, sizzling and lighting the carpet on fire. It ripped back up, sliced through the ceiling. A spray and shower of sparks and drywall. Orange, yellow, the living room strobed like a Halloween fright house.
Harold cried out for Sarah. The beam whipped over his head and carved into the curtains and wall a shape with devil horns and a tail.
The room glowed a brilliant ambient red. The room went dark. A blackened, burnt devil-looking woman appeared not three feet away. Her body smoked. She stooped and seethed. A horrible, greasy smell assaulted Harold’s nose. The woman had the fiercest, angriest eyes he had ever seen. She never closed them, never blinked. They were white—blazing white—with little beady red hollows in their centers.
They danced over his living room. At times, they seemed to find humor. Happy eyes. Then angry eyes. Then happy eyes again. Mesmerizing. Harold couldn’t look away.
“Pretty girl,” the woman growled. “Pretty girl, pretty girl.”
This was it. It was her. This was the monster who’d killed the President. Sarah, he had to get to her. The monster cast about her brilliant eyes, resting them on his face. She beamed at him.
“Oh, there he is, Hollywood! The man-man! The father-man!”
The monster crouched beside him.
“Sarah!” Harold said.
“Why are you worried about Sarah, father-man?” the monster said. “That is a very strange thing to be worried about. If anything, you should be worried about evil walking the Earth in the form of Satan’s daughter risen from His blood. That’s the one I’d be concerned with.”
She stuck her face in his. The stench. Harold retched.
“You are lucky, man-man,” she said. “Not everyone who’s touched Him throughout the eons lived to tell the tale.”
“Touched Him?” Harold said.
“Yes, you touched God. You made yourself an enemy of my Father when you did so, but of course, hindsight is twenty-twenty. Like how I regret eating human brains. That was just this morning, so you know, twenty-twenty.”
“You’re here because of God?” Harold said.
The monster nodded.
“Then Heaven really is punishing me.”
“Who can say what Heaven’s doing?” said the monster. “I certainly have no clue. I am an agent of the Darkness. I am a creature of Hell. My Father purged me of my humanity.”
“You’re here to kill me?” Harold asked.
The monster shrugged. “Now whatever gave you that idea?”
A wave of pressure swept over the room. It pushed Harold down, back, until it pinned him to the smoldering carpet. Harold gritted his teeth.
“Get off!” screamed Sarah. She rose into the air behind the monster.
“I have a secret for you, man-man,” the monster said. “It was a secret even from me until about a half an hour ago.”
Sarah kicked and fought to break free. No good. Whatever force had a hold on her was vice-tight. The monster followed his gaze, turned and laughed at Sarah.
“Do you want to know the secret, man-man?” she said. She turned back, leaned in closer, got down on all fours. She whispered hot smoke in his ear.
“Your girlfriend carries your seed at this very moment,” she said. “In nine months, she’ll have a son. I will tell you another secret, father-man, a dark and scary one. I cannot allow her to have that child. He will be an abomination. Because of you, Harold Math. Because of what you took from God.”
Harold’s neck burned. His throat, his chest, it felt like he had an elephant sitting on top of him.
“I’m sorry,” he groaned. “I’m sorry I touched him.”
“And I’m sorry your dad and mom make ugly babies. Look at that mug! That is a face only a mother could love.”
The monster and Sarah blinked out of existence. They blinked back in down the hallway to the bedroom.
“Sarah!” Harold said.
They blinked out. Harold heard an explosion in the back. He climbed to his feet, limped into the bedroom. The monster had blown a hole through the wall. Harold pushed past the bed, past his nightstand, knocked over the lamp, stepped through the hole. His foot caught on a chunk of drywall. He pitched and fell. Down the concrete embankment that separated his complex from Basin Avenue.
Onto the avenue itself. An oncoming truck laid on its horn. Its headlights dazzled him. Ten feet away. Brakes down. Tires squealed. The truck’s fender stopped inches from his face. Harold gasped. He heard a door open and then slam shut. The truck driver came around to the front.
“Hey, shit man, I am sorry,” he said.
Odd-looking guy. He wore a uniform. Was he a chauffeur? Harold heard another door open and close. A kid came around front—a young black kid with a Batman ball cap.
“Is this him?” the kid said.
“This is him,” said the Chauffer.
Harold realized it wasn’t a truck, but one of those stretch Humvees. Painted red and blue like …
“Spider-Man,” Harold said.
The kid grinned. “I know. It’s totally awesome, right?”
* * * * *
Dylan thought Harold was an otherwise nice enough guy who just happened to be super freaked out and scared to death of the Demon-Clutch.
The Demon-Clutch is what the Universe called the poor CDC worker who got infected with the Devil’s energy.
Actually no, it wasn’t the Universe who’d said that. It was the Universe’s physical earthly manifestation (Dylan thought he had that right). The boy in the red cape was no boy at all. Dylan did his best to explain this to Harold, but the guy either couldn’t catch on or didn’t want to know.
“Wait, say all that again?” Harold said. “You aren’t making any damn sense, kid.”
Dylan nodded. “For sure. Okay, so you know the boy in the cape, right?”
“This whole thing is about him?”
“Yes. No. Sort of,” Dylan said. “Look, he isn’t really a person. He doesn’t have thoughts like we have. As far as I can tell, he’s more like an animal, something wild. He said he feels super bad about your fiancé. He did say that.”
Harold’s face went pale. He wasn’t an elderly guy or anything, but the more Dylan explained things, the older and more scared he seemed to get.
“I don’t understand,” Harold muttered. “Who are you, kid? What’s happening?”
Dylan sat forward. His red leather bench seat stuttered and hiccupped. “I’m Dylan D’Angelo. I felt weird about all this at first, too. But then the Universe explained it to me and I started feeling better.”
“The Universe?” said Harold. “And what did the Universe say?”
“He said you and me are badasses. You and me and a couple other guys. We’re gonna be a team. A real team of heroes. He’s putting us together because we’ve all got a stake in the outcome. He told me he’s been thinking about our potential futures since before we were born.”
“You’ve seen him?” Harold said. “You’ve seen him and you’re still alive?”
“Of course I’m still alive,” Dylan said. He leaned back, rapped his knuckles on the black glass partition. The partition lowered with a mechanical whirr. There, in the front passenger seat, sat the physical body of the Universe, its will, its concerns and worries and plans transmitted across space and time and given flesh, the boy in the cape.
When Harold saw him he spazzed the frig out. He leapt past Dylan and reached to choke the kid.
The kid disappeared. He reappeared where Harold had just been sitting. Harold turned and lunged for him again. The kid disappeared, reappeared, sat right back where he was in the front.
“Hey, hey!” said Willie the chauffer. “You want to have another wreck, you do it on your own damn time!”
Harold collapsed into the seat. He looked exhausted.
“He did say he was sorry,” Dylan said.
“He made me crash,” said Harold. “He killed my baby and my fiancé.”
“Except he isn’t a he. He’s not a person. He doesn’t even really exist. To be totally honest, I’m pretty sure—and I hope you don’t take this the wrong way—I’m pretty he’s lying and doesn’t feel sorry for hurting your fiancé at all.”
In the front seat, the boy in the cape scribbled something hastily on his sketchpad. He passed it to Dylan, who handed it to Harold.
NO, I DO FEEL BAD. EVERY INNOCENT LOST DISRUPTS THE BALANCE OF GOOD AND EVIL. I HAD TO INTERVENE. COUNTLESS OTHER SOULS LOST IF I HADN’T.
Harold read this. His eyes darted back and forth. Must’ve read it a few times, and each time he did, his expression got lower and lower, and more and more in the dumps. Slowly, dejectedly, he handed the sketchpad back to Dylan. He nodded, tears welling in his eyes.
“I don’t want it,” he said. “I don’t want this anymore. Please stop punishing me.”
The boy in the cape raised an eyebrow. He motioned for the sketch pad. Dylan handed it back through the partition.
“Sir? Harold?” said Dylan. “It’s really, really important you listen to what we have to tell you. There’s something at stake here you don’t know about. It isn’t just America. It has nothing to do with Russia or China or any other country.”
“What are you talking about?” said Harold.
“Something super big and in need of protection. Bigger than God and bigger than the Devil.”
“What’s bigger than God?”
The boy in the cape handed the pad to Dylan, who showed it to Harold.
THE UNIVERSAL FORCE OF GOOD ITSELF IS AT STAKE. GOD THE PROTECTOR IS DEAD. GOD’S CREATION IS JUST THE BEGINNING. EVIL COULD REIGN IN ALL TIMES AND ALL DIMENSIONS FOR AN ETERNITY. UNLESS YOU STOP THE DARKNESS HERE.
* * * * *
The Spider-Man Humvee didn’t have much further to travel. The trip that’d begun at Grandma’s house in Alabama came to an end here, in the back alley between a McDonald’s and a firework superstore in downtown Pahrump.
“Why’re we here?” Harold said as the Humvee pulled beside a large green dumpster. “And why can’t he just tell us whatever it is we need to know?”
The boy in the cape scowled at this. On his sketchpad, he wrote, I CAN’T TELL YOU BECAUSE GOD’S CREATION IS NOT MY SOLE DOMAIN.
“You mean to say there’s more out there than what God created?”
I MEAN TO SAY IMPOLITENESS IS A UNIVERSAL SIN.
Willie the chauffer got out and opened Harold’s door. Harold stared at him. “What about you? Do you actually exist, or are you just a figment of my imagination?”
Willie smiled. “Hey man, for the right cash, I exist anywhere, anytime.”
Dylan moved past Harold and stepped into the alley. He took in a big deep lungful of night air and then let it out, long and slow.
He turned back, saying, “I don’t know what your problem is, bro. If you can’t see how fricken amazing all this is then you’re a grade-A moron.”
“Don’t call me bro, kid,” Harold said, and then he climbed out and hobbled to the dumpster. Dylan helped him make it. He leaned against it, breathing hard. A heavy sweat broke out on his forehead.
“Are you okay?” Dylan said.
“Fine,” said Harold. He waved at the boy in the cape, who still sat in the front seat.
“Isn’t he coming?” said Harold.
As if he’d heard him, the boy ripped off the top page and wrote. He undid his seatbelt, climbed into the driver’s seat, and then he pressed the sketchpad against the window.
I’M ALREADY THERE.
Dylan and Harold looked at each other. The boy in the cape slammed his hands together. Invisible fingers lifted Dylan and Harold from their feet. They rose into the air above the Humvee, Willie, the alley.
Dylan said, “Oh man, it just gets crazier!”
And then the invisible fingers slammed them down inside the dumpster. The lid shut with a bang. Down they went, down, down, through the garbage and rotten food, and then through a tunnel bathed in silver light.
The world rolled back from Dylan. The walls of the dumpster expanded. They encompassed hills and valleys he knew could not be hills and valleys. They seemed larger to him somehow, deeper and older than any on earth. Here, in this place, he had no body. He smelled things that calmed him, tasted things that made him feel at home. Grandma’s cookies, Dad’s cheap aftershave. Christmas mornings with his Mom. And hills and valleys and silver hollows filled with her face and her voice and the eggnog she gave him as he opened his presents.
The distance traveled wasn’t one of miles or light years. Dylan understood this, though he didn’t know how. The place to which they journeyed, without their bodies and without their fear, it existed as a space between all spaces, a time outside time. It lived within him and it lived without. He got this. It made total sense the moment he arrived.
The ground came at them quickly. A vast marble floor etched in gold panels and delicate figures. Dylan and Harold hit hard. The wind rushed from Dylan’s lungs. He gasped, inhaled a warm, sweet scent, almost like honey. He somehow had a body again. Trumpets rang out. They played music brassy and bold and full of life. Voices chattered in the silver light all around them.
Silver everything. Silver columns, silver steps, silver ceiling dozens and dozens of stories overhead. With beautiful paintings of silver beings doing silver things. Someone nudged him with a foot. The boy in the cape was there, offering a hand to Harold, who took it, stood, and expressed every ounce of awe Dylan felt. “I think I’ve died and gone to Heaven.”
A booming voice commanded the space.
“Mortals,” it said, “you have not died at all.”
There, up the silver steps, atop two golden thrones on a narrow silver dais, sat two angels with huge feathered wings. They had haloes that zinged and zapped. One was a white guy. The other was black.
“You need not fear,” said the white angel. “We are at common purpose. We are warriors of blood from this moment on.”
Behind the two thrones stood a group of maybe thirty or so other people. None of them had wings like the angels. Most of them wore very little clothing, and Dylan felt his face flush. Two of them looked totally different. Two guys, one much older than the other. They wore regular clothes; the younger guy was dressed sharply, even if he looked pretty banged up. The other guy looked like a grandpa for someone somewhere.
“Maybe we should give them a few minutes,” the younger of the two said. “They only just got here and aren’t used to …”
The old bald guy stepped in. “Aren’t used to being in your mighty presence, oh angelic lords. Harold, Dylan, welcome to Heaven.”
“How do you know our names?” Dylan said.
The young guy responded. “We’ve already been here a while. My name’s Eric. This is Lenny. Time doesn’t move here like it does at home. Good thing, too. That Hollywood chick is a real nasty piece of work.”
“The Demon-Clutch, yes,” the black angel said. “Eric Barron asks for time, yet time is not ours to command.”
The white angel put his hand to his chest, saying, “I am Michael of the Heavenly Choir.”
And the black angel said, “And I am Gabriel, the Voice of God.”
“Voice of God,” Harold said. “Michael. Gabriel. Fucking crazy.”
“Where are we?” said Dylan.
“This is the Silver Hall of Heaven,” said Gabriel. “In olden days not many of us now remember, God sat here on His throne as the Lord of all he made. He was smaller then.”
“That would be an understatement,” said Michael.
“And now God’s dead and you two are in charge?” said Dylan.
Gabriel nodded. “For the time being, yes.”
“Where’s Jesus?” Harold said. “Where is he in all this? Everyone wants an answer down there.”
Gabriel and Michael shared a glance. “The Messiah is in Creation.”
Harold exploded. “He is? He’s on Earth?”
“That’s what they tell us,” the old guy said. “Not that anyone’s keeping score at this point.”
Eric raised a hand and interjected, “If I may, Harold, you really don’t want to bark up that tree. These guys won’t tell you anything. We can’t figure the reason for it, but the Son of Man can’t help us in this fight. It’s just the four of us.”
Harold threw up his hands. “Everyone keeps saying shit like that as if it actually makes sense.”
“You can’t swear in Heaven, bro,” said Dylan.
“Stop calling me bro!”
“You desire further clarification, Harold Math,” said Gabriel. “This is understandable. We have one question for you. If you could have a single ability, one innate power that defied the laws of Creation, what would it be?”
“What?” said Harold.
“Super strength,” said Dylan. “He needs super strength and bullet-proof skin.”
“Done,” said Michael. He clapped his hands together.
One of the angel’s attendants pulled a golden javelin from its place beside Michael’s throne. She took two long strides and hurled it at Harold. He gasped and tried to dodge out of the way, but it hit him square in the chest. The javelin smashed to pieces and fell to his feet. Not one scratch on him.
Dylan’s pointed at Harold and shrieked, “Holy frick! You’ve got super powers!”
Eric and Lenny laughed.
“I … I don’t hurt anymore,” Harold said. “My leg. I don’t feel like …”
“Like you survived a car crash,” said Eric.
“It’s wonderful you know so much about me,” Harold said. “I don’t happen to know a damn thing about you.”
“Familiarity is not necessary,” said Michael. “Your task is straightforward. Doomed to failure or blessed to succeed, it is doubtless to be very quick and final.”
Dylan glanced at the boy in the cape. He sat on the bottom silver step, kicking his shoes at the marble floor.
“It’s him, isn’t it?” Dylan said. “All the comic book stuff. It’s because he likes it, huh?”
Gabriel shook his head. “No. These manifestations, his appearance, the use of, as you say, super powers, they exist because of you.”
“Because of us?” said Dylan.
“No, Dylan D’Angelo, because of you. Before any of this happened, God and the Universe had set in motion the final upheaval human beings were destined to face. But Satan and the forces of Hell had other plans. The final battle was fought here on the plains of Heaven. Millions of angels and demons perished before the day was done.”
“Dylan, your life is central to God’s plan,” said Michael. “Human beings stand at the brink. There is no way forward now but through trials, woe, decades more of loss and purification.”
“At the end of which,” Michael said, “peace will reign a thousand years. That was the plan. It may now never come to pass.”
“Why?” said Dylan.
“Because the guardians of good and evil have died,” said Lenny.
The Angel Gabriel steepled his fingers. “There is an anomaly in Creation. Satan’s will is no more. Satan’s Darkness survives still. The Demon-Clutch—who calls herself Hollywood—she is young and she has little control, but the power that dwells inside her, if left unchecked, could grow, and through her could consume everything. She could be worse than Lucifer. She could be more powerful than God himself.”
“So why don’t you stop her?” said Harold. “Why give us power? Why not go back and put her down? Our world will be at war soon. What is one small evil in the face of annihilation?”
“Small evil, no,” said Michael. “The concerns of nation and state, completely nonobligatory, not the primary concern at all. Harold Math, you’ve been chosen because you knew God in His final moments. You shall bear a son, the prime hero of the age. Dylan D’Angelo, you’ve been chosen because you are pure of heart and infinitely creative. Humanity will need you in the coming years. Remember it well.”
“Eric Barron,” Gabriel said, “chosen to lead the good people of God’s Body. Leonard Appleman, chosen to mentor and guide the youth of God’s Body. For the youth of God’s Body is its strength.”
“I don’t get any of this,” Dylan said.
“We’ve decided not to think about it too much,” said Eric.
“Say we do this for you,” Harold said. “Say we are your champions or whatever. People have died. I lost everything because of that little monster.” He jabbed a finger at the boy in the cape. The boy stared at him a few seconds, then he yawned deeply and curled up on the step.
“Harold Math,” said Michael, “you will fight for us and you will triumph.”
“Right, because you know everything already.”
“We have faith in possibilities. That is all. Two possibilities at this juncture. Our champions will destroy the Demon-Clutch and restrike the balance between good and evil. Possibility two … we’d rather not tell you about possibility two.”
“That figures,” said Harold.
“Um, Angelic Lords?” Dylan said. “We’re all guys. Is it, I don’t know, cool for a bunch of guys to, you know…?”
“Kill a woman?” said Gabriel.
Dylan nodded.
“The universe is not cool, Dylan D’Angelo. The forces of evil are not cool. The females of your species, I think you may find, would agree with me on that point most keenly. For thousands of years, women have suffered male aggression. Human beings have far more choice than you realize. That is what your God most desired you to know. Cruelty knows no gender. Neither does compassion. We must do what is needed of us to ensure evil holds no sway over our souls.”
“Are we going now?” said Harold.
“Yes,” Gabriel said. He clapped his hands. The Silver Hall of Heaven fell away from them. Worlds of hills and valleys. They approached God’s Creation. Dylan felt sick. He hit the ground in a horrible, red, burning place. Harold, Lenny, and Eric were with him. A big pile of silver shiny things sat in the middle of a muddy path. Above him was the tip of an enormous, all-encompassing fingernail.
“Did they give me any powers?” he said.
But it was too late to ask. Standing there, cackling a mad cackle, picking at the burns and blisters all over her stomach and thighs, stood the Demon-Clutch herself. What would Batman do? What would Batman do? What would Batman do?
 





Twenty-Two

Holy gypsum, pretty girl! They’re here to steal our shiny things!
They stink of Heaven. The stench is horrid. You know who sent them, don’t you?
“These dudes are from Heaven?” Hollywood said. “You think I should kill them?”
Why did you just say that out loud?
“Even the little black kid? Is it cool to kill little black kids?”
OMG, stop talking out loud! They can hear you! You’re making an ass of yourself!
Four boys, four guys, lying on their bellies in the middle of her wolf den. One was old, one was a kid, two were cute and gave Hollywood stirrings in her naughty bits.
This is no time to think about your naughty bits! They are here to steal your shiny things!
No, you idiot! They’re here to kill you! Can’t you smell it on them?
Stinks like Heaven.
Yes, exactly! Kill them. Rip them up before they get a chance—
One of the cute ones—taller and with darker hair—leapt to his feet and made a gesture like typing on a giant—
Holy shit! The ground! The rocks!
They’re turning into a giant type—
A giant rock typewriter smashed into her face. Her head went one way, her body went another. She hit the ground and skidded. Black blood dribbled from her mouth, splattered the ground and lit some twigs on fire.
The little boy shouted, “Fricken A, Eric, that is a badass super power!”
“Don’t use my name, kid.”
“Eric?” Hollywood said. “Super power?”
“What have I got?” the kid said.
“Calm down, son,” said the old dude. “Don’t talk anymore.”
Hollywood growled and rose to her feet. “You are champions of Heaven. You have come to prevent my birthright.”
“Pretty much, Melissa,” Eric said.
Hollywood chuckled. “Oh, I see, you’re trying to confuse us. The angels told you our birth name. We know who we were. We know we are much more now than that woman ever hoped to be.”
“What you are is vile,” the old dude said. “You’re an agent of evil.”
“Awesome. Awesome!” said the boy. “We’re even talking like we’re in a comic book now!”
“It’s not a fucking comic book, kid”,” said the other cute guy. “Don’t look her in the eye. Do not say another word.”
Oh, now she recognized him! Cutie number two was actually the man-man, the father-man! Only he wasn’t all busted up and bruised and crying like a tiny little girly-boy.
“Man-man!” Hollywood said. “I didn’t recognize you without all the broken bones. I expect you’re here for your sweetie?”
“What have you done with Sarah?” the man-man said.
“Well nothing, silly, we only just got here. If you mean to ask what we’re going to do with her, well in a few minutes we’re going to kill her. We are going to slit her throat on our Father’s tongue, and then we are going to hang her upside down so her blood and the blood of your unborn child drip and dribble all over Satan’s taste buds.”
“That’s enough,” Eric said. “You, girl, are a fucking talker. Submit or we will destroy you.”
Hollywood snorted. “Destroy us! Sh’yeah right! Good luck with that one, dude. Check this out.”
She focused on the boy. Two ripping, sizzling beams shot from her eyes. Man-man stepped in front of them. The beams ricocheted of his neck and stabbed at her shiny thing pile. The pile ignited. Hollywood didn’t know shiny things could burn like that.
“Why did you do that, man-man?” Hollywood growled. “I thought we had an understanding.”
“Here’s your understanding, you psychotic hell-bitch,” he said, and then he tackled her and hit her hard enough she saw stars and spat out a single fang.
“It took me three whole minutes to put this body together!” she moaned.
“Back to the drawing board,” said father-man. “Maybe next time lose the ugly.”
He lifted her and smashed her to the ground. Her head bounced. Slammed a fist into her gut. She puked up black blood. It sprayed him, but he did not burn and he did not rot.
“Oh, so it’s like that,” said Hollywood. “Here I was thinking you four had picked an honest fight.”
She lifted her arms and tweaked her wrists. Her nifty evil force powers lifted man-man and flung him at the ceiling. He hit Dad’s fingernail. Fell back down hard and awkward.
“Lenny, disarm her,” Eric said.
The old guy—Lenny—manifested a giant blue broadsword.
Hollywood said, “Now that is a badass super—”
Lenny swung and sliced off her arm.
Gah!
He swung and slashed off her other arm.
“It burns! Burns!”
“Of course it does,” Lenny said. “This sword belongs to Gabriel of Heaven.”
“Kill you! Eat you! Crush you!”
Eat their brains! Kill the boy!
Hollywood disappeared into the rot. She reappeared behind the boy. With more effort and will than she had to spare just then, she regrew her arms. Hollywood flexed her fingers and wrapped her hands around the boy’s plump little throat.
“Dylan!” Eric shouted.
Hollywood squeezed. She let the fire flood and flow. It spread across his neck, up his jaw, over lips and cheeks and his nose and …
Something wrong…. The Dylan boy wasn’t burning.
“Why aren’t you burning, boy?” she asked.
Only the Dylan boy didn’t answer. His skin absorbed her darkling energy. It spread, but he diffused it all across his body. He changed it, mutated it, made it something horrible and bright and full of light. Hollywood shrieked. Heaven! She dropped to her knees, her hands smoldering, ruined.
Another rock typewriter smashed into her head.
“Lenny, Harold, do it!” Eric said.
Strong hands pressed down hard against Hollywood’s ears. Her noggin made a dent in the dirt floor of her den. She rolled onto her back so she could breathe. Father’s fingernail there above her. A glowing blue broadsword slashed through the air and cut off her—
* * * * *
Eric stared at the monster’s horrible severed head. Melissa Atwood. Whoever she’d been, she didn’t exist now in any form. Neither did the Demon-Clutch. Damn thing was dead as could be.
“Is that it?” Harold said. “That’s all the fight she had in her?”
“All the fight!?” Dylan said. “She was gonna kill me, bro!”
“She didn’t, though,” Eric said. “Guess we know what your ability is.”
“Power.”
“Huh?’
“My super power. Don’t say ability. Technically correct, but not nearly as cool.”
Lenny raised Gabriel’s sword. The blade sung just like the angels’ haloes.
“You don’t seem too phased, kid,” Lenny said. “That took real chutzpah, standing in there with her like you did.”
Dylan wrinkled his brow. “What’s chutzpah?”
“Old man speak for balls,” said Eric.
“Oh,” said Dylan. “Thanks.”
“What about my girlfriend?” Harold said. “None of this is settled till I know she’s safe.”
Eric nodded. “Right, the Demon-Clutch said she was …”
“Going to kill her on Satan’s tongue. You think she’s up there?”
“Let’s find out,” Eric said, flexing his fingers.
The ability to form telekinetic constructs from earth and rocks. The angels never said if they’d get to keep their powers. Eric assumed not, but if anything, his brief time in Heaven had shown him one surprise after another.
“You know they have a whole kingdom in Heaven, don’t you?” he said. “They’ve got an army. They tried to strike a peace treaty with Hell.”
“I guess everyone’s at the brink of war these days,” said Harold. “If we can’t keep our world together, I sure as shit hope they’ve got control of theirs.”
“I don’t think it’ll be a problem,” Lenny said. “With this big guy pushing daisies, the demons seem like they’re running scared.”
SHE THAT IS SHE THAT IS ME THAT I AM
The words slashed through Eric’s mind.
AM THAT I SAY WHO IS SHE WHO IS ME
It wasn’t just him. Agony on all their faces. Hands cupped to their ears, trembling, knuckles white.
SAY THAT I AM THAT IS SHE WHO IS ME
“Man!” Lenny said. “What is that?”
“Head hurts.” Dylan said. “Agh, it’s killing me!”
Eric fumbled to keep his ears from hearing. The words were like worms. Burrowing, digging deeper. The head of the Demon-Clutch rolled to her body. Dark fingers of shadow leapt from her neck. They pulled the head, dragged it, until it connected to the shoulders.
Hollywood leapt into the air. She thrashed around. Her muscles and bones snapped and popped and reformed. They grew bigger, bulkier, stronger. She grew two feet taller, three, four. She had forearms like a gorilla. Her blackened, blistered skin grew a deep, angry red.
SHE WHO OF ME THAT IS SHE THAT WE ARE
“Is she alive?” Harold said.
“It’s the Darkness!” Lenny said. “Her body’s filled with it.”
The Demon-Clutch landed on her feet. She roared like wild she-spawn, threw back her head, and in a voice as wretched and tortured as the damned, she said, “Kill them all to stop the pain!”
Hollywood threw out her hands, and needles and blades of fire and rot shot from her fingertips, her eyes, her mouth. The blast caught Eric. It shredded his skin. He gestured for shields, and earth and rock leapt to protect him. To his right, Harold wrapped his arms around Dylan and turned to take the barrage. He screamed like it hurt him, like he actually felt it. To Eric’s left, Lenny nimbly dodged a spray of blood. He summoned Gabriel’s broadsword and called out, “Eric, toss me up there!”
Eric touched his face. Bleeding.
“Eric, toss me!” Lenny said.
Eric flattened his hands and put them together at the thumbs. He flicked. A springboard of earth launched Lenny at Hollywood. He slammed into her, knocked her to the ground. His blade flashed. He cut her head from her shoulders for the second time.
“That’s it!” Lenny said. “That’s it, she’s dead!”
SHE THAT IS ME IS NOT DEAD IS NOT DEAD
The monster’s head reattached. Lenny struck it off. The head attached again, then the Demon-Clutch grew another three feet taller. She reached for Lenny, wrapped a hand around his head, and then she squeezed.
“Oh God, Lenny!” Eric said.
The Demon-Clutch shrieked with delight. She tossed aside Lenny’s lifeless, headless body.
“Hey, guys,” she said, “you want to see something really nasty?”
Hollywood bounded at them on all fours. Tendrils of darkness sprang from her and punched through his rock shield and wrapped around him, Dylan, and Harold. Eric saw a flash of fire.
Then they were elsewhere. A state room, a lunch or a breakfast served to men in black suits and women in nice dresses. Somewhere in Asia, he thought. The Demon-Clutch, the horror-show, she kinked her meaty red fingers and one man—who seemed more important than the others—flew across the room. He hovered in place before her.
Hollywood said, “Meanwhile, back at the President’s house in China.”
Hollywood ripped the poor man in half. People screamed.
Eric saw a flash of fire.
They appeared in a maroon and beige bedroom with a four-poster bed covered in satin and lace. Atop the bed, a flabby white man had rough sex with a woman half his age. The woman screamed when she saw the Demon-Clutch. The man climbed off her, said something harsh and in Russian.
“Hey team, meet Vladimir Grozny, President of Russia,” Hollywood said. She jumped on the bed, vomited that horrible, black vomit all over the sheets, grabbed onto the President’s crotch and ripped his groin free from his body.
“Oh, man!” said Dylan.
The President howled in agony. Keening like a demented child, the Demon-Clutch threw away his severed genitals, punched a hole through his chest, and held his still-beating heart before his trembling eyes.
“Next!” she said.
Another flash of fire.
London. Eric spotted Big Ben across the courtyard of the House of Commons. A group of fifteen or twenty caught sight of the Demon-Clutch and ran for their lives.
“Oh, no you don’t!” she said.
Harold crawled over to Eric on his hands and knees. “Your face, are you all right?”
“Forget about it. How’s Dylan?”
Dylan came out from behind a statue on a plinth.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“Have to stop her,” said Eric.
“Maybe I can beat her down,” said Harold.
“I don’t think so,” Dylan said. “We’ve got to drain her of all that energy.”
Hollywood snatched up a grey-haired lady in blue.
“Prime Minister of Britain!” she said. “‘Ello, guvna!” And then she tore off her legs.
Flash of fire.
White room, big desk, blue carpet … the Oval Office … oh, shit.
“Just the man I wanted to see,” Hollywood growled.
There, behind the desk, sat the newly appointed President of the United States. He dropped a large meaty submarine sandwich into his lap. His mouth hung open, still ready for a bite. Hollywood lunged for him. So big she filled up half the room. Her great red blistered mass demolished the desk. She tore him from his seat and slapped him to the ground.
Harold pitched himself into her and knocked her off the President. He pummeled her. Lost his damn mind doing it, too. He beat her until the black blood sprayed and lit the President’s desk on fire.
Hollywood bellowed and threw him off.
“You’re starting to piss me off, father-man,” she said. She reached for him and tossed him against the back wall. Secret Service burst into the office and opened fire. Hollywood laughed as bullets peppered her. She twitched a finger and their chests caved in.
“Eric,” said Dylan, “I’ve got to drain her.”
“You what?”
“I think it’s the only way.”
Dylan climbed to his feet. He walked to her slowly, resisting her even as he drew near. He made it to her side, put out a hand for Hollywood’s engorged leg.
“Be careful, Dylan,” Eric whispered.
When his fingers touched the Demon-Clutch, she snapped up straight and said, “Oh, you rotten little boy.”
“You’re a horrible, horrible thing,” Dylan said, “and I’ve got to stop you.”
The Demon-Clutch chuckled. She put out a finger and set it atop his head. He looked so small standing next to her, so helpless.
The Demon-Clutch said, “Oh, you do? You’re going to put an end to me, eh?”
“That’s right,” said Dylan. His voice quivered. Hollywood heard it.
“You are a tiny little human,” she said. “I was once a little human. Humans can’t stop anything. Humans can’t stop each other. You people will be the death of yourselves. I don’t have to do a thing. Do you know what I am, boy? Do you know what it is I’ve become?”
Dylan squared his shoulders. He reached out his other hand and set it beside the first.
“You’re The Joker,” he said. “You’re Lex Luthor. The Green Goblin. Sinestro. The Red Skull.”
“What the hell are you talking about, kid?” Hollywood said.
“Do it, Dylan, do it,” whispered Eric.
Dylan pushed himself against her. His skin went electric. His entire body exploded with the purest of Heaven’s light.
“Gorilla Grodd. Galactus. Loki of Asgard. My name is Dylan D’Angelo, and I am the greatest superhero of all.”
His small body grew. His light changed to brown and then to red. His tendons snapped. His bones split and cracked. Dylan screamed. So did the Demon-Clutch. His body pulsated, mutated, while hers grew smaller and saggier. Her repulsive, horrid form flattened as it shrank. All the energy that filled her, gave her shape and stretched her skin, it flowed from her into Dylan, and it left in its wake piles of disgusting bio-waste that bore little resemblance to a human being. The sounds she made rose higher, became clearer, more and more like the screams of a woman.
“What happened?” the Demon-Clutch said. “My God, where am I? Danielle? Martin?”
Harold rose to his feet. “Sorry, Melissa. They’re all dead’.”
And then he hopped onto her pile of loose red flesh, balled a fist, and drove it into and through the Demon-Clutch’s skull.
The world fell away from Eric.
His mind launched across the stars.
He flew forever. He blazed through the universe like a comet, like the sun. Wrapped around something large. Slung across a space and time so wide there could be nothing on the other side. He saw for himself a hundred more universes. He looked into the eyes of hundred gods.
He saw the God of Judaism, and also the God of Islam. They looked the same, but their realms diverged. Eric saw God the Woman, and he also saw the Buddha and the many faces of the Hindu god. Eric snapped back like a rubber band. He traveled billions of light-years in the span of a heartbeat.
Then he opened his eyes, and he saw he was on Earth. He found himself standing in a small group of people, staring at the sky. Pointing, taking pictures with their phones. How had he gotten back across the cosmos?
“Eric?” a young woman said.
He blinked at her. What was her name? Standing beside him, look of shock on her face.
“Nichole,” he said.
“Eric?”
She cried out in joy, pulled him in for the tightest, most desperate hug he’d ever received. In the sky, missiles streaked and crisscrossed far and wide. The survivors of Los Angeles, marooned as they were there on God’s body, could do nothing but watch.
Nichole sobbed into Eric’s chest. She squeezed him tighter. “They’re dropping the bombs all over the place. It’s the end of the world.”
Eric squeezed her back. The future and the past stretched beyond him in a frenzied death orgy of vast, far-reaching purges and possibilities.
“End of the world,” he said. “This is just the beginning.”
 





Epilogue

In the Kingdom of Heaven, in the capital city therein, Gabriel sat alone with his arch-mate, Michael, in the throne room from which they commanded God’s Creation. They watched Earth and the destruction that ruled on every continent. Nations, statehoods, peoples. Women. Children. Men. They’d gone insane. Lost their minds. They had at last become what the angels always feared. Mortals were the ultimate destructive force God had ever manufactured. It’s just they’d never been forced to confront it before.
“Gabriel,” Michael said, “the humans have lost their way.”
“They have.”
“The death of God was clearly too much for them. We tried to warn Him.”
“We did try, yes,” Gabriel said.
“And what about it?”
Gabriel shook his head. “He always saw so much more in them. He always said they were destined to become gods themselves.”
“That’s what He said. What do you think now?”
Gabriel watched the missiles streak and consume. Mushroom clouds and death on a scale not seen for eons by anyone anywhere. He shrugged, sat up straight, let his wings stretch and feather. There were some down there who could not stand what it was they saw. Mortals who held their families and prayed for peace and made a desperate kind of love only the hopeless and defeated made. And there were others still, people there on God’s body. Those the Universe had spared. The ones he’d marked for his city, who he’d not let the flood and fire consume.
“What about them?” Michael said. “What is to be done with the people of the body?”
“Eric Barron is amongst them,” said Gabriel. “And Harold Math, Sarah Miller, and Dylan D’Angelo, they are home and they shall recover.”
“All is not well.”
“No, but neither of us knows what happens next. Human beings could survive. They could come into a world of their own making. They would have no God to guide them. They would have to guide themselves.”
“Would we help them, Gabriel? Would we protect them on their way?”
“No,” said Gabriel. “That is not our role. Even if we did, those people are proud and would not accept our help.”
“It’s up to Him, then.”
“Yes, arch-brother,” Gabriel said, “everything depends on Him. And He saith unto them, I am the way, the truth, and the life. No man cometh unto the father, but by me.”
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