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For the honeybee,

and the Hunter;

For the climbers

and those who fall.


prologue: a letter from the government

 

Jimmy Stick was a miserable person, and not just in the sense of unhappiness if you listened to Claire. 

It often seemed to Jimmy as if the whole world had aligned itself against him. His girlfriend – was she still his girlfriend? Jimmy could no longer be sure. She had said they were finished many times in the past six months. She never quite seemed to leave. At any rate, Claire said it was all Jimmy's fault. That went for everything, and in this particular context it meant Jimmy's troubles were self-inflicted. This was because, Claire would explain, Jimmy Stick was not simply a miserable person, but a miserable excuse for a person.

It is important for me to point out, at this juncture, that the use of the past tense was is not merely in keeping with the traditional rules of narrative writing. Jimmy Stick was in the true sense of the word was; that is: past tense, was-but-no-longer-is, complete, in some languages perfect. Jimmy Stick was, but he no longer is. This story begins on the day Jimmy died.

On the morning in question, Jimmy Stick woke with a headache. This was not an unusual or unfamiliar occurrence. Those who drink heavily often wake with pounding heads and wounded souls. Those with certain allergies may waken with swollen sinuses and burning eyes. Those who feel lost and bewildered in a world they never made, well, they have their own style of headache, and it is never-ending. 

Running a hand through his tousled brown hair and stumbling just a bit, Jimmy walked to the kitchen to find a glass of water and maybe a pair of aspirin. He glanced into the living room as he passed and saw his roommate. Paul was sprawled across the couch in an unlikely and certainly uncomfortable position. He was twitching a bit. Jimmy stopped walking to the kitchen. Something compelled him to stare.

Paul had been living with Jimmy Stick for about six months, ever since Jimmy got the house. Paul believed that if Jimmy had to live in that house alone, he would get lonely or – worse – bored. Paul was too good a friend to let Jimmy Stick get bored.

As Jimmy watched, Paul started moaning in his sleep. The twitching increased and Paul's head began to shake back and forth in great, spasming jerks. The nightmare dance seemed to build and reach toward a shattering crescendo, whereupon Paul's eyes burst open and a terrified yelp erupted from his lips and his body lurched upward. If not for Paul's contorted sleeping posture, he would have ended sitting up. Rather, he crashed to the floor in a heap.

Jimmy had seen all this before, and did not ask Paul if he were all right. Instead, he asked if Paul had checked the mail the day before.

"Hey, Jimmy-man." Paul pulled himself laboriously back onto the couch. The cushions were permanently imprinted with him. "It's like, Sunday."

"I said yesterday," Jimmy said. He said it with an irritated tone that, without context, might seem unwarranted by the situation. Jimmy Stick did not get drunk every night, and he did not smoke marijuana – though he had, on more than just a few occasions, throughout his teenage years – and he did not spend endless hours listening to Pink Floyd albums and playing video golf. Jimmy Stick did not do these things, but Paul did all of them. 

"Ohh," said Paul in that drawn-out, sudden-dawning, brain-dead sort of way. "Hey, Jimmy-man, don't even worry about it."

If people in real life can have catch-phrases, this was Paul's. The words did not actually aggravate Jimmy's headache, but it seemed that way. He knew better than to persist past the point of don't-even-worry-about-it. The checking-the-mail conversation was over; he would go to the box himself in a minute.

When Jimmy said nothing, Paul also said nothing. When Paul said nothing, Jimmy grunted and continued on into the kitchen. There was no aspirin left, and there were no clean glasses. Jimmy drank three swallows of water straight from the tap and went to check the mail.

Outside, the sun was warm and bright and it reflected off the white driveway and hurt Jimmy's eyes. Jimmy squinted and tried to look away from the driveway, but something about that glaring white expanse drew his attention and he kept looking back at it. Retrieving a handful of envelopes from the box, Jimmy hurried back inside.

Just inside, the door still swinging closed behind him, Jimmy stopped and stared down at the envelope on top of the sheaf clutched in his hand. It was a white envelope. To say the envelope was white does not do justice. The envelope was pristine; it was pure; it was unblemished and virginal and perfect and immaculate and somehow holy. Exactly centered and precisely typed were Jimmy's name and address. In the top right corner, where the stamp would normally be found, an angry red smiley face with a halo grinned up at Jimmy in moronic, unseeing bliss.

Printed in the opposite corner were the words A Friendly Message From Your Government, but that brief message was unnecessary. The haloed red smiley was enough to send a shiver of terror through Jimmy, terror that struck directly to his soul.

Spinning, Jimmy slammed the front door shut and pressed himself fearfully against it. Pressing his face against the wood, Jimmy put his eye to the hole and scanned the fish-eye view of his front yard and the street he lived on. He saw nothing but two of his across-the-street neighbors, Martin and Julie, speaking to one another over the fence separating their front yards. Julie was short and round and she was wearing denim shorts and a hot pink bikini top and in other circumstances Jimmy would have felt repulsed and perhaps disgusted, but at the moment he felt nothing but fear.

In case the reader be not familiar with the government of the United States at the time in question, it should be known that things had gone horribly wrong somewhere near the beginning of the twenty-first century. Later historians would argue over the exact causes of the derailment; the war, the economic woes, the wild disparity in the breeding habits of more intelligent couples and less intelligent couples.

It is likely that each of these factors – and more besides – played a role, but the key to understanding it all is the Emergency. To this day, nobody is quite sure what the Emergency actually was.

The effect it had, however, is clear. Laws were passed; other laws were rewritten, re-interpreted, or simply thrown out. Things began to change in America. It started out slow and gained momentum in the heartland. The common people, tired and disgusted and feeling more or less lost and bewildered in a world they never made, clung to a new sprig of hope that rose and grew and eventually turned on them spewing hellfire and condemnation. It has been said that this, perhaps, served them right.

Jimmy Stick did not know much about all that. He knew the sort of things his father used to say about the government, about how things had not used to be like this, how things used to be better. He knew the things he had been taught in school, that the government was blessed and beloved of God. But the government had always seemed to him to be a sort of faceless monster that wore expensive shoes.

And sometimes sent letters. Jimmy had heard rumors of Citizens receiving ominous letters from the government. In the rumors, it was always older Citizens or people with terminal illnesses or known Deviants. The people who got the letters, the rumors said, subsequently vanished.

Jimmy's moment of horror-struck paralysis passed. Dropping the rest of his mail to the floor, he tore into the official envelope. A single sheet of thin white paper was inside. It was so very thin as to be translucent, and its texture was that of old Bible pages.  The head of the sheet was embossed with a jeweled, golden cup overflowing with red liquid: the sigil of the Grail.

As Jimmy's eyes frantically drank in its message, Paul emerged from the bathroom wiping his hands on his stained hoodie. He saw his friend's expression and drew up short, eyes widening slightly.

"Hey, Jimmy-man." Paul's voice was hushed in the way it became when he was asking how much it would be to get the cable turned back on, or in the way it had been when he stood beside Jimmy six months earlier at the service and told him how sorry he was. "What's the issue?"

Jimmy said nothing. Instead, he held the letter out at arm's length and waited for Paul to take it. Paul stared at the paper as though it might be dangerous somehow, but at length he took it and held it up to read the words that had stricken Jimmy silent.

 

Citizen Stick:

We regret to inform you that you have failed to meet the Productivity Standards set last year for all Citizens. Nor have you achieved any Spiritual Accomplishments to merit Special Consideration. In accordance with the Productivity In Society Standards Act, your social contract is canceled. You will herewith be replaced by a cutting-edge robot designed to take over your identity, personal holdings, responsibilities, et cetera and specially programmed to quote Scripture and fling excrement in the faces of heathens, Papists, homosexuals and Philistines.

Thank you, 

Mgmt.

 

"Wow," said Paul. "Jimmy-man, that is ... that is unfortunate."

Jimmy did not much appreciate Paul's gift of understatement at the moment. His head was filled with many things. Things he would never get to see and do. An entire lifetime he could not be sure he would have lived anyway was suddenly beyond his grasp. 

"I'm never going to see Claire again," Jimmy said in a small voice that shook. The tremor spread to his body. He thought of Claire, and how she would be forced to go on without him. Or would this government-sponsored robot be there to hold her hand at the service? "I don't believe it," he whispered.

Paul eyed Jimmy with concern. Jimmy saw this, though the sight was blurry through eyes that had begun to fill with tears. 

"Hey, uh... Jimmy-man, do you think the robot will still let me crash on the couch?"

Something hardened in Jimmy's face, and he fought back the tears. When he spoke, his voice no longer shook. "Paul," he said. "Don't even worry about it."

 

Jimmy got dressed and went for a walk.

He thought he might walk over to Claire's house to see if she was home, though he doubted she would be. Claire never seemed to be home, and she never seemed to have much time anymore for Jimmy. She was always hanging out with that douche-bag Dirk. Everybody liked Dirk and everybody said Dirk was hilarious. Jimmy did not find Dirk hilarious or even moderately amusing. Jimmy hated Dirk, and he suspected Dirk just wanted to get in Claire's pants.

If she was not with Dirk, if by some miracle Claire was not busy with someone or something, if she happened to spend any time with her boyfriend ... well, that time had not been pleasant in quite some while. She was always nagging him about something, always putting him down. So even if she was home, there was no way Claire was going to make Jimmy feel better. She would probably just find some way to claim it was all his fault.

Hell, sometimes Jimmy thought she was right. Apparently, even the Government agreed with Claire: Jimmy Stick was not worth much. But now, Jimmy's thoughts rebelled against that notion. It was not his fault! Life was unjust. Of course Jimmy Stick had things he wanted to do with his life. Of course he had plans and dreams and aspirations. When he was five years old, he had wanted to be an astronaut or a fireman or a doctor just like everybody else.

But how was he supposed to do that with the whole world caving in on him from all sides? With his parents both gone and him only eighteen? With the house falling to him, and the bills, and all the other bullshit he never earned. With a slacker, pothead roommate who kept telling him not to worry about things – mostly not to worry about those bills, which were late. With a rotten part-time job working for assholes renting out furniture and big-screen TVs to other assholes. With a girlfriend who was on his back half the time, dumping him the other half. With a self-righteous government that just decided, out of the fucking blue, to cancel his entire existence and replace him with a robot.

The whole thing was making him hot. 

Jimmy stopped. He was standing in the middle of the sidewalk, about halfway to Claire's house. And he was very hot, all over. It was more than just the metaphorical heat of his anger at the injustice of it all. He was literally hot, and getting hotter. The sun still shone warmly down on him, but it was a cool spring day and he was beginning to sweat like the middle of August.

His skin felt prickly all over. It was like going from a cold room to a balmy, humid summer afternoon and feeling your whole body sort of sting and pucker in that moment just before the sweat begins bursting out of each and every pore. It was like getting into a jacuzzi on a cold winter night and feeling the water so hot all over, too hot, burning hot. It was like, Jimmy Stick thought his final thought in this life, being a lobster in a pot.

And then the ultra-powerful laser, beamed down like God's vengeful lightning from a top secret government satellite high above, vaporized former Citizen Jimmy Stick.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jimmy Stick Goes to Hell

how low can you go?

 

The darkness was pervasive, palpable. It was a thick and gooey kind of darkness that clung to the skin like blackberry jam. It was not the sort of darkness in which there is not much light. It was not even the sort of darkness which is the total absence of light. It was worse than that. It was the darkness of a sealed and forgotten tomb in a universe where light had never existed in the first place.

Jimmy Stick blinked. He was not actually sure he had a face with eyes to blink, but he tried anyway. It felt like he was blinking. He did it over and over, but there was no adjustment. No dim shapes slowly resolved themselves in his field of vision. There were no sparks behind his eyelids, no tracers, nothing. It was maddening, and a sort of panic began welling up inside.

Some time went by.

A dim and gently bobbing light appeared. It was tiny and extremely dim and Jimmy supposed the light was either very small or very far away. He would have thought it was his imagination if the previous darkness had not been so utter, so self-assured. The light seemed to grow brighter and larger as it bobbed, and Jimmy decided it was moving closer. His panic subsided; somewhat.

Some time went by.

As the light bobbed ever closer, Jimmy was able to discern some dim reflections about it. A tarnished sort of shine that might be the frame of an antique brass lantern. A dark shape, somehow a different shade of lightlessness than the empty void all around, that might have been a figure carrying the might-be lantern.

Closer and closer the figure approached, and Jimmy saw that it was tall and more or less man-shaped and shrouded from top to bottom in black robes that faded into the nothingness all around. Those robes seemed to hang flat and unshifting, despite the figure's shuffling walk. One arm extended, holding a lengthy pole from which depended the brass lantern with its tiny, terrified flame. That flame seemed to realize it was alone and hopeless in this unfriendly darkness.

The figure reached Jimmy at last, and its shuffling ceased. It stood there, an arm's reach away, but Jimmy could see nothing of the – was it a man? - man beneath the robes save the single hand extended to hold the lantern pole. The hand was pallid, as it should be in this world that had never known light beyond the tiny flame. The skin appeared dry to the point of cracking and flaking away, stretched tight over thin, too-long bones.

Jimmy's panic was rallying.

Stick, Jimmy Stick. It was not really a voice, more like the words were frozen claws scratching at the inside of his skull. Jimmy quivered. I am Death, the soundless, scratching invasion of a voice continued. I'll be your Death this evening.

Jimmy stared and the silence that stretched between them was painful.

They never laugh, the Reaper said at length. My fucking audience is always dead.

Again, the waiting silence.

That didn't do it for you, either? Death made a not-quite-sound that was much like a pained sigh. You try to make the job more interesting. Whatever. Let's get this show on the road. Its movements were ponderous as Death deliberately set the end of the lantern pole against whatever surface they stood upon. The pole stayed upright all on its own, and Death produced a battered clipboard from within its robes. Shaking back the other sleeve of the black robe, Death's other hand appeared holding an archaic quill.

Stick, Jimmy Stick. That is you, correct?

Jimmy opened his mouth but choked on the words. After a couple tries, he managed a strangled, "yes."

Odd. Wasn't expecting you for another three months.

"Wait ... what?"

Ah well. Guess you can't argue with Death.

"No ... wait." Jimmy struggled to pull his thoughts together. Three months? That was all? Not the point. "There's been some mistake."

Oh, great. Another whiner. The begging! The pleading! The unbearable crying! You make me sick, Jimmy Stick. Death jabbed its quill accusingly at Jimmy. Don't you think I get tired of it? Or do you think you're the first person who ever thought of trying to bargain with Death? Do you think I ever hear anything else? From anybody? Ever?

There was no outward sign of it, but Jimmy suddenly felt sure that Death was tapping its foot beneath the robe. The Reaper had crossed its arms across its chest, clipboard and quill held like the crook and flail of an ancient pharaoh. 

"But you said you weren't expecting me..."

You want to quibble over fifty-three lousy days?

"Uhm ... well ..." Jimmy swallowed, certain that what he was going to say was not the answer Death was looking for.

Forget it. I won't put up with it. I'm not getting paid by the hour here, Stick, Jimmy Stick.

"What?"

It's by the soul, and I've got a quota to fill. So quit flapping your jaw and let's get this show on the road, all right? I'm here to guide you to your afterlife.

For a moment, Jimmy could not speak. The idea of the Grim Reaper as an underpaid bureaucrat with aspirations of comedy was too much for him. It took a few second for the last words to sink in.

"This isn't the afterlife?" Jimmy asked.

This is Limbo. 

"Oh," said Jimmy, stunned. He looked around, but of course he could still make nothing out of his lightless surroundings. Limbo. "Wow. We were taught, y'know... I mean, the Government... It's just Limbo is, y'know, it's so Catholic."

Americans, said Death. The single word seemed to contain more meaning than a dictionary. You know where you lot went wrong? You lost your magic. As if that settled everything, Death took up its lantern-pole and turned away. Come along, Stick, Jimmy Stick.

As Death moved away, Jimmy hurried to keep up. He was not keen on the Reaper or anything else about his situation, but at least there was the flickering light. He did not think he could stand being stranded in that infinite darkness again, not for a second. A question occurred to him then.

"So, uh... where are you taking me?" Jimmy heard the hopeful sound of his own voice.

You a religious type, Jimbo?

"Well, uh... not as such, no."

Didn't think so.

Everything changed in that instant. Gone was the inky, all-consuming darkness. Jimmy was at first blinded by the fierce new light, and he blinked rapidly watering eyes against the insistent red glare. Everything was red. The sky – if it was a sky – was the same tortured red as the dry, dusty ground beneath their feet. The world was sunburnt and writing in its agony. Bursts of flame rose from jagged pocks in the earth. A hot wind wailed tortuously all about them. 

Being filled with despair, Jimmy discovered, is more of a draining sensation.

He turned to plead, to argue, to try anything. But the Reaper was gone, vanished as if it had never been, and Jimmy was alone in Hell, well fucked and far from home.

torment

 

Jimmy Stick began to walk. In the distance was a great, reddish plateau that rose above the endless, barren plain that was the outskirts of Hell. As he trudged toward that outcrop, he scanned the world around him. So far, Hell was boring. Extremely hot, but it was a dry heat.

Jimmy could feel the heat of the ground cooking through his shoes, baking his feet. The air seared his lungs. His mouth was dry, impossibly dry, as dry as the arid wasteland that surrounded him. His eyes burned and itched but no tears would come to soothe them. It seemed as though all the moisture had already been sucked from his body. He felt his skin rasping and crackling as he moved, like the husk of some desert reptile about to shed.

Jimmy longed for comfort, for surcease, in a way he had never known longing before. He thought of long, cold drinks and frigid swimming pools. He imagined himself reclining in the water, floating face-up like an iceberg.  Memories of his bed, the mattress soft and worn from use, the covers cool as they were when he first climbed in, danced in Jimmy's mind like charred and smoldering photographs floating on the updrafts of a house fire.  

Again and again, the temptation to give up rose in him like a sickness. How much easier it would be, the temptation whispered, simply to stop; to lie down; release. Somehow Jimmy remembered that he could not just lie down and die; he was dead already, and there would be no release. And so he plodded on, and the distant plateau grew ever nearer.

Now Jimmy could make out features of the rock-face, craggy juttings of rock, melted looking lava runs, and a great cleft spearing down the center of the stone that appeared to give entrance to some inner hollow. A cluster of low structures had been erected around this opening; the buildings were all aflame.

Jimmy quickened his pace. If there were buildings, there must be people. He had yet seen no other sign that he was not alone in this desolate place. The prospect of shared misery was vastly preferable to bearing up to the torture alone. He approached the burning clutch of buildings at a staggering run, and as he came near he could make out a number of figures milling about, watching the flames. Hope surged in Jimmy's breast.

He tried to shout for help, but nothing emerged from his cracked and dusty throat but a parched and mewling croak. It must have been louder than he thought, however, for several of the figures turned at the sound. Jimmy waved his arms weakly over his head. One of the figures moved away from the group, coming toward him. Relieved, Jimmy sank to his knees and slowly collapsed.

When Jimmy looked up next, still panting and struggling for breath, his eyes widened in horrified realization. The thing that had reached him, that stood looking down at him now, was no man, no woman. It was no creature that Jimmy's brain could identify. It's body was a green, many-tentacled blob. It had no head, but three fiercely burning yellow eyes blazed near the top of its torso. A ghastly slit of a mouth split its flesh beneath those eyes, and fires burned there as well behind the jagged razors of its fangs. Dark and whispered names came unbidden to the fore of Jimmy's mind: monster; demon.

"Oohhk," said the Thing. "Ahh-ahhhk."

Jimmy stared in open-mouthed terror. No words came to his dry lips. He trembled at the demon's feet and tried to remember how to pray.

"Thag!" The demon turned toward its brethren, whipping a tentacle in an unmistakeable come-here gesture. Turning back to Jimmy, it twisted its awful gash of a mouth into a snarling grin. "Thag sklaadoosh meh!"

Its tentacles went rigid, all pointing at Jimmy. Next, the tentacles seemed to pulsate for an instant that ended with a distinctive, shuddering spasm across the demon's whole body. Jimmy felt himself filled with an agony that wrenched at every fiber and sinew. His blood turned to freezing acid in his veins, boiling sulfur in his arteries. Every cell in his body seemed to stretch and tear away before being slammed back into place and torn away once more. Jimmy cried out.

Jimmy had never felt such pain. He was sure it would destroy him. If he'd harbored any doubts that he was truly in Hell, they vanished in the face of this torment; surely no living creature could endure pain of this magnitude. Morbidly stretching for connections, his tortured mind offered up the memory of the only thing in Jimmy's experience that even approached this.

Jimmy had been twelve years old when he fractured his left arm in six places. It was at school, in the gym of course, climbing that goddamn rope. Every so often, Coach would get his wind up and decide the kids were all out of shape weenies who needed a swift kick in the ass. On those days, you could forget about kickball or dodgeball or any kind of ball for that matter. These were days for running laps, sit-ups and press-ups and chin-ups and ups ups ups, like up that goddamn rope.

Coach hung the thick, coarsely braided rope from a hook high in the rafters of the cavernous gym. The end swayed gently a foot or so off the floor. The kids all lined up, orderly and straight and waiting their turn to scramble up the rope as fast as they could climb. Coach stood to one side, knees bent and broad shoulders forward in some kind of ready stance, the thin cotton of his t-shirt straining to contain him, the stop-watch gripped in one hand like a weapon. And one by one, they went up that goddamn rope.

That bully Dirk seemed to sail up the rope; thirty-three seconds from the ground, he slapped the brightly colored flag hanging from the top. Coach was pleased, you could see, and he barked out Dirk's time – the best he'd ever seen from one of these eighth grade softies – as if it would somehow encourage the others.

Even Paul could climb the rope, but then again that was the year before Paul discovered marijuana. He gave nowhere near as good a performance as Dirk, because Paul – like Jimmy – was hardly a sporty kid, but after about a minute his fingers brushed the flag. 

When Jimmy's turn came, his legs had been shaking. He took the rope in his hands and for an instant he had no idea what came next. How did you climb a rope just hanging there from the ceiling, right in the middle of the room? What was the point, anyway? When in his lifetime, outside of this gym and Coach's sadistic tutelage, would he ever find himself needing to climb a goddamn rope?

Coach's whistle blew in sharp disapproval. Hurry it up, Stick. We're waiting, Stick. You're holding up the line, Stick. What's the matter, Stick? 

Taking a deep breath, Jimmy jumped up and slapped his knees together on the rope. He hauled himself up, hand over hand, knees up, hand over hand, knees up. The seconds ticked by and sweat broke out on his forehead. He could feel the beads, tiny and freezing, sliding across his armpits and down his sides. It tickled. Renegade strands of rope, tiny and coarse and curling like so many pubes, tickled his fingers and sweat-slicked palms, his legs, his face. He hated that goddamn rope.

"Let's go, Stick!" shouted Coach, his roar rising above the growing susurrus from the other kids. Jimmy did not want to look down and see all those upturned faces. So many of them, like Dirk's, would be sneering their physical superiority up at him. Far worse would be the others. The pasty, the chubby, the bookish. Their quivering eyes would transmit nothing but pity and solidarity and the useless encouragement that it would all be over soon.

Jimmy did not want to look down. But he did.

From the vertiginous height of halfway up the rope, he saw them all looking up at him. Dirk was laughing and pointing and shouting something about looking up Jimmy's gym shorts to see a vagina. Coach had his hands on his hips, no longer bothering with the stop-watch, just looking up with disgust.

He felt the rope slip in his damp hands, and it burned, and it burned his knees and then it wasn't burning anymore because he'd lost his grip entirely and the cavernous world of the gym, all slickly polished wood and bleachers and equipment bins pushed against the wall, all of it was spinning around him and then it wasn't.

He was on the ground, and for a moment he was not sure how he'd gotten there because surely falling that far would have hurt. And then it did hurt, because it had hurt so much that his brain couldn't process it at first. Jimmy lifted his arm, looking down in dumb surprise. And his arm wasn't shaped right, it wasn't a straight line anymore. Not at all. It was misshapen and horrible and lumpy and he knew those lumps were the jagged ends of bones and then he really felt it and nausea swept over him and he wailed, "Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuck!"

And he didn't get in trouble for wailing "fuuuuuuck" because Coach could see Jimmy's arm was broken in several places and Coach had broken his share of bones, and besides that he'd been in the war and he knew what that kind of pain could do to a man. And for the first and only time, Coach looked at Jimmy as something other than a sniveling wimp, because when you'd broken your arm in six places you had to be a man. Jimmy didn't see the change come over Coach's face, and he would not have cared if he had because right then all he knew was pain. Pain so intense and fiery he had wanted to die just to shut it off.

It was nothing compared to what he felt now, this all-pervading invasion of his body. Anything that hurt this much would surely have killed him. He would have gone into shock immediately. His brain would have exploded, something. Terror possessed him, the stark fear that this agony would go on and on without end and this was Hell, and he knew he could not endure it a moment longer and then it stopped.

When it was over, the demon's tentacles became limp and hung flaccidly down around its blotchy green legs. The tips of several dripped with some kind of oozing, yellowish slime. The goo smoked where it fell to the earth.

"Ahhh." The thing's exhalation was like nothing so much as a sigh as it turned and moved away. Its movements appeared more relaxed and at ease than before. Jimmy lay panting for breath. Five more of the things had gathered around while the first was busy hurting him. They were all different colors, mostly nauseating shades of yellowish-green or mauve or vermilion.

The closest, an ugly pus-yellow, waddled up to Jimmy's prostrate form and looked down with gloating eyes that were very nearly human. As Jimmy looked up into those blue-irised eyes, he thought suddenly of sky-eyed Claire. The image of her, golden hair wind-blown about her narrow, smooth-cheeked face fixed in Jimmy's mind in the instant the yellow blob's tentacles went rigid. The blackest despair Jimmy had ever known ripped through him then. His suspicion that Claire had been sleeping with Dirk became certainty; he knew also that Paul only used him for a free place to crash; his life had never held meaning and his death was the only reward he had ever deserved.

He thought of his mother, whose eyes had not been blue like the sky, like Claire's, but hazel like his own. He remembered the last time he had seen those eyes, watery and wavering from the pain or from the drugs or both. The memory itself, in its entirety, wavered as though seen through a watery lens like his mother's suffering eyes. Jimmy had been seven years old the year his mother died.

The details had begun to fade and curl around the edges after twelve years. He could not remember the color of the curtains hanging limply over the window, or the bitingly antiseptic smell of the hospital room. He did not recall the pattern of tiny blue dots decorating his mother's sweat-soaked hospital gown. He may never have known the doctor's name, or what the nurse looked like, or how many beeping machines crowded the bedside like fellow mourners. None of these things mattered, not then and not now.

She had been going to give him a sister. That's what his mother had been saying all summer. A baby sister to grow up with and watch over and look after and love. A baby sister to quarrel and bicker with, his father always added. His father, he remembered, had sat broken in the chair by the window. There were no more jokes. There was no baby sister, only a stillborn cancer that had eaten Jimmy's mother from the inside and torn the life from her when it drained itself from her womb.

When he came out of it, and the yellow tentacles hung limp and dripping, the second demon also sighed and moved away. Jimmy lay gasping, and if there had been any moisture left in his body tears would have streamed down his soot-streaked face. He shook with wracking sobs that tore at his already cracked and bile-burnt throat. 

A reddish blob thing approached next. This time, Jimmy knew a wrenching sadness. It was as if every puppy in the world had been run over; as if every girlfriend that ever was had told him, on the phone, that they could still be friends; it was worse than that. It was the gnawing pain of a great Empty growing inside where once-vital organs pulsed with life no more. It was letting go of a life that would never be, and the loss of all hope. It was watching his father slip away all over again.

It had seemed inevitable. The moment he learned of the crash, Jimmy knew his father would die. There was the same hopeless feeling that nearly drowned him eleven years before, but as the days dragged on to the inexorable beeping of the monitors acceptance had blossomed. When the end came, it would be no shock. He waited by the bed, and though the morphine rendered his father dazed and incoherent it did nothing to increase the distance which had grown between them since Jimmy's mother died in this same hospital.

Waking one day to find his father had slipped away while he slept, Jimmy discovered there could be no acceptance, no preparation. The world fell away beneath him and he realized that if the distance had not increased, neither had it shrunk in these final days and his final chance to reconnect with the man who gave him life had passed. His supposed acceptance, bravado only, faded in the face of the great Empty. Jimmy was alone and he wept. Later in the day, when Claire came to take him home, he felt no less alone.

The reddish demon stepped back, tentacles dripping. Jimmy clutched at himself, curling inward. He stared at the demon as it moved away. What were those bulges around the tips of its tentacles? Were those ... were they sores? An awful suspicion glimmered in the back of Jimmy's ravaged mind. He glanced at the group of demons some feet away. Were they laughing and slapping their tentacles together in the air? Were they jeering at him?

The next demon stepped up, and Jimmy whimpered in anticipation.

The roar of the gun was impossibly loud. A large, ragged hole opened up in the purple thing that stood over Jimmy. Brackish goo sprayed out and the demon howled in pain and rage. Its fellows all stared at something behind Jimmy, but he had no strength to turn.

"Hooooo-eeeeeeee! Hot god-damn!" The voice rang out behind Jimmy with a hell-born frenzy. The demons in front of him, all save the one shot, turned and fled. The purple one had sunk to its knees and its single eye was fixed on Jimmy, glassy and blank.

At last, Jimmy managed to force his body to turn. He could make no sense of what he saw. A car, an almost cartoonish caricature of a shining red convertible, came careening across the wasteland toward where he lay. At the wheel was a monstrous savage, some huge and hairy man-animal hailing from a forgotten, fog-shrouded island that never knew civilization. He roared and batted at the wheel with his huge, meaty fists, clubbing the car into submission and forcing it to his will. 

At this creature's side was perched a long, thin vulture of a man. Bald-headed and crazy-eyed, the madman crouched precariously atop the passenger seat holding gigantic revolvers in each hand. A cigarette was clenched in his teeth, trailing smoke out behind the car. The fiend fired his massive guns again and again, cackling and leering at his fleeing targets. As his guns blazed, the vulture screeched again:

"Eeeeeeee-iiiiiiiiiiii-yeeeeeeeeeee!"

The demons scattered before the hail of gunfire and inarticulate shrieks of madness. Jimmy did not know what was happening or who the newcomers were, and he was not sure the situation was improving, but the demons had stopped hurting him. For the moment, it was enough.

The savage driving the car stomped on the brakes, and the massive open-top candy-apple fishtailed and spun to a halt a few feet from where Jimmy still lay. The skinny one hopped over the side and rushed to kneel in the dust beside Jimmy, checking him over.

"Hot damn!" the madman shouted again. He looked up and over his shoulder. "They're on the fucking run, now, boy!" He whirled about and assumed a crouching shooter's stance, loosing another volley at the fleeing blobs. "You can run, you awful swine, but you can never hide!"

"You're going to be fine, man," said the Savage, crouching down now on Jimmy's other side. He clapped one huge hand on Jimmy's shoulder. In the other hand, he held a long hunting knife loosely. The blade was notched and stained. "Don't you worry: we're not like the others. We're here to help."

"Goddamn right," said the bald one, shoving the pistols into the waistband of his khaki shorts. "We'll hunt those bastards down. They'll never get away with this." With a lurch, he shoved his face very close and locked eyes with Jimmy. "Goddamn it, boy, this is serious. Are you prepared for the kind of wild ride that is Hell, my boy? Do you possess the fortitude for this kind of work? Because if you don't, well, we can't use you. Have to leave you here."

"Uhm?" said Jimmy.

"Demon hunting," the Savage explained. He moved over to the fallen purple blob. The hunting knife went to work as the Savage continued. "Got to hunt those fuckers down. Hunt them down and chop them up with knives." 

"Big knives," said the bald one with evident relish. The mad glint in his eyes, up close, was deeply unsettling. Jimmy felt he was face to face with some towering force of nature, a minor god of rough violence and bad craziness. Then, with the same abruptness as all his movements, the vulture spun in place and plopped down on the ground cross-legged. Leaning one elbow on his knee, he took the cigarette from his mouth and exhaled a long plume of pungent smoke.

"Fuck it," he muttered darkly. "They'll be about tomorrow. And the next day. They'll never escape."

Jimmy's heart leapt at that last word, escape. The prospect of eternity in this mad place already threatened to crush his spirit and break his mind. He had been in hell for only a handful of hours, but those hours had been unending grief and torture punctuated by unintelligible weirdness. He had to get out. He had to find a way.

Bleakly, Jimmy remembered that he was dead. This was, as they said, it.

"What I need most is a drink." The Savage's declaration cut across Jimmy's thoughts, startling him. He had almost forgotten his unbearable thirst in the midst of all the other unbearable things. He looked over in time to see the Savage wrapping something wet in a large scrap of newspaper.

"Well said," agreed the vulture. "It's thirsty work, this demon hunting. Drinks!"

Both men stood, their movements lithe and dangerous. Jimmy sat looking up at them, and they looked back.

"Well?" The Savage reached down and jerked Jimmy to his feet. "Come on, come on. We haven't got all day." With that, he turned and headed for the car. His step was uneven, describing a jigging path across the ground. 

The vulture jumped behind the wheel, then looked expectantly Jimmy's way. "Well?" A momentary flame seemed to burst in his eyes. "Get in."
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The madman steered the big red convertible with a casual negligence that frightened Jimmy at first. It was not carelessness or inattention, really. It was more as if the bald-headed lunatic held safety in contempt. There was something gleeful in the way he sat twisted around in his seat, staring back over the seat rest at Jimmy with that manic grin and one hand loosely laid upon the steering wheel he could not possibly see. It was only after Jimmy remembered where he was – and how he had gotten there – that he was able to relax into the spastic back-and-forth careening of the car.

Jimmy settled back in his seat and took in the Strangers fully for the first time. In the passenger seat, the Savage was a man of tremendous girth. He had squeezed himself hazardously into a stained Hawaiian shirt that bulged in the front, buttons threatening to pop. His hair was a wavy disarray above a broad, flat face with a wide, narrow mouth. His eyes were small and widely spaced, and glinted with a disturbing inner fire. Jimmy wondered if he was a man who had taken to Hell so thoroughly as to absorb a part of it into himself, or if perhaps he had always been part demon.

The bald one almost seemed to shift and blur in his seat, as though one second he were a young man of perhaps twenty-five or thirty, the next a stooped old man of eighty or more. He might have been young, already balding but still with the passionate blaze of youth in his raging eyes. He might have been old and broken, face twisted by constant pain and horror but firmed by a determination to give as good as he got. It was strangely hard to focus on the man. A cigarette burned to a long tube of ash depending from an amber-colored plastic holder clenched in the vulture's teeth. His eyes darted about, searching for something lost he might never find again. From time to time he would burst into mad laughter, or let loose a hideous shriek in company with the wind.

"I think this poor fool's just arrived," this maniac said now, turning toward the Savage who sat beside him. That one glanced back at Jimmy for a moment and grunted. At that moment, they passed through the cluster of burning structures and the car dove into the crevice in the rock face. If anything else was said, it could not reach Jimmy's ears over the echoing engine roar.

The rock rose up impossibly high over their heads, the two faces of the crevice seeming to lean in to one another before meeting somewhere far above, just out of sight. The canyon flashed past at alarming speed, twisting here and turning there. Always, the madman at the wheel jerked the car this way or that at the last possible instant. Tires squealed and dust flew in their wake. Despite his certainty that no one could die more than once, Jimmy's fingers clenched at his legs, knuckles whitened.

After a final hairpin turn, the car exploded out from the canyon without shedding an iota of velocity. The narrow canyon passage widened out somewhat onto a rubbish-strewn dirt road leading into the outskirts of a rambling city. Jimmy turned to look out the side of the car in astonishment. Ramshackle wooden houses slouched along the sides of the road. Here and there he caught sight of downtrodden souls leaning on dilapidated front porch rails as they blurred past.

Fast approaching ahead, taller buildings defiantly rose over the baked clay of the ground. Most bore the scarring of past fires; many were alight even now. The architecture here was inconsistent; there might be as many different styles represented as there were buildings to represent them. The only common ground each held with the rest were uniformly shattered windows and charred timbers.

The vulture whipped through another turn at dizzying speed, whipping them onto a larger thoroughfare that seemed to run toward the center of the city. There in the distance Jimmy spied a massive stone arena. It reminded him of pictures he had seen of the Colosseum in Rome; it appeared to be in no better repair.

The car at last began to slow, and Jimmy realized he had been holding his breath only as he released it. He blinked and took a few deep breaths, slumping into a more relaxed position on the backseat. When he looked out again, he could see dozens of people moving up and down the sides of the street. Mixed among them were more of the blob-shaped demons he had encountered out on the blasted plains. Jimmy shuddered to see these, though for the most part they appeared to ignore the people they passed.

A quarter mile or so before the arena, the bald vulture cranked them into a shrieking drift that spun the car into an open space beside a low stone building that looked like some kind of cafe. The front of the building was completely open, letting in to murky depths Jimmy's eyes could not penetrate. A scattering of tables overflowed from this shadowed cavern, spilling onto the side of the street. Figures sat at some of the tables in poses of varying dejection.

"Everybody out," snapped the vulture, killing the engine and vaulting over his door. The Savage had already climbed out on his side. Jimmy stepped out of the car on wobbly legs. Now that everything was no longer careening past in a wind-burned frenzy, Jimmy was unsteady on his feet. The Savage slapped him on the back as the vulture hopped his way into the darkness of the cafe interior.

"You'll get your sea-legs back soon enough," the monstrous man told him with a wide grin that did little for Jimmy's spirits. That look was feral and dangerous, far from reassuring. Who were these people, and how had he gotten tangled up with them? "The Good Doctor will see to that, all right. Fix you right up. You just come over here with me and have a seat at this table."

The chairs were warped wrought iron and seemed to have been heating in a kiln for days. Beyond the scalding heat, the seats were slanted and uneven. Jimmy sat, but it was the most uncomfortable seat he had ever been in. The Savage sat across from him, showing no sign of noticing the inconvenience. Jimmy wondered if one simply grew accustomed.

The Savage leaned forward. His meaty fingers drummed on the table as he studied Jimmy with deep-set eyes. Put off by the examination, Jimmy looked away. He cast his gaze around the scattered tables, taking in the other patrons of the cafe. A group of demons sat at one nearby table, tentacles gripping thick glasses of what looked like actual fire somehow made liquid. A few tables beyond them sat three men and two women in the tattered remnants of nineteenth century garb. Their rags had once been richly embroidered, but time in Hell had done its work. Their tables was littered with an array of empty glasses and mugs, most tipped on their side. Jimmy thought one of the men was actually pissing himself, right at the table.

In the other direction, Jimmy saw two men who might have been from his own time or some time very recent. They sat with an impossibly tall demon-woman with skin the color



























































