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    For Holly. To you, I dedicate my most personal thoughts and deepest love. We will meet again one day. 

      

    

About The Art

Hello again, my readers! To those new to my work, welcome. To those returning, welcome back. Wow, three books already. Where did the time go? As I noted in this same section in Grimstone, your average author in this genre writes six books before truly honing their craft. I still think it’s true. Having gotten halfway there, I’m still seeing a tremendous evolution in my understanding of this craft with each new project. 

This one is a lot more personal because it doesn’t tell the story of some fantastical place I made up. This is a story about our world. Our struggles. For me, then, the choice to bring back Sha as my cover artist was an easy one. 

I’ve known Sha since we were in grad school together in San Diego’s School of Global Policy and Strategy, and I know that, as a multidisciplinary artist and researcher with a background in international affairs, Sha is someone who brings detailed knowledge about the various systems that so often make people feel helpless. In particular, Sha’s Indigenous roots lend them a perspective on human strife, colonialism, and systems of power that is fundamentally different from someone like me, who grew up with an overwhelming amount of privilege in those systems. With all that said, let’s have a word from Sha:

I'm grateful to Alex for pulling me in and giving me the opportunity to share my art. It's interesting for me to see the growth and the setbacks in one go. 

The eeriness of Grimstone's cover felt easy to dive into, I gave Alex three inked options. For this cover, the more detailed background, working with an iPad to color, and the comic book style challenged me while also making me feel at home. I had two ideas for this, however the amount of details for inking and then coloring took longer, and I had to overcome some internal challenges to get this piece done. My dream is to keep improving, and one day illustrate a graphic novel. I, just like Alex, know it takes time and support to evolve your craft. I am grateful to Alex, our amazing communities around us, and you readers for picking up this book to explore its pages. 

Foreword By Author

I left Grimstone feeling sad and numb. I mean, what a depressing book, right? Characters stuck in eternal night and endless winter, the real-life backdrop of that nasty 2024 election, and that ending. God, that ending. Needless to say, I needed a major palate cleanser. 

The decision to use Broadsheets In Hell as that palate cleanser came part of the way through writing Grimstone. I originally wrote the first chapter as a standalone vignette to be read aloud to friends during our oration night, a tradition we have wherein each person present reads aloud something they’ve written recently. At the time, a close friend remarked that I have an underutilized gift for comedy. The comment came as a real surprise given I don’t generally enjoy the comedy genre, but it got me thinking. I’d already decided I wanted two secret projects that I’d announce after releasing Grimstone, and it occurred to me that expanding Broadsheets In Hell as one of those could work both as a palate cleanser and as a way to experiment with my writing. 

The result is a book totally unlike either of my prior works and, more than likely, unlike any of my future works as well. The prose is blunt—less descriptive and flowery than my prior works, and I made less effort to worldbuild than I have previously in an effort to prioritize pacing and character development. 

Though it has fantastical and sci-fi elements, Broadsheets In Hell is best described as absurdist satire; ultimately not a serious book, or so I thought. 

Early in the first act, I ended up writing a chapter so vulnerable that it fundamentally changed the nature of the book. Only then did I understand that what I was writing wasn’t just unserious satirical fantasy but another book about people—one willing to look unflinchingly at the absurdities not of some fictional realm but the very world we inhabit. 

All books are, on some level, impacted by the times they’re written in—and what times we live in. 2025 was a year of chaos and, for many, despair: the shredding of norms and structures that gave us stability, masked agents ripping people off the streets and disappearing them to foreign prisons, corruption so naked even the emperor in his new clothes would blush. 

Even as I write this foreword, headlines in my news feed are talking about warships moving into the Arctic Circle and increased US aggression against NATO and Greenland. Just the other day, the American president sent a deranged letter to his Norwegian counterpart claiming that because he was “snubbed” for the Nobel Peace Prize (which the country of Norway isn’t responsible for), he has decided he isn’t terribly committed to peace. 

The air is tense and so many of us are on edge. Lately, the world feels exactly like how people described conditions before the First World War: a powder keg. 

And so, writing Broadsheets In Hell as all that was going on, I couldn’t help remarking to myself how utterly absurd human society can be—more absurd at times than even the most pointed satire in this book. 

Where Grimstone was a book about hope, this is a book about perseverance, for as beautiful as hope is, it is also fleeting and, at times, unrealistic. There will not always be hope. Heroes are not always recognized. Not all villains see consequences. Some people’s suffering will end only in death. That is the reality of our and perhaps any world. And yet, life goes on and so do we. While I hope this book’s jokes land, my more immediate goal is that, as you read, you’ll consider the questions asked and come to your own conclusions about what it means to live in a society such as ours. 

As always, thank you, dear readers, and I look forward to your thoughts. 

"But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.” 

-Revelation 21:8
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The Humans Did WHAT?
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“I’m fucked. I’m absolutely fucked.” Hopper paced across the stern boardroom, muttering to himself. 

The centennial review wasn’t supposed to feel like it arrived too quickly. It only happened once every hundred years, for Devil’s sake! In theory, a century was plenty of time to prepare. When Hopper had been mortal, a hundred years had seemed like eternity. And yet, here he was again, feeling as if the review had snuck up on him from out of nowhere. 

Hopper sighed, turning to regard his reflection in the window. He looked terrible; skin pallid and drawn, deep bags beneath his eyes, hair overgrown into a thick mullet that covered his tiny horns. 

“No wonder Beelzebub quit,” he muttered.

At first, Hopper had been delighted by his promotion: Head of Torturous Conditions—an executive-level demon. Top of the food chain. His mother would have been proud, had she not ascended to Heaven (Yuck!). 

Yet something had changed around the nineteenth century. For the first time in the history of Hell, a sizable portion of newly-condemned souls rated their experience in eternal damnation favorably. Apparently, life for some had been bad enough that Hell was enjoyable by comparison; something to do with a “Gilded Age” as described by some busybody named Twain. Satan had been furious, wringing Hopper like laundry for the next several hours—literally. 

The twentieth century hadn’t gone any better for him. New human weapons, new human tortures. Reaganomics. Fucking Reaganomics. And now, here he was again: another centennial review. He had a feeling this was going to be the worst one yet. 

His eyes fell to the blasted landscape below; rivers of viscous, liquid fire oozing across a rocky wasteland. In the distance, he could hear the wails of the damned. How long before he found himself among them? The Lightbringer wasn’t known to tolerate failure, least of all repeated mistakes. Poor Asmodeus was still in an urn on his desk after that business with the fish liver. Hopper shuddered at the thought. 

The door to the meeting room burst open, revealing an attractive, raven-haired gentleman in a dark suit. He was broad-shouldered and lean, and a film of stubble and lack of tie graced him with an iniquitous air reminiscent of the hangmen of old. Satan sauntered into the room with the slow, deliberate grace of a predator, followed by an assortment of colorful demons in business attire. The executives took their seats with Satan at the table’s head.

The King of Hell turned to Hopper with a saccharine smile. “Dreadful morning,” he purred. “Thanks for being here early, Hopper. Now, tell me the bad news!” 

“Ah, uh...” Hopper stammered. “Well, um, to begin with some bad news, we’ve seen a more-than-thirty-percent increase in admissions to Hell.” 

Satan’s smile widened. “That is positively monstrous! What else?”

“We’ve, uh, had some pretty horrifying success in expanding the variety of tortures this century,” Hopper said. “Data entry and retail have been particularly unpopular.” 

“Ah, yes,” Satan mused. “I have heard of this ‘retail.’ I’m told you’ve introduced a new category of torturer for this one. Something called a ‘Karen,’ I believe?” 

“Ohh, yes, sir,” Hopper said, standing up straighter. He could do this. He could get through this meeting. “We’ve elicited a lot of misery by having demons act as Karens, yes, sir.” 

“BAH!” one of the executives suddenly exclaimed, causing Hopper to jump. “Stop dilly-dallying and get to the blasted point!” He slammed a meaty fist on the table. The room shook. 

Hopper stumbled, taking a moment to right himself after Leviathan’s outburst. Damned lug, always taking up way too much space anytime he spoke. Then again, Hopper supposed he’d be that way too if his physical incarnation was ten feet tall and as wide as a freeway. 

Satan met Hopper’s eyes, spearing him with an avian gaze that seemed to see right through him. “Yes,” the King of Hell said. “I do believe Leviathan is correct. We should be getting to the point. Tell me, Hopper, how miserable are the denizens of Hell?” 

Hopper paled. “Um, about that, sir. Uh, well, in this year’s annual survey, ninety-six percent of newcomers reported being either ‘Content’ or ‘Very Content.’” 

Silence. The other demons stared at Hopper, wide-eyed. There was a snicker in the corner, though he didn’t see who. 

“Ninety-six percent?” Satan murmured. 

Hopper looked away, unable to meet those dark eyes. It was like looking into a black ocean; easy to imagine disappearing beneath the depths. 

“I-If you’ll excuse my saying, sir,” he stammered, “Earth has gotten kind of dystopian lately.” 

“Dystopian,” Satan repeated dryly. He stood, beginning to pace at the front of the room. “Where are we, Hopper?”

Hopper hesitated. “Uh. The boardroom, sir?”

If looks could kill, the one Satan wore definitely would have. “What realm, my good demon?”

“Oh! Uh, Hell, sir.” 

Satan nodded. “Yes, Hopper. Hell. Eternal damnation, darkness, the weeping and gnashing of teeth.” He paused by the window, gazing over the blighted wasteland with something resembling pride. “We make some people carry stones back and forth across a field for ten hours a day. We force others to live in caves next to rivers of lava. A billion tortures for one hundred billion souls.” He turned, eyes narrowing as he stared unblinking at Hopper. “So you see, when I hear you use the word ‘dystopian,’ I can’t help but wonder what the Hell you’re talking about. Excuse my pun.” 

Hopper shrank, desperately searching for something—anything—that might spare him from the urn. “W-Well, just to give you an example, sir, you brought up the s-stones thing, but the damned have been saying that’s easy compared to Amazon.” 

Satan paused. “Amazon?” he asked, tilting his head. “Like the forests?”

“It’s a packaging and shipping company, sir. Or at least, that’s how it started.” Hopper swallowed hard. “They’ve got these warehouses where people package stuff for fifty or so hours a week and don’t have time for bathroom breaks. And there are these other places, sweatshops, where people work like a hundred or more hours a week for cents on the hour...” He trailed off as Satan raised a hand, expecting fire and brimstone at any moment. 

But Satan didn’t look angry. In fact, the King of Hell seemed rather puzzled. “Okay,” he said, frowning. “Tell me more.” 

“There’s a lot of stuff like that,” Hopper said. “Like, uh, right now the humans are trying to colonize space and—”

“Space?!” Lilith interrupted, scowling disdainfully from the table’s far end. “There’s nothing in space! Just rocks and big balls of toxicity. What are the humans doing up there?!”

Hopper turned to her. “They send people to mine metals from asteroids, ma’am. And some people go to Mars. I think they’re trying to settle that one.” 

Leviathan snorted. “Mars?! The red one? Isn’t that whole place a death trap?”

Hopper nodded grimly. “And they have to buy oxygen by the hour in these things called Tesla Tanks,” he continued. “And they moderate their breathing while they work because extra tanks during work hours come out of their paychecks—”

“Just a moment,” Satan interrupted. He sat back down, his brows furrowed. “Okay, I’m hearing that labor on Earth is getting bad. That’s just one part of life, though. What about their houses? They got refrigerators and air conditioning in the last update or two. Surely, their houses are quite nice by now. Surely, they must abhor their homes here in Hell.” 

“M-Most of them say they’re just happy to have homes at all here, sir. Apparently, ours are considered spacious. On Earth, a majority of their paychecks go toward these tiny apartments, and they have to pay even more in monthly subscriptions for those services you mentioned. And if they don’t pay on time, their own security systems lock them out. And their cars, sir! They also require a monthly subscription for services like heating, and...” 

Hopper continued to answer questions for the next hour, regaling the demons with anecdotes of social media-induced anxiety and horror stories of people making customer service phone calls and getting bounced from robot to robot, finally ending with being told to just visit the website, which in turn said to call the support line. Some of the demons gasped audibly when he described how the Americans had invented their own form of Purgatory on Earth: a place called “the DMV.” 

He exhaled when he was finished, leaning back as he anxiously watched the other executives. There were murmurs among the demons, a few hisses and angry snarls, insults traded between them. 

Finally, Satan spoke up. “Earth does sound quite terrible now, doesn’t it?” he mused. “I have to admit, Hopper, I was ready to give you the Prometheus treatment, but hearing what you have to say, I honestly don’t believe it’s your fault. Torturing people must be bloody impossible when Earth has become such a shithole.” 

“So I’m not in trouble?” Hopper asked. 

“Oh, no!” Satan exclaimed. “Not at all. In fact, I’m going to help you sort out this mess.” He gestured to the others. “Okay, then. We’ll pick this up later. Meeting adjourned.”

The other demons stood and began filing out, some still grumbling and snarling at one another. Hopper turned to leave, but found Satan barring his path with one arm. 

“Not you,” Satan said. “You’re coming with me, Hopper.”

Hopper paled. “Sir?”

“We can’t rightly be Hell if Earth is so much worse,” Satan explained. “So, we’re going to fix this debacle.” 

“F-Fix it, sir?”

Satan turned toward the door. “I should have thought our next course of action would be obvious, my friend. We’re going to pay a visit to God.” 
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Bungalows
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Ding! The elevator door slid open. 

Hopper’s eyes widened. “Dude, what the Hell?” He glanced at Satan. “Uh, sorry.”

Satan chuckled. “In this case, Hopper, I think you mean, ‘what the Heaven.’” 

Before them lay a pink lazy river flanked by large, open-concept wood and straw bungalows where contented residents received full-body massages from winged Adonises—men and women of such pristine beauty that it was almost vomit-inducing. The lazy river flowed through and beneath various islands dotted with low palm trees and tufts of green and blue fauna. A vast network of mahogany bridges connected the islands and bungalows, allowing the residents of Heaven to come and go as they pleased. 

Hopper scowled as he caught sight of a handful of individuals floating down the river, dressed in board shorts and Hawaiian shirts. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but it certainly hadn’t been a hot pink resort and spa. 

Satan flashed him a knowing smirk. “First time?”

“Are those rose petals in the river?”

“Cherry blossoms,” Satan said. “Unseemly, isn’t it?”

Hopper nodded grimly. They began to make their way across the bridges and islands, passing bliss-eyed souls moaning in response to the angels kneading their muscles.

“Ohhh, this reminds me of my vacation in Japan!”

“Wow, I think I’m ready to forgive my mother!”

On further scrutiny, Hopper noticed a faint glow emanating from the angels’ fingertips and wisps of neon smoke billowing from the souls they were massaging. He turned to Satan, puzzled. 

“The angels can relieve trauma through their massages,” Satan explained. “They literally work the emotional pain right out of you.” 

Hopper frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better to, like, talk about their traumas?” 

“Oh, they tried that. There used to be group and individual therapy sessions—led by real A-listers too: Mother Teresa, Liu Xiaobo, Mr. Rogers. Some people liked that, but many of them complained to management. Too much work, they said. Eventually, the angels decided this was easier.” Satan shrugged. “You’d be surprised the lengths people go to avoid talking about their feelings.”

“No kidding.” 

As they walked, Hopper began to notice how utterly empty Heaven was. It wasn’t deserted. There were people out and about, yet for how massive the place was, he would have expected a more sizable population. Nine out of ten massage beds were vacant, and the people floating down the lazy river were few and far between. He also started to notice silent glares following them, angels scowling as they caught sight of the Lightbringer and his best torturer. Hopper decided it would be better to keep his eyes forward. 

They made their way indoors into a particularly large bungalow, this one closed on all sides and made of stone. There was a waiting desk at the entrance foyer, behind which stood a young, sandy-haired angel in khakis, sandals, and a white T-shirt with bold font that read, “Hard Rock Cafe.” 

The angel’s face lit up as they approached. “Namaste, my dudes!” he exclaimed in a husky, lackadaisical voice. “How can I help improve your heavenly nama-stay?” 

A luminous halo materialized above his head, like a cartoon lightbulb. Hopper made an exaggerated gagging sound. 

The angel’s eyes widened as he caught sight of Satan. His expression darkened. “Oh,” he said dryly. “It’s you.” 

“Dreadful afternoon, brother Raphael!” Satan exclaimed, beaming at him. 

The angel sneered. “You’re no brother of mine.”

Satan waved dismissively. “Yes, yes, forgiveness and mercy for me but not for thee. I get it, Raphy! I’ve been to church, you know.” 

Raphael glowered at them. “What are you doing here, Lucy?” 

“Oh!” Satan brightened as if he’d only just remembered why they’d come. “Well, we have some rather urgent business with the Big Man.”

Raphael’s scowl deepened. “You’re here to see the Heavenly Father? What, did Hell freeze over?” He chuckled at his own joke. 

Hopper perked up. Why hadn’t he thought of that? In the past, Hell’s oppressive heat had been cause for all manner of suffering and complaining. These days, there existed a growing number who found the temperature to be rather pleasant—moderate, even. His assistant told him it had something to do with a human invention called “climate change.” 

Yet if Earth was getting too hot, wouldn’t that make cold weather all the more blistering? Constant numbness and shivering, toes falling off, brutal starvation—yes, a frozen Hell might just work. He’d have to ask Accounting if they could budget for an eternal blizzard, but Hopper had a good feeling about it. He reached into the inner pocket of his blazer and retrieved his notepad and pen, beginning to furiously scribble down notes. 

Raphael whirled on him. “Hey! What are you writing down?!”

Hopper flushed and stopped what he was doing. “Uh, sorry. Just had a really good idea.” He slid the notepad back into his blazer, noting with dismay that he’d somehow gotten ink on a couple of his fingers. 

Raphael studied him, then, seeming to decide he wasn’t worth the effort, turned back to Satan. “Alright, listen. In order to get past me, you need a signed waiver and an appointment confirmation sheet. Do you have those?” 

Satan pursed his lips. “I’m afraid this is far too urgent to wait fifty years for your bureaucracy to approve it. We need to see God now.”

Raphael shrugged. “If you don’t have the appropriate paperwork, I can’t help you.” 

He seemed almost happy to be denying them. There was a spitefulness in his expression that reminded Hopper of those devil’s advocate types from college classrooms; the people who would smugly make arguments in favor of crazy human things like fascism and slavery just for the heck of it. It had always puzzled him how surprised those types were when they arrived in Hell, though it was admittedly hilarious to introduce them to the real Devil’s Advocates—the attorneys in charge of deciding exactly how much punishment a given soul deserved. Thinking of the Devil’s Advocates gave him an idea.

“Hang on,” Hopper interrupted. “You’re Raphael, right? Like, the Angel of Healing?” 

Satan opened his mouth, then paused, a glint of amusement flickering across his face. He motioned for Hopper to take over.

Raphael turned, his eyes narrowing. “Yeah, so?”

“Well, I’m confused,” Hopper said. “What’s a big, important Seraph like you doing playing concierge? Shouldn’t you be, like, visiting doctors and therapists on Earth to give them divine inspiration or something?” 

Raphael huffed. “I serve at the Heavenly Father’s pleasure.”

“And He’s got you greeting tourists? Ouch.”

Satan snickered.

The angel’s face turned red. He stepped up to Hopper, jabbing a finger in his face. “Do you have a problem with me, bruh?” 

Hopper stepped back, raising his palms in a placating gesture. “No, no, of course not! I’m just surprised. Such a skilled, high-ranking angel like you? Your talents seem like they’d be better utilized elsewhere. Like, you’re healing, man! That’s totally dope.”

Raphael looked taken aback. “Huh,” he mused. “It is totally dope, isn’t it?”

Hopper nodded. “For sure, dude. Healing’s badass. Surgery, therapy, spiritual cleansing, self-actualization... I mean, you’re basically the reason people seek out religion.” 

Raphael perked up, standing a bit taller. “I am, aren’t I?” 

“Absolutely,” Hopper said. “Honestly, you’ve got the best gifts of any angel. You should be God’s right-hand man.” 

“You’re right!” Raphael exclaimed. He stamped his foot. “I should be God’s right-hand man, not that meathead Gabriel! Like, seriously? The Angel of Destruction? When was the last time we even went to war?”

Hopper sighed, putting his hands to his hips. “It just doesn’t seem fair. But listen, I’m not trying to tell you what to think or anything. I’m just some bureaucrat. I’d never question God’s plan.”

“It’s not even God’s plan!” Raphael said angrily. “It’s that dick, Metatron. He’s the one in charge of heavenly assignments. Not sure why a freakin’ wheel with eyes gets to decide all that. He’s not even in any of the holy books.” 

Hopper nodded. “I hear you. Totally sucks how unappreciated you are. Wish there was something we could do.” He sighed. Then, he perked up, as if he’d just had an idea. “Hang on!” 

“What?” Raphael asked.

Hopper grinned. “I think we can help each other out.” He gestured sharply. “Here’s the deal. You get us in to see God, we’ll put in a good word for you. What do you say?”

Raphael’s brow furrowed. “Why would God listen to a couple of demon chucklefucks like you?” 

Hopper shrugged. “Well, for starters, Mr. Satan here is clearly God’s favorite.” 

Again, Raphael was taken aback. “How do you figure?” he asked skeptically. 

“I mean, think about it,” Hopper said. “Mr. Satan rebelled, caused a whole ass war—the last war you guys were in—and what does God do? Gives him rule over the biggest domain in the universe!” 

Raphael hesitated, clearly swayed by Hopper’s words. 

Hopper decided to drive it home. “Say what you like about Hell, but it has more than fifty times the population of Heaven. That’s a pretty massive kingdom, don’t you think?” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I’m no expert, but it’s almost like God rewards initiative like Mr. Satan’s.” 

Raphael was silent for a long moment, brows knitted in consternation. “Alright,” he finally said. “I’ll do it. I’ll take you to God.”

Satan bowed dramatically. “Thank you, my good angel! We won’t forget this.”

Raphael rolled his eyes. “Sure, whatever.” 

The angel motioned for them to follow, then spun on his heel. He led them further into the stone bungalow, through a series of corridors within which the walls were lined with doors to private rooms where people in bright shorts played pickleball. Hopper eyed the games with disgust. Heaven really was awful, wasn’t it? 

They stepped into the next room and were suddenly met with a maze of cubicles and offices. The change was so abrupt it was as if they’d crossed some dimensional threshold into a totally different space, less a bungalow and more a New York City skyscraper. Enormous, central pane windows at the edges of the room opened up to reveal different sunsets: one oceanic, another mountainous, a third dominated by cityscape. Many of the desks were occupied by angels in dark blue polo shirts, staring at bright computer monitors as they typed away, filling the air with the rhythmic clattering of keyboards. 

Raphael brought them to a large corner office with a closed, golden door upon which a glistening “H” was carved in bold calligraphy. 

“Good luck,” the angel told them. “Don’t forget to put in a good word for me.” 

“Will do!” Hopper chirped. 

When Raphael was gone, Satan stepped forward, then turned the knob and opened the door. He strode into the office, Hopper trailing behind him. Upon entering, however, Satan froze, eyes growing wide. Hopper glanced nervously at the man behind the desk, then back to Satan. 

“What the Hell?” Satan’s hand shook as he pointed at the man. “You’re not God!” 
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An Eighty-Year Sabbatical
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“You’re not God!” 

Satan’s accusation hung in the air. His face had turned beet red, his outstretched arm trembling with indignation. The man behind the desk didn’t answer, too engrossed in dense stacks of paperwork mounted on and around the desk. Many had fallen to the floor. Judging by their dates, they’d been there for some time. 

“Wait,” Hopper said. “That’s not God? Then who is he?”

“It’s Michael,” Satan growled. 

Hopper chuckled. “No, seriously.” He paused, glancing at Satan. “Really? That’s the angels’ leader?” 

Whereas the other angels could all be described as beautiful, cleft-chin Adonises, Michael appeared extraordinarily ordinary. He was a pale, wiry fellow with a gaunt face and thick glasses worn over drooping, purple-rimmed eyes that reminded Hopper of the early twenty-first-century emo movement. Wasn’t this supposed to be the guy who’d defeated Satan in one-on-one combat? 

“Hey!” Satan snapped. “Answer me!” 

The angels’ leader looked up from his papers with glassy eyes, his expression vacant. He blinked, processing for a few moments like a computer buffering. Finally, his eyes came into focus. “Lucy!” he exclaimed. “You’re here in Heaven.” A tired smile crawled up his face. 

Satan snorted. “Yes, and you’re here in God’s office.” He folded his arms, waiting for an explanation. 

Michael nodded. “Ah, yes. Well, God isn’t here. I’m handling His administrative affairs in His absence.” 

He adjusted his glasses from the bottom, prodding with the underside of his palm. Total weirdo, so anime. 

“Would you like some tea?” Michael asked. “Or perhaps coffee? I’ve recently become acquainted with those ‘cold brews’ the humans are so fond of.” 

Satan hesitated. “A cold brew does sound nice,” he admitted. “It has been a rather long eternity of late.” 

Michael beamed. “Excellent!” He pulled a deskside phone over from behind a tall paper stack, raising it to his ear. “Greta, would you please bring a couple of cold brews? Yes, both large. Ah, hang on.” He put his hand over the receiver and turned to Hopper. “Would you like anything, Mister...” He paused. “Who are you?”

“You can call me Hopper,” Hopper said. “I’m, uh, Head of Torturous Conditions.”

“Wonderful!” Michael took his hand off the receiver. “Yes, make that three large cold brews, please. Yes, please do it without ice. I do rather hate when it melts and waters down the coffee. Thank you, Greta. See you soon.” He hung up the phone and turned back to Satan. “Now, what can I do for you?”

Satan huffed. “You can begin by explaining your earlier comment. What do you mean, God isn’t here?”

Michael shrugged. “He’s on a business trip on Earth.”

“A business trip?!” Satan repeated, incredulous. “Since when?”

“Since, uh...”

Michael began digging through his stacks of papers. An uncomfortably long silence followed while he attempted to excavate, finally producing a crumpled yellow sticky note attached to a disheveled broadsheet. 

“The Heavenly Father left for His trip some time in 2015,” Michael declared, nodding sagaciously.

Satan’s jaw dropped. “God has been gone for eighty-six years?!” 

“Well, that explains a lot,” Hopper muttered, then froze as Satan whirled on him, eyes blazing. “Right. Um. Shutting up now.” 

Satan turned back to Michael. “What business could He possibly have that would take more than eighty years?!”

Michael shrugged again. “He didn’t say.” 

“And that doesn’t bother you?!”

“I didn’t realize how long it had been,” Michael admitted. “Time sure does fly when you’re having fun.” His eye twitched slightly. 

Hopper frowned at the mounds of paperwork. Shouldn’t they have an entire department for this?

“Well, did He say how long He’d be gone?” Satan demanded.

“Nope.” 

Satan sighed, exasperated. “Did He at least leave His contact information?” he asked halfheartedly. 

Michael shook his head.

“What the Hell?!” 

The angel’s lips twisted in amusement. “I think you mean, ‘what the Heaven.’” 

Hopper snickered. 

“Don’t start with me!” Satan exclaimed, pointing again. “This is a bloody disaster, Michael! You need to find God and bring Him back here!” 

Michael raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised, Lucy. Last time I saw you, you swore you’d never speak to the Heavenly Father again.” 

Satan growled. “Things have changed, Michael. We’re in the midst of a crisis!” 

Michael tilted his head. “A crisis?”

“Explain it to him!” Satan exclaimed, whirling on Hopper.

Hopper jumped, startled by the sudden attention. “Y-Yes, sir!” 

He started at the beginning, explaining how humanity had been devolving into Cyberpunk-level dystopia throughout the twenty-first century and how, yes, there was indeed a version of Adam Smasher—a mid-grade cyborg from Tesla nicknamed “the X-Man.” Hopper shared everything he’d told the other executive-level demons, from social media burnout to the dreaded DMV. He even threw in some details he hadn’t shared in the earlier meeting: the increasing relevance of resumes in dating, the millions of children starved so trillionaires could have super-ultra-mega yachts, the forty-eighth installment of Fast & Furious—starring a computer-generated AI Vin Diesel who somehow still beefed with other celebrities. 

When Hopper was finished, Michael leaned back in his seat. “Wow,” he said. “That is quite the predicament.”

“It’s more than a predicament,” Satan hissed. “As things stand, Hell is being reduced to a resort like Heaven!”

Michael’s face lit up. “You mean you also have a spa? Wow, what are the odds?”

“What? No! That’s not what I’m talking about!” Satan sighed loudly. He began to pace, stomping over various reports and budget listings. “You must realize the severity of the situation, Michael. If people are enjoying Hell, then it is no longer serving its punitive purpose. The cosmic balance has been disrupted, the very foundations of good and evil unraveled!”

The door opened, causing Hopper to jump again. He turned, then flinched as he spotted one of the most terrifying things he’d ever seen. Standing in the doorway was an obsidian-skinned, twelve-foot tall creature with a muscular human torso and legs ending in iron hooves. It had the head of a bull with curved, menacing horns, one of which was adorned with a pink bow. A minotaur, Hopper realized: a monster of Greek myth. The minotaur carried a tray with three large mugs. 

“I’ve brought your coffee, Mr. Michael,” the minotaur said in a low, ominous voice, more like the toll of thunder than any sound a living creature should be able to make. 

Michael beamed. “Ah yes, thank you, Greta. Please just set it down, uh...” The angel hesitated, scrutinizing his workspace. After a moment, he shrugged and swiped a couple of paper stacks off the desk, scattering another paper layer across the floor. “Here, please.”

Greta approached the table and set down the tray. “Will you be needing anything else, Mr. Michael?”

“No, that will be fine, dear. Thank you.” 

Greta turned to leave, stopping to bow to both Hopper and Satan before walking out and closing the door. Even bowing, the creature’s stature was unsettling. 

“W-Why do you have a minotaur getting you coffee?” Hopper stammered. 

Michael shrugged. “Ah, well, in light of some of the early and mid-twenty-first-century nuclear disasters, some of the other angels and I were thinking of reintroducing a few of the creatures from the Legends Of Greece patch. We scrapped the idea, but I thought it’d be a shame to just abandon it altogether. Hence, Greta.”

“O-Oh. Yeah. Cool. So cool. Totally normal.”

Michael nodded at the mugs. “Why don’t you grab your coffee?”

Hopper and Satan each took their mugs. Hopper began to sip on the cool liquid. There was a faint taste of chocolate to it, along with something nutty. It was an altogether pleasant drink, albeit one that he suspected would leave him more anxious than he already was. 

“Thank you for the coffee, but can we please get back to the subject at hand?” Satan asked. “What are we going to do about Earth?”

“Ah, I can’t go. Too much to do here,” Michael said. He glanced around the room. “You may not have realized, but I am quite literally surrounded by paperwork.” He chortled loudly, and his eye twitched again. 

“Well, someone has to!” Satan exclaimed. “We can’t just leave things like this.” 

Michael cleared his throat. “No, you’re right, of course.” He eyed Satan. “Maybe you can...?” Then, seeming to realize something, he paused. “Oh. Right.”

“Yes,” Satan said. “Thanks to God, I can only visit Earth through demonic possession and whisperings. I doubt you’d endorse me doing that, so it has to be you.” 

Michael smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, it’s as I said. Too busy.” He paused, his face lighting up. “Hm, I have an idea!” He pointed at Hopper. “Why don’t we send this one?”

A wicked smile curled Satan’s lips, one that sent shivers down Hopper’s spine. Oh no. 

“Hm, yes,” Satan mused. “That is a good idea. Torturous Conditions is indeed my good demon’s wheelhouse.” 

“Wait,” Hopper stammered. “Wait, what?”

Satan’s evil grin grew. “It’s your lucky day, Hopper! You get to take a trip to Earth!” 
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Hopper stuttered a nervous laugh. “S-Sorry, sir, I think I misheard you. Come again?”

“You’re going to Earth, Hopper!” Satan said excitedly. 

“Earth?! But... why?” 

“Haven’t you been listening?” A mischievous smile curled Satan’s lips, rows of straight white teeth glowing like a waxing moon. “You’re going to find God.”

Hopper paled, taking an involuntary step back. Oh, no. Oh, no no no. Why did it always have to turn out this way? And yet in the back of his mind, he’d known something like this had to happen because of course it did. He’d cleared the centennial review with everything intact, but Hell wasn’t the kind of place where people got off easy. 

“Sh-Shouldn’t it be one of you?” he stammered, searching for an excuse—any excuse. “I-I mean, I wouldn’t even know where to start!” 

Satan shrugged. “It can’t be me. Like I said, I can only inhabit Earth by possession, and that usually doesn’t go very well. Haven’t you seen The Exorcist?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Trust me,” Satan said. “If I go to Earth, there will be all manner of delays and complications. And Michael here is too busy.” 

“Too much paperwork,” Michael agreed, nodding. 

“Wouldn’t it be better to send a different angel, then?” Hopper suggested. “Raphael seems awfully eager to prove himself.”

“You know more about Earth than any of them,” Satan replied. “As Head of Torturous Conditions, it’s your job to know these things, after all. Yes, you really are the best man for the job!” 

“Uh. Thanks, I guess.”

Despite his words, Hopper felt far from thankful. It had been decades since he’d last visited Earth, and there was a reason for that. Humans were grubby little things—bellicose, depraved, and smelly. He hated being among them. Still, what was a demon to do? Refuse a direct order from the King of Hell? That sounded like a one-way-ticket to getting canned. Literally. 

“So, uh, any idea where I should start looking?” he asked.

Satan tapped a dark nail against his chin. “One of the holy places, I expect. Jerusalem, Mecca, the Morgan Freeman Museum.” 

“What about the memory markets in New York?” Michael suggested.

Satan perked up. “Yes! That would be good.”

“Memory markets?” Hopper asked, frowning. 

Satan raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know them? I’m surprised, Hopper. I would have thought a demon of your expertise would know all about that.” 

“I usually just read about stuff that’s good for torturing souls,” Hopper said defensively. “The electric chair, late-stage capitalism, that sort of thing.” 

“Ah, then it sounds like the memory markets would indeed be an excellent place to start,” Michael said. “You can learn a lot about Earth through those. I’ve even heard of some claiming to sell memories of Him there, though most are obviously mistaken or counterfeit.” 

“O-Oh,” Hopper said. “Sure. Yeah. Great.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll love it!” Satan exclaimed, though he sounded more sadistically gleeful than reassuring. “Just think of all the new tortures you’ll be able to implement after this excursion. If anything, think of this as something of a business retreat.” 

“Right,” Hopper said skeptically. “A business retreat.”

His heart sank as he began to realize the magnitude of his task. Find God among eleven billion humans? And that was assuming He was even masquerading as one. What if God was on sabbatical as a deer, or worse, a chicken? Chickens outnumbered humans three to one.  

Michael cleared his throat. “Do beware, Hopper,” he said, his expression turning grim. “These markets are brimming not just with memories, but regrets; lost loves, abandoned dreams, tragedy. Even a demon of your caliber can easily become lost within them.”

“Great,” Hopper said. “So, basically, I’m looking for a needle in a haystack, and also I might go crazy.”

Satan chuckled. “More like a grain of rice in a field of wheat, but otherwise yes. Don’t worry, I have no doubt you’ll get it done.” 

The Lightbringer seemed to be enjoying this a bit too much. Hopper couldn’t help wondering whether this was punishment for the previous couple of centennial reviews. 

“You’ll be fine,” Michael assured him, “and you won’t be going alone. In fact, I have the perfect companion in mind for you.”

“Companion?” Hopper asked.

Michael held up a finger, smiling softly at him. “A moment.” He picked up the phone again. “Greta, would you send for Lyra? Yes, now. Thank you.” He set the phone back down. 

A few moments later, a shimmering portal ripped open beside the desk, circular and filled with nebulous white flames. A young woman stepped out. She looked the same physical age that Hopper did, about twenty-five by human standards, and sported a vibrant shock of purple hair and a navy blue tank top that revealed arms covered in full-sleeve tattoos of various constellations. 

The woman beamed upon seeing Michael. “Finally!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to call.” 

Michael smiled. “Hello, Lyra. Yes, I do apologize for that, though I think you’ll find the wait was worth it. I do believe I’ve found the perfect trial to serve as your final test.” 

Lyra straightened, her expression lighting up as if she’d just heard the best news of her afterlife. “My final test? You really mean it?”

Michael nodded, then gestured to Hopper. “This is Hopper, the Head of Torturous Conditions in Hell. He’ll be going on a quest to Earth to find and bring back God. I’d like you to accompany him.” 

Lyra’s eyes were practically sparkling. She turned to Hopper and extended a hand. “Pleasure.” If she was surprised by the gravity of the task, she didn’t show it. 

“P-Pleasure,” Hopper stammered as he shook her hand. 

She leaned forward and sniffed, wrinkling her nose. “You smell like sulfur.” 

He flushed. “I’m from Hell!”

Lyra smirked at him. “What? You don’t have deodorant in Hell?”

The redness in his cheeks grew darker. “Uh, so, I guess you’re coming to Earth with me,” he said, anxious to change the subject. 

Michael chuckled. “Lyra here has applied to be an angel,” he explained. “I’ve been assigning her trials on Earth for some time now. I believe you’ll find her knowledge of the modern world quite valuable.” He turned to Lyra. “Do you think you’re up to the task?” 

Lyra nodded vigorously. “Yes, absolutely, Mr. Michael, sir. It would be my privilege!” 

“Excellent!” Michael beamed. “Then it’s settled. Complete this task and I shall make you a fully-fledged angel.”

Lyra’s eyes grew distant, wistful. “I-I won’t let you down, sir!”

Hopper couldn’t help noticing the nervous cadence in her demeanor—similar to his own anytime he spoke with Satan. The way she kept nodding reminded him of a bobblehead figurine. There was something comforting about knowing he wasn’t the only one intimidated by having a boss who could turn him into sentient dust for all eternity. 

Satan clapped his hands together. “Well, then! The two of you ought to get going.” His grin widened anew, sharp and wicked like a dagger’s glistening tip. 

“What?” Hopper asked. “Now?”

“Yes, good idea,” Michael agreed. “No time like the present.”

“I’m ready!” Lyra chirped. 

Hopper groaned internally. Wonderful. He’d been hoping for a chance to catch an hour’s sleep first, having spent all night agonizing over his centennial report. He realized now how naive that had been. 

Michael tried to back his chair up but came up against a wall of paperwork. He frowned. With difficulty, the angel shimmied out of the chair, then slowly extricated himself from behind the desk. He was taller than Hopper had expected, taller even than Satan. 

“Come, Lyra, Hopper,” he said. “I’ll show you your portal to Earth.”

“Portal?” Lyra asked, frowning. “We aren’t taking the usual channels?”

“Unfortunately, this will have to be a physical visit,” Michael explained. “Come along, now.” 

He opened the door and sauntered out. Hopper fell into step beside the others as Michael led them through the labyrinth of cubicles and desks. After a few minutes, they arrived at a dusty corner room with a moldy smell. Inside, they were greeted by mismatched tiles and dingy, fluorescent bulbs flickering overhead. Along one wall, heavy wooden shelves groaned beneath the weight of old files, registers, and forgotten paraphernalia. The labels on them, written in elegant, archaic scripts, hinted at long-forgotten procedures and outdated protocols: “Animal Sacrifice Guidelines,” “Prayers To The Pope,” “Donations To Scientology.”

In one corner of the room stood a trash chute of polished silver, gleaming with a purity that seemed out of place amid the dilapidated room’s other features. Michael popped open the chute, unveiling a swirling portal similar to the one Lyra had come from. A sour odor emanated from within, so repulsive that Hopper was forced back a step. 

“You’re kidding,” he said, pinching his nose. 

Satan snickered.

“First time?” Lyra asked. 

Hopper declined to answer. He sighed, eyeing the trash chute. Great. This was going to be so much fun. Emphasis on the sarcasm. Without waiting for further instruction, Lyra clambered into the chute and disappeared down the portal. He made to join her, but Satan stopped him with a cold hand to his shoulder. 

“A moment, Hopper,” Satan said.

Hopper turned, his brows furrowed. 

“I realize this is a difficult quest,” Satan explained, “and I shan’t have you go unprepared.” He reached into his blazer and produced a leather wallet, then extracted a metallic, matte black card, which he handed to Hopper. “Here, take this. The humans still use money, so you’ll need some.” 

Hopper took the card. “Uh, thanks. How much is on it?”

“Hm?” Satan mused. “Oh, unlimited money. Use it to stir a bit of chaos, will you?” He flashed a wicked grin.

Hopper’s eyes widened. He returned Satan’s grin. “Yes, sir! Will do, sir!”

Michael cleared his throat. “I have a gift as well,” he said, stepping forward. “For both you and Lyra.”

Hopper turned to him, raising an eyebrow. A small, green backpack materialized in Michael’s hand. He held it out to Hopper. Hopper frowned, then took the bag and opened it. Inside lay a pair of gold sword hilts
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