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It was Election Day at GOD Inc., and the espresso bar had already run out of oat milk. Merrian Cross lingered just inside the atrium, visitor badge still affixed, watching the barista stammer an apology to a six-foot seraph armed with a clipboard and a beatific scowl. She’d arrived fifteen minutes early, as instructed, and had briefly been mistaken for a minor saint—thanks to a halo of steam from her travel mug, a shaft of automatic-door sunlight, and a Gregorian ringtone she’d accidentally set as her alarm.

The building floated above Skyline Terrace like a divine startup campus—glass-paneled, climate-curated, and humming faintly with celestial HVAC. Interns clustered near the atrium fountain, handing out orientation lanyards and consecrated mints with the solemnity of ushers at a holy matinee. Somewhere beyond the security gates, a new GOD was about to be elected. Merrian, fresh from a mandatory four-year nonprofit rotation in a damp arts council basement, wasn’t sure she had the emotional bandwidth to watch the universe get passed off like a ceremonial cheese plate.

“Quite a sight, isn’t it?” said a rail-thin man, his ceremonial robes falling just shy of regulation sandal-length, exposing pale, hairless calves. He gestured toward the terraced floors above, each one brimming with ivy and what seemed to be a sustainable waterfall cycling endlessly through Human Resources.

Merrian followed his gaze and nodded. “Apparently the last GOD—or maybe it was the one before that—commissioned a renovation. I think the ivy and the flower pots are an improvement. Less apocalyptic than the fire columns.”

He offered his hand. “Stanley. From Tempe.”

She shook it. “Merrian. Miami. Just wrapped my nonprofit rotation.”

His brows lifted, amused. “How’s Earth faring these days?”

She paused, weighing the answer. “Mercurial. Jittery. We got a standing ovation at the literacy gala and got tear-gassed outside a soup kitchen. So... mixed reviews.”

Stanley let out a low whistle. “I did the DMV circuit. Three years in data reconciliation, one in line management. Almost ascended from a booth at the Tulsa regional office—until I sneezed during the review.”

Merrian winced. “Brutal.”

“They flagged it as ‘insufficient composure under spontaneous biological duress,’” he said, without a trace of irony. “You running this cycle?”

“Technically,” she replied. “I’m a Tier III finalist. Got the email last week.”

“Oof.” He tipped his head in sympathy. “So you’ve still got the empathy scan.”

She sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

He nodded gravely. “Whatever you do—don’t blink during the orphans montage. That’s where most people wash out.”

A blare of trumpets erupted near the atrium fountain—too loud, slightly off-key—and a robed man began his descent from a mezzanine balcony, arms outstretched like a middle-manager Moses. “All GOD candidates, please form a single line,” he intoned, levitating a precise eighteen inches above the floor.

Around them, the crowd stirred. Robes were straightened, phones discreetly stowed into sleeves, expressions rearranged into something approximating reverence. Merrian gave Stanley a quick nod and slipped into formation.

He lifted a hand in farewell, the way one might salute a friend boarding a shuttle with a known design flaw. “Good luck,” he called.

Merrian rolled her eyes. “I’ve got no shot. I didn’t even have time to campaign.”

“Think positive,” he said. “Campaigning’s mostly performative anyway.”

They were led down a corridor flanked by framed portraits of prior GODs—stern, grayscale visages projecting cosmic indifference softened by a trace of brand discipline. Merrian recognized a few from the orientation packet: GOD #342, who had instituted the “hands-off-the-weather” mandate after an ill-advised intervention over the Midwest; GOD #335, who briefly barred Wall Street brokers from ascending before quietly walking it back at the Market Stability Council’s request; and GOD #472, who had championed the ban on former Popes, citing prior opportunity squandered.

The candidates were herded into a circular chamber marked Sanctification Room 1A, though someone had struck through “Sanctification” with a Sharpie and scrawled Sanctimonious in its place. A panel of three floated behind a crescent desk, eyes unblinking, tablets aglow. On the wall behind them, a digital counter blinked: CANDIDATES REMAINING: 417

Merrian slipped into a seat near the back, wedged between a woman in a sequined robe wired with its own spotlight and a man who smelled vaguely of patchouli and seemed to have brought his own aura. The woman leaned over and whispered, “I’m on the Vatican Outreach track—second generation. Word is, I’m peaking.”

Merrian nodded. “That’s... great.”

“I’m Jacob,” the man offered. “I co-founded a nonprofit that taught conflict resolution through puppetry. We had a real moment in Vermont.”

“Oh,” Merrian said. “Of course.”
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At the front of the chamber, the lead panelist cleared her throat and tapped the mic. “Welcome, finalists. Tiers I and II will proceed to the Hall of Discernment for private auditions. Tier III candidates, please remain for empathy calibration, abstract ethics, and cooperative omnipotence drills.”

Merrian sank half an inch lower in her chair.

Behind her, someone muttered, “Last year they made us run a simulated plague.”

The Vatican Outreach woman crossed herself.

Merrian took a steadying breath and avoided eye contact with the wall-length poster behind the panel. It showed GOD #339 smiling stiffly beneath a corporate-style maxim: Be Eternal. But Be Efficient.

Without fanfare, a screen unspooled from the ceiling. The lights dimmed. A voice—pleasant, genderless, faintly Canadian—filled the room.

“Welcome to the Empathy Scan. Please ensure your aura bands are securely affixed. If you experience nausea, vertigo, or an overwhelming desire to adopt a rescue animal, raise your hand and a facilitator will assist you.”

Merrian glanced down. The screen embedded in her chair flashed: AURA BAND DETECTED. STANDBY FOR CALIBRATION.

An image bloomed onto the display: a kitten, soaked and shivering in a rainstorm. Soft violins stirred.

Merrian felt nothing. Then the kitten sneezed. Her chest tightened. Damn it.

A quiet chime sounded—someone in the row ahead had failed to register. A red light blinked beside their nameplate: EMPATHY BELOW THRESHOLD. CANDIDACY ON HOLD.

The montage continued. A father embraced his child at a bus station. A nurse offered an ice cream cone to a veteran. Teenagers restored a wetland—without documenting it online.

Merrian swallowed hard. The screen faded to black.

A new message appeared: SCANNING COMPLETE. EVALUATING CANDIDATE RESPONSE.

Around her, a handful of seats lit up green. One glowed orange. The Vatican Outreach woman shimmered faintly blue.

Merrian’s remained dark. She held her breath.

Then—green.

She exhaled, slow and shaky. “I would’ve preferred the plague simulation,” she muttered.

Jacob leaned in. “I didn’t blink during the ice cream. I think that’s what saved me.”

Merrian gave him a weary thumbs-up, too drained to reply.

At the front of the room, the lead panelist spoke again, her tone unaltered. “Candidates, please prepare for the Abstract Ethics module.”

The lights dimmed. The screen flickered, then resolved into a sidewalk clip of comedians Ricky Gervais and Jerry Seinfeld mid-conversation. Gervais leaned forward and delivered a joke.

“A Holocaust survivor eventually dies of old age and goes to heaven. He tells a Holocaust joke to God. And God says, ‘That’s not funny.’ And the survivor says, ‘I guess you had to be there.’”

The screen went dark. Silence drifted through the room like sediment.

The panelist looked up from her tablet, voice still neutral. “Mr. Gervais—a self-identified atheist—uses the stark imagery of a concentration camp survivor to challenge the notion of a benevolent, omnipotent deity. Framed as satire, the joke confronts theological consolation in the face of atrocity.”

She paused, precisely long enough. “Candidates,” she said
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