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      In an age of ubiquitous, attention-grabbing digital devices, whenever I encounter someone with their nose in a book, I stop to congratulate them for the rarity (oddity?) they’ve become.

      As partial as I am to physical books, I confess to having gone digital. During a months-long convalescence after a hip operation, my feather-light eReader allowed me to store and read books whose heft would’ve made reading War and Peace, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, and Les Misérables, among other titles, a physical and an intellectual challenge.

      Will books, as we know them, disappear from shelves? Perhaps not in the immediate future. But the dwindling pool of readers threatens their survival and makes self-publishing in any format a precarious, if not quixotic, endeavor.

      That Artificial Intelligence (an oxymoron?) might replace artists of every stamp adds to the uncertainty.

      The question I ask myself is: if one can’t distinguish human-created art from that generated by AI, assuming they care, does the art’s provenance matter? What’s the saying? “I don’t know anything about art, but I know what I like.”

      My thanks, then, to the readers not yet sucked into the social media vortex who might read and, I hope, enjoy these thirteen genre-mixing stories.

      
        
        James A. Baumgard…

        Human Author.
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      The sky scowled, and the electric air crackled with colliding Dragonflies that swooped and swarmed high overhead, emitting tiny sparks as they expired.

      Johnny B stretched out his hand and smiled as fine metallic flakes dusted the dark hairs on his arm. “Snow in June? Stranger things have happened,” he mused.

      Lines of attendees three-deep waiting to exchange their currency paid him scant attention as he passed the gauntlet of moneychangers who had set up tables near the entrances of the amphitheater. “Last chance to change your currency. Best rate of exchange here!” They cried out in a polyglot of exhortations. To discourage theft, behind each table stood two heavily armed human statues of fearsome mien.

      Posters warned: “Attention: Unauthorized Vendors and Counterfeiters Subject to Severe Punishment.”

      Hit by a wave of nausea, Johnny B tried to retrace his steps, but the surge of pilgrims eager for spectacle pushed him forward.

      He had attended rafter-raising revivals, but nothing prepared him for crowds this size; bodies everywhere, seemingly as numerous as the grains of sand in his beloved desert home. The billboard-sized screens that ringed the amphitheater projected the granular crowd unto itself.

      The wild and woolly Johnny B strolled around, as best one can in a dense, milling mass of people, naked as a newborn babe. His one bow to modesty: a rope belt from which hung a leather pouch containing a mixture of dates, nuts, and seeds; enough to satisfy an ascetic’s meager needs.

      “Johnny B,” hailed a hearty voice. “No need to ask you how they’re hanging. Why don’t you bring your stuff over here so Ponti Boy can have a closer look-see?”

      “You can look, Ponti Boy, but not touch.” Johnny B replied with equal affability to a dreamy-eyed, middle-aged man. Shod in red pumps and wearing a cardinal’s frock and a scarlet skullcap, the man bore the stamp of a portly ecclesiastic, but with the face of a cherub, if that cherub had an unrepentant voluptuary’s fleshy lips and eyes that twinkled with perpetual mischief.

      “Is that a cardinal’s outfit you’re wearing, Ponti Boy?” Johnny B asked. “Last I heard, they chased you out of the church for chasing choirboys.”

      “Malicious, unfounded rumors, JB,” Ponti Boy replied. Then, with a lecherous grin, “They were troubled youth in need of love and guidance, which I saw as my duty to provide.”

      “Too much love and guidance. And the wrong kind of each, I suspect,” said Johnny B.

      “The Lord works in mysterious ways, Johnny B, as do I. Besides, the good Lord had bigger things in mind for me. Speaking of bigger… What’s your secret, child? Or are you just happy to see me?”

      “I eat spare on dates and seeds, Ponti boy. You should try it.”

      “Mercy, Johnny B, you know I can’t give up meat,” said Ponti Boy, his eyes lingering over Johnny B’s pouch.

      “To each his own, Ponti Boy.”

      “You’re a good man, Johnny B,” said the self-proclaimed ecclesiastic. And with un-cherub solemnity, “These are strange times, are they not?”

      Johnny B nodded, turned, and reentered the throng to find his path blocked by a woman of indeterminate age but veering toward the menopausal, cloaked in a nun’s habit.

      “Is that fur?” she demanded, a scowl marring her otherwise alluring, if severe, coif-framed features.

      “Is what fur, Sister?”

      “Don’t be flippant. That, of course,” she said, pointing to his pouch.

      “Sister, I assure you it’s hair, and all mine,” Johnny B replied.

      The nun, summoning every ounce of umbrage, “That’s hair like you’re John the Baptist. What innocent creature did you murder to make such a hideous-looking sack? You ought to be ashamed of yourself, you imposter.”

      “If you don’t believe me, Sister, you’re welcome to take a closer look,” said Johnny B, wild-looking yet charming.

      “Don’t think I won’t. You’re nothing but a savage anyhow.”

      As she leaned over, an object in the pouch’s vicinity stirred. Alarmed, she bolted upright, red-faced, and threw back her shoulders. “You filthy man, strutting around naked. Cover your shame, you beast.” Filled with disgust, she covered Johnny B’s shame with a wistful glance, then allowed him to pass unmolested.

      Free of the nun, Johnny B was next accosted by a sinister figure wearing a long black overcoat. “I don’t have a fig leaf to cover your naughty bits,” he said. Then, skittish as a playground flasher, he looked around him. Assured no one was watching, he whipped open his overcoat. “But I do have this in your size.”

      “Come Clean With Jesus,” his T-shirt shouted in letters bold. Depicted beneath this call for cleansing was the unmistakable likeness of a popular, sable-skinned tele-preacher who did God’s work via the Eye of the Needle video network sharing a shower with a blond, blue-eyed Jesus. As the Son of God scrubbed the cleric’s back, the cleric gazed cow-eyed over his shoulder at Jesus. Meant to illustrate the close relationship the cleric enjoyed with Christ, the message was open to misinterpretation; for one might confuse their closeness for intimacy, one that veered more toward the carnal than the spiritual.

      Without waiting for Johnny B’s reply, the man in black skittered away and melted into the crowd.

      Attracted by music coming from the purpose-built mound, Johnny B wound his way toward the center of the amphitheater till stopped by an impenetrable wall of joyful worshippers dancing and writhing, as their ecstasy and proximity to others dictated.

      From the mound’s stage, popular praise groups pumped out soul-stirring musical numbers.

      The group Sluts for Christ, a girl band dressed in stylish tatters, belted out the lyrics of their chart-topping hit, “On Our Knees for Jesus”. Next to take the stage were The Cat-A-Mites, a sequined boy band that pranced and prissy-stepped better than they sang. With undeniable fervor and a great show of teeth, through which passed unintelligible lyrics, they caterwauled their hit single, “The Other Cheek”. Though laudable, their screeching expressions of praise sounded to Johnny B as musical as the bleating of the animals that grazed in his desert retreat.

      Preoccupied with the dark clouds scudding helter-skelter across the sky, Johnny B stepped on a shard of glass. Recoiling in pain, he lifted his bare foot and lost his balance. From the crowd, a hand reached out to steady him and, without a word, removed the shard and wiped the blood from Johnny B’s foot with his coarse garment. His ministrations done, the stranger slipped back into the crowd before Johnny B thanked him.

      At such an event, Jesus impersonators were as inevitable as Jedi impersonators at a Star Wars convention, Judy Garland impersonators in a drag queen contest, and hooker impersonators at a congressman’s birthday bash. “As a Jesus impersonator,” Johnny B mused, “he played the part well. Ponti Boy was right. These are indeed strange times.”

      
      What appeared to Johnny B as dark, scudding clouds was a fluid mass of tens of thousands of mini-drones. The Sinclair Media Conglomerate’s Sparrow-class drones competed for airspace with the pesky, far more numerous Dragonflies. As the world’s premier news service, the SMC resented “civilian” mini-drones flying in what they considered their private domain. Although it had greased enough palms to lubricate the entire machinery of state, the SMC could not clip the Dragonflies’ wings, only curtail their use when Sparrows were in the sky. Till now.

      While a drone enthusiast had to skip meals and work two jobs, or sell a kidney to buy a single Sparrow, cash-flush organizations like the SMC could buy a fleet of them with change found between the cushions in boardroom couches.

      The Sparrow soared hundreds of miles under the control of their licensed pilots, capturing and sending high-res images in real time halfway around the world. A Dragonfly had a mere two-mile range and captured and sent images to a server. An associate then downloaded the images and posted them to a vlog stream.

      When the price of Dragonflies dropped to that of a cup of niente di caffè, a popular sugary coffee-flavored beverage sold at Beaucoup Bucks coffeehouses worldwide, their ubiquity was assured. With ubiquity came overuse, which was less problematic among skilled enthusiasts, whether geek, tele-explorer, or voyeur. But in the hands of “gnats”, as unskilled pilots were called, Dragonflies could wreak havoc in the skies.

      A few video streamers, or vloggers, garnered enough attention to attract advertisers. But in an age of instant messaging, when seconds separated a scoop from poop, for most high-flyers, as hardcore mini-drone aficionados were called, out-scooping fellow high-flyers earned them prestige, and prestige was currency in their nerdish realm.

      As more and more mini-drones swarmed over the amphitheater, their pilots, whose unwritten code dictated they respect their fellow pilots’ airspace, grew frustrated. With frustration came anger, which they channeled through their alter egos. The Dragonflies attacked each other. Here and there, a gang of them downed a larger Sparrow drone. But these aerial dogfights were a sideshow to the main event, one that drew the drones to a single location in unrecorded numbers.

      
      Owned and minimally maintained by Hammerhead Wealth Managers, LLC (Limited Liability Corporation), SOL (Shit Out of Luck), the Detroit Municipal Waterworks fell into disrepair. When it ceased to be profitable (and operable), Hammerhead’s wealthy investors absconded with their profits and bequeathed water-guzzling Detroiters a crippled pumping facility. Tap water slowed to a trickle, then stopped altogether.

      To slake their thirst, Detroiters had potable water delivered. Become unaffordable, they abandoned the once-thriving but oft-troubled metropolis. After asset strippers and vandals had had their fill, bulldozers lumbered in and leveled the city.

      As the Detroit Metro Area limped along without its namesake, a miracle occurred. Money, nowhere to be got while the city’s infrastructure crumbled, fell like manna from heaven. The infusion of funds brought about a top-to-bottom renovation. Water flowed in…waste out. And so it came to pass that the city of Detroit was reborn, but the long-suffering diaspora was not invited back.

      Out of the ashes of old Detroit rose the private reserve of a hundred of the world’s wealthiest families, who had carved for themselves a New Jerusalem. Detroit, as it appears on older maps, the knights exemplar dubbed the shining Free State of Rand, or FSR, named after a twentieth-century philosopher who promoted the primacy of the individual over society, a philosophy (Randism) which worked well for the few, less so for the vast majority.

      An island of surfeit in a sea of want, the Free State of Rand had its own golf courses and an army of poorly paid (is there another kind?) immigrants to keep them green and groomed. A bevy of nannies, cooks, and servants relieved its residents of the onerous chores attached to quotidian life, and, when needed, served as companions, caregivers, and sexual surrogates. The FSR boasted its own 100 percent organic supermarket and a security force that monitored the comings and goings of guests, especially guest workers. An on-site medical clinic obviated the need for FSR royalty to forage for routine healthcare outside their well-guarded community. For members-only, the clinic met most of their medical needs but could not meet every emergency.

      The Free State of Rand bestrode the Canadian/American border (after unilaterally extending it), giving Randians, as FSR residents were called, dual citizenship. Thus, they had the good fortune to access Canada’s publicly funded healthcare. A slap in the face to most Americans who, required by law to buy healthcare insurance, often had to choose between eating and paying their premiums. To be sure, insurance company executives figured prominently in the Randian firmament.

      Proprietary as a feudal lord, if that lord owned the USA, Canada, Mexico, and Greenland, the Free State of Rand controlled the World Monetary Fund, making it their own private piggy bank. Unlike other jurisdictions, the FSR levied no taxes, at least not directly, and not on its own citizens. Their minions in Congress collected taxes from cash-strapped American citizens and gifted them to the FSR. For Randians to live free, the “mainland” received higher taxes and fewer services. As a reward for super-sizing the gap between rich and poor, every elected handpicked American president was guaranteed a platinum retirement.

      Rumored, but never verified…the secretive Randians built luxurious accommodations in bomb-proof bunkers which allowed them to ride out any disaster short of a Manhattan-sized meteor plowing into planet Earth.

      Randists, as opposed to Randians, aka the princes and princesses who lived in FSR fairyland, had elevated the ranting of an embittered, cantankerous self-appointed guru of individualism from a cult to a monolithic religion: Randism. Virulent and predatory, Randism was the genie let loose by unfettered Capitalism.

      Many argued Capitalism was an economic system and not a religion, but its beliefs and practices suggested otherwise. Religionists believed in an invisible, omniscient godhead guiding and governing people’s lives; Capitalists believed in an invisible, omniscient hand fulfilling that role. And both cited chimerical entities in their mantras: religionists invoked a Holy Ghost; Capitalists invoked a Free Market.

      And as with every major religion, Randism had its hierarchy. The shrewdest and most unscrupulous fleeced the gullible faithful to gain wealth and power. Cupbearer and genuflector glossed over or rationalized their preferred religion’s inconsistencies, contradictions, and falsehoods.

      If judged by their reverence for wealth and power, the Free State of Rand eclipsed the once omnipotent Vatican as Christendom’s holiest site.

      The ultra-exclusive Randians, who valued their privacy as much as they hoarded their wealth, used PISSANTs (paid influencers and state-sanctioned tergiversators), aka social media mavens, to promote their right to deprive the masses of both wealth and privacy. To be sure, social media moguls sat at the big boys’ table in FSR conclaves.

      Sergey Sugarman, president of MonoView, first among equals in the rarefied social media ecosphere, thanks to cannibalistic mergers and acquisitions, had posed as a staunch defender of the individual’s right to privacy.

      Defenders of privacy rights Sergey and his secretive ilk may have been, but of the individual’s right to privacy, not a whit. They merely viewed the government as a competitor. By exerting pressure here and distributing favors there, they persuaded a pliable Congress into legislating the competition out of business. Thus, social media moguls became modern-day Croesuses, collecting, using, and selling every non-FSR citizen’s private information.

      The wealthiest nation-state on Earth, the Free State of Rand was the logical choice to foot the bill for a global event projected to cost ten times a single Olympiad. While past Olympiads had drowned their hosts in debt, to be paid by future generations ad infinitum, the FSR had only to write a check. But the new Croesuses had no intention of spending a dime of their fabulous wealth to feed a spectacle-hungry world, much less the starving, which, thanks to their callous disregard for the planet’s cries for help, comprised half the world’s population.

      
      Impressive as the mega-screens ringing the amphitheater were, after the initial shock and awe of seeing themselves projected en masse, the crowd squeezed into the amphitheater ignored them to concentrate on their personal media devices (PMDs).

      The sky, unlike any Johnny B had seen, was heavy with portent. Although he lived a simple life, he wasn’t simple-minded, nor superstitious, much as the electric atmosphere and fast-scudding clouds cried out for prophecy. With no device to distract him, he turned his attention to the screens, giant sheets of visual noise before spewing messages noticed by those in the crowd not held captive by their personal media devices.

      “Get right with God…screw a Christian,” blurted one such message. Depending on one’s sentiments toward Christianity, the message was an appeal for brotherly/sisterly/otherly love or a call to arms.

      More advert than message, a bevy of masseuses in nuns' habits, minus most of their garb, offered the faithful a “Celestial Massage with Heavenly Ending.”

      On another screen, an eye squinted through the sights of a double-barreled shotgun aimed at the viewer. The caption read: “Aiming for Jesus.” Unclear was whether Jesus was the goal or the target.

      Johnny B smiled at the screen of a man holding a cross being shot out of a cannon labeled “Jesus.” Up in the sky, beard flowing, arms outstretched, God stood ready to catch him. Its self-referential caption read: “Jesus is the only way to God.”

      The screens hawked merchandise as well. One introduced a line of Christian-themed lingerie. “To the devout Christian woman…fantasize no longer. Sleep in Jesus’ arms while staying faithful to your husband.”

      Nor were the men ignored. Aimed at those with erectile problems was this encouraging message: “Your faith is rock hard. So can you. Take one tiny Lazarus pill before and be upstanding till she screams for the Lord.”

      
      The Free State of Rand chose as its lead negotiator Sheik Carlos Walton-Gates. Although several petro-billionaire sheiks owned property in the ultra-exclusive FSR, Sheik Carlos hadn’t a drop of oil or royal blood in his veins; Sheik was his given name.

      Forty years earlier, a bona fide sheik had been a guest at David Mercer Walton-Gates’ palatial estate in the FSR. Considered too old to further his brand at the time of the sheik’s visit, so overjoyed was Walton-Gates when nine months later his wife gave birth to a healthy boy that he agreed to the name she chose for their son.

      With a plethora of names such as Koch-Walton-Bezos, Bezos-Walton-Gates, Gates-Bezos-Mercer, Bezos-Mercer-Buffett, and a handful of other hyphenated (on the page and in the boudoir) pedigreed Randian names, it wasn’t long before a fellow Randian put a flea in old Walton-Gates’ ear.

      When he questioned his young, fair wife about their son’s unusual name, she confessed it was to honor their illustrious guest who had visited them nine months earlier. His wife’s word and the infant’s tiny slug of a penis overcame any doubts Walton-Gates may have had about his potency and the legitimacy of his dark-haired, caramel-complected offspring.

      For furthering FSR interests, Sheik Carlos proved to be a wise choice. He shifted the venue, and therefore the expense, onto the impoverished Detroit Metro Area, which couldn’t afford to host a bowling tournament, let alone a Super Bowl, to which promoters compared the upcoming event, minus the gladiatorial scuffling.

      Not content with sticking the DMA with the bill, Sheik Carlos wrung a crippling license fee from every registered vendor. And a cut of each commemorative T-shirt, tote bag, mug, Jesus poster, bobble-headed hippie doll, every box of Frank’s Scents and Mary’s Myrrh, etc., sold, flowed upstream to overflowing Randian coffers. And for the avid souvenir hunter: toothpicks…authenticated slivers from the Cross that, if glued back together, would be an order of magnitude larger than the standard-issue cross of the period. Even a percentage of the sale of every bottle of “Holy Water,” the event’s official beverage, was earmarked for Randian bank accounts.

      But Sheik Carlos had to first convince the event’s skeptical host to shoulder a crippling debt.

      “As a good neighbor,” he purred, “the FSR will open its wallet to you, and at a generous rate. With the projected income, you’ll pay off the loan and be swimming in black ink in no time.”

      A generous rate in the eyes of the lender might appear vigorish to the borrower.

      “If it’s such a sure thing, why is the interest rate so high?” asked a dubious DMA spokesperson at an exploratory meeting, unaware that Sheik Carlos had just offered the people’s representatives a bribe. “How is that different from dropping us into a hole, throwing in a shovel, and telling us to dig ourselves out?”

      Lest Sheik Carlos withdraw his generous offer, the other committee members shushed the representative and excluded him from future meetings.

      Wealth and power don’t negotiate with a weaker party; they dictate the terms. But the fiction of negotiation was maintained. Thus the Detroit Metro Area “negotiated” away its assets and surrendered the running of its public services to for-profit corporations. Interest on the loan devoured the paltry revenue that escaped sticky fingers.

      
      At the time of its immaculate conception, the Free State of Rand paid for a survey to pierce the depths of Lake Erie to determine the exact underwater location of its border with Canada. Lo-and-behold! The surveyors discovered the FSR was a baby step inside the Land of the Maple Leaf. Although not recognized in international law, the incurably affable Canadians yielded this sliver of waterlogged land to the FSR .

      As the FSR had snatched a stretch of aqueous land under Lake Erie, Sheik Carlos carved out of the boundless sky an exclusionary area the size of the entire venue and its environs. A sovereign state calling dibs on the patch of sky directly overhead has ample precedent. But regardless of the FSR’s claim to sovereignty, it had moved the venue outside its borders, thus it “owned” not a single molecule of air over the site.

      Audacious as this skyjacking was, Sheik Carlos was charging the Sinclair Media Conglomerate a sky-high fee to fly its Sparrows over the FSR’s newly acquired airspace, but excluded use of the mega-screens. These, Sheik Carlos leased to the SMC to display their adverts to the hundreds of thousands of pilgrims massed in the amphitheater and to their millions of network viewers. What Sheik Carlos could not do was prevent swarms of smaller private drones from cluttering the sky over the venue, blocking his Sparrows’ view of events on the ground. More drones meant diluted coverage, which meant lost revenue advertisers had to recoup by clawing back Sinclair’s extortionate rates.

      Duped, seduced, or coerced, the Detroit Metropolitan Area was unprepared for the tsunami heading their way as pilgrims, groupies, and spectacle seekers from around the globe begged, borrowed, or stole to get to the site where, for a second time, Jesus was expected to walk the earth.

      
      There is no consensus why, after countless wars, genocides, plagues, and anthropogenic famines, Jesus chose this time to make his long-awaited comeback. Had he run out of patience with his bullheaded, backsliding flock, as End Timers maintained?

      End Timers (or ETs) belonged to a self-identifying Christian sect called the Religious Right. Avowed followers of Jesus Christ, their path dovetailed with that of the Randists such that one envisioned them sitting in the same pew. And what strange pew mates! Both ignored Jesus’ teachings in word and spirit; Randists, if it cut into their profits; the Religious Right, if it diluted their message of moral superiority.

      End Timer’s metronomic predictions of the Second Coming proved as reliable as a sundial on a cloudy day. So keen were they to leave Earth with Jesus when he levitated to heaven again; a critic, citing a popular late-twentieth-century film of a lovable extra-terrestrial, referred to End Timers as Extra-Terrestrials, a label End Timers were quick to embrace, even declared extra-terrestrials as their forebears. To which the critic quipped, “The sooner they join them, the better.”

      The whereabouts of the cause célèbre were unknown, setting social media ablaze with speculation: Jesus was biding his time in the small town of Bethlehem, Michigan, named after its sister city in the Theocratic Republic of Greater Israel. Hordes of theater buffs and the worshipful invaded the unsuspecting town. Incensed when they learned Jesus was a no-show or had skipped town, the human locusts took everything not bolted down and dismantled the hamlet board by board, brick by brick.

      Wiped from the face of the earth, the little town of Bethlehem appears only on pre-FSR drawn maps.

      As human locusts reduced hapless Bethlehem to a historical footnote, Jesus was preparing himself for the ordeal ahead in the small town of Gethsemane, on the fringe of the Detroit Metro Area. Historians have posited that because the town’s name sounded foreign, understood at the time as code for Middle Eastern, or all things reviled, the residents took the expedient of calling it simply GM.

      
      Drawn to the giant cross at the far end of the amphitheater, Johnny B wove his tortured way, each step through the teeming human traffic a minor triumph. Beacon and potent symbol of Christianity, the cross towered over the portal through which Jesus was to make his grand entrance. And as he passed through it, a million tiny charges embedded in the cross, from foot to crown and the crossbeams, were to erupt in a dazzling, awe-inspiring hosanna of fireworks.

      “Can we take your picture?” a young couple asked.

      Without waiting for a reply, the man produced a pole with his personal media device attached to one end.

      “I wonder which disciple he’s supposed to be. He’s so authentic looking,” said his much impressed female companion.

      “More authentic than most of them parading around,” the man replied.

      With a bewildered Johnny B sandwiched between them, the man hoisted the pole and snapped a selfie.

      “Look how big he is,” the woman gushed as they viewed the image on the device’s screen. “You think maybe he can’t afford clothes? Should we give him money?”

      “Hell no!” said the young man. “If I was hung like that, I wouldn’t wear clothes either.”

      “You’re terrible,” the woman replied as she squeezed his arm.

      Next to hinder Johnny B was a group of Jesus fans waiting to take their picture with the Messiah. Impersonators of every hue, coif, and ethnic veneer stood in a row, willing models for those who wanted a visual record of the time they met Jesus. In the same manner the young couple had taken their picture with Johnny B, a mixed-race couple took a self-portrait with a cornsilk-haired Jesus and another with a curly-headed Ethiopian, and placed a coin in each impersonator’s outstretched hand. But the dreadlock-sporting Jesus, wearing a coat of many colors, was the crowd favorite. Few took their picture with him, but to those who dropped alms into his hand, he gave in exchange a small, but potent, token of his appreciation.

      Curious, Johnny B asked a young man what purpose the pole served. Too late, he noticed the young man had no personal media device or a pole, and perhaps his wits.

      “Are those real Jesuses?” the man-child asked.

      “No, son, they aren’t.”

      “Why are they pretending to be Jesus?”

      “I guess so they can show their friends back home they met Jesus.”

      “But if they’re not real, how can they say they met him?”

      “Excuse me. I couldn’t help but overhear you asking the kid about the pole.”

      Johnny B welcomed the intrusion, for he was at a loss how to answer the man-child.

      “My friends call me Jobs,” said the intruder. “No relation to the famous computer wizard, in case you were wondering. No? Doesn’t matter.” And without waiting for further introductions, “The pole, as you called it, is a selfie stick, or stick. You see the guy over there holding one? As the name implies, the selfie stick allows him to include himself in the picture with the Jesus of his choice. Remember when you handed someone your camera to take a pic of a group or whatever with you in it?” More a statement than a query, he continued. “The PMD, or personal media device, makes that unnecessary. The newer model sticks have made selfies, or self-portraits, easier than ever; no waiting for a timer on the PMD to count down. Just press a button on the handle. Like that guy just did? I hope that answers your question.”

      “Yes, thanks,” Johnny B replied, courteous but unconvinced. “I notice everyone has a PMD, as you called it, but you don’t.”

      “Used to. Time was you couldn’t pry it out of my hand. I’ve taken thousands of images and don’t remember taking any. Because I was so caught up capturing my experiences, I never experienced them; recording them became the experience.” Jobs paused, then continued in a regret-tinged voice. “I had every digital gadget available and couldn’t wait for the newest to come on the market. I’m still a technology buff, but I try not to let shiny toys control my life.”

      “Are those real Jesuses?” the man-child asked, addressing Jobs.

      Jobs searched the innocent face for irony. Finding none,  he glanced at Johnny B, who shook his head.

      “Well, kid, all I can say is you’re a lot smarter than those fools.”

      
      From his glass perch overlooking the amphitheater, purported to be twice the size of ancient Rome’s Circus Maximus, Sheik Carlos wet his lips in anticipation. Months spent in negotiation and money disbursed to pliant decision makers were coming to fruition.

      The Sinclair Media Conglomerate’s Sparrow drones had begun feeding the hungry mega-screens encircling the venue images of the hundreds of thousands of pilgrims inside and outside the amphitheater. And countless more arriving; an unstoppable army of invading ants.

      In a rare moment of fancy, Sheik Carlos pictured the peripatetic horde tilting the planet on its axis. And even a nonbeliever had to admit Jesus was one helluva draw.

      Not content with branding the event and redirecting billions into FSR bank accounts from the sale of every scrap of merchandise and gouging the SMC for the right to fly its Sparrows over FSR’s fictive airspace, Sheik Carlos intended to create and market his own video in violation of his agreement with the SMC, granting them exclusive rights.

      “Take her over the mound,” Sheik Carlos ordered Faroud. In his unpaid intern’s skilled hands, Sheik Carlos’s Wasp class drone, a mere speck in the sky, was soon feeding the giant screen in the control room images of the three-story dirt mound upon which Jesus’ warm-up acts had belted out their hymns of praise. From the mound, Jesus was to deliver his message to the world and, according to believers, ascend to heaven, taking the righteous with him. If the End Times prophecy were fulfilled, the airlift would empty entire cities, leaving behind socialists, pansexuals, atheists, and Scientologists.

      “Now show me the entrance.”

      The Wasp followed the straw-strewn path from the mound (event organizers expected Jesus to enter on the back of a picturesque ass, hence the straw) to the portal from where Jesus was to enter the amphitheater.

      “Let’s see if that beauty is as tall as they claim.” At Sheik Carlos’s implied command, Faroud guided the Wasp from bottom to top, capturing the cross’s awe-inspiring height. Reputed to be the world’s tallest wooden structure, it loomed over the amphitheater and dwarfed the portal.

      “Damn! That is tall. Sorry for the expletive, sir.”

      But Sheik Carlos was more concerned with what appeared on their screen than with his intern’s mild expletive. “What the hell is that?” he asked and pointed to a metallic thread lining either side of the path.

      “A chain-link fence?” Faroud replied.

      “That’s our security? Crappy aesthetics aside, how’s that supposed to hold the mob back? And what in blue blazes is that?”

      “Dragonflies moving in thick and fast, sir,” said Faroud as he tried to pilot the Wasp through the winged horde.

      “Jesus Christ!” Sheik Carlos replied.

      Faroud searched the screen in a panic. “Where, sir? He’s not expected for another…”

      “Idiot. I meant the Dragonflies,” said Sheik Carlos, alarmed by the undulating waves of mini-drones, nervous as hummingbirds, polluting the sky.

      “At this rate, SMC Sparrows won’t see a damn thing,” Sheik Carlos said, a bitter taste in his mouth. “Get in closer.”

      “Can’t, sir. Too many drones,” replied the anxious intern.

      “So, fly under them. Must I tell you how to do your job?”

      Faroud tried to maneuver the Wasp under the undulating swarms of Dragonflies, but after several near collisions, “Sir, it’s impossible.”

      “You useless piece of shit.” Unclear was whether the Wasp or the intern was the target of Sheik Carlos’s scatological rebuke.

      Beads of sweat bejeweled Sheik Carlos’s forehead. If the Dragonflies’ superior numbers blocked his redoubtable Wasp’s view of activity on the ground, what chance had the Swallows of satisfying the image-hungry mega-screens he leased to the SMC?

      Before Sheik Carlos answered, a jowled, red-faced man with hedgehog eyebrows popped up on the screen in the control room.

      “SC, we’ve checked everything on our end. Our Sparrows aren’t streaming diddly-squat. What gives?”

      Although unaccustomed to being spoken to in such an imperious manner, he allowed Sinclair Media Conglomerate’s president Blakewood Sinclair Murdoch III had cause for concern. He was charging Blakewood a king’s ransom for his Sparrows to enter FSR airspace and use its mega-screens to stream high-res images (and adverts) of the epochal event to the captured audience in the amphitheater and to its affiliates around the world. But if the ubiquitous Dragonfly blocked their view, rendering the Sparrow as useful a blind guide dog, sponsors would pull their adverts and SMC affiliates switch to vlogs that streamed images from the Dragonflies.

      Blakewood admired Sheik Carlos’s chutzpah, first in claiming airspace that wasn’t his; second, for maneuvering SMC into paying for rights to enter that airspace. But his admiration stopped at the profit’s edge.

      “Sorry, Mr. Murdoch. A tiny glitch. We’ll fix it.”

      “Make damn sure you do, and fast. If not…” Blakewood vanished from the screen, leaving Sheik Carlos to ponder the consequences of failure.

      “The unmitigated gall! Threaten me, will he?” Frustrated, having nothing to back up his implied counter-threat, Sheik Carlos lashed out at his intern. “Send the adverts to the screens till we figure out what to do with those damn Dragonflies.”

      The knot in his stomach tightened as Sheik Carlos envisioned his worst fears coming true. While SMC Sparrows captured images of frenetic swarms of Dragonflies, their scene-stealing nemesis would be supplying millions of vlog stream viewers with detailed images of the events on the ground. There’d be no context, but the average news consumer seldom demanded context. They craved spectacle and were only interested in news packaged as entertainment.

      “Put the twenty most-viewed vlog streams on the screen. I want to see what we’re missing.”

      With a few deft keystrokes, Faroud sent the requested vlog streams to the screen. Most were tracking a man who appeared to have stepped out of the Old Testament.

      “Is that guy naked?” Sheik Carlos asked.

      “He is, unless he’s wearing a hair suit, sir.”

      “Incredible!” said the incredulous Sheik Carlos. “Only a nude Madonna can top that. Leave it to an event like this to empty the asylums.”

      But unfolding was a spectacle that topped even a nude Madonna.

      
      Hours of navigating his way through the throng of pilgrims had taken their toll on Johnny B, and yet the majestic cross he strove to reach seemed no closer than when he started his quest. For a light-headed moment, he feared the cross to be an illusion. He paused to nibble the nuts and dates stowed in his pouch. Refreshed, purpose renewed, he again set off for the cross when a blood-curdling cry, part human, part animal, redirected his steps.

      Another cri de cœur propelled him forward with an urgency that carved out a path for him until blocked by a solid wall of bodies. As he pressed against the wall, it gave way, deferring to his deshabille and wild demeanor.

      Stark against the gray sky stood two crosses. Nailed to one was the shifty man in black who tried to sell Johnny B a “Come Clean With Jesus” T-shirt. The sign around the wretch’s neck accused him of being an Unauthorized Vendor. His contorted features and labored breathing betrayed his unspeakable agony.

      Nailed to the second cross: Counterfeiter, accused of peddling a knockoff of the First Lady’s own Midnight Minx brand of perfume, rebranded for the occasion as Heaven Scent. Hoisted moments ago, he wasted his breath, cursing his executioners and taunting the onlookers.

      A third cross lay on the ground. Its victim, Pickpocket, flailed at his executioners as they tried to restrain him. Then as now, crimes against profit were punished with greater severity than those against persons. Thus, the man nabbed picking pockets was tied to the cross and not nailed to it.

      
      Months before the event, a pandemic broke out in which thousands of misguided souls video-streamed their own crucifixion. Motives varied. Jilted lovers hoped to guilt their estranged partners into taking them back. Others sought to give their lives meaning. And countless vlog streamers, willing to endure the pain of crucifixion to attract sponsors. But the swelling ranks of true believers provided the bulk of the delusional victims. For as Judgment Day drew nigh, how better to secure an eleventh-hour reprieve from eternal damnation than with a dramatic, attention-grabbing self-mutilation?

      Whatever the motives, these grotesque sadomasochistic displays drew billions of eyeballs to Sinclair Media Conglomerate’s pay-per-view screens. And encouraged countless copycats. That these acts were voluntary made them no less barbarous. Attempts to stop them were blocked by the Religious Right waving the banner of religious freedom; cheering them on was the SMC.

      Critics accused the SMC of promoting
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