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​Chapter I
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​“For the alchemist, the one primarily in need of redemption is not man, but the deity who is lost and sleeping in matter.”

-Carl Jung 

––––––––
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The edge of the cliff face jutted out like broken teeth. A long, steep climb, Detective Hank Dolan panted heavily and waved away mosquitoes. It was early on a Sunday morning in March and spring hadn’t yet come in full force but the days were getting noticeably longer. He had left the security of his empty apartment forty-five minutes before and hadn’t even brewed a pot of coffee for the drive. It simply hadn’t occurred to him. Now, he wish it had. Swallowing through sand paper, he loosened his shirt collar and rolled up his shirt sleeves. As he crossed the threshold into a small meadow of foliage, he heard cars on the turnpike and silently wished he was still in bed. God, how his head ached. He inspected a large thorny bush that was almost knee high using a errant tree branch then turned to another a few feet away. The second was alike to the first, only thicker with sharp little daggers.

He had received a tip that a body lay nearby matching the description of a woman who went missing three months prior. The tip had come in by phone by a caller that had hung up before dispatch could get any personal information. Hank understood and could relate. Stubbing your foot on a dead body wasn’t the ideal way to get your daily exercise. He assumed it was a hiker or bicyclist. The area was frequented by athletic sorts and popular with the younger crowd that went there for make-out or pass-the-pipe sessions.  The police station had buzzed like a hornet’s nest with the call. They’d been looking for a break, any break, in this missing persons case for months. And even though the initial thrill of the call had spurred action, he despised these assignments. They rarely, if ever, turned out well. 

"It's supposed to be in this general area," Ackerman said.

A relic from Hank's better days, Gregg Ackerman could always be counted on to be there when needed. A twenty year veteran, Ackerman was round and cheeky, the perfect opposite to Hank's gangly and finch-like stature. He was a company man that performed his police duties like it was a calling. A father of two grown daughters, Ackerman loved being a cop. And he was good at it. The large man had received numerous accolades over the years. He was on the short list of who would make Lieutenant before year’s end was often asked to work cases for other precincts. That was another distinction between Hank and his partner. The only award Hank had ever received was for a hot-dog eating contest and even then he’d vomited into a potted plant after consuming close to twenty of the little buggers in a ten minute stretch.  

As he lumbered to where Hank stood, Ackerman stepped into some thorny underbrush, stumbled, and grabbed a tree trunk for support. He spat a colorful obscenity, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. His eyes downcast, he huffed as if he’d just run a sprint or chased down a shoplifter. Hank smiled and received a glance of menace for his trouble. Contrary to popular belief, not all of New Los Angeles is sprawling buildings, rail lines, and taxi-cabs. There are many lush areas of green and large patches of unkempt vegetation. From above, the city proper reminds one of an upside-down chandelier surrounded in bands of national forest. The urban sprawl was considerable but on the Hilltop, the shoddy wilderness where they now stood, short grassy outcrops were surrounded by clusters of dense, small trees. Twigs crackled underneath Hank's boots as he worked his way off the trail. He looked up towards the city skyline then back at the dusty ground at his feet. It's not all ugly, just most of it, He thought dryly. He was positioning himself on a plateau overlooking a few hundred acres of green when Ackerman called out.

"Dammit! Over here!"

Hank rolled down his sleeves and put on latex gloves as he maneuvered to where Ackerman was staring at his feet and glowering. The big man was using a kerchief to both cover his nose and wave away flies from his head. He turned away as Hank got close and plucked a pack of cigarettes from his front shirt pocket. As he lit up, he coughed into his left hand and used his thumb and forefinger to pinch his nose. Hank frowned. Just then the smell hit him. Putrid and wan, Hank felt bile rise in his throat. He shuffled over and together they gazed down at the body. It was a woman probably no older than thirty. She was petite with sunburned skin. There were lacerations on her back from being cut repeatedly. Her knotted brown hair covered in dirt and wet leaves reminded Hank of Ophelia.

"Do you think it's her?" Ackerman asked.

Hank grimaced and held his breath. "Probably."

He knelt and rolled her to her side. Her ghostly, barren eyes were the color of green olives. High cheekbones and pouty lips completed a wiry, pretty picture. He gingerly lifted her left arm and sighed. There it was. The identifying tattoo that would make her his mark. He stared hard at the strange glyph and for some reason he couldn’t name, was reminded of a personal signature. He let her arm rest beside her and leaned back.

"It's her," He mumbled.

Ackerman walked to the opposite side and leaned down. "Look at her neck," He said. 

There was dark purple bruising about an inch thick covering her throat. Splotches of blood and serrated skin indicated rope as the probable cause of death. Hank turned to stand, then stopped, his eyes narrowing. 

"What's in her hand?" 

Her broken, naked body had been turned in a way that Hank had initially missed the scourge.

"What the hell?" Ackerman picked it up and scowled. "She did this to herself?" 

The rope had been braided into three prongs with wax balls at the ends. Each ball was covered in pieces of glass. Hank looked from the scourge to her body and felt lightheaded suddenly. His stomach lurched and for the first time all morning was glad he hadn’t eaten breakfast. He knew what this was. Or at least he had read up on it in his favorite books of world history. Largely a Christian practice, flagellation had been used as an extreme way for the devout to feel God's love. In the fourteenth century, Medieval Flagellants was a movement that was influenced by the plague and famine. Adherents would punish themselves in an attempt to appease the Almighty. He had studied these bizarre forms of repentance with morbid curiosity. There was a self-devouring existential terror that accompanied these practices. He stared down at the body and grimaced out loud. This woman was a throwback of those times. He looked down at her face and wondered how such a pretty face could have been twisted into something so macabre.  

He nodded. "The wounds on her back and legs maybe." 

“Unless it was staged. This could be a homicide.”

Hank walked around the body and bent to her left wrist. He couldn't help but notice her knuckles were bone white. "She's still clutching it.”

“Could have still been staged after the fact. I’m not convinced she did this to herself. We don’t know that yet.” 

As Hank laid her hand back down, he noticed a piece of rope not attached to the scourge. Hidden underneath her body and surrounded in brush, this rope was thicker and probably used to tow cars. "Wait a minute."

He cradled the back of the woman's head then lifted it just enough to run his hand underneath her. Together, they pulled out four feet of frayed rope. Hank picked up a soiled, yellow blouse and other articles of clothing that also lay next to the body. It was impossible at this stage to know what debris would be a boon in the case. Ackerman could be right. If this was made to look like suicide it was best to collect everything and let the forensic unit sift through the evidence.  

“Could be a cult. The city is nuts right now with all this talk of gods and goddesses," Ackerman remarked.

Hank nodded. The flagellation alone spoke of Christian obsession. Perhaps she was a religious extremist who fell in with the wrong cult. Hank looked up to see Ackerman staring at him. 

"What is it?"

Ackerman cleared his throat. "You don't think-maybe she was one of them?" 

They say the gods and goddesses are all beautiful. As if the fall from grace didn't mar their physical countenance. Hank looked down at her face. Her smooth, unblemished features looked back at him. He felt her glazed eyes almost pass onto him and her expression appeared accusatory. But it was as if she was filled with melancholy. Yes, she was beautiful. But was she descended beautiful? Now they would never know. They would never really know whether she had been a goddess. He glanced back to her eyes and shared her reproachful gaze. His gut twisted like rope and he turned away.

"It's possible," was all he could think to say.

Ackerman circled back and bent down to examine the tattoo on her ribcage. "So she's part of a cult and she's doing this-" He points to her scourge marks, “-and her people, what, sacrifice her or something?"

Hank shook his head. "I don't think so. I see what you’re getting at but the brush would be flattened if there had been a group out here. I didn’t see any tracks coming up. Did you? It's more likely a suicide.”

He held up the noose then glanced at the broken tree branch resting next to it. "I think she came here to die." 

Ackerman scratched the back of his neck. Instead of countering, he said, "They're human now, right? They do die," Ackerman asked. 

Hank's eyes lingered on the body. Although not likely the work of a cult, the young woman may have been murdered. It was more than possible considering a serial killer had been kicking about New Los Angeles for the past thirteen months. The thought was depressing but Ackerman could be right. That would make twenty-four now. Twenty-four bodies. 

“I don't know that they'll ever be human,” He said finally. “But they're here nevertheless."

He turned away and headed back to the trail that wound back to the main road and finally to the freeway. When he reached the squad car, he opened a bottle of water wishing it was bourbon. He pulled the door shut and shut his eyes to the sun’s reproachful gaze. Revulsion swept through him. The engine started and he stared out the passenger side window. He couldn’t think of anything to say.  

The billboard, a sprawling mosaic of reds and blues, was plastered on the Basement wall just above where Sadie Fuller stood. Lilac and lemon. That's what Sadie thought about as she waited for the Basement doors to open. This personal mantra had been hers for as long as she could remember. A source of strength, she repeated the phrase whenever she needed it. Tonight she needed it. It wasn’t often that she went to rock concerts. Her phobias made interactions with crowds mostly impossible. Sure, She could go out. She could grab a coffee or go to a laundromat or go grocery shopping but any venue where there were hundreds of people was problematic. She always felt like a zoo animal when those around her noticed her gloved hands. She could explain but never did. It was easier not to.  

She ran a gloved hand through her long brown hair and let it cover her shoulders. She looked up at the wall. A glossy picture of the headliner hanged like a tapestry. Three accent lights cascaded a dull glow on the face of Jesus Christ and his band-mates. The Messiah's dark sunglasses and grizzled face leered out in the typical rock-and-roll pose. 

Around the corner, ushers herded ticket holders in line. Sadie called herself a fan, which she knew was not wholly true because she had never really heard Jesus Christ Superstar's music. But the man was a descendant. A god that fell to earth, along with all the other gods, less than two years ago. In that time, Jesus had become a bona-fide rock star. Such facts were hard to believe if belief was even a thing anymore. For Sadie, it was hard to tell. This was a depressing admission but faith had never been something she'd had a strong connection to and now there was no need for it at all. Still, she was here. She was waiting in line for the concert. She must feel some attraction to the former god. 

As the line crept forward, Sadie made sure her gloves were covering all areas of bare skin on her hands. She checked for any holes or tears in the cotton, stretching each finger until confident there was no risk of contamination. This was the third such time since they’d parked. She seldom had any problems when she went out in public but then again she didn't attend many rock concerts either. She fingered the backstage pass that hanged around her neck. It would likely be a total madhouse after the show. Who knew how many of these passes had been sold?  

Her date for the evening was an aspiring businessman named Patrick Hooper. He was a financier that had declined to tell her any specifics of his job. He wore a dress-for-success smile and sports jacket that made her think of a gambling bookie. Sadie glanced at him, then back at her shoes. He wasn't unattractive. Deep-set brown eyes and tall. She supposed they looked good together. The kind of couple you'd see on a sitcom or daytime television show. They had met a short time ago at her job. She had taken his drink orders. An ordinary task she did a hundred times a night. Only that night she had been lonely and got taken in by his attention. She had agreed to tonight's date before even knowing his name. 

Anticipation grew as they moved past a merchant kiosk strategically set up on the way to the Basement front entrance. She put her hands on a t-shirt and key chain, getting a feel of them through her homemade knitted gloves. The sensation was strange. Almost like she was touching something that wasn’t quite real. The key chains especially felt out of place or just somehow wrong. A voice inside told her she was just being silly. This was again her obsessive compulsion disorder and she knew that was right. After all, she was on her fourth round of checking for holes in her gloves. Behind her, Patrick put his hand on her ass and bent to her ear. Her back stiff, she stepped to the side and shimmied away from him. 

“Which one do you like best?" Patrick asked. His voice a throaty tenor.

"Oh, you don't have to. I’m just looking," Sadie said.

“I want to," Patrick replied quickly. "What size do you wear?"

He picked out a black shirt, paid the attendant, then handed it over. Sadie held up a smiling visage of a large black woman pointing to a blazing cross in the sky and saying in bold lettering: 'Y'all motherfuckers need Jesus!' Sadie giggled and fit the shirt on over her tank top. She was relieved to be covered a bit. She tied a knot at the bottom showing some midriff but turned away whenever Patrick's hands got too close to her bare skin. She looked ahead in line and noticed that ushers had thrown open the doors and people were spilling into the venue. 

Finally, She thought. 

As they got inside the vibe changed completely. The drab waiting was replaced with a sulfuric quality combined with the heat of vibrating bodies. The Basement wasn't a large venue. Instead, it was designed for an intimate show. The lobby was especially small. Too small for her liking. She wondered how everybody would fit in there with a stage. Was there a stage? She had no idea. She peeked in to where the band would perform and felt her stomach fall to her knees. There was a stage but the room was the size of a theater. This was a venue used for plays. Sure, the performance would only be feet away but there was a couple hundred fucking people here. She knew the crowd would be jam-packed and began to pray that she didn't get in there and start to freak out. She checked her gloves again. Lilac and lemon. Lilac and lemon. The mantra wasn’t working. Sadie admitted to herself that she wished she had stayed home. Am I already contaminated? She gripped her t-shirt and felt hot and out of place. A quiet terror began to grow inside her. It roiled like a dark cloud. The room was filling. Soon, it would be packed and hands would be touching her-contaminating her. She stared dumbfounded as strangers flowed in like ants around an anthill. She felt a frantic urge to leave. 

Her eyes went to an exit sign opposite the front entrance and as she moved to make her way there, she turned directly into a kiss from Patrick. She let out a gasp and backed hard into a gate. She felt her bladder tighten into a knot then almost relieve itself. She just kept herself from pissing onto the floor. As it was she felt urine dampen her panties. 

“I need the restroom,” She said. 

Patrick pointed to where she saw the exit sign. There were bathrooms on either side. It was getting loud now. The room was so loud. It was like a howling in her mind or like continuous thunder. The sounds echoed through the room. It echoed through her head. A hand grazed her lower back and she flinched as if struck. She could feel where the fingers had grazed her bare skin. Was that enough to make her sick? She imagined the contamination spreading like a black stain across her back. It spread like oil up to her shoulders and down past her hips. She felt it pass across her chest and over her nipples and up her neck. Sadie was going to scream. The terror had a sound. It was just behind her vocal cords. She was going to scream. She was going to let it out, fill the venue. The stain on her back would spread and cover the room. It would crawl up the walls and cover the set lights and take over the stage.  

She pulled away brusquely and fixed her attention on the stage. There was a second of paralyzed bewilderment. The band was playing. When did their set start? Sadie looked around and realized the lights had dimmed. Jesus Christ was on stage. The band was in the middle of a rollicking jam and Jesus was pumping his fist at the crowd. He was sinewy, tan, and wore only a ragged pair of jean shorts. He had long hair that covered his face. But she could still see it. His brown eyes were bright with joy as he played. He had a cleft in a chin that hadn’t been shaved in a few days. And as he played an oak colored guitar, his lips moved as if singing the notes. The descended god appeared to be in a trance or perhaps praying.

Sadie probed ahead and could feel stage lighting warm the base of her skull. She began to calm. The band had kicked into a slow, melodic tune. Rising scales built in intensity until reaching a tone of exaltation, then were improvised in peculiar phrases. Her mind relaxed. She felt her body move in step with the rhythm. She was swaying. The booming in her mind settled. Her breathing slowed and she raised her hands above her head. The music although deafening in the small room settled her panic and terror and she felt at peace. Yes, that was the word. She was at peace. 

Sadie saw the adoring reverence in the crowd’s reaction. She understood. Oh god, did she understand. Her mind was sweeping and elated. She was in a time of peace. Understanding. Or maybe it was rapture. A returning home. An accepting of the plight of mankind and the unity and healing of love. It reminded her of a religious revival. Hundreds of arms reached out to the stage, trying to pull the Savior towards them. 

Then there was a deafening boom as the crowd stamped their feet and clapped their hands. They shook their heads ferociously, without restraint. She heard the unmistakable sounds of both weeping and rejoicing. It was the Lord's prayer. A sermon on stage. The front row caused her to feel airy like being underwater. Sadie's ears popped, and she swallowed to relieve the pressure. She straightened and put her hands out to the stage. Christ lifted his head for a moment, bringing his eyes level to hers. A crooked smile came to his face. Sadie blushed. She thought of the adoring fans that traveled with the band, attending every show they performed. She could understand the attraction. No other concert mirrored this. And she knew it wasn't just the music. It was much more than music. The power of Jesus Christ was unknowable even as it came into your soul like milk and honey. We want you to save us, but we don't want you to die for us. Not again. A sweet calm flowed through her and she closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, and the noise of the crowd disappeared. She was alone with the music and it was glorious.

One hour and forty minutes later, the house lights had come up and the performance was over. Sadie stood still in a state of reverence. She was shook, in truth. The show had been unlike anything she could have imagined. The performance had been a moment. A perfectly distilled moment of grace. For almost two hours her phobias had been gone. And not just forgotten but nonexistent. She recalled the moments before. She had been on the verge of a full-blown panic attack. And then like that the panic was just gone. She smiled and fingered her backstage pass. 

At her side, Patrick walked a little too close, his arm brushing up against her as they wove their way backstage. The area was a large open space littered with a bar and fold-out chairs. To Sadie, the words ‘red room' came to mind because of the blood-red accent lights that hung haphazardly to the walls. She caught the dank odor of stale cigarette smoke and spilled beer and shut her eyes tightly to the incoming headache that grew like a dark cloud. She tucked her hands under her armpits and cringed as people were shoved into her. There are too many people in here. Fans swarmed the dressing room door, their patience growing thin.

She stepped into an open space and was approached by a lanky, clearly drunk, Sid Vicious lookalike. His leer felt sticky as he grabbed her bare arm just under the t-shirt sleeve and pulled her towards him.

"You wanna candy flip babe? I got some pure liquid if you party."

"Get off me."

She pulled out of his grasp and looked down to see smudge marks on her arm and her knitted glove torn at the left thumb. She gagged in an convulsive shudder and felt her forehead get hot.

"Is there a bathroom around here?"

"We can go there if you want,” he replied. 

Sadie whirled away and bumped into somebody that had been basically hovering over her. "Fuck!" She stumbled back, and he stood within kissing distance. Sadie recoiled violently, shoving his head away. Then she realized that what she initially thought was dirt on the man's forehead was a round tattoo. She pulled her hand away and he grabbed the sides of his face in an ugly grimace. He doubled over and cursed, staring at her through hate-filled eyes. "Bitch! The gods are impotent. Who are you really here to see?"

"Bad batch?" She replied and ducked under a taller man's arm toward the restroom. 

Sadie took out an old 35mm film canister. She felt its cool smoothness and popped the lid. Inside lay a small mound of cut white powder. It looked soft as cotton. She went to the bath stall and didn't bother sitting. She stripped off the glove and dipped a blood-red fingernail into the canister. A hard pull, delicious warmth on her face. Her breathing sped up, a gorgeous lucidity seeped through her pores. She dipped the finger in again, sniff, delicious warmth. She replaced the lid on the canister and dropped it into her bag. 

The glove had a tear in it, Sadie thought as she furiously scrubbed her hands at the sink. The water was scalding, causing her flesh to redden. She scoured her fingers raw, clenching her jaw. The glove had a tear in it. It was probably torn all day. The entire time I was out. I've picked up something. I'm sick. It was torn all day. She frantically scrubbed until her thumb was grazed and chafed. The peace she had felt during the performance was gone. The sounds that had pacified her and calmed her were gone. She was flung back into her everyday reality of panic and phobias. Her mood sank and she wondered if she should just leave. 

She felt the roiling thunder again. Her own words echoed through her skull like a curse. It echoed and echoed. An admonishment of her carelessness. Somewhere in her mind, she knew she was in the grip of an episode but couldn't change the channel. Sadie clasped her hands in front of her and gritted her teeth. The voice never stopped. Had it happened during the show? Before? How could she have not known? She tried to calm her breathing, going through every exercise her doctor had recommended, but the dizziness made her feel out of body. She felt nausea and thought she might vomit.

Sadie dug into her pocket, clutched a bottle of paroxetine, and pried open up the cap. She tasted chalk in the back of her throat and popped a handful, chewing them like candy. The glove had a tear in it. The glove had a tear in it. Sadie ripped herself away from the sink. How long was I standing there? Twenty minutes? Half-hour? The glove had a tear in it! She went rigid and used a towel to turn the water off. She looked at herself in a steam covered mirror and almost cried. A young woman probably still in high school smiled weakly from the next sink and moved her eyes away. She handed Sadie another few towels then left the restroom without saying a word. Sadie counted to five then exited the restroom. She knew she'd need to wash again soon. She could already feel the bugs under her gloves, churning just under the fabric. 

It was then that the dressing room door opened. As Sadie turned, a panting and soaked through Jesus Christ emerged carrying his acoustic guitar. His band-mates followed close behind, some holding instruments. The decimal level backstage shot to deafening. A throng of bleating fans shrieked as he nodded and waved. He was led to a stool and handed a beer that quickly emptied and was replaced  by another. Sadie watched him with squinting eyes and and a hint of a smile. How did it feel to be a descended god rock-star? The very idea was absurd yet true. She studied his strange mannerisms. Did he have a nervous tick? He nodded his head excitedly as he spoke. She peered at his wrists and inhaled sharply. His scars were visible. She could actually see where the nails had been driven into pine-wood. She inspected his hair line and forehead next. Was there evidence of the crown? Jesus moved his head and regarded her with his lopsided grin. Then he fell back. In what couldn’t have been more than a second, a reddening dot on his chest widened. Sadie blinked, unable to process what she was seeing. Suddenly, a panicked shout rang out in front of her. Then another and another. The crowd in front ebbed and flowed. It suffocated her, swallowed her in hot breathing and shrieks. She was pulled in all directions. A hard shove sent her to her knees.

Anguished onlookers covered their mouths in disbelief. Out of the corner of her eye, Sadie glimpsed shadows, dark silhouettes on the walls and floor. On a raised platform, she stood motionless, her hands trembling. Finally, somebody yanked her arm, tearing the glove from her left wrist all the way off. She screamed soundlessly. An inaudible wail. She tumbled forward and felt a sharp blow on her head then right leg. Her body burned, but her thoughts were on the exposed hand that was now contaminated. She could feel the parasites worming into her skin, boring through muscle, and into her blood. She fell. Her face slapped against beer-soaked concrete. Then she was up and kicked again as somebody tumbled over her. Sadie scrambled to her feet and made her way down the long winding corridors of the club. She stepped on her own shoelace and veered hard into a wall. Groaning, she turned left and nearly ran over a young man holding his head and moaning. She made another left and was calculating her chances of getting out of the venue when she saw a crowd of people at the exit climbing on top of one another like ants. She could feel the outside light just feet in front of her but couldn’t move in the jam of bodies. So close. I'm almost out.

By the time she reached the exit, Sadie’s hands were shaking violently. Her phobias had jolted into something inhuman and she rasped in short, choppy wheezes. She lashed out at everything around her. There was a roaring in her ears that told her she was close to passing out, and spots were appearing in front of her eyes. There was no sign of Patrick. Had he made it out? She looked down at her new t-shirt and noticed it torn and soiled. She gagged again, vomited in front of her. Sadie tried to focus on getting away from the doors, but it was too late. Darkness had come. She stumbled into an intersection adjacent to the club entrance and felt herself fall. Then there was nothing.
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​Chapter II
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​"Do you know why we're talking today?" Dr. Clarke Sevier asked over round, rimmed glasses that frequently slid down her nose. A shrug. The criminal forensic psychiatrist folded her thin arms and nodded. Speaking with deliberate caution, she allowed herself a short time to settle in with a subject before attempting to access parts of the mind that could be volatile.

The patient in the chair opposite sat calm and relaxed. But she knew appearances could be devastatingly deceptive. Sevier held the silence. She had expected little out of this first meeting but an opening foray. A chance to assess immediate behavior. She noted the way the patient stared at her face. 

Blinking her green eyes, she looked down at her notes. The notepad served a few purposes. It provided a written record of impressions not picked up by the camera on the wall and allowed for brief pauses to better steer the conversation if a break was needed.

“Why don't you tell me why we're here?" Sevier asked. 

The patient's features conveyed a supple youth in the smooth, line-less face and quizzical eyes. 

"Are you cold?"

Without looking up, the patient shrugged again.

“We're here because of what happened. Do you remember what happened?"

“I remember all of it."

"Good. We can start there."

There was something almost soothing in the patient's casual tone and only a detailed record of the violence enacted put down Sevier's immediate relaxation. It was partly due to the bloody photographs New Los Angeles Police had sent as part of the case file. The crimes had been horrific. As if the very act of killing had been some holy hobby. She smiled and clasped her hands in front of her. When the patient did not respond, Sevier asked: "How were you feeling before all this happened? Were there certain stresses as you acclimated here?”

She had participated in many interviews with refugees and immigrants from other countries, but this was something entirely different. The descendants hadn't fled some war-torn country or come here to seek a better life. They had 'woke up' here. Gods without grace. Very little was known about exactly how many reside within the city limits, or perhaps why they vacated the heavens. The trouble was they appeared as human as anybody else. The only way to tell was by small residual miracles or moments of bewildered ecstasy when they're around. Mostly, they stayed in hiding.

"I felt fine before it all happened. I felt fine as it was happening too."

Was this a testing moment? To see how she’d react. 

"So your current symptoms did not occur before the episode."

"No, they did not."

"I was under the impression that you came from outside the city," Sevier said.

The patient scowled. "You mean originally? Yes, in that case, I'm not originally from here."

"And the symptoms did not occur immediately but progressed after?" 

The patient reflected on Sevier's query. "Yes, that's right." Looking at the deity in front of her, Sevier noticed chills rise on her arms. She had established a line of communication. The descendant would answer her questions. But there was something eerily frightening about getting into the mind of one of these beings. What if she was given some prescient knowledge of her death or that of mankind? As far as she knew, this was an unprecedented event. Neither of them spoke for a few minutes.

The patient stared into her eyes. "The symptoms began shortly after I arrived. There were periods where I would feel normal and there were moments when I didn't. And that's when I- when the events occurred."

Sevier hesitated. "Do you still experience the symptoms now? After the fact?"

The patient shivered. "Yes, sometimes.”

Sevier glanced down at her notebook. The light from outside her window made a streak across the paper. She could sense that the patient was watching her, but felt at ease enough to pause throughout the session. This was all new information. Her initial reactions needed to be preserved. In the notebook, she wrote: Patient is lucid. Willing to talk. No sign of impairment. Remarkable.

"So your illness came on shortly before the Basement attack?"

"About then, yes."

Sevier felt queasy. She had read the entire police report and knew the Basement murder had been the twenty-fifth homicide in a string of at least twenty-eight. Why lie now? She put down the pen and smiled. "I think we can stop there today."
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​Chapter III
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​By the time Hank reached the Basement, it was approaching mid-afternoon on the Saturday after the show and the sweltering sun had replaced the cool morning drizzle. He stepped out of the cab and leaned down to hand over a twenty. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to use a taxi and it likely wouldn’t be the last. His sedan had the nasty disposition of breaking down at the cleverest of moments. This time it had been a fuel pump. The second in six months. He took off his jacket. Loosening his collar and rolling up his shirt sleeves, he strode over to the police tape and dipped underneath. 

After a few paces, it was clear that he wasn't gonna be met by Ackerman and would have to muster some conversation with whoever was on duty. "What about the deity? Any clue who wanted him dead?" Officer Schwartz scowled. "I hate the media. You probably know more than us right now. We got a body with a stab wound."

Hank glanced at shards of broken glass in front of a red door nearly busted off its hinges. On the ground next to it were fliers, beer cans, and more glass. But inside the venue was the real mess. The lobby of the Basement looked like a bomb went off. In the panic of the moment, people had leapt over or maybe through glass cases that held band merchandise. Some of the shirts and records were laying haphazardly on the dirt stained floor. Most were stolen. There were blood stains on both the carpet and the wall next to the front entrance. He noticed errant ear rings, hair bands, and even a busted phone strewn about like confetti. He was reminded of a terrorist attack that had happened the year before on a Christian cathedral downtown. It too had had mass panic and trampling. A blast had erupted in what was determined to be the confessional booth. Three people including the poor priest that had triggered the homemade device had been blown into bits. The carnage there mirrored what he was seeing now in the Basement. His interior voice spoke up with a tone of worry or maybe it was caution. Is this another terrorist attack? It asked. Could Jesus Christ been targeted by an extremist from another religion? Another descendant possibly? 

He knew in these early days after the murder, any number of theories would be stoked and double-downed on if for no other reason than to solve the case. This wasn’t like any other homicide. There wasn’t a detective in the precinct who would want this. This was the kind of case that could drive a man into retirement. 

Hank tiptoed around a black long-sleeved shirt with a cross on it and joined officer Schwartz near what was left of a snack counter. The other man huffed and put both hands on his sizable stomach. He chewed on a toothpick.  

"Is there Security tape,” Hank asked. “A place like this should have cameras everywhere."

"They say the cameras are at stage level and on the crowd. Nothing at all backstage."

Hank caught himself grinding his teeth. “Witnesses? Has the attack found its way to the Internet?"

“Nothing posted yet. Probably just a matter of time though."

Hank sighed. "Jesus Christ." 

The officer looked at him, squinting. "Yeah, the only confirmed fatality."

Hank winced. Two years before, when the descending was something that was only rumored about and discussed in seedy bars under hushed tones, he’d noticed Margot had stopped her weekly visit to church on Sunday. She had been busy with work lately, or that’s what she had said. She’d prefer to sleep in on the weekend. Hank had accepted this without a second thought. If she wanted to recharge her battery before going back to the grind that was just fine. Then she’d taken down a cross that had hung above their front door. At first, Hank assumed she was changing the house decor. Again, that was fine with him. He didn’t feel any particular attachment to the icon. As long as she didn’t hang it upside down it wasn’t a problem. But then she’d stopped wearing the cross around her neck and the bible that she kept in their bedroom cabinet went missing. Well, missing wasn’t actually right. He had noticed first the necklace absent but later that night he’d opened the small end table and was puzzled. He knew something was missing but couldn’t place right off the bat what it was. For a moment he stood puzzled, studying the contents. Finally, using his stellar detective skills, he’d gone to the kitchen to get a beer and found the book in the trash covered by chopped tomatoes and empty cans of chicken broth. Margot stood at the sink stirring the broth and humming to herself a tune. She looked up at and smiled when he popped the beer and took a long swig. What’s with the bible? He asked. She shrugged looking back at the soup but didn’t say offer any kind of explanation. He had pushed her asking again. What was with throwing her bible in the trash? But again Margot had refused any motive for her actions. Finally, after a minute of awkward silence she’d glanced up at him and said, It doesn’t work anymore. At first he wasn’t sure if she was referring to the refrigerator, the toaster, or the hot water heater. Then her eyes drifted to the trash and she shrugged again. And he got it. The bible didn’t work anymore. He had tried to get her to elaborate on the statement or at least give him some insights on where her head was at but she had refused. It just didn’t work anymore. He knew she wouldn’t say anything more and truth be told, she didn’t need to. The bible had lost its power and mystery to her. The descending had done that. Instead of reaffirming her faith it had destroyed it like a bomb. He wondered if that was common in the faithful. Was the flesh and blood reality of god a negation of divinity itself? He thought it could be. Personally, he had grown up without faith and was never coerced by family to attend any particular religion but he could see how the descending could obliterate any belief or maybe all belief.  

This thought brought him back around. Hank pulled out his trusty Pentax and began taking preliminary photographs of the scene. His mind in a vacuum, he recorded everything for later. He pointed the camera at the wall and captured the splatter pattern. Immediately, he recognized the arc that identified an arterial spray. A major artery was cut. Sweat dripped off his forehead and a throbbing surfaced at his temples. This wasn't just some random person who had stepped in rotten luck. This was what many in the 'civilized' world thought of as messiah. For Christians, this was the literal son of God in the flesh. And he was dead. Murdered. The weight of this would be huge. Again, his mind went to Margot and he wondered how she would react when this hit the nightly news. He wondered how the city would react. Probably not well. It was possible that all-out rioting could be the result. Orthodox Christians would take this very very hard. How could they not? He glanced outside.  

“Is the victim downtown?” He asked. 

Officer Schwartz nodded. “They took him to Mercy General first. I think they were trying to revive him. From what the medic told me, they worked on him for forty-five fucking minutes.”

“We’re gonna need to barricade this place. As soon as word gets around, the Basement will be a pilgrimage site. We could have a million more people in the city by next week.” 

“If that happens the National Guard will be called in.”

“Don’t be surprised,” Hank said. “This is gonna get worse than the Olympics.”

In his mind he saw every freeway in New Los Angeles choked to the gills with people coming from everywhere to see the holy place where the Christian messiah fell. He imagined cars left and abandoned on these same streets. The Bay Bridge would have to be policed to ensure it didn’t reach a weight limit. The airports would be conflated with those coming from out of state and country. He didn’t let his mind linger long on these possible outcomes. They came too close to reminding him of those most horrifying parts of the book that Margot said didn’t work anymore.  
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Sadie looked up as a Detective Dolan escorted one of the few witnesses that claimed to have seen something at the Basement back into his office. He was a boy in his twenties, eyes bloodshot, and nursing a large purple bruise on his face. He looked to have to taken a boot to the face. Sadie had watched him weep openly when Christ had fallen. Even now, he gripped the cross around his neck as he was led inside.

The waiting room she was in was an egg-shell color probably designed to instill comfort. The walls were slick almost greasy in their shine. She wondered if they were polished daily or only on days when something perfectly horrific happens. Then the more she thought of it, the shine and cleanliness was something you’d see in a hospital. She even thought she could smell antiseptic.  

"Did you see it happen?" Asked a girl sitting across from her in the waiting room. She was short with stringy brown hair and stained teeth.

"Not really. Did you?" Sadie replied.

The girl giggled, then stifled it and looked around to make sure no one was watching. "He dropped like a piece of meat from its hook. Did you see him?"

She put a hand over her mouth to hide her high and gleeful laugh. "The Christian carcass."

Sadie suppressed the urge to shiver. She hated that word. She had heard it before mostly used by members of the Church of Man. Carcass. It conjured images of half-eaten corpses. Bodies covered in flies and maggots. It made you think of death and things that consume the dead. But wasn’t that a part of it? Wasn’t the Eucharist eating the body of Him? Wasn’t the wine the blood of Him? She knew there was a contradiction in making these kinds of associations but it was understandable wasn’t it? Because the body that was laying in the morgue and the reason she was at the police station was Him. It probably wasn’t fair but calling him a carcass certainly was below the belt.  

She glanced down at her hands. She had put on a pair of knitted black and white gloves that had the fingers reinforced with extra fabric. She stretched, letting each finger pull against the material. There was a sting where she’d been cut when the glove had been ripped off the night before. She studied the glove and saw a small red smudge from where she’d bled through a band-aid. She didn’t want to think about the night before. She didn’t want to think about the Basement. At all. But again and again she saw his face. She saw the face of Jesus when it fell and he had looked at her. Or she thought he had. Was that right? Or had she imagined it?  

It had taken her nearly the whole night to fall asleep after she’d gotten home. Truth be told, she didn’t remember even getting back to her apartment. Eli had come to pick her up after the show. Eli had scooped her up off the ground and carried her to his car. It had been poor Eli Fray that had been there when she came to and started shrieking. He had tried to pacify her. He had blubbered trying not to swerve into the opposite lane while she thrashed in the seat, slamming her back against the seat, and howling like a maniac. She didn’t remember much but she remembered the screaming. And the fear. She was so scared. The truth was she was still scared. Although she had showered for nearly a full hour, scrubbing and re-scrubbing, and then scrubbing again her hands and any other piece of flesh that had been exposed, she still felt the worms underneath her skin. She felt the stain of contamination and even now, resisted the urge to feel sick. At this point it would be purely psychosomatic, she knew this. Her being sick would be in her head. Still, it’s hard to change the channel when you’re in the middle of a full-blown panic attack. Even Eli’s calm reasoning and assurances did next to nothing to make her feel calm. But he had tried and that mattered the most to her. 

Sadie glanced back at the woman sitting across from her in the waiting room then quickly shifted her gaze to the back wall. The girl's wild eyes and stink suggested she was homeless or an addict. Sadie tried to avoid eye contact, looking at the clock above their heads.

“You didn’t see.” The girl said matter-of-fact. “That’s a shame.”

"Nah. I didn’t see really anything. I passed out or fainted or whatever,” Sadie said. “I didn't even see him fall, really. They just asked me to come in because I was there.”

"You saw him get cut then?”

Sadie shook her head. "No, I saw when he hit the floor. That's what they want to talk to me about. What angle or where I was standing or whatever."

“How unfortunate for you. You must be terribly upset."

Sadie shifted in her seat. “Um, not really. It happened so fast that-”

"These things often do. Sometimes they are unavoidable."

Sadie felt her skin crawl when she saw a tight smile on the young girl's face. There was nothing friendly or even genuine in the smile. It was the face of a filthy doll. She squeezed her hands together finding some comfort in the feel of the fabric on her hands. She stood up and went to the vending machine in the corner. She saw every brand of candy bar and soda. There were chips and nuts and trail mix. She dug into her pocket and found a dollar in quarters and other loose change from the other night’s tip haul. She pushed them threw the slot and pressed the button for a Sun Chips. She opened the bag but not without some difficulty with her gloves. Finally, she reached in and popped a chip into her mouth. She ate another then sucked the salt and flavor from her knitted fingers. When she glanced back at the girl she was staring. Sadie started and quickly turned away.  

"What about you? Have you talked to them yet?" She nodded towards Dolan's office.

The woman choked back a sob. "I saw him die! He was at peace, but he looked so sad."

To Sadie's astonishment, she began to cry. "I held his head until the paramedics arrived."

She stopped and looked Sadie dead in the eye. Then a low, guttural laugh came from deep in her throat. Sadie wrapped her arms around herself and arched her back. 

"They haven't the faintest idea," She continued. "Or you wouldn't be here."

"Why do you say that?" Sadie asked.

"You said yourself you have no idea."

"They're just doing their job."

"So they should be exempt? Nobody, not even god almighty, is exempt."

She said god almighty in a false falsetto. A high pitch that came off like a whine.

"Exempt from what?" Sadie asked quietly.

"Your candor is welcome but unnecessary.”

Sadie shook her head. She felt like she was having a different conversation than the woman sitting across from her.

"Misprision."

"What?”

"Misprision. That's what they call a false statement when they ask you about a crime."

"Are you gonna lie to them?"

The woman beamed. "I don't know. Should I? You tell me."

Sadie squirmed in her chair. "I think you should just tell them what you saw."

"Oh, should I now? And make you exempt? I don't think so. You're going in there too."

She squealed and ran a filthy hand through her hair. Sadie gripped her hands together. The room felt chilly on her shoulders. That entire night played in her head over and over, especially when she tried to sleep. Sadie glanced back at the woman, hiding a smile behind her hands.

"What?" Sadie held her gaze until the woman blinked. She tried to swallow but found her throat unusually dry.

The woman stood and moved past her. Sadie could not see her face but could hear the dry cackling from the far side of the room. Sadie glanced at the Detective's door, then outside. She considered getting up and leaving. She could reschedule for later in the week. But she knew she wouldn't. If she left now, that would be it.

"How long does it take? Once you're in there."

It was the first time Sadie had started an exchange with the girl. Without turning, she said: "Not long. It's your face they want to see. Your words are meaningless."

Sadie just nodded. "They're checking to see how we act under pressure."

"Something like that."

"So what are you still doing here? Waiting for a ride?"

The woman took a step toward Sadie. "Yes, waiting for the bus."

Sadie checked her phone. "One left eight minutes ago. You missed it. The next one is at 9:18."

The woman returned her attention to Sadie. It was as if she was searching for something on her face. Sadie gripped the armrests on her chair. She could feel the woman's black eyes probing her.

“I’ll be sure to catch it the next time," She said.

Sadie smiled thinly, silently wishing the woman would wait outside in the rain. She sat there a moment undecided, her mind trying to replay what had happened the night before. She didn't want to watch it, relive it. Not again. Sadie glanced at the door, thinking how easy it would be to lie, to spin an elaborate yarn. The cop might be wise to it, she knew, probably hoping he could blame her in some way. Obstruction of justice or something. Misprision. She glanced back to the girl once more before standing up and walking out the door.
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​Chapter IV
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​It was Tuesday morning. The third day since Jesus Christ had been murdered downtown. The morning dew and crisp breeze had quickly been eaten up by 10:00am. Hank Dolan stared at the pink fluorescent signs downtown. Blinking. Always blinking. He knew they stayed on twenty-four hours a day. A constant beckoning and reminder of the snake-oil salesmen that litter this city. Being a detective in New Los Angeles teaches a certain skill set. More often than not, he lived like a vampire. Sleeping all day just to wake up and feed on the dregs of society. A typical night might involve shaking down pimps or prostitutes. They hated it but they always paid up. Always. There was something about hookers and their scumbag pimps or boyfriends that was almost mystical when it came to information. Sex work came with its own finger on the pulse of society. Or he might pay a visit to one of the thousands of petty drug dealers that stood openly selling their wares. They too had an uncanny sense of what was happening downtown even in the suburbs. Sometimes they lied. Sometimes they told him what he wanted to hear. But if he were a betting man, the over-under on much of their information was good. Most of the guys at the precinct had their own set of connections. Not all of them used addicts and whores but many did. So he’d found himself on quaaludes and whiskey four or more nights a week. Then, a few months ago, his marriage came to an end, and Hank slipped into horrid depression. That was when his real drinking began. 

He had gone to a bar called High Hat, and since he was mourning a relationship he himself sabotaged, decided to kill more brain cells than usual. He had skipped the beers and glasses of wine, and went straight to Irish whiskey because it was a blend and went down smoother. Or so they said. Not that he could have noticed the difference. He had had at least six of the highballs. Was that what the bar had called them? He wasn’t sure but he knew he’d drank one for every day of the week and was heading towards Sunday too when he was dragged out by a surly regular and smacked in the mouth,

He returned the next night, meaning to continue what he’d started because, he hadn’t finished Sunday’s highball and there was another week after all. Shit, there were four every month. He told the barman he could line up next week and keep his tab open. And he’d almost made it. After four whiskey sours, two beers, and a shot of tequila, he fell off his bar stool, landing hard and pissing himself. The cops were called. Ackerman came. He wasn’t happy. And so he’d been told not to come back. And so he’d found another bar to call home. That’s the way it goes sometimes. There isn't any acclaim or luxury with being a beat cop detective in the city. Perhaps it's a calling. More likely it's the epitaph of a broken man. Broken, not beaten, Hank thought while urinating.

He knew he was a man with contradictions. He could walk into a room and shake hands while making idle conversation and at the end of the night not remember a single detail of what was discussed. Hank's mind was a taxicab. Information jumped in and was taken for a brief ride just to exit and be replaced with more data. Until he had a case. When working Hank was always pinpoint focused.

"Hey, you need to get up. I've gotta go to work." He glanced over to the bed. Last night's bubbling pixie now seemed not so friendly with her eyes closed and middle finger pointed in his direction.

"Fine."

Hank turned on the television just as a reporter described the aftermath at the Basement music venue.

Reaching to his nightstand, he picked up a deck of cards and methodically shuffled. Once, twice, three times. He then cut the deck into thirds and into thirds again. Finally, he pulled a small end table in front of him and laid out a card. Four of Cups. Pleasure.

His eyes flicked over to the girl now sitting up and watching him. Hank dealt another. Seven of Cups. More water. Lying, deceit, promises unfulfilled. He frowned and slapped out the third card. Death. Change. Transformation. His brow furled as he considered the tarot cast in front of him.

"You playing solitaire?"

Hank jumped.

"Jesus Ginny." He shook his head. "Yeah."

"You liar. What are you doin', Detective?"

Ginny bounded off the bed in all her naked splendor. Her spray-tanned body and dyed blond hair reminding him of a cheap knockoff of his ex-wife. She sat on his lap. Hank placed one hand on the cards and the other on her thigh. 

"Detective stuff."

"Oh, I've seen these. Yeah. They're old, right?”

Hank rubbed her thigh. "Almost as old as me," He replied.

Ginny shook her head. "You're not that old. Not too old anyway." She arched her twenty-something eyebrow and giggled. Then looked him full in the face. "Do you find them helpful?” 

He studied her for a second and remembered why he took her home from the bar last night.

“I do," He replied.

Sliding the deck into his jacket pocket, he popped a piece of last night's sushi into his mouth and headed for the door.

“You are not going out like that are you?"

Hank winced. That sounded familiar. "Well, I thought I might."

Ginny stood and gave him a once over. "You look like a bum."

“Oh, a bum you say-" He swaggered over and put his hands on her hips. "This bum is a very busy man."

She grinned challengingly. "And you stink like last night's leftover grocery store sushi."

He smirked. "Now you're just being mean."

Running a hand through his hair, he headed to the bathroom. As he flicked the switch, he heard a popping flash of celluloid and the bulb went out.

Hank rummaged in the medicine cabinet and found a bottle of much-needed aspirin. He lingered on his reflection for a few seconds. You don't look great, old man. His scruffy face and puffy bloodshot eyes resembled a prizefighter after having taken the losing end of a few rounds.

His phone rang.

"Dolan."

"Hank?" A voice cracked on the other end of the line. "It's Rita. You gotta minute?"

The concern in her tone was unmistakable.

"What's wrong Madam?"

"Trish hasn't called in from a client and it's been three hours."

Hank checked his watch. He still had three hours left on his shift. "Rita, wouldn't it be easier if they went in pairs or brought a body along?"

"Hank, they don't want to split the night's take amongst each other. They make more going alone."

Hank covered his mouth as he yawned.

"Goddammit."

"Please Hank," Rita cajoled. "Can you come by? I'm getting worried."

"I'll just go to the last client's place. What's the address?"

"Not yet. It's possible she got paid for the whole night and just didn't call to tell me."

“Well, which is it, Rita?"

Rita rushed through her words. "Come here, Hank. Trish isn't the only one. I've had a few of the girls turn up missing."

That Rita had called him didn't sit well with Hank. The Madam was a seasoned businesswoman. Her reaching out further suggested that she was genuinely concerned. 

“Has there been any threats made on the girls?”

"No more than usual. I've just had a few dozen up and vanish."

Vanish? "None of their bodies have turned up. Maybe they just left your employ, Rita."

"These are girls that would tell me if they were quitting."

Hank turned to see Ginny listening in on the conversation. He handed her the sushi and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

"I’ll be over in a half-hour."

––––––––
[image: ]


"I invite you in the name of Mylitta," Rita offered as she opened the door. "Thanks for coming."

"What is it, Rita?"

“Our moon goddess of love. It's in her name we dedicate this holy site."

"Has she showed up?"

Rita paused. "Not yet. But we're hoping. She is the mother of healing and our queen of the wind."

"I meant Trish."

"So did I."

Hank glanced around the brothel and noticed immediately how subdued the establishment was. It was quiet. The pink walls and ornate furniture were polished as if just cleaned. A white shag rug in the middle of the room was spotless as if just purchased. Even the girls looked like they’d just showered or showed up for work. The place could have actually passed for reputable. Somewhere off in the distance, a faint moaning could be heard but overall the speakeasy was placid. Rita sat immobile on a velvet sofa, dark circles framed her eyes. Hank ventured into an adjacent room. It was empty aside from an armoire and bed. A single picture hanged on the far wall above the bedroom set. He squinted as he made out the word ‘Khoba’ written in elaborate lettering and adorned in an exquisite frame.

He turned back to where Rita sat."Khoba?"

“It means love in Assyrian," She said.

“Love," Hank spoke slowly as if trying to understand its meaning. "What is this? A whorehouse that offers hope?"

Rita didn't answer immediately. She sat struck, staring at Hank as if he'd slapped her.

“Who are you to judge?"

“Just don't make it out to be more than it is."

Rita stood her ground. She looked at the Detective for a long moment. "I don't. Do you think these girls feel shame? So fucking self-righteous. These girls just wouldn't give you a second look."

He asked simply. "Has she called or come home?"

“I haven't talked to her since after one o'clock. I waited to see if she was just running late but she hasn't turned up."

Hank ran his hands over his face. "What about you?" He asked a woman standing in the doorway. She balled her fists and took a few steps into the room. Her slightly disheveled bleach blond hair and recently maintained makeup told him she'd maybe seen a few clients tonight. But she was still young, likely mid-twenties. She hadn't been doing this for a long time.

"You meet anybody weird lately?"

She
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