

Divine Appearance

On the day God arrived with His Big Mission, He found Yara preparing to leap, fully clothed, into the Spring River.

Centuries prior to Yara’s arrival, the Spring River was declared a holy site. It was the body of water into which Saint Nicholas’s severed arm was thrown. Since this momentous occasion, the Spring River was believed to clean anything it touched. Most pilgrims understood this as a spiritual cleansing—a purification of the soul. Yara understood it on a more literal level and traveled to the Spring River whenever they needed to hard reset their cleanliness.

All along the river, life: Roseate spoonbills skimmed the shallows for minnows, pigs frolicked, turtles sunned themselves upon the rocks.

As God approached, the animals fled—a shudder of pink feathers and fading squeals—and Yara felt a burning pressure building inside their body, as if their organs were being flattened by His presence. They turned in God’s direction, careful to keep their gaze on the ground, and kneeled upon the riverbank, their shins disrupting the path of an ant colony’s leaf-carrying ceremony. The ants did not bite Yara—God was watching, and the ants liked being alive, loved to feel the weight of a veiny leaf, loved even more the sound their mandibles made piercing through that leaf.

If Yara had learned anything from their childhood spent half awake in church pews, they’d learned that man should never stare directly into the face of God. On Mount Sinai, God quaked the entire mountain with His appearance. In the temple, Isaiah could only bear to look upon God’s robe. Even God’s angels were said to drape their wings over their eyes.

Yara wondered if the death brought on by bearing witness was caused by an overwhelm of pain or of pleasure. Probably a blurring of both, they thought. They were suddenly giddy and full of dread. It was like teetering between the delight of finding a single blue jay feather and the dismay of stumbling upon a clump of blue jay feathers.

As God approached, He tripped over a long-necked dandelion, scattering its seeds directly into Yara’s hair and up their nose. Yara sneezed, and though they did not see God scatter the seeds, they knew He had, for they heard His eternal voice bellow in a whine, “It wasn’t Me!”




In Fairness, Yara Had Good Reason to Jump into the Spring River

They’d stayed up all night to complete their embroidered replica of The Starry Night—an especially difficult piece, since the buyer who commissioned it asked for the black cypress to “not resemble the hair of a drowning woman,” thereupon making it impossible for Yara to see the tree as anything else.

They’d biked miles to the buyer’s house on zero sleep only to discover that the buyer, Lesley, was a man. Yara didn’t take commissions from men. Why? Oh boy, we’ll get to that.

Worst of all, Lesley, upon seeing the embroidery, was so touched by its beauty that he lunged forward, gripping Yara in a full-on, cheek-to-cheek embrace.

“Perfect,” he said, taking the embroidery from Yara’s hands. “Now it looks like the hair of a woman swimming.”

“Yes,” Yara said as they tried to keep calm, though they couldn’t escape the sensation that the man’s touch had left behind. Yara felt his germs spreading across their body from every point of contact. How to describe it—it was like that scene in The Blob, when the farmer pokes the amoeba-like alien, and the alien envelops his hand, then slowly and painfully engulfs the farmer entirely.

Lesley’s touch made Yara feel like they were being suffocated by a layer of filth. Some might call this problem OCD, though Yara’d never heard the term. Hence their hard-reset cleansing leap into the Spring River.

Now that you understand Yara a little better, we can move forward.




Our Hero Gets Drafted

Listen, once a person becomes a hero, their past self retroactively becomes a hero, too. So Yara is technically already our hero.

When God suddenly appeared by the Spring River, Yara refused to look above His neck. If Yara had looked, they would have discovered there was no real risk of bearing witness—God came prepared, wearing a white veil to match His Vatican-brand tracksuit and Birkenstock clogs. The rest of God seemed, at first, to be visible only if Yara stared hard at the space around Him. He flickered in and out of perception. It was like looking at Rubin’s vase—sometimes one saw the faces in profile, and sometimes one saw the vessel.

It was uncomfortably quiet. The rustle of trees, the buzzing of flies, the burble of the river—all missing. Unsure of who was meant to break the silence, Yara waited for what seemed like hours before they spoke, even then only managing to utter a garbled attempt at naming: “Guh?”

God exhaled, let loose His belly, which bulged out from under His tracksuit top. “You can call Me that, I guess,” He said. “Though lately I’ve been trying out a new name—God.” His old name felt stale. Dead by comparison. God was perfect.

“I have a very important job for you, Yara, descendant of—” He’d left His notes at home. “Yara.

“Blessed are you above all the people in San Voyager, for you have the power to end the war.”




What?

“What?” Yara asked.

Under His breath, God reminded Himself to be “crystal clear.” Humans didn’t respond well to oracular vague declarations—Eve ate poison, Samson stopped working out, Abraham just about cut his son’s fucking head off. God wanted to say, “Nothing nods to nothing. Grave to grave.” But what would that mean to this eighteen-year-old? Humans, especially young ones, need utmost clarity.

“Okay, Yara, here’s the deal. There’s this Bad Guy—well, there are a lot of Bad Guys, but you only need to help Me with one. His name is Dominic and—I can tell by the way you’ve stopped breathing that you recognize the name. Take a breath, Yara.”

Yara breathed. “Dominic, the general who burned the Sibylline Books?”

“That’s the one.”

“Dominic, who felled the sacred tree?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, and he only tips waitresses eight percent. Listen. I need Dominic defeated, like yesterday, and you’re just the woman I need to take him down.”

“But I’m not a woman.” Yara spoke as if offering an apology, though part of them hoped the revelation would disqualify them from carrying out God’s mission. It sounded like a huge disruption to their daily routine, and their routine was paramount.

Close enough, God thought. Dominic would still be humiliated. He decided not to say this out loud. What did He say instead?

“Sometimes even divine plans need tweaking. I have chosen you, Yara, and I stand by this choice. If you accept your mission, you will soon travel across the known world, facing challenges meant to prepare you for your ultimate purpose.” Clarity, clarity, God thought. “What I mean is, by the end of your journey you will have the physical and mental strength to do what no other human can do—by the end of this journey, you will be able to take Dominic’s life.”

God’s voice crumpled silence into a ball. There was a sudden blur to everything, and Yara was certain that to speak again would be a grave mistake. Yet, they spoke.

“Will I survive?”

“Careless is the ant who takes its eyes off the path to examine the size of its burden,” God proclaimed. It wasn’t His best quote—He preferred His whole “the wolf shall dwell with the lamb” bit—but He was still proud and made a mental note to repeat it.

God moved closer to Yara and placed His hand on their head. Yara didn’t like this. Sure, God was God, but He was also man-adjacent, and His touch felt like any other man’s touch. Filthy.

“It is time to decide. Will you fight for Me?” God asked, His filthy hand still heavy on Yara’s skull.

Yara thought about their options. If they refused to embark on God’s quest—well, they couldn’t imagine God being cool about refusal. He’d undoubtedly crush their skull between His fingers like a swollen tick. No, Yara couldn’t refuse. However, they also couldn’t picture themself successfully killing anything. What a mess murder would make for Yara—physically and psychologically. Accepting God’s plan seemed just as terrible as refusing.

Eventually, something in Yara’s mind akin to mist cleared and they wondered if maybe they might bargain with God. They wanted more out of the deal than simply being blessed above their neighbors. Why not at least give it a shot? Yara thought. The worst God could say was no.

Well, really the worst God could do was send Yara to Hell with peeled eyelids so they could never look away from its horrors, which were likely customized for each individual soul. Yara’s Hell would be filled with people who claimed to know them intimately—partners, friends, family—but whom Yara had no recollection of ever meeting. Yara would spend eternity trying to fake their way through conversations while avoiding everyone’s touch.

But Yara didn’t make it this far in their supposing and so took the stupid risk of bargaining with God.

“I will fight for You, on one condition,” Yara said, a slight crack in their voice.

And God, surprised, replied cheerfully, “Name it.”




Every Hero Needs a Sidekick

Before God left, He said, “I will call on you soon, Yara. Be ready in body. In spirit,” and then vanished in a burst of blue smoke.

“Okay,” Yara said to the turtles and the pigs and the birds as the creatures crept back toward the river. They felt strange—tunnel vision, tight chest, prickling sweat. Yara wasn’t sure whether they were reacting to God’s sudden presence or His sudden absence.

Once they could see straight, Yara also crept toward the river. They wanted to see if their encounter had changed them in some physically discernable way, but the Spring River, being a river, refused to reflect much of anything. Standing this close to the water, Yara, as if waking from a fugue, remembered why they’d come to the Spring River in the first place—damn that Lesley—and leapt right into the cleansing current.

If they had seen their reflection, Yara would’ve noticed the golden handprint God left upon their hair. A sign, which would either attract unwanted attention from Bad Guys or else, like the stain on Cain’s forehead, repel the entire human race. If Yara was lucky, it would do little more than invite half-hearted compliments from neighbors. It didn’t matter whether they actually liked the new hair. People are inclined to compliment any change. Most compliments simply mean “I notice change.”

The animals in the river paid Yara no mind. Yara was used to this, being assessed as harmless and subsequently ignored by wildlife. They were certain it had to do with their heart, which often felt like a faulty stove, clicking and never catching fire. Animals tend to avoid cold spots.

As Yara swam in self-pity, they bumped against something small, hard, and buoyant.

What else could it be other than what it was—a yellow newt wriggling inside a capped glass bottle. His crest distinguished him as a male newt. The spots on his back resembled a star map. A little Cassiopeia. The newt looked up at Yara with an adventurous gleam in his eye. Impossible, Yara thought, examining the sealed bottle. He had to be a gift from God. Yara named the newt Newt, and carried him, bottle and all, out of the river.




Oh, You Want to Know What Yara Looks Like?

There is often, in the epic tradition, the impulse to make the hero out to be both a superhuman and an everyman. This is impossible. The idea of using one person to represent the strength and values of an entire country is, in my humble and correct opinion, very silly. Doomed from the jump.

Yara represents Yara.

Here is what you can picture if you’d like to picture Yara (though I suspect you will soon morph Yara into someone resembling yourself, which is perfectly understandable):

Apart from their jawline, Yara looked nothing like their mother, Sabrina. Everything like their father. Inherited his huge mouth, large brown eyes, and curly hair. No one was sure from whom Yara got their nose, which, buttony and upturned, seemed incongruous with the angles of the rest of their face. Their right leg was an inch longer than their left, so when Yara stood still, they had to bend their right knee. They walked as if they were always overly aware of their walking. Long, narrow feet, for anyone wondering. Ears often hidden behind their hair.

When she discovered she was pregnant with Yara, Sabrina dropped out of art school and let her skills atrophy as she worked painting the insides of rich peoples’ homes. Once, when Yara was a child, Sabrina brought out her Sherwin-Williams color deck to try to find the exact color of Yara’s skin. She decided that if she mixed Tumbleweed, Gravel, and Narcissus, she’d get Yara’s perfect match. “Boring for walls, not for you,” she’d said.

Yara wished they’d been made of better names—Bossa Nova, Rarified Air, and Turbulence. Or Reflecting Pond, Seedling, and Fossil. When Yara was bored, they’d lug the color deck (it weighed at least two pounds) outside and see how the colors compared to the real world. The sky: sometimes Angel Falls, sometimes Petit Four. The tree stump in the backyard: Toasted Coconut. The neighbor’s dog: Seed Pearl when fluffed and Winter Wheat when left out in the rain. Someone thought up all those names.

Aside from the color, Yara’s skin was dry and acne scarred. These scars were more noticeable in certain angles of light. Noticeable under any light: two large birthmarks, one on each side of Yara’s neck. On the right side, a deep reddish-brown mark the size of an open rose, on the left a pale white mark the size of a closed fist. Sabrina would point to the left side of Yara’s neck and say, “That’s where God forgot to paint.” She would smooth her thumb over the mark on the right side and say, “And that’s where the devil tried to strike.”

Sabrina’s favorite saint, Cecilia, had withstood three sword strikes to the neck, living three full days before succumbing to her wounds. Sabrina believed that Yara’s birthmarks somehow connected the family to this strong dead woman.

Yara didn’t know how to use makeup and so claimed they didn’t like it.




Yara Bikes Home from the Spring River

Yara recently moved to San Voyager and had so far found it pleasant. According to the plaques outside the library and natural history museum, San Voyager was originally meant to exist as a secular utopia. The founders believed that true happiness and freedom could be attained through, above all, familial separation—women lived in one dorm, men lived in another dorm, and children lived together in a third building until they reached puberty.

While the San Voyager utopia failed, as any utopia must, the current citizens, all artists or artist-adjacent, did tend to agree that separation brought happiness. It wasn’t required, but most of the people who lived in San Voyager lived alone. They took care of their backyard gardens, they drove around the small town in their electric golf carts, and they followed a dog-walking schedule that prevented any two citizens from having to engage in small talk. A closeted extrovert had once lived in San Voyager for a few months, but he was soon asked, via anonymous and strongly worded letters, to leave.

The wealthy residents of San Voyager had brick houses. The wealthier ones had central AC. Yara didn’t mind the stucco rental that they found for themself. In fact, they’d convinced themself that they preferred the month-to-month living, the stale air. If they wanted, they could up and move somewhere new anytime. Besides, after hearing the parable of the man who built his house on sand, Yara concluded that all houses were doomed to crumble eventually.

Yara chose to move to San Voyager for a few reasons—it was far enough from their hometown that they’d never accidentally run into their parents or, worse, Lawrence. It was also cheap enough for them to make rent through selling their embroideries and their plasma. And, most important, Yara loved being so close to the Spring River, made forever clean by Saint Nicholas’s severed arm.

Yara knew all about Saint Nicholas, their mother’s second-favorite saint. They knew enough about him to have a favorite Saint Nicholas fact. In the fourteenth century, Charles III of Naples instituted the military order of the Argonauts of Saint Nicholas. The men in this order wore necklaces from which dangled three charms:


	A nautilus shell.

	A silver crescent moon.

	A miniature ship engraved with the motto Non Credo Tempori (I Don’t Trust Time).



Either these men knew, or they didn’t, that the very shells on their necks told time—the chambers of the nautilus corresponding to the lunar calendar. Yara loved the pompousness of it. They wouldn’t be surprised if the severed arm of Saint Nicholas was found wearing a watch.




What Do You Mean “What Year Is This”?

What a boring question! Yara exists within a layered timeline. It is any and every possible time (though, mostly, it’s the ’90s).




You Should Really Be Asking “Who Is Lawrence?” or “Where Are Yara’s Parents?”

But more on that later—Yara was busy.

Yara had a routine they needed to follow whenever they arrived home after being out in the dirty and dangerous outside world. They considered their home their sanctuary and they worked hard to keep that sanctuary pure.

Now that Yara had Newt, they added “Disinfect outside of Newt’s bottle” to their routine. Yara peered in at their new friend and—could newts smile? Could they wink?

Once they felt tolerably clean, Yara sat down to watch TV and quiet their thoughts.




Oh No! The News Is On!

On the news—a cat saved from the rubble of a trebucheted castle while its owners remained buried, presumed dead. Both sides of the war begged civilians to join them. There were major losses. Some clean-shaven general cited a lack of common decency as reason for the rising deaths. One side asked civilians to collect honey and spider silk to disinfect and wrap deep wounds. The other side asked for donations of candle wax so soldiers could plug their ears and muffle the sounds of their dying comrades.

To end the segment on a lighter note, the camera focused on a single soldier’s face. Wiping the snot from his nose, he said, “I just got a divorce, and you know what that cost me?”

The camera pulled back to reveal he was missing his right arm and his left leg.

“He’s grateful to not have to go back into the fray,” Yara said to Newt. It made their palms itch to think of the destruction happening nearby. To think that soon they would be in the middle of it.

What caused the war? It was fuzzy. No one knew for sure. Yara had heard it started with someone stealing another man’s wife. Or maybe killing another man’s wife? It was easiest to fall back on the quick and always true reason for any war: power.

Yara watched the news and wondered what would happen after the war ended. The spears, arrows, and swords abandoned in the bloody countryside. Would they cause more harm? Yara regretted this question instantly, for it brought with it doomy thoughts.

Yara cringed and pushed the doomy thoughts away by listing facts about the world. “Facting,” as Yara called it, was their favorite because it was invisible and because it worked to temporarily keep Yara from spiraling.

Facting brought with it a sense of control. And, Yara supposed, if any random fact could banish bad thoughts for a limited amount of time, then there must exist the right fact. An almighty fact. Yara believed that upon learning this fact they would feel a click inside themself and all at once their anxieties, their obsessions, would disappear. It was as if Yara was a sleeper agent, and this fact would wake them. They’d finally be an active member of the universe. They’d know how to handle living in the messy world like everyone else.

Before Yara’s brain decided their father was dirty, Yara liked watching Jeopardy! with him.

He’d sit on the couch with a bowl of sunflower seeds, shaking the seeds in his fist like dice and popping them into his mouth. He loved to crack the hulls between his teeth; the seed itself was just a pleasant by-product. After each correct guess, Yara’s father would smile and say, “We are humble.”

“What is the Nile?”

“We are humble.”

“Who is Lord Byron?”

“We are very humble.”

“What is transubstantiation?”

When he guessed wrong, he’d suck his teeth.




Yara Is, Like All of Us, Filled with Doubt

Yara turned off the television, unlocked the front door, and poked their head outside where the night was quiet and deep blue. They wondered Should I be crying? With so little information, with absolutely no military training, Yara didn’t think that this was a journey for which they should have been chosen. Or a journey from which they’d return. Dominic was a living legend of military might and mercilessness. The strongest soldiers had already tried, and obviously failed, to defeat him. Yara looked down—could their hands destroy such a man?

Behind Yara, the television clicked itself on. Yara moved slowly away from the front door and stood in front of the TV. The screen was static snow with the hint of someone’s face coming through. The noise. It sounded like a creature learning to speak, and the language came out wrong—garbled. Listening made Yara nauseous and still they listened. After a few minutes, Yara recognized the string of sounds was repeating over and over. A message. They sounded it out slowly.

BE DISPOSABLE.

No, wait. Maybe they’d heard it wrong. Yara tried again.

BEING. DISPOSAL. GO.

Something clinked in the kitchen sink.




Contrary to Popular Belief, Angels Do Not Fill Whatever Container They Are In

The angel was the size of a walnut, which is the smallest size an angel is allowed to be. It stood inside the garbage disposal, illuminating the sink a purplish white. What do you say to an angel?

“Hello,” Yara said.

________

“I welcome you into my humble home.”

________

“Would you like to come out?”

________

“My name is Yara. Does a name exist for you?”

The angel opened its mouth just as the sound of metal grinding against metal filled the kitchen. Yara pictured feathers everywhere and, panicking, reached into the garbage disposal to shield the angel with their own hand.

Nothing happened. No pain. No blood on Yara’s wrist when they pulled it from the pit, and no angel inside Yara’s fist.

Fighting their overwhelming desire to not turn around, Yara turned around. What did they see? You wouldn’t believe! The angel had transformed into an enormous black pearl—it looked like a hovering polished bowling ball—and it reflected Yara’s frightened face back at them.

“Choose action over doubt. Always.” The words whirled out from behind the angel as it leaned forward and kissed—if you could call it that—Yara on the lips. As soon as Yara opened their mouth to receive it, the angel spit chewed bread past their teeth. And as if taking the angel’s words to heart, Yara swallowed before they had time to think about how disgusting the act was. Though it had no arms, the angel lifted Yara and carried them to bed.




The Difference Between a Dream and a Vision

Yara dreamed with the lights on. Dreamed? In it:

Yara sits in a confession box, presses their fingernail into the mesh screen between themself and God. The screen bruises like an orchid petal.

“Cut that out!”

Here, Yara knows two things: that God can see them clearly, and that they are ravenously hungry.

God pulls the screen back. And with His face hidden in shadow, He cracks a speckled quail egg into a cast iron pan. As it sizzles, He pulls a chicken egg from His sleeve and holds it out to Yara. He says, “For you, it’s clear that seeing is believing,” before cracking it against the wood of the confession box.

Next, a dark green emu egg—as large as Yara’s head. Yara bites their cheek. The larger the egg, the deeper Yara’s sorrow. They lunge to save the egg from ruin, but God is quicker. The confession box fills with sour yellow smoke.

“Take this and eat.”

No fork is offered, so Yara eats with their hands. After God exits the box, Yara removes a needle from their pocket and sews the emu egg back together. In their hands it becomes heavy again.




In the Middle of the Night

When Yara woke, they noticed a message from God pinned to their shirt. The note, scrawled on the back of a Barnes & Noble receipt, said:

Time to voyage

Time

to build strength

to stretch courage

I’ll show you

where to go—

follow the glow

of oysters

Pack Newt

pack clothes & hope

needle & thread

I shall provide the rest

Yara flipped the receipt over to discover God had recently purchased Moby-Dick along with a faux-leather day planner.

How cold will it be? Yara wondered, tucking their curls under their favorite wool cap and pulling a pair of pants out from the dresser. Yara dressed slowly.

Probably, Yara thought, probably I should hurry. But it felt good, cinematic, to pause and examine each item before placing it in their messenger bag. Yes, the needle, yes, the thread. Yes, Newt. Yes, hand sanitizer. Yes, another bottle of hand sanitizer.

Before leaving their home, Yara turned for one final look at the life they’d built for themself.

Will it be very cold?




Introducing: The Prophet Adrena

To say that Adrena felt slighted would be an understatement. First off, who the hell was Yara and how did they suddenly make it to the top of God’s list to slay Dominic? On her journey by horse to the Good Guys’ Military Camp, Adrena recalled her last conversation with God.

“Why not me? I’m a bona fide prophet! I excel at archery, sword fighting, multiple forms of unarmed combat. And yeah, I’ll be the first to admit my spinning kicks need improving, but I’m certain I have the guts and the resolve to take on—to bring down—Dominic the Sinful. And plus, also, too, everyone knows me! I’m practically famous.”

“That’s just it, Adrena. Your reputation precedes you. You’re old hat. I want to give the people someone new. Someone weak. Someone so pathetic and unassuming that anyone who hears of Dominic’s defeat will know that I was the force behind it. That through Me truly all things are possible.”

“But—”

“I’m losing worshippers! I need to recapture the public’s attention, to jingle My keys in front of the masses, so to speak.”

“So, I want to make sure I understand. You want me to sit on my hands until the war is over?”

“Well, if you’re going to whine—I’m sure the Good Guys could use your help. But I doubt you’ll have any luck convincing General Harpo to share command of his troops.”

“Couldn’t You convince him?”

“Nope. If you want honor, you’ve got to earn it yourself.”

A week had passed since her talk with God, but Adrena’s indignance was still fresh. She clenched her jaw, gripping her horse’s reins tighter. A stubborn horse, Bavieca responded by jerking his head forward, as if to say, “Who’s really in control here?” Adrena loosened the reins and tousled Bavieca’s mane.

As she neared the military camp, Adrena decided that God was wrong. She would be the one to kill Dominic, not Yara. All she needed to do now was convince Harpo to let her colead his army.

Adrena had never gone behind God’s back before, but she was certain that killing Dominic was the right thing for her to do. It would be the defining moment of her career—of her life. And if God wasn’t going to deliver Dominic to her, then Adrena would have to place herself in Dominic’s path.




Left to My Own Devices, I’d Describe All Our Characters As If They Were Dots on a Map

But you want to picture Adrena a certain way. Here she is:

Adrena believed that hazel was just a fancy word for brown, so her eyes were brown. Her hair was umber—I mean, dark brown—and usually pulled away from her face in a thick braid, a style that allowed her to go at least a week between rinses. Her nose was slightly crooked due to a past break followed by improper setting. All Adrena’s past girlfriends said her nose gave her character. Adrena believed this to be an insult. No one ever says this about a feature they find attractive. They’d just say they like that feature. There were so many sneaky ways to call something ugly. A large part of growing up involved learning how to recognize these insults.

Whenever she was asked about how she broke her nose, Adrena made up a new answer.




Now, Let’s Really Learn About Our Prophet—What Drove Adrena to Disobey God?

Whereas Yara inherited their father’s neuroses, Adrena had inherited her mother’s holiness. How holy was Adrena’s mother? She was so holy that she could not die. When her time on Earth was over, she was beamed up to Heaven, her body and soul intact. God called this act assumption. Adrena called it abandonment. Adrena’s mother had left her to an adolescence spent with her stepfather and brother, neither of whom had absorbed any holiness at all.

Only a few people in the history of the world had ever achieved assumption-level holiness, and Adrena believed that defeating the famously wicked Dominic would boost her from prophet to assumed saint. Or at least put her in the running. Yes, she wanted to live up to her mother’s legacy, but what Adrena wanted even more than that was to be a part of the most exclusive club imaginable. She wanted to, like Herakles, earn immortality and ascend herself. Adrena liked to believe that the immortals received membership pins when they arrived in Heaven—how satisfying it must be to push the pin through their linen robes.

Not yet as holy as her mother, Adrena still had two glorious talents that made her appointment as God’s prophet a no-brainer. One of these was her ability to give excellent religious advice, though maybe this shouldn’t be considered her talent. Born without her arachnoid mater—a membrane covering the brain and spinal cord, the absence of which made direct communication with God possible—Adrena was simply the vessel into which God poured answers. Whenever God’s voice wasn’t actively inside of her, Adrena’s head filled with static. It was as if God had forgotten to hang up His receiver and Adrena had no means by which to hang up hers. Sure, she could have her own thoughts, but the static was always there in the background.

On her journey to the Good Guys’ Military Camp, Adrena was starting to get used to this long stretch of static. God was probably busy with Yara, and while bilocation was possible, He rarely performed it—claimed it gave Him a headache.

Anyway, even though she was born with the capability to receive God’s transmissions, Adrena didn’t officially become a vessel until her mother left. The vesselation came to Adrena at first as the uncanny feeling that she was being watched. Sometimes upon losing a loved one people find comfort in the belief that that same loved one was looking down on them from Heaven. Adrena did not find comfort in this—she was half convinced her mother had decided to ignore the beatific wonders of Heaven in favor of watching Adrena’s every earthly move. Adrena felt this while using the bathroom, while watching wrestling matches, while going down on girlfriends. It was a strange relief to learn that the presence she felt wasn’t her mother. Was only God.




God Had a Knack for Tapping into Adrena’s Head While She Was Giving Head

At least I won’t have to worry about God barging in on me and Lisa anymore, Adrena thought bitterly. Her girlfriend—ex-girlfriend—had recently moved out upon learning about Adrena’s other holy talent. Adrena and Lisa’s breakup felt to Adrena like a carbon copy of her last three breakups.

“I promise I’ve hardly ever used it.”

“But what if we’re arguing and, in a fit of rage, you sing about me?”

“I would never, ever—”

“What if you suddenly sing in your sleep. You said so yourself that I’m all you dream about!”

“I—” This was when Adrena’s own face betrayed her.

“You’ve sung in your sleep before.”

“Only about inanimate things!”

“It’s been hard enough having to share you with God—with the whole world, really. You’re gone on assignments half the time, and now when you are here, I’ll have to worry about being accidentally sung into Hell.”

“My singing doesn’t send things to Hell.”

“Where then?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know where the things end up. I just know they disappear by the time the song ends.”

“Christ, Adrena.”

“Can’t we try at least? Like, it’s not even as bad as it sounds. The singing isn’t that powerful—it only has an effect if I’m within a few feet of you. We could try a few nights sleeping in separate rooms if you’re really anxious.”

“I don’t want to carry a tape measure wherever we go.”

“Please, just think about trying. Before you make any final decision. Before you say something that you can’t take back. Just think about it.”

Maybe she really had given it serious consideration, Adrena thought as she scratched behind Bavieca’s ears and tried to swallow the lump forming in her throat. But Lisa’s answer was the same as every other woman’s Adrena had loved enough to confide in.

Her girlfriends always focused on the fact that their bodies could be disappeared, transported somewhere unknown. It was probably for the best that Adrena didn’t tell them the entire truth—that once she sung a person away, everything that person had ever made or accomplished vanished, too. If she had sung about Lisa, if she had sung Lisa away, Lisa’s poetry would also disappear from the world. Which, Adrena thought, was no great loss.

She felt bad about the thought, but only a little. She should be allowed to be petty. It had been a terrible month and Adrena had a feeling it was about to get worse.




Nearing the Good Guys’ Military Camp, Adrena Considers How Much She Misses Home

What made it so special? Well, what makes your home so special? Adrena’s home was her home.

Adrena’s house was much larger on the inside than the outside parameters would lead one to believe. She’d built it herself, with enough room to contain her sacred palm tree—under which she sat to deliver prophecies to pilgrims who’d made the long journey to seek her insight.

The pilgrims weren’t visiting much lately, preferring instead to send Adrena letters with their problems and questions. Adrena didn’t know how she felt about this change—on the one hand, she loved how much cheaper her utility bills were now that there wasn’t a constant line of followers who needed advice and to use her phone. On the other hand, she hated how tired her eyes felt after a day spent scribbling her responses. And sifting through an unending pile of letters made Adrena realize just how similar everyone’s worries were.

On the walls of Adrena’s home, some of her mother’s paintings—mostly depictions of miraculous visions she’d experienced and a few portraits of late family cats—a large mirror in the shape of a teardrop, a glass case filled with pinned butterflies, and an embroidered re-creation of Christina’s World, which was sent by a cousin from San Voyager as a gift for some saint’s feast day. If you got Adrena even a little drunk on wine, she’d rant about how there were too many saints: “It’s like all you have to do is swear you’ve seen something miraculous, and the church’ll give you a whole damn feast day!”

Anyway—now a few days into her journey, Adrena missed her collection of spears, bows, sickles, and broadswords that took up most of her shelf space.

She missed the clink of her water clock, which she’d bought during her early in-person prophecy days when she realized she didn’t know how to politely end conversations with one pilgrim and move on to the next. The water clock was her solution. How did it work? Easy—she’d place a tin bowl with a small hole into a large water basin. When the bowl filled with water and clinked to the bottom of the basin, Adrena would announce that the visitor’s thirty minutes were up. Water clocks were mainly used by sex workers, and Adrena found it interesting to see which of her visitors seemed to instinctively rise at the sound of the clink and which visitors needed to be told what the clink signified. At first she even feared that the clink might also elicit a Pavlovian response from the more “well-traveled” pilgrims, but this fear had, to her knowledge, yet to be realized.

Adrena certainly missed her bed, which she’d recently upgraded from a queen to a king. She did not miss how empty it felt without Lisa.




Small Blips of Joy Keep Weary Prophets Going

What brought Adrena joy was likely to elicit panic in most people, or at the very least, a sense of discomfort. Our prophet had a fondness for insects and arachnids, which, she would lecture, one should never mistakenly classify as insects. She reacted to these small creatures the way one might react to kittens nestled in a basket.

Though on this occasion, it took Adrena a few minutes to understand exactly what she was looking at. From her horse, Adrena could see something—but what? Maybe dozens of miniature tumbleweeds being carried by the wind? No, the day was stiflingly still. Maybe she was hallucinating? She was dehydrated, having been too strict with her water rationing. Adrena dismounted to get a closer look.

If there was ever a time to shout Eureka! this was the time!

Adrena realized, her blood rushing to her head, that she was witnessing the annual tarantula migration. Trek was a better word, she knew, since the spiders weren’t truly migrating, only making a short journey to seek mates. But the Arachnerds—the club of spider enthusiasts in Adrena’s hometown—used migration because it sounded more exciting.

She knew from her research that these were all male tarantulas, most likely the desert blonde tarantula, judging by the size, light coloring, and arid region. Adrena thought again of her thirst. The males would travel for miles to find female tarantula burrows, risking death from basically everything—tarantula hawk wasps, birds, coyotes, and humans. If he survived the journey to a female burrow, the male would then vibrate to announce his intention and wait patiently for the female to decide whether she wanted to invite him inside. Adrena imagined a male tarantula raising a leg to timidly knock at the female’s door. What would a spider carry as a bouquet?

These horny, hairy creatures weren’t sufficiently alarmed by the looming presence of Adrena and her horse. Adrena would never forgive herself for harming even one of the little travelers, so she walked in front of Bavieca, moving slowly along, making a sweeping motion with her right foot to hasten the tarantulas off the road. She knew the reduced speed meant she’d arrive a day late to the camp, but it was worth it to see these creatures up close. Adrena smiled—Wait till the Arachnerds hear about this!




Harpo’s Good Guys’ Military Camp Is Full of Soldiers and Those Who Service Soldiers

The Good Guys had set up camp a few miles south of Mount Goodyear, where their next battle with the Bad Guys was scheduled to take place. The Bad Guys were camped a few miles north, on the other side of the mountain. This arrangement shielded each army from the other while also positioning them within commuting distance of the battleground. So far, no Bad Guys had tried to infiltrate the Good Guys’ camp.

If Adrena had to pick an emotion to describe how she felt upon first seeing Harpo’s soldiers, she would have chosen pity. They were such young men—probably had to push hard to force stubble to grow above their upper lips. In her midthirties, Adrena realized she was nearly old enough to be their mother. This fact did nothing to stop the men, the boys, from leering.

She was embarrassed to admit it, but Adrena’s first thought was an indignant Don’t they know who I am? The sin of pride. And besides, it wasn’t as if pilgrims passed her picture around on fliers or anything. It was her words, not her face, that people cared about, And wasn’t it a little antifeminist, she thought, to be mad about this?

Still, how many of these young men would wait timidly at a woman’s door while she decided whether to invite them inside? Would they leave with a polite wave when rejected?

Who am I really helping? Adrena wondered with a pang
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