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After Dinner Conversation believes humanity is improved by ethics and morals grounded in philosophical truth.  Philosophical truth is discovered through intentional reflection and respectful debate. In order to facilitate that process, we have a growing series of short stories, magazine, and podcast discussions, across genres, as accessible examples of abstract ethical and philosophical ideas intended to draw out deeper discussions with students, friends, and family.
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ENJOY THIS SHORT STORY?  Download our anthologies, After Dinner Conversation “Season One” or “Season Two.”  They are both collections of our best short stories published in the After Dinner Conversation series complete with discussion questions.
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The tongs feel heavy in Bub’s clawed hands.  Seven millennia without incident and he freezes during inspection. In front of Bub, is a thief? He’s bound by thick rope to an office chair with poor lumbar support. Bub had truly thought of everything. So why am I nervous? He smiles apologetically at the overseer who’d come to witness todays punishments; one of the original angels who fell alongside the great beast. He motions for Bub to continue. The thief senses the change too. Hope glimmer, a gold mist, rises off him like steam. Bub shakily reaches out with the tongs and clamps onto the thief’s toe nail. His feet are bare and bloody. They were already on the forth little piggy. Six left—eleven if he does the hands for extra credit. Bub likes counting. He enjoys the steady progression and the satisfaction of meeting a quota. Bub pulls, there’s resistance at first but then it comes free. He drops it in the bucket with the others. The overseer nods approvingly and Bub forgets all about the sudden wave of nausea and is quite sure of his place in the natural order of things until pitchfork day, four thousand years later. 

Bub and his fellow devils of the fourth circle stand on the fields of ruin. It is here that much of the bedrock blasted from the ninth circle into the atmosphere fell back to Tartarus. Alters had been hewn from the stones and it is here that they tied their sinners. Bub sharpens the tines of his pitchfork slowly, methodically. Flashing a fanged grin at his victim, Bub realizes that the man he is preparing to run through just so happens to be the exact same thief from inspection day! Glances around his stone, Bub sees his coworkers are engrossed in their work. Sulphur and screams fill the air. No one pays him any attention. Everyone loves pitchfork day. Bub launches forward and does something he’s never done before. He asks the sinner what he’s done to deserve such a punishment. What the man says haunts Bub forever.

He says, “ye-Aaaarrrg!”

Pulling the pitchfork free, Bub slaps the man across the cheek until he regains his senses. “Oh, don’t be such a baby. Tell me why you are here?”

“Bikes!” The man says.

“Bikes?”

“Yes bikes, I—I stole bikes and sold them.”

“How many?”

The thief’s sweating, ash stained brow furrows, “Sir?” 

“How many bikes did you steal? Two? Four? Six?”

The thief’s face contorts in what is either great pain or deep thought, “Um, well I’m not sure. Maybe a dozen. Look I’m really sorry—”

Bub plunges the farm tool into the man once more but his heart is no longer in it. The fourth circle suddenly seems cold. How long can one maim the souls of the damned and still get something out of it? He thinks. Bub steps back to watch his brethren do their foul work. Amidst the screams and blood and gore, he recognizes them for what they are; animals driven by bloodlust compelled to torture without end. All this torture and pain, all because someone stole twelve bikes four thousand years ago? How trivial a drop in the ocean of eternity. How meaningless forever suddenly became in the face of a dozen bicycles. So Bub does what, to his knowledge, no one in hell has ever done. 

Bub quits.

The pitchfork clatters at his clawed feet. Walking over to the immense wall of the pit he begins to climb. He doesn’t look back, only up, using the sky as his target. A sickly yellow bull’s eye far, far above. Eventually his broken and bleeding hands crest the edge of the cliff and he feels something soft. Bub pulls himself up onto the plains of Limbo and up a small grassy knoll the color of antique slate. Chest heaving, he watches a tenebrous geyser of ash spews from the pit he left behind and up into the atmosphere. It falls back to the plains like snow, suffocating plant life where it piles.  Next to him on the knoll a sapling struggles to push free of the soot.

Digging it out, Bub asks it, “Well, what now?”  

The plant says nothing of course but silence seems a profound answer. Someone will come to fetch him eventually. When they get around to it. That’s the problem with eternity, he thinks, It’s a woefully long time—all of it, in fact. They might not notice he’s gone for thousands of years. Bub yawns and shuts his eyes. When he opens them again the sapling has grown into a tree. Its roots have wound their way around his body ensnaring him while he had slept.  Bub shrugs. This spot seems as good as any for a holiday. There is nowhere else he can flee to. Earth is strictly for the mortals and as for Heaven...Well, he knows that ship sailed long ago. 

Resolving to enjoy his time off, Bub lounges and lays, loafs and dawdles and becomes quite adept at dozing off. Apart from these “rigorous” activities, Bub counts. He tallies the hairs on his head. Quantifies the tentacles on a passing nightmare and adds up the very circles of Hell; One hundred thousand, thirty-two and nine respectively. 

A monster slowly floats into view, wafting up over the cliff edge like ash. A living paradox, the monster is humanoid with barbarian musculature but possesses cunning eyes. Both beautiful and terrible to behold, his youthful body exudes an aura of decay. Bub counts the wings. There are four. Two tiny wings growing from his head and two sprouting from the ankles. They hang limply in the air as if they are merely decorative. He wields a very impractical weapon: a golden staff wrapped with two live cobras, each vying to strike the killing blow onto the other. Fresh blood trickles down its haft informing Bub of its ornamental nature. 

An Antediluvian of the Sixth Circle had been sent to pursue him. Bub shrinks down into the roots, willing them to pull him into the soil. A team of Imps or Succubi, minor demons like himself would have been more practical—but to send a mighty Antediluvian—apparently an example was to be made. Landing softly, the Antediluvian scans the surrounding hills for his quarry. Black eyes fall on the tree and he marches in its direction. Bub writhes against his bonds but is unable to free himself in time. The Antediluvian looms above. Bub raises a hand to block an incoming blow that never arrives. Peeking through his fingers, Bub watches his pursuer use the staff’s unornamented end to rip roots free of the ground. 

“Been looking for you for ages. Glad to have the job done. Right! Get to your feet and we’ll be off. Weather is quite pleasant up here. Can see why you picked it. Should’ve looked here first, really. All that wasted time. Can’t imagine climbing though, but then I’ve got these little suckers.” The Antediluvian clicks his ankles together causing the wings to flutter excitedly.  

Bub opens his mouth three times to speak but stammers so badly he has to regroup and start over. The truth is that he hadn’t expected such a fearsome demon to have such a light and airy voice. Or speak in such a rapid-fire way. Seemingly as fast as the creatures tongue would allow. There is also something vaguely familiar about him. 

“You—you’re Hermes, aren’t you?” Bub asks.

“Did the sceptre gave it away?”

“The wings, actually.” Bub says, “Aren’t they supposed to be on your hat?”

“Aha! Got you there. The hat hides them. Usually it’s this old thing gives me away,” He shakes the staff back and forth producing annoyed hisses from the entwined reptiles. “Don’t know why I keep it. I’m sentimental I guess. Enough chit chat, times a wasting and people want to talk to you.”

“Are you always the messenger?” Bub asks.

“I dabble here and there, but in answer: Yes, for the most part. Call me Merc by the way. Shorter saves time.” 

He extends a hand for Bub to shake, who does so cautiously. Merc uses the handshake to pull Bub to his feet. Bub flinches as Merc brushes the remaining ash off his shoulders. Merc seems to bare no cruel intention. This lack of malice unsettles Bub but it also gives him an idea. “So you found me. What now?”

“Take you down to the ninth and then I’m off to the next job.”

The ninth, deepest circle of hell, reserved for the treacherous and ruled by the Morning Star himself. Brood mothers often tell Fledglings tales, in order to give them nightmares, about how all nine circles are in reality the impact crater from the
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	Bub says, “All this torture and pain, all because someone stole twelve bikes four thousand years ago? How trivial a drop in the ocean of eternity.”  Is the concept of eternal punishment for any individual sin, ever just?  Is the problem simply that we see bike theft as a “minor sin,” but God does not?

	For what, if any, actions would eternal punishment ever be just?

	Do you believe there is a “hell?”  If so, what is it like and what would be the reasons for someone to be sent to it?

	Is it fair that Bub is being punished for eternity for refusing to punish people for eternity?

	Why is there a hell at all?  If God is all knowing, and all powerful, and all good, how is it even possible for a person to sin?
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