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−God = Dog


It had been so embarrassing for Nog to buy the gigantic canvas from Hobby Snobby, asking those churchy, crafty girls, “Do you have anything big enough for a person to lay on?” and it had been so hard to actually crawl out of the apartment and into the car to go that he had procrastinated by flitting through a PDF to check whether summoning a demon was in violation of his lease agreement (nothing was said either way), but it was extra embarrassing now to lie spreadeagled and naked on the enpentagrammed sigil he had carefully painted, surrounded by candles, and chant blasphemies. The problem was that the whole universe, or at least anyone with whom he would want to communicate in this manner, would know— they would just know— whether his taint was completely relaxed so as to open the appropriate spiritual conduit, so it was quite a mental battle against his anxiety as well as the very depression he was trying to deal with by summoning Sarpargel.

At the climax of the ritual, Nog rolled over carefully and slithered away to make sure he did not knock over any of the candles. He scooted himself around and the creature was already there on top of the seared canvas, shaking himself out of his daze, all squat and fluffy flame-orange.

“Wait,” Nog said in a hushed tone, “are you a dwarf? Like a mythical one, not like a little person. Sorry.”

“No, I’m… I’m pretty big, actually,” said the demon in a squeaky voice as he rubbed his eyes carefully with paws like those of a mole. “You are Augustine.”

“Yes, that’s me,” said Nog, finding himself weirdly adopting the demon’s speech cadence for a moment. “You are Sarpargel?”

“Come again?”

“You’re Sarpargel.”

“Hmm… I’m afraid I’m not. I think I know what has happened—”

“Then who are you?”

“I’m Sarparghel,” Sarparghel said slowly; that fifth consonant spelled “gh” was a gargly fricative, not a hard G. “You put too much seasoning in your summoning salt, didn’t you?”

“Did I?”

“Evidently, since I’m here,” said Sarparghel. “Hmm, you’re white. Well, there’s something you don’t see every day. Your accent was too fancy at the moment of truth. You got me instead of the one you wanted. Sarpargel is a tall, mincing, fastidious sort. But you know that. I’m a whole other bag of worms.”

“You keep worms in a bag?”

“I’m a demon. I do all kinds of fucked-up things,” said Sarparghel.

“Was I interrupting anything important you were doing?” Nog asked.

“Oh, I was just in the middle of taking a shit and I have to finish up now,” said Sarparghel, raising one of his paddle-like feet mischievously. “Just kidding. I don’t shit.”

“You don’t shit?”

“Absolutely not. It’s gross.”

“Hmm. Do you clean?”

“In a fashion,” said Sarparghel, twitching his nose.

“That’s what I really need help with,” Nog said. “I’ve been having a rough few weeks so I was looking for a genius loci like Sarpargel to help me do the chores you really have to put some chutzpah into. No, that’s… not how that’s used. Some oomph, you know? Dusting, scrubbing the tub, the ones that can really get you tired. Where you look up and gaze off into the middle distance and wonder about why your life has gone the way it’s going.”

“Yes, I get the idea,” Sarparghel said. “That’s not really my domain, but I’m sure you don’t really consider it yours either. I know that feeling you’re talking about, though. My latest assignment— which you’ve now snatched me away from— was producing that.”

“Oh, yeah?” Nog said. “Let me pour you a drink as an apology for fucking this up so badly while you tell me all about it.”

“Just some glass of water with some spit in it would be nice, thank you.”

“Uh, okay,” said Nog, waiting for a “just kidding” that never came. He went to get the water; now the filtration tank in his refrigerator seemed like a waste of time. “What’s your current mission?”

“It’s so boring it just might put you to sleep if I describe it in full,” said Sarparghel, extending his claws out politely to accept the glass of water with its globule of saliva swishing around in it. “Th— thank you. Um, they send me through pocket portals because, well, look at me. They wanted me to give a presentation to some people who are basically big ants. So… very small, still.”

“A presentation? Concerning what?” Nog asked, popping open his own bottle of hard cider. He had a twelve-pack of the kind that had four with the red cap, four with the green cap, and four with the blue cap, and he had plucked one blindly from the fridge; he’d auspiciously gotten a red cap.

“Oh, who knows, honestly. A bunch of demonic jargon. ‘Sowing discord’ and all that. I can’t bring myself to begin to script what I’m going to say.”

“I know that feeling well,” Nog said. “I just moved to this place but then got laid off. I’m all right for a little while, but not if I don’t get my shit together soon. I’ve been so bummed, I’ve thought about getting a dog.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Sarparghel.

“You know, you kind of look like a P—”

“Please don’t say it,” Sarparghel said. “I’m routinely teased for my appearance.”

“I apologize,” Nog said. “I was going to mean it as a compliment but I recognize that you are the ultimate arbiter of that. Anyway, I asked my therapist, if you can call him that, if I could have a letter for an emotional support animal. He said no, ‘for a whole host of reasons,’ and went on to list them; one is that over the past year I’ve only seen him twice, another which I should have thought of is that I do not currently own any animal for the letter to be about.”

“That’s a resource you are underutilizing, if I may be so bold as to say so,” Sarparghel said, snarfing the water. “We have nothing like that in my culture. No one talks about that sort of thing.”

“I suppose I thought I was doing better,” Nog said, “and that I was filling in the void with my study of necromancy and chaos magic.”

“That stuff is all nice,” Sarparghel said, “but there really is a difference between matters of the head and the heart.”

“Oh fuck,” Nog said. “I’m, um, naked. Please excuse me while I put something on.”

“Don’t feel obliged on my account,” Sarparghel said. “As you can see, I also do not wear clothes. Were you expecting the one you really wanted to have a reaction either way?”

“I must insist on at least putting on some boxer briefs,” Nog said.

“All right.”

Nog went off to the bedroom and quickly pulled some on; now there was something kind of funny and invigorating about reclining in his underwear with a drink. It made him want to watch football or something else lively-fat. “To answer your question, please don’t take it like that. I must have gotten overzealous with my consonants, but…”

“Sometimes, I find, we mess things up on purpose,” Sarparghel said. “Self-sabotage. It’s easy to not take responsibility if you just make it so that you conveniently live in a world where you’re just constitutionally incapable of doing anything right.”

“Are you speaking from experience?”

“Maybe. I just have a lot of time to think. Alone.”

There was a knock at the door. Just one.

“Me, too, in spite of what that right there implies,” Nog said.

“You are expecting company?”

“No, especially not from a weirdo who knocks like that,” Nog said. “You are too— I’ll have to check the peephole. Excuse me.”

“You’re stuttering.”

There was another single knock.

“I hate it when people knock,” Nog said. “I become very anxious. I’m worried that the police have come to arrest me for being a useless piece of shit.”

“Well, that just seems like you’re projecting your feelings about yourself onto the outside world.”

“Not even,” Nog said. “The thing is, nobody ever actually knocks. I’m just talking about hearing noises that even sound anything like that, like knocks on other doors, or just inexplicable bumps in the night that might be the building expanding or whatever.”

“Tell me who is at the door,” Sarparghel said.

Nog checked with both eyes, brushing his curls out of the way of his vision. “It’s three people cloaked in black robes and their eyes are glowing orange underneath their hoods.”

“Cultists,” Sarparghel said. “You must have given off quite the trackable residue.”

“Oh, there was a residue all right,” Nog said. “You won’t believe what I had to do for a simple demon-summoning ritual.”

“Well, if they’re interested in me at all,” Sarparghel said, “they must be a bunch of losers.”

“Now don’t say things like that,” Nog said. There was a third knock. “Ah!” It was a very small “ah!” he let out but the chill that went up his spine was quite significant and agitating, like a little sphere of fear itself had come right out of the lead cultist’s fist, flowed through the steel door and into Nog’s fingertips as he’d braced himself gently on the door to peep, and into his back.

“You’d better open it,” Sarparghel said. “They’re not going to leave.”

“You don’t think I should change first?”

“I wouldn’t bother,” Sarparghel said. “Assert dominance. Let their imagination work against them.”

“There isn’t much left to the imagination right now,” Nog said.

“Exactly. Now go ahead.”

“This isn’t one of those things where I get more than I bargained for, right? Disproportionately punished for a little mispronunciation?”

Sarparghel finished sipping the water. “No. No, I don’t think so. Do you have coasters?”

“Yes, they’re in that stack on the end table.”

“Thank you. Ah, ‘tits.’ I get it. That’s a category of Earth bird. Ah, ‘cocks.’ I see.”

“I’m going to open the door.”

“All right.”

Nog opened the door. “Hello. Can I…” he said, and then let the sentence trail off, because he was not really interested in whether he could help these people.

“Good evening,” said the one of medium height, who was of course the leader. “We’re with the Association of Spirit Summoners.”

“I see. I’m with a guest. Is there something you need? How did you get past the gate?”

“We vaulted over it,” said the short one, apparently a woman. “It’s not some special force field or something.”

“It was when you almost ate shit on the stones,” murmured the tall one, a man.

“Silence!” hissed the short one. “Anyway, no one’s going to check the security cameras either. This life is full of people who just don’t care about their jobs.”

“I know just what you mean,” Nog said. “I cared about my job and I just got fucked. Anywhomst, you’re with the Association of something or other? May I see some identification?”

“Why,” said the leader, “we’re wearing the signature candle-black robes of our esteemed order.”

“So? Anyone could be wearing some goth bathrobe. I was hoping to see an actual ID card, perhaps with a photograph.”

“But anyone who wears our garb who is not of our order bursts into
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