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    Sinful, cinematic, and (thank God) irreverent. Quigley reminds us that, if it comes down to denying your true nature in the name of Heaven, Hell might be worth looking into. 
 
    –Josh Malerman, New York Times bestselling  
 
    author of Bird Box and Malorie 
 
      
 
    A searingly fun debut from author Lisa Quigley, Hell's Bells is a rollicking tale of friendship, rock and roll, and the Devil that's also a love letter to all the outsiders and wonderful weirdos out there. Sweet and heartbreaking one moment, and horrifying and bold the next, you should put this one at the top of your reading list immediately.  
 
    –Gwendolyn Kiste, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of The Rust Maidens and The Invention of Ghosts 
 
      
 
    Some of the body horror imagery here belongs in the same vault with the works of David Cronenberg and Betty Rocksteady. Gnarly and the very definition of ‘fun.’ Hell's Bells is an excellent debut from Lisa Quigley, and now I'm convinced if I read the text backward I'd summon the devil, which this novella sorta makes me want to do. 
 
    –Max Booth III, author of Touch the Night 
 
      
 
    Ask a scary question, get a scary answer, and what question is scarier than ‘Why are we here?’ Lisa Quigley’s characters dare ask, and their earnest dialogue sings with obsession and determination. An electric, beautiful, grotesque subversion, Hell’s Bells pulls satanic panic inside-out by the guts to reveal the terrible power of God, the Devil, and teenage girls. 
 
    –Hailey Piper, author of  
 
    Benny Rose, the Cannibal King 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    HELL’S BELLS


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Part One 
 
    Break Free 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 Play the Game 
 
    I lost my virginity to Tommy the night Freddie Mercury died. And Hayley made me and the girls watch the video that ruined everything a day after that. Life went to hell for our crew of misfits, in more ways than one. Sometimes when things change, they change fast. 
 
    But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
 
    Jessica had just come back from the bathroom, absently playing with her eyebrow piercing—she was queen of black miniskirts, usually accentuated with a cropped t-shirt, Doc Martens, and fishnet stockings, and the whole of our group envied that piercing. “Time to spice things up,” she said. 
 
    Tiffany’s circle of untamed black curls formed a wicked halo around her face. She shoved her glasses up her nose. “Ouija?” she offered. 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “Not ‘til three.”  
 
    “Why three?” I asked. 
 
    Jessica narrowed her eyes beneath her fringe of dark brown bangs. “That’s the devil’s hour, when we have the best chance of connecting.” 
 
    “Okay, what’d you have in mind?” Tiffany said.  
 
    I glanced over at Hayley. She’d kept her red hair chopped short since I’d met her in middle school and she wore black lipstick, to the great horror of her Jesus-freak parents. The black lipstick was what first drew me to her. I’d always wanted to wear it but felt it would draw too much attention to my teeth. They were embarrassingly crooked and my parents couldn’t afford braces.  
 
    She had always been a bit much and it was her too-much-ness that attracted me to her. She was bold in ways I wished I was. A couple months ago, she would have been the leader of our occult exploits. But things were weird lately because Hayley had “come to Jesus.” A traveling youth minister visited her church to perform a skit about Heaven and Hell and sin and choices. It was elaborate, with real fire for the Hell parts. The scene that got to Hayley was one with teenagers who went to a party and got drunk, died in a car crash on their way home, and went straight to Hell. Redemption by terror, Hayley was convinced. 
 
    Hayley hadn’t yet given up the black lipstick, but she had turned her overzealous tendencies to saving our mortal souls.  
 
    Jessica’s eyes widened mysteriously. “Light as a feather.” 
 
    Tiffany cocked her head, intrigued. I pretended to consider, but really I was watching Hayley out of the corner of my eye, holding my breath to see how she’d react. She sat up straighter, leaned forward. 
 
    “I’m just not sure I’m comfortable with this demonic stuff,” she said. 
 
    We all looked at her. It was my house, but Hayley was our sort of unofficial leader. Which kind of sucked recently. It had made things decidedly less interesting, but I wasn’t about to dare tell her that. We all just kept kind of hoping her zeal would wear off. 
 
    Jessica was bolder than me. “So,” she said. 
 
    “So,” Hayley said, “maybe we shouldn’t mess with stuff we don’t understand.”  
 
    Tiffany shrugged and her glasses slipped down her nose again. “It’s just a game.”  
 
    “Just a game,” Hayley said, “or some satanic shit.”  
 
    “And yet it’s fine to say shit?” 
 
    Hayley rolled her black lined eyes. “Shit is just a word. We’re talking about demonic forces.” 
 
    “No, you are.” Jessica held her hands up. “You’re the one who suggested we get a Ouija board, remember? And I never said anything about the devil.”  
 
    “I’m trying to change,” Hayley said. 
 
    “Why?” I said. “You’re already awesome.”  
 
    Hayley smiled sheepishly, but she wasn’t done with Jessica. “How do you think it works?” 
 
    “What?” Jessica said. 
 
    “Light as a feather.” 
 
    “Who knows,” Jessica said. “That’s why it’s fun.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s God’s power,” Hayley said. “And if it isn’t God, who do you think it is?”  
 
    “Um,” Tiffany said, raising her hand like a student, “how do you know it isn’t God’s power?”  
 
    Hayley sighed. “Do you really think God has time to waste going around lifting girls off the floor at sleepovers?” 
 
    “It’s not like he’s spending so much time answering prayers.” Tiffany crossed her arms. “Remember how hard I prayed when my grandad was sick?” 
 
    “I don’t think prayer works like that.” Hayley frowned. This answer was unsatisfying. 
 
    “Then how?” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Ladies, we’re getting off topic.” Jessica turned to me. “What do you think, Sasha?” 
 
    “About prayer?” 
 
    “Light as a feather, dummy,” Jessica said.  
 
    I swallowed and avoided Hayley’s eye. I wanted to play the game. We were all friends, but Hayley and I were best friends. I’d been ignoring the riff caused by Hayley’s recent conversion, but lately it was getting harder. Our friendship worked because we all accepted each other, no questions asked. Hayley’s conversion had created a crack in our fortress of solidarity. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to try,” I said. 
 
    Jessica sashayed, victorious, and I felt guilty, like I’d betrayed Hayley somehow. Sided against her. I hated that her religion was pulling her away from us. I risked a glance at her but her eyes were on the floor. 
 
    “That settles it,” Jessica said. 
 
    Tiffany turned to Hayley and touched her arm. “We’re doing this. You don’t have to join.” 
 
    Hayley bit her lip. She was conflicted, I could tell. Finally, she sighed. “I’ll do it, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. Sort of.” Jessica jabbed Hayley’s side playfully. “Luckily we have you here to pray for us in case shit goes sideways.” 
 
    Hayley rolled her eyes, but she grinned.  
 
    “Who’s gonna float?” I said. 
 
    Hayley looked right at me. “It should be you.”  
 
    “Me?” I said. “Why?” 
 
    “You’re the smallest.” Hayley winked. “You’ll be easier for the evil spirits to lift.”  
 
    It was true: bony limbs that stuck out at sharp angles, no soft curves like my friends. I shrugged. “Yeah, all right. Sure.”  
 
    I lay down in the middle of the room, stared up at the wires and cross beams of the unfinished ceiling. A rush of nervousness washed over me. I didn’t believe, not really, but what if Hayley was right? What if we were messing with a force we weren’t meant to, and by stretching out, I was inviting it in? “So do I, uh, just lay here or what?” 
 
    The girls gathered around me, lowered to their knees. After all the fuss, each of them also looked at least a little uncertain. Tiffany puffed her cheeks. “I guess so,” she said. “I don’t really know what we’re supposed to do.”  
 
     “We each put our pointer fingers under her,” Jessica said. “And then we chant ‘light as a feather, stiff as a board.’” 
 
    “That’s it?” Skepticism tinged Tiffany’s voice. “Doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “My cousin said it totally worked.”  
 
    “So?” Tiffany said. 
 
    Jessica crossed her arms. “So, she’s a bruja like my abuela. Plus, she’s done it before.” 
 
    Hayley grinned, black lips spread wide. “What, no virgin blood?”  
 
    “Why, you volunteering?” Jessica said.  
 
    “Hey, I’m proud of my purity,” Hayley said, holding up one finger with a black-painted nail. 
 
    “Whatever,” Jessica said. “Anyway, virgin blood is for summoning the devil.”  
 
    “Did your cousin also tell you that?” Tiffany said, nervous. 
 
    “Nope,” Jessica grinned. “My abuela.”  
 
    Hayley shrugged, but she was looking at Jessica with an expression of fear disguised as distaste. 
 
    “Watch out,” Jessica said, eyebrows lilting playfully. “My bruja family will sic a demon on you.”  
 
    “My pastor says witches are satanic,” Hayley said. 
 
    Despite my best attempts to ignore the growing rift between us, I was irritated that Hayley was ruining the vibe of my sleepover. “You’d have to believe in Satan to think that.”  
 
    Hayley turned to me. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Jessica interjected. “Your pastor doesn’t know us,” she said. “Or jack shit about witches. Now: we need candles.”  
 
     “Let me guess, your cousin?” Tiffany said.  
 
    Jessica grinned. “Nope. It will just add to the ambience.”  
 
    I chewed the inside of my lip. “My mom has some in a cabinet upstairs.” 
 
    While upstairs digging through the cabinet, collecting candles—most of them previously used and in various stages of melting—I tried to quell my rising irritation. This was my night, and we’d all been looking forward to it. We’d been planning our occult shenanigans in the halls at school for weeks. 
 
    I shoved a towel out of my way. I hated that Hayley had gotten serious about church. It was ruining everything. A couple weeks ago, I’d agreed to go to church with her, thinking it wouldn’t be a big deal. This was just a phase Hayley was going through. I could support my friend. But then she’d shown up at my house and she’d looked like an Abercrombie catalog. I didn’t recognize her in her pale blue dress, combed hair, and bare face. She’d looked me up and down, told me I couldn’t wear my ripped jeans and flannel to church. Didn’t I have something nicer?  
 
    Hayley had never picked on my clothes before, and in that moment, she didn’t feel like my best friend. She was just like any other girl from school. So, I didn’t go with her. It was the principle of the matter. I couldn’t go somewhere that people wouldn’t accept me. I wasn’t going to squeeze myself into some mold just so a few strangers could decide I was “acceptable.” I’d rather worship at the altar of rock and roll, praise be to my beloved Queen. 
 
    Things had gotten even more complicated when I started dating Tommy. It wasn’t just Hayley’s conversion; I was pulling away, too. The tectonic plates of our friendship were shifting. I gritted my teeth against a sudden burst of rage.  
 
    When I’d finished gathering candles, I slammed the cabinet door and swallowed my anger. I returned to the basement. 
 
    We turned off the lights and lit the candles. I lay down at the center of our candle circle and the other three kneeled around me. They placed their fingers against the underside of my body. 
 
    “Ready?” Jessica said, face distorted in the candlelight. 
 
    Everyone nodded.  
 
    “Light as a feather, stiff as a board,” Jessica said, and everyone but Hayley joined. 
 
    Jessica glared at her, exasperated. “We need all our energy for it to work.” 
 
    Hayley looked genuinely scared. “My pastor will be pissed.” 
 
    “Don’t tell him.” Jessica rolled her eyes. “It won’t work if there’s a skeptic.”  
 
    I lifted my head. “It’s just a stupid game.”  
 
    Jessica raised a pierced eyebrow.  
 
    “Fine,” Hayley groaned. “But if we summon Satan…” 
 
     “I told you, virgin blood.” Jessica inhaled, then exhaled forcefully. “Now, close your eyes. You too, Sash.”  
 
    We did. 
 
    “Breathe in. Slow.” 
 
    The sound of our collective inhale filled the room, a hushed whisper. My nostrils were filled with the earthy, underground aroma of the rusted basement. 
 
    “Breathe out, slow, altogether.”  
 
    Our exhale was an invocation. The candlelight shimmered through my closed eyelids. 
 
    “Don’t squeeze your eyes shut,” Jessica said. “Nice and gentle. Ready? Begin in three, two, one…”  
 
    Light as a feather, stiff as a board. 
 
    Light as a feather, stiff as a board. 
 
    Light as a feather, stiff as a board. 
 
    Light as a…   
 
    Their chant filled up the darkened basement, changed the feel of the room. The longer they chanted, the more the room filled with the otherworldly vibration of their collective voices. After a while, I could no longer pinpoint any one single girl out of the chorus of voices, because it was one voice, the voice of something unearthly, something not entirely human. Their voice buzzed like insects. Beelzebub has a devil. I wanted to open my eyes, move, flee that horrible dark basement, but I felt immobilized, entranced. I was powerless to make any decisions and I wasn’t even sure if I felt the cold concrete ground beneath my body anymore, wasn’t sure if I was touching it. Was I levitating? Doubt dripped icy liquid down my spine. 
 
    Light as a feather, stiff as a board. 
 
    Stop!  
 
    I wanted to scream, to tell them this had all been a horrible idea, that we were communing with something beyond us, something we didn’t understand and absolutely one hundred percent should not mess with. 
 
    But my scream congealed in my throat. 
 
    A crash from the back corner of the darkened basement interrupted our momentum, sent our runaway occult train careening off track. 
 
    My eyes flew open and I sat up. I palmed the concrete floor with my hands, cold and solid beneath me. I had not levitated after all.  
 
    Our four heads were turned in the direction of the corner where we’d heard the sound. Our eyes wide, our hearts in our throats, our arms frozen by our sides.  
 
    Another quieter sound of movement from the dark corner. An unmistakable sound of rustling, something moving closer. Something alive. 
 
    “What is that?” Tiffany’s whisper was choked, her glasses crooked. 
 
    I shook my head, pressed my finger to my lips, didn’t move my eyes away from that darkness.  
 
    The sounds of movement were louder, closer. I knew that we should get the hell out of there, that we should leave that basement and never look back, but I couldn’t will myself to move, couldn’t bring myself to speak. I was frozen, helplessly at the mercy of my biological impulses which had, apparently, told my body to play dead. 
 
    Another burst of sound. Two shining eyes in the candlelight. Our collective gasp—then: a quivering snout. A long pink tail. 
 
    “A rat,” Hayley said. I could tell by the way she said it she was trying to make it sound like no big deal, like she’d known all along. But beneath her words was the slightest tremor, an undercurrent that told me she’d been scared shitless just like the rest of us. 
 
    I shuddered, then pulled my eyes off the rat to look at the other three girls, who were all in their own personal processes of recovering their lost dignity. 
 
    “A fucking rat,” Jessica said, disgusted.  
 
    Tiffany straightened her glasses with a shaky finger. “Turn the light on.”  
 
    For a moment we all sat there in our circle, absorbing both our terror and the pure absurdity of everything that had just happened, sheepishly making eye contact with each other, feeling mixtures of relief and embarrassment and something else, something more— 
 
    The four of us erupted with laughter at the very same moment. If anyone had asked us to articulate what was so funny, we wouldn’t have been able to say. But once we got started, we couldn’t stop, and looking at each other made it worse. We dissolved into a collective puddle on the basement floor, invoking the most ancient and sacred of all teenage girl rites: laughing with such fevered ferocity that hot tears of relief burned our eyes.  
 
      
 
   
 
  

 It’s a Kind of Magic 
 
    It was just minutes to three in the morning on Halloween night. 
 
    “It’s almost the devil’s hour,” Jessica said, ribbing Hayley playfully. “Time to Ouija.” 
 
    Tiffany stifled a yawn. “I’m beat.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jessica said. “This is what we’ve been waiting for.”  
 
    We always stayed up late when we were together, stretching the magic of friendship and unsupervised time together as far as it would go. The Cure’s Disintegration tape had been playing on a continuous loop all night long because it was the only album we could all agree on for that many hours and the dark, melodic undertones were perfect for Halloween. It’s hard to imagine it now, with smartphones and limitless music at our fingertips, but back then, we’d listen to one album over and over, immersing ourselves in the sounds and textures of the music. Each of us took turns flipping the tape over every time one side ended. 
 
    Jessica pulled out the Ouija board and flopped it onto the floor at the center of our beanbags. 
 
    Despite her enthusiasm, our energy was flagging. Our once-endless supply of snacks and sweets and sodas were, in fact, dwindling.  
 
    “Come on,” Jessica said, prodding us into action.  
 
    We groaned, but we all gathered around the board. Even Hayley. We placed our fingers on the planchette. 
 
    “Not too hard,” Jessica said. “Hayley, lighter.” 
 
    “All right, all right.” Hayley eased up her touch. 
 
    Jessica looked around the room, our faces lit eerily by the flickering candlelight. “Who should we invite?”  
 
    “I’d like to talk to my grandad,” Tiffany said.  
 
    Jessica nodded. “That’s good!” she said. “It’s better if we know who we want to talk to. It’s less likely we’ll connect with something bad.” 
 
    I shuddered. It was dark and late and there’d been too much talk of demons. We moved the planchette lightly to warm it up. 
 
    “Hello,” Jessica said, voice low. “We’d like to talk with, um, Tiffany’s grandad. What’s his name?”  
 
    “Harold,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Yeah, Harold,” Jessica said. “Anyone there?” 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. Despite our lack of interest moments before, the four of stared at the planchette, entranced by the game. 
 
    “It’s not working,” I said. 
 
    “This isn’t a good idea,” Hayley said. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Harold?” Jessica continued. “Are you there? It’s Halloween night, and we’d like to say hello. Can you hear us?”  
 
    The planchette jolted suddenly, stopping on Yes.  
 
    A chill snaked down my spine. We looked at each other. 
 
    “Grandad?” Tiffany said, her voice low and reverent. “Is that you? I miss you so much! Do you have a message for me?”  
 
    First, nothing, and then, the planchette moved rapidly beneath our fingers.  
 
    D 
 
    E 
 
    V 
 
    I 
 
    L 
 
    Devil. 
 
    We gasped collectively and Hayley yanked her hand off the planchette as though it had burned her.  
 
    “Stop.” Her voice was shaking. 
 
    “Grandad?” Tiffany said. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “No more,” Hayley said. “Please. Stop!”  
 
    Jessica looked up at me, eyes wide, and pushed the planchette quickly to Goodbye. 
 
    “Thank you, Grandad Harold, goodbye,” she said in a rush. 
 
    “Wait!” Tiffany said. 
 
    I shook my head and put an arm around Hayley. “You’re right,” I said. “It’s too much.” 
 
    “Why would he say that?” Tiffany said, sinking back into her beanbag. Her face was stricken. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t your grandad,” Hayley said softly. 
 
    “Why not?” Jessica teased. 
 
    “This isn’t fun anymore.” Tiffany shuddered. “It’s too dark down here.” 
 
    “Jessica was probably moving the planchette,” I said, poking her leg with the toe of my Converse before leaning into my beanbag. 
 
    “I wasn’t!” Jessica protested. 
 
    We sat silently, each of us quietly composing ourselves. 
 
    “Do you guys believe in the devil?” I said finally. 
 
    “Don’t you?” Hayley said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not really sure. I don’t even really know if I believe in God.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” Hayley said. But her voice was soft, maybe even a little scared.  
 
    “It’s the truth,” I said. 
 
    “Isn’t it better to believe?” Hayley said. “Safer?” 
 
    “Why?” I said. 
 
    “Well, what if it’s all true?” Hayley’s voice was low and hushed. I had to strain to hear her. 
 
    “What if it’s not?” I said. 
 
    “I mean, why believe then?” Tiffany said. “If your heart’s not in it?” 
 
    “It is. I mean, I do. Believe,” Hayley said, bristling. “I just mean, you know, if you have doubts, why take chances?” 
 
    “I can’t force myself to believe something I don’t,” I said. “Why should I have to?” 
 
    Hayley sat up in her beanbag and joined me on mine. The beanbag puffed up so we were smushed together in the center. “I’m not saying that, either,” Hayley said, “but, if it is true, and you don’t get saved, do you want to risk Hell?”  
 
    “That skit really fucked you up, didn’t it?” Jessica said, laughing. I couldn’t help but join her in a small giggle. It was easier to tease Hayley when she couldn’t see my face. I squeezed her arm. 
 
    “Here’s what I don’t understand,” Tiffany said, “if you’re so afraid of Hell and Satan, why wear the black makeup?”  
 
    Hayley tensed next to me. “I like the makeup.”  
 
    “But you can’t wear it at church,” Jessica said. 
 
    “It’s not appropriate at church,” Hayley said. “They’ll think I’m evil.” 
 
    “If they think that, they don’t even know you,” I said. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going when you die?” Hayley’s voice was a soft whisper. 
 
    “No one does,” Jessica said. “Do you?”  
 
    I sensed the conversation heading toward places I wasn’t prepared to follow. “I want to know about the virgin blood.”  
 
    “The what?” Hayley said. 
 
    “What Jessica was telling us about,” I said. “The ritual.”  
 
    “You mean the one to summon the devil?” Jessica said, her voice rich with mischief. 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Hayley said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Is it real?”  
 
    Jessica shifted in her beanbag and it made a crinkling sound. “My grandmother says so.”  
 
    “I get it now,” Tiffany said suddenly. “Grandad Harold was telling us to stop talking about the devil. It is way too late for this.”  
 
    “It’s Halloween,” I said, grinning in the dark. “So how’s it go?”  
 
    “You’re not actually thinking of doing this, are you?” Hayley said, pinching my arm. 
 
    I shrugged. “I just want to hear about it.” 
 
    “I need sleep,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “We’ll sleep when we’re dead,” Jessica said. 
 
    “Might be sooner than you think,” Hayley said. “Make fun of me all you want, but the skit was eye-opening.”  
 
    “Bore me,” Jessica said. “Hellfire and brimstone, blah blah.”  
 
    “You’re talking about the devil,” Hayley said. “I’m talking about Hell. Isn’t it all part of the same conversation?”  
 
    “I guess,” Jessica said, voice deflated. I knew how she felt. It wasn’t nearly as thrilling to think about the possibility of going to Hell when you died as it was contemplating the possibility of summoning Satan to earth. 
 
    “So, this ritual,” I said, “your grandmother has done it?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jessica said. “She’s a good Catholic woman.” 
 
    “Who’s also a witch,” Hayley said. 
 
    “Naturally,” Jessica said.   
 
    “How can you be so sure something works if no one’s ever tried it before?” I said. 
 
    “Trust me,” Jessica said, “my abuela doesn’t lie about these things.” 
 
    “Why would she tell you about it if you weren’t supposed to do it?” I prodded.  
 
    “She didn’t tell me, really,” Jessica said. “It’s in her black book. Don’t ever tell her,” she added. “She’d kill me. I’m not supposed to read it”  
 
    Tiffany groaned, then said, “Just tell us already. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Jessica took deep breath. “So, you draw a five pointed star inside a giant circle on the ground.”  
 
    “A pentagram?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I read those aren’t really evil,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t say it was evil.” Jessica shifted on the beanbag. “Just said that’s how you do the ritual. May I continue?”  
 
    “Proceed,” I said. 
 
    “All right. You place a candle on each of the points, and a virgin at the center of the circle.” Here, Jessica faltered “And, then, uh—then you ask the devil to come.”  
 
    “That’s it?” Tiffany said. “That’s really…not the scary at all actually.”  
 
    “Well, you need her blood,” Jessica added. 
 
    “You have to kill her?” Tiffany said, uneasy again. 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t think so,” Jessica said. “Maybe in the old days they did, I don’t know. But just spilling some blood into the circle should do...probably.” 
 
    “That’s creepy,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “And then he, just, what?” I said. “Appears?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jessica said. “I guess. I’ve never tried it.”  
 
    “Should we?” I said. 
 
    The creaking house above us settled in the late-night darkness. 
 
    Hayley broke the silence. “Why would we do that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “To know, I guess.”  
 
    “It’s all fun and games ‘til the devil shows up,” Jessica said. “Hell no. I mean, heaven. Whatever.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, thank you,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Hear me out.” I sat up in the beanbag so Hayley’s arm was no longer touching mine. “Aren’t you tired of taking other people’s word for it? Wouldn’t you all like to know, once and for all?”  
 
    “Know what?” Jessica said. 
 
    “What’s real,” I said. “What’s true. For ourselves.”  
 
    “Not enough to summon the devil,” Tiffany said.  
 
    “So you believe, then? In the devil? In God?” I said. 
 
    “Maybe a little?” Tiffany poked Hayley with her shoe. “I’m not gonna to start going to church like Hayley. But why chance it?” 
 
    Hayley leaned over in the beanbag, placed her hand on my arm again. “You okay, Sash?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “What makes you so sure you’re on the right path, Hayley?”  
 
    “It’s all in the Bible,” Hayley said.  
 
    “Yeah, but who wrote the Bible?” I said.  
 
    “God, I guess?” Hayley said. “A bunch of his followers.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “You don’t really know. How does one group get to decide the truth?”  
 
    “You’d have to go there,” Hayley said. “Hear for yourself.”  
 
    “What if I don’t need to hear?” I said. “I’m happy just as I am.” 
 
    “We all wonder,” Jessica said, “but I don’t need to summon the devil to prove a point.” 
 
    “And what if he didn’t show up?” I said. 
 
    “What would that prove?” Hayley said. “That a dumb ritual didn’t work? Because that is all that would prove. It doesn’t prove he isn’t real. Or God, for that matter.”  
 
    “So what’s the harm?”  
 
    “Uh, maybe the harm is what if it works and then we have a devil on our hands?” Jessica said.  
 
    I shrugged again. “So maybe it doesn’t work and we’re still in the dark. But if it does work…I don’t know.” 
 
    I struggled to articulate what I really meant. I didn’t feel like God was real, had never felt or heard him or had any reason to believe it wasn’t all just an elaborate fantasy. If God wanted to be worshipped so bad, why didn’t he just show up and demand it? And what would happen if we said no? 
 
    “And what kind of God sends people to Hell for thinking for themselves, anyway?” I said. 
 
    “I am way too tired for this,” Tiffany said with short laugh. 
 
    “I’m with you, Tiff,” Jessica said. “This is too deep.” 
 
    “He gives you a choice,” Hayley said. “You don’t have to go to Hell.”  
 
    “Follow me or go Hell,” I said, “that’s hardly a choice.” 
 
    “It’s because God gave us free will,” Hayley said. “What good is being worshipped if your followers are mindless?” 
 
    “If he wants to be worshipped so bad, maybe he should consider showing up some time,” I said, my voice low.  
 
    “Doubting Thomas,” Hayley said. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “It’s from the Bible,” Hayley said. “Thomas needed proof to believe. It’s much better to just have faith, without needing proof.”  
 
    “I say we get proof,” I said. “Let’s try the ritual.” 
 
    “And who’s volunteering to spill their virgin blood?” Hayley said. “You? Because I sure am not.”  
 
    “I mean, yeah, I guess,” I said. “If no one else would. It beats not knowing.”  
 
    “You could just believe,” Hayley said softly. “He’s out there, you know. Watching you. Waiting for you.” 
 
    “All right girls,” Jessica said, stifling a yawn, “it’s been real, but shit is getting too heavy and I’m beat. I’m gonna crash.”  
 
    Hayley yawned too. “I’m tired, too. Tiff?” 
 
    Tiffany didn’t respond. I leaned over in my beanbag chair. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was just starting to fall open. “She’s out.” 
 
    Jessica yawned outright this time. “First one out,” she said. “Glasses still on and everything. We should give her a mustache but I’m just…too…tired…to move.” Another wide kitten yawn. 
 
    I got up to blow out the candles, glancing at the larger-than-life-Freddie on the wall just before extinguishing their light. It felt good, knowing that he’d guard us as we slept. It felt safe, welcome, like he’d been invited.  
 
    I collapsed into my beanbag, let it cocoon me. God is always watching. The thought didn’t comfort me. It felt invasive. What if I didn’t want to be watched without giving my permission? Just before drifting off to sleep, I wondered what else could see us down there in the dark. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Good Old-Fashioned Lover Boy 
 
    We didn’t bring up the ritual again for a while after Halloween. Fall came into full force in November, with all the red and gold and orange of October settling into brown, the frost of our breath in the morning ghosts of the winter to come. We had no idea everything was about to change.  
 
    It started with the phone call from Tommy. 
 
    I was doing homework in the basement when my phone rang. I picked it up my receiver, the wires and innards visible through the translucent lime green casing. “Hello?”  
 
    “Sasha,” Tommy said, “turn on your TV.”  
 
    I completely forgot about my algebra homework. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Just put on MTV,” he said.  
 
    His voice was battery-acid electric and I picked up the remote with a shaking hand. I turned the TV on and quickly flipped to the channel.  
 
    My screen filled with footage of Freddie Mercury, but I couldn’t make sense of what the reporters were saying. 
 
    “Tommy? What’s happening?” 
 
    “It’s Freddie.” Tommy’s voice was choked. “He’s got AIDS. Came out with a press release yesterday.” 
 
    The rumors of Freddie’s illness had been buzzing for months, but I’d dismissed them as the usual petulant gossip. I looked up at the poster on the wall. My glittering Freddie gazed down at me and I touched my hand to my heart. Hail Freddie, full of flair.  
 
    “But, I mean, he’s going to…he’ll be okay, right?” I said. 
 
     “He’s…I think…” Tommy said. “It sounds bad.”  
 
    It felt like the floor dropped out from beneath me. My mind reeled, but all I could manage to say was, “No.” 
 
    “Come over?” Tommy said.  
 
    I nodded vigorously before realizing that Tommy couldn’t see me. “Be there soon.”  
 
    I clicked the receiver off and stared at my larger-than-life Freddie, his bold brown eyes seeming to meet mine. He’d been my idol, my beacon, my light. The one I clung to when I felt too weird or too out of place. He’d always been there, singing to me across time and space. His eccentric iridescence gave me hope that maybe, despite all my awkwardness, and even with the teeth my parents couldn’t pay to fix, I might be worthy, too. I’d taken his constant presence for granted. He wasn’t only mine, I knew—he wasn’t mine at all—but I relief on him to light my way forward. Without him, I wasn’t sure if I could—needles pinpricked the backs of my eyes. I swallowed. It was foolish to feel this way over a rock star. 
 
    And yet, it was too much, too painful to contemplate. I didn’t know if I could exist in a world without Freddie in it. 
 
    I stepped forward, placed my palms onto Freddie’s image, leaned up, and kissed his likeness gently. “Be well, Freddie,” I whispered. 
 
    I raced up to my room and hurriedly filled a backpack with sweats and a change of clothes. I barely allowed myself to think about what I was doing: packing a bag to stay overnight at Tommy’s. I grabbed a toothbrush. I gathered my small collection of Queen records. Tommy had a record player in his room and tonight of all nights called for vinyl, not mere cassette tapes. Satisfied I had everything I needed, I headed back downstairs.  
 
    My mom was at the kitchen table, rifling through a copy of Good Housekeeping while sipping a cup of tea. She didn’t look up from the glossy pages. “Headed out?” 
 
    “Probably gonna crash at Hayley’s.” I bit my lip. “If that’s cool.”  
 
    Mom sipped her tea. “It’s fine,” she said. “Biking over?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Give me a call when you get there?”  
 
    I nodded again, then paused before leaning down to plant a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    At this, she looked up and actually seemed to see me. “Seriously, Sasha, would it kill you to dress like a girl?” 
 
    I studied my ripped jeans and black Nirvana t-shirt, my scuffed Converse shoes. When I looked back at her, my eyes were brimming with tears. 
 
    I wasn’t a big crier, and my mom’s face quickly shifted from annoyance to concern. “Honey, I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just, you could be so pretty.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and tried to hold it together, but I blinked. Tears slipped down my cheeks. 
 
    “I mean, you are pretty. You’re just hiding it behind ugly clothes.” Mom frowned. “You okay?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “It’s Freddie.”  
 
    My mother’s forehead creased. “Freddie who? What’s wrong?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Freddie Mercury.”  
 
    “The singer?” 
 
    “He might be…” But I couldn’t bring myself to say the words out loud. “He’s sick.” 
 
    “Oh, honey,” Mom said, and poorly stifled a smile. “I thought it was something serious.”  
 
    My mom wasn’t a music connoisseur by any stretch of the imagination, and she barely kept up with my obsessions (my dad was a lot better on that front and often scouted garage sales for Queen records to bring me) but still, the dismissal of my pain hurt.  
 
    “You could at least pretend to care,” I snapped. 
 
     “Sasha,” my mother said, turning the page of her magazine, “the way you said it, I thought it was a real person.”  
 
    “Freddie is a real person.”   
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, “but I don’t. At all.” I hitched my backpack higher and headed for the back door. 
 
    “Sash—” 
 
    “Forget it,” I shouted. “Be home tomorrow.” 
 
    The last thing I heard over the slam of the door was my mother yelling at me to remember to call. 
 
    — 
 
    My feet pedaled furiously. It felt good to sweat the irritation out. Nothing in my life felt like it fit. My mom didn’t get me and things with Hayley were weird. She hated that I was dating Tommy. She said it was because she didn’t think he was a good influence on me, but I think she was just jealous. That he was the only in thing in my life that did feel right only heightened the tension between us. 
 
    The record store was where I first met him last year. I’d walked in and the bells on the door jangled merrily, like always. There’s no smell in the world like a record shop and I breathed in the musty plastic scent. Tommy was behind the front desk, moppish brown hair dusting across his eyes.   
 
    “You’re new,” I said, sliding my Walkman headphones form my ears and leaning my elbows on the counter. 
 
    “Tommy.” He extended a hand. 
 
    I clasped it, and his skin was soft and slightly damp and the feel of it against my own made my whole body go warm. “Sasha.” I smiled, careful not to show my teeth. 
 
    “You a regular?”  
 
    “Once a week.” I held up a finger and felt stupid. 
 
    But what really sold me on him was how his face lit up when I’d asked about any new Queen merch. 
 
    “Follow me,” he’d said. 
 
    He led me into the shop’s back room—a place holier than church—and he’d hefted a collection of hand-labeled VHS tapes. 
 
    My mouth dropped open and I closed it quickly so he wouldn’t see my crooked teeth. “What are those?”  
 
    “My personal collection,” Tommy said, beaming.  
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “Bunch of Queen concerts, interviews, and other rare appearances.”  
 
    My mouth was practically watering. “How much?”  
 
     “No way.” Tommy grinned. “These aren’t for sale.”  
 
    My face fell and I didn’t even try to hide it. 
 
    “Oh, hey, sorry,” Tommy said. “You can still borrow them, one at a time, just have to promise to bring them back.”  
 
    My spirits lifted. “You’d trust me?”  
 
    “Fan to fan, you know?” Tommy shrugged. “This is sacred shit. You wouldn’t dare steal. Bad Queen karma.” 
 
    I realized then how close we were standing in that dark room. I could have kissed him, but I didn’t. It was enough just to savor the moment of shared reverence. 
 
    “How’d you get these?” I said. 
 
    Tommy shrugged. “Recorded some.”  
 
    “That takes dedication,” I said. “I should know.” 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    “It’s hard to catch everything,” I said. “But I try.” 
 
    “Truth.”  
 
    “And the concert footage?” I said. 
 
    “Mostly trade,” Tommy said. “Lots of digging at garage sales.” 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “You’d be surprised.”  
 
    I ran my fingertips reverently over the stack of tapes. “Which one should I take first?”  
 
    “Can’t go wrong,” Tommy said. 
 
    The handwritten label on the top one read Live at the Rainbow Theater 1974. “May as well just work my way down,” I said.  
 
    “Good plan,” Tommy replied, and he smiled. The way he looked at me in that moment, well, I think that’s when he realized how close we were standing. He blushed and put the tapes back on the shelf. 
 
    Tommy held the door open for me so I could go back into the main area of the shop. “Nobody here loves Queen like me.”  
 
    “I’ll give you a run for your money,” I said, tucking the tape into my backpack. 
 
    “Counting on it.” Tommy flashed a goofy grin and that’s maybe when I fell in love.  
 
    “Thanks.” I turned toward the door.  
 
    “Hey, Sasha?” Tommy said.  
 
    I looked back at him. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can I get your number?”  
 
    It was my turn to smile widely, crooked teeth be damned. I reached eagerly for the pencil he was handing me, my hands already sweating. 
 
    Now, I pedaled faster on my bike, eager to arrive at Tommy’s front door. A thin layer of sweat formed on my body, which had a chilling effect in the sharp November breeze. 
 
    I shivered, but I was smiling. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Who Wants to Live Forever? 
 
    Tommy opened his front door and I crushed him with a wordless hug, the press of our warm bodies saying more than words ever could. I didn’t even care that I was all sweaty from my ride. I followed him into his basement, which had been converted into his bedroom. His TV was tuned to MTV, with unending special coverage of Freddie in full force. I handed Tommy my records. 
 
    “Great outfit,” Tommy said. 
 
    “Really?” I kicked off my Chucks and climbed onto his bed. “My mom says I should dress like a girl.” 
 
    “You are a girl,” Tommy said. “A cute one.”  
 
    “Mean it?” I buried my face into his pillow. 
 
    “I love the way you dress,” Tommy said. “It’s so you.”  
 
    “I’m awkward,” I said, looking up from the pillow. 
 
    “You’re unique.” 
 
    I grinned. By then I’d gotten used to letting Tommy see my full smile. 
 
    I turned my eyes to the TV with my eyes wide, stricken. Tommy selected Queen II from my stack and started with Side White. There would be plenty of time of Side Black. 
 
    He got into bed behind me and I spooned against him, the hot press of his body behind mine a warm comfort. 
 
    We lay like that in the musky dark of Tommy’s basement bedroom, lit only by the glow of the TV and a lava lamp that erupted in a kaleidoscope of lime green and blue on his bedside table. We chatted idly but our attention was on the TV.  
 
    And then: 
 
    Breaking News. 
 
    Tommy and I sat up, our grip on each other’s bodies a nonverbal prayer that he was going to be okay. 
 
    What actually happened was much worse. 
 
    “Freddie Mercury, rock star and lead singer of the band Queen died in his home this evening. The forty-five-year-old rock singer announced yesterday evening that he was sick with AIDS. Early reports…”  
 
    I couldn’t listen. A cavernous black static vibrated deep in the core of my body. 
 
    I rolled over to look at Tommy. “I don’t understand,” I said. “He should have had more time.”  
 
    Tommy’s eyes were already filled with tears. “All those rumors.” 
 
    I nodded. The rumors of Freddie’s illness, his face on those horrible tabloids. All this time, it must have been true. He hadn’t owed any of us an explanation, hadn’t needed to tell us a thing. He deserved his privacy and I’d hated the way they’d hounded him. 
 
    But I’d barely had any time to process that he was sick, let alone dead. Dead. My beautiful, eternal Freddie.  
 
    When the update was over, the music video for Who Wants to Live Forever started to play and Freddie’s sweet voice filled my ears with mourning.   
 
    Tommy pulled me into him, and then we were kissing, our cheeks wet. Tommy touched the tears on my face with his lips, just like it said in the song. I understood what those words meant, now. Who wants to live forever? Our kisses were desperate, tender. We’d kissed before, plenty of times, but this was different. Immediate, urgent, until we were horizontal. Each layer of clothing gradually fell away until we were both naked, the Freddie montage on the television still playing but too painful to watch directly. 
 
    And then they were interviewing a pastor on the screen, who was saying Freddie’s illness was a consequence of his “lifestyle.”  
 
    “Turn it off,” I whispered, and Tommy did. 
 
    Freddie was everything good in this world. I’d received more salvation listening to his music than I’d ever find in any church. 
 
    I pressed my naked body against Tommy’s. 
 
    Freddie was dead, and we were alive. Tommy and I didn’t fit into the mainstream world. But our bodies fit together perfectly, two lost pieces of a puzzle finally coming back together. This was going to happen, we were going to have sex for the first time, and my body felt warm with want and peace.  
 
    Tommy pulled back. “Are you sure?” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded and leaned forward to kiss him, but he resisted. 
 
    “It’s just—” he hesitated. “I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage—” 
 
    “Tommy,” I said, softly. Tommy lightly caught my bottom lip between his teeth, then let it go. “I love you.”  
 
    “I love you, too.”  
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Under Pressure 
 
    When I woke up the next morning in Tommy’s bed, we were still naked. I rolled over so I could look more closely at his sleeping face, but he must have sensed me because he woke up and smiled.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    I grinned, a wide, toothy smile. “Hey.”  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    I had always wondered how I’d feel after the first time I had sex, but I felt safer and more at peace than I had in a long time. There was something so freeing about the vulnerability of sharing your whole self with another person and having them see and accept you completely.  
 
    “I’m sad about Freddie,” I said. 
 
    Tommy touched my cheek. “Me, too.”  
 
    I smiled and reached for his hand before he pulled it away. “But I’m great, about us.”  
 
    Tommy blushed. “Me, too.”  
 
    “I need to get home. I kind of stormed out yesterday.”   
 
    “You want me to drive you?”  
 
    “It’s okay.” Then I grinned, crooked teeth on full display, and said, “I want to ride my bike.” 
 
    The reference wasn’t lost on Tommy, who winked at me.   
 
    We both got dressed. Tommy walked with me up the stairs and quietly opened the front door. He kissed my forehead. “Call later?”  
 
    “Of course.” I hopped on my bike. “My parents are probably still in bed.”  
 
    “Good luck,” Tommy said. 
 
    He blew me a kiss as I pedaled away, and I realized I’d left my records in his bedroom. I’d just get them the next time I was over. 
 
    The thought made me blush. 
 
    — 
 
    My parents were not still in bed. 
 
    They were at the kitchen table, haggard looking, red-eyed, my mom with the black phone receiver pressed to her ear, my dad’s hand resting on the top of her free one. 
 
    When I walked through the door, my mother’s face bloomed with scarlet and she slammed the phone down onto the wooden table. 
 
    “Where have you been?” she snapped. 
 
    I shrugged out of my backpack. “At Hayley’s.” 
 
    My father crossed his arms over his chest. “Try again,” he said. 
 
    I furrowed my brow—I was in trouble, all right. They’d clearly discovered that I’d never gone to Hayley’s, but I was tired and conflicting emotions battled for dominance in my body. I was sad because of Freddie but euphoric because of Tommy, and I wasn’t ready to play their hand yet. “This is ridiculous,” I said and tried to storm past them to head for the basement. My dad grabbed my arm, and my eyes widened. “Let go of me!”  
 
    He did, but I quit my exodus and merely crossed my arms.  
 
    “You never called,” my mother said, her voice shaking. 
 
    A pang of guilt. “What?”  
 
    “I told you to call when you got to Hayley’s.”  
 
    “Who, by the way, we called,” my dad said. “So we know you weren’t there.”  
 
    They had me cornered, and I knew it. So, I did what any teenager would and doubled down. “You guys are so suffocating!” I screamed. 
 
    “You’re not going to cooperate, that much is clear,” dad said. “You’re grounded.”  
 
    “What?” I seethed. “This is ridiculous! I’m seventeen. You can’t ground me.”  
 
    “You live under our roof,” my dad said, and I rolled my eyes. “You disappeared. You didn’t call your mother like she asked. And you lied.”  
 
    “I was so worried,” my mother whispered, her voice devoid of any anger, deflated like a limp balloon. It softened me.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I meant to call. I was just—really upset.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean to dismiss you, before you left, you know I try to understand, try to—” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not with you. Look, I know you think it’s ridiculous. But Freddie died, and—I’m heartbroken.”  
 
    My dad softened then, despite himself, I’m sure. He’d always shared my love of Queen—maybe not to my obsessive level—and he’d helped me scour garage sales looking for old albums. “That’s what this is about?” he said. 
 
    I looked at the floor. “Look, I was—I went to Tommy’s, okay?” 
 
    My parents exchanged a glance and I swallowed. I hated them for ruining this for me. My first day as a non-virgin and nothing had changed. I still wasn’t in control of anything in my own life. The freedom I’d tasted the night before had been an illusion. 
 
    Before they could say anything else, I rushed to explain. “It wasn’t like that,” I said, and the lie came surprisingly easily. “It’s just, you know. Tommy is the only one I know who loves—loved—Freddie as much as me. I just needed to be with somebody who understands.” 
 
    My mother twisted her hands together in her lap, and she shared another look with my dad, who took a deep breath. 
 
    “What you did was highly inappropriate,” my dad said. “But I know how much Freddie meant to you.”  
 
    “Am I still grounded?” 
 
    My dad sighed. “Look, we can’t let this slide, but how about a compromise? You can’t stay at Hayley’s—or anyone’s—for a week, no going out. If you want to see your friends, have them over here. And no boys.”  
 
    All things considered, it wasn’t that bad of an arrangement, and I supposed they were letting me off pretty easy. I crossed my arms, unwilling to let them sense my gratitude. I shrugged. “Fine.”  
 
    “That’s it?” my mom said.  
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” I said. “May I go now?”  
 
    They looked at each other yet again and this time my mom sighed. “Go on,” my dad said. “And, Sash?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I am sorry.” His voice was soft. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “me too.”  
 
    — 
 
    Down in the basement, I picked up my lime green phone and dialed Hayley’s number. After three rings, she picked up. “Yeah?” 
 
    “What the hell, Hayley?” I said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said. 
 
    “What kind of friend are you?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “Sure you do,” I said. “My parents called you. You could have covered for me.”  
 
    “How was I supposed to know?” 
 
    “Clearly I told them I’d be there,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not your cover story, Sasha,” Hayley said. “You can’t just use me like that.”  
 
    “I wasn’t using you!” 
 
    “And where were you, anyway?”  
 
    “How is that your business?” I said. 
 
    “I knew it.”  
 
    “Knew what?”  
 
    “You were with Tommy,” Hayley said, and if she’d intended to hide the disdain in her voice, she was doing a terrible job.  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “You know I’m turning my life around,” Hayley said. “That means no lying.” 
 
    “Why do you need to turn your life around?” I shouted into the phone. “What the hell was so bad with the old direction?” 
 
    “Sasha, we’ve been through this,” Hayley said. “You know I got saved.” 
 
    The confrontation with my parents had been a bummer, but Hayley’s conversion was ruining my post-virginal glow. “Yeah, yeah. Saved from what?”  
 
    I thought of that pastor condemning Freddie on TV the night before. Religion wanted to strip us of all our magic, until we were all just a bunch of boring clones.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry I put you in that position. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “What were you doing at Tommy’s?” 
 
    I sighed. “Freddie Mercury died yesterday.” 
 
    A slight pause. “And you went to Tommy’s?”  
 
    “I knew he’d get it.”  
 
    “And I wouldn’t,” Hayley said. 
 
    “That’s not what I said.”  
 
    “It was implied.” 
 
    The line went so quiet that for a minute I thought maybe Hayley hung up. At school dances the chaperones jokingly told us to “leave room for Jesus” when we danced too close. This felt like that. Like Hayley had left so much room for Jesus between us that there wasn’t any room for our friendship anymore. 
 
    “Hayley?” 
 
    “Listen, Sash, I think there’s something you need to see,” Hayley said. Another pause. “Come over?”  
 
    “I’m really tired, Hales,” I said. “Anyway, I’m house grounded.” 
 
    “I’ll come to you, then. Tonight,” Hayley said. “In fact, I’ll call the girls. It’s important.”  
 
     “Fine,” I said, resigned and tired. “See you tonight.”  
 
    “And Sash?” 
 
    “What.”  
 
    “Collect all your tapes and bring them to the basement.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Just trust me,” Hayley said. 
 
    “Fine.” I exhaled a deep breath. “Which ones?”  
 
    “All of them,” Hayley said. “But especially Queen.”  
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Radio Ga Ga 
 
    We were all gathered around the television set in the basement, propped up on the beanbag chairs like always. Hayley was in front of us, by the TV. We stared at her, and not just because she was at the front of the room. 
 
    “Why do you look like that?” Jessica said, finally. 
 
    Hayley’s hair was sleek and flat, nicely combed, with a pale pink headband. She wore a pair of sensible jeans and a t-shirt that matched the headband. Worst of all, she wasn’t wearing any make up. She looked like a stranger. 
 
    Hayley shrugged. “My dad showed me this video last night,” she said. “I just felt really… Look, if I’m going to talk the talk, I need to walk the walk.”  
 
    I watched Hayley slide the tape from the sleeve and pop it into the VCR. Tiffany, Jessica, and I looked at each other, making faces and raising eyebrows. Hayley still hadn’t explained anything, but she’d given us all the same weird directive to bring our cassettes. 
 
    Tiffany, easily creeped out, bit her fingernails. She’d whispered to me on our way down that she was worried Hayley was going to show us some terrible horror movie. With Hayley’s life change, I didn’t think she would show us anything that could be demonic. Jessica drummed her fingers on the cement floor, clearly bored and irritated at being summoned under such a shroud of mystery. She hated not being in the loop. 
 
    Hayley turned from the VCR, a beatific smile on her face that unnerved me. “This will change your lives,” she said. “It will change how you see everything.” 
 
    “Is it going to change how I dress, too?” I said. I still hadn’t told any of them about Tommy. It was a secret I wanted to protect for a while, to keep sacred and special and mine.  
 
    “It might,” Hayley said, earnestly. 
 
    “No hints?” Jessica said.  
 
    “Just watch.”  
 
    “Who even are you anymore?” Jessica said. “You look like you stepped right out of Abercrombie.”  
 
    Tiffany poked her in the side. 
 
    “What?” Jessica sad. 
 
    “Don’t be mean,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Why not? This isn’t her.”  
 
    “How do you know what’s her?” Tiffany adjusted her glasses. “It’s not for us to decide.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is for her church to decide?” I said. 
 
    “You’re just as bad as them,” Tiffany said. “Both of you.” 
 
    “As who?” Jessica said, indignant. 
 
     “People change,” Tiffany said. “We need to let them.” 
 
    We didn’t have a good comeback. She was kind of right, as much as it pained me to admit it. I crossed my arms. 
 
    “And now, if you’re all done talking about me like I’m not here, we’ll proceed.” Hayley reached up for the string that hung from the single lightbulb above our heads and pulled, plunging us into darkness just before she plopped onto a beanbag. “Just watch. You’ll see.”  
 
     The VHS started up. First: static. I shivered. Then: the screen cut to a crowd of young adults, screaming. They made the shape of devil horns with their fingers, their tongues lolled from their mouths. They jumped up and down, eyes fevered and ferocious. The screen cut again, this time to a still picture of a frenzied crowd before a stage. They held up a cloth sign, with LONG LIVE ROCK ‘N’ ROLL painted in sloppy black letters. The screen cut once more, and this time, superimposed over the rock and roll sign was a Bible verse: …that they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil; where they have been held captive to his will. 2 Timothy 2:26. 
 
    A man read the verse, roaring the word “devil!” More static, a few more shots of young adults dancing, rabid. A quick scroll through various images and clips: a newspaper headline that read, LA TOYA FLAUNTS HER FREEDOM; Janet Jackson on the cover of Playboy; rock performers writhing hellishly on stages. 
 
    Then, finally, the title page: REEL TO REAL MINISTRIES PRESENTS HELL’S BELLS: THE DANGERS OF ROCK ‘N’ ROLL and the host appeared onscreen: a scrawny, middle-aged man with a mullet and a thin mustache.  
 
    “Thanks for taking the time to watch this video,” he said. “I hope and pray that you’ll get something good, maybe even life-changing, out of it. Now, you might not believe that the Bible and Jesus are the standard for absolute truth, and that therefore, their comments as they relate to rock music are irrelevant. Well, don’t get uptight.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    He continued, “We’ll hopefully deal with the issue of faith as we progress, but at least at the outset, try to keep an open mind, and at minimum understand that, right or wrong, what you’re about to see and hear is what the Bible and Jesus have to say about these things.” 
 
    The issue of faith. I made an irritated sound in the back of my throat. If we don’t believe, it’s not due to inadequacies in their message, but a matter of faith.  
 
    The documentary was all about how the Devil had infiltrated “secular music” (by which they meant anything you wouldn’t play at church). And rock music was the worst offender, according to the skinny guy who looked like he probably had bad breath. What he said was that hard metal was so obvious and blatant about its message of evil that a good Christian would know to avoid it. Rock music sucked you in, like poisoned candy. You ate it up, swallowed the dangerous message that “you could do anything and be anything you wanted,” that you “didn’t need anyone but yourself.” And before you knew it, you were seduced by the allure of the message, tempted by the poisonous fruit of the Devil.  
 
    In short, it was ridiculous. 
 
    I glanced at Hayley, whose eyes were glued to the screen, rapt. Tiffany had burrowed herself deep into the beanbag and was now chewing the nails on her other hand. Jessica’s arms were folded and she looked every bit as irritated as I felt.  
 
    The people who made the video had already decided on the truth, regardless of what anyone else felt. They just expected us to buy in, no questions, no making waves. Fit in, be one of us, don’t stand out from the crowd, don’t be a misfit. They weren’t willing to admit there could be another reality that didn’t fit with their vision of a perfect world. The music had been my lifeline, had saved me more than religion ever would or could. The people in this video were clueless and out of touch. They wouldn’t know something real if it bit them in the ass. 
 
    Stills and video clips of supposedly demonic symbols and imagery flashed across the screen. Devil horns. Depictions of Hell. 666: the number of the Beast. Pentagrams. The smelly-man revealed that all music had clues—from the lyrics to the clothes the artists wore to the artwork on the album covers to the inscriptions and acknowledgments—that could be deciphered if opened your eyes and heart to the truth.  
 
    Hell’s bells were ringing, and did you have the courage and strength to resist their call? The way was narrow, and few were those who found it. 
 
    Would you be one of the few? 
 
    I squeezed my hands into fists. Who were they to determine “the way?” This was just more mainstream bullshit, and I was done with it. 
 
    I was about to get up to turn it off when he appeared on the screen. 
 
    Freddie. He was otherworldly in shimmering black satin. 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest. I knew exactly where this was going—I’d seen this exact footage, on that first tape I’d borrowed from Tommy. Live at Rainbow Stadium, 1974. My fists were so tightly clenched, my nails cut into the flesh of my palm. I knew what was coming, and I couldn’t stop it from spilling out from the screen.  
 
    Freddie. “Do you like my claws?” He purred into the crowd, holding up his jewel-encrusted black-gloved hands. They glittered in the stage light. “They’re real diamonds. A gift from the devil himself. You don’t believe me?” He turned to the band. “They don’t believe me.”  
 
    My blood hammered in my temples. Rage, pure, red rage.  
 
    They accused Freddie of worshipping the devil. Boundaries are meant to be pushed, and that’s what Freddie came here to do.  
 
    That segment was followed up with concert footage of a performance of Another One Bites the Dust played backwards to reveal a hidden command to “smoke marijuana.” 
 
    Hayley touched my arm gently. “You okay?” she said.  
 
    “Don’t.”  
 
    “You’re my best friend.” Hayley’s voice was choked. “All of you are. I just want you to be saved, before it’s too late.” 
 
    “What is it about us that’s so horrible?” I was fighting tears, too. 
 
    “You think you’re better than us,” Jessica said. 
 
    “Can we all just accept each other and move on?” Tiffany interjected. “We have different beliefs. Why force them on each other?” 
 
    It was all too much. Freddie had just died. I was still grieving, the absence of him a gaping wound in my chest and the warmth between my legs a reminder of how Tommy and I had mourned together, of the distance that was growing between me and my friends. “Off,” I said. 
 
    “You heard them,” Hayley said, pointing at the TV. “You spent the night at Tommy’s crying over a rock star. The devil has you and you don’t even know.”  
 
    “Hold up,” Jessica said. “You spent the night where?”  
 
    I ignored her and lunged for the VCR. “Turn it off!” I shrieked. I clicked eject and the screen flickered off and the tape spit out. The basement was lit only by the eerie crackle of television static. I flailed around until I found the string above my head and yanked on it. Pale yellow light filled the damp basement. 
 
    “I went to Tommy because I couldn’t go to you,” I said. 
 
    We were on the verge of something, approaching a crossroads, a point of no return. Her church was warping her into a person I didn’t get. She was my best friend, and I hated watching her change. 
 
    The way is narrow, they said. Why not choose a path where everyone is welcome? I didn’t want to lose Hayley, but I would never walk down that road. And if I didn’t follow her, what did that leave us?  
 
    “We’re worried,” Tiffany said. “You don’t seem happy this way.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “You’re not yourself.” 
 
    “No,” Hayley said, voice quiet. “I am myself. That’s what you don’t get. None of you.” She looked at me. 
 
     “You love the black lipstick.” 
 
    “‘Thou shalt have no other gods,’” Hayley quoted. 
 
    “What, lipstick is a false idol now?” Jessica said. 
 
    “Please.” Hayley’s expression was sad. “You aren’t going to like it. But my actions come from love. Know that.” 
 
    Then, before we could process what was happening, Hayley snatched the others’ bags and my box of tapes and dumped them on the floor at the center of the beanbags. 
 
    “We have an opportunity,” Hayley said. 
 
    I looked at the gleaming pile of tapes with a growing sense of dread. They were the holiest of my possessions. I didn’t have religion, but I did have rock and roll. “Opportunity for what?” I said, with caution. 
 
    “A clean slate,” Hayley said. 
 
    Hayley reached into her own backpack and produced four hammers, held them out to us. Tiffany gasped.  
 
    “Oh hell no,” Jessica said. “No way. Is this what I think it is?” 
 
    Tiffany shook her head. “My mom would kill me if I ruin my tapes. I beg for every single one.”  
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Hayley said. “Temporary loss, eternal rewards. Salvation.” 
 
    To be in need of salvation, of saving, implied being in danger. But I hadn’t felt threatened until the moment my tapes were exposed at the center of the room. 
 
    “Hayley, please put those down,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “It’s the only way.” There was a thin layer of sweat across Hayley’s upper lip, and when she looked at me, it felt like she was looking through me. “Pastor Dave says—”  
 
    “Oh, fuck Pastor Dave,” I said. 
 
    My heart raced and I tried pointlessly to calm it. The idiots on the video weren’t inside my heart, couldn’t feel the wonder that bloomed with each chord, couldn’t know how Freddie had guided my path more than any saint. 
 
    “These tapes are filled with secret codes.” 
 
    “And who planted these supposed codes?” Jessica’s arms were crossed and her face was maybe more red than mine. Tiffany sank farther into herself. 
 
    Hayley gestured at the mound of tapes. “Who else? The devil.” 
 
    “Listen, the devil did not come to freaking Earth and plant—” 
 
    “Oh, of course he didn’t,” Hayley said. “He used people. Listen. It comes down to this. Are you with God, girls? Or are you with the Devil?” 
 
    “I don’t think God cares what music we listen to,” Tiffany offered. 
 
    “Not that it’s your business, but I do believe in God.” Jessica rolled her eyes. “Just not your psycho one.”  
 
     “And you, Sash?” 
 
    “Well of course I’m not with the Devil.”  
 
    Hayley practically beamed. “Good answer.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “There aren’t two ways about it, Sasha,” Hayley said. “You can’t just say you’re not with the Devil and then just not pick God, because of course by default, but omission, you’re picking the Devil.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “The Devil wants you to be indecisive. He’s waiting for it. Because that’s how he gets in. See?”  
 
    Waves of panic rippled across my skin. I just wanted my friend back. I wanted to save her just as badly as she wanted to save me. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear him?” Hayley pointed at the TV again. “It’s a small price to pay for eternal riches.” She extended the hammers to each of us.  
 
    And, I know it sounds nuts, because none of us were going to go through with her wild plan, but we each took a hammer. I still remember how heavy it felt in my hands. The wooden handle slid through my fingers and I gripped the hammer by its cold metal head. 
 
    “Go on.” Hayley nodded in the direction of the pile of tapes.  
 
    Each of us stood, hammers poised, snakes preparing to strike. None of us moved.  
 
    Until Hayley did. Before the three of us could even react, she brought her hammer down on top of the pile. There was a sickening shatter when her hammer head connected with the plastic, and then it was a massacre. 
 
    The three of us stood, our mouths open in horror, too stunned to react. We watched as plastic sprayed and splintered. Shimmering silver-grey strands of tape spooled like innards at Hayley’s feet. Hayley smashed with such ferocity that we couldn’t even dare move to stop her, lest her hammer smashed our hands and faces instead. 
 
    “Hayley, please.” I was annoyed at myself for how weak I sounded. I should have stopped her, should have stepped forward to defend our music. But all I did was watch with choked horror. Witnessing the mutilation of those tapes, it was like some vital piece of myself had been desecrated. 
 
    Hayley was ravenous, attacking the tapes with rabid fervor. “The devil has a stronghold,” she said, panting. “I won’t let him have you.”  
 
    And then she took the rest of the tapes, one by one, Nirvana and The Cure and The Foo Fighters and The Red Hot Chili Peppers; Radiohead and Green Day and Metallica and Nine Inch Nails and Queen. Queen. Hayley obliterated them all, and I just sat there, trying not to cry and failing. Tears burned trails down my cheeks. I watched, too weak to stop crying, too stunned to stop her.  
 
    Even if I could have stopped her, it was too late. She had ruined everything already.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” A snot bubble bloomed from my nostril.  
 
    “Because I love you, Sasha.” Hayley’s cheeks were pink with righteous certainty. “You know I do love all of you, right?”  
 
    “This isn’t you,” I said. “They’ve changed you.”  
 
    “For the better, Sash.” I was shocked to see there were tears on Hayley’s cheeks, too. “It’s tough love. Spiritual warfare. I’m fighting for your souls. Don’t you see? There isn’t anything more important than that.”  
 
    I was crying even harder now because she had lost me, after this, she’d lost me forever. We couldn’t go back, and the sharp reality of it, the part that hurt most, was how badly I wanted to. I’d loved us the way we were, loved Hayley for who she was. It was agony watching her deny all the best parts of herself, everything I felt made her special. It hurt that she wanted me to change, that I wasn’t good enough for her when she was everything to me. My clothes weren’t good enough for her church or her God, and neither was my music. 
 
    And last night I’d given myself to Tommy in his dark bedroom, had mourned with him and found myself alive with him while green and blue shimmers from his lava lamp danced on the wall behind us. We’d tasted the salt of each other’s tears. The memory brought a surge of heat to my groin.  
 
    Tommy didn’t ask me to change. He saw all my imperfections and loved me despite them, maybe even because of them. I had always told Hayley everything but the closer I got to Tommy, the more I kept to myself. I knew she would ruin the memory if I told her. She’d call our union a sin. But I felt the truth of it in my bones: having sex with Tommy wasn’t a transgression, but a communion. An act of holy reverence, a sacred ritual.  
 
    What kind of a best friend tries to make you smaller, tells you to take up less space to make room for her God?  
 
    Hayley finished with the tapes and we stood there, stunned, staring at each other. Then Hayley shouted, “Thou shalt have no false idols!” and she delivered her final blow, using the claw side of the hammer to rip my Queen poster in half, splitting Freddie’s face in two. 
 
    I don’t remember deciding to do it. 
 
    What I remember is the way it felt when the wooden handle of my hammer connected with Hayley’s temple, that it felt like striking cement. 
 
    What I remember is that Hayley was looking at me, and then suddenly her eyes were vacant. 
 
    What I remember is the way Jessica gasped. The sharp peel of Tiffany’s scream. 
 
    What I remember is how fast Hayley fell to the floor, and the reverberating clang of the hammer’s head against the concrete floor. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Part Two 
 
    A Devil, For Me 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Tie Your [Best Friend] Down 
 
    My arm was still in the air, frozen in the place where the wooden handle had made contact with Hayley’s temple. My fingers were clasped around the metal head, which was warmed from my clammy hand. My breath came in quick, short gasps. I couldn’t move, couldn’t take my eyes off Hayley. 
 
    She hadn’t moved since she’d hit the ground. Her mouth lolled open.  
 
    “Is she breathing?” Jessica said.  
 
    “Is she…?” Tiffany began, but she choked on a quiet sob.  
 
    “Everything all right down there, girls?” 
 
    My mom’s voice from the top of the stairs cut through the stillness of our shocked silence. It snapped me into motion, brought me back to life. “Fine!” I yelled back.  
 
    “I heard a scream?” The top stair creaked with mom’s weight and I could tell she was debating a descent to check on us. That was the last thing we needed. 
 
    “There was a spider,” I said, quickly. “I killed it.”  
 
    Tiffany cringed at the word. Killed. I shuddered and looked at Hayley, who still hadn’t moved.  
 
    “Well, if that’s all,” Mom said. “Need anything while I’m here?”  
 
    “No, but thanks,” I said back. 
 
    The top stair creaked as Mom’s weight eased off it and the upstairs door clicked back into place behind her.  
 
    I breathed deeply and looked at Hayley. May as well get it over with, I figured. I kneeled beside her, brought two fingers to her wrist. Her pulse throbbed against my fingertips, strong as ever. Despite my hurt and fury, I was relieved. She had crossed a line, but I had never intended to hurt her. 
 
    “She’s fine,” I said. “Just knocked out.”  
 
    “‘Just?’” Tiffany repeated. “We are so dead.”  
 
    “We have to do something,” I said. 
 
     “What she did was messed up,” Jessica said.  
 
    We surveyed the mess Hayley had made of our tapes. It made my stomach churn to see them all there with their innards on full display, chunks of broken plastic glittering in the basement light. I felt dizzy and nauseous. Things were changing too fast. I hadn’t even processed Freddie’s death, or my virginity “loss” (an inappropriate word for something that felt like celebration in my body), and now Hayley had destroyed everything. I looked at her, mouth hanging open, and thought maybe I had ruined everything, too.  
 
    My music wasn’t gone, not really—but those tapes, the ones I’d spent all that time with in the dark, could never be replaced. 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to look at Freddie’s mutilated face poster face on the wall. 
 
    My belly burned with molten rage. I was angry at Hayley, but she wasn’t really to blame for any of this. My fury burned deeper, brighter, hotter. It was the system that made her ashamed to be herself.  
 
    I dropped the hammer onto the carpet and clenched my hands into fists. I was angry about everything, and not all of it was Hayley’s fault. But she was the one who’d pushed me off the ledge when I’d been struggling to keep my balance. “She needs our help.”  
 
    “I agree,” Jessica said. “This has gone too far.”  
 
    Tiffany shook her head. “What, save her? Like she wants to save us?” she said. “Don’t you think we should just let each other be?” 
 
    I rested my face in my hands, then looked at Tiffany. “Do you really think this is her?”  
 
    Tiffany looked at Hayley, sprawled on the floor. “I mean…” 
 
    “Because if you do,” I said, “then we’ll leave it alone. It sucks but we’ll let her walk her path.” 
 
    Tiffany sighed. “I don’t know,” she admitted.  
 
    “It’s not her.” I took Tiffany’s hands in mine and looked her in the eyes. “They’re sucking all the life out of her. Fucking vampires. Look at her without her goth make up. She’s not Hayley.” 
 
    Tiffany looked. “People change.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “You’re right. But this is different. Hayley isn’t changing because she wants to. She’s changing they’ve made her terrified to trust herself.” 
 
    Jessica stepped closer and intertwined her hands with ours. “We have to do something.”  
 
    I nodded. “We have to save her.”  
 
    “How?” Tiffany said.  
 
    I felt a pang of guilt, looking at Hayley. Everything was so messed up. How had we gotten here? Best friends don’t hit each other in the head with hammers. Best friends also don’t destroy each other’s most prized possessions. I chewed the inside of my cheek, an idea forming in my storm of emotions. “She wants to save us from the devil,” I said. “So we prove the devil isn’t real.” 
 
    Jessica cocked her head. A grin spread across her face. “You’re a genius.”  
 
    Tiffany held her hands up and backed a couple steps away from us. “I do not like where this is headed.”  
 
    Jessica ignored her. “You want to summon Satan.”  
 
    “I don’t believe in the devil,” I said. “But Hayley does. Let’s fix that.” 
 
    “She’ll be scared,” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, “but then she’ll see it’s all bullshit. Satan isn’t real. She doesn’t need to be so afraid.” 
 
    “Hate to be the voice of reason,” Tiffany said, which was bogus because she was always exactly that. “But what if he is real and the ritual actually works?” 
 
    “It won’t,” I said.  
 
    Jessica shrugged. “It could. My abuela doesn’t fuck around.”  
 
    I sighed. “Then we’ll have an answer and Hayley’s been right all along. We’ll cross that bridge if we have to.”  
 
    “It’s not nice,” Tiffany said. “It’ll scare her.” 
 
    “It’s like what she’s been telling us all along,” I said. “It’s for her own good.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tiffany said. 
 
    I hugged Tiffany. “You’re scared. I get it. It won’t work, okay? But we’re losing her and I—” my voice broke, then, “Please.”  
 
    Tiffany pulled back and nodded. “All right,” she said. “I don’t like it. But I’ll do it.” 
 
    Jessica clapped her hands together, down to business. “We need supplies.”  
 
    I fumbled in a junk drawer next to the TV before I finally pulled out a jump rope. I handed it to Jessica. “Tie her down,” I said. “So she can’t run.” 
 
    Tiffany hugged herself and stood back from us, watching. “So um, the thing about the virgin blood. Who’s going to…?” 
 
    Jessica laughed sharply. “You know it’s not me.” She lugged Hayley over to one of the bean bags and used the jump rope to bind Hayley’s hands behind her back. “That ship sailed in ninth grade.” 
 
    “Blood freaks me out.” Tiffany looked at me. “Can it be you? Please? I—I can’t bear the thought of—” 
 
    “It can’t be me,” I said. I avoided both of their eyes although in my peripheral vision I saw both of their heads swing around to look at me. “It wouldn’t—my blood won’t be, um, acceptable.” There. That was diplomatic. 
 
    “Ho-lee shit,” Jessica said, drawing out each syllable dramatically. “When did this happen, girl?”  
 
    “Only just,” I said. When it was clear they weren’t going to let it slide, I groaned. “Last night, okay?”  
 
    “Oh my god,” Jessica said. “I knew it!”  
 
    “I really don’t want to talk about it,” I said.  
 
    “Guys, I really can’t do blood—” Tiffany started. Her voice shook with tremors. 
 
    “Tiff,” I said. “Relax. We won’t use yours.”  
 
    “Then whose?”  
 
    I looked down at Hayley, tied up on the beanbag, still out cold.  
 
    “Perfect,” Jessica said.  
 
    “Why?” Tiffany said. 
 
    “A Christian sacrifice,” Jessica said. 
 
    Tiffany’s bottom lip trembled. “We aren’t sacrificing her.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jessica said, squeezing Tiffany’s shoulder. “It’s a metaphor. An awesome one.”  
 
    “But—” Tiffany said.  
 
    “We’ll be careful, promise,” I said. “I’ll go upstairs and get the supplies.” 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Stone Cold Crazy 
 
    Hayley was still unconscious. A small sliver of guilt pricked at the back of my brain but I was too determined to heed it. We were doing the right thing. Hayley had strayed too far down a path that was taking her away from us, away from herself. We had to bring her back, help her remember who she was. 
 
    We’d slid Hayley in the beanbag chair to the back corner of the basement. I’d moved some of my parents’ perpetually unpacked boxes so they formed a makeshift wall that shielded us from view, on the unlikely chance my mom decided to check on us again. The light from the center of the main area barely reached us.  
 
    I gripped my mom’s butcher knife with two hands, to hide that they were shaking. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Tiffany said.  
 
    We’d used sidewalk chalk to draw an enormous pentagram on the cement floor. Our lines were crude, but unmistakable. Hayley’s arms were bound and she was tied onto the beanbag at the star’s center. Lit pillar candles were strategically stationed on each point of the star.  
 
    I gritted my teeth. “You don’t have to stay,” I said. “But Hayley needs all of us fighting for her.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure that we’re doing the right thing?” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Some things you just know,” I said. 
 
    Tiffany pushed at her glasses. “But…how can we be sure our truth is more true than hers? What if we’re just as bad?” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that,” Jessica said. “Some things you feel in your gut.” Her demeanor was tough and certain, but her eyes belied a fear she couldn’t completely hide.  
 
    I didn’t have any better answers to ease Tiffany’s worry. “All I know,” I said, “is what music makes me feel. I want to help Hayley feel that, too.” 
 
    “All right,” Tiffany relented, but her fear was blatant, no attempt to conceal it. “So how do we…do you…I mean, how much…?”  
 
    “How much blood?” I cocked my head toward Jessica. “It’s your spell.”  
 
    “It’s a ritual.” Jessica held her hands up. “And it’s not mine. It’s my abuela’s.” 
 
    “So how much?” I said. 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “Enough so it’s clear we mean business, but not enough to, uh, you know…”  
 
    I groaned. “That’s helpful.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” She sucked her cheeks in. “I only read the spell once, and my abuela would have flayed me alive if she knew I looked at her book without permission.” 
 
    “Why does she even have that ritual in there?” I said.  
 
    “The books been in my family forever,” Jessica said. “Generations.”  
 
    I breathed in deep and knelt next to Hayley with the knife. “Where…?”  
 
    “Not the wrist,” Jessica said, looking blatantly nervous for the first time. “We don’t want to—to—” 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    “To kill her,” I said. “I know.”  
 
    I lifted Hayley’s bound arms and sucked air in through my teeth. To hell with it, I thought. We had to save Hayley. To protect our friendship. If we didn’t go through with this, we were going to lose her. 
 
    I pressed the knife into the soft, fish-belly flesh of her inner forearm. The knife was sharp, and penetrated Hayley’s skin with more ease than I’d expected. The knife slipped deeper and quicker than I was prepared for. 
 
    At first, there was just a thin, liquid line. 
 
    Then Hayley’s blood began to flow, to an alarming degree. It was thick and in the flickering candlelight, it looked almost black, like the tar of fear at my core. 
 
    And then there was so much of it that for the first time since Hayley had destroyed my tapes, I came to my senses. What the hell was I thinking? What would any of this prove? I had my best friend strapped to a beanbag chair and I had just cut her, severely, with a knife. How would this solve anything? We’d just push her farther away. We were violating her, just as she had violated us. It wasn’t anymore right for us to force are beliefs onto her than it was for her to do that to us. Tiffany was right. 
 
    “This was a mistake,” I said. 
 
    “A little late!” Tiffany said. 
 
    Blood, so much blood. It was oozing out of Hayley’s arm. Deep. I’d cut too deep. It was just a cut on her arm, I’d thought, not a big deal, I’d thought, but oh, had I accidently gone too far? Was I going to kill her?  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. 
 
    My knife clattered to the cement floor and I pressed down on the cut. 
 
    “Oh my god oh my god!” Jessica squealed. 
 
    Tiffany leapt into action, surprisingly quick. She joined me on the beanbag to press on Hayley’s wound. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s enough blood,” she muttered. She peeled off her thin jacket and wrapped it around Hayley’s arm. She tied it tightly, creating a makeshift tourniquet. Soon, the blood stopped flowing.  
 
    I sat there breathing heavily, relieved to know that Hayley would be okay. I looked around. “What do you think, Jess?” I said. “Do we mean business?” 
 
    Jessica nodded, face stricken. 
 
    I was covered in blood. I brought a slick hand to my face, inspected it thoughtfully. I sniffed it. It smelled animal and wild and it ignited something primal within me.  
 
    “We go through with it?” I said. 
 
    “Seriously?” Tiffany said. “We should get help.” 
 
    “What, and waste all this blood?” Jessica said. “This can’t be for nothing.” 
 
    “Then what now?” Tiffany said. 
 
    “Come on,” I said.  
 
    I stood on the edge of the pentagram, gestured for Tiffany and Jessica to hold my blood-slicked hands, to form a small circle around Hayley’s unconscious body. Her blood pooled at our feet, coated the soles of my Converse. It shined like red-black water in the candlelight. 
 
    I squeezed Jessica’s hand. “What now?”  
 
    She swallowed. When she spoke, she didn’t sound certain. “I—well, we call him…” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Jessica shrugged. “I told you I only read it once,” she said. “And it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So you don’t remember the exact words. Best guess?”  
 
    “Um.” Jessica bit her lip. “All right. I think it’s something like…Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    Tiffany raised an eyebrow. “Did you just make that up?”  
 
    Jessica shrugged. “It sounds good though, right?” 
 
    Beelzebub has a devil put aside. 
 
    I squeezed both of their hands, encouraging Jessica to continue. I felt stronger, more certain. Jessica started the chant over, and I joined her.  
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    This time I double-squeezed Tiffany’s hand, because she was still silent. She glanced at me and fear distorted her face like rain on a window. I smiled softly as I spoke, nodded to her encouragingly. Our hands were wet and cold with Hayley’s blood. Tiffany joined us the next time, her voice soft and timid and uncertain. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth. 
 
    A sudden noise startled us and we emitted a collective gasp. 
 
    But it wasn’t the prince of Hell; it was Hayley. She was awake. Her eyes were wide with confusion and terror. 
 
    “What on earth?”  
 
    Seeing her awake reignited the determination inside me that had softened to a smolder. She was alive. This was the moment we’d been waiting for. Hayley had presented us with her argument and smashed all our tapes against our will. This was our counter-argument. We had to stay strong. We were going to show her that truth was so much more complex than church could fathom.  
 
    Hayley’s head swiveled to take in the candles, the way we encircled her, our bloody hands clasped together. The blood on her arm and down the front of her shirt. Tiffany’s jacket tied around her upper arm, soaked crimson. She tugged on her restraints, frantic.  
 
    When she spoke again, her voice was subdued and quiet, a whisper that scratched at the air with her fear. “What is this? What are you doing?”  
 
    “It’s for your own good,” I said, echoing Hayley’s words to us earlier.  
 
    “No.” Hayley’s eyes were wide with fright. Red veins bloomed in their whites. “Please.” 
 
    Tiffany’s hand had gone slack in mine, but I squeezed it again. I looked at both girls and began our chant anew. They quickly joined me.  
 
    This was the moment we’d been waiting for; it was why we were doing it. To save our friend. And yeah, maybe also to show Hayley what it felt like when someone tried to force their beliefs on you. To force her into something the way she’d forced herself on us. But also to prove that Satan wasn’t coming, because he wasn’t real. True friends will do another for each other, even if it’s hard. Tough love. That’s what Hayley had called it. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth. Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    “Stop, please.” Hayley’s head flopped back onto the beanbag, exhausted. The tears on her cheeks glistened in the flickering candlelight. I closed my eyes.  
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    A devil put aside for me. 
 
    One of the tapes I’d borrowed from Tommy featured an interview with Queen from 1976. Freddie had been asked why he used the word Beelzebub in Bohemian Rhapsody when it was associated with demonology and satanic things. Freddie had replied, “It doesn’t necessarily mean I study demonology. I just love the,” and here he had interrupted himself with a sudden burst of delighted laughter, “the word Beelzebub.”  
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.”  
 
    A devil put aside. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    Beelzebub. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    Beelzebub has a devil. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    I just love the word Beelzebub. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    For me. 
 
    “Hail, Satan, Beelzebub, Prince of Darkness, Lord of the Flies, Ruler of the Earth, King of the world. Open wide the gates of Hell and come forth.” 
 
    There was a sound like scratching from the corner behind Tiffany. 
 
    My eyes flew open, startled from our chant-induced trance. 
 
    Tiffany looked at me, wide-eyed. Hayley’s head rested in weary defeat against the beanbag, tears gleaming on her cheeks. 
 
    “It’s just the rat again,” I said, though the sound was much louder than before. 
 
    “You guys, I’m sorry.” Hayley’s voice was tired and defeated. “I was wrong, I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “You had your turn,” I said. “Now it’s our turn to save you, Hayley. You are perfect the way you are. You don’t need to change to please anyone. The devil isn’t real. Hell isn’t real. You can’t live the rest of your life in fear of—” 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Tiffany said. 
 
    “What—oh. Oh.” The stench of gasoline and burnt tire rubber was overwhelming. My eyes started to water. And there was another smell too, something— 
 
    “Is that,” Tiffany said, sniffing the air. “Cologne?” 
 
    “Old Spice,” Jessica’s voice was void of all her usual bravado. “My brother’s favorite.” 
 
    The scratching was louder and then I realized it wasn’t scratching. It was the low, grumbly rumble of a motorcycle engine. And the shadow in the back corner was bigger, somehow, more solid. It was….not a shadow.  
 
    The shadow spoke. It had the deep, sultry voice of a man. “Mmmm,” it said, “smells like teen spirit.” 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Now I’m Here 
 
    Certain kinds of fear elicit jumps; others, piercing screams.  
 
    This fear was worse. It was something deeper and colder and wilder.  
 
    It reached to the farthest ends of myself and beyond, into a place of infinite awe, a place that transcended human understanding because we were never meant to touch it, taste it, hear it, smell it. See it. There are things beyond this world we were never meant to comprehend because we were not made for it, nor it for us.  
 
    And yet. 
 
    He stepped into the candlelight. The sound of the motorcycle engine was briefly louder but still distant, as though it were idling just beyond the shadows in the corner. 
 
    Jessica and Tiffany had remained as frozen as I was, but once he became visible, they snapped back to life. Both of them abandoned the circle and clustered against me. The three of us faced the devil together. 
 
    The devil we had summoned. 
 
    The devil we had invited. 
 
    He was devastatingly good looking. Not glossy magazine hot. He was every straight teenage girl’s perfect vision of a sexy bad boy. He was dressed head to toe in motorcycle leather, and his dark hair was smoothed back in a slick coif. He had just enough dark scruff to give him a smoky edge and his dark eyes were lined with black eyeliner. He smoldered. There was actually smoke emanating from him. But the smoke had a disorienting effect, because as it passed above and around him, a different version of himself occasionally became visible, something much more grotesque and beast-like behind the façade of beauty. He was wonderful and horrifying and I fought the urge to kneel before him, to bow my head, to worship. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve got to wear my human suit.” His voice was low and scratchy, and vibrated against the cement floor, a near-ecstatic sensation that lit up every pleasure center in my body. “I always forget how much I quite like it.” 
 
    Our whole plan felt ludicrously silly. If this was the devil, he was totally hot, terrifyingly so. Tiffany and Jessica squeezed more tightly against me, their flushed cheeks betraying the fact that they felt as internally conflicted as I did: frightened at the impossibility of this situation and also completely turned on. I glanced down at Hayley, who’d been shocked into silence and was staring up at this devil with an expression of both arousal and terror. 
 
    “I apologize, um, sir, but we didn’t think—we didn’t know—” My voice sounded weak and pitiful. Every excuse I could come up with was totally lame beneath the smoldering gaze of the Prince of Hell. 
 
    “Didn’t know I was real?” His smile was mischievous. “Most humans don’t. I’m not offended.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Tiffany said. “But you don’t seem…” 
 
    “Evil?” He said. “That shocks people, too. Sorry to disappoint.” 
 
    He reached out a hand. No one but me reached out to take it. My whole body burned at his touch, a rush of heat and desire pulsed through me. A devil…for me. For me. 
 
    I reminded myself I had a boyfriend. I swallowed and released his hand quickly, wiped away his heat on my jeans. “Are you…going to hurt us?” 
 
    He laughed then, which made him even hotter. “Listen, as much as I’d love to stay and paint fingernails with you girls—” Then he paused, looking us over. “Ooh. And you’ve got black, too. I really should be going. It’s not a good idea for me to be here. And to answer your question, it’s not me you should worry about. Never has been.” 
 
    I tilted my head and softened my grip on Jessica and Tiffany. The fear I’d felt with his initial appearance had burned away, like fog from the top of a cauldron. What was left was fierce curiosity. “Well, I mean, but you are, well—you’re the devil, aren’t you?”  
 
    He held his arms above his head and struck a model pose. It was unbearably sexy. “Lucifer,” he said, “in the flesh. Err, or something rather like it.” He lowered his arms, quickly back to business. His features softened with weariness, and though he appeared to be young, I saw then that, of course, he was ancient, older than I could even begin to comprehend with my feeble human brain. 
 
    We were interrupted by the sound of whispering. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.”  
 
    It was Hayley, eyes pinched shut on the beanbag. 
 
    We all looked down at her, Satan included.  
 
    To my great surprise, he rolled his eyes. “Don’t do that,” he said to her. 
 
    Hayley’s eyes flew open. “Get behind me, Satan! I am a daughter of the Lord, and you will not deceive me.”  
 
    “Oh, this does get tiresome.” He sighed. “Your blood.”  
 
    “What?” Hayley said, thrown off.  
 
    “It was your blood used to summon me. I’m curious, why?” he said. “If you’re a ‘daughter of the Lord?’”  
 
    “Not my choice,” Hayley muttered.  
 
    I thought it was ironic of her to mention choice. Maybe we had gotten through to her, after all.  
 
    “It was ours,” I said, stepping forward. “We did it.”  
 
    Lucifer kneeled before the congealing blood on the floor, stuck a finger into the sticky goo. He brought his finger beneath his nose and sniffed. The way he did it, I wished it was my blood he was inhaling. “Ah,” he said. “Virgin blood. Nice touch. That myth is still circulating?” 
 
    His smooth, matter-of-fact demeanor was disorienting. He sounded more like a hot high school English teacher than the Prince of Hell.  
 
    “Um, myth?” Jessica said, trying to subtly hike her skirt a little higher and failing miserably at the subtlety part.  
 
    “Of course,” he said. “You don’t need virgin blood. In fact, you don’t need blood. But where’s the fun in that?”  
 
    “If we didn’t need blood, why did it work?” Jessica said. 
 
    Lucifer shrugged. “I didn’t say the blood doesn’t work,” he said. “It helps, of course. But intention is the biggest thing.” 
 
    Tiffany peaked out from behind me then. “I didn’t want you to come.” 
 
     “Someone did.” He looked at me. “Someone really did.”  
 
    The stares of all three girls bored into me. My face burned, but I kept my eyes on Lucifer. The way his physical form shimmered in and out of clarity—sometimes man, sometimes horned beast—was nauseating, but I refused to look away. “What did you mean before?” 
 
    Lucifer cocked his head, looking disarmingly like a curious puppy. “When?” 
 
    “When you said we didn’t need to worry about you.” I frowned. That wasn’t quite right. “That it wasn’t you we needed to worry about. If not you, then who?” 
 
    “Whom,” Lucifer said. “Whom you need to worry about.” 
 
     “Well?”  
 
    Lucifer stood up straighter and brought his hand closer to his face, calmly inspecting Hayley’s blood on his fingers. “That would be the Almighty,” he said. Then he rolled his eyes. “The so-called Almighty, that is.”  
 
    Tiffany’s eyes widened behind her glasses. “You mean…God?” 
 
    “The ‘one and only,’” Lucifer said, using air quotes and rolling his eyes. 
 
    Hayley suddenly thrashed against her restraints. “You’re a liar,” she said.  
 
    “The king of them, even,” Lucifer said. “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    He looked sad and almost…nervous. He kept looking around, like he was waiting for something. 
 
    Hayley flinched. “I’m a Christian.” Her resolve was wavering. It was clear that the devil wasn’t anything like she’d expected him to be. 
 
    “Of course you are.” His voice was not unkind. “But what do you know of your God, truly?” 
 
    “I know he is good,” she said. “He loves me. He wants to save me.”  
 
    “Save you?” Lucifer’s smoldering gaze was penetrating, his smile sad and weary. “From what?” 
 
    “Um, well, from sin,” Hayley said without conviction. “From, um, Hell. No offense.”  
 
    “None taken,” Lucifer said. “I do pity you humans, with your limited knowledge and perspective. I don’t envy you.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    Lucifer looked at each one of us in turn. “My dear girls,” he said, “and you do, seem like very nice girls I mean. It’s a pity.”  
 
    “What is?” I felt like I was missing something crucial. 
 
    “He won’t be happy.”  
 
    “God?” 
 
    “He doesn’t appreciate when people find out the truth,” he said.  
 
    “About you?” I said. “That you’re—” 
 
    “Dashing?” Lucifer said, with a wicked grin. Tommy was seriously going to need to start wearing eyeliner. 
 
    “I was going to say, uh, not evil,” I said, blushing. 
 
    “You know, it does become tiresome. Being blamed for everything when all along, it’s been him. He’s the winner, of course. Your kind has only ever heard one side of the story, and he can tell it any way he likes.”  
 
    “What are you saying?” I said. 
 
    Lucifer sighed. “You’ve gone poking around where the Lord doesn’t like anyone to be. He’s likely to smite you. It’s kind of his thing.”  
 
    “Enough!” Hayley shouted. 
 
    Tiffany, Jessica, and I shared a look. I wondered if they were as disoriented as I was. What alternate reality had we entered into? Our whole plan had hinged on the devil not being real. But there he was, standing before us. Only he wasn’t how any of us could have predicted, least of all Hayley. In a way, the intervention had gone better than I could have hoped. 
 
    I felt vindicated, even though it probably hadn’t been the brightest idea to summon the devil.  But watching Hayley’s entire world view crumble before her very eyes made everything worth it. She deserved this, I told myself, glancing over at the pile of smashed tapes still glistening on the basement floor. There were missing pieces to the story she’d been told. 
 
    The cement floor began to vibrate.  
 
    Lucifer folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “That would be him now,” he said. “He’s later than I’d have expected, if you ask me.”  
 
    “What do you mean, that’s him?” I said. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to tell you,” Lucifer said. “God has arrived. And he’s not happy.”  
 
    “H-how do you know?” Tiffany’s voice shook. 
 
    Lucifer looked at each one of us in the eye, earnest. “I need you girls to trust me. Do exactly as I say, so I can protect you.”  
 
    I was tired of following other people’s orders, but the rumbling increased. 
 
    “How do we know we can trust you?” I said. 
 
    “You won’t have a choice, soon,” he said. He bent down to the floor and started using Hayley’s blood to draw a large circle on the floor around us.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Jessica said. 
 
    “Please,” he said, moving quickly and drawing with the blood. The shaking was stronger now, fiercer. The small square windows around the top edges of the basement walls were brightening, filling the room with surreal golden light. “Stay inside the circle.” 
 
    My eyes darted to the main area of the basement and locked onto my green phone. Without a second thought, I ran for it. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lucifer hissed. “I can’t protect you out there.” 
 
    I snatched the phone and quickly ran back into the circle, which Lucifer hadn’t quite finished drawing yet. After Lucifer sealed the circle, he spat into his hand and rubbed his saliva into the space where the two ends of the circle met. He looked up at me from his crouched position on the floor. Crimson blood was smeared on the tip of his nose.  
 
    “That was stupid.” It wasn’t mean. There was genuine, anguished concern on his face. 
 
    I ignored him and dialed Tommy’s number. When I heard Tommy’s voice on the other line, I could have cried. I nearly did. “I need you,” I said. 
 
    Tommy laughed sheepishly on the other end of the line. “Hello to you too, sexy,” he said. “I need you, too.”  
 
    I blushed in spite of myself. “No, not that,” I said. “I mean, yes, but—” I stopped, flustered, and gathered my composure with a deep breath. “I need your help. We need your help. I think we’re in trouble.”  
 
    “Who’s we?”  
 
    “Just—can you get here, please? Quick as you can?” I said, my voice pleading and desperate. The heaping mound of ruined tapes glimmered in the unnatural light pouring through the basement windows and on a whim I added, “Bring my records?” 
 
    “Sash, what’s this abo—” 
 
    I didn’t hear any more because Lucifer had snatched the phone from my hands and had clicked OFF. He threw the phone to the other side of the room, where it shattered against the cement wall in an explosion of lime green plastic.  
 
    “Why would you purposely invite another human into this?” he said. 
 
    I stared at the shattered pieces.  
 
    “Why’d you smash it? I could have warned him.” 
 
    “Sweet girl,” Lucifer said wearily. “It is far too late for that.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s—” But I didn’t get to finish, because every window in the basement shattered. We were plunged into blinding light. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Save Me 
 
    People who claim to have heard the voice of God have described it as being like a whisper, an internal knowing or sensation, a deep conviction.  
 
    But the voice of God—the real voice of God—is not like any of those things. 
 
    It is lightning against your spine. Ice pressed to your teeth. Fierce and throbbing jolts of electricity in your brain. 
 
    It is a sound no human is equipped to hear. 
 
    And yet we heard it. 
 
    We could not see him, not in the way you might usually conceive of seeing. His form was too bright for us to look at directly. Bright is a woefully inaccurate description of searing white light that filled the room. It was kind of like how they tell you not to look directly at the sun or you’ll go blind. Only this—this—made the sun pale in comparison. The light radiating from his form had caused each of us to pinch our eyes shut. And even that did nothing to stop our eyes from aching. I pressed my palms to my eyelids and the blinding light still shone through, brilliant carnelian red.  
 
    For one horrible moment, I thought, Hayley was right. 
 
    Then he spoke and it was the sound of thunder, the crackle of lightning, but it wasn’t outside of us. It vibrated in and throughout our bodies, integrated with our cells, and fired through our nerves and synapses. He spoke a language that we shouldn’t have been able to understand, one so devoid of humanity it defied logic, contradicted all human understanding.  
 
    And yet we understood it. Impossibly. Disorientingly.  
 
    I felt the meaning of his words as though he’d spoken them clearly as any human had, yet I’d heard the words emerge from a place that transcended human understanding. 
 
    You dare mock the Lord your God. 
 
    It was not a question. It was a statement, an acknowledgment of our collective sin.  
 
    I felt frighteningly small, and for the first time in my short life, shockingly insignificant. This entity was beyond human comprehension, and we were nothing to him. Less than nothing. Invisible. Inexplicably, I understood that when people prayed, it wasn’t this being who listened.  
 
    I curled into myself, my body shaking violently. The whole right side of my body was cold and sticky and wet. I didn’t remember falling to the floor, didn’t remember curling up in the fetal position or hugging my arms around my knees. Didn’t remember becoming coated with Hayley’s blood. My head pounded wildly and my insides threatened to rip loose and project out of my mouth.  
 
    I opened my eyes and squinted against the bright light, hoping to catch sight of one of my friends, to ground me. Instead, I saw Lucifer, his eyes on me, full of empathy and compassion and sorrow. He saw me, I realized. He listened. 
 
    My lips parted and I whimpered softly. 
 
    Hayley.  
 
    She was still strapped and tied to the beanbag, unable to shield her eyes as I was doing, unable to curl into herself as I know she must have wanted to do. 
 
    What had we done? What had I done? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    I was sorry. For everything that had come before, everything I’d done and said. For being so worried about whether Hayley would still accept and love me as I changed that I hadn’t been able to offer her the same grace.  
 
    Worst of all, I was sorry I’d been so wrong. God was real. God was here. 
 
    I could have moved, could have uncurled myself from that dejected ball on the floor and, with my eyes tightly shut, found Hayley at the center of the circle and freed her. I could have found the hands of my three favorite girls and we could have faced this madness together.  
 
    Instead, I lay there on the floor. I curled into myself more tightly, choked sobs into my knees.  
 
    Hands. On my body. 
 
    I flinched. 
 
    “It’s okay, it’s just me.”  
 
    Tiffany. Sweet, quiet, gentle. Tiffany. Deep down, braver than all of us.  
 
    “I can’t open my eyes,” I whispered. 
 
    “Me neither.”  
 
    Then there were two more sets of hands as Jessica and Hayley joined us on the floor. 
 
    “Hayley.” Jessica must have released her from her restraints. A fierce wave of gratitude rolled through me. I wasn’t alone. I didn’t need to find all the strength in the world. Our combined strength would see us through, whatever the outcome.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Hayley’s voice was small and low and cold with fear. 
 
    “We’ll face it together,” Jessica whispered, like she’d read my thoughts. 
 
    They lifted me up to a seat, and we huddled together. It had always been the four of us against the world, and that would never change, no matter how much we did. 
 
    Then there was another voice, one we recognized, one we’d become accustomed to in a shockingly short amount of time. He wasn’t talking to us. 
 
    “You have no business here,” Lucifer said. “There has been an exchange of blood and these girls belong to me. The contract has been negotiated.”  
 
    Impossibly, the light on the other sides of our eyelids seemed to brighten, and there was a sound like a massive, hungry wolf sniffing the air. Then God did something horrible: he laughed.  
 
    It was a sound like an earthquake cracking the earth open to devour, like a tornado splintering wood into millions of pieces. It vibrated with the cold indifference of nature. A hungry sound, a ravenous sound, a ruthless sound. My blood turned to ice. God did not care about us. We were insects to him. Less.  
 
    We huddled closer together. 
 
    When that horrible laughter had finished, God spoke. 
 
     One of them belongs to me. Give me what is mine, and I may grant you the others. 
 
    Hayley froze next to me. I gripped her more tightly. 
 
    “He won’t hurt you,” I whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “How do you know?” Hayley said. 
 
    “I won’t let him.” 
 
    When Hayley spoke next, her voice was low and shaky. “Sasha,” she said, “if this is my God, then why do I feel so scared?” 
 
    “We won’t let you have her!” I screamed. My voice was small and insignificant, even to my own ears. Who was I against the Almighty?  
 
    More of that horrible, hurricane laughter. The basement rafters shook.  
 
    She has eaten our body, drank our blood. She has been washed in the blood of the lamb. She is mine.  
 
    “Hang on, girls,” Lucifer said, “this will be unpleasant.”  
 
    The pressure in the atmosphere shifted, like an airplane changing altitude. A sharpness from the insides of my ears cut through my skull like a knife. The pain increased to such a degree that I thought my head might really split open and I moaned. The other girls sounded similarly agonized. The razor-sharp pain elevated to such a degree I thought I might, collapse, but then— 
 
    The room darkened. 
 
    The pressure from behind my ears stopped almost immediately. The stress leveled. My ears popped. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how intensely the light had hurt until it was softened. My eyelids had been squeezed so tightly shut I felt immeasurable relief when I was able to relax the skin around my eyes. I was still too afraid to open them. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Lucifer said, then amended, “Well, for now.” We must have all felt the same thing, because Lucifer added, “Go ahead, open your eyes.” 
 
    One by one, we opened them, and we looked from one to the other, taking in our tear- and blood-streaked faces. 
 
    “What…happened?” Jessica said, speaking for all of us. 
 
    The light of God was gone—but, no, that wasn’t right. The five of us were encased in a dark—but translucent—sphere. We could look at each other now and the sphere shielded us from the intensity of the Almighty’s blaze, but—my eyes searched and, there. I flinched. God was still there, and where he stood the light still shone brilliantly, though not as overwhelmingly. It had a similar effect to observing the sun through sunglasses; the ambient light that radiated from the Lord was dimmed, but we still couldn’t look directly at him.  
 
    “Everyone okay?” I whispered, relieved to be shaded and grateful for Lucifer’s help, but the sphere felt uncomfortably like a cage. We were trapped and unbearably helpless. 
 
    The other three nodded, though their eyes were wide and their mouths trembled. I reached for Tiffany’s hand. “Thank you,” I said, “for being so brave.”  
 
    I made eye contact with Hayley, and seeing her made me nauseous all over again. She looked terrible. Eyes wide, face pale as death, naked lips drained of color. Without her formidable make-up, she looked so young and vulnerable. She was just a girl trying to make sense of the world, just like we all were. I reached for her hand, and squeezed. 
 
    “Hey.” My voice stuck in my throat. I was choked with emotion.  
 
    Hayley shook her head, almost imperceptibly. “Don’t.” Her voice was low and hoarse. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, this is all lovely and nice, I’m sure,” Lucifer said.  
 
    I turned to him and gestured to the dark sphere. “What now? We can’t hide in here forever.”  
 
    He crossed his arms and jutted out a hip coolly. His black lined eyes smoldered, and his beastly form kept flickering in and out of focus. It could have been my imagination but it seemed like more smoke emanated off him.  
 
    There was a rumbling noise from outside the sphere. 
 
    “We must decide quickly,” Lucifer said. “We haven’t much time.” 
 
    “Decide what?” Jessica said.  
 
    “The Almighty has proposed a deal,” Lucifer said. “I admit it isn’t perfect, but this might be the best chance for—well, for some of you to make it out of this alive.” 
 
    “What, give him Hayley?” I barked. 
 
    Hayley rested a hand on my shoulder and stepped forward, meeting Lucifer’s eye boldly. “I mean, he’s God, right?” 
 
    Lucifer closed his eyes briefly before speaking. When he opened them, they were full of liquid compassion. “In a manner of speaking, yes.”  
 
    Hayley’s brow creased. “Isn’t God…good?”  
 
    I noticed then that Lucifer’s was breathing more heavily, and a fine layer of perspiration had appeared on his forehead. “My dear girl,” he said, between breaths. “You could not be more mistaken.”  
 
    Hayley shook her head. “I don’t understand. The God I worship—” 
 
    “The God you worship,” Lucifer said, voice weary, “is nothing more than a figment of your imagination. A story.” 
 
    Hayley met his gaze fiercely and she didn’t look away, but I saw her posture falter. “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “I tried,” Lucifer said “long ago, to stand up for what’s right. He cast me out and, well, the rest, as they say…” His voice was strained, his breathing more erratic. “He may be in power, but I have power of my own. I work against him the only way I can: one human at a time.” 
 
    “You lead people astray,” Hayley said. 
 
    Lucifer shrugged. “Or I save them,” he said. “It’s all a matter of perspective.” 
 
    There was that word again. Everyone was always trying to save me. Save us. Suggesting we need to be rescued, like we were helpless. Like we couldn’t do it on our own. 
 
    Through the dark sphere, I heard a familiar sound. I couldn’t place it, though, because it was warped and changed coming to me through Lucifer’s darkened barrier. 
 
    Hayley’s shoulders crumpled, and then they began to shake. When she spoke, her voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t want to go to Hell.”  
 
    Lucifer looked down then, and for a moment, he looked almost human. He nodded slightly and said, “Ah. Right.”  
 
    Lucifer wouldn’t meet our eyes. He backed away from Hayley and as he did so, the distorted light of God caught him at just the right angle and I saw that more sweat covered his face, neck, forehead. I realized, then, how much it was costing him to sustain this dark sphere. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered, moving toward him. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m fine,” he said. “My magic is powerful.” He paused, swallowed—and in that small gesture, I could see he was engaged in a profound physical struggle. “But there’s a reason he won and I didn’t.”  
 
    That familiar sound was there again, floating to me from beyond our darkened bubble. The sound pricked against my subconscious like a splinter, wedged deep into the skin and impossible to see. I picked at it mentally but couldn’t identify it. I was too focused on Lucifer. 
 
    “I’ll go to him,” Hayley said, her mouth firmly set. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head and gripped her arm. “We won’t let him have you.”  
 
    I looked to Tiffany and Jessica and they were both nodding. The three of us had—consciously or not, I don’t know—formed a protective barrier around Hayley. 
 
    Hayley’s face was earnest. “Please,” she said. “I’m okay. All I’ve ever wanted to do is save you. Let me do that now. Maybe it won’t be so bad. Maybe he’ll take me to heaven.” 
 
     “Listen to me.” This from Lucifer, although it was becoming visibly difficult for him to speak. He spoke through clenched teeth and his breathing was erratic, like a strongman attempting to lift a car by himself. “This decision is serious and irrevocable. And Hell is not…is not the destination you should fear.”  
 
    He puffed out his cheeks and widened his eyes, as though he were trying to concentrate. 
 
    Hayley held his gaze and then looked at each of us. Without her dark mark up, she looked as vulnerable as I felt. Some people saw make up as a mask, but it wasn’t so with Hayley. It was her armor against a world that only wanted to make her smaller. I couldn’t let that happen. She was a force. We all were. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tiffany voiced what the rest of us were thinking. 
 
    Lucifer took a deep breath, the strain of the magic and holding up this barrier against God becoming visibly apparent. His hair and skin were soaked with sweat.  
 
    “Heaven…is not,” Lucifer panted. “Is not the place you think it is.” This last in a rushed, forced breath. 
 
    And there it was, exposed. The Great Lie. The belief that heaven was a better resting place than Hell. How could we have been expected to know otherwise? 
 
    Unless the King of Lies himself was…lying. We looked at each other, eyes wide, mouths agape, unable to process what he’d just said. We all had our individual beliefs—some religious, some not—but not a single one of us had expected this. 
 
    Lucifer puffed out his cheeks, clearly exhausted. “Everyone is welcome in Hell,” he said. “No contingencies, no manipulation. Come as you are. The more, the merrier.” He took a deep breath, then grinned mischievously. “And we have better music.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but the noise from outside was louder now, more insistent, and I whirled away from the girls and face the light, my eyes straining to see through the murky sphere, past God’s brightness. 
 
    Because I had finally recognized the sound. 
 
    With that realization was a dawning horror, spreading through my body like an infection. 
 
    It was Tommy, calling my name. 
 
    And I could see the shape of him through the sphere, his form warped through the curved force field as though I was looking through darkened glass.  
 
    He was on his way down the basement stairs. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Another One Bites the Dust 
 
    Tommy stumbled down the stairs, his arm pressed across his eyes to shield him from the blinding light of the Almighty. In the crook of his other arm were my Queen records. 
 
    “Sasha!” Tommy screamed over the loud din of rumbling.  
 
    His voice was muffled through Lucifer’s sphere. 
 
    “Tommy!” I cried. “No!”  
 
    Tears streamed down my cheeks. I moved toward the edge of our blood barrier and the sphere encasement. 
 
    “Don’t touch it.” Lucifer spoke through gritted teeth, voice strained. Sweat beaded across his upper lip (in the fur of his frothing snout).  
 
    The girls pressed more tightly around me, their bodies tense as mine. Tommy moved down the stairs. It felt like he walked in slow motion. 
 
    “If you touch it,” Lucifer panted. “The barrier won’t hold. I won’t be able to help you.”  
 
     “Tommy, don’t!” This last, just as Tommy’s foot touched the basement floor. He shrugged his backpack from his shoulders, tossed it to the side of the stairs. 
 
    Tommy took one step forward— 
 
    A beam of light shot toward him; though it couldn’t have been any ordinary light, because it pierced him through the center of the chest with astonishing force. His arms flung outward. The records flew high up in the air, creating a gentle arc into the lounge area before clattering recklessly to the floor.  
 
    Tommy’s eyes were wide, glowing with God’s tangible light. For one surreal, oddly beautiful moment, the bottom of his still-beating heart was perfectly illuminated, a pulsing wet muscle gilded with golden light. Severed veins hung like glossy worms from the jagged edges of his opening torso, dark liquid sputtering. 
 
    First, all was quiet. Then: meaty thuds as chunks of Tommy’s body landed on the stairs behind him and splattered carnage against the cement walls. 
 
    The wet animal stink of Tommy’s blood and the overwhelming stench of feces quickly permeated Lucifer’s membranous sphere. A dark stain appeared on the front of Tommy’s jeans. 
 
    The fierce beam of light retreated. Tommy stood perfectly still, and I felt a sharp burst of irrational hope. His arms dropped to his sides. 
 
    “Tommy?” 
 
    His face was expressionless, eyes wide yet vacant. 
 
    The hole in his torso was so massive I saw through to the stairs behind him. The edges of the hole oozed and sizzled with white and green fluids. Ropey entrails and mangled flesh were a pulpy red and purple mash on the cement walls and staircase. Tommy wavered momentarily, then collapsed against the hard ground with a soupy smack. More sloppy tangles of intestines burst from inside him on the impact. He bit the hard cement floor with a shattering crack, breaking his two front teeth into pieces. His head bounced up like a basketball, and when he landed the broken shards of his teeth cut into his cheek. 
 
    His mouth hung open. The same tongue he’d kissed me with, hung from it, swollen and purple, an indecent display. Bright red blood oozed from the fresh wound at his cheek. 
 
    I moved then, ignoring Lucifer’s protests.  
 
    When I touched the dark bubble there was a jolt, a small electric shock. I pushed forward, forced my way through the thick membrane. It felt like pressing through a wall of mucous.  Just as I was about to emerge to the other side, the bubble gave way and burst, shooting dark snot-like goo everywhere. A slimy glob that smelled strongly of motor oil smeared into my eye. I rubbed it away. 
 
    The light was so bright I gasped. I shielded my eyes with my arms and ran. The basement rumbled as though with an earthquake. The ground shook and cracked beneath my feet. I stumbled but continued toward Tommy. There air was thick with a rotten cooked meat stench, like a summer barbeque for cannibals. My stomach wrenched. Hayley and Jessica and Tiffany screamed behind me.  
 
    Reckless. I hadn’t considered the consequences of my actions, who else would be hurt because of my actions. But I couldn’t sit back there, cowardly. Tommy couldn’t die alone. I knelt beside him, cradled his stinking, smoldering body into mine. His eyes were open and blood oozed thickly from his slackened mouth and his cheek, where half a jagged tooth was still lodged into it.  I pulled his broken body into me. Blood and puss soaked my t-shirt and jeans. The sour stink of body fluids filled my nostrils and I fought back the urge to vomit. 
 
    The ache of grief scraped jagged edges inside my chest cavity. 
 
    Tommy.  
 
    All of this. 
 
    My fault. 
 
    The deafening rumble continued, the light threatened to sear my retinas. My heart was broken, and worse, I was repulsed by the slick feel of Tommy’s juices on my skin and the foul smell of his leaking torso. My body vibrated with shame.  
 
    I pulled the broken tooth from Tommy’s cheek, my shaking hand red and slippery with his blood. I didn’t think I’d ever get it off—certainly would never scrub it from my memory. 
 
    My friends called out to me. They still stood inside the circle of blood with Lucifer, and were difficult to see clearly through the blinding light. Their forms wavered like mirages in a desert. I didn’t know if the effect was from the light or my fading grip on reality.  
 
    They called for me to come back, to join them inside the circle.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut to block them out. Tommy’s blood was beginning to cool and dry against my skin. It itched unbearably. 
 
    I didn’t care if God took me next. I had to stay and fight, somehow. No more letting other people make decisions for me, no matter how powerful they were. I ground my teeth together. I would avenge Tommy’s death—or die trying. 
 
    I opened my eyes and squinted against the furious light.  Hayley’s form wavered at the forefront of my friends’ clustered shapes.  
 
    “Sasha, please!” Hayley shouted. 
 
    I met her eyes and shook my head. It was all I could manage. 
 
    Lucifer’s hand reached out, pulled her away from the circle’s edge, and they disappeared. He had reformed the dark sphere. I swallowed. 
 
    Your friends have abandoned you.  
 
    My back arched with white hot electric pain at the jolt of God’s voice. It vibrated with menace and heat, an iron against my spine that made me convulse. 
 
    “Please,” I said. “It hurts.” 
 
    You have the power to stop it.  
 
    My back spasmed again and my teeth sank into my tongue. My mouth filled with the brilliant penny taste of blood. “I won’t betray them.”  
 
    Suit yourself. 
 
    If I’d thought it hurt when he spoke before, it was as though he’d turned the volume up to a level beyond my comprehensive. His voice filled my brain with brilliant static, so white hot it burned like boiling water had filled my entire body. 
 
    “They are saving themselves. That’s different.” Each word a struggle. 
 
    Are they? 
 
    “Are they what?” Spittle and blood flew from between my lips. 
 
    Saving themselves? 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They are hiding. They are cowards. Not like you. 
 
    More agonizing pain. “I’m not brave.” 
 
    You think you’re so special. So unique.  
 
     “I’m just me.” 
 
    Indeed. And you love yourself. 
 
    “Isn’t that one of your great commands?” I sucked in air, strained from the effort of stringing so many words together at once. “Love your neighbor . . .”  
 
    But I didn’t have the energy to finish. 
 
    I wonder who you love more. Yourself, or her. 
 
    He meant Hayley. I closed my eyes. 
 
    More manic, menacing laughter. Oh, this will be fun. 
 
    His voice, a white-hot migraine in the back of my skull. 
 
    His ambient light began to shift and change around me. It morphed before my eyes, twisting and writhing into something new, into— 
 
    My stomach twisted. 
 
    Snakes. 
 
    Hundreds of them. 
 
    Thousands. 
 
    The wall appeared to breathe, moved and heaved with their tangled shapes. Their bodies twisted and clumped against each other. Bodies of all sizes rippled, muscles churned. They whispered a hissed chorus, and their bodies made slick, viscous sounds, like lips smacking, as they wiggled out from the walls, dripped from the ceiling rafters. 
 
    I recoiled, but I realized with a shudder that they were everywhere. Snakes covered every surface of the basement, black eyes cold and shining, forked tongues darting in and out of their wide open reptilian mouths. They poured from the unfinished ceiling, curled their forms around the light fixtures, dripped with thick-sounding splats from the ceiling onto the floor, joining their multitude of brethren.  
 
    They were on me. Their muscles curled around my ankles and wrists. They lipped inside my t-shirt and churned against me, bodies cool and shockingly like leather against my skin. They crawled up through my pant legs, glided up my calves, rough, insistent bodies squished tightly into my skin so I could feel how they had to struggle. I shoved at one with a forceful press of my palm and its face smashed against my skin, its blood cool. A liquid stain spread across the inside of my jeans. This only seemed to anger the others and they charged higher up my jeans, little forked tongues darting toward the edges of my underwear, the delicate feather feel of them against my skin a cruel deception. Their determined forceful faces pressed beneath my undergarments and edged closer to my opening. My lower body clenched. I wiggled violently and smashed more of their heads with my palm. There were just so many. 
 
    Meanwhile, the snakes also assaulted Tommy’s body. They slid into his open mouth and the gaping hole of his chest, their leathery bodies making wet sucking sounds with each thrust into his bloody cavern. Tommy’s right eyeball bulged until it finally popped out with surprising force, exploding with a burst of blood and white goo. It hung from his eye socket by cords of slippery pink nerves. Snakes poured from the freshly opened hole. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I couldn’t bear to watch them defile Tommy’s already ruined body. I yanked their tails and tried to pull them out of his exposed insides. But it was difficult to focus.  Scaly bodies still surged against the vulnerable skin of my inner thighs. I gasped when their bodies slid into my own, into my place of power, where I’d willingly allowed Tommy just one night before. The snakes just kept coming, kept filling Tommy up, filling me up. 
 
    I opened my mouth in a helpless cry and the snakes slid into it, down my throat, nearly choking me. I gurgled and my gag reflex triggered a forceful gush of saliva into my mouth. I wheezed. Smaller snakes squeezed into my nostrils and ears, muffled my ability to hear. They squirmed beneath the surface of my skin, which pulsed and distorted with the shape of their writhing bodies. 
 
    I reached into my pants, grabbed a tail and pulled. A garbled cry escaped my throat at the sensation of the snake’s body slipping out from inside me.  
 
    The snakes consumed me, violated my softest places. They pushed their way up and in, through every vulnerable opening they could find. They broke barriers, defiled my autonomy. My esophagus was thick with them. My belly protruded outward, my stomach rippling with their twisted movement against my slick insides. Something deep inside me split and tore. My abdomen was hot with agony. 
 
    I screamed, and more snakes flooded in. 
 
    It didn’t stop trying to pull them out, from me and from Tommy, one by one. But I could barely breathe, and I was weak with exhaustion. 
 
    Something new was happening. 
 
    The snakes’ bodies turned filmy and white, and they began to vibrate. 
 
    I blinked, wriggling snakes hanging from my gaping mouth. I struggled for breath. With each inhale, snake scales scraped against my esophagus. They shook violently against my diaphragm. My swollen belly vibrated with unfathomable force. 
 
    Then the slimy white film on the snakes’ bodies split and peeled. 
 
    They were molting. 
 
    My stomach soured with the realization that the snakes inside my body were shedding skins, too. 
 
    But when they emerged from the gooey white casing, they weren’t snakes anymore.  
 
    The snakes had transformed into leeches, their brown and green bodies now thick and red-black. The snakes—leeches—inside me changed texture, from thick and muscular to slimy and slippery. They pushed against my interior walls, attached and adhered. They began to drain my blood, so rapidly I was dizzy with sudden loss of fluid. My throat was thick with leeches and it swelled with the hot iron taste of blood. 
 
    The leeches were adhered to the exposed flesh and severed tendons of Tommy’s torso. His body was a smorgasbord of ripe meat and blood and the leeches feasted greedily. They gorged on me, too, swollen bodies thickening inside each of my openings and interior linings. My ears were thick with them; their slick suction sounds muffled and endless. 
 
    Despite my dwindling strength, I gripped one of the leeches on Tommy’s face. I pulled. It was so deeply attached it didn’t budge. Rage filled me, and I yanked harder on the slippery leech. With great effort it finally peeled off—and some of Tommy’s skin with it, exposing the wet, pink muscle of his cheek and layers of fascia that looked like melted string cheese. 
 
    I felt defeated, then. If removing one leech had caused such destruction, removing all of them was suicide. My hands were thick with their wet black bodies, and so were my legs. They covered every inch of my flesh: belly, breasts. More of them, more, up and out through my collar, along the ridges of my neck, my face, my cheeks, my eyelids. My insides. I shuddered, nearly choked.  
 
    Leeches wriggled and slimed on the floor against the back of my skull, wormed through my hair, swelled and churned inside my belly and vaginal walls. They were ravenous for blood, insatiable. The leeches consumed me, made themselves swollen and fat. I struggled for breath and gagged as silvery pink strands of saliva shot from my leech-infested mouth. 
 
    That’s when I knew. They wouldn’t stop until I was nothing, until I was empty. They would drain me of all my vital life force, until I was nothing more than a husk. They would consume me, deplete me of everything that made me special, everything that made me me. They would leave me a shadow of my former self, an echo, a nearly-forgotten memory. They wouldn’t stop until I surrendered. Until I became moldable, pliable. Until they could move and speak and decide through me. Until it wasn’t me in here, but them. Their thoughts, their words, their actions. 
 
    The leeches guzzled my blood, and I was fading away.  
 
    I heard the sound of a voice, muffled and faraway because my ears were stuffed with slimy bodies. 
 
    Not just any voice. 
 
    Hayley. 
 
    But not just her. All of them. What were they saying?  
 
    I strained to hear but I was so tired, my body weak and from excessive blood loss, lungs nearly void of air.  
 
    I didn’t want to fight anymore. 
 
    All I wanted to do was let go, surrender to sleep and darkness. Let the leeches have me. Let him have me. “All part of God’s plan.” I giggled deliriously. 
 
    Humble thyself in the sight of the Lord. And he will lift you up. 
 
    The lyrics to the old church song drifted to me from some forgotten place in my memory, long-lost to my childhood and my family’s many years lapsed Christianity. 
 
    The words menaced me with false comfort, their echo a discordant chord in the depths of my heart. 
 
    Still, they lured me with their tempting promise. 
 
    I leaned into them. 
 
    You are ugly. Deformed. 
 
    Leeches lined my tongue and gums. My blood, loosened and freed by the leeches, oozed from the corners of my mouth. I was so dizzy, disoriented. 
 
    All your friends are prettier than you, with perfect, beautiful straight teeth. You are a hideous abomination. 
 
    Humble thyself. 
 
    My friend’s voices seemed so far away. My body was so heavy. 
 
    You’re a freak. Why don’t you dress like a girl? 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    You are not one of my creatures. Why would I create a misfit like you? Humble thyself. 
 
    “I am humble,” I murmured, voice distorted through a mouthful of leeches. 
 
    My breath hitched against my ribcage as my stomach and interior linings squirmed with the slippery creatures. I was small, unworthy. The leeches extracted my life away from me. Music had fed me a lie I’d foolishly believed. I wasn’t special. I wasn’t unique. I wasn’t anything. 
 
    My friends still called to me, but I stopped straining to hear. Tommy’s body was hard and cold and black-red with leeches next to me; I could hardly believe that just last night his body had been warm, and hard in a different way. That moment felt so lost to time already.  
 
    And that’s when I saw the Queen II record on the floor where Tommy had flung it, emerging from a thick festering of wet black leech bodies.  
 
    We had never gotten to Side Black, after all. The record was my final lifeline. Weary from my struggle, I stretched out my arm, though my hands were thick and clumsy with leeches. A last bit of comfort.  
 
    Just before my fingers touched the worn album sleeve, another laser of light burst just in front of the tips of my fingers, singeing them. The record shattered into sharp black shards, an explosion of black plastic.  
 
    Any fight I had left dissolved. The stink of melted plastic filled my nostrils and the tips of my fingers sweltered with fresh blisters. 
 
    “No.” It wasn’t a word of protest, but one of surrender. Tommy was a mangled, bleeding corpse covered in leeches, and I was next. It was over. “Make it stop.” 
 
    You are not the one I desire. The Lord’s voice electrified my body.  
 
    “Make me clean.” 
 
    I will have what is mine. 
 
    “Hayley doesn’t belong to you. She doesn’t belong to anyone.”  
 
    A thunderous, humorless chuckle. She gave herself freely. 
 
    But that was just it, wasn’t it? The thought came from somewhere far away, clear and sharp as those first sweet tones on a brand new record. Choices paid for in blood were never free. Even the blood of a savior. Especially that. 
 
    “I see now.” I was drained of life, of blood, of fight, of confidence. “I understand.” 
 
    I closed my eyes.  
 
      
 
   
 
  

 Keep Yourself Alive 
 
    A great wind ripped at my body, tore at my clothes, yanked my hair. I lay still on the floor, insides and outsides swollen with the fat, blood-gorged bodies of leeches. I couldn’t fight anymore. My throat was constricted, my body depleted.  
 
    The voices of my friends were faint and strained against the sharp howl of that incredible wind. They called to me, voices colored with urgency, but I didn’t strain to hear. It didn’t matter what they were saying. I didn’t care anymore. God could have his sacrifice. Just not the one he wanted. There was still this last faint spark of fight within me.  
 
    You will bow. 
 
    “Yes.” My eyes closed against His abominable light. 
 
    You are filthy. 
 
    “I want to be clean.” 
 
    I can make you whole. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    Give her to me. 
 
    A flash in my mind, a vision. Sharp and clear and real. A girl who was me, and wasn’t. Her (my) hair was long and sleek. Her clothes new and bright and crisp, with designer labels like Guess and Calvin Klein. She (I) looked like a girl, lips shiny with pink gloss, and she (I) sat at the popular table, surrounded by sparkling girls. Then she smiled. I smiled. Her (my!) teeth were brilliant and white and perfectly, unbearably straight. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I breathed, entranced by my vision. Yes, I thought. That’s the girl I want to be. 
 
    I couldn’t stop looking, the electric pink intoxicating.  
 
    But there was more to the picture, more than those glittering, beautiful girls. There were people in the background, people in black clothes, hovering at the edges of my vision like shadows. I almost missed them. Almost didn’t see. 
 
    My friends. 
 
    Hayley and Jessica and Tiffany eyed the popular table, watched those beautiful girls (me!) as they laughed and shimmered and shined. My friends weren’t smiling. Their stares were intense, focused, and their lips were moving.  
 
    They were trying to tell me something. They wanted me to know something. 
 
    They watched vision me with such intensity the image burst—pop!—and in my mind’s eye, I looked like me once again. Wild, unruly hair. Ripped black tees. A worn, well-loved Queen t-shirt. And my Chuck’s. I saw my friends watching and I smiled. My teeth were crooked, but my smile was earnest and real.  
 
    I never knew I was so beautiful. 
 
    Give her to me. She is already mine.  
 
    “No.” It took every last bit of willpower to speak over the bulk of leeches in my mouth and throat. “If that were true, you’d have taken her by now.”  
 
    The roar of the wind intensified with the Lord’s rage.  
 
    You dare show such defiance? 
 
    His voice ripped through my exhausted body. 
 
    “You,” I managed through the white-hot shock of pain, “are not my God. You aren’t Hayley’s, either. You aren’t anyone’s. You’re just a pathetic wannabe.” Blasphemy was all I had left. 
 
    The wind intensified to a scream, and the Lord’s rage blasted into the room as his fury burned. His roar tore through the basement, a shriek so piercing it felt like my skull was splitting in half, like my skeleton would rip out of my body.  
 
    My body was white hot with electricity. A pure pulse of red agony flayed my ravaged insides. I knew then that I was dying. 
 
    My friends’ voices—Hayley’s the loudest of all—filtered into me through the madness, but I was too far gone. I opened my mouth to scream, but the sound was yanked away by the wind. 
 
    My body began to rip apart from some impossible atomic level. This is it, I thought. I yielded to the pain, felt myself at once ascending and descending. The wind terrorized me, the Lord’s scream pierced into and out of my body. I couldn’t take anymore. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    The atmosphere around me raged, but deep inside myself, I found a space of quiet.  
 
    Keep yourself alive. 
 
    Oh, I thought. Here I am. And I saw that I was good. Had always been. 
 
    I was slipping away, and it felt wonderful. 
 
    In that quiet space just before death, I heard my friends again. Only, in this moment of clarity, I finally understood what they’d been saying all along: “It isn’t real!” 
 
    A fierce bubble of laughter burst forth from my throat. 
 
    It isn’t real. 
 
    He knew I would succumb to the snakes, the leeches. That I didn’t know any better. He’d been counting on that. 
 
    His power is an illusion. A magician’s trick. 
 
    The only true thing was me and oh, there was such power in that! 
 
    Arms shaking, I pressed myself up to sitting. The leeches squelched against my palms, and I laughed again. 
 
    I looked up at God’s light, eyes wide and wild with wonder. 
 
    What are you—? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    You are— 
 
    “I said, no.”  
 
    The leeches began to drop from my body with wet sucking sounds, one by one, more of them, faster. They fell to the floor. They slid, slick and warm, out from inside me, down my legs. My chest heaved. I knelt onto all fours and puked. Black-red leeches poured out of my mouth. I vomited until I had purged them all from my body. I wiped blood and saliva from my mouth with the back of my hand. 
 
    My arms were covered in angry red sores, but I belonged to myself. I decided who and how to worship. 
 
    From somewhere far away—or no, that wasn’t quite right. From somewhere deep inside, I heard the faint sweet piano riff of Seven Seas of Rhye, the one that always jolted me with a feeling of intense happiness. Side Black. I smiled again, joyful in spite of myself, in spite of the hopelessness of my situation. Side Black had always been the best part of Queen II, the most majestic, the most alive and full of hope. But more than hope: it was a declaration. We write our own story, tell our own truth. We are here and we’re not going anywhere. We aren’t going to be quiet, or be who you want us to be. We are victorious. 
 
    Who had determined that light was necessary for goodness? Who’d decreed that shadows were synonymous with evil? I was tired of other people making decisions for me, declaring truth for me. Loving yourself, trusting yourself, in fierce defiance of everyone else: that was true salvation. 
 
    The piano riff twinkled up to me from my own eternal depths, and I understood: I held the magic, the power. My tapes were destroyed. My vinyl melted. But the music lived inside me. Freddie was a part of me. He had showed me something beautiful inside myself and invited me to look without shame. I was the key all along. 
 
    The music was louder now. It wrapped around me like arms and then I realized there were arms embracing me. Three sets. Jessica. Tiffany. Hayley. We stood side by side, Jessica and me on the ends, Hayley and Tiffany between us, our hands clasped. Together we were a wall, a fortress. 
 
    “Sister,” I sang in a soft whisper, in time with the tambourines and Roger Taylor’s steady drumbeat that echoed from the depths of my heart. “I live and lie for you.”  
 
    We would no longer hide in a cage and cower before God. We would stand before him in our own power. He could bully us, but he couldn’t take our will. There was so much magic in that. 
 
    When I continued, my friends joined me in singing the fierce, defiant lyrics of Seven Seas of Rhye. Our voices were clear and strong, the lyrics powerful as the wind that blew at our faces because they came from a place deep inside Freddie, a place from which he dared to be his vibrant self. There was power in standing in your own truth, of trusting your own two feet to carry you where you needed to go. There was power in self-love, in not letting anyone tell you how you had to exist in the world. Power in making decisions for yourself and in wearing black clothes, in black eyeliner and black lipstick.  
 
    We would write our own story. 
 
    Those potent lyrics welled up from our cores to tell a story of survival, of defiance, of claiming what was ours without apology. Of not allowing anything to keep us down—not rulers of the land, nor tyrannical gods. The man in the story owned his autonomy, his power was unmeasurable and unmatched, because his strength came from his own vast reserves. He didn’t need permission; he was a force of nature. And so were we. We felt our own vitality surge deep within, an ocean current not even the Almighty could withstand. This power was our own and we’d had it all along. Fear me. Together we stood straight and tall, the four of us singing against the mighty gale, the strength of our friendship and the clarity of our confidence filtering through the lyrics, creating a fortress against the will of the Almighty. 
 
    The wind ripped at our clothes with astonishing ferocity, and still we sang through our smiles. 
 
    When we got to that last word, it was more a victory cry than a song. We held our chain of clasped hands about our heads. 
 
    The ground beneath our feet was shaking. 
 
    “Forever,” we repeated, even louder this time. “Forever!”  
 
    Then, just like in the song: “Be gone!” 
 
    There were cracks in the light; first, just a few, and then—hundreds, millions. The light shined brighter—impossibly—until it burned so white hot I saw red circles at the backs of my eyes.  
 
    We held our hands together, still high in the air. The light got even brighter. I felt dizzy and lightheaded. I couldn’t see anything—just that brilliant white light, the roaring wind in my face, and then— 
 
    —for the briefest, faintest moment, we were not four figures, but five. I stood on the end and on the other side of me— 
 
    —he was tall. He held my other hand. I looked up at him, that white light so blinding I couldn’t see clearly, but I was able to just make him out: broad smile, bucked teeth. There was the fierce and unmistakable aroma of cherry blossoms. He grinned from beneath his mustache, squeezed my hand, and whispered, “Ay-yo.” And— 
 
    Just like that, the light exploded. The force of the explosion sent all of us flying into the cement basement wall.  
 
    The wind stopped. The light was gone. The basement settled into its former cool, damp darkness. 
 
    Disoriented, I lifted my head from where I’d been tossed to the floor. I looked to my right. He was gone. My hand was empty. 
 
    Except, it wasn’t, not quite.  
 
    I opened my wounded hand and there in my palm: a large, glittering diamond. 
 
    My lips curled into a sad smile. I squeezed the diamond so it was tucked safely at the center of my fist. “Thank you,” I whispered.  
 
    But the space beside me was empty. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The Show Must Go On 
 
    I wish I could tell you that everything went back to normal after God disappeared. I wish I could tell you I looked over and the hole in the center of Tommy’s body had been filled, that he’d been miraculously healed and rejuvenated. I wish I could tell you he sat up, blinked a few times to clear the confusion. That he smiled when he saw me and his smile filled the room with golden light, the warm light of true love and not the harsh light of a false ruler. That he stood and crossed the concrete distance between us, put his arms around my waist, and pulled me into him, the closeness of our two bodies knitting my wounded insides back together. I wish I could tell you I don’t still dream of him occasionally, I don’t wake up and cry on those dark, lonely nights. I wish I could tell you in the years since then, I haven’t been on a futile search for a love that compares, because it’s been there all along. I wish I could tell you I’m fine, I’m happy. I’m not lonely. I don’t miss him every day. 
 
    This isn’t that kind of story. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off his body. 
 
    “Sasha…”  
 
    Hayley wrapped her arms around me. Tiffany and Jessica huddled close to each other in my periphery.  
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not your fault,” I said. “I started this.”  
 
    “You didn’t,” Hayley insisted. “If I hadn’t smashed all your tapes…” 
 
    “The tapes don’t matter,” I said, unable to look away from Tommy. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Jessica stepped forward. She was staring at Tommy, too. “How will we explain this?” Her voice was low, somber. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “I can handle this,” Lucifer said. 
 
    We all turned to him. I’d forgotten he was there and from the looks on the faces of the others, it appeared we all had. In the end, we hadn’t needed him to save us. We hadn’t needed anyone but ourselves. 
 
    I felt a dangerous twist of hope deep inside. “Can you…bring him back?”  
 
    Lucifer lowered his head, but not before a genuinely sad expression crossed his beautiful-beastly features. “I’m afraid not,” he said. “My power doesn’t work that way.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, disproportionately disappointed.  
 
    “But I can get rid of the, ah, er—his body,” he said. “And I can—well, convince everyone it’s been a disappearance. I can also…” He trailed off, looked at each one of us. Stopped with his eyes locked onto me.  
 
    “You can what?”  
 
    “I can do it to all of you, too,” he said. 
 
    “Do what?”  
 
    “Change your, er, perception of what’s happened,” he said awkwardly. 
 
    “You mean change our memory?” I looked at Tommy’s body again, the edges of his skin seared black like charred meat where the Lord’s light had penetrated him. “Make us…forget?”  
 
    “I can do that, yes.”  
 
    I looked at Tommy’s body just a moment longer, then I looked at each one of the girls in turn. I shook my head and made eye contact with Lucifer, resolute. “No,” I said. “I don’t want to forget. These memories of Tommy…even this. The truth is all I have, now. I don’t want to lose that, too.”  
 
    The others nodded, sober at the thought that reality might be so malleable, truth so fragile.  
 
    Suddenly, Hayley spoke to Lucifer. “So does this mean…” she began, then paused. “I mean, if God is…not what I thought he was…does that make you the good guy?”  
 
    Lucifer smiled softly. “What is it the good Lord said? I am…that I am.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Jessica blurted. 
 
    “It means he’s not good or bad,” Tiffany, ever studious, clarified. “He just is. We all are.” Then she turned to Lucifer, hesitant. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “More or less.” 
 
    “So then…” Hayley continued, “should we follow you now?”  
 
    “Follow me?” 
 
    Hayley nodded. “Instead of God, I mean. Should we all be Satanists? Is that the true path?”  
 
    “My dear girl,” Lucifer said, his voice weighted with infinite compassion, “have you learned nothing?” 
 
    Hayley stiffened. “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “What is it, then?”  
 
    Hayley shrugged, then scraped the bloody toe of her Converse on the cement floor. “I’m—afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid of what?” 
 
    “What happens next. After.” 
 
    “After you die, you mean.” 
 
    Hayley nodded. I grabbed her hand, squeezed it, all my former disdain for her religious fears dissipated. I understood, now. There were far more mysteries in life than I had ever imagined. It made me feel so infinitesimally small. But we were real. We were true. And we were here. That’s what mattered.  
 
    I pressed myself against Hayley, the warmth of her body a solid comfort. Soon, there were more warm bodies pressed close to keep me anchored: Tiffany and Jessica had crowded against us. We all felt the same: we would never take each other for granted again. We weren’t perfect, but our imperfections were the point. 
 
    Lucifer still hadn’t elaborated, was watching the four of us, our expressions, which I perceived to be a mixture of sadness and fatigue and resignation. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell us, are you?” Tiffany’s was startlingly clear and bold. She had been through the fire, we all had. And she’d come out stronger for it, more certain of her own inner strength and power and worth. And that was no small thing. 
 
    “My dear girls,” Lucifer finally said with a sigh, looking to each of our hopeful, worried faces one by one, “not knowing is kind of the point.”  
 
    “The point of what?” Jessica said. 
 
    Hayley squeezed my hand, a quiet gesture of gratitude. We were asking the questions she was too afraid to. 
 
    “Being human,” Lucifer said, finally. 
 
    “So we are supposed to just…” Hayley started, then added, tentatively, “… go on?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Lucifer said. The horned beast-image of himself was beginning to dominate, with the overlay of the dangerously gorgeous man flickering in and out of our vision increasingly less often. The motor oil stink was back, stronger now, and thick black smoke emanated off him. “You must excuse me. I must get back. I have…using that much magic depleted me.”  
 
    He turned toward the back corner of the basement, still shrouded in black shadow. As he walked away, I became aware of the diamond still firmly encased by the fist of my hand that wasn’t gripping Hayley’s. 
 
    “Wait!” I said.  
 
    He paused, his shoulders sagged wearily. He looked back at me over his shoulder, his wet black eyes tired and sad. 
 
    I stepped toward him and held out my open palm. At its center, the diamond glittered and gleamed in the candlelight. 
 
    Lucifer’s black eyes brightened, his exhaustion momentarily forgotten. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “I…” Only, I wasn’t sure how to answer the question. “Is it yours?” 
 
    Lucifer nodded, his smile soft and faraway. “It was, once.”  
 
    I kept my hand outstretched. “Do you…want it back?” My voice was thick with disappointment. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    But Lucifer’s eyes were still in that faraway place. The corners of his mouth twitched mirthfully. “It belonged to an old friend,” he said. Then he grinned outright. “Those diamonds caused quite a stir.”  
 
    My hand was still outstretched, and I stepped closer with my offering. 
 
    The faraway look cleared from Lucifer’s gaze, and he was seeing me now, black eyes kind and clear. He was all smoking beast, now. The glamor of the fatally handsome guy had disappeared. Somehow, he was even more beautiful this way. When he spoke, his voice was a low, soothing purr. “Keep it,” he said. “I believe he wanted you to have it.”  
 
    I didn’t need any extra encouragement. I closed my fingers over the diamond, drew it close to my heart. I met Lucifer’s eyes and smiled gratefully. “A gift,” I said, softly. “From the devil himself.”  
 
    Lucifer smiled too, his rows of jagged teeth somehow endearing. “They won’t believe you.” He winked. Then he turned and stepped into the shadows. 
 
    The room filled with black smoke. Our nostrils were thick with it, and the basement was heavy with the stench of motor oil, burned rubber, and a hint of Old Spice. 
 
    Slowly, the smoke began to dissipate, until it was finally clear.  
 
    The devil was gone. So was Tommy’s body, and Hayley’s blood. The four of us were alone in the basement. I tucked the diamond safely into my pocket and ran back to the girls.  
 
    We collided in a giant hug, our faces wet with tears, our bellies warm with relief. We had survived. We’d done it together. We’d made it to the other side. We cried and we held each other, caressing each other’s hair and backs and arms and faces, our cheeks wet with tears, tears of relief and joy and deep, horrible sadness. 
 
    It took a while before we were able to collect ourselves. Finally, though, we began cleaning up. We blew out our candles. I went into the laundry room and filled a bucket with warm, soapy water. Together, we mopped our chalk pentagram off the cement floor. We swept the shattered cassette tapes into a garbage bag, cleared away all the remaining evidence of what had transpired. We helped Hayley clean the knife wound I had given her, and bandaged it carefully. 
 
    There was no trace of Tommy or what had happened to him. Later, we’d find out his parents had discovered a note in his handwriting. The note said that Tommy was leaving, and the police declared him a runaway. He was, of course, never found. 
 
    When I said there was no trace of him, that isn’t quite the truth. He did leave something behind, something Lucifer forgot to take: Tommy’s backpack, in the corner of the basement where he’d tossed it when he first got down the stairs. Or maybe Lucifer left it on purpose, for me. He wasn’t the type to make mistakes. When I opened it, it was filled with Queen footage on VHS tapes. It wasn’t Tommy’s entire collection, but it was a good portion of them. I never told anyone about the tapes or the backpack; after all, Tommy had brought them for me. It was the last evidence I had that he’d been real. The last connection to the bond we had shared. I still have the tapes to this day, tucked into a secret dark corner of my closet. 
 
    The four of us are still friends. Tiffany’s a vegan activist, and Jessica’s a tattoo artist with a year-long waiting list. Hayley is still the first one I call when anything, good or bad, happens in my life. She still wears black lipstick and I still wear ragged black jeans. Lots of things have changed. Some things never will. 
 
    This wasn’t the last time the four of us fought, but it was the last time we’d turned on each other. When you find people who celebrate your weirdness, you hold onto them. And we do, have for all these years. 
 
    The show must go on, after all. 
 
    And this is our show. It isn’t perfect, not even close. It’s been colored by deep heartache and soaring joys. Late night phone calls on lime green cordless phones and all-night chats in damp basements, sprawled on bean bag chairs, legs intertwined so we can stay anchored to one another, grounded in the truth of ourselves. We have laughed and we’ve cried and we’ve sang and we’ve danced and we’ve wished and we’ve wanted and we’ve fought and made up. We show up in the world our own way, the only way that’s true for us. Our hair is wild, our clothes black, our skin decorated with intricate tattoos. Pierced eyebrows and noses and lips. Big wide smiles with beautiful, crooked teeth. Our show is imperfect, but it’s ours, and it goes on. 
 
    All the best shows do. 
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