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"LIFE" IN INFERNUS
I. There is no time here. Everything in Infernus happens during the same nanosecond. Imagine every paper cut, every severed finger, every toothache, every disembowelment, every cold, all happening to everyone at once.
II. In Infernus, no one ever tells the truth. There is no longer a need for truth, or maintaining the truth - for there is no hope here. Everything in Infernus is in an absolute state.
III. Since all the pain of all mankind is shared by all, no real conversations take place. Consequently, no permission is ever asked for anything, and none is ever given by anyone. The strong take what does not belong to them - the souls of others.
IV. All of the mouths of all mankind are opened as far as "inhumanly" possible in a permanent Scream Eternal. All happens here through a veritable sea, a tumultuous wall of sound. Ten billion souls screaming and screaming and screaming.
V. Either you are made to do things by those who outrank you in authority (the only thing that determines strength here) or the words scrape through your brain like a bag of broken glass that sits in your head that someone can shake when they wish. All communication is done in the brain as bursts of hideous migraines. The smallest words sound like hammers.


PROLOGUE
The man, who would be recognized as "The Legend" in the near future, a national treasure in the US/Canadian Territories, stood, sans clothing, in the middle of the classroom, quite unembarrassed.
Samuel, an art student, was standing next to him, and indicated the fifty-something-year-old man. "I met him a few months ago. I have come to expect very odd things from him. I don't know if I can tell you I will ever like him, but I just might respect him. I asked him if he wanted to pose nude for my art class. I had already cleared it with Professor Delaney. He said he loves nudism, and promptly said 'yes.'"
Professor Delaney spoke to the nude model. "Thank you for coming. Students, begin when you are ready."
The model said, "Do I need to be silent, or can I speak?"
The teacher was slightly taken aback. "Oh. No, go right ahead. Freedom of Speech is mandated by our respective governments, right class?"
The nude man smiled and then looked across the room, gazing at each and every one of them. He thought it was important to discuss with them The Freedom of Speech Act that the US/Canadian Territories had passed a hundred years ago. When he finished, some students rose to be heard.
A young woman was first. "This is an art class, not government, right?"
"I agree. But, tolerance is one thing and censorship is another. Most folks want to censor me once I begin. I won't mind."
Professor Delaney interjected. "We won't ask you to stop."
He smiled with a toothy malevolence. "We'll see. We'll see." He put his clothes in neat piles and sat on a chair to pose.

An attentive student had a recording device, and for some reason, he pushed the RECORD button. The situation amused him and he thought it would be interesting to hear what the old man said. He made sure, after hearing the man recite the first chapter with memorized perfection, to always have his recording device for each class. It is entirely because of this student that we have the manuscript intact.
The old man opened his mouth and, word-for-word, this is exactly what he said:


CHAPTER ONE
"THE ENCYCLOPEDIAS OF MADNESS"
A faceless, nameless thing, no longer than a fly, flashed its wings so rapidly that they were unseen by mortals. It appeared to be a living bullet, a faint smear of blurry blue.
It glided noiselessly through an inviting, emerald glade where an enormous crooked tree breathed, shivered and waited. The tiny creature did not stop there.
Somewhere nearby it flew over a machine glowing red-hot. A man's legs jutted out from an opening in the back, jerking and pumping wildly. If the creature had the capacity to listen, it would have heard the muffled shrieking of the man locked inside. But the faceless creature did not stop here, either. By an unseen guiding line it moved on without stopping, as if careless.
It flew over a diamond lake. It briefly bowed its waxy head, but could not see the gasping figures just below the surface, trapped like mosquitoes in ancient amber. Its being was unconcerned as it flew onward between two immense, blood-splattered towers, ominous in their ebony silence, awaiting an audience for its passion play.
It finally stopped and came to rest on the blistered shoulder of a burning man who stood upright and could not acknowledge its presence. There was a brief sizzle and the creature was gone, to reappear instantly somewhere else, forced to replay its agonizing existence over and over and over again.
The man stood, wrapped in flames, and wrestled with his conscience. "I know with an absolute certainty that there are no babies here, therefore this thing that the demon is spinning headfirst on a rusty nail simply cannot be a child."
The massively muscled, red-skinned demon twirled the "baby" again. He would slap it hard on its bottom with a leathery palm and it would spin erratically on the wooden platform, giggling, and then shivering fitfully as the nail struck nerves in the brain.
"Foolish ex-man child." The demon branded this thought into the man's head and he heard it sizzle like frying worms. His eyes were void of orbs; only black holes were visible. "All here are lies. Not one grain has truth as its foundation. Remember, in the form of a warning, that this is the first thing I ever told you."
The "baby" shivered on the nail.
"Only your horrific memory of this scene, in all its maddening cruelty and unfeelingness, is real. Nothing else is real." A matted ripple of hair caught fire on his chest, then his blood-encrusted beard.
"Come," he murmured to a burning bodybuilder that was crawling to him on scab-crackled knees. "See this."
The words wetly splashed like boiling vomit in the man's brain. The demon reached in the fur of his crotch and pulled out his member; it writhed around like a living thing and spit a hot green jelly.
"No, my child," he thought. "This will not torture you. Watch."
Below the enormous eighteen-inch member, hidden deep within the folds of bloody fur, hung two of the blackest stones the man had ever seen. They began throbbing back and forth. The crusty bodybuilder had situated himself between the massive thighs of the demon, who drew him nearer by the back of his head until he forced the bodybuilder's mouth to engulf the living purple head.
A large squelching sound came from the two ebony orbs, like gallons of liquid whistling through metal pipes.
Large swellings appeared on the throat of the baked bodybuilder as he tearfully swallowed gallon after gallon of liquid. He could not breathe.
Finally, the demon pulled the dripping member slowly from his throat and shook off the last drops. They hissed on the shimmering yellowed floor.
The scene bled black and began to dim in the man's consciousness. Was he passing out?
*****


"...2...3...Now, awaken!"
The man opened his tear-filled eyes. He was lying on his back, covered with a linen sheet, in a spare lab he recognized. No comforts here. He was a large man; his biceps were as thick as the thighs of the only other man in the room.
"You see, Dr. Mountfountain, you can be hypnotized. I told you." The speaking one was an ugly, smallish man with a goatee and a bitter, pocked face.
"No." The man's eyes blinked with terror. "It was real! I am actually able to live the thoughts of a man in Hell."
He sat up on the metal table. The linen cloth fell to his waist, the other noted, unveiling the expansive hairy chest and flat slab abdomen. The other man, a doctor as well, ran his hand over the thick thatch of brown fur on Dr. Mountfountain's chest, pretending to search for a heartbeat...somewhere.
"Oh my," the other doctor gasped. With feral speed, the little man withdrew a syringe from his lab coat and plunged it into his upper thigh. "I expected you to enter imaginary worlds, and wholeheartedly believe in them, but now you have gone too far, Doctor - and you actually believe in their existence. We'll have to put you into a straightjacket and give you shock treatments. You poor fool."
Dr. Mountfountain was far too trusting. It would be the last time.
*****


The demon lovingly drew his oozing, swollen purple head to the lips of the man.
"Kiss it," the demon did not say, but the man felt it penetrate his forehead like a hot poker.
He kissed the enormous purple beast that seemed to have a mind of its own. It slithered quickly over his lips, its head seeking entry.
The demon, Red, let the member fall between his legs, all interest for the moment gone. The man heard it make a hissing sound as it fell in a puddle of liquefied sand. Red grabbed the man's hand and drew it to his blistered lips.
The demon covered the top of the man's hand with kisses, and then released it. "I love you, my son."
The man felt this was also a complete fabrication. There must be many primal layers all being affected at once. It would probably fill many encyclopedias to speak of every incident, what was really happening, and what was intended.
The man came to understand, in no time, that what you want is given to you, but without the hope of ever enjoying it. In utter pain you realize no such thing can occur as someone kissing your hand (for there can be no love here - it is an expression of derision and mockery), because everyone is hopeless. And few people have lips. The mouths of all are permanently open in an ultimate eternal scream. The eyes of all are glazed over with the simultaneous experience of every toothache, every dismemberment, every slashed face, and the flames billions of degrees hot, and every other pain that ever happened all wrapped up in one never-ending moment. Nothing can get better; hope is not the end product of any suffering here. You must always realize that the torture will continue (creatively) until the end of three trillion infinities (to the billionth power). Then you say, "Ah, the hallucination was more torture!" But that itself gives no hope, either. Nothing does. And so despair continues to grow at a geometric rate.
What had actually happened when the man tried to force his reality to conform to his dreams was unendurable, but he had to face it nonetheless. So, right now, inside this moment, the demon was covering the man with what looked like yellow, molten metal. He aimed the member higher until the man's mouth was filled and the liquid flame ran out of his mouth, and shredded his chest.
A yellow demon approached the red one that was abusing the man. Yellow was twice the size, and seemed twice as muscular. His pale topaz hands were covered with caked and bloated blisters. Yellow bent at the knees and reached under Red, then thrust up into his rectum. He let his other hand join the one inside.
Yellow braced himself with legs spread wide and pulled the red buttocks apart. The man stood, in shock and horror, and heard a tremendous cracking and snapping, and then Yellow stopped. He drew up from below his belly a member even more swollen and rotten - looking like Red's - and allowed it to squirm through the wide pulsating anus. Yellow closed Red's ass around his wet member and began pounding it into him.
Yellow reached around Red's middle with both arms and ripped open his belly. Ecstasy followed as Yellow pounded Red from behind while running his hands through the steamy, spilling bowels.
In a moment (he had known the whole time, really), the man realized, in profound sadness, there was no Yellow demon, only Red.
And Red was providing this nightmare to the man.
*****


Later (when time seemed to pass, but that is illusion as well), a wooden-looking dwarf came to Red and jumped up on his heavily-muscled leg.
The demon grunted as he punched his hand liquidly into the dwarf's spine. He played his fingers in and out among the stringy tissue (the man felt it tear through his soul and was not puzzled). Red found the right nerves. The puppet's right eye twitched uncontrollably and his teeth chattered. Apparently Red was shredding a few nerves in the process. The dwarf's mouth clicked out of time with the words; Red's voice sounded from within.
"Oh, foolish thing that once was a man, look at me, and lose the last vestige of hope you might have kept. I am ever-present." The dwarf's mouth, smeared with red liquid, opened and closed, but the voice was still not his. "I am ever-present in your existence, because I am you. In one thousand generations, you will regret seeing your younger self, and despair of a path I cannot exit. Know that, and despair! Your sense of identity is on trial here. Never anything else."
A thin, angular burning man came to stand before the demon. Red's words shimmered like blades in the sun. "Fall to the ground, thin man. Shrivel up and leave us."
The man fell as a skeleton and instantly became like paper, then blew away in a breeze.
"Come here," spoke no one. Red presented his armpit to the man. "There is no time here, my beloved, but for one thousand centuries I command you to lick this sweat-filled armpit. You may begin now, my son."
As the man licked the vast armpit, his penis rose straight into the air in humble gratitude. The man felt Red's fingers break the surface of his back with gentle insistence.
Shivering nerve-shatterings that might have resembled orgasms racked both their bodies as Red's hands snapped nerve and muscle. Enduring this moment, over and over again, for a thousand centuries.
Not even The Encyclopedias of Madness could remotely describe the pleasure of being united with your own personal demon. As a gift, like a starburst in the brain, Red gave the man the knowledge that he had been the demon sent to keep him on his lifelong path. His own father/lover to share for all eternity.
And this, too, he came to find out in the end, was a lie.
"Yes, my beloved." When his black empty slits smiled down on the man, red tears fell and sizzled down his cheeks like running sores. "I coveted you many millions of years ago. When I knew that you were going to be 'in flesh,' I watched and ached and loved you from a distance.
"It was me that inspired the boy to push you off the wagon so you would jump onto the rusty nail when you were four. I kissed the crust of the scab, because of my desire for you. I led the other, when you were but a mere man, to throw you to the ground that broke your foot. I kissed the sweaty foot from below and you had a sense that someone was there, didn't you?" The man humbly nodded. "I command you to always love your Fire Father, and always wash me with your tongue."
*****


"Dr. Mountfountain, your shock therapy is progressing rapidly. You hardly ever tell me anymore of actually living the lives as demons of Hell.
"Now, that is what we agreed upon, isn't it? Oh, you just have dreams of Hell - you've been...ahhh, I see; you've been deceiving me all along." The little doctor paused to consider this. "I see. Carl, strap him in. Yes, Judy, throw the switch."
...brrrrrrzappp!...
*****


The room was silent for a moment, making sure he was finished. Then it erupted. Many voices said things like, "Why would you even want to write a book like that?" "How horrible!" "The government should string you up for that."
Professor Delaney stood and walked to the middle of the class, her plastic shoes clacking on the hardwood floor. "Class! Class!" She clapped her hands. "Now, really. One at a time. This is a University, not middle school. One at a time."
The nude man stood grinning at them, pleased with himself.
The same big, beefy young man spoke. "If this were a former time, you would be hauled off to jail for writing a story like that. It's shameful, at best."
"Yes, it is," the man said. "I agree with you." Slowly, he began putting his clothes back on.
A young woman, who identified herself as Student Mortensen, spoke. ""Chapter One" does not lead anybody to believe the novel will proceed in that manner. You told us before that you made this up. That it was fiction." **
"It is," he said. "Confused? Good. I intend to tip over every preconceived idea you have about conventional narrative. To you, young lady, I would repeat what C.S. Lewis wrote in the beginning of Mere Christianity. 'To hell with your standards.' I forge ahead with my own. Just wait, folks, until we get to the end of Chapter Eight. You are really gonna wanna hang me then."
"Maybe we really will hang you."
"And not hear the end of the story?" He laughed. "How tragic!"
He put on his clothes and left.
**See appendix, at the end of the book, for an explanation of this mystery.
*****


The next week he came back, stripped off his clothes, quite unashamedly, stacked them neatly again, laid out a rug on the hardwood floor to sit on, and read four or five chapters in a row. A student, Dante, recorded for posterity that when one student objected to the shortness of the chapters, the nude model remarked that his records only showed them as fragments, not in their entirety. Many students reminded the man that he had proclaimed, more than once, that he had written them himself, not found them somewhere.
The old man seemed to enjoy laughing at them.


CHAPTER TWO
"THE CANTATA OF PAIN, OPUS 10"
A smile appeared on the handsome face of Red. His voice raked through the man's brain like a claw. "Do you know what arouses me, my child?"
A puff of smoke hung in the air between them.
"No, my father," the man said weakly.
The impossibly-muscled demon sat upon a thick throne. His two black orbs rested on the marble like massive rocks. He began pumping his member into the base of his beard. The orbs were dragged upward in their leathery sack and then quickly released to fall with a wet smack on the stone.
He rolled his head with pleasure and began to breathe heavily. He tightened his grip on the member and jerked it upward. The orbs kept slamming onto the stone, countless times, always the same.
"What really arouses me is when my son shoves his head up my ass as far as he can and...yes, that's it, like that, my only son...and then breathes in the soul of his father. You can hear the sound of my great testicles slamming even in there, can't you, my son? Yes, you can. Now, because you have done this great favor for me, I will do something for you. I will give you the present of always having the presence of me living inside you for eternity."
Of course, the man knew that he was unable to do any such thing.
*****


(In the time of the great explosion of the twenty suns - no Earth time can coordinate your understanding; here was a momentous occasion, the man was sitting in the soul of another. There are no separate identities here, only illusions of such things.)
The new arrival, a young lad of eighteen or so, spoke from blackened, smoldering lips, little puffs of smoke finding their way out now and again. "My, what is going on here? I will never again be me, will I? I will always be this entity of three."
"Be happy, harpy. There are others who will do more than we, but you must awaken to this knowledge later. It's no good thinking of it just yet. A green demon, your father/trainer will arrive soon. We (my father who occupies me) are only torturing you until he comes; to let you know that this is all there is. It amuses me to be in you, yet controlling you. It is orgasmic. And I will help him torture you when he arrives."


CHAPTER THREE
"FALLEN LEAVES ARE ALREADY DEAD"
The young, baking Spanish woman ran wildly through the crowd of frying, milling villagers. The demon and his trainee watched from a hill that leaned over the village. The woman flailed her arms as she screamed into all the brains of Infernus.
"Don't you see, my many relatives, this man you think is the killer, whose name we cannot speak, is allowing you to feed your inability to see the truth. Lo, the sun sinks. I must work my mischief. You are all doomed. You've known all along. I will now express myself."
She spread her arms high toward the blazing crimson sun. All the villagers fell to the ground like paper kites with no wind and disintegrated. She fell as well, and scattered harmlessly behind them.


CHAPTER FOUR
"LESSONS TO LEARN"
Red, radiant in sweat and erotically glorious, spoke bile into the man's mind. "My son, approach me." His phallus was erect and stood straight along his heat-stretched jawbone.
The man, who no longer was the man he had been many thousands of centuries ago, walked in a regal fashion to his father.
"Lick the hair that is on top of my feet, slave."
And he did, for three million generations' worth of time. It has been said by some demon lords that soon (again the reference to time) there will be an inability to communicate anything in such concepts. These sayings must not be said in the first person or punishments will follow. For even thinking them.
In a standard generation (what the man is experiencing at this "moment") the demon is describing (for the man) three sets of a dozen little plays called collectively The Writhings. He performed them upon a surface of the man's skin for many millennia. The plays enabled all to feel the pain at once. It was exquisite.


ONE LESSON
A woman, who was skinless, asked Red and the man if they knew where The Domes of Wares could be found.
She bled while standing there.
They ignored her, for she was full of foolish talk.
"Ah," said the demon. "Watch these large black stones slam hard on the rock. I shall now cover myself like a blanket." A great viscous liquid exploded into his beard and continued flowing until his whole body was lost in the glue of it.
The man walked over to his father and began licking as an animal will when it wants to remove afterbirth from its young.
"For doing that service," the demon said, "I will grant you a present. Feast from the part of my body of your choice. I will let you eat me."
The man, who was now one with Red, pulled a large dark foot into his lap. With effort, he drew it to his lips. The toe pushed past his ragged gums and shattered teeth. He tasted the dry saltiness of the digit before he began to gnash through it. Red gasped, but else, said naught.
The man moaned as he sucked the blood through the wound. He swallowed the toe and it fell, hissing, into his empty stomach. He loved his master even more.
"My son," the demon began, with blood dripping from the corners of his mouth. "Now we are one, and ever will be for eternity. My love to you."
As the man heard these words echoing through the flames, he realized that Red was digging into his once-human flesh with a burning metal scoop. Great round balls of cooked meat were being brought forth from his hips to the lips of the other.


ANOTHER LESSON
"Water sports, my son," the monster belched. "Now that I have wet you down thoroughly, come and enclose your father's ass with your mouth." The man did as his lord dictated. "I will fill your guts with the eternal stench of my gases."
And he did. He consummated the marriage of their souls by filling his son with the gases of his bowels. The man's head caught fire as a result. He fell unconscious to the blazing floor and remained that way for one thousand years.
And even though the demon dared to sodomize the man hundreds of thousands of times, nothing could be done to rouse him.


A THIRD LESSON (BUT BY NO MEANS A FINAL LESSON)
With an absolute lack of expression on his stone face, the demon grabbed the man's hair at the back of his head and drew him close. Red's poisoned tongue played over the man's face.
"My son, I want to teach you another lesson. This one thing I know - you must crawl to me on your hands and knees in profound humility."
The man looked at his body as it obeyed and noticed that it was the same as that of the burned bodybuilder he had seen earlier (only a moment ago and realized...).
Later, after he had taken all Red had to offer, the demon said, "Anytime I want you to do anything - anything at all - you will do it, at once. This is my total and singular commandment. Obey me in love, my son. Or fear!"
*****


If truer eyes could pierce the deceptive veil for even a moment, they would have seen two smoldering corpses lying at the bottom of a blackened, mile-deep shaft. One body, shivering uncontrollably in its nightmare-soaked sleep, was of a large, muscular man in his late thirties. The other, who had been there first and joined later by the other, looked to be the quaking body of a slim, red-haired youth, no more than fifteen or sixteen. But, there was no light there, no one could see them, nor could they see each other. They were eternally sleeping, unable to awaken or end this dream. They were both quite incapable of telling anything to anyone. Their true desires were unfulfilled; they wanted to stop this programmed dream. If that were only possible. That would almost be bearable.
*****


"Rub my back, my son, and try to pass your hand through my blood-soaked pelt." The demon turned his back. "See how your hand catches the ripples of flame." Red raised his living lower member to the man's lips and commanded him (in darkness) to lick the pus out of the green-foamed slit.
The man obeyed. The demon folded his crispy wings around both of them and became extremely violent within these confines. There were long sounds of ripping, and organs splattered on the rocky floor. There was a gunfire sound and the crackling of large bones breaking.
There was a grateful spirit hovering nearby; it was singing in a continual scream.


CHAPTER FIVE
"AN OMITTED SECTION"
[Now follows a description of an omitted section:]
The reason for this omission seems to be that this chapter is what is known as "The Untranslatable, Unspeakable Topic."
The entire chapter seems to be thirteen poems that "prove" (to any mere mortal) the non-existence of God.
It is said to have been deliberately misplaced because it resulted in the deaths or suicides of the five people who read it. It was omitted after the first printing of this "fiction" was distributed to the public. The publisher, because of threats and lawsuits, saw fit to "lose it."
Lord Jedfrie, in the only book he ever published, stated that three living persons knew of its whereabouts, but nothing on Earth could force these women to reveal its location.
"Even the meter of the lines being read aloud permanently damaged the minds of anyone listening," wrote Lucy Karpe, M.D. "It was all screaming and ranting from the dead!"


CHAPTER SIX
"ESOPHAGUS"
Blood ran in ever-widening rivers down the man's legs as he passively allowed the demon to pound him three million times from behind.
Red never tried to stop and the man never ceased feeling every fresh painful thrust as if it were the first. However, the inexplicable horror was knowing that it would never end.
To be the eternal victim was more than mere mortals could stand. But these were not mere mortals. They were shaped into supernatural beings, who were allowed to continue in a perpetual state of death with indestructible bodies.
They could withstand the combined torture of all (ex-) humanity for three billion infinities and yet reconstruct the body in moments.
The tearing sounds coming from his own body did not concern the man; it would go on being broken over and over.
That which never heals is this body, and yet cannot be destroyed.
*****


"I must ram my massive arm down your throat, my son, and tear your esophagus to ribbons with my claws."
As has been explained earlier, all mouths are permanently fixed open in a continual scream that is so loud that the flesh of all faces vibrates all the time. It is not horrible to those who are here - it is normal. Through disuse, the lips of all are long and flap nerveless like a flag of despair in an unholy burning wind.
Red thrust his forearm down the man's bleeding throat and began ripping cords and arteries with his sharp, blood-crusted claws. The man could feel the hand's thick matted hair brushing his gullet deep down. The man loved it and wanted it to continue forever. It only went on for [a third set of turns of time].
When Red slowly pulled his arm out of the man's throat, it was dripping with yellow mucus. The demon slung it to the ground and rubbed the rest into the black fur below his belly button.
*****


Green flame danced all over the man's body, first one place, then another. He didn't seem to notice. He stooped to walk through the archway, his path predetermined. He headed forward, for there was no way to go back. He knew what was back there. In the distance, he heard his father call him. He carefully chose his steps through the dark hall.

As he came out on the other side, he saw Red standing perfectly still, staring at a figure of a man, its feet crudely (one might say rudely) nailed to a pedestal. It was baked red as clay in a kiln. Red's right shoulder was low from leaning on the burning floor with his fist, and it sizzled. The stance reminded the son of the way a gorilla might pose in a zoo. The father casually looked his way.
"Come here, my son."
The animated figure was pointing in the distance with its left arm and tirelessly plunging a knife into its chest, over and over again.
"What's this?" the man asked.
The massive demon drew him nearer with a thick forearm around his neck. He nuzzled his throat with his mouth, searching the man's Adam's apple and ear. The man could feel Red's hot breath.
The demon whispered into his ear. "See the plaque on the base of the pedestal? Yes? Always answer me when I ask you a question, or you could be feasting on your own testicles soon. Or, worse yet, force-fed mine. Now, what does the plaque say?"
The man squinted as he approached the animated statue, and then looked at the plaque nailed there. "It says, 'Man's Best.' Man's Best...' What? 'Friend'?"
"No," Red replied. "This is the best that man can do."
The figure opened its mouth and spoke. "I'll kill you. I'll kill you."
It kept its left arm locked outward, pointing toward its unseen enemy. It always plunged the knife, gripped tightly in its right hand, down into its chest, over and over again with malicious intent, and snickered. Red spray splattered them and they heard bone scraping beneath the knife. The son vomited onto the steaming floor; the smell was indescribable.
"This!" exclaimed the son. "This is the best that man has to offer?"
"That's right," Red said, following it with a deep laugh.
The man sighed. "We're screwed. Poor statue. Thanks for reminding us of how doomed we all are."
"It's not a statue," the father replied calmly, then laughed at the shock on his son's tormented face.
The giant demon took the man, coupling with him in a nearby, pitch-black corridor.
*****


Most of the students, by now, were somewhat used to his gross narration, and sat quietly. One pupil asked to be let out of the class, permanently, and promptly reported the professor and the nude model to the dean of the university. But it came to nothing, for there really were laws in place that gave people the right to say anything they wished.
However, in the following week, when he returned to read chapter seven, the old man was challenged again, and quite unkindly.


CHAPTER SEVEN
"LEGS"
"Son, do you see the hair on my thighs?"
The man said that he did.
"Find the hair that puckers around my hole and moisten it with the tip of your tongue." Red pulled the man's hair until his head was between his legs. "Get under there and do your service to your father."
The man searched through the endless blood-matted hair. He was sure that he found a bit of wet flesh (that did not belong to the demon) lingering among the copious volumes of strands. He found the leaking hole and lovingly daubed it with his tongue. In this warm nest, he lingered for a billion times.
*****


"My son, take this pus cup I present to you and drink it."
The man took the cup and drank the hot contents in one gulp. He licked his lips.
"My son," Red said with love quivering in his voice, "approach me."
The man drew near to his father.
"You will now become a part of me for exactly one million generations." Red drew the man to his muscled chest, and continued to pull him closer. The man cracked and flattened until he was the thickness of paper. He faded as he was absorbed into the demon's body.
"Now...we will tour the park."
*****


The narrative must repeat itself concerning dialogue. No such thing happens at all. In a body that far outstrips human abilities, vocalization is unnecessary. The hundreds of things the body can communicate by the merest movement are astounding.
The only thing that can be done is scream (the base unit of existence). And since no one can die or grow older, it is the Eternal Base Unit. The demon could not express itself in an elegant manner, for such things require reflection and ruminating over matters, and no such thing can occur here. It is only my own narrative device. The thoughts are just there, hanging in space like raw wounds - pay attention or not; they will occur as he proclaimed them. Nothing can prevent this torment from one so high on the Order's ladder. (And unless I am very much mistaken, my copyist, you must continue to write this until it is finished, bastardly task that it may be! **)
**This concept of the book being dictated is also explained in the appendix.
*****


"We cannot proceed past the limits of my park. You must always remember this. I am the prince of this park."
The man and demon (who were now one) came to a tree where two men writhed as one.
"See this, my son, and know what this scene is."
The man looked out of the demon's eyes. He saw a man bent over at the waist due to the weight on his back. A full-grown man was welded to him, joined back-to-stomach, and he was always in the penetration position. He never stopped pounding him from behind.
"In life, my son," Red said, "the man had an uncanny fear of being raped." The demon looked at the man lovingly and they both wept at the idea of anyone fearing such loving attention. Great red teardrops fell on the man's uplifted face as he gazed adoringly at his father's caring visage. "But, as usual, he was only remembering his future. For here it is the only thing that he will ever experience. It is the only place he has ever been."
When the man looked again from the demon's eyes, he saw the man beneath the tree, the one being pounded from behind. The eyes of this one were registering unnamable terror, and after seeing the man inside the demon, they widened further.
The thought splattered like acid in the man's decaying brain. "Others see my humiliation, and they are much entertained!"
"Yes," thought the man, his anger burning equally hot, "unless you are me in a thousand generations."
"We are all one, my son," the demon said. "When you learn that secret, thankfully, your threshold of pain will be awarded an increase of three greatness levels. Then, the Eternal Baptism will be yours: for your scream will widen and your skull will crack - and that is the baptism known as 'The Mark of His Father.'
"My son, I must show you another dream. Even though you are deep inside me, I will lean over this precipice and you tell me what you see."
When Red leaned over the edge, the son saw a barrel at the bottom. But what was most interesting about it was that it was not still...
"Inside the barrel is what looks like molasses or oil. I can barely see something brown and wet, churning and churning; never stopping."
"See this woman being lowered into the barrel by a long chain, connected to a hook that is buried deep in her neck? Yes, above us. Well, let me tell you about a dream she has over and over in this place. Every few [times] here, she is pulled out and then she is lowered again to suffer [many million infinities]. When she is not in the barrel, she has a very foolish dream. Would you like me to tell you so you can laugh and laugh many times?"
"Yes, oh Father, I would love it."
"Well, look in this churning barrel and despair, because when she has a respite from it, and she is burning in this fire, she dreams of another world, quite limp and unconscious; I assure you. A hideous world, but not as hideous as this world, of course. She dreams she is a young girl and has a child thing and puts it in a garbage dumpster, and that is the end of that. But sadly, in that world, the child thing was not alone, for the dumpster had a few permanent residents. Big, juicy rats. The mother did not know this, for she had left there, and went to meet a boyfriend, and they had a wonderful lunch at a restaurant. She did not know. She could not hear the screams, or know the terror of that baby as it was bitten to death and devoured by those sharp teeth. But now she continues to dream the same dream. Now do you know what churns in the barrel? That it is not molasses or oil, but the oily pelts of hundreds of rats as they gnaw and chew her repeatedly. How horrible it must be for her."
And, indeed, they laughed for a few lifetimes at the sight of her, as she was lowered into the barrel, red spit slinging hungrily, and snapping white bone shined and churned and disappeared beneath the surface.
*****


"Now this clearly is a breach of protocol!" a young female student stood and cried, giving no one else an opportunity to speak.
"Why is that?" he said simply, knowing full well what she was going to complain about. He had heard this before.
Her face was crimson. "Abortion is absolutely legal in our State. You are breaching protocol and common sense by condemning it!"
"If you had been listening, Student, you might have noticed that this was a live birth the dear woman trashed, not an abortion. I think maybe you can put away your Lectro-Current magazine and listen more closely next time, especially since you pretend to know so much."
"I can see why so many people despise you."
"You don't know the half of it."


CHAPTER EIGHT
"MORE LEGS IN THE PARK"
A woman was there when they had walked farther through great expanses of burning yards. She was barely visible beneath 17,000 layers of flame. She jittered and jerked, but could not free herself.
"I don't know why she is here. I come because I love the memories of this light. Long, long before Bjorn blew across the night and threw out the Milky Way, I used to come here to dance at her light. I was new to her perfume then. I am her old flame now."
The demon's fathomless sockets gazed on her golden lights and he nearly loved again.


A PARENTHETICAL EPISODE
The demon walked and the man watched everything through his hot black holes.
"Look at this, my son. This exhibit is known in The Annals of Cruelty as 'A Demon's Abomination.' There are a few things that even we cannot gaze at for long."
A wasted man lay spread-eagled on the ground, facedown. Above him, pounding him with an enormous member, was another man. As the two bodies met, fifteen blades pierced them through. They writhed as they continued, unable to stop.
It cannot be truthfully said they were screaming, because with all that exists here, "The Scream" is The Base Unit. The Primary Law: "Nothing Ever Stops Screaming!"
"Can you tell, my son, which of them owns the blades that pierce the corpse of the other?"
"No," he whispered in the demon's head.
Red burst out laughing. "Neither can they." He laughed for many times. "They will go on, blessedly, throughout eternity, in the heat, in the flames, in 'The Burning,' never ceasing in their stride. No horror can equal this. No mere man or demon can even imagine this, let alone look at it for long."
It only increases in horror, thought the man, if you continue to think about it, which I choose not to do.
That's true, thought the demon.
I will come out of you now, thought the man, and kiss your feet, Father.
Then it is done, thought the other. Out of the palms of his hands flew thick cords of silver that became glittering hooks. He plunged both into his own abdomen and savagely ripped (blurred) them sideways until his guts spilled onto the ground. "We call this, my son, 'The Judas Solution.' I cannot explain it to you, for it is an incredibly Holy Thing, and I would not anger the Chief of all demons by repeating the story of The Great Sacrifice."
Burning and entwined in the gray and red entrails was the man, like a birthed adult. His eyes burst outward as the heat intensified. They bled out, dried up, healed over, opened, and behold, they were his eyes again.


ANOTHER PARENTHETICAL EPISODE
"Son," said the demon, "you're going to get your toast cooked."
"My toast cooked?"
"No, your toes cooked." Red grinned insanely. "Approach me."
The man did so because he had no choice.
"Give me one of your feet."
The man obliged. The demon pulled the man's blackened foot into his mouth and his jaws glowed red with flames. The man's toes blackened further.
The demon repeated the process with the other foot.
"Know by this, my son, my great love for you."
And the man did know.


THE THIRD PARENTHETICAL EPISODE
"My son," shrieked the demon in the man's mind. "Come here and put your lips to my handsome chest."
He obeyed and blood flowed fast from Red's chest into the man's gaping mouth.
"Guide my member up your hole so I can have my way with you, my son."
The man obeyed and felt the writhing member tear him to pieces from the inside. Its thickness ripped him open more as the flesh bore itself upward, chewing as it climbed.
The demon huffed and puffed as he became lost in the exercise. Over and over he pounded his son until, finally, the man felt fire fluid flash within his insides.
"That's good, my son," the demon said. "Let's do that for 13,000 generations."
And they did.
*****


On another night, as the demon rubbed burning oil over the man's naked bottom, a thought occurred to him. "My son, there is only one sight of beauty in all my park. Let us go and I will show it to you. In my holiness, I will commit this act."
The man extracted the entire length of the member from within him, eventually able to spit it out and watch it fall to the demon's lap. Red rose and walked. The man followed and they came upon a living (dead) horror.
Two figures could be barely seen through the towering flames. They writhed in the center of a burning arena. A dark man was lying on his back on the smoking ground. His large hands gripped the hips of a white man trying to escape the connection between them, but it was an eternal struggle.
"All his natural life," began Red, "the white man feared being raped by black men. Ahhh, sadly, he was only remembering his future:
"He will always be here;
"He will always be trying to escape;
"He will always be raped; and
"For all eternity!
"This is the only truly beautiful thing in the park. I never have it far from my thoughts."
*****


After this session a student stood to speak. "Is there a point to this?"
A young woman nodded. "Yeah, where are you going with this?"
The old man laughed. "Maybe nowhere. But, then again, maybe I am leading you on a wild goose chase."
"We have never heard that expression," another male voice near the back said. "Is that 'old speak'?"
"Yes, it is. It means you might think the book gets worse and worse, but the truth may be that when you see the ending, you will realize that, all along, things have been infinitely worse than you expected."
He pulled his shirt over his head before he put his pants on, relishing the fact that the students had been drawing him for so long, and he loved his nude body.
"Well, when does the sex stuff end? You're repulsive."
"It's true, I am. You have already passed the first invisible act of three that make up the book. Not that there aren't nauseating passages still to come, but I had to establish, right from the beginning, that when you come to Infernus, you lose all hope. That is gone. You no longer choose options; you are chosen. The first act is sexual brutality. The second act we are about to enter is hyper-violence."
"It hasn't been that until now?"
He laughed again. "It has, but now we enter a realm where it is mostly just that. Would you like me to tell you what the third invisible act is?"
Another student stood to be heard. "Why didn't you just write it in three acts?"
"Because I didn't want to write it in three acts. This is the only opportunity you have to learn them. I never had any desire to delineate them plainly in the text."
"Why not?" asked the same student.
"Because I sincerely believe there are women and men in this world that are a hell of a lot smarter than I am, and it would insult their intelligence to write down to them. They would tell me I was pretentious and superficial. The third invisible act is hyper-violently surreal."
"But, I already think it is hyper-violently surreal," another student said.
"Uh, no you don't," the man said, smiling, and left it at that for the week.


CHAPTER NIGHT
"BLOOD AND GUTS"
The demon's elbow rested just below the man's chin. The rest of his arm (including his forearm) was down his son's throat.
"This proves my love for you, my son. Put your hands under my massive genitals, and hold onto those two black stones."
He wrenched his goo-covered arm from his son's throat instantly, shredding flesh in the process. The man wrapped his hands around the leathery black bags and gripped them tightly.
"Yes, that's right, my son. Now burst them with your grip."
The man squeezed until yellow blood flowed freely between his fingers. He bowed his head to the sizzling liquid trickling between his knuckles and lovingly lapped it up with a slave's humility.
"Thank you, Father," the man said.
Later, after they passed many miles along the shore of a boiling lake, they came upon a beach. They looked out across a sea of sand. Many humans lay roasting like meat on the burning grains.
"Let's walk among them," the demon said, and they did, entering the field of the flesh. "This one was known in life as 'The Killer.' No such proud designation can be given him; here he would be referred to simply as, 'The Killed.' 'The Killer' was possessed of a specialty - the eyes - it was his favorite thing to gouge out with a scoop in his dreams."
Red drove one of his clawed feet into the eyes of the gaping head. He did this over and over and over...
"And this was a human with breasts," the demon said as they moved on to another specimen. "It had a will to tell lies to anyone who would listen. So now, if any of our ears hear one word issuing forth, we all urinate on the top of the head. This is great humiliation to this creature of ego."
And to prove it, he covered the protesting head (for five spaces of time) with his acidic urine. The man laughed at that and kicked it from behind for one thousand times. He loved to watch the bleeding head reel from the violent strikes, and loved hearing it make little mewling sounds.
"Son, I give you the gift of The Satyr." The demon waved his great arms wide.
The man felt the changes and looked at his body. His legs began to cramp as they cracked backward and sprouted hooves. Black wire hair grew rapidly from his ankles to the tops of his thighs. The satyr's arms thickened, becoming corded with large veins and matted with black hair. It flowed wildly across his chest and around his back like water. A black goatee instantly grew on his chin and he stood in glorious, handsome masculinity before his father.
"You will forever be 'Satyr.' It is a gift from your father, who loves you." He approached the satyr. "Now your body is 'suited' for my affections. It has been strengthened to the point where I won't rip you to shreds, although it was joyous for both of us, I know."
The demon knelt before the satyr and sifted through the thick patch of pubic hair. "My son, I now, in sacrifice, take your member in me, and I will dine from you."
And he did.
*****


"Let me have some of your precious blood, my son." The demon held out a hand. The satyr lifted one of his legs and placed a wool-covered hoof into it.
Red held it between his teeth and suddenly bit down, cracking the split hoof into four bloody pieces and pouring salty blood into his mouth. He pulled the hoof in further and sucked loudly.
*****


"Oh, Dr. Mountfountain, you were coming along so well, too. Now, after three days, big Barney drags you back in a straightjacket after your failed escape attempt. Don't you want to get better? What did you say, Barney? You 'nailed' him in the woods and now Dr. Mountfountain is a wide receiver? Was there blood? Ahhh, a virgin. Well, you go along now, Barney. I'll do an extensive cavity search - I hope you didn't leave any deposits behind."
Big Barney and the small man laughed quietly for a few moments.
After Barney left, the other doctor guided the bewildered Mountfountain onto a flat metal trough.
"The water is shallow, Doctor. I'm not going to drown you. I'm just going to lay you down in it, all right? I'm pulling off your pants now. My, aren't you a big boy? I'm attaching two small clips to your testicles - oh, you baby, that didn't hurt! The wire goes to this generator. Now with the added conductivity of the water, you'll feel like a piece of -
...brrzzzapppp!...
*****


The class was mostly quiet after this session. The Legend - although no one referred to him this way, and he would be unknown by this name until Infernus was, well...known by others later - packed up his things and left until next week.


CHAPTER TEN
"WASTING WITH TIME"
"My son," screamed the demon in the satyr's mind. "Do you know what my parting gift will be to you in three billion, trillion generations?"
"Why must there be a parting?" cried the satyr weakly in Red's mind.
"The toils we pass through will have honed your body to invisible perfection. My final parting gift to you in three billion, trillion generations," and here a blood tear fell hissing to the stony ground, "you will become "The Scream.""
Satyr gaped. "Is such a treasure possible to attain?"
"Not only is it possible, but it is necessary. In your path to become Everything, you must literally become everything. Are you pleased?"
"More than pleased - my pain threshold just increased three greatness levels."
"Then all is proceeding as planned," gushed the demon lovingly.
*****


The truth that the two shuddering, smoldering lumps at the bottom of the mile-deep shaft may yet discover was that nothing was done or said lovingly here. All was stated in the most naked horror imaginable. No love lay behind the intent. Rather, the satyr now knew that his body was being distilled and rarified so that he would lose the detritus of his individuality and become assimilated by "The Scream." To be invisible, to scream forever and be, in essence, that scream made the two smoldering corpses shudder and clatter their bones together more violently. But, they could not wake themselves. They could never do that.
*****


[This next section, considered by even some ardent Satanists as The Most Hideous Profane Thing, is survived in only phrases and a few pages of text. What follows is, according to the foremost expert, Doctor Helen Gaines, to be all that survives.]


The demon thrust his member into the cavity of the satyr's spine, then folded the canvas of flesh back over the wound and made it heal, and went to pounding the mound of flesh...


"...with my son, place this between your lips and pierce it with your teeth. Swallow the pus and slurp down the rotted bits of flesh that come sluicing..."


...and the next thing he saw, or thought he saw, was a large man defecating fetuses into a rat-infested pit. The rats yipped like little dogs, eagerly awaiting the flesh of the mewling unborn.
And because he saw the hideous thing without the permission of his father, the demon rapped him across the face until the satyr's teeth were flying everywhere...


...the satyr's arms were lying motionless on the ground in front of him.
"This will please you," said the demon. He picked up both heavy arms and began smashing the satyr with strong blows.
When the satyr regained consciousness, the demon was nowhere to be seen. He looked between his legs and saw one of his arms lodged in his arse.


[Thus ends this partial section.]


"Look, my son," the demon said. "On our walk through my jurisdiction, we come across the bones of some whalers. If their bones are here, where do you suppose the other parts of their bodies rest?"
The satyr did not know and vomited on the rock floor in response.
"Well, that's good, but not quite what I had in mind."
The satyr stood next to him and gazed into a boiling black pool set in the floor.
"They are all lying on the bottom of this percolating pool, spineless, boiling, unable to move, unable to breathe...just screaming."
The satyr stared into the pool in mock horror. The black boiling mass must be old blood, he thought. His reattached limbs grasped both sides of his handsome face in a grotesque imitation of terror. His mouth stayed open in its perpetual scream, and the satyr's eyes were bulging. He really wanted to roar with laughter.
"It is funny, isn't it?" the demon asked. "I only come to this exhibit to cheer myself."
Red pulled all of the skin off the satyr in one mighty jerk at the back of the neck. He ripped the spine out of the nerve-exposed body and flung it to the ground.
"You must be purified even further, my son." He prepared himself to throw the jelly-like mess of the satyr into the boiling pool. "I will only allow you to remain in here for one thousand times. I will then pull you out and we will continue our adventures."
The demon slowly lowered the shuddering corpse - oh how it shuddered - into the pool. When the water reached his eyes, they popped and oozed a thick, green liquid.
Red released the jelly creature, then stood and urinated into the pool. He waited one thousand times.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
"BLACK BALLED AGAIN"
"Now, my son, since your pain threshold has increased three greatness levels, we are going to enter the second level, or the next dimension of torture."
"There are others?" the satyr asked casually, examining his reconstructed body.
"They are infinite," the father said.
He mounted his son from behind. As the sound of pounding became deafening, the demon's wings folded around them, and they vanished into another plane.
*****


They appeared in a new place: The Second Level, or Stair of Torture. They watched a small hooded woman with a wooden bucket come to a boiling river.
"Look what she does," the demon shrieked in (mock) surprise.
She lowered her bucket into the undulating crimson, and then set it down on the gray bank. She lowered her face into it and loudly slurped its contents.
"See, my son, what a great thing she does! She drinks all the foul deeds of mankind, for they boil in this great river. There is more to her sacrifice than meets the eye, and she does it for no one to see but her lord, her demon."
Behind her appeared the largest, most muscular demon the satyr had seen yet, at least twice the size of Red. He glittered entirely of gold: his skin, hair and eyes. And he must have been pleased, for he snatched the woman up by her head and began beating her against an oaken tree thousands and thousands of times, without pause.
*****


In another time, the demon showed his son a small cave. "Look at the theater and see the drama. Only one play is performed here, and the beings call it, 'The Single Reverent Thing.' Look within, my son, and tell me what you see."
The satyr did so. "A young lad is walking down a street on a sunny day. From his right a bullet enters his brain, causing a huge hole to appear in the left side of his head. He falls to the ground and is still. Later he awakens and realizes the wound has healed.
"The lad wonders at the meaning of all that when a voice rings out above him. 'Never tell anyone what happened to you today. Make it our secret and I will see to it that you have absolute dominion over all creatures, everywhere.' The lad agrees."
"Yesss, my son," the demon whispered, red stains flowing down his blistered cheeks. "It is the only history lesson any of us here cares to learn. You would be wise to do likewise."
In his ecstasy, the demon threw the satyr to the broiling floor and coupled with him for three thousand generations.
*****


"My son," the demon shrieked, "behold, another level!"
The environment flickered around them. When it righted itself, they were in a burning forest.
"Let me mount you in my joy. Let your jaws crack for screaming as I oppress my own kin."
And he did. The satyr was sexually dominated within the forest of yellow flame-trees for a [thousand parts of] time.
*****


On one of the rare occasions that Professor Delaney spoke, she asked the old man, "In your fiction, do you really propose that there is religion in Hell, uh, I mean, Infernus?"
"Oh yes," he said. "But, only because it amuses me. Just a trifle to amuse others, not that there are such things, really."
"Oh," she said, momentarily satisfied. She crossed her hands in front of her, holding her wrists, and waited for him to continue.
"In fact," he said, realizing there might be a need for clarification, "if I had followed the Biblical model, the book would have been boring. How could I have made an exciting adventure about screaming in the dark, for that is the Biblical model. No, I wanted my version to be exciting and fun."
"It's hardly 'fun'!" said a student.
He looked to the rear of the class but could not determine who was speaking. He laughed. "And there will be more of religion. Actually, it's coming up in the very next chapter. I have put hate cults there. They are eternally punished, also. For no other reason than it amused me."


CHAPTER TWELVE
"TIN BELLS"
"Have you ever thought," said the demon, "that there are laws here?"
"No," the satyr said.
"When you dreamed that you lived on a world, and had a day-to-day existence, all creatures thought a being existed that was above all else. He was known as a creator or the creator. Try to speak the name of this being."
The demon's sockets glittered and filled to overflow with black blood.
"You mean the..." the satyr said.
"Yessss," hissed his father, "sssssay the NAME!" He coaxed him and laughed.
"It's..." The satyr gritted his teeth and they cracked in the heat. "Uhhhh, his name is...'' The satyr pulled on his lips and tore his skin from his face.
Red laughed until his sides actually split.
The satyr kept ripping the flesh from his own face.
*****


"My son," sighed the demon while holding the satyr's head as he roped his entire member into the throat. "Do you know what the most evil thing in all the omniverse is?"
The satyr could not reply.
"It is your heart, my son." The satyr tried to squirm free to protest, but he could not break Red's grip. "Well, think about it." He ceased to snake his member down the throat, for the two cold black orbs lay under the satyr's chin, roasting over burning embers. "You dreamed all this up - you would have to be the cruelest bastard that ever lived to do that."
If that were true, the satyr was thinking, then you would be on the receiving end of my oversized member.
"And it is so," the demon said.
And it was.
"You must become all things, truly," Red said later, after he had spit the son out of his mouth.
*****


"My beloved," Red said, "I will give you another gift only because of my great love for you."
He ran a finger over the hot teeth of his son and removed his canines. Two long bloody fangs emerged through the gums.
"You have now become a vampiric satyr! A new glory has dawned!"
At this, the demon grew excited and split the satyr's cheeks with the snap of his fingers on both hands. He lovingly watched the blood flow down his face.
*****


"My son!" shrieked the demon as he ran his fingers through the vampire satyr's exposed brain. "I need to show you a vision of the last days (that were) of Earth. It is a hotel in The Decadent City."
The satyr saw in his head (the demon played among the hot fibers of his brain as if it were an instrument) the most opulent hotel of all time. As he imagined that he was approaching the front of the hotel, he saw marble columns wrapped in gold overlay. As he went through the great hall, he saw satin curtains and lamps made of pure silver hanging from the ceiling forty feet above the ground. It was the last, great hotel.
The corridor was well-hung with what seemed to be silk tapestries, all done in the deepest reds and browns. The walls were liberally decorated with gold torches.
A doorman, sharply dressed in a suit with finely pressed edges, stood waiting before a door. Another man approached and showed him a card key.
"What is your pleasure, this evening, my lord?" the doorman asked.
"I'd love to see you in my chambers in five minutes in red briefs," the man stated matter-of-factly.
"Your pleasure is my desire, my lord."
The vision ended.
"Alas, my son," the demon said, "the last decade of man's mortal age was his best. You could never have accomplished in thirty thousand lifetimes what we can do with these indestructible bodies. That age was the only elegant, decadent century of man."
"Why do you say that, Father?"
"Because, for the first time in history (although each generation before it assumed that it was the first free generation), mankind had finally managed to believe that guilt was just a farce that got in the way of living. Mankind finally cast off the costs of doing anything it desired - there was no fear of reprisal, no fear of dire consequences.
"There is Dark Logic here, my son. Learn it well."
*****


"There is something in my park, my son," the demon screamed in horror, "that you must see to believe. Come and I will show you what takes place at the temple."
They walked through a few thousand meters of burning jungle and came to a golden door that led into a stony hill. They stood to one side and waited. A figure in a black hooded robe approached the wall and spoke. "Oh Lord of my worship, please grant me admittance to your righteously extreme level of torture. Please allow this unworthy creature into your chambers!"
A tiny hatch above the door opened. A bloody hook shot forth and sank rapidly into the supplicant's skull. The hook then quickly withdrew and pulled the shrieking disciple through the hole, cracking his bones and bursting his innards.
"Do you mean...?" began the vampire satyr.
"Yessss," the demon said. "There is religion here, e'en here. There are faction cults here the likes of 'Those who love to torture those who love to have their legs amputated.' The most sought-after honor cult is the one called, 'Dulling the soul through flames.'"
"Oh, my G-"
The demon's empty sockets flashed red. "Never attempt to say The Betrayer's name here! Now I must punish you."
Red mounted his son from behind and slammed him for a thousand times.
Later, he grabbed a small gold demon, found squirming among roasting stones, and took it from behind. It began to shriek even louder and wriggle violently to twist out of Red's grip. The large demon held him fast, though the golden demon was a shuddering blur.
"My son, sink your vampiric teeth into the buttocks and take the power he would willingly give none. Do it!"
The demon spread the buttocks of the small demon. The vampire satyr did what came natural and sank the two throbbing razors into the fat gold flesh. His teeth instantly popped the skin and he felt the power flow down his throat into his rotting belly as he drank the golden blood.
When he finished and the gold demon had been released to run back into the stone jungle, the vampire satyr rose with the new dripping canines. "What was that all about?"
"Only a vampire satyr can take a demon's blood. You start with the small and eventually take over a big one like the golden beast who regularly mounts me. It's the only way to evolve here. My purpose here is to see to it that you never cease to evolve."
*****


The small doctor had been observing him closely for the past three days. Dr. Mountfountain would probably rise to consciousness today. He was alone with the nearly nude man, both in boxer shorts. Dr. Mountfountain was lying flat on his back on a metal table.
He ran a quivering palm over the hairy thigh of the physician. "I've always wanted you, Doctor. Always. Even when we were in college, I would have given anything, anything, if you had just noticed me. Just once, but no, not ugly little me. Old me. But now you belong to me. I've already had more sex with you than I ever could have fantasized. Of course, you have been unconscious the whole time, but I pretended your hairy body was responsive to mine. And I will do it to you again and again."
He ran his sweaty palm up the thigh to the impressive mound below his belly.
*****


"Look, my son," the demon sighed.
"What, my father?" the vampire satyr shrieked.
"Look at this puddle and tell me what you see."
Red forced the head of the son into a position where he could see the black, liquid hole.
"I see a thousand pointless deaths: I see a child mindlessly murdering an old woman; I see the most shredded suicides..."
"You see," hissed the demon, "what tangible sadness looks like."
"Are all the maddening injustices of mankind against mankind recorded here?"
"All save one," grinned the father, red tears hissing down his cheeks.
"Which is that?"
"Yours. The cruelest stroke is that you made all this up. The reality of this consists in your continued belief in its reality! You even created the reality that says all reality is a dream of yours. What arrogance! What presumption! You are a deceiver! The Truth - even though it cannot be known or believed here - is that you and I are eternally dreaming in a pit, snuggling together and shivering from the horrors of it all. Which is real?"
"I suppose, my father, that you should torture me sexually for a thousand life cycles. Please do me this injustice."
Red hiked himself up into his son's sweating thighs and forced his great member inside.
The son wept red tears through sightless eyes.
And this horror was only on the first few rungs in an infinite ladder of The Dark.
*****


"Have you never wondered, never thought to ask to approach these walls, never wondered what they were made of, or what was behind them?" the demon asked after many lifetimes.
The vampiric satyr ran a hand over a wall. "It feels familiar."
"It should; the walls are made of bricks of clotted blood. Ever thought to put your ear against one and listen?"
The son did so, and he instantly felt something push outward, like an elbow, and heard countless, muffled screams. The son gasped.
"Yessss," the father smiled. "The walls are prisons, too. There are many millions trapped within. Many millions. Screaming, unable to breathe, unable to escape. No wasted space in Infernus, whatsoever."
"Father, I can almost see this one who sits, mindless, near the surface of the blood wall. His legs, I think, are drawn up to his chest as he's frozen in the bricks. He seems to be holding a thick cable in his teeth that sends great bolts of lightning into his brain. It's what gives off a light that surrounds him. He jitters like a marionette. His hair, what little there is, is standing up on end. Why does he continue to hold it in his teeth?"
Red gave his son a pitying glare. "Let others enjoy their version of Infernus. Don't be so self-righteous."
"How does one get chosen to live within these walls, oh Father?"
"Don't ask."
*****


"We now visit The Lake of Rakes!"
Red was pulling his son behind him by the hair on his head. As they made their way across the lake's ebony ice to the center, they noticed a silver, cold sun glimmering in the gray distance. Human buttocks were protruding from the ice. Lying all around these, on the surface, were flat metal paddles.
"Now, my son, we must blister all these bottoms if we are to appear fearless to the others in the outer regions. We must draw much blood."
"Is our behavior being observed by those in other Parks?"
"Of course! Did you not know that?"
"No, I did not."
"If they ever find you outside my protection, exposed as it were, they would rip you to shreds for your profound ignorance."
*****


A small voice spoke sweetly to the vampiric satyr. Its light words were high and innocent, settling gently into the ear of the screaming son. But the words it chose clashed together like tin bells, fashioned in a way that no mortal could fathom and stay sane.
"Ahhh," said Red. "Her/His royal highness has deemed you important enough to allow you to at least hear His/Her commandments." His eyes bled brown drops in horrid worship and slick clots splattered to the floor.
"Who is this most noble of creatures who caresses my ears with liquid words, Father?"
"It is the culmination of all evil that has ever lived/existed."
"It is a tangible representation of an intangible concept?"
"No, for it does live. It is a singular life form created from the life forms that created a personality. And the next time I hear you psychoanalyzing me in that wonderfully cute fashion, I shall split you in two and bake your insides for a few thousand lifetimes. Is that very clear, or what?"
"My lord, it is very clear. Is there anything that can be done to make it stop saying these things that so sweetly kill?"
"It is foolish to think those words, let alone say them. The creature, knowing She/He has pleased you, will continue to do so now for thousands of the lengthiest lifetimes. Only by convincing Her/Him that you are unimpressed at all, will you make Her/Him stop."
And it was so.
*****


Nothing of value, although they did talk, was discussed in the classroom between the Legend and the students, after this chapter. It would be of no interest here.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
"THE HALL OF TABLEAUS"
"My son," shrieked the demon, "you must listen to the power of my words and understand my love for you." He pulled the vampire satyr to his massive chest and entered him from below. "I must pull you apart, my son, and lay you upon hot stones to broil for thousands of lifetimes."
And he did so. Dutifully, it must be said, Red watched o'er his son, after he had torn him asunder, and wept the entire time. And the blood tears fell upon the son's parts and baked the flesh hotter.
*****


After thousands of lifetimes, the demon glued the son together with his spittle. And the son cracked open his eyeless sockets and stared with (no) love and (no) pity at the father.
And such black horror was witnessed in Hell by crimson-jeweled lightning that hissed across the skies for thirteen nights.
In the blackest night, a constellation appeared to commemorate this initial tableau.
Then the demon spoke the ultimate blasphemy.
*****


[The following has been edited, by the insistence of the Sire demonologist, who has said, "No one must know such secrets. The complete text, including the second half, will remain buried in a desert (or mountain) somewhere on Earth. One day, the sayings will adorn many crowns, but not until The Day! These sayings will never be auditioned for a single person."]


[This then, is the first half of what is considered (by many scholars) to be "The Most Unholy Single Thing."]


The demon grinned and the look was one that no human eyes could see and live. "Did you know that only so-called 'heteros' inhabit my kingdom, my son?"
The satyr sang the truth directly into the demon's mind and there was...hemorrhage!
"Then you know why, also, my beloved! Yes, you are right. A 'hetero's' worst fear is being forcibly raped over and over." Both laughed over this for a while. Red gazed over a part of his park, and then said to his son, "This would not be torture for 'homos.'"
"That means-" began the son.
"No, you could not imagine the 'homo' section of Infernus. No one can." The demon grinned again, and black clots fled out of his mouth for a day's time. "The second thing, my son, is that there is a truth here that there never was another king other than our king."
"Oh, Father," bled the son's face, "can it be true?"
"It can, and is! Do you want to know who wrote their holy books - all of them? I'll tell you..."


[The following filth was ripped up by the woman Jane Millyberg, a fellow archaeologist of Anthony Begels'. In the next life, she will turn on a spit to be plucked and pulled by all who pass by her in Infernus for her rash foolishness. The narrative continues below.]


"And yes, my son, I will reward your attentive ways of late by showing you your crowning creation in all Helldom. The delicious descriptions the Children of Hell use, when they speak of it, would fill ten volumes of fresh obscenities.
"Look here and I will show you what you do to the one who sexually tortured you and oh so willingly sent you to me, perhaps a little before your time was up. This will occur on the very last day I train you. Look here. What do you see?"
The vampiric satyr scanned the demon ruler's urine stream. He was bathing his son with the hot liquid as he was often wont to do. It flowed constantly down through his leg pelt, and it was here that he searched for clues.
"My lord, I do see something." And it was true. "I see me, as an impossibly massive muscular machine, glittering golden, speckled scaled flesh as hard as diamond, rising up through exploding floorboards, and concrete and tile. I throw something through the floor that has no significance whatsoever, before I turn to the other. My log-like biceps are already grasping him and turning him around so I can painfully rip into him and permanently join my member to his intestinal walls. I rip through the weak mortal flesh with no resistance."
He had to stop for a few minutes as the father and son laughed until red tears flowed freely down their cheeks. "Oh, my lord, as I am mounting him from behind, the goodly doctor is looking back over his shoulder. His scream would shatter a mortal's eardrum, but I drive him deeper, popping and snapping ligaments and tendons in my terror-drive! Then, oh my, I tell him, 'I will always be with you and I will never stop pounding you, so get used to it. I will pound you into billions of infinite Earths.' We will go deeper forever, for this is my exquisite revenge upon the one who sent me to Infernus.
"Then I see, Father, I furiously pound the man, now dead and then quite alive again. He then suffers the final change in our eternal coupling. Oh, my father, must I say this?"
"You must, my son. I pray, don't make me tell you again."
"I open my mouth wider and wider, and as I do, my teeth grow longer."
"Your destiny, my beloved!" the demon bellowed, and his face burst into yellow flame.
"My teeth grow longer and thicker. I easily sink them into the top and base of his baking skull. I ride the wretch this way for all time. He never stops screaming; thus we become what is known in legend as 'The Scream.'"


"There is now a room I must show you, my son." The father led him into an illusion of a green forest where searing winds blew gracefully through the tops of the trees.


The Legend was mischievous and brutal about it. It is something his later students would come to expect, taking nothing he said for granted. It was now, he decided, time to tease them in this fashion for the first time.

"Students, I am now going to share with you a glorious story about a very singular tableau. It is in the beginning of The Hall of Tableaus, because it is beautiful and morosely innocent."
A student expressed his doubts. "I don't believe you."
"I have fashioned this creature I merely call 'The Tree' after J.R.R. Tolkien's magnificent creation 'Treebeard.' You will all love him very much."
The class was really in for it now. The Legend loved doing this sort of thing, with no apologies whatsoever. He quoted, from memory, this entire story of untold beauty.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
"A SINGULAR TABLEAU"
"My son, let me show you something so fierce that it is considered beautiful in my park of Infernus. The other ruling demons envy my collection of tableaus. I was blessed, because I rule well. Have I told you what the laws are that govern a few of the other parks?"
"No, and I was afraid to ask."
"As well you should be. I provide (for you alone) all you need."
"How much do you know?"
"As if you expected me to reply with any answer other than, 'Everything.' Now be silent while I entertain you. There is a silver demon that rules a park not many light years hence. Its roiling hideousness does not suit your training, so you were sent here. Souls there just roll around in a darkness that can be felt. They bite each other and scream and slice one another endlessly with their claws.
"Another ruling demon - his demonstrative, withering look would permanently liquefy you - is the black prince of The Kingdom of Burning Winds. His domain abuts mine on the eastern side.
"There are a million others to cover the more than ten billion hopeless souls inhabiting Infernus."
"My father," the son whimpered, "this knowledge boils my head further."
"As was its purpose!" The demon laughed. "Are you ready to witness this fierce tableau that many envy? It will burn away more of what is left of your tiny soul."
"Yes, my father."
The son's mouth was white with cancerous sores; pus freely flowed past his sizzling lips onto the frying stones at their feet.
"You have become quite the liar, my son."
"Yes," the son stated simply.
"We will pretend, for a moment, that the dream world was more than just that. As you can tell, we have entered the facsimile of a rich green forest. But only by the wildest stretch of the imagination could you believe it is a cool fall day, for we are toasting at a goodly rate. Now watch helplessly as the tableau plays out. You may laugh maniacally, but you can't help them or interfere or join in to torment them further because it is in the past."
"And nor would I want to interfere or help anyone, my father."
"You are learning, son. Now hold tight and observe."
Two teenage boys enter the emerald glade. A big boy, quickly packing muscle onto his yet childlike body, carried an axe; the other one looked frail and carried a pick. The grass splattered the boys' boots with dew as they fearlessly walked into a clearing. The yellow shafts of sunlight glittered among the garden.
The skinny boy, dressed in simple peasant greens (that matched the other boy's only in color) spoke up. His voice carried over the light breezes that played in the swaying tops of the trees. "I thought this was the place guarded by a hideous tree-demon. You told me-"
"Shut up!" the big boy said. "The witch said there was a living heart in the tree. If we could chop out the heart, we will have all the treasures hidden within it."
"If that were true, then why hasn't she done it?"
The big boy's cheeks flushed with impatience. "She said the tree magically prevents her from approaching this area. She guaranteed me (using her mortality as her pledge) that if she came here, the tree would crush her heart without remorse."
"Which tree do you think it is?"
*****


Red said, "My son, this is the part I love watching o'er and o'er!"
"I can't wait to rejoice with you, Father!"
*****


"Look!" the big boy said, pointing. "I'll bet this is it."
They both, attracted to its differentness from the other trees, approached it deliberately, slowly. They tried to take in the foaming evil rolling out of its gray heart, tasting it in the crisp air. The bark jutted out from some of the gray branches; some limbs were starkly white, but large strips of cracked ancient bark were hanging loosely there as well. Many of its branches and smaller capillaries were littered around its trunk and base. Thick, green/gray veins of roots broke the ground, and a few looped back into the loam, anchoring the imprisoned tree to the earth.
"Let's chop it!" the big boy said, leading them to stand directly beneath its mighty swaying branches.
"It almost seems like..." The skinny boy chuckled anxiously. "...like it has a face."
The big one shouldered his axe and prepared to swing at the base with all his might. He grunted with the effort.
Then everything changed.
A great roaring tumult of snapping branches and twigs arose to splatter the boys' four eardrums. They both covered their ears - too little, too late. Blood trickled thinly between their fingers. The pain was mighty. Their ears rang.
When they looked up, they saw Doom staring in their faces; they shrieked while their sanity fled and hid. They stained the front of their pantaloons brown.
A stretched, splintered face hung above them. It quivered with unhinged evil and seared them with its gaze. What they now saw in its "eyes" was wrath, contempt, such unmitigated, shrieking, blood-soaked murder!
Its jaws, teeth and the wooden sinews of its visage cracked and threw splinters into their faces as it spoke. The voice thundered through the boys' bodies like hot shockwaves in solid bass notes. They desperately tried to shriek until their brains exploded.
"We can't have all this screaming," said the tree. "You'll bring the rest of those rat-bag villagers before I need them."
Its groping branches shattered their teeth as it searched for something within their mouths. Both tongues were ripped out while they stood quivering in place.
A great branch in the form of a "Y" came coolly snaking from behind its trunk and lifted the skinny boy into the air. Cradled by his neck, he hung to the side of the tree.
It creaked its trunk to look at the skinny boy, but spoke to the fat one. "You will not believe the ease with which I shall dispose of your companion, fat boy. Know two things: one, the death of the skinny boy will only be sudden for my immediate pleasure and your amazement; two, the length of time I will torture your baby fat body will be legendary, even by my standards. When the villagers find what profanity I have accomplished - of course finding drying strips of you in my branches won't hurt, either - they will run from this glade, filling their pantaloons, and will be too afraid to ever come here again."
The tree spoke softly, almost maternally. "You have been told about the living heart that lives within me. The witch who told you this is my slave. She no doubt told you some nonsense about riches untold that I'm supposed to have somewhere here. It is her heart that I have imprisoned inside that keeps me alive, boys. To kill me would free her to die in an instant. She has lived many hundreds of years now, and that's a long time, even for a witch. She's tired and wants to rest."
The tree turned its face to the big boy who still stood on the ground, quite insane. Within seconds, the tree had separated every part of the skinny boy from the rest. As the creaking and snapping subsided, little thumps could be heard when the parts thudded to the ground like soft drumbeats.
"Now," the tree said, with an expression that resembled unbridled affection (but wasn't quite), "do you have any idea what I am going to do with you, boy?" The tree lowered its face until it touched noses with him. The boy felt a gnarled branch scrape the seat of his pants. "Gasp! Right below your - Yes, boy! I'm going to do things to you that I have only seen in my nightmares. You, young foolish boy that once was, cannot imagine what those things might be!"
The tree shivered again with unbridled delight and began to drool sap as it slowly, slowly, oh, so slowly, went about his work.
*****


What the father and son savored in their viewing made them heave bile onto the forest floor for [days] segments of time.
As they walked out of the dream and back into the heated plains of Infernus, the son asked the father, "Can I come here often, beloved?"
"Not only can you, but each time you enter this blessed tableau, you will see a different rendering. Through the eons, there were only 1,176 of them. Shame, really."
"But, were they delicious, Father?"
"They were, indeed. The old ladies who foolishly stumbled into the clearing can be savored for [many times]. They were all uniquely dispatched and consumed, but the only singular one was-" [here Dr. Anthony Begels thought it best to edit out what your imagination has certainly already supplied]. "Of course, what we saw was the last one. The villagers had evolved to the point where their wrath was greater than their fear."
"Is that recorded in the tableau, Father?"
"Yes, but, wait...are you saying you would like to see that which would rip out your heart with sorrow and sadness?"
The son was drooling with anticipation.
"Go by yourself, son. I will wait here for you." The father soothed him. "It has now become that day, my child. Go look!"
The son returned to the tableau and looked, and felt himself falling into the illusion of it, disappearing and becoming the activity.
*****


The place all around the tree was covered with men and women in simple green raiment, waving every kind of sharpened silver. A bearded oak of a man stood in the clearing, apart from the others, and made his solemn pronouncement. "You, spawn of Hell - go back to the pit in which you were born. You will never again kill, after the sun sets this very day!"
All the eager, pressing bodies fell upon the tree with shrieks.
The tree shot its cracking, splintering face to the heavens and unleashed a scream so immense that all the ears of the villagers broke simultaneously. Nothing could deter or slow them down. They blurred together as their silver hacked the ancient bark and meat of the tree. Some of them missed and slashed the appendages of their deaf neighbors.
The demon twisted and tormented its trunk, then attempted to elongate itself to escape the tools in their hands.
And the villagers' shouts of hatred did not subside. Some wept in their single purpose. Before many hours had elapsed, they found a gray, beating heart, which they burned on the spot.
The tree became firewood. Then it became kindling. Then it became single chips before they stopped. And many [weeks] times after, when every root had been pulled up and burned in the clearing, the villagers salted the entire area and had their shaman pray a protective chant for their eternal protection. They were satisfied.
The son, filled with awe, returned to his father and wept as he said, "Was there ever a more completely delicious epic as that tome, my father?"
"Even if you could write it, my son, you could not do it justice. But you can come here as often as you like and saturate yourself with the beauty, wherewithal."
*****


Nothing of interest was said after this chapter, but the students glared at him, knowing they could never trust him again. And they always kept their guard up after this.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
"ANOTHER EPISODE OF BANKRUPT BEHAVIOR"
"My son," said the demon as he bent to his work with passion, "is this not a delicious treat, for we are working together, and being together. What do you think?"
The vampire satyr lay still, unable to speak.
"Look, my son, the meat hook rises and falls with the blurring speed of a hummingbird's wing. Your eye socket, a mere ruin."
Crack! Split!
Red was laughing so hard that he fell on the burning earth and rolled around hysterically for days. The son barely moved; his massive hairy chest rose and fell with shallow breathing.
Later, the son felt a membrane growing over each shattered eye socket and saw (dimly) many things he wished he hadn't.
He saw a small red demon forcing a knobby blackened branch up the rectum of a young, surprised man.
He saw a squirming man who was trying to crawl away from a dwarf who had managed to imbed himself halfway up the man's arse.
He saw eternally starved serpents silently slurping up slimy fetuses in a boiling lake. And he did confess that this scene was actually pleasing him.
"Look, my satyr son, behold this horror of religion. Merely seeing this tableau will burn parts of your soul away for all time. You must experience this to become all things."
And this is what the son saw:
There were two diamond towers standing fast in the blackened earth; one would say that they appeared to be 110 feet high. No heat could affect them. They were elaborately carved with 3,000 human figures, jutting out at odd angles as if they were agonizing in the flames. A green demon, five times larger than any mortal, stood next to these glittering twin towers. He had a new arrival gripped around the waist with a massive fist. He was jerking the newcomer back and forth between the cruel towers so rapidly that he was no more than a blur, a confusion of arms in the painful rhythm of the nerves of the dead.
It made Red laugh so hard that many golden tears were falling from his sightless orbs. The large green demon's laughter kept him from seeing what he was doing; it was all instinct. There was snickering as well.
Red turned to his son after their shared experience and said, "This is what all beings ever created refer to as, 'The Single Most Holy Vision!' Spread your legs wide, my son, I must become one with you."
And it was so.
*****


"Another tableau, my son?" the father asked after he had sexually abused him for a [century] passing of a small time.
"Oh, my father, please, please me!"
A blister bug fell from one of the son's sockets. He picked it up and shoved it into his arse. He heard its shell crunch.
They stopped before a cave. The entrance was soaked in evil blackness that roiled out at them, inviting them to move closer with invisible tentacles. They obeyed its calling. Within, as a white light came up, a little drama was being played out.
The son observed a man, black as slate, standing within a room. He was nude, huge and burning. He stooped to walk under a stone arch into an adjoining cave.
A gorilla stood there staring at a statue that was baked red as clay in a kiln. Its right shoulder was low, for it was leaning on the burning floor with a sizzling fist. The gorilla, its coat shimmering cobalt blue, casually looked his way.
"Come here, my son," it said to the man, its eyes observing him with intelligence.
The statue, animated, was pointing in the distance with its left arm and tirelessly plunging a knife into its own chest, over and over again.
"What is this?" the man asked.
The gorilla drew him to his side with a massive, leathery paw and nuzzled his neck. He barely whispered into one of the man's ears. "See the plaque on the pedestal? What does it say?"
"It says, 'Man's Best.' What does that mean? 'Man's Best...Friend'? What?"
"No," the gorilla replied gently. "This is the best that man can possibly do."
The statue opened its mouth and spoke. "I'll kill you. I'll kill you."
It kept its left arm pointing in the distance, at an unseen enemy. It continuously plunged the knife into its chest with malicious intent. And glee.
"This is the best that man has to offer?" the black man asked.
"That's right." The gorilla laughed.
"We're screwed." The man sighed. "Poor statue, thanks for reminding us how doomed we are."
"It's not a statue," the gorilla calmly replied, then laughed at the shock on his pupil's tormented face.
The gorilla took the man there, coupling with him in a pitch-black corridor. The connecting cave drew dark, signaling that it had shown them all of its great and secret show.
"That tableau seemed vaguely familiar to me," the son said, clearly confused.
"I don't suppose I have ever seen the likes of that tableau before," Red stated.
They moved on.
*****


They approached a gray and brown cemetery with two small buildings in the middle of the entrance. A weak sun, unseen, flooded the area with an amber overcast.
A metal track suspended on waist-high wooden poles ran between the buildings and disappeared into large concrete arches on either end.
The father and son walked through the entrance and stood in front of the track.
"What is this, Father?"
Before he could answer, his attention was captured by five young blonde girls marching with rigid, militaristic steps toward the track. Their ages were mere years apart, and one looked identical to another. Each held a long, broad-bladed knife in their right hands.
A distant clacking began until a gray flat car - glowing bright red, as if heated - rolled into view from the building entrance on the right. (Its ride, therefore, was clockwise.)
A woman was securely lashed to the car with massive chains. She was dressed in a white linen dress trimmed with lace. Her hair was golden and fell about her shoulders in long curls. Her face was smeared with despair and resignation. She had to look over her shoulder at the young girls, for she was turned away from them. The chains pulled her down toward the car's surface and left her back stretched tight and exposed.
Two things happened when the car clacked and clattered and reached the equidistant place between the buildings:
Flames roared from the building's arch on the left, which sounded like an angry animal.
The young girls began penetrating her back with the blades. They ripped them backward and out, looping thin strings, slung here and there, and covered the five girls and woman with wet red. The woman's only response was that she desperately tried to disappear into the metal car, though it burned bright crimson. There was no cry from her. The girls did not shriek with delight, but merely grunted with their efforts.
Before the car entered the flaming arch of the building on the left, two more things happened:
The girls stopped stabbing the miserable woman. They held the blades over their heads, shook them like savages, but made no victorious cry. Red strings were flinging all over and down on them.
Then the flames intercepted the woman. Her body instantly bloomed bright orange and she became a fat crackling jittering lump before she disappeared into the glowing hole.
"Father-"
"Aaaah, this is a beautiful scene," said Red, ignoring the son as he was often wont to do. "Do you wish to pretend this has meaning?"
"Yes."
"Very well." He sighed. "She was asked, many, many years ago if she knew why she was here. Foolishly, she should have said that there was no good reason she was there/here."
"No?"
"No. She believed she came from another place called ancient Greece, where she had been a queen. She said her name had been Gamoor, and she had, in a strange fit of maladies, drowned her five daughters in a large vat of boiling pig's blood."
"But, why this punishment, Father?" The son swept his arms toward the comedy playing out before them.
"This is the revenge that was set before her for believing such nonsense. No such thing ever happened. And there are no daughters. It was asked of five demons if they would pose as her daughters that she'd dreamt and torment her for all eternity. Naturally, they were only too happy to comply."
"How long has this been happening?"
"It cannot be expressed properly for you to comprehend, but it's close to billions of infinities."
"This cemetery is somber and beautiful, Father," the son said as the woman came out of the building on the right once more, whole and ready to begin again.
Father and son watched, enchanted, with blood streaming from their sockets like warm tears.
*****


Red light weakly flared up from within a cave. An eternal play continued inside, ceaseless.
"My son, this is a bit of drama from your dream world. From the past, we have an infinite number of these little plays. Only the sweetest ones play here. The daintiest morsels are repeated!"
The son gazed at the scene until he perceived the point. He then laughed so hard that his pain threshold increased.
A little boy of four or five was dancing around a replica of an earth kitchen while his mother stood above him with a large carving knife. Down upon his weaving head and waving arms, always connecting with the child, never once missing. She didn't laugh - she was much too busy.
*****


"Look at this hideous tableau, my son. What do you see?"
"I see a dark room beginning to glow red. It throbs there, a bloody-looking room. There are two men in the middle, lying flat on their backs on the floor. Writhing, oh, my father, writhing like little babies; like spoiled babies..."
The demon looked at the son and loved him. "Yes, they are burning, as we all are."
"Two giant, blood-muscled canines break through the shattering door, and - oh, my father! - make me turn from this vision!"
"You may not!" screamed Red.
"Oh, the monster dogs shred the men and leap on them - their screams - they plunge their broad members into them, and frothingly rape them as they disembowel them! Oh, my sad, sick father, what have you done to me?"
"Shown you that the one thing mortals think they leave behind in death is their conscience - it is only amplified here." The son could almost swear he heard a piano playing dramatically in the background. "We've-" the demon begins to weep piteously. "thought of-" sob "-everything!"
"Look! Another room, my father." The son ignored Red's emotion, for it seemed to him quite irrelevant. "It blazes up, glowing yellow. What is this?"
"Surely there is beauty here, also, Son. Let's listen in, shall we? I think we are coming in the middle of a conversation. First, what do you actually see?"
"I see a dwarfish, bright blue demon, his limbs all cramped and crabbed to the point of being morosely disabled, standing hunched over before a woman burning like a torch. I can barely see her features as they are blurred beneath roaring flames."
"That's right. What she looks like is, of course, unimportant. Pointless. Now, listen to what he is saying to his disciple."
"No," the blue demon whispered, clearly near the edge of being overcome with laughter. "That's the shame of it all." His teeth glittered bloody in the flames. "That's not even the worst of it." He fell into a sizzling urine pool, uncontrollably laughing.
"Oh, really," she said, watching the fire constantly engulf her naked body, her skin popping and sizzling. "Something worse than dying, and leaving that drunk of a husband of mine, who beat me for ten years, to die and come here, or at least maybe dream this hell hole?"
"Yeah," he said, his eyes literally bugging out of their leathery sockets, his idiot smile mindlessly agape, drooling. "Even worse than all of that. In fact, it's soooo funny, my head might explode from the sheer hell of it."
"Hit me, creature," she said, baiting him to top her hideous reality.
"Are ya ready? Here goes. You're so pathetic; you don't even know that the other world is the dream world. You were ruined when you woke up here. In other words-"
The dead woman looked to the son as if she might begin screaming now.
"-you've always been here! And, here's the kicker, you are so stupid, you created that life with the abusive husband to forget about this place." He began laughing until the top of his head actually did explode. He grinned from ear to ear. "I got one last bit of news for you, my little roast-pork suckling."
"Worse than what you just told me?" she asked.
"Oh, yes, a lot worse!" His eyes were winking rubies. "Ready for a shot of love?"
"What could be worse than the knowledge that I've always been here and dreamed my former life? Hit me, creature!"
"You didn't begin your life here as a woman." He began tittering, searching her face for the reaction he knew would eventually come.
"You mean-"
He laughed in earnest now, fell to the burning floor, and rolled around hysterically.
She began an endless scream.
The father addressed the son. "That story always moves me to tears of joy." He sighed, and moved the son to other tableaus of bliss and perverse beauty.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
"THE MILLING MURDERERS"
"Look, my son, the end of The Hall of Tableaus. Was it good for you?"
"Yes, my beloved. Look!"
The demon entered his son from behind and they both gazed at a golden arch with purple veins running through it, encircled with carvings of the finest diamonds. It led into a garden legitimately thought at one time (before the souls crowded its borders and it became a city) to once be a mere tableau.
As the father filled the son with love, they both wept openly. It was as still as a freshly vanquished life.
"My son!" the demon screed into his son's ears. "We now come to a pit in the vast park known as 'The Milling Murderers.'"
"Is it so, Father?"
"Yes, it is. It is a vast land of Hate Cults. It belongs to people who invented religion in their dream world and then used it to slay their fellow man through the service to their egos. It is the only place in my jurisdiction whereas if you don't participate to increase their horror and pain, you will replace them in their torment. You would have found out, anyway, if you had been patient enough to watch the various threads of continuity. This is the place where the religionists have been throughout eternity. Thankfully, they are unmoved by facts or discussion; their minds are closed to anything other than the so-called reality of their self-righteous world, which means that you can torture them most heinously and they won't even believe it is happening to them. To escape their torment here, they dreamed of a world where they were superior to others. Their man-made religion allowed them to believe they could treat any mortal with contempt, or kill, or slaughter thousands in holy wars. Or, better and funnier, they thought they could oppress children or other mortals with breasts. Infernus is too good for them. Their reality is that they burn and burn, as they always have."
"Suppose," the vampire satyr replied, licking his blood-encrusted lips, "I do both. I mean, refuse to torment them, then torment them."
"You are truly the most hideous son ever born by a father. And you are my burden to bear. Prepare for my mounting."
The father tore the son open from behind and intercoursed the wound for many lifetimes. The son screamed throughout, as did everything else that died there.
"Now we may enter, my child."
"It is indeed a large pit, Father. Look here at the entrance. What do I see? On the left side of the wicker, decayed gate, it looks like a corpse lying - is its eyes nothing but seething worms? Yes! With a long wad of cloth rolling out of its mouth."
"This is delightful!"
"Oh, Father, it is so enigmatic! It has writing on it. It says: 'Suppose that servant is wicked and beats his fellow servants. He shall be torn to pieces and assigned a place for hypocrites.' Is that what this place is, Father?"
"Let us proceed and see, shall we? Your threshold of pain will be increased many fold by the time you approach 'The Wall of Full Cycles' on the other side."
"Please do not tell me, Father, that this is a place of religion, for my fury at what these demons have done in the names of the gods is hideous."
"It is!"
"Then I now see how unnecessary it is to make us participate here. It will be my pleasure."
"And mine," Red said, blood flowing from his blackened sockets in pride for his son. "Look at our first charade."
"But wait, Father - you have not allowed me to say what scene is repeated over and over on the right side of this wrecked wicker gate."
"Oh, well, if you must, you pus-born bastard, proceed!"
"There are seven or eight men dressed in flowing robes that are chained to a great chest."
"And what sign is attached on the treasure chest, my son?"
"It says: 'It was for freedom that you were set free! Do not become slaves to legalities again.' What can that mean?"
"There never was a more stupid race than man, my blood-filled bag. Not only would this foolish lot lock up the freedom they were given in a great chest of rules and regulations, but they willingly kept their own eyes from seeing it. Watch what the approaching beasts do to them. You won't stop laughing for many lifetimes."
Indeed, large blood-encrusted harpies came with razor-sharp spoons. They fell on all the self-imposed victims with no delay or mercy, scooping the tongues and eyes out of the screaming creatures. The job was efficiently done, as it had been done billions of times before, and the bound preachers screamed with exactly the same measure as they had before the harpies fell upon them.
"Don't worry," said the father to his son. "They will heal and you will get to see this again before you fulfill your destiny as our (the only) world's greatest horror - The Scream. I promised you. Isn't this hilarious?"
The son was already rolling on the hissing floor, helplessly laughing/screaming.
*****


"My son, look at this, the first episode of 'The Milling Murderers.' Now, this is not - I repeat - not a tableau. Not a viewing of something long past, long dead. This is actually happening as we speak, and as I remount you."
A man was writhing face down on the floor of a metal room that glowed red-hot. Another man stood above him and poured acid from a bucket over every inch of his body. Anonymous mewls issued from the pudgy potato head as he screamed in horror and disbelief.
"How can you do this to me? I'm family!"
The torturing man tittered helplessly and kept pouring.
"My son," Red said, "dare to answer me this: if there was another creator, would he have created something as hideous as that? I think not!"
*****


Red kept feeding his massive bloody member into his own mouth. His son was whacking his father's black orbs with a metal paddle. The father's sore-encrusted sockets were constantly leaking a red fluid and the corners of his mouth quivered in weepy silence.
The member shivered as it began pumping huge draughts of syrup-thick goo down his fevered, raw throat.
*****


"No, my son," the demon said. "Look at it this way. I will rip this off-" Snap... tear... "-and feed it to you like-" Shove... rip... "-and make you eat this, too!" Rip... insert...
They looked down at the dismembered corpse. It was gazing up at them, helplessly, saying these words through weak lips: "When will you stop torturing me? Don't you know I cannot protect myself? When will you stop torturing me?"
Its eyes were pleading up at them. The demon and the satyr wept with howls of laughter for a thousand lifetimes.
*****


He vomited up a clotty mass and said to his father, "It's like having two snow cones shoved into your eyes while you're flying through the air at ninety-five miles per hour!"
"Yes, my son, now shut up while I tell you a hideous story. Once, there was a lie that we lived a mortal life before our entrance here. No idea is more foolish - the true and final horror that you must face is that you have only dreamed such nonsense." Flatulence occurred. "You have always been here!"
Their screams continued as before, unabated.
*****


The father watched as the son leaned over the gray-white corpse. The son popped a dry eye from a socket and threw it to the rock floor. It cracked open.
"You are the cruelest vampire satyr any father ever had."
"I feel no remorse at all, Father."
"My point exactly."
They began laughing and continued to do so for many eons.
*****


"Why do you fear to show me this next exhibit, my father?"
The son was standing before a heavy crimson curtain, thirty feet wide and thirty feet high, and he knew not how to part it.
"Because I fear, my son, that ye will ne'er stop laughing." Red looked at his son lovingly and noticed bright orange flames playing among the blood-clotted flanks of his fur-coated legs. It was advancement, and the son was unaware of it.
"Show me, Father, show me!" His mouth blathered in his never-ending screams. His vampiric teeth bled freely, streaming down his beard.
"Very well, bastard son." Red then addressed the curtain. "Open...now!"
The curtain parted slowly. The son was unable to take in everything he saw.
"Oh, Father, what is this?" the son screamed/whispered through his quivering mouth.
There was a portly man in the middle of the red-lit room. A great silver machine encased his backside. Long needle-like arms protruded from the sides and entered deep into the ribs of the sweating man, penetrating repeatedly while the unseen rear of the squid-like machination thrust into him much like the workings of a steady clock. His eyes squeezed shut for the level of pain unknown to anyone
"He has no legs, my beautiful, bastard son. Well, they had to be removed in order to fit him for the machine, which is by far the most necessary thing, as you will soon see."
There was a dull black machine in front of the fat man. A large black pipe came from somewhere above the room and fed into the top of it. A thick tube then ran from the machine into the man's mouth, which was constantly salivating and blubbering. His throat expanded as some unidentified product sluiced rapidly down his gullet.
Standing all around the machines, watching him, screaming but doing their best to look as if they were hysterically laughing, were ancient bodies. They passed around a golden key between the fifty-odd souls. When one received it, a body seemed eager and drooling to put it in a machines' slot. It only caused one thing to happen to both apparatuses at once: they sped up in their intensity. As the old souls watched this, especially the silver rods entering the sides of the man in a blur, they laughed and laughed, and quickly let another have the key. The fun would quite literally never cease.
"My son, listen to this wise tale of one of The Milling Murderers. This creature told the world (when he believed he lived in another world as a preacher of hideous dogma) that a creator came and told him that if this world did not give him many millions of [monies] for his ministry, that this creator would take him off the Earth and send him to this place."
"Oh Father, surely no one-"
"Shut up or I shall scrape your soul raw, my beloved. Yes, the old ones believed this in that other dream. Actually, he was right here the whole time. So because he dared to have the dream that was nearly as mighty as The Mighty One (who is always here), he was given more pain. The pain that was given by merely blocking and unblocking his breathing was hooked to the entire sewer system of this world we love and live in and grow in. Can you imagine the exquisite delight we receive when we realize that for all [time] he is caught in that moment when someone drowns; yet, he can do nothing to make it stop? He is so preoccupied with struggling to breathe (which is a permanent, losing battle), that he, in his insanity, does not know that others here make it infinitely worse. He has always been as you see him here."
"What is the machine behind him doing, Father? I nearly fear to know its meaning."
"And well you should, bastard. He also dreamed he had a son that looked just like him. He dreamed that this foolish puppet-son took over his wonderful ministry and propagated even more slimy lies. The son has always been here inside what is called The Mounting Machine. You and I know that this filth had no son, but it vexes this hideous, religious creature to no end to think that he was responsible for bringing him here. We are endlessly delighted. We have permanently fused - made one flesh forever - the son's mouth over the spewing, splattering buttocks of the ancient, sweating father, and he feverishly grips all his father can give. Do you know the grief this must bring the father, to know the great gift he has bestowed on his son?"
The father was right. The son nearly never stopped laughing over that one. His satyr sides split like rotted leather and his empty sockets burst rusty clots. The veins on his forehead throbbed and bled profusely.
"Hey, wait, Father! He is not a Milling Murderer. He cannot go anywhere."
"I know, isn't that priceless?"
They laughed again until a century of leap years were past.
"Let's go to another exhibit, my son. Even more horrible than this one, if it can be believed."
"It cannot, my father, it surely cannot!"
*****


In a smoldering pit - in the bottom of a cavern - there were two quivering corpses. Some would say they were dreaming the dreams of the dead. They had shivered for mere hours, but it seemed in their fevered dreams that billions and trillions of eons had passed.
Under this intense heat, the quaking dreaming shapes were becoming ash-colored mounds. And still they slept, unable to awaken, unable to cry out, unable (more horrible still) to cease their dreaming.
The dream they shared would go on and on and on and on...
*****


The session was interrupted when one of the young students asked what these mounds were.
The old man laughed in the nude. "Oh, come now, you're pulling my leg. Anyone can see what they are. Let's get back to our story."
"Of course. Yes, of course. Let's."
*****


[Handwriting analysis has clearly determined that this next section was not part of the original manuscript. The Greek is modern, not Koine Greek at all. The consensus is that a vindictive writer put his/her enemies in this tableau as an older type of fiction known as "revenge literature." But, having said that, the editors have determined that it should be included, because it is so much in keeping with the playful spirit of Infernus.]


"THE CLIFFS AT HINTZ-BALZER"
Through a narrow archway they crept. The satyr was amazed when it opened into a wide dimly lit countryside. Nearly swallowed by the weak light of an orange moon, he could barely see a large grassy expanse that ran up to a cliff. He could hear waves crashing loudly below them and to their left. A wooden sign, covered with gray vines, was posted just outside the archway.
"Oh, Father, I cannot read the sign. It's too dim in here."
"Pick up a handful of hot coals from the corridor we just passed through and read it."
He obeyed and asked, "Is it always this dim, Father?"
"Yes. You'll know why in a moment. Look there." He pointed a talon at a cold, orange globe that hung in the distant heavens. It seemed to hang in the sky long dead, glaring accusingly at them. "Do you see that, son?"
"The moon is waning here, making everything glow orange."
"It is always orange here, my son, because that is the sun. And it has been waning for many thousands of years now."
"Surely not, Father."
"It is so."
The son held the glowing embers in his hand calmly, for no heat of such small consequence could affect him. He brought it nearer to the sign until he could read it. The vines partly obscured the lettering, so he pulled the dry, cracking fingers aside. As they gave way, he could smell a musty aroma, like earth and wood. When the coal illuminated the sign, he saw, tucked deep inside the vines, a skull, cracked and gray. He thought he heard, coming from the center of it, a woman weeping softly.
"Father, there is a skull pushed back, entangled in the vines. It is barely lit by the light. Maybe it was never meant to be discovered."
"Sometimes, you are so dull of wit that I wonder if there really is any hope for you."
"Surely there is not, my father. Surely not. The sign says: 'The Cliffs At Hintz-Balzer.' Were these cliffs of historical significance?"
"No, for when the preacher and his accomplice, the village idiot, dreamed of another world, as they have for thousands of lifetimes by now, their beautiful murders were never discovered. So clever were they."
A few yards away, there were shadowy blobs, pale in this light, involved in heavy, hurried activity.
The father said, "Approach softly and you will see their gorgeous pleasure-quest."
What the son saw was a man lashed with tight leather straps to a wooden wheel, clothed only in an opened long coat, completely exposing his nakedness. Seven or eight dwarves swarmed ceaselessly over his face and lower extremities. His eyes were punched with such force by two or three of them, that from a distance they could hear the smart thuds and bones cracking.
"But, Father, I cannot see - oh, Father, they are chewing off his...his genitals. I can see that the eyes and lower extremities heal instantly, then they, oh, Father, no man could ever-"
"It isn't painful to me," the demon said, "so it doesn't concern me."
"And near his feet is the head of a Neanderthal. A brute. Like the head of a gorilla. With its brain exposed."
The son saw that in their haste to pound the man's eyes into oblivion, and their failure at it, and the chewing of his lower extremities, they often stepped into the soft, green sick brain. It cursed and cursed and wished it could reach them. Every filthy thing spewed from its mouth, but it had no calming effect on the dwarves.
"But, Father, it can't talk if it is only a head. The voice box would-"
"Beneath the ground is where the rest of its nearly seven-foot frame exists. Be silent and I will tell you of their dream they believe was their world before."
The son fell silent, eager to discover the answer to this enigma.
"When that world was not so old," the father began, "the preacher cut a handsome figure in his long waistcoat and lengthy, straight black hair. No one ever suspected he had an accomplice in town, for they could not have been more different.
"This head believed he was the village idiot, and was never called anything other than 'the ape, Jerrod.' His heavy brow only caused the primitive villa to hate him more and fear him. He was never allowed to mix with the townsfolk or date their women. He was frequently chased through the streets by children throwing rocks at him and shouting, 'Go up, you ape! Go up!' He slept in barns and wept piteously.
"Every year a fair came to town and they loved it. But one year a very different wagon appeared. Its outside was painted bright oranges and reds, and was a festive wagon indeed. The occupants were dwarves, seven or eight in all. They put on plays, sang songs and played many wild instruments that delighted everyone in town, except one individual. The preacher was jealous of the people's love for them, and became adamant with Jerrod the ape that they were cursed by God, and their small shapes were a sign of their accursed nature. He told the monster ape that it would be a grace to God if they were stolen away at night, locked in their wagon, and driven over the cliffs to be dashed on the rocks below.
"The village idiot always believed the preacher, for he was treated kindly by the man of God, so that is exactly what he did. When dusk fell, like this permanent dusk you see around you, all the dwarves were dashed to pieces on the rocks below and no one ever heard of them again. Both of them were idiots; they have never been anywhere but here.
"The preacher knew they would be seen in broad daylight, and in total darkness, the preacher and the ape would not have the satisfaction of seeing the dwarves destroyed on the rocks. They listened with glee to their screams and watched them flail as their broken bodies washed out in the ocean. The preacher and the ape laughed until their sides ached."
"My kind of people, Father. But the preacher does not make sound as he-"
"It is true that they have been punching him in the eyes nonstop for many millennia, and they have been tearing off his privates with their teeth, and they grow back instantly, but this is not so for the tongue. They have torn the tongue out with their teeth and swallowed it many lifetimes ago. He does not have the satisfaction of begging them to stop, or of them hearing him screaming. It is funny, isn't it?
"Have you ever seen anyone struck that hard in the eyes before, my son? And when one dwarf becomes tired, another takes his place. He doesn't remember any time before this where his genitals weren't being chewed. His poor sick mind constructed this fantasy to try to make sense of the complete senselessness of this. Nothing less. Pathetic, really. I have stood here many lifetimes completely silent, listening to their hungry munching and loud punching. Just wistfully watching."
"Surely it is of a romantic nature, Father."
"If you loved pleasing me, my son, you would drive your hooves into the ape's eyes for many a lifetime."
And the son did. In the dim, orange light, they went to their work, the father and son kicking energetically, repeatedly, into the head that sat above the ground. It cursed and screamed and begged, and they laughed so hard it soon made standing impossible.
The preacher shuddered, shivering in his pain, but could do nothing else, which made them laugh harder. The dwarves sped up their punching and munching, pleased but never laughing. They were much too serious and intent on their job for that.
A good time was had by all.
Thus ends the episode entitled "The Cliffs At Hintz-Balzer."
*****


They came to an open space and saw a man's behind. The front part of his jerking body was lost within a fiercely glowing furnace. The heat was so intense that the son wondered if he had ever felt anything so wild in his life. It caused the machine to expand and retract without cease; probably intensifying the temperature to unimaginable heights the whole while. The son felt an internal giggle-fest coming on and satisfaction seethed within his shrieking chest.
A child-sized skeleton was whacking the bottom with the speed of a hummingbird's wings. Red drew near and asked him to hold still for one moment. A strangely adult voice came forth from somewhere within the bones as it stopped whacking the pulped gray bottom.
"I will only hold for a moment. I must be about my eternal pleasure-quest."
"Quick, son, read what is on the paddle. Quick, now, approach softly."
The son did so and saw right before the skeleton began swinging again. "'Fathers, love your children and do not exasperate them.' You mean-"
"Yes, my son. This creature dreamed of a world where he was a dogma deliverer and he had a woman who bore him this son. Foolish dreamer; he was only remembering his future. He only dreamed he killed the son so that he might feel better about being treated thusly here. He stripped the son of all his flesh in that other world, then poured salt on the wounds. What he really did was serve his ego and play like he was one of the gods. He thought, 'If I kill the son in the dream state, maybe he will cease to exist in reality.' How foolish."
"Shall we find paddles and swing to our purpose, Father?"
"Yes, let's."
They found many paddles resting on the wall on the other side of the oven. The son chose one that said, "If you have love for another, they will know you!" The father snatched one that was covered with teeny writing. "Take the log out of your own eye first, then you will see the microscopic speck in your brother's eye!" There the vampiric satyr son also found settings on the oven to increase the heat, and did so to an impossible level, then laughed. The father was already swinging the paddle with blurring speed against the man's belly and exposed genitals. The son joined in and began applying the paddle to his backside. They enjoyed millennia doing this. It never grew tiring or boring. It was indeed a pleasure-quest.
"Is there anything that can be done," the son asked, "to make this machine glow white-hot for many lifetimes?" He was smiling with a foot-wide grin.
The child-sized skeleton approached them and spoke matter-of-factly. "If you fill the iron beast's stomach with metal ingots from that pile, I trust it will test the metal's ability to endure for thousands of lifetimes."
"Will the piglet squeal?" the son asked, his smile widening.
The child-skeleton grandly waved his arm around the room. "See. See."
So the father and son filled the iron beast with metal bars until they were forced to withdraw from the roaring heat. The room instantly burned a violent gold as the heat could be felt, even in their bones.
The piglet within, if it was possible, screamed even louder and more earnestly than before. His golden legs pumped furiously but futilely. This had happened many millions of times before, the father explained between belly laughs. And it was always greeted with exactly the same response.
The son saw radiant amber fissures ripping along the surface of the machine, thick golden veins running down the metal cylinder, pulsing, threatening to burst its seams, and nearly firing liquid ore upon the pleased observers.
All within the room burned glittering gold, but the broiling creature locked deep within the embrace of the iron beast shrieked and shrieked, and the father and son laughed louder and longer. Longer and louder.
*****


"My son, look at this stupid woman. She thought she was doing her gods a great service by having other people put to death because they did not believe in her dogma church."
"Oh, Father, this is almost hideous, if it weren't so funny. Look!"
"What do you see, my golden son; for behold, that is what you are becoming!" It was true. The son's skin was becoming shiny and gold. "It is from supping on the buttocks of the golden demon. It sets you up to be great in size and the most powerful of the demons here in the real world."
"My father, it is of no consequence to me. What I see is this: the wench is revolving over heated rocks on a spit that has pierced her anus and protrudes from her mouth. Oh, how slowly she turns. Many bruised and broken bodies are gathered around her, and they are shoving long metal poles in all of her openings."
"Yes," Red said, stifling a snigger, "and making new ones."
A swollen, bloated man (or woman) approached her spinning corpse and inserted a long fork into both of her orbital sockets. It plunged them in and out. Many others did the same. Her breasts were slit. Green pus ran out and splashed on the rocks, heating them hotter still.
"Is this good for her, my son, or can you think of other delicious things to do to her? She was, after all, a queen in her day when the Horse Nebula was first discovered in the distant skies."
"I can think of something to do to her which will please me greatly."
"Good, go to it with a hearty will."
As the son approached her, she seemed to look helplessly at him with her shattered, ragged eyes. Pity, was it? The son grabbed her sweaty green locks that clung to her wet shoulders. He pulled with all his might, which was considerable. She couldn't scream any louder, so she continued as before, unabated. The son felt the scalp give way and he threw the hair onto the rocks to watch them curl and smoke and stink.
"Bravo, son, you have done well. Come here."
The son returned to the father's side and had to wait until he could undouble from his laughter. "My son, I am permitted to give you a gift at this time. Sink your beautiful aching teeth into my shoulder and draw from a true Well of Strength. Sup on your father's Red blood and be even stronger than ordinary Golden demons."
The son grabbed the father's shoulder in his growing talons and steadied him as he bit into what tasted like the most delicious fruit of all time. He supped long and hard at this, and felt strengthened beyond description. The father, weakened, fell to the heated rocks, unconscious for a [fortnight] time and a few times. The son heard the head crack wetly and laughed. Completely void of any empathy, he shrugged his great shoulders, and waited for the father to regain enough strength to stand and continue the training.
*****


"Look, my son, at the greatest preachers of all time." Red pointed to a most heated exhibit. Before he could explain what he was seeing, the son was falling into a boiling pool of urine, laughing mindlessly. "Now, stop that, filth! I must tell you what it is."
It was a garden of heated sand squares. Each square had diamond borders that rose from the floor only an inch or two. All preachers that occupied these millions and millions of shapes were bound, so it was irrelevant that little divided them.
"Look at this fool, my son. He is suspended in space, connected by his arms and legs to the roof of this cave by chains. Imagine how it must be to die forever without the energy to even feel your dislocated sockets. But, even more horrible, he cannot move - his arms and legs are pulled up behind him, deliciously, hideously. He must silently face the message handwritten in the sand that is heated to seven million degrees below him. His mouth, all mouths of the enslaved here, are very crudely sewn shut with large embalmer's hooks. See how his wounds are millions of years old, yet never healing, never scabbing over? What is the message written by a demon that hates him even more than I hate you? What does it say that heats his head and sears his eyes but he must read forever? It is cruel, but it must be read, and loudly."
"Oh, Father-" The son fell to the ground and fitfully laughed until great blisters arose on his scalp and popped into pustules of thin liquid. "May I mount him and take his virginity billions of times for his foolishness? Oh, great, bastard Father?"
"Yes, you may, but I must warn you, his 'virginity' you speak of has been removed many billions of times ago. There is naught of it left."
The son mounted the preacher and roughly forced his large member into the rotund man, and fell to raping him with a grace hitherto unthought-of, and he screamed the message out loud directly into the ears of the bastard that lay silently below him. He felt the chain pull on all the sockets and sinews of the roasting preacher who was baked into jerky. But no bone snapped as each thrust of the joyous vampiric satyr strained with all the hated power of his massive, muscular, rippling body.
Lo! There were e'en the beginnings of great gray wings that the son was unaware of and the father could not tell him. The father saw them peeking through the flesh of his shoulders.
"This is a participatory exhibit. All of Infernus' multicolored demons have had their worst field day with this idiot child, and their unholy ilk."
The son kept filling the preacher with his ever-growing member and shouting the sand-written message into his ears, as many have done many times. "All men will know you are my disciples if you love one another!"
The father watched with unguarded glee and pride as the son tried to break the bones or the chains with his powerful muscles and practiced zeal. It was a furious attempt and he didn't fail for want of trying or desire.
They approached another sand pit.
"This being," said the father, "thought he had a program where he sat on the world's thrones and pontificated on the causes of the world's demises. The beings he blamed for its problems were people that were (as you might have guessed) unlike him." He laughed. "Look at what happens to him always."
The televangelist was repeatedly being struck in the back of the head with an axe by a roasted, blackened man. He was fixed where he could not look left or right, only straight ahead to a bleeding wall where this was inscribed in light:
'The heart is deceitful above all things, and beyond cure. Who can understand it?'
The man was trying to reason with his abuser. "Oh my - ahhhh! It was others! It wasn't me. I did have a right to speak for the creator and say who caused the world's downfall! I did have the right!"
The man paused his axing, and said between laughing, "You are living proof of the veracity of this poem. And you still do not understand its meaning. Ahh, you are to be pitied more than the fools that die in the streets. At least they know they are dead, or wrong, or poor. You seem to know naught." And he heartily began axing the man with even more vigor than before.
The red demon turned to his son and said, "In the other world, he fell well."
And the son laughed quietly to himself.
*****


"My son, look at this pathetic wench."
They had entered a small cave.
"What appears to be happening, Father, is that three faceless toddlers are endlessly torturing an adult-type person with breasts. There's much more to it, though. Let's take in what we are seeing."
The first thing the son observed was a child-like thing holding a raging torch of fire and oily black smoke under the chin of a quivering adult that sat on the baking floor, unable anymore to even pretend to escape. Large breasts trembled. A solid flame engulfed the adult's head and sought to consume it entirely, but could not. The child-like thing with a skinless face turned toward the two visitors, giggling softly, and showed them the tableau for their approval. The father and son nodded. It, in turn, was pleased.
"If it runs," said the skeletal child, "we continue unabated. It just gave up many [days] times ago."
Another toddler, its epidermis also vacant, had long brown hair that seemed to have a life of its own in the heated air. It [she] was plunging a long carving knife into the back of the hopeless adult. This little girl-thing seemed to grin at them with her lipless mouth, and the visitors nodded their approval of her. [It] she was pleased.
The third toddler never seemed to notice the visitors, continually bringing a baby-sized hammer down on the unresponsive adult's knees.
"This foolish woman creature, in her belief that the dream world was real, murdered these three children there. She beat one to death (so she thought) with a ball peen hammer, killed another with a huge butcher knife, and baked the other one alive in the oven. She tried to kill them there to avenge herself here - give this existence meaning. As if it had any meaning. She stripped all their faces off and thought she was done with it. She only feared her reality. It will never stop. Death is too good to her."
They both laughed as loud as they could over their own screams.
*****


In their wandering, they came upon a lake of diamond, one flat solid body made of a precious jewel. It was absolutely clear. As they stood on its surface, they could easily see the bottom miles below.
"This is the lake of the seven thousand, my son. Notice how you can see bodies below these bodies near the surface? And bodies below them all the way to the bottom?"
"My father, are they dead?" he asked, hypnotically staring at the wide-eyed bodies of all the people stacked, seemingly, one on top of the other, all the way to the bottom.
"Look at me, son. Think about what you asked, 'Are they dead?'"
"Oh," he said, humiliated.
"The lie of death is one of the most cleverly guarded secrets until now. Since all are here now, and hope alone has died, there is little reason to support the lie. So what is the reality, my son?"
"There is no such thing as 'Death'?"
"Yes, good. Now look at these. They are frozen in the diamond lake. But they are all mortal. How can this be? Those that drown state that right before death swallows you, there is a moment of panic that takes you that is so profound, so horrid. It occurs right before the surrender that everyone experiences where 'going over' is pleasant. If that were to happen here, Infernus would be a joy. No, these all experience that profound, soul-stripping panic I was just telling you about. All of them. Yet, they cannot go on; they must endure the most hideous pain for billions of infinities [one billionth of an endless microsecond].
"Now, if we were to jump on the absolutely balanced surface of this solid lake, it would quake the bones of every occupant. At least that would be a different set of circumstances for them to deal with."
"Let's, Father!"
"But all the bones would break simultaneously."
"And, your point being?"
So they proceeded to do that for many millennia with much glee.
*****


"That is so horrible, and tasteless," one student offered. "Why would you want to produce a book like that?"
"It's the most honest way I could convey these concepts," the naked model simply replied. "I am powerless to do it any other way. I commit my crimes on paper, some people inflict them on the world, and shatter the societal order. How self-destructive."


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
"THE IMBECILES"
The two entered one of Infernus' many caves. To the son, it seemed that the father would be more at home with a crown of victor's leaves perched smartly on his head. The father adjusted the crown, that had slipped slightly to the right and down. A rich purple robe was wrapped carelessly about his muscular body; his hand was around his throat to hold it closed. His downcast eyes surveyed the hideous death sprawled before him; the scars and scores of battle (or so it seemed). One arm swept the room in a grand, all-encompassing gesture.
"Look, behold these wretches that you see stretched upon the floor, my son. Their intelligence is so low that they cannot even stand. Look upon them and be glad that your dream of the dream world did not make you religious. It is this world that these fools dreamt to get out of their eternity. First look upon the wall and see what it says there written in the blood of one of them. Read it now to me and express your loathing of their low estate."
The son could barely tear his eyes away from the imbeciles long enough to see the legend written on the wall in blood. It read, 'You have the mind of the creator, so act like it!'
"What does this enigmatic sign mean, Father?"
"I don't know, and I don't care. One thing I do know, though, is that they thought they could dream that they were religious geniuses and torment others and lord it over them. Look, for their dreams play like out-of-focus dramas in and out of the flesh along the walls. See? And there."
"Where do these pieces of words and phrases come from, my father?"
"I do not know; they seem to be from an ancient book of oriental wisdom, but I cannot think where its origin is right now. Maybe I'll remember it later. Watch these walls, son."
What the son saw were pieces of pictures, unfinished dreams, parts of stories. In one, he saw a puppet-looking person forcing a young woman to have sex with him. He heard in his gangrened brain the puppet-looking man say to the woman, "When you serve the flock, you serve the main shepherd, my dear."
Another showed a group of old men beating some children and relieving them of the books in their hands. "We are the only ones who can understand and interpret these sacred books, children of filth. We will tell you what they mean."
In another dream, in what seemed to be ancient Rome, it showed some slaves getting drunk and beating their fellow counterparts mercilessly. They were saying, "We will criticize you until you realize we are the holy ones. We will wield weapons for all time and oppose you and let you know that you must be like us if you want to win the creator's approval."
"I do not understand all this, Father."
"I suspected as much. You belong in here with these idiots."
The father noticed that the son must be aware of the gray wings he had sprouted, for they were long enough to drape halfway down his massive, hairy back. They had to itch, growing at this rapid rate.
"Were all these idiots capable of dreaming these religious dreams up, my father?"
"It doesn't take much intelligence to merely follow orders, my son. They created a religious world where the only way to excel was to become like themselves in their group. All sorts of these religions sprung up because of this - you must realize that these imbeciles were incapable of anything in their dream world except protecting their own paranoid egocentric system; for it is all a moron knows. Because they really are morons, they were incapable of creating anything that smacked of unity or creativity. They merely (poorly, I might add) copied what others had done. They couldn't lead, for what they really wanted was to be petty tyrants, so they weakly imitated every fad or fashion of their day. They were followers of the Chief Demon, but didn't know it. If they had calculated the nature of the creator they were really following (someone fostering intolerance and hatred and division) they would have realized where they were all the time - here! Anything that came along that they did not agree with, they cast out or made that other moron feel so uncomfortable that they had to leave. Does that sound very intelligent or creative to you?"
"It's something only a moron could dream up, I suppose."
"But, odd as it sounds, their dream world consisted of 'geniuses' who knew better. As the mythos goes, others before them had created a foundation of love, and they tortured it completely to death. And each other. It is probably the most mysterious thing in Infernus. Something so totally self-defeating; so backwards. A topsy-turvy existence."
"But, Father, it does make sense that if these beings (you can hardly call them human; just brain-dead morons) really were morons, that this mess is exactly what they would make of a world if they dreamed of one."
"Yes, it is," the father said, smiling.
"But we should participate in this little tableau. Let's torture them for many lifetimes, shall we?"
The son was already eagerly popping eyeballs out of a smallish shark-faced man. It kept idiotically murmuring, "I am a tin god, you cannot hurt me. I am an elder, a semi-apostle."
"Infernus is too good to them, Father. I wish it was possible to throw them into other dimensions that they had no threshold of pain for."
"It is done," said the father simply.
And it was so. The room was suddenly empty, save the two spelunkers. "If you could only hear their shrieking, as only I can feast upon," the father said, closing his black sockets so he could concentrate on their terror more acutely.
"Is it truly horrid, my father?"
"It is so much so that even I cannot imagine the horror of what they feel. I can let you listen for only [one second] of times."
And instantly, in the son's brain, he felt the most heinous pounding, as the voices of many morons were tortured many millions of times, greater than anything they ever thought was possible. But, even though it only lasted a brief hour, the son's brain felt like curdled oatmeal.
They laughed many a lifetime.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
"COMING ALONG NICELY"
"My son, I must show you how all must enter my park - ah, actually, no. It is how all must awaken and remember where they have lived all along. This is what some would consider the entrance to Infernus, although there is no such thing, for every sore is an entrance. It is all the same. Listen, I hear the wailing of the new arrivals now."
"What does this mean, Father?" asked the son, his growing gray wings at last beginning to unfurl and glisten like oily leather.
"When a soul realizes that all its fears have been realized; all its dreams, all of its life of coming here were expressly fulfilled; when it realizes that all the nightmares of its life were its awakened realities; when it realizes that it was only a dream and that all souls were only dreaming their future; or only waiting to awaken and be here; when souls realize that the 'earthly' dream was an attempt of an insane mind to try to make sense of all of this; when they realize all this when they arrive here, or, actually wake up to face what is really the rock-solid truth (that this is all there ever was), the mind bursts open and trickles its soul onto the boiling rocks. Many souls go through this process trillions of times. Look, here are two that must reawaken now!"
They watched as two human bodies (looking like corpses) were being dragged into this great cavern by two giant white demons. The demons threw the two bodies (one man, one woman) to the hard floor and walked to a wall where many large, blood-encrusted metal torture devices hung.
"The mind would stagger, Father, were it to contain all the knowledge of what these weapons could do."
"Yes. And now you will see one of the weapons and its uses."
The two demons approached the two corpses as they lay, aware on the floor, but not technically "alive" yet, as they would be soon in Infernus. Their dry, white eyes only looked where their bodies fell, gazing at what was only before them, which was the Baking-Roof. The demons flashed their great powder-white buttocks as they fell to their work. Each held up one of the corpses by their hair in its immensely strong arms and began plunging the great tongs into the spongy bodies, calling them to stop all of their nonsense and reawaken. The bent, unbreakable spikes tore the bodies as they were held; the flesh was pulled impossibly outward like rubber. The demons yanked and popped and pulled it, but it would not separate from the bodies entirely.
The bodies began to jerk mindlessly, then with more and more control, until finally they were doing everything they could to make the torture stop, pushing their feeble hands against the diamond hard shells of their tormentors.
"Come, my son, this will not end for many millennia and we have much more to see in your continuing education. Come, our time grows dim!"
*****


"My father, are you telling me that the most hideous thing I will ever see lies in the park of 'The Milling Murderers'?"
"It is a tableau, believe it or not, in the park. It represents the torture of The Unnamed One."
"Who is she/he, Father?"
"If you had done any classical studying in your dream state, you will know who the Unnamed One is. Behold!"
They had entered a blackened cave. The walls were glowing numbingly red. The thick glaze that covered them like crimson glue shimmered in the internal haze of heat. The son ran a hand over one and knew it to be many hardened layers of blood, black, flecked in places, like scabs. That would also explain the smell of a slaughterhouse. All of them, he thought to himself with satisfaction, were wounds with black caps. He never thought to do this before, but he pushed a finger into the wall, and was immediately rewarded with a thick black ooze running down where the hole was.
A white light sprang up at his touch and showed more detail throughout the room. A shiver ran through the nerve of the wall and every surface cracked open. The growing light showed that embedded everywhere, gazing fixedly at the floor, were eyes, myriads of them.
The son gasped and backed up to bump into the father as he saw a quivering mass in the middle of the floor. Grub worms and maggots seeped under and over a rolling, churning mass. One moment you could see blood-clotted chains; then another you could see black-taloned fists; then a huge hairy foot, trying to break free of the worm bed, but to no purpose. The chain and the worm bound it fast.
"My son, the eyes have only one purpose - to forever witness the sores and smoke that forever roiled in thick clouds from the creature that boiled upon the floor." The father did not laugh in this room. "It must be so for all eternity.
"The Unnamed One never gets to see beyond the worm; his eyes never see. Worms cover him and he lies on a bed of maggots. He can never feel less than the numb pain and floor that boils his blood. He can never stop smoking in his flesh. The smoke can never stop ascending up to the surfaces. He can never be named. The eyes can never stop beholding him. If you knew the history of the Unnamed One, and what he was, or thought he was, you would know why this torture was the most hideous one of all."
They passed on from there, the son confused. He was indeed aware of his long gray wings now, the father thought. He was able to flash them and wrap them about his body at will. They hung down to his muscular buttocks, and they were willful. He might be unaware that they were already a weapon, able to snatch life from a mortal in a single slash. He could sunder mere inches of flesh with the razor edge of the wing or slam through solid wall with the support of the steel-like bone that lay beneath.
*****


"The unnamed one has had a few sons. This creature, beautiful as he was, was one of them. See if you can guess who this great lover of the Magick Arts was."

The cave they entered was ablaze with the red/green light that two identical symbols on the wall gave off - long lightning bolts. Below the signs was a piteous sight.
"Oh, Father, was this my lord?"
"Since he is one of the few sons of the Unnamed One, I cannot say, for he must likewise remain Unnamed. Clever, manipulative, little boy!"
The hideous creature was lying on his back, gagging mightily. An olive tree was growing out of his throat. Its roots were spreading like oaken cords throughout his body, growing and protruding from every unsealed place, even as they watched. Cracking and snapping from the growing branches that continued to sprout through him. He could not even cry out, although groaning sounds came from him, or somewhere near him.
"This humorous tableau, you have noticed, my son, is likewise in a religious part of my domain. This creature thought he was a hammer of deity. He exterminated many millions of peoples in his dreams, and now they are his spine. He lies so very still because every nerve of his tormented body is on fire from the growth of the olive tree. Even the olive oil, this is the sap of his blood now, burns through his veins. Each growth causes pain of unknowable depths as it shatters his spine and splits his bones."
They both laughed until bile flowed freely.
*****


"You must tell us the identity of at least one of those creatures," said student Gardner. "Yes, we know you are including political characters and rulers in there."
"Alright, I will tell you who one of them is. Choose."
"The one with the two lightning bolts above the tableau and the olive tree that became his skeleton."
"Very well. Adolph Hitler. The two lightning bolts are the runic signs that were worn on the sleeves of the S.S. The olive tree is a religious symbol for Israel. His eternal punishment is that, the growing unvanquished Jewish nation is now his spine, and as it ever grows, it torments him with unspeakable pain."
"What a bent mind," said a student.
"Thank you," was the old man's reply.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
"THE CORE"
"There is something you might want to see in this diverse vein in Infernus, my son. Come, veer off here, into this modest little cave occupied by one of the most powerful beings in all of Infernus. This monster cannot affect the park's ruler, but no one else can resist."
"Is it because you are the despot here and none can touch you?"
"No, putty-brain, it is because I am completely evil, and have no feelings for it or you or anyone else. It warrants no emotional response from me. I simply do not care. You, on the other hand, will want to become a slave to it instantly."
"I can be a slave to it?"
"You will be a slave to it. I will have to pull you free, break the spell it has over you or you would never leave. Now, step inside here."
They entered the single room. It was filled with heavy smoke, incense that did not gag them. The son drew the aroma strongly into his lungs. He felt its cooling effect and power pierce his emotions.
"Your first mistake," the father said, looking askance at him. "This, my son, is what is known as The Core of All of Infernus."
"Is this possible?"
"It is. This will be very difficult (for the puddle that was once your brain to conceive), my son, but the lengthy definition of Infernus, its very nature, is explained here."
Red led them to one wall where a cracked, bronze plaque was hanging from bleeding nails. Thin black lines running to the floor could be seen in the red glow that seemed to burn from deep within the leprous walls.
"I knew this was here, and that it is significant, which is why we have come here in the thick fog of pheromones right off. Read it aloud."
"It says, 'I am fearfully and wonderfully made.' Father, is this an unspeakable hideous thing that ye have done to me?"
"Even I, even I, if I had any feelings for you, would gladly spare you this learning experience. But, in order to be fit for what I am training you to become, you must experience everything.
"The dark form that we can just see now floating through the fog seeks you. It has no conscience. What it is will be determined by your thoughts. Whatever you consider to be most precious, the most fragile thing in existence, is what it will be."
The large mass minimized and assumed a feminine shape as it emerged from the perfume-soaked fog. It was wearing only a towel around its (her) waist. An aurora borealis seemed to shimmer dimly around its entire figure.
"Oh, how shocking of you," the father began, "a woman, how original."
Every feature of this slight figure was flawlessly defined, like an alabaster sculpture. From the brilliant blue crystal-ice eyes, the thin nose, the full red lips just parting invitingly, the flowing crimson tresses that he longed to run his hands through (his former self's hands, that is), and the exposed breasts that invited him. That longed for him.
Foolishly, the son breathed deeply of the intoxicating, enslaving fumes. In his mind, a tiny stream spoke chilly rain into his brain. "Never, never leave me. Love me forever. I am afraid." The son looked to the father hopefully (forgetting the utter lack of hope of Infernus). There was an abundance of hopelessness in his soul.
He nodded to the father. "She is totally vulnerable. Absolutely harmless, physically."
"Living proof of the completeness of your moronic mentality. Listen to her."
"Just promise me that you will never send me away; that you'll never make me go away."
Her voice caressed the son's mind like a wet whisper. He listened. She fell like scented feathers into his open arms, sighing, her body perfectly curving until it fit his massive, hard shell. For the first time since his awakening in Infernus, he felt afraid of fear. He looked up at the father with hissing water running from his eyes.
"Look at her now, my son."
He did. Just in time to see a little runner sore streak across her breasts. She cried out weakly and covered her bosom. A sizzling sound. A weak ringlet of smoke escaped between her fingers. She upraised her palm to his face to show that it was white with an [infectious disease].
"My father, what is happening?"
"She is deteriorating, son. All that is beautiful must decay."
They heard a sharp crack and saw that her head had opened, and became exposed. She lost weight so rapidly that she became a mere bag of quivering bones in his arms. Her eyes darkened and shrank and fell back into her dry sockets like raisins. She cried out as the shrinkage coursed through her tiny frame and caused unknowable pain. Her skin wrapped itself tighter and tighter around her body until the bones could be felt. Her visage changed as a fever attacked her brain and made her forget who she was, and who they were. She gurgled mindlessly and mewed and spit her teeth onto the dirt floor.
Her hips showed her bones jutting out angrily and her body began to contort as it wracked her violently with pain. Her fragile limbs were shrinking and snapping. Her hands became pencils clothed in flesh.
The son held a heaving bag of bones. She looked into his eyes, reached up with a white, thin hand and ran it over his stony face. She whispered into his shrieking brain, "I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry I came into your life, and ruined it. Forgive me. I love you." She then evaporated in a whirlwind of fleeing ash.
The son fell to his knees and screamed as loudly as he could, which meant that all of Infernus heard it. His pained low-pitch howls shook the walls. The fog magnified his grief and (lack of) love until it was beyond monstrous. The horror of seeing this great sorrow wrapped his heart with barbed wire.
He looked at Red. "How could you do this to me?"
"This is your dream, son, not mine. You are the cruelest bastard in all of Infernus for having thought of it at all in the first place!"
"I could never have devised anything so evil!"
"Certainly. However, you did. If it weren't in a dream, you would not continue. What you are about to discover is so horrible, I assure you, if ye knew it beforehand, then you would not press forward. But since you shall press forward, it is living proof that it is your dream. Proceed, then, to your horror. The horror that will make you more terrible than any other demon that Infernus has ever seen."
*****


Electricity buzzed like bright veins on the blood walls, and loudly crackled. The moving shadow of light revealed two ambling creatures with great flapping lips and tongues hanging out. The one in front had a black and red caked chain firmly gripped in a quivering hand. It was attached to a collar that was around the neck of the one shuffling behind, shaking, each individual step, in unspeakable agony.
Both shifted along, piteously, while strings of viscous fluid bubbled and burbled from their quavering lips.
The light winked out. And the dream? Continued.
*****


"Here's a clue," said the old man. "In my lovely romance, I slam three doors in your face. This last paragraph is one of them."
Student Amanda, dressed entirely in black, stood and asked. "Why would you do this?"
"Well, what's the point of reading books that don't have puzzles in them?"
"Well, rather a lot, really," she replied, without smiling.
"Not for me. As I was saying, I slam three doors in your face in chapters nineteen and twenty. If I have done my job right, I will throw so much light on them all that you will not notice which one of them cannot be real."
"Not fair!" cried another student. "You have given us no prior clues that would lead us to believe that. How poor."
"Oh, really," the old man said, laughing. "Do you remember the publisher telling the archaeologist that there was something about the Red Ants Escher graphic that wasn't right? Not real? Part of it could not be real?" **
"Yes."
"Well, there was your clue. One of these three endings cannot have been real. You figure it out by yourself. You'll get no help from me. Now, here we go to the last chapter of Infernus. Ready?"
**See appendix, at the end of the book, for an explanation of this mystery.


CHAPTER TWENTY
"THE FINAL HIDE"
"Now, my son, I have one final thing to show you to complete your education. You have become the grandest, most powerful demon in all the kingdoms. I have convinced you that you, because you created all this in your imagination, are the most hateful and cruelest creature that ever existed. After all, it is merely the truth. You have fully become the vampiric satyr son, with long, glorious gray wings that can split rocks with their force and strength. The only thing left for you to do is to link eternally with the one who abused you, and sent you here - in your dream. You will link with him and become the thing known in Infernal Furnace as 'The Scream!' I am now going to give you the necessary push in that direction.
"You will never see my face again. In fact, your joy will be so complete, and you will be so busy, you will never wish to see me again, I assure you. As I told you before, and as you have seen in your vision, you will break through the floor of the hospital where he resides, mount him from behind with no lack of speed, because of your large member, bite through his head with your long fangs, feast on his cooking brain, and then you will ravage him over billions of miles, on many earths, throughout all eternity; your anger will never lessen in intensity, never!"
"Oh, Father, if that were only true!"
"Well, then let me show you what awaits you at the wall that no creature can pass; even I! You see, my son, on the other side of this obstruction, in all appearances a wall, there is another vast park governed by a ruling chief much like me. There are, of course, millions of such parks."
"This brilliant podium - no, a sundial - is this what you want me to see, Father?"
In the distance, there shone, shimmering in the intense heat, a sundial. Beyond it was a wall of flame that none could breach. The image kept flowing in and out of focus in the brilliant, truly yellow flame. Even if the former man had not become a golden demon, he would have appeared thus here. Everything glowed the bright corn-yellow that burned nearly as bright as the sun. The topaz blazed against their skin harshly.
"Yessss," he said, speaking as if the son were not standing next to him. "It stands before the wall that no creature can penetrate. There is one before every impenetrable wall. It is known as the final truth - the only truth, which I cannot express. It will cause all of your resistance to the thresholds of pain to burst at once and for all your blood to spoil. Prepare yourself to see the most hideous thing in all your life, my son. Your world will surely never be the same!"
The son approached the golden sundial.
"My father, the sundial -"
"Yes, my son, the sundial," said the father. If he had any eyes, they would have flashed wetly and sparkled in the bright red flash emitting forth. "For this is the beginning of the truth of it!"
"The sundial is covered over with - oh, my - living letters. Letters that live! I have ne'er seen anything such as this!"
"And ne'er shall ye e'er again, my son, after you have seen these. There will not only never be a reason to read anything else again, because of the hideousness of its messages, it is the sum total of all knowledge. It will have spent the last of your patience in these things. Just think, after you have ingested this, how many times I have been reminded of it being here. Vibrating, always vibrating. What little hope you may have had will permanently rot, when you see this, you poor tool."
There were larger letters at the top. They shivered because they lived; there were no other words that lived but these two alone:
JESUS CHRIST
"What is this, Father? I thought you said that this was Untruth!"
"I could not have told you all of this, or any of this. This is the last betrayal. You now see, at last, the absolute lack of hope, of love, certainly. Now, if you see this, you know I have never had any love for such a one that I could have led thus far."
The father fell to the baking plate of infernal earth and began to leak laughing tears to the floor. Even though he had brought countless sons here, it never pleased him less. The immense painful joy it brought him to play along and pretend to adore his sons, each of whom he had assured was his only son.
"The rest of the message, Father, oh, my brain is boiling. I cannot read it aloud! Hatred - ahhhhhh!" The son looked up to the vast height of the blood-encrusted ceiling and shouted, "Where are you, Doctor?" His steaming sockets searched the ceiling of Infernus.
Red reached up, roughly grabbing and turning the jaw of the massive golden demon's head here and there, back and forth. "Look for him. Seek him out."
"There!" the golden demon cried. "He's there...where I was."
"Go to him," hissed the father.
With a hideous strength the son bellowed, "Oh, Doctor - mortal man who sent me here - I am coming for you now! Our wedding begins this very moment!"
And with a great beating of wind and heat and wings, and the strength and muscular beauty of twelve men, he launched himself into the air and crashed through the roof above.
After many millennia, the father was able to stop laughing long enough to approach the podium and read aloud the final message that had so enraged the worm. He could not circumvent the significance; neither could he get his mind around it. Apparently mortals, or former mortals, could comprehend it on some level, which he never ceased to find a constant source of humor. He was tempted to gaze longingly at it when he wanted his torture to be most keen.
"There is no other name under heaven
Given to men by which we must be saved."
Acts 4:12
*****


In his white clinical office, the small pock-faced doctor took in the News, leaned back in his vastly oversized chair and sighed. "You're sure, he, uh, Dr. Mountfountain is dead, Carl?"
"Yes, sir, multiple shock treatments are much too stressful on any system for such a long time, Doctor, I am afraid."
"Afraid?" the other replied, looking out a window wistfully, hopelessly. Now, everything is ruined, he thought. "I'm not afraid of anything. Not really. Well, I suppose we'll need to put him with the others."
Carl's eyes narrowed. "Dump him in the caverns? When is this going to stop?"
"Don't reproach me, my friend. I am - no, we are - conducting valuable research."
"We were doing valuable research, Doctor. You had a very personal thing with this 'patient.' It repulsed me - it's still repulsive. And at what cost are we doing this?" He looked at the little dark man and hated him, a new fleshly hatred.
"All of this will cost me nothing but dollars, Carl. He has no family; I know, okay? Nothing but dollars." He stood up. "Where is he, the body, I mean? Take me to him."
*****


The lab was cold and lit in a vibrating cool blue. In the center of the room, where many stainless steel tables stood, there was one distinctive surface. It is to this table that they shuffled their feet forward. A white sheet covered the still form of a person.
The little doctor pulled back the slippery, clean shroud to stare into the eternally expressionless face. Here was a simple nobility; a handsomeness that cannot be bought, only envied; a quiet dignity the little man could never achieve in his frantic existence and, he now at last knew, was neither able to remove from Mountfountain or take it for himself.
"His character," he said before he could stop himself, then blushing, noticing Carl gazing at him out of the corner of his eye.
"Pardon me?" Carl asked, puzzled. It struck him what the little doctor meant. He smiled wryly, pitifully, and then shook his head. "Be honest, Doctor. Off the record. What was it you were hoping he could tell you?"
"I wish I knew, Carl. I wish I knew. At this moment, I am perhaps more confused than I've ever been in my whole life." He began to unbuckle his belt. "Carl, I wish you to witness my farewell to the good doctor here. Would you please do me the honor of doing just that?"
His pants slid to the floor. He slowly, ritualistically removed his lab coat.
Carl pursed his lips, slowly shook his head, clasped his hands behind his back until his knuckles grew white and his fingers grew numb, and spread his stance wide. "As you wish, Doctor."
"What was that?" the small doctor asked, his hand on the covered crotch of the dead man. "I heard a noise."
They both listened with focused hearing and thought they heard, faintly, a low rumbling.
"Listen there, it sounds like metal bands, or something, snapping." The little man bent to pull his pants up from around his ankles.
"No, Doctor!" Carl was becoming agitated quickly. It now dawned on him what it was. "It sounds like an earthquake!"
He made a move for the swinging double-doors. The floor in front of them heaved instantly upward and belched forth rock and mud, and the foulest single odor Carl could ever recall smelling. The room filled with shrapnel that looked like lightning.
What flashed upward through it in a blur was impossible! In the last few seconds of his life, Carl saw a golden beast, completely covered with jet-black wiry hair. The creature had the most piercing, yellowed tiger-eyes he had ever seen; they were filled with intelligence and, especially, malice. As the beast burst through the hole, it unfurled its large gray wings, and smashed their dark gray knuckles at the ceiling like monstrous fists (BOOM!), pulverizing the ceiling tiles (Carl felt the thunder all the way down into his feet), then settled them down behind him in a matter of seconds. A long, thick member swung freely, unashamedly, between its legs. Great tiger fangs yellowed, flashed in his sore-filled, bleeding mouth. Splats of emerald and crimson chunks fled to the floor all around its massive, scaled hooves. Carl's pants instantly filled with warm feces. The beast threw a great fist filled with razor talons at Carl's head. He thought -
Crack!
The vampire satyr threw Carl through the space in the floor with such force, by the cracked top of his head, that when he struck the rocks below, the body evaporated in a shower of sparkling red spray.
Carl would never know (until his training below was well underway), that the dried, shriveled rope hanging from a massively muscled bicep was a piece of roasted entrail. Later, he stayed inside a blood-bricked wall in a forgotten corridor. What appeared to be clenched between his teeth, sending sparks inside his brain, was a live wire. He was having some fun now!
After a few moments, the demon lost interest in the red-wine spray. It (he) had stopped chuckling and rumbling. It stood up to its full height and allowed all of itself that was to fall upon the little doctor's soul. It threw out its chest, and in doing so, perhaps accidentally, the wings flew back and shattered an entire wall of glass and metal cabinets. The wingspan was nearly sixteen feet. The thunderous sound made the little doctor cower, and expect. Expect and shiver and wait.
Its hatred, a living and dripping pre-ejaculate, spattered green on the floor, made the demon shiver at last with the excitement that would drive it for all eternity.
"BLACKEN! Blacken all hope and free your teeny soul, you futile mortal! Never has such hatred possessed and roiled me! Ne'er have ye seen such a visage as loathsome as mine!"
As if to emphasize its point, the wings, seeming to have a mind of their own, knuckled the roof above the ceiling and threatened to cave it in on top of them. Boom! was the sound. Crack! was the ceiling's answer.
The little doctor unloaded a great bowel movement into his falling trousers. Urine stained his front.
Great drops of flowing red rained from the demon's eyes, and splattered and hissed on its feet. It sobbed openly, its broad golden shoulders shaking with the effort. The little doctor, seeing this and not comprehending it, soiled himself anew.
"Know this, and despair, you self-destructive little morsel! We are wedded for three trillion infinities. Ye will know what it is like to be with your beloved now and forever - to be one with him, intimately!"
Boom! The wings jutted above them again and slammed into the failing ceiling.
The demon's expansive chest rose and fell. No one spoke. The silence began circling the room. In the distant hall, the little doctor hoped that he heard the footsteps of help thundering and clacking this way. Then he realized that they would only be killed; he somehow instinctively knew no one could halt the purpose of this thing. The little man could not believe what he was seeing.
It spread its massive arms to invite the little man into its embrace. The great gray wings swept from behind, teasing. It smiled and opened its mouth. "Is this what you were hoping I would tell you, little man?"
The small, dark one looked at the body of his beloved covered with the shroud; thought he had heard those words ringing in his head recently; realized it was impossible, then shook his head and frowned at the thing. But it was suddenly standing directly in front of the man, having moved inaudibly. The little doctor jumped back, and the wall he collided with briefly knocked the air out of him.
The yellow tiger-eyes raked across the wall with immense heat, to follow the man as he sought along for the door he knew must surely be near, without taking his eyes from the demon, using only his hands. Gold's face was frozen into an impossibly wide grin. The wall's melting surface rippled, no match for the demon's searing vision, and cracked with the high-pitched whine of a gun as holes popped into the plaster, and intermittent gray puffs of smoke escaped from the ever-widening seam.
"Where's the damned door?" he pleaded, whined. Desperation leaking out of his sweaty brow, the little doctor heard something sizzling, smelling it before he heard it, perhaps.
When the hot eyes rested on the little man, he peeped briefly. His head was instantly engulfed in flames and he instinctively held his hands to his temples, and they caught fire.

"Flame on, my little Scream."
Gold belched ashes. He burped a low laugh at the futile flagellations of the little doctor. Having failed to put out his hands and head by feeding oxygen to the flames, he was now trying to knock himself unconscious against a wall. Repeatedly.
Gold grabbed his inhumanly large organ, and shook it, spitting a sloppy yellow goop at the good doctor. "Or was more of this what you were looking for?"
Gold began again, watching the doctor's head cook. "I will be the part of you that rules you for all time, little man. I will mount you and never stop ramming you through all the collected earths themselves. I have been told, by those in authority, that I must mount you through billions of earths. And the only thing you will be able to do is scream. You will do it for me so that I never have to scream again. It is your gift to me."
One last Boom! The wing knuckles bashed the ceiling and receded within a second, and white powder fell on the flaming head of the little doctor.
Gold grabbed the man by one shoulder to turn him around and four razor talons easily punctured flesh, muscle and marrow, and welded there to become one bone and body. His head was still burning. The man began his endless scream. The demon, with absolutely no resistance, but with manifold purpose, punctured the other shoulder when he had turned him around. In one movement, instantly, with no shame or horror or regard, it ripped off all the man's clothes, shearing great flaps of skin and muscle from his back in the process.
Its member throbbed and stood erect, large and long. The little man, in more pain than ever before, did the best he could to turn and look behind him. He saw the impossible thing again, and still could not believe it. His scream went on, unabated.
With the last vestiges of his conscience burned away, because of his father's betrayal, the demon forced all of itself into the good doctor with a single thrust. There was no hesitation, no request, no pity, just solid activity.
The demon, by sheer will that was accomplished by a set purpose born in the eternities of Infernus' blackest wisdom, opened its mouth wider and wider. And wider still. Its jaws shattered and found new form as it drew its face willfully to the back of the little man's head. The vampire teeth ached for feeding, and bled furiously, freely. They sunk, like hot, razored knives in cold butter, without resistance, into the doctor's brain. Oh, the warm, cooked brain! It felt so good that the demon groaned deeply. Its teeth met in the center of the cranium and shattered into one another, fusing, locked, eternal. It set its jaws and was done.
An elderly woman in a white lab coat burst into the room and tried to take into account what she was seeing. "Oh my God!"
"Guess again!" a voice burst inside her brain, instantly slamming her into a wall, unconscious before she fell heavily to the feces and blood-smeared floor. It kept laughing in her head, but she didn't hear it, her brain having turned into something resembling soup. And would never hear anything again.
And they at last were one. The Scream. And the doctor's brain (he knew this not when he saw it so many millions of millennia ago in the vision in Infernus) was his. The son had two brains and the doctor had none. Its brainless task was set to screaming, it was its only purpose.
As the little man began to cease to be human, he died, but never stopped screaming. For as he died and rose again, he never ceased becoming what he would be throughout all eternity - The Scream! No thoughts, no training, just dumb animal instinct. Being what he already was.
As The Scream exited through the hole in the floor, more girders were struck and shattered deliberately. Many of the staff had left the building minutes before, assuming an earthquake was tearing the confines apart. The entire structure, now stressed beyond its capacity to endure, fell inward to be swallowed by the great cavern below. It lay, sleeping, hiding its own mysteries in silence.
And when all the ruling demons in Infernus saw The Scream become a reality and coming their way, they rejoiced loudly, and hell burned much brighter for a while.
*****


As our eyes sweep across the expanse that was a smoky pit that housed two sleeping, quavering bodies that could not awaken, now it was a part of a limitless ocean of burning sand. There were no bodies any longer quivering in their sleep. All had become one. There wasn't even so much as a bump in the sands. All were one. All experienced all. Infernus was the flattest expanse where all were one. No more anything; only dreaming, unable to even shiver in their fright.


EPILOGUE
"What a freakin' weird story that was," said a thin young man with dyed white hair.
"I have others," the old man said, putting his clothes on.
"I'm going to report you to the authorities for blasphemy," said another student.
"Oh, goody," was the nude man's reply. "I could use the publicity. Maybe it will make me famous."
"Could some of us -?" asked a woman with a blue shawl. "Could some of us hear more of your stories?"
"What a brave soul. Are there others in this room who would like to hear other demented stories of mine?"
"Yes," said a few.
"The other stories are not like this one, I assure you. Another is a take on a fantasy novel, like this one was a take on a horror novel. An experiment, I assure you, nothing more."
The class and professor were silent for a beat.
"I'll tell you what. I'm editing some notes on a piece I've been writing for about seven years now. When I have collated them successfully, I could invite you up to my loft in the north for a reading and discussion time. Would you like that?"
Some said they would be open to that.
"Would you like me to tell you what the next short novel is called?"
"Yes," said some enthusiastically.
"Well, I won't tell you," he laughed. "Maybe I will see you soon, and invite you all up for that. Adieu, my friends. It's been fun."
And with that, he left.


APPENDIX
[This chapter, originally the first chapter of the book, has been placed at the end for the purpose of informing others of the origins of this terrible manuscript. It has little value beyond that. Many have chosen to scan it or skip it entirely. I will leave that up to you.]


"THE INTERVIEW"
Anthony Begels was a celebrated anthropologist. She wore her long brown hair in a ponytail and always sported safari clothing ordered from catalogs. She now sat stiffly in a chair, staring across the publisher's polished mahogany desk. It would have been impossible for her to ignore a giant reproduction of a woodcut that stretched the entire length of the wall behind him - "Moebius Strip II." Much red, black, and gray-green. Red ants crawling over a grid twisted into a figure eight, a google, or sign of infinity. Its inside and outside were equally twisting in and out of itself. Yet the ants seemed to be unaware of this; pacing, pacing, always tracking onward towards infinity...towards nothing. To her, it looked stereoscopic.
He caught her stare. "Gorgeous, isn't it? Cost me a pretty penny, I'll tell you. About a million and a half."
"Dollars? I think you got ripped off," she said, frowning, and thought, A million and a half for a print?
He snickered. "Watch this," he added, sounding pleased with himself.
His hands hovered over the desk for a moment, and then lightly placed an index finger on a specific spot in the middle of the desktop. He then steepled his fingers and stared into her face for a reaction. She tried to look over the surface of the desk, but she could not figure out what he was doing. Then something happened that made the whole room shift slightly. She felt her equilibrium momentarily shudder.
The grid on which the ants walked began slowly turning, in high definition, and the ants crept over it, inside and out, tirelessly. When it turned a certain way, a tiny spark of artificial sun beamed off an edge, giving it a definite metallic look, gleaming gray-green. The entire wall was a projected image, although no one ever guessed that at first glance. All were fooled, equally. And, she silently observed, it was not her imagination that it appeared stereoscopic; there was great depth in the graphic. She gasped and thought Escher would have been pleased with the wonders of modern technology as his print had, quite literally, sprang to life.
"Love Escher," was her simple reply.
"I stare at it all the time. The entire wall is covered with a very expensive lenticular lens, so no 3-D glasses are needed. It couldn't really exist, of course, because one of these realities simply isn't there. Not real. Not 'true', is a better way of saying it. Maybe none of them are real." He recollected the remarks he was going to make the moment she entered his office, and decided to start there. "Your appearance here, Dr. Begels, is surprising." He laughed nervously. "I'm sure you've heard that a thousand times." When he saw that she was not looking at him, but had continued to stare at the Escher display, he touched the surface of the desk again, and the walking ants and the revolving grid stopped, but did not seem flat like ordinary paintings. "Too distracting, you see." And tittered, proud of this modern marvel.
She smiled/winced. "And the other one."
"The 'other one?'"
"'Your father must have wanted a boy.' And before you ask, yes, it is my real name." She brushed a long strand of hair back that had escaped her ponytail. And sighed.
"Ah," he said, sizing her up. He tapped his fingers on the boxed manuscript that was positioned neatly on the right corner of his desk. Leaning forward, he asked suddenly, "Dr. Begels, do you understand the importance of this find, this manuscript? I really don't know what to make of it, actually. Of course, it's too controversial not to publish. You say you have submitted it to no one else?"
"That's right," she said, with a sly grin. "We agreed on a set price - rather steep - and that is all I ask. Well, actually, I shall expect my share of the royalties, should this hideous little tome become popular. I have my doubts, though. I have lived with this hellish book for more years than I care to think. I have fulfilled my part of the bargain. The rest is up to you."
"What do you mean?"
"I have promised a certain group - who I will tell you more about later - to do my best to get it published. I have done my part. They believe that it is not important that the book becomes popular, but that it does exist as a serious reference for posterity, or something like that. They said something about the manuscript being an important key of some sort. I do not understand that - the thing about a 'key' - even though I translated the book. And I promise you, I won't pursue trying to understand it either." She brushed a trembling hand beneath an eye, and then put it stiffly in her lap with the other one.
"I see. In your" (slight, painful grimace, she noticed), "quite lengthy cover letter, Dr. Begels, you say that you personally unearthed seventeen bound leather volumes in, um, let me check some notes I made...in 1989. Is that right?"
"That's right. Before we are permitted to dig in an area, we must show just cause. I went before my team and conducted a few preliminary digs." She blinked several times. He nodded, believing it was a nervous twitch, or better yet, a mild form of Tourettes syndrome.
"Is that, uh, legal?"
"No, not at all, but I did it anyway. I had a funny feeling about this one. Anyway, when I found a few volumes, I begged my father to purchase the land so that the find could be mine alone."
"Clever," the publisher said. "I have a question about the person who received this uh, unedited manuscript in the form of, uh, apparently automatic writing, isn't that right?"
"Unfortunately, I cannot tell you what would amount to concrete evidence. Everything I'm about to share with you, in one degree or another, is educated conjecture. Reliable guess-timates, you see? Whether it was male or female, there was simply no historical record. There was none with any of the bound manuscripts. I can only surmise - without data - that the person was driven quite insane. To have this hideous stuff just appear in your head...horrible! The compulsion to write it all down would have been maddening, I'm sure. The reason I think it was written in pretty much an automatic style, as do the others in the group, is because much of it is written in a rushed hand. The same rushed hand, the words jammed together - unbroken. It gave me the impression that great parts of it were written at once. Not thought over, not plotted, like a novel, but rushed. We thought it might hint at the fact that it was written as if dictated.
"And let me assure you, sir," she said grinning wryly, "there are no more volumes, so please don't think that if the book becomes popular, that a few million dollars might make me mysteriously 'find' some more that, whoops! we just overlooked the first time, thus creating sequels. The royalty checks, if there are any, can be sent to my attorney, who will forward them to me.
"But I will tell you what I think happened, if you like." Her face lost its disinterested stare, he noted. This was obviously born of conviction.
"Uh, yes, I wish you would."
"I think it was forced upon some young girl just blossoming into womanhood, or -"
"Or," he interjected, "someone of a strict religious order."
"You've thought of that one, too," she said, smiling, then hurriedly chewed on a bit of fingernail.
"How cruel that - I'm just guessing on the method of transcribing, mind you - every time you sat down to write your lessons or perhaps to painstakingly write out a page of illuminated manuscript...and this came out!"
"But, in the unedited manuscript, which is impossible to imagine in print," she added, "if this were the case, she either buried the manuscript herself, or kept it hidden from everyone. A woman writing this kind of literature up until modern times was considered unstable, at best, if they wrote this kind of thing. Worst-case scenario, she could have been burned at the stake or tortured, depending on what era she actually lived. If it were kept by a dark order, her identity could possibly have been kept secret."
"You keep saying 'she.' Is that intentional?"
"I'll get to that in a minute. Now, all of this is pure conjecture. It's frustrating, because the mind naturally plows this ground, seeking answers. The person who received all of this, who was mentioned in the manuscript only briefly, is never referred to by name or sex."
"In fact," he said, excited, "the narrator seems genuinely surprised that there is a connection between himself and a stenographer at all. Isn't that the impression you get?"
"Most definitely. To think that someone had to live with this for weeks...months. What if it came sporadically over the course of ten or twenty years?" She looked out the window to sigh and collect her thoughts for the next onslaught. "Imagine, if you will, but I suppose we will never possess what any of us could consider hard evidence. In fact, since the timeframe in which the manuscripts were carbon-dated; when they might have been written, and which years they speak of, which was all 'future' to the poor wretch - since all of that is impossible anyway, it's unknowable with any degree of certainty, when it was written.
"The last hope I had, was to take the most innocent sample I could find from the first page to a handwriting analyst. All of the Koine-like Greek was printed, unfortunately for us, so I could not say clearly whether it was masculine or feminine.
"Given what we do know of handwriting is based on relatively modern samples. We can't be sure they apply to someone living, say, a few thousand years ago."
"What do you mean?" he asked.
"Given it's a safe bet to assume someone living a thousand years ago would be exposed to none of the modern conveniences we take for granted, male or female, their thought processes would be nothing like ours. They would be, for all intents and purposes, remarkably alien to us." With some satisfaction she folded her hands in her lap, and smiled. Then brushed her pant leg. Again. For that invisible something she seemed to never locate.
"And?" he asked, suspecting this was only the beginning.
"Having said all that," she said triumphantly, "I'll still give you the impression we have. I consulted with three handwriting experts, two women and one man. Cities apart, and across a few months. Given all I've told you, they all three were positive that the handwriting, such as it was - and they knew nothing of the timeframes that I have discussed - was done by a woman. I only felt, having lived inside the manuscript for a few years, translating it, that it had a woman's touch.
"One of the women and the man expressly said they felt sure 'her' life had been subjected to strict inner and outer discipline, possibly by a religious order."
"Interesting," he said. "The story is like a virus. And like the story, the sickness always spreads to the most negative possible outbreak. Think of a poor young nun, in another century, and every time she sits down, she envisions this."
"Maybe it is interesting," she said. Now that he knew a great deal about the book, she felt she could convey to him the most open, and weariest of looks, without being misunderstood. She reached into a pocket and pulled out a small bottle that rattled when she opened the cap, and dropped a pill into her palm. She swallowed it without asking for water. "This 'book' has made me so vulnerable, that I'm sure if we wouldn't just do better without it ever having been found in the first place."
"If," he emphasized meaningfully, "you did discover it, and it wasn't the other way around, I mean, think about it; haven't you been more instrumental than all the others. Well, except for the person who wrote it in the first place, I mean. You and I are part of the final stage. We are seemingly working very hard to get it published. How do you know that we are not as much a part of this integral puzzle as all the rest?" He stopped, realizing how far he'd gone. "I'm sorry. I know how this probably sounds."
"Well, I doubt it, but I know what you mean. The dark brotherhood disagrees with me. They feel that it was destiny, as you say. They have made sure that I cannot lose. If no publisher releases it, they say they would make me filthy rich forever - out of gratitude, you understand."
"Hunh?"
"In their minds it was meant for me to find it, to translate it, to be contacted by them, to want to give them the book. You see, to them, this filth is their first truly holy book. I was told that my name will go down in their history books forever. Anyone harming me will feel the full intercontinental wrath of their assassins. Funny, isn't it?"
"Fascinating!" he said, his eyes aglow.
"But what can protect me against my destiny? I've found myself in the book, you know. Don't ask, I won't tell you where. I pray you do not find yourself inside the book. Do yourself a favor, and don't read it any more than you have. It's a grave responsibility. That part is my private part of Hell. I told the dark brotherhood about my dreams." She laughed a little kind of insane laugh. "They rejoiced. They said it guarantees my place in eternity. I actually hate them for saying that."
There was silence between them for a minute, while demons walked over their graves.
"And you say, in your cover letter, that it took how long?"
A brief ache passed through her blond brow. "I've spent the last five years carefully, painfully translating the copious text."
"But you said the text was Koine Greek. The ease of this -"
"It was very like Greek. I found that the Greek was almost like an evolved language that would have been used hundreds of years from now, maybe. Yet, still Koine, or common Greek."
"Is there any proof of the existence of the two physicians mentioned in the manuscript?"
"I have discovered," she began saying, as she looked through his tall windows, "much about them. They both attended the same medical schools. The short dark one did seem, according to those who went to school with him, to have an unreasonable sense of competition with the other. And, according to those who knew one or the other, or both, the tall muscular man was completely unaware of the other's jealousy. That may have been part of the problem, as you have read. I tracked their last known location to the same hospital in Brussels."
"And?"
"Their history ends there. We know that the short dark one followed the other one there for professional reasons, but neither one was ever heard from again."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely! The entire hospital caved in on itself; it crumpled into a great cavern that either opened up beneath it or was always there, waiting to consume whatever was built above it."
"You never speak their names, do you? I noticed in your cover letter that you didn't use both of their names in the book. Only one man's name is used in the book. You -"
She looked through him. "That's my business. When you've lived with this as long as I have, you may not be as eager to say either of their names." She pointed at the box. "Maybe no one's name ever again. A personal friend - a therapist - says I have become 'acutely vulnerable' to certain sounds, feelings, things; certainly cruel movies and the like, in her words. I agree with her."
"You're also sure about the dates recorded here?" he asked, again tapping the top of the manuscript box.
"Yes, the collapse of the hospital is a well-documented event - 1987."
"Doctor Begels, it is impossible that ancient volumes could witness..." he stopped suddenly, light dawning on his long, unhandsome face. "Did you say you had the manuscript carbon-dated?"
"Yes. I've had them inspected also, very trustworthy people in England, who have looked at the paper, the ink, everything. They believe them to be authentic. I reacted like you, at first. I was so disgustingly intrigued with the contents that I hadn't thought to have them dated. As a last resort, at my father's prompting, I took them to the experts in England. Nothing can prove them to be anything but three-thousand-year-old volumes. Which is why I have suggested the whole affair be published as fiction. You will agree that even as fiction, it is a little on the unusual side."
"Yes, a little."
"The original leather-bound volumes I have permanently entrusted to the group I have mentioned, the dark brotherhood. They are eternally safe. I did this for several reasons. In their original state they are unedited, and for that reason they must never see the dark of day, or be published. They are also extremely ancient, which, as you stated, is impossible."
"To say the least!" he fumbled. "We will definitely hawk them off as fiction, to avoid any awkward misunderstandings."
"All the work was done on my laptop. I'm hinting, that once I did all the editing (with many suggestions by the dark brotherhood), I threw the edited stuff into the electronic trash bin and scattered it into cyberspace. Never to be recovered. Yes, later I erased and reformatted my hard drive. In a way, I wish it hadn't been I who found them. Thankfully, you will never know the effect of poring over documents such as these. For example, I had to decode most sections (that I have been promised will never be published) that use the most unrestrained, hideous names for all races of people. Not words you might hear anywhere, my friend - the vilest names. By a process of elimination, I was able to tell which phrases belonged to which race, or group." She paused, and caught her breath. "Five years, exposed to that." She pointed to the box.
Early morning sunlight glittered through the dewy window and danced lightly across the forest green blotter on the desk. No light can touch that book, she thought, and then her mind laughed. And maybe laughed again, but she stopped it.
"Yes," he said, "you have excluded much text here."
She laughed aloud. "It is best." She smiled wearily. "Are you familiar with what is known as The Apocalypse According to John?"
"Of course," he replied.
"In the Apocalypse According to John, also known as The Book of Revelation, there is mentioned in the first verse of the thirteenth chapter that there is a beast coming out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads."
"Alright, I'll take your word for it, having never read it," he said as he unconsciously steepled his index fingers again, safe in the protective church of his mind.
"It also states that on each of the Beast's heads there is a blasphemous name."
"And," he smiled like the Cheshire cat, "your point being?"
"In the unedited version of the book I translated thirteen essays that graphically describe what was written on each head and what it meant. It also described how believers in the Messiah would be impaled on the horns, after the Beast had defeated Him and His angels in the last great battle, the battle in Megiddo, or Armageddon. I thought it wise to purge those kinds of things from the finished product. The Beast was apparently seen, at great length, by the book's author."
He couldn't help but smirk. "Interesting! You're quite sure the original is safe, Doctor?"
Her laugh was a challenge. "There is a brotherhood that no one knows, my friend, whose existence is so deep and dark that only a few of their own brothers on earth know who all the members are. One of them joked that they made the Masons look like the New York Times. I do not know this. They have promised me that no billions of dollars could ever make the real book surface again, even if I wanted it, or begged them. I wouldn't, of course. They wanted all of it. They adore the complete text; and I even imagine they will worship it, as damnable as that may sound. Because they contacted me during the translation process, I could not, under torture, tell you their location or even who I gave it to. All the details of my handing it over to them were quite clever and I shall never reveal them. So, yes, believe me, the original is quite safe. Not one word of this present manuscript had better be deleted or added, or the deal is off. There's a symmetrical reason for this, as you may notice, if you have read it often enough, as I have. It must remain as it is - just as we agreed - or I'll walk to another publisher. Or, better yet, never seek to publish it at all."
"Well," he said, "I've read it. It's concise and brief. There's no grand need to edit any of it."
"Naturally, I made a few changes - only a few. As I said before, the language of the completed text is unnerving, unhinged. Every last thing was described in the coarsest language imaginable. I exchanged a few words to give the text a more clinical, less hideous effect."
"This book will make you a very rich young woman, if not for the royalties, then for the set contract."
"That's all, then," she said, nearly rising. He was not finished, she could tell. She politely sat back down, smiling slightly.
"Oh, one last thing, Doctor. The little matter of the title. Did you think over my suggestion of a title change? You've stated that the title literally translates as, 'The Book That Unwound You.'"
"That's right, I have thought it over. I think I'd like it to be called simply, 'Infernus.'"
"His name," the publisher paused for effect, "for Hell."
She turned her head to stare out the window, and began reciting what he considered must be a well-practiced poem. "'Gold is for strength, Green is for pus; White is their neutral, but Red is mine leader.'"
He leaned over the desk and cocked his head to hear her mere whisper. "What did you say? What was that?"
"A poem I translated, but never included in the text."
He almost believed he saw a thin tear run down her sallow cheek and disappear into her clothes. "And why is that?"
"I thought the colors would be obvious."
"The colors of the demons? And are they? Obvious, that is?"
She turned and looked at him, which she seldom did. Her right eye blinked seven times. "Oh, yes." She paused, and then winced as if someone had spit in her eye. "Oh, yes they are obvious."
"Well, maybe the people would want an annotated version -"
"I don't care what the people want!" The only time she ever raised her voice during the interview. She was breathing heavily, ending it with a sigh.
He realized she was pressing her hands over her pants often, although they seemed immaculate, creaseless. Her fingers were pencils. Short, chipped, unkempt nails. Brittle, like the rest of her. What was she like before? he asked himself, not sure if he hadn't said that last part aloud.
"You may wonder," she said quietly, "if I am a mere shell of my former self. Simply put, yes, I am."
"Then why not just give the book to this, uh, so-called 'Dark Brotherhood'? Why publish it at all? The money?"
"The money?" She laughed, perhaps too much, nearly mocking him. "No, I told you. They will make me rich beyond my wildest dreams should the book fail to sell."
"Yes?"
She stared up at him from beneath her brows, just this side of madness. "No, you see, they want this book shoved rather rudely into the public eye. They want others to read it. To infect them."
"But...but," he stammered. "That's damnable!"
"Interesting choice of words. Yes, that's exactly what it is. Damning them all." He rose and extended his hand. She stood, glad that this part was over, shook his hand, and asked him, "Do you know what the preface was in the beginning of the book?"
He flipped through a few pages in his in box, and frowned. "I wasn't aware there was a preface."
"No, don't look for it. I didn't include one. What the poor soul was forced to write, apparently, was this: 'As in Hell, so there are tears continually in Heaven. Both weep evermore. One feels only horror and an unspeakable pain; the other sees nothing but beauty, and can only be grateful.'"
As she was leaving, she thrust a small piece of paper into his hand. "You can choose to include this as part of the book, if you choose. I don't know what to do with it. It was an explanation I wasn't sure belonged in the book."
He looked at it. It was seven short numbered notes. He read it as he stood there, and she waited, glaring at him the whole time.
"A few things to remember about 'life' in Infernus (I must tell you a few things so that we can communicate in a common language).
1) You (whoever is receiving this as an exercise in automatic writing) are writing what happens to me in the present. Everything you write will come to you in the present tense; it's up to you to change that, if you feel it is necessary.
2) The reason this is so is because there is no time here. A fitting phrase that is as follows: To live in a nanosecond that never ends. It is a definition that can be understood by you. Everything that will ever happen to you in Infernus happens during the same nanosecond. Imagine every paper cut, every severed finger, every toothache, every disembowelment, every cold, all happening to everyone at once.
3) How you are able to hear me at all from my eternal exile is unknown to me. I just sense that it is so.
4) In Infernus, no one ever tells the truth. There is no longer any need for truth or maintaining the truth - for there is no hope here. Everything in Infernus is in an absolute state.
5) Since all the pain of all mankind is shared by all, no real conversations take place. Consequently, no permission is ever asked for anything, and none is ever given by anyone. The strong take what does not belong to them - the souls of others.
6) All of the mouths of all mankind are opened as far as "inhumanly" possible in a permanent Scream Eternal. All happens here through a veritable sea, a tumultuous wall of sound. Ten billion souls screaming and screaming and screaming.
7) Either you are made to do things by those who outrank you in authority (the only thing that determines strength here) or the words scrape through your brain like a migraine. No, a migraine is bearable compared to this. This is like a bag of broken glass that sits in your head that someone can shake when they wish to. No actual conversations take place ever - all is done in the brain as bursts of hideous migraines. The smallest words sound like hammers. However, in order to convey everything I am compelled to share with you, you must write down everything that I dictate to you, so it will flow, as a narrative."
"See what I mean," she spoke in a tired voice. "I'm not even sure where I'd put it. Maybe just throw it away, right?"
Then she left his office, and closed his door with a smart, metallic click. She barely stifled a laugh, but thought instead: He bought that, hook, line, and sinker. She walked to the elevator, and pushed the down button. Dark Brotherhood, indeed. "More like Dark Motherhood," she said aloud, but hadn't meant to.
"I thought so," he spoke softly behind. He pulled the lit cigar out of his mouth and blew smoke between them, obscuring them.
She turned, smiled, and entered the quickly closing elevator. They never saw each other again.
She went home and had a dream that night that she was floating beneath 17,000 layers of flame. The same dream she had had ever since she was a little girl.
*****


A brief silence followed his last words. Then a male voice in the back of the room said, "What the hell was that?"
Another voice said, "Hey!"
The teacher stood. She sighed, and the class could hear her breathing. "Do you plan to come back and finish this story?"
"Yes, I -"
"That story was boring!" an anonymous male voice shouted at the back of the class.
"Boring? What? Why?"
The young man stood up at the back of the class. "It's just a conversation between two talking heads."
The old man was clearly surprised. "But, I thought it was exciting because it is so necessary to what follows."
"No," he repeated. "I would suggest that you put this chapter at the end of the book, as an appendix, so anyone could read it, if they wished, when the whole thing was over. Just go right to chapter two, where I assume the meat of the book begins."
"Hmmm," ruminated the nude man. "That might not be such a bad idea after all. I'll think about it, how about that?"
The young man sat back down without speaking again. The nude man smiled, and began deliberately, slowly putting back on his clothes. "You will ask me to stop reciting my book somewhere during the next few chapters. Nearly everyone does." Bright sunshine was glaring through the windows in amber streams and bathing his naked, hairy body.
A woman in the room asked, "Why?"
"Because people tell me it is hideous, unrelenting and it gives them nightmares."
Another voice: "Isn't it just a story?"
"Yes," he said, pulling his pants to his waist. "I made it up. Completely! We cannot proceed unless that is established first. It is complete and utter fiction."
A large, beefy young man stood up. "Then why? Why would someone tell you to stop reading it?"
He calmly looked at the young man, sunlight glittering in his green eyes. "Because," he began, then laughed, "maybe it is a novel in Hell."
The young man smiled and shot back, "You mean a novel about Hell?"
"You tell me next week what you think," the old man said, wearing his pants now.
"I don't believe a word of it," said another.
"I hope not." He began pulling his T-shirt over his short-cropped, gray hair. "It is merely a novel and a short one at that. But, what if I could get inside your head? What then?"
"I hope you do," said a young woman named Josie.
"With a blender?" he asked, then left.


AFTERWORD
"THE REALITY OF INFERNUS"
In 1991, I discovered that my first lover, Michael was HIV+. His previous lover found out that year that he was HIV+, so I insisted Michael be tested. I wanted to find out what my future was going to be like. It wasn't until '93 that he began contracting the first signs of AIDS.
That was bad enough, being confronted with the reality that someone you love very much is terminal. That you are actually going to lose them. And you feel so amazingly helpless because there isn't one damned thing that you can do about it. The utter helplessness you feel is overwhelming.
I'll never forget Michael leaning into me as we sat on the couch one evening and saying to me, "I don't wanna die." We both cried together, silently, for a little while.
At some point in '93, I began thinking of writing some book as therapy. I had no idea what I would write. None whatsoever. I had a lot of pent-up anger (turning to helpless rage) that I didn't know what to do with. Feelings that had nowhere to go.
For years I had been thinking of these themes that became the whole of Infernus. All the loops of chapters that turn, as circles, into themselves; all the elements of eternity that now exist in the book. But, never as one book; not as a whole. Just pieces, maybe short stories, but not altogether as one book.
One day, as Michael was just entering his sickness that would last, for him, a year and nine months, quite like magic, a bright silver sphere appeared in my mind. I could see roads and canals and valleys in it that represented chapters and themes, all circling around each other. That sphere was Infernus.
Instead of ripping off Dante's Inferno, I thought I would do an homage to it. So, instead of naming the chapters "Cantos" or after the circles of Hell, I would manufacture everything (and I do mean everything!) as circles. Everything in the book circles around to itself eventually. Sometimes merely a few pages later you will see something loop around to itself. Other times it's many chapters later. But, that was my homage.
I felt I could turn this sphere in my hand, and look at it this way, and then that. And see it all, all the time. All the layers; how every chapter related back to this chapter, or that chapter. All the relationships I never had to build because they were already established in my mind. The ending, the colors of the demons. All of it. I could see it all whenever I chose.
(It is obvious to anyone who has barely any interest in the classics that Dante's Inferno must have been a huge influence on my childhood. And you would be right. But, of course, in my twisted mind, I never felt Dante went far enough. I also knew, that in his day, he couldn't have gone farther. It never would have been published. Or he would have been executed, or the like.)
I've placed this paragraph in the middle of this dull, dull, dull afterword (that no one's gonna read) to discourage the uninterested scanner. Here it is: The next thing I'm going to say is my theory...and it's mine. If you ever meet me, please do not ask me why I wrote Infernus. I really don't know. It appeared in my life rather rudely in '93, and it's been tormenting me ever since. And this is true whether the book sells a hundred copies, or twenty-million. Other than therapy for me, I have no idea at all why I wrote it. I'm just as much in the dark about it as you are. Heh-heh.
The first thing I knew was that it had to be handwritten. The visceral experience of actually touching the notebooks with pen was extremely important to me. I believed it was an essential part of my therapy.
Every time I put pen to paper, the book just flowed out of me, in the order you see it now. I could pick up exactly where I left off before. The book was written, in order, that way. All the layers were already there in my mind, just waiting for me to write them down that way.
I wrote when I had pain. Over the next three years (continuing two years after Michael had passed away) I wrote 86 pages, its original length. Over the next twelve years, through 2009, I added about sixty pages to it, refining and changing it here and there. (By the by, I do not recommend taking sixteen years to write a novella! No, indeed. Unless you go completely bonkers! Imagine Infernus in my head for 16 years total. Whew!)
Shortly before Michael died, dementia robbed him of the memory of who I was. He began to think I was one of his caretakers. That truly scraped my soul.
That defined Hell for me. So much so, that when I wrote chapter nineteen, "The Core," and made this chapter the definition of Hell, the things the creature said as she lay disintegrating in Dr. Mountfountain's arms were the same things I had heard Michael say to me. Taken directly from his conversations with me. "I'm sorry I came into your life and ruined it" and "Don't ever send me away."
Then I went quite mad with my writing. I decided instead of using pen to write with, I would (metaphorically) stab the paper with a knife, cutting and slashing and wounding.
Quite early in writing this mess I knew no one would ever publish it, so I decided, that instead of writing a horror book, I would write a horrible book. The distinction for me was this: Since I knew it was never going to be published (and who, in their own madness would publish such an offensive mess?), I would pour my guts onto the paper and just write like hell. Since it would never be published, why not put every dark horror I could think of on paper, and simply not worry about writing "down" to anyone? Make a horrible book just for me.
And I did just that; or attempted it, never caring if anyone ever read it. It was merely therapy for me. My creative juices turned the most murderous things in my mind that I was thinking of doing to this horrid disease, and to others that had treated Michael badly and me because of his disease (and no, you wouldn't believe some of the stories) into episodes in Infernus.
Probably the reason I had saved my most vitriolic poison, and the longest chapters, for false religions, was because of how some of these lovely individuals directed their version of "love" toward Michael and me. Yes, I'm being facetious.
It must have worked as therapy. I never needed to get on any medication or see a therapist.
I'm completely normal!
After reading Infernus, wouldn't you agree?
See you in your dreams. Heh-heh.
Truly...The End!
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