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Chapter 1 – Finger Lickin’ Strange
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Wingdom Come opened on a Tuesday and by Wednesday Welvin had sold its soul for a side of ranch.

The line coiled out the door and around the block, a human centipede of lawn chairs, vape clouds, and blank smiles. Folks who once fought over school board bylaws now murmured the same mantra in soft, churchy tones: “just one more basket... just one more basket...” Mothers bounced babies on hips while checking the app for wait times. Dudes in fishermen hats compared drum-to-flat ratios like stock picks. The air smelled like victory and fryer oil.

Frank Peniston and Ronald Whitaker parked at the curb in Madge, watching with the kind of suspicion a cat reserves for a cucumber. Frank’s mustache twitched—his weather vane for trouble.

“Town’s gone poultry Pentecostal,” Ronald said, cracking open a silver can of Ghost Guzzle. The vapor shot out like a dragon with night sweats. He took a long pull, shivered. “Palate cleanser. Neon lemon funeral.”

Frank eyed the marquee—WINGDOM COME in block letters, a haloed drumstick perched above like a saint who’d been deep-fried for our sins. “Marketing’s tight,” he said. “Too tight. Like a tux on a corpse.”

They joined the line, absorbing the hive chatter. “Just one more basket.” “Sauce of the angels.” “I can see my childhood in the glaze.” It wasn’t healthy. It was the way a slot machine promises light at the end of an empty wallet.

Inside, the dining room throbbed with fluorescent joy. Yellow-black-white branding everywhere: walls splashed in warning stripes, menu boards like billboards for a new religion, TVs playing highlight reels of people demolishing wings in slow motion. The servers moved like pit crew, eyes bright, hands steady, no one blinking long enough to break the spell.

A hostess with a halo pin led them to a high-top. “Welcome to Wingdom Come. Our special today is the Rapture Sampler,” she said, words snapping like celery. She slid them laminated menus heavy enough to deflect small-arms fire. “Ask about our signature sauces.”

Frank didn’t read menus; he profiled them. Too many adjectives, too many exclamation points. When a place declares twelve times that it’s “authentic,” it’s hiding a body behind the freezer. He cracked his knuckles, then tapped the table twice—a ritual he used before stepping into something stupid.

“Two baskets,” Ronald told the server when she returned, “half flats, half drums. Make ’em whatever your best is. And two Ghost Guzzles.”

“Three,” Frank said, not breaking eye contact with the glow of the heat lamps. “For cleansing.”

The baskets landed with a hush, like someone lowered the room volume with a dimmer switch. Steam curled up. The sauce was the color of a warning sign at the edge of a cliff, lacquered and obscene. Frank lifted a wing. It dripped like a candle in a red cathedral.

He took a bite.

The meat peeled away, obedient as a confession. There was a sweetness that held hands with a heat that used a fake name. The world tilted, and for a moment Frank was twenty-three again, on a boardwalk, watching waves chew the horizon and spit it back out. He heard strings—real strings, like somewhere a small orchestra had tuned itself to his appetite. Each drumette a sultry violin note in a poultry orchestra. He took another bite, then another. The sauce felt like a secret told against his teeth.

Ronald moaned into his palm. “Hell, Frank... I’d 69 a bucket of these.”

Frank would’ve lectured him. He would’ve said something about dignity, propriety, the long arc of the moral palate. Instead he just nodded and reached for the next wing like a man shaking hands with fate.

Between baskets, they shot Ghost Guzzle like priests trading communion under the table. The fizz clawed at their tongues and somehow made room for more. Palate cleanse, hit the gas, back to the red mirage. They weren’t eating; they were tithing.
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