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      A Passover Seder dinner includes a lot of blessing of the wine...and drinking it.

      After a heavenly Seder, Michelle (the Devil Incarnate), St. Peter, and other companions fall into an after dinner debate of how to properly run an apocalypse.

      What could possibly go wrong when a stream-of-consciousness angel with a severe case of wine-induced hiccups takes control of the Software that Runs the Universe?
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      For reasons unknown, the editor of Boundary Shock Magazine, Blaze Ward, declared a one-issue hiatus on hard science for his Apocalypse Descending volume.

      What better world to revisit than the one that started me writing and launched my career as a published author. I wrote Cookbook from Hell by accident while on a solo bicycle trip around the world, my Mid-Life Crisis on Wheels.

      I was reading about the religious philosophies of each country I passed through and the novel—my first fiction other than those few youthful obligatory terrible short stories—sprang alive. That first draft was wholly unreadable, but that’s a different issue. After much redrafting, it became my first sale. Many books later, when I had learned more of my craft, I Reheated that first beloved title with a complete redraft that finally turned it into the novel I had envisioned all those years ago on my bicycle trip.

      This world is my first love as an author and any excuse to return is embraced. A chance to throw another apocalypse, not an uncommon occurrence in this series? Too tempting to resist.
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        This is the way the world ends.

        Not with a bang but a whimper.

        -T.S. Eliot

      

      

      “Yeah, right,” Michelle scoffed.

      In her current state—Passover Seders tended to include drinking a lot of wine—she wasn’t quite sure why Peter was quoting T.S. Eliot, but he had.

      “Poets really don’t have it together. Not even the good ones. He should have stuck with poems about cats.” Michelle propped her feet up on the arm of St. Peter’s Adirondack chair. It always made him squirm a bit. Just one of the perks of being the Devil Incarnate.

      The group of them had retired—perhaps retreated was a better word—from the Passover Seder dining table to lounge on one of the nicest back decks in Heaven. Peter had set an equally lavish dessert table out here beneath the eternal shine of the Vaults of Heaven. Most had collapsed back from that as well.

      “If he’d done a series about dogs instead of writing about an apocalypse he couldn’t possibly understand, there could have been a second Broadway smash called Dogs.” She sighed. “And a second movie that was even worse than the first.” Two hours of her fourteen-billion-year experience she’d never get back. She could go ask him, but like most poets, he hadn’t realized he was dead yet, which Michelle found intensely annoying to wrangle with.

      “Are you suggesting that you know what the apocalypse will be?” St. Peter made shooing motions at her feet, but it wasn’t working. Maybe because she was wearing sandals not shoes. No one laughed at her pun. Not them, because she hadn’t said it aloud. Not her, because whatever it was had already slipped her mind.

      Michelle shook her head. She had no idea—about her sandals or the nature of the apocalypse.

      “It ends by⁠—”

      “No!” She cut off The Buddha. “Don’t tell us. You always spoil the fun.”

      He shrugged and returned to sipping his Handia rice beer. It was never easy to tell, what with his seraphic smile, whether he actually knew things like that or simply amused himself by convincing everyone around him that he did. She supposed that it let him avoid any number of uncomfortable questions—unless, of course, if he actually did know all the answers to life, the universe, and everything. Hard enough knowing the intricacies of her own reality, never mind another doctrine’s.

      “What’s your guess?” She nodded to Joshua who’d been hitting the Manischewitz pretty hard. Heaven threw one hell of a Passover Seder.

      Barukh ata Adonai Eloheinu, Melekh ha'olam, borei pr'ri hagafen.

      Blessed art thou O Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who creates the fruit of the vine.

      How many times had they said that one tonight? Enough to inflate Joshua’s ego past reason if he’d been an ego-driven sort of God. Thankfully, he’d mellowed out into more the cheerful-deli-owner type of God.

      “Well, the ten plagues didn’t kill them off.” Joshua rested his glass on his rounded belly.

      “They weren’t designed to,” St. Peter had been far more abstemious and was perhaps the one still most qualified to form a cogent thought. “Plagues, locusts, death of the first born… They were only meant to free the people of Israel, not to rain down destruction on Egypt like you did at Sodom and Gomorrah.”

      The whole party slid into a contemplative state. Mary Magdalene had fallen asleep with her head in Jesus’ lap—typical whenever she drank more than a single glass of wine. And every time she did that, God’s son would just play happily with her long blonde hair. Or perhaps that was his out when conversations turned philosophical. Or perhaps it was metaphilosphical? A representation of a discussion pertaining to the nature of meta—Michelle figured she should have stopped while she was ahead, but that was too many glasses of wine ago to seriously consider.

      Hera (who’d kicked out Zeus’ butt a couple millennia back then hooked up with the One God) was made of sterner stuff and spoke eloquently at some length about how the Greeks—and the outright rip-off of Greek mythology by the Romans (for which she still hadn’t forgiven them)—had both been above such apocalyptic tales. There was no Greek—and by direct adjunct due to a total lack of imagination of their own, no Roman—apocalypse anywhere in either mythos. Such trivia was best left to the Jews, Christians, Muslims, and other such doomsday-minded sects.

      When she was quite through, because Hera was thorough if nothing else, there extended a long silence. Vishnu and Brahma had used the many arms they each possessed to drink twice as much as anyone else and were still passed out under the dinner table inside. Shiva, the Lord of the Dance, was off doing his one-footed jig with a bunch of cute Cherubim who’d been given the night off. Mohammed was down with a cold.

      “Maybe we need to do some testing,” Michelle considered the thought and decided she was rather proud of it.

      “Testing of what?” St. Peter flapped his hands at her feet again. Then he finally nudged them off the chair arm with his elbow while looking the other direction as if she wouldn’t notice when her feet thudded to the flagstones. She almost didn’t.

      “We should try test runs the apocalypse. Figure out what works best. Just in case we ever need to know.”

      “Like poor Job? Heap some unfortunate soul with a load of woe and see how they do?” Peter looked quite distressed; he always had been a softie at heart.

      “No. That’s just a personal disaster. I’m talking about running an honest-to-God…” she paused for Joshua to do the nod of acknowledgement thing He always enjoyed doing whenever he was mentioned, “…apocalypse.”

      “Wipe out the whole world, just to see what’s the best way to wipe out the world?” Peter’s shock was so deep that he stopped looking half so saintly.

      It didn’t sound nearly as much fun when he put it that way. Michelle slouched lower in the deck chair and stared out at the Elysian Fields that rolled so gracefully beyond the vegetable garden Peter kept in back of his cottage. The cottage was made of Cotswold limestone and entwined in snarls of climbing tea roses that had spent a millennia dominating the structure until it was unclear which was stronger, the stone or the canes.

      She knew if she slouched any lower, she’d be on the patio of multi-hued Vermont slate. To prevent that, she propped her feet up on the arm of St. Peter’s chair again—rather more emphatically this time, which caused several fracture lines across the patio’s slate and sent a small earthquake rippling over the Elysian Fields in a soft roll of golden wheat and waving columbines. She’d always liked columbines and made a point of waving back.

      “And what are you going to do after you wipe it out the first time? It will be gone by then.”

      “We could do it one country at a time,” Confucius suggested with a soft slur as he returned from the kitchen with a fresh bottle of Manischewitz and began topping off glasses, including her mostly empty pilsner. Kosher, over-sweet grape wine and nutty beer wasn’t as awful as together as they sounded. But they were close.

      “No, my friend,” Joshua rumbled out. “I know your whole philosophy of ‘I should be so content in myself that I have no desire to ever visit the next town though I can see it down the hill.’ But I don’t think that would work nearly as well in an era of global communications.”

      Michelle considered pointing out that bit of navel-gazing foolishness was Lao Tzu and Taoism, not Confucius’ handiwork. But the old boy nodded thoughtfully, always glad to take credit for another deity’s philosophy whether or not it made sense. Besides, who was she to point out that Lao Tzu had been dead for eighteen years before Confucius got the spanking he deserved to make him draw his first breath?
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