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Praise for THE POSTMODERN PILGRIM’S PROGRESS





“The Postmodern Pilgrim’s Progress is a fun, timely, and insightful read. If you’re looking for an enjoyable read that also makes you laugh and think, this book is a must-read.”


—SEAN MCDOWELL, Biola University professor, speaker, and author


“John Bunyan meets Paul Bunyan. A new alternative universe learns some tricks from the old imaginary worlds. And meatloaf finally meets cheese. Lots of laughs and lessons.”


—DALE AHLQUIST, president of The Society of G. K. Chesterton


“Yes, this book is, as you’d expect, very funny and meaningful (the intro and first chapter alone had me laughing and crying—seriously), because it’s written by two actual geniuses who I find myself in awe of regularly. But here’s another thing: this book is IMPORTANT. I read the ending thinking, ‘Please God, make sure so many people read this.’ ”


—DALLAS JENKINS, creator of The Chosen


“The Postmodern Pilgrim’s Progress is a fun fantasy adventure with a lot of heart—and an important message, too. You will not be disappointed!”


—KEVIN SORBO, actor, producer, and director


“The Postmodern Pilgrim’s Progress offers something incredibly important to people left adrift in a cultural moment that provides no fixed reference point for truth, meaning, love, or identity. Here, the fun we’ve all come to expect from two of the folks behind The Babylon Bee meets timeless wisdom and thoughtful insights on the human condition.”


—JOHN STONESTREET, president of the Colson Center and host of the BreakPoint podcast


“… people keep using terms like ‘postmodern’ and ‘deconstruction,’ and no one ever seems to be able to explain them. Kyle and Joel send you on an imaginative journey where you’ll understand the other side and appreciate your faith…”


—ERICK ERICKSON, host of the Erick Erickson Show


“The Postmodern Pilgrim’s Progress is a fun and witty laugh-out-loud fantasy… Just be advised that if you post that you like this book (which you will), the people who say they are fighting for ‘inclusion, tolerance and diversity’ will probably ‘beat your brains out with a shovel’ (see page 28).”


—FRANK TUREK, author, speaker, and president of CrossExamined
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This book is dedicated to the quiet faithful, forgotten on Earth but remembered in Heaven.


And to the ones who struggle to keep moving forward, one obedient step at a time.


Soli Deo gloria
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AN INTRODUCTION BY THE NARRATOR




Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind Cannot bear very much reality.


—T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets





Greetings, humans! Do you guys still say “greetings”? I’ve had a crash course on Earth languages over the past decade, but that’s not quite long enough to fully grasp human speech. Oops—there I go splitting infinitives again! And of all your languages, English is especially tough. So please forgive me if I don’t get it all exactly right. Plus, your teenagers keep coming up with new words like “yeet,” and honestly, it’s just hard to keep up with it all, even for an essentially immortal being like me. Time, you know, has no meaning for me out here in eternity.


I won’t bother telling you my full name. You wouldn’t be able to pronounce it anyway. You can call me “The Narrator.” My job is to chronicle stories—not just stories from your world, but across all worlds.


And I don’t mean “worlds” in the way you might think of them, such as other countries, hemispheres, or planets—I mean other realities. Oh, you thought yours was the only one? The seventeen-dimensional beings in Universe #XU-43B think that too, but they’re also wrong. They’re blissfully unaware of humans’ existence, and I can assure you, that’s a very, very good thing. You wouldn’t want to meet them. It’s not the sharp teeth—it’s the laser pincers you have to watch out for.


I would describe what I look like, but I don’t want to freak you out. I tend to have that effect on people. I’ve appeared to different humans through the ages, and they always react the same way when they see me. I’ve been wondering if I should tone it down a notch, but I do secretly enjoy the look of fear and wonder in their eyes.


I am a being created by the First Being. On Earth you might call Him a “pretty big deal.” He spoke me into existence about 320,000 of your Earth years ago, so by celestial standards I’m pretty young. And now, He has tasked me with chronicling the dream of a young Earth-dwelling image-bearer named Ryan.


Humans are strange creatures, but I suppose you already know that. You have a crude organ in your skull that perceives and translates reality for you—but only a small sliver of it. You’re like very simple radios tuned in to just one frequency among millions. A servant of The One Who Speaks once called your bodies “jars of clay.” I think that’s like dirt. I’ll have to look that up. It was also a musical group in the 1990s and early 2000s, according to the Archives.


Oh, the Archives. That’s where I work. It’s a vast library, containing books without number. There are books on automobile repair, bungee jumping, gardening in space, and well over a trillion other topics. There are more useful, practical topics here too, like theology and philosophy. The theology section will never quite be complete, of course, since there is an infinite number of things to learn about the very object and originator of theology. Still, I try. My purpose is to gather information about everything under every sun in every galaxy in every universe.


But oh, the knowledge that is at hand here! If you image-bearers could only see what I see—well, things would be a lot different.


That’s why I’ve been asked to write this story. It’s a true story, and it all occurred within a dream, over the span of exactly 3.28 seconds as Ryan Fleming, thirty-three, lay on the purple carpet of a megachurch floor with a four-inch gash in his temple and a $5,000 video projector1 smashed on the ground beside his head.


Don’t be thrown off by the 3.28 seconds. Time in your little slice of the universe is not the same as time in the higher reality of the One who created me. What happened to Ryan was real and encompassed infinite lifetimes’ worth of stories and eternal truths. The same things happen to you when you sleep, but the human brain is such a poor translator of reality. You can dive into infinite truths that transcend the physical universe during a nap on the couch, but when you wake up, all you’ll remember is a salamander in a cowboy hat, or a giant cat destroying your house with his laser eyes. Or, more commonly, that you forgot to study for a test and that you’re naked and all your teeth fell out.2 Such limited creatures!


I have been given the unfortunate task of chronicling the adventure story you are about to read. I say “unfortunate” because it’s really, really hard. You see, in those 3.28 seconds, Ryan will go on a journey in a wondrous place unbound by height, width, depth, or time. He will touch the eternal in a way that will change him spiritually and physiologically. There are an infinite number of things I could write about this adventure, yet I have to crunch it down into a few thousand words and a linear story so that your feeble human brains can comprehend it. See? Really hard. If you think editing a book or an essay for school is hard, try editing down infinity. It’s a crying shame what you have to cut out sometimes.


On this journey, Ryan will learn something, which is more than most people who go on journeys can say. When he wakes up, he won’t remember the dream, but he will be a changed man. He will be made new somehow, even if he can’t explain exactly how. This will be the first in many thousands of dreams, interactions, moments, and strange coincidences that lead him to a moment every created being was created for: reconciliation with the Creator. The dream I am about to narrate for you is simply the one that kicked the whole thing off. We’ll start with this one. It’s more than enough. Baby steps. “Humankind cannot bear very much reality,” indeed.


Someday (don’t ask me the time and date because that’s above my pay grade), you will see Reality face to face, but not yet. Hopefully this story serves to give you a dim reflection of Reality in the meantime—like one of those dim, dirty “mirrors” you humans love to stare at so very much.


And do leave me a review—I’m trying really hard to make this entertaining.




	
1 Projectors are like hymn books, except they are an average of 123,400 percent more expensive. They are used to help humans follow along with the music because their memories are very poor. The only thing worse than a human’s memory is his attention span, which the projector remedies by adding flashing lights and pictures of clouds to the worship lyrics. It’s odd that they even needed this, considering the song that morning consisted of a single line sung forty-eight times. Humans are such limited creatures.


	
2 Of course, sometimes, these aren’t real adventures in other realities. Sometimes, you just ate a bad burrito.













CHAPTER 1: [image: Image] HOW A MEGACHURCH VIDEO PROJECTOR CATAPULTED RYAN INTO ANOTHER REALITY





No one can tell what goes on in between the person you were and the person you become. No one can chart that blue and lonely section of hell. There are no maps of the change. You just come out the other side. Or you don’t.


—Stephen King, The Stand





There’s nothing worse than visiting a new church and getting sucked into an interdimensional wormhole.3


Precisely twenty-eight minutes before Ryan Fleming found himself pulled through the floor of Ignite Christian Collective, he was pulling into the church’s parking lot in his Honda Civic—an automobile only two decades old, though humans seem to regard any car more than a few years old as ancient. (It was new in the grand scope of eternity, but entropy in your universe works quickly.) Its engine whined and groaned, protesting as he screeched into the lot, clearly in some kind of hurry. The paint was flaking off the hood. The passenger window seemed to be held up by some kind of hanger wire and a heavy helping of duct tape.


Ryan’s radio was blasting out a song by a band called Megadeth. I didn’t get a good, hard listen at the tune, but it sounded like the guy was growling about bombs rusting in peace. It’s true—they will “rust in peace” one day, by the way. Biblical prophets always get it right, but sometimes even the musicians nail it. The church’s parking lot attendant waved a greeting as Ryan peeled out right by him, rushing toward the visitor parking and narrowly avoiding several families who were walking into the building.


Perhaps a little background is in order. Forgive my jumbled storytelling. Despite my occupation as a gatherer of stories, it’s difficult to remember how each species retains information the best.4 Since you humans prefer a more linear approach, let me back up and tell you about Ryan.


Ryan is the “hero” of this story, I guess. Honestly, he’s one of the least impressive beings I’ve ever had to write about. In fact, I’ll just read to you from his information card on file here at the Archives:


Name: Ryan Fleming


Age: 33 Earth years


Sex: Male


Hair color: Brown


Eye color: Brown


Height: 5'9"


Weight: 165 lb.


Religion: Agnostic


Occupation: IT networking


Parents: Bob and Cindy


Siblings: Matthew, deceased


Favorite childhood cartoon: Animaniacs


Number of hairs on head: 112,994


Alcohol consumption: 25.8 liters per year


Pornography consumption: 73.2 hours per year


Pineapple on pizza?: N


Fan of The Princess Bride?: Y


You get the picture. I could go on; this card is pretty large, maybe the size of North America. And it’s in seven-point font. Everything’s on here. But I think I’ve covered the important stuff. If you need to know more, I can always pull his file again.


Despite being an agnostic, Ryan was attending church this brisk autumn morning because of a promise he’d made to his brother, Matthew. The dead one. (Sorry—was that harsh? Empathy isn’t really a strength of my particular species.) Matthew Fleming, Ryan’s much younger brother, had died on a Sunday exactly two weeks prior. Matthew’s countdown to death had begun at age fourteen when an astrocyte cell in his cerebrum produced a DNA copying error that began to multiply unchecked. It produced a lump of useless tissue whose only purpose was to grow and spread through its host. You call it brain cancer. There are several billion volumes in the Archives that discuss the “how” of cancer. There is only one volume, however, that discusses the “why,” and I’m not allowed to read it. So don’t bother asking me why. (Sorry, I know—empathy. Working on it.)


In the interest of empathy, let me try to relay the story from Ryan’s point of view with few interjections.


Within a few months, the cancer had produced tumors in Matthew’s brain and spine. It ravaged his body and mind and ripped him away from your world after two years of stealing his memories, altering his personality, and muting his speech. It had been a horrific two years. By the end, there wasn’t much of Ryan’s little brother left.


On the day of his death, in one of Matthew’s rare coherent moments, he had begged his big brother to start going to church again. Ryan wasn’t sure if it was some random firing of Matthew’s ravaged synapses or a genuine request, but either way, his words had been clear enough.


Go to church again, Ry. Just do it. Promise me you will, at least once. I wanna see you again someday.


Ryan felt disgusted by his little brother’s emotional manipulation even in death, with the all-too-common carrot of some glorious afterlife in which you’ll see your loved ones again and walk on streets of gold. Ryan had never understood the appeal of streets of gold. Asphalt worked just fine. But still, little Matty’s approach worked. Ryan loved his brother. He had looked down at his frail body at the end and said, “Yes, I will,” as bitter tears streamed down his face.


What else could he do? His brother, born when Ryan was a sophomore in high school, was his joy. He hadn’t had a sibling before. Matt looked up to him, the cool brother, the young adult who had a car and a girlfriend and could take him to the movies and the batting cages and the Boomers Fun Park mini golf course and youth group. Ryan, in turn, found a sense of purpose in making sure Matt was safe from the cold reality of the world.


Matt had found Jesus (or, if you prefer, Jesus found him)5 when he was fourteen, at some summer camp where parents sometimes drop kids off when they don’t know what else to do with them. Ryan found it a bit annoying but chalked it up to a stage that would soon pass. The stage never passed—it never had a chance to. Three weeks after Matt came home from camp, he started complaining of headaches.


The next two years were a blur—a slow-motion horror show of scars, staples, tubes, loose hair, and slurred, broken speech. Ryan watched as the “God” his little brother claimed to love so much tortured him slowly and then snuffed out his life on a hospital bed in front of him, his mom, and his dad.


Let me pull up Matthew’s death scene from the Archives… ah, here we are. Matthew Fleming’s Entrance into Eternity, Perspective: Ryan’s, May 6, 2016:


Ryan and his parents are sitting at Matthew’s bedside. Matthew’s shrunken, pale body lies before them, tubes and wires and needles sticking out of him like some kind of mad scientist’s experiment. Matt’s youth group leader from church has just walked in—dressed, as always, as if he just returned from a shopping spree at Forever 21.


Matthew: —gonna be alright guys. I promise.


Youth Leader: That’s right Matt! We can do all things through Christ who strengthens us!


Ryan (under his breath): Will this guy please just shut up or go away?


Matthew: Well, I don’t know if I’ll be alright, but I feel like that’s what I’m supposed to say. Go to church again, Ry. Just do it. Promise me you will, at least once. I wanna see you again someday.


Ryan: Yes, I will.


Matthew: Ryan…


Ryan: What, Matty?


Matthew: Walk forward. Sometimes all you can do is move forward.


Ryan, thinking to himself: What on earth is that supposed to mean?


Matthew: Mov… Mrrr…


Matthew makes a weird face and looks off to the side at an empty corner of the room. He’s gone again. Ryan can always tell when his brother is gone. Sometimes he just goes somewhere else. The tumor just seems to erase him. The light leaves his eyes. Sometimes he comes back a minute later. Sometimes days later. And very soon, he won’t come back at all.


“Matt…”


Their mother collapses on the bed, sobbing.


Youth Leader: It’s OK, Mrs. Fleming! God has a plan! He’ll never give us more than we can handle!


Mrs. Fleming: THIS IS MORE THAN I CAN HANDLE! THIS IS MORE THAN MY SON CAN HANDLE!


Bells go off. Voices call out over the loudspeaker. Doctors rush in. Ryan and his family are rushed out. One of the nurses jumps on the bed and starts pushing down forcefully and rhythmically on Matt’s frail little chest. More shouting. A sternum cracking. Blood running out of Matthew’s nose.


Minutes pass.


Everyone slows down, then stops.


One doctor walks out of the room and removes his mask. He tells everyone what they already know.


Time of death: 1:37 p.m. PDT


Ryan’s little brother is gone, but all he can think about are the words of that youth leader who has since slipped out: “God will never give you more than you can handle.”


Why, God? Why?


Maybe as a human, you can relate to Ryan’s feelings right now. I can’t. If I had the capacity to doubt, that might cause me to doubt as well. But, you know, I’ve seen the Creator. Actually, let me amend that: I’ve seen a blinding light and fallen on my face as the ground shook all around me and smoke surrounded me in an overwhelming display of holiness, of ultimate otherness. Anyway, take my word for it: He’s real. Frighteningly so. And Matt? Don’t worry about him. He’s completely fine. Never better, in fact.


But this is Ryan’s story, not Matthew’s. The weeks since his little brother’s death have been filled with drinking, showing up late to his soul-crushing IT job, late-night porn binges, and ignoring texts from friends. He has a couple bottles of his brother’s leftover pain medication on his bedside. Maybe he’ll take it tonight, all at once, and check out forever. Why not?


But he has one thing to do first, and that is to attend church. One last promise to fulfill for his brother. He googled “churches near me.” He picked the one at the top of the list: Ignite Christian Collective.


He slumped into his “old” car and sped off to church, his radio blasting that prophetic heavy metal.


Ryan parked his car in the first-time visitor’s parking section of Ignite and took a deep breath. A bit of sunlight peeked through his partially open window and hit his face. It felt good. I’m gonna try to enjoy this, he thought. This particular American megachurch didn’t have much genuine truth to offer Ryan or anyone else. Still, he was trying, and trying often counts for much more than you’d think. He parked his car, took a deep breath, and got out.


“Here we go,” he muttered under his breath.


He took a few steps toward the front door of the church—sleek, modern, angular, with brushed steel, premium rock, and hundreds of reflective glass panels—and stopped. He walked back toward the car, opened the passenger side, and rummaged around in his glove compartment. He found what he was looking for: an old but barely-opened Bible his mom had given him on his eighteenth birthday. He wasn’t sure why he’d kept it—just a reminder of a simpler time, he supposed.


Ryan took a deep breath and turned back toward the church. The glass-steel-rock monstrosity had a towering steel cross suspended above the entrance, which was one more cross than most megachurches had those days. Without the cross, you might have mistaken the place for a shopping mall. A banner flapping in the crisp early-autumn breeze declared that the church’s current sermon series was called “Choose Happiness!”


Ryan tried to look casual as he walked toward the entrance, as though he belonged. He kept his head down, not wanting to make eye contact with the all-too-cheery church greeters.


“Welcome to IGNITE! We’re so glad you’re here!” one chirped in his direction.


Aw, crap. They’ve spotted me. Maybe if I stay really still—is their vision based on movement?6


“I’m Tad. What’s your name, son?”


“Ryangoodtomeetyou,” he muttered, taking a program and hurrying off as fast as he could. The last thing he wanted right then was small talk.


The church foyer only reinforced the shopping mall comparison. There were booths manned by smiling faces, a few dozen people milling about, a cafe with artisanal coffees and a full lunch menu, and a sprawling bookstore. A tall banner declared that the pastor had a new book, Claim Your Victory, Reclaim Your Life, coming soon. The pastor, hair slicked back as though with motor oil, gazed at him from the banner like a creepy dictator ruling over some future dystopia. Straight ahead were the looming steel doors to the sanctuary. Haze billowed out from underneath them as the thrumming bass vibrated out from the ongoing service, the worship leader singing something about how reckless God’s love is along with lots of fire and water metaphors.


To Ryan, religion was just a way for humans to cope with the truth that there was no truth out there, no meaning for anything that happened. And everything he saw in this fake church full of fake people just confirmed his opinion.


“Welcome to IGNITE! We’re so glad you’re here!” another too-happy church greeter practically shouted in his face. Ryan wiped the man’s spittle from his brow.


“I’ve got some great news! As a visitor, you get a complimentary donut!” He was handed a piping hot Krispy Kreme donut. “Would you also like a free artisanal coffee at our cafe?”


“No thanks.”


“How about a free copy of our pastor’s new book: Claim Your Victory, Reclaim Your Life!”


“No.”


“Oh.” The greeter seemed crestfallen.


Ryan had to get out of there. He muttered something like an apology and slipped into the sanctuary, welcoming the darkness of the massive room.


It was hard to tell if he’d entered a Deadmau5 concert or a church service. Lasers blasted every which way like some European EDM festival. Haze surrounded him, enveloping his body in a cold, foggy soup. The people he could see in the glow of the stage lights raised their hands and swayed back and forth like palm trees in a tropical storm. The worship band featured eight or nine members, all decked out in the latest style.7


“Oh, the devastating love of Gooooood!!!” the worship leader sang in a ridiculously high key. He closed his eyes tight, as though he were experiencing the very presence of the Lord (he wasn’t). “Take us away in Your love hurricane! Burn us up in Your love inferno!”


“Not literally, I hope,” Ryan muttered. He looked for a seat in the back, but he was far too late to the service to secure such a prime spot. He moved forward, squinting in the darkness, looking for a seat, any seat. “Oh no.”


There was only one seat he could find: right in the front. A smiling usher spotted him and waved him toward the front row with a little airplane-signaling baton. Resigned to his fate, Ryan slipped into the prominent spot as quickly and quietly as he could.


What Ryan didn’t know was that directly above him, about thirty feet up, was a Panasonic projector that displayed lyrics to the songs on the screen in front of him. Encased in black aluminum, it weighed about ten pounds and hung from the ceiling by a metal rod bolted to the steel rafters. I have never understood the human need for these things. Your worship songs are four words repeated thirty-two times and you still need a visual cue to remind you where you are in the song. Such limited creatures.


Anyway, this particular projector had been installed two years prior by a tired, seventy-two-year-old electrician named Hank Billings at the end of a long day. He had forgotten to include lock-washers that would keep the bolts from loosening. Two years of pounding bass vibrations had loosened the bolts to the point that it was precariously dangling above the spot where Ryan was standing.


Ryan nibbled at his donut as the worship team finished up their closing power ballad. Ryan dutifully closed his eyes as the worship leader prayed to introduce the sermon. When he opened his eyes again, the worship team had vanished as if by magic. In their place stood a man who could only be the pastor: plunging scoop-neck tee, $400 haircut, designer jeans, and shoes that cost more than Ryan’s Civic. He stood there enveloped in a mystic fog like Yoda, or maybe one of the swamp creatures from the Dagobah System. A synth played a single, sustained bass note drawn out as if they were all in some sort of Shaolin temple.


Gimme a break. Ryan rolled his eyes.


The teeth-chattering bass vibrated Ryan’s rib cage, as well as the bolts holding the projector in place.


The bolts got a little looser.


“Hey y’all—you can grab a seat. Who’s ready to get into the WORD!” the preacher said. Scattered hoots and hollers. Someone near the back of the room boomed an “Amen!”


“Wait—what was that? I can’t hear you! Come on, is this a Presbyterian church? I didn’t come to preach to no frozen chosen today!”


More enthusiastic cheers. A few louder “amen”s.


“That’s right, that’s right. Alright, fam, today, I want to talk to you about suffering, about grief”—Ryan’s heart caught in his throat—“and why real Christians say ‘no’ to these kinds of negative emotions!”


“Mmmhmmm.”


“That’s right.”


“Preach it, pastor.”


“Anyone in here who’s sufferin’—guess what? All you gotta do is just! Say! No!” The crowd chanted this mantra along with him, so it must have been a regular slogan for this “pastor.” “That’s right, fam! You gotta reach inside yourself and find the positive. Jesus didn’t come so you could walk around feeling bad about yourself! You gotta look suffering in the face and say, ‘Not today!’ And when you do that, as we’re gonna see today in this message, when you do that, life falls into place. You’ll be successful!”


Is this clown serious? Ryan thought. How rich has he gotten spouting this nonsense to people?


“Yeah!” The crowd was really getting into it now.


“You’ll be financially stable!”


“Yeah!”


“You’ll be healthy!”


“YEAH!”


And then, the pastor said those words. The words that had been echoing in Ryan’s head ever since his brother had died so pitifully. The words that had been uttered by the Forever 21 youth pastor at Matthew’s bedside.


“God will NEVER give you more than you can handle!”


Ryan felt his face flush with anger. He wanted to leap up on the stage and grab that guy by the neck.


The bass notes thrummed. With a squeak, the projector loosened a little more.


The pastor repeated: “Did you hear me? God will NEVER give you more than you can handle!”


“LIAR!”


The word seemed to leap out from the pit of Ryan’s gut. He didn’t really mean to, but he spoke out loud. Very loud. So loud, in fact, that the entire front section heard it. The pastor heard it.


The place went quiet. If this had been a TV show, this is where you’d hear the “record scratch” sound effect. The tension in the room thickened. The squeaky projector mount loosened.


The preacher man in his $400 shoes and equally expensive haircut stared daggers at Ryan, right in the front and center.


“What was that, young man?”


“I said you’re a liar!” Ryan said hoarsely, his emotion getting the better of him. “What can you possibly know about suffering?”


The audience gasped. A sound guy cut the live feed. From the back of the auditorium, security guards started making their way up to the front.


It was too late to turn back now. Ryan didn’t care who was watching. Now, the rage of the last two weeks poured out of him. “God isn’t real! YOU aren’t real! None of this is real! So screw you and your… your… stupid haircut! You look like a complete idiot!”


The pastor was flummoxed. Clearly, no one had contradicted him before, at least not since he’d taken the helm of this church. It was also quite clear no one had insulted his haircut before, either. And especially not in the middle of a sermon.


He paused and looked at Ryan thoughtfully. He slowly raised his microphone to the side of his mouth, much in the style of the musicians who perform “rap,” a genre of human “music.”


The pastor cracked a sly smile as if he were about to drop a killer verse. Right on cue, the thrum of the bass resumed. A bolt fell from the projector mount above, and it shuddered, causing the song lyrics on the screen to vibrate ever so slightly. No one noticed.


“Give this young man a microphone!” the pastor said. “I believe today is a divine appointment for him.”


Scattered applause from the congregation, who still didn’t know what to think.


“Come on. We don’t bite. I believe God has a divine plan for you, and I want to find out what it is.”


A beefy security guard with an Agent Smith-style earpiece8 walked up and tensely handed Ryan a microphone, apparently ready to bear-hug him and drag him out of the building.


“What do you have to say for yourself son? And please—no bad language.”


Ryan took a deep breath. “I mean… I just… Look, life sucks, OK? Life is suffering. It’s not a fairy tale. The rest of the world, we deal with that. We try to process grief and tragedy and… and family members dying in hospital beds even though they’re the nicest people in the world. You’d think you all could accept that, but no. Not you. You build this stupid Willy Wonka place so you can pretend the real world doesn’t exist, but it does! God doesn’t exist. We are on our own. If He does exist, He’s either powerless, or—or else He’s just a huge jerk. My little brother died a horrible death for no reason. There’s no plan here. We’re animals. We live and we die, and that’s it, and it sucks. You people are delusional.”


Ryan wasn’t sure if he was making sense. The words just kind of poured out of him. He was trying to hold back tears but couldn’t. The audience just stared at him, a thousand eyes in the dark. The preacher still stood there—clearly, he had gotten more than he’d bargained for. Finally, he eyed another security guard who began to close in on him from his left.


Well, I guess my time’s up, Ryan thought.


The projector fell.




	
3 Well, that’s not quite true. This was my attempt to use the human form of speech known as “hyperbole.” According to the Archives, there are at least 4,576,392 things worse than visiting a new church and getting sucked into an interdimensional wormhole, including going to hell, rubbing honey on yourself and jumping into the bear enclosure at the San Diego Zoo (which, by the way, will happen on March 4, 2062, dominating the news cycle for a full 12 hours), and watching an Amy Schumer comedy special.


	
4 The most interesting cultural norm when it comes to narrative belongs to the hawk-people of Planet 27, Universe #4: they retain information best by eating the storyteller whole and digesting his brain matter for several millennia. I prefer the human method.


	
5 Don’t start. I’m not going to have that argument with someone who only has a human-level intellect. It would be like arguing with a drunken toddler.


	
6 This is apparently a reference to a film called Jurassic Park, in which humans create a dinosaur theme park and get devoured. I looked it up in the Archives. Funnily enough, this actually happened in Universe #523B, though it was dinosaurs creating a human theme park. Sometimes novelists and filmmakers get ideas in their dreams as they have visions of other worlds, but they don’t always get the details right when they wake up.


	
7 I’ve studied human fashion before, and man. Let me tell you. Things really peaked about eighty years before this, when men all wore hats. Everything went downhill when men stopped wearing hats.


	
8 A reference to the human movie The Matrix, which is actually based on a true story from universe #TB-22I.
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The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far.


—H. P. Lovecraft, The Call of Cthulu


Space is big. You just won’t believe how vastly, hugely, mind-bogglingly big it is. I mean, you may think it’s a long way down the road to the chemist’s, but that’s just peanuts to space.


—Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy





The human brain is a crude organ, wrapped in an even cruder shell of bone, scalp, and hair. Surprisingly, it can withstand a lot of abuse, but a hit from a ten-pound hunk of metal falling from two stories above is kind of a toss-up. This will kill some people, and the ones who survive… well, let’s just say it ain’t pretty.


Thankfully for Ryan, the state-of-the-art Panasonic LCD projector didn’t hit him squarely on the top of his head. It only kinda hit the top of his head, grazing him along the side of his face and cutting a four-inch gash in his temple. It also knocked him out cold for 3.28 seconds. And Ryan dreamed. A whole 3.28 seconds of dreaming is a ton of material to cover in one book, but I’ll do my best to condense it down for you.


The projector struck Ryan’s head and crashed to the ground in a shower of sparks and twisted metal, crumpling Ryan to the ground along with it.


And then he kept falling.
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