
Paradise Lot: Episode 3



Prologue

There is this girl whom I love very much. I’ve only been back with her for less than a
year when the Devil walks through our front door and offers Bella a job. These days, the Devil
calls himself the Ambassador because he has dedicated his life in this new GoneGod world to
brokering peace between humans and Others. He’s s ll too large, too red, too self-assured and
too sulfurous-smelling for me—a s nking rose by another name.

Paradise Lot is doing well, the Ambassador says, but there are s ll many pockets of the
world where the species fight. Even here, there are frequent a acks by Fana cs and by roving
gangs of Other-haters. There is s ll much good to be done.

The Ambassador’s plan is to travel the world and broker peace deals, ac ng as a conduit
between the species. But he needs a Human counterpart. “Bella—I need a human who loves
Others and whom Others love back,” he says taking her hand in his massive red paws, “And yes,
before you say anything, He was right. It is about love. Will you help?”

Before she can answer I scream out, “You are the Devil.”
“Only by reputa on,” he smiles, “I assure you that when the gods le , I abandoned my

wicked ways. A er all, the Devil can only exist when there is a god to oppose.”
That night, Bella and I fight over her decision to accept the Ambassador’s offer. It starts

the way all of our fights do—electrified silence revved so high that the slightest movement will
ignite the room. “It is a chance,” she says. The spark.

“He’s the Devil,” I retort.
“Was the Devil. WAS! People change. Others change.”
“You did!” she yells.
Now I know she’s wrong. I haven’t changed. I’ve just chosen her over my nature. I am

be er because she wants me to be be er. But make no mistake—No Bella and I’m back in the
army, poin ng my rifle at anyOther that looks at me funny. I don’t say that to her. I don’t say
that because I don’t want to tarnish myself in her eyes. Instead, I say, “First of all, I’m human.
Secondly, I haven’t spent the last several thousand years hell bent on corrup ng the human
soul. And thirdly, I’m not the friggin’ Devil! He doesn’t want to help, he wants to control,
dominate. Rule. You must see that.”

“No, he doesn’t.” Her arms are akimbo, a stance I’ve seen many mes. She will spend
the rest of the argument like that … a statue that no clever retort, no wi y reply, no concrete
argument will move. As soon as I see her in that posi on, I know I’ve lost. 

But I don’t care. I’m angry. I may not win this fight, but come hell or high water, I’m
going to get my licks in before it’s over. “How do you know?” I ask.

“Because I do. I have a feeling.”
“A feeling? A feeling! Are you honestly telling me that you’ll take it on faith that the

Devil has changed.”
“Yes! I am. And do you know why? Because I have to! If we don’t believe that we can

change, that the Devil can change, then we’re doomed. And I’d rather live in a world where I
believe the Devil is good and be wrong, then not give him a chance and be right.” Bella is
resolute. An insurmountable force that cannot be overcome by guns, bombs, philosophy or
debate. I know when I’ve lost and give in. 



“OK,” I say. “But I’m going to be by your side. Always,” I say, defeated.What else can I
do?

↔

The Ambassador takes Bella on mission a er diploma c mission. We hardly see each
other and I am red of baking cookies. I protest and as a reward for my complaints, I get a job—
I am now Bella’s official bodyguard. I spend my days either training or on guard duty, bored out
of my skull. S ll… I am with Bella.

Helsinki, Tokyo, Geneva, Rio—some mes I think we spend more me on planes than on
the ground.  

I do my best to be a good husband. An understanding husband. But I want my wife
back, and the few evenings we have together are spent figh ng over the li le things that don’t
really ma er. By the GoneGods, I was so stupid. We should have spent that me making love,
holding each other, cooking, cleaning or the thousand other mundane things that couples do
just to be near each other. 

She doesn’t talk about her work, partly because it is top secret, partly because she
knows I am jealous. Jealous at how important she is, and how useless I am. I was so stupid. 

One day she comes home so excited that she can barely string her thoughts together.
“There is a way,” she tells me, “to make everything right again. We found it.” She is buzzing with
excitement. 

“Found what?” I ask.
My words bring her to reality and she focuses on me for the first me since coming

home to the underground army barracks that is our latest base of opera ons. “It,” she says
drawing me close. I can feel her breath on my cheek as she whispers, “It.” Teeth tease my ear
lobe. So  lips kiss my cheek. “It,” she repeats in my ears as she undresses me. “It.” She takes
me on the cold, concrete floor between the grey galvanized bunk beds that is our latest base of
opera on. 

It.

↔

My memories fast-forward…
Lights are flashing as the alarm relentlessly rings throughout the facility. My first thought

is of Bella. Make sure she is safe. 
The wall’s warning lights blink crimson red from the light shield rota ng within the

heavy duty, military grade casing. An engineer announces that the reactor is overhea ng.
“Damn Eastern European technology,” complains another engineer, “I told them the reactor
was too small to handle the power that dam produces.” 

The first one yells that the coolant system is down and he is unable to get it back online.
The other curses and tells the first to warn the others. To get above and to run. Then he asks
me to help twist the giant metal wheel in order to cut off as much hydro power as possible.
That, he says, should slow the whole thing down and therefore give us a chance to escape.



“Escape?” I ask. “Why would we need to do that?” 
“Because,” he says with an expression far too calm for the sirens and chaos he speaks

over, “the whole thing is going to blow. Now twist!”
That’s all I need to hear. My hands latch onto the comically large metal wheel. I use

every ounce of strength I have in me to get the wheel to turn. I need it to turn. I need the valve
to close. I need more me. Time to save Bella. I breathe a sigh of relief when it finally moves.
Inch by inch, it turns and when we manage to twist round twice, the engineer says, “That
should do it.” 

He heads upstairs and I yell a er him, “Where are you going?” 
“Out of here,” he says, “and so should you.” 
But instead of listening, instead of running up, I run down. 
Down towards Bella. 

↔

She is at the bo om level. Why did they need to hold their mee ng so deep? I curse as I
run down stairwell a er endless stairwell.

Down, down, down—I run, un l I get to the bunker. I look through the reinforced metal
door, through the portal window a bit too small for a cat to pass. I see Bella, the Ambassador
and several Others running about, gathering materials. 

The door is locked. I pound on it. ”Bella,” I scream. “Bella!” 
In the chaos, she looks up at me, our eyes locking, slowing down the world. That’s what

happens every me we look at each other. Everything slows down. Sounds are muted,
backgrounds are blurred—all I can see is her. And despite the panic, that is what happens now. 

She gives me her best ‘It’s going to be OK’ smile. 
But that’s my role. I’m here to save her. I gesture for her to open the door. To let me in.

But she doesn’t move. She just stands there, looking at me with that damn smile of hers. Hurry,
I scream.

She blows me a kiss as two cloaked Others that I’ve never seen before grab her and
throw her to the ground. She does not resist. One of them pulls out a long curved blade from
dark, heavy robes. What are they? Monks? Priests? Satanist bastards? I don’t care. I cry out,
pounding on the door. I pull out my pistol and shoot at the window, but its reinforced glass does
not sha er. I push at the door, praying, begging, pleading to every GoneGod to come back and
let me in. Save my Bella. Please. I’ll do anything. Be anything. I forfeit my life for her. I give you
my soul. Just save my Bella. For a moment, I actually believe that the GoneGods hear my cry
because the Ambassador approaches the two cloaked figures and stands by their side. He is a
massive creature, twice the size of a minotaur and three mes the weight of a baby elephant.
He will be able to crush them under his heel. He is, a er all, the once-upon-a- me Devil. But his
hulking red body does nothing to help Bella. His horned head does not a ack, nor do his cloven
feet kick at them. Only his spiked tail swings—a dog excited for the coming meal. 

One of the robed figure strikes down, piercing her body, the knife slamming down on
her. As one carves, the other cloaked figure calmly puts his hand into her now open belly and
begins pulling out her innards and laying them by her side. He’s neatly stacking them by her
head, as the first takes out a smaller blade and with a smooth mo on gouges out her eye and



head, as the first takes out a smaller blade and with a smooth mo on gouges out her eye and
places them on top of the pyramid of flesh and blood, organs and guts. They appear to be
chan ng as they do so. “Bastards!” I cry out.

A third figure draws in near and, judging from his appearance and the white coat he is
wearing, I know that he is human. He li s a giant glass decanter over Bella’s body as another
human in a lab coat focuses a light through the glass and onto her lifeless body. The scien sts
nod at each other and say something I cannot hear to the cloaked figures and the Ambassador. 

The Ambassador nods, then looking up no ces me for the first me. His face so ens
and his shoulders hunch. I am so sorry, he mouths. I am so sorry. 

I am slamming my hands on the door, but all I manage to do is cut my knuckles.  “I’ll kill
you,” I scream through blood nted window. “I swear to the GoneGods, I will kill you.” 

Hands pull my shoulders away, too strong to be human, but when I turn, I see a human
soldier. Before I can react, a needle pierces my neck and my body goes limp. Fading into
unconsciousness, I feel the soldier hoist me on his shoulder. He runs up the stairs at an
inhuman speed, where a helicopter is wai ng for us. He throws my body in and slaps the
helicopter’s metal body with the palm of his hand. The metal bird takes off into the air and the
last thing I see before passing out is the soldier running back inside as the dam begins to
collapse. 

There is a booming sound and, as promised by the engineer, the whole thing explodes. 



Chapter 1
A Fight for Life and Life

I am pulled back to the present with Grinner’s hiss, “A simple kiss is all I require…” 
Things just went from weird to outright bizarre. Here I was, trapped with Hermes—as in

the messenger demigod who, by the way, was also Mercury, Isimud, Zaqar, Turms and the
friggin’ Holy Ghost—because the Avatar of Gravity thinks that he can reopen all the heavens
and hells that were closed when the gods collec vely got bored of us and le . In the process,
this Avatar–who looks more like a zombie version of the Cheshire Cat–fla ened a bunch of half-
dogs, half-humans, destroyed my hotel and killed a guest of the One Spire Hotel, who
happened to be the one and only Unicorn in existence. And why did he do all that? Apparently
because he wanted a kiss from me! When the gods le , I knew things would get weird, but
really—come on! 

“I’m fla ered,” I said, trying to let him down as gently as possible, “But you’re really not
my type.”

Grinner threw back his head in laughter, “Not between you and me. No … I wish for you
to embrace the one known as Bella.” 

OK—just when I thought things couldn’t get any weirder, they did. “You know Bella is
dead,” I said.

The Avatar took a seat on the couch near Hermes. “Mortal poets have o  noted that
sleep resembles death,” Grinner said picking up one of the unbroken wine glasses and opening
a fresh bo le. He sniffed it before pouring himself a glass. With that same stupid smile of his,
he looked over at me and said, “They also observed that death may be undone by a kiss. Your
fairy tales and lore speak of such wisdom.” 

“But the human Bella failed. She is no more,” Hermes said.
“Ahhh. That was the mistake made by the self-named Ambassador. He failed to

understand that death done must also be undone. Something that can be rec fied by a kiss,” he
looked over at me, “To think, so much pain and so many dead, and all because you forgot to
kiss your loved one good-night.”

A kiss? How can all this be about a kiss? Penemue’s words came back to me: It is not
about the box—it is the significance of the box that ma ers. Perhaps the same would be true of
certain mortal acts. Your first step, your first word. All milestones along the road that ul mately
ends in death. And as for a kiss—that is the first clause in a contract forged between two people
in love. Or lust, I could hear Astarte say. Whether it was a mother kissing a child, or a lovers’
embrace—that simple act means so much to us. And our stories are filled with it—Sleeping
Beauty, Snow White, the Frog Prince, the Princess Bride—all of their problems solved by a kiss. 

But there was one problem—there was no Bella. “OK,” I said puckering my lips and
making smacking noises, “There, I kissed Bella. Can we go now?”

Grinner laughed. Again. I swear to the GoneGods this guy was always in a good mood
and I hated him for it. I much prefer those sulky doom-and-gloom villains. Grinner picked up
the box and said, “Tell me, Human Jean-Luc, when you meet Bella in your dreams, can you
touch?”

“I don’t know what you are talking—”
The Avatar of Gravity li ed his hand and the world got very heavy, causing me to hunch



The Avatar of Gravity li ed his hand and the world got very heavy, causing me to hunch
over more. The sudden movement sent a shock of pain through my head. “You dream of her
every night, do you not?” Grinner said, “And when you do, can you touch?”

Hermes shot me a look. “What? Bella lives?” Hermes stood up from where he knelt,
shock on his face. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“First of all,” I said, s cking up three fingers, “Bella is dead. I saw her heart plucked from
her body. And yes, I do dream of her. Every night. But I’m pre y sure I’m crazy. To answer your
second ques on, Hermes—you never asked. And I’d like to make one last point,” I lowered two
of the three fingers, leaving the middle one at a en on, “it’s none of your damn business.”

Hermes rolled his eyes and turned back to Grinner, “So it wasn’t a failure?”
“What? You two know each other?” but before either could answer, I said, “Let me

guess, you’re both part of the same ‘We Once Were Gods–Sort of’ club?”
They both ignored me, their gaze fixed on each other. “If the bridge worked, then we

can restore the Void,” Hermes said.  
“We?” Grinner said, grinning. He looked over a Hermes and said, “Life and death—to

think that only a breath divides them. I am afraid that I need those with more than a few
breaths le  to aid me.” Hermes grew angry at his words, but quickly looked down, the fight in
him gone. Only a day ago Hermes was a man in his early twen es. But he had burned through
so much me to save me that now he was li le more than an old man, defeated and weak, too
scared to do anything but pray for a peaceful death. 

I forced myself to think. I am under three stories of compressed brick and mortar and
fla ened furniture, I told myself, with an incredibly powerful freak who wants me to go to sleep
and make out with the dream of my dead wife, in order to… What? Complete some ritual? My
head throbbed and I was suffering from the worst hangover of my life. Man, I would have killed
for an aspirin. 

S ll, I had to admit, I’ve been in worse situa ons. At least this wasn’t Thanksgiving
dinner with my mother-in-law. Thank the GoneGods for small miracles. 

OK, so what could I do? I was in too much pain to fight, which le  me with the only
asset I had le : my affable personality. “You’re mortal, too,” I said, giving Grinner my best
‘Don’t bullshit a bullshi er’ look. Grinner’s smile faltered. If I pissed him off, maybe he’d make a
mistake. He might just squash us like bugs, but given the stalemate we were in, that would be
an improvement. “Mortal, mortal, mortal, mortal,” I sang to the melody of Adam West’s
Batman theme song.

“Don’t call me that!” he said. He was no longer smiling. Moreover, his lips were pursed.
Hellelujah! You know, with his mouth shut, he almost looked human. Hell, at that moment he
might have been. But then that unnatural smile returned as he regained composure, pu ng
him back firmly in the Other category, “The Earth’s atmosphere is filled with li le ny spheres
that bounce around but are s ll connected to one another. Atoms, I believe you call them. You
mortals have even named them—carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, hydrogen. Tell me, what will
happen when I push together the atoms called oxygen with hydrogen?” 

He li ed his pinkie finger and the air around me became very wet. I couldn’t breathe.
This Fana c was water-boarding me. In mid-air. Frig! Grinner lowered his pinkie and the water
fell to the ground. “Are we done with your li le game?”

“Mortal,” I said, but before he could turn air into water, I yelped, “I’m done, I’m done.
Promise.” 



Grinner nodded, “Now that the pleasantries are over, let us return to the subject at
hand. Life and death are different stages of all mortals’ lives. On and off. Alive and dead. But
what can be turned off, can be turned on. What can die, can live again. Through me.” His smile
widened with those last words as Hermes shuddered under the weight of Grinner’s
gravita onal push. “Human Jean, have you considered my request?”

“I would,” I said, “But again. No body, no Bella, so—”
“No, Jean,” Hermes said, his eye wide with excitement, “Bella is alive. And in the Void.

The Avatar plans on bringing the Void down to Earth and reuni ng her with you.”
Grinner clapped. “Indeed, I do!” he said, overjoyed.
“By the GoneGods, it worked,” Hermes mu ered to himself. Then looking up, he cried

out, “It worked. I can’t believe it. It worked!” Tears were streaming down his cheeks. 
“What worked?” I asked.
“The experiment … Don’t you see,” he dropped, kneeling, before me and taking my

hands in his. His words tumbled out of him, “The experiment was to get back into the exis ng
plane that once was a Heaven. Get back inside and turn on the lights, so to speak.  The only one
who could get back inside was a human soul. But when Bella died, we couldn’t find any of the
empty dimensions. That’s why we thought it failed.” 

“I don’t understand. If he can bring down the Void, then he should do it already. Why do
you need me or Bella?”

“Hermes,” Grinner said, sipping his wine glass. “Please enlighten the mortal.”
“Others—creatures like us,” he pointed at Grinner, “we can travel between planes of

existence, but only if we are invited. Only souls, human souls, can get in uninvited. And once in,
they could—poten ally—invite the rest of us in,” Hermes stood up and raised his hands to the
sky, “And it worked – don’t you see, she didn’t fail. Her soul lives on. She lives. Bella lives!”
Tears streamed from the messenger god’s face as he spoke the words. 

What? Bella was alive? All these years, all our nightly rendezvous, I had always believed
I was just suffering from the happy hallucina ons of a man who couldn’t let go of the only
person he truly loved.  I was being told that there was nothing to let go of, that she’s just gone
somewhere else. And this Grinner – this Fana c who could will the powers of gravity like
someone could command his legs to move or his eyes to open – was offering me a way back to
her. So that we could be together again. It was damn temp ng. We could find some place to call
our own and live the life we were meant to live. Our own li le version of Heaven. 

Together. 
Forever.
Hey, a guy can dream, can’t he?
But I also knew that if it sounded too good to be true, it probably was. Grinner wanted

to be a god and by reopening the void, he would become the very god he wanted to be. But
that was not Bella’s vision—to put a guy like him back on the throne—and even though he was
the only contender right now, I seriously doubted that the Avatar of Gravity was going to be
one of those benevolent, valida ng gods. He was more of the touchy-feely, I’m-going-to-hurt-
you-if-you-don’t-obey type of gods. 

No. Ge ng Bella back meant that the world would burn because of us. For us. 
S ll—with Bella in my arms—would we feel those flames? 
There was one more thing to consider. My promise. It wasn’t made to the dream of her.



There was one more thing to consider. My promise. It wasn’t made to the dream of her.
It was made to her. A promise to take care of Others, protect them and help them grow and be
whole in the GodGone world. I knew that it was ridiculous to be thinking about that when Bella
was only a kiss away. I mean, come on, Jean-Luc—break your promise already. Be together. Be
happy. I might have considered that when I believed that the promise was made to a figment of
the imagina on of a delusional, schizophrenic hotelier. But my promise was made to Bella’s
living soul and I could no more break a promise made to her than I could move to the Moon.  

“What… what do you get out of this?” I asked Grinner.
The creature’s smile was so wide that the edges of his lips literally touched one another

around the back of his skull, “Why to help, of course. And be appropriately rewarded for such
help.”

“Rewarded? How?”
“How else? Godhood.”
Just what I thought. I shook my head and said the hardest word I’ve ever had to say,

“No.” If Heaven were to reopen, then it had to be done by someone else. Someone like Miral or
Michael. Hell, even CaCa would be a be er candidate. And if they didn’t have the power to do
it, then they would find someone who did. Someone they trusted. Someone we knew wouldn’t
oppress the world for an ego trip. 

At my refusal, I had expected Grinner to stop smiling, but instead his grin widened un l
it touched his ears. Then he gestured at Hermes who looked around nervously before
whispering, “There are other ways. More painful ways. A kiss is best because it creates an
emo onal bridge between the two of you. But a less stable bridge could be created if he were
to torture you in front of her, or...” his voice trailed off.

“Or?” I said.
Hermes hesitated, cas ng a glance over a Grinner before con nuing his line of thought,

as if he didn’t want to give the maniac any ideas. The expression on Grinner’s face clearly said
that he had considered everything. “Or he could simply kill you in front of her. Seeing you die
will s r enough emo on to create the bridge. It might not last, but he only needs a few minutes
to bind the Void.” 

“Oh?” I said. So celibacy wasn’t an op on. “Wh… where?” I managed, gripping my head
and trying to keep my brains from ra ling round in all that empty space. 

Hermes had the same ques on, because he immediately asked, “Which existence is she
in?”

“When the gods came together to create their realms, they made so many. Nirvana,
Fólkvangr, Otherworld, Elysium… Heaven,” Grinner said. “And in me, perhaps a hell or two.”

Hermes’ eyes widened and taking my hand in his, “That is the largest of all realms,” as
he spoke, he handed me a bit of broken wax, careful not to let Grinner see. Then, turning to
me, he said, “Bella was the best of us. That is why she was chosen.”

“Chosen,” I said, “You mean sacrificed.”  
Hermes gave me a guilty look as he stood, “Yes, sacrificed. And for that I am truly sorry.

But don’t you see, she lives. That is why this creature is here now. To find Bella. Things can be
made right again.”

“And when they are made right,” Grinner’s smile widened as he gulped the last of the
wine down. “I shall be the Alpha in a universe without an Omega. I shall be all and through me,
all shall be.” 



“Indeed,” Hermes said, his back to Grinner. “Jean-Luc. Would you be so kind as to do me
a small favor?”

“Sure,” I grunted. 
“RUN!” he screamed as he turned and unleashed the hell-holy blue flames of Tartarus

on the Avatar of Gravity.



Chapter 2
Run, Lola, Run

Shades of blue and red and orange flames consumed Grinner, encircling him in a
hundred-thousand shades of heat. Grinner li ed a hand and the flames rushed against an
invisible force field, like water hi ng glass. The fire no longer touched him.  

But at least he was no longer smiling.  
I wasn’t a creature of magic, and being in that hot box was overwhelming – I now know

how a turkey feels in an oven. I took a step back, searching for a way out. Directly above me
was the compressed remains of the building. Three stories of rubble fla ened to three inches
thick. But a structure like this was never meant to be. There had to be a weak spot. 

My hand ran over the ceiling and for the first me in my life I was actually annoyed not
to get a splinter or paper cut. I thrust my sword in the mulch, digging for something to pull at.
Again and again I stabbed un l, clink, the p hit a piece of metal that was loose from the rest.
Using my blade, I pried out a bit of chandelier and pulled. 

I pulled leveraging my weight and anger and forced the unsure ceiling to collapse in on
itself, and some of it, on me. There was a hole above. And what’s more, enough debris that I
could climb up. 

I looked back at the ba le that raged with as if the fury of Revela ons, Ragnarok and
Armageddon all wrapped in one and marveled at how contained and focused it was, given the
kinds of energy being thrown about. Perhaps if I waited, Grinner would stumble just long
enough for me to grab Hermes and two of us to make a run for it. Besides, I enjoyed seeing
Grinner sweat. I no ced that Hermes also allowed himself to burn, the wax from his candles
mel ng around him, forming a shield against the flames and Grinner’s counter a acks. Hermes
was a tank, the wax his steel shell, his flames the nozzle of his gun.

“Give him hell!” I screamed. I immediately regre ed it because it made me feel like
someone turned on a blender inside my head. 

It did have a bit of an effect, because Grinner turned in my direc on, momentarily
lowering his shield, which in turn caused a bit of flame to get through and burn him. Grinner
yelped and I put a notch in the win column for Hermes. 

Just when I thought Hermes had Grinner on the ropes, the wannabe Alpha god threw
his wine glass at Hermes’s feet—a seemingly ineffectual, impotent gesture given the holy fire
fury that Hermes shot at the maniacal avatar of Gravity. Shards of fine, wafer thin glass landed
at Hermes’s feet and that was when I knew with increasing horror what he was about to do.
Gravity ceased. Not ceased, but reversed. And because Hermes was covered by wax, he was
unaffected, leaving only the glass to shoot up. Tiny, razor sharp pieces of glass flew up, slicing
up the old winged demi-human on the way. Then gravity restarted, cranked up so high that the
same shards plummeted to the Earth, cu ng up the old man all the more. A thousand li le
lacera ons smaller than paper cuts covered his body, each blooming with ny crimson bubbles
of blood. 

Hermes healed himself as the fire remained, his eyes widening as he realized the stakes
at hand. It was a war of a ri on, first one to burn out loses, and me was not on Hermes’ side.
The once-old man turned ancient as his hand remained outstretched, a heat ho er than the



The once-old man turned ancient as his hand remained outstretched, a heat ho er than the

sun engulfing Grinner. 
I crouched and readied my sword. But it was too hot and I didn’t have magic to protect

me long enough to get close. Hermes looked over and saw what I was thinking. Through gri ed
teeth, he grimaced, “Don’t, you fool,” redoubling his efforts as renewed magic flowed out of his
outstretched hand. “Get out of here and find Bella. She’ll know what to do.” He was
determined to hold Grinner at bay long enough for me to get away. This final sacrifice was going
to kill him. 

Frustrated, I sheathed my hun ng sword and scampered up the hole, clinging to the
fallen debris, using whatever my hands and feet could find as leverage. 

As I scrambled out, I allowed myself a single second to look back. What I saw was
Hermes’s body frozen, his hand s ll out, held up as if by rigor mor s. And somehow, his magic
persisted. Perhaps it was the remnants of his soul pushing forth, perhaps the will of his life
con nuing past death, I don’t know. Whatever it was, his body deflated as he pushed out
beyond life, un l he was nothing more than bone. And s ll he fought on un l that bone finally
turned to dust.

It would be seconds before Grinner broke free.
I got through the rubble and outside. The sewer grate that I had climbed out of was s ll

open. I jumped in, allowing human and Other refuse break my fall. My head throbbed as I
landed, the impact cracking several ribs. I wheezed and as I stood, my leg sent thunderbolts of
agony through me. On top of the broken ribs, I had also twisted my ankle.  

But none of that compared to the pain in my head. A haze of fireflies squirmed all over
my vision, blinding me with pain and light. Get up, Jean-Luc! Come on, I thought. Every me I
tried to move, my head throbbed as if my skull were the leather surface of a bass drum. 

So this was how it was to end, I thought. Not with a bang, but with a whimper of
blinding pain. Damn it! I didn’t mind going down, but I hated the idea that it was Joseph and
Hermes’ megalo-I-wanna-be-a-god-maniacal killer that was responsible. As these thoughts ran
through my head, Bella blurred into sight. She reached out for me, her embrace stretching
across the impossible expanse and s ll she could not draw close enough. This was the end and
she was too far away to comfort me. Then, as if the danger was over and everything was
suddenly OK, she gave me her, ‘You were worried about nothing, Silly,’ smile, as a hand reached
out for me and pulled. 

I focused on my rescuer and saw a big, fecal-infested arm that smelled to high Heaven. I
held onto an arm that felt like sun-baked waste and cried out, “CaCa! You’re an angel!” 

CaCa helped me up as TinkerBelle floated past by me. “Tink,” I said. “You’re not hid…”
but the thought was cut off by what felt like someone shoving a ca le prod through my ear and
into my brain. 

Tink shook her head. She understood what I wanted to say. But when she looked over at
CaCa with empathe c, understanding eyes, I got it. Tink was hidden away from the world, just
as much an exile as CaCa, but not because she was ugly, but rather because she was beauty
incarnate. But unlike CaCa, who suffered scorn, the pe y villagers chasing him away with their
pitchforks, those very same pe y villagers wanted to possess Tink. Own her. Enslave her. 

CaCa and Tink exchanged glances, speaking some silent language, both nodding
simultaneously. Then Tink pulled out her li le wand and a puff of fairy dust floated past my
nose. With a deep inhale, I sucked in the dust and in an instant, all the pain and dizziness went



nose. With a deep inhale, I sucked in the dust and in an instant, all the pain and dizziness went
away. My head felt perfectly fine. Be er than fine. Free and clear. Hell yeah! Fairy dust—
Tylenol should patent the stuff! CaCa put his hand around my ankle, forming a cast made from
GoneGods-knew-what. Not just any cast, but something that was warm and healing and
comfor ng. That is, once you got passed the smell.

I looked over at the two Others that were pu ng themselves into harm’s way for me,
not only healing me, but giving me a second chance. A second chance that I swore not to throw
away. 

“Thank you,” I said to both of them. “But you’ve done enough. More than enough. I
need you both to hide. Now.” But my words came too late for as I u ered them, the road above
peeled back like the lid on a sardine can. 

Standing not fi een meters above us was Grinner. He had found us. 

↔

CaCa immediately released his terra firma squid a ack on Grinner, which resulted in a
cloud of very dark, pungent smoke filling the room. The cloud also got me and I started to curse
CaCa un l I saw what he was really doing. He was hiding Tink, who flu ered away and down
the sewage pipes at an ungodly speed. Go CaCa! I was going to have to start paying him for his
pain ngs. 

Grinner’s face convulsed as the smell reached him, his maddeningly wide smile turning
into a frown of disgust and indigna on. He pushed his hands together forcing the cloud to
compress together into a sphere slightly bigger than a bowling ball and dropped it. Right on
CaCa’s head. 

But he didn’t just drop it. He put a bit of force behind it and the ball fell like a comet of
shit, hi ng poor, gentle, kind CaCa square on the head. The globe of poo tore through him,
oblitera ng his skull and spine as it hit the ground with a giant splat. All that remained were
arms and legs with no body in the middle.  

“No!” I screamed and turned to face Grinner who stood on the street above. His
damned smile no longer touched his eyes, it actual went past them, pushing those soulless orbs
in his skull inside and closer together. 

My first ins nct was to charge the friggin’ Other. I s ll had my sword. My head no longer
throbbed and even though my ankle was s ll busted, I had CaCa’s cast of shit holding it in place.
But my head no longer hurt. It was clear and I could think well enough to know that a head-on
confronta on would only mean my death and much, much worse for Paradise Lot and the
GoneGod world.

No—get away. Regroup. Plan. Lay a trap. Get a gun—a really, really big gun. Do
whatever it takes to even the odds. CaCa’s name would have to be added to what I owed the
Avatar of Gravity, to se le at a later me of my choosing.   

If there was a later. I ran down the pipe, but with every few meters of ground gained, he
li ed more asphalt as he calmly walked on the street above. It must be quite a scene, watching
the asphalt peel back as he casually walked above. 

“Stop,” he hissed.
“No,” I said, turning around to give him my middle finger. Then I resumed my Mortal,

Mortal song, this me to the tune of the ‘Gummie Bears’ theme song. I wondered why he



Mortal song, this me to the tune of the ‘Gummie Bears’ theme song. I wondered why he
didn’t just stop me—push me down or take away gravity altogether. But he just kept peeling
back the road as he chased me down the pipes. 

I took a turn to the right, away from the chasm he was crea ng and down a pipe. I was
trying to increase the distance between Grinner and me. It was working because it took him
some me to get round the hole he had made and get to the other side. But s ll he was on
asphalt and I was literally sloshing through shit. 

Then, as if my prayers molded reality, I saw hope. I saw salva on. 
A city u lity entrance stood before me, its door wide open.  



Chapter 3
Revenge is a Dish Best Served as a Banquet

I ran into the u lity entrance, closing the door behind me. From the door’s porthole-
sized window I saw the road above tear open. Judging from the angle at which the asphalt
ripped away, I suspected that Grinner didn’t know where I was. S ll, he wasn’t stupid and even
though I had managed to get away, it was only a ma er of me un l he found me.

I turned to survey the room. There were a few pressure gauges and a couple of turned-
off computers, their black screens reflec ng me in their emp ness. I looked like hell. Well, at
least how I looked and felt were consistent. The room had a li le metallic bridge under which
the river of shit streamed by. There were also several pipes with various labels on them,
including one that read ‘City Water’. There were also a few small turbines and a bunch of lab
equipment, as well as a table with discarded beakers and vials.

 I was in the city’s access point, where officials measured the chemical levels of the
sewer and water systems. That is, un l Paradise Lot became overrun by Others and city officials
decided that their tax dollars were best spent somewhere with a vo ng popula on. Now it was
an abandoned building, used by really poor Others, who resided rent (and u li es) free.  

Above me were some of the roughest, ugliest residents of Paradise Lot, the kind that
hated strangers almost as much as they hated humans they knew. Being both, I rated a special
kind of ire. But they were all that stood between me and the outside, where, if I did make it out
in one piece, the Avatar of Gravity was wai ng to capture, torture and eventually kill me. 

Fire meet Frying Pan. 
Frying Pan meet fire.
Oh Joy!

↔

I opened the door leading upstairs. Whoever lived below was watching the carnage
above, but there were plenty of Others that hung out in the darkened halls of Paradise Lot
Municipality. The One Spire Hotel was smack dab in the middle of a slum—I have no illusions to
the contrary—but there was always a spark to it, a bit of life. The wino angels sang, the pan-
handling gargoyles thanked you as you passed by. The poor and downtrodden may not have
made eye contact, but there was always a shi  in their body language that acknowledged your
presence. But these Others were something else altogether. They watched as I passed by, their
eyes filled with abandoned hate.

These were the Others who truly had nothing, the real have-nots of the GoneGod
world. They each apparently sat around, coun ng the minutes as they waited for sweet
oblivion.  I looked down the hall and wondered how many lived here. A hundred? A thousand?
How many of them had lived full, happy lives before the GrandExodus? I’ve seen poor, and I’ve
seen desperate. But this was a whole new level of des tute. And here I was, naïve and
idealis c, believing that I was living the worst of it, when there were many so much worse off
than me. 

If I lived through this, I’d come back here and do something. I didn’t know what—but



If I lived through this, I’d come back here and do something. I didn’t know what—but

something.
Two valkyries loitered by an open doorway. When they saw me, their eyes lit up in

surprise and one of them ducked into the room. I knew if I walked down that hall, I’d be in for
trouble. Best to find another exit, I thought, but before I could go back from where I came, the
valkyrie came out, followed quickly by an uppity harpy. “You!” the harpy shrilled, “What, in
Tartarus, are you doing here?”

↔

I considered pu ng up a fight. Probably would have won, too. But given what was
wai ng for me outside, I thought I’d let this play out in here first. The two valkyrie escorted me
to a dim room that once-upon-a- me belonged to a middle management employee, and forced
me to sit in a plush chair opposite an old office desk. The harpy hopped onto the bureau and
announced, “Hear ye, hear ye! Bow before the great Yara-Uno, master of the Concrete River,
guardian of the hallowed halls of City Municipality.” 

Two candles were lit, illumina ng a bulbous red creature whom I hadn’t no ced, in the
chair opposite me. He was about three feet high, fire-engine red, bald, with two pencil-thin
appendixes that stuck out from where his ears should have been. 

“Holy crap, you’re a friggin’ Yara-Ma-Yha-Who,” I mu ered as I stared at the Australian
red vampire in awe. Unlike your typical vampire, this guy had no teeth, instead filled with
octopus-like suckers on the palms of his hands. It is legend that a Yara-Ma-Yha-Who gobbles up
his vic ms, sucking on them like hard candy for a day or two before spi ng them out whole
and healthy, if not wet and somewhat trauma zed. I’ve seen all sorts of demons and monsters,
but I’ve never seen one of these before and I had been sure that amongst the thousands of
pages we were forced to study about all the different kinds of Others, the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who
wasn’t real. I mean, come on, he looked like a giant red thumb with limbs. “I thought you were
just a legend.”  

The Yara-Ma-Yha-Who smiled, “I am a legend,” he said in an Australian accent, “You the
reason why the First Law is tearing up the streets above?” 

I nodded.
“And he is here why?” 
“He thinks he can reopen Heaven.” Why lie? They’d eventually find out. Hell, the way

Grinner flapped his mouth, I was kind of surprised word hadn’t go en round yet. 
The red devil shi ed in his seat, “Which one?”
“I don’t know,” I answered. “He did say all of them. And something about how he was

the new god of gods…” 
The Yara-Ma-Yha-Who nodded. “Doesn’t ma er,” he grunted, opening a drawer and

pulling out a piece of paper and tossing it over to me. “You him?” I picked up the page and saw
one of CaCa’s drawing—a sketch of Joseph at the ‘Coping with Mortality’ seminar. Miral was
standing behind him and to his le  was li le old me, another pair of eyes watching Joseph as he
spoke. From the overly op mis c smile I wore, this had to be CaCa’s work. 

I pointed at myself. “And you were there when he died?” the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who said,
pulling out a metal kni ng needles and brandishing it like a fencing sword. I gulped, looking at
the needles and imaging a death by a thousand pokes. I shook my head. 



“Then you are a friend of the One Made from Refuse and Archiver of the Lot. A friend
of his is friend of us! I am Yara-Uno, the first of my kind and the last of my race.” May the
GoneGod bless your soul, dear sweet CaCa, I silently prayed. That’s twice today that you’ve
saved me!

The li le red thumb stood on his chair extending out his wafer-thin arm at me in an
awkward handshake, a wide smile on his face revealing thousands of suckers in his gums. Then
his expression went very grave and he said, “Tell me, the Unicorn killer—that him outside?” I
nodded, a gesture he imitated. Yara-Uno’s nod turned into a swaying as he put the weight of his
li le body on each leg. The change in his demeanor seemed to act as a signal because without a
word, the Harpy leapt off the desk and le  the room. Yara-Uno con nued his odd oscilla on for
a few more seconds before fixing his eyes on mine and saying, “Thanks be to you, Human, for
you have brought our enemy to our home. This is a truly appreciated gi .”

↔

Then things happened much faster than I thought possible. I mean, I’ve been in the
Army, I’ve been in Special Forces, I’m used to having to get ready for ba le at a moment’s
no ce—s ll, I’ve never seen troops prepare as fast as they did. There must have been a
hundred Others, all armed to the teeth adorning helmets made out of paint cans and buckets,
body armor fashioned from sheet metal and chicken wire and weapons that were bats with
nails, kitchen knives with door handles as hilts and a whole hodgepodge of common items
taken to their deadly extreme. Hell, one Gargoyle had an old Christmas stand as a shield and
candle s ck with fashioned razor blades as a mace.

A valkyrie wielded a short sword, a minotaur a war hammer. There were Others who,
given how deadly their equipment looked, I figured were once-upon-a- me warriors of Other
worlds. 

And within seconds a makeshi  army of mythical creatures stood at the ready, Yara-Uno
their commander.

By the GoneGods above and below—all this me I had arrogantly thought we won the
war against the Others because they were too weak and incapable to stand up to Human
brutality. But seeing this makeshi  army standing shoulder to shoulder, I suddenly understood
that the only reason we ‘won’ was because most of them did not want to fight. 

But, give them a cause … a true cause like avenging the death of the One and Only
Unicorn, then you’ll see a whole new kind of enemy. I only prayed that humans would never do
anything to unify them against us, because if we did, we’d surely lose. 

“Now,” Yara-Uno said, “Tell us about our enemy.”
There was a chance to take down Grinner. So here I stood with my brothers and sisters

in arms – more like my brothers and sisters in wings and horns and other appendices. “OK
people,” I said looking into the crowd. “Ahh, not people, but creatures.” Not a good start to a
pep talk. I cleared my throat and started again, “The thing outside killed the Unicorn.” This
drew a reac on from the crowd—dwarves punched the floor, valkyrie threw their heads back
and shrieked, minotaurs snorted—every Other in the room jeered in their own special way.
“That freak killed Joseph because he wants to be the new head honcho. Something Joseph died
trying to stop. Something we’re going to finish.” 



I told them about the gravity and air a acks I’d seen, his desire to rule Heaven and
everything else I knew about Grinner and once I was done, I waited with drama c pause before
throwing my hands up in the air and crying out, “For Joseph! For the Unicorn!”

The crowd erupted in snorts and cheers and cries. “Good speech,” Yara Uno said. “Not
as good as mine … but good enough.” He gestured to the troops of Others that were working
themselves up into a ba le frenzy. 

A distraught pixie flu ered in and whispered something in Yara-Uno’s ear. The red
vampire listened, then li ed his scrawny arms in the air to silence the crowd. “He’s outside and
he suspects we hide the Human.” 

“Took him long enough,” I said, drawing my own sword. The Yara-Uno shook his head.
“No. You stay here.” 

“What! This is as much my fight as yours,” I said through gri ed teeth.
“With that?” he said, poin ng at my leg. He had a point. “Besides, your smell will

distract me.”
“Fine,” I said, “But if you start to lose—”
“Lose?” he said, pulling out his kni ng needles. “Yara-Uno never loses.”

↔
  
“You killed the Unicorn,” Yara-Uno said with an eerie calm as he walked out the front

door. I watched from the third floor where I could fling rocks at Grinner from my balcony seat.
From above, I could see the top of Grinner’s head. He wore that wide-rimmed fedora of his and
from this vantage, I could see that the top of his hat was unnaturally sucked in, ghtly hugging
his skull. “You spilled his blood and now he is no more,” Yara-Uno announced in an even tone as
he circled Grinner, forcing him to turn his back to the building. A solid tac c. Pre y good for a
thumb.  

Grinner didn’t seem to no ce or care about the Others watching. “I am here for the
Human.” Grinner’s gaze never le  the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who. 

“You … Killed … the … Unicorn,” Yara-Uno repeated in a slow and angry tone, each word
carrying with it his full ire. “You spilled his blood and now he is no more.” 

“It was painful for me to kill one such as the Unicorn,” Grinner said, “He was a good
creature that would have served me well in my new Kingdom. But he refused and therefore had
to be crushed.”

“Sure, sure,” the red devil said, “He stood in your way, Yara-Uno understands. But Myth
says you crushed his innards. Fable says you tortured him. Legend says he died on his back!”
This last point drew in some protest from the crowd. To most Others, dying on your feet was a
noble death. One allowed a defeated foe to die standing up, or on the back of their horse. But a
prone death – that was a coward’s death, and to force one such as Joseph to lie there being
tortured… that was an unacceptable insult. 

Grinner shrugged, “Feet, back or knees. All will bow to me.” 
From the corner of my eye, I could see a ghouls and valkyrie flanking the Avatar of

Gravity. Fairies flu ered about with staffs in hand. The crowd was near explosion. The minotaur
snorted and with it the crowd erupted in jeers and taunts. For the first me Grinner seemed to
no ce the crowd. Turning round, he addressed them, “Servants of the Once Gods, serve me



no ce the crowd. Turning round, he addressed them, “Servants of the Once Gods, serve me
now and I shall return you all to the realms you once belonged to. And I shall give you life anew.
And all for the price of obedience. A fair exchange, think you not?”

“I serve no one,” Yara-Uno said, “Not anymore.”
“You will bow to me,” Grinner said, turning to the red devil, his hand li ing above his

head. But before he could employ his gravity trick, the Yara-Uno let out his war cry. 
Dragons roar, centaurs stomp, banshees shriek—and each one of their ba le cries

strikes terror into the hearts of their enemies. But a Yara-Ma-Yha-Who’s ba le cry? It came out
as a short waan, waan, waan. If I wasn’t on Yara-Uno’s side, I would have laughed. This was the
creature that faced off against Grinner? Why couldn’t it have been a wakwak or a hill giant? At
least they had war cries I could respect.  

Seems that my lack of fear was out of ignorance, because the crowd all backed away
with terror. It was as if the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who’s ba le cry was akin to the Kraken’s rising or an
archangel’s trumpet. Even Grinner’s smile wavered. 

With the ‘waan, waan, waan’, the valkyrie lobbed his home made arrows as the Pixies
shot their pool balls from their bra and tensor-bandaged slings. Grinner took the hits with a
whoop, dropping down to his knees. “Hell, yeah!” I shouted, throwing a snooker ball at his
head, “You’re going down!” 

“Ahh, Human Jean-Luc, how kind of you to join us,” Grinner said as he turned off gravity.
The pool balls and homemade arrows floated up in the air before they started to circle him.
A er that, nothing else got through, each new volley adding to the meteor belt that orbited
around Grinner. Then the Avatar of Gravity fanned his fingers in the direc on of the crowd,
each gesture sending a torrent of shrapnel shot back up at us like bullets fired from a cannon. 

I go a watch my mouth, I thought.  I ducked into the building and away from Grinner’s
countera ack. 

“You! Spilled! His! Blood!” the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who’s gaping orifice of a mouth belched
out, as his ny hair-thin legs propelled him forward at a supernatural speed. He dived into
Grinner’s zero-gravity, his arms stretched out like Superman’s big red thumb. Yara-Uno’s le
hand held the Needle and I thought he was trying to stab Grinner. Apparently Grinner thought
the same thing, but only had me to put up a small gravity shield to block the a ack. Like I said,
the li le bugger was fast. But Yara-Uno wasn’t trying to stab him. 

He wanted to slap him.
Yara-Uno’s right hand flashed up and slapped Grinner’s cheek. With a sharp smacking

sound, his palm connected as he cried out, “You spilled his blood! And now I spill yours!” 
Way to go, Li le Guy! 
In zero-gravity everything floats, even li le red Australian vampires. As Yara-Uno floated

up, his octopus-like suckers latched onto Grinner’s cheek, making it look like Grinner was
holding a big, red balloon with his teeth. Grinner shuddered as Yara-Uno’s eyes brightened and
his mouth widened. Don’t get me wrong, Yara-Uno already had a big mouth, but it somehow fit
his li le red face. The smile that widened on his face was unnatural. He looked like… Grinner.
Apparently, when the Yara-Ma-Yha-Who sucked your blood, he got a li le bit more of you than
red and white cells. “You spilled his blood,” Yara-Uno repeated. 

“How can this be?” Grinner said as he started floa ng.
The two of them floated up into the sky. They must have go en a hundred feet up when

Yara-Uno’s face returned to normal. He was shu ng off his new powers. “And now I spill



Yara-Uno’s face returned to normal. He was shu ng off his new powers. “And now I spill
yours!” Yara-Uno shouted one last me as they fell. 

A valkyrie dove out the window and caught Yara-Uno as Grinner fell to the Earth with a
sha ering boom, and I could see from Yara-Uno’s approving look that he le  the last bit of juice
to increase gravity and give Grinner a big, crater- causing taste of his own medicine.  

The minotaur and centaur didn’t hesitate. They charged Grinner as the pixies slung
more pool balls. The minotaur brought down his hammer and the centaur stomped Grinner
with his hooves. They were winning, literally trampling him flat. 

Then the Earth shook. Slabs of asphalt tore from the ground, slamming into the
creatures over and over. The minotaur managed to roll out of the way, but the centaur was
crushed flat. 

The army of Others, seeing the death of their comrade, now seemed to understand
what and who they were up against. They also knew that it was now or never. Everyone
charged, each of them glowing, shining, a halo of rage encompassing them—they were all
burning me. A lot of it.

But Grinner was no longer caught off-guard and he swa ed them down like flies as he
con nued to hurl down debris. Bodies flew up only to be squished down again. Grinner was
pulling no punches, and I suspected that mercy and forgiveness were quite low on his godly
priori es. The road beneath me ran rainbow with blood as goblins’ bled green, orcs’ grey,
pixies’ yellow and centaurs’ purple.

I couldn’t just watch anymore as Grinner turned these poor creatures to mulch. 
One of the things that made me good at killing Others was that I was good at using their

physiological weaknesses against them. Angels were strong except where their wings met their
bodies. Fairies were fast, but couldn’t fly against wind. Minotaurs were sturdy, but they were
damn near blind. Grinner had to have a weakness. I remembered the way he smiled and how
that friggin’ grin of his would touch his eyes and move them. They always shi ed le  or right,
never up or down. And given how good he was at countering ground a acks, I figured that his
eyesight was excellent at scanning the horizon but not so great at seeing a acks from above.
The harpy that escorted me to the top floor shot her bow again, missing yet again. In her latest
a empt, the arrow flew straight up into the air, not ge ng anywhere close to Grinner. I
whistled at the creature and pointed at the top of Grinner’s head, miming the gist of my plan.
Thank you, TinkerBelle, for all those years of prac ce! 

The harpy swished into the air, grabbing me by the shoulders and dropping me on that
damned Grinner’s head. The minotaur saw what we were up to and charged with war hammer
in hand, coordina ng his a ack with the drop. 

This was going to hurt.
The harpy dropped me and with sword in hand, I fell. Falling is easy. Timing my sword’s

swing while falling is not. I pulled back my arm ge ng ready to strike at Grinner’s head just as
the minotaur drew back his war hammer for a body smash. If we had hit, it would have had a
synchronized slash and smash that would have divided Grinner in two. 

But we didn’t hit. 
We weren’t even close.    
At the last minute, gravity ceased, stopping my fall right out of reach of Grinner’s head,

while it increased a thousand-fold for the minotaur. He collapsed to the ground, crippled under
his own weight. 



This was new. I’ve seen Grinner do both, but never at once. He looked up at me and
with an admonishing finger wag said, “Tut, tut, tut—we can’t have you falling and hur ng that
precious head of yours.” Then the freak blew me a kiss, and—s ll looking up at me—grabbed
the minotaur by his le  horn.   

As far as I could tell it was out of malice, more than any tac cal gain, that he crushed the
minotaur’s horn, turning it to dust that hung in the air. The minotaur howled. To the ancient
Greek monster, losing a horn was the worst of all possible fates. When we would fight a troop
of Others, we’d always try to find a minotaur in their midst and shoot at his horns. This would
drive the beast into a beserking fury. Beserking meant not thinking. And not thinking, when up
against a trained and coordinated army, meant easy pickings for us. Like I said, I was good at
what I did. 

The minotaur swung wildly. There was nothing he could do and Grinner knew it. With a
cackle, he propelled the mighty humanoid bull through the air and into the building across the
way. 

Grinner turned to me and said, “Now you.” 
The air got heavy and I dropped to the ground, pinned under tons of atmospheric

pressure. I was a goner and knew it. 
Then I heard a terrifyingly sweet voice from above. “Cease! Leave the human alone!”
Hellelujah! The archangel Michael had arrived.





Chapter 4
Life from Above

“Leave the Human Jean alone!” trumpeted Michael as he descended from the sky. The
Billy Goats Gruff were also there, surrounding Grinner, each staying over thirty feet away. 

“What concern is it of yours?” Grinner asked. He took a step towards the largest of the
Gruffs, who in turn took a step back, keeping the distance between them equal. At first, I
thought the distance was arbitrary, but then I looked round at the carnage that surrounded
Grinner. Nothing really extended beyond those thirty feet, with the impact of his destruc on
lessening the further away it got from him. I felt stupid - how had I not no ced that before? 

“I have vowed to uphold the law on this plane of existence,” Michael said.
“Human law,” came the reply, with disdain on ‘human’.
Michael shook his head, “Mortal law.”
“Why,” Grinner pointed at the archangel, “do you insist on protec ng a mistake? Does

your god s ll command it or is it sen mentality that compels you?” 
“It is neither,” Michael said, but did not offer his reasons.
“Tell me, archangel Michael, did He tell you He was leaving? Or did He just go, leaving

you behind like so much unwanted garbage?”
Michael just stared at the Avatar of Gravity, his face betraying nothing. “I see,” said

Grinner, then his eyes flickered as if he remembered something and he spoke in a language I did
not understand. But to say this was a language is incorrect, because human language has
structure, cadence, and a flow to it. It is why we can dis nguish the babbling of a baby from a
language we do not speak – there is a certain rhythm to the words. There was no rhyme to the
sounds that Grinner u ered, but nonetheless Michael nodded. Tongues – the undecipherable
language of the gods. I watched in awe as two beings born at the dawn of Time conferred in
their shared non-language. 

Grinner nodded, then pointed to the sky and, speaking in Tongues, said something that
shocked Michael. From his reac on, it was something he clearly did not want to hear, because
the archangel trumpeted and the Billy Goats Gruff began slinging stones at Grinner. The first
few hit him before he manipulated the gravity around him, changing their trajectory, shoo ng
the stones back at the Gruffs. The largest Gruff charged and Grinner sent him flying straight up.
The other two Gruffs also a acked—and all the while Michael watched without comment or
ac on.  

With the Gruffs a acking Grinner, Gravity’s avatar was no longer paying a en on to the
fact that he was slowly crushing me to death. I had maybe five minutes before I passed out.
Another ten minutes and I would never wake up again. And all the while Michael was doing
nothing, le ng the Gruffs con nue their tac cs that only served to keep his mind off of me and
on them. 

Then it hit me. Michael most likely knew that I was the key to Grinner’s plan. From his
reac on to their li le chat, I was sure that Grinner explained all that happened, offering him
the same deal he did Joseph and the Others that fought him on this day. Serve me as you did
your Once Gods and I will restore all. But Michael could not accept the ascension of another
being besides his God. That was against his nature and what the first Fall was all about. But



being besides his God. That was against his nature and what the first Fall was all about. But

even though he wasn’t powerful enough to stop Grinner, he s ll knew that without me, the
bridge would be lost forever. Michael was a force of Good and he could not outright kill me. But
he could allow me to be killed, and that was exactly what he was doing now. 

I’ve been told that close to the end you see your en re history flash before your eyes.
Here, under the suffoca ng weight, I was as close to the end as I had ever been. I thought
about what Hermes had done—his sacrifice. I thought about Bella and the Ambassador, and all
those wasted years I had spent angry and distant. I thought about my promise to her. 

But then the more mundane memories entered my mind. I thought about the One Spire
Hotel and its collage of guests. I thought about Paradise Lot and its insane collec on of shops
and temples and restaurants. St. Mercy’s Hospital and Miral’s a empt to do Good. I thought
about mortal pain—hunger, lack of sleep, thirst and how bad Others were at being mortal and
how abysmally terrible they were at filling out forms. What was that Once’s name? I wrote it on
that first form I filled out? Asal, the Ass of Kvsir? He was so grateful, said all I had to do was call
out his name and he’d be there. Swore it. An Other’s vow. And oh how seriously Others took
their vows. Their promises. It was an unbreakable oath… almost magical in nature… 

“Asal,” I whispered.
Nothing happened. “Asal!” I cried out. Michael looked at me curiously, perhaps

wondering why my last word would be that of strange onocentaur whose name never made the
history books. “Asal!” I said once more.

“Yes,” a voice brayed. “You called?”

↔

From friggin’ nowhere, I heard the trot of hooves on asphalt as Asal appeared and said,
“Human Jean, how shall I be of service?” He stood right outside Grinner’s radius of effect. 

“You big beau ful talking donkey! Get me out of here,” I said. 
Asal dug his hooves in the ground and said, “As you command!” He walked into my

personal waterfall of gravity, the weight of the air pushing him down as he entered. His knees
buckled, his back strained, but like any stubborn donkey built to shoulder heavy burdens, he
stood strong and con nued to walk. Step by step, he got closer un l he was able to reach down,
picking me up and pu ng me on his back. I worried that the added weight of me would bring
him down, but he was too stubborn to fall. He took heavy step a er heavy step un l he got out
of Grinner’s sphere of influence. Outside and free, he tro ed away. 

As glad as I was to be pulled out of the fray, I really wish some Other with a bit more
speed had come to my rescue. Asal’s donkey legs carried on much like a donkey did, slow and
stubborn. 

I looked over at Michael and yelled out, “Your plan to do nothing didn’t work? Now it’s
me to do something!” 

Michael nodded at me, respect in his eyes. “You are resilient. Perhaps even worthy of
the redemp on you seek.” Then he turned to Grinner who was dealing with the Gruffs'
annoyance. Grinner was slowly winning, with two Gruffs hurt bad enough to be out of the fight.

Michael spread out his wings, a span twice the length of a city bus, and then folded
them one over the other, bringing them down over his shoulders. It looked like he was clamping
on armor. Enveloped by his own wings, he took the ps of the large wings and propped them



on armor. Enveloped by his own wings, he took the ps of the large wings and propped them
under his chin. Then his hair made way for the layer of feathers that rested underneath,
forming a helmet. No, to call what I saw a helmet would imply that they were somehow in the
same league. This was more like a second skull. I didn’t think there was a gun with a high
enough caliber to scratch its surface. 

Michael stepped into Grinner’s radius. Step by step, the archangel drew close, walking
through that immense weight as if it was nothing. Grinner saw the archangel’s approach and
with a push, knocked the remaining Gruff down on its goat-tail. 

He turned his full a en on on Michael, straining as he called down more and more
weight. But Michael s ll moved forward. Step by step he grew closer, an outstretched hand
reaching for Grinner’s neck. Grinner took a step backwards, calling down more weight. Michael
faltered, and I thought for sure he’d go down. But then he stretched out his wings, using them
as crutches, took another step forward. 

Grinner hissed and said, “Have it your way!” pu ng his two hands together. This
gesture caused the air to literally compress, and it hardened into a block of oxygen and
hydrogen, nitrogen and every other gas in the atmosphere, turning them into a substance as
hard as stone and as transparent as glass. It fell right on Michael’s head and I thought for sure
that the archangel would be crushed to a pulp, but he wasn’t.

He just stood in the impossibly dense solid air, surrounded by a halo of light, apparently
completely shielding Michael from the pressure and the weight of being inside Grinner’s
crushing sphere. I could see the strain. There was no doubt that he was burning through me –
a wildfire of years stripping away what he had le .

The strain on Michael’s face was palpable and for the first me in all the years of war
and ba le, all the encounters I’ve had with angels of all hierarchies, I saw an angel sweat. I
didn’t think that was possible. That somehow they were created without sweat glands. But he
did. Li le beads of sweat formed on the brow of his forehead, forming li le wrinkles which, in
turn, became streams that ran down his face. It was somehow so humbling and terrifying to see
the archangel Michael sweat. It made him look so weak. So mortal. So human. 

Michael could die. But s ll, he was pu ng up some kind of fight, because Grinner’s own
face was strained as he concentrated on dealing with the archangel, all his a en on on the
sphere that he had conjured.

I had to do something. I had to help. “Quick, Asal, take me to the edge.” Asal faithfully
did as I asked and when we were close, I dismounted. Cau ously I took a step forward and
came up against the hardened air. I felt around. Any structure that recklessly compacted would
have a weakness, a point where the compression was uneven. I’ve seen it with stones
compressed for asphalt, with structures compressed by the deep sea—I’ve even seen it with my
over-baked cookies. It had worked with the ceiling. The pressure had to be uneven and there
was no way Grinner was concentra ng on that. All I had to do was find the weak spot and
exploit it.

My hands ran across the transparent surface, smooth and solid. It was perfect. I guess
when you employed the en rety of gravity it would be even and… My hand ran across a slight
ripple. A scratch thinner than a hair that disrupted the smooth surface. It was hardly anything,
but it would have to do. I pulled out my hun ng sword and struck down on the fracture.
Nothing. I hit again and my blade reverberated against the surface like a baseball bat hi ng a
giant gong. No, no! This wasn’t working and I could see Michael star ng to fail. His knees were



giant gong. No, no! This wasn’t working and I could see Michael star ng to fail. His knees were
shaking and the sweat was stained with par cles of light. Damn it! No. I took my hun ng sword
and thrust it point first into the hairline crack and … it stuck.

Holy frig! It stuck. I pushed, but it didn’t budge. I doubled my efforts, crying out with all
the strength I could summon, and although it moved forward a millimeter, it was s ll not
enough. Then the minotaur with the now destroyed horn came forth dus ng off bits of the
building Grinner had thrown him into. “Master Human,” he snorted. “Let us… Together.” 

“Asal, take a step back,” I said as I knelt to hold the blade steady and the one-horned
Minotaur readied himself to swing. He pulled back and rocketed forth his mighty war hammer,
connec ng perfectly with the end of the hilt. Once, twice, thrice, the bull struck. Four, five, six –
it was working, but too slowly to be of use. “This is hopeless,” I said looking over at Grinner
who s ll focused his power on containing the archangel.

“No, not hopeless. Let Yara-Uno be of assistance,” said the Australian vampire.
In the hole that my blade created, Yara-Uno inserted the needle-sharp point of his

fencing sword. He hung there, ineffectual and limp. I was about to pull it out and resume the
a ack with the hammer when the minotaur put a hand on my shoulder. I looked up and he
shook his head. Yara-Uno pulled out the sword and closed his eyes, li ing the blade in line with
his nose. Then he began humming. Not humming, so much as vibra ng. The Earth beneath us
shook and bits of rubble started li ing from the ground. 

Without warning Yara-Uno opened his eyes, which were now two white disks, more
headlights than eyes, and yelled, “I am Yara-Uno of the Ma-Yha-Who clan, and I summon the
strength of all my ancestors and their ancestors before them. I summon my bloodline from the
dawn of me and before. I summon all of them for one last strike!” 

I swear to all that I know to be true, in whatever universe the GoneGods were, they felt
this li le guy’s cry. Yara-Uno thrust his sword’s p into the hole and beyond, and with a
whopping crackle, the atmosphere cracked. 

And splintered. 
With a burst of energy, the solid air sha ered.
The minotaur must have sensed that the thing would fly apart because he shielded me

and Yara-Uno from the blast as invisible shards of atmosphere pierced his back before turning
into harmless, effervescent air. I could see the life leaving him, one more soul going nowhere
and as he did, I said the only words I knew to comfort him. “You fought well. The angel is free.”
The beast smiled as his eyes glazed over. Then his face took on the expressionless indifference
of death.

Michael, now free, did not hesitate. He leaped forward with unearthly speed and
grabbed Grinner by the throat. I thought he was about to snap the Other’s neck or smash him
against the ground. Punch him in the teeth, rip his head off. I could see that part of the
archangel wished to do so, but another part of him, the part that made Michael Michael,
hesitated. I could see him grimace with the ba le that raged within him. Suddenly the
archangel pulled Grinner’s face in close and whispered something in his ear. Then he let the
maniac go. 

Grinner nodded, looked around and then disappeared. 
“What’s wrong with you?! You had him and you let him go.”
“I swore an oath long ago that I should never harm a First Law… It was part of the

covenant between us and Nature,” Michael said, surveying the carnage. All around us was hurt



covenant between us and Nature,” Michael said, surveying the carnage. All around us was hurt
Others. Yara-Uno, ever the leader, was organizing the less hurt to tend to the mortally
wounded.  

And Michael let him go! Rage overcame me and now it was my turn to poke a finger at
the archangel’s chest. “The old oaths don’t ma er anymore!” I growled.  “Not since they le .”

The archangel dismissed me. He was an angel of the highest order and a li le thing like
his god abandoning him wasn’t going to stop him from being who he was. I guess I understood.
It was all he had le . It was all any of us really ever had.  “I upheld my vow and will live with the
consequences of doing so. What I have done is to grant us me to prepare and give you an
opportunity to run.” 

“Run!?! I will never…” but before I could finish the sentence the great angel dropped to
one knee, and breathing heavily, vomited a mixture of food and light. From where I stood, I
could see the angel had several broken ribs. I felt my own chest, my insides felt so crunched
together from my me in the sphere. I was sure there was some internal bleeding. I calmed
down – the next steps could wait. He was right. We needed me to heal, to regroup. I sat by
the giant, happy to be res ng and said in a so  voice, “What did you say to him?”

“I asked him a ques on,” Michael said and as he did, he regained a bit of his majesty.
“What, like a riddle?” I asked.
“In a way ... I asked him to solve a mystery for me.”
“A mystery,” I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. I mean, really, really laughing. I think

I must have broken two more ribs as I keeled over and brayed. At first, Michael looked at me
confused. Then he joined in. Soldier to soldier, he understood. You laugh now because you
might not get a chance tomorrow. 

We must have been quite the sight—a human and an archangel sharing a joke no one
else got. Eventually our laughter died down and I asked, “You sent that maniac away with a
‘mystery’, whatever that means. What happens when he solves it? Do you tell him a joke?” 

Michael went solemn. “When he solves it, Human Jean, he will return and there is
nothing I or anyOther can do,” the archangel said.  

Hellelujah! Way to kill the mood.





Chapter 5
Choices, Choices

When I was a kid, the circus came to town. Everyone gathered to watch the parade of
clowns and jugglers, animals and trainers, daredevils and ringleaders march down the street. I
was fascinated by all those exo c creatures marching down the road. Man oh man, I loved
every minute of it. I was only ten at the me. My mind went back to that day as we walked
down the streets of Paradise Lot. We must have looked like a macabre version of that circus, a
funeral procession of horns and hooves, humans and Others, misery and pain. 

As we walked, Asal informed me that I was the second human to be carried by him. The
first was Kvsir, the human responsible for brokering peace between the Aesir of Asgard and the
Vanir. And the reward for his good deeds? He was tricked and killed by dwarves, his blood
brewed into the Mead of Poetry. “You know human Jean, if you too were to meet a similar fate,
then that would mean that my carrying you now foreshadows your death. How poe c!” Asal
was way too excited by the prospect of my death.

Yara-Uno looked over at me as we made our way down the street and in a downtrodden
voice said, “I did not win this night.”

“Hey, you’re s ll breathing. That means you didn’t lose, either,” I said.
Yara-Uno shook his head, “I failed to avenge the Unicorn.”
“I don’t know about that,” I said, “Maybe revenge isn’t what the Unicorn would have

wanted. Maybe he was a er something else altogether. He came to Paradise Lot to make things
be er for everyone. Maybe that’s how you can honor him.”

“As the one who was by his side as he died, tell me the truth. Is that truly what he would
have wanted?”

“Yes,” I said, thinking back to the brief moments I had spent with Joseph. He was all
about peace. About feeling good and taking care of others. “Yes,” I repeated.  

Yara-Uno considered my words, “Then I shall honor the Unicorn as he wished to be
honored. I shall make this place be er for everyone,” he said, then looking over at me said in a
triumphant voice, “And Yara-Uno never loses.“     

Our procession of doom and gloom eventually ended at St. Mercy’s Hospital, where
Miral divided the wounded that needed treatment from the dying that needed comfort. 

Miral was Paradise Lot’s true angel that night and for as long as I live, I will forever be
grateful to her for all she did.

↔

The fairy nurse took me to my own room, courtesy of Michael who insisted that we had
a private place to speak. The nurse gave me some painkillers—finally!—and a towel. “Try to
flush the solid pieces down the toilet,” she said poin ng at shower. 

Fine by me. I peeled off CaCa’s cast, though my ankle was aching with the desire to get
back into its warm embrace. I stripped off my clothes and hopped in the shower. The warm
water felt good and as the water cascaded over me, I had me to clear my head and think. This
Grinner guy wasn’t going down easily, if at all. Half of Paradise Lot a acked him with swords



Grinner guy wasn’t going down easily, if at all. Half of Paradise Lot a acked him with swords

and magic, and they barely got any licks in. “No more me,” I said to les on the bathroom wall.
“Burning me isn’t going to kill him.” Trouble was, if a whole army burning me didn’t hurt him,
then what would? It was then I made a resolu on that I wouldn’t let another Other waste a
minute of me on Grinner. Whatever the solu on was going to be, it would have to be done
without magic.

I was s ll in the shower when Miral burst in, “How long have you been dreaming of
her?”

“Hey,” I screamed. “I’m naked.”
“Oh please, I’ve see your kind naked before. Now answer me—how long?” 
“Shouldn’t you be taking care of the wounded?” I said, wrapping a towel around me

while trying to turn off the water.
“I have stabilized those who needed it, and there are nurses and other doctors. And

don’t change the subject!” 
“How do you know about Bella?” I started, while I tried to shimmy my underwear under

my towel. 
“The Avatar of Gravity told me all,” Michael said as he walked in, “Of all the humans to

be crucial for the restar ng of the world, I would never have thought—you? As for the end of
the world … That I would have whole-heartedly predicted.” Michael smirked. He was making a
joke, or at least trying to. Michael had many strengths. Humor was not one of them.

“How long?” Miral repeated, pacing the room.
“Six years,” I said, managing to put on my pants. My shirt, however, was behind Miral. It

would have to wait.
“And you never thought to tell me?” she asked. 
“Tell you? Tell you! Why is everyone suddenly interested in my dreams? OK, yes, I

dreamt of her every night since I went A.W.O.L. But I thought she was just a dream. My dream.
A hallucina on of someone barely holding it together. I thought I was crazy, but you know what,
if being crazy meant seeing her, I just figured sanity was overrated. You know?”

“Human Jean-Luc, if you think that excuses—” 
 “I don’t care! Bella is alive,” I said li ing my hand, “she’s alive,” the sound draining out

of me as I said the words out loud. “That means that we can be together again.” My heart
contracted with every word, like it was trying to push out every drop of blood. Bella was alive
and we could be together again.  

Miral stopped pacing and gave me a look that would melt a puppy’s heart. I swear, these
angels and their expressions. But she said nothing, the words failing to leave her lips. We stared
at each other for a long me before Michael finally broke the silence with words that came out
uncharacteris cally so , “I am afraid not. She is dead.”

“But in the Void. She’s alive in the Void.”
“No, it is not her that lives, but her soul. Once the soul leaves the body…” he sighed,

shaking his head. “Death is a one way valve. Once you cross the threshold, there is no way
back.” 

“But, there has to be a way to bring her back.” 
“No, Human Jean, there is none.”
“Then send me to her,” I said, puffing out my chest, “Please.” 
Again the angels gave me the look of sympathy, this me it was more like that of a



Again the angels gave me the look of sympathy, this me it was more like that of a
mother trying to fix their child’s first real boo-boo. How do they do that? “No, Jean,” Miral said,
her voice infinitely so , “When the gods le , they took with them the path for souls to follow.
Whereas death to Others means the ceasing of existence, death to your kind now means that
your soul wanders aimlessly un l the nothing of beyond erases it. I am sorry, your death will not
reunite you with her.”  

“But…” I said, “There has to be a way.”
“Perhaps,” Miral said, “But we will need me to consult other Others to find a way. But

with the Avatar of Gravity desperate to have you, I fear that me is not on our side.”
“That is why we must hide the human,” Michael said. “While the Avatar is occupied, we

must use this opportunity to run.”
“Oh yeah,” I said, looking up at the archangel, “Why didn’t you kill him? I mean your

hands were around his neck.” 
“I already told you…”
“I vowed never to harm a First Law,” I said in a mocking baritone. “OK fine – but what

did you say to him to make him go away?”
My sarcasm was either missed or ignored, because Michael nodded with pride and

walked over to the room’s window and pulled back the curtains revealing the night sky. Even
with the light of the room and the lights of Paradise Lot, I could s ll see stars floa ng above,
“Look, a er God and the gods le , many of the stars’ orbits changed. This galaxy does not
follow the same paths as it once did.” 

This, I already knew. Hell—everyone knew it—with whole new sciences popping up to
explain what happened. AstroMetaPhysics they called it, and some of humanity’s and Other’s
top minds were working on the reason why, and ge ng nowhere. I never much cared for the
new science. What was the point? The oceans s ll had des, the world s ll had seasons. So
what if the stars didn’t follow the same orbits they once did? In truth, the only prac cal effect
this change had on my life was that the Sunday paper’s Astrology Fortune Telling page no
longer printed the typical, ‘Fortune finds you,’ or ‘Ask and the answer will be yes,’ but rather
essays on what the new GoneGod world had in store for me. And it was rarely good. 

Michael sighed and con nued, “I asked him to explain to me the natural law that would
allow for such a difference. In other words, I bought us me.” 

“For what?”
“To hide you.”
“Do you know how many Others died today because of that –  that creature! I’m not

hiding.”
Michael leaned over, looking straight down at me and said, “Yes, you are. Do you

understand how many more are at risk because of you? He will level this city to the ground to
find you. The only way to save Paradise Lot is for you to not be here. That, or…” he drew a
finger across his neck.

“There will be none of that,” Miral cut in. “We will do what we have always done.
Protect humans. Protect that human,” she pointed at me.

Michael grunted, shrugging his shoulders. “Very well then … it is se led. You run. You
hide,” his voice drummed, giving me a look that, I swear, said, ‘Like all cowardly humans do.’ But
then again, I might have been over-sensi ve. 

I shook my head, “No.”



“He will come for you again.”
“Then keep sending him away with riddle a er riddle. I bet you we could come up with

thousands of them. What has four legs in the morning, two in the a ernoon and three at
night..?” I mused.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Michael said calmly.
“Man. What is black and white and red all over?”
“I said,” Michael was speaking a bit more slowly now, pronouncing each word, “it

doesn’t work like that.” 
“A newspaper … How about this one? Thirty white horses on a red hill: first they

champ…”
“I said!”
“Then they stamp …”
“It doesn’t!”
“Then they stand s ll.”
“Work that way!” Michael bellowed and the room shook. Not in the metaphorical

sense. It actually shook. “I am the archangel Michael, Captain of the Host, Guardian of the
Faith and First amongst all angels. I am the angel of Mercy and Bringing of Rain. I am the Slayer
of Here cs and the Protector of Na ons. And despite my lo y posi on in the angelic hierarchy,
I am only allowed to formally request anything from a First Law once and only once.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, “You mean to say, with all your power you can
only speak to him once?”

“No, that is not what I said. I can only formally address them once, be it a request or a
ques on. With Time, I asked him not to touch the divine. With Death, I requested that God and
gods have dominion over souls. With Energy, I asked that she never cease to flourish in the
celes al domains. But with Gravity, God spoke to Gravity directly and what He asked of the First
Law, none of us know,” Michael stood up and took a sip of his coffee, looked at the cup and
grimaced. I guess they didn’t have Home Brew in Heaven. He looked down at me and said,
“And I wasted the only request that Gravity’s Avatar was divinely bound to answer, in order to
save you. I would think that a er such a sacrifice, you would owe me a li le respect.”

That did it—this angel thought that I owed him my life because he’d used up some
once-upon-a- me favor for me. To hell with that! He’d been willing to let me die to end this
li le problem. And now he wanted my gra tude? “Owe you? Owe you! I owe you nothing! You
would have gladly let him kill me.” 

“A means to an end.”
 “A means to an end? A means to an end!” I yelled, “Is that how the gods saw us? Li le

mortal pawns, a means to ge ng what they wanted? And what exactly did they want from us?
What? You don’t know, do you? You were never privy to their private li le plans… Maybe, just
maybe if we were not treated like stepping stones to get to some unknown ends we would have
been more grateful and had a li le bit more… what was the word you used? Respect?”

I expected Michael to lose his temper, bellow at me in that mind-thumping voice of his
or take me for another flight in the sky, but instead the archangel just nodded. “Yes,” he said,
“Truly, you have earned that from me.” And with that he put a fist over his heart and took a
step back. 

I fought the urge to say, ‘Now that’s more like it,’ op ng for the less confronta onal,



I fought the urge to say, ‘Now that’s more like it,’ op ng for the less confronta onal,
“Even if I run, won’t he level the city anyway, believing that I am hiding?”

“I will tell him you are gone,” Michael said.
“So?” I asked, but I knew the answer. The Celes al boy scout can’t lie. If he tells Grinner

I’m gone, it’s because I’m gone. “Fine,” I said, “but there has to be another way. He might leave
Paradise Lot alone, but won’t he just go from city to city, looking for me? Isn’t running just
transferring the problem to somewhere else?”

Miral nodded, “Indeed, Jean-Luc. But the alterna ve is worse. He must not find you.
Have faith that we will hide you well, and pray that when the Avatar of Gravity tears this world
apart to find you, he leaves enough of it intact for us to survive. That is the best any of us can
hope for.”

“That can’t be the solu on,” I said, “There has to be another way!” but even Miral’s
eyes were downcast and I could see that two of the oldest and strongest creatures to walk this
world agreed – the only hope for humanity and Others to survive was for me to run. Or die.

“Then kill me,” I said. “Kill me and be done with it. Show my carcass to Grinner and he’ll
have to stop.” 

Michael and Miral exchanged a glance. “Yes,” Michael agreed. “That would be a cleaner
solu on, and one we have considered. But Bella lives in the Void, which means there is a way
back. To kill you now without--”

“Without trying to find it yourself,” I hissed. “You’re just as bad as he is.”
“No, Human Jean-Luc,” Miral said, coming by my side and taking my hand in hers, “No –

we do not wish to become gods or God. We do not seek dominion over humanity or Others.
We merely want life to be be er for all. I want to fulfill Bella’s des ny, save my friend and see
her again. Imagine, Jean-Luc, if we could connect again with the Void, turn on the lights to our
father’s mansion, then we would be whole again and the worlds would be safe. That is all we
seek. I swear it on the very essence of my being. Michael and I only want to go home. And in
going home, we wish to reunite you with Bella.” 

“Is… is there a way back?”
Miral shook her head, “I don’t know. We do not have the power – not at the level that

Gravity’s Avatar possesses. But there are beings out there whom we may consult, and other
items that may be available to us… We both have faith that, in me, a way home will be
revealed.”

“Faith,” I shook my head. In the past, I never had much faith, but it was all I had right
now. 

“Here,” Michael said, handing me the photo of Bella. “I took this from Evidence.”
“But the case isn’t closed yet,” I said,
“We know who the murderer is. That is enough.”
I had looked down at Bella as she smiled and shook the hand of the Other that would

betray her. I wondered if she had known his plan, if she would have told the Ambassador to
fuck off. Probably not. Knowing Bella, she would have held out for some hope that he’d change
his mind or that things would go differently. Or maybe she would have had faith that he would
succeed. Damn you, Bella. Your op mism is a real pain in my ass. “Okay,” I whispered. “Okay.
How long do I have?”   

Michael stepped to the window and looked to the heavens above. “He will need to
observe the night sky for a full cycle to fully be able to answer my ques on. We have un l



observe the night sky for a full cycle to fully be able to answer my ques on. We have un l
dawn.”

It was eight in the evening, which meant that I had roughly nine hours un l sunrise.
“Good,” I said. “I have enough me.”

“For what?” 
“To say goodbye.”



Chapter 6
Pu ng Affairs in Order

It took some convincing to get Miral and Michael to give me a few hours to get my
affairs in order. What eventually won me my freedom was poin ng out that a head of St.
Mercy’s Hospital would have to make a few phone calls before going on the lam. It was, a er
all, protocol. That was something that neither Michael nor Miral had considered. In Heaven,
they only acted when under direct order by you-know-who. Here on Earth there were no direct
commands, booming voices or divine inspira on, there were only protocols and rules. 

Angels understand rules. They get order. But what they didn’t understand is
bureaucracy. That is something uniquely human. There were papers to fill out, requests to be
made, people to be informed before she could leave. And I, being a human hotel owner, would
have similar, albeit less demanding, requirements. They saw the wisdom in that and, in the end,
se led on mee ng up three hours before dawn. The minimum amount of me necessary to get
a head start on Grinner. And just enough me for Miral to locate and fill out all the necessary
paperwork. 

↔

I could no longer protect my guests, but I could make things a li le bit be er, if only by a
single degree. 

First up—se le my debt with the fairies. At the ‘Coping with Mortality’ seminar, I had
asked them for a favor, which they’d agreed to do for the lo y price of seven vials of gli er and
two bo les of Elmer's Glue. Since I had neither on me, I asked Miral if I could raid the children’s
ward. Glue they had, but sadly no gli er—so eight clown noses and a rainbow afro wig later,
the fairies agreed to my revised payment terms and handed me what they found.  

Now on to the next thing … Fun, fun, fun!

↔

Over the arched door of the Palisade hung a crudely-drawn picture of a creature with
poin ng ears and dull fangs. The face had an X over it and in poor, nearly illegible le ers read,
‘No Others Allowed’.  

From the phone booth across the street I called the arcade. “Whaaat?” answered a vile
voice that I recognized as the kid that had hit me with the baseball bat.  

Okay, Jean-Luc, it was now or never. In an uneven, gruff voice I said, “EightBall. Now!” 
“Yeah, who the hell is this?” Scrotum asked.
“This is the shit-kicker that’s gonna make an example out of you if you don’t get me that

shitball leader of yours on the phone. NOW!” The words flowed awkwardly out of me and I
finally understood what it felt like to be the Billy Goats Gruff. Difference is, I got my tough-guy
vernacular from CSI, whereas they got theirs from old Dick Tracy comics. I vowed that if I
survived this, I’d buy the Gruffs all the seasons of CSI.

My gambit must have worked because Scrotum’s voice faltered before he said, “Ahh…
ahh… ahh’m ge n’ him. Hold on.” From the receiver I could hear some scrambling before



ahh… ahh’m ge n’ him. Hold on.” From the receiver I could hear some scrambling before
another voice came on.

“Ah, hello?”
In my best sultry accent I said, “Hi there lover…” I sprinkled a bit of Parisian for good

measure.
“Who is this?”
“Oh, come on … You know who this is? I’m that Other who makes dreams come true.” 
“Why you li le—”
“Hold on, lover. You can act tough for them. And maybe you act tough for me later. I’m a

bad, bad girl and I need a spanking from a big, tough guy who will set me straight.” My cheeks
were red with embarrassment. This would not be one of those stories I planned on telling
anyone. Ever. “Will you set me straight? Huh, will you, lover?” I said for good measure.

“Well, ahhh, damn right, I will!” he said. I got to hand it to the kid, given how li le blood
was flowing to that ny brain of his, he was doing OK. Just when I thought I had him, he asked,
“Why?” his tone carrying with it more mental power than a hopped-up horny teenager should
have.

“Protec on,” I said without hesita on. “My gi s, for you making sure your friends leave
me alone.”

“Oh yeah?” he said, “How o en?” 
“As many mes as you want it for as long as you want it. It is a straight up deal. My body

for your muscle. Simple.” 
There was a silence as he contemplated it for a while, then there was a heavy swallow

on the other end before he said, “Fine. Where?” 
“Good,” I said, “The hotel.”
“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he said and hung up.

↔

Given how the conversa on went, I gave it 50/50 that he’d come out alone. He was too
calm, too collected and for a moment I thought that he really hated Others enough to turn
down a succubus. Not a simple feat. 

But then he popped out alone and I knew teenage hormones had won the day. He
probably figured he could have his cake and eat it—as in quite literally—by having an
unbelievable night, followed by some Other-bashing. 

He looked down the street and before he could get his bearings, I put a pillow case over
his head and taking out a piece of lead pipe pressed it hard against his back, the cool metal feel
giving him the impression I had a gun. “I just want to talk,” I said. “Ten minutes, then I’ll let you
go.”

“Screw you, man!” he hissed.
“Look, don’t make me gag you,” I dug the lead pipe into his back, and then twis ng his

arm forced him to walk forward as Asal and his rickshaw tro ed forward. “Asal, my friend, if you
would be so kind.” 

↔

It took Asal nearly half an hour to trot over to where we were going. That’s a long me



It took Asal nearly half an hour to trot over to where we were going. That’s a long me
to sit next to someone handcuffed and blindfolded. Not exactly ideal for facilita ng
conversa on, but I think we did well, all things considered. He swore at me and I ignored him.
I’ve known marriages less civil.

Once we got to where we were going, I pulled EightBall out. He resisted, tried to make a
break for it, but the blind can only make it so far before running into something hard, like a wall.
“Come on,” I said, helping him up and opening the front door of the abandoned building, “This
way.”

I led EightBall upstairs and into a burnt-out room. The moonlight streamed through the
hole in the roof. With the darkness hiding the details of destruc on, the husk of a room was
actually quite beau ful. I let him go. Again he tried to run, this me tripping over some rubble
before falling to the ground with a whoop. I pulled off his hood. “You son of a bitch, I’m going
to…” he started looking around, but as soon as he recognized the place we were in, he stopped.
With confused eyes, he asked, “Why the hell did you take me here?”  

“Astarte told me to give you what you really want and since she’s older than sin, and a
damn near goddess of desire, I figured her advice was pre y sound. But what does someone
like you want?”

I stepped behind EightBall and pulled at the chain linking the handcuffs. He resisted, but
from the angle, the strain on his wrists got him on his feet pre y damn quick, “I tried to think
what a punk kid like you would want. I mean, really want,” I said, “What does someone who
grew up on the streets want? Peace? A vaca on? Nah, that’s not it. Maybe a brand new gun or
knife. If I asked you, you’d probably say something macho like a minute alone with me in a
locked room.” 

“That’s exactly what I want,” he growled, crooking his neck back to meet my gaze. His
eyes burned with a fresh fury and I knew if I released him, he’d go at me with everything he
had. 

“Maybe,” I said, pretending that his hate didn’t bother me, “I have no doubt that you
desire my blood, but I don’t think it’s what you really, deep down want.”

I sat him down on the chair and faced him, a coffee table was all that stood between us.
“I struggled for a while with an answer. For a long me I couldn’t come up with anything. Un l,
that is, I realized that you are exactly like me.”

“I’m nothing like you! Other-Lover,” he spat.
“Both of our parents were killed by Others. Both of us have hated them for a long, long

me. I had all the lines down pat. ‘They don’t belong here. This is our home, not theirs. And
why should I care that they were evicted from their home without so much as warning. Too bad
for them. Screw’em, right?’”

EightBall nodded, smiling at the thought. “Only difference is, I was wrong,” I said,
“Something I realized about six years ago. And given our age difference, it’ll be something you’ll
realize in about eleven years, but by then you will have caused a lot of hurt. And not just to
them.” I put down a book on the table. “Believe it or not, I’m trying to help you, kid.” 

“What’s that?”
“A book,” I said. “It was inspired by something that Penemue told me about.”
“That pigeon?” 
“Yeah, that pigeon,” I said. I took off my collarless jacket and placed it on the back of a



“Yeah, that pigeon,” I said. I took off my collarless jacket and placed it on the back of a

chair. Then I unlocked his handcuffs. As expected, he immediately went for me, so I kicked the
back of his knee forcing him to sit down on the chair. I put a heavy hand on his shoulder and
said, “You see, I know what I really, deep down in my core want. I want to belong. To
somewhere. To someone. And I figure that’s what you want, too. This book is where you
belong. Take a look inside and if you s ll want to stab me, I won’t stop you. Not this me.” I
removed my hand from his shoulder and took a step back. 

“So, I look at your stupid book and then I get my free shot. That’s the deal, right?”
“If you s ll want it, then yeah, kid, that’s the deal.”
EightBall picked up the photo album, each page displaying a single picture. It was

skillfully rendered with elegant calligraphy ordaining the books margins. I will give it to the
fairies – they were not well-equipped to live in the GoneGod World, but they sure knew design.
The book was beau ful. 

He thumbed through it. Fast at first, skipping over the photos he didn’t recognize, but
then he slowed down when he got a picture of a young girl, no older than eight. She s ll had
her whole life in front of her, but looked enough like who she would become that EightBall
recognized her. He slowed, his hands gently touching the surface of her face. The next image of
the girl’s father, the two of them at the local grocery store in what is now Paradise Lot’s
downtown. The young father owned the place and his daughter, no older than ten, proudly
helped him stack the shelves, a smile on both their faces. The next was of the same bright-eyed
li le girl, now twelve, dancing ballet, her grace unhindered by the black and white gloss of the
photograph. Next she was playing the piano, then she was standing on stage, having won
second place in a father-daughter foot race. Then of proud parents, standing by a young lady
who wore a blue gradua on dress and a proud, glowing smile. The young woman at Christmas,
si ng by her aging father, who wore an oxygen tank, but s ll managed to smile, happy to be
surrounded by his family. 

EightBall wiped away a tear as he turned the page to that same young woman, walking
down the aisle, an old man in a wheelchair clapping in the front. Then her hand was out as a
nervous young man put a ring on his new wife’s hand. Then the same woman, older now, held
her protruding belly. Page a er page of the young couple preparing the baby’s room, ge ng
ready for the new addi on in the family, un l the pictures showed the proud mother holding
her newborn in her arms. More tears of joy as she held the fragile li le creature. 

The last picture in the book was of a young EightBall standing with his mother and
father, holding a plaque of his own—first place in the piano recital.  He smiled, two front teeth
missing, as proud parents each put a hand on his shoulders. And then the book ended, several
blank pages remaining to be filled. 

Tears streamed down his face as he looked up at me and asked, “How … how did you get
this?”

“Fairies. They dug through this wreckage and found the photos and put it together. Not
bad for a bunch of talking gnats. Man, I will say one thing about those guys—they will do just
about anything for gli er.”

I waited to see if his tears would turn to rage—a er all, I made a deal with the kid – but
there was no fight le  in him. He sat there leafing through the book, turning to the earlier
pages he had skipped over. “Newton,” I said, “I know that you blame them for your loss, but
even you have to see how they no more wanted to hurt your family than come to Paradise Lot



even you have to see how they no more wanted to hurt your family than come to Paradise Lot
in the first place. They’re outcasts, just like you and me, without a home, most of them without
their families.” I put my collarless jacket back on. “I have to go. I can’t protect them anymore.
And I know that the book doesn’t go very far for returning what you’ve lost, but maybe it will go
far enough for you to let go of your hate for them.” 

And with that, I le  him to his tears and confusion, praying that those pictures were
enough.  

 



Chapter 7
On the Road Again

I had no idea if my li le conversa on with EightBall would work. All I could do was hope
–  Hell, seems like hope and faith was all I got. Funny that I found both a er the gods le . So
a er leaving EightBall, I asked Asal to drop me off at my last des na on before I could leave. 

I asked him to take me home.

↔

The li le bell over my front door rang as I walked in for what would probably be the last
me. I climbed the stairs of the One Spire Hotel and opened the lo  door above. In the corner

sat Penemue, books thrown about, his hay bed in ta ers and a bo le of Drambuie in his hand.
He was crying, cuddling his bo le as he tried to coax comfort from its hallowed contents. 

When he saw me, his eyes glistened, lit by angelic tears. “I was so afraid. I always
believed that I would face my death with bravery, honor even, but in the end I was so very, very
afraid. I am sorry for betraying you, Human Jean-Luc,” he said with a drunken chuckle, “But I
am most sorry for breaking my promise,” he said.

“You never promised me anything,” I said.
“No, no—not to you, dear Human Jean. You are not the only one who makes sacred

promises. I broke a promise I made to myself before the Earth was formed and when the sky
s ll burned red. When He cast me into the pits of fire and brimstone, I swore that I would never
ask him for anything. Never again.” Penemue tried to stand, but drunk as he was, all he
managed to do was fall on his back. His wings spread out and contracted, like he was trying to
fly. He looked like an overturned turtle. I offered him my hand and as I righted him, he said,
“But today, Jean, I prayed. I begged. I pleaded with Him to let you live, and here you are. He
listened. He heard me.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said, pulling with all my weight to get the angel to sit up. He
managed to get himself half-erect and with a push I gave him he could rest his back on the wall.
From the corner of the room, I pulled at the pitcher of water and poured him a glass of water.
“Here, drink this.”

“You live. He must have listened.” 
“Actually, I think it is Michael you have to thank. Michael tricked Grinner into leaving me

alone. For a li le while, anyway. I don’t know if that was His work.” With the last phrase, I
pointed up. 

Penemue’s face went grave, “Of course that is. He sent His emissary. An asshole, yes,
but His emissary nonetheless!” 

I shrugged, “Maybe, but that doesn’t ma er anymore. The box? Did you figure out what
it is?”

Penemue perked up, “What is it not?” he exclaimed, hands and wings both outstretched
in excitement. The ps of his wings hit the room and bits of drywall flaked off. He lowered his
wings, and controlling his volume, he looked at it like one might examine a rare diamond for
flaws, twis ng it in the light. It s ll looked like a plain wooden box to me. “I have never, ever,
ever, EVER held anything with so much history before. Truly unique! Singular in the significance



ever, EVER held anything with so much history before. Truly unique! Singular in the significance
imbued within its making—”

“And?” I interrupted. 
Gesturing for me to draw closer, he whispered, “It is Pandora’s Box! I know, I know,

shocked me, too.” He nodded in mock, drunken surprise.
“Pandora’s Box—as in the container from which all sin sprang forth—”
“Its contents emp ed, leaving behind only Hope. Yes, the very same. But it is not only

that … It is also the Ark of the Covenant, and Pharaoh’s Vial, and the Wineskin that once held
the blood of Kvsir, otherwise known as the Mead of—”

“Poetry?”
“You know it?” 
“I’m familiar with the legend,” I said. 
“In days gone by, it was the last cup from which Jesus drank, the first goblet which ever

held Ambrosia and the bowl from which an asp bit Cleopatra’s hand as she reached for a fig in
its basin! It is all those things and more. Whoever constructed it, and I suspect that it was
Joseph, did so by taking li le pieces from all those items and pu ng it together into one place.”

“Why?” I asked.
“Why else! To contain something of extreme significance.” 
“But it’s so small,” I said, holding up my hands with enough space to hold a Rubik's

Cube.
“Bahhh!” the angel dismissed me, “Mortals always think in size, size, size. Bigger is

be er. A thousand angels once danced on the head of pin. How do you think we did that? By
ge ng a really, really big pin? NO! Size, cosmically speaking, doesn’t ma er. Only space. And
even the smallest of spaces can hold the vastest of universes. That box, with all the significance
it possesses, can hold a thousand universes and s ll have room to spare.” 

“Big enough for a heaven?” I asked.
“Heavens,” Penemue retorted, “And hells and purgatories and a thousand other

dimensions that your kind have yet to perceive.”
“I see,” I said. So that was Joseph’s plan. And that was why Grinner needed it. Now all

he has le  to do is fill the box, which is exactly where Bella and I come into play. So, I told the
twice fallen angel about Grinner, Hermes and the fight in Paradise Lot. About Michael and
Miral. And about Bella. My dreams and how my wife exists in another realm. And about the
kiss, and how it creeped me out. 

“Bella’s soul is not lost,” Penemue said to himself. “A bit of joy can be found in every
terrible situa on.” 

“Yes … Yes, it can.”
“Human Jean-Luc. The only way the Avatar of Gravity will be able to make the

connec on between Heaven and Earth tangible is by extrac ng it from you.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“Our magic works by making abstract concepts real. Gravity is a law, so the gods created

an avatar with whom they could nego ate. Turning the abstract into the real. Your connec on
with Bella—your dreams—that is an abstract bridge built by your love. Grinner wishes to make
that real. He wants to rip your connec on to her out of you and turn it into a bridge that Others
can use.”

“And if he does—what will happen to my connec on to her? To my dreams?!”



“They will no longer be a part of you.”
“You mean, I’ll stop loving her?”
“No, that is beyond our magic. What I mean is that your love will no longer be enough

for you both to find each other, to speak across worlds,” Penemue drew heavy on the
Drambuie, “Without it, she will truly be lost to you.” 

I looked at the angel who stared back at me with heavy, swollen eyes that glistened with
the light of trapped tears. This twice-fallen angel had lived in the One Spire Hotel for six years
and in that me he had been a colossal pain in the bu , but he was always my friend. What I
had to do next would be the hardest thing I’ve ever done. 

“Do you know why I fell the first me?” he asked. 
I had heard the story before, but before I could answer Penemue said, “Enoch, the

judge of the fallen, wrote that my sin was that I taught humans how to read and write …” his
eyes went distant as he recalled the judgment against him. “You see, by his es ma on, humans
weren’t supposed to have that knowledge because … well, because you guys weren’t smart
enough. The fear was that you’ll write down a false idea and, like the Golden Calf, worship it.
An idea is far more dangerous than a statue, no ma er how big or golden it is.

 “But I didn’t think so li le of humans. I thought that if they could only have a chance to
record their thoughts and learn from their ancestors that in me their ideas would evolve into
something worthy. That’s why I taught you how to read and write, how to make paper and brew
ink. 

The angel sighed, drawing heavy on his bo le before con nuing, “I knew I would be
punished, but I did not believe I would be cast from Heaven. I thought my sin was great enough
that He would grant me death—true death. And despite believing that, I did it anyway, because
I thought I was doing the right thing.” 

“Penemue, you’re punishing yourself when there is no need,” I started. 
The fallen li ed a hand asking me to let him finish, “I was willing to die for what I

believed. I was willing to face the abyss for the knowledge I granted you. But when I was asked
to lay my life down for what really ma ers, for my friend, my resolve faded away into nothing
and I told him all. I am a coward, Human Jean-Luc. A worthless, pathe c coward.” 

“Enough,” I said, “You got scared. You chose to live over dying. I will never, ever hold
that against you.” 

Penemue’s eye cocked open and he looked at me confused, “Dear Human Jean, I tell
you this, not because I am seeking your forgiveness, but because I want you to understand who
it is you fight for. I was once willing to die for my cause, but for a friend, I betrayed you the first
chance I got. I do not deserve your protec on or your care. None of us do. You need to
understand that in the days to come. We are not worth it. None of us are. So, should the Avatar
of Gravity extract the connec on from you and make the bridge real, then let him win. This
world and its paltry occupants are not worth you losing Bella again.” From behind a stack of
books, he pulled out another bo le of Drambuie and opened it with a twist of his pointy
fingers. 

“Maybe, but then again maybe your second chance isn’t up yet. None of ours is. And
maybe if I give this world a bit more me, then they will be worth saving,” I said.

“Jean-Luc the op mist. When did this happen?” Penemue said, handing me the bo le. 
“It was always there, just buried deep. Really deep,” I sighed, taking the bo le. “Look, I



“It was always there, just buried deep. Really deep,” I sighed, taking the bo le. “Look, I
have to go, but before I do there’s one last favor I need from you.”

“Of course,” he roared with a sudden excitement, “I owe you for my betrayal and am
eager to work off the debt.”

I pulled the bo le out of his hand and standing before him said, “For all the years I
helped you stand when you fell—yes, you owe me. For all the mes, I saved you from that
mouth of yours – yes, you owe me. But for saving yourself from Grinner—for that, you owe me
nothing. Understand? I free you of that debt.”

The angel nodded, “Very well, then. A favor for a friend.” 
“Yes, a favor for a friend,” I said, a lump catching in my throat. I handed him two

envelopes.  
Penemue sat up, his massive shoulders hunched over in defeat as he took the paper

from my hand. “What are these?” he asked.
“One is instruc ons to you, the other is for someone else.”
Penemue read the notes and looked up at me. His voice trembled as he spoke, “But…

but this is suicide.”
“Maybe, but we’re all going to die one day. Might as well die for something worthwhile.”

I picked up the bo le of Drambuie and said, “This is it, old friend. Time to say goodbye. What
do you say – one more for the road?”

↔

Penemue and I downed a shot of Drambuie, and I le  the big guy alone in his sorrow
and headed down to my room. It always amazed me how the world might be ending and yet
your room would look exactly as you’d le  it. You’d think that it would have faced the same
whirlwind that you did, but my things all just sat there unmoved and untouched. I hung up my
collarless black jacket on the coat rack. 

My junk ques sat on their shelves and Castle Grayskull sat empty on my chest of
drawers.

Damn. 
I had hoped that Tink would have made it back by now. I was sure she escaped; I saw

her light flu er down the tunnel. Where was she? My only hope was that she was too scared to
come home, afraid that Grinner would be here. But there was a big difference between
knowing and hoping. 

The part of me that lived with and cared for Tink for the last six years had to believe that
she was alive and well, hiding somewhere safe. That she wasn’t crushed by some random rock
or lost in tunnels filled with Others that would like nothing more than to own a Myth. To
believe anything else would be too much for me to bear a er a day of so much loss. 

And it was hope that led me to leave behind a bit of the candle that Hermes gave me. I
figured a creature as old and unique as Tink would know what to do with it, and if I couldn’t
keep her safe, well, at least I could give her something to help. I also le  a recording on my old
Dictaphone, telling her that I probably wasn’t coming back and that if she needed sanctuary, it
was Miral whom I trusted above everyone else. It was up to Tink if she was going to trust
herself to another guardian or not. I couldn’t make that decision for her. 

“I’m sorry, Tink,” I said, “but I can’t keep you safe. Not anymore,” and as I spoke those



“I’m sorry, Tink,” I said, “but I can’t keep you safe. Not anymore,” and as I spoke those
last words, warm tears fall down my cheek. 

I closed the li le draw bridge on Castle Grayskull and headed out the door.  

↔

The clock on the dashboard flashed two a.m. Good, that meant three hours and change
before dawn, just enough me for me to get on the road.  

Convincing Michael to let me go had been quite the feat. He wanted to get on the run
right away. I had to swear on every GoneGod and living soul I knew, vow up and down, and
absolutely promise to come back at least three hours before dawn, and even then he let me go
with great protest. Thing about oaths and Others is that they are always making these grand
gestures, spoken in archaic chant, that are absolutely binding. Before the GrandExodus, to
break an oath meant death. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die’ was quite literal. Magic, karma,
chutzpah—call it what you will—but the universe always got even with them, and as a result,
making and keeping a promise was very serious business, indeed. I get that. Really I do.  

Unfortunately for Michael, my promise was made with my fingers crossed behind my
back. I don’t know how that cosmically works and I doubted that pre-GrandExodus, you could
get out of it that easily, but s ll—that’s what I did. Doesn’t make me feel any be er, but I
couldn’t keep my promise to him when it went against another, higher promise I made earlier.
To Bella. 

You see, Michael was right. Miral was right. Hell, even Tink was right. There was no
hope in figh ng an enemy like Grinner. I had to run.

But they were wrong about one thing—it wasn’t Bella’s dream to reopen the Void and
send the Others packing. She wanted us all to live together. Here, on Earth and in Heaven.
That’s why she helped the Ambassador. She believed he was the key to peace in this life and
the next.

I knew that Michael and Miral meant well and that they wanted to help. But a er a
while, even they would be tempted. There would be some shaman or prophet or Other that
had a key or chalice or a talisman that would find Bella and Heaven. And then what? Another
experiment, another grand scheme, another maniacal wannabe god. If the road to Hell is paved
with good inten ons, then what’s the road to Heaven paved with? 

And even if they did find a way back to their Heaven, I don’t think it would solve
anything. I’ve go en to know their kind and, well, they don’t play well with Others. Reopening
the Void would lead to a war between Others, which meant more rainbow blood pain ng the
roads. No, I couldn’t let that happen. That wasn’t what Bella wanted. 

Besides, I had other plans in mind. I might not be able to beat Grinner in a fight, but
there was more than one way to skin that proverbial cat. I had an ace up my sleeve—a long
shot, but far more temp ng than spending a life on the run with Michael and Miral. As much as
I hated not keeping my word, this was something I needed to do on my own. They were adults
a couple of thousand mes over— they’d get over it. 

As for the other detail—well, like I’d said to Penemue, this was it—one last favor. 
I turned my PopPop’s old 1969 Plymouth RoadRunner igni on and took to the road. It

felt good to be in the driver’s seat. Soon the city was out of view and highway lights were
exchanged for stars. I looked at the clock—just an hour to go before dawn. Right about now,



exchanged for stars. I looked at the clock—just an hour to go before dawn. Right about now,
Penemue was delivering a map to Grinner with a big X and the words “Come and get me,”
scrawled in red.

End of Episode 3

I hope you enjoyed Episode 3 … If you are so inclined, here is the link to Episode 4  … CLICK HERE!

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B012E3DNNQ/


Please Review:

So far, Paradise Lot has been going extremely well. As of June 20th, 2015 Episodes One and
Two have been downloaded nearly 6,000 mes and the reviews have been amazing. Thank you! What’s
more, I’ve just completed Episode 6. AND I’m working on Paradise Lot: Interludes—a series of short
stories told from the point of view of Others. I love what I’m doing, but would love it even more if I
could write full- me. One day … One day. 

One way to get me there is by ge ng more great reviews. I’d love your honest feedback on the
very public (and very frightening) stage of Amazon’s 5 star review system. 

Now, let’s make something clear. It’s not me asking for a review. That would be uncouth and far
beneath a dignified story-teller such as myself. That is why I have asked the denizens of Paradise Lot to
come to you on bended knees. Normally it would be the job of the One Spire Inn inhabitants to ask for
reviews, but they’re a li le beat up right now. Luckily, some of the other Others were available:

Yara-Uno — G’day mate! Come on, be a pal and write a review. Reviews are the life blood of an
author and the GoneGods know that R.E. Vance needs all the help he can get.

Grinner — Live through me and live forever. (No, Grinner, ask for a review—not their worship.)
OK … review and yee shall be rewarded. (Close enough.)

Asal — I have carried many a great hero on my back and now I ask from you the same. Be the
gallant onocentaur of Paradise Lot and write a review so that the heroes may con nue their noble
quest! 

Fairy Nurse — Reviews are like forums. No one likes to fill them out, but it keeps things
organized and neat, and everything running in good order. Now, if you don’t mind … I really must get
back to work. 

Medusa — R.E. Vance promises me a chance with Jean-Luc in Episode 5 … I really, really want
to get to Episode 5 … So pre y, pre y please! (Ahh—I didn’t say a chance. I said a date. You know, a
coffee … maybe ice cream. Hey! Don’t give me that look—I’m just trying to manage expecta ons.)

Marty — Hiss!

Amazon: CLICK HERE TO REVIEW

http://www.amazon.com/review/create-review?ie=UTF8&asin=B010R6JKLQ&channel=detail-glance&nodeID=133140011&ref_=cm_cr_dp_wrt_summary&store=digital-text#


Author Bio:

R.E. Vance lives in Edinburgh with his wife, recently born child and imaginary dog where he
enjoys a beau ful city, whisky (Sco sh spelling, not mine) and long walks. All he really wants is
to quit his job and write stories based in Paradise Lot. All he really hopes for is that his child is
healthy (ten fingers, ten toes and at least two eyes are a good start) and that eventually he can
can get a real dog so that he will have an excuse to go on even more long walks.

Connect with me - 

Books: h p://www.amazon.com/R.E.-Vance/e/B00WOUBB3Y
Website: www.Paradise-Lot.com

Twi er: h p://www.twi er.com/GoneGodWorld
Facebook: h ps://www.facebook.com/gonegodworld
Pinterest: h ps://www.pinterest.com/revance2015/

Good Reads: h ps://www.goodreads.com/author/show/13910709.R_E_Vance

http://www.amazon.com/R.E.-Vance/e/B00WOUBB3Y
http://www.paradise-lot.com/
http://www.twitter.com/GoneGodWorld
https://www.facebook.com/gonegodworld
https://www.pinterest.com/revance2015/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/13910709.R_E_Vance


Dedica on:

If you’ve been reading past episodes and stumbled upon the last page, you know that I have dedicated Episodes
One and Two to my unborn child and used sonograms as the ‘image’. 

You may also have noted the tag line of ‘July 19th—Coming to a Bassinet Near You!’ Note the July 19th. Well, wee
John couldn’t wait that long and decided to make his appearance a month early. 

This book, as is everything I write, is for him. 

Welcome John … it’s going to be awesome!

<<<<>>>>


