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To My Brightest Diamond
Somehow,
This is all your fault.
 

Prologue
 
It was so beautiful, yet terrible, for me to see the crashed islands of Heaven and Hell naked on the planet’s surface. To blurt out how and why we gods caused Heaven and Hell to crash would be a great insult to everyone involved. To be truly enlightened, or entertained if you’re an Atheist, you must know the series of events that happened on the day Heaven and Hell came crashing down.
Before I continue, it is worth warning this story does not take place on Earth, but in a star system of five planets each named for its primary observable color as seen from space. They are known as the Five Following Planets for they share the same path around their star. I’m not going to lie to you, for I am the God of Egos and it is in my best interest, to tell the truth. This universe will feel like you’ve peered simultaneously into the dreams and nightmares of everyone you know. If you lived here you would understand the diversity of life, science, magic, and beauty; since you don’t, allow me to introduce you to a set of characters that would become tangled by fate, starting with a happy human couple living on the Green Planet.
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1
A Flower for Virus
 
“I can feel everything around me.”
The photographer, Cassie Tri, held her eyes closed. Cassie was better known as Virus for her artistic goal of infecting others with poignant thoughts through her pictures. If you can handle it, I recommend seeing the very first photo she took. It involved a billboard falling on her mother and killing her. “Advertisement” has made some cold-hearted people shed a tear. 
The warm spring breeze felt invigorating flowing through Virus’ short, black hair as she soaked in scents of the public flower garden, Rainbow Hills,1 in the center of the city of Aequus. Jet Ignis, her love, had surprised her with an afternoon date in the gardens.
The two walked up a hill’s dirt path, surrounded by rows and rows of planted flowers for each color of the rainbow. Jet romantically swooped down and grabbed a bright, yellow singing flower and held it for Virus. The flower did a solo waltz on its own around in his hands. She took the gift, brought the flower to her ear, and listened to the soft melody it sang. She spun into the garden in a dance. Her violet skirt and oversized white V-neck shirt flared with her twirls. She almost lost balance because of her big, black boots. Jet referred to them as her sexy boots because they had skin revealing cuts on the leg.
“Come here, Jet,” she called out as she put the flower between her bootlaces. 
Jet ran toward her.
Virus giggled and ran off, making him chase her. 
Being the lead forward in the popular sport of Allball2 for the Aequus’ Titans, Jet quickly caught up with her. He wrapped his arms around her from behind. She spun and took him to the ground where she kissed him, starting with his ears then making her way down the side of his face and onto his lips. 
A strong turbulence from above distracted them. A flying carpet with a steering wheel and a sofa chair on fire flew close above them, heading downward over the hill. The sound of a distant crash took Jet out of the romantic moment. Vehicles rarely crashed and certainly didn’t catch on fire. Technological advances and safety requirements made such disasters uncommon. He wasn’t sure if he saw someone on the vehicle or not. 
“I’m going to see if anyone needs help,” Jet said as he got off her.
“Yeah, sure.”
At first, Virus was jealous he wanted to go check on someone else, but her selflessness kicked in and reminded her moments like this made her respect and love him. On top of that, she remembered his mother had died from a vehicle knocking down a building, so Jet was sensitive to incidents involving crashing vehicles. She stayed in the flowers for a moment, looking at the white clouds and the wide variety of flying vehicles zipping around on their own path. She turned to her side, pulled out her camera—a Douglas 3—from a pocket on her black skirt pants.
The Douglas 3 was a thin, rectangular touch-screen based camera that appeared as a transparent piece of plastic when turned off. She swiped her finger across the display, lighting it up with green holographic icons for a variety of functions. Virus took a picture of Jet’s ass as he jogged up the hill to check out the crash. She thought the lighting in the image was beautiful although she not so secretly wished she could control light to make every moment a touch better. Smiling, she stood and chased after her man, turning her camera off with a swipe of her finger. 
As she reached the top of the hill, a yellow-stoned conservatory in the valley below came into view. Smoke from the crash puffed out from the center. She wasn’t sure how to enter or even how to find the source of the smoke once she was inside. 
“Don’t just stand there,” Jet called from halfway down the hill. “Let’s go!”
“I bet I can make it down there before you!” she shouted back.
Jet laughed. “I'd like to see that. I'm already half way down.”
Jet saw a pathway with metal railing leading down to the conservatory. He looked back at her. She shot him a devilish grin, and he picked up his pace.
Virus ran to the metal railing, jumped on it, and with the help of her Sonic Shadows Grind Boots, grinded her way down in a matter worthy of a photo she might shoot of Jet playing Allball, just beating him to the entrance. To the side of the yellow wooden doors hung a holographic sign: Myriad Botanical Conservatory.
“I beat you, Mister Hotshot,” Virus teased. “Now you have to open the door for me.”
“As you wish.”
Jet opened the door, paying no mind as the sign changed to say, “Closed to the Public.” A planned jungle of massive red flowers spread before them, with green vines on both sides forming a hallway, which led to a four-way intersection. The flowers grew out of yellow-bricked containers with signposts featuring scientific details on the plants and a map of the conservatory’s maze-like hallways. The flowers nearly touched the starry stained glass ceiling.
Virus thought the large flowers looked like rolled-out faces as they were about that size with two yellow dots for eyes, one for a nose, and a straight black line for a mouth.3 As beautiful as the plants were, Virus also found them creepy with their deep, red hues and the way they swayed to look at them as they passed. Virus took a picture. As she took another one, a tall shadow covered her shot.
Jet and Virus turned around to see a tall vowlen in a black, leather trench coat wearing goggles with golden gears spinning around his eyes. A pair of feathered wings stuck from the back of his jacket. The vowlen lowered his vulture-like bald, red head and dark yellow beak to be level with the two lovers.
“Where is Webb?” the vowlen demanded.
“Who?” Jet replied.
“Don’t play dumb with me. I know you’re working for him. Why else would you be here?” The vowlen pulled a long knife from a holster inside his coat. “Now, you’re going to tell me where I can find Webb.”
Jet grabbed Virus’ hand. They ran through the indoor jungle, avoiding swaying plants. The vowlen landed in front of them. Virus tugged on Jet, and they turned left, down another hallway. 
She pushed back a large branch as she turned another corner and held it, waiting. The vowlen came around the corner and leaped at her. She released the branch; it swung and hit him in the face, knocking him down.
“Nice,” Jet said. “Let’s run.”
Jet and Virus had weaved into the conservatory’s center when two bronze robots popped up, like toast from a toaster, surprising them. Only as thick as Jet’s fists, each robot had glowing red lights for eyes and a speaker box for a mouth. The large square robots designed for politely blocking people.
“Halt, trespassers,” said the right robot.
“Trespassing? We’re not trespassing,” Jet told them. “We came inside because we saw someone crash.”
“And maybe take some pictures,” Virus added.
“Please leave the way you came,” the robot on the left said.
“Listen, that won’t work,” Jet said. “That path has fallen apart.”
“Please leave the way you came,” repeated the right robot.
“Twist this,” Virus said, frustrated. 
Without any effort, she pushed aside the two robots like opening a double swing door. Being ordered not to go somewhere infuriated her because she had missed so many great moments because she couldn’t go somewhere like the unpublicized corset fashion show by Alice Moan that popped up in the Blue Grotto last month.  
“I am so sorry,” Jet sincerely apologized for her impatient harshness as he ran past them. “So Sorry!”
Close by, down another hallway, a girl screamed. 
“Where’s that coming from?” Jet asked.
Virus stood still, soaking in the sound. “This way.” She ducked under some low vines that grew into a tunnel. “Close your hands around my wrist.”
“I would lie if I said I wasn’t turned on right now.”
Virus smiled. 
Together they crouched through the vine path. They came out into a large, circular library filled with shelves lined with books, specimen boxes of flowers from other planets, and a few mirrors for decoration to delight the narcissistic primary benefactors of the establishment. (Anyone in the non-profit sector can share similar subservient tales.) The conservatory’s library was for those interested in further research. An opening in the center of the roof let in the midday light, where Jet figured the vehicle crashed through although there was no broken glass. In a corner, crashed into a bookshelf, was the flying carpet vehicle. The flames were gone, leaving only a burnt chair.
Standing in the center of the room under the opening—oblivious to Jet and Virus—stood a teenaged, blonde-haired girl dodging the red claws of a shadow demon by throwing various books at it. Shadow demons were sentient humanoids with inky black skin, white eyes, and red claws. If this was not eerier enough, they also had glowing neon blue-teeth.
The shadow demon looked unfazed by the teenager’s literary assault and continued forward.
Jet noted a rather thick book (Planting for Zoacks; a riveting guide to basic botany for the otherwise agriculturally inept Zoack people) lying on the ground. He rushed forward and kicked the book, sending it through the air at break-neck speed, and in good form, striking the shadow demon in the neck. The demon fell forward, clawing at its own throat and attempt to catch its breath.
Jet looked to the girl both to see if she was okay and to accept her thanks and admiration for saving her, which sometimes turned into Virus rewarding him later, privately. 
“Oh, thank you,” the blonde-haired girl said with a smile that immediately shifted to a frown. “You screwed up the scene.”
“Wait, what?” Virus asked.
“Stop, stop,” a voice called out.
With a shimmering glow, a movie crew de-cloaked from an invisibility field. A leaper wearing a cap with the words “Director” stitched in blocky white lettering took off said cap and fanned himself. Leapers were furry, purple people with saggy ears and two short, thin, bushy tails. This particular leaper wore blue jeans with a yellow belt and a black button up shirt under a dark blue sports jacket. The yellow belt was more functional than fashionable as it was a Clypeus Teleporter. Not cheap, but the director had thought it worth the price.
At the director’s side stood a camera operator holding a controller for a White-360 video camera. Virus got wide-eyed impressed with the camera.
“Who let these two here?” the director demanded. He turned to his camera operator, a redheaded dwarf with a pointy beard. The dwarf was not the director’s first choice for camera operator for his movie. He preferred to work with Melissa the gorgon because she was wonderful at relaxing actors, but she was busy with some lackluster documentary. “I knew I shouldn’t have hired your friends for security.”
“Those robots? They were real pushovers,” Virus said.
“We’re sorry,” Jet said. “We saw someone crash inside and we came to help.”
“That was me,” the blonde girl said. “It was also for the movie. The great crashing scene.”
“Well now,” the director said, reaching for his yellow teleporter belt. He teleported in front of the couple. “I appreciate your good nature.” He rested one hand on each of their shoulders. The shadow demon raised her hand to speak just as he teleported them outside of the building. “But stay out.”
The director took his hands off them then teleported away.
“That was stellar,” Virus said. She leaped onto Jet. They both fell to the ground with Virus snogging him passionately. 
With sudden realization, Jet pushed Virus away long enough to speak. “Wait, if they are filming inside the library, then what was the deal with that vowlen?”
“That’s a good question. Don’t know.” She kissed him on the lips. “Maybe he was rehearsing his lines and wanted to screw with us.”
A troubling thought crossed Jet’s mind. “Who was that director anyway?”
Virus shrugged.
Jet checked his wrist-mounted networker. Networkers were highly advanced multipurpose tools. Despite their small size, their virtual intelligence (V.I. for short) was rather sophisticated. They could generate electrical shields, project a video-calling screen, solve complex problems, record anything, transfer money, give physic reminders if you forgot someone’s name, reveal information about a place, and even tell time. They came in a variety of styles, including wrist, necklace, and desktop. The extent of a networker’s features were dependent on the brand, model, and, of course, price. With Jet’s wealth, his networker was able to do all of those things.
Jet tapped the gray screen of his networker. “Look up the movie director we just met.” 
“Searching,” the device replied with a sophisticated female voice. A blue and white holographic circle spun over Jet’s networker. “Found.”
A rotating publicity model image of the director appeared along with a written list of his complete works.4 
“You met Dylan Webb. A director most famous for his horror movie, Where is My Mind?”
“What’s his relationship with that vowlen we met earlier today?” Jet asked.
The circle spun again and disappeared with a news article. “Dylan Webb has repeatedly denied him roles.”
“So he must’ve been after him,” Virus said.
“Then we need to warn him.”
The two darted back to the entrance, but as soon as they opened the front doors, two shiny Para Security robots blocked their path, which Dylan had just hired a minute ago, blocked them. They had heads fashioned in the likeness of male lions, triangular chests, and robotic tentacles arms with blue and white wires flowing underneath the plastic shielding.
“Hi, I left my purse inside. Could you let us get it?”
“Lie detected,” the left robot said. “Access denied.”
Jet laughed. “You can’t like to these new Para models. Look, we think someone might try to hurt the director.”
“Your worries are legitimate,” the right robot said. “Step inside.”
Jet closed his eyes and wagged his finger at Virus. “See. Always better to tell the truth.”
Virus smiled and shoved him forward. “Yeah right! Let’s get moving.”
The two raced inside. This time, they took the direct route by following signs pointing to the library. Inside the library, the vowlen had the shadow demon pinned to the floor with its wings. The director and camera operator had been beaten and were passed out, stuck in a slimy, black goo5 with the blonde actress and other crew.
“You think you could steal this role away from me?” the vowlen screamed at the shadow demon. He stabbed his knife at her face, which she shielded with a book laying by her side. He yanked his stuck knife back, taking the book with it. “You think you’re more freighting than me, Shale?” 
“Hey, clown, leave him alone,” Jet ordered.
“I’m a she,” Shale said.
“Oh, sorry. Leave her alone!”
“Or else what?” the vowlen said as he pulled the book off of his knife, still keeping Shale pinned down with his wings.
“Else you won’t leave in one piece,” Jet said, hoping his snarl would do the trick. He preferred not to get into fights. It never looked good for his public image to fight off the field. 
The image of a person struggling for their life for getting a job that someone was jealous of was too good for Virus to pass so she took a picture of the vowlen and Shale.
“Are you paparazzi or something?” the vowlen asked.
“Hell, no,” Virus said.
“Lair!”
The vowlen flew at Virus. Jet intercepted the vowlen with a punch to his face. The vowlen rubbed his face of the pain, but Jet punched him again and kicked him away. He wouldn’t let anyone hurt Virus. 
“With the number my boyfriend just did to your face, I believe you’re a lot scarier looking now,” Virus said. 
The vulture stumbled up to one of the mirrors in the room. Jet’s pummeling had already caused bruising and swelling in his face. “You’re right. I am!” He squealed in excitement. “I’ll show you all! I’m going to go audition for White Rabbit’s6 new movie.”
The vowlen flew up and out the roof opening. The Para Security robots entered the room and began using their tentacles to vacuum goo from the rest of the crew.
The director’s eyes fluttered open. “What happened?”
Shale helped the director stand. “Jet Ignis saved us.”
“Jet Ignis...” Dylan pondered. “Who?”
“Jet Ignis of the Aequus’ Titans,” Shale said. “And I take it you must be Cassie, or do you prefer Virus?”
“Virus,” she answered. She only went by Cassie around family as not to be confused with the pop-singer named, Cassie Blanc, who has released annoyingly catchy songs as “In the Day, In the Night,” “Let’s Bang, Bang, Bang,” and “This is How Unicorns Dance in the Club.”
“Oh. Oh!” Dylan extended his hand for Jet. They shook. “I don’t follow sports, but I have seen your face billboards and adverts. Thank you so much for your help. I apologize for my earlier rudeness.”
“I understand,” Jet said. “We did interrupt.”
An idea hit Dylan to boost his movie’s popularity. “Say, how would you like to stick around and have a part in my movie?”
“Thank you,” Jet said, “but I am on a date.”
“Are you sure?”
“He’s on a date,” Shale said with force. Despite wanting a few things more than to be in a movie with Jet Ignis, she knew what it was like to be bothered to work while having personal time.
“Fine,” Dylan said, trying to hide his pout.
Jet and Virus said goodbyes. Just as they were leaving, Shale brought Jet the book he kicked at her and requested an autographed, which he gladly gave her. Things that were kicked by Jet were valuable in auctions, but she had no plans to sell it. Jet has been in several charity auctions where the winning bidder would receive a kick by him to whatever object they wanted, including themselves. Shale thanked them both with hugs. 
“Let’s go get some food,” Jet said as he took Virus’ hand.
“Let’s.”
Virus pulled out the flower Jet had plucked earlier and smelled it.
A short distance away, I sat on a flowery hill, observing Jet and Virus’ heroics. I’d taken the form of a thirty-something tan male human wearing black jeans with a dark suit coat and a dark green shirt that matched my eyes; I didn’t want to draw their attention as anything more than an unimportant yet well-dressed bystander.
My companion sitting next to me, the Goddess of Shadows, took the form of a black-skinned female in a black, star-sparkling dress. As for the goddess’ personality, let’s just say she doesn’t like mortals to know her true name, which is why I won’t reveal it.
“They are a lovely couple,” I said in a remorseful tone, for I knew their future.
“Yes, and more importantly, she is powerful,” the Goddess of Shadows said. To me, she came across as indifferent to the couple, but I knew their love touched her.
“And she has no idea what she can become?”
“None.”
“We have our work cut out,” I said.
“Indeed.”
“But I did get them to meet Shale so far.”
 

Chapter 2
The Removal of a Key Player
 
Even the best-laid plans don’t survive contact with the enemies especially when removing just one of the key players could ruin the whole plan.
In another part of Aequus, Melissa was walking home from Forward Foods. Her walk seemed peaceful and pleasant—there was even a guy who she found attractive that whistled at her, or at least she thought he had whistled at her. It was nice to be viewed as attractive as she had been single for seven months.
She changed her mind and figured he must’ve been whistling at someone prettier since she was only causally dressed in a pair of green, baggy pants and an oversized black t-shirt. Besides, he might’ve not been too interested in her if he got up close and realized that she wasn’t human, but instead a half-gorgon from the dormant snakes in her long, brown hair. She reassured herself many people were open-minded and it wasn’t like she was a pure-gorgon like her mother.
Pure-gorgons had the bottom of a snake and the body of a woman and could reproduce asexually, but her mother fell in love with a human. Gorgons can only produce female offspring no matter the other species; so Melissa was born a female human with snakes on her head that could turn creatures into stone.
Melissa remembered her mother’s stories of struggling to find romance that she shared whenever Melissa was heartbroken. In the end, her mother did manage meet her father and they were still happily together. The thought of her parents’ love brought the smile back to on her face.
The weight of Melissa’s reusable grocery-bag suddenly got to her as she passed under a marble archway that served as entrance to her home in Statue Park. She switched the bag to her shoulder. That’s much better, she thought.
The one-kilometer square park consisted of homes in the form of large blocks of concrete with a door on the front and a statue above its entry. When Melissa searched for a place of her own, she loved the various statues and Statue Park’s 4.3 out of 5 resident rating with Place Finder.
Melissa felt a strange vibe, like someone (that wasn’t me), was staring at her. She turned around and saw a murmet bouncing along way behind her. Murmets were fabricated creatures that had no legs; they were attached to other objects to move around.7  This murmet had a soft foam body with no legs and was strapped by black belts to a T-shaped wooden pole with its head at the intersection of the T.
She shrugged, continued on, and turned a corner. After several steps, she glanced back and saw the murmet turn and follow her.
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Melissa said to herself.
She turned another corner. She got the same vibe she felt earlier, so she turned her head, and saw the murmet still following. She was sure it was the same one too. It wore the same ugly, green shirt with coconut trees and a yellow straw-hat. It held a blue bag on one side of its pole.
Melissa picked up her pace. Her heart beat quickly. The murmet still followed - bounce, bounce, bounce.
“Okay, he’s definitely following me,” Melissa said. 
Melissa’s first thought was that the illustrious movie director, Dylan Webb, had sent the murmet to scare her. She had turned down a cinematographer job from Dylan because she wanted to work on a documentary for a “nobody foreigner” (Dylan’s words) about what life was like for other types of people. She had heard stories from people in the business that had also said no to Dylan and the “pranks” he allegedly committed.
Melissa’s home was in sight. The statue above her home depicted a weeping angel. Wings covered much of its body, and its hands covered its face, so Melissa didn’t know what species the angel was, but she liked to pretend it was a half-gorgon like her.
The metallic, blue door detected Melissa through body recognition technology and automatically opened for her. Although the door would’ve closed itself, she slammed it behind her. She breathed heavily, her heart still pounding.
All of the homes in Statue Park had Space Revamping Technology installed, which made them larger inside than the outside. According to the property agent, from what Melissa remembered, her home was approximately thirty times bigger on the inside. She kept her purple and black home simple and clean, so it was evident when she noticed the murmet staring at her from the kitchen with its black, button eyes. 
Melissa screamed. The dormant snakes in her hair jolted up, hissing at the murmet.
The murmet did nothing in response, still staring.
Melissa tried to calm herself, but she startled at the realization of her snakes' ineffectiveness on the still living murmet. “Why are you not a statue?” Melissa asked. Her snakes remained out and active.
“I am not of flesh,” the murmet spoke, moving its foam mouth oddly out of synch with its words. Its high-pitch, cheerful voice sounded like a child that had sucked on a helium balloon. 
“What do you want with me?”
The murmet reached into its blue bag and pulled out a head of lettuce. “You forgot this.”
The snakes in her went to sleep as her face turned beet red. “Oh, thank you. I’m so sorry.”
“It happens.” The murmet pivoted around and sat the lettuce on the kitchen bar. Only then did she notice he wore an apron with a nametag. The murmet turned back and bowed. “Thank you for shopping at Forward Foods. Have a nice day.”
Melissa opened the door. “You too.”
 The murmet hopped and faded into the ground, teleporting back to the grocery store.
Melissa closed the door and stepped into the living room. Breathing a sigh of short-lived relief, she realized, “I didn’t buy any lettuce...”
In my human form, I kicked down the front door with such force that it flew clear across the room to the kitchen right in front of the lettuce. I ran in, grabbed Melissa, and pulled her outside just as the door reached the lettuce, which was a bomb that exploded. Melissa screamed. Her snakes burst out, panicking. The door acted as a shield from the blast, protecting us as we tried to take cover.
“Are you okay?” I asked once the smoke had cleared.
I wore sunglasses to block the stone-transformation effect of the gorgon snakes, although honestly, I didn’t need them. However, it was easier not to explain that to her.
Melissa trembled. She looked up at me. “No. Hell no! What just happened?”
“There was a mix-up,” I said, lying. “That lettuce was supposed to explode confetti.”
“Confetti?”
“Total mix up.” I fake laughed. “We are so sorry. We’ll get your place fixed. Here comes Tara. She’ll work out the details.”
The Goddess of Protection slithered to us in a pure-gorgon form. “Come with me, child.” She wrapped around Melissa with her flowing, white dress. Melissa’s snakes settled down. “Are you hungry?”
“I don’t know.” 
“Let us get some food.”
As soon as the two were out of listening distance, the Goddess of Shadows appeared out from my shadow in a human form. “What happened?”
“Someone tried to kill Melissa,” I said, fists clenched. “A murmet had a bomb with him. I couldn’t see what was in the bag. It was protected.”
“You couldn’t see through it?” From the tone of her voice, I knew she was worried. “Someone is working against us.”
 

Chapter 3
Kiss of the Curtains
 
The protector known as Kart patrolled the Blue Grotto, an underground district of Aequus. He sipped on a cup of green-leaf tea. The Blue Grotto started out as a garage for businesses above but expanded to have businesses of its own, mostly catering for people that thrived in the underground where it was dark and cool.
The glossy black of Kart’s uniform blended with the district’s bright, neon blue cave design. With his tutelagion dark, blue, granular skin and black uniform, people walked by him without paying much attention, which was what he required. 
He walked past and purposely ignored a moving holographic poster of a shirtless Jet Ignis holding a bottle of cologne with the tagline, “Jet makes them Wet with Audet.” He hated Jet. Years ago, the two had been roommates, until they got into a massive argument. Jet won out since it was Kart that had to look at his face plastered over half of Aequus.
Kart’s pointy ears and tail twitched as he brushed a drop of the tea off of his thick mustache that he had surgically added to make unique from others of his kind8. He tossed his cup into a recycling bin then paused, listening to Blue Grotto’s various noises of vehicles moving, bells ringing at food trucks, vendors calling out people to sample products, and the footsteps of individuals going about their business. 
Kart caught a glimpse of a blue-cloaked person flowing between parked vehicles. The figure, which looked like a person wearing a sheet pretending to be a ghost, stopped in front of a Trump Star, a luxurious single-person flying vehicle with a star-shaped body. The person looked around to see if anyone was watching. He didn’t see anyone looking at him; Kart remained hidden because of his uniform’s active camouflage against the blue light. The thief casually hacked the lock on the car like it was nothing. The vehicle unlocked in a matter of seconds.
The thief got inside like it was his own. He shut the door and began to hack the Trump Star. It started up, and the thief floated up and flew north.
“Kesler, come in,” Kart said over his suit’s built-in communicator. “Suspect heading north in a Trump Star. Video feed is transmitting over.”
“Acknowledged,” his Class One Projector Ship’s V.I., Kesler, replied. “I’m in pursuit now.”
Kesler would follow the thief to see if he was part of the larger vehicle theft operation.
“Well, well, well,” a voice called out from behind Kart. “If it isn’t a protector.”
Kart turned around to face two people he had only seen in reports—the Tynan Twins. They started out selling protection to small businesses (protection from themselves) and were the primary suspects in the vehicle theft operation. They each held a gun pointed at Kart’s head, making themselves important at the moment.
The two were gray gargoyles dressed in slick eight-button white suits that made them stand out in the neon underground. One of the twins had a black rose in his suit pocket. The rose was the only way to tell them apart, but Kart didn’t know who was who to start.
“I had no idea protectors could get so distracted,” one of the twins said to the other.
“Yeah, this is like shooting a giant,” the other said. 
“What do you two want?” Kart asked in a demanding voice.
“I want dinner and a movie, sweetheart,” the one without the rose said, flashing a yellow-toothed smile. “However, Mister Gun here just wants you dead, and I’m superb friends with Mister Gun.”
The rose-carrying twin suddenly fell to the ground, dropping his gun. The other twin turned around only to be greeted by a punch in the face, the gut, and then finally tripped onto the ground.
A man wearing a black business suit stood where the criminals had once stood. He tipped the matching fedora atop his head in Kart’s direction.
The stranger didn’t say a word as he picked up the guns. He held one in each hand and aimed them both at the twins. 
“I never want to see your faces in this city again,” the man told the Tynan Twins. The twins got up and ran, heading up a sloping ramp to a different level of the underground. 
“Thanks,” Kart said, his ego a bit hurt by needing the rescue. “But I could’ve handled that myself.”
“Sure you could,” he said. The man placed the guns into his hat, which had built-in space revamping storage containment feature9. He held out his right hand for Kart to shake. “The name’s Warrick.”
Kart didn’t shake hands with him. “It’s Protector Kart for you. Now, would you like to explain why you’re down here?”
Warrick nodded. “I own a mobile blood café not too far away from here, and I heard someone scream.”
“Scream? I didn’t hear anyone scream.”
Warrick shrugged. “It was a good thing I came out here.”
“Do you know who those men you just attacked are?”
“Never seen them in my life until then,” Warrick replied.
Kessler’s voice came over Kart’s communicator. “Kart, come in.”
Kart answered the communication. “I’m here.”
“I’ve captured the suspect. Support is on the way. Meet me at Entrance 5C in five minutes.”
“Good work. I’ll meet you shortly.” Kart could go home as soon as he wrapped up this vehicle theft report. He had no time to bother with this Warrick fellow. “Go about your business, Citizen Warrick.”
Warrick affirmed the farewell and bid Kart luck. 
Kart turned and headed toward to the rendezvous point.
 
* * *
 
Hidden in the Blue Grotto was a dive bar known as The Blue Pub. The place hadn’t been cleaned in ages. Cigarette smoke always lurked around, the wooden tables were covered in scratches, and no one dared to use the restrooms.
Fumie had been working at this dive for a couple of months. The thrill and danger of the underground pub inspired her as an artist. She would paint and sculpt the colorful people that visited.
Fumie stood out as the only human in the bar, and yet she blended in with mannerism and notoriety. She sat a bowl of beer on a table for a group of four ravens. The ravens were as short as she was, but the way they stretched out their wings made them seem larger. Fumie carefully approached them as not to get accidently smacked any more than necessary. The ravens thanked her and started to peck at their drink.
As she walked back to the kitchen, a vampire slapped her ass and pulled on her red dress. He sat with other bloodsuckers, all of whom watched the encounter with anticipation. 
“How would you like to come back to my place after work?” the vampire said.
“Sure, will there be a stake?” Fumie said.
The vampire’s buddies all laughed as Fumie smiled and walked away. 
Fumie straightened her only possession of real value—a necklace with a crystal cone. Her father had given it to her shortly before he had passed away two years ago. She has always taken good care of it.
It was the middle of the week and that meant karaoke night. Although Fumie thought many of the people that performed were awful, karaoke time brought about a sort of peaceful comradely that an outsider would not think to fit with the bar. However, if someone sounded especially bad, then a fight was bound to break out. When people fought, the cook had to break it up; the regulars would stop the moment they realized he stood over them.
Pub regulars always called the cook Big Jim because he was so huge - even for a land shark. He wasn’t here as an artist like Fumie; he loved to cook and eat, but especially eat. He used to work at the ritzy restaurant, La Né10, but he was fired for “sampling” too much of his own work. He became desperate for a job – desperate enough to work in this place. Fumie was rather sketchy on the rest of the details about Big Jim because he didn’t look the type to ask such questions.
On a stage toward the back sat a meager gargoyle named Gnash. He was a regular to The Blue Pub and one Fumie enjoyed serving. He tipped well and even had a good voice for karaoke. Tonight, he sang a love song. Gnash didn’t look like the kind of person to sing those kinds of songs. Fumie felt curious and wanted to know why he’d pick those songs, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask.
“Hey, Fumie!” Big Jim called out. “I got another order here.”
Fumie picked up the order—cheesy cabbage on potato slices. If I weren’t vegan, I would try this, Fumie thought. She went and delivered them to a group of hounds playing poker. Hounds were humanoid dogs, typically half as tall as humans. There were six hound types she was familiar with-beagle, pit-bull, border collie, akita, chow chow, and great dane, along with a seventh one she had never seen. It was black with yellow eyes and its fur was slightly on fire. She believed it to be a mythical hellhound. I’ll have to sketch him later, she thought. The hounds were too busy with their game to say anything to Fumie when she sat their food on the table.
Business was slow tonight. No one could say that was a good thing, but no one could say it was a bad thing either. Sometimes things happened when everyone least expected it. That’s how life went. It was one of the many things Fumie had learned while working there. 
Two top-heavy snow-white humanoid robots with thick arms entered the pub while Fumie cleaned up a table covered with slobber and bits of food. Their wardrobe of clean, brown suits was unusual attire for The Blue Pub’s customers. One of them whispered something to the other. Fumie kept her eyes on the dirty table as they approached.
“Excuse me, miss,” one the robots said. “I’m Miles and this my partner, Max. We need you to come with us.”
Fumie looked up. “Sure, that’s what all the guys say. Is there something I can help you with?”
“You can help by coming with us,” Max said. His circular eyes turned red as he grabbed her arm. “Now.”
“Hey! Let go, you creep!” she shouted. 
“What’s going on out there?” Big Jim hollered.
Fumie tried to get free, but the robot’s grip was tight. “Jim! Get over here, quick!”
The fear in her voice caused Big Jim to rush into the dining area faster than any time before carrying a hot frying pan with food still in it. “You leave that girl alone! If you want women, there’s a place down the tunnel you should go to.”
“This is business,” Miles said as Big Jim approached. “Go back to your work.”
“Watching over her is my job,” Big Jim retorted. “I’m going to ask you nicely—”
Miles moved forward to grab Big Jim then lifted him off the ground and tossed him aside. Fumie ruled out the possibility of being saved.
“Enough with the games,” Miles shouted as he yanked a hold of Fumie’s arm. “We’ll be leaving now.”
They went out through the front doors, dragging Fumie with them.
 
* * *
 
Walking under distracting underground lights, Kart made his way to the rendezvous point. He was alone, but he felt as if he had picked up a tail. He glanced around and saw two large robots carrying a girl down the tunnel. The girl kicked and screamed for them to put her down. Kart pulled out his halt gun,11 a glowing, yellow handgun with a paper-thin barrel, and followed the robots. They dragged the girl into a commercial space supposedly for rent.
Kart waited for a minute before he made his way to the building’s entrance and went through the door. He peeked around a corner to see a room filled with old office cubicles burnt, covered with graffiti, or covered with an inch of dust. He didn’t see the robots, so he moved forward, letting his gun lead the way.
Walking through the shadowy valleys of cubicles, a visor of light formed around his left eye, revealing the most recently disturbed path. Kart followed it to a wall where a painting hung of a young man dressed in white lab coat. The strange thing about him was that he had sharp, vampire teeth. He stood in a jungle with dinosaurs all around him. The title plate beneath the painting read: “Bring Back the Dead.”
After a moment of staring at the painting’s complexity, he wondered why the man looked so familiar. He had seen him before. He wanted to get a better look at it so he put his gun away and lifted the painting off its hook.
Or so he tried.
By trying to lift it, he activated a trap door. He blazed down a hidden slide, dropping the picture, and landed what appeared to be a laboratory. Checkered green and white tiles lined the floors and walls in a room filled with organic-machines. On the opposite ends of the lab, the two robots that he’d followed in here looked locked in sleep mode inside in a pair of glass tubes. 
He also saw Warrick, who stood by an “A” shaped machine about twice his size. A saucer bowl wrapped around the top part the machine. Warrick pressed, pulled, and turned on a control panel set on the bridge between the two leaning sides of the device.
“Ah. The sweet kiss of the curtains is painful,” Warrick said as he continued to work on the console, a series of calculations scrolling across a display screen. “Why, you ask? Simple, for once the play is over, and the curtains fall, we come out of the make believe world and back into the cold reality.”
“Help me!” Fumie screamed.
Kart saw the girl with her hands tied above her head, hanging over a pit with trees and plants from a tropical jungle. A pair of yellow, metal jaws from a crane held the rope and a guardrail likely indicated danger below. Kart thought the pit looked like the one from the painting.
Kart stood up and pointed his gun at him.
“Warrick,” Kart said, calmly. “Give me the girl.”
“You want her? Fine. You should arrest her too. Did you know she had a piece of staridum12 around her neck? I already took the liberty of bringing her down here and questioning her to see if she had any more staridum, but this is it.” Warrick placed Fumie’s necklace into a chamber inside the control panel. “You can make some dangerous weapons with this stuff.”
While the device powered up, Warrick swiped a few commands on a networker around his wrist that open the crane’s jaws. Fumie fell to the grassy ground.
Warrick peered over the edge and shrugged. “Looks like you dropped in just in time for dinner.”
With Warrick distracted, Kart used his tail to grab a beaker filled with an orange liquid from a table behind him and threw it. The glass shattered on contact, its contents burning Warrick’s face. Warrick stumbled to the guardrail, and the pain caused him to fall over the edge and into the pit with Fumie and three hungry raptors.
Kart ran to the edge and held out his hand. “Quick, grab my hand.”
Fumie ran to the wall, jumped up, and grabbed his hand. Kart quickly pulled her up. The two of them watched as a raptor bit into Warrick’s neck. Warrick screamed once before he turned into ash as the raptor twisted its jaw to decapitated him. The raptor hopped backward and looked around for his food. He lowered his head and stomped away.
Kart led Fumie up a flight of stairs and out of the building while he communicated to headquarters what had just had happened without mentioning the part where Fumie unknowingly possessed a dangerous element around her neck.
“Thank you for saving me,” Fumie said once Kart was free.
“Just doing my job,” Kart replied with modesty. He felt invigorated for saving someone’s life. “Come on, let’s get you home. Where do you live?”
“Verdure Park.”
“Alright, to Verdure Park then.”
 

Chapter 4
A Grand Illusion
 
Scattered throughout the theater were thirty-two polished marble tables at which sat only eleven people. An oval stage extended into the room. Flying above the stage were two wyverns.13 The male, Poe, had bony, charcoal-colored skin with red accents and wore a wide, red cape as he captured fireballs his wife Luciana spat at him. She had the same skin but with purple accents on a set of spikes running down her back. As they performed tricks and illusions, members of the audience would break away from their private conversation to applaud.
Poe performed as if there were a roaring crowd of thousands while Luciana knew the eleven people were there for the lunch specials. She started the show faking the same excitement of her husband but always toward the middle of their performance she would get caught up in the act, and her excitement would become genuine. 
 The wyverns couldn’t help notice a twelfth audience member walking into the theater; a male human who appeared to be around fifty years old even with stylish, ghost white-hair and goatee, and subtle purple eyes. He dressed sharply in a clean and pressed, six-button lava-red suit with white pinstripes.
The twelfth audience member studied the room. A holographic sign stood next to the stage: “The Amazing Poe and the Lovely Luciana.” 
A man pulled out a cigar from his suit jacket and tried to light it using a networker on his wrist. He repeatedly pressed the “Light” button, but the cigar remained unlit. A “No-Smoking” symbol flashed on the tabletop. The man cursed under his breath. As he was about to put away his cigar, the twelfth audience member snapped his figures, and the cigar lit up. The man glanced around the room, shrugged, and enjoyed his smoke. 
The Amazing Poe and the Lovely Luciana performed their grand finale, in which they juggled a dozen fireballs together using their hands and tails. It ended when the fireballs formed one giant ball that exploded into a colorful display of popping and crackling fireworks. Everyone in the audience politely clapped as the wyverns took a bow. The twelfth audience member’s loud whistling and clapping made Poe and Luciana proud of their show even with an otherwise lackluster crowd. They both knew one super fan would create many fans.
While the audience exited the theater, Poe and Luciana hovered off of the stage as the regular lights came on. The twelfth audience approached the performers. 
“You’ve got talent, kids,” the twelfth audience member said.
“Thank you,” Poe said. Poe paused then extended his hand.
“You can call me, H,” the man said while shaking hands with Poe and then Luciana.
“It’s nice to meet someone who believes in us,” Luciana said.
“We’ll get somewhere soon,” Poe said, trying to boost his wife’s self-esteem. 
“That you will,” H said with such confidence that Luciana felt a sales pitch coming next. “You just got to do something big.”
“Like?” Poe asked with naive curiosity.
H twirled his fingers high in the air. “Oh, like maybe make a moon disappear.”
“That would be a spectacle,” Luciana interjected, “but we couldn’t do that.”
“But you could. You so could. All you would need is to create a giant mirage over a moon, making it appear it’s not there when in fact is. Tonight would be a perfect night too. You’ll be able to see the moon from the Black Planet pass by in our sky.”
“Where would we get a device powerful enough to do that?” Poe asked.
“Here.” H handed him a slip of paper from inside his jacket. “It’s the Network ID for a highly talented retriever. Simply ask him to retrieve this image projector from the Blue Grotto.”
“Wait, retrieve?” Luciana said. She knew there was something suspicious. “Wouldn’t we be stealing it?”
“No, not at all. The place where it’s stored has been abandoned, and it’s just collecting dust, so, why not use it?”
Poe looked over the note. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
Luciana had been crossed many times by smooth talkers in fancy suits. They always had a reason for offering their help. “Why are you doing this?”
“I’m a fan of art.” H smiled, bowed, and walked out of the theater.
 
* * *
 
“I hope we don’t have to wait here for long,” Luciana said.
Here presently being dead center above Crossroads Mall. The mall resembled its name with its arched X shape over a street intersection. The city of Aequus’ streets were wide enough for twelve lanes of vehicular traffic, with considerations in place for both air and ground vehicles, plus spacious sidewalks that could fit over a dozen people side by side. The wide intersection made for a decent size mall, although it was not nearly as popular as Workhorse Mall with its one-of-a-kind shops.
“We shouldn’t,” Poe replied, checking the time on his networker. “He seemed very professional.”
Luciana couldn’t help but look in either direction, worried about the possibility of a protector spotting them. “Do you think what we’re doing is wrong?”
“Wrong? You heard the guy. The device is just lying around, collecting dust.” Poe cleared his throat. He saw the worry in his wife’s face and didn’t want to disappoint her. “If you want, we can return it after the show.”
Luciana’s scaly frown turned to a smile. “I would like that.”
Poe nodded. “Then it’s settled.”
After scouting the area, a raven flew down and landed in front of Poe and Luciana. The silky, black-feathered raven wore a pair of specialty goggles that automatically lifted themselves off his eyes (because, of course, ravens don’t have hands). 
“I am Remington,” he said, bobbing his head in an introduction. “You have a job?”
“Yes,” Poe said. “We need you to retrieve this for us.”Poe handed Remington the note H had given to him with a drawing of the device and its location. Remington took the note with his beak and scanned it with a networker strapped to his belt. A personal holographic screen appeared in front of Remington, which he studied for a moment before wiping it away.
“I can do this.”
“Great!” Luciana said. “How much will it cost us?”
The note H had given Poe spontaneously combusted with fiery writing appearing on the front for Remington to read. Luciana noticed a slight ruffling of Remington’s feathers like he had been spooked by whatever the strange writing said. 
“Nothing,” Remington said as he examined the memo. “You just redeemed a coupon for a free retrieval. Where would you like it delivered?”
“Right here,” Poe said, oblivious to Remington’s emotions. “I want to show the whole world the trick.”
Remington nodded. “The projector will be delivered here in a moment. You may wait here.”
Remington teleported away in a tube of brief, pulsating white vertical flashes, random geographic coordinates, and feathers—as was the design of Thunderbird Teleporters. Five minutes later, Remington reappeared with the device - a machine in the shape of the letter A.
“I apologize,” Remington said. “There was some unexpected security I had to deactivate first. Was there anything else?”
“No, thank you,” Poe said.
“Pleasure then. Remember, you didn’t get this from me.”
Remington teleported away.
“We got it,” Luciana said, relieved that her worries were frivolous.
Poe rubbed his hands together. “All right, let’s get started.” 
 
* * *
 
“Come see the disappearance of the Black Planet’s moon at Crossroads Mall at 7.00!”14
Poe and Luciana had posted the announcement throughout all of their social networks. Their statement was unexpectedly picked up and spread by a few celebrities and news outlets. The two had to force themselves off the network so they could finish getting ready for the event instead of replying to all of the comments and questions. 
At 6.90 there were 2,718 people gathered around Crossroads Mall-the largest crowd they’d ever had. People lined the sidewalks, sitting in flying vehicles and standing inside nearby buildings to witnesses The Amazing Poe and The Lovely Luciana’s Grand Moon Illusion. Several protectors had arrived to work the crowds along with a few reporters covering the event.
Among the crowd—as one of the celebrities that reposted the event—was and Shale and her pet, a yellow rabbit named Rogers. Accompanying them was Jet and Virus.
“This is so crazy!” Virus said, jumping up and down while spinning around. “I can hardly wait.”
“Thanks again for telling us about this,” Jet said to Shale.
Virus stopped her dance. “Yes, huge thankies.”
Shale’s cheeks lightened a shade. “You’re welcome. I love telling people about new places and events.”
Rogers tugged on Shale’s leg. She lifted up Rogers and he piggybacked on her shoulders.
“Is that better?” Shale asked.
“Much,” Rogers said in a squeaky voice. “Thank you.”
Repeatedly taking pictures of Shale and Jet was a sasquatch.15 The sasquatch squatted to take eye-level photos.
Shale flashed her claws. “Hey, leave me alone!”
“Come on,” the sasquatch pleaded in his deep voice. “Tell me what you’re all doing here. Are Jet and Shale best friends now?”
In a calm voice, Jet said, “Please, leave us alone. We are here to enjoy the show.”
The sasquatch continued taking pictures. “There’s no fun in that.”
“That’s it.” Virus raised a fist. Jet grabbed her and held her back. “Let me give him a good picture!”
Passing through, working the crowd, was the protector, Kart. Shale tugged on his arm as he passed. “Excuse me, sir, but this paparazzo is harassing me.”
Kart nodded. “I’ll handle this.” Kart stood tall in between them. Rogers covered his eyes. Kart raised an eyebrow as he placed his hand over his Halt Gun. “Let’s not make this hard.”
“I want to make this hard,” the sasquatch taunted, taking another picture.
Kart smirked. In a quick moment, Kart drew his gun and fired a shot, hitting the paparazzo. The sasquatch stood in a frozen state, rendered immobile by the Halt Gun. Kart lifted him over his head. 
“Thank you,” Shale said.
“You’re welcome,” Kart said, nodding his head. When he spotted Jet he, he grimaced. “Jet.”
“Kart,” Jet said, crossing his arms.
Virus got in front of Jet and shielded him so he wouldn’t start a fight. “We’re just here to enjoy the show.”
“Then enjoy it,” Kart said. “I got real work to do.”
Kart walked away, and Virus relaxed her guard.
“I’m going to get us some snacks,” Jet said, walking off without waiting for a comment.
When Jet was out of earshot, Shale asked Virus, “What’s the deal between those two?”
“Back in school, they were roommates,” Virus said. “They kind of sort of didn’t really get along but managed until they had a huge argument about religion.”
“Religion?” Shale said, half-laughing at the absurdity. “Really? That’s kind of silly.”
Virus felt the same. “I know. Jet doesn’t believe in anything while Kart believes in one loving god.”
Jet jogged back with a happy look on his face and various treats on a stick. “Hey, it’s about to start.”
A minute before 7.00, Poe used his networker to project a gigantic widescreen image of Luciana and himself to the public.
“People of Aequus,” Poe announced. “I, The Amazing Poe, and my partner, The Lovely Luciana will attempt a grand, daring, and dangerous feat no one has ever accomplished... before now!”
“We will make the Black Planet’s moon disappear!” Luciana shouted.
The crowd cheered. Luciana danced her hands over a big, blue button on the projector’s control panel like a model showing off a product on a shopping channel. Poe flew over and pressed the button. The crowd watched in silence as the image projector pointed at the moon. It began to glow orange, and then red before it fired an orange beam at the moon. The beam hit the moon, covered it with an orange shimmer, and then the moon was gone.
The crowd went wild.
Poe and Luciana took a bow.
A smoldering ash danced in the wind as if someone controlled it. As the ash flew by, it brushed along a knob on the machine, turning it without drawing any mortal’s attention.
“And now...” Poe said.
“...To make the moon return!” Luciana finished.
Luciana pressed the green button beside the blue one. A green beam fired out from the image projector. It passed through where the moon had been.
The moon did not return.
Mumbles and mutters filled the crowd. Poe and Luciana frantically inspected the machine. A white spotlight pounded on them from a Class One Protector Ship. The bullet design of the flying ship made it highly agile, and three of them quickly surrounded Poe and Luciana.
“Do not move,” the voice of a protector said over a loudspeaker. “You are under arrest for the illegal displacement of the Black Planet’s moon.”
“What?” Poe said. “That’s impossible! This device was designed to create a shimmer over things to make them look like they aren’t there, not moving them.”
“We’ve made smaller things disappear and reappear with success!” Luciana added.
“Scans show staridum in the machine,” another loudspeaker voice said. “Do not move. You are under arrest for unlicensed use of a class two material.”
“Staridum?” Luciana said, her wings stiffing from fear. “We had no idea there was staridum inside this machine.”
“Do not move,” the first loudspeaker voice said.
The three protector ships each fired out a blue sphere. One sphere trapped and contained Poe, one contained Luciana, and one contained the image projector. Each sphere floated up and attached itself to a protector ship.
As the protector ships flew away, H stood off in the distance, laughing hysterically with a smoldering cigar in hand.
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5
Retrieving the Moon
 
Space.
Outside the system of the Five Following Planets, way past where he could be detected, the freelance protector, Wetzel, flew in a single person, M-shaped spaceship. The ship had been fitted specially for him, a plomaritis, also referred to as a winged monkey (usually in a derogatory sense). Attached to the top of the spaceship was the “image projector device” Poe and Luciana had used to make the Black Planet’s moon disappear. The illusionists had claimed during the trial they had no idea the device was a large-matter teleporter.
After half day of traveling, Wetzel had finally spotted the Black Planet’s moon with his own eyes.
“The moon has been sighted,” said the plomaritis in his Eastern Kinaki accent.
After a short delay, a voice from the ship’s speaker’s replied, “Acknowledged. Get in range and send the moon back.”
“Acknowledged.”
The spaceship continued its course, passing by a nearby starwhale. The starwhale was one of the few creatures capable of living in space, feeding off starlight. It was the size of a football field with eyes as large as Wetzel’s spaceship. Wetzel remembered a tale he had heard about the starwhale when he lived on the Black Planet: if you pet the starwhale underneath its eye, good luck would find you. He debated if he should pet it or not. If a friend would’ve asked, he might’ve admitted he was a bit scared, but he remembered all of the moments he stood above such trepidations.
Disregarding his order, Wetzel slowly flew up to the starwhale’s eye, taking several strides forward and a stride backward as to approach carefully and respectfully. The ship’s top hatch slid back. He took a deep breath inside his helmet, reached out, and petted the starwhale just under its eye. He could’ve sworn the starwhale smiled at him, but it didn’t have a mouth.
Wetzel returned his hand inside, closed the hatch, and gave the creature some space. It swam alongside Wetzel for a few minutes before turning away.
From underneath the starwhale, three X-shaped spaceships detached themselves and followed Wetzel. Wetzel’s ship radar immediately spotted them. Wetzel saw the rusty spaceships gaining on him through rearview cameras.
“Scavengers,” Wetzel said. “Better do this now.”
The large-matter teleporter fired an orange beam at the moon. The beam hit the moon and covered it with an orange shimmer. As before, the moon disappeared. Wetzel spun his ship and used the teleporter to fire a green beam just as one of the scavengers’ ships rammed into him.
Wetzel spun out of control toward a nearby asteroid; relieved at least the moon would be returning where it belonged.
 
* * *
 
Back on the Green Planet, Last prepared for a photo shoot in an open field near Aequus. The thirty-seven-year-old photographer wore blue cargo shorts and his trademark tight, white t-shirt with a green door printed on the front. He first told people the green door was a time machine from a strange woman he’d once met, but no one believed him since time travel was impossible. He now explains the door as symbolic for possibilities. Wind blew across his surfer-blond hair, which he gelled to keep it from getting into his war-torn face; he’d been in the thick of it, down in the mud with soldiers, photographing wars on distant planets. Anyone that knew about such things could trace the lines on his face to a history of seeing horrors only war brought. Traces of a pretty-boy could still be seen, especially in his smile.
The photographer held an unreleased and deactivated Douglas 5 camera given to him by the camera’s inventor, Hyshon Izodo, a galogajaan. Galogajaan are a six-legged person with four arms, and a green, fuzzy body that was a cross between a spider and a grasshopper. 
“The one you should call first, is Last,” Hyshon chuckled, repeating Last’s tagline as he walked up to the photographer.
Last bowed to greet Hyshon. “I’m thrilled to be able to test your new camera.”
Hyshon returned the bow. “And I’m honored that I’m able to get your feedback.”
“How do you turn it on?” Last asked, holding the camera toward Hyshon. He had been swiping at the screen, trying to figure out the secret pass swipe.
“Simply draw a star on it.”
Last did so. A holographic options menu screen displayed above the Douglas 5.
Hyshon pulled a tablet device from his white lab coat. “Now, the new feature we’ll be testing today is the long range subject capture function.”
“What else is new?” Last asked, trying to get the inside scoop. Little was known about the Douglas 5 despite being due to be released in a few days.
“The flash has been improved to color correct with any light source.”
Last took an impromptu self-shot photo of himself with the flash on. Checking the results, he noticed a peculiarity. “Wow, everything is negative.”
“Really?” Hyshon peered over on the camera’s viewfinder showing the picture Last took. “The picture looks great to me.”
“No, I mean my vision. Everything I see, the colors are like negative.”
Hyshon typed on his tablet. “Noted. I’ll have to calibrate the flash with your species.”
Last blinked a few times, and everything returned to normal. “That’s better.”
“Excellent. Is your subject ready?”
Last pressed on his blue, diamond shaped networker hanging around his neck. “Elise, are you ready?”
“Yes, I am,” Elise replied.
Elise was a mermaid on the Blue Planet. Her networker was in the shape of a starfish around her neck.
“She’s ready.”
“From the menu screen, select ‘Target.’ From there, enter in her Networker ID and the camera will sync with her coordinates. If the sky is clear and the planets are aligned just right, you’ll be able to take her picture from here. If not, there are satellites the camera will sync with and take the picture.”
Last followed Hyshon’s directions. A blue sphere with purple polka dots appeared on the camera as it spun around. After a few seconds the ball was replaced with a live image of Elise lying on a rocky outcropping that barely broke the surface of the Blue Planet’s ocean.
“Can you see me?” Elise asked.
“You are stunning,” Last said.
Elisa smiled as she brushed back her blonde hair. When Last had arranged the session, she had hoped to see him in person because she had a celebrity crush on him.  She’d settle for being the subject of one of his photographs and would work on setting up a date later. “I bet you say that to every swimsuit model you shoot.”
“I do, but only because I photograph the best.”
“It’s crazy that you can see me with that camera.”
Last began instructing Elise how to pose and snapped a few pictures. Hyshon studied how Last used the camera, taking notes on his tablet.
After several poses, Last paused to back-up his work. While doing so, the water level rose, submerging Elise. Last looked away from the camera at the sky. Elise swam up. She looked around for what caused the tide shift and saw the Black Planet’s moon in the sky.
“What the hell?” Last said. “Are you okay, Elise?”
“I'm all right,” she said as she straightened her hair. “The Black Planet’s moon is orbiting my planet now.”
“At least they found it,” Hyshon said.
Last unlinked the camera from Elise’s location and started taking pictures of the moon. As luck would have it, he managed to get a picture of a starwhale circling the moon. The moon pulled away from the Blue Planet and traveled back to the Black Planet. 
“I wonder what’s going on,” Last said.
 
* * *
 
As Wetzel’s spaceship flew uncontrollably toward an asteroid, a transmission came in.
“Wetzel. The moon is in the wrong location. I repeat. The moon is in the wrong location. It is orbiting the Blue Planet. Return immediately.”
“That might be a problem. I’ve been attacked. I don’t think I’ll be coming back.”
The scavengers turned toward his ship. They flew in for the final blow. During his whole trip to the displaced moon, Wetzel had thought of the possibility of scavengers detecting the staridum inside the teleporter. Now they came closer and closer. Then, a wave of blue blurred across Wetzel’s view.
The starwhale had rammed into the three ships, obliterating them. The starwhale turned around, opened its mouth (I thought it didn’t have a mouth, Wetzel thought), and swallowed Wetzel’s ship.
 
* * *
 
Darkness. Wetzel couldn’t see anything. He felt naked. He wasn’t in his ship. He wasn’t dead—at least, he didn’t feel non-corporeal. He could feel his heart beating and his chest compress from hurried breaths. He didn’t know where he was. He tried to remember. Scavengers had attacked him, but then the starwhale rammed into them and then...
“Hello, Wetzel,” a booming, deep voice said.
“Where am I?”
“Safe,” said the voice.
“Who are you?”
“A new friend.”
“Why would you want to be my friend? I am a failure.”
“Everyone fails. Friends can help. I can help you.”
“I need to return the Black Planet’s moon.”
“I can do that.”
“You can?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“I just did.”
“What do you mean, you just did?”
“The moon is back where it belongs.”
“Thank you.”
“Now, where do you belong, new friend?”
“On the Green Planet.”
“Wonderful. Can you help me out, new friend?”
“What is your wish?”
“Destroy the picture of me.”
A white light blinded Wetzel. He closed his eyes, but he could still see the white. He felt sick. His vision went black.
He felt gravity shift. He was on his back, and he felt grass beneath him.
Wetzel opened his eyes. Standing over him was Last and the inventor, Hyshon. Relief swept over Hyshon. He thought Wetzel dead despite Last’s objections. 
“Hey there,” Last said. “Do you need a doctor?”
“I’m not sure,” Wetzel said, still groggy. 
“Is the Black Planet’s moon back?”
“Yes, it is,” Hyshon said. “It was bizarre. A strange creature flew around it, and pulled it back into place.”
“I have a picture of it,” Last said, holding up the Douglas 5.
“May I see it?” asked Wetzel.
“Of course.”
Last handed Wetzel the camera. Wetzel snapped the camera in half.
“My camera!” cried Hyshon. 
“My pictures!”
“Do you have any extra pictures of the starwhale?”
“I only managed to back up my pictures of the swimsuit photo shoot.”
“Good.” Wetzel flapped his wings and flew into the sky. “Thank you for your cooperation.”
Last pulled out his Douglas 4 and took a picture of Wetzel with the Black Planet’s moon faintly in the background. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6
The Case of the Photographic Thief
 
The inky black shadow demon would have blended in with the nighttime woods of the Parallel Forest (called such because of the parallel growth of the trees) if it weren’t for her solid white eyes as well as glowing teeth and claws. She clenched a silver handgun.
“Where are you, Psychon?” Shale whispered in the empty woods. “I have a bullet with your name on it.”
 
* * *
 
Before Shale entered the Parallel Forest, she stood in her trashed living room with the private detective known as Psychon. He examined each corner of the room, observing every detail, learning as much about the crime as well as the victim, Shale. Per Psychon’s request, Shale left everything as it was except to close all the curtains to block out the afternoon sun from burning him.16
Psychon appeared to be in his late twenties, but was in fact much, much older. Dressed in dark, subtlety gothic attire, he pulled out a stick from his pointy, black hat with various patches stitched to it. He spun around the room with the stick and returned it to his hat, disappointed.
“And all they stole were your photographs?” Psychon asked.
“Yes,” Shale said.
“You want me to get a bunch of boring pictures back?”
“They’re important to me.” Her claws glowed orange. Her pet, Rogers, a yellow rabbit with a red cape, peeked around the kitchen wall into the living room. Shale’s claws cooled back to red. She waved for Rogers to leave, and he did, with Psychon catching the whole interaction. “And yes, that’s what I want you to do.”
“You already reported the crime to the Protectors, correct?”
“Of course,” Shale snapped. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “They came in and scanned the room. I think that’s all they’re going to do though.”
“Yeah, you got that right,” Psychon remarked, remembering sadness from his experience of protectors unable to help. Their incompetence was why he became a private detective.
Shale sensed his sadness and changed the subject. “Anyway, a lot of those pictures were originals.”
Psychon looked at the ceiling, pushing the memories away and getting back to the case. “Do you have some digital examples of your work? I would like to get a sense of what your pictures look like.”
“Sure.”
Shale went to a half-sphere white dome sitting on a round table in the center of the room. She pushed down on the center of the orb, and a colorful holographic menu popped up.
“Logged in as Shale,” the orb said.
Shale selected “Photo Album” and stood back. Psychon swiped across the screen, going through the albums while watching her expressions. Shale’s eyes lit up when Psychon had his fingers over a folder labeled, “Too Cute.”
“Not that one!”
Psychon opened it. Inside were photographs of Shale in colorful, girly dresses, holding various props such as ice cream cones, oversized lollipops, and her yellow rabbit. Shale held her head down.
Psychon raised an eyebrow. “Photos like these were taken?”
“Yes,” Shale said, her head hanging low.
“And I bet...” Psychon walked to a shelf holding Shale’s movie awards and the book, Planting for Zoacks, which Jet had autographed for her. He picked up an undisturbed gold box the size of his head. “They were hidden in here.” Psychon opened the box. Inside sat a neatly folded piece of paper. “And now there’s a ransom note. Why didn’t you tell me there was a ransom note?”
“Because I knew you would want to see it and, well, it talks about the pictures I didn’t want you to know about. If these get online, no one would ever cast me in any horror movie. My career would be ruined.”
Psychon read the note. “Keepings secrets are included with my service.” He gave her a reassuring smile as he returned the note and the box back in its place. “Anyway, go ahead and pay them.”
“I don’t want to pay them! I want to teach them a lesson!”
“If that’s the case, then I will devise a plan.” Psychon pulled out a large umbrella out from his hat. He opened the door and popped up the umbrella. “Go take a shower. I’ll handle this.”
 
* * *
 
Shale walked down a dirt trail. The ransom notes festered in her mind, making every minute feel like two. When Psychon left Shale’s place, she had decided to take a shower. Afterward, she went into the living room and saw a new ransom note demanding more money for the return of her pet, Rogers. She immediately called Psychon.
His advice? “Post online that you’ll be taking a walk in Parallel Forest tonight. We’ll draw this thief out.”
Shale had no choice but to take his advice. She huffed as she walked the trail. A purple spider half her size jogged up from the other direction.
“Excuse me,” Shale said. “Have you seen a guy dressed in black with a pointy hat?
“Why, yes,” the spider said like a mystic fortune teller. “Down this path. Not far.”
“Thank you.”
Shale hiked down the path for three minutes before Psychon leaped from a tree, several paces in front of her.
“Looking for me?” Psychon said.
Shale fired a shot. Psychon sidestepped out of the bullet’s path.
“You know,” he said, straightening his hat. “If you’re going to shoot a vampire, you’re going to have to be fast.”
Shale fired another short. Again, she missed.
“But again, bullets won’t kill me.”
“I’m not trying to kill you,” Shale said. “I just want to hurt you for getting Rogers kidnapped.”
“If you would’ve taken my original advice and paid the blackmailer, everything would’ve been fine.”
“That’s a corpsified lie and you know it! My reputation, my career, would’ve been ruined.” She plopped herself on the ground and started to cry. “Now my precious Rogers is gone too.”
Psychon held his hand out for her. “Don’t worry, I know he’s safe.”
“He had better be.” Shale took his hand and stood up. “I paid you good money.”
“It just happens that with your money, I bought a tracker and placed it on your rabbit.”
“You what?” Shade said, wiping the tears from her eyes. Her sorrow changed to anger. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier before I started freaking out?”
Psychon made a silly, lost face. “Must’ve skipped my mind.”
“Well?”
“What?”
“Where is he?”
Psychon flipped open his networker-a silver heart hanging around his neck. “Not far from here actually.” Psychon walked a few feet and stopped. “He should be right here.”
Shale grew worried. “I don’t see him.”
Psychon spotted a metallic red ball on the ground. He picked it up. “I knew I should’ve spent the extra money for the invisible tracking beacon.”
Shale fell to her knees. “We’ll never find him.”
“Don’t worry. I bet they’re near-”
A tree branch hit Psychon in the chest. He flew toward another tree, bashing his head. (Remarkability, his hat stayed on.)
“Looks like I’m fast enough to hit a vampire,” a brown furred sasquatch said with a deep laugh. The sasquatch wore only a shoulder strapped, black leather carrier bag.
“I know you,” Shale said. “You’re the paparazzo that follows me around.”
While she tried to remember his name, Psychon shouted, “Hey, Gabo! For the record, you’re still pretty slow. I just allowed you to hit me.”
“Is that so,” Gabo said. “And why would you do that?”
Psychon tapped on his networker. “Trap.”
“Eh?”
From the trees above, a net fell on Gabo. It buzzed with electricity, shocking the sasquatch, and bringing him to his hands and knees. Though still conscious, the shock had exhausted him, forcing him to draw in deep breaths of air.
Shale looked at Psychon in disbelief. “How did you—”
“It was simple. The person who stole from you must’ve known your routine and have the motive and resources to blackmail you.”
Psychon turned his back and started to walk away. “The protectors are already on their way to arrest him. You may want to get the pictures out of his bag before they get here.”
“Wait! What about Rogers?”
“Oh, right.”
Psychon stopped, turned around, took off his hat and pulled out the yellow rabbit, Rogers.
“Rogers!” Shale said. She floated forward, catching him as he jumped from Psychon’s grasp.
“Shale,” Rogers said. “You won’t believe how big his hat is.”
Shale stared eye-to-eye with Psychon. “Why was he in your hat?”
From a tree branch above, a leaper jumped down, landing behind Psychon and holding a glowing blue plasma knife. Rogers covered his eyes. Shale shot the leaper, hitting him in his shoulder. The leaper fell backward next to Gabo, dropping the knife.
“To get you to bring your gun just in case Gabo had a partner,” Psychon explained as he strolled off. “Tell Dylan Webb we’re even now.”
Shale walked after him. “Wait.”
Psychon stopped. “Yeah?”
Shale hugged him hard. “Thank y—” Her eyes suddenly widened and her mouth hung agape. She began to fall backward.
Psychon grabbed onto Shale as she fell down. “No. No!”
Sticking from the back was the plasma knife. Psychon’s face transformed in vampiric rage, his muscles tightening, eyes turning solid red, and fangs extending.
Gabo, still on the ground covered in the net, grinned with satisfaction as he passed out. Psycho laid Shale down. Rogers hopped to Shale’s side and held her hand as Psychon took off his hat and rummaged through it, looking for a first aid kit, which he didn’t have. He checked her pulse. There was nothing he could do. His face returned to normal. It was too late, for Death himself came and reaped Shale’s soul.  
 
 
 

Chapter 7
I Liked How You __________
 
The sun rose on the Green Planet as documentary filmmaker, Frank Wendell, strolled along Aequus’ seashore. He had a meeting with his camerawoman, a young girl named Melissa. Until she arrived, he paced up and down the shore, looking at differentiations in the sand.
The human stopped, gracefully bent down despite his age, and picked up a flat rock that had caught his attention. He inspected the rock, reflecting on when he used to skip rocks with his father back on Earth. He flung the rock into the sea. It skipped, one, two, three—a head popped up—and smack.
“Sorry!” Frank called out. 
The mermaid rubbed her head, her fingers passing through her short, brown hair. “It’s okay.”
“What are you doing out there?” Frank yelled.
“Hold on,” the mermaid shouted. She went underwater and appeared closer to the shore. “I like to come to the beach and see the sun before work.”
Frank caught himself staring at her fins. “I’m sorry, I’ve never met a mermaid before. You’re fascinating.”
Emily giggled. “Thank you, although for the record, I think humans are fascinating too. Did you say you’ve never met a mermaid before?”
“Well, I am relatively new to this planet.”
“Where are you from?”
“Earth.”
“Earth? Oh! Planet Earth. Wow, let me guess, you were in the Bermuda Triangle, weren’t you?”
“Guilty.”
Emily laughed. “I work at the Mahaba Library17 and I’ve read a few stories about Earthlings. You seem to be rather well adjusted. People from worlds that haven’t been exposed to other life tend to go crazy when they come here.”
“What can I say, I have an open mind. I’m Frank by the way.”
“Emily,” she said, waving. “Nice to meet you.”
Frank scratched at his white mustache. “I’m working on a documentary about different kinds of people. I would be thrilled if I could interview you for it.”
“I’m not much of a camera person.”
“Melissa, my camera operator, she’ll make you feel totally at ease.”
“My sister is the camera lover in the family. As a matter of fact, she was in a photo shoot for some swimwear line yesterday. I can give her call and see if she would be available.”
“I appreciate it.”
Emily pulled up her clam-shaped networker. “You have a networker, right?”
“I do.”
“Here’s my ID.” Emily swiped at her screen. “I’ll call you later and let you know what my sister says.”
Frank looked the square-shaped networker around his wrist. A new contact alert appeared. “Thank you.”
“I’d better get to work. You have a nice day!”
“You too. Before you go, I have to ask, is it really better, down there where it’s wetter?”
“Some days,” Emily said, not understanding Frank’s reference.
As Frank and Emily waved goodbye, Melissa arrived for their production meeting. 
Up the shore, the Goddess of Shadows and I watched Frank and Melissa, taking the forms of small black and green bird respectively while we both perched in a young cherry tree.
“I liked how you placed that rock there for Frank to skip,” I said.
“Thank you,” the Goddess of Shadows said. “What can I say, I want to see Frank’s documentary succeed. I liked how you gave Wetzel the confidence to pet the starwhale.”
“Thank you. I didn’t realize it would be so beneficial.”
“You have Ares18 to blame for that,” the Goddess of Shadows groaned. “He ‘enhanced’ the signal on the scavengers’ ships to detect the staridum.”
I shook my head in shame. “Trying to start a war between the Black and Blue planets?”
“Of course.”
“That would’ve never happened.”
“I know.”
H, who had been waiting for an appropriate time to join the conversation, approached us. He wiped a speck of sand from his otherwise impeccably cleaned suit. “Good morning. You know what I liked?”
We shifted to our human forms and stood beside H.
“How you tricked Poe and Luciana into teleporting the moon away?” I said.
“Ding! We have a winner!” H shouted, spinning around like a carnival worker awarding a prize. “But, that’s nothing from what I heard you two are planning.”
“Just keep it to yourself, Hades,” the Goddess of Shadows said.
“Don’t worry.” Hades began to walk away. “Like I would tell Zeus or even Death for that matter.”
“Thank you,” I said.
With his back to us, Hades waved goodbye. “Good luck on destroying Heaven.”
 

Chapter 8
Black
 
Government officials had precisely planned and elegantly organized the grid pattern of Aequus’ layout. Every street was one kilometer long and wide enough for twelve lanes of vehicular traffic, with considerations in place for air and ground vehicles plus spacious sidewalks that could fit over a dozen people side by side. In the sky, floating islands of businesses followed the sophisticated style of the city below, although they seemed scattered due to the fact their low number. Despite the city’s impressive orderliness, each building had a unique style, design, and color because of the myriad of architects from many places. It was a melting pot of ideas. 
With his feet resting on the dashboard of a Class One Protector Ship, the tutelagion named Kart took a deep sip of his warm green-leaf tea while he studied the traffic below rushing by like colorful brush strokes.
“Kart, I’m getting a report that Remington Ellen is at Sky View Museum,” his vehicle, Kesler, spoke in an energetic voice. A crystal-sharp, three-dimensional holograph of Remington and his criminal record appeared above the dashboard. “Status shows you are the closest Protector to the location.”
“Take us down, Kesler,” Kart said. 
 
* * *
 
Remington strolled on the transparent roof of Sky View Museum. He had read on a sign that the museum’s founders created it with the idea to show art from an omniscient perspective. Visitors could either walk on or fly over anytime they wished at no cost. To keep the museum free, some of the exhibits were more commercial than artistic.
Remington stopped when he stood over an exhibit featuring a white marble statue of a female shadow demon with angelic wings. The figure gripped a gold sword she pointed toward the sky.
Remington had been hired to steal the sword. He didn’t ask why. It didn’t stop his client from unnecessarily volunteering how he desperately wanted to feature it in the movie he was directing to honor his late actress. Remington only asked what needed to be obtained, when it was needed, where to deliver it, and how he would be paid.
The question Remington pondered was how to steal it. He couldn’t teleport in and swipe it. The museum had multiple teleportation jammers and any attempt to disable one of them would sound an alarm. Breaking through would require immense force and risk damage. Remington’s goggles slid over his eyes and captured images of the exhibit space for him to take home and analyze. 
“If I was the artist, I could get in,” Remington commented. He realized what he said. “Of course!” He focused on recording the exhibit plaque with information about the artist. 
 
* * *
 
“Take us down, Kesler,” Kart said. 
Kesler obeyed. They dropped from a floating island that held a building in the shape of a green leaf where he had bought his tea, skillfully guiding between traffic, sending automatic signals to other vehicles to avoid collisions. Each vehicle Kart passed gave him the impression of artists fighting for turf. The compact, bullet design made the Class One ship highly mobile, though to achieve this, the design team sacrificed their capability to house weapons.
In one minute, Kart’s ship hovered over Sky View Museum. Kesler lowered and turned its side toward Remington, allowing Kart to step out and directly face the glossy, black-feathered raven. Kesler’s door automatically closed and re-positioned itself behind Remington, trapping him. 
The morning sun reflected off Kart’s suit comprised of Supolyrious (a lightweight metallic rubber material that protected wearers from attacks and the elements). Remington’s specialty goggles fitted themselves over his eyes to counter the brightness. Kart reached for his Halt Gun in the right leg holster while Remington’s wing reached for the short-range teleporter button on his belt. Suddenly, and for no apparent reason, they both stopped.
Remington had never been this close to being caught. How did this protector know I was here? Remington thought. Was this all a trap? I have to know.
Kart recognized the teleporter belt Remington wore. Remington could teleport away, never to be found again. Kart knew from personal visits to the museum the inside was shielded with teleportation jammers. Kart thought, If I get him inside, he couldn’t escape. 
Kart shouted, “Kesler, down!”
Kesler rammed through the museum’s glass ceiling, sending Kart and Remington into the art exhibit. The helmet on Kart’s suit automatically popped up to protect his face from the glass pieces as he landed on the museum’s grassy floor while Remington landed on the statue’s angelic hands, the sword piercing through his body. 
“I would have never thought...” Remington said breathing out, pausing to think over his last words, “...that my end would come so easily.”
As Kart raced to help Remington, an unnatural gust of wind knocked Kart down and away. He lifted his head to catch a glimpse of an indistinct figure emerge from the statue’s shadow before he was blown into another exhibit.
The figure was the Goddess of Shadows.
She took her favorite form, that of a lascivious humanlike appearance wearing an animated night-sky dress that floated around her towering, slender figure. She glided her smooth, noseless face close to Remington’s as her long, black hair danced in the air. Her deep, white eyes consumed his attention as a black hole consumes matter and energy. She circled around Remington, a pair of wings appearing, made from continuously transforming inkblot-shapes, influenced by the thoughts of her creations. 
“I have a friend who is talking with the Fates to stall your death.” The Goddess spoke attentively with a seductive voice. “You see, Death himself will come for you. When he does, I need you to steal the talisman around his neck and keep far it, far away from him.”
Remington looked at her as if to ask, Why?
“To allow an interesting series of events to happen.” She smiled. “Don’t disappoint me, unless you want to stay in Hell.”
The Goddess drained into the ground. After a final gust, the wind died down. Kart had no idea what had happened. He stood up and went to Remington. He took a look at what he had done—there were no smiles or tears—and then he went back to Kesler to report to headquarters. 
Beyond Kart’s ability to perceive, Remington’s soul floated out of his body just as Death emerged from the ground. Death typically took an imposing skeletal form, towering at three meters19 tall. Over his body, he wore a magical robe of dirt that looked like a series of waves constantly rippling over each other. Floating in Death’s eye sockets were a pair of arctic, soul-sucking spheres of blue light that flickered as if on fire.
Like all of us gods, Death could change his appearance at will, and would often do so depending on the species of the soul he was seeking to claim. In this instance, his bones rearranged themselves into a birdlike form, resembling Remington’s own bodily structure.
“Remington Ellen,” Death said. “Please, come with me.”
I apologize that I am unable to disclose further details as to how Remington would steal Death’s talisman. I assure you he stole it with a cautious cleverness, and it took Death some time to notice it was missing. But hey, rules are rules, and there’s so much more to tell.  
 

Chapter 9
Inspirations
 
The documentarian, Frank Wendell, led his small team along a twisty, stone bricked path at Verdure Park in Aequus. Frank nodded and waved to the people he passed along the trail, being cautious and courteous. The area was part graveyard with various tombstones and mausoleums, but also part park with bright and colorful scenery filled with different trees, flowers, and streams. He wore a relaxed pair of blue jeans, a tucked-in green t-shirt, and a brown overcoat with a green beam broad sword in the inside pocket that you will never see him use in this story.
Melissa accompanied Frank as his camera operator. She glanced at the side of Frank’s face. It amazed her Frank had so much wanderlust for this universe, especially the way his face lit up with each new sight he saw as they walked through the park. Melissa caught herself in a half-trip. She looked down. Her shoelaces had become untied. She sat her camera down, crouched, and tied her red polka dot sneakers. Standing, she brushed off some dirt on her baggy, brown cargo pants and straightened her stretchy, red long sleeve shirt engulfed with a purple heart on the front. 
For the video professionals curious as to what camera she carried, it was a White-180. The camera rested comfortably on Melissa’s right shoulder. It had a somewhat ice cream cone shape—the back was cone shaped with the tip being more rectangular for the shoulder mount. On its front was a reflective glass ball (or eye as the manual referred to it), which served as the camera’s lens. When operated the eye scanned area in an 180-degree angle. During editing, the director could choose different angles, foci, and depths of field, saving time in pre-planning and redoing shots of various angles. The money saving feature of having one camera worker instead of several was a definite plus. If Frank’s documentary off like she hoped it would, maybe she should afford a 360 one day.
What Melissa really wanted was the new White-360, which floated in the air to capture the area in a 360-degree radius, but that model was triple the cost of the 180. 
Their sound recorder, Boomer, was a heavyset horum. Horums were the anthropomorphic evolution of horumtus. These rhino-like people had flabby skin with a burnt charcoal color, no hair, and an ivory horn roughly the size of their fists. Boomer kept walking with Frank, holding a blimp-shaped microphone that could fly.
Melissa briskly jogged and caught up with Frank and Boomer. You see, what made Frank so fascinating to Melissa and Boomer was where he came from: a terrestrial planet called Earth. He told them how abundant his planet was with drama and about his time there as an investigative video journalist who had done thirty-two award-winning documentaries showcasing said drama. One notable work of his was the thought-provoking and controversial, Religion with a Side Salad. Making that movie helped him become more accepting of different perspectives and possibilities, which prepared him for the accident that brought him to the Green Planet.
While in the Bermuda Triangle (filming a documentary about the truth of its cursed nature), an alien spaceship, visiting Earth in search of the latest designer handbags, appeared from an Atlantean Portal. In the process, it sucked Frank into the portal to the Green Planet. The whole affair was rather whimsical and might make for a good story of its own, but for the time being, we’ll stick with what happened on the Green Planet and leave Earth to the Earthlings. 
“Atlantean Portals are the fastest way to travel great distances throughout all of the galaxies,” Melissa had told Frank when they first met. “Consequently, it’s also the most expensive.”
“What’s the deal with the Earth portal?” Frank had asked. “Why’s it in such a state of disrepair?”
Melissa shrugged. “There’s this story, that there was a time when the Atlanteans lived among the gods on Earth in the city of Atlantis. With all of their technology and time spent with the gods, they became rather arrogant. So this god, of like, the seas, Poseidon, I think, anyway, one day he decided that he’d had enough of their smug ways and destroyed their island, but not before some lucky Atlanteans escaped through their portal. Their god also supposedly caused damage to their portal, which is why it behaves erratically at times. That’s the legend anyway.”20
“And the current Atlanteans haven’t been unable to undo the damage done to the Earth portal?”
“Yeah, some people say they’re a bunch of lazy bastards, but personally, I wouldn’t dare say that to their face. One time this big movie director, Dylan Webb, totally bad mouthed them online and later on he took one of their portals and ended up in a bad place.”
“How bad?”
Melissa hesitated with her answer. “Very bad.”
“He must’ve been furious.”
“Actually, it inspired one of his horror movies, which I worked on.”
To bring all of this back into full scope, upon arrival from the portal mishap, Frank dedicated his first year enthusiastically learning everything about the new world. During his research, he uncovered something disturbing about the other humans on the planet; they acted like a bunch of uncaring bigots, which led him to start his current documentary. Frank hoped his movie (at this time tentatively titled, Melting Pot) would rid humans of their xenophobia towards non-humans by showing what life was like for others.
“I believe this is the place,” Frank announced.
In front of them stood the Verdure Park Rochwerger Apartments. The white modular complex reminded Frank of building blocks taken over by nature. Of course just saying that gives the impression the complex appeared dilapidated, but it was quite the opposite—it had more of an artistic feel. Zombies primarily inhabited the place, but there was the occasional “artist” looking for a unique location to live.
A girl walked past them on the path.
“Excuse me,” Frank called out.
The girl stopped. “Yeah?”
“Could you tell me where the court pond is?”
“Yeah, it’s just down and to your right.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem.”
The girl traveled her own way as Frank’s team followed her directions to the court pond. The team approached a particular zombie by the name of John who talked in a group of fellow zombies. John used to be a thirty-something black human, though he was now more of a moss green color. He, for the most part, still had all of his body parts intact. Spiders had built a nest in his hair, which he allowed. “Allow life to live,” he would say if questioned about the spiders. This did prevent him from taking a bath to remove the stench of road kill he would develop. 
John the Zombie stood up from the gravestone he rested on to greet Frank. “Frank, I’m glad you came.”
Frank had only spoken to John via e-mail, so his somewhat normal tone of voice caused him to jump slightly. He had anticipated more of a growl, but only heard it when he said “Frank.”
“Why thank you.” Frank turned to his assistants. “This is Melissa, my camera operator, and Boomer, the sound guy.”
“Hey, hey,” Boomer bellowed. 
Melissa made a quick, involuntary movement to face John and Frank while tweaking camera settings. “Hi,” Melissa murmured as she waved to John.
“Are you ready to get this started, John?” Frank asked.
“Yes, I’m ready. Is there a particular spot you want to do this interview?” 
Melissa had already switched on her 180.
“Anywhere you feel comfortable,” Frank told him. 
“It’s a beautiful day today. Let’s just do this right here.”
“Alright, great. Well, first of all, John, tell us about yourself and how you became a zombie. Being a zombie is something you become, right?”
“Yes, you are never born a zombie. Much like a vampire, you’re made into a zombie.”
“How did you personally become a zombie?”
“Well, I became a zombie because of the zombie bug.”
“For those unfamiliar with this bug, could you describe it?”
John paused for a moment. It had been fourteen years since he had seen the bug that transformed him. “It looks like a green cockroach, but it’s huge and has wings. The one that bit me was the size of my hand.” John showed the camera his hand. “Once that bug’s poison gets into your blood, you’re dead. Well, living dead technically.”
“Is it possible for a zombified person to turn another person into a zombie?”
“Of course,” John said. He felt what he said gave the wrong idea so he added, “Although it’s not like you just bite someone and they turn into a zombie. There has to be some significant blood on blood contact.”
“I’m curious, are there are other ways of becoming a zombie besides the bug and blood contact?”
John confidently sat back down on the tombstone. “Yeah, but they’re not easy. If you know someone pretty good with magic they can bring a person back to life as a zombie, but that usually doesn’t last for long.” John motioned to another zombie nearby. “Markus was turned into a zombie by a curse from an angry witch he accidentally ran into with his bike.”
Markus was seen reaching his hand out, trying to catch a blue butterfly, until he finally caught it - at which point he put it in his mouth. The butterfly promptly escaped through an opening in his chest, flying away without Markus’ knowledge. 
Frank watched the great butterfly escape with quiet curiosity and then turned back to John. “What are some advantages and disadvantages to being a zombie?”
“It’s hard to move around. At times, parts of my body won’t function.” John briefly reflected on an embarrassing moment when his legs decided to stop working, causing him to be hit by a flying bike. He quickly turned his thoughts around. “On the flip side, though, I feel nothing. No pain, nothing. I can live anywhere, and I don’t need any sleep. The only way I could die until I rot away is if my brain gets destroyed.”
A human zombie with a bottle of beer approached the group. His movement was sluggish like that of a drunkard, which was peculiar considering alcohol had no effect on zombies. This one sure seemed like he was drunk, anyway. 
“You know what I really hate about being a zombie?” the crazy pretend drunk zombie slurred. “Everyone treats us like shit. We can’t even take a shit so why should we be treated like shit?”
Some zombies in the background overheard the fake drunk’s ramblings. They shouted agreements as they gathered closer.
Melissa’s chest tightened. Her heart drummed harder as she nervously took a few steps backward. Boomer giggled while ideas of revolutions spurted in Frank’s mind.
“You know, where I come from,” Frank said, “if we weren’t being treated fairly we would protest. Have you considered taking any action to make matters right?”
“You know what, we should protest.” John stood on top of the gravestone and turned his attention to the other zombies around him. “Listen up everyone! I say we go and demand fair treatment, right now!”
“Where at?” a random zombie shouted.
“How about the United Planets’ Center?” John recommended.
“That’s too cliché,” the pretend drunk snapped.
“Okay, how about a mall?” John said.
“Which one?” another zombie spoke up.
“I don’t know. How about Crossroad’s Mall?”
“No, that mall is dead,” another zombie commented. 
“Okay, how about Workhorse Mall?” John suggested. “That mall is huge. Everyone should see us.”
The zombies cheered in agreement as the pretend drunk zombie stumbled up to me in a zombified version of my human form.
He took a swig from the bottle. “I’ve done as you’ve asked. She better not get hurt from this riot.”
“What happens will happen, Dionysus. Besides, you shouldn’t have mated with a mortal.”
Dionysus threw the bottle at my feet. “You didn’t give [the Goddess of Dreams21] this much grief for her demigod child!”
I took a long moment to look at the broken glass and raised my head slowly to look him in the eye. “I know you tried to kill Melissa.”
I saw the look of rage turn to fear on his face. “That-”
“Don’t talk. We’re done.”
With a hint of anger, he vanished. I faded away too as the zombies marched to Workhouse Mall.
 

Chapter 10
The Air Was Crazy
 
While the zombies chose not go to the United Planets’ Center, an impoverished man wearing a coat composed entirely of sewn together oven mitts did choose to share his message there. People respectfully passed him and his band of followers, listening to bits and pieces of how peace was a dreadful idea. 
“When Concilio dominated all the planets in our system, there was peace,” he shouted. “Concilio was not an evil ruler by any means - in fact, he executed a multitudinous amount of good deeds, my people. One of his greatest acts was the universal currency for all of the planets. Circumstantially enough, it allowed us to trade and work together to eventually take down our ruler. No one person should forcibly hold power over everyone.”
“Here, here,” a follower chanted.
“And that was why hundreds of years ago, the United Planets’ Center was formed to make sure that each planet remained civil to others in the system.”
He pointed to the center in his backdrop. One may say that the outside of United Planets’ Center looked awfully similar to the Roman Coliseum on Earth, and that’s because it was built shortly after the completion of the Earth’s Coliseum. Beings on these planets have long visited Earth for inspiration via an Atlantean Portal.22
After a moment reflecting on his original seven-day meditation, he went on, “And this center allowed us to have our news, our drama, and our lives again with such vibrancy that we never could have obtained from one bringing peace. However, this center is starting to drain the news and the drama and soon our lives.”
It wasn’t too long before a pair of white robots came to whisk him away to a special hospital for his kind. One of the robots protracted its cold arms, wrapped them around the man like a starving snake wrapping around its prey, and brought him so close to its body that he could see the threads on the mean, white suit the robot wore. (It’s terrible to dispose of a person for speaking one’s mind, but life is all about terrible things.)
Jet Ignis watched from a distance with a telescope as the old man was placed into the back of a white hovering spacecraft. He was dressed in an expensive suit completely covered with embroidered red rose petals. He pulled away from the telescope and shook his head.
“Father, you’re such a fool,” he said. 
Jet sighed. He was twenty-seven years old—half the age of his father. He had plenty of money to spend on whatever made him happy, but he could never use it to make his father happy. His father only wanted to help other people—not receive help himself. He was all about taking action, even naming his only child Jet to encourage him to always keep going in life.
Jet knew this was one of those moments his father would urge him not to worry and continue on with his life. He soaked in the smell of the fresh air to clear the negative vibes. 
“Ah, what a beautiful day today,” he said, moving along.
Jet gracefully jumped off his Taffom Sid—a blue, rectangular vehicle with six doors and, yes, a telescope mounted on the roof. V Informer gave the Taffom Sid high praise.23
Jet had parked in the garage of prestigious Workhorse Mall. The mall had been constructed in the form of a massive crystalline horse, lying down and peering into the northern sky with its head held high. The body housed three stories of fabulous shops, each with their own unique interior designs, while the head contained the mall’s offices. Every part of the building vied for the attention of shoppers. 
According to nearly every media outlet, it was certainly the place to visit in Aequus. Even Zee, the popular yet hateful online writer, managed to say these kind words: “Workhorse Mall is a typical mall. Like any other mall, it’s going to be filled with large corporations pushing what’s trendy. But somehow, and I’m not sure how, this mall manages to mostly, yet not entirely, escape the ugliness, ubiquity, and impersonal nature that stacks of concrete contain. Perhaps it’s the mall’s encompassing nature theme. I say the more likely answer is that it provides rather exceptional and distinctive shops like Slicker’s Shoe Stop: the lingerie shop, Tantalizing Treats: and the hoverboard shop, Hoverypse: just to name a few. If it had some cheap hookers, I’d live there.” 
The purpose of Jet being at this prestigious mall was not for any particular pleasure previously mentioned, but because he was scheduled to have some pictures taken in a new Styling Sport Supplies store. After business, he planned to indulge himself in the childlike pleasure of sliding down the mall’s three-story twirling slide.
Jet walked casually from the far end of the parking lot to one of the mall’s side entrances. Standing outside was a short violinist elf playing an upbeat song. The door opened automatically for Jet to the mall - a mall filled with zombies.
“Wow,” he said. “I wonder what’s going on.”
A green frog dropped from the floor above. The floors were lined with a relaxing green carpet that had a grassy appearance, making his landing comfortable. As he stood up to the height of Jet’s knees, he straightened his red bow tie.
“Hello, Jet,” said the frog, Blandus, Jet’s agent, tipping his black top hat. The frog spoke with what people on Earth refer to as a British accent while here they refer to it as a Northern Green accent. “Are you ready for your photo shoot today?”
“I’m always ready,” Jet replied.
“Great!” Blandus paused, then with false excitement he said, “Because the client just canceled!”
“What?” Jet hated last minute cancellations, as he never knew what to do with the time.
“I tried to call,” Blandus said in a panic. He hated seeing Jet upset. He was his favorite client. “But you had the call forwarded to your vehicle’s V.I. and he told me that you would be inside in a minute anyway.”
Jet was curious, as cancellations were rare. “Why did they cancel?”
“On the count of the zombies.”
“Really?” Jet was an open-minded, openhearted person and felt disappointed by their actions. “Are they afraid of zombies or something?”
“I believe so.”
“Wow, that’s sad.” Jet put his hands in his pockets. “Well hey, is my photographer here?”
“No, she never showed.”
“It’s not like her to be late. She was asleep when I left, but still.”
“I know, I know, mate.”
Jet glanced around. “What’s the story with these zombies anyway?”
“They’re angry about something. I think they are doing a demonstration for peace and equality,” Blandus replied, looking at them in the way a child looks at an animal in a zoo. “Hey, before you leave would you mind kicking me?”
Jet knew what Blandus was up to. “Let me guess, a fan request?”
“Yeah,” Blandus said while hopping around with excitement. “Kick me into the zombie guy with the red shirt.” He pointed to the fan in question. The zombie smiled and waved back. “It’s his birthday.”
“As you wish.”
Without further thought, Jet kicked his agent. Blandus sailed through the air before hitting the zombie and knocking his head clean off. Both the frog and the zombie squealed in pure joy as the frog landed on the ground and watched the zombie’s head roll out of sight. Jet laughed to himself and shouted happy birthday.
Soon after, a large tutelagion came into view holding something Jet could not decipher. Jet recognized this tutelagion as the protector, Kart.
Jet’s past encounters had taught him a valuable lesson: Run. Run fast. And he did, right out of the mall and back to his vehicle.
“There has to be someone who can help those people,” Jet said to himself ducked out of the mall. “But who?”
Then it hit him. A few months ago at a charity fundraiser event, he’d met Dr. Mana, author of, The Running Dead: The Physiological and Psychological Order of Zombies. He knew the doctor would be the best person to help. He climbed into his vehicle. 
“Back so soon?” his Taffom Sid V.I. spoke as he buckled up. Its tone of voice was dull and robotic—the opposite of Jet’s life. “I thought you would’ve stayed for a while.” 
“Virus isn’t there,” Jet told his car. “Auto-drive to our place while I make a call.”
“Certainly.”
The Taffom Sid lifted up and flew up into the sky while Jet brought his wrist-mounted networker into view. Jet took out two wireless earpieces from a compartment in the networker and put them in his ears. 
Jet tapped the gray screen of his networker. “Call Doctor Mana.” 
“Dialing,” the device replied with a classy female voice.
Although videophones were equipped with translated subtitles, Jet felt they distracted him from the conversation. On the video screen, Dr. Mana appeared. The doctor was a good two hundred years old, but he looked like a fifty-year-old human with four arms. The doctor wore a white lab coat and brown slacks, both specially tailored for him. He sat on a red leather seat that looked like a palm of a dragon.
“Jet, it’s wonderful to see you,” Dr. Mana answered. 
“Ditto. I’m surprised you responded to the networker personally.”
“I let my assistant leave early today, and I’m about to go myself after I do an inventory check.”
“I’ll make this quick then. There’s a group of zombies at Workhorse Mall protesting for better treatment. It could get ugly, and I thought you would be able to help them out.”
“I am not certain what I can do to help them, but I shall make it my next stop. Thank you for letting me know.”
“No problem.”
The two said goodbye and Jet shut off the networker.
 
* * *
 
Kart hadn’t noticed his longtime nemesis. He was busy dodging zombies while holding an adorable purple dragon about the size of a fat cat he’d once owned. After Remington’s defeat, Kart had been promptly assigned as the dragon’s bodyguard because his Mother worried bullies from school would harass him at the mall. One of Kart’s favorite assignments from the Protector System was being assigned to briefly act as a bodyguard, occasionally meeting such as celebrities as comedian Khalran Vulof, movie director White Rabbit, and singer Neral Valgi, along with not-so-famous people with interesting lives. This service was available at no cost for legitimate concerns. 
“Look, thanks for the help and all, but I can shop by myself just fine,” the dragon told Kart.
Kart noted a group of teenaged trolls around one of the mall’s many fountains watching the dragon with mischievous eyes. “I’m under orders to make sure you stay safe,” Kart explained. “With all of these zombies protesting, it could get hairy.”
“Fine, then take me to Slicker’s.”
“You don’t wear shoes.”
“But I like to eat them.”
Kart tilted his head to the side in thought. “I don’t think your mother would approve.”
“Can we go dumpster diving?”
“You are a strange kid.”
The moment Kart got into a clear patch, he noticed a person nearby taking pictures. Kart noted the photographer’s red cargo pants and t-shirt with a green door. Kart was positive this photographer was none other than the famous Last.
Last used a brand new, fresh from the assembly line Douglas 5. Atomic Adams had already rated the Douglas 5 as the Best Camera on the Market, praising it for its ability to take pictures of people on other planets.
“My stars, is that Last the Photographer?” Kart said aloud. 
“Yeah, it is,” his scaly companion answered. “Who cares?  All of his pictures are garbage.”
“I’ll show you garbage.”
The Protector impulsively tossed the dragon in a trashcan as he approached Last. He normally wouldn’t have dared to do such an act, but the dragon did want to go dumpster diving and Kart admired the photographer for his series of pictures of heavenly places. 
“Thank you!” the dragon howled. He began eating an unfinished cheeseburger in the bottom of the bin.
While Kart was talking to the dragon, Last tapped on a zombie land shark’s upper back, as he was too tall to touch on the shoulders. The zombie faced Last.
“Excuse me, but would you fall over this railing for a picture?” Last asked.
“No,” the zombie bellowed.
“Fair enough.” Last shrugged. He shoved the land shark over the rail and took pictures. He reviewed his work. “Beautiful.”
Upon seeing Last push the zombie over the rail, Kart ran up to him. “Are you okay? Did that person try to hurt you?”
“Oh, him? No. He just wanted to do a picture with me,” Last lied.
Kart bought the lie. “You know, it's not exactly safe here right now.”
“I’ve photographed giant monsters,” Last said, puffing up his chest. “A zombie protest is nothing—”
A zombie in an erotic dress jumped on the photographer. “I love your work!” the zombie moaned and proceeded to hump him. (Don’t get too excited. It was a guy in a dress, and he was not a pretty guy. Pretty hairy, though.)
As Kart tried to rip the zombie off the photographer, two zombified Rottweiler hounds attacked him. One bit his leg while the other clamped down on his arm. Kart and Last struggled as they tried and tried to shake off the zombies. Kart felt like the bites were more of an annoyance than painful because of his thick skin.
“Where’s our purple friend?” asked one of the hounds playfully with a mouthful of arm.
“Like I’m going to tell you,” Kart snapped. The hounds snarled aggressively and bit down harder in response, starting to cause a bit of pain.
With one hand, Last managed to take a picture of Kart being chewed on. “Yes, that’s it! Now, bite him harder.”
Kart shot Last a confused look. “You’re not helping.”
Meanwhile, the dragon in the trash can finished the food. “Bang! Next!”
The dragon breathed in and unleashed his fire breath to burn right through the trash can. A flaming chunk of the garbage can hit Kart, knocked him down, then bounced off him and hit the arms of a robot flying overhead carrying a metal container filled with chocolate creams for Christine’s Cakes. The zombies around Kart and Last scattered as the crate landed on the protector and the photographer. Thankfully, their deaths were rather quick, though undoubtedly painful.
Hooligans ran past the dragon as he peeked around for the protector. He was puzzled his protector was gone and his enemies didn’t care to pick on him. The dragon shrugged and flew safely to the shoe store while the souls of Kart and Last floated from their bodies, taking the form of their appearance shortly before they were killed.
“Well damn, it looks like we’re dead,” Last stated.
“Looks like it,” Kart said, scared. This isn’t right. 
“Isn’t there like supposed to be some bright light or something?” Last joked.
“How should I know?” Kart snapped. “I’ve never been dead before.”
Worry, much? Last thought. “I bet you’re supposed to fly up to Heaven on your own or something.”
Kart rationalized that idea. “Yes, a pilgrimage.” Kart floated upward. “I will find Heaven.”
Last started to float downward through the planet. “Then I’ll go check out Hell. I heard rumors about a wicked roller coaster.”
Kart thought Last’s idea was bizarre, but he knew artists had bizarre ideas, like the time he saw two illusionists teleport the Black Planet’s moon, or the time he arrested a unicorn for making hundreds of rainbows that unintentionally caused traffic accidents, or even the time he was inadvertently part of a fake reality horror movie. The two parted ways; Kart floating to Heaven and Last drifting down to Hell. The latter part was not something anyone considered, but that didn’t stop someone from taking advantage of the situation.
 

Chapter 11
The Circle of Business
 
With nearly every illness cured, hospitals in the Five Following Planets system were rather small. The Aequus Community Hospital contained only fifty-four rooms, each painted with a cheerful orange. 
Satisfied supplies were in order, Dr. Mana walked across the hall, back into his office, and sat down in his chair, gripping the sides. He looked at his copy of The Running Dead displayed inside a shadow box on the wall to his right. He took a deep breath.
“Travel to Blue Grotto.”
The doctor’s chair immediately dropped through the floor down a tube connecting to Blue Grotto. The doctor got up from the chair, opened a blue glass door for his private entrance, and jogged to his black Stefani LUX—a luxurious flying vehicle with a smooth, slick surface with a single roof door. V Informer ranked it number four as their top ten most luxurious single-person vehicles, just beneath the Stefani AIR but better than the Trump Star.
He patted his pockets for his keys but found nothing. “Oh drat. I forgot my keys.”
The doctor didn’t have to worry. Before he could leave to pacify the zombies at the mall, several zombies came to seek his help in the garage. They came from behind parked cars, stumbling slightly; it might have been frightening if not for his great experience with the creatures. 
“Doctor Mana,” said one of the zombies, a tutelagion with a brown overcoat. “I lost my left arm. Some blue guy in a metal suit blasted it off with an arm cannon. Can you make me a new one?”
The doctor locked eyes with the zombie. The decaying stench rolled off the zombies, trigging a flood of horrible, just truly terrible memories from his past. Dr. Mana screamed and took his chair back up the slide he had come from.
“What’s his problem?” the zombie said. 
“That’s just wrong,” another zombie said, this one a raven in a tasteful brown suit. “What are we going to do now?”
A human zombie holding his own head wearing a bandanna of the zombie metal band, Falling Apart, raised his head up high for everyone to hear him. “Hey everyone I heard there’s a zombie’s rights protest going on at Workhorse Mall. How about we join in?”
“Yeah!” said the zombie with the missing left arm. “If we get more rights, we’ll be treated better.”
The group of zombies agreed and left the garage while Dr. Mana retreated into his office. The doctor sat in his desk chair and held a green button on a thin gunmetal brushed box while saying, “Call Captain Rochwerger.”
 
* * *
 
Captain Rochwerger: a well-known name in the zombie community as a property tyrant who provided a helping hand to zombies with affordable, low-class housing, but looked down on them as lesser people.
Rochwerger’s office headquarter was a brick-shaped ship comprised of a wide assortment of woods, giving it a sort of mismatched look and christen with the name The Jolly Wager. On one side was a tall, white doorway with a sign above it that read: “Rochwerger Properties” in red ink and a fixed-width professional font. The ship contained only one sailing mast, but it was mainly for show as it was the duty of the rockets attached to the sides to move the hulking craft.
Polished, stained wood and glass made up the captain’s quarters. The room was immaculate despite Rochwerger’s tattered appearance. With a clean cloth, Rochwerger wiped the dust from his vast collection of property miniatures resting on a shelf when there was an expected knock on the door.
“Come in,” Rochwerger said without pausing his work.
A vengilorg stepped inside, closing the door behind him. His short legs supported a body five times the length of his legs. The vengilorg’s head stuck out on the chest so the chest was above the head. His arms wondered down to the ground almost dragging. Normally, vengilorgs had a dim yellow skin color, but he was turning green.
“My Captain,” the vengilorg said while keeping his eyes down, avoiding eye contact with his boss. “Effective immediately I am terminating my resignation of employment with Rochwerger Properties as I am...” 
“Go on,” Rochwerger said with a half smile, as he knew what was coming.
He trembled with embarrassment. “An unclean zombie and I do not wish to soil your gratefulness.”
Rochwerger sat his cloth on the shelf and faced his former employee. “I am proud of your honor to do what is right.”
The desktop style networker on the desk (which Rochwerger and Dr. Mana preferred as they believed carrying a networker distracted them from living life) lit up a holographic image of Doctor Mana with the phrase, “Incoming from Doctor Mana.”
Rochwerger walked over and selected the private option, which replaced Doctor Mana’s image with large red X on the screen and the word “private” over it.
“Arr, Doctor Mana, I’m a bit busy at the moment,” said Rochwerger. “This had better be good.”
“This is important, my friend. Zombies are protesting for better treatment at the Workhorse Mall.”
“What?” Rochwerger nearly shouted the words before looking at his former employee and giving him a look that said, “Don’t get any ideas.”
“You know what that means, don’t you?”
“Of course I do.”
Rochwerger knew if zombies weren’t treated like such lowlife beings, they wouldn’t feel the need to live in low-class buildings anymore. Mana and Rochwerger had a circle of business together by sending business to each other along with Mana having joint ownership with Rochwerger on nine properties. If the zombies all left, they would both lose a fortune.
“I can’t personally make it there right now, so what can you do about it?”
“Oh, I’ll think of something, mate. Captain out.”
The holographic screen disappeared. 
“Tell my husband to prepare The Jogger Wager for Workhouse Mall and then get off my ship.”
“Yes, sir!”
The former employee ran out of the room. Rochwerger slumped into his wooden chair. He opened a drawer on his desk, pulled out and opened a wood box with a few holes. Inside was a zombie bug. He took a small bag of sugar out from his coat jacket and poured it into the box.
“You did well my pet,” Rochwerger said to the bug. “He was performing rather poorly and had to go.”
 
 
 

Chapter 12
A Message
 
Virus woke up violently as if she’d killed in a nightmare. She sat upright on her zebra-striped comforter. Randomly arranged on her red walls were twenty-five of her favorite pictures, each with a unique element of beauty or passion. In one corner was a brown dresser in the style of a tree trunk with pictures she personally took of her boyfriend. In another corner was a green checkered dresser with candid photos of Virus that Jet took. The lighting in the room—as Virus described it to be after spending hours working on it—was perfect.
She dressed in black, baggy jeans, with a linked chain belt, and a bright red t-shirt with a sleeve ripped off and a set of white Rorschach inkblots on the front. Sweat dripped off her wavy jet-black hair. She felt drained despite her nap. 
Her past was not the source of her current tension. The circle repeated itself. She had to act quickly. She opened the only window in her room, which was on the south wall. She jumped outside, her onyx combat boots meshed with red grass to match their red house. The house itself looked like three triangles with the tips pointing out towards the blue-green sky.24
Hungry for energy, she ran to the Scattered Market across her moderately sized yard, big enough to land a few vehicles. As she made her way, tiny Flower Sprites in the yard fluttered away, scattering in every direction. The market was mix of improvisational shacks for shops where all sorts of people (and by “people,” I do not imply only humans, but all living beings such as radical robots, ghastly grays, pleasant puppets, gruesome globins, unicorns, and frolicking fairies, just to describe some of the many kinds of people) sought the market’s most unique food and items around. Virus only wanted to hear a scream.
Unlike the city, the market had a natural, sort of organic randomness to its layout. Virus weaved deep in the market’s maze before she approached a middle-aged troll in a brown business suit. She grabbed his left arm, turned him around, and then lifted up the sleeves of his suit and dug her fingernails into his skin. She soaked in the sound of his painful scream. The sound of anyone screaming gave her energy and a euphoric sensation. As beautiful as she felt in this state, sometimes, but not this time, she would remember this genetic mutation emerged the day she saw her mother die.
Virus released a deep breath, coming down from her high, and then promptly kneed the troll in the crotch and ran off. 
“Not back to the house,” she said to herself. “You don’t want him to know where you live. He might come pay you a visit. Maybe leave a severed head.”
Virus ran down a random path in the market. People looked at her, but didn’t care to do anything. Lazy bastards, she thought. She kept weaving deeper, not thinking nor watching - just escaping. “Whoa.”
Virus nearly fell over from a loose stepping-stone. She took the moment to size up her new deserted surroundings. It was a clear circular intersection. She knew the area. In the center stood a stone pot with a blue glass rose.
“I guess I needed to come here,” she said. “It has been a long time, Mom.”
Virus approached the rose, but she stopped herself. She turned away and hastily sat down on a stone facing the rose. She just stared at the rose for a long time. No thoughts, just sitting there and staring at it. She closed her eyes to take in the pain before she shot up and screamed her heart out. She fell to her knees as a wave of relief and power swept over her. The ground rumbled. She looked around. “What the Hell?” 
“Cassie.”
Virus turned toward the rose. Hovering in a ghostly form was her mother. She possessed a mystical, elegant beauty to her nature when compared to Virus. While Virus was rough and tough, she was smooth and peaceful in a nimble, purple dress.
“Mom,” Virus said, fighting back the tears.
“You can see me?” 
“Yes.”
Her mother looked just as bewildered as Virus.
“They were telling the truth. Well then, I have to warn you.”
“Warn me about what, Mom?” Virus had never been this scared. “What’s going on?”
“Always think about how you can make something better.”
“Okay, why tell me this?”
Virus stepped forward, but her mother faded away under the distraction of another minor quake.
Virus’ face went blank. She reflected on the ghostly visit. Many unbelievable, imaginative, crazy, magical, beautiful, and wonderful things existed in this universe, but seeing spirits was not a common occurrence. It sent a chill through her. 
“V!” a male voice called out.
Weaving out from a narrow pathway, Jet emerged.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “I heard you scream.” Jet kissed her forehead and hugged her while she remained in the blank state. “V, what’s wrong?”
Virus snapped out of her trance. “I was just running away.”
“Did you hurt someone?”
“Honey, I need to hear people scream in pain,” Virus retorted. “It gives me energy.”
“You can be treated.”
“Whatever,” she said, dismissing his remark. “Oh, damn. It’s your photo shoot today.”
“They canceled.”
“Is that all you came here for?”
“Maybe,” Jet said, his smile lighting up. “Maybe for a chance to take your clothes off.”
“Gross. No, just kidding. Come on.”
Virus grabbed Jet’s hand and together they ran into a large, empty shack for rent. They barely even made it before they were all over each other. Virus playfully bit Jet’s neck while his hands were on her back, unlocking her black bra. With a deep kiss, Jet lifted Virus and sat her on top a counter.
Virus was reaching to take off Jet’s pants when a wooden ship glazed the top of the shack. The ceiling crumbled inward with boards ripping around the room. The two lovers stopped in a hurry and ran out the front entrance. Rochwerger’s flying wooden ship, The Jolly Wager, sailed through a sea of shacks and huts. Their view, however, was soon obstructed, for the buildings started to automatically rebuild themselves by tiny repair robots that poured from the debris. In a matter of minutes, the shops and shacks were fully restored. 
“Damn, that was rude,” Virus said. She grabbed Jet’s hand. “Come on, let’s get back to our fun time.”
But Jet was more interested in the ship that gained enough speed to start flying higher. “You know, I think it’s heading towards the mall.”
“So?”
“Zombies were protesting. That’s why the photo session was canceled.”
“Zombies were fighting against the man? Damn, I really should’ve been there. I could’ve like totally taken some pictures. We should go.”
“It could be dangerous,” he whispered.
This excited Virus. “I’ll bring my guns.”
“I saw Kart.”
“So? Fuck that fat bastard. He can’t arrest us for being there.” Virus grabbed Jet’s hand. “Come on, I wanna go.”
“Okay, we’ll go.”
“Yay! But first, we need to go home. I have lady stuff to handle.”
Jet put his arm around her waist and together they went home.
 

Chapter 13
Stoned
 
Wetzel flew above the Scattered Market, looking at the map projected on his networker. He closed in on a flashing green dot. He looked down and saw a tall, scrawny tutelagion with a large gray afro, and waved at him. He landed between him and a statue of a troll in a suit.
“Good to see you,” the tutelagion said. He pulled out a metal collar from his white medical lab coat and put it around the statue’s neck. “I have another petrified person.”
Wetzel touched the statue. “It seems fresh.”
“That’s why I called. I was hoping you could catch the culprit.”
“I’m on it.”
Wetzel flew up, scouting the nearby area. Wetzel had met his colleague when he was a child. Back then the tutelagion’s afro was less gray and more black. A stray bomb from a feud between two neighboring villages on the Black Planet had hit Wetzel’s home village. In the rubble, ASC relief workers found only a handful of survivors, including a plomaritis the caregivers would name Wetzel because he liked to play in the water.
Inspired by all of the helpful people in Wetzel’s life, when he grew up he became a Freelance Defender. He would take missions from protectors and relief agencies. Often his old caregivers would call him for help, as was the case now.
Wetzel spotted a pure-gorgon below. The gorgon followed a high-class, blonde businesswoman into a pathway of the Scattered Market.
 
* * *
 
The twenty-eight-year-old lady knew she wasn’t alone. She confronted the pure-gorgon following her. The gorgon’s snakes woke up. The lady tried to turn away, but the snakes took effect and turned her into stone.
“That was too easy,” the pure-gorgon, Selene, said as she walked over and took the woman’s purse. 
The thief only robbed the rich and gave to herself. She had a short temper and arrogant attitude that kept her from holding down an honest job. Although she stole, she would never kill. She would let the statue be found and be taken to a hospital for restoration. 
From above, Wetzel called, “I saw what you did.”
Selene faced Wetzel with her snakes glaring. “Damn flying monkey.”
The snakes were unable to transform Wetzel into stone. Wetzel just happened to be wearing a pair of silver mirrored polarized lenses in some aviator frames, for it was the polarized filter that blocked the gorgon stone light waves.25
Selene emitted a raged howl as she charged Wetzel. Wetzel just floated in the air at the level of the gorgon’s head. As the gorgon was about to punch him:
SMACK!
Wetzel smacked her with his tail, knocking her onto her side. The thief jumped back up.
KAPOW! 
Wetzel delivered a devastating flying kick right into her gut, sending her soaring backward, landing beside the stoned woman. She stood up and charged at him again. He flew at her. They clashed.
BAM!
After a quick side-float maneuver, he grabbed her snake hair and threw her at a brick wall. The thief recovered and wiped some blood that was starting to come out of her nose.
“Oh, blood,” she said, woozy. 
Then she passed out on the pavement. 
“I guess that settles that matter,” Wetzel said. He felt happy catching the thief. He hoped that she would be rehabilitated to have an honest job. “Now, to take the gorgon to prison and stone lady to the hospital.”
As Wetzel glided toward the petrified businesswoman, The Jolly Wager flew by, grazing the tops of the surrounding buildings, causing debris to fly everywhere. After the dust had settled and the buildings repaired themselves, all that was left were pieces of the stoned woman.
She could not be brought back to life.
“Oh, shuck,”26 he said softly.
This was not the time to be sad but the time for retribution! He flew after the ship.
 

Chapter 14
Journeys to Hell and to Heaven
 
Before I catch you up with Last, let’s first talk about Death, shall we? Better yet, I’ll talk about Death, and you continue reading. Now, if you didn’t notice, I capitalized the letter “D” in Death simply because I am going to talk about the god named Death and not so much the act of dying. However, I can’t talk about Death without discussing death. Death (the God) is really the God of Soul Reaping - not the god of killing things (anymore). Death’s children, the three Sisters of Fate that you should’ve learned a few false facts about from Greek Mythology, are responsible for acts of passing over. However, even they are not in full control of deciding who gets to live or who gets to move on, as they frequently brag.
The act of dying, for the most part, is based on free will. The gods can’t take a living being and decide when it will die. However, when someone is on the thin string between life and death, the Sisters of Fate can choose to cut the string. As I said earlier, even then they don’t always get to make the decision. Other gods will periodically drop in and visit them, requesting that a person should live or die for part of a greater plan. 
The whole death business is quite complicated, but I had to bring it up. Two important characters in this story did die, and neither Death nor a lesser reaper was present to usher them. 
Where was everyone? It’s a funny story actually. Well, at the time it wasn’t so funny. We gods have limits on our powers, but honestly, they’re more like rules. One rule is that a god cannot physically be in too many places at the same time, but an exception was made for Death. Death needed to be in many places all the time for his job. The other gods were okay with this, and they made a special talisman that provided Death with the authority for omnipresence. This small, round golden talisman had three scythe blades making a triangle carved into it by the fingernails of a thousand dead souls.
This talisman, my friend, was successfully stolen from Death. As I told you before, I am forbidden to go into details of how the soul of Remington accomplished this heist. I blame the nondisclosure agreement as to why I didn’t expand the scene after Remington was killed by Kart any further. Death, his reapers, and various gods were out to find the thief, which is why Last got to go freely to Hell. 
Last floated down and landed on the red rocky island of Hell. Hell was an exciting place, and the Green Planet’s Hell especially so. Although each planet’s hell looked different from one to another, you can grasp the general idea and feel for what a hell looked like by going through some old heavy metal album covers.
The Green Planet’s Hell had some fascinating features such as a devastated hotel that nearly concealed the volcano on which it was built. When lava flowed, everyone inside the hotel was painfully incinerated. Once the lava passed, the hotel would rebuild itself and heal everyone. This same volcano was also home to Hydra, a five-headed dragon, which just like the three-headed dog, Cerberus, slept in its respective volcanic cave at the time.  Racing around this Hell was the most exhilarating and terrifying roller coaster ever created: The Doom Coaster. Last felt it emphasized the rage and struggle of being damned so he took a picture of it.
And that’s what got him in trouble.
A red rocker devil named Dave approached Last. Dave towered over Last at two meters tall. His skin was red and hard as the shell of a crab. Two small, red horns grew from his long, untamed hair. A gold ring pierced the left nostril of his human-shaped nose. Strapped to his back was a Dead Man Guitar, a guitar proficient at a producing a curious sound from the strings tuned to a body of a person with no arms, and one leg, while the strings went from the toes to up near the person’s eyes, with the mouth forced open to serve as an amplifier.
“Hey, no pictures allowed,” said Dave like an angry bodyguard protecting a client.
Last clutched his camera. He wouldn’t be censored. “I am Last and I will take a picture of whatever I want.”
“Wait,” Dave said. He’s whole demeanor shifted to polite curiosity. “You’re the Last?”
“Yes, I am,” Last said, still ready to defend himself as he couldn’t tell if Dave would become friend or foe.
“That is so awesome, dude!” Dave jumped up and down like an excited fan. Last let himself relax. “I own, like, all of your war pictures and even a copy of that picture you took of a bunch of dead people, with stakes going through their bodies, and they were all like lined up in a heart shape. That’s one of my favorites.”
“Why, I’m flattered.” To test the waters, Last pointed the camera at Dave. Dave posed, and Last took a picture. “Say, what’s your name?”
“I’m Dave the Rocker Devil,” he shouted like he was introducing himself at a concert. 
Last gave Dave a moment. “Well Dave, where is everyone?”
“Fuck, I don’t know.” Last sensed the worry in Dave’s voice. “They should’ve been back now.”
“Where did they go?”
“There was some crisis with Death or something. Souls have stopped coming in for some time now. It’s totally weird.”
Last made the assumption that Dave wasn’t fully in the know. A bunch of questions came to mind - What crisis? Souls? Death? - But he kept his focus clear. He didn’t want to bombard Dave with them, at least not yet. Last asked him for something to ease things a bit. 
“Do you think you can show me around?”
“Shit, why not.”
 
* * *
 
High above the Green Planet floated a Heaven only the souls of the dead and the gods could see. Heaven rested in a massive cloud island. Although this heaven was large, it took Kart some time flying around to find it. 
Kart landed on top of the cloud island once he found a gigantic golden fence. The ground was soft and comfortable like a fluffy pillow, making it a bit awkward to keep his balance as he walked on it. Behind the gates towered crowds of white buildings constructed in a beautiful harmony of perfection. The sight of souls with angel wings flying high throughout the city made Kart rush to the entrance. As he ran, he noticed no other souls were lined up to enter Heaven. Maybe they have lots of entrances, he thought, but it didn’t calm his worries. 
“Hello?” Kart called out as he got near the gates.
No one answered. Kart called out again.
“Anyone? Hello? God?”
Again, no answer. 
Kart walked up to the gate, thinking he could walk right through just like he had while going through the mall. Unlike the mall, however, the moment he touched the gate it electrified him backward, skidding his backside along the clouds. 
Witnessing Kart’s knockback was a human angel who happened to be flying whimsically in the area. The soul had been seventy-five when he died when a large crate of oranges crushed him during a charity event. No one could tell how anyone died by looking at them in Heaven, for when a soul went to Heaven, it could take any previous appearance it had in life. No one ever wanted to take the appearance of his or her final moment (except for an eccentric and morbid few). The angel that saw Kart touch the gate was close to his final day, with flowing black hair and a luxurious purple suit.
“That wasn’t too bright,” the angel mocked.
Kart stood up, confused. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure how to get in.”
“So you thought you could just stroll right inside?”
“Actually, yes I did.”
“This is Heaven, sir, and only good souls may enter.”“I’ve been good,” Kart snapped.
The angel did not believe him. “What did you do when you were alive?”
“I was a protector,” Kart said proudly. Kart saw the angel cross his arms, unimpressed, so he continued. “I saved many people every day. What did you do?”
“I donated billions to charities.”
Kart had never been ashamed of his average status of wealth until that moment. “I didn’t make much money.”
“That’s because you never worked hard enough you fat, lazy gorger.”
“What?” Kart’s self-loathing turned to rage. “How dare you! Who in hell do you think you are to talk to me like that?”
“Someone who is in Heaven.” The angel smirked. “Farewell!”
The angel laughed as he flew away.
“Well, they let that jerk in. I should be allowed too. I just got to find the right entrance.”
Kart started his journey alongside the gate to find the entrance to Heaven, trying to push back his self-doubt that maybe he didn’t deserve to be in Heaven.
 

Chapter 15
Crash! Boom! Scream!
 
The zombies and various news teams had fully occupied Workhorse Mall. Reporters used R-360 cameras so viewers at home could change the angle and distance to his or her personal preference. Time & Space called the R-360 “an evolution in journalism.”
With the media gathered around, John took center stage on a raised square on the bottom level of the three-level mall. 
“Beings of these planets, we zombies insist we be treated and respected just as any other person,” John said to the reporters. “Swallow your pride and let us join you!”
CRASH! CRASH! CRASH! KABOOM! RIP! SPARK! CRASH! CLUNK! SPLAT! SCREAMS!
And then, SHIIIN!
The Jolly Wager plowed through the mall, running over hordes of zombies as it made its grand entrance. Oh what death! The ship destroyed a number of good shops, including a delightful wine shop with an exquisite collection.27
The brick-shaped ship was taller than two of the mall’s levels. Captain Rochwerger approached the prow and looked down on the zombies as he scratched his long, black beard. The captain wore a raggedy overcoat with a black leotard underneath. The only occasion he saw fit to warrant cleaning his clothes was for making deals involving serious money, the last one being twenty-three days ago when he secured the vacant land next to the mall. His natural aroma of broken bones, pus, and seaweed drowned the media. They backed away even further, but still kept their cameras on the action; though most of them did shut off the smell ports on their cameras, so their viewers wouldn’t have to be drenched in the same awful odor. 
“Zombies ain’t got no right to be making demands of equality,” shouted Rochwerger. “Especially when you live like such low-lives. Go back home and abandon this foolishness!”
“Shut up you bigot brute,” a zombie said. “We are just like everyone else.” 
“Oh, really?” Rochwerger responded. “Fire!”
A cannon aboard the ship fired at the zombie that had spoken, slamming him into a statue of a horse. Captain Rochwerger laughed. His employees laughed. The zombie rolled the ball out of his gut. 
“Did you see that?” Rochwerger said to the media. “Zombies are just pathetic creatures stealing time until they are truly dead.”
Coming inside the mall from the hole the ship made, Wetzel flew down at Rochwerger, knocking him off his ship. 
“You are under arrest,” Wetzel called out from standing on the ship’s gunwale. 
Rochwerger stood back up and said, “I’m wealthy enough to act as I please, you dirty roach.”
Captain Rochwerger jumped high into the air, pulled out his sword from a sheath on his back, cut Wetzel in half at his waist, then landed back on his ship. The crowd gasped in disgust as Rochwerger kicked the remains off his ship. Several people got out their networkers and reported the murder. 
“Let that be a lesson for crossing me,” Rochwerger said. He knew any punishment wouldn’t last. 
Breaking through the ceiling, a big rock crashed into the ship, putting a massive hole in it and nearly capsized the ship. Additional rocks fell from the sky, breaking through parts of the ceiling that weren’t already broken.
“What the hell?” Captain Rochwerger said. “Where are these rocks coming from?”
“I’m not sure, sir,” said one of his employees inspecting the damage, “but look outside.”
The captain turned to the east where they had driven the ship through the mall. A bald, brawny giant as tall as the mall wearing a pair of lavish black pants with white pinstripes was ironing the land smooth with a massive red iron in his right hand. 
Captain Rochwerger roared in fury. “What is that giant doing to my property?”
The captain jumped off his ship right in front of the path of one of his cannons. The cannon sensed the captain’s presence and automatically shot out a saddled rocket that he landed on and rode toward the giant.
“Hey, what are you doing?” said the top half of Wetzel’s ghost.
“I’m smoothing out the land,” said the giant just as Rochwerger landed on the iron’s handle. Typically, one cannot see a soul, but the giant had been given the Sight of Souls by the God of War as payment to smooth the land. “I must prepare it for the time when Hell comes crashing down.”
“That’s just stupid,” Captain Rochwerger said, thinking the giant was speaking to him. “Hell cannot come crashing down when it is down below.”
“True,” said the big guy. “But lift it up first, then it will come crashing down on our planet. The Great God of War told me so and requested I iron this land.”
“You know,” Rochwerger said with a pause. “You are crazy. But tell you what. I own this land. I plan to build a massive club here, so you keep smoothing out the land. It will make things easier for me.”
I stood on the mall’s parking lot, watching the giant. I took my primary form, a green humanoid dragon with red eyes capable of crushing egos. I was not alone for long. 
The Goddess of Shadows emerged from the shadow of a vehicle. She floated toward me in her typical proud, runway model fashion. She briefly fumbled a step; she hid it well, but not well enough. I knew she was shocked by the giant’s comment. She stared at the giant. 
“What is this business about Ares bringing up Hell?” she asked me. “That would devastate the rebirth.”
“I know. I am aware of the problem. The question is, has Zeus found out?”
She clinched with disgust at the mere mention of his name. “If not, he will when Hell rises.”
 
* * *
 
A few minutes before The Jolly Wager crashed through the mall, Virus was finishing up in the bathroom when she called for Jet. The bathroom was spacious enough to fit a horse, and decorated in a black and white art theme with modern amenities. After using the self-cleaning (in every aspect) toilet with seat warmers, she inspected herself in the anti-fog mirror above her sink that showed her true-self and not a reverse image.
When she was happy with her appearance, she dipped her hands into a cleaning solution28 in the sink and pulled them out perfectly dry. Her fingernails were still purple in spots from when painted for a carnality ball where she was selling pictures and running a dungeon photo booth. 
She flipped open a picture frame to reveal a hidden shelf with a pair of gold and silver handguns. The guns were a birthday gift from Jet’s father, which she spent more time using for fun than anything serious. Secretly, she would randomly pretend she had a white sword of light, slicing and dicing random things that frustrated her. She placed the guns in her back pants pocket, which teleported the guns to a remote location to be recalled when needed, and closed the hidden door. She swiped a finger across a glass-boxed panel that opened the door with Jet standing on the other side.
“You ready?” she asked.
“Yes.”
Virus stood in front of the full-length mirror that hung on the wall opposite of the sink with a black wood frame in the shape of water waves.
“Okay, how would you like to get to the mall?” Jet asked.
“We’ll take our Travel Mirror.”
“That’s so boring—just showing up, instantly.”
“Don’t worry, it’ll be fun,” Virus proclaimed. “Travel Mirror,29 take us to Workhorse Mall.”
The location she requested lit up in a series of fluorescent dots at the top of the mirror like blue fireflies. With her hand, she tightly grabbed Jet’s while slamming her palm into the mirror. It rippled like water as her hand passed through. She walked directly through the mirror with Jet following. 
At the exact second the lovers crossed through the mirror, Captain Rochwerger’s ship crashed into the mall, destroying the Travel Mirror room - Virus and Jet’s teleporting destination. With the exit mirror destroyed, their arrival was to an unintended place.
They ended up inside Heaven. 
The mirror behind them shattered into pieces, falling through a puffy cloud that constituted the floor. Epic marble buildings sprouted throughout the clouds. In front of them stood a wide fountain spurting water with a blue glow. Its centerpiece featured a granite sculpture of three human children with angelic wings, each on a tiny horse, each in a playful pose, with the angels and horses trickling water out through their months. High above them, all sorts of people flew in the sky, but all of them had one thing in common: they all possessed white angel wings.
With all of the white, it made the place bright—too bright for Virus. She pulled out a pair of sunglasses and put them on.
“That’s much better,” Virus said.
“Where are we?” Jet asked, confused. 
“I don’t know,” Virus said, more mad than confused. “This doesn’t look like the mall one damn bit.”
A voice called out from behind. “Hey, you! Could you help me?”
Jet and Virus faced Kart who stood behind a golden gate.
“Well, if it isn’t Kart,” Jet said, crossing his arms. It humored him to see Kart behind bars.
“You,” Kart said, grimacing and curling his hand into a fist. “Why did they let you into Heaven and not me?”
“We’re in Heaven?” Virus asked, cutting through Jet and Kart’s drama for answers. “The afterlife Heaven or just some place called Heaven?”
“You’re in the afterlife Heaven,” Kart truthfully answered. 
“Whatever,” Virus said. She shook her head. I can’t be dead. “You’re lying, dude. No way we can be in that Heaven.”
“I agree,” said Kart, gesturing his hands like a friend pointing out the hard truth, “but you are.”
Virus stepped forward, her body was trembling that Kart might be truthful. “But we didn’t die. We just did a mirror travel to the mall.”
“Something went wrong,” Jet said as he grabbed Virus’ hand. He kissed it to ease her anxiety. “Come on, let’s get some answers.”
Kart yelled at them, asking yet again to let him inside, but Jet gave him the finger (which is the pinky here as it represents insignificance) as they walked off. Kart kicked the golden fence. The fence gave him a shock and sent him flying backward again.
“Damn Jet,” he mumbled to himself as he stood back up. “This is wrong!”
Kart sighed. He proceeded on his journey to find another entrance to Heaven. Swirls of black shadows twirled—some slow, some fast—behind the protector. Just as he turned around, the shadows took shape. 
It was the Goddess of Shadows.
It was hard for Kart not to be enchanted as she elegantly strolled toward him. They locked eyes. The deep, mysterious gaze in her white eyes made him wobbly with wonder, a feeling he’d never had before.
“Another soul that made it up here without a reaper.” The Goddess spoke to herself, but she was loud enough for Kart to hear.
“Who are you?”
“You do not belong here,” the Goddess said with conviction. 
“What do you mean I don’t belong here?” Kart said. His voice filled with sadness. “I’ve been a good person. It’s everyone in Heaven who doesn’t belong.”
The Goddess of Shadows smiled. It was the answer she wanted. “I’m glad you see things that way.”
The Goddess of Shadows pointed a finger at Kart. A swirl of black cloth poured from her fingertip, weaving like dark smoke as it moved toward Kart. She looked deeply at Kart, relaxing all of his worries. The shadows twisted, twirled, danced, and wrapped around him.
“I believe you can cleanse the sins of Heaven,” the Goddess whispered into his ear. “Would you like to help?”
“Yes, I would,” Kart replied on his honest freewill.
“Wonderful.” The Goddess’ smile grew wide with happiness. “All you have to do is destroy the star at the Church of the Golden Star. I will take you there and give you powers to destroy it.”
“It will be my honor.”
The shadows completely wrapped Kart.
 
 

Chapter 16
Carrying Sins
 
While Virus and Jet explored Heaven, Last was well underway with his guided tour of Hell. Dave had already shown him the caves for Hydra and Cerberus, the Hot Tubs of Blood, the Doom Coaster, the Hotel of Destruction, the river of Styx, and the Chambers of the Ice Prison (yes, parts of Hell were frozen). Despite all that, Last still had much to see. On a dirt path, Dave and Last rode on a pair raptors with reddish-brown feathers. Last only had a bit of trouble keeping his balance whenever he took a picture.
As Dave explained to Last, “The raptor’s feathers blend in damn well with Hell. A soul might be wandering around, thinking everything is okay, and then POW! Out comes a raptor to chase it around. It’s so funny, man. You totally gotta see it for yourself.”
Dave hopped off his raptor. He slapped the raptor from behind to signal for it run ahead.
Last leaned over to see past his raptor’s long neck. Only a minute passed before Dave’s raptor found a soul and started chasing after it. Dave fell to the ground, laughing his ass off. 
“Interesting,” Last said. He took several pictures of the scene and a few of Dave rolling around on the ground. Now would be a good time to ask him questions. “Hey, where does the God of the Underworlds stay?”
“Right now, his office is on Earth,” Dave said as he brushed himself off. “There’s a lot more interesting shit going on there right now—you know?”
“Ah, fascinating.” Last had only visited Earth once but didn’t find the planet interesting. “Can I see his place here?”
“Oh, no, no, no,” Dave said raising his hands in the air. “He wouldn’t like that at all.”
“Why not?” 
“He’s very organized and doesn’t like anyone messing with his things.”
“He’s organized?” He had never thought of gods to classify the gods with such mortal terms.
“Man, totally organized. He has like trillions, and trillions, and trillions of files and he can find each and everyone one of them easily.”
Dave nodded with admiration. 
“Wow.” Last was enlightened. “I didn’t know he was so organized.”
“You got to be, doing what he does.”
“What else is surprising about him?”
Dave thought over what trivia would impress Last. “He wears his own personal line of clothing.”
“Oh, come on, tell me something juicy.”
Dave looked around to see if anyone was watching them. “Do you promise not to tell anyone?”
Last put his hand over his heart. “I promise.”
“I mean it. You can’t tell anyone.”
“I promise, man.”
“It’s not like it’s some big secret or anything.”
This only excited Last more. “What is it?”
“Hades is actually a pretty nice guy.”
Last laughed. “He’s a nice guy?”
“It depends on who you are. Actually, I can think of a better way to describe him. He’s...” Dave paused for a moment to think of the right word. “He’s professional. Yeah, he’s totally professional.”
“That does sound fitting from what I’ve heard. Okay, Dave, since you can’t show me his office, can you show me where he likes to relax?”
“Now that I can totally do for you, bud,” Dave said with enough excitement that Last thought he might have been waiting for that question. He rubbed his hands together. “We just got to get us some dragons.”
Dave whipped out his dead man guitar and hammered out a quick solo. It produced a rather abnormal sound, Last thought, but it was short. Two black dragons, each the size of a car, flew down to Dave, who then clapped his hands. Brown, leather saddles appeared on each dragon. Last never did question how the seats appeared as the two got on their respective dragons.
“Just follow me,” Dave said as he took off.
Last held onto the dragon. He knew how exciting such creatures were to ride, having flown one on the Black Planet to take pictures of a volcano. Last followed Dave through a maze of caves and to the edge of Hell, where at Dave took a nosedive. They flew downward and back underneath Hell. When they got to the center of the underside of Hell, Dave landed the dragon on a small piece of rocky land, which floated above a sea of lava. The two were in a meditative, relaxed state from the peace below.
“And this is the bottom of Hell,” Dave said as they both got off their dragons. “Sometimes the big guy likes to come down here to get away from it all.”
“Fascinating,” Last said with tranquility while staring at the bottom of Hell. “Hell is a floating island.”
Dave nodded. “Just like Heaven.”
Last turned to Dave. “Did you ever see my picture when the cooklabar trade spacecraft crashed into the ocean on Earth?”
“Yeah, dude. That was awesome.”
With pride, Last revealed, “I caused that ship to crash for the picture.”
Dave raised an eyebrow. “Seriously, dude?”
“Yes. What if I could make Hell fly up and crash into our planet?” Last fluttered with excitement. “I could capture a wealth of priceless pictures from the madness it would cause.”
“Yeah, that would be radical,” Dave said, digging the idea. “But how would you do that?”
Last remembered a detour he was forced to take last time he was on the Blue Planet for a swimsuit model shoot. How did that song go? The detour led him to a group of mermaids singing about carrying sins. He remembered. “If I am not mistaken, carrying someone else’s sins is easy to do.”
After that precise sentence, Last flew to the bottom of the island. Mind you, he flew up like Superman, that is, without any aid. He pushed upward, putting his back into it, and, after a minute of pushing, Hell began to rise.
Dave smiled. “This is going to be awesome.”
 
* * *
 
Remember, Hell was a place that could only be seen and felt by the dead, and, of course, us powers that be. This fact is important because as Last raised Hell through the ground, no one noticed the kilometer-wide island rising out from a lake unexpectedly named Fire.30 The island was unaffected by the water, for the flames kept on burning. The roller coaster kept on rolling. The rockers kept on rocking. The souls on Hell’s island paid no attention to their new surroundings, for they just assumed that their god was changing the scenery out of boredom, as Hades often did.
Only a few moments had passed when select people began to notice the floating island. Being mystical itself, mystical beings could see Hell; this included vampires. 
While Last carried Hell, detective Psychon sat in the middle of Frank’s documentary interview. Since the camera Melissa used (the White-180) had no mirrors or lenses, it could record vampires.
Psychon took a sip from a cup of O-Negative he enjoyed in the shadowed patio of the Blue Café.
“How many species can be turned into a vampire?” Frank asked Psychon. 
“Only humans,” Psychon said with a hint of sadness. 
“Really?” Frank had assumed anyone could become a vampire.
“Yeah, you would have to rewrite a law of the universe to change that.”
“Why would someone want to be a vampire?”
“Oh, the usual reasons—sex, strength, and immortal life.”
“But what’s the downside?”
“Well, after a while, living forever can be tedious and sometimes lonely. Hasn’t been for me yet. Also, the sunlight is a no-no. A vampire can only touch sunlight for a few seconds before turning into ashes. Hum, that’s really it for the downside.”
“What about garlic?”
Psychon was thrown off by the mention of the kind of lore found only in movies. “What about it?”
“Is it a weakness?”
“Only to some vampires. If someone was allergic to it as a human, then yeah it’s deadly to them as a vampire. Same thing with peanuts, grass allergies, or even shellfish.”
“Are you bothered by garlic?”
“Me? No, it doesn’t affect me at all.”
“Besides sunlight, what else hurts vampires? What about religious objects such as crosses and holy water?”
“Oh yeah, those fucking hurt.”
“Can you describe the pain?”
“Put your hand in a pot of boiling water and you’ll get the idea.”
Frank changed course when he detected religion as a sore subject for Psychon. 
“Vampires are immortal, correct? But they can also die by certain methods. Stakes for one, and I’ve heard decapitation also works.”
Psychon narrowed his brow. “You know, it’s starting to sound like you’re trying to figure out a way to kill me.”
“Oh, no, no, no. It’s nothing like that. You see, some people think vampires are invincible, and I just want to show them we are all vulnerable. The more people see similarities, the more they can understand and relate to another creature.”
Psychon nodded. “I fully understand, so to help prove your point, any piece of wood through our hearts will do us in. Decapitation and sunlight are the other ways to die.”
The floating island of Hell caught Psychon’s attention.
“That’s weird,” Psychon said. Psychon had a high standard for calling things weird as the things most people considered weird were the mundane for him in his life as a private investigator. He took another sip of his blood.
“What?” Frank looked in the same direction as Psychon. “I don’t see anything.”
“You mean you don’t see that huge floating island?”
“No, I don’t.”
“I do,” Boomer said in his deep voice. “It’s scary.”
Frank was not too concerned until Melissa said, “I see it too. It doesn’t show up on the camera, though.”
“It looks like Hell,” Psychon said. “At least, that’s what I picture Hell looking like, what with the roller coaster and all.”
Frank put the pieces together. “An island that can only be seen by the mystical? Hmm, if that truly is Hell and I can show not just humans, but every living creature what there is an afterlife, then so much hatred would be...” He paused. “Gone.”
“It would be better than showing the insides of others,” Melissa commented.
“Exactly,” Frank said.
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Psychon said as he took another sip. “I think we’re not supposed to know. It makes life more interesting.”
“Perhaps, but I must explore the idea while I can,” Frank said as he stood up. “Psychon, it was wonderful of you to join me.”
“No problem.”
“We may do some follow-up work another time.”
“Anytime, that is, if you can find me.”
Frank and his crew quickly and efficiently gathered their equipment and made their way back to Frank’s production van. Unfortunately, Psychon is not anywhere else in this story, but if you are lucky, you’ll know another story in which he plays an important part. 
 
* * *
 
Holding high the island, Last looked around for a place to crash Hell. He was starting to tire. This isn’t as light as it used to be, Last thought to himself. I guess sins are harder to carry when they’re out in public, as the song went. So, where to put this damn island?
Then he saw the perfect place. Not too far from the Workhorse Mall was the land that the giant ironed out. 
“Ah ha!” Last proclaimed. “I’ll crash this on the smooth, virgin landscape. The mall will represent consumerism, and the peaceful landscape will be ruined by Hell. Oh, man, the symbolism will be tremendous.”

Chapter 17
The Golden Star
 
Jet and Virus walked down a cloud-paved street in Heaven. Marble buildings towered over them. All the doors and windows were up so high that the two could not reach them. People of all sorts flew about, paying no attention to the two below. 
“You think someone would’ve come down and greeted us by now,” Jet said. Despite his words, he didn’t feel too angry about it. He felt disappointed more than anything else. He had expected better service if Heaven existed.
“You would’ve thought so,” Virus said.
Contrary to Jet’s feelings, Virus was just plain pissed off by the lack of attention. She didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be at the mall with the action. For all of its marble towers and winged angels, Heaven sure was boring.
Curious, Virus reached for her guns in her rear pockets. She waved her hand around in the empty pockets.
Virus pouted. “I can’t access my guns.”
“We must be in a no-weapons zone.”
“Are you sure it’s not because we’re not dead?” Virus joked.
“Ha ha. I’m sure. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you if anything happens.”
“I wish something would happen.” The sudden thought of anything happening made her search for her camera, which she found. “At least I got my camera.”
“Hey, that sticks out,” Jet said, stopping when he spotted a tiny black-marble building surrounded by three larger white buildings.
This building had a wooden door on the ground level. Hanging above the door was a wide, wooden sign with a picture of a musical note and text that read, “The Musical Psychic.” The faded wooden door and sign clashed with the general marble aesthetic of the building.
The two walked over and knocked on the door. 
“Come in, young lovers,” the scratchy voice of an old woman called from behind the door. 
They stepped inside a smoky room wherein they saw the mystic, Vo. Her abrasive voice matched her body perfectly. Her long gray hair floated on her wrinkled purple robes. Gold chains with purple jewels hung from her neck. The smile she gave Jet and Virus was wide. She shared the mismatched appearance of her building. 
“Ah, you must be new,” she said. “I like your stars and planets shirt, young lady.”
Virus smiled at the new interpretation her shirt. “Thanks.”  
Jet’s eyes darted around the room, soaking in all of the ancient and modern ceramics depicting famous musicians that lined several wooden shelves. The floor was carpeted and covered with glow-in-the-dark musical symbols that moved at random intervals. 
“We’re kind of hoping there’s a mix-up,” Virus said, relieved to finally meet someone else with feet on the ground. “We were doing a mirror travel and ended up here. Who do we need to talk to this sort out?”
“This is most odd,” Vo commented. “I bet the Golden Star has some answers.”
“Great,” Jet said. “How do we get there?”
“Now, now, there’s no rush. Shall I read your fortune first, since you’re here?”
Virus rolled her eyes. “Sure, go ahead.” 
Vo turned around to her Eternity Projection V3 computer. Her computer was the former V3 model using the Eternity OS. She stuck with the V3 model since three is an unusually powerful number representing “things to come.” She opened Tunes and selected her shuffled playlist. 
“Oh mighty Tunes, tell me what is in store for these lovers.” She hit play. “Hmm. It says you’ll encounter a ‘Psycho’ who will say something that ‘One Day Women Will All Become Monsters.’ It looks like you’ll have a ‘Lonely Day.’  When this time comes, you must ‘Attack’ for this will all be for ‘Evolution’ my children.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Virus said.
“It is all for fun,” Vo said. “It gives these souls in Heaven something to do with their time. Now, you want to know where the Golden Star is?”
“That’s why we’re still here,” Virus snapped.
Jet looked at Virus. He felt her anxiety. He put his arm around her waist to soothe her. Her tension floated away at his tender touch. 
“To seek the Golden Star, head north to the Church of the Golden Star in the star-shaped building.”
“What’s special about this Golden Star?” Jet asked.
“It’s the source of all of Heaven’s light and power. Someone there will be able to guide you to your answers.”
“Alright, thanks,” Jet said as they left.
 
* * *
 
A thick, black smoke slithered like a rapid river through the sky. Streams of the smoke weaved around until they stopped in front of the doors to the Church of the Golden Star. From this substance, the Goddess of Shadows and Kart emerged. Kart now possessed a shadowy radiance around him.
“The star is inside,” the Goddess of Shadows said. “Thank you.”
Kart nodded and walked toward the entrance while the Goddess watched. She knew Jet and Virus were on the way, but there was someone else she waited on. 
Flying low to the ground was Shale, sporting a pair of angel wings. She drifted peacefully past the Goddess. 
“Excuse me,” the Goddess called out. 
Shale gracefully stopped and turned around. She bowed, recognizing her from when she first came to Heaven. “My Goddess, how may I be of service?”
“There is this lost couple without wings. Would you kindly help them out?”
Shale did a spin in the air. She was eager to make some friends in Heaven. She hadn’t made many. “Sure, I can totally do that!”
“Thank you, my dear.”
“No problem. By the way, I love how different your wings are each time I see you.”
The Goddess smiled. Shale smiled back and then flew off to find the couple while the Goddess soaked through the ground.Shale didn’t have to travel far. Jet and Virus emerged past a building in front of the church. 
“I think that’s the place,” Jet said.
From the ground level, they could only see where two points came inward. If they were flying, they could easily see that the building was star shaped. Unlike the other towers in Heaven, the church was made out of gold.
Shale flew to the couple, landing in from of them. “Jet, Virus!” Shale exchanged hugs with Jet and then Virus. “It’s nice to see you two.”
“You’re the first person to come and greet us,” Virus told her.
“Yeah, I’ve found that people up here can be so stuck-up, especially the older people.” Before anyone could comment, she went on. “But hey, not everyone up is here a jerk even though it may totally seem like it. I just tell myself there are always nice people to meet, and then I meet them.” She let out a soft giggle. “How did you guys get up here and why don’t you have your wings?” She leaned to the side to see if their wings were hiding behind their backs.
“We tried to mirror travel and somehow ended up here,” Virus explained. “We entered in the center near some fountain.”
“That’s totally weird. Usually, a reaper brings you up after you die. I was actually brought up by the God of Soul Reaping, Death himself—”
“Hold on,” Jet interrupted. “You met a god?”
“Yes, I’ve met a few now. They’re real, Jet. I didn’t believe it at first, but gods are watching over us.”
Jet felt overwhelmed. He’d never thought much of religion or the religious, and even this Heaven wasn’t enough to convince him on the divine. Shale affirming their existence walloped him, and his first thoughts were of Kart.
Virus felt apathetic, as she was spiritual but agnostic about it.
“Anyway,” Shale continued, “a reaper would bring you up to the gates and this guy at the entrance throws some dust on you and then you get these stellar wings.”
Their apparently unusual situation worried Jet. “I guess something big is going on.”
Virus turned toward Jet. “We really should get to the Golden Star.”
“If you’re looking for the Golden Star, it’s right inside that building,” Shale said, pointing to a star-shaped building not far away. 
“Thanks,” Jet said. “This—I guess she’s called the Musical Psychic—told us to seek it.”
“You guys met Vo?” Shale’s wings fluttered like an excited dog’s tail. “She’s fun. I visit her when I’m bored, and I don’t know what to do. I’m not sure what she told you, but the Book of Answers is what you want.”
“What’s the Book of Answers?” Jet said.
“It’s this really cool magical book where you ask it a question, and then the answer appears on the page. You can ask it all kinds of questions, like what song you listened to the most in life. I asked it what my most popular movie was, which was Firefox Transmission. It’s really fun to play with. You should try it.”
“Where is this book?” Virus asked her.
“You’ll have to go up to the Golden Star and ask it for the Book of Answers.”
“Thank you for your help,” Jet said.
“Oh, no problem. I hope you two get everything straightened out. I’ll see you guys later.”
“Okay, take care,” Jet said. 
With a smile, Shale flew away, doing a few barrel rolls in an attempt to impress Jet, which they did.
“It was nice to see a familiar face,” Jet said. “Talked a lot though, but seemed perkier than normal.”
“I guess this place isn’t too bad, but I could certainly improve things.”
Jet chuckled. “What would you do to improve things?”
“For starters, I would open up this place. All of these buildings feel so exclusive.”
“I get what you’re saying.”
“Yeah, it’s so totally elitist up here. Need wings just to reach the doors. I could so go on, but hey look, we’re here.”
Virus performed her snappy 360 twirl of joy as the two reached the Church. With all of his strength, Jet opened up the Church’s colossal red door, and they both entered. The initial room was a large, open meeting room. The inside was much bigger than the outside. Countless colors of light bounced around in the room from the stained glass window portraying every religious figure imaginable. Candles of different colors and sizes were scattered throughout the room. Some candles floated in the air, some sat on tables, some rested in chandeliers, and some hung on the walls. Along with the candles were animated paintings hanging on the walls, depicting religious events throughout history. 
Jet noticed the most unusual thing. “There’s no one here.”
True, no one in the room - which they could see. Looking up would have revealed people trapped in black, slimy ooze, looking down at them, but those not used to Heaven and wings tend not to think so vertically as to look up.
“You would think someone would be here,” Virus said. “Damn, there must be some crazy shit going on or some party we don’t know about.”
“I don’t know. Let’s check out what’s behind door number one,” Jet said in a cheesy announcer voice to get a smile out of Virus. 
Directly across from the entrance was a door leading into the main chamber. Together, they pushed it opened and went inside. 
In the center of the room floated the golden star. It was brighter and more holy than any star in the sky. This star made Heaven so special, so heavenly; it gave Heaven all of its light, all of its life, and all of its strength to stay high in the sky in another realm for good souls. The spacious white room seemed tiny with the star’s brightness filling it so completely. 
Jet stood there, jaw dropped. “It’s so bright.”
Virus crossed her arms. “It's just a star.”
The couple took a few steps forward. A black, shadowy ooze arose from the ground, pulling from the ground the image of -
“Kart!” Jet yelled. 
Kart took shape facing the star. He pivoted to face Jet and Virus. “I still can’t believe you’re here.”
“Neither can we,” Virus said in agreement.
Kart smiled then extended his right arm. “Then let me send you to Hell where you belong!”
A massive black mallet formed in the palm of his hands, a cloud of smoke conquering the weakness of its gaseous state to transform into a solid. With a great swing from above, he aimed for the lovers, but they split apart, rolling away from the attack. 
Jet stood. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong with me? Nothing is wrong with me. What’s wrong is the system. The system is corrupt. Men are becoming pigs and women are becoming monsters. It’s sick.”
Kart took a wide swing at Jet, but Jet was able to duck out of the way. 
“I think your mallet is a bit too big for you,” Jet said.
“Or maybe it’s not big enough!”
Kart squeezed the handle of the mallet, trigging a rippling wave of black sand that caused it to double in size. He took another swing at Jet. This time, the hammer hit Jet, knocking him on his back. Flower petals floated off his suit as he screamed in pain. 
“Jet!” Virus yelled. 
Kart laughed to himself, not knowing Jet’s scream invigorated Virus. Virus ran at the distracted Kart, jumped into the air, and kicked him in the gut. This launched Kart a great distance away, causing him to lose grip of his weapon, which disappeared in a shadowy rupture of flames once it hit the consecrated pinewood floor.
Seeing her enemy disarmed, Virus ran to Jet’s side.
Kart forced himself back on his feet. “Damn, that hurt.”
“Listen, Kart. I’m not sure why we’re here either,” Jet said as Virus helped him stand up. “I agree that we don’t belong here. We’ve come to this star for answers.”
“Oh, the star,” Kart said. “I forgot about the star.”
Kart reformed the mallet. With a quick swing, he shattered the star into tiny pieces. The star broke like an expensive glass vase (that is, exactly the same as a cheap glass vase but you just know someone is going to be mad about it). A sharp pain of tension jolted through Virus and Jet. Seeing the star shatter felt like a masterpiece painting ripped in half, an incredible building implode, or a delicate flower having its petals ripped off. 
“Our answers...” Virus said in a low tone. 
Then Heaven started to shake.
Kart smiled.
Jet smiled back.
“You remember that big argument about the afterlife we had years ago?” Jet asked Kart.
“I do.”
“It looks like we were both wrong.”
“So we were.” Kart looked at the scattered pieces of the broken star on the floor. “I am so sorry.”
“I’m so sorry, too,” Jet said.
Virus was so immersed by their moment she didn’t think to take a picture of them. She knew they were both good people that couldn’t hold hatred forever. 
“I forgive you,” Kart said.
“And I forgive you.”
With that said, Kart slid through the floor.
 

Chapter 18
The Crashing of Hell
 
With the island of Hell on his back, Last had finally made his way above the smooth landscape near Workhorse Mall. His journey had attracted a lot of attention.
Captain Rochwerger looked skyward as the island’s shadow crept over his ship. “Oh, shit.”
The businessman went to the side of his ship and flipped it back up with his bare hands. It was not that Rochwerger was strong, but that the ship would do whatever its captain commanded (he just liked to make it look like he could lift it). He cracked his knuckles then leaped high, boosted by rockets on his boot heels, back onto the ship. He feared the giant’s nonsense of Hell crashing on his land wasn’t nonsense. When he got back on deck, a group of zombies guarded the helm
“It’s our ship now, you bastard,” said a zombie.
“Yeah, we got dibs,” said another.
Rochwerger chuckled as the ship only obeyed him and taking control of the helm wouldn’t work. “It be mine first.”
Rochwerger reached into his coat and tossed a blue orb at the zombies that expanded and knocked them off his ship. He seized the helm and proceeded to steer the ship into the air. It was then he noticed an eager news reporter climbing over the gunwale.
The reporter held a microphone towards Rochwerger. “Mr. Rochwerger—”
“Mr. Rochwerger is my husband,” Rochwerger politely corrected. “I am Captain Rochwerger.”
“Sorry, Captain Rochwerger, do you have any comment about the Workhorse Zombie Riots?”
The captain adjusted his hat. “Are you trying to start a fight?”
“No, I just want to follow you. I want to report the best story. May I?”
“Oh.” The captain answered by pulling out a flintlock pistol and firing a shot near the reporter.
“Fair enough,” the reporter said and let go of the ship, plummeting to safety.
With that annoyance gone, he piloted the ship toward Hell, but his ship wasn’t going fast enough. He grabbed a bunch of stuffed teddy bears from his room. He stuffed the bears in a cannon and aimed it at Last. Typically, one cannot see the soul of a person, but since Last touched Hell and the mystical can see Hell, one could see Last (one, in this case, being Captain Rochwerger). 
“Fire!”
At the voice-activated command, the cannon fired the teddy bears. The bears hit Last, but being a ghost, they went right through him. They did get his attention, however, which was what Rochwerger wanted. 
Last looked down at the captain’s ship. “I guess it’s time to do this.”
Last released Hell. 
Hell went through his body. The soil and lava of the island gave him a warm, fuzzy feeling. The moment the island passed through him, his feet stuck to the ground. He fell with Hell. As the island fell, he realized that he was no longer a ghost. Hell existed in a different reality - the reality of the dead - and when Last released Hell, it was released into the reality of the living which made him, and everyone on Hell, corporeal.
With no way to stop Hell, Captain Rochwerger retook command of the helm. He made a sharp turn from the path of the crashing island. Hell sawed through the left side of the ship. The captain held onto the helm while his ship came crashing down with Hell. 
The zombies watched in confusion as Hell came crashing down. Those who weren’t mystical watched the zombies in confusion, wondering what they were looking at because they could not see Hell—at least, not yet. 
The moment Hell touched the ground it sent a massive quake that everyone in the area felt. At that same time, ordinary people saw Hell. Once Last freed Hell and Hell made contact with the living world, it became a part of the living world. The rivers of blood and lava, the towers of skulls, the massive volcanoes, and the deadly roller coaster terrified and amazed everyone. 
Without missing a beat, Last captured the public’s varying expressions with his camera, thanks to its exceptionally long zoom range. The look of disbelief did not stay long on everyone’s faces. The citizens of Hell knew they were free to roam again as they felt alive and real when Hell connected with the life of the Green Planet. Demons and dinosaurs ran wild toward fresh victims, entering the mall through the gaping hole created by Rochwerger’s ship. 
Raptors, of various sizes and skin types, grabbed zombies up in their months. They shook their bodies like dogs shaking new toys.
A minotaur with a flamethrower torched everything and everyone in sight, having the time of his life. Crowds fled at the sight of the lofty, red bull that could stand and walk on its hind legs. Not a drop of blood spilled onto his body since it evaporated before it could touch him. 
Imps threw food at everyone in the food court. The small portion of Captain Rochwerger’s staff left in the mall fought back. The imps’ short stature and frog-lizard-human hybrid appearance allowed them to avoid the attacks by quickly leaping away. The imps retaliated with more pranks and trickery, such as popping out of trash cans, setting up trip wires, blinding people with bright lights, and luring people into traps with fake cries of help.
Themed groups of floating masks popped out randomly, tapping into people’s psyches to uncover their fears, scaring them, and feeding on their screams.
Harpies, with their huge though proportionally correct eagle-clawed feet, scraped at people in various clothing stores. Despite being roughly the size of humans, their short wings gave them great mobility to scavenge the mall. They possessed the unattractive body and face of elderly women and were charged with the torture of those who had committed sexual crimes; in the mall, it seemed to make no difference who they attacked. Their feathered bodies were golden in color - not a heavenly gold, but a pale gold that had been soaked in oil.
On the podium where John had tried to make his speech, Dave the Rocker Devil was buying jamming out with his dead man guitar when he was approached by The Gurzil Warriors, an elite group of a twelve skeleton warriors with their bones living in Hell and their souls reincarnated into living bodies. Their leader, a short lizard skeleton, called to Dave, but he did not call him Dave.
“We thank you, almighty God of War31 for giving us this battle,” the leader said, kneeing down before him. “How may we repay you?” 
Ares knew exactly what he wanted. Bored of seeing war after war, he wanted to spice up the formula. “You twelve have your souls reincarnated therefore with Hell being free, you exist on two planes. I want to see you fight the living and the dead.”
“We accept your challenge with pride!”
The warriors let out a cry and charged into battle while Ares laughed like an insane cartoon villain. Despite all the time and effort given to this plan, it was short-lived for the two halves of Wetzel’s ethereal form bowled right through the skeleton army. Since the warriors existed on two planes, they were only thing Wetzel could interact with. 
A wave of smoldering blood melted off Ares’ false form as he marched toward Wetzel, shifting into his favored form of a massive, bald male with ram horns and bronze armor. He grabbed both parts of Wetzel.
“You destroyed my best warriors,” Ares said with a level head.
“They had to be stopped.”
“You are a noble warrior, and I respect you, so I shall put your soul together.” Ares slammed the two pieces of Wetzel together then released him. “Go, before I rip you apart myself.”
Wetzel flew away while Ares turned to watch, disappointedly, the various demons spreading chaos. Even with the demons, the scene was not all hopelessness. The average citizen was armed for protection—everything ranging from electrical barrier shields to protective clothing that could heal minor wounds. Some had more offensive items like guns, knives, beam swords, and even unique powers.
People fought defensively, usually making a few attacks and running away, though some were more heroic by helping others escape. A group of zombies used their bodies to shield people from bullets fired by mechanical demons. There were species with lengthy tongues pulling back harpies from clawing at people and then flinging them at things to hurt them. Spiders spun net webbing and captured imps.
Of course, there were the aggressive types who went after every demon. A Rottweiler-hound chased velociraptors, chewing on their legs. There was a vengilorg spinning around in circles, hitting demons with his spiked fists. A raven lifted up demons and dropped them from the third level while a tutelagion had a spear to “catch” them.
These demons were only a fraction of the many that Hell had unleashed. It would take pages to describe everything. The fighting didn’t last long before the biggest and the worst demonic entities, Hydra and Cerberus, awoke from their caves after hearing the screams of fresh souls. The two massive creatures began to roam away from Hell to explore.
The same dragon Last rode to fly below Hell passed by him. Last jumped on the dragon and started taking pictures of the beautiful madness unfolding throughout Workhorse Mall. 
With all of this chaos going on, I bet you are wondering, “Shouldn’t the God of the Underworlds be here? This is interesting after all. Where in hell is he?” Oh, don’t worry. He was scheming something absolutely enchanting and oh so clever.
 

Chapter 19
The Fall of Heaven
 
Hell was well unleashed by the time Heaven started to fall. The best way describe how everyone on Heaven felt requires you to feel it for yourself. Here’s how to do that. Step one: get on an elevator in a skyscraper. Step two: go to the top floor. Step three: open up the ceiling. Step four: place a bomb on top of the elevator. Step five: make the bomb explode, sending the elevator crashing down. Complete panic and confusion, yes it was, but it was also fun to watch. You see, when the star was destroyed, every person in that Heaven lost his or her wings. As a result, they all fell down. Everyone was rightly confused, thinking, “what the hell?” and were petrified when Heaven began its decent. 
When everyone lost their wings, the people stuck in ooze inside the Church of the Golden Star by Kart were able to wiggle free from the entrapment. The first to escape was a centaur. For those with some crayons at hand who want to draw such an exotic person but have forgotten or don’t know what a centaur looks like, draw this: a torso of a human joined at the waist to the horse’s back, where the horse’s neck would be located. This particular centaur wore a priest’s cassock matching his clean-cut black hair. Without his massive wings, he fell to the ground the moment the star broke.
The centaur got up on his hooves and galloped into the main chamber.
“Are you okay?” the centaur asked Jet and Virus.
“We didn’t break the star,” Virus said, immediately defending herself and Jet. 
“I know. I watched you two come in. Some psycho attacked us and trapped a bunch of us in some sticky ooze on the ceiling. I was worried he might’ve hurt you.”
“We could be better,” Jet told him. “Why does it feel like we’re falling?”
“The star-powered heaven,” the centaur explained. “Since it’s destroyed, Heaven is falling.”
“What the fuck is going to happen now?” Virus asked.
“I don’t know.”
It took Heaven three minutes to crash down. That was two minutes of confusion for everyone, but in the final minute came acceptance.
From a hillside north of Workhorse Mall, Kart watched Heaven crash right next to Hell, putting Captain Rochwerger’s ship in the middle of the mess. The clouds of Heaven soaked into the ground while buildings crumbled on impact. Due to Heaven’s size, many of its buildings fell on top of Aequus’ buildings, which (due to their advanced construction) held up wonderfully. The only building from Heaven that remained unscratched was the church. Hidden from mortal eyes in the same manner as Hell, Heaven was likewise rendered visible as soon as it touched the ground.
Kart closed his eyes and stretched out his arms. The heavenly breeze made a relaxing scratch against his skin. 
Appearing next to him stood Khepri, the God of Renewal and Rebirth; or simply, Reincarnation. He took the appearance of a large but gentle six-armed, blue-skinned hairless human. He wore long shorts made out of scarabs, an abundance of gold chains, and grassy sandals.
Khepri rested a hand on Kart’s shoulder. “Do you feel guilty for what you have done?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Then you were a good person. It is time for you to be reborn and keep doing good.”
With all six of his arms, he lifted up Kart and squeezed him. Kart’s soul turned into a blue sphere of light. His soul flew away as Khepri vanished with a gust of wind.
 
 

Chapter 20
Deal with the Devil
 
The rumbling Heaven’s descent caused, even more, debris to fall on top of Captain Rochwerger. When the ship was hit by Hell, Rochwerger slipped into his living quarters, wherein his possessions buried him as the ship crashed into the ground.
The room had featured a large bed with a simple wooden frame bolted to the floor. The headboard predominantly displayed an insignia of the captain’s sword making the letter R. The captain’s teddy bears, propriety miniatures, and various trinkets that had once covered his shelves were now covering the captain. Half of the room was exposed to the outside from where Hell cut through. The whole room smelled of death.
A few of his surviving employees worked to dig him out.
“Arr, what happened?” Rochwerger asked. 
Rochwerger’s husband, Motalii, stepped forward and lifted Rochwerger. He was a tall, muscular Kinaki with a metal peg-leg that housed a rocket. He sported a blue, raggedy long coat with Kinaki flair of white flowers.
“Hell came crashing down,” Motalii said.
A robotic voice boomed over a loud speaker. “Come out peacefully and step into the neutralizer.”
“And we’re surrounded by protectors,” Motalii added. “They didn’t take too kindly to us flying through the mall.”
The captain peered through the hole in his quarters to see the swarms of protector ships surrounding him with the backdrop of the architectural elegance of Hell. He retreated to his bed. “I say we turn ourselves in. With Hell unleashed, we should be able to get a good lawyer.”
A voice most definitely not belonging to any of Rochwerger’s employees said, “Why does everyone think all lawyers go to Hell?”
The employees pulled out their swords and faced the voice. Standing before them was Hades. The God of the Underworlds took the same human form he did for tricking Poe and Luciana, dressed sharply in his six-button lava-red suit with white pinstripes.
Hades smiled. “And good day to you. Now, why don’t you lower those weapons?  They won’t do you any good.”
No one obeyed.
Hades shook his head. “Tisk, tisk.”
He snapped his fingers. Flames spewed from the ground, directly at the crews’ swords, melting them. The employees dropped what remained of their weapons.
“That’s quite impressive magic, mate,” Captain Rochwerger said as he leaned up from his bed. “What do you want?”
Hades snapped his fingers again. Popping out of a sprout of fiery smoke, a folder with a stack of papers landed in his hand.
“I have a deal for you,” Hades told him. “I need your help getting things back on track. So and so was supposed to be here and you were supposed to be there and this was supposed to happen, and then this event would happen, but all of that got screwed up when Hell came crashing down.”
“And what do you want?”
Hades whipped out a photograph from a flame in the palm of his hand. The picture floated to Rochwerger’s lap. He vaguely recognized the man from a party or maybe even from the news. 
“I need you to kill a man named Jet Ignis,” Hades said like a government official making a formal request to buy paper.
“Ha!” Rochwerger crumpled up the picture and threw it at Hades. Unfazed, Hades let it bounce off him. “Do it yourself. You seem strong enough.”
“I don’t think you understand,” Hades politely explained as he twirled his fingers, making the picture fly up, unfold itself, and land back in Rochwerger’s lap. “I’m not allowed to kill him and, well, if I did anyway it would complicate matters, which is why I need you to do the deed.”
“Why should I?” Captain Rochwerger demanded. 
Hades opened the folder and found the dirty information he needed. “I know your darkest secret, and I’ll tell your staff if you don’t do this for me.”
“You don’t even know what my darkest secret is,” Rochwerger smirked. Not even his husband knew his secret.
“Oh, really? Then how about I tell them that you’re a zo—”
Rochwerger put up his hands. “Stop!” Everyone snapped to look at Captain Rochwerger. He sighed. “Alright, I’ll do it.”
Hades smiled. “Excellent. Of course, since you’re helping me, I’ll help you.”
Hades shut the folder, and it disappeared into a wind of flames. He clapped his hands twice. Little fire demons appeared throughout the ship. They started to dance and sing while Hades conducted them with his fingers.
“Hey now, listen to our song,
Don’t worry, it’s not long.
Just don’t sing along,
Or we’ll hit you with a great big dong!”
The captain’s employees watched in awe as the fire demons put up brand new metal walls that they made by spitting out molten lava and freezing it with their breath - all while keeping up with their song.
“Hey now, this ship is going to be awesome,
If you don’t agree we’ll beat you with a possum.”
Some of the demons waved around possums, hitting each other with them, and one of the employees.
“Hey now, it’s no time for mistakes
We’re all going to ache
And things are going to break,
But then we’ll partake in some cake!”
The demons popped out a large cake and started to eat it. Hades ran over and shoed them back to work.
“Hey now, we all work hard and we all work fast.
If we don’t keep our guard we’ll all be in a cast.”
They worked shining and improving the ships cannons. Some of them played around while they sang, shooting each other out of the cannons. 
“Hey now, don’t frown
Our god is the hottest around,
If you don’t agree then we’ll pound
You right through the ground.”
To the tune, one of the fire demons forced a frown on an employee, while another hit him with a large wooden mallet, nailing him into the ground. Two other employees pulled him out from the ground while the fire demons continued. 
“Hey now, soon everyone will bow down to Hades
Even those that drive a Mercedes!
YAY!”
The ship was bathed in echoes of high-pitched demonic laughter as the creatures vanished in puffs of flames and ash. Hades clapped his hands. Captain Rochwerger’s employees and husband joined in with the clapping while Rochwerger sat in bed with his arms crossed.
“Bravo! This should fire things up now,” Hades told everyone. “Captain, I’ll give you command over my demons, shall you need their help. Though not all of them will listen to you, especially those dragons, but Cerberus will listen. Now, get to work fast for there will be forces against you. And should you fail...” He paused to say his next line in a deep voice. “I’ll put you in the deepest circle of Hell.”
“Aye aye, but where do we find this Jet fellow?” Motalii asked.
“Soon an old man with a suit made out of oven mitts will be at the Workhorse Mall. Kidnap him and Jet will find you. Oh, and one last thing.” He lowered his voice, captivating all other sounds and distractions. “There should be a girl traveling with Jet. She goes by the name of Virus. Whatever you do, don’t kill her,” he said while waving a finger. “On top of that you must kill Jet in front of her, but you must not kill her.”
In a tornado of flames, Hades disappeared.
Such a direct visit was not an unusual occurrence. Why recently, he tricked two struggling illusionists to teleport the Black Planet’s moon away, inspired moviemakers to create a movie about reality being a computer program so people would believe it was genuine and made some guy see things out of a magical hat. As twisted as it was, it was fascinating to observe. Whenever Hades (or any of us for that matter) made an appearance, well, things got interesting.
Captain Rochwerger got up from his bed. “Alright, you heard the bastard. Man your stations. We got to get through those protectors and return to the mall.”
The employees scrambled while Motalii stayed behind. “What secret?”
Rochwerger shrugged. “Hell if I know, but I don’t want any of my staff thinking any less of me. Best not to risk it.”
Motalii nodded, but he didn’t believe Rochwerger. For the past several months, Rochwerger had been emotionally distant. “Fair enough.”
Motalii left the room, closing the door behind him. Rochwerger let out a breath of relief that Hades had left, and more importantly that the devil kept his word by not revealing to his staff their boss was not as a distinguished as they believed.
 

Chapter 21
Still Alive
 
“We’re still alive,” Virus said.
“Take my hand,” Jet told her. 
Virus took his hand and together they ran out the front door of the church. The crumbled buildings dominated their view while the flames of Hell danced in the background.
“Damn, that doesn’t look good.”
The ground vibrated. The deep stomping of enormous feet grew louder and closer. Whooshing around a corner of a fallen tower came Frank’s green hover-van followed by Cerberus. Cerberus was a three-headed dog that was the size, mass, and strength of fifty tanks. His teeth could tear a chunk out of any vehicle or even a building, though nothing tasted as good as people to Cerberus. He had short black fur to keep himself comfortable in Hell’s climate. 
Both headed straight toward the church. 
“Come on, let’s go,” Jet said. 
“Hold on,” Virus said as she pulled out her camera. “I want to capture this moment.”
Jet stood firmly by her side as she snapped pictures of Frank being chased. Together they ran back inside.
“What’s wrong?” the centaur asked as they entered.
“There’s a giant three-headed dog headed this way,” Virus told him. 
The centaur remained calm. Instead of shutting the massive doors, he opened them up.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Virus asked.
“Don’t worry, we’ll be safe, but others need sanctuary.”
The centaur waved his hand for Frank to drive inside. Frank followed his command, driving right on through. Everyone leaped out of the path of the vehicle as Frank slammed on the breaks, which caused the van gliding into the star’s former chamber. 
Cerberus came to a dead stop in front of the church. He didn’t stop out of fear, but out of respect. He lowered his head and looked the centaur in the eyes. The centaur smiled, stepped backward, and closed the doors on the beast. The drifting sound of Cerberus’ footsteps sent a wave of relief over everyone inside.
“What just happened?” Jet asked, coming down from an adrenaline rush of fear from seeing Cerberus.
“Cerberus is not welcome here,” the centaur answered with his wisdom of the inner workings of the afterlife. “Therefore, you will all be safe.”
Frank stepped out of the van’s driver-side door, exhausted. He’d been chased by lions while filming in Africa, by sharks in the Atlantic, but never by a hound from Hell. “Oh, my goodness. Thank you very much.”
“It was no problem,” the centaur replied. Knowing there were others inside the van, he then yelled out, “Are you all okay?”
Melissa and Boomer got out of the van.
“Yeah, we’re fine,” Melissa lied, visibly trembling.
“Do you know what’s going on?” Jet asked Frank.
“I sure do. I was in the process of interviewing a vampire for my documentary when he saw this island floating in the sky.”
“It was scary,” Boomer added like it wasn’t scary.
Melissa stood quietly with her arms crossed and her stare locked on the floor.
“Those two could see it too, but I couldn’t see it at all. So we got into my van and followed the island to Workhorse Mall. When we arrived, there was this battered ship flying around and, I couldn’t see it, but something fell on the ship, and it came crashing down bringing a massive quake.” Frank paused, reflecting on what he had seen. “Then I saw it.”
“The island of Hell,” the centaur added.
“So it was Hell,” Frank said. “Then I take it this building is part of Heaven.”
“You are correct,” said the centaur. 
“Ah ha! Melissa, turn on the camera,” Frank ordered excitedly at having found a source on the afterlife. “Tell me, what’s the truth behind everything? How did everything come into existence? What’s the meaning of life? What are you?”
The centaur held up his hand as if to say stop. “I cannot answer those questions for you.”
“I think it’s already too late,” Frank said, recalling police interrogation tactics from his documentary, Inside the Blue. “We all know there’s a Heaven and Hell now. What else is there?”
The centaur nodded. “Death.”
“Yeah, things die.” Frank felt like he was on the verge of finding out the truth. “And then what happens?”
“He was greeting me,” Death announced to get everyone’s attention.
Frank’s crew turned to face Death. Under his rippling robe of dirt was a human bone structure. In his left hand, he held his scythe forged by Hephaestus from the wood of the first tree and the finest metals. The most notable feature - though not striking if at all noticeable to anyone there - was that he had his talisman back. With his bony hand, he touched the camera. Melissa shrieked as it rusted away.
“My footage!” Frank cried.
“Only the video of Heaven and Hell was destroyed,” Death told them as he floated to the centaur. “Your original documentary is safe.” He turned and faced them. “Now, how did you get here?”
“You see,” Frank went on. “We were driving around Hell, getting footage, when this three-headed dog started to chase us.”
“His name is Cerberus,” the centaur told them.
“Cerberus,” Frank repeated. “So while Cerberus chased us around, we noticed another quake. We saw ruins of marble buildings appear and so we headed in that direction. I’m glad we did too because now we’re here.”
“Yay...” Boomer said in his deep, unexcited voice while waving his hands up in the air.
“Cerberus chased you?” Death asked.
“Yes. We were lucky that we got away.”
“Luck had nothing to do with it. If Cerberus wanted you, he would’ve got you. You were brought here.” Death faced Jet and Virus. “And how did you two get here?”
“We did a mirror travel and just ended up here,” Jet said. “In Heaven before it fell.”
“Yes, they tried to stop the star from being destroyed,” the centaur added. 
Death leaned toward Virus. His flaming blue eyes shrunk and shifted to a green hue. She stood firm. Jet clutched her.
Death floated backward, his eyes returning to normal. “I understand now.”
Death faded away like cremated remains being tossed into the wind. 
Melissa spoke up. “Well, that was creepy.” 
Inside Jet’s mind, the voice of his father’s passion for doing good urged him to help. “Anyone have any idea what’s being done to fix this? What about the Protectors and Freelancers? Are they doing anything?”
“I heard on the news that Wetzel was killed,” Frank told them. It was tough for him to keep calm about Wetzel’s death. The two had become friends after Wetzel had saved his life from a gang when he was new to the Green Planet.
“Aw, that’s sad,” Virus said. She had never personally met the famous freelance, but she did know of and respect him.
Frank cleared his throat to hide his sadness. “Then I heard some others were eaten alive by a five-headed dragon.”
“My word, so Hydra is out too,” the centaur said. Jet had thought of the centaur as fearless until that comment.
Frank sat on the floor and began to rub his forehead in thought. What’s the story I can tell from all of this?
Melissa leaned against the hover-van, recalling all of the horrible things from Hell she saw. Note to self: Don’t go to Hell.
Jet lifted his networker into view. “Scan all news stations for a man with oven mitts.”
The networker projected a video of a news station showing a live report in the Workhorse Mall. Jet’s father stood face-to-face with a harpy. 
Melissa stepped forward. “Who’s he?”
“That’s my father, Sigmund,” Jet answered. He saw worry in her eyes. “Don’t worry, he’ll be okay.”
Everyone focused on the news. The oven mitts attached to Sigmund’s suit floated off and began spinning around him in a spherical pattern. Then a barrage of oven mitts flew at the harpy, whacking it senselessly. 
Jet smiled. “See, told you.”
“We really do need to invite him for dinner more often,” Virus said.
The camera view suddenly fell to the floor. The boots of Captain Rochwerger filled the projection as he approached Jet’s father leaving behind bloody boot prints. The captain gracefully slashed every oven mitt that came his way. Both the captain and Jet’s father soon stepped out of view as they engaged one another in combat. 
“Hey, it’s that mean-hat,” Virus said. “Should we go help him?”
“If that was who I thought it was, then we need to go now.” Jet looked to Frank and his crew. “You want to join us? It could be fun.”
“I’ll be glad to help,” Frank replied. “We can take my van to get there.”
Boomer waved his arms in the air. “Boomer wants to boom.”
Jet turned toward to Melissa, giving her his classic winning smile. “How about you? We could use your talents to stop the demons.”
“I don’t know if my hair will even work on demons. But, I’ve never tried. Aren’t there like protectors taking care of things?”
“Even they need help,” Virus said.
“But what if one of the big monsters comes after me?”
“Don’t worry,” Virus assured her. Although she wouldn’t share it, there were times she didn’t believe in herself and knew first-hand how Melissa felt. “Just keep those snakes out and you should be able to turn them to stone before they can even hurt you.”
“I don’t know...” Melissa felt uncertain of her survivability. Even a small demon could destroy her, and after seeing firsthand the horrors of Hell, she wasn’t ready to face eternal judgment quite yet.
What if my snakes don’t work? Melissa thought. What will happen to me if I die?  Oh, man, will I go to Heaven or to Hell? Maybe I should try anyway. I don’t know, I just don’t know.
Then out of nowhere, she gained a boost of confidence. Actually, it wasn’t out of nowhere. I gave her some confidence to nudge things in the right direction and to avoid wasting time. I am the God of Egos, after all, and a little ego boost never hurt anyone.
“Yeah! I can do this!” Melissa said as she shot up. 
“Alright, let’s go,” Jet said, leading the way to Franks’ van.
 

Chapter 22
Opportunities
 
While our heroes were still inside the church, Captain Rochwerger walked through Workhorse Mall to round up his scattered employees and find Jet’s Father, Sigmund. He’d parked his ship in the new entrance he had made by ramming through the mall. The destruction to the mall from earlier persisted. The mall had been built forty-two years before self-repairing technology had become available and updating such complex architecture had been deemed too expensive.
Troops of Protectors charged after the Rochwerger’s employees, but they all met a quick demise by Hell’s army of demons. With no afterlife to visit, the souls of the protectors were doomed to float around and watch. Their comrades met similar fates. (Though Wetzel was around to welcome them, and everyone loves a flying monkey.)
“I found him, Captain,” one of the employees shouted. He pointed at Sigmund who had a sphere of oven mitts floating around him, attacking a harpy. 
Rochwerger marched his way through the debris. He slashed a news camera operator with his sword, sending him and the camera to the floor. Sigmund turned to Rochwerger and directed his oven mitts at the captain. Rochwerger simply sliced them in half. 
“You’re lucky that you’re the bait,” Rochwerger said.
“And you’re lucky that I don’t have a witty reply!” Sigmund said.
The news crews still in the mall recorded what would become vastly popular on this star system’s video sharing places. Such popular tags for the video included: OWNED, AWESOME CRASH, and BEST USE OF A LUXURY CAR.
Dr. Mana rammed directly into Captain Rochwerger with his black Stefani LUX. Rochwerger was sent flying into a taco cart while the dent in Dr. Mana’s hover-car repaired itself. As much as he paid for the luxury vehicle, it was guaranteed to fix itself. 
The car’s sunroof opened, and as Dr. Mana stood up in his vehicle. Sigmund traded glances with Dr. Mana. Dr. Mana nodded for him to leave. Sigmund seized the opportunity to run off to help other people in another part of the mall. (During his retreat, he thought of the perfect line: Don’t you dare lay your mitts on me. That would have been a worthy comeback!)
“Captain Rochwerger,” Dr. Mana declared. “What in the Hell has gotten into you?”
Rochwerger stood up. “Why, my old friend, Hell itself has taken me over.” With his sword, he pointed at the doctor. “Demons, kill him.”
Two nefarious demons leaped into Dr. Mana’s vehicle. A minotaur lifted him up by his neck while a harpy ripped him to shreds. The doctor screamed - not out of pain, but out of anger. He was angry he had allowed himself to be hurt again. Memories of bullies from his childhood haunted his mind.
 
* * *
 
Jet, Virus, and Melissa had arrived just in time to witness Dr. Mana’s horrific demise. All three wore sunglass. Frank and Boomer were driving outside the mall, gathering people to take them to safety. 
“Doctor Mana!” Jet called out.
“I’m sorry, Jet!” Dr. Mana shouted with his last breath.
Sorry about what? Last wondered as he snapped a picture of the doctor’s death.
Jet ran to the doctor. He jumped into the air and landed a kick on the minotaur, knocking him off the car and Dr. Mana from his grip. Jet slid toward the prone minotaur as the harpy swooped down. Jet kicked the minotaur again, this time lifting him into the air with the force. While the minotaur hung in mid-air, Jet kicked him again, sending him flying at the harpy.
The two demons shrieked on impact. Melissa stood waiting, having just whipped out her snakes. “Hey, demons!” she shouted to get their attentions. The demons turned to stone when they happened to glance her way, while still in the air.
Yes, it worked! Melissa thought briefly. However, the demons still had momentum as they flew straight at the girls.
With the strength Virus got from the demons’ screams, she pulled out her two handguns, used her energy to focus, and fired precision shots that shattered the statues. Small chunks of stone harmlessly bounced off her and Melissa.
“The Devil didn’t make this easy,” Rochwerger said to himself as he retreated to his ship.
While the captain ran away, Virus rushed to Jet’s side.
“You okay, honey?” Virus asked.
Jet held up a peace sign with his fingers. “I’m good. Nice work.”
Rochwerger jumped from the mall floor into his ship. Motalii rushed to his side the instant his husband boarded.
“Is all of our staff back?” the captain asked. 
“Aye, sir!” Motalii responded. “We’re down three men though. What about Jet, sir?”
“I’m thinking of a plan to deal with him.”
“And what about the demons? Shall we bring some along to help us?”
Rochwerger watched the demons terrorizing the mall. He didn’t need their help. He didn’t want it either, especially on his ship. His staff and the newly rebuilt ship would be enough. 
Melissa spotted a blue dragonfly trapped in an intact spider web. It must already be dead, Melissa thought. From the shadows of ruined shops, Cerberus appeared.
“Melissa, look out!” Virus shouted.
“Huh?”
Cerberus’s jaws descended and ate Melissa whole. It took a young woman being consumed to make the news crews feel they were no longer safe.
Rochwerger laughed. An idea struck him.
“Cerberus!” Rochwerger called out. Cerberus turned his head to the captain. “Bring me Jet and Virus. Oh, and eat whoever you want along the way.”
Cerberus nodded. Everyone began to run away while Cerberus fed on the buffet of people. 
Rochwerger pulled his ship out from the mall. The bastard was absolutely enjoying watching Cerberus gobble everyone up. He had to force himself to get his act together as he sailed away from the mall. 
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Jet said, taking Virus’ hand.
“Who was that?” Virus asked.
“That’s Captain Rochwerger. I met him once at a party Doctor Mana hosted. He’s a nasty bloke.”
“Why in Hell did he tell Cerberus to get us?”
“I guess that’s a mystery we’ll just have to solve.”
Jet led Virus into a nearby hoverboard specialty shop, Hoverypse.
Cerberus spotted the two lovers running away. He made his way casually toward them, eating up anyone in his path, not in any real rush.
“Quick, we need your two best hoverboards,” Jet said.
Behind a low counter stood a gray with reddened eyes that smelled of incense and who was clearly oblivious to the chaos outside. A little on the chubby side, the gray’s skin was rubbery and didn’t have any hair. He wore a tie-dye t-shirt, blue jeans with holes in the knees, and green and black polka-dotted sneakers. 
“Welcome to Hoverypse, the end of the world concerning hoverboards,” he said in a monotone and frankly quite bored voice. The short gray’s large eyes grew wide when he recognized Jet. “You’re Jet Ignis! Oh man, I love Allball. Go Titans!” The gray held up a fist of solidarity.
“Yes, I am.”
“Dude, for your autograph, you can have whatever you want in the shop.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously, dude. Just autograph this table or something.”
“Alright, got a marker?”
The clerk handed Jet a permanent marker on the counter top. While Jet autographed his name, nice and large, the clerk waddled to a rack of premium hoverboards. 
“I got our two fastest boards here. This is the Hoverypse special. We make it here in-house.” The clerk smiled wryly and handed the board to Virus. It featured a matte-black finish with a skull engulfed in jagged pink flames. “This one is the Ragnarök-and-Roller. It kicks the crunchy air like nothing else we got.” The Ragnarök-and-Roller sported a blue finish with a picture of an epic clash between Thor and a giant dragon upon a dark mountaintop with lightning crackling around them. Jet finished his autograph, which covered the majority of the countertop. 
“Dude, you rock,” the clerk said.
“Thanks!” Virus said.
“Yes, thank you,” Jet added.
“Anytime, man.” 
Jet and Virus departed from the store on their hoverboards. Cerberus caught sight of them and gave chase with enthusiasm through the urban jungle of destruction, Jet leading the way.
“Got any plans now?” Virus asked Jet.
“We need to go somewhere safe.” 
“How about -” Virus screamed.
A red dragon, about the size of two cars, swooped down and snatched her. 
“Virus!” 
Jet looked back to see Virus being taken up toward the mall’s ceiling. Distracted, he flew into a bench. The hoverboard flew out from under his feet and crashed into a fake palm tree. Cerberus reached for a taste of Jet. However, the dog got an unexpected taste. 
Sigmund stood between Jet and Cerberus.
“Stop!” Sigmund ordered an aura of mittens keeping the demon dog at bay.
Cerberus stopped and lowered his heads to the ground right next to Sigmund. Sigmund stared down Cerberus with a fearless gaze only a god could hold, so Cerberus mistook him for a god and obeyed.
“Bad, dog!” Sigmund ripped off one of his oven mitts and slapped the center dog head. “Spit them out!” 
Cerberus heaved up all the people he had eaten since he was freed. Among them was Melissa, still alive, but covered in something so disgusting it’s best not to describe. 
“Now, go back to your room and think about what you’ve done.”
Cerberus pouted as he made his way back to his cave. As soon as his back was turned, Jet rushed to his father’s side as Sigmund helped Melissa up.
“Hey, how do you feel?” Sigmund asked.
“Gross. Like, really, gross,” Melissa said, flicking off slobber.
“Nothing several baths can’t fix.”
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Jet said, hurried. He turned to his father. “What are you doing here?”
“They agreed to let us crazies out if we agreed to help them stop the demons. The smart bastards knew that only crazy people would want to help.”
“Thank you,” Jet said. “I have to go get Virus. Will you get them out of here?”
“Don’t worry about it, son. Just go save that girl of yours. I got this mess.”
Jet took half a step before he turned back to Sigmund. “I need to borrow one of your oven mitts.”
“Of course, here.” Sigmund levitated one to Jet’s hand.
Jet grabbed it. “Thanks!”
Jet retrieved his hoverboard and jumped back on as his father chased after some imps. Melissa rushed the other people freed from Cerberus’ stomach to a safe zone outside the mall.
Jet caught sight of Virus, still in the dragon’s clutches, flying out of the mall. She wasn’t far away so Jet leaned low, speeding up the hoverboard. 
“Please, catch Virus if she falls,” Jet whispered into the oven mitt, and then he threw it. The mitten zipped out to her.
Virus kicked and punched at the dragon, but it would not let go. She tried to lift her head up, but the dragon held her at an angle so she could only see the ground of Hell below. The dragon held on her arms so she couldn’t grab her guns.
“Let go of me, you damn lizard!” Virus said as she fought to be released. 
“As you wish,” the dragon said.
The dragon kept his word. Virus fell to the ground, landing face down on the oven mitt that had expanded itself to catch her. She rested there for a few seconds, composing herself. She pushed herself up and saw that she landed right in front of Hydra.
“Oh, fucking Hell.”
The center head of Hydra’s jaws opened wide as it swooped down. Virus ran for it, but she tripped over a rock fell to the ground. She looked right into the center of Hydra’s mouth. Once more pulling out her guns, she fired at the beast. Her bullets plinked off the creature’s thick hide.
Jet was too far away to save her, and she did not have the strength to fight or scream. She felt hopeless without Jet by her side. She closed her eyes, hoping the end wouldn’t be painful. 
A sudden surge of energy filled Virus when she heard Hydra scream in pain. She opened her eyes. I stood in front her in my human form holding a bloody sword in my hand. I’d chopped off one of Hydra’s head, which flopped around on the ground like a fish on land.
“Go! Don’t worry about this,” I told her.
“Who are you?” she asked.
I kept my back to her. “It doesn’t matter. Just get out of here.”
Jet came to Virus’ side. He helped her stand as two heads grew in place of the one I severed.
“Come with us,” Jet said.
“Don’t worry about me,” I told them. “Just get to safety. I can handle this myself.”
I forced some of my godly essence into my sword, causing it to glow to prove my point.
“If you insist,” Jet said.
The two escaped on the hoverboard. Hydra wanted nothing to do with them since he now had a score to settle with me. 
As one of the Hydra’s heads came racing toward me, I leaped out of the way, slashing yet another head off. 
“Come on, Hydra, I know it’s been awhile since we’ve played, but you really are out of touch,” I taunted as more heads grew. 
“What do you want with the girl?” spoke all Hydra’s heads in harmony.
“What do you want with the girl?” I asked back.
“She contains the Ecstasy of Dionysus. It would be such a prodigious delight to savor with each of my tongues.”
Three heads snapped towards me. I leaped out of the way, letting them all crash to the ground. I landed atop of one of the heads. It lifted me closer to the others.
“We need her to fix a few things,” I told Hydra. “You better stand down while our machinations play out.”
“If that is the case, then you are all cruel to make the mortals suffer for your sake.”
“It will be worth it.”
“But not to her.”
I heard the sound of tree bark being ripped and knew the Goddess of Shadows was appearing behind me. I faced her as she materialized.
“You know,” she teased, “Hades is going to be mad at you for beating up his precious Hydra.”
“I was just about to let Hydra leave.”
Speaking of the Devil, Hades playfully popped up from behind Hydra’s center head. “Hi, guys! Having fun?”
Neither of us responded.
“Rochwerger is trying to bail, so I need my Hydra for a moment. Okay? Sweet,” he said gleefully. “You two get Jet and Virus to chase after Rochwerger while I clean up your mess,” he shouted like an angry boss that has to do everything on his own. His tone shifted to glee. “Bye now!”
Hades sat on Hydra, squeezed his legs together, and flew after Rochwerger’s ship.
 

Chapter 23
Demands from the Gods
 
Various classes of protectors worked around the broken and battered crystalline horse. Tents littered the parking lot, offering relief to the injured. Hovering Hazmat Robots sorted and organized bodies of the fallen.
Parked on the outskirts was Frank. Frank and Boomer were cleaning Mellissa off when Jet rode up with Virus holding onto him from behind. 
Virus jumped off his hoverboard and hugged Melissa. “I thought you were dead!” She quickly let go. “Oh, gross!”
“Yeah, Cerberus threw me up.”
“I guess that’s not totally bad.”
The Amazing Poe and the Lovely Luciana flew up to the group holding a set of towels. The two wore orange jumpsuits with the symbol for Community Service, a plus sign inside a triangle, on the back.
“Does anyone need a towel?” Poe asked.
“Yeah, I think I need one,” Virus said.
Luciana handed her one. Virus thanked her, and the wyverns flew off. 
“I’m glad you’re okay, too!” Melissa said. “You got a great guy there.”
“Yeah, my Jet is something special.”
“By the way,” Jet asked. “How did you get free?”
“I demanded my freedom and it dropped me.”
A shadow cloaked Virus. A raven swooped down with a silky, black bag, covering Virus. Before anyone could react, the raven teleported several yards, just out of reach. When he reappeared, he faced them with Virus being held in his sack.  
“The famous Jet Ignis,” Remington said. Frank pulled out his beam sword from inside his overcoat and armed it. Melissa snapped out her snakes, but Remington’s goggles protected him. “Don’t be so hasty. If you wish to see your lover again, bring me one million shinies to the Sky View Museum in five minutes. Come alone.”
A white flash and Remington was gone, leaving behind only an afterimage of feathers and light. Without saying a word, not even a curse, Jet jumped back on the hoverboard and sped to Sky View Museum. 
 
* * *
 
Captain Rochwerger sailed mercilessly through seas of cars in the Aequus sky. He stood behind his steel helm as Motalii approached.
“Rochwerger, where are we going?” Motalii asked. “Shouldn’t we be doing what the Devil asked of us?”
“That’s Cerberus’ job now,” Rochwerger responded. “We’re headed to the Atlantean Station to get off this damned world.”
“Is that wise, dear?”
Rochwerger laughed. “Don’t worry.”
BOOM! An explosion rocked the ship. Everyone aboard fell down, apart from the captain.
“What hit my ship?”
An employee leaned over the gunwale and then looked back. “Sir, it’s a giant dragon!”
“Return fire!” The guns did not fire on his command. “Motalii, check the weapon’s monitor.”
Motalii rushed to the weapon’s control. On the screen was a cartoon image of the Devil sticking his tongue out. He pressed several buttons. No response.
“It won’t work!”
Hydra heaved out another fireball at the ship. An employee fell over the side as the ship made its descent. Rochwerger lost his grip and fell when the ship hit the ground.
 
* * *
 
“Odd spot for an exchange,” Jet said to himself.
Jet and Virus were frequent patrons of the Sky View Museum, with Virus having had her own exhibit there. He got off his hoverboard when he saw Remington standing near a hole for the exhibit that featured a statue of a female shadow demon with angelic wings—minus its golden sword.
Remington bowed. “Thank you for coming.”
“You’re thanking me?” It took Jet every piece of kindness he had to keep calm. “You kidnapped the love of my life.”
“This kidnapping is nothing personal. I’m actually a big fan of yours.”
“Are you telling me you were hired?”
“Yes, this shadowy woman hired me to kidnap Virus and bring you here.” Remington looked back at the angel statue. “I thought it was...peculiar.”
Jet’s curiosity got him. He knew there was something bigger at play. “How is this all peculiar?”
“This is where I died,” Remington said, motioning towards the exhibit below them.
“But you’re alive?”
“I went to Hell right before it came crashing down. When everyone was able to roam free and alive, so was I. The first thing I did was finishing the job that got me killed.”
“Impressive work ethic,” Jet said with all seriousness. 
“Thank you, sir,” Remington said. Remington felt at ease with him even with the peculiar situation. “I generally don’t reveal anything about my clients, but this information may help us both. It’s strange.”
“How so?”
“She said you would pay whatever I wanted to get her back. I don’t understand what she’s getting out of the deal, though.”
Jet trembled slightly. Who would want to put us through this?
An explosion of metal crackled in the sky. Rochwerger’s ship turned around a corner of skyscrapers and descended a short distance. Satisfied of the ship’s eventual crash, Hydra flew back to Hell. When the ship hit the ground, it sent waves of dust and debris at Jet and Remington. Remington shielded himself with his wings while Jet closed his eyes and stood firm.
While the two dusted themselves off, Hades appeared before Rochwerger in the same dramatic fiery fashion as when he left the captain with his mission. Instead of business attire, he sported a red robe with demonic bat wings sprouting from his back.
“We had a deal,” Hades said with insane cheerfulness. 
“I had your dog handle it,” Rochwerger snapped at him.
Hades shifted his smile to a frown. “YOU needed to handle it!” Hades snapped his fingers at Rochwerger, causing an eruption of flames beneath his feet. “I forgot. That doesn’t hurt because you’re a zombie.”
Rochwerger’s face froze. He slowly turned his head to see the disgusted faces of his employees and, worst of all, his husband’s look of hurt. He turned back to Hades. “You... Devil.”
“Is that true?” Motalii asked. “You’re... an abomination?” He drew out his sword.
Rochwerger held out his hands. “Hey, I’m still your husband!”
Motalii shook his head. “Not anymore.”
Hades snapped his figures. Rochwerger’s employees stumbled for a moment with blank expressions. Rochwerger studied them, trying to figure out what happened. Since Hades couldn’t meddle with freewill, he settled for erasing their memories.
“See what will happen when I tell them? Just be thankful I made them forget. Finish the job. Jet is right over there.”
Hades pointed to Jet standing with Remington on top of the museum. He silently disappeared while no one watched him.
Rochwerger turned to his husband. “Fire your personal cannon at that man.”
Motalii flipped his eye patch over his natural eye, revealing a robotic eye. He raised his mental peg leg and resting it on the gunwale. Motalii held a hand out for Rochwerger, as they used to hold hands when he fired his canon, but Rochwerger stepped back, not waiting Motalii to feel his cold, undead hand. You are distant, Motalii sighed. With the fake leg on the ledge, he cocked a lever that fired a small missile. 
“Get a load of this!” Motalii called out.
As Remington handed the bag to Jet, Jet saw the missile heading his way. He leaped away. Remington stood there, bewildered and a little insulted. Then it hit him. Glass shards and raven chunks went everywhere, covering everything. Jet used the mystical bag to shield himself. 
Unbeknownst to everyone around, the moment Remington died, Death appeared, immediately chained together Remington’s soul, and reaped him away. When he had dropped him in Hell, he hadn’t realized his talisman was missing and was now eager to personally punish him. Although there was no Hell to take him to, Death dumped him into the Fate’s brewing pot of visions of death. It was as torturous as it sounds.
Jet opened up the bag. Virus popped out.
“What the Hell has been going on?” she asked.
“We’re being attacked. Let’s go.”
“Forget that.”
Virus took the hoverboard and whipped out her two handguns, unleashing a flood of bullets at the captain’s employees as she made her way to his ship. Jet chased after her on foot, down a ramp to the museum and through the encompassing park. 
Rochwerger and Motalii ducked and crawled away as Virus’ furious assault killed off all of the employees. Rochwerger bumped his head into Hades’ legs. He looked up as Hades glared down at them.
“Jump down there and kill him,” Hades ordered. “If you need help, you can become one with this ship just as you could with your old one.”
Motalii shot up and got in Hades’ face. “Look, we are done taking orders from you.”
Motalii went silent as a bullet hit him in the head. He fell to the floor with a hard thud.
Rochwerger crawled over to the body. “Motalii. Motalii!”
If Rochwerger could cry, he would.
“Get revenge,” Hades playfully suggested. 
Stone-faced, Rochwerger nodded, stood up, ran, and jumped off his ship right in front of the path of one of his cannons. Like earlier, the cannon sensed the captain’s presence and shot out a saddled rocket for him to land on. Rochwerger flew past Virus, heading straight for Jet. He jumped off, drew his sword, and took a swipe at Jet, but Jet avoided by jumping to his side. Rochwerger swung again, causing Jet to jump backward onto a boulder. Rochwerger slashed the boulder while Jet landed a flying kick into his gut. He skidded on the grass with Jet surfing on top of him. At the end of the trip, Rochwerger turned his head to see Virus with a gun pointed at his ripped open face. Parts of his skin were gone, revealing his rotted inside he had worked hard to conceal. 
Uncontrollably, Rochwerger began to laugh.
“I feel no pain for I am Captain Rochwerger!”
With great force, Captain Rochwerger shook off Jet. Jet crashed into Virus, putting them both down. Rochwerger jumped onto his feet. Using his personal teleporter, he vanished. 
“Damn it, where did he go?” Virus asked.
The ship rumbled then tilted over, tossing everything, along with the dead, on the uneven grass. The ship transformed, taking an almost human-like shape comprised of wood and metal. The head was carved in a wooden version of Rochwerger’s. The captain had indeed become one with his ship. 
Realizing this power, the demons from Hell gathered around. A large circle soon formed around the lovers. An aroma of demise engulfed the air. 
Virus and Jet were surrounded.
 

Chapter 24
Something of an Ending
 
Demons stood furiously eager in a competitive circle around the two back-to-back lovers. Their situation was the precise definition of surrounded and totally, totally dead. Last flew high above the scene on his dragon, emotionally detached to any of the characters he saw through his camera. 
“You know what,” Virus said, trying to pretend she wasn’t scared. “At least we’re going down together.” 
“Take my hand,” Jet said, and she did.
“What do we do now?” she whispered, fighting back the tears. 
Jet had a plan to give her strength. Jet spun around and embraced Virus, giving her the Best. Kiss. Ever. The kiss was so rich, so engrossed with adulation it made Goddess of Love’s top ten list of best kisses ever. He slowly released her.
He glared at Captain Rochwerger’s new form. 
“Your destruction and hate makes me sick,” Jet said without an ounce of sympathy for Rochwerger. 
Jet extended his right arm and pointed at the captain with his index, middle, and ring fingers, giving him the “pointing death sign.” He made a fist with that hand and put it by his heart.
Then he ran.
Jet ran at Captain Rochwerger with all of the speed he could muster. He pushed himself faster than he’d ever gone in Allball, than he’d ever gone before. He ran so beautifully fast! This was the type of athletic display that truly impressed us gods. As he ran, a golden aura shined around him.
Rochwerger’s foot crushed him.
Virus closed her eyes as the captain pounded her lover swiftly into the ground. It was so much pain. So much... pain.... Virus unleashed a curdling scream. All of the gods watching heard her scream, and even a few who weren’t had to turn their heads to address such a soul-shattering cry of sorrow.
Any scream she heard lavished her with strength, even when the scream was her own. As she screamed, she grew stronger. Such was the nature of this particular scream, that of lost love, that her strength grew past where her body could handle it. The change started small with her floating in the air, hovering slightly above the ground. Then it evolved to a wave of light that danced around her body, changing her black clothes to white. Finally, her hair transformed to a brownish-red, softly waving in the air as she descended again.
When she opened her eyes, she possessed the vision of a goddess. With that kind of sight, she saw wandering souls sent adrift from Heaven and Hell, visiting new places, and colorful spirits frolicking in their hidden world. She could see the echoes of past events and the beginnings of future ones. Even with her new ability flooding her entire mind and body at once, she remained collected. 
Only because she had suffered did she become fully alive at that moment. With ease, she made a long sword composed of pure light appear in her right hand.
Rochwerger looked at the little girl. “You think you can destroy me?”
Virus smirked. She was not going to let him live. She leaned into a forward change, hovering over the ground with her toes pointing down with the airy grace of a ballerina. 
With her light sword, she dove at the robotic ship-form of Captain Rochwerger, shredding him so damn fast that even the gods had to replay the scene just to see her hack him up into tiny pieces.
Last tried to take a picture, but it came out as a blur of light. Still, he would sell the photograph because he felt it captured her rage wonderfully. Virus didn’t even require a breath once finished, but she took one nevertheless to prepare herself.
Virus threw her sword, cutting down the surrounding demons before they had a chance to advance on her. Blood and entrails gushed over the land. Their short-lived screams packed her with superfluous power. She grabbed her weapon when it faithfully returned to her. 
Virus looked up at Last. With her godly sight, she saw his past; she knew his role in what had happened. “Did you really need to bring Hell up here for your pictures?”
In a burst of flames, the God of the Underworlds appeared in his demonic form to answer Virus’ burning question. “No, he didn’t. Hell was always all around you.”
Virus swung her sword at Hades, but he grabbed the blade with ease.
“Who the hell are you?” Virus asked. Her sight revealed nothing about him.
“I am Hades, the God of the Underworlds.”
“If you’re a god then why did you let things get out of control?”
Hades did not answer. The reason he would later claim was because if he didn’t put Hell back in its place, the other gods would take action against him. However, in stubbornness, he did not want to confess any reason. Virus attempted to push her sword forward, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Why?” Virus asked again.
“Life is why.”
Then the opposite came: Death appeared in a cloak of shadows and dirt next to Hades.
“Let go of her sword, Hades,” Death said like a mother interrupting a sibling fight. 
“I can get it free myself,” Virus snapped. She tried to pull the sword away from Hades, but again it did not budge. (A god’s sight is one thing, but a god’s strength is another, and although charged with the power of a scream born by love lost, she had not reached the plateau of which Hades resided.)
“Do not waste your strength, Cassie,” Death said, calling her by her birth name.
“I have unlimited power,” she shouted, crying because Jet’s death kept replaying in her head.
Hades laughed. “No, you don’t, you silly girl.”
Virus then yanked down hard on her sword. The sword fell from Hades’ grip, causing a mild burning pain to his hands, similar to a rug burn. Hades jumped back and gave a harrumph, allowing Death to talk to Virus.
“Thank you,” Death said.
Virus closed her eyes, but she could still sense everything around her. She saw into herself, saw into her past, saw every kiss with Jet, every happy and sad moment in life, and then for the first time, she saw her father, Dionysus, giving her mother the same type of flower Jet had given her on their date a few days ago.
Virus opened her eyes. “I’m a demigod.”
“Yes, you are,” Death said like caring yet cryptic father. “Now it is upon you to heal this mess and put Heaven and Hell where they belong.”
Virus looked at her feet, thinking of Jet. “Why me?”
Death lifted her chin up. “Because you can and you should.”
Virus turned away. “Why should I?”
“Because it was freewill that caused them to crash and it must be freewill to put them back.”
With her god sight, she saw the Workhorse Mall and its history of beautiful moments - jewelry bought for loved ones, children’s first taste of candy, pre-release celebrations of movies, people bumping into each other that would become married, business owners opening their shops for the first time, and so much more. “What if I want to fix the mall instead?”
Death pointed his scythe at the ground. As he lifted his scythe, the bones of a colossal horse arose.
“These are the bones of the workhorse that helped build the mall,” Death explained, holding back his frustration with Virus. “He will take care of the rebuilding.”
Virus thought of the people. “What about all of the souls?”
“There are gods of reincarnation taking care of that matter.”
“Fine,” Virus said, out of questions to avoid the task. “How do I get Hell out of here?”
Hades eagerly stepped forward, wanting to get Hell back to return to business. “I noticed you like to control light.”
Virus shrugged. “It’s fun.”
“If you create a blanket of light and cover Hell with it...” Hades twirled his fingers. “It should sink back down.”
Virus nodded. She flew into the air then, looking upon Hell, she screamed. A wave of light erupted out from her hands. The blanket of light drifted down over Hell like falling bed sheets, pushing Hell through the ground. She took a deep breath and floated back to the clean green landscape. 
“Now, how do I fix Heaven?”
“Make a new star with the light all around you,” Death told her.
Virus sighed. Her visit to Heaven was not a pleasant one. A part of her didn’t want to rebuild such an elitist place. A bigger part of her told her she could make Heaven better as she remembered what her mother told her about improving things when she saw her ghost and even what Vo said about their future. She focused her energy on creating a new source to power heaven. A rainbow-colored wave of light poured from her chest and into a sphere between her hands. Once she had enough light, she let the power explode and created not a star for heaven, but a glowing red heart.
“A heart?” Death said, surprised.
“Yes, a heart,” Virus said proudly. “Stars just shine brightly and look good for everyone, but a heart is where passion lives. Although hearts can break, unlike stars they can be fixed. As long as they keep on going, they’ll grow again. Kart was right. Heaven was corrupt, but I met some good people up there. I know a heart will make it better.”
The light from the heart gathered all the fallen pieces of Heaven. Within several heartbeats, Heaven was back in the sky where it belonged, though with massive changes. All the buildings had doors at the bottom, cloud level. The buildings were fashioned out of colorful trees, and nature sprouted up at every spot. To make sure everyone would remember where he or she came from, Heaven floated closer to the ground.
A bolt of lightning smashed into the ground as Virus watched Heaven fly into the sky. Virus, Hades, and Death turned their attention to the light that released a powerful god: Zeus. His huge presence, bright white toga, glowing body, and godly white hair irritated Virus with their excessive brightness.
“You did the right thing,” Zeus said to Virus. “You did better than we thought you would.”
Yes, we were playing everyone. Why did we do it? It all started when several of the lesser gods visited Heaven. During their visit, they ran into a myriad of arrogant souls, such as the man who taunted Kart outside the gates. They came to me first, to see if I could do something about their egos. I told them I wasn’t allowed to intervene, and that’s when Khepri appeared. He suggested it was time to restart Heaven, again.
Several of us devised an elaborate plan to fix the problem, keeping it secret, as we knew it would be divisive, even though it has been done before. We knew we had to get a good person to see this crisis and destroy Heaven. Of course, we couldn’t just convince someone already in Heaven. Ever heard the expression, “one bad apple spoils the bunch?” Besides, most of the people who entered Heaven minded their own business anyway. We couldn’t force someone - that would go against freewill. None of the gods could do it because that goes against the rules. No, for the plan to work, we had to allow souls to roam free and let someone take action. We knew Death would not allow souls to roam unguided. We had to force him.
As I told you earlier, Death took the soul of Remington to Hell, but he stole Death’s talisman thus allowing souls to travel freely. Finding the right person to steal Death’s talisman required a bit of skill. The Goddess of Shadows saw the fate of Remington’s life hanging on a thin string. I visited the Sisters of Fate, asked them to hold off on killing him while the Goddess of Shadows spoke to Remington. We had a good feeling Death would personally take him because of his fascinating history of crime. Death took the bait, and Remington stole the talisman, keeping it away from the grimmest of reapers. 
We knew Death would find him quickly. We had to instigate a riot that would kill some good people. It just happened at the time was Frank was visiting a group of zombies. Dionysus appeared to the group as the pretend drunk zombie that got everyone all riled up. 
The zombies arrived at the mall, but they weren’t doing much rioting. When Kart reached the mall, we knew we had to have him die, and that’s what brought us to the “accident” that killed Kart and Last. 
When Jet encountered the zombies at the mall, we knew he would tell Dr. Mana about them and that the doctor would go personally. We needed Dr. Mana to get Rochwerger at the mall instead. To pull that, off we had Nike (the Goddess of Victory) take the form of a nurse to lead a group of zombies to Dr. Mana’s parking spot to scare him away. Dr. Mana would then call his business partner, eventually realize his mistake, and (after returning from their visit in Heaven) ask Jet to stop him. Jet would fight him, and would’ve mostly likely lost, which would’ve brought about Virus’ transformation from the ecstasy gift she inherited from her father, Dionysus, but as you know, that didn’t exactly happen.
What we didn’t expect was that someone would be crazy enough to visit Hell. That’s when Ares entered the story. Ares took the form of Dave and greeted Last. The real Dave actually resides on Earth’s Hell, which according to your Pope, is where you’ll be going for reading this book. Don’t listen to him, though. Anyway, we weren’t sure what Ares was up to. He was a fan of Last’s work, but we knew he was planning something bigger and of course it should’ve been obvious: he was starting a war. He was the God of War after all.
With everything escalating, other gods got involved. Zeus stepped in and seized the project once Ares raised Hell. The rest is obvious and doesn’t need to be explained, but I thought I would give you insight as to how we nudged the events in this story to make a better Heaven. Yes, it was a busy day. Even though the mission was completed, the story was not. 
The revelation appalled Virus. “You - you have been using us?”
Hades smiled. The earlier truth was that he never wanted Virus to waste her power. He wanted her to destroy Zeus. He had figured out what was going on and used it to his advantage. He showed up because he knew Zeus would appear if he did. 
“You know what,” Virus said. “You gods are big, fucking assholes.”
Virus snapped her hand at Zeus, sending a wave of lightning bolts at him. The attack caught Zeus off-guard, and he was knocked down. 
“Oh, yeah! A fight!” Hades said with excitement. “Destroy him for all the pain he’s brought.”
Virus faced Hades. She flicked her hand up, and a geyser of fire erupted from below Hades’ feet. The burst of flames tossed Hades into the air. 
Death swung his scythe at Virus, but she caught the blade with her hands. The sky grew fiercely dark, and I mean brutally bleak. She tugged the scythe out of Death’s grip then tripped him with the wooden half of the scythe.
“How do you like that, you bastards?” Virus shouted. “It’s not fun being screwed around with! How about I blow this whole mother fucking god damned planet to tiny fucking pieces so you fucking jerks can’t screw around with anyone else’s fucking life here?”
Virus slipped her hands and arms deep into the ground.
The entire planet started to shake with her rage.
She heard everyone scream. 
It was so terrible. 
Then hope rode in on a hard working horse.
“Virus, stop!”
“Jet?” Virus cried as she looked up at him. “You’re still here? You’re alive!” 
Virus pulled her hands from the ground and ran toward Jet, who sat atop the workhorse. Jet jumped off as she approached. 
“No, I’m still dead,” Jet told her. “I’m a ghost now.”
Virus looked into the past and saw into his thoughts; he’d sacrificed himself to give her strength to fight Rochwerger and the demons. “But, why did you have to die?”
“To make you strong enough to fix everything.”
“But everything’s not fixed,” Virus screamed, tears streaming down her face. “I need to destroy the world that took you away from me.”
“No, you don’t.”
“But—”
Jet held a finger over her lips. “This planet is still beautiful. You’ve got to keep it that way.”
Virus stood still for a moment, reflecting. The beauty they experienced together had been changed. Others could still be happy. If she took away someone else’s love, she would be just as terrible as the gods. Jet was right. She wiped the tears from her face. “What about you? Where will you go now?”
“I don’t know,” Jet said, choked up as much as a ghost can be. Everything he believed about the afterlife was not what he had envisioned.
“To Hell!” Hades proclaimed.
Virus gave Hades a vile stare.
“No.” Zeus stepped in to defuse the tension. “He belongs in Heaven.”
“It looks like I’ll be watching over you from above then,” Jet said. 
“I promise I’ll never be with anyone ever,” Virus said. 
“I know you, Virus,” Jet said. “You can’t go a day without sex.”
Virus laughed then sniffled. “I’ll always fantasize that it’s you.”
Jet leaned in to give her a kiss, but his lips could not physically touch hers. Virus shed another tear. Never in her life had she wanted to kiss him so badly. It hurt her in a way that cannot be described, only felt, which I know some of you will feel someday. Sadly, not all of you will experience this and, in that case, live.
“I’ll miss you, Jet. I’ll miss you so much.”
“Don’t. I’ll always be with you.”
Death walked up to Jet and placed his hand on Jet’s shoulder. “It is time for us to go.”
With those last words, Death and Jet floated into the sky, fading away.
“I love you!” Jet yelled.
Tears poured down from the sky from several gods and goddesses, including the Goddess of Love, as they cried from having to watch the two part ways. 
 

Epilogue
 
And so that is the story of how Heaven and Hell came crashing down on one glorious day.
It was so wonderful.
The end.
But there was something else. The madness. Where did it go?
An hour had passed since the storm. A beautiful lady in white danced on a sandy beach. 
“Come play with us,” the beautiful woman in white said. Her name was Cassie Tri. She no longer went by the alias of Virus. “No matter what. I’ve seen the heart of this world. It was marvelous.”
“Tell me something, do you want the answer to life?” a man in an unusual suit made of oven mitts asked. “Why, my friend, it is drama! And drama is conflict! Everything would be so boring if we all got along.”
“I now know,” Cassie said.
Cassie sighed. All of the white faded from her. She transformed into her usual, dark self. The photographer, Last, took a picture of her transformation. In the future, it becomes his most valuable photograph.
In spite of everything that had happened, the sun drifted behind the ocean. 
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1 The Uncovering Aequus Date Idea Book gave Rainbow Hills high praise for its “winding paths where botanical delights await at every turn.” It recommended couples “listen to the songs of the musical flowers west of Myriad Botanical Conservatory in the park’s center.”

2 Picture all of the different types of sports you know mixed together with all of the types of video games, and you'll get a rough idea of Allball, more or less. 

3 From the signpost, the flowers were believed by early natives to have been imprinted with the souls of the lost.

4 Mirror Mirror on My Heart, The Echo of Time, Where is My Mind?, Final Divide, Wrong Destination, Running Out of Lives, All Alone with Milner, Nameless Insanity, The Gremlin Post, The Loneliness of Six (plus sequels The Sadness of Seven and The Hate of Eight), The Magic of Snow's Music, I Changed Again, Do Not Enter, and Cinnamon's Day.

5 Bodean's Ultra Goop - “Guaranteed sticky stack your stuff.”

6 For one to say they were going to work on a White Rabbit movie to Dylan Webb or the other way around was a great insult. The two were fierce rivals, with Dylan winning more awards and higher praise from critics.

7 Think of murmets as living puppets. Simple enough?

8 It's not racist to say all tutelagions look alike because they do all look alike, which is why many modify themselves.

9 The “Protectors Keepers Law” states that an individual may personally keep any weapon they've retrieved from an attacker for future personal protection.

10 Le Né is so prestigious one cannot simply make a reservation. One has to show up and hope they are prestigious enough to be let in. Powerful and famous rulers, senators, and celebrities have all been turned away for not being respectable enough.

11 “Stop your assailants cold with the affable halt gun! With twelve homing rounds, you can protect yourself from any danger. Even the meekest of people can move their adversaries away once the halt gun has hit them. Order the official peace keeping gun used by protectors in one of seven colors!”

12 From Juuzi Virdeer's encyclopedia, Elements that Matter, “Staridum is a power source consisting of capturing a star in the act of becoming a black hole and suspending it that state. This class two material is very rare and very powerful.”

13 Professor Lord Zoolaugs book, Thesis of Species, describes wyverns as, “the smaller, more civilized cousin to dragons that are capable of reaching up to three meters in length. Wyverns have no legs and thus are typically in consonant flight unless in a state of rest.” While rapper, B. Bone, less elegantly describes them in his song, F***** F***, “Yo, my knickers the wyverns they always be flying / boom, boom, boom / don't fuck with them / boom, boom, boom / Yo, they pick you up / boom, boom, boom / and just watch that tail whip you.”

14 Time on the Five Following Planets is counted as such: one minute equals one hundred seconds and one hour equals one hundred minutes with ten hours in a day, regardless of planet or location as there are no time zones.

15 An evolutionary off branch of humans originating from Earth, sasquatches differed from humans in that they were on average 25% taller and were covered with brown fur. Sasquatches were nearly wiped extinct by early humans until they escaped through a portal at Stonehenge.

16 Contrary to what you may think, shadow demons love sunlight. After all, light casts shadows. Shale had art hanging in front of the windows that casted shadows of various shapes and figures.

17 The Mahaba Library is the largest underwater library on the Green Planet. The Pavlopet Library on the Blue Planet, however, is the largest underwater library out of the five planets.

18 The infamous God of War. Also a god with a rather elegant rock garden. 

19 Approximately 10 feet, 3 yards, 13 Gordon Fists, etc.

20 This “legend” is actually rather true. Some of the gods lived with the Atlanteans there and they did become even more arrogant than they normally were because of it. In all honesty, that's why I never lived with them. I know Poseidon destroyed the island, but I'm not positive about the portal. I shall ask him sometime.

21 He spoke her true name, which is impossible for mortals to pronounce much in the way of trying to remember a fuzzy dream from ages ago. 

22 By the way, I spoke with Poseidon about the portals and he said Uranus tinkered with them so that they would make pretty colors and cause drama.

23 “The Taffom Sid is sporty and well equipped for adventure whether it be in the waters of Hakim or the skies of Vaklno, it can handle it.”

24 I'm not sure of the name of the architecture style of her house and I'm not going to go ask Bob [the God of Structural Design]. He's a pompous ass still yakking about those damn towers on Cortina. 

25 And all of you in the optical business thought that polarized lenses just eliminated glare, helped prevent early cataracts, and reduced stress on the eyes. Ha. I laugh at your lack of knowledge. 

26 Shuck is their equivalent of, “shit, this sucks.”

27 Source: Dionysus, the God of Ecstasy and most commonly respected for his taste in wine.

28 Depending on the brand of solution, one's hands could be moisturized or broken nails could be repaired.

29 There are many forms of teleportation, but Travel Mirrors are the most commercial. If you're wondering, “why doesn't everyone use them?” there are many reasons. First, not everyone can. For example, since vampires don't have a reflection they can't use a mirror and if a gorgon uses a Travel Mirror, they come out as stone on the other side. Another more common reason is that you can only go to other locations that have a Travel Mirror. Besides, since cars can drive themselves a ride can be rather relaxing and you can discover new places. Of course, the main reason is religious. Many just simply believe any form of teleportation damages the soul, and Travel Mirrors doubly so.

30 Random Fact: Poseidon thinks the name of the lake is funny.

31 It is disrespectful for a lower class being to call a god by name.
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