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     I 


     Josh Ridley sat in an empty reception area. He’d been there for twenty minutes. It was eerie to enter a relatively nice reception area and not be greeted. Growing more and more restless, he finally walked to the wooden door and found it locked.  


     He returned to his seat. Once he left this office, he would delete Skinner’s number from his phone. Without his influential sales pitch, Josh wouldn’t be here. He would be at home listening to Karen recall her work week, safe in the simplicity of his routine. 


     Abruptly, the wooden door opened. 


     The man in the doorway was about fifty. He was tall and microphone-stand thin with curly black hair that puffed out like a Chia pet. The sallow skin beneath his salted two-day stubble made Josh think of a lunatic suicide bomber. 


     “I’m Dr. Ferrel.” The man’s tone was cordial. He averted his eyes and scanned the room as if to ensure they were alone. 


     “Hello,” Josh said. He wasn’t ready to stand. Just being here proved he needed something in his life, but what? 


     “I understand this might seem a bit overwhelming. The reception area design adds confusion,” Dr. Ferrel said. “Memory association is telling you to fill out forms, speak to a nurse, get your ID on file. Hesitation is common, but the psychological benefits of an office of absolute trust, like your doctor’s, outweigh the detriments. Please, follow me.” 


     Learning the reasoning behind a decision always comforted Josh. Here, alone in a secluded area with a stranger and an uncertain future, the information helped him continue. 


     Dr. Ferrel’s office lacked windows and seemed twice as spacious as necessary. A gray door on the back wall led, presumably, to the attached warehouse-sized structure Josh had noticed from outside. The room was a hybrid of design. The high-polished cherry wood desk with a winged master chair and a pair of deep brown subordinates across from it suggested a Dean’s office, while the grayish-blue walls, fluorescent lighting, and cabinets above a single counter with a small sink made it feel like an examination room. 


      “Please, have a seat.” Dr. Ferrel motioned to the chairs. 


     Instead, Josh inspected the framed photos on the wall. All were of insects, mostly pin-ups like those found in a science class, and diagrams of entomological classifications: arachnids, arthropods, larvae. 


     An exquisitely-framed six-feet-by-four-feet professional shot of a king scorpion on a bed of sand, its stinger poised to strike, dominated a side wall. Another high-quality photo filled the real estate behind Dr. Ferrel’s desk. 


     It was a vibrant, up-close shot of a praying mantis. Its razor-clawed forelegs clenched on either side of black mandibles in the pose that had earned it its pious moniker. Its head resembled an inverted pyramid with rounded edges. Two green eyes spritzed with orange and dotted with black pupils granted the hunter an encompassing view. 


     If enlarged to those proportions it would strike with a bewildering deftness. He’d be impaled, screaming and writhing as he neared the predaceous-looking mouth, all ending with a few bone-splintering crunches. Dormant instincts told Josh to forget the money he’d spent to be here and run. 


     “Marvelous creature,” Dr. Ferrel said, startling Josh from the clutches of his imagination. 


     Dr. Ferrel had taken up position at the side of the desk, allowing an unimpeded view. “Hierodula mantis. The word ‘mantis’ is derived from the Greek word for prophet. Something holy. Sometimes I dim the lights, sit in one of those chairs, and just marvel.” 


     Josh felt as if someone had poured chalk down his throat. He glanced around for a beverage, wondering again: What am I doing? 


     Living like a god. 


     Skinner’s words echoed in his mind. Josh wished he’d never met the influential salesman. Deleting his contact would be top priority after negotiating a portion of his money back from this madman. 


     Dr. Ferrel dropped into his seat and leaned forward. “Do you have the invite?” 


     Josh eased the pouch from his pocket, and against his internal wishes to keep the ivory pass with the scrimshaw outline of a muscular man, he placed it in Dr. Ferrel’s outstretched hand. 


     The doctor removed the slick ivory and admired it as he opened a side drawer and located a template that resembled a credit card swiper. Setting the ivory plate in its center, he waited while the machine verified authenticity with a double-beep and then transferred it to the drawer. 


     “Do you know what that is?” Dr. Ferrel asked. “How fortunate you are to be in that chair?” 


     “I don’t remember feeling that way.” Josh chuckled to hide the discomfort brought by searching his memory for ‘fortunate’ and coming up empty. “I guess many of us never find the time to count our blessings.” 


     Dr. Ferrel studied him a moment before turning to open a refrigerated cabinet and retrieve a can of ginger ale. After cracking the top, he passed it to Josh and watched him drink. “Are you familiar with human anatomy?” 


     Josh rested the can on the desk. “No more than the next man.” 


     “It’s a fascinating field. The public might think most of our past medical curiosities have been answered definitively, but nearly every accepted theory has opposition data. I often wonder which of our modern beliefs, a century from now, will be proven foolhardy.” He leaned back, studied Josh for a moment, then continued. “The fact remains, I very much enjoy the workings of the body, particle physics, and as you can see—” he motioned to the pin-up “—entomology. My doctorate, however, is in physics with a focus on particle reconstruction.” 


     Josh appreciated Dr. Ferrel sharing his thoughts, but he wanted to know how this man, and that ivory pass, intended to make him live like an actual god. 


     “Have you been briefed about what to expect over the next thirty-nine days?” 


     At that, Josh rose from his chair and glanced at the wooden door. “I can’t be gone that long!” He pictured the havoc Karen would wreak in that time; the ape-angry fit that would await a late return spiked an ice-shard through his heart. “I was told this lasts exactly seventy-two hours.” 


     “It does, Josh. To them.” Dr. Ferrel’s gaze flitted to the door to indicate the outside world. “But for you, thirty-nine days will have passed. Allow that to be the first of many unimaginable truths.” Dr. Ferrel interlaced his long, bony fingers and eased closer. “There are gaps in the human body, gaps in all matter. The universe is full of wasted space. A true mystery. 


     “Cellular globs float in our bodies. When pressed together they leave enormous fissures. Couple this with the gaps in cells, air in fluids, fat tissue, and we find immense room for… ergonomic reconfigurations.” A moment passed. “Are you following me?” 


     Josh swigged the ginger ale thinking, not one bit, but he said, “I mean, I understand what you’re saying.” Draining the rest of the can, he returned it to the desk, wiped his hands on his thighs and thought, Why is it so hot in here? 


     Sterile floors and walls, decadent furniture, this man babbling nonstop yet saying nothing, and that praying mantis eyeing him clamped pressure around his heart. 


     Dr. Ferrel opened another drawer and planted a fifth of rum on the desk. “Would you like a drink?” 


     “Yes, thank you.” 


     Dr. Ferrel set a glass between them and filled it halfway. 


     Josh drank half. He then held the glass loosely in his lap and considered everything he could lose by continuing on. 


     Karen was a quality partner. She was a bit controlling and self-centered, but she was smart and beautiful, in that respectable way where she blended in at any event yet didn’t draw the attention of every man. Having made a colossal mistake by agreeing to this, Josh decided to propose marriage when he returned and place her in charge of their finances. Two things she wanted. 


     He downed the rest of his drink. 


     The first gulp had calmed him. The second helped loosen his hold on rational decision making, or at least could act as his scapegoat in foregoing the treasured mindset. 


     “I’ve never asked this before,” said the doctor. “Often, the person sitting where you are is an aristocrat demanding to know every minute detail. After reading your bio and a bit on microeconomics, I’ll ask: would you like an explanation, or shall we begin?” After a blank stare from Josh, he continued. “See, I read about opportunity costs last night. Perhaps you want to forego the prattle of how and what to maximize your return on time.” 


     Opportunity costs sought the highest value of alternate uses of one’s time. A discussion on microeconomics was the last thing Josh expected in this eerie building. 


     “What I’d value,” Josh said as he stiffened his back, the alcohol encouraging him, “is learning what my small fortune bought me.” 


     “Very well.” Dr. Ferrel exhaled. “First and foremost there is no risk with the procedure. We’ve only had successful results over the past twelve years. Hundreds of people, thousands of animals, all without incident.” 


     Risk. Procedure. Incident. Josh longed for a window but his eyes returned to the beady glare of the lime-green mantis. 


     “Today we will remove all of God’s waste and microscopically reshape what remains.” 


     Josh twisted the empty glass between his fingers. 


     “We are going to shrink you, Josh, to under a quarter of an inch,” Dr. Ferrel said as he stood, his voice rising with excitement. “What initially astounded us, and elevated this breakthrough, was the disproportionate retention of mass when shrunk.” His eyes widened as he paused to make sure Josh was paying attention. 


     “A man three millimeters tall will weigh a quarter-ounce! Understand, that is like you looking the same as you do now, moving as nimbly, yet weighing over a ton.” 


     Josh’s buzz settled in nicely, allowing him to follow this man’s absurdity with interest rather than outrage. He placed the empty glass on the desk. 


     “If that were true, Josh, you could shove this desk with a force that would send it, and me, through the wall. Your skin would glow healthily yet be as strong as treated leather. Your cranium and sternum would be near impenetrable.” Dr. Ferrel adopted a thousand-yard stare. “Time fluctuates based on mass and speed. Faster in some places. Slower in others. This is a take on Einstein’s theory of relativity. Another amazing side effect of our procedure is that for every day that passes here, thirteen will lapse while you are modified.” 


     Josh snatched the empty glass and guided the remaining drops of rum into his mouth. “What happens after…?” 


     “I’m getting there, Josh. Once you are miniaturized you’ll be transported to another world. One in constant chaos, one where monsters lurk in bushes, demons raid villages looking to feed, where human life is difficult. In an environment of immediacy, value shifts from mundane chatter and days of banality to the simple pleasure seeking and pain avoidance. 


     “Yet their culture has a greater degree of hope, for they have tangible saviors. Gods who descend from the heavens. Indestructible mortals with unyielding strength. Deities who often slaughter the scourge. Who possess the power to return their lives to a semblance of safety. Where you, Josh Ridley, can make a difference.” 


     Josh’s mind whirled, and not from the rum alone. 


     He rose and walked to the larvae poster. 


     The elegant, almost graceful, silken quality of the mosquito larva intrigued him while the vile, blanched casing of the ugly blowfly—which resembled a dried intestine—had the opposite effect. 


     Larvae, what a strange decoration. In this office they piqued great interest. The images took his mind off paying a year’s bonus to go from a pudgy number cruncher to a warrior. 


     He dropped his head and swallowed. 


     If Skinner had been more forthcoming, he could have saved their friendship, possibly Josh’s relationship with Karen, and definitely a lot of money. 


     Whatever this man meant by slaughtering demons, Josh wanted no part of it. He still suspected himself a pawn in an elaborate ruse. Crazy man Ferrel would have him drink an elixir or ingest some pill and then lead him through a dream-like fantasy. 


     How could Skinner have been so foolish? 


     Facing Dr. Ferrel, Josh committed himself to playing along... For now. “Say, for a moment, I believe what you’re saying.” 


     Dr. Ferrel nodded. 


     “I gave you that money to risk my safety, possibly die once I’m in this new place?” 


     “Not at all.” Dr. Ferrel furrowed his brow. “Not at all. You invested in a chance to live. To quench the thirst for conquest and purpose that we all harbor.” He pointed to the wooden door. “You can walk out that door and find death. Trudge to your end like all the others. Or…” He pivoted toward the gray door. “You can enter a beyond of your own choosing. A place where no one can deny your will. Live life as you truly choose. Help if you want. Pillage, if that lives in your heart. Dominate. Maim. Humiliate—” 


     “Enough,” Josh said, squeezing his eyes shut. Opening them, he asked, “What type of person do you think I am?” 


     Dr. Ferrel crumpled his forehead and drew back with a quizzical look. “You are human, Josh, therefore I’ll never know.” 


     Breathing deeply to ward off the jab at his character, Josh again wondered how he could have been so stupid or how much Skinner had earned for this referral. You think someone is your friend, that you have this deep, meaningful bond, and then learn it was all a scam. A long con to bilk a sucker. 


     “Do you trust the man who gave you that card?” 


     Josh used to. Making eye contact, and reading only devout interest in Dr. Ferrel, Josh nodded. 


     “Then trust him still. Everyone who comes to me has reservations. Follow me through the other door. Let me show you the greatest wonder of our time.” 


     No thank you, Josh thought. He might be gullible but he wasn’t brain-dead. Aloud he said, “Okay.” 


     The gray door led to a warehouse with steel framing, concrete floors, and dim lighting. Near the entrance was a well-lit dome that resembled an igloo molded out of clear acrylic. Although empty, the inside appeared the ideal size for housing an apple tree. Another layer of acrylic, as wide as a hallway, circled this igloo and glowed white from interior lights. A control panel stood to its left. 


     Two glass tanks forty feet tall and two hundred feet long, their sides painted to prevent an inside view, occupied the remainder of the space. 


     “Alphaloome and Betaloome,” Dr. Ferrel said. “Two complete worlds. Each with unforgiving terrain and more than double the landmass of the state of Delaware. Alphaloome is an arid, rocky desert. Betaloome is an overgrown jungle of dense vegetation. Both worlds are fraught with peril. Each habitat’s denizens constantly pray for a respite delivered by gods.” 


     The size and stillness of the warehouse made Josh feel small. With something this size he would have expected more commotion: bleating horns, hand-carts rushing about, safety lights and sounds, even robots stocking shelves, but nothing stirred. Even with the illuminated acrylic igloo, an Instagram post would be no more than curious, if not outright dull. To senses beyond the accepted five, however, the place inspired and electrified Josh. 


     “My preference is to have you inserted within the next nine minutes. Get you there by early afternoon.” 


     “Shouldn’t we slow down?” Josh asked. His blood raced when he considered the possibilities, but in the world of finance, common sense ruled. “I’m not even sure I want to be part of your experiment.” 


     Dr. Ferrel hadn’t heard or chose to ignore the comment because he positioned himself before the control panel and interacted with a touch screen. The glass igloo shifted and rotated like an automated Rubik’s cube until an entrance faced Josh. 


     “I should warn you, a person can only be resized once. Should you choose to return for a second visit you will have access to Apotheosis—an unimaginably large and diverse world—but that would be a non-reversible trip.” 


     Second visit? Josh hadn’t even decided to go on a first trip. 


     “Remove your clothes. All of them.” 


     “Listen—” 


     “Please,” Dr. Ferrel interrupted. “You need to avoid thinking about the present.” He touched the screen and a hum emanated from within the dome. He raised his voice. “You need to focus on the motivation that drew you to your vehicle this morning, on what made you convert cash to diamonds, on the trust you have in your sponsor, on the fact that he cared for you so deeply that he shared this miracle with only you.” 


     Before he okayed the action, Josh’s hand unbuttoned his shirt. He trusted Skinner to the point of mental illness. More than that, he couldn’t look into his friend’s disappointed eyes or Karen’s contemptuous ones without an argument to fall back on or an experience to share. 


     Slipping off his second sock, he glanced at the doctor who was monitoring the readings on the control screen. Imagining Dr. Ferrel’s disgust when he took in his plump, pink body filled Josh with self-consciousness. Why had he spent so many years avoiding the gym and eating fast food? Were all Dutch people anchored with perpetual baby fat? 


     “Your skivvies as well.” 


     Josh obliged. Even though the doctor never faced him, Josh covered himself with his hand as he awaited further instructions. 


     “Thank you,” Dr. Ferrel said. “That was much simpler than the hour spent cajoling a prince this morning. Now please, step into the reconstructor, head to its center, and have a seat.” 


     Josh stared at the inviting opening. Despite all his reservations, it beckoned. Vibrations near the threshold gave him pause. Steeling his nerves, he scampered to the center of the dome, sat on the cold acrylic flooring, and wrapped his arms around his knees. 


     The igloo shifted again. Banging, sliding, rotating. This time when Josh looked around, he saw no exit. No presumed entrance. The noise increased. The humming jiggled his love handles. The surrounding white glow brightened until he could see nothing else. Judging by the strobing distortion of light the glass hallway was spinning. 


     The igloo’s growl rose until it drowned out all other sounds. His blond arm hairs stood at attention. The light grew brighter. The outer hall whipped faster. Every strand on his head stood erect, tugging at the anchors that connected them. A suction-like force threatened to unclasp his hands. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his jaw. 


     The deafening sound shook his innards. The illumination penetrated his eyelids. Then he lost consciousness. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     II 


     Josh woke in the fetal position. He first thought of the Dewitt portfolio. They could benefit by investing in historical autographs, dial back on the precious metals. He rolled onto his back, stretched, and grew curious about the bright, warm room he inhabited. Shifting his weight sounded internal alarms. His entire body—from head to toe—felt inflated, as if a stick of dynamite had exploded inside his chest, blasting his skeleton outward. So much heat coursed through him he tried to remember if the transfer process involved zapping him with electricity. 


     Remaining supine afforded him a view of a blue sky spotted with clouds. Raising up to his elbows, he kept his eyes on the clouds. A light breeze passed over him, but the clouds were stationary. The sun also shone irregularly, more white than orange, and its intensity, although severe, allowed for a continued stare. 


     A deep exhale helped defend against innate worry over the unnatural signs. He pulled up his legs and wrapped his arms around his knees. The size of his arms and quads was much more disconcerting than a weird sky. 


     Gripping a steel bicep, he felt no give and thought back on his one or two brief spells of working out as an adult. A month or two where he would hit the gym or do a routine at home. After a few weeks he would notice his body growing dense. Lifting daily objects, such as a gallon of milk, grew noticeably easier, but those small improvements versus the time he spent to achieve them never tipped his opportunity cost. 


     The arm he held now resembled a cavemen club. His body was more chiseled than a painting’s epic depiction of a Spartan warrior. 


     He thudded a veiny first against his chest. It was like hitting an I-beam with a rubber mallet. 


     Intending to brush into the sand next to him, simply to examine his sense of touch, the innocent swipe with his hand scooped away inches. He wiped harder, faster, and scraped down two feet in a matter of seconds and found a smooth rubber lining. An understanding of his environment formed, yet he lacked the interest to pursue the evidence. He wanted to stay in the physical world, so he placed his hands on the ground. With minimal effort, he launched to his feet. 


     Energy comprised him. Raw power. Clenching his hands and flexing his forearms amplified the surging currents. 


     He was in the center of a dusty arena that appeared to have been abandoned decades ago. A chipped and faded mural of Mount Olympus, complete with each of the gods of antiquity, decorated the northern wall. Josh turned west and saw ascending rows of stone benches. The south wall clashed with the coliseum feel as it seemed to be made of clear acrylic, presenting a transparent face that towered into the sky. A tint colored its surface as if he stood on the viewing side of a two-way glass. With the bottom thirty feet of the acrylic wall mashed against dank soil, that wall made him feel like he was peering into an ant farm topped with lush greenery. 


     The movement made him aware of his nudity yet he felt no compulsion to cover himself. Anyone would marvel at the definition of his torso, the girth of his thighs, the breadth of his shoulders. 


     He personified perfection. 


     Josh always knew Kyle Skinner was a genius. 


     If the entire trip passed in this fashion—him standing in the buff, in an empty room, feeling like he did—it would be money well spent. 


     He stomped a foot and reveled as vibrations rippled outward. 


     Someone gasped behind him. 


     He spun so fast he feared dizziness, but instead was surged with endorphins.  


     Josh found a startled teenage boy twenty feet away. He held a bundle of clothes.  


     Josh studied him. With his head dropped, the boy’s loose blonde curls reached his wide shoulders. When he peeked at Josh, he revealed blue eyes and a defined jawline. He wore brown pants and a white top. A large buckle secured a belt around his narrow waist. 


     Josh covered the distance between them in a hop. 


     The earth quaked with his landing. 


     The boy’s chin touched his chest. He trembled, but to his credit, he held his ground. 


     “Who are you?” Josh asked. His voice boomed and was surprised by the power of his voice. 


     “Fa- Flavius, m’lord.” 


     Josh surveyed the arena and inquired, “Are we alone?” 


     “Yes, sire. No one is allowed to enter the Hall of the Gods, save his chosen servant.” His eyes crept up to meet Josh’s then darted back down. The young man then bowed and extended the bundle of clothing. 


     “Are those mine?” 


     “Yes, mighty one. The tunic was crafted with the finest cloth in all of Bristalius.” 


     With some assistance (even though Josh was as limber as a contortionist), he donned the clothes: a leather and cloth undergarment more comfortable and supportive than his usual boxer briefs; a tunic that hung to his knees, fastened with a maroon rope; and a pair of leather sandals that criss-crossed up his calves. 


     “You look splendid, m’lord,” Flavius said. “The people will ask how to address you.” 


     “My name is Josh Ridley.” 


     “JoshRidley.” Flavius pronounced it as one word. “A most fitting name for a god.” 


     When someone called you a god, they were joking, being an ass, an ultra-polite lover, or exposing insanity. An hour ago Josh would have laughed and answered accordingly. Since times had changed, he said, “It’s two words: Josh Ridley.” 


     The boy went to one knee, crossed his arm over his chest, and touched his fist to the opposite shoulder. “I, Flavius Kristian, son of Ursus, descendant of the god AlbertGoulooze, pledge my life to you. Command me, great JoshRidley.” One word. 


     No one had ever considered Josh arrogant, at least not accurately. One could make a solid case he was a docile, meek man. The power surging through him churned like lava. It permeated his body and sharpened his mind. It made a young man pledging him fealty seem natural. 


     Though he harbored no ill will or wicked thoughts, he knew all too well what would happen if he bashed a fist on one of Flavius’ shoulders. The thought frightened Josh. It humbled and sobered him. If his new attributes could be used effectively to help, perhaps Josh could duel with a demon. 


      “Please, rise.” 


      The lad stood with renewed confidence. He even smirked after snatching brief eye contact. 


      “Have you met other gods?” 


      “No, your eminence.” 


      “Call me Josh.” 


      “As you wish, JoshRidley. You are the fourth god to appear since my birth. JustineHilton blessed Bristalius during that time. MarioRodriguez was rumored to have survived the hordes of madmen in Eludius, Betaloome’s deepest nation, at the seventh of my years. During my eleventh, MohammedFordeen lost an arm attempting to usurp RobertJohnson for Carmanthis, our third nation. And now, there is you. The gods are good to have deemed me your worthy servant.” 


      “A visiting god had his arm cut off?” Josh said as he squeezed the dense one attached to his shoulder, trying to imagine a force great enough to sever it. 


      “Gods arrive from different realms of heaven. You visit, do as you please, then either return to your Earth or ascend to Apotheosis. Betaloome has but one permanent god, RobertJohnson. His hall is in Atlantis and he has ruled for near two centuries. Atlantis is our top and most beautiful nation. They live safe and free of demons. They perform shows, have song halls and dances, and the coliseum.” He said this with a higher tone of voice as if transfixed by the notions. More seriously, he said, “RobertJohnson is a fair god. He has but two laws. The first, no bottom dwellers may enter Atlantis.” 


      Didn’t sound fair to Josh. 


     “Law two states that gods may enter Atlantis only to challenge his rule in the coliseum. Also that gods shall not return to Betaloome for a second time. Both laws carry the penalty of death.” 


     The thought that someone would dare tell the new Josh what he could and couldn’t do conjured a scowl and offended his very essence. 


     “RobertJohnson slayed TimothySmith over a century past and has taken limbs from two other gods. They claim he dips them in gold and hangs them in his Hall of Distress—a pit of hell in the center of paradise.” 


     So, he’s not only an arrogant control freak, thought Josh, he’s sadistic and a psychopath. 


     “This should not concern you, JoshRidley. I am a son of Bristalius and I would be remiss not to report we have prayed to the heavens to send us a god. The eviscerator numbers continue to swell. They storm our villages and mutilate, feast, or steal away with everyone not within the temple. We hear of flying spears in the south. Trappers surround our every exit.” He puffed out his chest. “There is great hope that you will be our savior.” 


     Josh searched the young man’s eyes and experienced a sense of affinity for him. He’d never had so much faith placed in him. Josh stepped away to gather his thoughts. 


     He stood in an entire world housed inside one of those massive terrariums. A world besieged by vicious predators. Clenching his pectoral muscles reassured his nerves, but butterflies still fluttered. 


     The place where he stood might have been a coliseum at one time or an area where citizens gathered and held town hall meetings. Josh wondered what had transpired to cause such neglect of this area. Dust littered the concrete benches, the air tasted stale and dry. As he surveyed the entire room he noticed a building jutted from the decorated wall, camouflaged by the overlapping mural on its side. It was long and narrow, like a carwash. 


     Assuming he was in the northernmost side of the terrarium, he turned and searched the southern wall, but located no visible entrances to the main chamber. A clear ledge hung thirty feet off the sandy ground, running flush with the top of the soil on the other side of the terrarium. He saw no way to the top. A ladder hung from its edge, but it only had one rung twenty feet off the ground. 


     Shaking the concern from his mind, he returned his attention to his young page. “Is there a common routine for when a god arrives?” 


     “They are met by an acolyte whose duty is to help in the selection of weapons and humbly assist in its usage.” 


     A weapon? Josh’s interest spiked. “Swords and shields and such?” 


     “Not mere swords. These are blades forged for the gods. Unwieldable by mere mortals.” 


     Josh secretly hoped Flavius knew someone who needed wood chopped, a task he was ready to tackle. With his newfound strength he could hold an axe in each hand, have men establish a circular perimeter around him with a dozen base logs, assign a man to stack at each one, and he would swing away as he rotated. A two for one: help with the heating and cooking while improving his hand-eye coordination. 


     “Show me these weapons.” 


     Flavius tucked errant blonde hairs behind his ear. “The armory of the gods.” He pointed to the building with the mural. “If it pleases you, retrieve multiple weapons. We shall practice each to discover what suits you.” 


     A set of stone doors protected the contents. Rings of rusted steel served as handles. He wrapped a meaty hand around each and pulled. The doors were solid stone, a foot thick, yet they slid open as if made of particle board. Only the indentations in the dirt and the shock in Flavius’ eyes betrayed their true weight. 


     A single red bulb illuminated once the door opened halfway. The interior went deeper than he anticipated and smelled dry, like an ancient crypt sealed for centuries. Medieval weapons of exaggerated proportions lined each side. On the floor to his right sat a spiked iron ball whose sharp tips came flush with his waist. The links that connected it to the handle were as long as his upper arm. He lifted the handle off the floor. The six links made it so when his arm was fully extended the ball dangled inches off the ground, but the massive iron object felt as light as a kitten’s toy. 


     It might be too technical a choice for him, but he dragged it outside anyhow. 


     He strolled past a five-foot katana and an enormous battle axe that matched his height and breadth. He pulled out a two-handed long sword twelve feet long, thirty inches wide, with an edge made for shaving. A chest apparatus lay behind the behemoth. An obvious device for transporting the oversized weapon across his back. 


     He passed a pair of clawed hands that would make a kodiak turn tail; various blades on sticks; axes of numerous designs; dual swords; a metal bo staff; short swords; and near the end, he spotted a blade whose shape and color reminded him of a crescent moon. It was a Persian shamshir—more commonly known as a scimitar. 


     Even with the arc it stood as tall as him. Two feet off the hilt a small iron handle had been welded to the rear of its blade. Two rows of Arabic symbols were etched on the blade’s base. Spotting the ivory hilt solidified his choice of weapon. 


     Josh splayed his fingers as he gripped the handle. 


     The blade felt like an extension of himself. He gave the rank air a small chop before grabbing the shoulder device designed to hold the sword across his back and heading back into the arena. 


     “This one!” He said while holding it at arm’s length, looking majestic, feeling remarkable. 


     “You will slay a thousand demon lords with such a weapon.” Flavius had donned a belt and short sword spotted with rust and nicks. For the next hour Josh shadowed its movements as he learned the basics of thrust, slice, parry, and how not to over swing and gouge himself. The most impactful lesson applied to the attached grip on the sword’s blunt side. Its ingenious design allowed the long weapon to be wielded using both hands, adding force when going down or speed when reversing direction. 


     Attaching the harness required cutting slits in the toga’s back. Wearing the sword presented another opportunity for the odd grip. With the scabbard resting across his back, the white hilt lay out of reach above his head. To release the scimitar, he used the welded handle to yank it over his left shoulder, which placed the smooth ivory swiftly and directly into his right hand. 


     On Flavius’ urging, he practiced unclasping and replacing the blade until he felt comfortable with the procedure. 


     The extended activity rivaled anything Josh had done since childhood, but his new body screamed to stay in motion and apparently never tired. He had declined water when his young steward offered and felt no compulsion to eat when told of a celebration feast in his honor. 


     He wanted to attack targets. Not demonic ones that could strike back, but he would have a field day with a gang of straw men or foot-round trees. 


     He also longed for Karen to see him. They attempted to vary their intimacy, particularly from his end, because she was quite set in her ways as far as what pleased her. Yet, even following her constant directions, their love making never dripped with passion. He imagined this diamond-hard body would make her tremble and him perform like a stallion. Picturing her unrestrained longing as she rushed to strip off her clothes and bend to his will stirred desire in his loins. Josh cowboy-walked a few steps to relieve the buildup. 


     “Cry pardon, JoshRidley,” Flavius said as he added a mismatched pair of gauntlets to his own forearms. “My village, Reysona, is the nearest to us. Still, it lies three shadow bars from here.” 


     Logically Josh knew if this young man was willing to leave these confines he should have no fear, but it surfaced nonetheless. Gathering his courage, he nodded. “Okay, but how do we get out?” 


     Flavius pointed to the ledge along the acrylic wall. “Four men and Reysona’s best rope lowered me in. The only way up is the ladder of ascension.” 


     Josh trudged to its base. A wide rung hung a touch higher than twenty feet off the ground. 


     “Only you can decide if I will travel with you, by taking me,” the boy said, while keeping his focus on the overhead platform. The deepening of his voice and crumpling of his brow revealed his concerns for being deemed unworthy and left behind. 


     Josh would take him wherever he went, but he focused on the single rung above them. He moved to the rung’s center. The scimitar towered over his back, but for all its mass and gyrations it might as well have been a feather. 


     Professional basketball players boasted thirty-five-inch vertical jumps. This would be at least six times that. Even with legs that resembled cordage jumps that high seemed improbable. 


     Squatting, he honed in on the overhead bar. In one fluid motion, he thrust upward using all his might. The power exerted at his launch stretched time and allowed him to experience each hundredth of a second. A dipping rollercoaster didn’t impart as much G-force on its initial drop. 


     He felt like a rocket leaving its pad. The floor slipped away. Wind and gravity matted his hair and pulled on his face. The rung drew steadily closer. His hands clamped around it. 


     He shouted in celebration. 


     A downward glance showed Flavius pumping his fist in triumph. Josh sought the next grip point. Using only brute arm strength, he yanked upward. 


     He dangled from the ledge a moment taking in the world below, knowing he had just done the impossible. After a smile, he released to the previous rung then dropped again, thudding next to Flavius. 


     Josh saw relief in the boy and understood by jumping without him Flavius had feared abandonment. 


     In hindsight, Josh should have made his intention to investigate his capabilities clear. 


     “Are you ready?” 


     Flavius straightened his back and hardened his gaze, “Yes, mighty one.” 


     Josh carried them to the upper level. He understood that the incandescent green, alien-looking jungle before him had to be populated by familiar vegetation, but who had ever stood twenty feet beneath a canopy of clovers or a hundred feet below a dandelion? A narrow path of dark soil divided the ecosystems. The swaying tops indicated some type of external ventilation. The bulb that shone down artificial sunlight added a warmth that accentuated the humidity. From the light’s position along its track, he inferred the time at a little past noon. 


     He knelt and clenched a handful of earth. The act conjured memories of staring over the backyard moments before the family Easter egg hunt. Josh chuckled. 


     Flavius’ body language tempered his excitement. The boy’s knees were bent and his back stiff as he padded forward, searching the foliage. 


     “What is it? What do you see?” Josh asked in a hushed tone. 


     “I see nothing, but danger lurks. Death stalks all who travel open roads.” 


     Darkness seemed to suffuse the surroundings. Josh wrapped his fingers around the grip of his weapon and cautiously pulled it around his chest. The moment the cool handle connected with his off-hand, he slashed to his left and arched the blade through the green trunk of the nearest tree, severing it. 


     Adrenaline filled him, sluicing energy to every atom in his body. His slice had been a near-perfect forty-five degrees. After a beat, the entire trunk slid along the cut, bashed into the higher plant life, and then tipped toward the travelers. 


     The prospect of a thirty foot tree landing on him brought no fright. He welcomed the descent. Its velocity multiplied as the tree’s shadow spread, growing wider as it neared. Josh chucked the scimitar to the ground, thrust his solid arms up, and caught the falling tree. He tossed the enormous plant to his right and watched it crash onto the path behind them. 


     “You have the strength of a thousand boars,” Flavius said with wide eyes. “But you mustn’t tempt the go—” He caught himself and continued in a lower voice, “It is more favorable not to draw attention, m’lord. Mantis is a demon lord known for slaying gods.” 


     Slaying gods? Josh attached the sword behind his back, crept near the boy, and though he suspected he already knew the answer, asked, “Who is Mantis?” 


     “A soulless god as green as these minor trees. Arms made of a thousand spears.” He awkwardly bent his arms to show the reverse design. “Seventy feet tall with a shell of impenetrable armor. Everyone must flee when he raids a village for none, save RobertJohnson, have ever slain one. And Mantis does not eat his fill and leave like normal demons. He looms fearless and devours flesh until there is no more.” 


     Josh swallowed the lump in his drying throat and searched the jungle. The insectile eyes from Dr. Ferrel’s office burned into his mind. Knowing a territorial, carnivorous, master of camouflage—a praying mantis—lived in this habitat weakened his knees. 


     A bundle of trees a hundred feet tall loomed in the distance. That soulless beast could be watching them right now. 


     “Which way to your village?” 


     Flavius pointed out the direction with a nod, and they crept onward. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     III 


     They trekked to Reysona in near-silence. 


     Although on high alert during the entire journey, Flavius pointed out the widely-spaced, day-old tracks made by a pair of eviscerators. Judging by his description, eviscerators were ants. Stopping at another junction, Flavius showed him an abandoned trapper fence. Even with filament as thick as Josh’s wrist and yellowed with age, the spider web blended in with the jungle, almost vanishing when viewed from certain angles. 


     These revelations, which appeared every hundred yards or so, sparked more fear than if Betaloome had been populated by unknown beasts. Josh knew the disproportionate strength ants wielded with their mandibles and that spiders killed with a venom that liquefied the organs of their prey, allowing their fangs to act as straws. The unwanted knowledge painted very clear pictures and kept him surveying the jungle as they traveled. 


     Reaching the first signs of a defensive perimeter, a dilapidated wall, spiked Josh’s concern over surviving a month behind such a flimsy barrier. Bent, broken, and missing planks stretched into the woods on either side. In the distance, he saw a ten-foot section knocked flat. The main gate remained intact but unmanned. Flavius unhooked the crossbeam by using a stick shaped for sliding through the wood. A hundred yards separated them from a well-constructed, sand-colored perimeter defense. The entire area between the two had been cleared of vegetation and littered with deadfalls, making the earthy expanse resemble a minefield. 


     The precision-constructed interior wall stood firm, which inspired confidence. Dogs barked from behind it as they approached. A pair of sentries leaned over the balustrade, and inspected the new arrivals. 


     The smell of burning wood, the laughter of kids playing and adults conversing presented a welcome contrast to the eerie jungle. Whispers spread behind the gate, causing the ordinary sounds to diminish and the dogs to be hushed. 


     Josh heard men removing a support beam, bolts disengaged, and then the gate yawned inward. 


     A crowd of people waited. More villagers hustled to join the scene from all directions. The people in the front shuffled backward to make room for Josh and Flavius. Some seemed concerned by the presence of a god and kept their heads down. Others smiled and nodded upon eye contact. 


     Their garments appeared made of a durable canvas and stitched with care. The occasional colored sash or dress added what little variety existed. Although many of the faces were dirty, the populace seemed healthy and fit. 


     Josh halted once the gates started to close. 


     Flavius stepped in front of him, and in a voice teeming with pride announced, “I give you, JoshRidley!” One word. 


     Murmurs washed over the group as they knelt and bowed their heads. Many repeated his name while others voiced prayers of gratitude. 


     A man dressed in a clean, white toga stepped through the crowd. A small entourage accompanied him. 


     “Welcome, most venerable, JoshRidley. I am your humble servant, Cronin, mayor of this grateful town. This is my sergeant-in-arms, Nero; my wife, Octavissa; and this is my daughter, Junea.” 


     “It’s nice to meet you.” Josh replied as he sneaked quick glances at Junea. The mayor and his wife were in their early fifties and stately. Nero stood a head taller than the rest and appeared brutish, dressed in leather armor with a sword sheathed at his waist. He lowered his eyes when Josh met them but he held the gaze long enough for Josh to detect the sternness of a seasoned warrior. He had a dominant scar on his right cheek that aligned with a disfigurement to his shoulder. Josh winced when picturing the degree of violence needed for such an injury. 


     But Junea held him spellbound. She had Mediterranean features: dark, sensual eyes, a mane of black hair tied in a knot and draped over her shoulder. Her oversized bosom and curved hips completed the package. As he studied her, she watched his eyes. Seeing her unleashed an attraction in Josh. He attributed the sensation’s intensity to his new vessel, for he wasn’t a man who chased women, evaluated them on their looks, or felt overwhelming desire for a stranger. 


     JoshRidley, the god—not the man—had a surprisingly active libido. He experienced a brief flash with him standing at the center of a harem. He would embrace the closest woman and passionately sap her before tossing her aside and grabbing another like a ravenous vampire awakened from a century’s slumber. He shook off the unexpected fantasy. 


     Flushing, realizing he had zoned out in front of dozens of strangers, he searched their eager, desperate faces and processed Flavius’ words. 


     He had been bombarded with requests for his opinion before at work when coworkers, particularly Bruce, sought his analysis on an investment strategy. This was an entirely new level of interest. 


     The entire village hung on his slightest movement. It created a pressure against his heart. He lifted his shoulders and straightened his back. He wondered if this was the first time others truly wanted to know his opinion. 


     “I am not cruel,” he said. 


     Admittedly not the most rousing speech, but it percolated appreciation from most of the crowd and seemed to alleviate worry from the rest. After a beat, with all eyes still on him, he added in a voice strong enough to carry over the crowd, “I am here to help.” 


     The village erupted in cheers and applause. Couples hugged and children darted around as if in search of friends. Even the dogs barked their appreciation. 


     All the while, Junea stood radiant, staring at him with unabashed curiosity. He struggled to repress his desire to stride over and take her hand, place it on his arm, have her feel his supercharged body. 


     Remembering his commitment to Karen helped subdue his inappropriate thoughts. Apparently, this adventure would test, and eventually improve, his self-discipline. 


     He sought out Flavius. 


     “Shall I escort you to your temple, JoshRidley?” the proud young man asked. He pointed to a large building near the center of the expansive town, visible by being three stories and the only building not made of wood. The temple’s design was Roman. The metallic body looked out of place. Josh wondered if a Monopoly game piece had been placed in the middle of this aged village. 


     After a nod, Josh followed Flavius. 


     The villagers broke into a song, a sonorous tune he imagined originated with sailors of antiquity. As he hummed along, he felt so real, so full of purpose, invincible. 


       


     A pavilion near the temple hosted the celebratory feast. The chefs butchered five hogs and the healthiest cow in Reysona. They boiled, smoked, and baked chicken. Like choice wines, main dishes were paired and presented with specific fruits, berries, and pies. Stringed instruments strummed. Drums beat. Cloth flaps saved the young from viewing the rowdy adults, but Josh saw more than one flap get lifted and a set of curious eyes peep in. 


     The villagers’ idea of evening wear often made it difficult to chew. Women wore garments that lifted and showcased cleavage. Men, toned from a life of labor, went shirtless. They arm-wrestled over the privilege of kissing a woman. They wagered on racing lizards. They challenged one another to drinking games and graciously played the fool after losing. A fermented wine scented the air, stained the earthen floor, and amplified the jovial atmosphere. 


     For the most part, the men showed Josh a respectful indifference; perhaps too intimidated to acknowledge his presence. Many of the women glanced at him bashfully and when caught, turned red and looked away. One brave woman squeezed Josh’s forearm and asked him for a dance. Having neglected the art since his first junior high event, he declined. 


     On his solo walk back to the temple, he heard more than one man in the dark whispering to a woman, drawing romantic laughter. 


     His bedchamber inside the metallic temple dominated the far end of the cavernous structure. Maidens were stationed along the walls in the shadows behind burning torches. He slammed three steins of strong port and with hardly a buzz, and fell asleep on a mattress large enough for ten. 


     In the morning, after a warm bath attended by young women whose hands he continually guided away from certain areas, he exited his temple. Flavius waited to give him a village tour. 


     Surprisingly, Reysona boasted a generous lumberyard stacked with row upon row of wood he recognized as common popsicle sticks. The steel mill was piled with paper-clips, ripe for bending, smelting, and reshaping. 


     They farmed a portion of the land and used another for grazing. A river flowed a mile to the south, from which a conservative aqueduct had been carved into the village. The citizens nurtured a fear of excessive water and reasoned drawing more than necessary invited a demonic raid. 


     Through conversations near the training areas, he learned every man and many of the women were proficient in weapons. Multiple scouting parties moved in stealth beyond the outer wall. Josh learned trappers lived underground, above the earth, and among the trees. Also that their infestation had grown so rampant, most villagers spent their entire lives behind the walls, and still lived in constant danger. 


     Using sticks, rocks, and drawings in the sand, Flavius taught him the landscape of Bristalius, Betaloome’s second-level nation. Dozens of generously-spaced villages existed in necessary isolation. Long ago, they had traded and traveled freely. However, all communication now occurred by carrier pigeon and to roam outside the wall meant almost certain death. 


     He spent day three in and around the temple, with Nero and his lieutenants briefing him on the eviscerators. They knew of forty-six mounds populating Bristalius. The good news was eviscerators warred with one another. The bad news was they continually increased their territory and fiercely defended their land. A mound holding roughly two-hundred demons, split almost four to one between scouts and soldiers, had been established within a day’s march from Reysona. Scouts had recently broken through Reysona’s outer wall, tripping three of their deadfalls. The nearest colony, like all the others, was ruled and supported by a single queen and a half dozen princesses. Everyone knew they would soon claim Reysona as their territory, and kill all trespassers. 


     Storming the heavily defended mound and slaying the queen was the only method of eradicating a colony. Since her daughters were incapable of succession (for once they were queens, they created new homes), chaos and infighting would follow. Josh sensed their desire for him to do this, but it was unthinkable, so he stayed silent until they moved on. 


     The mayor entertained Josh throughout a rainy day four. He heard the individual pleas and plights of the villagers and learned the exact location of known trappers, all while stealing glances at Junea and admiring each time she spoke. 


     On day five, he witnessed a gruesome death. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     IV 


     Rainfall fell every thirteenth day in Betaloome and lasted from dusk until dawn. The dampness of the fourteenth day created immense demon activity, and increased danger. 


     The citizens of Reysona enjoyed their nights to an almost criminal degree. The days passed in labor. None more so than the morning of the fourteenth day when anyone old enough to lift a bucket or push a broom participated in the removal of excess rain water. 


     The dirt road offered a slight grade that pooled water into buried bins and troughs. Outlying puddles, of which there were many, were promptly scooped and deposited into boiling tubs. 


     Josh assisted by fulfilling his earlier dream of splitting logs at a bewildering rate. His impressive lumberjack skills expedited the evaporation by providing an abundance of firewood. That and the gathering of children and stunned adults watching the display filled him with a sense of gratitude for being able to serve. 


     A distant scream interrupted his fun. 


     The scream initially conjured images of a startled girl, until the distinct yelp  continued into a ululation that soared and sent goosebumps down his arms and the weight of an iron anvil into his midsection. Other distressed shouts joined in quick succession and, like  a crowd surfer delivered at his feet, delivered an urgency Josh had never felt. 


     His audience dispersed in a flash, many seeking cover, others running pell-mell away from the sound. The disturbance, two homes away, drew Josh unwittingly, like a ghost to its place of departure. 


     The spider in the road had mammoth proportions that so unnerved him, after six steps he dropped his axes to appear less threatening, and stood still. The predator was the size of an SUV but wider, more circular. Its jittery movements blurred with such speed that they appeared acts of teleportation. All eight legs moved with symmetry, darting the beast to the left, flashing it to the right, as it assessed the danger of the panicked crowd. 


     Josh understood the swaying rods on its legs were hairs, but they stayed stiff as if defensive spikes. Its muscles flexed like pistons beneath brown flesh and rivaled his own in definition. 


     A girl, no older than fourteen, hung dead from its mouth. A fang had stabbed and mangled her face, the other lanced her chest. Only seconds had passed yet her skin grew dark and taut. 


     Josh repressed the urge to retch. 


     Men shouted commands as others screamed. Shockingly, Nero ran toward the spider. He wore nothing but an undergarment that revealed more scars on his chest and back. He carried a ten-foot spear. Skidding to a halt near the beast, he stabbed at it repeatedly. 


     As if bored, the spider shifted back and forth, avoiding Nero’s lunges. 


     Remove the sounds of hysteria and the child’s corpse, and the scene could have been mistaken for an inter-species ballet. 


     A tentative crowd formed at a distance, people poked around barrels, buildings and crates. In their ranks a common sentiment spread. 


     “Where is JoshRidley?” 


     “Help us, JoshRidley.” 


     “Kill the demon, JoshRidley.” 


     Him? He scoffed, and looked side to side. However, as if propelled by their expectation, he crept toward the scene. 


     Suspecting that to draw his weapon would catch the spider’s attention he left the scimitar across his back. 


     Judging by the spider’s size and agility, Josh had placed himself at the edge of its attack range. Only Nero stood closer, striking with determined intent, but the spider moved so fast that Nero hit nothing. 


     To have something more to put between the spider and himself, as an offensive option, Josh eased the scimitar from its sheath. Sunlight reflected off the blade and onto the spider. 


     The beast faced him and danced in place as if calculating the new threat. Moments later, it returned its attention to Nero. 


     The child had been reduced to a dark, prunish, humanoid shape. 


     “Kill the demon, m’lord.” Flavius’ voice penetrated his focus. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the boy beside him gripping a long spear and breathing heavily. 


     Josh gauged Flavius’ sincerity but Flavius didn’t notice. He stared hungrily at the monster as if it was a pest soon to be swatted, not a living creature of unimagined horror. 


     The heft and craftsmanship of the scimitar gave Josh confidence, but not enough to rush into the fray with such a fierce opponent. Josh would never say it, but the best scenario for him was the spider finishing the girl and returning to wherever it came from. Josh would run after it shouting to save face. 


     With a nudge from Flavius, he lumbered forward. Perhaps Josh’s presence, as a possible second attacker, would help the spider decide to flee. 


     At Josh’s first step, the fiend did the most vile and unexpected series of gruesome events imaginable. Using two legs, it deftly slid the shriveled corpse off its fang and without warning or hesitation, launched at Nero. 


     Josh heard the long spear thud to the ground before the visual image registered. The once-vigilant man struggled momentarily and went limp, dangling from the fangs as if carried by a bereft lover. 


     “Nero!” Flavius screamed and rushed the beast. Once in range he stabbed at it so wildly he almost fell. 


     The spider faced the distraught teenager and parried his desperate thrusts. 


     The boy yelled and cursed, showing a frenzy only accessible through mortal fear. 


     Time slowed for Josh. 


     His vision narrowed. 


     Nero was attached to the fangs. 


     Flavius stabbed. 


     The beast avoided with ease. 


     Nero’s body grew thinner. 


     Josh knew with absolute certainty that the monster would remove Nero from his fangs and make Flavius its next meal. 


     Josh’s racing blood married a primordial decision to help. With a speed that would later astonish him, Josh rushed in and struck. 


     The spider had rotated a quarter of the way toward Josh when his scimitar found its mark and cleaved the front third of its body hitting soil. 


     The tip of his sword clanked into the earth, sending a vibration up his flexed arms, followed by a splash of fluid and the splattering smack of organs and entrails. 


     As if unaware of the damage, the beast tried to walk away, each wobbly leg attempting to find purchase and carry it to a now-impossible safety. 


     Flavius stepped forward, buried his spear into the spider’s body and screamed triumphantly. So much blood covered the teenager’s front that he looked as if someone had tossed buckets of sanguine oil on him. 


     Josh felt added weight and saw red fluid drenched his tunic as well. Blood filled his mouth and clouded his vision. 


     Josh and Flavius locked eyes. A passion that could only be ignited by the agitated soul burned in Flavius. 


     Josh felt the same coursing through him as he breathed in heavy gasping breaths. 


     Timid movement caused Josh to turn in a methodical circle as villagers emerged from hiding. 


     Flavius yanked his spear out of the spider and thrust it above his head. A gust of wind tossed his sandy blond hair. He shouted, “JoshRidley!” 


     The crowd roared, “JoshRidley!” 


     Inspecting the twitching spider, pride, anger, and relief cascaded through Josh., and he thought, Welcome to life as a god. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     V 


     Remembering the safety tip of avoiding a recently killed snake because its muscle memory could cause it to strike at a moving target, Josh allowed the disemboweled spider to finish its death throes and stop twitching before he stepped away. Plus, he needed to slow his breathing. 


     A sub-section of villagers had armed themselves with sickles, saws, blades and buckets. They were locked onto the dead spider with eager, almost hungry looking eyes. This small group contrasted heavily against the remaining citizens, who celebrated and heaped praises on Josh. 


     Halfway back to his residence, the adrenaline drained. His knees shook to the point of collapsing him and his stomach churned bile up his throat. 


     In desperate need of a wash, and to  maintain his appearance, he concentrated on controlling his reactions and moving forward. He could barf in private. Killing that spider had been the most thrilling, risky, and stupid thing he had ever done. If it would have noticed him one second earlier, or if he’d swung two feet shorter, he’d be dead. Killing that spider had been awesome, but he wasn’t sure he could spring into action a second time. 


     Conversely, he couldn’t get the villager’s smiling faces out of his mind. He couldn’t erase the palpable feel of joy and gratitude. He’d never experienced such communal relief. 


     On this occasion, when the maidens scrubbed and cleaned his nude body, he did not keep the soft hands from plying, stretching, and kneading his muscles. Their touches acted as an antiseptic, sterilizing the horror that was grafted to his triumph. 


     He didn’t notice his excitement until Bellora, the most aggressive and flirtatious of his servants, gripped his private area. 


     “Stop!” he shouted. The bass in his voice stunned all but Bellora, who, in her temerity, grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer. 


     “Get out,” he pushed Bellora away. “Everyone get out.” He splashed water on his face to tide his rising anger. It was flattering to be admired, but a gross injustice to be groped by a stranger.  


     Looking up, he found Bellora lingered in the doorway. Josh shooed her with a hurried wave of the hand. Alone, he controlled his breathing and quickly washed himself, which, he had to admit, was less efficient than his team of bathers. 


     Servants delivered a stately table on the far side of his chamber, close to his bed. The smell of seasoned meats soon followed. 


     Drying off, he saw the large pool of water in his oversized tub had been rendered dark with blood and soil. 


     With a warm meal waiting, he donned his canvas boxer briefs and soon learned his special dinner featured fresh spider, grilled over an open flame. The spider’s rib meat carried a natural sweetness. He ate strip after strip, dipping meat in egg yolks, folding it between a type of flatbread, all while the morning’s events played on a loop in his mind. 


     The more he saw the young woman impaled on the fangs of the beast, the more he connected with her. She had been alive. A young woman who dreamed and laughed; loved and erred; and due to some quacked-out experiment, she had suffered and died way before her time. 


     Remembering the condition of her dark corpse, pried from fangs as if a speck of food during a floss, sent rippling contractions through his stomach. As the crowd had cheered in the moments following the demon slaying, Josh found his eyes glued to the shriveled body, which looked like a petrified mummy. 


     The villagers had ushered the girl’s mother to the body. She knelt and wept under the umbrella of celebration. She smoothed the girl’s brittle hair, using it to cover the gnarly facial wound. 


     She had even glanced at Josh, and for half a second, her beseeching eyes asked why he hadn’t saved her. He could almost read her mind as she wondered what purpose a god served if he couldn’t prevent the death of a child. 


     Servants had cleared most of the food while Josh ruminated. 


     Exiting, they greeted an arriving woman. The sound of their voices, and the annunciation of Junea’s name, drew Josh to the present. 


     Junea strode from the entrance to the table and picked at the remaining food. 


     She looked breathtaking in a flowing red dress with a top that pressed her breasts together. Her waist curved in, her hips curved out. Even her sandal-exposed toes—the second one longer than the big toe—complemented her. 


     Josh shook his head. He needed to gain better control of himself, grant Junea, and his girlfriend, Karen, the respect they deserved. 


     Junea pulled a wooden chair from the table and positioned it closer to Josh’s bed, allowing a clearer path for the servants to remove the table. With her this close, a sweet fragrance that reminded Josh of peach shampoo reached him. The intimate correlation of her lathering such a scent while showering elevated his temperature. Every second without his eyes locked on hers or his imagination exciting him was a personal conquest of the mind. 


     “Some say there is no finer meat in all of Betaloome,” Junea said in a mellifluous tone that made him wonder if her words applied to the cooked spider, his form, or her beauty. 


     Not trusting his voice to hide his inner thoughts, he stayed quiet. He simply watched as servants cleared and carried the table from the room. 


     “You will find many things in Bristalius to please you.” She glanced over her shoulder to the distant corner where the bath was being drained by young women, then back to him. “They tell me you refuse their contact?” She studied him a moment. “If they are too frail or inexperienced for your liking, I can bring more sturdy or seasoned maidens.” 


     He furrowed his brow. Their youth was an issue, but he wasn’t the type of man who objectified women—well, he never had been—and didn’t give much thought to the servants, their appearance, or age. 


     He was in a relationship and prided himself on being faithful and trustworthy. 


     Stiffening her back, she adopted a political tone. “It is not a common practice in Reysona but if you prefer male servants...” 


     Josh coughed, cleared his throat and shook his head. Swallowing, he said, “No. Thank you. I’m still adjusting to all the help, but given the choice, I prefer a female staff.” 


     She nodded once, and seemed satisfied. 


     “Women are just… more organized. Efficient.” 


     “Good to hear. It’s only, gods are famous for their libidos. With reports of you turning down advancements… I’m just glad you prefer a natural pairing.” 


     The idea of cheating on Karen remained offensive. He could even say this was the first time he’d had any thoughts of doing so. I mean, yes, she had cheated on him years ago and being here, with days to think, he had revisited his suspicions about the weekend trips she continued to take to Milwaukee every month or so, where her ex-boyfriend lived. Lacking evidence (other than the glow in her face and her increased energy upon returning) to argue against her claim it was for business, he continued to trust her.  


     Regardless of her issues, the idea of him being unfaithful and breaking someone’s trust, made him feel queasy. 


     Karen was probably sitting on their couch at that very moment. Or, she might be typing on her computer in the spare bedroom/future nursery. She sometimes listened to her favorite playlist as she cleaned or aerobicized. With all of those, he knew she was secure in the quality of her life, and the dependability of her relationship. He hated imagining how hurt she’d be to learn of her boyfriend’s illicit thoughts, his mental cheating? 


     Deflated by the ease at which he fantasized about another woman, he quietly excused himself and eased onto the unique mattress, capable of supporting his density. 


     Taking one of the wicker chairs from near a sitting area, Junea dragged it closer and placed it across from him. She sat, watched him a moment, and then tapped his knee. 


     “I understand. Physical joining with a partner is important to you. There must be a special connection.” She touched her heart, “here,” she placed her hand on her stomach, “and here.” 


     “These are the most important things,” he said. 


     Watching her, he understood how, with minimal effort, this woman could convince him to disregard monogamy. Then he had a tantalizing thought: being three millimeters tall, regardless of his drastically improved proportions, could Karen really be upset if a quadrillionth of him strayed? 


     “It is special to me, too.” She sat up straighter. “I save myself for a worthy man. Joining together is a sacred dance.” 


     He admired her principles. Despite what the fashion blogger said, most women possessed great principles. They were simply overshadowed by loud needy women. Knowing any further comment would be complimentary, perhaps flirtatious, he sought to change the subject. “How often does something like that happen?” He nodded behind her. 


     She followed his gaze toward the bath. “The water is changed after every wash. Let Bellora know and—” 


     “No,” he said, then softer, “I meant the spider attacks.” 


     She found his eyes and frowned. “Yes, I have heard that name spoken long ago. Spi-der. We call them trappers. If a person stumbles into one of their nets, it’s a better use of time to pray than struggle. With some trappers, you are dead before you know you’ve been targeted. You have witnessed their speed. Outside the village, they kill anything that moves. Our defensive walls are more for the eviscerators. They do little to deter trappers. They enter villages from time to time and feed.” 


     Josh took a deep breath as he remembered the earlier terror, a fright greater than his wildest dreams. He sympathized with people who had to endure such perilous lives. 


     “Today was a great day.” Junea said. “That was the first trapper killed in Bristalius since I was a child, and it required one swing of your blade.” She looked around the room until her eyes landed on the giant sword next to his bed, and then added dreamily, “Not the lives of four men and the effort of a dozen others.” 


     Yes, but how often do they attack? He wanted to ask. What else attacks? When? How do you deal with such… difficulties? But he stayed quiet, not wanting to interrupt what appeared to be a mental vigil for the men who died killing a trapper. 


     “We live as we do,” she said confidently, as if sensing his pity. “We are demon food. Trappers breach our walls perhaps three times a season and its terrible, but we survive. It is the eviscerators who cause the greatest strife. We lose dozens in a raid. This temple is the only safe place for us to wait for them to leave. If the trappers claim our land while we hide in here, which they soon will, we will either starve or die trying to flee. 


     “There is no greater horror than watching those monsters target our children. Their deaths are so brutal.” She stared at the floor. After a moment she cleared her throat and spoke louder. “Eviscerators have angled spears attached to their heads. They can bite through wood, chop young livestock in half, and crush a man wearing full armor. As with most defilers, they are most active following the rain. Reysona has been fortunate. It has been perhaps ten rains since they last attacked.” 


     Josh envisioned the mayhem that would accompany a swarm of two-hundred pound ants running wild; the panic, fear, and destruction armored, carnivorous bulls would cause if loosed upon a town of feeble construction. He made a fist with his right hand and tensed his muscles. The strength beneath his skin soothed him. 


     Watching him flex, a small gasp escaped Junea. When their eyes locked, hope swirled in her eyes. At that moment, Josh understood the role he must play: savior. For the next month, he’d defend these people, then return home and appreciate a life free of constant danger. 


     “I’m sorry,” Josh said. “I will do what I can to keep you safe, while I’m here.” 


     She rose and smoothed imaginary wrinkles from the front of her dress. “Kill a demon queen and the entire colony becomes mindless. They wander into enemy territory and do battle for us. They fall into our traps and are slaughtered. Kill the nearest demon queen and we won’t have to worry about them claiming our land for another generation.” 


     “How many men does it take to kill a demon queen?” 


      “Only a god can slay her majesty.” 


     “You think I can defeat one of these queens? I can not. I killed that spider because it was unaware I posed a threat. It was luck. I am not a hunter.” 


     “You are a god, JoshRidley.” she said. “Perhaps the most perfect specimen in all of history. Your blade swings true and your heart is pure. Given time, you could save all of Betaloome. Perhaps unseat RobertJohnson.” 


     Accepting he’d been thinking of home, his own safety, and infidelity, he thought, my heart is unpure at best. 


     One thing was true. If helping involved nominal risk, he would. Feeling an intense need to be alone and process everything, he said. “I must rest. Tomorrow you may send someone with a plan for me and I will decide how to best help your people.” 


     She stepped toward him. “If you were able to destroy one colony, it would save hundreds. We have you in our midst for thirty-four more suns.” She smiled. “I know you will become the greatest god to ever visit our world. The team you request will be here in the morning.” 


     Before he could reply, she placed her hand on his forearm. The relief of her cool skin made him close his eyes. 


     Leaning in, she kissed his cheek. “Thank you for what you did today. That trapper has been feeding off of us for years. Enjoy your rest, JoshRidley.” Her gaze lingered on his defined torso as her hand glided off his arm. 


     Once she left, he snatched the pitcher of sweet wine and drank hungrily, allowing the overflow to run down his chin and wet his chest. 


     He plopped onto the bed, exhaled, and mulled over his current reality. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     VI 


     After being here a week, or maybe it was after contributing to the community in an original and impactful way, waking to a handful of young women silently waiting to tend to his needs now seemed an acceptable practice to Josh. He moved as needed to help facilitate his being dressed. He ate and drank without regard for stacking the dishes to help with their retrieval. He called forth and dismissed servants as his needs required. 


     As his six regulars watched him eat eggs and sausage, he noticed a shirtless young man in the rear of the room. He made a mental note to have Junea tell the dude to wear a shirt when indoors. 


     When the plates were empty he rose from the table. Bellora stepped forward. She’d had her auburn hair braided. Pea green eyes blazed from behind the moving curtain of hair. She wore a leather top with no visible stitching and shorts as tight as spanx. She was a beautiful young woman, and he understood that his rebuttal confused her, but she’d get the hint soon enough. 


     When she understood he wasn’t attracted to her, their relationship would blossom. He’d always wanted a niece. 


     For now, her eyes stayed on his chest and her breathing was slightly elevated as she addressed him, “Your hunting party awaits you, JoshRidley.” 


     “Hunting party?” From what he knew the villagers rarely hunted. They tended crops, raised livestock and avoided the dangers beyond the walls at all costs. 


     Perhaps Junea had scheduled a light hunt with Reysona warriors. He welcomed an opportunity to help Reysonans track and kill a treasured game. Perhaps as they hugged their exterior of the border wall, he could listen to their plans and expectations for further ventures. “They are out front?” 


     “Yes, my liege,” Bellora said as she dropped to her knees and laced up his sandals. “They have waited at the front steps since dawn. You need not rush to their whims, they are nothing compared to you.” Once finished lacing the second sandal, and as if unable to control herself, she slid her hands up Josh’s thigh as she stood. 


     Guiding her hand away, he said, “Did they tell you what they wanted?” 


     She locked her knees, slapped her thighs and fully stood. “Who cares what they want. Some of us only want to please you, and find that simple deed difficult.” 


     Looking over her toned body, he understood the curves and implied firmness should warrant attraction, but he felt nothing. He imagined her a teenager from his world, buried in her phone, snapchatting funny memes, or sitting in a gymnasium live-streaming her boyfriend’s basketball game. 


     With a sigh for being unable to help this Reysonan, he headed toward the exit. 


     The temple was metal, perhaps pewter, and used for defense. Because of that, it offered no windows, which denied him the ability to gauge time. If a few men had been waiting since dawn, then the suns had already risen. 


     “JoshRidley,” Bellora called. “You’re forgetting your blade.” 


     Looking past her he saw it next to the bed. The scabbard leaned against the wall. He assumed he was heading outside to talk with men interested in a hunt, perhaps he would invite his guests inside. If so, he didn’t need to attach his weapon. However the possibility of running into a demon, like the one that killed Nero, with only his bare hands as defense spurred him in the direction of his weapon, double-time. 


     “Thanks for reminding me.” Once the scimitar was across his back, he crossed the cavernous hall, traveled the silent corridor, and pushed open the double door entrance. 


     The suns glowed softly in their imitation of rising, casting a bright warm hue over a mass of gathered people. The light’s angle temporarily impaired his vision. 


     As Josh squinted to help survey the crowd, which had to be a quarter of the village population, they stirred from sitting on steps or dirt, from leaning against fencing or huddling in the shade. Whispers spread. Women and children bid farewell to their men near the temple entrance and joined the throngs of people stretching out from the base of the steps, filling the road in both directions. 


     A familiar voice broke through the crowd. “Good morning, JoshRidley,” Flavius said as he raced up the steps, stopping one below him. 


     The boy had polished his mismatched armor. His sandy blond hair glowed as if recently washed. His excitement was contagious, judging by the faces Josh scanned.  


     Seasoned men waited near the top of the steps in their version of high spirits, lacking scowls and with the occasional smirk or nod. Padded leather and chainmail covered their chests. Their anklets, gauntlets, and helmets of various designs reflected the gleam of the rising suns. 


     Many of the men carried a long pole with a curved blade at the top and a straight blade beneath that. Cables trailed to a lever of sorts near the handle, as if pulling it would pinch the cutting edges together. The weapon reminded Josh of one of those lawn care tools used to trim high branches. 


     “What is all of this?” he asked with a twinge of exasperation, feeling like the victim of an ambush. 


     Flavius’ smile dropped. “I don’t understand the question.” He surveyed those present as if seeking Josh’s meaning. 


     Gently grabbing his page behind the arm, he guided him inside for a private chat. Before his second step he spotted Junea knifing her way through the crowd’s outer edge and released Flavius. 


     “’Tis the hunting party you requested,” Flavius said with some confusion. 


     All eyes watched him. Their combined focus impacted him like a sustained psychic ray. Imagining this concentration of human attention amplified by a stadium full of spectators, Josh experienced his first glimpse of the atmosphere inside an arena and partially understood why professional athletes fought so hard against their retirement. 


     The warriors near the doors nodded confidently as his gaze found them. 


     Josh lowered his voice and addressed his young acolyte. “I asked to speak with men about the dangers facing Reysona so I could choose how to help.” He lacked the courage to add, at a later date. 


     Josh’s career in finance made him a realist, and even though it felt amazing to kill a preoccupied spider, there was a gulf between him and Ares, the god of war. 


     He continued at near  whisper. “Those men look ready for battle, which is troubling. I only agreed to talk. I just want—” 


     Junea glided up the stairs. 


     Unable to balk with her in earshot, he contemplated the advantages of talking inside the temple. 


     Flavius said, “My lord, there is no time for talk. Six suns have set since your arrival. Slaying a queen is paramount. If we sent every man in Reysona, we would fail. For you, her death is but a decision.” The confusion on Flavius’ face slowed Josh’s heart rate. 


     To the boy, a god who could save the entire world stood before him. 


     Josh was just a buff accountant. 


     Light chatter thrummed in the street. Without singling out one conversation, just deriving topic from tone, Josh knew this morning was a momentous one for a people who lived their lives with fear. The present dawn promised a chance for a respite from evil, hope for a safer world. The proof prayers were answered stood incarnate before them. Josh simply wished the responsibility lay with another. 


     He noticed a father squatting in front of his young son near the dirt road, explaining something in detail to the boy who continued to break from his father’s gaze for a glimpse of the sculpted god in the doorway. As if the pressure wasn’t enough, a soothing voice emanated near him. 


     “You look radiant, JoshRidley,” Junea said. 


     She wore tight knee-length shorts and a top with two flowers detailed up each side. Her voluminous hair, so black it appeared polished, hung in ringlets. The clarity of her dark eyes captivated Josh. Each step she took increased his awe of her. Again, in a deep recess of his mind he conjured improper—but more aligned with the old Josh he knew—images. He and Junea cuddled on a porch swing at night then migrating into the house; he tracing fingers across her bare back; their noses touching, eyes locked as they lay in bed, communicating without words. 


     Realizing he still stared at Junea—that she had spoke nearly a minute prior—he cleared his throat and said, “Thank you. You look  radiant as well” 


     To avoid the uncharacteristic madness that accompanied his new chemical makeup or the embarrassment of stumbling over every third word, he thought of Karen’s smile from years prior. From when he bought them matching jogging outfits and they spent the afternoon at Jackson Park, sharing the day’s sunshine with amorous birds and other couples. Recalling this helped with his mental sins. 


     Two years had passed since that day at the park. He couldn’t think of a more recent romantic memory. When was the last time she smiled at him? When was the last time they had kissed with open mouths? When was the last time they made love without a preceding discussion and bottle of wine? 


     Flavius’ head swiveled from Josh to Junea. Finally he chuckled and said, “It seems you’ve cast a love spell on our lord.” 


     Oh, you little bastard, thought Josh. 


     “Is this true, JoshRidley?” Junea looped her arm in Josh’s and in a voice only the trio could hear said, “You honor me. If you didn’t have a village to save we would enter your home and explore our compatibility.” Squeezing his steel arm, she guided him to the center of the platform overlooking the crowd. 


     In a loud voice she announced, “’Tis a glorious day for a raid.” 


     The crowd cheered. The sound jarred him back to the purpose of this assembly: Josh going beyond the wall. 


     Remembering the constant fear during his journey from the Hall of the Gods to Reysona killed his desire to leave. 


     Junea addressed Flavius in a stately tone. “I hear mornings are the best time to approach the eviscerators.” 


     A stout man holding one of the mechanical spears interjected. “These demons are as active at night as in the day.” Sensing he had foiled her intention he added, “It is us who cannot face them at night,” and in a louder voice. “We must embark with the maximum daylight.” 


     “Orion, come forth,” Junea said. The burly man, who could stir a debate about humans descending from bears rather than apes, stepped forward. Junea continued, “Orion has assumed Nero’s command of the guard and will be your best asset on this adventure.” 


     “But I—” Josh stopped when Orion kneeled. 


     “These fierce creatures are the embodiment of evil, great JoshRidley. It will be my honor to witness you showing them that hate is no match for a god’s benevolence.” Orion rose and retreated a step. 


     Junea leaned close and spoke in his ear. “This is why you are here, great JoshRidley. I know of your inner woes. They are misplaced. When you return from this heroic venture you will have done the greatest deed in our history.” 


     She slid her hand down his arm, interlaced their fingers and, with suggestion rather than force, lifted their hands into the air. “JoshRidley will be the greatest god to ever grace Betaloome. He shall make Bristalius proud and Reysona famous. Give him your thanks and your prayers of safe passage.” 


     En masse, the crowd knelt and a communal murmuring washed over them. 


     Josh marveled at the depth of their faith in him. Accepting he was their only hope aroused his resolve. He possessed an actual power and it could save lives. He inhaled deeply and surveyed the kneeling crowd. His vision locked on the lone standing figure. 


     The young boy whose father had been instructing him watched Josh. He could be no more than five but he stared with fixed determination as if he wanted to remember this forever. 


     The boy clicked his heels and saluted. 


     Josh returned the salute. Each centimeter of movement emboldened him to the task ahead. He would try and help. A suffering people needed a relief only he could provide. For now, he’d consider killing something wicked enough to be named, demon queen. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     VII 


     Reysona boasted two hundred able-bodied men. Yet, in the jungle, too many men invited danger. Noise attracted predators. Many feet marching in the wrong territory signaled war to an ant colony, and a long trail of bodies drew the attention of flutterships (dragonflies) or flying spears (mosquitoes). 


     With those many dangers in his thoughts, Josh exited the inner gate, one of a six man team.  


     Orion lumbered at the head of the party, followed by Reysona’s most seasoned guide, Artemis. Artemis was the most serious man Josh had ever met. He was devoid of humor and impervious to distractions. Every time Josh asked him what that sound was or what to do if a trapper pounced, Artemis crouched lower and moved forward a little faster. Flavius followed Josh. Two other hunters completed the single file. The group hugged the perimeter of the fence for fifteen minutes, at which point they angled into the jungle, officially starting the quest. 


     Common lichen gave the moist earth a camouflage pattern. Rainwater formed puddles of various sizes and filled the pockets of certain leaves. The combined effect was a humid woodland. The occasional dome-shaped droplets of water dotting the floor made the atmosphere alien. Waist-high, the droplets appeared gelatin and poking them dispersed the fluid like a ruptured amniotic sac. 


     If pressed, Josh would label his surroundings a jungle, yet the vegetation resembled nothing he’d seen on normal-sized Earth. Gargantuan leaves blotted out light for stretches; other stretches passed in open fields, granting a view of two visible suns. Though green, at this level, every plant had a distinct green hue. The six-inch indentation into the soil that each of his steps created marked a visible trail and shockingly, revealed the presence of toiling creatures active near the surface. 


     Around three hundred yards beyond the outer wall Josh detected a stench similar to foot odor. 


     The foulness compounded every additional twenty feet. 


     Noticing Josh’s increased sniffles, Orion dropped behind Artemis and spoke softly. “That is the eviscerators’ putrid method of mapping. This scent tells us we have reached their outer border. It’s meant as a warning to keep out.” 


     With closer proximity to the ant’s territory, the smell was like rotten meat boiled in pond scum.  


     When the stench reached its worst, Josh considered tying a cloth over his mouth and nose, but then he found it lessening—or, more likely, he was growing accustomed to the smell. 


     A hundred yards further, Orion halted the line and ordered the men to make camp. He then led Josh a few paces ahead. Pointing at a long strip of soil that was darker than the rest, he said, “That marks their boundary.” 


     A patina stripe, similar to a sprayed chemical, created a visible path nearly four feet wide that stretched off in both directions. 


     “The foul monsters release that funk from their arses,” Orion said. “They map all of their territory using scents. One smell will determine their borders. Another guides laborers to a food source. Others are messages only their evil minds can read. They also chirp and butt heads, but the majority of their communication is done through smells.” 


     Josh followed the path with his eyes until it disappeared. The path’s precision amazed him. Sharing thoughts. Mapping terrain. Leaving informative guideposts. Were the ants that used to live beneath his feet as advanced as these? 


     “Sentries make rounds every four or five days to maintain the integrity of the boundaries,” Orion said “By the strength of this odor they have passed recently, which should help in our approach. Come.” 


     Orion brought Josh to the back of the group. Artemis was sharpening branch tips. Another man unpacked their gear. Flavius and the final man stood watch at opposite ends. Each of the lookouts wielded the specially-designed pruning weapon, along with what must be their normal choice. Flavius wore his short sword, his fellow guard had a battle axe loosely tied to his waist. 


     “What is the purpose of those?” Josh asked, nodding at the long weapons. 


     At Josh’s question, Flavius lifted his weapon and displayed the cutting function. “It’s called a salca,” Orion said. “The eviscerators have feelers on top of their heads to detect scents, possibly movements. If we sever them they become disoriented, allowing us to cut the other. With both gone they are partially blind, and easier to kill. Sometimes with both feelers cut they will lie down and allow their slaughter. We always oblige.” 


     Flavius approached the men. Addressing Orion he said, “I am JoshRidley’s chosen acolyte. It should be me that guides him to the queen’s lair.” 


     “You would be considered, young Flavius, if you had ever saw a mound. The scout who accompanies our god must have familiarity with this terrain, remain invisible, and guide him to the entrance without deviations.” 


     “Who is more silent than I?” Flavius said, then looked around for support. 


     Sensing danger for the one who accompanied him, abhorring the thought of Flavius coming to harm, and needing the option of running without shame, Josh said, “There will be other opportunities to hunt.” 


     Flavius dropped his head and nodded. 


     Surprised by the ease of his first command, Josh asked Orion, “What is our plan, exactly?” 


     “Artemis will escort you,” Orion said. “The mound is half a shadow bar or more into their lands. He can lead you to the entrance unseen, but will be little help in the final conflict.” He paused and continued with more emphasis, “You must understand. Demons guard their home with merciless violence. If you find conflict, stay mindful of their jaws. I do not know if they can crush a god, but they snap the bones in our bodies as if they were dried wheat.” 


     Josh swallowed then flexed his pectorals. Their density calmed him. He wasn’t sure a low-caliber bullet could penetrate him. 


     “Outside their cave will be two wardens. Large, menacing guardians who only have two mindsets: alert and rage. You’ll have to pass them undetected to enter the queen’s lair. From there, all we know has been pieced from legend. It is said the queen wields strength to rival your own and a temper that cannot be matched. They say she sleeps much of her life. That is the best time to strike.” 


     “I could help by snipping her feelers,” Flavius added, as if the idea made perfect sense. “Who is faster with a salca?” 


     “No,” both adults said in unison. Josh had too much on his mind to be distracted with concerns of Flavius’ safety. The hurt in the boy’s eyes made him add, “Orion is right. I need a scout who has been to the mound.” Sensing his page’s forthcoming counter, he spoke with more authority. “The acolyte serves me, right? I shouldn’t have to explain myself. You will remain here. That’s it.” 


     Flavius bit his bottom lip, then nodded. 


     “We will need for a warrior as fast as you at camp,” Orion said. “We will not have a god to hide behind should a demon stumble upon us.” 


     Josh contemplated coming face-to-face with a dumb, yet brutally strong ant. He detached the blade from the harness across his back. The click of unclasping metal drew everyone’s attention. The members of the small party shuffled backward to give the long blade room. 


     Slowly, Josh cut through the air horizontally, feeling the control; then vertically, focusing on his worry; then diagonally, unifying weapon and muscle. 


     As with nearly all human decisions, his motivation for risking himself centered on his own benefit. He wanted to see a giant ant. He was learning the strength in him needed to be put to use. And he was a little pissed off that some of the villagers thought an insect was his equal. Josh would split the ant queen’s head, probably after waking her up, and relish the crunch of blade into exoskeleton as he eliminated her with barbaric finality. 


     A smooth slice of the sword to his right, a quick stab, a chop to the left. 


     Should he find his life in danger, he’d run. Plain and simple. His commitment to helping depended on the limits of his power. Helping Reysona was important, but so was returning to Karen in one piece—and, because of this experience, injecting a renewed vigor to their lives. 


     Josh could never explain the expense to her. Even if much of the reason he came here was for her. He longed to be a man she could run to in a time of danger. On a new front, he wanted to make sure Flavius’ future was less dangerous. And though he wouldn’t be able to accept Junea’s offer to explore their compatibility, the deepest part of him wanted to meet her expectations, look into those piercing eyes, and feel worthy of the respect in them. 


     Maybe they could hug it out, squeeze a little too tight around the hip region, share a platonic kiss. 


     Josh noticed the camp had grown quiet while he centered himself with his weapon. He flushed at the thought they were reading his current thoughts. 


     He stabbed the scimitar into the ground. All eyes were focused on his blade as it sunk a couple feet into the hard packed earth. 


     “When do we leave?” Josh asked. 


     Artemis stepped forward, tied his raven hair in a knot, and said, “I have been to the mound. At your word, I will lead you to its entrance.” 


     After seeking an excuse good enough to turn back and coming up blank, Josh said, “Let’s do this.” 


      


     Artemis moved like a shadow from tree to tree, dissolving into each trunk. He would stop and scan for danger. His expectation that Josh, a two-thousand-pound man, could mirror his grace grew annoying really fast. On the plus side, watching his guide dip into crevices, vanish, and make constant calculations added a flutter to Josh’s heart as his excitement grew. They were in “the shit.” 


     Josh strained his hearing to detect abnormal sounds and was blown away by the clarity and amount of sound. He honed in on the rustle of leaves. He turned to the sound of a cracking twig, peered at the swaying branches overhead. 


     The threat of danger seemed to extend his field of vision, sharpen his hearing, and even initiate a sixth sense that turned him around and around. His heart thumped like it never had before. 


     He smelled a dozen unique smells from this exotic jungle. A psychologist might label these physiological markers a heightened state, a junkie would say how he was zooted, a Marine that he was now on point.  


     Regardless of the branding, Josh was alive. 


     They stopped along the edge of an open area the size of a baseball field. Artemis stared at the expanse so long that Josh worried his guide saw something that Josh didn’t. Josh saw a few boulders and piled logs at the one-quarter mark, and an open field. They would provide cover, but the scant cover there and after would leave them exposed to anything lurking in the surrounding vegetation. Artemis pointed at the logs and then held up his hand for Josh to wait. 


     Without giving Josh a chance to reply, he raced across the opening, knelt behind a boulder, went prone, and belly-crawled until he lay next to the set of logs in the center. 


     This whole exercise brought Josh back to his childhood memories of playing G.I. Joe, which helped displace some of his mounting fear. 


     After minutes and more minutes of Artemis searching the opposite side of the clearing, and with no signs that the excessive caution would ever end, Josh walked over to him, squatted, and waited for his guide’s report. The wary man eased back to Josh. 


     One dirty look, presumably for disobeying his command to stay, then Artemis whispered, “Can you smell that?” 


     Josh inhaled. The air around him carried a base scent of putrid bile, a fragrance present since crossing the border. With concentration, he did detect a new odor, more fishlike. Josh nodded. 


     “That’s their food trail.” He pointed straight ahead. “Forty paces away. Food trails never last long, meaning this one was recently laid. Stay vigilant.” Artemis searched Josh’s eyes to see that he understood. The prudent man had increased the frequency of his scrutinizing looks ever since they left the camp, as if superhuman strength made you stupid. 


     Josh adhered to his guide’s advice because he was a guest, and, though frightened, it was exhilarating to sneak around a strange jungle. Also because he knew the value of listening to the person with the most knowledge on a subject. However, trekking through this alien territory presented a unique set of circumstances. Josh might have less knowledge, but he was much stronger than his instructor. Creeping around all timid went against intuition. Josh could chop up two dozen bumbling ants without breaking a sweat. Had Artemis forgot what he did to that spider, which was a real threat? Being in the ant’s heartland meant nothing. Saving Artemis’ feelings was the only reason Josh kept quiet. Travel would go much easier if Josh pulled out his massive sword and they strolled the jungle as loud as they wanted. He’d just execute every demon they encountered. 


     “Eviscerators travel alone but they are never far apart,” Artemis said. “We cross that food trail as quickly as possible.” Again, he searched Josh’s eyes as if seeking a sign that Josh understood him. “If you see an eviscerator, run to the pile of logs over there and hide.” 


     Josh scoffed. He had more torque than an Earth Drill 50k Max. He wasn’t going to hide from brawls with tiny-armed lessers. 


     As if sensing his mood Artemis added, “They may be no match for you. I will concede that possibility, but they number in the hundreds. Sounding their alarms this early could move us off course and create a level of havoc that forces our retreat.” He stared. 


     With adrenaline altering his normally placid demeanor to annoyed as heck, Josh smirked and somewhat nodded. 


     Talking in a near whisper, as if he really believed the word god meant stupid, Artemis added, “If we see a demon or they see us, we run and stay hidden. The farther they stray from their scented trails the more confused they become. Their memory is short. They will forget about us and return to their assignment.” 


     In his current condition, Josh wouldn’t get out of the way of an oncoming Mack truck, but he nodded. For politeness sake, he would obey. 


     “Shall we continue?” Artemis asked. When Josh exhaled, he added, “Stay close. Be silent.” 


     Without a sound, the man ran to the food trail, leapt over it, and crossed the rest of the field, finding cover in the brush. 


     Watching his guide act skittish without seeing any danger, embarrassed Josh. After a sigh he followed at a casual pace. An alert stroll, if you will. This was his vacation. 


     He kept watch on the trail as he went, listening for any sound, looking for any movement. 


     There was no reason for him to quiver like a mouse. 


     If an ant presented itself he would run to the rendezvous. Until then he considered it more beneficial to learn the lay of the land. 


     In the middle of the opening, near the trail, the amber glow of the overhead suns offered his first respite in some time from the dense foliage. Being away from the village, out in nature, created a medicinal warmth and a feeling of liberation. Lingering a moment to soak up the invigoration seemed reasonable. 


     Reaching the food trail, he inspected it: two feet wide and darker than the border. It gave off a heat as if acidic. Straddling the marking, he found its odor repugnant but more aligned with potent coffee. Its presence offended him. It was like a challenge to his dominion. 


     Squatting, he ran his finger along the edge of the sludge and sniffed. He gagged, jerked his head back and squeezed his eyes shut. Potent coffee laced with dog vomit. 


     Stepping back and breathing through his nose, he wiped his fingers on clean earth, breathed normally and glanced over to where Artemis lurked on his hands and knees near a pile of branches against a tree. 


     Josh sensed the man’s judging. But Josh didn’t need to hide. He was a goddamn god. 


     Wanting to avoid dragging his feet through the sludge, he bounded over the trail. Landing with such great agility, he released a pent up joy. He really was special. This short hop felt amazing. He leapt back to the other side. One more time forward, much further, swaying his arms past his sides like an Olympian long jumper. 


     His chest swelled at the sensation. If he could jump twenty feet straight up when standing still, how far could he long jump? How fast could he run the hundred-yard dash, the mile? 


     Roughly sixty feet separated Josh from his destination. He knew his lolly-gagging was making Artemis mad. Part of him felt childish for doing so. He contemplated bounding over to him, skipping ten feet per stride. Wanting to be mature, he denied himself the pleasure. On the same ticket, he was done cowering. He would walk to the logs and until they saw one sign of danger, he would stroll from spot to spot. 


     Movement drew his attention to his left. 


     Like a slow-chugging locomotive, he saw a glossy maroon ant, as tall as Josh’s waist, powering down the trail in his direction. 


     This time Artemis made noises, used a series of urgent clicks, as if Josh was a horse in need of prodding. He fought the urge to give the guy the middle finger. Josh would get to him. For now, with the beast a safe distance away and unaware of Josh, he stood transfixed. 


     Its body was nearly twice as wide as Josh at his widest. Its head swiveled back and forth like a dog on a scent, mandibles down, almost dragging against the earth. The combination of an armored body and serrated blades jutting from the sides of its face hitched Josh’s breath. Yet even with these scary qualities, he didn’t find the ant a tenth as threatening as the agile spider. It was half the size, seemingly a fraction the intellect, waddling along unaware that a god stood in its path. 


     Artemis kept clicking at him from his hiding spot, but what did Josh have to be afraid of? 


     The jaws, sure, but this thing was alone, slow and stupid. 


     A swing of his blade would mean one less demon to hurt Flavius or Junea. 


     Pulling the scimitar from its sheath, he dragged it along the harness to hear the ring of steel. 


     “JoshRidley!” Artemis called with urgency. 


     The ant paused on the trail. Still fifty yards away, it lifted its head. Waddled left and wiggled its head. Shuffled right and repeated the action. 


     Its slack antennae went rigid, bent at sixty-degree angles and scanned in jittery hops. They bounced, pausing, and quaking. Bounced. Paused. Quaked. 


     What an amazing sight! 


     “JoshRidley, you must hurry! Come to me.” 


     Josh pointed the blade toward the lone ant and side-stepped toward Artemis. 


     The antennae locked onto his movement, stopping Josh. 


     Like a greyhound shot from the gate, the insect charged. 


     All six legs pistoned into the ground. The demon moved faster than the spider. Josh believed it would dust a super bike in a drag race. 


     The plated demon no longer seemed stupid or docile. It looked like hell’s version of a pitbull charging toward a newly delivered soul. 


     “Leave him, JoshRidley! Run! You must!” 


     The word run, barked by a man with a thousandth of Josh’s ability offended the new Josh on a genetic level. It was like nails scraping down a chalkboard. He lifted his blade to the side and dug his feet into the ground like a batter at the plate. 


     With its rocket speed, the demon would be on him before he made it to the logs anyway. 


     Beyond the drumming of its stride, Josh heard garbled clicks from the beast. 


     He lifted onto the balls of his feet and launched at his enemy. Right foot, air. Left foot, air. Josh closed the distance like a juggernaut. 


     He raised the sword over his head. 


     The eviscerator targeted Josh with absolute singularity. 


     Its mandible dipped into the soft earth, rooster-tailing the soil. 


     Josh landed and arched the blade downward. The armored demon thrust its head upward, mandibles clashed against steel, and for milliseconds, the two held a pose of man versus alien. 


     A second later Josh’s scimitar crunched through the bone-like mandible, the crack as loud as a gunshot. Splinters of red bone-like material exploded into the air. Yet the sacrificed mandible deviated the strike’s aim, allowing the beast to parry the mortal blow. 


     Using senses beyond sight and running on an overload of adrenaline, Josh continued past the seemingly unfazed creature. Knowing its position compared to his own, he blindly swung behind him with the blade perpendicular to his waist, intent on splitting the ant down its side as they separated. 


     Before he completed the rotation, pain rocked his lower leg. It was followed by a fierce jerk that tore one foot from under him and tumbled him onto his rump. 


     Instinctively, he positioned the sword in front of him, blade held straight and still, like a cross-bearing altar boy. 


     The eviscerator had hooked a small foreleg spike into Josh’s calf. And with assassin-like precision, yanked him to the center of its vice-like jaws. Only the sword saved him. Its foul breath blasted him like Satan’s belch. If there had been two pincers they might have clamped a death grip on him. Instead, the single mandible struck the left side of his body. Then again and again. The broken pincer spewed a red puss as it wobbled in its socket. 


     The slams from the serrated edge did not pierce Josh’s skin, but the creature’s scrambling feet had weakened their power. Josh feared, once the beast regained its footing, the serrated mandibles would stab into his thick hide as effectively as a harpoon into a whale. 


     Using the blade to create distance, Josh placed his powerful hand on the scimitar’s rear grip near his face. Using all the strength and dexterity he could muster from a sitting position, he sat forward while shoving the blade out with his upper hand and pulling the ivory handle in. 


     Even from the awkward seating, the force he applied allowed the steel to pierce inches into the demon’s solid cranium. It attempted to retreat, but the blade kept the ant anchored. 


     Getting his butt under him, Josh pushed harder and drove the blade deeper and deeper with jerking shoves, spreading his legs to avoid the gunk that leaked from the penetrated head. 


     Each thrust calmed the beast more until it finally settled on the ground as if drowsy. A few struggling huffs, and then exhaled its last breath. 


     Josh waited a beat, making sure the massive head remained still, before he scooted away and removed the blade with a hard tug. 


     Rising, he examined the flesh above his ankle. A dime-sized puncture dribbled blood. Adrenaline anesthetized him, but from the depth of the wound, he knew his future would involve a week of tenderness. Rather than dampen his spirits, the wound invigorated him. It marked him as a champion. 


     Before looking to Artemis, who no doubt would be silently brooding “the risk” Josh took, Josh moved closer and admired his kill. 


     “Get back,” Artemis yelled. “Move away you fool!” 


     Before Josh could scoff, a mist—part gas, part liquid—exploded from the entirety of the ant’s exoskeleton, engulfing Josh in a foul-smelling cloud so intense he dropped the scimitar.  


     Covering his face with both hands, he stumbled a few paces away, wiped his eyes, coughed, and spit. 


     As if standing was too much, he dropped to his knees. Using soil, he scrubbed at his face. 


     The mist had soaked the dirt so he crawled away in search of clean dirt, clean air. 


     The discharge had an adhesive quality, it stuck all over his body. While he worked to scrub it from his front, the spray was raining down on his back. 


     The death mist was so pervasive that he felt like a soldier wearing a faulty gas mask. 


     After enough coughing to make his throat hoarse and spitting to leave it dry, he forced his eyes open and breathed through his nose. Feeling he had survived the worst of it, and created enough distance. He stumbled another ten feet from the epicenter. 


     “Are you injured?” Artemis spoke softly from twenty feet away. 


     Through squinted eyes, Josh checked himself. His side was red and bleeding, though nothing appeared deeper than a healthy scratch. He swiveled his right shoulder and felt the onset of deep bruising near his shoulder blade. 


     “I’m okay,” Josh said to Artemis, who didn’t appear to have heard him. He had already resumed his extreme caution, holding the salca in both hands, remaining crouched and scanning their surroundings. 


     This guy doesn’t quit, thought Josh. The demon lay dead in front of him. Sure, he’d been coated in ant viscera, but no alarms had sounded. The jungle had already returned to silence. 


     Using fingers to dig sludge out his hair, and wiping himself, Josh removed the sticky soil a little at a time. Dirt had mixed with the fluid and turned it into a sludge-like clay that covered him. That, plus the lingering stench had Josh shaking his head in disgust. His nose burned and his throat felt as if he had swallowed a box of steel wool. Being the test subject for a dozen brands of mace wouldn’t produce this much irritation. 


     “Do you have water with you?” Josh asked. 


     “Quiet!” Artemis snapped. 


     Josh hadn’t yelled. Perhaps he spoke above a normal tone, but that was to be expected when covered in demonic sharts. 


     “I need to splash some water in my eyes,” Josh said a bit quieter. He would hold his head under a stream of urine if advised of its benefit. 


     Artemis glanced at him reproachfully, then returned to surveying the jungle through the dissipating fog of the ant explosion. “We must go, now. Get your weapon. I need a moment to gain our position.” 


     Through fuzzy vision, Josh searched the perimeter. He didn’t know how acute Artemis’ hearing was, but it wasn’t as good as Josh’s. Using all the focus he could muster, he heard a distant hum of electricity from the overhead lights. The swish and bend of canopy leaves rubbing together as the air circulated. 


     Nothing threatened them, so this guy’s paranoia elevated Josh’s annoyance to a boiling point. 


     His guide just witnessed what would happen should they come across another ant: Josh would kill it. Much faster the second time, and he would stay a safe distance from the death stink bomb. 


     “Hand me the water.” 


     “Quiet, you fool.” 


     “There’s no reason to talk to me-” 


     Before Josh could be properly indignant, he heard the snap of dried wood and turned toward the sound. 


     Then the smack of green vegetation behind him. 


     He heard even more rustling to his left and pivoted. 


     Pounding strides and displaced plants. 


     Spinning to face each new sound, Josh realized that every noise was converging on them. When he faced the closest sound, a dark shape solidified. A wide, armored bull emerged from the greenery and paused in the open field. Chitters of alien rage filled the air as its head swiveled, taking in the scents. 


     This ant stood a foot taller, wider, and appeared much angrier than his dead brother. 


     Realizing Josh stood weaponless, he spun frantically and spotted the scimitar. Before he could bolt for it, the demon charged. 


     With its great speed. Josh wasn’t sure he’d make it, so he just ran. 


     His weapon lay on the ground covered in mucousy oil. Bending in stride, he anticipated the clamp of pincers as he lifted the sword. Instead, pivoting blade-first, he found himself alone. 


     Artemis screamed and Josh understood: the raging beast hadn’t targeted Josh. 


     The ant clutched Artemis above the waist. Artemis’ feet dangled a foot off the ground, kicking uselessly. His hands struggled against the immovable clamp holding him, vainly attempting to pry free. With an effortless surge, the mandible closed, one overlapping a fraction higher than the other, snapping his spine and ending the currents of writhing as effectively as pulling a plug from its socket. 


     The previously-cautious man hung slack. Josh’s only solace came in knowing he had been swiftly hurled into the next life. 


     Combat memory compelled Josh. Rather than grieve, he raced to take advantage of the distracted creature. With an arcing swing, he cleaved the mesosoma in two. The beast screamed in its chittery alien voice and a pool of snot-like vileness flooded out of it. Its six legs turned to face Josh. Dropping Artemis, its jaws pinched as if eager to drag its tormentor along on its purchased trip to the underworld. Before it fully rotated, Josh hacked again, severing the head at a forty-degree angle. 


     To avoid the exploding spray he backed out of range. 


     The urgent crashes around him removed any sense of accomplishment. 


     Rumbling ground to his left turned him in time to meet a pair of widening pincers intent on snatching him in their fatal hold. 


     The surprising closeness of the creature rendered the blade useless. It slipped from Josh’s hand as he stuck out his arms and grasped each pincer. 


     The beast drove him back. His dense weight allowed him to maintain balance. With a strain like arm wrestling, Josh shoved both arms out. One high and out, the other low and away, as if he was a bodybuilding disco dancer. To Josh’s shock and immense gratitude, the mandible in his right hand snapped and the left mandible continued past a normal position, dislocating it. 


     The ant stepped back, shaking its head and sneezing as if he had sniffed black pepper. Its broken pincers rattled uselessly. Before making its fifth retreating step, Josh lifted his scimitar and split its head down the middle. 


     The ant rattled. Josh stepped away. Judging from the sounds around him, dozens more ants were incoming. 


     Spinning toward the greatest threat, he found an ant had already arrived, but playful whims had distracted the beast, and possibly saved Josh. 


     It had plucked Artemis’ broken body from the ground, tossed it into the air, and waited with open jaws for it to drop. 


     Josh heard the cloud of stench release from the second dead ant. Even this far away, the smell blanched the air and made Josh woozy. As he stepped farther away from the fog, he noticed two more beasts charging in from behind the playful one, bumping into one another in their haste to eviscerate. 


     He heard branches breaking behind him, chittering coming from his left, a disruption of jungle to his right. 


     The trickle of blood running down his calf and the tenderness of his left arm reminded him he was mortal. 


     Considering his options were battling endless hordes until victory or being broken and tossed in the air like a chew toy, he decided to run and hide. 


     Before he could, however, he heard glee in the clicks of the ant playing with Artemis. Hatred flared inside Josh and raced through his limbs. 


     Blurring across the distance, he sliced through the thin petiole and split head from abdomen. 


     Then, without taking a breath, he angled away from the pair of rushing soldiers and sprinted as fast as possible. 


     Wind tossed his hair as he dashed through the jungle, blindly crashing through branches, bounding six feet with each viper-quick stride. Before regaining his senses, he crossed over the trail that delineated the border. Instead of continuing toward the outer wall of Reysona, he turned and ran along the trail, away from where his team camped. His steps were graceful and so much faster than the ants. 


     As the distance grew and the danger lessened, he marveled at his pace: only combustion engines mixed with advanced technologies were this fast. 


     Them, and the gods of Betaloome. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     VIII 


     Winding down from a light jog, Josh picked his way alongside the ants’ exterior border, perking up at every sound, ducking at the occasional bird flying overhead, and flinching at every distant crack. 


     Each fright sparked flashes of Artemis dangling in alien jaws. Josh’s arrogance had killed a man. He didn’t know how to process that? It felt like rocks were grafting to his heart, making it heave, and painful. Needing to avoid the crushing shame, he focused on his immediate situation. He navigated by keeping the ants’ border trail to his right. Traveling cautiously, he wandered, unsure of his destination. He only knew he wanted to continue, that he couldn’t face the other men, no, and that he needed to wash himself. 


     The death scent, which he now realized was the ant’s alarm system, left an ever-drying crud on his skin. Though growing accustomed to the odor, when Josh sniffed, the smell was strong. The one time an ant moseyed around a bend about seventy yards away, Josh locked up. A moment later, he pivoted perpendicular to the trail and ran. 


     After running for what seemed a mile, he crouched, listened, and prayed the woods around him stayed silent. He needed to avoid an ant smelling him, but he also couldn’t run blindly through this alien jungle. That would eventually land him on the fangs of a trapper or behind the territory of another colony. How could he have thought it possible to fight an entire ant army? He was still human. Physically superior, but a man nonetheless. Artemis had been much wiser than him. 


     But what to do now? 


     Finding the outer wall and returning to Reysona was the safest option. The shame of it also tightened his stomach and throat. He couldn’t retreat. Not yet. That would mean he didn’t respect Artemis’ death, that he was willing to concede that loss and call it a day. 


     On the walk back to the visible border, his resolve hardened. He would honor Artemis by heeding his advice, and by pressing on. 


     He unhooked his blade, and using a half dozen leaves, cleaned it as best he could. The cleaning only pushed the oil around. He needed a proper wash. 


     Reaching the queen unmolested would be impossible while marked with their warning smell.  


     If he took off his tunic and traveled in the buff, he’d still smell. The substance coated his skin as much as his clothing. 


     Finding the ants’ border, he looked to his left toward unknown territory and to the right where the camp lay. Heading back to the village, bathing and returning with a new guide made the most sense. Instead, he stepped left toward the unknown. 


     He needed to stop running. 


     Minutes into his stroll away from camp, he heard the murmur of a running stream and quickened his pace. With each step, the sound grew louder. 


     Soon, he reached a river as wide as a four-lane road. Its flowing water appeared as clean as if it came from a tap, which he imagined it did. Fighting the urge to pick up speed to leap in, he thought of Artemis; cautiously, he scanned his area. He had watched enough Animal Planet to know that sources of water provided the greatest peril when sharing a predator’s environment. 


     Looking right, he noticed the ant trail ended at a corner, fifty feet from the river’s edge. 


     Padding past the trail and along the bank, he searched the ground for ant tracks. 


     Again, the eviscerators’ ingenuity surprised him. Two hundred feet beyond the turn, he found a quaint bay dug out of the stream, bringing the water flush with their border. Tracks marred its rim, marking it as a heavily trafficked drinking cove. 


     Seeing no tracks outside their border, Josh figured that as long as he stayed a safe distance off, he would be safe. 


     He put more space between himself and their watering hole before he disrobed, piled his clothes and sword on the bank, and waded in. 


     The water was surprisingly warm. Its heat soothed his aching body. He watched the oily residue flow off of him, downstream, and couldn’t help thinking it took an innocence with it. His dexterity and courage had saved people when he killed the first trapper. His selfish arrogance had done the opposite for Artemis. 


     Dunking underwater, scrubbing his hair from grungy brown back to blond, and emerging, made him realize this was the first time he had swam in a river. As a full-grown adult, supposedly living a ‘good life,’ he had never been in a river. Never even laid eyes on an ocean. Hell, he hadn’t swam for the pure joy of it more than twice since reaching puberty. 


     Taking in a mouthful of water and spitting it out in a stream, he wondered why he had neglected such a primal pleasure. 


     He took a deep breath and dunked back under. 


     Examining his life as he swam, the total lack of time dedicated to pleasure stunned him. All of human existence boiled down to the avoidance of pain and the seeking of pleasure. All but Josh Ridley. His was work, eat, banal conversations about what ran at the bottom of CNN or ESPN that morning, and a series of forced smiles. 


     The absurdity of that routine brought him to the brink of laughter. He didn’t even agree with many of the things he argued in support of. Or maybe he did. He had never actually thought about any grand topics in earnest. He was just a yes man through and through. 


     Popping up for air, he had to consider the possibility that he harbored deep self-hatred or masochistic tendencies. Unless everyone he associated with had been duped into ignoring what they wanted in lieu of what they were told they wanted. 


     With his current insight, even the two vacations he and Karen had taken felt fake. Structured. Choreographed by some invisible hand. Laughing, he accepted he hated sushi, despite eating it twice a week! 


     He submerged and dolphin-kicked downstream. Basically without thought, he processed his entire life. As his air reserves ran low he reversed and made it halfway back before breaking the surface and paddling back to his starting point. 


     This was life. Him, right now. Having experiences. Contemplating deeper meaning. Risking general safety. Having a purpose. Dodging comfort zones. 


     He startled himself with a raucous laugh, wondering if he had just committed to quitting his job. Or were these feelings a whimsical life-altering blip? Here in the manic, gone when the buzz wore off, like a drug addict pledging sobriety after One. More. Fix. 


     Seeing his oversized blade jutting from the shore brought him back to the moment, to the wonderful dangers around him and the mission he had embarked upon. 


     He waded out and dashed to a nearby tree where he snatched a few leaves from a low branch. He picked up the sword and returned to the river to wash it, to polish every inch of it until the blade and scabbard shone brighter than they had on the day he had chosen them. 


     To make sure his weapon stayed easily accessible, he stabbed the tip into the bank near him, leaving the hilt angled over the stream, and then dragged his toga into the river to soak it completely. With his god-like torque he only needed one twist to wring out enough water to make the clothing near dry. Ending each cleansing with a good sniff, he eventually determined his toga was free from funk and laid it out. 


     After cleaning his sandals, he used leaves to scrub his body. Refreshed and floating in a stream of clear water in the middle of a luminescent jungle straight out of a fantasy, Josh decided to grant himself more joy and dove to the bottom of the river, rooting around the riverbed, relishing the sensation of moving water sluicing around his remarkable body. Once thoroughly relaxed, with the suns marking the time at a little past noon, he exited. 


     The nick in his calf pulsed with a soreness and his upper arm hummed, but these distractions did nothing in the way of lowering his drive or sidelining him. If anything, their presence highlighted the life coursing through him, one he seemed to have never noticed before. 


     Once back to Chicago, he planned to locate the nearest gym that taught boxing or mixed martial arts, sign up, and make getting punched in the face a top priority. 


     Slipping his clean fingers around the ivory hilt brought to mind the day’s battle. Remembering how scared he had been when running sobered Josh. He recalled Artemis being cracked in half, and closed his eyes in disbelief. 


     Embracing his guide’s teachings, he slinked out and surveyed the tree line. 


     Detecting no movement, and unable to see the watering hole, he stabbed the blade into the ground, retrieved the harness, and dressed. 


     As he pulled the material over his head and situated it to his body, internal alarms sounded. He felt like he was being watched. He squeezed the handle, and shifted his weight to the balls of his feet. 


     Something was watching him, sizing him up. He thought of the spider he had killed in Reysona and his blood ran cold. How many varieties of spiders existed? A thousand? Were their methods of attack as diverse as their breeds? 


     He searched the ground for signs of a trapdoor. 


     He spun to make sure eight legs were not gliding across the water. 


     Slowly rotating, he found only stillness. 


     After checking the canopy for the reflective filament of a web and finding none, he crept forward toward the base of a thick tree overgrown with shrubbery. 


     No signs of spider webs, no eviscerator tracks, no vermin clinging to an overhead perch. 


     He remained on guard, creeping closer, holding the sword like a torch. He was twenty feet away, well within his or a nimble killer’s striking distance, when the pile of branches rumbled. 


     The instant before he lunged, intending to split the pile of dry wood with a swift chop, a voice rang out. “JoshRidley, wait. It is your servant.” 


     The presence and familiarity of the voice stayed his hand. 


     “I am going to stand. Please do not smite me.” Twigs flew off the top of the pile as Flavius emerged and backed out of his cubby-hole, picking sticks from his person. “Apologies, great one.” He dusted himself off. “Only, I was tasked as your acolyte. Being the best tracker, how could I leave you to risk yourself without my aid?” 


     Josh lowered his guard and searched for a witty reply. Something clichéd about being a foolish lad or following orders or being able to take care of himself, but truthfully, he swelled with relief. So he only laced his sandals and hid his smirk. 


     In an upbeat tone, the young man prattled on, “JoshRidley, I found the carnage that you left. The eviscerators were still clearing their dead but you showered the land with demon blood. A splendid victory.” He shook his head. “But with the vile creatures in clean-up, I could not count the slain. How many did you tear asunder? A dozen? Twenty?” 


     Josh stared at the kid as he sheathed his sword to its scabbard. Killing three had been hard enough—and cost a man’s life. 


     As Flavius asked, Josh found himself growing eager to tell the story of battle and how he barely escaped the stampeding charge of reinforcements, how he ripped one’s jaw off its hinges with his bare hands. But, with his ego deflated by the higher expectation of twenty kills, he only said: “Did you forget to ask about Artemis?” 


     Flavius nodded with an expression of mournful pride. “Ah, yes. Tatters of his clothing were left behind. What a great way to leave this life. In a struggle beside a god.” 


     Josh thought of the look of torment on Artemis’ face moments before he died. He didn’t see anything great, but said nothing. Saying one word could invite questions that led to realities he wasn’t ready to own up to. 


     He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Then, finding Flavius staring at him expectantly, he said, “What?” 


     “Is it your will to continue to the queen’s lair?” 


     The hole in his calf seemed to chirp with pain. The bruising along his ribs and arms throbbed.  


     These symptoms proved, though a badass, he was mortal and far from invincible. 


     Looking into Flavius’ expectant eyes brought back the heat coursing through him after splitting that spider; the satisfaction of beheading a gleeful ant; the engulfing calm of swimming effortlessly underwater. 


     Considering a retreat to Reysona brought forth visions of a future raid: Flavius dangling from the mandibles of an eviscerator; Junea tumbling over the hem of her dress as she ran with abject horror; her terror as the pincer chomped into her skin; the town screaming in chaos as dozens of ants scaled their walls; the villagers collecting body parts and sweeping up pools of blood the following day. 


     And still more abstract thoughts: families sitting around a meal, praying for salvation. Praying to JoshRidley to give them a better life. He thought about all the prayers he had prayed in his life. The helplessness that preceded the prayers and the wonder that would have enriched him had one of those prayers been answered with undeniable proof. 


     Knowing he had the ability to grant wishes to a mass of people inspired awe. It infused him with a sense of responsibility. On some level, these were his children. When a kid you loved was scared of the boogieman living in their closet, you didn’t scoff and tell them to get over their childish imaginations. You rushed to the nearest closet and flung open the door. You chased away the demon, and showed the child there’s nothing to fear when you face adversity. 


     Here, in Betaloome, the dangers were tangible. Josh could lessen them, and as reckless as continuing might be, he intended to do what he could. “We shall continue our investigation.” 


     “In-vest-im-pation... A godly word. I would like to help you with that,” Flavius said. He then glanced back toward the border. “You seem to have wandered further than needed.” 


     “I considered moving inward,” Josh replied swiftly, “but I didn’t want to enter their lands smelling so awful.” 


     “Very wise, JoshRidley. Every demon within a thousand paces would come for you, leaving a growing scent in their wake to call more to arms. If our warriors earn a kill, become marked and make it back to Reysona, they will not wash until the scent, or their flesh, has eroded.” He smiled. “It is like a love-maker for the ladies.” He enunciated the final clause with a lurid drawl and roll of his shoulders. 


     Josh chuckled as he passed him, heading toward the border’s edge. “What do you know about attracting ladies?” 


     “I have females, JoshRidley. Though none as angelic as your Junea.” 


     Josh recalled the first time he saw her, the feeling of her arm in his, her confidence when addressing the town. “I am already involved with a woman from home.” He spoke as much to himself as to Flavius. “Junea is but a guide, such as yourself.” 


     Flavius held up is hands, palms out, “Not like me, JoshRidley. No, no.” 


     “All right, enough. I have a fiancée.” 


     “Why do you continue saying this? Being from the realm of Earth, your woman must understand the powerful needs of powerful men. Would your first be so selfish as to deny you Junea? She has chosen you and since you’ve fallen victim, you will know her. Your woman of Earth will understand.” 


     Josh experienced a flash of Karen attacking him with an iron skillet. Another where she stood in the kitchen, yelling for him to get out. Humor turned to worry as he thought about what he risked by standing here, neglecting the responsibilities of his life back home, jeopardizing their future in that false world of concrete and lights. 


     Needing a subject change, he asked, “Do you know the way to the queen?” 


     They walked to the corner of the border marking and Flavius pointed down. “Find the corner.” He angled his arm diagonally inward. “Walk this way. The mound will be in its center.” 


     “We must move carefully.” Josh said. “Avoid drawing too much attention.” 


     “I see you are learning, JoshRidley. Have no doubt, I am more silent than the wind. Follow me.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


                                                                                                           


     IX 


     They darted across openings. Hid from passing patrols. Trekked around obstacles and arrived at a hiding spot with a visual on the sacred mound. 


     Hundreds of feet in circumference with a thirty foot crest, it looked like a geyser had spewed pebbles, which gathered and sculpted into a dune tall enough to sled down. 


     The actual demonic opening lay hidden, but judging from all the ant holes he had stared at in life, as a normal-sized person, he easily pictured its center. 


     “The same as with the border trails and direction maps. The ants spray an adhesive on that mound, layer by layer, so even with your heavy body you should be able to climb it,” Flavius said. “Otherwise, I’m sure you’re a fast digger.” 


     They waited behind a pile of downed trees positioned in the form of a V, protecting them from three angles. Josh peered around the edge, a bit further than he needed to gain a better vantage. 


     “Stay low, JoshRidley,” Flavius advised. 


     This time the surrounding silence made him uneasy. Artemis' death would always haunt Josh. He could not allow his arrogance to bring harm to Flavius. 


     Forty minutes of careful advancements had brought them to their location. Whether scared to proceed or gathering more intel, they had scouted the area for another sixty minutes. Josh now possessed a decent understanding of the fixed movements around the mound. Although additional intelligence meant less risk, night was approaching and they had to avoid wandering blind within the eviscerators’ borders. 


     Easing back to where Flavius rested, he processed the main points of concern. Two sentries, easily the largest ants he had seen, continuously circled the mound. Occasionally they roamed off-course to investigate approaching ants or other phantom alerts. For the most part, they marched with deliberate intent. Unlike their Homo sapiens counterparts, these organic drones were methodical. They didn’t get bored or daydream about future events. Their heads swiveled without pause, as if every ordinary element of the jungle held sinister duality. 


     The benefit lay in the timing of their rounds, which created a gracious window for the men to dash up the hill. Even with Flavius’ mortal speeds, Josh imagined they would be granted three times longer than needed. 


     The risk lay in the randomness of ants coming and going from the mound. Every few minutes a worker approached the exterior and piled food or materials at the mound’s base. Another style of ant, Josh labeled them medics, periodically exited the ant hill. 


     Together, he and Flavius devised a plan for how to breach safely and return before night fell. 


     With go-time upon them, Josh’s nerves exceeded those of his young page, who seemed almost ambivalent to the dangers. He inhaled slowly, exhaled with the same control, then crept to the edge of their blind to await their opportunity. 


     Trusting the Betaloome god to make the call, Flavius rested his hand on Josh’s shoulder and waited. The demon sentry marched around the bend, checking the perimeter with quick jerks of the head. As it came even with their hiding spot, it stopped. Its antennae went stiff. 


     Josh’s body went rigid. 


     Sensing the abnormality, Flavius’ fingers clamped down. 


     The ant’s antennae bounced. Paused. Quaked. Pointed toward them. Six little steps in their direction. A tilt of the head. 


     Josh’s temperature soared as the decision to avoid fighting his way in was made for him. 


     Josh clenched the handle of his sword. As he applied gentle pressure, intending to pull the sword down, the ant chortled and motored on. 


     Staring at the beast as it went by, he couldn’t help but be intimidated by its fierce size. The guardian ant’s head lined up with the dimensions of a bathtub. It was at least double the size of the ants he had previously fought. 


     Once the ant moved out of sight, Josh whispered, “Ready for this?” 


     A squeeze. 


     “Then let’s go.” 


     Josh shot across the open patch so fast that by the time he reached the halfway point and looked back, the boy had ventured six feet. Josh unclasped his towering sword and turned back and forth, searching for approaching chaos, making sure to keep an eye out for one of the medics exiting the cave. 


     Flavius made it to him without harm and continued past without acknowledgment, as instructed. The ends of his long salca wobbled with each stride. Josh dropped behind him, walking backward, eyeing the jungle. 


     The sound of feet churning rocky earth dominated. A hot breeze whistled in his ear. His heavy breathing was like a log being vigorously sawed. As they clamored up the dune and saw nothing, he allowed himself to relax. They were good on time and had almost reached the mound entrance, which would save them an encounter with the sentries. 


     Flavius’ scream shattered all hopes of an uneventful breach. 


     An eviscerator clawed its way out, exiting away from Flavius, giving them precious seconds. 


     Though the ant was one of the medics, it was ready to fight. It rushed the stunned teen. 


     The pressure Josh put on his lead foot to lunge compounded his density, sinking him ankle-deep in rocks. He stumbled. 


     Intense fear seized Josh. The slip meant the demon would reach Flavius. Watching him die might fracture Josh’s psyche. 


     Keeping his eyes on the action, Josh pushed off as the ant’s mandibles separated and went around Flavius’ upper body. 


     The teen thrust his salca up and then, as if struck with extreme fright, went rigid and fell backward in a trust fall. 


     The pincers clamped together within inches of tearing the young man open. Flavius’ weapon struck out, closed around one of the creature’s antennae, and clipped it from the head. 


     The ant reeled back, dipping partially into the hole, coughing out barks that seemed like confusion. It jerked back and forth, then stumbled around the lip of the opening, scrambling to avoid falling in. 


     As Flavius found his footing, Josh calculated the pressure needed to launch himself off the stone. In one stride, he brought his blade down on the disoriented ant, separating its head as effectively as a French guillotine. 


     “They’re coming, JoshRidley.” Flavius pointed to opposite sides of the mound. 


     Josh didn’t need visual confirmation to know the hulking sentries were rushing toward the disturbance. 


     Flavius dropped into the opening. 


     Josh took in the entrance. Dropping down would give them a moment’s respite but it offered no real protection. The sentries would follow Josh and Flavius in their home. Josh looked back to the still twitching medic ant. Wedging its body in the opening might block the entrance. 


     As if in answer, Flavius called, “It grows narrow in here.” 


     Josh secured the scimitar and grabbed the corpse. Using compressing force, he crumpled the beast, snapping exoskeleton and spraying mucous as he formed its body into a misshapen-ball and pulled it behind him as he entered. 


     Six feet in, the ant’s body touched both sides. A few tough jerks and the lifeless shell became an effective blockade. 


     As Josh retreated to avoid the death spray, the corpse rocked from the other side, startling both men and wedging the defense deeper. 


     The angry chirps, so unlike any sound he’d ever heard, shook him. The clear unfiltered hatred backed him into the dark as effectively as a flamethrower. 


     “Quickly, m’lord. We must slay their queen.” 


     Josh thought he could read the boy’s next thought: so we at least accomplish something before we are killed. What other choice did Josh have? At that moment, were this a video game, he’d have pressed pause and looked up what to do next. 


     Pivoting away from the only exit, he considered the possibility his macho vacation had morphed into a suicide mission to save a bunch of humans living like an ancient civilization. 


     The constant beat of the guardians against his barrier robbed him of time to dwell. Flavius was right. If they were going to die anyhow, better to have made a positive impact no matter how minimal. 


     Cracks of sunlight lit the initial ten feet. Staring down the slope, Josh knew it would quickly become too dark to see. 


     Pushing past Flavius, Josh squatted, unhooked his blade, and maneuvered it around his front. With his strength and the blade’s sharp point, he could clear an impressive path. That would become more complicated in total darkness. 


     The humidity of the cave bordered on moldy and had the smell of a landfill after a heavy rain. The rhythmic banging grew quieter with each step. 


     “Great job up there,” Josh said. “You probably saved both of our lives.” 


     “Thank you,” Flavius said with pride. “I followed my training. Please, let us take a moment. I can hardly see.” 


     Josh stopped. A darkness greater than black waited before him. When he turned to seek the sliver of light, he spotted the shadowed outline of Flavius treading back to where they blocked the tunnel with the ant’s body. The youth vanished up the incline. 


     Traveling by touch alone was no way to map a retreat. Attempting to assassinate the queen of an alien race while lacking a modicum of sight was madness. 


     A crack sounded near Flavius. Josh zipped forward, fearing the sentries had broken through. Instead, light flared. 


     Flavius rose from his knees. He had made a torch by breaking the salca, balling his shirt around the end and dipping it in an oil, an ant’s discharge. 


     “We must be quick,” Flavius said. “The queen might be a fair distance but others lurk closer. Stay on guard, JoshRidley.” 


     No problem there. Josh had never been so alert. 


     With every step, his extraordinary body created an indentation, relative to a couple inches into the earth. He winced lightly with each left step, a reminder that his flesh was vulnerable. 


     The tunnel widened and the ceiling height increased at the end of the slope, granting as much room as any school hallway. A soft, steady breeze carried a menthol odor from the depths. 


     The cave walls were smooth and well formed. Movement in the dark ahead broke Josh’s examination. He braced himself for the first strike. 


     A minute passed without incident and they continued. 


     Tunnelways appeared out of the black too suddenly for them to take extra precautions. Shoving the torch into an opening hardly illuminated its depth. Admittedly, the queen’s lair could be down any one of them, yet Josh’s gut pulled him forward, along the main corridor. 


     All rulers kept their chamber in the furthest hall. Maybe to force visitors to observe their surroundings. That commonality argued an innate wisdom existed in all life and connected the biological world. Many tendencies seemed to point to a shared history, a common memory of order stored in every life. Since he was edging through a demonic catacomb, he stopped any further thoughts on the subject. 


     The menthol odor spiked at one opening in particular. A stab of the torch illuminated an immense chamber. Moving the flame left and right exposed reflections that shimmered like a hundred blinking frogs. 


     Flavius eased the torch in farther and gasped at the sight. Mucus-covered sacs formed rows of translucent, opaque eggs. 


     A skitter of claws deep in its dark recess made the men back up. After a moment of shared disgust they continued into the dungeon. 


     With each step, the clean menthol smell of the nursery faded, replaced with the common stench of dried bowels. Every intake of breath made the smell worse. 


     The increasing stink told Josh one of two things: either they would soon reach its source or succumb to the powerful odor and lose consciousness, leaving them as snacks for the next passing ant. 


     The prospect of what beast or chamber created such a smell worried him. To compound the frightful reality, the torch flickered, indicating its depleting fuel source. 


     Just as Josh contemplated making a mask from the cloth of his toga to filter the smell, the air changed, the wall stretched outward, and the ceiling rose beyond the light provided by flames. With a thousand micro-clues of air pressure and sound and more, Josh knew he now stood in an auditorium. A cathedral of dark. 


     The orange light waned as Flavius raised the torch in an attempt to illuminate a ceiling. Then he whispered, “This must be the queen’s lair.” 


     Tension compressed Josh’s chest. Quietly, he eased the scimitar as high as possible and discovered his movements would not be limited by ceiling height. 


     The darkness pulsed with a heartbeat, the air waned and waxed, as if the chamber breathed. It threatened to extinguish their light source. Josh’s nerves challenged his sanity. The blackness bored into him, the futility of retreat was sickening. 


     He heard nothing, yet every instinct told him something lived in this darkness. In a method of sneaking one leg forward then listening, Josh moved deeper. 


     A sudden breeze pulled the torch’s flame inward, almost to the point of extinguishment, as if the shadows were a malevolent cat and their torch a sleeping infant. 


     The possibility of being in this tomb without a guiding light spurred urgency. Josh suddenly wondered why he was here. What was so wrong with spending a life behind a computer screen consumed by someone else’s responsibility, void of free thought or will, hating your body and lack of self-improvement? At least he was safe. 


     “Careful,” Flavius cautioned as the tip of the broken salca eased by Josh, washing him in heat. 


     Josh couldn’t be more cautious without encasing himself in bubble wrap and traveling inside a hamster ball. 


     “Do you hear that?” Flavius said. 


     The men stopped. 


     Josh heard faint clicks and whistling sounds but nothing he could identify, yet his hairs stood on end. Something lurked in the shadows. 


     They shuffled away from the wall, moving as one. On the fourth cautious step, the sound of a barn’s worth of floorboards creaking to their breaking point erupted from the black. 


     Josh backed into Flavius which helped stymie his scream, or perhaps the boy’s lack of fear absorbed some of Josh’s.  


     Regardless, he felt Flavius’ hand connect with his back and nudge him forward as if pushing him back into a boxing ring. The rumble subdued. 


     Josh crept forward, Flavius at his back, the torch to Josh’s right. When the edge of the light met an actual mass Josh’s knees trembled. 


     Cracks, as loud as snapping logs mixed with creaking wood, were heard as the demon queen rose from her slumber. 


     The sight brought Josh to the brink of madness. “Dear… God…” he said. 


     Flavius cursed as an ant twelve feet tall at its back end rose from a rest that may have began in the Triassic era. Its massive head was like polished onyx and lacked antennae. Its eyes reflected the flame’s light, which swished around the orbs as if creating aesthetics from a fine brandy moments before the first sip. 


     The ant was as wide as a small house. Its body sloped up into the darkness. 


     As the demon queen revealed her full height, Josh had a momentary feeling of calm, as if he would soon be part of an intellectual dialog where he would learn secrets lost to humankind. 


     Instead, the beast screamed with enough hot force to ripple Josh’s hair and clothing. Before he could apologize for the intrusion or begin conciliatory negotiations, his emissary charged. 


     Only its mandibles being less proportionate to its head than the other ants saved them from the initial strike. 


     No technology, machine, or beast in the human world combined such size and agility. 


     To avoid being gored, Josh grabbed Flavius and rolled them to his left, slicing at the queen’s face. 


     The blade connected and gouged a chip of exoskeleton. If the queen felt the wound, she gave no indication. 


     As Flavius backed up, the scant bit of torch light moved far enough from the queen to make her vanish. 


     Josh lunged into the oblivion where he imagined her to be and chopped thin air. 


     Panic surged as he found himself inside the pure dark. Before he stepped back into the comforting glow of fire, a leg shot out from the black and struck him in the chest with the force of a sledgehammer, knocking the breath out of him and throwing him back six feet. 


     Blind fear overtook him as he found himself outside of the light for a second time. He dropped to his hands and knees and spun, desperate to return to the orange glow. Locating it, he crawled with a single-minded need, whether luck or instinct, he kept the sword in his hand. 


     Josh watched in horror as a wrecking ball swung toward the fire, connected with Flavius, and threw him into the distance. The torch sailed toward Josh. 


     Flavius flew into the darkness. Josh heard the sound of a body landing as if lifeless. 


     Josh scrambled to where he thought Flavius had landed. He found his friend and pulled him toward the flickering light. 


     He snatched the torch off the ground and held it before him. The queen waited six feet away, as still as a statue. 


     Josh’s heart thumped with enough force to shatter the breastbone of his old body. Through the shocked fear, he realized if he survived facing down this maternal evil, he would never forget it. 


     As god and demon faced off, a shape shot from the dark and smashed into Josh’s side, rocking him. One of the mad medics clamped its powerful jaws around Josh’s mid section. Small spikes stabbed him. His flesh ripped upward and blood flowed as the beast tried to lift him. 


     On the second failed deadlock, Josh swung the fist holding his sword onto his adversary’s head. He smashed down again and again then finally the fourth blow brought a smashing crunch. The fifth freed him from its grasp and without hesitation, he brought the blade down, splitting the ant. 


     The queen had backed into the void. The mortally wounded ant stumbled away and dropped. Josh heard its breathing slow. Fearing more ants, Josh spun to the unconscious Flavius. By the light of the torch he could see the slight rise and fall of his chest and he breathed a sigh of relief. 


     Before he could sing “Kum Ba Yah”, bass-laden stomps warned of the hulky mass of the queen charging. 


     At the same instant, another ant flanked him. 


     Instinctively he tossed the torch at the queen and, using its fading light, sought the charging ant. A lunge, a swing, and he split its body like a peeled banana. 


     Turning back, he found the torch’s distraction far more fortuitous than envisioned. The queen stood paralyzed, staring at the light sailing past her face. 


     In this thousandth of a second, he accepted another inevitable truth: he would execute his initiated swing. It would connect with the center mass of the queen’s head, killing her. At the same moment, the dwindling torch would roll along the soil and extinguish. Flavius would wake to being eaten alive. In the darkness that followed, Josh would succumb to the onslaught of ant medics and be devoured. 


     The queen’s eyes remained placid but Josh felt they shared the knowledge of what would come. They both knew their lives ended today. 


     Josh’s ivory-handled scimitar struck the center of the queen’s head. The snapping of exoskeleton boomed as steel crunched from top to bottom. 


     From a mile away, Josh heard himself screaming in triumph as the flakes of bone and warm fluid pelted him. 


     Soon the death scent of the three dead ants would mark him and Flavius, transforming them into beacons for aggression. 


     Killing this queen comforted Josh. Junea’s odds of a safe life had increased. That young boy who saluted him might live to die an old man. Josh breathed deep, powerful, satisfied breaths as he pushed the blade deeper. 


     The expelled blood and brain rained on the torch, snuffing out its flame, bringing the final horror—darkness. 


     Blind, Josh freed his blade. He heard the hiss of the first ant’s death spray but stayed still. Swinging his scimitar indiscriminately would do no good. Also, he didn’t want his last thoughts to be rocked with despair at the realization that he had chopped Flavius in half. 


     Feeling his torso, he detected two quarter-sized punctures dotting each of his sides below the rib. Blood mixed with the death spray. 


     As he went to one knee, accepting his fate, he focused on happy thoughts. A particularly vivid smile on Karen’s face as she watched her favorite comedy show. Junea telling him she considered making love special, sacred. Flavius’ triumphant look as he thrust a spear in the air over a dead spider and shouted, "JoshRidley". Junea telling him he would be the greatest god ever. 


     “JoshRidley?” Flavius said, followed by a series of coughs. 


     “Here,” Josh knew it was pointless, but he still searched the darkness for him. 


     The boy was close, as were other things. 


     “I’m here,” Josh said, surprised by the need in his voice. 


     Josh heard the boy crawling to him. 


     “I’m right here, son,” Josh said. What did it matter if they screamed together as ants ripped them apart? “I’m here.” 


     A distant chitter answered him. The sound seemed to come from the main hall. Followed by another, and another farther still. The sound of converging ants grew louder. 


     Something brushed Josh’s arm. It was Flavius. 


     “I’ve got the torch,” the boy said. 


     Lots of good an extinguished torch will do us, thought Josh, but stayed silent. 


     He listened for the charge. 


     Heard silence, then patters. Flavius’ breathing. 


     An ant chittered so close it had to be in the chamber with them, then another and another chittered. Josh understood: they were gathering for the attack. 


     He stepped in front of Flavius and raised his sword. 


     They would die, but not by the first ant. He would split that one from head to rear. 


     Something exploded behind them. The force of wind knocked Josh off-balance. Liquid splashed Josh’s back. His stomach dropped as he realized he was coated with the queen’s death spray. 


     Moments later, warm oil rained down. 


     The queen’s grease differed from the alarm flavor of common ants. It smelled like honey dripped into a warm tea. 


     The abnormality distracted him momentarily. At any moment the ants would attack. 


     An entire minute passed. The mist continued to drizzle. Josh heard ants, idle, but in close proximity. Yet nothing else happened. 


     Flavius shuffled away and Josh gathered the courage to break the silence. “What are you doing?” 


     What did it matter? They were trapped in a black labyrinth under the earth, surrounded by demons not hampered by a lack of vision. 


     Another whoosh sounded. This one was soft, and friendly. The amber glow of light followed, awakening his hope, and softening his fear. 


     Flavius extended the burning torch. 


     Josh’s stomach knotted at the scene. 


     The ants were there. They were everywhere. Three dozen huffing beasts surrounded them. Stationary. Hulking. Packed in like zombies. Heads swiveling. Antennae twitching. Legs lifting and planting. One stepped forward, backward… yet none attacked 


     “You’ve done it, JoshRidley. You have cut off their control.” Flavius wiped the honey-scented sludge across his chest and pressed his hand out to Josh. “Now we are their leaders.” Flavius boldly stepped past him. Stopping one foot from the jaws of the nearest ant, he turned back. “Are you coming?” 


     Moments ago, death seemed like a sweet release. Now, the thought was comical. 


     Surveying the placid troops, he said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
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     Ants must have a remarkable sense of smell, for every one Josh and Flavius passed as they made their way out of the underground lair stood docile. 


     There had even been a spot where two ants had halted side by side in the tunnel, blocking their exit. With youthful confidence, Flavius spiked his torch into the ground, slid between the comatose demons, and by shoving one, swiveling and shoving the other, he created a narrow lane for them to pass between. 


     Outside, Josh learned two things. First, judging by the dimming sunshine, more time had passed than he expected. Second, every ant in the colony had been swarming to the stronghold. 


     At the top of the mound, he rotated slowly to marvel at the number of inactive beasts in all directions and distances. The furthest looked like breathing shadows, which frightened Josh as much as the defined ants near him. Walking through the collection of living displays had been the most eerie experience of his life. 


     During the trek to camp, the feeling that those beasts were paused and at any moment could reanimate kept him looking over his shoulder. 


     By the time they reunited with the men at camp, Josh’s adrenaline was draining. He sucked down half of a serving of warm soup without comment. 


     They eyed  him, and also the goop on his body. He knew they waited for answers. 


     Their first few questions were simple and directed at Flavius. “How dangerous is the terrain?” “Did you see the queen?” “How did Artemis die?”  


     Josh answered more and more until they were answering evenly. 


     When they reached the part where they waited outside the mound, scouting for a chance to rush, a hunter interrupted. 


     “Before you continue, what coats your body. What is that smell?” 


     “It’s the queen’s blood,” Flavius said. “With this on us, no ant will attack.” 


     “May I wipe some on myself?” The man asked. 


     Flavius extended his cloth on his tunic and the men scooped. The rest did the same. 


     Josh allowed himself to be excavated. 


     Once everyone mined goo from Josh and Flavius, and coated their face and arms, the story continued. 


     Flavius took the lead. He hopped on a stump and told about how he snipped the soldiers ant’s antenna. Josh couldn’t help but laugh when he said he was never scared. 


     The suns set. The fire raged. Excitement kept everyone awake and talking until dawn. 


     While others packed for the return hike, the medic inspected their injuries. He took his time inspecting the punctures Josh sustained but finally pronounced Josh would be okay. He then said Flavius had two broken ribs—though the young man didn’t seem to be suffering. He embraced the discomfort as proof of his involvement. 


     The four holes down each of Josh’s sides and the one near his ankle burned with the tenderness of deep bruising. The lingering injuries turned the walk back to Reysona into a march of wounded warriors. 


     Josh had this quick vision of ordering the men to build a litter and carry him to town. He then pictured the effort it would take to carry him and felt guilty. The vision was the most pretentious and selfish thought he’d ever had.  


     It seemed being a god carried the unadvertised side-effect of increased ego. 


     They reached Reysona’s aged outer wall as the day warmed. The sight of the village renewed his energy. Junea would be in there, and she’d be proud of him. Reaching the inner gates and seeing them swing inward brought Josh to his childhood, to feelings of joy at the sight of his grandmother’s driveway on Christmas Eve, of her stepping outside on cold winter mornings to greet him. 


     The citizens, whose numbers seemed to have swelled, waited somberly. Their eyes scanned each member as if seeking signs of the outcome. Noticing the canvas bandages wrapped around both Flavius and Josh silenced the few whispers, and for those paying attention, Artemis’ absence must have raised red flags. 


     Josh realized his fellow hunters were savoring the confusion. They nodded stoically as the people passed, as if the horrid outcome that the people of Reysona feared, was a reality too raw to voice. 


     Perhaps his group’s motives were altruistic; an attempt to save Josh from an onslaught of fans? Somehow he doubted that, for as members of the team dropped back and began speaking to loved ones, eager crowds gathered around them. 


     A bite nipped at Josh’s ankle with each step, and each deep breath he took made his canvas bandages feel like boa constrictors. All of the sensations worked to elevate his senses and make this moment more rewarding. 


     Cronin, Junea’s father and mayor of Reysona, met the team near the center of the town and stopped. He allowed a few seconds to pass, then asked, “Was it a success, is the queen dead?” 


     “JoshRidley killed the queen as easy as squishing a tick,” Flavius said. “I’ve brought jars of her extract as proof for all.” He held up a jar. with the sun shining on it, the queen extract looked like dirty honey. 


     “JoshRidley be praised,” Cronin said louder. 


     The following cheers drowned out Josh’s attempt to give an accurate account of the danger, and their losses. Seeing all of the joy and relief his actions caused, and placed a smile on his face. 


     Cronin and his escorts parted the crowd and led Josh to his temple, where a trio of healers waited. 


     A weight left him as he stepped into his chamber. Comfort followed as he noticed Junea was already inside. 


     She and her people now lived in a safer world. 


     She rose on her toes at his sight and ran to him. He doubled his pace to meet her. 


     They kissed, and she stepped back, wiped away tears, and motioned for the healers to examine him. 


     The brief kiss was so sweet he wondered if she’d coated her lips with sugar. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so appreciated, nor appreciating a reunion as much as this. 


     As the healers prodded and poked and questioned, he kept a watchful eye on his beautiful ambassador. She instructed other servants to specific duties, all of which were no doubt intended to help him relax. 


     He was excited, but being near the bed brought his fatigue to new heights. During his hike from camp, through town, and into the temple, he had kept exhaustion at bay. Now it was like a monsoon, and each drop of rain like a fast-acting sleeping pill. 


     Josh appreciated the healers working to clean his wounds, but couldn’t stop thinking about why they couldn’t do that while he slept. When he couldn’y stay awake any longer, he lumbered to the mattress, flopped down, and was asleep in seconds. 


     Days passed in sleep, interrupted only by sips of a concoction called the Nectar of the Gods, the tending of his injuries, and possibly some inappropriate contact from his maidens. 


     On day four he woke groggy, but could tell he was free from the sleep effects of the healer’s drink. 


     Sensations registered slowly. First, the smell of lantern oil; then the contours of his mattress, then the scent of Junea. 


     He found her in a chair next to the bed, holding a large wooden tablet, reading from its surface. 


     Bellora noticed his rousing, and, with a gasp, rushed to a nearby pitcher of water and then to his side. Sipping from its edge, he felt invaded by her closeness, and minimal clothing. 


     “Thank you,” he said as he returned the half-empty pitcher. 


     Bellora kept a hand on his shoulder until the sound of Junea’s wooden tablet being set down drew her attention. “I guess I’ll go?” After no reply from either Josh or Junea, she backed away and exited. 


     Junea dragged the chair to the side of the bed and sat. “Shall I send for breakfast?” 


     Josh’s stomach grumbled in anticipation. He nodded. 


     Remembering the bite-marks that dotted his torso, he moved the blanket draped over his waist to inspect his wounds. He was naked, and quickly covered himself. The memories of being fondled returned more vividly. These included multiple whispers, hushed laughter, and him lashing out to chase off harassment. 


     Junea placed a hand on each thigh and leaned forward to inspect the holes. “Lift your arms.” 


     As Josh held his arms skyward, the definition of his shoulders captured his attention. It looked as if he had taut cables under his skin. 


     Junea’s proximity and his nudity made him lean his head back and focus on an overhead chandelier to combat the physical draw of her touch. 


     “You heal magnificently,” she said. 


     Looking down, he saw that the jaundiced coloring around the wound had faded, and the holes themselves were scabbed over. 


     Junea pressed the edges with her fingertips.  


     Faint pain spread from the source, but not enough to make him wince. The residue of a long sleep seemed to be the worst of his ill effects. 


     Unaware of the frequency, he only knew the healers attended him regularly. Each time, they applied a muddy salve and had him sip the Nectar of the Gods. He traced his fingers over the scabs and pressed down to find that even with extra force, he experienced minimal discomfort. 


     Junea returned to her chair. Her soft hands slipping from the edge of his knees sent a ripple through him. 


     She wore a maroon dress that enhanced her cleavage and hugged her midsection. It flowed out at her waist, stopping above her knees. 


     He frowned at how much she meant to him in such a short time. 


     Smiling as if reading his mind, she had the voice of a caring wife when she said, “You seem all better.” 


     He swallowed the lump in his throat. “This is the first time I’ve opened my eyes and felt like keeping them that way.” 


     She watched him for a moment, and then, as if reaching a conclusion, approached and used her legs to push his knees further apart. “Perhaps you should lay back, allow me to check your injuries one more time.” 


     Something in her eyes turned the edges of his lips upward, and slowly, faking pangs of tenderness, he obliged. 


     His heart beat faster with the promise of her touching him. Having a girlfriend at home tempered his excitement. He would allow her to examine him momentarily. He would enjoy the feel of her looking him over, maybe brushing herself against him, and then end it. Possibly excuse himself to regain his composure. 


     Junea tossed the cover off of him. 


     Sitting up to object, he found her face near his. 


     After a beat, she kissed him. They kissed lightly at first, then with more passion. Her hands traced his body. The sensation built until he embraced her and tried to pull her close. 


     Instead, she guided his hand away, stepped back, and took off her maroon dress. 


     Surrendering fully, he flopped his arms out to his sides, closed his eyes, and lost himself. 


     Detectable movement no longer existed. It was as if his entire essence had been wrapped by petals and pulled into a dimension devoted to the senses. 


     She leaned onto him, rocking. She buried them in her hair. Their lips stayed connected, unleashing a deep appreciation of her, of this moment, for all of life. 


     Minutes later, a crackling sensation signaled his impending release. Euphoria rushed through him. He’d never felt this happy, this in love. Energy left him and he lay depleted. 


     Junea covered his face with soft kisses, returning him to the slumber he thought to avoid. 


     As his world dimmed, he appreciated every point of contact between their bodies. His last lucid thought was, I’ve never been this happy. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XI 


     The smell of cooked vegetables woke Josh from his dreamless sleep. 


     Bellora placed the last of the dishware on his dining table when she noticed him stirring, and came to him with the pitcher of water. 


     “No,” he said as he glanced around for Junea. Unable to locate her, he rose, pulled on his leather garment, and went to sit at the table. 


     Moments later, the courses arrived. Eggs served over-easy, boiled chicken, a plate of grilled fish, and Reysona’s version of serving bread—a hybrid bread and tortilla shell made from corn. 


     His chewing and the clink of utensils were the only sounds in the cavernous room as he ate. Flavor burst with an intensity that surpassed anything he had previously eaten. It was as if bonding with Junea activated new taste buds. Standing before him, Bellora rocked from heel to toe as if on the verge of speaking. A sixth sense told him it had something to do with the glow to his skin, and the scent in the air. To avoid the discussion, he focused on his meal. 


     When his cup needed refilling, she skipped in, filled it, and spoke. “Will you need a bath this morning?” 


     Yes, but he’d wait for greater privacy. “No, thank you.” 


     Stepping closer, she said, “I just want you to know, I can be an excellent number two to Lady Junea.” 


     Josh frowned, and cleared his throat. “Where is Junea?” 


     “To be understood, what I mean by number two—” 


     “I know what you mean. Have you seen Junea?” 


     She bit her bottom lip. “I will find her.” 


     The forceful come-on had paused his eating. While he relaxed, he looked around. 


     Two wicker chairs, bent concave and lined with large pillows, were positioned next to the bed, one with a supportive latticework of braces underneath. A stack of the wooden tablets similar to the one Junea had been reading waited between them. 


     Josh wondered what she enjoyed reading: law, fiction, history? 


     Feeling more controlled, he flipped a chunk of fish into his mouth. The perfectly seasoned filet carried a flavor similar to fresh lake perch served throughout Chicago. Thinking it had been caught in the crystal clear river he previously bathed in led to an appreciation of the flavors. It tasted… authentic. 


     Junea entered with Bellora in tow. 


     A new red dress dragged on the smooth floor. She had put up her hair with two thin sticks. 


     She looked more beautiful than he remembered. 


     As if sensing his thought, she smiled. 


     He blushed. 


     She sat next to him and motioned for Bellora to fill two glasses from a new pitcher. Bellora then stepped back a respectful distance. 


     “Are you feeling better, my lord?” Junea asked. 


     He tilted of his head as he considered her question. The food helped him feel restored. Junea’s scent and very presence completed him. Testing his injuries, he stretched from one side to the other, and felt only the faintest tenderness. 


     “I feel renewed,” he said, before tossing more fish into his mouth. “How is Flavius?” 


     Junea laughed. “He is higher than the suns. You can’t force a respite to his speeches.” She shook her head. “Though his smell is becoming unbearable. On your first day we bathed the demon queen’s scent from you.” She pointed to a small jar on his nightstand. “We bottled as much as possible for future travels in that region, but Flavius refuses to wash, and after five days, smells as ripe as a bloated sow.” 


     “Five days?” He placed another bite of fish into his mouth and chewed slowly. Could that much time have lapsed? The missing days kept him from smiling at his page’s foolishness. 


     “You needed your rest,” Junea said as she traced her hand over his rib. “These wounds should have taken forty nights to heal. It seems as though yours will heal in ten.” 


     Junea grabbed a candle to give him more light as Josh inspected himself. There was significant improvement—even from earlier that day—or last night? The scabs looked lighter and smaller. The injury above his ankle had been reduced to a scratch. 


     “Take a deep breath for me,” she said as she placed her hands on his ribs. 


     He obliged. The bruising was uncomfortable, but it didn’t hurt when he took a deep breath. 


     “How did that feel?” 


     “Good. Completely healed.” 


     She glanced at him sideways, as if she thought he might be exaggerating. Then she eased even closer to the largest wound to inspect it. “The first day, your breathing was labored. I feared festering. But no more.” Leaning up, she drank from her glass and, with sweeping eyes, calculated all he had eaten. Apparently satisfied, she continued, “Flavius has retold your story so many times that I can recite it word for word. Messengers have carried the news to nearby villages. You’ll be the namesake of a dozen Bristalius boys by week’s end.” 


     She handed him a glass of wine. Once accepted, she moved her hand to his thigh. 


     “Thank you for all you have done. If time allows, I would enjoy hearing your version of the hunt. With Flavius unconscious and waking to find the queen dead, I imagine some important elements are missing.” 


     Noticing Josh had abandoned the food, Bellora cleared the table. 


     Josh considered visiting Flavius, but the food had him sated, and being near Junea removed the necessity of all other acts. 


     “Would you like to hear it now?” he asked. 


     “Certainly, let us get comfortable.” She moved to a wicker chair. 


     Josh excused himself to go to the restroom. Returning, he plopped into the reinforced chair. 


     Starting with the anxiety that followed him out the first gate of Reysona, he told her everything. He had never been much of a storyteller, perhaps because great stories require exceptional imagination and life experience. This, however, involved recapping amazing events that ended in the vanquishing of a sinister beast. It was a task suitable for anyone with a memory. 


     During the telling, Bellora and other servants crept in to the room. She and Junea gasped more than once, which engaged Josh in the telling. 


     “Was the queen really as big as a tree?” Bellora asked. 


     “Much larger. More like a house,” Josh answered. “And she moved faster than a trapper.” 


     “How did it feel the moment you killed her?” Junea asked. 


     “I thought…” Her question had been innocent enough, but Josh flushed. He’d been thinking of Junea’s safety, of the people of Reysona, and that he’d soon be dead. “About all the things important to me.” 


     Junea’s look softened. She inhaled deeply, “Have you done things like this in your world?” 


     “Stuff like what?” Josh asked. 


     “Laid evil to rest,” Bellora said. “Saved generations of lives with the flick of your sword.” 


     Josh had once dived off a dock to save what he thought was a drowning cousin. It turned out the kid was just a bad swimmer, who kicked and flailed. 


     “Nothing that impactful,” Josh said. 


     “You are too modest, JoshRidley,” Junea said. “I’m certain you leave a mark everywhere you go.” 


     Josh did sign his name on a lot of forms. “My world is different from yours.” 


     “How so?” Bellora said. “Do the men there not like the flesh of women? Do they not treasure a woman toned, and curved, and pure?” She squeezed her chest together and popped her hip side to side. “Do you not do all you can to ease the suffering and increase the joy of your children? Do you not toil for your food?” 


     “There is food everywhere,” Josh said. “It’s on every corner. For sale in every building you enter. It’s cooked for you, served hot or ice cold.” 


     “Ice?” Junea said. 


     “Cold food?” Bellora said. “How can you make food cold?” 


     Josh thought about the enclosure he inhabited and said, “Do you have winters here, cold weather?” 


     “I have heard stories of cold weather, and even of ice and snow. We do not have that here. If you travel down to Eludius, nights can grow cold enough to make a person ill, but only after a rain.” 


     “That’s one of the better ways to die in that pit of hell,” Bellora said. “Up in Atlantis, the rich are fanned by the poor to stay cool, that’s all the cold I need.” 


     The more wine they drank, the easier the laughs, and the closer Junea got to him. 


     He and Karen had talked, but never without an agenda. To this day he didn’t know who her best friend had been growing up, how she lost her virginity, or the worst thing she had done to somebody. 


     Everyone said conversation was foreplay, and Josh had believed those people were obsessed with sex. If talk was foreplay, he thought, you might as well label breathing the same, but as he listened to Junea’s sweet voice and carefree laughter, he found himself wanting to be alone with her. 


     The touching was indirect at first. A toasting of steins. A brush of the knee. Pulling her chair closer during a laugh. 


     When she reached for the mug in his hands after setting hers down, he knew the time had come for a repeat of the previous night, and he licked his lips in anticipation. 


     She kissed him gently. Lips connecting, pressing soft. Junea pulled away and dismissed the lingering servants without taking her eyes off of him. 


     Josh hardly noticed them extinguishing flames as they went. He did however, notice Bellora had stepped closer. 


     Junea saw it as well and shooed her away with the flap of her hand. 


     “But m’lady—” 


     “Not now, Bellora.” 


     She stood a moment, stared at Josh as if about to cry, and then stormed off. 


     Ignoring her proved easier than expected, especially as Junea disrobed. Through the kisses, he glanced about the room to make sure Bellora had exited. 


     “Don’t concern yourself with her,” Junea whispered. 


     He hadn’t been. At that moment, he had no idea anyone in the world existed beyond Junea. 


     Thirty minutes later they lay entwined, free of covers. Junea panting. Had love making ever been like that before? Junea’s excitement was evident and overwhelming. The feel of her so intense and constant he felt panic at the first impulses he was climaxing because he didn’t want it to end. 


     Now here, nearly sedated, he felt the greatest peace of his life. That was certain. 


     Sound drew his attention to Bellora peeking in the doorway at the end of the hall. She pulled back as soon as he glanced in her direction. 


     “What’s her deal?” 


     Junea bolted upright. “You have formed a deal with her?” 


      “No,” he held back, you’re the only one for me, but you. Well, there was Karen, back at the home they shared. Seeing concern in Junea’s eyes, he pushed those thoughts aside. “I meant, what’s the matter with her?” 


     With an exhale of relief, Junea said, “Bellora is young. She is infatuated with you. She wants very much to give you your second child, and if that is your choice, I only ask to be informed.” 


     Second child? 


     Like swimming after a meal, the talk of pregnancy shouldn’t be allowed for at least one hour post-coupling. More off-putting, Josh realized she had said second? Josh had explained to her he would have entertained the notion—had Karen been willing—of having children, but Junea knew he had none. 


     “What do you mean, second child?” 


     Junea kissed him, climbed from bed, tossed a silk shawl across her shoulders, and moved to the wicker chair. Here, she used a stick and lighted a few extra candles, brightening the area. 


     “I am with child, JoshRidley. It is known that gods are superiorly potent. Unless the female is barren, gods impregnate their mates with but a drop of their passion.” 


     Josh sat up and scooted until his back rested against the headboard. He started to sweat. 


     “Bellora underestimates the dangers of her wish.” 


     At the word danger, Josh found his annoyance abating in place of concern for Junea. Regardless of how long they had known each other, or the context of their union, she was only the fourth woman he had been with. The second that he loved. And the first to have a mutual attraction with him. So he voiced his most pressing concern: 


     “What dangers?” 


     Junea tightened the shawl and retracted her legs. “Being of your lineage, the child will be a half-god. The passing of your weight and strength will decrease drastically with each generation until it is absent by the fourth separation, making that child a common citizen, but the child spawned by a god is of a weight that affects the mother.” 


     Clearing his throat, he tried to do the math, and quickly understood the many problems a fifty pound baby could create. 


     “Your seed grows in me,” she said innocently; her dark eyes were full of love. “I will give you a strong young man. A boy who will make his people proud—” She smiled nervously. “But if I am to survive the process, I will be bedridden on a floating mattress for the final one-hundred nights.” She swallowed. “They will make incisions to assist with the birth. And even with those precautions, I may not survive.” 


     Josh moved his feet over the side of the bed and dragged her, chair and all, closer. 


     Placing a hand on her thigh, he drew her even closer and rubbed her leg. Being the cause of her risk rendered him speechless. Yet, somewhere beneath his fear, excitement at passing on his genes—these specific genes—existed. 


     Being a man, and not that bright, he blurted, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you in danger.” 


     Another smile that melted him. A dismissive wave of her hand. “This is what I want, JoshRidley. It is what Bellora wants. It is what Bristalius needs to be safe when you return to the heavens.” A shadow crossed her face and she looked away. “The birthing dangers, however, are not the greatest threat. 


     “RobertJohnson knows of your visit. He keeps spies near the Hall of the Gods, watching to see if any gods enter Bristalius or Carmanthius, for those are the only levels where gods arrive. He will know when you depart. One hundred nights after that, his golden guards will come in search of pregnant women. He has spies everywhere, which is why I’ve kept our time together out of the public eye. And to survive the birth, I will require no less than two maids, and two male servants, all of whom must disappear without drawing attention.” 


     Before he could visualize a golden guard or what they would do to the pregnant women they found, he effortlessly lifted the wicker chair, and gently dumped her onto the bed. 


     Smiling, she scooted closer and curled against his shoulder. 


     “Do not let this concern you, JoshRidley. The villagers love my father. I will be safe after you return to the heavens. Your namesake will grow old and become as legendary as his father. Bellora would lack such support. If you mothered her or other maidens, their risk would increase.” 


     Junea rested her head on his wound, unintentionally reminding him of his mortality, but that did not quell his outrage at someone threatening the life of his child. Positives existed in Josh’s favor, however. If this mad RobertJohnson had been here for over two-hundred years, he had to be getting old. From Josh’s math, at his own age, he could live a minimum of four-hundred healthy years should he return to Betaloome. 


     In top shape, perhaps with a dozen half-god offspring, he could topple this tyrant, eradicate the demons, and bring safety to all of Betaloome. 


     Of course, the flip side of that coin included his death, for laws existed. No god may return without punishment of death. RobertJohnson gave most of those who returned the chance to defeat him in combat. None had, and each of those gods had to have had more combat training than Josh, who had zero. 


     Karen, the woman whom he had built a life with, was a major roadblock as well. He didn’t want to consider what his abrupt disappearance would mean for her. Lastly, there was Apotheosis, a mega-world filled with scores of gods and hundreds of millions of square miles offering extreme appeal. An entirely alternate world, where he could make a claim, rule a people, and live how he chose. 


     Junea rubbed her hand across his chest and kissed his shoulder. 


     He could not let her be killed because of him. The thought made him want to roar. Conversely, he could not abandon Karen, drowning her in insurmountable debt. Financially, he couldn’t afford to return even if he wanted. Maybe if he saved for two years, but that would mean twenty-six advancing years in Betaloome. 


     “This talk is too heavy, JoshRidley,” Junea said as she snuggled closer. “Tomorrow you shall address the crowd. A few nights after that,” she said in a dying whisper, “we can discuss the hunting party for raiding another mound.” 


     Josh appreciated that she hadn’t looked up and saw his concern. Hugging her, he accepted he would leave this woman in great peril. 


     Clearing another mound was the least he could do. 


     As he felt her drift off to sleep, he thought about his future, RobertJohnson, a golden guard, and the rock and hard place he found himself wedged between. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XII 


     Upon exiting the temple at high noon, Josh discovered dozens of gifts piled on the steps. Drawings; knitted shirts and socks; a throw pillow; a cloth doll in his likeness; even a tethered chicken with a nearby open sack of feed. 


     A framed and easel-mounted painting captured his attention. Its life-like realism pulled him closer. 


     It depicted him the moment after splitting the spider that killed Nero. Its artistic quality reanimated phantom vibrations from when his blade hit the soil. The front half of the spider, with Nero in its fangs, dipped forward as if the demon now realized its mistake and was attempting to return the seasoned warrior to the ground. 


     In the painting, Josh’s head angled away, tilted to give his profile. His blond hair—made masculine by the artist—covered most of his face. Villagers circled the scene, their faces blurred and ghostly. 


     Josh smelled the hot innards from that day, tasted the blood in his mouth, and remembered the cocktail of adrenaline, fear, rage, and triumph. 


     Karen might find the rendition offensive—with its tumbling entrails and snapshot of violence—but if Josh could figure a way to have it resized, it would hang above their headboard. 


     Judging from the world he inhabited, it seemed the resizing process only effected organic material. Too bad, for if this hung over his head every time he viewed this lone memento from a spectacular world, feelings of total conquest would burst forth. 


     Seeming to lack the paparazzi culture, the villagers allowed him to roam with a measure of privacy. They followed and watch, some smiled, young girls giggled and fled, young boys stared with slack jaws or mimed themselves in battle as the burly JoshRidley. 


     He found Flavius in the center of town, circled by a small crowd, featuring more women than men, and couldn’t keep a smile from his lips. Flavius still wore the original bandages, now brown and tattered, around his midsection as a medal of valor. 


     “JoshRidley,” Flavius called with his own slanted grin. “As I live and breathe. A god with the strength of a hundred boars finally breaks the tether of his bed.” 


     The crowd around him retreated to create room for the two men. 


     Rather than correct Flavius as to who tethered him, for Junea warned him many times to never mention their relationship in the village (a topic he needed to explore further), Josh closed the distance with the intention of an embrace. 


     His scrunching nostrils and a horrid stench stopped him at arms length. 


     “I’d say a bath is in order if you ever hope to travel with me again.” 


     “Two days ago, I’d have thought you mad, but a distance has grown between myself and my admirers.” 


     One of the women sucked air in through her teeth and crinkled her nose. All of them nodded. 


     “And I was alone in my chamber last night.” He sniffed under his arm, but seemed unfazed. 


     Josh realized the disparity between lord and page had diminished. They felt more like an uncle and his favorite nephew—a relationship Josh had always longed for. 


     The feast in honor of the queen-slaying was larger than that of the first night. It seemed the people had grown more comfortable with Josh, their god. From stories he heard of previous gods, it made sense to wait and learn the visitor’s demeanor. 


     Three pitchers of wine caused little more than a lightheaded giddiness in Josh. At night’s end, he spied Flavius, face down, inebriated, mumbling to the two women attending him. One poured water over his body. The other carefully clipped the filthy bandages off and scrubbed the flesh underneath, giving him a bath right in the street. 


     The next two days included more hibernation and lying with Junea, talking about everything. 


     Her main interest was in the engineering and physics of automobiles, planes, and all modes of transportation. Unfortunately, Josh possessed limited knowledge on that technology. 


     Using a template of moist mud, and a knowledge of parts accessible to them, they designed the blueprints for a mountain bike, which, if constructed and functional, would provide another lasting benefit of his visit. 


     The downside to those days of tranquility was the increase of Bellora’s jealousy. He came close to barring her from the temple, but Junea always stayed his decision. She sympathized with the girl. She wouldn’t fault a beautiful young lady for wanting Josh. His disinterest in a number two for adding variety and another offspring of legend amused Junea (and, he suspected, filled her with pride). 


     On day sixteen, he met with the bear-like Orion, and received an update on the benefits of his work. Fourteen demons had stumbled into traps around Reysona and been killed. There were rumors that hundreds of others had wandered into enemy territory and battled their neighbors. The relief and gratitude at these findings brought many citizens to the point of tears. It was difficult for him to consider how much he impacted their world with a single afternoon of effort. 


     They also discussed raiding another mound. The thought of creating more chaos in enemy ranks and increasing Reysona’s buffer thrilled Josh. Depending on the travel and recovery time, he figured he could eliminate three additional queens in his remaining days. More if things became as smooth as he envisioned. 


     On day seventeen, when he was scheduled to leave on his second hunt, Bellora woke the couple. For once, there was no disdain in her voice, no evil eye for Junea, no pleading smile or careful posing for Josh. 


     Some of her tight braids were undone at the ends. She wore a robe that covered completely and an expression of fright. 


     “M’lady, they are here!” 


     Even though Josh hadn’t allowed her much sleep, Junea bolted out of bed. 


     Junea asked as she dressed in a rush. “How far out?’ 


     Following suit, annoyed at his raiding teams’ temerity, Josh stepped into his trousers and addressed Junea. “A bit impatient aren’t they?” 


     “This is not Orion, my love,” Junea said with obvious anguish. 


     Bellora added, “RobertJohnson and his golden guard approach from the north. They are less than half a shadow bar out.” 


     Cold fear raced through him, and he reached up in search of his scimitar. Finding only air, he dropped his hand and discovered his fear rapidly turning to indignation. 


     How dare that man come to Reysona? It’s like a reverse breach of the first law—no gods interrupt Josh’s time here. 


     “How many of the golden guards?” Junea asked as she tied her hair, now fully dressed. 


     “All of them, with Gatacon at their head.” 


     “Oh, dear, no.” Junea looked to Josh with open worry. “I must go.” 


     She gathered her things. Even the various combs and brushes. Servants darted from the shadows, removing all other evidence, as if the uninvited god might enter Josh’s temple. 


     “For my sake,” Junea beseeched, “do not allow yourself to be provoked. By his own law, he will not harm a god unless they return to Betaloome or enter Atlantis, but if you attack him…” 


     Accepting that Junea intended to flee, Josh stepped in front of her, and told a small lie. “I do not fear that man. He is a god. As am I.” Having corralled her, and shocked himself with his words, Josh moved to his scimitar and put it on. 


     “He is a champion fighter,” Junea said, “who has trained daily for centuries, and he is not alone. The golden guard is made up of his own sons, half-gods known to enjoy dashing the skulls of their unwanted sisters against stone at birth. I must be far from you when they arrive. Do not let them know we are intimate, even cordial.” 


     “Gatacon is the cruelest guardian to ever draw a breath,” Bellora added as she wrung her hands. “He has killed a dozen of his own siblings and a nation’s worth of others.” 


     Junea raced to Josh, kissed him full on the lips, and found his eyes. “Do not rise to his bait, JoshRidley. Noble tidings are not what summoned him. Whyever he is here, he will not stay long. Remain controlled, and allow him to go on his way, for my sake.” 


     She searched his eyes until, reluctantly, he nodded. 


     Then she turned and ran from the chamber. 


     Watching her race away in fear of another man scathed his soul. His woman should fear no man. 


     The servants stepped forward and helped adjust his tunic. Josh clipped the sword behind himself and dismissed his aids. Once alone, he tested his injuries by stretching, felt nothing, and thought about his situation. 


     Learning that RobertJohnson and his sons were cruel made Josh resentful. Josh had never dreamed of being a hero, but he was learning that seeing bullying first hand, and having the ability to interject and defend the weak, motivated him. 


     Over the past few weeks, horror stories about Atlantis conjured fantasies for Josh of traveling to the fabled nation and setting straight the elites who ruled. Cluing them in on how to treat others. At sword point, he would obtain RobertJohnson’s word that all nations deserved his care. After chastising the man, and perhaps cutting down the dangling golden arms, he would yell a final diatribe of wit grand enough to echo for years, and storm out. 


     But those were daydreams. 


     In reality, he had wanted, hoped, and expected to spend his time in Reysona, making it safer by killing a few queens, maybe hunting another trapper, earning himself a place in their lore. Those accomplishments would allow him to return to the real world with enough awe to lift him out of his daily rut—to negate his self-loathing, elevate his career, find meaning in a nine-to-five, smartphone-obsessed, prime-time world. 


     Standing alone, an enormous sword on his back, a psychopathic god en route, he focused on slowing his booming heart by pacing the cavernous hall. He pondered what topics RobertJohnson wanted to discuss, the temperamental approach Josh should take, what Josh’s main goals should be. 


     In the best case scenario, RobertJohnson’s personality would conflict with the rumors. The heinous stories would be nothing but exaggerations of incidents involving the treatment of hardened criminals. Perhaps the sitting god wanted to invite Josh to Atlantis, give him a guided tour as they discussed their old world. Afterwards, he would promise to look after Junea, Reysona, and all of Bristalius, for he appreciated Josh exposing the dangers they faced. 


     Worst case, he wanted a golden arm for his Hall of Distress, to know who Josh had slept with, and finally to use his golden guard to hack Junea, and what remained of Josh, into hundreds of pieces. 


     Missing a limb upon his return would heavily obstruct his intended line to Karen about losing the money he’d spent coming here in a shady investment. 


     “JoshRidley.” 


     He looked up to find Bellora waiting near the entrance. 


     She pulled her robe tighter and stepped closer. “I must have an answer from you.” 


     A deep breath. “Answer to what?” 


     “I must know if you will lay with me before you leave? You have my lifelong devotion. Grant me this small favor and I will flee this village and ensure your heir is safe and loved fiercely until my final days.” 


     Running his hand across his face, he quelled the chastising that brewed inside of him. Calming, he gathered his words and said, “Bellora, I do not have time for this. You are a beautiful girl, but I am here to help your people, not—” 


     One of the maidens ran through the doorway at the end of the chamber and yelled, “They are approaching the outer gate, JoshRidley.” 


     “I will meet them there,” Josh said with authority as he strode toward the exit. 


     “JoshRidley.” 


     He turned to Bellora and saw fire in her eyes. 


     “Do not make of me your enemy,” she said as her expression hardened. “I ask but one favor. A reasonable request that benefits all.” 


     Rather than answer, he made a mental decision to have her barred from the temple as he turned to meet the real threat. 


     “Gatacon might be interested in learning of you and Lady Junea’s passion,” she called after him. “Perhaps RobertJohnson would give me my god-son as a reward for such important information.” 


     He stopped at the threshold. His blood ran cold. She had the power to get his new family killed. 


     She continued, “The choice is yours. Lay with me before you leave and earn a follower. Do not, and what choice do you leave me? I am destined to birth a god-child.” 


     As the silence dragged on, he tried to remind himself of youthful ignorance. He also envied the sociopaths of the world. They would handle this pragmatically—turn around, cut her head from her shoulders, and have one less complication. 


     Clenching his jaw, he continued out of the chamber, down the hall, and exited through the double doors. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     



  


     XIII 


     Stepping from his temple and finding the normally bustling town deserted was like waking up to discover that all your neighbors had vanished during the night. Without the strum of life, the dirt roads, silent buildings, and gentle breeze were reminiscent of an abandoned movie set from a 1970’s western. 


     Six paces from the door, he heard a servant pull them shut and engage the locks. Pausing, he noticed even the dozens of communally owned dogs had vanished. 


     He had a clear line of sight from the top of the temple steps to the main gate. A lone figure, who he couldn’t make out, stood near the entrance. He was relieved to see someone on his side would be there to support him. Beyond that brave soul, the gates yawned open. Josh wiped moisture from his brow. 


     Roughly two dozen invaders marched through the opening in a tight formation. They wore a style of armor reminiscent of the soldiers of Troy. Shaped steel protected their chests, wrists, and calves. From his distance, Josh saw the sun reflected off the high-polished gold and silver pattern. 


     Once through the gate, the warriors formed a square around two men riding armored steeds. The squadron converged on the lone Reysonan. 


     Taking a deep breath and swallowing the lump in his throat, Josh trekked toward the confrontation. Squeezing his hands into fists, he used the contraction of power to instill the confidence necessary to walk toward a gang of armed adversaries. 


     Reaching the halfway point, one of the riders nodded toward Josh. The man was bald on top. The dingy gray hair ringing his head hung down to his broad shoulders. His skin was pockmarked. His nose bulbous. His chin too small. Yet his massive frame—a trait universal with the troops—turned the unattractive features into the menacing characteristics of an ogre. 


     The older rider beside him had even less hair on top. What remained circled his head like a crown worn by Julius Caesar. By the posture, and place of honor amongst the pack, Josh imagined the second man was RobertJohnson, and his sidekick was the feared Gatacon. 


     Swallowing, Josh accepted that the men were bigger than anyone who entered the Mr. Universe each year. 


     Gatacon wore the same armor as the soldiers around him, gold accented with silver. As he drew closer, Josh saw the insignia on his chest: a silver arm bent at the elbow and ending in a fist. 


     Josh also noticed that he was wrong about the horses. They were not armored. A modified structure braced their undersides. RobertJohnson rode the larger of the two stallions, whose belly rested on a cart. As ugly and menacing as the half-gods around him, RobertJohnson also exuded a smugness that worried Josh. The color pattern on his armor was inverted: a majority silver, the arm on his chest gold. Sunlight reflected off of his right gauntlet, temporarily blinding Josh. 


     After shielding his eyes and seeing RobertJohnson smirk, Josh realized the glance had been intentional. Flexing his forearm in time with his rising annoyance, he discarded the idea of a friendly afternoon sipping tea, and talking about the Cubs. 


     To avoid a blow-up, Josh focused on the mass and grace of his own form. 


     The guards surrounding RobertJohnson had physicality only possible with genetic alterations, or fourteen-hour days in the gym. They lacked the ease of movement he possessed, and their skin didn’t glow like his and RobertJohnson’s. 


     Josh started to understand why cavalry men earned such respect throughout history. The two mounted men loomed over the crowd. Their added height made Josh feel subservient. 


     Josh’s scimitar was twice the size of anything the golden guard carried, but their weapons were larger than normal and of immaculate craftsmanship. 


     Cronin had been the lone man in white waiting to greet the new arrivals. The mayor spoke with assurance, but the fast clip and ramrod stance revealed his concern. With Josh on scene, the diplomat spoke. 


     “It is a great honor to have the one true god of Betaloome bless us with his presence.” 


     If RobertJohnson heard him, he gave no indication. Nudging his horse forward, he parted his men, dismounted with a resounding thud, and glared at Josh, who stopped ten paces from him. 


     RobertJohnson stood a half-foot taller than Josh, and carried forty additional pounds of muscle—which in this state could equate to hundreds. Scars overlaid his unnaturally toned muscles. From chest to back he was as thick as a tree. 


     “JooossshRidley.” He drew out his words. “Peculiar name for these parts. How were you addressed in your world? Josh? Joshua?” 


     Josh didn’t reply because he was often called both names. 


     “I bet you have some lazy girlfriend who calls you her Joshy-poo and pokes all your soft spots.” 


     Josh searched the other faces. He saw cruelty, hate, and an eagerness to spill blood. Yet, excluding the mounted riders, caution lurked beneath the surface. Josh was a god, more than twice as fast and powerful as any man here, save RobertJohnson. 


     “JoshRidley,” RobertJohnson said as if testing the word. “Makes me think of a homosexual baseball player.” He smiled. “A gay ball player. I like that for you. It has levels.” 


     The supported war-horse beside him knickered as if understanding the insult. 


     The edge guards crept outward, careful not to cross their feet; all had their eyes locked on the visiting god. 


     Josh visualized how this would go if things got physical. All these enhanced men versus him. An experienced god leading them. Josh couldn’t fool himself into predicting victory, but he would take a few out as he ran. 


     “Where is your acolyte?” RobertJohnson asked, making a display of looking around. 


     How does he know about Flavius, thought Josh. 


     Before he could answer, Cronin chimed in, “He was killed while raiding the mound. A young lad. Terrible death.” 


     A coy smile crossed RobertJohnson’s lips as his eyes bored into Josh. “Is this true Joshua? Did you cause a young man to die?” 


     He had caused a man to die, but not a young one, not Flavius. Unsure of the specific necessity of this lie, yet believing fully in its merit, Josh allowed the shame in him to show on his face, and nodded. 


     “Young men sound like women when they scream,” Gatacon said from atop his mount. He then spat in Josh’s direction. 


     RobertJohnson cocked his head as if pondering the statement. “Did he scream like a woman, JoshRidley?” 


     Josh remembered Artemis squirming in the jaws of the beast, and in the next moment, dangling lifeless. 


     “Ant got your tongue?” RobertJohnson said. 


     What could Josh say? Rather than become the bunt of their joke, he said, “He died with great courage.” 


     “Are you enjoying the whores of this stank village?” Gatacon asked. 


     Sweat broke out over Josh’s body. His asking could indicate RobertJohnson had fewer spies in Reysona than feared, or at least that they hadn’t yet identified Junea. However, the venom in Gatacon’s tone revealed how important the answer was. 


     RobertJohnson scrunched his features as if annoyed by the interruption, and continued. “You do understand that you are in my world? That you’re a guest. Nothing of importance happens here without my knowledge. I knew you were here days after you arrived. I heard about your killing a queen shortly after it happened. What I came here to verify…” He stepped closer. 


     Josh noticed Gatacon’s hand creeping toward the handle of an enormous battle axe. 


     “…was if someone told you my rules for my Earthly guests?” 


     Fearing speaking would spring him into action, Josh stayed quiet, and thought of the directions he would dodge, how he would kill the first guard to his right with a fluid chop and then leap over the small house beyond him. 


     “Rule one,” the older god said, “no bottom dweller—including touring gods—may enter my beautiful paradise, Atlantis.” 


     A couple of the golden guards chuffed their approval. 


     “We try to keep a certain level of… sophistication in our top nation. Mixing lesser genes would dilute the overall aesthetics.” He looked to his ghastly unattractive men for their supporting nods and then back to JoshRidley. “And the only other rule applies to you, Joshua. Joshy-poo. No god lives in Betaloome except me. When your time is up, my sons will escort you to the Hall of the Gods, you’ll go back to the wifey, the two kids, and the ever important smartphone. You can rehash your uneventful slaying of an eviscerator while at a noisy pub. And be thankful you won’t be here for the approaching Year of the Mantis.” He stepped closer, examining Josh’s impassive face. “Of course, if you’re the adventurous type, with the financial means, you may return to Apotheosis. I almost did so myself, many lifetimes ago.” 


     Gatacon nudged his steed forward. 


     “But if you are foolish enough to return to Betaloome,” RobertJohnson continued, “I will be here within seven days. I’ll make the eighth your last in the land of the living.” 


     Josh suppressed his urge to make the man a liar by snatching his blade and dicing him in half. 


     As if reading his thought, a sly smirk tugged at RobertJohnson’s mouth, and he inched forward, fingers twitching near his own clipped sword. 


     Josh only knew of his own speed. With that information to draw from, he believed he could do it. 


     RobertJohnson might possess more cruelty and strength, but at this distance, the deep crevices around his eyes and the loose skin on his throat exposed his age. Age brought decreased reflexes. Josh felt as fast as a neuron transporting signals across the brain. 


     Still, the smug smile remained. They both knew if Josh managed to split the god’s torso, nothing would stop the golden guards from doing the same to Josh and everyone else in Reysona. 


     RobertJohnson stood patient, seemingly content to call Josh’s bluff. 


     Killing this man was the right call, but Josh wasn’t ready to martyr himself, or his village. And the idea of turning the reins over to Gatacon made him tense. 


     “You seem a sufficient coward,” RobertJohnson said as he relaxed. “Do you agree to obey my laws?” 


     Having abandoned the physical option, Josh swallowed the lump in his throat. He thought of Junea and his pledge to avoid a confrontation, and he nodded. 


     “Disappointing, really,” RobertJohnson said. “I had hoped you would have heart. But your world makes such soft men.” 


     Josh tried to toughen his features, but the mention of his world conjured flashes of a blue-suede couch, heated leather seats in the Cherokee limited, office chairs engineered for support. Here, the lack of dangers in Josh’s previous life seemed embarrassing. 


     He hated absorbing these verbal abuses. He feared they pulled him back to him prior to Betaloome—the cowardly Josh—but taking this punishment would keep Cronin alive, Junea safe, maybe the entire village from being razed. 


     “Look upon true fear, my sons,” RobertJohnson said. 


     A few men chuckled. 


     “I’d still like my pound of flesh,” Gatacon said as he unclipped a small axe from a second clasp, and nudged his horse in the mayor’s direction. 


     Cronin dropped his head. His shoulders slumped and he lowered himself to his knees. 


     Seeing a man submitting to being butchered knotted Josh’s stomach. He stepped in front of Cronin. Staring at the bald, gray-haired ogre made his blood boil. 


     If Gatacon tried to hack Junea’s father, Josh would lash out and handle the rest with instincts. He widened his stance, and surveyed the opposition. 


     Gatacon’s horse paused, sniffed in Josh’s direction, and trotted backward. Gatacon kicked the animal onward. Other golden guards closed in. 


     After stopping Gatacon, Josh would go for the nearest man’s shield. Then— 


     “Leave him,” RobertJohnson said, grabbing the reins of Gatacon’s horse. “JoshRidley has given me due respect. We will leave his town unharmed.” To Josh, he said, “Kneel, JoshRidley, and we will leave this dirt bowl without killing anyone.” 


     Gatacon cleared his throat as he backed his horse up and returned the axe to its sheath. 


     From his peripheral, Josh watched Cronin peer at him. He turned his attention to RobertJohnson. 


     The arrogant god nodded ever so slightly, urging him to obey. 


     The heat inside Josh intensified. He stepped back as a frightening truth settled into his core. He had reached his humiliation threshold. One more insult, any additional gesture of disrespect, and all the confidence and epiphanies experienced over the past weeks would evaporate, taking more than he had gained, leaving him even less of a man than the day he arrived. 


     The realization he was willing to die over pride freed something in his soul. 


     Seconds passed without any incident greater than warriors shifting their weight. 


     Expecting the scale-tipping comment to come at any second, he tensed. 


     The sound of a sword leaving its sheath drew his attention to the back of the crowd. 


     To combat the rage inside him, to fight off his body’s desire to make the first move, he thought of Junea in his bed, of kissing her. Each image carried an unwanted message: he jeopardized his child, and others with his pride. 


     These men were looking for any excuse to slaughter. 


     RobertJohnson tilted his head in curiosity. “Joshua?” 


     Using all his willpower, he cooled himself from the brink of eruption to a simmering outrage. From outrage to anger. Anger to agitation. 


     Cronin quivered next to him, reminding him that to save lives, he only needed to kneel. With effort, and while maintaining spiteful eye contact with the burly God, he lowered himself onto one knee. 


     “He stares with disrespect,” one of the golden guard said. “Drop your head.” 


     Josh knew he should obey, but a line in himself had been drawn. He could bend, but no further. With his heavy knee indenting the soil, the grain of dignity offered by holding eye contact was all that held him together. 


     Another sword left its scabbard. 


     Josh kept his gaze, prepared to leap backward and retrieve his blade. However, his greatest hope lay in calling a bluff of his own. 


     RobertJohnson’s voice cut through the tension. “Let him be,” he said dryly and turned his back, moving toward his mount. “He has complied with my every wish like a good servant. I thank you for that, Joshy-poo.” 


     Josh rose as RobertJohnson mounted his saddle. 


     Cronin pitched onto his palms and breathed deep gasping breaths. 


     RobertJohnson’s horse neighed as the ruler of Betaloome made his massive weight comfortable on the braced saddle. 


     “Remember the rules, Joshua.” A beat for emphasis, and he turned his horse around and led it through his men, who followed him out of the open gate. 


     Two minutes seemed eternal, but finally, like a supernova retracting to the size of a pinhead before blinking out of existence, the golden guards vanished, and the gates were drawn shut. 


     To soothe his assaulted dignity, Josh made his way over, and, using one hand, latched the twenty-foot board, and secured the gates. 


     As he passed Cronin, the mayor rose and expelled a heavy breath. “You did right, JoshRidley. We are alive, and you kept your honor.” 


     Kept his honor? Josh turned around to see if the man was mocking him, but he remained bent over, breathing heavy, his hands on his knees. 


     Villagers sneaked out of the buildings. A dog darted across the road. 


     “Had you provoked them, you might have escaped or been spared, but every living thing in these walls would have been killed. Today, or the night you return to Earth.” 


     Josh continued on. His anger burned steady and flickered with shame. “How am I to best a god that travels in a pack?” he asked the air. 


     Ten strides later, Cronin replied, “Gods may ascend in the coliseum.” 


     Josh continued as if he hadn’t heard him. Most of him wished he hadn’t, yet it sparked hope, creating more inner turmoil. 


     He needed to be alone. 


     To Josh, the quiet represented all of Reysona sharing in his disgrace. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XIV 


     As Josh lay, spent from another bout of wake-n-mate with Junea, the dread of his back to back recurring nightmares since RobertJohnson’s interruption resurfaced. 


     Using Freudian techniques, the theme of each dream could be understood as him being disgraced by a rival god. In the dreams, RobertJohnson rarely appeared as a man. He arrived as a fly, a shadow, a veiled woman, but the overwhelming message of each conveyed Josh’s ineptitude. 


     In his dreams, he tried to strike. Summoning all of his anger, frustration, and humiliation, he punched and fought, but moved feebly.                 


     For Josh, mornings brought relief. Junea’s specific method of welcoming him to each day helped revitalize him. 


     Guilt and shame sometimes followed the coupling. 


     An argument could be made that he and Karen occupied different realities. That argument only softened the truth of his daily infidelity. He felt so unworthy to be called a god that he slept most of the afternoon.                            


     Sitting on the edge of the bed, he chastised himself for his inactivity. He wanted to leave Reysona as safe as possible. He decided to reconvene with the hunters today. A raid might lift him from his slump. 


     Junea’s hand slid across his muscular back as her hair brushed his shoulder. She kissed his cheek. 


     “How are you feeling?” 


     “Better. I want to assemble the hunters for a second raid.” He beckoned the nearest serving girl as he stood. She rushed over, dropped to her knees and offered a brass urn. He continued talking while relieving himself. “Being that it’s four hours to their borders, I am thinking we will leave in the afternoon, camp, and I’ll enter the tunnels in the morning. If things go well, we will return around the same time tomorrow.” 


     “I think that sounds wonderful.” 


     “Perhaps have the information ready for the third run, so we may head out the following day.” He nodded at the servant. 


     Excused, she stood, and scampered out of the room, careful not to spill. 


     He turned to find Junea facing away from him. His body warmed at the sight of her long, slender back as she tied her auburn hair. 


     “I will be counting the hours until I return,” Josh said as he crawled across the mattress and kissed her. 


     She rose, wrapped a robe around herself, and said softly, “My only request is that you stay sharp and return safely to me.” A smile and she entered the lavatory. 


     Josh tilted his head, wondering if her words carried deeper meaning. Like, should he come back after the vacation ended? 


     Deciding they didn’t, he crossed the silent chamber and waded into the steaming bath, where Bellora waited at its edge. 


     The last two days Bellora had conceded the area near the bed to Junea. 


     Josh and Bellora hadn’t spoken since her threat, but he was comforted by the fact that she hadn’t revealed his relationship with Junea to RobertJohnson or the golden guard. It showed that her emotions had run high and she had spoken carelessly, and her silence was evidence that she had come to regret her impulsiveness. 


     Judging by the absence of other servants, it appeared Bellora had staked out bath time as her own. 


     Attentive, yet no longer overtly sexual, Josh took the new demeanor as an apology. One supportive comment from Junea cemented his forgiveness. Of course, Junea lacked all of the facts. He hadn’t found the courage to tell her about Bellora’s attempted blackmail. 


     At his approach, Bellora dropped her garments. She kept her eyes and head down as she waded in after him and sponged his chest. 


     The warm water cascading over his soaped hair drowned out other thoughts. Allowed him to focus more clearly on his woman’s words: “Stay sharp and return to me safely.” 


     Did she mean come back to Betaloome? 


     She knew he had to leave for good. 


     Her attempt to convince him to return seemed natural. He expected the topic but she avoided it for now. Perhaps pride buried the suggestion or she worried his only possible answer would hurt too much. 


     He empathized with her desire to have him return. Pain worked deeper in his chest as his exit date approached. 


     He had heard of couples falling in love over a weekend or during a passionate night, being married, and easing into a comfortable deep love, but Josh had believed love at first sight was a Hollywood pitch written to sell movie tickets. 


     Not anymore. He loved Junea. Full stop. 


     The thought of Gatacon showing up after Josh left and cleaving her body in two brought him to the brink of combustion. 


     Josh would stand against an entire army to keep her safe. The growing certainty she carried his child doubled the sorrow of his predicament. 


     Bellora exited the tub and took position to the side of him to knead his muscles. 


     Too much troubled him to select a single topic and figure a solution, so he tried to relax. 


     In the distance, Junea exited the bathroom and strode toward him. Her radiant beauty evaporated some of his concerns. At the edge of the tub she disrobed and sat with her calves resting in the water. 


     “How are you this morning, Bellora?” 


     “Wonderful, m’lady,” Bellora said as she applied greater pressure to his neck. 


     Junea raised her eyebrows at Josh mischievously as she eased herself into the tub and submerged. 


     Her playful spirit set his heart dancing. She had liberated his emotions and he loved her for that, but a prescient fear of the future tormented him. He saw Flavius tangled in the web of a trapper; RobertJohnson sending his posse back to pillage Reysona; Junea screaming in terror; Bellora sneaking off to meet with the god from Atlantis; the saluting boy growing up with one arm. 


     When Junea emerged, smoothed back her hair, and opened her eyes, Josh appreciated everything about her. 


     “Flavius won’t take being excluded from this raid lightly,” Josh said. 


     Junea laughed like sweet music. “No, I imagine we will need to keep him under guard. But you have time for another hunt. By then he will be better healed.” 


     Josh thought as much, and though the prospect frightened him, he would take the boy on at least one more adventure. 


     Junea swam over and sat on his thigh. 


     He wrapped an arm around her and held her close. He wondered how he could get the money needed to return within days. 


     Knowing the odds of a return were nil, he would keep his ambitions to himself. 


     If he returned, he would come back surreptitiously, and stay in the woods outside of Reysona until night one-hundred. Perhaps he could surprise the golden guard and foil their malevolency. Maybe he would stay robed inside the walls, observe how they investigated, and if they mistreated people, or identified Junea, he would reveal his presence, and if not he’d contact Junea and they could live in one of the lower realms. 


     If he entered on the uppermost Hall of the Gods, which would place him in Atlantis, RobertJohnson would learn of his arrival, and his return would be a short one. Presumably, RobertJohnson watched the second two Hall of the Gods insertion points. Still, he wouldn't man them himself, and whatever scout or team of half-gods he assigned to stake it out, would be easier for Josh to deal with, or would take longer to bring the news to RobertJohnson. His best chance was entering as low as possible. He couldn't risk the bottom level, where his odds of surviving across the nation were unlikely. This meant his best chance was entering in Dacathius’ Hall of the Gods. 


     A way for him to get the money and return without ensuring his death had to exist. If so, it remained outside of his grasp. 


     Another pang of guilt stabbed his chest. Closing his eyes, he bent his neck to allow Bellora better access. Hurting Karen brought equal despair. She was his significant other, and despite loving a woman the size of an insect, their relationship remained something Karen counted on. 


     This trip of might and magic pinned him into a no-win situation. 


     The water stirred as Junea moved to the steps and waded out. 


     “I will send for food and tell the hunters to prepare for a raid and to gather intelligence on the third closest mound.” 


     She motioned to an attendant who brought her a fresh robe. “We will have a nice morning and then you go make your plans. I want you well rested and informed when you leave.” She looked him in the eye. “Just remember, the only thing that matters to me is that you return.” 


     He watched as she donned a thick cotton robe and allowed her hair to be gathered and settled against the outside of the fabric by a servant. 


     Returning to Junea the way she and her people needed was out of the question. Unless he destroyed Karen financially and emotionally. Two things he could not do. And of course, his return would mean a series of mortal duels with proper warriors. 


     He would help Junea plan to hide well after he left. If pregnant, to keep that fact a secret, and how to best raise their child in seclusion. Perhaps when he or she reached maturity, his heir could help the village in the ways he wished. 


     As Junea withdrew to the private bathroom next to the bed, Bellora scooted closer, and pressed against him. 


     Abruptly, he stood, exited, and motioned for his towelers to do their duties. 


     Feeling famished, he welcomed the distraction of cooking and eating a meal, anything to help repress his urge to kill. 


     The demon queen had no idea what headed her way. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XV 


     Waking on his final day in Betaloome, day thirty nine, Josh opened his eyes and lay motionless, staring at the vaulted ceiling. 


     He didn’t need to reach across the bed to know Junea had left while he slept. The anchor on his heart and the pit in his stomach provided enough evidence. 


     Their final night together had been the sweetest to date. No lovemaking, just hours entwined and a graceful silence filled by him rubbing the hardening spot on her abdomen where his child grew. 


     Forty minutes after waking, Josh trudged outside where Cronin, Orion, and two male servants waited. 


     The morning suns glowed soft, but when Josh saw the outline of the main gates, he sighed. The golden guard escorts would arrive within the hour. 


     He planned to meet them at the exterior wall to keep their wicked feet out of Reysona for as long as possible. 


     “Good morning, JoshRidley,” Cronin said. 


     “Let’s hope,” Josh said. He descended the steps, clasped hands with Orion, and inspected the pair of shirtless men. They wore eye shadow, perhaps rouge upon their faces, lip coloring. 


     “Being alive during your time,” Cronin said as he led the small party down the steps, “will always be the greatest honor of my life. You have blessed Reysona with fame and an eternal pride. Gods be praised.” 


     “Here, here,” chimed Orion. 


     Josh stopped at the bottom of the steps and surveyed the gathered citizens. Silent, huddled on the sides of the roads or before their homes, watching. 


     As Josh passed the first group of people, the man, woman, and child smiled encouragingly, and with appreciation. 


     “Your deeds will save the lives of thousands across many generations,” Cronin said. 


     “I could have done more,” Josh said. “That first week was all but wasted. I spent all that time recuperating when, in actuality, I was ready to go the next morning.” 


     “You did more than a hundred men in a hundred lifetimes to help our people,” Cronin said. 


      Josh wasn’t sure, but didn’t want to spend his last minutes debating. He wanted to ask about Junea, but understood Cronin’s constant talk was a subtle reminder to avoid the topic. 


     The two shirtless male escorts, whom he had noticed bustling around the outer hall of his chamber the last few days, were clearly present to draw suspicions away from his relationship with Junea. 


     If he knew pretending to be homosexual would keep her safe, he would French kiss every man in town. He only wished he and Junea had been able to say goodbye on his actual day of departure. 


     With a heavy sigh, he accepted that they had said plenty the night before. 


     At the main gates, Josh turned to see the townsfolk gathered around him. Although he was leaving them for good, they seemed content, giving encouraging nods and smiles when their gazes met his. 


     Josh smiled and nodded in return, and as he stopped by the main gates, he asked the question he had mulled over much of the past week: “What happens if I choose to stay?” 


     Anxiety crossed Cronin’s face before he glanced beyond the main gate and over the villagers. “What happens to us?” 


     “I mean to me, a god. Must I go at this specific time for my own health?” 


     “You do not need to leave for medical reasons. You are a god, JoshRidley, and could last here many lifetimes. The founding gods arrived on this land and stayed for seventy-five years, seeding the land with descendants and animals bred down until they possessed normal constitutions.” 


     “Have other gods stayed?” 


     “One, long ago. He was hunted down by a team of gods from your world and taken within a week. Everyone who aided him was put to death by the god hunters. Since RobertJohnson’s arrival, it is known villages assume responsibility for convincing their Lords to leave. If they do not…” 


     Silence followed. 


     Josh knew the man wanted him to go. Not because he didn’t respect and care for Josh—Cronin was like a father-in-law—but because the consequences outweighed the advantages. 


     Knowing his body wouldn’t melt cracked the window of a possible return open an inch. 


     Josh understood the dangers of RobertJohnson, the golden guard, and the army of Atlantis. Picturing hunters, courtesy of LLI Security, added another frightening scenario. Would they arrive with modified Rottweilers and German shepherds? 


     With the growing crowd’s attention on Josh and his escorts, Josh realized he had mainly glimpsed the common folk when going to or returning from a hunt. 


     One of the male servants cried out, “Oh, JoshRidley,” as if heartbroken, leaned as if to kiss Josh’s cheek, and whispered in a totally different, masculine voice, “Your child shall grow to age, m’lord. My life for him and lady Junea.” 


     Pulling away, the man added, “I will never love another.” His feminine lilt had returned. 


     Josh noticed most of the villagers simply watched the farewells. To influence the few who seemed surprised, Josh took the second man by the hand and drew him in for an embrace. 


     As the villagers pushed closer and formed rows; his eyes locked onto a hooded figure three rows back, and he smiled. 


     As if noticing he’d been spotted, Flavius dropped the smile, placed his arms against his side, and bowed. 


     They had shared their own goodbye most of the previous day. Just the two of them, stalking the forest, talking about life and morality. 


     Past acolytes had received leniency from RobertJohnson’s rule, and a lifetime of glory from the honor, but the golden guard would interrogate Flavius and he remained at risk. To lessen the scrutiny, they had separated at the outer gate and limited public contact over the final week. 


     Sure, Josh accomplished things to improve the quality of life in Reysona, but oppression still ruled. Same as in Chicago, he assumed. Conformity was expected. Penalties followed deviation. At least Josh’s world only shunned a person socially or stole their freedom and property. In Betaloome, blood was spilled. 


     With that in mind, he squeezed the shoulder of the servant next to him, faced the village, and shouted: 


     “I came from Earth, but I will always be Reysonan!” 


     Smiles stretched across the morning. Starting with Orion, a one word whisper grew in rumbles until it reached a booming chant. It arrived in all octaves, from all directions: a thank you, a you’ll never be forgotten. 


     “JoshRidley!” 


     “JoshRidley!” 


     “JoshRidley!” 


       


                                                 


     Standing watch outside the dilapidated wall, Josh searched for a glimmer from the golden guards. Orion had stayed in the village. One of his two escorts tapped Josh and pointed north, along the outer wall. With the sun nearing its full luminosity, the glint of polished armor reflected across the forest minutes before their shapes took form. 


     Josh appreciated that they traveled on foot. One encounter with a mounted opponent had been enough. 


     Nearing, he found no RobertJohnson at their lead and considered that an additional blessing. 


     “Hail, Joshua,” Gatacon sneered as he stopped ten feet from him and clipped his battle axe across his back. His men spread out, many taking the opportunity to relieve themselves or rest. 


     Blood was spattered on Gatacon’s chest plate. 


     Noticing Josh’s attention, he said, “This is a treacherous nation you inhabit.” The way he spoke conflicted with the sentiment, for his words lacked fear, and his eyes shone with exhilaration. 


     Fighting the urge to ask if everyone made it all right, Josh stayed mute, and assumed the last hour or more of their journey had been free from eviscerators sightings or tracks—courtesy of JoshRidley. 


     Up close, without the star of RobertJohnson shining, Josh appraised the golden guards. The first surprise was the contrast in ages. Some of the men looked to be in their teens, while Gatacon, the oldest had to be fifty by Earth standards. 


     RobertJohnson’s genes dominated—noses that looked infected with fungus, receding hairlines, withdrawn chins, CroMagnon bone structure—but by their variety, these men had different mothers. 


     Josh shook his head when thinking how easy it must have been for RobertJohnson to decide to stay here as a god. 


     One youth stood out as handsome, which in this crowd meant he possessed average looks. He stepped beside Gatacon and snarled at Josh and his escorts. 


     “Looks like you and Joshua have something in common. Perhaps you two need a moment together?” 


     “Ah, Perea,” Gatacon said as he eyed the two servants hungrily, “I fear I’d be too much man for our departing guest, but his jolly men do have a certain...appeal.” 


     Josh cringed at the hunger in Gatacon’s eyes. 


     Hoping to lessen the odds that his servants would have to take their roles further, Josh stared down the road leading to the Hall of the Gods. “Shall we go?” 


     “Guards!” Gatacon shouted. 


     The men snapped into action, moving double-time to surround Josh and his servants in the same block formation they had employed when RobertJohnson arrived at Reysona. 


     Once organized, twelve feet separated him, Gatacon, and his two guards from the men ahead of him and behind; there was six feet of room to either side. 


     Addressing his servant, Josh said loudly, “You have served me well. You may return to your homes.” 


     None of the guards reacted. Some looked to Gatacon, who eyed the men and Josh. 


     “Let them go.” 


     The line parted, and after more hugs, a peck kiss, and a servant shedding tears, they broke free, and left. 


     Seeing the gate close, Josh heaved a sigh. 


     “Have no fear, Joshua. My men are by far the finest warriors in Betaloome and will get you home safely. I imagine we’d be gods in your realm as well.” 


     Staring at the various stages of male pattern baldness, ratty hair, and beat-up grills, Josh sucked in his breath and slightly shook his head. 


     Life in the hyper-judgmental big city might be a touch unnerving for Gatacon and crew. 


     “When contact with a demon comes,” Gatacon said, “stay close to me and watch the magic of brute force trained to precision.” 


     An hour into the hike, Josh observed the magic. 


     A trapper fence lay to the side of the road and rather than go around it (a viable option), one of the golden guards drew his sword, pressed the tip against the filament, and rattled the fence ever so lightly. 


     On the third series of shakes, a black monstrosity the size of a bear cub emerged from the foliage. 


     The guard shook his sword again. The spider crept closer, then paused. 


     While this happened, two more golden guards, equipped with long spears stalked the creature, who, despite its eight eyes, seemed blind to their approach. 


     The moment the spider leapt at the bait, the two guards stabbed, scoring direct hits. With the spider pinned down, flashes of gold and silver blurred the scene. Weapons rained. Seconds later, men stepped back, exposing a shredded and leaking spider. 


     “That is how you kill a demon,” Gatacon sneered. 


     Josh was impressed at how well the golden guard worked together. 


     Nevertheless, these men were slower than Josh. They seemed to strain with the weight of the oversized weapons and armor. When done with the flurry of hacks, many were winded, needing to rest a minute before the group continued. 


     Josh could slay a score of the beasts without feeling any fatigue. 


     This revelation made it even harder to leave. 


     His physical superiority didn’t let him believe he could defeat all of them at once. Given a hundred attempts against half their numbers, he would lose every time, but knowing he had less to fear made the return option that much more appealing. 


     The final leg of the trip passed uneventfully. 


     Reaching the entrance to the Hall of the Gods put the golden guard on alert, as if they expected Josh to revolt near his final destination. 


     Unclipping his scimitar didn’t help matters, as men leapt back and held their weapons at the ready, but he wasn’t planning to resist. He simply wanted to retire his weapon right here. 


     After he removed the harness and laid it on the ground, he motioned for the golden guards to grant him space. 


     Once clear, he leapt into the air, showing his escorts the jump of a pure god. On the descent, he aimed the tip at the ground and slammed it into the soil. Rising from his crouch, he found his weapon buried two feet. 


     Planted, the ivory handle rocked at eye level. A flag proving JoshRidley was more than legend. 


     After a minute’s admiration, and without facing Gatacon, he headed toward the door. 


     “Feel free to return to us, Joshua,” Gatacon called. “I’ll be waiting.” 


     Josh didn’t answer, but as he thudded from the acrylic ledge to the arena floor, he thought that if a way for him to raise the capital presented itself, Gatacon might regret his words. 


     Over the past three weeks, his rambling mind had drawn a blank on how to gather even half the needed money before Junea’s birth. With a heavy sigh, he removed his tunic, sat in the middle of the stadium, and waited for his vacation to end. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XVI 


     Journeying from the shrunken world of Betaloome to the real one of Earth was like passing through a sifter that dropped Josh into a wormhole. After a glass tube extended into the Hall of the gods and suctioned him, his consciousness whizzed through a kaleidescope of colors, similar to the affects of closing your eyes and rubbing the outer lids. He recalled attempting to focus through the process, yet feeling befuddled. Drunk. Lobotomized. Unable to grasp the tiniest of concepts, and then present in his full form. Whole. 


     After his eyes adjusted to the dimming white glow, his brain worked enough to inform him he lay on his side in the glass igloo inside the building of LLI. The cool, man-made smoothness of the floor on his bare skin registered first. Followed by the sludge of his body. 


     Coming from the frame he had inhabited over the last thirty-nine days, this one seemed grotesque, like wearing a fat suit someone had pumped full of lard. 


     Standing highlighted the flab covering every inch of his person. Its dangling weight created a circular fupa that swayed and jiggled with the slightest of movements. The sag of his breasts and the liquidity of his backarms depressed him to the point of momentarily wanting to rush headfirst into the glass wall and brain himself. 


     With the sliding sound of a hockey puck over ice, the igloo shifted, leaving a doorway for him to exit. 


     A shadow of a man waited beyond it. 


     Standing naked, Josh felt absolute disgust. He couldn’t look the lanky man in the eyes as he waddled out of the door, toward the pile of clothing waiting on the wooden bench near the lockers. 


     Dr. Ferrel watched silently.   


     Josh could only imagine how repulsive viewing him must be. His shrunken private parts, which had shriveled to a stubby thumb, seemed to share in his anguish. 


     Tugging on his lightly stained tighty-whiteys illuminated his weakness. The cotton Hanes felt as if they were lined with lead and his muscle fibers blended with Jello. 


     “Mr. Ridley,” Dr. Ferrel said in a hushed tone, as if Josh’s ear might be too sensitive. 


     Josh paused putting on his sock. 


     “You’re welcome to spend a few hours here. To regroup. The transition can… fatigue. My recommendation for the next few days is for you to feign illness. The small lie will provide time to readjust to normal life.” 


     Normal life? What was that? Josh thought as he pulled on the heavy shirt. It laid like a yoke across his shoulders. He would follow the doctor’s advice, because illness stirred in him. He had never felt so unhealthy. 


     “The disorientation you feel will pass in a day or two. Reality will set back in and you will reflect on this experience in fondness. Trust me.” 


     How could I have let myself get so soft? 


     Without the escort of half-gods, and the threat of the Atlantean army massacring him and Reysona or LLI sending in hit men, he would have stayed in Betaloome and tried to negotiate a truce with RobertJohnson. 


     In the end, the persistence of his new loved-ones tilted his scale. Sitting here, he only wanted to sleep. Maybe track down Skinner and learn about his experience—possibly discuss them returning to Betaloome together. Part of him wondered how Karen’s weekend had been. 


     “There is a physician in the other room,” Dr. Ferrel said. “Have you sustained any injuries?” 


     “No, nothing serious.” Josh had killed three vicious spiders, a dozen powerful eviscerators, and two queens without suffering more than a few pokes and scratches. Remembering the worst of it, he probed his right forearm. A long scrape stretched from his elbow to the halfway point of his wrist. 


     Running the soft flesh of his palm against the wrinkled pink of his skin troubled him. 


     Clenching his fist, he squeezed with all he had. Instead of feeling a surge of power, a tear welled and spilled down his cheek. 


     “This will pass, Mr. Ridley. I promise you. When it does, you may find you’ve earned a special memory that will shine through the rest of your life.” 


     “I’ll take your word for it,” Josh said. A beat and Josh heard the doctor’s steps patter toward the door and pause. 


     “If you decide to return,” Dr. Ferrel added, “the fee doubles. Again, it will be a one-way trip. Apotheosis offers twice as much land mass as Earth and is populated by hundreds of gods. We would need six hours notice and a cleared payment. Also an hour to brief you on the social dynamics of the territorial world.” 


     Josh kept his head down, thinking about the cellulite encasing his abdomen. 


     “Good day, JoshRidley.” 


     At the sound of his combined name, he lifted his head and watched the doctor exit. 


     As had been his habit before all this began, Josh would listen to the advice of the people in the know. He would play sick and await a day when he didn’t feel feeble and ignorant. 


     He finished dressing and stood. 


     Knowing he would soon see Karen conjured a guilt sodden montage of the infidelity committed over the previous weeks. Trudging toward the door, he accepted he might need to play sick for more than the suggested two days to overcome his losses. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     




  


     XVII 


      


     Playing sick occupied the first day at Josh’s condo, but tarnishing a six-year record of perfect attendance drew seven phone calls from the office (four from Bruce). That, and Karen’s behavior, made it impossible to continue the ploy through day two. 


     Karen had established her home-based accounting business a year prior. Around that time, she had remodeled a portion of the dining room for office use. 


     Being at work during the day, Josh assumed she used the area daily and her meticulous nature presented the identical look upon his return home each day. 


     A full cycle of observing her habits disclosed that the designer desk (a Swiss import), cabinet system, and the many amenities were nothing more than expensive decorations. She worked from their bed, watching soaps. And his moping around in the bed, trying to sleep away his reality, quickly escalated to a point of tension. 


     Along with part of the dining room, her business “required” the confiscation of their second bedroom for a zen-like retreat where, around the time he arrived home, she retired to “meditate” and “decompress” after the stress of number crunching. Having empirical data to draw from, he suspected she spent the time surfing social media and catching up on missed episodes of daytime television. 


     Curled on the mattress, facing the wall (for Karen needed the side nearest the window to combat depression), Josh had almost laughed at the shameful knowledge that the old him allowed these things and would have moved to the couch on her second or third complaint. 


     This time, Josh told her he planned to lay in bed all day and all night. His body might still resemble pizza dough, but his resistance felt like a victory. 


     With his actual depression, ignoring her and slipping in and out of naps came easily. Each sleep brought magnificent dreams of him swinging a blade as long a car with one hand, of love so vivid and painful that the dreams startled him awake. 


     Karen did all she could to get him out of bed. With both of them under the covers, she pushed farts from her diaphragm, often angled at him—or worse, she pressed her cheeks against him before release. When she got out of bed, she dropped things and apologized loudly. Every time work called, she shook him and asked if he wanted to take the call. 


     With the evening passing in a similar fashion, he looked forward to returning to work the next day and surviving in the real world. 


     Opening the main door on Michigan Avenue, Josh hurried to the stairwell, intending to make climbing to the seventh floor part of his daily routine. Unfortunately, his legs were made of cotton and molten ash coated his lungs, forcing him to exit on the fourth floor (after two sit-down breaks) and hitch a ride on the elevator. 


     On the upside, arriving ruddy faced and sweaty earned him many pitying looks—as if his determination to work with such obvious illness revealed the sadness of his existence. It also granted him a much needed distance. 


     Seated in an armless chair, staring at a triple-split screen showing him a ticker of the NYSE, a tech feed that displayed up-to-the-minute articles about the latest breakthroughs, and his current assignment—a Microsoft Word template for sending clients appreciation letters—Josh sighed. 


     His pressing duty involved pasting the template into emails, inserting a personal missive to make each client feel the letter had been crafted specifically for them—a stock they purchased, well-wishes for a spouse or child by name—and sending it to the appropriate broker. 


     Listening to the patter of keys and senseless prattle of coworkers in neighboring cubicles for the past hour, he remained idle; shocked this was his reality. 


     A steady hum dominated this world. His Brooks Brothers suit made him feel like a dressed dog, but not a lovable Cocker Spaniel dressed as a pirate on Halloween. He felt more like a Doberman wearing a hot pink tutu. 


     Every time he tried to bite the bullet and rejoin society by obeying work, home, and social norms, memories of Betaloome hijacked his brain. 


     He recalled his pledge while washing off the demonic death spray during his river swim: quitting his job and joining a gym that taught grappling, strikes, and submissions. It had seemed so simple at the time, but here now, it seemed ridiculous. Pre-train for months to have the physical means to begin training? Quit his job and do what? Earn less money, get hospitalized? 


     Karen loved their downtown condominium, but on paper, he owned it. Well, he split the equity 30/70 with the bank. Karen needed Josh for all of her future plans. If he quit, she would rage. He would beg forgiveness, grant some concession, and in the end, forfeit a little more authority in the shared decisions to allow things to return to normal. 


     Grabbing the mouse, he opened another window on his screen. The clients, along with their personalized paragraphs, were organized alphabetically. Make the changes, email them to agents to be printed, signed, and mailed. How dull. 


     Closing the window, he remembered leaping twenty feet into the air and grabbing the rung to the ladder of ascension; he remembered dropping thirty feet down and booming onto the sand. 


     “Josh, my man. There you are.” 


     Without turning, Josh knew how Bruce Capers, his supervisor, would be posed: his blonde hair crested to the side like a breaking wave; his right arm gripping the top of the partition; his left holding work for Josh. 


     Bruce’s work for Josh. 


     “You feeling better?” 


     Swiveling, Josh frowned at his accuracy. This life carried frightening predictability. With minimal effort, he could have placed the baby blue button down shirt—one size smaller than necessary to highlight the swell of his lateral muscle under the outstretched arm. 


     Josh wanted to laugh at the absurdity of Bruce thinking he was strong. Instead, he swallowed a rising lump and faced a reality—his body was the joke. 


     “Josh, you look a bit pale, bud.” 


     It’s JoshRidley, asshole, he thought, but simply pursed his lips. 


     “You feeling up to speed, my man?” 


     Josh considered the many layers of the question. 


     “I hope so, because I have a real need for you. The Meisenheimers want me to update their portfolio. Basically assume the same risk and growth goals, but stick them in some sexier industries so they can have crap to talk about with the schmooze buddies.” 


     So basically, do my job. Josh exhaled. “They have me addressing these appreciation letters. That’ll take me into tomorrow’s lunch.” 


     Bruce leaned forward and inspected the screen. “Hell, Josh, I’ll text my niece, drop her a C-note, and she’ll have that knocked out before the day’s over.” He returned to the entryway and folded his arms, careful not to crease the manila folder in his off hand. “I’ll do that for you, you do this for me.” 


     Josh thought about standing in an immense cavern, smelling the scent of a hand-held torch, his sight limited to eight feet as the cracks and snaps of a rising demon queen jacked up his heartrate; and he repressed the irrational building urge to lunge and tackle Bruce. 


     “Josh.” Bruce snapped his fingers. “You down too much cough syrup this morning, did ya?” 


     Chugging gallons of codeine wouldn’t induce his level of lethargy. 


     “Let me know you’re okay, big dawg. These are some of the wealthiest people in the midwest. I need to know you’re up to it.” 


     Josh perked up as an idea formed. “I am feeling a bit under the weather, but if these clients are that special, give me your log-in and password so I can look over their entire portfolio, learn their investing personalities. I’ll lay out something nice, and you can take all the credit.” Josh extended his hand. 


     “Whoa, Kemosabe. Let’s slow down.” Bruce tilted his head, studying Josh. “I can’t share my log-in. That’s company credo numero uno.” 


     Dropping his arm, Josh swiveled back, giving his attention to the screen, letting Bruce think it over. 


     As their financial advisor, Bruce had access to the client’s accounts, allowing him to move money on their behalf. He clearly trusted Josh enough to outline his client’s investment future, but he wanted to execute the deal. Push the red button, so to speak. 


     After clearing his throat, and staring at Josh’s profile with a never-before-seen curiosity, Bruce said, “That will help you out?” 


     “It will help more than me, but yes.” 


     “And you’ll be able to hook ‘em up solid?” 


     Josh swallowed, and nodded. There might be quite a lot he and the Meisenheimers account could hook up. 


     “I guess if that’s what it takes. I’ll jot ‘em down, and bring ‘em by. As long as you agree, it’s a use, destroy, and forget type of deal.” 


     “You have my word on that.” 


     “Hook ‘em up solid, but not too concrete. Toss an option or two in there that might shift in the upcoming year. Keep ‘em happy, but needing yours truly.” 


     Josh’s thoughts drifted to the people who needed him, and their happiness. They numbered in the tens of thousands, narrowing with Bristalius, Reysona, Flavius, and Junea, the beautiful woman carrying his child. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XVIII 


     “Twenty suns have set since JoshRidley departed,” Bellora said, her voice echoing off the chamber walls.  


     “Inhabiting the temple is forbidden. We keep it tidy and leave each night, nothing more.” 


     “Her words ring true, my dear,” Cronin said from a chair beside the over sized mattress. “Gods always arrive and leave along the same timeline. We must rejoice at the deeds JoshRidley accomplished, and that he gifted Reysona with an heir.” 


     Junea rolled onto her back and flopped her arms on the stiff mattress. “I understand these words, but I feel his lineage growing in me. A bold and dense lifeforce. And I am most connected to his father while lying here. When sleeping, I dream we are together, and staying in the temple allows father and son to bond.” 


     “Yes dear, and perhaps when your child is born, he will spend his days hidden within these walls. But for now, we must devise a method of protecting you and seeing this child to term.” 


     “He wouldn’t have to hide,” Bellora said while crossing her arms. “If JoshRidley sired more than one heir, our sons could have banded together, fought off the golden guards with grace and finesse.” 


     “And done what against RobertJohnson, against the army of Atlantis?” Cronin asked 


     “JoshRidley was a stupid, selfish god.” 


     “Bellora,” Junea snapped. “I am sorry you ache, but JoshRidley granted us respite from the encroaching demons. He slayed a trapper that used Reysona as an animal pen. He cared for us.” 


     “Cared for you.” 


     “Another god will arrive within your lifetime. Your beauty will captivates.” 


     “What do you know? The blowing wind rewards Junea. Why, because you burst from this father instead of mine?” Bellora shook her head as she wiped a tear from her cheek. Softening her tone, she added, “Reysona will not host another god for a thousand years. I had a god before me and failed.” She dropped her head. “I am sorry, my lady. I should celebrate your favor. My regrets will pass. May I be excused?” 


     “Yes, drink a glass of vintage, and forget your troubles for a night.” 


     “Yes, m’lady.” She hurried off. 


     “Be where we can summon you,” Cronin shouted. When she exited the chamber, he addressed Junea. “I worry about that child.” 


     Sitting up, Junea stared at the set of wicker chairs beside the bed and remembered when Josh lifted her as if she were a pup and placed her on the bed beside him. Why couldn’t he be their god? Betaloome offered enough land for two rulers. RobertJohnson did nothing for the lower realms. 


     “She is a woman scorned,” Cronin continued. “I fear she holds you responsible for her pain. Do not let her in your plans. We have enough worry about the golden guard noticing your absence.” 


     Looking up, realizing her father’s words had barely registered, she shook her head. “Bellora has been with me since her sixth year. She values my happiness as much as her own.” Ignoring her father’s scowl, she continued, “If the golden guards noticed her, she means little else to them. My concern lay in who they will interrogate, and the severity of their questioning.” 


     A silence followed as each understood Cronin would be their first person of interest. 


     RobertJohnson accepted that gods would always arrive and never disputed their right to visit. With every citizen aware that becoming impregnated by a god meant death to the mother and all who concealed her, it rarely happened. 


     Women honored with completing duties before a god often lined themselves with gelled lambskin and drank barren ale during the god’s visit. On day one hundred, the bedmates came forward to show they carried no child. For those too scared, a few well-placed inquiries always identified them. If still flat of stomach, everyone survived, beyond sparse cruelties endemic to Gatacon and the golden guard. 


     Reysona presented unique challenges to Atlantean rule. They lay the farthest south from the pointus ascendus ramps. The town had been founded by a half-god who escaped the purge when the original seeding gods returned to Earth. Being founded on dissidence lent Reysonans a greater sense of rebellion. 


     The relationship Junea and their visiting god shared had stayed hidden from everyone except her father’s most loyal servants. 


     Even now, no one knew she lived here. Common townsfolk accepted the story of Cronin sending her away after noticing how cozy she and JoshRidley had gotten when she escorted him from the temple on the first raid. 


     “Do not fret over me,” her father said. “My plan to subvert inquisition is unfolding well.” 


     “Your plans often do.” 


     “RobertJohnson naming JoshRidley a gay ball player helped us. Using my men to act as his lovers has led us to tales accepted throughout Bristalius.” 


     “You should be ashamed,” Junea said. 


     “Would you rather a sword pierce your abdomen?” 


     Her hand instinctively covered her belly. Shaking off the fear, she winced at the flash of JoshRidley joining with a grunting male. Male coupling seemed absurd to her, a deviancy spread through the wicked exposure of one previously infected. 


     Recalling JoshRidly’s reaction to her adding a male servant brought a smile to her face. He was no gay ball player. 


     “You haven’t been witness to a god’s departure,” Cronin said. “When handled properly, it is a smooth event, as the last four have been. When I was a child, the golden guard, headed by a young Gatacon, arrived in Sabine and killed a dozen maidens in fashions I won’t describe. There are stories of them purging every woman of age in a Carmanthian village before my time. JoshRidley admired and supported our white lie. I suspect our worst fate will be Gatacon wanting a taste of the male takers Josh feigned to lay with. Though troublesome, they are prepared for that.” 


     Junea tilted her head and swallowed. These men were doing these brave things for her, in a way. “The thought of being the cause of their danger troubles me.” 


     “Everyone who knows of the life in you understands the importance of her birth.” 


     “Him, father.” 


     “Him, her. It matters not, but a half-god can keep Reysona safe. She will be the first to bless our village, and that only happens if you come to term.” Leaning back, he reached beside him and said, “I have a surprise for you.” 


     Moving to the edge of the bed, she watched her father lift a tablet from the floor and lay it across his lap. 


     “This reveals the location of a floating mattress hidden two days’ journey from here.” 


     Junea’s heartrate spiked as she thought of a properly-constructed floating mattress for her pregnancy. Hiking two days beyond the wall, spending a night in its domain, tempered that thrill. 


     “This hidden stronghold is capable of housing dozens of aides in comfort, and has all you need to give birth and recover in safety.” 


     Junea moved both of her hands to her belly. She would need at least two aides. One to help with the birth and the other to gather food and bring water. With the dangers beyond the wall, each spare man increased their odds of success. 


     “Surviving the trek will be the greatest obstacle. That is why your team will be small, and nimble. Flavius is learning the trail as we speak.” 


     Junea snatched at a particular section of the blanket, brought it to her nose, and breathed deeply. The overpowering odor of JoshRidley’s salty manhood, turning sour over time, brought tremendous comfort. She would bring his child into the world. 


     “You must be ready to leave by week’s end. In another month, the weight in your belly will hamper movement and force you to rest much of the day.” 


     Junea traced her hand along the cloth covering her firm stomach. She had never left the village, had never considered venturing beyond the safety of the gates, but that was before a special life grew inside of her. 


     Meeting her father’s eyes, she said, “Tell me what to do and I will be ready.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


      


     XIX 


     ‘Off to Apotheosis,’ a single message was written on the postcard, inked in cursive, signed with an elaborate S for Skinner. 


     From his dining room table, Josh stared at the postcard in stunned disbelief. 


     “What does it mean?” Karen said from behind her laptop. 


     It meant Josh had seen the last of his wily pal, Kyle Skinner. Unless he returned to LLI and entered Apotheosis himself, which was not going to happen. Even Skinner’s silver tongue couldn’t convince him to choose the mega world over the one personal to him. 


     The jungles of Betaloome held dominion over his thoughts to the point where he couldn’t help but check the time every two hours and conclude more than a full day had passed in Betaloome. With all the danger his loved ones faced, each day brought fair odds of someone dying. Truth added an urgency to his formulating plans. 


     Bruce’s login and password strummed his mind. 


     “Where is Apotheosis,” Karen asked, “in the Caribbean or something? Is your friend going to some resort? Is that why there are half-naked men on the front?” 


     Turning the card over, he examined the lone bodybuilder on the postcard. Josh understood why she would be curious about one out-of-shape man sending another a postcard with a cryptic message and a photo of a bulky, tanned, and oiled up guy posed on a stage, wearing a Speedo. 


     Her eyes darted toward him every few seconds. He knew she suspected him of something nefarious the past weekend, but he also knew sharing the truth would bring gales of laughter, and possibly a call to a mental health professional. 


     Perhaps counseling would do him some good. The experience felt like a meaningful dream where once he woke and tried to interpret the lesson, it kept fading until all he had was this feeling something profound had transpired. 


     Despite being home for two and a half days, he hadn’t bothered concocting a lie for his weekend. When she inquired, he simply shrugged or leaned on his prolonged illness. During their time together, she mostly studied him. Neither would deny his change. 


     With this postcard from Skinner, perhaps Karen worried her boyfriend had been off naked wrestling with another man. He imagined, with her perception of him being indecisive and malleable, the thought of him being a closet gay wasn’t hard to believe. 


     He’d been wondering a lot if she knew him at all, or if she cared for him in any meaningful way. He wanted to believe she loved him, but couldn’t. Because if she loved him he would select a friend for the ivory pass—as was his right—fill them in on Junea and his child, and trust they’d take care of her. 


     When considering her affection, he always landed on the same belief: Karen viewed their relationship as something to endure. 


     Was it more than that to him? 


     The body builder reminded him of himself days ago. Unlike the behemoth in the photo, Josh had been as nimble as a circus trapezist. His muscles carried ten times the density; his strength enough to outlift an entire stage of competitors. 


     “You like that photo?” Karen said, peering at him from behind her rectangular, six-hundred-dollar frames. 


     With a heavy sigh, Josh whispered, “I used to look like that.” 


     She coughed a laugh and brought her hand over her mouth to suppress an eruption. Glancing at the journal next to her, she composed herself and said, “Must have been before I met you.” 


     While staring at the definition, he lifted his upper lip in a silent snarl. 


     “Maybe a dream?” 


     “Something like that,” he said as he rose, placed the postcard in his back pocket, and went to power on his computer. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     

  


     XX 


     Nighttime presents the greatest dangers, thought Junea. Trappers and eviscerators hunted equally day or night, but they were only two on a long list of creatures looking to eat. The flying spears appeared mostly after sunset. Their noisy wings provided a warning, but flight gave them an advantage. With snouts equipped with a pair of sawing blades to zip through thin barriers like leaves, finding shelter from them was often futile. Demons also patrolled the ground with hundreds of feet; hoppers rubbed their legs together blotting out other nighttime sounds, creating a place or tremendous danger. 


     Regardless of the increased threats, she and her party had to wait for darkness to exit Reysona. Many villagers would betray Reysona and Junea’s child to the golden guard, and she couldn’t blame them. Once the black skies carried enough light, one could make out shapes they left. 


     Exiting an hour before the suns flared to life was their best chance. Luck, perhaps good planning by her father, favored them. Suns rose and set in opposing fashions. If the suns set west one day, they would rise from the west the following morning and set in the east, then rising in the east and so on.  


     Reysona lay in Bristalius’ southeast. That morning’s east rising suns would give them faint light that much earlier. 


     Junea, dressed like a dairy maiden with a hood pulled over her head, waited with two warriors in a shack near the main gate. Flavius and another hunter exited first, and under the near black sky, Junea observed Bellora and her new fling, Ursus, biding their time until the signal was given for them to exit. 


     Bellora had grown increasingly worrisome in the forty days since JoshRidley’s departure. Her snide remarks struck more personal. She maintained a distance. Any time Junea expressed joy at the fulfilling pregnancy, the girl retorted with sarcasm, and fewer and fewer apologies for her behavior. Until her father inserted Ursus. 


     Bellora shined and fawned every time the man appeared. Recently, she inquired as to Junea’s condition and showed happiness and support for the growing life, followed by discussing plans to have her own child. 


     Bellora strolling through town, her hands magnetized to the scarred arm and chest of the seasoned warrior, put things more in tune with Junea’s expectations. It seemed once Bellora learned she’d spend a year in seclusion, she cozied to the realities of life, and to the officer who most attracted her. 


     If she couldn’t mother a half-god, Ursus would make a fair replacement. A survivor of hundreds of exploits beyond the wall, he was only now reaching an age where his hair grayed, meaning the ideal male temperament for a house mate. He was sturdily-built, yet he remained swift. Years ago, he had bested Nero in a bloody duel over male pride. 


     Junea counted softly. At thirty, one of her escorts tapped her shoulder, and after a second to ensure the coast was clear, they raced from the shack, across the dirt road, and through the opening. 


     Once past, two of her father’s most trusted men whispered their well wishes and closed the small gap in the wall. 


     Even though the child in her was the size of a peanut, she felt its weight during the scramble from the inner gate to the outer. It pulled on her innards. By the time they regrouped near the final barrier, she breathed heavily and felt like she had to push her bowels. 


     Flavius wore a satchel on his back full of seasoning, seeds, and rations. With the rains arriving every fourteenth day, finding water would be a simple task. Nutrition was plentiful as well. Particularly if you were willing to dig into the earth and consume any of the slimy or crunchy mites churning beneath the damp soil. 


     Flavius stabbed the base of his salca into the ground, and while adjusting his belt and sword scabbard, pulled everyone close. 


     “We are going to move just over the ridge, out of sight or Reysona. We will wait for light and continue. We all have a rough idea of the route we must take, and its perils-” 


     Junea didn’t know the route. She was counting on the men to navigate. 


     “The Pavilion of Parturition is on the opposite side of Bristalius, near the northwest border. Moving swiftly, we can reach the hideaway before tomorrow night falls. To do so, we must be expedient, use every minute of light. We will give our lives to ensure Junea’s arrival. We can brook no complaints. We must push ourselves for two solid days.” He snatched the salca from the earth. “Be swift, stay silent.” To Junea he said, “If you feel any debilitation, speak it. There are five strong men here, some of your rest may take place on our backs, but speed will be as valuable as the luck of the gods.” 


     After a night of restless sleep, hours on her feet, and a short dash, pangs of nerves affected Junea. Not enough to voice her woes or slow their pace. She would birth this child and raise it with the conviction to loyalty and honor his father displayed, or she would die trying. 


     “Single file. You two at the rear,” he pointed to Junea’s guards. “Ursus, you’re to take lead if I fall. Follow behind me. Junea after. You—” he pointed to the remaining guard, “Behind our lady.” Finding Bellora, he added, “You can fit in anywhere behind Lady Junea.” 


     Sending up a silent prayer for their safe journey, knowing each member who survived the trek increased her chances of enduring the next eight to twelve months, Junea fell into step. 


             


     Two shadow bars later, they reached a wall of intertwined jungle and took their first break. 


     After relieving herself in the center of salca-armed men, Junea removed a small pack she carried, set it to the side, and lay on her back. They had only minutes, not hours, to rest, but her lower back needed the break. The bounce in her belly increased with each stride until she worried her insides were tearing free and would soon drop from her body. Laying supine in the soft earth provided such a relief she temporarily forgot she relaxed in a forest full of inhabitants that would like to eat her. 


     They had spotted and avoided three trappers, identified another half-dozen fences, and, thanks to JoshRidley, shaved three shadow bars from their travel time by cutting through the territory previously held by the first ant queen that he killed. 


     That army scattered before JoshRidley departed, returning this acreage to a higher level of safety. Still, while traveling in their territory, they had seen two confused minions, and smartly avoided them. 


     A shadow descended over her, and without having to look, she knew it would be Flavius. 


     “It’s time, my lady.” 


     Instinctively, she shook her head. Her back had yet to realign, but she stirred nonetheless and appreciated Flavius helping her into a sitting position. 


     Waiting for eye contact, he said, “We can give you a few minutes more, if a necessity.” 


     Junea clasped her hand over his forearm and shook her head, “No. I’m ready now.” 


     With his and another warriors assistance, she stood, keeping her eyes closed until her equilibrium settled. Upon opening them, she found three of the guards circled her, watching the dense green jungle around them while Flavius studied her. The affection touched her. 


     Bellora and Ursus were ten feet beyond the perimeter, their backs to the group, whispering. Junea couldn’t help but smile at the thought they discussed something romantic. 


     She had never considered Bellora the loving housemate type, but the probable rage of hormones crashing inside of her, and thinking she had finally found an outlet to unleash them, infused Junea with contentment. Life after JoshRidley would plod along. Her duty included honoring him by bringing his offspring into this world, and that only happened in the Pavilion of Parturition. 


     A quick round of hydration and off they went. 


     From here, the travel would be slower as they hacked and picked their way through thick brush. They had cleared a section like this before. The overgrowth decreased the likelihood of predators, but it didn’t totally eradicate them. 


     Death could strike from above. She searched the treetops. 


     The early afternoon grew warm. That and the few minutes of rest helped her fight the fatigue spreading in her limbs. 


     Climbing over and under the first group of knotted vines, she set her mind to the task—never slowing, pushing herself. 


     The following shadow bar—the time it took to reach the next clearing—passed without thought. At the meadow, the warriors found a game trail. 


     The path offered them swifter travel in an appropriate direction, but it presented an uptick in danger. Deciding to take the trail to save time, the group closed ranks and traveled close together, weapons out. 


     Five minutes into the cautious plod, as Junea’s tension ebbed, the earth beside her erupted like a geyser. She screamed and jumped to the side. Dirt and pebbles flew at her like the discharge of an IED. A demon burst from the depths of its Hell. 


     The trapper’s front two legs towered over the men. With the second pair of legs, it reached from the buried recess, rocketing at her. Time slowed as she saw the end of her life. At least I’ll die quick, she thought. 


     Before she could close her eyes and apologize to JoshRidley, the demon sped past her and tackled the hunter that had been trailing her. 


     Ursus pulled her in the opposite direction. Bellora’s screams pierced the air. Men barked orders as more hands tugged her until she was between Flavius and another warrior. 


     “To your feet!” Flavius shouted. “Run!” 


     Glancing back as she rose, Junea saw the spider atop the hunter. He was limp, but his eyes scanned as if the venom had only stolen his movement, not his life. Horror dawned as she realized that death in the spider’s chamber would come much slower than she imagined. 


     Meal in hand, the trapper retreated into its lair, sealing itself and its victim within the tomb. 


     The group sprinted for a full minute before Flavius slowed them, checked on Junea, and calmed the others. While everyone huffed and puffed, he took a reading from their surroundings. 


     Junea had never witnessed an earth-dwelling trapper, but she had heard enough to know they often attacked more than one victim, popping up to snatch two or three people, as if a salt house existed in the depths. 


     She watched their back , fearing she would see the beast rumbling toward them at any second. 


     Ursus calmed Bellora. He wiped her brow, kissed her forehead, all while she nodded incessantly. 


     The scene made Junea think of JoshRidley. Even with the speed of a god, had that trapper targeted her, she would have perished. 


     Seconds later, the group continued on their path. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXI 


     Waking after a full day of travel and a night of sporadic sleep, Junea had initially believed herself made of wood. But after a quick bite and a few miles on the trail, her fatigued body, willed by her spirit, loosened and she trekked on without complaint. 


     Arriving as the day’s light waned, the Pavilion of Parturition was the size of an outhouse, albeit fortified with stone. Were the guards expected to erect a camp around its overgrown door, never knowing safety? 


     Flavius pointed to sharpened sticks around the structure. They were worn with age and bent to useless angles. A warrior tugged and scraped the moss and shamrock roots covering the entrance. 


     Opening the sealed door required the strength of two weary men, but once cracked, much of the door’s resistance abated. From the outside, it seemed made for one person. Inside, the hall sloped down and opened into a spacious dwelling the size of two homes. 


     Something reflective hung in the center. Its design allowed light to enter from the top and cast it to other surfaces around the room, providing ample light, even at this late hour. Lanterns dotted the walls for the nights. A pair of halls led to even more space, but Junea focused on the set of cots in the middle of the main room. 


     The tired band poured into the entrance. The sound of heavy sacks hitting stone flooring acted as a lullaby. Before two of the warriors closed the door, Bellora suggested they scout the perimeter. Flavius agreed, adding instructions for them to shore up the defenses during whatever light remained. Ursus and two others stepped out. 


     Junea didn’t have the strength to explore her new home. She dropped her satchel as if it weighed a hundred pounds and flopped on to the cot, totally spent. A minute later, she mined the energy to roll onto her side. 


     She would sleep away the next week. Then eat and bathe. 


     She heard bags being dragged and cabinets and drawers opening. 


     A minute later Flavius squatted next to her. “We made it.” He wiped a damp rag against her face. 


     Cold grime smeared against her skin, but it felt amazing. Safe. She smiled. 


     “JoshRidley would be proud of your courage and strength,” Flavius said. 


     She extended her hand, felt him take it, and squeezed. They had made it. 


     Pulling away, Flavius hydrated, then pressed the flask to her lips. 


     Thankful for his assistance, she drank greedily. He then gave her face and arms a cursory cleaning. 


     She heard him move to the wall of storage drawers and rifle through them, calling out the contents. 


     “Small tools,” he said as he banged a drawer closed and yanked open another. “Sealed packets of either medicine or food. Here’s a stack of instruction tablets.” 


     The warrior who remained inside returned from one of the halls, sounding excited. “There are full quarters down this way. Stacks of tablets, cloth, metal, wood, sealed containers.” He snatched another pair of supply bags. Before heading back, he addressed Junea, “There are more comfortable beds back here, my lady.” 


     The taut cloth under her head felt like a warm bath filled with water from Heaven’s eternal spring. Using the last of her energy, she lifted her head to shake it in the negative, but the hunter disappeared before she could. 


     Spotting Bellora near the slanted entrance, something peculiar in her stance held Junea’s attention. 


     Bellora observed the room with obvious angst, her gaze lingering on Flavius, then the hallway behind her, then the hallway where the excited guard had ventured. 


     Junea wanted to ask what troubled her, but lacked the energy. Rather than drop her head and sleep, she studied her maiden. She had heard tales of people having fear of tight places, others where living underground frightened them. Watching the girl twist her head, bit her bottom lip, and fiddle with the handle of her dagger, Junea worried her chosen helper might be afflicted with both maladies. 


     Making eye contact, Junea nodded for her maid to come closer. 


     Bellora made eye contact, but ignored the gesture. She peered at the interior hall, over to the perusing Flavius, up the slanted corridor. After a beat where she seemed to listen for something, she padded toward Flavius. 


     Having used her reserves of energy, Junea dropped back. 


     “Weapons, stakes, fuel for the fires and bins for cooking,” Flavius said. “Gods be blessed, this must be the floating mattress.” 


     Unable to let go of Bellora’s strange behavior, Junea turned on her side and saw Flavius stood next to a metal box as high as his shoulders. Before she could really examine the unique design of the birthing vat, she saw Bellora creeping toward Flavius with a dagger clutched in her hand. 


     “Behind you!” Junea called out. 


     As Flavius turned, Bellora struck with the weapon, its tip aimed at his center. 


     Junea’s warning placed the young hunter on semi-alert, and by spinning in time to see the incoming blade, he avoided it piercing his heart. 


     Flavius screamed as the blade punctured his side and slid inches into his belly before his hands met Bellora’s, stopping her efforts to bury it to the hilt. Screaming, he shoved her away. 


     Stumbling back, she panted, her face contorted in hate, shoulders hunched forward, breathing heavy. 


     With her own yelp of outrage and shock, Junea pushed herself to a sitting position and fought a wave of nausea. 


     Flavius pulled the dagger free and blood flowed. He gripped the hilt, and from the look of determination in his eyes he intended to return it to its sender. Yet at his first step, his legs wobbled. He dropped the knife and fell to his knees. 


     The treacherous blade came to rest at Bellora’s feet. She promptly knelt and retrieved it. 


     “Bellora, what have you done?” Junea gasped as she stared in horror at Flavius. She knew mortal wounds, and by the way blood pooled under him, she feared he’d been murdered before her eyes. 


     The young woman turned to Junea. The disgust on her face looked more out of place than a trapper sitting at the head of a dining table, calmly gesturing to be passed the vegetables. 


     Before she could step in Junea’s direction, as Junea feared she would, the original guard barreled from the hall, absorbed the scene and drew his short sword. 


     “She killed him!” Junea yelled. 


     The air crackled with uncertainty. If Bellora chose, she could lunge and attack Junea before the hunter reached her. Did her life-long maiden hate her enough to kill her? 


     The warrior closed the distance and shielded his charge. 


     Seeing the sword in the hunter’s hand had to make Bellora realize the immensity of her mistake. Yet she crouched defensively, as if she planned to fight the combat veteran. 


     She circled a moaning and kicking Flavius, his hand slipping in his own blood. 


     “Time to die, devil child,” the guard said as he assumed his fighting stance. 


     The main door opened, footsteps pounded, and Ursus entered with his weapon drawn. 


     A second passed as she worried Bellora’s lover would side with her. 


     After reading the signs and stepping into the light, his face turned from shock to scorn, “What have you done?” 


     “None of you understand!” Bellora shouted. “I am meant to birth a god-son. It is my destiny. Interfere at your peril. The gods favor me. It’s predestined that I live beyond this day.” 


     “You’re mad,” Junea said. 


     “I was wrong about JoshRidley being my mate,” Bellora said. “This is RobertJohnson’s kingdom. We are his servants. This woman betrays the true god who lords over us. To join her is blasphemy.” 


     As Ursus came abreast of the other guard, he shook his head and hardened his features. “You are sadly mistaken, woman, and I’m afraid you have made your final mistake in this life.” 


     The two experienced warriors quickly fell into a pattern, closing on the maiden. 


     Despite the impending horrible death, Bellora maintained the venom in her gaze. Her eyes rocked from Ursus to the lead guard, the dagger held before her, dripping the blood of JoshRidley’s acolyte. 


     When they reached the ever-weakening Flavius, Ursus stepped over the young man, falling behind his partner. 


     The guard before him said, “Drop the weapon and I will make your death quick and painless.” 


     As his sword reached striking distance, the hairs on Junea’s arm stood up. She fixated on every moment, knowing she wouldn’t feel safe until Bellora was subdued. 


     Instead of lunging, disarming the woman, and finishing her with a savage thrust, the off guard screamed, startling Junea. 


     Rising to her feet, fighting her trembling legs, Junea had trouble processing what saw. Ursus had struck the guard and buried his blade so deep that the point protruded from the man’s chest. Bone showed white against the blood-smeared steel. 


     Bellora jumped in place, clapping, splattering red droplets across her face. 


     The two men fell to the ground as one, and as the front guard went limp, Ursus guided the blade out, shushing the man into eternity. 


     Junea’s will seemed to ebb with the warrior’s life, for as he slipped away, she eased onto the cot. 


     Rising, Ursus barely caught the leaping Bellora, who wrapped her legs around his mid-section and kissed him in mad triumph. 


     Junea had a brief hope of the other two warriors returning through the door, but she soon accepted that she had witnessed a calculated coup. Bellora’s suggestion of scouting the perimeter had been a ploy to get the men alone with Ursus. 


     Glancing at the dark corridor, she brought her hand to her mouth. Flavius was dragging himself up its slant. Knowing he would soon be dead, but unable to watch him suffer another killing blow, Junea sought to distract the duo. 


     “Why would you do this to me?” 


     “You, you, you, you, you,” Bellora said as she released Ursus, and turned her attention to Junea. “It’s not all about you, Miss Precious. I know that is hard to grasp, but other people breathe and dream and plan. IT IS MY DESTINY TO MOTHER A GOD!” She twirled on the balls of her feet. “He is going to be a great hero who changes the way we live. I thought JoshRidley was to be the father, but I see now, he was simply the step, along with you, bringing me to our god, RobertJohnson.” 


     “You’re mad, Bellora.” Noticing Ursus examining the dead guard and fearing he would soon seek out Flavius, she addressed him. “Tell her, Ursus. She is too young to know of RobertJohnson’s cruelty. You must know if she goes to him and discusses my existence, tells him of this place, he will fillet the both of you before visiting the same fate upon me.” 


     “She doesn’t have visions, my dear,” Bellora said. “I’m the one blessed with sight, as you can see.” She motioned to the dead hunter. “It is I the gods favor.” 


     Ursus nodded, but his aged face hung heavy, as if with doubt. 


     Seeing this, Junea said, “How could you do this? You’ve been a friend to my father since I was a child.” 


     “He is a good man. So am I.” His tone ended all hopes of further assistance. 


     “You’ll see, little Miss Princess. There are other people in this world besides your highness. But don’t worry, I will leave you all of the supplies, and when RobertJohnson embraces me as his lover and ushers me to the head of his chamber, I will have your life spared. I will even convince him to raise your son alongside our own. Give your child the honor of serving mine in the Golden Guard.” 


     Retrieving her discarded dagger, she wiped the blade on the dead man, and sheathed it. To Ursus, she said, “We need to take these bodies outside.” 


     “I will bury them to keep them from attracting predators.” 


     “Don’t bother, drag them far enough from the trail and they’ll be eaten in the night. When you return we’ll move to a soft bed, you can have a treat, and then we can finally sleep.” 


     He nodded, then studied Junea. 


     “Don’t worry about her. She will be no trouble. I know her. She won’t leave because she has no clue where we are. She expects everyone else to take care of her. But since we all need to stay together tonight, I’ll apprise our princess of why she should behave. It’s about time we talked as equals.” She kissed Ursus and turned to Junea. 


     As she skipped over, Ursus noticed Flavius’ blood trail leading out the door and he barked a curse. 


     Bellora laughed, and clapped. “Ha! He offered himself to the demons.” 


     Without a word, Ursus grabbed the ankles of the dead hunter and dragged him toward the door. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     



  


     XXII 


      


     “Talk about scary,” Karen said as she applied lotion to her legs. 


     Josh wished she would do that any place other than their shared bed, but the word scary itched inside his brain. What did she know about fear? 


     He remembered skittering demons in the dark recesses of an alien birthing chamber, dozens of eviscerators rushing toward him. 


     “Just as I finished the entire McCluster account, the power went out. Zip. You know the old laptop’s battery won’t hold a charge for longer than five minutes, so I’m freaking out. I checked the fuse box, nothing. Then I think about which neighbor might be home so I can borrow some juice and bam! It hits me that the power is probably out in the entire building—at least this floor. I’m pulling my clothes on, hoping I can make it to a nearby outlet. Just as I’m thinking my life is over, the power kicks back on.” She shook her head at the memory. “I can’t imagine what would’ve happened if I lost all that work.” 


     “Nothing would have happened,” Josh said while staring up at the ceiling, his weak arms at his sides. An image of Artemis’ body going limp from being snapped between barbed fangs flashed in his mind. 


     “Well,” Karen said as she dried her hand on the edge of the blanket and clicked off the lamp. “I might have lost all of that work.” 


     “Then you would have retyped numbers into the computer. Same as the day before, same as tomorrow.” 


     “Wow.” She turned on her side and placed an arm on his flabby midsection. “I’m glad I have you to share my days with.” After a beat where he didn’t reply, she sat up and looked him over—no doubt wanting to vomit from the pasty sight illuminated by the streetlights and moonbeams. “I know what you need to unwind, baby.” She slid her hand down his belly and into his boxers. 


     The tingling sensation as she gripped him neared pleasure, so he didn’t interrupt her. But this wasn’t working. He had been fighting it all day, but he couldn’t live like this. Skinner had ascended to Apotheosis, leaping at will, influencing all with his might. His old pal would probably use some super bow that fired arrows the size of small trees, and become revered for shooting sixty bolts a minute. 


     As the sensation in his groin brought him back to the moment, he thought of Junea’s lithe body, her smell, the softness of her skin. 


     “There we go,” Karen said. “Just relax, baby.” 


     She scooted closer to him, and even as they grew more intimate, he considered how he used to think of this as the greatest treatment of his life. Why? 


     Skinner was probably in a bath at that very moment with ten maidens in a circle around the perimeter. He would dip into one, give her a flurry, withdraw, and start on the next in a game of duck duck splooge. 


     Karen moaned, as if his flabby body held the capacity to excite her. He turned his head and sighed. 


     Respecting the effort she applied, he tried to focus on the sensation. A half minute later he gently grabbed her head, and pulled her free. 


     “This isn’t going to work. I’m sorry.” 


     “What the hell, Josh? This kind of attention usually sets you right for a week.” 


     “But it isn’t working.” 


     “What isn’t? What’s wrong with you? Talk to me.” 


     “It’s not working for me,” he yelled. Then, while shaking his head, he added, “I’m sorry.” 


     Pain erupted from his privates as she squeezed him. “It seems fine to me.” 


     Josh looked closer as she wiggled his member in between her two fingers and thumb. The lights passing through the window and the digital clock allowed him to see it clearly. He was arooused, and the pathetic sight made him mewl like an injured calf. 


     He moved Karen to the side and climbed out of bed, trying to avoid the horror of it all. 


     “Where are you going?” she called as he slinked out of the room. 


     He appreciated her attempts to help him, but also knew she had already flopped on the mattress and would be asleep within five minutes. Nothing much bothered her, a reason she would survive his upcoming actions. 


     In the dining room, he booted up his old laptop, and sensing no danger whatsoever, he visited the Venture Together website. He entered Bruce’s login and password, and for the twelfth time that day, marveled at the networth of the Meisenheimers. 


     Tomorrow marked four days since he left Betaloome. By the time he dumped enough equity for his second trip, and then picked up the precious metals, over fifty days would have passed. In another fifty a clan of psychopaths would terrorize his people. 


     He had a child in danger—danger of its head being dashed against a rock upon birth. That was scary. 


     He must be inserted by the following morning. Until then, he simply hoped Flavius, Bellora, and Cronin would ensure Junea’s safety. 


     As he committed his first and last class one felony, heat in the pit of his stomach told him he needed to hurry or all would be lost. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXIII 


     After a full night’s sleep, Bellora felt great. Free.  


     She reminded Junea of the dangers of leaving the pavilion, but knew Junea would stay put. Shen then left her bound but the room unlocked. She dropped a knife at the end of the hall. 


     Surprisingly, all of the concerns for her old mistress evaporated the moment she stepped from the shelter and watched Ursus close the strong door. The closing of the door felt like the good ending to a bad story. It had been tough to endure, but with it completed, she was glad for the experience.  


     Bellora’s courage and bravery had earned her freedom. She was now a queen in the making. 


     She and Ursus followed game trails for three shadow bars. Another six were spent carefully picking their way through the forest. Finally, Ursus stopped along a shrub line. 


     After hydrating, he motioned for her to come closer. 


     Looking at the aged face, Bellora thought about how easy it had been to take control of this man. She’d even kept her main virginity intact. Ursus wanted release, yes, but the particular methods hardly concerned him. So she had practiced her mouth skills and offered her backside for his thrusts. She would be a champion pleaser, and was uplifted that even with the alternate option, every one of Ursus’ rams tingled with pleasure. Afterward, she always felt a sense of power. She felt like a woman. 


     Ursus pointed to a grated road waited beyond the foliage. Bellora almost screamed with excitement. A road of such quality meant they had reached the Atlantean pointus ascendus. 


     Once she became impregnated by RobertJohnson, she could see keeping Ursus on as her personal bodyguard. Maybe toss him the occasional release to keep him loyal. 


     “Let’s move closer,” she said. 


     They crept to the edge and peered. She had never seen a road so wide and flat. Pitfalls lined both sides. They were intact, which was evidence that demons had learned this area was dangerous for them. 


     Normally, the northwestern and northeastern corners of each nation held the pointus ascendus. For Atlantis there was only one, and it rested in the center of the north wall. 


     Each level guarded their entrance to keep demons from the lower realm out. A stone building with many windows took up the center. Metal fencing rimmed the building and roads. A dozen heavily fortified and armed men stood sentry across its entrance. 


     Bellora sniffed her freshly-washed but sweaty hair. The braids were unraveling, but perhaps that made her appear wild, able to keep pace with a god. She wiped under her eyes, and smoothed the front of her tunic. Compared to the reflective silver armor, shaded with hues of blue and emblazoned with an image of the coliseum, she knew she would at first appear lesser than these men, but her confidence and beauty would win the day. And her mention of having met RobertJohnson (a small lie, for she had only seen him on his steed), and having a message for him would earn her the respect needed to be chaperoned to her sweetheart. 


     “Let’s go.” She gripped Ursus by the arm. “Stay close, but let me do the talking.” 


     Ursus breathed deeply. “I hope your visions are true, m’lady. The first law states no bottom dweller may enter Atlantis.” 


     “We are not bottom dwellers, Ursus. We are emissaries of the one true god, RobertJohnson, here on his official business.” She broke the canopy and felt her confidence rising with each stride. The men in the distance would soon be her subjects. She would rule them with the love of a stern mother. 


     It took forty paces for the guards to notice their approach. Many of the men banged their fist against the metal of their chestplate. 


     Twice the number of soldiers poured from two stone buildings and took post to either side of the wall of men. Ursus tossed his salca into the brush. 


     Bellora stopped fifty feet from them. A half-dozen bowmen lined the upper deck, arrows knotted. 


     A lone soldier, whose color pattern of blue and silver was inverted, stepped closer and spoke. “What is the reason for your boldness?” 


     “I am Bellora, and this is my escort, Ursus. We are here to speak with RobertJohnson.” 


     The lead guard and a few others chuckled. When this died down, he said, “Lose the dagger and tell your inbred to toss his weapon on the ground and then you may step forward.” 


     They did as instructed. 


     As they approached, Bellora adjusted her posture. 


     Meeting Bellora, the leader ran his hand along her cheek. “What could two balls of dirt, such as yourselves, have to request of our benevolent Lord?” 


     She pulled back, but before she could protest, the other guards advanced. The speed at which they subdued and secured Ursus stole some of her confidence. 


     She swallowed and searched for her voice. 


     The guard snatched her by the arm. “RobertJohnson would have nothing to do with a rat like you, but I might.” Pivoting, he started toward a building, dragging her with him. 


     She tore her arm free and kicked his unguarded shin. As he lowered his face and cursed, she raked her nails deep into his cheek. His flesh curled under her fingernails. She turned to run, 


     A fist to met her abdomen and dropped her to the ground. 


     While catching her breath, the first guard cursed a tirade. A few moments to compose himself and he strode to her and leaned close. 


     Wincing, he said, “I was going to keep you for myself, maybe let you leave if your legs could take you. Now, once we have passed you to every man for seconds and thirds, I’m going to open your stomach and watch you wobble while your guts spill.” Rising, he addressed a soldier. “Take that one top side. He can die in the coliseum.” To another man he barked, “And bring me aloe for the marks this wench placed upon my face.” 


     Bellora tried to catch her breath as she sat up. 


     The officer scowled in her direction. 


     “You stupid man,” Bellora gasped as she climbed to her feet. “RobertJohnson came to Reysona months past. He employed me as his eyes.” She breathed deeply. “I have news of dire importance.” 


     The leader’s posture stiffened. Still, he eyed her with distrust. “Tell me of this news and I may let you live.” 


     She inhaled three slow breaths and said, “I will tell you nothing, servant. As instructed by the god RobertJohnson, I will deliver the message to him, for it is of that value. And if you want to live, you will beg my forgiveness as you escort me to him.” 


     The man scoffed. Yet Bellora saw his eyes narrow in concern. 


     Men led Ursus up the inclined road. 


     “You’re a stupid girl if you want a council with RobertJohnson,” he said, but much of his venom had vanished. He touched his bloody cheek. “Tell me the news. If it promises value, you may leave and I will pass it along.” 


     “I will deliver it to RobertJohnson myself as he instructed, or you will kill me and suffer. Those are the two paths before you.” 


     The guard looked around at the other men. He then inspected her with a new level of curiosity 


     “I am to have his child and be an important woman in Atlantis.” 


     The leader laughed naturally and carried on for many seconds. As it calmed, he smiled. “Oh young lady, RobertJohnson will not spawn you. But I will believe your words. For your sake, I hope they hold truth. Take her to holding.” 


     The guards secured her arms with rope, but in front of her, and with care. 


     “Do not forget to say your prayers, young beauty,” the leader said as he strolled toward the man holding out a flayed piece of an aloe stalk. “I fear your insolence will lead to your suffering.” 


     She knew her future. She had seen it in a dream. Experienced a vision that told of her importance. 


     Staring at the man’s face while he soothed his wounds, she memorized his features. 


     He forgot to beg her forgiveness. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXIV 


     In the aftermath of Flavius’ murder, the betrayal of her closest confidant, and the disruption of her life, sleep won out for Junea. A deep long lasting slumber that greeted her with grogginess and aches. When she woke, it took seconds for her to remember her predicament. 


     She allowed herself a short cry before sneaking around the pavilion to verify she was alone, and fully supplied. 


     She organized and inventoried a portion of the food and concluded with rationing and small gatherings of nutrition over the next five weeks, she had enough to last the pregnancy. 


     While eating, her mind wandered over her situation. With zero navigational skills, she would stay within eyesight of the entrance. Forage some of the nasty mites, line small pits with large leaves to assist in rain collection. 


     Loneliness could become an issue. For now, aches would be her companion. Excluding the struggles inside this sanctuary and the dangers outside, she could birth a child, but a half-god was another question? 


     Hopefully techniques lay in the tablets. Investigating each one was a top priority. She kept having daydreams of her father sending a rescue team and them arriving before Bellora returned. However, if they didn’t know of her problems, why would they come? She had heard no mention of sending updates to her father. Had it been their intention, they would have brought pigeons. 


     She chastised herself for not paying better attention to the plans. 


     She was a little Miss Princess, expecting others to care for her. She only remembered her father saying she would return with a healthy child for them to celebrate. She had embraced that notion so blindly, she assumed it was a foregone conclusion. 


     After finishing her first meal alone, she returned to the cot in the main room, sat, and wondered how much denser the life in her had grown since yesterday, because it felt like pounds. 


     Tipping back the flask of water, draining it to the halfway point, she considered her water supply. Five flasks stocked the main room. Each held roughly two days worth of water, giving her plenty until the next rain, but also guaranteeing her trips into the wild to collect more, much more. A dozen large basins she imagined would hold ten flasks sat near the entrance. She planned to try and use large leafs to guide water in from the top opening, thereby eliminating her need to venture out as her pregnancy continued. 


     If that didn’t work, she would collect water during the rain, which was less risky than the day after. Her goal was to stay alive, and solve each complication as it arose. 


     Staring at the hall that led outside, and even with the majority of the day having lapsed, she feared exiting. She couldn’t shake this idea Bellora and her brute would be waiting for her. 


     The next time she saw her young page, she wanted it to be in front of a violation committee, trying her for murder. 


     The blood smear leading up the hall led to her picturing Flavius’ body laying out in the open. He deserved a proper burial. With her energy replenished, she decided to face her fear, find him, and give him that honor. 


     She worked open the stone door by ramming it with her shoulder. 


     The day was warm and bright. A faint coagulation of earth lay at the foot of the door. She followed the obvious blood trail. Fifteen steps later it veered to the right, ending next to a heavily leafed shrub. From the smeared handprints on a few of the leaves, it appeared Flavius had attempted to stand, maybe staunch the wound with one of the many missing leaves. However, by the circle of darkened soil by its base, he had fallen again, and bled out. With no body and no further trail heading away, she accepted a demon had snatched him in the night. 


     She wiped her tears; he deserved better. 


     Standing on the quiet path, alone, knowing her soft body would be easy pickings for the fauna around her, she drew her arms in close and returned to the pavilion. 


     Closing the door, she rested her head on the stone and used her palms to counteract her wobbling equilibrium. 


     No one was coming to save her. Traveling to Reysona was impossible, even if she knew the directions. 


     Wandering around the woods might lead her to a nearby town, but most likely, it would send her into the jaws of a predator. And if she reached a village filled with strangers and they learned of her unnatural pregnancy, rather than subject their town to RobertJohnson’s wrath, she would be reported. 


     This lair was her home. Flavius was dead. Bellora had betrayed her. Junea would rely on herself to survive. 


     Surveying the generous room, she knew she could. She had to, for her child and for JoshRidley’s legacy. 


     Now, with a little help from the gods, in the form of Bellora and Ursus being eaten alive or murdered by the border guards, she would come through this a stronger woman. Proud. Battle tested. A mother worthy of JoshRidley’s son. 


     Wiping away tears of frustration, she said a prayer to her love, for strength, and set about cataloging her duties. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXV 


     “I must reiterate, this will be a one way trip,” Dr. Ferrel said from across the desk. “There is no coming back. For better or worse, you’ll finish your life in this form.” 


     The contrasting dean’s office and examining room design didn’t seem so contrasting on the second visit. It seemed more like where someone got schooled about life. 


     The studio-quality photograph of the king scorpion was beautiful and made Josh wonder about the other terrarium, Alphaloome. Were they also ruled by an evil god? Did other gods live in the arid sands full time, or was it only populated by first-time visitors? 


      Looking at the praying mantis photo, Josh felt reverence more than fright. It might be big. It might be he designed to kill, but Dr. Ferrel had under-sold Josh’s attributes. He could do more than kick a desk through a wall. JoshRidley could juggle heavy furniture. 


     “Are you sure you understand me, Mr. Ridley?” 


     “Absolutely,” he said as his eyes darted to the pouch of valuable jewels on the desk. 


     Josh had swiped more money than needed and hadn’t taken the time to analyze why. He considered leaving Karen a sum for a consolation prize, lose a meal ticket, gain a chunk of cash. But then decided that criminal conspiracy would make a terrible parting gift. 


     He had even considered dropping a sprinkle of wealth in the hands of a homeless person, but decided he couldn’t tell which one deserved a lump sum, a dollar, or even change. Nearly all homeless people earned their passage to the street by betraying loved ones, lacking respect, and burning the bridges erected by dozens of helpful people throughout their lives. In a free society, people’s actions decided their fate. 


     For the first time as an adult, Josh had committed deplorable acts, but he had a goal of greater good in mind, and was too far along to second-guess his actions. 


     In the end, he had offered the additional money as a gratuity for LLI incorporated; as a bribe to quell the argument about him returning to Betaloome instead of Apotheosis. They could use it to bolster the worlds, or to continue greasing whatever palms kept their technology from the public. 


     Finding Dr. Ferrel watching him, he reaffirmed by saying, “I understand.” 


     “Great. Now, if you want, I can drop you somewhere near your friend, Kyle Skinner. Apotheosis is incomprehensibly large, offering more land and sea than our own planet, minus the swift travel and video exploration. I should warn you, Mr. Skinner asked to be inserted into a populated area, known for its violence, but together—” 


     “I’m not here to reconnect with Kyle Skinner.” 


     Dr. Ferrel leaned back. “Fair enough. He did intimate for you to follow him should you return. Two gods working together can make an impression, even in a world as fabled as Apotheosis. I hear the last duo, a married couple, have become quite the legend.” 


     “I’d like to return to Betaloome.” 


     Running a hand through his curly hair, Dr. Ferrel studied him for a minute. His eyes averted to the payment. “As far as I know, there is a ruling god in Betaloome. A nasty fellow who doesn’t allow other gods to return? Unless something has changed, perhaps you should consider entering one of the thousands of cities of Apotheosis. There are millions of square miles where no gods have ever set foot.” 


     “I appreciate your concern, doctor. But I am paying an inflated fee to be inserted into Betaloome. I will work out the politics with the resident god.” 


     Dr. Ferrel cleared his throat. “You are the client. It’s just... beyond the danger and possible conflict, Betaloome’s area could become restraining. It’s roughly the size of Connecticut. In the centuries you have remaining, you may find you long for new sights, for new oceans, exotic cultures.” 


     That morning, Josh saw a pregnant woman crossing Michigan Avenue. The sight of a pregnant woman reminded him of Junea and caused him to run to the jeweler’s. He couldn’t live without helping Junea come to term. Sitting in front of this man, he knew to stay with Karen would be cruel to both of them. Toss in that Flavius was like the nephew he always wanted, that he had been given the opportunity to save a nation, and he had never been so sure of anything in his life. 


     Also, he didn’t envision the same degree of trouble etched on Dr. Ferrel’s face. RobertJohnson wanted to live as much as he did. All people wanted the same things, to be loved, to be a good person, to be worthy of respect. No one was instinctively deviant. Wickedness is a trait people use to hide their shame of previous deeds. He and RobertJohnson would reach agreeable terms, even if that meant Josh had to spend the next decade clearing out the lower nations to make them a home far away from Atlantis. 


     “How about at least one last drink before we get you to your new life?” 


     Josh stood. “No thank you.” Every minute he wasted here was a quarter of an hour inside—a quarter of an hour less he would spend living like a god. 


     Dr. Ferrel rose. “Is there anything else?” 


     “Only that I need to be inserted into the lowest level, Eludius.” 


     “That’s impossible,” Dr. Ferrel sat back down. “Have you heard nothing of the Eludians? Cannibals that blanket a land of anarchy. They survive the swarm of predators with sheer numbers.” 


     “And you think I couldn’t defeat them?” 


     “You’d be overwhelmed. But… have you researched Hierodula, our resident species of praying mantis? There are dozens of them on Eludius. Dozens. Massive females that spend all day gorging.” 


     Josh studied the picture on the wall. Hundreds of razor sharp points covered the arms. The mantis mouth looked powerful enough to process junked automobiles. 


     “Their bodies are segmented into three parts. Like all mantis, their exteriors are armored. Hierodula also have wings which lay across their backs, making that area virtually impenetrable. They not only eat all day, they snatch anything that moves. With a healthy food supply, and an avoidance of other’s territories, they thrive. A few always find their way to Dacathius, maybe one or two reach Carmanthius and live nice lives, but trying to cross Eludius is suicide, even for a team of gods.” 


     Josh thought back to how his blade had split open the demon queen. How each axe he swung at the piled logs had been targeted precisely, halving the kindling with ease. Then he pictured a swarm of madmen with painted faces descending on him by the millions, of a seventy-foot-tall dragon picking him out from a crowd. His goal was to live. He sought Dr. Ferrel and then looked at the eastern wall, where beyond lay the giant warehouse holding Apotheosis. He thought of Karen, of Skinner, of prison. He thought of Junea. The best lovemaking of his life. The child she carried. He remembered Flavius telling him RobertJohnson watched the top three levels’ Hall of Gods. 


     “How about Dacathius, can I be dropped there?” 


     Dr. Ferrel said, “You would likely die there. It has pockets of civilization. It’s your life, Mr. Ridley, I only want to suggest an easy insert into Betadrius, or…” He nodded toward Apotheosis. 


     “I’ve made my decision, and from here on out, address me as JoshRidley.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXVI 


     Josh woke supine and groggy, the world around him was dark. He briefly wondered if he was dreaming. Opening his eyes wide dispelled the notion. It had been afternoon in the old world. It was nighttime in Betaloome. 


     Pushing aside the initial annoyance of having to idle away the hours until the suns glowed, he kept his eyes skyward. He’d never felt so grateful. 


     Laying on his back, with his knees up, heels near his rump, he felt the mass of his quads, the width and expanse of his chest, the power surging through his veins, and he marveled at his luck. 


     Whispers intruded his moment of grace. As Josh honed-in, he noticed a soft glow flickering just beyond his peripheral. He heard feet shuffling against the stadium stand, indicating a human presence. Curious more than concerned, for fear was the go-to emotion of his old world, he sat upright. Wrapping his meaty arms around his knees, he squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them to be sure he was really awake. 


     In this Hall of the Gods, small fires burned in the arena floor and in the stands. A throng of people, obviously spooked by his arrival, created a silent wall of onlookers. 


     Rising to his feet, reveling in his naked form to the point that he had to refrain from helicoptering, Josh inventoried his surroundings. 


     He was glad he hadn’t danced. The crowd was one hundred percent children. There were children. The oldest couldn’t have been more than fourteen, fifteen. He covered himself and sought out a place to run for privacy. 


     Thankfully, none of the females seemed as bold as Bellora. They simply stared. The kids were dirty, dressed in rags, malnourished. Many trembled. 


     Past them, he noticed blankets and makeshift pillows laid in rows along the sand and lean-to shelters erected along the perimeter. 


     “Clothes,” he yelled—a bit too forcefully, judging by the jerk reactions. 


     Nevertheless, a shower of garments rained at his feet. 


     Every pair of shorts he selected was too small and riddled with holes. When he finally found a pair usable as boxers, he pulled the leather coverings over his thighs and cinched the waist. He didn’t bother looking for a shirt and there were no sandals in sight. 


     A man’s voice made him whirl in time to see the crowd parting. A figure towered over the young populace was wiping sleep from his eyes as he approached, led by a young boy. 


     “Identify yourself. Why do you disturb the Hall of the Gods?” 


     “That would be my question to you.” 


     The unnatural bass in Josh’s voice froze the man. He squinted through the dim firelight, then crept closer until he stopped at the edge of the group of children. 


     “I’m Remus. Guardian of the children. Now, tell me from what village you hail and why you have invaded us? We have no food to spare.” 


     Josh wasn’t sure if the staff was a walking aid or a weapon. Remus seemed too young to need assistance, but he had approached with a silent gait. If the carved wood was a weapon, and Remus was their defender, Josh hoped they avoided all confrontation. 


     “I am JoshRidley, returned from Earth.” 


     Remus motioned for a torch held behind him and wiped his face before extending the light source. Even with fifteen feet of separation, Josh’s body drew an audible gasp when the flicker of light washed over him. The man dropped to his knees while staring wide-eyed at Josh. Voice quivering, he said, “Is it true that a god has been delivered to Dacathius?” 


     Murmurs traveled through the crowd like an oiled wick touched by a flame, crackling sparks of excitement. Children followed Remus and dropped in supplication, others whispered. 


     “Don’t bow. Please, I’m here to help.” 


     Tears streamed down the man’s face. “It’s really true?” he gasped. “Oh, great lord, we have suffered for so long.” 


     Before Josh could formulate a reply that gently informed this man he had arrived for Betadrius, for the protection of his friends, a young boy darted out from the crowd. 


     “No, Tiberius,” Remus shouted. 


     A boy, around seven years old, stopped a foot before Josh and poked at his strong thigh. Finding no give to the pressure, he squealed with delight and ran back into the crowd. 


     Laughing, Josh relaxed. He now lived in Betaloome. Assisting with their problems might not happen today, but he stood in his kingdom, and their pain presented a new responsibility. 


     The boy with the famous name once again skittered to a stop before JoshRidley, earning a few chuckles. 


     This time he smiled up at Josh, and when Josh smiled back, Tiberius kicked his shin, with no effect, and then stood defiant. Smiling brightly, he said, “Why are you standing there? Go kill all of the demons so I can return to mama.” 


     Josh’s smirk faltered as he turned and found a hundred faces watching him. 


     Remus clamored to his feet, approached, and took Tiberius by the hand, “Come boy, we serve the gods. They do not serve us.” He put the child behind him and addressed Josh. “How may we serve you?” 


     “How long until dawn?” 


     Inspecting the burning fires, Remus said, “I would say near four shadow bars.” 


     Looking toward the ladder of ascension, Josh saw nothing but night. Staring at the closer, better-lit wall, he found an identical mural of Olympus here. Yet a layer of soot obscured the image. The armory of the gods waited at its base, same as in Bristalius, but chips marred the stone, soot coated the wall and bushes suffocated the building. 


     The poor condition felt like an abuse and saddened the now-permanent god. 


     “I thought no one was allowed in the Hall of the Gods?” 


     Remus stepped back and lowered his head. “Dacathius has not had a god among us for hundreds of years. Our lands are so overrun, this is the only place our children can grow in safety, and only a small selection receive that privilege. To evict us is to kill almost every child present.” 


     Josh noticed the gathering of children huddled in fear, some visibly shaking as they stared at the acrylic wall. 


     “You are all welcome here,” Josh assured them. The weight of his words created a visible effect as shoulders relaxed and worried brows smoothed. 


     Addressing the group, he raised his voice, “I am here to help all of Betaloome. My first visit occurred in Bristalius, and I have returned.” Voices surged at the revelation, but he pressed on. “I have urgent business which I must attend up there, but when finished, I will aid your nation.” 


     Chatter equal parts excited and disappointed spread. Remus stepped closer. He lowered his head and whispered, “Law two says no god may return to Betaloome. The penalty is death.” 


     Staring at the armory of the gods, Josh imagined his scimitar still upright in the soil in Bristalius. Its twin would be housed inside this armory. 


     Looking at an anxious Remus, he recalled the humiliation of kneeling before RobertJohnson and his gathering of thugs. His stomach knotted but he still said, “It’s time for some new laws.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXVII 


     The door to Bellora’s cell opened for the third time during her week of captivity. The last time, the day before, a guard had rushed in, covering his mouth with a cloth to combat the smell, and replaced her waste and water buckets. The shame of it still haunted Bellora. 


     At the sound of the door cracking open, she scampered to the middle of the room and stood at attention. Even after seven days, she still expected RobertJohnson to come to her aid. Unfortunately, it was only a normal guard, holding a bucket of water with a drenched washcloth over its rim. 


     Glancing at the water bucket in her cell, and finding it still half full, meaning this guy was days early, brought her first twinge of hope. 


     “Wash quickly,” the guard said as he dropped the new pail. “You have the rare honor of being summoned to the Imperial Hall. Be thorough, something as wretched and offensive as yourself will only invite slaughter.” He slammed the door. 


     Rather than jump and clap, Bellora hurried to the water pail she already possessed, disrobed, and tossed her undergarments in the corner. She wouldn’t need them ever again. After today, she wouldn’t need anything but to be available to her lord, to be the most pleasing of his women. For that she would earn a god-son and be elevated to the highest rank of Atlantean life, just as her visions promised. 


     Her tunic smelled awful. After submerging it in the bucket, she wrenched it fiercely over the drain hole. A few repetitions turned the bucket water gritty, and dark. 


     With it as clean as it would get, she hung it on the cracked-open door. 


              On her second day of incarceration, she had realized that her cell was under the coliseum. 


     The roar of the crowd during battle might had invigorated her. Using their oohs and ahhs and cries, she visualized a grand spectacle. She transported herself to the balcony of the arena, seated beside RobertJohnson and dressed in rich fabrics. She imagined each match changed for variety: man vs. man, teams of men vs. teams of men, teams of men against eviscerators or trappers. Then a tantalizing idea struck her: two eviscerators battling each other—or a squad of them tearing each other to pieces. 


     Two and a half days after the bloodshed had ceased, she remembered Ursus. She hoped he hadn’t been that night’s entertainment. Once she assumed her mantle, her intention was to have him assigned to her personal guard. 


     Taking handfuls of water from the new, clean bucket, she wetted her hair and let the cool water run down her clammy body. Goosebumps prickled her naked flesh. 


     The nominal hallway breeze would leave her tunic damp, but by slowing her pace through the beautiful city, the baking suns would help with her appearance. 


     Recalling the streets and buildings—all made of stone—renewed her awe. The roofs in Atlantis were copper. People dressed in all of the colors of the rainbow. Everyone smiled. Children played without supervision, citizens rested on the ground, blankets open, food set about with no concern for a quick retreat. Life went on as if hordes of demons didn’t stalk their lands. 


     These were her people now, part of her new life. 


     She splashed her breasts, which had grown smaller over the past week and become more firm. She then thought about how grateful RobertJohnson would be knowing she had kept her flower intact for him. 


     With the bucket half empty and her body clean, she moved to her knees and carefully poured a stream over her hair. 


     When free of dirt, its black sheen and uniform cut offered a cuteness no sane man could resist. She repeated the process three times, feeling more like a woman with each rinse. 


     Unable to use the dirty blanket to dry herself, she wiped off the excess water with her hands and rotated in place to speed her drying. She pictured herself spinning in a ballroom dress. RobertJohnson wouldn’t be as stupid as JoshRidley. He would detect her worth. He would notice the strength in her and the fierceness she displayed by reaching this point. 


     Shaking out her cleaned hair, she was jittery. Tonight could be her wedding night. RobertJohnson would probably giggle at her lightweight, her eagerness to please him, and how much she welcomed the pain of being deflowered. 


     After rotating for her dozenth time, growing dryer with each twist, the guard returned, opened the door and stared at her. 


     “Let’s go, wench.” 


     Bellora slipped on the damp tunic, trying her best to contain the laughter bubbling up. Straightening the front, she met the guard’s eyes and nodded; ready to see her lover, to lead her subjects. 


     Two other guards waited in the hall. Passing other cells, she found faces in most of the openings. They watched silently. The dungeons were a quiet place, but these people must be questioning the identity of this stately young woman and where her escorts led her. It surely wasn’t the normal destination: death in front of an audience. 


     She kept her eyes straight ahead. These criminals would get no sympathy from her. She trusted the rule of RobertJohnson and knew they had earned their predicament. 


     Exiting the tunnels, she noticed the air smelled different in Atlantis, cleaner. It moved more swiftly. On Betadrius, she could almost tell the time of day by the stench in the air, the heat off the earth, but here everything radiated safety. Pools of water littered the landscape, and the absurdity of that alone forced her hands over her mouth to hide the beaming smile of a madwoman. 


     As with the prior week, people mulled about seemingly without any fears, turning curious eyes toward her small procession. When Bellora nodded confidently at her future subjects, they furrowed their brows. Some even stepped away, unsure what seeing this young woman being escorted meant. Bellora epitomized beauty, even half clean and wearing rags. With the warming sun drying her hair and creasing her tunic, she imagined the people seeing her sensed something spectacular, they just couldn’t grasp what. 


     The Imperial Hall, not the Hall of Distress, was visible from a great distance. Its proportions embarrassed JoshRidley’s temple in Reysona. It started with a set of curved stairs, which grew outward with each descending step. They alone would cover a massive portion of her old village. 


     The Imperial Hall was far from the gloomy pit of distress people described. It seemed polished and constructed of fine marble. The towering pillars were made more impressive by having statues of heroes etched into their bases. 


     Halfway up the stairs, the three guards with Bellora stopped and waited. She used this time to look over the capitol city. It stretched further than she could see, and she wondered if all of Atlantis was covered in stone and metal and pools and decorative trees. She saw buildings with architecture that seemed impossible to construct. The coliseum, which waited a thousand paces from her, seemed so much larger from an elevated view, the walls inscribed with symbols and writings. Seeing them, Bellora vowed to improve her reading and learn art in her spare time. 


     A voice bellowed behind them, turning the trio. 


     “Is this the rat who whispers of a devil spawn?” a man said. 


     The golden guard who marched down the steps was one of the biggest men she had ever seen. Though youthful, his thinning hair marked the early stages of balding. His gold and metal armor depicted a bent arm on its front, and by the deep tan of his flesh, she knew he came directly from RobertJohnson’s loins. She also knew her child would be more handsome and elegant than this brute. 


     “This is her,” one of her escorts replied. 


     The half-god stopped ten steps from the guards and beckoned her. “To me.” 


     “It was nice knowing you,” the guard who had retrieved her whispered before shoving her forward. 


     Wrenching her arm free, she faced him. “When we next cross paths, a full apology will spare your life.” 


     He shook his head, turned, and descended the steps. 


     “Come, bitch,” the golden guard said. 


     With a slight curtsy, Bellora obliged, and they hiked the remaining stairs. 


     The foyer of the Imperial Hall dwarfed previous concepts of colossal. It would hold all the citizens of Reysona along with its livestock leaving room for each to roam. Vacant, each step echoed. Servants slinked along the perimeter. They kept their heads down, reminding her of her previous life. 


     A right turn, a left, and they reached an audience chamber. A throne rested at its head. A servant stood to either side. 


     A man large enough to be another half-god, who had a long scar running down his chest, towered next to the throne. He whispered to a male servant, gripped the servant’s buttocks, and sent him on his way, watching the swaying cheeks as the man departed. 


     “Here is the bitch from below,” the first golden guard said as he halted at the base of the stairs and stared up at his brother. 


     The man turned, and she recognized Gatacon. He wore nothing but a leather cloth, a short hatchet tied to it. His shoulders were more than twice her width. His mass was like that of a horse. He descended a step, “Speak child, and I may allow you to live long enough to watch Perea here kill your servant tonight.” 


     Bellora’s spirit tickled at the knowledge Ursus still lived. She had never seen him in her visions, but having played a crucial role in her success, she hoped to reward him. Still, the rancor in Gatacon’s voice chilled her bones. Surveying the chamber, she sought her savior, RobertJohnson. 


     “How many will I battle?” Perea asked. 


     “The question is, how many can you best?” 


     “I could slaughter ten men without earning a scratch.” 


     “Ha!” Gatacon laughed. “You are not a god, my dear brother. I will let you face four and pray for your survival.” 


     “Perhaps you fear I’ll best your record?” 


     “Never, my young sibling. I would simply rather avoid Father pouring hot oil over my genitals for me allowing one of his sons to be killed so foolishly. Handle four and you may try five at your next rotation.” 


     As if remembering Bellora, they both turned to her. 


     “Are you deaf, girl?” Gatacon barked. 


     The cruelty in his voice made her flinch and her knees tremble. Inhaling, she used the swelling in her chest as courage and spoke rapidly. “What I have to say is for RobertJohnson’s ears. JoshRidley has planted a seed. I can tell him where, but I-I would like to tell our lord of my loyalty and ask for a child in return for a life of servitude.” With the words out, she exhaled, and panted. 


     “Do you hear that, Perea?” Gatacon said with an inquisitive cock of his head. “She wants to barter.” 


     Perea laughed. 


     “Listen to me, child. My father would boil you alive and drink you as broth before he birthed you. Now, tell me what you know of a devil spawn and I will send you to the slave market where you might find a suitable life.” 


     She only needed RobertJohnson to see her, to hear the love in her voice, and she could win him over. Accepting she preferred death to failing when this close, she balled her fists and said, “I am the one who knows where the woman JoshRidley impregnated is hiding. I have killed all of her guards and left her trapped. For these feats of loyalty, I only ask for an audience with RobertJohnson. Surely he is near.” 


     Gatacon stepped forward and pulled the axe from his waist. “I will chop those tiny arms from your body and add them to our collection if you don’t speak my answer, now.” 


     Bellora retreated a step and glanced upwards. Arms dangled from the ceiling. Her heart skipped a beat. Some were coated in silver, others in iron. They were all sizes, but near the front, four golden arms, larger than the rest, more defined, swayed ever so slightly to a breeze she couldn’t feel. Perhaps their movement emanated from an effort to reunite with their bodies. 


     “You, wench!” Gatacon pointed to a servant woman along the wall. 


     Fearing his words had been for her, Bellora’s bladder weakened. 


     A female servant stepped out of the shadow. 


     “Come to me.” 


     She bowed her head and padded forward. Bellora noticed her legs shook with each step. Once in range, Gatacon eyed her, then turned his gaze to Bellora. With eyes locked on her, he swung his axe at the woman’s neck. It buried deep enough to shower blood over him with the initial gust. The second, weaker spray of blood, coated his chest. 


     The woman grasped at the wound as she dropped to her knees and then tumbled sideways. Her head lolled unnaturally as she landed, her arms came to rest seconds later, in a growing pool of blood. 


     Seemingly without movement, Gatacon closed the distance, gripped Bellora by her neck, and lifted her from the ground. 


     Her bladder loosened. She tried to apologize, but the vice-grip denied her a voice. 


     Three minutes later she had given detailed directions to Junea’s hideout and answered any and all questions as quickly and honestly as possible. 


     Now, tossed aside, trembling, staring at the floor as she waited on her hands and knees for the death blow, she heard Perea address Gatacon. 


     “Perhaps we should grant her wish after all.” Perea said. His words filled her with hope. “Let’s send her to father’s harem?” 


     Gatacon scoffed. 


     “She has brought us information father will appreciate.” 


     With controlled laughter, Gatacon said, “Do it. Let her have her barter. I will gather some men and deal with the heathen woman.” 


     “I demand to accompany the party,” Perea said. 


     Bellora didn’t lift her head. Blood dripped from some part of her face. She had no recollection of being struck. But she bled. Blood filled her mouth. Using her tongue, she found a missing tooth on her bottom jaw. 


     None of that mattered. Unless she had already passed into the afterlife and was simply being patronized, the evil brothers had agreed to send her to RobertJohnson’s harem. 


     Clenching her fists, she hated herself for doubting her visions, even for a moment. 


     “If you are unharmed tonight,” Gatacon continued, “You may travel with me. Have the wench cleaned and delivered to father.” 


     “With haste” 


     A hand gripped the back of Bellora’s neck and lifted her to her feet. She fought hard to temper her smile. 


     She would make RobertJohnson’s bed. She neared the prophecy of greatness, where she birthed a god-son, became famous, and change the world. This momentary fear had been but a test of her faith. 


     Perea rotated her and shoved. “Move, bitch.” 


     Gladly, she thought. She aimed to be subservient to her betters for the remainder of her life. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXVIII 


     Once the youth who were gathered in Dacathius’ hall of the gods processed that a god was among them, everyone started talking; many ran around in excitement, some danced. Laughter was heard everywhere. 


     The armory of the gods on Dacathius was half the size of the one in Bristalius, the light that activated upon opening the solid stone doors glowed white instead of red. For the kids’ amusement, Josh pulled it all the way open and let them rummage around the gear. 


     Being half the size gave him half of the selection. There was no scimitar like the one he had grown accustomed to. This was a disappointment with an upside. The ivory handled weapon’s absence meant his original choice had been unique. 


     Perusing the crammed shelves, he still had his choice of fine weaponry, but nothing stood out as during his previous search. 


     He chose two katanas which were three-quarters as long as he was tall. They mounted in a criss-cross pattern over his back. 


     The craftsmanship equaled that of the armory on Bristalius, but centuries of neglect had taken a toll. His ninja blades would hack, but the blades lacked a razor’s edge. 


     He would reach Reysona and then go get his scimitar. 


     Fully strapped up, standing in the center of the children, staring up at the glowing-to-life lights, Josh wondered about his travel time when crossing an entire level in Betaloome. 


     “You are thinking of departing today, m’lord?” Remus stared at the katanas with obvious disappointment. He had tried to convince Josh to select a metal staff, since he was an instructor in its use. 


     “Yes, immediately. I have pressing matters to attend.” 


     “Of course. It is only that today is a day of rain. It drives many of the creatures underground, but it makes a rare few desperate for food, and the terrain becomes more challenging. For a dense god like yourself, muddy earth can be a pain.” 


     Josh had never imagined any shortcomings in his body, but he could see how quicksand plus a dense body was bad. However, with his speed and power, he imagined he could sink to the bottom and power squat his way out, or, like the mouse who churned milk into butter, claw out with a flurry of armstrokes. 


     He couldn’t hear any rain from where he stood inside the hall of the gods, but faint memories tickled his senses. Dread had been constant as he waited out the deluge within the walls of his temple during his last visit. Clearing rain water from the streets the following day had been worse. Thankfully, no spiders returned to feed. 


     “How long to cross Dacathius?” Josh asked. 


     “The pointus ascendus is at the farthest end through thick foliage. Perhaps three days travel for yourself, if conditions are optimal. Figure another day to cross Carmanthius and reach the Bristalius’ pointus ascendus.” 


     “JoshRidley can make the trip in mere hours,” Tiberius said. The boy had stayed quiet, yet glued to Josh’s hip. “And with me as his acolyte, we will cross without deviation.” 


     Josh withheld his chuckle. 


     Remus knelt, and, with a serious face, said, “JoshRidley would be honored to have you as an acolyte, but the heavens have already deemed you the defender of this hall. It would be an ill omen for us all if you were to depart.” 


     Tiberius crumpled his face in concentration. After a moment’s reflection, he peered at JoshRidley. “I am sorry JoshRidley. My first duty must be to my people.” 


     “They are lucky to have you. But know this, when I return, you shall instruct me in everything Dacathian.” 


     “I will honor that.” Tiberius extended his small hand. 


     Josh enveloped it and they shook 


     As the lights grew brighter, the smell of boiling roots, seasoned and infused with bones, scented the air. 


     “We have plenty of heart soup if you’d like to eat before your travels.” 


     Josh felt the faces watching him. He knew for these children, supping with a god might give them a lifelong treat, but lives were at stake. He glanced at the ladder of ascension, where braided roots hung in a dozen spots, allowing people to repel in or climb out. 


     “JoshRidley doesn’t want to eat our gross stew,” Tiberius said with disappointment. “He can kill anything that breathes and eat its warm flesh straight from the bone.” 


     Josh laughed. Lives were at risk, but one meal with these kids would only take twenty minutes and give much needed hope. 


     “Heart soup—” Josh inhaled and patted his stomach. “—is my favorite.” He flexed his biceps. “It’s how you grow these.” 


     A wall of boys scooted closer and awed. Josh spent the next hour laying a foundation of faith. 


     He heard the rain once he opened the door at the top of the ladder of ascension. A tangle of wet vegetation was before him. He couldn’t find an exit trail, but he knew people had to leave the Hall now and then for supplies. . 


     He found their path near the ground on the far end. He crawled out to avoid wrecking their disguised entrance. 


     Pulling the katanas from behind him, he shook his head. They felt like toothpicks. He walked a fair distance and chopped branches. The katanas cut good enough. He fell into a groove. 


     Ten minutes into a chop-chop-step, chop-chop-step routine, and he looked back. He’d cleared a path behind him and worried this trail would lead demons closer to the hall. 


     Seeing an opening ahead and knowing what was done was done, he shoved his way the final fifty steps and reached the edge of a forest. A veil of rainfall darkened the morning.  


     Trees (and flowers) soared fifty feet high. A root system etched the earth. The land here was open. This was the first time Josh felt like he was back. 


     Water trailed down the many plants and coated the earth. Noticing movement in the sky. Josh stepped back, but it was the ground that held his attention. 


     Remus had told him that the mites under the soil were edible, if he ever found himself starving. He was told he had to dig down to find them. Apparently, the rain brought them to the surface. 


     So many mites toiled, it made the earth looked like a blanket wrapped around a sleeping titan. 


     A tickle ran across his toes. Kicking a critter into the air, Josh retreated, and stepped on a another. Dwelling on the amount of abnormal life could lead to a mental break, so he pushed aside the abnormality, and ventured forward. 


     Four steps later, he paused again. 


     As the rain trickled through, coating everything, the overhead suns shone a clear light on the world, and a rainbow spread across the vegetation. 


     Dazzling blues and purples reflected in the trees. When JoshRidley realized they were water droplets gathered on spiderwebs, he gripped his katanas tight. 


     His instincts kept warning him a trapper was rushing him from his blindside, causing him to pivot as he walked. 


     He soon spotted two juvenile arachnids the size of wide clumsy dogs, waddling side by side, scarfing up whatever ground mites broke the surface. With fifty yards of distance, Josh thought of stalking and chopping the pair in half. Being so small and of an unknown variety, he wasn’t sure if their venom could harm him, but he knew they would someday grow to become beasts capable of eating people. 


     Ten feet into his creep they paused as if aware of him, then skittered in the opposite direction, vanishing in the brush. 


     Before fully relaxing, he saw an adult spider almost directly above them, descend on a bead of glistening silk. 


     Reaching the soil, it severed its line with a flick of the back leg and raced away. 


     Josh wasn’t ready for this level of action. 


     If he survived his return to Bristalius, if he fathered a child with a portion of superior strength and agility, they’d lead a party here and whittle these numbers down. As it stood now, he didn’t see how any human life existed. 


     His current goal was to reach Reysona. He’d have to be cautious. Once he made it, he’d communicate with RobertJohnson, offer a truce, and be prepared to give enormous concessions to defend his woman and child. With that in mind, Josh ignored the surrounding nightmares and moved steadily north for the next six hours. 


     Stopping fifty feet into a large clearing, Josh made sure he had a good line of sight before sheathing his sword and squatting to drink some of his heart soup, which, was spicey and curbed his appetite. 


     In what Josh referred to as his old life, rain always seemed a downer, something to avoid and endure rather than experience. But standing under the bright glow of light, feeling droplets of rain on his dense body, hearing the trickle around him, he would spend many of his thirteenth days enjoying this. 


     In Dacathius, he discovered life flourished when man wasn’t around to dominate. For a moment, he thought about North America. In the 1800s. Sparrow flocks had numbered in the millions. A flocks passing overhead would blacken the sky for twenty, thirty, even sixty minutes, and shower the land with droppings so thick people ran for cover. 


     Here, in this muddy field, with tepid water soaking him and the earth alive at his feet, creatures thrived. He even came upon a trio of ladybugs sniffing at the ground, as if grazing. 


     The ladybugs were fascinating to watch. They were the size of Sherman tanks. They casually lumbered here and there. Soon, he noticed they were making their way toward him. Colorful and glossy, like exhibits at an art show, he found the patterns of the nearest creature mesmerizing. Its body carried the traditional orange, spotted with black—same as the others. Its face was a polished white that resembled a car buffed and waxed to a high sheen. Its six legs padded the ground as if individual feelers were sensing or calling forth mites. Josh watched it dig one up, lower its head, and munch. 


     Even though they were clearly carnivorous, Josh hadn’t removed his katanas. The ladybugs seemed docile—like grazing cattle. Remembering having given a similar assessment to the first ant he had encountered started his heart knocking. 


     These creatures ate meat. They were large, and their shells looked like futuristic armor, making him wonder if he was strong enough to penetrate it, should it come to that. 


     He packed the soup away and when he looked back, he found the arthropods stopped, all facing him. They stepped in place. They clicked their fangs together. By the delayed responses from each, he wondered if they were communicating. 


     He stayed relaxed, moving slowly, hoping they would sense he was no threat. 


     His first sideways step agitated them. Surprisingly quick, they shifted until they had him blocked in. With a heavy sigh, he realized the clanking of their incisors had increased in speed and force. Their feet stomped. Despite his wish to enjoy their beauty, these insects were hostile. 


     In near unison, they came at Josh. Not that fast, but with determination. 


     Pulling the swords from behind him, Josh yelled, “Get out of here. Scram!” He banged the blades together. 


     When going around them was no longer possible, white-face opened its fangs, and doubled its speed. 


     Josh’s fight or flight instincts kicked in. He leapt at the insect, intending to swing down with his right sword and use the left to defend a coordinated strike from either of the flanking bugs. 


     His blade tip met mandible as he stabbed. The force of his leap pushed the blade deep. White Face screamed in a surprisingly human way. 


     Josh turned to either side, looking for the incoming assault, but the other two bugs had stopped. He saw one stomp in place. The other stomped as if in reply. In unison, they opened their armored wings and took flight in opposite directions, away from Josh. 


     The new buzzing sound of their wings brought back the spellbound feeling this alien place presented. He pushed his weight into the katana and ended the bugs struggle. 


     Josh remained fixated on the colorful creatures flying up through a downpour. Seeing them go, he felt the greatest sense of peace. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXIX 


     Gatacon stood on the balcony of the Hall of Distress overlooking the vast city. 


     Unlike the peons beneath Atlantis, the top level welcomed the thirteenth day of rain without any fear. The only demons here were those captured for use in the arena. The roadways were designed by RobertJohnson. Water drained almost as fast as it fell. 


     He knew his father’s past life on Earth involved road construction and city planning, and taking in Atlantis from this elevation, he always appreciated those talents. 


     Perea stepped onto the balcony with his brother. “Have you spoken with Father?” 


     “I will seek an audience tonight. If he’s not available, we will wait for the rain to dry and venture out. I know how father will want to handle the pregnant woman.” 


     RobertJohnson always wanted an example. Gatacon would leave parts of her body at differing villages in Bristalius. The flaying and screams prior to Junea’s death would be for his own gratification. 


     After a deep breath, Perea said, “Did you enjoy my match?” 


     Gatacon examined his younger brother. The boy was too soft, but he longed for Gatacon’s favor, making him a fun toy. Before answering, his gaze lingered on the sutured slash across the young half-god’s bicep. 


     “Your close call made the crowd tremble and myself stand in surprise, so, yes, I pronounce it a grand showing.” 


     “I was never in any real danger. Though I ought to kill the jailer who allowed them to choose spears and nets. Even with their trickery, it was a match soundly won.” 


     “You still breathe, that much is true.” The wind rustled Gatacon’s curtain of gray and white hair and cooled his bald scalp. “Was it the woman’s man who stabbed your belly?” 


     “No, but he led them.” Perea glanced at his arm. “He swiped me here.” He pointed to his side. “The man was determined, no doubt. The fools actually believed they could win their freedom.” 


     “Yes. He was a fine warrior. It seems our little sprite had a head on her shoulders. Is it still attached?” 


     “For now. I sent servants to her minutes ago to trim her hair, bathe her, and grant her final wish.” 


     “Ha!” Gatacon controlled a rumble of laughter. “Be careful what you wish for, young Perea.” 


     “One of Father’s many nuggets of wisdom.” 


     “And perhaps the truest example of such. Come, walk with me to the training pits, we will discuss killing this pregnant harlot.” 


     As they meandered through the cavernous hall, Gatacon thought again about the spry young woman who had given them this gift. She was pretty. Too bad she didn’t have a twin brother. He could use more fodder for his own harem. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXX 


     Bellora had waited so long that when the guards arrived, she had to suppress an urge to yell at them for them to hurry. The pair of female attendants behind the armored men lifted her mood. She had always wanted her own servant. 


     They took her to a tiled bathing room in the coliseum. Bellora embraced the experience of being bathed. It was much better than being the bather. 


     The only downside was the somber woman attender her wouldn’t talk. They stayed silent as they dried, combed the tangles from, and then braided her hair. They scented her body with clove root and oleander. They outfitted her in a white dress made of thin fabric. It clasped at the shoulder with an intricate brooch. 


     The dress hung too low for her liking, but she imagined RobertJohnson’s lips pressed against hers and smiled. Soon, she would style her clothing according to his wishes. 


     Strolling through the streets as a clean goddess, she felt a pang of anxiety as they continued by RobertJohnson’s Hall of Distress. She had plans of sitting beside him at court. A moment later, flashes of the servant girl’s near beheading and human arms dangling as if windchimes entered her mind. She forced a smile. Let the men have their hall. 


     The lone guard escorting her didn’t trail her like she needed watching. He paced beside her like a protector. With her chin held high, she searched the faces of passing citizens, to assess if any of them were important enough for her to remember. 


     Twenty minutes of walking only invigorated Bellora. When you had visions or thought you would influence the world, you had to question your sanity. Unless of course, you were insane. Being here now, strolling toward a blessed future, dressed in the finest linens, she felt properly valued and wondered how she would influence the world. 


     Every young woman fantasized about laying with a god, of being the treasure of his affection. Bellora was about to achieve that. 


     They reached a neighborhood. Soft moss covered the grounds of mostly fenced in homes. She almost gave her first command by telling the guard to move faster, but figured, as her life continued, she would appreciate having savored the progress. 


     They reached the largest home set behind a  steel gate. The guard used a key to unlock the massive chain. 


     Bellora almost laughed at the idea of RobertJohnson thinking someone would harass one of his women. The guard opened the gate.                       


     The fresh smell of green ushered her along the walkway. Two other officers waited at the front door. She saw bowmen in corner towers. 


     The officers opened the door and the escorting guard waved for Bellora to enter. 


     Discovering RobertJohnson had a jealous streak so grand he didn’t allow his most loyal servants in the house excited Bellora. 


     “Thank you,” she said to the guard who had escorted her. She smiled at the pair of stone-faced officers, and entered. 


     The foyer opened with stairs leading to a second level and halls to her right, left, and front. Yet plain timber constructed the home. No paintings, vases, or plants decorated the entrance. Dust covered the railings. A stale odor wrinkled her nose. Sprucing up this entry would be her first point of order. She wanted her man to know he stepped inside a woman’s home upon his arrival. Behind these doors, he could forget the world of brutes. 


     The door shut and locked behind her. She frowned at how the heavy curtains were closed, blocking out the sunlight. 


     She listened for her sister wives. She imagined them hiding so they could jump out and surprise her with a welcome party. 


     She soon heard them speaking in hushed tones in an adjacent room. By the coarseness and quick shushess, Bellora imagined they were handmaidens, perhaps house servants, nervous as to the temperament of the new lady. 


     She took one step toward the voices and stopped. 


     A thump-scrape sound impacted the wooden floor in the opposite room. Again, and closer. Something moved in her direction. She backed up until she met the wall. There was the loud sound of heavy wood impacting the wooden floor, she flinched. Each time wood impacted wood, she flinched. Each time the scraping sound followed, she ground her teeth. 


     Gathering her courage, she stepped away from the wall. When the thud scraped sound was one movement away from her, she almost ran. 


     The woman appeared in the entray was the over six foot, broad of shoulder, and with a wooden leg. The woman appeared about to speak but then seemed confused by Bellora. She frowned heavier as she inspected Bellora. 


     The woman’s shock paled compared to Bellora’s. This woman looked like a demonic conjuration gone awry. She was three heads taller than Bellora, more than double her width, and triple her weight. The woman’s hair—what remained of it—was snarled webs of brown knots. Patches of scalp showed through, as if chunks of hair had fallen, or been yanked out. With her mouth agape, Bellora noticed all of the teeth on the upper and lower jaws were either missing or broken and jagged. 


     Bellora’s new first duty would be to terminate this woman, who looked a lot like the young half-god Perea. She couldn’t share a house with a creature this ugly. 


     First, make good with RobertJohnson. Second, have this woman slain, for her own good. 


     Growing irritated at the fear coursing in her and the monster’s expression of shock, she said, “What is it you’re gawking at, woman? I am RobertJohnson’s latest queen, and you will do good to treat me with respect.” 


     The burly woman adjusted her posture with a tiny thump-swish. She cleared her throat enough times to make a bullfrog hoarse, but held her stare, so Bellora stormed past her, intent on finding women of her own breeding. 


     Four women were in the other room. Three rested on shredded couches. Another sat in a chair low to the ground. They all stared at her with a confusion bordering on a stupor, as if she was the disfigured member of their posse. 


     Each woman carried the large proportion of peg-leg. One held a stein with her only arm. The right side of her face sagged with the rip of a brutal scar. Another had no arms at all. One woman’s jaw was broken so far to the right, the lower mandible sat inches off center of the upper. Her nose was missing as if sawed from her face. She wore an eyepatch and had no legs. 


     Scars were more prevalent than the disfigurements and varied: burns covered throats and arms, scars criss-crossed nearly all exposed flesh, teeth marks marred a woman’s cheek. 


     Bellora covered her face with both hands, bent, and vomited on the dusty floor. 


     She closed her eyes and prayed she was sleeping. She prayed that when she opened her eyes she’d find a beautiful home, RobertJohnson sitting on a chair looking at her inquisitively, than asking what was the matter. 


     Instead, when she opened her eyes, she noticed a fifth woman in the room. Large, like the others, but missing the lower half of her body. She sat in a supported roll-chair. Her belly showed she was with child. 


     Turning, she found the one-legged woman behind her had tears streaming down her face. Her hand rested on her own belly. 


     “What are you doing here, sweetheart?” the woman said. 


     “I don’t know,” she said. There had to have been some mistake. 


     “Why did you come here?” 


     “I-I am to be a bride for RobertJohnson.” 


     More than one of the women gasped, or issued soft prayers 


     “No, honey.” The one-legged woman thump-slid closer. 


     Bellora remained frozen. Even when the woman placed a meaty hand, lacking two of the five digits, on her shoulder, she didn’t move. She simply looked the sad woman in the eye, her own tears blurring her vision. 


     Addressing the room, the woman said, “We have to hide her.” 


     The woman with the slack jaw almost fell from her chair. “I’m going to tell,” she yelled. “I won’t keep secrets from him. 


     “So will I,” said another 


     Nearly all of the women agreed. 


     The one-legged woman nodded knowingly, “But if he mates with her…” She searched Bellora’s downturned face, lifted her thin arms, examined her dainty size, and then returned her gaze to the group. 


     One of the women said, “The best thing we could do for this girl would be to strangle her dead, and make it appear self-inflicted.” 


     “I’ll tell if you do!” yelled the torso. 


     Bellora’s knees gave out, tumbling her into the burly woman. She sobbed. There had to be some mistake. She was to be RobertJohnson’s queen. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


      


     XXXI 


     Josh saw so much carnage the day after the rain. It changed his perception of madness. He witnessed spiders pouncing on ants, ants bringing down spiders. He stumbled on the corpses of grasshoppers, crickets, flies, and a variety of aphids. He wondered if, during his old life, he had bent over a blade of grass and examined it, would he have noticed such savagery? 


     He took his time when inspecting an overturned beetle corpse. Its armor seemed superior to the ladybug’s. A strange antenna, now flaccid, extended from its back. Judging from a puddle around its nozzle, it sprayed some type of chemical. It was hard to accept a creature existed with a chem launcher, and awesome armor. Add the vicious pincers and Josh was glad these stayed small. 


     He moved on with greater caution. 


     Despite his abnormal agility and bounding steps, every predator that spotted him quickly pursued. At the end of the day, huddled underground with a heavy stone atop his pit, exhaustion rattled his bones. He accepted a simple truth: he would not survive long in Dacathius. 


     He’d been forced to kill a gangly daddy long legs first thing that morning. Done recapping his  journey, he brought himself into the moment. He could see the fencing and ramp markings at Dacathius’ end. He was crouched in a bush, listening. 


     Having reached the pointus ascendus, Josh scanned everything. Remus had assured him that the gateways leading to Carmanthius would be manned, by Carmanthian guards, hoping to keep the demons out of their world. Seeing no one spooked him. 


     After traversing this perilous nation, Josh found it easy to believe whatever small force defended the picket fence and sharpened sticks had been wiped out, but he saw no evidence.                       


     Minutes passed without seeing any movement or alarming sounds. He stepped from the bush and rotated, swords at the ready. His stomach grumbled, reminding him he’d lost his heart soup during the first morning. The mites were plentiful but after picking one up, and feeling it’s mushy body squirming in his hand, he realized he could go a little longer without eating. 


     Seeing the guard shacks, thinking of food, he dashed inside. He smelled the strips of salted meat before he found them in a leather pouch. He closed the door and ate all six while surveying the interior. 


     A half-dozen spears were leaned in a corner. Swords and daggers hung on a rack. Openings allowed views of the ramp’s slope and ascent. 


     He had plenty of water. He drank from a jug. He found another pouch of meat, tucked it away, and went outside. A set of spear walls, stutter-stepped their way up the second ramp. The nearest blockade was recently broken near the outer edge, as if something heavy had crashed into it. 


     On the upslope to Carmanthius, the spikes were planted deeper, angled more sharply. Josh noticed fresh splotches of yellow goop under the wreckage. From that, and other signs, Josh assumed a demon had hurt itself and fled back down. 


     He found more equipment and food in the top building, but not guards. 


     More disquieting was the overturned chairs, angled out as if scooted back in haste. 


     The roads on Carmanthius were smoother, and wider, with working deadfals on either side. Josh needed to head east toward the pointus ascendus leading to Bristalius. Josh exhaled. 


     Even though this nation felt safer than the one below, fifty yards to the south. Josh saw that an elaborate spider web blocked a side path. An arachnid larger than Josh rested in its center. 


     As he made his way along the side of the road nearest the terrarium’s painted glass edge. He smelled something to his right and crept closer to the edge. The odor quickly became too powerful to endure and he headed back to the road. 


     As his mind cleared, he saw a spear further ahead; a discarded shield was twenty feet beyond that. Easing closer, he saw more weapons and then, fluid splatters of differing sizes. From the terror he’d witnessed, he knew this was blood. But whos? 


     Assuming the poison kept his left side safe, he kept his attention on the stately trees to his right. He saw footprints but no demon tracks. 


     Then he saw a severed leg in the brush. 


     He spotted a coil of intestines drying under the warming suns. He was too alert to be disgusted. 


     Where were the bodies? If dragged off, where were the tracks? He saw no signs of a struggle. 


     The hairs on his arms stood a moment before a shadow fell upon him. He felt the air change before he saw movement. 


     He moved in a blink. Still, a powerful impact twisted him. 


     In more of a flail, he swung a katana and connected with a newly planted tree. Bright green, stranger than any other tree. 


     Though swung while tumbling and with an inferior weapon, Josh’s god-like power should have shattered any dense material, flayed any soft. 


     As the serrated tree withdrew, creating a new shadow that darkened his area. 


     JoshRidley shuffled back and look up. The praying mantis was huge, and fast. 


     Its body was as wide as two semi-truck grills at its widest point. Mantid towered so high that Josh had to crane his neck to locate its triangular head, which watched him curiously. 


     Retreating further, he only wanted to run, but he’d seen this creature’s speed. It would simply grab him. That reality hardened his fear. The silent creature stood tall and extended both of its spiked arms in a Jesus Christ pose, challenging him. 


     It’s defiance gave Josh the distinct impression that having struck back angered Mantis. That its adjective of ‘praying’ wasn’t accurate; mantis was arrogant, self-aggrandizing, and violent. Simple egotism, not territorial disputes, made the insects fight one another to the death upon sight. 


     Josh didn’t need to prove anything to this greater demon and he might have looked for a chance to flee, but seconds after the taunt, the mantis tried to kill him for a second time 


     Josh saw the arm swing at him. Even though it was fast, he dropped to his belly. Once the boom passed overhead, he rose and pivoted with the intent of striking the arm, chipping away at the beast. Yet the I-beam was gone, and the other arm was already on him. 


     Josh leapt toward the mantis to avoid the impact. He knew if one of those spiked forelegs caught him square, he would be impaled and eaten. He might weigh a ton, but these creatures were known to eat mice and small birds, whose strength had to match his own. 


     Finding himself under the green body, he was momentarily stalled by admiration for the armor covering the abdomen. The diamond-shaped scales overlapped from top to bottom, resembling a dragon’s body, polished and seemingly impenetrable. 


     The shifting of wind as the mantis retracted its arms returned Josh to the fight. He squatted, gripped each katana tight, and like that first day, he launched himself up with his blades leading the way. 


     When the first blade connected with the armor and slid off, leaving no more than a long scratch on the surface, Josh’s ambition of a quick, easy kill vanished. 


     His second blade, however, landed under a plate, peeling it from the body like a toothpick forced under a fingernail. The beast rose. With steel pierced into tissue, Josh rose as well. 


     Dangling twenty feet off the ground, halfway up the creature’s body, Josh awed that this—mortal danger—was that special something missing from his previous life. 


     He saw the next few moments clearly. He would stick the other blade under a higher plate, give himself purchase, and climb his way to the head. Once there, like shearing with a pair of scissors, he would behead the beast and become the second god ever to down a mantis. 


     Before his second blade found its mark, pain stabbed into his calf. His flesh tore as he resisted the pull, and rather than be flayed, he released his grip on the buried katana. 


     Instead of dropping as expected, he was airlifted away from the green body at a dizzying speed. 


     Though hanging upside down, he moved into a sitting position and held that pose as he inspected his surroundings. A spike on the creature’s foreleg had impaled his calf. 


     He brought the katana down on the arm with all of his might. It chipped into solid green. 


     The divot had no effect on the creature. Feeling the changing wind of the second leg approaching brought a near panic. If that leg pierced his other side, he would die. The golden guard would terrorize Reysona, and Junea would perish unaware that Josh had returned for her. 


     He swung two more times using both hands, landing heavy, powerful chops, removing chunks of green with each hit. The third strike broke the limb, spilling him at a strange angle. Josh needed to hack one more time to free himself before the second arm secured him. 


     If he missed the mark by an inch, he would maim himself or be scooped and eaten. 


     He yelled as he struck, hit his target, and plummeted to the earth. 


     Thudding to the dirt knocked wind from him. While breathing deep, he pried the carrot-sized dagger from his leg. 


     Rolling feet over head until he landed upright, he felt no pain, and raced toward the mantis, hoping its injury had distracted it. 


     On the fall, a deeper part of him must have registered how thin the mantis’ base legs were, for his eyes were locked on and he was swinging at one before he had fully regained his focus. 


     The blade snapped through the leg. Severing it from the demon, he watched the mantis tilt to the side. 


     Skidding to a halt, he turned expecting to find a tumbling and defeated beast. Instead, it used one shift to regain its balance. 


     Before he reached it, wind more powerful than the rotor wash of a helicopter matted his hair, rippled his flesh, and slowed his approach. 


     The mantis’ wings, which were as long as Olympic row boats, fluttered in a blur, drowning out all other sound and a majority of sunlight. Hard-shelled and massive, it looked as if a building had taken flight. 


     He watched it arc to a nearby branch a hundred yards from Josh and settle. 


     Panting, feeling his own blood sliding down his leg and arm and abrasions across his back, Josh raged. He didn’t want a draw. He had the beast wounded. Moving to the planted green leg, he kicked it over while staring at his nemesis. 


     Josh marveled at the creature’s fluidity as it clambered from one treetop to the next, bringing it closer to Josh. 


     Seemingly watching Josh, it tilted its head like an inquisitive canine. Sitting up, it brought its injured arm to its mouth and tore away the broken section. Rather than allow it to drop, the demon used its lower mandible to guide the severed limb into its dark orifice. Halfway through its meal, its eyes drifted into the distance. 


     As a method of intimidation, Josh gave eating your own arm a ten, and tempered his desire to crown a victor. 


     What was he trying to prove anyway? That he wasn’t afraid, that he could defeat any foe? Killing a mantis might boost his ego, help with the RobertJohnson negotiations, but death was the downside. 


     Defeating a mindless beast that felt no pain and employed no reasoning seemed foolish. 


     With his adrenaline draining, Josh’s calf thumped with such pain that he feared looking down to find the entire muscle had been torn from his leg. 


     Staring up at the placid beast, Josh wanted to kill it, but walking away was the smart move. 


     One step into his retreat drew the baleful gaze of the large green eyes. The mantis fluttered to a nearby tree and lashed out, viper quick. 


     The move so frightened Josh he was slow to react. He darted right and brought his blade down automatically. 


     The mantis staked a foreleg on the road in front of him, and rather than dash the distance to sever it, Josh raced toward the base of the tree that held the mantis. 


     With the healthy foreleg planted in the ground and its weight shifting, the mantis momentarily paused as it considered how to adjust to its enemy’s movement. 


     Josh used the indecision to slash at the soft green tree trunk. His sword passed through with ease. 


     The mantis slipped forward. It tried to recover by planting its missing arm and stumbled sideways, crashing into the ground. Josh leapt halfway through it. He aimed at the small joint connecting the head to the body. 


     The large eyes watched helplessly as Josh found his mark. 


     The blade buried deep, showing him in Mantid’s blood. 


     Josh was bronco-bucked and lost grip of his weapon. 


     He landed against a soft branch and slid to the dirt, where he backed up and turned quickly, terrified of being without a weapon. 


     Watching the area around him, he didn’t return his attention to the mantis until a pool of its blood had formed and it stopped twitching. 


     The eyes stayed on him. Its dragging breaths grew slower and slower. The black spikes of its jaws clicked together with lessening hate. 


     Josh crept closer, retrieved the sword from the ground, and stepped back. 


     When it stopped breathing completely, he freed his other blade from its torso. On auto-pilot, he moved to the head and severed it from the neck with a series of hacks. 


     Blood oozed from the wound, but Josh didn’t lather it on. He turned in a circle, clanked his swords above his head, and shouted, “I am JoshRidley!” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXXII 


     Mayor Cronin estimated the population of Reysona had doubled in the two months since JoshRidley’s visit. Two days ago, a party of relocating families arrived with a scarcely-breathing Flavius. 


     The group that found him didn’t know his value or mission. They assumed he was a young hot-head left for dead by a previous party. 


     Upon entering Reysona’s house of healing and recognizing his surroundings, Flavius had mumbled Junea’s name before he passed out, which is what had Cronin in knots. Was his only child dead?. 


     Cronin had him moved to the spare bedroom of his home so he could ask that question. The moment the boy woke. 


     Nectar of the Gods kept Flavius asleep for forty-eight hours while the healer stitched and cleaned. 


     When Flavius woke, he retold his story without being told. The tale so sickened Cronin, he fled the room to sit at his dining table. Morning sunlight lit the room.  


     “He has fallen asleep, mayor,” one of the medics said from the doorway. 


     Orion pushed past the man and settled into the chair across from him. 


     “That will be all for now,” Cronin said. Once the medic left, he addressed Orion. “Did he tell anyone about Junea?” 


     “Not that I can tell. He was unconscious the whole way.” 


     “That’s good news.” 


     Cronin relaxed. “Has anyone spoke of Junea being with child?” 


     “I’ve not heard anything.” 


     “Good. Everytime people arrive, I feel better. If there was a rumor of a Reysona being pregnant, no one would travel here.” 


     “Gods be praised, that is a telling sign.” 


     Swallowing repeatedly to avoid a break, he said. 


     “How soon can we send men to the birthing vat? I have to know if she is alive.” 


     “Today,” Orion said, and breathed deeply.                      Cronin wiped his hands across his face. “She is my daughter. I must send help.” He swallowed. “But I understand the dangers these men will face.” 


     “We have loyal men in our ranks. They will embrace the risks. Also, the roads are safer since JoshRidley’s blessing.” 


     Blessing and a curse, thought Cronin. Finding Orion’s gaze, he replied, “It is safer near our borders, but trappers are still having their way. Picking off families as they travel.” Another beat. “Do you think there is hope for Junea?” 


     “There is hope, certainly. She lived when Flavius escaped. That is what we know.” 


     “Eight suns have risen. With the boy’s story, the ridges for hope are sharp and slender.” 


     “I must go with this party,” Cronin said softly as his mind moved beyond the immediate. 


     Orion sniffed and studied his mayor. “You can not.” 


     “If RobertJohnson hears of this, Reysona will burn. Many will die. If they have her, I will surrender myself to Atlantis and tell them the truth. The citizens of Reysona had no knowledge of Junea’s condition. I sent her away in secret with the only people left in confidence. With that out, I will beg mercy for the innocent.” 


     Orion looked out to the rising suns. 


     “With eight days gone, the golden guard could arrive at our gates at any moment,” Cronin said. “If they do, my death will not quench their thirst.” 


     “One death will not suffice no matter the circumstances, but perhaps you’re right. I will go with you and bring all of those involved in the cover up. We will pay the price together and save the innocent.” 


     Fighting the revulsion of their plan—it was Reysona’s best hope—Cronin extended his hand and they shook. 


     Blowing out the lantern, Cronin stood. “We will bring four guards and two maidens. We meet here in two shadow bars, ready for the voyage.” 


     “It will be done.” 


     Nodding to the spare room in his home, Cronin asked, “Will he survive?” 


     Orion exhaled. “He made it this far and he is young.” 


     “And as stubborn as a goat.” 


     Orion coughed a laugh, “That he is.” 


     Moments before dismissing his sergeant-at-arms and looking to identify a successor, a knock sounded at the door. Cronin heard his servant open it. Urgent whispers ensued and then the flap to his chamber was pulled back. 


     A youthful warrior dressed in the armor of the city guard entered. “Sire, there is much commotion at the main gate. You must come quickly.” 


     Cronin looked to Orion. Had they acted too slowly, was the slaughter at their gate? 


     “Lead the way,” Cronin said. 


     Orion followed. 


     Outside, Cronin saw heightened activity. He sensed a jubilance to the tumult, which seemed directed at the main gate. Had Junea returned? He smiled, then frowned. The town seeing her pregnant would only add her name to the sacrificial list, and condemn many. 


     JoshRidley, battered, filthy, and wounded, stood within the open gate—bigger and broader than Cronin remembered. 


     His crashing fears met a wall and washed over him from a new perspective. He dropped to his knees. Tears blurred his vision. 


     JoshRidley had dragged a muddied bolder by a pair of ropes. Overcome with wonder, Cronin could think of no reason to lug around a rock the size of a hut. 


     Making eye contact, JoshRidley nodded once, then searched the crowd, presumably for Flavius or Junea. 


     A trio of guards splashed water on the massive object, washing off the caked-on dirt. Cronin made out the smooth shape of eyes larger than a man. The boulder narrowed into a violent mouth of black teeth the size of a man’s arm that curved to razor points. His breath caught. 


     JoshRidley had killed a Mantis. The vilest devil in all of Betaloome. 


     With two obvious miracles on display—the death of a devil god and the return of a just one—Cronin abolished his plan of forming a rescue party with a subset of sacrificial lambs. 


     The town, perhaps all of Betaloome, had a chance at salvation.  


     If Junea still breathed, all he loved could be saved. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXXIII 


     Having anticipated down time upon reaching Reysona—not being rushed off to unspeakable possibilities without preparation—JoshRidley asked Cronin and Orion to reconvene in his temple, to allow him time to catch his breath and digest their heartbreaking update. 


     The village stayed quiet as they walked through town. Many citizens showed the wide-eyed openmouthed look of shock. In all his visions, JoshRidley had expected a warmer welcome—something short of a parade. Frowning at the let down, he worried coming back had been a mistake, that their world operated under philosophies and rules too foreign for his comprehension. 


     Perhaps he should have considered the broader implications of his return. He had envisioned returning to what he left: a simple village, a happy baby mama, and an exuberant Flavius. 


     As it stood, his future involved him storming off to confront a psycho, maybe embark on pyrrhic mission of revenge, if Junea or Flavius had been hurt, as seemed possible by the anxiety on Cronin’s face. 


     Hopefully, Junea was unharmed and he could find a diplomatic solution with RobertJohnson. Regardless, his action jeopardized the safety of Reysona, and he had to find a way to negate that. 


     A citizen yelled across the silent morning, “Thank you, JoshRidley!” 


     “We love you, JoshRidley,” another chimed. 


     Josh raised his hand and lowered his head to hide his smile. 


     Reaching the middle step to the temple, he stopped. A gift waited at his doors. JoshRidley’s scimitar rested across two wooden stands. The foot-wide blade and white handle had been polished. Approaching slowly, he paused as he met his reflection. 


     With Reysona lacking an abundance of mirrors, this was his best view of his new body. His muscles seemed more defined from a straight-on angle. His hair shone more blonde, his skin appeared almost oiled and blemish-free. Hopping in place, nothing jiggled. Twirling, he spun as smooth as a ballerina. 


     Spotting the harness in the corner, also polished, he unhooked the smeared and nicked katanas. Unable to set these items—which had served him well—near his temple door, he retreated to the base of the steps and stabbed a blade on each side. 


     Moving farther down the road, he propped the harness against a fence post. 


     Cleared to wear his true extension, he hurried back up the stairs and lifted the sword. The cool ivory seemed to blend with his skin. Invigorated, he hacked the air, stabbed. 


     Before his third chop, Cronin said, 


      “A happy reunion.” 


     JoshRidley nodded. Possessing brute strength, the speed of a bullet, and having his pearl-handled beauty instilled confidence. With a little training, he could kill a mantis every week until they were gone. 


     Crossing two full nations  helped JoshRidley hone his skills. 


     “Let us move inside,” Cronin. “We have much to discuss.”  


     Ten minutes later, JoshRidley knew all Cronin had to share. Being back in his chamber reminded him of his previous mistake. He should have beheaded Bellora, Junea would be safe, Flavius would be strong enough to talk, and men would still be alive. 


     Pushing aside the could-have-beens, he accepted that even knowing the outcome, he couldn’t behead someone. 


     Lacking servants, JoshRidley lit a few lanterns, lifted a table with one hand as easily as lifting a notepad, and set three chairs around it. The trio spent the next two hours breaking down all Flavius had shared, Junea’s potential, and the multiple problems each presented. As they talked a healer attended to the increasingly tender hole in his leg and servants arrived to work in the temple. 


     Orion wanted to bring every able-bodied man to the pointus ascendus, enlist other villages, and with JoshRidley as their leader, form a resistance. Unfortunately, rebellion wasn’t a grounded concept in Betaloome. A monarchy had ruled for generations. 


     Cronin told of the time RobertJohnson slew thirty armed criminals in a coliseum match. Suffering many minor wounds in the process didn’t detract from the carnage Josh envisioned during, and—perhaps more disturbing—after, such a match. 


     “War is suicide,” Cronin said. “The golden guards could decimate a hundred hunters by themselves. And every man in Atlantis spends years in the army. They have over one thousand soldiers.” 


     “’Tis true that talk of uniting Betadrius into defeating Atlantis is reserved for the tail-end of a stein,” Orion said. Making eye contact with each man, he added, “I’ve had no wine this morning.” A shy grin at JoshRidley. “I fear your return energized me too greatly because I want this fight.” 


     “Today has brought big surprises for us all,” JoshRidley said, and the men nodded. “We all agree we cannot invade a nation, nor defeat the golden guards.” 


     “That’s right,” Orion said. “We must reserve you for defensive and protection missions.” 


     “We will select five men and two maidens, patch JoshRidley’s leg and make our way to the Pavilion of Parturition at sunrise.” 


     “We must leave today,” JoshRidley said. 


     Cronin studied JoshRidley before nodding. “Orion, you will remain here and see that those loyal to Reysona are armed and aware of the possible danger.” 


     “We need you as well, Cronin. Word is spreading of JoshRidley’s arrival. People will fear RobertJohnson’s reprisals,” Orion said. “Disorder will follow.” 


     “I agree,” JoshRidley said. “But Reysona needs both of you more than I.” 


     Cronin grudgingly agreed. 


     “How long until I can leave?” Josh asked. 


     “Give me a shadow bar to gather your party and supplies,” Orion said. 


     The healer, who washed his hands at a nearby basin, spoke. “I will need the same time to gather salve and bandages for your upcoming week.” 


     “Bring them to Cronin’s home,” JoshRidley said. “I want to see Flavius.” 


     “Of course.” The healer said, but before he rushed off he added, “The boy will remain asleep for hours.” 


     “Okay. I will rest. I am tired. Wake me when it’s time.” 


     He moved to the bed and collapsed. 


     JoshRidley found the scouts and maidens packed and sitting on benches near the gate. Four hunters, what he took to be a young healer, and two maidens. Before he joined them and learned their names, he realized something greater than a god’s approach held their attention. He followed their gaze. 


     The original pair of men had washed the Mantis head immaculately and were in the final stages of applying something—which he took to be a preservative, perhaps wax—to the green-plated souvenir. 


     Another team of men toiled nearby, following diagrams etched into a tablet. 


     Judging by the straps near the head, the system of pulleys, and the placement of the boom, they intended to mount the enormous ornament over Reysona’s main gate. 


     Josh approached the demon face. The head was taller than him. Light flecks of green dotted dominant black eyes. They resembled ancient stars receding into a distant galaxy. The rounded and smooth pyramid shape drew his gaze down, toward the mouth. Two obsidian fangs, slanted down but near horizontal, covered a small opening that seemed designed for crushing logs. The teeth matched the length and circumference of his arms. Curved, they ended in points fine enough for needle work. 


     If JoshRidley survived the upcoming challenges, or if luck followed him and he negotiated a treaty, or if any scenario allowed him to return to this monument, this sight would fill him with pride. 


     Turning back to his crew, he found half watched him. The other half was still mesmerized by the head of a demon lord. 


     “Are we ready?” JoshRidley asked. 


     A man with curly black hair and features reminiscent of Dr. Ferrel stepped closer. “I am Agrippa, our lead guide. We are ready at your word.” 


     One final inhale, and JoshRidley motioned toward the village gates. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXXIV 


     Junea marked the tablet that tracked her days. She had three more until the next rain. 


     Heading out under the first drizzle had been harrowing. With the bright suns illuminating the area around the pavilion, she quickly learned she lived in demon country. Trapper nets glistened in the trees. Various paths had been trampled down by who-knows-what type of monster. The wet forest seemed to breathe. Her entire body quivered as she gathered water from curved leafs or a puddle. Returning, having left the stone door ajar each time, made her physically ill with fright. 


     With the door securely closed, she searched her home a dozen times, and still wasn’t completely sure a demon hadn’t sneaked in, and now waited under a bed or in a closet. 


     The goods was she had gathered more water than she needed for the two week stretch. If she collected at the same rate, she would have enough to last her bed ridden months by the rain after next. Just in time for her limited movement phase. 


     Having never ventured beyond the gates of Reysona—she hardly left her house on days following the rain—she lacked the courage to venture outside the pavilion on any other day. Hearing a demon scrape against the stone door one night didn’t help. 


     She stayed busy reading  information on the floating mattress and about the difficulties of birthing a half-god. Thankfully, there had been a plate dealing with her exact situation—birthing a half-god by oneself. 


     She read aloud, so her son could hear. She calculated her food and water needs multiple times a day. 


     She would store enough water to last. It was insatiable hunger that caused concern. The hunger coming on so rapidly and unpredictable threw off her math. During the water gathering, she had plucked a small critter from the ground and consumed half of it before she realized she was eating a raw, still squirming mite. She planned to hunt for more, bring in some dirt, and try to farm them. Perhaps they would taste better cooked. 


     The real problem lay next to her stomach. The life growing in her drained all energy. Its weight hampered her movements and brought sharp pains. With her approaching the third month, she was supposed to be preparing for bed rest with a team of servants pampering her and placating her fears of moving to a metal vat, where she would float in a potion that eased weight until the birth of JoshRidley’s offspring. 


     She tried to always steer her mind to the positive. She had more than enough material to read—even a collection of stories dealing with the gods of Earth. She remained enraptured by their world of electricity and intercontinental travel. 


     Judging by the stacks of scrolls and the number of hours she slept each day, she should be able to— 


     The clear sound of a shouting voice echoed behind the stone door. 


     Excitement filled her. She prayed for help before each and every meal. 


     But she knew it could as easily be RobertJohnson or his guard. 


     Yet RobertJohnson should have arrived two days after Bellora’s betrayal, not ten. 


     Perhaps frozen in fear, she stayed on the edge of the mattress in the first room down the main hall. 


     “Please be my father. Please be my father. Please be my father.” Or anyone from Reysona. 


     Another shout, much clearer than the first, echoed outside. 


     Junea controlled her trembling legs with her hands and swallowed as someone wrenched open the main door. 


     She heard metal rub against stone, as if Atlantean armor brushed a wall. Breathing deeply, she told herself it could as easily have been the scrape of a salca, or any weapon. 


     The next sound brought a smile to her face. 


     Though crazy and irrational, she heard the deep base of JoshRidley’s voice and pushed herself out of her bed. 


     There it was again, a whisper too deep for a common man. She laughed out loud. 


     “Is that you, wench?” Gatacon’s cruel voice yelled. “It’s time to pay for your wicked deeds.” 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXXV 


     Agrippa stopped what remained of JoshRidley’s party near the Pavilion of Parturition. Agrippa seemed to understand JoshRidley needed a moment to gather his courage. 


     Due to caution, the journey had taken three days, placing them on a patch of open land under high noon suns. 


     One hundred yards of foliage separated them from the best—or worst—news imaginable. 


     Resting now, JoshRidley appreciated Agrippa’s caution. Unfortunately, neither it, nor JoshRidley, were able to prevent the two casualties they suffered. 


     A maiden as young as Bellora froze at the sight of an eviscerator. Her scream had turned JoshRidley. A distance the length of three tennis courts separated them.  


     Without having spotted the danger, he bounded toward her. He might have closed the distance in time had she run toward Josh, but she had run away. 


     His blade severed the beast a second before its jaws clamped around the woman’s shoulders, ending her with a sickening crunch. 


     The girl had been mortally wounded. A hunter stayed by her side, attempting to calm her, to soothe her final moments. He was kneeling beside her when the ant exploded its alarm. 


     To be fair, JoshRidley hadn’t seen the man die. He last saw the hunter running away from them in an attempt to draw the ants away. 


     JoshRidley had grabbed two people, ran two hundred yards, dropped them, and went back for the others, arriving  just as some ants did 


     Being unable to recall either of their names shamed JoshRidley. 


     Moving out of ant territory lent them greater safety, but guaranteed nothing. Josh paced their perimeter, listening. 


     As he neared the pavilion, he heard voices. 


     Apparently having noticed his destination, Agrippa appeared beside him, tilted his head as if listening, and said, “Allow me to scout in silence.” The man pushed through the brush. 


     Minutes later, he returned. “Four Atlantean guards are posted outside of the pavilion,” he whispered. “A golden guard stands with them. The door is open. I believe others are inside.” 


     JoshRidley looked back at the three faces and frowned at their obvious concern. It was on him to decide their next action. 


     He gestured for everyone to huddle together. “Wait here, and stay silent.”  


     The men grabbed their weapons tighter. To help occupy their minds, he added, “Protect the maiden at all costs.” 


     JoshRidley unclipped his scimitar. He traveled in a wide arc so that when he encountered the men, it would appear he approached from an opposite angle. 


     Ten steps from the pavilion’s path, JoshRidley stopped. Examining the enormous sword in his hand, he decided to increase the odds of diplomacy and sheathed the weapon. 


     He sought a peaceful resolution with a rational man from his own world. Brandishing a sword and jacking himself until he felt like a supreme killing machine lessened that possibility. 


     The scimitar clicked into place. 


     With his next step, JoshRidley abandoned the pretense of creeping and crashed loudly through the branches. 


     Five men faced him with drawn weapons. A mix of scowls, raised brows, and shifting eyes. Four of the men wore chrome dyed blue on the chest with a steel coliseum stamped onto the front. A young half-god stood at the back, glaring daggers. 


     JoshRidley stopped thirty feet away and showed his empty hands. 


     “I am only here to make sure Junea is okay.” 


     “Your whore is dead,” said the golden guard, who stepped ahead of his charges. 


     JoshRidley expelled as if punched in the stomach. The young half-god—who, despite the receding hairline, looked to be Flavius’ age—continued to pad forward, his short sword held before him at an angle like a Roman infantryman. 


     “I’m not here to cause any problems,” JoshRidley said. 


     “Your very presence is a problem, false god, and I, Caligula, will etch my name into the history books by removing your head.” 


     The half-god charged. The others followed their commander. 


     The guards—even the half-god—seemed to move in slow motion compared to JoshRidley. 


     He saw the man in the rear lift his bow and fired an arrow. 


     Stepping out of its path, JoshRidley assessed the dangers of four blades swinging at him. Calm and cool, he understood that the golden guard would arrive first, and far enough ahead of the others to limit their ability to provide support. 


     JoshRidley swiped his blade with the speed of a switch. 


     Caligula raised his sword to block. 


     The edge connected with JoshRidley ’s blade. The power of the swing blasted the block aside and cut through the young man’s armor, opened his belly, and tossed him five feet to the left. 


     Rather than reverse his swing to attack the nearest combatant. JoshRidley used the great momentum to spin in a circle, arcing the blade upward at the end of the rotation. 


     He felt slight resistance as his blade tore through the chest plate of a charging soldier, halving him. His scimitar continued into the top of a second soldier’s face; split arteries spat blood into the sky. The corpse ran four more steps beyond JoshRidley before tumbling into the shrubbery. 


     Lacking the time to process the carnage that a god’s mass times velocity created, the fourth man stabbed at JoshRidley’s chest. 


     JoshRidley used his open palm to bat the sword away. Pivoting, the man shot past him like a bull charging under a muleta. JoshRidley gripped the back of the man’s armor between the shoulders, yanked him to the ground, and punched with his right fist—which still held the scimitar’s handle. Flesh split, bone crunched, and blood exploded more effectively than detonating a grenade in his closed mouth. 


     A second ticked by without sound or movement. Another. Then another. 


     The half-god wailed in pain. 


     Remembering the archer, JoshRidley looked up and found the man paralyzed, an arrow knotted against the bow string, its tip pointed at the ground. 


     Seeing JoshRidley’s attention, the man tossed the bow aside and raised his hands. 


     With his heart thudding in his chest and his enemy’s blood in his mouth and eyes, JoshRidley rose to his full height. 


     “Is Junea truly dead?” Josh marched closer. 


     The man shrugged, his eyes the size of eggs. 


     JoshRidley wiped his face. The simple act helped cool his anger. The archer’s fear and lack of threat saved him from the fate he probably deserved. 


     The half-god’s screams faded to grunts. 


     Footsteps echoed up the concrete. A shadow grew in the doorway and materialized into a massive man with broad shoulders and scraggly gray hair hanging around his bald head. 


     JoshRidley stepped back. The thought of facing RobertJohnson this unprepared, with virtually zero chance of negotiation, cooled his blood. 


     Win or lose, the next few minutes could decide the fate of nations. 


     The bright suns revealed it was not RobertJohnson, but Gatacon. He held a battle axe in each hand. His muscles tensed as he scanned the slaughter. 


     JoshRidley had easily dealt with the first half-god. The seasoned warrior’s cold eyes nullified that accomplishment. 


     Another large member of the golden guard exited the doorway and stopped behind Gatacon. 


     JoshRidley desperately hoped no more poured forth. He also wished he had brought the battalion of men Orion had suggested. With two golden guards and the archer, the three men waiting in the nearby field would even the odds. 


     “By the body of RobertJohnson, my eyes deceive me,” Gatacon said. “A god foolish enough to break one of our most sacred laws.” 


      “He has slain Caligula,” the second golden guard said. 


     “Indeed he has, Perea. It seems JoshRidley is the type of man who enjoys slaughtering inexperienced boys.” He smiled. “I find no fault in that.” 


     JoshRidley kept his eyes on the brutes. The coppery smell of blood tinged the air. As if by some innate sense, JoshRidley felt the desecration of a half torso discarded on the ground to his left; a pair of legs and pelvis much closer; the top of a skull balanced on branches, dripping. 


     Pushing the gruesome images aside—for this moment would decide his new life—he said, “I only wanted to talk. Your guard attacked me.” 


     “Our younger brother,” Perea corrected. 


      “A boy attacked you, so you gutted him. Bravo, false god,” Gatacon said. 


     Swallowing the guilt, JoshRidley concentrated on the rise and fall of his chest. Gatacon appeared his cruel self, but as of yet, he avoided hostility. Feeling his adrenaline slipping, and thinking it might be too early to relent, Josh pictured Flavius laying unconscious on a bed, a hall decorated with the dangling arms of men. Junea. Instead of feeling guilt for killing a young man, he spat. “I am only here to collect Junea. Beyond that, I have no quarrel with you.” 


     Gatacon clanked his axes together. “If you’re here to collect your whore, I hope you brought several satchels.” 


     A lead ball dropped down JoshRidley’s gullet and into his belly, threatening to drop him to his knees. 


     Inspecting the soldier in blue, Gatacon said, “Where are your arms?” 


     As the man glanced into the woods where the bow protruded from a bush, an axe flew at his neck. 


     JoshRidley watched the head tumble veins over scalp. The body slumped forward, spurting blood. 


     “You are a gay ball player, Joshua,” Gatacon said. “You have killed a member of the golden guard—and act which, unless committed in the coliseum, earns the guilty party and his lineage a flaying followed by being buried alive.” 


     JoshRidley resisted the urge to wince. 


     “Beyond that, you have insulted our father by defying his generous mandate.” He banged his axes together. “I spar often with my father and knew how to best a god. You will now die for your transgressions.” 


     JoshRidley backed up as Perea brandished a two-handed sword. 


     “Be grateful, false god,” Gatacon said, as he and his brother separated themselves further. “Dying here will spare you the sight of your whore split from ass to mouth and what’s left of your vile offspring after being smashed by my heel.” 


     JoshRidley tensed his muscles. Rage trumpeted in his disgust. He raised the scimitar. Even though a one-handed weapon, it stretched two feet longer than Perea’s long sword. 


     While side-stepping in a half circle, JoshRidley searched Gatacon’s footwear and saw no blood on his feet or calves, and though he could have washed it off or killed Junea in any number of ways, JoshRidley meant to see her again. 


     In the spirit of living, of wanting to keep his initial goal alive and coexist with RobertJohnson, he tried again, “I only want to negotiate with RobertJohnson. We don’t have to fight.” 


     “It won’t be a fight, Joshua. You are soft as a worm.” 


     Gatacon charged. 


     Perea a flash later. 


     They were faster than young Caligula, but JoshRidley was faster. 


     He lunged to the right toward Perea and slashed as he did. Instead of halving the young god, he deflected the weak swing. 


     JoshRidley leapt back as Perea countered the attack. 


     Landing left his side open to his foes. Pivoting, he hoped the distance he jumped and the speed of his movements shocked them. 


     Yet Gatacon’s axe approached JoshRidley’s face. 


     With a flick of the wrist, JoshRidley deflected the death blow. Stumbling to his left helped him parry a thrust from Perea’s long sword. 


     Needing space, he used his speed advantage and split the brothers. He dashed a fair distance and turned. The men crept toward him. They never crossed their feet—a sign of training—as they flanked either side. Perea held the long sword in a two-handed grip, loose, yet controlled. Gatacon rotated the axes in tight circles, ready to strike. 


     An inch before coming in range of the scimitar, they struck out. JoshRidley swung at Gatacon and then ducked, and then deflected, and then dodged another dual attack. As soon as he saw his opening, he raced back to the pavilion. 


     Turning to find them stalking, he realized he would die playing their games of thrust and parry. He needed to use his advantages: strength, speed, stamina. 


     In that vein, JoshRidley rushed Perea. A flurry of swipes separated him from Gatacon. 


     JoshRidley twisted and swiped madly at Gatacon, swinging every third time in a three hundred and sixty degree circle, hoping to catch the younger brother creeping. 


     Swipe. Swing. Backhand. Upthrust. Poke. JoshRidley used motions almost too fast for the eye to track.  


     Gatacon’s dual weapons were his greatest defense. Leaping back, the golden armor met bushes and he stumbled. 


     JoshRidley turned in time to block a strike from Perea and press his attack with enough ferocity to stamp fear onto the young half-god’s face. 


     The great long sword proved too cumbersome. On an upswing, JoshRidley connected with it forcefully enough to knock it from Perea’s hands. The tip of the scimitar sliced through his armor. 


     The shock of splayed metal without a wound underneath paused the battle. 


     Hearing Gatacon climbing from the bushes, seeing Perea stunned, JoshRidley made a decision. He summoned his savagery and attacked the unarmed youth. 


     Mindful of his exposed back, JoshRidley crouched, swiped low and caught the half-god in mid-thigh, shearing leg from body, drawing a guttural scream. 


     Leaping ten feet to his right saved JoshRidley’s skull from catching an axe. 


     With JoshRidley off-balance, Gatacon continued at him, swinging the blades one after the other with hypnotic precision. Once JoshRidley fully controlled his faculties, the ugly half-god’s movements seemed phony, almost as if Gatacon were a toddler attacking him with toys. 


     At a timed interlude, JoshRidley stabbed like a fencer. 


     Gatacon blocked downward, but the blade met center thigh, went through flesh, hit bone and tore out, opening the defined quadriceps like a yawning mouth. 


     Blood gushed as Gatacon cried out, dropped one axe, and swung the other wildly. 


     JoshRidley backed off, sword held at the ready. Perea’s grunts and pleas for help were dwindling to frightened ramblings as he crawled toward a bush, yanked out hand-sized leaves, and attempted to staunch the draining of his life’s blood. 


     Agrippa emerged from the woods, weapon at the ready. Another warrior followed. 


     Gatacon held the separated meat of his thigh in place with one hand. Josh cringed at the damage, but stayed ready to inflict more. Gatacon epitomized villainy. A second later, the villain did the most unexpected thing. He chucked his axe down the trail, and, as best he could, dropped to one knee. 


     “I yield, JoshRidley. I am unarmed and surrender.” He extended his right arm. “I beg your mercy.” 


     “You shant have it, coward.” A third warrior called as he emerged from the edge of the woods, holding a sword in one hand while leading the surviving woman with the other. 


      JoshRidley looked to his party. The idea of housing a prisoner troubled him. Was he supposed to tend to the horrible man’s wound, feed him, hope they could fashion a method of restraint to avoid being murdered while they slept? 


     A guard crept forward. 


     “Wait,” JoshRidley said. 


      “You cannot barter with him, m’lord,” Agrippa said. “To keep him adds tremendous risk. If released, he will return with RobertJohnson and the entire golden guard.” 


     “And then you will see the mercy he bestows,” cried the second hunter. 


     Gatacon stared at the blood-soaked earth, but JoshRidley sensed a smile splitting the man’s lips. 


     “What do you say to that?” JoshRidley asked, knowing at that moment he could be swayed to behead an unarmed, yielding person. He might even kick the head into the bushes. 


     “We must kill him and hide the bodies,” Agrippa said. “They will believe he was lost to the woods.” 


     “My father knows why I came,” Gatacon said. “Three golden guards journeying a day from the pointus ascendus possess no chance of demise. Our continued absence will not be overlooked. He will send his fury to this very spot and every village in Betadrius until the truth is known.” 


     JoshRidley lowered his sword a few inches. 


     “You claim to want a parlay,” Gatacon said, lifting his head. “Give me your message and on my honor I will pass it on to my father.” 


     JoshRidley glanced at the open door and wanted only to rush inside and learned the truth about Junea. 


     Seeing his attention on the door, Agrippa addressed the trailing handmaiden. “Tend to your lady.” 


     The woman, following a guard, crept into the open door. 


     “You will be bargaining from a position of favor,” Gatacon added. “Having returned his most beloved son and trusted advisor.” 


     JoshRidley wanted negotiations above all else, but he remembered the hatred in Gatacon’s eyes; the immediate attack from Caligula, and realized that the behavior probably aligned with their leader. 


     “You must kill him, JoshRidley.” Agrippa said, nudging closer. “RobertJohnson will spare none who have hurt his men. He will send hordes of soldiers to pillage all of Betadrius until every person who ever spoke your name is ran through with steel. Kill him, and have one less enemy.” 


     Gatacon scoffed, “If my father brings the full army of Atlantis, he could kill every living thing on this plane and continue on to do the same to Carmanthius. JoshRidley, I give you my word. I will relay your message to my father. What he does from there, I cannot control.” 


     A memory tingled JoshRidley. A method of officially usurping the throne, but its absurdity stayed his tongue. 


     “JoshRidley,” the handmaiden said from the entryway. “You must come quickly.” 


     Gatacon extended his arm further. 


     “Gods can ascend in the coliseum,” JoshRidley said. 


     Gatacon’s eyes grew wide. A smile stretched across his face. “That is correct, false god.” 


     “JoshRidley,” Agrippa pleaded. 


     To Agrippa, JoshRidley said, “If I challenge him to a duel in the coliseum, will he honor that arrangement?” 


     Gatacon lowered his arm and struggled to his feet, “He will absolutely honor that challenge, JoshRidley. It will please him to no end.” 


     “JoshRidley…” Agrippa’s lessening enthusiasm told Josh two things. One, this was their best option. Two, he thought very little of JoshRidley’s chance of victory. 


     “I challenge RobertJohnson for the throne of Atlantis, for all of Betaloome.” 


     “M’lord,” the handmaiden said impatiently from the door. 


     “Will you take him that message?” 


     Gatacon nodded. “Gladly, JoshRidley. I guarantee my father will accept. Let us plan the bout for the day after the next rains. You and your men will receive safe travel through Atlantis. The match will commence at the brightest sun. I will send word these arrangements are confirmed to anywhere you desire.” 


     JoshRidley nodded. “I will see him then.” 


     “Agreed.” Gatacon limped toward his axe and retrieved it, tensing Josh, but he never glanced back. 


     “JoshRidley,” the maiden said softer. 


     As JoshRidley moved to the door, he wondered if finding Junea’s body hacked to bits would drain his will to fight, or fill it to overflowing. Exhaling, he accepted—almost universally—the death of a loved one fractured spirits. 


     JoshRidley was led down the hall, he heard a rhythmic booming, and after rounding the corner saw a hunter ramming his shoulder into a locked door. 


     JoshRidley’s presence made him pause. At the door, JoshRidley found a dagger wedged into the jam. He twisted the metal with ease, tossed it aside, and pushed the door open. 


     Junea waited on a mattress, her hair draped over each shoulder. Despite eye contact, JoshRidley feared the sight before was the spirit of the woman he loved, animated to impart a final message before traveling on, and revealed a mauled corpse in its wake. 


     Instead, she rose from the bed, met JoshRidley in the middle of the room, and wrapped her arms around him. 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     XXXVI 


     JoshRidley allowed the party a full day’s rest before sending Agrippa to Reysona so he could inform Cronin about Junea’s safety and the scheduled coliseum match. 


     Seven suns later, with a rain in between, Agrippa returned with ten men. Days eight and nine brought nine and eleven men respectively. Suffering no casualties out of thirty people traveling across a nation lent the excursion a feel of providence. 


     Seeing Orion’s grizzly mug with the last group boosted JoshRidley’s confidence. Flavius’ absence stung the sharpest. In the back of his mind, JoshRidley understood a weighted dice roll for his mortality approached, and he would like to see Flavius one more time before that day.  He wanted to share advice, a laugh, maybe a glass of wine. 


     To avoid further attachments, JoshRidley kept an emotional distance from the men sharing his domicile. The Pavilion of Parturition had two hallways, each offered four sleeping quarters and larger storage room. Housing eighty people seemed possible. Thirty-five created a sense of safety in numbers. The men and the women settled into a routine of responsibilities inside and out, creating immediate improvements. 


     JoshRidley’s most of everyday, but he chipped in on labor as well, help preoccupy his mind. 


     As the suns dimmed on another full day of activity, JoshRidley sheathed his scimitar. For the last hour, the sword had cleared debris one wide slash at a time. Leaving clean-up to the men, he trudged past the workers scurrying to complete final duties before nightfall. 


     On sound advice from Orion, JoshRidley sent a six-man envoy to Atlantis requesting a postponement of the match. The mantis wound ached and inhibited movement and every day of training improved his odds. He asked for a two week delay. 


     All six men returned, adding more of that providence feel to the camp. The head guide shared RobertJohnson’s message verbatim: “Since I am a fair god, I accept your terms, so long as you’re not growing a yellow belly. This will be the last postponement before we spar in the coliseum. Don’t force me to chase you throughout Betaloome. Others will pay for your cowardice.” 


     The additional break alleviated some of JoshRidley’s nerves. He’d never voice it, but the third reason for the delay was time with Junea. Her pregnancy presented risk beyond a normal birth, yet she focused only on the blessings of life and health and JoshRidley’s return. Her strength uplifted JoshRidley. He wanted to stay and live here. He could help the men establish farming lanes, erect permanent walls, settle into the life of a father, a husband, and a leader. 


     Knowing those possibilities were threatened by a bastard always see-sawed JoshRidley between outrage and depression. Only victory in a one-on-one fight to the death could bring his loved one’s peace. 


     That conclusion always led him to kiss Junea’s cheek, find the nearest warrior (or five) and train. 


     Finding Junea asleep, yet watched by two loyal maidens, he returned to the main room where the men had dragged in recently-clipped small trees and large branches and were whittling points to the ends, straightening shafts, making barrier stakes and fletching arrows. 


     Thinking about the armies of Atlantis marching down if he lost, intent on destruction, JoshRidley knew asking people to defend Junea was selfish. He still did multiple times a day. 


     He fully intended to request an exemption for Reysona and his child if he were to die honorably in Atlantis. He also understood RobertJohnson would probably laugh, or lie. 


     “You have shown great promise in these last days,” Orion said, rising from inspecting a woven quiver. 


     JoshRidley headed toward the one chair built for his weight. Once seated, a healer unwrapped the bandage on his lower leg. Less blood stained it with every changing. 


     “For true, you are the quickest study I’ve ever taught,” Orion said. 


     A second warrior, who had trained with JoshRidley, said, “You wield that weapon as if an extension of yourself. We have faith in your victory.” 


     Murmurs of agreement passed through the room, swelling JoshRidley’s chest. 


     “A nap follows our afternoon lessons,” Orion said. “Today’s work filled me with such hope. As I slept, the gods sent me a vision of your victory.” 


     JoshRidley leaned closer. By the terse corrections Orion barked on nearly every maneuver, he would have thought Orion stayed perpetually frustrated at his ineptitude. Orion’s furrowed brows, throat clears, and chest scratching said what they both knew: RobertJohnson was bigger, stronger, and had a century’s more experience and training. 


     “RobertJohnson has never lost a match,” Orion’s voice rose, turning the whole room. “He has defeated thirty armed men in a single bout. He’s faced a half dozen eviscerators at the games, slain hundreds of trappers, bested gods with ease—” 


     Orion’s eyes grew wide as he continued, “He has never known a loss, JoshRidley. This is how we gain purchase.” 


     JoshRidley didn’t see it, but his skin prickled. Orion kept his words sparse and presented comedy even less. If he believed in a plan, JoshRidley would follow it. 


     “We will lull him into a supreme confidence by underselling your skills. At a precise moment, you unleash all you have hidden.” 


     JoshRidley didn’t know much about boxing, but knew about Ali versus Frazier—the rumble in the jungle—where they coined the term “rope-a-dope”. 


     “He will want to give the crowd a show. Swing slower than you’re capable, block more awkwardly, slip out of place, let him glow. When he is full of himself, you strike with the fury only we know you possess.” 


     JoshRidley nodded. Ali versus Frazier. The rope-a-dope. 


      JoshRidley would downplay his strengths, hope to entice RobertJohnson to play with him, and then strike. A long shot, but he believed it could work. 


     “Tomorrow, we switch all of our training to defensive maneuvers,” Orion said. “Master them so you can spend the duel on your heels. At a magic moment you will impale the devil and free the world.” 


     JoshRidley inspected the nodding faces. Even the healer had paused his work to contemplate, and nod stoically. 


     Glancing at the hall leading to Junea’s place of rest cemented his commitment. Tomorrow, he would work on a plan for victory. He had to win. Losing his bout meant everyone he cared about would be killed. 


     


  


     XXXVII 


     A living god plus twenty was JoshRidley’s guest list for the match. Going alone would be the most honorable thing; fewer men for public execution, more protection for Junea, but he had reservations. Traveling with people who believed in him reminded him why he risked his life. 


     JoshRidley waited outside the concrete door. He’d said his goodbye and was ready to go. 


     Staring down the trail, like he did each time he exited. He hoped someone would show up at the last minute and propose a better solution. 


     Yesterday, a four man party had arrived. Not with new hope for Junea, but they brought a marvelous treat. 


     JoshRidley nonetheless examined the men around him. They each wore the detailed sigil. 


     Since the day JoshRidley’s party left Reysona, tailors and armorers had worked in tandem to remove the back layer of armor plating from Mantis’ head. Diligently, they separated squares and inserted them into leather, creating chest and back defenses. A foot square chunk of the Mantid shell was visible on the front. 


     Presumably, the same artist who rendered JoshRidley’s previous painting added the sigil. Done in a shadowed black, it was an outline of JoshRidley standing, legs splayed, with his scimitar above his head in victory. Mantis was behind him, head bowed, limbs out and low, as if heeled. 


     The ingenuity filled everyone with pride. This was the first time anyone had used of Mantis plating in armor. It’s hard lining stopped the thrust of swords and shot arrows without scratching the high green. Add ultra lightweight, and the warriors before Josh wore the most efficient armor in all of Betaloome. 


     As the bundles unpacked, Josh had hoped the next set would be larger, crafted for him. There was none. Perhaps they figured armor would be ineffective against RobertJohnson. 


     JoshRidley nodded to each man in turn and they marched away. 


     Reaching the pointus ascendus, he reveled at the change of expression in each Atlantean guard as they took in the allegorical design on the men’s demon armor. That alone boosted JoshRidley’s confidence. 


     Defeat RobertJohnson? He swallowed. With the rope-a-dope, maybe. Perhaps if he put up a fight good enough to impress the masses, he would earn Junea and his child a chance at life. 


     A member of the golden guard, wearing cloth armor with the clenched fist sigil, waited at the head of twelve men. His eyes opened wide and then returned to normal like a good politician as he took in JoshRidley’s exposed chest and his escorts’ matching uniforms. 


     “Welcome, JoshRidley. I am Sabinus, here to escort you to your quarters in the arena. Your match is scheduled for this evening. A luncheon is set for this afternoon in the Imperial Hall. Allow me to extend you an invitation to dine with our lord and discuss the terms of the match.” 


     Sabinus stood a foot taller than Josh with the characteristics and genes of RobertJohnson’s lineage, but he was also the first golden guard with fat rounding out his neck, face, and arms, with a beach ball stomach apparently too large for metal armor. 


     “I know of the established terms,” Josh said. “I win, Betaloome falls under my control. I lose, it remains RobertJohnson’s, with his word that he will not raze the lower cities.” 


     The chubby giant shrugged. “The core of that is written in old law and will be honored. Winner rules the world. Beyond that, you’re invited to lunch with our lord.” 


     JoshRidley stayed impassive. He wanted to discuss terms, but worried RobertJohnson desired groveling, wanted to humiliate, and regardless of deals made behind closed doors, would honor nothing. 


     JoshRidley wondered how the golden guard? He doubted they simply follow JoshRidley’s orders and become decent, respectful humans? He somehow doubted that. 


     “I appreciate the invitation, and will consider the offer.” 


     Sabinus nodded slow and deep. “This way, JoshRidley.” 


     JoshRidley would skip the luncheon most likely designed to intimidate and belittle, but he’d keep that to himself. Let the big man set a place for him and stew on the mild snub. JoshRidley lacked the courage for the big snub: accept then avoid. Messing with the mind seemed strategic. Enraging a murderer was suicide. 


     Each pace up the pointus ascendus ramp added another butterfly to his stomach. The air on the top nation was charged with a current that zapped the heart and lungs. Atlantean guards reached the top and spread out. JoshRidley saw a gathered crowd, silently waiting. 


     Stepping onto the paved entryway of Atlantis, horns bellowed, trumpets sounded. 


     The scent of cooked and seasoned meat was in the air. A rabble of curious voices overlapped one another out. There were thousands of people here. They clogged the roadways as if eager to glimpse the challenger. 


     No one cheered or booed, which was better than being spit upon. Excitement showed on some faces, whether for the hopes JoshRidley could win or in anticipation of seeing him die, he couldn’t be some. Like a parade passing a blind crowd, they knew a spectacle moved by, but lacked the full measure to gauge what was before them. 


     Their clean and colorful clothing, trimmed and styled hair, and presence of children without protective walls told of their superior living conditions. The smooth concrete roads surpassed the grading and texture of many neighborhoods in Chicago. Buildings varied in size and design many had character. The entire city had symmetry. With a single chuckle, JoshRidley realized he had actually forgotten what a safe civilization looked like—including his life in Chicago. 


     The normalcy made him wonder if these people were aware that other people, one nation below them were the preferred food of demons. That three levels beneath them, citizens kept their children in a vault for years, releasing them into madness and an early death. That going a level below that brought carnage, cannibalism, and a plane ruled by demon lords. 


     However, the civility allowed him to consider these blessed people welcomed him, despite the lack of support. Perhaps they had to long for a positive change. Mainly, because a change didn’t seem possible. Maybe they know about the dangers below and supported RobertJohnson out of personal preservation. 


     Each step under the bright sky increased the chance he neared greatness. Glancing back, he found his men marching in two rows. Their chests protruded just slightly, helping display the emblem which told a story of their god’s competence. 


     With six hours until the bout, only sparse workers populated the gigantic coliseum. A sharp contrast to the bustling city. 


     Sabinus led them directly to a spectator’s box. A pair of throne seats, split by serving trays, decorated the center balcony. Rows of less formidable chairs like bleachers upwards behind and around them. 


     “This is your viewing booth, equal to our god’s,” Sabinus glanced across the arena. “There will be servants to tend to your audience as they enjoy the four matches preceding your own.” 


     JoshRidley thought that if he died and his men were killed moments after, they’d at least be treated to their fifteen minutes of royalty. 


     Once everyone took in the area, Sabinus said, “Six of your men will have to stay here. Tradition mandates only gladiators and dignitaries are allowed in the staging chamber. You’ll have your trainer and may bring two other men to guard your door, if you wish.” 


     Agrippa accompanied JoshRidley to the staging room but stayed silent. He posted two guards outside his door, instructing them to deny all entries. Inside, JoshRidley wet his face from a tub of fresh water. 


     Dabbing his cheeks dry made him think of the smell of Junea’s hair after a wash. He had to live for her. He had to sell this rope-a-dope strategy. 


     He kept his breathing steady, devoted his mind to one stimulus at a time: the drip of water into the basin, the tapping of Agrippa’s foot, muffled voices down the hall. 


     By normal years, JoshRidley had to be twenty, maybe thirty years younger than RobertJohnson. That age gap and the rope-a-dope plan were his only advantages.  


     To stymie any grand thoughts, he unclasped his scimitar and practiced blocks, parries, deflections, and visualized holding back for that precise moment. 


     *      *       *                      *                      *                      * 


     As the first match began, JoshRidley relieved one guard, allowing him to view the match. With under two hours until the lauded match, JoshRidley needed no security—he was probably experiencing his greatest window of safety since arriving. 


     Two loud knocks on the door surprised him. 


     He and Agrippa shared looks of confusion, then concern. Before Agrippa fully rose to answer the door, it swung open. JoshRidley clenched his scimitar tight. 


     Flavius wobbled and then leaned against the door jamb, a wheelchair behind him. 


     JoshRidley rushed over and gripped the boy’s shoulders before bringing him in for a full embrace. Flavius’ weak hand patted JoshRidley’s back. 


     “Should you be out of bed?” Josh asked. 


     “I’m healthy enough to move.” Flavius glanced behind him. “Perhaps walking is a bit ambitious.” 


     Josh helped the boy into his chair and exhaled with relief at the presence of Reysona’s best healer, and a third man stood behind a resting wheelbarrow. 


     “What are you doing here?” Josh asked as his emotions swirled. A hint of anger as well. Who allowed an injured boy in a wheelchair to cross Betaloome, essentially defenseless? 


     “I have come to watch history, JoshRidley. And if I am to die from the silly wounds, I will have the image of my god regaled in full accouterments in my mind as I pass.” 


     Full accouterments? JoshRidley wore his normal leather tunic and sandals. The third man pushed the wheelbarrow into the room. He dropped it onto its post legs, stepped aside. 


     JoshRidley crept over and inspected the cargo. 


     The full set of armor was large enough to fit him. It was better tailored than the armor wore by his men. Polished green slabs of mantis skull protected the chest, shoulders, back, and rib area of the leather armor. Pants lie underneath; armor plated the thighs. 


     The detail and stitching were kingly. Holding the chest piece up for inspection, he saw no sigil detailed its front. However, the object that replaced it shone like an alien artifact. A midnight black mantis tooth had been set vertically in the center of the chest plate. The tapered incisor started with a soda can radius near the lower abdomen, growing more slender as it climbed toward the chin, ending in a spiked curve that jutted out five inches from the chest piece, ending in a frightening point. 


     “Another scale of armor rests on the interior, JoshRidley,” the man who had wheeled in the armor said. “Even a god may have trouble piercing our design. We broke six axe heads before learning the tooth could not be chipped with harsh bits. Using saws—and ruining a dozen blades over three days—we managed to cut the devil’s bone to a perfect length.” 


     From the positioning of the curved tooth, Josh imagined it would deflect an upswing from his face. Even if the armor couldn’t stop a direct hit, protection from glancing blows increased Josh’s odds of survival. 


     Minutes later, Josh faced a mirror in his green and black armor. With his unkempt hair and bulging arms, the suit made him worthy of battle with a god, worthy of martyrdom, worthy of the greatest upset in history. 


     Horns blared from the arena, signaling the end of the fourth match, leaving thirty minutes until the main event. 


     Josh thanked them all, shared farewells, and ordered Flavius and Agrippa to sit in the throne chairs. 


     Once alone, time passed in a fog of stretches. 


     When the horns sounded again, Josh didn’t need an attendant to rap on his door. He was up, ready for war. 


     XXXVIII 


     Having abandoned the harness, perhaps for the rest of his life, JoshRidley climbed the ramp while dragging his scimitar behind him. Its tip grated against the wood. The sound increased his blood pressure. He was a badass. RobertJohnson wouldn’t know what hit him 


     The vibrations generated by the crowd—which in the arena’s underbelly sounded muffled, like the ass if surround sound in a distant room—delivered waves of adrenaline and pulsed energy into him with each step. He approached his destiny. 


     As he neared the arena, two blue guards pushed open the gate, drawing greater cheer from the crowd. 


     JoshRidley stopped in the sunlight and used the warmth to solidify faith in his plan: stay alive, withhold, and set his trap. 


     He moved to the middle of the arena and lifted his scimitar over his head as he turned in place to survey the audience. With thousands of people hanging on his every movement, he understood how the gladiator could risk life and limb simply to feel the adoration of the crowd for just a free time. 


     Finding the viewing box, he saw his loyal subjects on their feet, applauding. Flavius, ever the rebel, leaned against the rail with one hand the other rolled in concentric circles as he hooted. 


     JoshRidley inhaled. His plan, his support, and his high-tech armor created a trinity of faith. The mantis green on his chest shone under the bright light of midday. The obsidian tooth at its center was like a fabled jewel. Its tip pointed away from his heart, needle sharp, directing him to pour himself into the upcoming match. 


     He couldn’t imagine a louder reception. To test the theory, he pumped the scimitar over his head and heard the slightest uptick in volume with each thrust 


     Turning, he worried the spikes hadn’t been for him, because their current god, RobertJohnson, stood in the entrance opposite JoshRidley’s. 


     Even from fifty yards away, the gold of his armor shone bright. The silver arm ending in a flexed fist told of confidence and cast a reflection on the ground near RobertJohnson’s feet. 


     With full accouterments, the bald man seemed a giant. He held a French rapier in each hand. Thin blades, perfectly straight and pointed, with ornate bronze handguards. 


     RobertJohnson lifted and crossed them and rotated toward the center. Though the roar reached a deafening volume, Josh felt these cheers differed from his. This energy felt darker, forced, as if fear siphoned the obedience of thousands. 


     That heightened JoshRidley’s desire to focus—he had more people to liberate. 


     Seeing JoshRidley for the first time, RobertJohnson tilted his head at his opponent’s black and green gear. 


     “Nice armor,” he said. The bass in his voice carried over the crowd. 


     A beat later, he went back to his gate and removed his leggings and gauntlets. 


     On the casual stroll back toward JoshRidley, he unstrapped his chest-plate. Each movement earned greater cheers from the crowd. Reaching JoshRidley, he unclasped the final fastener and held the polished armor by his side. 


     “Cute,” he said while staring at the Mantis’s tooth. “But armor is useless against a god’s strength.” 


     RobertJohnson stepped back, spun like a shot-put thrower, and tossed his armor upward. It opened like wings in flight and rotated with a mesmerizing strobe of reflections, lowering the din of the crowd as it sailed into the upper deck of the stands. By the time it crashed into an evacuated area, the crowd was silent. 


     RobertJohnson sauntered up to JoshRidley in nothing but tight leather shorts and sandals. Scars overlapped the man’s immense chest and arms. Gray hair covered his shoulders, chest, and forearms. 


     JoshRidley’s light armor suddenly lost its advantage of maneuverability compared to a man in jockey shorts. 


     Orion’s advice about the initial meet echoed in JoshRidley’s mind: stay alert for a sneak attack. JoshRidley held the scimitar by its ivory grip and attached handle, angling the blade across his chest, tense for one twitchy movement. 


     “When you are dead, Joshua, I intend to honor you. I will dip your body in gold and hang you by your feet in my hall. Maybe tie your whore’s unborn fetus around your throat by the umbilical cord. It will be my greatest masterpiece.” 


     Ignore words. A seasoned man speaks to throw his opponent from their game. 


     JoshRidley ignored the gruesome words, and stayed alert. 


     Watch the chest, not the head, which can bob, nor the feet, which can dance. Stare at the chest, where all attacks initiate. 


     “After I add my decorations, I will kill all of the men in Reysona and leave the women as prizes for my men to mount before they are killed.” He paced, seemingly building to an attack. 


     JoshRidley stared at RobertJohnson’s pectorals, focusing on reacting at seventy percent. 


     “Your Bristialian wench, the blonde child who killed your acolyte and came to me, was so feeble in her constitution. A few hard shakes ended her life.” He shook his head. “At least she died full of my manhood, and a few moments later, my seed.” 


     Bellora’s last moments sunk in. JoshRidley’s face contorted in disgust. Even after what she had done to Junea, JoshRidley remembered her as a confused young woman who made a horrible mistake—like everyone eventually did. He winced at the waste of her life, the theft of her chance at atonement. 


     Smirking, RobertJohnson continued, “I shattered her fantasies of a happy life at our greeting. I then—” 


     JoshRidley flicked his sword at the man, hard, fast, but he was mindful enough to do so at three-quarters speed. The crowd ahhed and dimmed to a hum. 


     The moment Josh finished that swing—and four others—all dodged with care, he saw a glint of understanding register in the older god. RobertJohnson believed in JoshRidley’s shown speed. RobertJohnson’s grin hinted that he meant to have fun with the perceived non-threat. 


     RobertJohnson opened with a series of overhead lobs, using both blades. Right. Left. Stomping forward as he attacked. 


     His grace surprised JoshRidley. However, even with less than optimal effort, JoshRidley’s training with multiple attackers allowed him to defend each strike in time. 


     Contact reverberated steel, testing JoshRidley’s strength. RobertJohnson’s speed seemed significantly slower than JoshRidley at full speed. Perhaps two hundred years of small living took a greater toll than expected. 


     Six direct arcs from RobertJohnson and JoshRidley was given space. 


     He sidestepped to the center of the arena—the more room to dodge and evade, to show how slow and worried he was. 


     On RobertJohnson’s second bout of stomping swings and with the pattern down, JoshRidley countered. RobertJohnson blocked with ease, stitching more confidence on the man’s face. 


     To defeat a man in love with himself: fill his ego to the point of bursting, and then prick. 


     RobertJohnson switched to a swiping motion. A sort of outward scissor chop. Using both blades, step chop, step chop, step chop. 


     The moves were trickier to parry, but JoshRidley found the rhythm and after a half dozen tries, countered, and was deflected. RobertJohnson backed off, still smirking. He obviously thought JoshRidley was a toy. 


     JoshRidley’s own confidence percolated. It seemed the longer he survived, the more the crowd turned its energy to him, encouraging the impossible. 


     Two attacks and two defends later, and RobertJohnson dragged breaths through an open mouth. Sweat matted gray hairs against his chest. 


     Perspiration dampened the inside of JoshRidley’s armor. Yet his sweat was like the beginning of a workout—not the strenuous end of one as was shown byRobertJohnson. Encouraged, he found it harder and harder to contain his true speed. 


     Still, he waited. 


     This time, when RobertJohnson lunged, he varied his attacks with highs and lows. JoshRidley sensed desperation in the man’s strikes. He was tired and realizing he was not. 


     As this round tapered off, JoshRidley gathered his strength, his focus, and when RobertJohnson slowed his swing, JoshRidley summoned all his force and blocked at full speed, sending a rapier high and RobertJohnson backpedaling. 


     Using both hands, his youth advantage, and all of his power, he sprung the trap by swiping at max speed.. 


     RobertJohnson’s eyes went wide. The swing had already gone too far. It would hit his midsection. 


     A foot from contact, RobertJohnson flicked his opposing wrist, and knocked the scimitar away. The second rapier banged into the top, sending it into the earth. 


     The older man stepped closer, spun, and slapped the dull side of his weapon against JoshRidley’s backside. 


     Having swung with all his force, the swing pulled him off balance; the ass-smack startled him.  


     He clenched in anticipation of the other rapier skewering his throat. 


     A moment later, he found RobertJohnson smiling, breathing casually. 


     “Had to give them a little show, Joshua. And more important, give you hope. For without hope, there can be no despair.” 


     JoshRidley felt like crying. The speed at which RobertJohnson had deflected his swing was greater than any JoshRidley possessed. All was lost. Everyone he cared about would die, shortly after him. 


     RobertJohnson attacked with the speed of an arrow. 


     JoshRidley’s frantic defense brought on a panic. 


     When the attack relented, JoshRidley saw RobertJohnson’s smirk. It hurt more than the eventual stabbing. 


     JoshRidley considered throwing his weapon at the man and running, but knew he wouldn’t get far. 


     “I do this for hours each day, boy. How many decades have you trained?” 


     JoshRidley swallowed and looked into his booth, hoping to send a warning of his impending doom to Flavius and the others—give them a chance to flee. 


     Stepping dangerously close, RobertJohnson said, “Do you wish to save your friends?” 


     JoshRidley hadn’t realized how much he did until moments ago, but seeing the playful sparkle in the brute’s face highlighted JoshRidley’s emerging cowardice. 


     Resenting it, he hardened his features and stayed mute. 


     “If I pull out my package and you give me one peck kiss, right here, in front of the world, I’ll kill you quick, let your friends leave, and only kill half of Reysona.” 


     JoshRidley didn’t consider the offer—it actually fueled his disdain. Humiliating himself might be the greatest chance for saving his people, but he would die a hundred times over before taking hope and honor from people who believed in him. 


     A more relaxed smile crossed RobertJohnson’s face. 


     Keeping his face impassive, JoshRidley pressed weight into the balls of his feet, angled the scimitar toward its target, and struck out. 


     RobertJohnson tracked the approaching blade, and with a series of left right flicks, knocked the sword off target and sliced into JoshRidley’s hand. 


     Moving the weapon to his left hand, blood heated his right. He kept it balled in a fist to lessen the pain. Without use of his right hand, he wished he had dedicated more hours to training off hand. 


     “Did I cut you?” RobertJohnson said. 


     JoshRidley squeezed the hand tighter and felt the blood pool and drip. 


     RobertJohnson advanced, both blades in motion.  


     JoshRidley angled his scimitar hoping to block low then high. 


     Two powerful impacts rattled JoshRidley’s hold. Two more swats and he disarmed JoshRidley. 


     Flavius’ distressed cry rang out as the stadium hushed. 


     RobertJohnson stood in striking range, breathing heavy with excitement. 


     JoshRidley hoped the shock of being impaled by two swords would negate the pain. Losing in front of a crowd, and the few people who cared for him would be pain enough. Thoughts of Reysona’s dark future fractured his heart. He swallowed hard and inhaled through his nose. 


     Stepping on the scimitar, RobertJohnson horse-kicked it under him. The force sent it across the sand where it clanged into the arena wall. 


     JoshRidley still had control of his fingers. The brief assessment seemed futile. Did it matter if he died with a useful hand? 


     Defenseless, facing an armed opponent, he slumped his shoulders. “You have the world. You’ve shown your dominance. The citizens below will never rise after this. Why harm people who pose no threat?” 


     “Who cares what they do, Joshua? I haven’t had this much fun in decades. I owe you gratitude for what I’m about to unleash.” 


     JoshRidley leaned to his right trying to see his scimitar. With RobertJohnson between him, it might as well have been on the moon. 


     “I’m going to tear that rat child of yours from your screaming woman. Cast the fetus in molten metal while it breathes, kill thousands after that. A great purge, all thanks to you.” 


     Unable to hear much more, JoshRidley thought about rushing him. One final punch could inspire generations. The eyes of ten thousand watched, and though strangers, perhaps keeping his dignity was the most important thing in his life. 


     “Are you ready to die, Joshua the Weak?” 


     “You’ll burn in Hell.” JoshRidley pulled back his shoulders. He’d die in dignity. 


     RobertJohnson chuckled, his eyes narrowed to slits. Using both arms, he lunged forward and stabbed the rapiers at mid chest, perfectly aimed to pierce JoshRidley’s armor, heart, and then his lungs. 


     The impact knocked JoshRidley back. In the silence of the stadium, JoshRidley felt no pain. JoshRidley was most surprised to hear a cry of agony from RobertJohnson. 


     When he looked up, the ruling god had lost a rapier. It lie on the ground, broken. 


     RobertJohnson’s hand hung limp. It appeared as if JoshRidley’s armor had resisted the stab, snapped the rapier, and in the process, broke RobertJohnson’s hand. 


     RobertJohnson massaged the area as he winced. He still eyed JoshRidley. He still held the rapier in his offhand. In moments, RobertJohnson would force the second rapier through leather and end JoshRidley’s life. 


     Be feral. Bouts continue until vision fades to black. 


     RobertJohnson cursed, tried to rotate his hand. “You little rat.” 


     Be feral. 


     RobertJohnson scowled at him. “Wow, you’ll have to die slow now. 


     Feral. 


     JoshRidley leaped to grab. 


     Before RobertJohnson lowered his weapon, JoshRidley locked onto the back of the man’s arms, squeezed the triceps and pulled. 


     They were too close for RobertJohnson’s weapon to cause harm. Instinctively RobertJohnson dropped the blade and put his arms out to resist JoshRidley. 


     As the first hand connected, RobertJohnson’s superior strength was evident. 


     The broken hand hit first. RobertJohnson screamed out. JoshRidley pulled harder. 


     Seeing the obsidian dagger on JoshRidley’s chest approaching mid-sternum, RobertJohnson’s eyes went wide, wider. 


     He tried to insert his second arm at the elbow, but JoshRidley was winning the tug-o-war. 


     The mantis tooth inched closer. Five inches. Four. 


     “No,” RobertJohnson screamed. 


     JoshRidley’s muscles strained as he pulled harder. 


     The fine tip of the tooth met the leathery flesh of the current god, rippled the skin, and parted it with a gentle prick. 


     “No,” RobertJohnson said as the tooth sunk in a half inch. “No, no, no, no.” 


     RobertJohnson’s breath blasted JoshRidley’s face. The fear and shock on his face sobered JoshRidley to the importance of this moment. 


     “Time-out, time-out, time…” RobertJohnson’s final strength left. JoshRidley pulled them chest to chest. 


     Standing in the silent arena, JoshRidley allowed the man’s chin to slump forward onto his shoulder. 


     Now, with it over, he allowed himself to sympathize and mourn the lost life that could have been noble, but instead was lost long ago. 


     Pulled close like prom dates at the final dance, he rotated and took in the silent crowd. All stood. No one moved. 


     He wondered what came next. Part of him worried that, once he released RobertJohnson, the ancient god would reanimate, proving himself immortal. 


     Small cries of alarm from the crowd. 


     JoshRidley separated the old god gently and rested him on the ground. The hole in his chest was as wide as a golf ball. Blood oozed out. 


     The small cries of alarm spread to an urgency that suggested comotion. 


     JoshRidley lost all concern for the cruel lord of Atlantis. 


     Members of the Golden Guard leapt from the stands, throwing off cloaks before and after they thudded into the arena. Around two dozen half-gods spaced themselves around the perimeter, weapons drawn. 


     Atlantean guards poured forth from both spectators’ ramp and the stadium itself. They ringed the stadium in reinforcements. Archers of the blue guard took position around the lowest lip of the arena. Easily a hundred and a half bowmen armed with notched arrows. Soldiers with long spears filed upwards, filling the aisles. 


     While the stadium held its breath, Gatacon exited the far gate, discernable by his distinct limp and rim of gray hair. “You have cheated my father.” 


     A man booed from the crowd and was immediately shushed. 


     “Because of your trickery, I am the ruler now.” He limped a few yards inside the perimeter of his Golden Guards. “For my first act, I will reward your victory by offering you a deal. Submit to death without resistance and I will only kill your spawn and its mother; no other Reysonan.” 


     The scimitar was still at the edge of the coliseum. JoshRidley would never reach it before the golden guards cut him down, before arrows sailed at him and turned him into a pin cushion. 


     Seeing determination on the faces of golden guards, hearing the hushed expectancy from the crowd, JoshRidley wondered if, after his death, him having beheaded the dragon would yield any benefit. 


     Rotating, he avoided looking at the stately box that held his allies. Locking eyes with Gatacon, seeing a familiar gloating sneer, he shook his head. These men would be as cruel as RobertJohnson, and, lacking his abilities, employ greater paranoia. 


     With a smile, Gatacon raised his right hand over his head, and extended a finger. 


     The Blue Guards turned their attention to an officer in their ranks. He mimicked the gesture, they lifted their bows and drew their strings, aiming a hundred arrows into the ring. 


     JoshRidley wondered how many arrows his armor and thick skull would block. 


     “We salute you, JoshRidley,” Gatacon announced. He then squeezed his hand into a fist and lowered his arm, pointing at JoshRidley. 


     A second passed with no action. Then another. 


     When JoshRidley finally located the blue officer, he found the man watching him, face impassive, his hand still raised. 


     JoshRidley sensed the man’s indecision. JoshRidley would still die, but it was comforting to know he was wanted. 


     JoshRidley nodded to the man. 


     The guard nodded in return and lowered his arm, commanding arrows loose. 


     JoshRidley closed his eyes. The twang of a hundred strings drowned out other sounds. The sailing shafts whistled. He heard impacts but felt nothing. Errant shots skidded across the sand. It was music—a crescendo to the grand ending. He also heard grunts. Cries of pain and then the sound of spears taking flight. 


     Opening his eyes, he saw spears and arrows buried in the golden guard. 


     Seeking out Gatacon, JoshRidley found even with arrows in his legs and neck, and a spear buried in his chest, the big man clung to life. The confusion on his face matched JoshRidley’s as he dropped to one knee, tumbled forward, and went still. 


     JoshRidley sought out the commander. He held JoshRidley’s gaze before lowering his head. He then dropped to one knee. Every other guard did the same. 


     Breathing in for the first time in days without worrying it might be one of his last, JoshRidley surveyed the mayhem. All of the Golden Guards were down. 


     Finding the royal box, shock etched every face but one. Flavius wore a serious look as he leaned over the balcony’s edge. 


     He broke the silence by shouting in a strained voice: “JoshRidley! JoshRidley! JoshRidley!” 


     Agrippa joined him. 


     Within seconds, the entire stadium was chanting. 


     “JoshRidley! JoshRidley! JoshRidley!” 


            


     EPILOGUE 


     After overthrowing the evil men that controlled Betaloome, part of JoshRidley wanted to wipe his hands together and retire. His wanted to live with Junea and his child in peaceful seclusion, but that wasn’t how it worked. He now wore the crown. 


     To lessen his responsibilities, he established an American-based democratic republican style of government, assigning Cronin, Flavius, and the bowman officer who had saved JoshRidley—plus two men, each of the officer’s suggestions—to work out specific details for transitioning to a more inclusive world that benefited all. 


     Over the months since, he had traveled back and forth between the pavilion and villages in Bristalius on a tour of the nation. He hosted two town halls and heard plans for expanding safety in the territory. 


     He met with many dignitaries in Atlantis—where, on the advice of his counsel, he deposed one in four. He learned even with their superior training, armor, and weapons, Atlanteans had no experience in the woods. They needed the courage of the men from below. Together, their diversity created a strength. With the new training, they hunted trappers and fought off swarms of eviscerators. 


     The next three months passed in a routine of working and living. Hunt demons around the Pavilion of Parturition by day and return home for a night with Junea. 


     On the twentieth man lost, JoshRidley stopped traveling with a squad. He would have to clear alone, at a much slower rate. His men built pitfalls and erected walls along the trails. 


     His dream of quickly restoring the land to a relaxing countryside met reality and elongated. 


     It would happen, just slower,at a lessened cost of life. 


     Returning home after hours of clearing an overgrown field, JoshRidley found an excited Flavius waiting at the open stone door. “JoshRidley, it is time.” 


     With a smile, he forgot the troubles of his kingdom and went inside. 


     Junea stood in a vertical vat filled with a dark green fluid. JoshRidley held her hand through the ninety minute labor. Seeing his child pushed into the fluid, he nearly punched through the glass to pull the kid from underwater. 


     When the child was retrieved naturally, and the cries of new life filled the near, JoshRidley cried with joy. 


     “It’s a girl, m’lord,” one of the maidens said, passing over the heavy infant with difficulty. 


     “What is her name, sire?” 


     In Bristalius, naming a child before it drew its first breath brought bad luck, but he’d been thinking of a fitting name for months. 


     Staring down at the cooing pink child, he said, “Xena. Xena, the princess warrior.” 


     Silence followed his naming. Looking up, he read confusion on their faces. 


     A moment later, Flavius said, “The people expect a more Earthly name. Can you not do better?” 


     Frowning, he suppressed his disappointment. He had thought long and hard on female names and anticipated a great reception at Xena, the princess warrior. Thinking on the fly, he uttered the first bad-ass Earth woman’s name that came to him. 


      “Her name is Ronda. Ronda Rousey.” 


     The room jeered and clapped, echoing the name as one word: RondaRousey. 


     With the babe in his arms, he ambled to Junea, stretched on his toes, and planted a kiss on her lips. Her hand slipped behind his neck and held and held him close. “The moment I saw you, I knew you would be the greatest god to ever descend.” 


     Over the following months, he developed another concern. If he and a trained army cleared the realms too significantly, making Betaloome peaceful, effectively destroying LLI’s business model, they would unleash a greater swarm of insects. Perhaps the god hunters he heard about would target him. 


     “My lord,” Agrippa’s urgent voice called from the door, pulling JoshRidley from watching his sleeping child.  “A trapper has been spotted, a thousand paces to the north.” 


     Reaching for his blade, seeing Flavius go for his salca, JoshRidley would never be bored again. The work of a god was never-ending. 
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