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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Dealing with the newly dead can be a pain in the ass. Flopping all over the place. Their shouting, crying, slobbering. But the denial is the toughest part.  
 
    Yeah, sure. I expect it’s worse for them, but honestly, it’s a real drag. 
 
    “But I don’t want to die,” the dude said, waving his skinny little arms around like he was hailing three buses, a cab, and a rickshaw all at once.  
 
    Calmly, I said, “About that, it’s just—” 
 
    “This is insane, man,” he said. “I am not into it. Totally not into it!” 
 
    “Well, it’s into you. Because, you know, you’re dead.”  
 
    My friend Julius pulled at the cuffs on his tux and laughed. “Handling it like a pro, Painter.” 
 
    “You’re not helping, man.”  
 
    “Me? I’m in training. Learnin’ from an expert.” 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    The sun was making its late-afternoon slide outside the living-room window of a shitty two-bedroom ranch on the outskirts of Atlanta. I didn’t consider it a suburb because that implied laughing school kids, tidy streets, and thick lawns of unnaturally green grass. 
 
    This home’s front yard was dirt, the grass long dead. I suspected it had gone willingly. 
 
    In the living room, it was just the three of us. Well, four, if you included the dead body with a hole in its chest on the dirty, bare floor. 
 
    The dude was in the early stages of, well, being dead. I didn’t know his name yet, so, for the time being, I was just going with “dude” because he looked like one. If you looked up dude in the dictionary, I bet the entry would say, Why are you still using paperback dictionaries? They’re totally free online, dude. 
 
    He stared down at his body, hands on either side of his ghostly head like he was trying to stop it from floating away, which was a bit silly because heads didn’t float. Not even when, like this guy, they’d got a hole from forehead to crown.  
 
    He dropped to his knees again and tried to shake his dead self back to life. “Wake up, dude!” he screamed at his sleepy twin.  
 
    It was upsetting, but I had to admit, when he used that word, I felt a slight pang of confirmation. You gotta take the little wins sometimes. 
 
    “Listen, I can help,” I said as noncommittally as I could, seeing an opening. “My name is Painter Mann, and I’m the world’s only dead private detective.” 
 
    His head spun toward me, and he pulled his hands up to his chest, covering the eyes of Bob Marley, grinning from a fabric sea of tie-dye swirls. Bob had two bloody holes in his chin that matched the one on the body lying before us. 
 
    “You’re a cop?” 
 
    “No. We don’t have cops here,” Julius said, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah we do.” The panicky spook’s head snapped up, and he pointed toward the street. “There are two of them at my front door!” 
 
    I sighed. “That’s because you got murdered, du—what’s your name?” 
 
    “Why would I tell you that?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to keep calling you ‘dude,’ man.” 
 
    The two cops were arguing with an old priest on his front stoop, and when he looked over, it was the first time I saw him smile. 
 
    Then he burst into tears. 
 
    “Two kinds of people you don’t want knocking at your door,” he said between sobs, holding himself tight. “Cops and priests. Never a good thing.” 
 
    “Well, unless you’ve had a break-in or were demonically possessed, I suppose,” I said. 
 
    When his eyes got as big as truck tires, I sighed. I’d helped hundreds of fresh spooks, newbies, just like him, but I never seemed to get any better at it. “I mean, all things being equal.” 
 
    “Demons? Did you say demons?” 
 
    “I think you’re focusing on the wrong part of the conversation.” My practiced smile was faltering. “You’re in what we call the InBetween, which is where people who get murdered get, um, waylaid on their way to the afterlife.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Julius was getting bored with the conversation and wandered over to the commotion at the door.  
 
    When I’d first met him, he’d been living in a nursing home. He became one of my Temps. (He does not like being called a sidekick). After my investigation revealed the name of some spook’s killer, the Temp posted it online—Wikipedia, Twitter, the New York Times’ Yum-Tastic Recipes! comments section, anything public—and poof, spooky went home. 
 
    After Julius had died—technically killed by a kind-hearted nurse—he ended up here and kept our partnership going. 
 
    “Ha. Father Brown here is really giving it to these cops,” he said like he was watching TV. 
 
    Facing my client, I sat on the floor, cross-legged, and lifted my arms to start my mini-presentation. “An all-powerful priestess called Voodoo Cher, who basically wants to kill everyone on the planet, created this place.” 
 
    “Fuhh,” he said, his bottom lip jutting out like a soup ladle. 
 
    “You’re safe for now, but if you stay here, you’ll get snatched up by one of her lackeys and imprisoned in one of her machines—power plants, really—that she’ll use to empower a dead army to take over the world.” Slide One completed, I smiled. 
 
    He said, “Is that supposed to be comforting?” 
 
    “Just getting the basics out of the way,” I said and stood again. “But here’s what I can do for you. I will investigate your murder, and once I discover the names of your killers, I make that known to the world and, whoosh, you’re off to the Next.” 
 
    He took a step back and, again, looked down at his prone body. Someone had shot him twice in the belly and once in the head. It looked like a hit. 
 
    “I don’t want to—” his voice cracked.  
 
    “You are already dead, man,” I said. “And the clock is ticking. There are some bad spooks floating around out here nabbing the newbies. All I can do at the moment is clear as many people as I can to slow them down.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because, as I said, they’ll put you in—” 
 
    “No, why are you doing this?” He tilted his head and dropped his arms. “Why would you help me?” 
 
    “Because,” I said, knowing full well how dumb it sounded. “It . . . uh, I do it because I’m, uh, supposed to do good. I think.” 
 
    The commotion at the door suddenly got louder, and we both turned to see an old priest battling with the two cops to get in the door. 
 
    “You don’t see that every day,” I said. “Listen, um . . .” 
 
    “My name is Joe. But this week, I’m spelling it Jough,” he said and smiled weakly. “That’s my thing. Last week, I spelled it Jow.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re just saying ‘Joe’ each time.” 
 
    “Oh, right. All sounds the same. Ha! So this week—” 
 
    “We don’t really have time,” I said. “Did you see who killed you, Joe?” 
 
    “It’s, uh, Jough.” 
 
    “Whatever, man,” I said, my voice fraying at the edges. “Did you?” 
 
    “It’s just . . . I mean, I was supposed to sell the stuff, but, you know, you can’t not test the product out, right? Quality control. Jough’s got a good rep, man,” he said.  
 
    I stared, waiting.  
 
    “But I kinda got carried away and sort of did all of it. Four eight balls.” 
 
    “In two days? How are you still—” I said then snapped my fingers to stop myself. There was no sound, but the motion helped. “Never mind. So, when they came back, no more blow because of Jough.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And they killed you over that?” 
 
    “They’ve got a three-strikes rule,” he said. “If you don’t have their money, you get struck by bullets three times. I think it’s supposed to be ironic.” 
 
    “You know these guys, then?” 
 
    Again, he nodded. 
 
    “Fine. Great,” I said. “You’re golden, man. I’ve got everything you need to get out of here.” 
 
    The yelling at the door grew louder, and I looked up to see the priest jabbing his old finger into one cop’s Kevlar vest. Why were the police fighting with a priest over a dead body? 
 
    “Come on,” I said and held out my hand. “I’ve got someone at Shady Hills, one of my Temps, and they can help get this out to the world.” 
 
    He looked down at my palm. “Why do you want me to hold your hand?” 
 
    “Because you’re new here, and walking without a body is tricky, takes getting used to,” I said. “And I can move much, much faster than you. I can skate.” 
 
    “A skating ghost? The world is much weirder than I thought.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    I grabbed his hand, maybe a bit too hard, but it gave me a trickle of energy and—bonus—it probably made his head spin just a little. It also let me see his past, and it came in a nauseating flood.  
 
    After a job in New Orleans went sideways, I came away with the ability to see what I called the “home movies” of other spooks by touching them. I didn’t know how that had happened, but it had saved my ass when I’d gone up against Voodoo Cher. When she had tried to dig into my memories, I’d reflected a moment of her past back to her, putting the woman off balance. 
 
    Seeing the past life of Jough/Joe/Jow was heartbreaking and too familiar. Did well in school, basically loved by his parents, but stepped over the line and got his toes sliced off. He got busted for smoking a joint behind the high school tennis courts. It had been a first offense—not sure you’d even get arrested for it these days—but he got branded as a “troublemaker,” and it became a self-fulling prophecy. Bad crowd, bad choices, and a bad end. 
 
    Once I’d verified his story well enough, I let go. 
 
    “On the other hand, we don’t want to attract attention by going too fast.” I waved him toward the front wall. “Just follow closely.” 
 
    He took one last look at his body then began sobbing again.  
 
    A blurred figure burst through the sidewall. 
 
    “Rahr!” he growled, arms raised. 
 
    Jough fell to the floor, arms over his head. Between his elbows, he stared, trembling, at the man in the dark tux. 
 
    “Rahr,” Julius said again. “Enough of this foolin’ around. I am a bad dead person, looking to take you to a horrible place—” 
 
    “Julius,” I said. 
 
    “I mean, you’ve got no idea how not nice I really am,” Julius continued, his face contorted in a snarl. “On a scale of bad from one to ten, I’d say—” 
 
    “I got it. We’re good,” I said, waving my head in the space between the two spooks. “He’s already coming along. Besides, he already saw you in here talking to me, so . . .” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” my friend said. “Just, you know, I ain’t very good at the scare-tactic stuff. Just trying to get a practice run in.” 
 
    My friend Gary, however, was good at that stuff. He was amazing at freaking people out, the ones that needed some extra convincing, so they’d sign up to get out right there on the spot. It helped that he was a horrifying monster. Not that Gary was himself. He was the sweetest guy I knew. He could change his look to appear as any monster he’d come up with. And he could come up with a lot of scary shit. But Gary wasn’t here anymore.  
 
    For now. 
 
    “What is going—” Jough said, balled up on the floor. He uncurled like week-old iceberg lettuce. 
 
    “It’ll be okay, man,” I said, pointing ahead. “Oh, just remember when we go through the front of your house, you’re going to see all of it. Paint, dust, drywall.” 
 
    “Same reason you don’t wanna go through livies. People,” Julius said. “You see all their guts and innards. Horrible.” 
 
    Jough squeezed his eyes closed. “What? What?” 
 
    “Not helping, man,” I said to Julius.  
 
    Julius flashed me a grin. “Boy has a right to know.” 
 
    “Let’s go before some real spooky spooks show up,” I said, and as I passed through the wall, I glanced at the door. 
 
    The priest was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Finlay Morrison stared at his footprints. 
 
    Or rather, where his footprints should be.  
 
    He’d been walking on the beach on the Scottish east coast for what could have been hours or just minutes. He couldn’t recall. His head wasn’t quite right. 
 
    “Doesn’t make any sense,” he said, looking down at the cold, damp sand. Surf musta washed them away. He spun in a circle, which made his head swim. Like his eyes had briefly switched places then wobbled back into their sockets. A chuckle bubbled from his lips. “Ah, mate, there you go,” he muttered to himself. “Ya drunk. Two years sober down the drain, then.” 
 
    His thoughts betrayed him because he knew he’d been the only person on the beach, amid the dark gray skies pressing into a dark gray sea. But when he had spun, he’d seen someone back where he’d come.  
 
    “Hello there!” he called out.  
 
    The tiny silhouette didn’t move. A statue staring out across the rocks. 
 
    While he couldn’t recall how he’d ended up walking on the sand of a deserted beach, he knew this wasn’t the sort of area where you just came upon strangers for a chat. Like any country, Scotland was a welcoming place until it wasn’t. It was probably some misguided tourism scam, but his town had its share of spooky stories about missing people. His wife had told him as much when his planned route had taken him through the area. 
 
    “Can’t ya just go farther up the road, Finn? I mean—” 
 
    “You want me to get one of them fancy hotels like in Edinburgh?” He’d laughed into the phone cradled between his shoulder and cheek. “Maybe they got a Four Seasons up this way.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. It just—” 
 
    “Yes, darlin’, I hear ya,” he’d said, as he’d rolled into a parking space and flicked off the ignition. “But the room rate here is a third of anywhere else for miles. “ 
 
    “There’s a reason for that.” 
 
    Outside his car, he’d stared up at the weathered sign above the pub. There had been spaces where the prices could be changed, digits had slipped into old, rusted slots. The first two had been blank as if they’d blown away or the owner had no longer bothered to update them. With the missing numbers, the rate displayed had been £0.99.  
 
    “Yeah, it ain’t your popular holiday destination, sure.” 
 
    “And there’s a reason for that.” 
 
    He’d sighed. “Fine, fine,” he’d said, looking back at his car with a sigh. “It’ll put another hour into my drive, but, aye, I can head up to Dundee. If it makes you feel better, love.” 
 
    Over the phone, he’d heard her draw a breath so fast he’d thought she might have swallowed the phone. 
 
    “Yes,” she’d said. “Yes, it would.” 
 
    He’d said his goodbyes with a promise to call in the morning. When he’d clicked his phone off, he’d looked up to the hotel’s night manager, who’d offered a fixed grin. 
 
    “You’re not staying, sir?” 
 
    Finn had waved his hand limply through the air. “I’ve driven enough for one day,” he’d said. “I’d like a room for the night.” 
 
    Now, walking toward the only other person on the beach in the light of the breaking dawn, he tried to remember when he’d decided to crack open a bottle and smash two years of being clean with two fingers of whiskey. 
 
    Then it came back to him. 
 
    “Ah yes, the lads.” He nodded in time with his footsteps. “Those fishing lads.” 
 
    He’d gone into the small hotel’s restaurant for a quick bite, but after their third round of clinking glasses and cheering, he’d asked them what they were celebrating. 
 
    “Best haul all year,” said a big man with a black beard so full his lips looked like two worms trying to wriggle off a hook. “Haddock, she’s been scarce, but ol’ Brodie says let’s try off Beggars’ Point. But there ain’t never any fish there.” 
 
    “Had a hunch,” the man called Brodie said, wiping his mouth. “I’ve got this toe, see—” 
 
    “Christ, here we go!” another man said, laughing. 
 
    “Don’t be knocking my lucky toe, now,” Brodie said. “Got bit by a barracuda off the Cornish coast, mangled it, so it ain’t good for nothing.” The man smiled. “Except now it tells me where the great spots are.” 
 
    “It’s a turncoat toe, aye?” Black Beard said. “Rattin’ out the fishing spots.” 
 
    Finn laughed and turned back to his stew bowl, turning down an offer to sit with the locals. He had to get up early. 
 
    “Just one toast, then, yeah?” Brodie said, holding up a shot glass to Finn. 
 
    “No, I really . . .” His voice fell away when he saw the expressions on the men's faces. “I’m sorry, it’s just—” 
 
    “Oh, lad, you wanna curse us now, do ya?” Black Beard said, with no trace of a smile. 
 
    A third man cleared his throat and put his hands up to his friends.  
 
    “Turning down a toast is bad luck, mate,” he said. “And we just found ours, to be sure, and ain’t keen on seein’ it get flitted away.” 
 
    “Hear, hear.” 
 
    He should have simply explained he’d been clean and sober for over twenty-five months. Surely even the local hicks understood that. But these were men of the sea. He didn’t want to appear all city boy and soft. “Just the one, then.” 
 
    It hadn’t been just the one. 
 
    As he got closer to the man sitting on the rocks, staring out at the sea, Finn thought he recognized him. Had he spent all night drinking with the fishermen? 
 
    He laughed and thought, Oh, Kamryn. She ain’t gonna like that. Not at all. 
 
    Something tickled his brain again, and he looked back over his shoulder. Smooth, clean. Like he’d never walked across it at all. 
 
    When he turned back, he was finally close enough. He called out to the man but got no answer. The man just stared out as if the sea were taking his thoughts with it. Finn was about to call out again, but the words died on his lips. 
 
    He recognized the man. 
 
    The man sitting on the rocks was him. 
 
    Now he was closer, he could see the figure was not sitting. He was propped up at an angle, legs twisted awkwardly and at impossible angles. One shoulder was smashed, red blossoming over the shirt. The collar bone had pierced through the neck. Like a mannequin on a stand, the bone was holding it upright. 
 
    His bone. His head. 
 
    “I’m still drunk,” he said and felt like he was indeed slurring. “Mate, do you . . .” 
 
    Something burned in his stomach. He wanted to wretch and fell to the sand, swallowing breaths, trying to slow his heart. When the surf rolled in around him, it bubbled through his hands. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    He swiped at the retreating water but made no contact. No splash. No break. 
 
    When he looked up again, he saw another tiny figure walking toward him.  
 
    Panicked, he stumbled to his feet and called out, “Hey!” His voice sounded strange. No echo. “Hey, hey!” 
 
    He watched the person get closer but not bigger. Then he realized what he was seeing. It was a child walking toward him. Ratty clothes, dirty face. Out on a beach alone. 
 
    “Wher—where are ya parents at?” 
 
    The boy looked up and frowned.  
 
    “I don’t hardly know,” he said, his lips trembling. “I been walking this here beach, but I cain’t tells ya how I got ‘ere.” The boy’s speech was strange. Felt out of place.  
 
    Panic roiled through Finn, muddling his thoughts even more. He turned to look, hoping the gruesome specter had vanished. His imagination. Instead, he once again stared at his own body smashed upon the rocks. “I don’t understand what’s going on?” 
 
    The boy took a step forward and grabbed his hand, and he felt better.  
 
    “We cain’t stay out here. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “But, I mean, if I’m—” 
 
    “Being dead don’t mean you got no more worries,” the boy said and gave his hand a squeeze.  
 
    Strangely, the warm gesture weakened him slightly. Like he’d been drained just a little. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Finn said. 
 
    “Come with me,” the boy said. “I know a safe place.” 
 
    The child began humming a soft, pleasant tune—a nursery rhyme Finn recognized. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall its name. 
 
    Finn walked behind the boy, hand in hand, feeling numb. He just had to get his head straight. This was all so crazy! 
 
    A safe place. That was what the boy had said. 
 
    “A safe place,” he said, closing his eyes as he was led down the beach. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Shady Hills was a rest home in south Minneapolis, a town I’d always been drawn back to. 
 
    Gary told me we’d met there when I first arrived in the InBetween. I don’t recall those early days, nor do I remember anything before. It was like I’d been born there. 
 
    According to the Professor—my mountaintop guru when I was alive—I was known as Rasputin Frewer. Not that she told me that outright. That was never her way. I had to sorta figure it out for myself. 
 
    She’d said we’d both come up with a plan to hide my true self, this Rasputin person, not just from everyone in this realm but from myself as well. There was some danger about me remembering who I was, and she warned me against finding out too much. 
 
    But I did have small flashes of when I was alive, mainly from when I was a kid. Very few—just scraps, really. I used to play hockey. I remember that. It explains why I was drawn to Minneapolis—it was likely where I grew up. There, everyone plays hockey. It’s sort of a law. 
 
    “Hi, Verna,” I said as I passed into my new Temp’s room. 
 
    She bolted upright in bed so fast her sunglasses almost flew off. “I was just sleeping!” she shouted. “I’m not dead! Get away from me!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    She glanced around the empty room. Then, slowly, a grin spread across her face. “Is that you, Painter?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I like the new sunglasses.” 
 
    She tapped the frames. “It was a gift from my daughter. I don’t know why she thinks a blind woman needs sunglasses, but they’re like her go-to gift for me. Got more sunnies than Bono.” 
 
    “Heya, Verna.” 
 
    “Julius,” she said, pulling her blanket up a few inches. “You’re not here to woo me, I hope. I mean, Painter is right there.” 
 
    “No, darlin’, I am not,” Julius said and looked toward me, shaking his head. He jabbed a thumb in the air toward Jough. “We’ve got a client. If you could help us out with him, we’d be much obliged.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said. “Hand me my computin’ machine.” 
 
    All three of us looked at each other. A moment later, Verna burst out laughing. 
 
    “Ha. You can’t,” she said, pulling the laptop off her nightstand. “Because you’re ghosts. I did like the awkward silence, though.” 
 
    “This lady is going to help us?” Jough said, sliding slowly across the floor.  
 
    Verna sniffed the air. “The new guy smells like old sweat. Old sweaty socks, actually.” 
 
    “You can’t smell us, Verna.” I let a smile creep into my voice so she knew I knew she was just playing. “And it’s a good thing, too, because I’ve had the same underwear on for nearly a year now.” 
 
    She laughed. “What kind?” 
 
    “How would I know?” I said and laughed too. “I can’t take my pants off, V. These aren’t real clothes.” 
 
    “I bet you’re a bikini briefs fella,” she said, firing up her machine. “Probably orange numbers with tiger stripes.” 
 
    “That’s more Julius’s vibe.” 
 
    My friend snapped his head toward me, frowning. 
 
    “Nah, Julius, he’s definitely a boxers guy,” Verna said. “And your new friend? I bet he’s a free-baller.” 
 
    “What?” Jough said, putting his hand over his crotch. “No.” 
 
    “That no sounds like a yes,” she said. “He got holes in his britches, don’t he?” 
 
    The guy had holes, of course. One in his noggin and two in his chest. When we are newly dead, we take on the manner of how we died. If you hang around long enough, you revert to whatever image you had of yourself. 
 
    Not everyone does. 
 
    And, some, like my friend Julius, keep fine-tuning it. I wasn’t sure how he was doing it—he didn’t either, really—but when he was first here, he was in basically a hospital robe, looking all of his eighty-plus years. Now, he seemed to get younger by the day. 
 
    He was also in a tux. He looked like a low-rent James Bond. He would if he weren’t, you know, American. 
 
    When I looked down at Jough’s pants, I saw he was wearing what they’d recently started calling “athletic wear.” But sweatpants are sweatpants, and they looked horrible. 
 
    “Actually, there are holes. I think. Might be stains,” I said then teased her. “You sure you can’t see? Maybe the blindness is just a ruse to get sympathy.” 
 
    “It’s a way to get robbed is what it is,” the old woman said, tapping away at the keyboard. “What can you tell me about our boy?” 
 
    “Jough?” I asked.  
 
    “Um, well, I’m single and live in Crystal,” he said, looking between Julius and me. “Uh, twenty-eight years old. I like spicy food, and—” 
 
    “This ain’t Dead Tinder, Joe,” Verna said. 
 
    “It’s Jough,” he corrected.  
 
    She blinked. “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Listen,” I said, turning to the new guy. “We don’t need all of that. All Verna needs is your name, where you’re from, and the name of your killer.” 
 
    “Killers.” 
 
    “Two people shot you?” I said, sighing. “That seems like overkill.” 
 
    “Well, uh, no. There were two guys, just one shot me.” 
 
    “So, let’s go over the definition of ‘killer,’” I said. “Short version? It’s the guy who killed you.” 
 
    Julius shook his head slowly. “Aw, Paint, lighten up on the guy. He just died.” 
 
    He was right. I was impatient, but just helping spooks clear was no longer my primary goal. I needed to get Gary back from his black void of a prison, the All Time, but didn’t know how to. Until I did, I was helping the newly dead move on. 
 
    To “do good,” of course. 
 
    But it also meant fewer people Voodoo Cher and her Ghost Mob could put into their machines. I couldn’t be everywhere on the planet, but at least here, for now, I’d be thinning the herd. 
 
    “His name is Joe Carpenter,” I said, holding my hand up to the new guy, trying to rush things along a little. “Joseph is his birth name. Born in Powder Springs, Georgia. Worked a few years as a painter—canvas, not walls—mixed-media—and when that didn’t work out, he got into drug dealing.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jough said. “You skipped a bunch of . . . Wait, how did you even know that?” 
 
    Julius smiled at me, tilting his head to the side. 
 
    “When I touch people, I can see bits and pieces of their past,” I said. “And how they died. I didn’t get a clear look at the triggerman, though. Who was he?” 
 
    Jough’s shoulders fell, and he shuffled over to the chair propped against a small table with wilting flowers. 
 
    Julius said, “You probably don’t—” 
 
    When Jough went to sit down, he passed right through it and ended up on his ass. He then started sobbing. All that reality crashing down at once could be overwhelming. 
 
    My friend went over, sat next to him on the floor, and helped him sit upright again. “It’s a lot to take in, little brother,” he said. “But you’ll be right soon.” 
 
    “I’m really dead.” 
 
    “Yep,” Julius said, holding the man around his shoulders. “Tell us about these guys, then.” 
 
    “Two of them. Big dude with a busted-up nose and a skinny kid who looked like he had meth for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Julius said. “You’re doing great. Which one did it? The triggerman.” 
 
    “That was the big guy. The other one started rifling through my pockets until he got the butt of a pistol to the back of his head.” 
 
    Something tickled my brain when he said that. 
 
    “Wait. The big one hit the skinny one?” I asked and got a slow nod.  
 
    “Yeah, and he started bawling him out,” Jough said. “Like it was all some sort of transaction.” 
 
    Julius looked at me and raised his eyebrows. I gave him a small shake of the head. 
 
    Turning back to Jough, I asked, “Okay, so did they use their names?” 
 
    “I . . . I can’t exactly remember. But one of the guys, the big one, after he’d clubbed the other, said something. It was . . . like, ‘Keep your mitts to yourself. We just closin’ the account. This ain’t a C and C.’” 
 
    “Right,” Julius said. “Hip-hop artists from the nineties. They musta called in the hit.” 
 
    “What? No, it’s—” 
 
    “You remember it,” Julius said, and his voice went up higher than it should have been able to go. “Everybody dance now. Uh, uh, uh, uh-uh, uh.” 
 
    Jough lit up. “Hey, yeah. I had that as my ringtone years ago.” 
 
    “Everybody did,” Julius said and laughed. 
 
    I bit my tongue then spoke slowly, “It’s not . . . a song.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. You’re the investigator,” Julius said, the corners of his lips rising. “Me, I’m over here, you know, just a squirrel—” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said, holding a finger up at him. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jough said, smiling for the first time. “My man is just looking for a nu—” 
 
    “It means Close and Collect,” I said, cutting him off. “And it means I know the name of the guy who killed you.” 
 
    Julius stood up, tilting his head. “How’s that?” 
 
    I walked over and stood next to Verna, who was staring intently at the screen. Except, of course, she was blind. “Verna?” 
 
    “I ain’t sleeping!” she shouted, the laptop nearly tumbling to the floor when she flinched.  
 
    “Okay, great. The shooter’s name was Hamish Blank,” I told her. 
 
    “Yes,” Jough said. He tried to stand, skittered back and forth, then fell flat on his back. He struggled for a few moments to find his feet. When he finally got sort of upright, his legs bowed as though he’d ridden a mechanical bull for an hour. 
 
    Julius looked at him. “Maybe you should stay down. Looks like you’re gonna take a ghost dump.” 
 
    “Why is it so hard to stand?” 
 
    “Because you’re dead,” I said, waving my hand in his direction.  
 
    Listening to the voice prompts as she tabbed through the input options, Verna logged onto the Friendbook page of the Minneapolis police and posted a brief message, which I dictated to her. Each time she’d done it—three in the past week—she’d used a different username. It wasn’t iron-clad anonymity, of course, and I’d told her that. But by the time anyone in authority worked it out—if they even bothered—she would be gone. 
 
    That was why Verna could hear us. She was close to death and, lucky for Julius and me, one of the very few in that state who could hear ghosts. 
 
    A wave of sadness hit me as I thought about it. The past year, I’d had so many great Temps. Harry and Margaret. Walther on the Gulf Coast. A woman named Mrs. Kapelsen helped me briefly in Atlanta. Soon, I would lose Verna too. 
 
    Mostly, you feel nothing after you’re gone. Not cold or hot. Not sleepy. Not hungry. But you do feel sadness. Loss. 
 
    “That it?” My current Temp held her hand over the enter key. 
 
    “Wait!” Jough shouted, spinning slowly in his rode-hard cowboy stance. “What happens next?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Don’t know. If you find out, maybe you can swing back and tell us.” 
 
    The man’s eyes lit up, but Julius put a hand on his shoulder and frowned. 
 
    “Nobody comes back,” Julius said. “And that’s a good thing. Because the best part is still ahead for you, man.” 
 
    All the fight seemed to drain from the new spook, and he plopped back on the floor. 
 
    “One mistake,” Jough said. “One mistake, and it’s just all over.” 
 
    My friend was in a philosophical mood. “It’s never just one. For everyone, life is a string of little mistakes, but it’s the last one that really matters.” 
 
    “Can I post this now?” Verna said, her wrinkled finger hovering over the enter key. 
 
    I looked at Jough. “You did, you know, steal from a drug boss. Pretty big boo-boo, actually.” 
 
    “I had to!” he barked, choking on tears that wouldn’t fall—here, it didn’t matter how sad you got. They never would. “I couldn’t go to sleep! I knew someone would come after I’d heard them.” 
 
    The philosopher had more wisdom nuggets to share. “Well, you live in a world like that and—” 
 
    “Heard who?” I looked over at Jough. 
 
    “I’m getting a cramp,” Verna said then clicked the key and snapped the laptop shut. 
 
    “During a pickup at the old fairgrounds,” the new guy said, sobbing, “there was this real tall dude running the show. No question. Had a goddamn security detail—all women.” 
 
    The fairgrounds. The Tall Man with his guards. I’d seen him just a few months earlier. He’d been a livie, making some deal with spooks.  
 
    He’d been talking with the Ghost Mob. 
 
    “I was just supposed to get the handoff and go, but I went around the building, you know, just to make sure it was good shit,” he said, mumbling now. “But then they were talking about some big showdown. It sounded . . . well, it sounded impossible, but now I see all this, it makes sense.” 
 
    “Hold on.” My entire body tensed. “What did they say?” 
 
    “They said, ‘What are you still doing here?’ because someone busted me behind the building. I have no idea how they even knew I was there, unless . . . someone not alive told them.” 
 
    “No, no—” 
 
    “And I ran but, you know, had nowhere to go,” Jough said, blubbering. “So, after a day or so, I just went home. Stayed up, couldn’t go to sleep. I knew they were coming.” He lifted his head toward me. “And they did. And now I’m dead.” 
 
    “No, about this showdown. What did they say, Joe?” 
 
    He looked up at me and gave me a half smile. “It’s Jough. This week it’s—” 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    My mind was reeling. 
 
    I needed fresh air. Well, I didn’t need air at all, of course. I needed some open space to get my head around what had just happened. 
 
    “What is it, man?” Julius trailed behind me. 
 
    We’d left Verna in her room to sleep, and I went out into the rear courtyard. There were a few livies around, but none could hear us, regardless of their near-death state. I’d checked in the past when looking for a new Temp. 
 
    In fact, this was where Julius had been until he’d died. A bit of mercy at the end of his time put him in the InBetween, but he’d always told me he saw it as a new lease on life. A chance to help someone trying to do good. 
 
    I had to think. Jesus, I wished I could write stuff down. 
 
    If nothing else, I had to retrieve my cat. 
 
    I knew where Ferris would normally be. A ghost cat chasing live mice between the bushes. He’d never catch them, but somehow they could sense him, and they ran like hell. This would elicit chuckles from the residents—the occasional mouse rocketing through the courtyard—and keep him too occupied from taking swipes out of me and other spooks. 
 
    When I spotted the cat, I’d just seen the side of his head, the jagged outline of his half ear.  
 
    “Leave her alone,” I said, knowing full well he never did a damn thing I said.  
 
    Right now, he was staring down the toy poodle belonging to one of the residents. He was face-to-face with the poor creature. The dog wouldn’t be able to see him, but, like the mouse, it knew something was there. 
 
    There was a growing puddle around the trembling dog. 
 
    “Ferris! Bad kitty.” 
 
    I got a withering look from my ghost cat.  
 
    Well, he wasn’t mine, but I’d ended up with the mean little beast when another spook named Madame Mini split from New Orleans. I’d sort of inherited him. But he’d saved me from getting dragged into the All Time by the chimeras once, so I guess I owed him. 
 
    Ferris titled his head in a strangely human way, his eyes drifting to the trees around the courtyard. 
 
    I turned at the sound of a wheezing laugh and saw a priest whispering to an old man in a wheelchair. Same guy we’d seen at Jough’s. Dude got around. 
 
    I had to laugh. Seemed like I wasn’t the only one hanging around old folks’ homes looking for recruits. Well, I suppose the old priest was looking for clients, as it were, but still a funny thought. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Julius said.  
 
    I felt him reach for me. But he knew better and snapped his hand back.  
 
    “What’s on your mind, Paint?” 
 
    I walked over and sat down at the only place in the courtyard I knew would hold us.  
 
    Julius dropped next to me and sighed. 
 
    “I appreciate the chance to take a load off, but I do regret whatever violence took place on this stone bench to give it grain to folks like you and me.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. We don’t have a lot of places to sit, so this is a gift. Someone paid for it with their life.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Julius chuckled. “You are in a mood, my boy,” he said. “So what gives?” 
 
    “I can’t even begin to piece it together. The tall livie he’s talking about—I saw the guy when I was at the fairgrounds.” 
 
    “When you saw that first machine.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “And that livie was talking with the Ghost Mob leader, man.” 
 
    “Ah, you worry too much. They ain’t around much anymore.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Darkness attracts darkness. We both know they’re getting stronger again.” I pointed up at the darkening sky.  
 
    Wavering tendrils of light, like luminous contrails, were coming from somewhere far east.  
 
    “Someone’s started building the machines again. There are more streams now than last week.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Hard to tell. They’re so faint. Nothing we can do from here. Can’t cross water.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Not an ocean, man,” he said, his lips pursed. “You give that a shot, and you’re liable to end up stranded on the Atlantic. Probably pirate ghosts out there, shoutin’ and hollerin’.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Pirate ghosts, right.” 
 
    “Aw, they’d have stories to tell, sure, to keep you entertained. But after a few hundred years out there, you’d have heard them all. Then you’d go kinda batty.” 
 
    I put my head in my hands. “What do the thugs who killed Jough have to do with the Ghost Mob?” 
 
    Julius sighed, staring up at the sky and its thin ribbons of wavering light. 
 
    “Okay, start with what you know.” 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “The Ghost Mob was—and likely still is—working with some livie. Maybe you try looking into him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know anything about him.” 
 
    A tired, old voice said, “His name is Induna Makula.” 
 
    I snapped my head toward Julius. “How the hell do you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t think I said that.” My friend looked at his large hands. “I may be possessed.” 
 
    “I said it,” said a man standing next to the bench. He was a livie, the priest. 
 
    For a moment, both Julius and I held our tongues. My eyebrows rose as I nodded to the old man of God. Julius shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    The old priest looked around the courtyard for a moment then sat on the bench next to me. He lowered his head and folded his hands. “I hope I ain’t sitting on either of you,” he said, softly. “Can’t see ya at all, and don’t wanna cause no offense.” 
 
    This was too much weird for me for one day. I stood, waving Julius along with me. He stared at the living person next to him. 
 
    “You know,” Julius said. “It’s not polite to listen in on other people’s conversations.” 
 
    The priest laughed. “Well, I’d wager that out of the three of us, I ain’t the only one here who may be guilty of that particular transgression. I reckon ghost detectives listen in on a lot of conversations without people knowing.” 
 
    “He’s the detective,” Julius said, pointing at me.  
 
    I frowned and rolled my eyes.  
 
    Julius chuckled. “Me, I’m more like Batman. Vigilante crime-fighter and all.” 
 
    “Yeah?” the livie said. “How many crooks you brought to justice, Batman?” 
 
    Julius shifted in his seat. “Well, this here is my day off. And there’s more than three of us out here, so don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    “You mean that cat?” the priest said. “I don’t reckon he means me any harm. Animals love me.” 
 
    Finally, I broke. “How the hell do you know about that?” 
 
    The old livie smiled and pointed in the direction where he thought I might be.  
 
    Off by a mile.  
 
    “I know all about you, boy,” the livie said.  
 
    “Left,” Julius said. “More left. More. Ah, you went too far, go bac—” 
 
    “Stop playing around!” I shouted at the two of them. “You don’t know me, Father.” 
 
    The priest stood and took a few steps toward me. When he looked up, he stared right through me, but the strangest part was that the old guy had tears in his eyes. 
 
    “I can’t believe I found you,” he said. “Jesus Christ, I feel like I’ve been looking for a lifetime.” 
 
    I took a step back. “What kind of priest says ‘Jesus Christ’?” 
 
    Julius said, “Not a very good one.” 
 
    “I ain’t a priest. Not really,” the old man said. “My name is Jerry. But everyone calls me Uncle Jerry.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long moment, as if waiting for something. 
 
    I said, “Is that supposed to mean something?” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Several of the oldies in the courtyard stared at us. Well, at the not-priest in the garden talking to himself. I was ready to ditch the old coot and get back to business. Julius was more curious. 
 
    He suggested we go into the home’s Activities Hall, since, at this time of day, there weren’t any. However, we didn’t have long. It was DVD night. A whiteboard at the door read: On Golden Pond, 7 PM. 
 
    The guy who called himself Uncle Jerry showed up sometime after we did, looking a little out of breath. “You coulda gave me directions,” he said, plopping down into a folding chair. “This place is a maze. How do they expect the oldsters to get around this place without getting lost?” 
 
    “Gives ‘em something to do, maybe,” Julius said, grinning. 
 
    I think he just liked that the old guy was getting under my skin. I didn’t know why, though. 
 
    I said, “I’ll give you five minutes, then we got stuff to do.” 
 
    “You’re a ghost now, ain’t ya?” Uncle Jerry ran his fingers through a gray mat of hair. “You got all the time in the world, Razzie.” 
 
    Okay. Now he had my attention. I tried to keep my breath steady. “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    He loosened his collar, letting the top buttons flare open the fabric. The priest’s collar was a simple white plastic stripe around black material. “Well, I mean, being dead and all, it’s not like you got board meetings to go to,” he said.  
 
    Julius laughed.  
 
    Traitor. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about,” I said. “Why did you call me Razzie?” 
 
    The priest shrugged. “Because that’s your name?” 
 
    “No, it’s Painter.” 
 
    “Hold on now,” Julius said, clearly enjoying my unease far too much. “Wouldn’t Razzie, maybe, be short for Rasputin?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    I stood and then moved toward the old guy. Not that he would notice, but everything in me wanted to punch him. He knew something and was toying with me. “Listen, I don’t know how you can hear us, but you’ve got one minute to explain who you are,” I said, my voice shaking. “Because for all you think you know about our world, you’re not safe from us.” 
 
    The old guy looked like I’d slapped him. With a fish. Something fresh and slimy. 
 
    He sighed and, unbelievably, pulled out a rolled cigarette and lit it. 
 
    “You can’t smoke that in here, man,” I said, my voice rising. 
 
    He drew in a few quick breaths, held them, blew out a cloud that could block the sun, then put the joint out with the tips of his fingers. When he stuffed it away, he sighed again. “You’re a lot meaner than I remember you,” Uncle Jerry said. “But I suppose dying will do that to a fella.” 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” I said. 
 
    “Who I am at the moment is less important than who you are,” he said. “Your name is Rasputin Frewer, and you, my dear boy, were sent here to get something done, but somehow, that got all botched up. And, from what I’ve been told, you spent the better part of a year having no idea why you’re here or what you’re supposed to do.” 
 
    “He knows who you are,” Julius said in my ear.  
 
    I jumped back. I didn’t even notice he’d sneaked up next to me.  
 
    “Maybe you should listen,” Julius added.  
 
    I nodded, trying to calm down. “How do you know that name?” 
 
    “Because I’ve known you since you were a kid, Razzie,” the man said, his glassy eyes twinkling in the fluorescent light. “Watched you grow up.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Here, mainly,” he said, waving his frail hand in the air. “Minneapolis. Until you got into radio, and then you was all over the country for a while. That all stopped though when . . .” 
 
    “When what?” 
 
    The old guy closed his eyes and exhaled. “There is so much to tell you, but listen, we just ain’t got the time. Boy, I want nothing more than to help you get home where you belong, but there’s some things you gotta do first. Part of the contract.” 
 
    “Contract?” 
 
    “Feels like this is the part where he tries to get you into Amway or something,” Julius said, rubbing his nose. “They do have good soap, mind you.” 
 
    “Hoo boy,” Uncle Jerry said and stood up. “Any place to get a beer around here, because this is going to be a hard conversation?” 
 
    “Verna keeps a stash of hooch under her mattress.” Julius was far too comfortable with all this.  
 
    I shot him a look.  
 
    He mouthed: What? 
 
    Two minutes later, we were back in my Temp’s room. I’d told the old guy to open the door quietly to avoid startling her, but I think he was kinda stoned and just didn’t get the message. 
 
    “I’m not sleeping,” she said, bolting upright. “I’m not dead.” 
 
    At that moment, a staff member walking past poked her head in. “You okay, Verna?” 
 
    “I’m not dead.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” she said, smiling. “Is the father a friend of yours?” 
 
    Verna tensed. “Father?” 
 
    “Priest,” the woman said, furrowing her brow. “He’s standing next to your bed.” 
 
    “I’m not dead!” 
 
    “No, no, um, child, you ain’t,” Uncle Jerry stammered. “Just come for a chat.” 
 
    Verna gripped the sheets close to her chest. “I didn’t order a priest!” 
 
    As the staffer turned to the old guy, he burst out laughing. 
 
    “You can’t go an order a priest, darlin’,” he said, giggling to himself. “They don’t got Uber Priest or nothin’. We come free of charge.” 
 
    Before Verna had a coronary in front of us, I told her we’d asked him to come in the room and assured her that no, she wasn’t dying. At least not today. That I knew of. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Verna said, holding both hands to her forehead. “The priest I know. Who has come to visit me. Because I know him.” 
 
    Jesus. Oscar-worthy. 
 
    “You okay, then?” The woman looked at Uncle Jerry, who was grinning like an idiot. “Because he smells a bit like—” 
 
    “Incense, my child,” Uncle Jerry said then made the sign of the cross the wrong way. 
 
    Fortunately, she didn’t notice. Instead, she grabbed Verna’s empty water bottle, capped the long bendy straw, and left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Julius crossed himself the right way this time, slowly shaking his head. I explained what was going on with my Temp. Well, the parts I knew. 
 
    Verna said, “I bet the Devil’s got a special place in Hell for people who go around pretending they’re priests,” Verna said. 
 
    Uncle Jerry shrugged. “Not that he’s told me about,” he said. “But we ain’t exactly close. I’m still pissed at ‘im.” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear my brain. “Okay, let’s circle back on that, m’kay?” I said. “You need to tell me—” 
 
    “Darlin’, I’m sorry for coming in on you like this,” the old guy said. “Verna, is it? Those are some mighty cool sunnies you got.” 
 
    She smiled and touched their frames. “Thank you, Father. Do I call you—” 
 
    “No, as Razzie said, I ain’t really a Father,” Uncle Jerry said in a stage whisper. “I mean, I’m in disguise.” 
 
    “As a priest?” she said, whispering back. 
 
    “Nobody asks why a priest shows up anywhere,” he said. “They kinda got a hall pass to get into all sorts of places.” 
 
    “Except crime scenes, apparently,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “Saw that, did you?” 
 
    “Why were you even there? Did you know Jough?” 
 
    “No, never even knew the dumb asshole’s name,” Uncle Jerry said. “But I knew you would likely be there with your, uh, newfound vocation. Actually, that was the fourth murder I been to in as many days. The police were somewhat tolerant of me at first, but then when they checked my bona fides, they found out they wasn’t.” 
 
    “Which is why they wouldn’t let you in,” Julius said. “That did look awfully strange.” 
 
    “But all worked out in the end,” Uncle Jerry said, smiling. “Verna, the fellas here say you got a bit of contraband in here and that maybe you’d offer an old man a little belt.” 
 
    She nodded to the foot of the bed and told him to get two glasses off the table. He did and poured one for both of them.  
 
    He raised his glass to her, sliding his eyes around the room. “Sorry, boys, just for the living folks.” 
 
    Julius sighed. “Breaks my damn heart, it does.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry put down his drink then asked Verna if he could have another. When she allowed it, he poured two fingers into his teacup and sat down in a ragged old chair next to the door. 
 
    “You gonna tell us what the hell’s going on now?” I was trying to keep my anger in check but not doing an outstanding job of it. 
 
    “I don’t even know where to start, Razzie.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” 
 
    “It’s your name, boy,” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “Maybe before,” I said. “My name is Painter.” 
 
    He shrugged and sipped his drink again. 
 
    “You said . . . well, one thing you claimed was that I was here to do something. A contract,” I said. “Start with that.” 
 
    “It’s really four somethings,” the old guy said. “And if I’m honest, there’s a lot of work to do, and we are running out of time.” 
 
    “Who is?” Julius said. “Who is running out of time?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry leaned forward. “Everyone. There’s a woman who wants to wipe out the human race. Well, maybe not a woman. She’s more like—” 
 
    “I know who she is,” I said. 
 
    That stopped him short. “She doesn’t know about you, does she?” 
 
    I nodded. “Oh, she knows about me.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry leaped from his seat, surprising me. “What? I was told that—wait, does she know Rasputin or Painter?” 
 
    “She knows me, old man.” I began grinding my ghost teeth. “Painter Mann.” 
 
    He plopped back down in the chair and sighed then slugged the rest of his drink. “Well damn,” he said. “At least that part of it worked. Listen, we gotta go take these ‘Four’ down. The old man says they’re getting too strong.” 
 
    I jammed a finger at him. “We’re not going anywhere until you tell me what the fuck is going on.” 
 
    “I can tell you on the way,” he said, standing. “At least the parts of it I know.” 
 
    “No,” I said then willed some energy into my foot and planted it on his chest, giving it a bit of grain—not wholly solid but enough to put him off balance. “You’re telling us now.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry sat wide-eyed, looking down at the spot where I’d shoved him back. He rubbed it for a moment. “Well, they didn’t tell me you could do that,” he said. “Unexpected.” 
 
    I dropped to the floor, legs crossed, trying to stop the room from spinning. 
 
    “It takes a lot of juice,” Julius said. “Energy. Scrambles your brain for a spell. But look, now Painter is in the perfect position for some storytelling. So spill it, Uncle Jerry.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the short version,” he said, sucking in a deep breath. “Son, you’re on a Hail Mary mission, since the Devil doesn’t have any power over the realm you’re in. She created it that way. That’s why he sent you. He killed you—for now—so you can take down this Voodoo Cher and her accomplices. Everyone calls them the Four, which I suppose is supposed to sound menacing, but to me, it makes these uber-ghosts sound like a boy band.” 
 
    Julius sat on the floor next to me. “Whoa, that is a lot to take in.” 
 
    “Your mission, and you chose to accept it—at least that’s how the Old Man tells it—is to stop the Four from leading a ghost army that will kill everyone. Every living person there is,” Uncle Jerry said then leaned forward again. “Rasputin, or Painter, whatever you like,” he continued, “your job is to literally save the world.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. 
 
    Julius said, “Then why are you here, Uncle Jerry?” 
 
    “My job is to help you do it,” he said and tilted the empty cup to his lips, sucking out the last drops. “Because I know where they are.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Simeon hoped Father would be pleased, since he’d been coming up short on his chores of late. The work wasn’t as easy as it seemed to be for his brothers and sisters. He got darker, sadder, every time one of them led another newly dead to the machine. 
 
    The sounds of their nursery rhymes, as they led these men and women, twisted a sticky-sour feeling into his . . . stomach? He was a spirit. Do I have a stomach if I don’t have a proper body? He’d seen other children at the beach’s small playground. They had stomachs. But they were real boys and girls. Alive. 
 
    “Father?” he said as he slipped into the cold room at the back of the cave. It was dark, but it was always dark in there, even during the day. Robert Hare was easy to see, of course. Father said all the Blessed were because of the light they carried within. 
 
    Hare sat up from the stone bed, squinting. “Who’s that?” he said and rubbed his face. He hadn’t been sleeping because they never did. “Simeon? What are ya stirrin’ me, boy?” 
 
    The lad wrapped his hands behind his back, twisting his fingers together so they wouldn’t shake. “I have good news, sir,” he said. “I’ve brought another Chosen.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of Father.  
 
    “Really? About time, then. Good,” Hare said. “Good. Show me.” 
 
    He followed the boy down the path out of the mountain, the sound of the crashing waves filling Hare’s ears. After nearly two hundred years, it was still comforting but more than that, foreboding. Like a promise of things to come. 
 
    Simeon led him down to the beach, where a man sat, arms folded over his chest, rocking himself. In the dim morning light, Hare saw something wispy, hovering, stretching across the sand. He’d led one of the Chosen here. While they’d left no footprints, there was a faint trail of stain, a line pointing back at where they’d come from. 
 
    He called out, “Boy!”  
 
    The breath caught in Simeon’s throat, and he spun around slowly. He knew he never would have been able to hide it from Father. Father knew everything. Knew the Beginning and the End. 
 
    Their job was to help bring the End, and the boy was doing his share, but he’d broken one of Father’s rules. 
 
    He approached Hare with his head low. 
 
    Hare wasn’t watching the boy. He was staring down at the faint glow that ran perpendicular to the beach. It ended at the man sitting in the sand, rocking back and forth. 
 
    Too close. Too damn close! 
 
    Father sighed. Simeon was his problem child, and he’d told Mother as much. She hadn’t cared, either way, just wanted the job done. Luckily, she was gone now. Voodoo Cher had done her part. Now it was up to him to do his. 
 
    But the boy had made a mistake. 
 
    “What will I find if I have a wander over to them rocks over there, hey?” 
 
    Simeon couldn’t meet Father’s eyes. He shrugged. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    The small boy flinched, and his legs nearly gave out, but he found the courage to look up into Father’s eyes. “I—I thought maybe the tide would take ‘em, sir,” he said, pointing. “It’s already washing over the area where he lay, so it might—” 
 
    “Might, yes. Might,” Hare said. “But we can’t put trust in a might.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Hare softened and let out a breath. He’d always had a soft spot for Simeon, but kindness in any form would help them get their work done. The boy was so eager for praise but so damn bad at doing what was necessary to get it. 
 
    “Aye, what will I do with ya, son?” Father said. “Why would ya put us at risk, then?” 
 
    The boy couldn’t help it. He burst into sobs, his body wracking with shuttering breaths. No tears would fall—the dead didn’t cry, but the anguish was no less. 
 
    “I didn’t want to fail you again, Father,” he said. “The woman, before . . . I’d tried and—” 
 
    “You lost her. Yes, yes.” 
 
    “It was too far to walk, sir. That’s what it was,” the boy said, his words coming between sobs. “I’d had her, but it took too long, and I was talking to her like you say, using my song, but . . . it was too far.” 
 
    Hare sighed. He got down on one knee and clamped his hands on the boy’s shoulders, which made Simeon’s head spin just a little. He’d lost a little juice with that but knew punishment would be coming. This would just be the first of the night. 
 
    “But I got this man,” he said, brightening, a smile between the sobs. “That’s four for me, sir. I am doing my chores. Aren’t you proud of me, Father?” 
 
    “Aye, but you put the family at risk,” Father said, nodding down the beach toward the rocks where the man’s dead body lay, battered around by the churning waves. “Listen, I’m tired still. And while I don’t want to lash ya, I’ll be truthful with ye. I could use a bit of the energy.” 
 
    His Father’s laugh sent chills up and down his tiny spine. Even though he knew he didn’t have a spine. Not a real one. Not a real one. 
 
    Hare stood and sighed. “I’ll head down the road and give the ol’ mayor a knock on the noggin to get his attention. Ah, who knows, might help to put a bit of a scare into them too. But, yes, yes,” he said and approached the man in the sand. “Let’s see your new Blessed here.” 
 
    Hare turned toward the man named Finn, who’d been placed in the sand facing the cave. Once the newly dead had been mollified, the glow from the machine was enough to keep them where they’d been put.  
 
    The living, of course, would never see that light. To them, it was just a dark cave. Well, they may see it one day, but by that time it will all be over. 
 
    As the boy began singing his nursery rhyme, Hare lifted the man by the elbow and led him across the sand. He walked him up the winding path and into the cave. 
 
    After ten paces, the mouth opened into a massive chasm. There was spray paint on some walls and detritus from teenagers from years ago, but those visits had stopped when stories that the cave was haunted began. A rumor started by the few in town who knew about the pact. 
 
    Hare told the boy to stay clear of the machine’s whipping tendrils of light, but it had been unnecessary. Simeon leaned against the far wall, watching Father put the new Blessed in line with the three others in the boy’s line.  
 
    He saw the trinket on his father’s wrist shimmer in the light as Hare pressed on the man’s shoulder, forcing him to his knees. Tremors rippled through the machine, and there was a crack of electric arc light as the new Blessed was snapped into place. 
 
    The energy from this man, Finn, now flowed into the machine, powering it, and the new spook began rocking again, thrumming in time with the others around him. Despite Simeon’s terrible judgment, Hare was pleased. With the addition, it wouldn’t be long now. Soon the machine would be ready. 
 
    He turned to Simeon and nodded once. 
 
    “I did good, yes?” the boy said. “In the end. Didn’t I, Father?” 
 
    Hare looked around the massive stone room with more than a hundred bodies flexing and convulsing, powering up the machine Mother had built. It was a thing of beauty. And, as tired as he was, he was drawn to touch the beautiful stream that pierced the top of the cave and ran along the sky.  
 
    But no. All the Blesseds’ energy must be for the machine.  
 
    The boy’s beating—nothing too severe, since the child still had work to do—would help Hare in his recovery after some trouble the night before. However, that wouldn’t be necessary if he briefly dipped his fingertips into the stream. 
 
    No, I cannot. 
 
    Simeon watched Father stare into the light with a strange, unsettling hunger. He waited. 
 
    When the man turned, Simeon knew what was coming and made peace with it. It would be quick, and he would be tired for a while. He could see the remorse on Father’s face, and it broke his tiny heart. Even though I don’t have a heart, not a real one. I will, though. Soon. So soon now. 
 
    The boy asked, “Do you want me to close my eyes?” 
 
    Father said, “If you wish.” 
 
    “Just the one?” 
 
    Hare nodded.  
 
    The boy saw the twinkle of the metal on Father’s wrist as he raised his arm in the air. He did not close his eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    While this Uncle Jerry person sat chatting with Verna, Julius and I had a ghost confab. 
 
    I suppose I was angry with my friend because he’d been so quick to jump on board with the stranger’s plan. It felt like this was two against one. 
 
    “You always said you wanna do good, man,” Julius said. “It don’t get no more good than, you know, saving the world.” 
 
    I pointed at the not-priest. “We don’t know who this guy is. Some old loon comes in here and spins a story, a crazy conspiracy, that I’m supposed to take out four super-spooks?” 
 
    “We are supposed to—I got your back. And you were already planning to take down the voodoo woman. What’s another three?” 
 
    “But how do we even know the guy isn’t working with her? Back in New Orleans, she’d imprisoned hundreds of spooks for her machine. What if we’re being led into some sorta trap?” 
 
    My friend turned to the old guy, who was getting laughs out of Verna. I hadn’t seen her laugh like that in a long while. 
 
    “I dunno,” Julius said. “I sort of trust the guy. He’s just got a way about him.” 
 
    “That’s because he’s dressed like a priest.” 
 
    “I reckon that might be part of it. My family was all kinds of religious, so—” 
 
    “But he’s some crazy old fucker in a Halloween costume! That makes me not trust him even more!” 
 
    “All right, Paint, settle down—” 
 
    “I don’t want to settle down, man,” I said, my blood boiling again. “I can’t fight her. She’s way too strong for me, and if there are three others like her, this is a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Well, not really. You’re already dead.” 
 
    “A technicality!” 
 
    His face fell, and I looked away. Then I felt— 
 
    Whoosh!— 
 
    I’m a young boy in a field of dandelions, laughing with the other kids. We are running through, shouting and laughing, now racing toward the rest of the family. They are waving us over for the picnic. My granny would have her cucumber sandwiches, which I love, but if we waited too long, they’d make the bread go soggy. 
 
    I jump onto my spot on a corner, where my aunt had knitted my name into the quilt. I kneel onto the words Julius James and feel a warm hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “You wanna hold her?” 
 
    I look over to my mother, with her beautiful gap-toothed smile that radiates brighter than the sun over her shoulder. She places my hand on her belly. 
 
    “How do you know it’s a girl?” I ask. 
 
    She shrugs and says, “She’s feisty and don’t care whether or not I like it, anytime of day or night. Gotta be a girl.” 
 
    Then she grabs my hand and lifts it toward her belly and 
 
    —Whoosh. 
 
    I jumped back from my spot, my arms wide as I tried to regain my balance. Julius’s hand hung in the air where he’d touched me. 
 
    When I looked at him, he was staring at the floor. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “You were kinda gettin’ riled up, and, you know, that ain’t so good for us. They write horror novels about that shit.” 
 
    My building frustration released like a popped balloon. I nodded. He was right. “Nah, man, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He hit me with a smile. “Let’s go talk to the guy. Let him convince you.” 
 
    “Why are you taking his . . .” Then I remembered what I’d seen in Julius’s home movies. When I touched other spooks, I could see right up until the moment they died if I held on long enough. It was disorienting and unsettling. So, for the most part, I didn’t touch anyone anymore.  
 
    But sometimes it did give me a small piece of the bigger puzzle. 
 
    “You’ve got a little sister,” I said.  
 
    He grinned at me, then his face lit up. “That’s what you saw?” He chuckled softly. “My momma was right. She is a handful, that girl. Woman, now. But the Lord saw fit to give her three girls of her own, maybe as a bit of payback. Three!” He dropped his voice and said, “Think he overdid it.” 
 
    Then, of course, it made sense. 
 
    If there was a threat to “every living person,” that would include his sister and his nieces. And a whole bunch of other family and friends. Me, I didn’t remember my past as Rasputin Frewer, but I would have had people like that too. 
 
    I sighed and threw a nod toward the not-priest. “Hey. You know, Uncle Jerry, what you're asking is damn near impossible, right?”  
 
    The old guy shrugged. “Well, you—the old you—sorta made a habit of taking on the impossible and bashing it until it was possible.” 
 
    Julius laughed. “Sounds a lot like the ‘new you’ too.” 
 
    “I’m totally getting ganged up on here,” I said. 
 
    “Do I get a vote in here too?” Verna was leaning closer to Uncle Jerry than I was comfortable with.  
 
    “Sure, of course,” I said. 
 
    She said, “Sounds like a bad idea.” 
 
    That surprised me. “Oh?” 
 
    “Now I don’t know much about all this ghost stuff,” she said, “but I assume it’ll become clearer to me soon enough.” 
 
    “Not like us, V,” I said. “Unless you’re killed by the Home’s chef.” 
 
    “He may be doing that already. Everything is mush, so much I can’t tell mashed tatters from pudding. I might slowly starve myself.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry chimed in, “How does saving the world from some evil folks sound like a bad idea?” 
 
    “Well, you can’t hardly kill them, right? They’re, you know, like those two. Unless you’ve got a gun that makes dead people more dead.” 
 
    Julius said, “Sounds like an NRA boss’s wet dream.” 
 
    “But she’s got a point,” I said. “You say the Devil sent me here to get rid of these all-powerful badass spooks, but how am I supposed to even do that?” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Uncle Jerry said, “he wasn’t particularly clear on those details.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry struggled with the handcart, rivers of sweat bursting from his brow. The tall, hooked lamp above the metal fence surrounding the courtyard was fighting a losing battle against flying insects. I could hear the tick-tick-tick of the larger ones; the tiny wings that kept these fat, juicy ones aloft looked like they’d made a shady deal with physics to grant them flight. It sounded like they were trying to bust its glass to reveal the prize inside. 
 
    The bug brigade kept the Shady Hills courtyard dark, so the old pilot thought if he was quick about it, he’d get away with the stolen furniture without a hitch. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing with that bench?” 
 
    The old man turned toward the voice, struggling to keep the handcart with the stone seat at an angle where the entire thing wouldn’t topple over and crush his leg. 
 
    “It’s . . . I’m just taking ‘er in for repairs.” Uncle Jerry grinned, but with his muscles trembling, pushed to their limit, the expression looked more like he was trying to pass a cactus. 
 
    The big maintenance man walked into the light then caught sight of what the would-be thief was wearing. “Oh, jeez, sorry, Father,” he said and rushed over to help steady the dolly. 
 
    “Thank you, my child,” Uncle Jerry said and nodded toward the open gate on the iron fence. “Just need to get it into the driveway. Got a van waiting.” 
 
    “Sure thing, but what’s wrong with the bench? Looks fine.” 
 
    “Seems so, right? But we don’t want this old girl collapsing with one of the oldies on it. Take ‘em right out.” 
 
    The maintenance man took a step back and looked the man up and down. “Doesn’t look busted. You sure this is okay with Mrs. Rainey?” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    The man was not convinced. “Maybe I should just run that by her real quick.” 
 
    “Or . . .” Uncle Jerry grunted and pushed the cart upright. The bench wobbled but then settled on its side. “I could give you fifty dollars to have you help me get it into the van.” 
 
    “Don’t seem right.” 
 
    “Ha. It’s okay.” Uncle Jerry put a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Once we’re done, you just confess to me you did it. I’ll give you a few Hail Marys and Our Fathers, and your slate is clean.” 
 
    “But I’m Lutheran.” 
 
    “Ah,” Uncle Jerry said, digging into his robes. “How about a hundred, then?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Scanning the quiet airfield, I got the weirdest vibe. It felt familiar.  
 
    But it was a dumb plan. So many things could go wrong, I couldn’t even count them. But I think the thing that bothered me the most was that Julius was not bothered by any of it.  
 
    “Why the hell are you smiling?” 
 
    He slowly spun in a circle and nodded toward the sleek jet. “Been a long, long time since I been up in an airplane,” he said. “I like flying.” 
 
    “This isn’t a vacation, man. If we do this, we are facing off against Gods in the InBetween!” 
 
    “Uncle Jerry is right.” He frowned at me. “You probably were a lot more fun before.” 
 
    “You mean before I was killed by the goddamn Devil?” 
 
    “Yeah, before then.” 
 
    The sounds of a van splashing through shallow puddles rolled across the darkened tarmac, and I felt a bone-deep anxiety ripple through me. 
 
    “I still don’t trust that guy,” I said, catching sight of the driver. “Why would I have agreed to that? Allow myself to get killed, to take on the most powerful beings on the planet?” 
 
    “Probably for a girl. Guy doing really crazy shit like that usually means there’s a girl involved.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to dismiss that, it had an odd ring of truth to it. If nothing else, with the hours it would take to cross the Atlantic, I could find out more from our not-priest about my supposed past.  
 
    Probably. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But could I trust him? 
 
    When he’d parked the van, Uncle Jerry slid out of the driver’s seat and padded around to the back. “Uh, you fellas here?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re here,” Julius said. “You get the stone bench from the home?” 
 
    He flung the rear double doors open, unhooked a rusted dolly from its hook, and dropped it on the pavement with a clatter. Uncle Jerry took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Ain’t any way you can do that thing like you did with your foot and gimme a hand, is there?” 
 
    I laughed. “Sorry, man, that’s way beyond either of us.” 
 
    Julius said, “That bench has got grain. We could try pulling, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but nothing else does,” I said. “What would we brace against? Not the van. We’d go right through, and our feet would just slide across the ground.” 
 
    “Good point,” my friend said, nodding his head. 
 
    Uncle Jerry sighed. “Thought I’d ask.” 
 
    The old guy reached in and tried yanking, but it wasn’t budging. After a few minutes, he moved it an inch or two and was soaked with sweat. Finally, he stripped off his fake priest robe, wiped his brow, and tossed it in the van. 
 
    “You wanna warn me before you flash those old man legs at me next time?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry chuckled. “See? You’re sounding like him already.” 
 
    As the old guy climbed into a blue jumpsuit he’d had on the passenger seat, I took a look at the plane that was supposed to take us across an ocean.  
 
    Okay, I suppose aerophiles would roast me for calling it a plane. The private jet was slick and beautiful, which made me wonder. “Where’d you get the plane?” 
 
    “It’s a loaner,” Uncle Jerry said, zipping up what turned out to be a flight suit. “The old man has stakes in many of the biggest corporations and all the rental outfits. That there’s from some jet leasing company.” 
 
    I spun around. “The old man?” 
 
    Julius said, “Beelzebub, Lucifer, Old Nick, Mephistopheles. He’s got a lot of names.” 
 
    “We just call him the old man,” Uncle Jerry said, grunting once again as he pulled at the bench, which made a screeching stone-on-metal sound that could wake the dead. Or just make their ears hurt. 
 
    “Ow,” I said. 
 
    Uncle Jerry stopped to take a few deep breaths. “Gonna be hard to pilot that plane if I die from a heart attack.” 
 
    I said, “You’re the pilot? The old man doesn’t have a rent-a-pilot company in his portfolio?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Fewer people who know about what we’re doing the better. That includes some friends of ours.” 
 
    Sliding up next to him, I tried to get a look at his face. He didn’t look great and, damn, the exertion just might kill him. 
 
    I sighed and walked around to the front of the van, looking at what I had to work with. “What friends?” 
 
    I reached through the grille easily enough then walked the length of it, front to back, right through. I saw metal, paint, fabric, seat stuffing. I did not walk through Uncle Jerry because seeing people’s innards was very blechy. 
 
    Catching his breath, the old man sat on the lip of the van’s open cargo bay. “You and me crisscrossed the ocean a bunch of times with them,” he said, pointing at the plane. “Anza and the Actor. They’re good people.” He smiled to himself. “Well, she is. I think the jury’s out on him.” 
 
    I rolled the names around in my mind but got nothing. “What kind of name is Anza?” 
 
    “Esperanza. She’s a real firecracker, she is. Was a half angel for a while but now, not so much.” 
 
    “Half angel?” I said, eyeballing the vehicle. “Come on. You’re making shit up.” 
 
    “Nah, angels and their downstairs cousins can’t interfere directly with us. So they got reps here to do their work. But she had a falling out with the home office.” 
 
    “She mustn’t be very good at her job,” I said, laughing. 
 
    That darkened the guy. “She’s one of the best people I ever met. And she lost that ride because she helped us get out of a jam. And by us, I mean me, the Actor, and you.” 
 
    “Those names mean nothing to me,” I said. “Who’s the Actor?” 
 
    “He’s a royal pain in the ass is what he is. But back in the limelight and shooting a sequel to last year’s big hit. Big budget now.” 
 
    “What movie?” Julius said. 
 
    Ghosts don’t sleep, so we’ve got a lot of time to kill. Which means we go to a lot of movies. All of them, really. Most are terrible. 
 
    “Frank and Earnest,” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “That was some funny shit, that was,” Julius said. “Which one was he?” 
 
    The old pilot looked into the darkness. “Any guesses from you, boy?” 
 
    “You’re totally not looking in my direction,” I said. “But I remember the film. I’m guessing he’s not the good-looking straight man.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a fine-looking boy,” Uncle Jerry said. “But our man is the pirate, of course.” 
 
    “A dwarf pirate,” Julius said. 
 
    The old guy furrowed his brow and shrugged. “Don’t think the dwarf bit enters into it.” 
 
    Julius cackled. “It does make it funnier, though.” 
 
    “No, it don’t,” Uncle Jerry said, standing. “And if I think you’re laughing at my friend, I’mma gonna deck you, ghost or not!” 
 
    Whoa, shit. “Settle down, old-timer,” I said. “He doesn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, Uncle Jerry,” Julius said, raising his hands. “My apologies. I meant no offense.” 
 
    Our pilot slowly turned and tugged at the stone bench again, scraping the van’s floor, his face nearly going purple.  
 
    I sighed. “Okay, all right,” I said. “I’ll try to give ‘er a push.” 
 
    “How you gonna do that?” Julius said. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, but it might knock me for a loop,” I said and rounded back to the front of the van. “Which means, since you’re so eager to get your miles, Julius, you might have to carry my ass up to the plane.” 
 
    My friend frowned and rubbed his hands on his tux. “He’s almost got it.” 
 
    I could hear Uncle Jerry struggling again. Between breaths, he said, “Yeah, almost there. I don’t want you to do nothin’ that’ll hurt you.” 
 
    After a few steps back, I started moving, taking long strides. There would be no way for me to push it, but if I came at it like a cannonball, it might be enough to move it. 
 
    Faster and faster. After a few moments, I was up. 
 
    Julius shouted, “There he go!” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “Skatin’.” 
 
    Some spooks could move incredibly fast, but I could skate and hit speeds faster than even the jet out in the wash of runway lights. I’ve crossed the continent in a matter of minutes and might be able to cross the ocean, but I wasn’t interested in finding out the hard way I couldn’t. So the plan was this: we were going to take the old guy’s plane but, of course, Julius and I would fall right through. 
 
    We needed something solid to us. 
 
    That would have to be some object that had been involved in a moment of violence, something dreadful and deadly. There was a busted-up old car in Chicago that had grain after a couple of kids nose-dived into a canyon in it. And a park lounger where two Atlanta police officers had been sitting when they got gunned down in cold blood. 
 
    I didn’t know what had happened on the stone bench from the Shady Hill’s courtyard—didn’t want to know—but once loaded onto the plane, it was somewhere Julius and I could sit and hold on without fear of slipping through the plane and dropping into the ocean below. 
 
    I made a big loop around the small airport’s runway, picking up speed. Once I made my last turn, I called out, “You’re going to want to move out of the way, just in case!” 
 
    Uncle Jerry took a step away from the van as I bore down on it, pumping my legs harder and harder.  
 
    Julius punched the air. “Look at ‘em go!” 
 
    Uncle Jerry said, “I can’t see nothin’.” 
 
    I braced for impact once I could make out the van’s grille. The moment I passed between the headlights, I wrapped my ghostly arms around my head and willed some juice into my chest. 
 
    Whaaack! 
 
    A thunderclap smacked my brain, spinning my mind in every direction possible. When I opened my eyes, I was hurtling, end over end, then landed on my feet, rocketing toward the plane—jet. Whatever. 
 
    “Oh, great,” I muttered. 
 
    Paint, steel, fabric—oh, look, cocktail nuts—more steel, then out the other side. When I finally fell again, my body slid across the dark, damp concrete then onto the grassy divider until I finally willed some energy into my fingertips and slowed to a stop. 
 
    Standing took a moment. I was wobbly and slowly trudged back to the van, this time going around the plane. When I got there, Uncle Jerry had half of the bench on the handcart, pushing it up a ramp at the rear of our ride. The other half was still on the ground. 
 
    Julius laughed, shaking his head. “Damn, you busted the thing in two, man.” 
 
    “At least it makes it easier to get on the plane,” Uncle Jerry said. “Um, jet, I mean.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said. 
 
    He grinned, appeared to look in my direction.  
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    I watched as Julius went over to the half bench and picked a piece of iron that had held the two sides together. He waved it in the air. “It’s rebar,” he said and grinned. “And I can hold it in my ghosty hand.” 
 
    Putting a hand onto the busted bench to steady myself, I gave him a thumbs-up. “Just don’t do that when livies are around. A bit of rusted iron floating in the air will make ‘em shit kittens.” 
 
    That reminded me . . . I looked around the dark tarmac, searching for the dumb mongrel’s eyes and telltale half ear. I hadn’t seen the little beasty since he’d gotten that weird look on his face and padded into the woods. 
 
    Where was Ferris? 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    As wandering spirits of the InBetween, we’ve got a lot of boring downtime. 
 
    But you can cruise through parks, do a bit of window shopping, and sure, occasionally get chased for days on end by some bad spooks looking to steal your energy by clobbering you silly. 
 
    It’s our version of getting mugged. 
 
    Juice here is everything. Currency. And while just wandering around gives you a bit of a trickle charge when you get low, you can get a gulp of it back by taking it from another spook. That means some sort of blow—punch, kick, hell, maybe even an aggressive tongue bath, who knows? That transfers some energy from target to aggressor.  
 
    If you’re already topped up, it gives you a boost. A bit like caffeine, maybe. Or cocaine. Not that it’s a drug, not like that. But you are a little more . . . not sure how to put it. 
 
    However, Julius and I were at zero risk of that happening thirty thousand feet up in the air above the Atlantic. 
 
    “You wanna watch another one?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    The seats in the jet’s cabin looked kind of comfy, but neither of us could cross the floor without—fwoop!—falling right through the bottom of the craft. So, there we were, just chilling in our L-shaped halves of the stone bench. 
 
    As long as our fake-priest-turned-real-pilot didn’t take any quick turns, we could just sit with our feet dangling out the bottom. 
 
    Well, Julius could dangle his feet because he was about a head taller than I. Me, I was sitting there in my stone seat, legs straight out, like some kid recovering from a heroic and extended turn on one of the old sit-and-spins. 
 
    Uncle Jerry—I still had no idea why he insisted on being called “Uncle”—had promised to fill in some details once we’d gotten into the air. But once we hit cruising altitude, the guy spun up a joint so big even Seth Rogen would have said, “Dude, I gotta work in the morning, so that’s all you.” 
 
    He was then out for four or five hours. 
 
    Luckily, the jet came with a selection of films, and at Julius’s insistence, we were going through the back catalog of the guy our pilot had simply called the Actor. 
 
    “He’s got a whole TV series to go through, a period piece with swords and dragons and stuff. We could fire that up.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to watch something else?” 
 
    “Nah, Paint,” he said. “This here is a friend of yours. None of it rings a bell?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe we weren’t that good of friends.” 
 
    “Not according to Uncle Jerry. Sounds like y’all were close.” 
 
    “You were,” our pilot said, his voice phlegmy from sleep. “You are. Just ‘cause you’re dead don’t mean the love dies, right?” 
 
    I watched as he checked some gauges and made notations in a small notebook. At least the guy was meticulous. When he was finished, he tossed the writing pad into the copilot’s seat and dropped into the cabin with us. He was moving slow, the sandman—or ganja man—still wrapping him in a big sleepy hug. 
 
    “How do you know the guy?” I asked as he sat in one of the big comfy chairs.  
 
    Julius and I were sitting side by side with our backs to the rear. For whatever reason, gravity still affected spooks, so we didn’t want to take any chances that the forward acceleration might pull us from our seats. When we landed, well, we’d have to hold tight. 
 
    I recalled that gravity and acceleration shared the same properties. Einstein made a lotta hay off that idea. 
 
    So, sure, I could recall some tenets of relativity, but I couldn’t tell you the name of my parents. Or siblings, if I had any. Or friends. 
 
    “I met the Actor through you, Raz—err—Painter,” the old pilot said.  
 
    “Right.” Julius dangled his feet, just to annoy me. “You were a friend of Paint’s family.” 
 
    He smiled. “We all knew each other in high school back in the Cities. Grew up together. I still get around to see Bruce and Jan—those are Adam’s parents. There’s also Barbara. She was the crazy one. And your momma.” 
 
    I stiffened.  
 
    One of the very few, very hazy memories I had from being a kid was sitting in a skate hut in the middle of winter. I was geared up for hockey and insanely cold. My mother was there, warming me up and saying motherly things, encouraging words. 
 
    For the life of me, I couldn’t place her face. But I could feel her. 
 
    It was really my only connection with my past. 
 
    Julius broke the silence. “What can you tell us about Paint’s momma?” 
 
    “She’s the best person you could ever hope to meet,” he said, staring off. “An insufferably warm woman, but you don’t want to get her angry. Only seen it a few times, but she’s one of those folks who is calm for ages then can blow their top something fierce.” 
 
    “Ha. That sounds like someone I know,” my supposed friend said. 
 
    “Can it,” I said but couldn’t help but smile. “What about my father?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked into his hands for a long moment and shuffled his feet. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and blew it out. “That is a conversation you gotta have with your mom.” 
 
    That got my blood up. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “Come on,” I said. “If we’re trying to trigger some memories here, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Listen, I can tell ya that it is a bit of a . . . sore spot with you and your momma,” Uncle Jerry said. “I don’t think you guys got into all the details yet.” 
 
    “Dude!” I shouted, my hands throbbing. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Just—” 
 
    “Listen, Razzie, you gotta know that I love ya, boy,” Uncle Jerry said. “With all my heart. But I ain’t gettin’ between a momma and her son. I may have damned my soul to Hell by working for the Old Man, but I ain’t that stupid.” 
 
    I wanted to tear into the guy, but his expression sucked the winds out of my sails. For now, I’d let it go. For now. 
 
    The look on Uncle Jerry’s face told us he was mulling something over.  
 
    We waited. 
 
    “What I can tell you is that you were a funny little guy. With all the moving around, uh, well, before you guys got to the Cities, you had a hard time making friends.” 
 
    Julius popped his eyebrows at me, and I shot him the finger. 
 
    Uncle Jerry continued, “But you learned getting laughs out of people made them like you. Also helped with your career later on. Being a deejay and all that on the radio. But I think—this is just me thinking out loud now—you always felt you had something to prove. Maybe to prove you were worthy, so you”—he chuckled—“you were a fearless little bastard. If there was some bully cornering some other kid, there you were stepping between ‘em.” 
 
    “Defender of the little guy,” Julius said, knitting his hands behind his head. “My hero.” 
 
    “More like punching bag for the bully, truth be told.” Uncle Jerry laughed then beamed. “But, yeah, you protected people. I think you still got that in you. Stepping into the fray, don’t matter how big the bully is.” 
 
    “Hopefully he looked good doin’ it.” Julius joined in, laughing. “All my boy wears now is sweatpants and a hoodie.” 
 
    Our pilot shook his head. “Never saw Razzie in anything but a rock-and-roll T-shirt and jeans.” 
 
    “Sleeves torn off?” Julius said. 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded. “You got it, Julius. A rebel with a cause.” 
 
    “But without sleeves.” Julius giggled like a moron, and the old man joined in. 
 
    I was ready to talk about any subject that wasn’t me. “So, how much time until we get to wherever we’re going?” 
 
    “We got about an hour and a half till Edinburgh,” Uncle Jerry said, nodding toward the cockpit. “Then we drive north for a bit, cross the bridge.” 
 
    Julius scrunched up his face. “What’s in Scotland?” 
 
    “That’s where the streams out there are leading to, aren’t they?” I said. 
 
    The old guy touched his nose with one finger and pointed another at me. 
 
    A half dozen tendrils of light from one of Voodoo Cher’s machines were crisscrossing the world, very faint, but you could see them when the sun dipped a bit. When I looked out the window, there were three or four illuminated streams running parallel with us. Wherever Uncle Jerry was taking us, there would be a machine nearby. 
 
    It would be dangerous for Julius and me. The last thing in the world we wanted was to get thrown into one of those to be part of some spook power plant. 
 
    Uncle Jerry popped open a bottled water, took a swig, then told us what he knew about this “plan.” It had been relayed to him by some woman who’d had a meeting with, of course, the Devil. At least that was the story, according to him. 
 
    My targets were the Four, who had a much simpler plan: kill every living person on the planet. 
 
    “Why?” Julius asked. 
 
    “Two parts to that from what I been told,” Uncle Jerry said. “A woman leading the Four seems to have one helluva grudge against people who are breathing.” 
 
    “Voodoo Cher,” I said and laughed. “I’ve had a run-in with her, and she’s no joke. To hear the Professor tell it, she’s the one who created the InBetween.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry knitted his eyebrows together. “Professor?” 
 
    “She’s a lady who sits on the top of a mountain in Georgia,” Julius said, happy to add some “intel” to the conversation. “She knows everything.” 
 
    “She does not know everything,” I said but then recalled my last conversation with her. “But she did say it had been me and her who came up with the idea to hide Rasputin Frewer’s identity from everyone, including me. Thus, the Adonis in athletic wear that is yours truly was born.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “How does that make sense?” Julius said. 
 
    “Names carry a lot of power,” I said. “If she knows you, she can get to you.” I stretched my legs and groaned. “Which does explain her frustration when we locked horns back in New Orleans. She tried to peer deep into my soul, but I was able to reflect her past back to her, so she had to peer into her own damn soul instead.” 
 
    “It’s something Painter can do,” Julius added. “When he touches spooks, he gets a highlight reel from their past.” 
 
    “Weird,” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “But helpful, especially in that case,” I said. “It means I’ve got a basic ‘no touchy’ rule, so I don’t hit with someone’s home movies.” 
 
    “Oh, speaking of which,” Uncle Jerry said and nodded toward the flat screen on the wall. “What’d you think of the Actor’s stuff?” 
 
    I shrugged. “A lot of it was just commercial fluff. I did like the train movie, though.” 
 
    That got a big laugh out of the guy. “Okay, just don’t ever tell him that.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” I said, which killed the guy’s smile. I felt bad about that. Oh well. “So Voodoo Cher is in Scotland, then.” I turned to Julius. “That’s good because if we have any hope of finding Gary again, we’ll need to go through her somehow.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” Uncle Jerry said, lifting his hands. “She ain’t there. The Old Man says you can’t take her on yet, especially if she’s got back up. So, the plan, your plan, is to take the others out first.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Julius said, his game face on. I think it was his game face. He looked like he was trying to birth a cantaloupe. “So who we after?” 
 
    Our pilot looked down at the small table next to him and flipped open a spiral ring notebook. This dude had a lot of notebooks. 
 
    “His name is William Hare,” Uncle Jerry said. “He’s one of the Four and was real bad news.” 
 
    He’d lost me. “Was?” 
 
    “Well, is bad news,” the old guy said. “He’s, you know, like you now.” 
 
    I said, “Dead.” 
 
    “Right. A ghost but not your friendly type.” 
 
    “Don’t meet many of those,” Julius said. 
 
    Uncle Jerry told us what he knew about one William Hare. 
 
    The Old Man had discovered where each of the Four were building their machines, the ones to power their war. He’d only learned of their locations because four sites of his intelligence network were taken down in each spot to keep the Devil in the dark about them. 
 
    Taken down by a rival faction trying to unseat the Devil. 
 
    At least, that was the story he was spinning. 
 
    “Hell Inc., they call themselves,” he said then threw a hand up. “But let’s not get into them right now. We need to focus on the Four.” 
 
    “Fine, tell us about this William Hare asshole.” Julius pulled his legs up, crossing them like it was story time. 
 
    “His story starts about two hundred years ago,” Uncle Jerry said, reading from his notes. “A scheme for the betterment of humankind. But as those sorts of stories usually go, it got a bit twisted.” 
 
    William Hare went from job to job over the years and eventually landed a gig as the keeper of a type of hostel in Edinburgh. Another William, a guy named Burke, moved into the place and both were short on cash. 
 
    “But at the time, Scotland was a leader in the growing field of anatomical medicine. Hell, only a few decades earlier those people got sick from bad blood and witches’ spells. But then, smart university types started looking into how the body was, um, composed.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Julius said. 
 
    “You know, hip bone is connected to the leg bone. Leg bone is connected to the foot bone.” 
 
    I frowned. “There isn’t a foot bone.” 
 
    “Ah, see,” Uncle Jerry said, “that’s where these Edinburgh eggheads came in. They could look inside the foot and go, ‘Hey, it’s a bunch of bones. Look at ‘em all. Let’s give them names and shit.’” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “You got a transcript there?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m improvising. But, see, the problem was living people don’t like you cuttin’ into them to see what’s inside. So you gotta do it on the dead.” 
 
    Julius winced. “Nasty. They dug up bodies?” 
 
    “Uh-uh,” Uncle Jerry said, knitting his eyebrows. “They gotta be fresh.” 
 
    This is where the cash-strapped Bad Billies came in. 
 
    One of the other residents died in the hostel, having owed Burke some money. To collect on the debt, they took the dead fella over to the university, and they got them almost twice what was owed. 
 
    That was where things went off the rails. 
 
    Over the next year, they would lure people into their homes, get ‘em ripped on fine Scottish whiskey, and killed them. 
 
    “Death by throw pillow,” Uncle Jerry said. “At least fifteen pour souls.” 
 
    That got a whistle out of Julius. “Nobody suspected them? I mean, it ain’t like collecting aluminum cans. You showing up every few weeks with a body’s gotta wrinkle a few noses.” 
 
    “Eventually, yeah. They got found out, and they went to trial,” our storyteller said. “Hare flipped on Burke, who ended up getting the rope necktie for all the crimes. But because Hare had become a witness for the prosecution, he got a free pass.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said. “I’m thinking that would have made him pretty unpopular with the locals.” 
 
    “Right, he hightailed it out of there, and no one saw him again. There were stories about him being some blind beggar and all that, but his official story ends the moment he walked out of that courthouse,” Uncle Jerry said and theatrically closed the notebook.  
 
    In the cockpit, we heard a voice trying to get our pilot’s attention. He got up and shuffled back toward his seat. 
 
    When he got to the door, he turned back. “But of course, that ain’t where the story really ends.” 
 
    I said, “I suspected as much.” 
 
    “You were always a bright boy,” he said, smiling, and plopped into the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Hold on now,” Julius said, looking between the cockpit and me. “You can’t leave it like that. What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I gotta land this bird, and we got some miles to go yet,” he said, strapping on his earphones. “But I will say this next part is where I reckon William Hare went from run-of-the-mill serial killer to the kind of evil someone like your Voodoo Cher was looking to recruit.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The mayor clicked off his flashlight once he’d found the path that wound up the side of the mountain. There were a handful of people in town who knew about the arrangement with the dead man in the cave, but he wasn’t interested in broadcasting his trek inside to anyone who might be watching. 
 
    When he looked down the dark beach, he saw no one.  
 
    At this hour, it was cold, and the sea was trying to reclaim the sand like a thief in the night. He was about to walk the rocky path when a boxy truck bobbled into the nearby parking lot. He’d have to wait. 
 
    “Dammit,” he said as he watched the woman drop from the driver’s side door and wobble up to a row of hedges. “Shit, Taban, at this hour?” 
 
    For the next few minutes, the woman, using the headlights of the van for light, shuffled sideways. Snipping a bit of this. Pinching away a bit of that. She disappeared for a moment, bending down into the row of bushes, then came back up, holding a discarded can in her hand. She cursed up a storm as she unfurled a plastic bag she had in her pocket and dropped the offending litter inside. 
 
    No question he would see her the next morning with the “evidence,” insisting they be dusted for prints to find the culprits. As always, once she left, they’d toss it in the recycling. 
 
    A part of him felt pity for her. She’d lost her husband to the bottle, and all she had left were her prized rose bushes. She and her son were what people these days called “estranged,” despite living in houses only a few miles from each other. 
 
    The thought of Taban’s son darkened the mayor. Sure, his welding skills had come in handy. But he’d been asking a lot of questions recently. Too many. 
 
    Maybe that was a problem for the man in the cave. But not yet. 
 
    When the woman in the lot below finally pulled herself into the old truck, with her evidence in tow, he breathed a sigh of relief. She backed up quickly, jammed on the brakes, then peeled out, sending bits of stone and dust across the lot. 
 
    He laughed because he knew the old woman, impressively, could maintain that anger long after the sun rose. 
 
    The coast clear, the mayor flicked the light on and off to get a glimpse of the path again. Then he started the trek up. 
 
    The pact with William Hare was, he felt, all that stood between the ghost and the good people of his town. Sure, it was a deal with the Devil, but at least his constituents would be spared. He’d spent many nights staring at the ceiling wondering what roaming stranger would be taken by Hare and his “children.” 
 
    Sometimes sleeping pills helped. Sometimes whiskey. Often, both. 
 
    The mayor stepped into the cave and waited. “Hello? I’m here.” His voice echoed back. “Not going to take a step inside until—” 
 
    A brilliant light burst in the middle of the cave as William Hare put his hand to a thick vein of energy that hadn’t been there a moment before. The mayor avoided looking lower than that, but out of the corner of his eye, he could see a few heads bobbing along in rhythm. 
 
    He’d once heard Hare call them “the Blessed.” 
 
    “Mayor, so delightful to see you visit.” 
 
    “I got your message,” the livie said, rubbing the back of his head, nodding at the metal ring around Hare’s wrist. “No need to hit me so hard.” 
 
    “My apologies. It’s just that we’ve two matters to attend to,” William Hare said, standing there in his monochromatic waistcoat. The mayor shivered when he looked into the dead man’s eyes. “And by we, I mean you. Of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The ghost’s long arm pointed at the beach behind him. “There may be . . . some evidence of our work rolling among the rocks by the cliff.” 
 
    The mayor took a step forward, his hands clamped into fists. “How is that? Your arrangement is with me! Who the hell—” 
 
    A ghostly hand came up, and he quieted.  
 
    “Another seems to be interested in taking your place, yes?” 
 
    The mayor would have to deal with Taban’s son. Sooner than later. He is putting everyone at risk. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it, but I don’t want you working with him!” He’d hoped to sound tough, but his demand only elicited a ghoulish grin from the other. “You said there were two things.” 
 
    The smile fell. “You know the other.” 
 
    He nodded and held his hands wide. “Yes, yes. I’m looking, but—” 
 
    “It’s mine!” Hare’s voice boomed, making the sand at their feet tremble. A tiny lizard skittered out of the cave and disappeared in the rocks. 
 
    “You already have—” the man said, pointing at Hare’s wrist. “Of course, yes, I’ll find it. Just give me time.” 
 
    “You’re running out of time, mayor.” Hare stared at him, his dark eyes growing. “Or should I entertain the idea of employing your challenger?” 
 
    “We have an arrangement. And I’ll make good on it, so there’s no need for that.” 
 
    Hare nodded. “You will be rewarded for your compliance. See to it.” 
 
    The mayor took a step forward. “Rewarded how? You’ve never said. I’m only looking out for my people, but, I mean, what else might I get?” 
 
    William Hare grinned and removed his hand from the vein of light, plunging the cave into darkness again. 
 
    The mayor turned and left, this time flicking on the flashlight as he hurried down the path. One slip, and he could end up in Hare’s machine. 
 
    Whatever it did. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    We walked down the short runway, leaving the jet behind. 
 
    Uncle Jerry had spoken with the one-man crew at the tiny airport just outside of Edinburgh and made arrangements to get it looked over and fueled up.  
 
    “You worried there’s something wrong with our ride?” I asked and noticed he was veering off a bit. “To your right, man. There you go. Keep straight.” 
 
    “I know where you are, Razzie.” 
 
    Uh, I hated that. Stupid name. “How’s that?” 
 
    He laughed. “Because out here in the middle of the Scottish lowlands, there’s this rusted bit of rebar floating above the tarmac. You take that from the bench?” 
 
    “Fell off when it got busted in two. I grabbed it, thought it might come in handy,” I said, twirling it in my hand. “Nearly there, just into the grass up ahead.” 
 
    The old pilot squinted. “How do you even know where he fell?”  
 
    “At night, you can see us easily,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t see shit out here.” 
 
    “For us, the darker it is, the better, really,” I said then saw motion out in the grass just before the runway’s tarmac. “I see him. Just keep going straight. Or wait here and we’ll walk back to you.” 
 
    “I ain’t waiting out here alone in the dark,” Uncle Jerry said. “This place looks haunted.” 
 
    Turning around as I walked, I watched a smile creep across the guy’s face. He seemed harmless enough, but I’d known plenty of people—even with my short span of memory—who appeared one thing and turned out to be something else entirely. 
 
    After another minute, we came upon Julius. 
 
    “I would say ‘ow’ for effect, but the only thing that really hurts is my pride, man,” Julius said, lying back in the grass. It would have looked kinda peaceful except the longer blades of green were poking through his ghostly body. 
 
    “Could happen to anyone,” I said and put my hand out to help him up. “The old guy said it might be a bumpy landing. Rain during the day, steam off the—” 
 
    “I heard ‘em say that. Fell out anyway.” 
 
    I held out the rebar and blinked. He grabbed the other end of it and lifted himself from the ground. Brushing off his tux, which didn’t need brushing, he said, “That’ll come in handy.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry stood about ten feet from us in the tall grass. “You guys good?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. “Where to?” 
 
    Our pilot rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, I thought I would leave that up to you fellas.” 
 
    Right. 
 
    The wavering beams of light crossing the sky burned much brighter now that we were closer to the source. Sure, this was why we were here, but if the machine was like others I’d seen, there would be spooks watching the place—either looking to keep people out or throw them in. 
 
    Our pilot had arranged for a car at the airport, but that wouldn’t do the two ghosts any good. And I had little interest in pulling Julius along with me, getting endless reels of my friend getting riled up when his typing teacher wore tight sweaters to class. 
 
    Nasty. 
 
    But as Uncle Jerry climbed into his ride, I saw Julius spinning the rebar like a one-handed drummer. “It’ll be like one of those relay races, ‘cept I won’t let go.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    We checked an enormous wall map at the airport’s office and, given the direction of the streams, it looked like the machine would be near an area called Wormiston, right on the coast. If not there, it’d have to be nearby. 
 
    I watched Uncle Jerry motor off and held the rebar behind me.  
 
    “Ready.” Pumping my legs to pick up speed, I assured him we’d only be going as fast as the car in front of us.  
 
    Something to our left, at a distance, sparked a few times like a flicked lighter that had run out of butane. But when I stared across the dark field to see what it was, I couldn’t.  
 
    Whatever had been there was gone. 
 
    As I expected, Julius had fallen off a few times before he finally got the hang of it. 
 
    “It’s a bit like water skiing,” he shouted over the noise of the car ahead of us. “Did it a few times back in the day with about as much success as I’m having now.” 
 
    “I always pegged you for a beach bunny,” I said. 
 
    “Well, a man’s gotta work on his tan.” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess I didn’t spend enough time at the beach.” 
 
    “Nah, your problem is you’re very white,” Julius said. “And you’re probably one of those Caucasian dudes who only have two colors—pale and pre-cancer.” 
 
    “I think my sunburn days are over.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    I turned around to face him, switching hands on the rebar, and skating backward. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He nodded ahead to the car. “Something our man said earlier,” Julius said. “You’ll have to ask him about it, but I think there’s a lot more to this story he hasn’t told us about yet.” 
 
    “No question about that.” I spun back around and glanced up at the sky.  
 
    As the minutes went by, the beams grew fatter and brighter.  
 
    The three towers of an impressive bridge disappeared far above us in the night sky; its long metal cables glittered in the lights of Uncle Jerry’s car like frozen rain. After the bridge, we took a road that hugged the lush coastline, but the Scots didn’t believe in interstates. Probably because, you know, they didn’t have states. 
 
    We turned and curved for what had to be an hour until, just ahead on the horizon, I could see our destination. More hilly than mountainous, it was the biggest of the crests in the area. 
 
    And from the top of it burst three fat tendrils of light.  
 
    One of Voodoo Cher’s machines was inside. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We stopped at a small diner just a few miles from Spooky Peak. I doubted it was called that, but it was the weird name Julius had come up with, so, for now, Spooky Peak it was.  
 
    Standing in the diner’s small gravel parking lot, I felt like I’d been in a spot just like this so many times before. The farther you get from home, the more things look the same. Well, I couldn’t be sure if the North Pole had greasy spoons, but if it did, I bet it had a single door nestled between gigantic windows and curtains that were never drawn closed. All under a worn-out roof that either needed a bucket of galvanized nails or a kitchen grease fire. 
 
    I’d seen little towns just like this in the southern U.S. that were made up of a diner and a gas station. Farming communities, good people. 
 
    “Y’all still with me?” Uncle Jerry said, trying to work the key chain fob, pointing it at the car and pressing. 
 
    I said, “What are you trying to do?” 
 
    “Lock it.” 
 
    “Out here?”  
 
    Staring up at the cafe’s sign, I noticed two of the three lights were out, but you could still read Hanley’s Cafe in a script probably written by someone who’d long since died. 
 
    “You got anything to steal in the car?” Julius said, who looked happy to be stationary for the moment.  
 
    Uncle Jerry pocketed the keyring, throwing caution to the Scottish wind. “Like to travel light. Got some stuff, but I was planning on picking up better stuff in town,” he said, hoisting a green duffel over his shoulder and grinning a bit too wide. “Maybe I’ll get one of them kilts. I hear they’re quite freeing.” 
 
    “I’m going to spend the next few minutes trying to gouge that image out of my mind,” I said.  
 
    As we walked, I cast a quick glance over at Julius and lifted an eyebrow. He gave me a small nod. 
 
    He’d seen it too. 
 
    Once inside, our pilot sat down at a booth as far from the door as he could get. 
 
    There were a handful of diners served by one waitress and a cook. Glossy menus were laid out on each table with pictures of food. If there was a Waffle House equivalent in Scotland, it would be this. Most likely minus the waffles. 
 
    Uncle Jerry slid toward the window and put his smartphone on the table. A woman in her fifties approached and made a face about the phone but said nothing about it. 
 
    “Ya know what you want?” she asked.  
 
    “It all looks good,” the pilot said, looking down at the menu. “Anything you recommend?” 
 
    “Well, I recommend you order in the next fifteen minutes,” she told him, putting a hand on her hip.  
 
    “Shoot, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you were closing up soon.” 
 
    “Ah, no,” she said and scratched a spot on her head with her pen. “Cook started drinking about an hour ago, and if ya wait too long, there’s no tellin’ how similar your food will look to what you ordered.” 
 
    “Right. How about you give me whatever you like,” he said and handed her the picture menu.  
 
    She stuffed it between the wall and the napkin dispenser. “Menus stay at the table, mate,” she said. “You’re American, are ya? You’ve got an accent.” 
 
    “Me? I don’t have an accent, but it’s weird everyone here seems to.”  
 
    Unbelievably, that got a smile out of her, and she wrote something down on her pad. “How about some shepherd’s pie, then? It’s already made up. Just have to send it for a ride in the microwave.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Uncle Jerry said and gave her a smile of his own. “Um, is it okay if I make a few calls at the table? I’ll try not to disturb no one.” 
 
    “No one’ll care in here,” she said. “They’ll just assume you’re talking to yourself and probably give ya your space.” 
 
    “Cheers.” 
 
    After she left, I said, “What does ‘tosser’ mean?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s what she wrote on her pad.” 
 
    “Probably ‘cafe speak’ for the pie,” Uncle Jerry said, stuffing one bud of a set of white earbuds into his ear. “Places like this got their own language.” 
 
    “Yeah, Gaelic,” I said. “Who are you meeting here?” 
 
    “Meeting?” 
 
    “You said you had to make some calls.” 
 
    “Nah, I just said that so when we were all talking, they’d think I was the one on the phone,” he said and gave a short yank on the white wire dangling from his head. “Probably need a different SIM card to make this work anyhow. Not that there’s anyone to call.” 
 
    “What? You flew us for hours across an ocean to just wing it? I thought you had help from, uh, the Old Man?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’ve been told ‘limited communication.’ There’s a lot going on that I don’t got time to get into, but for now, we’re on our own.” 
 
    “That ain’t exactly true,” Julius said. 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked up, scanning the restaurant. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You saw it too,” I said. 
 
    “Dunno what it was, but must be a few of them,” my friend said. “Saw the stain even in the light. They’re probably close.” 
 
    “Who?” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “Other spooks,” I said. “When we move around, there’s a faint trail, kinda like smoke from an ember, but it glows. Fades pretty fast, though.” 
 
    “Sometimes fast, sometimes slow,” Julius said and shrugged. “But might be worth a look.” 
 
    I turned to him. “You volunteering?” 
 
    “Sure, as long as you go with me. Spooky as shit out there, and I don’t make a habit of going down dark alleys in towns I don’t know.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry smirked. “You’re ghosts for Chrissake. Y’all are the dark alley’s worst nightmare.” 
 
    I told our new friend that the machine was close by, directing him to the peak just outside the windows. To us, it damn near looked like the scene out of Close Encounters with bright lights streaming out of it. To a livie, however, it was barely an outline against the night sky. 
 
    He told us he’d chat up the locals for some intel, but I couldn’t help noticing the waitress looking in our direction. She had the sort of expression one would get right before calling the police or pulling a twelve-gauge out from under the counter. 
 
    There was a ding, and she reached forward and mashed a button, and a tiny door flew open. She brought over the plate, and I stared at the food. It was a steaming bed of mashed potatoes on top of probably everything they had in the kitchen. Meat, greens, red stuff, orange stuff. It looked very unhealthy, and I would have given my left ghost nut for a single bite. 
 
    I told Julius it would be a good idea for both of us to go around to the rear of the cafe—him on one side, me on the other—in case whoever was back there tried to make a run for it. In his own particular way, he told me that, by his estimation, this was an unacceptable plan. 
 
    “Fuck that,” he said. “I ain’t doing that, and neither are you. We’re a stone’s throw away from one of them machines, and I don’t wanna get knocked about and become a battery for nobody.” 
 
    He was right, of course. 
 
    The machines had been out of our lives for a while now—weeks or months, it was hard to keep track—and I’d forgotten about how dangerous they really were. I’d been in one, briefly, and it was a living hell. I had no intention of going back. 
 
    We left Uncle Jerry behind, walking through the counter, and as we passed the cook’s station, the fat bastard shifted to the other side of the grill. Julius ended up going right through the guy. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Pretty?” 
 
    “Nastiest shit ever,” he said, shaking his head. “All that blood and goo and gray matter. How that combines into making people is some kinda miracle. But it’s a nasty miracle.” 
 
    He shuddered, and we passed into a small prep room-slash-storage area. Three walls had floor-to-ceiling wire racks with opened boxes, comically huge tins of vegetables, and the various devices the staff used to cut, slice, and smash it all together to make it look like food. 
 
    We stood facing the back wall.  
 
    A small window above a steel double sink was cracked open slightly. Too high to see anything but the night sky from our vantage point. 
 
    “You wanna give me a boost?” 
 
    “No, let’s just get this over with,” I said. “On three?” 
 
    “What?” he said and took a step back. “No ‘on three.’ Are you going all Jack Reacher on me? I ain’t bum rushing out there. Let’s give ‘er a peek.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    We both got within inches of the wall, each standing in one sink tub.  
 
    I looked over at him. “On three?” 
 
    “Will you stop it with the ‘on three’?” 
 
    I shrugged, grinning. “I dunno. It’s fun to say.” 
 
    “To be safe, just one of us should look. We could paper-scissors-rock it to make it fair.” 
 
    “Nah,” I said. “This is supposedly my job or quest or whatever. I’ll do it.” 
 
    He said, “No argument from me,” then jammed his head through before I had the chance.  
 
    Bent over slightly, I could see him only from the neck down.  
 
    Through the wall, I heard him say, “Three.” 
 
    I laughed until I heard an impact.  
 
    He dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Juli—” 
 
    A disembodied hand burst through the wall and yanked me hard. The moment I passed through, something crashed down on my head, and the lights went out. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry beamed as the waitress came over with a cup of coffee on a saucer. His smile dimmed slightly as he noticed her looking quickly at the other patrons. One group was a table of some chatty teens. They had four men who, to him, looked like commercial anglers.  
 
    They were all engrossed in their own conversations. 
 
    “Everything okay, ma’am?” 
 
    “You Americans drink coffee with everything, right?” she said and placed the cup next to his plate. She then pulled out her pad and pencil. Writing, she said, “You want any dessert?” 
 
    He pointed at his food with a fork. “It’s pie, right? I reckon that’s dinner and dessert on one plate.” 
 
    This time, she did not smile. She was looking at the front windows. When Uncle Jerry turned, there were no new cars in the parking lot. He realized she wasn’t staring into the lot. She was looking at the reflection. A quick glance at one group then one at the other. 
 
    He said, his voice uneven, “No, nothing more. Thank you. Ah, I mean, cheers.” 
 
    “‘Thank you’ works just as well,” she said and tore the page off the pad and placed it on the table. 
 
    He grabbed his fork but then noticed she hadn’t left yet. Uncle Jerry whispered, “Everything all right, ma’am?” 
 
    She started to speak but then simply worked her jaw as if the words were struggling to get out.  
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t talk to them,” she said, her face flushing. She was afraid. Afraid for him. “Don’t talk to them.” 
 
    He looked over at the group of fishermen. “I wasn’t talking to—” 
 
    “Not them,” she said, eyes darting around the room. “The ghosts.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t talk to them,” she said and finally turned. Over her shoulder, she whispered, “Ain’t nothing ever good come from it.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry watched her walk away, but she never looked back, instead striking up a conversation with the cook. Laughing like nothing had happened. 
 
    He looked down at the remainder of his shepherd’s pie. He was no longer hungry. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lying flat on the ground, I looked over at Julius, sprawled out next to me. He was swimming in my vision, and if I’d had a stomach, I would have probably emptied it right there. My senses were slowly coming back. I could make out voices hovering over us. 
 
    One of them must have noticed me stirring. 
 
    “This one’s comin’ ‘round. I think he needs another whack.” 
 
    “Leave it,” another voice said.  
 
    The first voice was . . . a male? The second definitely was, um, the other one. Lady male. Female. Yes, it was female. Shit, I am out of it. 
 
    It had been a long time since I’d been, well, whacked.  
 
    The woman above me said, “Get him on his feet.” 
 
    “No, no touch—” I started to say, but a man dressed in red reached for my arm, and the world fell away from me. 
 
    Whoosh— 
 
    Running through the woods is never safe. They could come at you from all sides, and you’d never see them coming. After the ambush, we’d broken ranks—bullets flying everywhere, a few of our men down, tree bark exploding—and all running like common infantrymen. 
 
    I wish I had my horse, but she’s back on the trail. 
 
    There, a grove! 
 
    I stop and drop to a knee, but I know given my dress, the bushes won’t be much cover. But I can’t run blindingly through the forest! This is their domain, their territory. 
 
    That’s what they want. They’ve pushed us into the forest. From an ambush to a trap. 
 
    So stupid! 
 
    They would pursue us, force us deeper. Hounds pushing us foxes to the hunters, no doubt. I only hoped to go back, find a way to the trail. Back to my horse and warn the other regiments. 
 
    I spin around, looking for my chance. To my left, I see a flash of red then gun smoke. One of my cohorts falls toward the earth, disappearing in the bush. I hear another shot explode behind me and then a ball of fire whizz past me. 
 
    Can’t stay here. 
 
    Run for it. 
 
    Why am I running? Am I a coward? No, I am an honorable man. Only such a man could have won the hand of my lovely Katherine. That is why I am running—I have to get back to her. Why am I out here? 
 
    Crouching, I’m making too much noise. Another shot flies past me, and I break into a full run.  
 
    I stopped. 
 
    In front of me stands a man in rags with a rifle pointed in my direction. 
 
    “Captain Wellington,” the man says in a sing-song voice. “Looks like you’ve gotten your coat all dirty, good sir.” 
 
    “Listen, Mr. Fraser—” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Mr. Fraser now.” He’s enjoying this. “Look how formal you’ve become, and all it took was to point a gun at your heart. If I would have known that—” 
 
    I know he wants me to put my hands up, despite how fruitless it will be. I don’t give him that pleasure. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    My thoughts go to Cassie, and . . . wait. Cassie? Katherine! How in the Devil did that name get in my head? 
 
    Fraser fires, and everything goes— 
 
    —Whoosh! 
 
    A pair of eyes came into view, too close, and I stumbled back. I got a look at the entire face, and the eyes belonged to a woman. She was holding something shiny. My vision went in and out—that had been a hell of a whack—and saw it was a metal band. Something tiny dangled off it. 
 
    “He’s gonna go over again. Hold him.” 
 
    “No, no, please don’t do that,” I said, lifting my arms up in the air. “No touchy.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll give ya touchy, mate,” the man beside me said and reached forward.  
 
    I shrank away from it, hitting something solid at my heel, and then I was back on my ass. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Julius said, his voice weak. “I was just gettin’ my head together too.” 
 
    “Stay down, both of ya, then,” the woman said, “or I’ll have the captain give you another. We understand each other?” 
 
    I looked at the man she motioned to. He looked somewhere in his thirties, while his outfit looked somewhere out of the fifties. As in 1750s. 
 
    “Captain?” I said, sitting up. “As in Captain Wellington?” 
 
    The woman glared at her comrade, holding the metal band like she might bash him next. “Aye, you know this man?” 
 
    He blanched. “No, I’ve never seen him in my life. Or death, to be precise.” 
 
    Another man stepped from the tall reeds behind the other two. This one was dressed more like the woman as if they’d just stepped out of a Renaissance fair afterparty.  
 
    She wore a burnt orange dress with calf-high boots. A series of crisscrossing straps wrapped her from heel to thigh. He had boots with no straps and was dressed in clothes that could be best described as dirt colored. Or just dirty. 
 
    The face was familiar, and when I looked back at Captain Wellington, I saw the starburst of gore on his chest. 
 
    “What’s yer report, then?” the woman said to the new guy. 
 
    “Just them two, it seems,” he said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “There’s a stranger in the diner, alone, and he’s got an accent like this lot.” 
 
    “I don’t have an accent,” Julius said. “But it’s weird. Everyone here seems to.” 
 
    They simply stared at him. 
 
    Julius sat up and shrugged. “Guess it’s in the delivery.” 
 
    “Right, then,” the woman said, raising the heavy metal band above my friend’s head. “I can tell when a man is lyin’ to me.” 
 
    “She can,” the new man said with a grin.  
 
    She shot him a glare. “If ya gimme any porkies, I’ll give you a thrashin’ and leave you to the will of the leanaban.” 
 
    Julius looked at me. “I understood two words of that. And both of them were you.” 
 
    I stood again, but the woman brandished her weapon in my direction. I decided sitting would be a good idea.  
 
    She turned away from us, and the two men joined her in a quiet conversation. Quiet enough that I couldn’t hear it. 
 
    Not easily done, mind you.  
 
    Ghost voices weren’t about volume, which probably explained why when Julius had been talking inside, they’d likely heard everything we’d said. 
 
    It was a neat trick. Maybe they could show us before they left us to the will of the . . .  
 
    “What is the leanaban?” I asked.  
 
    They ignored me and went on with their ghost confab. 
 
    Julius scootched closer to me, and I nodded toward the reeds. We might be able to make a run for it, but then something tickled my brain. According to Captain Wellington’s home movies, getting forced into the bush had been a trick of his enemy. 
 
    And the man who shot Wellington, weirdly enough, was standing just a few feet away from him now. 
 
    “Fraser, when you’re finished, my man,” I said, parting my arms in a wide, assholey gesture, “I gotta hear how you and Captain Wellington over there became besties. That’s gotta be a helluva—” 
 
    The sharp edge of the metal band rested just under my chin. The woman had moved so fast I didn’t even see her turn. Another whack or two, and I’d be down for days. Maybe weeks. But as she held it there, I noticed the piece I saw swinging earlier was at the end of a very thin metal chain. A tiny dolphin. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    The man in the dirt-colored clothes stood there, slack-jawed. 
 
    “How does he know my name?” 
 
    “Spies,” Captain Wellington said, his thumbs resting next to the pockets of his red suit coat. “Both of them.” 
 
    “I think you’ve got some storytellin’ to do, mate,” the woman said, her eyes blazing with rage. “Or, I swear, I’ll send ya to the Devil himself.” 
 
    Despite the metal band digging into my neck, I couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s funny you should say that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry tapped the black screen of his phone and fiddled with the earpiece. “Hey, you fellas around?” 
 
    Painter and Julius said they were going to check out something they’d seen outside, but that had been at least ten minutes ago now. Twice he’d stood up to go around back to see if they’d run into any trouble. Both times he sat back down and sucked down a bitter swallow of coffee. 
 
    Any trouble a couple of ghosts might encounter? 
 
    He’d be useless. A maelstrom of Old Testament chaos could be back there, a cat five hurricane of spectral horror, but in his world, it wouldn’t even make the windows foggy. 
 
    Might as well put the waiting to some use. 
 
    People sat at two tables inside the quiet diner. On his left: a group of kids, maybe high schoolers, looking for any reason not to go home, despite the hell they’d get for coming home at that hour. Or maybe because of it. On the right: three men dressed head to toe in the sort of clothes you didn’t bother washing more than once a week. Farmers or fishermen, he guessed. 
 
    As a rule, he didn’t trust many folks younger than him, but these days, most people were younger than he was, so it was a coin flip. 
 
    “Hiya, fellas,” he said, shuffling up to the three men and swishing his phone through the air. “Kinda hard to get a signal, and I’m supposed to meet some folks in town. You can’t tell me where I might find me a hotel or motel around these parts, can you?” 
 
    Two of the men looked at the third, a wiry man with short-cropped hair and a warm smile.  
 
    “Aoidh Smith,” he said then nodded to his friends. “That foul smell closest to ya is James, and the man with fewer teeth than a fifty-year-old comb is Saorise. And before ya say anythin’, aye, it’s a name you’d call a wee lass in pigtails.” 
 
    “Right,” Uncle Jerry said with a chuckle. “I was going to ask, sure.” 
 
    Henry picked his teeth with a thumbnail that, to Jerry, looked as big as a soup spoon. “It seems his parents were hoping for a better outcome than the one they got, but you know, these days, they still may get their wish. If’n our man is willing to make the transition, as they say.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be grand for you, wouldn’t it, mayor?” Saorise said, his voice lined with a slight whistle. “Ya run through all the lasses in town, so now you’re desperate.” 
 
    “Ain’t never been that desperate,” Smith said.  
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    The old pilot pointed at Smith. “You’re the mayor?” 
 
    “That’s what they call me.” The man shrugged, noncommittal.  
 
    “I’m Jerry, but everyone calls me Uncle Jerry.” He gave them his best smile.  
 
    He got only blank stares.  
 
    He’d have to up his banter game, it seemed. 
 
    “You’re from out of town, yeah?” Smith said, the leathery skin at the corners of his mouth peaking. “Here on a wee bit of business or passing through?” 
 
    “Bit of both, maybe,” the American said. “Just got in.” 
 
    “Well, most of those passing through take a night at the Langham hotel,” the mayor said. “The rooms are cold, but the food is warm. It’ll do ya.” 
 
    “And who are these friends ya meeting in town?” James said, his voice strikingly high for a man his size. “Maybe we point you in the right direction. Not a very big place, this.” 
 
    “Ah, you wouldn’t know them,” Uncle Jerry said, wishing he’d worked out a convincing story before walking over. Keeping it simple might be better. “Coming in from the north. We’re supposed to meet up here for the night and head east.” 
 
    “Just the night?” Smith said, sounding disappointed. “Lot of rich history in these parts. You should at least spend a day or two in our wee town.” 
 
    “And spend some of those American dollars too,” Saorise said, getting another chuckle from his friends. 
 
    Uncle Jerry grabbed a chair from a nearby table and sat, letting out a sigh. “At my age, I’ve seen a fair bit of history myself.” 
 
    Aoidh Smith waved the waitress over and lowered his voice, “Not like this town, mate. Sure all ‘round these parts you hear the stories of Lords and Ladies, of Red Coats and Jacobites. But here, we’ve got better ones.” 
 
    When the woman came to the table, Henry flashed her a smile. 
 
    “Can we get four cups of whatever the man pretending to be a proper cook is hiding under the counter, lass?” Henry nodded to Uncle Jerry. “A welcome for our new friend. Just in town for the night, he is.” 
 
    “Maybe longer,” Uncle Jerry said cheerfully. 
 
    “Aye,” the mayor said. “Maybe longer.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julius looked over at me, his eyes locked on the sharp metal under my chin. 
 
    “We’re not looking for any trouble.” 
 
    “Found it anyhow,” the woman said. “Talk while you can.” 
 
    I raised my hands in surrender and asked if I could stand. I never liked negotiating with anyone standing above me. Especially when they were armed. She gave me a nod and took a step back. 
 
    “Where’d you get the mason jar lid of death?” I said, trying to be light. 
 
    The woman frowned. “It’s a bracelet.” 
 
    “Right, right. We don’t come across a lot of, you know, folks bashing people with large jewelry.” I stared at the object. “That’s a queer thing. Is it real?” 
 
    “You want me to show you how real it is?” she said. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I mean, is it real as in, um, a livie thing? You don’t see many spooks accessorizing with real-world stuff.” I looked down at it, and sure enough, it was reflecting the moonlight. “Although I did once have a baseball bat in, um, both places at once. Called it my was-is bat.” 
 
    Wellington laughed. “Moronic. Molly, let’s just get rid of them already. They’re obviously working the Hare.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the man called Fraser said and took a step forward. “Never seen any other ghosts work with him other than the leanaban.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Julius said. “Leanaban?” 
 
    “You’re not very bright, are ye?” Molly said. “You see, the person with the bashy bracelet gets to ask the questions.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and grinned slightly. “Can I hold the bashy bracelet, then?” 
 
    That got a laugh out of Fraser, which earned him a fierce stare from the woman called Molly 
 
    “Who are ya,” she demanded, “and why are you poking around our patch?” 
 
    “We’re not, uh, patch pokers. Just . . .” I switched gears. “My friend’s name is Julius Wilner.” 
 
    “What’s with the fancy dress?” Captain Wellington said, his thumbs at his chest. 
 
    Julius gave him a look up and down. “I could ask you the same thing. From our country’s history, you ain’t so popular.” 
 
    Fraser laughed. “Well, at least that’s something we’ve got in common. Captain William Wellington of King George’s redcoats. How we got tangled up with filth like him, I still don’t know.” 
 
    “Especially because you shot him,” I said.  
 
    Their heads snapped toward me.  
 
    “That seems like something it would be hard to get past. You do couples counseling? Trust games?” I asked.  
 
    “And how is it you know that?” Molly held the was-is bracelet like she wanted to hit one of us again. “Some sort of Devil, are ya?” 
 
    “No,” Julius said, perfectly happy to be chilling on the ground like he was at the beach. “When Painter touches others, he can see their past. You wanna keep any secrets, it’s best to stay hands-off. Man knows more about me than I care to admit.” 
 
    I said, “Julius used to carry a bit of torn-out magazine with Bo Derek’s picture on it.” 
 
    “Really?” Julius frowned at me. “They’re gonna think I’m pervy now.” 
 
    I smiled. “Well, if the wingtip fits . . .” 
 
    “Painter?” the woman said, lowering the metal band slightly. “Painter Mann?” 
 
    I took a step back, trying to think of a clever response, but came up short. So I went with schoolyard tactics: “Maybe.”  
 
    Captain Wellington chuffed. “He’s not Painter Mann. Look at him. He’s just some moron in a hooded jumper.” 
 
    “Prove it then, if you’re who you say you are,” Molly closed the gap between her and me. 
 
    I smiled stupidly. “Well, I probably have ID in my wallet but, damn thing, haven’t been able to get it out for a while now.” 
 
    Fraser stepped forward, pushing past the woman. “Do you know a man named Watt Stuart?” 
 
    The name sent a tremor through the three strangers. 
 
    I shrugged. “Doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
    Fraser turned to the woman. “Watt’s been gone ages now. Said he was going to go look for some Painter Mann. But you know what I think.” He nodded back over his shoulder toward the mountain with the streams flooding from its peak. 
 
    “I never met him, but I might know where he is,” I said. I then told them about my encounter with a man named Cajun Deaux in New Orleans. A group of livies called Ghost Hunters—horrible name—said they’d crossed the Atlantic with a Scottish ghost. “I don’t know if they knew his name, but they said the guy had been looking for me.” 
 
    “He made it to America, then?” Fraser said. 
 
    I nodded, unsure if I should tell them what happened after that. But if I was going to earn their trust . . . “There’s a good chance he’s still there,” I said, speaking slowly to watch their reactions. “A man there, the Cajun, was creating these creatures called the chimera.” 
 
    “It’s Greek,” Captain Wellington said. “Two-headed abominations and total fantasy.” 
 
    “Right, except for the fantasy bit,” I said. “They’re real.” 
 
    “And you’re saying this Cajun turned him into one of those?” Fraser’s face twisted into a scowl.  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Fraser spat.  
 
    “It’s voodoo,” I said, regretting it.  
 
    They all looked at me like I was nuts.  
 
    “Why was he looking for me?” I asked.  
 
    Fraser started to speak, but then the woman waved him off. 
 
    She said, “He’d gotten caught up in Hare’s machine but broke out.” 
 
    “Broke out?” I said. “How?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t know, but he said when he was inside, he was, I don’t know, connected to others like us. Most of them were in America.” 
 
    Fraser said, “The tortured minds he encountered, hundreds of them, all of them in agony. But some spoke of a man fighting to free them.” He looked up to the dark above us. “It was a short time after that. The skies began to clear. Was that you?” 
 
    “I had a lot of help,” I said and felt a lump in my throat, thinking about a reporter friend named Brenda. And how brave Gary had been. She’d gone to the Next, but he was stuck in the All Time. “Good people.” 
 
    For the first time since we’d met them, the woman dropped the tough guy act. I got it. The world is a hard place, even after you are dead. A wise man once said, “The best defense is a good offense.” Might have been Sun Tzu. Or maybe NFL Hall of Famer John Madden. 
 
    “Are you here for that one?” the woman said and pointed at the glowing mountaintop. “William Hare’s machine?” 
 
    I nodded, trying to find my words again. Fortunately, Julius stood up and filled the gap. 
 
    “We both are,” he said. “So, sounds like we’re on the same side. If that one is like the others, we just gotta free those trapped inside, and it should collapse in on itself. Disappear.” 
 
    “Won’t be so easy,” Captain Wellington said. “William Hare has help.” 
 
    I said, “The Leanaban.” 
 
    He turned to me, slowly nodding. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Julius said. 
 
    “Children,” Fraser said. “Babies, really. Because they are barely older than that.” 
 
    “He has kids helping him?” I asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “These are not just kids. It’s said they are the spirits of children who William Hare himself murdered and put under his control. He and his devil woman have bewitched them, and now they collect wanderers to power their machine.” 
 
    Julius said, “Wanderers?” 
 
    They all looked at one another. 
 
    “Strangers who come to town,” she said. “There is some arrangement—”  
 
    “Strangers?” I said then spun back to look at the cafe. “We’ve got to get back in—” 
 
    The door flew open, and a woman, red-faced and tear-stained, burst into the black. She doubled over, heaving with sobs. We all stood and watched the livie for a moment. She lifted herself upright and drew in deep, ragged breaths. 
 
    I took a small step away. 
 
    Captain Wellington stepped forward as if to comfort her. He reached out but then pulled his hand back. “She can’t see us. Can’t hear us. Just let her get on with her grief, and she’ll be gone soon enough.” 
 
    Strangely, the woman stopped for a moment and scanned the darkness. She licked the tears off her lips and closed her eyes. “Hello?” she said. “Hello, is anyone there?” 
 
    Julius said, “Ma’am, are you okay?”  
 
    “Anyone?” 
 
    “Ma’am, do you need—”  
 
    “She can’t hear ya, Julius,” Fraser said and looked at the woman with sad eyes. “As far as she knows, she’s alone. Probably just needed somewhere to cry in peace.” 
 
    It was the waitress from the restaurant.  
 
    “Julius, we need to get inside,” I said, my throat going tight. 
 
    Molly took a step forward. “Why?” 
 
    The woman called out again then screamed in frustration. 
 
    “She ain’t right,” Julius said. 
 
    “If you can hear me, you need to help,” she said, her voice trembling. “They’ve taken him. I don’t know how much longer he has, but they’ve taken him.” 
 
    Fraser frowned. “Who is she talking about?” 
 
    Panic flooded through me, and I raced into the cafe. Behind me, I heard Julius answer his question. “Uncle Jerry.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone.” I felt something split my insides, raw and frayed.  
 
    We stood next to the table where he’d been sitting. A half-eaten plate of food—mashed potatoes, meat, and a rainbow of vegetables. His phone was gone. So was the green canvas bag that he’d tossed under the table when we arrived. 
 
    “The lady said they took him,” Julius said, sliding up next to me. “Musta taken his stuff too.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like a robbery.” I stared out into the dark parking lot.  
 
    “Nah, they don’t usually take the person they’re robbin’, right?” Julius said and sighed. “Whatya looking at?” 
 
    I slid through the booth then out the big bay window and into the gravel lot with my friend close behind. I didn’t know if I could actually feel the chilly night air or was just imagining it. “His car’s missing,” I said. “If he got taken, either they forced him to drive or someone else is driving it for him.” 
 
    “What do you mean if? The lady said—” 
 
    I spun toward him. “We don’t know her. I’m supposed to trust the words of a total stranger in a foreign country? She could be part of it.” 
 
    “We have nothing else to go on.” 
 
    For a moment, I closed my eyes, trying to recall when we’d arrived. With that picture in my head, I opened them again. “That shitty car on the side of the building, that was here when we arrived. So was the bicycle,” I said and walked over to it. “No chain to lock it up, so she must not be too worried about thieves.” 
 
    “Who’s she?” 
 
    “The waitress,” I said, pointing back at the restaurant. “The car will belong to the cook—customers don’t park next to Dumpsters. And the only other table in there belongs to those three teenagers, and I don’t think they all piled up on top of each other.” 
 
    Julius said, “Maybe one of them rode here on the bike and met their friends.” 
 
    “It’s got a basket with a flower on it,” I said. “Name me one teenager who would ride a bike with that hanging off the front.” 
 
    “Well, they’re Scottish. Maybe they’re not so hung up on stuff like that.” 
 
    Moving through the lot, I came upon the only other car there. Something called a Nissan Micra. Small, dirty, and dented. This was a teen’s car. They’d decorated the interior in that particular teen style—snack and fast-food bags. There were a few empty beer cans on the floor as well. 
 
    “Yellow cardigan in the back,” I said. “So the young woman in there rides in the back, and unless one of those guys is an Uber driver, the two dudes sat in the front.” 
 
    Julius looked at the cafe then back at the car. “That’s pretty good,” he said and let out a wheezy breath. “You’re getting better at this whole detective thing, man.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He sighed. “So, what’s missing besides Uncle Jerry’s car?” 
 
    I turned to a spot near the road with fresh tire tracks in the sand and rock. “There was a dark truck here. Like a dirty green,” I said. “Forrest green, maybe.” 
 
    “That’s what those three fellas were driving, then.” Julius stepped out to the road and looked up and down the dark highway, slowly shaking his head. “Not a headlight or taillight for miles, man,” he said. 
 
    “And there not might be for the rest of the night,” a voice said behind me.  
 
    When I turned, I saw the three local spooks. The woman had spoken, the two men hanging back, throwing glances at each other. 
 
    If I had Spidey sense, which I didn’t, I expect I would have been tingling like a mother. 
 
    “This is the main road through here, isn’t it?” I said. 
 
    “It is,” the woman said. “But few come through. I reckon your mate was the first fresh face to walk into the cafe for a week.” 
 
    Julius came up beside me. “Well, if that’s the way y’all treat strangers, I can see where you might have a local tourism problem.” 
 
    “Why would they have taken him?” 
 
    Molly shrugged. “Maybe they all went to the pub to celebrate his arrival. Who knows?” 
 
    “That’s not what the waitress inside said,” Julius said. “Her words were ‘they’ve taken him.’” 
 
    “So?” I said. “Where?” 
 
    The woman took a few steps toward town, hands on her hips, taking her time. She knew something, but I wasn’t getting it for free. She pointed at the mountain with its ribbons of light. 
 
    She looked at me. “Do you know how Hare’s machine works?” 
 
    “Is that really important right now?” I said, my hands starting to tingle. 
 
    “It is to me,” she said, turning toward me and nodding to her friends. “It is to us. So you’ve got questions, and we’ve got questions.” 
 
    That got a grumble out of Julius. “Our man might be in real danger,” he said. “And you wanna go all twenty questions on us?” 
 
    “Not twenty, no,” she said and smiled wickedly. “Just a few. So?” 
 
    Julius turned to me and slowly shook his head.  
 
    I didn’t like where this was going, but if we were going to find Uncle Jerry, I’d have to give them something. “Once they get enough spooks into that machine, it will be enough energy to let the dead walk the earth again.” 
 
    Captain Wellington stepped forward and said, “Alive?” 
 
    “No, not alive,” I said. “But it’ll give you grain without you having to, you know, will it. And not just a fingertip or anything like that. The whole shebang, which is the idea. The woman who created that wants to power an army of spooks, give them form again. To start her war.” 
 
    “A war with who?” the woman said. 
 
    Julius said, “Everyone. All of the living. Every last one.” 
 
    “That’s ludicrous,” Fraser said, laughing. “How can an army of ghosts fight the armies of entire countries? Continents?” 
 
    “It won’t matter if her army of the dead used swords and stones,” I said. “There’s not a living force in the world that can defeat an army that does not die.” 
 
    The woman looked toward her two companions again. “Who is the ‘her’ in that scenario?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Uh-uh. I answered your questions. You answer mine. Where would they have taken him?” 
 
    She shrugged. “How could we possibly know that?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I studied her face. “You have no idea?” 
 
    “I haven’t any idea to where they might take him.” She crossed her arms. “The village isn’t terribly large, but a small group of people can easily disappear within it all the same.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Do you know why they took him?” 
 
    Once again, she shrugged. “Maybe he was asking questions they weren’t keen on. The people here have a long history of not trusting outsiders. Might have hit a nerve.” 
 
    Anger rose in me, fueled by how nonchalant she’d been just saying it. “You’re talking in circles. Just tell me what you know, if anything.” 
 
    “We gotta go, man,” Julius said, walking in small, panicked circles. “Burning too much time.” 
 
    I put my hand up and said, “Okay, okay. What could he have possibly asked about that would have angered a bunch of local yokels?” 
 
    Fraser said, “Ah, that there’s another question.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the woman said. “And we already know how the machine gets its power. We’ve seen it. What I want to know is how it works. How does it bring the dead back to life?” 
 
    “It doesn’t bring them back to life!” My teeth clamped tight, and I could feel my jaw ache. Was she stalling? 
 
    “But it does give you form, as you say, a body again. The living see you, hear you—all of them—and you could grab a blade and slit a man’s throat,” she said and again put her hands on her hips. “If that’s as close as we ever get to being reborn, it’s more than enough.” 
 
    “Enough for what?” I asked. 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question!” she said, her voice growing louder. “How does that work? How does it make the dead real again?” 
 
    “I’m not the person who built it,” I said. “But I have seen one in action.” 
 
    “Painter, I don’t think this is a good idea,” Julius said, his voice lowered. “I don’t get the feeling we’re all on the same team here.” 
 
    “We are not,” the woman called Molly said. “But, as you say, one of your team is in a whole heap of trouble. And you’re in a strange town you can’t even pronounce correctly. So?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I said. “You need something from those who are trapped inside. It acts as a type of conduit.” 
 
    Fraser chuckled. “Not a word we’re familiar with.” 
 
    “It’s like a link,” I said. “When someone gets put into the machine, if you’ve got something that once belonged to them, that can be your link. The juice, the energy, will flow through not just from the person inside but the entire machine.” 
 
    Julius said, “Man, I don’t think—” 
 
    I waved him off. “That is how Voodoo Cher will power her army. They’ll each have a ring or a bit of necklace or even a lock of hair from when the person in the machine was alive. That will let the power flow through them.” 
 
    “And make them reborn,” the woman said, her voice soft. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Now, your turn. You need to tell me . . .” 
 
    The penny dropped. Images flashed across my mind of a cluster of gold, silver, black, and green. Of baubles and stones and— “A tiny silver dolphin,” I said. Then looked at the was-is bracelet around Fraser’s wrist. “You have some of their totems.”  
 
    He put his hand behind his back. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said and rolled my eyes. “It’s gone, so whew, I’ll forget all about it now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Julius said. “How did you get that bracelet?” 
 
    Wellington jumped in: “We took it from the monster in the mountain.” 
 
    “William Hare,” I said, slowly nodding. “Maybe we are on the same side.” 
 
    “But then what you say does not make sense,” the woman said. “If he is holding these totems, why does he not have this power to be reborn?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The machine’s not done being built. Once it’s at full power”—I pointed at the bracelet—“it will flow through that. But we can never allow that to happen, of course.” 
 
    Captain Wellington said, “Why not?” 
 
    “Did you not hear,” Julius said, brow furrowed, “the bit about the army of the dead killin’ every living person on the planet? Thought my man made that quite clear.” 
 
    “Forget all of this,” I said. “You don’t know where our friend is. You don’t know why they want him. You—” 
 
    “Oh, I never said I did not know why they want him,” she said. “That part is quite clear.” 
 
    “Then tell us!” I yelled. “What do they want with Uncle Jerry?” 
 
    “As you say,” the woman said, “the machine is not done being built.” She stared at me, letting her words sink in.  
 
    I turned toward the mountain of light, its tendrils snapping and whipping against the sky. “He’ll be there,” I said. “Or nearby.” 
 
    “Why?” Julius said, chewing his words. “He’s a goddamn livie. They can’t put him into any machine. It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    My mind was racing, trying to figure out what to do next. I knew I had to head toward the machine, but I’d been trapped in one before. I couldn’t help Uncle Jerry if I got trapped inside myself. 
 
    “Painter, this just doesn’t . . .” Julius said, but then his words died in his mouth. “They’re going to kill him. Oh, Lord help us.” 
 
    Fraser came up and put a hand on my friend’s shoulder. “Mate, He forgot about this place a long, long time ago,” he said. “You’re on your own.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Aoidh Smith was not the town’s mayor despite the honorary designation. 
 
    No election. No candidates. 
 
    Basically, when everyone looked through their lineage, no one in town could claim an earlier relation than Aoidh’s family. A campaign won without ever running. His father before him had been called the mayor and his father’s mother before. 
 
    The residents believed tradition spanned countless generations, but these were not lairds and ladies. No kings, queens, dukes, or duchesses. These were not the sort whose trials and triumphs ended up in history books. If they ever had, such books would remain on the shelf, the gathering dust never stirred by the hands of others. 
 
    Mayor Smith, a farmer before he had even been born, slammed the door to his green pickup and stared through the driver’s-side window. “You coming?” 
 
    The other two men looked at him, eyes cast down, suddenly very interested in the phones in their hands. He could see one of them was playing Candy Crush.  
 
    Not that he expected them to join him in the cave, or “the cathedral,” as his father had called it. But his father had the heart of a poet. The bits that had not been blackened by the pact, of course. 
 
    Aoidh walked around to the bed of his truck and lifted the dirty blue tarp. The old man lay so still, he looked dead. Not yet. If the cook’s brew had done its job, the man would be out for at least another hour. Maybe longer. 
 
    The mayor unlocked the toolbox in the truck bed and removed the flashlight. He slipped his work boots off, grabbed the rubber ones stuffed under the toolbox, and stepped into them. There was a path in the sand along the rocky hillside, but when the tide came in, all you could see was black water. 
 
    He’d walked that path since he was a young boy. 
 
    Aye, in more ways than one. 
 
    After a deep sigh, he trudged through the sand toward the black mouth of the cave. As mayor, he occasionally arbitrated disputes between landowners in town. Cattle urinating in streams, polluting the water on another farmer’s patch. One family selling their crops so cheap, it was driving prices down for everyone else. 
 
    The occasional young man looking to put a few notches in his belt, making a run at the town daughters. 
 
    However, if any of those outside Smith’s inner circle knew of the pact, they never spoke of it. This was his family’s burden to bear, and while few knew the details, it had kept the townspeople safe from Hare and his leanaban for generations now.  
 
    But it had come at a cost.  
 
    The latest payment now lay in the back of his truck under a blue tarp. 
 
    It took Smith just a few minutes to splash through the ankle-deep water, hugging close to the side of the rocky hill. There were two spots that were especially slippery, and while he’d managed to step past one, the other had stolen his footing, if only briefly. 
 
    “No need to double their payment today,” he said, chuckling to himself. 
 
    Once inside the cave, he shone his light deep inside, the beam swallowed by darkness. He then pointed it downward. The water washed in and out of the cave when the tide rose. This spot looked like any other, but he knew otherwise. During the day, when the waters receded, this spot looked like a pool of water no bigger than the tires on his truck.  
 
    But as his father had once told him, the crevice below could swallow a man whole and never spit him out. 
 
    “A man might pull himself out in high water,” his father had said when the young Aoidh had asked about it. “But I peered down there one morning, still needed my torch to see. It’s like the gullet of the Devil with black sand at the bottom, bones poking out of the top.” 
 
    “You’re lyin’,” Aoidh said. “To scare me away from the hole.” 
 
    “Ya fall in that water there, I won’t need to scare you. I reckon the spirits down there would pull you right down to Hell itself.” 
 
    He did not go near the hole in the water. Not ever. 
 
    “It’s Aoidh Smith, a-callin’,” he said, his voice dying before it could echo off the walls. “If you’re about.” 
 
    Shivers crawled up and down his body as he waited, counting in his head. At one hundred, he would turn around and leave. However, he never had to count that high.  
 
    In an empty spot in the middle of the cave floor, William Hare appeared before him. The dead man’s hand was outstretched, a thick beam of light pulsing between his fingers.  
 
    Outside the cave, the mayor couldn’t hear the ghostly voices of the dead. Some in town made such claims, but they were old and feeble and had a tendency to make up stories if for no other reason than to harbor some sort of relevance to those around them. 
 
    However, when he stood within the stone walls, as Hare wrapped his fingers around the unnatural light and passed from that world to this, Aoidh Smith did indeed hear their words. And it always filled him with dread.  
 
    “Mayor, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company?” Hare said, his voice coming from nowhere and everywhere at the same time.  
 
    “Payment,” he said, nodding once. 
 
    “Oh?” Hare said, kicking at the shallow water with the toe of his boot, grinning at the splash it made. “Another?” 
 
    “Once a fortnight, as arranged,” the mayor said, having no interest in drawing out the conversation. “Unless you’d rather I sent him on his way.” 
 
    The dead man stared at him. His eyes looked as though they were all pupil, no white at all. No color. Black as death. “No, this pleases me more than you know, mayor. This completes the eleventh line. We are so close now. You have done so well.” 
 
    “I thought you needed two more for that,” the mayor said. “Were the calculations wrong?” 
 
    “No, she is never wrong, sir. Twelve lines of twelve, so with this one and the one from last night, we are just—” 
 
    “Last night?” Aoidh stiffened. “That’s not the agreement, Hare. You are not allowed to collect, only to take what’s offered.” 
 
    Hare took just one step closer, his hand gripping tighter around the beam of light. “And what if I chose not to follow the arrangement? What would you do then?” William Hare said, his dark eyes growing. He blinked and chuckled to himself. “But no. Last night was not of my children’s doing. Not alone, anyway.” Hare regarded the man for a moment, a half smile lifting his face. “This offering was not known to you? The stranger from last night?” 
 
    The mayor balled his fists, pressing his lips together tightly. Goddamn Henry McCahill, the mayor thought. That bushy-faced bastard has no idea what he’s getting into! 
 
    “I see,” Hare said. “That’s no concern of mine, but it seems someone else is looking to take your place, yes? To be the living representative of the pact now that the End Times are nearly upon us?” 
 
    “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Do or don’t,” the dead man said. “It makes no matter to me. All that matters is the machine.” 
 
    Aoidh regretted ever telling McCahill about the machine, but he had needed the man’s particular skills. That part of the job completed, he had no use for him anymore. But it seemed Harry wanted more. If that massive hunk of meat stepped out of line again, the mayor may have yet another offering the following night. 
 
    “This new stranger will be in your world within the hour,” Smith said. “I expect you will want one of your leanaban nearby so that he doesn’t”—the man allowed himself a small smile of his own—“wander off. Again.” 
 
    “No,” Hare said, humbled. “Thank you for that.”  
 
    “Fine, then. The cemetery on the north side of town in about an hour.” 
 
    The dead man nodded, and Smith quickly turned to leave, but Hare wasn’t done with him yet. 
 
    “There is the other matter,” Hare said. “Have you found it yet?” 
 
    Aoidh turned back and crossed his arms. “I have asked around, discreetly, and no one has admitted to having it.” 
 
    “Then ask not discreetly,” Hare said, his mouth twisted in a sneer. “Who knows, one of your townsfolk may have simply discovered it, mistaking it for a charming bracelet? But I must have it back. Put the entire town in the square, strip them naked, and beat them bloody, if need be.” 
 
    “That might have been how ya did it back in your day, but we don’t do that sort of thing anymore. Far more civilized now.” 
 
    William Hare laughed darkly. “Civilized? Your modern world steals without witness. Lashes out and then hides the wound. In your civilized world, the cries of agony are swallowed by a yawning void of indifference. But your greatest sin is that you are gleefully blind to your own brutality. So who is the monster? The one that strikes or the one capable of stopping it but looks away?” 
 
    The mayor had no interest in being lectured to by a long-dead serial killer but bit his lip. “I’m not,” he spoke slowly, barely holding his anger in check, “beating people to find it.” 
 
    “The old ways were so much more effective,” Hare said, waving his hand in the air.  
 
    “Ah, is that how you ended up dead, then?”  
 
    Hare switched hands and took a step toward him. “It would not pay for you to be sold bold, mayor. It seems another is more than willing to take your place and help fulfill the pact.” 
 
    The livie began to walk away and said, “I’ll handle that. No need for you to worry. One hour. Northern plots.” 
 
    Hare watched the man leave, bitterness coursing through his temporarily solid body. “Mind the hole, mayor,” he called out, as the other man made a wide arc toward the mouth of the cave. “You can never be too careful.” 
 
    Once outside the cave and Aoidh knew he was out of sight, he held a fist to his chest and took a few breaths to calm his racing heart. He knew Hare was evil. The man had been when he’d been alive and was doubly so in death. 
 
    But the unelected mayor knew what it took to keep his town safe from this devil. 
 
    And right now, it was in the back of his truck.  
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I heard the man’s splashing footfalls and inched back from the cave’s entrance. Not that I had any concern he’d see me, but if William Hare had followed him, I’d be easily spotted, shining like a nightlight in a kid’s dark bedroom. 
 
    The man who Hare had called mayor stepped out, his flashlight beam zigzagging in front of him, side to side, as he made the perilous walk down to the beach. Uncle Jerry was draped with a tarp in the back of his truck. 
 
    Alive but, as I learned moments earlier, not for long. They were taking my new friend—old friend, I guess—to some cemetery north of town. Of course, I could get there first. I didn’t have to take roads.  
 
    The best idea would be to simply follow the truck, but I felt confident I could find the cemetery on my own. With all the bodies buried there, there should be enough stain in the area to give me something to lock onto. 
 
    What I needed now was a peek at Hare’s nearly completed machine. Maybe there was a way to pull a few more out and buy a bit of time. 
 
    Once the mayor passed, I ran up the winding stone path and peeked inside. I felt my stomach drop. 
 
    To livies, the cave would be like a hole in the world, totally dark. But I saw them. The poor souls lined up and thrummed, twitching as their energy fed the wicked machine. All ages. Men and women. All races. Hare did not discriminate. All he needed was their ghostly bodies and the juice he could steal. 
 
    “Twelve lines of twelve,” Hare had said. So it took one hundred and forty-four people to power the machines. And Uncle Jerry would complete the eleventh. I had to make sure that didn’t happen.  
 
    Outside, the trail that led to the cave continued up the hill, but spooks didn’t do great on steep inclines. It was hard enough as it was to walk around when you couldn’t get much purchase with your feet. Getting a bit of a stride going was the only way to get up a hill, and it would be hard to do that from here. 
 
    I’d have to skate if I were going to make it. Crossing in front of the cave’s mouth was not an option—Hare might see me. 
 
    I turned, stepped back as far as I could, my heel just at the lip of the cave, and started forward. But after just a few strides, a strange ball of light bent around the corner from above, smacked against my legs, and sent me sprawling onto my stomach. 
 
    “Hello,” a tiny voice said. 
 
    I flipped over onto my back and saw the ghostly apparition of a small child, no older than eight. 
 
    “Are you lost?” the girl said. She looked back to the cave, and her expression turned fierce. “How did you break away? You’re supposed to stay, not go. Stay, not go!” 
 
    “Jesus, kid, keep it down,” I said, getting back up to my knees. 
 
    “You need to go back,” she said and reached for me. 
 
    “No, don’t—” I said, shirking away and losing my grip. I rolled lengthwise down the path, the sea and stars spinning around me. I threw my arms out and stopped at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    Above me were two faces. That of the little girl and a man, dressed for the wrong century. When he got a look at my face, he scowled. 
 
    “She told me you’d be here,” William Hare said. “How did you cross the ocean? Do you know how many souls tried and are now out there, lost in the blue?” 
 
    “No, but why don’t I go count, so we both know?” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll count them twice, to be sure. Be right back.” 
 
    The young ghost, hiding behind Hare’s pant leg, peeked around and pointed a tiny finger at me. “Is he going to be a part of the family now, father?” 
 
    Hare pushed the girl back roughly, and she landed on her behind. I looked at her and saw the hurt on her face. But the way she looked at this horrible man, instead of derision, there was, unbelievably, something else there.  
 
    Love. Or some twisted version of it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “Don’t speak to her!” Hare said. 
 
    The girl looked at me, her lower lip trembling.  
 
    “Go!” Hare shouted at her. “The northern plots. From the cat rock, straight north. We have another who is about to arrive. Bring him here.” 
 
    The girl climbed to her feet and ran down the path. I watched her glowing form cross the road, the faint trail of stain behind her. 
 
    The girl was gone now, and Hare stared at me and laughed, nearly buckling over in hysterics.  
 
    “You are the threat to her grand plan? You?” he said between howls. “All I have to do is touch you, just a finger, and you will seize up like a pill bug. Pathetic.” 
 
    I got to my feet, but there was nowhere to run. Hare was below me, blocking my path, and going around him meant a tumble down the rocky slope toward the sea. 
 
    “If you touch me,” I said, gritting my teeth. “All of your secrets become mine.” 
 
    “She said as much.” 
 
    “Why are you helping her? Do you know what she plans to do?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said and briefly turned to watch the girl disappear into the reeds. “I have an obligation, Painter Mann. Nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “I’m not going into your machine,” I said. “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “No, no,” he said and sighed. “I’ve got something far worse for you.” 
 
    I said, “What the hell is—”  
 
    In a quick move, he put a boot to my chest—I saw just a quick flash of a woman’s hands clutching at my own from beneath a pillow, struggling to breathe—then the stars returned, and I was tumbling end over end across the rocks. 
 
    Flat on my back, I slid across the ground, gliding like I was on ice, and only came to a stop when I willed some juice into my fingertips, clawing at the earth. 
 
    But when I stopped, I wasn’t lying on earth. 
 
    I was on the ocean, several hundred feet from the beach. 
 
    Hare shouted, “You will now have a front-row seat, Painter Mann! To watch the end of the world!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julius stared at the quiet farmhouse and groaned. Again. With a sigh, he turned to look at the peak in the distance, with its streams of light going who knew where. He needed to be with his friend, not these weird, funny-talking spooks staring into some old man’s home. 
 
    Painter said he’d be back and then shot off like a rocket, doing his skating thing, racing toward the man in the mountain hoping to save Uncle Jerry.  
 
    It’s not any mountain either. Just a big damn hill by the sea.  
 
    He’d felt helpless, watching his friend race out to face one of the most powerful beings on the planet. But without the rebar they’d left in the rental, there was no way for Painter to bring him along. 
 
    So he’d tagged along with these three, who seemed far more interested in some livie than the looming End of the World thing. 
 
    “We gotta go help Paint!” 
 
    The woman looked back over her shoulder. “He’s on his own path,” Molly said. “We have other concerns.”  
 
    Fraser was up on point, scanning the area for, of all things, children. Spooky spook kids singing some song and leading dead men and women to the machine. Captain Wellington was behind them, doing the same. 
 
    Julius frowned. “How are y’all so afraid of kids?” 
 
    “They’re not just children, Julius,” Fraser said. “They are under the spell of William Hare and carry out his wishes.” 
 
    “Some brat comes up and tries to nab me, and I’ll put ‘em over my knee and give ‘em a whoopin’.” 
 
    That got a laugh from the woman. “One leanaban, maybe. Maybe not.” She frowned. “But there are eight of them, and they’ll come at you from all angles, swiping and slapping until you’re so far drained you can’t lift a finger.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Julius said, laughing. 
 
    Captain Wellington scoffed. “We’ve seen it happen. One of our own was—” 
 
    “Enough chattering,” Molly said as Fraser returned.  
 
    He gave her just a nod.  
 
    “He’s here,” Molly added. 
 
    “Wait,” Julius said, scanning the home. “Is this where they took our friend?” 
 
    The woman and Fraser were chatting low, pointing at the house. Julius tried to listen in but only got bits and pieces—and the stuff he could hear was not English. 
 
    Wellington came up next to Julius. “Your friend is brave. I’ll give him that. But he is fighting his demons, and we are fighting ours.” The redcoat nodded to the home. Only one room was lit at this time of night.  
 
    “What’s that? Y’all belong to some local Peepin’ Tom chapter?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is,” Wellington said then called to his companions. “He is there?” 
 
    Fraser walked over while the woman kept a watch on the house. “The wife is in the kitchen,” he said. “His motor vehicle is in the drive, so he may be in bed already.” 
 
    Julius threw his hands up. “What has any of this got to do—?” 
 
    “Hare is close to completing his machine,” Fraser said, holding up his hand. The was-is bracelet shone in the moonlight. “It’s nearly time.” 
 
    Fraser left to rejoin Molly. Julius watched for a moment as he gently put a hand on her shoulder. Without looking, she clasped it with her own and then let her arm drop once more.  
 
    “Nearly time for what?” Julius said, turning to the captain. He caught the man staring at his two companions for a moment then turning away. He sighed and lifted his hands to his lapels as if he were hooking his thumbs there.  
 
    “Long ago, the three of us were killed by the same man. Ailbert McFee.” 
 
    Julius looked at the house then back at Wellington. “But Paint said you killed Fraser.” 
 
    A shake of the head. “On orders from McFee. He was playing both sides,” he said. “Quite clever when you think about it. Eventually, his family became one of the biggest landowners in this region. For a time.” 
 
    “Not anymore?” 
 
    “An empire built on treachery and lies is always bound to fall.” Wellington looked like he wanted to spit.  
 
    Julius could tell this was a man who held himself about such base desires. As a former teacher, he’d been a lover of history and always had a soft spot for the English. However, he never understood their two greatest loves—the emotional repression and tea. Probably how they lost their empire. All that tea makes it too jittery to hold a rifle, he thought to himself.  
 
    “All that’s left of the McFees,” Wellington continued, “is that house and the land it sits on. And the man who lives in that house.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    The Captain pointed at the dark windows of the bedroom. “He is the last of their bloodline,” Wellington said and didn’t need to explain further. 
 
    “You’re going to kill the man?” Julius said, his eyes slits. “Hate to break it to you, but you could slug on the man all day, and you wouldn’t even muss his hair.” 
 
    Molly had been listening in. “That’s true now, aye,” she said. “But when the machine is complete, that bracelet will give anyone holding its form again. A body that can hold an ax or swing a sword.” She turned toward Julius. “And then our task will be done.” 
 
    Julius looked between all of them. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “That machine will also give form to an army of the dead that’s gonna kill everybody! And you want it turned on?” 
 
    Fraser laughed. “The living forgot about us long, long ago. For centuries, we’ve watched them build and destroy, live and die. They stripped the tartans from their walls and replaced them with flatscreen TVs. They expect nothing from us, and we’re happy to oblige.”  
 
    “But we will help you destroy the machine,” Molly said. “After the McFee line is broken.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Julius said. “Y’all are ye olde-timey spook crazy.” 
 
    Wellington's head snapped to the left, and just above the tree line, a dust cloud was approaching. Then headlights of a vehicle emerged from the forest. 
 
    “Wait.” The woman took a few steps toward the road. “Is that him?” 
 
    They stared for a moment, watching the truck pass, not slowing for the gravel driveway of the house in front of them. 
 
    “That motor vehicle belongs to the mayor,” Fraser said, nearly spitting the last word. “Doing his dirty work for Hare.” 
 
    Molly put her hands on her hips. “Not our concern.” 
 
    Julius took a step toward the road. When the vehicle passed under the lone streetlamp at the end of the driveway, he pointed. “Wait, that’s the green truck Paint was talking about, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What of it?” Fraser said. “One more soul for the machine brings us one step closer to the justice we deserve.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Julius said. He kicked away and started running after the truck. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Great. Just peachy.” I stood on the ocean, trapped. Twice I’d tried to pick up enough speed to skate and only fell on my ass. Not even a splash. 
 
     I remembered I had sorta left this asshole in Chicago to the same fate, but he’d deserved it. That said, after just a few minutes of trying to run in any direction, all directions, without budging an inch, I resolved to going back and bringing him to shore. 
 
    If I could get back. 
 
    Would I spend years out here? The shoreline right there in front of me but no way to get to it? It could have been a million miles away, and it would have made a difference. 
 
    Twice I tried to put a bit of juice into my hand and move forward, but all that did was weakly splash the water and make my head spin. 
 
    I was stuck. A front-row seat for the end of the world. “Well, this sucks.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julius ran as fast as he could after the truck, and just when it looked like it would be out of his reach, the taillights burned bright red. It had passed one home blazing with lights, turning in to a group of trees.  
 
    When Julius turned to look at the brightly lit home, he saw an old woman passed out asleep in front of the TV. “Ol’ girl’s electric bill probably be enough to stop your heart.” 
 
    Just beyond the home, where the truck had turned, was a dirt road. 
 
    When Julius arrived, a man was walking through the headlights back toward the truck after opening the gate. He got in and rolled the vehicle forward, deep into the fenced-off area. 
 
    A stone-carved sign next to the gate said it was a cemetery. 
 
    Julius stopped, looking warily at the tombstones closest to the gate. Many were draped with moss, stained by dirt and rain. There were flowers laid at the graves in various states of decay. 
 
    “Okay, now,” he muttered to himself. “This here should be a bit of home turf for folks like me. But it don’t mean I do not have a crazy case of the willies right now.” 
 
    The truck’s blood-red taillights turned bright again, and he heard the engine turn off. The headlights remained on. 
 
    Creeping closer, he chastised himself. “These assholes can’t see or hear me,” he said. “I could play the trombone right now, and they’d never know it. Get a grip, Julius!” He trotted up to the side of the truck. 
 
    Two of the men picked up shovels, while another released the latch on the truck’s bed, laying the flap down. Julius felt an icy wind shiver through him when he saw their faces. They were the men from the restaurant. 
 
    “Come here and help me with this, will ya?” one man said. “He’s a lanky bastard. Gonna take two of us.” 
 
    Julius knew who the “he” was but couldn’t bring himself to look. Not yet. Instead, he walked over to the grave lit by the headlights, cordoned off with some short wooden stakes and an orange band around it. 
 
    A mound of dirt as tall as he was sat on one side of the grave.  
 
    As one man walked back toward the truck, the other lifted the loop of the orange band on one stake and tossed it aside. Julius peered down into the hole, but it was too dark to see. Then it suddenly lit up as the man who’d moved the barrier shined a flashlight down inside. 
 
    “How many more can we put in here?” 
 
    “At least two,” one of the men by the truck called over, grunting. “Hare talks a lot of shit, but from what I understood of it, he only needs about ten more. At some point, we’ll have to dig another hole.” 
 
    The man with the flashlight said, “Don’t know if there’s anywhere left to dig, mate.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that right now,” the other said, carrying the heavy blue tarp on one end, the third man gripping the other side. 
 
    They laid the tarp next to the grave. One man pulled the flap, and Julius’s heart somersaulted. Uncle Jerry lay motionless, like he was sleeping.  
 
    “Wake up, man!” he shouted. “Wake up! Come on now!” 
 
    Pushing the unconscious pilot to one side of the tarp, two of the men then rolled him up like he was the stuffing inside of a burrito. They fastened one end with silver tape then the other.  
 
    Julius felt tears rise in his eyes as he tried to slap the man awake, his hand passing right through to the ground. “Uncle Jerry, wake up! Get up, man!” 
 
    But he would not wake. Whatever they had given the man had done the job—he was out cold. 
 
    “He looks dead already.”  
 
    Another man said, “He will be soon enough.” 
 
    There was the banging of wood on wood, and all three men jumped. When they turned, they saw a woman at the lit-up house standing at her screen door, holding a rifle. 
 
    “What is all the racket?” 
 
    The two men positioned behind Uncle Jerry looked up to the third, wide-eyed. Aoidh just casually waved and smiled. 
 
    “It’s only us, Taban,” the standing man said. “Aoidh and the boys. We’ll be out of your hair soon enough.” 
 
    “Mayor, I would appreciate it if you’d keep the shouting down,” the woman with the rifle yelled back. “I’m trying to watch mah shows in here.” 
 
    The man called “mayor” chuckled and looked at his companions. “Were you shouting?” A shake of the head, hint of a grin. “How about you, Jimmy?” Another shake. “Not to worry, Taban. We’ll keep it down and be gone before you know it.” 
 
    With that, the door slammed once again, the porch light still blazing. 
 
    Julius nearly yelped when he heard the body in the blue tarp thud into the grave below. Then the men started shoveling dirt on top of the unconscious man. He was watching his new friend being buried alive, and there was nothing he could do. 
 
    “Stop! For the love of Jesus, stop!” he shouted, his hands rolled into fists, but the men kept shoveling. A slight creak prompted him to turn his head. 
 
    Once again, the old woman was standing in the entryway, but this time he did not say a word. Just stared. Then, like before, she retreated into the home. Julius turned back at the clanking of the shovels being tossed together. 
 
    “That should be enough,” the mayor said. “He’s covered, and the trap will take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Fine, good,” another man said, wiping dirt across his brow. “Place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    The three men started walking back toward the truck.  
 
    Julius went down on his knees and peered into the hole, careful not to fall in. If he did, there would be no way for him to get back out again. “Come on, man,” he pleaded, his eyes stinging. “You gotta wake up or you’re not ever gonna wake up again.” 
 
    The headlight began to withdraw.  
 
    Julius turned toward the truck. “You fucking murderers!” 
 
    In the home's window, he saw the curtains fall back into place. The old woman was watching. The old who’d complained about the shouting. But the only one who’d been shouting was . . . 
 
    Julius stood up, ramrod straight. “She can hear me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    If I kept at it, I was going to be too weak to move. 
 
    All the energy I was using to give my hands a bit of grain was draining. Sure, I’d get a tiny splash out of it but not enough to move. For now, I was stuck about a hundred yards offshore. 
 
    A buzzy fog filled my head. I was using too much juice with nothing to show for it. The problem, of course, was the physics of it. I was on the water, so, for a spook like me, it was like standing on an air hockey board on a thin cushion of air. 
 
    Despite that analogy, my skating did nothing. 
 
    I’d crossed water before, no problem. But it was more about keeping the momentum going. Trying to get moving from a standing start was fruitless. 
 
    It took a moment to come up with an idea of how to get moving, so I scanned the dark water around me. “If I can just find . . .” 
 
    Headlights appeared just off the shoreline, and I saw a man get out of a truck, but it wasn’t the mayor’s. This one had a shell over the bed. The livie began walking toward the cave. Even from here, I could see that he was huge. Arms like telephone poles. A giant of a man with hands that looked like they could crush any rocks he thought might be looking at him funny. Hell, even his black bushy beard looked like it had muscles.  
 
    “Who’s this guy?” 
 
    I watched him go up the rocky path and then get swallowed by the mountain. A moment later, the light of the cave shone brighter, and from my vantage point, I could see the man’s silhouette against it. Just standing there. 
 
    Whoever he was, he knew about the machine. Which meant he knew about William Hare. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mr. McCahill,” Hare said, his hand gripping the pulsing beam of light. “I suppose it’s you I should thank for last night’s offering?” 
 
    “Aye,” Henry McCahill said. “My way of proving to you I can get the job done for ya. And not in dribs and drabs like Mayor Aoidh. I reckon he’s stringing you along.” 
 
    Hare nodded slowly, his black eyes locked on McCahill. “It has gotten more complicated. There is a troublemaker in town,” Hare said. “I’ve dealt with him for now, but he won’t be here alone.” 
 
    “Then let me help you finish your machine,” McCahill said. “I’ve already shown you I’m willing. That man—” 
 
    “That man, your offering, may still be bashing up against the rocks just down the beach,” Hare said. “Too close. For as slow going as it has been with the mayor, there is a system in place. One that helps prevent too many prying eyes from looking in our direction.” 
 
    McCahill looked outside then down at his rubber boots, which were protecting his feet from the tide washing in and out of the cave. “I’ll take care of that before morning.” 
 
    The mayor had already promised to handle it, but he didn’t care which man did the job. Hare nodded once. 
 
    “But I want to take over the arrangement,” McCahill said. “As you say, there is some threat in town, so if you want your machine completed, you’ll have to act quickly. I’m willing to do that.” 
 
    Hare regarded the man for a moment. “Why should I put my faith in you? The mayor has kept his side of the bargain for ages. Even when it changed a year ago to allow me to create this beautiful machine.” 
 
    “All those rings and necklaces and watches you’ve given him—who do you think crafted them into what you need?” McCahill said. 
 
    “I suppose that’s you.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ve been a silent partner in this,” McCahill said. “And I don’t want to be silent no more. I’m the one at risk if anyone ever comes sniffing around my shop. Each one of those pieces is tied to a missing person. I’d be done for their murders.” 
 
    “You’re telling me what you need. Why should that matter to me?” 
 
    McCahill stepped back and tried to get a look at the machine, but even in the brilliant light radiating through Hare’s fingers, he could only see what looked like large stones, rhythmically bobbing with the pulsing energy. No, not stones, he thought. Christ, those are heads!  
 
    All lined up in a tight circle, they spanned out in a manner that looked familiar. 
 
    “They’re set out like a clock, then?” McCahill said. 
 
    Hare looked in the direction the livie indicated, and his frown deepened. “Henry McCahill, this is not a concern of—” 
 
    “Tell me how it works.” 
 
    “Ha, no,” Hare said. “The construction of the machines is a well-kept secret. She’s only imparted it to three others, and that is all that will be needed.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “Again, not your concern.” 
 
    “What may be,” McCahill said, eyeballing the bobbing heads, “is that if this is some sort of clockwork, you are missing a line of dead at the twelve o’clock spot. You’ve got a ways to go then.” 
 
    Hare sighed then nodded slowly. It was going too slow, and if Painter Mann had brought others, he was running out of time. Maybe this Henry McCahill could be the answer. 
 
    He motioned to the ghosts in the machine. “Twelve lines of twelve, yes. I suppose it’s not telling you too much,” Hare said and nodded to the north. “Tonight’s offering will allow me to start the final line.” 
 
    “Twelve more to go, then?” McCahill said and got only a shoulder shrug for an answer. “Aoidh has failed you in the past. A few times—he’s told me as much.” 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    “What’s to say he won’t fail you again?” McCahill said. “Push your timetable back further. Even now on his timetable, it would take, maybe, six months to complete.” 
 
    Hare shrugged. “Another failure would be unfortunate, yes. I am so close now.” 
 
    McCahill took a step closer. “What would you say if I could help you finish your machine by Saturday?” 
 
    Hare considered this. “The mayor has earned his place, and he does it without getting noticed. There are plenty in my realm who would like to see this machine destroyed, so keeping a low profile is imperative. He’s made some mistakes in the past, sure, but I am willing to give him another chance.” 
 
    This brought a smile to McCahill’s face. “And if he fails you again, he loses another one of your, um, offerings?” 
 
    Hare thought for a moment and looked out toward the sea. In the distance, he could see Painter Mann. Stuck for now. For now. 
 
    “Yes, if he fails me again,” Hare said slowly, “you’ll have your shot. It is important the machine be completed as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Aye, agreed,” McCahill said. “I’ll be back tomorrow, then.” 
 
    “If Aoidh fails.” 
 
    “Aye, if he fails,” McCahill said, and the ghost before him moved his hand, plunging him into darkness. As he slowly exited the cave, McCahill was smiling. He had work to do. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Taban sat in her favorite chair, flipping through the channels, staring intently at the screen. 
 
    Not that she was interested in anything on offer. There was the usual garbage this time of night. Reruns of old programs, movies she’d seen before, some many times. The occasional infomercial for a device that could triple your haul when fishing or another device to help you lose weight. Maybe you needed them for all that extra fish you’d be eating by using the former. 
 
    Mostly, she was just trying to ignore one of them. 
 
    “I know you can hear me, man,” Julius said, his words fierce. “There’s a man outside who’s gonna die if you don’t do something!” 
 
    The old woman in the chair hit the volume button, but it was already at max. The cabinet that held the television was vibrating. 
 
    “Come on, don’t just sit there!” Then Julius remembered the man outside had used her name. “Taban, we need you. Nobody else can—” 
 
    “Shut it, voices!” She grabbed a pill bottle from the rickety end table by her chair and popped one in her mouth. She swallowed it dry, making a face. “Get out of my head!” 
 
    “I’m not in your head,” Julius said. “I’m standing in your messy living room. And there’s a good man outside who will die if you don’t get up off your ass and help.” 
 
    Taban gripped the armrests of her chair. “My only job is to keep the gravesites mowed and pick up the beer cans the teens leave behind,” Taban said. “My mister will be getting home from his shift any minute. And if he catches me talking to the voices in my head again, I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    Julius had crossed from the back of the house into the living room. Dishes were piled up in the sink. The breakfast table was decorated with six different cereal boxes. And one chair. 
 
    The living room looked like the sort of place you saw on the news when they discovered someone had been held hostage there for a few years. Clothes where the carpet should be. Balled-up paper bags, half-eaten plates of food. 
 
    A garden of photographs blanketed the fireplace mantel. Some were black and white. The color in the newer ones had faded. Standing and looking at the pictures, Julius could see a younger version of the person who now sat in front of the blaring television. A young woman gripped around the tiny waist of her wedding dress; the groom in a crisp white suit beaming at his new bride. 
 
    At the end of the mantelpiece, he saw an urn. A small brass plaque read Edwin McCahill. 
 
    “Taban,” Julius said, his voice calm despite the panic tearing at his chest. “I was sent here by Edwin. He told me to come because he’s worried, see?” 
 
    The woman in the chair stiffened, saying nothing. She clicked the television off. 
 
    “Right, right,” Julius said. “He wants you to help us.” 
 
    The woman twisted around in her chair, fingers white-knuckled, face growing red. “Then why didn’t he tell me about that? I was talking to him only an hour ago.”  
 
    Maybe he isn’t dead, Julius thought. He looked at the urn. Definitely dead but maybe not in the same place he was. Was there another ghost realm and not just the InBetween? Julius licked his ghost lips. “Edwin was outside, and he was fretting about what those boys did to the man they put down in the hole. He got so angry, that he, you know, just bolted. He said if another somebody died out there, he didn’t want to be around here no more.” 
 
    That got the woman to her feet. 
 
    “What?” he said, looking around the room. “He said that to ya?” 
 
    Julius closed his eyes, nodding his head. “Yeah, man, said he couldn’t bear it. Took off like a rocket.” 
 
    The woman’s face softened, and tears began to fall. “Did he say,” she said, her voice cracking, “if he was coming home?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve got to help the man in the hole,” Julius said, his words coming quickly. “He’ll come back if we help the man in the hole.” 
 
    The woman grabbed her cardigan and slipped it on then froze. “How do I know you’re not just some voice in my head? Doc said I have voices in my head.” 
 
    Julius slid up next to the woman. He didn’t know how to will energy into parts of his body to make them take a bit of form as Painter could. If he could, he’d flick the woman’s ear or something to prove he was there. 
 
    He tried another tack. “The voices in your head couldn’t recite the complete works of James Joyce, end to end, over and over, until you die.” 
 
    The woman swallowed. She said, “You wouldn’t.” 
 
     Julius leaned in and whispered, “I was a Flower of the mountain yes when I put the rose in my hair like the Andalusian girls used, or shall I wear a red—” 
 
    The wooden screen door banged against the house as the woman disappeared in the dark, running to the grave site. The ghost standing alone in the tiny house’s living room put a hand to his chest and shook his head. 
 
    Julius grinned. “And they say a classic education ain’t worth a damn these days.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Julius went outside, the old woman of the house was standing next to the open grave, staring downward. Frozen. 
 
    “Taban, there’s no time to waste,” Julius shouted as he sped toward her. But when he came up beside her, he saw what the old woman was looking at. 
 
    “Looks like he crawled out,” Taban said, pointing at the old man lying next to the hole. “He’s a feisty one, your friend.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry was lying on his back, out cold. But alive.  
 
    Julius couldn’t believe his eyes but then noticed something strange. “His wrists are bound,” he said. “How the hell did he climb outta the hole with his hands tied together?”  
 
    “I don’t have any—” the other said but was silenced by the sound of crunching gravel that rolled across the graveyard. She snapped her head toward the road and, through the thicket of trees, saw the glow of taillights.  
 
    A moment later, they were gone.  
 
    She stared down at the man on the ground. “Do you have any other mates in town?” 
 
    “Mates? Friends? No,” Julius said. “Well, none that are alive, I suppose.” 
 
    Taban nuzzled the toe of her boot into Uncle Jerry’s side but got no response. She then looked back toward the road where gravel dust floated in the moonlight. 
 
    The old woman said, “Looks like someone else pulled him out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry came awake, choking. He felt like he’d emerged from a black, oily sea, then, a moment later, he drifted off again. 
 
    Splash! 
 
    Again, he awoke, more lucid this time, and opened his eyes. Everything was blurry as water and dirt dripped from his gray hair and drizzled across his face. He wiped it away, but that only pressed more dirt into his eyes. 
 
    Splash! 
 
    “Hell’s bells, will ya stop that?” he said. “I’m gonna drown sitting up!” 
 
    “Well, look at you! You’re not dead, are ya?” The voice was Scottish. Female. Old.  
 
    It had asked a question, but at the moment, he didn’t think he could accurately make an assessment to give a truthful answer. When he tried to stand, he nearly toppled forward but then felt a firm hand on his shoulder, easing him back onto the hard wooden deck. “Why in the blazes do ya have my feet tied together? Did y’all knock me out to be a plaything in your sex cult? I’m not—” 
 
    “No, no, mate,” a kind woman’s voice said. “That wasn’t me. It was whoever dropped you in the hole out in my graveyard.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry’s head was still swimming. And the stranger’s words weren’t clearing things up. 
 
    “Most parts of what you just said don’t make any sense to me,” he said. “But that ain’t an entirely unfamiliar scenario.” 
 
    He blinked a few more times and saw that he was sitting on the steps of a tiny home. A waist-high iron fence stretched before him, left to right. Behind that was a strange sort of rock garden. Not rocks. Headstones. 
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    “Aye,” the woman said and nodded. 
 
    “Next to a graveyard?” 
 
    “Well, I get some washers for keeping it tidy, but it isn’t much,” he said and gestured toward the graves. “And the neighbors keep to themselves.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Usually.” 
 
    Taban introduced herself as she unlaced the ropes. She explained that she’d seen the men from town put tarps in the ground every few weeks for years. “At first, I was angry because it’s my job to keep this place tidy, and we don’t take kindly to people doing any sort of grave robbing.” 
 
    “Reasonable.” 
 
    “But the boys weren’t robbing. They were making deposits, if I can be so crass to say,” Taban said. “The mayor, who ain’t really mayor—this is his work. But I’m told it keeps the town safe, so who am I to get in the way of it?” 
 
    Julius said, “How does it keep the town safe?” 
 
    “Julius!” Uncle Jerry nearly cried, so relieved to hear a familiar voice. “So glad you’re here, man.” 
 
    Taban turned toward the darkness. “Voices, I have already told you I don’t want you in my head.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry laughed. “He’s not in your head, man. That’s Julius.” 
 
    “You hear him too?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    The old Scot nodded slowly. “I can get my doctor to give you a prescription, maybe. It’ll help keep ‘em quiet for a time.” 
 
    “No, Julius is a good man and a friend,” Uncle Jerry said. “I owe him my life, it seems.” 
 
    “I may have played my part,” Julius said, “but it wasn’t either of us who pulled you out. This town is screwy. Some locals dropped you out there in that hole. Somebody else pulled you out.” 
 
    “But he is out now,” Taban said, her voice rising in pitch. “When will my Edwin be coming back? You said he’d come—” 
 
    “I have sent word, my friend,” Julius said, hating himself just a little. “We’ll see what happens.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry rubbed his face, clearing away more dirt. “Where’s Razzie?” 
 
    “Painter?” Julius said. “He went after you. We should find him. He was worried something fierce.” 
 
    That brought a smile to the old pilot’s face. 
 
    “We should go inside,” Taban said, peering into the dark. “Because after the mayor does his work here, it’s not long until one of the leanaban show. I hear them sometimes, singing queer nursery rhymes to themselves. It’s damned eerie, I don’t mind sayin’.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry chuckled, rubbing his ankles. “Maybe you need stronger medication, man. I got something that might help.” 
 
    “Heard that word before. It means ‘kids,’” Julius said. He wanted answers. “Taban, what do you know about these leanaban?” 
 
    The old woman sighed and walked up the steps into the brightly lit house. Uncle Jerry watched her go, the screen door banging behind her. He turned back to the darkened graveyard. 
 
    “Did some voice tell him to go inside?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Julius said. “You all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, still groggy as hell. Last thing I remember, we were sipping a bit of local whiskey in teacups at the cafe. Then I woke up with this lady throwing water in my face.” 
 
    Julius laughed. “That’s why you drink with friends, man. Golden rule.” 
 
    “I was trying to make them friends. Hoping they could give me some insight into what was going on around here. Something’s not right.” 
 
    The screen door banged again, and Taban stood on the porch. Julius looked at the tool in her hand, confused. 
 
    “My Edwin never took to it,” she whispered, eyes red. “You know, the pact. A good man, him. Never felt right, and he said he was going to stop all that madness. But he was gone before he could.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry said, “I’m sorry, darlin’. Hurts like hell to lose someone you love.” 
 
    Taban turned to him and smiled. “Spoken like a man who’s felt the same. It’s like you’ve got these wee threads that link your heart to theirs. So when they go, you’ve still got the love, but the threads on the other end are just flailing in the air, reaching out for something that is no longer there. Like cut nerves exposed to the cold air.” 
 
    The old pilot stood. “Wow, man. That . . . that’s beautifully said.” 
 
    Walking down the steps from her house, Taban said, “It was on one of the bereavement cards I got after Edwin passed. Come on, we’ve got a bit of a walk ahead of us.” 
 
    “What’s the screwdriver for?” 
 
    The woman held up the tool as she stomped through the night. “You said you wanted to know about the leanaban. We’ll need this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They finally emerged from the forest path, a darkened community center building in front of them. Just beyond was the main road in town, with shops on either side. Restaurants, a bank, two places to get a haircut. 
 
    But it was the small building Taban was trudging toward. 
 
    “This here is where they hold council meetings. And they rent it out for the occasional wedding reception,” Taban said. “Or a wake.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry was limping a little but keeping up. Twice on the short walk through the forest, Julius had asked if he was all right. Both times, he’d gotten the same answer. 
 
    “Been far worse. I’m fine, brother.” 
 
    Standing at the back door of the council building, Taban took a quick look around, but there was no one in sight. 
 
    “This place also holds trophies that lads get playing football,” she said, fitting the screwdriver between the door and its jamb. “Soccer, as your folks like to call it.” 
 
    “They any good?” 
 
    “Dreadful,” Taban said, and the door popped open. “There are two statues in there from the past twenty-odd years. But the boys have good fun. So do the rest of us.” 
 
    Once inside, the old Scot clicked on the light. There were plates and bowls and cups stacked neatly on a long table. A large black garbage bag held colorful paper, and it was jammed full. A banner read Happy Birthday, Boy! Taban noticed Uncle Jerry looking at the words and laughed. 
 
    “They reuse the banner—one for the girls, one for the boys,” she said, grinning. “It’s not like we’ve got a sign maker in a town this size. No one seems to mind.” She entered the next room and flipped on the light. 
 
    Both sides of the small space had glass cases embedded into their walls.  
 
    Taban tapped the first one. “This here’s the town charter. Signed in 1673 or there abouts. Most of those names are gone now—a battle over this, a bloody fight over that. McFee there is the last of them. They’ve got a wee house just down the road from me.” 
 
    “Words are all faded.” 
 
    “They put some sort of shellac on it, but each year it gets harder and harder to read.” Taban leaned against the wall and tapped a finger on the glass. “Sometime after this document was signed, another pact was made. But you won’t find any papers hanging up in here—or anywhere—tellin’ of it. It was an arrangement between the leaders of this town and the spirits of the dead.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry squinted, reading the names at the bottom of the charter. “I reckon that’s got something to do with why so many of those names ain’t around anymore.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” Taban said. “You’re a smart one.” 
 
    “Don’t give him too big of a head now,” Julius said. “Won’t be able to get him out the door.” 
 
    That got a smile out of Taban, who’d only just stopped calling Julius “voices” halfway through their forest trek.  
 
    “They need the dead, I’m told. For what I do not know, nor do I want to,” Taban said, her eyes flicking away. “I want no part of it. But the townspeople and the man in the mountain got an arrangement. Just strangers, no locals.” 
 
    “That’s how I ended up in a grave, nearly suffocating under dirt,” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    “Aye, it is. The dead can’t take the lives of the people here, but they can—what was the word the mayor used?—corrupt a living soul. Take over, if the person is willing.” 
 
    “I heard of that,” Julius said. “Painter called it a ‘cab ride.’ Person’s gotta be in a pretty dark place to let someone else take the wheel like that.” 
 
    “In the beginning, this was how it was done, if you can believe all the fairy tales,” Taban said with a sad grin. She then turned and put her back on the case with the charter. “But in the middle of all that madness, we lost those wee ones.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry walked to another case, which seemed out of place with the yellowed paper, trophies, and ribbons. He stared at the tiny figures, made from wood and cloth. “Jesus, what are these?” 
 
    “Those are our leanaban,” the woman said, her voice phlegmy. “The story is that ages ago now, the children of this town started disappearing. Funny thing is, everyone knows a friend of a friend of an old aunt that says, ‘Aye, that was our wee Charlotte,’ but I don’t know any family that admits they’d lost a child back then. Maybe because of what those children became.”  
 
    Julius’ voice was a whisper. “The leanaban.”  
 
    “Aye.” Taban nodded gravely. “But some years ago, kids were out playing with their mutt and came across these wee dolls hidden in a cave.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry leaned forward, fogging up the glass. There were eight figures, each nestled in a long rectangular box. The bodies didn’t look like those made by some craftsman. The limbs elongated and strange. Each was dressed plainly—the same material from head to toe. The faces were crude and so similar it was hard to tell which were supposed to be girls, which boys.  
 
    The tiny dolls, lying in their coffins—their expressions were blank. Lost. 
 
    “This is all that we have left of those children. And all the confirmation the town needed,” Taban said, wiping his eyes. “Shortly after that, we had the pact. So, to keep the people of this town safe, an offering is made once fortnightly.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry found it difficult to speak, tears forming in his eyes. 
 
    “Who is the pact with?” Julius asked. “Who takes the town’s offering?” 
 
    “One of the likes of you!” Taban said in a burst of rage, which dissolved quickly into more sobs. “William Hare was a murderer. Tried for his crimes over in Edinburgh, but he turned on his partner. Saved his own neck by turning King’s evidence. William Burke got the rope, and Hare went free. There are stories that a large group, men and women, discovered him and beat him near to death before the constables pulled them off.” She let a small smile creep across her face. “They took his eyes, they did. But justice saw it to let him escape the town. And he ended up here.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry stared at the sad dolls in the case. “He was here before he died, then.” 
 
    “The murderer William Hare took those eight children,” Taban said, her voice weak. “And now, to protect us from his wickedness in death, we have become the murderers. We were good people once. But the devil came to town and remade us in his image. And it will go on and on and on, long after I am gone.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry stepped toward Taban. Softly, he draped his hands on her shoulders. “No, it won’t,” he said. “That’s why we’ve come here. To stop William Hare.” 
 
    Taban blinked through her tears. “Why would such a thing matter to an American half a world away?” 
 
    “Because it’s no longer just about this town anymore,” Uncle Jerry said. 
 
    Julius added, “It’s everyone. Every living person there is.” 
 
    The old Scot stared up at the man before her. “What can I do?” 
 
    “You’re part of the team now, so keep your eyes open,” Uncle Jerry said. “And if you’ve got some wheels, I sure would love to borrow them. They hijacked my rental.” 
 
    Taban nodded. “Aye, you can borrow my vehicle. Don’t take ‘er out so much now, although she’ll go with a jump.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry smiled. “That would be great.” 
 
    “But I don’t think you’re going to enjoy driving it very much.”  
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The sun blinked at the horizon, where the sky met the sea. 
 
    After making his side deal with Hare, Henry McCahill had exited the cave, hopped into his truck, and disappeared into the night.  
 
    Low on energy and sick to death over what might have happened to Uncle Jerry, I sat on the ocean for a long while and lost all track of minutes and hours. But with the dawn approaching, it was time to get back into the game. I clenched my fists and focused on the evil prick in the cave. 
 
    Being stranded on the water hadn’t been a total loss—it had gotten me some intel on the woman’s machines: they needed twelve lines of twelve to work. 
 
    “One hundred and forty-four,” I mumbled to myself. Something about the number seemed off, but I had little time to sit and think about it. If McCahill could win over Hare and let him take the mayor’s place in the arrangement, he had some plan to pull off six months of killings in a single day. 
 
    I gotta get out of here. Hopping to my feet again, I flinched when I saw something long and dark float toward me. Still a bit dazed from all my useless flailing, my mind raced to the worst places it could find. Man-eating ocean alligator! 
 
    When the lapping waves pushed it a little closer, I watched the fierce creature roll once then resettle again. 
 
    Not an alligator. Driftwood. If the wood is heading toward the land . . . ? No, I wasn’t going to be taking a flume ride into shore, especially now that the waters were receding with the tide. The massive chunk of wood would likely be just heading farther out to sea. It was like floating in outer space, watching the debris float around me. 
 
    “Hold on . . . that’s a thing.” I’d seen something in a movie—couldn’t recall which one—where someone was out floating in space and could move by throwing their glove or two-thousand-dollar wrench or something. 
 
    “For every action, there’s an equal and opposite reaction.” Newton’s second law. Or was it his third?  
 
    A fuzzy memory bubbled up around this idea. I had a strange recollection of a conversation with a friend who’d attempted to apply this truism to dating.  
 
    “Don’t buy her flowers because she’ll assume you did something wrong,” the guy had said.  
 
    “You’re paranoid,” I’d replied. 
 
    “Sure, but it does save on the flower bill,” he said then put up his hand. “High five. What? Don’t leave me hanging, now.” 
 
    The memory sent a chill through me. Not just because it was stupid, he-man dating advice.  
 
    I didn’t recognize the non-flower-buyin’ guy. And we’d been talking about dating. That was something that dead people didn’t do. 
 
    It was a memory from Rasputin Frewer’s past. My past, when I was alive. 
 
    For now, I had to put my existential crisis aside. Time to get the hell off the ocean. 
 
    As the water-soaked log floated closer, I watched it. The plan was—if Hollywood and Sir Isaac had it right—if I could exert a force on one side, I’d move in the other direction. 
 
    Dropping to my knees, I reached for the bobbing slab of driftwood. If I could just reach it, throw a little juice into my fingers, I could grab it. Sure, it would drain me quickly, but it would only take a small push seaward, and I should drift toward the beach. 
 
    Slow going, but it was all I had 
 
    It was just out of reach, so I lay on my stomach and stretched as far as I could. There! Just the tip of it but . . . I willed some juice into my fingertips and grabbed at it. 
 
    But instead of pulling it closer, I’d only pushed it in the other direction. 
 
    “Dammit!” I shouted. 
 
    Back up on my knees again, I watched the elusive bit of wood bob, moving farther and farther away. Defeated, I watched the twinkling of dawn’s light dance across the wood’s damp surface. I was trapped. No way back. 
 
    Just beyond the sparking of wood, there was a wavy strip of illumination. It was still just dark enough to see, and I squinted to look at it. It wasn’t ripples of water catching the early sun. It was more like . . . a faint ribbon. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said. “That’s stain. But where did it come—” 
 
    “Man overboard!” a strange voice bellowed.  
 
    Before I could turn, I felt a hand grab me and— 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    This is my island. Mine! 
 
    Why are they . . . ? 
 
    I am hungry but dare not move from my hideaway in the fronds. 
 
    A bit of luck—if I might call it that, for it would seem God had forsaken me long ago—is that the goat I was chasing with my laughable sword was far too fast for me. Ironic, I suppose. I am weakened because of my hunger, having only been sustained on underripe turnips the past few days. However, had I caught the goat, it would have been me on a spit at this moment. 
 
    All that fire and smoke would have been seen by the crew of the Spanish galleon anchored just off my island. 
 
    Wrapped in my evermore threadbare skins, (I will have to set to tan more clothing as soon I catch that blasted goat!), I’m doing my best not to shiver because the men, they are close. As close as they’ve ever come to discovering me. 
 
    To calm my nerves, I think of it as a game. Hiding from my brothers. Six of them. I wonder what they’re doing now. Probably sitting down to a feast, the memory of me lost for years now, no longer dinner conversation. 
 
    From my vantage point, I can see the Spaniards’ ship. Its sharp lines of milled oak and pine, the spider silk of riggings draped between its masts, and I begin to long to be aboard one of my own. All I can do is wonder if I made the right choice in disembarking, but with the rot and wood-borne holes, I was sure it would never make it back to Scotland. 
 
    Maybe it did? Or maybe it was the row with the young captain that spurred me to leave more than the boat’s seaworthiness. 
 
    I hear footfalls. 
 
    Too close, far too close. I see a path on which I could escape, but there is no doubt I would be spotted. And with a crew of some fifty men, it would not take them long to find me. I would be imprisoned or killed. 
 
    “Hold fast,” my old captain used to say. “Hold fast, lad.” 
 
    The Spaniard’s steps have quieted. Does he see me? 
 
    Something spits at me, but I dare not flinch. Some flying insect; there are many on my island. Another droplet hits my cheek, and I realize the great indignity I must suffer through if I’m not to be caught. 
 
    The man is making water against the tree right beside me. If I had my sword with me, I could stab the blighter within a step! 
 
    But the death of a crewman would surely bring their wrath down upon me. I will have to endure. 
 
    The man sways as he stands, probably drunk. What it would be to taste wine again or a glass of spirit. For me, it’s water or goat’s milk. Wine is no longer on the menu. 
 
    Fortunately, the stream has stopped, and the footsteps are moving away. Still, I dare not move. Be still. 
 
    A rage has grown within me. This is my island. My teeth grit so hard my jaw aches. Being pissed upon certainly didn’t calm the beast clawing in my chest. 
 
    However, once that ship leaves my tiny island, I know where to put that anger, that rage.  
 
    I’ll be having goat for dinner tomorrow night, I swear by it! 
 
    If only she were here to dine with me. My Cass— 
 
    —Whoosh! 
 
    The palms and rocks of some faraway island slip away and dissolve, replaced by a burnt orange sky above and sand between my fingers. Splitting what was left of the night sky like a dark sheet were the pulsing tendrils of light from the machine somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Where am I?” I said, lifting my eyes to the glowing face above me. 
 
    “Ha. You’re a funny one,” the man says, tugging on his wide-brimmed hat. “Where would ya like to be, lad?” 
 
    I flipped over and sat on the damp sand. I was back in Scotland. Or rather, I never left. When my eyes focused a little more, there was an old seadog standing in front of me. I caught sight of a strap around his neck, leading to a sack at his waist—its clasp made from an animal’s tooth. Goat skin, I thought and smiled. “Oh, if I got a choice, I’d rather be at a Dairy Queen, eating a hot fudge sundae, maybe.” 
 
    “You do talk strangely for a sailor, if you don’t mind my saying.” 
 
    “I’m not, you know, a sailor,” I said, kneeling, and still feeling woozy from whoever hit me. Most likely candidate, of course, was Mr. Glowy Face above me. 
 
    “How’d’ya get out onto the sea, then?” 
 
    “Long story.” I stood, uneasily. When the guy reached out to help, I warned him off. “No, no. No touchy.” But I lost balance, and a moment later, I was staring back up at the sky. “Well, shit,” I said. “I think better lying in this position anyhow.” 
 
    Above me, four more faces joined the first guy, who started laughing, hands on knees. The others joined in, and powered by the sheer embarrassment, I found my feet again. 
 
    “You gonna be all right, laddie, or we gonna watch you take another lie down on the sand?” 
 
    I nodded, and my head swam. Note to self: No more nodding for a while. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Master of Ship, Alexander Selkirk, but,” he said and scratched at a scraggly beard, “I’ve been thinking about updating it, modernizing and all. Maybe I’ll go with Xander.” 
 
    I squinted at him, trying to force his double image into one. “You’re the guy from the island?” 
 
    “What’s that now?” a woman’s voice came from behind their leader, and she took a step forward, a silhouette in the sun. 
 
    “Yeoman hold ya tongue.” Selkirk raised a hand then said to me, “And how might you know that?” 
 
    If this crew wanted to do me harm, they would have already done it. Beaten me to take my energy, but instead, it seemed, they’d pulled me off the water. That wasn’t the act of someone looking to do you harm. 
 
    At least I hoped it wasn’t. 
 
    “When I touch others, I see their past,” I said. “You were hiding on an island in some palm fronds. Someone almost caught you. Oh, and I think he peed on you a bit.” 
 
    “What’s that he say?” another man said in a thick Afrikaner accent. “Did you have another man wee on ya? That is disg—” 
 
    “Watch it, Mutabe.” Selkirk’s words were calm and measured. “As the man said, I was hiding from the Spaniards back when I was stranded on my island.” 
 
    I tried to recall what I’d seen in the home reel. “You couldn’t have just asked for help?” 
 
    “Oh, aye, they woulda given me help.” Selkirk gave me a smile that looked like the keys of an old piano. “Help to remove my head from my shoulders. I’d raided enough Spanish ships. I reckoned there was a wee grudge there on my account.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re a pirate.” 
 
    “No, sir. A buccaneer, that was the official designation. Totally legal.” 
 
    “As long as it was the French or Spanish ships he was raiding,” the man called Mutabe said. 
 
    “True enough.” The captain clapped his hand on the other’s shoulder. “What’s your name, boy?” 
 
    “Painter,” I told him.  
 
    He frowned. “Is that what ya do or what they call ya?” 
 
    Grunting, I got back to my feet and swayed back and forth, but luckily, none of them tried to help. The guy’s crew could follow orders, even from some guy who’d just washed up on the beach. 
 
    “So, Painter, how is it you can see someone’s before time?” the captain asked. “Can you show me how to do it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got the patience of Job, I do,” Selkirk said. “That island you saw? I was there for more than four years.” 
 
    “Four years and four months,” the yeoman said, crossing her arms.  
 
    She eyeballed me warily, but I found her American accent was slightly comforting. She thrummed the fingers of her white gloves on the elbow of her dark suit coat. Not sure how the tiny hat, which sat off-center on her head, served as a uniform. But maybe that was how they did it a hundred years ago. 
 
    “Four years on a deserted island?” I snapped my fingers and pointed at him. “Oh right, like Robinson Cru—” 
 
    “That name is not to be spoken,” Selkirk said.  
 
    It was the first time I’d heard him raise his voice.  
 
    “That bastard stole my story, my story, and sold it as a book,” Selkirk continued.  
 
    “Huh,” I said. “I didn’t think he was a real dude.” 
 
    “But I was a real dude,” the captain said, working his mouth strangely around the last word. “That bastard stole my story and made a fortune writing about rubbish!” 
 
    The yeoman laughed. “Used to read it to my nieces. They loved it.” 
 
    “You wanna be thrown overboard, Margaret Mary?” the captain said, his fists in tight balls. 
 
    She looked around. “We’re on land, sir.” 
 
    Selkirk growled and turned to another of his crew, dressed in dirt-stained clothes. “Mutabe, remind me when we get back to sea to throw the yeoman overboard.” 
 
    “Aye, captain,” Mutabe said and put his curled fingers to his brow. He’d tried to hide it but smiled as he’d saluted. 
 
    The captain put his hands on his hips. “Let’s have it. Why did we find you rolling around out there on the water?” 
 
    For the next ten minutes, I gave the five of them a brief rundown of what I was doing in Scotland. Sailors must love a good story because they didn’t say a word until I finished, much of the time staring at me slack-jawed. 
 
    When I was done, a man called Miller—another Scot, it seemed—whistled. “Ya tell a hell of a yarn, Painter.” 
 
    I turned to the only crew member, who hadn’t spoken a word yet. He had a tight cloth wrapping around his head, the same cloth making up what I assumed was his uniform: a long-sleeved top that went down to his knees, split at the waist with a belt. White pants and bare feet. 
 
    I pointed at him. “You’re a chatterbox, aren’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged and said, “Lascar.” 
 
    Waiting for more from the guy and not getting anything but a brilliant smile beneath a killer mustache, I nodded. “Good talk.” 
 
    Selkirk told me a story of his own. Years ago, in his breathing years, he’d been on the coast of Africa when he awoke to a gunshot then was taken by blackness. The next thing he remembered was being stranded in the middle of the sea, alone. 
 
    “Although that’s not what the history books say,” he said, grinding his teeth. “Yellow fever, buried at sea. But I tell ya, it was lead fever that done me in! That captain never really liked—” 
 
    “Hold on. How did you get off the ocean?” I said then looked around. “I mean, how did you even get here? Once we’re tapped on the water, that’s it.” 
 
    “It took years. I’ll grant ya that,” Selkirk said. “Mutabe was the first, only about fifty yards away from me.” 
 
    “I got a lance through the chest during a pirate raid,” he said in his pleasant accent. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Whoa, you got attacked by pirates?” 
 
    Mutabe smiled. “No.” 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.” 
 
    The captain put his hand on the quiet guy dressed in dark gray. Dude has the best mustache of all time. “Far as we can tell, this man’s name is Lascar.” 
 
    The man tapped on his chest and repeated the word: “Lascar.” 
 
    “From Bombay,” Selkirk said, proudly. Then added, “I think.” 
 
    The man gave me a slight bow. “Lascar.” 
 
    “Doesn’t know a lick of English, and even after a few hundred years out in the blue with us, he’s stuck with it,” Xander said. “Gotta admire the man’s resolve.” 
 
    It was time for my jaw to drop. “A few hundred years?” 
 
    “As the captain said, we were out there a while,” Margaret Mary said in her southern U.S. drawl. “When my ship got torpedoed, I got blown to bits, and my spirit, as my granny might call it, just skipped across the water for days on end.” 
 
    The captain raised his arms, holding his fingers like claws. “She bashed into me and gripped me something fierce, like one of them spider monkeys!” 
 
    “No, I did not, sir.” The yeoman turned to me. “He was clutching me, and we rolled across the water.” 
 
    “I remember it differently,” Selkirk said. 
 
    Margaret Mary raised an eyebrow. “That’s because you’re a man.” 
 
    “Let me tell mah story.” The captain dropped into a crouch, arms wide now. “I was passing by Mutabe—who I’d been staring at for years by that time—put a hand out and grabbed him. There was the three of us, sliding across the ocean for years—” 
 
    “Two days, at best,” Mutabe said. 
 
    “—until our journey was at its end. We’d collided into our man Lascar.” 
 
    “Lascar,” the man said. 
 
    I looked at the group, the five of them, all from different parts of the world, all from different timelines. You couldn’t have put together a more disparate group of sailors. 
 
    But they’d left out the one thing I wanted to know. “That still doesn’t explain how you can, uh, move on the ocean.” 
 
    “Aye, it took a long while, and frankly, we had a long while out there in the drink,” Miller said. “Captain was an expert in navigation and math, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “Didn’t need that last bit,” Selkirk said, but I could see a hint of a smile. 
 
    “Mutabe’s family, they’d all been shipbuilders,” Margaret Mary said. “I served in the U.S. Navy during the Great War.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “And Lascar?” 
 
    “Lascar,” the man in the white bloomers said. 
 
    The captain stood before them, his hands clasped behind his back. “Well, I’m not sure what your believins might be, and I don’t care to know, really, but our man is the wind in our sails,” Selkirk said, beaming. “Oh, we’d come up with all sorts of configurations. Locking arms, locking legs, hands on shoulders, all of it. Years of that to pass the time, but three times a day we’d stop, and Lascar, he would sit and pray.” 
 
    Miller shrugged. “Never was much for it meself.” 
 
    “But nigh on a year ago, something changed,” Selkirk said, his voice reverent. “We were there, arms and legs entwined, and as he prayed this one aft, as he had hundreds of times before . . . this time, we began to move.” 
 
    It seemed almost unbelievable. But I could skate in this realm, something I now knew Rasputin was good at when I was him. I supposed anything was possible. “Well, thank you for the help ashore regardless,” I said. “And, actually, we desperately could use more of your help. You can see that mountain—” 
 
    “Sorry, lad, it’ll have to wait.” Selkirk took a few steps back and held up his hands. “We’re here for the games.” 
 
    “Games?” I asked. 
 
    “Captain has always wanted to return for this. Talked about it for many years,” Mutabe said. “We came to watch these Highland Games.” 
 
    Miller didn’t look as excited about it as his captain. I could see from the glint in his eyes that he was up for a good fight.  
 
    “Aye, but after Saturday, I reckon we can help you out,” Miller said. 
 
    “Saturday might be too . . .” I said, then I was struck by the thought of something I’d heard earlier that night. 
 
    A pair of headlights flashed farther up the sand line, and an enormous pink and white van pulled into a parking space. It was the same vehicle from the night before, when I’d seen the woman pruning the rose bushes. 
 
    “Who goes to the beach this early?” I said. 
 
    “Troublemakers, that’s who,” Mutabe said and got down on one knee. “What do you want us to do, captain?” 
 
    Selkirk stared for a moment then laughed. “Be nice to get one of those iced creams I see the livies eatin’, that’s for sure.” 
 
    I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about, but my heart jumped at the sight of Julius as he came up, running behind the vehicle at full speed. I watched him go right through the van and tumble down the beach. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouted, going end over end. 
 
    I took two strides, skating fast. I stopped and blocked him from rolling out to sea. When he banged into me, luckily, it was just a quick bump. I saw the briefest flash of his past and a beautiful woman staring at me, full of love. 
 
    “Painter!” he cried out and jumped to his feet. “Man, I was worried for ya.” 
 
    “I’m all good,” I said, pointing at the five sorta pirates huddled together. “Thanks to those guys.” 
 
    Julius laughed. “That’s a story I gotta hear.” 
 
    “First, there’s a guy bucking for the mayor’s spot on Hare’s BFF list. A huge guy named Henry McCahill. He’s got something big planned, including screwing up whatever plan the mayor’s got,” I said, then panic roiled through me. “Shit, we’ve got to find Uncle Jerry!” 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s fine. Old boy’s up in the van with a crabby Scottish woman.” Julius tugged at his lip. “But some of what you’re saying might explain how he got out of the ground. Mayor’s crew buried him alive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Jesus.” 
 
    “Another few minutes, man.” Julius said and sighed. “But I think I saw a real big fella in the vehicle that was pulling away after Uncle Jerry got pulled from the grave. So this McCahill, he’s one of the good guys, then?” 
 
    “No way,” I said. “He wants to help Hare finish the machine by Saturday.” Then it clicked. “Same day of the Highland Games. Shit, all those people flooding into town? He’s got hundreds, maybe thousands of strangers to choose from. He only needs to kill twelve.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Julius said. “Let’s get up to the Mr. Frostie van and talk with Taban.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “What?” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The morning light made the world look peaceful and pure. The sun was emerging from the dark Scottish sea, still dim, as if it had been extinguished overnight and was now claiming back its fire. 
 
    I was so relieved to see Uncle Jerry, it kind of surprised me. Despite his insistence that I was this Rasputin Frewer reborn—or, rather, newly dead—I had no recollection of the guy. But for a moment, seeing the old guy warmed me more than any morning sun could.  
 
    He introduced me to a livie named Taban, who could hear ghosts and wasn’t happy to add another to the chorus. She was half Uncle Jerry’s size and probably ten years younger. Somehow, though, she looked a full decade older.  
 
    The old Scot had been up all night with the two of them and now wanted to check on her rose bushes to help clear her head. I suggested she stay clear of the mountain. 
 
    She replied, “Can it, voices,” and toddled away. 
 
     Captain Alexander Selkirk and his crew were, for the moment, chilling on the sand after I’d asked them to wait around for a few minutes longer. 
 
    I got Uncle Jerry and Julius up to speed on the new player: Henry McCahill. 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll try to pull something off at the Games, Razzie?” Uncle Jerry said and yawned. “There’ll be tons of people around. Too many witnesses.” 
 
    “The timing fits,” I said.  
 
    Julius was sitting on the sand-swept parking lot and looked over at me. “We gotta work out what he plans to do before he does it. Maybe your new sailor friends down there can help.” He nodded to what certainly was a motley crew. 
 
    “I think I can talk ‘em around, but we need someone in the Games themselves,” I said. “That way, we can monitor what’s going on from inside and out.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded along for a moment, then his eyes popped open. “Now, wait a minute—” 
 
    “Come on, man,” I said, a smile in my voice. “You’re the only livie on the team.” 
 
    “What about Taban?” Our old pilot threw his hands up. “She knows this stuff way better than I do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “From what Julius was saying, the old girl got winded just getting out of her chair. And we don’t really know her. You’ve got to be our champion, man.” 
 
    The old pilot drew in a deep breath, and as he let it out, he chuckled. “Well, it worked before, I guess.” 
 
    I frowned. “Before?” 
 
    “Yeah, when we were in Japan a while back.” Our old pilot chuckled. “You got the Actor to run in some race called the ‘lucky man’ so we could find a piece of your lamp.” 
 
    “Did that work?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Sure, in the end. But you did almost get him killed,” he said. “Sounds like fun. I’m game.” 
 
    I asked Julius to see if Taban knew how to get our man into the Games. Without hesitation, he popped up, made a show of dusting off his tuxedo pants, which they didn’t need, of course, flashed a smile, and headed off. 
 
    Julius had my back, and I had his. And we were both in this to shut down Voodoo Cher. Also, she was the only person who would know how to free Gary from the All Time. 
 
    I looked at Uncle Jerry, who had closed his eyes to the sun, warming his face. I had some recollection of what that felt like, and it made me a bit jealous. But he hadn’t crossed half the planet for the sunrises. “Uncle Jerry, why are you doing all this?”  
 
    He cracked an eye open and squinted against the light. “Helping you complete your, you know, mission, Razzie,” he said. “I been with you since the start, and I’ll see it to the end.” 
 
    It still made little sense to me. “But why did you even get involved?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve known you since—” 
 
    “No, I mean, you said Raz had originally come over to get his friend Adam to join up with the whole lamp quest thing. He said no, but you said yes.” I tried to read his expression but got nothing. “Why would you do something so dangerous and keep at it? Hell, you almost died tonight!” 
 
    The old guy nodded, a smile bending his lips. “I’ve been all over the world in my life, running from one thing to another,” he said, staring out at the sea. “Sometimes good stuff, sometimes not so good. Most of it was in that gray area, but even those moments were what you might call ‘prosecutable.’” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    “Had a run-in with some real bad types, so it was time for me to lie low,” he continued. “But what was supposed to be a few weeks turned into a few months. Then longer.” 
 
    “That’s how you ended up at Adam’s place.” 
 
    He nodded. “Knew all you boys from when y’all were just babies, so it was a safe place to crash. But funny thing about that.” He turned to see Taban tending to the rose bushes with one hand, waving her hand in the air behind her like she was shooing away flies. What he couldn’t see was that Julius was chattering away, a big smile on his face. 
 
    “You ever look out at the day and just pray that the hours would pass faster? Bring on the night?” 
 
    “Not that I can recall.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “Trouble is if you crawl into bed when the sun’s up, people think you’re crazy or depressed. Maybe, I dunno. Maybe I was both. But when night comes, you can crawl under the covers with your painful memories, knowing soon sleep will take them away for a while. Lying in bed at night, nobody thinks you’re crazy,” he said, his voice croaking slightly. “That’s where I was for a long spell. Praying for the night. Praying for something.” His voice was a bit strained.  
 
    I could see he was holding back an avalanche of emotions. 
 
    “And then you go and show up with a crazy idea about traveling the world on, of all things, a devil’s quest.” 
 
    “Sounds like you might’ve been praying down instead of up!” 
 
    He laughed. “Maybe. Maybe,” he said, and he smiled again into the warming sun. “But this life ain’t much without a purpose. You gave me that, Razzie. And not for the first time, truth be told. And I am forever grateful for that. For you.” 
 
    “But if what you say is true, man . . . I mean, I’m dead,” I said then cleared my throat. “I think at that point, any obligation you might have had—” 
 
    “A technicality, my boy,” he said, and with the arguing pair approaching, he spoke quickly. “From what the Devil says, part of the deal is that you can come back, Razzie. But that can only happen when you take down this Voodoo Cher and her crew of super baddies.” 
 
    “Come back?” I said, my mouth hanging open for a moment. “How? Even if that were true, what would I go back to? I don’t have a body, man.” 
 
    He shrugged and flashed a smile at Taban as she approached. “All I know, from what Sally told me, that’s not entirely true.” 
 
    “What do you—?” 
 
    “Don’t know any more about it. If I did, I’d tell ya,” Uncle Jerry said. “But we get your part of the deal done, and you can come home.” 
 
    I had a million questions, but it didn’t sound like he had any answers. Either way, they had to wait. Our first problem was to destroy Hare’s machine. 
 
    Taban hopped into the passenger side of the old ice cream truck and slammed the door. She rolled the dirty window down and leaned out. “Them voices say you wanna be in tomorrow’s games. How old are ya?” 
 
    “Too old,” Uncle Jerry said with a grin. “And too dumb not to try.” 
 
    The old Scot nodded, and her face went soft. 
 
    “Sounds like my Henry got himself messed up in this,” he said. “Maybe I can talk him out of it.” 
 
    I stepped forward. “Your Henry? Henry McCahill is your boy?” 
 
    “It’s not a big town, Jerry. Most people are related in some way or another. Either by blood or marriage,” he said. “A mother’s work is never done—she’s a lifelong job. Been a long time since I talked with my son, but I think it’s time.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded and patted the hood of the Mr. Frostie truck. 
 
    “But first,” Taban said. “We need to find someone who can help you prepare for the Games. You ever tossed a giant log?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry smiled. “Well, Indian food does that to me occasionally.” 
 
    Taban? Nothing, not even a snicker.  
 
    Julius and I laughed like idiots. 
 
    “But no,” Uncle Jerry said, hiding his smile. “Never had the opportunity. You know anyone who competed before?” 
 
    The old Scot sighed. “Some of the younger lads, but they’ve gone by now. Left to make their fortunes or squander the ones they’ve got.” 
 
    Julius looked toward me then at Taban. “How long have these games been going on?” 
 
    That got a smile out of her. “Oh, we got proper history here, voices, not like you American blokes. Games been around more than a thousand years.” 
 
    “Great,” Julius said. “I think I may know some folks who can help.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julius stared at the three of them, waiting for an answer. In unison, Molly, Fraser, and Captain Wellington gave Uncle Jerry a once-over then looked back. 
 
    “I think he’d break in two if he lifted a cup and saucer,” Fraser said. “How’s he supposed to toss a caber?” 
 
    “I’m stronger than I look,” Uncle Jerry said, flexing his arms. 
 
    Standing in the reeds near the McFee house, where the three ghosts had been biding their time, waiting for a chance to exact a few hundred years of revenge, the old pilot flexed again and let out a low growl. 
 
    Molly sighed. “I’ve seen lesser men do just fine in the games.” 
 
    “See?” Julius turned to Uncle Jerry.  
 
    “But not many,” Molly added. 
 
    The livie struck another pose, one he’d seen displayed in a statue of an Olympic discus thrower. 
 
    “Ya look like you’re reaching for the top shelf for a jar of jelly,” Fraser said and laughed. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the redcoat of their group said, thumbs at his lapels. “Give me a day with the man, and I can get him into fighting shape.” 
 
    “No fighting.” Julius waggled his finger at Wellington. “He just needs to know enough, so they let him enter. And, you know, not get permanently injured.” 
 
    Fraser took another jab. “What about temporarily?” 
 
    “Just do what you can,” Julius said, walking back to the Mr. Frostie van, where Taban was gripping the wheel like she was hanging from a cliff. “We’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    The three spooks watched as the ghost in the tux walked away then turned back to the livie.  
 
    Fraser took a step forward and looked the old man up and down. “Fine, we’ll give it a go,” he said. “Probably best get to the mill, then.” 
 
    “Mill?” Uncle Jerry said, not sure where to look. 
 
    Molly started walking toward the road. “Aye. That’s where the logs are at.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Taban said she only took the old van on short drives down to the beach to prune her bushes. “Well, they’re the council’s bushes, technically, but I’m the one who tends to them. No one else is allowed. Look and revel in their beauty, but don’t touch. That’s the rule.” 
 
    The van didn’t do so well on the uneven and potholed dirt roads, so she was puttering along at a snail’s pace. Julius could walk beside it and keep up. 
 
    Julius sighed. “You can’t move this thing any faster?” 
 
    “I don’t need voices to tell me how to drive!” 
 
    “It’s Julius, man. And I’m the only one here.”  
 
    This only deepened the old woman’s scowl. “What kinda name is that anyhow for a ghost? Julius.” 
 
    “My mother told me it meant either a devotee to God or that I might have a fuzzy beard one day.” 
 
    Taban shook her head but lightened up. A little. “So, which one turned out to be true?” 
 
    Julius rubbed his chin, despite the livie unable to see the gesture. “Never was one for growing a beard. Tried it a few times, and it looked like I’d face-planted into a bowl of wet pubic hair.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of the old Scot. 
 
    “Where . . .” she said, gripping the wheel tightly, “where in the blazes would you find a bowl of wet pubic hair?” 
 
    “Probably the Internet,” Julius said and chuckled. 
 
    It only took a pothole to quickly reverse the driver’s mood. “Ah, why did I get strapped with having the likes of you along? I can do this myself.” 
 
    “We’re running out of time, so whatever we find out, I can get back to Painter and start planning. Your boy will never even know I’m there.” 
 
    Taban nodded. “Always such an eager lad, my Henry. I tried to teach him a bit of weavin’ as my da’ taught me. You can make a fine living off of it. He didn’t think it were manly and wanted to work in metals. He’s a good welder, so there’s always work.” 
 
    Julius recalled the abundance of wicker furniture in the old Scot’s home. Makes sense, now. 
 
    He said, “Good to have a skill.” 
 
    “Always has to have something on the side, he does,” Taban said. “Hoping to make it big. All he ever did was blow the little money he’s got. Then back to his welding to make more, readying hisself for the next big venture.” 
 
    Julius watched the expression on the woman’s face change. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Aye, I’m just worried.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Julius said. “I reckon you can talk a bit of sense into your boy.” 
 
    “No, not that. Well, yes, that, but . . . your mate, Painter, he doesn’t know what he’s messing with. Those wee children, I’ve heard them at night.” 
 
    Julius looked at the road ahead. Taban had said her son lived in a two-story brick house, which was just ahead. “You mean the leanaban?” 
 
    “Aye, the same,” she said and briefly closed her eyes. “They didn’t deserve their fate, no question. But if that evil man got a hold of them, under his spell, it explains a lot.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Just their manner,” Taban said. “Listen, now, I hear voices from time to time. Grandy had it as well. I know my Edwin isn’t around anymore, but I do hear his voice, and I cherish it. And there are others, old mates now long dead. But then came the leanaban.” 
 
    “Out in the graveyard.” 
 
    “Part of them is still, you know, children. I can hear them singing this old nursery rhyme despite how much I try to block it out. Then, always, some new voice. Some frightened stranger that they coax and lie to. I’ve thought about calling out, telling them to run, but I just can’t bring myself to. I’m ashamed to say that I’m afraid of those children.” 
 
    “Seems like it’s healthy to be afraid of them. You don’t want anything to do with William Hare.” 
 
    “A wicked man in life and worse in death,” Taban said. “And he’s poured that evil into those spirit children. My heart breaks for them, but when I hear them, I keep perfectly still until they're gone. That man has corrupted their souls.” 
 
    “Well, Painter has dealt with a lot of other spooks in the past, good and bad.” 
 
    She turned her head and appeared to look straight into Julius’s eyes. “Not like the leanaban,” Taban said. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Captain Selkirk and I walked down the beach, while his crew headed down the road into town in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Guess they don’t wanna play with the kiddies, huh?” I said with a wry smile. 
 
    Captain Selkirk shrugged and pulled at his scraggly beard, looking down at the beach. “I’ll be straight with ya,” he said. “I ain’t too excited about it meself. Seen my fair share of evil out on the water. But evil children? Gives me the willies.” 
 
    “Ah, they’re just kids.” 
 
    It wouldn’t take long for William Hare to notice I was no longer stuck out in the bay. In the daylight, he might not notice right away. That night, though, the absence of some spook glowing like a digital clock at two in the morning, he’d know. 
 
    Before that happened, I needed to know what we were up against. I’d seen a few of the leanaban wandering around the mountain, even playing. But no way I was going anywhere near the machine right now. 
 
    “I saw the playground when we first drove in here,” I said as we walked the beachside road. “Good a place as any to look.” 
 
    Selkirk nodded and kept pace with me. But he spent most of the time staring at his feet. Centuries on the sea, as he’d told it, he’d only been on dry land for the past year.  
 
    “So, it seems you’re on some sort of quest, Painter Mann.” 
 
    I grinned. “‘Quest’ makes it sound like some valiant excursion. I’m just putting one foot in front of the other right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, always take me a bit of time,” he said, staring at his boots, “to get the hang of it again. We spend most of our days out in the blue, where most of our sort can’t go. Seems like we’ve got more than our fair share of brigands in this place.” 
 
    “Everyone in the InBetween is a murder victim.” 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    I looked at him, sure that he was teasing me. “Of course. You didn’t know that?”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Well, it’s not like we’ve got a Dead Times newspaper here. I only know because I was told by someone who knew.” 
 
    He looked toward the horizon, the playground just coming into view. 
 
    “So, I’ve got a guru on a mountain. Can you believe it?” The memory of the Professor made me smile. She would be worried about me. I knew that. “When I first got here, I was Rasputin Frewer, and that was a problem. She helped me hide my identity, even from myself.”  
 
    “From yourself?” 
 
    “Apparently, the woman who created this realm has it in for Rasputin. The little I know of that old life comes from Uncle Jerry. But I worry that the more I discover about him, the more the old Raz bubbles to the surface.” 
 
    “Aye, names,” he said, nodding. “Names hold power, they do. And there’s a certain sort here that can use it against you.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “All I know is that if I can take this machine down, it might draw the woman who created this place here.” 
 
    He stopped and turned toward me, his eyes wide. “Why in the blazes would you want to do that? She’s the devil, she is!” 
 
    “I lost a good friend. He’s trapped in an awful place, and the only one who could possibly know how to get him back is Voodoo Cher. Although I have no idea how to get her to tell me.” 
 
    “Will she recognize you as this Rasputin fella? Could be trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t look like him, but if I’m honest . . . I don’t really know.” I sighed. “This place should come with an instruction manual.” 
 
    “Aye, but we are men, are we not?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    “Which means we wouldn’ta read it even if there was one.” He grinned at me and got a laugh out of me. “I don’t even get that joke, but I heard it from a skinny lass in a television program called Sex in the City one time.” 
 
    We stopped at the edge of the playground, which was in a sorry state. A few swings, a slide, one of those colorful tubes kids supposedly liked to crawl around in.  
 
    “What in the blazes is that?” the old sailor said, pointing at a big, flat red disk with paint-chipped U-shaped bars stuck into it. 
 
    “That’s a merry-go-round.” 
 
    “Looks like a torture device I’d seen in a prison or two back in my time,” Selkirk said. “Do they strap people to the bars?” 
 
    “Ha. No,” I said and walked next to it. “Kids hold onto them while another kid spins the whole thing around and around.” 
 
    “And that’s . . . fun?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I vaguely remember them, to be honest. But I know that often vomiting was involved.” 
 
    “So child torture machines,” he said, nodding. “Sometimes I am glad I died when I did.” 
 
    I heard a shuffling just off to my left and turned. Nothing. Looking harder, I saw what looked like a faint trail of stain around the playground. Snaking across the hard sand, through the swings, past the slide, around the vomit ride, I followed the trail. It led me to the tube slide, but before I could stick my head inside, one popped out. 
 
    “Hello,” the ghost child said and smiled. But there was no joy there. 
 
    The man behind me took a step back, eyes darting left and right.  
 
    “Be careful, mate,” he said. “I reckon they’s pack animals, they are. Come at you outta nowheres!” 
 
    The little girl regarded me with her black eyes as she stood, half emerging from the tube slide. I could see her skin was a faint tint of blue. It just about burst my heart. 
 
    Wearing her painted-on smile, she said sweetly, “Are you new here?” 
 
    “New enough,” I said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “My name is Naphtali,” she said. “Are you lost? My father has a safe place! It’s just up—” 
 
    I held my hand out. “I know all about William Hare’s machine, and no thanks.” 
 
    Instantly, her smile fell. “Fine.” Her head disappeared back into the tube.  
 
    I took a cursory look around to see if any of the other “pack animals” were charging. I saw nothing except for a seventeenth-century seaman standing at the edge of the playground sand, darting his head left and right so quickly. He looked like he was drumming up the courage to cross a sixteen-lane freeway. 
 
    “Naphtali, where are your, um, siblings?” 
 
    I heard a soft chuckle bubble up from within the red plastic. “They’re playing.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    My heart ached thinking that this child had been taken before she even had a life. All the joy, a chance to have a family. Sure, I needed to find out what William Hare was planning, but my job—at least here—was to help trapped spooks like her. 
 
    I already knew who’d killed her. The man she called “father.” And if I could get Uncle Jerry to do a little online posting, I should free her from this place. 
 
    As Captain Selkirk said, names were powerful. But not just for the wicked sort. They could help free you too. 
 
    “What’s your last name, Naphtali?” 
 
    She popped her head out again, her black eyes regarding me. “Just Naphtali.” 
 
    “You must have a last name,” I said. 
 
    “Just,” she said, a frown bending her tiny face, “Naphtali. It’s the name Father gave to me, and it’s who I am.” 
 
    How could this child not even know her real name? Ah, right. 
 
    Hell, I hadn’t known my real name until that day in the record shop.  
 
    “Come on, boyo, I don’t enjoy hanging about with one of those things so close.”  
 
    It wasn’t lost on me that the captain was purposely not saying my name. Guy was smart.  
 
    “Asking for trouble hanging about, I tell you.” 
 
    “Gimme a minute,” I said. Time to get to the point. “Naphtali, why does—” 
 
    “Wee Willie Winkie rins through the toon . . .” Her voice floated up to me. “Upstairs an’ doonstairs in his nicht-gown.” 
 
    “We don’t . . . have . . . ti . . .” My head swam, making it harder to concentrate. I pushed through it. “Why does your, um, father want to finish the machine? What has he promised—no, I mean, what has he been promised? To . . . him.” 
 
    Ignoring me, she continued to sing, “Tirlin’ at the window, crying at the lock, ‘Are the weans in their bed, for now it’s ten o’clock.’” 
 
    The song’s effect was so queer. Lulling and dulling my brain. Ha, lulling and dulling. Dulling and lulling. 
 
    “Come on, mate,” Xander said, his voice somewhere far away. “We must away, I tell ya.” 
 
    “Hey, Willie Winkie, are you comin’ ben? The cat’s singin’ grey thrums to the sleepin’ hen . . .” 
 
    Rest. I just needed to rest. Lie down and rest. Like a sleepin’ hen. 
 
    Trying to shake myself out of it, I shouted, “Naphtali! Answer my question!” 
 
    “What question?” Her sweet sing-song voice floated up toward me. “The dog’s speidert on the foor and disna gie a cheep, but here’s—” 
 
    “Why . . . are you helping him?” I gritted my teeth, feeling wobbly. “Christ, he killed you! All of you, so why would you—” 
 
    “He did not!” she shouted back, standing again. Her arms were straight out from her body, taut. “Father only wants the best for us!” 
 
    “No. No, he does not.” 
 
    “We will emerge from this darkest night,” she said, speaking the next line in the rhyme. “To take up form and ride the light.” 
 
    Why do I feel so foggy? 
 
    It was the song.  
 
    The nursery rhyme Taban had heard in the graveyard. A lullaby that lulled the mind. That was how they’d lured the newly dead into the machine. I moved back, stumbling, shaking my head from side to side. 
 
    “Why are you—?” 
 
    “But here’s a waukrife laddie, that wunna fa’ asleep!” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw them.  
 
    Blurs. 
 
    Blurs in motion. 
 
    Coming toward me. 
 
    “Look out!” the captain called to me, backing away from the playground.  
 
    My head was swimming, and my arms felt like water-soaked logs. I tried to walk away, but my legs gave out, and I fell to my knees. On my head and back, a pair of tiny hands held me down. Already dizzy from the strange spell, this nursery rhyme, I fought. Fought against being sucked into their pasts, losing myself. If I disappeared into that dark theater, I’d get thrown into the machine!  
 
    I fought it harder. 
 
    Then another pair of hands. 
 
    And another. 
 
    I rolled away, waving my arms around like a madman, growling like an animal, trying to keep focused. Still, they came at me like greedy insects to a light, grabbing, pulling—then something smashed into me. 
 
    “Hold fast!” The shout in my ear was so loud I nearly shrank myself into a ball to cover from it.  
 
    But I was moving. And moving fast. 
 
    Ahead of me was a long sparkly path—to my left, I could make out the gray pavement of the road. To my right was the azure sea. 
 
    “Let go, ya barnacle!” I heard the captain shout as he tried to strip away the two tiny hands gripping my back. I heard a primal yell then nearly toppled over, “Run, man, run!” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    Although technically, yeah, he’d told me twice.  
 
    Like a drunk sprinting away from an angry mob, I started pumping my legs faster and faster until I was up. I was skating, and the world began to bend. 
 
    “St. Christopher, man, not that fast! I can’t keep up!” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw that Captain Selkirk was about two hundred yards behind me, almost comical as he ran, fists punching the air, his knees rising high and gaining some speed.  
 
    However, the children—three leanaban—stopped pursuing us. 
 
    Arching away from the road, I came around, briefly on the ocean, then back up onto the sand again. I put the brakes on and watched the captain charge toward me. 
 
    “I didn’t say stop, ya—” 
 
    I put my hands up, facing him. “Look,” I said then pointed back at where we’d come. He slowed, throwing glances over his shoulder as he did, ready to go full speed at the first hint of kiddie ghost digits. 
 
    Then he stood next to me. 
 
    The three children stood in a line, hands interlaced, swaying just slightly. Even from here, I could see their dead-black eyes, mouths moving in unison. Faintly, very faintly, I could hear them. But at this distance, their haunting rhyme had little effect. And they knew it. I could see it in their faces. 
 
    “Those wee ones are unnatural,” the captain said, hugging himself to calm his ghost heart. “Not enough spankin’, I reckon.” 
 
    Half listening to him speak over the rhyme, I stared at the children, their faces twisted in scowls. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “What are they doing?” 
 
    Selkirk turned to look but kept one foot pointing in the other direction, ready to bolt. “Just be happy they did, mate. They was on you like starving jellyfish.” 
 
    I chuckled out of relief more than anything. “Never really thought of jellyfish being predators, man.” 
 
    “Then you never came up from a dive and pressed ya face through a heap of them.” 
 
    I squinted at the children, trying to see them more clearly. “Is that why that dude peed on you? I heard you’re supposed to do that with a jellyfish sting.” 
 
    “On the face? I’d prefer the sting.” He frowned. “And can we make that the last time ya bring up that particular moment, yeah?” 
 
    I nodded. “You saved my ass, man. Thank you.” 
 
    The leanaban retreated from their spot, slowly turning as they unlinked hands again. Heading back toward the mountain. Back toward William Hare. 
 
    Heading back to “Father.” 
 
    “Why did they stop?” I said. 
 
    He didn’t have lungs, but the captain let out a breath anyway, bending at the waist. “Thank God they did. Otherwise, you were gonna be fodder for their machine.” 
 
    “I owe ya,” I said. “Again.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “It’s a funny thing about helping other folks, and it took me a long, long time to work out.” 
 
    “Oh? Hit me.” 
 
    He scrunched his nose, crinkling his shaggy beard. “Why would I hit you?” 
 
    I blinked. “Tell me what you mean.” 
 
    “Oh, I got ya. ‘Hit me.’ I like that. I’ll have to remember that one,” he said. “Well, now, you feel all sorts of relieved you didn’t turn out to be a children’s plaything.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “But, ya know, helping folks out, being a hero . . . even just a little bit, warms you more than a prime cut of steak cooked over a cracklin’ fire. If I’d realized that years ago, I reckon my life would have been very different.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, man,” I said and stopped just short of putting my hand on his shoulder. Then, just to see if I could stop the home movies as I’d done with the leanaban, I did anyhow. 
 
    Whoosh— 
 
    The night is bitter, but after I’d seen a French ship pass by my island, I can’t risk a fire. Sleep. I just need to sleep. I reach toward her, gently, but pull back. Shouldn’t wake her. She looks so—where did she get a pillow? 
 
    Here’s me with my head resting on rotting reeds. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Wait. Who in the blazes is— 
 
    —Whoosh! 
 
    The world returned, and I saw my hand pulling back from the captain. He looked at me, unblinking. 
 
    “Thought you didn’t touch folks because of all that past stuff.” 
 
    The quick transition from night to day, the bright sun reflecting off the waters of the Scottish coast, actually stung my eyes for a moment. 
 
    “Just wanted to test something out,” I said as a smile crept to my face. 
 
    “What? What did you see? Them’s personal memories of mine, Painter, and I would appreciate—” 
 
    “No, no.” I raised my hands, the grin still bending my lips. “I saw nothing. Really.” Except your lady friend. But weren’t you alone on the island? Weird. 
 
    “Well? What’s with the goofy expression, then?” 
 
    “I think I’ve just discovered something about these home movies I get from time to time.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Which is?” 
 
    “I can turn it off.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Standing at the flimsy door of the weather-beaten trailer, the man glared at Uncle Jerry and slowly shook his head. “You’ve got to be joking, mate,” he said and looked across the lot, where an old ice cream van was tearing down the road, bumping as it went. Moments earlier, the old guy had come out of it and walked up and knocked on his door. 
 
    Uncle Jerry gave him a dazzling smile. “Lifelong dream,” he said, hoping it would be enough to clarify. “I’ve always wanted to give it a shot. Err, give it a go. I’ve got a bit of Scottish in me, from way back.” 
 
    “You sound American.” 
 
    “Well, I reckon my great-great-nan got a bit of Scottish in her too.” The old pilot raised his hands, giving the man a thumbs-up.  
 
    “When was that? The sixteenth century?” he said. “How old are ya?” 
 
    “Why?” Uncle Jerry tried to keep the smile in place. “Is there an age limit?” 
 
    “Oh, no. They’ve got a sort of seniors class of competition, but I can’t imagine many of the oldies are lining up to do a bloody caber toss.” The man scratched his bright red beard. “Maybe you wanna take a whack at some of the dancin’ or some other—” 
 
    “I’m not much of a dancer,” the American said. “And I’ve got the sort of moves you’d probably only see at some pagan sacrificial ritual. I start hoofing it out there, and who knows what sort of underworld nasties I may conjure up.” 
 
    Despite himself, the burly man with the red beard couldn’t help but like the stranger. He is a nutter, though. No question. 
 
    “But I can’t have you tossing my logs around here—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. I ain’t gonna sue you or nothing.” 
 
    The man’s face twisted into a quizzical expression. “Why would you sue me for something stupid you did?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry turned back to the lumberyard, which was flush up against a lush forest. The work done for the day, there was only one car left in the lot, and it belonged to the man standing a bit stupefied in the door to the foreman’s trailer. 
 
    Logs had been stacked neatly, long rows in pyramid shapes. At least a half dozen piles each—from his estimation—with about twenty trees apiece. 
 
    “Only need the one.” The American spun back to the lumberman. “Maybe I could buy it off ya?” 
 
    “Buy one?” The man laughed so hard he showed teeth. “You’re a crazy bastard. We don’t sell, good gracious, logs to the public here. You might have better luck at the rail site down the road. They’ll be heading there in the morning, and the fella that runs it is a crook, so he might take ya money.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry flexed his fleshy arms.  “But the games are tomorrow, so I gotta practice today. I’ve got money—” 
 
    “I don’t want your cash, old man. But I’ve got to admire your spirit,” he said, sighed, and looked at his watch. “Listen, I’m just logging the time the lads put in today, so they can get paid. I’ll be heading home for an early dinner in the next few minutes. But . . .” He looked at the stacks of trees, each taller than a house. “But if some lunatic was gonna be throwing logs about, he couldn’t use those. Those weigh tons, mate. Each one.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry’s shoulders dropped. “Oh.” 
 
    “But,” the other said, muttering under his breath. “But there are some wee ones over on the other side of the pit. There’s a stack there that some of the lads chop up and take home for firewood. I remember seeing a few earlier today that might do as cabers. In a pinch.” 
 
    “I’m in so much of a pinch,” Uncle Jerry said, trying to be light, “I got bruises all over me.” 
 
    “Right.” The bearded man shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, that made more sense in my head before I said it.” 
 
    “Well, if ya don’t have bruises now, you will soon enough. And splinters. And probably a crooked back.” The man turned back into the trailer then stopped. “Do you even know how to do a caber toss?” 
 
    “Sure do.” Uncle Jerry looked over at the pit and nodded. “I saw it on YouTube.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the lumberman pulled out of the lot and gave a wave, his shoulders rhythmically hunching as he laughed.  
 
    Captain Wellington watched him go. “Wish we had those when I was leading my men into battle. We’d have been victorious every time. It would have been glorious.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked at the road, dirt devils swirling behind the tiny car. 
 
    “It’s an EV,” he said. “Odds would have been closer to fifty-fifty.” 
 
    The moment that the livie had said there were some caber candidates down by the pit, Fraser had strolled that way. The woman hung back around the side, lest the lumberman see the bracelet she wore hovering in the air.  
 
    She now started walking toward Fraser, calling the others over. “Come on, this way.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry stitched his brow. “You know I can’t see ya, right?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had taken them about ten minutes of searching through the scattered pile to find what they needed. Some trees had rotted. Others were splintered or too small. Or too big. But after Uncle Jerry moved those away, he’d unearthed one that might work. 
 
    With some effort, he lifted the cut tree and brought it over to where an ax had been jammed into a stump.  
 
    “It’s about the right size,” Fraser said, looking it up and down. “I do think the lumberman has a point, though. Your back’s gonna be knackered by the end of this.” 
 
    “Oh, I ain’t afraid of some hard labor,” Uncle Jerry said. “I’ve worked in warehouses and on docks plenty of times. Moved crates, bails of wire, bodies.” 
 
    “Bodies?” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, fake bodies. Like mannequins. Few decades back in Amsterdam’s red-light district, they had this, um, sort of fetish place. You could buy all sorts of devices, all sorts of outfits.” 
 
    Captain Wellington snorted. “You used to dress up mannequins in outfits?” 
 
    “Ah, no. The mannequins weren’t for dress-up.” 
 
    Molly was getting frustrated. “Can we just get this going? We’re losing the light here, and Fraser’s got a point, you’ll need to rest up or you won’t be able to compete.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry spent a few minutes chipping away at the tiny branches on the end he’d be holding. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. 
 
    The two Scots served as teachers, while Wellington sat a distance away, ready for the show. 
 
    “This should be good.” 
 
    “First thing you wanna do is get your caber upright,” Fraser said, and the tosser-to-be did as instructed. “Put ya shoulder against it and—not yet—but once you’ve got it balanced, you’re going to crouch down like, uh . . .” 
 
    “Like you’re taking a squat,” Molly said. 
 
    “Aye, out in the woods. Where there’s prickles, so keep your legs apart.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry grunted as he held the tree in place. Once he’d balanced it on his shoulder, he nodded. “Got it. Squat down.” 
 
    Molly groaned. “Don’t hold it like that. You hafta lace your fingers around it, and when you squat, pull your hands down and grip it near the bottom.” 
 
    “Easy peasy,” Uncle Jerry said. “How far do I gotta throw it?” 
 
    For a moment, there was only silence. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Fraser looked over at Molly. “This is a bad idea on so many levels.” 
 
    “It’s not about how far ya throw it, dear competitor. The idea is to lift the log and push it forward, and when it lands, you want it to strike twelve. Like on a clock.” She put both of her arms over her head, pressing her hands together. She dropped her arms, remembering the livie couldn’t see her. 
 
    Uncle Jerry shifted his feet, wincing. “Well, that’s a relief. Just gotta drop it straight.” 
 
    “Not drop it,” Fraser said. A smile was creeping onto his face. “It’s called a caber toss, not a caber drop, yeah?” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    “Twelve o’clock.” Uncle Jerry nodded, his thin gray hair already sticking to the side of his face. 
 
    Instinctively, the two amateur trainers took a few steps back. Captain Wellington howled with laughter. 
 
    Molly said, “Okay, now slide down with your hands clasped. That’s it, all the way—” 
 
    “Ow, Jesus, Joseph, and Mary!” Uncle Jerry shouted. 
 
    The two others exchanged nervous glances.  
 
    Fraser said, “Goodness, have you injured yourself already? Ya haven’t even tossed it.” 
 
    “I’m good,” the old pilot said, standing upright again. He wrapped his arm around the caber, the fingers of his left hand pinching at his right palm. “Splinters. Whoo, that’s deep.” He got his footing again, lacing his fingers one more time.  
 
    “Ya wanna do it in one quick motion—watch for splinters—and once your hands reach the bottom, ya lift up, using your shoulder as a pivot.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry did as she said, and with a grimace, he gripped the bottom of the caber and lifted it off the ground. 
 
    “By Jove, look at him,” Captain Wellington said and clapped. “Old boy’s actually got it.” 
 
    Fraser spoke quickly, “Now trot forward. Yes, that’s it . . . Run a wee bit, then you’ve got to flip it and hit—” 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Uncle Jerry said, lifting his hands in the air and tossing the caber. As instructed, he was aiming straight ahead, as if he were standing in the middle of a clock. He looked up to see how he’d done. But the log was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” the woman said. “Well, that’s about as not twelve o’clock as you can get.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry spun around, let out an exasperated sigh, then couldn’t help but laugh. “How many points do you get for . . . um—” He held his arm out forward, then one back. “Six-twenty-three?”  
 
    Finally, Molly broke and started laughing as well. “Not many. Wanna give it another go?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry put his fingers up to his sweat-soaked brow and saluted her. “Absolutely!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Taban twisted the wheel, avoiding gouges in the dirt road. She was not happy. And it didn’t matter that Julius, sitting in a vehicle for the first time in as long as he could remember, was very happy. That only exacerbated to her “not happy” state. 
 
    “It’s disturbing enough to know you’re sitting there, but do ya hafta whistle?” 
 
    “Was I whistling?” Julius said, snapping out of his reverie. “Didn’t think I could anymore. Maybe it’s the wind blowing through the gap in your teeth.” 
 
    “Listen, voices—” 
 
    “We’re back to ‘voices’ now, are we?” 
 
    “Fine, fine. I don’t mean to offend, Julius. But I thought your lot, you know, slid right through solid objects.” 
 
    She made a slow swerve left, and they both wobbled side to side as she corrected. 
 
    “Usually, yeah.” Try as he might, he couldn’t keep the smile out of his voice. That said, he wasn’t trying too hard. 
 
    “Why is it I find myself sat next to a ghost in my truck, then?” 
 
    For the first few minutes, Julius had pondered that himself. Like the busted stone bench, they’d rode on in the plane over, real-world objects only got grain when they were a part of the death of another. A violent death. 
 
    “This here ice cream truck of yours must have a colorful history.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I mean, how long have you had it?” 
 
    Taban gripped the wheel tighter, taking the next turn sharper than she should have. She listened for a moment. 
 
    “I’m still here,” Julius said, grinning. 
 
    The old Scot sighed. “It’s been in my barn for years, but I bought it off some bloke who bought it off some other bloke. It’s a franchise vehicle. Used to make a pretty penny back in the day, but people can just pop down to the shops and buy their ice creams now.” 
 
    “Or maybe they seen too many scary movies where some killer clown rides around in one of these.” 
 
    “It’s not scary.” Taban flipped a toggle switch next to the steering wheel.  
 
    The twinkling sound of some song spilled out of the fried speaker at the top of the vehicle. Instantly, the driver’s mood lightened as she hummed along. 
 
    Be-bedoop, be-deedley-doop,be-bedoop, be-deedly-doop, deedly-deedly-deedly-doop-be-doop-be-doop! 
 
    “That is haunting,” Julius said. “I can see why kids might run the other way.” 
 
    Taban flipped it off with a grunt. “I reckon it brings back childhood memories of a better time.” 
 
    “Or the time Timmy went missing, and everyone started lockin’ their doors.” 
 
    After the last turn up a gravel drive, they pulled up to the massive steel shed. Taban hit the brakes hard. Julius yelped as he did a double flip forward, through the engine block, through the radiator, and landed on the gravel drive. 
 
    Now Taban was happy. 
 
    She exited the truck and slammed the door, smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “What’s got you in such a good mood?” Henry McCahill said, a welder’s mask propped on his head. “You getting back into the ice cream business?” 
 
    “Ah, no, son,” Taban said and gave him a small hug, holding it longer than the other was inclined to. “Nobody buys them on the street anymore.” 
 
    Henry nodded, looking at the vehicle. “Probably because of the horrifying song it plays.” 
 
    “Aha!” Julius said, getting to his feet. “I told ya. It’s the soundtrack to nightmares.” 
 
    Taban watched for a moment to see if her son would react to the ghost’s words. When he didn’t, she sighed, relieved. 
 
    “You working on something?” 
 
    “Tinkering more than anything, Ma,” Henry said. “I’ve got to get back to it, you know?” 
 
    The smile evaporated from the old woman’s face.  
 
    “But, sure, do you want a brew or something?” The large man scratched his beard. “I can take a wee bit of time—” 
 
    Taban held her hands up. “Nah, don’t want to interrupt a man’s labor, now. You planning on going to the Games tomorrow?” 
 
    “Aye, sure,” Henry said. “I’ve got a box of replica logs and kettles and such that they’ll be giving out for awards. And some extras, original designs, that I can sell to tourists.” 
 
    “My son, the entrepreneur.” 
 
    “Might as well,” the young man said. “I’m on one of their committees, part of the winners’ celebration. Most of the day I’ll be hanging about, but I’ve got a long night after that.” 
 
    Taban couldn’t help but notice her son staring at the ground as he spoke. Watching the boy grow up, she knew that something was on the lad’s mind. 
 
    “That’s a lot of responsibility. What’s got you troubled?” 
 
    “Me? I’m right as rain. But I can’t imagine you came along to ask me about tomorrow’s games.” 
 
    The old woman strode out of the sun into the shop, looking at some of the metal scraps strewn across the worktable. Amid the vices and hammers, there were scorch marks and deep grooves. His son had been working hard at it. 
 
    Julius followed both of them inside. 
 
    Just off to the side of the table, a large standing fan blew cool air in a welcoming breeze. Taban nodded to the heavy work gloves hanging on their peg. 
 
    “How are the hands?” 
 
    “Ah, you know how it is.” He held them up, grinning. A dirty cloth swaddled three of his fingers. “Get a better feel for it without the mitts on.” 
 
    She had also caught a glimpse of his fingernails and knew from where the dirt beneath them had come. The graveyard behind her house. 
 
    “Never had a problem with burns, myself.” 
 
    “Sure, because you worked with wood, thatch, and straw. This is molten metal, Mum.” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “It put food on the table you used to sit at.” 
 
    “This is the twenty-first century. No one’s coming around buyin’ your homemade wicker,” David said. “I bet your home looks like a bird’s nest by now.” 
 
    Taban walked over and sat in a chair, drawing a sigh from her son. 
 
    “Why are you here, Ma?” 
 
    Julius looked between the two of them, fighting the urge to interject. The look on the old woman’s face told him, for now, he wouldn’t need to. 
 
    “Lad, I’ve been hearing something around town.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Henry said, hands on his hips. “When are you gonna stay out of my business? I’m in my thirties, and you treat me like I’m twelve.” 
 
    Taban winced. “What have you been doing up at the mountain? I told you—long before you were twelve, I’ll add—that you need to steer clear of that place. Nothing but evil and plenty of it.” 
 
    Henry McCahill stripped off his welder’s mask and propped it up on the worktable. He turned to his mother with an expression that soured her stomach. 
 
    “You’ve been making those bracelets,” Taban said. “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Bracelets?” Henry said and grinned wickedly. “You are so out of touch, it’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “I’ve seen one of them, and son, if I know anything, I know your work.” 
 
    The younger man took a step toward his mother. “Where?” 
 
    Julius tried to interject, “Hey now, I don’t think you should tell—” 
 
    “Out by at woodcutters’ trailer,” Taban said, defiant. “It floated through the air just in front of me, God as my witness! And I recognized the welds. It was your work, all right. You’re making them. Christ, you’re making them. For him.” 
 
    The large man stepped from a ray of sunlight into shadow. 
 
    “You never told me the truth about this town. I had to learn that on my own. There are things happening here even you are not aware of.” 
 
    “Then enlighten me, boy.” 
 
    “This arrangement with the man in the cave—” 
 
    “He ain’t a man.” 
 
    “This wasn’t my generation’s doing,” Henry said, spitting his words. “It’s because of you and all those before that—that creature is even here!” 
 
    “William Hare is evil. As he was in life, he is in death,” Taban said. “All we did was try to protect our own.” 
 
    The young man barked a laugh. “By giving him the souls of strangers! You lot were feeding that man, and you know what happens when ya feed a stray? They keep coming back. Again. And again.” 
 
    Taban darkened and looked out of the metal barn. Julius realized she was looking at the ice cream van.  
 
    “We made our mistakes, I’ll grant you that,” Taban said. 
 
    “You killed people,” Julius said, his voice a whisper. “Jesus, you killed people with your truck.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” Taban said. 
 
    This drew a strange look from her son. Then the confusion on his face turned to amusement.  
 
    “Ah, mate. You hearing voices again, are ya?” Henry said. He waved at the air in front of him with a hand. “You’re just old. The only thing here with you and me in this shed is your guilt.” 
 
    Taban jumped from her seat, stabbing a finger at her son. 
 
    “You don’t know what we had to do to keep you—everyone—safe from that thing!” 
 
    Henry leaned back, propping his elbows on the worktable. “And yet you were handing the keys to the kingdom to Mayor Aoidh Smith. What a fool. What an old fool.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, lad?” 
 
    The younger man grabbed his welder’s helmet and once again placed it on his head, faceplate up.  
 
    “Well, I’m making another arrangement. The mayor,” David said, spitting the word, “has been dragging his feet. Trying to draw it out, but we’re in the endgame now. Nothing can stop it, so it’s time for a new partnership.” 
 
    Taban took a step toward her son, who spun away from her, walking deeper into the dark shed. 
 
    “Henry, what on Earth are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m finishing the job you all started. And for that Hare will have me to thank, not Aoidh,” he said and chuckled. “He may be the so-called mayor now. It took him years to get this far, but I’ll dethrone the blighter in one night.” 
 
    “Christ, lad,” Taban said, her voice barely a whisper. “Do you have any idea what you’re saying? That man is evil, through and through.” 
 
    Henry McCahill looked around his shed and frowned. “I’ve been a slave my whole life. Working for nothing. Scraping by for nothing.” 
 
    “Not for nothing.” 
 
    “But the dark times are coming,” he said. “And in that world, I’ll be a prince.” 
 
    Before Taban could say another word, her son dropped the face shield of the welder’s mask and turned back to his workstation. He listened as his mother shuffled across the gravel toward the old ice cream truck. 
 
    When he heard the truck make the turn onto the road, he lifted the mask again and stepped out to watch it bump and rumble down the road. A smile spread across his face. 
 
    The woodcutters’ trailer. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “That there’s a neat trick,” Captain Selkirk said as he made another run down the beach. For the moment, I put my face to the sun, trying to “process” my encounter with the leanaban. It was a term I’d heard a psychologist a few times back in Minnesota. 
 
    In the InBetween, we didn’t sleep. Didn’t eat. Couldn’t read unless someone else was reading something and we looked over their shoulder, but that got frustrating because everyone read at a different speed. You spent half the time saying, “Aren’t you done yet? Turn the damn page already.” So once in a while, to kill time between cases, I’d wandered into this shrink’s office in Minneapolis. 
 
    On one occasion, the counselor said the woman, who was in an unhappy marriage, needed to “process” her unhealthy fantasies about her brother-in-law. When she’d returned the following Tuesday, the woman admitted she’d processed them every morning with some help from a pulsating showerhead. 
 
    The doctor suggested they should work on a better way to carry out her “process.” 
 
    “Good,” the woman had said. “’Cause I’m running up the water bill.” 
 
    My version of “processing” the encounter with the spooky little kids was just to stop from shitting myself. Metaphorically, of course. We don’t do that either. 
 
    My ability to skate had fascinated Selkirk. After his less-than-fast run down the beach, he wanted to work it out. 
 
    “Show me again.” 
 
    I pulled myself up off the sand. After a running start, I wove through some saplings up on the sand’s edge, arched toward the water, got a little more speed on the water, then looped back toward him. He started backing away when I made a beeline for him, but then I twisted in the air and came to a screeching halt. 
 
    It wasn’t as satisfying as I remembered because when you were dead, you couldn’t spray the person with ice shavings. And I remembered that small joy, somewhere bouncing around my brain. My self-inflicted memory loss had wiped out almost everything about who I was and what I did. But some things hung around.  
 
    Everyday, mundane stuff.  
 
    When I first got here, I would have described them as useless memories, so much chaff, but that Twin Cities counselor had turned that notion on its head.  
 
    She’d been speaking with a middle-aged guy who processed weather models for several television stations across the Midwest. He had come to terms long ago with not being good-looking enough to present the weather on camera himself. 
 
    “Thought about it for a while,” he’d said flatly. “But as one station manager bluntly put it: Doesn’t matter the temperature outside. Inside and on camera, it should always be hot.” 
 
    Fame and fortune would forever elude him, and he bemoaned that his life was a string of long, boring stretches punctuated by the occasional heartache. He admitted there was good stuff, too, but it was fleeting. 
 
    The shrink put her notebook down and said something I’d always tried to remember: The everyday, mundane stuff is what happens before and after the triumphs and tragedies, which are few and often far between. The bulk of your life is the everyday stuff, so enjoy it.  
 
    “Cherish the mundane,” she’d said. 
 
    As long as you didn’t get a spike in the utility costs, sure. 
 
    Selkirk was walking back from his third failed attempt to skate, and I smiled. Just briefly enjoying the quiet moment. Because the next tragedy, in one form or another, was coming. 
 
    “Guess I don’t have it in me,” he said and dropped onto the sand next to me. 
 
    “Come on, man, you can sail. Go anywhere in the world. You must’ve seen damn near every corner of the planet by now.” 
 
    “Ah, nah. Only got it right in the past year after working at it for ages. But looking forward to hitting the antipodes,” he said and popped his eyebrows. “The ladies there wear grass skirts and nothing up top.” 
 
    “You’ve been at sea too long. Times have changed.” 
 
    “That they have,” he said then turned his head back toward the mountain with the ribbons of light. “And they look to change again in dramatic fashion if you can’t find a way to shut that down.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling the exhaustion roll over me in a wave. “McCahill must be planning something tomorrow so, one way or another, it’s all coming to an end.” 
 
    The seaman got to his feet, still staring at the mountain.  
 
    “Or a beginning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Henry McCahill had parked his car on the access road, about a hundred yards from the logger’s trailer. The place should be deserted at this time of day. But it wasn’t. 
 
    An old man was over near a fire pit, tossing logs and muttering to himself. 
 
    Walking close to the tree line, he approached the trailer. As he closed the distance, he got a better look at the log tosser. 
 
    Hold on, that’s the guy I pulled out of the grave. He’s in town for the Games? 
 
    McCahill shook his head, surprised that being kidnapped and buried alive hadn’t put the old coot on the first bus out of town. “He’s determined,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll give him that.” 
 
    With the trailer between him and the old man, he picked up the pace, long shadows of the later afternoon providing cover.  
 
    The loggers had been in this area for a few months now, clearing as they went. He knew from conversations around town that the trailer only moved when it was too far from the dwindling tree line. Beneath it, the grass was tall and thick—no mowers were getting under that. The crew was here to cut trees, not lawns. 
 
    Fishing around beneath it, he found old cigarette packs, a pair of goggles, and more detritus the laborers had either lost or just tossed away. Twice he thought he’d found what he was looking for but came out with a crushed beer can both times. 
 
    Crawling beneath it, he ran his fingers through the grass, feeling rocks, pebbles, bits of wood beneath his fingers. It was here somewhere. It had to be. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “My arms feel as though I’ve been arm wrestling gorillas all afternoon,” Uncle Jerry said, swaying them back and forth, trying to stop them from buzzing. 
 
    “You’ve arm wrestled gorillas?” said Captain Wellington, as he walked just ahead. 
 
    “God no, the bastards would tear your arms off. But one time in Morocco, I gave it a shot with an orangutan. Cost me ten bucks.” 
 
    “Is that a joke?” Fraser said from behind him. 
 
    “It was in the end, really,” Uncle Jerry said, frowning. “She let me win.” 
 
    Up ahead, they heard Molly shouting, screaming in anger. They picked up the pace and joined her a moment later.  
 
    She was gone. 
 
    Fraser looked back to the road then to the tree line. “Oh, Heavens! They’ve taken her!” 
 
    Captain Wellington reached for the sword at his belt, gave it a tug, but it wouldn’t move. He cursed himself. “Who would have invoked such treachery? I will run them through.” 
 
    Molly’s head popped out from beneath the trailer. She waved her friends down. “Help me look!” 
 
    Uncle Jerry scanned the yard. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “Not up there,” she said. “I hid the bracelet under the trailer when we got here.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked at the dark space between the structure and the ground. Wonder if they got spiders here in the Highlands? Looks like the sort of place tartan arachnids would hide . . .   
 
    The old pilot leaned forward, looking from a safe distance. “Why would you put it down there?” 
 
    “Agh! So the man in the trailer didn’t see some floating bracelet in his yard. He wouldn’t have seen me, but he damn well would have seen that.” 
 
    The other two ghosts helped her search, walking through the trailer and kicking at the grass with their feet. Uncle Jerry crouched down and swatted at the area with a stick, but no way he was going underneath.  
 
    After a few minutes, Fraser threw his hands up in frustration. “Are you sure you put it here?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Lookee here,” the livie said. 
 
    “Oh, thank the Lord,” Molly said. “Tell me you’ve found it.” 
 
    “Ah, no,” Uncle Jerry said. “Something weird, though.” 
 
    The three of them joined him on the far side, near the door.  
 
    Captain Wellington arrived first. “It’s a pile of shiny rubbish.” He grimaced. “Bloody magpies! Come out, you winged thieves!” 
 
    “Wasn’t birds, man,” the old pilot said, sifting through the trash on the ground. “But this stuff wasn’t here when we got here earlier. All this junk.” 
 
    Fraser huffed and walked back toward the trailer to look one more time. “So they’re litterbugs. Call a policeman.” 
 
    Molly had worked it out. She looked at Uncle Jerry then to the road. “All that was dug out from under the trailer. Someone was searching for the bracelet.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded. “And it looks like they found it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With one hand on the thick stream of light, William Hare reached out and took the item from Henry McCahill. 
 
    “Where . . . where did you find it?” 
 
    McCahill smiled. “Hidden at the logging camp.” 
 
    “Why was it—?” 
 
    “None of that matters. I’ve returned it to you,” the livie said. “So, do we have a deal?” 
 
    Hare lifted the circular band of chunky metal nearer to the light, his lips slightly parted. He stared at it, his black eyes unblinking.  
 
    Then McCahill noticed something strange. Tiny arcs of light from the stream held by Hare were snapping at the metal. Reaching for it then disappearing. 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    It was Hare’s turn to smile. “As you say, none of that matters.” 
 
    The ghostly fingers released the light, plunging the cave into darkness. McCahill felt sweat pop up on his hairline, and he took a step back. Everything told him to run, but he was wary of the deep crevice near the entrance of the cave—he didn’t want to be swallowed whole just now when he was so close. 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    The sound of his own voice echoing off the walls sent electric shivers down his spine. The blood in his veins turned to ice water. 
 
    Then the light returned, and Hare stood before him. 
 
    McCahill let out a shaky breath. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Just putting it with the others for safekeeping.”  
 
    The livie felt sickened by the pleasure on Hare’s face. This guy—this ghost—got off on scaring people out of their wits. 
 
    “We have a deal, then?”  
 
    He got his answer in a small nod, the smile on Hare’s face lingering.  
 
    The man jammed his hands into his pockets and sighed. 
 
    “So this arrangement you had with the mayor,” McCahill said, “I want to know exactly what I’m getting out of it. What was he promised?” 
 
    “Promised?” Hare said, casting his eyes over at the thrumming rows of souls in front of him. 
 
    “Yeah, for the, you know, offerings. What was he getting out of the deal?” 
 
    The ghost stared at him with those coal-black eyes, the smile now faded. 
 
    “I promised him I would spare the residents of this town.”  
 
    McCahill waited for more. When, instead, he only got silence, he said, “So, did he not know what you’re planning to do?” 
 
    “That was never his concern, really.” 
 
    “It is my concern,” McCahill said. “Now that the two of us are working together on your”—he waved at the thick ribbon of light—“machine, I want to know what sort of hell you’re bringing here.” 
 
    Hare’s smile returned. “I don’t think you do.” This time, the livie waited for more. He raised his eyebrows and titled his head forward. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “There is a woman, a very special woman, who made the realm in which I dwell. And others like me.” 
 
    “The dead, yes.” 
 
    “No, not just the dead,” Hare said, his eyes growing wide. “Those who have been wronged. Those whose lives were stricken from them by the hand of another. Or, in my particular case, hands.” The dead man looked away, staring into the pulsing light between his fingers. “They were unpunished as if we meant nothing. This machine will allow for a . . . correction.” 
 
    McCahill thought the logic was contradictory. Hadn’t Hare been instrumental in hundreds of murders over the years? However, he did not voice that correction. 
 
    “Aye, it will bring darkness. I overheard heard Aoidh call it that.” 
 
    “What is dark to your kind is light to ours.” Hare held out an upturned hand like this answer explained everything. It didn’t.  
 
    “So, you want revenge against the people who killed you? But surely they are all dead by now.” 
 
    Hare grinned, a row of shiny black teeth. “They will all be dead soon enough,” he said and then looked toward the mouth of the cave. His voice softened. “But that is her wish. I have another.” 
 
    “What do you get out of it, then?” 
 
    That drew a laugh from the dead man. 
 
    “An irony, I suppose.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s no concern of yours,” Hare said, putting an end to the matter. “What is it you want for your part in this new arrangement?” 
 
    Henry McCahill had been considering that. 
 
    He’d been party to a handful of offerings early on. They were murders. I can say what they were. 
 
    Aoidh’s small, trusted circle of “facilitators” hadn’t landed the death blow in any of their murders. Not like generations before. That violence was too unsettling for the younger guard. 
 
    The mayor had taken a more passive approach. Each of their strangers had died in the same manner: drugged and buried alive in one of the three town’s burial grounds. 
 
    One year ago, William Hare had a different request. A new arrangement. The man in the cave required metal rings to be constructed. As a welder by trade, McCahill would be the best man to do it.  
 
    Every other month, another delivery of personal items would appear in a cloth-wrapped package left in his mailbox. Baubles and broaches. Hair clips and necklaces. Gold and silver teeth. And all that metal, plastic, and even bone were fashioned into circular rings. 
 
    Over the past year, McCahill had crafted about ten of them. The welder was no longer required. They cut me loose. 
 
    It was clear now those metal rings were being delivered to the man in the mountain. However, he couldn’t imagine how one had been stolen. None of the residents ever went into the cave.  
 
    That no longer mattered. This missing metal ring was now back with the others. McCahill knew Hare owed him.  
 
    He cleared his throat. “Is there a place for a man like me in this darkness that’s to come?” 
 
    Hare considered the idea. His machine would not be the only one that needed to be completed before the time came. To gain favor with Voodoo Cher, he had hoped to be the first, but another had beaten him to it. 
 
    Two others, however, had not yet reached their full power. 
 
    “Yes,” Hare finally said. “I can see a place in our plan for someone like you.” 
 
    McCahill shook his head. “Not just a place. I want a seat at the table. Real power!” 
 
    William Hare chuckled. “Mr. McCahill, why would—” 
 
    The man took a step forward. “Because I can get this done not in weeks and months but in one day. One! Surely, that proves I’m worthy.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. As you wish,” Hare said, his dark eyes locked on the man. “But you will deliver tomorrow. If you break that promise . . . well, don’t break it.” He reached out, his hand hovering above the ghosts twitching in the machine. “Or you will be used to help fulfill that promise. Do we have an understanding?” 
 
    McCahill swallowed hard. He was in this now. No turning back. “That won’t be a problem,” he said. “But to get this done, I will need something from you tomorrow night.” 
 
    A smile bent William Hare’s thin black lips. “Tell me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “How much is your electricity bill in this place?” Uncle Jerry asked, standing in Taban McCahill’s living room. Every single lamp was lit, and far as I could tell, the woman had bought the brightest bulb each of them could take. 
 
    “It’s worth it if it keeps the voices away.” 
 
    “I don’t see how it might do that,” I said.  
 
    That got a scowl out of Taban. She waved his arms around the room like he was trying to clear smoke. Or start flying. 
 
    “That’s only Razzie,” Uncle Jerry said, chuckling. 
 
    “Painter,” I said. 
 
    The old pilot shrugged. “You’ll always be Razzie to me.” 
 
    “This here’s a no-ghost zone,” Taban said, holding a finger up. “Don’t think you’ll be spending the night in this house.” 
 
    I stood there with Julius, who was keeping silent and shaking his head. Outside, Molly and her two companions were watching the graveyard. They’d lost their was-is bracelet and with it the only chance to kill the last McFee.  
 
    So, they’d agreed to help me stop William Hare. For now, that meant keeping an eye out to make sure there would be no more offerings. Captain Wellington would remain here at the north plots. The others would fan out to cover the other two graveyards. 
 
    But before they left, I had some questions for them. 
 
    Uncle Jerry pointed at a cot in the room's corner and walked over to it. 
 
    “You sleep down here?” 
 
    Taban nodded. “More lamps downstairs than up. If the lights bother you, you’ll hafta take yourself upstairs.” 
 
    My friend glanced upstairs. 
 
    “You got lights blazing up there too.” 
 
    “There are two rooms. Pick one and make it as dark you’d like. One was for me and my husband. The other was Henry’s when he was just a lad.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry bent down and looked at the cot closer. 
 
    “You make this?” 
 
    The woman beamed. “Aye. I made a lot of the furniture in this house.” 
 
    “This ain’t wood slats. What is it? Wicker?” 
 
    “I’m a weaver, like generations of McCahills before,” he said. “When we got a Kmart in town, people stopped buying bespoke furniture. Even before then, you could go to the online Ikea and order up a Snarpdoodle chaise or some such thing. It gets to ya before you can get up from the computer, but ya sit in it a few times and it all falls apart. Clickity-click, just buy another.” 
 
    The old pilot pressed his fist into the cot, which looked like it had been crafted from a single tree. 
 
    “This is pretty great,” he said. “A lotta give. You sell many of them?” 
 
    Taban sighed. “Not since those Snarpdoodles and Wuperknackers.” 
 
    Julius leaned into me, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Never much trusted the Swedes. Only saw one on television, a chef, and couldn’t understand a word he was saying.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “Your dislike for an entire culture is based upon the guy from The Muppet Show?” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t eat nothin’ that guy cooked neither.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry said, “The meatballs are pretty good.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, he didn’t actually make anything, right?” I said, trapped in a bizarro world of conversation. “That guy was a—” 
 
    “No, not the puppet,” the old pilot said. “At Ikea.” 
 
    Taban slammed her hand onto a table, but given that was, you know, wicker, it only kinda rattled. Point taken, though. 
 
    “Jerry, don’t talk to the voices. Only makes ‘em hang around.” 
 
    I put a finger to my lips and waved Julius toward the back door, trying not to smile. Not like the woman could hear me smile, but Julius looked like he was about to get the giggles. That would have put her over the edge. 
 
    Because if he got to giggling, that would set me off. 
 
    Two giggling ghosts in a house belonging to a woman who hated them? That was level-ten nightmare shit to someone like that. 
 
    And she was helping us out. Putting Uncle Jerry up for the night and planning to drive him to the Games the next day. Part of it, I know, was that she was worried about her kid.  
 
    I was worried about what was surely a new arrangement with the man in the mountain. Molly’s missing bracelet had to have been stolen by Taban’s son. That meant the deal with Henry McCahill and Hare was on. When I’d explained this to Taban, she’d resolved to be a part of this. Hoping to save him from himself. 
 
    As we left, the two livies talked about whipping up a quick dinner. Taban had pulled out a bottle of whiskey. 
 
    “You’re gonna make a fool outta yourself at the Games, but at least, tonight, I can teach you a proper Scottish drinkin’ song,” she said, pouring each of them large drinks. “That way, your trip here isn’t a total loss.” 
 
    Outside, I saw the three dead Scots walking around the plots, pointing at a few of the headstones. 
 
    Julius walked away from me. “You guys window shopping?” 
 
    When I saw their expressions, I realized what they were doing. Man, you gotta read the room. Especially when it was a graveyard. 
 
    Molly bent down to look closely at one tombstone. Without thinking, she tried to brush side some weeds, which had grown up over some of the inscription. 
 
    Her hands passed right through. “Dammit,” she said. 
 
    Julius went down on a knee and put a hand on her shoulder. “Who’s this, then?” 
 
    Molly’s two companions kept their eyes on the gravestone. Their expressions told me everything I needed to know. Julius picked up on it too. She’s looking at where her body was buried. 
 
    My friend turned to me then nodded at the engraving. “You wanna help a lady out?” 
 
    It would cost me, but I could pick up a bit of juice just by cruising the countryside overnight. I bent down, willed some juice into my fingertips, and brushed the weeds aside. 
 
    Fraser took a half-step back. “How in the blazes did you do that?” 
 
    I dropped and leaned back, landing on my backside, putting my head in my hands. Fortunately, Julius spoke for me while I stopped from spinning. 
 
    “One of the tricks my boy Painter can do,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice. “But he’ll need a minute because it takes a lot out of ya. Probably learned it from a lady up on a mountain back home.” 
 
    Feeling my chest rise and fall, I took in breaths. Well, not real breaths, of course, just some memory of breathing. But it was calming. Centering. 
 
    Or “processing.” 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    They were silent while I sat there, and after a minute, I raised my head. “There are plenty of others who can do it. Just takes . . .” I stopped when I saw the look on Molly’s face. And I realized I’d been wrong. “Wait, that’s not your headstone.” 
 
    “It belongs to a friend,” Fraser said. “His name was Kellen.” 
 
    For as tough as she was, I could see that Molly was softly sobbing as she traced the chiseled-out letters of the man’s name. Julius rubbed a spot in the middle of her back. I saw her reach up, and at first, I thought she was going to brush him away. 
 
    Instead, she gripped his hand and held it, never taking her eyes off the headstone. He put his other hand on top of hers. 
 
    Watching that tenderness, I saw Julius in a new light. 
 
    Everyone saw their share of grief. I had always shied away from engaging with others who were going through it, convincing myself I was just giving them space. But that was a lie. My fear was that any sort of reassurance I might offer someone would be rejected. That I would be seen as overstepping. An intruder. 
 
    That wasn’t who my friend was. 
 
    Here was a man who had known grief as much as anyone else. Maybe more. But when he saw others hurting, he took the risk. He consoled and comforted. Fearless of any rebuke. 
 
    I started getting uncomfortable with my thoughts. Self-admonishment will do that. 
 
    “Who was he? Did you know him, you know, before?” 
 
    Slowly, Molly shook her head. When she opened her mouth, no words came out. 
 
    Captain Wellington answered for her, “No, he was a companion of ours, but if we’d been alive at the same time… he would not have been one of mine. A Scot like these two fine people.” 
 
    Fraser picked up the story: “Once we’d discovered what the bracelets could do, it was Kellen who’d slipped into the cave and stolen it from Hare. But a short time later, the leanaban came for him.” 
 
    My stomach sank as I watched Molly lean forward, muttering to herself. She was praying. But I could fix this. I could get their friend back. 
 
    “So he’s in the machine,” I said. “When we destroy it, we’ll free everyone trapped inside. Including your friend.” 
 
    Finally, Molly spoke. “He’s not in there,” she said between sobs. “He escaped the wretched thing.” She reached up and caressed the name again. 
 
    Julius said, “I don’t understand. He got out?” 
 
    “Aye,” Fraser said and knelt next to Molly. “Don’t know how. But instead of returning to us, he just left. Said he’d heard the voices or thoughts of others trapped within the machines.” 
 
    “Back then, the world was full of them,” Captain Wellington said. “Their dreadful belts of light crisscrossing the sky.” 
 
    I’d have remembered that clearly.  
 
    Back then, Voodoo Cher was close to creating a crisscrossing network all over the planet. After that system was destroyed, she’d come up with a new plan. Now, according to what Uncle Jerry had told me, she would need just four of them. 
 
    “He said he was leaving to get help to stop William Hare,” Fraser said. 
 
    “But they all went down,” I said. “Those streaks of light were gone from the sky, so it was over.” 
 
    “Typical of those from the colonies.” Captain Wellington snorted. “You only saw what was happening to you and yours. Not the rest of the world.” 
 
    Fraser ran his hands softly across the shoulders of his friend and glared at me. “Aye, the bulk of the machines the woman built were in America. But there are others like the one in our mountain.” 
 
    “But you said your friend went to go get help,” Julius said and caught the expressions on their faces. “He never came back.” 
 
    “No. And neither did the help he’d sought to find,” Molly said, and her eyes met mine. “Until now.” 
 
    I took a step back. “What?” 
 
    Emboldened, she stood straight and stepped toward me. “He went to find the great machine destroyer,” she said with a sneer. “Kellen risked everything to save all of us, but William Hare pursued him, never stopping. And now our friend is lost. I can feel it.” She stepped closer, but if I’d stepped any farther back, I would have fallen into an open grave. She leaned into me, her nose almost touching mine. “He’s gone because he went to find you,” she said, her voice now just a whisper. “The great Painter Mann.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I can’t recall much of the conversation after that, but it hadn’t gotten kinder from that point on.  
 
    From the start, Molly and her crew wanted little to do with me. Now, I knew why. And I couldn’t bring myself to tell them the little I knew of the man they called Kellen. 
 
    Back in New Orleans, when I’d first come across Voodoo Cher, I’d met a group of self-proclaimed ghost hunters. They’d had a popular television show, Ghost Wranglers, horrible, but they’d helped me survive one of the worst times I could remember. 
 
    Although, given I only had about a year’s worth of recollections, maybe that wasn’t saying so much. 
 
    Their lead man, a guy named Hollow, told me one of his team insisted a spook had come across from Scotland with them. It had been Kellen who’d put the Ghost Wranglers on my trail. 
 
    But soon after arriving in New Orleans, he’d disappeared. 
 
    That likely meant he’d been consumed by a man called the Cajun. And he wasn’t lost in any way Molly understood. He was in the All Time. Like Gary. 
 
    I’d convinced myself that by rattling Voodoo Cher’s cage, taking down her machines, somehow she would tell me how to get my friend back. But I was kidding myself. Why would she do that? What would I have to trade for a way to get Gary home again? 
 
    Leaving the four spooks outside, I drifted through Taban’s house. They’d finished dinner and stacked plates in the sink. The homeowner had plunked in front of the television with a black-and-white movie on the screen. For a moment, I wondered if she was half-deaf for as loud as the sound had been turned up. 
 
    Ah. Right. 
 
    To shield her from the voices of the dead, she simply replaced them with others. I supposed there was some irony in the fact that the film she was watching had to be some seventy years old. The voices coming out of the television? 
 
    They were all dead too. 
 
    I headed toward the stairs without a word. When I turned and saw her face, she was out like a light. But whatever films were playing in her head, her dreams obviously weren’t pleasant ones. I’d never seen anyone scowling as they slept. Transfixed, I watched as her expression changed. 
 
    Sorrow. Anger. Fear. 
 
    Ghosts surrounded the old woman. But the ghosts haunting her most were her own. The ones we carried until we could carry nothing anymore. I wondered if that was why some referred to death as “rest.” 
 
    I took the first few steps, but then a voice on the television struck me as odd.  
 
    The film was a western. And old shoot-‘em-up style where the good guys wore white, the bad guys black. If that were true in life, it sure would make things a hell of a lot simpler. 
 
    But the character that had stopped me halfway up the stairs was a woman. Not some ruffled-out barmaid or pioneer woman with a streak of dirt on her cheek. This was a cowboy. Or cowgirl, if that’s a thing. I think they’re all cowboys regardless of gender. 
 
    Hair pulled up into a dusty cowboy hat, a bloodstain smeared across her chest. She was unloading her six-shooters into some guy at a bar, gun smoke filling the screen. Maybe he’d done her wrong or stolen her cattle or killed her pappy or whatever. Didn’t matter, really. 
 
    I stared at her for a long moment, trying to work out why that image had intrigued me. 
 
    Maybe it was simply the desire to be able to easily discern the good from the bad and exact quick justice. Even if we took down William Hare’s machine, there would be others. And despite not having a body that could get tired, I was weary. 
 
    Looking back at Taban as she twitched in her sleep, I knew she was too. 
 
    “One day there will be rest,” I said to myself. “But not yet.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find Uncle Jerry upstairs, because his was the only room that wasn’t lit like a General Electric testing lab.  
 
    I nearly just passed through the door but then thought better of it. Bit of courtesy. 
 
    “You decent in there, man?” 
 
    It took a few moments, and then I heard the guy let out a huge breath and answer in a croak. 
 
    “Yep. Was waiting on ya, boy.” 
 
    Dirt, paint, wood, paint, then an insane burst of color. 
 
    I spun and looked back at the door I’d walked through and saw a small square painting on it. It was a rendering of a boy and a dog by a stream. Fat, mountainous brush strokes of reds, blues, yellows, blacks. 
 
    “That is one of the worst paintings I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Lying in bed, flicking at a small rolled cigarette, Uncle Jerry smiled in my direction. For a moment, it was almost like I was alive again. But he was looking right through me. “Ah, I reckon her boy painted that when he used to live here.” He took another drag of his smoke and held it. “It’s pretty good. It’s, you know, kid art.” 
 
    “It’s terrible. Even I could do better than that.” 
 
    “Ha. You can’t even hold a brush right now.” 
 
    I nodded. “Too bad the young Henry McCahill didn’t suffer the same affliction.”  
 
    “I think it’s great.” 
 
    He saw something I didn’t, no question. A boy and his dog. Or maybe a boy and his beaver. It was hard to tell. “You know, I have a cat. Um, had.” 
 
    “When?” He took another drag. “Don’t remember your momma being too keen on cats in the house when you were a kid. Fur gets everywhere.” 
 
    I turned away from the terrible painting. There were so many questions I wanted to ask the guy. How could I possibly be the same person he knew? Sure, I knew I had been Rasputin Frewer when alive, but maybe whoever he had been was lost. “What can you tell me about Rasputin’s childhood?” 
 
    He frowned. “Don’t think I can have a convo with someone who speaks about themselves in the third person. Kinda uppity, don’t cha think?” 
 
    “Fine,” I said and sat on the floor. “What was my mother like?” 
 
    “Is like. She’s still freezing her butt off up in Minnesota every winter.” He pressed the remainder of his joint into his palm and pocketed it. “Don’t know why. I useta tell her they got planes and buses and trains that’ll take you somewhere warm. But she stays put.” 
 
    “So she’s a ‘hardy’ Midwestern gal.” I grinned. 
 
    “Finest woman you could ever meet, your mother,” he said then nodded quietly to himself. “She had a difficult time after, you know . . .” 
 
    I looked back at the painting. Weird. It didn’t look as bad as it had before. “After?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry propped himself up and leaned back against the wall. “This really isn’t a conversation you should have with me, Razzie. Your mother is a private woman, and I don’t want to dishonor—” 
 
    “She’s not here,” I said. “And even if she were, she wouldn’t even know I was here. You’re all I’ve got, man.” 
 
    He sighed and bobbed his head. “The man she married, um, your dad, he split just before you were born.” 
 
    That part I knew, but the rest? “Why?” 
 
    “Never talked to her about it,” he said, glancing out the window. “But I expect he had his reasons.” 
 
    I didn’t know why, but that angered me. It felt like he was disparaging my mother. But the most surprising thing was that I had been bothered by it. Those feelings, visceral and real, served as a confirmation. Even if my head wasn’t convinced who I was, my heart certainly was. 
 
    Uncle Jerry filled the silence, stammering a little as he said, “Steve always had delusions he’d be some big shot someday.” 
 
    “Great, just great. My father’s name was Steve?” 
 
    With a small smile, he shrugged and laughed. “Man, I think I may be opening up a whole can of worms that your momma sealed tight,” he said. “Do you remember if she’d told you any of this?” 
 
    “That’s a joke, right? I’m an amnesiac ghost, dude.” 
 
    “Right, right.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the roach. 
 
    “I don’t remember much, almost nothing, but I know to steer clear of anyone named Steve. Steves are assholes.” 
 
    He held his lighter under the charred end of the paper. “Maybe she did tell you about him, then.” 
 
    “So, is he some big shot now?” 
 
    “Nah,” he put the cigarette to his lips and sucked in. In a pinched voice, he squeaked out, “He’s dead.” 
 
    Turning away, I waited for some emotional avalanche to hit. But nothing. Not even a snow flurry. Was that weird? Or was I “processing”? 
 
    “But he made it big,” he said, and a huge plume of smoke billowed out of his mouth. “Well, in the corporate world. He was the CEO of a big clothing store chain. Kid stuff.” 
 
    “That’s making it big?” 
 
    A shrug. “The guy made millions running shops all over the world while his brother”—he coughed and laughed—“made hundreds while traveling the world. Everywhere from Bombay to Wichita to Sydney to Moscow to Mexico City. But I ask ya . . . who do you think had more fun?” 
 
    I stood and walked closer then felt my legs go a bit wobbly. “Wait. You?” 
 
    He nodded, staring into a spot in the room where he probably thought I was sitting. “I was in the navy for about half an hour. But they’d taught me how to fly just about damn near everything.” He held his joint at the edge of his lips and lifted his eyebrows, Groucho Marx style. “At some point, everybody needs a pilot, my boy.” 
 
    I felt better about sitting, so I walked to the spot where he’d been staring and plopped down again. “So, Uncle Jerry, you are literally my uncle Jerry.” 
 
    He smiled at me.  
 
    At least where I was now sitting. The room felt like it was spinning—not full-on Tilt-A-Whirl style but enough to where I had to put my hands out to steady myself. A wash of emotions, all of them, rushed through me. With a reaction like that, it was obvious. My voice was uneven. “I never knew that.”  
 
    He laughed and said, “Well, hell, of course you don’t know that now, because . . .” His smile came crashing down. “Oh, Jesus. I don’t think I was supposed to tell you that. Shit. Now I think about it, me and you never really talked about it. Not since we started, you know, hanging out again. After we did all that for Cassie.” 
 
    Cassie. I’d heard that name. Where had I heard that name? When I’d touched Captain Wellington. Just before he died, he’d been thinking about his wife, Katherine. But then the name Cassie had gotten into the mix somehow. 
 
    Not somehow. It had come from me. 
 
    “She was my wife,” I said. “Cassie was my wife.” 
 
    The eyes of the man on the bed got damp, and he flicked his smoldering cigarette out the window. Well, he’d tried. The window wasn’t open. “Goddamn it,” he said and jumped up. He bent down with a groan and grabbed its red embers with one hand while opening the window with the other. “Ow, ow, ow, ow!” 
 
    It glowed bright red against the deep black of night outside and then was gone. 
 
    Then I knew. Something clicked. 
 
    “She’s gone, isn’t she?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry dropped back onto the bed, facing the window. Reaching around to rub his back with a wrinkled hand, he closed his eyes and nodded. “That’s why you started all this in the first place, Razzie,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Last thing she said to you was ‘do good.’ That way, someday, you and her could be together again.” 
 
    I laughed, but it came out sounding bitter. “You mean like Heaven or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if there is a Hell, there’s gotta be one, right? Or something like it.” 
 
    Somehow, I had made a deal with a Devil—scratch that, the Devil—to take down Voodoo Cher. She was a god in this place—I was an idiot flailing around. It was an impossible task. 
 
    But at least now I knew why I’d agreed to it. “So, me ‘doing good’ is taking out the four remaining machines.” 
 
    He nodded. “And the four assholes running them. But we’ve got William Hare in our sights, so we’re doing good. This time tomorrow, he’ll be toast.” 
 
    I sighed. “You think you’re ready? I mean, you’re going to compete in the Highland Games, man. How weird is that? Wonder if they’ll make you wear a kilt?” 
 
    “Whaddya mean ‘make’? Secretly, every guy wants to try out a kilt.” 
 
    “So you’re willing to put on a plaid skirt and parade around in front of a few hundred people?” 
 
    “Won’t be the first time,” he said and laughed. 
 
    “I bet you got some dark stories in your past, man.” 
 
    He stared back in my direction, his smile dropping just a little. “We all got our secrets, Razzie.” 
 
    I stood and headed toward the door, with the shitty painting of the boy and badger-dog-beaver sitting next to a lake. Or a massive blue eel. Hard to tell. 
 
    “You better get some rest. Big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Just gonna roll one more and call it a night,” he said, pulling out some papers and digging into the drawer next to him. 
 
    “Why are you doing this, Uncle Jerry?” 
 
    He smiled up at me as his fingers worked. “Because I’m your uncle Jerry. We’re kin, little brother. A good man should do anything for his family. Go to the ends of the earth and back. And sometimes, back again.” 
 
    “They already tried to kill you once.” 
 
    “Just means they ain’t any good at it. I’ll be fine.” He licked the edge of the paper and began to roll. 
 
    “I mean, I sort of have nothing to lose.” Except getting thrown into the All Time, I thought. “I don’t have, you know, a body anymore, but you—” 
 
    “Oh no,” he said, popping the rolled cigarette into his mouth. “You still got a body.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Old Man’s got it on ice somewhere or something.” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on,” I said, my mind reeling. “What? Where? How is . . . ?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry smiled at me. “I don’t got anything more about it, because I never talked to him. Not directly. But a good friend of ours, she told me. Your body is fine. They just, uh, Han Soloed it for a while or something.” 
 
    I felt an icy shiver blast through me. The night had already been a cacophony of emotions, but this was something new. “So . . . I can go back? Back to being Rasputin?” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m here?” he said and threw his arms up. “I gotta help you get home, boy.” 
 
    “Right, so. Hold on,” I said, my thoughts buzzing around my head like pissed-off butterflies. “If I can pull this off, take her down I, uh, get to be alive again?” 
 
    “That is the plan,” he said and lit up. “That is your plan. I’m just here to help you pull it off.” 
 
    I turned back to the door, my world spinning again, and this time it was full-on Tilt-A-Whirl. One step in front of the other, I reached forward to touch the picture of the boy and his dog by the springtime stream then passed through it. 
 
    All the way down the stairs, I was in a haze. Walking through the brilliantly lit home, the crazy loud TV, the burnt food smell of the dishes in the sink. But I saw none of it. Heard none of it. Caught a slight whiff of the food—so horrible—but it was fleeting. 
 
    I knew what this new feeling was. 
 
    Somehow, I could be alive again. If I did everything right, made no mistakes, and took down a god, I could be alive again. 
 
    Me versus the woman who created a new universe of existence. 
 
    For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt fear. Real, true, and total full-body fear. I had something to lose. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I don’t even remember walking into the graveyard. “Hello?” Looking around, I didn’t see Molly and her crew anymore. Or Julius. “Hello?” 
 
    “Halt! Who goes there?” Captain Wellington leaped from behind a tree, holding his arms in a line as if he were brandishing a rifle. But, of course, he didn’t have one.  
 
    Over the sounds of television inside, I heard a strained voice call out, “Shut up, voices!” 
 
    Whoops. “Sorry, Taban.” 
 
    The Redcoat lowered his arms, saluted me, then hid back behind the tree again. I didn’t have the heart to tell him. Glowing like he was, I could see his elbows poking out both sides. 
 
    From the gravesite we’d been at earlier, I saw two dim ribbons of stain heading out in opposite directions. They’d be guarding the cemeteries, so I hoped we’d been in for a quiet night. 
 
    “Holy mother of shiiit!” 
 
    I spun toward the road and saw Julius running, high stepping, faster than I’d ever seen him run. When I looked behind him, I couldn’t see what he was running from. But my friend looked terrified. 
 
    “You have the con, sir,” I said to Captain Wellington, and, confused, he peered out from behind the tree. 
 
    “Right,” he said, avoiding my eyes. “Must have picked it from one of those island ladies. Explains the swelling.” 
 
    “It . . .” I blinked. “Just keep a lookout, my friend.” 
 
    He saluted me and slipped back behind the tree. Mostly. 
 
    Two quick steps, and I was up and skating down the gravel road and arched onto the main dirt strip. Shooting a glance over my shoulder, I couldn’t see Julius’s pursuer. Seconds later, I rocketed past him, spun around, and skated backward. 
 
    “What’s up? You okay?” 
 
    “No, man,” he said, still running full steam. “Little bastard’s after me!” 
 
    I stopped, wove around my friend, and looked at the road behind him. If there were any leanaban in pursuit, how could they be hiding? Ghosts didn’t have “dark mode.” 
 
    Spinning around again, I slid up next to my friend. He was pumping his legs hard, fists churning through the air. I put my hands behind my back and casually glided like I was out for an evening skate with my sweetie at the county rink. 
 
    Julius looked over at me and slowed, checked behind him, and then stopped. He turned. “Huh, I musta outrun him,” he said, happy with himself. “I was going pretty fast.” 
 
    “Yeah, had to stop you before you went back in time or something.” In the moonlight, I saw a twinkle near his waist. “What is that?” 
 
    Julius grinned and put it behind his back. “So the other guys, they all had a job covering the cemeteries, so I thought since you were up talking to Uncle Jerry, I’d do, you know, a bit of intel.” 
 
    I put my hands on my head. “What? Tell me you didn’t go to the cave alone.” 
 
    “No, no, what?” He shook his head, looking away. “I mean, I didn’t get that far. One of those spooky kids starts coming at me, singing and shit.” 
 
    “And you got away?” 
 
    He sat in the middle of the dirt road, one hand still behind his back. “Barely. Little kid’s going on about ‘Wee Willie Wrinkle’ or something, which sounds like shit they shouldn’t be singing about—” 
 
    I sat across from him. “Winkle, man. It’s some old nursery rhyme.” 
 
    “Whatever.” He shrugged. “So I popped the little bastard in the head and ran.” 
 
    “You punched a kid?” 
 
    “No, man! I . . . pushed the evil ghost with intent. Bastard wasn’t going to take me into that machine!” 
 
    “You totally punched a kid.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” he said and pulled his hand around. He had one of Hare’s metal rings. “I saw this and nabbed it.” 
 
    I stood and stepped back. “Holy shit! You got one of the bracelets.” 
 
    Julius grinned at me and raised an eyebrow. He put the bracelet on his head. “This ring isn’t a bracelet. He was wearing it like this—it’s a crown.” He pushed one side of it with his finger so it sat straighter on his head. “Okay, doesn’t fit my head, so maybe it ain’t for big people.” 
 
    Walking over, I pulled it off his noggin and examined it. 
 
    “Why you gotta go and dethrone me?” he said and stood up, snatching it back. “No way to treat your kind, nave.” 
 
    “Whatever. Why does he want crowns for the leanaban?” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe they all got birthdays coming up?” 
 
    Either way, we had one of his crowns. Regardless of Julius nearly getting tossed into the cave, it was a big win. We’d tossed a wrench into Hare’s plans. I wasn’t sure how much of a difference it would make, but it was something. 
 
    “Man, you are brave. I’ll give you that. Crazy but brave.” 
 
    He turned and looked down the road, scratching the top of his head with the crown. “Don’t know why the little shit stopped following me though. I mean, I was running fast, but . . .” 
 
    I thought back to the playground when they’d stood in a line, hands clasped together. They hadn’t pursued Selkirk or me either. “Maybe they can’t stray too far from the cave.” I looked toward the mountain. I couldn’t see over the trees, but the streams were there, twisting through the sky. “Maybe we gotta save those kids too.” 
 
    “Can’t save everybody, man.” 
 
    “That is sorta the plan.” 
 
    “Nah, what I mean is in your head.” He put the crown back on, tilting to one side. “Too much to think you gotta save billions of people and some spooky kids. Just, you know, in your mind, pick one person. Easier to deal with.” 
 
    He was right. “I like that. I can save my uncle, then.” 
 
    “Nah, don’t pick Uncle Jerry. He’s a good man, one of the best . . . but you know?” 
 
    I shook my head. What was he talking about? 
 
    “Come on, Painter. The man is alive and can hear us,” Julius said. “Hell, you’re the one who told me that the first time we met. When I was alive.” 
 
    Then it hit me. “He’s dying.” 
 
    “Right, but, I mean, the guy is old. And to hear him tell it, he’s had a hell of a ride.” Julius walked over, lifted the crown off my head, and thunked it onto mine. “But his ride’s coming to an end.” 
 
    Somewhere in the back of my mind, of course, I’d known that. I’d gone from feeling pretty awful to feeling relieved to shitty again all in about thirty seconds. My ghostly friend was, as always, a roller coaster to be around. 
 
    I dropped my voice to a whisper. “How can you be both a glass half-full and a glass half-empty guy at the same time?” 
 
    “Dunno,” he said. “I was a gin drinker most of my life. Any glass in front of me was empty most of the time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The woman in the large flowery hat was struggling to keep a smile on her face as she once again crossed the rectangular field toward Uncle Jerry. She raised a finger as she made a wide arch on her approach. 
 
    Sweating like he’d run a marathon while being chased by Bengal tigers, he leaned up against his caber, lifted his head, and gave her a polite wave. He just needed a moment to catch his breath. Taban was whispering encouragement while rubbing a small spot in the middle of his back. Uncle Jerry hadn’t said that area hurt as much as it was the only place on the man’s body that wasn’t drenched in sweat. 
 
    “You’re doin’, fine, mate,” she said, eyeballing the woman in the hat. “I reckon you can even win this. Give it another go.” 
 
    He scratched the gap between his mustache and lip and chuckled. “You’re teasing me, now.” 
 
    “Don’t fuss with it. That glue’s been in the box for decades. You’ll knock it off.” Taban pointed at the lime-chalk circle just up the field. “Just get it in the circle this time, eh?” 
 
    He wobbled his head over to his left, where some teenagers in fluorescent, high-vis vests were helping a man with the tiny figurines stand re-prop up the tarp ceiling. He was on the ground, scrutinizing his metal treasures for any bends or breaks. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him; he’s always been a whinger,” Taban said with a final pat. “You just gave him a start. But I reckon an eighty-kilo log coming crashing through your shitty statue stand is better than ten cups of coffee!” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Good marketing too. I told ‘im he should make a sign that said, ‘Survived the wandering caber event.’ Gives it a bit of magic.” 
 
    “It wasn’t wandering,” he said. “More of a crashing.” 
 
    Taban shrugged and stepped back toward the coach’s line. “I can suggest an edit, maybe.” 
 
    “I think the wig is making my head too hot.” 
 
    “Leave it be!” Taban slapped his hand as he’d reached for his head. “We don’t want the mayor or any of his boys to recognize you.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded, wearily. He’d rested as long as he dared. If he waited any longer, he might be too tired for a last try. Keeping a thirty-foot pole from tipping over was tiring work. 
 
    “Splendid, really impressive,” the organizer said, wobbling up to him. She was thumbing a damp spot between her hairline and the hat. “Are you sure you want to try it again, Mr. Montalban?” 
 
    “Feel obligated now. The crowd’s three times the size it was a minute ago.” 
 
    “Oh. Ha! They’re just here to see where it might end up next.” With a mix of terror and fake glee, she giggled. Then she lowered your voice, “If you’re tired, I can call the lads over—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    She leaned in closer. “I have it on good authority that you’ve got a solid chance of winning. Even without another attempt.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry smiled at her. “Y’all are some of the nicest folks I’ve ever met. And I’ve met a lot of folks.” 
 
    “Cheers for that.” 
 
    He let out a groan and straightened. “One more.” 
 
    The event organizer made a sound that better suited a small dog that had been stepped on. Then she hurried to the sidelines, standing next to Taban. Watching the man line up his next toss, she leaned over to his coach. “He’s certainly persistent.” 
 
    Taban shrugged. “Could be sunstroke.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry sucked in three breaths quickly. Well, if I’m gonna do this . . . 
 
    “You must get it into the circle at least once, yes?” Mutabe from Captain Selkirk’s crew, said. “They had little children out here before you. They could all do it and with far less destruction.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry put his head down, so no one would see him talking. “They had sticks compared to this damn thing. How did they ever come up with this as a sport, for Chrissake?” 
 
    “Ah, men were made of better stuff back then,” the World War I U.S. Naval yeoman said. “Women too.” 
 
    “Y’all are messing up my mojo.” 
 
    Miller, the captain’s first mate, laughed. “Maybe we can get you one of the wee sticks?” 
 
    “No,” Uncle Jerry said, squeezing his eyes shut tight. “Hush now.” 
 
    “Lascar,” Lascar said.  
 
    “Agreed,” Uncle Jerry said, yelled to gather strength, bent down, and lifted the caber. He shouted, as if a battle cry, “Lascar!” 
 
    The crowd gasped as he held the log by its bottom, first swerving slightly to the left—“ohhhh!”—then to the right—”ohhhh!” Then, on wobbly legs, he began to strut forward. With each step, his arms trembled, and his hips felt as though invisible elves were trying to hammer them from their sockets. 
 
    He moved faster then a bit faster than that, but when he looked up, the sun and pouring sweat stung his eyes, making his vision go blurry. 
 
    “That’s it!” shouted the African sailor. 
 
    Margaret Mary cheered him on. “You got it! You got it! U-S-A! U-S-A!” 
 
    “Lascar!” 
 
    Counting his steps, as Molly had taught him, he was just five away from his toss. He went through the motion quickly in his mind. Let the pole drift with the motion, and when it begins to tip, lift and push! 
 
    That was when the caber began to tip. He was doing it. 
 
    “Tip it forward, mate, not back!” Taban shouted from the sidelines. Still trotting, he felt his feet lifting off the ground a little like he was high-stepping in a parade marching band. 
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    The dead navy woman was suddenly by his side. “It’s tipping back.” 
 
    “I know,” he said with a groan. “Can’t stop it.” 
 
    His steps were getting higher and higher the more the log tipped slowly back. 
 
    “Lascar! Lascar! Lascar!” the Indian sailor shouted, making a circular motion with his arm. 
 
    The yeoman looked toward him and nodded. “He’s right. Spin around!” 
 
    His fingers were screaming at him, pleading for him to let go. “Spin . . . around?” 
 
    Frustrated that her man was losing the battle, she barked out the order, “Harden up, solider!” 
 
    Her voice shot an electric jolt through him, and he felt the weariness of his muscles snap away, replaced by more strength than he’d ever imagined. Uncle Jerry, his stringy, damp hair clogging up his vision, twisted himself in reverse and, gripping the caber tightly, went down on one knee. 
 
    “Lift! Give it everything you’ve got!” Margaret Mary wailed, feeling power course through her, sending shock waves of energy flowing in and around the man with the caber. 
 
    Uncle Jerry curled his fingers around the base and felt the caber impossibly tilt the other direction, back toward the circle. 
 
    “Over your shoulder!” she shouted, even more loudly than before. “With everything you’ve got! Now, now, now!” 
 
    The old pilot arched back and threw his hands up, tossing the caber backward toward the scoring ring. His fingers splayed as he let out a yell of his own. 
 
    The moment slowed, and there was dead silence.  
 
    Still in his crouch, Uncle Jerry swayed, eyes locked forward, and for a brief, hallucinatory moment, he thought he could see a beautiful woman dressed in navy blues, shimmering in and out of the air before him. Waves of energy were pouring off of her. Into him. 
 
    The African sailor held hands to his mouth, staring wide-eyed. 
 
    Miller, the first mate, was pointing with one hand then two. 
 
    Only the fourth man made a sound. Punching the air, he shouted triumphantly, “Lascar!” 
 
    The crowd erupted. 
 
    Time sped back up, and Uncle Jerry slowly turned to see what everyone was cheering about. The caber, his caber, was lying in the grass in the middle of the clock-face-style circle. Uncle Jerry had struck twelve. 
 
    He flinched when a hand clasped his shoulder. When he looked up, Taban was by his side, slapping his back. Even the sweaty bits. 
 
    “I knew it. We’ve bred a world champion is what we’ve done,” she said, shouting over the cheering voices. 
 
    He couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
    And then he could believe them less when he saw the woman in the flowered hat wobble toward him. She was beaming. And she had a trophy in her hand. 
 
    “Proud of you,” Taban said, her eyes going damp. “You must have a bit of Scot in ya after all, mate.” 
 
    All around him, phones were out snapping photos. He laughed weakly when he saw three girls taking a selfie with the big damn log he’d just thrown. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said to Taban, and she punched him on the arm. 
 
    “And thank you guys,” he said to his unseen cheerleaders around him. 
 
    The organizer of the caber event came over, chased by a young man with a camera. An actual camera, not a phone.  
 
    “This is surreal,” he muttered, feeling every year of his age.  
 
    Uncle Jerry looked at the heavy metal trophy. “Does that say First Place?”  
 
    The organizer held the statue up for the camera and gripped Uncle Jerry’s hand. He was too tired to shake, so he just held on and smiled. 
 
    “First place,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Got it,” the boy with the camera said and ambled back toward the sidelines again. 
 
    “Well,” the organizer whispered, handing in the trophy. “You were the only one in your age bracket, Mr. Montalban. So ‘first’ was always a given.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I’d never been a kid person. Not that I disliked them, I just didn’t recall ever thinking, “Look! Children! How delightful. This day is about to get so much more fun.” However, my indifference toward pre-adults was edging toward dislike. Specifically, William Hare’s “children.” 
 
    In the daylight, it was much harder to see any stain trails that might tell me where local spooks were going back and forth. But I didn’t need that indicator to see that at least a half dozen of the leanaban were stationed at various posts around the grounds of the local Highland Games. And I did mean stationed. It was like Hare had laid out some grid as best he could and put his little lookouts all over the place. Sure, every now and then I’d see some little one scanning around for their parents. Those were easy enough to pick out—usually red-faced and bawling. 
 
    Within a minute, some adult would come by and possibly lead them to the lost and found. Did they put kids in the lost and found? With the umbrellas and car keys? Didn’t matter. 
 
    Well, sure, it would matter to the parent who’d lost their kid (or their keys, I suppose), but at that moment, it didn’t matter to me. 
 
    Hare’s kids all looked different, despite each and every one of them appearing around the age of eight. What set them apart from the other red-faced, bawling “about eights” was that the crying kids didn’t have coal-black spheres for eyes. And those eyes were scanning around for anyone who might be scoping the grounds looking to stop whatever was in the works to finish Hare’s machine. Specifically me. 
 
    “I don’t think I can get within about fifty feet of them without one of them setting off the alarm.” 
 
    Captain Selkirk looked at me funny. “What alarm?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. Just them yelling, ‘There he is! Get ’im!’ maybe.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Aye, that would probably do it.” 
 
    There were a bunch of other spooks wandering around the grounds. All dressed from different time periods. I couldn’t blame them; there was a big event going on, a buzz of activity, and it could get pretty dull in the InBetween. 
 
    Not that I’d had that experience myself. Granted, I always seemed to either find a bit of chaos or create some. Today, I had to stop anything like that from happening. 
 
    We’d tucked ourselves into one of the food stands selling, of all things, hot dogs. Didn’t seem like the standard treat at a thousand-year-old gaming event in Scotland. However, they weren’t frankfurters like I’d ever seen. They had a batter around them. Like corndogs but even less appealing. But the festival-goers loved them, so there were several lines, dozens of people long, and more hungry people just kept coming. 
 
    That was providing a suitable cover between me and the spooky little kid with the pupil-only eyes standing at the edge of a field where big burly men and women were throwing around what looked like iron handbags. 
 
    “If you were looking to kill a bunch of people in one shot, how would you do it?” 
 
    The captain shrugged. “Not really my thing.” 
 
    “Well, of course not, man,” I said. “It’s not mine either. But if you were Henry McCahill, how would you do it?” 
 
    “Don’t really know the man. What’s he into?” 
 
    “How would I know? I mean, he’s a welder.” 
 
    “Ah well, there you go,” the captain said. “Maybe he’s going to melt them.” 
 
    I sighed. “Right. Good chat. Helpful.” 
 
    Selkirk eyeballed a woman in a halter top walking by with six breaded hot dogs. He licked his lips. “More than anything else that comes with being dead, I do miss how they taste.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Those dogs look disgusting.” 
 
    He looked at me strangely. “Oh. Did she have some of those sausages?” 
 
    Before I could answer, he started after the woman and disappeared into the crowd. He wasn’t as bothered as I was walking right through livies. But he’d also been around a few hundred years. Maybe you got used to it. Although that was something you probably shouldn’t get used to. 
 
    And, if I could stop William Hare and his new livie partner, Henry McCahill, I’d never have to. 
 
    Earlier, I’d followed McCahill around for about an hour, keeping a sharp eye out for black-eyed kids. That meant I had to stay in crowds, shuffling around to avoid their innards, and usually at a distance so I couldn’t hear anything he said. 
 
    A longtime local, Henry was one of the festival’s ambassadors, according to his mother. It was a bit of an honorary post, but Taban had said it with pride all the same. There wasn’t much different year on year with the Games, although every few seasons they tried out some stuff a bit more contemporary. 
 
    Earlier that day, when they were getting Uncle Jerry ready for competition, Taban said they’d even had break dancing back in the late eighties. 
 
    Members of organizing committees had been all part of the same families for generations, something like a birthright. Henry’s job had been to schmooze sponsors before, during, and after the event to squeeze money out of them to pay for setup and award ceremonies.  
 
    “Harder and harder to get sponsors to open their wallets these days,” his mother said, trimming a fake, bushy mustache with sharp scissors. “He’s put more time into this year’s games than before, which was twice the time he spent the year before.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry was sifting through a box of wigs he’d picked up at the secondhand store one town over. “Are they adding more events? Maybe I can find something that doesn’t involve throwing trees.” 
 
    “I dunno. He don’t talk to me like he used to,” Taban said.  
 
    My uncle—my actual uncle—it was still weird to think of him that way—picked up a light-brown wig. He fit it on and smiled. “How’s this look?” 
 
    “You look like an old man wearing a wig,” I said, laughing. 
 
    “Shh, voices,” Taban said. “I think it looks fine. Makes you look a bit, I dunno, Spanish. Do you know Spanish?” 
 
    “Sure. Those are the folks who come from Spain,” he said and grinned. He nodded and smiled, trying to fawn off like it had been a joke. “And, yeah, I speak a little of Español.” 
 
    Taban took a step back and looked him up and down. “We need a larger mustache.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry’s was the last event of the day, which might have accounted for the enormous crowd. But they’d gotten their money’s worth. Sure, not terribly difficult, since it had been a free event. 
 
    The awards ceremony was being held on the same field, so I could keep a close eye on my friend. Henry McCahill was there, too, on the field, to establish he was somehow part of the festivities but not taking part. He spoke with two men wearing red sashes, all of them clapping when winners were handed their medals and certificates. 
 
    “Did you see our boy?” Julius was beaming. 
 
    “Yeah, he did great,” I said, sad I’d missed it. 
 
    “He was sweatin’ something fierce. I thought for sure that wig was going to come flying off.” 
 
    “It’s on there pretty good. I think Taban used a lot of glue.” 
 
    Julius nodded. “Real tiny tube, but the stuff packs a wallop!” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, as we wove through livies toward the treeline where Selkirk and his crew were gathered. “You don’t mean Super Glue?” 
 
    He shrugged and waved at our seafaring friends. 
 
    “That was amazing,” the African sailor said as the navy woman lightly punched his shoulder. “You were amazing, Margaret Mary. The old man would not have won without you.” 
 
    “Well,” the first mate said, drawing the word out, “he didn’t have any competition.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Selkirk said and extended a hand to his crew member. “You done us proud, you did.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I looked at her, and she was beaming. “What did you do?” 
 
    She was sitting hunched over, alternately punching the legs of Mutabe and Lascar. She was low on juice. Whatever she had done had taken a fair bit of energy. Slowly, she shook her head. She answered me with only a smile. 
 
    “What is that? You’re not going to tell me?” 
 
    “I… Ha. I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never done that before.” 
 
    “Power of the mind is what it is,” Selkirk said, tapping his head. “Mind over matter and all that.” 
 
    They described what had happened as Uncle Jerry looked like he was about to collapse. The yeoman drew power, somehow, and radiated it at my friend. It had given him strength he’d likely never had before. 
 
    Enough to throw a one-hundred-and-seventy-pound log backward over his head. 
 
    I looked at the group. “Can you all do that sort of thing?” 
 
    I got a chorus of “no”s and “hell no”s in response.  
 
    The woman laughed, a bit of her strength back now. “That’s the first time I’ve ever done it. I didn’t even know I could.” 
 
    Keeping the grin on my face, I couldn’t explain why that unsettled me. Ghosts didn’t have superpowers. Sure, if one got full-gonzo-nuts crazy, they could rarely turn into something they made movies out of. 
 
    Very rarely. 
 
    But she hadn’t been Gonzo. Or even angry. She’d willed energy into someone else. A livie. 
 
    I turned to Julius, who was smiling with the rest of them. “This is weird. Don’t you think it’s weird?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said and realized I’d been talking through my teeth. “Don’t worry. This isn’t a bad weird, so I say we go with it.” 
 
    I’d been hanging around the guy long enough to know when he was holding something back. I looked at him, and he grinned, tapping the side of his nose.  
 
    He had something to tell me. Or, he had a cold. Not likely the latter because he was a ghost.  
 
    Before I could ask him, I saw Selkirk’s crew move closer to the crowd. 
 
    Three people were carrying a three-tiered awards podium up the steps of the field’s raised stage. Stage right, Uncle Jerry looked exhausted, wiped out, but he was smiling ear to ear. At least what I could see of his smile beneath the bushy mustache because the left side of it had begun to slide a little. 
 
    A woman in a flowery hat was addressing the crowd, and when she saw my friend step up onto the far right step of the three-tiered podium, she spun around with a flourish. Holding his hand, she directed him to the next higher step over. 
 
    Standing in first place, the crowd cheered and pumped their arms in the air. 
 
    Holding both the microphone and the handheld speaker, she spoke, her booming voice drifting over the heads of the crowd. “ . . . in the Late Seniors’ class and the first competitor we’ve ever had with that designation for the caber throw . . . in first place: Ricardo Montalbán!” 
 
    I doubled over laughing, and when I looked to my left, there was Julius, busting a gut right beside me. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “he won, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Sure, exactly.” Even though I no longer had lungs—no need for air—I was struggling to breathe between peals of laughter. “He named himself after the Fantasy Island guy?” 
 
    Julius nearly had tears in his eyes, put up a fist, and shouted, “Khaaaaan!” 
 
    “Star Trek guy . . . forgot . . . about that one!” 
 
    Captain Selkirk stepped in front of the two of us, shaking his head. 
 
    “What the hell’s so funny?” 
 
    The two of us calmed ourselves, still giggling, trying to get a grip. 
 
    “Had to be there,” Julius said. 
 
    Selkirk said, “Where?” 
 
    “Twentieth century,” I said and—boom!—we were back to cackling like idiots. 
 
    “Bah!” The captain turned and walked back toward his crewmates, all of whom were looking at us like we’d lost our marbles.  
 
    The crowd was slowly dispersing as Uncle Jerry was being led off the stage with his medal and several slips of paper. 
 
    “Each of today’s winners has won a free night’s stay at the Hotel Scran and a twenty-dollar fuel voucher from Petrol Up,” she said, struggling to read from a sweat-soaked piece of paper while holding both the microphone and the tiny speaker. “The first-place winners from each of the ten events—a real treat—will all take part in tonight’s Winners’ Dinner.” 
 
    I stopped laughing. And so did Julius. 
 
    “The dinner, for the very first time, this year will take place on the Maid of the Bay,” she said to a smattering of applause. “A nighttime dinner cruise, which has been arranged by one of our clever ambassadors.” 
 
    Talking with the men wearing sashes over tartan tops and kilts, Henry McCahill gave her a small smile and a wave. 
 
    Julius looked at me. “Damn, that’s it, isn’t it? That’s where he’s gonna do it?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The woman on stage turned away but then did a small wave with her microphone hand. 
 
    “And, one last time, we are still looking for those four young men. We posted their details on the board out front, but they did not return their lodgings last night as scheduled. I’m sure all is fine. But if you have seen them around, their friends are deeply concerned. Please do get in touch. Thank you.” 
 
    I had a good idea where those four were. By now they’d been in Hare’s machine. That could explain why the leanaban boy had chased away Julius—they had just delivered four new spooks to the machine. 
 
    They had already stepped up their schedule. And tonight, they were planning on finishing the job. 
 
     As the crowd came at us in a surge, heading for the exits, or maybe one last battered hot dog, I looked for a way through. “We gotta get to Uncle Jerry,” I said to Julius. “He can’t get on the boat.” I thought, Fuck it, and barreled right through. Innards be damned. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    In the parking lot, I’d searched around for Taban’s Mr. Frostie van but couldn’t find it anywhere.  
 
    Dammit, they’re already gone. 
 
    I’d have been there sooner but had to circle around a few times to avoid the dark, searching eyes of Hare’s children. 
 
    It was late afternoon, so unless the Scots had a very early dinner time— their whole “tea” concept still befuddled me—Uncle Jerry would be heading back to the farmhouse for a shower. And likely a handful of ibuprofen with a whiskey chaser. 
 
    Just as I was about to head that way, I caught sight of Henry McCahill exiting the festival grounds. Hot on his tail was the mayor. 
 
    And the ol’ boy didn’t look happy. 
 
    I was too far away to hear what they were saying, but Aoidh was doing a lot of yelling and arm-waving. McCahill just kept walking. Even from my vantage point, I could see the smile on the prick’s face. 
 
    Obviously, the mayor was none too happy about Henry McCahill taking over his job as “murderous liaison” to the ghost in the mountain. 
 
    McCahill just ignored him as he stepped up to a long white van. 
 
    For a moment, I wondered if the mayor was dead. I’d seen plenty of spooks lose their shit, bawling out livies as the latter happily walked down the street without a care in the world. But then I saw a few drunken festivalgoers smash into Aoidh’s back, sending him sprawling to the grass. 
 
    That got the smallest acknowledgment from McCahill, who laughed as he climbed into the people mover. 
 
    But just before the door shut, I caught sight of the others inside. McCahill had climbed into the passenger seat. Behind him, another ten people were crammed into the three rows of seats. 
 
    Ricardo Montalbán, a.k.a. Uncle Jerry, was one of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was running out of time. 
 
    Sure, I could have just tailed the van to wherever they were going, but if the contestants were all about to pack onto a boat, there’d have to be a launch somewhere close. And, no question, Hare would be there to protect his soon-to-be offering.  
 
    The leanaban might be there too. 
 
    No way I could head into that scene alone. 
 
    It was the first time I’d seen lines of cars on the beach road, since all the festivalgoers were heading out to the handful of bars and restaurants in the area or making the long trip home. I’d only realized it was getting dark when headlights on the vehicles came alive. 
 
    Captain Selkirk had seen the Maid of the Bay the previous evening but didn’t know where she was berthed. Only that it crossed the bay, going north to south then south to north. We rolled the dice and began at the southern end and fanned out, heading up the beach. 
 
    “They’re going to sink her, right?” I said to the four sailors of our group. “I mean, it’s the easiest way to, you know, kill everyone on board.” 
 
    The U.S. Navy woman wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “They’d have safety procedures for that—boats can’t hit the high seas without them.” 
 
    “Right,” Julius said as he passed through an outcropping of rocks. “Life jackets, lifeboats, and all that.” 
 
    “I reckon Henry McCahill could pull up one of them fancy, modern destroyers the yeoman once told me about,” Selkirk said. “Blast it to hell with artillery, and you’ve got bits of ship and bodies floating everywhere. Easy.” 
 
    “They’re not going to shell the boat.” I slowed. We were coming up on Hare’s mountain. “You know, if they’re all watching the landing site, maybe we could get in and free some of—” 
 
    I heard a horse whisper behind me: “Lascar!” 
 
    We all stopped and crouched behind the rocks at the base of a high cliff. I looked up at the top and wondered how many selfie-takers might have fallen to their deaths for the perfect shot. 
 
    Up ahead was a dim spaghetti mishmash of stain all across the sand, right at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    Julius saw them first. 
 
    “They are creepy little bastards, aren’t they? “Looks like four of them.” 
 
    “Where are the other four?” the African sailor said, his head snapping left and right like they might jump out from the rocks at any moment. 
 
    “Hopefully on a play date,” I said and got a handful of confused looks. “But my bet is they’re down at the launch.” 
 
    Four of the leanaban were weaving around the mouth of the cave in the sand, making a game out of it. From here, we could hear their creepy nursery rhyme snaking its way across the beach. 
 
    “Only three of them got their crowns,” Julius said and looked at me.  
 
    I held up my wrist, wearing the metal ring as a bracelet.  
 
    “That fourth will be wanting their sparkly hat back, Paint.” 
 
    “Right. We need to go around,” I said and looked back to where we’d come. “There’s a set of stairs only about fifty yards back.” 
 
    I started moving, keeping low because now that darkness had fallen, the leanaban would be able to see us if they looked in our direction. Julius, Selkirk, and two of his crew were right next to me.  
 
    “Where are—?” 
 
    The African and American sailors hadn’t left their spot. Then, they began to stand, moving toward Hare’s children. 
 
    Selkirk said a word I didn’t recognize, and he and Lascar ran over to the two of them, yanking them both down as they were about to clear the rocks. 
 
    The woman extended her arms as if reaching for the singing children before her Indian counterpart wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back. The blank expressions on Mutabe and Margaret Mary’s faces sent chills up and down my spine. 
 
    Then, like a flick of a switch, they both blinked away the fog. 
 
    I heard Selkirk whisper to them, “Back with us, mates?” 
 
    Getting a nod from each, they all hunched low and scurried over to us at the base of the wood steps. 
 
    Julius shook his head. “Pro tip: don’t listen to that damn song.” 
 
    “Got it,” the U.S. Navy woman said. “What’s a ‘pro tip’?” 
 
    Back up on the road, we stayed close to the headlights, since they would partially wash out our telltale Casper glow. The road snaked parallel with the coastline; it would be safer for us up there.  
 
    We passed by sedans, trucks, compacts, and minivans full of people. Most were in great spirits after a fun day at the Games. There were a handful of ornery kids fighting with their siblings or asking how long the drive was going to be. 
 
    I slowed down to listen in. Not stopping. Just catching bits of conversation here, bits of it there. 
 
    Julius must have noticed the look on my face. “Did Uncle Jerry say if you had any kids? You and your girl?” 
 
    “No, and that’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “But you still do have a body, man. We’ll get through this and”—he pointed at the long, snaking line of cars—“all this could be yours.” He laughed. 
 
    I didn’t. “He told me that my wife was dead. Cassie”—my voice cracked a little when I said her name, catching me off guard—“I don’t remember a thing about her. Nothing. But I can sort of feel her.” I looked at him. “Does that make sense?” 
 
    He nodded and graced me with one of his warm smiles.  
 
    “But I can’t picture her face.”  
 
    “The face gets older over the years, loses some of that sparkle of youth. But that feeling you’re talking about? That only gets better.” 
 
    I forced myself to look away from the car windows and back at Julius. “You’re certainly not losing the sparkle of youth, man,” I said, happy to change the subject. “You look younger now than before.” 
 
    “Too bad I had to die to do that. Coulda made a fortune selling my secret.” He pointed at me and shook his head. “And I wish I could return the compliment. Man, you’re looking a bit, I dunno, wider around the middle. You find some way to eat? Some ghost snacks around here you’ve been hiding?” 
 
    “Nice,” I said and smiled. “I was looking for a little cheering up. That’s helpful.” 
 
    “Just being honest.” 
 
    “Let’s try less honesty when talking about my appearance.” 
 
    “How about some honesty about our pirate friends up there?” he said and nodded to the five of them. “If they beat us to that landing site, things might get a bit dicey.” 
 
    “Good call.”  
 
    We picked up the pace. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The captain of the Maid of the Bay slid aside as two people from the catering crew navigated their large, wheeled metal boxes down the steep gangway. Henry McCahill watched the pair struggle to get them down the steep curb into the lot. 
 
    “Everyone aboard?” He looked at his watch. “Time to haul anchor and set sail.” 
 
    The captain frowned. In just the half hour since they’d pulled the van up to the boat, it seemed to be the only expression he had, save for the passengers. With them, he was all smiles and “Welcome aboard!” He hadn’t afforded those same pleasantries to Henry McCahill. “Once the caterers got their gear stored and are back aboard, aye,” he said, grimacing as one of the young women gripped one of the tall cases, while the other tried to pull from the bottom. He looked at McCahill with that frown. “You gonna help the ladies, then?” 
 
    McCahill frowned back. “Not my job. I’m not help.” 
 
    The captain slapped the clipboard against the other man’s chest and pushed past. Holding the clipboard now, McCahill watched him stride down the ramp. The captain then broke out into a run. 
 
    “Hold it!” 
 
    But he was too late. The large caterers’ box tipped, taking one woman with it.  
 
    McCahill impatiently watched as the captain and the other woman lifted the box clear, helping the injured to sit on the curb. We’re wasting time. 
 
     The burly sailor and the other caterer wheeled the two boxes to the back of the short van. Locking the wheels, they tipped them forward. Once flat, they pushed the cases inside and secured them to the interior. 
 
    They returned to the third, who was still sitting on the curb. Just jabbering away like they had all the time in the world.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Henry McCahill called down. “We’ve got a schedule, you know.” The gigantic man then tapped at his wristwatch. 
 
    The older woman shot him a glare then knelt down to the other. 
 
    Henry watched as the captain pulled out his cell phone, poked at it with his finger a few times, then held it to his ear. 
 
    “You’re making a call? We’ve got to go!” 
 
    McCahill was getting nervous. The schedule had been planned down to the minute. Any further delays and he’d have to— 
 
    “Can’t sail,” the captain shouted to the impatient man, pocketing his phone. He nodded to the woman sitting on the curb. “She’s injured. Probably a fracture, so she’ll have to go to the hospital.” 
 
    McCahill sputtered, “Well, can’t you call an ambulance?” 
 
    The captain said a few more words to the two caterers and gave a friendly pat on the seated woman’s shoulder. He then stomped up the ramp and ripped the clipboard from McCahill’s grasp. 
 
    “All the ambos are assigned to your bloody festival. And by ‘all’ I mean both of them,” he said through gritted teeth. “Grace is gonna drive her in their van.” 
 
    “Fine,” McCahill said, trying to go around the captain. “Great. You guys need to shove off.” 
 
    “You ain’t listening to good, boyo. With those two gone, I’m down one certified crew member to sail this many passengers.” He pointed at the older woman. “Grace has been on boats for years—probably more qualified than me to pilot this wreck. Unless you’ve got someone else with that kind of experience, we’re not leaving.” 
 
    Henry stammered, “I-I’ll make some calls, but I don’t know—” 
 
    “Your da’ useda have a boat, didn’t he, Henry?” Grace called up. McCahill didn’t miss the small, smug grin on her face. “Fishing trawler. With wee Henry working the lines. Cap, if’n you need a crewman on short notice, well, he’s standing right there.” 
 
    The captain leaned his head back, looking down his nose through a pair of reading glasses. For the first time, he wasn’t frowning at Henry. 
 
    “That true? You spent some time on the sea, did ya?” 
 
    The very thought of it darkened McCahill. “All through school, and I hated every minute.” 
 
    The sailor actually smiled.  
 
    “If you want this boat to sail tonight, you’re gonna be on it. As crew.” 
 
    McCahill shuffled from foot to foot. He shot a fleeing glance to the ship’s hull, where the gear had been stored an hour earlier. He’d had no intention of being on the boat, nowhere near it, but if he failed William Hare? 
 
    That is not an option. 
 
    If he went, he’d have to find a way off the boat before it got anywhere near the mountain. Worst case, he could simply jump off the side and swim. His drunken father had swamped their boat on more than one occasion. He’d made the swim before. 
 
    But never at night. 
 
    “No problem with me if we don’t go.” With a flourish, the captain started down the plank again. “I still get paid either way. In the contract.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” McCahill said then nodded. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “There it is, then,” the captain said, absolutely beaming now. “I’ll just have to update the crew log on my computer— just write down your details, lad.” He gently handed the clipboard back to McCahill. 
 
    “Yes, yes. As long as we leave now.” 
 
    “Absolutely! But you’ll need one thing.” The captain then called down to the woman standing at the curb. “Hey, Grace, can we borrow your apron?” 
 
    With a wide grin, the woman strode up the ramp, unwrapping her crisp white apron.  
 
    “She was also part of the serving crew, and as I said, we’re short.” 
 
    McCahill sputtered. “But I…” 
 
    “Good, man,” the captain said then pulled a knotted rope. After the ship’s horn blast, he shouted, “All aboard!” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!”  
 
    “Keep your voice down, Paint.” Julius sidled up next to me as we crouched behind cars in the parking lot of the boat launch. “You can see them as well as I can.” 
 
    I had.  
 
    Like a sunlit sentinel against the dark sea, William Hare stood on the shore, hands behind his back. I could see the bastard’s face, but I knew he was grinning like a madman. Hell, he could have been just wistfully staring at the boat as it pulled away, and even then, he would have been wistfully staring like a madman. 
 
    Just behind him were the other four children playing on the beach. 
 
    If “playing” was the right word for it. 
 
    Two pairs of them, with the leanaban in one set skipping along in small circles. Then one would break off, just as another would break off from the other pair, and then they’d go back to skipping in circles. 
 
    “They are the weirdest little kids I have ever seen,” Julius said. “Something’s wrong with them.” 
 
    “You think? They hunt the dead, man. That’ll fuck up any childhood, even for spook kids.” 
 
    Julius rubbed his chin, going quiet. Selkirk came up and filled the silence. 
 
    “Heya, Painter. You see who’s up on the top deck?”  
 
    When I looked up, I saw Uncle Jerry at the rail. He looked strange. And it wasn’t that he’d, fortunately, ditched the curly wig and fat mustache. He was waving, smiling, and throwing a thumbs-up to someone on the shore. 
 
    I scanned the lot. 
 
    “Who is he waving at?” 
 
    Selkirk waved back. “Only folks in the lot who ain’t, you know, dead seventeenth-century serial killers or demon children are the two ladies getting into that big white van. And they’re not waving back.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    My stomach ached. “I think it’s just his way of saying, ‘don’t worry.’ He’s more concerned about how I might take seeing him sail off. He knows that boat’s never making it back to shore.” 
 
    The rest of Selkirk’s crew came up behind their leader, all chatting amongst themselves. I’d had them head over to the north side of the launch to see if there was any way of getting on board, even briefly, without being seen. 
 
    The captain tapped me on the shoulder, which gave me the most horrible whoosh, black, whoosh, black, whoosh effect. Only thing I could briefly, very briefly see in staccato vision was a blue goat. 
 
    When I fell back on my ass, I covered my head for a moment. 
 
    “Man, I told you. You can’t touch me or it goes all. You had a blue goat?” 
 
    Selkirk’s eyes went damp, and then he smiled. “I miss Bluey. I really do. Didn’t have the heart to kill it. Sorta became a friend.” 
 
    “On the island?” the U.S. Navy woman said. “That’s very sweet.” 
 
    “Had the sweet bugger for nearly a year until, well, I had a bit of a dry spell. Got desperate and eventually had to eat ‘im.” 
 
    Julius turned to him. “You ate your friend?” When the captain only shrugged, he said, “We, officially, are not friends. Just so we’re all clear about that.” 
 
    Selkirk poked at my shoulder, and briefly, I saw the image of the blue goat over a fire on a spit. Horrible. 
 
    “Stop doing that!” I growled at him. 
 
    “I thought you said you could turn it off.” He poked me again. Goat sandwich. No bread, using leaves.  
 
    “Paint can’t turn it off,” Julius said. “It is what it is.” 
 
    “I did earlier when I got grabbed by the leanaban. Need to work out how I did that. It’d be really handy.” I watched as Uncle Jerry trotted down a set of stairs that led from the top to the middle deck. 
 
    Julius darkened. “There’s something wrong with those children. Unnatural. Unholy.” 
 
    “Will you cut it out?” I said and pointed down at the shoreline. Hare and the leanaban were walking down the beach in the same direction as the boat. “They’re tracking the Maid of the Bay. Shit.” 
 
    “What if we’re wrong about the Winners’ Dinner? I mean, you saw Henry McCahill go on the boat as I did. Why would you get on a boat you know was going to sink?” 
 
    “He was arguing with the captain,” I said. “I don’t think that was part of his plan.” 
 
    “Whatever the plan was, maybe since he’s aboard, he’ll call it off.” 
 
    “Not likely. He’d have to answer to the man on the beach.” 
 
    Julius squinted then looked back down at the other end of the shoreline. 
 
    “Man on the beach is no longer on the beach,” he said. “Hare and the kids have gone.” 
 
    The African sailor stuck his head through a nearby car door, which, sure, I was dead and all, but it scared the bejesus out of me. 
 
    “They went very fast down the beach,” Mutabe said. “I can still see the trail that you called stain. It extends all the way.” 
 
    “Good reckon, sailor,” the captain said. “Only one place they’ll be going.” 
 
    I nodded. “The mountain. Whatever McCahill’s planning, it’ll happen when they get close.” 
 
    Julius wasn’t as convinced. “With McCahill on the boat?” 
 
    “What choice does he have?” I turned to Selkirk and gave him a smile. “You up for a bit of sailing?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry listened to the other contestants tell stories about how they’d pulled off their big wins. Some trained for years. Others for months. When it came to him, he grinned. 
 
    “A day.” 
 
    That got a good laugh out of the rest of them. 
 
    “Ricardo, yours was the most entertaining win of the day. I’ll give you that.” The tall, muscular woman who’d driven three hours to get there slapped his shoulder. “Ya must be a rugby sevens fan with all that dress-up business. I will say you look better without the silly hair and mustache.” 
 
    A short, fire hydrant of a man pointed at the old pilot’s face. “Why’d ya go and dye your head and lip red?” 
 
    “Ah,” Uncle Jerry said, running his fingers through wiry gray hair. “Used the wrong glue. Shoulda read the package.” 
 
    When Henry McCahill passed by, Uncle Jerry noticed the man was trying hard to not look like he was looking at him. He strode by without a word.  
 
    Gotta keep an eye on that asshole. 
 
    Despite, according to Raz, McCahill pulling him from the grave, he still loathed the man. It hadn’t been kindness but a self-serving transaction to get him in good graces with William Hare. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, crewman?” the captain said, putting a hand on McCahill’s chest.  
 
    Henry McCahill took a step back and sneered. “There’s a bit of chop out here. I need to make sure all the supplies below are properly secured. If that’s all right with you.” 
 
    The captain grinned. “See? It’s all coming back to you, yeah? While you’re down there, double-check the count on the life vests. Won’t need ‘em, but you’re right. It’s getting a little dicey out here.” 
 
    McCahill gave the other man an exaggerated salute. 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry watched him go below deck, and every hair on his body—at least the ones that hadn’t been stripped off by the super blue—stood up on end.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Julius and I had watched as Selkirk and his crew hunch-ran down to the beach, under the cover of the bright lights of the launch. Hare was already gone, so I wasn’t entirely sure why they were being all sneaky. Maybe it was part of their “process,” so who was I to judge? 
 
    They dropped to the sand, and it took only seconds to get into the right formation, arms and legs locked with Lascar in the middle, his head bowed. Then they were off. 
 
    For the next ten minutes, the two of us watched as they zigzagged up to the Maid of the Bay. We walked in parallel to them, following the dissipating stain across the water. 
 
    Ideally, Hare and the four leanaban were already back at their mountain. Because in the dark out there, Selkirk and his crew were easily seen, glowing like lightning bugs. At least to us. 
 
    “Under any other circumstances, I think I’d be jealous,” I said. “They can sail the world, go anywhere they want. They’ve probably been to every country on the planet by now.” 
 
    “Nah, they only worked out their boat in the past year, right? All that time out on the ocean, for centuries, then suddenly a year ago, it just clicks. Strange, ain’t it?” 
 
    I watched as their “boat” disappeared, crossing to the far side of the Maid of the Bay. At least for the moment, if Hare was looking, he wouldn’t see them. When turned to Julius, he was staring at me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you following me?” He gave me a grin. “All that time, they couldn’t pull it off, and then about a year ago, they could.” 
 
    I shook my head, having no idea where he was going with this.  
 
    He then told me his theory. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry crept along, trying to be quiet. Up at the bow, the captain was alternately staring out at the black sea and looking back at the flags above the crow’s nest. 
 
    Frowning, the seaman walked to the steps that led up to the boat’s piloting station. 
 
    Alone out on the deck, Uncle Jerry walked over to the steps that led below. But before he could take a single step down, Henry McCahill was coming back up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he said. “That’s off-limits for passengers.” 
 
    “Ah, si,” Uncle Jerry said. “Dónde está el baño?” 
 
    “The toilet?” McCahill said impatiently. “It’s on the other side.” When the old man with the bright red upper lip didn’t move then motioned with his hand. “Around the other side. Not here, got it?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry nodded and started walking to the back of the boat, but then McCahill grabbed at his windbreaker.  
 
    “Ah-ah,” he said, licking his lips. “Go around front if you will. It’s a bit choppy. Wouldn’t want to lose you off the stern.” 
 
    The old pilot gave him a friendly nod and walked up to the bow, looking up to where the captain had earlier. The flags were making whip-crack sounds, troubled by the wind. He saw the captain up in the piloting nest, on the radio, and looking tense. 
 
    Uncle Jerry rounded to the other side and found the bathroom. He walked right past, rounding the corner, hoping to get a glimpse at what McCahill was doing. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    He ran up the other side then returned to the stern. McCahill was nowhere!  
 
    “He slipped me, the slippery bastard,” Uncle Jerry muttered, banking around the stern again. But then a flicker out in the water caught his eye.  
 
    There was something—or rather, there were somethings—in the wake.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I was trying to get my head around what Julius was saying, his wackadoodle theory of why the crew of the HMS Selkirk could, after hundreds of years of failure, finally sail. 
 
    “Never took you for a conspiracy theorist.” I pointed out at the water. Selkirk’s ghost boat, which was just five people gripping onto one another, was coming back, and they were moving fast. “Something’s up.” 
 
    Julius didn’t even look. “Will you listen to me? I think when you came here, I dunno, it broke this place.” 
 
    “I didn’t break the InBetween.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah, not you you. When you were Rasputin Frewer in this place, that shifted everything. You weren’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    I watched the formation of bodies on the water make a beeline for us. 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    “Painter!” 
 
    “I’m listening to you, man. I’m just not buying it.” I threw my hands up. Why is he going on about this now? “I was dead like everyone else here.” 
 
    “Not like everyone else here,” Julius said. “You still have a body out there. A connection to the living world—and I think that, I dunno, damaged this place. Put a tear in it or something.” 
 
    My eyes still on the approaching ghost boat, I said, “Fine, fine, let’s say that makes sense, which it doesn’t. If I caused some ripple in the InBetween, I mean, I’m still here. Why isn’t the place falling apart?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t Raz right now. Not yet.” He softened his voice, “I think when you became Painter, it put that all on hold. Hell, maybe that’s why you did it. But you are changing. Looking more like that picture we saw back in the old record store in Atlanta.” 
 
    I laughed. “So you think those guys finally could sail their little people boat because I came here and punched a hole in this place? Dude, you’re looking for answers in a place that doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Nah, there’s more. Listen—” 
 
    “They’re tossing stuff overboard,” Selkirk shouted as they came closer to the beach. “Off the back of the boat, through a porthole below.” 
 
    He then broke away from his group, and they all individually slid the last few yards across the water to the beach. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I said. “Is it already sinking, and they’re worried about weight? They won’t be near the mountain for another few miles.” 
 
    The five of them spoke at once, but all it took was the U.S. Navy woman to shout, “Stooop!” and the shock wave rattled through all of us. She then turned to Julius and me. 
 
    “It’s a trail of them off the back.” She shook her head, eyes down on the beach. “It’s got to be every one of them on board, a boat that size.” 
 
    “Trail of what?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath. “Life jackets. A whole line of them, washing up in the boat’s wake.” 
 
    “There’s a big yellow one too,” the first mate chimed in. “The fat bundle.” 
 
    “The life raft.” She nodded. “McCahill has chucked it all off the ship.” 
 
    I stepped up to the water’s edge, the boat in the distance bobbing on the heavy chop, its lights drawing doodles against the night sky. Then at the back of the boat, another light appeared, red and strobing. 
 
    “They’re in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Please, no one panic,” the captain said, his voice booming over the shouts of the terrified passengers. “Keep the cloth over your face, and everything will be fine.” 
 
    The smoke was filling the dining area, black and angry, and he waved them out. 
 
    “Head to the stern, the rear of the boat, and we’ll bring out the life vests,” he said, coughing through the lapel of his jacket. “Where’s my other crewman? Where’s McCahill?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry came up from the rear of the boat and shrank back when he saw the smoke. He grabbed two people next to him and led them toward the stern. As the other streamed around him, he heard the captain shouting. 
 
    “McCahill? Need your help, lad! We don’t have much—” 
 
    “He’s gone!” Uncle Jerry was running back up the sideboard. Coughing and choking on smoke, he said, “I went below to see what he was doing and saw the fire.” 
 
    “Tell me he saved the life jackets out from stowage. There’ll be four crates with jackets and flares and—” 
 
    “Over . . . board,” Uncle Jerry said, gasping for air. “McCahill threw them overboard.” 
 
    The captain shook his head violently. “No way! No way, that’s crazy.” 
 
    “I saw them in the water. All of them but one.” 
 
    The captain took a few steps backward and bumped against the rail. Uncle Jerry reached out to steady him. 
 
    “This can’t be happening.” 
 
    “It’s happening, brother. We’ve got to—” 
 
    As if he’d just come out of a dream, the captain snapped up, his hands in fists, his face blood red with fury. 
 
    “Where the fuck is McCahill? He’s got—” 
 
    “Gone,” Uncle Jerry said, holding the captain’s sleeve and pulling him toward the rear of the boat. “McCahill jumped over the side with the only life vest left.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Christ, we’ve got to do something,” I shouted again, my hands squeezing either side of my head. I felt a thunk on my brow and looked at the tiny crown draped around my wrist. It looked different now. Shimmering.  
 
    We’re close to the mountain now. It’s drawing power from the machine! 
 
     “I think I might be able to skate and bring them back.” 
 
    Selkirk shook his head. “How? You can’t grab—” 
 
    “This metal is from the people trapped in the machine.” I took a few steps back from the beach to get a good run up. “It might give me enough form to grab to hold on to them.” 
 
    “Hare’s machine ain’t whole yet, is it?” Selkirk punched at the air. “All you’re getting out of that crown is a wee sparkle!” 
 
    “It might be enough,” I said. “I have to try.” I took three quick strides and felt my skates come up, but then the night disappeared around me, and I saw the bright, sunlit coastline of another beach. Something floating out in the water. 
 
    A moment later, the dark sky returned, and I fell to the sand. The African sailor was standing over me. He’d grabbed my arm. 
 
    He shouted, stabbing his finger at my face, “You will get there only to watch them die!” 
 
    Selkirk commanded his crew to get into formation with once again, Lascar in the middle. His first mate dropped to the beach with his hands over his head. 
 
    “That ain’t gonna work. It’s a goddamn ghost boat,” Miller said.  
 
    Mutabe was right. All of those people were going to die, and there was nothing I could do.  
 
    Julius was off my shoulder, softly calling my name. All I could think was that I had failed these people. How was I supposed to save everyone on the planet, if I couldn’t help a dozen people on a boat five hundred yards away?  
 
    Then I looked down the beach, near the mountain. 
 
    William Hare was at its peak, arms in the air in exaltation. Below him, on the water, were all eight leanaban. They were again doing their strange circular dance, passing from one to another. Then I realized it wasn’t a dance at all. 
 
    They would use their momentum to cross the water and get to the burning boat.  
 
    One passed to another then another, a line of them snaking out to the sea. And while I couldn’t grab a living person, they could easily snatch the dead and return them.  
 
    On each of the leanaban, the crowns they wore glowed. Seven of them with metal bands on their heads. The last, strangely, had one around her neck, resting on her shoulders. It was larger than the others. 
 
    But like the one I held, each was trickling tiny streams of energy into those who held them. The machine was close to being complete. 
 
    I rolled my fists into balls. I would not let that happen. Even if it meant I ended up in their machine, I would not let— 
 
    “Painter!” Julius shouted in my ear, finally getting my attention. Selkirk’s crew was arguing amongst themselves, making it hard to hear him, so he yelled louder. “You can do this! You can save them!” 
 
    I shouted right back, “Have you been paying attention? I can’t save them, but… I could get out there and stop the leanaban from dragging the dead into that fucking machine.” 
 
    Julius, his face calm, shook his head and smiled. 
 
    “You can change the rules of this place. You’ve done it before.” 
 
    Despite the trickle of energy from the machine flowing into the crown at my wrist, I felt deflated. It was no use. We had lost. 
 
    “You are the source of the extra weirdness in a very weird place.” 
 
    “I’m not, man,” I said weakly. “I’m nothing.” 
 
    “You are,” he said and took a step closer. Over the shouts of the crew, he looked at me as if the entire world were just him and me at that moment. “You’re the reason those guys can sail. And how Margaret Mary could will power into Uncle Jerry at the Games with her drill sergeant’s call, giving him strength he did not have. They couldn’t do that before you.” 
 
    I looked out at the boat, my heart in my throat, as flames licked up the sides near the bow. Then I spun back. 
 
    “If that were true, if that were remotely true,” I yelled, banging my fists on my chest, “why hasn’t every spook I’ve met become something more? There is nothing—” 
 
    “What about Gary?” he said and shot his eyes toward the boat. “Have you met anyone before or since that could do what he could do?” 
 
    Gary had been my best friend since the start and had been with me every step of the way. Until he got lost to the All Time.  
 
    “Monsters,” I said weakly. “He could turn into any monster he wanted to.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Julius said, nodding quickly. “Why do you think that is?” 
 
    I thought for a moment, but it was too crazy to consider. 
 
    “Gary knew me . . . before,” I said. “Just before he got taken into the void, he said he’d known me before Painter. When I was Rasputin.” 
 
    “Exactly! And now you’re slowly becoming Raz again. That’s why you’ve been empowering others to be more. The stuff in their hearts—you can help them get to it,” he said and pointed toward the boat. “I don’t know how to save those folks, but somewhere in your messed up head, you do. With them.” He pointed at Selkirk’s crew, who were still bickering. “By empowering them.” 
 
    I stared for a moment. “To do what?” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled. “Dunno. But do it quick.” 
 
    I looked over at the five of them, and my eyes stopped when I reached the African sailor. I recalled the image I’d seen, out in the waters of that sunlit beach, when he’d stopped me from skating. 
 
    “Mutabe!” I shouted at the five people on the beach, and they quieted. “Your family were shipbuilders.” 
 
    He looked at the others then at me. He shrugged. “For centuries, all the way back.” 
 
    I ran toward them. “Okay, um, we need to build a boat. Fast.” 
 
    “Build a bo—?” 
 
    “It’s what you wanted as a child, yes? You wanted to be a shipbuilder.” Standing amongst them, I shot a glance toward Julius. “That’s always been in your heart.” 
 
    “Yes, but what you want is impossible. We can’t—” 
 
    “We can,” I said, speaking quickly. “Captain, assemble your crew. This time, I’m going with you.” 
 
    Selkirk shrugged then in a loud voice commanded his people to take their places, interlocking arms and legs. I stepped through and sat in front of the man in the middle. 
 
    “Lascar,” I said. “Begin.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and began muttering his prayer, and I felt the air shimmy around us. The crown around my wrist glowed brighter, and I could feel it drawing more power from the machine. Around us, the wind began to spin and swirl—a wind in our world that was picking up sand in the real one. 
 
    In the growing storm around us, I looked to my left. 
 
    “Just think shipbuilding,” I said to Mutabe as Lascar chanted, cross-legged, in front of me. “Think of your family, your ancestors. Believe you can. I know you can.” 
 
    Then I put one hand on the African sailor, and the world melted away. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    I am standing at the edge of the Red Sea with my sons and daughters watching on. A master shipbuilder, as I instruct them board by board. The hull, the curved bow, the rudder at the back. 
 
    Present day and past mixed, one world on top of the other. 
 
    We were there, as one, together. 
 
    Another voice trickled in, a memory. Uncle Jerry’s voice. 
 
    I do not have an Uncle Jerry. That is you! My uncle was Abayomi. A brave man, a strong man 
 
    Last night, from a conversation Painter had—I had—last night with Uncle Jerry.  
 
    They had . . . 
 
    I had . . . 
 
    We had been talking about Selkirk’s crew. This fine crew. 
 
    My crew. 
 
    Our crew. 
 
    “You know Lascar ain't a name, right?” 
 
    Yes, that was it. 
 
    “You know Lascar ain’t a name, right?” 
 
    And I said— 
 
    We said— 
 
    Yes, we said, “That’s what they call him. It’s the only word I’ve ever heard him say. It’s who he is.” 
 
    “Well, you got that part right. Lascar is a Hindi word from the last century. Probably before.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Lascar ain’t a name, is what I’m telling you. Lascar means sailor. It was their word for sailor.” 
 
    In this world and the other, I find myself saying the word aloud, “Lascar.” 
 
    Our eyes open, and I can see him before me, one world folded onto the other. We look at the man and repeat the word, “Lascar.” 
 
    As he continues to recite his prayer, sitting on the dark beach, he reaches for me and takes hold of my other arm. 
 
    We are three. 
 
    We are three as one. 
 
    We are Lascar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As he peeled away the plastic covering, the captain threw the ax to one of the young men who’d competed earlier in the day.  
 
    “There’s wood beneath the deck,” the ferry’s captain shouted over the roar of flames. “Pull it out. We’ll use it to stay afloat.” 
 
    At the sound of a scream next to him, Uncle Jerry spun around and helped a woman strip off her windbreaker, which had begun to burn. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, pulling her along, closer to the group as they huddled in the tiny space. He helped her step down onto the flat shelf that allowed a tender dock at the back of the boat.  
 
    Uncle Jerry leapt up to help the captain peel away at the plastic siding, casting it over the rail. Beneath were planks of wood. 
 
    The captain called over to the man with the ax. “Here—break some of this apart. As much as you can.” He began hacking away then drew a few more breaths with his coat collar against his mouth. “I’ve alerted rescue. Someone will come.” 
 
    A minor explosion rocked the boat, and the bow burst into splinters. They all watched as the front of the boat dipped and filled with water. 
 
    The man with the ax dropped it. “We’re out of time.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry grabbed it from the deck and swung hard, chipping away at some of the hardwood beneath. He swung again and heard the captain shouting for him. 
 
    “I’m trying! I’m trying!” Uncle Jerry yelled back. Then he felt a firm hand on his shoulder, and the captain spun him around. He was pointing out at the deep, dark sea. 
 
    “What in the hell is that?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked up to see a massive boat, one hundred feet long, with a singular sail anchored on a thick mast in the middle. At the bow, he saw the shimmering image of a man in clothes from another century barking orders to an unseen crew. 
 
    “Right full rudder!” the man shouted, and the ship banked hard and stopped just behind the burning boat. 
 
    “I must be dead,” the captain said, his mouth hanging open. “Only way to explain it.” 
 
    “You will be if we don’t get off this boat and onto that ship,” Uncle Jerry shouted, and helped those on the tender deck back up.  
 
    “That’s . . . that’s impossible.” The captain stared up at the massive ship with the rope trusses holding the sail to the boat. “Christ, it’s Egyptian.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Uncle Jerry tugged at his arm, urging him into the line of people crossing from the burning boat into the impossible ship.  
 
    The captain then grabbed the old pilot’s collar. “Mate, no one’s made a ship like that in three thousand years!” 
 
    Uncle Jerry grinned at him and nodded to the fire. “You wanna stay on this one?” 
 
    As if breaking from a trance, he shook his head clear. 
 
    “Hell no.” 
 
    As the last two men hopped aboard, the shimmering figure of Captain Alexander Selkirk tipped his hat to the captain of the burning vessel.  
 
    They looked down at their feet and saw shimmering boards beneath them, the chop of the sea just below. 
 
    “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” the captain said. “It’s a bloody ghost ship. But how does it even—” 
 
    “Yeoman! Take us to shore, lass!” 
 
    A moment later, Margaret Mary’s warbling scream shook the air, and the mainsail filled, launching the boat forward, heading for dry land. The captain and Uncle Jerry watched as the blazing Maid of the Bay broke up and sank. 
 
    “This must be a dream.” The captain caught the expression on the old pilot’s face. “Why is it you don’t seem so surprised?” 
 
    “Nah,” Uncle Jerry said, rubbed his red upper lip, and stepped up to the wood railing. “I’m just tryin’ to enjoy the ride.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Watching a world laid upon another world, I could hear Selkirk shouting orders to his crew as we rocketed toward the shoreline. The ferry’s captain was right: it was dreamlike. A mixture of panic and peace, as we sped faster and faster to the beach. 
 
    Miller, the first mate, called out, “Shall we slow, captain?” 
 
    “Ship’s already breakin’ apart. Full steam!” 
 
    The US Navy woman bellowed again, and we picked up even more speed, a breakneck pace, trying to hit land before the impossible vessel around us dissolved back into the ether. 
 
    Hold, I said, sharing my thoughts with Lascar and the African sailor. Hold a little longer. Host fast. 
 
    I lifted my head and could see Uncle Jerry now at the bow of the ship, arms raised in the air. Then he turned back to the others, who were huddled together. 
 
    “Brace yourself!” 
 
    The moment the ghost ship’s prow touched land, it vanished from sight, and I heard the livies aboard splash into the shallow water. Around me, the crew of the boat tumbled onto the beach, end over end, until we hit the line of rocks where the sand turned to soil. 
 
    No longer touching either crew member, I lay on my back, staring at the stars. 
 
    “That was amazing!” I heard Margaret Mary shout as she pounded her fists into the sand, laughing with joy.  
 
    Mutabe was grinning like a madman but a degree less enthusiastic. 
 
    “If it’s possible, I think I may have a headache.” 
 
    The man to my left simply said, “Lascar.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and got to my feet, watching Uncle Jerry and the former captain of the Maid of the Bay help all the soaked passengers to the beach. All but one. I looked out into the rolling seas and wondered how far the ocean had taken Henry McCahill. 
 
    Once the Maid’s captain was onshore, he fell to his knees and gripped the sand between his fingers. He smiled. 
 
    He said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it, mate,” Selkirk said, beaming with pride. 
 
    “He can’t hear you anymore, man,” I said and laughed, walking toward my friend. “Everyone all right?” 
 
    Uncle Jerry was soaked from head to foot but smiling ear to ear. He flopped down on the beach, onto his back. 
 
    “That was amazing, Razzie,” he said. “Knew you had it in you. Well, I didn’t know you had that in you, but I knew you’d come through. You always do.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t know. Because, you know . . .” 
 
    He grinned and slowly got to his feet, water dripping from his body. “It’ll come back.” 
 
    Julius stumbled down from the rocks, nearly fell, but righted himself at the last minute. “Damn, you go and make an impossible ghost ship, and I can barely walk down the damn beach.” 
 
    “Julius!” Uncle Jerry shouted. “Did you see that? Did you see what our boy did?” 
 
    “I did,” Julius said, but he wasn’t all smiles like the rest of us. “And so did William Hare. We ain’t done here yet, man.” 
 
    That was when I saw them. All eight of the leanaban were coming toward us, with Hare just behind them. They’d linked their hands, and I could just make out their song over the crashing waves. 
 
    I turned to Selkirk, who was laid out on the beach with his crew. “It isn’t safe for you here, man,” I said, rushing up to him. “You gotta clear out.” 
 
    The captain turned his head slightly and blinked at me. 
 
    “How are you not drained by all that?” he said. “I can barely move.” 
 
    I looked down at the tiny crown around my wrist, which sparkled with tiny filaments of electric light. The machine was close to completion. I was drawing some energy from it. Enough to not be wiped out. 
 
    Not like Selkirk’s crew. They were going nowhere. 
 
    “Those spooky kids are headed this way,” Julius shouted. “We gotta haul ass outta here!” 
 
    I looked back to the ghost crew and knew what Hare and his children were coming for. They wouldn’t have the passengers, but they would be able to claim five more spooks for their machines. 
 
    “They can’t,” I said when the song of the leanaban grew louder and louder. My head swam. Ahead of me, Julius stumbled slightly, putting his hands out to keep balance. There was no way I was going to leave the crew behind, but in a matter of seconds, I would be overcome by their song. So would Julius. “Where’s, um, where’s Molly and the others?” I said, feeling dizzy. 
 
    Julius turned to me, glassy-eyed. “I hope they’re heading this way, because I don’t think—” he said. “Man, I can’t think . . . straight.” 
 
    As I wracked my foggy brain for a way out, it was an incongruous scene. 
 
    Around us, the livies were all hugging and laughing, happy to be alive. But their unseen rescuers were in trouble, unable to move.  
 
    “Captain,” I said then shouted. “Captain! We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    His head lolled toward me. It was the only answer he could give. I looked up the beach, and they were so close now, I could see the expressions on their devilish little faces. Rage. We had taken their offerings, so they were now coming for us. 
 
    “Tirlin’ at the window, crying at the lock, ‘Are the weans in their bed, for now it’s ten o’clock.’” Their song grew louder and louder.  
 
    I fell to my knees. 
 
    “Painter!” I heard Julius shout, but he was hunched over, facing them, unable to break away from their spell. 
 
    Spell. 
 
    That was what it was. And if it was a spell, I knew who’d taught them their horrific little rhyme. This was all her. Voodoo Cher had her hand in all of this. But this realization was useless. There was nothing I could— 
 
    Above us, there was a crash—not in our world but in the living one—and I slowly turned to see two headlights bursting through Taban’s prize rose bushes. The lights bounced once and then again . . . What the hell? The Mr. Frostie van came bursting through the pristine foliage, tearing it up as it went. 
 
    Uncle Jerry’s voice drifted across the sand. “Taban?” 
 
    Another crash—the van hit the wheel stops in the parking area above. It felt like a dream, the song of the leanaban pulling me deeper and deeper into the haze. 
 
    But then. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    There was another song. It was tinny and mechanical. Like something out of a nightmare—did she give Hare a spell as well? 
 
    No, not from Hare. 
 
    It was coming from the Mr. Frostie van. 
 
    Be-bedoop, be-deedley-doop,be-bedoop, be-deedly-doop, deedly-deedly-deedly-doop-be-doop-be-doop! 
 
    “Ice creams! Get yer ice creams!” 
 
    It was Taban. She was talking over a fried-out loudspeaker. Calling out. 
 
    “Come on, you little bastards! You know you want it!” 
 
    She was calling to the leanaban.  
 
    And something about that dreadful, mechanical song. Whatever it was. Hare’s children stopped their singing and, in unison, turned to the new music. They began to walk toward the van.  
 
    My head cleared, and I could see their little glowing faces drift toward the music as they were drawn in. 
 
    Be-bedoop, be-deedley-doop,be-bedoop, be-deedly-doop . . . 
 
    I stumbled up next to Julius, who gave me a wave, letting me know he was all right. We both watched as the clan of spooky kids drew closer to the mechanical music. 
 
    Julius pointed at them. “They stopped singing.” 
 
    Ahead of us, I watched William Hare’s expression melt from anger to something else. Resignation. This time, it was he who fell to his knees. 
 
    “No, no,” he said, weeping. “My children. My lovely children.” 
 
    I shouted as I stormed toward his hunched figure. “Your lovely children have been stealing the souls of the dead. You killed them so you could have them lure innocent people, murdered people, into your machine!” 
 
    His face still turned toward the leanaban, who were now circling Taban’s van. 
 
    The woman in the driver’s seat looked left and right. She leaned out the window. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, keep it up,” Julius shouted back. “Keep it up.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do, voices!” 
 
    My friend shuffled his ghostly feet. “Uh, please keep it up. That better?”  
 
    She wrapped her arms across her chest and nodded. “Better.” 
 
    In front of me, the murderer began to weep. 
 
    “Painter Mann,” he said. “I didn’t kill those children.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    He turned to me, his blackened eyes almost pleading. “I did not live a good life. I deserved to be shunned. I can see that. But no wife. No family. I was alone.” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear his bullshit. How many did this asshole kill for his stupid machine? My rage got the best of me, and I stepped forward and punched him across the face. 
 
    That was a mistake. 
 
    Whoosh— 
 
    I’m hiding again, shivering in this blasted cold. It doesn’t seem to matter which town I go to, how far I walk from my former home. They always find me. Someone always finds me. 
 
    The only children I’ll ever have are the ones I make with my hand. I pick up scraps along the road. Or when hiding in damp, old barns. This is what I do with my time now—between the running, the starving, the beatings. 
 
    I have five already, and they are so dear, so precious to me. And I have enough material for several more, but then that will be enough. Any more and I could no longer carry them in my coat pockets. Four in each? Yes, four in each. They will be my only company. My only family. 
 
    If I could only make them real. 
 
    If I could only— 
 
    —Whoosh! 
 
    I stumbled back and, with some satisfaction, saw Hare laid on his side in the sand. Weeping. I fought every urge in me to feel pity. But going inside these people, seeing their home movies, changed me in ways I couldn’t control. 
 
    Even so, I wouldn’t feel pity for this horrible creature. 
 
    That was when I saw that he’d retrieved the large crown from the ghost child and now wore it. One of those made from the totems of those he’d put into his machine. I held my hand up, encircled by the metal ring I’d taken. 
 
    “For this? You did all of this for power?” 
 
    “Not for me,” he muttered into the grit of the beach. “For my children.” 
 
    “Your dolls?” I said, and he looked at me strangely, which made me smile. “Little dolls you could carry in your pocket? Newsflash, man. You don’t have pockets anymore. You’re dead. And your children . . .” 
 
    Then it hit me. Sure, I could be slow at times. Most of the time. But I knew. 
 
    I looked over at the leanaban, holding hands and encircling Taban’s van. Dancing merrily to that tinny tune. And then it all made sense. Finally, it made sense. “When they touched me,” I said, remembering what had happened just a day earlier, “I thought I’d been able to switch off my past sight. Didn’t see anything.” I looked back at Hare, who was blubbering. “They have no past. They were never alive—you made them.” 
 
    He stumbled up to his knees, shaking his head. “No, not me. She made them from my dolls.” He looked over at the kids. “I only wanted to give them life. I was party to so much death; I only wanted to give my children life.” 
 
    That was his bargain with Voodoo Cher. He completed the task—she got her machine. And his “children” with their stolen crowns would have form. Substance. In both worlds. Not life but maybe the next best thing. 
 
    “Razzie,” Uncle Jerry said, stepping up the beach. “You’ve got to destroy the machine. It’s why we’re here!” 
 
    This brought William Hare back to his feet, still wobbly after I clocked him. But the fire was back in his eyes. “No, I made it for them!” he shouted. “The machine is for them!” 
 
    “Father?”  
 
    I turned to see the leanaban.  
 
    They had stopped dancing, listening to Hare’s words. One of them stepped forward and repeated, “Father?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Hare said, clasping his hands. “I did it for you, my children. I made the machine for you.” 
 
    Slowly, the little girl turned and looked toward the mountain, and as the others gathered around her, they also turned toward the streams of light. “For us, Father?” 
 
    Weeping again, he said, “It was for you. I did all of this for you, my sweet darlings.” 
 
    Julius came up beside me, waving his hand in front of my face. “Come on, man. If there’s a time to do this, we gotta do it now. We don’t know—” 
 
    All eight children were moving now, excited, thrilled.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I could hear them murmuring. But this time it wasn’t their spell, the enchanting nursery rhyme. They were saying, “For us! For us!” 
 
    In unison, they all bolted from the van, racing toward the opening of the cave, shouting as they went. “For us! It’s for us!” 
 
    William Hare fell back a step, his hands raised to his head. 
 
    “No, no,” he cried out to them. “No, children. Don’t!” 
 
    He started chasing them down the beach, but they were too far ahead. Despite his pleading, they were locked on now, racing to the cave. Racing to the machine. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I said and sprinted after Hare, pumping my legs, and after few moments I was up and skating. Then, when he was within a few feet of me, I clocked him again—a quick blip of his past rolled across my vision. He went down onto the sand, tumbling end over end. 
 
    When I looked up, the children were streaming into the cave. 
 
    “For us! For us!” 
 
    I had to stop them and skated faster and faster. I could see the last of them still on the stone ledge leading into the cave. 
 
    Julius cried out to me, “Go, man! Go!” 
 
    He had realized the same as I had. Even if it was the last thing Hare had wanted, the eight leanaban were about to complete the machine.  
 
    I bent my knees to take the sharp turn up into the cave.  
 
    Halfway up I heard William Hare scream from the beach below, “Nooo!” 
 
    The world around me exploded in light, seizing me in shock, and I tumbled off the cliff’s ledge, falling to the beach below. Lying there, I saw the streams of light billowing out the top go solid, gushing like a volcano. 
 
    And I felt the exhilaration, the thrill of energy flowing into me. I had just the one metal ring, but that connected me to enough spooks trapped within the machine that I was coursing with juice. Now, I had to use it to destroy the machine. 
 
    Back on my feet, I raced up the stone ledge and into the cave. Before me, the blinding light and one hundred forty-four people twitching and convulsing. Some feeding me the very energy I needed to destroy it. 
 
    But I wasn’t the only one they were feeding. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done!” I spun to see the monstrous face of William Hare, distended in rage, and streams of energy flowing into the crown of stolen totems on his head. 
 
    Quickly, I reached down to grab one of the souls trapped within. Just one would cut the energy flowing to the monster behind me. Wrapping my arms around the child—it’s a kid!—I realized it was one of the leanaban. 
 
    “Don’t touch them! Don’t you—”  
 
    I heard a grunt behind me and was launched forward into the fully completed machine. He’d kicked me. A moment later, I was swallowed by an energy I never thought possible. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Uncle Jerry ran down the beach, wheezing and panting, shouting as he did, “Razzie! Where are you? Raz!” 
 
    The beach, the cave, the cresting waves at his feet were the picture of calm. Serenity. But he knew that was a lie. Julius could see the truth. 
 
    “He pushed him,” he said. “Into the machine.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Uncle Jerry said, spinning in a circle, screaming. “Tell me what that means!” 
 
    Julius walked closer to the old man. 
 
    “I don’t know. He just vanished. But Hare is growing stronger now.” 
 
    “You have to stop him!” 
 
    “You don’t get it, man,” Julius said. “Those crowns are linked to people in the machine! He’s too powerful.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry took a step back, and for the first time, he laid eyes on William Hare. He saw the man as if the spirit were human flesh. 
 
    “We’ve got to stop him!” 
 
    The old pilot watched as the ghost made real grew brighter and brighter. Hare was leaning down, and he reached into the pool of light. 
 
    “What is he doing in there? Can’t we—” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” Julius said, his voice hollow. “He’s gathering up the other crowns, getting stronger with every one.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry looked up at the mouth of the cave. “What other crowns?” 
 
    “The ones worn by those kids. Each one gave him more power. They’re linked to people in the machine.” 
 
    The old pilot looked away from the glowing cave. Down the beach. They had to do something. Staring at the rescued passengers climbing the rocks, he saw them streaming toward the ice cream van. 
 
    “Taban,” he said and started running. “I need to get Taban.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was like I’d been thrust into the belly of a comet, light and fire coursing all around me. It was blinding, so blinding that even closing my eyes made no difference. I could feel everything, see everything. 
 
    Sometime earlier, I had been stuck in the All Time. Trapped. 
 
    That was a void. 
 
    Total darkness. No sound. No touch. 
 
    This was its opposite. Deafening. Blinding. Compressing. 
 
    I screamed to just hear my own voice but was weak against the din. Then something else did. Another voice. 
 
    It was calling me. 
 
    “Paint?”  
 
    Was there someone else in the torrent of sound and light? Or was I just losing my mind?  
 
    “Painter?” 
 
    No, no. I heard it that time. 
 
    It sounded familiar. But that . . . that wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Paint?” 
 
    Then I knew. Or at least I thought I knew. I screamed over the roaring torrent, “Gary? Gary?” 
 
    I listened, trying to pick out the voice from the panic around me. Finally, I heard him. 
 
    “Painter! I knew you’d find me!” 
 
    I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him. I remembered how he felt. He was the sweetest guy I’d ever met. I’d never known anything but love in the guy’s heart. 
 
    I yelled over the noise, “Where are you, man?” Intently, I listened as the light pulsed and streamed around me. But I couldn’t hear him anymore. “Gary? Gary, where are you?” 
 
    My heart shattered into a million pieces. The friend I’d lost to the All Time when he’d been grabbed by the Chimera was here. Or not here. He was close. I could feel him! 
 
    “I’m gonna find you, Gary!” I shouted, straining my voice. “I promise!” 
 
    The light around me began to flicker and pulse. What is happening? The noise was gone, and I was falling. Falling toward the earth. “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I shouted as the ground raced up toward me. 
 
    Just before I hit, I heard his voice one last time. “I know you will.” 
 
    A second later, I heard a crack, and I was on my feet. Standing with the dusty, dry ground below me. I wasn’t in Scotland anymore. It was hot and dry all around me. And it was daylight. 
 
    “What the hell?” It looked like a desert, low shrubs and bugs skittering across the packed ground. I heard a strange growl off to my left. When I turned, I saw a lizard. But huge. As big as a dog. Not one of those lapdogs either. Big as, um, a big dog. 
 
    When I kicked at the dirt, a small dust cloud rose. I was still connected to the machine, which was giving me form. I could feel it pulling at my back and shoulders, feeding me energy. 
 
    Again, the dog-lizard made a noise, but this one was more grumble than growl. 
 
    “Jesus, I’ve gone back in time.” 
 
    I then heard a laugh as someone approached. When I turned, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The man’s voice resonated when he laughed again. He strode up to me with a swagger, laughing as he approached. 
 
    “Back in time,” he said and chuckled. The trash can on his head nodded forward. “That’s a beaut!” 
 
    It wasn’t a trash can. It looked homemade or like something you might buy off eBay from some doomsday nut. And it was peppered with pockmarks. It was a metal helmet, of sorts. Didn’t knights wear metal helmets? 
 
    “Wait, wait,” I said lifting my hands as he lifted his weapon toward me. “Is this the Middle Ages?” 
 
    He walked closer and jumped up onto the strange, iridescent blue platform I was standing upon. I looked down at my feet, and through the translucent waves of energy, I could see the desert below. 
 
    “Nah, mate. You ain’t in the Middle Ages,” he said, his voice ringing off the metal helmet. “You’re in the bush. Back ya go.” 
 
    He then smashed me in the chest with a fist, and I was flung into the machine once more. 
 
    Light and sound enveloped me, coursed through me, blinded my eyes, and deafened my ears. I was back in the comet, whatever it was. I couldn’t piece it together, the cacophony of light and sound stealing my thoughts. 
 
    But in it—the voice again. 
 
    I heard him, this time a strange whisper, but I heard him. 
 
    “Gary! Gary, tell me—” 
 
    “Oh my. Oh my, oh my,” the voice said. But it wasn’t Gary. “There you are but something . . . more. What are you?” 
 
    I said nothing. I knew that voice. 
 
    “Painter Mann but . . . not Painter Mann,” the woman cooed like she was talking to a lover. “Come closer. I want a better look.” 
 
    In my mind, through the noise, I thought of Scotland. I thought of Uncle Jerry and Julius and Selkirk and Molly. Take me there. Take me back. 
 
    “I can see right through you, Painter Mann,” Voodoo Cher said, her voice in the ether. “There is more to you. Something that is not Painter Mann.” 
 
    Like before, the brilliant light began to flicker and pulse, and I could see blackness. Utter blackness. 
 
    Oh, Jesus no. She’s drawn me into the All Time! No, no . . . Whoa, whoa, whoa! 
 
    I wasn’t in the void of time and space. I was falling to the earth once again, plummeting toward darkness, the Scottish coastline. In the middle of it, streams of light pulled me down toward the machine. Toward William Hare’s cave. 
 
    “Shit!” I shouted and hit the ground, this time not on my feet. I tumbled end over end and landed on my back just outside the mouth of the cave. 
 
    The machine was burning as brightly as before. When I turned my head, I searched for William Hare. I didn’t have to look long. 
 
    When he stepped out of the cave, crossing the stream of light arcing to the bracelet-crown on my wrist, he held up his arms. Beneath the crown on his head, his smile grew wider. And on each arm, he brandished shining metal rings of light. 
 
    Eight of them. 
 
    Taken from his children. But he’d forgotten all about them now. He was staring at me. 
 
    “I’m so looking forward to this,” he said, and light crackled from the machine toward him, electrifying his arms and body. “And she will be so pleased. So pleased!” 
 
    

  

 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t a hero. 
 
    Despite accepting a job where the life of every human on the planet hung in the balance. You just put in the work. I was doing it so I could get my life back. If that was really an option.  
 
    So, when William Hare stood over me, the energy flowing from the machine literally dripping off of his body, I did what any “not a hero” would do. I ran. 
 
    Scrambling to my feet, I leaped from the mountain ledge to the beach below but stumbled, lost my footing, and took a header, face-planting into the sand. When I rose, I could see where my nose had left a dent. 
 
    Right. 
 
    The metal ring on my arm was feeding juice into me. But it wouldn’t be enough, not nearly enough, to face William Hare. The energy I was drawing was a little buzz, while the man in the mountain was overflowing, drunk with power. And was standing over me once again. 
 
    “You can’t run, Painter Mann,” he said and slammed a fist into my gut, which launched me into the air like the coyote blown up by his own TNT. It seemed gravity had noticed I’d tried to break up with it and quickly pulled me back. 
 
    Once again, I was falling to Earth. 
 
    As I did, I saw the Mr. Frostie van pull up. One of its headlights had busted from its bush run, so its cyclopic eye bounced up and down across the parking lot below until it stopped and just stared. A few seconds before I hit the sand once again, I saw Uncle Jerry jumping out. 
 
    “Get back!” I shouted, or rather tried to shout but got only a mouthful of sand for my effort. I wobbled back up to my feet, spitting the muck out. But some part of me felt, I hated to admit, exhilarated. Sand in my mouth? The trickle of energy from the machine had given me enough form, enough of a corporal body, that I got a mouthful of beach. I wiped my hand across my lips. 
 
    “See? You feel it, don’t you!” William Hare said, a starburst of energy in the black of night as he walked toward me. “What it’s like to have life again.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “This is not life, man.” 
 
    “You can touch. You can feel. You can—” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” Uncle Jerry said, stopping halfway down the rocks, when he caught sight of Hare. He looked back up at the van then looked at me. “Well, that’s horrifying.” 
 
    Laughing, the man in the mountain began stalking toward my friend. Energy drizzling down his raised arms, rolling down his body, and spilling onto the beach.  
 
    “You can even kill again,” he said, stepping closer to Uncle Jerry. 
 
    Fury instantly mixed with the energy flowing into me, and I was up and skating before even taking a step. I reached back to clock Hare, but he merely lifted out his hand as he turned his head and shot a blast of energy at me. 
 
    As I once again tumbled to the beach, he stared at his fingers. “I hadn’t expected that. It’s so much more,” he said. “I am so much more.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry called up to the van idling at the curb. “Taban? Running out of time here.” 
 
    “Nearly finished,” she shouted back. 
 
    Still, William Hare was walking toward my friend. No creature in the world could harm him. Invincible. “I will need to replace my children in the machine, one by one so they can be free. So they can join me. Let’s start with you.” 
 
    Hare’s blast had taken a lot out of me, but the machine was replenishing that quickly. Still, I wouldn’t have nearly enough to take him on. But I couldn’t let him hurt Uncle Jerry. 
 
    “Run, man!” I shouted, which got a laugh out of Hare. I couldn’t work out why my friend was just standing there! Then, I worked it out: he was drawing Hare away from me. 
 
    “Taban!” he shouted, his eyes locked on the approaching spook. 
 
    “Got it,” the call came back.  
 
    I saw her exit the van and run to the edge, leaning down to get a bead on Uncle Jerry. The glow from the enemy lit up my friend’s face, deepening the lines. He wore a mask of total fear. Energy arched between Hare’s fingertips as he raised his arms higher. His deep laugh rumbled down the beach and shook the rocks and sand. He was drawing more and more power, and white-hot bolts of electricity flowed all around him, tendrils snapping off and alighting piles and driftwood strewn across the beach. But then something caught his attention, and he faltered. 
 
    Taban had thrown something—a strip? A belt?—down to Uncle Jerry. 
 
    Hare took a step back then forward again. “What are you doing? What is that?” 
 
    My friend bobbed his head back and forth, trying to look around the electrified man. He shouted, “Razzie, where are ya?” 
 
    Even with his back turned, I couldn’t approach William Hare. He would feel me, so I stepped farther up the beach. When Uncle Jerry caught sight of me, he smiled. 
 
    “Good to see you again, boy,” he said, his eyes twinkling in the light. He crouched low like I’d seen him do earlier that day. Like in the caber toss. And when he came back up, I saw something tumble in the air toward me, end over end. 
 
    I caught it before it landed on the beach. 
 
    A faint song drifted into my mind as I held the strange belt. A rhyming, sweet sound. It was the rhyme of Hare’s children, but this time it didn’t darken me or fog my brain. It was warm. It was love.  
 
    I held it up to the light and said, “It’s the dolls. These are—” 
 
    Suddenly a torrent of electricity shot into me, the leanaban in the machine connected to the dolls in my hand, and I nearly exploded with energy. Over the roar of power, I heard Hare shout. “No!”  
 
    But I was strong now. This strength, this power. It was exhilarating. And standing there, glowing as brightly as Hare, I couldn’t help but laugh. It was intoxicating. 
 
    I was a god. 
 
    Facing a devil. 
 
    The quiet song of the leanaban filled my ears, and I could feel myself growing stronger and stronger. With this kind of power, I could destroy all that Voodoo Cher had built. And so much more. I could be so much more. 
 
     I had felt this before, once before.  
 
    I remembered something. I turned and looked up at the cave, at the machine. The beautiful machine, filling me with unbelievable strength. The last time I had this intense power, Gary had been there. Had seen me like this. 
 
    He’d reminded me that the power was stolen from the people trapped inside the hell of that machine. It was not my energy to have. It was theirs. 
 
    “Those are mine,” he said and pulled back a fist, crackling with power. “It’s time to end this, Painter Mann.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. I tossed the belt of dolls, all knitted together by Taban the weaver, toward one of the burning clutches of driftwood. 
 
    “No, no! Not my—” 
 
    A brilliant blue pulse burst from the flames and knocked me flat on my back. Dazed as I lay there, I heard the song of the leanaban softly.  
 
    When I brushed at the sand below me, it didn’t move. I felt cold. And weak. 
 
    The energy that had been coursing through me was gone. So were the leanaban. 
 
    The machine, once again, was incomplete. 
 
    Hare had fallen to his knees, broken. I saw Molly come up behind him, her fist raised. 
 
    “This is for bedeviling my town!” She struck him. Then she struck him again.  
 
    He collapsed onto the sand. Before she could land more blows—and she wanted to—I came up and told her it was enough. 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Wellington kept watch over Hare, who, after Molly’s bit of retribution, wasn’t going anywhere. With the help of her and Fraser and Selkirk’s crew, we began freeing the spooks who had been trapped in the machine. 
 
    But soon we didn’t have to.  
 
    Those who were freed after being trapped in the hell for God knew how long didn’t flee. They turned to help others, pulling them free from the machine. 
 
    Selkirk sidled up next to me as we watched. “This isn’t over, you know,” he said and nodded up the beach. “William Hare is down now, but he’ll try again. Sure, I expect ol’ Molly would be keen to give him a few whacks a day to keep him weak, but eventually . . .” 
 
    I nodded. “Nearly all of these people were killed by the mayor and his crew. Once I have their names, I know how to help them move on.” 
 
    “You do?” He looked at me with a half smile. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s what I do. I’m the world’s only dead private investigator.” 
 
    This time, he nodded. “Well, I don’t know what that means, but if you can help these people, then do that. They’ve had enough pain to last several lifetimes.” 
 
    William Hare would be a problem. He was killed by an angry mob of faceless strangers. He didn’t deserve to move on, or maybe he did, but I needed the name of his killer to make that happen.  
 
    And a solid Internet connection, of course. 
 
    There was no other choice left for me to make. To keep Hare out of action, I had to put him in the machine. A machine weak with the power of a weak man. 
 
    The saddest part? He didn’t fight. He didn’t plead.  
 
    He only wept for the children he would never have. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Standing on the beach in the morning sun, we waved at Captain Selkirk and his crew as they sailed away. They hadn’t been able to replicate the ancient Egyptian trawler, but what they had worked just as well. 
 
    “Hey, man,” I said to Uncle Jerry. “They’re to your left a bit. You’re waving at nothing.” 
 
    “Ah, gotcha.” He turned, smiling. “Don’t forget to write.” 
 
    “They can’t write, man. They’re ghosts.” 
 
    My friend shrugged. “It’s just something you say.” 
 
    We made plans to get back to the plane waiting at the airfield just outside of town. After driving around all night, Taban had discovered Uncle Jerry’s rental car in the back parking lot of one of the local hotels. He was happy to finally have a proper change of clothes.  
 
    When I saw the metal in the back seat, I smiled. 
 
    Julius saw me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, that’s not one of those crowns. Taban gonna take all of them back to the graveyard next to her house. Gonna bury them.” 
 
    “Good. Right thing to do.” 
 
    “She said it’s a small way for her to make amends. She’s pretty tore up knowing what her boy did, you know? Probably wondering what she did to make him go all wrong.” 
 
    “Her hands aren’t clean, man. But we couldn’t have pulled this off without her.”  
 
    “If it isn’t the machine-killer, Painter Mann?” Molly’s voice called out, and I turned to see her and her companions standing up by the road. 
 
    “Come on down,” I shouted up. “We should celebrate or something, maybe?” 
 
    Fraser nodded toward the dark mountain. “Aye, that’s a sight to see. Well done, you.” 
 
    “You guys were a big help,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Julius took a step forward. “You guys heading out?”  
 
    “For a wee while.” Molly nodded. “Going to take a holiday, maybe.” 
 
    Both of us laughed. I gave them a thumbs-up. “So, you’ve given up on the whole revenge thing, yeah?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Captain Wellington thumbed his lapels. “A few days of leave, but then we’ll return.” 
 
    “And then,” Fraser added, “we’ll find some new way to kill ‘em.” 
 
    Julius waved as they walked away. “Have fun. Good luck.” When he saw my expression, he added, “Except for the part where you wanna kill somebody. But all that other stuff, best of luck!” 
 
    When I looked from the beach parking lot to the horizon, where the sea met the sky, I could see someone out there stranded, standing on the water. Julius had seen him too. 
 
    “That Henry McCahill, you think?” 
 
    “Probably. I guess, in some way, being stuck out there for what might be eternity is a way for him to make amends.” 
 
    Julius nodded and went quiet. Uncle Jerry was hugging Taban goodbye. I thought about going over and thanking her but felt she’d heard enough from the “voices” for a long while. Maybe now she wouldn’t hear them again. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    That reminded me of something Julius had said about Uncle Jerry. When he came over, after saying his goodbyes, I asked him about it. 
 
    “Dying? Me?” He laughed. “Son, I’m older than dirt, so yeah, I’ll be gone soon enough.” 
 
    “That’s not much of an answer.” 
 
    “Ah well, the way I see it—from the moment we are born we are dying.” 
 
    I laughed. “Dark.” 
 
    “Nah, just means we gotta make the most of it. Speaking of which,” he said and pulled out a notepad, “we got three locations left. New Orleans, of course. China and—” 
 
    “Australia,” I said. “Our next stop. That’s going to be harder, I think.” 
 
    Julius snapped his head toward me. “Harder? Harder than this whole mess?” 
 
    “Yeah, that machine’s operational.” 
 
    Uncle Jerry opened his car door and leaned on the roof. “How do you know that?”  
 
    “I’ll tell you on the plane. We’ll follow you back.” 
 
    “Okey-dokey,” he said and got into his car. 
 
    Julius already had the rebar in his hand, so I could pull him along behind me. But he didn’t lift it right away. 
 
    “You know, now that you’re becoming more like the other guy . . .” 
 
    “Rasputin.” 
 
    “Right, well, I was thinking . . . the way you can help other spooks, um, bend the mechanics of this place.” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said. “I have no real idea how to do that.” 
 
    “But you did. And I think now you sorta, you know, stand out.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Meaning what?” 
 
    “Well, you’re like this thing that ain’t supposed to be in a place that ain’t supposed to be. Sort of like a bright light in the dark.” 
 
    “I’m a lamp. Gotcha.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, what I’m saying is maybe that’s why Rasputin, the old you, became Painter in the first place. Or at least one of the reasons for it.” 
 
    “So you think the baddies in this place will be drawn to me?” 
 
    “Moth to a flame, yeah,” he said. “But insteada moths, they’ll be like badass malevolent spooks with bad intentions. And monsters and shit.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. I hadn’t been sure if I’d seen them or not the past few days. But that morning, there was one down the beach. It had kept its distance. Seeking. Searching. Then it spun a few times and disappeared back to where it had come from.  
 
    Back to the All Time. 
 
    But I certainly wasn’t going to tell Julius the chimera were once again on our trail. At least, not until we were thirty thousand feet in the air. 
 
    “We got a long ride ahead of us,” I said. “Let’s get to the plane.” 
 
      
 
   

 

  THE END 
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