
        
            
                
            
        

    
Hell's End

Hell inc series book 9
Dick Wybrow


[image: image-placeholder]
Dee Dub Publishing



Copyright © 2024 by Dick Wybrow

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.


Contents


1. Chapter 1
2. Chapter 2
3. Chapter 3
4. Chapter 4
5. Chapter 5
6. Chapter 6
7. Chapter 7
8. Chapter 8
9. Chapter 9
10. Chapter 10
11. Chapter 11
12. Chapter 12
13. Chapter 13
14. Chapter 14
15. Chapter 15
16. Chapter 16
17. Chapter 17
18. Chapter 18
19. Chapter 19
20. Chapter 20
21. Chapter 21
22. Chapter 22
23. Chapter 23
24. Chapter 24
25. Chapter 25
26. Chapter 26
27. Chapter 27
28. Chapter 28
29. Chapter 29
30. Chapter 30
31. Chapter 31
32. Chapter 32
33. Chapter 33
34. Chapter 34
35. Chapter 35
36. Chapter 36
37. Chapter 37
38. Chapter 38
39. Chapter 39
40. Chapter 40
41. Chapter 41
42. Chapter 42
43. Chapter 43
DW Newsletter
Acknowledgements
Also By



Chapter one



Lucifer


The plan was to kill every human on the planet. Unequivocally, it was the most evil scheme ever conceived.

Satan hated it.

Usually, he loved all kinds of evil. Pure evil, half-evils, tiny-evils, micro-evils, itsy-bitsy-tiny-weeny-yellow-polka-dot-bid-evils, all of it!

War! What is it good for? Driving up the misery index, that’s what. Lucifer was a fan.

A good ol’ pandemic was fine, but the full-throated, conspiracy-laden vitriol bursting from gravy-stained KN95 face masks at Thanksgiving that destroyed friendships and family ties? Big win!

What about cash-grabby reboots of iconic film franchises from the 1980s with dreadful, uninspired scripts? Amaze-balls!

Or authors taking years to finish a beloved fantasy series? Chef’s kiss, says Lucifer.

However, killing every person in the world would mean that everyone—and here’s where this particular strategy faltered—would be dead.

If there were no humans to make miserable, there would be no misery index. QED.

And the MX was the lifeblood of the Underworld. The MX made it all work. Made the clocks tick. Made the trains run on time (although they did not run on time, but that was by design).

Thus, killing everyone on Earth just would not do.

That is why Lucifer called a mandatory meeting with his sworn enemy, Steve Janus. The former CEO of Baby Gap now ran Hell inc, the faction in the underworld trying to overthrow the Old Man. They wanted to take over and do it better.

The Hell inc chairman was compelled to attend to the confab. The Old Man still sat in the big chair and had powers Janus did not.

At least, not yet.

The two beings sat inside a small, rustic cabin, which resided at the intersection of time and space. As far as they knew, no one had built it. There wasn’t a time when it wasn’t, and there was no time when it was.

Inside the single-room structure, a small round table suitable for two. A love seat suitable for one. And a wicker chair not really suitable for anyone.

“Why are we even here, Lucifer?” Steve Janus said, trying to find a comfortable position on the chair. He shifted again. “I mean, we’re missing out on all the fun, don’t you think?”

From the love seat, the Old Man lifted his gaze and rolled his eyes at the other man, who wore a three-piece suit. Despite the tailoring, Janus’s fat rolls bunched up at his pristine white collar, looking like someone attempting to push toothpaste back into its tube.

“Thought it might be a wonderful opportunity to chat,” Lucifer said and grinned the crooked smile of singer Tom Waits, who’d he’d recently taken on the appearance of. “And this way, I can keep an eye on you.”

“Same.” Janus shrugged. “Only reason I came. To make sure you don’t aid or assist your side.”

The Old Man’s laugh rolled across the floor. It was a voice that sounded like it had stumbled off a crumbling mountain ledge, landed in a forest fire, then shambled down a desert road for six weeks until it expired. He said, “Side? There are no sides. I am the only side.”

“Of course there are sides,” the other man snarled. “I’ve got the woman and her army of the dead. And you have… I don’t even know what you would call them. Ghosts and the living working together? Most can’t even communicate with one another. What a mess.”

“I like mess.” Lucifer frowned. “The Underworld isn’t tidy, you moron. It’s raw and smelly and—”

“Ah, you see, that’s the point,” Janus said. “It doesn’t have to be. Just because you run the place like a high school gym locker, that doesn’t mean there’s not a better way. I believe in the three S’s. Structure. Standards. And… another I can’t recall.”

“Pathetic.”

“No, it starts with S. No matter!” Janus jumped up, knocking the wicker chair over. “Listen, even when I win, I could very well lose something.”

Lucifer sipped his wine and sucked his sharp teeth. “You won’t win.”

“I will because you’re old and out of touch,” Janus said as he walked to the big screen television on the wall. “But when I win, Rasputin will likely be dead.”

A shrug from the lord of the Underworld flicked the wall-mounted TV to life. “Don’t worry about Raz. I’ve got plans for him.”

“No, you don’t. He’s my son, Lucifer. When I take over, if he’s not dead, I’ll make him, I don’t know, COO or something. Maybe a regional HR manager. Teach him the ropes.”

The Old Man shook his head slowly, not even trying to hide his grin. “It’s odd that he works for me, yes?”

“He doesn’t really know I’m his father,” Janus said, fluttering his eyes, annoyed. “And it’s no more odd than your daughter working for me.”

That got a chuckle out of Lucifer. “She doesn’t work for you. She had her plan, and you attached yourself to her doom wagon.”

“It’s called a merger.”

“She doesn’t need you anymore, Janus. She got some grist for her machine out of you with that business in Australia, and she’s left you behind,” Lucifer said. “Which again begs the question. How is killing all the humans a good thing?

“You wouldn’t understand,” Steve Janus said, watching the TV that now displayed an overhead shot of a Californian ranch house. An old man flanked by two ghosts walked up to its front door. “My plan involves high-level corporate thinking.”

“Moron, I invented high-level corporate thinking!” Lucifer shouted and droplets of spittle sprayed from his lips, which ignited the wicker chair his guest had been sitting on. Another identical chair dropped from the ceiling in its place. “How stupid are you? If she kills all the humans, there will be no MX. No living people, no living misery. Our entire realm, the underworld, would dissipate into ash.”

“Ah, but what you don’t know is that I have a plan,” Janus said. As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. “Perfect timing.”

“No visitors, Janus,” Lucifer said and shook his head. He stared at the door warily. “You and me are in here for the duration. Alone.”

“Not a visitor.” Janus walked over and put his hand on the knob. “On the other side of this door is how I will soon, finally, take over as the lord of the underworld.”


Chapter two



Lorax


Lorax loved the sound of people screaming.

Nothing made his dark demon heart flutter more that the shrill, ear-splitting song of a human crying out at the top of their lungs. Begging, pleading, wishing for it all to end.

“When this is over, let’s go again!” the woman sitting in the fake log ahead of them shouted as her mop of frizzy blond hair danced merrily in the breeze.

This, of course, shattered his fantasy. Farther ahead, he could still hear the echoing screams of people on the ride, but the woman’s utterance had sucked out all the joy. And not in a good way.

“Larry, why have we stopped?”

Lorax ignored the other half-demon. For one, he hated the name Larry, which was bestowed upon him after his defeat during the Battle of the Tides. He’d been a full on archdemon then!

“One little slip up and, poof, demoted,” he muttered under his breath as tiny waves gently burbled against the side of their fiberglass log. However, the one benefit of losing rank in Hell was that no one paid much attention to him anymore.

If they had been paying attention, Lorax could have never have pilfered the Old Man’s cherished prize, which he and his two demon buddies had propped up in the rear seat of the log flume.

“We came out here for a fun day, and the ride just stops?” the demon next to him muttered and crossed his arms. “This isn’t fun! Fun is getting splashed!”

Tourists packed the flume ride to capacity. All shapes and sizes and nationalities. None of them saw Lorax for who he was. The employees, though? That was a different story. Owned by a Hell-affiliated shell company, Florida’s Flume Fantasia’s upper management could see through the feints: his sloughing skin, blackened teeth, and the dead, yellow eyes hidden beneath the mask of a beautiful man.

That had actually helped them skip up the line, which would have normally been a three hour wait. Less out of deference and more out of fear. Yes, they fear me because they know what I am capable of!

Or had been capable of. In the past, just the wave of the Archdemon Lorax’s hand would have turned the entire park to ash. Now? He’d barely been able to singe the hair of a woman who’d stepped on his wingtip shoe at the corn dog stand.

One day, he thought. One day, I’ll get what’s due to me.

Until then, he was getting some payback. Of a sort.

“Sir?”

If the Old Man found out about his bit of thievery, it could be trouble. For now, Lorax felt like he was in the clear. Just a bit of fun. He turned to the backseat and looked at the placid, doe-eyed expression on the Not Dead Man’s face. Who would miss the lump of meat anyhow?

“Sir?”

Lorax shifted to see the Flume Fantasia staffer kneeling in the fake grass next to the water ride.

Yes! Yes, bow to your master! Bow to the archdemon—

“You can’t take dead people on the flume ride,” she whispered, as she leaned toward them in the floating plastic log. Lorax glanced at Barry sitting next to him, who was looking at his hands and pulling off bits of pink goop from his fingertips. He had warned him about the candy-coated popcorn.

Lorax flashed her a brilliant smile. “Barry? He’s not dead, just quiet. A shy kid. His mother never liked him.”

“Hey!” Barry said.

The woman, whose name tag said her name was Tiana, sat back on her heels, frowning, and put her hands on her hips.

“Not him,” she said, nodding to Barry and then to the rear seat of the log ride. “Him.”

Lorax laughed heartily. She hadn’t said a thing about his appearance, so she must be one of those seasonal workers sent on the errand by management. She couldn’t see who he was beneath the skin.

If she could, she’d be trembling in her boots! Or boat shoes, whatever those are.

“Terry is just trying to enjoy the ride,” Lorax said, not turning around. “His eyes are closed because he’s scared shitless of heights.”

The woman shook her head. “That’s not—”

“Scared, because he once fell from a mountain during the Battle of All Souls,” Lorax said, giggling. “He hadn’t been struck by a lightning bolt or smashed by a hurricane club. He fell! Can you believe it?”

Terry opened his eyes and mumbled, “The ice was slippery.”

Tiana twisted the bill of her jaunty little hat, then crossed her arms again. She bugged her eyes out of Lorax, which he found mildly distressing. She then pointed at the man sitting next to Terry.

“Him, sir!” she said, then dropped her voice again. “You can’t bring corpses here.”

“Oh no,” Lorax said, waving his hand languidly through the air. “No, no. Our friend is not dead.”

That gave Tiana pause, but she held her resolve. “His eyes are open and he’s not breathing. Health regulations prevent us from permitting dead people on the flume.”

“Didn’t see that sign anywhere, Tiana. The only one we saw said ‘You must be this tall to ride this ride’.” Lorax shrugged. “He met the height requirement. We’d had to prop him up but, sure enough, he fit the bill.”

This got a snicker from both Barry and Terry. The staffer shushed them with a look. It was a powerful look, and one she’d learned during the park’s ten-day-long training week.

“His height is not the issue,” Tiana said. “It’s the not living part.”

Lorax gave her a sincere expression, one he’d learned how to fake a millennia earlier. “Our pal here is not dead. He’s a mental shut in. Catatonic.”

Tiana’s eyes flitted to the man in the T-shirt and cargo shorts. He was buckled in and had the bar restraint across his waist. His legs were crossed, but when she looked closer, she could see that someone had tied the man’s shoelaces together.

“Catatonic? Wh… what is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that he can’t talk and can’t move,” Lorax said, forcing a tear to his eye. The droplet was just on the edge. He sniffed. “It doesn’t mean he can’t feel, Tiana. The man is allowed to enjoy life, isn’t he?”

“No, sir, I don’t—”

“No?” Larry bellowed loud enough that the people in the fake logs ahead and behind turned to watch. Tiana noticed their gaze and shrunk back. Larry continued his rant. “Oh! Oh! Oh, right! Just because he’s a mental shut in, he should be tucked into a bed, far from all of you! Surrounded by stuffed baby goats and fuzzy plastic blankets?”

“Um, no, that’s not what I was saying,” Tiana said quietly.

“His friends,” Lorax said, placing a hand upon his chest and forcing a tremble into his voice. Fall tear! Why won’t this tear fall? “His friends, all of us, felt he should be able to enjoy life as much as all these fine people.” He motioned to the floating log ahead but had to hide his scowl. Awful creatures. “Just because bubonic syphilis has burned out his brain, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t get to live, Tiana! Live, I say!”

The staffer nodded slowly, wanting to be anywhere but there at the moment. “He just… he looks like he’s in a trance or something.”

“Oh! That explains it,” Lorax said and snapped his head toward the backseat, trying to jiggle the damn tear loose. It stayed put. He looked at Terry, who was gnawing on the tip of a twirling candy on a stick. The swirl of colors had dribbled down and stained the half-demon’s shirt. “Did you hear her, Terry? You can hear it in her voice. He’s in a trance, she says!”

“Yep,” Terry said, pulling a long blond hair from his candy stick. He ate the hair. “Clear as day.”

“I will not stand for this,” Lorax said, even louder now. “Never will I stand by and allow trance-phobia to rear its ugly head! Not on my watch, no sir! Uh-huh, no, ma’am.”

This drew gasps from the people in the floating log fifteen feet ahead of them. The two in the rear seat, high school girls it looked like to Lorax, quickly pulled out their phones to film the scene. In one case, too quickly, as the young woman with frizzy blond hair dropped her device in the water below.

Tiana stood and backed up slowly, her hands in the air.

“No, no. I’m not. Not at all,” she said, and reached back for the handrail to the steps without even turning around. “Never, not once. I was w-wrong. I’m happy—”

“You are happy to be wrong, Tiana? What sort of overpriced amusement hell is this?” Lorax said, vigorously shaking his head from side to side. Eventually, he just had to flick the tear to get it to fall. It clung to his finger. “I can’t believe my perfect ears.”

The staffer grabbed the walkie talking off her belt and put it to her mouth, eyes shut tight.

“Um, go ahead and resume the flume, Charlie,” she said, backing down the staircase that led up to the fake hill, the fake grass, and the fake log on the mostly real water. “Just a misunderstanding. All good.”

A moment later, there was a clanking sound as the ride moved forward once more. Lorax called out to Tiana as her Flume Fantasia ball cap disappeared below the faded green carpet.

“We expect a free t-shirt when we get to the end!”

“Yes,” she shouted back and waved a thumbs up in the air. “Yes, sir!”

Barry leaned over to Lorax. “They got T-shirts?”

“Yes, yes,” the leader of their group said. “When they take the photo at the end. We’ll all raise our hands and they snap a picture. Then you can get it made into a keychain or a shirt.”

Barry asked, “Do we all get one?”

“Of course!” Lorax said, the benevolent half-demon. Hell, it wasn’t his money.

Terry shot a finger at the quiet, unblinking man next to him. “Even him?”

“No, no,” Lorax said, gearing up for the big drop around the next bend. “Rasputin has no need for a new shirt. In his state, he has no need for anything.”


Chapter three



Rasputin


I couldn’t believe I was back after so long in limbo. It felt like years.

It’s been one year. That was my year, Rasputin. Now I just gotta watch you walk around doing stupid shit.

We were facing the end of the world, so for now, I was just going to ignore Painter’s voice in my head.

You can’t ignore me, man! I’m you and I can hear everything you think and say.

“Great,” I said.

Uncle Jerry glanced down at his feet as he jingled through his flight suit. His face bent into one of his all-will-be-okay Uncle Jerry smiles.

“Don’t worry,” he said, misunderstanding my utterance. “Sally gave me the key. I just gotta find it.”

I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me. “No, not that. I got a ghost voice in my brain.”

“Oh, right? Well, hell, boy, I been dealing with that for months now. Longer. But it means I can hear you and Julius,” he said and chuckled. “You get used to it.”

“I don’t wanna get used to it.”

Julius floated around from the other side of the massive complex. I mean, it was a house, I guess, but Sally Scull’s “summer home” was a fortress. That reminded me.

“You sure she doesn’t have gun turrets hidden somewhere?” I said, scanning the eaves. I wasn’t worried about me or Julius or the twin in my head. We were already dead. “I got shot a couple times by those. Don’t want one to poke holes in your man-sized onesie.”

“Found it!” Uncle Jerry said, holding up a brass key. He picked some tiny green leaves and twigs off, then jammed it into the lock. He threw the door open and poked his head inside.

“Your friend has some modern tastes for being an eighteenth-century gunslinger.”

“Nineteenth,” I said and watched him stroll into the house.

When I went to glide forward, Julius put a hand out in front of me. He asked, “You still got Painter in your head, yeah?”

I nodded.

“Hey, Paint. How you doin’ in there?”

It’s cluttered.

I sighed. “He said he’s doing fine.”

Julius shrugged. “Take care of him. He’s a friend and a good dude.”

“He’s me, man,” I said. “And I’ve got all the same memories he does. We’re the exact same.”

The ghost in the tux shook his head. “Not the same. Y’all talk different. Act different. And he’s better looking. It’s weird if you’re the same.”

I shrugged. “We are and, yeah, it is. For the past year, Painter was out running around being a ghost detective, while I was sorta tucked into some cubby in his mind. When those roles got reversed, all those experiences came at me like binge watching a year of some low-budget Syfy channel show.”

“Must have been a hell of a show,” Julius said and ran his thick hands down his lapels. “Did you see the part where I was a hero for most of it?”

“That must be in season two,” I said, and entered the house. “Haven’t gotten that far yet.”

Julius chuckled. “Yeah, now that sounds like Painter.”

From the foyer, we looked around the fancy digs. Sunken living room with sixty-inch television. Huge sectional couch, in the shape of a U. Sally even had a bar that, on brand, looked like something from 1850. All dark wood and brass rails.

Uncle Jerry came in from the kitchen with a bowl of tortilla chips and salsa and plopped into a recliner.

I groaned. “Oh man, you’re going to eat in front of us? That’s just not cool.”

“I figure only one of us got a body,” the old pilot said. “And it needs fuel to keep going. Ghosties don’t need that.”

We need to find Voodoo Cher and take out her machine! We don’t have time for snacking.

Hush.

Julius sat down on the steps leading to the sunken living room and sighed.

“We do get weary, though. I’m tired.”

“How can ghosts get tired?” Uncle Jerry said, and crunched on a handful of chips. A bit of salsa dribbled onto his flight suit. “You’re already dead.”

“Technically, Raz is not dead,” Julius said, pointing at me. “He’s still got a body out there somewhere.”

Uncle Jerry rubbed his hands together, loudly crunching. “Getting it back is job one on our agenda. I don’t wanna spend my remaining years talking with voices. Had enough of that in my life.”

I had to laugh. From Painter’s memories, I recalled a Scottish woman named Taban who could hear the dead. She used to call spooks “voices.” The old pilot had picked that up for her.

“What happens to Painter, then?” Julius pulled at his bottom lip. “For now, he’s stuck in this rotund fella’s head.”

“Hey, dude. Not cool,” I said.

“Painter was more athletic looking,” he said. “I mean, I’ve seen ten-year-olds who were more athletic, looking, but he was slender. Like a…”

“Hockey player?”

Julius shrugged. “Don’t know many of them. And they are all covered up in that ice armor, so you can’t never really tell.”

Ice armor. I love this guy.

I know you do.

No, man. I don’t mean love, love. I mean…

I know what you mean. And you do. We do. That’s totally cool.

I gotta get out of your head.

“We gotta get Painter out of your head,” Uncle Jerry said with a crunch. He waved a chip in the air, unsure where any of us were. “But I reckon we need to find your body first, Razzie.”

“How do we do that?”

He smiled. “We gotta chat to the guy who stashed it.”

Julius looked at me, his mahogany skin going a bit white. “You’re gonna talk to the Devil? I don’t know if I want to be around for that.”

“He’s not coming here,” I said. “I don’t really think he can come here. He can split off into some sort of, um, parallel thing. Realm. I don’t really get it.”

“But if y’all are going to summon the Devil, I think maybe I’ll go for a walk down the beach. And keep walking.”

“Don’t have to summon him,” I said. “I just gotta make a call.”

I gave Julius the finger, smiled, and then put the tip of it in my ear.


Chapter four



The Advocate


“Hello, billable hours begin now depending upon your individual contract,” the voice on the other end of the line said.

“I’m back,” I said into my palm as Julius stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

A long, drawn-out sigh erupted from my fingertip.

“The festering abscess back from his dirt nap holiday, then?” the Advocate said. “And just when I thought that since you were dead and everything, you’d be forever gone from my life. That was such a joyous fantasy to indulge in.”

“Shut up,” I said. “I need a catch up with the Old Man. I’ve got a lot of questions.”

The Advocate laughed. He kept laughing.

“You don’t summon the Lord of the Underworld, my oozing anal cyst,” he said through staccato breaths. “He’s a very busy man in a meeting with his archenemy and has no time for the likes of you.”

When I’d first met the Devil, in his various forms, he’d pulled me into his scheme to take down Hell inc, the corporate entity trying to take over the Underworld. That didn’t quite work out for him. Or me, actually.

We lost Cassie.

I nodded.

But she was still waiting for us. And to get there, we had to do good.

Saving the whole world should do that.

You’d think.

“Why is Hell inc even working with Voodoo Cher?” I asked the Advocate. “I mean, she wants to kill everyone! How does that help Janus?”

“So many questions. Incessant questions and queries, all on non-billable time,” the asshole said. Then he sighed. “Who knows? Steve Janus probably has some moronic scheme in mind, but of course, he’s not sharing his corporate action plan with any of us.”

“Fine. If I can’t get a meeting with the Old Man right now, I still need what he promised.”

“Ha, the Devil doesn’t make promises to mortals, Rasputin!”

“Well, I’m dead, so I think the rules are a bit fuzzy there,” I said, then smiled. “You might even call that a loophole.”

For a long moment, the guy got quiet. Then he cleared his throat.

I don’t like the sound of that.

When the Advocate finally spoke, the grip he had on his ever-present smugness had faltered. “Well, that wee issue of yours is a little tricky.”

“How tricky?”

The Advocate said, “Like pulling a hat out of a rabbit using a flaming speculum.”

“Jeez, man, you are a messed-up dude.”

“I’m a demon, Rasputin,” he said and sighed. “Comes with the territory.”

“Whatever. What do you mean by tricky?”

“Ah, yes,” he said. “Well, as I understand it, to permit you to track down the voodoo woman in the InBetween, you needed to be dead. While you did your ghost thing, the Old Man put your corporeal form in a sort of suspended animation.”

I’d heard that. Uncle Jerry had said that the Old Man had “Han Soloed” my body, so that tracked. “Fine. Tell me where it is, so I can get it.”

A laugh bubbled down the line. “What would you do with your body? It’s not like you can just put it on like a cheap, flabby suit.”

“How do you know? That might exactly be what I can do.”

“No, my putrid pustule. It’s amazing how little you know—”

“Cut the crap, asshat,” I said, shouting into my palm. Julius’s eyes went wide. He looked around the room as if the Devil himself might spring up in a beanbag chair. “Just tell me where my body is.”

“Ah, for a time, it was sort of propped up in one of the Old Man’s earthly residences.”

“He’s got homes here?”

“Hell owns most of the world’s property development firms, so, yes, of course,” the Advocate said. “Even if Lucifer can’t exactly use them. Sort of a here-and-there thing, which you wouldn’t understand because you’re a moron.”

I wanna kill that guy.

Dude’s already dead, man.

We’ll work it out.

When did we get so murderous? I don’t remember being murderous.

Trying being dead for a year.

Well, technically, I was.

“Okay, so my body is in one of these here-and-there palaces,” I said. “Where do I find it?”

“Ah, you were on display, actually. Like a piece of art. More like one of those new age things, of course, that don’t make sense, are dreadfully unappealing, and occasionally are covered in excrement.”

“Get to the point,” I barked into the phone. Err, my hand. “Where is my body?”

“At the moment? It’s sort of missing.”

“Missing?”

“Yes, yes, um, it seems some of the local troops, half-demons, well, they all rather liked the not-dead you. They’d put party hats on your head and dress you in different clothes and—”

“WHAT?”

“Nothing untoward, mind you, but who knows with demons?”

“Where am I?”

“A few of them have sort of taken your body out on, um, a road trip.”

“Taken?”

After a sigh, he said, “Stolen.”


Chapter five



Lorax


Despite being a half-demon who’d dedicated his life to causing misery, Lorax had to admit he loved the feeling of the wind in his hair. And falling toward the earth at terminal velocity.

Why haven’t I done this shit before?

Of course, he hadn’t, because when he’d been a bigwig of the Underworld, there’d always been so much to do. Souls to torture. Venomous spikes to sharpen. Making playlists for Ed Sheeran tours.

Now demoted, all he had was Terry and Barry, a couple of hangers-on who were hoping one day Lorax would weasel back into the Old Man’s good graces.

However, stealing the body of Rasputin Frewer wouldn’t likely put him on the Devil’s Most Valuable Employee wall. Unless, of course, Larry was hanging from that wall upside down and by his testicles.

But it had all happened so fast!

And he’d been a little drunk.

The Old Man’s Disco was a weekly affair. Given the rules, Lucifer himself couldn’t mingle around and chat. So he’d created a room in the home, a sliver of the All Time, where people could enter and pay their respects.

The actual house belonged to some paralegal type. A lowly paper shuffler who worked for the Advocate by the name of Cecil Pembleton.

If anyone had met Cecil around the office during the day, they wouldn’t have even recognized the man who hosted the weekly disco. Not that office workers were invited to those Saturday night shindigs. Only the upper management and those who’d had a certain amount of tenure could join the fun.

On one particular evening, the night Lorax made his bold move, it had begun as they always did. Bobbing for babies, pin the tail on the Twitch influencer, and, everyone’s fav, the pop-star piñata.

Cecil Pembleton was making the rounds, taking requests from various guests to get an audience with the Old Man, who’d created his parallel realm in the study. Not that it looked like a study when one entered it, but more like a cozy rustic cabin lost in time and space.

Lorax’s request to plead his case to the Devil had once again been denied. As it had every week prior. If he’d just been given a chance to appeal the demotion and explain his plans to ramp up the MX.

He’d had such bold ideas!

And not in the old fire and brimstone flavor, which in recent years, Lucifer had shunned. No, Lorax had drunk the Kool-Aid. And when he’d gotten turned down, continued to drink it, fortified with one hundred proof Scotch.

He yearned to tell the Old Man about his design for tape dispensers that hid the tape’s edge! All attempts to get a strip of the stuff just ended in bits of sticky confetti all over would-be users’ fingers!

“Already have that in play,” Pendleton said with a sneer. “Old news.”

But Lorax had so much more. Fast food drive-through computers that secretly switched double cheeseburger orders to fillet-o-fish.

“We’ve got that in three thousand stores now,” Cecil said with a wave of his hand.

“So I’m on the right track,” the half-demon countered. Cecil smiled and let out a long, long breath. He then walked away to talk to more important guests before Lorax could reveal his plans for the Limp Bizkit reunion tour.

Dejected, he wandered the palatial home.

He saw modern art. Stone sculptures, but instead of actual sculptures, it was just all the heads, legs and arms that had been broken off other famous sculptures. However, the Old Man’s most popular exhibit was the Not Dead Man.

The rumor was that a man named Rasputin Frewer had made a secret deal with the Devil. No one else had been privy to the details, but this arrangement required Rasputin to die temporarily. The Old Man had to ensure the man’s body would be safe. Held in limbo. Perfectly preserved.

They had given the job of keeping that part of the bargain to the Advocate’s accountant and notary.

Pendleton’s idea of “perfectly preserved” was to prop Rasputin’s body up in the corner of his living room. People had dressed this Not Dead Man in funny clothes. Taken selfies. Given him out-of-date haircuts. And drawn on his face with sharpies. That last endeavor had been banned over concerns the man in stasis might die of marker poisoning.

There had, of course, been a favorite drawing.

“By order of the Old Man,” Pendleton had said, “no more scribbling penises on Rasputin Frewer. He’s had more dicks on his face than Enid Morrison! Amiright?”

That had gotten mainly confused stares from the crowd until someone had whispered that Mrs. Morrison was Cecil’s former high school English teacher who’d given him a low C for his paper about how Hemingway had been a bit wordy.

After Lorax’s ninth glass of whatever red liquid they’d been serving at the Disco, he’d been glaring at Rasputin’s blank-eyed and expressionless face. A bent cigarette stuffed in his mouth. And one in each nostril. A feather boa. And a bird named Elvis propped upon his shoulder, dropping ex-food all down his radio station t-shirt.

Still, this foul human, covered in filth and mostly dead, had been the life of the party. People were taking selfies with the guy!

When the night wound down, Larry made his move. Most of the party-goers had either passed out or slunk back to their own hovels. He stumbled up and grabbed the limp man by the waist and hauled him away. Too heavy to carry, he ended up dragging Raz’s body across the carpet. Down the forty-five steps, over the gravel driveway, and chucked the near-lifeless body into the back of his Audi TT.

For more than a week, Rasputin had become like one of those little garden gnomes that people take all over the world. Lorax had even set up an Instagram page dedicated to photos of their adventures.

And now, the near-lifeless Raz had joined Lorax and his crew as they parachuted above the Grand Canyon. It had taken an extra hundred bucks a piece to do that without having an instructor strapped to their backs. Well, that and the threat of eternal damnation.

But here they were. Larry, Terry, Barry, and the limp body of a frumpy ex-DJ.

The boys!

Flying like birds, ten thousand feet above the earth without a care in the world. Barry waved at Lorax. Lorax nodded to Terry. Rasputin rolled end over end, his arms flailing in the rushing blast of air, and Larry imagined he was waving at all of them.

The altimeter on Lorax’s wrist buzzed.

“Ah. Right, then.”

It only occurred to the half-demon in that moment, a bit too late truth be told, that they hadn’t exactly made a plan on how to pull Rasputin’s chute. A bit of foresight on the matter would have been a good thing, but Larry had always relished being in “the now.”

Consequences be damned.

Technically, Rasputin would not die from the inevitable impact. Working for The Old man, he had been afforded some protections. At least, Larry was pretty sure that was the case, even if Raz wasn’t actually present in the body now hurtling toward the Earth at one-hundred-twenty miles per hour.

Lorax pulled his own chute and felt the tug skyward, as if God had pulled him to His bosom and saved the half-demon from crashing below. No, no. He didn’t like that analogy. Not one bit.

After Barry yanked his ripcord, a big, yellow Pokemon grinned atop his parachute.

Terry pulled his and a Have a Nice Day smiley face expanded above his head to gently ease him to safety.

Ten seconds later, Rasputin Frewer disappeared from view as he rocketed toward the earth. Out of sight. No trace. Until above five seconds later, when a tiny, circular poof of smoke blew from the ground like the Devil himself had blown one big smoke ring at them.

Larry frowned. “That could have been better planned.”
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We needed a plan.

Hell inc had aligned with Voodoo Cher, which seemed bananas because her plan was to destroy every living person on the planet.

“Why would they do that?” Uncle Jerry said. “I mean, yeah, Hell inc is all about doing evil, but killing everyone don’t make any sense.”

Julius wasn’t as sure. “Sounds like evil stuff to me.”

“A world of just ghosts?” The old pilot shook his head. “Who wants to rule over a world like that? That CEO guy can’t be trusted. I know he’s up to something.”

Julius walked up and down the steps of the ranch house’s sunken living room. Ghost pacing.

“In the end,” I said from my spot on the floor, “the motivations of devils and demigods aren’t our problem.”

“You’re right. It don’t matter why the Hell inc crew partnered up with the voodoo lady,” Uncle Jerry said, slumping deeper into the couch. “We’ve just got to stop them. Whatever motivation they might have, hell, no one knows.”

“I might know,” a voice from the door said, and we all turned.

At the sight of her, I felt elated. “Sally!”

Part of me wanted to run and give her a big cowboy hug.

Don’t even. She’s dirty.

You have the same memories I do, Painter. She’s been a big help.

Doesn’t mean that we both feel the same way. She works for the Old Man and that asshole started all this mess.

Sorta what he does, man. Devil and all that.

Sally looked around the room, resting the heels of her palms on her six shooters. Taking one step inside, she kicked the front door closed with her boot.

“I suppose you’ve either finally got the dementia, UJ,” she said, striding into her sunken living room, “or you’re talking to ghosts again.”

Uncle Jerry leaned back, hands behind his head. “I got three of them in here with me. At least I think it’s three.”

“Three?” The gunslinger gave him a half grin. “I gotta start charging rent.”

“Yeah, Razzie and Julius are floating around here,” he said, waving his hand in the air, all chill like. “And Painter’s floating around in Rasputin’s head.”

Sally plopped onto her couch, kicked off her boots, and leaned back against the fluffy cushions. She did not remove her sunglasses.

Uncle Jerry had noticed. “How’s the peepers?”

“You wanna see?”

“Hell no,” he said and shirked back. “Just asking. I mean you had ‘em burned out by fire, so I can understand they may take a while to—”

Sally pulled off her dark wraparound sunglasses and leaned toward him. I gawked. Julius gawked. In my head, I heard a thump.

Painter, did you just pass out?

That… is… horrifying.

And it was.

I know, that’s why I said that!

Just below the old gunslinger’s brow were two fleshy tunnels. It looked like someone had taken a mini ice cream scoop and carved two holes in her head. And in the middle of those flesh pits were tiny white orbs with black dots. They looked like alabaster olives.

“Jiminy Cricket,” Uncle Jerry said and wrapped his arms around himself. “Can you see outta those things?”

Sally lifted her head and the teeny-tiny albino olives shifted to the left, to the right, and then stared at him. I gasped. Julius gasped. In my head, I heard someone vomit.

Don’t vomit in my head, dude!

Jesus, man. Oh man, oh man, oh man. Tell her to put her sunglasses on.

She can’t hear me, dude!

Tell Jerry to tell her to put her sunglasses on.

“Hey, Uncle Jer?”

The old guy raised his hand and nodded slowly to himself. He was struggling with it too and needed a moment.

“Everything’s a little fuzzy around the edges,” Sally said. “The hell doc says it’ll take another day or so for them to grow and settle into the space.” She slapped the wraparounds back on.

Uncle Jerry nodded and wiped his mouth. “You’ve got a hell doc? Is that like some sorta health plan thing?”

Sally shrugged. “The heath care blows, but the dental is pretty stellar,” she said and flashed her perfect teeth. “I think that’s because they sometimes bite the souls of their victims or something.”

For the next few minutes, Uncle Jerry filled her in. She nodded along and grunted a few times. It had been a while since I’d hung out with her, so I couldn’t tell if those were positive or negative grunts.

When he finished, I stared at him. In the silence, Jerry dug into the pocket of his flight suit and pulled out his bag of hooch. When he grabbed his rolling papers, I cleared my throat. Then I did it louder.

Uncle Jerry looked around, confused. “Did I just do that?” he asked Sally.

“Do what?”

“No, man. That was me,” I said, throwing my hands up. “You didn’t tell her about the most important part!”

“Oh right,” Uncle Jerry said. “If we don’t stop Voodoo Cher from empowering her ghost army with her machine, she’ll kill everyone in the world.”

Sally pulled her hat down over her face and looked like she might take a nap. “You mentioned that.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I kinda thought I did.”

I went to thwack him in the ear, but my finger went right through. I tried again, but he just merrily fiddled with his rolling paper.

You gotta will energy into your finger. That’ll give it grain. Form. But it’ll take a bit out of you.

I remember you doing that. Not as easy as it looks.

Concentrating hard, I tried to imagine my finger as whole again. Flesh and blood. I flicked. Uncle Jerry brushed his ear like a gnat had buzzed it. That got a throaty chuckle from my head parasite.

Ha, ha—hey. Don’t have to be ugly about it. Not all spooks work it out. It’ll just take time.

Right. I didn’t want to have the time. I wanted to be out of the InBetween and back in the real world.

“Hey UJ,” I said, leaning down close to him. “You didn’t mention that some friggin’ half-demons stole my body.”

Uncle Jerry sparked up his joint, nodded as he inhaled, and let out a massive plume of smoke.

“Oh yeah. So some demon-types hijacked Raz’s body.”

Sally nodded. “Yeah, yeah. Got a call from the Advocate when I was on Horse on the way over. He mentioned it.”

“You can take calls while you’re riding?”

The gunslinger pulled her long, dirty-blond braid away from the side of her head, exposing her ear. “We got bluetooth now. It’s a China-made rip-off, so when the battery’s low, it barks at me like it’s mad about my take out order.”

“Neat and racist.” Uncle Jerry said. “Can I get one of those?”

“No.”

He blew out another fog of smoke. “Okay.” After another drag, he asked in a pinched voice. “You got any clue where they mighta took Razzie’s bod?”

She didn’t. After a deep sigh, she slowly sat up, placed her hands on the sofa and her feet on the floor.

“So after you four fellas put your heads together, do y’all have the first idea of how we’re supposed to stop Armageddon?”

Jerry blew smoke rings and shook his head. “Nope.”

“We need a plan,” Sally said.

Coming up with a plan had been chaotic. Two livies and three ghosts. But with only Uncle Jerry as our intermediary, he was getting confused. Eventually, he told all the spirits in the room to shush for a moment, then he elected a spokes-ghost.

Julius.

“Hey!” I protested. “Why’s he get to talk?”

“Because he’s older and wiser than you two others,” Uncle Jerry said. “Or, one others. Two halfs of one or whatever.”

Julius grinned at me and brushed his hands down his tux. “Can’t argue with the man.”

“And Julius was a teacher, so he’s used to creating syllabuses. Syllabussi. Um, he’s used to making plans.”

“I am the best person for the job,” my friend agreed. “And what we need to do first is look at the overarching objective.”

Sally stood up and flicked on her stereo. The raspy perfection of Etta James drizzled down on us from speakers embedded in the ceiling. “What we gotta do is make the big plan and the little plans leading up to it.”

Julius grinned. “See? Me and her are on the same page,” he said. “Like we’re soulmates.”

“Dude, ick.”

“She’s sassy and sexy.”

Yeah. Julius had a weird thing going on with Sally. Thankfully, she didn’t know about it or she’d kill him. I don’t know how you kill a ghost, but she’d have worked it out.

Sally went up to her giant television on the wall and snatched the remote from an end table. The TV came alive, displaying a blank screen like a whiteboard.

At the top of the screen, she wrote with her finger: The Big Plan.

This was going to take a while.
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“We got it all, then?” Uncle Jerry said, hands on hips, staring up at the screen.

Sally shot him a look and frowned.

“No, you ijit,” she said. “We’ve been at this an hour and it still only says The Big Plan up there.”

Uncle Jerry headed back to the couch. “Then I need to roll another.”

After another hour, finally, finally, we had something of a plan. Not much.

Sally had written it all out on the screen. She had surprisingly nice handwriting for a nineteenth century gunslinger.

Here’s what we had.

The Big Plan was to stop Voodoo Cher from marching her army of undead killers across the world. The machine would give her recruits, the ghosts of the InBetween, physical form with the aid of totems.

We’d have to find out more about that.

I know who might know.

Don’t get a head of me. I’m going over the plan.

Yep. Sorry. As you were.

To enact The Big Plan, we had three smaller plans.

Plan one: Find out where Voodoo Cher had set up her last machine and work out a way to shut it down.

“Best guess,” Uncle Jerry said. “Is that she might have set up in New Orleans, yeah?”

I nodded. “Makes sense. That’s her home turf.”

Plan two: Find my body and get me back into it. I had no idea how we were going to do that.

“Would the Old Man know?” Uncle Jerry asked. “I mean, Lucifer was the one who went and kilt ya, right?”

“I can’t get a hold of him,” I said. “And it sounds like I’m not the only one. I think there’s some high-level confab going on, so until he’s back, he won’t be able to tell us how to do that.”

I know who might know.

Yeah. Yeah, I got it.

And finally, plan three.

“We gotta get the band back together,” our pilot said, licking his fingertips and extinguishing his roach. “The OG crew. Me, Razzie, Anza, and the Actor.”

The thought of it made me smile. But there were problems with that. For one, until I had my body, I wasn’t getting back with anything. Also, we didn’t know where the Actor was. At least I didn’t.

“He’s doing a press tour for Frank & Earnest 3 right about now,” Uncle Jerry said, pulling out his very large phone. He thumped at the screen with his thumb. “We just need to find whatever market he’s in and pay him a visit.”

“Hold on, now,” Sally said, turning away from the television screen. “Before you all have yer big girls’ night out, we gotta tackle some big time world-ending scheiße here.”

Everyone took a half step back. Even those of us who were ghosts.

“What the hell is that word?” Uncle Jerry said and crossed himself. “What is shizer?”

Sally huffed. “Not shizer. The word is scheiße!”

The old pilot shivered. “Please don’t say it like that. It’s unsettling.”

“It’s German, UJ.”

“Just don’t…” he said, waving his hands in the air like he was trying to clear his head. “Don’t say it like that anymore. It makes parts of me pucker that don’t normally pucker.”

“Point is, we don’t need to get all your loser friends bopping around like it’s a family reunion,” Sally said. “We got real shit to do.”

Uncle Jerry walked over to Sal and put a hand on her shoulder. A loving hand. A kind hand. He was two seconds away from losing the loving, kind hand at the wrist, so he slowly dropped it back to his side.

“Listen Sal, I know you’re a bit of a lone gunman,” he said. “But we need a team to pull this off. And we got a lot to do, so we need help.”

“Fine,” she said and dropped back onto the couch. “Just keep me out of that part.”

The old pilot grinned. “Of course. Of course,” he said. “Right after you go get Anza.”
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Me and Sally rode a tunnel smeared with taillights, as we rocketed toward Atlanta at impossible speeds. She’d been in a foul mood because she’d insisted “no ghost can ride a damn motorcycle, especially not Horse.” But I already ridden the bike back in Australia, so I knew it could be done.

Before her foul mood, she’d already been crabby over the plan to cross the entire country to get Anza back on the crew again. Through Uncle Jerry, I’d insisted Anza was the smartest of our bunch, which, to be honest, wasn’t a hard sell.

With Anza’s help, we’d find out what happened to my body now that some asshole demons had stolen it. If anyone could work out where it might have gone, it would be her. If nothing else, she knew that world intimately because she was married to one.

Not that Dan had ever been demony, per se. He just worked for a company owned by the Underworld, so as an employee he’d gotten the associate demon stripes. Anza could still see through all their feints, so every time she’d looked at him, she saw the hell-skin beneath.

So much so that it had really hurt their marriage. Or at least any chances of having a kid because, come on. Dudes were nasty enough already, and I was always surprised that women let us anywhere near them for baby-making. Or even just the practice.

But add in rotting skin, bloodshot eyes, and broken teeth? There’s not enough tequila in the world to get past that.

I didn’t even know if Anza and Dan were still together. Uncle Jerry had called to get her address and mentioned that I’d come back from my “trip.”

“Oh, dat is amazing news,” she’d said to our pilot. “Put him on the phone.”

“Uh, that’s a challenge. Best if he just drops by.”

“Okay. I’ll make brownies.”

Uncle Jerry knit his brow together. “Just enough for two, maybe.”

That suggestion had further angered Sally because she’d reckoned “you cain’t never have too many brownies!” and didn’t want to get shortchanged.

But in her own way, I felt Sally being angry, ornery, crabby, and foul-mooded was just her in her happy place. A bit contradictory, but so was Sally.

Boo slowed as we got closer to town and the cars, trucks, and vans materialized around us. That earned us a few honks, but this was I-20 in Atlanta. Anything slower than the speed of sound would get you the finger.

Uncle Jerry had gone to find the Actor, because if you’re going to try to take down a demigod with an army of the dead, it was good to have friends. Especially those who run slower than you.

According to social media, he was attending the premiere of Frank & Earnest 3 in Orlando.

Our pilot still had the plane he’d flown us in from Australia, which he’d gotten from one of the Old Man’s jet leasing companies. He was now heading east like we were, but with our hell-born motorcycle, we’d hit Atlanta before he even got out of California.

Painter had been pretty insistent about finding the Professor. I could still feel the fondness he’d had in his heart for her. Probably because it was my heart, too. He felt the Professor would know how we could shut down Voodoo Cher’s super machine. And, most importantly, she’d know how to get my ghost body back into my real one.

So, Painter and Julius went to Stone Mountain to go find the InBetween’s spook guru.

And, as you may have surmised, my ghostly twin was no longer in my head. Through a bit of mild violence, I had inadvertently become free of him. And, also yes, it was weird for me to be speaking about Painter in the third person because he was technically me. But it was like having a clone, I suppose. One with transcription errors because that dude was uptight.

So how had I gotten him out of my head?

Painter had been arguing about going to see the Professor. I had been insistent that we go find my friend, our friend, Anza. So there I was, arguing with the guy in my head and ignoring everyone else around me.

Apparently, Julius had been trying to get my attention, wasn’t getting it, so he thwopped me on the skull. He’d said he used to do this with his students back in the day. I expect today’s schools have pretty strict anti-thwopping policies. Not entirely sure if we’re better for it. Some kids need a finger-flick in the noggin from time to time. I sure did.

Now, when one spook smacks another one, the smacker takes a bit of energy from the smackee. When a bit of my juice had flowed into Julius, Painter had ridden the wave right along with it. A blissful silence calmed my brain. Except, of course, the constant voice of self-doubt and derision, but I’d been ignoring that for years.

What a relief.

Should I be worried that a person who was basically me was someone I couldn’t stand being around? Yes. That should be a deep concern. But I was busy and decided there was no time for that kind of introspection.

Julius and his Painter-shaped headache went to find the Professor at Stone Mountain in Georgia, while Sally and I got my old friend.

The bike slowed as we hit the exit that would take us to Anza’s house. Sally had plotted the address into the GPS, so all we had to do was follow the line. Or rather, Bucephalus would follow it. I didn’t have to do much of anything because the bike drove itself.

Just like when we’d been working together, Sally sat shotgun. Behind me on the bike, as a rider. There’s another term for that but I’d never used it and never would because hurty thing would happen. Sally called the position shotgun, and that worked just fine for me.

But while Sally could not hear me, Boo could. I could even straddle the bike and steer when it would let me. So without me being able to talk with her, that left us with a very rudimentary form of communication.

“You sure Esperanza is gonna be happy to see me roll up at her door?”

Beep-beep.

Yeah. Two honks on the motorcycle horn for yes, one for no. All we’d worked out. It was going to get old really fast, but it allowed me to also ignore some nuance in her questions.

Uncle Jerry had told Anza that me and Sally were coming to visit. But my friend didn’t yet know my current state of being. And despite my honking assurances, I was not entirely sure how thrilled she might be about seeing Sally at her door without the 3D living version of me there.

About five miles out, Sally called up to me, “We need to bring anything? Like chocolates or a bottle of wine or anything?”

Sally hadn’t likely made many social calls in her life. Or any. I expected the only time she went a-visiting was when she also went a-shooting the person she was a-visiting.

Beep.

She sat back as I encouraged Boo to slow just a little and stop weaving around pedestrians.

Sally said, “Never like to show up empty-handed to somebody’s home.”

In the end, we got a bottle of wine, and I’d even willed some juice into my fingers to pick a bow out for the bottle at the grocery store. Sally had chucked it in the trash, but I’d spent a bit more energy to pick it up and stuff it into the pocket of her duster. It was pretty.

We’d ridden up to the seventeenth floor of Anza’s midtown apartment building.

“Well, that finally answers that,” I said. Sally stared up at the numbers above the door. “Spooks can ride elevators.”

We got to the right floor, and I followed her to the door. When Anza answered, she beamed with a big, warm smile. That faded a bit when she only saw Sally standing there.

She said, “Hi,” and then peeked out into the hallway, left and right. At one point, she’d stared right at me but, of course, hadn’t seen me.

“Howdy.”

When Anza straightened up, she asked, “Where is Rasputin?”
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“How can it being that Rasputin is dead?” Anza said, her fingers linked and covering her face.

Yeah, she hadn’t taken my status update very well. Sally had followed her into her apartment, unsure of what to do with the raw display of emotion. Before she closed the door, I slipped through the gap.

Anza plopped onto a fluffy white couch and grabbed a pink pillow, holding it to her chest.

Sally had glanced at the sofa but didn’t sit. The gunslinger looked dirty, but she was secretly meticulously hygienic. I’d even discovered her tweezing eyebrows one time. She’d insisted a tick had burrowed into her face, but I saw the tiny red dots along her forehead. Either she’d been self-flagellating with a doll’s hairbrush or plucking hairs.

To her credit, Sally comforted to the distraught woman.

“Don’t fret now, he’s only temporarily dead,” she said and took a knee next to Anza. “Of all the men I’ve known who died, he’s the first with that particular designation.”

Anza lifted her damp face from her palms. “You have met many men who died?”

“No, I met them when they were living.” Sally shrugged. “Turned out, that had also been a temporary state. Usually because they’d vexed me in some manner. Or any manner.”

Anza sniffed. “So Razzie is here? In this room?”

“I believe so,” Sally said. “Cain’t talk with him, and I surely ain’t gonna bring Horse up here to honk the horn.”

“What do those words mean?”

For the next few minutes, Sally got Anza up to speed on as much as she knew. The bit that fascinated her most was how I got quasi-killed by the Devil and became an amnesiac ghost named Painter Mann in a parallel realm.

“Raz was private detectiving?” she said, sniffling. “A dead ghost private detective?”

“I doubt he was very good at it,” Sally said and cracked a smile because she knew I could hear her. “Couldn’t never seem to find the toilet seat lid to put it back down. I don’t know how he found murderers.”

Anza smiled. “Razzie has a good heart. I bet he was very good at it.”

I smiled. In truth, I supposed they were both right.

Flushed with the clarity that follows a crying jag, Anza asked, “So we have to find Rasputin’s body, which has been stolen by demon people, yes?”

“That’s the long and short of it.”

“Okay, we can do this,” Anza said and squinted at the other woman’s eye wear. “Are you going to be taking off the sunglasses inside?”

“Nope,” Sally said. “They still need a few hours.”

“Okay, fine.” Anza turned her face up to the ceiling and spoke loudly and slowly. “Rasputin. Can you sense your body is in this world of ours? Spirit of Rasputin, do you hear us?”

“Cut that out,” Sally said, frowning. “He’s dead, not deaf. He can hear us just fine, if he’s here. I think he’s here.”

Next to the apartment’s door, I spotted a pink vase in the shape of a sleeping cat. I willed a bit of energy into my fingertip and flicked it. When it rang out, both women jumped. Sally scowled. Anza held her folded hands to her chest and smiled her beautiful smile.

“He is speaking to us from the afterworld,” she said reverently.

“No, he is speaking to us from your foyer. And he can’t do that so much because it drains him or something or other.”

Anza again turned her face to the ceiling. “Have you been making friends with the other ghosts?”

Ping, ping.

“That means yes,” Sally said with a long sigh. “But we don’t have time for twenty questions—”

“Have you met anyone famous but also dead?” Anza asked.

I had, but I knew her next question would be who and there’d be no way to tell her. Then Anza would start listing off every famous dead person she knew. For now, I gave her the one ping.

Anza, still smiling, said, “Elvis would be pretty cool, if you get a chance. Or Maya Angelou.”

“Your interests do cast a rather wide net.” Sally stood up, pulled off her hat, and scratched her head. “Raz insisted we come all the way here from California because he thought you could work out what happened to his body. I don’t know how you might do that because it’s gonna be damn near impossi—”

“Oh, I know where he is,” Anza said, and casually waved a hand in the air.

“No, I don’t mean where Raz is in this room. I mean his body.”

“Yes, yes,” she said. “I’ve been following him on his Instagram.”

“What?” Sally pushed her sunglasses higher on her nose. “You’ve been doing what to his what?”

I had the same question. I mean, not that question, but the same sentiment. Instagram? What the hell was she talking about?

Anza reached for the coffee table and grabbed her phone, scrolling as she spoke. “All Uncle Jerry had said to me last year was that Rasputin was on secret assignment, but Raz is terrible with secrets. So I had set up alerts on my phone for his name. All this time, nothing, then last week,” she said and spun the phone to show Sally. “Bunch of photos.”

Sally grunted. “That ain’t right.”

When I whipped around to see what Sally had reacted to, Anza flipped the phone back toward herself, and scrolled more.

“Good thing is that Rasputin is not a common name no more, but every now and then I would get pinging from some weird seventies band. I blocked those.”

I raced around behind my friend to see the pictures. The moment I did, dammit!, she turned the phone back to Sally.

“Then this hashtag keeps popping up.”

Sally squinted and read it aloud. “WeekendAtRazzies. What does that mean?”

“Old movie or something,” Anza said. “I thought they were just Rasputin and his friends going around to all these parks and rides and things. It did hurting to my heart a bit that he never called now his secret assignment was over. But it does explain why he is never smiling in the pictures.”

The old gunslinger nodded. “Because he’s dead. Those are the asshats who stole his body. What in the blazes are they doing with it?”

“Many, many things,” Anza said and when she turned her phone again, I finally got a look. I wish I hadn’t. “They took him to the paintball, and he lost BIG TIME.”

Sally bristled when she saw the photo. “That is mighty disturbing.”

I’d never get that image out of my mind. I looked like I’d gotten beaten to death by Skittles.

“His eyes are still open,” the cowboy said, pushing the phone away slightly. “You can see them behind the goggles. It’s unsettling.”

“You should see the video of him riding a country bar’s ‘World Famous Broncin’ Buck’,” Anza said, hit the play button and showed it to Sal. I didn’t watch.

“For a dead fella,” Sally said, wiping her mouth with her sleeve, “he’s got pretty good form.”

“I think they nailed his legs to the mechanical bull.”

“Right,” the gunslinger said, then raised her eyebrows. “Yep, tore up his thigh a little when he flew into the bass player.”

Sinking to the floor, I put my head in my hands. Simultaneously, I felt violated and that my body was having a far better time in this world that I was. Except for, you know, the nails.

“Many, many photos with these three people who I believe now to be demons,” she said. “Had I seen them in person, I would have known this because I can see hell peoples. But in photos, I guess that doesn’t work.”

“Yep, it certainly seems so,” Sally said.

“Photos from Rasputin and his not friends going to a local fight club. He lost that too because it looks like they just threw his body at the guy. But he did get one point for first hit.”

“Animals.”

“Flume ride, skydiving. Oh, I do not like the mosh pit one.”

I tried to cover my ears, but as a ghost, it had no effect. Thankfully, Sally had stopped the unending list of carnival abuse.

“Any idea where they’ve taken him now?” Sally said. “We need to get his body and push the ghost version of that boy back into it.”

After a moment, Anza had the answer. Or the start of one.

“It looks like a jungle or something,” she said, then laughed. “No, not jungle, because I see a cartoon duck in a pith helmet.”

Sally growled. “What in hellfire does that mean?”

“Is the famous cartoon duck! Not the one with the speech impediment and the slobbering. Is the other one who sounds like he always smokes unfiltered Camel cigarettes.”

My head spun. Was the hell was she talking about?

“Oh, I see what this is,” Anza said, her voice rising. “It is called Animal World. Rides and attractions and—”

Sally grabbed the phone from her.

“And actual jungle animals!”

Anza scoffed. “You cannot call it Animal World and have no animals. It is not Insect World or House Cat World. They have elephants and flamingos—”

Sally spun the phone back to her. “And gorillas. And tigers! Given how those demons have treated him so far, I reckon he’s gonna get an up close encounter with the assholes of the animal world.”

That deflated Anza’s joy balloon. “You need to go get Raz before he is eaten by tigers.”

“I ain’t messing with tigers, but it says here that this place is Orlando,” Sally said, flicked through Anza’s contact list. She pushed a button and held the phone to her ear. “We got a guy nearby. Two maybe.”


Chapter ten



Uncle Jerry


Uncle Jerry’s hip buzzed, which he thought was weird because that wasn’t something hips normally did. Or any body part, really. As the increasingly bizarre world opened more and more around him, he wondered whether more limbs might vibrate. Or maybe blood could get moody. Organs might voice opinions.

Most of all, he didn’t want to hear from organs. In particular, his liver would have some choice things to say about the past sixty-odd years. And he felt, of all the organs, livers would be especially litigious.

For the moment, he ignored the buzz at his side.

“Laser focus,” he muttered. It was his new mantra. It hadn’t been before he’d said it, but when he did, in that instant, he decided it was.

As he stared at the line around the block for the premiere of Frank & Earnest 3: Thar She Blows Again, his focus wavered. The first movie in the series had been a surprise hit. A global smash. A box office breaker. And no one had been more surprised than the Actor and his then-agent Uncle Jerry, who’d been hired to make it the worst possible movie ever.

For the buddy cop film, the dwarf actor had shown up on set dressed as a pirate. Uncle Jerry had spoken to a dodgy lawyer he knew back in New Jersey, and they’d inserted a clause allowing the Actor to get final say on costume decisions.

He’d had to make tons of concessions to get that. No drinking. No drugs. And an eighty percent pay cut, but they’d gotten it. The lawyer had it called it a “reverse Robert Downey Jr deal”.

Uncle Jerry and the Actor hadn’t been worried about the money. A rival film producer had secretly hired them to scuttle the film. When that failed—or rather, when the film succeeded—they’d almost been killed over the misstep.

That film producer, Induna Makula, has used his profits in the film business to bankroll other projects. Ones that involved ethereal machines powered by ghosts. It was rumored that Induna thought this might buy him favor in some “war against the living” for an “all-powerful demigod woman”.

Most who’d heard the rumors thought it nonsense. However, after the failure—or rather success—of the original Frank & Earnest movie, Induna had gone bankrupt. He’d also been found dead in Scotland. And Wales, Northern Island and one tiny hamlet in western England.

Apparently, he’d angered someone enough to get his remains spread all over the United Kingdom. Many claimed it was witchcraft. Some said it was the power of the old Nordic gods. Still others believed it had all the markings of something beloved director Ron Howard might do.

No one really knew for sure. And no one was asking too many questions. Not with Ron Howard potentiality involved.

Another buzz from his hip, and when Uncle Jerry yelped, a group of young women dressed in swashbuckling outfits shirked back like he might leap at them. The tallest of their group frowned and pointed a cardboard sword at him.

“No cutting in line, old man,” she said, scowling.

Smiling, he raised his hands. “No, no. Not cutting. I’m crew,” he said and waved a clipboard in the air.

Another of the women stared at him, eyes bulging. “Can you get us backstage to meet the guy who plays Earnest?”

The old pilot shrugged and walked through them toward the back of the Spork & Cinema movie complex, digging into his pocket. The phone vibrated once more in his hand and he nearly dropped it. He smiled when he saw the caller’s name.

“Sal!” he said as he ducked into the alley behind the theater. “How’s Anza?”

“Uh, sitting down.”

“Great, good. Resting. Glad to hear it.”

“What in the hell is all that noise?” Sally said. “You at some festival or something?”

“Almost!” He laughed. “The Actor is appearing at the premiere of his new movie. There’s people all over the place dressed up as his character. It’s nuts.”

“We need you to get out of there,” Sally said.

Uncle Jerry spun around, looking in a different direction with each question. “Why? What have you heard? Are they onto me?”

“Who?” Sally said. “Don’t answer that. No, we know where Rasputin’s body is. About twenty miles from where you’re at right now.”

“Are you sure?”

He heard Anza calling from the background. “Yes, he is with half-demons at a frosted ice stand in the Animal World park.”

“Right, right,” Uncle Jerry said, trying to remember if he’d smoked a joint in the past ten minutes. That was the sort of statement that would have made far more sense if he had. “Well, I gotta get the Actor out of here first. You know they got places where you can watch a movie and have dinner at the same time?”

“Yeah,” Sally said. “It’s called a living room.”

“No, no. There’s hundreds of people out here, and they all—”

Sally interrupted him. “Uncle Jerry, I need you to focus.”

Laser focus. “Got it. Right.”

“Get to Animal World and get Rasputin’s body back,” Sally said, her voice taking on an edge. “No screwing around. Go straight there. We don’t know how long those demon asshats are gonna hang around the park.”

“I hear you,” he said. “Laser focus.”

“Whatever,” Sally said. “Call us when you’ve got him.”

“Roger, wilco, and all that,” Uncle Jerry said, but then realized she’d already hung up. A few feet down the alley, a cook stepped out for a cigarette break, and he jogged up, waving his clipboard.

“Did Alphonso get the order of turnips we needed?” the old pilot said, his fuzzy gray eyebrows knit together. His worried look.

The cook blew out a cloud of smoke and squinted. “Who’s Alphonso?”

“He ordered the damn turnips,” Uncle Jerry said, jabbing a finger at the clipboard that held his flight manifest. “He get them?”

The cook blinked and rubbed his eyes, which were red-rimmed from cutting onions. Or he’d just watched Old Yeller. Jerry thought it was a toss-up.

“What turnips?” the cook asked.

Jerry pushed past him, grumbling. “The ones Alphonso ordered, man. Focus.”

“Whatever.”

“Laser focus!” he shouted back. The cook watched the old man go into the kitchen and shrugged it off. The dude had a clipboard, so obviously he knew what he was doing. Something about turnips.

Uncle Jerry wove around cooks, prep-cooks, and dishwashers as he shouted out random orders.

“More pesto in the pasta. We’re getting complaints the sashimi’s undercooked. Ease up on the butter, we’re not made of money, you know!”

When he passed out of the kitchen into the halls behind the theater, he heard a familiar voice. What hadn’t been as familiar was the tone.

The Actor was laughing. Joking. A jolly man that he’d never really been.

Uncle Jerry found his dressing room, which was just a converted office, stepped inside and discovered three reporters surrounding his dwarf friend. When the Actor, dressed in full pirate garb, saw him, his face lit up.

“Uncle Jerry!” he said, and actually smiled at him. That smile faded when the pilot insisted the reporters get up and leave the room. “No, no. We’re not done.”

“Important meeting,” Uncle Jerry said., waving the reporters out. “Bit of a social media emergency we gotta work out. Some photos out there of our friend here with sheep and empty whiskey bottles.”

From the threshold, a thin reporter with hair in a too-tight bun frowned. “He got drunk with sheep?”

“No, no,” Uncle Jerry said, shoving the three out the door. “He was stone sober. The sheep were drunk.”

The Actor stood, his jaw hanging open as the media people left the room. He stared blankly for a moment, adjusted his scabbard, and sat back down.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Is that any way to greet a friend?”

“Yes, yes,” the Actor said. “It’s delightful to see you, it really is, but I’m much more famous now. I’m not sure if it’s great that I’m seen with you.”

“We ain’t hanging out, actor,” Uncle Jerry said. “Big things are afoot. World changing.”

“You don’t think I know that?” the Actor said. grinning. “We’re opening three-thousand theaters! Three-thousand! When was the last time you heard that?”

Uncle Jerry shrugged. “Just a second ago. You said it twice.”

“I’ve become a global sensation. I’ve never been happier.”

“Great, wonderful,” Uncle Jerry said, looming over the other man. “So, now we gotta put all that joy and happiness on pause.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Razzie’s in trouble,” the pilot said. “Really big trouble.”

The Actor turned to a mirror propped against a corkboard and shifted his head left and right, gauging how his pirate hat shaded his brow. “He’s always in trouble.”

“And he helped you when you were.”

“And I helped right back. If I was keeping score, I think he owes me one,” the Actor said, stared deeply into his own eyes, and dabbed a bit of powder on his nose. “Besides, I haven’t heard from my supposed ‘best friend’ in nearly a year.”

“That’s because he’s been dead.”

The Actor slowly spun toward Uncle Jerry, then broke out in a wide grin. He shifted the tricorn hat slightly to get a better look at the old guy.

“Is that supposed to be funny?”

“No, the Devil sort of put his body on ice and then these demons stole it and have been taking it around to theme parks and rides and stuff. We gotta steal his body so that the ghost of Raz, who’s hanging out with Anza and Sally right now, can get back into it.” Uncle Jerry took a deep breath, then continued. “Then once we do that, we all need to find an evil demigod who’s planning on killing every living human on the planet. Of course, she’s in a parallel realm, not in this world, but hopefully, our dead friends can take her down.”

The Actor nodded slowly and sighed. “I would help, but I’ve got his premiere thing. And also, I don’t know what the fuck you’re even saying.”

“Come on!” Uncle Jerry said, waving his arm above his head as if he were twirling a lasso. “We gotta go. Some demons got our boy, and we need to rescue him.”

“I can’t leave, Jer! This is my life now. What would they say if their star suddenly disappeared from the biggest film premier of the year,” the Actor said, but then titled his chin. “Hmm. That actually… that would make headlines on every news site around the world.”

“Who cares about any of that?” Uncle Jerry shouted. His face had turned red. The Actor had known the man to be grumpy but never rageful like now. “Rasputin is your friend. When your friend is in trouble, you drop everything and help. That’s what friends do.”

The Actor looked down at his hands, unsure what to say.

“And best friends do that even faster,” the pilot said. “And besterer.”


Chapter eleven



Painter


Painter felt strange, looking through another man’s eyes. Of course, he’d been in Rasputin’s head for days, but they were essentially the same person. Seeing the world from Julius’s perspective, everything was just a little off.

Colors didn’t look right. The ground, just a little too far away. His gaze lingering on flowers and blooms on trees far longer than Painter ever would have.

Julius had tried to slow down about a half mile away from Stone Mountain but, his first time skating in the InBetween, he’d done a poor job of it. They’d blown right past the car lot and into the park.

“I can certainly see the appeal of this mode of travel for some folks,” he said as they whipped by livies at breakneck speed. Campers and trucks and buses and cars packed full of people going about their day.

“Far as I know, no other folks can skate, man,” Painter said, feeling queasy every time the man turned his head. “The only reason you can do it is because I’m doing the work. Same thing when Rasputin did it.”

Painter willed some energy into his host’s feet and slowed them down.

“When Rasputin did it?” Julius chuckled. “You know you’re talking about you in the third person, right?”

“It doesn’t feel that way,” Painter caught sight of two women dressed in urban cowboy outfits. “We share all the same memories, but it’s more like the dude was my twin or something.”

“Twins,” Julius said, staring at one of the women’s fringed chaps.

“You’ve got a weird thing for cowgirls, don’t you?”

Julius squeezed his eyes closed and the ghost detective’s world went dark. “It ain’t weird, Painter. Why do you have to make it a weird thing?”

Painter’s anxiety ramped up as he floated there with no visual input. He could hear the people around him, but the total darkness felt too much like getting lost in the All Time.

“Sorry,” Julius said and opened his eyes. “That better?”

“Wait, you can hear me thinking?” he asked. “That’s going to suck.”

“No, didn’t hear you. Felt your stress, though.”

Julius passed a family who’d set up on a blanket in front of one of the smaller band shells. As they waited for the show, dad was doling out sandwiches to three kids, while mom trailed him with napkin handouts. It was kind of cute.

Did I just think the word cute?

“Ugh.”

“What?” Julius said.

“Those kids and… that family. All that.”

“They’re sweet,” he said. “I think it’s kind of cute.”

“Yeah, I picked up on that. There’s some sort of emotional transference between me and whoever I’m in the head of.”

“Good to know.”

“So let’s avoid the cowgirl gazing for a while.”

“You betcha, hoss.”

Painter laughed because when anxiety is soaking your mind, anything can serve as a good joke. Even the bad jokes.

When they passed through the trees down a path toward the enormous mountain, the ghost detective felt the tension in his friend.

“What is it, man?”

Julius ducked back into the shadows of the tree line. He yelped and burst forward, standing in the sun again.

Painter asked him, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Damn near forgot. Can’t hide in the shadows,” he said, walking next to a big tour group. He still stuck out since all of them were wearing sun visors with the words Stone Mountain Tours across their bill. And because of the tux.

Painter saw what his friend had seen. “Chimera.”

On all fours, like a cross between a Labrador and a thousand-pound bull. Two human heads, both teeth snapping. One at the other. The head on top looked faded, its eyes vacant.

“That was a guy called the Cajun,” Painter said. “Cajun Deaux.”

“He’s dead now, right?”

“Yep. But he created the chimera to travel in and out of the All Time, which is exactly like it sounds. A realm of all time, beginning to end,” the ghost detective said as they slowed, breaking away from the group of livies. “So even though he’s gone, some part of him is still here. Because it always was.”

Julius nodded. “Makes sense.”

“It does? Never really did to me. The Professor can explain it when we get up there, so then we’ll both be confused.”

“If that’ll make you feel better,” the other man said, then stopped walking. Livies came up, passed right through, both of them seeing tissue, blood, and brain matter. Neither reacted to it.

Julius had locked eyes at the top of Stone Mountain. The place where Painter had visited his guru dozens of times.

But instead of a rounded blister of rock, atop which the Professor sat, they saw an enormous, impossible structure crafted from pain, misery, and surrender. Tendrils of electric arc light snapped and whipped and danced across exposed, translucent circuitry. Glowing coils and nodes hummed at a frequency that sounded like the despair of a thousand tortured souls. The machine’s pulsing, ethereal glow appeared to bend the air around it.

Around the base of the mountain, the chimera stalked and snapped in and out of view.

“Tell me your guru friend lives in that thing,” Julius said, looking back up at the machine. “I know it’ll be a lie, but I want to believe that.”

Panic rose in Painter, but he didn’t know if it belonged to him, Julius, or both.

“That’s never been there,” he said in a whisper. “Look at the size of that. Is that just one machine?”

“Seen the one in Scotland and the other in Australia. But those were like starter kits compared to that monstrosity.”

It was difficult to work out scale in the InBetween because that realm didn’t wholly mesh with the real one world. But the machine they stared at now appeared to cover more than half the mountaintop. It had to be miles across.

“How on earth did she create something so massive?” Painter said, staring up at it through his friend’s eyes. “There’s got to be thousands of spooks in there. How is that even possible?”

Julius sighed. “I’m thinking your answer may be the same reason we can’t see your friend up there.”

“Damn,” Painter said. “The Professor. Voodoo Cher put the Professor in her machine.”


Chapter twelve



Uncle Jerry


Uncle Jerry and the Actor were coming up short in the hunt for the undead body of their dear friend, Rasputin Frewer.

They’d looked all over the Animal World park. The multiple dinosaur exhibits. Two water rides. Some movie-themed part where blue people told everyone to be nice to trees or something.

The two friends had even taken in a few numbers at the Lion King show, scanning the crowd for the three half-demons and Raz.

But they hadn’t found their friend. It was time to take drastic measures.

Jerry slapped his hand against the trunk of a massive tree that looked like it had once been home to an angry sect of the Keebler Elves. The Actor just stared at the old man like he might have lost his mind. That is, might have lost his mind more.

“Why are you punching a damn tree?”

Before the pilot could answer, a horizontal slot opened at nose level. The person on the other side eyeballed the two men.

“This is a restricted area,” the two eyeballs said.

“I know that,” Uncle Jerry said, a bit startled that someone was talking to him from a tree. As in most things, he was ill-prepared, especially when those things went his way. Stalling, he pointed at the Actor. “He knows that. You know that. Everybody knows that.”

“I’m going now,” the eyeballs said, and the slot started to close. However, Uncle Jerry had caught a glimpse of the rows of monitors inside and jammed two fingers in the gap.

When the slider bit into his digits, he shouted. “Yow!”

The slot opened again, and the eyeballs on the other side grew wide. “You weren’t supposed to put your fingers in there. Are you crazy?”

Uncle Jerry said, “I don’t think that’s relevant.”

“I-I,” the person on the other side of the hidden door stammered, “I think I have to write up an incident report. Health and Safety regulations. Are you injured, sir?”

Uncle Jerry knew better than to remove his fingers. He tweaked them from side to side. “Hard to say. But I am willing to keep this between you and me—”

“And him,” the eyeballs said, darting toward the Actor, who’d plastered on a smile and kept at it.

“Right, and him,” Uncle Jerry said, “if you open up.”

“I can’t let you in. Nobody’s allowed in.”

Uncle Jerry dug into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. Wrapping his fingertips around one edge, he flipped it open like he’d seen on cop shows. Out flew yellowed receipts, faded ticket stubs, a coupon ripped from an in-flight magazine, an expired condom, and half of a popsicle stick.

He pressed his open wallet up to the gap, holding his thumb over the words “Driver’s License”.

“We are state park inspectors making a surprise, um, inspection.”

The eyes narrowed. “Why does your inspector ID say you wear corrective lenses?”

Uncle Jerry snapped the wallet back and slipped it into his flight suit.

The eyeballs regarded him through the slot. “And that your name is Lou Stool.”

“Dangerous business in inspections,” Uncle Jerry said, looking down his nose. “We work undercover.”

“Is that why you’re dressed as an escaped prisoner and he…” the eyeballs narrowed, then widened again. “Looks like a pirate.”

The old pilot frowned and wiggled his hand, still pressed into the gap. “Having a hard time feeling the tips of my fingers. I might have to go to a medic tent or whatever they got. And tell them the story of how I got abused by a pair of eyes in a fake tree.”

A long sigh drifted out of the gap. They heard a clank and a vertical line appeared on the trunk. The security person slid the pocket door open wide enough for them to enter.

Once inside, they looked around the circular room, which showed all cameras all around the park.

The moment the door shut, dim lights lit up within. They saw banks of monitors and a very annoyed woman with her arms crossed over her Animal World uniform.

“Wow, you’re a lady,” Uncle Jerry said, and got an eye roll from the security officer.

She turned and plopped into a chair that could slide left or right on a rail secured into a concrete floor.

“For an inspector, you’re not very observant.” The woman regarded the two weird intruders. “How’d you know this was a security station?”

“Didn’t really,” the pilot said. “I was trying to get cotton candy off my fingers.”

The security officer frowned. “You what?”

“But truth be told, this is exactly where we needed to be,” he said and grinned. “Funny how things work that way for me.”

The Actor grumbled and took a step forward, pointing at the monitors. “We’re looking for a friend of ours who’s with three other people.” He looked down at the name tag on her lapel. “And, Stella, he’s somewhere in your park.”

She snorted. “Then why don’t you call him on his phone or something?”

“That’s a funny story,” Uncle Jerry said. “He don’t really have a phone, because he kinda died—”

“Inside,” the Actor said, interrupted. “In his heart. Bad break up. He sort of got obsessed, checking her social media and all that. So he gave up phones for a year.”

Stella spun her chair away from them and shook her head.

“You guys are the worst liars.”

“That’s not true,” Uncle Jerry protested and pointed at his friend. “He does it for a living.”

“A disparaging definition of my profession.” The Actor cleared his throat. “I’ll allow it.”

“Listen,” Stella said. “The only reason I let you guys in here is because social media blew up after he disappeared from his own movie premiere.”

“My public loves me,” the Actor said.

Stella laughed. “They think maybe you bailed because the movie sucks.”

“No!”

“Yes,” she said and smiled wider. “I don’t care about that. But the internet does. So you can look for your friend on the monitors here, but I’m getting a selfie with Earnest.”

Uncle Jerry stuck his hand out. “Deal.”

“Those usually cost fifty bucks,” the Actor growled, then softened. “But I’ll be happy to do it for forty-five.”

“For free,” Stella said, “and I get to wear that hat.”

The Actor stepped back, gripping the edges of his tricorne headgear. “No deal!”

“Yes, deal,” Uncle Jerry said and shot a laser-focused frown at his friend. He pointed down the circular banks of monitors. “Look around and see if you can spot Razzie.”

For the next two minutes, they circumnavigated the donut-shaped room. Three rows of monitors, there had to be sixty screens in all. Not individual monitors, the display was some sort of curved OLED screen. Stella continued to do her job and occasionally switched up the order of camera feeds with a few taps on the keyboard.

After watching the two strangers go around and around enough times to make her dizzy, she sighed. “You got a picture of the guy or something?”

The Actor peeked around the corner, dropping his patch over one eye. “Why?”

She started typing. “Because we’ve got facial recognition.”

“Oh.”

“Keep that to yourself, though,” she said. “But if you’ve got a photo, I can run a scan.”

Uncle Jerry grabbed his wallet and dug deep into one of its folds. He got a big grin as he stared at a photo, then showed it to Stella. “Would this work?”

She squinted at it and frowned. “You have anything more recent?”

The Actor grabbed the tiny square photo out of his hands. “That’s Rasputin?”

“Cute as a button, ain’t he?”

“He’s a baby,” the Actor spun the picture toward Uncle Jerry. “Why do you have a picture of Raz as a baby?”

Uncle Jerry snatched the photo and slipped it back into his wallet. “I knew his momma from when we were kids. We all hung out.”

“Uh huh,” the Actor said, arching an eyebrow. However, the pilot couldn’t see that since it was hidden by the patch.

“Bah, don’t start nothing now.” Uncle Jerry scanned his phone for a more recent picture and showed it to the security guard.

“Yeah, that’ll work,” she said. “Which one is he?”

“He’s the guy in the radio station t-shirt handing out the trophy there. A few years back, but he’s still a good-looking boy.”

Stella reverse pinched the screen to enlarge the photo and held it up to her computer’s camera. She loaded it in and the software went to work.

Leaning back, she crossed her arms. “Usually takes a few—”

Blat!

“Okay, that was quick,” she said and toggled to the monitor with the red flashing border. She hit a few keys, and the feed appeared on her main screen. “You say he’s with three friends?”

“More like associates.”

“That makes sense,” Stella said.

The Actor stepped forward and stared at the monitor. “Why?”

“Because,” the Animal World security officer said. “It looks like they’re lowering their friend into the gorilla exhibit.”


Chapter thirteen



Painter


Julius walked close to the livies, trying to hide in the crowd. However, he was likely the only one staring, slack-jawed, up at the machine. The living couldn’t see it. Yet.

“So she’s going to use that monstrosity to power some dead army,” Julius said, his voice trembling. “All that energy to give her soldiers form, yeah?”

Painter nodded, which was an odd thing to do when you’re in someone else’s head. “Right. I don’t know how many spooks she’s got in that machine, but she’ll have a totem from each of them. Something that was theirs when they were alive.”

“And the power through those…” Julius said, his voice trailing off until he found what he was looking for. He pointed. “There!”

“Dude, I’m looking through your eyes. I see what you see,” Painter said “And maybe don’t point. We don’t need to draw any attention to ourselves. Uh, to you.”

Julius dropped his arm and turned slightly to the side, as if checking out at another area of the park. Looking sideways and up, they watched a line of spooks approach by a woman standing on a large, flat rock. In front of her, she held a glowing staff.

“What is that cowboy woman doing to them?”

“I have no idea,” Painter said. “And it’s not a cowboy. That’s Voodoo Cher.”

Of course, he would see her that way—it was part of her power. She would appear to others as something they desired. For some, a long-lost relative or friend. For others, a cowboy woman. With Painter, he saw her as a nearly naked Cher. Yes, like the singer. Don’t judge.

“We need to get up there,” the ghost detective said. “There’s the Skyride, a gondola, that takes people to the top. If we catch a ride on that, we might see what she’s done to the Professor.”

Julius sighed. “I still can’t do the grain trick. I know others can, but I’ll just fall right out the bottom of the thing.”

“Head over to it. With me in your head, I can guide you through it. We’ve got to see what’s up top.”

It had taken a half hour, missing car after car because Julius couldn’t grab on. Eventually, Painter pressed his will into the man’s hands. That worked, but without a body, the ghost detective worried he’d have no way to recharge if he got drained.

Or if he would need to.

Halfway up the mountain, he was delighted to discover his energy hadn’t diminished. Then he noticed Julius’s arms wobbling.

“How are you getting tired? I’m doing all the work.”

The man in the tux winced. “You may be holding on, Paint, but you’re using my energy to do it. Are we nearly there?”

“Damn. I hadn’t thought of that,” Painter said. “Yeah, maybe five minutes.”

“Don’t know if I can hold that long.”

Over the next few minutes, they swayed more and more as Julius’s grip loosened. But Painter was impressed—the guy had deep reserves.

As they passed over a line of chimera, snapping in and out of view, Painter tensed, praying Julius didn’t pick that time to finally let go.

“Don’t think I can hold on much longer, Paint,” Julius said.

“There are grooves and valleys up top,” the ghost detective said, the weariness of the other man making his head swim. “If we land in one of those, we can duck low and see what’s going on.”

“Gotta be quick about it.”

Painter spotted a good hiding spot in a patch of bushes and rocks and gave the other man a countdown. Julius squeezed his eyes shut, trying to hold on.

“Open your eyes, man. We have to—”

They fell from the Skyride to the mountainside below. Hitting the top of a ridge, and they tumbled down into a shallow valley. Painter braced when they stopped moving, terrified that someone might have seen them.

No one had. At least, as far as they could tell.

Julius lay on his back, staring up at the sunny sky. “I’m gonna need a minute here.”

The ghost in his head felt his exhaustion, but they couldn’t wait until Julius recharged. Every minute they were up there, the risk of getting discovered increased. For now, though, they were probably safe.

A voice said, “What the hell are you doing?”

Nope. They were not safe.

Julius rolled over and rose to his hands and knees. A spook with a stupid boiler hat rolled up.

“Ah, we tried to take the express car up,” Julius said to the other ghost and sat back on his heels with a groan. “Thought it might be faster than the walk.”

“I’ve seen this dude before,” Painter said. “In New Orleans. He’s one of the Mad Hatters. Bad news.”

The Hatter smiled. “Good to be eager,” he said, then frowned. “Who’s we? You said ‘we’.”

“Yes, sir,” Julius said, raising a weak arm toward the Skyride. “My friend’s just hanging off that car there.”

The ghost in the hat looked up, scanning the cabs. “I don’t see anyone. Maybe he fell down the side of the mountain. It’s a long way down, and if one of the chimera get him, it’s a long, long time,” the guy said, laughing.

“No, no, see?” Julius said, shaking his arm. “Look up where I’m pointing.”

The Hatter came around and looked up the line of Julius’s arm.

“I don’t—”

The man in the tux clocked him on the side of the head, knocking the spook to the ground. Then he used that stolen energy to bash him again and again. Painter felt fury, fear, and rage. And the juice flowing back into Julius as he struck the downed ghost.

The Hatter tried to hit back, but his attacker dodged the blow and clocked him under the chin.

The spook’s eyes rolled back and Painter watched as Julius spun the other man in a circle, then gave him a kick down the mountain. The man in the hat slid out of sight and likely toward the awaiting chimera.

That is going to suck.

“Man, that is invigorating,” Julius said, flexing his arms. “I can see why some spooks get addicted to that.”

Painter said, “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

“Hopefully, I never have to,” the other man said, ducked down, and moved toward the ridge closer to the summit.

Slowly and stealthily, he bobbed up and down through the creases of the mountain. Rocks, scrub brush, and scaffolding from the Skyride provided cover. If Voodoo Cher or one of her minions looked down and saw what appeared to be some livie wandering in a restricted area of the mountain top, it might set off alarm bells.

As they got closer, though, the power of the machine began to ring Painter’s ears and dizzy his mind. He could hear the voices interlaced, male and female, old and young, a multitude of languages. It was just noise, but it all sounded like pain. Listening, he felt like something had ripped a hole in his chest.

“I can feel that,” Julius said, sniffing. “I can feel that heartache, man.”

“You hear those voices, though, right?” Painter asked. “They’re in agony, man.”

Julius titled his head sideways, then shook it. “Nah, I hear that thrumming, but no voices. But I know you do because your sadness is bleeding into me. Must be awful.”

“It is. We’ve got to get them out of there, but she’s too powerful for just the two of us. If we get spotted, we’ll get chucked in ourselves.”

Painter asked Julius to move a little farther down the ridgeline to where they’d seen a line of spooks come up from the other side.

A few minutes later, they watched from behind a cluster of boulders in a crevice.

It was surreal. Powered by the machine, Voodoo Cher was channeling the energy of countless spooks through her staff.

“What is she doing with it?” Painter said.

As a ghost would approach her on the rock, she would press the staff into its forehead. A snap of light and then the spook walked to join a line of awaiting others.

One spook turned after being anointed by the woman, and Painter could see the glow just above their eyebrows.

“What is that on their foreheads?”

Julius squinted, trying to see better. Then the spook in line seemed to look right at them, and he snapped his head back behind the rock.

“You think she saw you?”

“Don’t know,” Julius said. “But I think I know what that glow on their head is.”

“Right, it’s part of a totem. She’s using the staff to brand her army with stuff belonging to people in the machine. That’s how they’re going to channel all that power.”

Julius frowned. “It’s like some twisted religious ceremony. Gives me the heebee jeebies,” he said. “But if they’ve got the totems, why aren’t they whole again like the living?”

Painter could only guess. “She’s not ready yet.”

“Right. Once she’s got enough soldiers, then she’ll fire up the connection.”

Painter, you must go.

“We both have to go, man,” Painter said. “But let’s have one last look around.”

“Okay,” Julius said.

No! You must leave. Leave this place!

Painter flinched. Not easy to do inside someone’s head. “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Julius said. “My racing heartbeat? Yeah, I heard that.”

“No, man. That voice.”

Find Madame Mini. You must find her.

Then Painter knew. He recognized the voice. “Why? Why do we have to find her?”

“Find who?” Julius asked.

“Shh,” Painter said. “I can hear the Professor. She’s talking to me.”


Chapter fourteen



Uncle Jerry


“Honey, if you keep staring at your tablet, you’re going to miss all the animals,” a young, weary mother said as she sipped her whip-cream topped iced coffee. Her husband wandered up and blew out a puff of smoke, trying to hide his vape from Animal World security in his fist.

“If he’s not going to watch the monkeys, maybe we should head back to the hotel,” the dad said, and reached for the boy’s shoulder. The kid, not even looking, flinched away with prize-fighter precision. His father’s hand swiped through the empty air.

“Gorillas have two species, eastern and western, and can weigh over four hundred pounds,” the boy read from his tablet. “They can live up to forty years old.”

“And they never have to work a day in their life,” Dad mumbled. “Eat bananas, swing on tires, and hump like camels.” He smiled at his wife. She did not smile back.

The boy scrolled up the page. “Gorillas have been known to make and use tools.”

“Why don’t you just look at the monkeys instead of reading about them, sweetheart?” Mom said, pointing with her cup, a bit of froth splashing on the iron security rail. Beyond the fence, small packs of the animals grouped together under the shade of the canopy of trees. She didn’t see any tire swings.

The boy peeked over the top of his device, between the black bars and into the field beyond. “The noseprints of gorillas are as unique as human fingerprints,” he read aloud.

After a long sigh, the man took another sneaky drag on his vape. “You about ready? I think there’s a bug show we haven’t seen yet.”

“Sure,” said the mom, who shot out a hand and grabbed the arm of the boy. He resisted.

“There are two gorillas throwing a man back and forth like a doll,” the kid said.

Mom pulled harder.

“Fascinating, honey,” she said, ignoring him as she tugged in search of more caffeine. Maybe something with a shot of whiskey, if they had such a thing in a family park.

Uncle Jerry and the Actor ran around the family, the latter getting a wide-eyed stare from the boy with the tablet. The two adults hadn’t noticed him, hadn’t noticed a man dressed as a pirate walking around the animal theme park, but the kid did.

Putting a finger to his lips, the Actor smiled and gave the kid an exaggerated wink he felt was very piratey. The boy smiled back and put a finger to his own lips.

Later, the kid would tell his parents that he’d seen Earnest at the gorilla display and they’d never believe him. It didn’t matter; he knew what he saw. They missed all the cool stuff. Like the man playing with the gorillas.

“Do you see those three bastards anywhere?” Uncle Jerry said, scanning the crowd. If the two of them had still been working for the Old Man, they’d have seen through the feints to the demon faces beneath. Still, they shouldn’t have been hard to pick out. Everyone there dressed like a tourist, while the three half-demons appeared as thirty-something Wall Street types in dark sunglasses.

But nothing really stuck out.

People eating every unhealthy snack ever conceived. Fried snickers. Popcorn covered with cheese dust. Corn dogs so suggestively slathered in mustard, they should have come with an adult content warning.

There were little kids posing for pictures.

Happy tourists lined up for the gondola ride that began at one end of the park and wound around the entire Africa exhibit.

A man being dragged across the ground by a four-hundred-pound gorilla.

Uncle Jerry sighed. “You see anything?”

“I see a lot of butts, man,” the Actor said, hopping up and scanning around. “We’re going to have to trust your keen powers of observation from up top.”

That struck the old pilot for a moment. “I’m surprised people aren’t making a fuss about you wandering around out here. Nobody’s even paying attention.”

The Actor snorted and pointed to his left, where Uncle Jerry saw a staffer dressed as a famous cartoon duck. Just ahead, another was in a costume that consisted of a big, smiling mouse wearing a jungle outfit.

“Can we make a picture with you?” a small group of old tourists said, approaching the Actor.

“Cost you fifty bucks,” he said, and kept walking without looking back.

Uncle Jerry heard one of them ask, “What did he say?” The old pilot turned to apologize for his friend’s rudeness but when he opened his mouth to say something, nothing came out. He stared, his eyes getting big.

“I think I see them,” he hissed and crouched low, tugging on the Actor. “Over that way.”

The dwarf looked and saw only a wall of polyester bottoms. “Why don’t you stand up and walk toward them?”

“Don’t want them to spot me,” the pilot said. “We can sneak up on ‘em.”

“How are you going to sneak up on them if you can’t see them?”

Uncle Jerry started to answer, then stopped, smiled, and stood up again. He’d lost them. They’d been right by the gondola line. Where the hell did they go?

The sound of rising voices caught his attention, but he ignored them as he searched for the half-demons. Finally, as the crowd parted, he saw the three of them laughing and smacking each other on the shoulders. Pointing and giggling. One had his camera phone out, filming the animals.

“Got ‘em!” the pilot said, advancing with the Actor close behind. Uncle Jerry wasn’t a big guy. He was rather tall, with a bit of a gut, and wiry. But the man was determined, bowling through the throngs of people.

The Actor tried to match his friend’s intensity and, caught up in the fever of it, drew his plastic sword.

“Avast, ye!” he shouted, which earned him a few passive stares. One woman snapped a picture, and he growled at her. “Argh! Twenty-five for portraits!”

Uncle Jerry saw the three men turn toward them and scowl. They squared off and seemed to immediately sense that the two approaching men were a threat. Or at least, two men who considered themselves a threat.

“Oh damn,” one of the half-demons shouted and pointed at the Actor. “Dude’s got sword.”

The three split off and wriggled into the crowd like burrowing ticks. Uncle Jerry lost them in the roiling sea of heads, just for a moment, and then picked them up again. They were pushing through a line of people, elbowing tourists, knocking them from a short ramp.

Uncle Jerry followed the men. The Actor followed Uncle Jerry.

The three demons headed toward into a gondola cab, which swung lazily from a cable.

“They’re trying to get away,” Uncle Jerry said, huffing as he trotted up the long ramp. “We gotta nab ‘em, so they can tell us where Razzie is!”

The automated gondola blasted out a warning tone as the doors to the small cab closed with the three men inside. Larry, the half-demon, stared through the glass and gave them both the finger. The Actor banged the door with his plastic sword.

Slowly, the car lifted and bobbled along the track. The two other demons laughed silently behind the glass, waving as they slipped higher into the sky.

When the next car stopped and the group got out, Uncle Jerry and the Actor pushed forward. Five others tried to follow them inside, but the pilot pulled out his wallet, flipped it open, and shouted: “Official park inspector business.”

The five friends stepped back as yellowed items fell out of the old man’s wallet: half of a business card, a bent pack of rolling papers, an old photo of a kid sitting on Santa’s lap.

The doors closed, and Uncle Jerry turned to stare through the window ahead.

“This is stupid,” the Actor said, looking around. “And feels vaguely familiar.”

The pilot tapped on the glass, which was covered in greasy fingerprints. “Those assholes know where Razzie is. We gotta stop them. Interrogate them! Torture, if necessary!”

“We can’t catch them, Jerry,” the fake pirate said. “It’s a gondola ride!”

The Actor shook his head and angrily slumped back in the seat on the opposite side of the cab. Uncle Jerry had to put his hand out as the car rocked slightly. He turned to the Actor with a huge grin.

“Do that again.”


Chapter fifteen



Painter


Staring at the enormous machine atop the mountain, Julius crouched low behind the shrubs and kept quiet. He couldn’t hear the Professor but knew his friend could.

Mini can rejoin Rasputin’s spirit and his body. You will need a totem from when you were alive to do that. Something that belonged to Rasputin. Get that, return to New Orleans, and find Mini.

Painter could feel her pain while trapped inside the machine. His voice shaking, he said, “I need to get you out of there first.”

No. Too dangerous. You can’t be here, Painter!

“Don’t worry about me, I can—”

Like always, you’ve got a good heart, but you do not listen. You are putting everyone at risk by being here. Voodoo Cher is seeking a totem of mine. To use my energy. To help power her machine.

“But you don’t have any totems,” Painter said. “Your body must be dust by now.”

It is. However, all she needs is something precious to me. A connection. That is why you must go.

Then he got it. As humbling as it was, Painter knew what was precious to the Professor. Not an item. Not an object. Not a ring or necklace.

Me.

He was the Professor’s totem.

“We gotta go,” Painter said, and Julius stood up, looking for the quickest way to get off the mountain.

He asked, “What did she say?”

The trouble with not having a body is you can’t bleed off nervous energy by shaking out your hands or going for an intense run or repeatedly punching a stuffed animal that once belonged to an ex. Painter felt a panic rise, and with no way to expel it, he only got more panicky.

“She said we gotta go, man!”

“Right,” Julius said, and started trotting back the way they’d come. “I can sorta retrace my steps back. I don’t know how we’re going to get past the demon dogs, though.”

A half minute later, Julius looked over his shoulder. “Sounds like somebody is scrabbling down the trail back there.”

“I think we got spotted.”

“Not good news, little brother.”

Of course, they could try to lose whoever was tailing them, but they’d never get away. They could wind around rocks, duck through bushes, slip into earthen cracks and come out the other side and none of it would help. They were leaving a thin ribbon of stain behind them like a long arrow going, They went this-a-way.

Julius wouldn’t be able to lose their pursuers on the mountaintop, but running down the slope could mean getting dragged into the All Time by the chimera.

“It don’t get much worse that this situation right here,” Julius said, and then, of course, things got much worse.

It rose just ahead of them. Snapping tendrils of light, ribbons of electricity coursed through the air like a madman’s nightmare. Julius jammed his heels into the dirt to stop, and they watched as a second machine lifted itself up the side of the mountain. It was a tenth the size of Voodoo Cher’s monstrosity, but all that power still terrified them both.

Just beyond the machine’s electric blue veil, Painter could see the heads and shoulders of the spooks trapped inside. One hundred forty-four of them, their energy being drained to power this fresh horror.

It was similar to others Painter had seen in the US, Scotland, and Australia. Except for one minor difference.

“Oh man. Man, oh man,” Painter said and watched as Julius scanned left, right, and behind. “How is that machine flying?”

When the rest of the ethereal creation lifted over the ridge, they could see that at its base, all along the edge, sat men dressed in robes. Legs crossed in a lotus style.

Two dozen monks spread equidistant in some meditative trance.

All but one of them.

They saw the lead man’s staff before they saw him. It glowed from the power of the machine. When he crossed to the side nearest Julius, this monk stared up at the woman’s vast creation with a reverent, beatific expression.

He was coming to join the mountain party, but then saw Julius. The proverbial turd in the end-of-the-world punch bowl.

The leader of the monks scowled, drawing his staff from hand to hand. His eyebrows knit together and he stalked forward across the rising platform.

And they were impressive eyebrows. Big ass, bushy things.

“Well, you got your wish,” Painter said, whispering in Julius’s head. “You wanted to see the cool monks from China.”

Julius swallowed and dragged his fingers down either side of his mouth. “I’d like to change up my wish. That was more of one of those excited utterances, I think.”

He spun back to see a group of spooks come down a dirt path and glare at him. Their eyes lifted, and they gawked at the machine rising the side of the mountain. All part of Voodoo Cher’s plan, no doubt, but news to these worker bees chasing the intruders.

“That’s White Eyebrow,” Painter said. “If we had gone to China, I bet that’s the machine we would have been trying to take out.”

“Bak Mei or Pai Mei. A traitor monk who had all his brothers killed,” Julius said. And when he’d said that, White Eyebrow scowled and began drawing power from his machine.

“Yeah, don’t say that shit out loud. He seems like a sensitive monk.”

The staff in White Eyebrow’s hands glowed brighter and brighter. He began spinning it as the machine hovered just at the edge of the mountaintop.

Incongruous to all of this? At the very top of his flying machine of doom, Skyride cars filled with happy livies passed right through, having no clue about the chaos that swirled around them.

A massive machine at the top of the mountain, filled with thousands of spooks. A ghost army assembling by one cliff face. And a floating machine, half the size of a football field, being held aloft by the collective meditation of powerful, long-dead monks.

All while the tourists were sipping on sodas and dripping chili dog goo onto their souvenir t-shirts.

But that would soon change. Once Voodoo Cher fired up her machine and her army began to roll, the living would see it. And there would be nothing they could do.

For their part, Julius and Painter found themselves caught between two very different groups of assholes.

The four spooks on the winding path advanced toward them. All it would take would be one swing, just one good hit, and Julius would go down.

He’d get chucked into the machine.

And in that moment, Voodoo Cher would sense Painter’s presence. Then she would have the Professor’s totem and all she needed to draw that ultimate power for her super-machine.

Painter said, “Man, pick a direction and run!”

“You got any ideas, I’m all ears,” Julius said, looking between the airborne machine and the spooks behind them closing in.

A bizarre thought bubbled into Painter’s brain. If you run out of good ideas, try a bad one.

Of course, that was moronic.

But they didn’t have any good choices. Taking on the pack of spooks, they’d get overwhelmed. And pissing off White Eyebrow would only…

“Antagonize the floating guy,” Painter said.

Julius sucked in a ghost breath. “That seems like a bad idea.”

“Right?” The man in his head chuckled darkly. “Do it.”

Julius ran his palms down the lapels of his tux, cleared his throat, and called up. “Hey, man. You never heard of tweezers? Those eye worms are out of control. Makes you look like one of those Muppets.”

Bak Mei flipped his staff around as it pulsed with power. He’d been staring up at the woman’s machine, as if under its spell. That spell now broken, he frowned and focused back on them.

“It’s like two caterpillars trying to make little baby caterpillars,” Julius said, shouting up at the guy. “You got bug porn on your forehead, man. That is some nasty—”

Bak Mei spun and shot a bolt from his staff, but Painter had been waiting for it. And since he had, so had Julius, who dropped to a knee just as the electric filament shot over his head, lighting up the torso of one of the spooks behind him.

The guy’s eyes grew wide, his hands went to his chest, and a glow emanated within his body as he fried from the inside out. He exploded with a blinding light. Julius rolled to the side in case another bolt was coming.

When he looked up, Painter noticed that the people in the Skyride cars were pointing, all crowded up to the windows. They had seen the burst of light. They had seen when the other world crossed into theirs.

And it would only be the beginning if they couldn’t stop Voodoo Cher’s machine.

The three other spooks crouched down and covered their heads.

White Eyebrow shouted something neither Painter nor Julius understood, but they had gleaned that the powerful monk was really, really pissed.

Painter suggested another bad idea.

“Race toward those other ghosts.”

“Toward the guys trying to nab us?”

“Yes,” Painter said, his voice rising. “We’ve only got about thirty feet, but it may be enough to get up and skating.”

“What the hell is that going to do?”

Painter laughed, the fear making him dizzy. “Let’s find out.”

Behind them, they could hear the wump-wump-wump of White Eyebrow’s spinning staff. Then Painter flinched at the sound of a familiar voice coming from above. A voice that penetrated his mind and squeezed his soul.

“That man is of no consequence.” Voodoo Cher’s booming words rang out around them, sounding like the voice of a god, which in this place, she was. “Join your machine to mine.”

Julius started running toward the cowering spooks, and Painter rolled her words through his mind. That made sense. It hadn’t been just that she’d made one enormous machine. She had combined all the remaining machines on the continent to create this one.

The tuxedoed man took another few steps, and Painter willed my energy into him. A microsecond later, they were up and skating.

“Faster man, push faster!” Painter shouted into his friend’s brain.

Julius pumped his legs higher, his fists punching the air as he raced toward the three spooks who stood with their mouths agape. They heard the energy behind them build. Bak Mei was readying to fire another shot.

“Stop it, you fool,” Voodoo Cher bellowed. “Don’t waste your power!”

When they were just inches from the three, Painter envisioned pulling his legs up and pressing his heels down. He’d done this—or rather, Rasputin had done this—back when he’d been skating down frozen rivers as a kid.

It was like moguls but for skating.

They hit the shoulders of the spooks, which gave Julius a rush of energy. And the moment they did, White Eyebrow shot his electric bolt, which hit the crouching ghosts instead of them. Then another blast.

Above, livie voices called out, “Did you see it! There it was again!”

Julius rocketed upward like going off a ski jump with rockets strapped to his feet.

“Holy hell, man,” Julius said, his arms flailing in the air. Painter didn’t have arms to flail and couldn’t close his eyes. He just watched as they arched through the sky and headed right for a group on Segway machines taking a tour around the base of the mountain.

They passed through the tour group, landed, and rolled end over end, through trees, into a parking lot, and just kept going.

When they’d eventually stopped, they were about a mile away from Stone Mountain.

Julius got to his feet and flexed his arms, filled with the juice that he’d stolen from the spooks who, it seemed, got blasted to oblivion. Or maybe somewhere better. Yeah. Painter decided it was somewhere nice. He was lying to himself, but sometimes that’s what we do so we can move on.

“Let’s get to New Orleans,” he said. “We’ve got some calls to make.”

Julius wobbled unsteadily, buzzing with energy. “Calls? When was the last time you or me used a damn phone?”

As the man in the tux began skating again, Painter said, “I know a guy who can help.”

Out of the corner of Julius’s eye, there was a flicker of light, but he hadn’t turned around to look.

However, the ghost detective got the feeling that White Eyebrow wasn’t happy they’d slipped from his grasp. Not happy at all.


Chapter sixteen



Uncle Jerry


Uncle Jerry and the Actor ran back and forth in the small cab, bumping from one side to the other. Each pendulum swing of the gondola grew longer and longer as they hovered above Animal World’s gorilla exhibit.

When the Actor looked out the cab window, his stomach somersaulted. They weren’t very high up, but the arc of their swing was taking them perilously close to the treetops. If they hit those, it could smash the cab open.

Uncle Jerry yelled as he threw himself against the side, and the car lifted so high it hopped once on its track. The next arc back, they saw the sun dip and spin, and the pilot crawled up and chucked his body at the other side.

“Thar she blows,” the Actor shouted, terrified, and pointing. A second later, they bashed into the car ahead with the three demons. That sent their car spinning awkwardly. The cab holding Lorax and his crew began swinging perpendicular to the other gondolas.

Uncle Jerry made his circuit up and down the cab, huffing and puffing, his face as red as a rare steak. Just as their car flew back, parallel to the cable above, the demon car passed right in front of them. The three hell agents inside both yelling and screaming in equal measures.

The Actor flattened his back against the closed doors. “What the hell are you going to do if you catch them, man? Raz isn’t in that car!”

“They know where Raz is!” the pilot said, again smashing his shoulder into the cab wall. The Actor had never seen the old guy so determined. “I’m gonna beat ‘em till they talk.”

The Actor heard voices rising once again. Some calling out. Some screaming. Others taking photos with zero regard to compensation or licensing considerations. However, he would make headlines for sure. Box-Office Swashbuckler Dies on Gondola Mishap. It wasn’t how he’d ever hoped to go.

When he spun around to see the faces below, he noticed many weren’t even looking in his direction. Some instead were staring into the gorilla park. As Jerry whipped past him once again with a grunt, he squinted and looked below.

Two gorillas were fighting over some doll. No, not a doll. It was too big to be a doll. And dolls don’t wear rock radio station t-shirts.

“Oh shit,” he said and wedged the doors open just slightly to peek out. Through the crack, he could see more clearly. “Jer! Look!”

The older man tumbled to the floor, bruised and battered. He turned his head, sweat dripping from his drenched hair, and saw out the bottom of the crack in the door.

Below, two teenage gorillas were each tugging on one end of Rasputin’s not-dead body. One had a leg, the other an arm. Both wanted to play with the man and eventually both would get their wish. Possibly simultaneously.

“Razzie! What have those bastards done?” Uncle Jerry shouted, then turned in time to see the faces of three demons get very large, smash into their cab, bounce off, and crash into the support pylon. This caused a short in the electric motor above the cab, which burst into flames, spinning the demon-carrying car around the pylon like a tetherball, and then flung it into the neighboring exhibit, where it landed in Dino World’s fake volcano.

This impact, however, caused the fake volcano to fake erupt, shooting the cab out its top like a two-week old pimple. The wayward gondola landed in a fake La Brea Tar Pits. The three demons sank, trapped inside their car, and slowly disappearing beneath the surface of a tiny lake of very real tar.

Back in the gorilla park, a large crowd was watching the two new shows.

One was a tug-of-war themed performance, with two young gorillas fighting over what appeared to be an unconscious ex-disk jockey.

The other was a spinning and swinging gondola, still hanging from its overhead wire. This, at first, looked like exactly the kind of show you’d expect from an airborne transit malfunction. However, things ramped up when, from the cab, a lanky man pressed open the doors and stretched toward the ground. Initially, he appeared to be trying to escape the runaway gondola, but when several video-taking onlookers zoomed in, they noticed the man had wrapped his feet around a metal bar just inside the door.

The man in some kind of flight suit—some argued it may be a prison outfit, others a janitorial onesie—appeared to be reaching for something below.

A moment later, to the delight of those watching, it became clear these two new shows would combine. The old man dangling from the gondola reached for the unconscious deejay, who remained very popular with the young gorillas.

“I’m too high,” Uncle Jerry said for the very first time in his life. Upside down and waving his arms, he called up to the Actor in the cab, “You gotta grab my feet and lower me!”

The Actor clutched the open door, staring down wide-eyed. “Are you crazy? I can’t hold on to you!”

“The damn monkeys are gonna tear him apart,” Uncle Jerry said as he swayed back and forth, arms flailing in the air. At their speed, he’d pass over Rasputin and the gorillas, just out of reach.

But there was no way the Actor was getting anywhere near the edge. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t. Just looking down made his stomach churn. A little voice in his head told him to block it out. He didn’t care about other people anyhow.

Then another voice.

Someone in the crowd shouted, “Oh my God, it’s the Dread Pirate Earnest!”

More voices joined in, calling out: “Shiver me whiskers! Shiver me whiskers!”

He felt something stir in his chest. As the Actor, he could never risk his life.

However, as the Dread Pirate Earnest? Earnest laughed in the face of death. He could poke the Grim Reaper in the eyes and boop it on the nose.

The Actor reached up and grabbed the eye patch, lowering it over his left eye.

“Argh!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, and Uncle Jerry, not expecting the very loud piratey declaration, nearly soiled himself. “Hold fast, matey.”

The pilot half turned, unsure of what he was being told. “What did ya just call me?”

But the Dread Pirate Earnest did not answer to other men. Nor did he answer to women. Or any of the newer designations that had become popular of late.

Not anyone.

Instead of grabbing Uncle Jerry’s ankles, he gripped the back of the pilot’s flight suit and crawled hand over hand out the door. Suddenly, he realized then he did have to answer to gravity. Or at least his feet did.

Shiver me whiskers!

The Pirate Actor spun around, losing grip with one hand, and the crowd gasped. Gasped for him! He had them in the palm of his hand. But really, he needed that palm to grip the flight suit too, so he put his hand back on the old man and squeezed.

“Not so hard!” the pilot shouted. “You’re gonna bruise me!”

Earnest turned and saw the two gorillas throwing the undead man to each other. If he could just get a little lower…

He had an idea, a brave idea! A dissenting voice in Earnest’s head shouted at him, screamed at him, jumped up and down at him, but he ignored the nervous twerp.

“Grips me ankles, flyboy,” he shouted and kicked both of his pointy boots into the pilot’s hands. “Hold fast.”

“What?”

“Hold tight!” he bellowed, then let go of his grip on the flight suit and shoved himself backward. For a brief moment, the crowd breathlessly watched as the hero of Frank & Earnest 1, 2, and now 3 (in select theaters) appeared to be plummeting to his death.

But as he flipped upside down, the old pilot let out a howl of fear and snatched the pirate man’s ankles.

Someone in the crowd shouted, “And the hat stayed on!”

Everyone cheered.

The nearest gorilla only noticed the upside-down man two seconds before he was within reach. The primate was raising its hairy arms to catch this delightful new toy, when the new toy reached out and grabbed the old one.

The pirate gripped the undead man under the shoulders and was pulling him away.

“Yay! The Dread Pirate Earnest is a hero,” someone in the crowd declared.

The teenage gorilla did not share this sentiment. As the man in the pirate outfit dragged the undead man-toy away, up in the air, the gorilla leaped and pulled it back down. A moment later, the second gorilla joined his friend, gripping the other arm.

“Holy hell,” Uncle Jerry shouted, “I’m getting spaghettified!”

The Dream Pirate Earnest cursed and shouted and twisted and groaned, but did not let go. He would never let go. He really hoped he would never let go. He grew less and less confident he would never let go. Increasingly, he was fairly sure he was about to let go.

But before he did, the gorillas tired of all the fuss and released their grips.

Like an over-sized Newton’s cradle, the body of Rasputin Frewer bonked into the man dressed as a pirate, who then smashed into the aging pilot. This shoved the gondola back, and it bashed into a support pylon. When it did, this whipped the three men past in an arc as they held on to one another like the old Barrel of Monkeys children’s game.

Sadly, the delicious irony of that image was lost on the men, as they were duly focused on not dying.

“Hold fast!” the pilot shouted as his feet lost their grip, and the three men flew beyond the fake tree-line and landed with a splash into a rather poor rendition of the Nile River. However, it was good enough to break their fall.

Uncle Jerry surfaced first, then dove below once again to grab Rasputin, who stared at him open-eyed and expressionless. The old pilot dragged the body to the shore and lifted him up the bank. Some of the green paint used for grass had stained the undead man’s cargo shorts, but he seemed otherwise unharmed.

That is, unharmed from the fall.

The pilot stared down at Rasputin. Bruised, battered, bashed, and he was fairly certain most of the bones in his body were broken. Uncle Jerry stifled a sob and leaned down. He heard a faint heartbeat. The catch of a breath.

Under the temporary employ of the Old Man, Rasputin Frewer was unkillable. But the demons had come damn close.

“I’m fine, thank you,” the Actor said, sopping wet and pulling himself out of the fake African river. “Don’t worry about me.” When he saw Rasputin, he held his breath. “Is he still alive?”

Uncle Jerry nodded. Then laughed and sobbed at the same time.

The Actor smiled. It was good to see his friend again. A man who’d once called him his best friend. His smiled faded only slightly when he saw the abundance of marker all over Raz’s cheeks.

“Who drew all those dicks on his face?”

“Don’t matter,” Uncle Jerry said, sitting the unconscious man up against a fake palm tree. “We got him, and now we gotta get him back into him.”

“Right. How do we do that?”

Uncle Jerry felt the buzz of his phone and held up a finger. He pulled it out but didn’t recognize the name on the screen. It said “police station”, so he nearly let it go to voicemail. He made a habit of not answering calls from the police.

But he had a feeling he should take this one.

“Hello, is this Jerry Janus?” the man said, who definitely sounded like a cop.

“Uh, Uncle Jerry,” he said. “Everybody calls me Uncle Jerry.”

“Uh huh, well for a day that’s been very weird, that tracks,” the cop said. “This is Detective Travis Saunders of the New Orleans police.”

“Listen, I don’t know anything about anything to do with it, whatever it is. I mean, I only drove the cement truck. How was I supposed to—”

“No, no, nothing to do with anything like that,” Saunder said, ready to be done with the conversation. “I have an odd bit of information from a very odd source, but I’m told this will all make sense to you.”

Uncle Jerry put him on speaker so the Actor could hear.

“Go ahead. I’ve got my pirate friend listening.”

“Yep, sure. Even weirder.” The man on the phone sighed, making the phone’s speaker rattle. “Okay, an eighty-year-old hot dog vendor came into the station and gave me a message I’m supposed to pass on to you.”

“We’re listening.”

“Right,” Saunders said. “A ghost detective named Painter Mann says once you find Rasputin’s body, you need to bring him to this city. New Orleans. Because a woman he knows can put the other Rasputin into the not dead one.”

Uncle Jerry gave the phone a thumbs up. “Gotcha. Will do.”

“And that made total sense to you?”

The pilot shrugged. “As much as anything ever does.”

“Glad to be of help.”

“Hold up,” Uncle Jerry said. “Is Painter still there?”

He and the Actor heard a mumbling on the other end of the line. Then Travis came back on. “The hot dog guy says yes, and that I’ve got to buy a dog for every question you want answered, so keep it short, all right?”

“Save ‘em for me,” Uncle Jerry said, grinning. “Ask him if Painter found the evil voodoo chick.”

“Jesus wept,” Travis said. “This day needs to end. Hold on.” More muttering and then the sound of change falling to the floor. The cop came back on the line. “He says yes and that it’s worse than any of us ever imagined.”

“How much worse?”

The cop repeated the question and Uncle Jerry heard something about relish. Then, the cop said, chewing as he spoke, “He says he’ll tell you when you get here, Uncle Jerry. But that it’s been a very chaotic few hours.”


Chapter seventeen



Painter


The New Orleans police detective sighed, wiping a smear of ketchup from his mouth with the back of a hand. As Detective Travis Saunders dropped the phone to his desk, he looked at the old hot dog vendor and stared blankly.

The other man shrugged. “The ghosts say you gotta give me ten bucks extra.”

Julius, who was standing just off the scruffy man’s shoulder, said, “We never said anything like that, Leonard.”

“He don’t know that,” the hot dog guy said, staring off at the far wall as if he might be looking in the ghost’s direction. He wasn’t. “I came off my corner for this.”

“And we appreciate that, my good friend,” Julius said. “We’ve got one more call to make.”

Leonard grinned. “To pass that message along will cost you ten bucks.”

Travis raised his hands in the air and leaned back in his squeaky chair. “If I can end this, I’ll happily pay ten bucks.”

“We’ve got a bit of a problem, though,” Julius said.

“Yeah,” the vendor said. “It should be twenty, right? Maybe more. I been in here in this chair for far too long, and I’m losing business.”

It had been Painter’s idea to get in contact with Detective Saunders because he’d had a run in with him during the Night Vanishing case. Through a friend, they’d kind of spoken.

The call to Uncle Jerry had been easy because Raz had known the old guy’s cell number, which meant Painter did, too. The pilot and the Actor would now bring Rasputin’s body to New Orleans.

Once Julius and Painter found Madame Mini, they’d have to convince her to perform the rejoining ritual. However, they needed ghost Raz to do that. And, as the Professor had said, some item from his past to serve as a totem.

Rasputin didn’t know Anza’s number by heart, so Painter didn’t either. And no one had thought to get Sally’s digits. At least not the new ones.

“She’s paranoid,” the ghost detective said inside Julius’s head. “When I worked with her, um, when Raz worked with her, she changed her phone out as often as her underwear.”

“Uh huh,” Julius said, tugging at his lip. “Any chance you know where our cowgirl put the old ones?”

“You better be talking about her phones.”

“Yeah, man, not her britches. Of course, phones.” Julius cleared his throat. “Mostly.”

Painter shuddered. “She’s got a couple of cell phones. Sal’s actually a bit of a tech nerd. Loves gadgets but loves her privacy even more. Any number I know would be a year old, so she’d have ditched any of those ages ago.”

In the silence, at least in the real world, the two livies in the room shuffled and shifted in their seats. Sanders got tired of waiting.

“Lenny, we almost done here? I’ve got work to do that doesn’t involve talking with ghosts.”

The hot dog guy scratched his forehead with a thumbnail. “I can only hear one of them because that guy’s got another guy in his head.”

“Right,” the detective said, monotone.

“But the guy I can hear, he asking about some cowgirl’s old undies.”

Julius said, “No, I am not!”

Travis took a sip of his coffee. Then took another. He said, “None of that answered my question. Added about a dozen more, one or two I may have to prosecute, but not one single answer.”

Painter sighed, and reflexively Julius did the same.

The ghost detective said, “Fine, we’ll just have to call Uncle Jerry ba…”

Julius waited for his friend to finish his sentence, but Painter did not. He felt strange. What an odd sensation.

“What?” Julius said, then looked down at his hand. “Why am I feeling like I’m buzzing?”

“Probably because I am,” Painter said, trying to envision his own body.

Given that he was a guy in a guy at the moment, he couldn’t see any of his limbs. It was a bit like being in a pitch-black room, looking out a peephole through binoculars. Painter could see what Julius saw, but nothing else. However, it didn’t mean he couldn’t feel his spectral body.

In the InBetween, your body is some manifestation of how you see yourself. Arguably, it’s a literal interpretation of “I think, therefor I am.” When someone gets murdered and ends up in that parallel realm, it means they initially look like how they died.

Butcher knife to the face, shotgun blast to the back of the head, tire tracks across your man bits, whatever. After a while, most revert to how they saw themselves when living. In Julius’s case, he’d ended up in his wedding tux. Not that he’d outright chosen that. He’d merely loved his wife so much that the essence of his identity had been wrapped up in being her husband.

Painter had only known two people who could choose how they appeared. Gary could become any monster he wished. Big teeth, multiple eyes, a bunch of limbs. He could also go very small and, one time, he became Mr. Rodgers. However, Gary was now stuck in the All Time. Painter had sworn to get him out.

The other was the woman they needed to find in New Orleans. Madame Mini didn’t change her entire form, just her clothes to fit the occasion. All her styles were from a hundred years earlier, sure, but evening wear at night and summer dressed during the day. That sort of thing.

Back to Painter’s body/no body issue. Despite not being able to see it, his spectral form was still there. And, at that moment, it was experiencing the strangest sensation.

“It feels like my finger is buzzing,” Julius said and stared at his hand.

The ghost detective nodded. “Ah, right. That’s it. My finger is buzzing.”

“And that makes sense to you?”

Detective Saunders cleared his throat, and Lenny shushed him as he listened to one half of the ghost conversation. “Hold on, his finger is vibrating.”

“Sure, of course,” the cop said and chewed on his third hot dog.

Julius shook his ghostly hand. “Why is it doing that, Paint? Feels weird.”

“Well, when I’d been alive, it meant I could speak to the Underworld.”

“You had a hotline to hell through your finger?”

“Yeah, man. The middle one, so people called it FU Mobility,” he said. “But that was always the left. This is the right.”

Lenny whispered to Travis. “Sounds like the Devil is calling them.” He looked over at the cop, popping his bushy white eyebrows up and down. “On that buzzing finger.”

Travis shrugged as he chewed. “Hopefully he isn’t calling collect.”

Julius shook his hand as if it had fallen asleep. “Well, answer it, man. I don’t like how that feels at all.”

“Why not?” Painter said and envisioned putting his right finger in his ear and cupping a palm under his chin. “Hello. Julius Wilner’s residence.”

“That’s funny,” the other voice said through the tip of his finger. “Because you’re in his head, right?”

“Rasputin?” Painter said. “How are you calling me?”


Chapter eighteen



Rasputin


“Rasputin?” Painter said to me through the fingertip in my ear. “How are you calling me?”

It was bizarre hearing my own voice come back to me. Like an echo with the words jumbled around the wrong way.

“I got off the line with the Underworld a few minutes ago,” I said. “It seems the Old Man has corralled Steve Janus in some dimensional space cabin, because he’s worried about interference.”

“So, the Hell inc boss is a threat? That’s news?” Painter said. “More like he’s worried that Janus is a threat to him.”

“Exactly,” I said, smiling. “Janus and his crew have aligned with Voodoo Cher, which makes no sense.”

“That guy thinks he’s clever,” Painter said. “He’s got his own agenda.”

“Don’t they all?” I said. “Anza spoke with Uncle Jerry. He says he and the Actor are headed your way. To New Orleans.”

“Yeah, it’s been a weird couple of hours,” Painter said and then caught me up on what they’d seen at Stone Mountain. I recalled all the times we’d visited the Professor over the past year, and I felt a pang of heartache knowing that Voodoo Cher had trapped her inside that massive machine.

“Which is why you and me gotta steer clear of that mountain right now,” Painter said. “Good thing you’re going to Minneapolis.”

“Wait, what?” I said. “We were planning on joining you guys in New Orleans. To put me back into me, right?”

I had one eye on Sally as she helped Anza pack. I watched because it was entertaining and, also, to ensure she didn’t shoot my friend.

“Why in the hell do ya need seven pairs of pants?” the gunslinger said.

Anza folded up some dark denim jeans. “Seven days in a week. Seven of everything.”

“It ain’t gonna take a week.”

“God created the Earth in seven days,” Anza said, brushing a lock of hair from her eye. “I can’t imagining destroying it will take any less time.”

“That is a bizarre logic.”

My finger vibrated. Painter was trying to get my attention. I said, “Yep, I’m here. Just watching a wardrobe disagreement that has a moderately high quotient of potential violence.”

“I’m in New Orleans with Julius and about to go search for Madame Mini,” he said. “Uncle Jerry and the Actor are bringing your body here, but we’ll need something from our living days for the ritual. Something personal to serve as a totem.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Like the connections in the machines.”

“That’ll help link the spook you to the meat-sack Rasputin.”

I laughed. “You know that this is a conversation I’m having with myself about my other self, right?”

“Trust me,” he said. “That isn’t the weirdest thing that’s happened today.”

He then told me about their run-in with the guy they called White Eyebrow. The creator and master of the machine from China. You might wonder how one goes about shipping a massive machine powered by one-hundred-forty-four ghosts.

DHL? Fed Ex? Parcel post?

“Yeah, so it flies,” Painter said. “FYI.”

“Great.”

“Go get your totem and meet us in New Orleans,” my other self said to me. “Hopefully we’ll have found Madame Mini by then.”

“Sure,” I said. “How am I supposed to tell Sal and Anza we gotta go to Minneapolis? They can’t hear me, and I can’t honk out the name of the city.”

“Honk out? Never mind,” he said. “I got a guy here.”

He asked for Anza’s number, which I could read off her phone’s lock screen. Painter then passed it along to a Big Easy cop via a hot dog vendor who could hear Julius. The weirdest part was that the entire process totally made sense to me.

After a one-minute phone call from Detective Saunders, my two companions had our destination.

Once Anza had packed, she began hauling her bags downstairs. We hit the elevator, and I protested the entire time. Of course, they couldn’t hear me.

“The motorcycle will barely hold three of us,” I said. “How the hell are we going to add luggage to the mix?”

In the parking lot, Anza dragged both bags through grass, across gravel, and over wheel stops. At no point did Sally turn around and offer any help. I couldn’t work out if that was indifference or empowerment. Hard to tell these days.

The moment I came around, Boo fired up and turned its headlight in my direction. That got a growl of Sally.

“Jealous,” I said, knowing she couldn’t hear me. “But I still don’t see how we’re gonna fit three bags…”

Sally reached under the seat, tugged on a leather strap, and saddlebags dropped out on both sides. The gunslinger unbuckled the bags, dug around for a moment, and pulled out a helmet. A full-faced motorcycle helmet. Jet black. Tinted visor.

When Anza walked up, she lifted the first way-too-big suitcase and pushed it into one saddlebag.

“That’s not going to fit, man,” I said, shaking my head. And I was wrong. The suitcase slipped right in. Sal then grabbed the other bag and put it in the exact same saddlebag. “Bigger on the inside. Why not?”

Like Painter had said, this would be a day of weirdness. And it was about to get much weirder.

We were heading to my mom’s house.


Chapter nineteen



Rasputin


Beep, beep.

“This is a confounding way to communicate,” Sally said, outside my mother’s house north of Minneapolis. A one-story ranch with a perfectly manicured lawn that told me she likely had the neighbor kid on a yard duty retainer. Or knowing how stern Mom could be, the grass just kept its head down because it knew better.

“Let me try,” Anza said, leaning toward the parked motorcycle. “Rasputin, it is Anza speaking now. So what are we supposed to be saying to your mother?”

Beep, beep, beep.

“What is the three beepings?” Anza asked. “One for no, two for yes. No threes.”

Sally grunted. “You can only yes or no questions, Esperanza.”

Anza cast a quick glance at the house. Lights on in the kitchen and living room, but so far, no one peeking out the window. “Maybe I could say a letter and he could be beeping when I get to the right one, yes? All we have to do is go through the entire alphabet, over and over, again and again and again.”

“No, no, and no, and in that order,” Sally said. “The clock is ticking.”

Our gunslinger was turning grumpy. Or, more apropos, ornery. That’s not a disposition best suited for someone who’s armed.

“This better not just be about you missing your momma, Raz,” Sally said, staring at the horn button as if I had been shrunk down to the size of a rocker switch.

Beep.

“Good. Got no time for weepy boys on this trip.” Sally’s sigh rolled into a low growl. Anza put a comforting hand on her arm. Sally looked down at it, and she quickly removed it.

“Okay, okay. Need to thinking about it,” Anza said. “Why would we come here?”

“Cause Razzie’s a momma’s boy.”

Beep, beep.

Sally pointed at the bike. “See?”

“But, if we are trying to put the ghost Rasputin into the undead Rasputin, it must have something to do with that, yes?”

Beep, beep.

Obviously, the cop hadn’t explained why we needed to go to my mom’s. Thankfully, Anza’s big heart was filling in the blanks. And she was brilliant.

“Okay, good,” my friend said and broke into a wide smile. “Is your mother good at making with the voodoo spells?”

Edit: Anza had fleeting moments of brilliance, interspersed with unexplained leaps of logic.

Beep.

Sally gave it a shot. “Does she know something we need to know?”

I gave her a long beep and a short beep, hoping that made sense.

“Oh, is like one-and-a-half beeps! This means ‘sort of,’ I think,” Anza said, clapping her hands. “Does she have something we need in that home? Maybe something that belongs to you?”

Beep-beep!

“Good!” Anza pumped a fist in the air. “What is it?”

I didn’t bother beeping since Sally was already stomping toward my mother’s house.

“Just give whatever it is a nudge with your ghost digit when you see it,” the gunslinger said. “We keep honking out here and somebody’s gonna think there’s been an invasion of Canadian geese.”

As we walked up the path, my mouth went dry. Yeah. Ghost cotton mouth. All the beeping and planning, and I’d never really considered that I was about to see my mother. I’d called her a few times in recent years, but it had been a while since I’d seen her in person.

Sally pounded on the door and peeked through the gaps of the slanted window shades. Great. My first visit home in ages, and I was going to give Mom a heart attack.

Gently, Anza pushed her hip in front of the gunslinger and pressed the bell. A moment later, the door flew open.

That was Momma. No peeking through keyholes. No checking security cameras. She just yanked the door open, welcoming long-lost relatives and home invaders alike.

Dressed in a gray robe and pink slippers, her gaze shifted from one stranger to the other. Totally unfazed.

She said, “Which one of you has my chicken?”

Anza tilted her head to the side and cleared her throat. Sally bopped her in the arm.

“I told you before, you should always bring something to someone’s house when you’re a-visiting. Like an offering. It’s only polite.”

Anza smiled at my mother while answering Sally. “I do not think that is this.”

“Ma’am, if dead fowl is required for quarter at your abode,” Sally said, pulling her hat off and dipping her head, “we can go get you a chicken. You need it alive or dead?”

My mother squinted at her. “Extra crispy,” she said. “At least that what I thought I’d ordered.”

“No problem,” the gunslinger looked back at the lawn. “You mind if I set up a bonfire right around—”

“I take it you’re not delivery?” my mother said.

Anza smiled warmly. “No, we are being here about your son. Rasputin.”

“Razzie,” she said, then put her hand to her throat. The pain on her face broke my heart in a billion pieces. “Does he owe you money?”

“No,” Anza said, shaking her head.

“Did he get you pregnant?”

Sally raised her hands and took a step back, letting everyone know she had just tapped out of the conversation.

Anza said, “No, he did not.”

My mother swallowed and her eyes watered. “Is he dead?”

Sally parted her lips to speak but got an elbow in the gut from Anza, who said, “He is fine. We just need a minute or so, if this is okay.”

“Okay,” my mother said, and blinked quickly. “But I don’t think I’ve got enough chicken coming for everybody.”

My two friends stepped inside, and Mom showed them to the living room. I gawked when I saw it.

“This is the exact same furniture she had two decades ago,” I said aloud. “Same TV. Same pictures on the walls. I think that plant is the same plant, and it hasn’t grown an inch.”

My mother walked in from the kitchen and handed a glass to Anza and Sally. She put another on the coffee table in front of her favorite chair. Then she plopped down her White Zinfandel wine in a box.

Mom’s fav.

“Sip slowly,” I said, even though none of them could hear me. “That wine’s probably a few decades old. By now, it’ll be sixty-two percent alcohol.”

My mother pressed the spout’s tab and filled each glass. Filled. She took a slug out of hers. “This seems like a conversation that will require wine.”

“No,” Anza said and laughed softly. “It is nothing like that.”

Sally drained her glass and drew a hand across her mouth. “Now, don’t go spoiling a good thing, Anza. This is her house, and she makes the rules.”

My mother grinned and gave Sally a refill.

I looked at Mom. “You’re not weirded out that a woman is in your living room dressed like a cowboy? That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

“Razzie always has unusual friends,” she said, sipping from her cup. “Do you know him well?”

“He drove for me for a while. Did some cooking,” Sally said with a crooked grin. “He’ll make a good wife one day.”

My mom set down her glass. “Cassie passed last year, and I haven’t heard from him since,” she said and shrugged. “My boy always had to work things out his own way. I do miss his calls, though.”

Sally shuffled around her spot on the couch and cleared her throat. “Ma’am, I meant no disrespect by my flippant and ironically sexist remark. I apologize if I said anything that offends.”

“You didn’t,” she said. “And it’s not ma’am. It’s Diane.”

Anza told them both of their names. Sally nodded at their host. “You got a fine name. Diana is the goddess of the hunt.”

“Oh, you’re a hunter, Sally?” Mom asked. “What do you hunt?”

“Whatever the Old Man needs me to hunt.”

That got a laugh out of my mother, which tickled my brain. I always loved the sound of her laugh. It was one reason I got into comedy. Just to hear it.

“Your old man, huh?” Mom said. “That’s a phrase I never got to use myself. My old man died before he could become my old man.”

Died?

Anza put her hands to her chest. “Rasputin never said much about his father. He passed some time ago, then?”

“His fath—” Mom said, then bobbed her head from side to side. “For the longest time, I never told Razzie much about the old days. Troubling times. And it got harder and harder to bring up. And I certainly never wanted to have a conversation like that over the phone.”

Anza nodded and sipped from her cup. “Do you miss him? Your husband?”

That got a laugh out of my mother. “Never became my husband,” she said and sighed. “It was all such a mess. Man, oh man, what a mess.”

“It always is,” Sally said. “I been married eight times. Maybe ten. I lose count.”

My mother’s eyebrows rose on her forehead. “You must have paid a fortune to divorce lawyers.”

“Don’t have to divorce ‘em if you shoot ‘em,” Sally said with a grin, and my mother laughed again.

I pointed at Sally. “Mom, she’s not kidding. That’s not a joke. She shoots people all the time. She’s shot me a whole bunch of times!”

“Well, I didn’t have to shoot the man or divorce him. He died before we could get married,” Mom said wistfully. “He worked all the time. And I suppose he felt he was doing the right thing by marrying me, but we never would have made it. He was already married to his work.”

Anza nodded. “My husband is similar. We are taking a little break right now.”

“Good for you,” Mom said and nodded at her. “Do what’s right for you.”

My two friends sipped their drinks quietly for a moment. I wanted to tell them to ask more about my father. Hell, they’d found out more about him in three minutes than I had in three decades.

“We are planning a surprise party for Rasputin when he returns,” Anza said, getting a sideways look from Sally. “He has been working in the overseas, doing radio for Europe, and now coming home next week.”

Mom let out a “ha!” and then said, “They’ve got phones in Europe. He couldn’t call?”

“Oh, no, this was for some army radio I think,” Anza said, spinning out bullshit I hoped she could remember. There would likely be a quiz from Mom at some point. “Like that man in the Hello Vietnam movie. So, he had to keep locations secret.”

That got a huff out of my mother. “Typical. He’s terrible at keeping in touch. I bet he used it as an excuse not to call.”

Ouch. True, even if it was a lie, sure, but ouch.

“We thought it would be nice, when he comes home,” Anza said, leaning forward, “to have some of his old things. From when he was younger.”

Mom shrugged. “Like photos and all that?”

“Anything you might have.”

After slugging the rest of her cup, my mother got up and disappeared into the dark hallway leading to the bedrooms.

When she was out of earshot, Anza whispered, “Is this on the right track, Rasputin?”

With no motorcycle horn nearby, I pushed a bit of grain into my fingernail and flicked her cup.

Ding-ding!

Sally jumped up and tilted the wine box toward her glass. She shook it a few times, but nothing came out.

“Did that old lady drink it all?”

I scowled at her. “Don’t call her an old lady.”

Anza reached over, pressed the release tab on the spout, and the pink liquid drizzled into her cup. Sally giggled. Actually giggled.

“I gotta get me one of those.”

Sal returned the box of wine to the table as my mother came in with a big plastic tub. It had my name written in marker across the size. Mom shifted the container from her hip and gently placed it on the floor.

She popped open the lid. I had no idea she had all this old stuff. Most of it was absolute junk.

“This is his report card from the fifth grade,” she said, beaming. “I think that might have been the last time he got an A.”

Anza took it from her and read. “‘Rasputin talks a lot in class.’”

Mom laughed. “You’ll find it says that on most of his report cards.”

Raising an eyebrow, Anza held the card in the air and waved it around. I plinked her glass once, and she put it back in the box.

“This is his first winter scarf,” Mom said, holding it up. “There’s a bit of throw up on there because he’d gone to the fair and he doesn’t do well on the rides. He’s got a tender tummy.”

This was awful. I felt naked. It was like the three women were going through my underwear drawer.

When my mother cracked open a tiny photo album, Anza coughed out a laugh. “What is that?”

“Aww, this here’s a photo of Razzie in the tub as a baby,” Mom said, beaming. “Look at the big smile on his little face!”

“What in the devil’s ass crack is wrong with that child?” Sally said, scowling as if she really wanted to turn away from the photo but couldn’t.

Mom smiled. “He used to get a wicked diaper rash, and the only thing that would stop his fussing was a nice, warm bubble bath.”

Sally blinked and pressed the back of her head deep into the couch. “It looks like he’s got a baboon’s ass in a headlock.”

Awful. The worst. If I hadn’t been dead already, I would have wished for it right then. Thankfully, the photo album got put aside as Mom grabbed a stack of wrinkled cardboard paper. All different colors.

“I’ve got drawings and a card he made for me for Father’s Day,” she said and blinked away some dampness in her eyes. “He’s always had a good heart, my son.”

Sally leaned forward. “Why’d he make you a Father’s Day card? He get hit in the head or somethin’?”

“He made cards for me all the time,” my mother said and pulled out a stack of them wrapped in a rubber band. I didn’t know she’d kept them. “Mother’s Day. Father’s Day. Even Arbor Day, because he’s always been silly like that.”

That got a laugh out of the two women. And a smile out of me. My heart took a hit when I saw a mangled, dirty bit of black and gray. She held it up.

“This was his teddy when he was a kid,” Mom said. “I had to re-sew both eyes. And there used to be a squawk box inside. It’s still there, but broken.”

That was it.

If anything from my childhood might serve as a totem, it would be this well-loved, old stuffed animal. That or the Carmen Electra poster I’d had on my wall in high school, but it seemed my mother hadn’t felt it tub worthy.

I plinked my friend’s glass twice.

“I love that,” Anza said and gently picked up the tiny, frayed bear. “What did he was calling this beautiful creature?”

“Teddy, of course,” Mom said and chuckled.

“Can I borrow?” Anza said. “I promise to send back to you.”

Mom kept digging through the box. “Give it to Razzie when you see him. It might remind my boy to come home now and then.” She pulled out a photo album. “Wanna see more photos of him as a baby?”

“No!” I shouted.

“Of course,” my two alleged friends said.

Mom flipped through a large, yellowed photo album, taking them on a tour of my life. I winced each time she turned the page.

“That’s him crying on Santa’s lap when he was three,” she said, then moved her hand to the next page. “Crying with Santa when he was four. Crying when he was five.”

It was sweet she’d kept all these old photos of me, and in that moment, really, really wished she hadn’t. I turned away.

“Oh, my!” Anza laughed and clapped. “How did he get that finger so deep up his little nose?”

Please stop, please stop, please stop.

Each page, they gigged as my mother took them through my life.

“This is Raz and his best friend Adam when they were just boys,” she said. I turned to look and felt a smile grow on my face. Two guys with arms around each other’s shoulders. Such a long, long time ago now. It felt like another life.

“Look at those freckles!” Anza said as Sally laughed.

“This is Adam’s parents, Bruce and Jan,” she said. “We were all chums when we were kids.”

Sally grunted. “Is that you?”

“Yes, in my younger days and about five sizes smaller,” Mom said. “That’s Bruce and Jan again. And Barbara. And—”

“Oh my goodness,” Anza said, nearly squealing. “That is looking like Uncle Jerry!”

My mother put her hand to her cheek. “You know Jerry? How in the world do you know Jerry?”

“It, he—I think I am meeting him at Adam’s house this one time,” she said. Wow. Good save. Anza should have been a lawyer.

“The whole lot of us were friends. And then our kids became friends,” Mom said. She stared at one picture of all the adults crowded around a small table. Holding up glasses. Uncle Jerry blowing smoke rings at the guy sitting next to him who was shooting daggers at him with his eyes. “You hang out with people for years and years and you never know, do you?”

“Know what?” Sally asked.

“That this,” she said, and tapped the photo, “this would be the last time you’re all together. You think it’s just any other time. If you’d know it was the last time, maybe you’d have done something different. Said something different.”

Anza smiled and pointed at the photo. Dagger-eyed dude. “Who is that?”

“Ah, well,” my mother said. “That’s Jerry’s brother. Total opposites in every way. Jerry was a dreamer and a bit of a drifter. Not his brother. Very determined and a company man through and through. If Jerry was a Hawaiian shirt, Steve was a three-piece suit.”

I froze. When I’d been Painter, Uncle Jerry had confessed to being my actual uncle. Because he was a brother to my father. A guy named Steve.

Sally leaned forward, and the temperature in the room dropped. “He looks a might familiar.”

“Not likely,” Mom said. “Steve died shortly after this photo was taken. He choked on some foie gras. Can you believe it? Some regional conclave for the big clothing store chain he worked for, climbing the corporate ladder, and he chokes on a free dinner.”

“No, I’ve seen him somewhere,” Sally said. “I’d swear it.”

Mom’s voice dropped low. “I can’t imagine. Steve was the man I was supposed to marry. He died thirty years ago.”

I looked down at the photograph. Uncle Jerry had hit me with that, too. My dad Steve had died. Had that been why Mom never spoke about him?

“Steve,” I said, my voice barely a whisper as I stared at the photo. Weirdly, he did look familiar. Where had I seen this guy? Maybe add a few pounds and a bit of thinning hair…

“Oh, my God.” I said. “No, no. No, that can’t be true.”

As if she could hear me, Sally’s head snapped up. She knew him, too. Of course she did—he’d been enemy number one for decades. Anza looked at Sal for an explanation, but the gunslinger shook her off, so she thanked their host and explained they had to hit the road.

My two friends stood and chatted with my mother as they walked toward the door. I vaguely heard Anza re-promise she’d return the old teddy.

Me, I was still staring at the photograph.

The man my mother was supposed to marry, but he died. The man who died and became the Chairman of Hell inc.

Steve Janus was my father.


Chapter twenty



Painter


Julius and Painter went up and down the streets of New Orleans, looking for any sign of Madame Mini. That is, Julius did, while the other rode along in his head.

“Maybe the Professor got it wrong about your Mini friend,” Julius said. “Take a look around, brother. There’s not a lot of stain in these parts.”

“You know why that is, right?” Painter said, and if he’d had teeth, he would have gritted them. “Voodoo Cher took them. Snatched ‘em up and chucked them into her machine on the mountain.”

They’d been looking for a few hours, and now the sky had turned dark, spooks should have stood out like beacons. The “most haunted city in America” and it looked emptied.

Julius pointed to some very faint lines just at the edge of the cobblestones. “Not everybody’s gone.”

One spook had traveled down the side of the road right where the street met the sidewalk. Which meant someone was trying to hide their tracks.

“Follow it,” Painter said, but Julius already moving.

They tracked around the city, up and down, doubling back. It was confusing, and he realized that was the point.

“They’re trying to hide their tracks by muddling up the stain,” Painter said. As his friend gazed toward Bourbon Street, he tried to see the spook’s trail in the wash. “They’re being smart about it. Going where the light is. It’ll be tough trying to find it here.”

Julius turned down a dark alley.

Painter asked him, “Where are you going? The trail heads toward Bourbon, man.”

“Like you said, we’ll never see it there. But unless they’re hanging out by the main drag, they’ll have to cross somewhere around the periphery.”

He was right. But being in the dark also put them in danger.

“Keep an eye out, man,” Painter said. “We’re glowing like Casper out here.”

“Then we better get moving.” Julius started pumping his legs, and a moment later, was up skating. Painter hadn’t done a thing to help. The tuxedoed man chuckled. “I’m a quick study.”

They whipped around the edges of the main tourist drag, passing bars and banks and hotels. Weaving through livies—Julius hated looking at people’s innards as much as Painter did—with abandon and aplomb.

A month earlier, they could have never raced through the city that fast. Within one block, they’d have smashed and crashed into dozens of spooks.

Now?

It felt like skating across a frozen lake on a crisp, clear January evening. Both glorious and horrifying. The joy came from the sheer freedom of it. The dread from knowing that all the spooks who had been there were now slaves inside Voodoo Cher’s machine.

“This is what it’ll be like when I’ve destroyed the InBetween,” Painter said, watching Julius take another long curve along a row of shotgun houses. “How it should be.”

“On this level, yeah. But we know there’s more than just this revenge realm laid upon the living one. Ghosts ain’t going away. Just the ones who don’t belong.”

They’d seen that in Australia when they’d taken down the spook claiming to be Ned Kelly. Ghosts had been called upon by his death whistle. It had lifted them out of their ethereal dimension and into the InBetween. Painter wasn’t sure why those spooks had been roaming around their parallel realm, but that wasn’t his problem. This place was.

Julius bent his legs and whipped up in a tight circle. Painter’s head spun and felt like his eyes had switched places.

“Holy shit, man,” he said, waiting for his brain to unscramble.

His friend had bled of speed by spinning like a mini tornado, then just drifted. “I can’t do that sideways stop like you do. I’ll tumble over.”

“Yeah, got ya.”

He turned and searched the ground until he saw it. A faint luminescence trail winding away from the bright lights of Bourbon. They headed that way.

As he crossed from street to street, they saw a few living people walking around. Friends and couples chatting on corners. Just a pleasant night in the Big Easy. They had no idea what was coming.

“Damn,” Julius said. “I think I lost it.”

“Hold on. I recognize that place.”

“Where?”

Like he could point? “To your left.”

When he turned, Painter saw a short iron fence surrounding a gray slab with mottled black stains. Concrete instead of grass, which wasn’t wholly unusual around these parts. Beyond that, though, it was all green.

Green stairs that led to a green porch, which wrapped around a green two-story green house. On the porch, an old swing. The place looked empty.

“Nobody here, looks like,” Julius said.

“Take a gander at the swing.”

“Yeah, looks like a comfy spot in the summer.”

“Right,” Painter said. “It’s moving slightly. I think I know this place. And who was in that swing.”

Julius passed through the short fence and climbed up the steps.

Painter whispered, “See if Jelly Roll is around.”

“What the heck is that?” Julius said, looking up and down the porch. “Some sorta code phrase or something?”

“Or something,” the other man said, then asked Julius to repeat his words. “Hey, Jelly. It’s Painter Mann. You around?”

Julius said it twice but got no answer. Painter could feel his old New Orleans friend nearby, so he told Julius to repeat a phrase he’d heard the last time he’d been in the city.

“Tu way pocky way. I say that right?”

“Close enough,” Painter said.

“Close enough,” a spook’s voice said as a large man in a white undershirt appeared through the front door. “Now, you don’ look like no Painter Mann to me. Unless’n he got all dressed up to come meet Jelly. And been out in the sun for a long, long time!”

Julius laughed and held his hand out to shake, but Jelly Roll just gave him a nod.

“So, you know Painter, yeah?” he asked warily.

Julius tapped his head. “It’s a tough one to explain, but I got him up in here.”

For a long, long moment Jelly Roll stared at him, then bust out laughing. As he crossed the porch, he dropped into his favorite swing and smiled. Well, Jelly’s version of a smile. No teeth and a big hole from his mouth out the back of his head.

“That sounds like Painter, fo’ certain,” the swinging man said. “Like he gone and possessed a ghost, now? Oh yeah, sounds about right.”

Julius pointed to the other side of the porch swing and got a nod. Slowly, he eased down and let out a long sigh when his butt contacted the seat.

“Oh, that is good,” he said. “Been a long while since I sat down. Man, you missed the little things.”

“And the big things, too,” Jelly said. “Miss it all, ya do.”

Inside Julius’s head, Painter reminded him that the reason he could sit was because the swing had grain. That it had come from extreme violence. And, given the shape of Jelly’s pie hole, it was easy enough to guess where that had come from.

Leaning back against the swing, Julius pointed back at the city. “Looks like a lot of folks have cleared out.”

Jelly nodded and looked at his hands. “Rounded up and stolen. Only a cherish few left in the city, and we keep hidden, mostly. But I think their reapin’ days are done for now.”

Julius told him what they’d seen at Stone Mountain. The big smile on the man faded, but hadn’t dimmed entirely. Painter had never seen Jelly without some hint of a grin on his wide face.

“End times, like the good book promised,” he said and sighed. “Maybe a good thing.”

“It’s not a good thing, friend. Me and Painter and some other folks are trying to make sure it doesn’t happen.”

Jelly laughed, a big guffaw that would have echoed if he’d been alive. “Huh. That woman, she’s a god in all this here place. Y’all gonna take on a god?”

Julius shrugged. “We’ve got help.”

“You gonna need more than dat there. You’re gonna need a miracle and the only one doling out things like that is the one person you’re up against!” He ended on a big smile but didn’t have his heart in it. “But I do wish you luck with all that. This place never felt right. It’s my home, but not my home, yeah?”

“I feel you,” Julius said, and Painter reminded his friend they were low on time. “I’m getting to it, man, I’m getting to it.”

Jelly titled his head. “Getting to what? Ah, right, is he pestering you now? Painter Mann, he do pester.”

“I don’t pester!”

Julius laughed. “A little. Jelly, do you happen to know of a certain lady around these parts?”

“Hey, Jelly knows all the ladies,” he said, rubbing the belly of his dirty t-shirt. “And they all know me.”

“She can change her clothes, Painter tells me. Goes by the name of Madame Mini.”

The man on the other end of the swing gently kicked his feet a few times and nodded slowly. “Yeah, sure. Mini is good people. Got some juju, she does. Sweet girl, but you don’t want to make her angry wit you.”

“Have you done that, Jelly?” Julius asked with a grin.

He shrugged. “I dint do it twice, I’ll tell you that,” he said. “But Mini knows this town even better than me. If she’s around and don’ wanna be found, you won’t find her.”

“Is there any way to get a message to her? We need her help.”

Jelly shook his head slowly. “You could go a-wander up and down the streets calling for her, but I wouldn’t recommend that. People making too much noise don’t do that for long. Then, they don’t do much of anything afterwards.”

Julius’s shoulders rounded, and he sighed.

“Best plan is to find some place to sit a spell and ride it all out,” Jelly said, staring up the dark sky.

When the machines had first fired up, tendrils of light had crisscrossed the heavens. Now it was like a dull film had been laid across the stars.

Julius said, “Don’t think we can sit this one out.”

“Suit yesseff,” the Big Easy local said, then patted the bench. “I’ll be right here.”

The other man stood, slowly siding toward the rail. He reached out and grabbed the chain of the swing to stop. “Do you have any idea where Madame Mini might have gone?”

“Won’t be her old place, now,” Jelly said, with a long sigh. “I know that the voodoo woman had been looking pretty hard for ol’ Mini. She was hunting around to put her into one of her monstrosities. Time a-while, she went and gave up.”

Julius stared out into the rows and rows of houses and didn’t see a flicker of stain anywhere.

“Voodoo Cher didn’t give up looking for no reason,” he said. “She needed someone with, um, a bit of juju in them for some kind of super machine. I think she found that.”

What she had found was the Professor. Painter had never known his mountain guru to have any voodoo skills, but she had taken part in at least one ritual to trap Voodoo Cher in a basement. Whatever power she had, it was the sort the voodoo priestess needed.

Jelly said to Julius, “Well, if she found what she need, maybe she won’t come back this way, then.”

“Oh, she’ll be back,” Julius said, shaking his head. “With an army of the dead. And nobody’s going to be safe.”

“Maybe it’s best you hidin’ then like the few of us left?”

Julius shot a look at the man on the swing. “There’s a time to keep your head down and time to stand up. The real trouble comes when people can’t tell the difference. No time to hide right now.”

Jelly shrugged. “Tell that to Mini, then, yeah?”

“Ha, I would,” Julius said, lightening up. “If I could fi—ahh!”

With a big gut-busting laugh, Jelly lifted his feet and pointed at Julius. The man’s mouth was so wide, Painter could see a row of houses right through his head.

“Maybe looks like she done found you!”

Julius spun around, looking left and right at the porch. Then he bent down and reached for his calf.

“How the hell did I just get scratched?” he said, and Painter felt a smile growing.

A faint glow from the corner of the porch stepped forward. Then it sat, pleased with itself, and licked a paw.

Painter said, “Hello, Ferris.”


Chapter twenty-one



Lucifer


Steve Janus stood at the door, trying to conceal his smile.

Lucifer had sent him a meeting-maker for this little tête-à-tête the previous day. He’d accepted before realizing the location would be a small cabin outside the confines of time and space. Before joining, Janus had instructed his team to forward his important delivery here.

Now it had arrived.

Another knock, this time more insistent.

Janus tried to twist the latch, but it wouldn’t turn. He shot a look at Lucifer, who waved a long, pointy finger. With a tiny wisp of smoke, the door popped open.

“Package for Steve Janus,” the US Postal Worker said, handing over the box. “If you’ll just sign my phone screen, please.”

Janus smiled and wiggled his fingertip all over the display. The signature looked nothing like his own. He took the heavy box under one arm and the door closed behind him.

“That digital signing thing? Your crew stole that one,” he said. “I came up with it.”

“Paper saver. You’re an environmentalist now?”

“No,” Janus said, grinning wider and shaking his package. “I mean, it’s so frustratingly awful, isn’t it? The signature never looks like yours, yet it’s all vaguely legally binding. Wonderful.”

“Don’t get your gag balls delivered here, Janus,” Lucifer said and sighed. “You were saying something about your grand plan?”

“I suppose that now we’re in the endgame, I can tell you,” Janus said as he slowly stripped off the packaging that secured the box. “I have done something incredible. Something you could never do!”

“You mean like lick my own bellybutton?” The Old Man yawned. “Never tried.”

“What? No. How did you—” Steve Janus said, then shook his head quickly. “No, I had a hyper-intelligent AI version of myself head up a corporate entity to create supernatural soldiers from human subjects.”

Lucifer blinked. “There’s a lot to unpack in there. I mean, you’re already artificially intelligent, so did you just copy and paste?”

“You jest,” Janus said, sitting down on the new wicker chair, which was just as uncomfortable as the last. “While I have been preparing to take your throne, an AI Steve Janus has been running a program that built Enhanced warriors. Ruthless, unstoppable monsters that never tire.”

“Why?”

The Hell inc boss grinned wickedly. “Once the voodoo woman has created enough chaos, enough misery, I will unleash AI Steve Janus’s creations to destroy her army of the dead.”

“Ha, how?” Lucifer said. “The moment they break apart, they simply reconstitute. You can’t destroy them.”

“No? What if they couldn’t reconstitute? Yes, yes!”

“What are you talking about?”

“These creatures my AI self has designed are ravenous. Super soldiers with a hunger that cannot be satisfied,” Janus said, his eyes growing as wide as his grin. “They will fight the army of the dead, and then eat them.”

“What?”

“Yes! They will breakfast, lunch, and dinner them!” Janus said, laughing hysterically. “Whether it’s hundreds or thousands, it doesn’t matter. Our Enhanced soldiers will swallow them whole and use those totems to pick their teeth!”

Lucifer stared at the other man. “That is batshit insane.” But could it work? Maybe, he did not say out loud.

“I simply have to pick my moment. The MX will be so high from the misery brought on by her army, it will be like plucking a fat, red cherry. It will be so easy, and I can do it from anywhere with…” Janus paused as he pulled open last folds of the box. “What is this?”

He’d been expecting a hand-held computer that would allow him to monitor the progress of the woman’s dead army. A satellite device with an encrypted connection that gave him full command over his Enhanced soldiers.

When he was ready, he’d flip the switch!

The Enhanced would destroy the voodoo woman’s army, allowing Hell inc to absorb incalculable misery! Not only would all that power give him control of the Underworld—finally kicking Lucifer from his throne—but it would be enough MX to turn the entire world dark!

Finally, with Steve Janus’s hand on the rudder, hell would take over the Earth!

However, that is not what was in the box.

No.

Inside, he discovered a metal cylinder with a note, which he read aloud. “We found this on an island in the middle of Lake Superior. Thought you might want it back.”

The cylinder spun in the box, its red eyes glowing. “Daddy! I have returned!”

With a yelp, Janus threw the box to the ground, and the metallic head bounced out, rolled across the floor, and banged against the wall.

“What is that?” Lucifer said, taking a slow sip of his wine.

The head wobbled upright, then spun to glare at the Old Man. The electronic face frowning, it declared. “I am Steve Janus, you fool.”

“That is… it’s my AI. In a robot,” Janus said, squinting. “A robot head?”

The metal cylinder spun in a circle, tipped over with a loud clunk, then righted itself up. “Oh, it was so dreadful. I was stuck on that island for weeks. Thankfully, some clean-up crew came and put me in the recycling. Wasn’t all bad. I had a passionate love affair with a dented Coors Light can, but once our techs got my tracking signal, they picked me up and have now returned me to you. Back home.”

Steve Janus cleared his throat, walked over to the Janus Head, and crouched down. “Where are my Enhanced soldiers? Have you set them up in strategic points across the Southeast as planned, awaiting my word to strike at the optimal moment so that we might take over the Earth?”

“Ah, no,” the head said. “That all got shat upon by this very feisty woman and a big dude with a weird accent who I believe was a werewolf.”

“A what?”

“A werewolf? It’s been a while.” Lucifer shrugged, then looked at Steve Janus, who was staring slack-jawed at the Janus Head. “It’s a thing, Steve. Not my thing, but it’s a thing.”

“Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Janus said, his face turning red as he waggled his finger at the robot head. “What of our soldiers? The ones who will defeat the army of the dead when the time comes? My grand plan! What I designed you to do!”

“Yeah, not happening,” the Janus Head said, rolling up to a coffee table set up with some nibbles. It dipped a wire into the potato chip dip, then shook the wire and splattered white goop across the wall. “They’re all dead.”


Chapter twenty-two



Painter


“How is that damn cat here?” Julius said as he skated after Ferris, who was running like his tail had caught fire. Painter couldn’t remember ever seeing him run, but as Jelly had said, the city wasn’t safe anymore. Not for the dead.

“The cat belongs to Mini,” Painter said, his voice echoing in his friend’s mind. “They crossed over to this place at the same time. I sort of inherited him for a while.”

Julius hooked left and right as Ferris rocketed through a park. Right through trees and trash cans and benches without slowing.

“Yeah, I remember him from before,” Julius said. “I just don’t know how he’s turned up here, and the first thing he does is scratch me!”

“It’s his thing. Don’t take it personally.”

“Hard not to take claws personally when they’re digging in your leg,” Julius said and slowed, looking for any trace of the feline. “The cat doesn’t leave much stain. Or any. Where’d it go?”

The ghost detective was pretty sure he’d seen the cat dart off into some shrubs, so they cut through two rundown houses to the next street over.

Ahead of them, a one-story building that had stood for a century. Over those years, it had gone through various iterations, and Painter could see where one owner had ripped down lettering from the tenant before. Less exposed to the elements, the paint beneath appeared darker. At one point, the place had been called Angelos.

Most recently, someone converted it into a live theater. Old show posters hung inside aluminum frames on either side of the front entrance.

The box office had one of those tiny mouse hole type windows where you would pass cash through and get tickets back. The glass was so thick, the booth inside looked underwater.

“Looks bulletproof,” Julius said. “Gives you an idea about what sort of area of town we’re in.”

“Or just how bad the shows are.”

Julius grinned. “Or that.”

As Julius passed through the double doors into the auditorium, the place looked oddly familiar to the ghost in his head. But all those sorts of places kind of look the same, which was a comforting thought.

“You know, everything is bullet proof when you think about it,” Painter said. “Just depends on how fast the bullet is going.”

“Deep, little brother,” he said, his eyes twitching left and right. “Deep, deep.”

Beyond the lobby, Julius passed into the theater space. Where rows of seats for patrons had once been, like pews in a church, trash and debris now cluttered the audience area. In the middle, about a dozen tables broken and split. Chairs toppled over.

When Julius looked up, he saw stars.

“That is nuts.”

But they weren’t stars. Just reflected light from very tiny metallic dots in the ceiling. Thousands of them shining in a fake night sky. Then it hit him.

“If those things are sparkling,” Julius said. “Where is the light coming from?”

He glided down the sloping floor toward the raised stage, and when he banged into it, he spun off slowly to the right, where someone had built a short stack of stairs. Hanging from the ceiling, a musty curtain about twenty feet high hid the stage beyond.

The thickness of the dirty red fabric, along with years of mold, mildew, and moisture, would have made it heavy enough to break a bone if it fell on you.

He went up the steps and stopped before passing through.

“Contestant, are you ready to see what’s behind the curtain?” Painter said in a joking tone.

Julius shook his head, knowing that if he said a word, any spook around might hear him. He tapped his finger on his lips and Painter laughed.

“Dude, I’m in your head,” the ghost detective said. “Nobody can even hear me.”

“I can hear you just fine,” a feminine voice said.

Ah.

Ferris poked his face through the dirty curtain and yawned. Julius yanked his leg back, and when the cat swiped, it only clawed at air.

“Ha!” he said. “Missed me, you little mongrel.”

“Be nice to the ghost kitty,” Painter said. “He’s had it rough. Chasing mice all day he’ll never catch makes a cat grumpy. Deep down, he’s got a good heart.”

“Too deep, I reckon.” Julius sighed and passed through the curtain. Fabric, hair, black mold, and then a sight they hadn’t expected.

Behind the nasty curtain, a long-forgotten crew had set the stage as if it were a Broadway show. An off-off-off Broadway show. In fact, so many “offs” it may have circled around and actually ended up back on Broadway.

The set was beautiful in a terrifying way. Like a bikini supermodel with a flamethrower. The scene split down the middle, revealing two very different halves of one house.

On stage left, dark earthy browns and midnight-blues. Two stories high, the bottom level looked like the interior of some fantastical library you could live in. One of those rolling ladders hung down from the upper floor, which would give its user access to six rows of books. If the tomes hadn’t been just painted on.

In front of the bookshelf, a cluttered secretary desk with an old brass lamp casting a meager yellow light.

The top floor displayed a huge circular window in the shape of a ship’s steering wheel. Blue light emanating from this shone down onto a globe, which had toppled from its stand and lay cracked on the floor. The metal bar that once held it resembled a rusted sickle.

In the middle of the stage, tapestries hung from the ceiling—a succession of five in wood-grain tones, going dark to light.

On stage right, a posh sitting room from the nineteenth century. As tall as the other half, this side had just one level with floor to ceiling wallpaper—a field of green where golden fleur-de-lis grew in rows and columns.

Against that wall, a curio cabinet filled with tiny porcelain dolls. A headboard with no bed and a grandfather clock with the arms missing from its face. In the middle of that half of the stage, an antique sofa so exquisitely beautiful, you knew it would be dreadfully uncomfortable.

The mahogany sofa held a long cushion of golden yellow with a matching cylindrical pillow. Its carved wood base branched into four clawed feet. When Julius stared at these, Painter realized the artisan had designed them to look like actual feet. Tiny and a rounded like those of cherubs.

And sitting in the middle of the sofa was a radiant woman in a coal-black dress. The pleat flayed out with a hint of the gray ruffles beneath. The neck line wide and showing off milk-white shoulders.

“You must be Madame Mini,” Julius said and gave her a slight bow.

With a grace uncommon in the InBetween, Mini arose from the sofa and glided toward the man in the tux. She regarded him with a quizzical smile. Squinting, she gently gripped his shoulders and pulled him forward so she could stare deeply into his eyes.

Painter said, “It looks like she’s going to kiss you, man.”

“Uh, I-I am a married man,” Julius stammered.

Mini laughed and shook his shoulders lightly. “I’m not looking at you, cher. Looking at the other one. What in the blazes are you doing inside this beautiful man, Painter?”

“You can see me?”

Julius cleared his throat. “Let’s circle back to the part where she called me beautiful.”

“Of course I can see you,” Mini said, and released Julius from her grasp. As he stood in the middle of the stage, she circled around his ghostly form. “There must be a dandy story about how you got in there, but I doubt we have time to hear it.”

“No, I don’t think we do,” Painter said, and the way her eyes scanned Julius’s body, he felt like he had blushed. “Are you okay, Mini?”

She spun and lifted her alabaster arms in the air as if in exulted prayer.

“We are as good as one can be in such times. And better than most.”

“After the Night Vanishing case, you disappeared on me,” Painter said. “Did you leave the city?”

Mini lifted a shoulder to her chin, then drifted back and returned to the sofa. She looked up at the darker half of the set, staring out the ship-wheel window.

“I have been everywhere and nowhere, but that is the nature of this terrible place,” she said, then put her gloved fingers to her blood-red lips. “I am being cryptic now, my apologies. But, yes, Mini had to get away for a spell. Things went a bit topsy-turvy in our town.”

“I thought you might have followed Voodoo Cher,” Painter said. “Ferris hung out with me for a little while and, in truth, saved my butt. I nearly got taken into the All Time by the chimera and he, um, helped.”

The cat strode across the floor and hopped up next to the woman. She stroked him, her hand never actually touching his ghostly fur.

“He came to pull me out of my darkness, which is what good pets do. It’s in their nature,” she said, looking at the animal with loving eyes. Ferris stared back, bored, because that’s also in a cat’s nature.

Julius took a few steps forward and motioned to the other end of the couch. Mini gave him a noncommittal shrug.

“This is a wonderful city for sitting down. Might be my fav—”

His world went dark for a second as he thumped to the floor, landing on his backside. He stared up at the bottom of the yellow cushion. Mini gave him a bemused smile, running her fingers over the fabric.

“Maybe I’ll stand for a while,” he said, grunting as he got back to his feet. “I expect you know what’s happening up near Atlanta. At Stone Mountain.”

Mini nodded. “Terrible times. Such terrible, terrible times.”

“They’re going to get much worse if we don’t do something, Mini,” Painter said. “She’s gearing up to kill everyone we love.”

“Cher is too powerful. She’s grown far too powerful and,” the woman in the black dress said, shrugging again, “and who can stop her? She created this world out of heartbreak and rage and can bend it to her will. We are all actors on the stage she built.”

Mini drew a hand through the air and laid back on the couch pillow.

“So you’re just going to wait until it’s over?”

Her eyes went distant. “How do you fight a god in the world they made?”

“She’s not all powerful, Mini,” Painter said. “I think when she created the InBetween, even she didn’t know what she was doing. Rules got set in place that even she has to follow. She may have created this realm, but she’s no god.”

“You still planning to take her down, Painter Mann?” Mini said, a sad smile on her face.

“I’m going to at least try. And we want your help.”

Painter explained they needed her voodoo skills to get Raz back into his body. And that, slowly, they were coming up with a plan to defeat the creator of the InBetween.

“Right now she’s just in this world,” he said. “But once she fires up the enormous machine, that’ll change everything. Rasputin’s old crew is coming here to New Orleans. They’re livies and can fight in their world. All us spooks can take her on from this side.”

“How?” Mini asked, her voice flat. “You said you had a plan?”

Painter chuckled. “I said we were slowly coming up with a plan. Too slow for now, but with two teams, we’ve got a chance.”

“Too much drama,” Mini said. “I don’t like drama, Painter Mann.”

“Listen, Madame Mini,” Julius said and dropped to a knee in front of her. “I have seen crazy things since I’ve been in this place. But I have also seen this weird world change. Crack at its seams.”

“Whatever are you talking about, my beautiful man?”

“When Painter showed up, I think he somehow broke this place. Messed it up some.”

Mini laughed, lifting her hands to cover her mouth. “He do do that kinda thing. Our Painter is an odd boy.”

“I’m right here in the beautiful man’s head. I can hear everything you guys say.”

“Right, exactly,” Julius said, answering Mini and ignoring his friend. “But I’ve seen spooks create a pirate ship in the real world. A ghostly woman empower a living man with just her voice. An old skull whistle summoning the natural dead into our world here. Heck, I’ve got a ghost in my ghost head! I don’t think this was in the original design.”

Mini nodded slowly, blinking. “Yes. Yes, I can feel that.”

“I think it’s because Rasputin came here,” Julius said. “He died but was still living, right? He became Painter to hide himself, but by him being in the InBetween, it’s warped up this place some. I think stuff that should be impossible to do… might not be anymore.”

“And, dear man, what is it do you want ol’ Mini to do? What do you think I can do?”

“Well, I would love it if I didn’t have a man in my head anymore,” Julius said and chuckled. “Anything you can do about that?”

Mini looked at Julius and put her feet on flat the floor. Leaning forward, she put her hands on his head and stared into his eyes again. Painter could almost feel her warmth against his body.

“This is some odd juju, fo’ sure,” she said in a soothing, lullaby whisper. “Ghosts living in ghosts, cher? This was never—”

Mini shrieked and thrust her arms out. Julius’s body seized, bracing as if a chimera might burst through the wall and smash into them. Instead, he saw claws, fur, and a feline face. The cat’s half ear twitched as its paws padded across Julius’s shoulders.

“Ferris, stop playing now,” Mini chided, and Painter heard her voice echo around the stage.

Echo?

Painter felt Julius roll sideways, the two halves of the stage flipping in his vision, each trading places with the other over and over. He had to put a hand out and will some juice into his fingertips to stop the spinning. When he stopped, he noticed it had been his hand.

Painter spun back and looked at the stage.

The colors seemed brighter. The edges of the stage furniture more defined and sharper. Mini stood from the couch and walked past Julius, who was kneeling just a few feet away.

“There you are,” Mini said and extended a hand to Painter. He looked at his fingers. His hand. His arm. He looked down at his body.

Julius rolled his head back toward his friend. “Did that kitty just claw you out of my body?”

“I… I have no idea what just happened,”

When they all looked toward the sofa, Ferris sat there just licking a paw. He drew it over his half ear and licked at his paw again. Just any other day.

Smiling, Painter reached up for Mini’s hand and this world spun away.

Whoosh—

The sun warming my face is so lovely today, I can’t take enough of it in. Staring up, I spin in a circle and raise my arms. My dress lifting away from my legs, I can feel the cool breeze of it. The grasses against my calves.

A light applause breaks out and I open one eye to see two gentlemen, finely dressed, on a blanket sipping drinks. One lifts his cup to me as I continue to spin, a smile growing on my face. This is the finest of parties, and I never want it to end.

The firm hand grips my arm. I yelp from the pain of it and look down at his fingers.

“Why are you making a fool out of me, Mini?” he says, the ever-present scowl upon his face. “It’s vile and flirtatious. You want the attention of other men? You want other men to look at you. Is that it?”

“No, darling, no,” I say, pleading with him, but he only squeezes harder. I will have to change dresses. Something with sleeves to cover those marks. “The day is so fine, I just—”

“Why must you embarrass me, cher?” he says, his eyes reddening with rage. “I am tiring of this. I will not tolerate disrespect. Not from my own wife! You will obey me or—”

—Whoosh

The sunny day blinked away, replaced by the dreary stage behind the curtain of a rundown theater. Painter felt his mind drifted back into place.

“Oh dear,” Mini said, holding her hands by her sides. “I forgot about that. And I apologize for any sort of distress I may have caused.”

Painter shook his head and wobbled to his feet. He stumbled slightly. It had been a while since he’d been on his own legs.

“No, no, that’s not your fault. I just can’t touch other spooks…” His voice trailed off, and he looked at her. “Wait, I thought you had done that to me.”

“Done what, now?”

“You know. It was after meeting you I started getting visions of people’s past lives when I touched them,” he said. “I thought that was something you did.”

She shook her head and shrugged. “Not that I know of. But like your friend says, maybe you being here just busted this place up some.”

Julius stood and drifted over.

“Glad you are outta my head,” he said. “I got enough going on in there already.”

Mini drifted back and slowly spun. They both watched as her gown transformed into soft a soft pink flowing design

When she stopped spinning, she looked at them and bent into a polite curtsy. Then she laughed, gripped her dress, and shuffled it back and forth.

“Maybe there is a bit more magic in this dark place than we knew, cher,” she said. “Okay then. You go and bring that Rasputin boy here, and we’ll set him straight. Then, you can speed up that slow plan you all are working on.”

“Thank you, Mini,” Painter said and slipped his right middle finger into his ear.

It was time to bring everyone together.


Chapter twenty-three



Rasputin


When Boo pulled up next to the rundown New Orleans theater, I felt weary. An odd thing for a ghost to feel, but spooks still got emotionally exhausted. The ride from Minneapolis to New Orleans should have taken just ten minutes, but Anza said the super-speed made her nauseous. And, at that velocity, an errant hurl could have taken out a minivan.

Besides, we still had to wait for Uncle Jerry and the Actor to show up with my body. Huh. That’s a sentence I’d never thought I’d say.

He and the Actor were coming from Orlando, a two-hour flight in the private jet, so we’d left the Twin Cities at a leisurely place. Twelve hundred miles in three hours.

“I don’ want to motorcycle ride again anymore,” Anza said, gingerly dismounting the bike. “Next time, I will maybe take the Uber.”

Sally grumbled. “Fine by me. Me and Horse will be happy to leave all this craziness behind.”

Anza wobble-stepped into the street and looked up at the old building where Painter told us to meet. Of course, I hadn’t had anyway to tell my fellow riders where we were going. At least not without beeping the horn like some panicked Old West telegraph operator who’d just spotted Navajo raiders on the horizon.

But, since I was steering the bike, I’d just told Bucephalus where to go. Like a good demon bike, he got us door-to-door.

A door that Anza recognized.

“Is this the place we went to before, Razzie?” she said, staring up at the theater. “When we were searching for the lamp spindle?”

It had been more than a year, but when I saw the faded script on one wall, I knew she was right. I wondered whether, in this collision of past and present, if that moment had somehow exposed a heretofore unknowable truth. That we’d inadvertently pulled back a curtain to reveal the hidden clockworks of the universe, the secret to how it all worked.

But I forgot all about that stuff when a taxi wheeled up and skidded to the curb. The door popped open and Uncle Jerry burst out.

“Anza!”

“Uncle Jerry,” she shouted back, and they embraced.

The Actor kicked his door open and stepped out. “Yeah, I’m here, too. No hugs for the famous guy?”

Anza and Sally both looked at him. Sally grumbled. Anza giggled.

“Why are you back into wearing that outfit?”

Yep. Dude was a pirate. Again.

“I was in the middle of my movie premiere when I got conscripted by this guy,” he said, throwing a thumb at Uncle Jerry. The driver hit the horn again and the Actor gave him a wave. “You wanna help me with our luggage?”

Sally frowned. “Luggage? This ain’t no vacation. Besides, we got enough clothes to wear just from the stuff Anza brought.”

“You would not fit my clothes, Sally Scull,” Anza said, shaking her head. “Too tall. Too muscular. And I expect huevos like two angry hedgehogs.”

“Hey, now, I don’t—” the gunslinger said, then smiled. “Actually, I approve this message.”

When I turned, I saw Uncle Jerry dipping into the trunk. He called over Sally.

“You wanna help?” he said, lifting out an arm. My arm, by the way. “Our boy has been in some kind of suspended state for nearly a year and hasn’t lost a pound.”

“Hey!” I shouted, and Uncle Jerry threw his hands up.

“Sorry, Razzie. I forgot you were here.”

And I’d forgotten he could hear me. It was nice to be heard again. I cringed as the pilot and the gunslinger pulled my undead body from the back of the taxi. They dragged me out and over the lip of the trunk and almost dropped me.

I swallowed hard, then remembered something. “We saw a picture of you when you were a kid, Uncle Jerry.”

“Oh yeah?” he said, grunting with the effort.

“Had to get something from my past, so we went to my mom’s place.”

Uncle Jerry stopped for the briefest moment. At first, I thought he was just trying to work out how to lift my body without dropping me. But the pause hung for a long moment.

He asked me, “How is your momma?”

“She’s Mom,” I said. “And I’ve got a few questions for you about family relations. Specifically, your brother.”

“Later, yeah,” he said and elbowed the trunk closed. Then he and Sally lifted me, dragging my feet across the road toward the old theater.

Anza gave the Actor a hug and then pointed at the taxi as it drove away. “The driver did not ask about the man you put in the trunk?”

“Ha, no,” the Actor said. “This is New Orleans. That’s probably the third body he’s had in his trunk this week.”

Dawn was still a few hours away, and this part of town hadn’t yet woken up. Peaceful and quiet. At least for now.

We all went inside, ghosts and livies, to reunite me with my undead body.

That’s another thing I never thought I’d say.

***

If you’ve never had to orchestrate a voodoo ritual between living people and ghosts, I have a suggestion.

Don’t.

It was chaos. Thank God I wasn’t in charge of catering.

“Can we get some service over here?” the Actor said, banging his fist on a broken table that still had all its legs. The livies had scrounged around the theater for chairs and found enough for our crew. Around the table sat Sally, the Actor and Anza.

Uncle Jerry had joined us up on stage, because he was the only livie who could hear the dead. That troubled me because, in the InBetween, only those close to death had that capability.

Or maybe he was just different. Well, sure, he was certainly different.

And also, the brother of Steve Janus, the leader of Hell inc. Maybe that was why he could hear ghosts? Some parallel realm spiritual nepotism?

I didn’t think so. My fear was that Uncle Jerry was sick and keeping it secret. But those pressing matters had to wait while we embarked on our “save the world” business. The fate of every living person on the planet getting in the way of my personal business.

So unfair.

Our pilot had discovered the thick ropes that drew open the curtain, revealing the stage behind it. Some show had been in production and just stopped. It seemed like someone had hastily stitched together two worlds, splitting the set down the middle.

Uncle Jerry and Sally carried my body up the steps and laid it on an uncomfortable-looking sofa. Head on the cushion, empty eyes staring up at the ceiling.

“This is very exciting. What are we going to see?” Anza shifted in her seat and nearly fell from the busted chair. “It is like fireworks and laser show?”

“Don’t know think so,” Uncle Jerry said. I’d explained to him that a dead woman named Mini would conduct the ritual. “Our master-of-ceremonies here is a ghost, so if there is any sorta show, we’ll only see half of it.”

“This is not a show to entertain, cher,” Mini said. “Not to be taken lightly.”

Uncle Jerry lifted his hands and lowered his head. “My apologies, ma’am. I meant no disrespect.”

“UJ,” the Actor said, leaning back on his chair. “Don’t make the ghosts mad, okay? I’ve seen the movies.”

Sally snorted. “I ain’t seen them. Go ahead and make ‘em angry. I’m up for some entertainment.”

Our pilot spread his arms out and shook them.

“It’s hard enough to concentrate when I don’t have to be the intermediary between parallel dimensions of human existence,” he said. “So can the living people here please shush for now? Madame Mini, what can I do to help?”

Mini instructed Uncle Jerry to place the totem we’d brought back from my mom’s house on the chest of my body. Anza stood, walked over, and handed it to him. After she did, she closed her eyes and clasped her hands. When I saw her lips moving, I fought back a sob.

She was praying. Praying for me. Sure, praying for me ahead of a voodoo ritual, but I’d take it.

The sight of my childhood teddy bear elicited an “awwww” from Sally and the Actor, and they got scolded with a finger from Uncle Jerry. Not the one I would have used, mind you.

Anza returned to the table as my two noisy friends, in unison, put two pinched fingers to their lips and twisted them. Buttoned up.

Mini spun a few times and her dress returned to the dark one she’d been wearing when we first found her in the old theater. She stood over my body and began muttering under her breath. It sounded like whispering. It sounded like song. None of the words could I make out.

I could feel an electric hum crackle the air around us.

Julius looked over at me, his arms wrapped around his body. “Getting colder in here. Is that normal?”

“How would I know?” I felt it too. A sense of something off. A wrongness. Maybe I was just getting nervous that some woman was performing a ritual over my body.

Painter sidled up an arm’s length away.

“Hey, me,” he said.

I laughed. “Hi, me,” I said. “You know, I remember when the Professor and I came up with you.”

“Yeah, so do I. I mean, now I do. I’ve got all your memories.”

“Right,” I said and lowered my voice. “Did you know that Uncle Jerry is the brother of Steve Janus?” When I saw the look on his face, I could tell that he didn’t.

His eyes lost focus. “So ‘Steve’ is Steve Janus? Damn,” he said and slowly shook his head. “That does explain why you got put on Hell inc’s ‘don’t kill this guy’ list when you were working with Sally.”

I nodded. He was right.

“So our father,” he continued, “died and became the head of an underworld corporation trying to take over hell from the Devil.”

Watching Mini perform her ritual, I said, “It does kinda explain why I, um, we are kinda messed up in the head.”

“Kinda?” he said with a wry smile and shivered. He looked up at the ceiling. “You feel that?”

“She’s pulling energy in for the ritual,” I said, and a ball of light swirled over my body’s chest. I looked back at my friends at the table and saw the pinpricks of light reflected in their wide eyes. “That light is crossing into the living world. And the ceremony is making things all buzzy.”

Painter waved his hand in front of my face to get my attention. “No, man. We know that feeling, and it’s not coming from whatever Mini is doing.”

Looking around the theater, I didn’t see any danger, but he was right. I could feel it.

A dark shadow shimmied above us, warbling the slats of the ceiling. I couldn’t tell if that had come from the ritual or…

“It’s not from the ritual,” Painter said and looked toward the theater doors. “We are not alone”


Chapter twenty-four



Rasputin


“What are we looking for?” Julius said, nervously glancing at the sky. “I don’t like being out here in the street.”

I’d told Uncle Jerry the dead folks needed to head outside and that he should carry on and help any way he could with Mini’s ritual.

Me, Painter, Julius stood in front of the shuttered theater, searching for whatever was causing the unease. Ferris the cat wandered out and stood next to my ghost twin. It might have been my imagination, but I swear I thought I heard it purring.

Still hours before dawn, the livies were sleeping off their hangovers. And we couldn’t see the telltale glow of spooks anywhere either.

“It feels like the apocalypse,” I said, my own words making me jittery. “As if the world has died.”

Julius scowled at me. “Don’t say spooky shit like that, Raz. I get enough of it from Painter.”

Me and the ghost detective looked at each other. I smiled at Julius’s comment, but then Painter’s eyes widened. He turned back toward the theater.

“Well, then. That may be a problem,” he said, and we turned to face the same direction he was.

I nodded. “Uh. Yeah maybe.”

In the sky above the dead-dark city, a river of light flowed from the clouds down into the theater. Mini’s ritual was drawing energy and illuminating the building. I wondered from how far away you could see the column of light.

I got that answer a moment later.

“Uh, guys?” Julius said. Before I could turn around, I heard Ferris hiss. “Yeah, looks like that voodoo stuff has caught the attention of you-know-who.”

Just above the horizon, a glowing pyramid shape grew from the size of my thumbnail, larger and larger, as it closed in on us.

“Who is you-know-who?” I asked. “What’d I miss?”

Painter slid away from the street and onto the curb. We joined him under the theater marquis, but it wasn’t like we could hide there in the dark. Just the opposite.

As the flying machine got closer, I could see it rotating left, then right. Searching.

“It’s Bak Mei,” Painter said, his words sounding heavy. “That White Eyebrow guy who honchoed the machine in China.”

I took a half step back. “It’s here?”

Julius said, “We had a brief tangle with him at Stone Mountain. You think he followed us?”

“Wouldn’t matter,” Painter said, nodding toward the ribbon of light piercing the theater’s roof. “You could see that from miles away.”

Looking up, I just gawked. Along the edges of the machine’s base, I could see robed ghosts sitting, legs crossed, at all four corners and two between each of them. Monks. Ghost monks.

“How is it flying?” I muttered.

Painter laughed. “Because it’s worse, right?”

I didn’t find the scene as funny. Despite me and him being the same person, our experiences were vastly different and our personalities had diverged. Death had forged his identity, and the bleakness of the InBetween had tempered it. That kinda made him a grim dude, but it also meant he was better equipped to deal with dark shit than I was.

“So, wait,” I said. “Is White Eyebrow going to fly into that column of energy?”

“He’s a warrior monk, not a moth,” Julius said, smiling to let me know he wasn’t giving me grief. “And it looks like he’s seen us.”

“That was the point,” Painter said, stepping out of the dark and into the street again. “We need to draw them away from the ritual. Our job will be to hold them off.”

We all jumped at the sound of metal scraping against concrete. The door to the theater swung open, and our pilot poked his head out.

“Mini says she needs you in here to complete the ritual, Razzie,” Uncle Jerry said and looked left and right. “You guys out here?”

“Yes,” I said and glanced at the two other spooks. “How are you two going to take on that guy alone?”

Julius rubbed his mouth. “With aplomb.”

“Yeah, that.,” Painter said. “And I think White Eyebrow may be looking for me, not the laser light show behind us.”

I asked him, “Why does he want you?”

“The Professor is in Voodoo Cher’s super machine,” he said. “She’s trapped but resisting. If our demigod gets me, I’ll act as a totem and she can directly channel the Professor’s energy.”

“Right,” I said, and grinned at him. “So you’re like the Professor’s old teddy bear?”

“Something like that.”

I turned and headed toward the theater doors. “You guys be safe.”

Julius sighed. “I don’t think that is in the cards.”

***

Once I got back inside, Mini told me to lie down beneath my undead body. Uncle Jerry described what he was hearing to the three livies sitting at the rickety table. I heard a low rumble outside and my chest ached. Julius and Painter were facing a cadre of flying ghost monks powered by one of the woman’s machines.

But I couldn’t think about that for the moment. Had to focus.

Madame Mini raised her arms, her body pulsing with energy. And where I couldn’t hear her muttering before, the words she spoke now dug into the cracks and fissures of my mind.

“Écoutez-moi, esprits de l’autre monde!”

Uncle Jerry took a few steps back, patting his blue flight suit. He dug into his pockets and looked at my body laying prone, motionless, on the antique couch.

“Anything I can do here, Mini?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

She shook her head once, an act he couldn’t see. She was deep in concentration, muttering to herself, so I answered.

“Let her do her thing, man,” I said, my voice quivering. “But stand close and be quiet.”

“Right. Got it,” he said, digging out his wallet. He opened it up. “Damn. I must have lost my rolling papers when I pretended to be a ride inspector.”

“That’s not being quiet.”

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s… I could really use—”

“Uncle Jerry,” I said, my throat feeling thick. “Please.”

The old pilot tapped his head and nodded as he continued to dig through his pockets.

My chest buckled, and I saw the body above me do the same. Mini’s chanting grew louder, the echo of them ringing in my ears, and I began to understand the words of the ritual.


Hear me, spirits of the otherworld!

I call upon the powers who dwell in the shadows.

Heed my will, surrender to my command.


Around me, the theater shimmied, slid away, and fell into nothing.

***

Painter and Julius stared up at the machine, its square base slowly spinning as it drew closer and closer.

“This ain’t exactly going to be a fair fight,” Julius said and swallowed. “But I’ll go easy on ‘em.”

The ghost detective couldn’t help but laugh. He turned to his friend and onetime Temp.

“No matter how this turns out,” he said, “I’m going to miss you when it’s over. I couldn’t have asked for a better partner in this madness.”

“Kind of you to say, Paint.” The man in the tux nodded up to the approaching machine. “I might have asked for someone bigger and stronger, but yeah, glad to have met you.”

That reminded the ghost detective of their other friend. The one stuck in the All Time.

“It would be great to have Gary here,” Painter said. “Whatever happens, I gotta get him back from that hell.”

“We’ll get to that,” Julius said. “Right now, we got bigger fish to fry. And by fish, I mean blood-thirsty monks in a flying monstrosity powered by enslaved murder victims.”

The machine emitted a blast of energy, throwing the two ghosts to the ground. The electric-blue pyramid tilted forward, moving faster. Closer.

Painter sucked in a breath and looked up. Standing on the edge of the machine, White Eyebrow glared at him. Staff held above his head, dripping with energy.

“You alright?” Julius said, stumbling to his feet, keeping his eyes on the sky.

Painter stood and rolled his hands into fists. How the hell are we going to fight these guys if we can’t even reach them?

White Eyebrow began spinning the staff, drawing more energy from the machine behind him. Electric light arched and danced between the monks sitting along the edge.

“Yeah, screw this,” Painter said and started running toward the derelict parking lot across the street. “Julius! Can you skate without me inside your head?”

His answer came when he saw the man in the tux whip past, moving fast. Painter pumped his legs harder and was right behind him. Julius bent around the edge of the lot; his friend turned the opposite direction.

Where they had split, another bolt of energy struck, and the already busted concrete exploded into rubble.

The two ghosts, both skating, crisscrossed, and Painter shouted, “Just keep moving!”

“You got it,” Julius shouted back. “If Bak Mei keeps that up, the livies are gonna work out real soon that something weird is going down.”

Painter bent his knees and made a hairpin turn. A blast hit a parked car, shattering its windows. Glass rained down like crystal hail.

“It won’t make a difference,” he said, whipping through the thin stain trail of his friend. “The living can’t do anything about it.”

Julius wove around a stone bench, up into a field of dead grass, then back into the lot.

He muttered, “It doesn’t seem like we’ll do much better.”

Painter made a tight circle and burst toward the theater as another bolt from White Eyebrow connected. A mailbox exploded and letters and papers, some aflame, fell like hell-sent snow.

“If he can’t hit us,” Painter called over to his friend, “he’ll get the message that he can’t just pick us off from the sky. He’ll have to come down here.”

Julius laughed, hoping it might drain some of his nervous energy. “We want that now? I don’t know if that makes things better.”

“We just need Mini to finish the ritual,” the ghost detective said., “Then we can all get the hell out of here.”

Julius hopped the curb into the lot of abandoned cars. “Yeah, I’m just not sure—”

Before he could finish his sentence, the ground shook around the two ghosts, throwing them off balance. They tumbled end over end, both spinning as if they’d fallen on a lake of windswept ice. When they turned, Bak Mei’s machine had landed in the nearby field.

The boss shouted commands to his monks surrounding the hideous device. In unison, they all stood. Each dropped into a fighting stance.

Painter and Julius got to their feet.

“You think we should just skate to, you know, South America?” Julius said. “I bet it’s nice this time of year.”

“We don’t stop Voodoo Cher, and it won’t be,” Painter said and nodded toward the theater. “We just need to buy them a few minutes.”

Julius brushed off his tux. “I don’t know if you and me are gonna last a few minutes, little brother.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Painter said, watching their enemy advance toward them. “But aren’t you the one who couldn’t wait to see the ‘cool’ monks?”

“Yeah, I would like to amend that request,” Julius said, and then all the lightness dropped from his tone. “I gotta be honest, Paint. I’m an old schoolteacher, and you’re a shitty detective. These guys are warriors. The odds are not in our favor.”

Painter sighed and nodded wearily. It was actually even more dire than even his friend had described. They not only had to hold off the warriors, but he couldn’t let White Eyebrow capture him. He’d end up in the hands of Voodoo Cher, who would have exactly what she needed to harness the Professor’s next-level energy.

It felt impossible.

Then he heard a voice. Odd words rumbled up the street. The monks heard it, too, and all their heads swiveled. A green glow emanated between buildings on a nearby street. From there, the strange words rolled up the street once again.

Painter smiled when he recognized the voice.

“Tu way pocky way!”


Chapter twenty-five



Rasputin


The surrounding blackness ebbed and flowed through me. As Mini chanted out the words of the ritual, it felt like dark fingers digging into my mind, pulling and stretching my sanity like it was taffy, 


With these sacred rites, I break the veil between realms.

Bones of the earth, blood of the moon,

join that which was torn asunder.


My floating body above me spun. I could no longer see the antique couch or the stage. To my right, my friends were there, but not their table or chairs. Queerly, they hung in the void, legs bend at right angles as if sitting.

Madame Mini grew taller, her arms elongated and draped over me and my body.

Just beyond her, standing at the side of the stage, Uncle Jerry had pulled out a small plastic bag and was digging into it, throwing stems and seeds to the floor.

***

As the big ghost in the dirty white tank top rounded the corner, Painter pumped his fist in the air.

“Jelly Roll!” he shouted as the New Orleans local crossed onto their street. Behind him, a small gang of spooks came with him.

The glow of that crew lifted the hearts of the two ghosts who had to face off against White Eyebrow’s team of trained fighting monks. Before the monks could react, Jelly and his people started running, shouting as they charged.

Painter leaped forward, but Julius cut a line in front of him, skating in a tight arch.

“You can’t, little brother,” Julius said. “For one, you’re no good at fighting with your home movies.”

“I can’t stand by and do nothing.”

“Not saying that, but you also can’t get caught,” Julius said. “They’re either here to stop Mini from draining energy or to grab you. And we can’t let them grab you.”

Painter knew he was right. He’d had the same thoughts moments before.

If only he’d had the was-is bat, then he could whack away at baddies without the threat of getting lost in anyone’s past. But he’d hidden it months earlier in the woods around Stone Mountain. In the few minutes it would take to skate there and back, the fight would be over. Painter felt something brush against his leg and looked down.

“Hey Ferris, not now, okay?” he said and got a slice across the ankle. He flinched, then realized there was a way he could fight and seize up when he touched his enemies.

The cat turned, flicking its tail in the air. As if the cat had known it, too.

“You are an odd little beast.”

Painter braced himself as he reached out and grabbed the tail. Ferris hunched down and extended his claws on all four paws. The ghost detective gingerly lifted him up, and the cat growled. Not at him.

The cat wanted to get into the fight.

Painter began swinging the creature over his head, the swish of claws slicing through the air.

Julius stumbled backward, ducking his head low. When he saw the cat was onboard with what was happening, he shook his head and laughed.

“I am glad that mongrel is on our side,” he said.

And the two of them burst forward to join the battle for New Orleans.

***

“Akashic records, imprint this flesh.

Ancestral energies, restore this vessel.

Let the spirit return to its mortal form!”


My mind splintered, and my ghost flesh boiled. The vacant body above me spiraled in a slow circle. Tendrils of light whipped and crackled between us. In my mind, I could smell ozone.

The ground rumbled, and the images flickered as I felt the connection stutter.

I watched as Madame Mini’s focus wavered, just for a moment. Her eyes cast to somewhere beyond where my living friends sat without sitting. They didn’t even seem to notice, whispering to one another. As if waiting for a show to start.

Uncle Jerry was still digging around in his pockets for rolling papers.

Another shudder shook the world. A crippling burst of power had come from outside.

Outside the theater.

The thick beam of light above us shook and warbled. I felt an ice chill stiffen my body.

Something outside was pulling energy away from us and draining my life with it.

The ritual was failing.

***

Jelly Roll ran toward the nearest combatant, raised a fist as if to punch, then ducked low and pumped his legs. The Shaolin monk had been preparing for a strike. It hadn’t prepared for the rotund man to roll forward and take him out at the knees.

The monk flew back, a gulp of energy ripped from him by the rolling man, and then smashed into one of his brethren, who fell into the brown grass of the abandoned lot.

“Tu way pocky way!” Jelly shouted, energized by the juice he’d stolen in the double collision.

Julius had always told anyone who’d listen he was “a lover, not a fighter” but he discovered something about himself out on the dead grass and broken rock. He was a fighter, after all.

“Come get some!” he shouted as he poured all his energy into an arching haymaker directed at the jaw of the monk before him. Julius missed, but still connected with his enemy’s shoulder.

He was a fighter, sure, just not a very good one.

However, in the ethereal world of the InBetween, it didn’t matter where you struck a ghost. A blow to the face dealt the same damage as a blow to a shoulder. Juice flowed into the tuxedoed man, and he glowed brighter than before.

Julius flinched when he heard a shrieking howl and the whoosh of knives slice through the air. Snapping his head around, he realized those hadn’t been knives.

“Keep that feral beast’s claws far from me,” he said, chuckling as he did, drunk on the burst of juice coursing through his body.

Painter Mann gave him a two-fingered salute with one hand. With the other, he held onto the tail of Ferris, swinging him around, well, like a dead cat. But this dead cat was far more lively than most. Actually, more lively than any other dead cat.

All four claws raked down the back of a Shaolin monk who’d been preparing to drop a hammer blow on a dead street vendor in a green smock stained black with blood. The garden trowel that had killed her some fifty years early still stuck out of her neck.

“Thanks, Paint,” she said, getting to her feet and launching her left boot into the face of the fallen monk. “Had ‘em right where I needed him.”

For his part, Painter had to keep swinging the ghost cat by its tail. If he stopped, those extended claws could slice into him.

“No problem,” he said, twirling his arm, looking for another enemy. He hadn’t had to look long. As he’d swung the cat over his head, he hadn’t seen the monk racing up behind him. The ghost detective heard the scream and felt a trickle of juice bubble up into his arm. Ferris had struck so many of their enemy, the cat was glowing like a lightning bug with its high beams on.

Painter saw another flash, and he spun toward it. He watched as a thick vein of light burst from Bak Mei’s staff. But the lead monk hadn’t been directing his attack at any of the New Orleans crew.

Another bolt exploded from White Eyebrow’s staff, striking the column of light that cut through the top of the theater into the dark sky above.

“Julius,” Painter shouted. “That lead asshole is attacking Madame Mini’s energy stream. He’ll screw up the ritual.”

“On it.” Julius spun in a tight circle, and the other man watched him lift slightly. Then the man in the tux pumped his legs, skating toward Bak Mei.

Painter, still swinging the dead cat, smiled. “He stole my best move.”

He watched as Julius wove around bursts of fighting, then leaped over two combatants locked in some crazy-looking WWE wrestling scenario. Suplex or boloflex or whatever it was called. Maybe they were fighting or maybe they were seeing if they could finally have that child they’d always dreamed of.

This extra juice is making me loopy. I gotta keep my head in the game!

Another bolt of energy shot out from White Eyebrow’s staff. However, this one did not target the tower of light. It had run parallel to the ground.

“Julius, look out,” Painter shouted as lightning struck his friend’s chest. The man’s arms and legs shot forward as if a cannon ball had smashed him in the gut. Julius tumbled backward, end over end. Painter wanted to go help, but two more of the monks were now racing toward him.

He got up on his own skates, arched to his right, while strafing the air to his left.

“Rreeeownnn!” Ferris growled, slashing the monk across the flank.

“Yeeooowww!” the monk shouted, gripping his side and tumbling to the ground.

Before Painter could turn and strike the other man, the monk had beaten him to it. His body bucked as a fist seemed to pierce his skin and slam into his heart. The ghost detective dropped to his knee and hunched over.

For a millisecond, he saw sunlight and golden fields and then it was gone.

Ferris landed on all fours, slipped out of Painter’s grasp, and leaped at the attacker, who ducked out of the way. The cat missed but slashed another enemy before hitting the ground at a sprint. As it ran, it raked its claws across the ankles and calves of their enemies.

“Eeeuugh!”

“Owww!”

“Heeeeyow!”

A local spook dressed as a high school football player smashed into the monk above Painter as he caught his breath. As his vision returned, he surveyed the surrounding scene.

He saw ghostly forms, dimly lit, lying around the field. In the street and across the sidewalk. Standing over them, the monks were landing fists, kicks, and elbow strikes. He watched as one of the Shaolin rose, spun in the air like an Olympic figure skater, then smashed his knee into the skull of a man in a rumpled, purple business suit.

“We’re losing,” Painter said, slowly getting to his feet. He heard a yowling sound and when he turned, he saw a blast from White Eyebrow strike just inches in front of Ferris. “We can’t. We can’t lose.”

But they were.

***

I felt my consciousness flutter between two worlds. Above me, my body spun as before, but now those movements were jerky and halting. The pulsing tower of light wavered in strength. When I looked over at Madame Mini, her arms were trembling as she repeated the words of the ritual over and over.

Catching only parts of her incantation, I tried to focus on the pull of my corporeal form. My body willing me home.


“I call upon the powers that dwell in the shadows!”


But the pull felt less sticky than before. Like glue losing its tackiness. The beam above us flickered as Mini put all her strength into her incantations. She was fighting for me. She was fighting for all of us.


“Ancestral energies, restore this vessel.”


Seated at the table, the Actor, Anza, and Sally looked anxious. They wanted to help but couldn’t see or hear the battle for New Orleans just outside. However, they could now see the beam of energy that flowed from the stage.

I expected they could see it fluttering as well.

Anza leaned over and said something to the Actor, but I couldn’t hear what. My brain was growing fuzzy.

I didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. Probably a bad thing. The world around me felt thin. No, I felt thin, like watered-down paint dripping down a long, dry wall.

Forcing my head to turn from the theater floor, I caught sight of Uncle Jerry. If I’d had the energy to laugh, I may have.

In the middle of the chaos, the battle for one realm bleeding into the fabric of the other, he was ready to blaze up right there at stage left. Apparently unable to find rolling papers, he’d discovered a squat, gray can and was now stuffing clumps of green into a hole in its side.

Good. At least when the apocalypse came, he’d meet it with a sloppy smile.


Chapter twenty-six



Painter


Painter fell to his knees, his head swimming as the dark streets of New Orleans fluttered back into view. He’d taken a kick to the side of the face, tearing energy from his body, and shooting it into his attacker.

Dude kicked me in the face. Who kicks people in the face?

The impact had been jarring, but it had been the peek into his attacker’s past—a brief flash—that had sent his mind reeling.

Soldiers screaming. Mountain tunnels painted in blood. His comrades with their bellies split open and throats slit. The emotional wallop of it was far more debilitating than a mere kick to the face.

The warriors of a half millennium before morphed into the ghostly bodies of those now desperately fighting for their city. Their dull glow littered the field, the derelict lot, and the street. Some were still on their feet in the battle, but they were fewer than Painter had seen only a minute earlier.

The Shaolin monks had trained as skilled combatants. They’d fought and won battles that changed nations.

Painter, Julius, and the ghosts who joined the fight had been everyday people. Dead now, murdered and trapped in the InBetween, they’d once gone to work, had dinner with friends, played with their kids. They fought, but they weren’t warriors.

What chance did we ever have?

Still, he could not call it quits. Painter lifted a knee and locked his fingers over a thigh, forcing himself up.

“Paint,” a voice called out, raspy and faint. When he turned, he saw Julius, laying on his side. “You gotta go.”

His friend looked older than before. The tux faded and worn. The skin on the good man’s face wrinkled and haggard, as if he were aging by the minute.

“They can’t get you, little brother.”

Painter looked to his left, where two monks were attacking a woman in torn gym clothes from either side. She took a blow to the chin and another to the small of her back. But she wasn’t going down. She swung a fist at one of her attackers, and he fell back. Before she could turn around, the other dropped her with a spinning kick to the head.

“I can’t leave them here,” the ghost detective said. “I can’t run—”

“You have to,” Julius said. “You can’t let them take you to her.”

Painter’s heart sank. Everyone he knew in this realm was hurting.

“What good would running do?” a voice said, slithering up his spine. “Your friends are beaten. You will all soon join the machine.”

Painter twisted around and saw Bak Mei float toward him, the ghost monk using his powered staff to levitate. He drifted over the scene, a hand extended as if showing off his trophies from the battle.

“It was always your path to be defeated,” White Eyebrow said. “This was chosen before you were even dragged into this realm. Predetermined.”

“I don’t believe in that shit,” Painter said, his words slurred by exhaustion. “This isn’t over.”

Bak Mei laughed. “But it is! Look around you. Your comrades have fallen.”

Painter heard a grunt and looked to his left. A weak smile crept to his lips, and he raised a hand toward the dead bodybuilder.

“She’s still delivering hurt on your boys,” he said, watching the woman grip one monk and driving a knee into his face. Her opponent threw his hands up and he flipped backward and smashed into a man in a butcher’s smock. Both fell to the ground.

The woman staggered—the bit of juice she’d taken from her victim not enough to replenish what she’d lost. Two monks were now rocketing across the field toward her. She hadn’t yet seen them, still trying to keep on her feet.

“She would have made a fine warrior,” Bak Mei conceded. “But not strong enough. However, she will make an adequate source of power, like all of you, for the woman’s machine.”

Rage flowed in Painter’s body. Even in his weakness, he felt it course through his limbs and he staggered to his feet.

“Not yet,” he said. “You haven’t won yet.”

Again, Bak Mei laughed. “We have. You just do not know it. Not to worry, soon it will all be over.”

From the ground, Julius shook his head. “Get out of here, Painter!”

White Eyebrow twisted his staff in the air and struck the man on the ground, a charge of lightning illuminating Julius and his body writhed. Painter balled his fists, but even this act drained him.

“Back off, you ass—” he began to say, but then stopped.

Bak Mei flicked his eyes upward and all around. He’d heard it too. A queer sound. Painter felt a shiver roll through him like a wave. And just as it faded, the eerie call filled the air again.

“What is that noise?” White Eyebrow said, then turned to his crew, shouting at them in a language Painter did not know.

What kind of animal makes a sound like that?

Could it be the chimera? No, he’d only heard them snarl and growl. And those remaining abominations were guarding Voodoo Cher’s machine around Stone Mountain.

Painter felt his jaw clench, his body go rigid as the unnatural sound filled the air. It seemed to come from every direction at once. Not an animal. Not a person. It was like some sort of… scream.

Then something drew his attention.

He turned.

Beyond the car lot, beyond the field of dead grass and brambles, he saw an odd, green glow. It appeared to be rising from the ground.

***

I felt my ghostly body buckle and twist as the unholy scream shook me to my core. It felt like an electric shock that went on and on and on.

Madame Mini had dropped to her knees on the stage but continued the ritual, her voice booming.


“Rise up, lost soul! Reclaim your earthly—”


The unearthly screeching repeated, drowning out her words. A sound so unsettling. So unnerving. 


“The InBetween now releases its hold!”


Was Mini causing that sound?

In the light above us, I saw a swirl of smoke. I hadn’t seen that a moment ago. Did that mean the ritual was working or failing? I had no idea. It was my first ritual.

A fetid smell grew around me. I remembered when I’d been Painter Mann, that if I could smell something in the InBetween, it had to be overpowering. What foul creature had caused such an odor?

I heard Uncle Jerry exhale and let out a satisfied groan.

“That’s good shit,” he said and rubbed his mouth.

Pot smoke swirled around him like a fat, lazy snake. I looked at my living friends, and their worried expressions seemed frozen to their faces. Our pilot held the can toward them.

“Y’all wanna take the edge off?”

They all shook their heads, eyes locked on the energy beam that pierced the ceiling.

“Suit yourself. More for me,” Uncle Jerry said and took another drag from his can-bong.

Shards of light sliced through my body, making my eyes bulge and my limbs tense. That sound, that scream, again splitting my mind and laying bare my soul.

Then it stopped and Uncle Jerry blew out a thick column of smoke. The screeching had come from him.

No, not from him.

From his damn bong.

“W-w-what is that?” I stammered, eyes dancing in my head, making the image of my friend shift and flutter.

Hearing my voice, he looked around as if searching for me. Then he held up the can he was smoking his dope from.

“This thing works great! I finally found a use for it.”

It wasn’t a can.

Gray and stained black with age, he was using its short stem as a mouthpiece and one eye as a bowl for his marijuana. Yes, eye.

Uncle Jerry was smoking his dope from the Aztec death whistle.

***

Hovering above Painter, Bak Mei shouted toward his people scattered around the lot and the street. The whistle screamed again, and he scanned left and right, seeking its source.

Painter chuckled and looked over at Julius, who had his hands pressed over his ears.

“Remember that sound? Remember what that does?”

Julius pulled his hands down and pressed himself up from the earth. On his knees, he smiled and nodded.

“That’s the cross-realm roll call.”

Painter shrugged, thinking that was as good of a description as any. The Aztec death whistle had been hidden in an Australian mine for the better part of a century. While in the country, Painter and Julius had taken down the spook who’d wanted to use it. Who’d wanted to raise the dead.

Not the ghosts of the InBetween. That realm was home to murder victims whose killers had never been revealed.

The Aztec Death Whistle cut its way into the realm of the natural dead. Anyone who had died and was willing to answer its call. Because, make no mistake, the death whistle was a call to war.

Just beyond the dark lot, past the barren field, a green glow bled across the horizon and swelled. The ghosts of New Orleans were coming from every direction.

They raced across the fields and down the streets from graveyards around the city. Hundreds of them. Then thousands.

And they were pissed.

Arching forward, Painter willed energy into his legs, trying to step forward. He was wobbly. Then an impact on his shoulders nearly knocked him over. As if someone had thrown a wet towel at the back of his neck and it clung there.

“Hi, Ferris,” he said, and felt claws dig into his back. Ferris had a habit of scratching and swiping other ghosts. But, as Painter had learned, the cat could also gift all that energy to anyone it wanted to.

Painter felt the juice flow through him, energize him, and he was ready to rejoin the fight.

White Eyebrow raised his staff and spun it, calling his crew closer. Slowly, the Shaolin monks drifted toward their leader, eyes scanning to the periphery.

The natural dead flowed toward them like shimmering, emerald ocean waves.

Weaving around the brave fighters of the InBetween, they came from all over the city. Bankers, bakers, and carnival barkers. Students and shyster psychics. Blues singers, guitar players, and even bass players. Ex-mayors, ex-wives, ex-husbands… all the ex-living of New Orleans.

Something welled in Painter’s chest and pressed against the bottom of his throat. All around him and his friends, for miles and miles, the ghosts of New Orleans were rising from the grave to defend their city.

The monks, gathered in the center, searched for a way past, but found themselves surrounded.

Bak Mei called out orders as he raised his staff and targeted one group of ghosts. He shot a blast at them, and they fell back.

However, those behind them braced, caught the tumbling spooks, and helped them up again. The ghost wave rolled closer.

In the street, Painter saw a man in a dirty white tank top, listing slightly from a beating, standing in the street. As if he were a gravity well, a dense mass of powerful emotions, all faces turned toward him

Jelly Roll raised his arms above his head and shouted.

“Tu way pocky way!”

The dead of the city charged at the Shaolin monks. Smashing fists, landing kicks, gnashing teeth with open mouths.

The only thing preventing a full rout was the spinning staff of Bak Mei.

Painter turned to Julius. “The machine. We have to take out his machine!” His friend nodded and called to those behind them.

“Get up, y’all,” he shouted to those members of Jelly’s crew who had been knocked down. “Let the new folks deal with the monks. We’ve got another duty.”

In the field, ghostly bodies entwined. Each time the warriors pushed back a wave of ghosts, another followed behind it. Still more came, but White Eyebrow was holding them off.

Painter, Julius, and dozens of others crossed the busted car lot and slipped into the ethereal machine. The energy from it made their head spin. Within, one hundred forty-four ghosts bent over and thrumming.

The ghost detective went to reach for a crouching woman at the far edge, hesitant.

Julius put his gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder instead. He said to Painter, “You’re not gonna be any use to us if you go and get lost in people’s pasts. Just watch our backs.”

“Watch your backs?” Painter said with a wry grin. “How am I supposed to do that?”

“If anybody comes,” Julius said, helping the woman to her feet, “just swing a dead cat at ‘em.”

As the InBetween spooks pulled more and more trapped souls from the machine, it flickered and sputtered. Then it shimmied and disappeared. The trapped souls were now free.

Painter waved his arm in the air.

“If you’re looking for a bit of payback, they’re over there,” he shouted over the sounds of the battle behind him. “Better hurry though. Won’t be much left of them.”

Once the machine disappeared, the tendril that had been draining energy from the column of light above the theater snapped away with a lightning crack. The beam regained its full power, once again illuminating the dark clouds above.

Painter and Julius watched thousands of ghosts—those from the InBetween and the natural realm—destroy the powerful monk crew. Invading forces will always struggle against those defending their land, no matter how battle trained they might be.

These ghosts were fighting for their home. And for those they’d left behind. They were fighting for the living.

After a minute, the crowd grabbed the monks and their leader, dragging them back through the fields. Jelly Roll slid up behind the two friends.

Julius asked, “Where are they taking them?”

Jelly shrugged.

“What? Is that some secret only for locals?” Painter asked, smiling.

“Ah, now,” Jelly said. “These ain’t the first bad sort our city has had to deal with. We got holes all over this place that live people been dumped in for years. Might t’well chuck a few dead ones down there wit them.”

Painter and Julius looked toward the theater as the beam of light above winked out.

“We better go check that,” Painter said, and they crossed the street, slid up over the sidewalk and crossed into the auditorium. Trailing behind them, Ferris let out a low growl as they passed through the wall.

In the middle of the room, the table was empty and on its side. The livies had run to the stage. Up on the set, the two spooks saw Madame Mini resting on the antique couch. She had an old hand-held fan and was cooling her face.

“Hello boys,” she said, spotting them as they came in. Uncle Jerry lifted his head and searched the room. Next to him, Anza, the Actor, and Sally were chatting and hugging a man in a radio station t-shirt and cargo shorts.

Back in his body, Rasputin was all smiles.

“Did it work?” Julius called out to Mini.

“Yeah,” Raz said and turned toward the ghosts at the door of the auditorium. “With some unintended consequences.”

***

Painter’s eyes went wide. “You can hear us now?”

I pat the shoulders of my friends and stepped to the edge of the stage, looking down at the two ghosts.

“Weird, huh?” I said to him, unable to hide my grin. “I can see you, too.”

“Well, Shaolin monk,” Julius said. “That’s gonna get mighty confusing for ya, looking through your eyes at both worlds.”

Feeling confident, I hopped from the stage and landed on the floor. Then I tripped, rolled once, and stumbled back to my feet.

The Actor pointed at me. “And the hat stayed on!”

“He is not wearing any hat,” Anza said.

Grinning, the short man shrugged. “Felt right at the time.”

Something banged against my ankle, and I saw Uncle Jerry’s lighter had dropped to the floor. We still needed the death whistle, but we didn’t need anyone setting it off when using it as a pot pipe. So I’d confiscated his lighter and told him he’d get it back after the apocalypse.

Re-pocketing it, I walked up to the two ghosts.

“I guess I’ll see the world as a ghost does,” I said. “I don’t know how much that is going to help with what’s next.”

Anza whispered, “Who are you talking to?”

“Painter and Julius,” I said. “The real fight hasn’t even begun, y’all. We’ve still got to take out Voodoo Cher’s machine. It’s got an army of ghosts around it, chimera guarding it, and it’s giving more power to the most-powerful entity on the planet.”

Sally pulled out her pistols. “I’m ready for a fight.”

“I’m down for it,” the Actor said and pointed at the gunslinger. “And I’ll be standing behind her.”

“Hold on.” Anza shook her head and drew her hands in a circle around them. “How can a handful of live and dead people go to defeat a demigod and her ghost army?”

Painter and Julius looked at each other and then smiled at me.

“Uh, about that,” the ghost detective said. “It seems we’ve got a bit more help.”


Chapter twenty-seven



Rasputin


When I’d first met Jelly Roll, I’d been Painter Mann. Jelly had been sitting on his porch, swinging, and biding his time in the InBetween. Watching the world go by. Both worlds. But faced with the threat to those worlds, he hopped off the porch and joined the fight.

“You sure you can keep this bunch in line?” I said, looking at the unruly crew of ghosts filling the streets in front of the theater.

“It still musses up my head some, me here talking to a livie, Rasputin,” Jelly said. “I know some can hear us, but you the first I know can see us, too.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them. Yep, it was still weird as hell.

“It’s kind of like having double vision.,” I said. “And I used to be a big drinker, so I’ve had plenty of practice.”

“That wasn’t drinkin’, that was trainin’,” Jelly said and let out a big belly laugh. He held up a hand for a high five, and I gave it to him. When our hands connected—ghost and livie—it hadn’t felt exactly solid. More like pressing my hand into cold oatmeal.

But I had connected.

“Bein’ both in the livin’ world and ours?” Jelly shook his head, staring down at his fingers. “I don’ envy you that.”

I shrugged. “Dual citizen.”

“Double trouble,” he said and laughed again, but not as big as before.

Painter and Julius came up beside me, looking over the crowd of spooks who were itching for another fight. A few had even taken swings at others, but that got put down quickly. Everyone knew the stakes.

Julius rubbed the top of his head and chuckled.

“So, this is the crew that’s going to help save the world?”

The ethereal bodies filling the street glowed dimly as the sun nudged itself over the horizon. In the next hour, the living people in the city would begin easing out of their homes to start the day. Hopefully, not for the last time.

That all depended on the next few hours. It was time to head north to stop Voodoo Cher and her ghost army gathering on Stone Mountain.

The livies in our group would have to stick to the highways and interstates, while the ghosts could take a more direct route to the battleground. We’d come up with a plan of attack once we got to the scene.

For now, the residents of the InBetween would head out.

Painter said, “We’ll make a beeline for the place and try to gather some more recruits along the way.”

“I’m not counting on that,” Julius said. “A lot of folks in our realm weren’t exactly the altruistic type. Some of those who get killed probably had it coming.”

I nodded. “Right, but it’s now about survival. Even if you’re a selfish prick, you’d probably lend a hand to stop the end of the world.”

Julius gave me a shrug. He didn’t seem convinced.

“Maybe you guys should sit this one out, though,” Painter said and nodded to Uncle Jerry, Anza, Sally, and the Actor. “This is a ghost battle, right?”

“At first, yeah,” I said, “Once she fires up her machine, all those spooks will be in the living world.”

“So, five people against an army that can’t be killed?”

“Well, let’s stop them before that happens.”

Julius pointed at our live crew, who were all standing around Sally’s motorcycle.

“How are they going to get over that way? They’re not all gonna fit on the bike.”

I smiled. “That’s going to be only a little bit complicated.”

***

As I parked the motorcycle, the Actor, Anza, and Uncle Jerry pulled up in a cab and got out. Scooted low in his seat, the cabbie raced away like his tires were on fire.

“I think he’s got the right idea,” the Actor said, looking up at the ten-foot wall surrounding the palatial estate. “Why is it whenever we need transportation it always involves stealing from crime bosses?”

“Because they have the very best stuff,” Anza said. “Crime pays.”

Uncle Jerry smirked. “I don’t think that’s how the saying goes, Anza.”

She lifted her palms to the sprawling complex in front of us. “Just because a saying rhymes do not mean it’s true.”

“Uh, but it doesn’t rhy—”

“Look at the place here,” she said, interrupting him. “This crook man has a mansion.”

Painter, Julius, and Jelly and his crew were heading for Stone Mountain. Sal and I could take Bucephalus, but we needed a ride for the others. And, of course, we’d need something fast. Uncle Jerry had assured us we’d find that at the home of a very bad man.

The house on the outskirts of New Orleans looked more like a resort. Or a fortress.

When Sal and I had ridden up on Boo, I’d passed by the main entrance. A massive iron gate with a giant letter C, written in cursive, across the front.

Since this was New Orleans, I’d wondered if this place belonged to Harry Connick Jr. The singer was the most famous guy I knew in the city. But could Harry Connick Jr. be outright evil? Admittedly, there were hints of a black heart beating in his sculpted, hairless chest. Harry had put out not one, but two jazz-infused Christmas albums, so…

However, the C had stood for something else. Something a truly horrible.

“Arduino Vencentio Cheetle,” Uncle Jerry said, pronouncing each syllable like he was chewing on pork gristle. “He’s the head of a crime family that’s got its claws all through the southeast.”

Anza scrunched her nose. “Why does this name sound familiar?”

“This is the boss of Enrique,” the Actor said. “The fake Honduran drug lord we got that plane from in Atlanta.”

“No, he was a real drug lord,” Uncle Jerry said, looking down his nose. “Just a fake Honduran.”

Sally growled. “Why does any of this matter?”

Uncle Jerry approached the concrete wall and laid his hand on the cold stone. “Because behind these walls is a creature of beauty and grace. And a 455 V-8 engine with 300 horses and 415 lb-ft of torque.”

Right. I’d wondered where his shiny black Trans Am had gotten to.

I said, “Cujo.”

Our pilot turned to us, his eyes misty as he nodded.

When we’d put together the lamp, more than a year ago now, my friends had gotten into a bit a trouble with the local thugs and ended up in a New Orleans jail. In all that chaos, Uncle Jerry’s car got pinched by the crime boss.

“Don Cheetle took what ain’t his,” our eldest friend said. “Cujo will be our sun-roofed chariot in the fight against evil. We gotta get her back.”

***

“I don’t like this idea, Sal,” I said, twisting the bike’s accelerator in my sweaty hand. “I just came back from the dead.”

Sally chuckled. “Quit yer bitchin’, ya pansy. This is going to be proper fun.”

“Fun?” I said, spinning around to look at her. “You’re not the one out front! When bullets start flying, they’ll be coming at me.”

“You’ll be fine,” she said and slapped a meaty hand on my shoulder. “Rasputin, I officially re-hire you as my motorcycle chauffeur.” She paused, and I waited as if I was supposed to feel different. I didn’t. “You’re a freelancer for the Underworld again. You’re protected. Mostly.”

“I don’t feel protected. Are you sure?”

“Only one way to find out.”

“I don’t wanna find out in any way!”

Earlier, when we’d come down the hill toward Don Cheetle’s sprawling home, I’d seen six buildings. That included the main house, a pool house, a guest suite, and a long building next to the rear gate. That was where the head of the crime family kept his prize collection of cars. At least, according to Uncle Jerry.

“He’s got Lambos and Mercedes and all sortsa rides in there,” he’d said, staring at the back gate. “And that’ll be where Cujo is. Probably up on a slow spinning pedestal or something.”

The Actor shook his head. “You could have a Lamborghini and you want to steal at 1976 Trans Am?”

“Can’t steal what’s already yours,” Uncle Jerry had said.

The job of Anza, Uncle Jerry, and the Actor was to slip through the rear gate and nab the car. That meant me and Sally had to draw the attention away from any of Don Cheetle’s crew. And by drawing attention, of course, that meant drawing bullets.

Sally bapped me on the shoulder. “Just ride up to the gate and give ‘em some of the bullshit you do.”

“What does that mean?”

“You got a way of convincing people to do stuff they don’t wanna do, Razzie,” she said. “Just tell them we wanna talk to the head guy. And then when we’re inside, we’ll cause a ruckus.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. I knew ruckus-causing would likely mean holes in my body. Even with the Old Man’s protections, it was going to hurt.

Dropping Boo a gear, I headed down the street toward the front gate. My plan was to roll up, park the bike, and lay some BS on them about how I’d heard that one of the boss’s top lieutenants was planning a coup. Maybe I’d throw Enrique under the bus. Good fun.

That was my plan.

The trouble with that plan was I had assumed I was wholly under control of Bucephalus, the motorcycle. The machine had a mind of its own. And when I turned up the drive and pressed on the brakes, the engine revved.

To my left, a huge guy in a beret and military fatigues stepped out of a guard shack. He held out his hand, pushing it downward, telling me to slow.

Boo had other ideas.

It revved higher, moving faster. The beret dude whipped his rifle around and pointed it at us.

I shouted, “Sorry, trying to slow!”

And I had meant it. I stood up on the bike, holding the grips, jamming the foot brake as hard as I could. I saw two hands come around me, on either side, with pistols in each. Sally fired from both, and the beret guy went down.

“Good idea, Razzie,” she said. “Human shield. Do that again.”

“I’m not—” I started to protest, but then saw the giant letter C growing bigger and bigger. I dropped back down and lowered my head. Hell, I wasn’t driving the bike anyhow.

Bam!

My entire body rattled, my bones, my eyes, my fingertips, and even the tip of my tongue, as we smashed through the iron gate. The bike hadn’t even slowed. Ahead of us, a clutch of ancient oaks, all gnarled together. To our right and left, blacktop lanes arched around the trees like parenthesis, leading to the front door of Don Cheetle.

“Which way?” I shouted back. Boo made the choice for us. “Okay, let’s go right.”

I felt a bee sting on my shoulder and then another on my arm. Not bees.

“Shoot them back!”

Two henchmen stood behind a thick tree on my left and another was firing from atop the wall on my right. What if I got a slug to the temple? Would that give me a headache or put a hole in my skull that would make my head whistle?

I didn’t care to find out, so I ducked down.

“Nice,” Sally said. “Clear shots.”

She fired both barrels at the guys in the woods. Then, without even looking, she shot sideways at the guy on the wall. They both thunked to the ground at the same time.

The bike revved and our front wheel lifted off the blacktop drive. Sally gripped the back of my shirt.

“Don’t go poppin’ wheelies now, daredevil,” she screamed at me.

“You think I’m controlling this bike?

A half-second later, we felt a shock wave as the bike shuddered and flames engulfed us. Boo’s front wheel dropped back down, and we punched through a cloud of black smoke.

Up on a second-story balcony, I saw a man in a white suit and hat armed with a long green tube. I pointed at him.

“I think that’s Don Cheetle,” I said. “And I think he shot a damn bazooka at us!”

Boo had taken the blast to the undercarriage and shook it off. Gently, I stroked the fuel tank, whispering thank yous. If I’d taken the bazooka blast to the chest, I’d have looked like the bathroom at a two-dollar taco night.

Another shot pinged off my right shoulder as we crossed the front entrance. Two massive stone lions sat atop a long set of low stairs. Gunmen were hiding behind each, firing rifles. I got peppered by bullets all down my flank. Eleven of them, I was sure of it, because I felt each hit. Stung like a mother.

When I looked up to the balcony, I saw Don Cheetle reloading his green tube. But now we were racing down the other side of the driveway, away from the house. No way Boo could lift a wheel to block it.

Over my shoulder I shouted, “Bazooka!”

“Put yer head down,” Sally said, then turned around in the seat to face backwards. Was she going to take the shot straight in the leathers? I didn’t think even she could survive that. “But keep the bike steady!”

How was I going to do that? I wasn’t even driving the damn thing. I held onto the handlebars and prayed. An odd thing to do when in the services of the Devil, sure, but we needed all the help we could get.

When I looked in the side mirror, I saw the crime boss lining up his shot.

“Shoot him, Sal!”

“Not… yet.”

In the other mirror, I saw her holding her left pistol out, one eye closed and the other staring down the barrel.

I shouted again. “Shoot!”

Still, she waited. We were coming up to a curve that could hide us, but then the bike slowed.

“No, no, no,” I said. “No slowing, Boo!”

In the right mirror, I saw a twisting ribbon of smoke and flame reaching out for us. Don Cheetle had fired. A blink later, I braced for the impact and heard Sally fire one shot. In the reflection, I could see the missile coming right at us.

Sally hit it, but it did not explode. She’d fired and hit its tail.

I’d never known her to miss.

But she hadn’t been trying to blow it up. When her bullet hit the back of the missile, it spun around and rocketed back the in the other direction.

In the mirror, I saw the eyes of Don Cheetle go wide. Then, like the rest of him, they disappeared in a wall of flame.


Chapter twenty-eight



Rasputin 


A few hours later, we were ready.

Actually, we weren’t ready, but it didn’t matter. It was now or never. Or now and forever.

I looked over Painter’s spook battalion at the edge of Stone Mountain Park. A cluster of green tinted spectral forms laid over the living world.

“The last time I was this nervous, it was my wedding day,” Julius said to Painter. “I can feel my heart beatin’ like a drum right now.”

“You know,” Painter said, looking over the enormous crowd of ghosts waiting for the go word. “You’re dressed like you were for your wedding. Maybe that tux just doesn’t fit right anymore. Happens as we get older.”

Julius cocked an eyebrow. “You’re just jealous because you are still wearing jeans and a hoodie. Whereas I am looking good.”

“Like a penguin.”

“A penguin that’s about to go to war,” Julius said and laughed, clapping as if he had flippers instead of hands. “Beware the battle penguin!”

I said to them, “You guys know your part?”

They nodded.

“Team Cujo will get some of these livies to clear out,” Painter said, nodding over at Uncle Jerry leaning against his car with Anza and the Actor. “I don’t know how they’re going to pull that off. There’s got to be hundreds of people out here.”

“Don’t worry about that. It’ll be fine,” I said, and the ghost detective gave me a wry smile. He knew I was full of shit because he was me. “You’ll come in after Team Boo, which is me and Sally on the bike.”

Julius smiled. “Team Boo? You don’t think a couple hundred ghosts should have gotten that particular moniker?”

“Good point.” I shrugged. “But it’s the bike’s name.”

“Just don’t let Sally hear you say that,” Painter said.

I hadn’t because I didn’t want to get shot again.

From what Painter and Julius had said, Voodoo Cher was branding her ghost army with totems from the spooks inside her machine. Once she was ready to roll, those totems would power her minions and give them physical form.

The New Orleans ghosts had to get her army before that happened.

“Our crew will rock up the mountain to take on her army and stop this war before it starts,” Painter said. “Numbers-wise, it’s a close fight, but I think we can take them down.”

“She’s got the chimera guarding the mountain to stop that from happening,” I said. “Which is where me and Sal come in.”

“Ride fast, Raz.” Painter frowned. “And do not let those things touch you.”

Me and Sally would take Bucephalus up the side of the mountain and head straight for the machine.

Unless directed to specifically attack a livie, the chimera would ignore them, but I wasn’t a normal living person. A fact that Julius had noted in the fading light of the day. When he’d pointed behind me, I saw the faint ribbon of green.

Stain.

Because I’d been in the InBetween and then crossed back into the living world, I still had one metaphorical toe in the spook world. In theory, that would draw the creatures to me.

That is, it had been Anza’s theory.

“Do not get caught by the evil dog things because just now that you are finally back,” she’d said as she made our plan. “Nobody wants to see you lost in the Every Time.”

“All time,” I’d said.

“Same thing.”

I was having second thoughts about the plan because me and Sally were taking the biggest risk from the start. Well, I was, and the fear showed on my face.

“We’ve got your back, Raz,” Painter said and went to put a hand on my arm. Then he pulled back. How weird would it be to see your own home movies? “You’ve got friends in both worlds to keep you safe.”

I didn’t feel safe.

But when I heard Uncle Jerry hit the horn of his muscle car, it didn’t matter anymore.

It was go time.

***

Cujo hit the wheel stop and bounced, shooting sparks from its undercarriage.

“Are you okay?” Uncle Jerry asked his friend as she fumbled with the passenger side seatbelt.

“This is broken!” she said, banging the two dull metal clasps together. “How is safety belt broken?”

“Always been. I think they came like that outta the factory.”

She dropped the belt. Anza leaned out the window and called to the man sitting on the car. The man dressed like a pirate.

“Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay,” he shouted back, his stubby fingers gripping the shaker scoop sticking out through a hole in the long black hood. “This is a terrible plan!”

“But you say that you always wanting to be an action star, yes?”

The Actor scowled at her. “I do not do my own stunts!”

“You are fine,” she said with a wave and plopped back inside. Anza reached over and pressed the center of the steering wheel, the car’s horn blaring as they drove up through the parking area. Tourist faces turned to them, shocked by the car racing through the lot and a man precariously balancing on its hood.

One of them shouted: “It’s Earnest!”

That turned the Actor’s frown upside down. Still gripping the scoop with one hand, he lifted an arm and waved to the crowd as they passed.

“We’ve got an exclusive showing of Frank & Earnest 3, my mateys,” he said, growling in his pirate speak. With a flourish, he pulled his plastic sword from its plastic scabbard and shoved it in the air. “Head to the front gates for the secret location!”

He repeated this several times, often getting odd looks. Anza called up a suggestion, and he added it to his patter.

“And the concessions are all free,” he said, dropping the patch down over his left eye. “Free popcorn, M&Ms, and Raisinets! All of it. But ya touch my Goobers, and you’ll walk the plank!”

Word passed down through the crowd, and people began hopping in their cars and firing them up. As Cujo bounced out from the blacktop into the field ahead, Anza turned to see vehicles heading for the exit.

“It is working!” she said and gave her driver a playful shove.

“Great,” Uncle Jerry said. “Now we gotta get all those folks waiting for the concert at the foot of the mountain to come along.”

“Avast, ye mateys!” their pirate-theme hood ornament shouted. “Exclusive free showing. Free grub! And photos with me, Earnest, for just fifty dollars apiece!”

***

When we saw the black Trans Am crossing the field toward the band shell, Sally fired up Bucephalus and spun the rear tire. It was odd sitting on the back of the bike, but she’d have to steer us up the side of a mountain.

My job was to be bait.

And to tell her which way to turn to avoid me getting dragged into a frozen void of time and space.

“Put yer hands around my waist,” she shouted back. “Or you’re gonna fall off.”

I hesitated. “You never did that when I steered.”

“Because I could hold on without doing that,” she said, pressing her hat lower on her head with a free hand. “I’ve got mighty powerful thighs.”

A tiny bit of vomit bubbled up into my throat, and I swallowed it down.

But I took her advice, because she was the motorcycle queen, and despite all her bluster, I knew she was worried about me. She was heading into a battle where she couldn’t even see the enemy. And a friend of hers, me, was risking an eternity of nothingness.

We got to the base of the mountain much faster than I’d hoped, and Sally and Boo worked together, weaving around trees and rock. We smashed a few bushes into splinters, circling the mountain higher and higher, as we did.

“Holy hell,” I said, staring at the impossible scene up top. We were about a hundred feet up the mountainside, and below I saw crowds of people on chairs and blankets enjoying the sunset. Of course, they couldn’t see what I could.

Sally shouted back, “You see those hell varmints?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I can see the woman’s machine up top. I didn’t realize it would be so damn huge.”

I had recollections from my days as Painter having encountered the machines before. The one at the Minnesota fairgrounds and another in Chicago. Then the ones in Scotland and Australia. This one sitting atop Stone Mountain looked ten times the size of those.

I felt sure those others had been a distraction, so she could build this one.

Twice the size of an NFL stadium, the gigantic machine pulsated with energy. Electricity shot up into the darkening sky, like reverse lightning. I saw a thick bolt of light ripple from the top, bend, and arch toward the north side of the mountain. A flat area with hundreds of spooks lined up in rows.

The power of the machine trickled down into each of them, and they shuttered slightly. In the middle of that crowd stood Voodoo Cher, arms raised.

“She’s powering up,” I muttered. “Jeez, she’s—”

I heard the snarl of the creature rocket past my head and instinctively ducked. When I turned, I saw the chimera rolling end over end, then back up on its feet. It charged toward us again.

“They’re here, Sal!”

“Where?”

Looking left and right, I could taste bile. My tongue swelled and my eyes watered.

“Everywhere.”

She hit the gas.

***

Painter led the New Orleans crew through the woods on the east side of the mountain. He and Julius kept an eye out for the signal from Raz and Sally that they’d cleared a path. From their vantage point, they could see the strange hell bike rocketing up, around and around the side of the massive slab of rock.

“How is that thing even holding on? It’s damn near parallel to the ground!” Julius asked, his voice hoarse.

Painter threw an arm out, pointing. “Look! The chimera are chasing.”

“Just as long as they don’t take your twin into the netherworld.”

“That’s their problem, not ours,” Painter said, then pointed higher. “That is our problem.”

His friend in the tux let out a low whistle. “Oh mercy. She looks ready to go.”

“Then we need to go!”

Julius put a hand out in front of the ghost detective, careful not to touch him. “Nah, man. You hang here.”

“I’m not staying out of this fight,” Painter said and looked around for any sign of the cat. Then he remembered it had stayed behind with Madame Mini. The ritual had weakened her, and Ferris had remained at her side to keep her safe.

“The woman on that mountain is already crazy powerful with all those spooks inside her machine. If Voodoo Cher gets a hold of you, if one of her goons grabs you, then she’s got double that. Maybe more.”

Painter growled in frustration, but knew his friend was right. Inside the machine was the Professor, the second most powerful being in the InBetween. And Painter was the totem the demigod needed to mainline all that power into herself.

“Stay back here, little brother,” Julius said, shaking his head. “If things up there turn bad, get into it. But until then, the world is safer if you stay hidden.”

As the New Orleans crew flowed around him, Painter slipped back into the woods. He watched as they advanced toward their target, his fists bouncing against his sides.

A horn blared, deep tones. Not the bike, so the ghosts couldn’t head up the mountain just yet.

The blast from the horn had come from the livies in the black Trans Am.


Chapter twenty-nine



Uncle Jerry


“Why ain’t these folks running away?” Uncle Jerry leaned into the horn. Maybe the individual honks needed to be longer. The people in the park weren’t getting the message.

Anza hung out the window, watching the crowd watch them. The band on stage had all turned to look, but continued to play. The lead singer pointed his guitar neck at them and raised a fist in the air.

“I am thinking that they think this is all part of the show.”

Uncle Jerry tried tapping the horn. Short staccato bursts. Maybe tapping would work better.

The Actor yelled, his fist in the air, matching the singer. Anza saw people taking video, cheering as the movie pirate waved and smiled.

“Stop waving and smiling!” she yelled at him.

The man on the hood of the car glared back at her. “I cannot disappoint my legions of fans.”

“Your lesions of fans are going to get blowed up and killed by the bad dead people up on the mountain.”

Uncle Jerry cranked the wheel hard to the left, got a fuzzy blue blanket under one of the rear wheels, which shot the fabric up in the air like a frost-bitten ghost. The crowd cheered louder.

Anza shouted, “Tell them to go to exit places, now!”

“They love me,” the Actor whispered, then got his head back into the game. “Head to the front gates! Free showing of my latest blockbuster. Free snacks!”

Finally, the crowd began picking up their things, running down the path toward the parking lot. The band watched, heard the part about free snacks, and ran after them.

Uncle Jerry grinned. “Ah ha! It was the short beeps. That’s what did it!”

“What?” Anza said, dropping back into the deep bucket seat. “They are going now. Finally.”

The pilot had to spin the wheel again, kicking up sod and dirt, spraying some running crowd members. He was about to call out the window and apologize, but he saw many of the people covered with dirt were smiling and taking selfies.

That reminded Uncle Jerry of something said to him by a 104-year-old yogi, who he’d met in a cave while hiding out in the Himalayan foothills.

“Our life on Earth is short, and every one of us is a tourist. Might as well get a t-shirt and a few photos before the flight out,” the yogi had said. And then sold him a t-shirt.

The darkening sky turned white and a half-second later, they heard a crack that sounded like the heavens had split in two. Now the crowd was really running.

In the distance, Uncle Jerry heard a long plaintive call of a high-pitched horn. It had come from the motorcycle with Razzie and Sal that had been doing circles around the mountain.

“No, no,” Uncle Jerry shouted out his window. “You’ve got to do short bursts. Not long ones. Nobody pays any attention to those!”

***

“Hold on tight, Raz,” Sally yelled, but I couldn’t hold tighter than I already was. My fingertips had turned numb. If we hit a rock or stump or an inattentive squirrel, I’d get thrown from the bike.

The gunslinger banked hard to the left and then right, weaving a serpentine pattern up and down the side of the mountain like she was piping a wedding cake.

I wrapped an arm around the seat back and gripped my wrist with my other hand. When I did, I saw a dozen of the chimera hot on our tail. Yes, this was the plan. Yes, it was working. But suddenly recalling the vast, eternal emptiness of the All Time, I didn’t want it to work.

“Is it working?” Sally called over her shoulder.

“Yes, yes, yes!” I shouted, gritting my teeth. “Go faster. But not, you know, too fast.”

“Those,” she said and grunted, “are confounding instructions.”

I had to direct her as best I could. A damp snarl erupted from the left and another from the right. I swiveled my head. They were coming from both sides and running so fast, they’d smash me flat.

Screw it.

“Giddyup!” I yelled, and Boo put on a burst of speed right as the two chimera leaped in for the kill. I watched as they whizzed past my head and smashed into each other.

A burst of light and then something odd. Nothing. Empty space.

“Sal,” I shouted up to her. “We’ve got to draw them in. Slow down.”

She tapped the brakes, and we dropped out of hyper speed. “Which way do I go?”

“Go straight. I’ll hit the gas from here,” I said.

“What for?”

I watched as two came up on our left side, three on the right. “When they connect, they disappear.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“They’re dragging each other into the All Time!” I shouted. “Giddyup!”

Again, we exploded forward, and I heard Sal struggle with the handlebars as she banked hard to the left, keeping us on the mountainside. The five behind us missed by inches. When they collided, another burst of light, and they were gone.

“All right!” I said, then told Sally the new plan. We’d draw them in, hit the speed, and let them take each other to that hell.

I braced myself for another run, and when I did, I saw a sight that took my breath away.

“Holy shit!”

“What? What is it now?” she shouted and her arms popped out, both fists white-knuckling pistols.

I grinned. Julius had seen that the remaining chimera were chasing us around the mountain. We’d cleared a gap.

“Head up and then spin around and go back down,” I said. “The ghosts of New Orleans are charging up the hill!”

***

Hundreds of spooks raced up the mountainside, armed only with unwavering determination and attitude. But sometimes that’s all you need.

“It’s like taking Normandy Beach,” Julius shouted as he ran, arms pumping. Next to him, Jelly Roll raised a fist in the air.

“Naw, that there was scarier, I reckon,” Jelly said. “Bullets buzzin’ through the air like June bugs in July, thought for real we’d get dead. But this here now? We already dead!”

Julius turned, looking to see if he could spot Painter in the woods skirting the mountain. He thought he saw a glow down there, but wasn’t sure. His friend wasn’t the sort who liked to sit on the sidelines in a fight.

For now, though, he better.

As they crested the summit, the ghosts of New Orleans staggered at the sight of the enormous machine. Ribbons of light streamed from the top, spreading across a ghost army that had to be a thousand strong.

“There they are!” Julius shouted, and their crew charged forward. Jelly let out their battle cry.

“Tu way pocky way!”

The ramshackle group of spooks burst forward like a bubbling, roiling mass of pure chaos. Voodoo Cher’s army stood in rows upon rows and didn’t even turn to fight. They’d caught them off guard!

“Brace!” Julius shouted and raised his folded arms up under his chin as the rest of the spooks followed in a wave.

They passed right through the enemy.

Julius stopped in front of one of the woman’s soldiers, a glow emanating from his forehead. He hauled off to strike the man in the jaw and nearly fell over. Julius’s hand went right through his body.

The spook wasn’t in the InBetween anymore. Now enchanted by a demigod and her machine, he and the others had passed into the living world.

And the ghosts of New Orleans couldn’t touch them.

A burst of light exploded to his left, and Julius heard the rise of a scream that abruptly stopped. Another ghost glowed brightly, her arms splayed out as if she had been electrocuted. She disappeared in a blinding flash. Julius turned and looked at the top of a rock outcropping.

Voodoo Cher stood high above them, directing energy bursts at the New Orleans crew and picking them off one by one.

Another muffled scream cut short and two people who’d been standing nearby burst into vapor. It made little sense to him. If their ghosts couldn’t stop her soldiers, why was she bothering to attack them?

“We’re too late.” Julius turned to Jelly. “We can’t do anything to stop this army.”

“You don’ think I know that now?” the man in the tank top said, watching his crew disappear into flares of light. “We gotta strip that machine now, yeah?”

Jelly was right. That’s what Voodoo Cher was worried about, and why she was blasting them all to hell.

Another group of New Orleans ghosts shimmied and then sparkled into nothing. Julius ducked his head low and ran.

“Everyone,” he called out. “Head to the machine!”

Jelly ran beside him. “She gonna clear us all out before we can get up there!”

Julius dodged bolts of lightning coming from the voodoo priestess. A shimmering reflection caught his attention, down near the base of the mountain. He looked over and saw the headlights of a muscle car and smiled.

“Keep going,” he said. “We’re about to get some reinforcements.”

***

With one hand on the wheel, Uncle Jerry dug through his pockets, and concluded that his flight suit had far too many pockets. His car hit a divot in the grass and nearly threw the Actor off.

“Watch where you’re going, old man!” the guy dressed in the pirate outfit shouted, gripping onto the edges of the hood beneath the scoop. “I’m worth millions!”

Yes, far too many pockets. Why would any pilot need so many pockets? Maybe for snacks on especially long flights.

“Anza, you gotta steer,” he said and dug deep into the leg pouches, which went all the way down his thigh. She gasped, leaned over, and gripped the leather-covered wheel.

“This is not the best way to driving a car, Uncle Jerry,” she said, grunting as she wove around some crowd members racing away from the chaos. “What are you digging through your pants for?”

He laughed. “Not my pants, girl, the pockets. I’m looking for my skull pipe… err… that whistle.” As he rifled through his clothes, he nodded ahead. “Drive us to that Skyride. I need to get up top.”

“Have you seen what is now up top?”

“Yep.” Uncle Jerry tried to give her a reassuring smile, but the line of his mouth looked like the heart rate monitor of someone going into cardiac arrest. “That’s why I gotta get up there.”

Finally, he found the skull whistle stuffed into his sock, but had no memory of putting it there. Didn’t matter. He had enormous gaps in his memory, and it never really was a problem before. Or, if that had been a problem, he’d long forgotten all about it.

They hit a series of split logs used as a border for a walking path, and the Actor bounced on the hood like a popcorn kernel on a hot tin roof.

“The boys said if they got up there too late, the New Orleans crew wouldn’t be able to stop that army,” Uncle Jerry said, and grabbed the wheel again. “The voodoo lady’s soldiers are in our world now, but all them ghosts in her machine are still in the other one. That’s Plan B, and they’re gonna need some help.” He held up the fist-sized skull.

Anza frowned. “So why cannot you use death whistle down here? You don’t need to be going so close to the danger!”

“I do,” he said and twisted the wheel to a stop. The Actor tumbled off the hood. “I gotta be up top so the reinforcements head there.”

The Actor, lying flat on his back, shouted, “I’m fine, by the way. My fake sword is busted, but don’t worry. It’s only a valuable prop that I could have gotten thousands for on eBay.”

Uncle Jerry jumped out of his car, and Anza crawled over the gearshift into the driver’s seat. She leaned out of the window and called out to the old man running for the empty cable car.

“Be careful, Uncle Jerry!” To the Actor, she whistled, then said: “Get in. We’ve got more tourists to shout at and make leave here.”

The old pilot gave her a thumbs up as he entered the cab, and he realized that for the second time in 24-hours, he was climbing into a gondola. The thought brought a genuine smile to his face. A two-gondola day is a good day, I reckon.

Watching him, Anza did not smile.

Something in her chest twisted into a knot, and she felt like she’d never see her old friend again.


Chapter thirty



Rasputin


“I think that’s all the chimera,” I shouted from the back of the motorcycle. “At least the ones I can see.”

Sally twisted the accelerator and headed up the side of the mountain, and I had to spin around to grip her waist so I didn’t fall off. I expected it to feel like hugging a tree trunk, but beneath all her cowboy garb, I could actually feel curves.

“Don’t get any ideas, Raz,” she called back. “We ain’t dating.”

Maybe I was sitting a bit too close.

I saw Sally heading toward a warbling light on the far side of the mountain where the woman’s army was preparing to march across the country and start its war on the living. Each person they killed, they would either enlist or chuck into the machine.

And this new machine would grow larger and larger with each soul they trapped inside.

Twisting around, I scanned the field below for the black Trans Am. Wasn’t too hard to find because it was the only car in “no cars allowed” part of the park. Well, except for the two security carts with yellow strobe lights now chasing it.

When I saw Anza behind the wheel, I searched for Uncle Jerry, who’d now be in the Skyride.

“There he is,” I shouted, and pointed over Sally’s shoulder. “Once he gets up top, the whistle will bring in a second wave. Hopefully, a big one.”

“Around here? You got heaps of dead folks, some of them probably not even in graves. They fought the Civil War around these parts. We got proper soldiers coming now.”

“Well,” I said, shrugging. “They did lose.”

“Didn’t lose. Their war ain’t over yet.”

Sally juked around a massive rock outcropping and looped back toward the top again. Once she did, she shot her arm up toward the cable car. Not at the car itself, but farther up the hill.

“What?” I asked.

I could see Uncle Jerry through the open door of the cab as it swayed back and forth. He gripped onto the side, ready to blow the Aztec death whistle when he’d gotten close to the summit. The cab swayed in the wind as it climbed higher and higher.

No, that wasn’t right. The cables above were bouncing, which was making the car below lurch and wobble. When I followed the line where Sally had been pointing, I saw what she’d seen.

Reanimated spooks from the woman’s army.

Voodoo Cher had seen what the old pilot was about to do and sent her minions to stop him. Those ghost soldiers were now in the living world, so Sally could see them climbing down the cables toward Uncle Jerry’s car.

Inside the cab, he hadn’t spotted them, but he’d have to know something was up. Two dozen undead assholes were shaking the car as they slid down the cables.

“Oh, shit!”

I clutched a Sally’s duster with my left hand and put my right middle finger into my ear.

***

From the edge of the woods, Painter watched the New Orleans crew fought their way toward the machine. They couldn’t stop the soldiers, but that also meant the Voodoo Cher’s army couldn’t stop them.

But she could by zapping ghosts with lightning bolts of energy. Where they went after they disappeared, he didn’t know. And didn’t want to.

They were sacrificing their eternity for the living, and the living didn’t even know it. Never would. Each time a wave of their crew got close to the machine to disable it, the woman blasted them into the ether.

It took everything Painter had, all his resolve, not to race up there and join the fight. But he couldn’t. He knew that.

He felt his hand buzz and stared at it. Then he put his middle finger into his ear.

“Rasputin,” he said, eyes still up top. He spotted the bike and nodded toward it. “I see you guys. The New Orleans crew needs your help. Maybe you can draw her fire because they’re—”

“Yeah, we’ll try,” Raz said over the line. “But Uncle Jerry is in trouble.”

“All he’s got to do is blow the damn death whistle and get out of there.”

Raz let out a grunt and Painter saw the motorcycle burst through a line of bushes. “Only when he’s at the top, man. But he won’t get there if those soldiers stop him.”

“What soldiers?” the ghost detective said, but then saw them. From his vantage point, they looked like fleas running down a thread. And they were heading toward the old pilot’s cab. Each had a ribbon of electric light trailing from their heads. “They’re in the livie world. Dammit, why didn’t we plan for that?”

Rasputin laughed, but it had no joy in it. “Plan? We’re throwing everything we’ve got at them.”

“I know, I know. It’s just frustrating to hang back.”

“Then don’t,” Raz said. “Stay clear of the voodoo woman, but you need to get up there quick and help our uncle. He’s got to make it to the top, or this is all over.”

***

Uncle Jerry was not a fan of heights.

Sure, he was a pilot, but being up forty-thousand feet didn’t feel like heights; it felt like a world on top of another world.

However, holding onto the cable car as it swayed two hundred feet above the mountain, he could feel his stomach churning. At the rate the car was moving, he’d soon be close enough to use the whistle. If the cab didn’t shake off its wire.

“Oh damn,” he said, and gripped the edge of the open door tighter. He’d jammed a smashed soda can under the door so it wouldn’t close and was now regretting that decision. “Coulda bashed a window out or something. Unless these ones are bullet proof. Could be. They useta fight wars out this way.”

It didn’t matter now. What was done was done. And he didn’t care about risking himself. He had to make sure his friends were safe. Above all else, he had to make sure Rasputin was safe.

The car jostled and bounced, and he crouched down, holding onto a hand strap by the door. Just another minute, and he’d be close enough to the top to call the locals, the natural dead, to join the fight.

Just a minute more.

A window on the other side of the cab exploded, and glass pepper his back and hair. When he turned, a man in flowing rags stood there with skin the darkest blue the old pilot had ever seen. No, that wasn’t skin. It was what Painter had called it “grain” now that these ghosts of the InBetween had crossed into the real world.

Fists raised, the dead-not-dead man’s face had no features. No ears or nose. No eyes. A humanoid figure of deep, swirling indigo, except for the gaping slash of a mouth that looked like a black hole.

The creature leaped at him, swinging at the old guy’s head, but Uncle Jerry shifted at the last moment and the blow glanced off his shoulder. It still hurt like hell. The undead soldier tumbled to the floor, then looked up and hissed. Still gripping the strap, Uncle Jerry kicked him out of the cab.

He watched as the soldier fell, spinning in a slow, lazy circle, until he landed.

“Ha!” he shouted at it, then watched the soldier stand again and look up. “Ah, sure. You can’t kill what’s already dead.”

That realization sunk his spirits as he heard another thump behind him. Another, then another. Then four more.

Uncle Jerry swallowed and gripped the handle tight. “Fellas, I think we are exceeding occupancy recommendations for this ride.”

One of the blue entities swung at him, and he lifted his arm to stop them. But it hadn’t been trying to strike his head. As Uncle Jerry had blocked it, the creature ripped the death whistle from his hand.

“Give it back!” he shouted, and watched in horror as the dead soldier’s gaping mouth crested into a sneer. Then it smashed the skull-bone whistle against the cable car wall.

He watched the pieces, millions of them, rain to the floor as the other creatures all leaped forward and shoved him from the car.

Uncle Jerry fell.


Chapter thirty-one



Painter


Painter skated through rocks, trees, park benches, vehicles, livies, everything, right through everything, with his eyes locked onto a ribbon of darkening sky at the top of the mountain, and then skated faster.

His friend was falling.

“No!” he screamed, pumping his legs harder.

He could go faster.

He could make it.

He could get under the man, his uncle, and… what?

A half second later, he twisted to a stop beneath the falling body of the old man. He willed all his energy into his arms and hands, everything he had, holding them up. If he could just brace his fall!

Uncle Jerry collided with Painter and

Whoosh—

When I look into her eyes, it feels like I could crawl inside and forever be home. Not that I would crawl into her eyes. Don’t think she’d like that much. And I doubt it’s possible because—

“Jerry?” she says, with that kind, sad smile she told me once belongs to me. “We need to talk about this.”

I nod and try to say words, but I ain’t good at them. And what could I say to change her mind once she’s made it up?

“I only want what’s best for you, Di, you know that,” I say. That feels right because it’s true. “I can get a proper job, and who knows?”

She stares at me for a moment, then her perfect eyebrows crawl a little higher on her forehead. “Who knows… what?”

Shrugging, I say, “I dunno. That’s just how smart folks end sentences to make them sound hopeful.”

Diane sighs and shuffles in my car’s bucket seat, trying to get comfortable. She leans a shoulder into the leather and takes my hand.

“You know I care for you, right?”

“Well, sure,” I say. “I’ve seen it. Some of the things we’ve done—”

“No, no. I don’t mean that,” she says and gives me a playful punch on the shoulder. “This is serious, Jerry. I don’t know if you can do serious.”

I nod, but my chest hurts. Wishing I was a better man. Wishing I was like him, I guess.

“He’s asked me to marry him,” she says, and I feel my heart stop beating, unsure if it’ll ever get going again. “And he’s, you know, a hard worker. Too hard, maybe, but I think I need someone more, you know…”

“Stable?”

“Employed,” she says, and her smile turns to a line. “Especially now.”

I start to reach over, but then pull my hand back. “I know. The baby deserves better.”

“You are better,” she says and puts her warm palm to the side of my face. “Just chaos. And chaos was fun for a while, but we’re older now.”

Forcing a smile, I say, “Deep down, my brother is a good man. Pretty deep a lot of the time.”

She pulls her hand away. “He’s been good to me. You and me, we were always going to be temporary.”

“Temporary chaos is probably the best kind,” I say, unsure what more I can do. “Does he know you and me were together before you guys started up?”

She shakes her head and squeezes her eyes shut. A tear rolls down her beautiful cheek.

“It’s okay,” I say and smile big as I can. For her. For the baby. For my son. “I ain’t gonna say nothing about it. If you want to, I’ll leave it to ya. But I’ll just, you know, be the uncle. If that’s all right.”

Diane squeezes my hand. She pushes the door of my car open, and the rusty metal screams, making a sound much like my heart is making. But I don’t tell her that.

Pulling herself out, she leans down and blows me a kiss. It will be the last I ever get from her. Part of me wants to ask her to give me a chance. To tell her I can change. But she knows better. She’s always known better.

I just don’t want her to go.

“Uh, what are you, you know, gonna call it?” I say, just as she’s closing the door. She pauses, then leans down and gives me one last smile. The one she saves for me.

“You know that old seventies music you love? That Boney M group, yeah?”

“Of course. Nightflight to Venus, baby,” I say, then gawk. “You’re not calling him Venus, are ya?”

She laughs. “No. Track two.”

I wrinkle my brow. “Painter Man? That’s not a name, it’s—”

“No, Jerry,” she says and stands again. “Rasputin. I’m going to call him Rasputin.”

She presses on the door to close it, and I reach for her. A silent plea to ask her to come back to me. Instead, I fumble and bang my shaking hand into the seat belt, sending it off the side. When the door slams, I hear the metal clasp rattle and break.

“Rasputin,” I whisper to myself. “My son will be named Rasputin.”

My body seizes, and I hear more rattling, bones breaking, and all the breath bursts from my lungs. My insides scream in pain.

Then all the pain stops.

All of it.

—Whoosh

Painter felt the memories drift away and heard sobbing.

Was the old pilot crying? If he’s crying, then he’s okay, he’s not—

Then he realized it hadn’t been the cries of the other man he’d heard. The sobs were coming from him.

Laying on the ground, eyes staring blankly up to the heavens, Uncle Jerry lay dead at his feet.


Chapter thirty-two



Rasputin


I’d lost sight of Uncle Jerry.

He’d been in the cable car moving up the side of the mountain, but I couldn’t keep watching because Sally was doing a slalom through the army of undead. And had this been an Olympic event, she’d have gotten fat zeros from all the judges.

“Bah-ha!” she shouted as she blasted through another clutch of soldiers.

After finally escaping the InBetween, these spooks were now reacclimating to the living world. For the first time in years, decades, maybe centuries, they felt the grass beneath their feet. A cool wind on their faces.

Then they’d gotten bashed by the steel fairing of a hell-born motorcycle.

“You see that one?” Sally leaned over to look back. “Split him right down the middle!”

The gunslinger bent the bike sideways and, while I hadn’t seen the one she’d halved, another two reached out and yanked me off the seat. Sally was having too much fun to even notice.

At least, that’s what I’d thought.

I lay on the ground, my head spinning, as two of the former dead towered over me. One drew back to punch me in the face, but her hand exploded. She looked up at it and her blue-black head disappeared in a cloud of cerulean dust.

The other one looked almost as surprised as I had been. Until another blast removed that expression entirely.

I turned to the growl of a motorcycle and smiled when I saw Sally holding up two smoking pistols, making a turn using only her legs.

“We might just have a chance,” I said as I got back up to my feet. There were hundreds of the foot soldier spooks around me. Could Sally take all of them out?

I heard a groan at my feet and looked down. The headless soldier, the first one, was shrugging her shoulders back and forth. Did they feel pain?

And then my stomach soured as I watched a head reform, popping out from its neck like a birthday balloon. A dark blue face with a black gash for a mouth. The other who’d lost its noggin to Sal’s bullet was up on their knees. With a damp, sickening sound, that head grew like a fleshy bulb and reformed right in front of me.

Running toward the center of the mountaintop, and away from the two reanimated spooks, I knew it wouldn’t matter how many times we smashed them, shot them, or split them in two. This was an army of the dead. The “flesh” of their bodies came from the machine. With all that power, they would come back again and again.

Unstoppable.

I looked up at the Skyride, praying I’d catch sight of Uncle Jerry. His car had reached the top, so why wasn’t he blowing the damn death whistle?

The roar of a car engine caught my attention. A black Trans Am bumping and hopping over trenches and smashing through shrubs. I grinned when I saw Anza was at the wheel, waving her arms and shouting to a short pirate in the passenger seat, who was fiddling with the busted seatbelt.

My friends had come to the party once again. Risking everything. But this time, it wasn’t just for me. It was for everyone they loved. And all the people they’d never meet.

A deep, throaty laugh echoed around me.

“How deliciously futile,” Voodoo Cher said, high atop a stone rise. Her face was a mask of ecstasy, as she blasted the New Orleans spooks while watching her dead army reborn every time Sally took one down.

“We can’t beat her,” I whispered to myself. “She really is unstoppable.”

My body shivered as I felt a slithering sensation across the back of my neck. The woman on the outcropping had turned to me, her nakedness hidden by long curls of luscious dark hair. She smiled at me like a lover.

“Of course, Rasputin,” she said, her soft voice dampening the battle cries around me. As if it were just the two of us speaking before the end of the world. “You know, you could have been a part of this, cher. Maybe even by my side.”

Tears filled my eyes. “Why? Why do this?” I said, my voice trembling. “Can you really hate the living so much to want everyone dead?”

She shrugged one shoulder, exposing the side of her breast. “It’s so much more than death. If they’d merely died, they would have…” she said, fluttering her fingers, “gone onto the Next. Their betrayal would have gone unpunished, but no longer. Now, millions, billions will enter the InBetween as my subjects. I will be their vengeful god and god is angry!”

It was so awful, so incredibly bizarre, that I almost laughed.

As two warring factions fought for control of the Underworld—the Devil versus Hell inc—Voodoo Cher had one upped them. While the Old Man and Steve Janus squabbled, she was literally bringing hell to earth.

Not yet, I thought. Not yet.

“Yeah, but do you really wanna be a god?” I said, clearing my throat. “So much admin.”

She frowned, turned away, and went back to blasting any ghost who got near the massive machine. As she looked down, scowling in determination, electricity shooting from her fingertips, I realized in that moment her greatest power was also her biggest weakness.

Her machine.

I had to find some way for the livies and the New Orleans crew to work together to pull out the souls trapped inside and powering the machine. That was our only chance. The problem was that the living couldn’t see the dead or that source of power.

But I could.

I heard a yell to my right. Two of the undead soldiers had tackled Sally, who fired her pistols as she fell. She’d blasted the head away from one, and the damn thing kept bashing her. She landed hard and flipped onto her side, still firing both barrels. The bullets passed right through the assholes, leaving fist sized holes, but they just kept coming.

A crash to my left, and I saw the black Trans Am spinning out of control. A half dozen of the woman’s minions clung to its hood. One reached in and ripped the pirate hat right off the Actor’s head and put the damn thing on.

The undead soldiers were beating the living, while Voodoo Cher was wiping out our dead.

I had to disable the machine. Me. It was the only way.

Hoofing it, I pumped my arms and raced up the mountain. Within seconds, I had blue-grain soldiers coming for me on either side. I ran faster, and as I tired, I knew my enemy never would.

One leaped from a rock above me, and I threw a fist at it. The only reason I connected was because he was even more surprised than me I’d been able to hit him at all.

The asshole spun ass over teakettle, landed, and got right back to his feet and hissed at me.

Dude hissed!

Two others sprinted past him, heading for me, and I poured on the speed. But still too damn slow.

Wrroooom!

I got slammed in the back and spun helplessly in the air. Something had punched me from behind. No, not punched.

“Alright, Boo!” I shouted.

The bike trilled beneath me, and I reached out and grabbed the handlebars. It arched in a tight bend, away from the danger. I leaned down to it.

“No, no,” I said. “We gotta go into the center of that machine.”

The bike revved and wobbled. Bucephalus, the war horse motorcycle, wasn’t into it. Hell, I wasn’t into either, but there was no other way.

“If we don’t, all our friends die,” I said. “And the ones already dead…” I didn’t even want to think where they might go.

The hell bike leaned hard, kicking out its back end, which sent three of the blue ghoulies flying. I felt my finger buzz. Painter was calling, but I was holding on tightly so I didn’t fall off. Did FU Mobility have voicemail?

I was maybe two hundred yards from the machine, and amid the electric-blue wash, I saw a warm, yellow glow. The Professor, imprisoned in the middle of that madness.

Voodoo Cher had installed her as the core of the impossibly enormous machine.

And speaking of all-powerful demigods, I finally got an inkling of what Painter might have been calling about. She was standing atop her rocky outcropping, gathering energy between her outstretched hands. I looked ahead.

One hundred yards.

I bent lower, my chin between the handlebars. Almost there. A thunder crack erupted on my right and a brilliant blue flash exploded from the woman’s fingertips. Time slowed in that way it does, a cruel trick of perception, so you could see how you’d royally screwed up. So you could relish the failure.

I wasn’t going to make it.

I’d failed my friends.

The electric bolt shot over Boo’s front tire, and I braced. Would it kill me or drag me to the dreadful All Time, the void with no end and no beginning?

Another flash, this one green, and I saw a ghostly figure in jeans and a hoodie. I caught sight of Painter’s face for a fraction of a second as his fingertips gripped onto my wrist. The blue energy bolt struck him in the shoulder, and he bucked as if he might break in two.

My vision flickered and my head screamed as the power from the woman’s attack made my limbs stiffen.

Voodoo Cher roared, and the skies turned to dark ink.

Painter hung limp from my arm, his hand still gripping me like a claw. He’d put himself between me and the woman’s attack and got struck to give me a chance. And I’d take it. I leaned toward to the bike and whispered.

“Giddyup.”

We burst forward, the redshift of time tunneling all around me. But the woman, a god in this world, had moved first. She sprung from her perch, hands raised like talons, and crossed the distance in half a blink.

She was too late.

I leaped from Boo, my own flabby arms outstretched. Below I could see the kneeling figure of the Professor. Her bald head bowed and body thrumming in time with the hundreds of spooks around her.

Across her back, as I’d seen before, red slashes split her clothing. Even while enslaved to the machine, she sensed my presence. Knew what I was doing.

With all her remaining strength, she raised a trembling arm. I stretched and reached for her, but she wasn’t reaching for me. She was holding her palm out.

Flying through the air, Voodoo Cher had raised a fist to knock me down, but the Professor grabbed her first, yanking the woman toward the ground.

I felt the outstretched hand of the demigod brush against my arm. Images of flames and blood and steel and pain flipped through my vision.

What the hell is that?

I reached out for the Professor, stretching as far as I could. I just had to use my momentum and drag her from the machine. Blue and green light crackled around me, making my head swim.

But before I could grab my old mentor, the world disappeared.


Chapter thirty-three



Rasputin


Total darkness.

Swallowed whole by the deafening quiet.

A cold that never touched your skin but still made you shiver.

I knew this place. God, I knew it, and this was exactly the place I never wanted to be.

Not again.

This was the All Time. As Painter Mann, I’d been trapped in this hell for thousands or millions or billions of years.

I couldn’t breathe. Panic and fear that the madness would return only hastened my fall into delusion and lunacy.

Never ending void. Eternal nothingness. Infinite silence.

“Hi ya, Paint.”

A total and utter… um, what now?

Turning toward the sound of the voice, I saw a man standing before me. Thin and short. A scraggly beard made up for the hair he didn’t have on top of his head. And I say standing, but he was just sort of floating in space.

“I knew I’d see you again,” the man said. I recognized the voice, but I’d never seen him before. “Well, not knew, but I’d hoped. And here, that’s all there is.”

The penny dropped. “G-Gary?”

“Yep. Just Gary.”

When he smiled, my heart swelled and nearly burst. The last time I’d seen him had been back at a record store in suburban Atlanta. Right before a chimera had taken him into the All Time. Taken him here.

“You look, um, normal.”

That got a warm chuckle out of him, a sound I’d dearly missed. Incredibly, he seemed at peace.

“And you look like you did at the start,” he said. “Before you changed and everything.”

“But you’re not a monster,” I said. “In the InBetween, you were always a monster.”

“Duh,” he said and rolled his soft brown eyes. “Here I don’t have to be. It’s just me and my friends.”

I took a half step back. Sort of. I mean, I was standing in a void, so I guess I just swished my foot. But… was he talking about the chimera?

“What friends?”

Gary shrugged. “The one’s in my head, silly man!”

“Wait, hold on,” I said and took a step closer. At least, I thought I had. He still looked the same distance away. “You said this place was hope? You’re in the All Time. This is despair and emptiness.”

My friend leaned forward, and in a blink, he was next to me. Hands jammed into his pockets. He shrugged and looked around.

“It’s whatever you bring into it, Paint. This is a blank canvass, so I just filled it with joy.”

“But it’s still empty.”

He smiled at me. “Is that what you see?”

Gary placed a hand on my shoulder, and I saw this world as he did. Bursting with life. Green valleys and lush hills. People picnicking and laughing. In the distance, I saw a small cottage with fluffy breaths of smoke puffing from its chimney.

I swallowed down a sob. Not sadness. Just joy. Life. And hope.

This is how Gary saw the world. But the world had other designs, both the living one and the InBetween. Darkness. Sadness. Revenge.

Yet when Gary entered the All Time, he’d filled it with the love in his heart. And he’d created a paradise.

“This is beautiful, man.”

“Yeah, it is,” he said and pulled his hand from my shoulder. His lush world disappeared, and the void returned.

“So why is it when I got trapped in here it was dark and lonely?” I asked, and he gave me a small, sad smile. “Don’t answer that.”

I’d said that with a grin to let him know it was okay. I knew why I’d seen the void. I’d brought it with me.

“The one thing it doesn’t have is my best friend, so I am glad you are here,” he said and smiled so wide, his eyes turned to slits. “For as long as I can hold you.”

“Hold me?”

He nodded. “We are frozen in a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of a second. The All Time is forever, but it’s also the tiniest fragment of time, too. Because those things are one and the same.”

I shook my head. “Is that something I’m supposed to understand?”

“Don’t try to work it out. You don’t have to make sense of it, just know that it’s good. I think all that thinking you do just darkens your heart.”

“Got it,” I said. “Don’t think and await eternal happiness.”

“Not eternal,” he said and sighed, looking around. I saw only blackness, but I knew he saw beauty. “This will all go away soon enough.”

“Why? Why does it have to go away?”

Gary stepped forward and his body glowed warmly. “I love you, Painter. Or Rasputin or whatever you’re calling yourself now.”

I swallowed and pointed down at my rock radio t-shirt and shorts. “Rasputin. And I love you, too, brother.”

“The love lasts, but beauty is fleeting,” he said. “As it should be.” He leaned in close and spoke in a whisper. “That’s what makes it so magical. Beauty only lasts a little while.”

“Then darkness again?”

“No-wah,” he said and laughed, clapping his hands. “You just make more beauty. Something new. But that’s not your path right now. Not yet.”

“Oh? And you know this how?”

He raised his arms and spun in a circle. “This is the All Time, Razzie! Beginning to end. I’ve seen it all and, um, made some slight tweaks.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “How’d you do that?”

“When I got here, this sort of darkness looked at me. Looked inside of me. I think I did something it didn’t expect,” he said, and his eyes twinkled. “I looked right back.”

“Wow. You did?”

Gary nodded and floated around me. “Yup. And I pulled this strand over here, this thread over there,” he said, reaching into the darkness and slivers of light sparkled between his fingers. “And now it’s your time. You better be ready.”

“Ready?” I said, looking left and right. “For what?”

“Because, Rasputin, you’re about to swallow the world and spit out the seeds.”

Raising my eyebrows, I said, “I don’t remember you being so cryptic. Is that new or—”

Gary put a single finger in the middle of my chest and I flew backwards, spinning as I had just before seeing him in the void.

The darkness filled with pinpricks of light, and I felt a soft thud, then dampness upon my back. I blinked. Voices in the distance. The smell of damp grass and wood smoke.

“What the hell is this?” I muttered and saw my breath in the cold.

I sat up. It was dark, some trees just beyond a field in the distance. I could hear people shouting, but couldn’t make out their words. Then I was bathed in light, coming from somewhere behind me.

“Randall?” a voice called out, and I spun toward it. “Is that you?”

Another voice shouted from inside a small cabin, where someone had flung the door open. “Don’t let anyone in! We can trust no one.”

“Randall,” the woman repeated. Through the firelight behind her, I only saw her in silhouette. Young, long hair. “What are those strange garments you’re wearing?”

“Um, it… uh.”

“Ah! A disguise. Very clever.” The woman shook her hand. “Do you have the things I asked of you?”

“Uh…” I said, then noticed I had a sack gripped in my hand. I held it up.

She stepped back and waved me inside. “Come along! Hurry, they’re coming!”

The voices grew louder, and I saw down a nearby hill a crowd of people advancing on the cabin. Carrying torches. Actually carrying torches. So yeah, I went inside.

When I crossed the threshold, the door closed behind me. The air was thick with an odor like smoke, but I couldn’t see any. When I looked at the young woman, she smiled at me and brushed a lock of blond hair from her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said. Then her warm expression hardened a little. “Where is your…” she said, pointing at her face, and waving her finger as if searching for the word.

“Beard?” I suggested.

“No, no.” She shook her head. “Your…”

“Fright wig?”

Frustrated, she growled a little. “No.”

“Placid expression of resignation?”

“Your mask, Randall,” she said, her words bursting almost as if she’d sneezed. “I’ve never seen you at the apothecary without the mask.”

“Well, as you said, I am in disguise.” I said and pointed at my radio station t-shirt and cargo shorts.

She stared at me for a long, long moment. Then she took a half step back, not saying a word.

“Ah, so, of course, then, naturally, QED, and ad infinitum… by taking off the mask, my mask, the face becomes my disguise,” I said, my meager confidence waning with each word. “Right?”

“As you say.” Satisfied, the blond woman reached out and held my hands in hers. “I know the risks you took to come here, dear shopkeeper. I will be forever grateful.”

I smiled, and when she pulled back, she had the bag I’d been holding in her hands. The woman ran over to a wooden table, pushing aside two dirty plates. Dumping the contents of the bag out, I saw two knives with curved blades. A wrapped bundle of twigs and another smaller sack about the size of Crown Royal bag.

Oh, whiskey. If I ever got out of wherever this was, whiskey would be required.

“What are you doing?” the other woman’s voice called, and I turned.

My heart stopped. She was tall with long, curly black hair that draped across her shoulders. One of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. And her face was familiar, triggering something in my memory.

This was it.

When she’d touched me up on Stone Mountain as I passed into the machine, I’d seen a flicker of her past. Just like when I’d been Painter. And when I passed through the All Time, that flicker became a tether.

I’d come to the moment it all began. When the unnatural ghostly realm had been created. That’s what Gary had been talking about.

The seeds. The very beginning.

I was staring at Voodoo Cher before she created the InBetween.

And I could stop it. If I could prevent her murder, it would never exist. The other woman, shorter and blond, called out to the woman in standing in front of me.

“Sister, here,” she said. When I turned, I saw her holding out one of the curved knives. “When they come, we must be ready to defend ourselves.”


Chapter thirty-four



Painter


When Painter awoke, he felt two sets of hands dragging him down the side of the mountain. And they weren’t being gentle about it.

“Ow,” he said weakly, as his body bounced over the crest of rocks and dropped into a gully. Not that it actually hurt. The utterance simply felt apt for being jostled and yanked and dropped.

As he stared up at the stars, a man’s head blocked his vision.

“You okay, Paint?” Julius asked, his face a mask of concern. “Sorry if you got a double matinee of home movies there.”

“No, actually,” Painter said, shaking his head once. “That’s weird. I got nothing.”

“Well, you did take a helluva lightning bolt to the body. You sure you’re alright?”

“I’m great. Super. Just need a moment. Or a million of them.”

Jelly Roll’s head came up next to Julius’s from the other side. At least with Jelly, when the man opened his mouth, Painter could still see the stars.

“Why dint you go all fuzzy and disappear when you got zapped?” he asked. “You some kinda superspook?”

Julius leaned down and looked into his friend’s eyes. “She’d been aiming for Rasputin, but maybe didn’t want to zap him into nothing. She still wants one of these boys as the Professor’s totem.”

“Which is why we should get the superspook out of here,” Jelly said, his eyes shifting up to the man in the tux. “We don’t need to go making this any harder on ourselves than it is.”

Their voices seemed to drift away as sadness dug its claws into him. Uncle Jerry hadn’t been his uncle. Their uncle. He’d been their father.

“All that time,” Painter muttered. “Man. All that time, he was right there.”

Julius frowned and leaned closer. “You getting better or getting worse, little brother? Hard to tell.”

Painter wanted to rage and scream and weep and roll into a ball. He wanted to split the earth open, crawl into the hole, and pull the dirt over top. But he couldn’t. This wasn’t over.

Slowly, he wobbled up to his feet.

“Where’s Rasputin?” he asked. “Where did Raz go?”

The two men looked at each other, then back to the ghost detective.

Julius said, “He was here one minute, then gone the next. Disappeared. Maybe the voodoo woman did zap him away anyhow.”

Painter shook his head. “Nah, he went into the machine. Into the All Time and out the other side.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jelly asked.

Painter slid up to the side of the outcropping to get a better look up top. “Julius, you remember when I went into the machine back in Scotland, right?”

Frustrated because there was a war going on around them and very little time for reminiscing, Julius nodded quickly. “Yeah, you saw that Ned Kelly dude. Not Ned, actually.”

“Right. When I went in, I came out the other side.”

“But there isn’t any other side,” Julius said, throwing an arm toward the pulsing monstrosity. “This is the only machine left.”

Voodoo Cher had returned to her flat rock. Her pulpit. No longer waiting, she was commanding her phalanx of undead to move forward. The sound of feet, ghost feet now with grain, roared like rolling thunder.

The New Orleans crew had lost half their number, but now that she was advancing her army, that distraction could be their chance.

Julius rolled his hands into fists. “Let’s make another run at her machine.”

“Hell, yeah,” Jelly said.

Painter nodded, ready to get into the fight again. But his mind was stuck on a question he didn’t have an answer for.

Where the hell had Raz gone?


Chapter thirty-five



Rasputin


My head felt like someone had jammed a throw pillow through my ear canal, leaving me with a foggy mind, like being exhausted and a little drunk.

Since both women were armed, I asked, “Do I also get a scary knife?”

The dark-haired sister scowled.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Alexandra said and jutted her chin at the cabin’s shuttered back window. “Crawl out and scrabble away like the rest of the vermin.”

“Randall is not vermin, sister. A very brave man,” the blond said with a small smile. “And not nearly as old as I would have wagered.”

Alexandra stepped up to me. “You do seem young for an apothecary.”

“Well, Mom’s a lapse Methodist, and I only found out my father’s identity ten minutes ago. I think he’s agnostic, so it’s still up in the air.”

The dark-haired woman scoffed and turned away, leaning up on a buffet table with her knuckles.

I smiled because that was the first time I’d really ever been able to say “my dad” about anything. When I touched Painter, it was like getting a file update, and I saw what he had seen as he got a peek at Uncle Jerry’s past.

Of course, that realization also came with the knowledge that Uncle Jerry had died. But if I could protect Alexandra from getting murdered, there would be no Voodoo Cher. He would never have to go to Stone Mountain to help stop her.

He wouldn’t die.

“Mara!” Alexandra said as she snatched an envelope from a buffet and shook it at her sister. “We need to flee this wretched place. If the claims in this letter are true, Laurent is not to be trusted.”

“A letter unsigned!” Mara grabbed the envelope and threw it back to the desk. “Because the sender filled it with lies to stir discontent.”

“We got discontent stirrers on this thing called social media, so be happy you don’t have that yet.” I put a finger up. “I mean, you guys still gotta put on shoes to go poop, but it’s probably a fair trade.”

The blond sister laid a gentle hand on my arm. I hadn’t even heard her step near me. “Did you hit your head on the way here? Is this why you were lying on the ground?”

“Um, yes. Got kicked in the face. By a goat. A baby goat. A kid,” I said, still feeling a fuzzy. “I got kicked in the face by some kid.”

“What is this fool talking about?” Alexandra said as she came up on the other side of me.

I could see fire in her eyes. Flames. Those were eyes I knew. As if she could feel me staring, she turned away. When she did, she put a hand to her mouth.

“Bar the door, Mara. They are here!”

This was it.

I had seen this is my visions of Voodoo Cher’s past. Flaming torches. Faces twisted in rage or fear. The citizens of the town angry and murderous. Over something she’d done. Over some man.

Laurent.

The shouting outside the door grew louder, and rocks slammed against the log walls. Mara crossed the small cabin and dropped the latch just before the door shook as more stones struck.

I’d been pulled into All Time—every moment from beginning to end—and like a kid losing grip of a spinning merry-go-round, got flung into the past.

During the Night Vanishing case, Cajun Deaux had tried to do that very thing. He’d sent his chimera to a time centuries earlier to commit murder. Now, I could use the same pathway to stop one.

And Gary had said something about changing the beginning. Or eating seeds. Or reseeding. I really should have written it down.

But I could prevent Alexandra’s murder from ever happening. End the InBetween before it began! And I had to. Even if it meant putting myself in front of the villagers’ swords. Or, rather, putting Randall in front of their swords. Well, better to die a hero, Randall.

And, let’s be honest, better you than me.

We all jumped when fists pounded on the door. Alexandra held her knife high, elbow aligned with her shoulder and ready for a fight. Mara bolted to the table and tucked her blade under her arm. Pulling the string off the small bag I had given her, she stared inside and smiled.

“We have it!” she said, throwing a grin at her sister. “We have what we need!”

The door shook harder and looked like it might come off its hinges. Mara gripped the handle on her short sword and approached the entryway.

“Don’t open it,” Alexandra shouted, scowling. “If they want to get in, they’ll have to break it down.”

Mara rolled her eyes, went to the door, unlatched a length of rope, and looped its end around the handle. The person on the other side shoved, but it only opened a few inches. The rope went taut.

I searched the room for a weapon and, next to the fireplace, I saw a fireplace poker and a rake. Given time, I could have distracted our enemy by raking up leaves into a gigantic pile, a pile so big, they couldn’t resist jumping in it.

But there wasn’t the time, so I went with the fireplace poker.

I would have preferred a sword, even a short one like the sisters had. Not that I knew how to use one. I gripped the poker, holding it out like a rapier.

“Stay behind me, Alexandra,” I said, trying to sound brave as I stepped forward. She shoved me aside.

From the door, I heard voices.

“Cher, you must let us in,” a man’s deep baritone said. “A confession will end this treachery,”

Mara laughed. “Confess, Meister Tallson? Love caused Laurent’s infidelity, not anyone on this side of the door.”

The Meister didn’t find it as funny. “This is untrue! You and your witch sister bedeviled the man into breaking his marriage vows. He has admitted it so.”

“We don’t believe you,” Mara said, her voice soft and calm. “Betrayal is not within him. You have forced a good person—”

“Mara!” another voice, a younger man, called out from the other side of the door. “You need to let these men in.”

This new guy spoke in a more refined way than the first, but it sounded forced. As if he were trying to hide his drawl.

“Laurent!” Mara cried out, her voice rising. “Tell them. Tell them your only affliction was love, and—”

“That wasn’t love but lust straight from hell,” Laurent said, and his laugh sounded like it had sprung from a cold, damp well. “I was bewitched, cher. Infected. My actions were not my own.”

“This is not true!” Mara said, her hand going to her throat. She glanced back at Alexandra, who slowly shook her head.

I saw the man’s thick fingers wrap around the door’s edge and he shook it, but the rope lock held. “It is, and you know it is. Your dark devil’s heart knows it.”

“If they seek a confession, we have both confessed, dear Laurent,” Mara said, her eyes dampening as she backed away from the door. “My love for you and you for me. No treachery. Only love.”

“No, it was not. It was voodoo,” he said, his voice slithering through the crack. “It was voodoo, cher.”

I blinked, staring at the door.

Wait.

Hold on.

A torch flew through the gap and landed on a pile of bedding, instantly turning it to flame. Mara kicked the door closed, smashing the man’s hand. Growling like an animal caught in a snare, she kicked and kicked until blood splattered across the doorjamb as he tried to pull his fingers clear.

Screaming, she smashed her body against the door, and his scream joined hers. Then the door slammed shut, and I heard tiny, wet thuds hit the floor. Mara reset the rope lock, bent down, and picked up two bloodied sticks. No. Not sticks. They were Laurent’s fingers.

Alexandra took a step back, lowering her short sword. “Mara, don’t!”

But the blond woman ignored her, running back to the table and digging into the bag. She pulled out a bundle of sticks. Tattered and stained cloth. What looked like tiny broken dice that I realized were rotted teeth. On top of all these, she placed Laurent’s severed fingers, dripping with blood.

“I would have never believed it,” Mara said, wiping away tears and leaving red smears on her cheeks, “had I not heard it from his own lips.”

Alexandra glanced at me and frowned, her eyes vacant. “You must leave.”

It was all moving too fast. Laurent had betrayed Mara to the village mob, but also accused both women of being witches. Until I worked it out, I couldn’t let either of them die.

“We’ve all gotta go,” I said, running to the bed to snuff out the growing flames. “Trust me, staying here is not an option. There’s still time to fix this, but we’ve got to get both of you out of here.”

The dark-haired woman nodded, then went to the table. She grabbed Mara’s wrists with both hands.

“He is right. You cannot do this, Mara,” she said, her voice stern. “You are not strong enough to hold them off. We must go.”

Mara stripped her hands away, then used the hilt of her sword to smash one severed finger, then the other. She swirled the blood through the rest of the items, grinning at Alexandra with wild eyes.

“We can do this, both of us!” she said, a dark fever making her words husky and thick. “Our power together will kill them all where they stand.”

“You cannot, sweet sister. You would then become the very thing they accuse you of.”

Alexandra reached forward, but Mara shirked her touch, her hands furiously working the items on the table.

“I never cast a spell to make Laurent love me,” she said, sobbing, and each time a tear would hit the bloodied mess in her hands, it would hiss. “He is a coward. And willing to sacrifice me simply to save his name.”

Alexandra stepped back, shaking her head.

“I will not help you with this,” she said. “If this is our end, so be it. But I will be a part of no unholy ritual that harms others, Mara.”

Using the fireplace poker to beat the flames out on the bedding, I said, “I prefer it wasn’t our end. If I have a vote.”

They ignored me.

“With both of our power combined, we can make this right!” the crazed sister said. “They’ve come here to kill me. Kill us! Because he betrayed my love, Alexandra!”

The dark-haired sister frowned. “You will get no recompense by allowing darkness to embrace your soul. That is betraying yourself. And I will not let you betray me to the devil for any price.”

Mara stopped and looked down at her fingers, then covered her face with her hands. She wept and Alexandra stepped forward. With the flames on the bed now just embers, I walked over and stood next to her.

“There has to be a way out of here,” I said, my eyes still watering from the smoke. “I could slip out the back window, go around, and tell them I saw you ran into the woods.”

Alexandra looked at me strangely, then back at her sister. She reached out and gently pushed her sister’s hands aside, gripping her bloody face.

“If it is God’s will, we will face the end together. But not stained by our family’s dark art,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “Our souls will be clean.”

Mara nodded, a pained expression bending her blood-stained face, and she raised her hands to embrace her sister.

I still didn’t have a clue how to get them out of there with an entire village just outside the door. If I had to, I could—

“Nuh-no,” Alexandra said, her voice an explosive rasp as she hunched forward. Her mouth hung open, eyes unblinking.

That’s when I noticed the blood drizzling onto the ritual pile. Mara had plunged the knife into her sister’s chest.


Chapter thirty-six



Julius


Each time a member of the New Orleans crew tried to get close to the machine, they got blasted by the woman on the rock. And each time, Julius saw it break Jelly’s heart a little more.

“If all we doing is sending my folks into some unknown hellscape, it’s time we come up with a better plan,” he said, ducking below a line of bushes. He didn’t want to get blasted either. He watched as the woman extended a hand, muttering words he could not hear.

Julius glanced over at Painter, who looked like he might fall over as he stared off to the west, seemingly at nothing. Painter had finally discovered the identity of his father, Rasputin’s father, something he’d wanted to know his entire life.

And in the very next moment, his father had died. Uncle Jerry had died.

For now, Julius would let the man be.

“Most of the woman’s soldier have grain now,” Julius said to Jelly Roll as he pointed at the army of the dead advancing down the mountainside. “We can’t interact with them, but they can’t fuss with us either.”

“That don’t seem to be helping us much.”

“It could,” Julius said. “Maybe we run up in a wave. We get everyone left we got and just rush the machine, pushing out spooks as we go.”

Jelly shook his head. “That would be a slaughter, I reckon. Fish in a barrel.”

“Could be, but it might be enough—”

As they stared at the machine, the entire structure flashed and a wave of energy rolled over everyone around it. It knocked a few nearby spooks to their knees, and they slid back, spinning down the hill.

When Julius looked again, a dull blue glow encircled the monstrosity.

“Who did that there?” Jelly asked, his voice a whisper.

One of their crew, a short stocky man in a firefighter’s turnout, got back to his feet and rushed the floating machine, but this time the woman on the rock had her back turned.

“Look! He’s gonna make it,” Julius said, a strain in his voice. Hope was a dangerous drug, but he had taken a tiny hit. “She doesn’t see him.”

“She ain’t even lookin’, now!”

When the ghost got to the edge of the machine, he touched the veil and fizzled to nothing. He was gone.

That’s why Voodoo Cher hadn’t even bothered to turn around. She hadn’t needed to.

“Damn it.” Julius’s hope died, leaving a bitter taste in his throat. “She’s cast one of her spells on the damn thing.”

Another spook ran up from a different side and, like the first, burst into a phantasm of light, then disappeared. That was it. Their one shot to stop her was gone.

“This here is hopeless, now,” Jelly said, his words stumbling over the sob caught in his throat. “We’re too late.”

The man in the tux glided away, leaving the man with his grief. He headed toward Painter, who was just staring off at the horizon, the sun baking it a burned orange.

Julius sidled up next to him, looking in the same direction, and then sighed. “Might be this world’s last day of freedom. I suppose we should enjoy it.”

“Huh?” Painter said.

Julius pointed over his shoulder. “Her army is on the move. We can’t get into the machine to—”

“Why the west, do you think?” Painter said, as if not hearing him. “When I’d come up here and visit the Professor, she would always stare off to the west.”

The other man gazed out for a moment, then said, “Pretty sunsets out that way.”

Painter looked at his friend, his eyes distant. “It didn’t matter what time of day. I’d always catch her staring off out there. I never knew why.”

“East is where it all starts out.” Julius shrugged. “Out west is where it ends.”

“Maybe,” Painter said, nodding slowly. Something about that sounded right, but not quite. “Or, maybe, west is what has been.”

Julius chucked and shook his head. “What are you jabbering on about?”

The ghost detective sighed. “I’m not sure it matters now, but I think when the Professor was looking west—”

Before he could finish his sentence, he heard the motorcycle roar up behind him. But it wasn’t the sound of the bike that stopped him.

“This here’s gonna drive me batty,” Sally said, her hands over her ears as she straddled Bucephalus. “I can’t see any way to turn it off.”

Over the motorcycle’s speaker, a woman’s voice.

“24, 17, 35, 12…”

Julius looked toward it and frowned. He heard it echo and looked as Anza and the Actor drove up next to Sally. The voice was coming out from the speakers of the black Trans Am, too.

“37, 22, 9…”

Anza got out of the car, her hands over her ears like Sally. She shouted at the gunslinger. “I cannot turn it off. Is so loud!”

“What are you saying?”

“Wait,” Anza said, looking around the group. “Where is Uncle Jerry?”

Painter chuckled. “He ain’t here anymore.”

“Where did he go?”

Julius scowled at Painter, who put his hand up and shrugged. Then realization darkened his expression.

“He couldn’t raise anyone with the death whistle up top, so he found a security cart,” he lied. “He raced ahead to see if he can gather up some locals to slow her army down.”

Anza started to protest, but then the voice on the radio grew even louder. Painter pointed at the Stone Mountain’s PA system, the dozens of speakers all around the park.

“14, 19, 24, 67…”

Painter looked over at the Actor, who was trying to pull the pirate hat down over his head. Eyes squeezed shut.

“It’s the numbers station,” Painter said. “Why are we hearing it so loud now?”

“Because it is coming out of all the speakers,” Anza said, pressing her hands hard to her head and searching for the person who’d asked the question. “Every speaker.”

“Hold on, now.” Julius looked at his friend, then back to the dark-haired woman. The living woman who’d just answered Painter. “How did she hear you?”

Sally dropped her arms, wincing. “I heard you, too. Is that Razzie?”

“No,” Painter said, shaking his head. “He got taken into the machine.”

“Taken?” the gunslinger asked. “Taken where?”

Julius waved his arms in the air. “Hold on, hold on. How is it all y’all are hearing him?”

Anza shook her head. “I hear you, too.”

Painter knew why. It was why anyone living could hear ghosts of the InBetween. The one factor that gave them that ability.

Sally, Anza, and the Actor would soon be dead.


Chapter thirty-seven



Rasputin


“I will not be scorned,” Mara said, the look on her face a battle fought between dismay and rage. The latter won. “I will not be cast aside.”

Frozen in shock, Alexandra looked down at the blade in her chest.

Staggering back, I wordlessly stared as Mara reached for her sister and pulled the knife out. At first, I thought it was regret or some consolation. But when Alexandra let out a painful gasp, I saw Mara’s thumbs pressing into the wound. The blond woman then spun around and smeared her sister’s blood into the macabre collage on the table.

As she did, her fingertips crackled with a queer blue light.

“Our combined power will make this right, Alexandra,” she said, her staccato words sounding like chattering teeth. “I am sorry, dear sister, but this will not be our end. You will see! You will see what we can do!”

I spun and grabbed the fireplace poker I’d dropped. Gripping it, I stood between the sisters. As I stared at Mara’s back, bracing for another strike, she worked the horrifying pile with her hands, muttering words I couldn’t make out.

Behind me, I heard Alexandra stagger, then the sounds of metal scraping against stone. She drew in a quick breath and groaned in pain. When I turned, I saw her slide to her knees, leaving a bloody streak down the wall.

A red spot bloomed on the white fabric of her dress’s shoulder. I looked up to see blood dripping from a garden rake propped by the fireplace.

I couldn’t let this woman die, but I now knew the life I had to protect was Mara’s. It was she who would become Voodoo Cher.

As I listened to Alexandra struggle for breath, I watched Mara craft a spell to destroy her enemies. The door shook violently, fists banging, men shouting. Someone yelled for others to “stand clear,” and I heard an ax chipping away at the wood.

Despite all of her supernatural abilities, I had an insight that Mara did not. I knew what happened next.

In moments, they break in and kill her before she can finish the ritual. And with all that power harnessed from blood, hers and her sister’s, she will have the strength to reject death’s conscription, rebuff its call, and through her full-throated fury, she will forge a realm built for revenge.

A dark, parallel world where victims of the ultimate human betrayal, murder, are denied their rest. Stolen, trapped, and enslaved.

The InBetween.

If I protected Mara from the people beyond the door, an entire village could die because of her ritual. And, yeah, I could very likely die. Those guys had axes and fire!

However, risking my life to save her would mean Voodoo Cher would never roll an undead army across the planet to destroy every living person.

And since losing my Cassie, I’d made some of the best friends I’d ever had. People I loved. Anza, the Actor, Uncle Jerry, and even Sally. Julius, too.

Well, Julius was already dead. But, by ensuring Mara did not die at the hands of the villagers, there would never be an InBetween. When he died, he wouldn’t get trapped there and, instead, move onto the Next and join his bride.

I knew what I had to do. I had to protect Mara at all costs. It was literally the most important thing in the world and that job fell to me. Above all else, I would make sure she lived.

Clearing my throat, I said, “Mara, listen—”

She spun around, her eyes wild, face and hands stained by sticky crimson, and bared her teeth. “More. I need more blood!”

I shook my head quickly. “Um, I using mine.”

“Not yours,” she growled and, hands moving like vipers, smashed me in the temple with the butt of her knife.

I fell back and heard a groan as I landed on top of Alexandra. Mara lunged. Dazed by the blow to my skull, I clumsily raised my hands to block her because it would be impossible for me to keep her alive if she killed me first.

“Hold on,” I shouted, squeezing my eyes shut. “Wait!”

Everything stopped. But I didn’t feel the knife pierce my skin or another strike to the head.

When I cracked one eye open, I saw Mara inches from my face. As if frozen in time, she hung above me, her mouth wide in a silent scream. The only thing moving were her fluttering eyes.

Had another spell stopped her? Did Alexandra do that?

Blood gurgled from Mara’s mouth, and she expelled a coughing breath, showering me in red.

When I looked down, I saw the fireplace poker still in my hand, the other end of it having plunged through her chest. White-hot panic filled my brain. My mouth went dry.

I let go and Mara staggered back, her teeth bared as she wrapped slick red fingers around the metal bar and pulled the poker out of her chest. She tossed it to the floor with a clang!

Another groan below me, and when I turned, I saw blood had drenched Alexandra’s dress.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered to her. “Hold on.”

I pulled off my t-shirt, balled it up, and pressed it to her wound. The white lettering turned crimson. But my bigger concern, of course, was Mara. Who I’d just stabbed.

I was the absolute worst at saving people.

Alexandra weakly pointed over my shoulder, and when I turned, I saw Mara standing over the table, blood pouring from the gash in her chest. She’d drawn her hands across her face, painting it with streaks. In the middle of the table, she’d stacked the elements from the bag, all of it now drenched as if covered in black cherry syrup.

Raising her arms, blood dripping from her elbows in rivulets, her lips moved in a silent incantation, and a tiny lick of flame leaped from the bed to the table, lighting the pile on fire.

As smoke rose around her face, she continued muttering as her eyes rolled back in her head.

“No, Mara,” Alexandra said, coughing blood. “Don’t. You can’t!”

A brilliant light blazed from the table, and Mara’s hands turned into fists. Her words grew louder, unnatural, and wrong. I couldn’t understand a single one of them.

“You must st-stop her,” the woman beneath me stammered. “She has my power and hers. Too much. Too much for one…”

I staggered to my feet, but the moment I did, a blast threw me against the wall. Outside, I heard the shouts of terrified villagers.

Mara’s pale body rose off the floor, and she hovered toward the ceiling. The light from the small fire turned her blood stains black, and she began to spin. Her words boomed so loud, my ears rang.

“I invoke the power of blood,” she said. “I demand the void heed my word. Obey my regal bloodline, the power of our darkest of fathers.”

Alexandra stretched a hand toward her sister. “No, Mara, don’t—”

“A realm of my own making, between here and there,” Mara shouted. “So that I might have my revenge!”

The young woman’s body burned white hot, and the surrounding air sizzled. The roof disappeared, then beyond that, the stars in the sky dimmed. As worlds split along their seams, I saw the moment the dark veil fell.

I had just witnessed the birth of the InBetween.

“Oh dear God,” I muttered, my head leaned back against the wall. “What have I done?”

Me, I’m not a physics guy. Time’s arrow, parallel dimensions, entangled bodies. All that means nothing, which is why I made a living shooting my mouth off between rock records.

But right then, it all became clear to me.

In death, Mara became Voodoo Cher. Her name an echo of those two derisive words spoken by the married lover who betrayed her.

And I had been the one to kill her. Me.

There was an electric blue flash. Mara’s body dropped, smashed onto the table, then crumpled to the floor like a discarded doll. I scrabbled over to Alexandra.

“I’m sorry,” I said, tears making my vision blurry. “I tried to stop it. I’m so, so sorry.”

The dark-haired woman shook her head and gave me a weak smile. She softly put her hand to my cheek, staring into my eyes.

“Nothing you could do,” she said. “What is to be will be.”

I looked up at the window at the rear of the cabin. Could I carry her out of there? Would the villagers let us pass now that Mara was dead?

I said, “We can still save you. There must be some doctor that can—”

“I have a hole in my body,” she said and coughed blood. “There is nothing that can be done.”

Covering my eyes, I shook my head. “I had a chance to fix this and screwed it all up. I think I made it worse.”

“You always try, don’t you?” she said, slurring her words. “You have a good heart. It’s my favorite thing about you.”

Snapping my head up—what did she say?—I saw her eyes close. Alexandra went limp and slumped across my lap. When I looked down, I saw where the rake had split her skin. Three bloodied slashes across her back.

“Of course,” I whispered, sniffing away tears. “Of course.”

The Professor. My Professor had been her sister.

The front door burst open, and I covered my head as splinters rained down onto me. Three men stepped in with torches, their eyes wide and swords raised. I looked at them wearily.

One of them saw me, raised his blade and shouted, “What is this? Who are you?”

I began to answer, but then just started laughing. “It’s complicated and nothing I say will be anything you wanna hear.”

“Look,” the man named Laurent said, a bloodied bandage swaddling his hand. Mara’s lover. The one whose lies and inability to keep it in his pants started this mess. “This man has killed her! He’s killed the witch.”

The first guy looked at me, raising an eyebrow as he lowered his sword. “Is this true?”

“It was, you know, an accident,” I said and two men raced toward me. I braced for their blows.

Instead, they hoisted me to my feet, patting me on the shoulders and back.

“Well done,” one said.

“Brave, brave soul,” the other added. “They were both powerful with voodoo. How did you do this?”

I sighed. “I tried to do the right thing, and it all went wrong,” I said. “It’s a gift.”

All heads turned as a woman stepped through the shattered front door into the cabin, looking at the two dead bodies on the floor. She frowned and closed her eyes for a moment. Then she threaded her arm through Laurent’s.

“It is done, my dear,” he said. “I am free of that witch.”

I frowned at him, but he turned away and missed it. Pity, too, because it was a fantastic frown. What a coward. What a weak, weak man.

The woman in a beautiful full dress, incongruous to the men dressed for battle, put her hands to her chest and stifled a sob. Something orange wove around her ankle, and she bent down to grab it. The cat skittered away from her and trotted over.

It regarded me with its green eyes, then rubbed against my leg.

“I think he likes you, cher,” the woman said with a sad smile.

“Yow!” I shouted. The cat had scratched me. When I looked down, I saw it licking its paw. The woman bent down, and the cat padded back to her, leaping into her arms.

“Don’t take it personally,” she said. “Ferris Wheel just does that sort of thing. It’s in his nature.”

Then the woman turned, her flowing dress a burst of color in the dark room, and walked into the night. I looked at the husband and scowled. I wanted to call out and warn her he would one day kill her. Push her from her home’s upper floor as she clutched her beloved pet.

But to what end? Each time I’d tried to fix something, I only made it worse.

“What is your name, friend?” the first man asked me, clasping my shoulder.

I shrugged. My heart felt black. I had let everyone down. I had failed everyone I loved.

“What does it matter now?” I said.

“Because people will always remember you as the man who killed the witch who bedeviled our village.”

“Ah,” I said. “Good point.”

Wiping the dampness from my tired eyes, I reached over to the buffet and found the letter the two sisters had argued over. It was addressed to Mara Hecate.

“It’s not over,” I muttered and stuffed the envelope into my pocket.

“It is for that witch,” one man said. “Did you kill her sister as well?

I shook my head. “I tried to save her.”

The second man pulled his hat off and laid it gently over her face. He stood slowly and sniffed.

“Despite what Laurent says about her, Alexandra will be missed,” he said. “The children will be very sad, they will.”

That felt like a punch to the gut. “She h-had kids?”

The man shook his head. “She was the schoolteacher of our village, and one so educated to come out this way is rare.”

“What’s done is done,” the first man said. “The children will miss their professor, but our village has been saved from evil!”

I looked down at Alexandra. She had died at the hands of her sister, who’d used her blood to help create the InBetween. And she became its first prisoner.

Bending down, I laid a gentle hand on her arm and whispered a promise.

“I will make this right.”

And I could. I really could by using a rule of the InBetween against its creator.

The only way to clear ghosts from that realm was to reveal their killers. And now, I had Voodoo Cher’s real name. Mara Hecate. And I knew her killer’s name because it was mine.

With those two names, I had what my friends needed to stop her and her ghost army. There was, however, a slight wrinkle.

I needed to get those two names to them in the twenty-first century.

Once again, despair began to thread its fingers into my heart. How was an idiot disk jockey, an old radio hack, going to science out how to get a message to people one-hundred-and-fifty years in the future?

“Oh, right,” I said, and a grin spread across my face. “Now, that makes sense.”

And I realized right then that I’d already given them one part of the message.


Chapter thirty-eight



Painter


Painter stared, dumbstruck, as the undead soldiers marched down the side of Stone Mountain. There was nothing he or his friends could do but listen to the screams. The livies yelling and running, trying to flee.

However, for some, the threat hadn’t sunk in. Maybe it was so far outside reality, it just didn’t compute. Or that the dopamine hit from winning the viral video lottery outweighed any concerns about, say, mortality.

“Is this some kind of stunt?” one man said as he streamed the chaos to social media. One hand on the handlebars of his bike, he laughed and looked at all the others sprinting past. Something in his lizard brain told him it wasn’t a gag, but he clung onto hope—and his phone—desperately wanting someone to say, “Yes, yes, it is. Jokes!”

No one did.

No one running away did. None of his one-hundred-nineteen followers did. And neither did the growling reanimated ghost soldier, who bit his head off at the neck.

Voodoo Cher had perched herself on the edge of her machine, which was levitating a foot off the ground and advancing behind the army Her arms raised, electric tendrils filled the sky and illuminated hundreds of the undead rolling down the north side of the mountain like a slow-moving flood.

For Painter and his friends—the ghosts and livies—that horror was almost too much to bear. Or, rather, it would have been too much to bear if they had not been so focused on the old numbers station.

It blared from the park’s overhead speakers and spilled from the motorcycle and car radios.

“21. 17. 35. 47…”

The Actor came around to stand next to Anza, mainly to hide from the undead marching down the mountainside. On Tiktok, he’d just seen a cyclist get decapitated.

“Why is that so loud?” he said.

“Hold on,” Anza said, pulling at her lip. “Where have we heard this station before?”

The Actor threw his hands up. “Everywhere!”

“That’s right,” Painter said, and a thought pushed into his mind. “As Rasputin, I first heard it in Mexico. Then we heard it in New Orleans.”

“Atlanta, too, I think,” Anza said, searching her memory.

“And Scotland,” Julius added.

“Uncle Jerry said people heard it in Australia,” Sally said. “But that was decades ago. Before any of us showed up there.”

Painter hadn’t yet told them about Uncle Jerry. That his body lay at the top of the mountain, just a few hundred feet away. He wanted to tell them. He just didn’t know how to do that.

“Yes, this is right,” Anza said. “But I bet it was supposed to be there for when you showed up.”

The Actor frowned at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t you seeing?” she said, bouncing from foot to foot. “The station plays in all the places where we go, yes? Only those places!”

Sally laughed. “You don’t know that! It could be playing everywhere.”

“No, this is not true,” Anza said, shaking her head and holding up her phone. “I am on the socials all the time. If this was worldwide, there would be memes and conspiracy kooks and all these things. It only was where we were or where we were going to be.”

“And why does that even matter?” Julius said. “Don’t we have more important things to deal with?”

“Anza’s right,” Painter said. “It’s for us. The numbers station is for us.”

The livies looked at him. Or, rather, they all looked in different directions, hoping they were looking at him. Sally and the Actor scowled. Anza smiled.

“Exactly,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself. “It is message.”

“Ha! And we’re supposed to crack the code?” the Actor said, clenching his teeth. “We’ll never figure out any message. I’m still working on a Wordle from last August!”

“The numbers is not the message. The station is the message. Radio is message.” Anza said. “It says this is from Rasputin.”

The others stared at her slack-jawed, but something clicked in Painter’s head.

“Before Raz disappeared, I was holding onto his arm. But when Voodoo Cher touched him, I saw into her past through him,” the ghost detective said. “That’s the last thing he would have seen before getting sucked into the machine.”

“You’re saying, instead of going somewhere, he went some-when?” Julius said, rubbing his hand over his head. “To her past?”

“Yeah. Exactly that.”

“Right. We are saying this!” Anza clapped once, a smile bending her face. “I am not saying all the ghost and voodoo with the movies and things, but I am saying the message is from Rasputin. The station is his way of saying, this is me.”

“Fine, let’s say you’re right.” The Actor’s expression made it clear that he didn’t think she was. “Why a numbers station? Why wouldn’t Razzie make it a rock station? Much more on brand.”

“If it had been music, we would ignored it.,” Anza said. “This way, it is unusual, so sticks out, yes?”

To Julius, he felt that little squirt of hope again. Just a little. “Okay, let’s say it’s from our boy. What’s the point if it only says ‘hey guys it’s me.’”

Painter looked up at the machine as it floated toward the fleeing crowds below and felt the rush of realization.

“If I’d gotten chucked into the past, and technically I did, there’s only one message I would send to my friends because there’s only one worth sending.”

The Actor perked up. “Buy stock in Apple early.”

“No one can stop Voodoo Cher’s army,” Painter said, ignoring the Actor. “So, Raz’s message will tell us how to destroy the InBetween.”


Chapter thirty-nine



Lucifer


Lucifer sipped his wine, watching the woman and her death machine rolling down the side of the mountain. He cast a sideways glance at Steve Janus. The man was arguing with an AI version of himself stuck in a robot head, which had clearly gone insane.

He looked back at his large screen TV, now merely a witness to the beginning of the end of the world. Voodoo Cher rumbled forward as an army of unkillable undead soldiers prepared to destroy humankind.

How embarrassing.

One night! One tiny mistake and it’s come to this?

Really, it had been the mother’s fault all those years earlier anyhow. She’d dialed him up through her voodoo incantation. As a rule, he didn’t really take calls from mortals, but that girl had been hot. And not like the normal hot he was used to because, in the Underworld, a “hot” woman usually meant they were on fire.

One damn night, he thought and covered his eyes with his hand.

They’d had dinner, a little dancing, a few drinks, a walk down the pier, some ice cream, a ritualistic sacrifice and then boom. In the morning, he wakes up next to her.

Years later, he’d checked in, just briefly. Twin girls. One dark-haired and one light.

And now one sister was leading an army to kill everyone on the planet after stuffing the other sister deep into a machine that powered murderous, reanimated ghosts.

“Probably has daddy issues,” he muttered to himself, splitting his fingers to peek at the screen. “My bad.”

In his own personal hell, Janus hopped up from his wicker chair, holding the metal head eye level and waggling a finger at it.

“How are my super soldiers dead?” he said, scolding the robot cylinder. “You were supposed to be in charge of that.”

“I was. And since I am you, you were. So, if there’s anyone to blame, buddy, it’s you.”

Happy for the brief distraction, the Old Man grinned. “He does have a point.”

“Shut it, you!” Janus said, trembling with rage, which made the head rattle. “I had a plan. We had a plan. Invested billions. It was all going so well when I handed it off! You just needed to get the project over the line.”

“Yeah, that didn’t pan out,” Janus Head said, then noticed the big TV. “Hey, what’s on the tube?”

“Listen to me,” Janus said, gripping the AI in both hands now. “Our entire plan hinges on those soldiers! Without them, we don’t have a plan.”

“You know what they call that in the corporate world?” the head said, one eye still watching the television. “Over leveraging. You basically bankrupted your earth-centric properties.”

“No, no, no,” Janus said. “The sale of just a few of our Enhanced soldiers will pay off all that capital investment! Buyers are already lined up!”

“Ah,” the head said, wishing it had a finger to hold up. It didn’t. “Yeah, that part was tough to pull off after all your soldiers, ya know, died. Killed by a big hairy French dude and his angry friend. Horrible people.”

Janus slumped back into the wicker chair, letting the robot head drop to the floor.

“No. No, it can’t be.”

“It can, and it is,” the Janus Head said, rolling around a throw rug woven from the soul of Jeffrey Epstein. “And the shareholders are not thrilled about it. Not a bit. In fact, when I got back onto the network, they downloaded all my files and saw what you’d done. Then you got voted off the board!”

“What?” Janus said, spittle flying from his lips. “That’s not possible. I have final vote on all motions!”

The robot head tipped upside down, spun once, and stared at him. “Well, you were all cooped up in this weird cabin, right? So when they needed your vote, I stepped in and you, that is me, agreed. I agreed with the board and voted me out. And by me, I mean you.”

“That’s impossible.”

“No, just highly improbable,” the head said. “But, don’t worry. They’ve installed you as Acting Chairman.”

“Wait.” Janus’s eyebrows rose on his forehead, a note of hope in his voice. “I am now Acting Chairman of Hell inc?”

“Ah, no. By you, I mean me,” the robot said and rolled over toward the television to get a better view. “I am Acting Chairman.”

A smile crept across Lucifer’s face. “However, as you say, this failed Enhanced soldiers scheme bankrupted your organization, Acting Chairman of Hell inc.”

The robot head sighed. “Too true.”

“So,” Lucifer said. “You want a job?”

Janus Head spun twice and faced the Old Man. “Really? Doing what?”

“What might you know about running global news organizations?”

“Absolutely nuthin’!”

“Hmm. Potentially overqualified, but…” Lucifer knit his fingers together and grinned. “Perfect.”


Chapter forty



Rasputin


“Are we nearly there?” the boy asked me, and I grinned.

Chopping through the thick foliage with my machete, I wiped the sweat from my forehead. I stopped and scanned around. “You know, in a century and a half, kids will still be saying that.”

“So you will take others on long, boring walks in the future, too?” George Jr. said, and I could hear the snark in his voice.

I laughed easily because my heart felt light. That walk through the woods just west of Stone Mountain was the final leg of a journey I’d started years earlier. Or, actually, many years later.

It had taken me a while to work my life out in 1853.

You see, life has a playbook written in a language whose meaning gets lost in translation, so I got rewarded for doing exactly the wrong thing. Despite my efforts to protect a voodoo witch, I’d killed her. And for that, I got free room and board from the New Orleans locals.

That had lasted a few weeks until I accepted I was stuck in the nineteenth century and nothing would change that.

At one point, I considered tracking down Sally Scull out west, but I didn’t know where to look. Of course, if I had found her, before I could properly explain the situation, she’d shoot me. Even if I had gotten to properly explain the situation, she’d shoot me.

No question about that. None.

I got a job at a bakery. And then spent a week as a hand on a fishing boat. Those hadn’t worked out because they’d been too much like actual work. The only skill I really possessed was the ability to talk total crap. So, when a traveling circus wheeled through town, I’d hitched my metaphorical wagon to their actual wagon.

For a year, we traveled around the United States, and I served as an MC for one of the smaller sideshows. My main stars were three ornery monkeys who did acrobatics. My job was primarily to clean up all the shit they’d invariably end up flinging around.

In many ways, it was a lot like working in radio.

After proving myself, I subbed in for the main MC pretty regularly and was earning a couple of bucks. I made friends with the freaks, but I’d always fit in with that crowd. The best part was that I didn’t have to lie to those people. I could straight up tell them I was from the future, and they’d be like, “Yeah, cool, I’ve got a head the size of a walnut, so… pass the salt?”

With all my future knowledge, I could have saved countless lives and reduced human suffering. I came from a time of antibiotics and satellites and air travel!

Yeah, I didn’t know how any of that stuff worked.

Or I could have made millions by investing in stuff like oil, railroad, and telephone companies. Maybe throw a couple of bucks at Edison for his wacky light bulb idea.

But that just sounded like more work. So I came up with a much simpler plan. Or, rather, easier.

I befriended a family who made their living by cooking food for all the circus workers. Even a bearded lady’s gotta eat, right?

George and Marion and their son, George Jr.

We arrived near Boston in the spring. It had been pouring with rain, and they couldn’t get their stoves fired up for the evening meal. All their matches were too damp. I went to my tent and came back with something they’d never seen. In fact, no one had ever seen it.

Yet.

“What is it?” George asked.

I held up the dull metal case and grinned. “It’s called a Zippo.”

“What does it do?” Marion said, snatching it from me. That lady was a big snatcher.

I grabbed it back. The year before, in my timeline, I’d taken it off Uncle Jerry. It had become a cherished keepsake because it had belonged to my father and was all I had to remember him by.

“Lemme show you how it works,” I said and lit their stove fires. They stared, amazed. And I got free food that night.

The next evening, Marion visited my tent. I was wary because, as established, she was a big snatcher. And I’d seen her eying my Zippo the night before.

Apparently, she and her husband had been asking some of the circus workers about me.

“So you’re from the future, then? That’s where you got your lighter?” she said, standing by my tent flap. “How much for it?”

“It belonged to my dad,” I said. “I wouldn’t sell it for any amount of money.”

“Fine then,” she said, and started unbuckling her pants

I jumped up from my bed. “Ah, no, not that either!”

“What?” she said, scowling at me. “This is a very fine leather belt! The nicest thing I own.”

Clearing my throat, I said, “Thank you, but there’s nothing I want you can give me…” Then I realized there was something. The only thing that mattered even more than my father’s lighter.

So I made a deal.

“I’ll give this to you. All yours. You copy the design, and you’ll make a fortune.”

Marion squinted at me, re-buckling her belt. “What do you want from me?”

“I need to get a message to my friends in the future so they can save the world.”

Her squint turned to a smile.

“Yeah.” She held her palm out for the lighter. “We can help you do that.”

I suppose I could have written a note and had it delivered a hundred-fifty-years later. Some Fed Ex person showing up at Stone Mountain seconds after I disappeared. “Package for Anza!”

“Ah,” you say to me. “Even better, you could give them the names long before that night!”

Right?

But…. if I got them the two names before Stone Mountain with instructions to publish them for the world to see, then I would have never later gone to Stone Mountain and thus never gone back in time to give the two names to my friends in the future!

Obviously.

They needed to get the message minutes after I left. And, no, I couldn’t count on a courier, especially because I knew that the forces of the Underworld had control of them. Too risky.

My answer, of course, was the numbers stations.

I had realized that my first night in 1853. In the twenty-first century, I’d heard those stations all over the world, exactly in the places where we went. So I knew that they’d been my plan all along! I would come up with the idea for numbers station in my future, which, of course, was the past. I didn’t have to overthink it, because I’d already worked that part out!

Obviously.

The second part, I did have to think about. But once I came up with it, I knew my friends would too, because I was right there to tell them about it. Or, rather, Painter was.

And that’s why George and Marions’s son had joined me for a long walk into the woods near Stone Mountain.

“Ah ha!” I said, then laughed. “Eureka. I’ve found it.”

George Jr. bent down to examine the huge rock and frowned. “It looks like every other stone here.”

“It’s very special,” I said. “I’ll show you why, but you have to remember your part in our bargain. Your parents have agreed, so it will one day fall to you. Then your children and so on.”

He sighed, repeating what I’d told him so many times before: “Yes, fifty years from now, there will be words and music in the air called radio. And one hundred years after that, my family is to create your numbers stations.”

Bending down, I ran my hand over the huge bolder.

“And you father has the map of all the areas we went,” I said. “Or, um, will go around the world.”

“You know all that travel will be a serious financial burden upon my family, right?”

“Yeah, but you guys will be the new Zippo kings of the planet,” I said, and pursed my lips. That was mucking around with history. But, ah well, couldn’t be helped. “So you’ll have a couple bucks.”

I motioned him to come closer to me, and I reached behind the rock, all the way to my shoulder. When I pulled my hand out, his eyes bulged.

“What is it?” he said, his voice a whisper. “Is that a weapon from the future?”

“Nah. But it’ll help kill a couple hours on a warm Sunday afternoon.” Putting the item back, I held my other hand out, flicking my fingers, and said, “Hand it over, now. Let’s go, let’s go!”

George Jr. dug through his satchel as I looked for the perfect spot. The face of the stone was dusty but smooth and pristine. I smiled, running my fingers over the surface where I would add four words to save my friends. The people I loved.

And, sure, a couple billion other people, but I didn’t know any of those guys.

The boy handed me the chisel, and I told him to fetch me a rock I could use as a hammer.

“Many years from now,” I said, pointing at the smooth surface, “people will cover this with declarations of love. And we will be the first to plant that seed.”

“You talk so strangely, Uncle Raz,” the boy said and handed me a stone.

Yeah. I’d asked everyone to call me Uncle Raz.

Sue me.


Chapter forty-one



Painter


Painter stumbled as he walked, still not fully recovered from getting blasted by the demigod on top of the mountain. The stomping feet of the undead echoed like a constant, rolling thunder through the dark woods.

“As long as we’re moving away from that horror show back here, I’m a happy pirate,” the Actor said, winding down the path through the woods.

Anza thwopped him on the head with a finger. “Are you still ahead of us, Painter?”

“Yep,” the ghost said, then dropped to his knees in front of a group of rocks. “We’re here.”

“I wish Uncle Jerry was here,” Anza said. “I am worried about him.”

The Actor huffed, sweeping an arm toward the surrounding forest. “We’re stopping? Do you see what’s coming off that mountain? Let’s keep walking. To, like, Miami.”

Julius crouched next to Painter and whispered. “Do you think you should tell them about their friend now?”

“No.” The ghost detective shook his head. “They’re already feeling hopeless. Don’t need to make it worse.”

“Okay,” Julius said. “How about you, then? You alright, little brother?”

Painter nodded, reached through the largest rock, and tried to pull his arm back. There was a soft thud. Julius cocked his head, a question on his face.

Smiling, the other ghost said, “Whoops. Forgot it’s, you know. Solid.” He went around to the side of the massive stone and shuffled his arm back and forth, trying to dislodge the object. Then, in a burst, it came free. He held it up.

The Actor and Anza stared at the cracked baseball bat. Neither blinked.

“Is that bat levitating?” the Actor whispered. “What evil is this?”

“Is no evil,” Anza said, stepping forward. “Is only a floating bat.”

The Actor scowled. “Probably some National League thing.”

Sally stepped from behind Anza and snatched it out of the air. She swung it a few times and grinned.

“Makes the fingers a bit tingly.”

“Okay, so this is why we come out in the woods, Painter Mann?” Anza said. “To see a floating bat?”

“Raz telling us he’s in the past is just the first part of the message,” Painter said, scanning the stone’s surface. “He knows it’s hopeless for us but that this can all be over with just two words. Rather two names.”

Julius took a few steps back, his hands on his head. “Voodoo Cher’s real name and the name of her killer.”

“And you think it’s in all this mess here?” the Actor said, staring at the massive rock. Names in ink, marker, paint, or carved into the stone covered every inch. “Look at all these names!”

“If it were me, that’s what I would have done,” Painter said and smiled for the first time in hours. “And it is me, so that’s what I did.”

Sally looked around. “Why here?”

“Because only I knew about this spot,” Painter said, snatching the bat from Sally’s hands. “The was-is bat was too dangerous, so I hid it where no one would find it.”

The Actor frowned, rubbing his fingers across the stone’s surface. “Behind a rock vandalized by more than a hundred horny teenagers?”

Over the years, lovers had written and carved their heartfelt pledge in the stone.

Gene loves Cindy.

Rose loves Nicholas.

Dewayne loves Carrie.

Painter tapped the bat on a spot right in the middle. The chiseled words had been the first, and over the next one-hundred-fifty years inspired countless others to do the same.

“Look,” Anza said, pointing at them. “How clever of our friend? A message that does not look like a message.”

The Actor kneeled and read the inscription.

“Rasputin Frewer hearts Mara Hecate.”

“Yes!” Sally threw a fist in the air. “I knew deep down my boy was a killer!”

“Wow,” Anza said as her hands rubbed her temples. “This is very much to take in. Razzie will have some explaining to do.”

Sitting on the ground, the bat in his lap, Painter sighed. “Y’all wanna hear something weird?”

“Absolutely not,” the Actor said.

“Yes,” Anza and Sally said in unison. They high-fived.

Painter said, “I knew this was the rock because when I hid the bat, I remembered it had all these inscriptions here.” He ran his hand over his head. “Man, I wish I could remember.”

The Actor asked, “Remember what?”

The ghost detective leaned toward the rock. “Whether these two names were here when I hid it before,” he said, “or changed because Raz went back.”

Everyone stood in silence until Anza pulled out her phone and called the Actor to sit by her next to the rock.

“We never got to do that selfie,” she said. “No time like the present, yes?”

He hopped up and put his arm around her shoulder. She took the picture. It would do.

“And now a funny one!” she said, and the Actor hopped off the rock.

“No,” he said. “And that’ll be fifty bucks for the selfie.”

“Also no,” she said, smiled at him and got one in return.

Anza sighed and looked around as she typed in the brief post on her social media page. “What will happen when I do this? What will change?”

The Actor shrugged, then burst forward and gave her a hug. She hugged him back, and he stepped away, looking sheepish. “Just in case, you know, I can’t do that later.”

“I am always up for hugs, my wonderful friend,” she said.

He turned toward Sally and raised his arms. So did she, but both her hands held loaded guns. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Got it. No hugs for you,” the Actor said. Then, in a small move, Sally tipped her hat. Gripping the brim of his pirate hat, the Actor did the same.

Anza hit Post.


Chapter forty-two



Rasputin


In a blink, I’d gone from standing in the woods near Stone Mountain with George Junior to sitting in a very uncomfortable plastic chair. The sunlight replaced by harsh fluorescents; the summer heat traded for a metallic tasting coolness. And I smelled pizza. Bad pizza.

“—who was an amazing guitar player,” the dark-haired man was saying. “He showed me a few licks, but… hold on now.”

I looked up from the faded green cafeteria plate in front of me and took in the scene. After spending years in the nineteenth century, this world seemed so foreign. All smooth lines and sharp angles, as if trying to convince ourselves we’d bested nature by keeping it at bay with streak-free windows.

And sitting across from me, the star of the Karate Kid film franchise. Rather, a being who’d pretended to be Ralph Macchio a few years back. Or, from my most recent timeline, more than a century in the future.

Time’s a weird thing.

“You’re not…” the doppelgänger Ralph said, knitting his perfectly trimmed eyebrows together. “You are not the same Rasputin who was sitting here ten seconds ago, are you?”

I chuckled and pushed the tray away because the smell of it was turning my stomach. I’d been living on a diet of freshly cooked meats and baked bread. Vegetables grown from gardens that, in the early years, I’d had to pilfer from in the middle of the night.

Yeah, sometimes I’d gotten chased by dogs, but I’d been chased by chimera. Dogs were a bit bitey, but they didn’t drag you into a hell that was void of all light and sound and time. So, they were fine by me.

Smiling at the man, I scratched my beard. Uh, nope. No more beard. Clean shaven.

Then I remembered this.

I remembered this exact moment, because I had already lived it.

Sitting in the hospital’s cafe. Cassie’s hospital. This was before I’d gone off on a fool’s errand to find the crossroads and make a deal with the Devil to save her life. To fail and end up dead, but not quite dead. A year in the InBetween, not knowing who I was.

Voodoo Cher with her machines. The march to war. My father dying in front of me.

This moment was before all of that.

Turning slowly, I looked at the cafeteria door. Cassie would still be here. Not for long, but if I’d really returned to this moment, I could get her final days back.

“You need to answer me, Rasputin,” Ralph said, lowering his voice as he shot glances from side to side. “Explain how this version of you got here and now.”

I’d already given this asshole far too much of my life. Far too much time. Far too much of me. I started to get up, and he reached out, softly, which was weird for the Lord of the Underworld. He asked me to sit back down.

“I can’t. I won’t,” I said, my eyes stinging with tears. “Cassie’s just upstairs in a hospital bed. This time, I won’t lose these last days because I think I can save her.” Drawing in a deep breath, I exhaled, and finally spoke the truth of it. “Because I couldn’t deal with her dying.”

“Please,” Lucifer said. “Just one minute.”

Glancing at the double doors, I sighed and dropped back into my seat. I held up a finger. “One. Then I’m staying with her. Not going off on some moronic quest for you.”

He smiled. “Is that what happened?”

“You know that’s what happened!” I growled at him, and waved around the room. “This is how it all started. I came down here for some crappy pizza and bumped into you pretending to be Ralph Macchio.”

The dark-haired man grinned, cocked an eyebrow, and shrugged.

“Then you started talking about some guitar movie you were in. Ralph was in.”

“Crossroads,” he said. “Great flick. Troublesome ending.”

“And then that batshit idea wiggled into my brain because you wiggled it in.”

The guy gave me a fake frown. “You make it sound dirty.”

“Whatever.” I splayed my hands out on the table and pulled my fingernails across its surface. “If this is real… if I’m really back at the beginning, I’m not chasing after some stupid lamp for you. This time, that doesn’t happen.”

He laughed and rocked forward slightly. “But you’ve already gone, Rasputin. Not going now doesn’t delete your past.”

“But I can change it, right?” I said, scooting back and lowering my voice. “If I don’t go now, all that madness never happens.”

He regarded me for a moment. “You mean you never meet Anza and the Actor? Never reconnect with your Uncle Jerry?”

“He’s not—”

“I know,” Ralph said, putting his hand up. “So, you’ll never help all those lost souls of the InBetween? Never meet Julius?”

I slammed my hand on the table, which drew the attention of a few nearby diners. The Old Man didn’t even flinch.

“But that danger is all over now, isn’t it?” I said, my face reddening. “My friends got the message, and Voodoo Cher is gone.” I looked around the room, and I could feel it. Or rather, not feel it. “That… that never even happens now. We did that, didn’t we?”

“Yes and no.” The man in the black leather jacket nodded, then titled his head to the side. “Yes, because the InBetween got woven into the fabric of the All Time, so when she moved on to the Next, she’d always moved on. And no, because… I mean, just because she’d always moved doesn’t mean it never happened in the first place.”

“Clear as mud,” I said. “As usual.”

“Time doesn’t get overwritten like some computer file, Rasputin,” he said. “All those experiences are in the past, your past. They happened. Just because you ended up here and now, doesn’t make that time go away. You’ve just sort of, um, tumbled sideways. And a little back.”

I threw my hands up. “I don’t get it.”

“You don’t have to,” he said. “Take it on… faith.”

I frowned. “Funny that coming from you. Especially after the hell you put me through. You killed me, man. I spent a year dead because of you.”

“Because of me?”

“Yeah, you,” I said. “And this time, I’m not doing it.”

He laughed. “You already have.”

“Fine, well, I ain’t doing it again,” I said. “Not going to the crossroads. And I’m sure as hell never getting into your slick black car—”

“My slick black car?” Ralph said, his eyes losing focus for a moment, then drifting back. “Right. Clever. Tricky.”

“I’ve done what I’d promised to do,” I said. “Voodoo Cher was pure evil, and now she’s gone.”

He nodded. “Bad parenting. Or rather, bad parent. But yes, that is over.”

“Good,” I said, standing. “Great. So I’ve earned a few days with my wife before she goes.”

The man sighed and rubbed his Hollywood-perfect jaw. “You have. And more.”

“Then stay out of my life from here on out.”

He smiled. “I can’t and won’t do that. You mean too much to me. All of you do.”

“Listen, I don’t need the dark lord of Hell anywhere near—”

“Oh that? Rasputin, just because Lucifer borrowed this beautiful man’s face, doesn’t mean the two of us are the same.” He then leaned forward with a huge grin.

I blinked and shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

He rose from his seat, walked around the table, and stood next to me. When he put a hand on my shoulder, I felt a warmth flood my body.

“Sorry, but this is the path you needed to take,” he said, his voice just a whisper. “It kind of sucked sometimes, but we got there in the end.”

“Ha,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I’m gonna have that carved on my tombstone.”

“Go be with Cassie and cherish the time you have together.”

I glanced down at his hand, but didn’t see it. When I looked up, the man was gone.

***

Flying through the cafeteria doors, I hit the elevator. Third floor. I ran down the halls I’d shuffled through hundreds of times. It felt like so long ago now. Surreal. This time, I would stay by her side until the end.

When I got to Cassie’s wing, I was sprinting.

“Excuse me—” a nurse called out, but I ignored him.

Shouldering the door open, I burst into the room and saw her lying on her side. When she turned, she was a seventy-year-old Indian woman.

“What in the world have they been giving you?”

I felt a tug on my shirt, pulling me from the room. When I turned, a nurse stood there with a crabby frown on his face.

“Please leave Mrs. Golani be,” he whispered. “Unless you’re a relative we haven’t been told about.”

“Where is she?” I said, my heart racing. “Where is my wife?”

“Who?”

I rolled my hands into fists and pointed at the door. “Why did you move her?” Then my heart sank. “Am I too late?”

The nurse circled back around his station and asked for her name. Swallowing down panic, I told him.

“Cassie,” I said. “Cassandra Frewer.”

He clicked away, twisting his lips back and forth. Had I gone back to the beginning, but days later? After she’d—

“Wrong room,” the nurse said, pointing to the ceiling. “Eighth floor. Room Eleven.”

Without another word, I ran to the elevator, repeatedly smashing the button like I was firing on video game zombies. Or demon mimes.

Too slow.

I spun around and hit the stairs, taking them two at a time. Then after a floor, one at a time. For the next three floors, I held the railing and pulled myself up while gasping for air. I definitely needed to get into better shape.

On the eighth floor, I found room twelve. I took a deep breath and slowly pushed the door open. She faced the windows. Sleeping.

I crept over to her and went to put my hand on her shoulder. Then hesitated.

“Cassie?”

The woman stretched and turned toward me.

“Hey baby,” she said, and yawned. “You get lunch?”

Tears filled my eyes as I nodded, and I buried my face in her neck. She laughed her amazing laugh. I kissed her face and her lush, flowing… hair?

I rolled a lock of it around my finger and tugged to make sure it wasn’t a wig.

“Ow, weirdo,” she said. “That’s the sort of thing that got us into this mess.”

I looked at her face. Cheeks full. Eyes bright. She smiled at me, and I felt the world slide just a little.

Stammering, I said, “W-what is…”

Cassie sat up on the bed and rubbed her hands on her belly. It was a big belly.

“Being a dad won’t have you running for the hills, will it?” she smiled and laughed at the look on my face.

I leaned forward, more gently this time, and wrapped my arms around her. It took me more than a minute to finally find my voice. When I did, I said, “I’m not going anywhere, baby.”


Chapter forty-three



Rasputin


Okay, that wasn’t entirely true.

When I called my mother and asked her to fly down, she’d been floored. No, really, I thought I heard a thump as if she’d passed out and landed on the carpet. I guess it had been a while since I’d called her.

Mom caught a flight the week after the baby was born. Before then, Cassie and I spent a few days being equal parts overjoyed and horrified as first-time parents.

With mom in the house to help, I took my lovely wife aside and told her I had something I needed to do.

“Is this about all that stuff that happened but never happened?” she said and lightly shoved me, which I’d always seen as her way of showing aggressive affection. Like the intersection of a hug and a slug to the gut.

“It all totally happened,” I said. “I also stopped the apocalypse by saving the world, remember? Did I mention that part?”

“You keep mentioning that part specifically,” she said with a smile I fell in love with each time I saw it.

“It was kind of a big deal.”

She looked over at Mom sitting on the couch and rocking our baby girl to sleep in her arms.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, and shooed me away. “Go do whatever. Just don’t get into any slick, black cars with strange men.”

I kissed her and told her I’d be back the next day.

“Or strange women!” she added as I headed out the door.

I caught a taxi to the airport and then grabbed an evening flight to Minneapolis. There, I took another cab to a neighborhood in North Minneapolis. I remembered a monster once telling me he’d lived in an apartment there.

I found his name on the buzzer list outside and leaned into it.

“Hello?” a phlegmy voice answered. “Who’s this?”

“Hi, Gary,” I said. “You got a few minutes?”

After a pause, the voice came back. “It’s ten o’clock. The landlord doesn’t like guests stomping around at night.”

“No stomping, man, I promise,” I said. “And that guy is bad news.”

“Who is this?”

“My name is Rasputin, but you knew me more as Painter,” I said. “I know this sounds nuts, but you and me are friends.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“That’s not entirely true,” I said and smiled. “Let me up and I’ll tell you how you helped me save the world.”

The next morning, I helped Gary move out of his apartment. He’d been reluctant until I told him that, from what I understood, I was pretty sure his landlord was planning on killing him. That’s how he’d ended up in the InBetween.

Now, he’d just be dead, which wasn’t much better.

Gary needed a place to stay and finding one would take a while, so I brought him over to Mom’s house. I probably should have checked with her first, but everyone loves a surprise, right?

***

When I got back home, I put myself on a quest: seek joy. I’d been on autopilot for so many years, I’d forgotten how to do that.

And, I realized the stuff that really mattered was the brief time you got with your friends and your family.

That epiphany only took me being chased by demon mimes, hunted by chimera, beaten up bad spooks, getting shot, dying, getting reborn, and battling a demigod to stop Armageddon.

Some of us are slow learners.

And one day I would work out how to explain to my friends—who didn’t know me anymore—that they’d risked everything to save the world. That would probably be impossible, but hell, I’d done the impossible before.

Before then, I had something even more important to do.

With my mom watching the baby and Cassie sleeping, I hopped on my motorcycle. Oh yeah, I bought a bike, because I’d really come to appreciate them in the past few years. Riding had always been something I loved to do, and that fit right into my “seek joy” mandate.

The same mandate that had me riding over to Adam’s house.

“Hey man,” I said when my old high school buddy opened the door. “Is Uncle Jerry around?”

“What?” he said and gave me a hug. “You come out here for the first time in ages, and you wanna talk to Jer?”

I slapped his shoulder and promised we’d catch up. Uncle Jerry came out of his room, dressed in a hoodie and blowing out a massive plume of smoke.

His eyes lit up when he saw me.

“Hi ya, Razzie!”

Smiling, I embraced him and whispered in his ear.

I said, “You’ve got a granddaughter.”

***

As I climbed back onto my bike to head home later that night, my head was full of plans.

And, sure, my plans were still mine. Most wouldn’t go the way I’d expected, but given my track record, that was probably for the best.

Riding through the dark streets of Atlanta, I thought about something my father had said hours earlier.

“How do you know all that stuff that happened wasn’t, you know, just in your head?” Uncle Jerry had asked me. “Maybe you went nuts or something?”

“I think there were times where I’d lost my marbles, no question.”

“I can relate.” He took a deep toke and added in a pinched voice, “I’m out.”

“Out?”

“Of marbles,” he said and blew out a heroic cloud of smoke.

“Right, but I know it all did happen because of the love I’ve got for you, Anza, the Actor, and even Sally,” I’d said. “That love is all the evidence I’ll ever need.”

I promised Uncle Jerry I would come by again soon for some catch-up dad and son time. But for now, I was going to spend every moment I could with Cassie and our baby, Diana.

Pulling onto the interstate, my chest swelled, and a smile lifted my face. It all felt really good, so I didn’t wholly trust it. But as someone had said to me in recent days, I just had to have faith.

As I headed down the acceleration lane, my motorcycle trilled strangely and revved when I hadn’t revved it. That bit of weirdness made me smile wider.

Why not? What the hell.

Leaning down close to the bike, I whispered.

“Giddyup.”

The End
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