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Dedication

For all wronged souls, and as always, for Dee.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        FORWARD 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        FORWARD 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter Twenty-nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter Thirty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter Thirty-two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter Thirty-three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
Forward 1

When people die, their souls go to Purgatory where it’s decided whether they go to Heaven or Hell. The process is not perfect; an occasional clerical error is made and an innocent is sent to eternal torment. 
When a soul is sent to the wrong place, the person who cared most about the deceased when alive (not always the obvious choice) begins to have disturbing dreams, sometimes visions, and a distinct feeling of unease, as if the universe is out of balance somehow. Through a priest, or perhaps a counselor or therapist, the loved one is put in touch with certain specialists. Armed with information, pictures, and a large check, the specialist goes into Hell, finds the misplaced soul, and returns him or her to Purgatory by way of Heaven Gate for proper processing.
There is risk. If the specialist dies in Hell proper, his or her soul is trapped there for all eternity.
Soul Retrieval is a secret to all but a few, though it has been going on for centuries. Retrieval helps restore the balance between Heaven and Hell, policing the bookkeeping of Purgatory, and keeping the demons of Hell honest. These specialists who risk damnation are known, as Soul Retrievers.






  
  
Forward 2


Satan rules Hell. He was the first inhabitant so he got to be in charge. As the population grew, he felt he needed a fancy place to live in and with millions of souls at his disposal, that's what he got.
The Golden Palace sits grandly at the base of the Dark Mountains, Mount Doom and Mount Death, below the Black Mist that circles the high peaks. Even Satan avoids the Black Mist. The palace is indeed made of gold, one of Satan's best inventions. Gold being the cause of more misery and sin than anything except religion and love.
The palace is well guarded by demons and devices. Nobody in the Hell hierarchy wants a repeat of the Soul Rebellion of 953. The Nexus exits, 666A, B, and C lead to guarded chambers. Only one road leads up from Hell proper. The airspace is patrolled by ill-bred Pragons of Dern, as well as the occasional wisp of Black Mist.
The only way a body or soul foolish enough to want to enter the Palace could reasonably have a chance to succeed is through the Wormhole Caves. Left over from the construction phase, the Wormhole Caves form an unmapped maze inhabited by a myriad of creatures. It would take a clever, brave, and very lucky, person to enter the Golden Palace through that malignant maze. Someone with a need to confront Satan, an experienced professional, hired to retrieve souls sent to Hell by mistake.
Someone like a Soul Retriever on a mission.
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My shoulders tightened and my stomach clenched into a hard lump as I turned my old pick-up onto an obscure dirt road in the Colorado Rockies. I paid little notice to the feeling. For a Soul Retriever, tenseness is the natural order of things. The tension grew stronger the farther I drove up the narrow road. 
There was a different vibe to the area this time that had nothing to do with the six inches of melting late spring snow. It almost felt like a premonition that this trip to Hell was going to be different. But, I didn't believe in premonitions so I dismissed it. The tension remained.
Without incident, I reached a particular clearing in the middle of a large Aspen grove. Except for the new snow, the place looked the same as always. I pushed a button on my Find, a half electronic/half magic remote control type of device that looked like it had had an encounter with the Fires of Hell. Which it had. It's used to navigate into, out of, and throughout Hell. GPS for the underground. Nothing happened. 
I pushed again and searched the road ahead looking for a shimmer that opened the way to a back passage into Hell. My stomach tightened into a hot knot. Where was the shimmer? I exited the truck and stood on the pristine snow in the middle of the road. I pointed the Find ahead. Pushed the button—several times. Nothing. I knocked the Find against the truck door. Nothing. It was always up ahead, maybe a hundred feet, maybe a hundred yards, but there. I had a soul to retrieve. I had no time for this simple operation not to work.
Then I stopped and thought about it. Why wasn't the shimmer up ahead where it almost always was? Almost always? I already felt stupid as I turned around and looked behind me. The shimmer shimmered a couple hundred feet down. The premonition I didn't believe in began to seem slightly plausible. 
The way to Hell was open. Though I'd been down that road many times the usual ritual of apprehension gripped my stomach and squeezed. I bent over and threw up a nice restaurant breakfast. Two minutes of breathing deep and walking in circles was enough to get myself together, stuff the fear back in its little black brain box, and drive through the shimmer. 
The scraggly trees that crowded the hidden road seemed more sinister than usual. The branches reached out aggressively. The air coming in the open window crackled with the anticipation of peril. I closed the window. It didn't help. This trip into Hell was going to be different, I just knew it. In Hell, different meant dangerous. Danger I can handle, the build-up is what gets me. I kept driving.
A cul de sac formed by high rock walls is the end of the road. I parked facing out and got my gear together. That premonition settled between my shoulder blades. I couldn't reach it, so I ignored it. One thing I couldn't ignore was a faint set of tire tracks in the dust. They did not match my truck. They were troubling. I was the only one to use this back entrance to Hell. I thought about it, but I had a soul to retrieve, so the matter would have to wait.
I zipped up my dark camouflaged, flameproof jumpsuit, shrugged on my backpack, and strapped on my gun, an oversized revolver loaded with 22-gauge shells filled with Hellshot. A short Tai Chi form calmed me down. Thirty seconds of moves with my two-part walking stick/bo staff got my senses online. I pressed another button on my Find and walked into the blank stone wall.
**********

Inside the weeping black rock of the passage to Hell, I considered what might get in the way of what I came to do. I knew Mephisto, Head of Helland Security, was going to cause trouble in Hell. I knew of the Prophecy, which Mephisto believed in, that said I was going to be important to the future of Hell. I knew I'd run into Captain Boam, again.
I could handle all that. Or ignore it, as in the case of the "Prophecy" that I didn't want anything to do with. I had been hired to find the soul of a middle-aged man and take him to Heaven Gate. "The soul comes first," is at the top of the largely unwritten Soul Retriever Code. I had retrieved all but one of the souls I'd gone after. Matthew Ainsly would not be the second. 
Matthew Ainsly dropped dead an hour after he crossed the finish line of the Wildflower Triathlon. While it might be bad form, and PR, especially after posting his personal best, 3:16:34, it was no reason to be sent to Hell. That his best friend had been caught cheating and Matthew had briefly been implicated probably didn't help. Purgatory really needed to overhaul its bookkeeping department. His wife had the strange dreams and the uneasy feeling that things were not quite
... finished. She found her way to Father Henry and then to me. She hired me to regain the correct balance of right and wrong, good and evil, for Matthew, for her, and for the universe.
**********

I walked on, a touch more alert, a bit more cautious at the occasional shimmers that made my ears pop when I stepped through. I'd been in Hell enough times to know that besides basic preparedness and alertness, worrying about "something" or a "feeling" before it happened was a waste of time and energy.
After the third shimmer, Wylie E. Coyote showed up. Wylie is about eighteen inches long, six high, half sharp toothed mouth, half thick scaly body with seven legs, four left, three right. He runs in clockwise circles, snapping his formidable jaws at my boots. The pesky, persistent little creature has showed up every trip since I started going to Hell on my own. Running in circles like he does makes me feel like he’s a puppy chasing its tail. I've shot, stabbed, and stomped poor Wylie twenty-some times, but he, or she, I've never looked that close, always returns. I've grown fond of the annoying beast, so in the spirit of demon-human relations, I spun in puppy circles and flicked him away with my staff until I reached the next shimmer. My good deed for the day, to that point.
I reached the end of the tunnels without any problems. That in itself being different. The hot glare of Hell was visible only a hundred feet away. I stopped. The dangerous part waited just ahead. I studied the flake-covered tunnel walls for the Sling Spider's lair. I didn't for a second think there wasn't one just because I hadn't encountered anything else nastier than Wylie. A Sling Spider lay ahead.
On the right side, I saw an obvious gap in the flaky scum that covers the tunnel walls by the opening. Staff at the ready, I approached, one eye on the gap, the other scanning for a trap.
Motion sets off a Sling Spider. One of its thirteen legs cuts the anchor strand. The elastic web slings it against the victim. Quickly paralyzed, the victim is dragged into the spider's lair to wait, conscious but immobile, the spider's dining pleasure.
I slowly peeked into the gap. There it hung, two-foot-long body, three-foot-long legs, multi-faceted orange eyes watching with arachnid patience. A backpack with one strap cut lay just inside the gap. It took me a few seconds to process what that might mean. I searched deeper into the shadow. My heart hammered. There was something else in there.
Next to the spider, wrapped in a web-silk cocoon, hung a body. Male, I think. Mind awake and active, eyes frozen open in terror, he waited to die. I studied him for some time, looking for some evidence he saw me. Then withdrew when I realized how cruel that would be.
I steeled myself for the inevitable conclusion. He was a dead man. Even if I killed the spider and managed to carry the man back to Life, there was no medical miracle to reverse the deterioration of his body. The spider toxin liquefied the bones first then the major muscles, then the minor ones and then the organs. The brain remained aware of it all until the end. Usually when the spider sucked the last juices from the liquefied body.
I slowly looked in at him again. Did I know him? Was he a Soul Retriever? If not, who was he? How and why did he get here? Those tire tracks took on a new meaning.
His eyes turned toward me. I stopped speculating, frozen by the hope that sparked in his eyes. Will you save me? Can you save me? Can I be saved at all?
Slowly, I moved my head side to side. No. There's no hope. I'm sorry.
His eyes dulled, slid to the patient spider. Turned back to me. The terrible question obvious. Will you end this misery for me?
Again, I moved my head. Yes.
His eyes glistened in the pale light that filtered in from Hell proper. A tear streaked his cheek. Maybe he nodded his head. Acceptance.
Back pressed against the cave wall, I breathed deep. Accepted what I had to do. I drew my gun. Checked it. Another deep breath. I took a slow step in front of the opening. The Sling Spider stared at me with impassive orange eyes that sparkled in the light. I had no reason to kill it. It followed its own nature.
I raised the gun.
The man closed his eyes.
I shot him.
The spider didn't even twitch.
Once clear of the gap, I replaced the spent shell. My hand shook. Once I got control of the shaking, I reached in with my staff and retrieved the backpack.
As usual, I sat at the cave entrance, ate, drank and took in the spectacular view of the rugged, barren boundary lands. I thought about burying the dead man, but there'd be no bones to bury and no place to bury them.
Who was he? No Soul Retriever would carry a civilian backpack that big and heavy. I heard water sloshing, but there were other items in there too. I didn't look. I didn't want to know. I felt bad enough having to kill a stranger. If it was someone I knew...?  On the way back to Life I'd look. A next of kin probably waited somewhere.
Not happy with the inauspicious beginning to the retrieval of Matthew Ainsly's soul, I stashed the backpack and strode down the rocky path into Hell.
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Camp Swampy appeared as a shroud of mist receding before me. One step and I'm kicking up dust, another and I'm slogging through a foot of murky, scum-covered water from which bubbles rose and burst, liberating the reek of decay and brimstone. Sometimes getting past the Boundary Area is harder than shepherding a soul to Heaven Gate.
While my Find figured out where I was, I scanned up, down and 360 degrees for local flora and fauna that through no particular evil intent would try to kill me. Like the spider, just following their nature.
Noose Vines coiled in the pseudo-Cypress trees. A partial skeleton hung in the stinking misty distance. Human or demon, I couldn't tell. My Find pointed the way to where the Info River dumped into the swamp. The diluted babble of conversations brought down from Life by the river murmured as if Ghosts held whispered debates all around me.
I slogged on. My staff served double duty, to swat Noose Vines away and probe ahead for Glump Holes. A few Taddies came at me. With my staff, I flicked some against the trees above the cups. Who was I to deprive Hell of a few more Flogs?
In small quantities, Taddies were one of the more benign creatures in Hell. About six inches long, the solid, tadpole-like beasties with a foot-long barbed tongue, craved dry land, the only place they could breed before transforming into full-size Flogs. Upside-down cups on the arching roots prevented access to the dry branches. Anything inside the cup got eaten. Instead, a dry body wading past was much more hospitable. A few Taddies here and there were no problem. Hundreds could easily drag a body down under the water.
I pushed through the swamp. Veils of mist came and went. Visibility varied from fingertips to as far as the trees allowed. I stepped in a Glump Hole but yanked my foot out just in time to keep it. As I took a break perched on a thick root three feet above the water, the susurrus of past voices from the Info River lulled me into closing my eyes for a few minutes.
Voices, real voices, real demon voices jolted me awake. They came from the direction I was headed. Two of them, low-rank Security Guard demon grunts from the sound of it. I slipped into the water and kept the tree between them and me.
"I'm going to rip Sarge's left horn off for giving us point detail. I hate water."
"Afraid it'll make you clean?"
"Wouldn't be so bad except for these blessed Taddies. They give me the creeps."
"Sarge's girlfriend gives me the creeps. She has all those things on her."
"All Wixen's have those. Some guys like 'em."
"Yeah, but she's purple. Stick to your own kind, I say. A nice set of horns on top and three…."
"That's why Sarge sends you on all the shit details. You can't keep your prejudices to yourself."
"He's the one prejudiced. Against me. What are we looking for anyway?"
"Souls, Soul Retrievers. Anything unusual."
"Well, look around. This whole blessed place is unusual. Ow. Get that Taddie off me. If those things start swarming, I'm outta here."
"Out to where, smart ass?"
"The middle of one of those squads behind us."
“Shit. They lost, just like us."
They moved on one way. I moved on the other. Great. More guards ahead. Did Mephisto know I was there? Or was this a general increase in security as he prepared for a war to take control of Hell? In either case, I had a soul to find and I needed to survive Camp Swampy to do it.
I crouched as I moved tree to tree. Alert, I scanned far ahead, searching for the least movement. I waited, listened. Maybe the other guards would be as talkative as the first two.
Besides scanning ahead for any sign of demon patrols. I also kept an eye on the Taddie population. With all the bodies making waves, Taddies were sure to notice. I had my eye on a passing Greel, a bright green, marine cousin to Wylie, with a long, toothy snout and a slick, tapered rear-end topped by a long dorsal fin. They prefer to eat Taddies and Flogs, but if an arm or leg gets in the way, that's okay with them. 
Immediately after the Greel passed, four bandy-legged guards came into view. Then two more. They were spread out, alert, and silent. A mist cloud shifted, revealing three more fifty feet away. Hiding behind or under a tree was not going to work with those guys.
I scrambled up a tree's thick, black bark to the first wide branch that would hold me. The shifting colors, amber, gray, and black, of the claw-shaped leaves hid me from an intent guard as he stopped, checked under the tree, checked behind him, listened and moved on.
I kept still for a minute before crouching down on the branch to search for a foothold. My foot slipped. Lucky for me. My lower view let me see another demon not twenty feet away. Unlucky for me, it was Captain Boam.
Captain Boam is an unimpressive specimen of the stereotypical Red Skin demon; seven feet tall, spiked tail, red leathery skin, head horns. Unlike other demons he has an obsessive desire to torture, enslave, or kill me. Preferably all three. A bit much, considering all I did was cut off his index finger in a fair fight, and maybe make a fool of him once or twice.
I crouched on the branch and thought small. When I had slipped, my foot knocked a piece of bark into the water. Captain Boam waded over and picked it up. He gazed into the tree. He sniffed with his larger-than-average demon's snout. The demon couldn't smell shit on his shoes, but I swear he can always smell me. Not good. I needed a distraction.
Then I heard one and saw one. A Flog hopped out of its tree hole onto the branch. I gently kicked it off. The ten-inch flog almost got its chartreuse wings out and working before it plopped into the water in front of Captain Boam.
He snatched it up. Inspected it. Sniffed it. Looked up. Sniffed. I didn't like the sly smile on his red lips. He sniffed the squirming Flog, then ate it in two obscene, bone-crunching bites. Finished with his snack, Captain Boam looked right at me through a gap in the leaves.
"Getter, I know you're up there. Come down. Now."
Then I heard it coming, a hissing sound like a wave returning to the sea over a sandy beach. It grew subtly louder if you were listening for it.
"I thought you didn't like water," I yelled at him.
"I knew you'd be here." He drew his flamegun. "Don't make me burn you out of that tree."
"You're going to burn me anyway."
"I'd rather do it hands-on. Come down so we can get to solid ground."
How could he not hear the wave approach?
"You're not the only one who wants to find dry land," I shouted down at him.
Captain Boam pointed his flamegun at me. Then he heard the sound, like sizzling electricity.
"How long can you hold your breath?" I yelled.
He saw it then. A low, churning wave of frenzied Taddies all focused on him as higher ground. "Getter!" The wave hit him just below the knees. Red tongues flashed as the little creatures attempted to pull themselves out of the water. In seconds they covered him, dragging him down.
"Getter, I'll get you," Captain Boam shouted as he went down.
He got off one shot. The flame ball smacked the tree two inches from my face, burned a hole through the leaves and fizzled out in clear water a hundred feet away. The frenzied mass below me hid any sign of Captain Boam. Shouts from the mists indicated that the wave of horny Taddies had reached the other guards.
The problem was, the wild Taddies ringed the tree, blocking my way down. I'd had enough of going up trees on my last trip into Hell. The next branch up offered my only escape. It extended sinuously twenty feet over the water to overlap a branch of the next tree. If I crawled out twenty feet, without falling, dropped five feet to the other branch, without falling, and crawled to the main trunk, without falling, I'd be on my way. If I did fall, I'd be thrashing water like Captain Boam, covered by Taddies and slowly, inevitably, drowning. But, you have to do what you have to do, fear of heights and falling, notwithstanding.
The first ten feet were wide and flat on the top, no problem. Then the branch narrowed, five inches, four, three. Only a few more steps before my branch overlapped the next tree's branch. There were no other branches beneath or to the side. 
Another Taddie wave churned the water to a muddy froth below. 
I used my Tai Chi training to take three full breaths and get my balance. Two inches wide, one inch. My balance failed. Before I could fall, I stooped, grabbed the branch and swung down. My feet danced in their search for a lower branch. Where was it? Found it.
I stood still, stretched between the two branches, and caught my breath. I tried not to look down. Did, of course. Sneaker had fallen a thousand feet and survived. If I fell fifteen feet to the churning water, I was sure I wouldn't.
My wimpy moment through, I let go and quick stepped along the new branch till I could hug the main trunk. I climbed down quickly, and gratefully, then waded out of the area, passing several hungry Greel on their way to the banquet.
I had a soul to retrieve.
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Mephisto's increased security was a pain in the ass. I had to dodge two patrols before I reached dry land and sneak around another after that. Only once before had I seen security patrols in the Borderlands, not including Captain Boam's various ambush attempts. 
The Info River shouted out its conversational information as I followed it to Rack the Hack's fancy one-story, flat-roofed Flintstones-era stone house perched on the cliffs overlooking the brown river. I figured there'd be guards at the Skull Bridge I usually used, and was right. They lounged against a boulder a respectful distance from the entrance to the footbridge. They must have had a run-in with the Squidlings that lived underneath. Just like low-level government employees in Life they smoked, joked, bitched and didn't pay attention to the bridge they were supposed to guard. I scooted across, unseen.
Because of all the new security, I observed Rack's house from a jumble of boulders for a time before cautiously sneaking through his doorless front entrance. At the end of a long hall, Rack zipped his wheelchair between numerous, slightly melted-looking computers as he lived his passion, deciphering information sucked from the river flowing below. Not being able to blackmail or expose anybody with it was his Hell. 
I leaned a shoulder on the room entrance and watched him work.
"Hey, Getter," Rack the Hack said without looking at me. "Thought that might be you causing a disturbance in Camp Swampy."
"Yeah, me and Captain Boam and a hundred of Mephisto's finest. Is it like that everywhere?"
"Pretty much, man. Mephisto's taking that Helland Security thing and running with it." He tapped furiously at a keyboard. "Man, did you see what that Congressman did to that little girl? That sick son-of-a-bitch." Typing fast he said, "I'm putting him on my watch list and when he ends up down here, I'm going to fix his records so he's sent to the lowest circle. He's going down, Baby, down." He hit the enter key with a satisfied flourish.
Rack spun his wheelchair and studied me. "Looking good for a Lifer, G. Especially after your last simple, quiet, oh-nobody-will-notice-me, retrieval. So what soul are you looking for this time? Won't be easy no matter where it is. Security is tight. Can't let you foreign workers in, taking jobs from normal demons."
"Matthew Ainsly."
Rack scooted to another computer and typed in the name. "And how did Matthew Ainsly come to be among us souls moldering away in Hell?"
"He finished a triathlon and dropped dead."
"Serves him right, damn athletic geek."
"He was a computer designer, too."
"A double geek. Well, if you can't get him to Heaven Gate send him over." He slapped a half-melted CPU. "I could use some redesign work here." He typed furiously as the monitor screen flashed. "I suppose he had a wife, 2 kids and a dog?"
"Three kids and a cat."
I could barely hear him when he said, "Bummer. I wouldn't mind a cat."
"What?"
"Nothing. Go take a break. This will take a little while."
One of the computers beeped three times. Rack rolled to it and read the monitor. Ignoring me, he said, "Aw, man, don't tell her you love her. She's all wrong for you."
In one of the small rooms along the hall I unloaded two cans of thick chili, a can of pork and beans, and a bag of rice from my pack. They went onto a wooden shelf with ten other cans from previous trips. I cooked some noodles and chili on the always hot stone stove, ate it at the stone table, and lay down on an ancient straw mattress on a stone bed for a nap.
My thoughts touched randomly on Matthew Ainsly, Sneaker, Mephisto, and Gregory. Strangely enough, my last thought before dozing off was wondering if Captain Boam survived the Taddies.
**********

"Time to boot up, Getter."
I woke up fast, but kept my eyes closed while I put out search-for-danger vibes. I felt no special menace besides the general danger Hell always offers me. I opened my eyes. Rack rolled his wheelchair left right, left right, left right. Impatience oozed from his whole body.
"Are you going to sleep through eternity? I found your soul and there's a patrol headed this way. Get up, man."
Rack wheeled out of the room. I grabbed my stuff and followed him down the hall.
"Give me your Find," Rack said. He plugged it in and tapped a few keys. He sat back in his chair then snatched a piece of paper off the rock desk and thrust it at me over his shoulder.
I looked at it. "Aww, come on, Rack, you know this will be blank by the time I get back to Life and I won't remember it anyway."
"Yeah, well, maybe this time it won't be and you will. Take it anyway. Nobody should do that to a kid.” 
Anger tightened every muscle as I stared at the photo Rack had pulled from the Info River. It reminded me that evil is not confined to Hell. I folded it carefully and tucked it into an inside pocket of my jumpsuit. Maybe Rack was right. This time the page wouldn't fade and I would remember and at least that particular evil could be stopped.
Rack handed me the Find. "Section 435. Better move out. Take the back trail to the Dead Forest. Look up. Good luck, man."
I made a crouching run to a pile of misshapen boulders behind the house and worked my way up and over, away from the river. The edge of the Dead Forest lay across a hundred yards of open space. No way around it. Five guards trudged toward the house from the direction of Camp Swampy. Captain Boam wasn't one of them.
I scanned the "sky" for Skyhooks, large, twenty-foot plus wingspan, bird-like demons with a sharp hook hanging down they used to snag souls and Lifers alike. It's what they ate. I spotted a few in the far distance. No problem.
The patrol finally reached Rack's house. Three entered, two lounged outside, smoking and checking out the river view.
I broke cover and ran for the dense vegetation of the Dead Forest.
I didn't make it.
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Halfway across, a shadow passed over me. Then another. 
I jumped sideways, expecting a Skyhook to skewer me any second. I landed face-down in the dust.
The feeling, not words exactly, but the emotion of – Welcome Getter – filled my head. In Hell, I expect strangeness of all kinds. Feeling Welcome, Getter in my head was not one of them.
"Friend, Getter, we must go," a familiar voice called out. 
I rolled into a crouch, ready to run or fight. Two Skyhooks wheeled around me, their pointed wingtips inches from the ground. A diminutive rider waved. I was so surprised I sat down, mouth open collecting dust.
"Come on, Getter. The Guards will see us."
"Gregory?"
The Skyhook with the rider shot high into the air with a few powerful flaps. It rolled over, dove down at an impossible speed and at the last second pulled out, half-rolled, and spun circles around me gaining a little altitude with each revolution. The other Skyhook landed ten feet away, barely disturbing the dust. Its left-wing hung a bit crooked.
Come Getter. Ride with me.
"Ixsess?"
I felt his urgency - Must go now.
Okay. Gregory and Ixsess say we have to motivate out of there. I was with them. I ran to Ixsess, climbed on his back and grabbed the harness. A half-second later he leaped into the air. Ixsess knew how I felt about heights and sent me some soothing vibes that one could get addicted to.
We flew high and fast. The little, dead, Scottish Retriever and his Skyhook, Neet, pulled even with me. Other Skyhooks and riders escorted us at a distance.
"It's good to see you again, Greg, but what the Hell's going on?" I yelled.
"So sorry about the abruptness, me friend. I do not believe the Guards in that house would allow a proper leisurely greeting. The Council wishes to speak with you."
"The Soul Retriever Council? What do they want with me?"
"I canna tell you that. I know only it is most important."
"I have a soul to find."
"Tis more important than that."
"Nothing is more important than that."
"I know how you feel on that subject, Getter. But you must speak with them first."
When Retrievers die in Hell their souls are trapped there forever. Many of the souls find their way to Sanctuary, a hidden place where for thousands of years they could "live" without fear of Helland Security forces. Until Mephisto, in pursuit of me because of some ridiculous prophecy, raided the place.
"Hey, Gregory. What happened to Sanctuary?"
"Tis in a new place now. They've kept it ready for five hundred years."
Talk about thinking ahead.
I thought to Ixsess – Take me to Section 435, or a nexus entrance. 
He emoted back - No.
We flew on.
Ixsess projected alarm. A quick scan showed why. Five Pragons of Dern attacked from the left. The Skyhooks on that side converged on them. The other Skyhooks closed in around me and the whole group veered away from the fight. Pragon Fire Breath and the rider's fireballs sparked and flared as they wheeled and dove.
"Shouldn't we go help?" I shouted at Gregory.
"You are too valuable to risk fighting Pragons," he shouted back. Then he drifted out of shouting range.
Too valuable? I shut my eyes and clenched the harness tighter. I didn't like the sound of that. Not one bit.
************

We came up on the new Sanctuary from behind. We crossed a low jagged mountain in a chain of high-jagged mountains and spiraled down way too fast for my stomach. On solid ground, I opened my eyes and surveyed the new digs.
The mountain had been sliced in half, revealing it to be hollow. The other half was a jumble of rock spread out a quarter mile stopped by a dense forest of familiar, yet alien, trees. A couple hundred yards deep, the immense inverted bowl was pock-marked with ledges, windows and staircases. A waterfall plunged two hundred feet into a two-level pool. The view opposite rose from a narrow tree-filled valley to more high, sheer mountains. All very spectacular and very hidden.
Gregory came up and shook my hand, but my attention was on an approaching delegation. One member in particular. Greg and I waited for the group.
Wu Chu Ting led the twelve-member Council of Soul Retriever souls. He'd been in Hell a thousand years. I thought he carried it well. Probably thirty when he died, by Satan's hand the story went, the last years had imbued him with a certain gravitas. All the souls in Sanctuary seemed to deeply respect him. I'd only met him once and had no reason to doubt he deserved it. Dressed in a simple tunic, pants tied just below the knee, and strapped on sandals, he had an easy authority about him.
Wu Chu bowed to me. I bowed back.
All beings in Hell spoke the same language. Nobody agreed on what language it was. It sounded like English to me.
Because Mephisto's troops had found and attacked the old Sanctuary because of me, I wasn't sure what my reception would be like.
"Welcome, Getter," said Wu Chu, with no animosity I could detect.
"Thank you, Sir. I don't think I had much choice."
"Nor do we."
Wu Chu's seriousness of tone and hardness of eye brought on the same gut-clenching dread I experience when heights are involved. The grim expressions of the others, whatever their culture, gender or century did not help my mood any. I had a disagreeable feeling that I knew what was coming.
Wu Chu spoke with more deference than I deserved or wanted. "Getter, the Prophecy states--."
I held up my hand to stop him. "Wu Chu, Sir, no offense to you, but if you're about to ask me a favor, mentioning that Prophecy is not a good idea." I bowed to him. "Excuse me. I have a better idea."
Sneaker stood behind and to the side of the Council. I walked over to her.
"Hi," I said.
"Hi," she said, smiling. A good sign.
I kissed her. Not a friendly cheek kiss, or a peck on the lips, but a full on I'm a jerk, I'm sorry, I missed you terribly, kiss. She returned it with a you-are-a-jerk, I forgive-you, I-missed-you-too, let's-get-it-on-later kiss that heated up Hell at least a degree and a half.
When we parted and I could speak again I asked her, "What the Hell are you doing here?"
"I was kidnapped and if you don't do what they want…." She drew a finger across her neck. "It's the River of Bones for me."
That was, as we both knew, absurd for several reasons. On a good day, all these souls couldn't take Sneaker down. And if they could, I would never let them hurt her. And she was already dead, the embodiment of the saying – No good deed goes unpunished.
About three months ago she stopped to help some campers being attacked by vampires, which she had no idea really existed. Her reward – being turned into a vamp and left for dead. With no guidance she had a rough couple of months mastering the art of being dead, yet feeling so alive.
I glanced at the Council then back at her. I wasn't a hundred percent sure she wasn't kidding.
She stuck her fists in her pockets. Her smile had no humor to it. "They want us to do something for them. I don't know what. I doubt if we'll like it."
I looked the question at Wu Chu and the whole Soul Retriever Council.
Wu Chu stood to his full five foot two and said, "You two must go to the Golden Palace and speak with Satan."
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Sneaker and I allowed the Council to usher us to a circular assembly area by the pools. On the way, Sneaker whispered, "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

"Yeah. Run." 
We didn't run. We sat down, waited, and thought about ways to say no.
The meeting seemed to be only for Council members. The regular Soul Retrievers kept a respectful distance, but they were unquestionably interested in what was going on. Gregory was allowed to approach within listening distance.
Wu Chu stepped to the center of the twenty-foot diameter stone bench circle.
"Getter, Sneaker," Wu Chu said with that false familiarity that meant he was going to ask us to do something unpleasant. "I will come right to the point."
"Please do," I said under my breath. Sneaker nudged me with her elbow.
"As you know, Mephisto is amassing an army to take control of Hell. We believe this would not be beneficial to us or Hell. We would like you to convince Satan that the threat to him is real."
Ah. Differentness to the fore. Sneaker's usually inscrutable Oriental features said she thought so, too. I had so many questions and comments I couldn't speak any of them. Sneaker got it together first.
"Why?" she asked.
"Why us?" I asked.
"Just us?"
"Why not you?"
"How?"
"When?"
"That's a crazy idea," Sneaker said.
"You all are insane," I said.
Wu Chu let us run down.
"I will answer your question, Sneaker, though you know the answer already."
"Well I don't." I was not a happy Retriever.
"Self-preservation," Wu Chu said. "Soul Retrievers will not survive under Mephisto's rule. He does not care about equilibrium. Even in Hell, there must be balance. Satan knows this. He allows Retrievers to take the good souls because it is in his best interest to do so.
"Mephisto does not care about balance. He craves power. Soul Retrievers are not under his authority. They must, they will, be eliminated if he gains full control of Hell."
Wu Chu let us think about that for a minute. I would have told him that I could always get another job as a bartender or a night watchman, but my future employment was not the question. What would happen to the good souls? They'd be stuck in torment they didn't deserve. Sneaker caught my eye. She was thinking the same thing.
The old China man read our minds.
"Yes, what of the good souls? Torment, suffering. More and more of them stay. The balance slowly shifts. Those in Life feel unsatisfied, incomplete, wrong. Demons, too. As this uneasiness grows so too does chaos. A small thing in the beginning, barely noticeable except here in our Hell and in your Life. But chaos feeds on chaos, disorder will grow." Wu Chu leaned forward. His hands described a growing sphere. "Swallowing Good and Evil until all matter in the universe, all energy, is combined in perfect equilibrium."
"Which is what we want, isn't it?" I said, not wanting to
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