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

Chapter 1: The Zero Hour

The air in the VIP wing of Cedars-Sinai didn’t circulate; it merely hovered, held in place by the collective weight of astronomical insurance premiums and the silent, vibrating hum of machines that cost more than a mid-sized bungalow in the Valley. It was a sterile, high-end silence, a manufactured quiet that suggested death was not a tragedy here, but a very expensive private event. Outside the triple-paned, soundproof glass, Los Angeles was a sprawling circuit board of neon and headlights, a city built on the very illusions Pete Cage had spent half a century selling at a premium.

Inside, the reality was stubbornly, offensively biological.

Pete Cage lay in the center of the room, looking less like a man and more like a vintage leather jacket that had been left out in the monsoon rains of ’75 and then sporadically run over by a tour bus ever since. His skin, once a rich, Mediterranean bronze that had graced the covers of Rolling Stone and Creem, was now the color of wet parchment, stretched so tight over a skeletal frame that it seemed eager to finally make its solo debut. The tattoos on his arms—faded serpents, blurred daggers, and the names of women whose faces he hadn’t recalled since the Reagan administration—looked like ancient, illegible graffiti on a building marked for demolition.

He was seventy-five years old, though in "rockstar years"—a metric calculated by combining units of high-grade narcotics, sleep deprivation, and sustained ego-inflation—he was approximately four centuries old.

Stage 4 lung cancer was a ruthless auditor. It didn't care about platinum records, sold-out stadiums, or the fact that Pete had once been voted the "Most Likely to Burn Bright and Die Young" by a magazine that had long since gone bankrupt. The tumors were efficient, cold, and entirely unimpressed by his back-catalog. They were busy reclaiming the territory, cell by cell, with a methodical persistence that Pete found, in his rare moments of lucidity, almost admirable.

Pete didn't feel like a legend. He felt like a clogged drain. His consciousness was a flickering lightbulb in a long, drafty hallway full of very hungry moths. He could hear the nurses whispering in the hall—their voices carried the professional, polished pity of people who had seen too many icons turn into bio-waste. They spoke about his "legacy," as if he were already a bronze statue in a public park being shat on by pigeons, rather than a man who currently couldn't remember if he’d ever actually liked the taste of cocaine or if he’d just enjoyed the elaborate, theatrical ceremony of it all.

He closed his eyes, and the memories came in fragmented, low-resolution bursts. 1967: the smell of patchouli and the metallic tang of a new electric guitar. 1978: the white-hot glare of a stadium spotlight that made him feel like a god, or at least a very well-paid imitation of one. 1992: a hotel room in Tokyo that looked exactly like every other hotel room, where he’d realized that he had everything he’d ever wanted and felt absolutely nothing.

The fame had been a suit that never quite fit. He’d worn it because it was expected, because the industry vultures at Black Sun Records had tailored it for him, and because he’d lacked the imagination to ask for something else. He had drifted through his own life like a ghost haunting his own biography. He had been a product, a brand, a silhouette on a poster. And now, the brand was being liquidated.

At exactly 11:58 PM, the heart monitor gave a particularly pathetic, stuttering beep. It sounded like a piece of electronics that was finally losing its enthusiasm for a very tedious job.

Pete felt a strange sensation. It wasn't the searing agony the doctors had warned him about. It wasn't a tunnel of light or the voices of departed loved ones. It was a profound, terminal boredom. He was tired of the rhythmic sigh of the ventilator. He was tired of the IV drips that tasted like copper and old pennies. He was tired of the heavy, suffocating mantle of being "Pete Cage."

He decided, with the same casual indifference he’d used to sign away his publishing rights in a London pub decades ago, that he was done. He exhaled a final, ragged breath that smelled of hospital soup and the end of an era.

Then came the flatline.

It wasn't a dramatic crescendo. There was no flash of cosmic light, no choir of weeping angels, no sudden, profound realization of the interconnectedness of all living things. There was simply a long, sustained electronic note—a flat, unyielding 'B' that sounded like a machine announcing to the room that its primary client had finally stopped paying the bill.

The transition was less of a journey and more of a technical glitch.

One moment, Pete was staring at the acoustic ceiling tiles of a room that cost five thousand dollars a night; the next, he was standing in a place that smelled overwhelmingly of stale Benson & Hedges, burnt coffee, and the kind of brown, high-pile shag carpeting that hadn't been fashionable since the Nixon administration.

He wasn't in a hospital anymore. He was in a recording studio.

But it wasn't the gleaming, digital cathedrals of modern LA. This was a studio that had been left to rot in a metaphysical basement for five decades. The walls were covered in moth-eaten acoustic foam that looked like petrified grey moss. A massive, analog mixing console sat in the center of the room, its thousand faders covered in a thick, velvety layer of dust. In the corner, a reel-to-reel tape machine hissed quietly, the massive silver spools spinning with a slow, hypnotic regularity that suggested they had been turning since the beginning of time.

"This is it?" Pete croaked.

He stopped, startled. His voice sounded different. It was no longer the raspy, dying rattle of the hospital bed. It was the smooth, bourbon-soaked baritone of his prime—the voice that had sold twenty million copies of Midnight in the Garden of Sin. He looked down at his hands. They were steady. The skin was supple, the veins no longer protruding like blue worms. The tattoos were vibrant again, the ink sharp and dark. He was wearing his favorite velvet blazer, the deep plum one he’d lost in a particularly high-stakes poker game in a Soho basement in 1974.

"It’s a waiting room," a sharp, agitated voice snapped.

Pete turned. Sitting behind the dusty mixing console was a man who looked like he was having the absolute worst Tuesday of his eternal existence.

He appeared to be roughly fifty, wearing a bespoke charcoal suit that was so perfectly tailored it made Pete’s velvet blazer look like a thrift-store rag. His hair was a silver-fox mane, slicked back with a military precision that suggested he didn't tolerate dissent from his follicles. But his face—elegant, sharp, and classically handsome—was currently twisted into a mask of pure, bureaucratic agony.

He was surrounded by mountains of paper. Not just paper, but scrolls of yellowed parchment, legal pads, crumpled napkins, and at least three different high-end tablets that were all blinking red with low-battery warnings.

"You’re Pete Cage," the man said. It wasn't a greeting. It was an accusation.

"Last time I checked," Pete said, looking around for a chair. He found a tattered swivel stool with a ripped vinyl seat and sat down, crossing his legs with a grace he hadn't possessed in years. "And you’re... what? The management? Am I finally meeting the Big Man?"

"I am the Auditor," the man said, frantically digging through a pile of disorganized documents, his movements jerky and stressed. "And you, Mr. Cage, are a logistical nightmare. A statistical anomaly. A black hole in my otherwise pristine ledger. Do you have any idea how many sub-clauses are currently floating in a state of unverified ambiguity? Do you?"

"I usually had people for that," Pete said, reflexively patting his pockets. To his delight, he found a pack of cigarettes—unfiltered Luckies—and a heavy gold Zippo. He lit one. The smoke tasted like the 1960s—pure, dangerous, and entirely devoid of health warnings. "Lawyers. Managers. People with clipboards and very expensive shoes. I just sang the songs and tried not to fall off the stage."

The Auditor looked up, his eyes flashing with a brief, terrifying amber light that hinted at a furnace burning just beneath the skin, before returning to a stressed-out, overworked hazel.

"Your lawyers are currently in a much deeper, much louder circle than this one, Mr. Cage. They are presently arguing over the legal definition of 'perpetuity' with a three-headed dog that doesn't take kindly to semantic hair-splitting. I, however, am stuck here with the primary contract. The 1967 Agreement. The foundation of your entire, mediocre career."

He slammed a piece of parchment onto the console. It was covered in dark, flowing script that seemed to pulse slightly, as if the ink were made of something still alive. However, nearly half of the text was obscured by a large, circular coffee stain and what looked like a smear of ancient mustard.

"Section 4, Paragraph B," the Auditor demanded, leaning forward until Pete could smell something that reminded him of ozone and scorched earth. "The specific terms regarding the 'Success-to-Soul Ratio' in the event of a voluntary, mid-career genre-shift. Do you happen to remember the exact phrasing? Was it 'net' or 'gross' spiritual equity? Was the talent-surplus tax-deductible against future transgressions?"

Pete stared at the man. He blew a smoke ring that hovered in the stagnant air of the studio, refusing to dissipate. "Man, I was eighteen. I was on three different types of experimental acid and a bottle of gin that tasted like turpentine. I don't remember Section 1, let alone Section 4. I thought the guy I signed with was just a very intense roadie with a weird hobby."

The Auditor groaned, burying his face in his well-manicured hands. "No one remembers! Nobody ever remembers the fine print! They want the fame, they want the girls, they want the ability to play a G-major chord that makes entire front rows weep, but the moment the audit begins, it’s all 'I was high' and 'It was the sixties.' Ignorance of the metaphysical law is not a defense in the pit, Mr. Cage!"

"So take the soul and be done with it," Pete said with a shrug of his velvet-clad shoulders. "I’m dead, right? The machines flatlined. I saw the ceiling tiles go dark. I’m ready for the void. Or the fire. Or the eternal jam session. Whatever. Just make it quiet. I’ve had enough noise for one lifetime."

The Auditor froze. He looked at Pete with a mixture of horror and profound professional disbelief. "Ready for the void? Ready?"

"Yeah. I’m done. I did the records. I did the tours. I did the comeback tours. I did the 'Unplugged' session where I pretended to be deep. I did the cancer. I’m ready to clock out. Send me to the basement."

"You don't understand," the Auditor hissed, standing up and beginning to pace the small, cramped space of the studio. The floorboards didn't just creak; they groaned with the weight of something much heavier than a man in a suit. "I cannot claim a soul on a contested, unverified contract. It’s a matter of metaphysical ethics! Of professional pride! If the terms aren't fulfilled—if there is a discrepancy in the delivery of the agreed-upon success—then the transaction is technically null and void. And I have a nagging, persistent doubt, Mr. Cage, that I... or rather, my department... didn't actually deliver."

Pete felt a strange flicker of amusement. The Devil—or at least his middle-management representative—didn't want his soul. He wanted a clean audit. He was a cosmic collection agent who had lost his paperwork and was terrified of his supervisor.

"I was a rockstar for fifty years," Pete pointed out, flicking ash onto the shag carpet. "I had the mansions. I had the private jets. I had the ex-wives and the lawsuits. I’d say you delivered plenty."

"Did we?" The Auditor grabbed a stack of color-coded charts. "Look at this! 1974—you burn your master tapes in a fit of 'artistic integrity.' 1982—you disappear to a Greek island to herd goats. 1994—you try to jump off the Hollywood sign because you’re 'bored' with the adulation. This isn't the behavior of a man enjoying the fruits of a diabolical bargain. This is the behavior of a man who is actively trying to refund the product! If you weren't satisfied with the success, then the contract is technically in breach. And if the contract is in breach, I can't process the soul!"

"I wasn't unhappy," Pete said, leaning back and closing his eyes, savoring the taste of the tobacco. "I just didn't care. It was all a bit... loud. A bit repetitive. You give a kid everything he thinks he wants, and eventually, he realizes everything is just a lot of heavy stuff to carry around from city to city. I just wanted to play the music, man. The rest of it was just... clutter."

"I refuse to accept this," the Auditor said, his voice dropping an octave, a sound that made the dusty windows of the studio rattle in their frames. "I am not a failure. I am the Prince of Lies, the Morning Star, the Chief Auditor of the Damned! I do not have 'messy' files! I do not have 'pending' status on a legacy soul!"

He turned to the reel-to-reel machine. He adjusted a dial that didn't look like it belonged on a standard tape deck—it was marked with symbols that made Pete’s eyes ache.

"You are going back," the Auditor said.

Pete frowned, a cold knot forming in his stomach. "Back? Back where? The hospital? No way. I just left. It smelled like bleach and despair. I’m not going back to that bed."

"You are going back to fix this," the Auditor said, his form beginning to blur at the edges, his elegant suit shimmering like heat haze over a desert road. "You are going to remember. You are going to care. I am going to re-inflate your desire if I have to pump it into you with a metaphysical bicycle pump. You will acknowledge the deal, you will acknowledge the stakes, and you will give me a clean, signed-off closure on Section 4! I will not have my performance review ruined by your 'existential shrug'!"

"I don't want to," Pete said, his voice rising in panic. "I liked the flatline! It was the first quiet moment I’ve had since 1966!"

"Peace," the Auditor spat, the word sounding like a piece of rotten fruit hitting a wall. "Peace is for those who don't owe me a soul. You, Mr. Cage, are still under review."

The Auditor snapped his fingers.

The 1970s studio didn't fade; it shattered like a mirror hit by a brick. The smell of stale smoke was instantly replaced by the sharp, stinging bite of medical-grade antiseptic. The brown shag carpet vanished, replaced by the cold, hard, white-tiled reality of a VIP hospital suite.

Pete Cage’s eyes flew open.

He felt his lungs expand—not with the labored, fluid-filled struggle of a dying man, but with a sudden, violent intake of air that felt like being hit in the chest with a frozen sledgehammer. The silence of the room was obliterated by a cacophony of electronic alarms.

The flatline was gone. The monitor was screaming.

The nurse, who had been mid-sentence while filling out a time-of-death form on her digital tablet, dropped the device. It hit the floor with a plastic clatter that sounded like a gunshot in the small room.

"He’s... he’s back," she whispered, her face turning a shade of white that perfectly matched her uniform. "Doctor! He’s back!"

Pete sat bolt upright, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He looked at his hands. They were thin, pale, and trembling. The Stage 4 cancer was... gone? He could feel the terrifying emptiness where the tumors had been—a hollow, buzzing clarity that felt less like a cure and more like a haunting.

He looked at the digital clock on the wall. 12:10 AM.

He’d been dead for exactly ten minutes. In the world of the living, it was a medical miracle that would baffle the world’s finest minds. In the world of the Auditor, it was just a temporary extension of a very inconvenient deadline.

Pete Cage slumped back against the pillows, feeling the weight of his own existence settle over him like a lead blanket. He stared at the ceiling tiles, the same ones he thought he’d seen for the last time.

"Aw, hell," he muttered, his voice a raspy ghost of the baritone he’d just had. "I really wanted that cheeseburger."

Beyond the door, he could hear the hospital erupt into a frenzy of footsteps and shouted orders. The miracle was starting, and Pete Cage—the man who had stopped believing in the currency of his own soul—was suddenly the most important piece of property in Los Angeles. And he was the only one who wished he’d stayed dead.
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Chapter 2: Ten Minutes in Eternity
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The studio was not a place of fire or brimstone, which was Pete’s first major disappointment with the afterlife. He had spent fifty years expecting a grand, Wagnerian finale—cloven hooves, iron gates, perhaps a choir of the damned singing in a dissonant minor key. Instead, he got low-fidelity beige and a persistent hum from a grounded-out amplifier that didn't exist.

Time in this place didn't flow; it coagulated.

"You aren't listening," the Auditor said, his voice sharp enough to cut through the thick, nicotine-stained atmosphere. He was still standing behind the console, but the mountain of paperwork seemed to have grown. Parchment spilled onto the floor like a paper landslide. "I am trying to explain the fundamental architecture of your damnation, and you’re looking for an ashtray."

"I found one," Pete said, pointing to a cracked plastic saucer with a picture of a smiling kitten on it. "And I’m listening. You’re worried about the audit. You’re worried your boss is going to see a 'pending' sticker on the file for Pete Cage and send you down to the mailroom. It’s corporate anxiety. I get it. I had a manager once who used to break out in hives if the tour bus was four minutes late."

The Auditor’s eyes narrowed. The amber glow intensified, casting long, flickering shadows against the moth-eaten acoustic foam. "This is not 'corporate anxiety,' you insolent ghost. This is the Preservation of Equivalence. The universe is a grand equation, Mr. Cage. For every action, there is a reaction. For every gift, there is a price. If I collect the price without verifying the gift, the equation breaks. Reality begins to fray at the edges. Stars go out. Physics becomes... optional."

Pete leaned back on the stool, feeling the familiar, comforting ache of his leather jacket against his shoulders. In this space, he felt young again, yet he carried the weariness of a thousand lifetimes. "Sounds like a lot of pressure. Maybe you should take a vacation. Go to the beach. I hear Cabo is nice this time of year, provided you don't mind the tourists."

"I am the beach," the Auditor hissed. "I am the sand, the tide, and the darkness beneath the waves. I do not 'take vacations.' I fulfill obligations. And you, Pete Cage, are my greatest unfulfilled obligation."

He grabbed a thick, leather-bound ledger and slammed it onto the console, sending a cloud of dust into the air. The dust didn't settle; it danced in the air in complex, geometric patterns.

"October 6th, 1967," the Auditor read, his voice taking on a formal, echoing quality. "A basement in Camden. You were eighteen. You were holding a Fender Telecaster with a missing high-E string. You were surrounded by people who smelled of patchouli and desperation. Do you remember the girl?"

Pete stared into the smoke of his cigarette. The memory was like an old film reel that had been left in the sun—overexposed, flickering, and missing several key scenes. "Lilith? Or was it Linda? They all had names like that back then. Flowers or demons. Sometimes both."

"She was a catalyst," the Auditor said. "She was the one who drew the circle with a piece of stolen sidewalk chalk. She was the one who whispered the words that opened the door. But it was you who stepped through, Pete. It was you who looked into the eyes of the void and said, 'Make me the biggest thing in the world.'"

"I was hungry," Pete said, the words feeling heavy in his mouth. "Not just for food. For... everything. I wanted to be heard over the noise of the city. I wanted to be so loud that I didn't have to hear my own thoughts."

"And we heard you," the Auditor said, a predatory smile touching his lips. "We gave you the 'Midnight' chord. We gave you the voice that sounds like gravel and silk. We gave you the charisma that makes people want to throw their lives away just to stand in your shadow for five minutes. We delivered, Pete. We delivered in spades."

"Did you?" Pete asked, his voice quiet. He looked around the decaying studio. "Because looking back, it all felt like it was happening to someone else. I’d wake up in a hotel room, and there would be a gold record on the wall and a stranger in the bed, and I’d think, Who is this guy? Who is Pete Cage? You didn't make me big. You just made a Pete Cage-shaped hole in the world and filled it with noise."

The Auditor let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-growl. "That is the nature of the gift! You wanted to be a legend! Legends aren't people, they’re symbols! They’re stories! Stories don't have feelings, Pete. Stories don't have 'existential crises' in the middle of a world tour!"

"Well, this story did," Pete said. "This story got tired. This story realized that if you keep reading the same page over and over again, the words start to lose their meaning. By the time I hit the eighties, I wasn't even reading the book anymore. I was just turning the pages to keep my hands busy."
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