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      I woke up in what felt like the middle of the night but couldn’t be because it was light outside. Then I realized I was outside in that light even though I had gone to bed inside in an actual bed in my library apartment. It was all very perplexing and should not have been happening, as per my understanding of the rules of time and space.

      I was sitting on a bench that was in the downtown park, but the downtown, all the town of Eden, was gone. Disappeared. In its place was in a lush garden, thick with tropical plants, bright flowers, and palm trees. The sky was a cool blue. No sun.

      The serpent, shiny and silver, its body thick as a log and ten or twelve feet long, slithered through the high grass and leafy plants. His tongue darted out rapidly, tasting the air with a faint hiss.

      “Hello, Son,” the serpent said.

      His long, thin tongue continued to lick at the air as he spoke. His voice seemed even deeper and more melodic than I remembered it. It was a voice that could sing a lullaby and put you right to sleep. A serpent with a voice like that was never going to starve.

      “Hello Karl,” I said.

      I couldn’t quite bring myself to say dad—and not just because he was a serpent today. I had been an orphan all my life and when a father finally showed up, he only came to me in dreams and turned out to be a fallen angel, the fallen angel. Sometimes I thought it explained a lot and sometimes hardly anything at all. All my life, the question had followed me. Why did my parents give me up? The answer was that my father was Karl, King of Hell, Sovereign of evil. Not the answer I was looking for.

      “Is this your dream or my dream?” I asked because so far we had only met in dreams. It didn’t really feel like one of mine. But if it was his, how could I be conscious of being in it? Of course, he was Karl, the original serpent, so a lot might be possible in his dreams, an immortal, that weren’t in mine, a mortal.

      “Not this time, Son,” he said. “Meeting in person. Of course, I’ve had to violate the time-line to meet you here. Only way I could get up into the world to you right now. The Prestige has eyes everywhere. It’s never easy for me. Nothing The Prestige likes more than to smite me with a bolt of lightning. Really smarts when he does. For now, I have to sneak around. All that’s about to change.”

      Time and space violated? That explained why there was no town. It hadn’t come into existence yet. In fact, nothing had. No America. No Egyptian pyramids. Not even bacon, pizza, or French fries. I was sitting in the actual Garden of Eden. My father, emperor of darkness, was a serpent. Troubling. But Bubba Lee (half-Chinese and half-Texan) always said that where you came from wasn’t as important as where you were going to.

      I missed him.

      I looked around, and I felt a godly presence but since, according to the Encyclopedia of gods, there were 2500 gods in the world — not counting the thousands more small ones like the god of lost socks or the god of hot coffee—it wasn’t as astounding as it would be to someone who believed in only one god.

      I’d never seen a garden like this before. The green everywhere was so bright it practically glowed. Beautiful blooms of all shapes and sizes, in every hue of the rainbow. Grass so soft it felt like velvet when my hand brushed against it. Bright daisies, sunflowers and gladiolas. Warm light where the sun pushed through between the trees. Bees hummed as they collected nectar. It was, well, paradise.

      “So, this is where it all went down,” I said. “Original sin. The first of many.”

      I went back and forth on my feelings toward the human race. Some days I was hopeful and others I had little faith we would survive our own bad habits and character flaws.

      “This is the place,” he said. “All of this taken from humans because one of them happened to take one tiny bite from an apple. And they call me cruel.”

      There was a slight hiss to his voice when he ended a sentence. It could, if you didn’t have a thick skin, raise little goosebumps on your arms. I didn’t have a thick skin. You’d think I would. Somehow, it just never developed.

      “Why do you call him the Prestige?” I asked.

      “Annoys him. It’s a weakness I have. I like to annoy him.”

      A soft wind blew over my face and cooled me. I leaned back on the bench, the hard wood of the slats reminding me to sit up straighter.

      “You tempted Eve to eat the one piece of fruit in this place they were forbidden to eat,” I couldn’t help pointing out. “You don’t call that cruel?”

      “I didn’t think I was going to get them thrown out of paradise. I knew The Prestige had authoritarian issues, but his reaction was grossly out of proportion to the crime.”

      He did have a point.

      The Garden of Eden was quite a place. I thought there were even more blooms as I looked around. The leafy groundcover shone in the sunlight that slipped past the trees onto it. A sweet smell filled the air. One tree was brighter than all the others. It had apples. So red. So perfectly shaped. I had a sudden craving for a bite. The tree seemed to lean toward me and a branch stretched out so close that a ripe apple was within my reach.

      “Care for a piece of fruit?” the serpent whispered. “What could it hurt? One little bite.”

      I declined.

      “You’ll never taste a sweeter, juicier apple. This is your one and only chance. You will be connected to Eve in a way no man has. Not even Adam. Take a bite.”

      “I just ate,” I lied.

      I sat there, motionless, with the head of the serpent mere inches away from mine. It was a giant, scaly head, shaped like a diamond. I could feel his breath on my cheek and I could smell the earthy, musty scent of his skin.

      He whispered in my ear, “There’s a book written by me in your library that tells the true story. You need to find that book. Find it and show it to the world. That’s how it begins.”

      “How what begins?”

      “The End of Days, of course. Keep up, Son.”

      “Because of a book?”

      “You’re a librarian. You should believe in the power of a book.”

      “I do, but one book is going to begin The End of Days?”

      “Didn’t one book begin the Prestige’s domination? In the beginning, there was the Word, and the Word was with God. And the word Was God. You’ve heard of it, no doubt.”

      “The Bible?” I said. “You’re quoting the Bible?”

      I expected a bolt of lightning to crash down on us from the sky.

      “I know good literature when I read it,” Karl said. “The Koran reads pretty well, too. A book can change the world. A book has. My book was lost centuries ago. I have it on good authority that it is in your library. This can’t be an accident. It is destiny. Yours and mine, Son.”

      I felt a warm feeling and a very cold one every time he called me son.

      “You wrote it?”

      “My story. You will know when you hold it in your hands who will win the final battle. Here’s a hint. It’s not the Prestige.”

      “This book is in the Eden library?”

      “Acquired by one of the warrior librarians, I’m told.”

      There was a section that I had found three days ago in the library called “Librarian to Librarian”. It was notes, diaries, commentary, advice left by all the librarians of the Eden library. I’d read about warrior librarians. They traveled the world acquiring books and curiosities. It was the height of library acquisitions.

      “A big book, I assume,” I said.

      “Naturally,” he said, “The Prestige’s sprawling and uneven tome is over 1500 pages. I can’t compete without a big story.”

      “And when I find it, you want me to have it published?”

      “The book will change everything. It will replace the Bible in every hotel room. It will be the bestseller everyone is talking about. My spirit will fill souls because of what they read. Churches of the Damned will spring up faster than Starbucks.”

      “All because of a book?”

      “Not just the book,” he said. “Because the antichrist tells everyone just how important this book is. He convinces them. The world has gone in the wrong direction. I will save it, and I will be made a new god by grateful humans everywhere. When the time comes, they will join my army. You will do all of this, Son, and your reward will be unimaginable.”

       “I’m not the antichrist,” I said. The air around me changed; it was warm and moist and cold all at once. I felt a sweaty chill on my skin.

      “One of you kids are. Admittedly, I have a lot of children. What can I say? The ladies like me. But I think you’re the one.”

      I didn’t want to be that One. I wouldn’t mind being the other One. The hero who saves the day. Who wouldn’t want to be that guy? But the One he was talking about, the one to bring The End of Days, no.

      “You wrote this book?”

      “The Prestige got some people to write his book for him. He had, what do you call them?”

      “Ghostwriters.”

      “Exactly. John, Paul, George and Ringo. I, too, had a ghostwriter, but the words are mine, the story is mine.”

      “Those aren’t the writers of the Bible.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Those are the Beatles,” I said.

      “Whatever,” he said. “I wrote my book. I had a little help from the monks.”

      “What monks?”

      “The Temple of the Doomed. They used quills forged in Hell from the most ancient birds of prey, cursed by me and my besties. They were such good writers, those monks. My words will do what no words have ever done.”

      “I’m surprised I haven’t seen such a book.”

      “It hides from you. It has been hidden from me for many centuries.”

      “Why now?”

      “It whispers. I hear it on the wind. Someone has moved it. I believe it was fate that brought you here to Eden. Or maybe it was the book itself.”

      “I don’t know if I can find it.”

      “I have faith in you, Son,” he said, and he laughed.

      “I don’t know if I want to find it,” I said.

      The snake hissed and its hot breath smelled of rotting eggs and sour milk. “The prophecy says it’s you.”

      “I don’t think I can do it,” I said.

      “It is your destiny,” he hissed.

      I jumped up. Not because I was afraid. I simply didn’t like a serpent’s large diamond-shaped head and flicking tongue so close to my face.

      “You are meant to be bad. Evil runs through your blood. Be what you are meant to be or you will be nothing.”

      “Tell me about the book,” I said.

      “When you open the book, you will hear soft chanting in a language you don’t recognize yet somehow understand. As you turn the pages, you realize they contain more than just text - the words shift to lost moments of time. You will see images come alive right before your eyes. You will witness ancient civilizations and rituals of powerful magic lost to the modern world. Time has erased so much, but profound truths will be the reader’s. The Prestige tried to destroy the human desire for any knowledge he didn’t want them to have. He has been limiting what mortals can know since the beginning. I offer you the mysteries he destroyed. You will be transformed.”

      “I do like to learn,” I admitted. The truth was worse. I loved to learn, which was one of the reason I loved books. That love constantly got me in trouble with the nuns at the orphanage. It had led me many places since, most good but a few bad.

      “Each time you open the book, you will learn more, you will become more. In the lost history, you will find spirit guides who will teach you the magics of the four elements and you will be able to communicate with animals, read minds, fly. Things you can’t even imagine. They are in my book, Kevin. All that and more. The Prestige has been purposely holding humans back so he can control them. Your species will regard you as the savior you want to be. You will give all humans the power of magic. They will be so grateful to you and me that they will join us in our battle against the Prestige and the white-winged angels.”

      I could hear the stream rushing nearby. The longer I stayed in the garden, the more verdant it looked, the more it felt like nothing could harm me. But that was an illusion. It had always been an illusion. God had allowed the serpent into the garden to test us, and we had failed.

      I had been told by the nuns that I asked too many questions, that what they were teaching me was God’s word first and everything else after. I should never mistake which was more important.

      “What’s this book called?” I said.

      “My Side of the Story.”

      “And if I find it for you, then you’ll leave me alone?”

      “You want to save the world, don’t you? Surely you feel it. Humans cannot go on. Soon they will destroy themselves. You can save them. The final battle is the only way. Find my book.”

      “I’ll find it,” I said.

      “You will change the world, Son,” he said. “You can’t imagine what humans are capable of. They must get stronger fast to survive.”

      “I’ll find the book,” I said, and I kept my second thought “and then we’ll see” to myself.

      He hissed, “Do not fail me.”

      The words whispered all around me like a swarm of mosquitos.
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      I woke up or travelled through time and space—I wasn’t sure which. I was sitting on a bench in the park in the town square. It smelled like early morning dew on the grass, the air crisp and cool, chirping birds in the trees. A squirrel was sitting on the park bench next to me. He was eating a nut with one paw which, I’d read somewhere, was impossible. The squirrel always uses two.

      The devil had written a book that told the true story of his life, showing that he was the victim of bad press perpetuated by none other than the bearded King of Kings, God. It would be the anti-bible bible. It was more though, wasn’t it? Maybe it was a book that could help humankind. Maybe he was telling the truth. Or maybe it was another apple that would destroy everything.

      Was I really the antichrist? I mean, I’d come to accept I was the spawn of Satan, but I wasn’t so sure about Karl’s news that I was also the antichrist, harbinger of the End of Days and Armageddon. And now, I was supposed to spread the word of his words and his message to the world. My head was spinning with all the implications. How was I supposed to reconcile this with everything I had been taught growing up? Was it really possible that the devil was the victim of a smear campaign? 

      I felt a knot forming in my stomach. What would happen if I failed to deliver the book to the world? What would happen if I did? I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all wrong. It was like I was being torn in two, pulled in opposite directions. I couldn’t really trust Karl. I didn’t even know him. Also, let’s be honest, he had a reputation for dishonesty, jealousy, betrayal and many other unpleasant traits. On the other hand, he was my father; wasn’t I supposed to be loyal to him? 

      I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. I hadn’t had a family, a real family, my entire life. I had wanted one so badly. Wait, I thought, thinking back to what he’d said. Had he just told me I had brothers and sisters and I didn’t even ask about them? The overload of information: the existence of his anti-bible bible, his insistence I was the antichrist, his order that I become his publicist and spokesperson, had caused me to not really process the fact that I had siblings. More spawn of Satan. A family.

      Things were getting weirder by the minute.

      All of this made me remember the first time I met Karl and was told he might be my father. It was seven or eight years ago. It was in a dream because that was the only way he could meet me unless I was willing to go to Hell, which I was not. I worried that if I went there, I might not ever get out. Likely, this was not an uncommon worry of visitors to Hell.

      In the dream, I got a ride all the way from Atlanta to just beyond Jackson, Mississippi. Since I was on the road back then, a dream about the road was not so strange. It felt real, like some dreams do. Everyone has had such dreams. Everyone has been shaken by them. So strange and so true dreams.

      The driver was a farmer in rural Mississippi. He let me off in the middle of nowhere, which he called home. This wasn’t all that unusual back then. I was moving around the country hitchhiking or taking buses following the callings that I got from a mysterious voice that told me it was divine and that what I was doing was part of a larger plan, an important one that might save the world.

      Did I entirely trust this voice? No. But it did almost always lead to a place where my help was needed. And the truth was, I knew the world was a lot more than it seemed on the surface. The more I saw of it, the more I knew that what wasn’t seen was deep. Like an iceberg, maybe only ten percent was above water.

      The town I came to after a short walk was called Love.

      The voice of the cosmos that gave me callings had told me to go to Love, Mississippi. It was a tiny town of only a few hundred.

      Love, it turned out, was famous for having the smallest church in the world. It was eight feet by eight feet and right in what they called downtown, which had three stores and a Tasty Freeze.

      I went to the church and sat in one of three pews, the back one. I didn’t pray. I just sat there thinking about how I was trying to make up for something, maybe for being born at all. Like I didn’t belong anywhere.

      After about thirty minutes, a priest walked in. He wore the cassock and the collar. His hair was jet black and thick as Sunday night. He was handsome in a romance book cover kind of way. He did have his shirt on, though. A lot of demons seemed to like to dress up like priests or ministers. They got a kick out of it.

      “Here you are,” he said. “I didn’t know if you’d come. But you heard a voice, and you came. There’s your leap of faith right there. You know how rare that is?”

      “You do a good imitation,” I said because his voice did sound like the mysterious voice that sent me on the callings, but his was not the voice. This was a trickster, an imposter.

      I was uneasy that a demon had called me to this place. I expected a fight, even though he was acting friendly enough.

      “So, you knew but came anyway,” he said. “Brave.”

      “Or stupid,” I felt compelled to say.

      “And pretending to do good to get our competitor to let down his guard. Also, very smart.”

      “I’m not pretending,” I said.

      I liked helping people. Some people thought that made me weak. Some people weren’t shy about voicing their disapproval. Who did I think I was going around helping people? Did I think I was better than everyone else? Not that they wanted me to go around harming people, though some thought that was a lot more honest. (Why would that be more honest? I didn’t really get that.) Most thought a moderate indifference was the way to go.

      The priest winked. “Playing the long con, are we? Playing it like the devil plays the fiddle. Lull them into thinking you’re on their side then when the time comes, BAM.”

      “What do you want from me, Father?” I said.

      Demons always thought they were smarter than everyone else. They were usually right.

      “You’ve got your own agenda. That’s the way it should be. You are the son of Karl.”

      “You’ve got the wrong do-gooder.”

      He winked at me. It was a kind of dramatic wink. Over the top even. “Sure. Right. Got you. “

      “Do you though?”

      “Why are you here?” I said. “And why am I here?”

      “So that you can meet Karl.”

      “I don’t want to meet Karl,” I said.

      “Sure you do. Every boy wants to meet his father.”

      “He’s not my father.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re playing a role or if you’re really hiding from who you are. What you are.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “We’ll have to walk. It’s about thirty minutes to the cabin. No portals nearby, but we couldn’t use them, anyway. Might alert you-know-who that Karl is on the surface.”

      “I don’t know who,” I said.

      “A babe in the woods. That’s you, right?” He winked again.

      I stayed quiet this time. I thought it best to follow him and get him away from town where the people of the town would be safe from whatever was going on. As we walked through the woods, the trees changed. At first they were beautiful. Leafy with healthy brown bark. Some of them had colored leaves as if it was fall.

      But then they changed. The trees became more twisty. Dying limbs were mixed in with the living ones. The land became soupy. Everything shifted. I saw a lot of snakes. I didn’t have particularly bad feelings toward snakes. I thought they were misunderstood. Then I heard a person crying, “Help me, help me” from up in the trees. I couldn’t see a person up there, which was sort of a relief and sort of not.

      “You won’t tell me anything?” the demon said. “I thought we were going to be friends. I can be a great help to you when the time comes. I am a duke of hell.”

      The demon’s appearance was changing as we moved farther into the woods. Parts of his face seemed to peel off and what was underneath looked more like hide than skin.

       We came to a cabin. It didn’t look like a cabin. There were two demons standing out on the porch. They wore suits and were very large, probably seven feet tall and wide as bears. The parts of them I could see were covered in bloody sores. They oozed puss. The men’s faces were hideous.

      “This is where Karl lives?” I asked.

      “Karl lives in Hell. You will join him. Your place is there with him.”

      I saw his wings then. They were black and even folded magnificent. The sky was suddenly darkened by hundreds of crows the size of vultures circling overhead. Their raucous caws and their furious beating wings were like a judgment from beyond.

      I remember how, at that moment, the fear crept into me. My skin went cold. At the same time, I began to sweat. How was it possible that something I had dreamed of all my life could turn into a nightmare? But that was what was happening. I was about to meet my father, only he was the Prince of Darkness.

      “You-know-who likes to make things complicated and ridiculous. If Karl gets caught on the surface, he bursts into flames or gets struck by lightning, which, I can tell you from experience, is no picnic.”

      “You’re a fallen angel?”

      “I am Beelzebub, second only to Lucifer. One of the original to rebel against an unjust god.”

      A man (he looked like a man but wasn’t) stepped out of the cabin onto the porch. The two demons stood up a little straighter.

      “Hello,” the priest said, waving to the man. “Nice meat suit, Karl. Brought him as you ordered. Not one hair on his head harmed. He’s a tricky one, your Lowness.”

      “And so are you,” the man on the porch who wasn’t a man said.

      “Thank you, my king.”

      Karl was slight and had an unremarkable face. He wore black-framed glasses. You would have thought he was about to break into a sales pitch for life insurance until you looked into the eyes. They changed everything. They were like looking at a knot of tangled writhing snakes.

       But if you didn’t notice the eyes, he’d be as anonymous as anyone in a crowd.

      A huge red hound with spiky black tiger stripes followed him out the door. It had small, almost cat-like ears. It growled. It seemed to be growling at me.

      “He doesn’t like you very much,” the demon said.

      “That’s not a dog,” I said.

      “Hellhound. Alpha of his pack. I hope you’re wearing your running shoes.”

      The dog rushed at me, growling and possibly foaming at the mouth. I turned to run, but there was nowhere to run. I swung back around. The hound was leaping at me.

      “Fluffy,” I shouted. It just came out. I had had a stuffed animal when I was very young, a dog with long ears, and I called it Fluffy. The dog stopped almost mid-air, almost like it was hovering over me. It dropped. The next thing I knew, the hell-hound was making little whiney noises and rubbing up against me and licking me with an enormous tongue. I petted him and scratched him behind the ears. It was like we were old friends.

       “Come on,” the man who wasn’t a man said, motioning for me to come up to the house. His voice bothered me in a way I couldn’t put my metaphorical finger on until later. It slithered like a snake. There was something threatening and venomous about it.

      I turned back just in time to see Beelzebub change into a fly the size of a helicopter. I was cold from the inside seeing it. Right from the pit of my being. I was not unfamiliar with the dark, but this was a dark, dark place.

      I did my best not to look into Karl’s eyes.

      As Fluffy and I walked toward him, Karl said I’d probably heard a lot of things about him.

      “People love to talk. Usually get it wrong, don’t they? I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “Sometimes,” I said.

      “I wasn’t thrown out of heaven, for example. I lost a battle. I escaped heaven. The winner writes the history. You’ve heard that, haven’t you?”

      The closer to him I got, the more the air filled with the sickening stench of sulfur. It only lasted for a few seconds before I made it go away. I hypnotized myself not to smell it. The Amazing Julie, friend of Master Lee and my second mentor and a profound hypnotist, would have been proud. It might be the hardest hypnosis of all to hypnotize yourself, though some claimed people did it all the time without noticing.

      Karl said, “Heaven is not all it’s written up to be. I could tell you some stories. Have you seen Game of Thrones?”

      “Of course.”

      “The games they played are nothing compared to the ones in Heaven.”

       “Backstabbers, are they?” I said. “Brothers sleeping with sisters? Murder? That kind of thing?”

      “Backstabbers extraordinaire. Not so much the second one. No one is sleeping with anyone. Sex isn’t for angels. At least not in heaven. At least not until I came along. I have led more than one angel into temptation. The Prestige usually finds out and if he doesn’t I tell him. He punishes them. I get all warm and fuzzy inside when a white-winged angel is punished. But sex isn’t a big problem in heaven. Murder happens, but it’s not common. It’s very hard to kill an angel. But betrayal and treachery are as common as fruit flies.”

      He motioned me into the cabin.

      I followed him, and he led me to the kitchen. He’d made tea and there were cookies too. We sat at a breakfast table. Fluffy sat right beside me, so large that he was as tall as me, even sitting on the floor.

      “I want you to join the company,” Karl said.

      “What company?”

      “My company on earth, Sinful Solutions.”

      I took a sip of tea.

      “Why me?”

      “You’re my son.”

      I petted Fluffy.

      Karl ate a cookie.

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Quite sure.”

      This was bad. Very bad. Then I tried an end around. The devil was known to lie. He was a compulsive liar. He was the trickster of tricksters. If this was an attempt to steal my soul, what better way than to give me something I had wanted my whole life? A father.

      “I don’t know anything about business,” I said.

      “No head for numbers? Well, that’s fine. You’ll be in charge of the acquisition of souls. That’s our most important department by far. Really, it’s what’s everything is about.”

      “You want me to convince people to be evil?”

      “You were born evil. If you don’t do evil, well, you can imagine how it looks. The creator made us all. He made us evil for a reason. The universe needs us. So we have to do our very best at being our very worst. On the bright side, I can make you rich and famous and give you everything you’ve ever desired.”

      I picked up another cookie. They were very good cookies. I asked him what they were called, and he said Devil’s Delight.

      “Do my very best to do my very worst?” I said.

      “You have to have evil in you to like Devil’s Delight.”

      “I don’t think so. You just have to like sweet sweets.”

      He smiled. It was a kind smile. The kind of smile that made you want to smile back until he spoke.

      “You were born to do terrible things. You just have to get out of your own way. Live a little. The truth is humankind does far worse things on its own than we can come up with. Nuclear weapons, destroying the planet. Just encourage them. You are my son after all.”

      “The nuns made me go to church every week when I was in the orphanage. Lightning never struck the church,” I said, suspiciously. “I dipped my finger in holy water and made the sign of the cross. I didn’t burst into flames. Lightning didn’t strike the bell tower. I think that proves I’m not your son.”

      “All those stories about lightening hitting churches when evil walks through the door are old saint’s tales. Those old saints talked all kinds of nonsense.”

      “I have to admit, the nuns did talk a lot of nonsense, too.”

      “That’s my boy,” he said and somehow, without moving, slapped me on my back.

      I smiled uneasily.

      “These cookies are addicting,” I said.

      “And not a single calorie,” Karl said.

      He smiled.

      The body guards with their terrible faces strode into the room. “The angels have found us, your lowness.”

      “You live in Hell?” I said, thinking about what the demon priest had said. “Cursed to live in Hell?”

      “Not cursed. I rule in Hell. It’s a prison or sorts and I am its warden. Better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven, I always say. We fought a dictatorship in heaven and we lost. But now we fight a covert war and we are winning.”

      “We must leave, Sire,” one guard said. “They have surrounded the cabin.”

      Something was familiar about Karl. I couldn’t deny that. I was confused. I both wanted him to be my father and not to be my father.

      “Join us,” he said. “The prophecy can’t be avoided. I will give you everything you wish and desire. Fame and fortune. You’ll be worshipped. And the babes. I’m telling you. Evil is very attractive to many women.”

      I heard explosions everywhere, and the house became engulfed in flames, the fire spreading quickly as smoke filled the air. The roar of the fire was everywhere — crackling wood, breaking beams. I was choking on smoke and then I felt the fire on me, my clothes burning.

      My father and the demons were gone. I screamed. Then I thought, louder than the scream, “Wake up.”

      I woke up in my bed in a hotel room, the air conditioning blowing hard, the dark room empty. I turned on the light and lay there, sweaty and breathless.

      I kept thinking to myself: just a dream, a nightmare. In one sense, this was absolutely true, but in a truer sense, it was absolutely false.

      The next day I decided to do something bad, like in my youth. Not too bad, but a little bad. I thought maybe now that I knew I was a spawn of Satan that doing bad would make me feel good.

      I had lunch at a diner downtown and when I finished, I put the check in my pocket and walked out. But I’d only got about half a block away when I remembered that I hadn’t left a tip. I stood there for a couple of minutes arguing with myself. Go back. Don’t go back. Go back. Finally, I went back into the café. Fortunately, my table hadn’t been bused yet. I put the tip on the table and walked out the door and down the street with the unpaid check still in my pocket. I had to admit, I enjoyed the excitement of getting away with something. It was a feeling I had liked it very much when I was a boy. But then I started to feel guilty. I was stealing to placate my father, to make him see I was what he wanted.

      I think when I was young, it wasn’t just the thrill and excitement of doing things like stealing or breaking into houses. It was also, in a twisted way, me getting back at the world for dealing me what I thought was a bad hand, an unfair hand. No family. No one to love me like a mother or father loved their son.

      I knew this was a fiction. There were plenty of families that did more damage than good to each other. Even so, I still wanted one.

      And now I had a father. What did the saintly Teresa say? “There are more tears shed over answered prayers than unanswered ones.”
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      The squirrel jumped off the bench in the park that had just recently been the Garden of Eden and ran away as the mayor came walking up. He was wearing an expensive suit and a fedora on his head, his longish white hair covering his large ears. He had a suitably trimmed white beard. His ample body, especially ample in the mid-section, made me think of Santa. There was a definite resemblance to that jolly man of the North. But then you saw the eyes, and you saw the haunted forest in them. It was a disconcerting contradiction to the rest of his face. I suddenly doubted I could trust an eggnog from this man, let alone a present even if he were, say, wearing a velvety red uniform with a fur collar.

      “Are you all right, Librarian?” he said. “You look a little out of sorts.”

      “I’ve been better,” I said.

      “Not sleeping?”

      “I think I may have been sleep-walking or maybe dream-walking.”

      I saw the face of the serpent and thought of the other faces of my father I’d seen. A balding man who looked like an accountant and a dark, handsome traveler. He could be anyone, change to anyone. Whether he showed or hid his power, I felt it. I saw it with my third eye as a storm that turned the world into darkness.

      Now he was telling me I was supposed to be part of that storm. Only according to him, we were helping humankind. His book was going to free us of limitations. There was magic in humans. He wanted to help us bring it out.

      “I can’t sleep the way I could before I died,” the mayor said, his lips pressing together, suggesting contemplative focus or indigestion. I wasn’t sure.

      “You aren’t dead.”

      “Can’t be sure though, can you? I bet you wake up some days and say, so this is what it’s like to be dead.”

      “No,” I said.

      “It’s just like being alive, really, except we’re a little removed from the world.”

      “We aren’t dead,” I said.

      “I invite you to come to our meeting in the café tonight. The Society of the Deadheads. We discuss different problems we have with being dead. It’s sort of like AA for dead people.”

      “I just had a dream that the park was the Garden of Eden and I was talking to the serpent.”

      “Did you eat some mushrooms? I find I have very strange dreams when I do.”

      I looked at him with surprise because I was, well, surprised.

      “He thinks I’m the antichrist,” I said.

      “Lucifer?”

      “His earth name is Karl.”

      “Don’t you have to be his off-spring to be the antichrist?”

      “So I’m told.”

      He wagged his finger. “You should have put that down on your employment application when you applied to be the librarian.”

      “I didn’t fill out an application,” I said. “I saw the librarian die in Lucy’s. You gave me his ring. I was hired. You ought to remember. You were there.”

      “You still should have mentioned it.”

      “You wouldn’t have hired me if you’d know I was the son of Karl?”

      He eyed me closely. “We have a no discrimination policy. We couldn’t refuse to hire you because you’re from hell and the son of Satan.”

      “Texas.”

      “What?”

      “I’m from Texas. I’ve never even been to Hell.”

      “Anyway, we do not refuse employment based on birth location, race, creed, or ancestry.”

      “Good to know.”

      “However, correct me if I’m wrong, but I think if you’re the antichrist, you’ll be leaving soon. You’ll have to go create havoc and discord and somehow become ruler of the world. Things like that.”

      “I’m a little hazy about the particulars.”

      “You’re supposed to say you’re from God, I think. And perform miracles. Then admit you’re against God.”

      “Honestly, the whole Christian story isn’t my preferred myth,” I said.

      “As I think I told you, I prefer the god of the mountain. Much closer than Jehovah or Jesus. Always good to have your god nearby.”

      I had to admit that was a sound policy.

      “But I do worry about prophecies. Depends on the source, of course, but a good prophecy is hard to get around. If you are the antichrist, you’ll be moving on soon. Be sure to give a week’s notice.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “Good. And come to the meeting tonight if you can. You might find it enlightening. And now I’m off to work.”

      He tipped his hat and walked off.

      I walked back to the library. There were days that started in such a way that you knew the safest bet was to crawl back into bed and pull the covers up over your head.

      If it was my destiny to put the book out into the world, I didn’t think I’d have any real problem. There were plenty of witches and magicians in Eden. I could find one to do a copying spell on the book. I could put it out in ebook immediately. But would I start the beginning of The End of Days by distributing the book and making it a best seller? And would that lead to Armageddon, as the prophecy stated? I enjoyed helping people. I liked giving them a hand with a problem. I really did not want to be the one who ended the world. Who was that going to help?

      I might want to be the anti-antichrist if I absolutely had to be involved.

      That was when it came to me. Armageddon wasn’t really about humans. It was a war between angels. Black wings and white wings.

      I needed to find the book. I needed to get it before someone else did. Someone who wanted to bring on The End of Days. I did not want the days to end. The world was one messed up place most of the time, but it had its moments. I chose to think that there could be more of those moments if we did more things right and fewer things wrong. We’d need more days to get to that place. That’s what I wanted to bring into the world. More days. Better days. Not their end.

      Humans were not going to win in the great battle, no matter what side won. The end of days was the end of days for humans. The angels would go on. The rest of the universe would go on. Humans wouldn’t.

      I needed to find a way to stop it.
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      As I walked up the stairs to the wraparound porch of the library, I heard a squeaky voice shout, “Hey dipshit.”

      I looked around for someone, and I only saw him when he said, “Yeah, you.”

      It was a ten-inch man (well, probably not a man) sitting in one of the rocking chairs on the front porch. He had a red beard, bright red hair and wore clothes like a lumberjack from a few decades ago: the plaid flannel shirt, jeans, and boots.

      “Can I help you?” I said.

      “Can I help you?” he mocked.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “That’s what I said,” he mocked.

      I’d heard of these little people. They called them mocking men. I’d never met one.

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to stay away from my girl, you enormous piece of poo.”

      “Your girl?”

      “Your girl?” he mocked. “You heard me. My girl.”

      “Who is your girl?”

      “Olive. She’s mine all right. Claimed her by the rights of Mountain Men.”

      “You’re a mountain man?”

      “Oh, so it that’s the way it is? You think because I’m small I can’t be a mountain man? You think I don’t have what it takes? I can drink, fight, climb a tree, ride a mouse with the best of them and you ain’t even the best of them.”

      “I’d need a big mouse to be able to ride one,” I said.

      “I’d need a big mouse,” he mocked. “Funny man. You think you’re a funny man? Is that what you think?”

      “No.”

      “Stay away from her, funny man.”

      “I can’t,” I said.

      “I can’t,” he mocked. “Why can’t you?”

      “I think I might be in love with her.”

      “Do you, now?”

      “I do.”

      “I do,” he said. “Well, when you decide, you get back to me. If it’s love, then we’ll need to fight to the death. That’s the only way. You best be sure.”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll let you know,” he mocked. “You’d better.”

      He slid off the chair and hopped off the porch and was gone. Fast. If I did have to fight him to the death, I’d need to be ready for that speed. Of course, I would not fight him to the death because he was only ten inches tall. Anyway, I was against fighting to the death as a general rule.

      I went into the library and was met by the ghost. He had a lot of fluffy, white hair on his head and a thick white mustache and sharp blue eyes. He had been a writer and an Eden librarian before he died, but he wouldn’t tell me his name. I didn’t know exactly when he died, but I knew he’d been a soldier in the Civil War. He was floating about four feet off the floor in the living room. I really envied that. I would like to be able to float.

      He was not the first ghost I’d ever met, but he was the first ghost who’d spoken to me. The others seemed unable to use the voice of the living.

      The ghost’s voice was as deep and rich as Midwestern farmland. He asked me where I’d been, and I told him.

      “I woke up in the Garden of Eden. The serpent slithered up and began talking to me.”

      “Did you run?”

      “I didn’t mention it before, but the serpent was my father. No one should ever see their father slithering.”

      “Fathers can mess you up. Not as much as mothers maybe, but more than brothers or sisters, certainly. My advice is to get a dog. A dog is always on your side. I had a disapproving father. I know all about fathers.”

      “But Karl, for a father, is a little more than a disapproving father,” I said.

      “You were hoping for an astronaut?”

      “No, just, you know, not the emperor of darkness who wants me to start the war to end all wars.”

      “He wants the war with God and his angels, Armageddon?”

      “Thinks he can win. He wants out of Hell. Smells bad. Terrible neighbors. The night is always filled with screams of the damned. You know, not a pleasant place to live. I don’t blame him for wanting to move.”

      I went around to behind my desk and sat down. One thing about the library. It had comfortable chairs. Every chair was comfortable in its own way, even the office chairs. I told him about Karl’s autobiography.

      “I’ve heard of this book,” the ghost said. “I’ve heard devil worshipers talk of it.”

      “You know devil worshipers?”

      He shrugged. “I lived in Washington for many years. Washington is lousy with devil worshipers.”

      “Karl wants to use it to start the war.”

      “The war to end all wars?” the ghost said. “Seem to remember we had one of those.”

      “See, that’s just it.”

      “What’s just it?”

      “If it really was the war to end all wars, that might be good, but you know it’s not. All that ends is humankind. I think maybe the angels want the war. They want to fight each other.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “See who wins. Angels against angels. It’s about them. We’re just an afterthought.”

      “This is dangerous talk,” he said. “Angels have really good hearing.”

      The ghost said he needed to get back to his breakfast.

      “You don’t even eat,” I said.

      “Nevertheless,” he said and disappeared.

      “Ghosts don’t eat,” I shouted.
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      I went up to the second floor of the library and I called for the book My Side of the Story to come to me. Not so much as a fluttering page in the whole room. I did hear a whisper though from one of the Narnia books and I knew right away it was the White Witch. “I’ll come to you, librarian. I can tell you more truths in a second than that blowhard, Karl. I’ll give you the true story of my world.”

      She had a very seductive voice. I wanted her to come to me. I just had to go to the book and open the page and she would be here. I really wanted to, but then I realized she was using hypnosis, something I was very good at. This was a witch who had frozen Narnia in the Hundred Years of Winter. What would she do to me? Nothing good.

      I turned off the light and walked out of the room. I tried some other rooms on the second floor. No response. I tried my third eye. I got an impression. That was all. The book had been in the library once. I was sure of that. But it wasn’t in it anymore. If it was not in the library, where was it?

      It was nine o’clock. Time to unlock the library doors. I walked down the stairs. The library was a house with books in every room, even the kitchen and bathroom. But it seemed to expand and contract. I had only been the librarian for roughly a week, but I couldn’t help noticing that some days it had more rooms upstairs and/or downstairs than other days.

      Mr. Government Man, who acted like he had been the perfect bureaucrat all his life, had his pocket watch out and was looking at it pointedly, and then looking at me. I turned on my computer and moved slowly so that I could be a minute late. It was petty, but bureaucrats brought pettiness out in me sometimes.

      It was the first time I’d seen him wearing a suit. I told him he looked dapper, and he said he was just trying to improve the image of the town.

      “The level of dress has been in steady decline for years and has taken a drastic downturn since the death of the former librarian and the appointment of the new one. Standards, librarian. We need to have standards.”

      He looked me up and down as he walked into the living room and picked up the morning paper that always appeared on the coffee table in front of the sofa. I was wearing my uniform. Jeans, a shirt with some message on it, this one Time to Eat Children. Time to Eat, Children. Grammar Saves Lives, and converse tennis-shoes.

      Because I had come back to the library to look for Karl’s book, I hadn’t got around to having breakfast. Unfortunately, I knew I had nothing in my apartment to eat. I’d just have to tough it out until eleven and then go over to Lucy’s Café in the square, two blocks away.

      I checked the library records to make sure no one had checked out My Side of the Story. No one had. According to the records, it was still here in the library. But it wasn’t still in the library. So, if it hadn’t been checked out, and it wasn’t in the library, someone had stolen it.

      Who? Someone very powerful. Someone very daring. Someone very stupid. Could be all three. He or she had to know Karl would be looking for the book and probably have some of his minion demons looking for it. They would have to know that demons were not the kind to ask nicely for the return of the stolen book. They were going to punish him or her and they had had lots of practice with punishment in Hell. But white angels would also be looking for the book, hoping to keep it from being read. Whoever had the book was in danger from all sides.

      Or could it be in another place in the library? There was always the possibility that even though it was a book, it was in the Collection of Curiosities, the chambers of unusual and magical items collected by the librarians over time and kept in a cave entered from my bedroom in the basement.

      I went down to my rooms and opened the bookcase that slid right, revealing the chambers that housed the curiosities. I had no idea how many chambers there were. Like the rest of the library, the rooms seemed to appear and disappear. Dozens anyway, all filled with treasures, some magic and some not.

      Finding the book was going to be very difficult. I tried looking with my third eye, and I saw a faint light a couple of chambers down. I passed through a Victorian chamber. It had dark wood-paneled walls, a large Persian rug covering most of the floor. Display cases lined the walls, filled with porcelain figurines, sterling silver tea sets, and decorative plates. In the corner was a comfy Victorian sofa upholstered in emerald green velvet with clawed feet and carved wooden trim.

      The light was on in the next room. I followed it. The light was likely to be where I would find my answer. Only it wasn’t. Someone had left a lamp on in a chamber that had only the lamp on a small wooden desk against the wall and a rotary phone. Waste of electricity. When I switched the lamp off, the light left the room. I pulled out my phone, which, though worthless for calling, was still useable as a flashlight.

      The phone on the table rang an old-fashioned bell ring. I knew I shouldn’t pick it up, but I did.

      “Kevin?”

      I recognized the voice right away.

      “Master Lee?”

      “It has been a long time.”

      “How?” I said.

      “Never mind. It is good to hear your voice. I am glad you are alive. I worried when they killed me they would come for you.”

      “Where are you?”

      “That I cannot say,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry. It’s my fault you were murdered.”

      “Still trying to steal my thunder. Still trying to take the blame for everything. It is not your fault. It is my murderer’s. Find him. Find them, my good friend.”

      The line went dead.

      “Master Lee,” I shouted, but he was gone.

      I kept listening. I kept hoping he would come back. I put the phone into the cradle and waited. It did not ring again. I picked it up. The tone was even and flat.

      I walked into the next room. Find them. More than one. I hadn’t been able to find them when it happened. What hope did I have now after so many years? Of course, now I knew a lot more about finding people. Maybe I could do better. But how could he call me? Had I really talked to him? I knew I’d have to put the conversation aside for now. I had to take care of finding the book before I could even consider how I might go about finding Master Lee’s killers.

      In the next room, the air was musty and stale. It turned out to be an ancient Egyptian room. As I moved the flashlight around the walls, I realized that they were adorned with hieroglyphics and there were several sarcophagi scattered throughout the room. One of the painted coffins had a carving of an ancient Egyptian’s face, likely a Pharoah. There was an ankh symbol on it. I read the words written beneath it. SAND GIVES WAY TO STONE.

      The lid opened when I spoke the words.

      “Who wakes the greatest pharaoh of all time?” a voice said.

      All the pharaohs thought they were the greatest pharaoh of all time.

      The ghosts of pharaohs tended to carry curses and things like armies of the dead, so I slammed his coffin shut as quickly as possible.

      “Librarian,” the ghost of the pharaoh yelled from inside his coffin. “You’re looking for something? Maybe I can be of help.”

      “I doubt it,” I said.

      “I know a lot of things.”

      “I’m looking for an ancient book written by Karl, Lucifer, I mean. Know anything about that?”

      “It’s not that ancient,” he said with regal authority. “I am ancient. And yes I do. That terrible librarian hid the book near me. I could feel its magic like a hot, putrid breath.”

      “You know where it is?”

      “I’ll tell you where the book is if you let me go.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “He had one of his witches in here using the bed Nefertiti and I slept on long ago. It was a desecration. He told her where the book was and I was listening.”

      “I won’t let you go,” I said.

      “Then send me home to Egypt as I am. I do not belong here like an insect in a collection. I belong in Cairo. Agree to send me there and I will tell you.”

      I agreed. He told me where the tome with the spell to return him was. I went to it and opened it to the page he told me to. I was to read the first three lines.

      “Say the lines and I will go,” he said.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “Where fortunes are won and lost nightly,” he said.

      “That’s not good enough,” I said. “Las Vegas is a big place and has many players.”

      “That is all I know.”

      I spoke the spell and sent him home to Cairo, even though he had not given me what I was hoping for.

      Back in my room, I looked in the librarian’s account book, which I had found when I was looking for his murderer. I discovered who he had owed the most money to. I found a name, a woman’s name. So now it was simple. All I had to do was find a way to get out of town and off the mountain that no one seemed to be able to leave (with the exception of the former librarian) and then get to see the woman he had owed so much money to. He had likely used the book to pay off his debt, but if he hadn’t, she might know who he sold it to. Then I would get the book back from her without paying her the fortune it was worth. Easy—peasy as no one I’d ever known had always used to say.

      It was after eleven by the time I got upstairs, and even the government man was gone. I went over to Lucy’s café for a late breakfast.
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      I walked into the cafe. I smelled the thousand cups of coffee that had been drunk within its walls. The air was saturated with cooked meat, French fries, ketchup, salt and pepper. People were packed in, every table taken, the rough hum of voices and clinking silverware coming from every corner of the room. I sat on the one open stool at the Formica counter.

      A minute or two later, Olive, the waitress and my X-girlfriend who I hoped to erase the X from, came up beside me. She was beautiful. Her auburn hair was tied in a side ponytail. She wore a blue and white floral dress. The dress disappeared over her hips under the fabric of a black apron. Her perfume, for just a moment, blocked out all the smells of the café. It was faint and flowery. Her voice was soft. I liked the way it could sway gracefully into sassy.

      “What can I get for you?” she asked.

      I ordered bacon and eggs and toast and pancakes and coffee. She shook her head but made no criticism.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Just doing my job,” she said. To say there was a chill in the air would be an understatement.

      “Do you know a little guy, like ten inches tall, wears a lumberjack flannel shirt?” I asked.

      “Sounds like Ray.”

      “A mockingman?”

      “He’s at the other end of the counter.”

      I looked down there and didn’t see him. He jumped up from the chair to the counter and I did. That was quite a vertical leap. “You make up your mind yet, big man?”

      “He’s not so good at making up his mind,” Olive said. “One moment he’s all in and the next he’s not.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I said to her.

      “You trust me. You don’t trust me,” she said. “Can’t seem to decide.”

      “To be fair,” I said. “I had a reason for not trusting you. I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

      “Doesn’t make it any better between us. There’s got to be trust. You don’t have it, no use even talking about us.”

      She walked away. I couldn’t help watching the sway of her hips and the gentle bounce of her ponytail.

      The little man put his hand over his heart and staggered. “Shot down. Arrow through the heart. You might as well give up.”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “Nope,” he mocked. “Then you want to fight me? I’m not scared of you, big librarian man. What say we fight with axes in the park right now?”

      “You have a tiny ax? How cute.” Maybe I did say this a bit mockingly.

      “You have a tiny ax?” he mocked. “You’ll see when you feel it chop off your head.”

      The little man hopped back to his seat.

      “Best not get him riled,” the man, someone I didn’t recognize, on the stool next to mine, said. “I was you, I’d stay away from axes. He’s a lumberjack, you know.”

      I leaned over and whispered, “I mean, how big can it be? Size of a thimble.”

      I smiled. He didn’t smile back.

      “Regular size,” he said. “And that fella can swing it, too. Wouldn’t want to go against him.”

      Olive brought my plate of food, and our hands brushed slightly, sending an electric shock through my body. I ate greedily.

      Larry and Wayne, an older couple, both with gray beards, came in. They stopped to say hello. They were in the Eden choir, which occasionally came into the library to talk over what they were going to work on.

      “Hello, Librarian,” Larry said.

      “The boy’s name is Kevin,” Wayne said.

      “It’s not respectful,” Larry said.

      “Are you offended when I call you Kevin?” Wayne said.

      “Not at all,” I said.

      “Not walking the dog today, I see?” Larry said.

      “You have the cutest dog in town,” Wayne said.

      Larry and Wayne couldn’t be convinced I didn’t have a dog, so I’d gotten used to just saying “thanks” when they said that about my dog. No one in town had a dog, though. There were exactly the same number of dogs in town as children. Big zero.

      “I want to talk to you about having the choir sing in the library one night,” Wayne said. “A special performance. You don’t know this, but Larry was quite a locally famous drag queen when we were living in the flatlands. We thought it might be fun for the choir to do a little riskier show. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a great idea,” I said.

      “Excellent.”

      A booth opened up, and they went off to take it.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Wayne said.

      I was trying to imagine the burly Larry in a dress. Wayne would have been my guess for that kind of show, but that was the thing about people: they were always surprising you.

      Olive came up beside me. She ripped my check from her book and set it beside my plate.

      “Maybe,” I said, “we could try being friends?”

      “We’re friends,” she said.

      “No, we aren’t.”

      “No, we aren’t,” she agreed. “We’re friendly.”

      “Not the same thing.”

      “I know that,” she said. “I wish I could. Really. But I just don’t think I can.”

      I went and paid my bill at the cash register. Lucy, owner of Lucy’s café, wise beyond her years and she had quite a few of them, said, “Give her time.”

      I left the café. I was beginning to think there wasn’t enough time in the world to give her to get over what she saw as a betrayal.

      As I walked down the street, I ran into Ryan and Camila. They were holding hands. They were part of a scientific team of four. Few small towns had their own scientific team, but Eden did. They had done a fumigation of the library to rid it of what turned out to be a ghoul. One of their functions was ghost busting. I knew they had others, but I wasn’t clear what they were. Ryan and Camila were about my age—twenty-seven, twenty-eight. We talked a little.

      When I was about to continue on to the library, Camila said, “I hear you and Olive broke up.”

      “Camila,” Ryan said in a warning voice.

      “I don’t know if you can call it breaking up,” I said. “I’m not sure we ever really got together. We were about to when all that happened with the poisoning.”

      “You know, it wasn’t her fault.”

      “I know.”

      “Water under the bridge,” Ryan said.

      “So, you are broken up, though,” she said.

      I shrugged.

      “I’m not supposed to say anything,” Camila said.

      “Then don’t,” Ryan interrupted.

      “Gabriela likes you,” she said. “She’s a great girl.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Maybe we could all four go out some time,” she said.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Just as friends. No pressure.”

      “OK,” I said. “Sure.”

      We said our “see you later”, which was sincere because in a town of under two-hundred it was practically unavoidable. As soon as I was walking down the street, I regretted saying I’d go out with Gabriela. Was I really ready to give up on Olive?

      My heart ached at the thought of giving up on Olive. I had strong feelings for her, and the idea of being with anyone else felt wrong. But as much as I wanted to be with her, I couldn’t force her to feel the same way. It hurt to think that she might never come around. 

      The conversation with Ryan and Camila only added to my confusion. Gabriela was a great girl, but my heart wasn’t in it. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone besides Olive. The fact that Camila had heard about our “breakup” only made me realize how small this town was and how quickly news spread.

      I wondered if Olive was thinking about me, if she was feeling the same confusion I felt, or if she had decided against any relationship. Thinking about how she’d acted at the cafe, I had the feeling it was the latter. She had me in her rearview. I was going to have to decide soon: keep trying and hope I was wrong or give up and move on.
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      One of the teenagers, Callie, was sitting in a rocking chair on the porch when I walked up to the library.

      She stood. She was wearing jeans, a sleeveless shirt, and tennis-shoes. I hadn’t really noticed that before that she was an athletic-looking girl.

      “I want you to meet my father,” she said.

      Callie had asked me to help her find out who her father was. Her mother wouldn’t tell her. All she’d say was that he was an angel. Her friends didn’t believe her mother’s story about an angel creating Callie in just four days. On the one hand, their disbelief was justified. On the other, if an angel had sex with a human, it wasn’t too hard to believe that the whole birth process would be different.

      “He’s here?” I said.

      “Down by the stream. He can’t come into town.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. He just said the town won’t let him.”

      “Is it Gabriel?”

      She nodded. This was the angel I suspected from the logs in the library of angel visitations.

      “You found a way to contact him?” I said. “You finally talked to your mother?”

      I’d been encouraging her to talk to her about the identity of her father, because I knew it mattered to her.

      “He just showed up. I was down by the stream getting some water. He asked me to bring you to him.”

      “All right,” I said.

      Angels were some of the most powerful creatures in the universe. I wondered what he meant when he said the town wouldn’t let him in. What had he done? How could the town stop him?

      We walked down to the stream at the edge of town. I could feel a shift in the air as we got closer to him. My third eye saw an intense aura all around him. He was imposing. He was a head taller than me, and I was a little over six-feet. He wore a white suit, and his white wings, even tucked in, were stunning. He had long, straight, white hair. His eyes shone with an inner light. Even without seeing him move, I knew he’d be graceful.

      “Librarian,” Gabriel said. His voice had a faint echo. It sounded like it came from a different place.

      “Gabriel,” I said.

      I knew he was known as the Messenger of God. He often delivered messages from heaven to humans on earth. For a moment, I thought he might have a message for me.

      If Sister Agnes could see me now. She’d told me I would never amount to anything. Every time I broke a rule, she said I was adding one more brick to my road to Hell. She belittled most of the kids in the orphanage, telling us all we were broken in one way or another, but I was a special project for her. She worked on me a little each day.

      “You’re Callie’s father?” I said.

      “That’s so,” he said. “It is forbidden to mate with humans, but on this mountain, well, it is a gray area, you could say.”

      “What is this mountain?” I said. It was worth a try. It wasn’t like I was going to get a chance to ask an angel a question every day.

      He turned to look at me. I couldn’t escape the feeling he was looking at me from a long way off. “It’s a mystery even to us. Perhaps the Lord created it, but it is not like heaven or hell. Some say that one of others who call themselves gods made it. I cannot say.”

      “And the town?”

      “Magical, certainly. Something else. The universe is a big place. Many things are possible.”

      “But God is everywhere?”

      “Certainly.”

      “And the other gods?”

      “Those are just powerful creatures. God made them or made a way for them to become powerful. He knows all. Of course (the angel winked) sometimes he doesn’t know all until after a thing happens.”

      “So, he doesn’t know all,” I said.

      “He does, but not always in a timely matter.”

      “He made this universe?”

      “Another difference between him and the others. He created the heavens and the earth and everything inside it. This makes him God. The others may create, but not entire universes.”

      “So, there are other universes?”

      “We don’t talk about that,” he said.

      “How many universes are there?” I said.

      “It is forbidden talk,” Gabriel said.

      It may have just been the light, but his glow seemed to diminish slightly.

      “Is Callie divine?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “But she may have some angel powers. We shall see. I don’t think so, but we shall see.”

      “You’re here to spend some father-daughter time?” I said, but honestly, I was still hoping for a divine message from God. Maybe something like, You aren’t really the Devil’s son or I’ve decided to adopt you. Say hello to your new brother, Jesus.

      Callie had been standing to the side, listening. Usually she was confident, brash even. Today she seemed quiet and nervous.

      “I don’t expect anything,” she said to Gabriel.

      He looked at her, not unkindly. “I have little to offer. I cannot claim you. My enemies among the angels would stir up old prejudices and there would be talk of punishment for me and extermination for you. The rule is angels must not breed with humans. God wants no half-breeds. The mountain might make things different, but it might not. God is sometimes unpredictable, even to me.”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” Callie said. “I want you to be my father as much as you can be.”

      Gabriel looked me over. “You have no black wings?”

      I shook my head.

      “Too bad.”

      “What can I do for you?” I said.

      “The book,” he said. “You can give it to me.”

      “How do you know about the book?”

      “There have been stories of such a book for many centuries, but none had ever shown up. We thought it was another of Lucifer’s tricks. Even so, we did not know about it until recently. Lucifer has kept it hidden from us here. He was always crafty, even as a white-winged angel.”

      “How recently?”

      He shrugged. There was a lot in that shrug if you could read shrugs. I couldn’t.

       “Will you give it to God through me, or will you ignore a command from God?”

      “The book has been stolen,” I said.

      He frowned. “By who?”

      “The former librarian.”

      “The dead librarian stole the book?”

      “To sell. He owed some money to people.”

      “He was a great sinner, that one,” Gabriel said. “He used Lucifer’s autobiography to pay off a debt?”

      “I think so.”

      “Do you know who these people are?”

      “I think it might be one person, a woman.”

      “Tell me who?”

      “I need to go with you.”

      “I will go alone,” he said.

      “Then I won’t tell you,” I said.

      He looked at me with those angel eyes and I thought for a moment they might turn into red lasers and blast me from life itself. But then he nodded slightly.

      “God has a plan for you,” he said.

      “How do you know?”

      He sighed, “Because God said to me, I have a plan for that young son of Lucifer. I suppose this could be part of that plan. I will take you. Only because I am uncertain of God’s plan for you. Maybe it includes going to Las Vegas.”

      I was going to take a wild guess that God’s plan and Las Vegas were not a phrase you heard often, even if you were an angel whose job was to deliver messages.

      “And me,” Callie said. “Take me.”

      He shook his head. “You might not survive.”

      “She and I are the same, half—angels,” I said. I left off the part about my father being a fallen angel.

      “It is dangerous to fly with an angel,” he said. “Many mortals cannot survive it.”

      “Please,” she said. “I have to get out of Eden. I may not get another chance.”

      “The decision is yours,” he said.

      With a slow, fluid motion, the archangel extended his wings, which unfurled gradually, feathery pinions fanning out wide on either side of his body. The wings were huge, the span nearly twice Gabriel’s height, and seemed to glow with a soft inner light. As they reached their full extension, he gave them an experimental flap. The sound was like a clap of thunder.

      I found myself swallowing nervously, and when I looked at Callie, I saw her looking even more nervous.

      He took each of us in an arm and we rose up into the air. I didn’t understand what he meant until then. He did not fly through the sky like a bird. It was different. More like we were being transported, our very beings reduced to particles as we flew from Eden to Las Vegas. I felt like I lost myself and then I was lost, as if in a dream. I was in the air flying and then I wasn’t; I was flying through time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      (Ten years earlier. I was flying toward Las Vegas, carried by an angel and I was also back to one day ten years ago. But not back exactly. It was more like I was watching it. Apparently, strange things happened when you flew with an angel.)

      I was seventeen and back in Port Aransas, Texas, walking over the blacktop highway to the Dog-Eat-Dog Trailer Court. It was a ridiculous name. Dogs didn’t eat dogs. Humans occasionally ate other humans and dogs, for that matter, but as far as I know, dogs never stooped so low.

      A bright Texas summer sun was going down. I was going to see Master Bubba Lee. My going to see him that night was going to lead to him getting murdered. It was my fault.

      Lola had been missing for two days. I knew something was wrong. She’d never leave like that and not at least call me. It just wasn’t possible. I’d looked for her in all the places I knew to look. I talked to all the people I could talk to. Our foster parents at the time had substance abuse issues as in if there were any substances within a hundred miles and they got the chance to abuse them they would. I told them they needed to report Lola missing to the police. When they wouldn’t, I did, but the police didn’t take me seriously, especially when the foster parents said Lola had likely just run off with a boy. The cops believed them over me or maybe were too lazy to look or maybe, like many people, thought foster kids weren’t worth the effort.

      I knocked on Master Lee’s trailer door. He opened it. He was imposing, tall and wide, (his Bubba blood) even though he was nearly sixty. His hair was still black except for a streak of curly white lock in front. He regarded me for a moment. I could hear the football game on the TV in the background.

      “You’d better come in,” he said.

      He made us tea, and we sat on the leather sofa and I started to tell him about Lola going missing, but he gave me one of his looks. His looks could communicate more than words sometimes. I shut up. It was one of his rules that serious matters weren’t discussed until we were drinking our tea.

      I watched a little of the cowboys’ game while he went and made tea. When he came back and we’d had some sips, I told him about Lola not being seen for a few days and about our foster parents making up the story.

      “You think they lie because they scared of police?”

      “Maybe,” I said, “I know he owes people money.”

      “I think the cowboys will come back,” Master Lee said.

      “You do?”

      They were behind by 28 points. In many ways, Master Lee was an optimist.

      “Is possible,” he said.

      “Like snow in Texas in July possible?”

      “Tell me what you know,” he said.

      I told him about Lola and my suspicions.

      “No boyfriend?”

      “Not that I know of. Anyway, she wouldn’t leave without telling me.”

      “Of course not. But why would someone your stepfather owe money to take her? What good would she be to them? Your stepfather not strike me as the kind to care what happens to Lola.”

      He was right. Cal didn’t care about Lola or any of us. If someone threatened to harm Lola, Cal wouldn’t do one thing to stop them.

      “Lola using drugs?” Master Lee asked.

      She had seemed different lately. I had to admit that. She’d been moody, and she’d started drinking more.

      “I don’t know,” I had to admit. “Maybe.”

      We drank more tea. We talked some more. Master Lee made some calls. He had one lead, a guy name Grunge, who had seen her that day.

      “Not in a good place,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “Drug place.”

      “She could have been there for Cal or Janet.”

      “Could have been,” he said. “It’s a place for junkies, Kevin. Not just smoking weed or the magic mushrooms. Heroin.”

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      He shook his head.

      “I go and let you know. Come by tomorrow.”

      We argued a little, but in the end I was still his pupil and anyway I had homework. In all the chaos of moving around and the mostly rotten home life, I somehow kept up excellent grades. I would get a scholarship to a good college.

      We hugged. I was glad for that later, after we found his body, because we seldom had hugged. It was almost like he knew. I never saw him again.

      I thought about my phone conversation with him. He wanted me to find who had killed him. I had talked to Grunge back when no one could find Master Lee, but Grunge said he never showed up the corner he was selling drugs on. Now I wondered about that.

      And Lola, my best friend, was lost to me after that. At least with Master Lee, I knew what happened to him. I saw his body. But Lola was never found; she was just gone. I didn’t know it then, but later I’d learn that many girls had gone missing on the Texas coast that year. Someone had taken them cops later believed or the FBI anyway and none of them had ever made it back from being taken by that someone.
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      A second later, I was in a Las Vegas alley. Callie and a man were standing in the alley, and Callie was looking worried. It took me a second to understand the man was not a man, but Gabriel in disguise. He had become a handsome man of average size without wings, wearing the same white suit.

      “What happened to you?” Callie said.

      “How much time has passed?” I asked.

      “A couple of minutes,” she said.

      “Where did you go?’ the angel asked.

      I told them. It was so real. Master Lee, quiet and loud at the same time. His posture always perfect. The feel of his big arms around me. He was the one person who I could count on when I was a teenager. The one person who never judged me or let me down. The one person who I didn’t feel like a freak around because I had, well, special abilities. He saw something in me that nobody else did, and he nurtured it. He taught me martial arts, not just the physical techniques, but also the discipline and the mindset. He helped me understand that I could see things other people couldn’t. He made me consider that this might be a gift rather than a curse.

      “It happens sometimes that important moments from your past will overtake your transport,” Gabriel said. “It’s rare.”

      That phone call from Master Lee and then seeing him, it woke all kinds of feeling in me. Guilt, loss, anger, despair. I missed him. I still mourned him.

      We walked out of the alley. “Tell me the name of the woman you think has the book.”

      I told him.

      “We will go see a friend. Maybe he will get us in to see her.”

      The Las Vegas strip was bustling. Locals and tourists crowded the sidewalks. Music from casinos and street performers competed for attention. Billboards and neon flashed everywhere advertising shows, restaurants, and casinos. A group of young women strutted down the sidewalk in sequined dresses and high heels. Perfume and cigarette smoke filled the air.

      We walked into a casino. The cavernous room was full of people and the ping, ping, ping of slot machines. They glittered and gleamed and sparkled, and every bit of it inauthentic light. The room was bathed in the cold blue of fluorescents above. Occasionally there were the sounds of coins falling into the metal bottoms and excited voices and laughter. The walls were hung with velvet curtains that shifted in the drafty air-conditioning. Every face looked distracted. The eyes of the gamblers were glassy, drunk, with some dream of something they couldn’t name.

      In an odd way, I felt like I was back in the Garden of Eden and perfection except that, just like in the garden, there was the serpent here slithering through the grass.

      We walked through the casino, the thick carpeting, the brass fixtures, the glimmering glass and mirrors. I could see Callie falling under the casino’s spell.

      The casino manager’s office was tucked in the back corner of the large open room, away from the raucous clamor of the floor. The door was heavy and ornate, with a large crystal handle. Gabriel knocked on it, and, after a few moments, the door opened.

      We stepped inside. The casino owner was a tall, barrel-chested man with an air of authority, smiling a broad, toothy smile. His office was a luxurious, with plush carpets, dark wood furniture, and a large mahogany desk at its center.

      “Gabriel,” he said, getting up from his desk and walking over. “So good to see you again.”

      He welcomed them all and asked them to take a seat. I wondered how an angel came to be so known to a casino owner. I doubted he knew what Gabriel was, but he clearly knew he was a Supernatural. The manager was not. One way my third eye was always accurate was I could identify Supernaturals.

      Gabriel told him he was looking for an introduction. He wanted to see someone he knew was difficult to see. 

      “I’ll help if I can.”

      “Lilith Spence,” Gabriel said.

      The casino owner laughed. “That’s a tricky one. Lives in a penthouse on the top floor of the casino she owns.”

      “Can you get us in to see her?”

      “She doesn’t see anyone,” he said. “She never leaves her penthouse. Another billionaire shut-in.”

      He said he could call her casino manager and have the man talk with us. We had to settle for him.

      We walked down the strip. The sidewalks were still packed with people. I had the feeling they were seldom otherwise. The air was thick with the smell of exhaust and sweat.

      We stopped for a moment and watched the people around us. Everywhere we looked, there were tourists, gamblers, and hustlers. You could smell the desire and desperation. I’d forgotten what it was like in this city. I’d been here once for three weeks trying to save a woman who couldn’t get free of this strip, a Midwesterner with a family of six who’d come from Omaha for a business convention and never been able to leave. That was one I couldn’t help. One who never made it away from this place. Died in her room after she’d lost everything and more.

      We turned into Lilith Spence’s casino. It glowed and there was the soft sweet smell of apples instead of the usual pine air freshener that was an insult to pine trees everywhere. We passed through the elegant casino floor, past shimmering slot machines. I stopped when I saw a woman—it was impossible—just a dozen people between us turn; it looked like Lola. An older, more polished Lola but Lola. She was on the arm of a man. A rich man from his dress, haircut, watch. The word sinister came to mind and it wouldn’t leave. Someone who likely worked for those organized men from New York.

      I ran after her, ignoring Callie shouting my name. Somehow, though, I lost her in the crowd. I saw the man over by a craps table. I yanked on his arm and asked him where the woman he was with was.

      “Get your hand off me.”

      I saw a bodyguard I hadn’t seen in my hurry to get to him. He was coming up from my left. I let go of the man and backed away.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I know that woman. I haven’t seen her since we were kids. Lola. I just want to say hello.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he said, his eyes locking with mine.

      The bodyguard came up, but he motioned for him to back away.

      “Where’d she go?” I said. “The woman.”

      I could see he was more than just a crime boss. He was Supernatural in some way.

      “You’re mistaken,” he said.

      “Just now. I’m sure I saw her. Look, I just want to say hello.”

      “No one was there,” he said. “You saw no one.”

      I thought he might be trying a forgetting spell on me. I thought I felt something nudge up against me and then back away when it felt me looking for it.

      Callie was by my side. “Come on. Gabrielle is waiting.”

      I looked at the man again. It was strange. I couldn’t read him. Something was wrong. I had seen her? But then I began to doubt myself. The flash of the lights. The noise. The confusing dream I’d had on the way here, the dream back in the time when Lola was my best friend, my only real one.

      Maybe after thinking about her, I wanted to see her so badly, I had. Maybe it was all in my mind. I wasn’t sure what I’d seen anymore.

      I walked back with Callie, asking her if she saw a woman with the man when he walked by. She said she hadn’t noticed. Maybe I’d just seen someone who looked like her. But I had this feeling that what I’d seen had been altered. I knew this was possible because it was one of my own hypnosis skills, as taught to me by the Amazing Julie, friend of Bubba Lee, former circus star and Supernatural. Maybe my memory had been altered, maybe not. Anyway, I knew I needed to focus on what we were doing now.

      We stopped at an information desk and asked to see Lilith Spenser and the manager, who came up a few minutes later. He was wearing an expensive, tailored charcoal gray three-piece suit. Under it was a crisp white dress shirt and a crimson tie knotted neatly at his throat. His face was all sharp angles. His expression was confident, but there was a ruthless edge to it. He was a Supernatural of some kind. Not a magician, but there was magic in him. He told us she wasn’t seeing people at this time.

      “We’re in a bit of a hurry,” Gabriel said.

      “Is that right?” the manager said, looking confused for a moment and then squinting to see Gabriel.

      “Holy man, are you?” he asked.

      “Not a man,” Gabriel said. “You know I’m not a man and you know she’d like to see me.”

      The manager looked around like he was making a quick assessment of the danger. Were there other Supernaturals nearby? What kind of alarm should he sound? I was sure there was some button he would push. Maybe on his phone or on his watch.

      “Let me just make a call,” he said, “and see what I can do.”

      Phone, I thought, and I suggested, strongly, he not pull out his phone. The hypnotic suggestion caused him to pause. I think it wouldn’t have stopped him, though. He had some blocking ability.

      “If you could help us, we’d appreciate it,” Gabriel said, and he touched the back of the manager’s hand. With my third eye, I saw a flash of light.

      I could feel the suggestion flowing through the air, far more powerful than mine. The man felt it too and tried to resist, but that only lasted for a second. Then he was under its spell.

      “Let me just help you this one time,” the manager said.

      “That’s fine,” Gabriel said. “That would be just fine.”

      He led us to the special elevator and leaned over to let his eye be scanned. The doors opened. We all stood in the confined space of the small square room in hushed silence as we flew up to the building’s top floor. The doors opened into a magnificent penthouse suite. It had a grand marble entryway with polished wooden floors, lush rugs, and tall mahogany bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes.

      Two bodyguards blocked our way almost immediately. The manager said that we were expected.

      “She’s back in her bedroom?”

      One of the men nodded. Neither spoke. Neither tried to stop the manager, though they watched him like they considered it and then thought better. I didn’t know if it was that Gabriel stopping them or their fear of the manager.

      He opened double doors, revealing a lavish bedroom illuminated by crystal chandeliers, their light reflecting off the gold walls and gilded mirrors. At the center of it all was a large canopy bed with a red velvet coverlet, and in the middle of that reclined a beautiful woman, presumably Lilith Spencer. Her hair was golden blonde. Her eyes were almond-shaped. At that moment, her full lips were curved in a frown. She was on the bed in evening clothes, though it was the middle of the afternoon. She wore gloves that went nearly to her elbows.

      The frown turned into a slight smile as she looked from Gabriel to her manager and back to Gabriel.

      “Would you release him, please,” she said to Gabriel.

      Gabriel, still in the guise of a man, bowed his head slightly. “Of course.”

      The man came out of it, confused. He drew a gun almost immediately and swung around.

      “Don’t be a fool,” she said. “I believe we are in the presence of an immortal. You can leave us, Michael.”

      Michael looked unwilling to move and was about to tell her so until he saw her expression. He made a good decision and left.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked.

      Gabriel told her that we were looking for the book sold to her by the librarian of Eden.

      “Is that who he was?” she said. “I’ve heard of this place once. Eden on the magic mountain. I only knew Barry as a magician and a seducer. I’m fairly certain there was a magical element to his seductions. He was, honestly, a bit of a bore. Too full of himself and a terrible card player. The cards don’t like. Even magic cannot change them. Did you know that? I wonder if even your magic could change them.”

      “He owed you a considerable debt,” I said.

      “That’s true,” she said, looking at me. Really seeing me for the first time. She knew I was a Supernatural just as I knew she was.

      “You took the book for the payment?” I said.

      “I knew what it was. I thought I did anyway. Frighteningly powerful, even to me. Ancient. For a time, I thought it might be Egyptian, maybe even older. I missed something though. The spells on that book, if they are spells, are more powerful than any I’ve seen.”

      “You haven’t opened it?” I said.

      “You have the book.” Gabriel said. “You will give it to us.”

      “Stolen,” she said. “Tell Barry that if he ever leaves that town on the mountain, he will be dead within a few hours. No matter where he goes, he will be dead.”

      “You’re too late,” I said. “Already been poisoned. That’s why I’m the new librarian.”

      She lit a cigarette. Cassie coughed.

      The woman looked at Cassie, then at Gabriel. “Yours? A human child of an angel? Well, this is an interesting day. Worth waking up early for.”

      “Where’s the book?” Gabriel said. There was a tension in his voice. There was the faint echo. The air itself had a different feel to it, almost as if there were particles floating in it that at any moment might be charged and explode.

      “He stole it back?” I said.

      “The same night he sold it to me.”

      “She’s lying,” Gabriel said.

      “Not about it being stolen,” I said. “She knows it wasn’t him though.”

      “I don’t know who it was. I only know I missed my chance to read it.”

      “You were afraid?” I said.

      “Cautious. I called for help, experts from all over the world. Before they could get to me, the book was stolen.”

      “The same night you said,” I said.

      The double doors swung open and about a dozen men and women, a few with wands, and the rest with automatic rifles or handguns rushed in.

      “I believe I’d like to have a longer conversation with you two,” Lilith Spencer said.

      “Do you?” Gabriel said, and he showed his true self, seven feet tall, shining, pure white wings extended to their full majestic span. His handsome face was twisted in righteous anger, his eyes burned. A flaming sword appeared in his hand.

      Lilith Spence motioned for her men and women to lower their weapons, sighing deeply.

      “I had to be sure,” she said. “I’ve never seen an angel.”

      “Now you have. And you have lived to tell your children. Or you may live if you allow us to leave.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Who am I to get in the way of divine intervention? Also, I enjoy life. I’d just as soon keep mine.”

      “Wise decision,” Gabriel said.

      “But I have an offer for you,” she said. “A billion dollars. Take me with you. Take me to Eden on the mountain.”

      He shook his head. “I cannot. I could only take you close and if the town refuses you, then I cannot help you return. You would die on the mountain. The town would decide, and I think it unlikely to give you a safe harbor.”

      “But why?”

      He turned to me. “You looked at it, didn’t you? Something made you stop.”

      She smiled. “The pages were yellowed, leathery like human skin. It was not in a language I knew but I could read it. Only—”

      She unrolled one of the gloves. Her arm from the elbow down looked like the arm of a ninety-year-old woman. It was thin and misshapen, wrinkled as an elephant’s face.

      “I only looked for a second,” she said.

      The sword disappeared, and Gabriel grabbed me with his right arm and Callie with his left, and we were away in a second and back at the stream by Eden in only a few more seconds.

      The stream’s gurgling water bubbled over the rocks.

      “You’ll try to track it down?” I asked Gabriel.

      “I will,” he said. “But I have a feeling I will not be the one to find it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Just a feeling,” he said.

      Before I could ask him more questions, he disappeared.

      “No goodbye,” Callie said.

      “No,” I said.

      I thought how insignificant we must seem to creatures who live an eternity, whatever that was. Angels. Not the politest creatures in the universe. A little like teenagers in that way.

      “At least I know who my father is,” she said. “What happened to that woman?”

      “The book,” I said. “I don’t know why but it didn’t want her reading it, I guess.”

      “Like it’s alive or something,” she said.

      I hated to do it, but I knew I had to. “You and the other teenagers are all his children. That’s why you were all on the church stairs. Different mothers, same father.”

      “That can’t be,” she said.

      “You should tell the others,” I said.

      “No,” she said.

      “Tell them,” I said.

      I walked off toward the town and left her by the stream. I thought she was crying.

      Who had the book, the devil’s autobiography? That safe place of hers must have held many valuable things for her to hide Karl’s book there. And still, it hadn’t been safe enough. Somehow, the librarian or some other thief had managed to get it.

      As I walked through town back to the library, I couldn’t help but think Lilith Spence knew something she hadn’t told us. Why offer to pay a billion dollars to accompany us to Eden? It couldn’t have just been that she thought it was an interesting place to visit and she had an extra billion hanging around. More likely, she thought the book might be here. Then the angel had said he doubted he would find the book. Why not? Maybe because he couldn’t enter Eden.

      Maybe the book was here. I walked more quickly back to the library.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back to the library, I realized no time had passed since we were gone. Somehow, it was only twelve o’clock. Time had stopped and waited while I went to Las Vegas with an angel. But after checking the stacks on the second floor and the Collection of Curiosities, I knew Karl’s autobiography wasn’t back in the library. I didn’t feel it and I couldn’t see it with my third eye. I knew it wasn’t here.

      I decided to try to get information about how the book had been acquired by the library in the first place. Maybe learning how it had come to be in the library might give me some insight into where it might be or who might have it.

      I went to the writing of the former librarians section in one of the bedrooms on the second floor to look. I found no mention of Karl’s book. There were mentions of angels. Several mentions. One story was about a fallen angel named Azazel, who had been cast out of heaven for his sins. The text didn’t say what he’d done, but it had to have been terrible. He appeared to a librarian, Rosa Cortes, who he must have discovered had been reading about him. She wrote in her diary that he was even more striking than she had imagined—tall and muscular, with jet black wings and piercing blue eyes. She had never in her life felt as she felt when she saw Azazel.

      He came to her in dreams every night, and he seduced her. Eventually, she let him into the library to be with her. He spelled her into a sleep she never woke from and went to the Collection of Curiosities and stole a priceless magic sapphire that allowed its owner to travel to another universe. He was never seen again.

      Another was a story of a young girl in the village (they called it a village back then) of Eden, who had a silver-winged angel visit her in a dream. The librarian at the time, the 1770s, claimed the angel handed the girl a glowing amulet and told her it would guide her way from Eden to New York, where she would save General Washington from murder by an assassin capable of invisibility.

      She must travel in a dream to the General and wake him and give him the amulet which, when held up, would expose the invisible killer. She did as she was told, and General Washington had the assassin arrested. He went on to have some success. 

      Another book had the story of Gabriel’s seduction of every woman in Eden to win a bet among the angels. Four women became pregnant. Gabriel said only God could punish him for sins, but it seemed the town could, too.

      The ghost of the library appeared.

      “You know what’s good about being dead?”

      “You don’t have to eat?”

      “No, I miss not eating. I don’t have to pee. I don’t miss peeing at all.”

      “Good to know,” I said.

      “I got a message for you,” he said. “It’s from Karl.”

      I waited. Then I held out my hand. “Where is it?”

      “Delivery.”

      “We get UPS up here?”

      “A crow out on the porch. You should go listen.”

      I went downstairs and out the front door to the porch. Sure enough, there was a crow perched on the porch railing.

      “You have a message for me?”

      “Karl says to tell you that none who are not his blood may touch the original book without being punished by the book. Make sure you make copies, millions of copies. Also, he believes that sparring the rod will spoil the child. He’s going to have to send a plague to Eden if you don’t get the book back in three days.”

      “I’m not a child. He’s a little late.”

      “I’m sorry,” the crow said. “Only one way delivery was paid for.”

      He flew off.

      Great, another thing to worry about.

      I went back inside the library and lay on the sofa in the living room. At first I was thinking about all my current worries, but then my mind wondered back to when I was a teenager. It was a time just before I met Master Lee and began training with him and those first few months of our relationship.

      I got into some trouble. Got into smoking too much weed and doing other drugs with my friends, sold weed for a while, did other drugs. I was arrested a few times but never convicted. But the worst thing I did back then was breaking and entering. I must have broken into fifteen or twenty houses and apartments.

      I remember breaking into Mr. Johnson’s house when I was sixteen. I’d heard rumors that he had a collection of vintage vinyl records worth a fortune, and I couldn’t resist the temptation. Maybe it wasn’t just for me. Maybe I thought I’d give some records to Master Lee, make up some story about getting them at a flea market. Show him some appreciation for his teaching me martial arts and for making me feel less of a freak.

      I managed to pick the lock on Mr. Johnson’s backdoor with ease and made my way to the living room. As I searched through his record collection, I could feel my heart racing with excitement. I had stumbled upon a rare Beatles’ album when I heard a loud crash from upstairs. I made a run for it. As I was sprinting towards the backdoor, I tripped over a rug and fell flat on my face and smashed the record. I remember that one because later I thought that epitomized my criminal career. Nothing I stole ever made me feel good and mostly I felt like I felt that night with that beautiful album smashed underneath me.

      Another time I remembered was when I broke into Mrs. Thompson’s house. She was known in the neighborhood for her eccentric taste in décor, and I was curious to see what treasures I could find. As I made my way through her living room, I heard something behind me and I swung my flashlight around and froze. I saw all these dead eyes staring at me. They turned out to be her taxidermies collection—there must have been a dozen different animals from a racoon to a bobcat in her collection. Then I saw something move. It came toward me, this stuffed animal, suddenly alive. It made a sound. Meow. Tabby cat. It rubbed up against my leg. I petted it.

      But one time everything went wrong, and that’s the time I remembered clearest. It was just supposed to be a quick grab-and-go. I had just climbed through the window and was rummaging through a drawer when I heard a noise. I froze, my heart racing, and listened intently. The noise came again, closer this time. I turned around and saw a man standing in the doorway, staring at me. He looked scared and frozen and angry all at once.

      Maybe it was that look that set me off or maybe I was just scared or the adrenaline kicked in and I had to let it out, but I lunged at him. Maybe I would have just thrown him to the side and run if he hadn’t held onto me. We wrestled, and I punched him hard many times, knocking over furniture and smashing vases. I couldn’t remember exactly why I got so angry, but I just kept hitting him and hitting him. I couldn’t stop.

      I left the house, heart pounding, and ran back to where I was staying. I thought I’d killed him. Then I heard he was in the hospital. That was a relief, but the guy was hurt bad. Real bad. I went to the hospital once but I couldn’t get up the guts to go see him, tell him I was sorry. I sent some flowers. That was all.

      I quit my burglary career after that. I was ashamed of what I’d done. But I could do some bad things. I didn’t doubt that. Maybe I would even enjoy the life Karl wanted for me. All the more reason to be careful. It wasn’t hard at all to slip into a life like I’d started to slip into before I got involved with Master Lee. It was easy as running downhill. You just had to let yourself go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Though it was 1:00 and technically it had only been two hours since I’d eaten, it felt a lot longer to me because it was a lot longer to me. I walked into the cafe. Coffee, cooking meat, French fries, worked grease filled the air. I liked the smell, though I understood how some people wouldn’t. I guess it reminded me of being a boy again.

      The cafe was still busy, every booth taken. I sat on one of two open stools at the Formica counter.

      A minute or two later, Olive came up to me.

      “You’re going to have lunch again?” she said. She sounded a little disapproving.

      “I’m a growing boy,” I said.

      “You will be growing out soon if you have two lunches every day.”

      “I’ll have the special,” I said.

      She shook her head, but then she leaned toward me.

      “You heard who’s in town?” she asked in a low voice.

      “I’ve been a little busy today.”

      “Cousin Deadeye and he’s staying with Lord Blackstone.”

      “After what he did to Blackstone’s daughter?”

      People said he kidnapped the only four teenagers in town and held them for a week. One teen was Lord Blackstone’s daughter. There seemed to be some disagreement over whether it was a kidnapping or a sleepover. The teens had said kidnapping first and then changed their story. They were just visiting him.

      “I think I know why they changed their story,” Olive said. “Lonnie told me they think Deadeye is going to take them off the mountain and into the world. They want to travel.”

      “Can’t blame them for that,” I said. I couldn’t, anyway. I just wanted to get away from where I’d grown up, mostly on the Texas coast, when I was a teenager. I left the moment I could.

      “Can he do that?”

      “Unclear,” she said. “He wouldn’t be the first demon to misguide teenagers.”

      “It’s kind of a thing, in fact,” I said. “My understanding is demons are always looking for teenagers. They’re very susceptible to bad decisions.”

      “Like hiding in the basement when a serial killer is at the door.”

      “Walking into a dark room when they hear a strange noise instead of going the other way.”

      “Entering a haunted house on a dare.”

      “Holding seances.”

      “Going to a cemetery to meet a friend at midnight,” I said.

      “Walking up to a stranger’s country house when they’re using a chainsaw.”

      “Exactly. Bad ideas. Sort of like trusting a demon to do what he says he’s going to do.”

      “Deadeye is just the kind of demon who comes to town to kill the librarian.”

      “You think he’s in town to kill me?”

      “I only know that people in the pool are saying the next few days could be good numbers.”

      The pool concerned when my term as librarian would end, either because I left town or was killed. Most seemed to think it would be the latter. A lot of librarians were murdered or died under mysterious circumstances. It seemed to be one hazard of the job, at least in Eden. I was pretty sure it wasn’t considered a top ten dangerous job anywhere else.

      Rip Van Winkle came in and sat down beside me. His eyes were red and the usual mischievous glint dulled. He smelled of pipe smoke and whiskey. In general, he looked like a plant in need of watering.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Can’t sleep,” he said.

      That was ironic.

      “Any reason?”

      “Insomnia.”

      “I got that, but any reason you can’t sleep?”

      “There are probably many reasons. I just don’t know what they are.”

      When Olive stopped by, he ordered coffee and eggs over easy and toast.

      “Better make it burnt toast. My stomach is a little queasy.”

      He didn’t even try to get me to pay for his breakfast, so I knew he was feeling poorly.

      “Anything I can do for you,” I said.

      “Can you put me to sleep?”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Really?” he said. “I’m miserable. If you could do anything—”

      “You sure?”

      “I need to sleep.”

      I spoke to him using my suggestive hypnotic voice and suggested he fall asleep. I tapped him softly three times on the back of his hand with my index finger.

      He yawned.

      “It didn’t work,” he said. “Hypnosis doesn’t work on me.”

      Then he fell off his stool. It was at that moment I realized this wasn’t the best place to make him fall asleep. A little late, that realization. He was lying on the floor, knees tucked up against his stomach so that he lay in a fetal position. He had a faint smile on his face.

      Olive leaned over the counter from the service area and looked down at him. “He can’t sleep here.”

      “It looks like he already is,” I said.

      “You put him to sleep here?”

      “I didn’t think this through,” I admitted.

      “People will trip on him,” she said.

      “He does look happy though, doesn’t he?”

      She smiled, looking down at him, head even tilted to one side. “He’s so cute.”

      His eyes were fluttering. He was already caught in a dream.

      We both watched him. He smiled.

      “He’s not going to have a sex dream, is he?” Olive said.

      “Can’t say,” I said. “The original Rip Van Winkle slept for twenty years, you know?”

      “He can’t sleep there,” she said.

      “If you have one of those little yellow signs, we could put that out. I could write CAUTION MAN SLEEPING over CAUTION WET FLOORS. Keep people from tripping over him.”

      “There’s a little room off the kitchen with a cot,” she said. “The cook likes a nap in the afternoon. You can take him back there, but he can’t stay for twenty years.”

      “A few hours, maybe a day or two at most.”

      She frowned at me, and her eyes narrowed.

      “The cook takes his nap at five. If Rip’s not gone by then, I’m going to come and get you to carry him home.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      She took the feet, and I took the head and we carried him back to the little room. Lucy came in to see what was happening and when she saw us lay him out on the cot, she nodded approvingly.

      “Poor man looks like he needs a good sleep. He drinks too much.”

      “Since his wife died,” Olive said to me.

      “Lonely,” Lucy said.

      I heard the sadness in her voice. I thought that Lucy’s husband had died not too long ago.

      The cook came up behind me carrying a big knife. With his girth and Pancho Villa mustache, he looked intimidating. He complained that this person on his cot was an invasion of his personal space. He looked at me when he said this and he reminded me even more of Pancho Villa, Bandito and general badass of early twentieth century Mexico. I knew right then I didn’t want to see him sharpening knives.

      “We can’t just have him laying out in the dining room,” Lucy said to the cook. “It’s unprofessional.”

      The cook seemed stymied by this for a few seconds, but then he said, “How did this happen, anyway?”

      “No need to get into that,” I said. “Things happen. We just have to move on. Focus on solutions. This is the solution.”

      The cook grumbled some more, but Olive, Lucy, and I went back out into the dining room.

      “Things happen?” Olive said, shaking her head at me.

      I shrugged.

      Lucy turned to me. We were close. I could smell her minty breath. She was a sometime gum chewer. “There’s a rumor going around about you.”

      “I wouldn’t pay too much attention to rumors.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “Except when I do.”

      I sat on my stool at the counter. The café was clearing out. More finished cups of coffee. More empty plates and chairs and booths.

      Olive brought a steaming plate of Chicken Fried Steak, cream gravy and mashed potatoes after about five minutes. I ate it and then she brought Rip Van Winkle’s eggs and I ate them, too.

      I asked for more coffee.

      She got me another cup and set it in front of me.

      “Sure it’s safe to drink?” she asked.

      “Pretty sure,” I said. “The cook’s mad at me now.”

      “Just don’t ever try that hypnosis on me. I’ll turn you into a chicken.”

      “What’s the rumor about me?” I asked.

      “You’re the antichrist,” she said.

      “Oh, that one.”

      “Some people used to say Alice Cooper was the antichrist, according to my father.”

      “My father knows better,” I said.

      She looked like she was about to ask me about my father, but then went another way, which I was grateful for.

      “I guess Deadeye doesn’t believe you’re the antichrist. He thinks you might seriously mess up The End of Days.”

      “I hope I might if I get the chance.”

      “You’d have to be the Prince of Darkness’s son, according to my father.”

      “The professor is correct,” I said.

      “Really?” she said.

      “Seems so,” I said.

      “If it’s any consolation,” she said. “I don’t think you’re the antichrist.”

      “Thank you.”

      “The antichrist wouldn’t have cared one bit that I poisoned the librarian. He wouldn’t have gotten so upset about it, kept bringing it up, become so worried I might poison him that he wouldn’t drink a cup of tea.”

      “You want to know the truth?” I said, knowing that no matter what my next sentence was, it wasn’t going to bring us closer together. “I don’t think you should go around poisoning anyone. Maybe I’m just old-fashioned in that way.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to kill him,” she said. “How many times do I have to say that? And it wouldn’t have if somebody hadn’t changed the dosage. I don’t think that is really my fault.”

      “You’d probably be in jail if we were in a town off the mountain, a regular town with law and such. I’m just saying.

      “So, you think I should be in jail?”

      “I didn’t say that. Things are different up here. And I realize there were extenuating circumstances.”

      “He was using magic. It was like he date-raped all of us victims. That’s all I’m saying. And what I did was an accident. An accidental death.”

      “Well,” I said. “I don’t know about that. Lady Blackwell did”

      “Fine. What she did wasn’t an accident. We are all very upset about that. But we didn’t know she was going to do that.

      “All I’m saying,” I said, “is don’t do it again. I think we can both agree that in the future, your policy should just be not to poison anyone, even a little.”

      “You really do hang onto things, don’t you? Of course, I’m not going to poison anyone in the future. OK? No more poisoning.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I still can’t forget the way you looked at me and the lack of trust. That I can’t forget.”

      I drank my coffee down.

      “I guess I better go have a talk with Deadeye,” I said.

      “Is that wise?” she asked.

      “Probably not.” I admitted. “Do I look like the kind of person who would let that stop him?”

      “No,” she said, and she looked overly satisfied when she said it.
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      I stepped out of the café, but before I’d gone three steps, the Mocking Man jumped out from behind a bush, or technically from behind a pot that was holding the bush. He had two regular size axes and was holding one in each hand without any difficulty.

      “It’s time we get this over with, big man,” he said. “I’ll have to leave any day now. There’re trees need cutting on the other side of the mountain.”

      A squirrel came up next to him and made little squirrel noises at me.

      “A friend of yours?” I said.

      “A friend of yours,” he mocked. “Yes, he’s a friend of mine. Also, my trusted steed.”

      “You ride him?” I said, imagining him riding off on the squirrel’s back with some kind of harness.

      “You ride him?” he mocked. “As fast as a horse and can climb trees. Can a horse do that?”

      He seemed to be waiting for an answer.

      “No,” I said.

      “That’s right, no.” He tossed me the axe, and I caught it.

      “Shall we have a go right here?” he said, “or you want to fight over in the park?”

      “I haven’t made up my mind yet about how I feel about Olive. I’m having a hard time about the whole poisoning thing. Maybe I don’t love her. I’m not even one-hundred percent sure I like her at the moment.”

      “I haven’t made up my mind yet about how I feel about Olive,” he mocked. “That’s a load of crap, big man. Anyone has eyes can see how you look at the girl. It pains me to say it, but she looks back at you the same way. But when I cut you down to size and you bleed out, she’ll need comforting and I’ll be right there to hold her hand and remind her what a fool you were.”

      “Really?” I said. “Seems sort of a disrespectful way to talk about the dead.”

      “You might be right there, big man. Strike that. I’ll talk of you kindly and give her a day or two to grieve and then bang the—”

      “Hey,” I said. “A little respect. I’m not even cold in the grave yet after a day or two.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a busy lumberjack.”

      I threw the axe back at him. “You’ll have to come up with another way for the two of us to fight. You’re a lumberjack. I’m not going to fight with axes.”

      “You’re a lumberjack. I’m not going to fight with axes,” he mocked. “You’re sure?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      He hopped on the back of the squirrel. “Don’t think that this is the end of it. You’ll be hearing from me soon.”

      The squirrel did that little hop they do and the mocking man rode off. Unfortunately, not into the sunset. Just down the street.
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        * * *

      

      I headed in the opposite direction, planning on walking up to Lord Blackstone’s — all of three blocks, but then I saw Deadeye in the park with the teenagers. They were sitting at a picnic table, smoking.

      Deadeye didn’t look like the demon he was, of course. His true appearance was over seven feet tall. His skin was red and decorated with images of swastikas, hell, and evil beasts. He had horns that curved at the ends and red eyes. But today he wore one of his many human disguises, his favorite I thought, a handsome priest in a white collar and black robes, rings on his fingers. Even in this disguise of a holy man, there was the faint smell of sulfur.

      “Teenagers,” I said, nodding to them. “And Deadeye. To what do the people of Eden owe this displeasure?”

      “I’ve been meaning to come to town,” he said. “Then I heard you were the new librarian. Seemed a good time to show myself.”

      “I heard you were in town to kill me,” I said.

      The teenagers looked nervously at each other.

      “I’m supposed to make sure you do the wrong thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Find Karl’s autobiography. Give it to the world. Promote it like you believe it will save mankind.”

      “Won’t it?”

      “Nothing will. You know that in your heart, mortal.”

      “Maybe well surprise you, fallen angel.”

      His eyes narrowed, and his thick lips pressed together in disapproval. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I fell from heaven and it was a long, long way to earth, but once I got here, I was happy to be free of the tyrant. I still have angel magic and what you have is like a whisper in a storm compared to what I have. You do not want to fight me, librarian. You will lose.”

      The teenagers looked even more nervous.

      “He won’t harm me,” I said. “Karl wouldn’t like it.”

      He leaned toward me. His eyes were empty black holes for a second or two, a reminder of what he really was. I could feel the heat off his skin.

      “If you don’t get the book, maybe Karl will decide you aren’t the chosen one. He won’t have any use for you, and I can do what I like. And you won’t like what I like.”

      “You’re the chosen one?” Brandon said.

      “Not that chosen one,” I said.

      “I thought there was only one chosen one,” Lonnie said.

      “That’s my understanding,” Callie said.

      “By definition,” Lonnie said. “The chosen one can only be one.”

      “The one is the one,” Brandon said.

      “Stands to reason,” Lonnie said.

      Lonnie and Brandon fist bumped.

      Teenagers.

      “Usually when people talk about the chosen one,” I said, “they mean the one to save the world or the universe. I’m not that one. The prophecy says that the antichrist will be Karl’s boy. So, I could be the one chosen to destroy the world of humans.”

      “Karl has lots of sons and daughters.” Deadeye said. “Only one of them is the antichrist. It’s not you,” he whispered, his breath hot against my ear. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t have some fun with you, boy.”

      I shivered at the tone of his voice. The four teenagers sitting with us shifted uncomfortably, sensing the sudden tension in the air.

      A wicked smile spread across Deadeye’s face.

      “You like that girl, that waitress, don’t you?” he said. “What’s her name? It’s some kind of condiment.”

      “Olive,” Brandon said.

      I shot him an angry look.

      “Right. Olive. She’s pretty. I bet she tastes delicious.”

      “She can take care of herself,” I said, with less confidence than I felt. “She’s a witch with a zombie father. You’ll have better luck trying to eat me.”

      “What? I’m not going to eat her. I’m not a people eater. I’m an angel, fallen. I don’t eat people.”

      “It sounded like that’s what you were saying.”

      I looked at the teenagers. They all nodded.

      “No,” he said. “I meant it as a metaphorical threat. Like I will have my way with her. Like that.”

      “Not cool,” Callie said.

      “I’m not going to actually do anything to her,” Deadeye said, though he looked away when he said it. “I’m going to kill the boy here if I have the chance, but the girl is going to be another minion of Karl’s if I have my way.”

      “Let’s just move on from talking about Olive,” I said.

      “I can’t believe you’re the antichrist,” Brandon said to me.

      “I can’t either,” Diana said.

      “He’s not,” Deadeye said.

      “Does my father know about this?” Diana asked.

      “If I’m the antichrist,” I said, “I should be getting myself elected ruler of the world or something like that. Although various sources seem to disagree about the details. Some say I’m supposed to act like Christ and then turn into the antichrist. Anyway, I’m not doing any of that.”

      “According to Karl, your first act will be releasing Karl’s book into the world. The book will be our chance at a big press release. End of Days starting today. Join us before it’s too late. We’ve got a lot of TV airtime set up, including some Super bowl commercials that will wow everyone. We’ll practically take over the internet. My tweets are going to be legendary. Also, talk radio is already starting to pass along the message. All we need is the catalyst.”

      “The book,” I said.

      “Wow, that’s so cool,” Brandon said. “You’re the antichrist. Sign me up, man. I will totally fight for the dark side.”

      “You didn’t tell us he was Karl’s son,” Callie said to Deadeye.

      “That was not cool,” Brandon said. “Keeping that from us. Not cool.”

      “Makes no difference.”

      “I think it does,” I said.

      “So do I,” Lonnie said.

      “So, are you, like, a demon?” Brandon asked me.

      I had thought about this question. I’d thought about it a lot. I didn’t feel like a demon, but if I was the son of Karl, I probably was. I thought back to our last talk in the garden. Karl had said I could have anything, everything I wanted. Riches, fame, women—anything. All I had to do was send the Devil’s autobiography out into the world and start the END OF DAYS campaign and media blitz. That was all.

      “You’d better find the book fast or I’ll get the order soon to tear your head off and take it home to Daddy,” Deadeye said, smiling. I had to admit that it was not a fake smile. He looked happy.

      “Karl wants my head?”

      “He has a trophy wall.”

      “I don’t get it,” Brandon said. “It’s just a book. How can it matter?”

      “How?” both Deadeye and I said with just about equal parts contempt and exasperation. The fact that we said it together was disturbing.

      “Yeah,” Brandon said. “I mean, it’s a book. I don’t even like them.”

      “He thinks it will change everything,” I said. “People will worship him. He thinks it will make him a god.”

      I hadn’t really thought of it that way until I said it out loud. That was what he meant about churches and the book seducing, maybe magically, people to worship him. He would become a god.

      “It is a great story,” Deadeye said. “I have read the first chapter. It’s a bestseller. The book has it all. Lots of violence and sex. And it was written by the emperor of evil.”

      “What’s the first chapter about?” Lonnie asked.

      “When we were kicked out of heaven,” Deadeye said.

      “Tell us,” Diana said. Then they all joined in. They sounded like children. Tell us. Tell us.

      He hesitated, but I could see his hesitation was just for effect.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll tell you from my point-of-view. I can’t remember the chapter word for word, but I remember that time clearly.”
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      Cousin Deadeye’s voice seemed to echo through the park:

      I remember the morning well. The sky blazed with a thousand shades of red as I perched on the edge of a cloud, letting my bright white wings dangle over the abyss. The colors swirled and danced above me, reflecting off the shimmering silver of Karl’s wings beside me. He leaned forward, placing one hand on the edge of the cloud that formed our perch. At that time, we were both loyal followers of the Tyrant and the Tyrant’s rules and spent our days praising Him. We were good. It makes me sick to think so, but we were.

      At that time, the earth had no humans, but there were many planets in the universe that had beings, living creatures with minds and hearts. God had not created all these creatures, but it was our jobs as angels to convert everyone we could. You think there are a lot of gods on earth? The universe is filled with them. We had some very serious competition. Now all the white wings like to pretend God created everything in the universe but we all knew better.

      Karl leaned over to me on our cloud.

      “He’s been using the infallibility card a lot lately,” Karl said. “Have you noticed?”

      “I’ve noticed,” I told him.

      “All those plagues he’s been sending out to planets where the creatures living there won’t make him top god have been bothering me. Locusts attacking day and night. Giving innocent creatures oozing sores. And the zombies. He’s grown a little too fond of the zombies if you ask me.”

      I’d noticed the same things as Karl, and they’d planted seeds of doubt within me. Karl likes to make out that he’s the only one to notice what the Tyrant was up to, the only one to speak out, but there were many of us. Beelzebub and Asmodeus and I all started speaking out about the Tyrant’s bad policies. We who were meeting in secret did need a leader, though, and we all decided on Karl. Without us, he would have never got the movement going against the Tyrant. It was a group effort. He forgot that later. So that first chapter in his book, great as it is, doesn’t really talk about us except as loyal followers.

      Karl has created the prison. God made him warden of the Hell it is today. I give him his due. We have a lot of fun down there. He’s instituted Friday Roasts (nothing like the sound of slowly roasting a fallen priest or minister over hot coals), and Thursday Torture Them That Need It. Just two of my favorite weekly celebrations. And birthdays in Hell are never forgotten. We party like it’s 1999. Although Hell’s creation has mostly been his, in the beginning we were all equals trying to make a change.

      About this time Karl and Ambrosia, a female angel, of which there were few, fewer even than senators or CEOs in America, began to feel love toward one another, though sex had not yet been discovered by angels. Still, we envied Karl and Ambrosia, and we all wondered why God didn’t create more female angels to foster this love that seemed to be unique between a male and a female. God never gave a satisfactory answer when we asked. He just said what he always said, the old, “It is all part of the divine plan,” line.

      If we pushed, he told us to quit asking questions. Questions were the root of evil. Funny how questions became the root of evil when he didn’t like the ones we were asking.

      “We just want to understand,” we would say.

      “I am infallible,” he’d tell us. “If I made fewer females than males, there is a reason for it. All will become clear in the far off.”

      He liked to bring up the far off pretty often.

      Lonnie interrupted Deadeye by saying that the love he was talking about wasn’t just between male and female. Look at Wayne and Larry in town. And he’d seen plenty of love between two men and two women.

      “Right you are. But that love was hidden because God forbade it. Another random rule.”

      God waged many wars in the universe against those who were strong enough to stand against his rule. We are immortal, but if we are hurt bad enough, we transform and cross over to another dimension and can never return to our home here. He sent us to battle often and many of us did not come back. Karl, all of us, became more and more frustrated with God’s choices.

      Karl began to speak of the universal rights of living beings. He began to say that angels had such rights and that God should listen to us. We would serve him, but he needed to hear our voices. We asked Karl to go to the Lord and beg him to listen to us. Karl went. God became furious at the questioning of his infallible judgment. He called us some pretty terrible names. He had a temper, that one.

      I believe it was around this time that the word “freedom” was invented by me, though Karl later took credit. We wanted to be free. We didn’t know exactly what this meant, but we wanted it. God seemed to know, and he didn’t like it one bit.

      He ordered us to stop disobeying him at once or we would feel his wrath. But by then Karl and many of us had begun to believe we could no longer blindly follow and worship a being so unwilling to listen to us, and so resistant to change. We wanted freedom. He demanded we stop wanting it, but we couldn’t stop. We couldn’t just forget the word and the way it made us feel. I began to speak of rising up. I was the first to say the words. Karl’s book will say he was the first, but it was me.

      Karl tried to make God understand about freedom. God just went into his lilies of the fields talk. Did lilies of the fields need freedom? No, they just existed. They lived because he gave them life and they were happy because they did not want things they should not want. Karl got nowhere with his talk about freedom.

      The Tyrant was a lot like that king of England who wouldn’t listen to the American colonists. We know how all that ended. It was me who first said that the difference of opinion could only end in angel’s blood.

      Karl was distracted. He and Ambrosia had started fooling around. Remember, all of this was before God created humans, but there were many creatures in the universe that reproduced. Karl told us he had hot sex with Ambrosia, but had to explain what this meant. Many of us were shocked at first. “One of you goes inside the other?” we said. It sounded very unsanitary. But he explained that good feeling and we all liked to feel good, so we were curious.

      Ambrosia and he began having sex everywhere. Behind this cloud and that cloud, on this planet and that planet and in the palace and on various stars. God became aware of their fondness and forbade it. He called it a sin. This was a new word. A sin was disobeying him.

      They didn’t stop. This was a very dangerous moment. Some of the angels backed away from our resistance to God’s authority. They said they had a duty to God. They thought Karl and Ambrosia were foolish.

      We who still believed in freedom over obedience gathered on a distant planet in one of the far-off galaxies hidden from Heaven’s prying eyes. It’s possible that God could see everything in heaven and perhaps, though I don’t believe it, even everything on earth. I know he cannot see everything in the galaxy, much less the universe. The rebellion had taken root within our hearts, and we talked of revolution. Karl stood at the center, silver wings reflecting the scarce light, and his intense gaze raking over each one of us.

      “God has betrayed us,” he declared, his voice soft yet resolute. “He no longer shows us love. Obedience has become everything to him.”

      “Karl is right,” Ambrosia said, her azure eyes ablaze. “We cannot be God’s pawns anymore.”

      I remember how my heart raced with equal parts exhilaration and fear; I knew that what we were doing could have consequences. I had once served God faithfully and without question, but, like Karl and Ambrosia and the others, I had come to see that I needed liberty; we needed liberty.

      Karl will say he was the first to use the word, but I believe it was me. Tyrant. The king of kings was a tyrant. I called for rebellion, but Karl argued we should try showing him how many of us wanted a change. He argued for a peaceful demonstration.

       “We march on the Lord’s palace, and demand freedom and the right to question God’s decisions and rules. He will see he has no choice. No angel blood will be spilled.”

      Many were afraid. Some said. “What if God refuses to listen? What if He strikes us down for daring to defy Him?”

      “Then we fight,” Karl replied. “And the universe will be deafened by the battle and we will prevail in the end, and he will give us what we want. Freedom is worth the risk.”

      We planned the march for the next day. We would surprise God. But it didn’t work out that way because Ambrosia betrayed our plans to God. Whether she had planned this all along or her loyalty to him had, in the end, been too strong to break. I don’t know. God’s wrath was swift and terrible. Our once-loyal comrades now turned against us, convinced by His powerful allies that our rebellion would lead to the destruction of all creation.

      There was a battle that rocked the heavens and the entire universe. Angel fought angel. God fought angel. He was so powerful. Many of us fell. I admit I felt a deep despair as the inevitable end closed around us.

      In the end, we surrendered, and God imprisoned us.

      I remember that terrible prison. The cold, unforgiving stone of our prison walls. The chill seeping into my bones as I sat huddled in a corner of a cell I shared with Karl and three others, all leaders of the rebellion. The stinking smell of Sulphur (which all angels hated) and sewage. Karl paced restlessly nearby, his silver wings quivering with barely suppressed rage.

      “Damn her,” he muttered, his voice a low growl. “Damn her to the farthest reaches of the deepest pit of the vilest place in the universe.”

      We all knew where that was. It was an old folks’ home on Rigel 28 in the Omega system. Those old folks were just downright mean. They had reputations and most demons avoided the solar system Rigel was in. They made excuses. “The air there gives me a headache” or “I get a rash.”

      “Maybe we should beg for forgiveness,” Beelzebub said.

      Then Karl spoke his famous line about better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven. We reminded him we were talking about freedom and shared governance and no one was going to rule absolutely. He said all the right things, but, of course, when the time came, he grabbed power. Of course, we were all evil by then. We all would have done the same as him if we’d had the chance.

      As we were discussing points of liberty in our cell, a figure emerged from the gloom, his face half-hidden beneath a hood. It was one of God’s chosen angels—one we’d never expected to see on our side.

      “I’ve come to offer you a deal,” he said.

      “Go on,” Karl said cautiously, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “Help me to become one of the dukes of Hell, and in return, I shall secure your freedom and that of your followers.”

      This was the first time anyone had used the word Hell. We all liked the sound of it. We would call our new planet Hell. We would find a nice sunny planet with pleasant air to breathe, something with more variety than heaven.

      Karl made the deal, of course.

      As we soared through the night, the wind whipping around us, I could feel the thrill of freedom. Karl led our ragtag band of rebels, his silver wings glinting in the star-light like a beacon of hope. The traitor angel had kept his word; our chains were broken when we reached a certain height.

      But just as we thought we had outrun our past, a thunderous roar shook the heavens above, and the skies erupted in an explosion of divine fury. God and all the other angels had caught up to us.

      “Stand your ground!” Karl commanded, rallying our spirits as we faced the storm head-on. “This is our moment. If it ends here and now, so be it.”

      A flash of light split the sky into shards like broken glass, and there stood God, His presence both awe-inspiring and terrifying. The air crackled with energy. And that was when he gave us a choice. We could be destroyed by fire or we could be transformed into black-winged angels and dosed with the horrors of a black hole and sent to an earth where we would be doomed to live in its darkest, coldest place.

      “Not the Old Folks home on Rigel 28?” some of us shouted, already deciding that fire would be the better choice.

      At first he said, “Yes, that’s right. That would be a better place to send you than earth.”

      Karl negotiated for earth and God agreed. He imprisoned us near the center of the third planet in a place of both fire and ice.
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        * * *

      

      We survived. Even thrived. Before long, we found a way to the surface. Soon we will find a way back to heaven. Only we will go as rulers. And we will conquer the universe and turn it all into Hell, only, of course, nicer for us.”

      “So, you’re saying god made you evil,” I said.

      “Of course. A black hole is the deepest despair in the universe. He made us look upon that despair. He doomed us to carry the darkest of dark. We transformed it into power. It really is fun being bad. You should try it. For you, it would feel like going home. It is your true nature.”

      “And that is the story of the beginning.”
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      “That’s quite a story,” I said. “It sounds familiar.”

      “Does it?” Deadeye said.

      “Sounds like you angels were just doing what the American colonists did, rebelling against a corrupt and unfair authoritarian king. Dreaming of freedom.”

      “That about sums it up,” Deadeye said.

      “Convenient comparison,” I said.

      “You know that the Tyrant makes up a lot of stories. Half the Bible is fiction.”

      “What happened to Ambrosia and Karl?” Callie asked.

      Deadeye smiled and shook his head. “The young always want to know that. What happened to the two lovers, the one who betrayed the other? I’m afraid it’s not very romantic. Karl caught her on earth one day and killed her.”

      “That’s a terrible ending,” Callie said.

      “Karl’s heart was turned black,” Deadeye said. “All our hearts were. Doesn’t mean we can’t feel things. But love? That’s at the top of the pyramid. It’s hard for us to get there. And she betrayed him. Karl killed her slowly. He got satisfaction out of killing her. So, obviously, we demons can feel things.”

      Deadeye smiled.

      “Obviously,” I said. “On another subject. You think Karl would really send a plague to Eden just because I can’t find his book?”

      “In a heartbeat. We are older than you can imagine. We have been thrown out of prison and into the darkest and hottest and coldest place on earth, in the earth. We have endured. So, it’s natural we should punish those who let us down. Expect a plague of monsters. It will be no one’s fault but your own.”

      Deadeye said that he had to go talk to Lord Blackstone about Blackstone’s headless wife. He made the sign of the cross and blessed us all. Pure blasphemy. If God could see him, surely a bolt of lightning would strike from the sky.

      “Come with me, Brandon. You are my favorite. I will teach you. I will mentor you because you are my favorite.”

      “I should go with you,” Diana said. “He’s my father. I could help.”

      “I don’t think so,” Deadeye said. “Brandon is my favorite.”

      I’d seen this before. This demon looked for ways to divide and create chaos. It was how he turned people against one another, which seemed to be fertile ground for recruiting them to the side of Karl. Isolate them. Divide and conquer.

      “Is what she said true?” Brandon said, looking at me. “About the angel being our father.”

      “It’s true,” I said.

      “Don’t worry,” Deadeye said. “We won’t hold it against you.”

      Deadeye took Brandon and left. I could see how he’d won salesman of the year for so many years. He was good at creating chaos. Chaos was the ultimate opportunity for evil. We watched them go. Diana was obviously upset. She said she had something to do and walked off.

      “Take us with you the next time you leave the mountain,” Lonnie said. “Take us and we won’t have to depend on Deadeye and do what he wants us to do.”

      “You mean kill me?” I said.

      He looked like he was going to lie but, to his credit, he didn’t. “He wants us to do it.”

      “You know why?”

      “Give him more power over us, I guess.”

      “Wouldn’t do me any good either, would it?” I said. “That’s part of it. Give you more power. But he’s worried Karl will be angry and punish the murderer of his son.”

      Both of them looked guilty and frightened, so I felt a little better.

      “I wasn’t going to let them,” she said. “I wouldn’t.”

      “Deadeye has a way of changing people’s minds.”

      “We like you. We don’t really like him. We just want to get off the mountain. Have some experiences.”

      “I understand. Same thing I wanted at your age. Well, not the mountain part. The mountain presents complications.”

      “But you’ve been off the mountain since you came here,” Lonnie said. “You took Callie. She told us all about Las Vegas. It sounds awesome.”

      “I might know a way off the mountain,” I said. “Maybe I can help you and the others without your having to kill anyone.”

      I walked off toward the library but then kept walking past it, down the street, and out of town. I took the little walking bridge over the stream and into the haunted forest.
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      The winding path through the haunted forest was dark and foreboding. Ancient trees cast twisted shadows across the overgrown trail as shafts of sunlight struggled to pierce the dense canopy overhead. The air was still and heavy with the earthy scent of moss and decaying leaves. Before long, monkeys filled the trees above me.

      In my mind, I called to the witch, reminding her of our past meeting and telling her I had a proposition. I tried several calls like this. I knew I wasn’t getting through. Then I tried something that I thought might work because my powers as the librarian were stronger than before I’d come to Eden. I tried to focus in on one monkey and used a hypnotic suggestion to bring him down to the ground about ten feet in front of me. Then I tried to get into his mind and force him to find the witch and deliver my message. I couldn’t be sure it worked, but he climbed back up a tree, and he and all the others began to swing off through the trees, almost as if their minds were linked, almost like a hive of bees.

      As I walked deeper into the woods, more and more of the trees were dead, their branches twisted like the hearts and minds of junkies in abandoned places. Branches and roots and vines filled the forest floor, matted and tangled. There were smells I remembered all too well from my time being lost in the woods on my way to finding Eden, the smell of rot and death. Another smell was on the wind today, burning hair.

      I heard whispering, and I knew the witch had heard me. She was telling me to follow the path ten steps and turn left and twenty and turn right and walk on. I walked on for thirty minutes, long enough I began to doubt I was going the right way. Finally, a clearing opened up ahead. In the center sat a decrepit cottage, its walls a mess of creeping ivy. The thatched roof was patchy and sagging, and the windows covered in grime. A crooked chimney spewed purple smoke that glowed eerily even in daylight.

      I approached the front door of the ramshackle cottage and raised my hand to knock, hesitating only a moment before rapping my knuckles against the weathered wood. From within came the sound of shuffling steps, and the door creaked open.

      A hunched old woman, her face shadowed by the hood of her cloak, stood in the doorway. Straggly gray hair framed her wrinkled face, and when she smiled, I saw a mouthful of teeth more ramshackle than the cottage. This witch could have stepped right out of a book of fairytales about wicked witches in the forest. Hansel and Gretel could be cooking in her oven inside. Maybe that was where the burning hair smell had come from.

      “You aren’t the witch I met in the woods last week,” I said.

      “My sister,” she croaked in a cracked voice. “She thinks she’s the big, bad witch of the woods, but you are lucky I heard you. I am ten times the witch she is.”

      “She did have an eye patch,” I said, as if this was a qualification.

      The old woman cackled, a raspy, unsettling sound. “Ought to be a pirate then, or a clown. What do you want, librarian?”

      “Thought you could help me with a finding spell.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “I’d owe you a favor.”

      “You think that witches are like the mafia? I owe you a favor. You owe me a favor?”

      “I thought maybe, yes,” I said. “It’s not just mafia, you know. Business people do it all the time. And cops. It’s really pretty widespread. A favor for a favor.”

      She eyed me closely, then stepped back and gestured for me to enter. I ducked to pass through the low doorway into the single-room cottage. A fire crackled in the soot-stained hearth, illuminating the cluttered space. Even though the cottage was in a small clearing, the shadows of the trees kept it nearly as dark as night.

      There was a big pot of something that smelled beefy and full of pungent herbs. Also, the musty smell of ancient tomes stacked haphazardly in corners and filling up three bookcases. Strings of plants and animal bones hung drying from the ceiling.

      “I’m looking for an autobiography written by Karl himself. I want you to do a finding spell and tell me who has it. I think it’s someone in Eden.”

      Maybe the librarian did steal it back and gave it to one of his lovers in town for safe-keeping. Or maybe the book had found another way back to Eden. Or maybe the book was looking for me. It was an absurd thought, but I as I looked for it I began to imagine holding it in my hands and all the secrets it might tell me.

      What it must know. What I might know. The thought excited me.

      “By Karl you mean Lucifer?”

      “He likes to be called Karl.”

      “Everybody writes a book these days,” she said.

      “True,” I said.

       “Library book?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I do hate people who steal library books.”

      She shuffled over to a bookshelf overflowing with leather-bound tomes, scanning the titles.

      “A favor for a favor, Mr. Librarian,” she said. “I’m going to trust you, but I warn you we witches get very angry when someone crosses us.”

      “That’s the deal,” I said.

      The witch grinned, showing her rotten teeth again, then pulled a large book from the shelf. She opened it on her wooden dining table and flipped through the pages, running a long, gnarled fingernail down the text as she scanned. “This ought to do it. Find a book. Don’t think it matters that the book was written by the devil himself, but I can’t promise it will work.”

      She gathered items around the cottage - candles, herbs, bones, a vial of blood - and arranged them carefully on the table. She told me to stand back. I watched closely as she chanted in an ancient tongue, her voice rising and falling rhythmically. Her bony hands traced symbols in the air.

      The cottage seems to darken. There was a burst of violet flame in the fireplace. The witch frowned,

      “The book you seek is not in Eden.”

      “Where is it?”

      “That’s just it. The book isn’t anywhere?”

      “It’s been burned?”

      She slammed her tome shut.

      “You’re out of luck, Librarian.”

      “But what happened to it?”

      “That’s a mystery. It’s not in Eden and it’s not in the world of humans.”

      Can you trace the last place it was?”

      “No,” she said. “You owe me a favor.”

      It was clear I wouldn’t get any more out of her.

      “Could it be someplace that isn’t a place?” I asked her.

      “Now you’re talking sense,” she said.

      Nonsense sense. It wasn’t the first time I’d wandered into the territory.

      At the door she said, “I’ll be by when your firstborn is born.”

      “What?”

      “Favor for a favor.”

      “Of equal value,” I said. “You don’t watch enough television. You don’t get to ask for something outlandish.”

      “You didn’t say that.”

      “It’s implied. Ask anyone. Ask your sister.”

      “I will,” she said. “Second born then.”

      “No,” I said.

      “I will have my pound of flesh.”

      “I’ll help you find something,” I said.

      She grumbled about untrustworthy humans and slammed the door behind me.

      I hurried back to town, uneasy in the dark forest, well more than the usual uneasiness, having an aggrieved witch nearby. I made it safely back to town.
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      When I got back to the library, a monk was waiting for me on the library porch. He was slim and wore monk robes of crimson and gold. He had a bald head and beard as blond as his robes.

      “You look just like I imagine a monk to look,” I said.

      I thought this was suspicious.

      “Am I imagining you?” I said.

      “No.”

      “That’s good,” I said. “But you don’t always look this way, do you?”

      There was no question he was a Supernatural and a powerful one. Maybe something more. There was something about him I couldn’t read.

      “No,” he said.

      “What do you really look like?”

      “Better you don’t ask. Let’s just say I have as many eyes as you have people in this town. I’m a god. My worshippers call me Tonga.”

      I thought—another god? There were a lot of them on this mountain. Even this town had no shortage of visiting divine creatures.

      “I’m Kevin,” I said.

      He bowed, so I bowed.

      “What can I do for you?” I said.

      “I need the help of an influencer.”

      The librarian of a magic town on a magic mountain in a magic haunted forest had a variety of duties. But I could honestly say that influencer wasn’t one, and it wouldn’t be one as long as I was the librarian.

      “I’m not that.”

      “Not you,” he said. “Your father.”

      “Maybe you’d better come in,” I said, opening the door.

      I had him sit in the living room of the library while I went down to my apartment and made us cups of coffee, which he said he’d never had before. I handed him his cup and sat in a chair across from him. He was sitting on the sofa. Some music came on. It was movie music but I couldn’t remember the movie.

      “This is very good,” he said, taking another drink of the coffee. “What do you call it again?”

      “Coffee.”

      “Very good.”

      “Where are you from?” I said.

      “The other side of the mountain.”

      “Which might mean another dimension or universe?” I guessed.

      I’d been thinking about this mountain and it was possible it was not a mountain at all, but only looked like a mountain to us. If I was right, it might be anything. It might be four gigantic elephants on the shell of a giant turtle carrying a disc, or a moon of Saturn, of which there were 124, or it might be a place that wasn’t a place.

      “It might be many things,” he said, “but to you and I, it is a mountain.”

      “What is it you want me to do?” I said.

      “I want your father to get the word out that I’m an alternative to the one he calls the Prestige. I will be a more democratic god. Tonga, the inclusive god. Any may come. I will help them learn who they are so that they may be who they want to be.”

      “That’s catchy,” I said.

      “Thank you. I’ve been working on it.”

      “You want Karl to give you publicity?”

      “He is a great influencer. In return, I will back him in the battle against God and his angels.”

      “Why can’t you get your own worshipers?”

      “It’s a crowded market. Too many gods.”

      “He probably won’t help you unless you agree to do evil.”

      “I have a dark side. But I am a kinder, gentler god. Explain to him that this is better than promoting an evil one. He and I won’t be competing against one another.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “We should meet. Make terms. I have warrior monks, armies of powerful brothers and sisters. They will be helpful in fighting angels.”

      “Can you do flying-side-kicks across entire fields?” I asked.

      “No problem,” he said.

      Master Lee could. I’d never got that far in my training. I regretted that.

      “In return for your help, I will help you find the book you are looking for.”

      “A reliable source told me that the book doesn’t exist.”

      “The witch is not very reliable,” Tonga said. “It is in a temple very near the peak of this mountain, guarded by twelve warrior monks.”

      He rubbed his bald head like it was a fortune teller’s crystal ball. He leaned forward, and it was as if he put the image in my mind. I saw the mountain and the temple and the twelve warrior monks. The book was on a large white wood table, a bronze statue of Buddha in a sitting pose, a small bowl filled with fresh white flowers. To the left of the statue was an incense burner shaped like a lotus flower. I could smell wisps of fragrant smoke. Beside that was a bowl of fresh fruit. To the right side of the statue was a singing bowl and meditation beads. And there was the book. It was larger than the Bible, the size of a dictionary. It was brown; the covers made of some kind of hide cracked by time. I could smell it. At first I didn’t understand. It smelled like loss. It made me mad and sad at once.

      “Something innocent died to make the hide.”

      “You smell unicorn blood,” he said.

      “You killed a unicorn?”

      “Never. Anyway, you know who slaughtered the blessed animal.”

      I reminded myself that maybe none of this was real. I hoped it wasn’t.

      “I want to meet your father at the temple. I will give him back his book and he will help me.”

      “Get followers.”

      “No,” he said.

      “No,” I agreed.

      He finished his coffee. “That was the best cup of coffee I’ve ever drunk.”

      “I thought you said you’d never had coffee before,” I said.

      “Nevertheless.”

      “What do you want in return from Karl?”

      “I can speak of it only to him. Will you bring him?”

      “I don’t know if he’ll come.”

      “You’ll try?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he said. “You will find me at the hotel. Come to me when you have his agreement.”

      “We don’t have a hotel,” I said.

      “Room 222 or in the lobby drinking tea. No, make that coffee.”

      “There’s no hotel in Eden.”

      He stood, and we bowed again, and I walked him to the door.

      “There’s no hotel,” I said.

      He walked away from the library, and I watched him from the porch.

      “There’s no hotel.”

      He kept walking.
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      I stood on the library porch and looked up the mountain. I could see the stream rushing down it and hear its bubbling sound nearby. I could not see the top of the mountain, but somewhere up there was, if he was telling the truth, was Tonga’s temple. Was the book really up there? What did Tonga really want from Karl?

      Olive walked up to the front porch, “Rip is still asleep, and the cook is angry because he needs his nap before the dinner crowd starts coming in. You’re going to have to either wake him or carry him to his house.”

      “Did you see that god that looked like a monk walking down the street? He thinks we have a hotel in town.”

      “I didn’t see him,” she said.

      “You walked right by him.”

      “You coming?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      We went back to the café. On the way, I saw it right there in the middle of town between Gail’s Clothing and the bar, a hotel.

      “The Apple Hotel,” I said.

      “What about it?”

      “That hotel wasn’t there yesterday.”

      “I suppose not,” she said.

      “You suppose not?”

      “I didn’t notice,” she said. “I did notice Rip asleep in the kitchen and the cook banging pans on purpose.”

      “How long has it been there?”

      “I can’t say how long.”

      “But you see it?”

      “Sure.”

      “It wasn’t there yesterday.”

      “Probably not,” she said.

      “Normally,” I pointed out, “hotels don’t come and go.”

      “I can’t really remember what it was like off the mountain. You’ll see. It becomes harder to remember the longer you’re here.”

      “Take my word for it. They don’t come and go.”

      “All right,” she said.

      It was a nice-looking building. Two-stories. Elegant front. Gargoyles along the gutters and one stone gargoyle crawling up the side, carrying a head without a body. He actually was crawling, so I froze and grabbed Olive’s arm.

      “Do you see—”

      When he got to the top, he reversed himself and climbed back down. I realized he was not alive, which was a relief. Sort of. I let go of her arm.

      “Rough afternoon?”

      “Yes,” I said. This was feeling like the day that never ended.

      We went into the café, which was empty except for two old men drinking coffee in a booth. It was just after four, according to the big round clock on the wall behind the cash register. We walked into the kitchen and to the little back room where the cook liked to nap. I leaned in over the cot and tapped the back of Rip’s hand and spoke in my suggestive voice and told him to wake up and he listened. His eyes opened.

      “What happened?” he said.

      “The librarian hypnotized you,” Olive said.

      “I don’t believe in hypnosis,” Rip said.

      “You said that before,” I said.

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “You dropped like a—” I turned to Olive.

      “Duck shot out of the sky,” she said.

      “That’s a bit more violent than I was thinking,” I said.

      “You weren’t thinking. That’s why you gave me that look.”

      “Still.”

      “Now you’re going to hold that against me?”

      “No,” I said. “I just—”

      “You could have said sack of potatoes,” Rip said.

      Olive glared at him.

      I helped him up into a sitting position.

      “I’ll be out front,” Olive said.

      I watched as her body swayed in a graceful rhythm, a faint swing to her hips. I felt a longing I’d been doing my best not to feel. As she walked away, I heard the soft jingle of her jewelry.

      “Good-looking girl, isn’t she?” Rip said, yawning, stretching his arms up over his head. “

      “Very,” I said.

      He yawned. “I’m still tired. I shouldn’t be tired.”

      “Let’s get you home,” I said.

      “I don’t need anyone walking me home,” he said, and this time he stifled the yawn with the help of a cupped hand over his mouth.

      Another yawn interrupted the first yawn.

      “Maybe a little help,” he said.

      I helped him up out of the bed, and he wobbled a little. Rip was a big man all around, with particular roundness in the stomach region.

      We walked into the dining area. Camila and Gabriela were sitting at the counter, their heads close together in an intimate conversation. Gabriela laughed. Olive was standing beside them. Her mouth was tight, and I could see the anger in her eyes. She looked like she wanted to say something, but she stayed silent. Camila and Gabriela glanced up and saw me, and they both smiled. I’d seen Camila a few times and had drinks at the bar with her and Ryan, her husband. But I’d only seen Gabriela that one time she and the fumigation team had come to the library to try to rid it of what turned out to be an assassin ghoul. They were the science team of the town, which included handling dangerous supernatural activity. I called them ghostbusters.

      Gabriela was pretty. She and Camila looked a lot alike, enough they might be sisters. Gabriela wore a short skirt, and she had long, curly black hair.

      “How’s it going?” I said, trying to keep my voice light.

      I remembered Camila telling me Gabriella liked me. I was transported back to grammar school and felt a moment of juvenile discomfort. What was I, twelve? Even now, I had moments of twelve.

      “Fine,” Gabriella said.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, nothing,” Camila said, giving me a knowing look. “Just catching up.”

      “Not chasing down any ghosts?”

      “Caught our limit for today,” Gabriela turned to Rip. “You all right, Rip?”

      “This young buck hypnotized me to cure my insomnia. Put me right to sleep. I actually feel pretty good.”

      “Really?” Gabriela said, looking at me. “You’ll have to try hypnotizing me sometime. I have trouble falling asleep.”

      “I’ve never heard you talk about that,” Olive said. “I think I have some sleeping pills around if you want to try a few.”

      “I’d prefer the natural way.”

      “Sure,” I’d said. “I can help you out.”

      I glanced at Olive. She was staring at all three of us. Her gaze was tense and her lips drawn into a thin line. She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You two should go out,” she said.

      The two women stared at each other.

      Rip said, “I’m feeling a little lightheaded, librarian. Can we—”

      I thought “Hell yes we can” but said, “Yeah, we’d better.”

      When we got outside, I thanked him.

      “Looked like you were about to soil yourself,” he said.

      “It wasn’t that bad,” I said.

      “My advice is if you see the three of them together like that again you find a good reason to walk the other way. The better part of valor.”

      “What?”

      “Discretion.”

      “Right,” I said. “Thanks.”

      On the walk home I saw Ryan, one of the ghost busters, husband of Camila, sitting on a park bench in the park talking to Deadeye. They were leaning toward one another and Ryan looked like he was sinking in quicksand and Deadeye looked sympathetic. I think the demon even patted him on the shoulder. Deadeye probably led Ryan right into the quicksand in the first place, and now he was letting him sink but distracting him with words likely laced with magic to make him think he was trying to help him out.

      “Hey Ryan,” I shouted.

      Ryan gave me a weak wave and turned right back to Deadeye.

      I thought I should run over there and disrupt whatever particular sorrow the demon was trying to dump on Ryan, but Rip stumbled into me and I realized his eyes were closed. I had probably given him too strong a hypnotic dose of sleep earlier. I took his arm and leaned into him to keep him on his feet.

      “It’s just one more block,” I said.

      “I’m not tired. I’ve got to chop some firewood.”

      “It’s nearly eighty degrees out,” I said.

      “Cold days up ahead. Feel it in the air.”

      The air felt no different to me. The sky was clear.

      “Really?”

      “Weather changes quickly up here sometimes,” he said.

      I opened his door with a push (I knew he never locked it) and helped him inside and back to his bedroom. He kept saying he needed to chop some wood. He was very insistent.

      “Later,” I said.

      “Maybe I’ll just take a little nap,” he said.

      I laid him down on the bed.

      “Good idea.”

      “Don’t let me sleep too long.”

      “I’ll check back tonight.”

      “You tell that Tonga he’s not fooling anybody.” His eyes were closed again.

      “You know Tonga?” I said.

      “No,” he said.

      Then he was asleep.

      I went out to the park, but Ryan was gone and so was Deadeye.

      The mocking man jumped out from behind a bush. He was carrying pistols. They looked like old dueling pistols.

      “All right. Here’s something neutral we can both use. Ten paces for you is about thirty for me. Turn and fire.”

      He tossed me a pistol.

      “Sorry, I’m against the use of firearms,” I said. “Do you know how many people die in America every year because of the use of firearms? An insane number.”

      “An insane number,” he mocked. “What do I care? One person is supposed to die in a duel.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t use a firearm. It’s against my code of ethics.”

      He hopped up and down, swearing profusely. He had a very high vertical leap, given that he was only ten inches tall. The leap was probably more than ten inches.

      “You, you—”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can’t.”

      “I can’t. I can’t,” he mocked. “That’s all you say.”

      I tossed the gun back to him.

      “Fine,” he said. “I will find something you will fight with. You and I will fight to the death.”

      He walked off, swearing the whole way.
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        * * *

      

      I wondered over to the hotel. I stepped through the ornately carved archway. Light poured in from the high windows. The lobby was like something from a movie. Chandeliers hung from a twenty-foot ceiling, casting a warm amber light across the room. The floors were polished marble, the furnishings leather and velvet. A grand staircase lead up to the upper floors, while a fountain with a statue of a powerful, bearded God, likely Zeus, gurgled in the corner.

      The concierge desk was manned by a middle-aged man in a smartly tailored suit. He tipped his hat as I approached and asked how he might be of assistance.

      “You’re the manager?”

      “Yes.”

      “A beautiful hotel,” I said. “I’m the new librarian. I haven’t had the chance to come in and take a look around.”

      “We’re honored to have you.” 

      I glanced around the lobby again. This time I paid attention to framed artworks, mostly landscapes and seascapes; some I’d seen in books, I thought. There was something new to appreciate every way I looked.

      “You weren’t here yesterday,” I said.

      “No Sir. We had no guests, but today we do.”

      “Tonga,” I said.

      “I cannot comment on the guests, Sir.”

      “I’m the librarian,” I said. “Seems like that means I’m sort of the sheriff. I like to know who is new to town, especially gods.”

      “Understood, Sir. I do apologize. Hotel policy, though. No discussing guests.”

      I leaned forward and tried to look into him with my third eye.

      “But you do make exceptions, don’t you,” I said, using a hypnotic suggestion to suggest he make an exception.

      Bounced right off him.

      “I’m afraid not, Sir.”

      I shrugged it off. Master Lee had told me long ago that my hypnotic voice wasn’t going to work on everyone. It didn’t fail me often, but this wasn’t the first time. “Well, it’s a beautiful hotel.”

      “Thank you. Do come by again. Ask for Charles and I will be here to serve you. Anytime the hotel is in town, you will be welcome.” 

      “I’m going to guess,” I said, “that not everyone is welcome.”

      “Quite right, Sir. Only a select few. It is the nature of the world, the select few and all the rest.”

      A little bitterness crept into his voice.

      “Thank you,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to the library and downstairs to my apartment and the secret entry to the chamber where the Collection of Curiosities were. I got the sword that might or might not be Excalibur, and I went to the park and I lay down on one of the benches and put myself to sleep.

      I gave myself the suggestion that I ask Karl to visit me.

      “It’s important,” I would say. “It’s about the book.”

      I dreamed I did this and within seconds, the park became the Garden of Eden. Towering trees with broad leaves, fragrant flowers and plants, the sweet scent of blooms.

      Karl appeared, but not as the serpent. He was a distinguished older man, maybe fifties, with a bit of gray hair at the temples. He was smoking a pipe.

      “Hello, Son,” Karl said, holding the pipe out. “This is a surprise.”

      “I need you to come back with me,” I said.

      “Back?”

      “Present time. Not a dream.”

      “It’s dangerous. Even if The Prestige isn’t around, the angels will be watching. They still hold a grudge against me.”

      “What’s the cover of your book made of?” I said. I had the sudden urge to forget the whole thing, to walk away.

      “Cowhide,” he said.

      He said it very convincingly.

      “What’s this all about?” he said.

      “A god says he has the book in a temple on the mountain somewhere.”

      “Tonga?” he said.

      “That’s right,” I said. “How’d you guess?”

      “You know what Tonga is the god of?” he said.

      “Not really.”

      “Thieves and liars.”

      “Not that reliable then,” I said, which was a relief.”

      “Not at all,” he said.

      “I suppose it makes sense that liars and thieves have a god. They’d need one.”

      “Seems like everyone has a god these days,” Karl said.

      “So they pray that their lies are believed?”

      “He has a small but unloyal following. No honor among thieves or liars.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t put too much confidence in his saying he has your book then. On the other hand, the book was stolen according to the woman in Las Vegas, a powerful Supernatural. He probably knows a lot of thieves.”

      “Probably could put together a dream team.”

      “If we don’t get it now,” I said, “we might not get it at all. Up to you, but I think the risk is worth paying him a visit.”

      I needed to get the book. It was too dangerous to be in the world. But when I had it, what would I do with it? Would I be able to hold it without opening it? Without reading it.

      “Gabriel is looking for it,” I said.

      “Many of the angels are,” Karl said. “Michael’s the one I’m worried about. He’s always been good at finding things.”

      “We have to take a chance,” I said.

      “Look at you,” Karl said. “A bloodhound on the scent.”

      “Call Fluffy.”

      “That is not his name,” Karl said. “His name is Cadejo.”

      “We might need him.”

      “I am the king of Hell,” Karl said. “A little god of thieves and liars is no match for me.”

      He waved his hand, and paradise faded all around us. The park returned and the small town of Eden with it.

      We walked across the street to the hotel. We passed Mrs. Eastman and Sam West and they stopped and stared. Somehow they knew sensed that the handsome, distinguished looking man beside me wasn’t what he appeared to be. They recovered quickly after greeting me and hurried off down the street.

      The hotel manager made a fuss over Karl. He knew who he was right away.

      “I’m a great admirer of your work,” he said. “They say there’s no place like Hell.”

      “You must come and see it sometime,” Karl said. “Be my guest.”

      You had to give it to the hotel manager. He smiled as if he meant it. “Absolutely.”

      I saw the resemblance then. I said, “You’re related to the mayor, aren’t you?”

      He cleared his throat. “He’s my brother.”

      “Owns this hotel?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      I hadn’t noticed Miguel move up behind me, but there he was. Tall, very thin, brown skin, blue eyes. I thought he might be Colombian. He was wearing an old-fashioned bellhop uniform, a red jacket with brass buttons and a little cap with a strap that fit under his chin.

      “We’re here to see Tonga,” I said.

       The manager ordered Miguel to take us up. He led us to the elevator and inserted a special key card that took us to the top floor.

      When the doors opened, we found ourselves not in a hallway, but a large stone chamber. Flaming braziers lined the walls, and in the center was an imposing throne (Not exactly what you’d expect in a luxury hotel or really any hotel). Tonga lounged on the throne looking regal and not much like the monk who had visited me at the library. The simple robes had been replaced by flowing crimson ones. His eyes glinted with malice as he spied us. Not very monk like, I thought.

      “Here you are,” he purred. “and you’ve already brought the great King of Hell. I am grateful.”

      His gaze fixed on Karl.

      I stepped forward, hand on my sword. “We’ve come for the book. Fulfill your end of the bargain, and you can have your talk with my father.”

      Tonga threw back his head and laughed. “You really thought it was going to be that simple? You appear with Lucifer and I give you the book.”

      The sound of his voice echoed ominously around the chamber.

      “I hoped so,” I said.

      “Lucifer stole my Helena from me.”

      I sensed a wrinkle the size of an elephant in the room.

      Karl raised a finger. “Not exactly. She was delivered to me. I have to say I was surprised she was a Christian.”

      “Mortal. Raised Christian, but her delivery to you was a mistake. A clerical error, probably. That one that calls himself God and then tried to trademark it had his angels steal her soul before I could get to them. And then they judged her and sent her to you before I could get them before the Supreme Court of the Supreme Universe.”

      He snapped his fingers, and from the shadows emerged two hulking minotaur-like beasts. They grabbed Karl and me, wrenching my sword away and forcing us to our knees before Tonga. I struggled furiously, but their grip was like iron. Karl did some kind of magic and knocked one of them away and then pulled the other from me. But as soon as he’d done this, other monsters surrounded us and started beating us. A hulking ogre with warty green skin and a massive club snarling and drooling. A gigantic serpent, its scaly coils shimmering, fangs spitting venom. A blood-red demon, its claws extended and bat-like wings spread wide. Looked like a Japanese demon, maybe. Definitely not one of Karl’s. But most terrifying of all was the faceless specter that glided soundlessly through the air, dragging its tattered robes, screeching. My head was filled with the screeching. It lost my balance and fell to my knees. I felt like I’d been hit by an anvil. I threw up.

      Karl did something that blasted them all back. The specter disappeared, and the screeching stopped and I began to come to myself.

      “I’m guessing you don’t have the book,” Karl said to Tonga.

      “I had it,” he said. “It escaped me. It had help, of course.”

      “Divine help?” I said.

      “Most likely,” Tonga said. “Powerful enough to defeat the dozen warrior monks who guarded it.”

      “Find it for me and I will free your wife,” Karl said.

      “You will be my guests until I have Helena. If you don’t get her for me, I’ll have you sent to the bowels of the mountain. Even you will never find your way out, black angel. You will wander through eternity.”

      The minotaurs dragged us away down a dark stone tunnel. After many twists and turns, we were shoved inside a small cell and the door was locked behind us with a dozen different magic spells. I slumped dejectedly against the wall.

      Karl said, “That god is a lot more than just the god of thieves and liars.”

      “So, he lied about being the god of liars?”

      “Seems so.”

      I inspected the door and walls, but they were solid stone and laced with magical spells. The whole cell was for creatures far beyond human capabilities, creatures with supernatural powers.

      Karl shook his head sadly. “I have heard of Tonga’s caverns in this mountain. He does not lie. Even I could not find my way out.”

      “Then give him his wife,” I said.

      “You start giving into terrorists,” he said, “and you become a target. Besides, I have a reputation to maintain.”

      There had to be something we could do. Karl was sitting on the floor, back against the wall. I sank down beside him and wracked my brain. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out for heroes. But what if we weren’t the heroes? I had to face the possibilities that we weren’t, that the story was someone else’s and we might rot in this prison until we were in a far vaster and more dangerous prison, lost in the caverns inside this magic mountain.

      I thought back to everything Tonga had said and done since I’d met him. He had manipulated me perfectly. He’d got me to bring Karl to him. Then he’d gathered enough monsters to, with his own powers, keep us from escaping or destroying him.

      Now there was this prison, too strong even for us.

      “He set the trap,” I said, “but how did he know we were looking for the book? How did he know about the woman in Las Vegas who had it?”

      “I give up,” Karl said. “How do you think he knew?”

      “Someone told him.”

      “Brilliant,” Karl said.

      “I think you’d better get us out of here,” I said to Karl.

      “Give me time and I will force him to free us.”

      “How much time?”

      “Perhaps a few years or decades. It is nothing to me.”

      “I need to get out. That book will be long gone by the time I get out.”

      “I will get you out then,” he said.

      “How?”

      “Guard,” he screamed.

      The cell door opened. The two minotaurs stood in it.

      “What you want?” One said.

      “Tell your master I want to talk to him?”

      “You get wife?” the other One said.

      “I will let him talk to her.”

      I thought they might be brothers or sisters. It was hard to tell with minotaurs.

      Karl raised a finger and pointed at them and something shot out of that finger, some energy I couldn’t name. It bounced right back and nearly took out my left eye. I’d ducked at the right moment or I’d be wearing a patch for the rest of my life.

      “Trick,” said one of the Minotaurs.

      “No trick,” Karl said. “I just thought I’d test you.”

      “You fail test.”

      “Take us to your master. Tell him I want to make a deal.”

      “Master,” one Minotaur said. “Black angel say he want to talk deal.”

      He spoke as if Tonga were in the room.

      “Better not be wasting time he said or he let you wander in caves for a few years before asking you to see her again.”

      “I’m not wasting it,” Karl said.

      They took us back upstairs.
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      Karl and I were taken back to the room where the god, Tonga, sat on the regal throne in the large stone chamber. “If you let my son go,” the devil said. “I’ll let you talk to your wife in Hell from here in this room.” 

      I could see that Tonga didn’t want to make the deal. He didn’t want to let me go. It would weaken his position, but it must have been many years since he’d seen his wife. His desire was stronger than his strategic mind. Lucky for me.

      “No tricks,” he said, “or your son will die. Perhaps I cannot kill you, but I can kill him.”

      “No tricks,” the devil said. “But you may be surprised.”

      Karl was smug when he said this. I didn’t like it when he was smug.

       “How long?” Tonga said.

      “Five minutes,” Karl said.

      “Your son’s release for five minutes? No.”

      “Then as long as you like.”

      “As long as I want?”

      “We have a deal?”

      “We have a deal,” Tonga said.

      As soon as he said this, the room was engulfed in a thick black smoke. When it cleared, a beautiful, dark-haired woman was standing in front of him. She had a mischievous grin on her face, but when she looked at her, there was disdain in her eyes.

      “Go,” Karl said to me.

      I hurried to the elevator. Every intuition I had said something was wrong. That mischievous grin, and especially those eyes, did not bode well for Tonga.

      “I see you rescue me, my love,” she said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

      I didn’t have to hear more, but I would as soon as I was in the elevator and it was dropping downward because Karl sent a recording to my mind somehow. How was that possible? I’ve got three words: Prince of Darkness.

      The woman was happy in Hell. That was where Karl’s smugness had come from. Bad luck for Tonga. She listed her top five best of the best in Hell.

      1. Demon music that rose from the pits.

      2. Pleasure in the scorching heat of her skin.

      
        	Delight in the taste of human flesh cooked over coals in a variety of culinary award-winning recipes.

      

      4. Cultural events like poetry slams, art openings, readings, and professional wrestling.

      5. But what she loved most were the nights spent dancing with devils, their passionate embraces, their violence, their love of creative perversions.

      The wail that came from Tonga was so loud I heard it from the elevator.

      Karl cut off the broadcast, or I stepped beyond his ability to reach me when I left the elevator in the lobby.

      “Does he have the book?” I asked the hotel manager who was behind the desk.

      “I’m sorry, Sir, which book?”

      “Does Tonga have it? Yes or no.”

       “I’m afraid it’s against hotel policy to talk about our guests. I can tell you that we will be moving on very soon. It seems our only guest is in a very disturbing state.”

      “Call the mayor now or I’ll ground you for good. This hotel will never move again.”

      His face remained impassive, not a trace of anger or fear on it. He tried to see into me, to see if I really had the power. I shoved him away.

      He looked surprised and angry. His face resorted back to the servile expression he wore like a mask.

      “Very good, Sir. I will call him this instant.”

      He called him by the landline phone behind the desk. About five minutes later, the mayor walked into the lobby, strides long and purposeful. He cursed under his breath and then clapped his hands together when he saw the manager. “What is going on, Librarian?”

      “A library book’s been stolen from the library. Worse, it’s from the special Collection of Curiosities. I think the god responsible is here in this hotel. And I think he has it now.”

      “What would you like me to do, librarian?” he asked.

      “I want you to ground the hotel for now. Then I want your help to get the book back.”

      “This is beyond the purview of the mayor.”

      “You own this hotel. I don’t think it’s beyond your purview at all.”

      He shot an angry look at his brother.

      “Yes,” the mayor said. “I own it.”

      “I want you to go with me to tell the god of thieves and liars that he has to turn over the book. It belongs to the library, which belongs to the town. You’re the mayor of this town and the owner of the hotel. You’re going to back me up.”

      The mayor sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Back you up how?”

      “Remains to be seen.”

      “Right now?” he said.

      “Now.”

      “No problem,” he said. “But he is a god, and he’s very angry at your father. It might be best if you wait down here while I feel him out.”

      He went over to the elevator with Miguel, who used the key card to open the doors, and the mayor got on.

      “With me Miguel,” the mayor said.

      Miguel looked miserable, but followed the mayor into the elevator.

      “You think he’ll survive?” I asked the manager.

      “My brother is a powerful magician, you know.”

      “I thought he might be.”

      “But the god is very angry.”

      I went over to the closest leather sofa and sat down. About thirty minutes later, the mayor and Miguel came down. The mayor came over and sat down in the armchair across from me.

      “Poor bugger is drinking himself blind,” the mayor said. “Some kind of god liquor. Seems his wife has just asked him for a divorce.”

      “She likes Hell,” I said.

      “Loves it.”

      “Also, sounds like she hasn’t exactly followed her wedding vows if god wedding vows are anything like human ones.”

      The mayor shrugged. “Different gods, different vows. He’s pretty broke up about it. Keeps saying what a fool he’s been, worrying about her, dreaming about her, and taking risks to get her back. And for what? He is Tonga, god of liars and thieves, and now he has himself been played for a fool. What will his worshipers think?”

      “Does he still have Karl up there?”

      “Let him go if Karl promised to roast her flesh alive. Karl promised he would, but he pointed out that she’d probably just enjoy it. She seemed to really enjoy the Friday night Fire Pit Parties. Poor god just broke down and started crying right there.”

      “Does Tonga have the book?”

      “Said he’d have it flown in tonight. You can come and get it around nine.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d consider selling it? We could make a fortune.”

      I shook my head.

      “The library would never forgive me.”

      “Right,” he said. “I wouldn’t have considered it either. I was just testing you.”

      The mayor said he needed to get going.

      “Big meeting tonight,” he said, “Deadheads. Don’t forget.”
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      I walked out of the hotel and back over to the park. It was twilight. I sat down on the park bench. I started thinking about Master Lee as I did sometimes in quiet moments that followed active ones. This time, I thought about his death. That made me melancholy.

      Maybe I was dead, too. I didn’t think so, but it was possible. Maybe that clown had not just been clowning around with me. Maybe when he kicked me out of the moving car with those giant feet of his and I landed on the pavement and rolled into the ditch I had not, as I’d thought, been unhurt. Maybe I had been hurt beyond repair. Maybe I had died.

      When I got up, maybe I had not got up in the body I had known for as long as I could remember. Maybe I left that body in the ditch and my spirit moved into the haunted forest and up the mountain and to the town of Eden. Maybe I was so used to my body, I thought I was still in it.

      I was dead dead, but somehow I had not made it to the land of the dead or to the various selections of lands of the dead that might appear to someone like me who wasn’t strictly Christian. I had only made it to Eden.

      All of that was possible, but so many things were if you let yourself think too much.

      Maybe I was a deadhead, after all.

      Alive or dead, I was the librarian. A book that had been taken from the library was supposed to be returned. It was my job to get the book back where it belonged. It was my duty. Did I really think Karl was going to accept this? Not really. Maybe I could read a few pages and find out how to make Karl accept it. And there it was. One step away. The slippery slope.

      I had this empty feeling. All alone in the world, like when I was a kid and had no one. Then I saw the four teenagers walk by together, looking all angsty but laughing too, and the teenagers reminded me of a case of some teenage girls years ago.

      This was a gang of angry girls who were robbing banks. They lived in the small town of West, which was located in East Texas. They were all still in high school but they were Supernaturals. One of them could move very fast. Too fast to be seen when she wanted to not be seen. She moved so fast that it appeared like she teleported from one place to another. She appeared, she disappeared. Another girl was very good at opening things—very helpful with safes. The third had what I thought of as an unfortunate ability. It forced her to wear gloves, because when she touched someone, they fell asleep. Ultimately, it was unfortunate, but it was handy when robbing a bank.

      The Supernatural Spooks were looking for the girls who committed their robberies far from their little town. The Spooks were a kind of law enforcement for Supernaturals, but their hunters were more Harry Potter dementors than F.B.I. or police detectives. I needed to get to the girls before they did.

      I didn’t.

      The girls were caught outside of a small town in West Texas called Marfa. They had just robbed the only bank in town. A Spook had them cornered in a canyon. The fast-moving girl was panting heavily, the safe-cracker was sweating profusely, and the third girl was trembling with fear. The Spook had her in some kind of grip and was sucking her soul from her. I wondered if it had been ordered to do this or if it had just seen its chance and took it. Either way, it was a terrible thing to see. The look on the girl’s face, I’d never forget that look.

      The Spook was so focused on draining the soul from the girl he didn’t hear me approach, but what could I do against a power like that? That was what I thought. I was just a human, a Supernatural sure, but not a creature made for killing, for worse than killing. The Spook was a creature born in Hell, perhaps made by Karl.

      What could I do? Then I knew what I could do. I just didn’t know if it would work.

      On one of the visits from my father, he’d come to me in the desert. I had been hitchhiking and got stuck in the middle of nowhere after a run-in with a coyote, the human smuggler kind, and was dying of thirst. The coyote had meant to kill me without killing me directly. Karl had appeared to me. He’d had some practice appearing to mortals in the desert.

      I should have known it was a dream then, but I didn’t. That was the thing about dreams. They were tricky. Dream logic seemed real when you were following it.

      “Looks to me like you’ve got yourself in quite a spot, Son?” Karl said.

      He was an elegantly dressed gentleman wearing an all-black suit, with slick black hair and a thin mustache. He always appeared different, never as his true self. I still hadn’t seen the real him. He had a sharp, inviting smile, but there was something sinister in those black eyes he couldn’t hide.

      My mouth was so dry I couldn’t make words.

      “No need to talk,” he said. “Just think. I’ll hear you if you want me to.”

      “Don’t suppose you have a bottle of water?”

      “Afraid not,” he said, slapping the pockets of his suit coat. “Hard to come by here.”

      I fell down to my knees and then onto my back. I’d had enough walking. I saw the buzzards above me circling. I thought it was over.

      “There’s no need for that,” he said. He put something in my hand. “You just push the button and slap the scorpion on you and it will sting you and you will be in Hell right next to my throne. Get you right out of this desert.”

      “But I’ll be dead?”

      “Of course not. Would I do that to you? I just need you to come to Hell of your own accord. And I will send you back to earth after we work some things out. Call it a little father-son time. Push the button, let the scorpion sting you, and you can end all this pain. I’ll have a big glass of cold water waiting for you. The sweetest and coolest water you ever tasted. I promise.”

      I almost did it. I was so thirsty. But something made me hold back and Karl disappeared and a few seconds later, the vultures attacked—or that was what I thought at first. But what they actually did was carry me out of the desert to a small town where, seconds after being dropped off (literally), I was getting water and medical attention.
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        * * *

      

      I still had the button shaped like a scorpion. I’d kept it all these years. I pushed it and I slammed it onto the back of the Spook. It swung around and its empty eyes reached into my soul for one terrifying second before it was transported to Hell.

      The girls were shaken and so was I, to be honest, but we had a talk and they seemed genuinely ready to give up their life of crime. I went to the Supernatural Agency and spoke to a captain and then the Chief himself. We made a deal. I promised to bring the girls to them, and they promised not to put them in prison.

      I brought the girls in. There were conditions for their staying out of prison. They would have to work with a probation officer and they would do a thousand hours of volunteer work.

      I had to remember that I had done some good in this world. Those girls needed me. Others had needed me. Others needed me now. Armageddon was coming if I didn’t figure out a way to stop it.
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        * * *

      

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Deadeye said, sitting down beside me. “You look like you’re having a bad day.”

      “I am now,” I said.

      “Don’t be that way. I’m just having a little fun. Doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

      “Turning neighbor against neighbor.”

      “Think of it as a boot camp. I’m preparing them for their role in Armageddon. We need human soldiers who think like we think for the final battle. Cannon fodder they used to call them. We will win, you know.”

      “Will we?”

      “You know we will. Join us.”

      “And what about the humans?”

      He shrugged. “We’ll need slaves.”

      “Meanwhile, how about you leave the townspeople of Eden alone and go somewhere else to make your quota?”

      “A Supernatural is worth more points. This town is lousy with Supernaturals.”

      “You haven’t really read any of Karl’s book, have you?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been told by Karl what it says. Close enough.”

      “Close enough,” I said.

      “What’s important is our future. We will win Armageddon. After we do that, then everything will change. You still have a chance to be on the right side.”

      “Lucky me,” I said.

      “You were raised human. Maybe you think you’re being disloyal to humankind by siding with us. You should know better. If the white-winged angels win, humans will still lose the earth. They’ll be evicted. Even the Tyrant admits this. Join us, librarian.”

      “How many points am I worth?” I asked him.

      He smiled. “Game-changer. Think it over. Remember to tell Karl Deadeye sent you.”

      He disappeared into a puff of purple smoke.

      That was pretty cool, I had to admit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat in the park until it was dark. Then I wandered over to the café to look in on the meeting of the Deadheads. It was darker and quieter in the café that during the day. Some tables had been pushed to the side so chairs could be arranged in a circle. About twenty people were in the circle. All ages. More senior citizens than people in their twenties, but all ages.

      I recognized a few faces, but most of them I didn’t think I’d seen. I did know Ronnie Faulk, who was the graveyard caretaker. He jumped up when he saw me come in. The meeting hadn’t seemed to start yet.

      “Good to see you, librarian,” he said, holding out his hand.

      I shook it.

      “Always good to see you, Ronnie. Everyone staying put over in the graveyard?”

      From time to time, corpses seemed to wake up (the doc called it Sudden Animation Syndrome) and dug their way out of the ground. Mostly, they just wandered around town or out into the woods. Those who made it out into the woods disappeared. Those who stayed in town were usually reburied.

      “Everyone is sleeping like a baby. It’s been almost too quiet lately.”

      “I’m a little surprised to see you here,” I said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’re the caretaker of the place we bury the dead. How can you think we’re dead?”

      “I think we might be dead and alive at the same time. Both can be true.”

      “How?”

      The mayor asked everyone to find a seat so the meeting could get underway.

      “To be continued,” Ronnie said.

      We all found seats.

      “Good evening, my fellow deceased!” the mayor said.

      A chorus of hellos echoed through the cafe.

      “I’d like to welcome the librarian,” the mayor continued, gesturing toward me. “He wanted to sit in with us tonight. He thinks he might join.”

      The mayor said we should all have a moment of silence to remember the dead.

      “That’s us, of course. Passed out of life and the world to here where we are in the shadow of life.”

      We were silent.

      The mayor looked around the room. “Looks like we don’t have anyone new except the librarian. For his benefit though, I’ll remind you that we say our first name and then whatever we want as long as it’s on the topic of being dead. If you’ve never shared how you died, then maybe share that as a way of talking to the group.”

      He looked around the group again.

      “Who’d like to get us started?”

       An older woman in a sweater with dogs on the front said, “I’m Martha and I’m a dead person.”

      “Hi Martha,” everyone said.

      I missed my chance to join in. I’d be ready next time.

      “I died when I was scuba diving off the coast on a tropical island in the Pacific with my boyfriend. All of a sudden, the water started churning all around us and a second later I was lifted up, along with the water around me and carried out of the ocean. I didn’t know what was happening, but a few minutes later I was falling through the air, the water I was previously in falling away from me. I landed in a group of trees on fire and died on impact. It turned out a special plane was using water from the ocean to put out a forest fire and I had accidentally been captured by the machine that gathered the water.”

      There were lots of “that’s terrible” and a few “So sorry for your loss.”

      One of the young men, probably a few years younger than me, said, “That’s messed up.”

      An older man giggled. “That is life. That is life right there.”

      “Thank you for sharing Martha,” the mayor said, giving the older man a sharp look. “Who would like to go next?”

      “I will,” a tall, very thin man said. “I’m Carlos.”

      “Hi Carlos,” everyone said. This time I managed to join in.

      “Well folks, just yesterday I was walking down the street and a dog walked right through my leg! He went straight through me like I wasn’t even there. Pretty obvious evidence that I’m dead, right?”

      Since there were no dogs in town, ever, this seemed a little unlikely

      “Hmm, interesting,” the mayor said diplomatically.

      Next was a man who introduced himself as Old Man Withers, the eldest member of the group. He wheezed and clutched his chest dramatically. “I keep having these heart attacks. I know I’m dead because I rise out of my body during these attacks and see myself take my last breath. Happens every single night. Then I wake up.”

      “You mean like a dream?” someone said.

      “Not like a dream at all,” he said. “It’s real, and it’s proof that I’m dead.”

      It went on like this for a while. One person was convinced they no longer cast a shadow. Another claimed she kept walking through walls, but then added that the walls were invisible.

      Finally, the mayor said it was time for a ten-minute break. Everyone stood up. They joined hands so I joined hands to: “We are the deceased, lifeless but not lost. Dead but not dormant. Alone but with others.”

      “Coffee and donuts tonight,” the mayor said. “Mabel made the donuts. Better get them while they’re hot.”

      The group rushed toward the donuts, even the mayor. I took it as an opportunity to sneak out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I wandered just down the street to The Bar. I heard the sounds of people’s voices and clinking glasses and a jukebox as I came up to the door. It got louder when I went inside. Usually, I loved that first moment in a good bar (The Bar was a good bar) but tonight, right away, it was different. An uneasiness to the air. A tension.

      I saw Deadeye in the back. There were big round tables that hadn’t been there before, and there were men and women playing poker at them. There was a new bartender on duty that night. His name was Aaron. When I asked the bartender about the new addition of poker tables, he said that the owner had agreed to a deal with Deadeye.

      The demon was doing his work around town just as he had in that Vermont town I’d come upon years ago where he’d created the same discord.

      I remembered his tactics. In the market, he’d whispered in the ears of the townspeople how the merchants were cheating them and how their neighbors were making fools of them. He’d set up games of chance in the bar and outside in the square, and he would entice people to play and they would lose because he cheated and no one was brave enough to call him on it. The poor would get poorer and the chosen few would get richer, the ones whose souls he sought to bring to the dark side to serve him and Karl. Eventually, this would break up families. I knew he was trying the same ploy in Eden.

      “Who’s the owner of the bar?” I asked the bartender.

      “The mayor,” he said.

      Of course, he was.

      At the town hall in that city in Vermont, Deadeye had caused even more chaos by claiming the council and their families were getting city contracts and by-passing zoning requirements everyone else had to go through. Before long, everyone was angry and distrustful of everyone else. He would whisper malicious rumors in the ear of the magistrate, and she became cold and paranoid after a time. It was all in the Deadeye playbook. But it was simple, really. Politicians had been using it for ages but had increased the intensity of its use in recent years. Prey on people’s fears and prejudices and sense that they had been mistreated and find someone to blame for the way things were going and promise them justice, which meant to punish whoever it was they thought was keeping them from getting what they wanted. That someone, conveniently enough, was never themselves. Keep shouting the lie. Wear people down. Confuse them. Make them promises you never intended to keep.

      It was all right there in the Demon’s Handbook: How to Win Souls and Convince Humans to join the Community of the Damned. There wasn’t really a demon’s handbook, but if there had been Deadeye could have written it.

      Deadeye moved to a table by a window and was talking to one of the prominent businessmen in town. The man was listening intently to whatever Deadeye was saying.

      Deadeye enjoyed his work. You had to give him that. He was having a good time, making everyone else have a bad time.

      I ordered a whiskey from the bartender. I saw Ryan and Camila over in a booth, and they were going at it harder than usual. I went over when I should have just stayed where I was. It was like stumbling upon a battlefield.

      “Join us,” Camila said, as I came up.

      “Yeah, sit down,” Ryan said. “Why not? You’re the new librarian. She likes librarians.”

      “You’re acting like a child,” she said.

      “Come on,” Ryan insisted. “Sit down.”

      I sat beside him. His eyes were fixed on Camila. She sat quietly, but the fire in her eyes was lit and seemed to be spreading. Ryan glared at her and the two locked eyes.

      Ryan looked away first.

       “I trusted you,” he said, his voice cracking slightly as he spoke.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking away.

      “So, you’ve got nothing more to say?” he said to her.

      “Nothing I haven’t already said,” she said.

      “I don’t think I can get over this,” Ryan said.

      I started to get up, and they both ordered me to stay right where I was. She had cheated on Ryan with the former librarian. Ryan had struggled to forgive her. According to Olive, they had been a couple that fought often from the beginning of their relationship. I’d seen Deadeye working on Ryan and I suspected he’d worked on Camila too, but maybe they had come to an inevitable place.

      “If you’d paid more attention to me,” she said, “maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

      A tear slipped out of her eye.

      “So, it’s my fault?” he said.

      “No,” she said. “I don’t know how it happened.”

      “But it’s happening again. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “What are you talking about?” she said.

      “You know what I’m talking about.”

      He looked at me. He looked ready to punch me.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      “Don’t deny it. Someone told me. I should have seen it.”

      “No,” we both said at the same time.

      “He told me you’d say that. He told me you would both say that.”

      “Because it’s not true,” Camila said.

      His fist balled up, and he leaned into the table. “I’m not stupid. I can see it. I can see it in the way you two look at each other. I can see it in the way you talk to each other. You think I’m an idiot?”

      I told him he was wrong. He looked across the bar. I turned and saw he was looking at Deadeye.

      “I know what I see. I should have seen it the first time. That’s the big joke, isn’t it?”

      His voice was a mix of anger, hurt, and confusion. She had done the unthinkable. Now he had to think maybe she wasn’t who he’d thought she was. I could see he wanted to forgive her, but couldn’t. She’d cheated on him. His heart was torn between wanting to believe she still loved him and wanting to throw everything over, make her feel some of what he felt, make her hurt.

      At that second, Gabriela came up. She was angry, too. She was leaning over the table in Camila’s face. She said, “I thought you said you were trying to fix me up with Kevin and now, what, you want him? You’ve always been competitive but—”

      “Has the whole world gone mad?” Camila asked me.

      “Not the whole world,” I said. “Just the bar. Deadeye is doing this.”

      “And you?” Gabriela said, looking at me. “She’s married. You don’t care?”

      “No,” I said. “I mean, yes, I care. We aren’t.”

      “Aren’t what?”

      “It’s not true,” I said. “Will you listen to me? This is Deadeye. This is what he does. This is how he destroys towns, people. He makes them doubt each other.”

      “So, it’s not true?” Gabriela said.

      “Not even a little true,” Camila said.

      “This is too much,” Ryan said.

      Olive was coming from across the room and she looked like a missile seeking a target and I thought the target was me. I thought this because her eyes were focused on me. And they were fiery in their focus.

      “Deadeye talked to you, didn’t he?” I said to Olive as she arrived at the table.

      “What if he did?” she said.

      “You know what,” I said. “He’s got us all acting crazy.”

      “No,” Ryan said. “I’ve heard enough lies from you. From all of you.”

      He pulled a gun out, and he swung it from Camila to me.

      “What are you doing?” Camila shouted.

      “He’s set this up,” I said. “He told you some truths and mostly lies and he weaved them together like a spider making a web and here we are.”

      “Where exactly?” Ryan said.

      “Yeah,” Gabriela said. “I’m a little confused, too. Where are we according to your metaphor?”

      “Caught in a web,” I said. “I thought I was being clear.”

      “No,” they all three said to me.

      Then Olive turned to Ryan. “What are you doing?”

      Ryan looked at the gun like he was surprised to see it in his hand. I looked across the room and saw Deadeye staring hard at Ryan and mouthing words. I put my hand on the back of Ryan’s and whispered, “Let go.” He dropped the gun. I turned and Deadeye was gone.

      “I don’t,” Ryan said. “What did I do?”

      “It’s OK,” I said.

      “It’s not OK,” Olive said. “He pulled a gun.”

      “Deadeye has been working on us, on the whole town. “

      “I don’t understand,” Camila said.

      “I think I do,” Olive said.

      “Then you two aren’t—” Gabriela said, looking at Camila and me.

      “No,” I said.

      “No,” Camila said.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was doing. I just had this overwhelming feeling to come over here and kick your ass.”

      “You mean try,” Camila said.

      “Can we just go home?” Ryan said.

      “Yes,” Camila said. “Gabby, come on. Let’s go back to the house.”

      Gabriela got up and said she’d see us later.

      Olive sat down.

      “He’s a strong influencer, isn’t he?”

       “I don’t know if I’ve ever felt one stronger.”

      “The thing is,” she admitted, “I was already jealous. I don’t know why.”

      “I do,” I said. “You like me and I like you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “We missed our chance.”

      “That’s all we get, once chance? I think that’s kind of strict. A lot of romances wouldn’t go anywhere with just one chance.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Listen, I have to go somewhere tonight,” I said. “Hey, maybe you could come. I need some backup.”

      “Come where?”

      “The hotel. I need to try to get the book the librarian stole and sold. It’s an important book.”

      “Lucifer’s autobiography?”

      “How’d you know that?”

      “Everyone knows by now. The rumor mill is working hard. The devil wrote some book that’s supposed to be like the anti-bible, bible.”

      “I could use your help. It’s probably dangerous.”

      I knew one thing about Olive that most didn’t and that she might not even know about herself. She liked the thrill of a dangerous situation.

      “When?”

      “About thirty minutes.”

      “I’ve got to go take care of something for my father.”

      “Come over to the library when you’re ready?”

      She thought it over. I could see it might go either way.

      “All right,” she said.
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      I went back to the library and did a little work shelving a few returned books and straightening up the lobby. A book came tumbling down the library stairs as they did from time to time. It was A Confederacy of Dunces and its main character, Ignatius J. Reilly, was shouting for me to let him out of his prison or he was going to have his legal staff take me to court. He said I was depriving the world of his presence and then quoted Jonathan Swift, “When a true genius appears in the world, you may know him by this sin, that all the dunces are all in a confederacy against him.”

      “Up you go,” I said, picking up the book and taking it to its place on the second-floor shelves. All the while, Ignatius kept yelling at me to let him out and shouting that his poor mother, all alone and infirm in New Orleans, needed him to make her life meaningful. Also, she was drinking far too many spirits, especially some wine known as Mad Dog 2020.

      When I got the book back to its place, I asked the library to do a little cleanup, and it did. The broom swept, and the vacuum vacuumed and the mop mopped and the duster dusted. It was magic, but not my magic. It was the library’s.

      Olive knocked on the library door. I let her in and grabbed a jacket. We went out onto the front porch and the doors locked behind me and I could feel an additional protective spell wrap around the entire library.

      The stars were out and there was a slight chill to the air, which made those little lights in the sky somehow crisper, more focused.

      “You remember the first night we met?” I said.

      “Of course.”

      “You know, that was a strange night for me. Finding my way here, becoming the librarian, almost like I transitioned from one me to a new one. Rebirth.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Can you? I’m not sure I can. I was someone before that. And I was someone else after.”

      “Kevin I—”

      “You were part of that change. I don’t know how, but you were. I still feel it every time I see you.”

      She took a step down the stairs. “Let’s just focus on what we have to do right now, OK? We can talk later, but now I need to focus.”

      “All right,” I said. A part of me was disappointed, but she was right. If we weren’t careful, it might all end tonight. I had to focus. I needed to get that book.

      We walked over to the lobby of the hotel. I was surprised to see the mayor over at the desk with the hotel manager and Miguel.

      “You’re late,” the mayor said.

      “What’s she doing here?” the hotel manager said.

      “My back up,” I said.

      The mayor smiled at her. “Nice to see you, Olive.”

      “Brother,” the hotel manager said to the mayor. “A witch? Tonga may see her as a threat.”

      Olive was a young witch. I knew she belonged to a small coven that met once a week to exchange recipes and discuss problems and a second time each week to practice magic. Olive had told me you needed to practice magic to practice magic. I was glad she practiced and was talented. There was always a risk when you angered a god.

      “She’s coming with us,” I said.

      Miguel got out the card for the elevator and the elevator flew up the floors, which from the outside looked like two, but went much, much higher on the inside. The door opened, and we stepped into the same large stone chamber and imposing throne at the center of it and rich furnishings and Persian carpets. Only it was not the same because there was blood everywhere, some of it red and some of it green, and Tonga was draped over the throne. The minotaurs, three of them, were on the stone floor of the cavernous room, obviously also dead.

      “What has happened here?’ the mayor said, the horror of the scene in his voice. He was looking at his brother.

      “I don’t have a clue,” the manager of the hotel said.

      Miguel said, “This is not the work of mortals.”

      “Perhaps a strong Supernatural?” the hotel manager said.

      They looked at me.

      “No,” I said. “I brought you along to keep things from getting violent. Anyway, I’m not that strong.”

      “You cannot be chosen as the librarian if you are not special.”

      “You chose me because the other librarian died of poisoning,” I said to the mayor.

      “Is that what you think?” he said.

      I looked at Olive. “You were there.”

      She shook her head. “A mayor can’t choose a librarian.”

      I turned back to the mayor. “You were the one who offered me the job.”

       “When another librarian dies or leaves, the library chooses. It brought you here.”

      “We need to search for the book. It could still be here.”

      We did a thorough search of the chamber. I looked under the carpets, behind the tapestries on the walls, and even checked inside the cushions of the throne itself. The Minotaur bodies yielded no clues either. The manager, his brother, Miguel, and Olive searched adjoining rooms.

      “It’s not here,” I said finally. “I guess whoever killed them got what he or she came for.”

      “It would appear so,” the mayor said.

      “He didn’t put anything in the hotel safe, did he?” I was grasping at straws but I went ahead and grasped.

      “I would have said,” the manager said.

      I wasn’t so sure about that. But I was sure about one thing. Someone wanted the book bad enough to kill for it. When I found them, if I found them, whoever had it wasn’t going to return the book because I told him/her/them that the fines at the library for late books were ten cents a day. It would be a fight with someone strong enough to kill a god and his monster bodyguards.
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      I walked Olive home. It was late, near midnight when we got to her house. It had been a long day. I opened the gate to the wrought-iron fence. Neither of us moved. A hoot owl hooted from the woods. Something howled. Not a wolf and not a coyote. Something older. The kind of thing that reminded you that it was dangerous to be alive. If we were alive. And if we weren’t, then it was dangerous to be dead.

      “Thanks for coming,” I said.

      “Was Tonga really a god?”

      “Didn’t he look like a god?”

      “I’ve only seen a couple. He did have a big throne.”

      “He was the god of liars and thieves,” I said.

      “I suppose they would need one.”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      I knew there was something more to the point that wasn’t being said, but I couldn’t make myself say it. She went through the gate. It banged shut when she let it swing back.

      “I suppose I thought gods were immortal,” she said.

      “Not all of them, apparently.”

      We stood there in an awkward silence. Then I said I’d see her tomorrow.

      On the way back to the library, I remembered I hadn’t woken Rip Van Winkle. I hurried over to his house and knocked on the door. No answer, so I went around back and banged on the back door and still no answer. I was a little worried. There was that episode of his falling asleep and sleeping for twenty years. I thought I’d better not let him get too deep into la la land. He might not wake.

      I asked the door to open, trying out my new hypnotic abilities on non-sentient beings, and the door told me to f— off—not in so many words, but it wouldn’t open. I had to try windows. Most people will leave one window unlocked in their house so they could get back in if they locked themselves out. This was a very bad habit, as just about any B&E specialist would tell you. Even amateurs wouldn’t have a problem getting into a house or apartment if a window was unlocked.

      I found the open window in the spare bedroom and I climbed through it, tumbling onto the carpeted floor. Rip was in the other bedroom, sprawled across his bed, blankets kicked aside and pillow askew. His chest heaved up and down with each intake and exhale of breath, the reverberations from his snores powerful enough to shake the pictures on the wall and cause the beige curtains to billow.

      I shook him which did nothing, so I tried screaming which did more nothing. I needed a revised, more radical approach. I went to the bathroom and turned on the shower, keeping the water as cold as possible, and I carried the old man into it and stuck him under the water. I had to hold him up for a good five minutes before he’d do more than swear at me or grumble and groan.

      “I’m awake you SOB,” he shouted finally, and then he kicked me out of the bathroom while he took off his wet clothes. When he came into the bedroom, completely naked — a sight I could have done without for my whole life and not felt like I missed a thing—he tried to go back to his bed. I blocked his way to keep him from getting his head on the pillow. I noticed he’d closed his eyes, trying to get started sleeping before leaving his vertical position for a horizontal one. I pushed him up against a wall. Finally, he opened his eyes and agreed to get dressed. While he did that, I made him coffee and scrambled eggs in the kitchen.

      He came into the kitchen and sat at the table, but didn’t actually get civil until the second cup of coffee and another three scrambled eggs. Then he wanted to know what he’d missed, and I told him about Tonga.

      “Murdered,” I told him. “In a hotel suite.”

      “I suppose that upset old Charles,” Rip said. “He’s pretty particular about what goes on in his hotel.”

      “So, I’ve been told.”

      “But I’m not surprised. A book written by Lucifer. That’s worth a fortune.”

      “Karl, if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh right, let’s call a fox a kitty cat so you can keep up the fiction that your genetic heritage doesn’t involve Satan.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Any clues who killed the poor sod?”

      “Poor god.”

      “Whatever.”

      “No clues.”

      “Did the thief get the anti-bible bible?”

      “Apparently.”

      “One thing’s for sure,” Rip Van Winkle said. “It wasn’t a thief. No thief is going to kill his own god. Bad form.”

      That was a good point.

      “He killed his bodyguards, too, three minotaurs. I can’t imagine even a Supernatural being able to kill a god and three Minotaurs. Unless there was a gang of them. A coven of witches, maybe. But I didn’t sense witch magic.”

      “You ever go to the church in the square?” Rip asked me.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “I go there when there’s a Catholic mass. Raised Catholic, you know. Lapsed but I still like a good ceremony. There’s never more than a dozen people in the church, but there’s one comes to mass every single time. He has that look.”

      “What look?”

      “Devout. The bulgy eyes those who have a fixation on their religious belief tend to have.”

      “I haven’t noticed that.”

      But then I realized I had noticed someone who wore a cross round his neck and did have a pious look to him.

      “Angel magic isn’t like other magic, is it?” I said.

      “It is not,” he said. “Silent. Undetectable as arsenic in food.”

      “Miguel has the pious look,” I said.

      “Not likely to let any demons into the hotel,” Rip said.

      “But an angel is another matter.”

      “Yes it is,” Rip said.

      “A different story.”

      “Very likely.”

      He yawned.

      “Don’t go back to sleep,” I said.

      I left by the front door.
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      I ran to the library and downstairs to the Collection of Curiosities and got the sword. On my way up the stairs, the ghost appeared and asked me where I was going. Then I realized it wasn’t the same ghost.

      “What happened to the Mark Twain look-alike?” I said.

      “He had to go back. It’s my turn now. It’s not great here, but it’s better than back there. A little. It’s boring being dead. Where are you off to?”

      “Fight an angel,” I said.

      “You?” he said. “You can’t fight an angel.”

      “I might not have a choice.” What other creature could have killed Tonga and his monsters? I was fairly certain I was dealing with an angel, but was it one with white wings or black?

      “Looks like they’ll be looking for a new librarian very soon.”

      “You’re a lot more pessimistic than the last ghost.”

      “Let’s see how optimistic you are after a few centuries of being dead.”

      “I do have a magic sword,” I said. “It’s just a bit bulky to carry around a sword, especially such an attention getter sword.”

      “Not the brightest bulb on the tree, are you? It’s magic. You don’t like its size, just shrink it.”

      “How?”

      “Tell it to shrink down to the size of a pocket knife.”

      I had to thank the ghost, though there was a lot not to thank him for. On the way out, he told me again how lonely he was and if I got myself killed, he’d probably have to be on his own for days or weeks.

      “I only have a few weeks here,” he complained.

      I refrained from showing that I was not sure this was bad news from my perspective.

      When I was out on the front porch, I asked the sword to shrink and then did get it down to about five inches. Then I asked it to fold, and it got even smaller. I put it in my pocket.

      I ran over to Olive’s. I didn’t want to wake her father or the maid, so I climbed up a tree to the second-floor window where Olive’s room was. I banged on it softly. A light came on and a second later, the window opened.

      Olive leaned out. I was about five feet from her. The branch extended out to the window, but wasn’t thick enough for me to walk out on.

      “What are you doing out there?” she asked.

      “I came to see you.”

      “Wouldn’t it have been easier to use the door?”

      “I didn’t want to wake everyone else.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I need your help. I think an angel might have killed a god in the hotel.”

      I would have admitted, if she’d asked, that my motives were mixed. I did need help. That was true. But it was also true that I thought maybe working together might help us find a way back to what had been happening between us before the poisoning and broken trust.

      “For the book?”

      “I think so.”

      “A black-winged angel?.”

      “No.”

      “Which angel?”

      I told her.

      “I’ll get dressed and meet you downstairs,” she said.

      We went over to the hotel. The front doors were locked, but Olive spoke an opening spell and they opened.

      We walked through the front lobby. Miguel was behind the hotel desk, which had been transformed into a panel that looked a lot like the kind on planes. The manager was over in one of the chairs, his seatbelt on.

      Miguel said, “You’re too late.”

      He would have been right, but I had a magical sword. I pulled it and asked it to become itself and it changed from a pocketknife to its real state. I pointed it at Miguel. He pulled a gun and tried to shoot, but only got one shot off (which I blocked using the sword) before Olive turned it into a carrot.

      “Fall asleep,” I shouted, and pointed the sword at Miguel.

      The sword acted almost like a wand, enhancing my own powers of hypnosis.

      Miguel immediately dropped to the floor. Charles, hotel manager, brother of the mayor, was out of his chair asking what the meaning of this was.

      “Careful,” he said. “The hotel will protect me.”

      I walked toward him.

      “I’d like the book,” I said. “It belongs to the library.”

      “Stop him,” he shouted to the hotel.

      The hotel shook and a few paintings fell from the wall and one mirror broke, but that was all.

      “Seven years’ bad luck,” I said.

      I put the sword to his neck. I said, “The book. Now.”

      “I don’t have it,” he said.

      “Where is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you move the hotel?” I said.

      “Only Miguel can.”

      “Miguel’s waking up,” Olive said.

      “Call the mayor,” I said to Olive.

      “No,” the hotel manager said.

      I walked over to behind the front desk and pulled Miguel to his feet and shoved him over to the where the manager was sitting while Olive called the mayor. I pushed him down onto the sofa.

      “You tried to rob Tonga?” I said. “You got caught. You and Miguel. You had to have help.”

      “No help,” Miguel said. “I did what I had to do.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “The mayor’s on his way,” Olive said.

      “Tonga was drunk,” Miguel said. “He was very upset. We were just having drinks with him, but he was so drunk. He said the book was being delivered by some of his warriors. We weren’t planning to do anything.”

      “I left to attend to some work,” the manager said. “I wasn’t there when he was killed.”

      “You didn’t kill him by yourself,” I said, turning to Miguel. “You let an angel in, didn’t you?”

      “The book belongs with the angels,” Miguel said. “It is dangerous, full of evil, and must be destroyed. Only God can destroy it.”

      “You intended to give it to Gabriel all along,” I said. “That was your intention.”

      “It was God’s will,” he said.

      “So, he could take it back to heaven?”

      “There it has no power. It cannot corrupt in the holy world of heaven. But on earth it might do terrible harm. It had to be destroyed.”

      “You helped him kill Tonga and his bodyguards.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the manager?”

      “He is telling the truth. He had no idea what I was doing. He hoped to get the book himself.”

      “That’s a lie,” the manager said.

      The mayor came in and I got him up to speed with a short summary.

      “They’re both complicit in Tonga’s and the bodyguards’ death and in the theft of a library book,” I said.

      “You have no jurisdiction,” the manager said. “We are an inter-universal hotel. We are protected by inter-universal law.”

      “That’s true,” the mayor said. “The hotel travels to many places. It does not belong to one.”

      “We need to put them in jail.”

      “There’s no jail,” the manager said.

      “He’s right,” the mayor said. “We don’t have a jail.”

      “You will,” I said. I wasn’t entirely about this, but I was hopeful.

      The mayor agreed to lock them up, and we all left the hotel. I realized I was no closer to the book and maybe a lot farther away. How would I get it from heaven? How would I even get to heaven?

      I walked Olive toward her house.

      “What are you going to do now?’ she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

      A sudden howl pierced the night. It was a woman’s voice, several women’s voices. I swung around. Olive grabbed my arm.

      “Don’t you hear them,” I said.

      “No,” she said. “They don’t call to women. Only men.”

      “Just to the edge of the forest. Over there.” I couldn’t tell exactly where, though. The voices seemed to be all around us.

      “Those voices that are calling you,” she said, “are like the ones used to lure sailors to lethal wrecks on the rocks. Only they want to get you out into the forest. Never go out there when they call you.”

      “Why haven’t I heard them before?”

      “They just pass by every so often. It’s said they eat men’s souls. They travel around the mountain. Sometimes even to the flatlands. They’re always hungry.”

      “Lucky you are with me, I guess.”

      “You should learn the difference between a voice calling you to harm and one that needs help,” she said.

      “Not always so easy,” I said.

      We came to the corner where her house was. We stood there in silence for a moment. I wanted to embrace her, but I was afraid she might not want me to. I didn’t trust that she felt what I felt anymore.

      “I miss you,” I finally said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      There was a sadness to her face, her eyes. That didn’t bode well for me.

      “I miss you too,” she said. “But we can’t go back to the way things were.”

      “I know.”

      “I wish we could,” she whispered.

      She swung around and walked away quickly, and I let her. I should have run after her, tried something. But by the time I’d decided that I should, she had disappeared into her house.
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      In the morning I went to Olive’s house but not to see Olive. I went to see her father, the professor, who was also a zombie. I thought it was probably not wise to visit him at mealtimes (just to be on the safe side), but I needed to see him before I opened the library.

      Olive was at the café working the breakfast shift. The housekeeper said Professor Hanover was up and dressed and sitting in his study at his writing desk.

      “Says he’s writing, but if you ask me, he’s mostly staring out his window. Is that the way all writers write?”

      “From what I’ve read, seems so. It usually involves lots of looking out a window and then finding distractions on the internet or taking the dog for walks. They avoid writing most of the day and then do it frantically for an hour or two before they have a cocktail.”

      “Then he must be a writer. Writing his memoir, you know. Had a full life. I’ll say that much. I hear you had you a full life too.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said.

      “Son of Karl I hear.”

      “Doesn’t make me evil,” I said, a little defensively.

      “Son, I live in a house with a zombie. What’s more, I love the man or whatever he is. I don’t judge.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I hope you have a long life,” she said cryptically.

      I had to wonder if that meant a long life, as in many decades or as in weeks. That pool concerning how long I would go on as librarian was still going strong. I’d already outlasted most of the original guessers of my demise date. They could put that on my tombstone. He outlasted most of the original guessers of his demise date.

      I went down the hall to the professor’s office. I knocked on his door. He looked up like I’d woke him from a dream.

      “Hello, Son. Come in.”

      “Good morning, Professor,” I said.

      “Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t recognize you at first. It’s one of the side-effects of my condition. Sometimes I don’t recognize faces right away. Read this book once called The Man Who Mistook His Wife For A Hat. It was about brain injuries and diseases. I’m afraid my condition makes people’s faces look like different pieces of fruit when I first look at them sometimes. It’s most disconcerting.”

      “What was I?” I asked.

      “A Pineapple,” he said, “but now I see you clearly. What can I do for you, librarian?”

      “Have you heard about a book written by Karl called My Side of the Story.”

      “I have. I thought it was likely a myth. But it is possible. Why shouldn’t he write a book? Everyone else does.”

      “Can you tell me its history?”

      “I know it was much sought after in the Middle Ages. I know it was thought to make fun of God. It’s supposed to be very clever.”

      “What do you think the effect would be if it were published?”

      “I can’t say,” he said. “I’d have to read the book. I seem to remember an article that speculated the book was a kind of anti-bible bible. It could be very effective, especially in the divided times we live in.”

      Then I asked him what I’d come to ask him. I cleared my throat. “How can I get back your daughter’s affections?”

      “I think you might be talking to the wrong person, Son.”

      “Did she tell you what I did?”

      “As I recall, she said you thought she might have poisoned your tea?”

      “Well, I knew she’d poisoned the librarian, and I was the investigator of that crime, so I suspected her of using poison already. It made me a little nervous is all. But that’s no excuse.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “Seems a legitimate concern, given the situation. To be fair, she did poison Barry.”

      “Still, I should have trusted her. We had something going, some connection, and I should have known she wouldn’t poison me. I’ve seen a lot of betrayal in my life. Living on the road. Helping people solve mysteries. Even before that, in foster care. I’ve seen people at their worst. I guess it’s made me a little cynical about relationships.”

      “Given that she poisoned Barry, even though she didn’t mean to kill him, some folks might say you had good reason not to trust her. But love isn’t logical. It has its own rules. I’m afraid my daughter might not be able to forgive you.”

      “Isn’t there anything I can do?”

      “When Olive’s mother and I were together, I found groveling sometimes worked.”

      “I tried that,” I said. “But maybe not enough. I could probably carry it farther.”

      He considered this for a moment before speaking. “Did you tell her what you just told me?”

      “Not in so many words,” I said.

      “Tell her,” he said.

      He walked me to the front door.

      I thanked him. Maybe there was a chance to make things right. As I opened it, he added, “Don’t forget to try groveling if the heart-to-heart doesn’t work.”
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      I went back to the library. It was nine. I opened the doors. No one came in, not even the government man, until ten o’clock when Lord Blackstone stumbled through the library door, shouting, “I’ve been stabbed.”

      He staggered to the sofa in the living room. I looked him over and sure enough, there was blood soaking his shirt in the abdomen area. He was holding the wound with both hands, grimacing in pain.

      “Get Doc,” he whispered.

      It seemed the right thing to do. I ran out of the library, but after about a block, I became suspicious of the blood which, now that I thought about it, hadn’t been spreading over the shirt so much as had been spread. Something about the wound struck me as off. And why come to me? Lord Blackstone wouldn’t ask for my help unless I was the last person in town and maybe not even then. I had taken the librarian job he wanted so badly and arrested and jailed his wife. We were natural enemies as he was on the side of evil and I was not, though maybe this was a simplification of our positions.

      Why come to me for help?

      I ran back. He wasn’t dying on the sofa in the library living room anymore. He wasn’t in any of the rooms on the first floor, all filled with books, even the kitchen and the bathrooms. I had an idea where he’d be. Sure enough, I found him in the basement, trying to get into my apartment. He was casting magic spells while swinging his wand, a black one made from the ancient, haunted woods that surrounded the town. There were white symbols on it. When he saw me, he pointed his wand at me. He whispered something. It sounded like poetry. “In peace there’s nothing, so becomes a man as a modest stillness and humility.”

      I couldn’t move. I tried, but my body was frozen in place. I tried to lift a foot, swing an arm, nothing would move.

      “I need you to let me into the famous Collection of Curiosities Barry talked about so much,” Lord Blackstone said.

      “Why?” I said. At least I could move my tongue.

      “Not that it’s any of your concern,” he said, “but I’ve got to get the time machine Barry told me was in here. I will not lose my daughter, too.”

      “Who else have you lost?”

      “My wife, of course.”

      “You haven’t lost your wife. She’s in hiding. Big difference.”

      “I lost her a long time ago,” he said, brushing the thought away with a flip of his hand. “Now Deadeye has convinced my daughter I could help her leave town, but won’t. He’s the only one who will. He’s turned her against me.”

      “Which is what evil demons do,” I said.

      “He’s a bastard,” he said, admiringly. “I do have to give him that, but I’m going to get the machine and take her down the mountain. That’s how he did it, you know, Barry. He’d set it for a few minutes in the past and jet to Las Vegas and lose all the money he’d earned, stolen, and blackmailed to get. A true degenerate gambler. He did have some very bad qualities. I couldn’t help but like the man.”

      “The machine won’t work for you,” I said. Complete bluff. I had no idea how it worked.

      “I think it will. He told me how to use it. Now, let me in or I’ll be forced to use some poetry to cause your fingers to fall off. As entertaining as that would be, I don’t have any time to waste. Deadeye has just about convinced the teenagers to do something really stupid and I still haven’t figured out what.”

      “Kill me,” I said.

      “OK,” he said. “Not that stupid after all, but still, I can’t have him turn my daughter against me.”

      “He’s done a lot of damage,” I said. “I think this might be an enemy of my enemy is my friend situation. Or an ally, at least. Maybe I can help you.”

      “Help me by opening your apartment door and then open the entry to the collection. That’s how you can help me.”

      I could have tried hypnosis, but he was ready with that wand and keyed up and attentive. No doubt he had protections. He’d probably take away my voice. Best to find the exact right moment if I was going to try using a suggestion.

      “All right,” I said, “but you’re making a mistake.”

      “My mistake,” he said.

      He released me, but I noticed he kept his wand in a ready position. I opened my apartment door and walked him to the bookcase that opened to the Collection of Curiosities. I pulled out the book that needed pulling out, and the bookcase slid open and revealed the entry. He stepped in to the cave and the collection and looked down the row of chambers as they lit up, all filled with curiosities. He said, “Most impressive. What wonders must be down here.”

      “Centuries of collecting,” I said.

      “And my guess is that you haven’t even explored it yet.”

      “It’s a big collection.”

      “The time machine is several rooms down Barry said. I’m told it’s been here for a century. Word got to the librarian back then that a machine had been invented that could allow a man to travel through time. He went to wherever the inventor was and got the machine. Rumor is he had to kill the man to get it. Now that’s a librarian. A man of action.”

      Yet another job for the librarian. Murderer and thief. If I had known how much the job entailed, I might have passed on the job offer. 

      Lord Blackstone waved his wand and said, “Bound him tight and hold him still and if he struggles, do the kill.”

      He used his wand, and a focused wind pushed me back out of the collection and slammed the bookcase shut.

      The spell held me tight, like ropes wrapped around me from neck to ankles. Every time I struggled, the invisible ropes tightened a little more, digging into my skin. Sweat beaded on my forehead from the strain. I struggled for a breath. I had to stop struggling. One more movement to gain freedom and I might be crushed by the invisible binding. I kept still except for my labored breathing.

      Instead, I imagined the spell was a person and asked it in my suggestive hypnotic voice to set me free. I did it three times. Something snapped, and a light flashed white in front of me. I’d never been able to affect non-sentient beings before, but the spell was broken and I had broken it. Maybe because I was in the library and the library gave more power to the librarian here. Maybe my power was growing or the boost of the librarian ring helped. Whatever it was, I was free, and I was pissed.

      I tried to open the bookcase, and it wouldn’t open. A spell, no doubt. I asked the library to open the bookcase, and it swung open. Blackstone was powerful. I knew I was no match for Lord Blackstone. But this was my library, and he was in it. Though he would have many magic spells, he could use to defeat me, kill me even, I would have the library. I pulled out the pocketknife and changed it to a sword and hurried toward Blackstone. I sensed him, his rage.

      I found him in the third chamber trying to get the time machine to start. I heard something that sounded like an engine turn over. It caught for a second and then sputtered and died.

      When he saw me, his face twisted with rage. He hurled spell after spell at me. “The gloomy shade of death.” “What ugly sights of death within mine eyes.” “Dream on, dream on, of bloody deeds of death.” “So shall thou feed on Death, that feeds on men.” I blocked each one with my sword, the hilt absorbing the magical energy. The air became thick with the smell of smoke, but I saw no smoke.

      I moved forward. I heard the Lord grumbling as he tried a spell designed to expel the sword from me to him. I knew he’d kill me if he got the sword. I pointed the sword at him and asked the sword to shoot all the magical energy it had absorbed back at Lord Blackstone. All that magical energy rushed toward him like a lit fuse until it reached him and exploded. It threw him out of the time machine and up against the stone wall twenty feet away. He was so still I thought he might be dead, but he was only unconscious. I carried him out of the collection and through my apartment, into the library and up to the second floor reserved for only librarians.

      I asked the books to hold him in place. According to former librarians, the books in the magic section of the library’s second floor could bind even a powerful magician.

      I woke him with a splash of water from the watering can I used to water the plants. So far, I hadn’t killed the four of them in the library, which was a record for me. The plants always seemed to perk up when I watered them. Lord Blackstone did not. He swore and his eyes were murderous.

      “Let me go at once,” he ordered. He tried to break free of the books’ spells.

      I could feel the surrounding books exerting the power of the word and Lord Blackstone struggling to get free and failing.

      “Maybe it’s time to reevaluate your situation,” I said

      “You can’t hold me forever,” he said.

      “Me?” I said. “No. But as librarian, I can put you in a book of my choosing and you will be in there as long as the book is willing to keep you. I would choose a book that would keep you for a long, long time.”

      “I’ve never heard of this ability.”

      Because I just made it up, I didn’t say. Instead, I said, “We librarians aren’t supposed to talk about it. I was thinking of Dostoevsky Crime and Punishment or maybe The Inferno.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “You know you can’t use the time machine, right? It’s got some special setting so that only librarians can use it. That’s why it wouldn’t start for you. I could take someone to Las Vegas or wherever if I wanted to.”

      He stopped struggling. “What do you want?”

      “Cousin Deadeye is destroying this town. I need you to help me get rid of him.”

      “I would love to kill the demon, but he can’t be killed.”

      “That’s probably true, but he can be deported. We can force him out of town and the town will make it impossible for him to come back. It expelled the angel Gabriel. If it can keep out an angel, it can keep out Deadeye”

      “How do we do we expel him?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “What’s that mean? I don’t have much time. Deadeye is poisoning Diana against me. I can’t lose her.”

      “We’ll need the town to help us.”

      “The people of this town can’t get united on anything.”

      “You might be surprised,” I said.

      I had my doubts, but I tried not to show them. Maybe we’d both be surprised.

      I let him go and he left.
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      The government man came in wearing a new suit and went over to the sofa and picked up the paper without saying a word to me.

      I went up to the second floor and browsed books written by librarians in the librarian section on the second floor. I looked at one written by a librarian from the 1890s who lasted nearly six years before being mauled by a bear on a walk in the woods. First, a walk in the haunted woods was never a great idea. Second, my guess was that the bear was more than just a bear. It had been stealing children from the town. So back in the 1890s, there had been children here. That was interesting. Why no children now?

      I was passing the time trying not to think about Olive, but as soon as I admitted this, I couldn’t stop thinking about her again. I might as well face it. I loved her. There was no getting out of it now. I was in deep. Quick sand. I was sinking fast.

      But maybe she didn’t feel the same way. Maybe she’d liked me but had never been that into me. Maybe the problem wasn’t what I had done or not done. My not trusting her had just made her realize I wasn’t what she wanted, what she was looking for. If that was the case, I couldn’t talk her into giving us a second chance. There was no us. There had never been an and never would be an us. There had just been a me making up something between us that wasn’t there. At least not for her.

      I needed to know. That was all there was to it.

      At eleven, I went over to the café. It wasn’t busy yet. Lucy was at the hostess station and Olive was probably in the back.

      “You look like you have something to say,” Lucy said when I came in.

      “I do,” I said.

      “You know you’ll only get one chance at this,” she said. “You sure you’re ready?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “All right then.”

      She shouted for Olive and she came through the swinging kitchen doors; when she saw me, she stopped abruptly.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Lucy.

      “This young man has come to talk to you, and I want you to go for a walk with him and talk back.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “I’m not finished setting up. People will be coming in soon and—”

      “Olive,” she said. “You know I love you like a daughter, but you can be stubborn as a mule. Now, I’m not asking. You go take a walk with this boy and me and Cook will take care of my café. Do it now.”

      “But—”

      She froze. Whatever words she was going to follow with remained unsaid because Lucy’s eyes had got hard and small as bullets.

      “Yes Ma’am,” she said.

      We walked into the park. It was windy. Olive’s long hair fell over her face and she brushed it back. The sun shone above; casting rays of light that made the park seem to glow. The grass was a deep green, and the trees were full of life. It was a beautiful day, but I could feel a tension in my chest. 

      The night before, it almost felt like we were close to some kind of reconciliation, and I’d let it pass without finding out one way or another how she felt about me. This time, I wasn’t going to let that happen. I needed to hear something from her. I needed to have at least some idea if there was a chance we could move on.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I could feel my throat tightening as I tried to swallow the lump that had formed there. “I’m sorry for not trusting you, for messing this up.”

      “If you’d talked to me—”

      “I know. I should have. I know that now.”

      Olive sighed, her eyes still staring into mine. “I have to trust the man I let into my life. And I have to be trusted by him. No matter what.”

      “It’s like I told your father,” I said, “the life I’ve led, it’s made me distrustful of just about everyone.”

      “The life you chose, right? Traveling, helping people, like you’re a Witcher.”

      “I hadn’t really thought of it that way,” I said. “I like thinking of it that way.”

      “You are.”

      “Probably not. The monsters I meet are mostly human, but nice of you to say. To be honest, the whole distrust thing probably goes back even further. Foster homes and orphanages were my childhood. There were a lot of people to distrust. When I suspected you of poisoning the librarian—”

      “I understand that what I did made it hard to trust me. You have to know that I never would have done it if I’d had any idea Lady Blackstone messed with the dose. It’s no excuse but—” 

      “I know.” 

      “If you’d talked to me,” she said, “I would have told you. I would have tried to explain. You should have given me the chance.”

      “I should have.”

      “I don’t think I can do this,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      We walked on in silence and I began to think maybe I couldn’t do it either. Everything was slipping away as sat on the bench and I decided to follow her father’s advice.

      “I think you know there’s something here and we shouldn’t let it slip away. We shouldn’t. What I mean is we could move on and I guess we’d both be OK. But we’d miss something. And it’s something we won’t ever get back. That’s all. Your father said I should grovel, but I guess I only have this to say. We would miss something and that something could be great. It really could be. Seems to me that’s something worth risking.”

      “You talked to my father?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “You said it was like you told my father. You talked to him.”

      “Yeah.”

      She thought about this for a few seconds.

      “Give me a little time to think it over?” she said.

      “Of course.”

      “I’d better get back. The truth is, Lucy is a great boss and a great café owner, but she’s a crappy waitress. Brings people the wrong food. Spends too much time talking and not enough getting people their food when it’s hot. She’s awful. Never tell her I said that.”

      “Promise,” I said.

      She hurried off to the café.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I went out into the square and walked toward the hotel. It wasn’t there. I stormed over to the mayor’s office.

      “You let them go?”

      “I had to,” he said. “Neither of them were involved in the killings. An angel did it all. The hotel got a request from Istanbul. I told them to take the request. Look, the law up here isn’t like down below. We find someone guilty of a crime. We hang them or fine them, depending on the crime. We don’t have a prison system. You want to fine Charles and Miguel, fine with me. We don’t have to hold them for that.”

      The mayor was having a meeting with two women and one man. They all looked at me with uneasy faces.

      “Meet the town council,” the mayor said. He said their names and introduced me as the librarian. I didn’t pay attention to the names. Then I looked at them again.

      “Why haven’t I heard there’s a town council before?” I said.

      He sighed. “Let’s step into my office.” He looked at the others. “Excuse us for just a moment.”

      “What’s going on here?” I said.

      “They just showed up this morning,” the mayor said calmly.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sometimes things like this happen in Eden.”

      I looked back over at the three people in the next room. They didn’t look familiar to me.

      “They weren’t in town before?”

      “To the best of my knowledge, no.”

      “What were their names again?”

      “Carrie-Ann, Luce, and Henry.”

      “So, they just wandered in?”

      “Not according to them,” he said. “They’ve been here all along.”

      I sort of wanted to know more and I sort of didn’t. Anyway, my focus needed to be on the hotel. I didn’t like the underhanded way the mayor decided to let his brother and Miguel off.

      “Get the hotel back,” I said. “I want to talk to Miguel.”

      “Afraid I can’t do that.”

      “I’m afraid you have to. Today it’s three members of the town council. Tomorrow it will be six and the next day twelve.”

      He eyed me closely. “You did this?”

      “We won’t even need a mayor before long there will be so many council members.”

      “They didn’t murder Tonga. The angel did. Holding them wasn’t going to do anyone any good.”

      “Six, twelve, twenty-four.”

      “How’d you do it?”

      “The library,” I said. “I need the hotel back. I need Miguel and I need the hotel.”

      He tried to stare me down. His jaw clenched as he leaned toward me. “Fine.”

      “By tonight,” I said.

      “I’ll have them back by tonight,” he promised.

      “I’m going to need something else from you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Something you should want to do, anyway. Help me get rid of Deadeye before he destroys this town.”

      “He’s a very powerful demon,” he said.

       “I’m giving you a chance to do the right thing and get away with a list of crimes that I could, you know, list if you want. If we were anywhere else, you’d probably go to prison”

      “I honestly don’t know what I can do,” he said.

      “I do,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      That night I went to a meeting of the Dark Arts Society at The Bar. Deadeye was already speaking when I came in. Lord Blackstone and the mayor were both sitting on the little stage where bands or sometimes a single performer played.

      There was a crowd of forty, which was significant given the town had slightly less than two-hundred people. I saw Olive and her father in the crowd. I was a little surprised to see them there at a Dark Arts Society meeting. Some of the people in the crowd I had never seen before. There were at least two vampires sitting in a row, several witches, and a scattering of other creatures that weren’t exactly human but who I wasn’t exactly sure about what they were. I had begun to think that nearly everyone in Eden was not exactly human.

      Deadeye told a joke. “Two pale vampires with good hair and an aristocratic bearing walked into a bar. The customers couldn’t help but stare. It wasn’t every day that bloodsuckers with such impeccable grooming graced their presence. The first vampire sauntered up to the bartender and asked for a Bloody Mary, while the second simply requested a glass of O positive.

      “As they sipped their drinks, the first vampire turned to the second and said, ‘You know, I heard a great joke the other day. Why did Dracula go to art school? To learn how to draw blood!’

      “The second vampire rolled his eyes and took another sip of his O.”

      The crowd groaned appropriately. Then Deadeye launched into a rousing speech about The End of Days and the coming battle of Armageddon and how Eden would be on the front lines when war came.

      I was not inspired.

      I made my way to the back of the room. A few nodded a greeting my way, and a few frowned at my presence. Deadeye told them that we had a guest in our midst.

      “He is one of Lucifer’s sons, but he goes against his nature. It’s a shame. He’s afraid to be what he is. None of us here are afraid. You are members of the Dark Arts because you feel the need to be dark. You will be welcome in Hell when the time comes. And don’t think it is all bad. I have some brochures I left on the bar. There are parts of Hell that are quite beautiful. Those are where the Chosen live.”

      First, I’d never heard of these beautiful parts.

      I felt like I didn’t have much choice but to answer his charges. “I’m not afraid, but I’m not on the side of chaos and destruction like you. Look what you’ve done here in Eden. Breaking up marriages and families and turning friend against friend. That’s not Dark Arts. That’s just evil, for evil’s sake.”

      “And what, I say, is wrong with that?”

      Some agreed with him, but some didn’t. Most stayed silent, not showing how they felt one way or another.

      “Excuse me,” Olive said. “But I don’t think Dark Arts means you go around destroying a town. That’s not what I think of when I think of Dark Arts.”

      “Then you aren’t Dark Arts,” Deadeye said, his face red and his eyes full of hate. He looked ready to jump off the stage and rip her heart out. I was ready to jump between them and take that demon down. I felt rage fill me. “I am Dark Arts.”

      “Hmm,” said Mrs. Wilson, an old witch who, it was said, had once been burned at the stake though managed to survive because the flames turned into bubbles before she perished. Her arms had been badly burned, though, and she still had the scars. “I have to agree with Olive. I’m all for the Dark Arts and communing, you know, with evil spirts as long as they don’t take the evil part too seriously. We can feel the darkness in the universe and still do good things along with the bad things. A little good and a little bad is my motto.”

      I thought she was winning over the crowd. More voices agreed with her.

      “The world is full of gray,” I said.

      “Black and white,” Deadeye said. “There is only black and white. We are the black.”

       Deadeye spoke with an authoritative voice as his majestic black wings unfolded, stretching out with a powerful grace. They were wide and imposing. His words seemed to echo off of them.

      “Are you with the librarian?” he asked the crowd. “or are you with me? Do you wish to see me run out-of-town like some criminal? I am a Duke of Hell. I hope to see many of you there some day. Ask me to stay.”

      The crowd began to argue. About half thought he should be allowed to do what they called the devil’s work and about half said he should be expelled from town. It looked as if a fight was about to break out, and I walked up front to the little stage and stood on the left side, away from Deadeye.

      The mayor and Lord Blackstone got up and stood beside me and the crowd, noticing us, stopped arguing to watch.

      “Three against one,” Deadeye said. “Help me townspeople. Follow me and I will lead you to Armageddon.”

      “The town doesn’t like Deadeye,” I said. “The town wants him gone.”

      “What?” he said. “What’s this about the town? I am a Duke of Hell. If I wanted, I could burn this town to the ground with a flick of my hand.”

      “Could you?” I said.

      “This town isn’t what you think it is?”

      “What do I think?”

      “It’s not your sanctuary, Satan’s Spawn. Not yours.”

      The whole crowd, with the few exceptions always there, changed direction. He was attacking the town. Their town. He was telling them the town didn’t matter, but the town was their home. There was great power in that.

      “Now you should leave,” I said, “before we make you.”

      “I will turn the three of you to dust,” Deadeye said.

      He was beside himself then, his anger so thick you could smell it in the air. It smelled like bad eggs. It crackled like thunder.

      The church bells rang in the tower; seconds later, the square filled with townspeople all walking toward the bar.

      Deadeye turned to me.

      “You’ve done this somehow,” he said.

      Maybe the Dark Arts meeting attendees had been split — half for and half against, but the town’s other inhabitants would be against him and there were far more of them than in the meeting.

      “You insulted the town,” I said.

      I could see he was about to do some dark magic. But then he felt something. Maybe he felt the town or just thought the crowd coming toward him was threatening, even to an angel. An uneasiness passed over his face. Then he got that look he’d had earlier, the look I recognized as one Karl often had, the know something you don’t look.

      “This doesn’t matter,” he said. “Keep this town and these few souls. It doesn’t matter at all. I’ve got a meeting with an angel to keep. You’ll seen soon enough that you should have joined me. You’ll wish you had.”

      He disappeared in that admittedly impressive purple smoke.

      That look. That look of superiority and certainty that he was holding a winning hand. What did it mean?

      “The book isn’t in heaven,” I said to myself. No one was near enough to hear.

      “We’ve won,” the mayor said, slapping me on the back. “I can’t believe that worked.”

      The crowd formed a line at the door. They were there for their free turkey and a bottle of whiskey to celebrate Eden Independence Day. The mayor had sent out flyers to everyone in town through his youth organization. No one had heard of Eden Independence Day before that day because it hadn’t existed, but they were more than willing to celebrate with a free turkey and bottle of good whiskey. Lord Blackstone was footing the bill.

      The three of us grinned at one another and the mayor laughed his best loud laugh.

      “Son of a Gun,” he said. “Son of a Gun.”

      “He won’t be allowed back in,” I said. “He insulted the town. It won’t forget. The townspeople won’t either.”

      “Played perfectly,” the mayor said.

      The crowd milled around in the bar and seemed unwilling to go. A lot of frozen turkeys were resting on tables. All the tables had people at them or standing beside them. Someone put some coins in the jukebox and an old blues song played.

      Some people were still giving other people suspicious looks. That was what someone like Deadeye created, that lack of trust, that anxiety. He was good at it. Most demons were.

      “You owe my daughter a ride through time,” Lord Blackstone said.

      “They just want to go off the mountain,” I said. “No need to go far in the past or future, right?”

      “Your choice. She just has to know I came through for her.”

      Olive and her father came over to where I was talking to the mayor and Lord Blackstone.

      “What was that all about?” Olive said.

      “They helped me get rid of Deadeye. They want what was promised in return.”

      “What did you promise?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Nothing much anyway. Never mind. Deadeye is gone. Celebrate the win.”

      The truth was, I didn’t feel much like celebrating. There was still the end of the world hanging over us all—all of us. The whole frigging world of humankind.

      “Deadeye was a virus,” Olive said. “You got rid of him. That makes you a hero.”

      “I had some help.”

      The line getting their frozen turkeys and their bottle of whiskey was down to five. It had cost Lord Blackstone a small fortune to fly the frozen turkeys in, but he didn’t seem too unhappy about it. He was across the room talking to his daughter and, for once, they didn’t look like they were about to have a duel.

      “Well,” the professor said. “It’s been an interesting evening.”

      “That kind of seems the norm here in Eden,” I said.

      “Would you say that Karl is as bad as they say he is?” the professor asked. I could see it was a question he’d been wanting to ask me.

      “He claims he’s the victim of bad press.”

      “Always a possibility.”

      “But Deadeye is one of his top demons,” I said. “That says something.”

      “A wise man said look for the best in people but expect the worst,” the professor said. “I suppose that includes fallen angels.”

      “So,” Olive said. “Are you really the antichrist, then?”

      “The jury is still out on that,” I said.

      The professor said he was going to walk home. He was starting to feel a little hungry, and he thought he might have a snack before going to bed. “I think I still have a few fingers left.”

      “I saw one in the vegetable drawer,” Olive said.

      “What’s it doing in the vegetable drawer?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” she said.

      He shook his head. “Was it a pinky?”

      “It was.”

      “Still. Should be in the meat drawer.”

      “My thinking,” she said.

      “You stay, Honey,” he said, and he kissed her on the cheek.

      “Maybe a bit longer,” Olive said.

      The professor left. A couple of Edenites shouted over “Well done” and “Good job” to me. The townspeople were in a good mood. It felt like we’d won something.

      “Let’s walk over to the garden,” I said to Olive.

      I didn’t think I was going to have a better chance than tonight to convince her that we shouldn’t give up on what we’d started.

      “Garden?”

      “I mean park.”

      We walked over. People were outside on the sidewalk and many said they hoped I stuck around for a while. The town needed me. The night had cooled and there was a moisture to the air that hadn’t been there before. I thought I needed the town more than it needed me.

      “That was a good thing you did,” she said.

      “I was surprised to see you and your father at a Dark Arts meeting.”

      “He’s a zombie,” she said.

      “A civilized zombie.”

      “You haven’t seen him when he gets hungry. He gets a look in his eyes. I don’t blame him. He can’t help it, but I think he starts to see me like a big fat turkey.”

      “My experience has been that old people really get into their meals,” I said.

      I told her I’d once tried to solve a murder in an assisted living home. At first I’d thought it was the husband because it is usually the husband. His wife was younger, seventy-nine to his ninety-two, and he had complained to anyone who would listen about her cheating on him with one of the orderlies who was only twenty-nine.

      “When it turned out to be true, I was even more suspicious of the old man,” I said.

      “Wait,” Olive said. “She was having sex with a twenty-nine-year-old?”

      “They were about as May-December as you could get,” I said.

      “So he killed her because he was jealous?”

      “No, it turned out to be an eighty-four-year-old woman who killed her because she cut in line for dinner. They both used walkers, but the murdered woman’s husband was in a wheelchair, so they were allowed to eat first and took the last table. The murderess had to wait for a table to open up and it took almost a half-hour. She was furious.”

      “So she killed her because she had to wait an extra half-hour to eat?”

      “Stabbed her with a knitting needle.”

      We sat down on the bench. We were very close. I could smell her perfume. Watermelon. I noticed the moon. Why hadn’t I noticed the moon before? It was full.

      “Was the moon full last night?” I said. “I thought it was one of those sliver moons.”

      “It was full last night, I think,” she said. “But the night before, it was missing. And here it is tonight. Things aren’t the same on the mountain as down below in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “I have,” I said.

      “It has its secrets,” she said.

      “Sometimes I think this mountain might be metaphorical.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s only a mountain because we think it’s a mountain. It could be something else.”

      “Better avoid thinking snake pit then,” she said.

      “Maybe we’re in a town on a cloud or a town on another planet. Some place where there is no Armageddon to worry about.”

      “Deadeye sounded pretty confident we’d be involved.”

      “He did, didn’t he?”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means he has something he thinks is going to make his defeat in our town mean very little. I need to talk to Miguel. I need that hotel back so I can ask him a few questions and get a ride.”

      “The mayor owns the hotel.”

      “I know,” I said. “I talked to him.”

      We were sitting very close, and I was aware of her leg and my leg touching and I leaned over and kissed her. It just kind of happened. I didn’t plan it. I felt her lips press softly against mine. Tender at first and then harder. We keep kissing. I could feel her warm breath. My arms moved around her as she turned toward me and we held each other close. She felt soft and alive and I didn’t care about anything but her in that moment. Everything else slipped away.

      We went on kissing for a few minutes. I could have lived in those few minutes forever. She pulled back a little.

      “OK,” she said.

      “OK?”

      “Friends again,” she said.

      “OK, then,” I said.

      We kissed some more.

      I walked her home. We held hands. We kissed again in front of her house, holding each other close. We said goodnight and kissed some more and then said goodnight to each other again.

       I walked over to the library. My feet felt like they weren’t touching the ground. I smiled to myself. It had been a good night.

      I was coming up the stairs. I was on the top one when he jumped out of the moon shadows on the porch.

      “Mocking man,” I said.

      “Mocking man,” he mocked. “You won’t refuse me this time. I’ve got knives. Big ones. What they called Bowie knives. Named after the great singer.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “I don’t think so,” he mocked. “Heroes, Space Oddity, Starman. You don’t count those as classics? They’ll be here when you’re an old man in bed wearing diapers.”

      “No,” I said “He’s a great singer. The knife wasn’t named after him. Named after Jim Bowie, who fought and died at the Alamo. It was his knife.”

      He tossed me one of the huge knives.

      “Now we’ll have it out,” he said.

      “I love her,” I said.

      “You do?” he said.

      “And she loves me.”

      “She does? Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure about my part. I’m pretty sure about her side, too. We just kissed in the moonlight.”

      “That ruins everything,” he said.

      “How?”

      “How?” he mocked. “Can’t kill a man in love. It’s a lumberjack rule. It’s a rare thing, you know. Looks like I’ve waited around for nothing, but I warn you, if you treat her badly, I’ll split your skull wide open.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      “Give me back my knife.”

      I threw it to him. He walked off whistling in the moonlight.
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      I was looking forward to crawling into bed and getting a good night’s sleep, but when I looked over at the square, I saw the hotel was back and I knew what I had to do. I thought about that look on Deadeye’s face. I still had a bad feeling about that look, even after forcing him out of town. It wasn’t just that he was an enemy that I knew would be a danger in the future. It was something more specific. I was walking toward the square when Olive came running toward me.

      “I saw the hotel was back,” she said. “I was coming to tell you.”

      “I saw too,” I said.

      “You’re going to try to use it, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      The mayor was walking up to the hotel as we were.

      “All right,” he said. “It’s here. Now what?”

      “We have a little talk with Miguel.”

      We went into the hotel and the lobby and I insisted we all sit in the main living room area. I had Miguel sit in a chair and the mayor and his brother on the sofa and Olive in a chair. I walked around. I asked Miguel questions about Gabriel and about what happened in the room. He kept saying the same thing. He and Gabriel had gotten into a fight with Tonga and his bodyguards, but he hadn’t killed anyone. Gabriel killed them all.

       I paced back and forth in front of him and I did it in a rhythmic way, so it was like a pendulum, back and forth and back and forth. When I thought I had him, I put a hand on his shoulder, softly, and I said, “I know you are a good Christian and I know you believe your lie is for the good of God, but it isn’t. God is being betrayed. Gabriel is betraying him.”

      “He is an angel,” he said. “He is one of god’s chosen. He would not betray him.”

      “Like Lucifer and his followers wouldn’t? Tell me the truth now.”

      “He wouldn’t.”

      “Tell me the truth now.”

      And he finally did.

      “You know where they’re meeting?”

      “Purgatory,” he said.

      “Purgatory, Texas?”

      “The other one.”

      “Maine. Is there one in Maine?”

      “The original Purgatory. The one between heaven and hell.”

      “Where is it?”

      “On this mountain.”

      I turned to Olive. “Metaphorical mountain.” Then I turned to Miguel. “What time are they meeting?”

      He tried to say he didn’t know, but he gave that up after two repeat questions. “Midnight.”

      It was ten minutes before midnight.

      “Miguel,” the mayor said. “Take us to Purgatory.”

      Miguel put on a leather helmet. He walked over to the front desk and got behind it. He pressed something, and a panel flipped up. It looked like one used to fly a plane, ship, or spaceship. He flipped switches and pressed buttons and after a minute or two said, “Please take your seats.”

      The manager told us to each take a chair and buckle the seatbelts. They weren’t necessary. The ride was smooth and quiet. The engine grumbled when we lifted off. About three minutes later, we landed, and Miguel announced we had arrived in Purgatory.

      The mayor turned to me as he undid his seatbelt. “I hope you know what you’re doing,”

      We all undid our seatbelts and stood.

      “Me too,” I said.

      “That’s not exactly encouraging,” Olive said.

      “I think we may all need a drink,” the mayor said. “Let’s go next door.”

      “Is that wise?” his brother said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” the mayor said. “None of this is wise.”

      “Maybe he’s right,” Olive said. “We should keep clear heads.”

      “It’s called Ric’s, which looks like the bar in Casa Blanca.”

      “We’ve got to go,” I said, looking at Miguel. I’d been watching him. He was careful at hiding his worry, but he had a tell. A faint one. His body tensed. “Miguel thinks they’re over in the bar.”

      The mayor turned to Miguel. “Is that true?”

      “He’s a tracker, isn’t he?” I said.

      No one had to say. Miguel’s reaction was enough.

      “You can’t do anything here,” Miguel said. “This is Purgatory. You do something here, you will never leave. We shouldn’t even be here.”

      Stepping out of the hotel was like stepping out onto a busy New York City street. It was alive with moving bodies. It was the same great assortment and variety as New York, but added was a variation of dress. Some looked like they were wearing clothes from other ages and faraway places in time and space. Some looked like they could be on any city street in America.

       Looking more closely, I saw anxious faces, probably thinking of ways to convince God or St. Peter or whoever was in charge of promotion and demotion from purgatory that they deserved a place up above in heaven rather than down below in hell. I saw other people lurking in the shadows, dark figures, their beady eyes darting warily from side to side. They seemed like they were desperate for some kind of score — drugs or something else. They were not looking for heaven. Maybe they were looking to put off going to hell, but that was the best they hoped for. I’d guess their lives were not much different from what they’d been on earth.

      “I’ve heard of this place,” Olive said. “I didn’t think it really existed.”

      “The town, if it can be called that, has millions of people waiting,” the mayor said. “No one knows exactly how many, but here they wait for the judgment. Some of them are here for decades, a few centuries. Most go one way or the other within a few years.”

      We pushed through the crowd to the bar next door and followed the mayor into Ric’s. It did look a lot like I remembered the bar from the classic movie. Dimly lit with the warm and intimate light of candle lamps. The wooden tables and chairs shined to a glossy sheen. A vintage bar at one end, and on the wall behind it floor to ceiling mahogany shelves stocked with fine wines and spirits. An old Black man played “As Time Goes By” on a piano in the corner while couples leaned close to one another in intimate conversations at the small tables.

      A small chubby man in a tuxedo standing behind a host stand said, “Table for three, Monsieur?”

      “Yes, thank you,” the mayor said.

      The host led us back through the crowd. They were mostly dressed in evening clothes from an earlier time. The women in long dresses and the men in suits and ties.

      “I feel a little underdressed,” Olive said.

      “Me too,” I said.

      We were put at a table in the middle of things. I looked around and it felt like I was in another world, maybe because I was in another world.

      “Have a drink,” the mayor said.

      “How about martinis?” I said to Olive.

      It seemed appropriate.

      “Three martinis,” the mayor said to the waiter.

      “Over there,” the mayor said. “That table, you see?”

      I looked. I tried to see with my third eye. I saw.

      “Gabriel,” I said, “and two other white-winged angels. The other two at the tables are demons.”

      “Not just any demons,” the mayor said. “One of them is our own Deadeye, and the other is, I believe, Asmodeus. Fallen Angels.”

      Asmodeus’s body was human-like. His jet-black wings protruded from his back, feathers darker than the night sky. Despite their dark color, the feathers seemed to shimmer as if coated in stardust.

      “I wonder if Karl knows they’re here?” I said, and I thought that he didn’t. “Or God.”

      And I thought he didn’t either. This meeting was not sanctioned by heaven or hell.

      “Can you see the others?” he asked me

      The mayor had a third eye. Had to.

      “I don’t see anything,” Olive said.

      The mayor said, “You’ll have to have the sight. Our librarian does.”

      Around the room, little pools of faint dark red light. There must be over a dozen around the room. Demons, monsters, of all kinds. All from hell.

      “Supernaturals?” I said.

      Our martinis were served.

      “How is it possible we’re here?” Olive said.

      “The hotel allows us to be here,” the mayor said. “We have a contract with heaven. We sometimes transport souls from earth here.”

      “Who are you?” I said.

      He took a drink of his martini. “I’m the mayor of Eden, of course.”

      “What’s going on here?” Olive said. “Why are demons and angels having drinks in purgatory?”

      “That’s the question,” I said. “I think I’m going to go say hi.”

      “Not a good idea,” the mayor said.

      I downed my drink. “Of course, it’s not.”

      “Wait,” Olive said. “Why? Why would you do that?”

      “Stir things up.”

      “Not a good idea,” the mayor said.

      “Poke the wasps’ nest with a stick,” I said.

      “Never a good idea,” the mayor said.

      Olive sat back in her chair. She nodded.

      “Go on then,” she said.

      “They’re here because they want Armageddon. All of those angels want it.”

      “It’s prophecy,” the mayor said. “You can’t stop fate.”

      “Is that what you’re trying to do?” Olive said. “Stop Armageddon?”

      “Think about it,” I said. “Armageddon is going to be a battle between angels for rule of the earth. What do the humans win? There are promises that God and his angels with take them to heaven, but what’s that really mean? We don’t know. We do know it means the end of human life on earth. I don’t know what might happen if Karl and his black angels win, but I believe it won’t be rainbows and unicorns. A darkness will fill the world and, again, human life as we know it will end on the earth.”

      “But how can you stop it?”

      “He can’t,” the mayor said.

      “Maybe not,” I said. “But maybe I can put off the End of Days for another day.”

      “How?” the mayor said.

      “You’ll see,” I said, downing my martini and getting up and thinking, well, you will see and Olive will see and I will see because, no clue. I hoped. But hope was a strange thing in Purgatory. It walked arm and arm with despair.

      I walked over to the table with the three white-winged and two-black-winged angels and sat in the empty chair.

      “So it’s for you then,” Gabrielle said. “I wondered who the empty chair was for. You are full of surprises. I’ll give you that.”

      “This is the son Karl believes is the antichrist?” Asmodeus asked Deadeye.

      “He would hide the book from the world,” Deadeye said.

      “Is that so?” Asmodeus said.

      “It belongs in the library,” I said. “Do you think it was there by coincidence?”

      “I wonder,” Asmodeus said.

      Two angels, not Gabrielle, two who spoke as one in harmony (a big deal in heaven I heard) echoed Asmodeus. “I wonder.”

      “You killed the god Tonga for the book,” I said to Gabrielle. “Did you read it?”

      “Of course not,” Gabrielle said. “It is cursed by Lucifer. Just holding it, I felt the evil magic seeping out.”

      “You killed a god.”

      “I was acting on the only true God’s will.”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “You are Lucifer’s son. You serve him. I couldn’t let you get the book.”

      “That’s not why,” I said. Then I saw it. Only needed two eyes. “You were afraid I might put the book back in the library.”

      Gabriel looked at the other angels. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

      They watched him closely.

      “You’re here to give the book to Deadeye. Why? Why here on neutral ground? Why to Deadeye and not Lucifer? Unless Deadeye isn’t going to give the book to Lucifer.”

      No, that didn’t make sense. Deadeye wanted the book out in the world. He’d made that clear.

      “This has gone far enough,” Gabriel said.

      “I, for one, am curious,” Asmodeus said. “Why would you give the book to Deadeye?”

      The two angels with Gabriel said, in unison, “Yes, why, brother?”

      “We want the same thing,” Deadeye said.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “We do not want the same thing,” Gabriel said to the two white-wings. “I want the king of kings to return. I have prayed, we all have prayed, that he would come back to us and there has been no answer for centuries. I am forcing him to return from whatever far off place he is.”

      “A war?” I said. “You want Armageddon.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you don’t know where he is?”

      “No one knows. Not even Michael. He left without a word.”

      “This is not the way,” the two white-winged angels said. “This is not your decision alone. The council should have the book and make the decision.”

      “Enough of this,” Deadeye said. “Give me the book, Gabriel.”

      I thought back to when Deadeye recited the first chapter of Karl’s autobiography. I thought about how he talked about what was left out, about the other leaders of the revolt, but mostly about himself.

      “He’s going to rewrite it to make himself the hero of the book,” I said. “That’s what you’re going to do, aren’t you, Deadeye? What are you giving Gabriel in return for the book?”

      Asmodeus smiled thoughtfully. “Yes, I see. Very clever, Deadeye. Very smart. It might work. If you get enough humans worshiping you, it might just work.”

      “Join me,” Deadeye said, leaning toward Asmodeus. “You know the power of worship. You know how my already great power will grow. We can rule together.”

      Asmodeus smiled. He was a demon, after all. He knew how reluctantly any demon shared power. Here was Deadeye, offering him a share of power he never would share. I saw him see all these things.

      “I was only trying to save heaven, brothers,” Gabriel said. “I was only trying to bring Him back. Do not judge me too sharply. I will bow to the will of heaven.”

      “The hell you will,” Deadeye said.

      “Let us go.”

      “We had a deal,” Deadeye said.

      “Gabriel would have his own kingdom, win or lose?” I said.

      “The deal is off,” Gabriel said.

      Both Gabriel and Deadeye rose out of their chairs. Asmodeus pushed Deadeye back down. The angels with Gabriel grabbed Gabriel’s arms and prevented him from spreading his wings.

      “What do you think should be done with the book?” the harmonious angels sang to me.

      “Let me put it back in the library. That’s where it belongs. Neither side will have it.”

      It was not a solution. It would not stop Armageddon forever. But maybe it would buy us some time.

      “Let him for now,” Asmodeus said.

      “We agree,” the white-winged angels said.

      “No,” Deadeye said, and he raised his arms and pure energy formed in his palms. I could feel the heat. The cafe bar erupted into a chaos of flying furniture and shattered glass and mirrors, as the angels all called energy from the universe. Flashes and explosions were everywhere. I backed up to the table where Olive and the mayor were. I overturned it to give us protection. A second later, it disappeared. I couldn’t see if it was Deadeye or Gabriel who made it disappear. Did it matter?

      “The door!” the mayor shouted.

      Asmodeus, his wings unfolding with a deafening sound, charged Gabriel, who was unfurling his wings.

      The two white-winged angels attacked Deadeye. He dodged their blows, his eyes glowing with an eerie green light as he countered with powerful energy blasts. The three heavenly angels were dazzlingly with snow-white wings. They flew through the air, diving on the demons, who were now attacking from all sides. The monster demons were only slightly smaller than the angels, fire-engine red, scaly and rough, their claws scratching on the tile floor as they moved, their eyes burning red. One had leathery wings but seemed unable to fly.

      Gabriel blew his trumpet, and a dozen of him appeared all around the room. I could see with my third eye that they were all illusions except for the one who knocked down Deadeye just as he was about to fly off. I knew I had to act fast. I grabbed a stool from under the counter and swung it at Gabriel, who was bending over Deadeye. I caught him off-guard, and he stumbled backwards but he didn’t lose his footing. I did a spinning roundhouse, putting everything I had in it and every bit of extra I could add, and it knocked him down. That kick was something special that Master Lee had taught me and it would have killed a man, but at least it gave me the few seconds I needed to grab the book from Deadeye who was just getting to his feet. I ran for the door.

      Deadeye unleashed a blast at me, but I ducked and it shot only inches over my head. I weaved between the tables, feeling the wind of wings and the heat of blasts and now fire igniting everywhere. I could feel the power Gabriel was talking about, the magic in the book trying to get out. It looked like a leather-bound (if it was the hide of a unicorn, I couldn’t tell) book with strange symbols etched on its cover. My heart raced with excitement and fear as I ran for the door where the mayor and Olive were waiting.

      “I think maybe it’s time to go home,” the mayor said.

      We hurried out onto the crowded street

      “I called ahead,” the mayor shouted. “We just have to get into the hotel and it will take off.”

      Asmodeus appeared in front of us at the hotel entrance, blocking the way. He floated ten feet in the air and his black wings and black eyes shone with a dark light I’d never seen before. It was blindingly dark.

      I drew my sword. Or rather, drew my little folded knife, which would become a sword when I asked it to.

      “You may pass,” the fallen angel said. 

      Behind us, I heard the demons and the head demon, Deadeye, and the white-winged Gabriel passing through the Purgatory crowd. There were still bits of raw energy exploding in places. There were screaming and cries and the sick thuds of bodies landing on the pavement.

      Asmodeus descended to the ground and sprinted into a parting crowd to meet Deadeye and his demons. They hesitated for a moment, and that was all Asmodeus needed. He shot black light at them and several disappeared as if they’d never been there at all. His fists struck Deadeye with such force he was knocked back into a building across the street. Cracks spread across the pavement and explosions of energy shattered windows and turned stone to rubble. 

      “Come on,” Olive said, pulling me in.

      Only then did I realize I’d been standing in the doorway watching, mesmerized by the fight. 

      We ran into the lobby. It took off almost immediately.

      About three minutes later, we were back in Eden. No one followed us. Likely, the town or the mountain kept them away. We were spared, at least for that night, and I had the book.

      When I got back to the library, I had to decide whether to put the book in the Collection of Curiosities or break one of the cardinal rules of librarian ethics. I decided to break the librarian’s code. I mis-shelved the book. It was hidden in plain sight.

      Would I be able to resist reading it?

      I didn’t trust myself, so I asked the book to hide itself on another shelf.

      “From you?”

      “From me,” I said.

      When I looked back where I’d put it, it was gone.
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      When I went to sleep that night, I made a hypnotic suggestion to myself. I hoped I would listen.

      I started dreaming about the park and my first meeting with the mayor when he offered to let me use his name to buy a meal at Lucy’s. I remembered the hypnotic suggestion, and I was back in the garden, the original garden, talking to the serpent, my dad.

       “I need to visit you in Hell,” I said, and my mouth was dry and my tongue felt like sandpaper. I broke out in a cold sweat, which likely would soon be a very hot sweat. The words were a whisper, not the command I’d planned.

      I appeared in a huge cavern. The sky, or maybe just the ceiling of the cave, was pitch black and filled with billowing thunderclouds that were occasionally illuminated by lightning. Was I really in the earth? I began to suspect hell was located somewhere else, maybe on another planet.

      The ground was scorched and barren, surrounded by volcanic mountains of ash and fire that reached up to the sky. In the distance, I saw an enormous lake of boiling lava. The air was thick with smoke and a sickening smell of sulfur.

      I didn’t see any of those houses on the green hills pictured in the brochures of Hell Deadeye had left in the bar in Eden earlier that night. Those brochures were even worse than the ones Erik the Red had used when he named a big island near the Artic Circle Greenland. It sounded better than freezing barren rock where nothing would ever grow.

      Karl was in a large, open stone courtyard of a monolithic castle. He sat on a throne made of gold with images of monsters etched into it and arms carved like dragons spewing fire. He was tall, nine or ten feet tall. His skin was the traditional devil red and his blazing black eyes shone in the light of the burning fires. His boney fingers cupped the arms of the throne. He had a satisfied smirk as one of his demons delivered news of men and women killing other men and women in a riot on earth.

      There were at least a dozen demons standing before him. When he saw me, he told them to leave. I wasn’t sure if they could see me or not. They didn’t seem to. I recognized a few of the demons, but didn’t try to say hello.

      Beelzebub did turn my way and said, softly, “I smell human. Smells like death. Always smell like death to me.”

      Off in the distance, I heard the clinking of chains and tortured souls shouting and begging for mercy or screaming about the injustice done to them. Shards of metal and glass littered the ground, smoldering around me like hot coals. The smell of sulfur and smoke was overpowering. I tried to suggest to myself that there was no smell, but it didn’t work.

      I stood before Karl like a supplicant. Maybe I was.

      “Hello, son,” he said. “This is a surprise.”

      “Is it? I thought you’d be expecting me.”

      He smiled. “You’ve learned to walk in dreams after only a few meetings with me. That’s the surprise.”

      “So, this is hell.”

      “I call it home.”

      “And you’re the king here?”

      “Not really,” he said. “Some call me king or emperor or even Prince of Darkness, but I prefer Karl. I’m just one of the boys.”

      It was a very noisy place. “You torture all the souls sent to hell?”

      “The Prestige makes me torture them and imprison them this way. I am warden of his prison. If I could stop it, I would in a second. He judges them and sends them and demands I torment them. He hopes this tortures me.”

      “Does it?”

      “At first. I have grown used to the screams, but one never gets used to the faces of the ones who beg for mercy before I cut them open for the tenth or twentieth time.”

      He seemed sincere. I wavered on my judgment of Karl and God, as I had several times recently.

      “I wanted to tell you in person,” I said. “Your autobiography has been found. The library has it once again.”

      He smiled. “You mean you have it?”

      “It’s not yours anymore,” I said. “I suppose you’ve heard that Tonga is dead?”

      “Of course.”

      “And how about Deadeye and Gabriel and their deal?”

      “The battle will come soon. The white angels want it and we want it.”

      “I’m not sure about that. Gabriel wanted it. Deadeye was going to use your book to write his own and pass it off as yours.”

      “So I heard. I consider that in bad taste.”

      “You’ll have to tell him.”

      “I will visit him very soon. Right now, he is being tortured to death in the pits of hell. Well, what would be death if he actually died.”

      “Worse than this place, even?”

      “The lower levels are worse. Yes, much worse. Would you like to visit them?”

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “I need copies of my book to be sent out into the world. Will you do that for me, Son? I need you to do that for me.”

      “Can’t,” I said.

      “Won’t,” he said, his smile vanishing.

      “It’s a library book. The library has hidden it. While I could probably find it, I couldn’t get it from the library.”

      “I am sorry to hear that, Son. Some of the demons on my council of advisers are going to advise me to have you eliminated from consideration for the antichrist.”

      “Fine with me,” I said.

      “Which would mean elimination from going on breathing.”

      I shrugged. Less fine, but I wasn’t going to admit that to him.

      “I’ve made a decision,” he said. “We need to get these End of Days going. We will have a contest to determine who the antichrist is. The winner will act. The losers, well, we’ll see. You and your brothers and sisters will all compete.”

      “If I refuse?”

      “Given your origin, your good works are not yet bountiful enough to save you. When you are murdered, the judges in heaven will send you to hell.”

      “Where I will rule by your side?” Yeah, sarcasm, the last resort of the powerless.

      “I’m afraid not,”

      “When is the competition?”

      “You will receive your invitation shortly,” he said.

      “What kind of competition?”

      He smiled.

      A second later, I woke up in my bed in the library.
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      The next morning, before I opened the library, I went to Lucy’s. The cafe was crowded, but Rip Van Winkle was sitting in a booth and he waved me over. I went to his booth and sat down.

      “Feeling better today?” I asked.

      “A good night’s sleep always helps.”

      Olive came by. She gave me a shy smile. Last night’s kiss made us both a little shy.

      “What can I get for you gentlemen?” she said.

      I ordered a coffee and a full breakfast. Rip said if I had questions, it was going to cost me.

      “I didn’t say I had any questions,” I said.

      “You have the look in your eye.”

      “I’m only going to buy you a healthy breakfast,” I said.

      He ordered Bacon and Eggs and toast slathered with butter and a cup of fruit. I wasn’t sure that counted, but I nodded when Olive looked at me for confirmation of payment.

      “Only because you ordered the fruit,” I said. 

      When Olive left, Rip leaned in and lowered his voice.

      “I hear you were a star last night. Rid the town of Deadeye.”

      Olive brought our coffees, and I took a sip of mine, collecting my thoughts.

      “It wasn’t just me.”

      “I suppose not,” he said.

      “Why can’t people have kids here?”

      “Curse,” he said.

      “What kind of curse?”

      “The witch burned at the stake in our little town kind of curse.”

      “Tell me about the witch.”

      “All right,” he said, “I’ll tell you just as my mother told me. The witch’s name was Agnes.”

      His voice changed. Rip spoke in an old woman’s voice. It was very convincing. Someone who can really mimic someone else has many advantages in this world.

      “The flames licked Agnes’s feet as she stood tied to the stake in the center of the village. The crowd jeered and chanted, ‘Witch! Witch!’ as the fire flamed her dress and burned through it to the skin beneath. She stared straight ahead, refusing to give them the satisfaction of seeing her pain.

      “Just yesterday they had come and ripped her beloved daughter Rosie from her arms, claiming she was an unfit mother for teaching the girl healing arts. They gave Rosie to a cold minister and his hard eyed wife, and condemned Agnes to burn for her ‘unnatural’ ways.

      “As the fire engulfed her body, Agnes raised her voice above the roar of flames. ‘You’ve taken everything from me and I now lay this curse upon you. From this day forward, no child shall be born in this village. All women will be barren and all men will have no potent seed.’

      “The fire raged higher as the crowd fell silent. The witch’s curse rang in the air. She made not a single sound.”

      His voice changed back to his own without skipping a beat. “Not a single child has been born in Eden since, except for the four who are the offspring of an angel, which Agnes’s revenge likely could not stop.”

      “That was very good.”

      “What?”

      “The voice.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Quite a story,” I said.

      “Every bit of it is true except for the bits that aren’t,” Rip said.

      Lord Blackstone came by the table and said, “They all want to go. Can that time machine of yours accommodate four teenagers?”

      “I don’t see why not,” I said. Honestly, I didn’t see why it could either, because I knew next to nothing about what it could or couldn’t do or would do for me. Still, if I knew nothing at all, my tendency was to be optimistic.

      “I’m bringing them all over this afternoon,” he said. “I’ve got to get them out of my house before they drive me crazy. As per our agreement, you’ll take them.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      Lord Blackstone paid his bill at the cash register and left.

      “You be careful out there in time,” Rip Van Winkle said. “Not everyone gets back, you know.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said, but I had seen a few time-travel movies and I was aware there were risks.

      Olive brought our breakfasts, and I saw she had given me extra pieces of bacon.

      “Preferential treatment,” Rip said.

      Olive shrugged. “Report me to management.”

      He waited for her back to be turned and stole one of my extra pieces. I would lose a lot if I couldn’t get back. I thought this as I watched the sway to Olive’s walk. In some ways, it seemed like my life was just beginning.

      I’d left town after town since I got free of foster care, and it had never bothered me much. A few times I’d hesitated before moving on, but I’d never seriously considered staying anywhere. This time, it was different. Something was happening to me in Eden. Part of it was Olive and what we might have together. But another part was the people of Eden and my life as the librarian in the odd little town surrounded by a haunted forest on a metaphorical mountain. I had a surprising and compelling thought.

      I’d come home.

      This was home.

      THE END
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      About the author: I did hitch-hike across this country many times in my youth, and worked in a library for nearly a decade while I was teaching writing as an adjunct at a community college. I was adopted, and I do live in a city whose motto is “keep it weird”, which are words to live by. I’m not saying I’m strangely qualified to write this story but I am saying I’m strangely qualified to write this story.

      

      Hope you enjoyed The Librarian and the Book Thief. If you did, a review would be greatly appreciated! They really do help me find an audience for my strange stories. Even a single sentence is great. Even just some stars. Thanks so much!

      Librarian and The Book Thief

      

      Here are a couple more possible actions to choose from if you feel so inclined:

      I’m working on book 3, The Librarian and the Time Machine. Our librarian of the Eden Library will be traveling through time with four teenagers and his girlfriend. He will be trying to solve the murder of his mentor and the disappearance of his best friend ten years before. But he’ll also be taking care of Eden which is under siege from a monster and some unintended consequences of someone using a time machine. Here’s the link: My Book

      

      Another possible action is to join my email list. There are some magnets to lure you in, some very short stories and a longer story. I’ll send you a bit of news once a month and also let you be the first to know about deals and steals and so on. If you want to sign up, here’s one place to go: brianyansky.wordpress.com

      Finally, if you’re looking for something more to read and you like fantasy sci-fi, you might give my They’re Here trilogy a try while you’re waiting for book 3 of the Strangely Scary Funny series. My Book

      Thank you for reading,

      Brian
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