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Chapter One




After having breakfast with Rip, I went back to the library and got Fluffy and went for a walk along the stream. There were the usual blue skies and the usual bright sun that hung over Eden, but my mood was as cold and gray as Alaska in January. On the other side of the stream was the haunted woods. Its malevolence threatened me (everyone, it didn’t discriminate) with its usual variety of ominous shadows and whispered threats and strange and disturbing sounds. I ignored the wood, as you would ignore a group of leather vested Hell’s Angels coming out of a bar. In other words, I pretended not to notice what every single ounce of me noticed.

“Hungry, hungry,” Fluffy said. Direct and to the point. That was Fluffy.

I knew Fluffy could say more than hungry, but my hellhound said hungry more than any other word. Like most dogs, even 400—pound hell-hounds apparently—it had been love at first sight when he encountered food and that love had not diminished over the years. Dogs had big hearts, though, and there was plenty of room for loving people and other things. Though Fluffy had been raised to hate by Lucifer, he never really got the hang of it. He was proof that even the devil had off days. He was not evil. Mostly.

“Hungry, hungry,” he reminded me, in case I’d forgotten.

We happened to be passing Mr. and Mrs. McKinney, eighty-year-olds who had no supernatural abilities. They were out for their morning walk. The octogenarians took small steps, like they were walking on ice. They tightened their grip on one another when they saw Fluffy and heard him speak.

“No,” I said. “Not you. He wasn’t — he wouldn’t—”

They smiled uneasily and took off in another direction at a walking pace I didn’t think they had in them.

“Not you,” I shouted after them.

“Hungry, hungry,” Fluffy said, and giggled with a chortle.

“Respect your elders,” I admonished, but couldn’t help smiling.

“We could go get some stinky stinky meat from the grocery store,” I said.

The hellhound’s ears perked up and his stub of a tail wagged excitedly. His English wasn’t great, but he understood a lot more than he could say.

We went to the small grocery store, the only one in Eden, which was just down from the square. Of course, everything was just down from the square in a town as small as Eden unless it was in the square itself.

The store owner, Raphael, who had been a godlier in Venice when he lived in the flatlands, still wore striped shirts and a straw hat with a red ribbon around the base. He said, “That’s a good-looking hellhound. Best looking hellhound I’ve ever seen.”

“Have you seen many?” I asked.

“None,” he said.

“Ah.”

“I’m guessing you’re here for some stinky, stinky meat,” he said, looking at Fluffy.

It wasn’t our first visit.

“Hungry, hungry,” Fluffy reminded both of us.

“It’s his favorite,” I said. “Better even than evil bunnies.”

I had never come across an evil bunny in the haunted wood, but I had come across just about every other evil creature imaginable, so it was easy for me to believe there were such creatures as evil bunnies. It was Fluffy who had mentioned them to me last night. He said they were very aggressive even to him, rushing up like a pack of wolves and snarling at him with rows of tiny sharp teeth and demanding lettuce.

“Made me hungry,” he said.

“How were they?” I said because I knew the ending to this story.

“Taste like chicken,” he said.

Raphael disappeared in the back. He came out after a few minutes with five pounds of stinky stinky (think dead skunk by the side of the road) meat wrapped in white butcher paper. He said he would put it on my tab. Fluffy licked his chops in anticipation and drooled. We went outside to the street. I gagged as I unwrapped the meat and lay it out on the sidewalk. Fluffy gobbled it down in a single bite. He was not one to waste time chewing unless he had to.

“Was it good?” I said.

“Good,” he said. “Hungry, hungry.”

Olive, my very recent ex-girlfriend, came down the street. She saw me and for a second I thought she might turn around, but she kept coming. She was a strong woman with delicate features and narrow shoulders. She was known around town as the most gifted of the young witches and, maybe more important, was an excellent student of the arts of magic. The older witches respected her.

Fluffy ran up to Olive and greeted her as if they hadn’t seen each other for ages. She seemed genuinely happy to see him. Then she looked at me and the change to her face was enough to wipe away my smile.

She kneeled down and leaned into Fluffy. She rested her head on Fluffy’s soft fur, her hands holding tight. Fluffy stayed perfectly still, as if he knew she needed to feel his strength.

“Are you all right?” I said.

“No,” she said. “I don’t think I’ll ever be all right again.”

I didn’t say anything at first and then I just said I was sorry.

“I miss him.”

“He was a good man,” I said. “I’m so sorry that it happened. I wish—”

“We both wish,” she said. “It doesn’t matter what we wish though, does it? He’s dead.”

Her chin quivered. She looked up at me, lips tightly pursed together. Her face reddened and I could see the strain. She was feeling a turbulent mob of emotions. She wanted to cry and scream at the same time. I knew that feeling.

“Is there anything I can do?”

The ghost of her father, of his death, hung over us.

She cleared her throat and I could see her fight back the tears. Then she looked at me and her eyes hardened. Her hands made fists at her side, her fingernails digging into her palms.

“You’ve done enough. I wish you’d never come to this town.”

She abruptly turned her back to me and walked away. Her words stung. I couldn’t blame her for lashing out. She had told me once, before her father’s death, that he was the love of her life, but I could also be the love of her life in a different way. I didn’t point out that you could probably only have one love of your life for it to be the love of your life. Who was I quibble? But when he died, her love for me died too. That’s where we were. It was a terrible place to be.

My heart ached for her. I wished I could take away her pain. I wished I could take away my own. I felt a swirl of emotion: guilt, grief, frustration, anger. I felt powerless to make things right.


Chapter Two




After she walked away, Fluffy said, “Hungry, hungry.”

“You’re going to have to go hunt something in the haunted forest,” I said. “That’s all the stinky, stinky meat he had.”

“Go hunt monkey,” he said. “Monkeyburger.”

There were a lot of monkeys in the haunted forest. They began to screech, as if they had heard Fluffy’s mouth water. Their high-pitched cries echoed eerily through the dense trees just across the stream. I could hear them moving, swinging from branch to branch.

“All right,” I said to Fluffy. “Bon Appetite.”

As if he understood French, Fluffy sped off. He jumped the stream to the other side and galloped into the haunted wood.

I still had about twenty minutes before I had to open the library, so I walked on the path along the creek on the Eden side and thought about last night. We had killed an evil spirit I named Jack, whose primary goal seemed to be to destroy the universe and our creator. He was ambitious. You had to give him that.

He had possessed Olive, the woman I loved. While to everyone else, that was a lot less important than ending life in the universe, it wasn’t to me. Her father and I fought Jack to get Olive free. Her father had been killed. Technically, he had been dead before he was killed because he was a zombie, but now he was dead dead. There was a significant difference.

Olive blamed me. One look at how she looked at me and I knew she’d blame me for the rest of our lives. We had been in the rarefied air of lovers in love just a few days ago, but now that was in the past.

As I walked along the path, I felt like I would like to hit something or be hit by something. Being hit would be better. I wasn’t sure I was going to ever get over losing her. I kept seeing the way she’d looked at me when she told me her father’s death was my fault. It felt like a stone in my chest. I stopped walking. I tried to take deep breaths. Rip might be right. Olive might forgive me some day, after some time had passed, but she would never look at me the way she had looked at me before. I cut up to a street from the trail.

As I got to the street, Marta’s voice spoke. It almost seemed like her words fell from the sky. I didn’t see speakers anywhere, so I didn’t understand how her voice got out on the street, but like a lot of things in Eden, it just was what it was.

“Good morning Eden! Our top story today is the strange disappearance of one of our residents, Karla Trotsky, who went missing while doing downward dog in the park yesterday at sunset with her yoga class. Witnesses say Karla was mid-stretch when a bright light appeared and she suddenly vanished. Karla’s purple yoga mat and green water bottle were left behind as the only evidence of her presence. If anyone has information about Karla’s whereabouts, please contact the mayor or the librarian.

“In other news, the annual Enchanted Harvest Festival is coming up next weekend in Town Square. This year’s festivities will include a pumpkin carving contest, apple bobbing, and the Great Gnome Race. Don’t forget to sign up your gnome for a chance to win a free supply of garden gifts from the garden store. And please, proper attire, people. No naked gnomes will be allowed in the race.

“Attention local artists: the Eden Art Gallery is now accepting submissions for the Haunted Woods exhibit. Paintings, drawings, photography and mixed media featuring our own haunted woods and some of the terrible creatures that haunt it are eligible. The top prize is a free guide through the haunted forest lasting four hours by the Wicked Witch of the East. Such an opportunity.

“And finally, a reminder that the Eden Museum will be closed this Saturday for ghost de-haunting. The apparitions have become more restless this season, so our own paranormal investigators, nicknamed ghostbusters by the librarian, will come in to communicate with the spirits and work on their mental health. We all should be so lucky. Please, people, do not let that aspect of health be neglected. The Museum will reopen on Sunday.

“Also, I know we have all come to expect to lose a few socks in the wash. We all pretend not to notice because we are nervous about the answer to the eternal question: where do those socks go? I’m hosting a meeting tomorrow afternoon at three in the park with Dr. Francesca Armada to discuss how the ramifications of missing socks and how our complacency and repression of this every laundry day trauma affects us in ways we may not realize.

“Stay tuned for more updates on the happenings around Eden. Have a magical day!”

I opened the library a few minutes early. When the government man came in, he didn’t say a word. He seemed disappointed that he couldn’t complain about my tardiness. Normally I would have needled him, but today I felt too sad to make the effort.

I shelved the return books, mostly on the first floor. I went up to the second floor to shelve a few special checkouts. One of them was an 1865 illustrated edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. This edition of Alice had the most famous illustrations, those by Sir John Tenniel. I left the book open on a page with a whimsical illustration of the rabbit while I shelved a copy of A Hundred Years of Solitude. I heard a voice behind me. Something about being late. When I turned, I saw a figure disappearing around the corner down the hall.

“Damn,” I said.

I realized my mistake. You don’t leave a book like Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland open and expect there to be no mischief. What was I thinking?

I ran after the figure, and it led me to another room, a new one. I was used to rooms appearing and disappearing in the library, but I was not used to large white rabbits in a waistcoat and spectacles running into them. This one was holding a pocket watch in the flat of its paw and shaking its head.

“I’m late. I’m just so, so, very late. Look at the time. Always rushing away from me like a river in flood. I am just so, so late.”

“You’ll need to go back into your book,” I said.

“I’d like to accommodate. I would. It’s just that I’m so very late.”

“You said that.”

“Late, late, late,late.”

“Back in you go,” I said.

“But I don’t have the time. I simply don’t.”

I didn’t expect him to take off running, but that was what he did. Being a hare, he was fast. By the time I’d grabbed for him, he was already diving down a hole in the floor that had not been there before. I had no choice. I jumped down the hole after him.

It was a long fall. The world around me spiraled into a blur. I was afraid I was going to land with a splat, but fortunately I stopped falling in mid-air about one foot off the ground. I was lowered then; it was as if a giant hand carefully placed me on the ground. This was a magic of books.

I was in a vast, cavernous room filled with towering stacks of books. The White Rabbit was nowhere to be seen.

I stood there for a moment, bewildered, when a soft voice echoed from the labyrinth of shelves. “The missing woman is only the first to be taken. You should not be playing around with rabbits. Your town needs you.”

This voice sounded a lot like my own voice.

I pushed my way out the library door. I was in the country. Not the haunted forest, but fields of tall golden grass. A path cut through them. The path led me to a garden where a tea party was being held. I saw a table adorned with a white tablecloth, set with mismatched tea cups, and surrounded by three peculiar characters I recognized from the Alice stories: the Mad Hatter, the March Hare. The Mad Hatter wore a large top hat, and the March Hare carried a pocket watch, which I knew would be perpetually stuck at tea-time. They both spoke in quick sentences that jumped around more than a mob of kangaroos.

“Happy un-birthday, librarian,” The Mad Hatter said.

His eyes bulged and darted left and right and were intensely focused one moment and blinking uncertainly the next. Watching them was like watching a car accident. You wanted to look away, but you couldn’t.

The Mad Hatter and the March Hare poured tea into the cups or seemed to, but no tea came out of the teapot and no tea appeared in their cups.

The Dormouse, a sleepy little creature, was woke from a snoring sleep. He started talking about holiday parties and how the eating was always excellent for the mouse population, but fell asleep in mid-sentence.

The Mad Hatter and the March Hare sang a song about un-birthdays and encouraged me to join in. I declined.

The White Rabbit appeared once more, his ears poking out from behind a strange white flower, urging me to follow him with a frantic wave. I excused myself and hastened away from the party.

I had a troubling thought. I was becoming Alice. I, a full-grown man, librarian of Eden, survivor of dozens of fights to the death, was becoming a little girl. I had to get out of this place.

The Rabbit led me to a dimly lit chamber where the walls were not walls, but rows upon rows of mirrors. Each reflection showed me not as I was but as I could have been—a writer, an explorer, a firefighter, a cop, a criminal. The White Rabbit scurried up to one mirror in particular, tapping the glass with his paw.

“All the possibilities,” he said. “All the possibilities.”

I saw myself in back in the library in one mirror, and I grabbed the rabbit and quickly stepped into it, and a second later we were back the library. I stuffed the rabbit into the open Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland book and slammed it shut. I put the novel back on the shelf.

Down the rabbit hole. I felt lucky to have made it back. Many people didn’t. I went downstairs to my desk.


Chapter Three




The book club wandered into the library as I turned the page to the final chapter of Going Postal. The same old ladies who usually attended meetings were attending. Several of them were wrestlers, but many were also yoga practitioners.

I asked them if any of them had seen the missing woman disappear. They had not.

“Downward dog takes concentration,” Dorothea explained. She was a Black woman from Bastrop, Texas, (near Austin) who liked to get straight to the point. “You can’t be looking around watching to see if some woman goes missing.”

“It happens more than you think,” Starlight said. She was a tall woman, over six-feet, from San Francisco who, it was said, had led many marches in the Sixties. “Here one minute, gone the next. We all are going to have to face it sooner or later. I don’t think we’ll ever know what happened to her.”

There was general agreement on this point. I had to disagree. I was going to find out. I thought of the voice in the book. She’s the first.

The book club got out folding chairs, which they added to a sofa and two arm-chairs in the sitting area. They began discussing Terry Pratchett’s Guards, Guards, Guards, which they had been the reading since their last meeting. They were loud and the government man came over to my desk and complained to me. Helen, who had had disagreements with the man before, said if the noise bothered him, he should get some of those reverse earbuds. Blocked out every sound known to man. I could see from his expression that he did not appreciate her recommendation.

“Librarian,” he said, turning to me. “Kindly tell them that a library must be a quiet place. Any self-respecting librarian would make them leave or at the very least shush them when they got out of hand.”

“I don’t do shushing,” I said. But then I sighed and looked at the ladies. “However, ladies, you know how upset Mr. Rosenbottom gets when he can’t read his paper in quiet. It’s a small space.”

They all apologized and for a short time they kept their arguments civil but then someone compared the dragon in Sir Terry’s novel, who was simply doing what dragons do and not inherently evil, to the corrupt shadow leaders of the city who in their mad dash for power were willing to murder and kill and destroy. Polly Wainwright thought this was ridiculous. The dragon was a monster. The men were human. She, for one, was not going to take the side of monsters. Ms. Coates laughed in Polly’s face and insisted the true monsters of the story were obviously the corrupt rulers.

While there were never fist-fights in the book club, wrestling matches broke out from time to time. One broke out then. Ms. Coats took Polly down hard with a twist and hip roll.

“Ladies, ladies,” I said, jumping up and coming over. “The library isn’t a gym.”

Several other ladies helped me break up the match. The two combatants vowed to continue their disagreement on wrestling mats later that day. I hoped to find the time to see this match. Then I remembered about the missing woman and doubted I’d make it.

The rest of the two hours the library was open passed without a problem. I finished my novel. The ladies left. At eleven I went and found Mr. Rosenbottom and told him we were closing. He put away his paper. As he was leaving, Ryan showed up. He came in and we sat in the living room.

“Gabriela is missing now, too. The yoga woman whose name I forget and Gabriela and Boris.”

“Boris the pig?”

“Is there another Boris?” he asked.

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“He’s a very smart pig, you know.”

“I know.”

“Gabriela was in the lab talking to Walt. Her psychic told her last week that she was going to start dating an older man. She broke the news to Walt that he was the only older man she knew, so she thought they could go out tonight and give it a go. Walt looked pretty uncomfortable. A second later, Gabriela just disappeared. We did an examination of the crime scene for evidence of magic to analyze, and we couldn’t find any traces in the entire lab.”

“You saw her disappear?”

“We all did. There one second and gone the next.”

“What about the other woman, Karla Trotsky? Have you examined where she was doing yoga?”

“We did. As soon as the mayor got in touch with Walt, we went to the scene. Same thing as with Gabriela. No traces of magic, or at least not the magic used to make someone disappear. Someone seems to have used an illusion magic to make themselves appear more limber than they were.”

“I’ll start with Mrs. Blansky.”

“She doesn’t look that limber to me,” Ryan said.

“To see how Boris disappeared.”

“Oh, right,” Ryan said. “Walt did talk to her. She didn’t actually see Boris disappear, but we’ll go over and examine her house today, just in case.”

“So maybe he just wandered off.”

He shrugged. “Mrs. Blansky says he wouldn’t do that. She sort of implied your hellhound might have something to do with poor Boris’ disappearance. She disapproves of your letting Fluffy run around the way you do. To be honest, quite a few people are uncomfortable about Fluffy.”

“I don’t see why. There are many less civilized people in this town than Fluffy.”

“He’s large and red and from hell,” Ryan reminded me. “You can see how he’s a little intimidating to some folks, can’t you?”

“I suppose.”

“And those teeth remind me of pictures of saber-tooth tigers.”

“I get the idea.”

“Sorry,” Ryan said. “I’m a little upset about Gabriela. We’ll talk later.”

After he left, I went back to my desk and saw that the novel Frankenstein, one of my favorites, was on the table. I looked around, thinking maybe the ghost put it there.

“Captain,” I shouted to the ghost.

He didn’t appear. Sometimes it seemed the library put out books for me. I suppose this was a fanciful notion. I had them from time to time.

I went to the front porch (the library doors automatically locked behind me) and called for Fluffy in case he was close. He didn’t come, so I had to assume he was too far out in the woods to hear me. I was sure he hadn’t taken Boris. Fluffy did not have an evil bone in his body. Well, maybe one or two, but he knew better than to kill a pet.

I walked over to Mrs. Blansky’s house on the other side of the square. The sun was high in the sky and warm and bright. Shadows from leafy trees cast over the street. I heard a dog barking, which was strange since there were no dogs in Eden thanks to a curse by a witch hung or burned at the stake (the story varied) in 1929. No dogs. No children. Still, sometimes I heard both. Once I had even heard a child playing with a dog.

I went up to Mrs. Blansky’s small two-bedroom house. It had a neat garden out front. I noticed some plants in her garden looked similar to those in Olive’s garden. I rang the bell. The door swung open seconds later.

I introduced myself.

“I know who you are,” she said. “You hear about Boris?”

“Yes.”

“You’d better come in,” she said.

She led me to the living room. It was a messy room with lots of plants and books and a piano. She sat on the sofa and I sat in a redwing chair.

“Where was your hellhound yesterday around dinnertime?” she asked.

“In the library.”

“He could have sneaked out. He’s a magical creature, after all. You might not know.”

“He wouldn’t take Boris. I’ve talked to him about never eating any living creature in Eden.”

“Maybe Boris looked too good for him to resist. He’s a good—looking pig.”

“No. I mean, yes, he is good-looking. No, Fluffy wouldn’t take him.”

“Then maybe Boris is doing a walk-about. He has some Australian blood in him. Maybe I was too hasty. I hear a woman is missing?”

“Two now,” I said.

“Who else?”

“Gabriela.”

She frowned.

“Do you know Gabriela?”

“Not really,” she said. Her hand fiddled nervously with one of the black buttons on the front of her dress. “Never mind about Boris. Thank you for your concern, but never mind. I’m late for meeting someone.”

“I recognized some plants in your garden,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “You’re a witch?”

Her eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed into a thin line. She crossed her arms defensively.

“It isn’t a crime,” she snapped,

“Is Boris your familiar?”

She didn’t answer.

“He is, isn’t he?”

“I’m afraid I have an appointment,” she said. “I’m going to be late. I’m sure Boris will turn up.”

She abruptly stood. Her entire demeanor had changed. She seemed distracted and uneasy. She escorted me to the door.

“Could someone have taken Boris because he’s your familiar?” I asked at the door.

“Of course not,” she said. “Now, I really am late.”

I stepped out the door. She slammed it behind me.

I was about to go over to the café to get some lunch. I hadn’t had a proper breakfast, and I was hungry and dreaming of a chicken fried steak. I would have loved to go over to the café, but I knew I couldn’t leave the witch. She was going some place, and I needed to know where.

Sure enough, about five minutes later, she came out the door wearing a black dress and a traditional pointy black hat. She was wearing tennis shoes instead of heels. Even witches had feet problems sometimes.

She looked distressed. Something about Gabriella’s going missing had changed her. I wanted to know what.


Chapter Four




Ifollowed Mrs. Blansky through town and across the bridge over the whispering stream. I stayed back as far as I could. That was my mistake. As soon as she got across the bridge, she pulled out a broomstick. She must have been able to make it invisible, which was impressive. Even from a distance, I could see it was a nice one. A hand-carved hardwood handle, likely from a tree in the haunted forest, golden straw. She flew off into the woods. Fortunately, she was old and seemed like a sensible driver with excellent posture who was not about to speed anywhere.

It gave me a chance.

I ran back to the café, swearing the entire way because I’d been so stupid. I went into the café and told Olive I had to talk to her.

“I don’t have to talk to you,” she said.

I pulled her into the kitchen, apologizing as I did, and she stomped on my foot.

“What is wrong with you?” she said.

“The list is too long for an honest conversation right now,” I said. “I need to borrow your broomstick.”

I knew she had a sporty model that flew fast.

“You can’t fly my broomstick,” she said.

I told her I had to and that it wouldn’t be my first broomstick flight. (This was true. I had had a broomstick chase in Albuquerque, New Mexico, when I was trying to apprehend a witch who had stolen a friend’s magic pendant. I’d caught her. My friend, a vampire, had been so grateful he offered me immortality. I declined.) Then I made the most important point. The witch I needed to follow might be involved in the missing women, including our good friend Gabriela. All of this was said in loud whispers, which naturally caught the attention of anyone close. She wasn’t happy about it, but she got the broom out of a broom closet and told me quickly how to guide Zelda.

“Her name is Zelda?” I said.

“You have something against a broomstick named Zelda?”

“No,” I said.

“She’ll listen to verbal commands.”

We hurried out back as she told me these things.

I got on the broomstick and waved a thank you to Olive who, unexpectedly, fingered me. Was it any wonder that I mourned losing the love of such a woman? It was going to take me a long time to get over her.

“Follow the witch that just went into the forest,” I told Zelda.

“It is a pleasure to meet you Librarian. Do you wish maximum speed, which will mean maximum danger of an accident, including crashing into something that will cause potential death? If you do not wish maximum speed, what percentage would you—”

“Maximum speed,” I shouted.

She zoomed straight up into the air and I gripped the stick more tightly after nearly falling off. Then, over the top of the trees, we flew at a speed that must have been close to breaking the sound barrier. I didn’t see Mrs. Blansky right away.

“Are you on her trail?”

“It is better if we do not communicate while I am traveling at maximum speed,” Zelda replied.

For all I knew, we were randomly flying over the forest, but a few minutes later I saw Mrs. Blansky’s black pointy hat and then the rest of her puttering along on her broom. A bit of gray smoke trailed out the back.

“Slow down,” I told Zelda.

We hung back a little, but we were only about fifty feet behind Mrs. Blansky. If she looked back, there was no place to hide. She started to lose altitude. I saw a small clearing below. I told Zelda to hover over the trees for cover. She did.

Mrs. Blansky landed next to a small cottage.

“Land just to the edge of the trees,” I said.

“I’m a bit rusty with such landings,” Zelda said.

“Hurry.”

“Be ready for a less than soft landing,” she warned.

We crashed through small branches that whipped against my face and arms. When we hit a bigger branch, Zelda spiraled down. I held on tightly. We hit the forest floor with a painful thud. I was thrown off the broom. I tumbled to a stop in a pile of leaves. I felt like I’d been thrown from a horse.

“Are you damaged?” Zelda asked.

“Nothing permanent.”

“I did warn you.”

“Are you all right?” I asked Zelda.

“There maybe be a gash and a few scraped places on my wood and I may have lost a few bristles, but I am not damaged. Olive may ask for cosmetic repairs. I like to look my best.”

“Absolutely,” I said.

I got up and brushed the leaves and debris from my clothes and hair and then hurried cautiously to the edge of the clearing. Peeking around a large oak, I spied the witch’s cottage. It was small, ramshackle, made of bits and pieces of painted wood and rusted metal; all of it was covered in moss and vines. The thatched roof sagged. A crooked, crumbly chimney sat at one end, with anemic plumes of gray smoke wheezing out. The only door was a slab of warped wood with large iron hinges and latches. The glass windows were covered in grime. A fence made from a random assortment of crooked branches surrounded the cottage. This was not uptown prosperous witch living; this was deep and remote haunted woods country.

Mrs. Blansky stood beside her broom near a mossy stump. She was rummaging in the large burlap sack she carried. I heard whimpering and realized there was something alive in there.

The cottage door creaked open. A hunched figure in a hooded robe shuffled out. She moved slowly, leaning on a gnarled wooden cane. The cloak obscured her face in shadows. Her voice rasped what sounded like an order to the witch. I couldn’t make out what it was.

Then the hunched figure turned back toward the cottage, motioning for Mrs. Blansky to follow. They disappeared behind the door.

I crept up to the grimy window and tried to see in. I couldn’t see anything, but I heard something bang and then what sounded like a struggle. A raspy voice, the old witch I guessed, said, “Stronger than she looks, ain’t she?”

“She knows something,” Mrs. Blansky said. “My truth serum is old. Past the expiration date. I would have got it out of her myself, but I have another stop to make.”

“Visiting the wizard, are you?”

Then I couldn’t hear the next part.

Mrs. Blansky said, “I’ll be back at dusk.”

They said something else, but I couldn’t hear. I did hear Mrs. Blansky’s steps toward the door. I ran back to Zelda. I asked her if she could follow Mrs. Blansky and see where she went and tell me later back in Eden. She said she could.

“How will you get back, librarian?”

“I think I know the way,” I said.

“Then I will do as you ask,” she said, and Zelda took off in the direction Mrs. Blansky had just flown in.

I went back to the window and listened for a sound. I heard a squeak and a “Please don’t hurt me.” I decided to go around the cottage to see if there was a back door. I walked all the way around back to the front. No door.

I was torn. I hadn’t really heard anything that added up to kidnapping. On the other hand, the hurried way Mrs. Blansky had flown out to this cottage right after I questioned her, and the bits of conversation I’d heard must mean something. I thought about surprising the witch by kicking open the door, but it seemed extreme given the little I knew.

I knocked on it instead.

“Who’s there?” a voice said from the other side.

“Eden librarian. I wondered if I could have a word with you.”

“What word?”

“What?”

“What word would you like to have?”

“Let’s make it a few words, then.”

“Like Go. Out. Leave. Annoying. Danger. Those sorts?”

“I was thinking along another line. Please open the door Ms.—”

“Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions.”

“Catchy.”

“You say you’re the librarian?”

“That’s right.”

“Prove it.”

“I have the ring,” I said.

She opened the door a crack, and I showed her the ring with a big L letter on it.

“How do I know that’s the ring?”

“It has a big L on it.”

“Your name could be Larry.”

“It’s Kevin.”

“Still.”

“I need a book that has a reference to the Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions,” I said.

A book came flying out the door. She surprised me by her quick reflexes and arm length when her hand came all the way out onto the porch and grabbed the book. It was like her arm was made of rubber.

“OK,” she said. “You’re The Librarian. What do you want?”

“Can I come inside and discuss something with you?”

“I’m old and intolerant,” she said, opening the door. “If you choose to come in you might never walk out.”

The hunched figure in black robes had old and withered hands and a wrinkled face and wisps of silver-gray hair underneath the hood covering her head to match. She wasn’t lying; she was old. A fire crackled in the soot-stained stone hearth, sending twisting shadows dancing over the walls and ceiling. The walls were covered in sagging, uneven shelves crammed with jars, books, and strange objects I couldn’t identify. Bunches of dried herbs hung from the rafters. A large black cauldron hung over the fire, its contents bubbling and steaming.

In the center of the room was a wooden table with a covered bird cage on it. The table was stained with rings and scorch marks. A black candle burned with an eerie blue flame.

“Say your few words.”

“Help,” a voice screeched from under the cage.

The wicked witch of bad intensions waved a hand, and the voice fell silent.

“What was that?” I said.

“Parrot,” she said. “I wish I’d never taught it to cry for help. I thought it was funny, but it’s become quite a nuisance. Why are you here?”

“Two women and a pig have disappeared into thin air. The pig’s owner is Mrs. Blansky.”

“Thin air, you say?”

“We’re on a mountain.”

“Right. Too bad for the women. It happens sometimes.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“People disappear every day. I’ve seen it all my life.”

The “parrot” banged in the cage.

“That was Mrs. Blansky who was just here,” I said. “She’s the witch who owns the pig. But you already know that.”

“Is that who that was? All I know is she stopped to ask me directions. I get that a lot out here.”

More banging on the cage.

“Maybe you better let the bird out.”

“Maybe you’d better mind your own business.”

“I can help,” I said.

She laughed at that. It was the first sincere sound she’d made.

“That is very funny. We are Iron Maidens. Witches born a dozen lifetimes ago. A dozen for you, I mean. You don’t know anything.”

I pulled the cover off the cage. “I know that’s not a bird.”

“It’s a rat bird,” she said.

“Without wings? I believe that’s a bird requirement.”

“Some birds don’t have wings,” she said.

“Why do you have a rat locked up in a cage?”

“I’ve answered your questions and been tolerant of your intrusion, but enough is enough. Leave now or suffer the consequences.”

“You mind letting me talk to the rat, please? Give him back his voice.”

“This is my rat,” she said. “Any information he has is for me.”

“So, he’s that kind of rat. Sells out his friends? Betrays his comrades.”

“Maybe.”

“Does he know anything about the missing women and pig?”

“No.”

“How about Mrs. Blansky?”

She looked away. “I’m not sure I know who you’re talking about.”

“You are not a very good liar,” I said.

“That’s a very hurtful thing to say. Many people believe I am a very good liar.””

“Sorry. But you need to try harder. A witch who is called The Witch of Bad Intentions really should be better at lying.”

She stared at me. “I can’t help you. My wicked witch sisters will be here any second. If you’re still here, we’ll turn you into a rat and put you in the cage with Archie.”

“Archie?”

“Go now,” she said. “Last chance.”

I left, but I didn’t get far. Something about that rat was vaguely familiar. I paced up at the tree line, trying to think about what I should do. But then I admitted I already knew what I should do and was only looking for a way out of doing it. I sneaked back to the house and by the time I got to the window, I heard her say, “You’ll be telling me the truth in a minute, Archie. It will kill you, but you’ll be telling me the truth. I’ve got a little poison truth serum. Last chance before I pour it down your throat.”

The rat said, his voice high and exhausted. “I’ve already told you I don’t know.”

“Have it your way.”

I broke in through the front door, which turned out not to be locked, so I kind of flew into the room and the witch without really meaning to. She dropped what she was about to pour down Archie’s mouth. Archie, to my surprise, wasn’t a rat anymore but a small man with hunched shoulders and buck teeth who seemed to have the sniffles.

I suppose it was that fear that made me hesitate when he ran out the door.

“Stop him,” the witch yelled at me.

Something in her voice made me think I ought to stop him, even if I wasn’t going to let her kill him. I ran after him until he disappeared only a few feet away from the cottage. The witch, standing beside me, said, “Now look what you’ve done.”

“You were about to kill him,” I pointed out.

“Don’t be ridiculous. The truth serum would not kill him. I just said that to scare him. Works better when someone is scared. He’s a smarmy little bugger. All those rat people are.”

“I’m sorry. Wait, did you say rat people?”

“What’s done is done.”

“What is it you think he knows that’s so important?”

“You go on now. It’s not safe here anymore. Go on back to Eden.”

She pushed me out the door. When I knocked, she didn’t answer. When I opened the door telling her I just wanted to talk, I saw she wasn’t in the house anymore.

I felt dissatisfied with my visit. What had I learned? There were rat people in the haunted woods. They knew things. More people than I would have thought were good at disappearing. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Mrs. Blansky and the Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions were connected to the disappearances somehow. The witch’s evasive behavior and her desperate attempt to interrogate Archie definitely heightened my suspicions.

I mulled over the existence of rat people in the haunted woods. What was their role in all of this? Did they have information about the missing women and Mrs. Blansky’s pig? The way Archie vanished right before my eyes was unnerving. It seemed that the ability to disappear was not limited to just the missing individuals in Eden.

Obviously, Mrs. Blansky’s hasty flight to the cottage after my questioning was a clear indication of her involvement. Her conversation with the witch about truth serums and visiting a wizard made me suspicious. She knew something about the disappearances, even if she wasn’t directly involved. And there was something she didn’t know. She thought the rat person, Archie, did.

I knew I had to dig deeper into the connections between Mrs. Blansky, the Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions, and the rat people. There were too many coincidences and unanswered questions to ignore.


Chapter Five




After about ten minutes of walking down an unfamiliar path (never a great thing to do in a haunted forest), Fluffy came bounding out of the woods and to my side. We greeted each other with equal enthusiasm this time. I was very glad to see him.

“You can smell the way back?” I said.

“Smell the way. Smell the way,” he answered.

He led me and did a good job for about the first mile, but then we ran into a boulder that blocked our way and we needed to go around. I wandered just slightly off the path and stepped into something that was not solid. My foot sunk. I thought it was a bit of swamp at first, but my foot kept sinking and it yanked on me. It was as if something (I imagined a shrew of the sea, one of those with a tangle of snake hair, and bright red fingernails that scratched out eyes) had hold of my ankles and was pulling me down to its lair.

“Uh-ooh,” Fluffy said.

I had sunk up to my waist. This quicksand was quick.

“Fetch a stick,” I said.

“Fetch a stick,” Fluffy said. “Fetch a stick.”

There were sticks all around, but he ran off like he was going to run back to Eden for some very special stick. I hadn’t been panicking until he ran off; then I tried to swim out. In seconds, I had sunk up to my neck in the thick, gritty quicksand. Struggling, I remembered just a hair too late, made quicksand work faster. I frantically looked around for anything close enough to grab, but all I saw were lifeless, barren trees. I managed to keep one hand raised above the suffocating mix of mud, sand, and water, but the vicious quicksand was relentless. Down I went. A second later, I was under it, my whole head holding my breath. Unfortunately, there was not much to hold. I was out. My head became a thick cloud. I felt myself losing a grip on something I’d been holding tightly to. I realized in my last seconds that thing was life. All my life, I’d been holding tightly to life. Now I was going to have to let go. Also, I was a little disappointed; no nostalgic flash of my entire life before me. Just the dark getting darker.

I heard the pounding of footsteps, which was strange because Death made no sound. It was one of his trademarks. Silent. I looked with my third eye. Instead of Death, I saw Fluffy running out of the woods carrying a tree, a sapling really, but a tree just the same. He tossed it into the quicksand just to my right. I reached blindly for it.

This memory came back to me suddenly. Not my whole life, just one little part of it. A memory of one of my foster fathers who was named Benny. He used to hold kids’ heads under water in a tub he kept in a shed in the backyard. It was punishment for bad behavior. I was sure every time he held my head under water that he was not going to let me up and I would drown. I would run out of air and my short life would end and no one would even care. Because I did bad things (like coming late for dinner or not bringing him a beer fast enough when his fat ass was sitting on the couch watching the Cowboys), I was taken to the tank many times. I’d start to sweat and shake just looking at the tank. Sometimes just looking at the shed.

The other kids felt the same. Some said more than one kid had been drowned by him and he disposed of the body in a place off Padre Island. Three times one week he dunked me and held me down until I ran out of air. I struggled harder, but he had a hold of me, his fingers digging into my neck. Each time, he held me down a little longer. He was strong. He’d been a star defensive lineman in high school. They called him Benny Vicious. Not good enough for college, but he broke some quarterbacks, he liked to say. He said he was going to break me.

Now I’ve hinted that I may have done some bad things in my youth. I think it’s time to admit that maybe I understated how bad. Benny passed out on Friday night of that terrible week when I thought I might die. He was face down on the living room carpet. No one was around but me. I made a call to EMS and said a man was bleeding to death. I gave them the address and hung up. Then I went out to the garage and got some rags that I tore into strips and a hatchet sharp enough to cut hairs (Benny liked sharp things). I made one of the cloths into a blindfold and came back in. I put the blindfold over his eyes and tied it tight. He didn’t wake up.

Then I lay out his arms, so they pointed away from his body. I chopped off the left hand, and then quickly slid over his back and chopped off the right one. Blood spurted out from both sides. My logic was that if he didn’t have any hands, he couldn’t dunk me or any other kid ever again.

He woke up screaming.

I left the hands but took the hatchet. I ran into the woods. I put the hatchet in my secret hiding place. Then I headed back to the house. EMS was already there. They carried him off. I thought they put his hands on ice. I had considered burying the hands in the woods, but I just couldn’t rise to that level of meanness.

Of course, I was a suspect, but there were others, especially former foster kids. And Benny had a gambling problem and a drinking and drug problem and he owed many people money. The focus of the investigation quickly turned when the detectives learned that Benny had sold several children under his care to slave traffickers. Also, the dunking of us kids came out, too. The public was very upset about this, which they called torture. For a second, the treatment of foster kids was in the news. But then two popular movie-stars got divorced, and we were forgotten again.

Did I feel bad about Benny’s hands? I’d have to say no. I wasn’t proud, but it felt good to stand up to him finally. I’d have to say no, I didn’t feel bad. I suppose that was because I was bad. No use pretending otherwise. There were times when I’d crossed the line. Like with Benny.
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I grabbed that tree that Fluffy had thrown into the quicksand as the memory of Benny faded. Fluffy had hold of the other end and pulled out. My eyes were still covered in sand, so everything was a blur.

Fluffy was growling as I climbed up on the dry, solid land. I rubbed the mixture of sand, mud, and water from my eyes. I saw what Fluffy was growling about then. Headhunters. At least a dozen of them. They were short and low to the ground. Their legs were thick with muscles. Most of them carried spears and/or machetes. Some of them had very colorful hats. They smelled of smoke and blood.

They weren’t wearing their binoculars, so this wasn’t a birding expedition. Rip had warned me that if they weren’t birding, they were often hunting. On such trips, they might be inclined to live up to their name and I should stay away from them. It was too late to follow that excellent advice.

“You going right back in that sand pit,” one said, “unless you come with us. No tricks librarian.”

“Come with you where?”

“Going to meet the head headhunter. He a witch doctor named Sometimes. You know about Sometimes?”

“I don’t,” I said.

“You going to find out. You come now.”

I didn’t really have much choice. But I saw some of the headhunters moving toward Fluffy with a net and I shouted for him to run, which he did. Several of them had little dart blow guns and sent darts, poisoned I supposed, at Fluffy. I saw him disappear into the woods. I hoped none of the darts hit him, but I imagined headhunters had to be pretty good shots.

As we worked our way through the woods on no path that I could discern, one of them told me that it was no accident that I kept wandering into their territory.

“Sometimes say you here to tell us something. Maybe we’ll have to torture you to get it.”

“I don’t think I have anything to tell you.”

“Maybe not,” he said. “But Sometimes likes to torture people so you going to get tortured.”

“I’ve met a few like that.”

“You really the devil’s son?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I guess maybe you have then.”

“Not in hell. Not just in hell. Plenty of human beings like what your head headhunter likes.”

“Why you out here, librarian?”

“People are disappearing in Eden. I have a feeling it’s going to get worse.”

“You may be looking in the wrong place.”

“You know the Witch of Bad Intentions?”

“Know of her.”

“What do you know?”

“Best to stay out of her way. She from the old days. Monster hunter. Retired. Still like to give you the evil eye you wander too close to her cottage.”

“What kind of monsters?”

“We stay away from her and she leave us alone. We don’t want her deciding we’re the kind of monsters she wants to hunt.”

“How about the rat people?”

“Vermin.”

“But they know things, don’t they?”

“Price too high for us. It too high for you too. You go to the rat people only when you got no choice.”

Before long, we got to the headhunter’s camp. The camp was nestled in a small clearing. There were about a dozen small thatched huts circled around a central fire pit. A fire crackled and popped though it was the middle of the afternoon. A few of the cannibals were banging drums in a drum circle.

The huts were simple, four wooden posts supporting a roof of palm leaves and grass. The ground was dusty and trampled flat by many feet. Children played in the dirt. There were no children in Eden and I enjoyed seeing them play. Men lounged in the shade, chatting and chewing something.

As we came into camp, conversations stopped and all eyes turned to us, to me in particular. I smelled their earthy, unwashed scent as we walked by them.

In the center of the camp stood a larger, more elaborate hut that was decorated with painted symbols and carved wooden statues. As we approached it, the witch-doctor, Sometimes stepped out. He was small, like the others, but broad-shouldered. His head was shaved bald and his face painted with white clay designs that gave him a fierce appearance. Around his neck hung a necklace made of bones. In one hand, he carried a tall, wooden staff topped with a carved human skull.

“Welcome to our village, librarian. I have been expecting you. I thought you would come sooner during the full moon.”

He spoke a guttural language to the other headhunters, and they left us and he motioned for me to come inside his tent and I did. We sat on the earth floor, cross-legged, around a hole that he pointed at and said went to the center of the earth. The hole was big enough that I could probably fit in it. I had no desire to find out. It seemed to me it must be a long way to the center of the earth.

Sometimes lit a pipe. I had no idea what was in it, but it seemed discourteous not to take a turn when he handed it to me. It was relaxing, whatever it was.

“Why are you here?” he asked me.

“I stupidly stepped into a pool of quicksand and was sinking, but my hellhound, Fluffy, pulled up a tree to come and save me. While I was distracted staying alive, your tribesmen surrounded me and gave me the choice between death and meeting you. I think I made a wise decision.”

He gave me a look. What was it? Something like ‘you’re playing the idiot but you are not doing it as well as you think; go ahead though, I have all the time in the world.’ Something like that.

“Why are you here?” he said again.

I told him about the missing people in Eden and the missing pig and the witch Mrs. Blansky and the witch of bad intentions and even Archie, the rat man, and asked him what he knew. He ignored my question.

“Some spirits say you are here to end the world.”

“The spirits are wrong.”

“Some say you are here to save the world.”

“I don’t know if that’s true either.”

“You don’t know why you are here?” he said, surprised.

“It’s complicated.”

The head headhunter frowned.

“I could torture you. Maybe help you remember.”

“I appreciate the offer, but no thanks.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t tell me.”

“I would tell you everything,” I said. “I wouldn’t stop talking.”

He smiled. “Yes. I believe you would.”

“Do you know why Mrs. Blansky would fly to Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions when she found out women were disappearing in Eden?”

“They sisters once, I hear.”

“They were sisters, but aren’t anymore?”

“Witch sisters. Sisters in the same coven.”

“They hunted monsters together?”

“They say the coven did. For money. For power. Always for some kind of payment.”

“What would the rat person be able to tell them?”

“The rat people live in the dark. They live in dirty, dark places. They hear things. It could be about a monster they hunted.”

“And didn’t catch and now it’s back?”

“Or did catch and now it’s back.”

“I don’t suppose you can see? Throw bones or whatever you do and see what he was going to tell them?”

“The past is almost as tricky as the future. Your hellhound is circling our village.”

“I’d better go tell him I’m fine. Maybe we could save the torture for another day when I have more time?”

“Maybe you promise me you are going to save the world and I tell my people about this promise and I say that I saw no reason to torture you today because you are trying to save us all?”

“Sounds reasonable,” I said.

“Go on.”

“I am going to save the world,” I said.

“You think so,” he said.

“I’m going to try.”

“Not very convincing, but I give you a chance.”

We stepped outside the tent and he told everyone about our agreement. Many tribesmen and women patted me on the back as I left. They were all for the saving of the world.

I said goodbye to the head head-hunter, who kept his head held high and looked very regal. It helped that he had high cheekbones. I said goodbye to the tribe and told them I hoped they saw a rare bird today. Rip had told me they were all avid birders. His advice was to do my best to get them thinking about birds rather than my head. Rip’s advice was usually pretty good.

“It is a good day to see a bird,” one of them said, and many others said the same thing.

“Keep your eyes open for the Pink-headed Duck,” one tribeswoman said. “I hear it’s near.”

I promised I would.


Chapter Six




We didn’t run into any pink-headed ducks on the way home. Fluffy did see a squirrel and went after it. He came back after about ten minutes and said the squirrel had tricked him out of eating him by telling him a story. Fluffy’s English was pretty limited, but I thought he said that the squirrel had convinced him he had a big brother, a monster squirrel over a hundred pounds with gobs of fat who would be so much better to eat. He would lead Fluffy to him. Fluffy knew this was likely a trick, but he wanted a big, fat squirrel so bad he told the little squirrel to save himself and lead Fluffy to his brother. A few seconds later, the little squirrel dove into a small hole in the ground next to a giant tree.

“Liar squirrel,” Fluffy said.

“Tricky.”

“Yeah, tricky.”

We walked fast the rest of the way. The trees started whispering, but I didn’t listen. I was anxious to get back to Eden to learn if anyone else had disappeared. First thing, after I checked in with the mayor at his offices on the square to make sure no one else was missing, I was going to go over to Mrs. Blansky’s and have a little talk with her about monster hunting and missing people and rat men.

Why did she fly off to the Witch of Bad Intensions as soon as she realized people were disappearing? What did Archie know that was so important? Who was this wizard? Did she know what had happened to the people who disappeared? Did she have any idea who made them disappear and why? I needed to know what she knew.

I walked Fluffy back to the library and put him inside and told him to take a long, deserved nap. I told him to keep his eyes open for intruders while he napped. He gave this the consideration it deserved; he flopped down and was snoring before I could get out the door.

I walked over to the mayor’s, crossing the square. On the way, I heard a whisper in the wind. I thought I heard, “You are a dead man.” I was pretty sure I wasn’t. Not yet anyway. It was disconcerting to hear the wind saying such things. But was it the wind? Sometimes I thought Eden was one of those places where the separation from our world and the next or the next next or the next next next was thin. The voice could be a spirit warning me or a threat. I listened for it to say more, but heard nothing.

I went up the stairs to the mayor’s office. The new secretary for the new mayor was a few years younger than me. I’d seen her at the bar before. She was pretty. She had Mona Lisa’s eyes. They followed you around the room. I couldn’t remember her name.

“Amanda,” she said, as if she read my mind, which wasn’t exactly unheard of in Eden.

“Good morning,” I said. “Is he in?”

Honestly, it wasn’t. But no one wanted to hear, “Bad morning, isn’t it?”

She had one of those old intercom buzzers. She buzzed him. She spoke into it. “The librarian is here.”

“Send him in.”

I went in. The new mayor had redecorated the place. He was a leader in the Dark Arts, President of the Eden chapter of The Dark Arts Club, and a follower of Lucifer; his office reflected this. The office was dimly lit, with heavy velvet curtains drawn over the windows blocking out most of the daylight. The walls were painted a deep blood-red and adorned with paintings and tapestries depicting scenes of sorcery, witchcraft, feeding vampires, and animated corpses. Charming.

In the center of the room was a large oak desk, carved with sinister figures and symbols. Lord Blackstone sat in a high-backed chair made of blackened wood and upholstered in dark purple velvet.

In short, it was a suitable and comfy office for a leader in the Dark Arts and troubling and uncomfortable if you weren’t, like me.

Have a seat,” Lord Blackstone said., motioning toward a chair. His fingers were adorned with rings set with jet-black stones. His cold grey eyes scrutinized me from under heavy brows. We were frenemy’s.

I felt a nostalgia for the old mayor. Given that he had been possessed by the evil Jack and had tried to kill me, this was odd.

“Another woman has disappeared,” Lord Blackstone said.

The morning got worse.

“Who?”

“Mia Rai. I do not know the woman.”

“So, Mia Rai, Karla Trotsky, Gabriela, and Boris have all been taken.”

“Boris?” Lord Blackstone said.

“Mrs. Blansky’s pig.”

“What does he look like?”

“Like a pig. A big one. Long snout. Pinkish skin. Tends to snort.”

“Hmm…,” he said.

“Intelligent, dark eyes.”

“Oh, right, yes. Come to think of it, I have seen Mrs. Blansky with Boris.”

“All disappeared. Sometimes with many people watching.”

“What are you going to do about it?” he said.

“I’m going to find them,” I said.

“Good,” he said. “You’d better get to it then. We can’t just have people disappearing all over the place. Bad for the tourist business.”

“We don’t have a tourist business,” I said.

“It would be bad if we did,” he said. “And who’s to say we won’t in the future?”

“Do you have any ideas?” I said. He had lived in Eden a lot longer than I had, after all.

“Not up to me. It’s up to you.”

“I thought it was the top person who always says the buck stops with him or her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The top guy always makes certain the buck stops with someone down the totem pole. Preferably someone very near entry level, but in our case, it needs to be you. We’re short staffed.”

“Eden’s protected,” I said. “That’s what I don’t understand. It has the Creator’s protective shield. How could anything make people disappear that way?”

“It’s a mystery,” the mayor said. “One you had better solve fast. People are not patient about this kind of thing. They’ll be worrying they’re next. Chop, chop, librarian.”

I thought he was enjoying himself, which seemed suspicious, to say the least. On the other hand, he was the President of the Dark Arts club.

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“I’m calling a town meeting for tonight,” Lord Blackstone said. “Seven o’clock. We’ll need to address the town. Tell them what’s happening. Warn them. Give them an update.”

“We don’t have much to update them on.”

“You need to find something.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Make something up if you can’t make any progress. People need confidence. Sometimes it has to be manufactured. They’ll thank you for it later.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I said.

“You’re not a politician,” he said. “People prefer a good lie to a bad truth every time.”

“Maybe,” I admitted.

“You’d better get with the program. How can you ever be a successful anti-Christ without understanding politics?”

It was a fair question. I didn’t have an answer. He said he would see me at the meeting at seven o’clock.

We shook hands. I could feel the power in his rings when they touched my skin.

On my way out, the mayor’s secretary, Amanda, told me she had confidence in me.

“Thank you.”

“Just don’t take too long,” she said. “I don’t want to disappear.”

I wished she hadn’t said that. I was of the opinion it was a bad idea to tempt fate that way.

“I’ll try not to.”

“Meet me for a drink tonight at the bar,” she said. “There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

I hesitated.

“About all that’s happening,” she said.

I knew she was a supernatural. I could see that much with my third eye. A witch, I thought.

“All right,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “See you tonight.”


Chapter Seven




Ileft the mayor’s office and headed to the yoga studio, hoping to speak with the teacher who had witnessed Karla’s disappearance. The studio was in a small brick building near the town square, nestled between a crystal shop and an herbalist. A wooden sign hung above the blue door; a graceful yoga figure in tree pose was painted on it. I knew this was a tree pose because the words TREE POSE were written under it.

I stepped inside and was greeted by the faint scent of incense mingling with lemongrass. Small statues of various gods and goddesses lined the windowsills. I’d met a few of them. At the front of the empty studio stood a slender woman with flowing black hair tidying up purple yoga mats.

“Excuse me,” I said. “what’s a tree pose?”

The woman turned, her bright green eyes meeting mine. “One of the many yoga poses you will learn if you take a class here. Are you interested in signing up?”

I said that I wasn’t now, but I might be in the future. Right now, I was looking for information.

“We have a meditation class later today. So much can be learned in the meditative state.”

“I had something more specific in mind.

She stopped tidying the mats. “This is about poor Karla, isn’t it?”

“I’m the librarian. Kevin. I’m investigating the missing women.”

She came over and we shook hands. Her hand was warm and moist and it was the kind of hand that could touch someone and get impressions. I recognized that much. Her name was Sonya.

“I’ve been meaning to come by the library to say welcome to Eden,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you. I didn’t realize you were so young. There are other missing women?”

“Three so far.”

“So far? You expect more?”

“Can you tell me about Karla?”

“She was flexible,” Sonya said. “She was friendly, but someone who kept to herself. Friendly but distant, I’d say.”

“Did she have any friends or family in town?”

Sonya shook her head. “She was a loner. Always arrived just before class started and left immediately after. But—” she hesitated.

“But what?” I pressed.

“There was one woman who came with her once and who I later saw her with coming out of the new age shop, Celestial Celebrations. They didn’t seem particularly friendly, but—I don’t know. They seemed to know one another. Like family. Connected in some way. Maybe both witches. You know Celestial Celebrations caters to the witch crowd. They had a sale on broomsticks last week. I thought of getting one, but you know how the witches are. They don’t like non-witches riding them.”

“What made you think they were like family?”

“I can’t really say. I get impressions sometimes, though. They’re usually right.”

“Can you describe her?”

“Let’s see, she had long black hair, very pretty. Of course, Karla is pretty too, but she had blonde hair. Both women are young. In their twenties anyway, I’d guess. Now that I think about it, I’d say Karla’s friend was more handsome than pretty.”

“Did you catch her name?” I asked. “The other woman, I mean?”

Sonya pursed her lips. “Mira or maybe Mia. Something like that.”

If the two women were witches and were like family, they might be from the same coven. Witches from the same coven sometimes called each other sister and thought of each other as having a familial bond. I needed to talk to Olive. She’d probably know if the two women were in the same coven.

I thanked Sonya for her help. I decided to take the short walk down the street to Celestial Celebrations since it was close. As I opened the door, a tinkling wind chime above the door announced my arrival. Stepping inside, I found myself surrounded by the earthy aroma of burning sage. Also, I felt at least two protective wards. I thought there were probably more.

The small space was crammed with shelves displaying crystals, candles, incense, tarot cards, and rows of glass jars filled with herbs and roots. Dream catchers and pentagrams hung from the ceiling. Behind the counter, a woman with long silver hair braided down her back was arranging a display of polished stones.

“Welcome to Celestial Celebrations. Can I help you find something?” she asked in a lilting voice.

“Not today,” I said.

“No, not today,” she said. Not a witch, but something. Maybe a diviner.

I told her who I was and why I was there. I asked her about Karla and Mia. I said I thought they were customers of hers.

“I suppose they are both customers at many stores in town,” she said.

“Do you know them?”

“A little. Nice women.”

“Young?”

“They looked young.”

“But not?”

“I have a feeling not.”

“Were they witches?”

The woman’s green eyes narrowed. “You’d have to ask them.”

“Was Gabriela Diaz a customer?”

“I don’t feel comfortable talking about my customers. Isn’t there some kind of customer-storekeeper confidentiality? I don’t have to talk about them.”

“That’s doctor patient,” I said. “Customers don’t count.”

“You’re sure?’ she said.

“I’ve seen many episodes of Law and Order,” I said.

“I still shouldn’t talk about them.”

“They disappeared,” I pressed. “They could be dead or locked up somewhere. I need to learn what happened to them. If you can help me in any way—.”

“I wish I could.”

“Are the three of them in the same coven?” I asked.

The woman hesitated. She sighed. “I think so.”

“Are you in that coven?”

“I’m not a witch. You should be talking to Mia’s daughter. I don’t know anything for sure.”

She looked uneasy, maybe even scared. That surprised me. I decided to leave her and only come back if I couldn’t find another way to learn what I needed to know.

“Where can I find Zara?”

Sonya said next block up and take a left. The red house at the end of the block. Corner lot. So off I went to the next block and the small red house at the end of a dead end. It had a nice front porch. I knocked on the door.

When Zara Rai opened the door, I was surprised to see a woman who appeared to be in her fifties. Long white hair. Green eyes. I told her I was there about her mother and she asked me in.

We sat in overstuffed floral chairs in her cozy living room. I asked her if her mother knew Karla, Gabriela, and Mrs. Blansky.

She nodded. “My mother, Karla, and Mrs. Blansky have been friends for a long time. Though they’ve grown apart, they still get together once a year.”

“Once a year?”

“An anniversary of sorts.”

“Could I see a photo of your mother?”

“I don’t think I have any photos,” she said.

“I think you do,” I said. Sometimes I could use my position as librarian to bluff people. People would think I could see more than I could and that I had more power than I did.

“I’ll take a look,” she said.

She disappeared down the hall, returning moments later with an old tintype. It showed a beautiful young woman with Zara’s eyes.

“How long ago was this taken?” I said.

“Awhile.”

“She still looks the same?”

She nodded.

“Witches grow old,” I said.

“Most do. She’s an Iron Maiden.” Zara said. “They keep the illusion of youth.”

I asked her to tell me about Iron Maidens.

“Druids,” she said. “Their magic is different from most of the witches around here. Comes from the earth.”

“They are all in the same coven?”

“They were.”

“You said they get together once a year. To do what?”

“The Samhain Ceremony in the woods. It’s a time when the dimensions of worlds or planes of existence, whatever you want to call them, are at their thinnest.”

“What happens at this ceremony?” I asked.

“Spirits come into the world. Gods, too. Divination is most effective. They go through rituals to discover hidden knowledge and see future events. They celebrate their religion..”

“Have they got together recently?”

She looked guilty. “Karla was here last night visiting my mother. They excluded me as usual, but I heard them arguing. Something was wrong. I should have come and talked to you after she disappeared, but I was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“That I’ll be next.”

“Why would you be taken?”

“I don’t have the druid kind of magic, but I am a witch and I have druid blood.”

“You must have some idea who might take them? Besides the argument with Karla Trotsky, has your mother acted different in any way?”

“No.”

“What about Gabriela? Is she one of the coven?”

“She’s not like the others. She’s only been here a few years. She was in the flatlands. She was a witch down there but she didn’t know she had druid blood. When she came here, my mother recognized her and became her mentor. She was learning druid ways. A novice.”

I pulled out my pocket watch. It was a little after six. Just enough time to catch dinner. I needed to talk to Olive before the town meeting.

“I’ll find her and get her back,” I promised.

“She always wore protection. A ruby stone around her neck. Whatever took her must be very powerful. Be careful, librarian.”

She gave me a pitying look as she walked with me to the door.


Chapter Eight




Iwent into the café. It smelled strongly of burgers and French fries. As usual for dinner, it wasn’t very crowded. There were some of the older townsfolk sitting at the counter. Rip sat at the far end of the counter, and I sat next to him.

“Good evening, librarian,” he said.

“What’s good tonight?” I asked him.

“Special is meatloaf. Lucy has an excellent meatloaf recipe. Makes you feel like you’re home.”

When Lucy asked me what I wanted to drink, I ordered an Eden Brew and said I already knew I wanted the special. She nodded and walked away.

“You look as if you’ve had an eventful day,” Rip said.

“Rode a broomstick to follow a witch into the haunted forest to another witch’s cottage. Then was lied to by that witch, The Wicked Witch of Bad Intentions. Met her captive, a rat person named Archie. Then I fell into quicksand on the way back to Egypt. Almost died but was saved. Then was captured by the headhunters, without their binoculars hanging around their necks, and taken back to their village where the head head headhunter told me I was either going to save the world or destroy it. No pressure. So, you know, a typical day in the life of the librarian.”

“I watched reruns of Northern Exposure and took a nap,” Rip said.

Olive came over and asked me what I wanted to eat and I told her I’d already ordered. Then she asked me where her broomstick was. I told her about sending Zelda to follow Mrs. Blansky to a wizard’s house.

“She’s not back yet?” I said. “She should be back.”

“Why would you send her on alone?”

“I had to stay and talk to The Wicked Witch of Bad Intensions. You know her?”

“I think I met her at the Wicked Witch Convention last year over at the Crossroads.”

“What were you doing at a wicked witch convention? I didn’t think they let regular witches in.”

“The wicked witches of the haunted forest are very generous with their knowledge and experience.”

“She had a rat. The wicked witch had a rat named Archie that she turned into a human. Or maybe it was a human she turned into a rat.”

“I don’t think she turned him into a rat,” Rip said. “Those rat people are shapeshifters.”

The bell from the kitchen rang. Lucy went and got my plate: meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans. I thanked her.

“Rat People,” Olive said. “Never heard of them.”

“Shapeshifters,” Rip said. “They can be rats sometimes and people sometimes. They go back and forth. Though I have to say the human versions generally still remind you of a rat. That’s unfortunate.”

We all agreed it was unfortunate.

“They thought he had information,” I said. “They were using a truth serum on him. But what information were they so interested in getting that they used a truth serum?”

“Rat people are informants,” Rip said. “It’s where the saying comes from in the human world. That guy is a rat. I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t sell them information.”

“Maybe he can’t,” Olive said. “He signed the witch’s ultimate NDA, a binding spell.”

“It’s about the disappearances,” I said. “I told them about Mrs. Blansky flying off when she found out who had been taken and that I’d found out they were all druid witches, including Gabriela.”

“Did you know?” I asked Olive.

“I suspected she was a witch, but since she didn’t tell me, I didn’t pry.”

“This is something to do when them. I was told the coven hunted monsters back in the day. Maybe one of the monsters they’d hunted is back.”

“There’s some power at work here,” Rip said. “Something we don’t understand. The town is protected by the Creator. Something has found a way to get past that power.”

“What information do you think the witches wanted from Archie?”

“The rats are professionals. They have an intricate network that buys and sells information. They have markets. Black Friday sales. Auctions. They rat out everyone they know. It’s what they do. It could be about anything. The strange thing is that they would resort to a truth serum. Why not just pay for information like everyone else?”

I drank my beer and ate my meatloaf and it gave me some comfort even though I was still frustrated by how little I had learned and fear of what might happen next.

Olive came back and said, “It’s possible that the Creator used some magic that gets its power from nature. Like the tree you used that takes its power from the earth. Iron Maidens also get their power from the earth.”

“Iron Maidens?” Rip said. “The druid witches are Iron Maidens?”

“I guess,” I said.

“Then it’s possible the Iron Maidens could get past the Creator’s protections if those protections are made from the earth.”

“Why would they take other druid witches?”

He shrugged.

“What do you know about Iron Maidens?” I asked.

“Got to give you a brief history lesson. They were a coven of powerful witches that protected the ancient Celtic tribes which lived in Britain and Europe during the Iron Age and Medieval periods. Their magic came from nature. Very powerful.”

“What kinds of powers?” I said.

“The earth itself, nature, even some animals, could be used by them in various ways.”

“Make people disappear? Maybe teleport them someplace?”

“You may have noticed that magical beings don’t like to advertise all their powers. They keep some to themselves. But I’ve never heard they could do such things. They joined the Celt warriors in battles, though. They’d crush enemies with avalanches of stone and entangle them in vines and roots. They were greatly feared.”

“What else?”

“One famous story tells of a maiden named Olwen. She possessed exceptional beauty and could mesmerize men with her voice. Perhaps this is another power.”

“Like a siren?” I said. I had met one before. You didn’t forget a siren when you’d met one.

“They crossed over to the land of the dead sometimes.”

“So maybe it’s not a monster,” I said. “Maybe it’s one of their own gone rogue.”

We talked some more. We didn’t get anywhere. A little before seven, we walked to the park for the town meeting.


Chapter Nine




The park was packed. It seemed like every resident of Eden had shown up for this emergency meeting. I slipped in at the back of the crowd, trying not to draw attention to myself. The crowd buzzed with anxious speculation about the recent disappearances. I heard Mary Beth Carlton telling her squad, a group of Delta something’s from college, back in the day, that this disappearing was simply unacceptable behavior. It was time good, common-sense behavior prevailed and people did not give into such attention seeking behavior.

A few people asked me, a definite edge to their voices, what I was doing about this act of aggression against the town. One man said it was the recent people moving into town that brought this curse with them. We had to stop anyone new from coming in or it was just going to get worse. I could feel the fear in the air like you could sometimes feel the electricity of a storm just before it moved in.

Of course, it was common for people to blame people coming into a place when they had come into the place some time ago. Someone needed to be blamed when things went wrong and the new guy or the new gal was certainly there for that purpose. Then there was the fear that always came with losing a grip on things. Mix that with a proper scapegoat and you could have a combustible situation where a number of foolish things could happen.

The mayor rose to take the stage, his expression grim. “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” he began. “As you know, several townspeople and one pig have been taken. But I just recently saw another disappeared. My secretary, Amanda, was taken after talking to the librarian. We’ve always been protected by the town, by the Creator, but that no longer seems true. The Creator has abandoned us.”

The mayor wanted the crowd to see a connection between me and the disappearance of the woman. We humans tended to believe in connections even if they were without any real evidence. A bad thing happened once when a black cat happened to be nearby, so black cats were unlucky. Someone walked under a ladder (hello, walking under something people were often using in construction was not a great idea) and someone was killed by a dropped hammer. That situation became bad luck to walk under a ladder. Sure, that was it. Bad luck. Was there a connection between my visit and Amanda’s disappearance? Doubtful. But the mayor had a point. One thing had happened and then the other happened.

Murmurs rippled through the crowd even as I had these thoughts. The mayor raised his hands to quiet everyone. “While the circumstances are worrisome, there is no need for panic. I have enacted a protection spell around Eden that will shield us from harm. No evil can penetrate the borders of our town now that I have encircled us in powerful magic.”

I frowned, exchanging a look with Olive and the Ghostbusters. Lord Blackstone hadn’t told me about a protective spell. How, given the town’s immense power, could his spell be stronger than the protection Eden gave us unless what he said was true: The Creator had abandoned us?

I knew he was off visiting other universes, and I knew some believed he might not return, but I was not one of those people. The town had protected us several times in my few weeks as librarian. The mayor was saying this protection was gone. Something had changed if this was true because the Creator, from my understanding, had been gone for over a century.

“It is time for a change. Our librarian isn’t up to the task of protecting us. We need a true wizard. I must be both librarian and mayor. Only I can save us now. I only say this to protect us all. The librarian doesn’t have the right skills.”

The dictator’s call to action. Always the same. Always the one meant to serve himself. Only I can save you. Only I can save you after I rule you. I need to rule you.

“Therefore, I call for a vote of no confidence for the current librarian, Kevin.” The mayor pointed a damning finger in my direction as his cronies, members of the dark arts club, converged around me, Olive, and the Ghostbusters. The mayor and I locked eyes. It looked like my former frenemy had become an enemy. He shrugged. We had been adversaries and then allies, and now we were adversaries again. His look had a very clear “what do you expect?” feel to it. He was, after all, a practitioner of the Dark Arts.

A sudden commotion at the back of the hall drew every eye. The ragged figure of the Madman of the Woods ran down the aisle and leapt onto the stage. I knew he was the madman of the woods because he shouted out to the crowd, “I am the madman of the woods. I come from a long line of madmen of the woods and I know what is happening. I’ve had a vision.”

He certainly did look like a madman. His hair was a tangled mass of leaves and twigs that hung in unkept strands over his face, partially covering his wild eyes. His clothes were torn and darkened with dirt and grime. His pale, ghostly skin was covered in scratches. He muttered, “I know. I know. I know.” He sounded and behaved like a madman and had the pedigree of madmen who often were from a long line of madmen. They were like politicians in this way.

The crowd gave the madman a mixed reception. Some told him to get off the stage, but others said we should let him speak. He said, “I know. I know. I know.”

“What do you know?” I shouted.

“The monster is back, Jack. He’s here for a reason.”

He was shaking his head, and his matted hair was flipping from side to side. When he raised his eyes, it was like they were swimming in a storm. A second later, he was gone. Disappeared. The first male to disappear unless you counted Boris.

That set the crowd off. The uneasiness turned to something more primal, a fight-or-flight response. Just about everyone in the park chose flight. The mayor tried to reassure them from the stage that he had everything under control. The evidence, though—a man, even a madman disappearing in front of us all was conclusive—made it abundantly clear he did not.

Within moments, the town hall was empty except for me, Olive, the Ghostbusters, and the mayor and his men.

“What now?” Olive asked, looking at me.

“I’ve had a long day. I’m going back to the library and try to think this over.”

“We all should regroup tomorrow,” Walt said. “We’ll examine the park tonight and the other locations tomorrow for traces of magic. Maybe we’ll find something that will help us determine what’s going on here.”

I said I’d see them tomorrow.

“We aren’t finished,” the mayor shouted to me. “We’ll have another meeting.”

“If it’s like this one, count me in.”

“Nothing personal, librarian,” the mayor said.

Olive and I walked the same way for a few blocks, so we walked together. She felt compelled to tell me she was afraid for the town and that was why she was walking with me. She hoped I didn’t read anything else into it. I assured her I didn’t.

“He said monster,” I said.

“A little vague,” she said. “And he is the madman of the woods. I’m not sure we can count on him as an accurate source.”

“You do know that madman speaking the truth is kind of a common element in many mythic stories. A madman doesn’t show up in a story just for no reason.”

“Except when he does,” she said.

“He was taken right after he mentioned the part about the monster.”

“You have a point,” she admitted. “Almost like something didn’t want him to say more.”

“Like a monster,” I said.

“We are located next to a haunted wood. It wouldn’t be Eden’s first monster. Some say your father was the first monster.”

“Some would say that,” I admitted.

“But a monster who can get past Eden’s protections into the town?” I said. “Not even Lucifer can do that. Not even Gabriel. We are talking about some of the most powerful creatures in our universe. Eden has kept them out for years.”

“What’s your point?”

“He goes right past the protections that protect Eden and he makes people disappear. He doesn’t strike them with lightning or set them on fire. He doesn’t make a spectacle of their deaths. He just disappears them.”

“You think they’re still alive,” she said, turning to me, with just a hint of appreciation in those beautiful green eyes.

“Most likely,” I said.

“That’s something,” she said.

“That’s something,” I agreed. “We have a chance to get them back.”

We got to her house, and it was as if she woke from a dream. She frowned at me, her eyes narrowing, shoulders tensing, and arms crossing defensively over her chest. The warm, relaxed demeanor from moments before had vanished, replaced by a guarded expression, as if she worried I’d somehow tricked her.

“Did you just do something, make one of your suggestions to me to trust you? Don’t lie to me.”

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t. I think you know I wouldn’t.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m being a little paranoid. Anyway, this is too important for us to let our feelings about each other stop us from working together. Lives depend on us.”

“True.”

“It doesn’t change anything between us,” she said.

“Let’s just do what we need to do.”

“OK,” she said.

“OK,” I said.

She opened the iron gate to her house (her house alone now) and it creaked.

“Good night,” I said and walked on.

A monster out there somewhere preying on Edenites. Why? Even a monster needed motive. I thought of other monsters.

There was Grendel from the epic poem Beowulf terrorizing Mead Hall of King Heorot, slaughtering its inhabitants night after night. Grendel did what he did because of envy and resentment of the camaraderie he observed in the hall. As a descendant of Cain, he was forever banished from society, doomed to a life of isolation and bitterness. I thought it was possible that our monster could be similarly motivated by a sense of exclusion and loneliness. Envy and resentment were old and common motivators for evil acts, even murder. It was possible.

And then there was Frankenstein, or more precisely, the monster of Dr. Frankenstein. Victor Frankenstein gave the creature he created life. Then the creature was abandoned by his creator. All he wanted was what people want, but he doesn’t look like them or act like them and people fear him and are revolted by him. When he tried to make contact with people, he failed and was despised. Even if he hadn’t been a monster, maybe he would have been made into one. In his despair, he vowed revenge against Frankenstein. He wanted to make him suffer like he did. He did terrible things.

Another possibility came to me, the monster of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The respectable Dr. Jekyll made a potion that unleashed his darker impulses as Mr. Hyde. Jekyll initially reveled in the freedom of his alter ego, but soon found himself unable to control the transformations. He was unable to control the monster within.

What if the creature preying on Eden was not some malevolent creation of the haunted wood but a creature that had been made somehow by us, by humans? It hadn’t executed anyone. At least not yet. Maybe we would have a chance to reason with it if we could discover where it was.  

I unlocked the library and went in and Fluffy made little sounds of joy and turned in circles and knocked me over when I petted him and he rubbed up against me a little too hard.

I let him out and sat on the porch and waited for him to come back. About five minutes later, he did.

“Hungry, hungry,” he said.

“You want to hunt?”

“Nap,” he said.

I took that as a no. We went back into the library and down to the apartment. I petted him and got a beer from the fridge and tried the TV. It came off and on sporadically. It was working on this night. I watched part of the classic movie Aliens. Two mothers fighting to save their children. I was so tired; I fell asleep before it was over.


Chapter Ten




That night, Lucifer came to me in a dream. He was wearing one of his usual disguises. Pointy beard. Black hair. Black eyes. Dark suit. He was tall and thin and he had a cane. I saw with my third eye that the cane had a blade on the tip that would snap out when he wanted.

I wasn’t exactly surprised to see him in a dream because he usually came to me in dreams. I had seen him just the other night when I went to hell. My brothers, Dread and Desolation, had taken me to a party in Hellville to celebrate Father’s Day, so I’d had a talk with him then. I knew I wouldn’t have much time before he started pressuring me to follow through on the ideas I’d mentioned for The End of Days, which had been pretty general. Spread chaos. Make myself a dictator of the United States. That kind of thing.

Here he was in my dream and I knew he wasn’t stopping by to offer to help me with monsters or with anything else. He was here to see check up on me. Was I doing what needed to be done?

“I’ve been a little distracted,” I admitted. “We have a monster problem.”

“No excuses,” he said.

I might have used this as an excuse to get out of being the anti-Christ a few weeks ago. But since then, I’d realized I couldn’t let anyone else become the anti-Christ because they would attempt to bring on the End of Days to please Lucifer, who was ready for the last battle because he believed the Creator was missing but couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t return. Lucifer considered this his best chance to attack. It would be angels against fallen angels and their demons (most of them coming out of the Christian tradition, of course) though Lucifer had made alliances with various Islamic demons and even some Japanese demons—or so I’d been told anyway by Dread.

The anti-Christ, according to the prophecies, would be a child of Lucifer. But since he had twenty-three children that I knew of (I guessed there were probably more) that still left a lot of possibilities besides me.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” Lucifer said. “Something is missing. Lilith says your ideas are missing what you’re missing. Your nature is not cruel. I don’t mean to insult you, but I am concerned she might be right. I don’t see how you can have a winning End of Days and Armageddon plan unless your anti-Christ is cruel.”

“I suppose she has a cruel plan.”

“Oh yes,” he said, sitting in a chair across from my bed. “She will have our demons train humans. We will break their wills first. Then we will turn them into mindless killing machines. They will be fodder for us on the last battlefield. They will be our diversion, our sacrifice. Our demonic forces will overwhelm the enemy.”

And that right there was why I had to be the anti-Christ.

I shook my head and sighed. “Of course, you could turn them into zombies or mindless warriors, but why not just use drones then? I’ll tell you why. They don’t fight with passion. Seduction, Father. It’s the key. If humans choose our side, they will fight for us. They will fight with passion. You like football. Think about football games. The most talented team doesn’t always win. A team that has passion can sometimes overcome a team with superior talent. The angels of heaven will not be easy to defeat.”

He watched me closely, probably for tells that I was lying. “Go on.”

“Seduction and misdirection have always been your most effective tools.”

“True,” he said.

I spoke of the power of free will and how we could use it against humans.

“We use the book you wrote. We use its magic. Humans, to varying degrees, will fall under its spell. They will fight for us the way we need them to fight to win this battle with heaven.”

Lucifer’s cane tapped the floor, the sound echoing in the silence that followed my words. For a moment, his black eyes flickered.

“Yes, but will they fight with us of their own free will?”

I leaned forward. “That’s what I’m saying. Seduction isn’t dominance; it’s the art of making them believe they act of their own accord. When they choose darkness, believing it to be light, we have them. That is what your book does to them. Lilith doesn’t understand this. Maybe I don’t have her kind of cruelty, but maybe that’s a good thing. I know humans better than she does. I am one.”

A shadow of a smile curved on Lucifer’s lips.

“Perhaps,” he conceded, “there is a spark of cruelty in your plan after all.”

“Let the Anti-Bible be their forbidden fruit. That worked pretty well for me once, long ago. They will come to us, not as mindless drones, but as willing participants, eager for a taste of the power within those pages. I like this idea of making them worship me.”

“There will be Satanic churches from coast to coast. You will be the new god.”

“I like the sound of that,” he said.

“I have the book,” I said. “I’ve felt the magic radiating off it. I know that this book must be the focal point of our efforts to get humans to join our side in the battle. If we present it to the world in the right way, we will have humans screaming to fight for the army of hell. It is the spark that starts the fire. And what will the angels of heaven think when they see you being worshipped?”

“I like this idea. You have a good plan. We will launch the book quickly. You get it ready.”

“Absolutely.”

“I will buy a publishing company. We will devise a plan to release.”

“Fine.”

“Bring it to me tomorrow.”

“I will.”

“I’ll send Doom to tell Lilith. He hates his sister. He will love to tell her that I have made my decision. You will lead us all to Armageddon.”

I woke with a start. The darkness of my room felt oppressive, as if it could sense the turmoil within me. The Anti-Bible, a tome of untold power, was somewhere in this library. It was maybe the most dangerous and powerful book in a library of powerful books.

I sat up; the sheets twisting around my waist. I tried to shake the images from my dream. What would become of us if I allowed the Anti-Bible to be unleashed upon the world? The dangers were too great, the risks too high. The idea of the book’s magic twisting the minds of men, turning their free will into an illusion, was a perversion of everything I believed in. I was playing with forces that I barely understood. But I knew one thing. I had to keep that book from being published.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, my feet touching the cold floor as I stood. The room was silent. Making my way to the window, I peered out into the pre-dawn light. The town was still asleep. An uneasy sleep because of the more immediate and pressing threat, the disappearing citizens. But if they knew of my father’s plans, they’d see that it was maybe even more of a threat that the immediate and terrible one of disappearing people.

I had to stop publication of the book. It was that simple. The problem was, how did I stop publication? If Lucifer suspected I was delaying starting The End of Days, he’d likely see it as a betrayal. No one got away with betraying the devil. I knew I would have a painful and lengthy death. Someone else would pick up the mantle that I had never been really carrying and all I would have done was put off the inevitable for a couple of months or weeks.

Save the world or destroy the world?

Whoever said being the anti-Christ was easy? Or, for that matter, not being the anti-Christ. There was never just one moment in a life when you were between a rock and a hard place. Life was full of them.


Chapter Eleven




Iwoke up early and made a cup of coffee, and poured a bowl of cereal. Fluffy needed to go out, of course, so I took him, but I didn’t let him run off. I walked over to the store. It was always open when I went to it and Raphael was always behind the counter.

“You seem like you’re always open,” I said.

“When needed,” he said. “I am happy to be here when needed.”

“And when you aren’t?”

“I am not here,” he said. “What can I get you, Mr. Librarian?”

I told him we needed some stinky stinky meat. Fluffy looked up at me and wagged his stub of a tail and licked his chops. The store owner said, “No problem” and went to the back to get the special meat. That day, he had six pounds of it. We went down to my apartment and I fed Fluffy all the meat. It took him only a few minutes to eat, but he was satisfied and did not start badgering me with “Hungry, hungry” the second after he finished.

“Nap,” he said, and he lay down on the floor.

At nine I went upstairs and opened the library, but no one came in. Even the government man didn’t show up. Maybe everyone was staying in, hoping not to draw the attention of the monster that made people disappear. I needed to focus on this now and worry about my father and his anti-Bible, Bible later.

I went up to the second floor and stood at the top of the stairs. From there, I could see the rooms on the second floor, which changed daily. It was like the library was so much larger than it seemed and it only showed me parts of it each day.

I tried to tune into the magic that seemed to move through the library like blood moved through the body of a human. This magic made the library seem like a living thing. I felt awed by its power, which made my talents infantile by comparison.

As librarian, I could sometimes tap into a tiny fraction of its power. I sent a silent inquiry into the shelves, searching for anything that might relate to Iron Maidens. For several long minutes, I sat with eyes closed, waiting, trying to keep focused. Nothing.

I tried to focus again on monsters from the haunted woods because monsters came to Eden from those woods and I needed to know if the monster I was dealing with came from there or was somehow born in Eden. I felt a pull at the far end of the hall to a room that hadn’t been there before.

I looked around when I stepped in. The room had many books on monsters. My fingers trailed across worn, leather-bound spines before stopping on a fat cloth-covered illustrated book. I took the book to a table and lay it down. For the next hour, I searched for monsters. I found many:

There were the Whispering Willows, ethereal entities bound to the trees of forests, their silvery forms blended with the bark. They whispered madness-inducing secrets to those who dared listen closely. There were stories of many who had listened because they believed they would learn secrets that would give them what they desired.

There were Misborn Vipers—translucent snakes that slithered through the foggy undergrowth, their venom inducing hallucinations could make the forest come alive with one’s darkest fears. These creatures were found most often in the Amazon, a favorite of certain pygmy tribes.

There were Ghoulspiders, massive spiders with human-like faces that dangled from the treetops, weaving webs that could trap souls, forcing victims to relive their worst nightmares. These were often found in haunted woods and were a favorite of wicked witches.

There were sculpted sentinels, skeletal figures molded from the earth itself, rising up to guard forbidden areas of the woods, protecting it with magic that called vines to strangle trespassers and poisonous snakes that hung down from the trees. These were often used by druids, who got much of their power from the earth itself.

There were also Banshees, tormented spirits of the forest that emitted piercing shrieks that paralyzed their prey. The Banshees were cloaked in tattered robes that fluttered in a non-existent breeze. I had heard these in our very own haunted forest. Those shrieks signaled death, often to those unfortunate enough to hear them, but always someone or something.

The book catalogued so many monsters: giant moths, mimics, blights, shadow stalkers, crawlers. Coming across any of these monsters might mean your death. All of them consumed humans. Many were likely in the haunted forest.

None who could teleport people from one place to another, but it did give me an uncomfortable idea. Maybe the monster didn’t kill its prey right away because it wanted to save them for dinner. Not as guests either. Maybe it would keep taking people as its hunger demanded. If so, we were like cattle in a stockyard waiting to be slaughtered. My earlier idea that the monster might be taking people out of some reluctance to kill them could be wishful thinking.

I put the book back. As I wandered between the dusty shelves, I heard the library door open. I went downstairs to see if anyone needed anything from me. It was Olive. She looked worried.

“Done with the morning crowd?” I said.

“Breakfast is served. Mostly. A few stragglers, but Lucy said I could come over and see if I could help.”

“I haven’t made any progress. I’ve been looking at books about monsters. There are a lot of them. A lot of them could be in the haunted woods.”

“It is a haunted wood,” she pointed out. “It wouldn’t be much of a haunted wood if it didn’t have monsters.”

“None with the power of teleportation,” I said. “If that’s what is going on here.”

“What else could be going on here?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I was thinking maybe if I could find a book on protective fields, maybe my coven could try to weave one around Eden. None of my books have spells capable of that kind of power, but likely there’s one in this library. It’s obvious that Lord Blackstone’s isn’t enough.”

“How many are in your coven?”

“Nine women and one man. Maybe all of us working together could do something.”

“Sure,” I said, but I had my doubts that any witch or magician or wizard could do more than the town of Eden.

“Can you help me find some books?”

I went downstairs and closed the library. It was 11:00.

I told her to come up. She had to wait for an invitation. If she didn’t, the library would stop her from coming up the stairs. People had been seriously injured from ignoring the library’s insistence that the second floor was reserved for the librarian or those he allowed up.

We went down the hall to a room. Closing my eyes, I focused my mind, envisioning shelves and walls with books whose subject was spells, and especially protective spells. Though the room’s bookshelves looked no different, I knew there were books there that hadn’t been there before.

I said, “Send books on protective spells from monsters.”

A dozen books, some of them quite large, flew at us from all directions. We ducked and weaved and finally fell to the floor to avoid direct hits. We both still got hit a few times by flying tomes.

“You’re going to have to work on retrieval methods,” Olive said.

I admitted she was right.

“I’m going to get back to looking for monsters,” I said.

Olive nodded. “I’ll begin looking through these. Let me know if you find anything.”

We split up, and I made my way to the room with books on magical creatures. Running my fingers along the shelf, a large leather-bound book caught my eye, my third eye, The Binding of Ba’al.

I pulled it off the shelf and sat at the 8X4 polished wood table in the center of the room. I flipped the book open. The yellowed pages contained disturbing illustrations of a horned apish creature, surrounded by fire and darkness. Skimming the text, I gathered this was some sort of demon monster the Iron Maidens had helped defeat long ago. I was excited to see the words: Iron Maidens and demon monster.

As I turned another page, a magical ward that I hadn’t seen (maybe because I was too careless) was suddenly triggered. The book erupted into flames, searing my hands and arms. I cried out, dropping the book as pain shot through my body. Footsteps came up behind me. I swung around. Fortunately, it was Olive.

She looked at my hands and arms. “What happened?”

“A protective spell,” I grunted through clenched teeth. “To keep the book’s secrets. The book was about monsters and Iron Maidens. It may have been useful.”

“Those are some severe burns,” she said. “Let me help you.”

I nodded.

Her face was concerned. She retrieved a vial from her cloak and poured the contents over my wounds. A cooling sensation swept over me. The relief was immediate.

“Thank you,” I said, flexing my hands gingerly. Olive nodded, a conflicted expression on her face. It was confusing. She seemed to be debating something in her mind.

“I know you aren’t to blame,” she said, finally.

This came out of nowhere and I didn’t know what to say back. I looked at my hands. “I should have been more careful. I should have seen the ward. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“You know I’m not talking about that.”

It was hard to breathe in that room. Could be because of my burns, but I knew better. “Maybe you should blame me. You’re right that if I wasn’t here, maybe your father would still be alive.”

“I shouldn’t have said that either,” she said. “About wishing you’d never come. I’m disappointed in myself. I knew even when I was saying it, I didn’t mean it. I just needed someone to blame.”

“Your father was a good man.” I said.

“He was. But maybe he should have died when he died the first time. I think he stayed alive for me more than himself. He never liked being a zombie.”

“Life’s messy,” I said.

“Especially when you’re a zombie,” she said.

“But being dead and alive is a hard life.”

“I miss him,” she said. “I miss him so much. But I think I was selfish. I hope he’s in a better place.”

“I hope so too,” I said.

Having someone like that, a father you loved and who loved you and who you had spent your whole life with; to lose that had to be devastating. I missed a mother I had never met. I obsessed over her when I was a boy and even though I thought I’d let that desire to know her go, I never did. Not really.

“When I lost my mother, I was just ten,” Olive said. “That was hard but, like you say. I guess I’m pretty messed up. Not just losing my father, but Jack’s possession of me. The way he practically erased me and took over. Sometimes I think I can still feel him. Every once in a while it’s like I turn a corner or look in a shadow and he’s there, part of me again.”

“He’s gone,” I said.

“It’s just the memory of him, I guess. But it haunts me. To lose control like that. It’s hard to believe it could happen.”

“That will fade too,” I said.

She met my gaze. For a second, I felt the old warmth between us. Then she looked away.

“If you ever need someone to listen, I’m here,” I said.

Olive gave a small nod. “I’ve found plenty of protective spells, but nothing that’s going to protect Eden from a monster that can come in and teleport people out of town that way.”

“There’s another possibility.”

I told her my idea that maybe the monster was here in Eden. He didn’t come in and out because he was already here. That was how he got past the protective spell.

She thought this unlikely. She’d be able to sense such power. And what about the ghostbusters and their machines? They monitored the town for supernatural activity. Surely they’d measure a monster with the kind of magical abilities this one must have.

We kept at it but an hour later when Olive had to get back to work we still hadn’t discovered anything helpful. I said I’d probably be over to have lunch, but I didn’t make it. I kept reading, looking for something, anything, that might give me information. I didn’t find anything nearly as promising as the book that had burst into flames when I was reading it.

It was early afternoon when someone banged on the front door and I went downstairs and saw the ghostbusters out on the front porch. Fluffy was at the door, waiting for me to let them in so he could greet them properly. When they stepped in, he did his little dance, which included turning in a few circles. We went to a conference table back in one of the rooms on the other side of the kitchen. We sat around it, and I asked them what they’d found.

“We used several machines to detect and analyze the unique magical residue left behind by the teleportation spells,” Walt said. “Or at least we thought they were spells at first. We tried the EctoFlux Spectrometer and the MagiChron Particle Counter. No luck”

“But now we’re not so sure that magic wasn’t done,” Ryan said.

“It seems almost like an ability more than a spell,” Camila said.

“A Supernatural talent?” I said.

“Yes,” Camila said. “Only, the creature isn’t human. Its signature is something else. We used a Mystical Echo Spectalizer to see if we could track it and then a Mystic Analyzer. No luck.”

“Then we were right to think it’s some kind of monster,” I said. “Not human. Maybe, like you said, doesn’t need to do spells. It just has abilities, like Thor. Like gods maybe.”

“Alternative Lifeform,” Walt said. “I wouldn’t call it a god just yet.”

“One thing we do know,” Ryan said. “It’s been here before.”

“It may have spent a significant amount of time here, even,” Walt said. “There are traces of it in many places around town of some kind of alternative life form. Not all of them from the present.”

“You’re saying it may have lived here?” I said.

“Possibility.”

“We’re going to go back to the lab,” Walt said. “We’ll do some more analysis. We just wanted you to know what we have discovered so far. I think it likely that it lived in Eden in the past. That could be important to discovering what it is, what we’re up against.”

I escorted them out. I sat down at my desk out in the lobby. Fluffy sat by me and then lay his head on my lap. He would have liked to be a lap Hellhound, I thought. At 400 pounds, it was never going to happen.

“Looks like we’re going to have to make a little trip into the woods, Fluffy,” I said.

He was a lot more pleased than I was about going back into the haunted woods. I never was particularly thrilled to make the trip, but after just reading about the different monsters in them, I was even less thrilled than usual.


Chapter Twelve




We left Eden in the early afternoon and walked into the haunted woods. Fluffy ran up ahead of me.

The witch’s cottage was a long way into the forest. On the way to the cottage, coincidentally, one of the creatures I’d been reading about in the library blocked our way. But was it a coincidence? Did my reading about the monster or alternative life form or whatever make it appear in the same way when you learned a new word you started seeing and hearing it everywhere?. There were connections in the universe, both small and large, that were as hidden from our sight as atoms. Sometimes when I stumbled for no apparent reason, I’d say, “Someone left an atom lying around.” The universe was one great mystery.

A ghoul spider dropped in front of me. Its human-like desiccated corpse face was inches from mine, the sunken eyes cloudy and pupil-less, the yellow teeth bared and snapping viciously just shy of my nose. The smell was terrible, vicious as a rotting corpse.

More ghoul spiders dropped all around us, hissing and snapping their jaws menacingly. One landed on my arm and I felt its cold, dead limbs against my skin. The ghoul spiders were the size of rats, their movements erratic and unpredictable. I batted them away as three more landed on Fluffy’s back, sinking their fangs into his flesh. He yelped in pain as I pulled them off and threw them to the ground. The hellhound wasted no time catching the spiders in his powerful jaws, crunching through their brittle exoskeletons and gulping them down in one or two bites.

“You’re going to have an upset stomach,” I scolded, watching him lick the remaining juices from his mouth.

“Taste like chicken,” he said with a shrug.

More ghoulspiders dropped from the trees, each on a single thread that unfurled and trailed behind it, a faint silky shine in the bit of sunlight that made it through the thick tall trees. The ghoulspiders encircled us completely. Their incessant hissing and the clicking of their decayed limbs against the forest floor set my nerves on edge. The circled closed around us as more dropped from the trees. Several landed on my arms, their legs crawling up toward my face, their fangs digging into my skin with sharp painful stabs.

I felt something coursing through me, something closing around my heart, strangling it.

I saw a girl I hadn’t seen since high school. Someone I knew a little. I slept with her twice. She liked me more than I liked her. She disappeared one weekend. Like me, she was a foster kid.

The girl’s name was Jenna. She was obviously dead. Death had not been good to her. Her eyes were now sunken and lifeless, staring blankly ahead. Stringy, matted hair hung limply around her face, framing the gaunt cheeks and cracked, bluish lips. Her tattered dress was stained and yellowed and hung loosely on her emaciated frame. Her arms hung limply at her sides, thin and bony, with slender fingers curled in an unnatural, claw-like position. The air around the corpse was heavy with the sickly-sweet stench of decay.

She grabbed my arm with freezing fingers. Her nails dug into my skin. I heard the snap of her nails breaking off. She tried to say something, but instead of words, blood bubbled from her swollen lips. Flies began crawling from the open, oozing wounds on her arms. She stepped a few steps back and pointed at me, and then used the same index finger to motion for me to follow her.

I started to follow her, but the growling stopped me. It didn’t sound like Fluffy’s growling, but it was faintly familiar. Then I heard a snapping. Snap. Snap. Snap. When I opened my eyes, I saw that ghoulspiders covered both my arms and my chest. They had been sucking the life from me, but now I got a second wind. I shook my arms and some of the ghoul spiders flew off, but many stubbornly held on.

“Bite the heads off,” a voice shouted.

I ignored that advice.

Fluffy embraced it enthusiastically. He started biting off the human heads attached to the spider bodies. I swung my arm against a tree to kill some of them. I had to keep smashing them to get them off. I was bleeding. Something knocked me over then and I realized it was a werewolf. It tore the spiders off my chest.

“Rip?” I said.

In my head, he said, “Do you know any other werewolves?”

Rhetorical question.

About a minute later, the spiders were in full retreat, disappearing up into the trees and Rip, in his werewolf form, was slowing down his attack. Fluffy was feasting with abandon on the corpses that were everywhere.

“That’s enough ghoulspider heads for you,” I said to him. “You’ll spoil your dinner.”

Rip shifted back into his human form. I tried to shake off the image of Jenna. I’d thought about Jenna from time to time over the years. I imagined she was dead, but now I knew for sure.

“Where did you come from?” I asked Rip.

“Oh, just up the road. I was taking a walk.”

“Sure you were,” I said.

“A man can’t take a walk on a nice day?”

“How’d you find us?”

“I tracked you. I’m pretty good at tracking in wolf form. The smells. I can’t even describe them to you.”

“You had a vision?”

“Sound asleep and I saw you being attacked by ghoulspiders. Fortunately, it wasn’t in real time. I was seeing the future. Gave me time to get here.”

“I sometimes forget how dangerous these haunted woods are.”

“Never forget that, librarian. You get careless out here, you get dead.”

“You want to go visit a witch since you’re out for a walk?”

“Might as well,” he said. “This witch, by any chance, an Iron Maiden?”

“Most definitely.”

“This should be interesting,” Rip said.

We walked on through the woods until we came to the witch’s decrepit cottage in a small clearing. Like before, it had the charm of a mausoleum in an old cemetery. The woods surrounding the cottage were dense and ominous, blotting out what little sunlight dared creep through. A heavy silence permeated the chilled air, broken only by the occasional creaking of the trees in the wind.

Typical wicked witch cottage in a haunted wood that was actually haunted.

As we approached the cottage, the cracked path was lined with bare thorny bushes and rabbit skulls impaled on stakes. A warning to unwanted visitors to stay away. Having met the witch, I would estimate that 99.9 percent of her visitors were unwanted.

The cottage tilted to one side. The windows were covered in years of grime. A thin tendril of smoke curled from the crooked brick chimney stained with moss and ash.

I knocked on the door. No answer. I knocked again. The door creaked open and there stood the witch. She looked about the same. A hunched figure in black robes that looked like they’d been slept in. A wrinkled face and wisps of silver-gray hair slipping out from underneath the hood covering her head. She was going for the traditional witch look. Likely she could have appeared younger, like Mia Ray and Karla Trotsky if she wanted.

“You again,” she said.

“Me again,” I agreed.

“I suppose you better come in. The hellhound stays out. I have cats.” She looked at Rip. “You can come in, handsome.”

“You’re too kind,” Rip said.

Stepping inside, the air was heavy with the pungent scents of herbs, spices and things less natural that I probably didn’t want to know about. Shelves were cluttered with dusty spell books, jars of preserved creatures floating in yellowed liquid, and bundles of dried plants. In the center of the room, a bubbling cauldron emitted an eerie green glow. I could feel the wards all around the cottage this time. They were hidden from me before.

We sat in rough tree chairs around the fire. The witch asked me if I had talked to her sister.

“Which one?”

“She’s talking about Mrs. Blansky,” Rip said. “Her coven sister.”

She glared at him. “Be careful, old man. I might have to turn you into a toad.”

“How many sisters do you have, my dear?” he said.

She looked pouty. She turned to me. “Why are you here again, librarian?”

“Mrs. Blansky hasn’t returned to town, so no, I haven’t talked to her. Although now that I think about it, she could have returned and been taken by whatever is taking Iron Maidens in town.”

“So, again, why are you here?”

“We think we have a monster and we know it is connected somehow to Iron Maidens. I thought it was about time you told me how.”

“You’ve seen this monster?”

“No.”

“Maybe you’re wrong.”

“Maybe I am,” I said. “Is there an Iron Maiden gone rogue? Is she taking them and others?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“So it’s a monster.”

“It certainly sounds like a monster.”

“Help me fight it,” I said.

“I can’t go anywhere near Eden. I’ll be taken too.”

“Why?”

“Sins of the past. You have any of those? I know you do, boy. I can see it. I’m sorry, but I’m too old and feeble to help you.”

“I can’t protect the town if I don’t know what I’m fighting,” I said. “It took the madman of the woods when he showed up at the town meeting. He wanted to tell us about the monster.”

“Just proves my point.”

“They’re your sisters,” Rip said. “You’re going to let it kill them?”

“I can’t help. All I’ll do is get myself killed.”

“At least tell me how to fight it,” I said.

“Don’t you understand? There is no way to win a fight with it. It isn’t human. It is made of magic.”

“The town has kept out angels and demons. How is it unable to keep out the monster? Even if it’s powerful, I don’t see how.”

“It isn’t being kept out,” she said. “It’s being kept in.”

I wasn’t particularly satisfied to have that suspicion confirmed. It meant it was with us in town.

A second later, she disappeared. The moment the witch’s form melted away into the air, a cold wave of dread washed over me. I felt a chilling realization that things were even worse than I had imagined.

“We’re a long way from Eden,” I said. “How was it able to take her here?”

“I don’t know,” Rip said.

Fluffy barked. We went out to the porch. He was still barking. He saw something or smelled something, but I couldn’t see it. I tried looking with my third eye. I couldn’t see anything. We went back inside. No witch anywhere.

“The monster was in Eden before,” I said. “But where?”

“The madman said it came back.”

“A long hibernation maybe?”

“Did you feel anything before the witch disappeared?” Rip said.

“No.”

The room was silent save for the crackling of the fire and the occasional pop of wood. “The town is keeping the monster from leaving. Maybe that’s what it’s after. Maybe it thought the Iron Maidens could free it.”

“And they can’t,” Rip said.

“Maybe if I find a way out for it, the monster will leave us alone.”

“You want to let the monster out?” he said. “You want to make a deal with it?”

“Maybe.”

“Heroes kill monsters. They don’t make deals with them.”

“I’m not a hero.”

“Have you heard the saying if it looks like a duck and it walks like a duck it is a duck?”

“I’m supposed to be the anti-Christ. You can’t be the anti-Christ and a hero.”

“I can’t. Maybe you can.”

“Maybe I’m the villain,” I said.

“You certainly have been doing it all wrong if you are. You’ve saved the town several times.”

“I’ve never been great at following directions.”

“You have to ask yourself why Eden would keep the monster in.”

“Maybe because it’s worried what will happen to what is outside Eden,” I said. “What will happen to the woods?”

“Could be more than the woods.”

He was right. I’d been trying to avoid the thought, but he was right. There was a world beyond Eden and the woods. I’d been in it for most of my life. Was it threatened? Was the monster really that powerful?

“Someone is the monster in disguise,” I said. “Only way it could be in town. Maybe it’s capable of shifting.”

“Who?”

“Could be anyone,” I said.

We looked at each other.

“You’re too lazy to be the monster,” I said.

“You’re too recent,” he said.

“So good,” I said. “We’ve narrowed the suspects down by two.”

We walked back home through the forest. It began to rain small tree frogs. We had to run for cover and the best we could do was hide inside a hollow tree. Those tree frogs were really coming down. Fluffy didn’t hide. He saw this as an all you could eat buffet. His diet today continued to be ridiculously bad. I was pretty sure he’d be eating a lot of grass later and moaning and farting. I did not look forward to hellhound farts.

The tree said, “Little humans in my belly. You pay for protection or I will throw you out.”

The frogs had slowed down but were still falling.

“What price?” I said.

“I’ve got an itch at the top branch. Very end. Shapeshifter turn into an owl and itch it for me.”

“I will do that,” Rip said, “when the frogs stop.”

“You can shift into an owl and a wolf?” I said.

“Over the years, I’ve picked up some skills.”

“How many years?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“What else can you shift into?”

“This and that.”

“A dolphin?” I said.

“No, not a dolphin.”

“You know,” I said, “I’ve been thinking. I’m not sure the Witch of Bad Intentions was taken by the monster. If he can’t leave Eden, I don’t see how he could have the magic to make her disappear.”

“I was wondering about that myself,” Rip said.

“She did it herself?” I said.

“One way to not answer our questions and get rid of us. Can you believe that witch?”

“It was rude,” I said.

“She’s the last one we should save when we save the hostages if she becomes a hostage.”

“She didn’t fool Fluffy,” I said.

The frogs stopped falling from the sky. A lot had survived the fall and were doing their best to hop away before Fluffy could eat them. I made him stop. Rip turned into an owl and went up and scratched the tree’s itch.

We walked back through the woods to Eden. The rest of the walk was uneventful.


Chapter Thirteen




Fluffy and I said goodbye to Rip in the park. We walked back toward the library. The sky slipped into darkness, but almost immediately, an eerie glowing light spread over it, casting everything in a pale, ghostly radiance. It was as if the full moon had transformed into a massive, sinister spotlight. I froze in my tracks, unable to look away as the light throbbed and pulsated, almost taking on a life of its own. Strange shadows danced around me. I heard voices. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but it sounded something like. “Goodbye little fly.”

The glimmer intensified, gradually transforming into a ribbon of ethereal light. It snaked across the night sky. The colors undulated and swirled. It was beautiful. Hard to look away from.

One of the ribbons of light drifted down out of the sky and reared back and whipped down with a crack. The light had become a bullwhip. A second later, I saw a monster holding the bullwhip. It had horns. I felt the magical heat of the whip as it moved through the sky and down to Eden and toward me. At the last minute, I jumped to the left. I was about a second away from becoming a burn mark on the pavement.

The light exploded then, and the sky returned to its former state. The street lamps powered up. It was as if something was playing with me. Not a game I enjoyed, that was for sure.

“What a day,” I said to Fluffy.

“What a day. What a day,” Fluffy agreed.

I wasn’t sure he knew what he was saying, but his enunciation was good.

The teenagers walked toward me: Lonnie, Brandon, and Callie.

“Looks like someone doesn’t like you,” Brandon said.

I was actually glad to see them, especially when Brandon confirmed what I’d seen was real and not an illusion. Now that I was fairly sure the monster was in town and possibly masquerading as a citizen, I found I felt less certain about everything that was happening.

“Close one, dude,” Lonnie said.

“Bits of sky falling and trying to whip you out of existence,” Callie said. “You do lead an interesting life, librarian. Nothing like that has ever happened to me.”

She was the daughter of an angel and a local woman; all of these teens were. I thought some pretty interesting things would happen to her in the future.

“Kind of cool, though,” Lonnie said. “That light. Looked like pure energy.”

“Would have totally burned you to a crisp, dude,” Brandon said.

They walked on. Callie looked back and gave me a wave. This day was turning into a top ten on my list of strange days. Still, the fact that it was just in the top ten does say something about my life up to this point.

I hurried back to the library, keeping my eyes open for any signs of an attack. My first thought was the attack was from the monster, but then I realized it could also be a family member, particularly Lilith. My sister really had it in for me. Family. You couldn’t live with them; you couldn’t kill them. Unless you could. Which in my family some could. Besides family, there were some demons who had it in for me. The list of suspects was pretty long when I thought about it.

I walked up onto the library porch and used the librarian ring on my ring finger to open the library door. Fluffy, as we were going in, said, “Hungry, hungry.”

I didn’t really believe him, not after all he’d eaten in the haunted woods. I said we’d wait until a little later to see if Raphael had anything for him at the store. I hoped Fluffy would get involved in a nap and forget about more food. We went inside the library.

Though Lucifer’s insistence that I find his magical autobiography and publish it was not an immediate threat like the monster who was abducting people, it was still serious (as, of course, anything with the potential to end the world should be considered). I was going to have to multi-task on the threats to get through the next few days alive. I was well aware that there was a good chance I wouldn’t make it and even a high probability Eden wouldn’t.

What a difference a day makes, an hour, sometimes five minutes. I reminded myself not to forget this and then I forgot it.

I knew most of my brothers and sisters and most of the demons would be trying to convince Lucifer that I was not the anti-Christ and I had been playing him for a fool all along. They would be telling him I’d never get Lucifer the book.

I wasn’t under the illusion that Lucifer would spare me because I was one of his children (think of what the Greek god Cronos did to his children. Ate them all because a prophecy mentioned one of them would dethrone him. Talk about bad parenting. Of course, the one who had escaped being eaten had actually dethroned and imprisoned him, so there was that.); Lucifer probably wouldn’t eat me, but he would definitely end my time on earth.

I needed to get the book and figure out a way to make it disappear for good. But if I made it disappear for good, I could pretty much count on having Lucifer and his demons doing the same to me.

It was a conundrum.

I went up to the second floor and back to the room where I had mis-shelved the book as a method of hiding it from the outside world. (This was an old librarian’s trick that I knew, even though I wasn’t old or a librarian in the traditional sense of the word.) I looked at the place I had shelved it just in case it was still in that place. I had put it between a lost-to-the world volume written by Aristotle and a manuscript in Shakespeare’s hand that had never been finished. It was not there. I thought it might have moved itself. It wouldn’t be the first time a book had done so in the Eden library.

Maybe when I’d told my father the book was lost, I hadn’t been lying. It had bothered me to lie to my father even though he had made his reputation through lying and seduction and trickery. Even though our relationship was transactional. Even though he might murder me if I didn’t do what he wanted. Even though all that was true, I still wanted him to be proud of me. I was beginning to understand that family dynamics were a lot more complicated than I’d imagined when I didn’t have a family. Not that I hadn’t seen plenty of messed up families; still it was different when it was your own.

I did something only the librarian could do. I called out to the book.

“My Side of the Story by Lucifer. Come to me.”

Nothing. A few books seemed to wiggle a little in their places. That was it.

I called for it again, trying to focus, trying to make my voice sound commanding. A book floated toward me. As it did, I tasted something terrible in my mouth. Swamp mud. I was choking and gagging on a mouthful of swamp mud. Then I had some pretty extreme puking. Not a pretty sight.

I finally stopped. When I did, I realized the book was hovering over me. It landed on a nearby table. The malevolence in the book radiated evil like a bonfire does heat. A second later, a beguiling, soothing voice began to whisper in my ear.

“I can give you everything you desire. Follow me. Open this book. I will save you from the intolerance and dictatorship of the Creator. Worship me reader. I am your salvation.”

This voice was melodic. Just the sound of it made desires and dreams rise up in me. It whispered of an apocalypse that would bring a new era of prosperity for all humans. It was the angels of heaven who would fall, not the humans of earth.

“If you join us,” it promised. “We will fight the final battle and all who are with us will be victorious. You are only free when you know you may do anything to anyone. You must escape the rules. Read my story. You will understand. You will be free.”

I was being pulled in. I could feel how much I wanted to do what the book wanted me to do. I tried to give myself a hypnotic suggestion to break free. The book was laced with some powerful magic, some spell that was like a riptide. I hadn’t even opened the book, hadn’t even touched it, and already I felt the deadly pull.

Father was right. The book was the match that would light the fire that would spread throughout the entire world. His words.

Evil.

The book was made by a monster. Lucifer was the monster. I thought this and when I did, a vision came to me. It lasted about three seconds. In the vision, I saw a monster with horns. He must have been ten, twelve feet tall, muscles rippling everywhere. When I saw the monster, the book opened and pages flipped. They crinkled softly as hundreds of pages flipped by in the ancient leather-bound book. The turning pages slowed around the middle before coming to a stop. In faded calligraphy, the section title read “The Time I Almost Conquered Eden with my Cyclops monster, One Eye.”

I knew I shouldn’t read the section, but I couldn’t help myself.

It had been many years since my last visit to the magical town of Eden, nestled high on Magic Mountain. Last time, I managed to tempt sweet Eve into taking a bite of that forbidden apple. What skill and brilliance I showed in my seduction of the first woman. She could not resist me. I showed the Creator how little regard his creations had for his rule. Up until then, he thought he had created the perfect little followers. It is what he’s always wanted, mindless adoration. I freed the humans from it, which they should have been down on their knees thanking me for, but my bad PR people failed to defeat the Creator’s spin.

He made them think they had been living in paradise, a perfect garden of delights. Really, they’d been in a prison. A boring one at that. I freed them. They never realized how lucky they were. They never fully appreciated how much they owed me.

Still, all in all, a victory for me.

But over time, my glorious victory became a distant memory, even to myself. Eden was rebuilt as a peculiar town where supernatural mortals lived side by side in relative harmony. Warlocks, werewolves, witches and more called this place home, practicing their mystic arts freely without fear of persecution. The whole town seemed to glow with an aura of magic that repelled my dark influence. This was a very frustrating turn of events.

It was beyond infuriating how I did not rule such an important town when I had freed Eve and then Adam in the first place. I longed to spoil this harmony. I needed this town to be Sodom and Gomorrah for Supernaturals. It would be an important town for me in the final battle of Armageddon. I sent one of my deadliest and most successful creatures, Vennomheart, to make it so.

He was a hulking beast of a demon with skin like obsidian and a single baleful eye that could make even the bravest breathless with fear. He bowed down to me as I sat on my golden throne. “Go forth to Eden, my hideous child,” I told him, “and conquer it, but do so slowly, converting as many Supernaturals as you can. We will need them for Armageddon. Destroy any who do not join us.”

It was one of my usual pep-talks.

“Get out there now and seduce and destroy and kill. Have fun.”

Venomheart said that he would not fail me. They all say that. They know how testy I can get when they are not successful.

Venomheart disappeared. I watched him from my golden chair as he ran through the woods. He was very fast. I admired hard and fast creatures. I always have.

The next morning, word reached me that Venomheart had arrived. At first, he merely lurked at the edges of town, gazing menacingly with his baneful eye to unnerve the locals. Rumors and stories filled the town. Fear spread like fog, a mist so thick it became hard for the dwellers to see anything but the fear. It was a lovely sight. I thought his lurking had been brilliant.

Then Venomheart made his move. He came into town. He looked like he might breathe fire. He actually could breathe fire, so the look was real.

He frightened some and seduced others and soon many of the townspeople were promising to fight on the side of hell in the battle to come. Venomheart turned families and friends against each other with a skill that came close to the greatness of my own. I was so proud. Before long, a cult had formed around my monster. Those who refused to convert mysteriously vanished.

He told them I was a god. They all understood the danger of not worshiping Venomheart’s god. Venomheart became the master of Eden. They called him Lord Venomheart.

Eden was slipping into my grasp. All that remained was a small coven of druids, Iron Maidens they called themselves, that still defied the monster’s control. In a last desperate bid to save their town, they made a guardian from the earth of Eden and imbued it with powerful magic. They called the creature a golem. The golem was named The Protector. His size and strength challenged Venomheart’s. I was furious. I ordered Venomheart to vanquish the monster.

It wasn’t long before the two met in battle.

The crashes of their combat could be heard from the depths of hell itself. For a while, it seemed the golem had the upper hand against Venomheart. But in the end, its single baleful eye and those hammer fists proved too much for the witch’s creation to overcome. With an anguished moan, the clay giant collapsed in defeat. My monster threw back its head and let loose a triumphant howl to the moon, a sound heard round the world.

My creature became the Lord of Eden. My creature defeated the witches, and I defeated God and all his angels. I ruled Eden.

I stepped back from the book. The book was still trying to pull me in. All it wanted was for me to touch its leather binding. Pick it up. Hold it. Give into it.

I pulled myself away and hurried downstairs and got some gloves out of my desk drawer. I went back to the book and picked it up and took it downstairs to the Collection of Curiosities. I walked back to a room of safes. I picked a safe that once belonged to Harry Houdini, and I locked up the book in the safe.

I went back into my apartment and locked the door. I heard the bell ring on the library door as I closed up the Collection of Curiosities. Fluffy was still so sound asleep he didn’t wake.

As I climbed the creaky wooden stairs to the main floor of the library, a sense of unease crept over me. Peering through the dusty window, I spotted my half-brother, Dread, lounging against the railing, smoking.

“What do you want?” I asked gruffly, pushing open the door.

Dread took a long drag and flashed me a grin full of sharpened teeth. “Now that’s no way to greet family. I just came by to check on father’s prized possession.”

“I’ve got it. You can tell him I have it and it’s safely locked away.”

“Sure. But you said that before, didn’t you? And then you lost it. He wanted me to come by and be sure you have it. He’s arranging for a meeting with the publisher and some of the family.”

“I have it.”

“Can I see it?”

“I’ll bring it.”

“Come to hell with me now. We can spend the night in Hellville. Have some fun. I know some demons who really know how to party.”

“I’ve got some things to take care of here. Come back tomorrow. You can take me to the meeting.”

“You sure I can’t tempt you,” he said, true to his demon roots.

“Not tonight,” I said.

“Keep in mind Father has killed his own mortal children before and he has one immortal locked in the cells below Hellville. Do not disappoint him.”

He disappeared.

I went back inside, and Fluffy and I went to bed early. It had been a long, long day. I thought it might be a long night too. I needed to dreamwalk. I had places to go, people to see. People who were not people. People who were, in fact, not human at all.


Chapter Fourteen




Iwas in a dream. I was having a conversation I’d had in real life with a sheriff in a small town in Western Colorado. He had been a forest god a thousand years ago, a protector of a certain forest in central Europe, but was long forgotten and so lost his god status. It happened more often than you thought. Lose your worshipers and soon you’d be out of god credit at all the usual god hangouts and supply stores and various places around the world that helped gods be gods.

The sheriff was telling me that he liked being a sheriff. He liked protecting the people in his town. I remembered that I’d given myself a hypnotic suggestion to recognize dreams. I did this so I could piggyback on whatever dream I became self-aware in and visit my father in hell.

Not exactly the trip I wanted to make, but the one I needed to. I had a question to ask him. I dream teleported into hell and to the beach where Lucifer was. He helped me somehow once I got to hell. He always knew when I was trying to get to him.

I felt the coarse black sand beneath my feet. The heat of it. As you might imagine, heat was a major feature of hell.

The sea washing up on the beach was The Red Sea. Its waters ran a deep crimson, frothing with blood. It was both beautiful and terrible.

I noticed some red-skinned ball demons lying naked under an umbrella, a family of burning demons sparking bits of fire here and there, a group of obvious fashionista demons in colorful attire sipping drinks adorned with little paper parasols. A squad of sultry succubae in string bikinis was whispering among themselves. Imps and other lesser demons scurried about, delivering towels and drinks to their masters. The air rang with chatter, laughter, and the occasional anguished scream.

And there, holding court amidst it all, lay my father on an oversized beach towel. Bold lettering proclaimed “Sell Your Soul Today; No One Will Give You A Better Deal Than The Devil!” Beneath the text, a cartoon illustration of Lucifer’s smiling face gave a cheeky thumbs up.

I picked my way carefully through the menagerie of hellish beach-goers until I reached him. Lucifer appeared relaxed. He waved his hand, and his admirers disappeared.

“Here to give me my book?” he said, regarding me with an inscrutable smile.

“Not exactly. Not yet. Dread said you’ve arranged a meeting with a publisher for tomorrow. I’ll bring it when I come.”

“So, you have it.”

“I do.”

“If you’re not here with the book, why are you here?”

I met his gaze directly. “You sent a monster, one of your own creations, to Eden once to destroy it. I think he was called Venomheart. He’s kidnapping Edenites.”

Lucifer raised one eyebrow. “You’ve seen this monster?”

“No,” I said.

With a heavy sigh, Lucifer rose to a seated position, propping his elbows on his knees. “You have not seen him because he is not there. He is dead.”

He was a good liar, so it was always difficult to know if he was telling the truth. You didn’t get to be number one in the evil world, become the king of hell and the prince of darkness, without being a good liar. Still, I thought he was telling the truth.

“Let’s say he’s not dead. People are disappearing. I need to know its weaknesses and what its powers are.”

“I cannot tell you.”

“If this is some pre-strike to Armageddon,” I said, “I don’t appreciate it. I’m the librarian of Eden. I’m supposed to protect it.”

“It may be time to abandon ship, son. Hitch a ride on the Satan hate train. All Aboard.”

This was a confusing metaphor.

“You want me to leave my position as librarian of Eden before Armageddon? Don’t you think it could be useful to have me in Eden when the battle begins?”

“We have Lord Blackstone.”

“Not family,” I said. “You can’t trust him.”

“It’s lonely at the top,” Lucifer admitted. “I can’t trust anyone.”

“White-winged angels have told me Eden is important to the battle. Seers have said the same thing. I know it myself and you probably do too. It has some role to play, a significant one.”

“It’s possible,” he said. “I still cannot help you.”

“You have to.”

He sighed. “I cannot help you because your monster cannot be Venomheart.”

“Because he’s dead.”

“I lied.”

“I’m a little confused. You lied about what?”

“In my book. I lied. Venomheart did not defeat the golem.”

“He didn’t?”

“The Druid witches creation defeated Venomheart. That cannot come out. I must always be victorious. The truth through is that the Iron Maidens’ protector somehow destroyed my champion. It’s embarrassing.”

I thought about this.

“What happened to The Protector Golem?”

“You’d have to ask the witches. Now run along and save your precious town.”

“You don’t know if The Protector survived?” I asked.

“Let me put it to you this way. My champion lost and was obliterated from the universe. The golem was alive and well. His wounds were severe, but I am sure he survived them.”

I felt the dark beachscape around me blur and fade. I was drawn back through a series of images and woke in my bed in the dark, disappointed.

Throwing back the covers, I rose and hurriedly went upstairs and got Frankenstein from my desk. I went back to bed and read it over the rest of the night. There were many themes. It was a complex book. The narrative raised profound questions about the monster and the monster’s creator. The monster was not what Dr. Frankenstein wanted. He was not a man in his own image. The monster did turn to violence, but only after his creator abandoned him. Turned against.

The Iron Maidens had been successful. They wanted a being strong enough to protect Eden from Lucifer’s monster. They created a golem using druid magic, using the power of the earth. Their monster defeated Lucifer’s monster.

But then what? The story was missing a true ending.


Chapter Fifteen




Islept for a few hours. When I woke, I went into the kitchen and saw it was about seven-thirty. I made some coffee. Then I called the ghost’s name, Captain Bennett Longstreet. He didn’t come right away, but by the time the coffee was ready, he appeared.

“Would you mind pouring me a cup of coffee?” he said.

“You can drink coffee?”

“No,” he said. “I just like having a cup in front of me. I like to see the steam rise. The smell of it.”

“You can smell it?”

“I’m not sure. I remember the smell.”

We sat at the kitchen table and I put a cup in front of him and he leaned over and smelled and it seemed to please him.

“You called?” he said.

“I had a question for you.”

“Go on.”

“Do you know about the Protector?”

“Not exactly. I do know a story about a monster hunter.”

“The witch of Bad Intensions?”

“Van Helsing. I met him at a tavern in New Orleans. He told me a story.”

“All right then,” I said. “Tell me the story he told you.”

“It happened in a small village in the countryside of Romania. The people there were good, hardworking folk, but they had been plagued by a mysterious creature for months. Young women would go missing without a trace. The villagers were living in a state of constant fear.

“One night, during a terrible thunderstorm, Van Helsing arrived at the village seeking shelter. That’s when he first heard the villagers speak of the monster they called Stoney. Apparently, this Stoney lived in the nearby woods. Some said he was a gargoyle come to life, with gray, stony skin and claws. Others claimed he was a demon that haunted the ruins of a nearby castle. Whatever he was, he had taken their daughters and they would give anything to get them back. They were sure of it.

“Van Helsing volunteered his services. But when he tracked down Stoney, he discovered that he was not the culprit. He was no ordinary monster. In fact, he was quite intelligent. After some persuasion, he agreed to help Van Helsing find the missing girls and slay the monster.

“That night, during another terrible storm, Stoney and Van Helsing discovered the lair of the creature deep in the forests; it turned out it was an ancient vampire who was preying on the village.

“A great battle ensued, but together Stoney and Van Helsing defeated the monster, rescuing the captured girls. The villagers were grateful. They paid Van Helsing gold, and they celebrated both Stoney and Van Helsing.

“But after a few days, when Van Helsing was ready to leave, the elders called him to a secret meeting. They were slow to admit the reason, but finally they did. They wanted to pay Van Helsing more gold to kill Stoney. When he refused, they told him that they would find someone else if he didn’t do it. They were determined to see the monster dead.

“But why?” Van Helsing asked them.

They told him a monster was still a monster. A monster was still a monster.

“That’s a terrible story,” I said.

“Yes it is,” the ghost agreed, and he disappeared.

I took Fluffy out for a walk. We stopped for some stinky stinky meat from Raphael. Fluffy ate about four pounds of meat outside the store. Then Fluffy said “Hunt” and a second later, he jumped the stream and ran into the forest. I would have liked to go with him. I would have liked to get away from it all and run like he ran, lost in the physical act of movement.

I walked back to the library.


Chapter Sixteen




Iopened the library early and went and sat at the front desk.

I needed to do something about Lucifer’s anti-Bible autobiography before I worked on the monster problem. I had to solve the problem of giving Lucifer what he wanted without giving him what he wanted. Today. I had to solve it before I went to the meeting to give him what he wanted in such a way that it secretly was not what he wanted. And I had to do it fast.

The book was alive. It had some kind of life I couldn’t quite understand. This book was doing what it wanted to do because it wanted to do it. I doubted Lucifer even knew what the book had become, though I thought he would be pleased. It had a purpose, a desire, that was pure evil. I wasn’t even sure it would serve Lucifer. It served evil, though. That I was sure about.

I knew that the book would be more than happy to destroy the world of men and women. It would make its day. Also, I knew there was a chance, a pretty good one, that Lucifer would have me killed if I did not provide him with the book. This was my test. I had to bring the book into the world and start the march to Armageddon today.

Maybe, I thought, I could pull a Frodo. Maybe I could Lord of the Rings the book. Take it to Hell, which I didn’t know the geography of in any detail, but still, take it to Hell, find the great pit where the book could be destroyed and toss it in. End of story.

No more Devil’s Bible.

One little problem. Karl would know what I had done. There would be no more Devil’s Bible, but there would also likely be no more me. He’d surely feel the need for punishment, likely one of a fatal nature.

The Frodo solution wasn’t going to work.

I needed to know more. How did you stop something with evil magic so strong just touching it might change you forever? Whatever you were made to do, were trying to do, would be forgotten, and you would serve the book and, by extension Lucifer. Soap and water weren’t going to do the trick. You couldn’t wash off a touch like that. You needed magic to fight magic.

That was it, wasn’t it? You needed magic. I couldn’t get rid of the book because I had to give Lucifer the book. But maybe I could get rid of what made the book, the book. Rid of its most essential component. I’d need a ritual, a very powerful ritual to have any chance of doing that.

I went up the stairs to the second floor.

“I need a room filled with books on ritual, focusing on ritual used to rid an object of evil magic, especially magic created by Lucifer or a demon of high ranking.”

The library hummed in response. A door materialized down the hall. Intricate runes were carved into the ancient wood of the door. I didn’t have time to discover their meaning. I just had to hope they didn’t say something like Whosoever touches this door will burst into flames. I very carefully (though I knew this wouldn’t matter if it did say Whosoever touches this door will burst into flames) turned it.

I did not burst into flames, but I could feel magic in the room, thick as a London fog. The room was filled with ancient tomes. It was electric, like bolts of lightning had charged the air. The walls were lined with bookshelves stretching two stories high, every inch crammed with ancient texts and scrolls. Strange artifacts sat on pedestals - ritual knives, candles carved with runes, bowls stained black from dark ceremonies. Arcane symbols covered the floor in intricate patterns. A massive table dominated the center of the room, its surface etched with spell circles and sigils. This was a room designed for summoning, binding and banishing and who knew what else.

My fingers moved over the book spines as I scanned the titles: Rites of Exorcism, Banishing Shadows, Dissolving Curses. Then, on the highest shelf, a massive leather-bound book caught my eye. It appeared to glow from within.

I reached for it, but it was just out of reach. I dragged over a rolling ladder and climbed up. As I drew near, the book slid further away. This happened twice more as I pursued it along the shelf. Another book flew off the shelf and knocked my feet out from under me. I was about fifteen feet off the ground. I hadn’t really focused on how high up I was until I dangled off the ladder. A little late.

I visualized myself falling and landing hard and breaking two legs and maybe my hip. I was lying down there on the floor, whimpering. I tried to stop, realizing this was not the best visualization given my situation. Dangling. Losing my grip. One hand slipping off. In fact, it was the worst. So, I told myself to STOP. I shouted it. Naturally, then the visualization was all I could think about.

My right hand slipped off, which left my left hand, which was notoriously unreliable. If I tried to catch a ball with it, write with it, even eat with it I was hopelessly clumsy. Now I had to rely on it?

I did the only thing I could do. I let go. But when I let go, I dropped straight down. Though I didn’t catch the first few rungs, I got the fourth. Both hands. The jerk of gravity nearly pulled my hands off, but I managed to get my feet on rungs six or seven down and I steadied myself. Broken legs and possibly hip avoided. I climbed up quickly.

The book tried to fly to another shelf, but I grabbed it in the air.

“Not so fast,” I said.

I clutched it and descended the ladder. When my feet were firmly on the floor, I lay the heavy tome on a big table. The title read Rituals Against Evil Most Foul by Dr. Richard Nightmoon, Ph. D, Wizard First-class. There was a picture of him. He certainly looked like a wizard. He had the long gray beard, a pointy hat, a gown with stars on it. Seemed a bit on the nose to me, but maybe I was still smarting from the book’s attempt to cause me bodily harm.

I flipped through the pages, past complex diagrams and incantations in ancient languages. Near the back, I found it, a ritual for cleansing artifacts of curses and dark magic. It required four practitioners and several arcane ingredients. I had no idea if it would work. Even if it worked on your basic evil artifact, this was Lucifer’s book. Top of the evil food-chain. Maybe nothing would work on it.

I committed the ritual to memory, then returned the book to its shelf.

I went back downstairs. No one had come into the library today. The government man hadn’t come for the second day in a row. It was about fifteen minutes before eleven. I went outside and stood on the porch. The door automatically locked. I looked for Fluffy, but he hadn’t returned and didn’t come running out of the woods the way he did sometimes when I came to the porch.

I needed to go ask Olive for help. I was a little uneasy about it, but I didn’t have a choice.


Chapter Seventeen




Marta’s announcements came on and boomed through the town as I walked over to Lucy’s Cafe. You could always hear her wherever you were. Even if you were taking a shower, you heard her.

Good morning, Eden! A bundle of joy was discovered on the steps of the Church of Out of Order. For the first time in eighteen years, a baby has been found gazing up at the stained glass with peculiarly wise eyes. The Ladies of the Vale are currently tending to the little foundling. If this small soul belongs to you, please make your way to the church posthaste.

In weather news, I predict drizzle that will turn into snowflakes by mid-afternoon. I advise you to stow the umbrellas for mittens and winter coats. Prepare for a blanket of white to tuck Eden in this afternoon.

In lighter tidings, the whispering willows by Wandering Creek have begun to recite poetry at twilight. Poets, poetry lovers, and romantics are invited to stroll along the banks and listen to sonnets and soliloquies rustling through the leaves.

The annual Great Eden Bake-Off is upon us. This year’s secret ingredient is the elusive starberry, which only comes out at night and in unexpected places. Aspiring bakers are called to present their cosmic confections at the town square this Wednesday, where Lu Ann, Teddy, Rip Van Winkle, Rosanne and Diane will judge their desserts.

The clock tower in the town square has begun reversing time for one minute at noon. The minute hand has a rebellious sprint, it appears.

And for those who like nocturnal serenades, the Nightmare Choir has officially announced their concert series in the Moonlit Glade. Expect the spookiest tunes of the past few centuries.

The annual “Invisible Pet Parade” is scheduled for this coming Sunday. As always, participants are reminded to bring their leashes to keep our non-visible friends protected. Treats will be provided, but, of course, you won’t be able to see or feel them.

Lastly, the annual broom race, only licensed witches allowed, originally scheduled for this afternoon will be postponed due to the impending weather. The Eden Broom Flyers Association apologizes for the inconvenience and invites all flyers to a pre-race tea and scone mingle at Madam Zephyr’s Emporium instead.

Stay warm, stay safe, and as always, keep an ear to the sky and stay enchanted.

I caught Olive coming out of the cafe. She usually got about an hour off before lunch. Most days after lunch she was done for the day, but occasionally she worked dinner too. I told her I had a ritual that might work to remove the devil’s magic from his anti-Bible. The book would still appeal to people who wanted to follow Satan (more than you might think), but without the magic, it wouldn’t convert millions or possibly billions by magical manipulation.

One thing about Olive. When it came to saving the world, she didn’t hesitate. She jumped right in.

“It’s going to take a powerful ritual and a powerful focus to be able to do this,” Olive said. “I can’t do it myself.”

“I can tap into the power of the library sometimes,” I said.

“I’ll put out an emergency message to my coven. There are seven of us. If we get at least three, that will help. The power of three is strong.”

We went over to the park and she called down some crows out of the tree and they agreed to deliver the messages in return for sparkly objects which Olive, being a witch, always carried.

“How’s your new family?” she asked. “I’ve been meaning to ask. I know this anti-Christ thing is hard for you, but, you know, besides that.”

“Typical problems, I guess,” I said.

“Like?”

“Some of them are plotting to kill me, I think.”

“I don’t know how typical that is.”

“Mainly it’s the whole anti-Christ thing. There’s a lot of jealousy. And some just don’t want another sibling to compete with for power. We’re the first family of hell. I guess I can’t expect to be accepted right away.”

“I suppose not,” she said.

“My sister, Lilith, in particular, resents me. She sentenced me to death in a trial she devised, and I only escaped because of Lola and my brother Dread.”

“Again, not really typical.”

“Then on Father’s day when we all met for drinks and dinner, we had a big argument over all kinds of things.”     

“That’s more typical,” she said.

All six of the witches Olive sent crow messages to showed up. Olive explained what was going on to them. We went to the library. Fluffy was waiting on the porch and greeted me with enthusiasm. He greeted the witches too, most of whom were glad to be greeted, though they tended to like cats better than hellhounds.

I took everyone upstairs where normally only the librarian could go. We went to the Ritual Room in back, where I had the book on the table. I could feel a malevolence coming off the book like heat from a flame.

“I brought some candles,” Olive said.

She had us place these special candles in the four corners of the room and then on the four corners of the table. We all put on gloves. She and I moved the book to the center of the table.

“We’ll need to join hands,” Olive said.

Some of the witches objected to my being part of the ritual, but Olive said it was important that I joined with them. We recited brief passages from the book that pertained to removing magic from an object.

I focused all my energy on the words when I read them.

“I’ll need a drop of your blood,” she said to me, and before I could ask why, she pulled out a knife and pricked my finger. I bled onto the book. One witch whispered, “So it’s true. He is the son of Lucifer.”

We all chanted a passage together then. An icy wind swept through the room, extinguishing the candles in the corners of the rooms but failing to put out the four on the table. The room was too dark to see faces clearly anymore.

Whispers slithered out of the darkness. A sly, seductive voice spoke directly into my mind. It was offering me riches and power, the usual evil offerings. The anti-Bible was trying to tempt me as it had before. I steeled myself and kept reciting the passage. The whispers became more angry and more vicious. The room grew colder. Our breath came out in icy puffs. Then, before me, a figure materialized out of the shadows.

It was a tall, beautiful woman with long blonde hair. I recognized her instantly, Eve.

“Still rejecting your destiny,” Eve said. “You are meant for darkness. It flows through your veins. Why fight what you were born to be? I will make you feel things you have never felt before, pleasures beyond your imagination.”

She caressed my shoulders.

“What is happening?” Olive said.

“Look at me, Kevin,” Eve said.

Against my will, I turned and looked into her hypnotic green eyes. I felt myself falling into their depths. I looked at her with my third eye. I saw her for what she was, a demon, and shook myself out of the trance. Eve scowled, baring her fangs.

The book was evil and so couldn’t see what I really desired most. Love. Olive’s love. If it had seen that, it might have found a way to get me to do what it wanted.

Eve vanished.

The book’s darkness took shape from my own mind. A shadow.

Next, a childhood tormentor appeared before me. Scott Stillwell, a bully from one of the foster homes.

“Well, well, if it isn’t little Kevin. Still a scared wimp, I see.”

I kept chanting.

“Go ahead, keep mumbling your little spell,” Scott sneered. “You’ll never amount to anything. You’re weak. You’re a failure. You’re nothing. This spell won’t work. Nothing will work for you.”

Rage boiled up in me. I wanted to lash out at the phantom. But I restrained myself. Scott evaporated with a scornful laugh.

Shadows swirled, condensing into the shape of Olive.

“No, you don’t,” Olive said. She raised a hand and sparkles of light shot through the air and into the illusion. Olive faded away. I was glad about that. I was afraid of that Olive and what she could do.

One final shape emerged from the darkness, my father. Lucifer-Karl-Satan-Devil gazed at me, a mixture of disappointment and contempt on his face.

“You’re betraying me, son. Your own father.”

“No choice,” I said, but I was more upset than I’d thought I’d be.

“Always a choice.”

“You’re not real,” I said.

“I’m real enough,” he said.

His shape wavered, as if he was fighting to keep his form. For a moment, pride flickered across his face. Then he melted away.

The ritual reached its climax. A vortex opened up on the floor, sucking the cursed book down. An unearthly howl came from below.

The room slowly brightened as the candles relit themselves. I hadn’t realized it, but all the candles had gone out and we had been acting in total darkness.

“We did it,” Olive cried. She threw her arms around me in a hug.

Then she seemed to realize what she was doing and stepped back.

I allowed myself a small smile of satisfaction. I looked at the book with my third eye, to be sure. I was. It still had the power of Lucifer’s words, but the magic was gone.

“We did it,” I said back to Olive.

A voice from the first floor of the library called out to me. I knew it was Dread.

Just in time.

“Be right down,” I shouted.

“Stay quiet and stay here please,” I said, picking up the book wearing my gloves. “Thank you all for your help.”

I went downstairs.


Chapter Eighteen




Dread was sitting in the chair behind my desk, petting Fluffy. Fluffy ran up to me and I gave him a few pats. I got a paper bag out of the bottom drawer and put the book in it. I still had gloves on.

“Even you need gloves?” Dread said.

“It’s powerful.”

“Can I see it?” he said

I pulled the book out of the bag and held it up.

“No, see it. Hold it in my hands.”

“You’re looking at it.”

“It looks evil,” he said. “I can smell the evil. This is so-o exciting.”

“It’s going to be a big hit,” I said.

“I’m excited for you, Bro. I’d like to feel it rush through me. Hold it.”

“No,” I said.

“What are you afraid of? Can it make us more evil? We’re Lucifer’s sons.”

I was. I thought about this. I was made by Lucifer. I was bound to be evil. Lucifer had told me I was and my destiny was to be evil and many others had also said this, including Lola, my onetime best friend, and maybe it was true. I had done evil things. Sometimes I had done them to do what I thought was good. Save an innocent. Help someone who couldn’t help themselves. I’d crossed a line before. Was I evil?

“He will control you,” I said. “It takes control.”

“Possession?” he said and there was greed and maybe fear in his voice.

“Of a sort,” I said.

“Hmm,” he said. “I guess we’d better get it to its proper owner, then.”

He took my arm in his and in a second we had travelled to a building that my brother said was hidden from the angels who would punish them all if they caught them above ground.

“Except for you, of course.”

We were right outside the doors of the skyscraper. There was city noise all around us: honking cars, crowded sidewalks, voices.

“Some say even the Creator himself couldn’t find this building. It is on another dimension. Father made it himself with the help of Beelzebub and Deadeye.”

“Impressive,” I said.

“The Creator likes to say he can see everything. Karl uses this building to prove to us the Creator is lying. He loves to catch the Creator in a lie. Prove he is not all he says he is.”

“Karl has Creator issues,” I said.

“Why do you call him Karl?” Dread asked.

“One of his aliases,” I said.

“That’s not why,” he said. “Do not do it today. It sounds like you’re the one with issues.”

“Is this New York?”

“Capital of the world,” he said. “Headquarters. New York in another dimension.”

We went through swinging doors, past security guards and a front desk with several workers behind it. We rode the elevator up to the top floor where the company offices were. We stepped out of the elevator into a high-ceilinged, cavernous lobby with marble floors and marble walls decorated with demonic faces carved into the stone and an enormous bas-relief of a horned demon devouring priests and nuns. Warm and welcoming, like most corporate offices.

Our footsteps echoed as we crossed to the front desk, where a tall, pale woman with blood-red lips sat typing. “Welcome, sons of Lucifer,” she said. “Down the hall. The meeting room is to your right.”

The room was huge, with a polished table for twenty-five or thirty. One entire wall was floor-to-ceiling windows. Abstract paintings in dark, chaotic styles decorated the other walls. Karl wore an immaculately tailored black suit. His dark hair was slicked back, and his handsome features were arranged in a genial smile. But his black eyes were cold and calculating as always. You couldn’t hide the eyes.

“Here he is. The supervillain of the hour,” he said.

I walked past two giant demons who had been tucked into suits and wore masks that hid likely frightening faces.

Lucifer gestured for me to take the empty seat beside him. Dread had to go to the far end of the table. In-between us were a couple of my brothers, Lilith, and some of the top demons, males and females. I clutched the cursed manuscript in the plastic bag and sat down. I placed it in front of me. Karl gazed at it.

“I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

Before I could respond, the office doors opened and some of Hell’s most infamous residents strode in. My half-brother Caliban, tall and brooding; the fallen angel Beelzebub, face obscured by writhing flies; my sister Lilith; and my sometime friend/sometime enemy Lola, Father’s right-hand woman, and Deadeye, my enemy. They arrayed themselves around the table.

Last to enter was a reedy, nervous-looking man in a rumpled suit—clearly human. He gave a little start when he noticed the hellish assembled company.

“Ah, Mr. Shaw,” Father purred, “so good of you to join us. Have a seat. Mr. Shaw is taking care of our publication. He’s using a new laser printing method to get as many copies out by tomorrow as possible.”

Shaw perched anxiously on the edge of his chair. Father made introductions, referring to his demonic associates as ‘business partners.’ He explained they were acquiring Shaw’s small publishing house to print some special works, starting with the manuscript I had brought.

“Give him the manuscript,” Karl said.

I insisted Shaw put on gloves. He seemed a bit confused by this. After all, this wasn’t a manuscript. It was a book. He put them on.

Shaw leafed through the pages, face draining of color. “Some very provocative ideas here, sir. You are aware that the inflammatory nature of this work may lead to bad press. There may be lawsuits. I must advise you to consider these possible reactions before you publish.”

“Our lawyers have ensured me everything is in order,” Father said smoothly.

“Well, if they say so. Would you like our lawyers to look them over for a second opinion?”

“No time,” Father said. His voice remained friendly, but his eyes flashed red for an instant.

Shaw gulped.

“Yes, I understand completely, Mr. Morningstar.”

“Excellent. Be prepared to start the printing process immediately. Today. We’ll be in touch about distribution and promotion.”

Taking the cue, Shaw scurried from the room with the book back in the bag. He thanked father profusely for his faith in his little publishing company and promised to work hard and make this book a success.

“It will be like running downhill,” Father said. “With scissors, of course. Should you trip, it could be fatal. Do be careful Mr. Shaw.”

He smiled. Shaw attempted to smile back but couldn’t quite pull it off. He hurried out the door. I was relieved to see him go. I realized I’d been holding my breath and breathed again.

As soon as the doors closed, Father leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers.

“My work of truth will change everything. Between my brilliant prose and the magic spells weaved in them, we will be on our way to Armageddon. This will mark the beginning of the End of Days. Finally, it begins.”

He looked at Lola. A faint nod.

She said, “Of course we all would prefer if Lucifer could go on tour. Obviously, with the angels watching, that is impossible. Kevin will be the face of our publicity. We’ll organize book tours and speaking engagements. Behind the scenes, all of us and our demons will recruit disciples in positions of power—politicians, celebrities, influencers, religious leaders. Televangelists will be preaching the gospel of Lucifer everywhere.”

Beelzebub buzzed with excitement. “I can spread the book through the internet. Leak the text, create message boards, forums, websites, and flood social media with our message. I’ve already got social media bots and trolls primed to create buzz online. We’ll make your book go viral, Lucifer, spark outrage and calls for revolution. We’re going to have so much fun.”

Beelzebub had embraced modern technology in a way few demons had. He often said that there was no better way to spread lies than social media, which seemed to have been made for the purpose. “We couldn’t have possibly done a better job ourselves,” he often said.

Lilith said, “We can use all the old tricks as well as the new. Convince the disaffected that they deserve more and need to act to take it. Join us. How does a lie become a truth? I’ve been taught since a girl that the best method is the simplest. Repetition. Tell the lie again and again and again and eventually it comes to look exactly like the truth. The angels will not expect so many humans fighting for us. The surprise will give us an advantage they will not be able to overcome.”

Caliban smiled coldly. “And harness their rage. Arm the mobs, overthrow governments in your name. We need chaos. Chaos is our old friend. This will create the proper mood and setting for the last battle.”

They continued spinning plans, voices overlapping, each trying to impress Father with their cunning. Only Lola was silent, watching me closely.

Father held up his hand.

“Kevin will be the catalyst for our success. As the anti—Christ, he will lead the armies of the humans. He will be one of my two generals. I will announce the other at another time.”

The demons, family and the rest, turned to me. Pupils narrowed. Their eyes burning with hate. Their lips curled into a tight, forced smiles. Their nostrils flared with each heated breath. Friends and family from hell. It made me warm and fuzzy.

Lilith said, “My succubus are poised to seduce the powerful and influential and ‘redirect’ their actions as we see fit at the time. I have a whole elite guard ready for the battle. I ask that we lead the demon forces against the angels, Father.”

My half-brother Caliban grinned wickedly, baring his pointed fangs. He was one of Hell’s cruelest warlords I’d been told by Dread. “My legions are gathered, ready to storm the mortal plane at your command. We will bathe the streets in blood and hang the corpses of our enemies as a warning. The humans will flock to our army before the great battle begins through fear and terror. Give the order and we march.”

Lucifer chuckled indulgently. “All in good time, my bloodthirsty boy. Perhaps start with a few choice assassinations. Political leaders, religious figures. Let’s get this ball rolling.”

Caliban bowed. “It will be done, Father.”

“Chaos is the word,” Lucifer said. “It is always the word. It is what we must have. It is how we will win this battle and rule the world.”

Other demons offered a few more suggestions - possession pacts, soul corruption, summoning an army of lawyer-demons to create legislative loopholes. Lucifer nodded approvingly, then clapped his hands.

Lilith smiled in that tight way of hers, like she was holding a knife about to stab someone in the back. I wasn’t surprised it was me. “We’ve all come up with great ideas. But our chosen one hasn’t said a word. What about it Kevin? Wow us with your genius. What will the anti—Christ do?”

“That handsome face will be the face of the movement,” Lola said.

Lilith shot her a look of contempt. “I asked my brother. Has he lost his voice?”

Everyone, including Father, turned to me.

I cleared my throat. Lilith turned to Caliban, and they shared some secret. They were allies; I thought. I’d have to watch them. It was like some twisted royal court, the game of power always being played.

“It’s simple,” I said. “Lucifer will be a god. Not just any god. He will replace the God who gave himself a capital letter and said he was the only one. There’s a new god in town. We will convert people. We will seduce them and convince them that Lucifer is the future. We will convince them it is time to see Lucifer for what he has always been, the true God. The other was a pretender, and he abandoned them long ago. We’ll need a whole PR firm to focus on this religious movement.”

Silence.

I could tell the table was waiting for Lucifer’s reaction before they gave their own.

“Excellent,” Lucifer said. “I should be the god. I will be worshiped. I should have been worshiped long ago for freeing the humans from their prison, which the Creator called paradise. Now is the time. Love it, son. Very good.”

Everyone at that table congratulated me and heartily agreed with Lucifer. Of course. Except for Lilith and Caliban, who seethed quietly.

“Now, leave me, all of you,” Lucifer said, “so I may speak with the anti-Christ.”

I could see Lilith was struggling with an argument that would convince Karl that I was not the anti-Christ, but even her ambition wasn’t enough to blind her to the new reality. She knew this wasn’t the time.

Demons bowed and murmured as they left. “King of Darkness”, “Your Unholiness”, “Your Graceless”. They took their leave, some even bowing to me and saying things like “Anti-Christ General, we serve you.” I tried a faint smile. I doubt I succeeded.

Only his bodyguards, two very large demons, stayed with us.

Lucifer came around and leaned against the desk beside where I sat. “Well, my boy. How does it feel to follow your destiny at last?”

I shifted nervously. I wanted to argue that I wasn’t, but I said, “It’s hard to express.”

He grinned wickedly. “First, we will take this planet, but that is only the beginning.”

“But all the death,” I couldn’t help saying.

Lucifer sighed. “We’ve been over this. Eons of injustice must be corrected. But if it helps ease your conscience, think of it as liberating humanity to embrace their true purpose and potential.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a great responsibility. But I have complete faith in you.”

We talked a little more. He gave me a pep talk about the joy of doing evil and making the necessary hard choices of torturing someone or executing them and other such difficult decisions.

Eventually, he sent one of his bodyguards to get my brother. Dread transported me back to Eden. We sat on a bench in the park.

“Haven’t you come a long way in a short time,” he said. “More than half the demons in that room want you dead.”

“I got that feeling,” I said.

“I’ve always wanted that feeling. I wish they wanted me dead. They see me as beneath that kind of feeling. They are not worried about me. It’s humiliating.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I saw a few look at you with hatred.”

“You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

“No,” I said. “I saw some hatred.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”

We sat in silence for a little. Then Dread said he’d better be going on.

“Mind if I come back to visit later in the week, bro?”

“Not at all,” I said.

He disappeared.


Chapter Nineteen




Isat in the park on the bench next to the tree of life after my brother disappeared. The whole charade of Lucifer’s autobiography was finished—for better or worse. For better and worse, maybe. The book was still going out into the world. Even without the magic Lucifer had armed it with, the book would have its converts, would have an evil effect on those who read it. That couldn’t be helped.

The tree of life was also the tree of death. It was the apple tree where Lucifer convinced Eve or Adam (the court is still out on that one) to pull an apple off a stem and break the order of God. The act got Adam and Eve kicked out of paradise and caused God to take back his gift of immortality.

This tree, The Tree of Life, was said to have been nurtured by the Creator’s own blood. I had once felt the power of it run through me when I was stopping Armageddon, holding off both the angels of heaven and demons of hell from fighting until I could talk them out of it.

I could feel the faint echo of that power when I looked at the tree, but I knew it wouldn’t help me now. I knew I didn’t have much time to figure out how to stop the monster. I had lost time doing what had to be done with the anti-Bible, but I had no choice.

I hoped it would take Lucifer a few days to learn the book had lost its power. Then I better have my best liar face on in order to lie to one of the greatest liars in the universe. I was going to need an academy award performance.

Anyway, I had a few days on that front. I had less than a day to stop the monster from invading Eden. I needed to find a way to stop him. I wasn’t coming up with much or, to be honest, anything.

As I was sitting there, the voice of Marta came back. Marta made a BREAKING NEWS sound, the kind CNN made on TV.

This just in, Edenites! I have been instructed to relay an urgent message. It’s from a creature who calls himself The Protector. He says he was created to protect Eden. He wants us to know that he will take care of us, but the rest of the world must burn to punish humanity and to give it a fresh start. There will be a ceremony tonight at seven o’clock and every Edenite must attend. Any who do not will disappear.

To show us how easy it is for him to make people disappear, he has made ten more Edenites disappear this morning. A list will be posted by the mayor on the bulletin board in the park.

At seven The Protector is scheduled to burn Druid witches in the park. He said he will get the burning started with those he most despises. He doesn’t say how many Druid witches, folks. If anyone tries to interfere, especially the librarian, The Protector will burn Eden to the ground before he burns the rest of the world.

If anyone knows who the Druid witches are, I’d appreciate the information which I will pass along to the town.

Also, the Protector says there will be popcorn provided for the witch burning. He loves popcorn.

I do like to give the people of our town equal time. If the librarian would like to respond to The Protector, please stop by the station and I’ll be happy to give you a chance.

The golem wasn’t being a very good protector, in my opinion. Killing off citizens. Making them disappear. Burning witches in the park. What was this, the Middle Ages? I didn’t know how long ago The Protector had defeated Venomheart. I thought it was likely sometime around the Civil War. Where had he been all this time? I still wasn’t giving up on the idea that he was wearing a disguise, that he was among us.

He was going to destroy the world and probably Eden, but first he was going to burn witches in the park while serving popcorn. I had to admit I did love popcorn, but I vowed not to eat any while witches were being burned.

The Iron Maidens had made the golem to protect Eden from Karl’s evil creation. It had succeeded. Something had gone wrong after that. I needed to find out what that was.

I headed toward the café. I noticed I was getting some troubling looks from the citizens I passed. I heard whispers. It was disconcerting. I quickened my pace.

As I came in the door, I saw Olive’s back as she went through the swinging doors to the kitchen. The little bells above the front door tinkled. I felt that breathlessness that seemed to come over me whenever I saw Olive. Every time. It was annoying. I thought it might go away now that we weren’t together, but it was still there. Time, I thought, give it time. It will fade. Everything faded, right? Every feeling we had, good and bad. This was both blessing and curse.

Even though it was late for lunch and the usual lunch crowd should have come and went, the café was packed. Voices rose and fell, silverware and pottery plates clinked, someone laughed. The café smelled of fried potatoes and grilled meat.

Rip was at a back in his corner booth. He was eating something with a knife and fork. I went back. Many people said hello. Some looked away.

“What’s going on here?” I said, sliding into the booth.

“It’s free lunch Wednesday. Every so often, Lucy tries to prove there is such a thing as a free lunch. So, she offers a free lunch and everyone in town comes. There was a line out the door earlier. You came at the right time.

“She’s a good woman,” I said.

“A saint,” Rip said. “Your monster is making a move, I hear.”

“I don’t know if it’s a monster,” I said, even though I’d been calling him that. I was beginning to feel less comfortable with the term.

“What would you call it?”

“The Protector.”

“It has a funny way of protecting.”

Rip was eating a chicken fried steak with cream gravy and mashed potatoes and green beans. Traditional Southern café entry. Couldn’t get much more traditional than that.

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “How’s the cream gravy?”

“Good today,” he said. “He’s eased up on the pepper a little.”

“The golem might not be a monster,” I said, “but we’ll likely have to kill it to stop it from doing what it’s doing.”

“What’s it doing?” Rip asked.

“Getting revenge.”

Olive came over to our table.

“I hope you have a plan,” she said.

“No,” I admitted.

“You always have a plan.”

“OK, I have a plan.”

“What’s the plan?”

“We’re going to stop the golem from burning witches in the park first. Then we’re going to make sure it doesn’t destroy Eden and the rest of the world.”

“You and Rip?”

“And you. And the ghostbusters. And anyone else I can get to help.”

“All right,” she said. “You can count on my coven. No one wants to see Eden burned to the ground and we are all adamantly against the burning of witches.”

“This all started because Lucifer sent a monster to conquer Eden. He wanted the town to be his when it was time for the final battle. The Iron Maidens used their druid magic to create a golem to fight Lucifer’s creation. It won.”

“And then what?” Olive asked.

“That’s what I’m not sure of. That’s what I need to know.”

“I still have customers,” Olive said. “What do want for your free lunch?”

I said I’d have what Rip was having.

“I’ll be back,” she said.

She hurried off.

“What should I do?” I said to Rip.

Rip ate the last bite of his pie.

“You’re the librarian,” he said. “I’m just a simple man.”

“Who happens to be able a werewolf, among other things.”

He shrugged.

“What, no story to tell me?” I said. “No story that illustrates what I should do?”

“None that comes to mind unless you mean the story of how I once insulted the god of lost socks.”

“There’s a God of Lost Socks?”

“Obviously. I couldn’t have insulted him if there wasn’t.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “How did you insult him?”

“Well, it was about five years back when I first met the God of Lost Socks. I didn’t even know he existed at the time. I was just doing my laundry as usual, matching up all my socks and folding them neatly into pairs. But when I got to the bottom of the basket, there was one lone sock without a match. I figured its mate must’ve gotten lost in the wash somehow. That’s what we always figure, right? How that happens we don’t know and we prefer not to examine too closely or closely at all or even from a distance. A bit of magical thinking, if you ask me, but never mind.

“I tossed that single sock in the back of my drawer, thinking nothing of it. Over the next few weeks, the same thing kept happening. I’d do a load of laundry and end up with one orphan sock. Before long, I had a whole collection of misfits back there. So many lonely socks without their partner.

“It began to tick me off. It really did. Where the hell were my socks going? I did the wash again, and it happened again and I just lost it. I blamed the god, more specifically.

The God of Lost Socks. I cursed him. It is never wise to curse deities, even minor ones.

“‘Give me back my socks, you thieving, sock hoarding bastard,’ I shouted. ‘Come into my house and steal from me. I’ve a good mind to come and find you and give you a beating.’

“A bellowing voice spoke from nowhere—though it did sort of sound like the laundry room, which I suppose was his temple. ‘Who dares insult the God of Lost Socks?’ A moment later, he stepped out of the laundry room and he was a sock monkey, but big as a bear. I was both terrified, and a little humiliated to be frighted by a sock monkey, even one has as large as a bear.

“I stammered an apology, explaining I meant no true offense.

“The sock monkey loomed over me. Its stitched red mouth opened, and I thought for a moment it was going to bite off my head, but the monkey made a screech and said, ‘I am a god and I could squash you into nothing. The socks are an offering. If you ever stop giving me an offering or if you complain again, I will return and I will eat you.’

“It opened its mouth and that sock monkey had large sharp teeth. Truly unexpected.”

“Hmm…,” I said. “Seems to me you weren’t really worshiping him.”

“He stole my socks and called it a sacrificial offering,” Rip said. “Who was I to disagree with those teeth and that massive sock monkey body?”

“You know the golem isn’t really a god,” I said.

“Whenever a sock went missing, I thanked the great God of Lost Socks and said I made the offering to celebrate his divine presence and beg for his favor.”

“I should treat the golem, who is not a godlike a god?”

“Why is he here now?” Rip said. “The God of Lost Socks showed up because I cursed him. Why has the golem showed up now after all these years? Maybe that’s the right question.”

It began to snow. It was summer earlier in the morning. It had been summer every day since I’d been in Eden, but today, apparently, it was winter.

Olive brought me my lunch and a cup of coffee and was immediately called over to another table.

“I think he could be here among us?” I said to Riff.

“Here where?”

“Here in Eden. Maybe here in this room.”

“A shapeshifter?”

“I don’t know.”

I scanned the bustling café, my eyes moving from one patron to another. There was Old Man Jenkins, hunched over his plate of meatloaf, muttering to himself as he always did. He had been in Eden longer than anyone could remember, and rumors swirled about his mysterious past.

There were the peculiar twins, Sadie and Susie, who sat in perfect unison, mirroring each other’s movements as they sipped their milkshakes. They had an uncanny ability to finish each other’s sentences and seemed to communicate without words. Could the golem have split itself in two in order to hide its true identity? But were golems tricky? I thought they were more direct.

Rip nudged me, tilting his head towards the counter. “What about that new fella, the one who’s always scribbling in that worn-out notebook?” I followed his gaze to the disheveled man, his wild hair barely contained by a tattered fedora. He seemed lost in his own world, frantically jotting down notes between bites of his apple pie.

“Looks like a writer,” I said. “They drink too much and often behave badly because they’re so often in the world of their imagination, but I don’t think many are monsters.”

“I heard he’s some kind of inventor,” Rip whispered.

As we continued to speculate, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. I casually glanced around the room, trying to identify the source of my unease. That’s when I noticed Lucy, the kind-hearted owner of the café, staring intently at us from behind the counter.

Lucy was a constant presence in Eden, her café a sanctuary for the town’s residents. She had a way of making everyone feel welcome and cared for. But now, as I met her piercing gaze, I wondered. I looked at her with my third eye and saw those eyes, her eyes, were other worldly. As in, not from this world. Not human. She turned away.

Rip leaned in closer, his voice low. “You don’t think?”

I had never noticed she wasn’t human before. I hadn’t been looking in the right way.

“Maybe?” I said.

She was a good boss and friend to Olive. I knew if I said anything to Olive, she’d tell me I was crazy. Maybe I was crazy. I pushed my plate away, my appetite gone.

“We both know the best place to hide,” Rip said.

“In plain sight,” I finished.

Rip stood up, adjusting his hat. “I’ll go see someone I know. He’s very old, older than me even. I have a question for him.”

I threw some tip money on the table and followed him out of the café out onto the snowy walk.

“In plain sight,” he said.

As we parted ways, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. I glanced back at the café, catching a glimpse of Lucy’s face in the window. Her expression was unreadable, but I saw a flicker of something in her eyes, something ancient.

She couldn’t be, I thought. But I knew this wasn’t true. She could.

I shivered, pulling my coat tighter around me as the swirling snow swirled around me. It was cold. Maybe this was the golem. He created a storm over me before and a lightning strike. Maybe he could create snow now, make his burning of witches festive, like the Christmas holidays.

“Rip,” I shouted. “Let’s meet back here in an hour.”

He nodded. I knew it was absurd to think Lucy was the golem. But. Absurd things were sometimes true, especially in Eden. Anyway, the golem had to be here somewhere. How could he be here without appearing to be someone other than who he was? How could he hide when golems tended to be giants that made grizzlies look like the runt of the litter? Hide in plain sight. He’d have to have a special ability: illusionist, shapeshifter, something along those lines.

Lucy wasn’t the golem. She couldn’t be. Unless she could. Even if she wasn’t, I thought she knew something. I saw what I should have seen before. She wasn’t just a supernatural. She was not human. And she knew something. I had a gut feeling.

I went to her house. Was what I was about to do illegal? Yes, absolutely, down in the flatlands of the United States of America and most countries that had the rule of law and were not run by tyrant strongmen. Illegal. Certainly immoral.

But we were far beyond the flatlands of the United States. There were no judges, no warrants, and the only law was me. Maybe that made what I did a worse invasion of privacy. So be it.

I had broken into many houses. If the town wanted a librarian who was a by the book lawman, then they would have to look elsewhere. I was going to get our people back unharmed, and I was going to do whatever I had to do in order to make that happen. I liked Lucy, but my instinct was that she was involved in all this somehow. I had to know first if I was right and if I was how she was involved.

The lock on her door was easy to pick. I slipped inside Lucy’s house, quietly closing the door behind me. The living room was tidy and inviting, with plush armchairs and a cozy fireplace. It was warm. Like the café, it had Lucy’s warmth.

I moved through the house, my footsteps muffled by thick carpets. The kitchen was spotless, with a vase of fresh flowers on the counter. I rifled through the drawers and cabinets, searching for any clue that might shed light on Lucy’s connection to the golem, but found nothing out of the ordinary.

Upstairs, the bedrooms were equally unremarkable. Lucy’s room was simple and elegant, with a neatly made bed and a few books on the nightstand. I checked under the mattress and in the closet, but there was nothing that suggested involvement with the golem.

Frustrated, I made my way back downstairs. As I passed the door to the basement, I hesitated. It was the only place I hadn’t looked yet. I turned the handle and descended the creaky wooden steps. It was too dark to see the stairs or the room. My eyes needed to adjust. There was no railing, so I carefully went down the stairs.

The basement was dimly lit, with a single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Boxes and old furniture were stacked against the walls, covered in a thick layer of dust. I picked my way through the clutter, my eyes scanning the shadows for anything unusual.

That’s when I saw it. In the far corner of the basement, partially hidden behind a stack of old newspapers, was a small wooden trunk. Unlike everything else in the room, it was free of dust and looked well-maintained.

I knelt beside the trunk. I lifted the lid, revealing a collection of old photographs. At first these were pictures of Eden but an Eden, judging from the dress of over a century ago. Probably in the mid-1800s. Then I saw it. In one of the faded sepia photographs, the golem stood beside Lucy, its form both striking and unsettling. Made of clay and stone, the golem’s body was broad and powerful, with a hulking frame that towered over the petite woman. Its skin had a rough, earthen texture, marked with the ridges and imperfections. I took the photo over to the light bulb. I saw intricate symbols etched into the golem’s forehead and body. His mouth was thin, small for the size of his face.

Despite its imposing presence, there was a certain gentleness in the way the golem stood beside Lucy. Its massive hand rested lightly on her shoulder. Lucy knew him when the golem had defeated Lucifer’s champion, Venomheart. She hadn’t said a word, even though she knew he had kidnapped over a dozen locals. I put the photo in my pocket.

I went back to the trunk and sifted through the contents; a small leather-bound journal caught my eye. I flipped it open, scanning the pages filled with Lucy’s neat handwriting. The dates went even further back than the golem, back to 1779, when she first came to Eden and the Revolutionary War was raging in her home state of New York.

I skipped forward to the dates I thought the Golem might have come. I had to look around a little, but I found them. Right after the Civil War, 1866. Maybe Lucifer was a little put out that the Civil War had ended and all that killing and hatred. Possibly that was what made him send his champion to Eden, where he had had one of his greatest triumphs long ago, hoping to have another.

According to the journal, Lucy was an Iron Maiden. She had been one of seven to create the golem, imbuing it with the power of the earth. But something had gone wrong after the battle with Lucifer’s creature. The golem had begun to feel a loneliness and a lack of purpose.

The golem had grown increasingly erratic. That was all it said. Increasingly erratic. She left off a part of the story I most needed to know. Maybe she had been afraid to write down what had happened. Maybe it had been another feeling.

I closed the journal.

I hurried out of the house and back to the café.


Chapter Twenty




Iwent back to the café, and it was now nearly time for dinner, which usually meant the café had a few people coming in. Dinner was never big at Lucy’s. Tonight was different. Some people likely were eating their free lunch at dinner but, no doubt, the gathering in the park soon to witness the burning of witches was also a draw. I’d never seen it so crowded at dinner time.

Free food always sold well.

I looked around and saw Rip in a booth. I went back and slid in. I told him what I found in Lucy’s house.

“You broke into her house?”

“I did.”

“This is the only place in town to eat, you know.”

“I plan on begging her forgiveness.”

I ate a French fry off Rip’s plate.

“And now you’re stealing fries off my plate.”

“Forgive me,” I said.

“My friend Bobby Bobby,” he said, “is a Seer. I thought maybe he could help us, but he says the golem has a shield over his location. He can feel him and he knows he’s been in the park and in this café, but he can’t determine his current location. He says this golem is unique. He doubts he could locate him, even if he was in the same room. He was very dejected about this limitation of his ability.”  

Olive came by. She said that they had been busy all day. Lucy said they would close tonight at six because of what was happening in the park at seven.

“I’m telling everyone they have to be gone by six. If you want something to eat, you’d better order it now.”

I said I would pass on the food but would have an Eden Lager.

She asked me what I’d found, and I said I’d tell her later.

“Bobby Bobby couldn’t locate the people he’s kidnapped, either?” I said.

“No,” he said, “but he did get a vague image. He thinks they’re in a cave.”

“A cave in Eden,” I said. “That narrows it down.”

I took out the picture and slid it across the table to Rip.

“Big fellow, isn’t he?” Rip said.

“Notice anyone else in the picture?”

“I think we may have a problem.”

“This is before you came here?”

“Long before.”

“How long?”

“Long.”

Marta’s voice was suddenly in the room. The café voices died out and someone shouted for people to listen; the other noise quieted.

Breaking News fellow Eden citizens. The Protector has contacted me directly. He spoke into my mind, so I’m going to go out on a limb and say he’s some kind of telepath. I’ve never met this kind one with such a clear voice. I would advise very careful behavior in his presence tonight.

I’m sorry to say I have bad news for our librarian, Kevin Austin. The Protector says that the town must give you up to him when he burns the witches. Our librarian is the son of Lucifer, who sent a monster to destroy Eden once long ago, but who was defeated by him. He has decided that Kevin must die because The Protector was created to kill the devil’s creations and technically, Kevin is one of those.

You have my deepest sympathies, librarian.

This is Marta signing off. I will keep you updated if I have any other breaking news.

“That’s disturbing,” I said.

Rip said, “My deepest sympathies.”

“That’s not the response I was hoping for from you,” I said.

“I’m sorry for your loss?”

“I was hoping for something a little more supportive, like we won’t let this happen. I’ve got your back. Something along those lines.”

Rip shrugged. “Did you see the size of the golem? And now we find out he has mind control. I’d like to be optimistic but—”

I noticed everyone in the café was silent, and some of them were very careful not to even look my way. Others did look my way, but only as if they were peeking over a fence. Olive came back to the table.

“That monster is trying to turn us against each other,” she said, loud enough for the whole café to hear.

Some agreed with her and some were angry with her for framing my bad news this way and some said to me that I shouldn’t worry, that this monster wasn’t going to scare them into burning people in the square. But a significant number were silent. Maybe even half. Close to half.

“Thank you,” I said publicly, as if the whole café was supporting me. “We’ll face this crisis together.”

That definitely got a lot of people suddenly very interested in the food on their plates, even if they had eaten all the food on their plates.

Olive slid into the booth next to me.

“That’s one smart monster,” she said.

“Divide and conquer,” I said.

“You think he means to conquer us?” Rip said.

“I think he means to protect Eden, but that may now mean, to him, that he has to conquer it to protect it. You know, protect it from itself. That kind of thing that dictators sometimes say.”

“He’s afraid of you,” Olive said. “He must be. Why come after you?”

“That’s a good question,” I said. “I love a good question.”

“That’s the most idiotic thing I’ve heard in a long time,” Rip said. “You love a question about why a monster wants to kill you? That’s like saying you love a question about why you’re going to die today. So interesting. You should be focusing on how to keep yourself from dying.”

“He’s right,” Olive said.

I was watching Lucy up at the cash register. I wanted to confront her, but I thought I needed to know a little more than I knew. Olive said she had to work but she would come back as soon as she got off and we would find a way to save me. She sounded very certain, which I appreciated.

“You could learn a lot from her about supportive responses,” I said to Rip.

“She loves you. I think you’re cute but—”

“You really think she still loves me?”

He shrugged. There it was again, a shrug I couldn’t read. No time to question him. I told Rip I’d be back before six. I wanted to check out something at the library.

“Be here,” I said. “I hope I’ll have a plan by then. A course of action. Something.”

“I am going to start drinking,” he said thoughtfully. “If we’re going to die, I’m not going to do it cold stone sober.”

“That’s the attitude,” I said.

“Don’t get killed before we have a chance to save you,” he advised.


Chapter Twenty-One




The bitter wind nipped at my cheeks as I trudged back to the library through the snow. Fat, fluffy snowflakes danced through the air, already accumulating and making the walk slippery. I wasn’t wearing a coat because I didn’t have one. I dug my hands as deep as I could into my blue-jean pockets.

I rounded the corner to the library. Up on the porch stood three men watching for me, looking solemn and discontented. I recognized them from the earlier meeting. Town councilmen.

We said our hellos. They were terse. The three of them stood between me and the door.

“What can I do for you?” I said.

The stocky one said, “The council wants you to agree to be burned at the stake with the witches in order to keep the monster from destroying our town.”

“I’ll take it under consideration.”

The stocky got in the way. “You won’t be going into the library again. You have been terminated.”

At least I knew who the leader was now.

“Can’t be terminated.”

“We’re the town council. We’ve decided to terminate you before you are burned at the stake.”

“Are you? I don’t remember an election. I think, in fact, that in a democracy, which we have here, a town council is elected.”

I looked at the other two. They looked away. I looked at the stocky one. He didn’t. I felt the magic in him. Probably a magician. It wasn’t strong, though. Actually, it was the one who was trying not to be seen that I worried about. He was definitely a Supernatural, and I couldn’t measure his power.”

“I said we’re telling you.”

He put his hand on my arm, which I took to mean he wanted to spar. I saw no reason to wait for a bell to ring. I hit him with two left jabs and a right cross and a low roundhouse to the knee. He went down, but tried a binding spell that I was able to block as he fell. Unfortunately, the quiet one was much stronger and his binding spell had me all tied up. Fortunately, Fluffy jumped up onto the porch at that moment, growling like the hellhound he was.

The three men, none of them young, ran away with the speed of athletes. If somewhat heavy men in suits running at full speed with arms and legs swinging wildly could be said to appear athletic. Fluffy wanted to go after them and have a morning snack, but I refused to let him eat the town council.

“Eat one?” Fluffy said.

I considered the stocky one but said no. Now that the one who’d put the binding spell on me was gone and focused on putting distance between himself and Fluffy, I could easily break his spell.

I put my ring in the lock on the library door and it opened. Fluff bumped me from behind when we went in, and I took this as a criticism of my decision not to let him kill the town council. I pushed him back, and we played this little wrestling game for a few minutes. He was fairly gentle with me, but he did swat me once a little too hard and I ended up on the floor about ten feet away.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said.

I pretended to be unhurt and shoved him off me. I got up and held his head in my hands and rubbed his forehead. Then he lay down on the rug on the first floor. In about thirty seconds, he was asleep. He must have had a full day out in the haunted woods.

I went up to the second floor and called on the books to send me any book that was about The Protector. I got dozens of protector books. None of them helpful. Then I asked for a story about a protector golem and I got a story in a book of stories about golems. It was written by a wizard. I thought of Mrs. Blansky going to see the wizard and wondered if it was the same one.

I turned the page and read the story.

Once upon a time, the devil sent a monster named Venomheart, a demon he created to overthrow the town that had grown up around the garden that was once Eden. This was the place where he had had his greatest victory. He had shown God the weakness of his new creation and exposed their vulnerability. They were not above temptation. They were not his perfect children, as he had once bragged. The humans became a game between the Creator and Lucifer. Who would win the humans over to his side? It would be too simple to say it was good against evil. Maybe moral against immoral would be more accurate.

Venomheart was a creature of shadow and malice. He could see desires and fears in humans with uncanny accuracy. It may have been a gift the devil gave him when he made him from bits and pieces of hell.

There was cruel intelligence in his dark eyes, but no pity and no power to be anything but what his creator had made him. His skin was a patchwork of scales that shimmered with an eerie iridescence. His voice managed to be inviting at times and frightening at others.

Venomheart was the embodiment of seduction, temptation, and vengeance. He had great powers and would have overwhelmed us. The coven of the Iron Maidens and I together would have a chance against him, but we were afraid of failure. We decided to make a champion of our own.

We created him from the earth of Eden, from the land itself. While we made our champion, Venomheart both seduced and terrorized those who lived in our village. He turned brother against brother and father against daughter and son against mother. He did this in all the ways of Lucifer. He seduced, he used the fears and desires of the people. He made great promises to those who followed him and threatened those who did not.

A few stood against him. One by one, they disappeared.

Venomheart found the ruins of an ancient temple in the haunted forest. Here, he gathered his acolytes, the most susceptible of the townsfolk, who came to him in search of the forbidden. He would perform rituals and rites. He taught them dark magic that they might use to make themselves rich and to have power over others.

More and more of the town became loyal to him. It was only a matter of time before he ruled Eden. I knew Lucifer would come then and the town would be lost until the end of time.

Finally, the Druid witches and I finished making our monster from the clay and mud of Eden. We hoped he could save us. We called him The Protector. Our Seer told us that Venomheart was coming to town with his demon army. They expected the town to surrender without a single sword being raised against them.

The Protector knew this was our one chance at an advantage. We would surprise them. The sky darkened as Venomheart’s demons came down into town, demons naturally preferring a night battle. We stood ready at the edge of town, the Protector, myself, and the coven of Iron Maiden witches. Behind us, the townspeople cowered in their homes, peeking through shuttered windows.

The Protector’s body of mud and clay, animated by ancient druid magic, was nearly fifteen feet tall. His misshapen head had small eyes and a small mouth, but a massive forehead.

With a chorus of bloodcurdling shrieks, the demons crossed the bridge over the stream. Horrific creatures made of shadow and flame, Venomheart’s minions looked like something from a nightmare. Their lips pulled back to reveal rows of jagged teeth, their claws outstretched. We fell upon them as soon as they were across the bridge.

The Protector let out an earth-shaking roar and smashed the first wave of attackers aside with a sweep of his massive arm. The demons latched onto him, slashing futilely at his clay and rock flesh with their claws. With methodical purpose, he grabbed them one by one and ripped them apart. You could hear the flesh and bones cracking open like the sound of trees being split by lightning.

Two of the Iron Maidens and I stood back-to-back, hands outstretched as we blasted the demons with pulses of arcane fire. The witches invoked the powers of nature, and vines burst from the soil, tangling the ankles of the demons and holding them in place. Unfortunately, where one creature fell, two more seemed to take its place. This was very troubling. Venomheart killed two of the druid witches in a fierce fight. Slowly, we were forced back towards the center of town.

Amidst the sea of fangs and claws, I caught a glimpse of Venomheart himself, floating above the horde in swirling shadows. His spine-chilling laughter echoed all around us. As a demon’s jaws closed around the throat of one of the witches, her scream cut short in a spray of blood. Venomheart’s smile widened. He was toying with us

The Protector seized a demon in each hand and slammed them together, then tossed the crumpled forms into the throng. Slowly, relentlessly, he carved a path through the swarming demons towards Venomheart. Seeing the hulking creature approaching, Venomheart drifted down to meet him, his body reforming into an image of angelic beauty.

“Do you have anything between those legs Protector,” Venomheart purred, his voice resonating seductively inside our minds. “Show me if you do and I will make you human, make you feel lust and love like them.”

At the time, in the heat of the battle, I didn’t understand this talk. I didn’t understand why he wasn’t attacking now that he had the upper hand. Later, I did. He was doing what he had done to the people of the town. He was exposing The Protector’s most profound desire. He wanted to be human, like his creators. He was offering him just what he wanted, hoping to turn him rather than destroy him.

Venomheart pressed a hand to The Protector’s chest, and where he touched, the clay flesh withered and cracked.

The Protector lurched forward, trying to wrap his fingers around Venomheart’s phantom form. With a dismissive wave, Venomheart opened up a yawning pit beneath The Protector’s feet. As our champion sank into the chasm, the demons howled with victory and pressed forward with renewed frenzy.

I redoubled the intensity of my spells; Mrs. Blansky joined me, and we unleashed waves of fire to incinerate the demons. The remaining witches called upon the fury of nature, and lightning tore through the ranks of Venomheart’s army. Still, they kept coming, their numbers barely thinned.

Just as hope seemed lost, the ground heaved upwards, and The Protector exploded from beneath the soil. Lava flowed out of the earth with him. It attacked the demons, and their screams filled the air. The Protector launched himself at Venomheart, hands closing around the demon’s throat. Venomheart shrieked, raking shadow claws across The Protector’s face and body. The Protector held tight. His clay hands burned and cracked but The Protector drew more power from the earth and held tight.

The demon army retreated a little as Venomheart thrashed in The Protector’s grasp. Cracks ran through The Protector’s body, chunks of clay and stone breaking off and falling to the ground with dull thuds. And still he held tight. He squeezed his fingers through the thick neck, the sinews and muscles giving way with wet popping sounds until his fingers entwined. With a grunt of effort, he twisted Venomheart’s head off his body. It cracked like the limb of a tree being pulled off by the wind. The severed head lay in the dust and mud, venomous jaws snapping as it screamed an unearthly wail. Venomheart’s body dissolved into wisps of shadow, dissipating on the wind with a faint hiss. The Protector raised a giant stone foot. Venomheart begged for mercy. The Protector brought the foot down and smashed the head flat. Bits of brain and bone flew out and splattered nearby demons.

Leaderless, the remaining demons began to retreat. Seizing on their disarray, we pressed the attack. The Protector stomped through their midst, scattering demons before him. Beside me, the druid witches had joined hands and drew fiery runes in the air, scorching all that fell within their bounds. Nature answered the witches and gnarled roots burst from the soil, dragging the demons down into the earth.

At last, the final demon fell gurgling to the ground, its life blood soaking into the parched soil. We stood surrounded by a carpet of demonic corpses, dripping greenish demon fluid that looked a lot like anti-freeze and slowly dissolving into smoke. The Protector shambled to the edge of town and rested at the bridge to the haunted forest. He stood sentinel, waiting for any others who might attack.

None did. The battle was won.

But then came the second part of our story. The Protector after two days came back into the town. At first he was celebrated. The people cheered as he lumbered through the streets; young and old reached out to pat his earthen legs and thank him. A minstrel wrote a song about the battle and The Protector’s heroic feats in fighting Venomheart and ultimately defeating him. It was sung over and over. The mayor gave a grand speech, praising The Protector’s bravery in defeating Venomheart and his demon army and saving the town. There was a feast held in the town square, with music and celebration late into the night. For a time, The Protector was treated as a hero and savior.

But then time passed. Days, then weeks, and he did not leave. He decided to set up in the park, the original garden of Eden. He needed to be outside, touching the earth. He needed to feel the weather. He was a creation of the earth and he was most comfortable when he was close to it. He should have lived in the woods, but it was hard for him to imagine being in a place that was not Eden.

His presence in the park soon began to bother people. During the day, villagers gave The Protector a wide berth as they passed through the town square. Few stopped to sing his praises or even speak a few words to him. At night, an eerie scraping could be heard as he paced around. Parents whispered that their children had nightmares if they strayed too close. His hulking silhouette cast long shadows in the moonlight. People worried about his strength and what he might do if he decided to harm one of them. There began to be talk that the creature was dangerous to them all.

People stopped calling him the protector. Sometimes he tried to talk to people but words were difficult for him. He was unable to communicate much. This added to people’s uneasiness.

We were approached by the mayor and the leaders of the village. They begged us to help them make the golem leave. They reminded us we had created him it the first place.

They thought of him as an it, as a monster, and maybe a monster that would turn on them if they didn’t give him what he wanted. They felt he was always watching them, listening, and they were afraid.

We met with the town leaders in secret at midnight under the new moon. We discussed the growing fears surrounding The Protector. He was a different life form. Not human. He did not belong in a town. We discussed places we could move him. We talked about places in the Haunted Woods. We argued and discussed again and again. We knew we had created a powerful creature, maybe too powerful even for us to force him to move anywhere. Maybe too powerful to allow him to exist. This was what the town leaders thought.

Then there was an episode when he ran through the town. I’m still not sure how it happened, and he was unable to explain after, but he was chasing something in the dark. He destroyed property. It looked as if a tornado had moved through town. Then it came out that a woman had been trampled and was dead. The townspeople were furious, and they turned on him and us.

We had to agree with the voices that said we could no longer trust that the monster would remain benevolent. The witches believed the old magic animating him was unstable, and he could lash out unpredictably as he aged. He was, after all, only a few months old when this happened. What might happen as he became more aware of his great abilities compared to humans? Maybe he would see humans as we see insects.

We feared the possibilities. We came to the grim conclusion that The Protector must be contained. Again, we argued, but in the end, it was decided that we had no choice. We could destroy our creation (if this was even possible) or imprison it.

The next day, the witches lured The Protector to a cave in the forest with promises to make him more human. Their words used his desire against him. It was I who came up with this plan. I had understood by then what Venomheart had been trying to do during the battle. I knew what The Protector wanted more than anything.

Once inside, we sealed the cave with ancient runes while I paralyzed The Protector with spells. He was our weapon and now we didn’t need the weapon anymore. We left him there. It was a temporary solution we told ourselves at the time, but as the days turned into weeks, then months, then years, no better solution came to us.

We simply could not allow it into the world. There was no place for our creation. It remained in its dark prison. For a while the druid witches took turns taking the monster's supplies, but then it was decided that maybe it was best if we let nature take its course. The monster’s prison was a cave. It would have to live on whatever it could find or perish. It will come as no surprise that we hoped it would perish.

So far, somehow, the poor creature has survived. For how much longer, we do not know.
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I stopped reading. I sat back in my chair. The library’s familiar silence was suddenly oppressive. I imagined The Protector locked away in a dark, cold place, all alone for years and years. The betrayal of his creators must have been with his every waking thought.

And now he was free.

One thing was for sure. The hostages were not safe. Given what had happened to him, what had been done to him, the golem might kill them all.

My first priority needed to be getting them free. Now that I understood the grave injustice that had been done to him, I knew he was likely unstable. I couldn’t trust he would wait for his seven o’clock performance in the park. I needed to find them and somehow get them free before seven o’clock.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Ileft Fluffy still asleep on the rug by the sofa on the first floor. As soon as I stepped outside, I knew that the weather had gone back to summer. The sun was out, burning brightly. Clear skies. The snow was melting everywhere, and it was warm.

I walked over to the Ghostbusters’ lab near downtown. Of course, everything was near downtown. I opened the tall black glass doors and went inside. The ghostbusters were hard at work trying to fix a Mr. Coffee that had broken down. The three of them were arguing about what was wrong. But like many geniuses before them, they had trouble with coffeemakers and other simple machines.

“We’re just going to have to take the coffeemaker completely apart,” Camila said, turning back to the coffeemaker, “and put it back together.”

I plugged in the coffee pot. It began to make that sound coffee pots make, the chug, chug. Immediately they began pointing fingers: who had unplugged the coffeepot that they had all agreed should never ever be unplugged? They even gave me sideways glances like maybe I had sneaked in and done it just to make them look foolish.

“Forget about the coffeemaker,” I said. “Can you adjust one of your machines to capture the golem? Because I know now, he was made of clay and stone here in Eden. His power, beyond his physical strength and size, comes from the earth here in Eden he was created from.”

“We can try,” Walt said. “For it to be effective, though, we’d need to have his power at a low ebb if he’s as powerful as you’ve said.”

“We’ll have to work on that when the time comes. Can you get the machine ready?”

“Where are you going?” Ryan asked

“I’m going to get the hostages free,” I said. “I’m pretty sure he’s got the hostages in a cave, probably the one he was imprisoned in for over a century because the good people of Eden were afraid of him. I think I know someone who can tell me where it is.”

They all looked at me like they didn’t know what I was talking about because they didn’t know what I was talking about. I told them.

“It’s going to take us at least thirty minutes to recalibrate the machine,” Walt said.

“I don’t think he’s in the cave with them. I think he’s here in Eden somewhere. You have readings of him everywhere because he’s here now.”

I told them I would see them later.

I went over to the café and Olive said it was nearly time to close up and she could leave if I needed her help. I said I did, but I had to talk to Lucy first. I wondered if she knew about Lucy. So, I asked her. “Did you know about Lucy?”

“Know what?”

“She’s an Iron Maiden witch, a Druid, like Gabriela.”

“No,” she said.

“No?” They were close. It was hard to believe. I wanted to, but it was hard.

“Lucy is very private. I knew she was a witch. I could sense she wasn’t like me, but beyond that, I didn’t know anything. I didn’t know Gabriela was a witch at all. She kept that hidden from me.”

She sounded a little upset about by what had been hidden from her. From what I’d read, the druids were a secretive bunch.

I told her the rest of the story. All of it.

We went back the Lucy’s office in the kitchen. She was at her desk, working on something.

“I need to talk to you,” I said.

“I’m trying to get my things in order,” she said.  

“What things?”

“Who gets what? My café. My savings. My personal items. I don’t expect to survive tonight. I want it clear who gets what.”

“Are you going somewhere?” Olive asked.

“I think this is my death day.”

Olive looked like she’d been slapped.

“Oh, it’s all right, honey,” she said, taking her hand. “We’ve all got one. I think mine is today. I’m ready. I’ve known it would come soon. I’m giving you the café, Olive. You and my daughter. You’ll give her a share of the profits for five years. After that, it’s yours, free and clear.”

“You aren’t going to die,” Olive said.

“Your boyfriend knows better,” Lucy said.

Olive looked at me like I was responsible. I told her I didn’t know anything.

“I need to get the hostages,” I said. “I think he has them in the cave where you and the others imprisoned him. I need you to tell me where it is.”

“Yes,” she said. “That’s possible. The Protector is poetic in some ways. He’s really grown, you know. In some ways, I think of him as my child. I’m proud of how much he has grown. I won’t help you hurt him.”

“I don’t want to hurt him. I just want to get the hostages free before he kills them. So far, he hasn’t hurt anyone as far as I know. Nothing has been done that can’t be undone.”

“What we did can’t be undone. Can’t be forgiven. He can’t forgive us. He shouldn’t.”

“I meant what he’s done,” I said.

“Where’s the cave?” I said.

“The Cave is at the end of The Collection of Curiosities. We walled it up with magic. All of us, including the wizard. You can’t get through it. I can’t get through it. I tried a few times.”

“We’ve got to try,” Olive said. “If you helped—”

“I can’t,” she said. “I gave my word. He promised he would spare the town if I didn’t help you, librarian, and if I gave myself up when he publicly punished we who betrayed him. I think he’s got a nice speech written up.”

“You saw him over the years, didn’t you?” I said. “That’s why he’s treated you differently than the others.”

“I took him things. I tried to free him. I was unable to.”

“Help us,” I said. “Maybe the three of us and Rip can stop him.”

“I’ve given my word. I won’t do anymore to that poor creature than I’ve already done. Telling you is probably wrong, but I don’t want anyone hurt. Except for us, who locked him up. We deserve to die.”

Rip came into the kitchen. He was yawning. Maybe he’d missed his afternoon nap.

“You don’t deserve to die,” Olive said. “You made a mistake, maybe. You were in a difficult place. Maybe we can help him if we can stop him from killing.”

She shook her head. “Don’t you think I’ve tried? He is beyond talking to. He wants revenge. It should be his. He should have revenge against we who imprisoned him.”

I wanted to argue the point, and I knew Olive did, but there just wasn’t time.

Rip, Olive, and I went to the library. I opened the front door. Fluffy was lying on the rug in the main lobby. He didn’t even wake up. I checked to make sure he was still breathing, and he was.

“He doesn’t sleep like this,” I said.

Olive stood over him and put her hand on him. She held it there for a few seconds, then lifted his head. His eyes didn’t even move.

“Sleeping spell,” she said.

“Can you wake him?”

“Yes, but it will take a potion. We don’t have time. He hasn’t been harmed. He will wake up on his own before long.”

“Somehow, the golem put him in a sleeping spell?”

“It looks that way,” Olive said.

I didn’t understand how he’d got into the library unless he sent the spell in from some place in town. I knew he was powerful, but I was beginning to understand the druids worry that they couldn’t control him if he decided that he didn’t need humans anymore, didn’t want to serve them. They had locked him away out of fear, but maybe the fear had a basis in reasonable concern for Eden and the haunted wood.

“I need a spell to overcome an arcane barrier,” Olive said. “Lucy told me that the druid witches each added their own spells and then they were all woven together. I can’t know what spells have been woven to protect the cave, but I know they’ll be strong. You think you have a book might have such a spell?”

We went upstairs. I called for a book that might have a spell in it like she wanted. Several books came. She spent only a few minutes looking through them. She found the spell she was looking for and memorized it on the spot. Impressive.

“The caves are pretty vast,” I said. “Lots of chambers filled with lots of curiosities.”

In other words, I didn’t know where to find the caves beyond the curiosities. They were spread out. Like the library, the rooms changed. If I had Fluffy, maybe he could use his sense of smell, but I didn’t have him.

I led them through my apartment and to the secret entrance and into the first chamber of the Collection of Curiosities.

They’d been in a few of the chambers, but they had no idea how many there were. As we stood in the first one, I realized it could take weeks to get through them all.

“This is impossible,” I said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Let me try a finding spell,” Olive said.

She made put her finger to the wall and a blue color appeared on it. She drew runes. Spirals, an arrowhead, other symbols.

We waited for a sign.

No sign came.

Nothing came.

The runes gave me an idea. I had only ever tried asking the library for books. Maybe I could ask it for more. I tried asking it the same way I asked for books. I focused. I made the request. I asked for directions. Supposedly, this was something few men ever did and, to be honest, I was reluctant. But in this case, I went ahead.

I heard a voice in my head. It sounded a lot like I’d expect the voice of an old, long-bearded wizard that ran a school for the magically gifted might sound. It told me to keep going straight and turn left after three rooms.

In the second room, Egyptian, one I’d been in before, I picked up a rock on a shelf and put it in my pocket. In the third room, we met a robot who said she was named Maria and was from the 1927 film Metropolis. I vaguely remembered the film. The robot was shaped like a woman but made of a shiny copper metal. Though sleek and artistic, there was something vaguely sinister about her. I thought this might be my imagination, though. The caves could be a little sinister, depending on the chamber.

“I was created by the mad scientist Rotwag. But I have been awakened because I sense one of you is the current librarian.”

“I am,” I said.

“I have a message for you from the librarian who brought me here in 1928.”

I looked at Olive and Rip.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“You should take the next left, and the next left. You will come to three different tunnels after about a hundred feet. You must each go down a different tunnel, though you will all arrive at the same place. This is the place you seek.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Sounds a little sketchy to me,” Olive said.

“As a rule, most messages given by robots from a hundred years ago sound sketchy,” Rip said cryptically.

We walked on and took the next left, as the library had told us to do. At the next possible left, we decided to take that turn too. Just as the robot had said, we came to a place where we had to choose between tunnels. I went down the middle one. Rip took the one on the right and Olive the one on the left.

The tunnel narrowed as I walked down it and I became mildly claustrophobic. I felt along the cold stone walls. After long minutes of stumbling through the dark, I entered a high-ceilinged cavern. Squinting in the gloom, I made out tall shelves carved from the rock, packed with crumbling scrolls and dusty relics. This was one of the archival storerooms. I moved through it to the other side and down the tunnel, which was wide and high on this side of the cavern.

I shouted for Olive and then Rip. Neither of them appeared.

Then I saw a stone wall blocking the tunnel ahead. Strange symbols glowed across its surface. I could feel power thrumming through the air. The wall radiated menace. I unthinkingly stepped back, planning to wait for the others. I didn’t notice the hulking shadow until it detached from the wall. I must have shouted. I heard Olive answering, but her voice sounded far away.

I spun around and came face-to-face with the golem. He looked in the pictures. In the darkness, all I could make out was his towering silhouette and glowing eyes. I couldn’t be sure if he was a projection or real.

“You should have killed me,” the golem growled. He moved toward me, stone limbs grinding.

“What?”

“But putting me in that cave all alone for all these centuries. I was so alone. You can’t imagine. But you will. You will. I am not going to burn you with the rest. I am going to put you in that cave. Maybe in a few centuries I will take you out to burn you and you will be thanking me, wizard. You will be kissing my feet.”

“I’m not a wizard. I didn’t put you in a cave.”

He hesitated. He seemed confused. He looked at me again.

“Librarian,” he said. “My apologies. You will die today for other reasons. You can die now. Again, apologies. I get confused sometimes.”

The golem swung a massive arm at me. I ducked under the blow, feeling a puff of air move past my ear. The golem had enormous strength but was slow.

He tried to stomp on me, and I managed to dance left and right and avoid several stomps. I landed a few blows on his stone legs, but I think they hurt me more than him. The golem frowned at me.

“Enough of this,” he said, waving a giant hand.

I was bound in place.

The golem stomped toward me and as it reached down for me; I slammed the amulet I’d picked up a few chambers back against the golem’s chest. The amulet was called Beastslayer and was known in the ancient world as one created by an Egyptian god to destroy an enemy.

I expected the golem to break apart and turn to dust, a very, very large pile of dust. I hoped I wasn’t smothered to death. Smothered in golem dust was no way to die. Of course, smashed by a golem hand or stomped on by a golem foot was no better.

A dazzling flash lit the cavern, and a shockwave flung me backwards. Dazed, I looked up to see the golem crumbling to dust before my eyes. Or I should say I expected to because that wasn’t what I saw, so I had to adjust my expectations to see what really happened. The golem did have a mark on his bare chest and another on his chin, but that was all. He looked irritated.

Time to run.

I ran. Before I got far, I ran into Olive and encouraged her to run with me. The earth shook as the golem chased us. The creature must weigh a ton. Olive said a spell as we ran and a wall of rock slid into the tunnel between us and the golem, but the golem smashed right through it and kept after us.

We came out into the high-ceilinged cavern. The golem was right behind us. The earth shook with the weight of its steps. One fist came crashing down on where we were. But by then we were a few steps further on and it missed, barely.

It was a long shot, but I tried one of my illusions. I multiplied olive and me. Suddenly, there were dozens of us.

“Run toward him,” I whispered to Olive. “The projections will follow.”

She was very much against this until she saw what I’d done. Fifty Olives and fifty of me were running toward the golem who was smashing them with some skill. He managed to sweep some of them up against the wall and take them out more quickly.

“Other way,” I said.” Time to run away.”

“Make up your mind,” she said.

The projections kept running toward him. We ran in the opposite direction. He noticed and came after us. We made it to one of the smaller tunnels out of the cavern. The golem was too large to follow us in the tunnel. When we got to the other side, we ran into Rip, who was waiting.

We all walked back out of the collection and into my apartment and upstairs to the front lobby of the library.

“That was close,” Olive said.

“He knew we were coming somehow.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you run so fast.”

“You were pretty fast yourself,” I said.

Her laugh was a familiar, comforting sound that I had missed. I expected her to remember who she was talking to any second. The man who had let her father kill himself. That was the way she’d always think of me.

“Thank you,” Olive said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“You don’t need to thank me,” I said hoarsely. “All I did was yell run. Anyway, I will always do my very best to have your back.”

“I know you will,” she said.

Neither of us spoke for a moment. For the first time since her father’s death, I felt like she wasn’t about to push me away.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“I’m sorry too,” I said.

“No,” she said. “Don’t do that. I’m the one that’s been unfair. I blamed you. But I know what happened to my father wasn’t your fault. He did what he did to save me. I was just so angry and sad. I needed someone to blame.”

“You were grieving. You are grieving. I’m sorry he’s gone.”

Olive let out a shaky breath. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.”

Somehow, our hands became entangled. I laced my fingers in hers. The touch. I hadn’t forgotten it. I just didn’t expect to feel it again.

“We might die,” she said.

“We might,” I said.

We kissed. Then we were kissing harder. We were both feeling it. I thought it was gone, but it had never left. It had just been hidden in anger and sorrow, and now we could both feel it again.

“All right, you two,” Rip said. “I think we still have a town to save. What now?”

“What now?” she said, looking at me.

“No idea.”

“You’d better get an idea,” Rip said.

“This is going to sound crazy, but the golem isn’t the villain in all this.”

“Does it matter?” Rip said.

Did it? Did we really have a choice now about what we’d have to do?

“He’s right,” Olive said. “It’s us or him now.”

So, it was going to happen again to the golem, The Protector. He was going to be imprisoned or maybe this time killed by the town he’d once saved.


Chapter Twenty-Three




“Lucy said she couldn’t let him out,” I said.

“She might have if she could have,” Olive said. “I think she would. I think she wouldn’t have been able to stand to leave him in the cave. But She wasn’t strong enough.”

“Right,” I said. “She couldn’t. You know, when he saw me, he thought I was the wizard who imprisoned him. He was going to imprison me for a long time and then burn me, but when he found out I was me, the librarian, he said he could just kill me right away. He even apologized.”

“What does that mean?” she said.

“It means,” Rip said, “that’s he’s going to kill our librarian for a different reason than revenge on the creators who betrayed him.”

“Exactly,” he said. “He made a deal with someone.”

“With who?”

“Take your pick. There are a lot of possibilities. Someone who could do what Lucy couldn’t.”

“That’s no one here in town, in my opinion,” Olive said. “Not even Lord Blackstone could do it by himself.”

“My first thought is my sister, Lilith, and her husband. Of course, it could be someone else from hell, one of the powerful fallen angels, but my bet is Lilith.”

“The one who wants to be the anti-Christ?” Olive said.

“The same. If I’m dead, that changes the whole power dynamic. Lucifer made me a general, you know.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “We haven’t had time to talk, have we?”

“Not really.”

“Well, general,” Rip said. “Does it matter who did it now? He has to be stopped.”

“I don’t blame The Protector for taking on the job. To be free of his solitary prison in the dark after all these years. Who wouldn’t murder someone for that?”

“I wouldn’t be too sympathetic given you’re the person he has to assassinate,” Olive said.

“Who is the true monster in this story? The golem or his creators? I just reread Frankenstein. I see a lot of similarities. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Tick-tock,” Rip said. “We need to make a move.”

“We’ve got to get the hostages out,” I said. “He’s got a lot of rage. He could kill them all.”

“Can you wake Fluffy?” I said.

“I’ll go home and make a potion. Take me ten minutes. I’ll be right back.”

“I’m going to run home, too, then,” Rip said. “I need to fetch something.”

“Better hurry,” I said.

I was planning to wait right there for them to get back. I was trying to convince myself that there was no way but to kill the golem. I had no choice. If I didn’t kill him, he would surely destroy Eden and kill everyone in it. He likely wouldn’t stop with Eden. Who knew how far he’d go, how much revenge he would need?

He had to be stopped.

That started with getting back the people he’d taken.


Chapter Twenty-Four




There was a knock at the front door of the library. I went over and saw Archie, one of the rat informants, on the other side. He was in his human form, a squat little man with beady eyes, a twitching nose, and protruding front teeth.

I opened the door. “Archie? I didn’t expect to see you.”

He sniffed loudly. “I’m sure that wicked witch told you why she locked me up and tried to get free information from me.”

“Not really.”

“Good. It don’t matter. Not to you. But I’ve got some information that do.”

“Come in,” I said and opened the door and guided him over to the living room where the sofa, chairs and sleeping Fluffy were.

He stopped. “Heard about this one. Don’t eat rats, do he?”

“Not usually,” I said.

“I don’t work for free, Mr. Librarian. Them witches, cheap is what they is. Always expect information for free. It’s my trade, you know. Information is my product. Do they curse someone they don’t know, someone that someone wants cursed, for nothing just cause they get asked? You know they do not. And them curses don’t come cheap. No, sir. I bought a curse against my auntie once when she stole some Swiss cheese from me and claimed I owed her for getting me free of a rat king. She never said I owed her until that day, but—”

“I’m a little short on time, Archie. What do you want to tell me?”

“Hold on now, Mr. Bookworm. We ain’t come to a price yet. This is top prime information.”

“About the golem?”

He spit on my carpet. “No, it ain’t about the golem. What would I know about the golem you don’t know? I heard all about you and I know you might be dead by the end of the day, so I’ll need full payment immediately. We got us a deal then?”

“I need to know about the golem.”

He laughed. He pointed at me. “Got you then, don’t I? Course it’s about the golem. But not just the golem. Now, we got a deal?”

“What do you mean, not just about the golem?”

“About your sister, too.”

He had me there.

“You haven’t told me what you want,” I said.

“Normally I’d take a favor. But since you going to likely be among the dead rather than living by tonight, I’m going to have to settle for one of these books. I want the one that’s on us rat people. It’s got pictures and all. Seen it when I was a kid. You give me that and we’re square.”

“All right then,” I said. “Deal.”

He spit on his palm, and I spit on mine, and we shook, and that was that.

“Big muddy was released by that sister of yours.”

“Lilith?”

Archie smirked, showing those oversized buck teeth. “That’s the one. Beauty she is. Don’t got no sisterly love for you.”

“True,” I said. “Let’s go upstairs to the truth room.”

“Ain’t no need for that,” Archie said. “You can ask anyone. Ain’t no fake news comes from Archie. No fraudulent tales, neither. I’m a rat of my word, I am. Only the best information.”

“We need to go upstairs for your book anyway,” I said.

I coaxed him a little more, put in a little suggestion, and up went. Archie scurried ahead of me, leaving a faint trail of droppings in his wake. Reminder: sweep up the stairs later.

I took him back to a room that wasn’t really a truth room but looked bookish. Good enough. I just hoped the bluff would keep him giving me good information. I didn’t know if I could trust him. He brushed some dirt off his tattered coat as he sat in a chair.

“So?” I prompted, sitting across from him.

“Lilith made a deal with the mudpile. Got him out of that cave, them witchy druids trapped him in. Did it herself, broke every lock and seal. Woman has got some juice.”

“She frees him and he kills me?”

“That’s it. She wants the muddy to off you.”

“If that’s all you got, then I’m afraid we don’t have a deal. I knew all this.”

“Hold on there, Bookie. I ain’t done. She made a deal with him before she let him out. Mudpile got to kill you and help her overthrow Lucifer.”

“What?”

“She going to make a move down below. Tired of being little cheese. Wants to be big cheese.”

“She’s going to kill Lucifer?”

“Immortal. Them angels was made to last. Going to imprison him in the pit of hell, which is inescapable. Even Lucifer himself can’t get out.”

“But how? He’s all powerful.”

“That’s the kicker,” Archie said, sniffing, his face wrinkling up. “Heard the golem ask her how this was possible. Sounded like he didn’t believe her and she couldn’t stand it. Told him a secret she shouldn’t have. Don’t have control that one. Like a rat in a cheese house. She told him she had someone on the inside, someone he trusted, and all she had to do was wait for this someone to lead Lucifer right into a trap and she’d have him and not a thing he could do.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I’m a rat, a rat man.”

“So, someone in Lucifer’s inner circle is a traitor?”

“Ain’t exactly uncommon in hell or, for that matter, on earth.”

“Don’t suppose you know how to kill the golem?”

“Ain’t a way far as I know. You, on the other hand, you mortal and breakable. Don’t look good for you. My book, please.”

I got him his book and escorted him out of the library. Then I flopped onto the sofa over by Fluffy. I hadn’t really learned anything that would help me fight the golem, but Lilith’s plans made me furious. He was her father, no matter what, and she was going to imprison him forever in the pit of hell.

That was low, even for a demon.

A traitor. Who could the traitor be? Someone close to Lucifer. Someone he trusted.

I knew one thing. If Lilith became the new number one devil, humankind wouldn’t have a chance. The future of mankind and womankind would be as bad as it possibly could be with her as ruler.

I had to stop her.

After I stopped the golem.

If I stopped the golem.

I remembered my first thought when I was offered the job of librarian in Eden. How hard could it be? The town had fewer than two thousand inhabitants. The library was small. Check out a few books. Read a lot. Easy-piecy.

Could I have been more wrong?


Chapter Twenty-Five




Rip and Olive came back at the same time. Olive had the potion and Rip was wearing a dog collar. At least it looked like a dog collar.

“What’s that?” I said.

“Insurance,” he said.

“A collar is insurance?”

“Go with it,” he said.

Olive poured the potion down Fluffy’s mouth. I had to hold it open for her to be able to do it. His teeth were massive and very, very sharp. She said it could take a while for him to wake. Maybe hours.

We went downstairs. Rip and Olive followed me. We went through the chambers and down where the golem had chased us. After about ten minutes, Olive, Rip, and I stood before the towering stone wall, examining the glowing symbols etched across its surface. Again, I felt the power of the druid witch’s magic. But Lilith had been stronger. Not good news.

“These symbols are in an ancient alchemical script,” Olive murmured, tracing a finger over the carvings. “If I can decode enough of them, I may be able to find a counter-spell to open the wall.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked.

“Many magical seals require a key to unlock them, or an activating object. See if you notice any patterns or hidden meanings in the symbols.”

As Olive began murmuring an incantation, her eyes fluttered shut. The surrounding air shimmered. Some of the arcane symbols lit up the color of flame. Trusting her to handle the spell work, I studied the wall.

At first glance, the glowing symbols seemed randomly placed. But the longer I looked, the more I noticed subtle repetitions, curves in certain symbols and sigils appearing in mirrored pairs. There was a barely discernible pattern.

I traced the lines with my fingers, pondering their hidden connections. There were, I thought, letters within the curves of the symbols. Letters that meant something. Letters that made words.

Working instinctively, I pressed on several glyphs in sequence. They shifted under my touch, realigning into different positions. The glow increased. I manipulated more symbols, assembling letters, soundlessly pronouncing the word that emerged:

“Azazel.”

The instant I uttered the word, the barrier shuddered. The rock wall moved a whole hopeful inch before it froze. Olive told me to keep going, but I couldn’t get any more symbols to make words. She tried several spells, but none of them budged the wall.

“We have to evacuate the town,” Olive said. “We have to get everyone out.”

“Not everyone,” I said. “Your coven should stay. Other Supernaturals who can help us.”

“If he sees the town is standing against him, he’ll kill everyone,” she said.

“We hide a few people then. We make it look like the town is evacuated.”

“Fine,” she said. “We’ll never get through this wall.”

“What we need,” Walt “is some other way in. A tunnel. A hidden door.”

“Wait,” I said. “I’m an idiot.”

“What?” Olive said.

“The car.”

I ran back through the Collection of Curiosities. We jumped into the time machine, the Cadillac Deville. “Can you get me on the other side of the magic wall ten minutes ago,” I said to the Deville.

“Of course, Man. I can get you anywhere. Haven’t I been telling you that? I’m a magic machine.”

The sixties. The car had done far too many drugs back then.

“Ready?” I said to Olive and Rip.

“As I’ll ever be,” Rip said.

The car took off and a second later, we were in the cave where all the townspeople were. I knew from past experience that the magic car could carry as many people as need be. In this case, that would be about a dozen. The witches were handcuffed with magical bracelets that kept them from doing spells. Some others must have had magical powers because they were handcuffed, too.

“Where is he,” I said to Mrs. Blansky.

“He left about five minutes ago. But said he’d be right back.”

“I don’t see any reason to wait,” I said.

Everyone was in full agreement. We ran for the car. Just as the last person got in, the golem appeared. He roared with anger.

“Anytime,” I said to the Cadillac Deville.

“Groovy,” it said, and off we went.

The golem made a grab for us. It screamed something I couldn’t understand. One of the Druid witches did. It was in an old language.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He said he will be the destroyer of worlds,” she said.

Not ominous in the least.

“We’re going to need Lucy’s help,” I said to Olive.

I asked the druid witches, which included Mrs. Blansky, who said she’d been taken as soon as she returned to Eden to join with Lucy. If we could all pull together, maybe we’d have a chance.

“I can tell you,” Mrs. Blansky said, “that we only put him where we put him because we knew he was more powerful than all of us together, including a wizard. He’s found ways to be stronger since that time. You understand? He has more magical power. We can’t win.”

“Never say never,” I said.

“I didn’t,” she said, “but I will. We will never defeat him.”

“Now you’re just being difficult.”

“Wait until you stand in front of the golem, looking up at his massive body. He’s a giant. No other word can do him justice. And he hates us. Hates us all.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




Iparked the car in the Collection of Curiosities. We got everyone upstairs. We sent the townspeople, who had been taken at random home to be with their loved ones. We asked the witches to stay. Olive sent a crow out to her coven to ask them to come to the library. She sent another to Lucy and asked her the same. Rip said he would go out to the park and see if he could stall the golem from destroying the town.

Olive and I and the witches went upstairs to the second floor. I took them back to the room that was about monsters and called for books about spells to end them. The druid witches said their spells would not be in these books because druid witches did not ever write such things down, but they were wrong. Some were. Unfortunately, no one had found anything in the short time left that would help. Five of the six coven members of Olive’s coven had shown up to help, but none of them found anything either. Lucy hadn’t come.

“We need to evacuate the town,” Olive said.

“I might have another idea,” I said.

The ghost, Captain Longstreet, appeared. He had a pistol in each hand.

“I’m coming along,” he said. “Maybe I can help.”

“Will those shoot live bullets?” I said.

“No,” he said. “But the golem won’t know that.”

“Can you leave the library?”

“Yes,” he said.

“I thought you couldn’t.”

“I lied.”

“We need more time,” Gabriela said.

“We need Eden graveyard mud and clay and other rarer items,” Mrs. Blansky said. “We need a ritual we can perform. A spell will never do it. For that, we need time.”

“I’ll get them,” Olive said. “The ghostbusters can help me. You can write me a list.”

I knew this was probably going to do something terrible to the time-line, but I didn’t see any other option.

“I can give you time,” I said.

“He’s here,” Lucy said, coming into the room. “I can feel him. The Protector is in the garden and his anger is like fire. He calls for you, librarian.”

“There’s no time,” Mrs. Blansky said. “It took us months to create The Protector.”

“I can give you time,” I said again. “Come on.”

They followed me downstairs and into the Collection of Curiosities.

It was a big risk.

“The car,” Olive said. “Of course.”

“We’ll get the materials and you can perform the ritual. However long it takes. We’ll come back when you’re ready.”

“And me?” the ghost captain said, guns still drawn.

“Guard this room,” I said. “It will seem like no time has passed when we come back.”

The car accommodated however many needed to be accommodated. In that way, it not only transcended time but space, too.

I was about to get everyone into the car when Deville said, “I’m sorry. I’m afraid the Tachyon Flux Capacitor broke on our last trip. Actually, it was burned to a crisp. I cannot repair it. There is no place to acquire another. I’m sorry, man. I can drive you around town. That’s about it.”

Bad news.

The witches went upstairs. Olive was trying to organize her coven into spell attempts they might make and the Druid witches, including Gabriela and Lucy, were also brainstorming spells they might try. I could tell none of them believed they had the power to overcome the golem. I thought it had somehow destroyed the capacitor when we left. He couldn’t stop us but it could destroy something that would make it impossible to use time against him.

The golem was not just powerful, he was clever, and he could think strategically. More bad news on top of bad news.

I hung back in the Collection of Curiosities and went to the room of safes where I had locked up the Knife of Death. I opened a former safe of the great magician Houdini and pulled out the knife. The blade glinted in the low light, etched with runes and symbols of its ancient origin.

According to its history, the Knife of Death could sever the life force of any being, immortal or otherwise. It had been made by the Creator himself for Death.

I got the magic sword that might or might not be Excalibur on the way out. The sword gleamed as I gave it a practice swing. I went upstairs to where the witches were.

“Ready then?” Olive said.

“Always takes men a long time to get ready,” Gabriela said.

“Let’s go kill us a monster,” Mrs. Blansky said.

I cringed at the word monster and at the thought of killing him. I looked at Lucy. I saw she felt the same way. This wasn’t right. None of it was right.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




The witches and I walked to the park in the square. I looked around for the ghostbusters with their machine. I didn’t see them. I asked Gabriela to go and see if she could hurry them along.

The golem towered over the townspeople gathered in the park. He was at least fifteen feet tall. Now that I saw him without being chased, I saw that his body looked more apish than human. While his face had human features, they were rough. It looked sculpted from a large boulder. His eyes were deeply set in the rock, and yellow like a lion’s. His mouth was carved into a neutral expression. Strange glyphs and symbols were etched across his stone exterior.

The golem was still, almost as if he was a statue. The townspeople kept a cautious distance. They sneaked frightened, uneasy looks at the golem and whispered to each other in excited and worried voices. Many of them did have abilities and could fight the golem, but would they?

I tightened my grip on the knife. Rip came up to me and said the golem hadn’t moved, hadn’t spoken. He just stood there, waiting.

“You have come to face judgment, librarian?” the golem said, his voice deep.

“Is that what you’re here for?” I asked. “To judge?”

His face contorted in a bitter smile. I was surprised. I thought it was cut into the stone and wouldn’t be able to change. That was the wrong way to think. He wasn’t a statue. He was alive. He was like me.

“My grievance is with all humans. You, I do not judge. I kill only because I am paying a debt. Also, I have no love for your father.”

“And everyone else here?” I said.

“They all played a part.”

Energy crackled around him.

“They weren’t even alive when you were imprisoned, except for the Iron Maidens. How could the others play a part?”

“Sins of the fathers and mothers and the original father and mother, Adam and Eve. You are all cursed, and I am cursed because you created me. Now I will have my revenge.”

“And kill everyone here?”

“Yes.”

“My sister set you free?” I said.

“For a price,” he said. “A price, I must admit, I do not mind paying.”

“Kill everyone?”

“Yes. And help destroy your father. That’s a bonus.”

“Kill everyone you were made to protect?”

“Except for Lucy. Perhaps I will not kill her. I have not decided. She is different from the rest of you.”

This was not going well.

Olive and her coven wove a spell and tried to bind the golem and he broke it even before the Druid witches, excluding Lucy, attacked with a killing spell, one meant to dry up the earth in him, the earth he was made from. With a wave of an arm, he sent them flying into the building around the park. Several of them smashed through the plate glass windows. I doubted they survived. I took a breath. I knew I couldn’t show any feeling to the golem.

“And Eden?” I said. “What about Eden?”

“It burns with the forest and with everything on this mountain, and once that happens, it will spread to the flatlands and the world of humans, as prophesied, will be wiped off the earth.”

“And you’ll be all alone again,” I pointed out.

He shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to it. Besides, your sister has promised me a life with the demons.”

I called Death and Death came because he knew I had his knife.

“Good Eveeeeeeeening,” he said.

“Do you see him?” I asked the golem.

“No,” he said. “But I feel him. It is good that he is here. He will have much work today. More tomorrow and the next day and the next.”

I held up the knife. I saw the ghostbusters push through the crowd. Ryan was holding the hose attached to the machine carried by Camila and pointing it at the golem.

“I’ll give you the knife,” I said to Death. “But you can’t take him when I scratch him with it.”

“Death does not make deals. Death never makes deals. Everyone wants to make deals with Death, but I will not.”

“How about the exception that proves the rule?”

“Never.”

“Then you will never have your knife back.”

“I could take it.”

“Maybe, but what if Death dies when I stick you with it? Then where would we be?”

Death thought about it. “You have a deal.”

I didn’t have to cut the golem with the knife. I just needed to point it at him and a cut would appear. On the golem, it was a scratch across the clay and rock he was made of. He immediately dropped to the ground, and Ryan pointed the vacuum at the golem and in a second he became a pile of rocks, but I saw the light, his essence, flow into the machine.

Death took the knife.

“I’ll be back,” he promised.

I realized that I’d been wrong before, thinking the golem could shift into another shape. If he could have, he would have before when he was the great hero. He would have made himself human. It was his inability to be anything but the golem that had caused the injustice done to him.

Now I was going to see that he became as close to human as the genius, Walt, could make him. I was going to ask Walt and his team to make an android that the life-force of the golem in their machine could be transferred into. No magical powers. Just a body for a golem that had only wanted to be human. He would have a place in Eden. I’d make sure of that. I hoped it would in some small way make up for what had been done for him and give him a future.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Olive and I went back to the library. Eden was safe. At the same time, I couldn’t shake the anxiety that another storm was on the horizon and closing in fast. Fluffy woke up. I was happy about that. He gave us a proper greeting.

“You thinking about your sister?” Olive asked.

“I’m thinking about all of them. I’m thinking about how I’m going to convince them that I didn’t do anything to the book when they start questioning me. I’m thinking about how I’m going to stop my sister. I’m thinking about who is going to betray my father.”

“What else?”

“I worry about the golem. Maybe he won’t want to be human anymore. Maybe he hates us so much he won’t want what we give him.”

“I hope he does. It’s the best we can do.”

“Why was Rip wearing a dog collar?”

“A magician convinced him it could give him a special power when he transformed, but I think the magician cheated him.”

“I’m glad we didn’t have to find out.”

“Come downstairs with me?” she said.

I didn’t need to be asked twice. I should have asked her since it was my apartment in my library, but I wasn’t going to quibble.

We hurried down to the apartment, shedding our clothes along the way. We tumbled into bed together. We slipped away from the world and into each other and everything else was drowned out by that. We slept a little and then made love again. It was getting light out as we did.

Afterward, we lay tangled in the sheets. Olive trailed her fingers idly across my chest as I stroked her hair.

“I should go soon,” she murmured. “I need to get home, take a shower, get ready for work.”

The world marched on. Our little world. The larger world, too, down in the flatlands. How many people in all the lives lived had felt what we felt? A lot, I guessed. But it seemed unique, like we were the only ones. And maybe we were in our world.

We shared one more long, slow kiss before Olive crawled out of bed. I stayed in. I watched her dress, appreciating her.

“I’ll see you later?” she asked.

I thought it was one of those rhetorical questions, but I still answered.

“Definitely.”

With a finger wave, she left off to resume her normal routine. I collapsed back into the rumpled sheets that still kept her scent. A contented smile spread across my face. I fell back asleep.

Just before nine, I got up and showered and went upstairs and opened the library. The government man was there waiting. He didn’t berate me for being one minute late, though. He just quietly came inside and got his paper and disappeared into one of the back rooms, probably the kitchen. I let Fluffy out and we got him some stinky stinky meat from the store. I allowed Fluffy to go hunting in the forest and I went back to the library.

The captain appeared as I sat down behind my desk. He told me that he had been able to return to the library after all. He guessed yesterday had been a day for miracles. He considered my not being killed by the golem a miracle. Then he told me that the ghosts, excluding the main character of the boy who was not a ghost, from The Graveyard Book had told him they were going to break out of the library and go and live in Eden’s graveyard. They wanted a change of scenery from the one in the Neil Gaiman book.

“They offered to let me come along with them,” he said. “I profess I did consider it.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I’ve gotten used to this place, I suppose. Anyway, they’re English. I’m an American. I can’t spend eternity haunting a graveyard with foreigners.”

I went upstairs and forced the ghosts back into their novel.

A few older ladies and a young boy came into the library just after I got back to my desk. At first I was disturbed by this because there were no children in Eden. I asked him how long he’d been in town and he said he didn’t remember. I asked him who his parents were, and he said that they were Jackson and Jason Black.

“A black man and a white man,” he said. “I don’t look anything like them.”

“I suppose they told you that you were adopted.”

“I guess I have a past, but I don’t remember it.”

“How old are you?”

“I like to read. I’m old enough to read.”

I told him that I had a book for him. I went and got The Graveyard Book. The ghosts wouldn’t be able to get out of the book once it left the library. I thought it was a good book for a boy who would be struggling to find an identity and a place in the world. He thanked me for the book and said he would be back to see me soon.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he said. “I’m thinking maybe Wolf, Prince, or Sam.”

“All good ones,” I said.

When I closed up and went to lunch, I saw a few more children in town. It looked like we were in for some changes. But we were always in for some changes. Everyone in every place was. Life. The café was packed and Olive was very busy, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to her. I sat at the counter and had a cheeseburger to celebrate not being dead.

I went out to the park after lunch and sat on a park bench. I fell asleep. I knew I was asleep when Lucifer appeared next to me. I had a feeling my dozing off was not natural, but a sleeping spell. Lucifer had pulled me to sleep for a reason.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Lucifer paced up and down the sidewalk in front of the Tree of Life. We were still in the park, but the sky was filled with thick, threatening black clouds and ashy air that looked suspiciously like those common in hell. Lucifer was agitated, his black robes swirling around him. He was wearing his horns, the one that grew out of his head and made him look primitive. He had a very black beard and black hair and wore a charcoal gray suit. I wished I was not in this dream, and I tried to wake myself up but couldn’t.

“The book is not having the intended effect,” he said sharply. “Sales are high, but we are not seeing the mass corruption of souls as expected. Do you have any idea why that might be?”

I spread my hands helplessly. “It’s your book, Father. All I did was hold it in the library.”

His eyes narrowed, and he stepped closer until his face was inches from mine. “Do not play games with me. You are the one who retrieved the book from Eden. You must have some idea why its power has been diminished.”

I shrugged. “None. Unless.”

“Unless what?”

“Someone found a way to suck the magic out of the book after I gave it to the publisher.”

“The publisher? He’s mortal. Meek. He about shits his pants every time I look at him. He wouldn’t dare.”

“Not him,” I said. “But a demon could get to it. Even some demon’s human agent.”

Lucifer searched my face. He stroked his black beard. “A traitor. It is possible. It would have to be a powerful one. Everyone in hell seemed so excited we were getting close to Armageddon. You’re the only one who is reluctant to bring it about.”

I knew I was in a dangerous place then. He suspected me. I tried a telepathic transmission to Olive. “I’m in the park. Wake me.”

“It could be someone who wants Armageddon, but just doesn’t want you leading it,” I said.

He fixed me with an intense stare. He said, “Go on.”

It was hard to go on when you had no plan what to go on to. I could very easily end up in the wrong place and need to confess. But what choice did I have?

“Someone who wants to make the book a failure. Make you look weak.” I said.

“Yes,” Lucifer said, stroking his chin. “Yes, that is possible. It would have to be someone close to me.”

“There are a lot of demons in hell.”

I almost told him then what the rat man had told me, but I wanted to investigate and be sure before I said anything. It was a dangerous piece of information. I had to be sure it wasn’t a lie.

He sighed, looking away. Then he said. “You have a plan for what to do next?”

“Of course,” I said, “but it’s a secret plan.”

“We have no secrets, have we, son?” he said in a way that made me sure he knew I did.

“It’s more like some ideas,” I said. “I need to have time to rethink them, make them a proper plan. Right now, they’re more of an outline of a plan. Which is a lot if you think about it.”

He raised a hand. “Fine. Just don’t take long. I grow weary of waiting.”

“Of course.”

He paused, pinning me with a piercing look. “You’d better be certain no part of you resists your destiny. Tell me now because I have no more time to waste.”            

I nearly told him, but my instincts were sending me a pretty clear message; he was trying to lure me into a confession. If I told him I had even the least bit of doubt, he’d have me.

“Nothing to tell,” I said.

Lucifer sighed, the fearsome wrath fading from his face. “You cannot escape what you are. But perhaps you need some encouragement to see what will happen if you delay.”

He waved a hand, and the shadowy dreamscape dissolved. I now stood in a very earthly place—a bustling urban street. Lucifer stood beside me. He sighed. “Look what they’ve done to the world. An ant hill is not so bad as this.”

“Civilization,” I said, but I wasn’t sure.

“Behold, the fate that will befall the humans if you do not rise soon to lead them. It is not a pretty sight, son.” He said this a lot like the ghost of Christmas future in Dicken’s A Christmas Carol. Except, you know, with horns.

All around us, the city erupted into chaos. Screams and gunshots rang out. The acrid stench of smoke, gunpowder, and death was everywhere. The night sky glowed an unnatural orange-red, illuminated by the inferno consuming the city. Flames crackled and roared as they devoured buildings, the heat searing my face even from a distance. This was more than the five o’clock rush hour.

Panic-stricken people fled in all directions, many stumbling and falling in their haste. A fine red mist sprayed through the air. Blood. I tasted the coppery tang. Something was happening, some terror. Zombie apocalypse was my first thought, but I knew the zombies weren’t responsible. They were just the modern story’s go-to for the end of the world. This was older. This was the devil’s doing.

Shambling down the street, silhouetted against the blaze, came a nightmarish throng of humans and demons. Grotesque violence was everywhere. Shooting, stabbing, someone with an axe, someone with a sword. I heard the whine of a chainsaw down the street.

“It is too late,” he whispered in my ear. “This future is already set in motion. Every day you delay, humankind becomes less safe.”

The scene shifted. Now we overlooked a vast battlefield in what had once been grazing land and was now a ravaged land of fire and blood. The battlefield went on forever in every direction. No trees. No bushes. Not even a flower or weed.

Angelic and demonic forces collided in a frenzy of uncontrolled violence. Winged figures dueled fiercely against unholy demons. Monsters of all kinds rose up out of the earth.

Scattered across the charred and deformed land were human corpses beyond counting, broken and abandoned.

“You see, the battle of Armageddon might last a day or might last many years or even decades. If the battle is slow, more of your precious humans will die and more of earth will be destroyed. It must happen now while the Creator is far away. We can win in a matter of days.”

The smell of smoke and death was strong.

“I’ve seen enough,” I said.

With another gesture, Lucifer returned us to the void. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “We stand at a precipice. You must act. The last battle is inevitable now; the only question is who will shape its course.”

He patted my shoulder.

“Have a nice day,” he said.

The dream faded, and I awoke on the bench, Olive shaking me. I should have told him about the potential coup. I could have turned his attention away from Armageddon and me. I regretted not acting then, not taking the chance.

“Are you all right?” Olive said.

“What was I doing?”

“Nothing. Maybe drooling a little.”

I sat up straighter and wiped my mouth. It was dry.

“I wasn’t drooling,” I said.

“I did say maybe. He come to you again in a dream?”

“He did,” I said.

“About Armageddon?”

“He says only I can save humankind.”

“Again?”

“Seems that way.”

“What are you going to do?”

“No idea.”

“But you have a plan.”

“Of course.”

She sat down beside me and then slid her arm in mine and her head leaned on my shoulder.

“Well,” she said. “As long as you have a plan.”

“When I say plan, I mean an idea for a plan.”

“I know,” she said.


Chapter Thirty




We sat there for twenty or thirty minutes until she had to go to her coven meeting. I walked through town. I was stopped three times and thanked for saving the town. I walked up the street to the library.

I didn’t notice the figure standing on the other side of the bridge until she called out my name. I looked up with a start to see Lola waiting. She waved, urging me to come over. I looked around with my third eye. I didn’t see anyone else nearby. If it was a trap, it was a good one.

“Come on,” she said. “I won’t bite. Unless you want me to. I’d come over there but, you know, the town won’t let me.”

I joined her on the far side of the weathered-planked bridge stretching over the water. Many a supernatural, demonic, angelic, and even divine foot had crossed over that same bridge.

“Your sister Lilith is planning a coup.”

“I heard.”

“You heard? How?”

“I have my sources.”

“She thinks your father is favoring you, and since she can’t get at you without disobeying him, she’s going to do something I think she’s been planning to do for a long time.”

“Take down the king of hell, the prince of darkness?” I said.

“We have someone she trusts reporting to us. If we didn’t have this demon, she would probably succeed. She has many demons in her camp already.”

“How is that possible? Lucifer rules with an iron fist. What’s even stronger than iron? Titanium fist? A Tungsten fist?”

“The prince of darkness is dark, but everyone in hell is dark. Demons are always looking for ways to gain power. She has made many promises to the dukes of hell. War is coming.”

I thought back to the day my father had announced his decision that I was the anti-Christ in front of a gathering of powerful demons. Lilith had stood there stone-faced, but the fury in her eyes could have burned the world to the ground.

I told Lola about Lilith’s attempt to use the golem to kill me and maybe destroy Eden. Her plan was to have the golem fight for her with her other monsters and demons in her coup. Lola was glad to hear he wouldn’t be another addition to her army.

“Always the ambitious one,” Lola said. “You have to admire her zeal.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because you can stop her,” Lola said, placing a hand on my arm. “If she succeeds, it won’t just be your father who suffers. You know how ruthless she can be. After she has killed all of us, she will turn her attention to the human world.”

Lola wasn’t exaggerating. My sister’s wrath was legendary, even in the pits of hell. If she took control, the carnage would be catastrophic.

“Your father still has many loyalists, including some of hell’s greatest generals. Levitan, Azmodan, Belphegor. They and their legions of demons will stand by him.”

“What do you want from me?”

“You need to talk to your father. Warn him. Force him to act against Lilith before she acts. He doesn’t want to, but if he waits, we will be outnumbered. He won’t listen to me. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

Lola glanced anxiously at the darkening sky. “I should go. Visit your father tonight.”

Lola slipped away into the shadows. Gripping the railing, I stared down at my reflection in the burbling creek. I didn’t trust Lola, but I trusted Lilith even less. I suppose I knew she’d make a play for the throne sooner or later.

I walked back across the bridge to the library.


Chapter Thirty-One




Fluffy greeted me before I got to the library. We went back together. I did some bookwork that afternoon. I read and relaxed and healed. I was a fast healer.

That night, Olive and I slept together at her house for the first time. It was a little sad at first because of her father. His ghost was figuratively in the house and my coming reminded Olive that figuratively was all she would have of her father because death was final. Absolute.

Except in Eden.

Her father’s ghost woke me up in the middle of the night. That wasn’t easy because I was a pretty tired. He seemed unable to talk, which was how it was with most ghosts I saw. He was pretty insistent I follow him, though; he led me out onto the balcony. Olive’s room was on the third floor and had a nice view of the forest.

I thought I saw something off in the distance. Something white and rising into the air. The professor made a noise, guttural, like a rusty pump. Then he heaved out a word. It was as if he was lifting a very heavy stone.

“Fire.”

He disappeared.

THE END

Hope you enjoyed The Librarian and The Monster. 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 helpful. Thanks so much! https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CT4NL78Q/ref=mes-dp?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=cSgn8&content-id=amzn1.sym.07f68587-1ea8-46cf-8c0c-8374d8d96b4a&pf_rd_p=07f68587-1ea8-46cf-8c0c-8374d8d96b4a&pf_rd_r=PEMY9FCW2QRJ0R01MYZ5&pd_rd_wg=4PxG2&pd_rd_r=c88e96cb-7ea8-4502-91c1-94eb1aad585c

Also, I’m working on book 7, due out in late May, The Librarian and The Devil. Expect suspense and weird twists and the same kind of humor that is in the other novels because I’m pretty much unable to have any other kind. This one will have lots of family dynamics because, as you know, the devil in the librarian’s father. You can preorder right this very second if you like. Here’s the link: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CYDR61NW/ref=mes-dp?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=RlykY&content-id=amzn1.sym.07f68587-1ea8-46cf-8c0c-8374d8d96b4a&pf_rd_p=07f68587-1ea8-46cf-8c0c-8374d8d96b4a&pf_rd_r=2F1GZG4ATYESMHCD07YE&pd_rd_wg=zpDt7&pd_rd_r=831502da-0446-4acf-8a3b-af8f4f3c7747

Another possible action is to join my email list. 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 the place to go: http://brianyansky.blogspot.com

brianyansky.wordpress.com

Finally, if you’re looking for something to read and you like fantasy — sci-fi (if you’re a purist, you probably won’t like it but if you don’t mind genre mixing…), you might give my They’re Here trilogy a try while you’re waiting for book 7 of the Strangely Scary Funny series. https://www.amazon.com/What-Happening-Egypt-Texas-Theyre-ebook/dp/B09VTC2PZX/ref=sr_1_3?crid=1AOEP6LAGR1QQ&keywords=Brian+Yansky&qid=1669922386&sprefix=brian+yansky%2Caps%2C161&sr=8-3

Thank you for reading. Here’s a bonus short short-story.

Brian

BONUS:

The Visit

My parents and sibs went to my grandparents. I stayed home so I could party with my friends. I gave my parents a lame excuse, but they accepted it. I had fun at the party. I went home late, around three in the morning. I got this call from a man who introduced himself as a Nightmare. I didn’t want to talk to anyone with a name like that, so I hung up on him.

He called me back after about a minute.

“I’m twenty miles away and I’m coming to see you. I’ve been wanting to see you for the longest time. And now that your family is gone, I’m coming.”

“How did you know my family is gone?”

“I know a lot of things about you.”

I tried to place the voice, but I was sure I’d never heard it before.

He told me he was only nineteen miles away now.

I hung up. I went to the front door, and locked it, and then I went to the back door and made sure it was locked. I thought about calling my best friend Clementine, but she was dead. My second best-friend, Sam, was also dead. Both of them were killed by someone who called them and said they were coming to visit.

Coincidence? I think not. So, was I troubled? Yes, I was troubled. I jumped when the phone rang again.

I answered it. I said nothing.

“I’m fifteen miles away and I’m coming to see you.”

“What do you want?”

“You know what I want.”

“Not really.”

He mocked me. “Not really. Not really.”

I hung up. I thought about running out of the house and getting into my car and driving to my grandmother’s in Cedar Rapids, where the rest of the family was, but decided against it. Instead, I went down to the basement. Unfortunately, the lightbulb had recently burned out down there. At least my phone’s flashlight worked. 

That was when I realized I was almost out of charge. I really needed to get better about charging my phone.

My phone rang, but this time I didn’t answer. I hit the decline. It kept ringing anyway. I turned it off, which made the room dark. Still, the phone kept ringing.

I answered it. “I’m calling the cops.”

“Six miles away and I’m coming to see you.”

“Just tell me what you want.”

“You know what I want.”

“Stop saying that.”

“You know.”

“I know you’re sick.”

“Your friends said they didn’t know either.”

“Because maybe none of us know. Did you ever think of that? Maybe you have the wrong teenagers?”

“Let me think about that.” He was silent for about five seconds. “Someone has to teach you kids a lesson.”

“By killing us?”

“I know it seems extreme now, but you’ll thank me when you’re dead.”

“Stop calling me.”

“Four miles away and I’m coming to see you,” he said.

“And what are you going to do when you get here?”

“You know.”

Both my friends had their throats cut and their guts pulled out. I made a guess that he was going to cut my throat and pull my guts out.

“Good guess.”

“I won’t thank you.”

“Typical teenager. Three miles away and I’m coming to see you.”

I hung up. I remembered I had a dog. I ran upstairs, and the dog was in the kitchen. It was a small dog. It was not the kind of dog that was going to be much good against a murdering serial killer psychopath. She was a nine-pound miniature poodle—Maltese mix called Cuddles.

I decided to hide back in the basement again. I found a flashlight under the sink. I let Cuddles come with me. The flashlight went out as we were going down the stairs. I tripped over Cuddles and ended up on the floor.

My phone rang. It had no charge and still it rang. After about fifteen rings, I answered. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“I’m turning down your block now. I’m driving down your street. I’m coming to see you.”

“I’ve got a gun.”

He laughed. It was an unpleasant laugh.

I tried to hang up, but since I’d never answered and the phone was dead, hanging up was not an option.

“I’m pulling up your drive.”

“Go away.”

“I’m walking up to your front door. I’m turning the knob. How disappointing, it’s locked.”

“I’m kicking your door down.” I heard the front door bang open.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

Cuddles barked. I told her to stop, but she kept barking. That dog never listened to anybody.

The basement door swung open.

A bright light blinded me.

“I’m here.”

End of Story
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