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After what every occult rabbit-puller inside and outside the Library system called “The Hell Flower War” ended, Hollis “Briefcase” Duchamp resurfaced in New Orleans a survivor—like one of those primordial blind shrews emerging from the asteroid crater after the dinosaurs went tits up at the end of the Cretaceous. For anyone who ever dealt face to face with Briefcase, his clunky tortoise-shell eyeglasses made his point of view insignificant to you. If you dismissed him when looking him eye-to-eye because of his ridiculous Coke-bottle lenses, you weren’t looking into the windows of his soul. You were fooled. His true opinion of you and his raison d’etre hid behind a thick lens of glass. It was his trick, to not really be seen. You’d assume a guy like Briefcase, whose shabby suits looked so much like old, mottled upholstery you’d lose him in a room’s furniture, didn’t care what you thought about his fashion sense. But you’d be wrong, because as with any great performance magician, the art of the trick is misdirection. Of course he cared. He needed you to buy the act and believe he was one of the lesser creatures in a land of occult giants. It made his grift possible. All the big, bad, dead magicians who bullied Briefcase because of his inveterate bookishness and lack of actual magic practice might have survived the war by taking a cue from his habit of fading into the background. Now they’re fossils, and Briefcase is walking around New Orleans to piss on their graves with a six-pack of Abita beer in tow, and a muffaletta stashed in his briefcase.

One of the reasons those pre-historic shrews survived extinction was because they scavenged dead bodies to survive. And over Hell’s six-year civil war that bled The Dark Easy, there were bodies to scavenge; a lot of abracadabblers murdered. The obvious cause was Lucifer’s sister, Lady Priscilla. She ordered her crew of Hearts and cannibals, led by Sam Ask and Dominick Valentine, to kill magicians. The less obvious and more sinister cause was the war gave magic casters cover to use Priscilla’s purge to settle old scores, start new beefs, or kill for the two simplest reasons there are: money and power.

You don’t need occult magic to get money and power, sometimes a bullet works. Other times a pen can accomplish more with less mess if you’re smart enough, and Briefcase was plenty smart to use a pen. That’s how Briefcase got his—he scavenged dead magicians and forged transfers of their property to himself. A house is just material, it’s just a house, but the knowledge in occult books and artifacts is liquid in our business. It becomes money and power with the right rabbit-pullers to sell to. But sometimes you’re too smart for your own good. Because whether you get your money and power by magic, a bullet, or a pen, greed is a real thing that will outsmart you.

Greed.

It’s what has me sitting in this parked car sweating out the last remnants of Labor Day heat outside of Briefcase’s modest, New Orleans East house watching Federico DeLorenzo’s West Coast crew guard the front door and keep him from leaving. Because Briefcase got greedy and to my knowledge did something he’s never done before—he killed a guy.

Now, the rabbit-pullers want to see how I’m going to deal with this since the longest reigning Librarian, Maman LeFleur, is dead; and as the new Librarian, I’m the final word on Library justice in this town.

Bubba squirms in the driver’s seat and digs into his suit coat for cigarettes.

“You’re not lighting that in here,” I say to him.

“The windows are open,” he says and pinches one out of his pack to stick between his lips. “What’s the difference?”

“The difference is I’m sitting next to you, and I pay your salary, so when I say you’re not lighting that up in here, you’re not lighting that up in here. Take it outside.”

Bubba looks out the window at the neighborhood and the DeLorenzo flunkies loitering at Briefcases’ door. “I hate this part of town. It's a flat, concrete, suburban hell. No trees, no shade. There’s no softness here.”

“What are you talking about?”

“After the bad storms we had the last couple of days? I’m just saying it sucks to be out here. The city feels like one big sauce pan. A hundred degrees and that sun is steaming the street, but that water isn’t going anywhere,” he says. “We’re being poached. I can hardly breathe.”

He moves to flick his lighter.

I reach across him, pull the cigarette from his mouth, and drop it into a cup holder between us. “Maybe you should quit smoking. It’ll stunt your growth.”

“I’m Filipino,” he says. “This is as tall as I’m going to get. Life’s unfair. Let me smoke myself to death.” Bubba reaches into the cup holder and sticks the cigarette back into his mouth. He starts the car and hits the a/c button. It’s been broken since July and does nothing but blow hot. He moves his hands around to stir the stagnant air. “Problem solved.”

I turn the a/c off, take the cigarette from him and toss it out the window. “Next time we’re taking my car. What’d you do with the money Mami Taba gave you to fix this thing?”

“Had some priorities,” he says. “Call them urgent expenditures that required immediate attention lest my creditors begin to doubt my creditworthiness.”

“So, I have to sweat my ass off because you used the money your aunt gave you to fix this car to pay gambling debts.”

“I figured I could get to the a/c next spring before the weather got hot again.”

“Bubba, you’re a dumbass. You should’ve fixed it. It’s September. You’ve lived here your entire life. It’s hot now. It’ll be humid for maybe another two months. You know better.”

“Yeah,” he says, “but I was betting on a dry heat this year.”

Bubba Flores, my driver, is a reclamation project. Saying that presumes at one point in time he had qualities worth saving. I have to take that on faith from his tita, Mami Taba, who asked me to give him structure, employ him as my driver, and keep him straight as much as possible. She assured me Bubba was an intelligent and sweet natured boy before his ne’er-do-well old man came to live with him for a time and left Bubba with bad habits and bad luck. The first time we met I saved Bubba’s skinny-gangster-Wanna-Be-ass from a church full of Hell’s Kitchen Druids. They were using a crooked poker game to put him under their thumb for favors he claimed he could deliver being a big shot caster from Jean Lafitte. Like much of Bubba’s poker hands that night, his pull with the Manila Men in Jean Lafitte was a bluff, a bad habit picked up from his con artist father whose story probably ended somewhere in the bayou with real gangsters and a pair of cement shoes.

Bubba tries to shimmy out of his suit coat. “I don’t see why I can’t wear shorts and a t-shirt if I’m just driving you around.”

“Wear shorts on your own time,” I say. “You drive for me, you dress. No more tracksuit mafia bullshit.”

“It’s too hot for a suit.”

“Then get your a/c fixed. Try it out. It’s a wonder of the modern age.” I look at my cell phone. No update on my delivery. I say to Bubba without looking up from my phone: “You see that wired hanger I hooked behind my head rest? There’s a reason I keep hangers in my car, so I can take my coat off and keep it from getting wrinkled when I’m sitting in a car. It also lets me take my coat off and keeps me from sweating through it when I’m stuck in your car on a day like this.”

Bubba wrestles to peel the suit off.

“Just get out of the car, take it off, and lay it in the back seat,” I say. “It’ll give you an excuse to smoke.”

A DeLorenzo flunky steps off the stoop and walks towards us.

Bubba stops flailing with the coat and turns to me. “We may have a problem.”

“What.”

Bubba lowers his voice like the flunky can hear him even though he’s still a block away. He starts the car. “I ripped that guy off a few years ago when all those DeLorenzo’s were in town.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“When all those Untethered angels and Old Man DeLorenzo’s crew held up Teresa LeFleur at the Library to keep her from leaving. That time.”

“That was almost ten years ago,” I say. “What were you? Thirteen years old?”

“Twelve,” he says. “Me and my pop scammed a bunch of those Italians for a couple grand on a fixed race at The Fairgrounds.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“I’m your driver,” he says, “I’m part of your crew. You gotta look out for me, right?”

“Gimme a break,” I say. “My driver wouldn’t complain about having to wear suits and would pick me up in a car with air conditioning. My crew. Do I look like a gangster to you?”

Bubba shrugs. “Well...” He looks at the rear-view mirror and then over his shoulder as the flunky gets closer. “Where’s your gun?”

“It’s in my car.”

Bubba puts the car in gear.

“What’re you going to do,” I say, “peel out of this neighborhood like you did something wrong? We’re not going anywhere. I’ve got business.” I shift his car into park and remove the key from the ignition. “You’re going to put this guy onto you if you act like you ripped him off. Do me a favor. Get out of the car, take a walk and smoke a cigarette. I’m expecting a delivery. Wait at the corner, pay the guy cash and don’t go cheap on the tip. And don’t look into the bag. Just keep him away from the house.” I look behind me and out the rear window. “That guy doesn’t look Italian. Are you sure you’re not mistaken?”

“Sure I’m sure,” Bubba says and puts his sunglasses on.  “I recognize him. He was the only tall, pasty red head with the DeLorenzos at the track that day.”

“There are a lot of red headed Italians,” I say. “Mostly from the north near Austria. It’s where all the heavier cream-based sauces come from.”

Bubba has his hand on the door handle, but isn’t sure if he should leave the car. “This guy is going to make me for the kid who ripped him off and you’re giving me a lesson in Italian culinary history.”

The flunky sidles up to the passenger side of the car next to my open window.

Bubba’s body goes stiff, and his head doesn’t move from looking straight ahead at the street.

The flunky leans down and looks into the car. His gun is visible and tucked into a shoulder holster underneath his suit coat. He sticks his hand out and says, “Martin Abueg.”

“Irish Pat,” I say. I put my hand out the window and shake. “Long time. Welcome back to The Dark Easy.”

“Thanks. Would’ve come back sooner but it’s been a dicey couple of years,” he says. “Kept my profile low and my head down during the war.”

“Smart,” I say. “Some of us weren’t so lucky.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“Say, Pat. Is it true that all the heavier cream-based Italian sauces come from the north?”

“The ‘north’?”

“Northern Italy,” I say. “Near the Austrian border. I read that somewhere.”

“How the fuck would I know?” he says. “I’m a mick from Henderson, Nevada. Italian by affiliation and spirit only.”

“I was just wondering...being around all those DeLorenzos. Maybe you picked up on a few tidbits about northern cuisine.”

“Did you pick up any French culinary techniques working for the LeFleurs?”

“French Creole,” I say. “You’d be surprised how easy it is to burn a roux. Learn to make it right and you’re more than halfway to a great meal.”

Bubba opens the car door and slips out to walk down the street without looking back.

Irish Pat barely takes an interest.

“Chatty fellow,” Irish Pat says, still leaning into the passenger side window.

“My driver,” I say. “He says he remembers you from The Fairgrounds; a few years ago during that Teresa LeFleur business. Look familiar to you?”

“No offense, Martin,” he says, “but you all look alike to me.”

I nod. “Same. All you Irish Italians from Henderson.”

Irish Pat laughs. He leans away from the car to straighten up and watch Bubba smoke his cigarette and walk to the corner. He shakes his head. “Yeah, I don’t know your boy from The Fairgrounds. Truth be told we were all pretty fucked up that day. I must’ve drunk my weight in hurricanes before we got to the track.”

“You got hooked into the tourist trap.”

He tilts his head a little to the side and shrugs. “When in Rome...”

“Hurricanes? You’re doing it wrong,” I say. “Frozen daiquiris are where it’s at, especially on a hot afternoon. How’d you do that day?”

“At the track?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I think I made some dough,” he says. “I don’t remember. Cesare DeLorenzo was throwing his uncle’s money around like a Russian Tsar getting his crew to let off some steam that day. You know how he used to do it: booze, broads, and blow.”

“R.I.P.”

Irish Pat nods. “I’m sure there was a horse race or two in there somewheres.”

“Easy come, easy go.”

“Tell me about it,” he says.

I exit the car and open the rear passenger door to pull the wired hanger and my suit coat from the back.

Irish Pat looks over to the house. “So, this guy...”

I keep the hanger in the coat and don’t put it on. “Hollis Duchamp.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Briefcase. We didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes about him but if you need us to clean it all up, just say the word. I’ve got my painters with me. Call it a gift from the new boss to the new Librarian. I know you and Old Man Vincenzo had beef, but he’s dead now and whatever acrimony he had died with him. Federico always liked you, so he can make this guy vanish if you so desire. Like I said, I brought painters.”

“And all those rare and priceless books and things Briefcase stole?”

Irish Pat says, “I figure you’d let us keep his stash. Y’know...for the effort.”

I gesture towards the house. Me and Irish Pat start walking. Bubba is right. The sun is close to boiling leftover storm water trapped in cracks and potholes. Steam feels like it's rising off the pavement. It hangs thick. “I’ll take it under advisement since you brought him back to New Orleans gift-wrapped.”

“No real trouble at all,” Irish Pat says. “He almost made it to Mexico, but we got him at the border. He was trying to cross from San Diego. Any reason why he went that far when he could’ve tried Texas?”

“Nope,” I say. 

“Boss thinks Briefcase had partners in this,” Irish Pat says. “He didn’t have any of the goods on him; nothing to tell us anything. We tried motivating him but he’s not talking.”

“Maybe you’re not framing your questions in such a way that he’ll feel compelled to unburden himself.”

Irish Pat says, “It takes some real balls to kill a Hell’s Kitchen Druid if you’re not connected. Maybe he’s working for someone.”

“Or maybe he’s fearless,” I say. 

“Geezus...the war really calloused us all up, huh? Everyone’s a brick-top, hard-ass now. Slapping rabbit-pullers doesn’t work too well anymore. He doesn’t have any friends or family to squeeze. We looked. His house is for display purposes only like a furniture store. Nothing personal. Mister Nobody.”

“Briefcase kept to himself,” I say. “I’m not surprised.”

A car pulls up to the corner and the driver meets Bubba to hand him a white grocery bag stapled shut.

“Painters huh?” I say.

“Yup.” 

“Well, maybe Briefcase will talk to me,” I say.

“Be my guest.”

“I’ll see you inside.” I walk down the sidewalk away from the house to meet Bubba.

Bubba says, “I didn’t check your order, but I tipped the guy like you said to. You want me to take that hanger?”

“Now you’re being helpful and not a pain in the ass,” I say. “I didn’t even have to ask about my coat because you were being a thoughtful employee. More of that from now on and you’ll go places.”

I hand him the coat and hanger. I put a hand on the delivery bag, take it, and tuck it into the crook of my left arm close to me.

He starts to remove the coat.

“No,” I say. “Leave the hanger in and let me hold onto it.” I take the coat and sling it over my right shoulder.

Bubba eyes the bag. “What’s in there?”

“Motivation.”

“Huh?”

“Carrot and stick.”

Bubba glances over at Irish Pat waiting at the front door.

“Relax,” I say to him. “Irish Pat was so blitzed that day he hardly remembers being at the track. Still...wait out by the car. I don’t need you cracking wise or giving these guys any attitude that might remind them what a chiseler you are.”

“Are you sure you want to go into that house with a bunch of DeLorenzos? You might not come out.”

“Bubba, if I felt like I was in any danger do you really think I’d bring you to be my back-up?”

“Good point.”

Irish Pat pulls the screen door and knocks on the main door. A deadbolt slides and a second one unlocks before one of Irish Pat’s guys lets us in. A blast of cold air from inside the house and an overworked air conditioning unit chills the sweat on my skin. We walk into the living room and the guy who let us in shuts and double bolts the front door. Opaque plastic sheeting blankets the wood floor in little lumps and bunches. The walls are taupe and barren like a desert. The furniture is devoid of hints of personality—non-descript and forgettable. The plastic sheeting is smooth and evened out the deeper we get into the house.

“Kitchen,” Irish Pat says, his eyes pointing through the living room to a hallway at the far end.

In the narrow galley kitchen, the plastic sheeting is more tapered and manicured with blue painter’s tape on the floor and against the walls to cover the counters, refrigerator, cabinets, kitchen sink, and range top. The kitchen opens to a small area with a dining table. More plastic and more tape. Briefcase has a black Hefty garbage bag over his head and is sitting, hands and arms duct taped to arm rests; legs duct taped to the chair’s legs. He’s got no shoes on and the black sock on his right foot has a worn-out hole with the pinky toe sticking out of it. Briefcase is shivering. Balled up plastic grocery bags are on the floor around his feet. There’s a DeLorenzo flunky sitting at the table with a gun laid out next to Briefcase’s thick tortoise-shell eyeglasses and another guy standing guard at a door that leads to the backyard. I pull a plastic sheet off the dual stove top/microwave and hook the hanger and coat on the microwave door handle. The blue digital clocks on the range and microwave blink “12:00 A.M.” like they’ve never been used. I step up to the table and set the delivery bag on it.

“I’d like the room,” I say to no one in particular.

Irish Pat waves at his two flunkies. The one at the backdoor opens it and exits, the other one picks up his gun, walks around the table and out into the living room with Irish Pat. I hear the front door open and close behind them.

I pull the Hefty bag off Briefcase’s head.

His mouth is duct taped, and his eyes look into me. He’s been roughed up, hair greasy and matted, left eye and nose swollen from a few smacks to the face. His skin is tacky, unshaven, and smells dense from being on the run; sweating on and off between worry and rest. There’s caked blood around the nostrils. 

I pick up his eyeglasses and set them on his face.

He blinks a few times before recognizing me.

I peel the duct tape off his mouth slowly, so it doesn’t take any skin. It’s easier than I think with the sweat on his upper lip.

He takes a big gulp of air like he’s been under water all this time, breathes deep, and exhales.

I ball the tape up and toss it on the floor. There’s a cut on his bottom lip with a scarlet thread of dried blood.

“Hollis,” I say.

He clears his throat, but says nothing.

“It is ‘Hollis’, right?”

“I don’t...what do you mean?”

“I misjudged you. I think a lot of people did.”

“I don’t—”

“I mean I’m not sure what to call you. Calling you ‘Briefcase’ sounds like I’m perpetuating a lie. I don’t even remember who came up with that nickname. Maybe you put it out there to sell the grift.”

“Martin—”

“So, I’ll call you ‘Hollis’,” I say. “Maybe that’s closer to the truth. I want us to speak truth in this place.” I drag my shoe against some plastic sheeting that’s curled off its tape by the refrigerator. “I’ll be truthful with you if you’re truthful with me. Is that fair?”

“Martin—” 

“Is it fair.”

He nods.

“Here’s my first truthful statement: this plastic isn’t here because Irish Pat wants to redecorate your kitchen. He’s brought a painting crew with him. You know what that means?”

He swallows hard. “I do.”

“All these guys do is clean up the mess and dispose of a body once they whack a guy. Not everyone can be a painter. They’re very detail oriented.”

I point up.

Briefcase’s eyes follow my finger to the plastic covered ceiling.

I say, “That’s in case a little bit of your brains goes flying up and gets stuck when they dismember you. When they’re done it’ll be like you and them were never here. I didn’t tell them to do this, but they’re eager. Out of courtesy for the old ways they’ve brought you to me to have the final say on what happens to you. Do you feel me? Do you believe I’m telling you the truth about this situation?”

He nods.

I collect the balled-up Rouses grocery bags off the floor, stick them in the Hefty bag and look for a garbage can.

Briefcase points with his chin. He says, “Under the sink. They put those over my head before they realized I could breathe easier with a bigger sack.”

I throw the Hefty bag away into an empty garbage can and stand by the kitchen sink.

“Oh, they knew,” I say. “It’s their business to understand the limits of living. If they wanted you dead...well—”

“I’d be dead already.”

I nod.

“But they want my stuff.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And now you want it too.”

“It’s a simple equation for them, Hollis: Your money or your life? For me it’s a little different.”

“How do I know you won’t kill me once I give you what you want?”

“You don’t,” I say. “But I’m your only friend in New Orleans right now.”

He cocks his head a little and says, “Are you though?”

“This rabbit-puller you killed was a Hell’s Kitchen Druid, did you know that?”

“No,” he says. “Not at the time. If I knew he was HKD I wouldn’t have dealt with him. He tried to rip me off. Shit got out of hand, he knew too much, and he had to die. As soon as I found out he was a druid I took it on the lam.”

I ask, “You were buying or brokering a deal? Is that the arrangement? Commission?”

Briefcase says nothing.

“Who was your buyer? Or were you fencing goods?”

“No one. No buyer” he says. “I’m a collector. What? I can’t buy things for myself? Sell my own things?”

“You’ve got a strange notion of what constitutes your collection.”

“Those casters were dead,” he says. “Their stuff was just sitting there for the taking.”

“Was this druid the only guy you killed, or did you happen to come into some of these estates with a more hands-on approach?”

Cold, dead, unblinking eyes from Briefcase behind those chunky lenses tell me maybe he’s more of a vicious bastard than any of us will ever understand. 

The refrigerator's motor kicks in, and a low, dull hum fills the room.

“People know you’re back in town,” I say. “HKD has a bounty on you. The casters’ estates you ripped off have people looking for you.”

Briefcase straightens his body as best as he can in the chair, leans his head to the side to look away, but then back to face me.

I say, “A dead druid isn’t a high priority for the police, but Adam Kidder will haul you in for a murder charge, make the easy collar, and send you to Angola. You won’t leave a prison like that except in a pine box they make you build in art therapy. Like I said: I’m your only friend in New Orleans right now.”

I remove my coat from the wired hanger and slip it on. I take hold of the hanger and untwist the hook, unravelling the body so the wire is longer, as straight as possible, with the cut ends rough and sharp.

Briefcase watches me and snorts a laugh. “What’re you going to do with that? Beat the truth out of me? My old man used to whip up on me with much worse.”

“That may be true,” I say. “But not like this.” I turn a knob on a stove top burner, hear the gas hiss, and wait for the igniter to click. A blue and orange ring of fire blooms under the black iron grate. I rest the wired hanger’s ends in the flames. I walk back to the dinner table and unfasten the white paper grocery bag. The smell of warm bread and olive salad fills the cold, sterile room. I pull out a whole muffaletta sandwich wrapped in deli paper and let the weight of it land on the table with a thud.

Briefcase’s stomach growls.

“See how the oil soaks the wrapper? It’s almost translucent. That’s the real deal, Hollis,” I say. “These things are always better if you let them sit around for a while and let all those flavors marry.” I pull out a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon from the bag, along with a fistful of fast-food napkins, and set everything next to the muffaletta. “They didn’t have Abita.”

Briefcase looks at the delivery bag with the rest of its mystery still inside.

I pull plastic off the cabinets and take two plates off the shelves. “When’s the last time you ate?”

“A few days ago.”

I set the plates on top of one another next to the muffaletta.

He says, “You mind taking these glasses off me. They give me a headache if I keep them on too long.”

“Do you need glasses or is that part of the act?”

“I do, but not these,” he says. “Readers.”

I take the eyeglasses off, leave them on the table, and take a chair across from him.

Briefcase glances at the grill top.

The wired hanger is starting to cook.

I crack open a beer can and unwrap the sandwich. It’s been cut into quarters, and I transfer the whole thing to a plate. “The local druids are looking for blood and roughing up friends of ours to draw you out. Casters who are minding their own business and have nothing to do with the druids are getting thumped for your bullshit. If you had killed this druid anywhere else, it’d be someone else’s problem. But you whacked him in New Orleans and that makes it my problem because I’m the Librarian.”

“Library justice?” Briefcase sneers. He spits on the floor. “You’re clinging to outdated concepts. In case you didn’t notice, the Library doesn’t mean shit to casters anymore. Ask around. What happened to the security we ponied up for? The LeFleurs took our money and tribute, generations of it, and we got nothing. When we needed Library justice and protection, Maman LeFleur let us twist. We had to do things to survive and protect ourselves when Hell came to town. After what we went through during the war, charging me with murder in New Orleans is like handing out speeding tickets at the Indy 500.”

I take a sip of beer. “As a movie fan, I appreciate you quoting Apocalypse Now to make your point, but the war is over.”

“Says you.”

“Yeah ‘says me’. If you don’t like it, take it up with the angels.”

Briefcase says, “You may have supernaturals backing you up, but you’re lying to yourself about what you control, Martin. You’re not a practitioner. That makes you a pawn sitting on a supernatural chessboard. The angels, devils, and everything in between are going to run you. The casters will never get behind what you’re doing. You’re out of your depth. You’re not one of us. They’re waiting you out until you’re replaced, or until the Library system ends for good.”

“Well,” I say, “until that day comes, they’re stuck with me.” I sip more beer. The gas burner flares up a little. “This was a sophisticated grift you managed during the war: forgery, payoffs and bribes to Parish officials; not to mention fencing the merchandise.”

“I’m just a collector.”

I look around the kitchen. “So, where’s the stuff? Waiting for you in a storage locker by the airport? I’ve entertained your lies for years. Let’s not waste each other’s time.”

He says, “It’s the truth.”

“San Diego.”

“What?”

“Border crossing. Last I checked, Eagle Pass is closer than San Diego,” I say. “Why go all the way to California when Texas is closer? Not to mention the risk of running into Federico DeLorenzo’s people.”

“You have all the answers,” he says. “You tell me.”

“Because I want to hear you say it.”

Briefcase studies me with his real eyes and laughs. “Get fucked,” he says. “You don’t know shit. You’re fishing.”

“You need to know the right people and have money to make a long con like this work. You’re an enigma to me, Hollis. Everything I know about you is a lie. I’m not sure who I’m dealing with.” I stand up from the chair. “But you’ll talk.”

“Martin,” he says looking up at me, “if you want me to lie, keep pushing. I’ll tell you what you want to hear to make you stop whatever it is you’re about to do with that hanger. I’ll make it up to satisfy your curiosity, but it won’t be the truth. I’m a collector. That’s it.”

“You’re right,” I say. “Sometimes pain just gets a guy to tell you what you want to hear to make you stop. Fear, on the other hand, can uncover many truths because the imagination is where nightmares are born, and a nightmare can be worse than reality.”

The hanger is glowing orange.

I walk to the kitchen, pull a drawer, and find a red silicon oven mitt. “I have it on good authority that once HKD gets its hands on you, it’s the Bronze Bull for you.” I slip the oven mitt on my left hand and pick the hanger off the burner. “You know what that means?”

“N-No.”

“It means not only are you going to die, but you’re going to suffer before you die in a most painful way imaginable, and the Druids have sick imaginations.” I walk back to the dinner table. “They need to know that you really feel it.”

“Feel it?”

I hold the fiery hanger’s sharp point close enough for Briefcase to sense its heat as a real thing.

“Feel what?” he says. “Pain?”

“No,” I say, “their contempt.”

I reach across the table with my right hand and empty the delivery bag. A pound of uncooked andouille sausages lands on the unused plate. “I can tell you from my New York days how these guys are going to start on you.” I take a sausage and pack it between Briefcases’ legs nice and tight. “Let’s imagine what that’s going to look like.” I squat in front of his chair and grab a hold of his knees, keeping them together so the andouille doesn’t move. “Stay still. I don’t want to burn you.”

I bring the hanger’s glowing point to the sausage’s tip.

Briefcase’s eyes go big and angry. He spits on me.

I push the hanger into the sausage slowly. The wet meat inside the casing squeaks, hisses then sizzles. He’s not looking down, but he flinches. A sharp tendril of smoke and spice twists up, rising between Briefcase’s legs. His right knee bounces nervously, so I hold it down. His eyes finally look at the hanger. The head of the sausage firms up, turning from a marbled red to a speckled brown from the inside out. The skin around the hanger’s point expands, blisters, while the rest of the andouille stays raw.

“It hasn’t even been a minute,” I say to him, “and it’s already plumped up. A few more minutes it’ll split and pop. Can you imagine, Briefcase?  These HKD pricks laughing at you while you’re duct taped naked to a chair so you can smell yourself cook?” I shove the hanger deeper into the andouille.

His face turns green. 

“These savages are going to push your shit in real good,” I say. “They won’t kill you right away. They’ll keep you well-hydrated. You’ll get more water than you need so you’ll piss every thirty-minutes for three days straight.” I bring the impaled sausage—mangled and blackened—out from between his legs and shake it at his face. “But you’ll be doing it through this.”

Briefcase’s eyes water up. He gags.

I stand up and step back.

He dry heaves then vomits white liquid and bile down himself and onto the floor. His head goes limp on his chest for a moment then rises with thick strings of saliva hanging from his open mouth. He tries to catch his breath.

“Good thing there’s plastic, huh?” I say. I pull the sausage off the wire and drop it between his shaking legs.

He gags again.

I take a paper napkin off the table, wipe his spit off my forehead, and toss the napkin at him. “Take a good look at the beginning of the last three days of the rest of your life, Hollis. Because that’s as good as it’s going to get when I turn you over to the Druids.”

He looks up at me and I see the real him for the first time: sick of being on the run, sick of being threatened by guys like me, and sick of taking all the risk for his mysterious partner—who I’m pretty sure is lounging comfortably on his private beach in the Baja Peninsula sipping mezcal as the sun sets into the Pacific.

“Or...” I say.

“Or what?”

“Or I can take all this duct tape off you, and we can split a six-pack and muffaletta while you tell me how Dewey Citron got you mixed up in all of this.”

Briefcase considers his options.

I say, “It’s Dewey, right? That’s why you had to chance it through San Diego.”

He nods.

I shake my head.

He asks, “What are you going to do about the Druids?”

“Fuck ‘em,” I say. “I can’t stand those assholes. What’s one less druid in New Orleans? But it’s over for you here. Time to leave Casablanca. I’m giving you one chance to save your life. You’re gone by tonight, maybe even sooner. I don’t care where you go. You’re not my problem come midnight.”

“What about Library justice?”

“This is my mercy.”

He looks around his plastic covered kitchen. “And these guys?”

“Fuck ‘em too,” I say. “This is my town. I’m the Librarian.”
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Chapter Two
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Bubba drives away from New Orleans East, down Claiborne Avenue towards the St. Roch neighborhood. All four windows are down, and I can barely hear him talk above the radio and with all the warm air whipping around inside the car.

I point to my right as we approach Music Street.

He nods and mouths the words: “Yeah, yeah, yeah” at me.

Bubba makes a right at the St. Roch Market and continues straight.

A cluster of black cars and SUVs parked outside the high white cemetery walls snakes around the corner of Derbigny Street up to the St. Roch Cemetery No. 1 entrance.

Bubba says, “Is she in No. 1 or No. 2?”

“No. 1.”

“There’s a funeral,” Bubba says. “We’ll have to go around.”

“It’s not a funeral,” I say, and point to a dishy, forty-ish blonde in a white, V-neck striped hem dress directing a group of casters to draft magic seals on the sidewalk. She looks up towards us from underneath her wide-brimmed, straw ribbon hat, then returns her attention to her students.

Bubba says, “Who’s that tan, leggy broad?”

“Anton Doucet’s current wife, Sister Eden.”

“Seriously?”

I nod.

“A nun?”

“Not in the conventional sense,” I say. “Of ‘The Drowned Coven’ sense.”

“Damn. That lucky old coot. I’ve never seen her before.”

“You and Sister Eden don’t exactly run in the same social circles,” I say. “She’s strictly high class, whereas you...”

“Man,” Bubba says, “if I’d known teachers looked like that I would’ve gone to school and failed a few grades on purpose. Are they all coven?”

“Students,” I say and point to the distinct colored uniform waistcoats the apprentices are wearing over white, banded collar linen dress shirts: seafoam for first year initiates, midnight blue and silver for second year acolytes, and black and silver for the high practitioner third years.

It looks like the entire student body is here. All thirty apprentices.

Bubba is what you’d call a ‘homeschooled’ caster; studied and trained through cultural rituals and traditions, and not a structured school like The Drowned Coven. But the coven isn’t something you can apply to, you have to be invited. It’s a three year apprenticeship with each class level consisting of ten students. Legacy casters, the children of alumni, get preference over the addition of carefully selected new blood. There’s a plethora of magic traditions in the world, The Drowned Coven among them, and the Library’s playing card system provides a universal standard for all casters to gauge their proficiency, learn, test, and level up if they want the formal recognition. Drowned Coven graduates test higher on their first go at the playing card system; displaying a Five of Spades proficiency on average—the level which separates serious casters from the abracadabblers.

The original coven escaped from Europe to Canada around 1695 and settled in New Orleans before the Spanish took over the territory in 1763. On March 21, 1788, a fire wiped out most of New Orleans. Some of the locals, rather than blame poor city planning, looked for more conspiratorial explanations. March 21, 1788, being Good Friday that Easter season, made it easy for the superstitious New Orleanians to turn their ire on ‘those French witches.’ Thirty-three casters tried to escape to Haiti, but were betrayed and drowned in the Mississippi River. Ten casters from three different families were able to escape. They were hidden by the Library and Genevieve LeFleur, the mother of my former boss, Elea “Maman” LeFleur. The coven continued their unique magic traditions under the Library’s protection and came to be known as ‘The Drowned Coven.’ Over time the coven expanded its membership to become a school for Dark Easy casters. Sister Eden’s venerable husband, Anton Doucet, is a descendant of the original ten survivors.

Bubba drives past them and towards the cemetery entrance.

I say, “Park behind Lala.”

The sun’s glare coming off the cemetery’s white walls causes Bubba to bump and ride up the curb when he tries to park behind his cousin’s police car.

“Shit,” Bubba says.

I shake my head.

“What?” he says. “Cops make me nervous.”

Talulah Roush isn’t on duty yet, but already in uniform and cop sunglasses. She’s leaning against the bumper of her SUV cruiser sipping a water bottle. A little red and white Igloo cooler is by her feet. She watches Bubba back off the curb before he straightens the steering wheel to slide up and park.

I exit the car and reach into the open passenger window to grab my suit coat from the back seat—sans wired hanger.

Talulah nods at me.

“Lala,” I say to her and put on my suit coat. “You got two of those for me?”

She opens the cooler, pulls water bottles and shakes bits of ice off them before handing them over. “She already went inside,” Lala says.

I ask, “Has she been in there long?”

“Maybe forty-five minutes. She had to put in some work.”

“How long has Anton been here?”

“The coven was working when we got here.” Lala gestures with a nudge of her head to a sprawling chalk seal drafted on the cemetery’s Northwest corner sidewalk. “Based on how complicated that magic seal is, I’d say they’ve been casting for at least an hour before we arrived.”

Bubba asks me: “We’re you expecting them?”

“No.”

Lala says, “I think Mami Taba let Anton know she was checking the mausoleum today. She was on the phone with him when I picked her up from the Library.”

“Okay,” I say.

I start walking towards the cemetery entrance and stop.

“Oh, that thing,” I say to Lala.

She asks, “What thing?”

“With Briefcase.”

“The first thing or the second thing?”

“The second thing,” I say. “Do me a favor and let Detective Kidder know it’s not an NOPD problem anymore. Tell him it’s off the books.”

“For good?”

“Until midnight,” I say. “But if you see Briefcase after that he’s fair game. Tell Adam to do with that what he will. And if he finds the DeLorenzos doing anything more than behaving like bad tourists in the Quarter let me know. If they haven’t already split for Los Angeles, they’ve got a day to take in all the local flavor before their Dark Easy visas expire.”

Bubba asks, “What’s the ‘first thing’?”

“What?”

“The ‘first thing’ with Briefcase?”

I say, “The ‘first thing’ is what’ll happen to Briefcase if he’s still here past midnight.”

Lala wraps her arm around Bubba in a playful headlock. “You don’t need to know these ‘things’, cuz.”

He winces and squirms out of her grasp. “I’m telling...police brutality.”

St. Roch Cemetery No. 1 isn’t a big place compared to the necropolises that populate New Orleans. It’s built on white pavement and cement, and from the gated entrance, feels like a parking lot with monuments on both sides that ends at the St. Roch Chapel. After the storms from the last few days, I’m thankful for it, so I don’t have to trudge through soft earth and mud puddles like in other cemeteries. Most of the rainwater is drying off in whatever’s left of the afternoon sun. I walk straight to the chapel.

That’s when I see Anton Doucet’s daughter, Bridgette, who’s older than Sister Eden by two years. She’s wearing a steel-blue mini halter dress and sitting in the partial shade between columns underneath the entablature of a gray marble mausoleum. Bridgette’s bare brown legs are crossed and shiny. Her body is leaning forward with toned arms planted to her side and red high heels dug into the stone. Her hands are pressed against the marble like she’s been waiting to leave since she got here.

She says, in what I sometimes think is an exaggerated Southern drawl: “It’s about goddamn time, Martin.”

“I’m sorry, who are you?”

Bridgette pushes her heart-shaped sunglasses down the bridge of her nose to see me clearly and give me the evil eye. She sticks her well-manicured left hand out for me to help her stand.

I show her the two water bottles and shrug. “Sorry. My hands are full. I saw your mom outside. You graduated before she did, didn’t you?”

“You’re a dickhead,” she says. “And I’m telling daddy you were mean to me.” She sticks her left hand out for help—insisting by wiggling her fingers and clearing her throat.

I set the water bottles down and shake the condensation from my hands. I take her hand and pull her off the mausoleum steps. A wave of body heat, suntan oil, and citrus from her skin hits me when she purposely runs into me. 

“Oh!” she says. “You don’t know your own strength. You’re strong.”

I turn her left hand over and see the faint tan line for a wedding ring that’s not there.

“And you’re married,” I say. “But not today, huh?”

“Lanny is out of town again. I’m going to the naked pool this afternoon and I’m losing daylight because you’re late,” she says. “Come with and rub suntan oil on me.”

I let her hand go and check my suit to see if I’m missing anything.

Bridgette says, “Oh, please...you’ve only got one thing I want and it’s not in your pockets. Mmm...You smell good. What is that? Muffaletta?”

“Stop and be serious for one second,” I say.

Bridgette sighs. “You’re no fun. Fine. Do you have a cigarette?”

“No,” I say. “And I didn’t make an appointment with your ‘daddy.’ I’m not late for anything. Why are you here?”

“To help with the mausoleum door,” she says, “—and Hollis Duchamp. We want to know what’s the word on Briefcase. Do you have him?”

“Who told you that?”

“New Orleans is a small town, darlin’.”

I pick up the water bottles. “If you want a cigarette, my driver, Bubba, is outside with his cousin. He’s got menthols. He’s going to love you. You can probably convince him to quit his job and become your cabana boy.”

“Come with.”

“No,” I say.

Bridgette stomps her heel on the bleached cement like the spoiled brat she is and sashays away.

I walk on towards the chapel and catch sight of a very large man in a black suit holding a golf umbrella over an old man in a white suit down the alley to my right. They’re standing in front of a mausoleum. The behemoth in the black suit is Trenton Nastasi, the family bodyguard. Nastasi or “Big Nasty,” as he’s known around here, was a left tackle for Mississippi State’s football team fifteen years ago, but went undrafted in the NFL because his arms measured too short for the pro level. It’s funny to me because with the height he’s holding that umbrella over Anton, his arms seem plenty long enough to me.

Mami Taba is in the cemetery’s northeast corner, the opposite direction from Anton. He won’t leave until he’s had a chance to speak with me, so I make my way over to him first.

Big Nasty sees me coming from their right, leans forward, and says something to Anton.

Anton raises his head up away from the mausoleum and spies me from underneath a tobacco-colored straw fedora’s brim. He turns halfway to Big Nasty, says something to his bodyguard and pats him on his chest before walking to meet me with his cane in support.

Big Nasty trails his boss with the umbrella—their collective shadows melded, wide and lanky, drift across the hot white pavement like a black spot on the sun.

I show Anton the water bottles.

He sticks his free hand up. “No, thank you,” he says.

I stick the water bottles into my suit pockets and offer a handshake.

Anton shakes my hand, turns me back towards the cemetery’s northeast corner and we walk, his free hand on my shoulder—the big golf umbrella’s shade now engulfing the both of us.

Anton says, “Martin, I realize you’ve got a full plate, and I do my best to keep out of the Library’s affairs as much as possible. Before your time I’d help Will Fournette with Library business on occasion—with Maman’s blessing of course. And when needed during the late unpleasantness, the coven did its best to honor the Library’s purpose, even when Maman abandoned us. You can tell me to jump into the river if I overstep my bounds, but you should delegate more.” He stops and waves the cane across the cemetery. “This business with the mausoleum door can be easily attended to by the coven. Mami Taba called me for a little assistance on the seals. I hope that’s okay. We brought the school out here. I thought it’d be a great opportunity for the apprentices to get some ‘on the job’ training.”

“I saw Sister Eden as I came in. I appreciate that, Anton. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“But I wish you’d call me first about it,” I say.

He sets his cane down, puts both hands on the handle, and stops walking. He nods. “Of course, I’ll make sure we ask you first next time. I didn’t want to bother you today since you were dealing with Hollis Duchamp.” He pauses and waits for me to say something, and when I don’t, continues: “What of that business?”

"He’s not to be touched before midnight,” I say. “If he’s still here after that it’s on him.”

Anton makes a visible frown, sighs, and shrugs. “You’re the Librarian,” he says. “If that’s your version of Library justice, we will abide.”

“That is my mercy.”

“And Federico DeLorenzo’s people?”

“They have twenty-four hours to enjoy our fine city.”

Anton nods. He turns behind us back to the alleyway and points with his cane to the mausoleum I spotted him at. “I was visiting old friends, the Pelletieres. Three generations buried there. They speak to me.”

“Really?”

Anton chuckles and smiles. “Not in any spooky sense mind you. In a very human way for the sake of a family’s peace of mind.”

“What do they say?”

Anton leans into me, lowers his voice to a ghostly whisper and says:

“W-e...w-a-n-t...j-u-s-t-i-c-e...”

“Is this about Briefcase?”

Anton shakes his head. “It’s about their descendant, Charlotte Patterson. A fine woman. A Nine of Spades caster and coven graduate. She went missing during the war. My thought...my hope, was she escaped before Lady Priscilla’s purge. It’s been two years since the war ended. Charlotte’s life, her family, her roots are here. If she escaped, she would’ve come back, or at least let her family know she was alive.”

I say, “This is a common story, Anton. We know this. A lot of casters vanished during the war. Some it turns out are dead. Some it turns out kept a low profile and are only now resurfacing. It’s not just New Orleans. It’s happened everywhere.”

“But you’re not the Librarian of everywhere, Martin. Big Nasty may be my protector, but you’re this community’s guardian angel.”

“I understand.”

He says, “And I understand the weight of your office. I thought Will Fournette was a good aide du camp, but way in over his head when he had to step in as the temporary Librarian after Maman fell into that coma for a spell.”

“You knew about that, huh?”

“I did.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised that not much got by you—about that time. But I guess if Will came to you, he was seeking counsel and experience in these matters.”

“Nephews will do that from time to time; seek out the advice of their old kookie uncles for old kookie ideas.”

“I didn’t know you were related.”

“Distantly. Around here, all the old families are: one way or another; blood or marriage. He didn’t want anyone to know he was asking for my help because he thought it made him look weak. Not asking for help when everyone can see you need it...that makes you look weak. Good leadership knows its limits. That said, my advice and my assistance is given freely and in friendship not to make you look weak, but because I want you to succeed. But when you do things like allow Hollis Duchamp to leave in peace and sin no more...well...you can imagine how many of us begin to doubt whether you’re fit for the task and have our best interests at heart.”

“Do you think I’m fit for the task?

“Martin, if I didn’t think you were fit for it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Anton puts a hand on my shoulder and is about to say something, but gets distracted when he looks around.

He says: “Where in the hell is that girl?”

Big Nasty says, “Bridgette?”

“Who else?” Anton says. “Complaining to no end about coming here and now she’s nowhere to be found.”

“I think she’s by the entrance smoking cigarettes with my driver,” I say.

Anton shakes his head and starts walking to the entrance. “You’re the Librarian, Martin. You’re not just responsible for the casters who survived, you’re responsible for the legacy of those who’ve died. Genevieve LeFleur understood that when she took my family in and protected them from the mob ages ago. It’s because of the Librarian that I’m here, and that pain in the ass daughter of mine is free to smoke cigarettes and indulge in whatever sensualist whims her family’s money can afford.”

“I understand, Anton.”

Anton stops and points to all the mausoleums surrounding us. “Listen to them, Martin. We want justice. We want justice.”

I walk to the northeast corner of the cemetery.

Mami Taba is putting in some work, casting in front of an unremarkable mausoleum with the name “FERRY” in a plain font spread across the lintel above the entrance. Her white dress shirt sleeves are rolled up past her elbows so the low-angelic script that tattoos almost her entire body is visible. She’s got a regular, unlit cigarette tucked behind her right ear above the temple tip on her sunglasses. She’s got a set of three different colored cigarettes in each of her old hands smoking away. She catches sight of me from the corner of her right eye and nods. She removes each colored cigarette from the grooves between her fingers and sticks them on a white plastic ashtray sitting at the base of a mausoleum column.

I offer her an unopened water bottle, but she declines.

She pulls the regular cigarette from behind her ear and lights up.

“Did you see the coven?” she asks.

“I did.”

“I didn’t ask Anton to come,” she says. “He wanted to talk about Briefcase and I told him I didn’t have time because I was headed here to check on the Ferry. He invited himself and the next thing I knew Sister Eden was already working the perimeter before I got here.”

“That’s okay,” I say. “He has a good point. You...we...could use the help in something like this. Makes your work easier.”

She nods then asks: “Is everything straight with Briefcase?”

“Scared straight,” I say and open the water bottle.

“It should’ve been a death sentence,” she says. “You disappointed a lot of abracadabblers today.”

“It’s easy for them to be disappointed when they don’t have to pull the trigger,” I say.

She asks, “Did you get a name?”

“It’s as I thought.”

“Then Dewey pays.”

I nod. “One way or another—it’s leverage.” I take a long sip from the bottle. “Haven’t had a muffaletta in forever. I forgot how salty they are.”

“I gave that up decades ago. Bad for gout.”

“At your age you should eat whatever the hell you want.”

“That’s what I keep telling Doc Saturday.” She holds up the cigarette. “But between this and my Filipino diet, she says I could use less salt. You too.”

“Forget that,” I say and take a deeper sip. “This is my second life. I’m going to live it up.” I take a good look at the mausoleum. It doesn’t look any different than it did a month ago when I was last here. “Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.”

“Shakespeare?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s something Hummingbird said to me a while back.”

“I’d be careful taking anything that angel has to tell you for truth,” she says. “He has a penchant for theatrics and agendas.”

“Doesn’t mean he’s wrong,” I say. “But if I really believed all the devils we’d ever have to deal with are on Earth, I wouldn’t care about this door.”

For anyone wandering through St. Roch Cemetery No. 1, this mausoleum, like all the others, bears the name of someone beloved. But there’s no body named “FERRY” buried here. No one from the outside world has a key to unlock it, and it can’t be opened no matter how hard you try because it only opens from the inside out. Here, the poetic notion of a grave being an entrance to the afterlife isn’t figurative, it’s real, and I should know, because I used a door like this at Chicago’s Rosehill Cemetery to escape Hell two years ago.

Mami Taba says, “I spoke with Ember yesterday and the Ferry exit count remains the same since last month: eight. No new mausoleums. No new discoveries. No new theories on how to seal them shut for good.”

Ember Adria, a demon librarian from Pandaemonium, came through that door with me. She’s a refugee from the Hell Flower War who I put in charge of running the Library’s Chicago branch, Orchard Hall. She’s been working on recalling everything about these mausoleums, but these doors were forgotten knowledge, the stuff of myth and legend, before we figured out how to force an angel of death to deliver us back to the living world. Ember thinks there are nine mausoleums like this worldwide. Hell has been shut since the end of the war with no contact and no idea who’s in charge since Lady Priscilla’s reign ended. With the impregnable nature of these doors, all we can do is watch the ones we know about and hope nothing happens to the ones we don’t.

Mami Taba says, “I’ve renewed my seal, something stronger. I've come up with less lag time. The rabbit-pullers in the other cities have been directed to do the same with the seven.”

I ask, “What’s our reaction time now?”

“If the seal breaks, we’ll know within the hour.”

“A lot can happen in an hour.”

“This isn’t like putting an alarm or motion detector on your front door,” she says. “It’s magic.”

“Maybe we should put alarms on them anyway, post twenty-four-hour watchmen.”

She picks a colored cigarette off the ashtray, a blue one. “Do you know how easy it is for me to break into a bank with this, a can of spray paint, and the right angelic script? In our business, an alarm system is just an extra step, not a deterrent. Besides, the Library doesn’t have the resources for watchmen. I’ll improve on the cast. But as a threat, it’s low on your priorities.”

I’d like to believe that, but Mami Taba hasn’t seen the things I have as an inmate in Hell’s Black Cross Lands for six years. I only saw a fraction of what nightmares dwelt in the Infernal plane. There are whole, unexplored and untamed corners of Hell the Library doesn’t know about.

I take the blue cigarette from her fingers. “Can you really break into a bank with this?”

“Who says I haven’t done it already?”

Mami Taba lifts her sunglasses off her eyes and up her forehead to give me a look that tells me she might be capable of heisting a joint if she put her mind to it.

“I wish I knew you years ago. You would’ve made one hell of a box man.” I study the blue cigarette and try to imagine its potential.

She says, “Why? You back to pulling scores?”

I offer the cigarette to her. “Rebuilding the Library is getting expensive and who doesn’t like a buck? People like Anton Doucet are only willing to give so much money, and the more they donate, the more they lean on you.”

Mami Taba takes it and returns to working on her seal. “I’ll be here for another two hours, maybe less if Sister Eden’s students correctly did what I asked them to.”

“You want Bubba to pick you up?”

“No,” she says. “It’s shaping up to be one of those sultry New Orleans nights. I’d rather take my time and walk the neighborhoods...catch the streetcar on St. Claude. Maybe I’ll take a stroll through the Quarter.”

“Are you sure?” I say. “A little old lady roaming the Seventh Ward by herself is trouble.”

“For me or the dumb son of bitch who messes with me?”

“The dumb son of a bitch of course,” I say.
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Chapter Three
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Bubba drives past the security gate at the Library ground entrance, then down a road under live oaks, and pulls into the circular driveway in front of the main house. I exit his car and grab my coat off the back seat through the open passenger window.

He leans off the steering wheel towards me. “Do you want me to go back and get her?”

I lay my coat across my forearm. “She said she wants to walk around a bit and maybe catch the streetcar.”

He nods and puts his car in gear. “You think that’s wise?”

“She can handle herself. But if you feel differently, maybe you should help her out with the cast. You can learn a thing or two from her and up your status; finally move up and get rated to a Five of Spades.”

He makes a sour face. “Eh...that’s too much responsibility and I hate tests.”

I turn and head for the front door.

Bubba says, “Hey, if I go back to the cemetery does that count as overtime?”

I ignore Bubba, press the doorbell, and wait for Alafair to let me into the house.

Bubba asks, “Well?”

I shake my head and press the doorbell twice.

A silhouette moves inside the house towards me. 

Alafair looks at me through a window next to the door. “Did you forget your keys?”

“No,” I say. “I gave my set to Mami Taba. She forgot her keys. She’s putting in some
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