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    For my mother, who has her own stories to tell and whose love, grace, beauty, and will is eternally angelic.
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Chapter One
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THE NEW GUY AT THE entrance to the Library isn’t new to all this. His name is Michel LeDuc. He worked security in the Montreal branch when the head librarian, Cassie Moreau, got her ticket punched to the afterlife. Maman LeFleur and Almaz Cavassa are still rooting out Teresa’s confederates within the Library system almost two years later. Teresa faced no resistance to kill her cousin. So, you gotta figure she had more help backing her play to take Montreal—more help than Cassie's second in command, Maurice Cadieux. It makes me wonder what LeDuc is doing in New Orleans, and why he still has a job since he was so bad at it.

“Take a picture, bud,” LeDuc says to me. I watch him stalk back and forth outside the new Library entrance. He won’t let me in and brushes his coat aside from his hip to show me the shiny gun in his holster waiting for an excuse.

I leave another message for Almaz to let her know I’m on LeFleur property grounds to deliver the book she hired me to get in Las Vegas.

LeDuc knows me well enough not to have to swing his dick around to make a point, so I don’t know why he’s giving me a hard time enforcing the Library’s “Members Only” policy. Maybe I come across as entitled because I used to work here, or cranky because I’m hungover from the weekend. Maybe because a work trip to Las Vegas can cost more money than you make on it. Maybe LeDuc is just putting on a show because I was officially excommunicated from the family, and I offend the other Library members’ sensibilities.

Some abracadabblers are peering out the windows at me. I can almost read their minds as they wonder why I keep showing up after being canned. The truth is, it’s none of their business, it’s Library business, and sometimes they can’t be trusted to know the behind-the-scenes politics, work, deals, and methods that make this place run. If they had any real problems with it, they could take it up with Maman LeFleur. But they also know I’d be a fool to show up where I’m not wanted because Maman suffers no fools. 

The bar cart is out in the courtyard so I guess things could be worse for a cool New Orleans’ afternoon in late October. At least the bourbon selection is good. I pour myself something with a little more body and heat to it because there’s a breeze running through the courtyard. I choose a couple of fingers of Maker’s 46 Cask Strength in a highball with one cube. It seems right as I watch a crew of gardeners suit up in hazmat gear to do seasonal upkeep on Maman’s poison garden. The cell phone rings but it’s not Almaz, it’s Adam Kidder. I put him on speaker, let the phone sit on the table next to the bottle, and say: “Detective Kidder...”

“Martin,” he says. “You back from the desert?”

“Got in this morning,” I say. “Took a few hours to sleep off a hangover but it didn’t help. I told Almaz I’d drop the book off today so I could get my money.”

“How was it out there?”

“Hot but a different heat. Like standing in front of a blast furnace. Hell ain’t that hot.”

“You’d know,” he says. “No trouble from the locals?”

“Got a visit from the DeLorenzos,” I say. “The family robot came all the way from Los Angeles just to read me the riot act. Wanted me to know he was watching me while I was in town.”

“Cesare?”

“Uh-huh,” I say and take a well needed sip of the 46. 

“How’s his singing voice?”

“Worse. He’s got a new electric larynx, but I still couldn’t understand the mook. I just nodded my head. All I could make out was he wouldn’t mind taking a shot at me if I fouled up while I was in DeLorenzo country.”

“Other than that, no problems?”

“Why would there be problems?”

“I don’t know,” Adam says, “but you get a bunch of magicians in one place for a convention, and it sounds like trouble to me.”

“Rabbits out of hats,” I say to him. “Not casters.”

“Your text said, ‘Magic Convention’.”

“Not our kind of magicians. Penn & Teller...Houdini kind of magicians. Performance magic. Artists, not casters. This book is one of those weird tomes straddling the line between art and occult. It was part of a larger auction.”

“Aw hell,” he says. “How was I supposed to know? With the stuff we do—”

“Hey, you been around the Library lately?”

“Last week when you were out of town.”

“How long has Michel LeDuc been here?”

“Who?”

“LeDuc,” I say. “Bald guy, full beard, head like a cinder block and a frame to match. He worked security in Montreal when Cassie Moreau was killed.”

“I don’t know,” he says. “A month, maybe? When’s the last time you were at the Library?”

“Five weeks ago,” I say. “Almaz stopped by the office two weeks ago with this Vegas gig.”

“There a problem?” he asks.

“Naw,” I say. “Just the usual paranoia when someone new is lurking around town. Especially someone who was supposed to protect Cassie Moreau but screwed that up.”

“You think he’s one of Teresa’s people?” he asks. “That’d be pretty stupid for him to come to New Orleans and risk getting whacked if he was helping her. You’re overthinking it.”

“Maybe,” I say. I give LeDuc the finger with my left hand, and raise my highball of booze at him with my right. “He won’t let me into the Library so I’m stuck waiting in the courtyard.”

“It’s about that time,” he says, “hit the afternoon bar cart.”

“Way ahead of you.”

“I’m sure Maman knows what she’s doing bringing him to New Orleans.”

“I just don’t want to be part of any special favors when it comes to this guy,” I say. “Know what I mean? Bring him here...have you and me take him on a tour of the bayou because the Library finds out he was down with Teresa.”

“Almaz isn’t the type to have someone whacked,” he says.

“Maybe. But who knows what Maman’s thinking? I’m not around day to day anymore to really know what goes on here.”

“So what was so special about this book that you just had to miss the Saints’ game?” he asks.

I pull the red canvas covered book out of my work bag and lay it on the table. “Nothing as far as I can tell,” I say. “It was more about the timing. Stars aligned and brought the right parties together in the desert to acquire this thing. Almaz really wanted it: Playing Cards: Their History and Secrets.”

“You went all the way to Vegas for a book that sounds like something you can pick up at the public library,” he says. “You missed an awesome game. High drama. Good guys win.”

“Watched it at the sportsbook in the hotel. Had to get up early so I could put a few shekels on the game.”

“You win?”

“Nope.”

“Because you bet against them,” he says.

“Yup.”

“Dumbass.”

“I bet with my head, not my heart,” I say.

“Yeah, but that’s hard to do when your head is so far up your ass,” he says. “Saints are going to the Super Bowl this year. You got no heart, Martin.”

I finish my drink and pour another. “Aren’t you a Bears fan?”

“Get out of here,” he says. “No one is a Bears fan. It’s a codependent relationship with the McCaskey family enabling us. They exploit our childhood memories of the ‘85 Bears whenever anyone says they should sell the team for better owners.”

Almaz Cavassa exits the main house with a cell phone stuck to her ear and an annoyed look.

“Gotta go detective,” I say. “My client is here, and she doesn’t look happy.”

“Tell that woman to smile more,” he says. “She’s too pretty to frown all the time.”

“That’s a sexist thing to say. Women are allowed to frown. Just look at all the disappointed women in your life.”

“What the hell is this world coming to?” he says. “I can’t say a woman is pretty anymore?”

Almaz enters the courtyard, puts her phone on the table, but doesn’t sit down.

“I think the Librarian heard you,” I say.

Almaz asks, “Is that Adam?”

“Uh-huh,” I say and meander to the bar cart to grab a clean glass for her.

“Give it to me neat,” she says, a little weary, both hands pressed on the back of a chair and leaning into it against the table. “Same thing you’re having.”

I nod and pour her drink.

“Adam,” she says.

“Yes ma’am?”

“Can you call one of your Chicago cop buddies and have them drive by Orchard Hall?”

“What’s the problem?”

“Nothing...maybe,” she says. 

I set the drink down and hand her the book.

She takes the book, and pulls the chair from the table to sit down. “I haven’t been able to get a hold of anyone all day and haven’t spoken with anyone there since Friday.”

“Gimme twenty minutes and I’ll call you back,” he says.

I point my chin at LeDuc.

Almaz looks over her shoulder, turns back to me, and shrugs.

“What’s he doing here?”

“Security.”

“Yeah,” I say, “but him?”

LeDuc sees me looking straight at him and talking loud. Hopefully loud enough for him to hear and hurt his feelings. He paces the Library entrance flexing like a Quebecoise gorilla on loan to the Audubon from Zoo de Granby.

“Everyone’s gotta be a tough guy,” Almaz says. She turns back to me and takes a deep sip of her drink.

“How’s Maman?” I ask.

“Sleeping,” she says, a slight, sad resolve in her eyes. She sets the book down. “It’s what old people do. They sleep a little. And everyday they just sleep a little more until they fall asleep forever. I read that somewhere.”

“Mary Roach said that” I say. “Can you blame Maman? She’s over two hundred years old. I’d nap on occasion if I were her.”

“She keeps strange hours now,” Almaz says. “I caught her in the poison garden the other night. It was three in the morning.”

“Casting?”

Almaz shakes her head. “She was talking to Teresa.”

My blood runs cold and Almaz notices.

“Relax,” she says. “She was confused. She was just talking to the grave. She wasn’t casting.”

“How do you know?”

“I eavesdropped.”

“And?”

“And that’s none of your business,” she says. “Mothers and daughters share secrets. Even beyond death. I’ve been talking to my mom for years.”

“And what does she tell you?”

“The usual,” she says. “Get married. Settle down. Give me granddaughters.” Almaz points to the gardeners walking in and out from behind the poison garden’s high walls. “I’m having better fencing put up inside. She might touch something she forgets can kill her, or worse. She’s still sharp, but that sharpness isn’t her default anymore. Some days she doesn’t leave her room. I wish her behavior was more predictable. I wouldn’t worry so much.”

“Nothing can be done?”

“Teresa may not have been able to kill her, but she definitely put Maman on the path to her mortality.”

“So you didn’t bring LeDuc down here for anything else?” I ask. “He didn’t exactly do what he was paid to do in Montreal.”

“You think he helped Teresa?”

“Aren’t you?”

She shrugs.

“Just watch him,” I say. “I know you can handle yourself, but Cassie Moreau was no slouch.”

“True,” Almaz says and winks, “but she didn’t have the stones to kill someone.”

“Fair enough,” I say. It irks me a little how casually Almaz brings up killing Teresa. She’s felt more at ease lately throwing it out there as her street cred to run an institution with enough blood on its ledger to rival the entire history of The Dark Easy. It’s hard to escape the reputation the LeFleurs built on fear more than respect, even as that institution promises to reform itself and make the bloodletting unnecessary. It doesn’t help the Library’s public relations makeover that Almaz considers killing Teresa an achievement. I pick the book up to change the subject. “So I got it for a reasonable price. Certificate of Authenticity and Bill of Sale is inside.”

Almaz opens the book, sees the sale price and whistles. “That much, huh?”

“Yup.”

“That’s your idea of ‘reasonable’?”

“Considering how much you were willing to spend? Yeah.”

She pulls a cigarette from the case that used to belong to Teresa and Teresa’s brother, James. The cigarette flames up without her doing anything more than thinking about it.

“Bet that saves you a lot of matches and lighters,” I say. “You’re gonna need that spare change for as much as that book costs.”

“It’s worth ten times as much as I paid, so I’m not really complaining. You just have to say things like that when you spend that kind of money on a book, right?” She pulls a card from the book. “What’s this?”

She sails a business card across the table to me.

I peel it off the table. “There was a performance magician who wanted it pretty bad,” I say.

“Who?”

“I don’t know what his real name was.” I hold up the card. “The Amazing Arkarzel?”

“Never heard of him.” she says.

“Me neither,” I say. “It was down to me and Houdini on the bid. He came off as one of those guys who makes a living doing corporate events, school assemblies, and birthday parties when he’s not buying and selling magic memorabilia. Gave me his card to pass along if you’re ever interested in selling that book.”

“He must have a lot of money,” she says. “Keep his card. I’m not interested in selling, but I’m curious to know why he wanted it so badly. No other bidders?”

“Your Pop,” I say, waiting for a reaction from her that her estranged father, Vincenzo “The Old Man” DeLorenzo, wanted the book too. “He sent your cousin, Cesare, to bid so I knew we’d get no real competition from him. You must’ve got your brains from your Ma’s side because I don’t think Cesare even knows what a book looks like.”

“Did he give you any trouble?”

“The usual. Like you said: everyone’s gotta be a tough guy.” 

She flips through the book and smirks a little. 

“Must feel pretty good to take something from your daddy he really wanted,” I say.

“It doesn’t suck,” she says. “I would’ve gone myself, but I didn’t want to see him or the cousins. Plus I know how much my dad loves you.”

“Thanks,” I say. “When you told me you’d let them know I'd be in Las Vegas I didn’t think they’d welcome me personally.”

“Yeah,” she says, “but if anyone can handle themselves with Old Man DeLorenzo it’s you.”

“Don’t butter me up. You got my money?”

“Transferred to your bank as soon as I saw you with the book.”

I pick up my phone and open the banking app.

“You don’t trust me?”

“Gimme a break,” I say. “I just got back from living in a casino for almost a week. I want to make sure I can still feed myself after paying the bills.”

“Is it all there?”

“Most of it,” I say. “Goddamn automatic withdrawals. And just like that it’s practically gone.”

Almaz pours more of the Maker’s 46 into my glass. “On the house.”

“To sticking it to your old man,” I say and tap her glass. “Got anything else for me?”

She shrugs as she pages through the book with one hand, while casually holding a drink out in her other. “Something always comes up,” she says. “Always does in our business. How’s your office?”

“Haunted,” I say.

A fountain of blood from inside the poison garden sprays into the sky high above the twenty foot walls. The plume of red defies gravity, hanging in the air longer than it should, before dissolving into a mist that floats down heavy like blood clouds in Hell’s capital city state, Pandeamonium. 

“Martin,” she says, still reading the book. “It’s the French Quarter. What place in your neighborhood isn’t haunted by something?”

“Almaz...” 

Her eyes move off the page to see the worry in mine.

LeDuc pulls his shiny gun from the holster, looks at us, and creeps towards the poison garden gates away from the Library entrance. He sticks a hand up for us to be still.

“You have your gun?” Almaz asks.

“That asshole made me leave it in the car,” I say.

Gardeners or whatever is left of them scream behind the walls.

A foul werewolf-like thing the size of a grizzly bear bursts free from the poison garden gates. Wedged in its jaws is half a gardener’s shoulder, like the guy was reaching his left arm out to stop the beast but got swallowed from the arm down instead. The gardener’s head is missing, and his right arm dangles off his torso like the body in that scene from Francisco Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son. It looks at LeDuc with the same, crazed eyes Saturn has in the painting, and spits what’s left of the body out.

Almaz asks, “Hellhound?”

“Hellhound,” I say.

LeDuc takes a knee to get low and unloads rounds into the dog.

Almaz grabs the ice pick from the bar cart, steps around me, and marks off three quarters of a circle of protection on the courtyard’s pink gravel with it. She begins her cast.

The bullets don’t stop the dog.

LeDuc knows he’s in deep shit from the desperate look on his face.

“Run!” Almaz yells, waving towards us and the unfinished circle.

The dog sees us and recognizes me.

“Holy shit,” I say.

LeDuc closes the distance to Almaz’s circle, but he can’t beat the dog’s sheer power and speed. He’s run down from behind, tackled, and spine crushed from getting rolled underneath the beast’s massive weight. LeDuc lies limp on the lawn. The dog sniffs him, nudging him with his snout. It growls, rears up, slashes, and pounces LeDuc like a chew toy.

“This one likes to play with its food,” Almaz says, business-like, as she closes the circle so the demon dog can’t touch us. It watches us, padding the edges of the courtyard with massive paws, contemplating its next move. Almaz and I are thinking the same thing: I hope Maman stays in the house.

The beast comes as close as it can until the force of the seal wards him off like an invisible fence. He finds a space to stalk and focuses on me.

Almaz notices its rage has faded, replaced with a clarity of purpose. “A friend of yours?” she asks and hands the ice pick to me.

“Not exactly,” I say and stab it back into the ice block. “His name is ‘Duke Carlyle’, and the last time I saw him he was on a leash.” I look past the dog, waiting for The Hat or Lady Priscilla to emerge from the poison garden to collect their pet. “Can you do something to make it go away?”

Almaz steps in front of me to draw its attention. She raises both arms in a grand gesture and says, “Shoo!” She waves her hands around. “Go away! Bad dog!”

“Are you kidding me?” I say to her.

She grins and folds her arms across her body. “I’m a cat person,” she says and paces in front of Carlyle to observe him. The dog’s head tracks her with a low growl. She bends so close to the edge of her seal to really stare at Carlyle that they probably smell each other. “What do you want me to do? Conjure up a magic biscuit?”

The demon catches a scent. Something in the air. It loses interest in us, runs the Library grounds past the main house and is loose in New Orleans.

I walk off the courtyard, towards the poison garden.

“Martin,” Almaz says, “careful.”

Almaz’ phone rings.

Abracadabblers peek out the Library’s windows and from inside the entrance. I tell them to stay inside, and pry the gun out of LeDuc’s right hand which is fifteen feet away from the rest of him. It’s out of bullets, but I hold it like it’s still dangerous when I round the walls to the poison garden entrance. There’s a familiarity to the gore, the unidentifiable piles of pieces of people, joined together in blood, violence, suffering, and death. It reminds me of Pandaemonium's Corpse Mountain except these bodies aren’t talking or begging for mercy—these poor bastards are just food for the dog now. A trail of blood, gardener pieces, and shredded hazmat suits leads back to a section of the garden I haven’t seen for almost a year. 

Teresa LeFleur’s grave is disinterred and the body is missing. As is so often the case when something from Hell, like our stray dog, intrudes on this plane, it leaves a temporary mark in Hell’s native language. There’s a faint engraving, dying embers of Verbis Diaboli starting to fade at the bottom of Teresa’s grave.

Almaz calls out from the poison garden entrance.

“It’s safe,” I say to her.

She finds me and says, “There was a fire at Orchard Hall last night. The place almost burned down. We’ve got trouble.”

“You aren’t kidding,” I say, and step away from the empty grave so Almaz can get some perspective on what the real problem is.

Blood drains from her face and her eyes are fixed on a seemingly impossible and empty darkness in Teresa’s grave that is staring back at us.

After blowing five grand betting against the spread in Las Vegas, I knew my luck was shitty and would need some work. But I didn’t want it this bad.
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IT WAS ADAM KIDDER’S day off, but when I told him there was a werewolf on the loose, his cleaning crew picked him up from his Monday afternoon meditations at a cop bar in East New Orleans.

“Werewolf,” he says to me as his people start picking up pieces of the gardeners.

“Not exactly,” I say.

“It’s not even a full moon,” he says, scratching his head as he tries to make heads or tails of the carnage around him. 

“It's not a werewolf,” I say. “That’s just the best way I can describe it.”

“And I’m supposed to tell Animal Control to keep an eye out for this?”

“Shit, man,” I say and shrug. “I don’t know. He belongs to The Hat and Hat’s boss, Lady Priscilla.”

“The Emissary?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, call her up and tell her to pick up her stray.” He points at the Quebecoise gorilla’s head. “Is that LeDuc?”

“Yup,” I say. “Unloaded his clip on Carlyle and nothing. Didn’t faze him.”

“Who’s Carlyle?”

“Duke Carlyle,” I say. “The were—the dog. The demon dog. Hellhound. He’s a demon. I met him in Chicago. He was working at Orchard Hall before he got recalled to Perdition.”

Adam gives me a blank stare.

“He wasn’t a dog then, he was a person. Human. Or close to it.”

Adam nods. “And LeDuc emptied the arsenal on him and nothing?”

“Yes.”

“And you want NOPD to pick up this stray if anyone sees it?”

“I don’t know what to do here,” I say.

“Use those subway tokens and make a phone call, Martin,” he says. He throws his arms up. “Look at this shit.” He shakes his head. “That thing starts eating tourists on Bourbon Street and there’s going to be some serious problems for us.” He gives the field of human remains a once over. “I mean...my guys can only do so much.”

“How are you going to deal with the gardeners?” I ask.

“You really want to know?”

“Never mind.”

“Porcupine,” he says to me.

“Yeah. Yeah,” I say, and walk away from him to find Almaz. She’s just come out of the Library with one of the members, a tiny, older, Filipino woman I’ve seen before but don’t know personally. She’s always been covered in long sleeves and gloves. Now I know why. Now she’s putting in some work, because her coats off and sleeves rolled up to flex intricate, multi-colored, angelic script tattooed from her fingers all the way up her arms, and turtlenecked around her neck and throat. A caster like that doesn’t wear angel script on their body without knowing how to control whatever sort of supernatural attention such a bold display of proficiency can rain down upon them.

“Martin,” Almaz says, “this is Mami Taba.”

Mami Taba gives me the once over to make snap observations about me the way my relatives do when they haven’t seen me in a while. “Are you Pilipino?” she asks.

“I am.”

“What’s your last name?”

“Abueg.”

“From Cavite?”

“Rosario,” I say. “But I was born in the States.”

“I know your people.”

“Are you from there?”

“No,” she says. “I was born here, in Jean Lafitte. You know ‘The Manila Men’?”

I nod and hand her my business card.

“My people,” she says, looks at it, and sticks it in her pocket.

Almaz says, “Mami Taba has a working demonology background.”

“Diabolics,” she says. “Don’t expect a playing card from me,” she says, referring to the ranking system the Library uses to identify casters, and the custom of presenting it to people in our business so we all know who we’re dealing with.

“Mami Taba has never tested for proficiency even though we’ve offered to rank her,” Almaz says.

“I don’t require a participation trophy to tell me what I can do,” Mami Taba says to me.

“I’m sure your reputation precedes you,” I say and let my eyes land on the tattoos to acknowledge the ink that may be decorative to the layperson, but are warnings to the initiated. I ask, “You saw our visitor from a library window?”

“I did,” she says. “He knows you.”

“We met in Chicago but he was human,” I say. “Last time I saw him was outside New Orleans. He was with an emissary from Perdition. And he was smaller.”

“Someone’s been feeding him.” She puts something together in her head from what I just said. “You’ve traveled there.” She looks deep into my eyes.

“See anything wrong?” I ask.

“I’m wondering if you brought anything back.”

“It’s been over a year,” I say. “Probably would’ve noticed.”

“Makes me wonder why this aswang is here now,” she says, using a Tagalog word from our shared cultural superstitions, mythology, and my childhood.

“Is that what it is?” Almaz asks.

“Everything is aswang to me until it isn’t.” She glances over the work Adam’s crew is doing. “You won’t find him like he left.”

“What do you mean?” I say.

“He won’t look like that bad dog anymore. He’s fed. He’ll start to change into a man or a woman. It’s why he needed to kill these men.”

Adam overhears all of this and drifts over to us.

Mami Taba watches him approach and continues, “One of the first things it needs to do to move freely on this plane is disguise itself. Consume flesh, become flesh. But that makes it more vulnerable to the same weaknesses of our skin.”

“So it’s a ‘reverse-werewolf’ now?” Adam says with no hint of sarcasm, just disbelief that such a thing exists, even knowing what he already knows about our business. “Is the public in danger?”

“Only if he gets a taste for it and feeds for pleasure,” she says. She walks away from us towards the poison garden entrance and urges us to follow. “Come show me what’s so important, mademoiselle.” She looks over her shoulder to confirm. “You have the book we need?”

“Right here,” Almaz says and holds up an updated volume on general demonology.

“Well come on then,” she says, arriving at the garden gates as Library security breaks ranks to let us in.

Almaz gets ahead of us and catches up to Mami Taba. “You can’t say anything about this to the members. We don’t know what we’re dealing with and speculation is going to cause panic. We’re just getting our footing after last year.”

We come upon Teresa’s empty grave.

“Aye nako,” Mami Taba says. “She’s gone.”

Almaz says, “It can’t have been long, and we don’t know if it was just her body or—”

“—she’s come back,” Mami Taba says.

Almaz nods.

Mami Taba sticks a hand out for the book.

Almaz hands it to her.

“You saw Verbis Diaboli?” she asks anyone listening while she pages through the book.

“I did,” I say. “But it’s not there anymore. It was engraved at the bottom of the hole.”

“You didn’t understand it?”

“I can’t read the language but I recognized the script. I’ve seen it before.”

Mami Taba finds the section she needs from the book. She looks at the grave, then flips to the end of the book. “Does anyone have a cigarette?” she asks. “I left my case in the library.”

Almaz pulls one from her case and shows it to her.

“That will do,” she says. “Do you remember the method?”

Almaz says, “I do.” She sticks the cigarette between her lips and lights it.

Mami Taba sets the book on the ground, kneels, and scoops a mound of dirt into her tattooed hands. She whispers into the dirt, still cupped in her hands, and asks Almaz for the cigarette. Almaz takes a drag and holds it in. She puts the cigarette to Mami Taba’s lips and holds it while the old woman takes a drag. Mami Taba exhales, purses her lips up to Almaz like a baby bird and says, “Give us some smoke.” 

Almaz exhales the breath she’s been holding in, blowing it into Mami Taba’s mouth. Mami Taba inhales, taking in the mix of Almaz’ breath, magic, and cigarette smoke until her eyes go white. It seems to fill up her entire being because there’s a loose aura of smoke coming off her whole body. She blows into the dirt and casts it into the grave. It takes a moment before she’s able to interpret the signs. “The daughter hasn’t been here recently.”

“Recently?” I say.

Mami Taba says, “Not for at least a month. Maybe longer.”

“That’s impossible,” Almaz says. “This grave has remained undisturbed. I practically see it once a week. I just saw it this morning while instructing the gardeners.”

“Mademoiselle Librarian,” Mami Taba says. “I’m just telling you what the earth is telling me.”

“And the Verbis Diaboli?” she asks.

“I see traces of it but can’t read it clearly.” Mami Taba turns her palms downwards, forearms brought together so they cross at the wrists, angelic script tattoos on the inside of one wrist touch the low angelic word “SPEAK” tattooed on top of the other wrist. Her fingers flex up. The smoke in her eyes fades. “This is a description of something and then a command. There’s a word here not Verbis Diaboli. This is a demand. An order. Instruction for the aswang.”

“How can you tell?” I ask.

“The way the script is structured. Sentence construction is unique in Hellspeak. The word ‘Key’ or ‘a key’. That’s the ‘thing’, the object. Then a command.”

“What’s the word that’s not Verbis Diaboli?”

“A name.” The smoke is completely gone from Mami Taba’s eyes. “It says ‘a key for Abaddon’ or ‘a key to Abaddon’ or 'Key of Abaddon’. The word that’s not Hellspeak is an angel’s name: Abaddon.” 

***
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PRELIMINARY WORD FROM Chicago is messy. The interior of Orchard Hall is gutted by the fire. There was at least one badly burned up body found inside the building. Although it’s been shuttered for almost a year now, most days during business hours, there are just two people working at Orchard Hall: a twenty-four hour watchman swapping eight hour shifts with two others guards depending on the schedule, and an administrative assistant named Sheila Bronson who works during the day. Nobody has been able to find her or Birch Salas, the guard on duty at the time. There was an old librarian named Gerald, who was there to supervise the transfer of the entire collection to New Orleans last year. Once the work was finished he collected his last check and retired to Portugal so the body can’t be him. 

It’s late now. Past two in the morning and the Library is empty. We’re looking at a photograph of an angel. It’s from a sculpture that looks like part of a mausoleum or tomb from the Ancient World. If I didn’t know any better it could be mistaken for one of the many angels populating The Dark Easy’s landscape of cemeteries. But the stone, the grain and color of it looks Middle Eastern or Greek. No date is attributed to the picture. No photographer credit. The statue is worn down, but the shape looks male, bored, almost sullen in his slouching posture on a throne—one leg out, one leg bent at the knee, arms crossed. His chin rests on a tight fist underneath it. The leg that’s bent is chained to the throne at the ankle. Just beyond reach, a crude sword has been driven into the ground, waiting to be used. A giant key is looped to the hilt. The photo was wedged under a brief description of Abaddon inside one of the few detailed Library books about angels. There are a lot of interesting theories in these books about angelic nature and origins, but the truth is we don’t understand much about them. What we do know has as many potholes as New Orleans. We just fill up those gaps with religion and best guesses so we can try to understand what the hell they’re really doing in our plane. What’s their agenda? Who knows? We don’t know why some of them are stuck here. We don’t know how many types there are, or how many there are, or where they go when they’re not stealing flower pots in the French Quarter like our resident Untethered moocher, Hummingbird. They don’t share much and even what they do tell us is suspect. Which makes an angel’s name mentioned in the same breath of a command in Verbis Diaboli worrisome. If we could ask them, how the hell would we know if it was the truth?

“That’s our best guess?” Almaz asks Mami Taba and me from behind piles and stacks of books spread out on a long wood table with green banker lights. We’re on the new Library’s second floor. This used to be the floor of whispering charms from a chained library collection of medieval books. Now it’s a little too sterile, modern, like an office.

“It’s not a guess,” Mami Taba says.

“But ‘Abaddon’ is a name and a place,” she says.

“Does it really matter if it’s an angel or an abyss?” I say.

“If it’s an angel it’s roaming our plane because Carlyle is ordered to find it. And if it’s a place he’s ordered to find it,” she says. “Or more specifically it’s key.”

“All we can take from the command is that the angel or place is mentioned,” Mami Taba says. “Until we know more, that’s all.”

“And the ‘key’?” Almaz says. “Is it literal?”

“Maybe a book?” I say. “A grimoire. Like The Key of Solomon.”

“Or an actual key,” Mami Taba says.

“There’s no grimoire with that title,” Almaz says.

“I’ll take your word on that because I don’t read enough books,” I say.

“It doesn’t mean the book doesn’t exist,” Mami Taba says.

“Whatever it is,” Almaz says, “Perdition wants it. You think it’s a coincidence that Carlyle used Teresa’s grave as his door?”

“No,” I say. “He was looking for her. Otherwise why bother? He could’ve done his werewolf act anywhere. Lady Priscilla is not artless with her decisions. She sent Carlyle through the poison garden for a reason.”

“You think Teresa has this key?” Mami Taba says.

I shrug.

The book this loose photo was found in is over five hundred years old. So we can’t ask the authors how it ended up in the section about Abaddon. It was donated from the New York branch collection after Teresa burned down The Dark Easy Library’s collection last year. Almaz has no familiarity with the book during her time in New York. 

“Too much of a coincidence this picture bookmarks this page,” I say. “Who took this? Maybe they can give us more on Abaddon? All this book tells us is the angel waits for God’s call to open the abyss.” 

“What do you think happens when that abyss opens?” Mami Taba asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “End times? Demons? Don’t you?”

“I don’t know anything about apocalyptic prophecy. Just Diabolics.”

I stretch a hand out to Almaz’ stack. “Can you toss me a bible?”

“Which one?” she asks.

“Any.”

She picks a yellow softcover and slides it across the table.

Mami Taba says, “This book may be old but the picture isn’t. Someone knows the angel.” She searches the book. “Who checked it out?”

“Does a library keep those kinds of records?” I say.

“Smart ass,” Almaz says, and shoots two middle fingers at me. She gets off her chair and leaves the room.

“Revelations 20:1,” I read aloud from the softcover bible. “‘And I saw a messenger coming down out of heaven having the key of the abyss and a great chain over his hands.’”

Mami Taba plucks a different bible from Almaz’ stack. She finds Revelations and says, “‘And I saw an angel come down from heaven having the key of the bottomless pit and a great chain in hand. And they went up on the breadth of the earth, and compassed the camp of the saints about, and the beloved city: and fire came down from God out of heaven, and devoured them.”

“Delightful,” I say. “I’m not big on prophecy either. This is just an interpretation of John of Patmos’ imagination.”

“Maybe,” she says. “But the demons believe in Abaddon, otherwise why say it?”

“Who’s the ‘they’ that went up on the breadth of the earth?”

“Another angel?”

I look at the picture and try to stretch the scene out, imagining it and what the angel is sitting in front of. “You think this picture was taken in Patmos?”

“I’ve never been to Greece,” she says.

“Me either,” I say. “This just makes me think of Greece. Something about the color of the land and the light.”

“There’s a christian site on Patmos called ‘The Cave of The Apocalypse’,” she says. “It’s where John of Patmos got his visions.”

“Maybe that’s Abaddon?”

“You think this demon is going to get on a plane and fly to Patmos?”

“Wouldn’t that be funny?” I say.

Almaz comes back from her office with a printout. “Nobody has checked that book out since it was donated to New Orleans and I can’t account for someone just pulling it from the shelf to browse,” she says and hands us copies of the printout. “But look who borrowed it while it was in New York’s collection.”

“James LeFleur,” I say.

Mami Taba asks, “The brother?”

“Uh-huh,” Almaz says, “He checked it out every time he was in town.”

“But we don’t know if he took the picture,” I say. “I think it may be from Greece.”

“Patmos Island has a shrine,” Mami Taba says. “It could be from that.”

“James traveled a lot,” Almaz says. She hands us copies of something else. “This is an interoffice system record. It’s made when books are pulled from circulation because another branch wants to borrow a book for a longer period of time than usual. Teresa had it at Orchard Hall for over a year.”

“Maybe it’s her photo,” Mami Taba says.

“She traveled too.”

“No record of what James was working on in New York?” I ask.

“It wasn’t this,” Almaz says. “He was preoccupied with ending the war. I didn’t even know he had an interest in angels.”

“Except for the invocation coins he and Tatiana shared,” I say. “Nobody ever figured out how they got them.”

Almaz asks, “Do you think Teresa’s alive?”

“Returned,” Mami Taba says.

“Orchard Hall burns down,” I say. “It’s her calling card. Burning things.” My eyes pass over the expanse of the modern Library. All the newness can’t hide the memory of the fire, its bad history, and ghosts from me. “Why would she go to Chicago? She didn’t even bother taking a swing at Maman.”

There’s a heavy silence between Mami Taba and Almaz. Someone wants to say something between the two of them. Almaz leaves the table and paces by the window. “Maman’s light is on,” she says and looks at her watch.

“Has she left the house?” Mami Taba asks.

“No. She turns the courtyard lights on when she walks the grounds. This is her usual time of night to wander.”

“Do we tell her about Teresa?” I ask.

“No,” Almaz says. “I’ll let her know when the time's right. Show the grave myself.” She gets on her phone and tells Library security to secure the poison garden and to keep Maman out of it.

“You should tell him,” Mami Taba says to Almaz. “Show it to Martin.”

Almaz gives Mami Taba a stern look.

“Show what?” I ask. “Or is the time not right for you to tell me?”

“Why bring it up?” Almaz says to Mami Taba. “I don’t know what you think he’ll get out of it.” She shakes her head.

“It might explain Teresa’s interest in Chicago,” Mami Taba says.

“Thanks,” Almaz says. “Now we have to show him.”
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Chapter Three
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THE OUTSIDE OF THE new library building is built in a way that keeps you from knowing how many floors of books it has or what it really holds. The old library was a converted antebellum mansion, and you could easily see three stories. The sight line for the new building has the same appearance of height as the old mansion, but if you contemplate the illusion long enough, the top floor is hiding a large windowless space.

We take a secured access only elevator to that floor. The doors open to an exact replica of a hallway inside Orchard Hall that led to the place where Teresa kept the Nephilim head. The damask wallpaper hiding secret angelic language to a vanishing point of a red door is here. We walk to the red door and enter a chamber that looks a hell of a lot like the one Teresa built. The same place where she killed The Hat, interrogated me, and pulled my brain apart, has been reconstructed in painful detail. Like the wallpaper in the hallway, the unusual angelic script is carved into the marble floor and its copper ceiling tiles. All four walls are paneled with the same writing.

“Why?” I ask not expecting an answer I’ll like. “Why build this?”

“In the process of moving the collection from Chicago we took a longer look at this space, this thing Teresa built without anyone’s knowledge,” Almaz says. “It made no sense. The script isn’t a common angelic script. The nature of it, what it’s meant for, is not just a room or a vault. Nobody could interpret it. We couldn’t move the original. So with the new library, Maman saw an opportunity to rebuild it, study it.”

“What do you think it is?” I ask.

“A Ghost Box,” Mami Taba says. “The way it’s put together,” she stretches her arms out and pulls a squared panel off the wall with both hands to show me it’s removable and slides it back into place. “This is a trap to hold supernaturals. It’s what made it such a great vault for Teresa to hold The Head. No one ever thought of using a Ghost Box to keep The Head safe.”

“There’s a ‘but’ coming, right?” I say.

“It doesn’t work,” Almaz says.

I’m about to laugh, but stop myself and say, “Because you can’t catch any ghosts?”

“It’s inert,” Mami Taba says. “Ghost Boxes put out an energy like a lure. This chamber resonates nothing.”

“Then it’s not a ghost box. It’s got to be something else, right?” I say. “Maybe you can make it a permanent exhibit from ‘The Life and Times of Teresa LeFleur’. Rent it out for goth themed weddings.”

“I’m not laughing,” Almaz says.

“I have to laugh,” I say. “I’ve got shitty memories of this chamber of horrors—and here it is.”

“Nevertheless,” Mami Taba says. “Teresa was up to something.”

“She was heavily invested in researching Emile Vipond’s life and work,” Almaz says.

“I don’t know who that is,” I say.

“Do you know the urban legend about a caster able to trap and hold a living angel?”

I nod. “In the late 1700’s, early 1800’s supposedly. Angel got away.”

“Vipond was the caster,” Almaz says. “He’s always been linked to the rumor, but his name is rarely mentioned, mostly to prevent others from trying to duplicate his magic. The playing card system wasn’t widely used back then. He was a caster outside the Library system so we’ve got no records of his proficiency. We think Teresa, inspired by his work, built this Ghost Box to trap angels.”

“And that’s what you’re trying to do here?” I say. “That’s crazy.”

“We’re not trapping angels,” Almaz says. “We’re trying to learn what we can from this.”

“And if you make it work?” I say. “What then?”

“What’s the purpose of this library if not to curate and preserve knowledge?” she says.

“And if the Untethered find out you’ve built this it’s going to undo whatever goodwill we’ve established since returning the Nephilim head to them. Using The Head was a threat to them. What’re they going to say about something that can imprison them?”

“This makes Teresa’s return and Perdition’s mention of Abaddon very problematic,” Mami Taba says. “What was she doing with th—”

“Anytime angels are involved it’s problematic,” I say. “That’s why we want to stay in their favorable graces.”

“We need to find Abaddon’s Key,” Almaz says. “It’s that simple. It’s important to Perdition and that makes it important to us, especially if Teresa is involved.”

“What’s the ‘we’?” I say. “I’m an independent contractor. I already went twelve rounds with her. No mas.”

“You might not even cross paths with her,” Almaz says. “We don’t know for sure this has anything to do with her.”

“Mami Taba thinks it does,” I say.

Almaz says, “Either way, we still need to know what’s going on.”

I give the Ghost Box a once over and say, “My instinct is telling me this thing has bad news written all over it,” I say. “You know? My gut? It’s telling me to stay away.”

“I’m asking for your help,” Almaz says. “Double the fee and expense what you need. You still work for money don’t you?”

“What else would I work for?”

“Friendship,” Mami Taba says.

“Gimme a break,” I say. “What am I supposed to do if I run into her? Ask her to politely return to her grave? But first please hand over the Key of Abaddon?”

“Don’t engage her,” Almaz says. “I’m not looking for a fight. I’m looking for information. Investigate. She’s obviously not interested in the Library because we’re still alive and she’s walking around burning other things.”

Library security calls Almaz. Maman is refusing to leave the poison garden entrance and threatening the guards. Almaz heads for the red door without waiting for my answer, which I take to mean she’s volunteered me for this.

Mami Taba waits for her to leave the Ghost Box and says, “Maman isn’t what she used to be. And as much as Almaz doesn’t let on, she is very much alone in this job.”

“You think she’s in over her head?” I ask.

“We can all use some help now and then,” she says. “She trusts you to handle business in Chicago under her name. And if Teresa is back, Almaz is going to need allies and answers. What’s it going to be, pare’? In or out?”

“I’m only going to consider this because you remind me of my favorite, tita,” I say.

“Lucky us,” she says.

“But I need to make a phone call first,” I say. “She’ll have my answer after that.”
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Chapter Four
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I TAKE MOST OF THE next day to think about getting tangled up in serious Library business again. Going to Las Vegas on the Library’s dime to add a magic book to the collection is about as close to danger as I’ve got into nowadays. Since last year I’ve only pulled my gun once just to let someone know I meant business. It’s been a relatively peaceful living even if the paychecks haven’t been easy to come by. Adam texts me a few times to let me know Duke Carlyle appears to have left New Orleans, no sign of anything like him since the initial bloodbath.

I head over to Exchange Place around sunset because it’s the best time to place this phone call, not only because it’s The Golden Hour in the French Quarter, but because it’s the only time the other party is likely to pick up. I lift the busted receiver off the payphone and listen for a tone. Nothing. You’d think a direct line to angels and devils would be a little more regal. Or that the phone company would remove this because who the hell uses payphones anymore? But in the French Quarter, the ancient, old, and antique are seen as oddly quaint, and easily ignored; mixed in amongst the life of modern New Orleans. Plus the enchantment of it makes it practically invisible to anyone who doesn’t have the correct change to make it work. It’s only people like me who know how to spot the eyesore and see it for what it really is. I slip a New York City subway token gifted to me from Hell into the coin slot.

A female voice says, “Operator.”

“This is for Lady Priscilla,” I say. “I need the Emissary.”

“Reason?”

“It’s a general inquiry,” I say.

“What’s this about?”

“Duke Carlyle.”

“Hold please,” she says.

About a minute of nothing on the line, until my ex-partner and current fixer for Hell’s Lady Priscilla, Fyodor Morozkov aka Fedora aka The Hat, steps out from the cigar store behind me. He’s well tailored in a dark grayish-blue, bespoke suit, waist coat, dark brown fedora, and expensive looking oxblood shoes to fit his six foot seven frame.

I put the phone back on the receiver. “Nice hat, Hat.”

He removes it to fiddle with the brim in his hand and crinkles his nose up to breathe The Dark Easy twilight. “I miss that smell. Jasmine.”

“You lose your dog?” I ask.

He turns back to the door he just came out of. “Cigars?” he asks.

“You buying or need money?”

“What’s money?” he says. “What do you want?”

“Dealer’s choice,” I say. “But don’t go cheap on me.”

I take a chair from a table outside the cigar shop and watch The Hat make extra chatty with the lady at the counter for longer than he needs to. I get
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