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For Bradbury and Serling, who taught me so much about the magical art of storytelling.


BOOK HAVEN

Article from the Columbia, South Carolina online news source, The State:

Three weeks have passed since the event which has come to be known around the world as “the Wipe”, and authorities are still no closer to determining who is responsible for creating the virus that deleted the digital files of all fictional works of literature from every online database. The virus was insidiously designed to erase all downloaded copies, and the world’s leading computer experts have been unsuccessful at recovering any of the files.

In a press conference held yesterday in front of the White House, President Bachman said, “This is a clear-cut case of cyber terrorism. The virus targeted only literature files, which is a great blow to both art and history, but the ramifications of this are even more terrifying. What would stop these terrorists from targeting medical records or classified military documents or birth certificates or personal financial information? It is imperative that we make discovering and apprehending those responsible for this heinous act a top priority.”

Since the production of physical books was discontinued nearly a century ago, printed volumes have become obsolete relics relegated to museums. The price of physical books on the secondhand market have skyrocketed following the Wipe.

During his press conference on the matter, the president also confirmed that the Senate is forming a subcommittee to formulate a plan to deal with the literary crisis here at home while the U.S. government communicates with other world leaders to coordinate efforts. Unconfirmed rumors speculate that several facilities all over the country will be formed to focus on the problem, including one right here in Columbia, South Carolina . . . 


THE LIBRARY

THE RAIN SPLATTERED down from the gray clouds, languid and dispirited, as if to match Paul Nelson’s mood.

He pulled the car into the parking lot of the Library just as his cell chirped in his ear. He knew who the caller was without checking the display on the dash; he let it go to voicemail. A warning light informed him the car was running low on juice, so he parked in one of the recharging spaces, knowing the engine would be topped off by the time he left work. One of the perks of having a government job was that he didn’t have to pay for the electricity.

And on days like this, he needed to remind himself the job did come with perks. It wasn’t all gloom and disappointment.

Just keep telling yourself that until you finally start to believe it.

With a sigh, Paul cut the engine and sat in silence, staring through the windshield at the squat, gray, rectangular building where he worked. The nondescript, industrial architecture of a government facility. The official name for the facility was the Southeastern Institute for Acquisition and Restoration of Literature, but everyone always called it the Library. Succinct, both appropriate and sadly ironic at the same time.

The rain became a downpour, as if trying to dissuade Paul from getting out of the car and going inside. Weary, he wished he could just go home, but it wasn’t an option. He still had his duties.

Paul grabbed his satchel from the passenger’s seat, slipped out of the car, and sprinted to the building. Though the distance was only a few feet, the heavy shower drenched him by the time he reached the door. He stepped into the vestibule, dripping onto the threadbare carpet. He shook himself off and took a steadying breath before walking through the large, open area, which made up most of the building.

The space was divided up into twenty-four cubicles, a dozen on each side with an aisle running down the center to the offices at the back. He could feel eyes tracking him from the open doorways of the cubicles, but he hoped his gruff expression and purposeful walk would discourage anyone from speaking to him.

The door to Alison Wyatt’s office was shut, for which Paul was grateful. She’d been calling and messaging him for the past half hour, and he just wasn’t in the mood to talk to her. Not yet. Someone in the office was sure to let her know Paul had returned, but maybe he could sneak in a few more minutes of peace before having to endure her third degree.

But this wasn’t to be. While still several steps from his office, he spotted Alison emerging from the restroom to the right. She called his name and started his way, but he pretended not to hear and hurried into his office, closing the door behind him. Chances were slim this would deter Alison, but he could always hope.

***

Alison stopped abruptly when Paul went into his office and shut the door. She knew he’d seen her, and she knew he’d heard her. This combined with his radio silence since the auction ended did not bode well. She considered giving him a little time to sulk but then thought better of it. They had a job to do, and when setbacks were encountered, it was even more important to rally.

A few quick strides brought her to the office door. She raised her hand to knock, stopped herself, and instead twisted the knob to let herself in. She saw Paul dropping into the chair behind his desk, and at the sight of her, he let a shuddering breath escape his lips. The very sound of exasperation.

“Come in,” he said with a sarcastic lilt.

Alison ignored his tone. Two could play at that game. “So,” she said, closing the door and taking the empty chair across the desk from him. “I take it you were not successful in procuring the copy of Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe at the auction?”

Paul’s expression gave her the answer before he spoke. “I didn’t even get a chance to bid.”

“What? I thought the Subcommittee had authorized you to spend up to five thousand dollars?”

“They did, and the first bid was fifteen thousand.”

Alison whistled softly. “That’s a serious private collector with some deep pockets. Anyone we know?”

“Never saw him before. Couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old, but he wore an ill-fitting suit and looked damn uncomfortable in it. Like a kid wearing his father’s clothes.”

Alison leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, intrigued. “Do we know who he was representing?”

“I checked the registration roster, and it had him listed as Bo Havisham from something called LitCorp. I got on the ‘net but couldn’t find anything on him or the company. Nothing.”

“Hmm, so it seems we have a new player in town.”

“And one who, as you said, has some pretty deep pockets.”

Alison remained silent, deciding whether she wanted to continue. Paul had seemed depressed for months now, and today’s failure only made it worse. Perhaps she should let sleeping dogs lie, as the old saying went.

No! Damn it, you’re not his mother. You shouldn’t have to coddle him. He’s a professional, so he needs to suck it up and move forward. It’s your job as his assistant to keep him on track.

“Paul, I know you’re feeling let down, and I hate to add to your disappointment . . . ”

“Let me guess, you have another bit of bad news for me?”

“More than one, actually.”

***

Paul groaned and grasped the edge of his desk, bracing himself for the next blow. He didn’t need more bad news, not with his mood already darker than the rainclouds outside. Some things couldn’t be avoided though.

“What is it?”

“Well,” Alison said in her typical dispassionate tone, “I’ll start with the biggie. You remember Evelyn Mills?”

Of course Paul remembered Ms. Mills—an old woman with a complete set of Oz books in her possession, which she said had belonged to her great-grandmother. He’d spoken to her only yesterday.

“What about her?” he asked, a dread settling over him like ashes.

“She contacted me while you were out and said she’s no longer willing to sell.”

Paul slammed his open palms onto the desktop, causing Alison to flinch. “I don’t believe it; this was nearly a done deal. We were negotiating the price.”

“She said she just couldn’t part with such a precious family heirloom.”

“Precious? Half of them were mildewing in the basement, and the other half had decorative plates sitting on top of them in a china cabinet.”

“I suspect there’s more to it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because we were doing a video chat, and I couldn’t help but notice she wore what looked like a brand new pair of diamond earrings and a matching choker. Seems unlikely a woman on a fixed income like Ms. Mills would be able to afford that type of extravagant jewelry.”

“Could be fakes?”

“Could be, or it could be—”

“Book Hounds,” Paul spat.

“That would be my guess. They made her a better offer.”

Paul slapped the desk again, heedless of the stinging in his hands. Book Hounds had become the bane of his professional existence, and to think he’d once considered them beneath his concern. When the Libraries had first been founded by the Senate Subcommittee for Literary Reconstruction, little competition had existed, and resources had been ample. However, times had changed in the two years since the Wipe, and Book Hounds now considered the Libraries beneath their concern.

“I’ve got to schedule a meeting with Senator Kelley again to talk about our budget.”

Alison sighed. “Seriously, you never make any headway with him. I don’t know why you want to keep beating your head against that particular brick wall.”

“I’ve got to make him understand as long as they keep slashing our acquisitions budget then we’re going to keep losing books. If they approve me to spend two thousand dollars on an acquisition, the Book Hounds sneak in and offer two thousand one hundred and steal it right from under us. Then they turn around and sell it to a private collector for five thousand dollars and make a hefty profit. There’s no way we can win in that dynamic.”

“Paul, I think Senator Kelley and the entire subcommittee understands that, but they see the restoration department as being more cost effective.”

Paul grimaced as if he’d just tasted something sour. “Restoration was only ever supposed to be a temporary stop-gap measure; the Libraries were founded with acquisition as their main goal.”

“Times have changed,” she said, mimicking his earlier thoughts. “Restoration is much cheaper than acquisition.”

“Well, you get what you pay for. A bunch of people sitting around trying to recreate the world’s literature from memory, you’re only ever going to get pale imitations, no matter how many PhDs you have working at it.”

“Speaking of which . . . ”

Paul groaned again and leaned back in his seat. On days like this, he wanted to dig a hole in the earth, crawl inside, and shovel the dirt on top of himself. That wasn’t an option though. He had taken this job, and they paid him well for it. Reasonably well, anyway, though lately it didn’t seem like nearly enough.

“What’s the problem?” he said, deciding that he’d had enough self-pity for the day. Tackling problems he could actually deal with usually made him feel better, less impotent.

“While you were out, I had a few manuscripts turned in,” Alison said, tapping the screen of her tablet. “I skimmed through them, and there are a couple of issues.”

“Lay it on me.”

“Susie Langley just finished The Firm by John Grisham, but I think she may have mixed up the plots of several of his books and combined them into one. However, I’m not familiar enough with his work to know for sure.”

Paul shrugged. “From what I remember of his books, people aren’t likely to notice, but I’ll take a look at it, see if I can untangle the threads.”

“Well, that’s the least of our worries.”

“What do you mean?”

“Jasper Phillips turned in his first draft for Romeo and Juliet.”

“Jasper is one of our most talented restoration artists. What’s wrong with the manuscript?”

“Well, he has Juliet waking up just before Romeo drinks the poison, and they run off together to live happily ever after.”

Paul’s frown deepened to the point where he thought the corners of his mouth must be hanging off his face. “He actually thinks that’s the way the play ended?”

“No, he knows the play was a tragedy, but he said while we were restoring literature we might as well try improving it as well.”

“What?”

“Oh yes, and he gave me a whole list of other books he thought we could improve. I’ll tell you, after perusing his list, his idea of improvement seems to be taking anything with an unhappy ending and giving it a happy one.”

“Did Joel have anything to say about it? He’s Mr. By-the-Book, pardon the pun.”

“You know J.J. They have each other’s backs even if one of them is blatantly in the wrong.”

“Great. I’ll have a talk with Jasper. In the meantime—”

“Only assign him stories where the original already has a happy ending? Way ahead of you.”

“You’re a godsend, Alison,” Paul said, and he meant it. As much as the woman’s fastidiousness sometimes annoyed him, he would be lost without her.

“That’s why they pay me the medium bucks.”

“You really should be doing my job.”

Alison laughed, but the sound was perfunctory. “No thanks. I think the stress would be a bit too much.”

“Yeah, you and me both.”

She stood and headed from the office, pausing at the threshold. “By the way, a FedEx package arrived from Greg Nylon.”

“Awesome. What did we get?”

“He shipped us an illustrated edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in fairly decent shape. I’ve already catalogued it, scanned it into the system, and placed the physical copy into the vault.”

“Thanks. Don’t suppose he included any kind of progress report, did he?”

“Nope, just the book.” As she left the office, she called over her shoulder, “I’ve forwarded you all the manuscripts turned in while you were gone as well as Jasper’s list.”

Paul pulled his tablet from his satchel and booted up the system to get some work done. Instead of opening the folder for “Restorations”, however, he tapped on the one labeled “Acquisitions”. The brevity of the files saddened him, but he refused to dwell. At least one more title had been added to it.

He tapped on the file for the Lewis Carroll novel, opening the scanned document. The title page seemed to be missing, but scrolling through the rest of the manuscript, he was happy to see the story itself intact and the text relatively clean and legible. The illustrations were a bit fuzzy, but once the book was transferred into a digital file, these would be removed anyway.

Paul couldn’t turn his thoughts away from Greg Nylon. He supervised the Acquisitions Department, and a week and a half ago, he’d gone on what he called a “scavenging mission”, tracking down leads on some children’s literature he’d been told were on display in a museum in the Upstate of South Carolina. Paul hadn’t heard from him since he’d left, and this copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was the first evidence he’d seen that Greg’s leads had born any fruit.

He placed the tablet on his desk, reached up to the small plastic bulb in his right ear and tapped it twice, opening a line. He enunciated, “Call Greg N.” A few beeps followed, and then came the purring ring that seemed to emanate from inside his head.

After four rings, Paul started thinking he was going to get Greg’s voicemail, but halfway through the fifth ring, static crackled on the line followed by the roaring whoosh of a wind tunnel and the sound of heavy breathing.

“Greg?” Paul said.

At first, there was no response except for the wind and the panting, but then a single strained word. “Willie . . . ?”

Willie. Greg’s nickname for Paul, based on the fact that his boss shared the same last name as some archaic singer Greg liked. No one else ever called him that.

“Greg, what are you doing? Running a marathon?”

No answer, but underneath the wind, Paul thought he detected the faint sound of other voices, though he couldn’t make out any words. Greg spoke again, but his voice was lost in a burst of static. Paul thought he heard the words “in danger”, but he couldn’t be sure. Before he could respond, the line went dead, just a dull buzzing in his ear.

Frowning, Paul reset the line and tried calling again, but this time, it went straight to voicemail. The next two times, he got the same result.

Tendrils of unease wound around Paul’s chest, squeezing tight. He briefly considered contacting the authorities, but the voice of reason spoke up in his head, sounding remarkably like Alison.

Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve known Greg for years, which means you know he does things his own way. He often goes incommunicado for weeks at a time while he’s out on scavenging missions, and it wouldn’t be the first time he forgot to charge his cell. That’s probably all that happened; his cell was dying just as you called. That would explain all the static. He’ll be in touch when he’s ready, just like always.

All that made sense, of course. Last spring, Greg had disappeared for almost three weeks, finally showing back up at the office with a tan, saying he’d been scouring for books at Myrtle Beach. Paul would probably have been a lot angrier if the man hadn’t returned with the complete Boxcar Children series.

Trying to put the incident out of his mind, Paul picked up his tablet to get to work going through the file for The Firm, but he kept hearing the last two words he thought he’d made out from Greg.

. . . in danger . . .


LATE NIGHT PHONE CALLS

“CAN YOU BELIEVE the nerve of that prick?” Jasper said as he paced back and forth at the foot of the bed.

Joel rinsed, spit, then flipped off the bathroom light as he stepped back into the bedroom. “Honey, let it go.”

“Let it go? Let it go, you say! You weren’t the one dragged into Mr. Nelson’s office and lambasted all because you were thinking outside the box.”

“We’re not paid to think outside the box.”

“That’s dreck, Joel. We’re supposed to be giving the world good literature to read, and that’s what I’m trying to do.”

“I know, but you can’t go and change the endings to books simply because you don’t like them.”

“Why not? Everything from dish detergent to anti-virus software is constantly releasing ‘New and Improved’ versions. If I can make it better, why not?”

Joel walked over to his husband and grabbed his shoulders, forcing him to stop pacing. “I think you’ve got too much pent-up creativity, that’s all. If you asked Mr. Nelson, I’m sure he’d grant you some time off to finish Down by the Waterside.”

Jasper’s expression hardened, his eyes squinting as his lips pulled down into a slight frown. He jerked out of Joel’s grasp and stalked across the room. “I’m going to get a snack before bed,” he said as he stormed into the hallway, closing the door behind him with a tad too much force.

With a sigh, Joel crawled into bed, grabbing his tablet from the nightstand so he could work on his restoration of The Sound and the Fury. He’d only brought up Jasper’s novel-in-progress to be encouraging, but he realized now it’d been a mistake.

Joel and Jasper had first met when they were in the postgraduate program at the University of South Carolina—quickly becoming inseparable and earning the collective nickname of J.J.—and even then, Jasper had been dreaming of penning the Great American Novel. A walking cliché, some might say, but his passion had been effusive and infectious and was one of the reasons Joel had fallen in love with the man.

They’d married just after earning their degrees in English Lit, and Jasper had spent the next three years working on Down by the Waterside. Even with Joel, he was secretive about the project, preferring not to let anyone read any of it while the manuscript was in progress. Joel wasn’t even entirely sure of the plot.

Joel had known plenty of writers at university, most of which had found great joy in the act of writing. Not Jasper. Writing seemed a chore for him, one that left him frustrated and depressed. Joel knew this was because of Jasper’s perfectionist nature; he often beat himself up for perceived self-failings which existed solely in his head.

The night of their third anniversary, Jasper had gotten drunk and confessed that all he had to show for these years of work were four pitiful chapters, a total of seventy-five pages. He said he continued going back through these chapters to get them just right, but he always found something worth tweaking, polishing, but still found the prose lacking.

Then the Wipe occurred.

When Joel volunteered for the restoration program, Jasper had eagerly joined him, throwing himself into the work with an abandon that bordered on joyous. Joel suspected his husband was secretly relieved to have this distraction from his own crumbling literary aspirations. It had been months since Jasper had even mentioned the novel.

Then Joel had gone and brought it up when Jasper was already upset. Not exactly his most sensitive move.

He placed the tablet back on the counter and got out of bed. First rule of a successful marriage, according to his mother, was knowing when to admit you were wrong.

Joel started down the hall toward the front of the house, thinking of different ways to apologize beyond a simple “I’m sorry.” Tomorrow was Saturday, so perhaps he’d get up early and make a huge breakfast of waffles, pancakes, and sausage and serve Jasper in bed. Of course, there were other things he could do in bed to smooth things over.

As he turned into the dining room, through which one reached the kitchen, his pace faltered. He heard murmuring through the kitchen’s swinging door, and he crept up to it on bare feet, moving slowly and carefully so none of the floorboards would creak beneath him. At the door, he paused, leaning his head close.

Jasper was talking all right, his voice low but audible. Presumably on his cell. Joel leaned closer until his ear almost touched the door itself, listening to his husband’s side of this whispered conversation.

“No, I already told you, Joel doesn’t know a thing. I don’t want to bring him in on this because I don’t think he’d understand what we want to accomplish. They don’t call him Mr. By-the-Book down at the office for nothing, you know. Yes, I’m trying, but that damn Nelson blocks me every step of the way, and the Wyatt bitch backs his every play. I’m telling you, we need them out of the picture if we’re ever going to make any progress.”

Biting his lip, Joel slowly backed away from the door, practically tiptoeing until he reached the hall, then scurried back to the bedroom. He turned out the light and crawled under the covers, and when Jasper returned a few minutes later and called his name softly, he didn’t respond, feigning sleep.

He felt the mattress shift as Jasper crawled in next to him, and within moments, he heard his husband’s distinctive rattling snore. Joel opened his eyes and stared into the darkness, his mind whirring. This wasn’t the first clandestine phone call he’d accidentally overheard in the past month. Jasper thought he was being sneaky, but he was no secret agent.

At first, Joel had entertained the notion that Jasper was cheating on him, but it quickly became clear this had something to do with work, with Mr. Nelson and Ms. Wyatt. What was this about, though, and who was Jasper talking with? A quick peek at Jasper’s tablet and the call history would answer his questions, but Joel felt ashamed at the mere thought of invading Jasper’s privacy.

The second rule for a successful marriage, Joel’s mother had imparted to him, was never to keep secrets from one another.

Well Mom, Joel thought as he closed his eyes, that rule has already been broken in this house, so where do we go from here?

***

As midnight approached, Paul sat up in bed with a book opened on his lap.

Not a digital book on his tablet but an honest-to-goodness print book made from paper and cloth. Great Expectations by Charles Dickens. A hardcover with stained yellow pages, a cracked spine, and loose binding. In fact, several pages had fallen out and were stuffed back into place. The book had been in his family for at least five generations, the name of his great-great-grandfather scrawled on the inside cover in faded ink.

Paul had read the novel several times, and usually when he pulled it out of the safe, it wasn’t to re-familiarize himself with a story he practically knew by heart—he would have done the restoration himself if that wouldn’t have seemed odd; instead he’d assigned it to Joel, who had done an acceptable, albeit clumsy, job. No, he brought out Great Expectations so he could feel it in his hands, breathe in the musty aroma, hear the sound of the brittle pages like dried leaves scraping along pavement. A totally immersive sensory experience. Sometimes he entertained the silly notion of licking the book, imagining it would taste of exotic spices.

The only person who knew he had the book was Greg. At last year’s Christmas party, feeling slightly tipsy and forlorn, Paul had mentioned it to the other man, but luckily Greg had proven capable of keeping a secret. Not that Paul was doing anything illegal, but the head of the Southeastern Library withholding a book certainly wouldn’t look good and could conceivably lead to a reprimand from the subcommittee.

Paul had considered turning the novel in many times, but if he did, it would become the property of the United States government. It would be scanned and then locked away in the vault with the other print books his team had managed to procure over the years. Then he’d never be able to touch or smell it again, not to mention losing a touchstone to his ancestry.

At the bottom of it all, childish as it was, he simply didn’t want to. 

Paul read the final line of Great Expectations, which never failed to give him chills, and closed the book. He mused how this novel could be used by Jasper Phillips to prove some kind of point since Dickens’ original ending had been much more downbeat. The difference, of course, was that the author himself had chosen to alter the ending of the story prior to publication, and the original ending only became known when it was included as a footnote in John Forster’s biography The Life of Charles Dickens.

Paul raised the book to his face and inhaled deeply. He imagined he could smell not only the history of the physical book but the history of the story itself. That part of the perfume was Dickens’ sweat, the scent of the parchment on which he wrote, the ink which soaked into the pages to create the words that’d survived centuries.

At least until the Wipe.

Yet the words did survive, right here in Paul’s hands.

He swung his legs out of the bed and walked across the room to the framed print of van Gogh’s The Starry Night. The painting actually swung out and away from the wall on a hidden hinge to reveal a small wall safe. He pressed his thumb against the safe’s scanner, a green light glowing as it read his fingerprint. A minute click as the lock disengaged. After sliding the copy of Great Expectations into a clear plastic sleeve and sealing it, he placed the book into the safe and closed the steel door.

Just as he swung the painting back into place, his tablet chirped from the foot of the bed, the distinctive tone alerting him to an incoming call. He hurried over, glancing at the screen at the number on the display. He didn’t recognize it, but the area code was for the Upstate area. Greg’s last known location.

Instead of grabbing his earpiece off the dresser, he simply swiped his finger across the screen to answer the call on speaker.

“Hello.”

“Yes, is this Mr. Paul Nelson?”

“It is. To whom am I speaking?”

“My name is Bryant Stevens. I’m the Sheriff in Greer, South Carolina.”

Paul’s mouth became dry, his palms sweating. He tried speaking but only managed a dry coughing sound. Paul cleared his throat. “Uh, what can I do for you, Sheriff?”

“Are you the employer of a Gregory Nylon?”

A chill spread over every inch of Paul’s skin, and he sank down onto the bed. “Yes, I am.”

“When was the last time you spoke with Mr. Nylon?”

“Well, I called him just this afternoon.”

“You spoke to him? What did he say?”

“Not much actually. We had a bad connection, and the call dropped. I wasn’t able to get back in touch with him after that.”

“Was there any indication of where he might be?”

“I’m sorry, Sheriff, but what is this about?”

A pause on the other line. “You see, Mr. Nelson, a Honda Furia was reported abandoned at Greer City Park earlier today. I ran the license plate and found it was registered to Gregory Nylon and upon investigation found his wallet and some other personal items inside the car.”

“What makes you think the car was abandoned?”

“According to the report filed this afternoon, the car has been parked there for nine days.”

Nine days? Paul did some quick calculations and realized this meant the car would have been left at Greer City Park on the same day Greg first arrived in the town, which didn’t make any sense.

“Sheriff, my office also received a package from him today, so he can’t have been missing for that long.”

“That is curious. We ran a check with local motels and did find that a Greg Nylon registered at a Super 8 last Thursday, paying in advance for five days, but no one at the motel ever saw him again after that, and a search of his room turned up no evidence of him staying there at all.”

Paul rubbed furiously at his temples, as if he could force all of this information to come together and form a coherent picture, but he had no luck.

“Mr. Nelson,” the sheriff said, his voice tinny through the tablet speaker, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m afraid something may have happened to your employee.”

***

Alison had fallen asleep on the sofa while watching Gone Girl on the TV wall. She loved old films, especially those based on classic literature. However, she recognized these adaptations were dangerous in her current line of work. Earlier in the year, one of the restoration artists had turned in a manuscript for Frankenstein, which demonstrated he only had a working knowledge of the early film versions, which varied greatly from the source material. 

She’d been musing on this as she drifted off, a half-finished glass of red wine on the coffee table and the bulb for her cell phone still nestled in her ear. The gentle vibrating purr in her ear woke her from a dream of flat-headed monsters with bolts coming out of their necks for no reason.

Stretching languidly, she said aloud, “Mute,” silencing the sound on the television. As she sat up, she tapped the ear-bulb once to answer the call. “Hello,” she muttered, stifling a yawn.

“Alison, I’m sorry to wake you.”

“Paul? What time is it?”

“Half-past midnight. I should have waited until tomorrow, I know, but I have to tell you that I’ll be out of the office next week, and I’m going to need you to run things in my absence.”

“Is everything okay? Some kind of family emergency?”

“No, it’s just . . . well, Greg appears to be missing.”

Alison rubbed at her eyes, wiping away the grit her grandmother had always called “sleep dust”, wondering if she might have woken from one dream into another. “What do you mean, missing?”

“I don’t have all the details. Hell, I don’t have any details. I’m heading to Greer first thing in the morning, or later this morning to be exact, to meet with the sheriff. I’ll contact you as soon as I have more information.”

“Greer? Is that the little town with the water tower shaped like a giant peach?”

“No, you’re thinking about Gaffney. Greer is between Spartanburg and Greenville.”

“Oh,” she said. The location of Greer wasn’t terribly important, but what else could she say? “How long will you be there?”

“I don’t know. It depends on what I can turn up. Sheriff Stevens thinks it’ll benefit the investigation if he has someone who knows Greg helping him out.”

“Investigation? I’m having trouble wrapping my brain around this.”

“You and me both. Again, I’m sorry about waking you. The Library is in your hands; I know you’ll handle things fine while I’m gone. If anyone asks, say I came down with the flu. I don’t want word about this getting around until we have something more concrete.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep it quiet.”

“Thanks, Alison. I don’t tell you enough, but I couldn’t do this job without you.”

She found herself speechless. She and Paul sometimes had a contentious relationship, though it was clear they both harbored respect for one another, but such a bald compliment was rare.

“I’ll call you when I have news,” Paul said. The line went dead.

Alison removed the bulb from her ear and set it down beside her wine glass, which she picked up and brought to her lips. She still felt half-asleep, processing the conversation.

Greg Nylon . . . missing. He was known around the office for disappearing without a word for small stretches of time, his friendship with Paul, as well as his success rate at procuring print books—the only things keeping him from finding himself unemployed. So if Paul was worried, and the authorities in Greer were involved, this must be something other than his usual vanishing act.

This must be serious.


WELCOME TO GREER

PAUL WALKED INTO the police station and stepped up to the counter. A pretty blonde with her hair pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck offered him a polite smile. “How may I help you, sir?”

“I’m looking for the sheriff. My name is—”

“Paul Nelson?” said a voice to the left. A tall, lanky man with ebony skin and a bald cranium stood in the doorway of an office behind the counter. No more than thirty, he looked smart in his neatly pressed uniform, gold badge gleaming under the overhead fluorescents.

“Sheriff Stevens, I presume?”

“In the flesh.” The man came over to the counter and opened a small door to the right. “Pleased to meet you.”

Paul shook the man’s hand, noting his firm grip though not aggressively so. “Well, I wish I could say this was a pleasure, but—”

“Of  course. Would you like a cup of java?”

Paul was not in the mood for pleasantries or bitter precinct coffee, so he smiled tightly and said, “If it’s all the same to you, can I see the car?”

“Sure. Follow me.”

Sheriff Stevens led him down a hallway past other offices and a short corridor blocked by a barred door, which Paul assumed led to the holding cells. Stevens talked as they walked.

“We had the car towed in this morning and placed it in our impound lot out back.”

“Who reported it, if I can ask?”

“Some folks who live across the street from the park. Noticed the same car there for several days, including overnight, and finally decided to call it in.”

“Do they remember seeing him at all?”

“No. We did find a groundskeeper who thought he might recollect seeing someone get out of that car sometime last week, though he wasn’t sure of the day, and when we showed him the picture on Mr. Nylon’s license, he said he couldn’t be sure of that either.”

They’d reached a large, metal door at the end of the hall. Stevens pushed down on the crash bar and led Paul out into a cement-paved courtyard, surrounded by a chain-link fence on three sides, razor-wire strung along the top. Half a dozen cars were parked inside the fence, but Paul’s gaze zeroed in on Greg’s burnt-orange Furia.

Not waiting for the sheriff, Paul hurried over to the car. There was the ding in the driver’s side door where Greg had once opened it onto a fence post and the cracked rearview mirror he’d never bothered to replace. Trailing around to the back of the car, Paul saw the familiar bumper sticker: “ALL THE WORLD’S HISTORY CAN BE FOUND IN BOOKS!”

“This is Greg’s car, all right,” Paul said softly. He’d been hoping it wouldn’t be and that this would all prove to be some mistake.

Stevens stood a few feet away, as if he understood Paul needed some space to let this all sink in. Before, it had been theoretical; actually seeing and running his fingers along the car made it real.

Paul placed his hands on the dusty trunk of the car and envisioned Greg’s easy smile; the disheveled hair seemed incapable of being tamed. Paul didn’t often think in such grammar school terms, but he supposed if he had a best friend, it would be Greg. His devil-may-care attitude was a great counterpoint to Paul’s often pathological seriousness. Paul couldn’t imagine life without him.

Stop being melodramatic. He’s not dead. Sure, this is all strange as hell, but keep in mind he mailed you a book earlier in the week, and you talked to him just yesterday. Sort of.

“You said his wallet was in the car?” Paul asked.

Stevens nodded. “Yes, in the glove compartment, along with the key-fob for the car.”

“The key-fob was inside the car?”

“Yes, it was.”

“Why would he do that?”

Stevens didn’t answer.

Paul opened the driver’s side door and was about to climb inside when he paused. “Is this okay?” he asked the sheriff.

“Sure. We already scanned for fingerprints.”

“And?”

“Only prints in the vehicle match the ones we found for Mr. Nylon in the federal registry.”
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