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“So, Sarpati.  What do you have for me today?” 


Lucifer sat with his back against a highly polished rosewood desk with his clawed feet on a credenza, gazing out the window.  He didn’t bother to look at the newest addition to his growing staff.  He was more interested in the newest species of dock workers hauling cargo from passing freighters. 


They were a colorful variety; some still evolving from the old Neanderthal pedigrees, using the smaller versions of brontosaurs who’d managed to survive the ice-age disaster to haul cargo for them. And some who’d just appeared one day in a practical application -— small and wiry for speed, large head capacity for brain power and eyes as large as saucers for better night vision.   


He was interested in all of God’s creatures.  Some had already joined his organization; others were still working for the enemy.  He had to figure a way to win them over. He glanced over the piers to the Pishone River which fed into the Gulf, and beyond to the heavens. 


“Hey, Luce . . . er, Mr. Lucifer, Sir. How do you like your new office?” The snake replied, with a question of his own, looking and hissing approval at his boss’ new digs.


“Well, it ain’t paradise, but, it’s home. It’s nice being an entrepreneur.  No one can tell me what to do anymore.”  He yelled through the open French-style windows and into the clouds.  “Did you hear that God?”  


A distant blast of thunder seemed to answer his question. 


In reply, Mr. Lucifer snatched his name plate, which read, ‘Mephistopheles S. Lucifer, President Local 666,' and threw it out the window.  It boomeranged from a sudden wind surge and crashed back down on his desk scattering a stack of union applications.


“Damn,” he said.  “Just because I tried to organize his obstinate angels for him, he fires me.  Throws me out like yesterday’s news.”  His booming voice knocked Sarpati onto the floor.  “Fine way to treat a dedicated employee.”


For the short time Sarpati had been in the employ of God’s one and only fallen angel, the constant bantering back and forth never ceased to amaze him. It provided him -- who’d never been in the good graces of the man upstairs anyhow -- with constant entertainment.   Here, he had an opportunity for success beyond his wildest imagination and he wasn’t about to let it slip through his fingers.  So, he would cheer on his employer with a, “Go get him, Mr. Luce.” and a “Right on, boss.”  Then, they’d sip on some elderberry wine and smoke cigars.  This time; however, was different. 


Lucifer slowly turned in his swivel chair with a sardonic smile and said, “Got a job for you.”


The serpent crawled back onto his chair and faced the gaunt mask with high-cheekbones and dark, pooled eyes.  Sarpati’s tongue slid -- in and out -- in and out, as he leered, eyes narrowing down to little slits.


“What’s the job, boss?”  His small front legs rubbed against each other, and his lean, long green body squirmed in anticipation.


“You know the new couple in Eden?”


“You mean the ones with two legs?  The ones called ‘humans?’”


“Yeee–es.” 


“The ones with more hair on their heads than on the rest of ‘em?”


“Grrrr–-yessssss.” 


Sarpati liked to play and he hardly noticed the waning patience of Lucifer.


“What, Adam and Eve?”  He was on a roll.


Lucifer cut through him like a knife slicing a piece of choice Grade-A meat.


“I want them.”


“Hey, man.  I don’t know.”  Sarpati whined.  “The Head Honcho made them.  They’re pretty happy where they are.” 


“The who?” Lucifer glared.  “The head . . . who?” A smoked-filled flame blew from his nostrils, threatening to burn the snake to a wrinkled crisp.  


Sarpati hadn’t anticipated the wrath of Hell on his head.  His rubbery textured skin felt prickly, like it did when one of those dumb angels was close.  He had a bad feeling about interfering with God’s newest creations, but felt a more immediate threat -- even foreboding -- if he crossed his boss.  


“All the better. I want you . . .” Lucifer said, losing all pretense of composure, “to get them for me.”  He grabbed Sarpati by his long winding neck, and threatened to throttle him.


“How?”  The snake hissed trying to catch his breath.


“That, my dear employee, is up to you.  You have exactly two days.”


With a demonic roar, Lucifer picked up Sarpati by his tail and hurled him out of his office.  He bounced off the wall and 

onto the floor, gathered himself together, and scurried as quickly as he could down the stairs and onto the wharf.


The snake rested by the river, nursing his wounds and shedding some skin, waiting to catch a passing freighter on its way to Eden.  As he basked in the beautiful sun created by his employer’s main business rival, he saw giant tentacles forming from Lucifer’s head, reaching out from the third story window into the sky, momentarily blocking the solar warmth.  The demonic roar served as a reminder about his task, but he wondered just what his boss was up to, now. 


Continuing to sun himself, he looked over the blue-green water at the approaching vessel.  So, Sarpi, he thought, pleased with the nickname he’d coined for himself, how do I get them to work for the Boss?  They have a beautiful garden, plenty of food, and shelter.  What don’t they have?  He scratched a particularly itchy spot on his back by rolling over and sliding up and down and continued pondering the question. 


The freighter pulled into dock and cargos of supplies appeared as if by magic.


“Sending more trees out to Eden Island,” one of God’s crewmen said.  He had a broad head, pin-pointy eye, wide nostrils and a ‘I’d rather be drinking’ attitude.  



“What’s the route?” his mate asked, anxious to get the details out of the way, so he could join his supervisor in a beer.


His superior scowled.  “Down the Pishone River past Havilah.  Then, we catch the Gihon up to the Tigress and reach Eden in three hours.”


“What’s on Eden?”


“A garden paradise for a new species called ‘humans’ the boss just created.  We’re delivering a shipment of a special variety of apple tree which God’s using as a learning tool for these new creatures.  It’s still in the experimental stage so –- hands off.  We don’t touch the tree.  Orders.”


“Experimental . . . eh?” His mate asked. “What does this one do?”  He pointed to a tree being hauled on the deck.


“Oh, that’s the Tree of Mathematics.”


“Math . . . e . . . what?”  he shook his furry face and shrugged bony shoulders that connected arms nearly the length of his entire body.


“Don’t ask me.  I don’t know.  I just know we don’t touch the apple trees.”


 “Okay, okay.  They’re probably wormy apples anyway,” the other man replied.


“Yeah, yeah,” his supervisor said.  “Maybe on the way back we can stop in Havilah.  You’ll love the city.  Paved with gold.  We can catch the ‘Neanderthal Ladies’ act, at the Midas Touch Cabaret.  Their voices drifted off as they dragged the trees down into the cargo hold.



Sarpati picked up his scaly head and suddenly knew what he had to do.  Aha . . . that’s the key.  Knowledge. . . the tree.  

I’ll bet they’ll want to know stuff.  With that, Sarpati slithered into a crate of oranges and feeling smug, coiled himself up into a ball and took a nap.  He didn’t even wake up when the crate was carried onto the ship.


Four hours later, while supplies were being unloaded onto the docks in Eden, Sarpati made his own exit from the freighter. 

* * * 


There were trees of all varieties scattered throughout Paradise Gardens, but the fruit trees were the most outstanding.  One stood apart from all the rest; its apples, big, red and luscious looking, hanging off its branches like trophies of achievement.  It was the cornerstone of the garden -- the granddaddy of them all.  


Each apple was labeled with a skill; ‘literature by up-and-coming authors of the next few centuries,’ ‘writing techniques throughout the coming ages,’ ‘religious doctrines of the future,’ ‘good and evil -– now and always.’  And, it was under this tree which offered its cool shade from the brilliant, but hot sunshine, where Sarpati found the woman resting, eating a piece of fruit.


 Sarpati utilized his small reptilian legs to crawl through the luxurious blades of grass, feeling a cool dampness on his skin.  This wasn’t such a bad assignment, after all.  He couldn’t think of another job that would provide him with the time and means to travel.  He wondered if the woman had ever seen a snake before.  He assumed she didn’t know anything -- about anything.


The two-legged creature named Eve was different than any creature he’d ever seen.  Her skin was not as hard or callous, nor flaky as his, but smoother.  Unlike his brownish-gray color, her’s was more a light beige hue.  And, although her hair didn’t grow over her body like the other creatures, it flowed from her head, coming down in waves of a flaxen gold color.  It hung longer than any he’d ever seen, covering her entire body with its silky texture.  He wondered if so much hair coming from so little space might be uncomfortable.


Unusual, he thought -- definitely different.  He decided to use the direct approach.


“Thought you weren’t supposed to eat from any of the trees,” he said.


“Oh. . . .”  The woman looked startled.  Her eyes darted around, first up at the trees, then down at the ground, until they finally arrived on the snake hiding in the grass.

“Who are you?” she asked.


“Sarpati’s the name, and fruit tree’s my game.  Please to meet you,” he replied, entwining himself around the woman’s right leg and peering up into her face.


“Who . . . what are you?” she asked again.  “I’ve never seen anything quite like you before.”


“Madam, I,” he levitated up so his head stood flat and parallel to her face, “. . . am a snake,” he finished, proudly.  “And you?”  He was curious.


“I am a person,” she said.  “And, I’m waiting for my husband to come back.”


“Your what?”


“Husband.  His name is Adam, and I’m Eve.”


“What strange names,” Sarpati said, trying to keep the conversation going.


“Yes, God made us last week.  We’re here to live a good life.  We are supposed to keep out of trouble and we get to live in this beautiful place where there is an abundance of food to eat.  All we have to do is reach out for it.”  She smiled.   


Piece of cake, Sarpati thought.  Dumb as a box of rocks.


“We can eat from any of these trees except this one,” she said, pointing to the great apple tree above her.  “God said that if we ate from it, we’d die.”


“Not true,” said the serpent, with a wicked gleam in his yellow eyes.  “You won’t die.  You’ll learn what God knows.  He’s used to controlling everything.  He couldn’t stand it if you knew as much as he does.” 


“Have you really met God?” Eve asked.


“Sure, met him hundreds of times,” the snake lied.  “What’s more, my boss used to work for him.”


“Your boss. . . .  Who’s he?”


“Not important.  He just feels that everyone is entitled to an education.”  


Eve seemed fascinated, as Sarpati waved his head back and forth in front of her face, mesmerizing her.  She didn’t move. 


“Now,” he said.  “Does that tree look evil to you?”


Eve sprang back to life, looking up at its towering branches.  “No.”


“Wouldn’t you like to know the difference between good and evil?” he asked, slowly seducing her again with his hypnotic stare.


“Yes,” she responded.  “Er . . . no.”  She pulled back pushing him off her leg with her other foot.


“Do you know how good these apples are?” he asked, challenging her as he crawled up her other leg.


“No.”


“Wouldn’t you like to?” he questioned.


“I don’t think . . .” Her eyes rested on his tiny front foot as it moved back and forth in an even, steady, mesmerizing manner.  “Yee . . . es,” she said.


Like a flash, he slithered up the tree and shook a large branch until the most beautiful and juiciest specimen fell at her feet. 


“Hello, pretty.  What do you have there?”  The man walked up the path carrying fruit of all varieties.  He appeared to be favoring his left side.


“Adam, what’s wrong with your side?”  Eve asked.


“Just my ribs.  They still hurt where he took . . . well, you know.”  Adam stared at the apple Eve had just picked off the ground. 


“Hell . . . o.  Let me introduce myself,” Sarpati said.  


Startled, Adam spun around to face the voice.



“Sarpati’s the name, and fruit tree’s my game.  And, let me say, there isn’t a finer fruit in this whole garden than the one your wife is holding.”


“Uh, . . . we’re not supposed to eat those,” Adam said with a puzzled expression on his face.


“No?  Oh, perhaps you weren’t, in the beginning.”


“Beginning?”


“Yeah.  They used to be poison.  At least, that was the rhetoric.”


“Rhetor . . . who?”


“Nonsense.  Nothing but nonsense.  My employer realized the  error of his ways and asked me to come and tell you that eating from this tree is ju . . sst fine.  In fact, he wants you to.”     Sarpati laughed to himself as Adam and Eve looked perplexed.  He continued, “And, he wants you to know that you can get a first-rate education by just taking one teeny bite.”


“An ed . . .u . . . what?”  Adam asked.


“Education.  Knowledge.  You’ll get to know stuff.  Almost as much as me.”


“Well, if he said so,” Eve said, fondling the apple and smelling it.


“Eve?”  Adam looked doubtful.


“Go on . . . what’s the matter?” The snake taunted her.  “Afraid?”


“No,” Eve said.  “I’m not afraid.”  She stood for a moment as though waiting to see what would happen, then she bit into the apple. 


“Good?” The snake crooned and his tongue slid out of his mouth and circled his lips. 


Eve bit down again and handed the apple to her husband, her voice took on a strange tone.


“Adam . . . eat it.”


The snake giggled with glee.


“No . . . Eve . . . I don’t think . . . .”


“Eat it,” Eve commanded and Adam obeyed.


Sarpati rested on the grass and watched the two interact.  Their eyes growing wide with astonishment and wonder at the world around them.


Suddenly, from somewhere out of the east, a loud booming laugh charged over the land.  “They’re mine,” it seemed to repeat -- over and over, again.


Without losing a beat, another sound, louder and more compelling, was heard coming from the sky, shattering the 

complacent garden.  Adam and Eve ran for cover.  Sarpati hid in the tree.


“Adam! . . . Eve!”  The voice became louder and more focused and seemed to swirl into a physical manifestation -- a presence.


Two small, cowering voices whimpered from behind a clump of trees. “Uh-oh.”  


God’s presence materialized in the form of a very large and muscular human, more intimidating than Lucifer, even on his worst days.  Sarpati began to think that maybe he’d formed the wrong alliance.


“All right you two. . . .  Out,” God demanded.


Adam and Eve surfaced, wearing an attempt at aprons strung together by fig leaves.  Even Sarpati raised an eyebrow and tried not to snicker. 


God was not amused.  “What’s that?”


“Uh . . . ,” Adam said, trying to formulate his newly acquired thoughts.


“We’re naked,” Eve said.  “We’re not supposed to be.”


“What the . . . ?” God responded.  Then he saw the apple.


“So that’s why Lucifer was laughing so hard.  You ate the apple.  How many times have I told you . . . don’t go near the 

apple tree?”


“Uh . . . about forty,” Adam said.


“And you did it anyway?” God asked in a tone of total disbelief.


“She made me do it,” Adam said.


“Did not.”


“Did too.”


“Stop that this instant,” God said.  “Who did it first?”


“She did.”


“Did you?”


“Er . . . he made me do it,” Eve replied, pouting and pointing to Sarpati who was hanging on a tree limb waiting to see who would come out on top.


“You . . . a snake?”


God finally focused on Sarpati and without touching him, sent him crashing to the ground.


“Ou . . . ch.”


“Of all the ungrateful children, this takes the cake.  I work my fingers to the bone, trying to provide a nice, easy life for you . . . no worry, no cares and this is how you repay me?”            God paused and paced for several moments.  “Okay.  So it’s going to be like this.  You don’t seem to have any respect for 

authority, so you’ll have to work for a living just like all the rest of us.  


And you Eve, you want knowledge?  Well, you’ve got it.  You’re going to learn just how hard it is to be a parent.  You’re going to have ungrateful kids and raise them all by yourselves.  


Adam.  You’re going to have to provide for these thankless brats.  See how you like it.  And, if it doesn’t work out, don’t come crying to me.”  


God stopped his tirade just long enough to glance at Sarpati, who had hidden behind the tree.


“You . . . you slithering piece of slimy deceit. . . . You’re not off the hook either.  You’re not going to tread all over my creatures again.  Do you hear?”  God pointed one massive finger and an electrical current flew through the air aimed directly at the unfortunate serpent.  “No longer will you be able to walk like everyone else.  Now you’ll see how it feels to be trampled . . . stomped on . . . kicked around.”  


The reptilian legs seemed to just disappear -- vanished into thin air.  Sarpati, clinging to the tree, suddenly fell off, bounced onto the ground and landed just behind Eve’s feet.  Startled, she jumped back, landing firmly on what once had been his tail.


“Ouch, watch that,” he shouted.  No one heard.  His voice 

had disappeared along with his legs.  As he slithered out of sight and out of his trusted position as Lucifer’s first assistant, he heard God giving his offspring final instructions.


“Okay, back to your education.  Eve, you’re going to learn to cook and clean and make clothes.  Adam, I’m giving you a nice choice piece of desert land for you to settle on and learn how to manage.  With a little work, maybe in . . . oh, three . . . four hundred years and some yet to be invented technology, you can make something out of it.”

* * * 

 
Back where the River Pishone meets the Gulf, Mephistopheles S. Lucifer, President of Local 666, met with his newest applicant applying for the recently opened position of top henchman. 

