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I was crossing Cherry Street near Seattle’s Frye Art Museum when I heard a blood-curdling scream from the vicinity of Swedish Hospital and, as I glanced over my shoulder in the twilight of a Friday afternoon in November, I had a chilling vision. Several times I blinked, trying to see clearly. Was I imagining a half-human figure floating on the heavy marine air that carried a rainstorm over the city? 

The head and neck of an old hag with only bodily organs and entrails passed under a streetlight on Boren Avenue. I was certain that fangs drooped over her shriveled lips and chin, while my ears picked up a shrill cackle. As an army combat veteran trained to confront danger, I resisted the natural instinct to run away. 

Then a frantic call for help came from close to St. James Cathedral, which was my destination. In the light furnished by the streetlamps I made out a raised arm and a tire iron descending on a small man dressed in light-colored slacks, long sleeve shirt, a plaid sarong around his waist and a black songkok on his head. Immediately the image of  the Malay men I’d seen in Singapore after my Army tour in Afghanistan sprang to mind.

“I’m coming,” I shouted, and started running downhill.

Half-a-block from the altercation I realized that it was the long-haired, bearded guy with the tire iron who had assumed the role of victim. The Malay-appearing gentleman was silent  while his assailant cried out in a panicky voice.

“Hey, man,” he yelled and dropped his weapon, “this dude’s crazy!”

I caught the glint of shiny metal in the hand of the Asian and saw the wavy blade of a kris disappear into the bearded guy’s abdomen. When the distinctive dagger reappeared it was smeared with blood. The knife-wielder pivoted and, like a trained athlete, sprinted into the street, dodging cars and trucks. He turned the corner off Columbia onto Terry Avenue.

The dishevelled attacker lay on the sidewalk, holding his stomach, head hanging off the curb into the dirty water of the gutter, a glazed look in his bloodshot eyes. I kicked the black-painted tire iron away, knelt down and reached for the cell phone in the side pocket of my sport coat, a Harris tweed getting wetter by the second.

“Hang on, I’ll call 911.”

“Don’t call the cops,” the wounded man pleaded as blood trickled from his mouth.

“Are you kidding? I’m requesting police assistance.” After the call for an ambulance and  police, I leaned forward and lifted his head onto the sidewalk. Not that it made much difference since rainwater was everywhere.

“I’m not gonna make it, am I?” His eyes now had what we’d called in the field, a thousand-yard stare.

“Swedish staff will be here in a minute.”

“No lie?”

“I wouldn’t lie at a time like this.”

“What’s your name, man?” he gasped.

“Josh. Josh Savage.”

“I’m Peter. Just Peter.” He coughed up more blood. “I was a welder, a good one.”

I turned his head to the side. “You were trying to rob that guy who stuck you?”

“Money for drugs,” he said weakly, the sound of sirens approaching. “I’m an addict now, a lousy, good-for-nothing addict.” He took a few short breaths. “What about you?”

“I was a cop.”

“Geez, just my luck.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, so I added, “I was booted off the force.”

Suddenly he stiffened and squeezed my hand. “I ain’t done diddly-squat for years. The Man Upstairs ain’t gonna like that.” Then he closed his eyes and died.

An unmarked police car arrived just before the ambulance and a tall man dressed in plainclothes climbed from the passenger seat, a dark gray fedora protecting his dirty blond hair. He leaned over the dead man, shaking his head.

“This isn’t going to help the city’s crime stats one bit, Josh. No,sir, not one bit.” He stepped back as ambulance attendants rolled a stretcher next to the body. “What’re you doing here?”

I stood up slowly, brushed moisture off my coat and found shelter behind the steering wheel of the cruiser while Det. Sgt. Marshall directed a uniformed officer to accompany the deceased to the ER. Passers-by stopped to gawk and drivers slowed to view the scene, undoubtedly curious at the nature of the incident. A patrolman was now guarding the corner, the assailant’s weapon still on the ground.

The detective joined me in the car. “So, tell me all about it.”

“It’s like this, Doc,” I began. “I was heading for St. James, minding my own business, when the deceased was about to clobber a middle-aged Asian guy with that tire iron.” I pointed at it through the window. “Except the victim of the assault turned the tables. Stabbed the would-be robber with a dagger.”

“Wow, that’s some kind of street justice.” 

Doc had piercing blue eyes, shaggy hair, a light mustache. He’d served in my platoon as a medic in some of the most rugged mountain terrain on Earth. He was a straight-shooter, and I mean that in the sense that he didn’t cut corners, never backstabbed anyone, earned his pay and stayed out of the police department’s internal politics. In other words, he’d never be promoted to lieutenant. Did I mention that he had a drinking problem?

Funny, my hands were shaking. “Look, I’ve heard stories about Malays with Silat training, their form of martial art. That might’ve been his edge because, even in the fading light I saw that he was older than the suspect. He carried himself without fear.”

“You mentioned a dagger, not a knife?”

“When Malays aren’t wielding a parang–a machete-like instrument–they favor a knife for stabbing, not cutting. Both edges are fashioned in a wave-like pattern. Damaging going in and coming out.”

“Like a switchblade if twisted, only not smooth.”

“Something like that.”

“He must’ve knicked the aorta to cause the suspect to bleed out so quickly.”

“Except now the intended victim is a suspect.”

Doc nodded. “He should’ve stuck around, no pun intended. The guy was attacked and tried to defend himself. The prosecutor might consider it justifiable.” The detective watched the ambulance head up the hill to Swedish, emergency lights off for the short trip, regardless of regulations. “Okay, after seven years on the force as partners, you still think like a cop. Why’d this Asian guy run away?”

I tilted the rearview mirror, observed my wet face, three-day old whiskers included. My longish brown hair was damp, my eyes dark brown. I wiped my forehead with a blue bandanna. “When I find him, I’ll ask.”

“Don’t be so touchy. By the way, how’s it working out, filling in for Harry Lee and Toby Israel, Seattle’s notorious private eyes of the paranormal?”

“I’ve never had it so good.”

“Do I detect sarcasm? I mean, Harry’s Asian-American and Toby’s Jewish. That makes them poster boys of diversity in our enlightened city of over-educated and spoiled rich people.”

“Now who’s being sarcastic? Maybe you long for the good old days when the Irish and Italians had a stranglehold on Seattle’s law enforcement?”

“You mean the Norwegians? Hey, we’re all Americans.” Doc shifted uncomfortably. Not known for his tact, he changed the subject. “How is Huei Fun’s rehab coming?”

I sighed. “The OT’s and PT’s are great. But at the last patient conference, they said it’s time to order a wheelchair. They think she’ll never walk again.”

“A drunk driver, hit-and-run at that.” Doc shook his head. “Even though we caught the lush before she sobered up it isn’t much consolation.” He drummed his fingertips on the dash. “Look, I know I drink too much but I don’t get behind the wheel afterward. I do my drinking at home or call a cab from the tavern.”

“Drinking alone is a bad sign. You tried to stop once. Try again,” I suggested.

Doc shrugged. “Father Corelli’s group, that’s the only Twelve-Step program I’ll go to anymore. For me, alcoholism isn’t a disease or a moral problem. It’s a spiritual weakness.” He checked his watch. “Come to think of it, the meeting starts in an hour.”

“I was heading for St. James and confession before group when this...”

“Do me a favor, Josh. Change out of those damp clothes before you catch pneumonia, then head over to Swedish and ask around. That Malay guy? Maybe he went there for treatment or to visit a patient.”

“You got it.” I opened the car door.

“No offense, but I’ll leave your name out of my report for now. You’ll be a John Doe witness.”

“I don’t mind. See you later, Doc.”

As I got out of the police car, a wave of emotions washed over me with an impact exceeding the rain, now blowing horizontally from one of the low pressure windstorms off the Pacific Ocean that regularly slammed into the Pacific Northwest every November. My study in the library at Seattle University on Broadway, opposite Swedish Hospital’s First Hill campus had started out with just a drizzle coming down, hardly worth an umbrella in the Puget Sound. 

It was only a few blocks down Broadway to Toby Israel’s apartment. But the incident had interrupted my next destination, a weekly group meeting at St. James on 9th Avenue. Doc was right though. I needed to change into dry clothing or I’d end up sitting in the church basement, steaming like a wet rag hanging off a hot radiator. I was thankful that Toby, a private investigator, allowed me to stash some spare clothes at his place and, occasionally, sleep on his couch.
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Since Toby Israel was investigating a case of unexplained phenomena in Spokane near a Roman Catholic university, Gonzaga, I was staying overnight at his apartment off Broadway near East Jefferson. In the private investigation field, the Internet had taken over many of the duties traditionally performed by PI’s, so Toby and his associate, Harry Lee‒specialists in supernatural crime‒supplemented their incomes by teaching part-time at Seattle U., a Catholic institution opposite Swedish Hospital.

While Toby taught a course on Judaism through the Religion Department, Harry lectured on philosophy; specifically, metaphysics, though not in the academic world’s traditional sense. Harry’s lectures was very down to earth, filled with examples of the intersection between the physical and spiritual worlds. To say he was a popular instructor amongst undergraduates would be an understatement. I should add that, after auditing his class, Harry Lee did not deliberately enliven his classroom with sensational anecdotes–although he told a few tales that’d spook even the hardest-core horror fan.

I fingered the key in my coat pocket as I approached the old three-story house and went up the steps, out of the wind and cold rain. Once inside the second-floor apartment I put the kettle on the stove to heat water for tea. Not a coffee guy in Starbucks-obsessed Seattle, my now-disabled wife, the former Lim Huei Fun of Malaysia, had introduced me to the traditional style of brewing loose pack tea. Oddly, the tea-loving Brits I’d served with in Afghanistan used tea bags. Go figure, I thought.

As I stripped off my wet clothes in the bathroom, toweled off the moisture from my skin and hair, I noticed my old companion, scars down my right side from shoulder to hip where shrapnel from a Taliban’s RPG round had left its mark and ended my military career. After life-saving measures taken by Doc in-country and a lengthy period of hospitalization in Germany, I’d taken a medical discharge and headed back to South Asia, intending to spend a few weeks building up my strength in Singapore. The weeks turned into months during which I’d met, dated and eventually married Huei Fun. She was working there as a teacher at a Catholic secondary school and for some strange reason, fell in love with a guy who had barely completed high school.

I was half-dressed when the kettle whistled. In the small kitchen I poured hot water over the tea leaves in an enameled tin mug and let it steep. Suddenly a horrific screech, followed by the wail of a banshee, came from outside and I pulled on a terry cloth robe and went to the front window and looked down at the street, now in the darkness of early evening. A streetlight illuminated drops of rain, a normal sight in the Puget Sound. But that screeching sound was abnormal and it occurred again and again as the same apparition I’d seen an hour ago sailed across the street above the traffic, before pausing beside the streetlamp. Involuntarily, I stepped back and rubbed my eyes before leaning onto the windowsill and staring again. 

Huei Fun had described a Hantu Penanggalan during our first Halloween together in America. The vampire ghost was considered common in rural Malay kampongs, a shiny appendage of esophagus, stomach and heart trailed by the five-foot colon, topped by the ravaged face of an old woman with sharp fangs. For protection, villagers planted spiny pineapples under the open floor of their unpainted wooden houses on stilts in order to catch hold of the hanging intestines. Some might call it superstition or simply a scary ghost story, but myths, legends and accounts of otherworldly creatures often contained elements of truth. I felt my forehead. I wasn’t feverish, I told myself, nor had I taken a psychedelic or even a prescription drug.

As far as I knew, no one had reported a sighting of this vampire in America.  I was sure that few had even heard of it, nor would anyone believe me if mentioned seeing one. I realized that Huei Fun hadn’t been joking...unless I was dreaming now. I pinched the lobe of my left ear. Nope, it wasn’t a dream. 

For several minutes I kept watch on the street but didn’t see anything else unusual. I returned to the kitchen. Pouring the tea through a strainer into another enamel cup, I added sweetened-condensed milk and sipped the beverage. Back in the bedroom I finished dressing, the apparition squarely on my mind as I pulled on well-worn jeans, a black cotton turtleneck and a lightweight Navy blue wool sweater. I completed the attire with a gray sport coat and rubber-soled walking shoes, just the ticket for fall weather. Before picking up an umbrella I took a silver crucifix on a chain and hung it outside my sweater, then used my cell phone to call a rehabilitation center near the trailer court where I lived in Kent, south of the city. 

“Hello, Rachel? Josh Savage here. Is my wife available?”

“Mr. Savage,” the swing shift nurse said, “Huei Fun is running a slight fever, maybe a low-grade UTI. I’m going to get a urine sample for analysis.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to hide my concern.

“She went to bed early this evening. I know she’ll be sorry to miss your call. Any message for her?”

“Tell her I love her and I’ll come by this weekend. Good night.”

With a heavy heart, I grabbed a black umbrella, stepped into the hallway and locked the door, went downstairs and outside. I paused on the sidewalk, popped open the umbrella and glanced up and down the street, searching for a return of the Malaysian specter. I reminded myself that some people think ghosts are actually the souls of humans victimized by violent crimes, stranded on this planet instead of being able to go on to the next world. Which, for a  Catholic, means Heaven, Purgatory or Hell. 

I’d hoped that the short walk up Broadway to the hospital would be uneventful, with enough excitement for one day. Unfortunately, the unexpected and unwelcome spirit from Southeast Asia had decided to remain on First Hill. 

As I tried to keep the umbrella from collapsing in the wind, I heard that gut-wrenching screech again and looked down Cherry Street. The specter was gliding over the road, glowing with a phosphorescent sheen, as if lit by a hundred glow sticks, while a lone woman talking on a smartphone walked rapidly down the sidewalk, oblivious to the nightmare rapidly descending on her.

“Lady,” I called out, “get down, cover your head!” Once more I found myself getting involved in a messy situation that many people would’ve stayed away from.

The walker stopped and glanced over her shoulder at me, a look of alarm appearing on her youthful features. Apparently, I was the only threat she could identify. Most people don’t look up, so she didn’t follow my instruction, didn’t even duck as the phantom’s entrails became entangled in her hair. She was dragged along the concrete sidewalk and into the street where a black SUV was fast approaching, one headlamp out of order which limited the driver’s visibility even more on a rainy night.

The ghost was cackling like a witch as I came to an abrupt halt about ten yards away, folded the umbrella, secured it closed with the velcro strap and hurled it like a javelin. The metal-tipped end punched through the heavy air and, on target, the nylon and metallic missile smacked into the vampire’s intestines. The creature veered back over the sidewalk while her terrified victim twisted free of the slimy colon and landed hard against a tree, shaking loose brown, yellow and red leaves on top of her. That’s also when a putrid odor invaded the street, one similar to an open sewer. The young woman shifted onto all fours and retched.

I stood over her, holding the bandanna over my mouth and nose, resisting the obvious question of, “Are you all right?” I recalled a junior high teacher saying that there were no dumb questions; the only dumb question was one that wasn’t asked. Obviously this young lady was not okay, so why ask a dumb question? Instead, I retrieved my umbrella from the street, shook off a brownish slime from it and opened it over her. “Call 911 and ask for an ambulance. Can you do that?”

Incredibly,  she’d never let go of her phone throughout the frightening episode. That’s life nowadays, I guess. Anyway, she nodded and punched in the numbers.

“What happened?” she asked. “You know, like, what was that thing? Some kind of, like, Halloween drone thing?”

After helping her up, I waited for several minutes until aid arrived, then said, “I saw what you saw, but think twice before talking about this experience. Picture yourself trying to explain it in the hospital. They have psychiatrists, know what I mean? If it was me, I’d say I tripped and fell. End of story.” 

“Maybe you’re right, sir.”

I stared at the tattoo on her neck. Should I inform her that the millenial’s obligatory practice of getting tattooed would make it harder for them to evade detection by the police in the event that the dystopian world they were so fond of reading about came to pass? Hunger Games, etc...? Police agencies always noted identifying marks like moles, scars and tattoos. Nowadays they often took photos of tattoos on suspects and those booked into custody, pictures that were uploaded into a national database. A fun and youthful generational obsession might come back to haunt them in the future, I thought, should the world turn out the way they innocently imagined from books and movies.

Instead I asked, “What’s your name?”

“Tracy.”

As the attendants brought down the stretcher from the back of the ambulance and rolled it up to her, I asked, “Lived in Seattle long?” 

“I was born here,” she replied, and with the phone still in her hand, brushed red hair from her face. 

A gentleman might leave his umbrella with the damsel in distress. However, the rains come down hard every autumn. What could I say to Tracy when so many Seattlelites like her shunned their use? Anyway, I felt that I’d done my civic duty. Plus, I didn’t want to show up at Swedish looking like a drowned rat.

“Last word of advice, Tracy. The great German Protestant reformer, Martin Luther, once said about wearing a hat, ‘You can’t stop the birds from flying overhead, but you can keep them from nesting in your hair.’ Stay safe and watch out for those spooky drones.”

She gave me a strange look and muttered, “Who’s talking crazy now?”

I walked back up the hill and onto Broadway, thinking about the untapped wisdom of youth. Then again, I was only 31. Not yet an old man!
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Swedish’s emergency room on Minor Avenue was a brightly-lit, busy place, smelling of cleaning solutions, antiseptics and human sweat and fear. A triage nurse was identifying the most urgent cases amongst the victims of car crashes, bar fights, gunshots and a variety of medical conditions ranging from whooping cough to suspected heart attacks. 

When the nurse had time to catch her breath, I asked, “A recent admit, a street person with a knife wound...”

“You’re a relative?” she asked sharply.

“No, Ma’am–’’

“We have strict privacy rules. I’m sorry.” 

I could see that she wasn’t really sorry so I pulled out the ID wallet with my PI license, then handed her a business card with Doc Marshall’s name and number. “Please, it’s important. Call the detective if necessary.”

She sighed deeply out of overwork and stress. “Very well,” she said, and used her desk phone to notify an ER physician. A slender young South Asian man in green scrubs with dark circles under his eyes, probably a resident operating on 3 hours sleep, appeared. 

“I’m Dr. Kumar. You are...?”

“Savage, Josh Savage. Doctor, I was first on the scene where a street person named Peter was killed. Detective Marshall and I were partners on the police force. He asked me to gather some information for his report.”

“You used the past tense, Mr. Savage. Shouldn’t an active member of the Seattle police department follow-up on the case?”

“Right. I’m wasting your time.” I rolled my neck in circles, working out the tension.

The resident spread out his hands. “Look, the man is dead. I confirmed the nature of the wound. A stabbing from an unusual bladed instrument pierced the victim’s aorta. What else can I tell you?”

“Bear with me, Doc. I witnessed it and my interest is whether the man with the dagger–known as a kris in Malaysia–came into the hospital before or after the incident.”

“What did this person look like?”

“Tan pants and shirt, plaid sarong and a black visorless hat called a songkok. Middle-aged, about 5 feet, 6 or 7 inches.”

The physician interrupted the triage nurse and called her over. When he explained the situation, she said a few words to him and walked off. “Check with admin in the morning with an official police request, Nurse Ratchett advises. They’ll let you scan the security camera’s images.”

I’d already mentioned that I wasn’t a cop anymore. But a good investigator is persistent, sometimes to the point of being annoying. Before leaving the ER I went up to the nurse again. “One last question. Any admits recently of someone from Malaysia.”

She shook head, but not to indicate no. Just frustration, I assumed. “As a matter of fact, I was on duty early this morning,” she confessed, “part of a split shift, when a businessman was admitted. A Malaysian passport was used for identification. I’m not at liberty to tell you the medical reason.”

“He’s still here?”

“Upstairs, in the ICU ward. Now please leave or I’ll have to call security.”

“Can I use the men’s room first?”

She pointed down the hallway and went back to picking out the order of patients to receive care. After I exited the bathroom, I headed for the main lobby in the East Tower, checked the information board by the bank of elevators and punched in the button for the 2nd floor. In the ICU, staff were serving dinner to the patients off rolling food carts. Only one nurse was visible at the central nursing station. The hall carried the aroma of hot meals, while the primary sounds were the humming of medical equipment supplying oxygen to patients, as well as the beeping of heart monitors. 

“Excuse me,” I said to the duty nurse. “I’m here to see your Malaysian patient.”

“And you are?” She got up from her chair at a desktop computer and stood opposite me in her pale blue nursing uniform, scrubs like the doctor, just a different color.

Trained to remember faces, I made a mental note that she was a lovely Filipino woman with jet black hair and clear skin. The name tag on her blouse identified her as Maria Villareal, RN. The name rang a bell. “Maria, my name’s Josh Savage.” I opened my  identification wallet and let her study the PI license for a moment.

“Mr. Savage, you don’t look like a family member and you’re not a city cop. What makes you think I can allow you to see this patient? We have to abide by federal regulations on patient privacy.” She gave a half-smile.

“I’ve taken on a case involving this gentleman. Perhaps Toby Israel or Harry Lee would’ve followed-up on it, but they’re out of town. By the way, Toby didn’t mention that you’ve taken on extra work at Swedish, besides your job at Virginia Mason.” The latter medical center was located a few blocks away.

As a friend of Toby I had her attention. He hadn’t told me much, but from overhearing him talking to her on the phone a couple of times, it was clear that they were more than just acquaintances. Leaning over the counter, she glanced up and down the hallway.

Lowering her voice, she said, “For Toby I will do this, though I could get in a lot of trouble for bending the rules. I need to call him for confirmation.” Taking a phone from her pocket she went into a small office. A minute later she returned. “Okay, Mr. Savage.”

“Call me Josh.”

“Follow me.” She crossed the hall and entered a room five doors down. A double room, it was occupied by one patient only, lying in a hospital bed by the window. The blinds were open, rain drops flattening on the glass. Softly she said, “This is Mr. Abu Bakr, CEO of a trading company in Malaysia.”

“Why is he here?”

“He’s in Seattle on business and fell ill in his hotel room. Some kind of infection has settled in his abdomen. Exploratory surgery this morning revealed a strange growth, an unknown black and viscous substance. The lab is analyzing it.”

The man’s eyes were closed, his breathing labored. 

“Can I talk with him?”

“Two minutes only, Josh. I’ll wait in the doorway.”

I stood at the foot of his bed, the head of it raised up. He looked to be about 50 but was likely younger. Malays were ethnically related to Filipinos, who were known to retain youthful looks long past the age of most Europeans.

“Mr. Bakr, I’m Josh Savage, a private detective. You don’t have to speak with me, but I was a witness to an assault outside the hospital this afternoon, in which a man resembling a middle-aged Malay stabbed someone with a kris.”

The executive’s eyes opened. He lifted his right hand and gestured for me to come around and stand closer. He said quietly in good English, “He is not Malay. He is from southern Thailand and is a bomoh, a conjuror. Do you know what I am talking about?”

“I think so. My wife is Chinese, from Malacca. She has explained many of the customs of her homeland.”

Abu Bakr coughed, a deep rumbling sound erupting from his throat. I recognized the smell from combat, friend and foe alike, as one of decomposition. It was the smell of death. I handed him a glass of water and waited.

He sighed as though reconciling himself to an inevitable fate. “Then you know of a bomoh’s charms, his practice of casting spells...a love charm to gain the affection of one reluctant to give herself, or a charm meant to weaken, confuse or destroy a rival in business. It is left unspoken in my country that companies commonly employ bomohs to offer protective spells to counter any destructive charms introduced by a competitor. Our Western partners would not understand these things.” He set down the glass. “Alas, I am afraid that latter scenario is the reason I am in this hospital.”

“So the man with the dagger is a Thai bomoh? And you believe he has employed a death charm against you?” I rubbed my unshaven chin, trying to understand.

“The Siamese Death Charm is the worst. It is irreversible.” In spite of Bakr’s attempt at stoicism, tears appeared in his eyes. “My family. You will explain to them what has happened, please?”

Whoa, that’s not my job, I said to myself. On occasion it had been when I served as a police officer. Now and then it fell to me to present bad news to a family that their loved one had been killed in a traffic accident or had been murdered. 

“All right, sir. I will contact your family. Don’t worry though, the doctors here are the best. You should hope for a complete recovery.”

He said nothing.

Huei Fun had told me that Malaysian warlocks and shamans used physical objects as bearers of a charm. That might include a ring or a chunk of camphor.

“So you are married,” I said.

“Only two wives. One gold band for two,” he said, shutting his eyes again.

“Maria, isn’t jewelry removed before surgery?”

“Before he was taken to the operating room, he asked us to keep the ring for him. And his favorite watch. His wallet and other valuables are in the hospital safe.”

“When was he admitted?”

“This morning. He became ill shortly after breakfast at his hotel.” 

That’s where the bomoh delivered the charm, I realized. I spotted the wristwatch on the bedside table. A Rolex. Mr. Abu Bakr’s eyes remained closed. “Is the corridor clear?” I asked and, while Maria checked the hall, I slipped the watch into my pocket. I’m not a thief, I told myself, I’ll return it later. Hopefully, the unfortunate man won’t notice it missing.

She motioned to me with both hands. “Hurry, you have to go now.” She pointed at a uniformed security officer by the nursing station. “Got what you needed?”

“Maybe more than I bargained for. By the way, your patient has given up.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Malays are Muslims. They have a fatalistic streak.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Thanks for everything. If you see anyone not authorized to be on the ward, call the police. Where’s the closest stairwell?”

“To your left,” she said, and walked quickly back to her work station.
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My head was spinning as I left the hospital. Opening the umbrella, I made my way to St. James Cathedral at Ninth Avenue and Marion Street on the lower slope of the First Hill neighborhood–sometimes referred to as Pill Hill because of the many hospitals and health care facilities in the area. In an attempt to clear out the cobwebs I stared at the two towers of the headquarters of Seattle’s Archdiocese. Built in the style of the Italian Renaissance, the church had served the city’s Roman Catholics since 1907. 

Instead of opening one of the central bronze doors, I went to a single door on the right side, shook water off the umbrella, collapsed it and glanced up at the cross that occupied a prime position on the cathedral’s exterior. I could have sworn I detected movement atop one of the 167-foot tall towers, a wispy, veiled motion picked up out of the corner of an eye. After blinking several times I looked again but saw nothing out of place.

Once inside I stopped to listen to a pair of organists practicing on the cathedral’s two pipe organs, instruments that, when played together during Sunday Mass, formed the grand organ, filling the nave with magnificent music, enhancing the worship experience. Inhaling the aromas of burning votive candles, old polished wood and floor wax, I headed for the stairs leading to the basement. 

The room where the group met once a week was layered in a blue haze of cigarette smoke, an extraordinary allowance courtesy of a dispensation from the Archbishop in spite of the cathedral’s no-smoking policy. A large coffee urn was set on a table, a bowl of sugar cubes and packets of creamers laid out next to it. In short, not much different than a typical AA meeting. Except this group existed for those sufferingfrom spiritual crises.

There was Frank Daly, a short, stocky man in his late thirties, his thick dark hair resting on broad shoulders. Dressed in scuffed jeans and a faded olive-green Army jacket, he was puffing on a filterless cigarette, his booted feet tapping a rhythm on the floor. Frank and I had been comrades in a region east of Kabul, the machine gun he had lugged a reliable counter to the deadly AK-47s of the Taliban. He lasted another tour in country after my departure. 

After his discharge, Frank experienced trouble making the transition to civilian life. Fired from five jobs, the VA belatedly diagnosed his problems as related to PTSD. Big mystery there, huh? I said to myself. Frank didn’t use it as an excuse, though I believed the after effects of combat were at the heart of his difficulties. It was a kindly VA social worker who helped him land a job as a groundskeeper at Seattle’s Woodland Park Zoo. Even though he wasn’t educated as a zoologist, Frank had a way with animals, both wild and domestic. I think he trusted them more than people.

Cindy Madison sat next to Frank. Only 27, she was twice-divorced or, as the Church put it, her marriages had been annulled. She was a petite brunette with dark eye shadow and red lipstick, wearing the now popular black yoga-type tights and a pink sweater. Nervously, she kept sipping from a steaming cup of coffee, her green eyes focused on me. Cindy was well-educated, with a degree in nutrition from a university in the Boston area. She was also unemployed, living in subsidized housing, collecting what we used to call food stamps. With an annuity set up by her parents, she had a small but steady income to help with other essential purchases. Together with seemingly endless energy, she always seemed on the verge of a nervous breakdown. In spite of largely unspoken memories of domestic abuse, she was a nice lady and a ferocious friend.

Then there was Billy O’Brien, our very own transplanted red-haired Irish lad. He’d lost his parents in a bombing during the latter years of the Troubles in Belfast and had found his way to America. An excellent cook, Billy had worked in some of the city’s finest restaurants. His last gig at an expensive steakhouse, the Metropolitan Grill, was brought to an abrupt end when he was fired for drug use on the job. Losing that was like a harsh rebuke from God for the formerly happy-go-lucky Billy. But instead of becoming bitter and giving up, his life was now focused on staying away from needles, with work as a fry cook in a downtown hotel to sustain him. He, too, was drawing hard on a cigarette, holding the smoke in as long as possible.

Brenda Frye was the oldest at 41. She wore a dark wool skirt and sweater.  Never married, she was a plain-spoken woman with short blonde hair who could swear like the proverbial drunken sailor. A tendency to use profanity was not out of the ordinary with many Catholics, unlike in Evangelical circles. Come to think of it, Brenda had been a sailor, serving four years in the U.S. Navy. But that’s another story. Her final station had been at the submarine base in nearby Bangor. Afterward she’d ridden the ferry across Elliot Bay from Bremerton and stayed on in Seattle, opening a flower shop by the Pike Place public market with her savings. When that business failed, she got a Small Business loan and took over a gift shop in the downtown area. Unfortunately, the site suffered from what the city called, “a homeless problem.” It wasn’t just the tents on the sidewalk blocking her shop, the detritus left in her doorway: used needles, aluminum foil used to hold and cook heroin, disposable plastic lighters, even human waste. The final straw had been several incidents of organized retail theft. Out of fear, customers stayed away, sending Brenda into bankruptcy. Nowadays she couldn’t shake off the stain of failure.

Some members were missing tonight, perhaps by the turn in the weather. Nevertheless, my old buddy Doc Marshall had made it, still wearing the same crumpled outfit. As I sat down on a folding chair beside him I could smell alcohol on his breath. Eyebrows raised, I gave him a look. Not accusingly, just concerned.

“I came by cab,” he responded, and punched my right arm.

The moderator of our group had waited silently while I took my place in the circle. Then the defrocked priest, Father Matteo Corelli, returned to a theme he had emphasized over the past three weeks. As he spoke I studied him, clean-shaven, his silver hair cut short, remembering his personal story. Another veteran, Father Corelli had served as a Navy chaplain during the Iraq War, assigned to a Marine outfit at the time of the Corp’s bloody campaign to take Fallujah, west of Baghdad. Years later, after resigning his commission, he was in the middle of presiding over Mass in a Portland parish when he suddenly, without explanation, took off his vestal garments and, to the amazement of the parishioners, walked out of the church.

Now, with the blessing and forgiveness of the current Archbishop, he lectured at Seattle University, primarily in the English department. Everyone still referred to him as Father Corelli. I’d heard that his students particularly appreciated his insights into Dante’s Divine Comedy—the Inferno and Purgatorio (for reasons he never disclosed, he avoided the Paradiso) and the English poet John Milton’s Paradise Lost.

“Folks,” Father Corelli said in his baritone, “our lost brother has arrived, late as usual, but as welcome as ever.”

That was my cue for the requisite introduction beginning each meeting. “My name is Josh and I’m a lapsed believer.”

“Hello, Josh,” all said in unison.

“Brothers and Sisters,” Corelli said, “we have in common questions for our Creator that invariably go unanswered. We’ve all experienced some of the worst life has to offer, yet we have not given up on God.”

“He’s given up on us,” Frank interjected quietly.

The ex-priest held up a tattered paperback. “This writer left America to minister to students and drifters in Europe after the assassination of President Kennedy and the increasing American involvement in Vietnam. Many young people were questioning what life was all about, so this Lutheran minister titled his book, ‘The God who is There, and is not Silent.’ Sound like an odd title? Then let me retitle it, ‘The God who is not there, and is silent.’”

“Amen,” Billy chimed in, grinning.

Trying to repress the hint of a smile, Father Corelli continued, “I believe that’s the biggest reason we are here this evening. Our doubts about God torment us while, as St. Augustine put it centuries ago, ‘There is a God-shaped hole in the heart of every man.’ I would add to that, women too.”

“Can’t live with Him, can’t live without Him,” Cindy contributed, and giggled.

Doc spoke up. “Father, I’ve prayed over and over to God for help to stop drinking. I tried AA, which recognizes a Higher Power, but I was raised a Catholic and I specifically asked God to take away my desire for liquor. Didn’t Jesus say, ‘Ask and you shall receive?’ What kind of promise is it when He won’t follow through on His own words? I still thirst for alcohol.”

“You always will,” Brenda said irritably. 

“The New Testament says nothing is impossible for God. He can take away the desire,” Doc maintained. “Why won’t He?”

“Don’t use God or the Bible as an excuse,” Brenda retorted. “You’re a drunk, that’s why you drink. Same as my Old Man. The difference is that he was a mean drunk. You’re a happy one.”

“That’s depressing.” Billy swatted at an imaginary fly. “On the other hand, I gotta admit a pint of Guinness wouldn’t go amiss right now.”

“Hang on,” Frank said. “I spent a night in a motel in Vancouver last weekend and there was this Gideon Bible and...well, I read in a Gospel that Jesus promised his disciples if they asked anything in His name, He would do it. And for emphasis, He repeated those words because He really meant it, right? So why doesn’t He honor His promises?”

“Maybe they were only meant for those guys,” Cindy suggested. “You know, like, for that century?”

Billy said, “You mean those Gospels are just brilliant stories, not for people like us? That’s not what I was brought up to believe.”

“Cut it out, Billy. The reason you’re here is because you don’t believe anymore,” Brenda pointed out.

Father Corelli broke in, “We are in this place because we want to believe in God and His Word, but have reasons to be skeptical. Look,  each one of us has a cross to bear. Memories we cannot erase, behaviors we can’t seem to change. The Lord said ‘Repent,’ which means to be sorry for what we’ve done and to change our ways. That can be hard. But the hardest burden we carry each day and night, the toughest to let go of is an abiding sense of letting down God and ourselves.” Glancing at the round wall clock, he announced. “Ten o’clock. Time for the benediction.”

We got up as one, the sound of chairs scuffling the floor, coughing, a cup of coffee spilled. The ex-priest raised a hand and intoned, “Lord, we have lost our faith and wander aimlessly in this urban wilderness. Restore our belief in You.” He made the sign of the cross. “Brothers and Sisters, go in peace.”

Together we recited, “We are...God’s Losers.”
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I walked upstairs with Doc, who seemed a bit unsteady. At the central bronze doors, I asked, “You going to make it home tonight?”

“Brenda’s right. I keep drinking booze because I like the way it makes me feel. I drink to forget. Hey, Jesus’ first miracle was changing water into wine.”

“He did it because His mother asked Him to,” I said. “Here, I’ll call a cab.”

“Already taken care of. What’ve you found out about that Malay guy?”

“He’s from southern Thailand close to the border with Malaysia, probably with family in both lands. He’s a practitioner of folk medicine and magic...the black magic kind.”

“What’s he doing here?”

I swallowed, looked around to make sure no one was nearby. “He may’ve cast a death spell on a visiting businessman from Kuala Lumpur.’’

“You’re putting me on.”

“I wish. The poor guy is dying at Swedish, with an unidentified goop in his gut. I think our dagger-wielding Thai warlock is behind it.”

Doc rested a hand on a column, scratched his chin. “We don’t talk about it much, but we came across some really dark practices in border areas near Pakistan. In fact, the stuff we encountered left me wondering if that cursed region isn’t some kind of stronghold of the Devil on this planet.”

“The same idea crossed my mind more than once over there.”

Doc straightened up, ran a hand through his blond hair. “The Seattle Police department isn’t up for this kind of activity, Josh. Any chance you can lend a hand? I’ll try to clear it with our old captain. He’s never stopped believing your side of the story, that lie Internal Affairs pinned on you about taking drug money from a dealer’s house in Ballard.”

I hesitated, reluctant to have any interaction with former colleagues other than Doc. “Let me sleep on it. If I agree, I’ll report any findings only to you.”

Doc punched my arm again, hard. “Fair enough. Hey, I just heard the cabbie honking his horn. Take it easy, partner.”

As the door opened I noticed the rain had softened to a drizzle. I was too wound up to head back to Toby’s apartment and crash, so I drifted into the nave and stared at the flickering flames of votive candles before slumping down on the last pew to the left of the broad central aisle. I should light one for Huei Fun, I decided, and started to get up.

Then a pair of black shadows moved behind the round central chancel and a dark form took shape over the white altar. My initial impression was that another specter had invaded the cathedral; however, I’d learned from Toby that a church was considered ‘Holy Ground.’ Evil spirits and ghosts would keep away from the nave on this stormy Friday night.

In case I was mistaken, I patted the nylon pocket holster in my jeans’ right front pocket and felt the reassuring hardness of a snub-nosed .38 Special with the hidden trigger (so that it wouldn’t catch on clothing). The lightweight–less than 15 ounces without bullets–Smith & Wesson revolver was loaded with 110 grain hollow points. In my wallet I carried my concealed pistol and PI licenses.

Suddenly the votive candle flames were extinguished and a veiled figure became illuminated with an incandescent light so bright‒growing more and more radiant by the second‒it appeared to be generating photons from some inexhaustible source. I could no longer look directly at the altar; rather, I relied on averted vision, like an astronomer trying to spot an elusive nebula or star cluster in the night sky. Within a minute or so the brilliance of the light dimmed, as if an unseen hand slowly twisted a dimmer switch and, gradually, the form assumed a human appearance–actually more God-like than human, not that I was qualified to describe the deity or a member of the angelic host.

As in the Old Testament’s Book of Daniel, the celestial being wore a dazzlingly white robe secured by a golden cord. His face radiated pure light, his eyes glowed as if fueled by an inner fire and his body gleamed with a brilliance of shined brass and precious cut stones. The massive feathered wings on his back arched higher than his head and remained spread as if he was ready to take flight. Incredibly, the angel remained suspended in space, mere feet over the central altar. When he spoke, the words tumbled out like running water.

“I am the Archangel Raphael, one of seven with access to the Throne of Our Creator. Our God has sent me to grant you peace and to assure you that your battle with the forces of evil on Earth are not unknown to Him. What say you, servant of the Most High?”

I took several deep breaths and bowed my head. My mouth was dry. I couldn’t form any words, nor could I admit to my lack of faith to a creature such as this.

“I know you have never had a vision of an angel,” Raphael said. “Hear me, Godseeker. He knows of your many doubts. A man in Spain once suffered through a Dark Night of the Soul. Known as St. John of the Cross, he knew the difficulty of sustaining belief while living in a world under the rule of Satan. Here, I will loosen your tongue.”

Immediately, I felt moisture enter my mouth, a kind of holy water but not from the font near the bronze doors of the cathedral. I raised my head and dared to look at the angel. My eyes ached at his brightness.

“Archangel of God, I am the least worthy to receive the attention of the Creator. I have blood on my hands. I have killed many, as a soldier and as a police officer. In addition, I can no longer claim to be a man of faith.”

The angel drew a short sword from the sheath at his side and pointed it at me. “As the Son of God chose common men, fishermen, as disciples, so He has selected you for a task in this city. Be careful how you answer the call, Josh Savage. At great peril to his soul does a man decline a role ordained for him.”

“Forgive me,” I said softly. “I only speak as one of God’s rejects.”

The angel raised his sword higher and the heavenly metal flashed like lightning. “God can forgive. As for your sense of failure, I cannot help. But He can.”

I brought my hands together. “What must I do?”

“You will expose the servants of the Enemy in all their hiding places.” The angel’s voice resonated in the vastness of the nave, echoing off the walls. “Indeed, the End is approaching, though only the Heavenly Father knows when. Until that day comes, know that every nation on Earth is ruled over by a lieutenant of one formerly called Lucifer.” Raphael shook his sword. “Unlike on this planet, Heaven has no sense of time. I was there when the greatest of the angels, that highest of the archangels, declared war on the Creator, determined to establish himself on the Throne. Lucifer was full of beauty and intelligence, but pride led him to rebel against his place in the Creation.”

The nave grew dim, the votive candles extinguished, even the form of the angel receded behind the wings that closed over him. I shivered, both with fear and from the sudden chill that enveloped me.

Slowly the massive wings opened halfway and Raphael explained, “Led by our warrior archangel, now guardian of Israel, Michael gathered the legions loyal to God and, with Gabriel on the right and I to his left, wrought judgment upon the renegades that had followed Lucifer. In fierce battle we threw them down from Heaven to a place of fire and desolation, justly made for them.”

When Raphael paused, I asked quietly, “How did your forces maneuver in the battle?”

Can angels smile?

At once the nave lightened. “A soldier’s question, Josh Savage. The answer? We outflanked them. My legion on the left, Gabriel’s on the right, Michael’s legions driving down the center, we drove them from the heavenly field of battle. But enough of history. Your duty is today.”

“I am trained to follow orders.”

“There are countless angels, fallen from grace, working to lead believers astray. Your friends are not the only ones with doubts; however, lapsed Christians are not beyond hope. Apostates are different. They are self-condemned, choosing to abandon the path to Everlasting Life. As a man, Josh Savage, you are not meant to understand everything. The ranks of angels–thrones, dominions, principalities and powers–do not share the omniscience of God our Creator. Nor are we omnipresent.”

Surprising myself again, I spoke up. “The prophet Daniel related how the Archangel Gabriel was delayed from delivering an answer to prayer, held up by Asmodeus, Prince of the Power of the Air in Persia. Later, Gabriel went to Greece where, once again, he was contested by the Prince of Power over that ancient land.”

“The observations of a soldier. In the First War of Heaven, we learned the value of reconnaissance, getting to know the ways of our enemy. You, too, know that.”

“What now, Archangel?”

“I must leave you. Your fellow investigator, Toby Israel, was called on by the Archangel Ariel, whose duty it is to look after the animal kingdom, wild and domestic. There are reports that wolves are being poisoned in this state.”

“Some cattle ranchers are cowards, fearing and hating wolves,” I said, “worried that the predators will take down some of their herd, regardless of compensation by the government. The irony is that those same ranchers ship their cattle to slaughterhouses to be turned into meat for people. It’s all about money.”

“The Son of God warned humans that they cannot serve God and Mammon. Such greed leads to a corruption of the soul. And,” the angel added, “mammon is not just silver and gold, it refers to one of Lucifer’s chief lieutenants in the Rebellion.”

“So greed is idolatry?”

“That is wisdom, Josh Savage. Keep the Faith, even though yours be infinitely smaller than a mustard seed. Do not be afraid.” Then the angel, shimmering with an intense light, sheathed his sword, spread open his wings...and vanished.

“Faith, huh? If I  possess such a thing, it’s smaller than an amoeba.” I got to my feet, opened and closed my fingers to get the circulation going, and stepped into the center aisle. Facing the altar, I genuflected, made the sign of the cross, and turned to leave the darkened nave of the cathedral.

Checking the luminescent dial of my Hamilton military-style watch, I saw that it was twenty past ten, only minutes after Doc had run to his taxi. I knew I was tired almost to the point of exhaustion, but had I nodded off and merely dreamed of the angelic encounter? As I stood up to leave, the bank of votive candles was burning again, tiny flames casting shadows on the interior of St. James. How did that happen, I wondered?
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I turned the dead bolt on the door to Toby’s apartment, stripped off my damp clothing and took a hot shower. After putting on gray sweatpants, a black T-shirt and white athletic socks, I went to the kitchen and filled a shot glass with cognac, hoping that I’d feel relaxed enough to get some sleep. In the past, if closing my eyes didn’t work, I’d read a page in a dictionary or a dull book–not a page turner! 

I perused Toby’s bookcase in the living room and, not by coincidence, came away with the Modern Library version of Paradise Lost, an epic poem crafted by a 17th century Englishman who had composed the long, unrhymed work after he’d lost his eyesight.

The glass empty and dropped on the rug, the book fallen from my hands, I managed to stumble over to the couch. With my old wool army blanket for warmth, I listened to the sound of the rain tapping on the windows, the whoosh of vehicles rolling along Broadway before midnight and, finally, fell asleep.

The dream must’ve lasted half the night, scenes bursting inside my restless brain with the force of a 3-D movie, lacking only a scored soundtrack to complete the picture. It all began with the blind poet’s account of a spear-wielding Lucifer recoiling from the sharp point of the Archangel Michael’s sword pressed against his armored chest plate. Hordes of the former head Archangel’s followers were tumbling aimlessly through a gray emptiness after their resounding defeat in the First War in Heaven.

My aural nerves vibrated with the despairing cries of the vanquished. Fully a third of the angels, a multitude of the losers lay strewn about a barren and rocky landscape in a place named Chaos. Lying on the Plain of Desolation, the vast number of beaten angels were beyond counting, their immortal souls confused at their present state, far from the Light of God which they had experienced since their creation eons ago.

Then that most handsome of celestial inhabitants, once considered wisest of them all, rose to his full height, commanding attention. He raised his spear over his head, the long, flowing blond locks of a Viking warrior adding color to the dreary setting and, with sturdy wings on his back opening and closing, summoned his brigades and battalions and companies of angels, according to their former stations in Heaven. As Lucifer lifted his spear higher and higher in defiance of the Creator, confusion began to leave the faces of those recently removed from the presence of Glory. One by one they rose up from their prone positions by the Lake of Fire, adjusted their armor, took up their shields and swords and paid heed to the words of the leader of their rebellion.

Without once acknowledging the enormity of his misjudgment of God’s powers, Lucifer announced that he was no longer to be called by that name; rather, he was now Satan, the Enemy of God. Satan defiantly renewed his pledge of opposition to the Creator, delivering a message of task and purpose to his stunned and demoralized army. While promising that their combat with Michael’s forces would only serve to strengthen their resolve, that a battle had been lost but not the war, Satan exuded pride and confidence, the same attributes which had convinced legions of angels to support him.

No apology to his comrades in arms passed his lips, no contrition expressed for a failed revolt against former angelic brothers who, for untold ages, had performed God’s will in the universe. Lucifer, now Satan, had presumed a kind of equality with the Creator, an unexplainable error for one created by God. Nevertheless, no general over an army, not Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, Attila the Hun, Napoleon or George Patton had delivered such a silver-tongued oration to rally his followers out of the funk of crushed hopes and promises.

The response of the fallen angels was dramatic, a clashing of spears on round shields, swords ringing hard against their comrade’s blades. The cheers were deafening. That’s when I awoke and, drops of perspiration on my forehead, unwound the tangled blanket from my legs and went to the kitchen for a glass of water, the nerve-shattering cacophony of desperate angels throbbing in my head. I opened a cabinet above the counter, took down a bottle of aspirin and chewed a couple without chasing the broken tablets with water. Sometimes I needed to taste the bitterness. Back on the couch I heard the rhythmic ticking of a clock and, while a hemlock branch ticked against a window, closed my eyes again.
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