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        For your face turns toward all faces

        that gaze upon it.

        Therefore, those who look upon you

        with a loving face will find your face

        looking on them with love…

        Those who look upon you in hate

        will similarly find your face hateful.

        Those who gaze at you in joy

        will find your face joyfully reflected back at them.

      

        

      
        —Nicholas of Cusa
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      When the demon appeared, Randall Webber nearly jumped out of his skin. He was an experienced magickian, but the appearance of an infernal dignitary is never a commonplace event, and it shook him every time. He knew that if he stepped even momentarily outside the circle he had painstakingly burned onto his hardwood floor the demon would be at his throat, and in an instant would separate his soul from his body and devour it—or worse.

      Webber mustered his courage and put on his best poker face. He was in control here, he told himself. He was the magickian. He called the shots. He commanded the hosts of Hell. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and upper lip and then put his hand in his back pocket to stop it from shaking.

      The demon did not speak but appeared in the form of a dragon. It hovered as an image cast upon a small paper triangle about the size of Webber’s fist, set safely outside the circle on an end table. The dragon uncoiled its tail in slow motion, gold-flecked pupils staring straight into Webber’s own. Webber gulped and willed his voice not to waver as he spoke.

      “Greetings, noble Articiphus, commander of many mighty hosts, Duke of Hell. I acknowledge thee and bid thee welcome. I command thee by the holy Tetragrammaton to assume thy human form and speak with me!”

      So far, so good, Webber thought. He was still in one piece; the demon was still constrained within the folded paper triangle, and he thought he had just given a flawless performance of a man in command of himself. He fought the urge to run through his mental checklist to make sure he had not forgotten anything. One missing link and the whole house of cards would come tumbling down and he would be demon chow. He fought the urge. He had been careful, and if he had missed anything it was too late now to do anything about it. Right now, he needed to focus.

      The triangle shimmered, and a regal-looking gentleman hovered in it dressed in ermine and satin. One half of his face was serene, the other horribly scarred. A diadem sat upon his head, and his face bore a resentful scowl. Nobody likes to be told what to do, Randall thought, least of all a man of power—or a being of power. “Hail, Articiphus, Duke of—”

      The demon interrupted him impatiently. “Cut the shit, Magickian. What do you want?”

      Randall’s eyes widened. He pushed a lock of long brown hair out of his eyes and consciously straightened his perpetually stooped shoulders. He was expecting the typical exchange of ritual pleasantries, a ping-pong volley of testy manners conducted in Elizabethan English, but he had never summoned this particular spirit before. This one, apparently, had no time—or patience—for small talk. Very well, Randall thought, let’s just cut to the chase. “Is it true, noble Duke, that you have the power to remove souls and put them in other bodies?”

      Whether the demon’s voice was audible or whether it merely resonated in his mind, Randall couldn’t tell. It had an odd quality about it as if Randall were wearing headphones. There was no resonance in the room, so it was hard to tell. He dismissed the thought as irrelevant and willed himself once more to focus. The words were clear, regardless of their source. The big question had just been asked. And for a demon in a hurry to be rid of this pest of a human, Articiphus was certainly taking his time replying.

      The demon’s eyes narrowed, and he looked like he was trying to stare past the magickian. Randall stole a glance behind him, but there was nothing. Out the window he could see drizzle swirling around a streetlamp, forming wispy ghosts that, he prayed, were neither conscious nor malevolent. In this business, however, one could never be sure.

      Randall shifted nervously, noting that the meat of his thigh seemed to have gone numb. He slapped it with the flat of his hand. “What say you, noble Duke?” he called, with a note of impatience.

      “I. Can.” The demon let the two words drop like ice. He squinted at the magickian. “You want to share a body with another soul.” He spoke it as a statement, but a raised eyebrow indicated that it was more of a question of clarification.

      “No. I want to trade bodies.”

      Randall saw the demon nodding, understanding. “Man or woman?” he asked.

      “Neither one,” Randall said. He forced all the air he could into his lungs, expanding them as far as they would go given the acrid sting of the incense that hung as thick in the air of the apartment as the fog outside. “The being I want to swap bodies with is…not human.”

      The demon opened his mouth to speak but then closed it again, furrowing his brows instead.

      “Oh yeah,” Randall added. “When I go, I need to take this with me.” And he held forth a purplish-green fruit.

      “What are you going to do with an avocado?” asked the demon, now truly curious.

      Suddenly, Webber was not nervous at all. He knew what he had to do, and he knew he had the means at hand to do it. He didn’t answer the demon but only smiled.
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      Fr. Richard Kinney didn’t mind the rain. It was turning out to be Berkeley’s wettest winter in decades, but he smiled as he turned his nose to the sky, quietly relishing the tiny splashes on his nose and cheeks.

      It was a cold midmorning, though, and he thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans as he walked. He cut through to Spruce Street and turned right at All Saints’ Episcopal.

      He was a middle-aged friar habited in a black Anglican cassock, yet no one seemed to think his attire out of place—there were plenty of people in the vicinity of the Graduate Theological Union in religious dress. His hair was tonsured—a round bowl of skin poked through his already thinning hair on the very top of his head—and though his frame carried a few extra pounds, he carried them well.

      The wind seemed to pick up when he reached busy Shattuck Avenue. So did the rain, and he suddenly wished he’d brought his hat. He didn’t dwell on it, though. The Old Catholic Order of Saint Raphael, of which he was the prior, had just finished a very successful series of exorcisms for the Roman Catholic Diocese of Oakland. Not only had they succeeded in banishing a whole host of demons from a Lafayette orphanage, but they had been well paid for their efforts. Good pay—or even adequate recognition—was a rarity in the exorcism business, and Richard gave himself permission to enjoy the success—for a little while at least. Beware undue pride, he reminded himself, but he smiled as he did it.

      He felt relieved as he darted in the door of the Gallic Hotel’s café. The smell of coffee wafted over him like a pleasurable veil, and he paused to savor it, filling his lungs.

      The line was unusually short, no doubt due to the weather, and he ordered a cappuccino. Passing his hands through the slits in his cassock, he unzipped his fanny pack and felt around for some change. He paid, and, picking up a discarded newspaper, he found a table and waited for Philip to arrive.

      He liked Philip. They had met online about a year ago and had had an on-again-off-again relationship that was both promising and maddening in equal measure.

      They seemed, at least to Richard, to be well matched. Philip was a seminary student, embarking on a second career as an Episcopal priest. They had a lot in common, and where Richard was an extroverted, charge-ahead kind of guy, Philip was quiet, reserved, and cautious. A little too cautious, Richard sometimes thought, but he also realized that Philip’s reserve provided a useful balance.

      They were different in other ways, too. Richard was tall, standing a good six feet, with broad, though somewhat stooped shoulders, while Philip was a smaller man, five foot five, with delicate features that often looked pained when he was concentrating on something.

      Philip appeared in the doorway, and Richard waved at him. Philip flashed a grimacing smile and sat down without ordering. “I can’t stay,” he said, brushing rain from his coat.

      Richard had been expecting a kiss, and Philip’s brusque demeanor caught him off guard. “Hey, Baby. You look worried. What’s up?” He reached out and took Philip’s hand. Philip withdrew his hand from the table and sighed. “Dicky, we need to talk.”

      As if mirroring the weather, dark clouds gathered on Richard’s interior horizon, and he didn’t like it at all. “That’s never a good thing to hear,” he said, almost as an aside. “What’s wrong?”

      “How can I put this?” Philip softened a bit. He leaned forward and squeezed Richard’s hand. “You’re driving me crazy.”

      “Innnn…a good way?” Richard asked hopefully. “Like crazy with lust, or an obsessive fascination with my winning personality?”

      The levity didn’t help. Philip blew air through his cheeks and lowered his head. Richard took that moment to admire the full head of hair his lover sported. Some guys have all the luck, he thought. His thoughts returned to what seemed to be inevitably coming. Some guys that are not me.

      “Dicky, for the past month you’ve been playing Batman and Robin, scurrying all over the Bay Area chasing bad guys and…doing your thing.”

      “Yeah,” Richard said, realizing his parade, his success, was about to get rained on as well. “My thing. It’s what I do.”

      “I know that. I’ve always known that. But in the past month, I’ve seen you exactly twice, and one of those times, I spent the whole evening trying to comfort you while you were having one of your inferiority attacks or whatever they are—insecurity, existential anxiety—whatever it was, it was all about you.”

      “I–I’ve been busy,” Richard stammered. “We had a gig, a paying gig. And I had a rough spot. You were wonderful, you helped me through it. You gave me exactly what I needed—”

      “Yeah, but at no time during this whole month did I get what I needed—and that’s the thing.” Philip raised his voice but then lowered it when he realized he was attracting the attention of other patrons. “I need this to work for me, too. And it isn’t. I have crises too. I have times I need to be carried, and held, and…loved. And you’re never there when I need you. So, I’m done. We’ve had some lovely times, Dicky, but it’s over. I’m sorry. I really am, but I can’t continue like this.” He rose from the table and kissed Richard on the cheek. “I’ll miss you,” he said, and he was gone.

      Richard sat frozen—activity went on in the coffee shop around him, but he did not notice. “Sweet Jesus,” he finally said out loud and then lowered his head to the table, a bit more quickly than he’d anticipated. His forehead smacked with unexpected force on the wood, and, in his present state, the sensation seemed appropriate, even pleasurable.

      He smacked his forehead on the table again, a little harder this time. Then he did it again. And again. “God hates me,” he said out loud, between head bangs. “The motherfucker really, really hates me.”

      “I not fond of you, either,” a harsh voice said from just behind him. “And if you break that table, God will not be only motherfucker on your ass.” Richard raised his head to see Mr. Kim, the Korean owner of the Gallic Hotel—a small man with a thin mustache coloring his lip, and a grimy towel hanging from his belt. His arms were crossed, and his jaw was set with a don’t fuck with me rigidity. Richard didn’t.

      “Sorry, Mr. Kim,” he said and laid his head down on the cool of the table, waiting for the stars to stop spinning in front of his eyes.

      “And I don’t want to hear about you fag-monks’ sex lives,” Mr. Kim added, in English that wasn’t quite broken but was undeniably cracked.

      “We’re friars, not monks. And this is Berkeley,” Richard said. “Our sex lives are tame by comparison to most of the people in here.”

      Mr. Kim looked around, and Richard followed his gaze as well as he could without moving his head. There were exactly three other patrons in the joint, all of them elderly.

      “Uh-huh, whatever you say, Father,” Mr. Kim said. “And stop spit. It disgusting.”

      Just then Richard’s cell phone rang, a cheesy Casio version of the triumphant “Rise Up, O Men of God,” which Richard had picked for the double entendre. Richard raised his head from the table, trailing a string of drool, and flipped open the phone.

      Fr. Terry Milne’s reedy voice cut in and out, but it was still comprehensible. “Dicky, drop whatever you’re doing.”

      “God hates me,” Richard told him.

      “What? You’re breaking up. Listen, get your ass in gear, and meet us over in the city. Pacific Heights, corner of Baker and Clay. We’ve got a gig.”

      “God hates me,” Richard repeated.

      “Dicky, I can’t. I’m sure it’s lovely, whatever you just said. I’ve left messages for Dylan and Mikael as well—we’ve got demon ass to kick, and we’re going to need backup. Ciao for now, sweetie.”
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      Lantern in hand, Alan Dane descended the steps of the catacombs beneath his family home. Unforgiving rock, dank and dark, loomed above his head, and he breathed in the familiar cold and musty air. Reaching the bottom, he held his lantern up and surveyed the tomb in which a hundred years of relatives were buried. The Danes were the closest thing to old money that San Francisco had. At one time, they had been rivals of the Sutro clan—and, paradoxically, high-society friends as well.

      He was a tall, lean man in his middle thirties, well groomed, and fashionably attired. His hands were large, prone to grand gestures, and sported many rings, among them a large, red jewel on his right hand.

      Passing row upon row of shelves cut deep into the rock, he glanced at the mummified remains of his ancestors. He bowed dramatically to the first one and uttered a very formal, “I trust you are enjoying your stay in Hell, Grandmother Dane.” He shuffled left and bowed again. “And, Uncle John, I hear the worms feasted well on you, and it makes me glad.” He continued to greet his ancestors in this manner all the way down the hall, each time bowing low with a grand sweep of his bejeweled hands, until he had reached the end of the inhabited shelves, at which point he turned to face the hallway and addressed them collectively. “For raising my father in the way that you did, I say to you all, fuck you. You have made him the monster he is.” Or was, he thought to himself, swelling with pride for, at last, having the upper hand.

      This was no time to gloat. While it was true that his father would be tormenting no children in the immediate future, it was clear to Alan Dane that his job was far from finished. There were still children suffering, even if not at his father’s hands. There were other fathers, other monsters, other sources of suffering. There were so many children to save.

      With a sense of mission, he unlatched the large wooden door at the end of the hallway. As it swung open, the lantern light shone upon a richly appointed room, revealing the form of a small boy, sniffling and mewling for his mother.

      “Shhhh, it’s okay,” Dane said, closing the door behind him with a boom that reverberated through the rock. He smiled at the child, revealing true compassion as he withdrew a scalpel case from his breast pocket. “No one will ever, ever hurt you again. I promise.” He said it mechanically, as if he were reciting lines, for it was a ritual he had enacted many times. “I am your savior, and I have come to deliver you. Everything is going to be all right. Your suffering is finally at an end…”
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      As Richard squealed to a stop in front of a Pacific Heights mansion, he saw Terry and Mikael waiting for him on the sidewalk, their arms crossed impatiently.

      “Took you long enough,” Terry called.

      Richard said nothing. The traffic had been terrible coming over the Bay Bridge, but he was in no mood to make excuses, or to be concerned about Terry’s legendary nitpicking. He grabbed his kit bag from the trunk and strode over to where his friends were standing.

      Terry and Mikael were a study in contrasts. Terry was short, the ring of his tonsure cut so close as to be almost undetectable. The product of a Japanese mother and an Irish father, his black hair and oddly shaped eyes lent him an elfin appearance. He was a nervous, agitated, and extroverted man just nearing forty, his face red with exasperation.

      Mikael, on the other hand, was tall—over six feet—with a shock of wild jet-black hair that radiated from his scalp like the rays of a negative sun. He was a calm, quiet man, just barely thirty, the friars’ most recent oblate. His tonsure had been symbolic—a lock of hair was cut at his admission but allowed to grow back, as befit a struggling power-punk musician.

      As Richard approached, Terry’s anger transfigured into concern. “Dicky, what’s the matter?”

      Richard stopped within arm’s reach of his friends and struggled to master himself. “God hates me,” he said.

      “God can be a right bloody bastard,” Terry agreed. “What did the jerk do this time?”

      “Philip…” Richard was proud of himself for having held it together this long—all the way over the bridge, in fact. But the shock was wearing off, and the reality was sinking in. He lost it, and buried his face in Terry’s black cassock.

      “Shh…Honey, there, there,” Terry said, stroking his neck and looking up at Mikael with a concerned grimace. Mikael laid his hand on Richard’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze that passed for an acceptable, manly, and decidedly straight display of sympathy. “Did he dump you?”

      Richard nodded into Terry’s shoulder, and the smaller man cursed in response. “That damned nelly wannabe. I knew he would be trouble. You deserve better, Honey.” He rocked Richard for a few seconds.

      Richard picked his head up and looked, sniffing, at the gray, brooding sky. “No. He deserved better than me. He was totally right. I just haven’t been…available.”

      Terry took Richard’s hands in both of his and gave them a good shake. “Dicky, listen to me. We’ve got a demon in there. We’ve got an exorcism to do. Are you up for this? Because if you’re not, I want you to go straight home. I’ll handle it myself—Mikael can help. It’ll be a good learning experience for him either way. I would really like to have your help in there, but not if you can’t handle it. I don’t need to remind you about the dangers. And if you’re in an emotionally vulnerable place…” He did not finish the sentence. He didn’t have to.

      Richard considered. If Terry could see that he was so upset at one glance, then he wasn’t going to fool any demon. And demons were nothing if not brilliant exploiters of weakness. On the other hand, it might prove even more dangerous for Terry to try it alone. Terry was a good exorcist—certainly he was brave—but his area of occult expertise was Enochian magick, not demon magick. Goetia—the kind of magick in which one summons and manipulates demonic entities—was Richard’s own area of specialized study, and more than once he had saved the Order’s collective ass due to his knowledge of the field’s most excruciating minutiae.

      As for Mikael, he was the magickal equivalent of a driver’s ed student. It’s not that he was useless, but he had only seen one exorcism previously, and it was a mild one. He was there to learn, not to help—for his own safety and everyone else’s.

      “Where’s Dylan?” Richard asked.

      “Under deadline with a big web job, the one he and Susan have been working on all week. It goes live tonight.”

      “Shit,” Richard muttered. He considered going home, but the truth was he simply did not know what he would do with himself when he got there. He didn’t really feel like relating the whole story to the others back at the Friary, and given a choice between being here and beating up on demons or sitting alone in his room and beating up on himself, it was not a hard decision. Besides, even if he was in a delicate place, the work would be safer if there were two experienced priests on hand. “Let’s kick some demon ass,” he finally said, trying to sound resolute.

      “You sure?” Terry looked up at him uncertainly.

      “No. So let’s do it while I’m still in shock.” He slung his kit bag over his shoulder, and together they passed through the wrought iron gates. As they approached the doors of the mansion, it occurred to Richard that surely the likes of them would not be admitted to such an opulent place. They were, after all, on the brink of poverty, and that due to circumstance, not pious adherence to their vows.

      “Wait,” Terry said, turning to Mikael. “Do I look buff? ’Cause I don’t wanna face any demons if I don’t look buff.” He struck a Charles Atlas pose.

      Richard answered instead, grateful for an opportunity to lighten his mood. “Ter, you’re not just buff, you’re butch.”

      “Fuck butch. Dykes are butch. Fags gotta be buff.”

      “Well, actually,” Mikael said, “Your rouge is a little uneven.”

      “Oh thank you,” Terry said. “Heavy on the right or left?”

      “Left. Your left.”

      Terry rubbed at his left cheek while Richard contemplated ringing the bell.

      “We don’t belong here,” Richard said, hesitating.

      “I feel it,” Terry agreed, “but we do this job, Honey, and we may actually get a paycheck.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Richard said and reached for the button.

      “Stop!” a voice forcefully whispered, loud enough for them all to hear. The friars turned, searching out the source of the command. In the shadow of a stand of bushes about a foot away from the house, a slight female figure crouched. Once they had seen her, she put her index finger to her lips, signaling silence. Then she waved at them to follow, and turned, disappearing into the shrubbery.

      Terry looked at Richard for a decision. Richard shrugged and set out after her. A couple of steps brought them to the shrubbery, and soon they were winding their way along a little path directly beside the mansion.

      After about thirty yards, they cleared the bushes and found themselves beside a wooden gate that loomed over them. Fumbling with a ring of keys, an attractive young woman in blue scrubs visibly battled her anxiety. Eventually, she found the right key, and, pushing her long red hair back with one hand, she peered intently at the lock. She inserted the key and turned it. The lock responded with a satisfying click, and the gate swung inward. Looking around nervously, she motioned them to enter, and following them, shut the gate behind them.

      They were in a small, neatly kept garden with high walls and tasteful Greek statuary. The young woman paused, closed her eyes, and caught her breath. Richard noticed that her hands were shaking.

      She, apparently, noticed it, too, and pressed them together. Then, seeming to suddenly remember her manners, she extended her hand to the friar nearest her, which happened to be Terry. “Sorry for the intrigue. I’m Jessica Stahl, Mr. Dane’s resident nurse.”

      Terry shook her hand. “Very pleased to meet you in person. I believe you and I spoke on the phone—was that you?” She nodded. “I’m Fr. Terry Milne, and these are my colleagues, Fr. Richard Kinney and Brother Mikael Bloomink of the Old Catholic Order of Saint Raphael.”

      She shook hands with Richard and Mikael, and seemed to have caught her breath. “I’m sorry about the sneaking around,” she said. “But Mr. Dane—the young Mr. Dane—doesn’t know I called you.”

      Terry raised his eyebrows and shot an uncertain look at Richard. Richard cleared his throat. “What, exactly, are we dealing with, here?”

      “The elder Mr. Dane is dying—he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer well over a year ago, now,” Nurse Stahl obliged. “He’s in terrible pain. The truth is, I’ve never seen anyone hold on like this. He should have…” She swallowed. “He should be dead. And I don’t understand why he’s not.”

      “So why call us?” Richard asked.

      She looked around, apparently concerned that she might be observed. “I think—I know it sounds crazy—but I think his holding on—it’s supernatural. And I know this isn’t scientific, but it doesn’t feel good.” Her eyes were large, and she looked at them fiercely as if daring them not to laugh at her.

      Terry pulled a notebook from beneath his cassock and began scribbling in it. “Can you describe the behaviors you’ve observed?”

      She nodded. “Sometimes, I think I see his eyes glow—they’re kind of red. At first, I thought it was my imagination, but then I was walking through his room in the dark, and…well, I could almost see my way because of it.” She felt at her arms and rubbed them. “Gives me chills just to think about it.”

      “What else?”

      “Well, sometimes, if I don’t do what he asks fast enough—and that’s another thing, he shouldn’t be talking at all at this stage, let alone asking for things—but, if I don’t, he gets…there’s this other voice…it’s deeper, rougher…scarier. It seems to be coming from everywhere. It’s…not Mr. Dane. It’s someone…something else.”

      Terry nodded, glancing at both Mikael and Richard. They all seemed to be on the same page. “Anything else?”

      She sniffed and pulled at her hair with a shaky hand. “Yes, once I was attaching a new catheter, and he grabbed my arm so hard I had bruises for a week. Like I said, he shouldn’t be able to do that. And so hard…it’s not natural.”

      “How did you hear about us, Ms. Stahl?” Richard asked.

      “On my day off, I went to the office of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese. I met with several people—they kept passing me from one office to another. Finally, the bishop’s assistant made sure we were alone, and he said to me—really loud, as if he thought someone was listening—that most demonic possessions weren’t real and that they didn’t have anyone on staff that could help me. Then he handed me your card. And—it was weird—he winked at me.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s the way it has to be,” Terry nodded. “We handle most of the Archdiocese’s exorcism work—and every other diocese, Catholic and Episcopal, in Northern California. But unofficially, of course. Very few clergy specialize in this sort of thing anymore. We’ve actually been busier than you might think.”

      “Father, if anyone believes, I believe.” Her eyes were huge.

      “Can we see him—Mr. Dane?” Terry asked.

      She led them to the sliding glass door and opened it, revealing a dimly lit room. About three times the size of a normal hospital room, it had all of the same accoutrements, yet it was so spaciously arranged it did not detract from the atmosphere of calm elegance.

      For all of its beauty, however, the room was heavy with the stench of bile and disinfectant. Worse than that was a malevolent energy that hit the friars full in the face the moment they entered. Richard cringed at the feel of it, and he glanced at Terry, the most spiritually sensitive of all of them. He could see Terry’s face tighten. If forced to describe the feeling, Richard would have simply said it was wrong. Very, very wrong. The friars looked at one another briefly and wordlessly registered the feeling between them. It was clear that they all felt it. They were in the presence of sentient evil.

      At the epicenter of the wrongness, a withered skeleton of a man lay in a hospital bed flanked by heart monitors and IV bags.

      “It’s been a tough day,” Nurse Stahl said as they gathered around the hospital bed. “The morphine isn’t quite cutting it, today. And it…”—she was, Richard gathered, referring to the demon—“If I could sue it for sexual harassment, I would.”

      Richard nodded, and his eyes softened momentarily. “I’m sorry about that. Tell us about his son.”

      “The young Mr. Dane is running the family businesses now. He comes up often to check on his father, but there doesn’t seem to be much love between them. In fact, one night I overheard him talking to his father—or that thing inside him, I couldn’t really tell. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me, but that man’s got a lot of anger in him, that’s for sure.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him about contacting us?”

      “I mentioned the possibility of calling someone in to help him, and he laughed at me. Not a nice laugh, either. So, I…Look, I don’t know anything about the old man. I just know that no matter who he is, or what he’s done, everyone deserves to die with dignity, in peace. So, I called you. I thought if there was any way to get that thing inside him out—maybe nature could run its course and Mr. Dane could find some rest.”

      “You did the right thing,” Mikael assured her. Both Terry and Richard looked at him. Blood rose up Mikael’s neck as he realized he was being stared at.

      “Well, technically, we can’t do anything without the family’s approval,” Terry said, still looking at Mikael. “But it sounds like we’re not going to get that.” He looked back at the nurse. “Are we?”

      She shook her head.

      Terry looked at Richard. “And we have an old man needlessly suffering…”

      Richard sighed. “What the hell, all he can do is sue us.”

      Terry smiled, “And no one has ever won a case on the grounds of unauthorized exorcism.”

      Richard met the woman’s eyes. “We’ll do it.”

      She was visibly relieved. “I’m afraid he’s got so much morphine in him he won’t be able to speak to you,” she said.

      “That’s all right,” said Richard. “We don’t need to speak to him, just the thing inside him. And unless I’m mistaken, the morphine isn’t going to slow it down any.”

      “No,” she said with a frightened and faraway look that was not hard to decipher. “It never does.” She looked at the old man with a mixture of compassion and fear. In a moment, she gathered up her courage and addressed them again. “My rooms are just through there.” She pointed to a door opposite the one they had come through. “I always have the monitor on, so just call if you need me.”

      Richard smiled grimly at her. “Thank you. But we want you to turn the monitor off. It’s not a request; it’s a requirement. And no matter what you hear coming from this room this afternoon, I need you to promise me you’ll stay put. I don’t care if you hear what sounds like Armageddon coming from this room, for your own safety, and ours, you need to stay put.”

      “Do you want me to leave?” she asked, looking skeptical.

      “Mr. Dane might need medical assistance if things go wrong. But we’ll come and get you if we need you. Are you okay with that?”

      She looked momentarily relieved, and then frightened—but she had obviously seen enough weirdness in tending to the old man that she was prepared to be brave. “I’m okay…with that.”

      “Good. Then we’re going to get started.” This was, apparently, her cue to get lost, and after a moment of hesitation she picked up on it. After a quick check to make sure all was as well with Mr. Dane as she could make it, she retired to her apartment.

      Without another word, Terry and Richard began carrying all the superfluous furniture out of the room and into the garden. Mikael followed their example. “Hey, if we want a smoke later, we can kick back out here,” Mikael said. He looked a little confused by all the moving.

      Terry noticed. “We don’t want you to be hit in the back of the head by a flying samovar, let alone a sofa, do we?”

      “Oh,” he mouthed silently, nodding. He went back inside for a lamp. Once everything that wasn’t nailed down or necessary for medical care was safely in the garden, they opened their kit bags and unpacked their vestments. All three donned surplices and pectoral crucifixes, and Terry and Richard put on stoles. Then the priests took their places on either side of the possessed man. Richard lit a charcoal brick for the incense and laid it in a brass thurible.

      “Where do you want me?” asked Mikael.

      “As far away as possible,” Richard said. “You’re here to observe. I’ll let you know if I need your help. Otherwise, just keep your eyes peeled and learn.”

      Mikael swallowed hard and wiped a clump of wild black hair out of his eyes. Terry smiled at his nervousness, and in a quiet compassionate voice asked him, “Where is the one place on earth you feel most safe, Mikael?”

      Mikael’s face screwed up into an almost comical mask of concentration. Then he brightened. “924 Gilman.”

      “The punk club? Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Okay, imagine that you’re there, waiting for a show.”

      Mikael closed his eyes and put on the concentrating face again. After a few minutes, he opened his eyes again and shook his head. “It’s not working. I’m too nervous.”

      “Okay,” Terry said, “let’s try something else. Martin’s first stage of exorcism—what is it?”

      “Presence.”

      “You feel it?”

      “The moment I walked in the room.”

      “Good. What’s the second stage?”

      “Pretense.”

      “Bingo. What does this look like to you?” He waved toward Mr. Dane.

      “It looks like a really sick man knocked out on morphine.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? Don’t let it fool you, though. Inside this body is a very conscious, very dangerous being. It may try to hide for a while—to pretend it’s just a very sick man knocked out on morphine. But this actually helps us. The demon can’t pretend it’s anything else but an unconscious old guy. If we get any response at all, we’ll know it’s the demon talking, not Mr. Dane here.”

      Richard spooned incense onto the smoking charcoal. Terry quickly set wards for protection and then erected a crucifix in a stand on the tray table in front of the possessed, where it would be clearly visible should he open his eyes.

      Richard said a silent prayer for protection. As the smoke of incense wafted through the room, Richard took out a portable aspergill and began to sprinkle holy water over himself and Terry. He threw a few sprinkles in Mikael’s direction and then sprinkled the old man.

      A violent stirring began. It started with a shudder that ran the length of the body, beginning at the feet and ending with a brief convulsion of the shoulders and head. Then the old man began to shake all over, with shivers that did not subside.

      Richard rubbed his thumb across the cotton in his oil stock, wetting it with holy chrism. The moment he touched the old man’s forehead with this thumb, and before he could make the sign of the cross, the eyes snapped open, and the sagging face bunched itself up into a taut mask of rage.

      “That was quick,” Terry noted.

      “Well, what have we here?” it began, slithering its words like a serpent. “Two magickians”—he cast his eyes to the far side of the room and sized up Mikael quickly—“and a witch? Masquerading as priests. We’re on the same team, you know, you and I. Just what do you expect to do here?”

      “We expect to send your sorry ass back to Hell, bozo,” Terry said as Richard continued the chrismation. Once the cross of oil was complete, the withered body writhed in pain, and the acrid smell of burning flesh cut through the incense.

      Richard ignored the demon and opened his Ritual. He began with the standard litany and prayer of divine invocation. Then he turned and addressed the possessed. “Unclean spirit!” he shouted. “Whoever you are who possess this servant of God, by the mysteries of the incarnation, the sufferings and death, the resurrection, and the ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ; by the sending of the Holy Spirit; and by the coming of our Lord into last judgment, I command you to tell me, with some sign, your name, and the day and the hour of your damnation. Obey me in everything, although I am an unworthy servant of God. Do no damage to this possessed creature, or to my assistants, or to any of their goods.”

      “Fake priest—fuck off!”

      “Demon, I command you in the name of Yod-He-Vau-He, in the name of Y’Shua the Nazarene, tell me your name!”

      “I am Your-Mother-Drinks-Elephant-Cum, you phony bastard!”

      “Really? Elephant cum? Is that the best you can do? In the name of the Lord of Hosts—” Before Richard could continue, a wind of hurricane force upturned the tray table and upset the machinery surrounding the bed. Richard and Terry were both thrown against the sliding glass door, and Mikael hugged the wall.

      The wind continued to whip at their clothes, pinning them for several minutes. Then, as suddenly as it had erupted, it stopped. Richard fell forward, and caught himself, but Terry was not so lucky, and lay sprawled on the floor. Richard looked at the door where they had hit it, and saw an enormous web of cracks radiating from his point of contact.

      Richard helped Terry up and glanced at Mikael to make sure he was all right. Mikael’s eyes were wide, but he nodded—he was okay. “Mikael, call Brian, and see if he can get a handle on who we’re dealing with,” Richard barked. “Put him on speakerphone.”

      Brian, Terry’s husband, was a Jewish Kabbalah expert—he was also a crack professional researcher at the Graduate Theological Union Library. Mikael speed dialed Brian and hit the speakerphone button. “Hi, Mikael, what’s up?” Brian’s voice was tinny as it emitted from the cell phone, but cheerful.

      “Hi, Sweetie,” called Terry across the room.

      The demon looked around uncertainly, clearly not used to such openness and lack of shame in queer folk. Shame was, after all, the hook demons most often used to snag people. Yet Terry was so open-hearted, so devoid of guilt, that it gave the demon nothing to clutch at or use against him. When the demon turned to look at Richard, however, he broke into a small, evil grin that seemed to be saying, “Here, now, is something to work with.”

      “Listen, Brian, we’ve got a beastie here who won’t give up his name!” Richard called.

      “Big surprise!”

      “No kidding. What do you have for us?”

      “Ever since Terry left the Friary, I’ve been doing web research on Mr. Dane’s success in business over the last twenty years. I think you’ve got your work cut out for you, guys. I don’t think this is an unwilling possession. I think it’s a partnership.”

      Richard was not surprised. The drive for material success was one of the chief reasons people got involved with demons—that and power. This demon no doubt granted Mr. Dane all the riches he lusted after, and in return got a welcome relief from discarnate existence. Demons love carnal pleasure, and desire it as much as humans do, but their bodies are too subtle to enjoy food, drink, or sex. Without the solid bodies of humans, they can only look but cannot touch, taste, or feel. This inability to enjoy what they so desperately crave is itself a form of damnation, and so such partnerships were not uncommon.

      “Do you know who we’re dealing with?”

      “Well, as you know, there are whole hosts of avarice-demons. But this guy’s MO is pretty distinctive. He doesn’t just defeat his competition; he likes to kill them—in pretty gross ways, actually—and we’ve only got a handful of beasties who operate that way. The best match is Griandre, but he’s in Moloch’s host, and Moloch is in the doghouse right now according to the demonwatch.com folks. So, my best guess is you’re dealing with either Orak of Alexandria or Duunel of Maaluchre’s host.”

      Richard was watching the possessed like a hawk and saw his eyes widen at the information. So much for the famed demonic poker face, Richard thought. He didn’t know which of Brian’s suggestions were on the money, but he knew one of them was.

      “I’ve got a suggestion,” Brian’s thin voice offered through the speakerphone.

      “I’m listening,” Richard said, still drilling the demon with his eyes.

      “If it’s Duunel, he’s got to have a physical link to Maaluchre attached to every instrument of evil. Since so much of Dane’s work is legal, I’d say take a look at his letterhead. The corporate logo might yield something interesting.”

      Richard nodded and turned to Mikael. “Go ask the nurse if she’s got any written correspondence, a contract with a cover letter, anything on Dane’s letterhead.”

      Mikael rushed to the door on the far side of the room and entered without knocking.

      “What if it’s Orak? And why is he in San Francisco and not Alexandria?”

      “He just made his name in Alexandria. There’s a good chance he was in Chicago for the better part of the twentieth century. Railroad tycoons and such. If it’s Orak, this is going to be a far sight tougher. He’s rogue.”

      Richard nodded. Most demons were arranged into hosts, like military companies, and followed a fairly strict discipline. Rogue demons, though, answered to no one and were extremely unpredictable.

      In a moment, Mikael returned with a piece of paper in hand. Richard stepped away from the possessed and snatched it from him. He held it out so that all three of them could see it. The vague nature of Mr. Dane’s industries was not illuminated by anything on his stationery. The corporate logo, as was typical, adorned the upper left corner; a simple geometrical design built around the letter D—for Dane, no doubt.

      “I think we struck out, here,” Terry said. “I can’t see anything in that design that looks even remotely sigilic.”

      Brian’s voice crackled a bit but was still decipherable. “I have an idea. Is there a watermark?”

      Richard turned around to hold the paper between himself and the brightest light in the room, and promptly swore. “Fuck me…”

      Both Terry and Mikael jostled around to get a glimpse of what Richard was looking at. There, plain as day, was the ghostly image of what was unmistakably a sigil.

      The demon, more agitated than ever, began to shake.

      “Brian, we’ve got a five-pointed trident, here. The outside tines are intersected by circles—”

      “That’s Maaluchre’s sigil, no doubt about it!” Brian’s voice exclaimed tinnily. “You’re dealing with Duunel, or I’ll eat my kippa.”

      Richard lowered the paper and gave the demon his best shit-eating grin. “Got you, motherfucker. Anything else we need to know, Brian?”

      “Not really…standard sixth-station demon. Nasty, but not particularly powerful politically. But he’s no dummy, and he’s no slouch, either. He’s well connected and keeps up a wide intelligence circle. According to the demonwatch folks, he’s originally a desert dweller, putting in a couple of centuries on the Sinai Peninsula, and some time in Saudi Arabia. So, invocations against jinn would probably be effective if you were Muslim. But no need to deviate from the standard Catholic formulas, guys, since you know them better. Oh yeah, one more thing about the desert stuff—he hates water.”

      “Yeah, we figured that one out,” Richard said. “Good work, Bri. Two cookies for you at dessert tonight, laddie.”

      “Gee, thanks, Dad.”

      “Keep a plate hot for me, babe,” called Terry.

      “That’s not all I’m keeping hot for you, Honey Pie. It’s shabbas!”

      “Okay, okay, down, boys,” Richard said. “It’s almost sundown, Brian. Time for you to knock off and light some candles.”

      “I’m boruch-an, I’m ato-an, I’m Adonai-an. Good luck, guys.” There was a click, and he was gone.

      Richard opened his Roman Ritual to the beginning and approached the possessed again. The old man’s body was racked with convulsions as the demon fought against the limitations of its wizened form.

      “Hello, Duunel. We can do this the easy way or the hard way. You either come out now, quietly, and without hurting anybody, or we kick your sorry Satanic ass. Now what’s it gonna be?”
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      When Kat Webber arrived at her brother’s apartment, she was surprised to find the door locked. She knocked and waited, growing more concerned as the minutes passed and still he did not appear. She looked around—his car was there, and it was the middle of the afternoon. And this was, after all, Alameda, the island-where-time-stands-still, the only crime-free zone in the Bay Area. The screen door should be open to the world. She peered in the front window but was frustrated by drawn curtains, which also disturbed her. She thought perhaps he had nicked down to the Lands’ End market for half-and-half or a midday cookie. So, she sat on the curb of the lazy, tree-lined street and smiled at the people strolling with their dogs and baby carriages. But as time passed and he did not appear, her smile faded, and she became openly worried.

      Eventually, she passed the point where propriety had any hold on her, and she fished in the bushes for the fake rock with the key in it. The lock yielded easily, and she pushed the door in tentatively. “Randy?”

      She entered the foyer and frowned at the stack of gaming magazines that were her brother’s equivalent of professional journals. Most days, he was holed up here with a mug of coffee the size of his head, pecking away at his keyboard, programming video games for the Cycore Media Group.

      Everything was as it should be. Still, her antennae were up for some reason. Then, when she stepped into the living room, she saw it. Him. Her brother’s body lying on the floor—surrounded by a roomful of odd accoutrements. She couldn’t process everything she was seeing, and so she zeroed in on the most important thing—him. She rushed to where he lay, hysterically calling his name.

      She almost cried out with relief to discover he was warm. She put her ear to his mouth. He was breathing. She felt his neck; he had a pulse. He was unconscious, though, lying in a pool of water that she realized a moment later was saliva.

      Tears streamed from her eyes, and she choked back scared, relieved sobs. She fumbled at her cell phone and called 911. She struggled to stay calm enough to give the operator the proper information, and then ended the call to wait with her brother until the ambulance arrived.

      As she held his head in her lap, the rest of the scene came into focus. They were sitting in the middle of a circle intersected by a larger star stained—or perhaps burned—into the hardwood floor. The oriental rug that normally covered the floor was rolled up against one wall. Candles had burned down—and out—all over the room. One, a large pillar candle, was still burning as if it had hung around to bear damning testimony to what had occurred there.

      Just outside the circle, a triangle was likewise burned into the floor, and on a table within it, a small triangle of white paper. Kat picked it up and noted the strange symbol written upon it in a blackish-red substance. With horror, she recognized that it was probably written in blood. Perhaps Randy’s.

      Kat was a Wiccan—a witch, a worshipper of the Goddess—so she was not unfamiliar with the paraphernalia of the occult. The magick she practiced was white magick, nature magick, concerned with the perpetuation of natural rhythms and the mystical attunement of oneself with the cosmos. She was magickally literate enough to know the difference between the kind of religion she practiced and the black magick of Goetic magickians. And there was no doubt what sort of magick her brother had been doing. She stuffed the paper into the pocket of her jeans and knelt beside him, pulling him into her lap. “Holy cow, Randy, what the hell have you been up to?” she whispered, kissing the top of his head.

      She realized she was cradling his body like an unholy pieta, surrounded by the instruments of demons, feeling like the bull’s eye of a target that the demonic host could not miss. She brushed her brother’s stringy hair out of his long, equine face. Indeed, they had not missed. She said a brief prayer to the Goddess and rocked him until she heard the sirens approach and the thundering boots of paramedics on the steps.
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      The demon had chosen the hard way. Richard knew he would. They always did. The possessed man’s throat opened, and the demon emitted a scream that made all of them wince. “You!” It pointed the man’s bony finger at Richard. “You have no authority…”

      “I exorcise you, Most Unclean Spirit! Invading Enemy! In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ: Be uprooted and expelled from this Creature of God…”

      “You separate yourselves from the True Church because you are willful, and sinful; your appetite for sin overcomes you and will be your undoing, false priests…” The demon had become unexpectedly articulate, which meant he was scared. Richard knew they were on the right track.

      “What’s the next stage, Mikael?” Terry asked.

      “Breakpoint? The battle of wills…”

      “Yup. We’re there.”

      Richard shook the aspergill at the possessed, raining him with holy water as he intoned, “He who commands you is he who ordered you to be thrown down from Heaven into the depths of Hell. He who commands you is he who dominated the sea, the wind, and the storms…”

      The demon writhed at the touch of the water, which stung his skin like acid and filled the air with the sick stench of burning flesh. “You suck the cocks of anonymous men in bathhouses!” The demon howled, and a new voice emerged, one that sounded like the massed buzzing of a billion flies. “Who are you to command me?!”

      Richard faltered, and shame rushed in. The demon saw his opening and pounced. “You lust after countless women each day. Your lust is a stain upon your soul that no sacrament can absolve! It is a sickness that ravages you, body and spirit. You’d fuck old men and bunnies if you could! You’d fuck anything that moves!”

      Terry clapped his hands to get Richard’s attention, “Dicky! Don’t argue! Don’t listen! Half-truths are the doorways to the Lie! Richard! Focus!”

      “The Voice. It’s the Voice…” Mikael breathed as all color drained from his face.

      Richard’s eyes narrowed, and he did not refute the demon. He could bear all that was true, he knew, and he could let go of the rest. He did, in fact, find bunnies oddly, even erotically, alluring. His voice, once he had cleared the phlegm born of sudden emotion, was commanding. “Hear, therefore, and tremble, Duunel, servant of the enemy of the Earth! Enemy of the Faith! Enemy of the human race! Source of death! Robber of life! Twister of justice! Root of evil!”

      Instantly, every glass item in the room shattered. The windows descended in sheets of minute, sharp shards, and the plastic IV bags exploded, showering the room in saline solution. Mikael covered his face and dove to avoid the hail of glass. The demon was just reacting, not thinking, Richard thought, as the falling salt water caused it even further distress. He set his face with grim satisfaction and raised his voice above the din.

      “In the name of He who has power to send you back to Hell! I command thee, Duunel, depart from this man! Surrender, not to me, but to Christ of whom I am a member. His power forces you. He defeated you by His Cross. Fear the strength of He who led the souls of the dead to the light of salvation from the darkness of waiting.” Richard smeared the sign of the cross on the old man’s chest. “May the body of this man be a source of fear for you.” He crossed the man’s forehead. “Duunel, demon of the sixth station, servant of the great Duke Maaluchre, I command you to depart! God the Father commands you! God the Son commands you! God the Holy Spirit commands you!”

      Richard jumped back as the bed began to float into the air and the old man’s body was racked by convulsions that would have killed even a hale man. Then the air was pierced by the sound of a heart-monitor alarm—the old man was having a heart attack.
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      When the phone rang, Fr. Dylan Melanchthon looked up from the screen he had been staring at for the past three hours straight and blinked. Everything was out of focus.

      “Reality rush!” he and his wife, Susan, said together. Their workstations faced each other, so a slight tilt of the eyes or the head would give them a good view of their beloved. “Reality rush” was a common phenomenon for those who make their living staring into the unblinking eye of the computer, and naming it when it happened was a bit of a ritual for them.

      He picked up the phone. “Holy Apocrypha Friary,” Dylan said distractedly in his Tennessee drawl, hitting save before completely turning his attention. He looked at his wife, her plump, curvaceous form hunched over her keyboard, her pretty face framed by short blonde hair. He smiled. It was good to work at home, to work together. The websites they built contributed heavily to the support of the Friary, and they had a sizable nest egg set aside for retirement already, as well. It was, he knew, a very good life indeed.

      A man’s voice on the other side was tentative, uncertain. “Can I speak to…is there a priest there?”

      “Ah’m Father Dylan. How can Ah help you?” Dylan’s back creaked, and he rose to stretch it, cradling the phone on his shoulder and pressing his spine with both hands. Neither he nor Susan was small, due as much to their sedentary occupations as to their genetic predispositions. Brian and Terry called him a “baby bear,” meaning a shortish, burly man with a tendency to be both rotund and hirsute. It was a label Dylan wore with a bit of pride. Even if he wasn’t gay, it was oddly satisfying to know that there were plenty of guys out there who would find him attractive. “Um…we need to have our baby baptized. Can you do it?”

      “Sure, we can do that,” he said. “Why don’t we get together and discuss what you’re looking for?”

      “Well, my family is Catholic, and it’s mostly for them.”

      Dylan had not sought this information, but apparently the gentleman on the other end thought full disclosure important.

      “Um…okay. We can talk about that. Can you come to the friary later tonight? Say, 7:30 or so?”

      The man could, and would bring his wife and child.

      “Brian’s making cookies,” Susan offered.

      “There are cookies in the house tonight!” Dylan told the man, “and we’ll have the kettle on.” Dylan gave him the address and then hung up and stared at the phone for a second before sitting down again.

      “What was that about?”

      “Baptism of a child,” he said, but as he did so a chill ran through him.

      Susan cocked her head and took her glasses off, trying to focus on her husband. “So why do you look like you just picked a pubic hair out of your teeth?”

      Dylan looked up at her and gazed for a long moment before responding. “Ah’m…not sure.”
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      Bishop Tom Müeller shifted in his chair. His left calf had gone to sleep, and he resisted the temptation to punch it. He was sitting in one of the large meeting rooms in the Mercy Center just outside Tucson, Arizona, in the company of his fellow bishops. The annual meeting of the bishops of the Old Catholic Synod of the Americas was in full, sleepy swing, and he fought to remain erect and alert. When he tuned back in, Bishop Walenski of Wisconsin was practically yelling.

      “Christ cannot be represented at the altar by a gay man! Why are we even talking about this? We cannot have gay men—”

      “Or women?” interjected Bishop Van Patton, one of the two women bishops present.

      “Or women”—he nodded in her direction impatiently—“as representatives of Christ. It doesn’t work!”

      “Um, if I may ask a question…” Bishop Tom stood. The presiding bishop nodded to him. Tom had only been consecrated a year ago and was one of the youngest and least experienced bishops in the synod. He had so far managed to avoid the ire of the more forceful personalities in the episcopate by lying low and keeping quiet. “Why can’t a gay man represent Christ at the altar, Bishop Walenski?”

      Bishop Walenski, a plumber in secular life, glared at him as if he were an idiot. “Because Christ wasn’t gay!”

      Tom sat down again with a grateful nod to the presiding bishop. Tom wasn’t sure how to answer Walenski’s logic. He knew it was wrong, somehow, but he was not keen on making any enemies in the synod’s leadership.

      “If Ah may speak?” Bishop Cornwall of Georgia leaned on his walker and got to his feet. Bishop Cornwall had been a lawyer before retirement, and Tom admired how the man’s still-nimble mind worked.

      The presiding bishop pointed to the elderly prelate, and the old man continued. “Ah’m no fan of faggots in the pulpit, gentlemen. But if you ah goin’ to keep them out, you best do it by logical means. Walenski, you sorry sow, Christ wasn’t no Polack, either, yet you seem to have no great qualms about seizing upon your own right to represent him—”

      Presiding Bishop Mellert sighed and smiled in spite of himself. When he was not wearing vestments, Bishop Mellert was a referee for the NBA—a job that ideally suited him to herd the cats of the OCSA. “Let’s keep the discourse civil, Brothers,” he admonished.

      “And sisters!” Bishop Van Patton interjected angrily. Bishop Van Patton taught feminist theory at Midwestern Theological Seminary in Chicago, and seemed to be the self-appointed watchdog of gender balance among the denomination’s leadership.

      Mellert nodded and waved for Cornwall to continue. “This is the same threadbare argument used to keep women out of holy orders. ‘Christ wasn’t no woman, so women can’t represent him,’ was how the argument went. Remember? Ah do. It weren’t that long ago, gentlemen.”

      Bishop Van Patton glared at the old man but held her tongue.

      “If you ah goin’ to use that argument, then logic says that only unmarried Jewish men in their thirties—and carpenters, to boot—can represent Christ at the altar. No, Ah say if you’re goin’ to keep them out—and I hope you do—Ah say do it on moral grounds. The idea of our clergy buggerin’ each other while they’re singin’ ‘Here I Raise My Ebenezer’ jus’ gives me the willies.” He sat down again with all the dignity of a sack of turnips being dropped to the floor.

      “If I may?” Bishop Jeffers of New York raised one finger and waited for the presiding bishop’s nod. He got it and stood. Jeffers, a onetime actor on Broadway, now served as the maître d’ at Vesuvio in Manhattan. Everyone knew that Bishop Jeffers was gay, and one could have heard a pin drop in expectation of what he had to say. “May I interject a note of reason here, gentlemen…and ladies?”

      Bishop Van Patton smiled her approval.

      “May I recall our 2004 synod when this question completely stopped the meeting in its tracks? We have so much other business to attend to. Might I suggest that the presiding bishop appoint a committee—a fairly balanced committee, mind you, with bishops on both sides of the issue—to study the issue and make a recommendation to the next synod meeting?”

      Bishop Van Patton raised her hand. “I second that motion and call for a vote.”

      Bishop Walenski shook his head and glowered at Jeffers and Van Patton in turn, longing for the days of the old boys’ club, where the women stayed in the kitchen and the faggots kept quiet about it.

      The vote was cast, and Jeffers’s recommendation carried. The presiding bishop wrote “Appoint gay committee” on his growing to-do list. Then he noted with relief that they had worked through the last item on the morning’s agenda. He looked at his watch. It was still an hour before dinner. They were doing well. “New business,” he called.

      Bishop Hammet of Texas raised his hand. The presiding bishop nodded but not before rolling his eyes. Bishop Hammet headed the synod’s only Tridentine-rite diocese. He would not ordain women, nor would he allow the mass to be said in English. He ruled his diocese with an iron fist, and so great were his skills at alienating people that three years ago the synod had been forced to create a non-geographical diocese to tend to the ministries of disaffected clergy, including women and gays in Texas, as well as those who do not speak Latin, and everyone else Hammet had managed to piss off.

      The bishop they had consecrated for this floating diocese, Bishop Tom, felt his flesh crawl and sweat begin to bead up on his forehead as he saw his chief antagonist rise forcefully to his feet. The two men could not have been more different. Hammet was tall, lean, and came across very much like the Marine sergeant he had been before retirement. Tom, by comparison, was soft-spoken and deferential, with a body type that could only be described as doughy. Hammet was deeply resentful of the floating diocese, which he saw as an attempt to undermine his authority in Texas, and he had very nearly split from the synod over the issue. He still entertained the notion regularly, and publicly, especially after a few shots of bourbon.

      Thus far, Tom’s work had been largely composed of picking up the pieces of people’s lives and ministries left shattered by Hammet. The image of a bull wearing a mitre rampaging through a Catholic bookstore and icon boutique flashed through Tom’s mind. He shook his head to clear it.
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