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        Love is the opposite of power.

        That’s why we fear it so much.

        —Gregory David Roberts, Shantaram

      

        

      
        And our faith is a power

        which comes from our natural substance

        into our sensual soul by the Holy Spirit,

        in which power all our powers come to us,

        for without that no one can receive power,

        for it is nothing else than right understanding

        with true belief and certain trust in our being,

        that we are in God and he in us,

        which we do not see.

        —Julian of Norwich, Revelations of

        Divine Love, 54th chapter
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        THE FIFTH CRUSADE AGAINST THE MUSLIMS

      

      

      

      Amid the shrieking of the dying and the stench of the dead, the Ong Khan Toghrul crested the hill and reined back his mount. His eyes burned from the smoke. He squinted, trying to assess the scene. Behind him were five hundred men, all of them Mongol warriors, faithful Nestorian Christians ready to lay down their lives in the cause of the Savior.

      His nostrils twitched at the stink, and his horse shied with impatience. “My Khan,” said his lieutenant from behind him. “What are your orders?” But he was not ready to answer. His eyes flicked to the city walls, which were still holding against the Crusader army. Although this is hardly an army, he thought, taking stock of the wasted might of Europe before him. Most had been slaughtered. Here and there, living soldiers were clustered—no, huddled—apparently without leaders.

      His lieutenant moved parallel to him, and touched his elbow with a mail-gloved hand. “Jahn?” he said. “Jahn, the men need direction. This is a killing ground…”

      Toghrul nodded his assent. “Yes, but it will not be ours.” He turned to face his lieutenant. “Tsogt, send messengers to these soldiers of Europe—those that are left. They can die or fight under our banner. It is their choice.” Tsogt nodded briskly and began barking orders.

      Toghrul watched as horsemen sped off toward small pockets of soldiers spread out across the battleground. With a grand gesture, he signaled an advance. He watched the Christians of Europe gawk with wonder at the great Christian army of Mongolia speeding over the hill to save them.

      Within the hour, the Christians of Europe had either been assimilated into his ranks or dispatched by the sword. Fortunately, only a few had objected, and they were those who pretended to leadership. Jahn Toghrul spat. Leaders in name, perhaps, he thought bitterly.

      Only one of their so-called leaders had joined them. The khan summoned him, and when the man appeared before him, he sank to his knees instantly, though it was obvious he was a noble. Here is a man who knows the intrinsic hierarchy of warriors, Jahn thought, and dismounted to speak to the man without shouting. “I am the Ong Khan Toghrul, king of the Kerait Mongols, called Jahn at my baptism. You are?”

      “Sir Philip of Longacre, of England, sire.” The man’s tunic was torn, his hair matted with filth. He kept his eyes on the dirt.

      Wise man, Jahn thought. “I have heard that you who follow the Bishop of Rome consider us heretics,” Jahn said, a testy edge to his voice. “Is this so, Sir Philip?”

      “I…I know nothing of this, my lord.” The man looked quickly from side to side, but he did not look up. Jahn fingered the Talisman of Amitiel, which hung on a cord from his neck. It grew cold. “You lie.”

      The man looked down at his knees, and his face turned beet red. He nodded furiously. “That is what they say, my lord.” He held his breath, but then blurted out, “But it is not…my own opinion, sire.”

      Jahn’s eyebrows raised. A bemused smile crossed his lips. “Really, Sir Philip, and are you in the habit of questioning the teaching of your bishops?”

      Sir Philip’s face was so red that it seemed ready to burst. “Um…no…”

      There was no way out of this, Jahn knew. He did not suffer fools, but he was not entirely without mercy. “Tell me what has happened here.”

      The man nodded, visibly grateful for the change in subject. “Two weeks ago, we laid siege to the city. Twenty thousand of us.”

      Jahn scowled. “Twenty thousand?”

      “Yes, my lord. The Egyptians fought well.”

      “I see that they have.” There were scarcely four hundred men left. Together with his own horsemen, they would hardly make a thousand. “How did they accomplish this?”

      “They…they are charmed bowmen,” Philip said, spluttering for an explanation. “They have demons shooting at us. And then, there are the raiders.”

      “Tell me about the raiders.”

      “They attack us at night. They attack when we are besieging the city—when our backs are to the hills. They are led by a sultan, Al-Kamil, they call him. He is like a ghost.”

      The khan grunted and stepped away, surveying the sandy hills. “Sir Philip,” he said, “you will not be false with me again. Tell me, will your men follow you?”
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      The siege was hard, and doubly so since half of his men were wasted guarding the army’s rear flank from a Saracen army that might or might not appear. They did not, and by midday, the tower door folded in on itself with a booming crack that the khan heard from half a mile away. The European Christians swarmed into the tower. The slaughter was quick.

      Tsogt rode to him, fierce and breathless. Blood stained much of his mail, the khan noticed, but was relieved to discover that it was Saracen blood, not his lieutenant’s. “We have the tower, my khan.” Jahn nodded curtly. “Many of the Saracens laid down their arms,” Tsogt continued. “I thought…you might want to talk with them.”

      Jahn smiled grimly. “You know me well, Lieutenant. Lead the way.” Within minutes, the khan was striding through the tower door, which was splintered beyond repair. Before him, Saracen soldiers knelt as he passed, averting their dark eyes. His own men stood behind them, swords at the ready, drunk on the victory of the day.

      But the khan knew better. A tower is not a keep, he thought to himself. We still have much to do. When he came to the end of the corridor, he stopped and turned regally. He looked down on the Saracen before him. “Tsogt,” he asked, “how many are they that live?”

      “Exactly a hundred men, my khan.” Tsogt answered quickly and with confidence.

      Jahn drew his sword and with one swift motion, severed the Saracen’s head from his body. “There!” he shouted at the men on their knees. “Now there are ninety-nine, one for each of the ninety-nine names of your heathen god.” The Saracens quaked, but they dared not raise their eyes to the Mongol king. Some of them mumbled prayers in Arabic.

      Jahn stepped over the body, its blood spilling over the stones of the floor, creating a slick crimson pool. He faced the next Saracen, who was visibly shaking. Jahn clutched at the Talisman of Amitiel and spoke, a note of kindness entering his voice. “You, Egyptian, what are you called?”

      “Mohammad, Sire.” A spreading stain on his breeches betrayed that the man had just wet himself.

      Jahn sniffed. “I dare not say the name of your heathen prophet, for it is offensive to the Lord of Heaven. Tell me, Egyptian, where is Al-Kamil?”

      The man’s eyes grew wide, but he said nothing. The khan placed the flat of his broadsword at the man’s neck and slowly turned it so that its razor-sharp edge came to bear. “You will answer,” Jahn said quietly.

      “I…I do not know.”

      The talisman grew cold in Jahn’s hand. “That is a lie,” he said over his shoulder to Tsogt. “Egyptian dog, called by the name of the blasphemer prophet, you are lying, and the cost for lying to the Lord Khan is death. But I am a merciful king, and I will give you one more chance to live before you see Hell. Where is Al-Kamil?”

      In answer, the man squeezed his eyes tight and shook his head. With a flourish, Jahn cut his throat, the blood of his neck creating an arc in the air as the sword flashed past. “How many are left, Tsogt?”

      “Ninety-eight, my khan.”

      Jahn looked out the window and measured the sun. “Good thing the day is still young.” He stepped to the next man, huddled on the floor, and placed the flat of the blade against the quaking man’s temple. Jahn looked up at his lieutenant, and smiled. “Hell will feast well today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prelude 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HOLY APOCRYPHA FRIARY, PRESENT DAY

      

      

      

      A half hour before anyone would stir in the old farmhouse that served as the friary of the Old Catholic Order of Saint Raphael, there was a rustle of wings in the yard. The cherub touched one foot to the earth, then the other, and paused to gain his balance. When he straightened himself, he stood nearly nine feet. His hair was white like bleached wool, and his eyes shone with fire.

      Beneath his arm was a package wrapped in cloth that glowed in the dim light of dawn. The angel knelt and unwrapped it, unfolding the cloth with care and laying it aside. He had uncovered a mirror framed with rough wood. He propped it against the house near the back door and turned to go.

      “Hey!” a tiny voice shouted. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going? Where am I? Are you just going to leave me here?”

      The angel turned back, lowered his face to the mirror, and placed a raised index finger to his lips. “Shhhhhh,” the angel whispered. Even so, his voice rolled like thunder.

      Looking around to be sure that no one had been disturbed, the angel waited. He heard no shouts, detected no movement—only the twitter of birds and the distant honking of early morning traffic. Satisfied, the angel turned to go. He made to launch himself, but just short of flight, he clutched at his chest, stumbled, and fell to the grass. A low moan shook the earth.

      A short time later, a muffled barking pierced the air, followed by the slam of a screen door. A large yellow Lab bounded out onto the lawn, barked once, froze, and sniffed at the air. He dropped his nose to the ground and began to follow the scent.

      In a moment, he was hovering over the angel, drooling onto the divine countenance. The angel opened one eye and saw an enormous black membrane, slick with mucus, whiffling and snuffling with curious abandon. The angel reached up to touch the nose, choosing it as his point of entry.
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        LODGE OF THE HAWK AND SERPENT, SAN FRANCISCO

      

      

      

      Stanis Larch lit the censer and then stood back in a posture of prayer as the smoke, fragrant with frankincense and myrrh, filled the temple. Once the air was thick with haze, he approached his Enochian table and sat on a high stool. The table was covered with symbols and signs carved precisely according to the instructions of John Dee, the court astrologer of Queen Elizabeth I.

      Reverently, Larch removed a red velvet cloth from its place in the center of the table, revealing a shiny black stone about seven inches across and two inches thick. Larch breathed deeply and uttered an angelic invocation in the Enochian language. Closing his eyelids halfway, his focus became soft, and he rested his gaze upon the stone.

      He concentrated on his breathing—even and deep coming in, long and slow going out—freeing his mind of concepts, and likewise freeing his eyes to see whatever the spirits chose to reveal.

      At first, he only saw wisps of nondescript images flashing here and there in the stone. A gauzy flash of white, the momentary appearance of a horse’s head neighing, the spinning of a distant crown. A pickpocket looked over his shoulder, caught in the act. Larch watched him cringe in shame, and then run away out of the range of the stone’s vision.

      The picture blurred again but resolved into a vision of white lace. A young woman stepped out of shadow into full view and faced him directly. She was so beautiful that Larch caught his breath—he had to concentrate to get his meditative rhythm back. Like the surface of a pond, the disturbance in his meditation made the vision blur and fade. But as he unfocused his eyes and settled back down into a contemplative state, the young woman appeared to become more solid.

      He became aroused just looking at her. She appeared to be about twenty, and her lithe form was barely hidden by the wispy gauze that covered her. Long, light-colored hair hung nearly to her waist, and her nose turned up in a fetching, sprightly way. He could see the points of her apple-size breasts clearly, and they moved from side to side as she swayed back and forth. It made him crazy. There appeared to be a slit in the gauze that hung to her ankles, revealing a leg that seemed just a little too long, yet ended just a little too soon. Larch ducked to see if a change in perspective would afford him a glimpse just an inch higher beyond where that slit ended, to where legs joined together maddeningly just out of sight, but to no avail.

      “What vision do I behold?” he spoke out loud.

      “What vision are you looking for?” the young woman answered playfully.

      “I seek Wisdom,” Larch said.

      “Oh, you’ll have to go a very long way up the food chain to find her.” The young woman shook her head. Golden bangs fell over her eyes in a way that Larch found absolutely irresistible. If this were a human woman flirting with him as openly as this ghostly vision seemed to be doing, Larch knew he would already be out of his clothes.

      “Who are you, then?” Larch asked. “By what name may I call you, and what are your powers?”

      “Call me Pim,” the woman said, twirling her hair fetchingly and raising one leg as if ready to begin a dance. She didn’t dance, though. She seemed merely to be playing with him. “And as for powers, I don’t have many. But what I do have, I use pretty well.” She was flirting with him; Larch was sure of it.

      “I am a man with many questions,” Larch said carefully.

      “I’m not what you’d call a very smart spirit,” Pim answered, a little apologetically. “So, I don’t really know if I can help you.”

      “I want knowledge,” Larch said.

      “Oh, poop on knowledge,” Pim said, with a little wiggle. The urgency in Larch’s groin leaped as he saw her breasts bounce. Did she notice? Of course she noticed. It was all on purpose. “But I can give you something much, much better.”

      “And what is that?” Larch asked.

      “I can give you power,” she said, sucking on her index finger.
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        SAINT JAMES’ EPISCOPAL CHURCH, THE BERKELEY HILLS

      

      

      

      Reverend Felicia Dunne closed the door to the sacristy and turned the key in the lock. She spun around, placed her hands to her cheeks, and squealed. Her girlfriend, Jan, mirrored her perfectly, and they shrieked at each other in glee for several seconds before proceeding to hop up and down.

      “Oh my God, Baby,” Jan said, placing her arms around her partner’s shoulders, “You did so good today.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” Felicia nodded, almost in tears. “Oh my God, I think I did!”

      “They are going to love you!” Jan said, adding in a singsong voice. “But not as much as I do.” She drew her partner in for a kiss, which was long, luscious, and slow.

      Felicia held her partner’s head lovingly as they kissed, Jan’s dreadlocks feeling rough on the reverend’s fingers, her perfume intoxicating to her, inflammatory. When their kiss broke, Jan said, “As sexy as the…what do you call this, Honey?”

      “A chasuble,” said Felicia.

      “Right. Sexy as that thing is, I can’t wait to get it off you.”

      “I don’t see anyone,” Felicia giggled.

      “You know the Altar Guild is going to be pounding on that door any minute,” Jan warned.

      “I think we have time for another kiss.” Felicia put her nose on Jan’s and stared deep into her brown eyes. “Do you think the sermon was too harsh?”

      “Honey, you got to tell these white people like it is,” Jan playfully switched her accent, sounding an awful lot like Felicia’s father. “’Cause if you don’t, they ain’t gonna respect you for a moment. You know that’s true.”

      Felicia felt her partner’s thumb trace her cheekbone, and she smiled. “I know that’s true. It felt right when I wrote it. It felt right when I preached it, too.”

      “It was right, Baby,” Jan said, switching back to her own voice. “These folks are going to stand behind you.” She raised herself up on tiptoe, pressing her lips against Felicia’s again. The priest squeezed Jan’s ample body against her own, and breathed in her scent, her head swimming with desire.

      Just then a flash filled the room. Felicia drew back and looked around, alarm spreading across the features of her face. She heard the sound of a chair scooting back, and the figure of a man stood up, blocking the light of the tiny stained glass window that supplied the sacristy with natural light.

      “My wife told me that these things were easy to use.” The man’s voice was deep and sonorous, possessed of an educated Louisiana drawl. He held up his hand, and Felicia saw the outline of a smartphone. “I don’t like modern things, generally, but she insisted. I’ve never used the camera before, but I couldn’t let such evidence just…well, evidence is ephemeral, isn’t it?” The man stepped closer and smiled. After a few uncomprehending moments, Felicia recognized him.

      “Oh, it’s you, Bishop.” She relaxed, but not much. Bishop Preston was new to the Episcopal Diocese of California, serving as an interim suffragan for Bishop McClary. It was he who had installed her today as the rector of Saint James’s. “I didn’t realize you were here.”

      “Obviously.” His voice was grave. He placed the smartphone in his pocket. He looked at Jan with disdain and made a dismissive scoot motion with his hand. Felicia exchanged a worried look with her partner. “You should go,” she whispered. Jan shot Bishop Preston a poisoned look but stepped quickly to the door, turned the key, and let herself out.

      “It was a beautiful service today,” Bishop Preston said gravely. “I’m just sorry there was so much wasted effort.”

      “What do you mean?” Felicia felt her panic level spike.

      “Well, I understand that the good people of Saint James’s spent years looking for just the right rector. And now they are going to have to start all over.” He had begun pacing, his hands behind his back. “Pity, really. Very sad. God’s people deserve better.” He cocked his head at her, and she heard his unspoken words loud and clear: they deserve better than you.

      Felicia realized that she was sweating now. “I…I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, but I think you do. You’ve been hired under false pretenses. You lied to these people.”

      “I did not lie to them!” She allowed a flash of fury to erupt in her voice.

      “Oh, but my dear little pickaninny pervert, you did.” He stopped pacing for a moment and smiled. It was an ugly smile. “You see, Sweet Pea, a sin of omission is just as wrong as a sin of commission. I know you didn’t tell these people you were heterosexual—you wouldn’t lie, after all. But you didn’t tell them you weren’t a pervert, either, did you?”

      Felicia said nothing. She realized that her hands were balled up into fists. She willed them to open and felt the coolness of the sacristy’s air on her palms. “Bishop Preston, I know you are new to this diocese,” she began, her voice betraying her fear. She plunged ahead, “And so maybe you don’t understand the kind of place it is.”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot, Sweet Pea?” the bishop snarled. “Do you really think I did not know the kind of sin-sick cesspool I was stepping into when I came to this place? Do you think our church raises fools to the episcopacy as a matter of course?” He waited a beat but did not let her respond. “My wife and I came here because our daughter is sick. You knew that, right? She’s still sick, so we’re still here. I volunteered to help because, well, I’m retired and I like to be useful.” He smiled the kind of smile that an alligator might display just before eating a wounded rodent. “This is not the kind of place I would choose to live. It’s a diocese populated by hippies, activists, and perverts of the most unrepentant variety—such as yourself. Hell, you may be all three.”

      Felicia kept her mouth shut. He had her on two out of three as she’d always been more preppy than hippie.

      “But from what I’ve seen, there’s a big difference between this diocese and this parish.” He gestured toward the grand, wood-framed, gothic-arched architecture of the sacristy, and, she imagined, beyond it, to the rest of the building. “The homos might run this diocese, Sweet Pea, but they do not run this congregation. This is an affluent congregation, a Republican congregation. They are not fond of perverts.”

      He gestured to the smartphone in his pocket and began to walk toward her. She felt his menace increase with every step. “I wonder what your vestry will make of your sacristy shenanigans? And on your very first day as rector? What other indecencies await them? Their imaginations will simply reel.” He stopped with his face mere inches from her own. “They deserve better. I will see a letter of resignation on my desk by tomorrow. Am. I. Clear?”

      Felicia saw her future crumbling. Her heart nearly beat through her chest. The chasuble felt like a sheet of lead hanging from her shoulders. She felt faint, and stumbled to a chair by the door.

      “Here, let me help you,” the bishop said, taking her hand in an icy grip until she had settled into the chair.

      “A letter” she repeated, staring straight ahead at nothing. “A letter!” she jerked upright. A flash of insight stabbed at her brain, and a bolt of hope struck at her heart. “Wait here, please,” she said and rushed from the room. Without pausing to consider whether it was right, whether it was prudent, she rushed to her office—the office that had been given to her just this day—jerked open the top drawer, and snatched up an envelope. She turned on her heel and marched back to the sacristy.

      The bishop was pacing again, a look of bemused triumph playing on his face as she opened the door. Felicia clutched at the envelope and spoke without rehearsing her words. “Okay, you asked for a letter. I’ll make you a deal.”

      “A deal? How quaint. This sounds like one of those ‘stages of grief,’ or some such nonsense that we’re always hearing about from the liberals.”

      “A letter for a letter. I’ll give you this one instead of my resignation. I’ll give you this letter, and you destroy that picture. You let me keep my job.”

      “That must be some letter, Sweet Pea.” A note of pity entered his drawl.

      “The last rector wrote it for his successor, whoever that might be. I found it in the drawer. It was sealed. It was obviously meant for me, so I opened it. You leave me alone, and it’s yours.”

      “Well, I suppose you’ll have to let me see it. For all I know, it says, ‘Welcome to Saint James’s, you poor, sorry bastard.’”

      “It doesn’t,” she said defiantly. “You’ll see.”

      He snatched the envelope from her trembling fingers and pulled the letter inside free. He unfolded it and turned his back to the window to catch the best light.

      As he read, Felicia watched his face carefully. She saw his eyebrows shoot up. She saw a range of emotions pass over his aging features: amusement, shock, lust…triumph. He looked to the ceiling, obviously enraptured, fantasizing, intoxicated by the possibilities the letter portended.

      Eventually, he looked down at her with the curious expression of a man who has decided to have mercy on an insect. “Yes,” he said. “This letter will…satisfy me.” He began to walk from the room but at the last minute turned back to her. “I’ll keep that photo as our little secret—but I’m going to keep it, just the same.” He nodded, obviously approving of the prudence of this course of action. “The perverts need to be kept in line in this diocese. This way, I’ll know that at least one of them will keep to the straight and narrow.” He opened the door to the sacristy. “Good day, Rector,” he said and was gone.
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      The crowd roared. Terry stood up and whistled.

      “Ow!” Kat howled, dropping her newspaper and slapping him on the shoulder. “That hurt! Knock it off!” She picked at her ear for some remaining hearing.

      Terry ignored her, jumping up and down and whistling more insistently. His small frame barely registered on the metal bleachers as he hopped. His features—half-Japanese, half-European—screwed up into a howl, followed by another shrill whistle.

      “Arggggh!” Kat growled, snatching a Kleenex from her bag and stuffing it into her left ear. She could almost have been Terry’s twin as they were nearly the same size and their hair was the same jet-black shade of midnight. She lacked his Asian heritage, however, as well as his whistling skills.

      As the roaring of the crowd subsided, Terry took his seat again, punching at the air. He wore a bright yellow T-shirt that said Jesus Wants Me for a Sunbeam.

      Kat cocked an eyebrow. “No cassock today, Terry?”

      “Do I look like I’m at work?” Terry asked. “A girl gets to break out and show a little style sometimes, doesn’t she?” Then he whistled again. “Besides, all my cassocks are in the wash.”

      Kat leaned over and yelled so Susan could hear her over the din. “I never would have taken Terry for a sports fan.”

      “He’s not, generally,” she said, her plump face a mixture of amusement and compassion. She ran her fingers through her blonde perm. “Notice that I artfully sat with a person between Terry and myself?”

      “Oh thanks a lot!” Kat yelled back. She glanced at the tournament floor where two contestants bowed to one another and faced off for another bout. One lunged at the other, who bounced back out of reach. The attacker kept coming. He threw a punch, but the other grabbed his wrist and twisted it away.

      Kat held her newspaper in front of her face to block her view. “Remind me why we’re here!” she yelled in Susan’s direction. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Dylan seated on Susan’s other side, digging into a bag of peanuts.

      “Will you stop being silly?”

      “This is violent. There’s no difference between this and…and those gladiator fights in ancient Rome.”

      “Except that none of those people are slaves?”

      “Some of them are Christians.”

      “None of them are here against their will. Also, have you seen any blood yet?”

      “I’m not watching, remember?”

      “I haven’t seen any blood, and I’ve been to plenty of these.” Susan was beginning to sound exasperated.

      “Someone is going to get hurt; it’s fucking karate.”

      “Ah hate when you get them shriveled black peanuts!” Dylan shouted his complaint. “There should be a ‘bad-peanut-exchange’ booth.”

      “It’s not karate,” Terry corrected her. “It’s aikido.”

      “Same diff,” Kat said dismissively, turning the page.

      “Different diff,” Terry insisted, but then he was on his feet again, whistling and shouting as the crowd stirred to life.

      “Oh God, you could have warned me.” Kat punched Susan’s arm.

      “That right there,” Susan said, rubbing her arm, “that’s violence.”

      “This man is crazy,” Kat breathed, barely audible beneath the shouting of the crowd.

      “What man?” Susan asked.

      Kat pointed at her newspaper. “This governor, Ivory. Did you see this? From Michigan. He’s talking about bombing Dearborn.”

      “Whaaaaat?” Susan said, looking over at the paper. Kat held the paper so she could see the headline: Governor Vows to Obliterate Michigan City. “What’s that about?”

      “It’s an anti-Muslim thing,” Kat said, turning the page to skim the rest of the article. “You know, Dearborn has the highest concentration of Muslims in the country.”

      “Yeah, so?” Susan looked worried.

      “So, he’s talking about…here, listen: ‘You’ve got to eliminate the rot at the root,’ he says.”

      “That’s folksy,” Susan called. “He’s not serious, though. He can’t actually be talking about bombing an American city. It’s a stunt.”

      “It’s gotta be,” Kat agreed. “But there’s a lot of people taking him seriously. Here’s a Catholic archbishop who’s ripping him a new one, and the senior rabbi of Temple Shek…I can’t pronounce it. Anyway, some high Jewish muckety-muck letting him have it. They’re not saying it’s a stunt.”

      “It’s a stunt,” Susan pronounced. The crowd roared. “Did you see that?” Susan slapped at Kat’s shoulder.

      “I’m reading,” Kat said loudly in an annoyed tone.

      Terry turned on her, “Look, Miss Faints-at-the-Sight-of-Blood, your boyfriend is up next, and we’re here to support him. You can’t do that hiding behind your newspaper.”

      “He’s going to get hurt,” Kat complained, turning another page.

      “We’ve been here two and a half hours, and no one’s gotten hurt yet!” Terry yelled over the crowd. “That’s the whole idea of aikido!”

      Kat rolled her eyes. “I thought it was karate.”

      “In karate, the goal is to hurt your opponent,” Terry corrected her, his voice containing an edge of exasperation. “In aikido, the goal is to keep anyone from getting hurt at all.”

      “What kind of martial art is that?” Kat asked, her face bunching up in incomprehension.

      “The kind that doesn’t like violence and tries to prevent it,” Terry said. “Something that you should approve of.”

      “Wait, how does that even work?” Kat asked.

      “Okay, see that guy in the far corner?” Terry pointed.

      “The fat one, old guy?”

      “Yeah, him. He’s the attacker; he’s called the uke.”

      “As in ukulele?” Kat asked, raising one eyebrow.

      Terry ignored her. “It’s his job to try to hurt the other guy, the girl, there. She’s called the tori.”

      “Oh my God!” Kat squealed. “That is a girl! She’s small. She’s going to get creamed!”

      “Just watch,” Terry said. “It’s her job to take the energy of her opponent and deflect it so that it doesn’t do any damage to anyone. Aikido is the art of compassion for your attacker. You don’t hurt him, but you don’t let him hurt you, either.”

      “So, how do you win?” Kat asked.

      “Well, you win here by scoring points. But in a street fight, you win the fight when your attacker gets tired and gives up.”

      Kat sat up straighter on the bleachers. “That’s kind of fucking brilliant.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to tell you.”

      “And Mikael is good at this?” she asked, a newfound awe coming into her voice.

      “He’s a black belt,” Susan affirmed.

      “Why don’t I know all of this?”

      “I don’t know!” Terry shouted back. “Maybe because you put your fingers in your ears, shouting ‘la-la-la-la’ every time the subject comes up.”

      “Do not.”

      “Do so.”

      “Pig.”

      “Jackass.”

      “Weasel.”

      “Capybara.”

      “Oh, good one,” Kat said, grinning. “You win.”

      “Hey, hey, hey, guys, hold up,” Susan said. “There’s Mikael.”

      Dylan and Terry both leaped to their feet and started screaming and whistling as Mikael entered the floor. His shock of unruly black hair made a dramatic contrast against his white, pajama-like gi.

      “I’m afraid to look,” Kat said, burying her face in her paper.

      Terry snatched the paper from her and threw it under the bleachers.

      “Hey!” Kat protested.

      “Oh, grow a pair of fucking ovaries!” Terry shouted. “This is your boyfriend. You can stand to watch for the next five minutes.”

      Kat slunk down and crossed her arms, pouting. But she watched. The crowd eventually settled down and took their seats again. Kat felt a rising anxiety as she saw Mikael approach his opponent. Then another person stepped out onto the floor. And another.

      “Wait!” Kat shouted, “that’s three against one!”

      “Yes,” Terry answered. “It’s called randori, multiple attackers. It’s the category Mikael is competing in today.”

      “Oh shit. I remember him using that word, but I didn’t know what it meant,” she said into Susan’s shoulder. “This is fucked up.”

      “He’ll do fine,” said Susan, patting her shoulder. “I hope.”

      “Oh thanks,” Kat said. “Oh my God, look! They’ve got sticks!”

      “Yeah!” shouted Terry. “Aikido was designed originally to defend against sword attacks with one’s bare hands. The sticks are vestigial of that.”

      “TMI,” Kat said, batting Terry away. She held her breath.

      Mikael bowed to his opponents and then stepped back. Like lightning, however, he lunged toward the first attacker, who threw a punch at Mikael’s face. Mikael dodged to the left, met the man’s fist in the air with his open hand, and guided it past his body, throwing the man off balance. The uke rolled away and got to his feet again.

      By that time, Mikael had turned toward another uke, a woman about twice his weight. She punched at his chest, but his hand was quick, deflecting the blow up, her hand shooting over his head instead. At the same time, his elbow caught her on her collarbone. Mikael yanked at the deflected hand, still held firmly at the wrist, twisting her counterclockwise as she fell.

      “Oh my God!” Kat shrieked. “He’s really good!”

      “That’s what we’re telling you!” Terry called back, not taking his eyes off the tournament floor.

      Kat could scarcely look away, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Dylan wrestling to fish his cell phone out of his pocket. She looked over as he put it to his ear and saw his mouth form the word, “Hello?”

      She looked back to see Mikael throwing another opponent end over end. He landed with the sound of root vegetables hitting a kitchen counter. Dylan stood up in his seat, but he was the only one. Kat looked over and saw the look of alarm on his face.

      “What is it?” she called.

      “Gotta go,” he said, pocketing the phone and starting to climb down from the bleachers. “It’s Dicky.”
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      Brian slid a tray containing a freshly thawed turkey in the oven for a long, slow bake. He closed the door and straightened up—as straight as his hunched back would allow—and breathed deep in satisfaction. He knew his housemates would return from the tournament excited and famished, and Mikael would be ready to eat half the turkey by himself.

      Tobias scratched at the door and barked.

      “Stay out there!” Brian called. “You’ll just be bored silly if I let you in.” A few dishes were scattered across the table, left over from breakfast. He smiled the weary smile of a man whose work is never done, and placed his earbuds in his ears, starting up this week’s Kabbalah Today podcast. He carried the dishes to the sink for a quick rinse before placing them in the dishwasher. As he ran a glass under the water, he caught a yellow flash out of the corner of his eye.

      “Hey, what are you doing in here?” he said to Tobias, his hands on his hips. Tobias wagged his tail and barked once, loudly. As the rabbi on the podcast began to chant his ritual opening, Brian wrinkled his brow and went to investigate the screen door. The latch worked fine. He looked at Tobias. He looked at the latch. He looked at Tobias. Tobias barked. “How did you…?” he said, but then he waved it away. “Probably didn’t latch right when we came in this morning,” he said out loud, as much to himself as to the yellow dog.

      Tobias barked again and stood at the door.

      “Crazy dog, you just wanted in!” Brian complained.

      Tobias looked at Brian, and then at the door. He barked.

      “No,” Brian said and leaned against the counter with his arms crossed.

      Tobias barked, more insistently.

      “No,” Brian said again, more calmly. Then he cocked his head as he watched Tobias approach the screen door, rear back on his hind legs and, fumbling at the handle with both paws, scratch down the screen as he fell forward.

      “Hey, don’t damage the screen!” Brian shouted at him.

      Tobias reared up and once again fumbled at the handle with his paws. This time, however, he triggered the button, and the door swung open with force as he fell against it.

      “Well, I’ll be damned…” Brian said, incredulous. He followed Tobias into the backyard. Tobias led him to a spot near the back fence and barked, nudging at something with his nose. Brian saw nothing but matted grass.

      “What? What are you barking at?”

      Tobias looked back and forth, and barked with what seemed to Brian was frustration. The dog tried another tack—he ran over to where a large, framed mirror was propped against the house, near the back door.

      “What’s this?” Brian said, picking it up. The rabbi in his earbuds was explicating the gifts of Binah, so he did not hear the tiny voice calling for his attention. “I must have missed this coming in this morning,” he said, looking from the in-law cottage he shared with his partner, Terry, to the back door of the old farm house the order called home. “Pre-coffee, don’t you know?” he said to Tobias. Tobias barked once, and apparently satisfied, he stood by the door, wagging his tail, waiting to be let in.

      “Um, I’ve got my hands full,” Brian said to the big yellow dog. He held up the picture frame. He waited to see what Tobias would do. To his amazement, the dog reared up, felt at the handle, and swung the door open. Then he wedged his body in the crack and stepped sideways to open the way for Brian to go in.

      “Fuck me,” said Brian, stepping up into the house.
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      When Dylan arrived at the Oakland boarding house where Richard was staying, he found a gaggle of people standing out on the lawn. Some of them looked panicked, some of them frightened, some merely concerned. When their eyes lit upon Dylan’s robust form, the double breast of his black cassock flapping in the breeze and sweat streaming from his brow, some of them glared as if he were somehow to blame. Who knows? he thought. Maybe I am.

      “Ah’m Father Dylan, Richard’s order mate. Ah got a call. Can someone tell me what’s wrong with him?” he asked breathlessly. He wiped at the sweat on his forehead with a handkerchief. No one said anything to him, but one woman pointed up at the steps of the slightly dilapidated Victorian.

      “Uh…okay, thanks,” Dylan said, and made for the steps. Huffing and puffing, he made the landing. The door was wide open, so he knocked to be polite, paused a few seconds, but then went on inside.

      Around a corner he caught sight of three people standing outside a door, stock still. “Hah, Ah’m Father Dylan Melanchthon, Richard’s number one. Is somethin’ wrong with Dicky? Ah’m a little—”

      A man about ten years younger than Dylan put a finger to his lips, cutting him off. A young woman of about twenty, slim with red hair, stood with her ear to the door, her eyes wide. The other woman was closer to Dylan’s own age and degree of plumpness. She looked scared.

      Dylan froze and listened. A loud “thump” sound came from the room. “What was that?” Dylan asked, concerned.

      “We don’t know,” the older woman replied. “But whatever it is, it’s hitting the ceiling. The neighbors are out on the lawn, fit to be tied. It’s been going on for an hour and a half now.”

      “How long between bumps?”

      “It’s not regular,” the younger woman said, her ear still plastered to the door. “But every couple of minutes. Sometimes less. Sometimes more.”

      Dylan looked at the young man and pursed his lips. “Is this Richard’s room?” he asked. The man nodded. “Do you have a key?” Dylan asked. The man shook his head. “He padlocked it from the inside.”

      “Shit,” Dylan said. “Waal, with yore permission, Ah’m just gonna break the door down. Is that all right?”

      The young man exchanged looks with the two women, and they reluctantly agreed. “You his roommates, then?” Dylan asked. They nodded.

      “All right. Well, stand back—this may take a few tries.”

      Dylan backed up as far as he could to get a running start. He pushed off the far wall and aimed his shoulder at the far right edge of the door. He heard a crack and felt a stabbing pain in his shoulder.

      “Was that you or the door?” the man asked, wincing.

      “Ah’m hopin’ it was the door,” said Dylan, rubbing at his shoulder. For once, he gave thanks for his ample weight—it seemed to cushion him from the worst of the impact.

      Dylan backed up and took another running start. He hit with even greater force, and a visible crack appeared in the door.

      “Ahhh!” Dylan shouted, and shook out his arm. “Motherfucker, that hurt!”

      “Are you supposed to swear?” the younger woman asked, eyeing his cassock with suspicion.

      “Don’t Richard swear?”

      “Yeah, like all the time,” she said, her eyes shifting from side to side. “That’s weird, too.”

      “Nah, we’re in the same order. Cussing is part of our charism,” Dylan said. He backed up again for another run.

      “What’s a…charism?” the young woman asked.

      “It’s a gift,” Dylan said, concentrating on the door.

      “Cussing is a gift?” she looked confused.

      “Some people got it, and some people don’t,” Dylan said and launched himself toward the door.

      The door swung open and cracked against the far wall as it hit. Dylan danced around, yelling, “Shit motherfucking passion of Christ!” He rolled his arm around in its socket but soon turned his attention to the room. It appeared to be empty. Dylan looked around, confused. The shades were drawn, and water damage streaked the plaster walls. A mattress lay on the floor, covered only in a fitted maroon sheet. He looked back at the door where the three roommates stood peering in. They were looking up, their mouths gaping open. The younger woman looked down at Dylan and pointed up, above his head.

      Dylan looked up, and there was Richard, floating in the air near the ceiling. A blanket hung off his body, and a bicycle helmet was firmly strapped to his head. Dylan watched as the body lowered slightly but then floated upward rather quickly, Richard’s helmet colliding with the ceiling with a loud, ominous “thud.”

      “Aw, shit, not again,” Dylan said, his hands on his hips.

      The older woman stepped into the room, cautiously approaching Dylan. “How?…What?” She looked down at him. “What are we seeing?”

      “Uh…yer seein’ a guy, like, a floating guy”—Dylan looked from side to side like a trapped rodent—“with a fine grasp of helmet safety.”

      “How is he…How does he do that?”

      “Waal, he isn’t, actually.” Dylan turned to the young man. “You’n gotta broom around here?”

      The man peeled his eyes away from Richard and in a few moments threw a broom from the doorway at Dylan. Dylan missed it but picked it up from the floor. He held the broom over his head and guided Richard until he was floating just over the mattress.

      “Uh…okay, Duunel. Enough’s enough,” Dylan spoke to the demon sharing Richard’s body. Richard had been hosting Duunel for nearly six months now, ever since they had foiled the plans of a local tycoon to eliminate all children, dogs, and avocados from the face of the Earth. The demon had taken up residence in an innocent little girl, and Richard had persuaded it to inhabit him instead.

      “You let him down, right now,” Dylan continued, “or you’re gonna be one sorry-assed hellspawn, and I ain’t lyin’. Richard has a deal with you, but I sure as fuck don’t. Drop him. Now.”

      Like a sack of bruised plums, Richard fell onto the bed. His mouth was open, and a snore emitted from it like only those with sleep apnea can manage.

      “Now you let him wake up, you shit-for-brains snake!”

      Richard’s eyes snapped open. “Dylan,” he said, looking around, getting his bearings.

      “Dude.”

      Richard sat up and unsnapped his helmet. “You broke my door.”

      “You got the whole neighborhood out on the lawn talkin’ ’bout poltergeists.”

      “That’s not good.” Richard rubbed at his eyes. “Coffee?” he asked.

      “Yer damn tootin’,” Dylan agreed. “And a doobie for mah nerves is what Ah’m thinkin’.”
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      Brian heard a rustle at the front door, and then a roar as his housemates blew into the foyer like a summer storm. They laughed and hooted, and it was clear to him that their degree of merriment was high. Tobias barked and zoomed past him on his way to the front door, his ample yellow behind wagging profusely.

      Brian leaned against the doorway and folded his arms, looking for all the world like a lean, satisfied, Semitic question mark. “I’m guessing the tournament went well?” he said. He knew it had, of course. Terry had texted the results hours ago.

      “Mikael rocked the fuckin’ house!” Kat announced, hanging her coat on a hook by the door and grabbing Mikael around the waist to give him a proud squeeze.

      Mikael was in the middle of taking off his own coat, so the hug was awkward, but he paused and soaked it in. He looked over at Brian and nodded.

      “It was cool.” Kat let go of him and straightened his gi. “And you can wear those jammies to bed anytime you like, tiger.”

      Mikael’s eyebrows perked up. “That sounds like an invitation.”

      “Invitation, hell,” Kat said, making for the kitchen. “That’s an appointment.” She paused to kiss Brian on the cheek. “Hi there, Sweetie. I’m sad you couldn’t join us.”

      “I’ve been to my share,” he said without a note of resentment. “It’s been a busy day around here, too.”

      “Hey, Baby Doll,” Terry said, reaching up for a big wet kiss from his hubby. Brian bent down and gladly acquiesced, tasting toffee and mint and…cardamom? He drew his head up from the kiss. “Fuck! Did you guys eat?”

      Terry slunk and tried to slip into the kitchen. Brian grabbed the back of his shirt and turned to Susan, the one person from whom he knew he could get a straight answer. “Well?”

      Susan looked at Mikael, then at Kat, then at Terry, and finally back at Brian. “Well, um…”

      “You did know that I’ve been cooking all day for you ungrateful turds, right?”

      “Brian, relax,” Susan cooed. “We’re famished. We were all the way in San Jose, and we were sinking into hypoglycemic shock. We grabbed a couple of samosas from the sidewalk vendor outside the arena, just to hold us over. We all split one—except for Mikael, who could have eaten the whole cart if we let him.” She gave Brian a reassuring hug as he let go of Terry’s shirt. “We did not let him.”

      She touched Brian’s beaked nose with her finger. “Now, what’s for dinner?” She winked at Terry, who breathed a sigh of relief and successfully completed his entry into the kitchen.

      “Turkey,” Brian announced, pouting and barely mollified. “With bacon-apple stuffing.”

      “Because you can never have enough turkey,” said Terry.

      “And squash with chipotle applesauce,” Brian concluded.

      “Wow. That’s autumnal,” Kat noted. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I collected a lot of recipes this winter, and I thought I’d give some of them a try,” Brian explained.

      Just then the door opened again, and Dylan stepped in. “Hah, gang,” he announced. He removed his coat and turned to Mikael. “Ah expect you kicked some butt.”

      “I was successful in making sure no butts were kicked at all.”

      “So, you won, is what yer sayin’.”

      “I am.”

      “Good job!” Dylan rubbed his hands together. “Someone please tell me dinner is close to bein’ ready.”

      “One half hour,” Brian said, looking at his watch. “Just enough time for you all to say Evening Prayer.”

      “Thet sounds like a plan,” Dylan agreed and led the way to the chapel.
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      Duunel always felt slightly uncomfortable when he slipped in between. He couldn’t go far, or he would lose his host—sorry host that he was—but infernal discipline demanded that he check in regularly to update his master and receive orders.

      Duunel mused on just how far askew the human perception of demons was. Humans assumed that order was good and chaos was evil, and so it must follow that demons were an anarchic lot. But nothing could be further from the truth, Duunel said to himself as he waited for his lord to appear. In fact, demons were strictly regimented. It was the Enemy that trusted his minions and allowed so much disorganized squalor. By comparison, Hell ran like a Swiss watch—with every demon knowing his place, every order obeyed without question, every command carried out with speed and efficiency.

      Demons that failed their superiors were not coddled. They were not given second chances, training, or therapy. Usually, they were simply relegated to lunch.

      In a few moments, a haze appeared to form in the in-between, and Duunel stood at attention before it. When it resolved, a great dragon with the head of an eagle appeared, glowering at Duunel with one great, glowing red eye. This was the great demon prince Maaluchre, whom Duunel had been privileged to serve since the time of the Great Deluge.

      “My master,” Duunel said, prostrating himself.

      “Rise and report,” said the prince.

      Duunel rose, standing once again at attention. “The human sleeps,” Duunel said. “Or, more accurately, he’s passed out drunk.”

      “You had a hand in this, I suppose?” The prince did not look displeased.

      “Sadly, no. He does this to himself, quite willingly. But I’ve certainly been working on vice amplification in other areas.”

      “I can tell you are amused,” the prince said. “And yet your entertainment does not advance our liberation.”

      “My lord, the members of his order have been our only real predators in this part of the world for years. And among them, he is the most potent and effective. As long as I inhabit him, he is out of commission.”

      “And our Father is well served,” the prince nodded. “And yet the others are not ineffective.”

      “Alas, no, my lord. They are quite competent. Just last week they crippled poor Alak.”

      “What horde is he in?” The demon prince looked up, trying to remember.

      “Cthollud’s, seventh plight.”

      “That is tragic,” Maaluchre scowled, his red eye glowing hotter. “We cannot afford to be losing such powerful allies at such a crucial time. Not when our Father is on the move.”

      “That is precisely what I’m saying,” Duunel agreed. “But I have my hands full keeping this one busy. I can’t stray from him, or my hold will be lost.”

      “Quite right, quite right,” the demon prince agreed. “Well, we must think of a way to take out the rest of them at a single stroke.”

      “I have an idea,” Duunel said. “After all, I have access to the human’s thoughts and memories. I know what frightens him most. Killing the members of his order would be a huge endeavor, and in my opinion, our efforts could evoke…resistance. Better to keep a low profile so as not to upset the plans that are already underway.”

      “What do you suggest?” The red eye opened wide like the blooming of a crimson flower.

      “I believe we can…relieve them of their power—quickly, easily, and at a single stroke.”

      Eagles should never grin, Duunel decided, as he saw the skin around his master’s beak stretch back.

      “I’m listening.”
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      Richard closed his eyes against one blinding ray of the setting sun. His brain was pounding, and he felt nauseated. He considered throwing up but decided to wait until the room stopped spinning.

      That will teach you to drink too much, said the voice in his head.

      “I drank just enough, thank you,” Richard said out loud. His own voice sounded thin and distant in his nearly empty bedroom.

      You’re not the only one suffering now, you know, the voice complained.

      “Oh well…” Richard wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. “I’m drinking for two, now.”

      I thought you Christians were supposed to be compassionate?

      “I thought demons were driven by self-interest.”

      That is a curious observation, the demon in his head noted. On the one hand, I love to egg you on because I enjoy seeing you damage yourself and suffer. It’s one of the few great pleasures left to my kind—

      “Your kind…” Richard repeated.

      On the other hand, in my current position, I can’t do that without feeling the effects of it myself. It’s different when I’m in complete control, then I’m not so eager to push you into…enjoyable situations.

      “Always good to know you’re lookin’ out for me, Duunel,” Richard said without a shred of conviction.

      You know what would really help right now? the demon offered.

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      You need some Vicodin—it will really help with that headache.

      “Huh…do you think?”

      Oh yes. Very much. Good stuff. I’d chew it if I were you. Take two, they’re only five hundred milligrams, so you need more of them.

      “Duunel?”

      Yes?

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      Richard heard a knock, but he ignored it.

      I love the fact that we can cohabit so congenially.

      The knock came again, louder. The door swung inward. “Richard?” called a male voice. Richard squinted without moving his head and saw one of his roommates come into view. “Hey, Doug,” Richard said, not bothering to move.

      “Um…can I talk to you?”

      He’s here to throw you out on your ass, you know, said Duunel.

      “It’s your ass, too, fuckwad,” Richard mumbled.

      “What was that?” Doug said, not understanding.

      “No…nothing. Sorry. I’m a little…tipsy.”

      “Uh, I’d say you’re falling down drunk, man.”

      “Tomato—toMAHto…” Richard said. He grimaced as he pulled himself into a sitting position. He felt his brains sloshing to the bottom of his skull, grating as they went. The Vicodin sounded better and better. He looked around for his shoulder bag.

      Doug continued. “I’ve been talking to Molly and Sue, and we’ve come to a decision, and it’s a hard one.”

      Richard leaned over and found his bag. He reached into the inner sleeve and found a couple of Vicodin left over from a root canal last year.

      Two, said the demon. Make sure to take two.

      Richard took one. “You want me out,” he said to Doug.

      “Um…I wasn’t going to put it like that.”

      He hates you, said Duunel in his head. Everyone does, really. They pretend that they like you, but they don’t, not—

      “Okay,” Richard said. “Tonight, I guess.”

      “Yeah. We can’t have another…another night like last night.”

      “See what you’ve done?” Richard said to Duunel.

      “Uh…how is this my fault?” asked Doug defensively. “I wasn’t bumping against the neighbors’ ceiling at 4 a.m. this morning.”

      “No, I wasn’t talking to…never mind. I’m drunk, remember?” Richard chewed the Vicodin.

      Take two, said the voice in his head.

      “Shove it.”

      “Okay, no need to get nasty,” Doug said, backing out of the room.

      “Not talking to you, Doug!” Richard called as he fell back onto the bed. “I’ll have all my stuff out in an hour. Is that okay?”

      “That’s…fine. Let me know if you want some help.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Richard lay motionless on the messed-up bed.

      Where are we going? asked Duunel.

      “You figure it out. It’s your fault we’re moving.”

      We could pick up some chick at a bar and sleep at her house.

      “Does that ever really work?” Richard asked. “Really?”

      Not for people dressed like monks, admitted Duunel.

      “Friars,” Richard corrected him.

      Assholes, conceded Duunel.
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      As the last chant hung in the air, Brian placed a giant platter containing the turkey and stuffing on the lazy Susan. For good measure, he lit a couple of candles and noted the encroaching twilight with satisfaction. He loved this feeling—of warmth and food and family. Tobias licked at his hand. He stooped and patted the big dog’s side. “Right, let’s get you some dinner, too.”

      Brian had just scooped a cup and a half of dog food into Tobias’s bowl when the others started filing into the kitchen.

      Kat sat in her usual place and reflected. “You know, I never really prayed before I came here. It’s always calming, but there was something special in the air tonight. I felt…I don’t know what it was. It was grace-full.”

      Susan nodded and sat herself. “I know just what you mean. Liturgy gives me that feeling all the time. I sink into it, and peace just flows into me like a stream of water.”

      Dylan sat next to his wife, saying, “Or like light through a winder when there’s lots of dust particles floatin’ in the air…like in an old house or a barn or…Wait, thet didn’t come out quite as nice as Ah hoped it would.”

      “Nice try, though, dear.” Susan patted his leg then gave it a squeeze. “Why don’t you say grace, O Interim Grand Poobah?” she said, referring to his status as head of the order while Richard was demonically indisposed.

      They all bowed their heads except for Dylan, who raised his hands in the orans position. “Good evenin’, God. It’s been a heck of a day, and we are all tired and hungry and grateful and glad. We give thanks for Mikael’s victory. And Ah’m personally grateful that Dicky’s okay. Please bless this food so that we can be blessings in turn. And since Ah sure love me that Jesus feller, Ah’m gonna pray in his name and his Spirit—amen.”

      Amens went up around the table, and suddenly there was a flurry of shaking napkins, pouring iced tea, and passing plates. “So, Mikael,” Susan said, “since you’re already on top of the world, I saw an ordination date scrawled on the calendar.”

      Mikael beamed. “That will be Reverend Mikael soon,” he nodded, spooning some curried potatoes onto his plate.

      Kat leaned over and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Do you feel reverential?” she asked.

      “I don’t feel holy, if that’s what you mean,” Mikael said.

      “Ain’t none of us feel like that,” Dylan shook his head, taking a dinner roll. “Most a’ the time we just feel like fakes.”

      “Is that true?” Kat asked.

      Dylan met Terry’s eyes. Terry nodded, “Yeah, pretty much. But you have to recognize that as a temptation.”

      “What do you mean, ‘a temptation’?” Kat asked.

      “I mean that the holiness isn’t ours; it’s God’s,” Terry said.

      “We’re not good, just stupid enough to say yes!” Dylan added.

      “Exactly,” Terry said. “But as you know, we are surrounded by enemies—demonic forces who would like nothing better than to stop us by whatever means they can.”

      “An’ discouragement is a pretty effective means,” Dylan said with his mouth full.

      “Speaking of demons,” Mikael said, “what’s up with Richard?”

      “Yeah, Honey,” Susan said. “You raced out of the Coliseum, and we haven’t heard a peep from you since. Is everything okay?”

      “Ah woulda called if there was anythin’ hairy. Ah just didn’t want to alarm anyone. Everythin’ is under control.” He heaped a pile of green beans next to his stuffing. “After Ah got the call, Ah grabbed the bus—it was quicker’n you’d expect. Ah went to Richard’s place—the boarding house near Piedmont.” They nodded, as they were all familiar with the trendy Piedmont shopping district in Oakland. Everyone had been to Richard’s new place at least a couple of times.

      “It makes me sad just thinking of that place,” Kat said, looking at her yams. “I mean, it’s as nice a place as plenty I’ve roomed in, but…it’s not here, you know?”

      “Ah know it, and unless Ah miss my guess, Richard is gonna be out on his ass pretty quick ’cause Ah don’t think there’s any way his roommates are gonna let him stay.”

      “What happened?” asked Terry, tearing into his turkey with gusto.

      “Um…let’s just say there was a sleep-disorder incident.”

      “Uh-uh,” Susan said, not looking at her husband. “We’re not going to ‘just say’ anything. You’re going to tell us the whole story in gory detail.”

      Dylan deflated for a moment but then took a deep breath and told them what he found.

      “Thank God for the helmet, I say,” Brian noted.

      “And we went for coffee. Ah got a good liter of the stuff in ’im—Peet’s Coffee, too, so you know it was powerful. We smoked a doobie—”

      “You smoked a doobie,” Susan corrected.

      Dylan ignored her. “He was his usual cheery self by then. Ah don’t think it’s hit him how powerfully his roommates are shook up by this. Ah told him, they’re probably gonna ask him to leave.”

      “And he said?” asked Kat.

      “Ah think he’s in denial,” Dylan said, a little sadly. “You know, he’s a good guy—a conflicted guy—but a good guy. And, okay, he’s got a demon inside him, sure. Ah think he’s just tryin’ to look on the bright side and make the best of things.”

      “I bet he cries himself to sleep every night,” Susan said.

      “What makes you think that?” Dylan asked.

      “Because I would,” Susan said. “The people at this table are the only people Richard has in his life who really get him—”

      “Uh…he’s been playin’ chess with Larch now and then, over at the Hawk and Serpent Lodge in the city,” Dylan said hopefully.

      “Like I said, we are the only people who really understand Dicky, and he can’t be here,” Susan continued. “Since the house is warded against demons, Richard can’t come home so long as he’s playing hotel to one of them. My guess is that he’s so lonely it’s tearing him apart.”

      “Seemed okay to me,” Dylan said.

      “You’re such a man,” Susan said dismissively.

      Dylan looked at Terry. “You gonna stand for that?”

      “You’re such a straight man,” Terry agreed.

      Dylan opened his mouth and looked at Mikael for help. Mikael held up his hands. “I’m an insensitive boor and have the membership card to prove it, so don’t look at me.”

      Dylan looked back at his plate. “Ah am seriously pussy whipped.”

      “Eat your dinner,” Susan told him.

      Just then, there was a knock at the door. Brian scowled at the wall clock. “Who could that be?” He sprang up and ran to the foyer, hoping to send whoever it was packing quickly. Opening the door, he saw the friendly and wizened face of Reverend Oberlin, the pastor of the United Church of Christ congregation two blocks away at Cedar and Walnut.

      “Good evening, Pastor,” Brian said, swinging the door wide. “How nice to see you! Come in; let me take your coat.”

      “Oh, Brian, is it? Good to see you, mate,” the pastor said in his cheerful British accent as he stepped in. “Is your better half around? I’d like a word with him if I may.”

      Terry appeared at the door. “Pastor, would you like a bite to eat?”

      The pastor’s face fell. “Oh, I’ve disturbed your dinner! Damn. I’m so sorry,” he smiled apologetically.

      “No trouble,” Terry assured him. “I was just finishing up. Why don’t you take a seat in the office, and I’ll meet you there in a minute?”

      “Of course,” the pastor said. “Please take your time.”

      The older man walked quickly away, a slight limp visible in his step. Terry sidled up to his partner. “Sorry, Baby.”

      “No, it’s fine. Let me get a plate of cookies ready.”

      “You’re the tastiest.” Terry planted a kiss on his cheek.

      A few minutes later, Terry trotted off to the office, balancing a tray bearing tea for two and a plate of snickerdoodles. Brian sat back down at the table, noting that most everyone was just finishing up and looking very satisfied indeed.

      For a few moments, no one said anything, and as if a chill wind had blown through the room, the mood turned sad. Finally, Kat said, “So what about Richard?”

      “It was a brave thing Dicky done, and no mistake.” Dylan wiped his mouth with a calico napkin. “Ah wouldn’a dunnit.”

      “It’s not okay, not having him home,” Susan said. “He’s like a little lost puppy most of the time, and I feel like if he’s not surrounded by people who care about him and…well, quite frankly, keep an eye on him, he’ll get hurt.”

      “He’s already plenty hurt, Honey,” Dylan said, not disagreeing with her.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Kat asked Dylan pointedly.

      Dylan looked behind himself, to be sure she was talking to him. “Uh…whaddaya mean, what am Ah gonna do?” He gestured at his ample belly. “Ah think Ah’m gonna eat me some pie.” He looked at Brian with a fleeting look of panic. “There is pie, ain’t there?”

      “You’ll have to settle for cobbler,” Brian said.

      “Peach cobbler?” Dylan asked hopefully.

      “Quince.”

      Dylan’s face bunched up in a skeptical knot. “Waal, the proof is in the…cobbler, Ah suppose. Bring it on, dude.”

      Brian cleared some dishes from the table first, glad to have something to do. They all felt helpless about Richard. And they all missed him. Brian knew Dylan, as Richard’s best friend, missed him most of all.

      “Frankly,” Dylan began, “Ah’m amazed we haven’t heard from him yet. Ah saw them roommates o’ his. Ain’t no way they’re letting him sleep there tonight—or any night, for that matter.”

      Just then, Dylan felt his pocket vibrate. “Speak o’ the devil,” he said and fished around for his cell phone. “It’s Dicky, all right,” he said, looking at the screen. “He’s at the Gallic Hotel tonight. Gonna start lookin’ for a new place tomorrow.”

      Kat’s face looked pained, and she reached over and squeezed Mikael’s hand. He gave her a reassuring look. “It’s going to be okay, Baby,” he told her. “It always is. We’re really a very blessed community.”

      “Blessed but sorely tried,” Dylan said, typing furiously but awkwardly with his enormous thumbs.

      “Can’t we just un-ward the house tempor—” Kat cut off midsentence as everyone in the room glared at her. “Okay, okay, it was just an idea.”

      “Wait,” Brian said, leaning back against the counter. “What if Terry and I moved into the main house and we unwarded the cottage?”

      All eyes turned to Dylan. “What are you all lookin’ at me fer?” He recoiled as he spoke.

      “Because you are now our fearless leader, and this requires bold leadership!” Mikael announced.

      “Ah am never fearless,” Dylan complained, “and Ah ain’t no leader, neither.”

      “Nonsense; you have been for months, now,” said Susan. “You’re just lucky things have been relatively quiet.”

      “Can we take a vote on this?” Dylan asked.

      “Dylan, you are sub-prior,” Brian said resolutely. “The order already did vote on it, when they elected you.”

      “Yeah, but Ah never expected to ever have to actually…” He looked at the table.

      Susan reached over and squeezed his hand. “You aren’t leading alone, Baby,” she said softly. “The only people here are those that love you.”

      Dylan sighed but perked up when Brian set a steaming cobbler under his nose.

      “Quince, you say?” Dylan said, sniffing.

      The sound of the door closing in the distance brought everyone’s heads up. Terry appeared at the door. “Smells like quince,” he said, sniffing at the air.

      “How the hell do you know what quince smells like?” asked Mikael.

      “I was Quince Queen of Fresno County in 1995,” Terry said defiantly. He placed his hands on his hips and turned up his nose. “I know my quince.”

      Kat looked over at Brian standing just out of Terry’s sight, shaking his head, mouthing the words, “No, he was not.”

      “So, what did the pastor want, Terry?” Susan asked.

      “An emergency,” Terry said, taking his seat at the table and basking in the quincian odor. “Very sad, really. His mother-in-law took a nasty fall, and they’re jetting to the UK on a red-eye tonight so they can go care for her.”

      “Oh, that is sad,” said Susan with real compassion in her voice.

      “So, he needs me to fill in for a few weeks,” Terry said. “Services are covered—they just need help with visitation.”

      “A paid gig, I hope?” Susan probed.

      “Thanks be to God,” Terry said, nodding.

      “Thanks be to God,” they all said, more or less in unison.

      “Hey, has anyone noticed Tobias acting strangely?” Brian asked. But before anyone could say anything, a phone rang in the office. Dylan sat bolt upright. “Thet’s not good,” he said.

      “You mean, so much for nookie night?” laughed Kat.

      “Saddle up, boys and girls,” Dylan said, wiping quince from his beard. “We gots us a demon.”

      “I’ll get the mice,” said Terry.
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      Tony Morrello was almost asleep when the phone rang. He fumbled at the handset and pushed the button that corresponded to the calling room. “Front desk,” he said groggily.

      “You gotta—” a scared female voice began. “There’s someone—” A hand muffled the receiver for a second, and he could vaguely hear two people arguing. A man’s voice took over.

      “This is Aaron Falk in 115.”

      “I know that. What do you want?”

      “The people in the room next to us are—well, there’s shrieking. And moaning.”

      “Yeah, this is a hotel. People tend to do that when they’re fucking. Wait—your neighbors were complaining about you last night, weren’t they? Yeah, 115. Well, revenge is sweet. I hope they keep you awake all night.” He hung up and smacked his lips. A Coke. That’s what he needed. A little carbonation to cut through the sticky mass of saliva that had accumulated while he had dozed, and a little caffeine to cut through the brain haze. He went to the mini-fridge and opened the door. The phone rang again.

      “Front desk.”

      “No, man, not moaning like lovemaking moaning. I mean screaming bloody murder like someone is seriously getting hurt over there!”

      Tony found a Mountain Dew and frowned. It would do, but it wasn’t really what he wanted. He cracked the seal with the pull tab and took a long pull at it. It was surprisingly yummy. Yes, this would do just fine. He decided to play with Mr. Falk, just a little bit.

      “Okay, on a scale of one to ten, how loud is the…noise?”

      “It’s an 11! Listen, it’s happening again!”

      Tony stood up straight. He heard it, all right, coming through the telephone as loud as Falk’s voice. Louder. “I’ll be right up,” he said, and grabbing his baseball bat, he headed for the door. “Goddamn fucking college kids,” he mumbled. “Goddamn spring break.”

      His mumbling turned to outright curses when he rounded the corner that brought him within sight of 115 and its surrounding units. All of the furniture from 113 had been moved out to the parking lot near the door. The television sat in its entertainment cabinet at the head of one of the parking spaces as if it had just driven up and parked there. Not far away, Tony saw the dresser, two chairs, a little desk, the nightstands, and the shoddy metal clotheshorse.

      Whoever had done it had been careful not to take up more than one parking space, which was very considerate since parking was always in short supply at Berkeley’s Flamingo Motel. On the other hand, the furniture was also out in the open where anyone could just wander up from University Avenue and carry it off. Tony was so shocked by the sheer implausibility of it he almost forgot to be mad. The anger returned, though, as he pounded at the door.

      The door opened a crack, revealing a room ablaze—every light in the place was on, including a couple not native to the room. An eye peered out at him and glanced around him, this way and that. “What the hell is going on here?” he yelled at the sliver of light coming from the door.

      The door opened a little wider, and Tony found himself face to face with a stocky, balding man dressed like a priest, a purple stole dangling from his shoulders. “Hey, dude. How you doing?” the man said and passed a pudgy hand over his forehead, clearing away a large amount of accumulated sweat. He held the sweat-soaked hand out for shaking. “Ah’m Father Dylan. Nice to meet ya.”

      Tony ignored it. “What the hell is going on here?” he yelled again.

      “Uh…” Dylan looked behind him and then turned back to the doorway. “Waal, to be honest, it’s an exorcism. Ever seen one? It ain’t pretty.” The man’s broad, sweaty face smiled at him.

      Just then, a howl emerged from the room that sounded like a thousand children screaming in unison. “Yah know,” the priest said, “this really ain’t a good time.”

      Just past Dylan, Tony could see a naked man tied to the bedposts with ropes of stout hemp. As he watched, the foot of the bed swung up and struck the wall and then fell to the ground. Then it swung up again and fell again, in rapid succession as if it were a Murphy bed that was possessed. The sheetrock near the top of the wall was thrashed, and little puffs of plaster dust showered through the air.

      Another figure—also a priest?—short guy, Asian-looking, stood back a couple of feet, book in hand, patiently waiting for the bed’s acrobatics to cease.

      “Can ya come back later?” the priest at the door asked again in what was clearly a Southern drawl. “We’re kinda busy right now, you know, what with the demon and stuff.” Then an idea seemed to strike him. “Unless you want to help. You look strong. Are you shriven?”

      “What?” Tony simply could not take his eyes off the man on the bed.

      “Are ya Catholic? You look kinda Eye-talian.”

      Absently, Tony nodded.

      “You been to confession lately?”

      “Huh—oh no.”

      “Oh,” the priest looked momentarily disappointed. “You should probably go back to work, then, dude.”

      Tony just stared at the stout man, completely unsure what he should do.

      The priest passed a hand over Tony’s eyes and said dramatically, “These are not the droids you’re looking for. You want to go back to the front desk and have a refreshing beverage.” Then he slammed the door in Tony’s face.
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      Bishop Tom Müeller cursed as he strode to his motorcycle. He had had a long, difficult day at work and had dutifully procured all the items his wife had requested on the grocery list she had texted him earlier that afternoon. All except one—tampons.

      “Goddammit,” he said out loud, kicking at the shrubs that lined the walk to the one-bedroom apartment they shared with twelve of their closest feline companions. His wife did not drive, and so was totally dependent upon him for the running of what seemed like innumerable errands.

      Tom felt tired, hungry, angry, and depressed. The feelings were all so strong and so thickly intertwined that he could not easily sort them out. He just felt—intensely, and bad. He jammed the helmet onto his head so hard it hurt, and he took momentary pleasure in the way the pain cut through the tangled mass of emotions.

      Finally, for a fleeting second, here was a feeling he could identify, one that would end. Sure enough, as soon as he raised the kickstand, it was gone. He punched his leg, once, twice, and reveled in it. He knew that a bruise would most likely result, but he didn’t care. He waited until the pain subsided and the thick and confusing mass of emotion rushed back to fill its space. Then he gunned the engine and swung out onto the wet, dark Seattle street.

      “Goddamned tampons!” he shouted at the gnats hitting the shield of his helmet. Why hadn’t he run away from the seminary with Stephen when he had a chance, all those years ago? Stephen wouldn’t be sending me out into a Washington storm for fucking tampons, he thought, racing around the cloverleaf of the freeway onramp. Stephen would wrestle him to the ground before a roaring fire, would lick at his face like a dog until they were both randy and hard. Stephen would peel off his T-shirt and lick his armpits, grabbing the hair in his teeth and growling like the beautiful animal we was.

      Bishop Tom was so lost in this fantasy that he didn’t see the crappy Ford Pinto with the missing headlight. The impact seemed quiet, almost distant, not at all like he had ever imagined it would be. His body flew up, and he tumbled in free space, end over end. Halfway through this aerial ballet, he stopped screaming, “Oh shit!” and started saying the rosary. Three lines into it, he hit the pavement. A split second later, a Prius took him out.
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      “Good one, Ben Kenobi,” said Terry, marking his place in his Roman Ritual with a ribbon. “Is he gone?”

      Dylan stood on tiptoe to fit his eye to the peephole. “Nah, he’s just standing th…No, there he goes. He looks really disoriented…Okay, now he’s gone.” Dylan turned back to the room. “Think he’ll call the cops?”

      “Nah,” Terry said. “Old Scratch, here, performed on cue pretty well.”

      Dylan set his hands on his hips and surveyed the mess. “Ah hate these distractions, dude.”

      “Tell me about it. I think I just had the Voice emerging.”

      “Ah heard it. How much ground did we lose?”

      The man on the bed blinked and tried to sit up. “Is it over?”

      “Oh shit, Doug’s back,” said Terry, his hands on his hips. “Square one.”

      “It’s not over?” The naked man asked again, with not a little bit of despair cracking his voice.

      “Sorry, man,” said Dylan, flopping onto the floor. “It’s not like we’re not glad to see you or anything, but we had a bit of a setback just now.”

      “Sweetie,” cooed Terry, sitting on the edge of the bed, “how conscious are you when the demon is…well, pulling your strings?”

      “Not,” he said. “It’s like I’m asleep.”

      Terry nodded and looked up at Dylan. This kind of thing varied quite a bit from case to case. He was hoping that the man would have “heard” the demon’s name—as that would have sped the ritual along immeasurably.

      “That demon isn’t going to give up his name, dude,” said Dylan, knowing exactly what Terry was thinking. “He’s smarter than some we’ve seen.”

      Terry nodded. They had expelled some pretty dumb demons, but this wasn’t one of them. The infernal hosts, in their experience, varied as much in intellectual prowess as humans did. And though none of them were big on self-improvement, many of them had formidable street smarts, as one would expect from beings who had several million years of experience behind them. Sometimes they lucked out and got a being with the IQ of a slab of cheese, but not today. Today, they were fighting someone as smart as they were. Maybe smarter.

      “Okay, let’s try something different,” Terry decided, rising from the bedside and heading for his kit bag. “Let’s do the sigils while the invader is dormant.”

      “You got it,” Dylan said and grabbed a grease pencil and a well-worn copy of The Lesser Key of Solomon from his kit bag. He opened the grimoire to the appropriate page and began to copy one of its sigils onto Doug’s chest.

      “What are you doing?” Doug asked.

      “Relax, man, this isn’t going to hurt. Terry, dude, you explain. Ah’m busy.”

      Terry stopped studying his Ritual and turned his attention to Doug. Real compassion shrouded his features as he spoke. “It’s hard to command a demon if you don’t know its name.”

      “I thought you said his name was Scratch.”

      Terry laughed. “That’s just a traditional nickname—like calling Germans Jerry. They’re all Old Scratch until we know better. We need to know his real name. But this is a pretty smart demon, so he’s not going to just hand us power over him like that. The next best thing is to figure out who he works for. If we can figure out his boss’s name, then we’ve got a leg up. Understand?”

      Doug nodded.

      “Demons are arranged into—well, they’re like military companies, same as angels. We call them hosts. Every host has a big, extra-nasty demon commanding it. If we can figure out what host this demon inside you belongs to, then we can bind his boss, his commander. That’ll weaken his hold on you, and we should be able to drive the demon into the mice.”

      “Mice?”

      “Doug, meet Castor and Pollux.” Terry held up a Chinese food box from which squeaking was barely audible.

      Dylan scowled. “You named the mice?”

      Terry smiled, looking distinctly elfin in the harsh light. “Just now. They’ve been Castor and Pollux for about three seconds.”

      “Just don’t become attached to them, dude,” Dylan warned. To Doug he said, “If everything goes right, they’ll be demon food soon.”

      “Those poor mice.” said Doug.

      Dylan smiled as he wiped grease away with a handkerchief and began to draw another sigil. “At least we know we’re really talking to Doug here.” He winked at the naked man. “Demons ain’t big on compassion.”

      “Better the mice than you,” Terry added, nodding.

      “Ah heard that,” Dylan agreed. One by one, he copied each of the sigils, waited a couple of seconds, and then wiped Doug’s chest clean and began on the next one. “Good thing you’re not hairy—this would be a lot harder if you were.”

      “How many of these…sigils…are there?” Doug asked.

      “Waal, fifteen hundred years before Christ, when Solomon wrote his Key, he knew of seventy-two of the buggers—the demon generals, I mean,” Dylan said.

      “We don’t know what the job turnover rate is, so no one has an up-to-date or complete set of sigils,” Terry added, “although the occult blogosphere is full of speculation.”

      “I saw a Satanist selling a ‘complete set’ on eBay, dude,” Dylan said.

      “How much?”

      “Twenty thousand dollars.”

      Terry whistled. “That’s a lot of money for crap.”

      “That’s how Ah like my grapes, too, Ter—good and sour. You’re probably right, though. Satanists are not generally renowned for their veracity.”

      “So anyway,” Terry continued, “no doubt some of the sigils no longer work because some demon generals have been breakfast cereal for Beelzebub—and some of them we don’t know because some demons have been promoted since the Key was written. But we do know that a lot of them do work. If we’re lucky—”

      “Bingo!” Dylan said and jumped off the bed to stand next to his friend. The sigil on Doug’s chest flared and glowed, filling the room with an eerie light that seemed to put all the blazing lamps to shame.

      “Parrillon,” Dylan said. “He’s in Parrillon’s host.”

      “No wonder he’s smart,” Terry said, skimming a passage from the Key. “Parrillon is one of the demon generals that can grant intellectual prowess—especially in the arts and sciences—and those that serve under him are no slouches, either.” Terry put down the Key and picked up his well-worn copy of the Priest’s Ritual. He straightened his stole and asked, “Do I need a new stole? This one is getting ratty, don’t you think?”

      “Just a sec, ’afore we get started again,” Dylan said and lit a joint. He puffed until it was going good and held it to Doug’s lips. “Here, dude, this will help ease the shock when the demon comes out. Trust me.”

      The man gave Dylan a dubious look but took a drag nevertheless. He coughed and grimaced against the acrid taste of the pot. “Take one more, man, but that’s it. It’s strong shit.” The man did as he was told and visibly relaxed as the THC hit his brain.

      Dylan took another drag and held it out to Terry. The shorter man shook his head in refusal, as he nearly always did, and Dylan flipped the joint into the sink. “Let’s do this thing,” he said resolutely.

      Terry wiped the sigil off Doug’s chest and placed a crucifix there. He held a larger one in his hand in front of him as he faced the possessed man. He crossed himself and took up his Ritual. “Holy Lord! All powerful! Father! Eternal God! Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!” He read with a voice of forceful entreaty. “You who destined that recalcitrant and apostate tyrant to the fires of Hell; you who sent your only son into this world in order that he might crush this roaring lion: Look speedily, and snatch from damnation and from this devil this man who was created in your image and likeness. Throw your terror, Lord, over the Beast who is destroying what belongs to you. Give faith to your servants against this most evil Serpent, to fight most bravely. So that the Serpent not hold in contempt those who hope in you! Let your powerful strength force the Serpent to let go of your servant so that it no longer possesses him whom you designed to make in your image and to redeem by your son…”

      The demon was not long in surfacing again. Before Terry had finished the first prayer, the damned spirit was thrashing with superhuman strength against the ropes that held it.

      “Second base, dude, in under ten seconds,” Dylan noted. “Ah think that’s a record.” He was referring to the six stages of exorcism, which the friars typically referred to using baseball metaphors, partly because it was easy for them to do so and partly because it was confusing to the demons.

      “Wouldn’t have been so fast if we hadn’t already gone over this ground earlier,” Terry reasoned.

      “Prolly true.”

      The lights started winking off and on, and the bed began to rattle and shake. Doug’s body thrashed and pulled against its bonds and made the sound of an angry and caged animal.

      “Unclean Spirit!” Terry intoned in his high, sweet tenor. “Whoever you are, and all your companions 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 obey me in everything, although I am an unworthy servant of God. Do no damage to this possessed creature or to my assistant or to any of their goods.”

      “Damn straight, asshole, you are unworthy!” The demon fully surfaced into consciousness and spat at him. “You’re a fake! You’re not even a real priest! And you’re”—the demon looked Terry over carefully, and cocked Doug’s head—“you’re gay!”

      Utterly unperplexed, Terry and Dylan began to sing, cheerfully and in unison,

      

      “Not a priest, not a priest,

      but Rome is quite explicit.

      All of us Old Cath-o-lics are

      valid but illicit!”

      

      Terry struck a pose with one hand on his hip. “And prettier than you ever thought of being.”

      “You,” the demon screamed at Terry, “you have no right to judge me, or to cast me out! You are a sinner!”

      “You’ll get no argument from us on that,” Dylan said confidently. “Ah’m a sinner and no mistake. But lucky for me, and unlucky for you, Ah don’t cast you out by mah own authority, or mah own power. It’s the power of Jesus you gonna have to worry about.”

      The demon looked confused. It had hoped to unsettle the priests, to shake their resolve, to overwhelm them with uncertainty. Yet despite its efforts, the exorcists seemed not only unperplexed, but they seemed to be…enjoying themselves. “I know you, Priest!” It tried again, upping the ante. “You suck the cocks of little boys!”

      For the first time, Terry looked taken aback. “He was eighteen, I swear it,” he said with a look of mock affront. Then he placed one index finger against his cheek and winked. “At least he said he was eighteen!”

      Realizing that he was being mocked, the demon roared and bucked his hips against the bed, trying to gain some leverage against his restraints. With a loud “pop,” every light bulb in the motel shattered. As the room sank into darkness, the Voice emerged. “WE WILL EAT YOUR SOULS IN HELL, FAKE PRIESTS. WE WILL SEE YOU THERE, AND WE WILL DEVOUR YOU.”

      “Third base,” Dylan’s voice emerged from the darkness. Then he clicked at his lighter, and as their eyes adjusted to the little flame, he began to sing a song from his childhood. “This little light o’ mine, Ah’m gonna let it shine…”

      Dylan kept singing as he lit a candle. Terry approached the possessed man and touched his forehead with his stole as he intoned, “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. 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. Hear, therefore, and fear, Satan!”

      The sound of frying and the smell of burning flesh filled the air as a burn mark appeared where the stole touched the man’s head. The Voice howled its rage. As if it were hurling nothing more than a rag doll, Dylan was thrown off his feet, into the air, and was slammed backward into the wall. There he remained, pinned by an unseen force.

      “Ah really hate this part!” he yelled above the howl of the Voice. “Next time, dude, can you throw Terry? Ah’ve got a bad back.” The howl renewed its intensity, sounding like a cross between a thousand human screams and the wail of tortured animals.

      Dylan pried himself free of the wall. Terry screwed his face up in a grimace of pain as the demon battered at his brain for entry. He felt Dylan place his hands on him—one on his shoulder, the other on his head—and he knew that his friend was praying for him with all his might.

      Terry fought to clear his mind of all the images that the demon imposed upon him—rape and murder, decapitation, his own damnation, and other horrors too foul to dwell upon. Instead, the priest looked up, opened his spirit wide to Heaven, and spoke the words provided to him from an unseen and holy source, “I bind your power, Parrillon, most evil captain of demons, in the name of the Lamb most immaculate who walked unharmed among dangers, who was immune to all evil spirits. I bind you and banish you and all your minions from this room. I command you to bid your servant of corruption to depart from this person. Depart from the church of God. Fear, and take flight at the name of our Lord whom the powers of Hell fear, to whom the powers and virtues and dominions of Heaven are subject, whom the cherubim and seraphim praise with unceasing voices, saying: ‘Holy! Holy! Holy! Lord God of Hosts!’”

      Terry’s shoulders deflated, and he waited. At the invocation of the demon’s general, there should have been a final howl of rage, a rattle of bones, and the flight of the demonic presence. Instead, in the light of the flickering candle, Dylan saw only the unholy grin of pure, unbounded Evil. It was a malevolent smile, void of real cheer, but full of both contempt and victory. And then, with a Voice that shook their very souls, the demon began a chillingly childish song of its own.

      “I know something you don’t know…”

      “That should have done the job, dude,” Dylan said, a worried tone in his voice. “What just happened? Did ya feel that?”

      Terry nodded. He felt as if someone had just pulled the plug on all the warmth in his body. He shuddered as the singsong Voice of the demon played with his head.

      “Someone you love is dead tonight.” The demon used Doug’s face to screw into the most pained and fiercely perverse smile Terry had ever beheld. It was a smile of victory.
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