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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of the Demon Priest started with a slip of the tongue. I was telling a friend about the character portraits that I had been creating for my superhero realm using the HeroMachine web app. When I got to the one that I called “the Demon Prince”, I tripped up and said “Demon Priest” rather than “Prince”. Having made the mistake once, I repeated it several times in the next few minutes. At one point, I commented that I’d clearly misspoken—the notion of a demon priest was obviously nonsensical.

      Later that evening, I couldn’t get the image out of my head, so I created an illustration of the Demon Priest. Once I had that, the rest was almost inevitable. I had a picture of this obviously self-contradictory bit of nonsense, but what if it weren’t nonsensical? If a demon priest could exist, what would it be? How could it be?

      It wasn’t long before Samuel Gregory started to emerge and take form. If he was going to be a priest, then there would have to be an unusual incident involving an unusual bishop. If he was going to be either a superhero or villain, then he’d need a lair, and what better lair, either way, than a desanctified church—it would have to be desanctified, right?

      A church, even a building that was once a church, is a lot of work to maintain. It would need a sexton. It should be an old church, a church with a history, and with a suitable character. It wouldn’t do for a demon priest to live in just any old church. It should be one dedicated to a saint with a particular relationship to demons. And so, St. Michael’s and the Angels—former Episcopal church—came into being.

      As I started writing stories set in my superhero world, Father Samuel Gregory, the Demon Priest, with his cast of supporting characters, his mission, and his backstory started to exert themselves. They wanted to be told. And so, I decided to listen and put it down in words. Soon Lee was telling the story of how Father Gregory came to Saint Michael’s, and the adventures that ensued.

      As with any superhero, the Demon Priest needed a setting, a fictional city like Superman’s Metropolis, Batman’s Gotham or even Spiderman’s version of New York City. And so, New Acadia arose around him. Until it did, the various origins and background stories of my superheroes had shifted around between Boston, New Orleans, and San Francisco, all cities that I love, storied US cities with long and varied histories. New Acadia is no exception.

      Located where Newburyport, Massachusetts is in our world, it was home to a small French Catholic mission, because of which, about 250 years ago, a couple of thousand displaced Acadians settled there, doubling the size of the town. It then became New Acadia, an ethnically diverse port city. In our world, displaced Acadians became “Cajuns” in Louisiana. New Acadia has its “Acadies”, French-descended families, many intermarried with Mi’kmaq native peoples. The multi-racial Anglo/French town attracted Haitians, and many runaway slaves ended their journey on the underground railroad in New Acadia.

      Contemporary New Acadia resembles Boston, New Orleans and San Francisco. It’s a multicultural polyglot port city with a lot of history. But, unlike the cities of our world, it is also home to a number of superheroes and -villains and “meta-humans” that are neither. In that it resembles Metropolis, Gotham and Astro City, it isn’t just like any of those cities, actual or fictional, but with any luck it will feel familiar enough.

      Like New Acadia, St. Michael’s Church has its parallels in the world we know. It resembles elements of a couple of our world’s Episcopal churches, both dedicated to the Holy Trinity. St. Mike’s parish house is very like that of Trinity Church in the heart of Boston. The layout of the church itself is similar to the Trinity Church in St. Augustine, Florida, though St. Michael’s is made of stone, and boasts a chapel dedicated to its patron saint. The statue of St. Michael that stands in that chapel is very like one that graces the entrance to the Church of St. Michael the Archangel in downtown Findlay, Ohio.

      For all these similarities, the Demon Priest’s story is, of course, a fantasy, one tied to various mythologies and traditions, including contemporary superheroes. I hope that it stands on its own—that fans of fable, fantasy, and comics will all find something familiar, something new, a bit of fun and some interesting speculations in its telling. At the very least, I enjoyed the tale that Lee and Sam, Alan and William spun for me as I let them loose in my world and pages.

      With luck, their various voices and tales, as this story weaves its way, will prove interesting to you, dear readers, as much as it was to me as they wove it. These characters are folk who proved to be very particular in how their story was to be told.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Who, exactly, is the ‘Demon Priest’? Just another superhero? A subtle and devious villain? A fallen angel? A cult leader? He’s been said to be any and all of those and a great many other things beyond. It’s hard to be sure which, if any, of these are true. Plausible cases have been made for all of them.

      In hopes of shedding light on these questions, your editors have assembled the following tale, taken from a number of sources. We have combined the stories told by those who know him with the product of our own investigations. With any luck, the combination of subjective impressions and more ‘objective’ summaries of the history, as best it can be ascertained, will present a complete enough picture that the reader can judge.

      Let us start with the story of his appearance in the city of New Acadia as told by Lee, who witnessed his arrival.
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            I WATCH THE WATCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Look, I know I’m not supposed to say these things. If I do, then I’ll need my meds again, and when I forget them, I’ll have to go to the Safe Place again. I shouldn’t tell you these things. If I do, you have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone I said them. Promise?

      I was one of the first to see him, probably the first. He stepped out through the wall. Not a door in the wall, out through the wall. I know, walls don’t do that. I didn’t see it. Couldn’t. They just say that he stepped out through a wall. It was a brick wall, old, old bricks, a brick wall in an alley off of Washington Street, in a bad part of New Acadia, where nobody sees anything, especially not me.

      When he stepped out, the bricks in a big circle around him glowed red. The lines between the bricks were fiery red, glowing, and he was red. They say he had horns and a tail. I don’t say that. Never say that. Red with glowing eyes like embers. He looked around the alley, and smiled. Then he passed his hand in front of his face, like he was stroking it, not touching, and his face changed. It wasn’t red any more, never red. No horns. No tail. Just a man. Just a priest, a priest with a collar and a silver cross, dressed all in black. Really nice suit for a priest. A tuxedo.

      Just then, these guys came into the alley, three guys, shoving another guy in a suit. They pushed and shoved him into the alley, then up against a wall. They didn’t see the priest in the alley, the black-suited priest in the dark alley. They pushed; they shoved; they threatened the other guy. I pressed my back against the wall. Real small and seeing nothing. The guy in the suit did the same.

      The priest stepped out of the darkest shadow and into the alley, towards them. His leather shoes, his leather soles, slapped the damp cobblestones of the alley, the old, old alley, from the old, old city. Light from the street skulked into the alley, falling on him.

      “I think you gentlemen should stop now.” His voice was soft and deep and dark.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Bugger off, preacher man!”

      He walked right up to them. The light crept out of his way.

      The first one shoved at him, pushing where his shoulder had been a moment before, but he had moved and instead of shoving, the guy stumbled, pushing where nothing was, losing his balance. The priest took his wrist, turned it and pulled towards the second guy—the second guy who pulled a knife and stabbed right into the first guy’s arm in front of the priest’s chest.

      The third guy swung his fist, high and hard, into the palm of the priest’s hand, right in front of his face. The priest squeezed and turned the hand and the third guy squealed and fell to his knees in front of him. The priest cupped the guy’s chin in his free hand, tilting his head back, too, so their eyes met. The priest’s eyes glowed red. The guy’s face went white.

      “You’ve done a bad thing, and bad things need to be punished. If they’re not, you can become a bad person. Bad people are also punished; punished for a long, long time. It’s better to confess now and be punished for a small thing. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” The guy’s voice was cracking.

      The priest turned to the other two. “You should get that wound looked at. And you should confess to stabbing him. Do you understand?

      “Have you called the police?” he asked the guy in the suit.

      “Yes.”

      We could hear the sirens now, coming down Washington.

      “Good.”

      With that the priest turned his back and began to walk off, down the alley. I followed. He was scary, but just then, the cops were scarier. I didn’t need to go to the safe place, so I followed, my hands stuffed into the pockets of my hoodie, my head down.

      “Thank you, Father.” I heard from behind us.

      “Confession is good for the soul!” he called back over his shoulder.

      After he rounded the corner, he turned and asked me, “Why were you in the alley? And are you following me?” His voice was softer than back in the alley. Less commanding.

      I’d no idea about that last question—why? He scared the piss outta me, pretty nearly literally, still….

      “Well… well, sir… Father, I, ah, why was I there? I don’t know, really. It just seemed like the thing to do at the time. I didn’t plan on being there. I was just going to the movies. I got to Washington and, well I just turned this way, ’stead of the other. Not like I was told to or…” I bit my tongue. Not supposed to talk about the voices. No. No voices. Never voices. “No, Father, I don’t know. Just walked this way.”

      “So, do you often hear them tell you what to do?”

      “Not lately. No. I mean, what’re you talking about?”

      “The voices, do they often speak to you?”

      “How’d you know about that? I didn’t mention them! Uh, did I? No. No such thing. Why would I mention something that doesn’t exist?”

      “It’s all right, my child. They told me. Be not afraid.”

      That made me feel a lot better. A lot.

      “And are you still following me?”

      “I guess. For a while. Where are we going?”

      “Then come this way. I’d sooner not talk to the constables.”

      “Constables? You mean the police?”

      “Yes, the police. I'd sooner not talk to the police.”

      He looked up at the air. Like he was reading something or something. After a little bit he saw what he was looking for, smiled, nodded and turned right.

      “This way…”

      I followed him, through the theater district and Chinatown, past the historic townhouses and boutiques of Mission Hill, nearly all the way to the rundown area around Bleaker Square. We stopped when we got to the block where St. Michael’s stood alone with its green lawns, surrounded by brownstones. The old stone church that was St. Michael’s. He smiled at the small “for sale” sign.

      “Yes, yes. This will do.”

      He reached out and stroked the phone number on the sign, then sat down on the church steps. It couldn’t have been no more than a half hour later when this guy arrived by cab—a guy from the diocese. Wore a good suit—not as good as the priest’s tux, but good. He looked a bit surprised to see us sitting on the steps. I tried to be very small.

      “Hello, Father. Can I help you?”

      The priest stood up, took a couple of steps forward and held out his hand.

      “You….” He paused a bit then continued, “… might be able to, at that.” His voice got a lot more normal. Didn’t make the hair stand up on my arms no more. “I understand the church is for sale?”

      “Yes, Father. It’s been deconsecrated, and we are looking for a suitable purchaser. You understand that, even desanctified, St Michael’s has enough ties to church history that we want to be careful.”

      “Of course. I don’t think we’ll have a problem…”

      The guy looked like the voices were talking to him. Not that I know anything about voices. No, sir. He just looked—you know—distracted. “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, no, Father, I doubt there will be a problem.”

      “Thank you. How soon do you think something could be arranged?”

      “A day or two. How about tomorrow?”

      “Good. Shall I meet you here? Say four in the afternoon?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      The guy left and the priest turned to me. “I’ll need a money changer,” he said as he walked down the steps of the church. He studied the air, then picked a direction. “This way.”

      We walked several blocks through the old Mission Hill district to downtown where the tall glass buildings look out over Waterside to the river and the harbor. Just about the time I was asking myself, I mean I was thinking, “Why should I follow this guy?” we arrived. The place didn’t look like much. Took up almost half the block. All shiny glass and metal painted white. It had double garage doors, a couple of windows and a door with “The Household” painted on it.

      The priest walked up the three steps and rang the bell. The door buzzed, he opened it and we stepped in. First thing I saw was the guard. Looked like a retired military guy. Bit of a pot belly, greying at the temples, green beret, shades, headset and weapons belts. He was lounging, all nonchalant and all, against a pillar that looked like it was there just for him to lounge on.

      This other guy walks up, dressed like a superhero on his day off. Regular slacks ’n shoes, but a skin-tight brown shirt with fancy shoulders and a big gold eagle insignia on the front. Real muscular guy—definitely either a mask or a body builder. I was hoping he was one of the good guys.

      “Welcome. I’m the Concierge. How can I help you, Father?” He stuck out his hand.

      The priest shook hands. They both got this look, and shook for a second or two too long, just looking each other in the eye.

      “I just arrived in New Acadia—still setting up shop. I expect to need a few of your services, starting with changing some money and setting up a bank account.”

      That’s when this woman shows up. Kinda pretty, if you like shiny metallic skin. She looked all chromed, but it must've been pretty soft chrome—soft as regular skin. Short silver grey hair with a white metal streak, tan blazer over a pink blouse, and black slacks. She looked like a proper business woman… in metal. Yeah. Masks, definitely.

      “Iris, the Father will need to see the Bookkeeper. Can you show him back?”

      “Certainly, sir.” Her voice was soft as liquid gold. “This way, sir.”

      The Bookkeeper didn’t look like any bookkeeper I ever knew. Long brown hair tied back with a pink scarf, and a long-sleeved minidress that looked like it belonged in a skating rink. She was sitting in a big upholstered wing-back chair, with her long legs tucked up under her in the midst of a Victorian-looking library. The chair was next to a great big hardwood desk full of papers and books. One of the two laptops she had in reach was sitting on it. The other was on a little end table to the other side of the chair.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I need to change some money and open a bank account, preferably without attracting a lot of attention.” He reached into his pocket, stepped forward and spilled a bunch of large gold coins into her hand.

      She didn’t seem startled by either his voice or the gold. She examined each coin, stacking them on the desk.

      “Are you in a hurry? Some of these are old. A few might be rare enough to bring more than the value of their metal, if we shop them around.”

      “Time is important to me, but if you can get a better price for a few of them, that would be agreeable.”

      “How many do you have?”

      “Several dozen.”

      He began stacking them on top of, and then next to the ones on the desk. Where in Hell was there all that room in his pockets? Nope. Not going there. No horns. No tail. Just a plain old priest. I’m not going back.

      She didn’t seem bothered by the depth of his pockets, either.

      “Well, that’s enough that if we turned it into cash and you took it to the bank there’d be a lot of paperwork. Way over the cash limit. So, you’d like us to open the account in your name and transfer the equivalent value into it from our accounts?”

      “Taking the appropriate commission. I have a large purchase to make tomorrow.”

      “Ah! I see. The fee will be a little higher, but we maintain some preexisting accounts, one of which could be signed over to you, to avoid the delays in getting the deposits to clear.”

      He smiled. It made you feel warm all over to see that smile… and want to see it again.

      “You’re new in town, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Will this all be in your own name, or do you need us to supply an identity? It’s one of our services.”

      “Now that you mention it, I am a little short on proper documentation.”

      “Well, then, if you’ll just give me the appropriate information, I can draw up all the papers right here, this afternoon. Will your sidekick need documents, as well?”

      The priest looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

      “Who, me? I’m no sidekick. No. No. Don’t need a thing.” But, you know, that kinda got me thinking. If I was somebody else, someone with no records, well, they might not be so eager to put me back in the safe place. Wouldn’t be “back in” any more, if I was someone else. Hmm… Maybe later.

      We got a tour while his ID was being printed. They can provide everything an up and coming mask—hero or villain—could need: secret identities, costumes and armor, gadgets and weapons, martial arts training, a doctor to patch you up, and a construction crew that specializes in lairs and headquarters. The whole place is several stories high, and really well equipped. Some of the team live on premises, so they’re open twenty four by seven. The priest said he might need some help from the construction team once he made his purchase.

      After about an hour, they presented him with a whole stack of papers and IDs—everything from birth certificate to the passbook for his new bank account, all in the name of Rev. Samuel Gregory. That’s how I learned his name.

      The next day, the fellow from the diocese came by and sold Father Gregory St Michael’s. He thanked us for meeting him there. Father Gregory didn’t mention that he slept in the back. We’d gotten dinner at Roy’s Chinese Cuisine, then I went back to my place and the priest crashed at the church. There were living quarters in a building in the back, above the church offices. I’d come back in the morning—you know, to see how he was getting along.

      Anyway, the guy apologized that they hadn’t removed all the statuary and the like, but the priest said that he was happy to have it, and offered to pay a bit extra, to cover it. He was especially taken with the statue of St. Michael in the side chapel. I dunno what he sees in it—the Archangel, standing with one foot on the back of a fallen, horned demon, the point of his sword at the demon’s neck. I don’t like it. Not with those horns and all.

      When the diocese guy left, the priest turned to me with a look—not one of those looks, just, you know, a quizzical one. “So, you’ve been around a lot, my child…”

      “Yessir.”

      “Do you need a job?”

      “Me, Father? A job?”

      “Yes, for now, I need a sexton—someone to look after the church. Eventually, I’ll need an assistant. You could start as the sexton. Find a good replacement, and perhaps you could be the assistant.” He smiled, and it was one of those smiles, the ones that just make you want to see another one—need to. I nodded and said yes. It probably wouldn’t be any worse than being a barista.

      So, that’s how I came to work for him, for Father Gregory, the… the priest, as the sexton of St. Michael’s.
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      It took us most of a week to get St. Michael’s all cleaned up and the father settled in, in the pastor’s apartment on the second floor of the parish house. Just about the time everything was straightened away, I heard a voice—not voices, a voice—in the church, in the nave. When I went out to check, I found a woman kneeling at the altar rail, praying and weeping. I walked over to her.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, this isn’t a…”

      “It’s all right, my child. It’s our job to help people who are in need.”

      “Yessir.”

      “Now, how may we help you, ma’am?”

      “It my Theo. Dey’av took ’im! Oh, Father, dey took ’im!” She was real real upset.

      “Who took him?”

      “Men in white coat.”

      No. The room got all wobbly. Men in white. Took him away. I gripped the altar rail.

      “Tell us about it. Which men? When? Do you know where they took him?”

      “Dem as been takin’ udda in de street.”

      The old woman was in a dreadful state, and her Acadie accent didn’t help. After a few minutes, Father Gregory had gotten the whole story from her. Apparently, people in the Bleaker Square neighborhood had been going missing for a few weeks. Rumor had it that men, often reported as dressed in white or in blue hospital scrubs, had been picking them up in unmarked vans. Others dismissed the stories as just mixed-up descriptions of ambulances picking up sick or injured residents. Her Theo was young, mostly healthy, sober and looking for work. She was certain that he wouldn't have taken a job out of town without letting her know.

      The square was only a few blocks away and the priest agreed to look into the matter, and paid a cab to take her home. We spent an hour on the phone, checking with the nearby hospitals, without success, and then headed towards the Square on foot. When we got there, we found a lotta people with important stuff to tell us about the disappearances, every one of them with their own theory, their own details. It was the government, black vans, ambulances, men with white coats and butterfly nets, food trucks, killer clowns, the mob, foreigners, and little green men. And every one of them had heard it from a good source.

      Asking after Theo Johnson didn’t go much better. Eventually, though, we managed to put together a nearly coherent story of his last day before vanishing, and narrow down the last place he was seen to two dark streets on opposite sides of Bleaker Square. There was a small deli with a table and a couple of ancient wrought iron chairs on the corner of one of them, so we stopped and had a dinner of corned beef and cream soda.

      “If you didn’t want to be seen picking someone up, which one would you choose, Lee?”

      “The other one, Father. Over there. A couple of the street lights are out and there are fewer stores with lights on.”

      He spent a while just looking across the square, and then nodded. “I agree.”

      Several minutes later, he added, “I’ve seen a couple of vans driving down that street. Two of them looked very similar. They could have been the same one.”

      A few more minutes passed. “Shall we have a look over there?”

      “Sure.” Following men in white coats who took people. What could go wrong?

      We made our way across the Square. It was dark and drear and kind of spooky in the fading light—an old park that’s seen much better days, slowly earning its name. Definitely Bleaker. The street leading away on the other side had once been cobbled, and the blacktop was so worn that the stones showed through in many places. Brownstone buildings lined both sides of the street. A few were in decent repair, but several looked like the back entrance to someplace with no front door.

      About half way down the block a voice called out of the darkness of one of the stoops: “Hey, Father. How ’bout you and your little friend go home now?”

      We paused, and turned to see a pair of dark figures on the steps, one standing, leaning against the wall, the other squatting on the steps.

      “Perhaps we shall… once we find the young man we’re seeking.”

      “‘Perhaps’ ’e sez?”

      “Mebbe he needs an invitation.”

      “Or a introduction.”

      “Yeh,” came another voice from basement steps to one side of the stoop. Dark figures came up the steps on both sides.

      I was beginning to not need voices telling me we were in trouble. Not that I… well, never mind. You know.

      “If you can assist us, we’d be most grateful. Do you know where we could find young Theo Johnson?”

      “Whaddya say, boys?”

      Someone chuckled. The hair on the back of my neck stood up like electricity was crawling up it. A dark van pulled up behind us. The priest reached out, laying a hand gently on my arm. He didn’t need to. I was holding myself back just fine.

      I heard a van door slide open behind us. Rough hands grabbed me from behind.

      The priest turned effortlessly in the hands that gripped him and pushed. I saw the guy who’d held him bounce off the far wall of the van, as I was pulled back into it.

      “There is no need for violence,” he said, and stepped lightly into the van so unexpectedly that a guy who tried to shove him in, missed his footing and fell to his knees, halfway into the van. The priest sat on an upturned milk crate.

      “Release my assistant,” he said as two more guys got in with us.

      The grip on my arms was relaxed and I sat suddenly on the bare floor of the van.

      One of the guys pulled out a couple of black cloth bags.

      “No.”

      The guy looked from the bags to one of the guys behind me and back. Someone back there grunted and he put them away.

      “We could take you home, if you’d agree to let all this drop…” said someone, probably the grunter.

      “No, thank you, all the same.”

      “Have it your way.”

      We drove for a while, ending up somewhere in the Waterside warehouse district, from the sound of things. The guys by the door opened it and got out, and the priest followed them. Hands pushed me out.

      “No need to push,” said the priest, turning around as he did. The guy behind him who was trying to do just that, found himself pushing empty air and stumbled to his knees. The priest offered him a hand up, which he slapped away before getting awkwardly to his feet.

      We made our way into one of the warehouses. There was a large open space, cluttered with crates and stuff, and then a wall of hanging plastic sheets. The sheets parted, and a guy dressed like some sort of a doctor—white lab coat, stethoscope, some sort of six-pointed red curlicue on his chest—walked out, followed by three or four more guys.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” the doctor guy demanded.

      “Dey’re aksing a lotta questions.”

      “So you brought them here?” He closed his eyes briefly and sighed.

      “I’ve come for a young man. Theo…”

      “I’m sorry. You’ve come here for nothing.” The doctor turned to the fellow who’d come out just behind him, a nasty looking fellow dressed all in black. “Take them all away.”

      Someone grabbed me from behind, again, and I saw three or four guys go after the priest. It got all kind of crazy at that point. The priest sidestepped this way, then that, and his attackers tripped all over each other trying to get at him. He brushed one aside, and that guy went tumbling back.

      “Get. Them. Out!” yelled the doctor.

      The priest pushed one of them aside, and stepped behind him just in time for that guy to get shot by one of his own men. The priest kneeled down and a guy coming at him from behind tripped over him and fell to the ground. The father rose and spun around as the last guy standing near him got shot.

      There were a lot of guys running in now, several with guns.

      Suddenly, I felt cold metal pressed against my neck, just below the jaw.

      The priest pulled off the crucifix from around his neck and threw it in my direction so fast I could barely see it. The guy behind me screamed and a gun clattered on the floor.

      The attackers were closing in on him. One guy in the back shot the guy closest to him as the priest whirled around again, and then a half dozen were upon him.

      “No!” he yelled and suddenly all of his attackers were flying backwards through the air, leaving him standing alone, horned, tailed and red, his arms thrown back and wide, his long black coat flapping like wings. Someone screamed and screamed. Voices laughed maniacally.

      He charged, backhanding the nearest attacker, then whirled and kicked another. Someone started shooting again. The sound echoed all around. The screaming and the voices continued. He spun and kicked, jumped, slapped and backhanded. His nails sunk deep into one man’s flesh before he tossed him into the path of semiautomatic gunfire. It all gets kind of blurry about then.

      I stopped screaming and the voices gibbered quietly in the back of my head. Bodies lay scattered all around. Somewhere along the line, the doctor had vanished. The priest strode faster than I could run to the plastic wall and tossed shreds of it away in both directions, revealing that more than half the warehouse was filled with semi-transparent cubical plastic tents. He stopped and turned around to face me—flesh-colored and hornless.

      “Remember. No horns! Never horns!” the voices gibbered softly in the background. Sirens blared in our direction.

      The priest strode over to where I’d been standing earlier and retrieved his crucifix from the eye socket of the guy who’d been holding me.

      “I suppose we’ll have to speak to the police.”

      “Are they coming?”

      He looked up, reading the air. “Yes. We should hear them soon.”

      He walked to a place near the middle of the room away from any of the bodies or guns, and turned to face the door, his arms held out wide to his sides. I joined him.

      After a while—it seemed like ages—sirens and squealing tires announced the arrival of the police. A lot of police.

      SWAT poured in through the door and fanned out. No one moved. One or two of the doctor’s men groaned. The SWAT guys scurried here and there, calling out “clear!” every now and then. Finally, once the room was secured, a plainclothes detective, a bullet-proof vest under his sports coat, entered the warehouse. He holstered his pistol as he walked towards us.

      “Okay, you two, what’s going on? Father?”

      “First, I recommend that your men not breach the plastic tents. They may be sterile for a reason. The man who was running this place was wearing a biohazard symbol.”

      “Captain.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Good. My assistant and I were kidnapped earlier this evening and brought here. The doctor with the biohazard symbol threatened us, and then told his men to dispose of us. That didn’t go as he expected.”

      The detective just eyed us for a while.

      “Really? Do you know why you were ‘kidnapped’?”

      “We had been asking around about a young man—the son of a woman who came to my church for help—who went missing in the Bleaker Square area. The doctor wanted us to leave the matter be. I imagine the young man is in one of those quarantine units.”

      “You ‘imagine’, but don’t know?”

      “No, sir. If I may, what’s your name?”

      “Magary. Detective Inspector Michael Magary.”

      “Inspector, may my assistant and I put our hands down?”

      We’d been standing like that the whole time. I dunno about the priest, but I was getting real tired.

      The inspector started to walk towards Father Gregory.

      “Ah! If you’re going to search us, the object in my right jacket pocket is not a gun. You’ll probably want it as evidence, but I would appreciate it back.”

      The inspector patted him down and then lifted the blood-soaked crucifix out of the priest’s pocket. He stared at the priest, saying nothing.

      “The blood is that man’s over there. He was threatening my assistant with the gun that is lying next to him.”

      “Really? So you stabbed him with your cross?”

      “No. I threw it.”

      “And the rest of them? What happened to the rest of them?”

      “Several of them shot each other. I struck a number. My assistant wasn’t involved, except as a hostage.”

      Inspector Magary looked around at the dozen or so scattered bodies, then reached out and fingered the side of the priest’s coat where two bullets had passed through without hitting him.

      “Really? You struck a few… and the others were shot by their friends.”

      “They may not have been friends, but yes.”

      By now, there were a couple of EMT teams checking out the bodies, and tending to the injured. One of them approached the inspector and spoke to him softly. They walked over and looked down at the bloody bodies. After a while Magary returned.

      “Were there any animals present, Father? A dog, perhaps?” he asked.

      “Not that I saw, inspector.”

      “One of them appears to have been mauled.” Magary looked down at the priest’s blood-soaked fingers. It got real quiet for a while.

      About that time we started hearing the Clank! Clank! of FALCON mechs approaching—those big robot suits they use for taking black masks and meta-humans into custody—giant metal footsteps crunching into the blacktop.

      Sure enough, about a minute later, a half-dozen FALCON special ops moved in and fanned out, followed by two mechs, followed by a couple of agents in the usual bad suits and ties—a big burly white guy who probably played football in high school a couple of decades ago, and a middle-aged, dark-skinned woman who looked like she actually stayed in shape.

      Magary didn’t look pleased. He made his way over to them. “Agents Novak and Jardin, to what do we owe the honor?”

      “I dunno, Magary,” said the older guy. “How about some priest who takes out a dozen armed thugs, an animal attack by some critter no one saw, and a call for CDC in suits to check out a bunch of quarantine tents. Sounds like something involving extraordinary and meta-human affairs—you know, our jurisdiction?”

      “Nope. Just a kidnapping, a couple-a homicides and assaults, a confession, a witness and a call for medicos, not you lot. You didn’t need to drop everything and rush over. Trust me, we’ll call yah when you’re needed.”

      “Well,” said a new voice, “FALCON isn’t all agents and mechs. I’m Dr. Samantha Abernathy, FALCON biomed research, and my team is here with full containment and mobile lab facilities on site. Why wait? The CDC’s probably still discussing your captain’s request.”

      Dr. Abernathy strode in like a woman in charge, wearing a skin tight white suit, followed by four people in large bulky biohazard suits.

      “Knock yourself out, doctor. I’m transporting my prisoner and witness back to the station. Sergeant…”

      “Yeah, boss,” and a couple of cops started escorting us to the police cars outside.

      “And, Doc, try to keep your escort from trampling too much of the evidence.”

      Magary turned to Father Gregory. “I’m sorry…”

      “But you need me to be handcuffed for the ride, inspector?”

      “Sorry. Thank you for cooperating.”

      “I understand. You need to clear this all up. Could you ask someone to see if a Theo Johnson is in one of those tents, and let his mother know. I gave her my assurance.”

      “Certainly, Father. You, officer, d’you get that?”

      “Yessir.”

      The FALCON agent, Novak, looked pretty unhappy, but his partner laid her hand on the inside of his elbow, and he just stood his ground as we passed.

      Not much to say about the ride to the police station or the long wait while Inspector Magary questioned the priest. A young police officer sat with me and kept the voices at bay. After an hour or two interrogating the priest, Magary and a lady lawyer from the DA’s office came for me. She was all buttoned down and looking real professional, real uptight, and kinda dangerous in that “safe place” sorta way. They took me to one of those interrogation rooms with the two-way mirrors, and read me my rights—again—and then asked me to tell ’em what happened over and over.

      Did the father kill the guy who was threatening me? Was I in fear for my life? Could he have done something else? Was there an animal present? Who or what tore the one guy’s throat? Did I see Father Gregory use a gun? Any other weapon? What’d the doctor say? What did the thugs say to him? To us? Did I see anyone else? Any meta-humans? Do I know what a meta-human is? Did the priest do anything extraordinary? Could another man have thrown that cross so fast? So hard? Accurately? How long have I known him? How did we meet? How long have I worked with him? What’s my job? What’d I do before that? Each question repeated several times and asked several ways.

      They went away and came back a while later with more questions. I guess they’d checked me out—this time the questions were all about my history, being in the safe place, taking my meds, and stuff like that. I told ’em that I haven’t needed the safe place or the meds in a long time. They went over everything I told ’em before, asking about details and how sure was I and so on. While they were still asking questions, a nurse and some some social worker joined them, and they started asking questions about how did I feel about being kidnapped, about having a gun to my head, about being saved, about talking to the cops and FALCON and all that kinda stuff. I’m not saying that there are any voices, or that there ever were, but you know, if there were any, they’d have been telling me through all this that everything was OK, that I’m strong, that I shouldn’t offer anything I wasn’t asked about. That’s what they’d a said. You know, if there were any.

      The nurse told me she could give me something if I was too anxious or anything like that, and I said “No, thank you”, but not having to talk to, you know, so many people with uniforms and guns might be nice. They nodded at that. The inspector, Magary, he said that FALCON would like to talk to me, at that point, and would I mind? I said I’d rather not. He looked at the DA lady and they nodded at each other, and he said, “Not if you don’t want to—not now. This is our jurisdiction, and you’ve been through a lot. But, they are the Feds. You’ll need to talk with them, eventually.”

      I asked if the father and me could get back to St. Michael’s soon. That’d be a whole lot better for me than some kinda meds or something. They all exchanged looks, and the nurse and the social worker nodded and smiled at the cop ’n DA—you know, like I was makin’ sense, not like they should be humoring me.

      “Yeah, he’s been looking after me, and I’ve been lookin’ after St. Michael’s, and we’ve a lotta stuff to do, getting the place all in order, and stuff, and well, being busy and looking after each other, that really helps, you know, keeping it all together.”

      “Well, he has confessed to killing one person,” said the DA lady.

      “You mean the guy who was threatening to kill me, after the doctor said to ‘get rid’ of us? That guy?”

      “Yes, that’s the one.”

      “Are you going to charge him with killing that fellow? Can he take me home?”

      “He might be able to,” said the lady from the DA’s, “My boss and I are still deciding what charges, if any, to press.”

      “There were like a dozen of them, with guns! I thought we were going to die! He just, he just protected me.”

      “Look, can you sit here for a little longer?”

      “Yeah. ’Specially if he’ll take me home, after.”

      “I can’t promise that, but…” I think the DA lady saw the look on my face. She exchanged glances with the nurse and social worker. “Look, I’ll see what I can do.”

      I sat there, trying not to think about the corners of the room, or what might be through that mirror, for a really long time. I was getting really nervous, when the inspector, the lady from the DA’s and the father came into the room. I guess she’d left sometime before that.

      I wasn’t thinking about it, but I just jumped up and hugged Father Gregory. Then I remembered where I was, who these people were and where they could send me, and I let go and backed up.

      “I’m sorry. I’m probably not supposed to do that here. He just makes me feel safe, and….” I looked around, trying not to check out the corners.

      “It’s OK,” said the social worker.

      The DA lady said, “We’ve decided that we are not going to press charges, at least today. We’ll have a final decision in 48 hours. We’ve arranged it so he can go home. He’ll need to come back…”

      “…to take this off…”, the priest said and pulled up his pant leg to show a small black box strapped to his ankle, “…but at least I can take you home. Or you can stay in the parish house.”

      “Oh, please!” Everyone exchanged looks and nodded.

      They said a cop could drive us home, and immediately added “… or call a cab.” I don’t think I was looking too happy at the first idea.

      “Could I… could we just walk back to St. Michael’s?” I asked.

      “That’s quite a few blocks,” said the inspector.

      “The walk might do us both some good. It has been a trying day.”

      “Sure, Father.”

      We stopped for Thai food on the way home—and ginger ice cream—but other than that we went straight to St. Michael’s. I made up the hide-a-bed in the guest room upstairs in the parish house, and the father let me stay the night. I got hungry in the middle of the night, and the father came into the kitchen while I was poking through the refrigerator.

      “I’m afraid there isn’t much here.”

      “No, Father.”

      He smiled, rolled up the sleeves on the robe or nightshirt thing he was wearing and started going through the cabinets, pulling out flour, olive oil, salt, a few small tins of dried spices, a bear-shaped bottle of honey, and an old cast iron skillet.

      “You were very brave today,” he said as he set down an earthenware bowl and a big wooden spoon on the counter.

      “I didn’t feel very brave. Can I help?”

      “No. Just pull up a stool and have a seat.” He started crushing some sort of seeds and crumbling some leaves from the small tins. He brushed them all into the bowl with some salt and a bunch of flour.

      “I didn’t think they were going to let us go.”

      “Who? The doctor and his thugs, or the constables?” He poured in water and oil, and started mixing.

      “Either.”

      He set the skillet on the stove and lit the gas. “Well, I don’t think either of them planned to, not at first.” He beat the mixture in the bowl a few last times, then scooped some dough out in his hands and began rolling it into a ball. “They saw the light. Eventually.”

      He threw the ball down hard on the stone countertop, near the edge. It flattened out. He set the wooden spoon on the dough, its bowl hanging over the edge of the counter and began to roll it out. When it was flat, he washed his hands off in the sink.

      “Yeah, I guess they did. You… uh… convinced them.”

      “Each in their own way. In their own time.”

      He shook a few drops of water from his hands into the skillet. They hissed and danced. He smiled and poured a bit of oil into the pan and dropped the glistening dough down on top of it. It hissed and crackled. He kept the skillet moving in circles with the crackling dough sliding around inside it.

      “Could you get down a couple of plates, Lee?” he asked, and then, with a quick flick of his wrist, tossed the dough into the air, flipped it over and caught it in the pan.

      I got down a couple of old heavy earthenware plates from the cabinet. They’d been there when he’d bought the church, but all they’d needed was to be washed clean and put back.

      I set them on the stone counter next to the stove.

      He swirled the bread in the pan, then slid it out onto one of the plates and sprinkled a little salt on top of it. It was shiny with oil. In the next few minutes, he cooked up three more pieces, oiling the pan each time.

      “Let them cool down,” he said quietly. He took down a couple of glasses from the shelves, poured milk into them, added a bit of olive oil and honey, and stirred them with a spoon from the drawers.

      He carried the two glasses to the kitchen table. I followed with the plates. The father and I ate our meal of bread, and milk ’n honey in silence. Even the voices were silent.

      I slept well the rest of the night.
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