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        The glory of God is only conveyed

        by the chariot of truth.

        —Rabbi Isaac Bar Baalam of Damascus

      

        

      
        The sun will no longer be your light by day,

            nor will the moon shine for illumination by night.

        The Lord will be your everlasting light;

            your God will be your glory.

        —Isaiah 60:19 CEB

      

        

      
        Wail, for the day of the Lord is near.

        Like destruction from the Almighty it will come.

        Then all hands will fall limp;

        every human heart will melt,

        and they will be terrified.

        Like a woman writhing in labor,

        they will be seized by spasms and agony.

        They will look at each other aghast,

        their faces blazing.

        —Isaiah 13:6-8 NRSV

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Some [apocalypses], such as Daniel, contain an elaborate review of history, presented in the form of a prophesy and culminating in a time of crisis and eschatological upheaval. Others, such as 2 Enoch, devote most of their text to accounts of the regions traversed in the otherworldly journey. The revelation of a supernatural world and the activity of supernatural beings are essential to all the apocalypses.

        John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination
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        For not from the east or from the west

        and not from the wilderness comes lifting up;

        but it is God who executes judgment,

        putting down one and lifting up another.

        —Psalm 76:6-7
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      Palestine, 1878 BCE

      “If we tell him Joseph is alive, it will kill him.” Rueben sighed.

      It was after breakfast, and Serah the daughter of Asher was cleaning up after her uncles. They barely noticed her as she gathered their plates and carried them to the kitchen, but she took notice of them. Not a word escaped her.

      “I agree. He won’t survive it. The strain on his heart will be too great,” Dan added.

      “Then we will have the death of both our brother and our father on our souls,” Naphtali said, flicking a walnut shell across the room.

      Serah dropped the plate she had just picked up. Her uncles looked up at her, their knotty eyebrows raised at her error.

      “My Uncle Joseph is…alive?” Her eyes were wide.

      The brothers glanced at each other, then looked down. None of them were giving her reproachful looks now.

      “How could you have kept this from us? How could you have kept this from grandfather?”

      “You don’t understand,” her father said, with more edge in his voice than usual. She understood his meaning. That edge in his voice meant, It is not for you to know, and it is not for you to question us.

      “Then perhaps you should explain it,” she demanded, putting her hands on her hips. Cool evening air wafted in from the windows, stirring a hanging cluster of bells.

      “Asher, control your daughter,” Reuben commanded.

      Serah ignored him.

      “Serah,” her father’s tone softened. “I will explain it to you…later.”

      “You will explain it to me now.”

      Her uncles gasped at her impertinence. Wives spoke to their husbands like this in private, but never in public. A daughter never spoke in such a way—not ever. The brothers looked at Asher, expecting him to discipline her. He looked at the rug below his chair. “Serah, I must speak to your uncles in private. Then I shall come and speak to you. Do not shame me in front of my brothers.”

      Serah looked at her father, then at her ten uncles. Without a word she snatched up the last of the plates and turned, slamming the door to the kitchen behind her with her heel. She handed the plates gently to her mother and put her forefinger to her lips. “Shhhhh.” She leaned her head against the kitchen door and listened.

      “—is shameful.” She couldn’t tell who the speaker was.

      “Maybe,” her father said. “But no daughter could be more precious to me than her. She always tells the truth.”

      “That is not always a good thing,” her Uncle Levi noted.

      “It is when she does it.”

      This made some of them laugh.

      “No, I am serious. She’s normally a quiet girl, so you may not have noticed. But when she does speak, she says what is true—and when she tells the truth, it somehow…makes things better.”

      “Is she touched by God, then?” Uncle Simeon asked.

      “I believe she is,” her father affirmed.

      Serah felt her chest swell. Her father had never complimented her that way before, certainly not in front of her. He’s not doing it in front of me now, she reminded herself. Serah watched her mother tiptoe to the basin, trying to carry on her work without making any noise.

      “Asher, are you saying that whenever your daughter speaks what is true, good comes of it rather than evil?”

      “That is exactly what I am saying.” There was a long silence.

      Serah held her breath. She backed off the door a bit, worried that one of her uncles might burst through it and find her eavesdropping. She glanced at her mother and she smiled, unconcerned. It didn’t bother her mother one bit that Serah was listening—her mother did it all the time.

      When no one opened the door, she leaned closer to it. Is what father said true? she wondered. She had always considered telling the truth to simply be a good idea. And in her experience, good always resulted when she did. But is that not true for everyone? She had never thought of herself as special in any way.

      “This is news indeed,” Uncle Reuben finally spoke.

      “Asher, your daughter might just prove to be our salvation,” her Uncle Zebulun said. He rarely spoke, but when he did, people tended to listen.

      “What do you mean?” Uncle Reuben asked.

      “When we threw Joseph into that well and left him for dead, we created a deep pool of evil that each one of us drinks from every day. And it is poisonous to us. I fear it will be poisonous to Jacob our father as well.”

      Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. Her uncles had always told her that their brother Joseph had been killed by lions. Is even my father guilty of this? It seemed he was. Her mother continued to smile. She was oblivious. Serah longed to tell her mother this awful truth. But…later—she didn’t want to miss anything. She kept her ear pressed to the door.

      Uncle Zebulun continued: “Every day you send Serah to the well to draw water. This day let her draw healing forth from our poisoned well. Let her tell our father Jacob the truth about his son. Let her tell him, so that good and not evil will come of it.”
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      The sun was setting when she slipped into her grandfather’s bedchamber. He was standing at prayer, bobbing toward the window, his hands palms up before him, as if to catch the last rays of the sun. It was not unusual for one of his daughters or granddaughters to enter, tidy his room, or remove his soiled clothes from the pile in the corner. Serah gathered up his laundry and set it by the door. She hummed as she worked, as she often did. Her grandfather continued his bobbing, not disturbed by her presence or her song. When she finished humming a verse, she added lyrics.

      
        
        
        “Joseph is in Egypt

        And dangling on his knees

        are two of Jacob’s grandsons

        whom he has never seen.

      

        

      
        Joseph is in Egypt,

        living like a king.

        His heart breaks for his father,

        whom he would like to bring

      

        

      
        to Egypt,

        to Egypt land,

        to Egypt,

        to Egypt land.”

      

        

      

      When she finished singing, she leaned against the wall and looked at her grandfather. He had stopped bobbing, his eyes were open, and tears streamed down his cheeks. “I cannot tell,” he said, his eyes still fixed on the darkening sky, “if you are the messenger of God or if you are simply a cruel, cruel child.”

      “Grandfather, you know that I love you. Have you ever known me to be cruel?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever known me to lie to you?”

      “Not once.”

      “Then believe me now, and be glad. Your son, my Uncle Joseph, is alive in Egypt. My father and his brothers met him when they went there for food last month. They were afraid to tell you.”

      “But he is dead.”

      She shook her head. “No. They lied to you.”

      “Wicked children.” He turned his face away so she could not see it.

      “Yes. They were wicked children. But as men they are contrite.”

      His face was still turned away, but his fingers reached for her, trembling. “My son, the son of my heart, he is…alive?”

      “He is alive.”

      “He is well?”

      “Yes. He is all but king, I hear.”

      “Glory be to the God of my father, Isaac. Glory be to the God of my grandfather, Abraham. Glory…”

      He sank to his knees and clutched at his heart. She rushed to him and held him up. His eyes traveled to the window again. “What is all the noise? What is happening?” he asked her.

      “They are readying the wagons. They are going back to Egypt. They are going back to tell Joseph that you…that you know.”

      Jacob staggered to his feet and clutched at the window for support. “I will go to Egypt.”

      “Go and speak to your sons,” Serah told him. “Let them tell you with their own lips about their sin. Let them receive from your own hand their pardon. They have carried the weight of this for twenty years, and it has been heavy indeed.”

      “They have?” He shook his head in disbelief. “I have carried this grief for twenty years. Has it not been heavy?”

      “I know it has, grandfather. I am so sorry.”

      He looked at her then. He held his arms out to her and she went to him. He embraced her and rocked her as as his tears trickled down his face. “The mouth that sang this wonderful news will never taste death.”

      Serah felt something catch in her chest. She hugged her grandfather close to her and wondered at his words.
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      San Francisco, Present Day

      Consuela would never forget the look on her father’s face. “She’s a witch,” he’d said, and there was fear in his eyes. Consuela could never remember seeing fear in his eyes. Never. He was always the one in control, the one who held the power. The one who beat her. But when Mama’s mother had come to visit, Consuela saw so many things she’d never seen before—someone who stood up to her father, who gave as good as she got, who made him afraid.

      It was a revelation. For the next twenty-four hours she felt like her world had turned upside down. Her Abuelita became her hero. She showed her what was possible in the world. She gave her hope.

      And if Abuelita was a witch, then that was what Consuela wanted to be, too. She started by searching the web and was amazed at the wealth of information she found. She wondered if the nuns at school knew about the overwhelming abundance of witchery happening just out of sight, beneath their noses, and around, it seemed, every corner.

      Obviously there was much to learn, but where to start? She thought about ordering Witchcraft for Dummies, but the truth was, she hated reading, especially in English. No, she needed a tutor, a mentor, a teacher.

      She had so many questions, after all. What is Wicca? Is it just another word for witch? Did witches go to hell? That was important, because she definitely did not want to go to hell. It was in the middle of her third night of web-surfing about witchery that her laptop pinged at her, signifying she had a message. She did not recognize the person contacting her. Babylon1961? Who in the world was that? She clicked on the message to open it.

      Babylon1961: Hey, it looks like you’re interested in witchcraft.

      Her breath caught in her throat. She brought her hand to her chest and looked around to see if she was being watched. Her stuffed animals stared back placidly, but no one else seemed to be around. She took a deep breath and tried to will herself to be calm.

      ConnieQT: Yes. I want to be a witch.

      Babylon1961: Do you know why? It is not an easy path. It requires great commitment.

      Consuela’s thoughts raced. I want to punish my father. I want to be as powerful as my Abuelita. That was all too personal. She didn’t know this person, after all. I want to be in control of my own life. “That’s it,” she said out loud.

      ConnieQT: I want to be in control of my own life.

      Babylon1961: There are many answers you could have given. But that is the right one. That is the secret password.

      Consuela felt a rush of pride flow through her. She got the right answer! Maybe she could be good at this. Maybe she, too, could make her father afraid.

      ConnieQT: I want to learn how to be a witch. I need a teacher. Do you know a good teacher?

      Babylon1961: I know several. But I think that I might be a good fit for you. Why don’t we meet someplace for coffee? Someplace public, safe for both of us?

      This person seemed to know how she thought and what she needed. She or he knew that she might feel unsafe meeting for the first time. A public place, for coffee? That seemed perfect. She began to feel that she could trust this person.

      ConnieQT: That sounds good. Where shall we meet?

      Babylon1961: There’s only one place where witches and other people in the occult community in San Francisco go. It’s called The Cloven Hoof.
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      Berkeley, Present Day

      Terry glanced at his smartphone. The blinking car on the screen indicated that his Ryde driver would arrive in under a minute. He’d never used this app before, but the first all-gay taxi service application had been all the rage in the media in the last few days. Why not? he’d thought and downloaded it. After all, he needed to go a bit off the beaten track that day.

      He reveled for a moment in the cool breeze, lifting the arms of his cassock to catch the wind. It felt good to just be. He and Brian had fought that morning and he’d had a shitty day after that. I’m still angry about it, he realized. Sex was the problem—and sex had never been a problem for them before. Brian seemed to need less of it, which just made Terry want it all the more. He was so horny he was afraid his erection could be seen through his cassock. Terry sighed.

      When he opened his eyes, a dark maroon SUV pulled up just in front of him.

      The passenger window lowered. “You Terry?” a voice called from inside.

      “That’s me,” he said, snapping out of his reverie and pulling on the door handle. He swung into the passenger seat, turned to face his driver, and melted into his seat.

      “Well, aren’t you a cutie?” the driver said, offering his hand. “I’m Ben. I’m here to give you a Ryde.”

      “I…uh…I’m Terry,” Terry said, completely lost in the driver’s unruly shock of bright red hair, athletic build, and most disarmingly, the dimple square in the middle of his chin.

      “I know that, silly,” he said. “It’s on the app. This your first time?”

      “Uh…yeah.”

      “I love virgins,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows. “What are you, some kind of priest?”

      “Yes, I am,” Terry said as they sped away from the curb.

      “So, there’s that whole pesky celibacy thing to deal with. How is that?” Ben asked.

      “Uh…our Order isn’t celibate.”

      “You don’t say?” Ben smiled. His dimple seemed to take up half of his face. “Are you—let me guess—Japanese?”

      “Nice guess. Half Japanese. On my father’s side.”

      “Oooh. So you know what that means, right?”

      “Uh, no. What does that mean?” Terry asked, relaxing enough to flirt back a little.

      “It means that you, Mr. Terry, are just my type.”
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      Oakland, Present Day

      With a crack of splintered wood, the front door smashed inward, leaving T-Ray and Darnell framed in the doorway, two black silhouettes against the orange curtain of urban twilight. T-Ray glanced behind them to see if anyone had witnessed their crime and saw only a bag lady minding her own business, shuffling away from them toward the 580 freeway overpass. T-Ray gestured for Darnell to enter quickly, and throwing a last glance over his shoulder, Darnell followed. Inside he blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust.

      The foyer was really a hallway, with stairs to the left. T-Ray snapped open the bag he’d brought, and began to cast about for “stealables” as his cousin used to call them, but there was nothing in the hallway except a bunch of old pictures on the wall. T-Ray squinted at them. They were pictures of…nuns? He blinked in confusion, then turned to watch Darnell turn the corner and freeze.

      “What?” he whispered. Darnell didn’t answer. The hallway doglegged to the left, and T-Ray poked his head around the corner and froze himself. He was looking at a dining room, that was clear. Stretched nearly the length of the room was a dining table, each place set with care. About a dozen old women sat stock still in front of their empty plates.

      “There you are!” a cheerful voice called out.

      T-Ray and Darnell both jumped.

      An old woman spun through the butler door, a large steaming bowl between two potholders in her hands. Her wrinkled face broke into a broad, warm smile at the sight of them. “You, my dears, are just in time for dinner.”

      Every instinct in T-Ray’s body told him to abandon the caper and sprint, but he seemed strangely rooted in place. He licked his lips and nearly vibrated in place from nerves.

      “Did you—” the old woman started, ducking past them and peering around the corner at the front door. “Oh, sugar! You didn’t have to break the door down, sillies. It was open! Tsk…” She waved away her objection. “It’s never locked, not here.” Walking back toward the dining room, she shooed them inward.

      Darnell looked over his shoulder directly into T-Ray’s eyes. He’d never seen his homey this scared. Not even when they were being shot at. Then he realized why. None of the old ladies seated around the table were moving, or perhaps could move. Then one of them succumbed to gravity and her head pitched face forward into her plate.

      Their host tsk-tsked again, and pulled the woman upright again. “Please, have a seat,” she said. “We always have a couple of extra seats.” T-Ray and Darnell stood as still as the ladies around the table. “Sit!” the old woman commanded. Glancing at one another, they obeyed, each taking a seat between two of the frozen women.

      “Everything is hot, so dig in. There’s roast beef—it’s leftover from last night, but that’s when it’s best, I think. Mashed potatoes are here,” she said, pointing to a covered bowl. T-Ray could see the steam rising off of it. “And carrots, steamed with rosemary, here.” She smiled at them with a look of satisfaction. “Please, help yourselves.” She grabbed the potatoes and began to serve herself. “So, please tell me your names, young men.”

      T-Ray blinked and looked at Darnell. He wanted to think of an alias, but he couldn’t. Before he could answer, though, the old woman continued. “I’m fascinated with the life of crime. You probably wouldn’t guess this about me, but I’m a member of the Ellery Queen fan club!”

      “Who?” asked Darnell.

      “Shut up, fool!” T-Ray whispered.

      “Are you gentlemen in the habit of stealing from nuns, then?”

      T-Ray looked at the old women. It was only then that they noticed that each of them seemed…well, a little butch. They also had crosses dangling from chains around their necks and were staring, sightless and unblinking, at the feast before them.

      “Ya’ll are nuns?” T-Ray asked.

      “Yes, what did you think? We run the Oakland Food Pantry down the street. Perhaps you know about it? Anyone can get food there, no matter who they are or what time of day it is. Or night.” She smiled warmly. “So tell me about yourselves—are your parents living? Do you have siblings? Oh, you haven’t touched the roast beef yet! What’s wrong with you?”

      Darnell reached hesitantly for the platter of meat and looked up into T-Ray’s eyes briefly. His hands were shaking as he lifted a slice of roast to his plate.

      “You are not going to find much of interest in this house, I can tell you that. We might have some old silver, but we don’t wear jewelry. We have a television, but it’s the same one we’ve had for fifteen years—it’s not one of those fancy flat screens. How do those work, anyway?” She shook her head and nibbled at a forkful of mashed potatoes. “In any case, you are welcome to anything you find here. And take your time! I won’t be calling the police—not that they’d come anyway. This is Oakland, after all! I only have one request, and I ask you to take this very seriously. Please take only what you truly need. And next time, my dears,” she flashed them a conspiratorial smile, “just knock.”

      T-Ray nodded, but his eyes widened as he watched the old lady’s head roll back on her neck. Her jaw opened, then opened wider, as if her jawbone had moved out of joint to allow her mouth to stretch and widen unnaturally. Her tongue darted toward the ceiling, then withdrew. A moment later, a thousand ravens erupted out of the old woman’s throat and spilled into the air, filling the room with pounding wings, oily feathers, and the hungry screams of scavenger birds.
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        I am the Lord, the maker of all,

        who alone stretched out the heavens,

        who spread out the earth by myself,

        who frustrates the omens of diviners

        and makes a mockery of magicians,

        who turns back the wise

        and turns their knowledge into folly.

        —Isaiah 44:24-25 CEB
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      Susan leaned toward the living room window, and then shrieked and ran to the door.

      “What was that?” Dylan asked.

      “Your woman seems to be in a state of excitement,” Richard noted, not taking his eyes off the chess board. Terry rested on his elbows but was staring off into space, oblivious to the checkered battlefield before him. Tobias reclined next to Richard on the floor, his legs twitching in response to some activity in his dreams.

      “Don’t you never call her ‘yore woman’ again, if you value yore fambly jewels, mister.”

      “What are you gonna do about it?” Richard grinned.

      “It ain’t me you gotta worry ’bout.”

      “Marco!” Susan shouted, flinging the door open wide. She rushed outside to meet him.

      “Oh, Jeezus!” Dylan buried his face in his hands.

      “Marco?” Terry came to, his head popping up.

      Tobias opened his eyes and raised his head, looking around, his ears perked for maximum reception.

      “Did ya’ll know he was coming?” Dylan asked them. His broad Melungeon face darkened.

      “I knew he was coming, but I didn’t know when,” Richard said, standing up. “You know Marco. ‘I’ll be there soon’ can mean anytime between tomorrow and six months from now.”

      “I’da preferred the six months.”

      “What do you mean, Dylan?” Terry asked. “Marco is a stand-up guy.”

      “’Cept that he always wants to stand next to mah wife,” Dylan groused, getting to his feet.

      Terry looked away and began biting his lip.

      “C’mon, be a sport,” Richard clapped Dylan on the shoulder. “If she wanted to run off with Marco, she would’ve done it a long time ago.”

      “You really know how to comfort a fella.”

      Richard rose and headed to the door, Tobias trotting at his heels. He stepped out onto the porch just in time to see Susan rush into Marco’s arms. Then he glanced across the street and saw the small gathering of paparazzi and onlookers. Cameras flashed and people started waving. It’s good to be famous, he thought. His pulse quickened a bit. He smiled and waved back before turning his attention to their guest.

      Marco was a big man, bigger than Susan, and probably the only person Richard knew who could swing her around like a little girl—which is exactly what he did. Susan giggled and hung onto his neck.

      “O, Lord, give me patience,” Dylan said, stepping out onto the porch next to Richard. At the sight of him, the crowd across the street gave a cheer. Dylan waved at them with obvious embarrassment. Tobias gave a low woof.

      “Courage, my friend,” Richard said. It was obvious that Dylan didn’t enjoy the attention as much as he did. “The fruits of the Spirit are—say them with me—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness…”

      “You left out faithfulness,” Dylan said blackly.

      “I was getting to it. And by the way, Susan has never, ever been unfaithful to you. Not even in her dreams.”

      “Uh…settin’ aside how you could possibly know that, Ah would say that she has never been physically unfaithful. Emotionally, though…waal, just look at ’em.”

      “If you were still a toking man, I’d tell you to light up and relax.”

      “If Ah were still a tokin’ man, Ah’d already be high, dude. And this wouldn’t bother me nearly as much.”

      Susan had stopped swinging and had taken Marco’s arm. They began walking up to the porch. Marco was a full eight inches taller than Richard, with a barrel chest and great arms the size of industrial canned goods. His skin was the color of burnt caramel, a gift from his Nigerian mother and his Filipino father. A thin excuse for a beard clung to his chin, and he had shaved his head since the last time Richard had seen him.

      “You look like the great Beast himself,” Richard said, drawing him into a warm, muscular hug. Toby stood by and wagged.

      “Ha! You are not the first person to say that!” Marco responded, returning the embrace. “And I am honored by the comparison!”

      Marco was a Thelemite, although he had not been an active OTO member for as long as Richard could remember. Marco honored and revered the Great Beast, Alister Crowley, as the revelator of the new Aeon, but he found the company of other Thelemites to be disappointingly erratic. He called himself a “solitary practitioner,” but there was nothing solitary about Marco, who was probably the most social, extroverted person Richard had ever met. He was, however, a rover—traveling in his ancient VW van that doubled as his workshop, never staying longer than a few days in any given place. Brian had once called him a professional couch surfer, and Marco did not deny it.

      Richard heard the screen door slam and out of the corner of his eye saw Terry step out onto the porch. He smiled when he saw Marco, but it was a sad smile. Marco released Richard from his bear hug and reached for Dylan.

      “Dylan, how’s my favorite pothead?”

      “Cursedly pot-free. Yer lookin’ good, though, dude.”

      “What?” Marco leaned back and studied Dylan’s face. “Birds fly, fish swim, Thelemites do sex magick, and Dylan smokes weed. How could you possibly upset the balance of nature that way? Aren’t you afraid you’ll put a pox on the harvest or something?”

      Dylan shrugged. “Ah got allergic. See, there was this little dog—never mind, dude. It’s a long story. Ah’m just allergic now—to purty much anythin’ fun.”

      “Really? I brought absinthe,” Marco sang, his eyebrows dancing. “Made it myself.”

      “Hot damn!” Richard said, but Dylan just shook his head.

      “Nothin’ stronger’n mint tea for me,” he said, looking at his shoes.

      “Well, buck up, my friend. At least you still got sex,” he wiggled his eyebrows at Susan, and she blushed. Dylan turned red, too, but Richard suspected it wasn’t from embarrassment.

      “Terry, my fey friend,” Marco said, stepping up to the porch and catching Terry up in his magnificent arms. He swung him around and put him back down like a child. Terry’s smile looked more genuine by the time he was back on the ground, and he gave Marco a fist bump.

      “Where’s your top half?” Marco asked, kneeling down to give Tobias a nuzzle.

      When Terry didn’t answer, Susan answered for him. “Brian’s fixing dinner.”

      “You mean I’m on time for dinner?” Marco breathed, in mock amazement. “There is a God after all.”

      Richard held the door for them all and they began to stream into the house, to the obvious displeasure of the onlooking crowd. The late afternoon light streamed through the stained glass windows in the chapel, casting a glorious golden glow that extended all the way into the foyer. Marco followed Richard to the kitchen where Brian was standing at the stove, stirring a stew pot.

      “Brian!” Marco thundered and coming up behind him, gave him a generous squeeze. Brian accepted the backwards hug, smiling, but then turned away from the stove, catching Marco up in a proper bear hug.

      “You look well,” Brian said, wiping some mashed potato from his vest and straightening his tallit. A moment later everyone had gathered around the kitchen table, followed by Tobias, who plopped down under the table and began panting loudly. Richard went to the fridge and began pouring iced tea all around.

      “Who the fuck is this?” a tinny voice called out, barely audible.

      “Dylan, will you turn Randy up?” Brian asked.

      Dylan turned the knob on a small guitar amplifier resting on the bench from 3 to 7.

      “Who said that?” Marco looked around.

      “Kat’s brother,” Susan said.

      “Who’s Kat?” Marco asked.

      “She’s our newest oblate,” Richard said. “Wiccan chick—”

      “Young woman,” Susan corrected.

      “She and Mikael are quite the pair.”

      “And where is the spiky-haired one?”

      “Can’t you guess?” Richard asked.

      Marco’s face screwed up into a scowl as he thought.

      “What’s the date?” hinted Richard.

      “September twenty-first…Oh, silly me. They’re at Mabon!”

      “Setting up for it, but yeah. I’m sure the bonfire will start as soon as it gets dark.”

      “So where is this Randy guy?”

      “In the mirror,” Dylan said, pointing behind him at the large, framed mirror hanging on the wall.

      Marco peered into it, then snapped upright when he saw a person in the reflection who was not in the room. “Shit!”

      “Close,” Dylan said, unkindly. “He did nearly destroy the world.”

      “I almost rid the world of its dreaded fixation on avocados,” Randy said. “Don’t be such a drama queen.”

      “Hi, Randy,” Marco said, peering into the mirror again.

      “Hey,” Randy responded. “So who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m Uncle Marco—ceremonial magickian and occult inventor.”

      “Nice elevator speech. That what it says on your business card?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact. That is exactly what it says.”

      “I’ll bet you’re a Thelemite asshole.”

      “Solitary Thelemite asshole, thank you. I’ll bet you’re a Golden Dawn prick.”

      “How did ya know he was even a magickian?” Dylan asked.

      “Just look at him,” Marco pointed at the mirror.

      “Fuck Golden Dawn,” Randy spat. “I’ve got your Golden Dawn wedged up my ass with a hamster.”

      “Huh. Hostile son of a bitch. Does he ever stop?” Marco asked Richard.

      “He does if you ignore him.”

      “Done. When is dinner, Brian?”

      “Hey!” protested Randy.

      “About forty-five minutes,” Brian answered. “I just put the pork tenderloin in the oven. Stuffed with sage and blackberries from the garden, by the way.”

      “Ah am salivatin’ on mah cassock, dude,” Dylan said.

      “Here’s some pre-prandials, though.” Brian put a plate of figs and whisky-soaked cheddar on the table. A moment later, he set a basket of crackers beside it.

      “Sit, Marco, and tell us what you’re working on,” Susan said, reaching for a fig.

      “Oh, do I have a lot to tell you! First, Terry, you’ll be pleased to hear I’ve taken a deep dive into the Enochian rabbit hole,” Marco said, lifting a glass of iced tea to his lips.

      “Enochian is for pussies,” Randy announced.

      Marco ignored him. “The language is tricky, but I’ve got the rudiments of it down pretty well.”

      Terry seemed to emerge briefly from his reverie. “Marco, I’d be really careful with that, if I were you. If you’re going to work Enochian, I strongly suggest amending Dee’s prayers.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because commanding angels isn’t nearly as effective as asking them.”

      “That makes sense,” Dylan said, “Nobody takes kindly to the imperative mood.” He palmed a piece of cheese and passed it under the table to Tobias.

      “I saw that!” Brian complained.

      “Do you have a grimoire worked up?” Marco asked.

      “Sure. I’ll email you a Word file.”

      “I will try it out, and compare my results against Dee’s formulations. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “That right there is the scientific method,” Dylan said, putting his arm around Susan.

      “Except for the magick bit,” Susan said, shrugging free of Dylan’s arm.

      Marco stood up. “I’ve got a couple of things to show you,” he said, eyes dancing with glee. “Dicky, can you give me a hand?”

      Richard leaped up and followed Marco out of the kitchen.

      As they walked to the front door, Marco whispered, “That Randy is one friendly guy.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” Richard whispered back.

      “Has anyone noticed that he’s translucent?”

      Richard nodded gravely.

      “He’s fading, isn’t he?”

      Richard closed his eyes and nodded again.

      Marco opened the front door and held it for Richard. “Does he know?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How long does he have, do you think?”

      “At the rate he’s fading? I don’t know. A week? Maybe less?”

      “And he can’t feel it?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea what he can feel or can’t feel. And from what Kat says, he’s kind of autistic. I’m not sure he knew what he was feeling back when he was…in the flesh.”

      The light was dimming and the breeze was turning cold. Marco slid open the door to his van and with a flourish, invited Richard to enter. Richard stepped up, but there was very little room to navigate. He sat at the small table, overflowing with detritus. Marco knelt on the cushion opposite Richard and, turning his back to him, began digging through a mountain of accumulated odds and ends.

      “How do you get any work done in here?” Richard asked.

      “Magick,” Marco said, dramatically. He apparently had found what he wanted—a black case about 18-inches long. “Hey, what’s with all the people across the street?” he asked.

      “Uh…ever since the Republican convention, they just keep coming.”

      “They got a ‘Map to the Stars’ or something like that for Berkeley?”

      “We’re hardly stars.”

      “Uh-huh. Only three billion people watched Dylan face down that ass-clown Bishop.”

      “They do seem to really like it when Dylan comes out. You know, just before all that went down, we had another group gathered in that same place—a horde of the possessed.”

      “Ha!” Marco said. “What’s the difference?”

      “Well, them we had to kill. These guys, we just want to.”

      Marco fished in one of the overhead cupboards. “There you are, you pork-pecker.”

      “Pork-pecker?”

      “Got it all now. Time for show and tell!”

      Inside once more, Marco laid the black case on the kitchen table, along with a carved wooden box about a foot square. Even Terry seemed to surface some interest. “First things first. I know your penchant for spiritual maguffins, so I knew you’d jump at the chance to see these.” He touched a spot on the wooden box that Richard couldn’t see, and then slid back a panel in its side. He pulled out a small velvet bag—it was a deep navy blue that almost shone. He handed it to Richard.

      “What’s in it?” Richard asked, pulling open the bag. The velvet was old and slightly faded but still beautiful.

      Richard turned the bag over and emptied it into his hand. It looked like a pair of spectacles. And yet somehow, the lenses were wrong. Richard turned them over and frowned. “The lenses aren’t clear. You can’t actually see through these.”

      “Those aren’t lenses, those are stones,” Marco smiled. “These are the magic spectacles that Joseph Smith used to translate the Book of Mormon.”

      Richard blinked, his eyes wide. “Wait, I thought he used the Urim and Thummim. I’ve seen those, and they don’t look like this. They are…were…in the Jewish museum downtown. So that can’t be them.”

      “Besides, Larch stole ’em,” Dylan noted.

      Marco shrugged. “Maybe it’s not the Urim and Thummim that were used in Jerusalem, but I’ll bet it’s the same stones Smith thought were the Urim and Thummim.”

      “I guess that could be,” Richard held them up to the light. “What happens if you put them on?”

      Richard met Marco’s eyes, and Marco smiled. “Should I?”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” Marco asked.

      Richard looked around the room, and everyone seemed to be vibrating with excitement. “Dammit, Dicky, if you don’t put them on I’m going to grab them from you and put them on myself,” Susan said, gesticulating.

      He pulled the spectacles over the bridge of his nose. Instantly he pulled them off. “Okay, that hurt.”

      “What? What did you see?” Terry asked.

      “Light. Just…light. It was so bright it hurt.”

      “That’s pretty much what I found,” Marco said. “I haven’t tried them at night yet. But the spectacles are just the appetizer. Here’s the main course.” He opened the wooden box and removed from it what looked to Richard like an ornate censer.

      “What is that?” Richard asked.

      “Guess,” Marco said.

      All of them peered at the object, studying it diligently. It appeared to be a globe, about nine inches in diameter, covered with geometric designs in gold, deep crimson, and aqua. The top hemisphere had sections cut out of it, and a leather strap was attached at its crown. Peering inside the cutout sections, Richard saw two dials—like one might see on an old-fashioned compass. It sat upright on a small wooden stand that was obviously carved for it. It reeked of antiquity.

      Brian whistled. “That’s an oracle of some kind.”

      “You are correct, sir,” Marco said. “But which oracle is it?”

      Brian got down on one knee and traced out a caduceus. “This is the bronze serpent. And these are Hebrew letters. This is a Jewish oracle.”

      “You’re getting warmer,” Marco said.

      “The only Jewish oracles are the Urim and Thummim,” Randy called out.

      Marco intended to keep ignoring him but couldn’t help himself. “That’s where you’re wrong, my two-dimensional friend. Anyone else?”

      Dylan bit at one of his fingers, his brow furrowed in thought. Richard drummed his own fingers on the table, running through his vast store of arcane trivia. Finally, he shook his head. “I give.”

      “Yeah. Uncle, dude,” Dylan agreed. Terry just shook his head. Marco gave Susan a wry smile.

      “Don’t look at me,” Susan said, throwing up her hands.

      “It’s the Liahona.”

      “What?” Susan said. “That sounds Hawaiian.”

      Marco laughed. “It does! But no—”

      “Liahona…” Brian straightened up. “Lee-yah is the possessive form of the name of God, and -hona means ‘guidance.’ God’s guidance. So it’s an oracle, all right. Why have I never heard of this?”

      “Maybe because you never studied the Book of Mormon.”

      Brian just blinked but Richard roared with laughter. “Of course! In the book of 1st Nephi, the Liahona was found outside Lehi’s tent! It showed him the way that God wanted him to travel—it kept pointing across the Atlantic Ocean until they landed in the New World.”

      “The very same,” Marco beamed with pride.

      “How the hell did you get your hands on these?” Richard breathed, his eyes shining.

      “I traded them for some secret letters from Joseph Smith to Oliver Cowdery. Let’s just say there’s some stuff in those letters the Utah church does not want coming to light.”

      “How did you even know they had this—the Liahona?”

      “I heard through the grapevine that a Mormon archeological dig in Guatemala had turned it up.”

      “No shit,” Dylan breathed. “Waal, how does it work?”

      “I haven’t quite figured that out yet. Here’s what I’ve got so far. If you sink into meditation and try to harmonize with it, then you can ask it a question. The dial on the right, there, the one ringed in red, will point in one direction. But the dial on the left, the one ringed in gold, might point in that direction, but might point in another direction.” Marco scratched at his newly-bald head. “I can’t quite sort it out, yet.”

      “There are Hebrew letters on the rings around the dials,” Brian pointed out. “They’re highly stylized, but I’m sure I could figure it out, given some time. Do you want me to see what I can do?”

      “I would be very grateful!” Marco said. “I knew you all would be able to sort this puppy out!”

      “What you got besides the old globe and the useless glasses?” Randy asked.

      “Ah, well, you all put in an order, I believe.”

      “We did?” Richard asked, draining the last of his iced tea.

      Dylan looked a bit sheepish. “Uh, Ah did. While you were…ya know, incommunicado.”

      “Oh, okay,” Richard said. “That’s fair. What is it?” What he really wanted to know was how much it was going to cost, but he bit his tongue.

      “Can you guess?” Marco asked Richard specifically, his eyebrows comically high on his forehead.

      “Dude, ya haven’t even taken it out of the case yet.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Marco flipped open the black case and extracted a slim metal box, with a latex tube on one side, and an electronic screen on the other.

      “What is it? And do not fucking tell me to guess,” Richard laughed.

      “Would you like to do the honors?” Marco asked Dylan.

      “It’s a Christometer,” Dylan said.

      “A whatsit?” asked Richard, scowling.

      “No, we talked about this once,” Terry said, snapping his fingers. “We were debating the relative validities of different ecclesiastical orders, remember?”

      “That’s pretty much what Old Catholics do whenever they get together, though,” Dylan admitted.

      “Yes, but I remember one time Richard said, ‘I wish there was a way to measure the presence of Christ in a Eucharist.’ You even came up with a unit of measurement.”

      “Ha! Oh, yeah, the ‘christon.’ I thought we could measure the level of christons present in a Roman Catholic Eucharist versus an Eastern Orthodox Eucharist verses an Old Catholic Eucharist, versus an Anglican Eucharist—”

      “We get the idea,” Susan said, rolling her eyes. “That sounds like the kind of conversation you have after three joints and half a bottle of whiskey.”

      “That’s prob’ly accurate,” Dylan said, fumbling with the front of his cassock.

      “And you authorized Order funds to have Marco actually build the thing?” Susan asked.

      “Inquirin’ minds have been wantin’ to know for a very long time, sweetheart,” Dylan said, looking sheepish.

      “Oh, Christ. Marco, how much do we owe you for this thing?”

      “When it’s finished, it’s gonna set you back $2500. But because it’s you, I’ll take an even $2000. But you don’t owe me anything right now, because I haven’t gotten it to work right just yet.” He scratched his head. “I’m having a lot of trouble calibrating it. You know, how to set the thing to zero.”

      “We could take it to a Satanic mass. There’s one in Oakland on Friday nights, last Ah heard,” Dylan suggested. Susan turned and headed out of the room. “Where you goin’, sweet-pea?”

      “I have reached my limit of geek absurdity. I’ve gotta re-think my life,” she said. She paused at the door out to the office and flashed them a smile. “Call me for dinner, though.”
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      The sound of crickets filled the night sky as Mikael grounded himself and meditated. All around him, members of the coven were doing the same. Through half-open eyes he saw Kat through the leaping flames of the bonfire and couldn’t help smiling. Her eyes, too, were half-open, and she swayed slightly as she matched her own interior rhythms with that of the earth. Her head was thrown back, her face turned up to the almost-full moon, a blue cast covering her features, her shoulders, her naked breasts.

      Mikael felt the warmth of the bonfire on his back as he sank deeper into trance. Soon, he lost track of time until he was suddenly aware of movement around him. He stood, taking up his candle, as he heard Kat’s voice declaring, “Welcome, beloved. It’s time to light these candles, festive symbols of this time of abundance and cheer—a time to honor divinity in all her forms, in all his forms. For the Goddess and the God!” Kat held her candle to the one already lit on the altar, then held it out to the person on her left to light her own candle. The flame made its way around the circle until Mikael received the flame from Julia on one side and passed it on to Deb on the other. Before long, all were holding their lit candles high, illuminating the grove and casting dancing shadows over the ground.

      Then, one-by-one, they brought their candles together as they linked their fingers and recited, “Hand in hand I cast this circle.”

      When all were finished, Kat pronounced, “The circle is now cast. Today is not today. This place is not this place. We celebrate now between the worlds.”

      She then invited them to feel their feet grounded in the soil of their Mother, and to breathe up from her the good energy that would be the fuel for the magick they worked that night. Mikael imagined the energy traveling up his legs, circling momentarily in his loins, then springing up his spine. The energy rushed up then, faster and more intense, until it shot through the top of his head. He felt a little dizzy, and his head ached slightly from a cold kind of fire. Then, according to Kat’s instructions, he sent that energy to Deb on his left, even as he received more energy from Julia on his right. As the energy passed around the circle it rose in intensity so that Mikael could feel the hairs on his arms stand up from the electricity of it.

      Energy raised, they dropped hands and turned toward the east as Jimmy, the priest for the evening, called the first quarter.  In a ringing voice that was only slightly overdramatic, he called out, “Hail, Spirits of the east, Spirits of wind and air, join us now in our celebration. Blow through us, sweep us clean from all the dirt we acquired over the summer. Sweep through our minds, make our thinking clear. Make us ready for autumn, for harvest. So mote it be!”

      “So mote it be!” they all called.

      After Jimmy called in the other three quarters, Kat stepped forward again, calling out, “Goddess, blessed Lady, harvest Queen, bestow upon us your bounty and joy. We gather tonight to honor you and to give you thanks. Be among us and celebrate with us.”

      Jimmy stood next to her and called out, “Harvest King, God of riches and abundance, bestow upon us your strength and your joy. Father, we gather tonight to honor you and give you thanks. Be among us and celebrate with us.”

      “Corn-dollies!” shouted Julia, and Mikael stepped back as the women rushed to the altar to dress several figures lying there with poppies, orange and yellow carnations and other autumnal colors. As Mikael admired their work, it reminded him of when he was a kid, carving pumpkins or coloring Easter eggs.

      As in love with Kat as he was, Mikael discovered it was difficult to watch a dozen naked mostly-young women and not become aroused. So he turned to stare at the bonfire instead, only to find that Jimmy had done the same. They shared an embarrassed laugh.

      “No hiding from the wood here,” Jimmy said.

      “Word,” Mikael agreed.

      “What’s it like being famous?” Jimmy asked.

      “You can’t be talking about me,” Mikael scowled.

      “None of the rest of us have been on the front page of the New York Times.”

      “Hm…haven’t noticed much difference—except for all the people out in front of the house. Still dirt poor,” Mikael confessed.

      “But you’re happier than I’ve seen you in years,” Jimmy noted.

      Mikael smiled at the flames and nodded. “You got that right.”

      “How is she adjusting? To the whole Christian thing?”

      He meant Kat of course. “There’s a learning curve. But she’s coming along really well. She’s on track to be ordained deacon—pretty soon, too. Normally we only do our sabbat work with the Christian pantheon, but I think it’s been good for us both to hook up with you guys for the major sabbats. She loves the Order, but sometimes…I think she misses her old coven.”

      “You can never go home again,” Jimmy shook his head.

      “I don’t think she wants to. It’s just nostalgic—in a good way.”

      “Well, we’re glad to have you both. You’re family.”

      Mikael put his arm around Jimmy’s shoulder and touched his head to Jimmy’s as they both stared at the fire. “Deflation achieved, dude.”

      It was just in time. The corn-dollies having been duly decorated, everyone returned to the circle. The moon loomed above them, even as the last rays of sunlight disappeared below the horizon. Kat shone gold in the flickering firelight. She turned slowly, looking each of them in the eyes as she spoke, “Rejoice, for the time of harvest is here. This is a time for gratitude and celebration. Day and night are now in equal balance. The Sun King has crept into the shadows and sleeps once more in the womb of the Goddess.” She held up an ear of corn. “To you, Mother, we offer this fruit of the harvest. All we have is yours, and we return it to you now with thanksgiving.” With that, she threw the corn into the fire, and invited them to do the same, naming something they were grateful for.

      Jimmy, standing to Kat’s left, threw his own ear of corn into the fire, shouting, “I’m grateful for my dog, Benjie.”

      Luna, next to Jimmy, tossed another ear into the fire, but she mumbled her gratitude, and Mikael couldn’t hear it. Julia, though, wasn’t shy and declared herself grateful for her cancer. “It woke me up to my own life,” she said, radiating authority.

      Suddenly, it was Mikael’s turn, but he hadn’t been thinking ahead. Of course he was grateful for Kat, for his Order mates, for the soulful labor that filled his days. He was grateful for music, for his band, for—

      But before he could speak, Mikael felt an unseen force punch him in the chest. He staggered and fell to one knee.

      He wasn’t the only one. Jimmy clutched at his chest, as did several of the women. A moment later, the attack had passed and they looked around at one another with wild, fearful eyes.

      “What…just…happened?” Kat asked.

      Mikael struggled to his feet and walked slowly around the circle, testing its edges. His face was grave as he felt the air around him. It was as if someone had opened a hole in their carefully crafted circle and sucked every last electron of energy from it. In Mikael’s mind’s eye he saw an enormous vacuum cleaner, sucking out the power. But it was probably more like a capacitor—an energy ground from outside that had siphoned it off. But why? And who?

      “I’m scared,” Luna said, suddenly covering her breasts with her hands.

      Why is she suddenly modest? Mikael wondered. But he felt it, too—the feeling of violation. The safety of their worship had been taken from them. The energy they had raised for the healing of the earth and her creatures had been hijacked.

      “Should I close the circle?” Kat asked.

      “I don’t see why,” Mikael answered. “The energy is gone.”

      “Just for the sake of formality, out of respect for the Goddess and the God, I think we should,” Jimmy said. He was the priest. He had authority at this sabbat.

      Mikael nodded and got back into circle with his brother and sisters. They held hands, but there was no joy. Kat’s hands were shaking. They had been robbed.
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      “Phil? Hey, Phil.”

      Detective Philip Cain stared out the window of the service sedan as it wound its way through the forested intestines of Tilden Park.

      His partner reached over and slapped his knee. “Hey, Bloodhound. Earth-to-fucking-Phil.”

      Cain blinked and shot Detective Liz Perry a pained look.

      “I need a navigator. The GPS doesn’t list picnic sites. Snap out of it.”

      “Oh. Sorry,” he said. He squinted at the signs and clicked on a pen flashlight to check the printout balanced on his lap. “We’re looking for a picnic site called ‘Fern.’ We just passed ‘Big Leaf,’ so I think we’re still going the right way. It should be on our right.”

      “It’s not the end of the world, Phil.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your kid. Jesse. Nothing has changed. He’s still your kid. He is still the same kid today that he was yesterday, or even last year. The only thing different now is that he’s finally being honest with you.”

      “I don’t even know what ‘bisexual’ means. Does that mean he has a boyfriend and a girlfriend? At the same time? Does he have sex with them at the same time?”

      “Uh…that’s probably something you should ask him, if you really want to know, that is. But uh, newsflash, Phil. I’m bisexual.”

      “You’re married. To Dan.”

      “Right. But I’ve dated girls. If I hadn’t met Dan, I might be married to a woman right now.”

      “Does it mean you have a…a…I don’t even know how to ask this—”

      “Does it mean I have a girlfriend on the side? No. I’m completely monogamous. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “So…I don’t get it.”

      “Look, Phil, it just means that your boy is equally attracted to men and women. He’ll probably settle down with one partner eventually, like most of us do. But it’ll be like flipping a coin—you won’t know whether it’ll be with a man or a woman until you’re at the wedding. And then the world will either see him as a straight man or a gay man, but he won’t ever be any of those things. He’ll always be bi. It’ll always be a part of who he is.”

      “You’re not talking about Jesse anymore, are you?”

      “I’m just…I’m speaking from experience. And I’m telling you that you’d better not love your kid any less tomorrow than you did yesterday or I’m going to punch you in the fucking teeth.”

      “Huh,” he stared out the window at the dark branches as they passed beneath them. Every now and then a sliver of silver moonlight shone through. “Did I fail him somehow? Maybe I wasn’t around enough. Do you think it’s a phase?”

      “Have you even talked to Jesse?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve talked to Jesse. The kid is queer as a three-dollar bill. Take off the horse blinders, old man. This isn’t about you. It’s about him. And it’s not a fucking phase.”

      “Fern,” Cain said, stabbing his finger toward the sign. He needn’t have been looking so carefully, as the place was already lit up by squad cars. Blue strobes panned over the treetops, making them seem like they were in motion—dark, looming persons-of-interest, rushing to make their escape. Stepping out of the car, Cain’s nostrils started twitching—wood smoke, dirt, exhaust, and the faint coppery scent of blood.

      As he and Perry picked their way to the picnic site, he heard the indistinct chatter of the uniformed officers. He clearly made out the whispered word, “Bloodhound,” but he ignored it. He’d gotten the nickname years ago when he’d followed a clue that no one else could discern. No one he knew had as keen a sense of smell as he did. He didn’t think too much about it. It was a gift. And he didn’t resent he nickname, either. After all, these were cops. He’d heard plenty of nicknames he liked less. There was, at least, respect intended in his.

      “What do we have?” Perry asked the uniform guarding the scene. “And why such a wide perimeter?”

      Cain hadn’t noticed that, but Perry was right. Instead of the immediate area around the body being taped off, the designated area was a radius about 30 feet from the body.

      “Couple over there were walking—”

      “At night?”

      “It’s usually safe to walk in Berkeley at night.”

      “Go on.”

      “The guy there had to take a leak, walked off into the bushes here, stumbled over the body. Says he checked for a pulse, she was dead. M.E. confirms that. We’re getting statements now. There seems to be a large evidence field. Might be nothing, but…might be something, too. We thought it best to wait until you got here before we tracked dirt all over it.”

      “All over what?” Perry asked.

      Just then the floodlights popped on and Cain raised his arm to shield his eyes until they could adjust. As they did, he saw the picnic site as clearly as if it were noon—except that the shadows were longer. He saw the fire, complete with still-smoldering embers and a wisp of smoke. He saw the body of a young woman, laying near the fire in a fetal position, and he saw signs drawn in the dirt.

      “What the fuck are those?”

      “That’s what we wanted to preserve. I haven’t seen anything like this—I mean, not since I used to play Dungeons and Dragons in High School.”

      Cain scowled at the uniformed cop. He squinted to see the man’s name. Frey.

      “And what do these kinds of symbols mean in Dungeons and Dragons, Officer Frey?”

      “They’re…I don’t know. Occult symbols. Like, for magical spells and such.”

      “Magical spells.” Cain’s eyebrows bunched.

      “And such. Yeah.”

      Cain gave him a curt nod and turned his attention to the scene. He started to step over the tape, but Perry stopped him with a sharp yelp. “Yi! Watch it. Look where you were just about to step.”

      Cain cocked his head and backed up. Getting down on his knees, he viewed the spot just in front of him from a different angle. Sure enough, someone had created a design in the dirt. He couldn’t see it when he stood up, but it was there. The light was bright, but it was tricky.

      “Let’s get video in here before anything else,” Perry called. CSU had just arrived, but Cain hadn’t noticed. This thing with Jesse really has me off my game, he thought. He kicked himself inwardly and tried to banish his son and the whole confused tangle of feelings and presumptions and disappointments dancing around him. He imagined stuffing the lot of it into a closet and locking it. As he did it he suddenly realized he had just unconsciously negated the symbolism of his son coming out of the closet to him. Cain felt a stab of guilt but took some comfort in knowing that he could never completely close that door again. Not ever. Not even if he wanted to.

      And it occurred to him then that he did not want to. He wanted to truly know his son, even if that meant he had to relinquish some cherished ideas about him. That would be okay. There was always a price to pay for authenticity, for intimacy. Illusion was a currency he would not resent parting with—not on his good days, anyway.

      The air was turning cold, and he wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “Do we have an ID on the girl?”

      “No sir,” Frey said.

      Cain studied the designs drawn into the dirt. The largest appeared to be a pentagram—a five-pointed star. Cain could clearly see the mash of grass in the center of that star—someone had stood there for some time. The girl’s body lay just outside of the star. His nostrils twitched. Perfume? No. “Frankincense,” he called out to Perry.

      “What? How do you know that?”

      He held his palms up as if to say, What? Are you kidding me?

      “Oh. Right. Okay, we got…frankincense, for Christ’s sake. What the hell does that tell us?”

      “That this wasn’t a bunch of kids playing ‘Hail Satan.’ Frankincense is expensive. And this was the real stuff. Some myrrh, too. It was also cut with some sandalwood and aloe, but those are cheaper.”

      “You scare me sometimes.” Perry crossed to stand next to Cain. She pointed. “There’s something not right about that fire.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s ringed with stones, but it’s not an official fire pit—there’s no grill. It’s too small.”

      Cain nodded. “So where’s the official fire pit?”

      “Let’s find out,” Perry said. Cain followed her, as the video guys began to document the scene.

      Perry pulled out a flashlight and lit up the road as they walked. About 500 paces further they saw a large picnic site. “So the sign is back there, but the actual site is here.”

      Cain nodded. “There were people here, too. He pulled out his own flashlight and picked his way over to the large fire pit. “Good citizens. They put out the fire, but I can still smell it. They burned sage, too. And…corn?”

      He found a twig and started to pick at the fire. “Yeah. See here? Husks.”

      “Big deal. A regular picnic.”

      “Maybe. We should get CSU to document over here, too.”

      Perry nodded her agreement, but her lips tightened in confusion. Cain shone his flashlight back over toward the crime scene. Were it not for the blue strobes cutting through the trees, he wouldn’t know that there were about fifty cops over there. “That little stand of trees is pretty dense,” he said. “Good cover.”

      “So, our killers had a barbecue here, then they stepped out of sight to do the deed?”

      “That’s one possibility. Another was that they were different groups, and what was going on over there was hidden from the folks here.”

      “But why be so close? Why risk being seen by the group over here?”

      Cain shrugged. He looked up to see the blue-uniformed CSU team walking toward them. “This site, too, please,” Cain called.

      The team leader nodded and started barking orders. Confident that CSU was on it, Perry and Cain walked back to the murder site. “Sage?” she asked. “Like turkey stuffing?”

      “No, more like ritual sage. Burning it for the smell, for the smoke. Like Native Americans do, or those New Age kooks.”

      “You think they were New Age kooks?”

      “Insufficient data,” Cain said. “Maybe we had two different occult rituals going on.”

      “That seems pretty far-fetched to me.”

      “Maybe. Look, I’m no expert on the occult, but I’m pretty sure that the kinds of groups that burn sage are not the kinds of groups that burn frankincense.”

      “Hm…” Cain could see that she was mulling it over and didn’t like it. “Different groups, huh?”

      “Maybe. Definitely different rituals.”

      “Do we need an expert on occult rituals?” Perry asked.

      “Maybe. Let’s see what turns up first.”

      Just then Perry’s cell phone rang. “Perry.”

      Cain studied her face as she listened. She wasn’t what he would call pretty, although he knew others would disagree. Her hair was reddish brown, without a hint of body—it lay flat against her head like a helmet. And her hips were broader than he liked in a woman. He was glad of it really. He’d had a partner he was attracted to a few years back, and it was hell. He respected Perry. He even liked her. But he didn’t want to sleep with her. He realized in that moment that she might just be the best partner he’d ever had. And he felt something new for her, then—affection. The epiphany was uncomfortable, so he wiped his nose again and looked away.

      She pocketed her phone. “Kapernacky got the Parks System high mucky-mucks out of bed.”

      “She gets a gold star.”

      “No shit. This site was reserved for the night.”

      “We got a name?”

      “Yep. East Bay Pagan Assembly.”

      “Ah. The EBPA,” Cain nodded vigorously. “I’ve seen their bumper stickers.”

      “You have?”

      “Of course not. I’m bullshitting you. Who the fuck is the EBPA?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ve got a contact name: James Tomlinson.”

      “There’s a solid British surname. Got a phone number?”

      “And an address.”

      “Let’s not call, then. Let’s send a squad to pick him up. Now.”
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        Light pours from a million radiant lives

        Off of kids and dogs and the

        hard-shelled husbands and wives

        All that glory shining around

        and we’re all caught taking a dive

        And all the beasts of the hills around shout, 

        “Such a waste!

        Don't you know that from the first to the last

        we’re all one in the gift of grace!”

      

        

      
        —Bruce Cockburn, “In the Falling Dark”
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      “So I woke up and when I opened my eyes, I saw this enormous black disk hovering over my face. Then it drooled on me,” Marco said, picking sleep out of his eyes.

      “That’s our Toby,” Susan gave the dog an affectionate rub.

      Brian sat a cup of coffee in front of each of them. “Nothing like the first cup of the morning.”

      “Thank you, my dear,” Susan said. Through the door they could hear the sound of the friars reciting the Venite.

      “Then he farted,” Marco continued. “So, you know, typical dog stuff. Reminds me of why I’m a cat person.” He raised one eyebrow. “So why do I get the spooky sense that this dog could do long division?”

      “Because he could probably do calculus,” Susan answered.

      “I’m not kidding.”

      “Neither am I.” She paused and considered Toby.

      “I was standing right here a few months ago,” Brian said, gesturing with a spatula. “That dog got up on his rear legs and unlatched the back screen door.”

      “No shit,” Marco said.

      “So I followed him outside, and we discovered that an angel had died, and he inhabited Toby at the last moment.”

      “There’s an angel…in your dog?” Marco pointed at the yellow lab. “Is he still in there?”

      “As far as I know,” Brian said, turning to tend to his bacon.

      “Is he conscious?” Marco asked.

      “I think so,” Brian said.

      Marco narrowed his eyes at the dog. “Nenni trint,” he said. Tobias sat. “Nenni parmgi,” Marco commanded. Tobias leaped up and ran a circle around the room.

      “Did Terry actually train this dog in Enochian?” Marco asked Brian.

      “Nope. That dog only knows English commands.”

      “And not very many of those,” Susan said. “This is Dylan’s dog, remember?”

      “It’s the angel that knows Enochian,” Brian said, with a broad, wry smile.

      “No shit,” Marco said, flabbergasted.

      “Pretty normal for life around here,” Susan admitted.

      “Speaking of weirdness, where is that Randy guy?” Marco asked, pointing to the mirror.

      “He doesn’t get up until about noon. Typical mag—” Brian caught himself.

      Marco laughed. “You can say it, man. Typical magickian. It’s only funny because it’s true.”

      “Thanks for the grace,” Brian said, turning slightly red. “I leave a plate of bacon and maybe some fruit out on the counter for him.”

      “But how can he reach it?” Marco asked. “He’s over there? And he’s trapped inside the mirror.”

      “Watch,” Brian said. He finished lifting the last of the bacon from the pan onto a plate and set the plate on the counter. He pointed at the mirror. “What do you see?”

      Marco looked in the mirror. “I see…a plate of bacon on the counter.”

      “Yep. He can reach it.”

      Marco scowled. “That shouldn’t work.”

      “And yet, the guy in the mirror never complains of being unfed.”

      “Crazy,” Marco said.

      “This from a guy who created an animatronic Baphomet,” Susan teased.

      “Point,” Marco agreed.

      Susan put a teaspoon of sugar in her coffee and stirred it. “Brian, can I ask you a personal question?”

      Brian turned from his stove and cocked his head. “Sure…” he answered, sounding uncertain.

      “Does Terry seem a little…I don’t know…off to you?”

      Brian’s mouth opened, then closed. He looked out the kitchen window where the sun was now fully visible. “He’s fine,” he answered, turning back to the stove without looking at her.

      “Bullshit. He’s restless. Irritable. He’s not acting like Terry.”

      Brian said nothing. He stabbed at the end of the bacon with a fork and turned it.

      Dylan burst through the door and snagged a piece of bacon from the counter before sitting down next to his wife. “Good prayer makes ya hungry!” he announced. Mikael and Kat came into the kitchen next, followed closely by Richard.

      “I don’t know how good I’d call that prayer,” Kat said.

      “Whaddaya mean?” Dylan asked, heading for the cupboard to grab a cup.

      “I can’t stand that Psalm. ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’ What crap.”

      Richard’s eyebrows raised. “It is a time-honored Psalm.”

      “But we shouldn’t be afraid of God,” Kat said, sitting down at the table. “Can’t we say, ‘reverence for God’ or something like that?”

      “I’m not sure ‘reverence’ really captures it.” Richard said, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. “We shouldn’t cower before the mysterium tremendum? Is God not powerful? Is God not terrible? Is not God awe-some in the true meaning of that word?”

      “Yeah, okay, but how can you really love someone you’re afraid of?” Kat asked. “I don’t think you can.”

      “Let’s ask Dylan,” Richard said behind his hand. Everyone burst out laughing.

      Susan froze and turned crimson. “That was not fair.”

      “True, though,” Dylan said, bobbing his tea bag in his hot water. He was grinning like he’d just won an argument for the first time in months.

      “Breakfast is served,” Brian said, not looking at Susan. He placed a large bowl of egg scramble on the lazy Susan.

      “How was Mabon?” Marco asked.

      Kat and Mikael looked at each other before responding. “It was…kinda good?” Kat finally said. “I’m so sorry. Pardon my rudeness. I’m Kat.”

      Mikael smacked his head. “Sorry! Kat, meet Marco. Marco, Kat. Marco’s an old friend of the Order. He’s a solitary Thelemite. He invents stuff…magickal stuff.” Kat reached across and shook his hand.

      “I met your brother already,” Marco said. “It’s a…let’s call it a pleasure for now.”

      “I’m betting it wasn’t much of a pleasure meeting him,” Kat said, steeling a glance at the mirror. Randy had yet to appear.

      “So what do you mean ‘kinda good’?” Marco asked.

      “Kat did great, as usual. She’s an ace celebrant,” Mikael began.

      “Can’t wait to hear her say mass,” Richard said.

      “But just as we were in the middle of it—”

      “Tossing our corn thanksgivings on the fire,” Kat interjected.

      “—something happened.”

      “What happened?” Richard asked.

      “I’m not sure. It was like that moment when you take a swig from a carton of milk and you suddenly realize it’s sour,” Mikael said. “It was like that, only the whole world seemed sour.”

      “It felt like a punch in the gut,” Kat said.

      “Yeah, that too,” Mikael agreed. “But after it hit, all of our energy was just…gone.”

      “You mean personally? You felt lethargic?” Brian asked. He looked relieved and enlivened at the change of subject.

      “No, I mean all the energy we’d raised in the circle. Sucked right out.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Richard said.

      Marco looked concerned. “I have. This kind of thing doesn’t happen by accident. You got sapped.”

      “What are you saying?” Kat asked.

      “I’m saying that this was probably intentional. Someone wanted your ritual energy for…well, for their own devices.”

      “Who?” asked Mikael.

      “I wish I knew. But anyone who would steal someone else’s tapas was probably not up to any good,” Marco drummed absently on the table.

      “Eat. Eggs are getting cold,” Brian commanded.

      “Where’s Terry?” Susan asked.

      Richard turned around. “Ter!” He sprang up and jogged through the door and saw Terry sitting in the chapel. “Hey, something wrong?” Richard asked, sitting in the short pew next to him. Terry shook his head. “I’m not ready to talk about it.”

      “Well, you let me know when you are. I mean, if you want to talk to me about it.”

      Terry gave a half smile and rose with a groan. Just then Richard’s cell phone buzzed. He fished it out of his pocket as Terry lumbered into the kitchen. “Richard here.”

      “Is this Father Richard Kinney?”

      “The one and only. Who is this?”

      “This is Margo Tindall, from CNN.”

      “CNN, like the CNN?”

      “The one and only. Is this a good time?”

      “Uh…sure. What can I do for you?”

      “There’s been a lot of interest in you and your Order since the Republican Convention. We’d like to do a human interest piece on you. You know, send a camera crew to follow you around for a couple of days. We especially want to see you perform an exorcism.”

      “Uh…that can be dangerous. And unpredictable.”

      “We have insurance, so you won’t need to worry about that. We’ll also pay you for your trouble. Does $3,000 sound about right for three days?”

      “Well…ah, let me talk to my Order mates, but that sounds great to me.”

      “Fine. If you’re on a cell phone you have my number. Text me and let me know. We’d want to start…well, tomorrow if we can.”

      “Yikes. Uh…I’ll let you know later this morning.”

      “I’m counting on it. Thanks, Father.” The phone clicked off, and Richard put it away. He felt a little disoriented as he made his way to the kitchen. “Uh…guys, that was CNN…”
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      It wasn’t easy getting a booth at the Cloven Hoof, especially for lunch on a Saturday, and Larch emitted a ululation of triumph as he slid into it. He slumped over his Guinness like a wolf guarding its lair until Frater Purderabo arrived.

      A large man, Purderabo scowled at the booth. Larch scowled back, but scooted the table toward himself a couple inches, making more space on the other side. Apparently satisfied with the accommodation, Purderabo sat. Before he could say anything Fraters Turpelo, Eleazar, and Khams arrived, each clutching at pints.

      The décor was strictly first-circle Dante, with red and orange lighting and strategically placed fog machines. An unwavering house beat punctuated the air but was not so loud that one could not talk. Larch glanced around at the other clientele. It was the usual crowd, most just rousing from bed at noon and stumbling in for a bit of the hair of the dog. He saw folks he recognized from just about every occult community in San Francisco. Some Wiccans were playing darts in the far corner, looking no worse for wear after their late Mabon festivities. A table nearby held members of the local OTO Lodge, arguing heatedly over something. “As usual,” Larch muttered under his breath.

      He didn’t see any of the Golden Dawners this afternoon, but he did notice some Temple of Set guys playing pool. And then of course there were the wannabe’s—the loners brooding over absinthe, the dabblers mooning over the various groups at the bar, and the prostitutes trying to hit them up, looking more tattered than Larch remembered. To complete the scene, waitresses circulated in black fishnets, red teddies, and devil horns stuck on their foreheads with suction cups. It was all great horror show of fun and games, and Larch reveled in the hominess of it.

      “Just like old times,” Frater Khams bobbed his head. “Still got a shit menu, though.”

      “Let’s make a deal,” Larch suggested, “We’ll order the most pretentious thing possible and you promise not to complain about it.”

      Khams narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t argue. A moment later, a waitress slunk over to them. “93,” she said.

      “We’re not Thelemites,” Larch announced.

      “Fuck you, I’m just trying to be pleasant,” the waitress said, smacking her gum. “Do you want to order anything or not?”

      “We are the illustrious Lodge of the Hawk and Serpent,” Frater Eleazar announced.

      “I don’t care if you’re the Lodge of the Smegma and Spittle,” the waitress rolled her eyes. “Food? Or no food?”

      Khams pointed to the menu. “We’ll have the Mediterranean Platter with the hot buttered hummus,” he said. “Plus the no-harm, no-fowl vegetarian chicken wings with the spicy tamarind sauce, please.”

      “Regular panko on those, or gluten-free?”

      “Frater Turpelo?” Khams asked, but Turpelo held his hands up and shook his head. “Regular will be fine,” he said.

      “Aarright. Gotta pay ahead, I’m afraid. New rule. Too many assholes playing dine-and-ditch.”

      “I’ll bet it’s those goddam Church of Satan pricks!” Larch asserted.

      “I’m not sayin’ it’s not.” The waitress smacked her gum, looking up and away.

      “They ruin it for fucking everybody,” Larch shook his head and tugged at his wallet.

      The others did likewise and threw worn five and ten-dollar bills onto the table until the waitress scooped them up. “That’ll do. I’ll bring you your change in a minute.” Then she spun away.

      “A drink to our reunion!” Larch said, holding his ale aloft. He was the only one who took a sip. He noticed the glares. “You gentlemen are looking well.”

      “No thanks to you,” Purderabo said blackly. “Thanks to you we lost our Lodge House, all of our possessions—”

      “Including magickal diaries!” Turpelo interjected.

      “—and I had to change my identity. Do you know how hard that is to do when you’re living off a trust fund?”

      Larch opened his mouth to say, “Poor baby,” but he reminded himself to be diplomatic. What he ended up saying was, “That is a terrible inconvenience. But magick is an exacting mistress, gentlemen. And we who serve her do it at great personal cost to ourselves.”

      As he spoke, Larch saw the anger in their faces soften. He saw them sit up straighter in their seats, their shoulders becoming square. They needed to be reminded of the nobility of their calling. And this, Larch knew, was what he was good at. It wasn’t that he was a brilliant magickal technician. No. It was that he was a brilliant leader of men.

      “And we have all sacrificed a great deal for this Work, have we not? And we should not look back or give up, not when we are so close.”

      “Um…so close to what?” asked Khams.

      “So close to the noble goal that has always been before us.”

      “Do you mean…” Purderabo breathed.

      Larch’s lips drew back in a portentous grin as he nodded slowly. “The same. This world groans under tyranny that has prevailed for millennia. But that reign of terror is nearly at its end. And we, gentlemen, are the ones fate has designated to pull the Great Tyrant from his throne.”

      “You’re talking about the overthrow of the Kingdom,” Turpelo fumbled at the zipper of his sweater.

      “Yes.”

      “You want to kill the Tyrant?” Khams asked.

      “That would be our best-case scenario, yes,” Larch answered, looking confident and satisfied.

      “You want to kill…” Khams leaned in and whispered the last word, “God?”

      “Kill is a strong word. I’m not sure we can kill God. But we can certainly strip him of his power. We can topple his Kingdom. We can reduce his hierarchy to chaos and rubble. And that is precisely what I aim to do.”

      Purderabo looked around, as if frightened that they might be overheard. That was impossible, though—the music was loud enough that even the donkey-long ears of a Gunther demon could not hear if more than three feet away.

      Turpelo was rubbing his hands together now, clearly salivating. “Oh, how many nights have we spun tales of such an undertaking?” Hopeful light radiated from his eyes.

      “How?” Eleazar asked, clearly dubious.

      “How what?” Larch’s voice betrayed irritation.

      “How do you plan to topple the Kingdom?”

      Larch leaned in and nearly whispered, “I intend to ascend the Tree of Life, and to destroy the sephirot as I go.”

      “Like, as in being a terrorist? You’re going to what, blow it up? How are you going to ascend with physical bombs?”

      “Don’t think so literally. The Tree of life hangs together from the top, like a mobile. If you disrupt the sephirot—”

      “It throws the other sephirot off balance…” Turpelo nodded.

      “And if the sephirot are unbalanced?”

      “Chaos,” Turpelo grinned, his eyes narrowing.

      “But our world is an emanation of the higher sephirot,” Khams pointed out. “If they descend into chaos, what will happen here?”

      “Anarchy,” Larch said calmly, “which is just another way of saying the end of tyranny.”

      “There’s one problem with that,” Purderabo pointed a chubby finger at Larch.

      “And what might that be?” Larch asked, no longer trying to hide his irritation.

      “There are certain friars that, should they catch wind of what is going on—”

      “And how could they not, if the sephirot start rocking wildly out of balance?” Turpelo interjected.

      “—they will surely try to stop us.”

      “Do you think I didn’t consider that?” Larch leaned back, a self-satisfied look spreading across his wolfish face. “You see, this is the beauty of this plan. It is truly a group effort. Because while I am ascending the Tree of Life, dismantling the spheres, you all are going to be hard at work here on earth.”

      “Doing what?” Khams asked.

      “A little bit of what our stage-magician brethren call ‘misdirection.’”
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      Richard sat on a short, discarded pew in the basement hall of All Saints Episcopal Church and tried to relax. His brain seemed like popcorn ever since the call from CNN. He jumped up and started pacing the linoleum. It occurred to him that he did not have any clean cassocks in reserve. After only seven traverses of the hallway, Mother Maggie slipped her head through the door to her office. “Just give us a second, dear,” she said. She closed it again. In a few seconds, it opened wide and a woman about ten years older than Richard emerged, blowing her nose and avoiding his eyes. He recognized her from around town—perhaps he had seen her sitting at one of the tables at the Gallic Hotel, sipping a cappuccino?

      She walked briskly to the women’s restroom and disappeared inside. Mother Maggie’s door gaped, but he waited to hear her call before he entered the sacred space. “I’ve made tea,” she called. He entered and she gestured toward the cups on the table. “Just the way you poor, unrefined Americans like it. No milk.” She made a face. “Have a seat, dear.”

      He did and adjusted his cassock so that it fell properly over his knees and did not reveal the blue jeans underneath. Mother Maggie closed her eyes, and began to sink into contemplation. Richard allowed himself to do the same, noticing the jangliness of his nerves and his industrial-strength monkey mind. He did his best, but to no avail. His mind kept jumping to CNN, to the tremendous opportunity it presented for the Order—the money, the recognition, the glory.

      The rustle of Maggie’s clothes interrupted his fantasies and he opened his eyes to see her leaning across the little table between them, a lit match held aloft in her twisted, arthritic hands. “We light this candle to remind us of all the shit we don’t know,” Maggie said, lighting a tall candle on the table.

      Richard smiled. Maggie was one of a kind. He had been fortunate to have her as his spiritual director for years now, and it was one of the relationships that brought him the most joy. Maggie had been present at every significant event of his life—or for that matter, the life of the friary. He realized how lost he would feel without her, and he squelched the urge to rush over and catch her up in a bear hug.

      “Tell me how God is fucking with you,” she invited him.

      “Uh…huh,” Richard passed his hand over his thinning hair and thought. “How do you know God is fucking with me?”

      “God is always fucking with all of us,” she smiled sweetly at him. “It’s what God does.”

      “What does that mean?” Richard asked.

      “Don’t play coy, you know exactly what I mean,” Maggie waved a hand at him. “I want to know how God is punching you in the kidneys, challenging your paradigm, shaking your tree. If you feel safe or secure or satisfied, you can be sure that tree will start shaking before too long. Love doesn’t settle for lies, and it isn’t interested in appearances or excuses or business-as-usual. Love is always on the move, always poking at us, always threatening us to become more than we are…or else. So. How is God fucking with you?”

      Richard took a sip of tea.

      “Take your time,” Maggie said. “I’ve got plenty.”

      “We’ve only got an hour,” Richard countered.

      “This month, yes,” she said, resting her gnarled hands in her lap, waiting.

      The implication was that she would sit in silence until he answered her and would continue that silence into future sessions unless he relented and answered her question. Richard noted the wide clerical collar that went all the way around her neck, like a halo that had slipped and become a dog collar. How does she fasten that thing with her hands the way they are? He wondered. He knew her husband had died years ago. So how…? But as intriguing as it was, that was not the question at hand. Internally he slapped himself for dodging. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “Can I just talk about what’s going on, and maybe you’ll notice how God is fucking with me?”

      “Excellent plan!” she announced, pointing at him crookedly. “Tell me a story of Richard.”

      “Well, our friend Marco came for a visit. He’s at the friary now.”

      “Marco, Marco…” she pursed her lips and looked at the ceiling, obviously trying to retrieve a memory. She found it and looked down again. “He’s the inventor chap, yes?”

      “Yep, that’s the one. He’s working on a Christometer, a device to measure the relative amount of christons present in an object or a room or a rite. We hope to compare Eucharists of different denominations to gauge their relative efficacies.”

      “Do you now?” Maggie’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits that Richard did not like one little bit.

      “Uh…it’s just an experiment,” Richard said.

      “I’m guessing he has not yet perfected this device?”

      “No.”

      “I’m guessing he’s having difficulty calibrating it?” Maggie’s mouth stretched into a kind grin. Richard noticed that her lipstick was unevenly applied.

      “How in the world could you possibly know that?”

      “An educated guess. When he figures it out, I’ll tell you.”

      “Okay, that’s a deal.”

      “What else is happening?”

      “There’s something up with Terry.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s sullen. Maybe depressed. He goes off by himself a lot lately.”

      “Have you invited him to confide in you?”

      “Yeah, but so far he’s playing it all pretty close to the vest.”

      “So what does Jesus say about it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, when you talk to Jesus about Terry, what does Jesus say?”

      Richard squirmed in his seat. “Uh…I haven’t really talked to Jesus about it.”

      “Are you nuts?” Maggie snapped.

      “Huh?” Richard asked. Even after all this time, Maggie could still unsettle him.

      “How dare you bring something to me that you haven’t brought to Jesus first? I mean, what do you expect me to do about it?”

      “Uh…listen?”

      “Doesn’t it make sense to talk it over with someone who can actually have an impact on the situation?”

      “In my experience, God doesn’t really work that way.”

      “Then you, my dear little man, have not been paying attention.”

      Little man? Richard was nearly twice her height. Perhaps she meant “little in faith” or “little in spirit.” The thought caused him to deflate a little.

      “From now on, let’s make a deal. You bring everything to Jesus before you bring it here.”

      “What if I forget?”

      “Then it’s not forgetting. It’s resistance.” She smiled sweetly at him. “In which case I may have to beat you about the head and shoulders.”

      “I’m not sure that counts as one of those spiritual direction best practices,” Richard said.

      “Fuck them, the North American Spiritual Directors Coalition and their fucking rules and regulations,” Maggie said, still smiling at him beatifically. “Is it a deal?”

      “Okay, I can do that. I’ll bring everything to Jesus first.” He squirmed. “At least, I’ll try to remember to do that.”

      “And when you don’t, then we’ll really have something to talk about.”

      “This is the accountability thing, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” she agreed. “The very thing.”

      “And you’re not going to give me a pass on it, are you?”

      “I’m going to drill you like a sailor on shore leave.”

      Richard thought for several moments. “What do you expect Jesus to say about it?”

      Maggie’s face fell. “Richard! How many years have we been working together? You pray, I know you pray!”

      “Yes, I say the hours. But it seems like you’re talking about talking to Jesus…like you and I are talking.”

      “Exactly. Ask him to make you some tea. His tea puts the Queen’s to shame.” She scrunched her nose. “I love it.”

      “Would you…would you tell me how you pray?” Richard asked.

      “Of course, dear!” she said, apparently excited to be asked. “First we walk through the Berkeley Rose Garden together. We hold hands. He’s very sweet. I tell him everything I’m thinking about, everything I’m afraid of or worried over. Sometimes I ask for help with something. But mostly I just share my feelings.” She leaned forward and shook a crooked finger at Richard. “He’s a good fucking listener, he is.”

      Richard just nodded.

      “And then we find a quiet place to sit, and he holds me close while we say the Liturgy of the Hours together. I usually lead, but he reads the responses. I sometimes think he’d be a trifle uncomfortable reading the bits about himself, but it doesn’t seem to faze him at all. Then sometimes we make love.”

      “You make…love?”

      “Yes.” She bunched her face up looking like one of those wizened apple-core dolls. “He touches me in my giggly place. He’s wonderful.”

      “Maggie, it sounds like you pray the way Dylan does shamanic journeys,” Richard noted.

      “Oh, yes. Same thing. Just with Jesus,” she agreed. “It goes back to St. Ignatius, you know.”

      “St. Ignatius prayed like this?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Did he make love with Jesus, too?”

      She reached across the table and poked the tip of his nose. “That would be telling!”

      Richard started to laugh. “So are you saying that I need to…you know, make love?”

      “Dicky, why are you uncomfortable? What we’re talking about here is intimacy.”

      “Intimacy with Jesus.”

      “Yes. That’s what it’s all about.”

      “What what’s all about?”

      “All of it! The Church, Christian life, prayer, living.”

      Richard thought about that for a moment.

      “It scares the willies out of you, doesn’t it?” She looked elated at the thought.

      “Why are you so pleased?”

      “Because God is fucking with you! And that means that good, uncomfortable, transformative things are happening in you. Just under the cassock.”

      “Oh! I forgot the big thing,” Richard said.

      “Ooo, tell me the big thing!” Maggie whispered, conspiratorially.

      “CNN called us. They want to follow us for a couple days. Maybe film an exorcism.”

      He was pleased to see her eyebrows shoot up. “Well, that’s flattering.”

      “It is!” The nervous energy returned, and he got up and paced in the space just behind his chair. “You know, we’ve toiled just on the edge of poverty for so long. The idea that we might be seeing some light, some recognition, maybe some regular work once people know about us…it gives me hope.”

      Maggie cocked her head and considered him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Chocolate?” she held up a bowl of bonbons.

      Richard took one, and then almost immediately choked, as it seemed to be filled with a cayenne cream that made Richard’s eyes water.

      “Things are not always what they seem,” she said.

      “Thanks for the object lesson, but—” he choked and slurped at his tea.

      “You’ve ‘toiled just on the edge of poverty for so long.’” Maggie quoted him. “Who supported you during that time?”

      “Uh—”

      “God did,” she answered for him. “And when you had success, who got the glory for it?”

      “Uh—”

      “God did. And when you didn’t know where your next gig was coming from, who kept you going?”

      “Uh—”

      “God did. And here you are on the brink of the undoing of all that support and trust, and now you have hope?”

      “I…just…” Richard could think of no answer to this.

      Maggie looked stern. She leaned forward in her seat and looked him in the eyes. “You listen to me, Richard Kinney. You be careful. Don’t you lose sight for a moment whose power casts those demons out. Don’t you forget for a second whose work you are doing, or whose name you wear. Glory is a poison if it is placed in the wrong cup.”

      She reached for a pad of paper and tore off a strip from the bottom of the first page. Then, with a tiny golf pencil, she wrote something on it. “That’s our time, Dicky.” She put the strip of paper into his hand. “You need to start taking things to Jesus. The big stuff, the little stuff, the stuff that bugs you, and the stuff you think you’ve got covered. Promise me.”

      “Okay. I’ll give that kind of prayer a try.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good. You’re going to fucking need it.”

      He rose and crossed to the door. “Oh, and Dicky,” he paused. “I’ll be retiring soon. Probably just at the start of Advent.”

      “What?” he asked. He opened his mouth to say more, but his tongue was a tangle of protest.

      “I’ll be praying for you.” She smiled sweetly at him. Then she shut the door.

      “Holy cow,” he said. He felt like someone had just beaned him with a brick. What would he do without Maggie? Intellectually he knew she was advanced in years, that she wouldn’t be working forever. But…the idea of continuing his ministry without her constant support, her advice, her transgressive advocacy…he couldn’t see it.

      He glanced at the scrap of paper in his hand. “Luke 8:17.” He didn’t need to look it up. He knew what it said, and he muttered it aloud as he set off toward the stairs. “For nothing is hidden that will not be disclosed, nor is anything secret that will not become known and come to light.”
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      Susan was breathing heavily as she power-walked beside Kat.

      “C’mon, just a little further. We’re almost home,” Kat said.

      “I swear to God, if I had an ounce more energy, I’d beat the spandex off your lean, muscular body.”

      “That’s good. Let the lust for violence fuel your last few blocks.”

      Susan almost tripped over an uneven sidewalk. Kat caught her elbow. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just…yeah.”

      “You don’t have to come with me on these every day you know,” Kat said. She was striding along without any apparent strain, pumping barbells, while Susan was empty-handed and simply struggling to keep up.

      “If I don’t, how will we ever share our wardrobes?”

      Kat burst out with a laugh but caught herself. She looked sideways at Susan to make sure it was okay. Susan was smiling. Sweating, but smiling. Kat relaxed. The late morning sun was beginning to feel warm on her face, and the wind smelled sweet and vaguely of the bay. “Let’s take your mind off it,” Kat suggested. “Let’s talk about something.”

      “Okay,” Susan agreed. “How do you feel about being ordained?”

      “Hm…” Kat looked over and saw someone playing Frisbee on the east lawn of the UC Berkeley campus. “I don’t really understand the whole two-step ordination process.”

      “You and half the Christian world. We did away with it a long time ago.”

      “We?”

      “Lutherans,” Susan clarified.

      “Right.”

      “And most Protestants. The transitional diaconate is kind of like a Catholic vestigial organ. Among Protestants, only the Episcopal Church still does it.”

      “I think being a deacon is a cool thing. I like the whole idea of committing your life to service—to the poor, to the oppressed—that’s great. But I don’t want to be a deacon. I feel called to be a priest.”

      “Right. I think that’s a good discernment. It’s you.”

      “So why do I have to spend six months as a deacon?”

      “Have you asked Richard about it?”

      “Uh, yeah, and he gave me a forty-minute lecture on Neo-Platonism, and gradiated spheres of glory and power. I didn’t understand a word of it.”

      “You know, the boys are all theology geeks.” Susan took a few deep breaths before continuing. “Mikael is the least bad, so you can thank your lucky stars there. But you can tell Richard when he’s not making sense. We don’t all have PhD’s in philosophy, and sometimes he needs to be reminded of that. He’s not trying to annoy you.”

      “I know. I think he was genuinely trying to answer my question. I just didn’t understand his answer.”

      “And it’s not because you’re stupid. It’s because, in some ways, he is—he doesn’t always have the emotional intelligence to know when he’s not coming across.”

      “I didn’t want to go there—”

      “Go there. He’s your bishop. You need to hold him accountable.”

      “It’s not like he did anything wrong.”

      “No, but he didn’t do it right. If you tell him that—kindly—you will help him be a better leader.”

      “He won’t take it wrong?”

      “I doubt it. And if he does, he’ll get over it. Especially if I punch him. He’s not my fucking bishop.”

      “Okay, that’s scary, but I think I can handle that. But I’m interested in what you think is behind this whole deacon thing.”

      Susan held up a hand. “Can we just…stop a minute?”

      “Nope. Three blocks. This is the burn, baby.”

      “Oh, holy shit. You’re just cruel. Okay. I think the whole ministry ladder is about gradiated levels of responsibility. A deacon has a little bit of responsibility, a priest has more responsibility. And a bishop has the most.”

      “Okay, I can see that.”

      “So some people are just called to be deacons. That’s fine. But if you’re called to be a priest, you don’t just jump to a role with enormous responsibility, just like you don’t pass the bar and instantly become a partner at a law firm. You gotta work your way up, learn as you go.”

      “Okay, I can see that, too. But being a deacon is a different role.”

      “No, that’s where I think you’ve got it wrong. Deacon means ‘servant.’ Once you’re ordained a priest, you’ll still be a deacon, a servant. You don’t stop being a deacon just because you become a priest. You still serve the needy, you just also teach and administer the sacraments on top of that. It’s about more responsibility.”

      “So, you’re saying that a bishop is always a deacon and a priest, but with the added responsibilities of being a bishop, too.”

      “Like frosting on a two-layer cake. Vanilla sponge cake, to be exact.”

      “So this isn’t a blind alley that I’ll leave behind,” Kat said, nodding. It was starting to make sense.

      “Nope. It’s something you’ll spend your whole life living into, even after you become a priest.”

      “Wow. I can get on board with that,” Kat said. “How are you doing?”

      “You’re right. Talking helped.”

      “Good. So tell me how Lutherans see the whole ordination thing.”

      “We think the only ordination worth a damn is baptism.”

      “Baptism? That’s a whole ’nother sacrament!”

      “Nope. Baptism makes us all priests—”

      “Get out! That’s just weird.”
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