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        Report of the Gendarmerie Corps of Vatican City State

        (Translated from the original Italian)

      

      

      
        
        19 July

        To the Inspector General:

      

      

      At eight o’clock this morning we were informed by the Cardinal Prefect of the Supreme Tribunal of an incident involving a Franciscan priest under trial.

      When we arrived, Father Xavier Kaine was on the floor of his room with a shotgun fallen to his left side. Based on injuries, blood spray, bullet trajectory and fingerprints, Father Xavier Kaine committed suicide with said rifle.

      The Cardinal Prefect informed us that, because the deceased was a member of the clergy, they would preside over the legalities of the incident. The Cardinal Prefect graciously gave permission for the local coroner to sign the death certificate, after which we returned to our office.

      We note that Father Denis Kaine, the deceased’s twin brother, became violent at the Tribunal’s decisions regarding the incident. Father Kaine insisted a demon caused his brother to kill himself. The Cardinal Prefect rebuked Father Kaine—in our presence—and ordered his removal from the scene. He then took us aside and informed us that both brother priests were also exorcists. We acknowledged his explanation.

      This report and the attached death certificate are the sole documents of this closed case.

      
        
        Signed,

        Aldo Moldani

        Vice Inspector General

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign’s fat black letters proclaimed in Italian and English:

      
        
        Danger

        Keep Out

        By Order of the Pontifical Commission for Sacred Archeology.

      

      

      It was crowned with the official Vatican seal, too. Maybe their pompous crap worked on tourists.

      I slung my leather messenger bag across my back and scaled the chain-link fence surrounding the excavation. My feet hit broken cobblestones on the other side with a puff of stone dust. I brushed at my black slacks and shirt. They were the wrong clothes for crashing a closed dig, but I hadn’t confronted an entity yet who didn’t at least pause at the sight of the Roman collar. Most of them pissed their ectoplasmic pants. We had… used to have… a reputation, Xavier and me.

      There wasn’t another living person in sight in this obscure corner of Rome on this muggy August evening. Exactly what I wanted.

      In the three weeks since Xav died, I’d scoured every ruined cemetery and archaeological dig in Vatican City for his murderer, the demon who forced Xav to eat a bullet. My rage and hate drew the scaly, red-assed bastards out like stray dogs scenting ripe meat. I slammed every one I could find back to Hell. So far none of them had claimed responsibility, but demons lie.

      Any other entities wanting to play High Noon with the leftover Kaine got the same treatment.

      Simply put, this was The Plan.

      I clambered over broken stone which had once been the foundation of this ninth-century church. Tree roots had done more damage to it than a millennium’s weather. Shame. I could see the remains of carvings on some of the smaller pieces of stone. Probably from the columns.

      Beneath the sticky breeze I sensed a strong, hidden presence. Last night, I’d sensed it even through the fog of two bottles of grappa—I was pretty sure I’d finished off the second one; things got hazy around midnight. The presence hidden here had hit me like a two-by-four. Good thing the streets in Rome were narrow. I’d needed a wall to keep me vertical. Keep me heading back to the Friary, too. I had to be sober to challenge something with such strength. As sober as I got these days, anyway.

      So. I set my messenger bag on a stable stone and unbuckled the straps. Never mess with a successful ritual. Ask any athlete. My ritual always began by fanning open the bag’s three compartments. I’d arranged the contents to give me easy access to the essentials in case things went south.

      Salt. Holy water. Silver-and-cedar flute.

      I straightened, got my balance, and closed my eyes. Breathing in a slow, even rhythm, I shut out the world one piece at a time. The sound of the wind faded first. Then the rumble of distant traffic. The smells of gasoline and garbage. The light on my face from the setting sun.

      When I didn’t hear my heartbeat or feel my breathing, I reached inside myself. My hands cupped the power visible only to me, Xavier, and any otherworldly creatures in the vicinity. I gathered its pulsing energy which flowed through me like a second bloodstream and flung it outward like I was snapping a tablecloth over a banquet table.

      I opened my eyes as a shimmering blanket of blue and white, the colors of shadows on snow, settled over the entire dig.

      And I pinpointed it twenty yards northeast. Only one entity… ghost… demon… something. The magical wards on some kind of prison tomb were so strong they camouflaged whatever it was they imprisoned.

      I scooped up the messenger bag and headed to the northeast end of the dig. A four-foot square pit butted up against the fence in the far corner. More dirt. Why the hell hadn’t I worn jeans?

      Holding the bag with one hand and steadying myself with the other, I skidded down a root-studded slope into shadows.

      A mostly solid stone crypt door was hidden beneath the tips of the roots. I studied the layout of the ruin. If the pillars on the southern side had been the entrance, this crypt had been beneath the altar or sacristy. I wouldn’t want to change into Mass vestments over a bunch of rotting corpses, but in those days rich folks seemed to think being buried under a church gave them a “Get Out of Purgatory Free” card.

      Dirt obscured the writing carved into the seal across the crypt. I brushed most of it away and used my thumbnail on the rest. The one time I could’ve used a flashlight… I squinted and made out Old Latin and Cyrillic. Interesting. Why Cyrillic? The words across the seal informed me they kept the entity on the other side imprisoned in the name of the Blessed Trinity and His Holiness Pope—I scraped more—Nicholas III.

      I whistled. Imprisoned more than seven hundred years and still powerful enough for me to sense it with my brain swimming in booze.

      Couldn’t banish it until I knew what it was. I took my flask of holy water in my left hand and palmed a vial of salt in my right. I pictured the shield of Michael the Archangel, my patron, the way Rubens painted it: golden flames on silver, burning with cold fire. My power rose with the image and a gold-silver-snow-shadow barrier bloomed in front of me.

      When Xav and I discovered our power as kids, we’d grab the biggest sticks we could find and bash each other’s shields until they shivered and dissolved back into our skin. Grandmère caught us the third time and threw us into the pond. When we squelched out we explained, sort of. She marched us into the parlor, opened the glass-front bookcase, and took out a volume of French sermons nobody ever read. She opened it and showed us the diary hidden in a hole cut into the pages. In it her great-aunt drew the shield and glowing spheres she could create, and only on her deathbed told her great-niece about the diary.

      We searched in France for her ancestry and found an ancestor who’d been exorcist to a Pope. But then the Inquisition happened and the grandson of said ancestor fled to Canada. Word of mouth in our family garbled over the centuries insisted we were blessed, not cursed, since we were all devout Catholics. Grandmère wasn’t surprised we became priests.

      A tickle of bluish green, the color of a deep river, explored my shield. So whatever was in the crypt sensed my presence. The first verse of “Noel Nouvelet,” my mental shield, played in my head. And counterpoint to it I heard a whisper of a tune from whatever was in the crypt. Damned thing was reading me. I followed the melody to its source and the riverlike incursion from it changed from a tickle to a stab.

      Eh, screw it. Either I was stronger than it, or I wasn’t. I didn’t give a shit either way.

      I picked up a piece of masonry, drew a cross on it with the holy water, and slammed it into the seal.

      The doors shattered. I ducked wood shrapnel, covering my bag. Injuries to my back could be repaired easier than injuries to my tools.

      The air behind the shrapnel didn’t reek of the usual hate-evil-violence cocktail. Hate was there—nothing smelled more acrid, not even a wendigo after its latest meal. But this trapped air smelled more of rivers and snow and museums—a bizarre mix of vitality and decay.

      The thing leaped into the sun and flung up its arm to shield its eyes. After seven hundred years, its body was nothing more than papery skin clinging to a withered skeleton. Its mushroom-white hair fell past its hips. Shreds of what used to be a dress hung on its—her—body.

      I tried Italian first. “Who are you?”

      She jerked around, breathing like she’d raced over the Seven Hills. I tried the same question in Latin.

      Her emaciated claw—hand—shot forward and grabbed my shirt. “Who are you? Are you a holy man?”

      She spoke in a jumble of Late Latin and what sounded like Russian. I caught the gist of it. Good thing I’d paid attention in specialized history classes.

      “I am,” I answered in Late Latin. “Do you want⁠—”

      With a shriek she clawed my face. I shoved her away and began a banishing spell I’d learned in New Orleans. Her shrieks turned into curses; some things had no language barrier. I flung salt in a cross pattern at her.

      She leaped to the top of the crypt ruins like she was Spring-Heeled Jack. Her gray rags fluttered in the wind before blending into the stone. She’d camouflaged herself to match them, or she was a super-powered shape-shifter.

      “I’ll be da—” My teeth clicked shut before I said something irreparable.

      The sounds of evening traffic roared around me. The garbage in the nearby alley stunk up the place once more. The heat clung to my face. I touched my cheek.

      “Aah—” My hand came away dripping blood. “You’re welcome, you bitch!”

      Sorry, Xavier. What about some help from On High, eh? The next crypt I open might be hiding a pissed-off mama bear demon protecting her spawn.

      Great. It had only taken me three weeks from burying Xavier to begin talking to him like he was my Heavenly tech support.

      I repacked my bag and headed to the Friary. This time of day, everyone would be teaching and I could repair the creature’s damage without a lot of concerned-but-nosy questions.

      As I walked back, a hand pressed to my cheek, I wondered: What exactly was the creature? Xavier’d always been quicker at research. He’d have nailed its nature down in an hour.

      Shit, I was supposed to stop thinking about him. I was supposed to be kicking demon ass and shoving ghosts and haunts and other assorted spirits to meet their Judgment. Whether they wanted to or not. How the hell else was I going to deal with what happened to Xavier?

      But I knew the answer.

      I couldn’t do this without Xav. It’d just taken me three weeks to admit it.

      Well, then.
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      One thing I liked about Rome: a priest could walk into a liquor store, buy two 750-milliliter bottles of whisky, and nobody would question him. At least I could complete one task tonight.

      Because I wore my blacks, tourist after tourist in Vatican City acknowledged me as I walked the fifteen blocks to the Friary. In the dusk they couldn’t see the claw marks on my face. I nodded and smiled and gave a blessing when asked. I knew my basic job requirements.

      The modern Church had priest psychiatrists to diagnose the laundry list of mental issues which used to be lumped together under “demonic possession.” But every so often a real, scaly, red-assed demon would come upstairs and slither into a human. Enter the exorcists. The modern Church likes us to keep quiet thanks to all those dramatic movies.

      Regardless of the movies, the Kaine twins’ name had been feared in Hell and respected on Earth for years. Without Xav it wasn’t even respected by Vatican underlings.

      Xavier was the Priest in Shining Armor. I was the embarrassment. He was the all-time champion demon slayer, period. The Church got a bug up its bejeweled ass about its specially trained exorcist daring to expand his repertoire. So inconsiderate of me to spend time studying ways to destroy entities from Shinto and Hindu and Vodoun and every other tradition.

      Xav would call me for backup on anything other than a bona-fide demon. I always told him he’d climb higher and faster if he diversified. He’d laugh and say we were the best team on both sides of the border of this world and the next.

      And then I screwed the pooch.

      Tonight’s failure sealed it. Without Xav I was done fighting and done failing. I let myself in the back door of the six-hundred-year-old Friary. From the dish drainer I grabbed a plain glass, then slunk downstairs to its modern infirmary. The trusting, retired priest who ran it never locked anything up.

      I climbed the stairs to my fourth-floor room with the glass and a bottle of sleeping pills tucked in the bag next to the whisky.

      The Friary boasted gorgeous statues of St. Francis and his major players on the outside. Its weather-beaten dressed stone exterior carried over to the shabby but comfortable parlor, refectory, and basic nine-by-eight rooms for everybody but the four priests in charge.

      I locked my bedroom door and set my plain wooden desk chair by the window. The Order had the money to fix the Friary’s hundred-plus windows, but they never bothered. We got used to wind whistling through the warped frames and never-ending traffic noises. If anyone ever dared to mention it, we would’ve been told to offer it up like good Catholics, so we stuffed towels in the cracks and saved our money for extra blankets.

      I should’ve felt sorry for the poor priest who’d find my body tomorrow morning. Couldn’t bring myself to give a shit. At least my brains wouldn’t be splattered across the wall the way Xavier’s were. I’d just be prepickled.

      I set the bottles on the windowsill for easy access. The first five sleeping pills washed down with two ounces of whisky had no effect. Apparently I’d increased my alcohol tolerance more than I thought in these last three weeks. I poured another drink, downed five more pills, then a third drink and another five pills. Finally the edges softened.

      The streetlights and headlights below me bloomed like dandelions. I started to sip the fourth drink; the soft edges were getting to me. But this wasn’t a relaxing drink to unwind from a stressful day. This was business. I slugged a handful of pills and the rest of the glassful in one swallow. Knew I was drinking too fast when it burned my throat. Good.

      At seven fifteen, both bottles were half-empty. Not bad. Nobody liked overlong death scenes. At seven thirty, I’d all but finished both of them and the world’s slow-motion switch flipped on.

      All good priests were saying their required prayers or grading papers in their rooms at this hour. School night routine. Nobody would bother the visiting exorcist.

      I touched the neck of the bottle to the rim of the glass when I poured another drink. My hands trembled when I tipped more pills into my palm.

      Another two ounces. Good amount. Went down fast. Room started to spin. Poured another. Spilled a little. Thought about licking it off the floor. Tossed back five-eight-nine pills. Stomach not good. Didn’t wanna puke this up. Hated puking. Poured another. Grabbed my right wrist with my left hand to get more lovely whisky to my lips.

      Pounding. Not in my head.

      I set down the glass. After three tries, I hooked my fingers on the windowsill. The room spun like a Tilt-a-Whirl. The door swelled and contracted every time I breathed.

      Knocking. Someone knocking on the door.

      “Yeah?” Sounded like a dying frog. I cleared my throat. “Yeah?” Better.

      “Father Denis, there is a message from the Office of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.”

      I recognized the voice. Father Anthony’s pet Novice. I dragged myself vertical… sort of.

      “Yeah?”

      “They wish you to report to the Office at your earliest convenience.” The young man’s voice cracked. Probably in fear. The Inquisition had changed its name, but nothing else.

      “Yeah.”

      A pause. The room kept tilting. Then his footsteps receded.

      Inquisition… bunch of old women. I’ll be facing a real judge soon.

      The full whisky bottle was on the floor for some reason. If I hung on to the windowsill, I should be able to plop down next to it without falling.

      A gust of wind rattled the window and the image of a blue-green river washed through me.

      I remembered the colors. The dig creature was back to shove my nose in my failure. I opened the window and stuck my head and shoulders out into the darkness.

      The city cartwheeled. “Show yourself, you fuckin’ bitch!”

      Rivers and snow. A rush of cold invaded me, slamming against the oppressive heat in my room. Goose bumps. Shudders. My power reared up in defense and flung itself outward in an avalanche of shadowy snow at the creature.

      The avalanche crashed into the whisky and pills in my gut. A phalanx of death-metal drummers invaded my head. Seven hundred milliliters of whisky and an entire bottle of sleeping pills heaved into my throat.

      I stumbled across the room, clutching the desk and the bathroom doorframe. Crashed to my knees in front of the toilet.

      It all came up. Nose, mouth, hell if puke could’ve come out of my ears it would have. I shook so hard the toilet rattled. My eyes tried to focus on the mess and saw trails of blood in it. The smell wrenched my gut tighter. I rolled onto the floor when the dry heaves stopped changing back into real heaves. I don’t remember passing out.

      I do remember dreaming about huge swathes of land covered with snow. And rivers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      My alarm rang at five a.m. Took me a long time to crawl from the bathroom floor to the nightstand. The blasted thing pierced my head like the Doppler effect without the expected decrease. I slammed it against the wall.

      Leaning against the nightstand, I listened to the silence. My clothes reeked. Hell, the room reeked. I needed to haul myself into the shower in time for Mass.

      Logical idea, until I tried to stand. The bed caught me. Good bed. Wish it would muffle the jackhammer crews who’d moved into my skull overnight.

      I opened one eye, waited for the room to settle, and opened the other. Tried for vertical again. First, sitting up. I checked the room over. The desk had been pushed out of position. An empty bottle of Crown Royal lay on the floor under the window. An unopened one stood next to it. An empty bottle of sleeping pills lay on its side against the wall. Warm air blew in through the open window.

      I pressed my hands against my temples until I thought—hoped—my skull would cave in. The pain canceled out the jackhammers enough for me to think.

      Right. I drank an entire bottle of whisky and took all those pills. I should be dead.

      Why wasn’t I? The door was—yes—still locked. No demon would help me survive a suicide attempt. They were licking their chops at the thought of me at their mercy.

      I leaned on the nightstand and set my feet on the floor. So far, so good. Waited another minute and reached for the wall. I’d never been so glad the vow of poverty always meant living in small, narrow rooms.

      Without the wall for support, I wouldn’t have made it five steps. The doorframe saved me from keeling over at the sight of the toilet. I flushed it and said a brief prayer to keep it from overflowing.

      I pretended the light switch didn’t exist. The early sunshine through the small window above the toilet was torture enough.

      The water heated up with its usual slowness. I leaned against the glass shower door for a long time before I stepped into the boxlike space fully clothed. With slow, careful movements, I soaped my clothes, then stripped and showered the rest of me. Then I sat on the tiled floor. I didn’t move until the now-cold water had me shivering like it was already winter. I had to brace my right hand with my left one to turn the handles to “Off.”

      I made it to the sink. The third time I squeezed the toothpaste with no effect, I remembered I had to unscrew the cap first. When I looked in the mirror after brushing my teeth, two ragged rows of burst capillaries freckled my cheeks. I avoided looking into my own eyes.

      Scrubbing the floor, wringing out my clothes, straightening the room. I broke tasks into small units. It took an eternity, but the longer I worked, the more my head cleared.

      Last, I got dressed and turned my clock face-up. Ten thirty. Good God. At least everyone was long done with Mass and breakfast and off to work. I went down the back stairs to the kitchen.

      I threw a cup of honey, a banana, milk, and plain yogurt into the blender. The noise was unbearable. I bore it. The horrifically sweet concoction made my eyes cross, but I swallowed it in measured intervals.

      No hiding from what I’d tried to do last night. No weaseling.

      I walked down the hall to the chapel, no longer using the wall for a prop. The original Friary had been built in the late 1400s. The bulk of it had burned once, been rebuilt, and modernized a few times, but the chapel was as close to original as any dig I’d explored. Its stone walls and wooden pews were meant for penance and reflection, not comfort. I sat in the first pew and stared at the replica of the San Damiano crucifix. The faithful witnesses accused me. I couldn’t meet the eyes of the crucified Christ.

      Nobody likes a whiner, so I didn’t. I admitted my desire for self-murder. I asked forgiveness for almost committing it. And I outlined my plan for the future. No sugarcoating: I was lower than the dirt under St. Francis’s sandals and I knew the path I needed to take.

      I wasn’t worthy to be a priest anymore. I’d go back to Washington DC but not to my teaching job at The Catholic University of America. I couldn’t pretend to be who I used to be and teach Canon Law to seminarians. I needed to start as close to scratch as possible.

      When I was sure my stomach would hold down the hangover cure, I put on vestments and said a last private Mass. The Host and sip of wine stayed down. I took it as a good sign.

      No sense wasting time being maudlin. I didn’t linger over the paten and chalice after I cleaned them or over the vestments as I hung them up. My life would be different now. I had two marketable skills. I’d find a job using my knowledge of books. I’d figure out a way to get exorcism work. Living would be my penance.

      All but two of the jackhammer crew had packed up and left my head. When I logged on to the PC in the rec room, the screen didn’t assault my eyes; it just slapped them around a little. I booked a one-way ticket to DC using the Vatican account. By eleven thirty tonight, I’d be on my new road.

      My mail slot had one message: the Inquisition wanted to see me.

      Right… the Novice talking through my door last night. Wonder if he smelled the whisky. If he did, the eager young man certainly reported it along with my Vatican summons. Father Anthony had no doubt considered me a bad priest before last night. Eh, now he’d be certain.

      I’d already shipped Xavier’s important possessions—Gretzky jersey and hockey stick, journal, Bibles and ancient books—back to my room on the Catholic U campus. My few clothes and books fit into one small suitcase, so I stuffed newspaper around the glass jars and vials in my messenger bag. The Vatican post office shipped it home for me for a price on the near side of obscene. No other choice; Alitalia cops would toss my scrawny ass in jail for centuries if they got a look at the powders, charms, and herbs in my supernatural kit.

      Tourists thronged the public areas of the Vatican, sweating and waving travel brochures in front of their faces. I wondered again to what extent tour guides hated their jobs, dragging their sheep out in the full sun at one o’clock on an August afternoon.

      Skirting the edges of five separate tour groups on the south side of St. Peter’s, I slipped into the cold shade of the Palace of the Holy Office. The hall I followed was narrow by Vatican standards, but the ornate doors at its end made up for its deficiencies.

      An undersecretary opened them at my knock and shut me in with a quiet thud. While I waited in a penitential wooden chair, I closed my eyes and attempted to look properly chastened. It wasn’t an act. The light still wanted to claw out my retinas.

      I contemplated which of my sins merited this chastisement from the Inquisition.

      Someone could’ve seen me jump the fence at the dig yesterday. Hell, someone could’ve seen me in cemeteries or digs anytime in the past three weeks. I’d exorcised four minor demons and sent seventeen ghosts and poltergeists plus one bad-tempered marrabecca on their way.

      Maybe one of the ghosts had been a Church official way above my pay grade. They’re human enough to carry the baggage which makes the dead hang around. Every ghost we’d encountered had died clutching anger or hate or loss or the need to finish something. It was certainly possible I’d shoved a four-hundred-years’-dead Cardinal up to the Judgment Seat. Helluva lot of sins stuffed into some of those ancient red hats.

      The flunky’s—rather, the undersecretary’s—phone rang. When he hung up, he ushered me toward the Imposing Closed Doors behind his desk. His supercilious face said it all: he figured I was quaking in my sensible black shoes. He didn’t know I’d had years of intimate encounters with fear-inducing creatures. All the Inquisition could do was threaten to defrock me. Even then, they’d have to go through my Order.

      Sunday-Sunday-Sunday! See the Big Boys square off in the Battle of the Bureaucrats! Thrills! Excitement! Veiled Threats! The Fate of one obscure exorcist Hangs in the Balance! The pews will fill up fast! Get your tickets today!

      The imposing doors closed behind me with a muted echo. Gregorian chant played softly from hidden speakers. The slate-blue walls of the room complemented the classic paintings hung on them.

      The Cardinal in charge of discipline left me standing in the middle of his polished wood floor and pretended to be engrossed in paperwork. He might play a good poker hand, but I knew better. Nobody occupied this room who didn’t eat, sleep, and breathe chastisement.

      Anal-retentive pricks.

      Cardinal Tight-ass deigned to look at my unworthy self after four minutes and twenty seconds.

      “Father Kaine, it has come to our attention you have been engaging in activities which shed an unfavorable light on the Holy Priesthood.”

      I kept my gaze on a reproduction of Carracci’s Quo Vadis? painting on the wall behind His Douchiness’s shoulder while he declaimed.

      “In the past three weeks you have been seen in several archaeological digs without permission. You have frequented a wine bar designed for the laity eighteen nights out of the past twenty-one.” His voice rose. “I do not have to remind you of your abhorrent language to several of our superiors in your threats of exposing the inner workings of the Supreme Tribunal just to have your brother interred in your Order’s cemetery.”

      I analyzed Carracci’s brushstrokes and use of color and decided I liked Monet’s Giverny works a hell of a lot more.

      His voice returned to normal. “Because His Holiness considers your… talents… of use to Holy Mother Church, I am authorized to censure you only.”

      I looked down. His expression, a combination of sucked lemons and infected teeth, invited laughter. Instead, I bit my cheek. I wasn’t suicidal.

      Anymore.

      “When all you demon-obsessed types are eradicated, the Church will finally become efficient and practical, like the business it should have been from the beginning.”

      I coiled to spring.

      “Your brother’s death was a boon for the Church. Yours will be a greater one, since you insist on⁠—”

      My right uppercut caught him in the sweet spot under his chin. He slid off his executive-style chair, which rolled backward to deposit him on the mat. The thunk of his head hitting the hard plastic was a beautiful sound.

      I closed the doors behind me. His flunky didn’t even look up as I left.
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      I hauled ass back to the Friary before the various schools let out and left Father Anthony a brief thank-you letter. One encounter per day with Church authority was enough. Father Anthony was a good guy, if strict. He also wasn’t banging his pet Novice, so I didn’t have to use certain herbs and spells to etch runes around his bedroom doorframe, the way I did to Monsignor Anselm in Québec. The sanctimonious pedophile probably wondered until the day he died why he became ill every time he tried to bring a grade-schooler into the so-called hidden cubby behind the Confessional. ’Course, once he awakened in Hell, a demon or six would’ve told him about the runes I etched into the cubby’s doorframe. I’d taken that burden onto my soul with a smile.

      I grabbed my suitcase and left the Friary for good. For one last meal before my flight to the States, I went back to Paolo’s Trattoria, the “wine bar designed for the laity.” I had the place to myself for at least an hour. The regulars never arrived before four o’clock.

      Paolo dropped the handful of forks he was drying when he saw me in the collar for the first time.

      “Paolo, I’m leaving for America tonight,” I said in Italian. “Can I get a ham sandwich and water with lemon?”

      “Sì, sì, padre. Un momento.” He backed into the kitchen. “Rosa! Un prosciutto panino for Padre Dionisio.”

      A feminine squawk followed by a great deal of muted conversation.

      If I’d been thinking about anything but Xavier over the past three weeks, I would’ve realized how today’s revelation of my priesthood would shock the good old guy. A silent, hard-drinking man at the same corner table every night was one thing. A silent, hard-drinking priest at the same corner table every night was something else.

      I smiled at Rosa when she brought my food. She actually bobbed a curtsy. Poor girl was probably sweating her next Confession. How to explain the harmless flirtation she’d tried on the morose Americano who turned out to be a priest? It would’ve been pointless to tell her I was born a Canadese.

      I made my voice as gentle as I could. “Rosa, you are a good girl.”

      Her eyes got even bigger. Her father stood in the kitchen doorway, pretending to inspect the paint.

      “I have been afflitto since my brother died.” I raised my voice so her father could hear me. “I needed to be ignoto, to be hidden, for reasons of the Church. This was not intended to deceive you. The fault is mine.”

      I hovered my hand above her curly brown hair. I murmured the words of absolution in Latin and made the sign of the Cross. She crossed herself when I did, bobbed another curtsy, and retreated to the kitchen.

      Paolo hesitated before coming to my table and resting a hand on the seat opposite mine. I nodded and he sat.

      “So, Dionisio… scusi, Padre Dionisio.”

      I chewed another bite of my sandwich. “So, Paolo. You deserve an explanation.” For flirting with his daughter under false pretenses, at least. I touched the collar. “I had a twin brother. He was also a priest.”

      His single eyebrow bent into a V. “I did not see the obituary.”

      “We were here in secret to help with an investigation for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.”

      He flinched at the mention of the Inquisition. “I am sorry your brother has passed on.”

      “Thank you. It has been difficult.” I worked on the sandwich for a bit. “I have changes to make.” I glanced at the water glass.

      He made the universal Italian open-hand gesture. Acquiescence, forgiveness, we’re-all-human.

      “Your wine is most excellent and your food surpasses it. I will miss this place when I return to America.”

      He smiled at last. “My daughter would like to be able to add such a compliment from the Church to our menus.”

      I smiled back. “Unfortunately, I cannot speak for the Church. Although I see no impediment to the use of ‘Father D.’ with the letters of my Order and degrees.” I took a pen from the zipper pocket of my suitcase and wrote my compliment on a napkin. The long list of initials added pomp to the words. When I passed the napkin to Paolo, he folded it with great care and slipped it into his shirt pocket.

      “Father, this will cause much increase of patrons to my ristorante. You have finished? Allow me, please, to bring dessert and coffee.”

      He returned with espresso and my favorite indulgence from his menu: chocolate figs stuffed with amaretto cream.

      I savored the first bite. “These are surely inspired by the angels.”

      The old man nodded. “My wife had the recipe from her grandmother.”

      I made the three fruits last as long as possible. My new budget wouldn’t allow anything this decadent.

      Paolo set out the chessboards. The pipe-smokers arrived at four on the dot. The bruschetta brothers ten minutes later, arguing politics. Paolo brought them their first plate: tomato, garlic, and basil. The world settled into place.

      I paid for my meal but made sure not to overtip. I didn’t want to offend the old man’s generosity.
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        * * *

      

      My flight landed in DC nine real-time hours after takeoff but twelve hours in body-clock time. I took a cab to Catholic U’s campus seminary and walked across the quad to my room in the Friary. Two months of stale air choked me when I opened the door, so I yanked open the narrow window before falling onto my bed.

      Seventeen hours later, my stomach woke me with threats of violence. After placating it with a cheap breakfast, I walked across campus. Nostalgia gripped me as I breathed the familiar air and passed well-known buildings.

      I couldn’t afford nostalgia. The path I needed to follow didn’t include the low-key job of teaching Canon Law. My office held nothing I couldn’t abandon, so I turned my back on the building and retrieved my accumulated mail from the campus post office. Carrying it all back to my room was a workout.

      I spread it out on my desk and made quick work of campus announcements, Friary business, and junk mail. Then I made my first mistake: opening the box of Xavier’s possessions. My second: reading his notebook. If my cover hadn’t been brown and his blue, no one could’ve told them apart.

      Pa used to say we’d make fine accountants. We liked things orderly. Made lists. Totaled accurate figures. Like these notebooks: Every ghost Xavier had moved on. Every supernatural creature banished. Every demon sent back to Hell. Every man, woman, and child he’d rescued. My total fell only three short of his. Overachieving weasel. Wonder why he hadn’t rubbed my nose in his higher number?

      Oh, yeah. Because he’d been summoned to Rome after his last exorcism and I’d been too busy fighting bureaucracy for us to talk. About anything. About why he got so desperate he blew his brains out instead of asking me for help. Especially about that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Sister Lisa met me at our favorite sports bar at eight o’clock that night.

      I kissed her wrinkled cheek. “My phone call worked.”

      “You knew it would. Find us a table and order me a beer, please. I need to visit the Little Sisters’ Room.”

      I snagged a table against a wall and with a full-on view of the Washington Commanders’ preseason game. Her Blue Light and my Coke arrived when she did. We clinked bottle and glass and drank together.

      “Welcome back.” She checked the wall-mounted TV screen. “Go! Go! Go! No! Don’t run out of bounds, you overpaid tackling dummy!” She looked back at me. “Good to see you smile, Golden Boy.”

      The muscles around my mouth slid back into their usual position.

      Lisa wrinkled her nose at me. “I know the official story. Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      The waiter arrived. Lisa waved a shushing hand at me and ordered burgers, fries, and refills for us. When he left, she gave me her attentive, birdlike look.

      “You know how to wear me down,” I said.

      “I haven’t survived forty-two years in the convent without becoming underhanded and ruthless.” She drank more beer and muttered something uncomplimentary about a nose tackle on the TV.

      She made it so easy to tell her everything.

      Xav’s last exorcism: a bitter, failed athlete with a weak heart and a lust for company in his misery. The panicked wife banging on the Friary door at two a.m. and Xav running to the rescue, like always. The insanely powerful demon using the athlete as its puppet. Xav didn’t just kick its red ass back to Hell; he destroyed it. The athlete didn’t survive either. The wife conveniently ignored her husband’s damaged innards and sued the Church for wrongful death. Rome swooped in and everything collapsed. The Supreme Tribunal rushed the case to trial. It would’ve been a sensation if anything had leaked to the public. The Kaine twins would’ve been the stars of a headliner horror-fest movie. I’m a Canon lawyer. I used every argument I knew to convince them to let me represent Xav. I crashed and burned. But my complete failure was not seeing what a pit Xav had fallen into.

      I shut up when our food arrived and ate too fast. Hadn’t realized how many parts of me were empty. The little old nun—only the small gold crucifix around her neck gave away her status—ate in ladylike bites in between shouts, groans, and cheers at the game.

      She pointed at me with her empty beer bottle when I got to the part about decking Cardinal Tight-ass. “Didn’t your mother tell you not to stick your head in a wasps’ nest? You got all the hotheaded genes and Xavier got all the sensible ones. I swear, you’re going to drive me to an early grave.”

      “That train passed you several years back, old lady.”

      The bottle rapped my knuckles. “Respect, young man.” She finished her last fry. “You’re going to get a letter of censure for your lack of restraint.”

      I shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? Explain to Cardinal Bonehead how Xav and I’d been able to see demons and spirits and ghosts since we were in grade school? How the Sight, as far as we can tell, is both genetic and a gift, like a Vocation? How if he bothered to check the secret Vatican archives, he’d see Pope Innocent the Twelfth named Jean-Baptiste Kaine, our umpteen-times great-grandfather, the official Papal Exorcist? How every generation of Kaines produced at least one exorcist? And how Xav and I were the Wonder Twins of the Kaines, without false modesty? If he can’t see it and touch it, it doesn’t exist, so fuck him and all deliberately blind bureaucrats.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t care. I know how you two think.”

      My glass hit the table hard enough to splash Coke onto my hand. “Don’t talk about Xav like he’s still alive.”

      She put her hand over mine. “I know. What do you expect me to do? Go all pious on you? Tell you he’s looking down on us from Heaven?”

      “Of course not. I’d check you for a fever.” I covered her hand with my free one. “I have to do the work of both Kaine brothers now. Gotta get stronger so we never lose another one. Xav’s guy was the first one we lost. Lost to life, I mean.”

      She signaled the waiter. “One cherry pie, one blueberry pie, and two coffees please.”

      I grinned at her. “It’s a good thing I don’t have issues with strong women.”

      “Your grandmother trained you well.” The bar erupted with cheering. Lisa’s head snapped up. “Yes! Run! Run!” she shouted at the TV. “Yeah! Six points. About time we drafted someone who could get the ball over the goal line. Ah, sugar and caffeine.”

      The waiter set out dessert. Lisa plucked two creamers from the bowl on the table.

      “Do you know how many chemicals are in those things?” I sipped my acrid black coffee.

      “Only someone in regular contact with evil can drink this sludge without help. I’m too pure.”

      I spluttered.

      She stabbed her fork into her cherry pie topped with fake whipped cream. “Eat your dessert.”

      “Yes, Sister.”

      “Another smile from you. I have skills.” She sipped her doctored coffee. “Here is my professional opinion regarding your new situation, having had time to consider things between your phone call and dessert. My grad students Jude and Edward can teach Canon Law to the seminarians. I can find assistants for my Latin and Hebrew classes. You need a complete break for your new start. Get out of DC.”

      The raucous diners around us became so much white noise. “Stop reading my mind.”

      She scooped pie and cream into her mouth with an audible smack. “You boys can see the supernatural but I’ve always been able to see into your heads.”

      “You’re telling me to leave you hanging with a flock of baby priests in classes for Canon Law and Greek New Testament linguistics?”

      “Please. I can’t walk thirty feet on campus without tripping over a Bible scholar. Sorry to bruise your ego, but at school you’re replaceable.”

      The waiter hovered with the coffeepot.

      I shook my head. “Check, please.”

      “Where you’re not replaceable,” Lisa continued, “is out there kicking demon butt.”

      “For someone without the Sight, you’re awfully complacent about what we—I—do.”

      “And you call yourself a Catholic. Seriously, Denis, how could I teach the hidden side of Church history to hotshot exorcists for thirty years without believing?”

      “A certain Cardinal didn’t.”

      “He has bruises from you as a reward.”

      The check arrived. I slapped cash onto the table. Lisa pulled her plain black wallet from her plain black purse and added the tip.

      “Text me once in a while.” She looked at the TV screen and winced. “Dear God, why didn’t we draft a kicker this year?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blackhawks 3, Capitals 1. You lose, old lady.”

      I sent the text and turned off the radio. The team’s post-game dissection was known for enthusiasm rather than analysis. This is where I missed my TV.

      If I’d settled in New Orleans instead of Chicago, my Vodoun teacher Madame Gagnon would be cleansing every apartment in this old house with sage. Mikkel in Saskatchewan would blame Mercury Retrograde for my run of bad luck. I blamed the amateur demon who checked me into the boards like a pro two weeks ago. Sure, the “boards” were a granite mausoleum and he used a tombstone instead of a hockey stick, but the result was the same.

      First, a bone bruise on my lower arm; then the TV died, followed by my MacBook. The TV’d been a Goodwill special; it had lasted seven months, a minor miracle. The death of my refurbished Mac hurt worse, but I could still get email on my phone.

      I flexed my wrist. Only a twinge from the bruised radius. About time after two weeks in a sling. Couldn’t button my coat properly, couldn’t tie my shoes, couldn’t reach the top shelves in the bookstore where I worked part-time.

      Couldn’t confront even a lovelorn cemetery ghost, let alone a demon lusting for battle with a Kaine.

      That was The Plan, after all. I’d spent the eight months since I’d moved from DC to Chicago honing it. Drown my guilt and hate in
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