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​

“The “All our times have come
Here but now they're gone
Seasons don't fear the reaper
Nor do the wind, the sun or the rain
We can be like they are
Come on, Baby... Don't fear the Reaper
Baby, take my hand... Don't fear the Reaper
We'll be able to fly... Don't fear the Reaper
Baby, I'm your man...”

-—Blue Oyster Cult, 

“Don’t Fear the Reaper”——
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Evil had made itself known. It had chosen a small area to make its mark. While masking its identity and purpose, the impact of its carnage was becoming ubiquitous. Like a powerful hurricane pounding a coastline at high tide, there was no way to contain it.

This Evil was not an aura. It was not an emotion, and it was not contemporary. It was an ancient Evil and it knew the human being so well.

Its strength was legion. Its purpose beyond human comprehension. Its capacity for destruction limitless. Ultimately, It knew It would be challenged, and by whom, and It relished that confrontation. The Evil pondered its next move. It would commit a particularly heinous and vile act. That would capture the attention of Its nemesis. Its nemesis would come and it would destroy him. Once accomplished It could focus on Its true mission. The mission would pave the way for the coming of the Beast. 
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ONE​

The young family of four had no idea that they were about to be torn to shreds by a monstrosity beyond comprehension. It was a beautiful summer day and they opened the bountiful picnic basket on the eight-by-eight-foot plaid quilt the Mother lovingly spent three months stitching and sewing for family outings like this. They began their lunch of fried chicken, French fries, Cole slaw, baked plantain chips and salad.  The Father smiled at his two boys, age eight and ten, admonishing them that they had to eat in order to get back to kicking their soccer ball across the large, open grass field surrounding their picnic area. 

The boys temporarily forgot about soccer, as their Mother’s tasty chicken and plantains occupied their attention. They crunched on plantains and wolfed down the chicken like starving animals, as their Father complimented their Mother on the tasty meal. None of the family heard the singular snap of a twig or the labored breathing coming from the wooded area forty yards away.

The weather was warm dominated by a sky filled with clouds competing with intermittent bursts of sun automatically raising the temperature ten degrees, until the clouds would shift again, casting a darker hue. 

The Thing in the woods paused when it stepped on the twig and leaned against a tall African tulip tree. It was breathing spasmodically, already beginning to change. The Thing had possessed the body of a gray-haired, widowed orange grove farmer named Santiago Rodriguez for the last two weeks in the small village called Juncos adjacent to the city of Caguas, Puerto Rico. 

Caguas was a growing commercial city, but also known for inconspicuous, humble people, who populated the surrounding traditional rural cities. Recently a dark shroud had shadowed the farm towns with an ominous presence, and the normally peaceful solitude had been savagely violated with the brutal deaths of eleven people in the last eight months.  Victims appeared to be selected randomly, ranging in age from an infant to an eighty-nine-year old woman. All the bodies had been hideously disfigured in blood baths, carved up and partially eaten. Authorities and criminal investigators were still mired in a contentious debate over the cause of the slayings. Most hypothesized it was the work of a vicious, carnivorous animal, in spite of no known local animal having the capability to inflict wounds of that nature. A far-fetched opposing view attributed the murders to a demented, cannibalistic serial killer.  One lone teen girl had survived an attack, and been cordoned away in a maximum-security asylum by local police for her safety and future testimony, if the killer were ever caught.

The Thing in the woods posing as the innocuous farmer fell to its knees and the metamorphosis continued.  The humble, unpretentious fruit tree grower’s body shook violently as if gripped in an epileptic seizure. Abruptly its human face split and a scaly, conical snout with a mouth filled with row upon row of razor-sharp, serrated teeth emerged. Shoulders, arms, chest and hands convulsed like an electrical current as the normal tissue, muscle, tendons and bone of the man morphed into reptilian configurations, exploding outward, doubling in girth and length, covered in sharp scales, and ending in paws adorned with inch-thick, sharp, elongated talons. The seams of its pants ripped open in conjunction with the bulging reptilian flesh of its legs and thighs. Its shoes exploded, revealing thick-padded, rough soles and enlarged toes with sharpened, inch-thick talons, much like the extremities of its claw-like hands. The vertebrae in the creature’s back pressed through the skin as triangular, knife-like shards of bone, looking like a row of mini shark dorsal fins protruded outward. A noxious burst of flatulence preceded the emergence of a four-foot tail from the creature’s rectum, sporting the same sharp, dangerous scales. 

The final vestige of transformation consisted of two curved horns, much like a rhinoceros, only horseshoe-shaped, bursting through the sides of the Monster’s head above pointed ears, flanking its hideous face. The deep breathing and convulsive body contortions slowly dissipated. Its yellowish green eyes focused on the two young humans, who had finished eating and were wrestling over a soccer ball across the field thirty feet from where It peered through the brush.  

The Thing licked its swollen gray lips with a bloated, purple tongue as thick, mucous-laced saliva dropped from its mouth, forming a small, sticky puddle on the forest ground. It was on the verge of another great opportunity to demonstrate the power of its Master.

The sun was poking out of the clouds just in time for soccer play.  Bellies satiated, the ten-year-old grabbed the soccer ball and kicked it out into the open field. His little brother made eye contact and a competitive race commenced in an effort to see who would be the first to reach the ball. 

The boys religiously watched the Caguas Sporting Team in the Puerto Rican Soccer League on television and constantly played soccer with their friends. Many nights their parents’ patience was taxed, while trying to corral their sons from the other neighborhood boys, ending another evening of robust play.

The older brother beat his younger sibling, laughing and pouncing on the ball. “You’ll never be as fast as me, José,” he laughed. 

The ornery eight-year-old frowned, leaped on his older brother to wrestle for the ball, and popped it loose. Springing up, the precocious youngster escaped his older brother’s grasp, and kicked the soccer ball as hard as he could, watching it jettison in the air twenty-five feet into the densely wooded area at the end of the open field.

“Nice job, José,” the older brother scolded, hands on his hips. “Go get it.”

“But it went into the woods. Come with me, Marco.”

“No way! You’re the one who kicked it. You go get it. Unless you’re scared,” the older boy teased.

“I’m not scared. I’ll get it,” José said reluctantly. The young boy trotted off toward the woods with a slight pang of trepidation. The dense foliage loomed ahead, foreboding and dark, like an unexplored cave. Clouds suddenly blocked the sun again, making the woods seem cooler and scarier. He turned around once and saw his brother grinning, as his parents were packing up items in the picnic basket and cooler, and a stray ray of sun cast shadows from their bodies.  

José reached the edge of the woods, trying to figure out exactly where the ball entered and probably landed. Pausing, he finally parted some of the ferns and plantain weeds that cluttered the entrance into the woods. He walked in the general direction where the ball should be. He navigated through ten feet of tall ferns, disappearing from sight in the field. Just when he was about to give up and go get Marco for help, he spotted the ball to his right lying in a patch of red hibiscus plants.

Got you, he thought triumphantly.  I’ll show Marco I can do things on my own. A sudden noise to his left made him jump. It was a big thump making him think at first that a large tree branch fell to the ground. He whirled around as a large shadow eclipsed the few strands of sunshine that penetrated the thick foliage. The young boy stood transfixed and the shadow emerged, revealing what looked like a cross between an alligator, a man, and a Velociraptor like the one in Jurassic Park. 

The Monster was just shy of seven feet in height and wider than the doorway into their family house. José gasped and tried to scream, but paralyzing fear prompted a deep inhalation of breath instead of vocalizing his fright into an audible howl. In a mere second the creature was upon him.  The Monster sunk its claws deep into the boy’s shoulders, penetrating muscle and tendon, ripping the flesh open and spraying blood. José found his voice and let out a high-pitched scream. Like an adult person lifting a stuffed animal, the heinous creature held José aloft and sunk the razor-sharp teeth into the boy’s chest and stomach, tearing away and swallowing large chunks of tissue, pieces of organs and intestines. The slimy purple tongue licked and sucked the succulent blood and loose tissue particles. One large paw cupped the top of the boy’s head, and with a mighty tug yanked the skull, a couple of neck bones and the trailing medulla from the spinal column, detaching it completely from the body. Holding the head like half of a coconut, it drank the blood from the cranial arteries and sunk its snout into the juicy flesh of the dismembered neck.

The final desecration occurred when the powerful arms and nails tore open the rib cage and chest cavity, exposing the heart. The creature ripped it out and stuffed it in its mouth, chomping down on the bloody red organ, just as a commotion could be heard from the field.

Marco heard his little brother’s scream from the woods and yelled for his Father. The tone of the boy’s voice was alarming and Francisco Palento hopped up from the quilt and ran out to his older son, while his distracted wife was enwrapped in a conversation with her Mother on a cell phone.

“Marco, what’s wrong?” the man asked his son. “Where’s José?”

Marco shrugged. “José kicked the ball into the woods and went to get it and then I heard him scream.”    

Father and son began walking toward the woods. “José, where are you?” Francisco called for his son. As they approached and parted the brush, something very large shifted in the tall ferns up ahead. Francisco and Marco halted abruptly at the sound, hearts suddenly pounding fast, fear consuming their minds.

Without warning and out of nowhere, a circular shaped object flew through the air and fell at their feet.  The Father initially thought it was a rock, while Marco thought it was his little brother playing a joke on them and throwing out the soccer ball. Seconds later the clouds shifted and the sun revealed the horrific, decapitated head of José Palento. Bloody entrails from his neck lay on top of Marco’s tennis shoes, while José’s lifeless eyes angled up toward them, facial muscles stretched in agony.  

Francisco screamed with revulsion and intense shock, while at the same time a long, muscular, scaly arm emerged from the bushes. In a quick flash, razor sharp claws sliced off Francisco’s head, launching it like a cannon ball to smash against a tree fifteen feet away. Francisco collapsed and a river of blood quickly spread from the headless corpse across the forest ground.

Marco screamed and knelt down in a reflexive gesture to assist his Father as two large, thick, scaly feet with long talons thumped down on the earth next to his Father’s body. Before Marco could react, thick talons reached down and tore into the boy’s back, lifting him up in the air, until the long snout unleashed the terrible teeth into the boy’s soft neck, severing the jugular vein and two major arteries. The beast drank the spurting blood until the flow ran dry, and flung the drained carcass into the bushes. 

Blood caked the creature’s face, chest, shoulders and arms. It was so saturated, the blood even dripped down its legs. The bloated purple tongue weaved back and forth over the gray lips, searching for any residue of blood or tissue chunks around its mouth. Stepping out into the open field, it saw the woman sitting on the quilt, her back facing the creature, engaged in deep conversation on the cell phone. She had not heard any of the screams or commotion just fifty yards away in the dark woods, talking loudly to her near deaf Mother. A master of stealth, the Demon from Hell was upon her in seconds. The white, plaid quilt quickly turned red and would never again be used for a Palento family picnic.
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TWO

The chunky man in the scarlet hassock hurried down the third floor in the Apostolic Palace adjacent to St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City, Rome. He adjusted the black, zucchetto felt hat that kept sliding off his slick bald head, as he scurried along the somewhat slippery marble floor, balancing the urgency of haste with the fear of falling. He had just concluded one of the most frightening, ominous conversations of his life over the phone, pertaining to a new part of his pastoral duties. While briefed on the general nature of these new duties, he was in no way prepared for the graphic veracity of the real task thrust upon him. His heart was racing, body sweating profusely through the heavy robes from both the adrenaline that coursed through his body, and the physical exertion he was unaccustomed to in his ordinarily sedentary life.  

He did not want to involve the Holy Father yet and knew he must speak to Cardinal Pussilano immediately, even at this late hour and in spite of the older man’s recent health challenge.  A recently appointed member of a secretive branch of the Roman Curia, the central body through which the Pope conducts the affairs of the entire Catholic Church, Cardinal Verrispucci adjusted the irritating zucchetto one more time. Much to the relief of his hampered girth, he finally approached the private room of Cardinal Anthony Pussilano. It was 3:48 AM on a Monday and he knew the senior Cardinal and Mentor was recovering from a heart attack that had happened about a month ago. Cardinal Pussilano and a few other high-ranking Cardinals occupied the few apartments on the third floor close to the Pope.  

Cardinal Verrispucci gently knocked on the door. Much to his surprise, Cardinal Pussilano was awake and answered quickly. He looked at his junior colleague, saw the sweaty brow and intense look of fear, and immediately knew what the subject of the late-night visit would be. “Come in, Angelo,” he said.

“Thanks, Tony. I would not have bothered you at this late hour, if it were not urgent.”

“Have a seat on the couch and I’ll make you some coffee. I’ll heat up my cup in the microwave for some tea. I have to have decaffeinated green tea now,” Pussilano said.” I’m guessing something came up pertaining to our secret group, and this may be a long night.”

“Yes. I’m afraid so,” Verrispucci said. “I just got off the phone with a Father Santini in Caguas, Puerto Rico. It’s a small city about twenty miles southeast of San Juan with a fairly heavy population.” He sighed, still catching his breath. “There have been several bloody murders in rural parts of the city and surrounding farm areas, and indications of a possible Possession there. Santini called the Vatican and the call was of course forwarded to me. He is asking permission for an exorcism of a man he believes to be possessed.”

Pussilano frowned. “Ok. Let’s put things in perspective. Just remember, Angelo, ninety-eight percent of what is brought to us ends up being unsubstantiated, once we learn the facts. In short, most reports are hoaxes.”

Verrispucci shook his head. “Tony, the local police are telling the press that this is the work of a crazed madman. But they told the priest that there have been several victims and they have been torn to pieces. In the suspected cases of Possession, the demon is exploding out of the victim’s body.” 

Pussilano put his head down in thought for a few seconds that seemed painful to Verrispucci. “Ok. We need to call Roberto Giamatti in the United States right now and check it out to rule out falsehoods and see if we should proceed.”

“Now?” Verrispucci asked incredulous. 

“Absolutely. I know I dropped his name to you in our briefings. He is one of the most renowned experts in Demonology in the world and is part of our team.”

“I know but at this hour?”

Pussilano smiled. “He’s probably watching a movie with his wife. It’s a few minutes after 10:00 PM in his home town of Treasure Island, Florida in the States. The first step will be to have Roberto fly there and get more facts. If it proves to be true, then we’ll fly you in and bring in our Specialist, Michael Moretti.”

“You’ve mentioned him before, but I know little about him,” Verrispucci said.

Pussilano grabbed the coffee for his colleague and put a tea bag in the cup he’d microwaved for himself. 

“I met Michael in 2009 as a prospective candidate for our Operation in between his tours of duty. We do initial screenings without disclosing the actual covert details of what we really do to have qualified people constantly on deck, because of the high mortality rate that comes with the service. Four of Michael’s predecessors have been slain at the hands of various demons. Michael has lasted longer than any other agent we have utilized, since I’ve been involved the last sixteen years. He combines unique physical skills paired with theology and so far, it has been a winning combination for us. I won’t sugar-coat it though. It is ugly brutal, bloody work.”

Verrispucci shuddered. “Can you walk me through what a typical case looks like?”

Cardinal Pussilano smiled with years of knowledge and wisdom. “No, because every single case is unique.” 
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THREE

Michael Moretti paused, standing in between a generous study and open veranda in the second story of his unobtrusive, elegantly decorated mansion, sipping a tall glass of ice water. Deep in thought, he was enjoying a soft breeze coming from the northeast on a beautiful Tuesday morning.  A recent change in the jet stream brought unseasonable, but welcome, warmer temperatures to the northern city of Wolf Point, Montana. The cool liquid soothed Michael’s slightly dry throat, caused from the prior evening’s shots of whiskey. Alcohol was a rare indulgence he now tempered with much discipline, or haunting demons from the past would come roaring back, causing pain and emotional duress. However, the heightened anticipation of the depravity and evil he would face today and the coming weeks made him break personal protocol and seek some solace in the bottle last night around 8:00 PM.  

He looked over at Max, a sleek mix of Labrador and German Shepherd named after the character, Maximus in the movie, Gladiator. 

“What do you think, Boy? Am I going into a hornet’s nest?”

The dog wagged its tail and walked over to him, springing up and placing its paws on Michael’s chest, licking his face. 

“Ok, Boy, we’ll take a run in a little bit. I won’t see you for a while. Akura will have to feed you and watch you. She’s a very nice lady, so you be a good boy for her. Be a gentleman. No whizzing on the carpet. No growling. And certainly, no humping on her leg!”

The dog looked up with loving affection and complete devotion to the handsome man, who rescued him from a shelter days before being euthanized. What a treasure he’s been to Michael ever since.  

At 4:15 PM yesterday afternoon Michael received a call from the Vatican in Italy on a private cell phone that he kept at his side at all times. Only three people in the world know the number to that phone. He picked up on the second ring. “Moretti.” The call was never completely unexpected, but it still always took him off guard. 

A cool, sterile, robotic voice said, “Caguas, Puerto Rico. Tomorrow. Protocol One. Transportation arranged. 12:25 PM flight. Delta Airlines,” and the phone went dead. Protocol One was akin to Defcon One in the military, and Michael knew it would be a difficult assignment. 

It was now 6:27 AM and a rising sun struggled to penetrate a dense, foggy haze after a night of steady rain mixed with the warmer temperature. The veranda was on the eastside of the house and opened to a semi-circular walkway that led to a rectangular sun porch on the west side of the property. It was a nice setting to entertain guests in the warmer months of late spring and summer. He greatly appreciated the luxurious living quarters, paid at top dollar by exclusive business partners for services rendered for his unique set of skills. He had become a millionaire several times over; always giving away the money to what he deemed were worthy causes. A foundation initially funded with 2 million dollars under the name Pamela Sheckelhoff raised 15 million dollars in five years to support pregnant women, who were victims of crime and abuse. 1.5 million dollars had been donated to Special Olympics, and another 2 million dollars donated to the American Cancer Society.  

Moretti was a very commanding figure: tall, muscular, black-haired with sharp features, including a deep tan, broad shoulders, dark brown eyes with long, black eyelashes, strong cheek bones, a tight, triangular chin and a nose with a touch of his aquiline Italian origin.  The sun accentuated a star-shaped scar above his left eye and a crescent scar on his right chin. His 6’4” 225-pound frame of well-honed muscle dominated the veranda door opening that overlooked several acres of a small subdivision with a dense mountain range in the background.  Tight muscles in his upper traps made him shrug his shoulders, trying to loosen the tension. The muscles were revolting against his mind in response to the stress of the assignment he was about to embark upon, knowing the history of extreme peril and the monstrous nature of what he would have to contend with after the long flight. 

A barely detectable soft shoe on the rug across the room, accompanied by the soft scent of lavender perfume, announced the arrival of his new administrative assistant, Akura Lee, a young half-German, half-Chinese girl with a petite, sinewy frame, thin, oval face and perpetual smile. Her waif-like demeanor in no way hid her bountiful figure, high cheek bones and captivating beauty. Moretti turned around and smiled at the gorgeous young woman. Max looked up at her with a little suspicion, as he had not completely bonded with the new woman. 

Akura was wearing a beige colored blouse and black slacks that accentuated the curvature of her buttocks, as well as her grace and beauty.  A few stray cracks of sun cast light on the spacious study, adorned with handsome oak bookcases with row upon row of books on philosophy, world religions, martial arts, history from the dark ages to contemporary times, and a large section of diverse fiction. An 8 X 10 framed black and white photo in the middle of one of the shelves showed Michael with a group of seven men, all dressed in desert combat fatigues holding MK-12 rifles outside a building in Fallujah, Iraq with a caption underneath that read: “Seal Brothers.” Another framed picture of Michael with a slightly stout man with salt and pepper hair and glasses, a black-haired woman of the same stature, and three cute kids was adjacent on the shelf in stark contrast to the military photograph. It was designated with a signature that read, “Love ya, Brother! Roberto.” 

The striking bookcases flanked a fireplace hearth topped with a mahogany mantel, covered with more military pictures and an 8 X 10 photo of a beautiful brunette lady, smiling in a restaurant.  Beyond the Study in the center of the room a sofa and glass coffee table were accompanied by a loveseat, a 50-inch television on a stand, and two Lazy Boy chairs covering a large red and cream Bokhara rug. Polished oak wood floors surrounded the area rug, leading to the rear corner of the room, where a large paper-cluttered oak desk and three credenzas were situated under a bright toll lamp. The walls were painted in a jasmine color. The décor was very masculine and lacked the touch of a woman. Several thick, hard-bound theological books were in the middle of the desk held open by ornate paper weights picked up from a trip to Italy, and pressed down as page markers. A large porcelain crucifix, painted in extreme bloody detail, hung on the wall behind the desk along with additional pictures of Michael receiving a prestigious medal, and a portrait of Michael with a beautiful blond-haired woman sitting on a bench underneath a maple tree. 

Michael enjoyed living expense-free at the direction of a prosperous real estate company in New York City that represented an exclusive L.L.C. in Rome, Italy.  

“That old, homeless man just left for the shelter. I gave him fifty dollars as you instructed. He had pancakes before he left,” Akura said, looking at the dog by Michael’s feet with some apprehension.

Moretti smiled. He rescued the homeless man two nights ago, finding him passed out in an alley two blocks over from his home, when taking an evening run with Max. 

“Would you like me to put your plate on the coffee table?” Akura asked.

“That’s fine, Akura. Thanks!” he smiled again. He had been getting vibes that she had a small crush on him.

She blushed slightly, demurely, laying the tray holding a plate of two scrambled eggs, bacon, dry rye toast, orange juice and strong black coffee on the table. “Is there anything else you need?” she said, looking again at Max.  

“Not right now. Thank you, Akura.”

She smiled as he caught her very quickly, subtly scanning his body from chest to groin. To label it ogling would be a stretch and unfair to a very polite, sincere lady. However, the underlying sexual message accompanied with its unspoken tension, whether intentional or not, was something Moretti had grown accustomed to by the majority of women he encountered. Pungent sexual tension was something he had learned to expect and handle well.  Likewise, it was difficult for him not to be attracted to her in all her sexual grace and embodiment of womanhood. He felt guilty for not possessing better self-discipline. She had been assigned by the Vatican to him six weeks ago after his longstanding house assistant, Judy King, retired to move in with her daughter in Boca Raton, Florida. Michael did not know much about her background, only that she was an orphan and had been assigned to a variety of foster homes before showing up homeless, dressed in rags at a church in Lincoln, Nebraska at the age of fifteen. In contrast to Akura’s youth and beauty, Judy King possessed a maternal-grandmother persona that provided steadfast stability, reliability and familiarity like a sturdy anchor on a ship out at a rough sea. Michael’s trust in her judgment was so strong that he allowed her to interview Akura before meeting her himself to offer an opinion. Michael missed Judy’s wit and routines, but was slowly getting accustomed to his new assistant.  

The lithe young woman walked up to him and gently patted his shoulder. “Please be careful on your trip. Judy told me she always worried about your trips.”

“I will,” he said and touched Akura’s cheek with his palm. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

She looked deep into his eyes for several seconds before getting up to leave. Max wagged his tail, offering Akura some confidence with the large dog. 

“Does he like me?”

“Sure he does! How could he not?’

She blushed again and smiled. 

“He is so big. He scares me.”

“Oh no need to worry. He’s just a big baby. He loves to pretend he is the ultimate predator, when he sees cats and squirrels from the balcony, but at heart, he is a big softy.”

She smiled and he handed her an index card with a number written on it. “Akura, if any emergencies happen while I’m gone, call this hotel in Puerto Rico. I will not have a phone on me for security purposes. Ask for me and they will know how to find me.”

She nodded and hugged him.

Moretti watched her leave the room and sighed, feeling a potential problem that did not exist with Judy King. Get hold of yourself, Michael. This isn’t 2006 anymore and you are in a committed relationship. She’s off limits. We don’t need another transgression. He sat down on the couch and devoured the protein-laden breakfast and caffeine stimulant in the coffee, while watching the local morning news. Max stood by him waiting for a hand out and Michael tossed him a piece of bacon. The temperature today would peak unusually high around 67 degrees, but in twelve hours he would be in a climate closer to 90, and he was conditioned to thrive in all temperatures, whatever they may be. 

He was pleased the homeless man was on the path to survival. It had been a busy evening two nights ago in a spare bedroom with two doctors and a nurse from the hospital rushing over to save the man from a fentanyl overdose. Moretti had been helping the down-on-his-luck vagabond get his hope back for life the last thirty-six hours. A beleaguered Viet Nam war veteran, the man had never been able to hold down regular employment and felt life had given up on him, so he had given up, too. Moretti could be persuasive and the man reacted enough to commit to counseling and living in a shelter for the chance for a new start. He would follow up on his status when he returned from Puerto Rico. 

Michael allowed the food to digest and walked down two flights of stairs to a massive open basement, filled with several punching bags, a Wing Chun Chinese wooden punching, blocking and kicking dummy to keep his fighting prowess sharp. A Total Gym, a Smith machine, a treadmill, an elliptical, and free weights kept his heart and muscles well-honed. Dozens of Asian martial art weapons hung all over the walls in the ultra-spacious workout area where he practiced and used for mastery in a variety of potential fighting situations.

Moretti stretched, wrapped his hands and wrists with wraps, and put on bag gloves. The punching bags ranged from a three-hundred-pound, steel wool-packed canvas bag like Bruce Lee’s back in the 1960’s to a small, twenty-five-pound bag of packed cement with a one-hundred-pound leather bag and another fifty-pound canvas bag in between. Bruce Lee had been a huge influence on him.  While the huge three- hundred-pound bag was hung by a heavy chain, the fifty and one-hundred-pound bags were anchored in by short bungee cords in an effort to not swing so much on contact, and be more like striking an actual person.

Only a handful of people knew about Michael’s martial arts skills, including Akura and a close nucleus of men, who had formed the contractual agreement with him. Michael started slow with punches and eventually added kicks increasing his speed and power. Blood and oxygen coursed through his body. Nothing equaled punching and kicking a heavy bag for reducing stress, and after the slow start for ten minutes to warm up, Michael blasted the bag with powerful punches, kicks, and elbow and knee strikes for another fifty minutes. He would take Max for a quick run and prepare for his trip. An hour later he was dripping in sweat, knuckles swollen and slightly scuffed up, legs on fire. He went upstairs to shower and pack his luggage.  

A half hour before the taxi was to arrive, he walked from his house to a rose garden across from the humble, brick-steepled church of St. Christopher’s Parish. The sun beat down on the back of his red polo shirt and khaki pants, a pleasant change in attire from the recent weeks of late spring snow and frigid temperatures. He walked through the side door, sat in a front pew, and began to pray. He began with a prayer to St. Michael ~ a litany that had now become a ritual, when he was called upon in this fashion.

Striking his fist to his chest, he said:

Saint Michael Archangel,

defend me in battle,

be my protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil;

may God rebuke him, I humbly pray;

and do thou, O Prince of the heavenly host,

by the power of God, cast into hell

Satan and all the evil spirits

who prowl through the world seeking the ruin of souls.

Amen.

He continued in his own words. Lord, I am your humble servant. I am your instrument to fight in your divine name. Shield me from all evil and give me strength and resolve. I trust in thy will, and thy will be done. I am your sword on earth to smite the barbaric evil that plagues this world.  You are my rock. With you all things are possible, and in you I place all my faith.

Moretti knelt for several minutes in reflection and rose from the pew, heading for the door just as a young parish woman was entering with her four-year-old toddler. He knew her. Shirley Kopinski. Her husband had just been diagnosed with lung cancer and the prognosis was grim. She paused momentarily puzzled and then smiled.

“Father, I didn’t recognize you in those clothes,” she said embarrassed.

Moretti smiled. “That’s ok, Shirley. I hear that all the time when I’m not in black vespers with the white collar. I’m taking a short trip for a week or so, and Father Denovo will be covering Masses while I’m gone. How are you and little Joe doing?”

“He’s a handful,” she said, as the little boy tugged at her outstretched hand, straining to touch an adjacent statue of Jesus.

Moretti smiled down at the rambunctious youngster. All boy there.  “How is Jim doing?” he asked.

The young woman looked down in sadness at first and then looked into Moretti’s eyes. “Well, Father, he’s started the chemo and his doctor thinks things are going well so far.”

Moretti smiled. “I’m glad. I am praying for him. You know half the battle is faith and mind set. I’ll stop by and visit when I get back.”

Shirley smiled. “Thank you, Father. Jim would really like that. You’re right about the mindset thing. Jim is having a hard time dealing with it. He thinks he won’t be able to take care of the family and feels like less of a man.” She looked down again awkwardly, given the sensitivity of the subject and then looked up. “I’m sorry, Father. I’m saying too much. Is your trip a vacation?”

Moretti shook his head. “No. I totally understand. Dealing with a major disease is quite a blow. I’ll talk to him. I wish the trip was a vacation. It’s church business.”

“Something important?” She pried. 

“No. Just routine for me,” he said, instantly questioning his answer, as his journey would be anything but routine, not only for him, but for every human being on earth.

“Well, safe travel, Father.”

“Thank you, Shirley,” he said with a rather wan smile.

Outside he heard the taxi honk. The noise was an impotent sound, when paired with the imminent peril and malignant evil he would face on his journey.  
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FOUR

Michael Moretti walked through the crowded terminal at Luis Munoz Marin International Airport in Puerto Rico with one carryon Nike duffle bag toward the clustered baggage claim area. His physique, charm and Hollywood good looks made it virtually impossible not to be noticed, no matter how much he tried to blend into a crowd.  He arrived late on an evening flight from a connector plane in Atlanta that was delayed twice, once due to weather, and again because of his luggage. He arrived in Puerto Rico a few minutes after 8:00 PM, two hours late. Although it was still Tuesday, it felt like days since he’d flown out of Montana.

He quickly changed clothes in the plane’s bathroom from the red polo shirt, tan khaki pants and a light tan pair of Dockers Tussock boots to a tight, black, collarless shirt, black jeans and black boots, just in case he would need to hit his assignment immediately upon arrival. He also carried some papers and work files in the Nike bag.  The black shirt stood out against his dark tan complexion, amplifying his presence and the overall physicality of his height and muscularity. With barely a trace of fat on his body, he was a commanding figure. 

He looked at people directly and peripherally through a prism of intense scrutiny unlike the average person. Years of training imbedded an instinct that enabled an evaluation of the scope and time needed to take out a person, either into unconsciousness, or death if necessary. Without conscious thought, he sized up every male’s musculature, stature, mode of ambulation, facial expressions and most of all, how they made eye contact with him ~ which few ever did for longer than a split second. In women, he looked for odd nuances, unusual height, fidgetiness, and vacant eyes. Satisfied there was no major threat in the near vicinity, he continued to baggage claim  

Well, let’s see if Puerto Rico’s security is like the States. 

Moretti knew in this post 9-11 world that the extraordinarily unusual nature of his luggage would be subjected to extra scrutiny and questioning, but he carried all the necessary paperwork to appease security, and numerous phone calls had been made by high level authorities to make the transport of his massive weapons cache as seamless as possible. These tiresome steps of inspection were not new for him, as he had been contracted several times for similar work.  Fortunately his papers and security clearance allowed him to get the eleven bags through Customs and the Security Check Point in less than an hour, more than half the time it took in Atlanta and a half hour less than his initial flight out of Billings, Montana. 

Provided with an unlimited budget on these assignments, he hailed a large cargo van to take him on the thirty-five-minute drive from the airport to Caguas and the newly built Casa Del Sol luxury hotel and resort, where he was scheduled to have dinner with two primary contacts for his assignment. He was excited to see his good friend, Roberto Giamatti again in person. They last spoke in January on Roberto’s birthday, when Michael called to wish him well.

The topography on the drive displayed Mangrove trees and mile after mile of flat land. The humidity was high and Michael began to sweat in the van. He had tucked a 92 FS Beretta in his right-side belt just in case.

The hotel was lavish and he gave the three poor Bell Hops $50 each for struggling with the four jammed carts that carried his extremely heavy bags and huge crate up to room 718 on the private Presidential Suite floor.  The van ride had been hot, so he took a quick shower and changed into regular blue jeans, loafers and a white polo shirt.

After opening two pieces of luggage with clothes, he focused on the contents of the other nine bags and the crate. As specifically arranged, the room contained three ten-drawer, six-inch thick steel cabinets armed with expensive, heavy Schlage deadbolt locks, set up in advance of his arrival by Vatican administrators. Harry Houdini couldn’t have busted through the cabinets.  It was there that he stashed four handguns ~ a Glock-19 9 millimeter semi-automatic pistol, the Beretta, an old Colt 45, the Israeli-made BUL M-5, six cartons of silver bullets, five boxes of bullets dipped in Holy Water, four boxes of hollow-point bullets, a bow with twenty-five silver tipped explosive arrowheads, a compound bow, four flashlights, six glow sticks, two AR-15 rifles, six hand knives, six throwing knives, sharpened, spiked wrist bands, extended nunchakus with metal studs running up and down the wood, a six-foot chain with a razor-sharp knife attached to the end, and three grenades. It was a veritable arsenal, but an integral necessity for the unique assignments he was asked to handle with his unique skill sets. Well, that should stop a small army, he thought.  

At 8:50 he left the room, taking the steps down seven flights instead of the elevator for exercise after sitting most of the day to meet the men in the hotel restaurant at the newly designated 9:00 PM appointment due to his flight delay. He was very hungry and anxious to learn more details about the job at hand. Entering the restaurant, he immediately saw his party in a secluded booth far away from just a few other patrons, who were likewise taking in a late dinner.

Approaching the booth, a small, stout, short man with thinning black and gray hair, overly large lips and glasses that were too big for his face, offered an impish smile and stepped up. Extending a pudgy hand, he welcomed the tall, muscular man to the booth. “Michael! So good to see you again. Welcome to Caguas”

“Thank you! It’s great to see you, too, Roberto, my friend! How are Debbie and the kids?” Michael said, hugging the round man.

“Still driving me crazy. My real job begins at the end of day when I chauffer Robbie, Gino, Loretta and little Joe to baseball, basketball, football, softball, volleyball and martial arts every night! But I’d be lost without them,” he chuckled. 

Michael smiled an infectious facial expression that naturally attracted people to him, especially women. “I hope you are taking lots of videos and pictures, and vitamins, too, so you can keep up! Someday those memories will be worth their weight in gold. Give them my love. Are Robbie and Gino still playing in tandem in the backfield at running back and wingback for football?”

Roberto pushed his glasses up on his nose. “No! Sore subject! Robbie grew an inch and the dumb coach puts the fastest kid on the team at linebacker and his own kid at running back. Robbie was livid. We’ve lost every game so far this season!”

Michael stole a glance at the heavy-set, cherub-faced man on the opposite side of the booth, dressed in formal church black vespers. The man looked bored at the exchange of pleasantries. This guy’s going to be a lot of fun. Someone needs to help him pull that stick out of his ass, Michael thought.   

Roberto hugged Michael again and turned to the other man. “Michael Moretti, please meet Cardinal Angelo Verrispucci from the Vatican in Rome. Cardinal Verrispucci has taken over all of our case files from Cardinal Pussilano since his heart attack.”

Michael slid into the booth, shaking hands with the Cardinal. “Your Eminence.”

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Michael. I’ve heard wondrous things about your service to the Vatican and the good work you do in your own parish. The Holy Father asked me to personally pass along his appreciation.”

Michael bowed in respect. “Thank you, Your Eminence. It’s my honor to serve.”

“So, what are you drinking, Michael,” Roberto asked in an effort to add some mirth to the stiffness of the Cardinal and lessen the looming specter of the purpose of their meeting.

“What do they have on draft,” he replied, noting Roberto had a martini with blue cheese olives and the Cardinal had a glass of wine that looked like a rich Merlot.

Roberto laughed. “I forgot you’ve cut back on the hard stuff and taken up beer, Michael. Waitress,” he called out to a beautiful, raven-haired, twenty-something woman entering an order into a computer kiosk station twenty feet away. She quickly approached the booth, instantly noting Michael and soaking in the thick black hair, tanned skin, ripped muscles and rugged complexion with beard stubble now prominently showing from his long day of flying and sitting around at the Atlanta airport. Her purview of Michael was not lost on him, but like Akura, subtle enough to not breach outright flirtation. He noticed she was not wearing a wedding band and smiled inwardly. He wondered if he would ever completely tame his natural instincts, something he used to take pride in, but could now be very problematic.  

“Good evening,” she said to Michael in slightly broken, but practiced English. “May I get you something to drink?”

Michael read her name tag and revealed his magnetic smile. “I’d love to have a beer, Rosa. What do you have on draft?”

Rosa blushed briefly, subconsciously touching the Name Tag over her right breast and went through the litany of all the draft beers on tap. “We have Stella, Dos Equis, Tecate, Blue Moon, Corona, Miller Lite, Bud, Bud Light, Black Horse IPA ~ it’s a local brewery, Guinness and Newcastle.”

“You guys have Newcastle?” Michael seemed surprised.

“We do,” Rosa smiled.

“I’ll take one.”

“Tall or short.”

“Tall. Please.”

“Coming right up,” she smiled and left. 

“Beautiful lady,” Roberto commented.

“Indeed. Very poised,” Michael said. Feeling growling in his stomach, Michael looked at their empty place mats. “Were you and the Cardinal planning on eating?” 

“We had supper earlier, but please go ahead and order something. The Filet Oscar and au gratin potatoes are excellent,” Roberto said.

“The veal is also exquisite,” The Cardinal said.

Forty minutes later, Michael finished a second beer, a 10 ounce filet mignon, the potatoes, and a huge Cobb salad, while Roberto polished off his third martini and the Cardinal slowly sipped a third glass of wine. Roberto paid Rosa, adding a generous tip, while the Cardinal devoured a generous slice of carrot cake. Sipping on after-dinner coffee, they finally got down to business.

Roberto grabbed a briefcase set against the corner of the booth seat and removed several documents and a thick, brown, leather-bound dossier. “Cardinal Verrispucci, you are new to our clandestine operation. At the risk of embarrassing Michael, let me tell you a little bit more about him and he can fill in any gaps now that he is here.  Michael is retired from the US military. He was a Navy Seal and fought in Afghanistan and Iraq and is an expert in a variety of weapons. He holds black belts in several styles of Kung Fu, Karate, and Ju-Jitsu. He has helped us resolve..... situations like this one on several prior occasions,” Roberto said.

Michael rolled his eyes, slightly uncomfortable listening to accolades that made him feel like Rambo. “My friend Roberto is too generous. I’m not Superman. I’ve fired a few shots and been in some fights,” Michael said.

The slightly chubby Cardinal folded his hands like a church steeple and nodded. “I’ve heard and read some of your exploits in service of the Vatican from Cardinal Pussilano and Roberto.  We appreciate your skills and commitment to again risk your life and use your unique talents for this special work. Roberto’s team has been able to gather some intelligence on what we think we are dealing with in this case, and it’s serious.”

Michael looked at Roberto. No one would guess the unassuming little man was one of the world’s most renowned experts on demonology with high level security clearance to the Vatican, the CIA, FBI, British MI-6 and the Israeli Mossad. 

“So, what are we dealing with?” Michael asked.

Roberto’s jovial smile ran away from his face and his features quickly turned grim. “Michael, our intelligence in this case comes from a combination of local law enforcement reports from multiple murders, one eyewitness who survived an attack, and of course the Church’s volumes of information in the Vatican vaults based on the pattern of this demon’s methods. From what we know the profile certifies a demon of significant proportion. Evidence and signs do not show just mere presence of a possessed human soul by a run-of-the-mill resident of Hell, but quite possibly a major demon that came up from Hell in physical form. From what we’ve gathered, it is very possible that this particular demon is one of Lucifer’s original angels, cast into Hell from the Great War in Heaven. The Dead Sea Scrolls are clear in their description of this demon and there are many references in the Old and New Testaments that link to this type of activity. From the empirical evidence and Vatican history, we have good reason to believe that this demon is Belial himself; an original Seraphim under Lucifer now held in a most venerable position in Hell. Belial is grotesquely powerful. He is a shape-shifter who may look like a normal villager, but can transform to a variety of monstrous proportions at will. He could be a scaly reptilian beast, take the form of a wolf, a bear or a bird, and assume his normal state of a grotesquely disfigured winged angel. His initial contact will most likely be a normal looking human, either male or female, child or adult.”

“I’ve read a little bit about Belial. How am I supposed to deal with him?” Michael asked.

Roberto frowned. “To be blunt, it’s a highly intelligent, powerful demon beyond the scope of any we have ever dealt with before. If not handled correctly, the demon’s wrath may become widely known, and you know from our past cases, for the public interest, secrecy and concealment of these situations is paramount. We were initially contacted at the Vatican about six months ago by the local parish priest, Father Alberto Santini. Father Santini stated he thought he had a bona fide case of demonic possession of a fourteen-year-old-boy and wanted to perform the Rite of Exorcism. We declined, pending further investigation and the vagueness of his description, but he proceeded without permission. Regrettably the ritual did not go well.  According to the eleven-year-old sister before she died from the ensuing carnage, mid-way through the ritual the teen boy’s body exploded and a huge scaly creature was unleashed. She said flecks of her brother’s skin, brains, internal organs and blood burst over her like a large wave coming in from the ocean. In other words, the boy was in pieces and unrecognizable. The entire family, except for the girl who slid under a chair after being severely clawed, was torn limb from limb and completely butchered. The Priest’s body was carved open from groin to throat, the head torn from the body and pulverized. 

In another case an entire family was attacked and a nine-year-old girl sustained some disfiguring injuries, but is expected to fully recover, at least physically,” Roberto grimaced. “We will try to get in and interview her, if she is able to talk.”

Roberto paused and took a long swig of his martini, grimacing again before continuing. “I flew down after the priest was killed. The Coroner’s examination discovered skull fragments shoved deep inside the Priest’s rectal canal, an obvious desecration and warning to any clergy opposing its presence.”

“Jesus!” Michael said, shaking his head. “You just about made my balls go up inside my stomach!” He frowned and quickly said, “I’m sorry, Your Eminence,” to Verrispucci, who waved him off, indicating the comment was forgiven.  

Roberto continued. “Sorry. Just sticking to the facts in the police report. After that, we think the Demon has been assuming the bodies of a variety of local villagers and preying on the rural community in a haphazard manner with no timeline, pattern or element of predictability. No messages have been left, just extreme bloody violence. We believe this is geared to create chaos and fear, and compromise Christian faith in this community for reasons unknown.” 

“So that’s the purpose for these killings? Chaos and bloody violence? The Demon could have empowered a human being to do this. Why come up to earth himself?” the chubby Cardinal speculated.

Roberto shrugged. “At this point we don’t know.”

“Sounds like I don’t have much of a chance against this Thing!” Michael said. “Why now? Why here? What does it really want?” he asked again.  

“All good questions that we’ve been wracking our brains over. Right now, we don’t know a darn thing. We can only speculate at this point. At one extreme, Lucifer could be testing the waters for the beginning of the End of Days and wanted an ultra-powerful Demon to act on his behalf, although the Vatican does not support that, based on the Book of Revelation. On the other hand, maybe it was initiated by Belial alone. Maybe Belial was bored and wanted to wreak some havoc on earth. We just don’t know. What we do know is he’s here and regardless of why, he’s a monstrous force to contend with. He’s come to earth many times and he’s the most formidable Demon we’ve had to face thus far in our work together, like I said.”

“So how in the hell am I supposed to kill it?” Michael asked.

“You probably can’t. You can only hurt it enough to deter it, or cast it back down to Hell.  Hand to hand combat is out of the question because of the enormity of its physical strength,” Roberto said.

Cardinal Verrispucci raised his hand to interrupt the discussion. “Just as important, Michael, Belial is a mental trickster in addition to a physical shape-shifter. He will blend those two powers together in a vicious assault on you. He will try to get into your head using all means and tactics at his disposal. Even with your training, the psychological attack will be powerful and relentless.  He will know your weaknesses. Do not react. You must remain emotionally detached when confronting and defeating this monster. He will attack your family, your faith, your character, and hit heavily on all of your sins and weaknesses to wear down your resolve.”

Michael nodded. 

“Oh, one more important thing,” Roberto said. “We have arranged tomorrow afternoon for you to visit a welder. He’s the best around, but unfortunately, we think he may be in the beginning stages of dementia and speaks very little English, so his daughter ~ Maria ~ helps him. We recommend you use her as an intermediary to communicate effectively. She is well educated and expecting us. I’ll take you there myself. From what we know about Belial, the Welder will need to craft a metal vest and helmet, along with metal mesh arm and leg sleeves, similar to what divers have worn to protect from shark bites, plus other accessories.”

“Jesus!” Michael whispered again.

Roberto reached across the table and handed Michael the dossier. “This contains everything we know about the history of Belial and the local police reports detailing these current slayings. We will also set up a time tomorrow morning for you and me to meet the lone survivor. She is under heavy police protection in a secluded asylum that we have arranged. She is the only person still alive who saw the Demon recently and may be able to describe him. We fear the demon will make a strong effort to snuff her out.”

Michael stared at the thick leather dossier. “Where should I look for this Thing?”

Cardinal Verrispucci’s chubby face and jowls seemed to be cast in stone when he responded. “It will find you, Michael. I am sure it already knows you’re here.”

Michael frowned and shook his head. 

Ever the injector of brevity, Roberto quipped, “Another round, Michael?”

“No thanks. It’s been a long day battling the airlines and I’d like to digest some of the intelligence you gave me on this Thing for a few hours before I hit the sack.”

Roberto frowned, hoping for some socialization time with his friend.

“We completely understand, Michael,” Cardinal Verrispucci said. “I’ll be flying back to Rome early in the morning. It was good meeting you, Michael. I feel better knowing someone like you is assisting us in this matter. You will be in my prayers.”

“It was my pleasure to meet you, Your Eminence. May the good Lord bless you with safe travel.” Michael bowed. 

“Let’s meet here at 8:00 for breakfast in the morning. I hear their omelets are fantastic. Then I’ll take you to see the girl and the Welder,” Roberto declared.

Michael rose up from the booth. “That’s fine. Thank you for a very nice dinner. Roberto, see you in the morning.” He walked across the restaurant toward the hotel, leaving the two men to commiserate with more alcohol, as Rosa watched admiringly until the tall, handsome man was out of view. 
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FIVE

Roberto and Cardinal Verrispucci ordered another round, which the beautiful Rosa expeditiously ushered over to them in anticipation of another large tip.

“He’s a very intriguing man,” Verrispucci said. “You were telling me a little bit about his background earlier and while he was here, but stopped at his military service, and modestly did not elaborate over his dinner.”

Roberto spilled a couple drops of the fourth martini, taking a sip before putting it down. “All the G.I. Joe war hero stuff is true. Michael Moretti is the real deal. He was very highly decorated, after killing many terrorists and enemy combatants. In one instance, he single handedly saved nine marines, who were pinned down under heavy enemy fire, risking his own life by bursting into a building and blasting all the enemy combatants to smithereens. He took a shot to his shoulder, which earned him a Purple Heart. He later received the Congressional Medal of Honor, but mailed the Medal back to the President about a year later.”

“Really? Why?”  

Roberto sighed. “I’ll tell you something very confidential about Michael that will stay off the record, because you need to know the intimate details about everyone in this role, especially Father Michael Moretti, because he plays such a critical role.”

“I was briefed by Cardinal Pussilano about the deaths of the other agents. What do you attribute Father Moretti’s success to?”  Verrispucci asked.

“All of our other employees for this work were just former military. Michael is book smart, street smart and obviously a very impressive combat expert. He has no fear. Pair that with being a priest and you have a formidable foe for any demon. When we first spoke about the contract, I had to be vague, as you might understand. He thought it was some government security job and turned it down flat, but he kept my card.”

“By all rights Michael should not be here. After his last tour of duty in Iraq, he came home to his wife, Pam, pregnant with a son. Like many vets, he saw some of the worst aspects of the human condition brought by war, and tried very hard to assimilate back to civilian life. He got a factory job and was taking some college classes. They lived in a quaint suburb outside Columbus, Ohio, and things were going pretty well for about six months.  Michael was getting ready to enroll in an engineering program at Ohio State. Fighting was over for him. He had some educational potential and a lovely wife with a baby on the way. 

Pam meant the world to him. He lost a younger brother to child leukemia and both parents were killed in a car accident his freshman year of high school. He lived with a terrific grandfather who died shortly after Michael finished high school, and he entered the military because he had nowhere else to go. He met and fell in love with Pam on leave in San Diego after his first tour of duty.  

One day in the late summer of 2011, a week before Michael was set to start school at Ohio State, Pam was in a small grocery store picking up some ground turkey for dinner and a skinny man strode into the store strung out on heroin with a gun to rob the store. The storekeeper resisted and the man blew his head off. Pam screamed and the man pivoted and reflexively shot her right in the heart. She bled out in less than a minute and died along with the baby. There was no reason for it to happen. It was just one of those horrible things. Wrong place, wrong time.”

“Oh, good Lord,” Verrispucci said.

“Michael was shattered. He gave up on life and was suicidal. After the funeral he sold the house and all his belongings except for the clothes on his back and a Ford F-150. He drove out to Montana, stopped at the first large ranch he saw, which was owned by a great man, and asked for work. For about a year all his wages went into booze and women, both in extremely large quantities. He must have a cast iron liver or be exaggerating on how much he drank, because he was reputed to be able to polish off a fifth of whiskey in one night, bounce out of bed at dawn, and sweat most of it off working on the ranch. He was sullen, mean and quickly built a reputation for physical toughness. He frequently got into fights in bars when challenged by wannabe idiots, trying to impress their girlfriends by taking on the toughest guy in town. It never ended well for the challengers and honestly most of them deserved a good whipping. The good Lord probably intervened a few times to keep Michael from killing someone. He put many local fools in the hospital with a host of concussions, broken noses, and busted limbs. Fortunately the Sherriff was a vet who’d served in Viet Nam and sympathized with Michael’s personal issues. Aside from a few fines and misdemeanors, most of the encounters were officially viewed as self-defense. I tracked him down again, as one of our agents had been slain, and he told me to go fuck myself.”

“Oh my!” Verrispucci said.

“A little over a year after living at the ranch the owner, who ended up treating Michael like a son, took him to a Mass. Michael did not know the Rancher had arranged for him to speak to the parish Priest afterward about his situation. Well, let’s just say it did not go well initially. Michael was incensed. Pardon my bluntness, Your Eminence. He told the Priest to go fuck himself and began screaming at God, telling God to go fuck himself!”  

“Oh my!” Verrispucci said again. “He cursed the Lord?” 

Roberto frowned and shook his head. “I know. I know. Pretty bad. But you have to understand the
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