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  Introduction


  So, here we are again, dear reader … You and I, a little more than a year since the release of the last book, MOONLIGHT SERENADES. How’ve ya been? I guess a lot has happened, eh? Culturally, politically, technologically … Clearly, by the seventy-plus thousand words you now hold in your hand, the writer’s block I discussed last time we met (in MOONLIGHT SERENADES) is pretty much under control. The story whiteboard is FULL of new ideas. And, these days, the problem isn’t thinking up good ideas, but rather finding the time to write them all up and do them justice.


  I want to thank all of you who supported (i.e. bought and read) the last two projects (NO FLESH SHALL BE SPARED and MOONLIGHT SERENADES). I especially want to thank those of you who reviewed the book. Reviews are what other readers use to decide whether to pick a book up or not and, trust me, they really help. They’re also how folks like Amazon and Goodreads assess a book’s popularity. You all giving such positive notes on the books has been great … and your opinions have inspired me to try and do even better with this new stuff. I want you to know that I appreciate the support and can’t wait to show you what I have planned.


  The stories in this volume are more photographs taken throughout the past year. I tried to spend as much time as possible writing these, but, at one point, the ideas were coming so fast that it was all I could do to get them out of my fevered head and onto the page before feeling the pull of the next tale. Once I had through-lines for all of the stories, the arduous process of editing and ‘letting the seams out’ began. LOTS of coffee and a few cookies later, and things were ready for me to start pulling everything into a volume. There are a few older CARPE NOCTEM pieces that I’ve substantially reworked, so not everything is brand, spankin’ new, but I liked the ideas and, looking back, I didn’t bring them to their full potential the first time.


  And so, here we are …


  I hope you enjoy these stories. They’re different from anything else I’ve written. At this point, I’m trying a lot of different things, trying to tell interesting stories from interesting perspectives. Obviously, the recent election influenced some of this (especially ‘Family Man’), but … I still tried to keep things entertaining. Hopefully, regardless of your political stance, you’ll agree. Please feel free to contact me via social media and give me your thoughts on any of them.


  Coming up… some more new tales, but first, a revisit to something more familiar.


  Look for NO FLESH SHALL BE SPARED: DON’T LOOK BACK sometime in the coming year.


  Be well … and remember to tell someone important you love them today. In these trying times, we all need to hang together.


  Thom Carnell


  April 13th, 2017


  Sorority


  This piece was initially going to a part of a coloring book project I was scheduled to write, but the project unfortunately failed to fund. The tale is based on a stunning drawing by an artist named Matthew Sylvester. It’s really great … lotsa zombies. And if there’s one thing I love, it’s zombies. I just wish they weren’t treated so poorly by the genre and its practitioners. They just never seem to be able to get it right. As for Sorority … This is essentially a mood piece/character study which focuses on a group of girls defending a convenience store … and maybe a little bit more. I may return to these girls at some point. I like them and would like to see them again, if only to check in on ’em. By the way, the characters are all based on Matthew’s friends and family.


  “A sister is a gift to the heart, a friend to the spirit, a golden thread to the meaning of life.”


  ~ Isadora James


  “It’s hot.”


  Deborah smiled indulgently and patted her niece on the arm.


  “I said, ‘It’s hot.’” Emily repeated, frustration souring her tone.


  Deborah nodded. It was hot and it smelled like shit out here on the roof of the Pop Stop convenience store. Deborah looked out over the black tar-and-gravel-covered roof solemnly. Flat and uneventful, the only things of note were a few air ducts, sheet-metal mushrooms which punctuated the flat surface like outbreaks of bad grammar. The girls—Deborah, Emily, the leather-jacketed Beth, and the new kid they’d found during their last supply run, Jocelyn—all stood along one side of the building, looking over the edge and out onto the gathered throng below. Nearby, an ice chest sat open, brimming with chilling PBRs and several chunks of rapidly melting ice. A few empties were strewn around like the bodies of fallen soldiers. Boxes of ammunition lay in a tumble across the bottom of an overturned laundry basket.


  Down on the asphalt, a crowd of the meandering dead continued their ravenous siege. Like something out of a horror movie, a hundred or more of Them were gathered down on the tarmac below, all looking up expectantly. Milling about the parking lot and spilling into the street, the crowd moved in a continually fluctuating swarm. Like bees… or birds… or locusts. After a bit more consideration, Deborah finally decided that they were more like people who were mentally ill, like schizophrenics, doomed to repeat the same behavioral patterns again and again.


  She learned all about schizophrenia in school. Back when there still was such a thing as school. Back when there was still such a thing as life. She sighed sadly at the thought of school … and of home … and of friends she knew she’d never see again. She never thought she’d ever say this, but … she missed it. All of it.


  Images of her mother came to her mind’s eye unbidden. Then, the image of what happened to her appeared like a ghost through vapor. Shaking her head to derail her train of thought, Deborah stared back out over the crowd.


  Physically, some of the Dead looked perfectly fine, in that they lacked any of the visible signs of trauma a lot of The Dead carried. But then, once you looked closer, you could see the bite marks running red with inflammation on their skin. The others … well, let’s just say they wouldn’t have had to undergo any makeup to make it into a horror film. Completely gross and, as they had all quickly found out, extremely dangerous. It was almost funny to watch them now as They stumbled around the parking lot like drunks … only with a taste for flesh instead of booze.


  “Plans are nothing, planning is everything.”


  ~ Dwight D. Eisenhower


  Deborah looked down and absentmindedly slid the magazine from her .45. The act had become something of a habit for her, as of late. Checking her ammo supply. Then, rechecking it. And then, checking it again. It was her way of making sure she was always ready. Always prepared. Good thing, too. The action had saved both her and Emily’s ass more than a few times since this all started. The rest of the group used to give her shit about it—especially the boys. However, after Beth mentioned how Deborah never seem to come up empty in the ‘available ammo’ department, they stopped. Some of them even adopted the practice.


  Abruptly, the sharp crack of a .22 broke the otherwise quiet of the warm afternoon. An agitation spread across the Dead like an ocean wave. Deborah looked over at the source of the sound and the new girl, Jocelyn, lowering her hunting rifle and smiling with satisfaction. Below them, the sound of a body falling and hitting the pavement was unmistakable. Deborah caught Jocelyn’s gaze. She raised her eyebrows in silent inquiry.


  “He was climbing up the chain-link fence,” Jocelyn said and she shrugged. “He was getting close.”


  Deborah nodded maternally and hung her arm around Emily’s shoulders. “Okay,” she said with what she hoped was a sisterly smile, “but gunshots make a lot of noise and noise agitates the crowd. We talked about it.” She nodded her head toward the swarm of Dead stumbling around the parking lot. “Let Emily take care of those. It’s quieter and it won’t get us noticed as much, ok?”


  Emily looked over at Jocelyn and grinned warmly from beneath the collar of her Army coat. As if submitting it into evidence, she held up her archery bow and winked.


  “I get ’em,” she said, her voice thick with pride. “I get ’em … and nobody hears a thing.”


  Jocelyn nodded, but her face betrayed what she was thinking.


  “Look,” Deborah said, taking her arm from around Emily and stepping slightly closer to Jocelyn. “I know you were ok out there when you were on your own,” and she raised her gaze to a point just over the heads of the throng below, “but we have a system going here … and well, it works.”


  Reluctantly, Jocelyn nodded, but didn’t say anything.


  “It also saves ammo,” Beth chimed in without looking over. Her eyes were closed in a Clint Eastwood-esque squint as she continued to scan the crowd like a hawk, looking for anything weird or out of place. She was their best spotter and it was a job she’d embraced with great enthusiasm since joining the group.


  “I never realized until lately that women were supposed to be the inferior sex.”


  ~ Katharine Hepburn


  “I go down at night, when They can’t see as well, to collect up my arrows,” Emily continued with obvious pride. She produced a small notebook and a golf pencil from her pocket and held it up. “I keep track of where they are with this.”


  “It’s easy to miss with a bow,” Jocelyn finally said after stewing on it for a bit. “I’ve seen people miss way more than I’ve seen them hit anything with them.”


  Emily shook her head indignantly. It was obviously a debate she’d had before and one she wasn’t about to have it again just because Jocelyn was ‘new.’ She deftly plucked an arrow from the tall, plastic laundry basket sitting near the beer cooler. She notched it and drew back the bowstring.


  Off in the stumbling crowd, near a stalled delivery truck about forty-five yards out from the front of the store, a couple of The Dead had caught something and were busily fighting over scraps. The man—an older guy with both of his lips bitten away—had a hold of something dark and made of fur. Meanwhile, a woman—a nurse by the looks of her bloody outfit, with lower left eyelid and half of her upper cheek missing—had both of her hands on the tail of whatever it was and was doing her best to pull it away from him. Their fighting was creating quite a commotion amongst the crowd around them. Suddenly, an arrow buried itself deep in the dead woman’s right eye. Her body visibly stiffened and she toppled to the ground like a felled tree.


  “See?” Emily said, grinning smugly. “You couldn’t have made that shot with that squirrel gun, could you?”


  She then made a quick mark in her book and stuffed it and the pencil back into her pocket. A satisfied expression bloomed across her features.


  Deborah smiled and patted Jocelyn on the back. “Emily never misses.”


  Emily turned away and stared off blankly over the crowd of Dead surrounding the store and, for a moment, she looked terribly sad. Her lower lip protruded, quivering slightly, and her gaze became unfocused as an unsettling memory played out over her face. She shrugged her thin shoulders.


  “The possum was his.”


  “For there is no friend like a sister in calm or stormy weather; to cheer one on the tedious way, to fetch one if one goes astray, to lift one if one totters down, to strengthen whilst one stands.”


  ~ Christina Rossetti



  The Sword of Saint Michael


  This was another one of those ridiculous ideas of mine that I decided to put the screws to and try to make work. Originally, the story’s title was ‘Jean-Claude Van Damme: Exorcist’ and that pretty much betrays its intentions. I changed that title in the hopes it might legitimize the proceedings. I’ll undoubtedly revisit Father Thorpe one day. He’s an anachronism and a contradiction … and I like that. With the setting-up of the Band of Ki’el Bonaventura and whoever and/or whatever else desires it, we’ll see … For now, it’s an interesting idea and a fun little side road. Oh, and—according to the Internet—that’s real Exorcism lingo in there, kids. So, please don’t go opening a doorway to Hell or anything.


  The waiting room was quiet and sparsely decorated with only a thin torchiere lamp, a small wooden chair, and a low coffee table with two woefully out of date magazines set on top. Apart from that, the space looked like the inside of a featureless cube. Not quite a room … but more of a half-hearted attempt at one. The only things that looked like they got any use were the door by which he’d come in and, on the opposite wall, the door he’d undoubtedly be going through once someone came to get him. It was not designed to be a place in which anyone spent a lot of time. An interstitial space defined.


  Father James Thorpe had entered the room led by a perky, redhead receptionist. Thin and yoga-fit, she thought she’d been slick, with her wide-eyed enthusiasm, and air of bureaucratic indifference, but Thorpe tagged her for Agency the second he laid eyes on her. The off-the-rack outfit, the purposefully subdued makeup, and the small bulge of a revolver under the back of her short but stylish jacket were classic giveaways. She may have been trying to look like someone destined to stay in the typing pool, but Thorpe was sure there was more to the package than met the eye.


  “Someone will be with you shortly,” she’d said and left him alone to wait in this empty room.


  Thorpe was a man who was used to waiting. The job necessitated a lot of it—a lot of it—which was, when one thought about it, understandable. After all, the kinds of things he routinely went looking for didn’t exactly keep a schedule. They tended to keep to a timeframe all their own. And so, he’d learned to wait.


  He stood at ‘parade rest’ in the center of the room and closed his eyes, shutting down everything in his awareness except for his hearing, retracting into himself to conserve his mental and physical energy. He heard the hum of air conditioning click on somewhere above his head and then there was only the whisper of cool air flowing into the room. Absentmindedly, he fiddled with the ring he wore on his left hand.


  His flight had been long and tiring. And the frustrating part of it all was that Thorpe still wasn’t sure why’d he’d been invited to this nondescript room in this nondescript hospital in this nondescript neighborhood in the middle of East Los Angeles. Normally, he’d have handed a case like this off to an underling, at least for the initial assessment. But, in this case, the person at The Vatican doing the inviting was not someone you said no to when they requested you by name … not more than once.


  Not when Papal Authority paled in comparison.


  Still …


  He’d been told during the initial phone call that he’d worked with some of these boys before—”you’ll recognize some old faces,” he’d been told—and he knew, for all the theatrics, if he’d been called and asked for then there was bound to be a pretty good reason for it. These folks weren’t exactly the type who let their time be wasted.


  The door in front of him opened abruptly, breaking his reverie.


  “Father Thorpe?” a female voice said from within the shadows of the doorway.


  Thorpe put a bookmark in his mental wanderings and opened his eyes.


  Standing in the doorframe was a woman in her mid-thirties. Pretty, in an academic kind of way. Her long brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail which hung off the back of her head like a silken rope. Her dress was ‘business casual.’ Her manner, much like the receptionist’s, said Agency.


  “Yes,” he responded and smiled perfunctorily.


  The woman’s face brightened and she visibly relaxed.


  “I’m Veronica Lee. We’re glad you could come … and so quickly. Would you be so kind as to follow me?”


  She beckoned him forward and he moved to follow.


  Nearing the portal, Thorpe felt a rush of noticeably cooler air flood through the door in a wave. As he stepped through the doorway, a soft ‘dinging’ sound was heard from overhead. The bright sound fell flat in the small, empty space of the waiting area.


  “Father,” Miss Lee said, hesitantly. “Do you have any metal or …”


  “I am armed, Miss Lee.”


  The woman’s jaw dropped like she was in an old Tex Avery cartoon. She looked his large, muscular frame over and was clearly surprised when she was unable to see any sort of lump in his clothing that might betray a weapon. And then, there was the clerical collar which encircled his neck.


  “Armed? But you’re …”


  Father Thorpe nodded. “Yes, I am.”


  “Well, I’m going to need you to surrender any weapons you may have.” She smiled. “It’s policy.”


  Thorpe smiled back at her, and the room’s temperature dropped a few more degrees.


  To her credit, Miss Lee never broke eye contact.


  “Now … please.”


  Thorpe reached under the arm of his suitcoat and pulled a Thompson Center Contender pistol out of its holster. Loaded with 45/70 ammo, the long-barreled pistol would, effectively, stop a truck. Thorpe kept it as his primary weapon because of that very same stopping power. He then retrieved the Beretta 92F tucked in the small of his back that was his back-up. He handed both weapons to her and then bent over to pull the four-shot Signal 9 Reliant he kept as a ‘back-up back-up’ in a holster on his ankle. All of the guns were loaded with bullets made with silver slugs that had been blessed by The Holy Father himself.


  The priest considered the hardware his last line of defense against, well… just about anything. From this world or any other. Handing them over was not something he was happy about, and was also, quite frankly, contrary to protocol. But again, the pedigree of the people who’d sent for him to come here was beyond reproach.


  If they wanted his guns, they could have them. He’d give them his hardware as a show of good faith, knowing that he retained the Array of Five—blessed and sanctified silver knives named for the five wounds Christ endured during The Crucifixion—tucked away in the folds of his clothing. Exhibitions of good faith were one thing, but only a fool trusted without verification. And, in a real pinch, the blades were all he needed to set whatever this was to rights.


  “Thank you,” Miss Lee said. She looked the trio of guns over with a practiced eye, confirming Thorpe’s suspicions as to her background. Was everyone he was going to meet here today Agency? Thorpe hoped not. Those guys usually just added a lot of unnecessary bureaucracy and tension to, well … everything.


  “Lee, Veronica. CVT1167542. Restricted Level A7.”


  Another voice came from somewhere overhead.


  “Identification confirmed. However, there continues to be a problem with our guest, Ronnie. He’s holding onto something.”


  Miss Lee looked at Thorpe suspiciously.


  “Father, you continue to surprise me …”


  Thorpe bowed.


  “Tools of my Order, Miss Lee. Blades. Five in total.”


  Lee nodded, but extended her hand and said, “May I have them … please?”


  Thorpe shook his head.


  “No. As I said, these are ‘tools of my Order.’ Your people are well aware of them and of the fact that they are never to leave my person. I was brought here because of these blades, Miss Lee. Since my ordination, they’ve never left me … and they won’t start now. That said, you have my guns. You will have to trust me with these or I will take my property back and I will leave.”


  Before Miss Lee could answer, a familiar male voice came over the speakers, “Flemish, Joaquin. Override Order 3XLP7.”


  A long, awkward moment of silence passed, leaving Thorpe and the woman little else to do than stare at one another. Then Thorpe felt the floor beneath their feet abruptly shudder and the pit of his stomach shifted nauseatingly. He got the distinct impression they were going up, like in an elevator, but he couldn’t be exactly sure. He looked over at Miss Lee who stood smiling congenially back at him as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. The floor shook once more and Thorpe heard the door they’d just come through make a soft clicking sound. Miss Lee opened it inwards and a man in hospital scrubs entered the small space like a tornado: Doctor Joaquin Flemish.


  “Jim! You have to excuse us, man. We’re all a little jittery and this security is a bit of a pain in the …” he shot a glance at the priest’s collar. “… something we’re all still getting used to. I’m glad you got my message.” He paused and looked his friend over. “You look good.”


  “Thanks. I’ve been busy.”


  Flemish smiled, then his eyes took on a faraway look. “We have one, Jim. Not like in Beirut … or even Poughkeepsie. This one looks genuine, man.” The words tumbled out of his mouth like marbles from a bag.


  Thorpe had recognized Flemish’s voice the second he heard it over the intercom speaker and a lot of his questions had been answered. They’d worked together on more than a few investigations in the past. He was a good man and his presence here helped the rest of it make a little more sense.


  Dr. Joaquin Flemish was a neurosurgeon and psychiatrist from the Plate-forme de Concertation en Santé Mentale and the Clinique Sans Souci in Brussels, Belgium. He specialized in the treatment of disturbed and ‘in crisis’ individuals. At least that’s what was written on his business card. In reality, Flemish was one of the three authorities in the world on “supra-natural intervention,” or what is more commonly referred to as “demonic possession” and “exorcism.” The other two—Dr. Joshua Farris and Sister Mary Ellen Signorelli—were well-known and both could be readily found on YouTube giving speeches about spiritualism and the occult. The two of them had been there the last time Thorpe and the doctor had seen one another. Back in the Beirut of which Flemish had spoken. At that point, they had been four.


  Jessie Porter had been with them then … and he’d been alive and well. Damn shame about Porter. He’d been a good man and one hell of an exuberant and informed investigator. Late one night, though, he’d made the cardinal mistake of going into a patient room alone—and, it should be noted, against Thorpe’s direct order. They’d found him the next morning, cowering in a corner, having torn the skin from the front of his skull with his bare hands. Porter died from the ensuing infection a short time later. His death had been pointless … and it had been painful. But mostly, it had been stupid and utterly avoidable.


  Thorpe glanced down at the ring he wore to this day—the one given to him by Porter’s widow.


  Flemish waved his arms as if he were shooing away the ghosts of the past.


  “But please …” he said excitedly, “come inside. It’s all very thrilling.”


  Thorpe reached out and put his hand on the doctor’s arm.


  “Joaquin …” he said in a softly inquiring voice. “What is this? What are we talking about here?”


  Dr. Flemish looked at Thorpe and his face betrayed his enthusiasm.


  “We’ve got one, Jim. He’s passed all of the tests. The West Standard. The Voskboynik Criteria. He’s even passed The Buckley Analysis!” He paused and looked up at Thorpe. “And now, hopefully … he’ll pass The Vatican’s.”


  He looked deep into Thorpe’s eyes and a myriad of emotions played out behind his eyes: excitement, longing, hope, and there at the corner of the eyes, fear.


  “It’s a possession, Jim. A real, dyed-in-the-wool one. Not like the others. Not like before.” He turned and headed back down the hallway like a child leading the way to the Christmas presents. His voice trailed behind him like smoke. “C’mon … it’s absolutely fascinating!”


  Thorpe watched Dr. Flemish for a moment as he receded down the hallway. The man was like a puppy with a new toy … just like he’d been in so many other places. Just like he’d been in Beirut.


  Miss Lee cleared her throat, interrupting any further wool-gathering, and motioned him forward.


  Once in the hall, the first thing Thorpe noticed was a small sign on the wall that read “Clinical Research Center—9th Floor.” Other than that, the walls were barren and painted a pea soup green. Thorpe looked along the hallway, first in one direction (seeing nothing but row after row of closed office doors), and then the other.


  To his right, a Nurses’ Station quietly bustled. A couple of nurses scurried about the area like bees tending their hive. A large whiteboard which was being used to track patients hung on the far wall. Thorpe noticed only one name—Varela, Santiago—written on it in dry erase marker.


  Thorpe continued down the hall, silently urged on by the presence of Miss Lee. Instinctively, they moved toward where the activity was. At the counter he stopped, turning his head from side-to-side, and letting his eyes roam around the nurse’s area, having lost sight of where Dr. Flemish had gone. Miss Lee came up silently on his left.


  Far off down the hallway, Flemish poked his head out of one of the few doorways. His grin was wide and excited and his eyes glittered in the dim light.


  “Jim!” he called. “Down here.”


  Thorpe followed him down the corridor, doing his best to hurry. Miss Lee trailed along dutifully behind him like a puppy, her heels clicking softly on the linoleum.


  As he passed a young candy-striper coming from the opposite direction, he couldn’t help but notice a tenseness in her face, a barely-contained element of fear trapped just behind her gaze. She surreptitiously shot a glance toward him as she passed—the whites of her eyes visible around her irises—and then hurriedly looked away.


  Thorpe marked the expression for later consideration.


  When Father Thorpe arrived at the doorway of the room from which he’d seen Flemish calling him, he noted a long desk inside with two computers on its surface. To his right, there was what looked like a long, black wallmounted mirror. Thorpe instinctively knew that the glass was ‘one-way’ and that could only mean that the room next to this was where their research subject was located.


  Good. Down to business.


  Inside the small observation room, Dr. Flemish busied himself with pacing back-and-forth at the far end of the room, impatient and excited as usual for his time to talk. Thorpe saw that a new face had joined them—some kind of security guard or hospital cop—who stood looking tired and bored near the door. The man appeared young, maybe twenties, and looked like he might do a bit of Crossfit. He wore a uniform of black trousers and a blue button-up shirt with a thin black tie. A small nametag hung his breast pocket, with the name “Laird” inscribed in white lettering across its black surface. Father Thorpe motioned for Miss Lee to enter the room ahead of him, and then followed her in, closing the door with a click.


  Once everyone had settled into the small observation room, an expectancy settled over the group. After a few moments of awkward, shuffling silence, Flemish finally became sufficiently agitated and abruptly reached over to flip a switch on the side of the framed, blackened glass.


  Mercury bled within the pane and the panel slowly grew transparent. Flemish gazed through the glass like a new father.


  “This is him,” he said softly.


  Thorpe stepped closer to the glass and peered into the other room. A single Clinitron bed dominated the space like a throne. Surrounded by a variety of medical equipment—some Thorpe recognized, some he couldn’t quite see—the set-up seemed designed for one purpose (and one purpose only): keeping whoever it was that was in the bed alive. Thorpe knew that the story he was about to hear from Flemish was going to be a good one.


  “Jim, meet Santiago Varela,” Flemish said. He picked up a faded, orange folder from one of the nearby desks and flipped it open, glancing over the papers within, but reciting the particulars from memory. “Age: twelve. Born in the outskirts of Guaranda, Ecuador to a poor farming family. Father … deceased. Mother is alive and in a room on another floor of the hospital. Two siblings. He came to our attention via a news report on the Internet. The boy’s case got handed around for verification and, after we ran some initial tests in the field, he was brought here and we brought in you folks. “


  Thorpe nodded his silent understanding, not wanting to interrupt the good doctor’s train of thought. Flemish was a man who lived for his role as educator and Thorpe thought it best to let him have his say. The priest knew he’d get all the information he needed once he was able to actually get in the room with the child. His work was spiritual. He needed to be close enough to the boy to get a sense of him. He turned the ring on his finger and counted the revolutions to pass the time.


  “His health history is fairly normal: born poor, had the usual childhood diseases for that part of the world such as colic as a baby, a bout with measles. My physical examination of him shows the beginnings of puberty. Like I say…” Flemish looked up from the file, “pretty standard stuff.”


  Thorpe continued to stare at the small form on the bed, but said nothing.


  “Then, shortly after his last birthday, he … for want of a better word … changed,” Flemish held up his fingers in ‘air quotes.’ “That’s what his mother said when we interviewed her. I have her testimony on MP3 from the boy’s intake, if you want to hear it.”


  Thorpe nodded and stared deeper into the room as Flemish continued to talk. Beneath a thin, hospital blanket, something stirred ever so slightly. Thin hands and feet moved like drugged snakes beneath the bedding. Thick metal buckles glistened in the half-light while an EKG blipped a measured beat.


  “At first,” Flemish continued, “it was small things …”


  “It usually is,” Thorpe quietly said to the glass.


  Flemish seemed not to notice the comment and continued to talk.


  Thorpe’s attention was now fixed on the boy in the other room and all sound rapidly fell away. From this vantage point, he couldn’t see much of him, so he focused on the rising and falling of the green light which traced the boy’s respiration. His O2 readings were good at 97%, but his pulse was a little bradycardic at forty-three. All in all though, the kid appeared to be doing ok.


  The fact that he was here though, strapped to a bed and wired for sound, said differently.


  Thorpe zoned back in and heard the line he’d been waiting for.


  “… but it’s all in the file,” Flemish concluded as he closed the folder.


  Thorpe stood a moment, silently developing a game plan. He’d done these sorts of interviews a thousand times before. Most of the time, it was all for naught and ended up being a complete waste of time. It usually ended up being just some lost soul who craved a sliver of what might be considered uniqueness … willing to do anything that could possibly bring the kind of notoriety which confirmed their delusion that they were special.


  The only time he’d ever seen something that might even come close to real … people had died.


  He let his gaze linger, then after a moment, he sighed and turned back to the group.


  “I’d like to read it all over, but I’d also like to hear from the mother. Can you run the audio in the boy’s room? I want to get a sense of him before we try talking.”


  Flemish stared through the window and shook his head.


  “He’s been pretty unresponsive since he came in. I’m not sure you’re going to get a whole lot from him.”


  Thorpe smiled indulgently.


  “Humor me, ok, Joaquin?”


  Flemish nodded. He knew that Thorpe had a unique way of doing things, having seen him work a time or two in the past. He knew to trust him. And he’d been told by the people running the investigation to afford the priest every consideration.


  “Of course. We’ll set it up,” Flemish replied. He shot Miss Lee a quick side-glance and she immediately sat down at one of the computers. Flemish handed the folder to Thorpe. “Ken here will take you in.”


  Thorpe nodded and smiled.


  “It’s really good to see you, Jim,” Flemish said warmly.


  “You, too,” and the two men shook hands.


  Flemish turned the priest’s hand over, exposing the back of it.


  “You’re wearing Porter’s ring?”


  “Yeah, Mathilda insisted that I have it at the memorial.”


  Flemish nodded.


  “She was intent on all of us having a—what’d she call it, a totem?—to remind us of Jessie. ‘To remember him,’ she said,” the priest explained.


  “I still have the sextant she gave me that day. It sits on my mantel at the cabin,” Flemish said, looking down. “Porter was a good man.”


  Thorpe nodded and said, “I’ll be honest, Joaquin … I wear the ring to both remember him, and to remember to always follow protocol, y’know?”


  Flemish nodded and his mouth pursed as he considered the priest’s inference. He looked like he was about to say something, but then thinking better of it, he motioned them toward the door.


  Thorpe looked over at the guard—Ken Laird, apparently—who was standing by. The man looked fit and alert, but his complexion appeared flushed. His color was a little on the pink side and his lips blushed a rosy red. Thorpe noted a patina of perspiration across the guy’s wide forehead. Before he could ask about it, Miss Lee interrupted.


  “OK, I’ve got the mother’s testimony loaded up. I’ll start it playing once you get inside.”


  Thorpe smiled and thanked her.


  The guard opened the door and held it open with his foot.


  “Right this way, Father,” he said politely.


  Dr. Flemish leaned on one arm against the frame of the one-way glass which looked out over the boy’s room. Through it, he watched Father Thorpe enter and sit down in one of the small, metal chairs that had been placed to the side of the door. The priest slowly began to look around the room: taking it in, documenting it, sounding it for anything out of the ordinary.


  Flemish had met Thorpe in Istanbul back in ’94. He’d worked with him again in Paris in ’98, Cincinnati in ’99, Poughkeepsie in 2002, Kyoto in 2004, and then, finally Beirut. Flemish closed his eyes at the thought of what had happened there. So many mistakes had been made that night. There were so many regrets. Porter dying was just the icing on an already lousy cake.


  “Doctor?” Miss Lee interrupted.


  Flemish turned, grateful for the distraction. “Yes?”


  “What’s he doing?” she asked.


  “He’s getting settled in the room, getting used to it. Like when you climb into a hot bath. Thorpe—although he’d vehemently deny it—is a psychic, almost a Pre-Cognitive, really… among many other things.”


  Miss Lee stared along with him into the other room, before finally asking, “Have you known him long?”


  Flemish smiled.


  “For some time, yes.” He considered it a second, then continued, “Maybe ten … fifteen years.” His face showed a compulsion to explain further. “Our common interests continue to bring us together.”


  Having seen a few of Dr. Flemish’s interests in her time here, Miss Lee nodded a nervous understanding.


  “Father Thorpe… “Flemish explained, “is an interesting man. We once requested his full file from The Vatican when we began working together. What we found … was impressive. What we didn’t find … was even more so.”


  The two of them stood silently and watched the meditating priest as Flemish continued to speak.


  “Multiple degrees … theology, history, political science … anatomy and physiology. He did some time in the military, I think. I know he lived in Indonesia for a while. He’s a formidable personality … as you’ve seen.”


  Miss Lee nodded reflexively.


  “Anyway, there are years in his history that are unknown, but the next time anyone heard from or about him was when he joined the seminary and was subsequently made priest. He was ordained, and then he immediately disappeared into the bowels of The Vatican. It was a few years later before he and I met in Turkey. And, as I say, we’ve worked together on and off ever since then.”


  Miss Lee glanced over suspiciously.


  “I’ve never heard of an armed priest.”


  Flemish smiled again.


  “Father Thorpe isn’t any regular priest, Miss Lee.”


  “I’m gathering that.”


  “As I said, The Vatican has sent us a true anomaly—educated, worldly, and very, very lethal.”


  Confusion clouded Miss Lee’s expression.


  “Lethal?” she asked.


  Flemish gave her his patented Yoda expression.


  “Miss Lee, Life is about balance. Hot … cold. Deep … shallow. Long … short. After all, Good must have its evil, yes?”


  Miss Lee scrunched up her brow. “I guess…”


  “Let me put it another way … you’ve heard of the expression, ‘turn the other cheek?’”


  Miss Lee nodded.


  “Father Thorpe is the guy you call when you run out of cheeks.”


  Thorpe entered the hospital room slowly, stepping past Laird who dutifully held the door. Once the priest was inside, the guard closed the door and took up a sentry position just outside.


  The first thing Thorpe noticed once he was alone in the room was the temperature. The room seemed unnaturally cold; just this side of uncomfortable. Thorpe noted thin puffs of his own breath suddenly dancing in front of his field of vision. He retrieved his cell phone from his jacket pocket and pulled up an ‘ambient room temperature’ app. Oddly, it read 75 degrees … and that didn’t make any kind of sense. Gooseflesh erupted across the back of his hand as he slid the phone back into his breast pocket.


  Thorpe took a minute to soak it all in; the ambiance of the room. Sniffing the air as he looked around, he noticed an underlying stench of rotting meat or spoiled cabbage. It was hidden beneath what could only have been a liberal dose of antiseptic, but it was still there. He’d smelled it—or maybe something similar to it—before. It was the smell of something gone bad. The smell of something that was once alive, but now, was slowly rotting and falling to ruin from the inside.


  Two metal chairs sat to the right of the door. He chose one and sat down, setting the file across his lap. He sat for several minutes; eyes closed, breathing held to a minimum. Then, a microphone suddenly went live with a squeal that echoed sharply through the room. Miss Lee’s whispered voice came pouring from the speakers overhead.


  “OK, Father … here’s the file. We’ve included a translation for clarity.”


  Thorpe spoke softly.


  “Give me a minute.”


  Thorpe sat quietly and absorbed more of the silence in the room. He wanted to drink in as much of the ambience as he could before his head got too filled with facts. Silence spread like ink over the room and Thorpe listened to it intently. For it was within the silence that true understanding was often to be found. And in the spaces between the moments, that was where God explained himself.


  Another chill ran its finger down his spine and he felt it splash across the front of his legs.


  There was definitely something here, something that was emanating from the direction of the boy and the bed. It was slight, almost imperceptible, but it was there. The priest focused his attentions deeper and he swore he heard, far off in the stillness, the sound of a child screaming in terror.


  “Father?” Miss Lee chided.


  “Ok, Miss Lee,” Thorpe said softly. “Go ahead.”


  Thorpe settled in, his eyes remaining closed. He did a few deep breathing exercises to open himself to what he was about to hear. He focused. All sound in his ears became amplified and he turned his attention to only what was coming out of the small speakers set in the wall at the four corners of the room.


  There was another squeak and then came the abrupt sound of rushing
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