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EPILOGUE


“...Thrust into Hell Satan, and all the evil spirits, who prowl the world seeking the ruin of souls. Amen”—A portion of the prayer to St. Michael the Archangel
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The Beast was born in an inner-city Chicago neighborhood, the bastard child of a homeless meth-addicted teenage girl—impregnated by a demon of a man—who promptly disposed of him in the nearest dumpster like a loaf of moldy bread. Fortunately for the baby—unfortunately for society—he was discovered an hour later by a dumpster diver.

Baby John Doe was placed into foster care after a complete medical examination. The exam was limited by science to physical development. The baby’s mind was already filled with impenetrable darkness. It was evil through and through. It wasn’t the infant’s fault. The DNA combination offered by his meth-addicted teenage mother and her Skinhead hate-filled boyfriend had doomed the baby before it left the womb.

The baby was soon adopted by a young, newlywed gay couple. Marty and Liam Lewis were Chicago theater regulars. They met when they both auditioned for the same leading role of an off-Broadway production of Little Shop of Horrors. Their love for theater was only exceeded by their desire to raise a family.

They were thrilled to learn that Baby John Doe was available and felt all the more love for him when they discovered he had been abandoned in a dumpster. Neither could imagine what would compel someone to do that to an infant. They named their adopted child Miguel after Liam’s grandfather.

Marty and Liam did everything they could to assure baby Miguel was loved beyond measure. Despite this, the baby was always unhappy. The usual giggles and smiles that came naturally to most babies never surfaced. In fact, the baby was oddly emotionless, wearing a perpetual frown.

The parents were shocked when the baby uttered its first words. “Dey mon.” They were not certain what baby Miguel was trying to say. One night, while watching a rerun of The Exorcist, the twenty-two-month-old startled them by repeatedly shouting “dey mon” while excitedly jumping up and down in his crib and pointing at the levitating, possessed girl on the television.

Marty paled and said to Liam, “I think he’s saying demon!”

Things got much worse for the once-happy couple. Baby Miguel’s vocabulary became alarmingly crude and offensive for an adult, let alone a child. They sought out a child psychologist when Miguel turned four. After only two sessions, her recommendation was to visit a neurosurgeon, saying the child’s behavior had to be related to its brain chemistry, not a developmental flaw.

Liam filed for divorce shortly after that visit. Marty and his relationship had suffered as well. Liam did not file for custody nor want any visitation of their adoptive child.

Marty died a week later by jumping from his apartment building’s fifteenth-floor balcony. The police report indicated that the four-year-old told the officers a demon killed his father. A review of the hallway video surveillance did not reveal anyone else visiting the apartment during the time in question. The death was ruled a suicide, although a suicide note was never discovered.

Little Miguel was once again taken into protective custody by Child Protective Services. Several years and foster families later, nine-year-old Miguel’s propensity for hatred transformed into acts of violence. Biting, slapping, punching, and kicking escalated to stabbings with pencils, scissors, and other instruments. Unspeakable language for a drunken sailor, let alone a child, spewed from his mouth like bullets from an Uzi.

Numerous child psychiatrists were baffled by his behavior, and no amount of drugs or cognitive therapy helped. Neuroimaging of the boy’s brain and other physical tests offered no clues to his behavior.

By the time Miguel turned fifteen, his crimes had escalated in severity: arson, aggravated assault, robbery, and resisting arrest. These were only the crimes he was convicted of. Miguel had already gotten away with literal murder, and no one was the wiser. His new home was a juvenile detention facility.

Police officers, parole officers, and Child Protective Services had all given up on him. No one wanted Miguel, but he was still legally a juvenile for two more years and was required to be released into an adult’s care.

Miguel was not stupid. In fact, he was quite the opposite. He spent his incarcerated juvenile years judiciously devouring the jail library, like a hyena feasting on the carcass of an antelope. He was obsessed with military history and religious books. The Crusades and World War II were incredibly fascinating. He secretly idolized Hitler.

Shortly after his sixteenth birthday, Miguel had a vision that revealed to him his future destiny. Satan spoke to him through the vision, advising him that he would lead a violent rebellion against his most significant enemy, the Catholic Church.  Miguel would be the tip of the spear that would bring the church to its knees.

But first, Miguel needed to learn the ways of his enemy. He would have to deceive many by leading them to believe he had changed his ways. Miguel began to attend weekly mass at the detention facility. He even became an altar boy for the services. In short order he was an exemplary prisoner.

His parole officers remained skeptical, but an assurance from the detention center’s chaplain persuaded them to release him to Sister Bethany Margarite, a wise and tough-as-nails nun from an inner-city Chicago parish who gladly took in runaways and abandoned urchins no one else wanted. Miguel would remain with her until he reached the age of emancipation.

Miguel’s evil tendencies entered a hibernation period for several years that consisted of entering the seminary, becoming a deacon, and finally, an exceptional priest. The only thing that prevented him from becoming a bishop was his juvenile background.

The records were supposedly sealed, but the Vatican was a potent institution with vast resources. Now, at thirty-eight Father Miguel Lewis, a.k.a., The Beast, was ready to put his end game into motion.

The Beast quickly became a legend on the dark web. His weekly webcasts were live-streamed across the world. With over a million regular viewers, he was a sensation. Always clad in traditional priestly black with a white collar, he openly mocked Catholicism and other Christian religions. He wore a simple wolf mask that covered his face and head from the nose upward, leaving his mouth and jaw exposed.

Finally, after years of preparation and propaganda, The Beast urged his followers to begin attacking the sheep. The time had come to dismantle the Catholic Church, brick by brick, member by member!
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At the completion of the podcast, Father Lewis removed his mask. He joined his most trusted followers in their South Chicago meeting room, which was located in the basement of a historic hotel owned by a faithful follower. The cavernous room had once been used by Al Capone and other gangsters as an underground casino.

His second in command, The Raven, hammered his gavel when The Beast entered the room. The remaining five attendees, referred to as The Black Bishops, promptly stood at rigid attention. Their black robes matched their dark souls.

“It is finally time!” Father Lewis announced in his booming voice.

“Are we taking direct action against him?” one of the bishops inquired excitedly.

“If you mean the pope, no. At least, not yet. We need him frightened and vulnerable. We will first go after his prime protectors, the ones they refer to as The Four replied Father Lewis.

“How will we find them? Are we traveling to the Vatican?” one of the other bishops inquired.

“No. The Vatican protectors will come to us. I purposely left today’s broadcast unprotected. They will easily trace our IP address. When they arrive, we will slaughter them!”
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Colton Bishop swept his eyes over the electronic order screen and sighed. So much for a pandemic. Although waning, Covid-19 was still a worldwide health issue, but he could not tell that by the number of patrons at the famed La Fortisma. Two of his regular kitchen staff had called off sick for the evening. It’s just a coincidence it’s a Friday night, he thought. Felix, the headwaiter, felt obligated to remind him every few minutes that many more potential diners were waiting to be seated.

As the Executive Chef, Colton was ultimately responsible for every dish that came out of the kitchen. Typically, there were few complaints and many accolades as he was one of the premier chefs in Rome. A framed front page of La Cucina Italiana that hung just inside the front entrance pronounced him as one of the best chefs in all of Italy.

Despite the stress of being short-staffed, his co-workers were handling the pressure admirably. The pleasant aroma of garlic, sauteed vegetables, grilled lamb, and pan-fried calamari wafted throughout the kitchen and drifted into the dining room.

The cacophony of metal pans clanging, porcelain dishes banging against each other, and knives chopping against wood blocks echoed throughout the kitchen, accompanied by the steady beat of techno-pop music that his younger staff loved, but Colton only tolerated—barely.

Bridgette, a young and energetic waitress, ran into the kitchen screaming, "Colton, Colton, Felix is in trouble!"

Felix could generally handle most problems, primarily because of his calm demeanor and a cool head. Colton quickly followed Bridgette into the dining area and immediately saw the problem. It was a big problem. Actually, three big problems.

"Should I contact the authorities?" asked Bridgette in a panicked voice.

"No. I will handle this," Colton replied calmly as he strolled towards the middle of the crowded dining room. "Excuse me, gentlemen!" His voice was loud and stern as he approached. Felix was bent over face-first on the table, his right cheek resting in a plate of linguine noodles. A man the size and shape of an old-style phonebooth had Felix's arm folded behind his back and was leaning over him. Felix's face was contorted in pain.

"Is there a problem I can help you gentlemen with?" Colton asked.

The phonebooth-shaped guy looked at his two friends who were standing on the opposite side of the table, then back at Colton and said, "Piss off. We don't have a problem."

Colton appraised the three men closely. All were wearing Giorgio Armani suits perfectly tailored to accentuate their broad shoulders, muscular arms, and barrel chests. They were all over six foot four, and each was at least two hundred and forty pounds or more. Each was clean-shaven, with square jaws and crooked noses. Mob men, for sure. Not high-ranking members, but enforcers.

"I'm sorry. I can't leave until Felix is released. Please, tell me how I can make this right," Colton replied.

"Mickey asked you to leave. My suggestion is that you do so before you get hurt," one of the other two men said. This one was a tad younger than the phonebooth guy named Mickey.

The third guy, who seemed the oldest, maybe fifty something, added, "Do as he says, son. Run along now before you get hurt."

Colton noticed the crowded restaurant was suddenly quiet. Diners were gazing curiously at them. At the tables nearest the commotion, the patrons were quickly dabbing at their mouths with linen napkins before silently excusing themselves, abandoning half-eaten meals.

Colton casually unbuttoned his white chef's coat and slipped out of it. He laid it neatly across the back of a nearby chair and returned his gaze to the phonebooth guy—Mickey. "Gentlemen, I must insist that you release Felix. Then we can talk about how to remedy whatever it was he did to upset you."

Colton observed that several patrons were now holding their cell phones at the ready waiting to capture whatever was about to occur. Fortunately, despite so many phones in patrons’ hands, none had apparently summoned the polizia yet. Besides, this was the most live entertainment most had seen in months, especially since the pandemic had kept them inside.

"Fu—" Mickey began to say, but before he could even finish uttering the vulgarity, Colton strode forward and delivered a powerful sidekick that connected with the phonebooth's left ribcage. The powerful kick propelled him sideways, sending him airborne. He landed several feet away on top of a table that was thankfully now empty. The table toppled onto him as he rolled off of it. Half-empty wine glasses and nearly whole dishes of pasta spilled on top of him with a clatter.

The other two enforcers were obviously impressed with Colton's kick. Each immediately went for the handguns in their suit coats. Colton pulled Felix away from the table and shoved him safely away. He then placed both his palms flat on the edge of the table and slid feet-first underneath it.

Colton aimed for the enforcers’ knees on the opposite side, slamming his feet into one of each of the large men. He had a brief flashback from his childhood of sliding down a playground slide while barreling into two bullies punching his friend at the base of it. The enforcers’ kneecaps hyperextended and audibly "popped.” The snapping of the cartilage was followed by a slew of obscenities. Colton quickly rolled to his left from underneath the table and jumped upright.

The younger guy was still somehow standing and managed to draw his pistol with his right hand, using his left on the table for balance. Before he could adequately align his gun’s sight on Colton's chest, Colton grabbed a steak knife from the table and jammed it through the top of the guy's left hand, impaling it to the tabletop.

The man howled in pain while Colton quickly disarmed him with a simple grab and twist technique. Colton saw in his peripheral vision that the older man was still on the ground, but was now aiming a pistol at him. Colton pulled the younger man into him as a shield while pointing the newly acquired gun at the older man's head.

"Do you know who the hell you're messing with, kid? You're dead. Deader than dead," the older guy said while his gun started to wobble a bit in his hand.

"Are you referring to clinical death or brain death? Either way, I feel fine. If you're referring to a future time of death, I'm still confused about how I can be deader than dead. Perhaps if you’re referring to biological death—"

“Enough already! Are you a fucking doctor or something?” the older man interrupted while attempting to stand. He winced at the effort; his right knee was severely damaged. Colton still had the gun trained on him, and the old guy did his best to try to hold his pistol steady.

The phonebooth-sized guy finally managed to stand as well. He angrily brushed pasta noodles off his several thousand-dollar suit while staring at Colton. He looked as though he was considering going for his own gun.

"Don't do it, or I'll shoot your buddy first, then I'll put a bullet in your head," Colton said, as though reading his mind.

Phonebooth wisely nodded, held his hands away from his sides, and told the older guy to lower his weapon.

"Now, come help your two friends. It's time for all of you to leave."

Phonebooth walked over to the older man, who looped a hand over his shoulder. Colton shoved the gun into his waistband and yanked the steak knife from the younger man's hand. He yelped in pain while Colton roughly shoved him forward. The younger guy hopped over to the phonebooth-sized guy and rested his hand on his other shoulder. The three thugs limped towards the exit.

The older guy turned back towards Colton and said, "You’re—"

Colton interrupted and said, "I know, I'm deader than dead. Now hurry along before the polizia arrive."

As the trio exited the establishment, the patrons broke into loud applause. Colton smiled, bowed, and said, "I'm afraid that concludes tonight's entertainment."

Several patrons quickly loaded their captured footage to their Facebook, Instagram, Snap Chat, and other social media accounts as soon as they could.

After checking on Felix and helping him reset the displaced tables, Colton returned to the kitchen. His personal cell started vibrating. He frowned at the caller ID then answered. "Yes, boss."

"Seriously! Is this your idea of keeping a low profile?" Ricardo Mascola, a.k.a. The Controller, yelled at him. "You're a social media hero. Chef serves up a side of whoop-ass is my favorite tweet."

Colton held the phone far from his ear, then returned it and asked, "Wow! News travels fast. What was I supposed to do?"

"Calling the polizia would have been the smart course of action," Ricardo replied.

"It's Friday evening; they have far more pressing matters to deal with than a few unruly customers at a restaurant. Besides, I need to stay sharp," countered Colton.

Ricardo sighed and said, "As do you, my boy. Now get in here immediately. We have a first-level threat." Ricardo abruptly terminated the call.

Colton informed his kitchen staff that a family emergency had occurred, and he needed to leave immediately. He was purposely vague regarding any details. He didn’t outright lie as he considered the Holy Father family. If Ricardo Mascola issued a first-level threat, it definitely involved the pope. Colton slipped out the rear kitchen door. The thought of telling Felix he was leaving early was too much to bear. Felix was already upset about the short staffing issues.

The frigid air made him wish he had worn a heavier jacket. January in Rome was cold, but not usually freezing. He jogged down the deserted alleys several blocks before reaching his apartment. He keyed his way into the small lobby area, then bounded up the stairs to the fourth floor.

Exiting the stairwell, he spotted someone he didn’t want to see. He attempted to turn around and reenter the stairwell quickly, but she had already spotted him and was excitedly yelling his name. Colton let out a long, slow breath and turned around to face his recently widowed neighbor, Denise Spice.

Denise was easily thirty years older than Colton, but she didn’t allow that to deter her from seeking his interest. “Hey, Denise. What can I do for you?” Colton said, immediately regretting his word choice.

Denise, who was an American, flashed a megawatt, commercial-worthy smile at him.

“Oh, Colton. So many wonderful things come to mind when you say that.”

Colton sighed. Ignoring the comment, he walked by her and started to unlock his door. He nearly choked on the perfume that wafted from her like stench from a skunk.

He felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. “What’s the rush, darling? I was hoping you could help me hang my new shower curtain. I’ve tried, but I need a third hand.”

Colton turned towards her as he started pushing his door open. “I’m sorry, Denise, but I have a family emergency. I need to feed my cats, then I have to go.”

Denise stuck out her Botoxed lower lip and peered around his shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of an apartment she had never entered.

“Is everything okay? I’ve noticed that redhead isn’t around as much anymore.”

“Everything is great. That redhead is Rebecca, and we live together. She’s been around; you’ve just missed her, I guess.”

“Hmm. Lucky girl. I hope she appreciates what she has.”

“I’m the lucky guy, and I do. Sorry, but I have to go.” Colton slipped inside and shut his door.

Colton glanced at his watch. Punctuality was not his strong suit, but he figured he wouldn’t be returning to the apartment for a few days with a first-level threat issued, so he needed to feed their cats. Actually, they were Rebecca’s cats. She would be summoned to the Vatican as well.

Colton and Rebecca comprised half of a covert team referred to as The Four and were responsible for investigating threats against the Holy Father. The well-known Swiss Guard protected him like bodyguards. The Four operated proactively by trying to neutralize potential threats before they came to fruition. Only their boss, Ricardo Mascola, and Cardinal Colosanti knew of the team’s existence.

The tuxedo and tabby cats padded out of their hiding places. Colton scratched them each behind the ears before refilling their dishes with fresh water and food. He grabbed a leather duffel bag already packed with everything he required for a few days away and headed towards his door. After a quick peek out of the peephole to assure himself that Denise was gone, he slipped into the hall, relocked the door, then jogged to the stairwell, wondering what assignment awaited him at the Vatican.
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Rebecca Esposita struggled to free herself as the man squeezed his powerful arms around her neck, his total weight upon her as he lay across the top of her. She was facedown with her head turned to the right. Her vision was starting to blur, and snot unattractively hung from her nose as she fought for precious air.

Rebecca was not an average woman. Before being recruited by Ricardo Mascola to work for the Vatican nearly seven years ago, she was the top female kickboxer in Italy. He’d persuaded her to give up a competitive career to fight for a more significant cause.

In hindsight, kickboxing was losing its audience, as was traditional boxing, to the ultra-popular mixed martial arts, a.k.a MMA fighting.

Before being recruited by Mascola, Rebecca's fighting skills were narrow, but she was now trained in many other fighting disciplines by the top instructors in each field. With broader skills, she’d started participating in underground MMA matches to stay sharp. She especially enjoyed the unsanctioned garage matches as they allowed her to fight men, not just women.

On this particular Friday evening, she wondered if perhaps she’d made the wrong decision to partake in the main event. She could simply tap out by slapping her palm against the mat and the pain would cease, but Rebecca welcomed the pain. In fact, she thrived on it.

The fight, appropriately enough, was being held in the basement of a bakery near the famed Roman Colosseum. Julian Francois, her opponent, was an underground French MMA legend. He was currently 27-0 against his opponents. Rebecca was the first female he’d reluctantly agreed to fight. Francois' strength was grappling; therefore, Rebecca had hoped to avoid the ground, but here she was after barely a minute into the third and final round.

In the first seconds of the round, Rebecca had attempted a roundhouse kick but had slipped on a patch of Francois' blood from an earlier injury she had inflicted. Off-balance and off-target, she was vulnerable, and Francois had seized the opportunity by quickly ducking the kick and delivering a vicious uppercut to her chin. She had willed herself to not losing consciousness, her vision tunneling to a pinpoint as she’d dropped shakily to her knees. Francois had been on her like a leopard pouncing on an injured antelope.

Rebecca was only a few seconds away from losing. She was undefeated against other women, with a 21-0 record, and thus far was 7-0 against male opponents. But most bets were against her as Francois was another caliber than the prior men she had fought. She could accept the loss without any shame and hope for a rematch in the future. But then Francois made a colossal blunder by whispering in her ear, "You fight pretty good for a girl."

Rebecca's eyes narrowed, her nostrils flared, and her emerald greens eyes flashed with rage as adrenaline released into her bloodstream, filling her with an incredible renewal of instant strength. She swiftly rolled to her left, easily flipping her opponent onto his back. She delivered a reverse hammer punch over her right shoulder, connecting squarely with his already broken nose. Francois released his chokehold as he grunted in both surprise and pain.

Rebecca rolled over, pinning him to the mat while straddling his torso just above his waist. Once in the dominant position, she rained a flurry of blows upon his face and head. He attempted to cover it with his forearms, but Rebecca was relentless, pounding his temples with punches, then driving her elbows between the gap in his forearms into his face.

Blood sprayed from his newly wounded nose and leaked from his ears. Francois repeatedly slapped the mat with his left hand as two referees wildly attempted to pull Rebecca off him. She eventually relented and stood shakily. Her chest heaved as she took in ragged breaths, trying to regain her depleted oxygen.

Her long red hair broke free of it ponytail and was plastered across her sweaty face. Her bottom lip was swollen and her left eye felt puffy.

"Jesus, woman, you almost killed him," one of the referees said while raising her hand above her head, designating her as the winner.

"He'll live," she replied as a trainer and other support staff rushed to Francois' side.

A few minutes later, she was slipping into her black spandex jogging outfit inside a small storeroom in preparation for the six-mile run to Colton's flat. The Controller would disapprove of their relationship, so they did their best to conceal it. Her cell buzzed and repeatedly vibrated inside her backpack. She dug it out from its pouch. The caller ID revealed Vatican City.

"Ciao," she answered in her native Italian tongue.

Ricardo Mascola replied without preamble, "We have a tier-one level threat. How soon can you be here?"

She sniffed her armpit, then shook her head before saying, "I just finished working out. I need to grab a quick shower, but can be there within forty-five minutes."

"Forget the shower. It can wait. I'll see you in twenty minutes."

Before she could protest, Ricardo terminated the call.

Rebecca frowned, then summoned an Uber to her location. The shower and run would have to wait.
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Diego De Luga was tracing his finger down the slender back of the naked woman lying beside him.

The twenty-two-year-old American female was an art intern at the Vatican Museum. Diego had spotted her a few days ago inside the Vatican cafeteria. He’d prayed she was not one of the many oblates. A vow of chastity was not what he was looking for.

Krystie rolled towards him and smiled. “That was incredible.”

Diego smiled back. “I’m just getting started. Unless you need to rest?”

“I can rest when I return to the States,” she said, placing both of her arms around his neck and pulling his face down to hers. She began aggressively kissing him.

Diego’s phone chirped loudly. He groaned and reluctantly pulled away from her lips, leaning over her to grab his cell phone. He answered it while she redirected her lips to his chest.

“Please tell me it is something that can wait,” he said without a greeting.

“Absolutely not. We have a first-level threat. I need you to pry yourself away from your American friend and get to my office ASAP!” his boss ordered.

Diego realized he would have to sweep his apartment for monitor devices. Was the old bastard listening to him? Watching him?

He terminated the call, then returned his attention to Krystie. “I apologize, but duty calls. I have to go.”

The curvaceous American woman frowned and ground her pelvis against him, seductively asking, “Do you really have to go now?”

“Yes, but what the hell is a few more minutes anyway? Besides, Colton is always late. Now, where were we?”

*****
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MARCO ROMANO WAS DEEP in contemplative prayer, kneeling before the Pieta, the famed five-hundred-year-old statue of Mary cradling her deceased son Jesus in her arms immediately after his crucifixion. Usually, this section of St. Peter’s Basilica would be jammed with tourists, but the daily tours were long over.

As a Vatican City resident, Marco was allowed nearly unlimited access. As a former seminarian, he was still profoundly devout. He often wondered how different his life would be if Ricardo Mascola hadn’t recruited him several years ago to protect the pope.

Marco was currently deep in prayer; in fact, his depth was so great he was in an altered state of consciousness. He was experiencing a sense of weightlessness, a disconnect from his physical self. Marco wasn’t sure, but felt as though his body was actually levitating. He could not open his eyes to confirm this as he was enraptured with an intense feeling of connection with the divine and didn’t dare risk losing it.

Marco had never reached this altered state of consciousness before. He realized he was on a path that only mystics and the saints had tread before him. He was elated. No mere words could completely describe his current state of euphoria. He was having an intense vision, seeing a wicked storm with tumultuous clouds tossing a sailboat about in a raging
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