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Foreword

The Necessary Lie of the Narrative

BY DR. EVELYN REED, Professor Emeritus of Religious Sociology, Columbia University

Let me be straight with y'all before we get into this thing. My whole career — decades of it, stacked up like old church programs nobody reads anymore — has been about picking apart the machinery of belief. Not the beauty of it. The machinery. I wanted to know who built it, who oiled it, who got paid when it ran smooth, and who got crushed when it broke down.

The Catholic Church's Rite of Exorcism? Lord, that thing is a masterpiece of social engineering. Walk into any room where one of those rites is being performed and what you're really watching is the oldest magic trick in the book — take the chaos that don't fit the institution's story, dress it up with a name like 'demon,' and suddenly you got something the Church can charge admission to fix. The demon, see, is the perfect alibi. It lets the whole system say, 'Wasn't us. Wasn't the poverty, wasn't the abuse, wasn't the system grinding people to powder. It was the Devil.' Clean hands. Every time.

So when the manuscript that would become The Crooked Heart of Ritual landed on my desk, I came at it the same way I come at everything — like a forensic scientist, cold and clean, looking for the seams where the myth was stitched together. Father Elias — a man I know, a brilliant post-structuralist theologian — wrote this thing. I expected deconstruction. Elegant, precise, final. I expected him to lay Father Thomas Coyle on the table and show you the clockwork underneath the legend.

What I found, though? Chile, what I found was something else entirely.

This ain't a book of deconstruction. This is a document of collision — two men standing at opposite ends of everything that matters, slamming into each other until one of them breaks. On one side you got Father Coyle, the weary warrior. His belief ain't a choice he made at some altar at seventeen. It's a scar. The kind you run your fingers over in the dark and remember exactly how you got it. He'll tell you plain: 'Trauma is blind. It's accidental. But what I faced had malice — a customized, surgical intelligence.' That ain't poetry, y'all. That's a man telling you what he saw.

On the other side, you got Father Elias. Bright. Sharp. Armed with every book ever written by anybody who ever doubted anything. He walks into that library believing the worst possible thing in this world is a lapse in logic. He's got the Enlightenment tucked under one arm and a psychology textbook under the other, and he is absolutely certain he's gonna walk out of there having retired the legend of Father Coyle like a jersey on a gym wall.

The genius of this book is watching that certainty die. Slow. Page by page. Like watching a man who swore he could swim get pulled under by something that shouldn't exist.

The Crooked Heart of Ritual ain't a theological text. It's a reckoning. It's gonna ask you what you're really afraid of. Not the Devil. The myth. Because the greatest tragedy of this modern age ain't that we fear the Devil — it's that we got so spooked by the idea of believing something we can't measure that we blinded ourselves to the monster standing right in front of our face.

Read it. And when you done, you tell me if Elias walked out of that room the same man who walked in.

He didn't.



Prelude: The Weight of the Reel

The machine was an anachronism. An old reel-to-reel recorder from the seventies, heavy as a secret and twice as ugly, its twin spools sitting there like a pair of hollow eyes staring up at the ceiling. I put it on the mahogany table between us on purpose. A digital recorder would've caught sound waves. Just sound waves — clean, weightless, forgettable. But this machine ate tape. Physical tape that the recording pressed itself into like a brand on skin. I wanted something that could hold weight. The weight of memory. The weight of sin. The weight of a man trying to unburden himself of the truth before he ran out of time to do it.

The room was the rectory library at St. Jude's — built, far as I could tell, not for reading but for containment. Air smelled like old paper and older compromise. Velvet curtains pulled tight against the afternoon sun like the room itself was ashamed of the light. This was a place where truths came to get polished down into something the institution could live with. I, Father Elias, was there to apply the final coat.

I looked at Father Thomas Coyle across that table. Eighty-four years old. Sixty of them in the cloth. The Church's most celebrated exorcist. He wasn't hallowed. He was hollowed out — like a river stone that water's been running over so long it forgot what it used to be. The weight in his eyes wasn't the satisfaction of a man who'd done his life right. It was the painful, exhausted knowledge of somebody who'd seen things and survived things that nobody was ever supposed to see or survive.

He looked at my pressed collar, the way I had my notes arranged just so, and gave me this small, mirthless smile. Like he could see the armor under my clothes.

'You're here to record the legend, Father Elias,' he rasped. Voice like gravel soaked in a thousand different languages of terror and prayer. 'But I'm only here to unburden myself of the truth.'

I pressed the big chrome button. The reels started turning. Slow and steady. Pulling that thin magnetic ribbon from one spool to the next like time unwinding off a clock.

'The truth is heavy, Elias,' Coyle whispered, leaning forward, eyes cutting through all that thick air between us. 'Heavier than the lie they sell in Rome.'

The tape started recording. The record of the legend was about to begin. The record of the truth had already started.
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PART I

THE UNBURDENING
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Day 1: The Thesis of Conflict


Chapter One: The Burden of Father Coyle

The air in the rectory library was the color of old money and unspoken compromise. But underneath all that — underneath the leather and the velvet and the smell of books nobody had opened in twenty years — there was something else. Something scorched. Like the room had been holding its breath so long it finally started to burn from the inside.

Father Thomas Coyle sat across from me looking less like a holy man than a soldier who'd been on the front so long he'd forgotten what peace felt like. Eighty-four years old. Sixty in the cloth. A global reputation as the Church's most celebrated exorcist. And none of it — not a bit of it — had left him with any kind of peace. It had hollowed him out. Like a big old river stone the current's been working on for decades — smooth on the outside, empty in the middle, every sharp edge long since worn away.

The weight in his eyes wasn't pride. It was the painful, bone-deep knowledge of a man who had seen things and survived things and carried things that would've broken anybody else in two.

His hands rested on that polished mahogany table — the hands of a man who'd held the heads of the dying and told them the truth while they went. Not platitudes. Truth.

'Start the tape, Father Elias,' he commanded. Gravelly, low, like a voice seasoned in the fires of a thousand different rooms that smelled like this
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Chapter Two: The Geometry of Contempt
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