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Harry saw the accident from the top of the hill on Seattle’s Minor Avenue. He wanted to shout a warning to the well-dressed gentleman stepping off the curb into the path of an ambulance that had switched off its siren and was turning into the lane for Swedish Hospital’s ER, but as the driver swerved to avoid the pedestrian Harry knew there was nothing he could do to prevent a tragedy. Hearing the thump of the man’s body crumpling under the solid bumper of the ambulance, he ran down the rain-slicked hill.

The driver and an attendant had already climbed out and were staring at the body lying in the wet road. The driver looked up and noticed Harry slide to a stop beside the victim. “He stepped out in front of me. You saw it, didn’t you? He looked right at me and walked in front of my ambulance!”

Harry knelt down beside the unmoving man, feeling for a pulse. “Don’t move the vehicle. One of you run into the ER, get help.”

“I’ve got a patient in back, cardiac case,” the driver said anxiously. “This wasn’t my fault, mister.”

“Wheel your patient inside. Bring the stretcher back,” Harry instructed.

“Okay. But don’t go away, you’re my witness. You gotta make a statement.”

“Sure,” Harry said absently, and took off his London Fog raincoat He folded it and placed it under the injured man’s head. 

Leaden skies hung over the city’s First Hill neighborhood—often referred to as Pill Hill because of its many hospitals—and a light rain beat steadily onto the red and yellow leaves of trees lining the avenue. Late afternoon, the end of October and already it was getting dark.

A young doctor appeared in blue scrubs, stethoscope draped around his neck. “You can move back now,” he told Harry and checked the injured man for obvious injuries. There was blood coming from his mouth and nose. A nurse arrived with a wheeled stretcher. “Internal injuries,” the doc said to the nurse. “Broken tibias, maybe a pelvic fracture. We’ll use the backboard.”

Harry stood back, watching the medical team prepare the victim for movement. An orderly arrived and rolled the victim into the emergency room. The doctor lingered. “You know him?”

“Not exactly.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Look, I don’t have much time. Help me out here.”

“He’s Prince Abdul Abdullah, from Malaysia.”

“No kidding?”

“It was in the Seattle Times. The prince is CEO of Layang Airlines.”

The dark circles under the physician’s eyes spoke of long hours on the job. Not much time to read the paper. “I’ll get details from his ID. Presumably he’s carrying a passport. Do you happen to know where he is staying?”

“One of your competitors. He’s in Seattle for medical tests at Virginia Mason.” Harry took out a pack of Dunhill cigarettes, lit one and offered the pack to the physician.

“I could use one about now,” the doctor said, and looked over his shoulder. “Everyone carries a smartphone nowadays. I don’t need a photo of me smoking outside the ER posted to the hospital’s Facebook page. Listen, Mr....?

“Lee, Harry Lee.”

“Haven’t I seen you around?”

“I teach at Seattle University.” Harry gestured toward Broadway and the campus beyond. “I walk this way to St. James Cathedral.”

“Any chance you could stick around for a while? You know, come into the ER and fill me in a bit on this guy?” The doctor started to move away. “I gotta get back.”

Harry shrugged, picked up his sodden raincoat, dropped the cigarette in the stream of water running along the curb and followed.
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The ER smelled of antiseptics and cleaning solutions and the exhaust fumes of a parked and idling ambulance. A triage nurse was busy assessing the severity of cases in the waiting area, including two motor vehicle accident victims, a child with a severe cough, an evidently homeless man with open sores and a pregnant Asian woman. The cardiac patient was gone, probably in one of the examination and treatment rooms. Harry caught a glimpse of the prince through swinging doors and the relative of Malaysia’s king didn’t look good at all.

“You Harry Lee?” a man said behind him.

Harry spun around. He guessed the solidly-built man in a rumpled brown suit was in his late forties, the first streaks of gray appearing at the temples, hair cut short. He looked like a cop. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Got a call a few minutes ago. I happened to be at Harborview’s ER—a cop on my squad got shot. I’m Lt. Bullitt.”

Harry nodded.

“And, please, no Steve McQueen jokes. This isn’t San Francisco.”

“Bet you hear that a lot.”

“Not much anymore. Bullitt came out a long time ago.”

“Any relation to the Seattle Post-Intelligencer’s Bullitt family?”

Bullitt grunted. “Every family has a black sheep.”

“That car chase scene through the city-by-the-bay is a classic.” Harry pointed down the corridor at a vending machine. “Buy you a cup of coffee?”

“The policeman’s crutch, coffee and cigarettes.”  Bullitt reached for a pack and caught a frown from the triage nurse. “Coffee’s fine. Make it black, no sugar.”

Harry dropped some quarters into the machine and punched a button. After handing a cardboard cup to the cop, Harry selected his favorite; that is, with cream and sugar. “So what’s a Seattle police lieutenant doing responding to a vehicle-pedestrian accident?”

“Like I said, I was in the area and took the call. Sounds like you know the victim.”

“Not really.”

“Maybe I misunderstood. The nurse relayed information that you provided the physician. The victim’s a VIP?”

“You could say that. He’s a cousin of the Malaysian king, owns a private airline.”

Bullitt nodded. “Now I remember. It was in the papers a couple weeks ago...the story of a—what’s the name of his company?”

“Layang Air. Layang means kite in Malay.”

“Yeah, that’s it. One of his planes went down in the ocean. Still missing. Almost 300 passengers and crew presumed dead.”

“It was on route to Bangkok out of Kuala Lumpur, turned to starboard abruptly and went off radar-tracking somewhere over the Gulf of Siam, part of the South China Sea.”

“This is Boeing country. People keep track of these types of incidents.” The cop sipped his hot coffee. “At least it was an Airbus plane.”

“A fact of little consolation to the victim’s families.”

Bullitt noisily cleared his throat. “Incredible, Malaysia’s run of bad luck with commercial flights recently. In 2014, MH370 headed for Beijing, made an unexpected left turn and dropped into the Indian Ocean...still a mystery. Five months later another Malaysian plane, MH17, goes down, shot out of the sky while flying over the Ukraine on an air route normally avoided by pilots.” He finished his coffee, tossed the cup into a trash can and looked down at his scuffed shoes.

“Lieutenant, I’m not sure how I can help you.”

“You live around here?”

Harry sighed. So it was the indirect approach. “I’ve got an apartment off Broadway. I teach at Seattle U.”

“You a priest?”

“I’m not a Jesuit,” Harry replied diplomatically.

Bullitt shot him a quizzical look. “What’s your field?”

“Metaphysics.”

“That’s not hard science, it it?”

“Philosophy.”

The cop grinned. “How are the job prospects in philosophy nowadays?”

“Pretty dismal,” Harry had to admit.

“Mr. Lee,” the triage nurse called out, “Dr. Morrison would like to see you in the treatment area.”
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The blond doctor brushed aside a lock of hair. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Lee.”

“Call me Harry.”

“Hello, doc,” the lieutenant said. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Morrison shook his head. “Anything to assist Seattle’s finest.”

“Doctor, I’d like to help out but I really don’t know the victim. At least, not personally.”

The ER was strangely quiet. Other than doors opening and closing, the rattle of metal equipment on carts, there were no cries of pain, no screams. “As of now, the patient is critical but stable. I just transferred him to the OR—compound fractures. Normally I wouldn’t explain a patient’s condition except to immediate family,” the doctor paused while a tech rolled an ultrasound machine past, “but this is...well, it’s unusual.”

“Go on,” Bullitt encouraged, and took out a small notebook.

“No notes, lieutenant,” Morrison insisted. “This doesn’t leave the ER.”

Reluctantly the cop put away the notebook, straightened his tie. “As my journalist parents used to say, ‘Off the record.’”

The doctor explained, “The victim was bleeding internally. I couldn’t wait for an operating room to open up, so I dealt with it here. What I saw in his abdominal cavity was so extraordinary I called for a consult. Fortunately, one the city’s best gastroenterologists was preparing for surgery. Dr. Grunditz—’’

“Howard Grunditz?” Bullitt exclaimed. “I know the guy. He saved my bacon last year, took care of my ulcer. Sorry, go ahead.”

“There was a black substance in the man’s visceral peritoneum, gel-like and slimy. I’ve never seen anything like it.” The physician reached through an open doorway into a treatment room and brought out a curved stainless steel bowl with a dark, viscous material in it—almost like a human liver mixed with fat cells. “When a specialist with over 25 years in gastroenterology doesn’t recognize it,” Morrison looked Harry in the eye, “we have a problem.”

Memories of an experience in Kuala Lumpur twenty years ago surged back, memories Harry had tried to repress. A pained expression settled onto his usually unlined Asian-American features and his brown eyes inexplicably grew a shade darker, even under the bright lights of the ER. He ran a hand through his longish black hair and looked past the physician into an empty corner. “You put him under?”

“A regional. He was still conscious. It was either that or risk losing him on the spot.”

“Did he say anything?”

“Funny you should ask. He muttered the same word over and over. Sounded like ‘bomo.’ The O’s were long, as in Bromo-Seltzer. The man looked scared to death, as if something threatened him.”

Harry sighed deeply. “Doc, there’s nothing I can do. Your patient is going to die. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow.”

As Harry turned away, the physician grabbed his arm. “Wait a minute, I’ve gone the extra mile on this. My administrator is going to chew me out, or worse, for leaving the ER to pick this guy up off the street. You saw what happened. Damnit, you’re involved too.”

“Sorry, not my problem,” Harry said and pulled free. He left the emergency room without looking back. On the sidewalk he unfolded his raincoat, saw the bloodstains and dumped the coat into a nearby trash can. The rain beat down and he raised the collar of his herringbone sport coat and started down the hill.

“Harry, wait up!” Bullitt fell in beside him. “What the hell was that all about?”

Harry stopped at the corner with Boren Avenue. “This is a great way to catch pneumonia.”

“There’s my car.” Bullitt pointed to a brown unmarked Crown Victoria. “Just give me a few more minutes of your time. I’ll drop you at your place.”

“I’m going to the cathedral.”

“Come on, we should cross the street with the light. I’d hate to write you a ticket for a serious infraction like jaywalking,” the cop said and laughed.

Harry wasn’t laughing as he climbed into the passenger seat. The car smelled of stale cigarettes; smoking was forbidden in patrol cars. There was also an aroma of vomit and other human detritus left behind in the cruiser’s security-screened back seat. Bullitt slid behind the wheel and lowered his window a crack. He took out his pack and lit a cigarette, not offering one to Harry. Raindrops beat harder on the windshield and roof. Harry’s left knee bumped against the secured shotgun and he shifted, uncomfortably, on the vinyl seat.

“Back at Swedish,” Bullitt blew smoke out the window, “you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

Harry lowered his own window. “Maybe I have.”

“Look, professor, I’ve gotta know what I’m dealing with. You’ve seen this before, haven’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’m afraid police work hasn’t prepared you for what’s going on here.”

“Try me.”

“Are you a believer, lieutenant?”

“Believer in what?”

“Are you a Christian?”

“Hell, yes. I’m a Catholic!” Bullitt took a strong pull on his unfiltered cigarette.

Harry cupped his chin in his right hand and thought long and hard. “I’ll talk to you about what I know, but only in the cathedral. Agreed?”

“I get it. Holy ground. See, I saw that Highlander movie, too.” Bullitt tossed the butt out the window. 

“That’s littering.”

Ignoring the comment, the cop started the car and pulled out for the short drive to the cathedral of the Archdiocese of Seattle. “I’ve got a gut feeling, no pun intended, this is no ordinary traffic case.”
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Some of the city’s newest skyscrapers towered over the cathedral, built in 1907 in the style of the Renaissance, the twin bell towers resembling stand-alone campaniles. Overlooking the bronze entrance doors, a large cross rose up in front of the tile roof, marking the faith practiced inside the house of worship. It served as a parish church in addition to being the administrative center for the diocese. The trees surrounding the cathedral were full of brown leaves, but not for long. Soon the branches would be bare, the windstorms and rain and snow of November would see to that.

Harry trudged up the steps and slipped into the church. While the cop held back, he dipped his fingers into the vessel of Holy Water and crossed himself. Bullitt followed him into the nave and settled onto a wooden chair beside Harry in the back row, left of the center aisle. Harry bowed his head, his lips moving silently as the cop’s eyes roamed the rows of chairs and the high altar in front. Little natural light fell through the stained glass windows, not at this time of the day in autumn. There was the unmistakable scent of incense and the smell of burning wax. A bank of votive candles flickered nearby.

Speaking quietly, Harry began. “Your comment on Holy Ground is only partly correct, Lieutenant.”

“Yeah, why’s that?”

“Some of the worst crimes have been committed in churches. For example, the abuse of young people by a few priests. I can think of nothing more evil or more contradictory to the Gospels. Jesus declared that it would be better for such a person to tie a millstone around his neck—a heavy stone used for grinding grain—and drown himself in the sea, than to harm a child.”

“That would be suicide,” Bullitt said. “The church has declared that such a person is destined for Hell.”

“Jesus did not say that. But His teaching is clear on our spiritual responsibility to protect, not take advantage of, the younger generation.”

Bullitt shrugged. “Gay priests...”

“No,” Harry broke in, “the trouble is the criminal behavior of some priests. Not all gay men are pedophiles. Besides, a priest, whatever his orientation, has taken a vow of celibacy. That is the lifelong challenge for any man who has taken vows. Are you following me?”

“I think so. What’s this got to do with that prince?”

“Just as a male rapist is primarily driven by a desire to dominate and humiliate a woman, so a sexual predator seeks to impose his will on the vulnerable. They are men without a conscience, already citizens of Hell. Any psychotherapist who has tried to treat these perverted souls will tell you the same thing, which is that nothing works. No treatment is effective. These criminals are truly sociopathic in nature. They always blame the victim for their crimes. They never take responsibility for their cruelty.”

“Okay, not even the church is a completely safe place. Then why are we here?”

Harry stared ahead as a shadow of dark wings passed over the high altar. “Not safe from the wickedness of people, but safe from the Devil and his fallen angels...which some call demons.”

The cop took out a handkerchief, muffled a cough. “Are you serious? Listen, I deal in facts, hard evidence, not in a spiritual world. If I can’t touch it or see it or hear it, how can I know it exists? Surely you know that I can’t turn over a case based on demonic activity to a prosecutor.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

“Look, I’ll be the first to admit I’m a big fan of the Prophecy films. Christopher Walken made one hell of an angel.”

“A fallen angel.”

“Whatever you say. My point is, those were just movies.”

“As a police officer, haven’t you encountered deeds so evil that they cannot be explained away by a deprived childhood, alcoholic parents, drug addiction?”

“God, yes.” Bullitt wiped his brow with the handkerchief. “Speaking of abused kids, I’ve seen young children, babies, who’ve been drowned in bathtubs, burned on stovetops, thrown from third-floor balconies because they were crying. It’s usually some lady’s boyfriend who snaps and...I tell you, I’ve been tempted to put those monsters through the same torture. It’s a cop’s worst nightmare, coming onto the scene of one of those senseless murders. So, yeah, I’ve encountered evil in this city plenty of times.”

“Our Church and the Holy Scriptures tell us that people are sinners by nature. We think, say and do the wrong thing—we sin—because we were born in sin. That is, we’re not born good and then make mistakes, as faculty at the University of Washington might teach. Even at my Jesuit school, Seattle University, many members of the faculty would be embarrassed to confess their faith openly if, indeed, they have any.”

Harry turned to face Bullitt. “Lieutenant, I am simply stating the clear and obvious message of the Bible. God’s only Son became a man in order to die for our sins. He died on that Cross, taking our Sin, our Original Sin onto Himself. And then He was raised from the dead, defeating Death, which was Satan’s great stain on God’s creation.”

“That’s a heavy dose of theology for one cop to digest. And I still don’t see where that gets us with the guy lying up at Swedish.”

“I had to start with the basics. Now comes the part where most people, wisely, walk away.” Harry waited while a small, weekday tour group proceeded up the far side aisle. Suddenly a great organ sent waves of sound bouncing off the walls and columns of the nave. “A Toccata and Fugue, by Bach.”

“If you say so.” The cop glanced at his dirty fingernails. “Harry, you’re going to have to really spell it out. I’m not as smart as you. I dropped out of Seattle U. my second year and joined the department.”

“Okay, what I’m getting at is that the intersection of the physical and spiritual worlds is not a place where most of us are willing to go. Very few people should attempt the journey.”

“You’re losing me.”

“Recall the Gospel story of Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River at the hands of John the Baptist. Afterward Jesus went into the wilderness, the uninhabited places of the desert, and fasted and prayed for weeks. Then He was visited by the devil, who tempted Him three times. The first temptation explains our earthly situation. The devil led Jesus to a high place and, in a split second, showed Him all the kingdoms of the Earth.  “All these kingdoms have been given to me,” the devil said to Him, “and I can give them to anyone I choose. If you worship me, all that you see will be yours.”

“The devil couldn’t make good on that,” the cop scoffed.

“Pay attention to Jesus’ reply. He didn’t argue the point, rather He quoted Scripture. You see, Jesus did not deny that this world, this planet, belongs to the devil, because when our original ancestors, the first man and woman, fell into sin, they forfeited the Earth to the Great Tempter. In effect, they handed over the keys to the kingdom.”

“Like I said, that’s some heavy-duty stuff.”

“The devil was once an archangel named Lucifer, one of the brightest of God’s creatures. But, Scripture suggests, Lucifer began to admire his own beauty and intelligence and power amongst the angels and the sin of pride occupied his mind. He set his sights on God’s throne and, in the ensuing battle, took along a third of the angelic horde. There was War in Heaven and it continues to this day. There’s no doubt in my mind that some of the worst atrocities in history have been influenced by the devil and his followers, usually unseen, operating through people—some knowingly, others unwittingly.”

“And that explains what happened to the prince?”

Harry nodded. “You’re starting to understand.”

“No, I can’t write up an accident report based on what you’ve just told me. The chief’ll send me to the department chaplain or maybe the shrink. She’ll probably recommend I take early retirement.”

Harry got up, led the way outside the cathedral. The rain had stopped and the city was gripped by darkness, cut only by electric lights blazing from towering steel-and-glass high-rise buildings, the headlights of cabs and cars and trucks, and the occasional streetlamp. Harry stood on the top step and lit a cigarette. Bullitt shuffled beside him, hands in his coat pockets.

“Prince Abdul’s last words before losing consciousness were ‘Bomoh.’ According to Dr. Morrison, he repeated it several times. Whether out of delirium or fear or a warning, I don’t know.”

“What’s it mean?”

“Know anyone at Virginia Mason?”

“A couple of nurses. Why?”

“I’d like to have a look inside his room. I’ll tell you about bomohs once we’re there.”
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