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THE JOINT

said James to the
new prisoner. Prisoner 150413 stood five-five, and
probably weighed a hundred-twenty pounds soaking wet. His
blond hair was messy, as if he had used his fingers to comb
through it. He wore the same gray prison uniform as everyone
else.
“They’ll take whatever you write away.”
150413 hung his head down and hugged himself.
James, one of the oldest wizards in the prison, asked,
“What’s your name?”
“Mike.”
“Is that what you want to be known as? Names have power.”
“I dunno.” 150413 shrugged.

“Y

OU CAN’T WRITE ANYTHING DOWN,”
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James tapped the prisoner’s number tag embroidered on
his uniform. “That’s your name in here. Remember that names
have power.”
“What’s your name?”
“050756.”
150413 nodded. “What are you here for?”
“That’s an important question. That’ll give you power,
too.” James rubbed his bare chin. “I’m not sure I should tell
you. You’re too young to understand.”
150413 lifted his head in a gesture of defiance. “I summoned
a demon,” he said, as if daring James.
“Which one?”
“Belial.”
James snorted. “You? You’re too young for that.”
“I did,” 150413 stated. He looked like he was going to
stomp his foot for emphasis, but James knew that would be
showing the boy’s true age. “What happens if I do magic here?”
“Try it and see what happens. But you won’t live through
it.” James motioned around the open room they sat in. “There’s
runes and wards all over the place that neutralizes your magic.
Anyway, if the guards catch you, you go into the Hole.”
150413 looked like he wanted to ask about the Hole, but
someone came over. Her salt-and-pepper hair was tied back in
a ponytail, her light coffee-colored face deeply wrinkled. She
shuffled, not walked, to stand before James.
“Baba,” he said with a nod to her.
Baba glanced at 150413. “You’re new here.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Baba cackled. “So polite. You’ll lose that in a year.”
150413 blanched. “Will I be here that long?”
“Longer,” said James. “At least a year for summoning a
demon.” James thumbed at 150413 and spoke to Baba. “He
summoned Belial.”
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“Times have changed,” Baba said, looking 150413 up and
down. “They’re getting younger.”
“You believe him?”
“Why else would he be here with us?”
James only frowned. He didn’t believe the boy. He was far
too young to actually summon a demon as powerful as Belial. If
they were in the outside world, he would ask him to prove it.
Here, he couldn’t, not without setting off the wards.
“Why are you here?” 150413 asked Baba. He had his hands
at his sides, something James read as his guard being down.
Just because she was a witch did not mean she wasn’t here for a
good reason.
“Bathing in the blood of babes.” Baba grinned at him.
150413 blinked, brought his arms in closer.
Good, thought James. Get yourself protected.
“Seriously?”
“I wanted immortality. I had a spell, and that’s what I did.
Killed children and bathed in their blood. Looked 25. Until
they took the blood away from me.”
He swallowed, stared at the woman still grinning at him.
She had all her teeth, perfectly white and straight.
“How — how long have you been here?”
“Ah,” she said, looking up at the ceiling. “A long, long
time.”
Someone blew a whistle. The boy jumped. James slowly
rose, mostly because his legs didn’t work as fast as they used to.
“Time to go in, kid.”
Everyone got into a line. James stood behind 150413. They
were close enough to not touch, but James felt the heat of the
boy’s aura. He was a sensitive, and the wards didn’t stop him
from seeing the aura if he wanted to.
James unfocused his eyes and looked at the top of the boy’s
head. The aura was dark, almost black with white speckles, like
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distant stars in a night sky. Some of the speckles were tinged
red or pink, others gold.
There was some hope for him.

The next time James saw the boy, 150413 was huddled in
the corner, shaking like a rabbit. He and Baba debated on going
over to him, but James felt sorry for the boy. He was too young
to be put in the general population of witches and wizards, all
of them at least ten years older than the boy.
Finally James gave in and approached him. James saw that
one of the guards was watching the boy closely. As soon as
James approached, the guard turned away.
“150413,” James said to the boy. James saw the boy’s
shoulders rise, relaxing just a little. “Why are you here in the
corner?”
“Him.” He nodded toward the group gathered in the other
corner, playing craps with dice and imaginary money.
James knew them as the Satanists, a gang of young men
and women who celebrated Black Masses. Most of them were
in their early 40’s now, having been picked up at the height of
the Satanic Panic in the ’80’s. If they renounced their belief in
Satan and returned to God, they would be released. These were
the diehards.
They were also extremely violent, and it was no wonder
that the boy was scared.
“Which one?”
“Malachi.”
One of the leaders, Malachi was a bald, tattooed creature
who usually beat the newcomers until he got tired of it. James
wouldn’t be surprised if the boy was covered in bruises under
the gray uniform.
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“You have to stand up to him,” said James, crouching next
to the boy. “He only understands fists and fury.” However, the
boy was small. He wouldn’t last.
“This is worse than school,” the boy said. “At least I had
somewhere to run.”
“Which is why you have to stand and fight.”
The boy rubbed his nose. “I don’t know how.”
“A lot of us had to fight here. I’m old, but there are young
men here who can teach you.” James glanced at the men playing
after one of them roared at winning. “You need to gain their
respect.”
“How?”
“Fight. Don’t let them use you.”
“So I have to fight in order to learn how to fight?”
“Generally.”
The boy bowed his head, looking more dejected. James
wanted to put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. No, it wouldn’t
do to get attached to the boy. It would be a weakness here in
the prison, and he had survived too many years to show he
wasn’t weak.
Malachi turned to face them. The boy shook again.
“He’s going to beat me again when we get back.”
“Stand up to him. Don’t take it.”
The boy looked up at James. “Easy for you to say.”
“I assure you,” James said, “I learned early that this place is
a glorified gladiator ring with the guards as spectators.”
The boy turned his head to look at the guards. “They don’t
stop it until I bleed.”
“Malachi knows how to hurt without making you bleed.”
“I know.” The boy sighed. “Can you help me?”
James felt his heartstrings get pulled. The boy was asking
to be his weakness.
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After a long look around, focusing for a moment on Baba,
he said, “I’ll do what I can.”

James knew the remote-viewing spell, but didn’t dare use it
in the prison, even in his cell. His cell had special wards that
were just for his specific magic. Some things, like seeing auras,
were natural for him, and no amount of wards or sigils could
stop him from doing it if he concentrated.
He also paid close attention to the prison scuttlebutt. It
seemed a long time before he heard about Malachi getting his
ass served to him by a lanky little kid. He tried to gather details
but no one seemed to know, One second Malachi was going
after the kid, and the next, the kid threw Malachi against the
wall. It took three guards to pull the kid off.
James didn’t see the boy for quite a while. Their release into
the “courtyard” seemed to never coincide. Intentionally or not,
he didn’t know. Time passed strangely in this prison. He had
lost track of days, months, years since he had been put in.
Eventually, he chose to forget about the boy and, the day
he decided that, he went out into the courtyard for his normal
exercise and saw him.
He had changed. No longer crouched in the corner,
frightened and shaking, he stood against the wall, leaning back,
his arms crossed. He seemed to observe the room, a young man
watching everything with a cautious air. James checked his aura.
Still dark, but more red and white streaks than he remembered.
This meant that he was getting stronger, both in will and spirit.
As James approached, the boy stood straight and smiled. It
was the first time James had seen him smile since the boy came
in.
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“You look good,” said James. He wasn’t sure, but boy had
aged, grown taller. He was still skinny.
“You too,” said the boy. “It’s been a while.”
“Certainly. I was about to give up hope of seeing you
again.”
“You said, the last time that I talked to you, that you would
help me.”
“Yes.” James narrowed his eyes. What kind of favor was he
going to be asked?
“I want you to teach me everything you know. And
introduce me to Baba so she can do the same.”
“Why? You can’t use it.”
“I want to know. I want to learn. The library only has
books like To Kill a Mockingbird and Stranger in a Strange
Land.”
James shrugged. “I suppose I could do that. But you would
have to memorize it.”
“I have a good memory.”
“First, is it true that you beat Malachi?”
“Yes. He’s left me alone since then. In fact, he wants me to
join his group, but I’m not a Satanist.”
“I understand. Most of us aren’t.”
Then the boy stepped in close and asked James, “Will you
tell me what you’re in for?”
James was the one who blinked this time. He stepped back,
wary. “You don’t need to know that.”
“Is it that bad?”
“To the Rosicrucians, it is. To me, it’s even worse.”
“You feel remorse. They keep telling me that if I feel
remorse and confess that they’ll take that into consideration.”
“That’s just the thing, kid. I don’t feel remorse.” James
crossed his arms. “Have you gone to the Confessor?”

9

The Joint

“They keep bringing me to him, but I have nothing to
confess,” the boy said, as if he regurgitated the line often. He
crouched down. “Show me what you know.”
James glanced at the guards, then back at the boy’s
expectant face. “I’ll teach you how to summon fire.”
James imparted his knowledge to the boy as the time went
on. He heard from other wizards and witches that the boy, who
had taken the name of Grimaulkin, was trying to learn from
everyone there. He even started lifting weights, and learned
boxing from a few of the fighters. James saw the boy change
from a lanky little kid to a tall, handsome young man.
James listened to Grimaulkin, thinking that if he did have
remorse, he might be able to be set free.

“Repeat the words,” said James, to Grimaulkin as they
walked around the courtyard.
“Deus meus, ex toto corde poenitet me omnium meorum
peccatorum …” James nodded, listening to the lilt of the Latin
words, the exact pitch, the exact cadence of the Spell of
Penitence, a spell that would banish the angel Uriel to do work
of redemption.
Funny, James thought, as he heard the words. Funny that
after this, I’m going to ask for my own redemption.
“You have it,” said James, as they completed one circuit of
the courtyard. James stopped. Grimaulkin took one step and,
after realizing James stopped, he also halted and turned
around.
“That’s it, kid.”
“What do you mean, that’s it?”
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“That’s the last spell that I know.” James kicked at the dust
of the concrete floor. “You’ve wrung it all out of me. Now I
have nothing left.”
Grimaulkin would have put his hands in his pockets, if he
had any pockets in his uniform. Instead he brushed his hands
on his thighs.
“What happens now?”
James gave him a wan smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I have an
appointment.” He didn’t touch Grimaulkin. It would show
weakness, affection, something he didn’t want the boy to know
he had.
He walked over to the gate and said to the guard, “I need to
see the Confessor.”
James walked into the small alcove of the chapel and
slipped into the confessional. To the man on the other side, of
the grated window, he explained his remorse. He would no
longer do what the Rosicrucians accused him of doing. He took
responsibility.
He felt a giant weight slide off his shoulders.
He met Grimaulkin in the courtyard a couple of days later.
He was lifting weights, and stopped when James entered.
Grimaulkin looked much bigger than the little boy he had first
met.
“I told the Confessor,” James told him.
Grimaulkin patted James’ shoulder. “They’ll let you go
now.”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
James started walking away from the weight area.
Grimaulkin followed. When they got a short distance away, he
turned to Grimaulkin.
“I set my wife and children on fire,” James said. “Burning
them alive.”
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Grimaulkin had heard so many stories from other witches
and wizards, that he at least did not drop his jaw. His eyes widened instead. “Why?”
“As offerings to Baphomet.” He looked Grimaulkin
straight in the eye. “When I taught you the spells, I decided I
don’t need them anymore. I surrender myself to God’s will and
judgment.”
“I won’t see you again,” Grimaulkin said.
James laughed. “I didn’t teach you divination.”
Then Grimaulkin did the worst thing he could have done.
He hugged James.
James stiffened under the embrace, something that hadn’t
happened in years, and something he felt he didn’t deserve.
The whistle blew.
James was released mere days later.
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ONE
THE WEDDING

I

DON’T GET WHY PEOPLE CRY AT WEDDINGS.

My mother, I could understand. Probably tears of joy
at seeing her only daughter in a dolled-up dress, with
flowers in her hair. Possibly tears of sadness at seeing her
only daughter get whisked away by a knight in a black
tux, never to be seen again.
But that didn’t explain the other people crying as
my sister Evelyn walked out of the church, head held
high, arm in arm with her long-time boyfriend Domenic
Marcello.
I glanced at Scott, who unobtrusively wiped a tear
from his eye.
“That was so beautiful,” he said. He looked up at
me, smiled and blushed. “Weddings are always beautiful.”
“Maybe they’ll let people like us marry someday.”
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He snorted. “Not in my lifetime.”
I wondered, mostly if I could spend the rest of my
life with Scott. We were still in the honeymoon phase; he
still blushed whenever I touched or kissed him in public.
He was more street-wise, more worldly than me; unlike
me, who was stunted from prison.
We followed the people out of the church, and bottlenecked at the front while Evie was getting her picture
taken with the wedding party in front of the church. I
felt someone put a big hand on my shoulder.
“Hey, Mikey.”
I turned around to see my cousin from my mother’s
side, Danny, He looked like a gorilla stuffed in a suit,
with a thick beard and piggy-brown eyes. The suit jacket
stretched to its limit across his chest, the shirt bulging
beneath it. His tie was on tight, although I could tell that
Danny probably was going to rip it off the first chance
he got.
Next to him was a heavy-set woman who smiled at
me. A pair of chubby children were at their legs, looking
up at me.
“Hey, Danny,” I said.
“How come you’re not in the wedding party?” he
asked me.
“I showed up too late to plan for me to be in the festivities.”
“Where the hell you been? In the military?”
I thought that answered the question perfectly. “You
could say that.”
The bottleneck broke up, and Danny moved away.
“See you at the reception!”
I turned to Scott, who smiled and nodded, and we
walked through the open hole between people to Scott’s
truck. He’d gotten a new one after the other one got
pelted with bullets. This truck was a Ford Ranger like the
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other had been, but black with red trim. I personally
thought it had attitude.
“You know where this country club is?” I asked him.
“Not too far. I assume there will be a cocktail hour
while the bride and groom get their pictures taken.”
We got in the truck, and he reached down for the
shifter that wasn’t there anymore. I chuckled and Scott
blushed. This truck was an automatic; its gears were on
the steering wheel. He shifted it into Drive and pulled out
of the church parking lot.
Evie and Dom had met Scott just two weeks before.
I was afraid Dom wouldn’t like him. It ended up that
they were both Red Sox fans, so that was enough for
Dom. Evie thought Scott was sweet. For some reason,
that made me smile.
“You’re still staying the night?” Scott asked.
“I hope so.”
He smiled. “You’re going to sleep on the couch?”
“That wasn’t in my plans.”
Scott said, “No hanky-panky.”
“Scott, we’ve been going out for three months.”
“And?”
He was more frustrating than a girl.
“I told you why.”
He had been involved in an intense, loving, pure
relationship about six months ago. The guy left for Toronto and never came back. Scott was still broken up,
and didn’t want to have that kind of relationship again
any time soon. I thought he still carried the torch for the
little shit. Of course, relationships in prison were a lot
different than they were out here. Prison relationships
were for convenience. At least Scott was being exclusive.
That was a plus.
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We got to the swanky country club. Now, although I
was in a suit and tie, and was otherwise dressed up for
the occasion, I didn’t think that I belonged here. The
whole setup made me uncomfortable. Scott was dressed
up in a dark green suit, so dark it was almost black, even
with a little light green satin kerchief in his pocket. He
looked like he belonged here.
We followed a group of people into an area with tables, chairs, and a very crowded bar. Our table number
was three; the one that held some of the bride’s side of
the family: my aunts and uncles on my mother’s side.
I had always preferred my mother’s side. They were
Irish and Welsh, a strange mixture of booze-hounds and
dry English wit. My father’s side was all Norwegian and
Dutch, not humorous at all. When you got my mother’s
side going, they were unstoppable in their drinking.
Dom’s family was probably going to give them a run
for their money. While my mother’s side hit the hard
stuff, Dom’s family all had wine. Scott ordered a ginger
ale, while I got a Diet Coke. We went over to our table.
Uncle Joey sat alone at the table, staring out into the
room. I felt a pang of sorrow; he was Aunt Jane’s common-law husband. Aunt Jane had “died suddenly”, but I
knew the truth: The Rosicrucians had killed her somehow. It was my fault. I tried not to let on.
“Hi, Uncle Joey.”
He looked up at me, blinking. “Mikey?”
“Yeah,” I said. I was going to get a lot of that over
the course of the evening.
“How are you doing?”
He struggled to get up, but I ended up sitting down,
Scott beside me. Uncle Joey dropped back into his chair.
I suddenly realized that he had gotten old.
“Pretty good. This is my friend, Scott.” I so badly
wanted to say “date”, but I didn’t want to embarrass
Scott or my uncle.
18

L. A. Jacob

After nodding to Scott, he looked around the table.
“I figured that Sue and Andy wouldn’t be here.”
Sue and Andy were his sister and brother-in-law;
they belonged to some devout Christian church. At least,
they did when I last saw them. Danny was their son, who
left the church the second he turned 16. I remember
vaguely the Christmas before I got sent away, that Danny wasn’t allowed in the house. His sister Becky was still
in the church, as I remembered. She was a thin, waif-like
girl, not big like Danny, and she was very shy.
Speaking of which, Danny approached the table
with his wife. The two kids had disappeared. “Mikey.
Hey, Uncle Joey.” He looked at Scott.
Scott rose, holding out his hand. “I’m Scott Angrier.
I’m with Mike.”
Danny hesitated for half a second. I knew what was
going through his mind. He forced a smile and shook
Scott’s hand. “Nice to meetcha. This is Stephanie.”
“Hi,” she said, giving us a demure wave, before
looking out at the dance floor. On the dance floor ran a
gaggle of children playing tag or chasing each other on
the wide wooden floor. That’s obviously where their
children had disappeared.
“What’re you having?” Danny asked, looking at me
and Scott.
“We’re all set,” I said as Scott raised his mostly-full
soda.
“Uncle Joey?”
“Scotch and soda.” He already had a full one in
front of him.
“Hun?” asked Danny to Stephanie.
“White wine,” she said. “And get ginger ale for the
kids.”
She gathered her dress under her and sat down.
There was a seat between her and Scott, and two seats
between Uncle Joey and Danny.
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“It was a beautiful wedding,” said Stephanie.
“Yes,” Scott agreed.
The two of them fell into talking about the interior
of the church, the beauty of the gown, and I was ignored.
Stephanie warmed up to Scott by the time Danny returned with the drinks.
Then I saw a woman come up to our table. Her hair
was pinned up in a tight bun, her make-up just so, not
too heavy but enough to accent her features. She wore a
slinky pink dress that flowed to the floor, but slit up the
side about half up her thigh. She wore white high-heeled
sandals beneath, and carried a white clutch decorated
sequins. She looked ready for a fashion walk down a
runway, not a simple wedding. She was getting a lot of
double-takes.
Danny walked up to her, giving her a kiss on the
cheek. “Hey, Becky.”
My eyes almost popped out of my head. “Becky?”
“Mikey?” she looked at me. She broke out into a
grin and came over to me while I got up. She put her
arms around my neck and gave me a kiss on the cheek.
“I thought you ran away.”
“I did, but I came back.” I held her at arm’s length
and looked her up and down.
I must have looked too long, because Danny said,
“Hey, they don’t allow cousins to marry in this state.”
I blushed; she blushed. With a grin, Scott handed up
a handkerchief and wiped his own cheek with his other
hand, meaning to me she must have gotten lipstick all
over my cheek.
Becky said, “It’s so nice to see you.”
I wiped at my cheek, but she took the handkerchief
and did it for me. She giggled when she did it. “Sorry I
got you messy.”
“That’s all right,” I said. I looked down to see Scott.
“This is my friend, Scott.”
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“It’s nice to meet you,” she said, stepping back and
holding out her hand.
Scott half rose. “Nice to meet you,” he said with a
smile. He shook her hand and we both sat down.
“How’s your mother?” asked Uncle Joey, after Becky
kissed him.
She shrugged. “Striving to make Dad be an elder.
She’s ambitious, but she says it’s for the glory of God.”
“Are you still talking to her?” Danny asked. “You’re
not an apostate?”
“Not yet,” said Becky. “Though if she saw me like
this …” She giggled and sat down next to Scott.
“What do you do for a living?” Scott asked Becky.
“I’m in training for medical billing.”
“You should be a model,” said Uncle Joey.
She giggled again.
Danny lifted his head. “Get Zach and Leslie,” he said
to Stephanie. “I see the bridal party out there.” Stephanie
got up and went out to the dance floor to gather her
kids.
“What are you doing, Mikey?” asked Becky.
I shrugged. “I’m helping a private eye with some
things.”
“That must be exciting.”
“It’s been boring. Watching people.” Nothing new
had come up from Pawtucket PD, though I did get my
money last week from the consultation I had done for
them. I had gone on a few stakeouts for an insurance
company, but nothing exciting.
Children started getting cleared out from the dance
floor as I saw my father come into the room and go up
to the DJ. My father and I had not spoken since that first
day I saw him after I got out of prison. He always
seemed to be busy, or watching baseball, or not even
there. My mother would give me this sorrowful look,
asking me to forgive him with just that look. I didn’t. I
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felt I didn’t need to forgive him. He needed to apologize
for his behavior, not me.
The DJ began playing some slow music and started
announcing the wedding party. They all entered and took
places before the head table. Then we all rose when Evelyn and Domenic came in. They had their first dance,
then the wedding party had their dance, and then they
all settled in.
“Hm,” said Scott. “They didn’t greet the guests.”
“Just as well,” I said, glad I didn’t have to shake my
father’s hand.
They immediately started serving lunch. The soup
was salty, the salad bland and wilting, and the steak tarragon was nothing more than a chunk of meat with
some salt and pepper. But the stuffed potatoes were to
die for.
Danny said, “Evie’s motioning for you, Mike.”
I had my back to her, so I turned around. She was
waving at me to come over. I got up and stood across
from her, then squatted down so I was at her level.
“How’s everything?”
“I hope you didn’t pay an arm and a leg for the
food.”
“Too late now, right?” She laughed. “Listen, after the
father-daughter and mother-son dance, will you mind if
you danced with me?”
“I don’t know how.” My dancing consisted of boxing footwork.
“I’ll lead,” she said with a smile. “It’s not complicated.”
“All right.”
After lunch came the required dances. Then the DJ
announced, “Evelyn Marcello would like a dance with
her brother, Michael LeBonte.”
I got up. I expected the whole room to turn and
stare at me. They didn’t. Evelyn waited out in the middle
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of the dance floor as I crossed it. I had watched the other
dancers intently, and saw that it was mostly standing
around, shifting from foot to foot, without moving
much. I stared at her awkwardly.
She smiled, and took my hands. Placing them on
her waist, they started to play “Faithfully” by Journey.
“You know this song used to make me cry,” I said.
“It made me cry after you left.”
I looked down at the sequins on her dress. “You
look beautiful.”
“Thanks. I wish I could see you in a tux. You would
have been more handsome than Dom.”
I chuckled. “We can’t get married. Isn’t that still illegal?”
“It sure is.”
“I see Becky filled out nicely.”
I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Hey.”
It was Dom. “Oh, you want to dance, too?” I put my
hands on his waist, and guided him away from Evie.
“You’re crazy, you know that?” he said, while I
heard laughter.
“I’ve been wanting to do this since I saw you.”
“Oh, really?”
I laughed to try and diffuse the situation. I let him
go, brushed the front of his tux, and gave him a kiss on
the cheek. “You take care of my sister.”
“Or else?”
He knew the truth about me and hadn’t mentioned
it to Evie. His eyes were shining, from drink or from
happiness, I couldn’t tell.
“You know it,” I said, guiding him back to my sister.
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