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Introduction

 Humanity has before it two modes of development. The fi rst involves culture, scientifi c research and technology.... The second mode involves what is deepest in the human being, when, transcending the world and transcending himself, man turns to the One who is Creator of all.... The scientist who is conscious of this two-fold development and takes it into account contributes to the restoration of harmony. 

--Pope John Paul II

Catholic Science Fiction. Not exactly a household phrase. Some might even call it an oxymoron, like jumbo shrimp or military intelligence. It’s a common misperception that the Church is anti-science, even archaic, and that Catholics would rather look backward than forward. Nonetheless, the Church is active in promoting science and research and, according to one survey, more science fi ction writers are Catholic than follow any other religion. 

Some of the Church’s reputation can be laid at the feet of its infamous trial of Galileo, though a deeper study of the events surrounding the trial, as well as the trial itself, show that the outcome had more to do with scientifi c rivalries among scholars within the Church and Galileo’s own acerbic personality than it did with Galileo’s scientifi c pronouncements. After all, it was Nikolai Copernicus, a Catholic priest, who fi rst revived the heliocentric theory of the solar system. (If you want to learn more, we recommend “Galileo and the Catholic Church” by Robert P. Lockwood at http://www.catholicleague.org.) Ironically, Martin Luther and John Calvin, the Protestant leaders of the time, rejected heliocentric theory out of hand because they believed it contradicted Scripture. 

In many ways, it was the Church that supported and actively encouraged scientifi c advancement through the centuries. Look in the  Catholic Encyclopedia or check out  1000 Years of Catholic Scientists by Jane Meyerhofer and you’ll fi nd hundreds of scientists who were not only Catholic, but often priests, monks, and even saints. Writer Stanli Jaki, a Benedictine priest, physicist and author of  The Savior of Science, asserted that the only culture where science truly progressed beyond the Classical Era knowledge was that of the Christian West, where it received “permission” and support through Catholic thinkers and the Church of the Middle Ages. 

Many popes have been interested in science, even Pope Urban VIII, who disagreed with Galileo. Pope Pius IX established the Pontifi cal Academy in 1847, which consists of scientists around the world chosen for their contributions to science without regard to their particular religious beliefs--or lack thereof. Although independent of the Church, the Holy See supports its research fi nancially, and its academicians research and publish papers on a variety of topics from theoretical mathematics to molecular biology. 

For two millennia, the Church has shown its ability to adapt and change as science and society have grown, from the understanding that Scripture does not explain the scientifi c workings of our universe to the evolving roles of its clergy. It continues to support science while exercising its duty as Christ’s earthly authority to provide moral guidance on its application. “The Church’s Magisterium does not intervene on the basis of a particular competence in the area of the experimental sciences; but having taken account of the data of research and technology, it intends to put forward, by virtue of its evangelical mission and apostolic duty, the moral teaching corresponding to the dignity of the person and to his or her integral vocation,” says the  Instruction on Respect for Human Life. 

8

Karina and Robert Fabian, Editors

It’s certainly true that in the last millennium, western culture has seen an explosion of scientifi c inquiry and understanding without peer anytime else in the history of the world. Many of the centers of inquiry were in Catholic nations, and many of the scientists involved were Catholic. 

It’s equally true that in the last century or so, scientifi c discovery has often been preceded by science fi ction. Jules Verne, a Catholic writer way ahead of his time, suggested space travel in 1865; we made it reality a century later. In the 1940s, Isaac Asimov postulated intelligent robots, with positronic brains and the ability to interact with people and their environment. Robot maids aren’t here yet, but Kevin Ashton, vice president of ThingMagic.com, told  Popular Science that they’re only a decade or two away. (“Where’s My Robot Maid?”  Popular Science, March 2006). Meanwhile, today’s children are growing up with interactive toys that teach songs, react to movement, and laugh, cry, or growl according to input.  Even  Star Trek’s warp drive has spurred serious study by mathematicians and physicists like Chris Van Den Broeck of the Catholic University in Leuven, Belgium. The Planetary Society and the Russian Babakin Space Center and Space Research Institute (IKI) are working on the fi rst solar sail spacecraft, which started appearing in science fi ction as early as the 1950s. Want to know more? Check out  Science Fiction and Space Futures, edited by Eugene Emme (Univelt, 1982). It’s been said that what the mind can conceive and believe, the mind can achieve, and in no other genre do we see that as clearly as in science fi ction. 

Unlike many other genres, however, science fi ction has often been a way to make a statement or project the outcome of a political, moral, or even technological issue.  Star Trek was well known for using the future to bring up issues of the day. George Orwell’s  1984 warns what would happen when people willingly give up their independence for comfort and security. Larry Niven’s books are littered with societal and ethics questions, particularly the question of where society’s needs outweigh individual rights, and vice versa. Heinlein’s  Starship Troopers brings up serious issues on the role of the military in society. Science fi ction provides an excellent forum for examining the ethical questions arising from new technologies. In fact, Rosalyne Berne of the University of Virginia and Joachim Shummer of the Technical University of Darmstadt and the University of South Carolina have suggested using science fi ction to teach the societal and ethical implications of nanotechnology (“Teaching Societal and Ethical Implications of Nanotechnology to Engineering Students Through Science Fiction,”  Bulletin of Science, Technology, and Society, Vol 25, No. 6 (2005)). 

Little wonder, then, that the Catholic Church has often been a player in science fi ction. For one, it’s an easily identifi able icon: whether you need a pro-life morality, a place receive sanctuary, or a scene of religious peace and grandeur, or (unfortunately) someone to balk against scientifi c progress, the Catholic Church comes to mind for many authors, regardless of religious affi liation. It’s been played in every conceivable way. Ben Bova used the Catholic Church as the ideal place for the storing of bodies held in stasis for his story “In Trust” (included in  Twice Seven by Ben Bova, Avon, 1998). In Neal Stephenson’s  Snow Crash (Spectra, 2000), computer programmer Juanita Marquez studied under the Jesuits as a way of inocu-lating her mind against a linguistic virus that re-writes the brain. James White wrote an award-winning nov-elette, “Sanctuary

elette, 

,” 

“Sanctuary ( Analog, December 1998), in which an Irish nun protects an alien from secular powers, including the press.  Star Sapphire  by Joan Fong has strong Catholic characters and deals with the sacrament of marriage and adapting to the absence of the temporal Church in a faraway world. Some are just fun, like Poul Anderson’s  High Crusade (I Books, 2003), in which crusaders balk an alien invasion and start an inter-galactic Catholic empire; or Robert Frezza’s SF comedy  VMR Theory (Del Rey, 1996), which has an alien priest for the dual purposes of housing the heroes and getting in a few Notre Dame jokes. In many SF stories or novels, the Catholic religion is there in the background for contrast against secular progress, to stand as a moral compass with others of different faiths, or to cover the fullness of human experience--spiritual as 
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well as physical. For a truly complete list of SF that deals with the Catholic Church, check out “Speculative Catholic” at http://www.idlefellows.com/speculativecatholic/2005/09/catholicism-in-science-fi ction.html Very few books deal with the Catholic Church itself and its future role, however.  Canticle for Liebowitz by Walter Miller (Spectra, 1997) is, of course, unsurpassed in its depiction of the role of the Church in preserving information and wisdom in a post-nuclear world as well as fi ghting for the higher values of life in a world where once again, expediency and comfort become supreme. Robert Hugh Benson’s 1911 novel Dawn of All (Once and Future Books, 2005) projects a future Church that has brought most Protestants back to the fold but which faces the challenge of Socialism. James Blish’s  Case of Conscience (Del Ray, 2000) is another classic for its depiction of the Church seeking to understand the salvation status of aliens. Lynden’ 

Rodriguez’s  Drumwall (http://www.geocities.com/lynden_us/) also deals with extra-terrestrial evangelization.And now,  Infi nite Space, Infi nite God

  nite Space, Infi

. 

  nite God

The fi fteen stories included here not only project Catholics living and working in the future, but depict a Church still alive and infl uential. They also bring up hard questions, the kind that keep catechists dreaming and theologians debating. 

But after all, that’s what good SF does. 
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The Catholic Church and Humanity

We begin with a look at the most basic question--what is a human being? The  Catechism of the Catholic Church says that the human person, created in the image of God, is a being at once corporeal and spiritual, and that the soul is not just the human  life but also the innermost aspect of man--that by which he is most especially in God’s image. “The unity of the soul and body is so profound,” it continues, “that spirit and matter, in man, are not two natures united, but rather their union forms a single nature.” ( Catechism of the Catholic Church, 362-365.)

It seems straightforward enough, but as genetic engineering pushes the defi nition of life, the nature of souls will come into question. A child conceived by artifi cial insemination is nonetheless human--what of a child who is genetically altered in the womb? If that child, too, is human, what of one genetically altered before being placed inside the mother? What of a child of artifi cial insemination who is not born of a woman, but grown in an artifi cial environment, with or without genetic altering? How far can the alterations go before a child is no longer human? Or is there a limit at all? 

In “The Harvest,” by Lori Scott, Father Barry Martinez, a doctor-turned-priest, must confront his own prejudice toward genetically engineered chimeras. These creatures, made by combining human and animal DNA, are nonetheless thinking, feeling, and seemingly human. However, the world has dehumanized them, banishing them to the Moon and using them for replacement parts for humans needing organ transplants, and the Church has remained undecided on just how human these workers are. Can Father Martinez see past the strange cat-like eyes into the souls beyond? And if he does, will he champion their freedom as Moses once championed God’s Chosen? 

Combining  DNA  may  seem  like  a  far-off  notion,  but  it  is  already  happening.  Some  of  the  newest members of the animal kingdom include dairy goats with a rat gene that changes the fat composition of their milk, self-healing catfi sh that have a moth gene that protects them from infections, even “enviropigs” 

that are genetically altered to reduce the phosphorus content of their manure. Scientists are experimenting with inserting human genes into pigs. Given human nature, it is naïve to believe that we will never see the reverse. 

The Church asserts that the body and soul form a single nature--so what happens if the body is somehow split or re-created, as Adrienne Ray’s soldiers are in “Hopkins’ Well”? In her story, transporter technology has become reality and it’s the worst of Dr. McCoy’s nightmares. Just as in  Star Trek, humans are scanned and their most basic information, from moles to memories, are transmitted to a receiving station where they are rebuilt. In “Hopkins’ Well” however, they are remade of whatever local materials are handy--in this case, the sand of Mars. If they are indeed perfect replicas of humans, are they human? Do they have souls? 

To add to the conundrum, some of the originally scanned bodies are still alive and in stasis while their du-plicated golems are doing their jobs. Which holds the soul--or do both? 

How  likely  is  transporter  technology?  Several  industries  are  already  using  stereo  lithography apparatuses--essentially 3-D fax machines that can scan a model and send the data to another machine that recreates the model from plastic. (For more information, see http://www.3dsystems.com.) We’ve still got a long way to go before we can quickly map a person’s make-up at the subatomic level, which is part one of Ray’s transporter requirements. But after that, it’s just a matter of storage and transfer of information and creating the computers to handle that transfer. Consider how computers have grown in the last six decades: the current Palm Pilot has more storage and computing power than the 1945 Harvard Mark I, which was 50 feet long and weighed 8 tons. Now, scientists are looking into nanotechnology, creating self-replicating machines  so  small  they  are  measured  in  billionths  of  a  meter.  One  day,  mapping  and  transporting  the information to create viable human beings elsewhere may become a reality. And so enters the question--

where goes the soul? 
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The Harvest

Lori Z. Scott

A chime blared and fl uorescent lights snapped on. HN#17 rolled onto her back in the bed-pod, blinking against the sudden brightness. Stifl ing a groan, she let her eyes adjust to the painful glow, bringing the room in focus. 

Four bed-pods suspended by strong cables from the ceilings dominated the space. The ceiling hung low enough to reach with a small jump. No pictures or windows, no closets, mirrors, or dressers adorned the simple room. A video-intercom and a clock were mounted by the only door. 

Seventeen’s work-mates HN#19 and HN #20 crawled from their bed-pods with equal stiffness. Each slipped out of a functional fl eece pajama and into a crisp gray uniform. The snug-fi tting clothing covered them from ankle to neck, making each girl look like a drab scuba diver without fl ippers. 

“Should we wake up Eighteen?” Nineteen asked, running her fi ngers through her close-cropped black hair.“Let her be,” Seventeen said. “She didn’t sleep well last night.” 

The three joined other units en route to a communal bathroom. Since water was limited on the Moon Project Base, each sponged off her face and hands with a recyclable liqua-towel and cleaned her teeth with a sonic brush. 

A second chime sounded, a reminder that fi fteen minutes remained before all units must report to the cafeteria for morning rations. 

“Where’s Eighteen?” Twenty grumped. “It’s time to go.” 

“Wait here. I’ll get her,” Seventeen said, hustling back to the room. 

Eighteen still lay buried in her blankets. “C’mon, Sleepyhead,” Seventeen said. “You’ll miss morning rations if you don’t get moving.” Seventeen pushed the bed-pod, making it sway, but Eighteen didn’t move. 

“Eighteen?” 

Seventeen stopped the pod, yanked down the top cover, then staggered back. With an ashen face, she pulled the cover back up before sinking to the barren fl oor. Eighteen was dead. 


* * *

Dr. Barry Martinez wiped sweat off his forehead, then tugged at his black and white neckline. Only his third week on the Moon Project Base, and already he regretted his vow to wear his clerical collar. It felt tighter around his neck somehow, tight like the walls, ceiling, and every other stark thing about the housing. 

His shoes made a clipped staccato as he strode toward the medical wing of the complex. 

“Well, Dad was right. Africa looks very appealing right now,” he muttered to himself. 

Barry shook his head, thinking about his father. Though Barry often argued with him that the funds he donated to mission boards from his doctor salary kept many a missionary afl oat, his father still envisioned Barry using his skills on the mission fi eld instead of a downtown Chicago hospital. He came back to that theme so often, it almost became a joke. 

“Barry,” he’d say, “God blessed you with the ability to heal others. You can use that talent to spread the news of Christ as a missionary doctor in Africa!” 

Yet perhaps that was why, after serving a number of years as lead surgeon, Barry quit his job to pursue a degree in theology and why, three years later, he accepted the collar of a priest. 

Then, a year after he had begun shepherding his fi rst small Catholic fl ock, the government started running ads about opportunities to earn distinction and experience big adventures for two lucky doctors selected to work on the Moon Project Base. 
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His father sent him a copy of the advertisement with a little note: “What better place to carry on your ministry?” 

Barry highlighted the word “doctors” and returned it with his own note: “I am a priest now.” 

His father replied, “Heal the body or the soul? You are qualifi ed to do both. The fi elds are ripe for harvest.” 

And so, after much prayer and contemplation, Barry applied for the job. He underwent a three-month interviewing session with psychologists, Moon Project board members, and several top offi cials before he and another candidate were chosen to relieve the current doctor team. 

With his new partner, Duncan Campbell, he endured an intense space-training program that consumed eighteen months. Finally, when both the board and psychologists gave the thumbs up, a crew prepared to transport the doctors. It took less time to train him for the rigors of space than to earn his priesthood. Barry wasn’t sure if that boded well for him or not. 

In NASA headquarters before Barry boarded the spaceship, his father hugged him tight and whispered, 

“I know you worry about what life on the moon will be like. But I think, sometimes, that it’s good not to know the future of our way before being called to walk in it. It’s good that the experiences yet to come are hidden from immediate understanding.” 

Those words, while well intended, only put Barry on edge. 


* * *

“Is  she  coming?”  Nineteen  called  impatiently,  popping  her  head  into  the  doorway.  “We’re….” The words died on her lips when she saw the look on Seventeen’s face. After a brief pause, Nineteen swallowed and stood up straight. “I’ll call in a report,” she said, reaching for the video-intercom button. 

“No,” Seventeen said. “I’ll take care of it. She was… a sister of sorts.” 

“You’ll miss morning rations.” 

“It’s O.K. I’m… not that hungry anyway.” 

Nineteen studied Seventeen’s pinched face, then fi nally gave a curt nod and turned to go. Hesitating, she turned back. “They’ll remake her,” she whispered. Then the door clicked shut behind her, followed by the sound of her retreating footsteps. 


* * *

“Ho, Barry,” said Duncan. Taller, more muscular, and lighter of complexion than Barry, Duncan entered the locker room with an exuberant, almost cocky bounce. 

Barry’s  round  face  dimpled  into  a  smile  as  he  slipped  his  white  lab  suit  out  of  his  locker.  Duncan shrugged his own one-piece suit off. “Glad my shift is over. They had a reactor leak in sector three, exposing two teams to minuscule levels of radiation before anyone shut it down.” Rubbing his neck, he leaned against the wall. “It felt like I was trapped in a house of horrors. It’s so creepy how they look, those weird eyes and all. Unnatural. I see why Earth transferred those freaks here. Makes me miss my internship days.” 

Duncan continued as Barry pulled his own suit over his lank, six-foot frame. “I shouldn’t have bothered. 

It’s not like they matter. If they keel over, we just replace them.” 

Barry  frowned.  When  he  applied  for  the  job,  he  hoped  for  limited  contact  with  the  HN--short  for HuNomes, the genetically altered people stemming from the Human Genome project--stationed here. Most of his time, he assured himself, would be spent ministering to the wounds of real people with hopes he could minister to the spiritual souls those people as well. 

But not HuNomes. 


* * *

Seventeen drew back the covers again to look at a face that mirrored her own. Eighteen’s dark hair spilled over onto her cheeks like ink from a broken pen. Unlike Nineteen and Twenty, who maintained their 
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short hair, Seventeen and Eighteen decided to let their hair grow to shoulder length. 

Seventeen pushed the dead girl’s stray hairs back, revealing an oval shaped face. The pale skin held a tinge of yellow, making Eighteen’s sensible lips seem redder than usual. Only her eyes marked her as HuNome. Now the golden cat-eyes beneath thick black lashes stared unseeing at the empty room. With a shaking hand, Seventeen gently closed them. “Was your life worth so little?” she whispered, voice hoarse against the lump in her throat. 

“Is mine?” she asked, pounding the fl oor in increasing desperation. “

“Is mine?” she asked, pounding the fl

 Is mine

oor in increasing desperation. “

“Is mine?” she asked, pounding the fl 

?” 

She squeezed her eyes shut against the stinging tears forming, but, unable to contain them, let their salty moisture stain her cheeks. Anger and anguish soured her mouth. Grabbing a pillow, she screamed into it until her ravaged throat throbbed. Then with deliberate effort, she wiped her face, put the pillow back in place. Denying her pain felt like ripping the fabric of her soul, except, of course, scientists claimed she had no soul. 

Seventeen could afford no more time to mourn. She had already bent regulations by not calling right away. Walking stiffl y to the video-intercom, she reached out a pale, slender fi nger and pressed a button. 

“Hospital? This is unit E. HN#18’s assignment ceased at an uncertain time this morning.” Her gaze drifted back to the still fi gure on the bed. Swallowing, she looked away. “It appears that major organs are intact. I’ll travel with the gurney team to assist in the harvesting, as is my duty.” 


* * *

At fi rst, Barry thought the face from the monitor held a lingering touch of tenderness, but the look suddenly hardened. Groaning at his luck, he switched the video-intercom off as soon as possible, and ordered a gurney team to retrieve the body. He would rather have dealt with Duncan’s troubles than deal with a dead HuNome. 

He’d beat out other candidates for the Moon Project because of his surgical record. He’d performed numerous transplants. Those conducting the interviewing process felt this experience would prove invaluable when harvesting the organs of expired HuNomes. These organs were frozen, periodically shipped to earth, and used in human transplant operations. 

The concept for HuNomes originated with a cloning technique that used recombinant DNA (rDNA) technology. After its introduction in the 1970s, rDNA methods grew in popularity. 

Unlike reproductive cloning and therapeutic cloning methods that failed to overcome numerous ob-stacles, rDNA proved its value. With rDNA, science could genetically engineer superior food crops. When rDNA was applied to medicines, recombinant vaccines, the production of human insulin and other pharma-ceuticals, and germ line therapy helped millions of stricken people. 

Eventually, because of the similarity between human and pig tissue and organs, pigs were modifi ed with human DNA to produce organs suitable for human transplant. To prevent the organs from being antigenic, and thus rejected by its intended host, scientists perfected a “knock-out” method. Genes that caused the human immune system to reject implanted organs were knocked out of individual cells. Later, “double knock-outs” were successfully performed on genetically altered pigs, reducing organ rejection further. 

Only  one  small,  seemingly  innocent  step  later,  the  Human  Genome  project  reversed  the  procedure, adding animal DNA to human DNA instead. Thus was born the HuNome, sub-human carriers of human replacement organs. 

Those needing transplants supported the introduction of HuNomes, coveting their organs. Others viewed their genetic manipulation as unethical. The Church debated the potential to relieve suffering against the question: Did HuNomes have souls? 

With the Church and much of the world still unresolved on the issue, the government transferred the HuNomes  to  the  Moon  Project  base.  This  stopgap  solution  provided  the  base  much-needed  workers. 
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HuNomes used their specialized skills to build structures to house future human colonies. Meanwhile, the cultivation of HuNomes could continue far removed from the public eye. 

The move defused the debate. Earthlings could maintain a detached indignation while still enjoying the benefi ts of possessing “expendable people,” as the HuNomes were called in some circles. 

“I have a new HN # 18 ready for birthing.” 

Barry jumped in his seat, recognizing the voice of Dr. Ziebock, the moon’s lead scientist, coming over the video-intercom. 

“Understood. When do you need me?” 

“Report to my lab, shall we say, after lunch rations? I hate to work on an empty stomach.” 

Barry checked a layout map and located the lab. He bent to answer, but apparently Dr. Ziebock broke the connection. Sighing, Barry bowed his head. 

“Lord Father, help me today. I desire to serve you wherever I am in this incredible universe you created.” 

As he went to the scrub room to prepare, he couldn’t help wishing he’d stayed in bed that day. Knowing about HuNomes was one thing. Meeting one face-to-face was something else entirely. 


* * *

She said nothing, just gave a curt nod when they met, and slipped into her scrubs. Procedure dictated that someone from the deceased HuNome’s unit serve as nurse during the organ harvesting. This feline-eyed HuNome before him must be his temporary assistant. Still, Barry preferred to lay out his own instruments, and did so in a professional manner as she prepped. He avoided looking at the inert body on the operating table as it lay lumpy and rigid under its covering sheet. 

“You forgot the laser extension,” the girl said, handing him one. 

“Oh, yes, thanks,” Barry said. Did her voice tremble as she spoke? He glanced up, struck by how alien-

-and yet red-rimmed--her eyes looked. Sad. Her shoulders slumped, her movements seemed slow and mechanical. Depression? 

Dismissing that thought, he pulled back the sheet. His heart skipped a beat. 

The simple girl by his side closely resembled the dead one on the table. Now he understood how disturbed Duncan felt examining eight HuNomes this morning. He didn’t realize he was standing in dumb silence until the HuNome spoke again. 

“We were very…we worked together the past three years. I miss…I missed morning rations today.” 

Barry quickly drew the covering back up. “You must be hungry. Let’s eat fi rst. She’s not going anywhere.” He released a forced laugh at his poor joke. “Put her in the stasis fi eld chamber.” 

The HuNome’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she rolled the table to a chamber and sealed the body. The chamber was reserved for real humans with serious injuries, but with no mortally wounded humans on hand, Barry felt justifi ed in his actions. Besides, the girl had to eat, didn’t she? 

“Come on,” Barry said. “There’s a small lounge room with a stash of snack rations down the hall.” 

“We don’t receive snack rations. Only meals. It’s not effi cient to snack.” 

“Maybe not,” Barry fumbled, herding her across the room without actually touching her. “But I’m in charge and I think, in light of your missed ration, that having a snack might be a good idea.” 

“You’re not a very effi cient doctor.” 

“What can I say? I’m only human,” Barry quipped, then regretted his glibness when he detected a pained look in her eyes. “Lord, be my strength,” he whispered under his breath, “and guard my tongue.” 

After getting the HuNome situated at the only table in the small, practical room, Barry handed her a de-hydrated ice cream sandwich. Tearing the wrapper off his own package, he leaned against the wall furthest away from the table. He bit into it, feeling the powdery sweetness dissolve in his mouth. 

The Harvest

15

With seeming reluctance, the HuNome opened the treat and dumped it on the table. She broke off small pieces and let them fall, fi rst stealing glances at Barry, then at the closed door, as if she couldn’t concentrate on one or the other. Barry watched as she wiped her hands on her pant leg, then pushed the scattered food with restless agitation. Both priest and doctor in him recognized such behavior. He shifted, looked away, chewed in silence, reminding himself that even animals showed signs of nervousness and grief, but that didn’t make them human. God placed him here to minister to people, not HuNomes. 

He walked to the recycling machine and fed his empty wrapper into it. The machine hummed for a moment as it amalgamated the material. “Have you assisted in a harvesting before?” he fi nally asked, stumbling over the word “harvesting.” 

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Six others.” 

“That’s unusual. There are only four HuNomes per unit, you and the other three. You lost the other three unit members twice?” 

“No. The entire Unit D was lost in a decompression mishap. HN#19, from my unit, died trying to save them. I volunteered to assist in harvesting HN #19, and, since no one remained in Unit D to fulfi ll their harvesting duty, I assisted in those as well.” 

“Why did you volunteer to assist for HN #19?” 

Seventeen’s mouth formed a solemn line. “I thought her deed heroic.” 

“Ah,” Barry said, not knowing how to respond. “That’s fi ve. You said six.” 

Seventeen nodded. “HN # 20 didn’t--she missed--she and the replacement HN #19 never….” 

Her hand began to shake. She scooped up a handful of sandwich pieces and popped them in her mouth. 

Her evident emotions disturbed Barry. He’d always pictured HuNomes like faceless, impassive robots. 

Or  maybe,  granting  some  interaction,  like  a  pet  dog. Yet  this  HuNome  showed  feelings,  a  personality. 

Strange. 

With tentative steps, he approached the table and sat down. 

“How did she die?” he asked quietly. 

Blinking rapidly, Seventeen bowed her head. 

“She requested dismissal,” she choked, “Which means the doctors sedated her, harvested her organs, disposed of the waste and created a new HN #20.” 

Barry leaned back, stunned. “Suicide,” he whispered. “An assisted suicide.” Or not? She had been recreated using the same rDNA. 

“I will ask for dismissal,” Seventeen said through gritted teeth, interrupting his thoughts. “After I fulfi ll my duty to my workmate, I will ask for dismissal so that our memories can fade together and new ones can be formed.” 

“But--you won’t form new memories. You’ll be dead.” 

“They will remake me.” 

“But it won’t be you,” he blurted, feeling suddenly confused. His words rang true, but how could that be? “I am a HuNome,” she spat. “Designed and maintained for spare parts, work, and research purposes. 

Your government established that for HuNomes, there is no ‘me.’ Therefore I have no feelings, no desires, no personal identity. No me.” Her voice grew louder, sharper in the hollow room, like the spread of a crack in thin ice. “I’m a manufactured commodity, like a computer. I am HuNome, an expendable non-person with  no reason to live!” 

The room echoed with the fading of her outburst. In the ragged quiet, she whispered, “No reason to live, and yet doomed to live forever.” 

Then the anger drained from her cheeks, and the steel-like passion in her eyes died away. She schooled her face to placid tones, slowed her breathing. 
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“I am a HuNome,” she said in fl at tones, pushing away the rest of the ice cream. “I am ready to perform my harvesting duty.” 

With a stiff back, she stood to leave. Unheeding, Barry remained seated, thrumming his fi ngers on the table. Her words troubled him. Her human DNA had been altered in the embryonic stage. What did that mean? It occurred to him that HuNomes suffered the fate of lepers, destined to live out their days treated little better than rotting garbage, denied humanity with the painful cry, “Unclean! Unclean!” 

Beyond the girl’s rigid stance, beyond the fi rm line of her lips and determined set of her chin, he felt the almost palpable distress surrounding this forsaken girl, and cowered, for his mind provided its own harsh mantra: Unclean, unclean! 

“Yes, well,” he sputtered, then checked the clock. “Can’t harvest now. I’m set to meet Dr. Ziebock soon. 

But I’m on duty the same time tomorrow. I’ll arrange to keep HN # 18 in stasis until then. You can report to the hospital wing just after morning rations.” 

Rising in one quick motion, he breezed past her into the hall tunnel, ignoring the way her body shook and fi sts clenched. 

“I presume you have other duties to attend to until then,” he called back. “I suggest you get to them.” 

“Lord,” he prayed as he made his way to Dr. Ziebock’s quarters, “How could you look in the eyes of the leper with love? Why didn’t you just walk away?” 

He received no answer but the gentle recollection of how his Lord Jesus, disregarding custom, reached out in compassion, tenderly touched, and healed the lepers. 

It made his stomach churn. 


* * *

HN #18’s birthing process worked much like awakening a child with amnesia. Since the HuNome’s rDNA included DNA used to accelerate livestock growth, she emerged at a teenage stage of development. 

Though the process felt unnatural to Barry, the birthing went without mishap. He transferred her to a coffi n-like neuro-stimulator system to help develop her unused muscles. Only the now familiar face remained visible, slack under sedation. 

The graying Dr. Ziebock maintained several replacement HuNomes with designer genes to fi t specifi c work needs. Like her workmates, HN #18’s enhanced vision rivaled that of a cat, enabling her to work in the dark underbelly of the complex. Plus, HuNomes learned quickly. They received on-the-job training a week after birth. Most worked at full capacity by the end of a month. 

Barry’s job consisted of checking vital signs, verifying the HuNome’s genetic history, and tattooing appropriate identifi cation information on the HuNome’s right shoulder. He worked in cooperation with Dr. 

Ziebock, who, among other things, stimulated the replacement HuNome out of a coma-like state with an injection of a chemical developed to counteract the effects of a hibernation drug. 

“Have you harvested the dead HuNome’s organs yet?” asked Dr. Ziebock. He pulled off his sterile gloves and tossed them aside. 

“No.” Barry sighed, pulling off his own gloves and rubbing his eyes. “Actually, I postponed the operation so I could arrive on time for this birthing. I’ll do it tomorrow.” 

“Not a problem. The relay shuttle from Earth docks next month. Plenty of time to fi nish the operation.” 

“I noticed that HN #18 is only the second harvested HuNome this quarter. Seems wasteful to shuttle so few organs.” 

Raising an eyebrow at him, Dr. Ziebock selected a liqua-towel from a nearby receptacle. He chuckled lightly, pleasantly. 

“Oh, the shuttle will be full,” he said, wiping his angular face. “There are more than suffi cient organs to send to Earth from failed experiments. Genetic engineering can be a high-risk operation.” For a moment, 
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his eye blazed with intensity. Then he shrugged. “A high-paying risk.” 

“So how many failed experiments are donating goods to this shuttle load?” 

“Rough estimate? One-fi fty tops. I only have so much space in the growing chambers. Some of the harvest goes to people in need of organ transplants, even skin or hair follicle transplants, but much of it goes to research companies.” 

Barry nodded. 

“Who knows?” Ziebock continued. “Cloning and rDNA research may yet uncover a cure for cancer. If so, Earth may welcome us with open arms. I’m ready to move.” He waved vaguely in the air. “The moon lacks a certain amount of culture that I truly miss. You hungry?” 

“No. Tired. It’s been a long day. You go ahead, I’ll lock up.” 

A hiss escaped from Ziebock’s lips. Startled, Barry looked up to see a sudden glint in Ziebock’s eyes. 

“Maybe you didn’t know, but I’ve got the only lab key.” The words came out harsh, tense. “My work is highly sensitive. No one is allowed in the lab without my supervision. So you can either go to dinner with me now or go to bed, I don’t care, but you  will go now will

.” 

The unexpectedly aggressive tone caught Barry off guard. The hair on his arms rose uncomfortably against his sleeves. Did he say something wrong? 

“Sorry,” Barry stammered, pulling his cleric collar. “Yes, of course I know lab procedure. I just forgot. 

Bed sounds good.” 

Ziebock visibly relaxed as Barry collected his things. “Yes, well, we all forget things from time to time.” 

He chuckled again, dry and superfi cial. “Let’s go.” 

As they left, Barry’s conscious nagged him. The emotions displayed by that girl clone didn’t mesh with his expectations, and something didn’t feel right about the way Dr. Ziebock responded to him. Not right at all.“Lord, give me wisdom,” he prayed. “I think there’s more going on than meets the eye…and I’m not sure I want to see what it is.” 


* * *

HN# 17 shifted from foot to foot by the vacant harvesting table. Eyes wide with worry peeked out from behind limp strands of hair, left down in apparent neglect instead of being pulled into the customary pony-tail.“I don’t understand,” she blurted, then bit her lip, stemming further comment. 

Barry felt a little sorry for her. Of course, securing the items he requested that she bring to HN # 18’s harvesting would seem strange to her. But he didn’t plan on harvesting just yet. He’d spent the rest of the day and evening fi rst researching, then praying and fasting. The need to see what lay hidden in the inner sanctum of Ziebock’s lab pressed heavy on his heart. 

“Ever read the Bible?” he asked as he held up a map to the light. It showed two larger rooms beyond the birthing room he wanted to see. 

HN # 17 hesitated, and Barry winced. “Of course not,” he muttered. “No one would give you a Bible to read if they aren’t sure you possess a soul.” Then louder, “It’s a book that holds a collection of true stories that happened long ago. It tells about a divine spirit that created the universe and everything in it.” 

With a half-smile, HN #17 said, “I heard about stories on paper. They emulate our teaching screens used in training but they’re more primitive. I have never seen one.” 

“Well, I own one,” he said, rescuing it from one of his pockets, where he kept the slim Bible for reading during slow hours on duty. “There’s a story in it that addresses why we aren’t doing the harvesting today.” 

“No harvesting? And my dismissal. Will it be delayed?” she asked in a tight voice, her jaw uplifted. 

“As a matter of fact,” Barry said, bending open the worn cover, “yes.” 
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“I’ll report you!” 

Barry studied the fury etched on her face, then, with deliberate care, settled into a chair with the Bible cradled in one hand. “Maybe you’d like to hear my story fi rst,” he said in calm, gentle tones. “Aren’t you at least curious to see a real book?” 

At fi rst, it seemed HN #17 would storm from the room and carry out her threat, but at last her body relaxed, and she gave a reluctant nod. 

Frail pages with faded gold edging crinkled beneath Barry’s fi ngertips as he turned to Exodus. A faint, leathery smell touched the air, and he smiled. The Earth base allowed him to bring two small items not labeled as an essential supply on his trip, and, along with his blasted tight clerical collar, he had brought his beloved pocket Bible. 

“Instead of reading it all to you, I’ll summarize a bit. The story begins with the people of God--the divine creator spirit I mentioned. They were called Israelites, lived on Earth in a place called Egypt, and served as slaves to the Egyptian people. Yet despite their bondage and hard labor, God blessed them, and their population grew.” 

Seventeen nodded with a solemn look, as if empathizing with the Israelites’ plight. 

“This population increase made the ruler fearful, and he ordered all male children born to an Israelite slave killed. Now here, let me read a verse about what happened in Exodus 1:17. ‘The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt told them to do; they let the boys live.’” 

“They disobeyed orders?” 

“Yes. It’s clear they knew the wrongness of killing these children, and refused to do it. I’m sure these women worried about repercussions, but they saved the children anyway. And the story tells how God honored them, and how the His people increased even more.” 

“Sounds nice, except they were still slaves from birth.” 

The bitterness in her tone made Barry’s mind race. Was her situation much different? His heart said no, but his mind wavered. 

“Well, there’s much more to the story,” he said, snapping his Bible shut. “The point is, the midwives didn’t kill anyone. God placed it on their minds that such an action is wrong. He’s done likewise to me. I’m not too keen on killing you.” 

“But I am a HuNome,” she said, echoing the stubborn thought that still hounded him, the thought that still whispered, “Unclean, unclean!” 

“Let’s consider that you’re just a slave for now and go see your people.” 

“My people?” 

“We’re going into Dr. Ziebock’s lab.” 

“But it is forbidden to enter those rooms unsupervised.” 

“That’s why I needed you to get blueprints of the ventilation system and service tunnels,” he said with a mischievous grin. “Yesterday, Dr. Ziebock headed for dinner at this time. And since people tend to be creatures of habit, I assume he’ll leave to eat within the hour. I mean to see what’s happening behind those doors. I need your help. Will you come?” 

His mouth went dry when she meekly lowered her eyes. Then, she fi nally gave a slow nod. “But only if you tell me the rest of the story.” 

“I promise,” Barry smiled with more confi dence than he felt. 


* * *

They entered the ventilation tunnels through an access vent in the corner of the hospital’s medicinal supply area. Following the complex blueprint markings, Seventeen led the way. With her enhanced cat vision, she didn’t need light. Barry pulled himself behind her in a combat crawl, following her by sound. 
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Slighter in size than he, Seventeen squirmed along at a quick, almost slithering pace. Barry struggled to keep up. His large frame made turning corners diffi cult, and made the enclosing sides seemed cramped and oppressive. Sweat trickled down his face and made his uniform cling to his skin as he thrust himself forward. Several times while squeezing through what felt like the intestines of an overheated dragon, he had to bite back a cry as his body scraped against a forgotten screw or sharp edging. 

At length Seventeen stopped with a silencing “hsss-t.” Barry froze and held his breath. Though his pounding heart threatened to drown out all sound, Barry soon heard a muffl ed voice belonging to Ziebock. 

Straining, he listened, but could discern no distinct words. He saw a faint glimmer of light beyond the outline of Seventeen’s body. The segmented shafts indicated it was a vent letting in dim light from a room. 

The lab? 

After ten uncomfortable minutes, the glimmer went out and he heard what might have been a door sliding open and close. 

“Wait,” Seventeen whispered, as if sensing his impatience. “He might come back.” 

“I doubt. He seemed rather obsessive about the food schedule yesterday. How much farther?” 

“Not far. Then you get to fold yourself out of the shaft.” 

Barry thought he heard a slight chuckle at that, but decided to ignore it. “Get going.” 


* * *

After extracting himself from the ventilation shaft like a glob of toothpaste out of a tube, Barry popped the vent cover back in place. 

Breathing in short, whimpering gasps, Seventeen clutched at him. At fi rst, he cringed away from her, perhaps a residual reaction to the still lingering refrain, “Unclean, unclean,” but when he fl icked on a fl ashlight and saw what the room’s contents, he pulled her close to calm her unease. 

As a doctor, the sight didn’t alarm him. To his right, in a glass refrigerator the size of fi ve walk-in closets, hung HuNome organs and tissue. Each grouping had tags indicating their destination, cost, and balance due. 

He noted with interest that the designated delivery addresses on nearly half of the specimens were laboratories, not hospitals. But then, Ziebock had told him that. 

He made a quick estimate of the quantities available, as a bee might observe the amount of fl owers in a fi eld, and a mental calculation of profi t being gleaned. The ballpark fi gure made his pulse race. 

Barry shone the light around the room. In the shadowed corners stood two elongated tables hosting various operating tools, a computer console, chemicals housed in something that looked like a spice rack, and a high-tech camera. Nearby stood another small door built into the wall. One end opened like an antique mailbox, so Barry pulled it and peered inside. It appeared to be some type of furnace or incinerator. The fl eshy smell and evidence of charred bone confi rmed this suspicion. Sheltering Seventeen from the view, he hastily escorted her into the adjacent room. 

This room was lit by a string of black lights draped across ceiling beams like tinsel on a Christmas tree. 

The eerie glow made the room appear illuminated by synthesized fl ames. A hum fi lled the surrounding darkness, like the faraway cry of a wounded animal. 

Maybe one hundred transparent, rounded sacks--like thick-skinned bubbles--hung from metal racks. 

Each bubble, containing a body in various stages of development, expanded and contracted with an unnerv-ing sigh. Barry reached out to touch the warm, greasy side of one. The skin quivered and, as if in response, the body within shifted. 

“Come on,” he urged, approaching a nearby computer monitor. “Let’s view Dr. Ziebock’s records.” 

The available data showed what Barry already knew from his Earth base training: that Ziebock manipulated DNA to augment certain mental and physical characteristics using rDNA technology. He inserted rDNA into an expression vector. The vector carried the rDNA into a human host cell, transforming the cell to possess the desired qualities. 
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More abbreviated information followed. A harvesting schedule. 

“He’s not harvesting organs from failed experiments,” Barry whispered. “He’s growing HuNomes like crops. That’s why the secrecy.” 

“What do you mean?” Seventeen asked, eyes wide. 

“Here, removed from the public conscious, Ziebock mass produces HuNomes to either experiment on or harvest. No one from Earth objects because, number one, distance makes it hard to regulate his work.” 

“And number two?” Seventeen prompted. 

“And number two, the government is reluctant to stop him because they reap the benefi ts of his work without dealing with the moral issue behind it. 

“There’s more. I did some research, and found out that twenty years ago, Ziebock belonged to part of a scientifi c faction that believed doctors had a moral obligation to terminate children with genetic fl aws, or sterilize people without pristine genetic health to keep them from reproducing. He presented a paper on eu-genics once that encompassed his desire to create a perfect human and then perpetuate that human’s genetic characteristics over time.” 

Shifting, Barry continued softly. “He never considered that another person’s idea of perfection might be different from his. Nor did he understand that sometimes the greatest teacher of compassion, love, and mercy comes in the guise of an imperfect body. 

“Flawed and broken people help defi ne courage. Life isn’t meant to be without struggle. Struggle often teaches us how deeply we can love, and how to appreciate simple things. It allows limitless beauty to shine forth from within limited bodies. That’s part of what makes us human.” 

A change came over Seventeen, and she pushed away from him, her cat-eyes fi erce and penetrating. 

Turmoil surged across her features, and this time she didn’t master it. Anger forced her words out in a hiss. 

“I’ll be dismissed anyway, so for once, I’ll speak my mind. 

“Life isn’t meant to be without struggle, you say? I know struggle. Some days I want to scream with frustration, lash out against the injustice of my life, but I cannot afford such an emotion. I am HuNome. 

Some days I hate myself and the world, and rage against my powerlessness to change my life. No one will listen to a HuNome. 

“Like a human child, I had no choice about the manner or place in which I would be born. Like a human child, I came from the fl esh of another and carry with me their resemblance. But unlike a human, I am scorned because of the artifi cial method which bound together my chemical makeup. 

“Yes, I’ve watched movie disks with human families,” she snarled at Barry’s pale face. “My childhood wasn’t like that. No playing, no laughing, no feeling loving arms around me. It was spent in hibernation, encased in chemicals with wires and feeding tubes hooked up to me in this,” she gestured at the hanging sacks, “feathered prison. Yet even if science granted me a childhood instead of growing me to adult stage, who would embrace me? I’m expendable. 

“My life holds no value. I’m not allowed to love or marry. I cannot select the work I do. When I die, none will mourn me. Who would mourn the loss of a HuNome when it can so easily be replaced? Yet if suffering is part of what makes us human, then I’m more human than even you.” 

The last of her words reverberated against the walls, dampened only by the keening hum of the surrounding chambers. Shaken, Barry studied the hibernating, suspended bodies. Even though they seemed surreal in their abnormal environment, he could yet see little fi ngers and toes curling with life in the transparent womb. Goosebumps rose on his arms, and he felt God’s hand heavy on his heart. 

“Where can I go from your Spirit?” he cried. “Where can I fl ee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.” 

The Harvest

21

“What are you talking about?” Seventeen asked, annoyance in her tone. She craned her neck around. “Is someone here?” 

Spellbound, Barry nodded. “God, the divine spirit. He created everything and He is everywhere. Nothing was made without Him. Nothing, not even HuNomes. I see that now.” 

He continued with eyes uplifted. “For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; you works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place.” 

“But I don’t see him,” Seventeen snapped. 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any of-fensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.” 

“Where is he?” she wailed, tears streaming down her face. “Why can’t I see Him? What do I lack?” 

“You lack nothing,” Barry said quietly. He reached out and touched her shoulder, and no chorus of “unclean” sounded in his head. “God isn’t limited by scientifi c advances. Indeed, we strive for years to dupli-cate what He created with a simple word. We still cannot even grasp His infi nite power. 

“Don’t you see? God’s fi ngerprints  are on you. You are fearfully and wonderfully made  by God. God provided the blueprints of life. No matter how sophisticated the method or outcome of your birth, there remains one thing science cannot provide nor control--the soul, the spirit, the intangible essence of humanity. 

He gave that soul, that spirit to you, and in so doing, made you in His own image, for God is spirit. 

“And since you posses a soul, you are human. Deep down, you know it, and that’s why you rage. Your life matters. Look for your true creator with all your heart. You’ll fi nd Him.” 

Like a pot boiling over, Seventeen slid to her knees, sobbing. As he stooped to hold her, an evening chime sounded. 

“We have to go soon,” he said urgently, suddenly aware of the time. A plan came to mind. “But I want evidence. I’ll detach the camera from the other room and shoot a roll of fi lm. You fi nd a replacement cartridge to put in the camera when I’m done. They’re small, about the size of a thumbnail, and they’re usually kept in thin metal boxes. Will you search while I take pictures?” 

She nodded, swift and fi rm. “I know what they look like. We use them at work. I’ll do my best.” 

“Yeah,” he smiled. “but you’re only human.” She beamed back at him. “Get going.” 

While Barry recorded images of the lab, Seventeen shifted through drawers. Barry fi nished and pulled out the cartridge. When he looked at her for a replacement, she shook her head, and held up only a box of cd disks. He snatched one from her. 

“Good idea--I’ll make a copy of his computer fi les. Keep looking for that fi lm.” 

“Got it,” she fi nally said as he fi nished. 

Barry pulled the disk from the camera, glancing at the clock. “Take these,” he said, handing both the disk and cartridge to her. “Start down the vent shaft while I reload the camera and hook it back up. Wait for me at the fi rst bend. I’ll catch up as soon as I’m done. Move! We haven’t much time.” 

With rapid obedience, Seventeen pocketed the items and squirmed down the shaft. He heard the dull sound of her knees striking the tunnel. 

Barry’s fi ngers fumbled in frantic haste, making him drop the camera’s mount screw. He hunched down, slapping at the fl oor, searching for it. “C’mon… c’mon… Lord, help me get out of here! Ahh.” 

Finding it, he slammed the camera in place, twisting the stubborn screw with quick motions. Then he dashed for the vent, anxious to squeeze into the narrow passage. 

He had just curled his torso in when he heard the whoosh of the lab door opening. Lights snapped on. He felt Ziebock’s presence, and knew he was too late. Trying to act as dignifi ed as one can after being caught trespassing, he disengaged himself from the vent, and rose to meet the doctor. 
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With a look of pure venom, Ziebock clamped down on Barry’s arm. Barry didn’t notice the heavy metal tubing Ziebock held in his other hand until it connected with his face, dropping him hard on the fl oor. The room spun. Blood trickled from his bruised lip, and he licked it away. 

He tried to pull himself upright, but Ziebock struck him again. This time he lay sprawled on the fl oor, panting  with  pain.  Seemingly  satisfi ed  with  Barry’s  incapacitation,  Ziebock  took  a  fl ashlight  from  the drawer and shone it down the tunnel. 

“Please be gone,” Barry prayed, willing Seventeen to escape. 

Apparently she did, because Ziebock grunted, fi t the vent cover back in place and sealed it shut. Then, folding his arms, he scowled at Barry. 

“Weren’t you supposed to be fi nishing up a harvesting?” 

When Barry only glared at him in silence, Ziebock sighed, and walked to a cabinet. 

“Didn’t do it, eh?” he said, rummaging around. “Unexpected negligence, I’d say. After all, you assisted patients at a transplant center called ‘Life Goes On.’ Remember your slogan? ‘Give someone a second chance at life, the miracle of an organ transplant.’” 

Holding a syringe and a small bottle, he turned and gave Barry a cold, bleak look. “My wife never got that second chance miracle. She was too far down on the organ donor list when her kidneys failed. That’s when I realized the potential of rDNA to produce human transplant organs. I threw my heart--so to speak--

into its development. With HuNomes, I can create and grow all the miracles we need. I intend to make that new life available to every human who desires it.” 

“And make a load of money at the same time?” 

“All that money,” Ziebock spat, “is funneled into further research to help preserve and improve human life.” 

“I understand your motivation, but growing people to provide replacement parts for other people cheap-ens life.” 

“Excuse me,” Ziebock interrupted. “I’m not growing humans. I’m growing HuNomes…” 

“No! You’ve got it all wrong. They are human!” 

“Copies of humans but  not real humans, the way artifi cial sweetener mimics sugar. Expendable, replace-able HuNomes providing a steady supply of human parts. You of all people ought to appreciate the wisdom of my endeavor, the chance to save millions of lives without a single cost to humanity. Which means I’ve got it all right.” 

Before Barry could argue any further, a sharp needle pricked his skin. Then it seemed ice fi lled his veins, and his body fell limp. Through the haze in his head, he heard Ziebock press the intercom call button and scream into it. 

“Help!  I  was  showing  Dr.  Martinez  a  lab  culture  when  he  collapsed!  Send  an  emergency  team  of HuNomes to move him to the hospital wing and get Duncan out of bed!” Then he cut the connection and smiled. 

“Duncan won’t…” Barry slurred, eyelids fl uttering, fi ghting numbness. 

“Duncan won’t recognize a certain drug in your system because it won’t occur to him to look for it. It’s the drug used to place developing HuNomes into hibernation. He’ll think you’re in a coma, but for you it will seem like a bad dream. A really bad dream. You’ll hear what’s going on, but be unable to respond. Not even when, in despair, Duncan pronounces you a hopeless vegetable and slices you open to harvest your organs.” 


* * *

Ziebock found her waiting in the hospital wing to “fulfi ll her duty assisting Dr. Martinez--who never showed up--in the harvesting of HN # 18.” Thus Seventeen was on hand when the team of HuNomes 
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transferred  Barry  to  the  sick  bed.  Duncan  arrived  shortly  thereafter,  his  hair  in  disarray,  and  his  eyes bleary. 

“How did this happen?” he asked, voice still husky from sleep. He examined Barry, nodding sadly as Ziebock provided his false story. Then shaking his head, he pronounced, “He’s in a coma. I’ll want an available HuNome unit to monitor his vitals.” 

“My unit will perform this duty,” Seventeen said, stepping forward. At Duncan’s frown, she lowered her eyes and added, “Excuse me for being so bold.” 

“She’s here now for a harvesting,” Ziebock said. “Her unit is already working on an adjusted schedule while the replacement HuNome undergoes training. You might as well assign her.” 

“Sure,” Duncan shrugged. “Notify me at once if anything changes.” He checked the time. “I’ll eat and run some tests. Hang in there, Barry.” 

After three hours, Nineteen relieved her. Now Seventeen rocked back and forth on her bed-pod, whimpering, afraid to do what she had determined to do. Barry had talked about a creator spirit called God--a divine being who had stamped His imprint on all created things--even HuNomes. Hiding in the vent, listening to Barry’s fate being detailed, sent confl icting emotions of joy and fear through her--joy remembering Barry’s God, and the thought that perhaps life meant more than the harsh world she knew, and fear that if something happened to Barry, she’d never fi nd that meaning. 

“Mr. God,” she prayed in an earnest whisper, “I can’t see you, not yet, not like Barry does, but I want to. 

So help me keep Barry alive long enough to meet you someday. And, uh, thanks for listening.” 

The words felt right coming from her lips, and another new emotion she couldn’t name surged through her. She felt her fears fl ee, replaced by something like hope. On impulse, she looked around the room, almost expecting to hear a voice answer her request. 

But she sat alone. 

And so, she planned. It would surely cost the lives of every HuNome she enlisted to help if she failed, but remembering the midwives from the story Barry started to tell her, she had to try. 

“O.K. Well. If you’re still listening, Mr. God, it’s time for action,” she said, rising and shepherding her face into a placid mask. She took a moment to straighten the lines in her uniform. “I’ll do my part and you do…whatever a creator God does best. Like maybe helping me fi gure out Barry’s computer password so I can send out these picture fi les and data.” 


* * *

“No sign of improvement,” Duncan said. His face looked haggard as he handed Seventeen his sterile gloves to be recycled. “I can’t pinpoint the problem, but he just looks like a shell. His face is all sunken, his body shriveled; short of a miracle, I don’t know what to do.” 

“You have done all you could. Such a heroic effort,” Ziebock soothed. “Perhaps it would be most hu-mane to end his misery.” 

“Maybe,” Duncan agreed reluctantly. “Or we could wait another week and send him to Earth on the organ shuttle.” 

Ziebock frowned, looking thoughtful. “To what purpose? I know he was a friend, but try to be realistic. 

He’s gone, and we deplete our medical resources while he fades, perhaps depriving us of the means of dealing with other emergency cases.” 

Duncan’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right, of course. I’m being selfi sh. I’ll notify the base commander this evening.” 

“He was an organ donor. Perhaps in morning…” 

“I can’t do it!” Duncan said. 

“Sure, sure. HN # 17 can assist me. All you have to do is sign the papers. I’ll take care of everything.” 
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Duncan gave Seventeen a look of distaste. Seventeen’s heart fl uttered, but she kept a straight face. She’d hoped for the opportunity to be there when Ziebock made his move. 

“I suppose that’s best.” 

“Great. Well, I’m off to dinner now. Care to join me?” 

“Not hungry. I’m going to bed.” 

“Suit yourself,” Ziebock said, passing Seventeen on his way to the door. “No need to stand watch anymore, HN # 17. You will report just after morning rations. Understood?” 

“Yes, doctor. And will you need assistance in your lab with anything?” 

He stopped mid-stride and whirred around. Seventeen kept her breathing even, disinterested, as he studied her with suspicious eyes. 

“Of course not,” he said at last. “Only birthings take place in the lab. The harvesting tools are in here. 

Drat, I’m running late for dinner. Good day, Duncan.” 

Her spirits fell. She knew he had administered the clone hibernation drug on Barry, and knew he also possessed the serum to awaken him. But how could she get into his lab and retrieve it? He had welded the vents shut. 

As she turned to leave, Duncan stopped her. 

“I don’t care if Ziebock dismissed you. I’m the one who needs rest, pulling double shifts and all. You stay and monitor things…just in case.” He looked with distress at Barry, making his motives evident. 

“Yes, doctor.” 

He collected his things and left her with her thoughts. 

Much had happened in the three weeks since Barry’s capture. In the off hours when no one else stirred, or times like this when left alone with him, she found herself talking to him. 

She had told him about fi nding Eighteen that morning, and her suspicion that Eighteen likely swallowed something toxic from the worksite to kill herself. She had poured out her feelings of guilt over Eighteen’s death since she knew that her friend suffered under the oppressive atmosphere. She had shared her wonder-ings about meaning and worth in life. 

She had also talked in the quiet evening hours to this creator God Barry said existed. Although she still couldn’t see Him, she sensed that this invisible being somehow stood watch over Barry with her. 

Since discovering Barry’s computer password written on the inside cover of his Bible, she had sent out the information to all contacts on his mailing list three weeks ago, adding her own note about his condition. 

She had hidden the Bible in her room, reading sections of it in secret to her fellow workmates, including the newest edition of Eighteen. 

In the mornings, she had recited snatches of Psalm 139 to units at the communal bathroom. 

The words had stirred despondent hearts, made them sing. HuNomes asked questions about the source of such inspiration. 

“The words come from a spirit creator called God. If we save Dr. Martinez,” she had told them, “he will help us meet this God. All we need is a chance to locate the remedy.” 

It was frustrating. Ziebock’s lab had remained locked and no one but Barry’s father had responded to the information and pictures she had sent out. His innocuous email read, “Networking with church leaders. Be careful. Will pray for you.” She found little comfort in the words. 

And now time was up. She needed support from Earth, but that didn’t appear to be forthcoming. She had done her part by sending the information. She had to get the serum to revive Barry. The HuNomes she enlisted in key areas were prepared to sacrifi ce their lives to save him. And so was she. 

Shoring up her courage, she typed in Barry’s password and logged on to the computer. First she sent a message to Barry’s father, pleading with him for action, and telling the fate his son faced. Then, with quick 
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competence, she typed in orders for a unit of HuNomes to repair wiring in the hallway next to Ziebock’s lab. Finally, she sent orders to the kitchen crew, changing the menu to add a strong herbal ingredient used in medicines. By design, each unit would pool their morning rations and feed it to a single HuNome from their unit so that a dozen workers could experience violent nausea all at the same time. 

Both events were set to commence just after morning rations. 

The same time as Barry’s scheduled harvesting.* * *

Stripped of clothing, Barry looked like a defl ated balloon, frail beneath the bright light over the operating table. Seventeen feared her stomach might come right out through her head. She felt certain Dr. Ziebock would notice how tightly strung she looked, but he gave her no heed. She had to remind herself that to him, she was no more than a tool, like the toothbrush he cleaned his teeth with that morning. 

“Almost ready,” Ziebock said, laying out his utensils in straight lines. “Want to make sure we’re done by lunch.” 

The video-intercom interrupted. “Duncan?” 

Ziebock looked up in annoyance. “He’s not here at the moment. This is Dr. Ziebock.” 

“Tell Duncan to prepare for nine, ugh, gross, excuse me, eleven fl u cases. We’ve dispatched a HuNome crew to assist.” 

“Eleven people on their way?” Dr. Ziebock croaked. 

“Negative. Eleven HuNomes.” 

“Ah, forget them. Let them suffer, they’ll get over it. We have a harvesting scheduled.” 

“Postpone it for now. Deal with this fi rst. Work production will be signifi cantly slowed otherwise.” 

“Roger,” Ziebock spat in disgust, snapping off the connection. “You!” he roared at Seventeen. “Get Dr. 

Campbell. Be back in fi ve minutes, or I’ll arrange for your dismissal!” 

Seventeen bolted out the door, but raced fi rst to the hallway by the lab. Had her electrician HuNome unit fi nished cutting a hole into the lab and located the serum? 

Four minutes later, serum in hand, she pounded on Duncan’s door. 

“Dr. Campbell! You said to call if there was any change in Dr. Martinez’s condition.” 

The door whipped open, and a sleepy-eyed Duncan appeared, struggling into a uniform. “What happened?” 

“Dr. Ziebock just remembered a serum he uses on HuNomes that he thinks will help!” 

“Is this true?” Duncan asked, zipping up. 

Instead  of  answering,  Seventeen  handed  him  the  vial  and  a  syringe.  “Here,  you  can  administer  the dose.” 

“Well, why didn’t he do it?” He looked at the bottle. “If it’s for HuNomes, why would it work on Barry?” 

Seventeen  shrugged,  resisting  the  urge  to  push  him  toward  the  hospital  wing.  “He  said  he  wanted you there two minutes ago. We’re late, and you know how he is about schedules. Oh, and about a dozen HuNomes with fl u-like symptoms will be there, too, so he said to give Barry the medicine fi rst and then deal with the HuNomes.” 

“Well, of course Barry comes fi rst,” Duncan said, trotting down the hall. “Who cares if a HuNome dies?” 


* * *

Chaos met them at the hospital wing. HuNomes moaning in exaggerated pain huddled around the near hysteric Dr. Ziebock, shielding him from Duncan’s view. 

“Dr. Martinez is over there,” Seventeen directed. “Administer 25 units.” 
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Duncan nodded, pulled back the plunger, tapped the air bubbles loose, and gave Barry his shot. “How long will it take before this stuff starts working?” 

“Usually within an hour,” Seventeen guessed. “But you have plenty to keep you occupied until then. I’ll watch over him.” 

Fifteen minutes after Duncan rushed off, Ziebock disengaged himself from the HuNome throng. “This is throwing off my whole schedule,” he snarled to himself. Then, to Seventeen, “Why are you just sitting there? Move Dr. Martinez to a private alcove and transfer the harvesting tools.” 

“But all those sick patients…” 

“They’re HuNomes! I don’t care if they all die. Now  move.” 

With a jump, Seventeen stood and wheeled Barry toward the wall niche. “Please, Mr. God, hurry up!” 

she whispered, returning for the tools. She tripped, crashing into the tray of instruments and sending them clattering to the fl oor. A scalpel nicked her hand, and she cried out as a red line welled up. 

Ziebock’s face went fl ush with rage. “You worthless idiot!” he screamed, kicking her violently as she rose to her feet. “Those all have to be sterilized now. At this rate we’ll miss lunch! Pick them up and clean them.” 

“My hand…” she said, cringing away from him. 

“Wrap it and  get moving!” 

As Ziebock fussed over the soiled tools, she rushed across the room to retrieve a bandage. En route, she fl ipped the video-intercom on. 


* * *

A struggle went on nearby. Barry experienced it as one does a dream. More distinct than the dreams of late. He recognized a voice. Seventeen. Pleading. High-pitched. Another voice. Ziebock. Harsh, murder-ous.A cruel smacking sound. A scream. The thud of a body falling. Footsteps at a run. 

“What’s going on?” Duncan’s voice. Barry willed his eyelids to open. Tiny fl ecks of light appeared, pinpoints in a sea of darkness. Sight called to him, both alluring and painful. Feeling returned to his arms and legs, a slow, prickly sensation like a pincushion rolling down his limbs. 

Groaning, he tried to move his arms. “Barry?” Duncan again. Urgent shaking. “Barry?! Good God, Ziebock. He’s coming out of the coma!” 

Another scream. Ziebock’s. The sound of fl esh meeting a hard object. A limp, heavy body pressing against him. Duncan’s. Then lugged off, hitting the fl oor. 

Barry rolled his head from side to side, sensing danger, trying in vain to seize his senses. “Help!” he cried, but it came out weak and hoarse. The outline of Ziebock with scalpel in hand loomed before his vision.Then suddenly, people with faces like Seventeen, dozens of them, yelling, pushing, surged on Ziebock. 

A voice from the wall. The intercom. Firm. Commanding. “HuNome units, subdue Dr. Ziebock. Security on their way.” 


* * *

By the time Barry was able to sit up on his own, the project commander stood in his room. Duncan, Seventeen  and  three  other  HuNomes  lay  in  nearby  sick  beds  receiving  treatment  for  various  wounds. 

Seventeen looked the worst, with purple bruises marring her face and cuts on her arms and hands. 

“I have evidence,” he began, then fell into a spell of coughing. Someone handed him a drink. 

“We know. This morning, we received a transmission from NASA regarding the human rights abuses in the lab. It seems the Catholic Church determined that HuNomes have souls and held a planet-wide protest. 

They released a video clip and research data taken from Ziebock’s lab. Then the video-intercom came on 
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during the upheaval in the hospital wing this morning. What we saw and heard, paired with the claims of abuse from churches on Earth and the testimony of these HuNomes, has sealed Dr. Ziebock’s fate. 

“Welcome back, Dr. Martinez.” 


* * *

Smiling, Barry ran a fi nger along his clerical collar as he surveyed those gathered at what his congregation laughingly referred to as the “Saint Moon Cathedral.” 

His father was right; the moon was ripe for a harvest--a soul harvest. The passion in these HuNomes rivaled the early church. 

“Before I start this baptism service, where each of you will discard your number and select a name of your own, I must fi rst complete a promise given to a friend of great faith.” 

He saw Seventeen blush. 

“Two months ago, I promised to fi nish telling her a story about the Israelite people who served as slaves in Egypt. It’s one of the greatest Old Testament stories, one where God shows his power and might, His love and compassion, in the deliverance of His people. 

“It’s about a God bigger than even the infi nite space. It’s a story with a central refrain: ‘Let my people go.’” 
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His name was Private Oscar Talbot. He could remember that much. It took a while for his consciousness to organize itself. His blue eyes stared without focus for a full fi ve minutes. He saw his refl ection in the metal cabinet on the opposite side of the room. Blonde hair with just the hint of curl in it, husky build, just a little over six foot.... He supposed he’d always looked like that. He really couldn’t remember. 

Finally, he remembered how to blink. 

He tasted the spit in his mouth. His tongue traced the ridges of his teeth. None were missing. None were out of place. Like the rest of his body, they were perfect. 

He raised his right hand and studied it. Apparently he was right-handed. The hand was large and powerful. The tan leather glove matched his boots. It slowly came back to him that this was his military uniform. 

He instinctively reached for his weapons. 

A taser, two hand grenades, the small cannon they incorrectly called a bazooka, and a multipurpose knife that soldiers recognize as the ultimate utility device or “yoody” were securely fastened on his belt. He had at his side a small handgun that the civilian government said was far too easy to reach. His inventory was complete. Everything had been teleported with him. 

The teleportation of Earth-based soldiers to the Martian post was by no means the longest trek made by 

“jumpers.” In fact, it was probably one of the shortest. People were not inclined to use teleportation as a means of travel if they could help it. Even trips to the moon were done by more conventional methods. At fi rst, teleportations had been done from city to city--the early inventors hoped to replace air travel. The idea had never caught on. People did not trust the new technology. People did not trust very many things these days. 

Neither, for that matter did Talbot, though it would be a while before he remembered that. Every institution known to Talbot had lied to him at one time or another. First, the government, when they promised they would take care of the sick. They had abandoned his father. It hadn’t been cost effective to prolong his life. 

Then, the newspapers lied when they said they would tell the truth about the government. They had caved when the scandal pointed to a politician they wanted to keep in offi ce. They went so far as to cover up information that put into question the political views promoted by their paper. It was obvious which political party a newspaper supported, and you had to judge accordingly. 

Why did I agree to this? Talbot wondered. Then he remembered: jumpers had their taxes reduced to forty percent of their net income. He had been paying 62 percent. 

And you can’t live on that, he mused. Now, what was my mission? 

He couldn’t remember. Teleportation treks were usually used for transporting military units, mostly small groups and when discretion was of the utmost importance. It must have been of a clandestine nature. 

It would be a while before all of his memory was downloaded into his Martian brain, or maybe someone here would brief him when he was ready. 

Soon he remembered how to walk, how to play the guitar, and that he liked Chinese food, though his mission remained elusive. He got up from the actualization table and smartly saluted the man before him. 

He was fairly certain that his brain had cleared enough to recognize the uniform. 

“Private Oscar Talbot reporting for duty!” 

The thing in front of him looked more like a mountain than a man. Six feet, four inches, 240 pounds of human muscle; 60 pounds of combat gear. Even the man’s helmet looked deadly. As indeed it was; it carried 
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a variety of pellets on the band that included small explosives and several poisons. The sergeant insignia glared out from the center of the helmet. His rifl e and bayonet seemed almost unnecessary, considering the dagger, the pistol and the grenade-studded belt. 

“At ease, soldier,” the man-mountain said. He strutted in front of the young recruit, looking him over. 

Oscar Talbot wondered if he should smile but decided against it. The sergeant began his speech. 

“Welcome to Fort Acidalia. For the next six months it will be your home, your Mecca, your Emerald City of Oz. Fort Acidalia is the only government-approved settlement on Mars. It has been established for over ten years and will continue to remain on Mars until the taxpayers back home decide to shut down its operation. 

“I am Sergeant Ellis Bethesda. As far as you are concerned, I am your father, your mother and the President of the United Nations. You have been sent here as a test of your ability to function as a solitary unit in this United Nations Army. You must prove to me that you are able to follow orders without question even in the most intimate and extraordinary of circumstances. Do you have any questions so far, soldier?” 

“Uh…what is our mission, sir?” 

“Didn’t I tell you, you weren’t supposed to have any questions, soldier?” 

“Yes, sir! 

“Did you call me ‘sir’?” 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Did you  call me ‘

 call

 sir’?” 

Talbot hesitated. The mountain of a sergeant seemed pretty upset. “Er--Yes, sir!” 

“Don’t call me ‘sir.’ Do you  remember  what a sergeant is?! I WORK FOR A LIVING!!!” 

Suddenly, part of his memory snapped into place. “Yes, Sergeant!” 

“It’s about time! You are here,” he shouted, “to deal with the ‘illegal element.’ I suppose you are wondering what the ‘illegal element’ is. Are you, soldier?” 

There was an awkward pause and Talbot said, hesitantly, “No?” 

“Don’t answer me in that tone of voice. Don’t even sound like you’re thinking about a question! DO 

YOU UNDERSTAND ME, SOLDIER?” 

“Yes, Sergeant!” 

“The ‘illegal element’ is a colony just north of here known as Hopkins’ Well. These ‘Wellers’ claim to have lived on Mars for more than forty years. They claim they came here seeking ‘religious freedom.’ Do you think they have the right to religious freedom, boy?” 

“I don’t know, Sergeant!” 

“Religious freedom!” the Sergeant muttered. “That’s ridiculous! Earth has been free from religion since before I was born!” 

The sergeant looked back at Talbot as if he had forgotten the young man was standing there. He began his dialogue again. 

“In case your pissant Martian brain doesn’t remember, about 50 years ago, Earth determined that all its people should be genetically altered to a perfect human standard so all would be equal. There were those that wanted to protect humans that refused to be changed. These genetically inferior humans sought refuge in a place called the Vatican. They teach you in school about the Vatican, soldier?” 

“It’s a museum.” 

“Now it is. But then, it housed people called Catholics. They offered sanctuary to these genetically inferior people. The United Nations demanded that their leader--something Pope, I think--be handed over to be tried for crimes against the state.” 

“It’s a crime to protect inferior people,” Talbot affi rmed. 
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“Exactly,” Bethesda said. “But the Catholics wouldn’t comply. Pope was smuggled out of the Vatican and hidden among these Catholics. Soon the government was killing more Catholics than the genetically inferior people they were trying to save.” 

“Stupid Catholics.” 

“Yes. Now, what they don’t teach you is that when the Catholics had been hunted down almost to ex-tinction, and we thought we were closing in on Pope, an unauthorized ship left Earth headed for Mars. We think Pope was on it.” 

“And all the Catholics with him.” 

“Most of them,” Bethesda said. “But there’s a problem--we can’t get rid of the ones on Earth.” 

“But there should be so few---Sergeant.” 

“You’d think that. But the Catholics said they had something called ‘potential of faith.’” 

“I don’t know what that is, sergeant.” 

“They thought that their  God was with them even when they explored the mysteries of science. They thought their  God would guide them to safety if they had faith in Him. They started each day with a ceremony called ‘Mass for the Explorer.’ They believed their  God and a strong science background could get them through anything. What a bunch of idiots!” 

“You’re saying it was a stupid idea then. They died.” Talbot tried to ask the question without actually asking it. 

“No, they had the fi rst successful settlement on Mars,” Bethesda spat. “They’re sending messages back to Earth. Their success has caused a rebirth of their faith on Earth.” 

Talbot gave the sergeant a confused look, and he answered in an irritated voice, “That doesn’t mean it isn’t a stupid idea! I don’t care if it does work--it goes against the government, so it’s a stupid idea!” 

Bethesda glared at Talbot, and he decided it best to reply. “Yes, Sergeant!” 

“They call the settlement Hopkins’ Well because they say Nathaniel Hopkins discovered a glacier about the size of Alaska buried beneath the Martian surface. Supposedly, some woman appeared to him and told him to dig a well. I dunno. With Catholics, people are always popping out of thin air and telling them stuff. 

You’ve got to be careful when you’re around them because that kind of craziness is contagious. But the glacier is real enough. They draw their water supply from a well he dug into the glacier. Do you even  know what a well is, soldier?” 

“No, Sergeant!” 

“Doesn’t matter.” The sergeant sighed. This boy probably did not know that apples came from trees or eggs came from chickens. He had been fi ghting for so long, he no longer knew what kind of people he was defending. “Come with me, soldier, I’ll show you the Wellers.” 

“Yes, Sergeant.” 

The sergeant took Talbot to the motor pool and signed for a Martian all-terrain/all-purpose vehicle. 

Some clever PR offi cer had tried to coin the term MATAV, but everyone simply called the vehicle a rover. 

As they loaded a day’s ration of water and food, a grease monkey asked where they were going. Talbot waited to see how the sergeant would handle a direct question. 

“Do I answer to you, soldier? Are you writing a daily journal for the  New York Times, maybe?” 

The soldier laughed as if Sergeant Bethesda were not the most intimidating person Talbot had ever met. 

The mechs knew they were safe in this everyman’s army. They could do whatever they wanted. Without the mechanics, no one knew how to turn anything on. 

“O.K., Sarge, enjoy your little mysteries. Just watch out for Riggens’ March.” 

Bethesda glared at the mech and then said to Talbot, “Specialist Turner is referring to Mars’ own ghost 
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story. Capt. Riggens was a very dedicated soldier who had a real understanding of Martian terrain. He wrote your training manual, if you read it. Don’t hurt yourself trying to remember. 

“His men were very loyal to him. They regarded Capt. Riggens as a man of Mars. A Martian George Washington--Washington was a famous explorer--oh, never mind. Anyway, they would have followed Capt. 

Riggens anywhere. One day, he had a run in with the Wellers. 

“They say a smart man should not even have contact with the Wellers. They say they are mad and the insanity is contagious. But Capt. Riggens tried to study them. He said they had made some technological advancements that Earth should be aware of. That’s where most of our information about the Wellers comes from--from Capt. Riggens. One day Capt. Riggens and his company left camp and never returned. They were driven insane by the Wellers. Now their ghosts can be seen wandering the plains of Mars, ever searching for the truth.” 

Talbot shuddered. Bethesda let out howl of laughter. 

“If you believe that, Sonny, I have some Martian artifacts to sell you.” 

They left the mechanic and drove away from the army camp. The rover was like a dune buggy on steroids. All muscle, no comfort. 

Talbot seemed to know his way around an army vehicle. The boy reminded Bethesda of himself when he was young. Of course, he did. Didn’t the Racial Equality Act mandate that every child be genetically altered so that all children were born with the same features and body build? The assumption was that there could be no discrimination if everyone looked alike. 

Talbot doesn’t talk much, Bethesda thought. Then he realized the boy did not know how to start a conversation without asking a question. Bethesda couldn’t stand the silence. It was all right when Bethesda was alone but not when another human was present. 

“Interesting story these Wellers tell,” Bethesda began. “They say their glacier is part of the permanent residual cap of the Northern Polar Cap. The upper cap of the Northern Polar region is frozen CO2 but the lower permanent cap is frozen water. Or so they say. 

“They claim Nathaniel Hopkins invented a system the extracts the oxygen from the ice and mixes it with the existing atmosphere to make it breathable. Hopkins was also supposed to have completed Einstein’s unifi ed fi eld theories. He claimed he had an altered electro-magnetic fi eld that was able to hold their little bit of atmosphere in a sphere around Hopkins’ Well. This so-called atmosphere was contained by this fi eld and did not require a plastic bubble like the colonies on the Earth’s ocean fl oor. There’s a large generating plant in the center of the town that they say produces the atmosphere and holds it steady on Hopkins’ Well. 

The further you get away from Hopkins’ Well, the thinner the air gets. Just like Earth when you climb up a mountain.” 

Talbot smiled. “That would be impressive if it were true,” he said. “But that’s stupid. What makes them think--uh--I mean, everyone knows humans can breathe the Martian atmosphere. All our helmets really do is fi lter out the harmful ultraviolet rays that make breathing diffi cult.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s close enough for government work,” Sergeant Bethesda mused. “The suits do give us some supplemental oxygen, but that’s so we can perform our mission at peak effi ciency. The point is, the Wellers can’t be trusted with the truth. They really are insane and listening too closely to them will drive you insane. I cannot stress that enough.” 

Talbot hesitated. He struggled to ask a question without asking a question. “I don’t know anything about Catholics.” 

“They’re part of a bigger group called Christians. You know about them?” 

“Yeah. The government arrests a bunch of them every once in a while. They think we should feed the hungry. That’s the government’s job. Besides, if I gave my food to someone else, I’d be hungry.” 
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Bethesda laughed. “Catholics are nuts. Dangerously nuts. Way back when, they were strong opponents of abortion, euthanasia and mandatory population control. How can you have a prosperous society without those things?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Yeah, and today the Wellers are opposed to genetic engineering.” 

This shocked Talbot to his very core. 

“What?” He forgot he wasn’t supposed to ask a question. Luckily, Bethesda did not catch his mistake. 

Instead, he took it as an expression of shock and disbelief. “Yeah,” Bethesda said. “They oppose genetic engineering. They say the benefi ts of genetic alteration, such as producing a stronger, smarter, more perfect race, doesn’t outweigh the setbacks of Dane’s Disease. They say Dane’s disease is far worse than cancer or AIDS. And they say one perfect race isn’t as good as having a diversity of many, many races.” 

“Oh,” said Talbot. 

“They’re wrong,” Bethesda emphasized. “Cancer was much worse than Dane’s Disease. AIDS destroyed half the world. We did what we had to do.” 

“O.K.,” Talbot said. 

Maybe it was because Talbot came from parents who had been genetically altered themselves, but his generation accepted everything the government told them, Bethesda thought glumly. Perhaps that was why Bethesda was satisfi ed to remain on Mars. 

“The Wellers are sending messages back to Earth. They’re saying that they haven’t used genetic engineering in forty years. Maybe they never used it--they were known to take in people who were ‘handi-capped’--that means they had no value,” he added at Talbot’s I’m-Not-Questioning-But look. “They claim their people are getting healthier and stronger. They say their people don’t get Dane’s Disease or any of that cellular regeneration crap.” 

“My father died of Dane’s Disease. His skin just sloughed off his body in layers until we had to put him down.” 

“You don’t believe their claims that they don’t get Dane’s, do you? Sure, they get it; they just don’t admit it. These people are living in a dream world. They claim their colony is self-suffi cient. They say they can produce enough food for themselves and send their surpluses to Earth. No one can grow food like that here, not if they’re using ecologically correct methods, anyway. They say they have revitalized this planet and people can use the same techniques to reclaim the farmlands of Earth. It’s a cruel joke to play on a desperate world. Their messages are causing discord in the inner cities. People think the Wellers can save Earth from starvation. There are people on Earth who are carrying pictures of their unaltered ‘ancestry.’ They’re saying they want to return to their ‘roots.’ Some aren’t altering their children in utero.” 

“Wha--er--that’s awful!” 

Bethesda merely grunted. They traveled on in silence. 

The rover hummed along, oblivious to the ways of Wellers and soldiers alike. Talbot looked out upon the pink sky. Talk about seeing the world through rose-colored glasses! This world was all pinks and maroons and deep reds. The Northern Hemisphere of Mars was smoother than the Southern. It was less pockmarked, as if good fortune smiled on this side of the planet and protected it from meteor showers. Talbot suspected this part of the planet was more stable, perhaps the reason both camps had chosen this area to settle. God, if he had ever existed, must have smiled on this land at one time. 

It was pretty in a stark way. Like Arizona, Talbot thought. Like Arizona if you were allowed to visit Arizona. Most of Arizona was closed off from human occupation. Only animals native to the state were allowed to move freely from county to county. Anyway, Arizona was incredibly hot. Talbot did not like the heat. Plus, the Arizona sun was deadly on his white porcelain skin. 
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Mars was cold. Very cold. On Earth a human being would die of exposure at these temperatures. Mars often hit -80 C at night. But in the thin Martian air, humans did not suffer the cold so much. “I’m surprised the Wellers don’t freeze in the atmosphere they create,” Talbot said. He was getting the hang of asking questions without asking questions. 

“It’s interesting, what they do,” Bethesda said. “Or at least what they say they do. They say they extract the oxygen from the ice in Hopkins’ Well to make their atmosphere and they burn the hydrogen in their fuel tank to heat their town.” 

“Hydrogen is pretty explosive.” 

“Yeah, that’ll make our job a lot easier.” 

Talbot sucked in his breath. Bethesda smiled. 

“What? You didn’t know that you were on a test mission? What did you think the test was going to be?”Bits of his mission briefi ng on Earth had been coming back to him, but obviously not all. “I thought we were supposed to bring the ‘illegal element’ back to Earth.” 

“No, we’re supposed to remove the ‘illegal element’ from Mars.” 

The boy said nothing, visibly stunned. 

“A test of obedience wouldn’t be a test unless it was something you didn’t want to do.” 

“But they’re people.” 

“They’re not like us,” Bethesda said. 

Talbot would have argued against this--they may be genetically inferior, but they were still people--but he felt something brush across his face that felt like a spider’s web. He batted at it with his hand several times before he realized there was more to it. At fi rst it clung gently to him, like passing through cobwebs. 

Talbot said something in confusion. Perhaps it was only a grunt. Bethesda cursed the dust. 

“Specters,” he said. “That’s what we call these Martian dust devils.” 

The dust hung about them in gossamer strands... then in webs... then in sheets. Talbot started to panic. 

Would the clinging dust cover him and smother the life out of him? The sand did not blow in stinging grit. 

It had a surrealistic quality as it quietly hung in the air. Talbot parted the sand before him with his hand and the hole he made stayed behind him as they drove the land rover through it. 

“Some say the sand has blown away from Hopkins’ Well. That the device that they use to hold the atmosphere around their camp has magnetized the sand. The Wellers say they don’t think the specters have anything to do with them. They say the sand has traces of iron in it, which gives it that distinctive red color. 

They say the sand may have been magnetized before they ever came here,” Bethesda said. “They won’t take the blame for it, but that’s another reason we want them out of here. They’re destroying the environment.” 

Something the size of a man rose up and stood before them. It seemed to watch them as the rover closed in on it. Talbot felt it was accusing them of something. It burst into tiny swirls and pinwheels when Bethesda shot it with the taser. 

“Electric fi eld,” Bethesda smiled. “Disrupts the magnetic forces.” 

The  wind  increased  in  strength.  It  rocked  the  rover  dangerously  as  it  switched  from  due  North  to Southeast and then from the west. Talbot shifted the gears to keep the rover upright but the wind was getting stronger. 

“I take it the Martian weather is somewhat unpredictable,” Talbot said. There was a tone of accusation in his voice. 

“These small storms are a constant--” 

The rover launched into the air. A specter rose and covered Talbot’s face. He felt the back of the rover rise up behind him. There was a sickening feeling of disorientation as the rover slowly fl ipped end over end. 
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Talbot was catapulted over the steering wheel. He fl ew through the open windshield and hit the dirt. He knew the rover would land on him, yet miraculously, the grill of the rover slammed down just inches past his feet, and the roll bar kept it from crashing over his prone body. Bethesda, evidently more experienced with situations such as this, had jumped out the side window. He put the taser on wide beam and slashed through the specters that danced around him. 

Talbot struggled with his taser, dropped it, and scrambled to grab it before the swirling chaos blew it out of reach. The specters clung to him wetly. He was tempted to turn the taser on himself in order to destroy them, but he didn’t know how it would affect a human body in this atmosphere. 

The wind subsided as quickly as it began. Bits of sand settled back into the Martian surface; tiny specters running for cover. The specters seemed to emerge from the surface and sink back into it as if the planet itself were in league with them. They made no sound as they did their shape shifting. The lack of sound gave the whole affair a dreamlike quality. It was easy to believe the event had never happened. 

Except for the fact that the rover had been turned upside down. The motor ran on, oblivious to the fact that the wheels no longer connected with any surface. The roll bar caused the vehicle to lie on its rear end, the steering section jutting up so that the keys dangled slightly above his head. Bethesda stalked over and turned the motor off. He backed up and Talbot, somewhat embarrassed, crawled out from under the car. 

“We could walk back to the base and get some guys from the motor pool--” Talbot said. He hoped that Bethesda would have a better idea. They had traveled several miles and he didn’t relish walking back the way they came. If the specters could fl ip a rover, what could they do to two men on foot? 

“Naw, I don’t want to do that,” Bethesda said. “Hopkins’ Well is not too far now.” Bethesda didn’t want the boys in the motor pool to know he fl ipped the rover. Nor did he want too many people to know that they were going to Hopkins’ Well. Some of the service men knew that Hopkins’ Well was going to be disbanded, but they didn’t know what was going to happen to the settlers. It would be easier on everyone involved if it just looked like an accident. They walked through the desolate wasteland of Mars. It did not seem so rosy now. Bethesda pulled something from his pocket. Talbot thought it was a watch at fi rst but it only had one hand on its face. They traveled in the direction that the arrow pointed. It was a compass. 

“I didn’t think a compass worked on Mars. I thought the natural magnetic fi eld was too weak.” 

“I’m not looking for due north,” Bethesda said. “All compasses point to Hopkins’ Well. I think it’s because of the electro-magnetic fi eld the Wellers produce to hold onto their atmosphere.” 

“Like all roads lead to Rome.” 

Bethesda wondered if the boy would be up to the job. Talbot seemed to be... sensitive. The wrong choice for their assignment. He would have to question his superiors about how they picked their volunteers. 

Perhaps this one had joined in order to see the outer planets. Perhaps he would not be silent about things that were better left unspoken. 

“You know, these Wellers are not the noble Romans,” Bethesda said. “They are closer to the people that inhabited Waco, Texas. They teach you about Waco? They are religious zealots that have lost all sense of reality. The Wellers live in a dream world that believes they are going to live again after they die. They don’t--” 

Talbot stopped in his tracks. One hand moved awkwardly forward to point. His mouth, dry with amazement, could hardly say the words. 

“Blue... sky!” 

Bethesda said, “Yes, blue sky. I told you they generated their own atmosphere.” 

Talbot  knelt  down  suddenly.  He  brushed  the  sterile  Martian  soil.  He  saw  something  buried  there. 

Something incongruous to the alien landscape. He picked it up between his thumb and forefi nger and held it up for Bethesda to see. 
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“Four leaf clover.” 

“One of the Wellers must be superstitious. Let’s get moving.” 

Talbot rose obediently and followed. “But there aren’t any shipments of fl ora to Mars. This--This must have been grown here!” 

Bethesda started to protest, but Talbot exclaimed again. 

“Look! Look here!” Talbot pointed to some darker bands of sand that became more prevalent as they entered the land of the Wellers. “It’s dirt!” Talbot said. “Real dirt! Not just dark sand! It’s real soil!!” 

“I told you, the Wellers claim they are bringing the planet back to life. They say they are restoring the planet to what it once was. Ecologists say these Wellers are trying to impose Earth standards of life on a Martian environment.” 

Talbot’s response to that was to gasp in amazement. First there had been things that looked like a stunted tumbleweed. Then something like grass started to appear running willy-nilly on the ground. Now there were bushes growing on their own. And it was really ground. 

Bethesda removed his helmet. 

“Why use up our oxygen when we can use up theirs?” he said, sheepishly. “Anyway, all the helmets really do is shield is ultraviolet--aw heck! Smell the air! It’s good stuff!” 

Talbot breathed the air. Its sharpness tickled his nose. He could smell... honeysuckle. At least, he thought it was honeysuckle. He had only smelled it as a type of air freshener. The fragrance was sweet and full-bodied. It made his taste buds water for something sweet. Talbot had never felt the exhilaration of breathing fresh, clean air. 

Bethesda no longer tried to argue against the obvious. It was a beautiful day at Hopkins’ Well. The place was bustling like any small town in Middle America in the middle of the 20th century. A domestic bird, perhaps a chicken, cackled in the distance. The planet was very much alive. 

Talbot gasped. Clouds! He saw clouds! Small white puffs. Talbot had only seen these on computer-generated videos. The truth was, except for commando assaults, Talbot seldom went outside. Only now, on an alien world millions of miles from home, did he fi nally see what Earth once looked like. 

People were busy at Hopkins’ Well. The place was a farming community and as such demanded a lot of activity by the inhabitants. Talbot saw many people, healthy people, people who did not have Dane’s Disease, busy doing what farmers do. They seemed happy. It had been a long time since Talbot had seen anybody who was truly happy. 

Bethesda moved through the townspeople with a restrained yet confi dent air of familiarity. His demeanor said ‘Government’ and ‘I am carrying a weapon.’ Women drew their children closer to them. Young girls who seemed curious were quickly and sharply admonished to get back to what they had been doing. Adults, both male and female, watched them with cool distrust. Some of them absently put their hands inside their cape or a pants pocket as if checking on whatever defensive weapon they might be carrying. 

Nonetheless, they were given a clear path. No one challenged them. Apparently the method by which the Wellers chose to deal with soldiers was to let them have whatever they wanted in hopes that they would just go away. They did not seem to be a contentious lot. 

“Sergeant, they act like they’ve seen soldiers here before.” 

“Shut up, Private,” the sergeant growled. “What’d I say about asking questions?’

“But I didn’t--” 

“Huh. Never mind about who’s been here or why. What you don’t know won’t hurt you.” 

Bethesda led Talbot to a small country store. There was a red and blue sign that simply said Hopkins’. 

The store was a battered structure of aged plastic and aluminum; the building must have been imported from Earth a long time ago. Five or six years ago, the United Nations had fi nally made it illegal to transport 
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anything to the Weller settlement in hopes of starving them out. The move might have worked had it been done earlier in the settlement’s history but not now. It only served to prove that the Wellers did not need the Earth’s government or its supplies. 

The items for sale in Hopkins’ were strange mishmash of high tech and rustic. An electric butter churn and a steam driven refrigerator both seemed to be popular items. There was a vast array of computer chips and the silicon wafers to make your own if you were so inclined. There was also a litter of puppies. Talbot had never seen a real dog but he recognized the animal from old movies. The sign above the box said the puppies were “free to a good home.” Animal rights agents would have a fi t if they saw this, Talbot thought. 

On Earth, no one was allowed to own a dog except for the extremely rich. No one else could afford to keep a dog in the manner most benefi cial to the animal. 

Talbot picked up one of the wriggly little creatures. It was black and wagged its tail a lot. 

“I don’t think you want one of them, Mister. They won’t let him on your base.” 

Talbot put the puppy back in the box and turned to the man behind the counter. The shock of what he saw caused him to draw his gun. A curse fell out of his mouth and he stepped back in fear. 

“Take it easy, Talbot,” Bethesda said, stepping between them. “This is the shopkeeper. He’s a Negro.” 

The shopkeeper had pulled something out from behind the counter. Talbot had never seen a gun like that. 

It was short and thick. The barrel was the size of a man’s fi st. It looked homemade but deadly. 

“Yeah, I’m what you call a Negro,” the shopkeeper said, moving slightly to put Talbot back in his line of sight. “Homegrown, as a matter of fact. Can you say as much?” 

“Homegrown--?” Talbot almost asked, but Bethesda had pulled out his weapon and trained it on the shopkeeper. 

“Drop it, homegrown,” he ordered. “Otherwise, I’ll be turning you into compost. Dust to dust--isn’t that what your people say?” 

The shopkeeper did not move. “Dust to dust?” he snarled with a steady look at Bethesda. “Your kind knows a lot more about dust to dust than I do, you freakish, genetically-altered, son of a--” 

“Good morning, Jackson!” a happy voice said. They turned at the sound, and saw a man in a black, high-collared shirt and dark pants. He was a curious mix of contradictions. Muscular, but too small. Light skinned, but with hair too dark and brown eyes. Healthy, but with an odd shadow on his face--was that  hair? 

Was he stronger than he looked or not as strong? Was he rugged or simply bedraggled? Oddly, the most curious thing about him to Talbot was the strange pendant that hung around his neck. It looked like a small 

‘t’ with a half-naked man in the middle of it. 

“Father Augustine,” Jackson said nervously, “I seem to have startled this young man.” 

“As he has startled you, I’ll bet,” the stranger said. “Why don’t the both of you settle down and let us fi nd out what this visit is about.” 

Jackson didn’t seem to want to put his gun down fi rst. Bethesda lowered his own weapon, then gently pushed Talbot’s weapon to one side. 

“He’s young,” Bethesda said. “He’s not used to being surprised.” He didn’t bother to explain himself. 

“And we do seem to be a constant surprise to you,” Father Augustine said. “Ain’t it amazing?” 

Bethesda smiled weakly. 

“Why are you here? Are you and your friend looking for some Weller souvenirs? We make the best berry pies in the world.” 

“Pies? You make pies?” Talbot exclaimed. “You grow berries?” 

“Is that why you’re here?” 

“No,” Bethesda said awkwardly, “We overturned our vehicle. We need someone good with a pneumatic rope to help us turn it back over.” 
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Father Augustine made no comment in reply to this statement. Instead, he went over to a small bench near a barrel of apples. He reached underneath the bench and pulled out a coil of rope. It was a very thick rope due to the fact it had what was essentially a pneumatic lift running its entire length. The coil that the priest carried probably weighed forty pounds. He carried it as if he were quite familiar with it. 

Talbot regarded the little man curiously, but Bethesda just said, “Let’s get a horse and go.” 

Father Augustine did not seem inclined to get the horse. He dropped the rope on the counter and said, 

“How far out is your rover?” 

“About two or three miles.” 

“Which is it? Two miles or three miles? Because if it’s over 2.4 miles away from Hopkins’ Well, the atmosphere will be too thin for the horse. And I will need an oxygen suit. We can go to the Mayor’s house. 

He has a jeep--” 

“The Mayor,” Talbot said. “Is his name Pope?” 

“No questions!” Bethesda growled. Jackson dropped his hand to his gun again. 

“The Mayor’s name is John Caggiano. His name is not Pope,” Father Augustine said. “A lot of people say the Pope escaped to Mars, but that’s silly. He’d be ninety by now. Now if you want to meet the mayor-

-”  “We don’t need the mayor involved in this!” Bethesda said. He didn’t want the mayor or too many other people thinking about why the military was snooping around Hopkins’ Well. Father Augustine was looking at him suspiciously. Bethesda added, “I don’t want all the world to know about this. It’s embarrassing.” 

“If it’s over 2.4 miles, I risk killing the horse.” Father Augustine was enunciating every word as if he thought Bethesda misunderstood him the fi rst time. “The horse can’t breathe the atmosphere if it’s too thin. 

It will die.” 

Bethesda stepped closer to Father Augustine. He drew his gun from his holster and shoved it quietly into Father Augustine’s ribs. 

“I’m telling you the horse will be fi ne,” Bethesda said. He shoved the gun a little deeper. “You worry too much about your animals. That horse very well might outlive you.” 

Father Talbot shrugged, and with a reassuring nod to the storekeeper, grabbed the rope and headed to the stables, Bethesda at his side. Talbot trailed behind. 

Ordinarily, Talbot might have objected to this rough treatment of a civilian. But it was hard to argue against the mistreatment of one civilian when it appeared he might be called upon to annihilate the entire village. 

Talbot looked over at Jackson. He seemed unaware of the situation. All the Wellers seemed eager to return to normal activities. When Father Augustine told him they were going to borrow the horse, Jackson had shown no concern. Perhaps Father Augustine often dropped everything and left with strangers. But on a planet that boasted of only one town and an army base, how many strangers could he help? 

The horse was huge. Talbot had had no idea how large these mammals were. It frightened him. It seemed to be a mountain of sinew covered with a taunt chestnut hide. Father Augustine was not at all intimidated by the creature’s size. He hitched the horse up to a buckboard wagon with such ease that Talbot forgot Bethesda had a hidden gun trained on him. 

The chestnut mare trotted amicably along. As they traveled away from Hopkins’ store and away from the center of the Wellers’ world, Talbot got a chance to watch the people more closely. They were a motley crew. Some were fair skinned and blonde, like modern Earth-born people. Some had light skin but dark curly hair that cascaded down their backs unimpeded by clips or ties. Others were the color of mahogany with short black hair cut close to their heads yet still managing to curl in tight little ringlets. Some had large brown eyes. Some had blue. Some had a peculiar problem with their eyes: the lids were pulled up in such a 
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way so as to appear to be slanted. How could they see out of those eyes? 

Whenever someone greeted Father Augustine and showed more than a passing interest in Talbot and Bethesda, Bethesda would shove his hidden gun into the priest’s side. Father Augustine was good-natured about it. He probably thought Bethesda planned to let him go after he got the rover turned upright. The priest was a likable man. He did not seem to understand the danger he was in. 

This was the test. Talbot would have to destroy these people without asking why. 

“What?” Talbot said when he realized he’d been asked a question. 

“I said, ‘How is Baltimore these days? Is it still the center of the universe?’” 

“What makes you think I’m from Baltimore?” he asked. 

Father Augustine pointed to the insignia on Talbot’s shirt. “Isn’t your unit stationed at Fort Meade? 

Doesn’t everybody that jumps, jump from Fort Meade?” 

“You don’t need to know that,” Bethesda growled. 

“What?” Father Augustine said again. “You think that’s a secret? Don’t you know that ‘military secrets’ is an oxymoron? I know where your base is. Didn’t you ever read  Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government?” 

The title sounded familiar, Talbot thought. Where had he heard it before? 

Bethesda seemed to know the article well. “Shut up,” he growled and shoved the dark man roughly. 

“O.K., O.K.,” Father Augustine said. But they all knew it was not O.K. and that this conversation was not over. 

 Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government?  Why was that so familiar? Talbot liked to read and he had a photographic memory. It was unusual for him to be familiar with a title and to have not read the text. 

 Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government... forbidden reading for the military due to laws regarding separation of church and state. 

 Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government... by Francis Augustine. 

“You wrote that!” Talbot said. 

“Shut up!” Bethesda snapped. 

“Ow!!!” Father Augustine complained fi nally. The gun was now out in the open and the barrel was jutting deep into Father Augustine’s side. They had gone past the farmers now and no one could see them. 

Attitudes on all sides were changing. 

“You know, Bethesda, a priest can take a vow of celibacy or of obedience or of poverty but nowhere is it written that we have to take a vow of stupidity. You shove that gun in my gut one more time and I’ll make you eat it.” 

The remark was like a glass of ice water in the face. The little dark man was different when he was not surrounded by villagers. It appeared he was more concerned about innocent bystanders being hurt than his own safety. 

“You won’t shoot me now,” he concluded, a little more reasonably. “Who would help you turn the rover over?” 

Bethesda snarled but in the end he put his gun in its holster. Everyone relaxed for the moment, but Father Augustine continued to tell them about  Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government Sinners in the Hands of an 

anyway

 Angry Government

 Sinners in the Hands of an 

. 

“I wrote that ten years ago. Wow! Has it been that long? I think it has.” 

“It’s forbidden reading to military personnel,” Talbot said. 

“Well, to you, anyway.” 

Bethesda snorted and looked away from the other men. He looked across the horizon and noticed the subtle changes in the terrain. The land was getting harder... more dead. Towards Hopkins’ Well the vegeta-tion was thick, almost lush. Now they were two miles out; the grasses and bushes were gone. A few bits of 
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scrub brush grew stubbornly amongst the rocks. Even the rocks seemed different. They were more sterile. 

Lifeless. 

“What do you mean, ‘To me, anyway’?” 

“He’s  messing  with  your  head,  Talbot.  Anything  written  by  this  man  is  forbidden  to  all  army personnel.” 

“Is that why we were sent to exterminate Hopkins’ Well? To get him? Is he this Pope’s protégée?” 

Bam! Bethesda knocked Talbot off the wagon. He drew his gun on Augustine, aiming at his head. 

“I will kill you, Augustine. I will kill you now or I will kill you later. But I know you well enough to know you’re afraid of me killing you now because you can always hope something will happen and I won’t kill you later.” 

“What?” 

“Take me to the rover or I’ll kill you!” 

They stopped the horse to let Talbot get back in. Talbot knew he’d just ruined his career. He couldn’t explain why he’d done it. Maybe he thought a man like Augustine deserved a fi ghting chance. You could almost hear the little man thinking: How to get out of this? What secrets lay in the landscape of Mars that he could use against them? After this was over, Talbot thought, he might excuse his betrayal by saying he wanted to study how Augustine’s mind worked. Such a clever man, yet a cult leader. What made a mind like that tick? 

“The reason  Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Government Government  is forbidden to you is because you’re a jumper,” Father Augustine said. 

They waited for Bethesda to growl or shove or hit someone. He didn’t. He just stared morosely out at the ever-increasing desolation of Mars. 

“When you jump, what happens to you?” Father Augustine asked. 

It was a silly question. Everyone knew how jumping worked. 

“My molecules are disassembled and sent by radio waves to Mars and reassembled,” Talbot said, “or something along those lines.” 

Father Augustine glanced over at Bethesda, who wasn’t speaking to them anymore. 

“Lovely school system you have back on Earth,” Father Augustine said. “Bethesda, what do you think happens when you jump?” 

“Your body is disassembled on Earth,” he said coldly. “Then the material is returned to the planet. Your 

‘DNA specs’--which are not just your DNA, but your knowledge, memory, personality engrams, etcetera-

-are sent via satellite to the station here. Then molecules are energized with your DNA specs and you are reestablished here.” 

“I said it was something like that.” 

“So you disintegrate a guy on Earth and then use the information on Mars to build a replica of the guy you killed.” 

The two soldiers froze. Talbot could feel an eerie chill creeping up his spine from the very tips of his toes. This was the religious fear he’d been warned about. This was the insanity. 

“No,” Bethesda said slowly and carefully. “Nobody dies. We’re both alive.” 

“You said yourself--” 

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Bethesda scoffed. “What matters is we’re here now and we’ve got the guns.” 

“My point in  Sinners in 

 Sinners  the Hands 

 the 

 of 

 Hands  an Angry Government

 Angry 



 Government  was this: we have abandoned God and made the world government our deity. As such, the World Government feels it has the right to sacrifi ce us just as the ancient pagan gods demanded sacrifi ce.” Father Augustine could see the doubt in Talbot’s eyes. He worked it. “Do you think you’re the Private Talbot that was born on Earth?” 
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“Yes... I am,” Talbot said in a small, confused voice. 

“Well, you’re not. Private Talbot is dead. They disintegrated him.” 

“They did not!” Bethesda cried. “Don’t be stupid, Talbot. You’re not dead.” 

“Well,  he’s not dead. But he’s not Private Talbot. He’s Private Talbot’s replica. Private Talbot is dead.” 

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!!” Bethesda yelled. 

“I’m me!” Private Talbot said. “I have all the memories. I have all the emotions... I’m  me!” 

“Let me ask you this.” 

“O.K....” 

“When they take the DNA specs, does that disassemble the body?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“No,” Bethesda said. “It doesn’t... sometimes important people have their bodies stored away. When they return to Earth, they just download the DNA specs into the old body. That way they retain their memories of their off-planet experience.” 

“Yeah, but most people just use the new DNA specs to rebuild a new body,” Talbot said. He was back on track now. This part of jumping he understood. 

“Well,” Father Augustine frowned a confused frown. “Why don’t they keep the old bodies for everyone?” 

“Too much paperwork. If you get the DNA specs mixed up and someone takes over the wrong body, everybody starts suing everybody else. Too much trouble.” 

“Really?” Father Augustine replied skeptically, but didn’t seem inclined to argue the point. He was silent for a moment before he went back to his original argument. 

“Well, then,” he fi nally continued, “you can at any given time have two bodies. The Earth-born Bethesda and the Martian one.” 

“Do offi cers keep their original bodies?” Talbot asked accusingly. “Do sergeants?” 

“So which body is the real Bethesda? If this Martian body took a Weller ship back to Earth and you met the Earth Bethesda, which is the real one?” 

“I am,” Bethesda said softly. Then, with more conviction, “I am! The Earth body is just lying there. It’s like in suspended animation or something. It isn’t me.” 

“Really? Why do they bother keeping any bodies, then? Don’t they keep the bodies of important people because, should anything happen to the jumpers, they can pull the Earth body out of its coma and it would be you. The only thing is it’d be you before you made the jump. It wouldn’t have any memory of the jump. 

Because that person isn’t really you. It’s the Earth person they copied to make you.” 

“N-no-no-no,” Bethesda laughed nervously and turned to Talbot. “This is why you aren’t supposed to talk to Catholics. All of them are nuts.” 

“O.K. O.K., what is it that is in this body,” Father Augustine tapped his fi nger on the spot between Bethesda’s eyes, “that makes you Bethesda and why is it not in the body left back in Ft. Meade?” 

“Me!” Bethesda shouted. “Me! I’m in here!” 

“Your memories? That can be stored as DNA specs. If the computer printed out everything you know, would the book be you?” 

“No. My consciousness is here. I think therefore I am. You know, Descartes.” 

“But you can create an artifi cial intelligence. Just because a computer is told it’s a living being doesn’t make it human. ‘I think therefore I am’ doesn’t mean ‘Whatever I think I am is what I am.’” 

“I am Talbot... I am Talbot... I am Talbot,” the boy wailed. 

“Shut up, Talbot!” Bethesda yelled. “And you, you stupid Weller, you’re going to die. What do you think of that? And I mean really dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.” 
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Father Augustine turned to the quaking Talbot and said, “Have you seen the specters yet?” 

“Yeah,” Talbot said, appreciating the change in subject. 

“Do you know what they are?” 

“The Wellers made them,” Bethesda snapped. “They magnetized everything in order to keep their precious atmosphere intact. They’re destroying the environment! The specters are magnetized dust that keeps coming together and breaking up.” 

“Close but not exactly. It wasn’t the Wellers who made the specters,” Augustine was almost enjoying himself. Priest or not, he was the kind of man who enjoyed scaring little kids with ghost stories. “When you get a DNA spec, you can’t use hydrocarbon compounds because Mars doesn’t have that much organic materials available. You have to use Martian sand. So they atomically alter the Martian sand to make organic compounds in order to make--well, guys like you.” 

“That’s not right,” Talbot sputtered. “The government--” 

“Is it such a big step from making humans the way it wants to making people whole-cloth?” 

The horse stopped. 

“What’s wrong?” Talbot asked, as he thought, What in any way is  right around here? 

 right

“How far out is the rover?” Father Augustine asked suspiciously. 

“Not much farther,” Bethesda said. 

“It’s too far out.” 

“Too far out for what?” 

“The atmosphere. It’s getting too thin. The horse won’t go any further.” 

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Talbot roared. “Everyone knows you can breathe Martian air if you have to. We just need the helmets because of the ultraviolet rays. Wellers made that up about the atmosphere so no one would run away from Hopkins’ and seek safety at the army base.” 

“The horse won’t go any further! What? Do you think the horse is a Catholic? Do you think I lied to the horse?” 

Bethesda shoved Father Augustine aside and grabbed the reins. He didn’t know a thing about horses, but he supposed slapping the horse would make it go forward. The horse complained several times but eventually went forward. He closed his helmet and Talbot did the same. 

“You’re going to kill me and the horse,” Father Augustine said. “We can’t breathe this air!” 

“The air is fi ne.” 

“Look!” Father Augustine suddenly pointed toward the horizon. 

“What?” Talbot sat up and looked around. Far in the distance he saw a group of soldiers. Perhaps thirty. 

Talbot wondered what they were doing out there. They were moving from east to west, which seemed strange since any marching unit would be moving toward or away from the military base that was north of them. They were too far away for Talbot to recognize the unit. They did not march smartly as in a parade, nor did they march with the excited energy of a company on patrol. No, they trudged wearily along like men who had been marching for a long, long, long time. 

“Who are they?” Talbot asked. 

“I told you not to ask any questions,” Bethesda said. 

“It’s Riggens’ March!” the priest answered. “They won’t come any closer than the 2.4 mark. Why don’t you hail them?” 

Bethesda said nothing. He glared at the priest, hating him and fearing him. 

Just then, the Martian wind blew a gust and the last three soldiers whipped up into the air, splitting into a thousand pieces. The bits swirled around in a gentle dust devil and then settled back into the sterile red Martian sand. Ahead of the ghostly company, sand jumped and skipped easily along until it got up the 
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courage to form something that was now two soldiers--and now, just one--for this haunted march. 

“Specters,” Talbot whispered. 

“Captain Riggens was here about fi fteen years ago.” Father Augustine said. “He stayed long past his intended tour of duty, as did most of his men. After a while, the sand just couldn’t hold together anymore. It went back to being sand. The specters are lost soldiers. Lost soldiers.... Soldiers that went home. The sand has a memory. The longer the army base stays here, the more sand is affected.” 

“We’re just  sand!” Talbot threw back his head and let out a soul-wrenching wail. 

“This is crap! Talbot: put yourself under arrest! Augustine: shut up! None of this is true! You’re just trying to spook us!” Bethesda jumped down from the wagon and began to lead the horse by force. 

“Your helmet isn’t for UV protection--you don’t need protection!” Father Augustine countered. “You don’t have any ‘supplemental oxygen’ in your tank! It’s just a prop so you won’t look suspicious to human soldiers that come here by troop ship! If you really breathe at all, you can breathe the Martian air. The horse and I can’t. Look at her. Look at me! Let me go back to town and get a vehicle!” 

“We’re never going to get off this planet,” Talbot wailed. “We’ll never leave! Heck, we’ve never  been anywhere but this planet!” 

“Shut up, Talbot, that’s an order!” 

“At least let the horse go back!” Father Augustine begged. 

“No! We need the horse to help with the rover.” 

The horse tossed her head and tried to back up. She wheezed as if something was snatching her breath. 

Father Augustine was taking deep breaths now too. 

“We are not going to  live to get the rover. It’s too far out!” he gasped. 

“I might as well join the army of ghosts out there--” 

“Pull-leese, Bethesda, let the horse go. For the love of anything you might consider holy--” 

“That’s why we are issued guns  and 

 and  tasers,” Talbot said accusingly. “Guns for the live people and tasers for us. We’re nothing but a bunch of golems--” 

Bethesda stopped. 

Only the sound of Father Augustine and the horse fi ghting to breathe broke the silence. Talbot could feel his heart pounding--if indeed he could be said to have a heart. 

“Private Talbot,” Bethesda said coldly, “I do believe you have failed your test.” 

There was nothing more to be said. Talbot didn’t wince or cringe when Bethesda pulled out his taser. The bolt of energy that emanated from the gun was soundless. At fi rst Talbot looked like a television image with bad reception. Then the particles began to break up. The color faded from his uniform, his boots. The fl esh tone never did fade. Mars sand is at times pink and tan and brown. It attempted for a moment to reestablish the entity that had called itself Talbot, rising up to an amorphous lump about the size of a man. Then it blew away toward the ghostly steps of Riggens’ March. 

Bethesda had never seen a soldier join Riggens’ March. Certainly, he had never killed one of his own before. It seemed to take the energy out of him. Bethesda sighed and as he expelled the air, he seemed to expel any attempt to believe what the military had told him. He returned his attention to Father Augustine. The priest had fi nally caught his breath and could probably last quite a while if he didn’t have to exert himself. 

“I can’t drag this horse out here,” Bethesda said. “It will just make it more frightened and, you’re right, I don’t think it will survive much further out.” 

“Is the boy’s human body still alive on Earth?” 

“I doubt it.” 

“What about yours?” 

Bethesda shrugged. 
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“I could send you back on a Weller ship. You could see if the original Bethesda is still alive. Maybe you could work together to expose the truth. The army is killing people and it’s completely unnecessary.” 

Bethesda shrugged. 

“You know, you don’t have to go back to the base. You could live with us. Or you could stay out here, for that matter. Look at the specters. They don’t need the base.” 

“Do you think they know?” 

“Do I think who knows what?” 

“Do you think the specters… Do they know what they are? Do they know anything? Or are they just sand?” 

“You mean, is there life after death for a golem?” 

“Do I have a soul, Father?” 

Father Augustine studied the creature before him--for, despite his offer to take him back to live with the Wellers, he did not consider Bethesda actually human. Yet.... Bethesda was staring out into the Martian landscape, wringing his hands. Perhaps trying to remember how to fold them in prayer? It made thoughts enter Augustine’s mind that he did not want to entertain but could not ignore. 

“H-How would you determine if a creature has a soul?” he asked tentatively. 

Bethesda recited. “There is no outward sign that proves the existence of a human soul--” 

“Oh, dear God!” 

“--One can only suspect a creature has a soul if it shows outward signs of receiving the Holy Spirit--” 

“Where did you learn this?” 

“--The most obvious indication of the Holy Spirit is the presence of chrisms. These are the gifts of the Holy Spirit intended to be used to help others.--” 

“You’re Catholic!” 

“My grandmother--” Bethesda bit his lower lip and started again. “The human Bethesda had a grandmother who tried to teach him about the old ways. But the human Bethesda would have nothing to do with teachings that were counterproductive to the State,” he cried, burying his head in his hands. “Do I have a soul?” 

Don’t feel sorry for it, Father Augustine told himself. Walk away now while you can. Nevertheless, he found himself extending a shaky hand toward the creature and timidly patting its shoulder. “Another sign of the Holy Spirit is fear of the Lord. That is, the fear of not having a soul may be proof that a soul exists. But such arguments are ongoing in the Church. The proofs are not fully formed. But, as Jesus said, ‘Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for holiness.’” 

 God help me,  he thought.  I’m giving council to an artifi cial human. Does an artifi cially created human who was copied from a human who had received the sacraments also have the grace that comes with those sacraments? 

“What do I do, Father?” 

Father Augustine sighed. “When Christ was tempted in the desert by the Devil, what did He do after He had resisted all the Devil’s tricks?” 

Bethesda thought deeply. Then he said, “He went home.” 

“As should we.” 

“But where is my home?” Silence, then Bethesda nodded toward Riggens’ March. “Do you think they know? Are they… do they…” 

“Is Talbot mad at you now for killing him?” 

Bethesda shrugged. Father Augustine wondered if he was having trouble comprehending unanswerable questions because he was a golem or because he was the incarnation of Bethesda. He watched the sergeant 
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struggle with indecision. Was he remembering his mission? His taser lay loosely in his hand, and Father Augustine wondered if Bethesda was befuddled enough for him to take it. The taser could, if fully charged, kill a human being, but this one had been used to dispatch Talbot. Was there enough charge for Bethesda to kill him if he so decided? 

“The army is going to kill the Wellers.” Bethesda broke his thoughts. 

“That would be too bad. We’re not hurting anyone.” 

“Yeah, but you ask too many questions.” 

“But we’re not hurt--” 

“Shut up! Just shut up for a moment!” Bethesda tapped the taser on his forehead. It was hard to believe the soft fl esh that made up his wrinkled brow was just so much sand. He let out another sigh. 

“Do you ever wonder about Riggens’ March? Do you ever wonder if they know?” 

“I tried to ride up on them once,” Father Augustine said. “But they are too far out for the horses and they fall apart when you approach them in a jeep and space suit.” 

“Maybe they don’t want you to see them.” 

“Maybe,”  Father Augustine  said.  “Or  maybe  the  motor  in  the  vehicle  disrupts  their  magnetic  fi eld. 

They’ve never acted like anything more than forces of nature. They don’t seem to be aware.” 

“Maybe if someone followed them, they could tell him whether they’re people or just sand.” 

Father Augustine felt hopeful for the fi rst time since they started on this unfortunate trip. 

“The person that found that out,” Father Augustine said, “would have a place in Martian history--in Earth history, for that matter. A very famous person.” 

“Not just a heap of sand.” 

“No.” 

Bethesda looked across the sands of Mars. The winds had changed and Riggens’ March was now moving west to east. 

“If you fi nd out what they are and if the army hasn’t killed us, I should like to know the answer myself,” 

Father Augustine said. 

“Yes. Yes. I think if someone could determine if the ‘people’ of Mars had souls… That person would have a soul, don’t you think?” 

“Perhaps,” Father Augustine hedged. “It is a corporeal act of mercy--” 

“I could tell you what I’ve learned and you could write about it! For the Wellers. For the people on Earth.” 

“Earth might be interested in the truth about Riggens’ March,” Father Augustine agreed, “and we often send forbidden material back to earth. Bibles, the United States Constitution, that sort of thing.” 

“It’s settled, then.” Bethesda took off his formidable collection of weapons. All except the taser. Then he offered a little black box to Father Augustine. 

“I don’t want your weapons--” 

“It’s not a weapon. It’s my little black box. It tells them where I am.” 

“Oh.” 

“But it also tells me where they are. And how many.” 

Father Augustine blinked with surprise. “You sure you want me to have this?” 

Bethesda hesitated. Then he said slowly, “Yeah....Yes. The Wellers are pretty smart. I think if they know where the soldiers are and how many… I think they’re smart enough to fi gure out what to do about them.” 

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll be branded as a traitor to Earth?” 

“I’m not from Earth, Father Augustine.” Then he asked, abruptly, “Do you think you could give Talbot Last Rites?” 
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“Are you sure he’s really dead?” 

“You know that I don’t know,” Bethesda replied, then shook his head. “This whole thing is getting confusing.” 

“I will not give Last Rites to the sands of this planet,” Father Augustine said. “It’s neither dead nor dying. Far from it--it is experiencing rebirth, as we all are.” 

Bethesda got down from the cart. As he started off, Father Augustine called after him, “I will pray for you and Talbot.” 

The sergeant turned back. “Thanks. That would be… good. Perhaps, you’d say a mass for me?” 

“The Mass for the Explorer.” 

Bethesda walked off in the direction of Riggens’ March. Father Augustine was surprised how quickly he caught up with them. Did they turn and look at him? He couldn’t tell. Father Augustine was tempted to watch them to see how they treated the newcomer but this was not the best of times. They were so very far away, and he was anxious to get himself and the horse back to town. There would be other days--far better days--to deal with such things at Hopkins’ Well. 
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The Catholic Church and Evangelism

Regardless of what the future holds, there will be souls that need saving, and that’s what our second section is about. Pope John Paul II called all of us, from Bishops to laity, to make missionary activity “the very reason for their existence.” (“Message for World Mission Sunday, 2000”) When people think of Catholic evangelization, they often think back in time to the great saints like Francis Xavier, the Jesuits, or the many priests and monks who brought the Word of God to the inhabitants of the New World. Evangelism, however, is alive and well even today. It continues to take on the traditional, familiar role of priests and lay people going out into the frontiers of the Earth--whether Third World countries or the less developed areas of more prosperous nations--bringing not only the Word of God but also good works, sometimes including modern medicine and farming techniques. 

Evangelism has also taken on a technological side. Pope John Paul II said that the Internet is a prime avenue for evangelizing and called for Catholics to use this medium to further the Word of God. It also has a new target audience, for many evangelization efforts are directed toward bringing back Catholics who have fallen away from the Church. In all, Catholic evangelism, now as before, crosses cultural thresholds and takes on new methods. Yet the goal is always the same: to bring home those who have been separated from God’s grace. 

“Brother John,” is a familiar story of evangelism, but on a far grander scale. The Earth has colonized the galaxy. Yet internal strife has caused it to lose track of many of its colonies, which subsequently have lost much of humankind’s most basic knowledge, including knowledge of the True Creator. The evangelists of old faced life-threatening danger, not only from those who felt their authority was threatened by the Divine, but by the very people the missionaries had gone to minister to. So, too, must Brother John and his fellow priests risk their lives for their faith and for those to whom they would bring faith. Never has missionary work been a safe Calling, as the litany of martyrs, from St. Stephen to the 29 Catholics martyred in 2003, attests. 

Sometimes, however, evangelism is not something we seek to do, but are pressed into. 

From Jesus to Pope John Paul II, we have been told that all of us--priest or laity, “Called” or not, must be ready to speak for our faith, as 16-year-old Francis Marie fi nds out in “Interstellar Calling.” When aliens abduct this Catholic schoolgirl, their interest is not scientifi c, but spiritual. Moral: Be ready to explain your faith, for you never know who is going to ask. 

Infi nite Space, Infi nite God
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The cramped, curving chamber served as refectory and gymnasium and stank accordingly. They sometimes made jokes about it, but no one was joking at the moment. 

A youngish man with a calm, ascetic face hurried in, stilling a buzz of conversation as he slipped a disk into a wall slot. His name was Ignace Bortheyn. 

“You know by now about the landing party. I have the contact recording taken by John Melchior.” Here he nodded to a man who grimaced suddenly, as though struck by an inward hurt. Melchior’s age made him an anomaly in the room, for he was well past forty, a decade or so older than most of the others. In experience, that difference might have been a century. 

Bortheyn put on the sound and Melchior heard his own voice acknowledging: “Starship Xavier.  This is the  Xavier.” 

His caller should have been another of the young ones--another of the innocents. Instead, a strange, rough voice came on, doing full justice to the gutturals of the native dialect. 

“Starship, I hail you, Graf of the Third-Blades, to bring news of your pilot.” 

Even now, though he was hearing the voice for the third time, Melchior had to brace himself for what was coming. He heard his voice answer the colonist, enunciating the diffi cult syllables of a language learned by sleep tape and practiced only among the company of the ship. 

“I greet Graf of the Third-Blades. This is Brother John Melchior. Go ahead.” 

“Your friends are dead, Brother John Melchior.” 

Again that fl at statement jarred him as he remembered the three who had gone down. They were Blaise Calassar, the scholar’s son from Sachsen Colony, Joseph Brady of Earth, and Malcolm Arlat, a refugee from a place whose name only he could pronounce. 

In the stinking chamber, Melchior closed his eyes. “How did this happen, Graf?” he heard himself asking.The voice grew fainter as the starship neared the horizon. “Come down to me, Brother John Melchior. 

Come to my keep--” 

And Melchior heard his one fi nal question, unanswered. “Were you their friend, Graf Third-Blade? Or did they die friendless on a strange world?” 

In the silence, Bortheyn turned off the machine. 

“Brother Stephen got a fi x on the transmission,” he said. “The inhabited portion of Rythar isn’t very large, as you know. And now....” He let his voice trail off. Father Bortheyn had not slept since the landing party went down, and he was beginning to show his weariness. 

“It could be a trap,” someone said. The speaker was Marcus En Pel and, though he resembled an over-grown boy, he was Bortheyn’s second-in-command. 

Melchior did not agree with En Pell. There was something in the colonist’s speech that made him want to trust the man. He had a feeling he and Graf Third-Blade would understand one another. 

But it was Bortheyn who must decide what to do. Obviously, there was some menace on the planet’s surface. 

Bortheyn had retrieved the disk. “Someone will go,” he said at last. “We never turn down an invitation. 

And there is another reason.” He paused before he went on. 
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“We are no longer alone in this system,” he announced abruptly. “Early this watch, a Net Central scout-ship emerged from the net.” 

“Coincidental, isn’t it?” En Pell remarked. 

“It might be,” Bortheyn told him. “But our track was plain enough.” 

“Whatever the reason, it’s probably an envoy,” Brother Stephen growled. “And they’ll turn the colony against us if they can.” 

Melchior felt the others looking at him. “They’re crude,” he agreed in a low voice. “We spent half a year studying the language and customs before Blaise and the others went down. But these won’t. They’ll pick up a little and feed it to the computer and then--” He checked himself, fl ushing. Everyone knew what he had been before his conversion. 

Brother Stephen ran one large hand through his beard. “There’s still a warrant out for you on Earth, isn’t there, John?” 

Melchior smiled thinly. “I’m only a deserter who knows a little too much,” he said. “I’m not worth a star cruiser.” 

“An honorable desertion, John,” Bortheyn said quickly. “But we must consider all the possibilities.” 

Melchior nodded. “All right, then I’m a loose end. But the little they could pry out of me just isn’t worth it.”“Then we will assume this is an envoy,” Bortheyn said. “Which means we must lose no time deciding who is to meet this Graf Third-Blade.” 

Melchior raised one eyebrow. 

“We will draw lots again,” Bortheyn went on without looking at him. “Two shall go in the smaller shuttle.” 

Melchior dared not protest. The others would think his eagerness stemmed from the enthusiasm of a convert. How could he tell them that their innocence hurt him? Evil was no more than an abstraction for most of the company, martyrdom a privilege. They had never seen men broken deliberately. 

He was not surprised when another of the bright-faced youngsters was chosen. The other lot, however, fell on Bortheyn himself. 

“We shall contact Graf Third-Blade as soon as we swing into position again,” Bortheyn said and ad-journed the meeting. 

Melchior was summoned two hours later. There was a change in plan. “Third-Blade insists on your coming,” Bortheyn told him. “He says he invited you and it is you he wants.” 

Melchior kept the relief from his voice as well as he could. “I’ll be with you in a moment.” 

He was to pilot the little craft. Even Bortheyn seemed pleased at this, though he did not say anything. 

Below them, Rythar was a harsh world, crossed with steaming vents, shifting and exploding with the violence of its unstable crust. Despite this, life fl ourished, from marine bogs to forested mountains continually denuded by lava fl ows. 

Only in one section of the mountains, on the one relatively stable continent, had human settlements endured. 

Rythar was a lost colony. Its star was on the charts, but the planet had been unvisited for centuries. Like many colonies without support, this one had fallen far from the technological level of its founders. The colonists were just beginning to develop a rudimentary science. 

Below a cloudbank lay a breathtaking view of jumbled wilderness where fang-like peaks gave way to heavy, boiling seas. Thus, Melchior thought grimly, had Blaise and the others fi rst seen the planet that killed them. 
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The shuttle glided above a shattered valley. There was snow at this latitude. Bortheyn looked over at Melchior. “You are thinking of the others.” 

“Aren’t you?” 

“Yes.” Bortheyn sighed as they passed along a line of smoking volcanoes. “But we are not the others.” 

Melchior snorted. “Hardly.” 

“John,” the other man said in his plain way, “you are too sensitive. God chose  us and not the men we might have been. Your special knowledge may well be needed here.” 

“I’ll remember that,” Melchior said as he began to bring them down on the fi x Brother Stephen had given them. “But I hope the things  I  know will not be needed.” 

They landed in a snowy fi eld and saw men running toward them. Tall men. When the colonists reached the  shuttle,  even  the  smallest  overtopped  Melchior  by  several  inches,  Bortheyn  by  a  great  deal  more. 

Courteous and unperturbed, the latter greeted them in their own language and received diffi dent replies while Melchior stood by in silence. 

Their hosts were armed with everything from daggers to primitive pistols. None of the bearded faces cracked a smile. 

“You will come with us to the master of the keep,” they were told with ponderous formality. “You are welcome here.” The last words were stressed. 

Melchior began to feel on familiar ground. He had known people like these--though not so tall--long ago in his childhood among the swamp runs of Nether Earth. Words would carry power in this place, he knew. 

There would be no lies. 

“Thank you for the welcome,” Bortheyn replied with equal formality, and Melchior knew by this that he, too, understood. 

Snow blew in the air as they were led across a windswept compound into a long, timbered room smelling of resin and smoke. The man who rose to greet them must have been nearly seven feet tall. Somehow, Melchior was reminded of his own father, a fi rebrand insurrectionist killed by the authorities long ago. 

As his vision adjusted to the fi relight, he saw that the tall man had lost an eye. Coarse, graying hair fell to his shoulders but his beard was trimmed neatly. 

“Brother John?” His host inquired gravely, looking from one to the other. 

Melchior introduced himself and Father Bortheyn. 

“Come to the fi re,” Third-Blade said. 

They followed him to a carven bench from which Bortheyn’s feet barely reached the fl oor. A mighty blaze roared on the hearth. 

“We are pleased to be here,” Bortheyn said. “And we would have come at your request even if it were not for our questions about the landing party.” 

“But I would not have called,” Graf said bluntly. 

As neither Melchior nor Bortheyn took this up, he continued, “If I can, I will make good your loss. For you must know your friends did not die by accident.” He rose, turning to the table where sat a pitcher and cups. 

“Why,” Bortheyn asked quietly, “do you offer to make good the killing of the landing party?” 

Graf remained with his back to them. “You ask what is your right,” he said, “and I will try to answer. 

Know, then, that we have lived with one tale through which we have seen ourselves and all things else. But it is a dark tale and it is hard for us to emerge from its shadows.” 

Melchior shivered despite the warmth of the fi re. He had once had similar thoughts, when he had fi rst known that all his life must be torn up and made over. But here was an entire culture--and he had no idea what might come of it. 
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Bortheyn’s face, meanwhile, did not change. “Yes?” he murmured as though he were hearing a confession.Graf turned then and the look he gave them was redolent of shadow. “Blaise Calassar was a threat to us,” he said simply. 

“And so you killed him?” 

“Not I. But it may as well have been.” The colonist shrugged. “I tell you I will pay for what my kinsman has done,” he growled. “Is that not enough?” 

Bortheyn looked at him gravely. “What did you expect to pay?” he asked. “Do you think we are sorcer-ers?” 

To Melchior’s surprise, the giant’s hand trembled as he steadied himself against the table. 

“Were your people afraid, then?” Bortheyn asked. “Is that why the landing party was killed?” 

Graf  spread  his  hands  helplessly.  “I  do  not  know,”  he  said.  “I  know  only  what  I   saw  when  Blaise Calassar was struck down. It was in his face that he did not go to the battleground of the suns. He was so, so  clear.” 

Bortheyn’s own face did not change. “I am glad you saw that,” he said quietly. “And what became of the others?” 

“I was not there. There were two of our people lost on the mountain that night and Blaise Calassar took us--the ranger and I--in the starplane to fi nd them. His friends were slain while we were gone.” 

“And Blaise was killed when you returned?” 

Graf spread one hand helplessly. “I did not know how it would be,” he said. “But we are violent people. 

We act without thought.” 

Melchior spoke. “But it was your kinsman who struck the blow?” 

“I stand here for my kinsman,” Graf said fi rmly. “For it might have been I. And,” he added, “his sons are under my protection. They left their father’s keep because of what happened.” 

Bortheyn frowned. “We don’t want vengeance, Graf.” 

“Blaise Calassar said the same thing,” Graf said, “when he knew his friends were dead. But there was a hunger in him--the hunger of your God. That we might look into His eyes and be... and be  changed.” 

 changed

Bortheyn smiled a little at this. “There is nowhere else to look,” he said. 

Graf gave him a haunted look but did not answer. 

“I would like to meet your kinsman’s sons if they are here,” Bortheyn said mildly. “Perhaps you can arrange a meeting?” 

Graf hesitated. “If you wish,” he said at last and summoned one of his men. “Take the starmen’s leader to my nephews.” 

When Melchior would have followed, Bortheyn shook his head slightly. By this, Melchior knew that the other man had more than one reason for what he did. He sat back down. 

“You shall drink with me, Brother John,” Graf said. “For that seems to be the will of your chieftain.” He poured beer into clay cups and handed one to Melchior. “I am not a man of many words,” he went on. “I must rely on what comes to me--” 

“I don’t think you miss much.” 

Graf drank silently while Melchior tried not to see how like this place was to the long-ago home of his parents. He remembered logs and fi relight and the same creeping chill along the fl oor. But then, he had known the despair of those who had been cast aside from the stream of human progress. These people, it would seem, were still rising. 

Presently Graf broke the silence. “You need protection,” he said. “You give up your lives too readily, you starmen.” 
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“I would not be here if Blaise had not given up his.” 

“That is so.” 

“Sometimes,” Melchior said carefully, “it takes something terrible to open us up to the light.” 

“You  know  this, Brother John?” 

”I know. I have not been with these others very long.” 

“And before that?” 

“And before that, I was somewhere else,” Melchior said shortly. 

Graf considered. “There has been blood on your hands, I think.” 

Melchior looked away. “We both know about the shadows, Graf.” 

“Yes.” 

They drank in silence until, above the snapping of the fi re, they heard someone on the porch. A young woman hurried in, stopping in confusion when she saw the stranger. 

“This is my daughter, Leik,” Graf said. And then to her, “You may speak freely in front of Brother John.” 

“Our kinsman, Gris,” she said rapidly, “is on the keep’s radio.” 

Slowly the tall man came to his feet, both colonists staring at Melchior. The girl was fully six feet tall and square-jawed, though still attractive in a rugged way. Her eyes seemed to Melchior the color of winter itself. 

“What is his business with me, Leik?” Graf asked her. 

She continued to watch Melchior as she spoke. “Strangers call on him to give up these others--the company of the Star Brothers. They think he has them at his keep.” 

“The Net Central ship!” Melchior said hoarsely. “But how--?” 

“The fi rst starplane is at his keep,” Graf told him quietly. “It was never moved.” 

Leik took her father’s arm. “They are at the capital, too. Strangers threatening--Ranger Bloodbear says-

-” “You have rights,” Melchior said through dry lips. “They can’t follow through on those threats if there are witnesses. They haven’t got  that  much power.” 

Graf looked at him. “Who are the witnesses? You? Are you so sure you would live to speak?” He led the way to another log chamber, snatching up the earphones of a primitive radio. 

“Gris?” he called into the microphone and then was silent, listening. 

“He says he speaks to them, but they do not heed him,” Graf whispered to Melchior. “They only repeat their demand.” He fi ddled with the set for a moment. “And now it seems I am cut off!” 

“What was the last thing you heard?” Melchior demanded. 

“He called a question to Ranger Bloodbear, I think. I couldn’t make it out.” 

Melchior frowned, considering. Had the invaders broken in on the radio? Or were they on the ground? 

They had scarcely had time to learn much Rythan. Likely the voice Gris had heard was computer generated. 

That would explain why he got no answer. 

“What do you think has happened, Brother John?” 

“I don’t know. Obviously they located your kinsman by the shuttle. Maybe they attacked--but who can say?” 

“We have a starplane here, too,” Graf said. “Yours.” 

Melchior turned away, trying not to see how Leik watched him. It was as though she thought he had the power to stop the invaders. “I’ve got to tell Father Bortheyn,” he said. 

“By the All-Seeing, yes. And my nephews. That was their father!” 

“I’ll fetch them.” Leik was already running from the room. 

52

Colleen Drippé

“So these are your enemies, Brother John?” Graf said when she had gone. 

“They needn’t be  yours,  Graf.” 

Third-Blade stood with his arms crossed, brooding. “Did you seek them out as you did us? To show them the love of your God?” 

“Not exactly,” Melchior said uncomfortably. 

“Why not?” 

Why not, indeed, Melchior thought, groping for an explanation that would satisfy Graf Third-Blade. 

“Suppose,” he said at last, “you turned to your own people and said, ‘There is but one God over all, and so we must cease to worship the sun gods and be made new’? What would they do?” 

“It does not matter. If the thing is true, I will say it.” 

“And then?” 

“And then what comes will come.” Graf seemed puzzled at the question. 

For some reason, Melchior grew angry at the man’s simplicity. “Don’t you see that it does matter?” he grated. “There  are  men among us who spoke out. At fi rst they were ignored or ridiculed because they were few.” 

He wondered how he could tell someone like Graf Third-Blade how it was among the civilized worlds. 

Would he believe that their only god was the Great God Man, who thought he had created himself--self-creating, when he had not even made the net among the stars? 

“When our company was formed,” he began again, “based on an order of ancient times, we were like a spark. We were like a point of fl ame, drawing men of good will from the central colonies.” His lips twitched. 

“It was then that those in power fi rst took notice. For a little while, the Star Brothers were useful to them. 

They went where few others would dare. But the net is safer than it was--or people are less afraid of being lost--and now we have become an embarrassment.” 

Graf frowned thoughtfully. “And now you are asked to be silent?” 

“We are to vanish. We tell the citizens they are more than ciphers and less than gods. We undermine the authority of Net Central. The government does not usually act openly, at least not yet. But there is an agency--Conpol it is called.” 

“Ah. And this Conpol nailed your God to a cross as Blaise Calassar told us?” 

Melchior stared at him in surprise. “I--I suppose they would have if they had been there,” he said. “But that was long ago and the Conpol of that time had another name.” 

He bit off his words suddenly, remembering a man he had known once--another of the innocent ones. 

But when Melchior had made his acquaintance, the man who had been a Star Brother was drugged and raving. Apparently Conpol had found no use for him, for he had disappeared from his cell shortly after that time and the guard was reassigned. 

Melchior, who had been that guard, looked up gratefully as Bortheyn came in, fl anked by two more of the tall colonists. 

“John,” Bortheyn said rapidly, “these are Bis and Kril, Graf Third-Blade’s nephews. Now tell us what has happened.” 

Melchior told them all he knew. 

“We must go to the keep,” one of the newcomers said. He looked at Melchior with the directness that seemed characteristic of his people. “We’ll take the back trail over the mountain. We can go on skis.” 

Melchior looked at Bortheyn. “The shuttle?” 

“That would only advertise our presence.” 

“No, no,” Graf said quickly. “We will use the starplane ourselves.” 

Bortheyn frowned and the nephews paused halfway to the door. 
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“Brother John will fl y us to the war circle above the keep,” Graf said. “And you, Bis and Kril, will seek us there when you return.” 

“Do you think moving the shuttle will protect your holding?” Melchior asked. 

The colonist smiled for the fi rst time since they had met, and Melchior was chilled. “Oh, we will do more than that, Brother John,” he said. 

“But we have no facts,” Bortheyn protested. “We must wait until we know more.” 

“It is too late for waiting, starman. Do you think these visitors would have been welcomed at the capital?” Graf’s smile became a grin. “I know my people better than that.” 

For once, Bortheyn was at a loss. He turned to Melchior. “John, if the Rythans attacked fi rst, then--” 

“It doesn’t matter now, does it?” 

“But we can’t get involved in a war!” 

“Apparently, we already are,” Melchior said bleakly. “This is hardly a new situation for us.” 

The nephews had departed. Now the others crowded the shuttle, Graf, Bortheyn, Melchior and two of Graf’s henchmen. Leik was to gather the other inhabitants of the keep and lead them to a hunting lodge some miles away. Melchior could see this did not please her. 

Below the shuttle, snow and forest stretched on all sides, broken by the wrinkled fl ank of the mountain. 

Handling the machine with diffi culty because of the giants crowding behind his seat, Melchior glanced down and saw a line of Graf’s men on foot. They were drawing something behind them on runners. 

“Is that what I think it is?” 

“That is a siege gun. The powder I have with me.” Graf indicated a bundle borne by one of his men. 

Melchior was aware of Bortheyn’s consternation. “The enemy will have more advanced weapons,” he pointed out carefully. 

“Yes. I know we are primitives--animals beside them.” Once more Graf smiled his unsettling smile. “I am counting on that.” 

“Where did you get the gun, Graf?” Melchior asked. 

“It is mine. My kinsman and I quarreled after the death of Blaise Calassar.” 

Melchior grunted. “But he called you--just now.” 

“I would have done the same in the face of a common enemy. But still I have kept the gun oiled. It is the Rythan way.” 

Speculating on the implications of the Rythan way, Melchior kept back a smile of his own. 

“There,” Graf told him suddenly, pointing to a snow-covered hillside ringed with standing stones. The stones were far apart and the area they enclosed was large. “Near that edge. We have huts buried in the snow.” 

Melchior let the craft hover for a moment and then set it down gently in the snow. 

“We may expect them to seek out this starplane as they did the other,” Graf said. “And they will think we are trying to hide.” 

It was a thin hope, but Melchior set to work with the others, digging down to a set of bunkers behind the standing stones on the upper slope. These had not been meant for defense, Graf told them, but for ceremonies during the summer. 

“But if your enemies come to us, they must come from the air,” he added. “And I am thinking we will need shelter.” 

Meanwhile, his men were mounting the gun beside a wind-scoured lava formation. Melchior had to admire the way these colonists were adapting to the new situation. But when he saw Bortheyn removing medical supplies from the shuttle, he paused. It was ironic that the abandoned colony must fi rst learn the arts of modern warfare when he and the others had come to teach them peace. 
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“Should we try to contact the  Xavier?” he asked Bortheyn guiltily. 

“We may as well.” The superior climbed back into the craft with Melchior and Graf Third-Blade behind him.A strange voice came on immediately. “

strange voice came on immediately  Xavier  shuttle, we repeat,  Xavier  shuttle--” 

Bortheyn acknowledged, glancing once at Melchior. 

“This is  Net Central 463. Identify yourself at once!” 

“Father Ignace Bortheyn. Now who--?” 

“Citizen  Bortheyn, you will tell your companions to gather in the open without delay.” 

Melchior translated for Graf. 

The Rythan shook his head. “Turn him off.” 

Bortheyn complied. “But you must come to terms with these people,” he said. “The future of your colony is at stake.” 

“Such a colony would have no future.” Third-Blade moved toward the door. “Did they speak to you from space?” 

“I don’t know. But we’d better get clear of the shuttle.” 

They emerged into a gathering of giants. Bis and Kril had returned, bringing with them a stranger in singed furs--the ranger. Bis Third-Blade looked as though he had aged ten years. 

“Gone,” he said in answer to Graf’s question. “Only Rach Bloodbear survived, for he was outside and he rolled himself in the snow of the yard.” 

“But the folk--my sister and Gris?” 

No one answered him. 

“By the All-Seeing!” Graf shouted, throwing back his head to glare at a fl ier coming in over the mountain.The craft headed directly for the war circle. Melchior saw a fl ash and threw himself fl at. “Get down!” 

he shouted. 

Instead, Graf Third-Blade sprinted toward the stones. There was a hiss of melting snow as a cloud of steam gouted skyward. 

The sound of the fl ier moved away and Melchior rose shakily, only to stumble over Bortheyn. They two were alone--and there was blood on the other man’s lips. 

“You are hit, Ignace.” 

“I think so.” 

“How badly? Can you make it to the bunkers if I help you?” 

Bortheyn coughed apologetically, his mouth overfl owing with blood. “I’m afraid not,” he said when he could speak. 

The fl ier came in again, and this time the snow broke up into little furrows. Melchior dropped to one knee, slewing about to see the standing stones out of reach, wraithlike in the blowing snow. He heard the fl ier again and saw it fairly skimming the ground to pause, hovering, above the shuttle. This, then, was to be the end. 

There came a sudden explosion, the sound rocketing from one side of the valley to the other. Before the echoes died away, he heard another. The fl ier gained altitude, wobbling like a wing-shot bird. 

Melchior stood up, his ears ringing from the concussion of the Rythan cannon. Through clearing steam, he could see on the opposite slope a silent avalanche falling into an unseen valley. The fl ier disappeared above the trees, reappeared, and blew apart, showering the forest with debris. In the ensuing silence, a single parachute drifted lazily down below the stones. 

Brother John

55

Melchior turned as though in a dream. At his feet, Bortheyn lay huddled in the snow, gazing at him with the terrible intensity of approaching death. 

“You’ve got to get inside,” Melchior told him stupidly. “Ignace, you will get cold out here.” 

“Listen to…me…John.” The threadlike whisper lost itself in the blowing of the snow. “John?” 

Melchior knelt beside Bortheyn. 

“Be…careful.” Bortheyn seemed to look beyond him, his eyes no longer able to focus. “God loves…

these Rythans. Don’t…fail them.” The eyes closed, hollowed now, with shadow. 

A hand fell heavily on Melchior’s shoulder. Graf Third-Blade hulked beside him. Beyond stood the nephews, grinning savagely at the destruction of the fl ier. Their coarse hair blew about their faces and their eyes were wild. 

A dull fury came over Melchior and he cursed Net Central and this hateful planet where the best died, leaving the others to fl ounder along in darkness. But his curses were in a tongue the Rythans did not know and, in the end, Graf held him as though they had in truth been father and son. 

“We must take Father Bortheyn into one of the huts,” the colonist said at last. “It is not fi t for him to lie in the open.” 

Melchior looked down at the corpse. The snow was reddened in a wide arc where Bortheyn had died. 

“Yes, of course,” he muttered. He glanced in the direction of the shuttle and saw two of Graf’s men toiling up the slope, dragging a diminutive captive between them. 

For the fi rst time, he remembered the parachute. As the group drew nearer, the prisoner proved to be a taller man than he had seemed at fi rst. As always, the Rythans dwarfed everyone not of their own race. 

The prisoner wore Conpol’s black tabs on what was left of his jacket, but the Rythans would not know what that meant. His eyes darted from one to the other of the group, fi nally fi xing on Melchior, who had risen to stand beside Graf Third-Blade. 

“I am a prisoner of war,” he said in Basic. “Tell them that.” 

“You didn’t even bother to learn the language.” 

“Look, I was just doing my job. They started it.” 

“Your job was to frighten the colonists, to destroy our work among them,” Melchior told him fl atly. 

The other man licked his lips. “I don’t know about all that,” he said. “All I know is that my squad leader had his skull knocked in at the capital of this hell hole. Look, you’ve got to protect me from these savages. 

It’s part of your religion, isn’t it? Aren’t you a priest or something?” 

“A lay brother.” Melchior heard his voice come out as from some far, cold place. “That’s the priest over there,” he added, indicating Bortheyn’s body. 

At this point, Graf asked for a translation and Melchior told him what the man had said. 

“And this is his answer for the death of my kindred? That he was doing his job?” 

Melchior nodded. 

“What is his job now?” 

The question was a surprise. “I suppose he wants to stay alive,” Melchior said after a moment. He addressed the prisoner again. “Why didn’t the  Xavier  answer?” 

The man watched Graf apprehensively. “It was an accident,” he muttered. “We thought they would escape into the net, but they didn’t, and, and it was an accident.” 

“What  was an accident?” Melchior demanded. The air in his nostrils burned like cold steel. This, he thought, is the breath of Lost Rythar. 

“The starship. We were only going to--it’s illegal what you’re doing--visiting lost colonies without a permit--” 
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“Illegal, is it?” Melchior rasped, taking the other man by the collar. “And when did it become illegal? 

Do you think I don’t know the law? You killed them--wiped out an entire ship as though--as though you thought you were gods!” 

From far off, he heard Graf speaking, insisting on a translation. The Rythan syllables growled in his ears, as meaningless as the snarling of beasts. He released the Conpol man and thrust him away. 

It was then his eyes met those of Graf’s nephew, Bis. For a long moment they stared at one another, he and the young giant. Like the fl ash of Rythar’s double suns on naked steel, understanding passed between them. Shall I kill him? those pale eyes asked and Melchior’s dark ones were answering, Yes, kill him. Oh yes!Graf took hold of Melchior and spun him about. “Now you will tell me, Brother John, what this man has said to you!” 

“The  Xavier--” Melchior struggled in that strong grip. 

“They have destroyed your ship?” 

Melchior said nothing. He was aware of Bis waiting, hand on knife. The cold death reek was all about him, breath like iron, like blood. 

He looked down at Bortheyn, pale but not so white as the snow, looking like a carving of a fallen knight, entombed in some ancient cathedral. He wondered if there would ever be a cathedral on Rythar. 

All around, the giants stood with snow in their hair and ice in their eyes, their great hands clutching weapons. Teeth showed in their beards and Melchior could feel the waiting in them as though that waiting were the very spirit of Rythar. Suddenly he conceived such pity for the tall, clean-handed warriors that he was struck still, moved in deep places he had thought forever closed away in his soul. 

“God loves the Rythans,” Bortheyn had said. Yet God had left them nothing but John Melchior, lately of Conpol and the company of the damned, more recently of the  Xavier  which was no more. Why me? he wanted to ask. Why should I alone be left? 

But such questions as these were seldom answered in words. His answer was in his pity--the pain he always felt at the sight of innocence. Nothing, he knew, would change this quality in the Rythans--not the battles they would fi ght nor the evil they would see and suffer. But God would take that innocence and bless it so that it became more than a mere lack of guile. One day it would be the backbone of their faith. 

Once more he met Bis Third-Blade’s chill gaze and shook his head. “Let him live,” he said. 

The young man spat. 

“You ask for the life of this murderer?” Graf asked. 

Melchior nodded. 

“It is not just,” the colonist told him. 

“Then show mercy as you will have mercy from God.” Melchior turned away from the prisoner’s frightened face. “I do not say it is wrong to fi ght the invaders--or to kill them. But this man is helpless now. He is in your power.” 

“This is a new thing for us,” Graf said. “But as you have the greatest claim on his life, so shall you decide his fate.” 

Bis had turned away in disgust, but his younger brother was watching Melchior thoughtfully. He turned to the ranger and the two spoke together in low voices. 

Melchior forced himself to speak to the prisoner. “They won’t harm you if you cooperate,” he said, but he would not stay to hear the other’s protests that he had only done his job and civilized men must stick together even if one of them was a fanatic--

Graf Third-Blade had picked up Bortheyn and now bore him off toward the bunkers, but Melchior did not follow. The day was far gone, the snow clouds passing on up the mountain. He squinted his eyes against the glare of the snow. 
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He was adrift, suspended between past and future in a place where anything might happen. He turned and was not surprised to see the ranger at his side. 

“Brother John,” Bloodbear said shyly, “I was acquainted with Blaise Calassar--” 

Melchior looked at him with mild interest. “Yes,” he murmured. “I see in your face that you were.” 

“When he fell, it was as he said: A seed cannot grow until it dies. I did not understand him then.” 

“He knew they were going to kill him?” 

“He knew before any of us.” 

Melchior nodded, almost to himself. “Sometimes it is like that.” 

The ranger laid one hand on his shoulder and looked straight into his face. “I want to give my allegiance to this God who makes men greater than they are,” he said. “We will be fi ghting for our lives soon, I think, and who is to say what will remain when this is over?” 

“Something will remain,” Melchior told him. “The best part always does.” 

Together they turned back toward the bunkers, their shadows stretching out before them on the snow. 

“Brother John” fi rst appeared in  Dreams and Visions, 1994. 
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Infi nite Space, Infi nite God

Interstellar Calling

Karina L. Fabian

Frankie slammed the door of her battered Toyota shut, locked it, and jammed the key into the ignition. 

It took three tries to start the car. 

Billy pounded on the window. 

“Come on, baby!” he pleaded. “I’m sorry. Come back in. Don’t be such a--” 

Frankie never heard what he thought she was being because she threw the car into gear and peeled out. 

She just missed his toes. Part of her wished she hadn’t. She glanced in the mirror and was just able to make him out in the driveway light. He was throwing his arms up in exasperation. 

“Yeah, happy birthday to me,” she said. 

I will not cry, she told herself as she blinked back tears that threatened to blur her vision. I am not getting into an accident. Not on this stupid little road in this stupid little car the day I get my license. He’s not worth it. 

The night was moonless and the stars bright. She glanced in the rear view mirror and noticed one light moving fast in her direction and dismissed it. Probably a private plane on a practice fl ight. She turned on the radio to try to distract herself, got nothing but static and squeals, and shrieked in frustration. 

It wasn’t just Billy. It was this whole stupid, stupid birthday. Her whole stupid, stupid life. 

She used to think her life was so great. That her family was great. She had a mom and dad who loved her and six older brothers and sisters who used to take care of her when Dad was working and Mom had one of her “spells.” Her brother Timothy, a priest up in Montana, was even helping pay her tuition at St. Mary’s. 

They had a farm with dogs and cats and goats and Tweeter, her sweet little Morgan that she got last year as a 4-H project and that her parents let her keep even though they had told her she’d have to sell him when the project was done. They went to Mass every Sunday, prayed daily rosary.... They were the perfect family. 

Some perfect 

Some 

family

perfect 

 , 

family  she said to herself as she shoved the car into fourth gear and pressed harder on the accelerator. She did not notice the light growing in size behind her. Despite her best intentions, her mind was not on the road, but on the last rotten, stupid two weeks since she’d overheard her parents talking about divorce. 

They had been in the kitchen doing dishes, he washing while she dried and put away, the picture of marital bliss, when he quietly announced that he “couldn’t do this anymore” and “was ready” for a divorce. 

“We had an agreement--’till the kids were grown. Isn’t it a little early for this conversation?” her mother had replied calmly. Neither had noticed Frankie and she ducked back into the hall and listened from behind the door. 

“Frankie is almost 16. Rosie went to college at 16--” 

“Francis is not Mary Rose--” 

“No, she’s more mature than Mary Rose. And her best friend, Angela--her parents got divorced years ago. She’ll help her see things will work out all right.” 

Frankie heard her mother open a drawer and the clatter of silverware. “I don’t know…” 

“Elaine,” her father said so gently that Frankie thought he was going to reconsider, that even at that moment, he was taking his wife’s hands in his to tell her he’d been wrong. 

Instead, he said, “We’ll get an annulment if you think that will help. We’ve done a good job with our family. Raised kids we can be proud of. Isn’t it time we think about ourselves?” 
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“Not until after her birthday--her real birthday. We tell the others after that,” her mother whispered, and then she had started to cry. 

Under cover of her mother’s sobs and her father’s platitudes, Frankie had snuck back upstairs. Then she’d taken a long shower so she could cry alone because she wasn’t supposed to know anything yet. 

Because she was supposed to be mature enough to accept that her parents’ marriage of 28 years was a lie. 

Somehow, she faked her way through the next two weeks. She even managed to forget once or twice, like when everyone came home for her early birthday party and her parents showed no signs of making an announcement. Instead, they presented her with an ‘82 Toyota Corolla with promises of a better car if she graduated early and “saved them a year’s tuition.” It was the same agreement they’d given each child who went to St. Mary’s, and she’d been ecstatic at having her own car, even if it was a clunker. Only later did she consider that it might be a bribe to get her out of the house early so her father could keep the original agreement he’d made with her mother. 

At Confession, she rattled off her usual list of venial sins and didn’t mention her parents at all. It wasn’t her sin that they were getting divorced. 

Then someone vandalized their hayfi eld, tramping down three large circles and searing the area in between, destroying about a third of that fi eld’s harvest. Three other farms in the area had been similarly damaged, and this was the second time their own farm had been targeted, but the police had no leads. Even if they did, it would not have brought the hay back, and the profi ts from that fi eld helped pay for her tuition. 

She blamed her moodiness on the vandalism and PMS and for the most part, people believed her. It got harder and harder to be with Angela, though, so she’d hung around with Billy and his friends and talked as little to Angela as possible, until Angela confronted her about it one day between classes. 

“Just go away, all right?” Frankie had exploded and left Angela gaping by the lockers. Later, she found out from someone else that Angela was leaving--her family was moving to Omaha over the summer. She tried to apologize but she wouldn’t explain what was wrong. Angela accepted her apology, but things were strained between them, and Frankie hated her parents for what they were doing to her. Still, she wouldn’t tell anyone. Not until after her birthday. After the “announcement.” 

That was the plan, anyway; only Sister Anna who taught early American History (and who, the kids said, was old enough to know most of it fi rst hand) had noticed something was wrong and had gotten it out of her. 

It was the last class of the day, a harder day than usual thanks to her fi ght with Angela. There had been another vandalism, and some of the kids were speculating that it was really the work of aliens. Jerry Barker had told her the aliens were coming for her and she’d spat out that was fi ne by her before Sr. Anna had called the class to order. She’d sent Jerry to detention and kept Frankie after class. 

“Something is wrong,” she’d said as Frankie stood before her desk. 

“I’ve given it to Jesus,” Frankie grumbled back one of Sr. Elizabeth’s favorite mottos. 

“That’s fi ne,” she replied as she got out of her chair and moved to stand in front of her. She placed her hand on Frankie’s cheek. “Perhaps you’d like to share it with me as well?” 

Suddenly, Frankie wanted to throw herself into her arms and cry like a baby. Instead, strengthened by her feather-light touch, she managed to tell Sr. Anna about her parents. 

Sr. Anna sighed and leaned back against the desk, inviting Frankie to do the same. She handed her a tissue. “You shouldn’t have been eavesdropping.” 

“What? So this is my fault?” 

“No, of course not, dear. But you might have spared yourself some pain. I knew your parents when they were your age. So young, so eager. Things were different then; we still hadn’t been touched by the femi-nist movement, and most of the kids, even the ones from St. Mary’s, didn’t go on to college. Your mother 
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expected to get married to a local boy, settle down and raise a family, and your father was one of the best catches in town. Not captain of the football team or anything fl ashy, like that William Mercer you’re so fond of, but steady. Good grades. Loyal to his friends and family--” 

Frankie snorted. Some loyalty. 


Again, Sr. Anna set her hand on hers. “Yes, dear, I know. And you need to know that your parents have loved all of you children immensely, and they’ve done their best to give you a wonderful home and a good childhood.” 

Again, Frankie snorted. It seemed the only thing she could do. 

“I know this is diffi cult for you, dear. You’re 16? Not yet? Yet you act so much older than your years. It’s a blessing and a curse. Your parents are taking advantage of that, aren’t they?” 

Frankie nodded. She blew again into the soggy tissue and tossed it in the trash. 

“This isn’t the time to discuss this, but the sisters and I have been talking about you. Of all the girls in your class, we feel you are the most likely to have a Calling. We had thought to approach you at the end of the school year. In my day, many girls took vows at 16, but that’s not how it works now, is it? And now this… This is going to be a very diffi cult, confusing time for you. It may even shake your faith. Just remember that God is there for you, and so are Fr. Ron and any of us sisters at the school. Don’t worry; I shan’t tell anyone until you tell me it’s all right. In the meantime, I am here for the rest of the year--and I hope you won’t mind if I call over the summer to see how you are--just now and again.” 

Billy chose that moment to knock on the door and Frankie hurried to grab her backpack while Sr. Anna watched with narrowed eyes and a sad little smile. Billy gave her his best “James Dean” smile as he put his arm around Frankie and led her out of the classroom. 

“She doesn’t like me much,” he said as they exited the building. 

Despite herself, Frankie laughed. “She just thinks your getting in the way of my becoming a nun.” For a moment, Frankie basked in the heat of the sun and the warmth of his hand low on her waist. 

He moved it a little lower on her hip and she felt skin tingle under her plaid skirt. “Well, I’d hope so! 

Dating a future nun would be so, you know, weird.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” They headed to his car and he opened the door for her. He was always a gentle-man that way, and it made her feel special. Still, as they headed down the road toward her farm, she found her spirits returning to their earlier low. 

“Baby, are you all right?” 

“Yeah.” She forced herself to shrug rather than cry. Still, she looked out the window as she answered. 

“I’m just, I don’t know, not looking forward to this birthday is all.” 

“What--celebrating it with your parents?” 

“Yeah!” Of course he would understand. He knew her so well. She chanced a glance at him and he smiled at her with that roguish grin and she found herself smiling back. He turned his eyes back to the highway. 

“Actually, I was kind of hoping you’d want to come to my house. I have something kind of special in mind.” 

“Oh?” 

“I’m just thinking, you’re sixteen, you know, and I’ll be going to college in a couple of months…. It’s time to take our relationship to the next level.” 

Driving through the night with tears threatening to cloud her vision any minute and an annoying bright light shining in her rear-view mirror, Frankie cursed herself for being so stupid.  I actually thought he was going to say he loved me! I thought he was going to propose! And I’d have accepted. I’d have run off with him tonight and believed it was all right because we were different from my parents. That we loved each other. 
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“Why are you doing this to me?!” she yelled. She didn’t think God was listening, and it made her angrier. 

She pressed harder on the accelerator, heedless of the tears now spilling down her face, not sure if she’d make the turn for the road to home or just keep driving. “What do you want from me?!” 

Suddenly, the car died. 

“No! Oh, God!” she howled as she coasted to the dirt shoulder. She pounded on the steering wheel, then set her forehead against it and cried. 

A  brilliant  light  surrounded  her  car,  an  aquamarine  glow  that  was  no  car  headlights’  or  emergency vehicle’s. 

“Oh, God,” she repeated, fi rst in awe, then as she looked out the windshield, in terror. “Oh, God!” 

Before her, stretched across the two-lane highway, its tripod feet straddling the blacktop, was a spaceship. It was huge and curved and silvery and had big fl ashing lights and looked like everything in the old movies while being nothing at all like anything she’d ever seen…. 

While her mind gibbered and her mouth sputtered “OhGodOhGodOhGod!” her hand turned the ignition and her foot stomped the gas pedal. The engine didn’t even click. 

A door in the spaceship opened and a ramp slid out. Her hands dropped to her sides and she stared, whimpering in terror, not sure whether to expect Roswell aliens or Daleks. 

It was neither. A humanoid came out, about her height, wearing a simple jumpsuit that wouldn’t raise an eyebrow in the city. Its features were lit by the light of the ship, giving them an odd turquoise glow, so she couldn’t tell its natural color, but it didn’t seem especially weird. In fact, it seemed rather plain, not ugly or beautiful. Not threatening. It walked quite normally to about 10 feet from her car and stopped. Outside the glow of the ship, she could see the skin was tan. It looked like it was carrying a book in each hand. It waited, and Frankie found her trembling subsiding and her pulse slowing to something closer to normal. 

Perhaps that was what it was waiting for; for when she had calmed well enough to breathe and wonder what to do next, it spoke. 

At least she thought it spoke. Its mouth moved and she thought she’d heard something, but it was muffl ed. Without thinking, she opened the door--the window controls were electric--and stepped out. “What?” 

“Please. Help us.” 

It was speaking--halting English, kind of slurred as if it had a cleft palate or wasn’t used to forming the words. She had half-expected telepathy, and for some reason, the lack made the creature seem less threatening. She stepped forward. 

“Help how? Are you lost?” 

“We are not sure.” 

“O-kay. I don’t understand.” 

“Please. Teach us.” It held out the books. She had to move closer to read their titles. 

The Bible and the  Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

“Not kidding. Teach us. We do not understand. Are we lost?” 

“You’re aliens. This is Earth. That’s an Earth book. Jesus was an Earth man--” 

“God is an Earth God?” 

“No. Of course not!” 

“God is our God?” 

“Well, yeah, sure.” 

“Jesus is God?” 

“Yeah…” 

“One God in three parts: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 
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“Yeah. Yes, yes, but--” 

“God is our God. Jesus is our Jesus?” 

“It’s not that simple!” 

“Then teach us. We do not understand.” 

Frankie pulled at her hair in frustration. “How can I teach you anything when I don’t understand myself! 

Why do you even want to know?” 

“God loves us?” 

 These guys can travel between stars and they don’t know this?! “God loves everybody! What are you, stupid?” 

“Not stupid. Just ignorant.” The creature did not smile, but his tone remained neutral. 

Suddenly, Frankie realized she’d been screaming at what could have been the fi rst alien to ever contact an Earthling--and one who wanted to know about God at that. She sank to the ground in front of her Toyota and buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a really, really bad couple of weeks.” Then she could not speak for the lump in her throat. 

She heard a slight scuffl ing and the alien was sitting on the ground in front of her. “Bad things happen to you?” 

“Oh, yeah. To all of us, really. From wars to….” Her mind fl itted to Billy and his look of exasperation when she’d told him, ‘No.’ “To just, stupid stuff.” 

“Yet you have faith. You believe God loves you?” 

Actually, she’d had a very hard time this month believing God loved her. It’d always been so easy before, when things seemed perfect. She’d just sort of taken her blessings for granted; and then, when things went sour and her stupid perfect world showed its stupid imperfect face, she’d turned her back on all the blessings she still had--her friends, her teachers, her family. Even her parents. Even Billy. She’d been so obsessed with carrying the burden herself, being strong and mature and--yeah, well, a martyr--about it all, she ignored all the help God sent her way, like the guy in the joke who dies in a fl ood after refusing help by car, boat and helicopter. And like the guy in the joke, she was ready to blame God for not saving her directly when he’d been sending her aid all along. Angela had been there, done that. She’d have helped her understand. Billy, even if he had been a cad tonight, had always been a sympathetic listener. Even Fr. Thomas in Confession would have been there for her if she’d just let him. 

And God was there, even when she refused to believe it. She thought about the “Footprints” poem her mother meditated on during her “spells.” (It had been another shock to study depression in psych class and realize her mother had all the classic symptoms.) She thought, too, about the Pieta statue on the mantle. Her mother used to complain that it was incomplete. Yes, Mary held her dead son, but where were the arms that held Mary? “It’s too lonely!” she used to cry. When Rose was 10, she came home from an art class bearing two sculpted hands. Just two hands, slightly cupped, painted with rainbows and clouds with downy feathers glued to the wrists. She put them around the grieving Mary and proudly announced that now her mother could see how God comforted Mary. 

 God’s arms are around me right now. God probably carried me when I lost my footing. Sheesh, he even sent me a spaceship. 

The alien was watching her, its face still expressionless. 

She scrubbed at her face with her hands, suddenly aware that she was a mess with her hair and clothes all rumpled and her make-up smearing all over her face. She probably looked scarier to him than he did to her. “Listen, I don’t know if I can help you. I’m just as lost as you.” 

He thrust the books toward her. “But you have directions.” 
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She laughed. “Yeah, like Old Man Wheeler’s directions--they make perfect sense. In retrospect. What I mean is, I’m just a kid. I’ve got more questions than answers.” 

“Then teach us the questions. Give us direction. Teach us to fi nd the answers.” 

“Why me?” 

It blinked, as if the question were a surprise. “You are here.” 

“Yeah. Right. Well, I don’t think you and I can have Catechism right in the middle of the highway. For one thing, someone’s going to notice your spaceship come sunrise.” 

“Not you and I--not just you and I. Teach us. Teach us all.” It pointed up and to the left. 

“Wait a minute--you want me to go with you? Into Outer Space?!” Frankie lunged to her feet and backed up quickly until she bumped against her car. “Oh, no! Nononononono. I can’t. I’ve got school and I have to feed Tweety and….” 

The alien sat patiently as she rattled off all the reasons she had to stay, and somehow, the more she came up with, the less convinced even she was. She began to realize she felt a quickening inside her, a tingle of excitement that not even the most daring of Billy’s touches had aroused in her. What if, maybe…

 Come on, girl! Snap out of it! You, evangelizing an alien planet?  Her mind fl ashed back to class yesterday and Jerry’s jokes about aliens and her own response. Talk about being careful what you wish for. 

“This is crazy!” she shouted, though she felt a funny kind of euphoria even as she protested. “I mean, why me? I’m only 16. I’m not very smart or special or spiritual--” 

“Nor are we.” Now, the alien stood, transferred the Catechism to the hand with the Bible, and held out his empty hand to her. It had one fewer fi nger than hers, but otherwise seemed normal enough. “Yet we are here. Help us understand. Are we lost?” 

She took his hand, found it warm and soft and right. “No. We’re right where God wants us to be.” Then she looked back at her car, said, “Hold on a sec,” and climbed back in. She found a notebook on the fl oor of the passenger side and a pen in the glove box. She wrote: Dear Mom and Dad, 

 There is probably no way you’re going to believe what’s happened to me, so I’m not going to try. 

 Let’s just say my time to leave home came sooner than we expected. 

 I know about the divorce. I’m angry and confused, but that’s okay. I love you both so much, no matter what, and I know you love me. Tell everyone I love them, too. 

 Please tell Angela I’m sorry I was so mean. Tell Billy I forgive him and I wish him well at NSU. 

 Tell Sr. Anna I do have a vocation--and it’s greater than anything anyone on Earth could have imagined. 

 I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you all this in person, but if I don’t go now, I’ll lose my nerve. Maybe I can come back someday and tell you all about it. In the meantime, please pray for me and remember I love you always, 

 Francis Xavier Marie

She left the note stuck in the steering wheel cover, gathered everything she could shove into her backpack, pulled the rosary off from around the rear-view mirror, tucked the keys under the seat and locked the car. Then she gave a sigh, straightened her back and returned to the alien. “You understand, now, really understand, that I’m nobody special, that I’m still trying to fi gure this all out myself, and we’re probably going to be confused together? That all of us humans are confused and fl awed and--” 
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“As are we. Yet God loves us?” 

“Yeah, sure. God loves us. And He just wants us to do our best to love Him in return.” 

“Teach us this love.” 

“Sure you don’t want to ask the Pope, or maybe even a priest? They’re better than I am. Really.” 

“You are here. We have asked you.” 

“Do you know what you’re doing?” 

“God does.” 

She opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. Instead, she felt a sudden almost-pressure on her shoulders, warm and tender. She could imagine rainbows and clouds and feathers on the wrists. “What’s your name?” she found herself asking the alien instead. 

“Pa-iy-yous.” 

She laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. Okay, then, Pius. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 

Suddenly, the alien smiled, and his skin glowed a lovely autumn amber. He held out his hand and it was warmer than before. The gentle weight on her shoulders was gone, but she knew God was there, holding her, giving her strength. She couldn’t do this, but God could through her. 

Eight fi ngers, Frankie thought as they stepped onto the ramp, and she wondered if there was anything in the Catechism that said the rosary needed ten Hail Marys or if in the case of another species, eight would be enough. 
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The Catholic Church and its Servants

One of the beautiful aspects of the Catholic Church is its many vocations. Through religious orders, you can dedicate yourself to God and serve His will in just about any job. There are religious brothers and sisters who teach, work in health care, administer retreat centers, do scientifi c research, even do freelance writing as their vocations within a Vocation. Then, too, there is a place for those who wish to serve the Church without taking Holy Orders--as deacons, in lay religious orders, and through ecclesiastical movements like Cursillo de Christiandad. 

In “Our Daily Bread,” Deacon Ray McHenry fi nds himself forced to decide between continuing to serve on an asteroid mining station, a job he loves, and staying Earthbound in order to have a chance at starting a family. Added to the strife are his feelings of responsibility for the thirty-fi ve Catholics on the station, who depend on him for their spiritual as well as secular leadership. Many of them transferred to Blair mining station precisely because he was there--can he abandon them? Those who choose a religious life often do so out of a deep feeling of responsibility for people as well as a devotion to God. They, too, face the same seemingly confl icting responsibilities Deacon Ray feels in this story. Most, however, will have to resolve those confl icts without the Divine assurance Deacon Ray receives. 

There are those who fi nd their vocation leans toward isolation, so that they may focus on the spiritual; hermitages are still supported by the Church. Pius XII said, “The spirituality of the desert…is a profound movement of the Spirit which will never cease…. It is the love of God. That there be…souls capable to be content, all their lives, with adoration and praise, who consecrate themselves freely as the guarantors of humanity before the Creator…what a victory for the Almighty, what a glory for the Savior!” There are over a hundred hermitages throughout the world, from the Spiritual Life Institute’s Holy Hill Hermitage in Ireland to Mt. Carmel Hermitage Monastery of Cristoval, Texas. 

In “Brother Jubal in the Womb of Silence,” Tim Myers takes hermitages to the perfect place for isolation--the Moon. Brother Jubal fi nds tranquility and peace in the barren landscape of Oceanus Procellarum and dreads the days when he must visit the station for air and other supplies. Yet God often calls us to new avenues of service, and Brother Jubal must tremblingly open himself to a wilderness far more intimidating than the desolation of Luna. 
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“How much farther are we going out?” 

The radio in Ray McHenry’s helmet did not fi lter out the whine in Danny Orek’s voice, but at least he didn’t sound breathless. Ray kept up the easy hand-over-hand as they progressed along the tether line, enjoying how the forward motion kept his body lightly skimming over the asteroid. “Not much farther. I just want to get within the dark side.” 

“The suit’s getting itchy. Besides, I’ve had my orientation tour. I’ve seen the collection tanks.” 

Ray could tell by the way the line pulled and bobbed that behind him Danny was keeping a death grip on the line, even though they had their safety lines fi rmly attached. “I’ll bet you haven’t seen this. O.K. 

We’ll stop here. Now, you need to let go of the tether--you won’t go fl ying off--and roll onto your back.” He demonstrated, then waited patiently for the newbie to follow. 

“Wow,” came Danny’s soft whisper. 

Before them in a jet black sky unhampered by even the artifi cial light of the mining operation, they could clearly see the stars dotting the Milky Way like a great sweep of silver glitter. They shone clear and steady without an atmosphere to interfere with their light. Toward the horizon and to the right was the baked-po-tato-shaped Ida. Higher up, some larger points of light marked nearby asteroids. Usually Ray waited until they were a little closer in to take the new guys on this walk, but Danny was having a harder time adjusting than most, and his supervisor had come to Ray and asked him for help before it affected his work performance. 

He waited for the young man to say something, but after the silence stretched from moments to minutes, he opened the conversation before what little gravity there was pulled them to the ground. “You’re one of maybe 20,000 people who’s ever seen anything like this. Worth the trip?” 

“I just signed up to make some fast money. Out of school with a geology degree; didn’t want to go for my Master’s. Figured six months out, six months home with money to burn. They warned me, all the psych screening, personality tests. I didn’t think the bareness would get to me. But it’s just machinery and dirt. 

And all the craters. I mean, how often does this place get hit?” 

“Remember that Blair is millions of years old. It’s a little rock in a big space. I won’t lie, it could happen, but the chances of getting hit are slight.” 

“Every time I EVA and see a rock, I get the creeps.” 

“Most of us feel that way at fi rst, but you get used to it after awhile. Don’t concentrate on the ground so much.” 

“Easy for you to say.” 

“You gotta look up. The real glory of the place is there, anyway.” Nonetheless, Ray made a mental note to see if Ellie needed help in hydroponics. Looking at something alive and green might do him good. 

“Shouldn’t you be saying, ‘God’s glory,’ Deacon?” Danny was a lapsed Catholic, and when his parents had found out he was going to be working with the one asteroid mining op that had a Catholic deacon, they’d insisted he go to Confession before leaving, “just in case your feelings change while you’re out there.” He’d been waiting for Ray to make the change from Personnel Supervisor to Deacon and coax him to the weekly communion service, but so far, Ray had said nothing. Now, he broached the subject just to get the argument over with. 
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But instead, the deacon answered lightly, “God’s glory is everywhere, even in the dirt. It’s just easier to see out there.” 

Danny looked up at the sky again, and found he couldn’t disagree. “Yeah, it’s gorgeous. Think there’s anything quite as beautiful?” 

“I can think of one,” he mused. 

 Connie, the moonlight on her face. 

She’d smiled at him, her eyes full of mischief. “You know, my father would kill me if he found out I was up here all alone with you.” 

Ray had taken Connie camping up in the Rockies about an hour’s drive from Golden, where they attended the Colorado School of Mines. They hadn’t been dating all that long, yet he’d known from the day he’d met her at the dorm mixer that she was the one. With graduation lurking ever closer, he’d known it was time to do something about it, and all the way up the mountain, his mind had been on the ring box stuffed securely into the side pocket of his backpack. After they’d set up camp, they’d grabbed a couple of blankets and settled out on a clearing where the night sky stretched forever. He’d wanted to talk, but she’d wanted to play. 

“Yep,” she’d mused, scanning the trees wistfully. “Nothing but eagles and bears to defend my virtue.” 

He’d snorted. She loved to play the cliché of the minister’s wild daughter, but he knew she was waiting for marriage just like he was. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I’m a good Catholic boy.” 

“You know what good Catholic boys grow up to be? Fathers.” 

He’d laughed. She was always quick with a pun. “No need to worry about that either. I’ve no plans for the priesthood.” 

“So you  are after my virtue?” 

“Will you lie back and look up?” 

She’d complied, and he had watched joyfully as her face went from mischief to awe as the cloudy sweep of the stars dazzled her vision. “Oh, my. What is that?” 

He’d lain back, too, pleased that she shared in his wonder. He’d known she would, that she’d understand. 

“The Milky Way. A stretch of the spiral arm of the galaxy.” 

“But I’ve never--” 

“You wouldn’t be able to see it from Atlanta--the atmosphere’s too thick at sea level, not to mention all the lights. The best place to stargaze is high up in the mountains--or in space, on the moon, or an asteroid.”“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” 

Sensing his opening, he turned on his side and gazed at her. “The three things I love the most are the God around me, the space above me and the woman before me.” 

He’d thought he was being gallant and poetic, but she merely raised an eyebrow and asked archly, “In that order?” 

“Uh, Ray, are those what I think they are?” Danny’s voice broke through his thoughts and he glanced gingerly to his side. Danny was pointing. The motion made him wobble, but it was clear what he was pointing at. Four asteroids, small yet big enough to be seen even at a distance, were streaking in the direction of the compound. They watched as they disappeared over the horizon; and though they did not see or hear signs of impact, Ray had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

“Let’s get back.” 


* * *
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“All  right  people.  Let’s  settle  down.”  Barry  Morton,  General  Supervisor  of Asteroid  Blair  Mining Station, sailed into the conference room and took his spot at the head of the table. It was a tall table, with consoles for each supervisor so they could contact the offi ce computers as well as manipulate the main conference screen, plus a few jacks for laptops. Everyone stood at the table, with their feet anchored in brackets on the fl oor. Long ago, someone had suggested that if they put Velcro on the seats of chairs anchored to the fl oor, everyone could sit, but the thought of the noise when someone stood up insured that idea was laughed away before it took form. 

Morton’s words were unnecessary; everyone was quiet, ready and attentive. Despite the situation, he felt a small surge of pride; only six weeks as General Supervisor, and already everyone understood he liked his meetings calm and orderly. “Give me the overview.” 

Damon Cayne, the site engineer, touched his keypad, and a diagram of the compound appeared on the screen. One section at the edge blinked red, while a more central spot glowed with a dull yellow light. 

“Section C of storage was hit by two meteoroids, weakening the wall and causing a breech in that section. 

A third struck the dorm, but only made a small puncture. We sealed it, and I’ve got a crew running stress analysis on the wall right now.” He started to close the screen, but Ray stopped him. 

“What about the fourth? There were four meteoroids. We saw them come in from the third tank. They were in pretty tight formation.” 

Morton glared at him in annoyance; he didn’t like surprises. “What were you doing by the tanks?” 

“Morale run with the newbie.” 

Several heads around the table nodded with understanding. Deacon Ray had been working Blair longer than almost anyone, and most had been taken on a morale run by him at least once in their careers. It was news, however, to Morton, but he fi led his questions for a more appropriate time. “Damon?” 

“No other alarms, but I’ll set crews to checking the exterior just in case.” 

“Good. Life support. Terri, what’s our air situation?” 

“We’re running the exact numbers now, but it looks like God was on our side. It was a small storage section that was hit, and the bulkhead doors closed fast, so we only lost what was in the room, really. The puncture caused a slow leak that was quickly repaired. I’d say we lost three days, a week at the most, less if we seal off the storage area.” 

“Exact numbers as soon as you can. Ray, any injuries?” 

“No, thank God.” 

“Indeed. Joachim, what did we lose--any equipment we need now or may need before resupply?” 

Joachim Guiterriez, Blair’s Supply Offi cer, pressed a button, and the manifest of the room appeared on the big screen. “It was mostly personal and luxury items. A third backup comm suite was crammed in there and took a hit, but in the unlikely event we lose the main and backups, I think it can be cannibalized for parts. Perihelion dinner and about a quarter of the vegetables and desserts were stored in there. Some bulky personal effects. And,” he grimaced, “We lost the MB.” 

There were groans all around. Perihelion was a big day on any mining operation like Blair, where the crews were basically isolated from Earth and its support for months at a time. The halfway point of the run, the fi gurative “turning” Earthbound, was celebrated with a day off for everyone but those in critical positions--and even then, schedules were arranged to give them maximum time off for celebrating. Part of that celebration was the “MB”--morale beer, which though only 3.2 percent alcohol and carefully rationed, represented a breath of freedom from the strict lifestyle of space. 

Plus, this run it was to coincide with Terri and Damon’s wedding, and the company had included some champagne  in  the  package.  Ray  glanced Terri’s  way,  saw  her  biting  her  lip  in  disappointment. Damon leaned over and grasped her hand. 
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Morton cut over the noise. “If that’s the worst we lose, we’ve lucked out. All right. I need detailed as-sessments on damages and lost items, prioritized by need, and what it’ll take to replace them. Hydroponics, get with LS and Supply and tell me what it’d take for you to bear the load. Terri, once you have those numbers, you and Elise see if we can harvest our own O2 from the tanks without cutting into our production obligations. Ray, get with Joachim and arrange some search parties. Maybe we can recover whatever didn’t make escape velocity. Be sure to count lost manhours as well as supplies. I’d like to request minimal resupply from Vesta. In fact, if we can get by without it and it’s cost-effective, that’s the preferred option. 

Questions?” 

Ray raised a fi nger. “What about calls home, to let folks know we’re O.K.?” 

“I’m confi dent we can keep this incident within the company.” 

Ray frowned. “Not if we need to contact Vesta. In addition to the possibility that someone might overhear our transmission, the rumors will start as soon as Dispatch gets the report. There’ll be a lot of worried people, Earthside especially.” 

Morton sighed, but nodded. “Point made. Prepare a statement for me and I’ll send it with the report, but we are not going to accelerate the call-home schedule. We’ve already taken a fi nancial hit from damages; I’m not adding to that so everyone on this station can call Grandma.” With a confi dent nod of dismissal, Morton sailed over the table and out of the room. The others waited until the doors had closed before erupt-ing into discussion. 

“Can you believe him? ‘I’m not adding to our profi t loss so everyone can call Grandma.’” 

Elise, the production manager, did such a perfect imitation of Barry Morton that Ray had to suppress a smile, but he said seriously, “He’s doing his job. If we don’t make a profi t, somebody else in the company has to support us--not to mention we lose our bonuses. I’d probably have done the same. He’s just more up front about it.” 

Elise seemed about to argue, but Terri distracted her with questions about the current rate of O2 recovery. Joachim pulled Ray aside. “Uh, Deacon, there was one other thing I didn’t put on the manifest. The box of extra Host, it would have been right along that wall. It’s probably on its way to Mars by now.” 

Ray crossed himself before rubbing his eyes with thumb and forefi nger. 


* * *

“And just what are your intentions for my daughter?” 

Reverend Elijah James spoke softly as he rubbed his eyes wearily with one hand, yet his voice, strongly accented even for Georgia, seemed to boom through the small study where he and Ray sat sipping lem-onade. He was a big man, too, so that he seemed to overfl ow the comfortable chair in which he slouched. 

Nonetheless, when he looked up, his gaze was steady as he regarded Ray. “Don’t let him intimidate you,” 

Connie had warned, and he’d assured her he was far more afraid of her than any man. Still, it was a close race.“Well, sir, I’d like to marry your daughter.” 

Elijah’s lips twitched, but he remained earnest. “I ascertained that, son. I mean your…spiritual…intentions. A man is the spiritual head of his household, and Connie has been raised to respect that. Are you planning on imposing your religion on her?” 

The idea was so absurd that Ray almost laughed. “No, sir. I mean, if she should decide on her own to follow the Catholic faith, I would support her and rejoice with her, but I’ve been taught to respect all faiths-

-” “The Spacer’s Code.” They had already discussed Ray’s fascination with space, including the code of ethics that demanded people respect all beliefs as long as it did not put anyone or anything in danger. It had 
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done a lot to prevent fi ghting over political, religious and other issues, but it was clear Reverend James did not agree with it. 

“Yes, sir. But more than that, I fi rmly believe that despite Connie’s and my different brands, if you will, of faith, God still loves and cares for us both.” 

“I see,” her father answered slowly, but his weary eyes remained skeptical. 

Connie had jumped off the porch swing as Ray had come through the front door. The Atlanta heat hit him with almost the same force she did. “Well, what did he say? Did he give us his blessing?” 

“I’m…not sure.” 

“I told you not to let him intimidate you!” 

“Easy.” He took her in his arms. “He didn’t--he, uh, fell asleep as we were talking, and--” 

She tore away from him and leaned against the far rail, striking the supporting post with her fi st. 

“Honey, he did a funeral, two counselings and AWANAS…” He didn’t know what AWANAS was, but it had seemed important. 

“He’s known we were coming for six weeks. He knew why--but he can’t skip a children’s Bible study to meet his daughter’s prospective fi ancé!” She whirled on him so fast, he jumped back. “If I marry you, you will not be like this, do you understand? I will not share you with a job, no matter how important.” 


* * *

Ray started speaking as soon as he’d opened the door to Morton’s offi ce. “Barry, I have to add something to the resupply manifest--” 

“There’s not going to be any resupply. We’re going to have to ration some, but we can make up for everything we lost.” 

“Not this. The station’s entire supply of Consecrated Host is gone. I’ve got enough for maybe two communion services; after that, we need to get more from Vesta.” 

Barry looked at him as if he were babbling. “I’m not even asking Vesta to replenish our air, but you think I should ask them for a bunch of crackers?” 

“They’re not crackers.” Ray gripped the deacon’s cross he wore tightly. He’d put it on to remind Morton of his spiritual capacity on Blair, but now, he clutched it for strength. “They are the Body of Our Lord. They are a source of strength and comfort for 35 of your people--” 

“Do you have any idea how much it would cost this outfi t to ship just a box of these…hosts? More than you’ll make this run, and more than I’m willing to pay for an MB issue.” 

“This is not an MB issue!” Ray bit his tongue and prayed for patience. Yelling would just make matters worse. “This is a faith issue, an…an identity issue. It’s what keeps some people going on this rock, month after month, run after run. You take that away, and you are taking away part of their Life Support.” 

He could tell by Barry’s expression that he’d overstated his case, but the other man nodded grudgingly. 

“O.K. What about this: we see what Hydroponics can give you to make some more. It’s just bread right? I think we could spare--” 

Years ago, Ray would have tossed his head in annoyance, a habit he’d picked up from Connie and one that sent him spinning if he did it in micro-g. Now, he just grimaced. “I appreciate the offer, I really do. But it’s more than that. They have to be consecrated. By a priest.” 

“Well, can’t you do that by telecom? I know there’d be a delay, but--” 

“No. There has to be physical presence. Can we at least contact Vesta--?” 

“Ray,” Barry sighed and leaned forward earnestly, using his hands to stay his forward momentum. “I just came from Vesta. There’s not a big Catholic congregation there. No priest, no deacon. Even if I was willing to shift the money for it, I doubt there’s going to be 500 or so…hosts…to send to us.” 


* * *
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About fi fteen of his congregation sat waiting for him when he entered the mess. No one needed to ask how the meeting went. Someone handed him a bulb of hot coffee. He stared at it mutely. 

“How many are left?” someone else asked. 

“About two services’ worth. More, if I split them.” 

“I suppose now would be a good time if anyone’s thinking about committing some mortal sins,” someone quipped. Some people laughed. 

Ray looked up, a smile twitching his lips. “Don’t go making any ‘sacrifi ces’ just yet. I’ll send a message to Bishop Hogan when my turn in the queue comes up--” 

“Uh-uh,” Joachim said. “Take mine. It’s up next, and he can relay a message to my brother for me. 

Besides, you’ll need your time to contact Connie.” 

Connie. Ray squeezed the rest of his coffee and swallowed hard. “Let’s go do it. The sooner he knows, the sooner he can help us.” 

But as he headed down the corridor, his mind was on Connie, and how he was going to tell her about an accident that happened on the one run she’d begged him not to make. 


* * *

She’d never been too keen on his work, as it was, how it took him so far away for so long, but he didn’t have to work when he was Earthside, and the money was good. As a schoolteacher, she had summers off, and they spent long months on the beach or in the mountains, rediscovering each other and basking in the warmth of their love. He rose in the ranks, became a shift supervisor, then senior personnel supervisor, and the job called for some pre- and post-work Earthside, but Connie accepted an assistant professorship at their alma mater, so it worked out--as long as summers were mostly free for her. He loved space and though each departure from her was torture, all was forgotten in their next reunion. 

Connie got a full professorship at CSM, and fi lled her time with classes and student groups as well as her own church activities. In fact, it was he who was often left alone, for her university schedule did not stop just because he was home. He had plenty of homey tasks to occupy his time--she had six months to come up with “honey do’s”--but they did not satisfy him, and he often found himself looking forward to the day when he’d board the shuttle to the company station, then to Blair--something he could never share with Connie. 

He’d found his own answer, though. There was a parish only a couple of blocks away that held daily mass; Knights of Columbus coincided with her Geology Club. She even consented to First Friday Adoration, saying that she’d take that night each month to go out with the girls. Still, when Father Tom approached him with the idea of becoming a deacon, he’d felt a stirring in his heart, but he knew it would be a tough sell. 

“What kind of commitment are we talking about, here?” Connie had asked guardedly that night as they cleared the kitchen table together. Father Tom had joined them for dinner and answered her many questions, including that one, but she clearly wasn’t reassured by his answer. 

“It’s as much as I allow it to be,” Ray answered truthfully. “Frankly, a lot of why I want this is for the folks ‘up there’--do you know how many Catholics there are in space that don’t have the benefi t of a spiritual guide?” When she shrugged noncommittally, he knew he’d said the wrong thing. How many times had her father put the people of “his fl ock” above his family? As she started for the dirty pots, he took her hands. 

“Connie, I want this for me as well. The thought of sharing the Love of God, of being able to bind two people in wedded bliss--like us--” She smiled despite herself. “And, I could baptize our kids…” 

“You’d like that wouldn’t you?” she whispered, then sighed. “All right, you can become a deacon and baptize our half-dozen babies, but you’d better realize it’s a part-time deal. With you gone half the year, I don’t get you enough as-is.” 
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“I know how you feel about our time together, and I promise you, I am a husband fi rst. You are my fi rst Calling.” 

Suddenly, her smile got sly. “Well, then, you’d better get studying, ‘cause I don’t intend on waiting around for you to make deacon before I start having babies.” 

So he threw himself into the deaconship. Connie didn’t conceive, but she seemed content enough, so he was, too. As the number of Catholics transferring to Blair grew, he found the thought of children was less and less important to him. Maybe it wasn’t in his calling to be a parent. 

But that last summer, when her “monthly friend” came to visit just in time for her 40th birthday, her brave façade shattered. “It’s just not fair!” she sobbed as she had all morning. “I come from a long line of fertile women, and your family could populate a state! What’s wrong with us? What’s wrong with me?” 

A few tests later, they discovered it wasn’t her. 

“I don’t understand,” Ray protested. “The suits protect against radiation.” 

“You’re right,” the doctor said impersonally. The company insurance had referred them to this institution, though it wasn’t until now that Ray understood why. “We’re still studying the phenomenon. It could be the effects of microgravity, the transition from space to Earth--we’re examining all possibilities.” 

“Grasping at straws, you mean,” Connie cut in bitterly. 

He did not contradict her. “The good news is, that for the most part, the effects are reversible, but you’ll have to stay on Earth.” He shuffl ed through Ray’s charts nervously. Ray fi ngered the rosary in his pocket as he fought the urge to snatch the papers out of his hands. “You’re healthy, relatively young… Probably a year or two home and you should have an eighty, eighty-fi ve percent chance of conceiving naturally, unless you’re interested in artifi cial measures?” 

“Well, that’s it,” Connie had declared as they drove home on a sweltering July afternoon that doused everything in waves of heat that even the air conditioner could not cut. “You’ll have to call the company, request a transfer or tell them you’ll quit. Eighty percent chance of a maybe! I’m not going to be pregnant at 50.” 

“Honey, I can’t just quit this close to a run.” He felt like a heel for protesting, especially after she’d supported him against artifi cial insemination. He knew full well she’d have been fi ne with the procedure, even relieved at the surety of success it offered. “Alonzo, the General Supervisor, is retiring. Someone’s got to keep continuity.” Ray didn’t add that Alonzo had recommended him for his replacement. The company hadn’t called him about it, so why start more arguments now? “Plus, we have fi ve new recruits. That’s quite a turnover. I can’t just leave him high and dry. And Damon fi nally popped the question to Terri, and they want me to marry them at Perihelion.” 

“Can’t you marry them here?” Her voice was cold. 

“You don’t understand. They met on Blair. They fell in love there. He proposed in hydroponics under the ‘light’ of 432 Borgesen--” 

Connie snorted. 

“Connie, it’s a big deal to those of us who’ve chosen this life. It’s a big deal to them. I can’t just--” 

“Fine.” 

It had been a quiet ride home. 


* * *

“Ray, got a minute?” Barry Morton called to Ray from his offi ce door, which he clutched with both hands as his body wobbled slightly forward and back. The General Supervisor had apparently seen Ray as he entered Admin and shot out of his desk to intercept him before he passed by. Ray, who was fl oating by more slowly, nonetheless had to catch hold of a wall handle and pull himself back. His Deacon’s medallion swayed slightly before settling back against his chest. 
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“Uh, sure. I was just on my way to Comm. They’ve got a reply for me.” 

“Reply? I didn’t think your turn was up already.” Morton had a photographic memory and already knew all the lists and schedules on the station. 

“I gave him mine,” Joachim called out from his cubicle where he was going over a list of salvageable items recovered over the past week. No box of Host. 

“I see. I did send the press release you prepared, almost verbatim as you wrote it. What was so urgent you needed to send a message out of turn?” 

“I had to contact Bishop Hogan about the missing Communion wafers, see if there was some kind of work-around.” 

Morton grunted. “I heard you were ‘pouring’ water on the seal in the dorm.” 

“Holy water, from my personal stores. Yeah, some of the folks there asked me to bless the seal and pray that it hold.” Ray kept his voice matter-of-fact despite Morton’s raised eyebrow. The GenSup looked like Connie when he tried to explain something that was “too Catholic” for her experience. He’d noticed the non-Catholics who were spending their rest time in the dorms giving them amused looks as he squeezed some water onto the seal while the seven Catholic occupants of that dorm watched, rosaries wrapped around prayerful hands. There was generally a great deal of tolerance for varying beliefs in space--you couldn’t afford the confl ict--but tensions were running a little high after the accident, and he knew a few comments had been made about how the Catholics “put crackers above air.” He wondered who had told Barry about the blessing. Probably the same newbie who had made the cracker comment. He’d ignored it thus far, but he may have to have a quiet talk with him soon. “I think you’ll fi nd some of them will sleep better from now on.” 

“Well, I won’t argue with results. However, about the roster changes--” 

“Oh, First Friday’s coming up and there are a lot of folks who want to participate in the Adoration, especially under the circumstances.” 

“Are you still doing a Communion service?” Joachim broke in, his voice tinged with disbelief. 

“We’re going to have faith, Joachim. Bishop Tom will guide us through this.” 

“We have already altered the schedule to cope with the current crisis,” Morton’s raised voice broke in. 

He hated being interrupted. “We’ve had to get volunteers to give some of their rest time so that we can keep production up while compensating for the loss, and you know how careful we have to be about that. Now you want them to stay up and babysit some crackers?” 

“They aren’t crackers,” Ray growled. “Barry, I have been doing shift schedules for almost a decade--

including First Fridays. I took into consideration the vol time--that’s why it took me ‘till today to come up with what I gave you. Everyone’s well within safety regs. And I’m not  making making  anyone do it! This has been 

an important tradition on this rock for eight years. Listen, I’ll let you do your job, you let me do mine, all right?” Without waiting for an answer, Ray turned and hand-over-handed his way to comm. 

“Who do you think you are?” Barry snarled as the Comm door closed between them. 

“He’s the Deacon.” 

“Religious titles don’t mean anything here, Joachim.” 

“They do on Blair. There are 50 people on this rock, and 35 of them are Catholic. Not just Catholic. 

 Devout 

 Devout  Catholics. We’re here because we know  he’s here. But it’s not just us--Willie Lieberman is Orthodox Jew. Ray makes sure he gets Sabbath and Jewish holidays off. He even holds ecumenical services when asked. And he’s a good counselor, spiritual or psychological. We’ve had one of the highest productivity rates in the company, and one of the lowest for stress-related incidents. That’s the Deak’s doing.” 

“All  right,  I  won’t  argue  with  results.  But  if  he’s  so  good,  why  didn’t  they  offer  him  the  General Supervisor position?” 
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“They did. He turned it down.” 

As Morton was digesting this information, the Comm door opened and Ray fl oated out, not bothering with handholds or acknowledging Joachim or Morton. He looked grim. 

Anchoring himself, Joachim reached out and stopped his friend’s forward momentum. “Ray, what is it? 

What’d the Bishop say?” 

Ray sighed. “He said to split the Hosts as well as we can, but there’s nothing he can do.” 


* * *

Ray knelt in the conference room that had been converted to a chapel for Adoration. Kneeling was not an easy thing to do in microgravity; you had to steady yourself on a handhold while you folded your body into position, then stay as still as possible. A lot of people compromised by bringing their knees to their chest and wrapping their arms around their legs, folding their hands in prayer if they could and bouncing slightly with their movements. After many years, Ray had learned to stay so motionless he would often settle on the ground before his prayers were over. This was one of those times. His eyes were focused on the ciborium held by Velcro to the wall; above it, a small red light glowed to show the presence of Jesus. 

The story of the Loaves and Fishes echoed through his mind. Jesus had broken the bread--Ray, too had broken the bread, splitting just enough of the Host into fourths to take care of Friday’s service. If he did that to the rest, he’d have enough to last two weeks--three, since everyone agreed to be satisfi ed with Friday communion. They wouldn’t last even to Perihelion. 

Terri and Damon had approached him, ready to offer to give up Communion at the wedding, when he had told them the news. Terri’s eyes misted over and she hastily pressed her sleeve against them. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I just...” 

“It’s O.K.” Ray laid a hand on her arm. Of all of them, even Ray, Terri revered the Eucharist the most. 

She’d been in charge of Life Support at the company station on Phobos, but when she’d heard that Blair had a deacon, she’d taken a cut in pay and position to get transferred. He knew that Earthside, she went to daily mass, and would do so on Blair if daily mass were celebrated there. “If you’d like, we could move the wedding up to Sunday--or I could see if anyone minded our waiting until Perihelion for Communion.” 

“No,” she took a shuddering breath. “Right now, everyone is stressed and even scared about another strike. They--we--need Jesus’ body to fortify our spirits. I was just looking forward to sharing the Body of Christ with Damon as husband and wife, is all. I’m just being impatient. Silly.” Damon pulled her closer. 

“Not at all.” Ray said. “I think it’s beautiful.” * * *

“It’s just a terrible shame that your faith won’t let your own wife break bread with you,” Connie’s mother had complained at the wedding reception, over Connie’s protests that she understood and was fi ne with it. 

He and Connie had had two weddings that summer, one Southern Baptist in her home church in Atlanta, the other a full Catholic Mass at the Cathedral in Philadelphia where most of his family lived. It was the only way to please both families, yet it ended up putting both sides off as well: Connie’s father found himself “moved by the Spirit” during the ceremony to urge the Catholics in the congregation to come away from their misguided papal faith. “Why are you following a human-born man, when God has given you the Spirit in your hearts to lead you in Right Ways?” Father Hogan had tactfully left evangelization out of his homily, but some of her family was put off when they were politely informed they could not participate in the Eucharist. 

“It’s not just breaking bread,” Ray had tried to explain. “It’s not a community meal like when Jesus fed the 5000 at the Mount. When we celebrate the Eucharist, it is God we are taking in our bodies. You have to believe that, revere it. Even Catholics aren’t supposed to participate if they have unconfessed sin staining their soul.” 
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Her mother had smiled politely, but it was clear she hadn’t understood. “I just hope your religion doesn’t come between the two of you.” She wandered over to where her husband was locked in a spirited and spiritual discussion with Ray’s uncles and stood slightly behind and to the side, listening. He took no notice of her arrival. 

Connie had watched her mother hover for a moment, then had pulled Ray to the dance fl oor. As they moved in a slow circle, arms tight around each other, she’d whispered fervently, “Still on the job. Thank God your faith doesn’t allow married priests.” 

“Our God is a jealous God!” her father had thundered, making several people drop their conversations to look at him. 

“See? He’s still working. Always on the job, even now.” Connie had taken Ray’s face in her hands and had looked at him with a stern expression that, despite the seriousness of it, had made his heart skip, and had said, “You just remember that your wife is a jealous wife.” 

And she had been, jealous of every moment they spent apart. How many times did they spend his last few days on Earth arguing or silent, only to throw themselves at each other the night before he left? This last time, however, there was no happy, last minute reconciliation; he’d turned down the General Supervisor position, though it was saying goodbye to a dream, but hedged when Alonzo asked him to at least stick around a couple of runs to break the new GenSupe in. “Barry only knows Vesta--big station, constant contact with Earth and the major stations. He doesn’t know what he’s in for,” he’d told Connie. She’d turned her back to him and feigned sleep. 


* * *

He was glad now that he’d gone on this run. Barry’s handling of the accident was effi cient, but his manner had left people tense and frustrated. “It’s your job to handle the personal matters,” he’d told Ray indifferently when he’d brought it up. 

“Do I know what I’m in for, Lord? Can I just abandon these people when they need me so much?” He turned from reverie back to prayer. 

So deep was his prayer that he didn’t notice Danny entering the room until the young man laid a hand on his shoulder. “Uh, Deacon? Mr. Morton says they’ll need the room soon. Are you all right?” 

“I’m fi ne.” Gingerly, he unfolded himself. “Got lost in prayer, I suppose. Thanks for telling me. It won’t take long to get the place back in order.” 

“I’ll help.” Danny pushed off to the corner and pulled off the light and ciborium as Ray pulled off his dalmatic. Danny pulled a little too jerkily, and the lid fl oated past, along with one of the Hosts. 

“Careful. Flying Hosts!” laughed Ray as he grabbed the lid and used it to capture the wafer. Very carefully, Danny handed him the ciborium. 

“Guess that’s one advantage to microgravity. I remember after my First Communion they found a wafer on the fl oor. People were horrifi ed. Our priest got our whole class together and--something wrong?” 

Ray was staring into the ciborium, mouth agape. It was fi lled nearly full with whole communion wafers. 


* * *

“Joachim, you’re a miracle worker!” Ray exclaimed as Joachim entered the conference room for the morning meeting. 

“That’s your job, Deak,” he said. 

“Not this time! Where did you fi nd them? Who found them? I have to tell them thanks--” 

“What are you talking about, Ray?” 

“The Communion wafers! I cannot believe your crew recovered them. Though sneaking them into the ciborium was kind of a dirty trick...” Roy’s voice trailed off as he took in his friend’s confused look. 
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“We never found the box, Ray.” 

“But someone must have. We were almost out--” 

“I checked everything as it came in--no Host. Are you sure you didn’t miscount?” 

“Of course I’m sure. Besides, after the communion service, there were just a few left. Now the ciborium is over half full. There’s no mistaking--someone added some… a lot. And they must have done it during Adoration.” 

Joachim shrugged. “Well, it wasn’t me.” 

Feeling like Danny’s First Communion priest, Ray called together everyone who had participated in Adoration the night before and showed them the full ciborium. All denied having added to the stack of Host or seeing anyone tamper with the ciborium. 

“Look, I’m not upset,” Ray tried again. “Really, if someone had some of their own and decided to give them to us, I’m grateful. It gives us a couple more weeks at least. But I need to know, if only to know if they’re consecrated.” 

Again, there was silence. Then Terri, holding the ciborium reverently in her hands, whispered, “It’s a miracle.” 

News of the “miracle” spread fast, despite Ray’s attempts to keep things quiet. Some people, even a couple of non-Catholics, asked if he was keeping track of the number of Hosts, just in case they continued to increase. Terri asked that they have a novena and extended Adoration, but he had to tell her that the GenSupe would not allow the increased burden on schedules. Nor did Barry seem too keen on his contact-ing the Bishop. “This is a mining operation, not a pilgrimage site.” Since Ray couldn’t tell the new Hosts from the old, he decided to accept all of them as good and hope God would understand. 

The event had sparked a lot of passionate discussion; in accordance with the Spacer’s Code, one did not evangelize unless given permission by the listening party, but some felt they now had “Divine guidance” 

to express their beliefs--both for and against Catholicism. Ray had quietly asked the supervisors to remind their subordinates that, unless invited (in a friendly manner) to express their opinions, they should keep quiet. He was almost glad when the Host, carefully stored under lock and key, showed no more signs of multiplying, and everyone began to laugh off the “miracle” as some kind of lame practical joke. 

His turn in the queue came up and he recorded his message to Connie, which he’d rewritten at least a dozen times.  Please, honey, don’t worry. Everything’s fi ne, and I’ll be home soon.  He didn’t tell her about the Host; she would not have understood. He concentrated on his job, prayed the rosary, tried not to think too much. 

Three weeks. First Friday was again coming up, and this time, every Catholic--and even a few non-Catholics--wanted to join in the adoration. He poured over the schedule, thinking that in one way, it was an advantage. He could double and triple people up, keep their time in the conference room short. No one would be able to play the same trick twice. If it was a trick. 

He dreamed about sitting on a hillside, sharing bread and fi sh from a basket that never emptied. 

First Friday. Communion service. Again, they were down to the last few dozen Hosts. Again, he broke them carefully, into eighths this time. After the service, he retired to his room to get his mandatory sleep before returning to take the last shift with the Host. Again, he meditated on the miracle of the loaves and fi shes. 

Again, he had to be roused from his prayer by one of others around him. “Deacon?” Terri said hesitantly. 

“Do you know you, well, glow when you pray?” 

“I thought the expectant bride was the one who glows,” he replied lightly as he pulled down the ciborium and light. 

“Maybe. Deacon, could we just…” she indicated the ciborium with her eyes. 
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Deacon Ray suddenly felt heavier than any gravity could pull, but he lifted the lid to the ciborium. 

Terri gasped at the multitude of Host inside.  * * *

“Look, I don’t even care who did it or why. But if you have found the box, please just leave it somewhere where it can be found and brought to me.” 

It was the same speech he’d been doing all day, and with each protesting of innocence, he’d grown more and more agitated. What was worse, each shift at Adoration had had no fewer than three people, so unless one or more adorers had fallen asleep, some people were cooperating. Conspiring was the word. For the fi rst time in a long time, he felt the urge to hurl something across the room, but he knew it wouldn’t give him the same satisfaction as a good violent throw on gravity-heavy Earth would. 

He couldn’t believe someone was lying to him--him, the Deacon--and still taking Communion without a trace of guilt. 

Maybe no one is lying, a part of his mind suggested. Maybe it is a miracle. 

That night was fi lled with restless dreams. 


* * *

“Uh, Deacon Ray, can we talk to you?” 

Ray looked up from the dinner he was eating--pasta in “sticky sauce.” The label called it “Spaghetti Marinara,” but no one called it that for long. Danny was hovering hesitantly in front of him, with Elise hovering even more uncertainly just behind. Odd, that; Elise was normally one of the most confi dent women he knew, and Danny’s section supervisor as well. “Sure. Do you want to go somewhere more private?” 

Elise glanced around the room. About a half-dozen others were enjoying a late meal; relaxing on the ceiling and laughing; in one corner, two were absorbed in a holographic video game; Joachim and Burke, one of the newbies, were just hanging around, enjoying their ration of coffee and reading downloaded books on handheld screens. “This is fi ne,” she said, and Ray got the idea that she was afraid if she waited any longer she’d lose her nerve, but about what? 

He  felt  his  stomach  fl ip  as  she  answered  his  unasked  question.  “I  wanted  to  ask  you  about  The Miracle.” 

He heard Burke snort, though could not tell if it was from that comment or from something he was reading. He ignored it. “Elise, I cannot say for certain any miracle has occurred.” 

“Just bear with me. Danny says--and I invited him to explain--that this bread, this Host, you believe it’s God.” 

“It’s a little more complicated than that.” Ray felt eyes on him, but chose to ignore them. “During the Last Supper, Jesus broke the bread and blessed it, saying that this was His body and that we should take and eat it in remembrance of Him. We take those words very seriously.” 

“Right,” snorted Burke. 

This time, Danny heard it, too, as did a few others, considering how much quieter the conversation above them had gotten. The game players continued on, oblivious. Ray placed a restraining hand on Danny’s arm and was about to suggest they take this conversation elsewhere, but Elise had strapped herself to a wall, so she could talk more comfortably. “O.K. I’m still coming to grips with that. In my church, we did communion different each time--with oranges, chocolate chip cookies, dandelion tea. We were taught it was a celebration of community love, in memory of the love Jesus held for us all. But I can’t imagine chocolate chip cookies miraculously multiplying--” 

Oranges would be nice, though, Ray thought to joke, but Elise was obviously working up to something, so he held his tongue. 
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“--so I thought, there has to be something to the way you believe, doesn’t there? And I’m thinking, maybe there’s a bigger message in this--one for me, too. About how I should believe--” 

“Oh, please!” Burke’s voice boomed across the room, and there was no thinking he was referring to something in his book. “Just how gullible are you, Elise? We’re talking about a bunch of crackers.” 

“Watch your mouth!” Danny burst out, and again Ray restrained him. 

“Burke,” he said calmly but fi rmly. “You have not been invited into this discussion.” 

“What discussion? It’s all, ‘It’s a miracle! Let’s fl ock to the Deacon!’ Trying to make this an all-Catholic op, Deak?” 

Joachim had appeared beside Burke. “You are out of line, Burke.” 

But Burke was not ready to stop. “You know, I fi nd it odd that your deacon, your holy man, doesn’t want to commit to this ‘miracle.’ Could it be because he staged it himself?” 

With a roar, Danny pushed off the wall and fl ung himself at Burke. Ray, who still had an arm on him, was pushed over backwards, his spaghetti fl ying in odd-shaped globs. Danny slammed into Burke and their momentum carried them into the game players, knocking them askew. It wasn’t easy to fi ght in zero g. Since each motion resulted in an equal and opposite motion, you could fi nd yourself fl oating away from your target each time you pull back for a punch. They compensated, however, by grabbing onto each other’s shoulders with one arm while punching with the other. 

If fi ghting in zero g was hard, breaking up a fi ght was harder. Most people hovered uncertainly. Someone grabbed Danny’s arm as he pulled back for a punch to the face, but failed to anchor herself and was pulled into the fray. 

Joachim solved the problem. With a nod to the now upright Ray, he grabbed a handhold above the fi ghting pair, pulled up and inserted his feet between them. With a push from his powerful legs--he spent much of his time on Blair lifting weights and competed in bodybuilding competitions in his time Earthside--he shoved them apart. Ray was waiting behind Danny and held him with a gentle grip but tough words. “If we have had a miracle, do you think God wants this to be the result?” Danny stopped struggling, shamed. 

“What do you want to do with them?” Joachim asked, holding a now still Burke. 

“Danny, to your dorm until I call for you. Burke, with me. Let’s talk.” 

“I didn’t start it,” Burke began as soon as the doors to the conference room closed. 

“I’ll  be  dealing  with  Danny.  Right  now  I’m  dealing  with  you.  You’re  spacer  born.  You  know  the Code.” 

Burke’s  eyes  fl ared.  “Don’t  give  me  that  leak.  I’ll  be  damned  if  I  sit  around  and  watch  another GannyWater happen under my nose.” 

“Ah.”  Now  Ray  understood.  About  fi fteen  years  ago,  the  self-stylized  Most  Honorable  Reverend Armand Ramses, an exo-biochemist, claimed the Holy Spirit led him to a well of “miracle water” on the Jovian moon of Ganymede. In fact, the “miracle” was the result of an innovative chemical process of his design, but that didn’t stop people from fl ocking to the “GannyWater” and to him. At fi rst, no one objected; people had the right to act on their beliefs, as long as they hurt no one and damaged nothing. But when spouses left their families and teens left parents to join Ramses’ cult, it became evident that he was causing more harm than anything physical. He was eventually rooted out and went back to Earth, where he pat-ented his chemical process and retired a rich man; the colonies on Ganymede took much longer to recover. 

“Who’d you know?” 

“My sister, but it’s none of your business. Play coy all you want. Just know I won’t let you go calling 

‘miracle!’ and getting everyone to join your little Catholic Cult.” 

Ray  let  the  slight  pass,  but  tried  to  address  the  issue.  “Burke,  it  precisely  because  of  things  like GannyWater that the Catholic Church is very careful about what it determines is a miracle. I’m not trying 
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to play coy. I do not have the authority to determine if we have a bona fi de miracle--in fact, if you fi nd that someone is staging all this, I want to know. And I’m not trying to gather a following. Converting to Catholicism is a months-long process of study and introspection. I’m here to answer questions, to help the person look into their own heart. I believe in miracles and in Callings, but I don’t believe in making rash decisions.” 

“Pretty words,” Burke muttered sullenly, though he seemed less hostile. 

“Think on them. And here are some not-so-pretty ones to consider, too. Danny may have thrown the fi rst punch, but he reacted to what he perceived as an attack on his faith. Your words were a violation of subsec-tion A of the Spacer’s Code. You can lose your job for it. You can be grounded--” 

“You going to Morton, then?” 

“I have to tell him something, but we’ve got three and a half more months on this rock. Keep your nose clean, and as far as the company is concerned, you two were letting off steam and it got out of hand. And remember, you’re welcome to express your opinion, as long as it’s in friendly invited discussion. Tell people about GannyWater. Frankly, I don’t want someone to become Catholic based on an emotional moment, only for them to lose that faith in the mundane day-to-day.” 

Burke sighed. “All right. I’m still watching you, but you seem to be playing fair with me. Can I go?” 

“Yeah, and Burke? I’m sorry about your sister. She come through all right?” 

The newbie’s face clouded. “She tried to follow the bastard back to Earth. We haven’t heard from her in fourteen years.” 


* * *

Perihelion. Wedding day for Damon and Terri. There would be no Communion at the ceremony; they’d run out of Hosts last Sunday. He’d even had to break a few of the pieces further to make sure everyone got some. How far could you break a Host and have it still be meaningful? 

He shoved the thought aside as he reached into his trunk for the wedding gift Connie had bought for them. It was a bowl, made of a new alloy that was both light and unbreakable and able to be pigmented during forging. The alloy was created on Luna, and was widely used for many practical applications, from spoons to storage containers, but some craftsmen had found ways to make beautiful works of art. This particular bowl was shallow so that it could be used to hold things or be hung on a wall, and the swirls of green and yellow and red were tempered with subtle blues and grays, “so it can brighten up a space without looking garish against those steel gray walls of the station,” Connie had concluded. He’d watched her carefully place it in a shallow box and wrap it in wedding paper, commenting on the waste of space. “It’s not like you have a lot to take up this run,” she’d replied lightly and he’d relented, not willing to risk another argument. He still hadn’t put in for the transfer for a ground position; he’d told her he needed to see how things worked out this run. 

Ray sighed as he examined the wrapping, still perfectly sealed, each of her careful creases sharp despite millions of miles of travel. 

At the reception, everyone was impressed by the wrapping. “I cannot believe you devoted so much volume to this!” Danny whistled. 

“You’re telling me,” Burke answered by his side. “I had to scan it coming in, and I thought what a waste of space just for an empt--” Danny nudged him in the ribs before he could give away the surprise, and he nudged back, but playfully. A few days after the incident, the two had had an “invited, friendly discussion,” 

and were on the way to becoming fast friends. Good thing, too, as Morton had been ready to ground them; Ray had spent a good half hour talking him out of it. “I’ve taken care of it, Barry. You say you don’t argue with results. Let’s just see what the results are then, all right?” 
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“Blame Connie, not me. My wife’s very particular about wrapping. I think she used an entire roll of tape.” 

“It’s wonderful. Oh, Deacon, you’ve done so much for us, and now this! The only thing that could have made this day more perfect was if we could have had--” Terri’s eyes misted with tears, but after a gentle kiss from her new husband, she grinned mischievously, and tore the wrapping, blowing pieces toward the guests, who caught them with childlike laughs. She reminded Ray of another bride so long ago. 

He had to decide soon. He loved Connie so, but he loved these people, too. Could he abandon them for an eighty percent chance of a maybe? Would they be all right without him? 

 Lord, show me the way…

Terri’s gasp broke through his dark musing, and he looked from her shocked face to the bowl she cradled now reverently in her hands. 

It was fi lled with Hosts. 


* * *

Ray stood on the steps outside the Company headquarters and took his fi rst deep breath of real Colorado air in six months. Indoors, the building had been heated, and with the Blair senior staff crowded in to debrief the company offi cials, it had gotten too hot and close for his comfort. He wasn’t sure how he was going to handle a year-round desk job. 

“You sure about this?” Barry had asked him when he’d put in his request. “We pulled through a tight spot this run, and I’m not so arrogant as to not realize you had a lot to do with it.” 

“No. I’m certain. Connie and I want children and we feel it’s better if I--” 

“Say no more. My old man did the Tiron run until he died. I always hated it when he left. It was always a rough time, and it was only four months a year. Well, good luck to you. And…God bless you and your family, Deacon Ray.” 

“Welcome home, Deacon.” Ray turned and smiled with surprise to see Bishop Hogan lounging against the side wall, sheltered from the chill breeze. “I trust things went well?” 

“Fantastic, actually. We even turned a slight profi t, which in light of circumstances was something. They decided to give us all bonuses and GenSupe Morton even got a commendation.” 

“Wonderful, but I was speaking of something else. Your second message was…intriguing.” 

“Oh, of course. It was amazing, Bishop. Just as we would run low, more would appear, First Fridays, usually, just enough to get us by. We tried to keep it low-key; we could hardly continue mining ops if people start making pilgrimages,” he laughed, but his mind was on those outside the faith who had approached him wanting to convert. He’d insisted they fi nd a parish and attend formation classes Earthside. He’d wanted them to understand what it meant to be Catholic. 

“Nonetheless, there are some people I’d like you to talk to about it. If this is a bona-fi de miracle--and I’m not doubting you--it should be investigated and acknowledged. So,” he said as he put a friendly arm around Ray’s shoulders and they started down the stairs to the Bishop’s car, “You’re Earthside for good now? I know how hard that decision was. You have quite a Calling for the ministry, especially out there.” 

Ray nodded distractedly as he scanned the parking lot. His eyes caught on a blue Ford with “Colorado School of Mines Faculty” fl ashing in silver across the back bumper. His mind fl ashed back to the silver and blue bowl full of Hosts, God’s reassurance that He could care for his people, even on Blair. How appropriate, Ray thought, that his answer should come as a wedding miracle. He wondered if he would ever be able to explain it to Connie, but at least now he knew he’d have plenty of time to try. Either way, it would be a story to tell their children. 

“Ray?” 
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Ray snapped back to the present. “Thank you, Father. Believe me, I gave it a lot of prayer and thought, but I’ve got another Calling.” 

Bishop Hogan followed his gaze. “Of course. Frankly, I can’t say I’m completely sorry. Can I still count on your help here?” 

“You bet. Weddings, funerals--” 

“Communion services?” 

Ray laughed. “And maybe a special baptism. As long as we keep it within reason.” And he ran across the street to tell Connie he was home to her for good. 
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Infi nite Space, Infi nite God

Brother Jubal in the Womb of Silence

Tim Myers

As he eased the little hoverbug over the humped white bank of a rill, Brother Jubal was still thinking about the base he’d left an hour before. Behind him the bare luminous heights of the Carpathians were receding, along with the rounded metal-dark outlines of the com-towers and domes of the base; ahead the open rock-strewn expanse of Oceanus Procellarum stretched away in aching silence to the slightly curving lunar horizon: the Ocean of Storms--his home--which had not known any fundamental disturbance in three billion years. 

But Brother Jubal was disturbed; visiting the base was always a trial. Still, he had no choice. Every six months he’d mount the little vehicle and make the weary eleven-hour journey to Drake Lunar, where it perched like a tick at the foot of the mountains on the jagged boundary between Mare Imbrium and the vast western reaches of Procellarum. “Back for oxy, Father?” the loading hands in the big entry bay would raucously greet him, and he’d nod, blinking under the bright lights and trying to smile, his ears pounding with their sudden loud voices. Even in their oldest cruisers the base police could do his eleven hours in fi fty minutes--but Brother Jubal wasn’t interested in speed. 

Now he was crawling, it seemed, across an uneven dazzling whiteness, an utterly empty landscape, while the sounds and smells of the base still boomed through his mind, ricocheting off his mole-like thoughts: rock music thundering from overhead speakers; mechanics shouting to each other across the echoing motor-pool dome, clanking their tools, banging sections of sheet-metal; the clatter and sizzle and hissing and incessant voices from the big kitchen and cafeteria; odors of hamburger, cheese, juice, soup, tacos, the bland soy scent of “lunar lettuce;” the body smells of men and women, strong or subtle, some off-putting, some intense and volatile--all of it making a wild cacophony in Brother Jubal’s overburdened brain. 

But he was used to this. A base visit, he’d tell himself, was like a meteor shower. In time his thoughts would grow quiet, arrange themselves, fl ow again in their accustomed channels. In time, the Moon’s limitless silence, deeper than anything on Earth, would envelop him again, and he would go burrowing into it like an egg into the rich warm lining of a womb. And the fi rst minutes alone, cruising at a snail’s pace above the fl oor of the Oceanus, always soothed him. Maybe it’s like this when it comes, he thought, scanning the open basin from north to south in the overpowering lunar daylight. An emptying just like this. As he watched a tiny meteor streak somewhere off to the south, the words of Shankara’s prayer came back to him, as they often did: 

 Oh Thou, before whom all words recoil... 

But the base wasn’t letting go of him so quickly this time. With the moly-hover shaft vibrating inside the seat beneath him, he tried to pace his thoughts to the sound of his own breathing. But instead he found himself thinking about Ronnie again. 

Ronnie worked in the food service at Drake, bright-eyed and almost always smiling, pale-skinned but solidly built, his face usually reddened with a blemish or two. He was in his early twenties, it seemed, but still boyish. After picking up oxygen and helping load it on his hoverbug, Brother Jubal was required to report to Diggins, the base supervisor; his superiors in the Order made it clear that such safety precautions were mandatory. News of any kind traveled fast in a community as isolated as Drake Base, and Ronnie would usually catch up to him at some point between the entry bay and Diggins’ offi ces. 

The young man just wanted someone to talk to, Brother Jubal realized. And he had plenty to say, went at it cheerfully and energetically. It wasn’t that he babbled--and he was a good listener, seemed genuinely 
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interested in Brother Jubal’s life--but the monk knew loneliness when he saw it. And he was the last one who could help someone in that predicament. 

Above the luminous plain he rode on, feeling the hours slowly pass, his leg muscles beginning to ache from lack of movement. He felt his swirling thoughts gradually unravel as he eased himself back into the silence and immensity of his real life. But even this soundless ride across the littered white basin wasn’t yet the peace he craved, the peace that was his greatest tool; navigating the lunar surface required at least part of his mind to be constantly alert. Just beyond the three inches of his suit was a crushing, burning airless-ness, so hot in the sun’s unobstructed glare that his blood would instantly boil were he exposed to it. The hoverbug--offi cially a “D-7 liftsled”--kept a good ten feet above the ground, but its safe operation required careful steering over the contours of faults, small domes, rill banks, hummocks, slopes, intermittent boulders, and the endless crater walls. Lunar geology, he thought, is more like some kind of pathological derma-tology. It would be very good to return at last to the great upland tranquility of his cell. 

As he rode on he happened to look up--to loosen his stiffening neck--and suddenly it was there in the black sky, huge, blue-white, phased and ominous. He looked away. At such moments Benedict’s  lectio divina--an emphasis on reading sacred texts as part of monastic life--comforted him greatly, and as the moly-shaft vibrated endlessly beneath him he set to repeating some of the words that had given his life its shape.  The nature of God is a circle, someone had written--he didn’t know who, but such anonymity was unremarkable to a hermit-- The nature of God is a circle of which the center is everywhere and the circumference is nowhere. On the moon these words rang twice, he felt--in the metaphorical sense that had thrilled him as a young man on his parents’ farm in upstate New York, and then in the physical sense here, where the foreshortened lunar horizon always made you feel at the center of something but travel could never bring you to any edge. 

And then, as the heights of the Aristarchus Plateau appeared in the west, his journey near its end, he remembered St. Thomas’ words and felt them again pierce his heart, revealing the very spiritual pinnacle where he always stood.  Man: the saint had written,  a horizon between time and eternity. 

His arrival at the plateau always made him feel strange, though he was used to that, too. Skirting the walls of the great Aristarchus Crater as the hoverbug climbed, the scree of the crater’s ejecta blanket rushing beneath him, he felt the usual mix of familiarity and dread. His cell near the rim of the deep, winding Schroter Valley was “home,” as much home as a seeker could ever have, and he felt all the anticipation of the suburban vacationer for easy chair, couch, and bed--though Brother Jubal owned none of these. The great plateau with its canyon, craters, cliffs and broken uplifts was where he belonged; he knew that. 

But Aristarchus was a vast, empty, crater-pocked, cliff-broken, crust-heaved, forbidding place. Its loneliness didn’t frighten him; once he was home again he would pour that over his head, anoint himself as with a salve. And he didn’t fear the emptiness either, though at times it had crushed his spirit. The work was what weighed him down, the return to his quest and its exhausting concentration, its watchfulness, its endless inner journeying--all the heaviness of devotion brought to utter action. 

I will go 

will  out into 

out 

the 

into 

desert

the 

 ,  he thought, remembering how one of his books described the desert wastes: a region of... malevolent spirits... the place of trials... a terrain of struggle.... 

Now he could see the little outcrop before him, the intricacies of its rocky shape as intimate to him as the face of a spouse. The great littered jumble of Cobra Head and then Herodotus Crater lay beyond. As always, he felt his reluctance and weariness begin to lift as he drew closer. Throttling down, he parked the hoverbug in its little alcove in the basaltic ridge, then climbed off and tottered toward the airlock, his legs achingly stiff and raging with pins and needles. Before he stepped in, he looked around. 

From the east, the terminator was approaching, its line razor-sharp in this airless world. Terminator, Brother Jubal thought, recalling one of Pope Yushio’s poetic names for God. The long lunar day--two weeks 
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in Earth terms--was drawing to a close. Ink-black shadows crept slowly eastward from every rock, ridge, crater wall, cliff, and humped mountain shoulder. Down in the immense canyon just thirty feet from his door, utter blackness was creeping across the ancient fl oor, reaching blindly for the eastern walls. In the strange lunar twilight--a heightening of day and night rather than a mixing of them, stars shining fi ercely as ever--he felt his strength returning. Blaze of light, black nothingness of shadow: these were the truth of the universe, its fundamental duality--and with one foot in each he was ready to work, to battle, to seek. “I am like an owl in the desert,” he whispered, recalling the Psalms. 

He went through the airlock, stepped slowly out of his suit--fi ghting off a violent Charlie horse in his left thigh--and then hurried downstairs to the little underground rooms. But he didn’t even pause in the kitchen with its hydroponic chambers, potted fl owers and climbing vines; the soy-alfalfa patties, the dry wheat crackers, even the water his throat so desperately wanted would have to wait. Nor did he turn on the lights; only the generator and systems warning bulbs, fl ashing red and green, gave any illumination. 

Exhausted, his joints and muscles aching, Brother Jubal groaned as he knelt before the Crucifi x, laughing for a moment at “Brother Donkey”--St. Francis’ name for his own body. Then he fi xed his gaze on the divine body and spoke in the words of the Psalmist, words he’d repeated each day for the last ten years and yet still whispered with a lover’s passion:

 Hear my cry, O Lord... Hide not thy face from me... 

 My heart is smitten and withered like grass... 

 When shall I come and behold the face of God? 

Within a decade of the fi rst fl ush of lunar activity, the Vatican had paved the way for a new monastic order dedicated to off-planet eremitism. For almost a century, the international infl uence of the Church had grown steadily; the scope and tolerance of its doctrines had expanded too, though some disapproved. A presence on the Moon--particularly the kind of dramatic presence the Anchorites would make--was of great importance to the hierarchy, and both money and political leverage were applied to procuring the requisite agreements. Many in the Vatican were keenly aware of the political value of such high-profi le spirituality; others were humbly and genuinely desirous that the Church be a greater light to humanity. So international protocols were signed, construction ordered, equipment moved, all at great cost. More importantly to the Anchorites themselves, a papal council approved special sacramental dispensations for lunar hermits; the highlight of Brother Jubal’s year was taking the Eucharist with his fellow monastics at Tycho Base during Earth’s April. 

There were others on the Moon besides him, and others had gone before, would come after. His own cell had been home to, in succession, Brother Ambrose, Sister Ananda, Sister Kiwa, Brother Bruno, and Brother M’bulo. Seven Anchorites were currently living out their lives at widely scattered spots on the nearside. Jubal knew some of them: Sister Cecelia in Mare Nectaris, Sister Macrina far to the south in Mare Humorum, Brother Kwa at the Bay of Rainbows. There was no one on the farside; though the Order had no rules forbidding habitation there, the Anchorites avoided it. Even solitaries, it seemed, couldn’t stomach such a location, despite its obvious advantages for isolated living--there were, for example, no permanent human settlements except for the mining operations at Mare Moscoviense, and even that was staffed on a frequent-rotation basis. And of course on the farside you never saw Earth. 

But Brother Jubal rarely thought about his fellow monastics, or about the great concerns of the Church, or the doings of people or nations. At Aristarchus his solitude was perfect, broken only now and then by some curious base employee out joy-riding in a cruiser (illegally) or a geology team taking samples and seismological readings along the barren length of the canyon--and, from time to time, by the winking lights 

Brother Jubal in the Womb of Silence

85

of a great orbiter high overhead. As always, his return to Aristarchus brought a slow and welcome descent into the silence he loved, and a honing of his thoughts toward, in words he remembered from Deuteronomy, 

“the precious things put forth by the moon.” As the sensations of the base visit faded from his memory, his life resumed its natural shape: beneath the brilliant stars he would rise early--”clock-early”--pray for an hour, take a spare breakfast, look to his garden and check his plants and life-support and power systems, read until “noon,” pray again, exercise for at least two hours, pray again, take a modest and unappetizing dinner, rest for a time, and then go to meditate--the climax of his day, the height of the spiritual athleticism he sought. After these exhausting sessions--invariably two or three hours, often more--he would wash himself, do some more reading, pray, and then retire to his mat, seeking the Divine even in what dreams came during his six hours of sleep. Fortnight by fortnight, in deep lunar darkness or blazing solar dazzlement, he lived as the loving spouse of silence. 

One day fi ve months after his return from Drake, he went to meditate at the talus slope beneath the cliffs a few miles northeast of the canyon. The long lunar night had descended, temperatures plummeting as the terminator again swept across the unprotected surface. As he bounded easily along in the kangaroo-style he’d mastered--keeping a keen eye on the rubble-strewn landscape over which he was leaping, under the pale illumination of bright Earth and stars--he listened to his breathing and began murmuring Simone Weil’s words, his starting point for that day’s meditation:  There is a silence in the beauty of the universe which is like a noise when compared with the silence of God. 

When he reached the foot of the great brownish-white cliffs, he stopped, then walked a few bouncy steps to the dim shadow-edge of a boulder the size of a small house. Seating himself carefully in the pale dust, his back fi rm and straight, he gathered his thoughts, emotions, and sensations, trying to reach down even to the chemical and electric fi ring of consciousness itself, to press together all the scattered forces of his being, silently igniting them with a single desire. For a time, staring into the deeper shadow of the boulder as if down a well, he worked to calm the babble of his thoughts; only then would he be ready to begin shaping all he was into a single strand, a weapon of ecstatic pursuit. When his mind strayed or tried to tempt him with its silly needs or rational feints, he simply looked more deeply into the blackness of the shadow, the Via Negativa which led, as surely as righteousness and love, to the foot of the Throne. Slowly, slowly, as he sat beneath the bleached and monstrous cliff, his mind began collapsing inward toward its singularity. 

That was, of course, when the assault of images came, like the fl urry of demons Athanasius reported as incessantly attacking St. Anthony in the Egyptian desert. Brother Jubal had never seen horns, claws or hooves in the images, but he recognized temptations all the same. He’d known they would come; they always did. Suddenly he saw himself as a boy sitting thirty feet up in the crook of his grandparents’ willow, watching the swift, narrow river rush past their Adirondack cabin. He glimpsed again the bright reddish-brown gleam of Maplewood, his parents’ coffi ns, felt again the burning pang that had humbled him, even at college-age, to the snarling stinging grief of a child, the pain of a wounded animal. He relived that lunar 

“dawn” when, eight months after his arrival at Aristarchus, he’d fallen to the fl oor of his cell and wept uncontrollably at the memory of green shoots in spring mud. But all of these that had come before, that had been defused by time and the steadiness of his spirit, still wandered through him but only as impotent ghosts. One by one he dismissed them. Looking down into the void of the boulder’s shadow, he watched them fl oat away, swallowed up. When the last was gone, he exerted himself simply and quietly, his mind--as the Upanishads counseled--motionless as a candle fl ame in a windless place. 

But then another image came, very quietly. He almost didn’t notice. Again he was a boy in his parents’ 

house, not fond of school, not playing much with the other kids in that neighborhood of old houses and towering oaks and maples. He’d climbed to the attic and sat there in a forgotten corner watching dust motes dance silently in columns of warm sunlight. And then he saw that pencil drawing in the museum hall at the 
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Anchorite monastery near Reno, the one that had so attracted him: an ancient Greek Orthodox monastery atop a huge rocky outcrop in Thessaly, tile-roofed buildings perched on its summit like Simon Stylites on his pillar, so isolated that bundles of food and fi rewood had to be pulled up by ropes. For an instant he even saw a zany and colorful picture from some old children’s book: a little boy in a feathered hat painting the pinnacle knob of a fl agpole above an outlandish striped dome, in a city crowded with such whimsical domes and fl agpoles. 

The intrusion of these images disturbed him--not so much because they were unexpected, but because he must exert himself further to expel them. But as he did he felt reason, stubborn old opportunist, leaping back in. He found himself thinking how, for as long as he could remember, he’d been trying to get away, to climb out of, to travel past--always seeking the desert, the wilderness, the infi nite ocean of silence, as if he’d known from childhood he had some great appointment there. 

Again he peered down into the boulder’s shadow--and suddenly, for one searing instant, everything but the blackness of the shadow disappeared--all things swallowed up in it--an infi nite void opening onto Nothingness itself--and an overwhelming sense of the vanity of all existence moved through him like a physical force. Brother Jubal was shocked, stifl ed a cry. The hair rose on his neck; he thought he might vomit. Swinging his head up wildly, he searched desperately to be sure the universe was still there: cliff edge above him, boulder before him, shattered scree to either side, beyond it all the stars, in that moment more beautiful to him than fl owers. 

But the sense of their beauty drained away as suddenly and violently as the horror had come. He quickly stood up and then set off for home, bounding too fast, his own breathing wild in his ears, preposterous amid the silence. He felt himself growing light-headed, but he didn’t slow down. When he reached the airlock, he rushed through, tore off his suit and clothes, turned up his thermostat, and then lay shivering on his mat beneath two blankets, repeating uncontrollably the words of the koan: “... drink from the empty cup... empty cup...” 

Sleep brought no respite. He dreamed that something had gone terribly wrong with the orbits of the planets--watched in unspeakable terror as the great blue-white disk overhead grew monstrous, huger and huger as it rolled ever closer, certain to crush the Moon and everything on it--and as the dream suddenly turned quiet, saw whirling fragments of white rock amid a veil-like dust in empty space... 

 Because Thou lovest the Burning-ground, I have made a Burning-ground of my heart.... 

He decided the next evening that he wanted to be buried on the Moon. 


* * *

A week later he was still reeling, but he’d taken hold of himself. This is an opportunity, he argued with the silent man inside him. I’m not alone! Pachomius, Elia, Osee, Paphnutius, Pambo, John the Baptist... 

they all went through it.... So, as he sometimes did when his spiritual life grew convoluted, he sat down at his little desk to write--to “prune,” as he put it, the tree of his spirit: Lord, I am your creature, so I live between the two 

 great forces: change and changelessness. Thy will 

 be done. But I’m pulled in two directions, 

 sometimes torn into pieces, into Nothingness. 

 Before Galileo they thought the Moon was changeless, a perfect sphere! This pocked and rubbled 

 globe, where volcanoes fl owed for seven hundred 

 million years, where meteors fell like rain--still 

 fall, the tiny ones, at 70,000 mph, they say, but 
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 so tiny you need a microscope to make out 

 the endless pitting of the surface. And residual 

 outgassing--the reddish “fog” I sometimes see 

 drifting from Cobra Head. And the slump of things, 

 what that survey geologist called “mass wasting,” 

 even here on this frozen-corpse world: slumping 

 and settling, gravity eerily constant, everything 

 slowly drawn into dust. 

 And yet there’s a kind of perfection here, too, 

 a changelessness--almost nothing profoundly altered

 for three billion years. A bootprint will last eons. 

 This is a place without sound, where the human soul

 can step past all the terrible noise of the world. Here. 

 “Nothing in all creation is so like God as stillness,” 

 Pascal said. That’s Your gift. Forgive me. I have 

 confused silence with emptiness. 

He set down the pen and hunched on his stool, profoundly tired. Suddenly he remembered the rover--

he’d meant to tell them about it at the base. It was an old model, from the days before wheels were outlawed on the lunar surface. He’d found it in a cooling-crack gully near Herodotus, the relic of some early mission. 

For days he’d used it as a focus for meditation, memento mori like the skull St. Jerome gazed at in all those woodblock prints.  You may paint yourself an inch thick. Where are the hands that made? All fl esh is grass. 

The environmental people at the base would want to pick it up; maybe it had historical value. He wondered momentarily why it had been abandoned--and who had abandoned it. 

But suddenly he heard a banging sound from his airlock, leapt up in terror thinking it a meteor impact, rushed to the foot of the stairs peering up toward his small observation dome, and saw the unthinkable: in the background, a smaller and somewhat battered company cruiser from the base; in the foreground, Ronnie--his  face  clearly  discernible  through  a  tri-bex  bubble-helmet--grinning  from  ear  to  ear,  having knocked on the “door” like a neighbor coming over for coffee. 

Brother Jubal was stunned. Then anger surged through him.  How dare he...!  But he caught himself; this was hardly Christian charity. Perhaps there was some emergency. Yes, that must be it. As he mounted the stairs in panic, Ronnie came through the airlock. 

“Hi, Father!” he chirped. “Hope I’m not disturbing you!” 

“Is something wrong?” 

“Oh shit no!--whoa. Sorry. No, nothing’s wrong. I was just passing by--gotta pick up some information canisters from a sampling station... well... north of here.” 

Brother Jubal knew just how far north the sampling station was. This was more than “stopping by.” 

“But--how did you fi nd my cell!” he asked, knowing his voice was too loud. 

Ronnie smiled sheepishly. “Diggins’ records. You know what they say--no security system’s perfect! So I, you know... looked up your coordinates. Figured you wouldn’t mind.” 

Brother Jubal crossed his arms, looking as stone-faced as he could. But if Ronnie noticed, it didn’t stop him. 

“Quite a place!” he blurted, looking around. “Geeze, Father--what do you  do out here all day?! I mean, I know you got important spiritual stuff to do. I just wonder about you sometimes.” 
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Brother Jubal remained silent, dropping the broadest possible hint. I don’t have the oxygen for this! he fumed to himself. But Ronnie ended the awkward silence with a laugh. 

“And all you’ve got is that little moly-hover rig out there?” He jerked a hand back over his shoulder, pointing. “Don’t you worry about it conking on you? Leaving you stranded in the middle of nowhere?” 

“We’re trained to repair them,” Brother Jubal answered directly. “I can take care of most problems.” 

“And you don’t even have a communicator!” Ronnie went on excitedly, looking around with the familiarity of someone in his own house. When he crossed to the battered desk and casually picked up Brother Jubal’s journal, his reluctant host’s annoyance rose precipitously. Ronnie read the shocked expression. 

“Oh,  Father--I’m  sorry!”  He  set  the  journal  down  hastily  and  reverently,  backing  up.  “It’s  living  at Drake, I guess--you get used to sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. I didn’t mean to come barging in here. It’s just... well, it’s pretty dangerous all the way out here alone. I know you can take care of yourself-

-but what if you got sick or hurt or something? You know?” 

Ronnie’s eyes were bright. There was genuine concern in them. Brother Jubal felt a kind of tremor run through him. “Life,” he said, trying to sound dry and judicious, “is always dangerous.” 

Ronnie’s  usually  cheery  features  clouded  even  more.  “Yeah,”  he  murmured,  hanging  his  head.  “I know.” 

Neither spoke. In the silence--this one an altogether different kind--Brother Jubal recognized the beginnings of a sick feeling down in the pit of his stomach, which he might have ignored if Ronnie hadn’t been standing right in front of him. 

“You’ve... had some trouble?” he asked gently. 

“Oh, it was a long time ago,” Ronnie answered, rousing himself. “My dad died when I was a kid. We were kinda poor, lived up in the U.P.--you know, Michigan, Upper Peninsula. Everybody calls it the U.P. So when my dad died, my uncle.... They never got along, see, my dad and my uncle--so right after the funeral my uncle sold our house, told us we had two weeks to pack up and get out.” Ronnie stopped, almost wincing. Brother Jubal sensed that he couldn’t bring himself to tell the worst. But then Ronnie looked up and smiled quietly. “That’s it,” he said. 

The older man had no idea what to say. “How old were you then?” he ventured. 

“Nine,” Ronnie answered, and here his voice began to break. “I was a little kid and I was... it was so... 

my dad... then my uncle, the asshole, throws us out! And things got bad... money-wise.” 

Brother Jubal looked down, overwhelmed and ashamed. What did you expect, old man? he asked himself fi ercely. A life of crime? Addiction? Wasn’t losing a father enough? Don’t you remember? 

“But  like  I  said,  Father--I  didn’t  mean  to  barge  in,”  Ronnie  went  on,  his  usual  smiling  self  again. 

“Actually, I was kind of hoping you might... uh.... recommend some books for me... like about what you do. 

We can get pretty much anything downloaded from the Sat System.” 

Again Brother Jubal was taken by surprise. 

“Yes! Of course!” he nodded quickly, “I could. I will! Yes! I’ll make a little list. But are you sure your supervisor will let you use mainframe time for something like that? I mean, just between you and me, he’s rather...” --he searched for the term-- “...hard-nosed. Isn’t he?” This was a generous description, he thought; the Drake supervisor had struck him from the fi rst as grasping and venal. 

“Who, Diggins? Oh no, Father, he’s not so bad!” Ronnie sat down on the fl oor, leaning against the wall, and Brother Jubal realized he hadn’t even offered him the chair. “Diggins is defi nitely a company guy--and of course they’re always breathing down his neck. But he sticks up for us. Last year one of the guys in Plant started fl ipping out--thought his girlfriend back home was two-timing him. Then he gets the idea that all his messages to her were getting lost in space--you know, eaten up in the void, that kind of weird stuff. Kinda typical, really. The big wigs down in Yokohama wanted to red-sheet him, and that of course meant they’d 
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drum him out once he got back to Earth. But Diggins went to bat for him, and then he worked with the guy and the counselor, and they smoothed it out. He’s O.K. now. You’d like Diggins if you got to know him, Father. He won’t let them show the pornophobes at Drake, the violent ones, I mean. They do at the other bases, you know--not supposed to, of course, but it’s a backroom thing--smuggle ‘em in. Diggins won’t put up with it.” 

For a moment, Brother Jubal couldn’t speak. Too much longing for the goal, he fi nally told himself, and not enough effort on the Way. Forgive me. 

Suddenly Ronnie stood up. “Well, Father--I gotta go. Still got samples and shit to pick up--whoops. 

Sorry. And I’m burnin’ your oxy!” 

Once the young man was gone, Brother Jubal stood in the center of the little room, feeling silence fl ow back into its many places. 


* * *

The next day, still ashamed but practical by necessity, he checked the oxygen. It was down some, but only a hairline or two; Ronnie’s visit only meant he’d have to go in a day early. So he shut down all but the essentials, got into his suit, went through the airlock, and then climbed to a high ledge in the jumbled rocky hills above the Schroter Valley. 

Standing there, he looked out over the canyon’s immense meandering course--all dust-dry, the fl ow channel of ancient vulcanism out of Herodotus running its barren length from the plateau to the darker mare below. But again he found himself thinking about Ronnie. In the brilliance of lunar day he stood lost in unformed thoughts, letting the easy fl ow of emotion fi ll him, like water fi lling a low place. Just then, with the image of Ronnie’s face in his mind, he glanced up and saw Earthrise. 

It was as if he’d never seen it. Beyond the empty reaches of the dry Oceanus, it lifted with such perfect colors and vital shapes of cloud, sea, and landmass that Brother Jubal gasped. 

Ronnie was born there, he found himself thinking. I was born there . 

One dead world, one teeming with life, coupled endlessly in space as if spouses in a dance of love--and then it came, fl ashing into his head with a dizzying rush, amid images of reeds, insects, frogs, noisy streets, boat-crowded harbors. Words unbidden came with it:  the worlds bend down for such as these... 

But even before the words had fully formed in his consciousness, before their sounds had achieved balance in his silent brain, they blazed past themselves into something else, as if the individual letters had burst into fl ame, then the fl ame burst into air--and then it all exploded mutely past anything he’d ever dreamed of. Presence. Melted and formlessly reformed, he felt himself become a silent implosion of paradox--pan-dimensional eruption so violent it could pierce the walls of the universe itself, but without so much as nudg-ing a single pebble at his feet. 

It passed. He sobbed like a child at its departure. Then a completely irrational thought formed momentarily in his head: He wondered if he should check his seismograph when he got back. 

And that set him to laughing as he hadn’t laughed since high school. 


* * *

Plodding uneasily beneath the great lights of the main dome, people streaming past him in both directions, Brother Jubal moved reluctantly toward the offi ce wing to complete his mandatory check-in with Diggins. Another six months had passed; another eleven aching hours of travel, and then his descent into the babble and confusion of the tacky little company city. Babel, he thought. Babylon. Close enough . 

Today there was country music blaring over the speakers, twanging juiced-up guitar chords pressing into every inch of stale-smelling space. Looking around for Ronnie, he noticed three young women with dyed-blonde hair sitting over drinks at the neon-spangled café, swaying and singing with the music:
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 You think we’re rowdy--

 well, boy-howdy! 

 We’ll show you how it’s done... 

But the moment he entered Diggins’ plastiwood-paneled offi ce, he knew something was different. 

Diggins  was  on  the  communicator,  a  balding  middle-aged  man  with  fi erce  eyes  and  an  expanding middle. He always wore a suit; the suit was always rumpled. When he saw Brother Jubal at the door, he impatiently motioned him to sit down. 

“Greer--she  has to go out today,” Diggins was saying. “It’s angina. You’ll have to re-route. Dammit, you know my people here don’t have the juice for this level of treatment! O.K. O.K. O.K.  No!” Diggins had suddenly shouted; Brother Jubal jumped up from his plastic chair, startled. 

“Just think for a second, Greer, what it’s going to cost if you stick with the policy and something goes wrong! They could haul  your ass in court--it won’t be just the company! So tomorrow, by 1500. All right. 

O.K. Goodbye.” Before he’d even hung up he was looking straight into Brother Jubal’s eyes. 

“Brother--I need your help.” 

The monk looked back at him in confusion, said nothing. 

“I’m losing my counselor,” Diggins went on, talking too fast. “You heard all that. Heart trouble. She’s history.” Diggins fi ddled with a paper clip for a moment, then looked up. 

“Listen--I took the liberty. Checked your records. I know you took some psych courses at university, sociology, that kind of thing. You even taught school for a while. That’s enough background, for legal purposes.” 

Brother Jubal shifted uneasily in his seat. “None of that,” he replied quietly, “worked out.” Then he looked up, confused again. “But I don’t understand--why would you check  my records? What could that possibly...” Then it hit him. 

Diggins saw his eyes go wide and jumped right in. “Now, look, Brother--I  need need  somebody to help me 

keep the lid on! The only thing I’m more afraid of than a pressure blow-out is my people freaking on me. It’s not easy for anybody up here! We’ve got 300 employees, everybody knows everybody, there’s no place to go--hell, we’re 240,000 miles from frigging Earth and it’s a frigging small town! Worse than a soap opera! 

And I get a few doozies here, too, despite the screening. Your friend Ronnie’s got his troubles, but  he’s one of the healthy ones.” 

Brother Jubal felt as if he’d had the wind knocked out of him. He stared at the supervisor without blinking. “Mr. Diggins, I understand your predicament. I sympathize, of course. It’s unthinkable, however, that I should give up my work, nor am I suited...” 

Diggins held up his hand. “Brother Jubal--just think about this. Look at it from where I sit. I’m  responsible for these people. Now the company picks management pretty much on the basis of technical knowledge. Oh, they shove you into some Work Psych courses and leadership seminars--but that’s not their main thrust. I know about titanium, scandium, hafnium, yttrium. I know low-g manufacturing, exploration support, R&D. Hell, I know how to run a food service, an infi rmary, and a goddamn rec program! Excuse me. 

But it’s not about that! It’s all personnel! That’s the whole ball game! And I need your help!” 

Diggins looked down, momentarily at a loss for words. When he looked back at Brother Jubal, there was something like pleading in his eyes. “Look--it’ll be a year at the most.” 

Brother Jubal’s head dropped. He gazed at his hands. 

“Brother,” Diggins said quietly, “these people need you. You took an oath or something, didn’t you? Not to turn the other cheek when people are in trouble, right? I’ve got quotas and deadlines to meet, Brother Jubal--I won’t bullshit you about that. But we’ve gotta have a halfway healthy community up here, or people are going to get hurt.” 
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“I don’t know the fi rst thing about it,” the monk murmured. 

“You could learn.” 

How could he talk to this man? What could he say? How could he express the struggles he’d been through, his anxieties at the assaults on his solitude, his dread of such a life? 

“My superiors would never allow it,” he added defi nitively. 

Without a word, Diggins reached into his desk drawer, pulled out a tele-fax, and set it in front of Brother Jubal. “I already talked to them,” he said quietly. “They say it’s up to you.” 

It was too much. Mumbling some refusal, Brother Jubal rose and rushed from the offi ce, hoping the hoverbug was already loaded. As he plunged into the great din of the main dome, he noticed he was sweating. 

He’d wanted to tell Ronnie about that moment above the canyon--the reeling stars, the terrible loveliness of the rising Earth--especially about the lightning that had burned his blindness away, the knife that had split him like a fi sh, the revelation that all worlds moved to strange, beautiful, mysterious purposes. But that would have to wait--if it could ever be said at all. 

But now he was here, standing beneath the center of the dome, music blaring, crowds pressing all around him, people brushing past, the beating of rhythm in the blood, lives all tangled and hot and blowing into and through each other like vapors--all the hurt and pride and longing, all the hating and loving and forgetting and creating and destroying--and just for a moment he realized how  familiar it all felt. 

  familiar

But how could you trust people? Even to do the simple things that were good for them? And how even begin to trust them to seek God? 

He turned and retraced his steps. Almost before he knew it, his hand was on the knob to Diggins’ offi ce door. And just then he heard St. Basil’s words echoing in his head, words he didn’t realize he knew:  If you always live alone, whose feet will you wash? 

He trembled a little, knowing he was now entering a much greater wilderness. 

“Brother Jubal in the Womb of Silence” fi rst appeared in  Writers of the Future Anthology #16, 2001. 
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The Catholic Church and Its Orders

One way in which the Church grows and changes with society is in the missions of its religious orders. 

“[Religious communities] have been both a cause and effect of social change; the founding of religious communities has frequently been a response to major developments in society, and the evolution of the Church and Western culture has been signifi cantly infl uenced by the life and work of religious communities,” said Lawrence Cada, et al., in their book,  Shaping the Coming Age of Religious Life.  They studied the growth and decline of orders individually and as a group and found they could map the dominant image of the Church into eras: monasticism (500-1200 AD), mendicant orders (1200-1500 AD), apostolic orders (1500-1800 AD), and teaching congregations (1800-present.) With Vatican II and the opening of the Church to the secular society, religious orders are again in a stage of decline and change, they said. However, they also assert that as long as the Church is alive, religious communities will be with us. A 1998 study showed 173 religious communities and lay movements emerging. 

Some are focused on issues like right to life, while others are concerned with providing places for people to pray or fi nd a new sense of community in a fragmented world. Cada notes that whatever image the new age of religious orders takes, it may not be one those of the previous era will expect. (Special thanks to Mary Charlotte Chandler, director of the Center for the Study of Religious Life for getting us this information!) Two of our writers have looked far, far into the future of religious orders and come up with some surprising results. 

“Mask of the Ferret” by Ken Pick and Alan Loewen postulates an Order dedicated to keeping the universe safe from interstellar dangers. In this story, an agent of the Order of St. Dismas is on the trail of an ancient artifact that can destroy minds psychically. Father Eric Heidler’s faith and training are his shield against the artifact’s attack, but in the end, it’s also his insight and ability to accept a genetically-engineered passenger for both her human and animal aspects that saves them all. 

“Little Madeleine” is a story closer to home, about a young girl who fi nds refuge in the Order of St. Joan d’Arc. Just as the name may imply, these are warrior-women who fi nd their vocation in protecting God’s servants--in this story, the priests of the crime-ridden inner city Madeleine calls home. Is it a far-fetched idea? As we read it, we thought of our son’s godfather, a priest and military chaplain who is often sent to minister to the troops in war zones and who is assigned a military bodyguard to protect him. We also remember the two priests killed by a psychologically disturbed teen in Karina’s hometown. No, it may not be such a radical idea, after all. 

Infi nite Space, Infi nite God
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Mask of the Ferret

Ken Pick and Alan Loewen

 My argument is not that we create, because that is in our nature. My argument is that unlike God, we’re not willing to die for our handiwork. 

--The travel diaries of Father Heidler

Free Trader  Coventry

Catalina Highport, Califi a

Pacifi ca System, the Gray Zone

Space on interstellar craft is always at a premium, so the room to work was tight, even for a Thalendri. 

Yet with practiced ease, Nuyann squeezed his slim paravulpine body through the access hatch and slid inside, seven-eighths of his weight vanishing as ship gravity gave way to Catalina’s one-eighth gee. The enclosed air was stale with the odor of hot electronics, old plastics, and lubricants; Nuyann fought the urge to sneeze. 

Leave it to Humandri to design a ship they can’t repair themselves, he thought as he braced himself in the tight low-gee accessway, massaging the tools and parts out of his tote-vest. Nuyann had enjoyed his status as chief engineer aboard the  Coventry  for almost two years now, but even two years was not enough time to understand all the reasoning and actions of the primarily Human crew. If it weren’t for the two Thalendri and the one Rylii aboard, the slickskins would never have survived the political and social intricacies of the Gray Zone. 

The ship groaned, the pressure bulkhead massaging his back with a shudder that ended with a jolt. The sharp metal-on-metal sounds of a freight container being secured in the hold set his vulpine ears twitching, then silence. A moment later, the shuddering resumed as the next container slid into place on the other side of the bulkhead. 

This time, they’d be running nearly full; forty-two standard containers, common-carrier shipments fi lled out with spec-trade goods, bound from Califi a System to the main-trunk Web connection at Alorya. Load, undock, boost out, FTL insertion, FTL emergence, boost-in, dock, unload, repeat--the routine of a small-trader in the halo of minor worlds and systems between WebFed and the New Suns Nebula, where traffi c was too sparse for the big main-route merchies. This time, complicated with fi ve passengers and an avionics grid that decided to go  keshi  at the last minute. 

“Nuyann?” a human voice crackled over his intercom. “We’re done here. See you forward.” 

“I just have to replace this panel, Lewis,” Nuyann yipped back into the shoulder-mounted intercom. 

“Ten minutes tops. Tell the Captain for me.” 

The Thalendri continued his work, gekkering over the manufacturer of cheap electronics that would fry just when the need for them was most critical. Behind him, the crew left on other important pre-lift tasks, leaving him in peace. 

He had the last circuit panel almost in place when he froze, ears and tail twitching. A noise, a sound, so subtle that his fox-like ears had almost missed it. 

 “Wowowow?”  he called. “Anybody there?” No answer; just the crackling and popping of normal thermal stress. Instinctively, he tongued his nosepad, trying to catch some scent. Captain, Lewis, Williams, Sayers, Melai, nim-Chokonnu, traces of the last batch of passengers and stevedores--nothing out of the ordinary... 
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Then it hit--a wave of para-adrenalin that stood his fur on end. Something was in there with him--without sound, without scent, but there. A predator, like some sort of invisible  gildarr, stalking him, closing for the kill. 

And he was trapped--wedged into the tight accessway. Any second the great-clawed paw of a  gildarr would reach in and dig him out in pieces; or the toothy maw of a para-serp would slither in.... 

Senses heightened by dread, Nuyann felt the presence as  it inexorably moved closer to where he lay paralyzed in the accessway. Trapped in a burrow. At any moment,   it would seize him and his fear whispered of unthinkable horror. 

“Nuyann! ” a voice crackled through his intercom. 

Nuyann screamed, a shrill piercing  yelp that reverberated in the narrow crawlway even while a tiny rational part of his brain assured him the voice was nothing but Captain Carroll and that the presence had already left as quickly as shadows when a light is turned on. 

“Nuyann!” the voice cried again, but this time through both intercom and accessway, heavy with concern. “You all right in there?” 

The Thalendri gulped in air as fought to keep his emotions under control. “Yes,” he said, his voice reduced to a squeal. “You just startled me.” 

The captain’s face appeared at the accessway hatch. “Lewis said you’d be done in ten. Not asleep in there, are you?” 

“My ten minutes aren’t up yet,” Nuyann said. “I’m almost fi nished.” 

“Nuyann,” the captain said calmly, “That was half an hour ago. I think you’ve lost track of time.” 


* * *

In her undress uniform with rank-striped sleeves, Merchant Captain Third-class Louise Carroll made her way through the entry airlock into the pressurized boarding tunnel where it was ship’s tradition to greet oncoming passengers along with the  Coventry’s stewardess. At Nuyann’s panicked request, she had stayed with him, “standing guard” just outside the accessway entry, until the panel had been replaced. The captain had tactfully avoided pointing out that, despite his protests that all was well, there was a large wet spot in the crotch of his coveralls. She could hardly believe that her calling out Nuyann’s name would have scared him to that degree, but time was of the essence, and she would pursue the matter later with Melanai, his girlfriend as well as shipmate. 

Carroll found Melanai, the ship’s stewardess, in the small reception alcove in the boarding tunnel waiting patiently for the Captain to grant permission to allow the passengers on board. Carroll thought it best not to mention the incident with Nuyann at present. Passengers could be a handful and Melanai had other problems. 

Melanai’s name was para-human, a recurring fashion among Thalendri. Her main responsibility was to make sure the passengers were reasonably comfortable throughout the voyage, and she did her job not only effi ciently, but with the trademark elegance of a Thalendri. 

Though humanity’s xenophobic tendencies were still present in their racial memory, the bottom line was the vast majority of humans liked Thalendri. The fear of what was different had been replaced by memories of Reynard the Fox and other tales and amusements of human childhood. Xenobiologists had a fi eld day arguing how an alien race could so accurately mimic an anthropomorphic version of Terry foxes, but regardless, the Thalendri reaped the rewards of the coincidence and everybody was happy. 

“Are we ready for our guests?” Carroll asked. 

“Yes, Captain,” the sharp-uniformed vixen replied. “We have fi ve passengers. Three Humandri, one Rylii, and another.” 
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The captain arched her eyebrow in question. “Please tell me we’re not taking a Skreeln.” Involuntarily she shuddered. Those great fl ightless birds-of-prey from N’kree had bad reputations as ship’s passengers--at least aboard non-Skreeln ships. Like any warlike society, their social skills were highly ritualistic. It was a fi ve-minute ceremony of bowing and greeting and invitations and hospitality offerings just to enter a ship, and the captain hated the lengthy rites. 

“No,” Melanai said. “An Artifi cial.” 

Melanai carefully observed the captain, watching her facial features tighten in an amazing passage of emotions from repugnance to anger to frustration to very reluctant acceptance. In spite of the captain’s feelings, even in the Zone there were laws that had to be obeyed. If a passenger had the money, they were given a ticket. To refuse for any reason could result in loss of the license needed to carry passengers, and carrying passengers was good money even if you had to carry genetically-created lifeforms. 

“Of course, it’s female,” the captain said, gritting her teeth. 

“Yes,” Melanai said. 

“And it’s a porn star.” 

“No. Some sort of Courier.” 

“I’m surprised,” the Captain said and then sighed. “Sometimes humanity disgusts me.” 

The  Thalendri  put  her  silken  hand  on  the  captain’s  arm.  “Mirai,  please  remember  that  we  create Artifi cials, too.” 

“I know,” Carroll said, “but you treat them like real people, give them full rights and all sorts of legal protection. We use ours for wanker-toys. What’s the base-template?” 

Melanai checked her smartpad. “Ferret,” she said. “I’m unfamiliar with the species.” 

“It’s an Earth animal,” the captain said. “A pet.” 

The Thalendri again checked her smartpad. “They’re waiting.” 

Captain Carroll sighed. “Crack the hatch,” she said. “Let’s greet the guests.” 

Melanai prided herself in knowing the psychology of many species that formed WebFed and its surrounding territories. It didn’t matter whether her guests were the ritualistic Skreeln, the telepathic M’Kranthi, the saurian Larant, or any of the other species that formed the interstellar community. She could effectively interact with each one, no mean feat for a Thalendri. 

Captain Carroll knew this all too well, which was why Melanai was one of the best-paid ship’s stewardesses in the entire Gray Zone--at least outside corporate liveries. 

The pressure doors at the far end of the boarding tunnel spun open. The fi rst guests were a human woman and her daughter in Califi an casual wear. The woman was obviously distracted by the hustle-and-bustle of preparing for the trip to Alorya, and she tugged her eight-year-old daughter after her as if she were merely another piece of baggage. 

“Mrs. Naomi Goodrich?” the Thalendri asked in her soft yipping voice. “Welcome aboard the  Coventrai. 

I am Melanai, your stewardess for the journey. May I introduce Captain Louise Carroll?” 

The woman blinked at them owlishly, and Melanai imagined she could see awareness gathering as synapses started fi ring into recognizable patterns. 

“Oh, yes,” the woman said. “I’m sorry. I’m not much for space travel. Where’s my stateroom?” 

“I’ll be happy to show you,” Melanai purred. She bent down to stare eye-to-eye with the human child. 

“And you must be Winter.” 

The girl stared at the fox-like alien with an open mouth, a little frightened and yet mostly enchanted. 

Melanai wondered if she were the fi rst Thalendri the child had seen close-up and prepared for the indignity of being petted. 

“Come, Winter,” the mother said. 
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The next passenger was a Selkie whom Melanai introduced to the Captain as Mr. Pitter. Defi nitely not a Selkie name, which meant he was traveling obviously incognito--not unusual for the small musteloids. 

If Thalendri served as the cosmos’ equivalent to Terry foxes, Rylii/Selkies were the equivalent of Terry otters:  small  and  agile,  with  slick  fur  that  made  them  glisten  in  the  light.  Pitter  was  a  three-tone-blue Littorial, with dark blue-gray head and tail and large, blue eyes, nude except for a wide utility tote-belt and a cloth Gatsby cap. 

He bowed low toward Captain Carroll, chirping in the Selkie tradition. When he was standing, his head was level with the Captain’s abdomen. “I’m looking forward to the trip, Captain,” he chittered, his small front teeth glistening as his lips pulled back in a parody of a human grin. “I’m a freelance travel-writer, and I do hope we’ll have an opportunity to talk while FTL. I get all my ideas from the fascinating people I meet.” 

Melanai was secretly pleased to see the Captain smile in response and assure the Selkie that she looked forward to a small chat. 

Assured that his luggage was waiting for him in his stateroom, the Selkie moved gracefully down the hallway. 

The next guest was an elderly Human, tall and gaunt, but with a smile on his face, in not-quite-casual wear except for a black shirt with a Roman collar. “Father Eric Heidler,” he said, shaking the Captain’s hand before Melanai had a chance to introduce him. “Roman Catholic Church, Old Earth. My friends call me Eric.” 

“And friends call me Melanai. Welcome aboard the  Coventrai, ” the Thalendri said, offering her hand in an attempt to regain some modicum of control. The priest took her hand and smiled. 

“I just arrived in the Zone two weeks ago,” he said, “and I’ve not had an opportunity to talk to any Thalendri yet. I hope you’ll offer me an opportunity to rectify that situation?” 

Melanai nodded her head and gave the priest the location and number of his stateroom. 

The captain waited until Father Heidler was well out of earshot. “How delightful,” she muttered. “I’m going to be cornered by a writer-wannabe, and you’re going to be converted. Now where is our last passenger? She’s going to be late in fi ve minutes.” 

Twenty-fi ve minutes later, Melanai watched Captain Carroll run through the fascinating human transition from frustration to annoyance to anger. In fi ve more minutes, the passenger could be classed as a no-show, but the half-hour allowed a passenger to be late directly impacted the port’s launch schedules. 

Exactly with one minute to spare, the fi nal passenger arrived, nonchalantly strolling down the boarding tunnel. Melanai smelled the Artifi cial well before she saw her. The creature reeked of benga--cheap rush-blends, instead of the fragrant taste-blends she and Nuyann liked occasionally. 

“Captain Carroll, please meet Jill Noir.” 

The Captain stared despite her professionalism. The construct stood only up to the captain’s chin, but despite her short stature, she could easily turn heads due to her overwhelming uniqueness. 

Black, intelligent eyes peered out of a furry, muzzled face: an anthropomorphic ferret from a child’s fairy-tale story with a large pink nosepad and a dark-brown mask stretching around her eyes. The face was framed by a long cascade of jet-black curls, an outrageous addition to her frilled costume and long, black tailcoat that reminded the captain of childhood stories of fairies and pirate captains. Not really wanting to do so, she sneaked a look at the creature’s left hand. 

Instead of the half-expected sharp hook, the creature had a hand, chocolate-furred and claw-tipped, with the source of her incense-burner odor--a benga cigarette at the end of an ivory-tipped holder. 

“I’m sorry,” Melanai said, “but smoking is restricted to your stateroom. You’ll have to extinguish your bengastick before boarding.” 
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With a graceful move, the ferret lifted cigarette holder to muzzle and took two long deep inhales that made Melanai wince before simply pinching out the end of the bengastick, ignoring what had to be some discomfort to her fi ngertips from the burning embers. It blew a column of grey smoke towards the overhead, then faced the human and vixen. “Satisfi ed? 

“I will be staying in my room throughout most of the trip,” it continued with a slight lisp. “I trust that I have a solo stateroom as contracted?” 

“Of course,” Melanai said, the picture of an effective stewardess. “We hope you will enjoy your passage.” 

“And my baggage?” 

“Stowed and confi rmed. In our LCL area, at the forward end of the hold.” 

The creature moved on, declining to shake the captain’s hand or even address her. The Captain simply stared and shook her head. 

 “Tahai ari,  Captain?” Melanai asked. 

Carroll sighed and shook her head. “I swear the reason you’re the stewardess and I’m the captain is because I could never do your job.” 

Melanai gave the equivalent of a Thalendri smile. “That’s why I earn the  shildri.” 


* * *

Jill Noir detoured from the fore-and-aft corridor through the passenger wardroom, enjoying the impact she had on her fellow passengers. The human woman with her child simply stared. The one Selkie even stared, though he tried hard to pretend he was reading a news chit. The remaining human went back to his private thoughts after nothing more than a casual glance. 

A few moments later, the ship’s stewardess appeared and escorted them to their staterooms. 

Jill sighed with relief to see she had been given Cabin 4, a lucky number for her. A short corridor fl anked by stowage lockers and “facilities” opened onto a compartment with built-in sofa/bunk, video-wall, a small smartdesk and minimal table space; all small enough to climb around in Zero-G if internal gravity failed. 

She stowed her luggage in the locker, then carefully removed her wig and sat it on a collapsible head-stand she pulled from her carry-ons. Without it, she looked even more animal-like and Jill detested seeing herself in a mirror without her wig in place. 

She stripped off her coat, ruffl ed shirt, thigh-boots, and cauda-breeches and sighed with pleasure at the coolness. To make herself even more comfortable, Jill found the cabin’s environmental controls and dropped the ambient temperature by fi ve degrees. 

She caught a glimpse of herself in the small vanity mirror in the lavatory alcove, and her lips pulled back in an involuntary snarl. Naked, she was nothing more than a large, soulless animal, a mocking blend of human and animal traits; a human woman costumed in the fur, tail and head of a Terry ferret, owned by her creators. Well, she would show them. They had trained her too well. She may have no rights and no soul, but she had the mind of a .... the mind of a.... 

The message light on the video wall and smartdesk began to blink, signaling an incoming message, most likely the standard video on what to do in case of an emergency. 

The blinking light caught her attention, blinking on and off with a hypnotic effect.  Shinything!  She stared at it with a weird fascination as an uncontrollable urge started to well up within her, an urge to touch the light, pry it out of the wall, worry it with her teeth.  Dook dook dook dook.... 

Suddenly, Jill shook her head savagely. “NO!” 

She went into the lavatory and stood over the sink, her fur bristled in concentration. A few moments later, she began to gag until she vomited up a small plastic capsule big enough to fi t in the palm of her hand. 
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Rinsing it off and drying it well, she unscrewed the capsule and poured the contents into her hand, a handful of tiny yellow pills. She sighed with relief and popped one in her mouth. 

The ferret buried inside her would now remain buried for at least another six hours. 

She stretched out on the bunk at the far end of the stateroom, careful to avoid her thrown clothing. There would be a few hours until the  Coventry could launch and pull far enough out to initiate FTL insertion, but she had enough time for the luxury of a stretch. 

Lazily, she yawned, revealing a full set of mustelid teeth. Jill knew the item she was couriering was safe in the hold and deep within it was buried the real article she had been told to deliver, the article that was going to buy her freedom and help her escape once and for all from her owners. 

It would be her fi rst act of thievery, and if her plans for the rest of her life went well, it would only be the fi rst theft of many more to come. 


* * *

“Catalina Control to  Coventry,” the voice crackled over the bridge speakers. “You are cleared for lift.” 

Captain Carroll sat back in her command chair, while Lewis and Nuyann fi nished the last of their check-lists.“Acknowledged.” Looking to port, she got confi rmation from Lewis at the navigation/co-pilot console, then to starboard for the same from Nuyann at the Engineering station. “All right, cast us off.” 

The ship shuddered faintly as the boarding tunnels detached; faint echoing booms came from aft as the umbilicals blew loose and retracted. “Nuyann, how are we?” 

“Full internal power, all  ari… Aetherics online and ready to lift.” 

“Then let’s go.” The Captain reached forward for the pilot’s controls, keyed in her intercom. On the holo-HUD before her, a wireframe tunnel marked the departure route from the port into deep space. “Catalina Control, this is  Coventry.  We are lifting now.” 

Drive fi elds strengthened, then the  Coventry’s eighty-meter length lifted from the landing bay. Perimeter walls fell away as she rose, revealing Catalina’s cratered surface, like pockmarked Portland cement stretching to a close-in horizon that fell away and curved to become a well-cratered moon. 

Before them stretched Califi a’s ring-bisected crescent, city lights sparkling at occasional intervals on the world’s dark side. Carroll kept the  Cov’s pip centered in the wireframe display, as the wireframe tunnel widened into a funnel, then pulled back to a system display. 

“Coventry,  you are clear of port space. Bon voyage . ” 

“Acknowledged. See you next time ‘round.” 

Drive fi elds rippled, biased. With maneuvering thrust, Carroll slowly pivoted the ship away from the world and its orange main sun, then cut in full power. A ghost of acceleration came through the compensa-tors as the  Cov began her boost to the FTL Insertion point, angling out from the world and sun and off the ecliptic, away from the gravity wells and dust and debris that could interfere with Insertion. 

Engaging the autopilot, the Captain relaxed back in her command chair as the  Coventry boosted out at her full two gees. The ship’s crew might be small, but their training served them well. Chokonnu, the Selkie, served as ship’s medic and the humans Lewis, Williams, and Sayers--New Anglian expats like herself--

served the remaining roles as navigator, assistant engineer and jack-of-all trades and master of some. 

Together, Human and non-human, they made a close-knit community where the company was comfortable and the pay was suffi cient. 

Again, Carroll skimmed over the passenger roster and scowled. Docking fees and fuel prices ran high in the backwaters of the Zone, so transporting passengers was an economic necessity, but not the most enjoy-able part of captaining a spaceship. Cargo didn’t make many demands or throw up in the staterooms. 
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A priest, a woman and her young daughter, a churp-and-slurp, and a man-made monster, fi lling four of the eight passenger cabins. Only half-full, but Carroll wasn’t going to begrudge the loss of income, a trad-eoff for some additional peace and quiet. 

She looked again at the name of Jill Noir. When a child, Carroll had actually owned a ferret, but this creature on her ship was a travesty, a caricature of the hyperactive goof of a mustelid she grew up with. It didn’t even have the musky smell of a ferret, but the reek of benga rush-blends. 

“Smells like an incense burner,” the captain muttered. 

“Sorry, Captain?” Lewis asked. “Did you say something?” 

“Nothing,” she replied. “How long until we can Insert?” 

“Checking.” An overlay appeared on the display, with a projected course path intersecting. “ETI is sixteen hours and twenty-three minutes.” 


* * *

The priest had not yet retired to his stateroom. He knew that during the eight days’ trip, he would soon tire of the cramped quarters, so for the present he enjoyed the slightly larger space of the passenger wardroom starboard of the corridor. 

Through the millennia, the Roman Catholic Church had proven itself to be a successful survivor. With the advent of space travel, many aspects of Christendom had faded away, splintering and dissipating, unable to cope with the realities of First Contact and the infl ux of alien technology and paradigms. Some of the splinters had gone into deep denial; others had taken the “Islamic Approach,” fi ghting any and all change with blood and terror, triggering no-fault persecutions from secular governments. However, the Catholic Church had foreseen the strong possibility they were not alone in the cosmos and as far back as the 20th Century (Gregorian Calendar) had formed a statement of purpose and action if sentient alien life did exist. 

And now there were new challenges to face, some far more deadly and evil than those ancient visionaries had imagined. 

Alone in the wardroom, Heidler pulled out his smartpad, confi gured the datasystem for keyboard mode, and began to type. 

 Vicar-General Choi:

 Carcosa  Artifact  defi nitely  stolen  by  its  courier.  Now  aboard  free-trader  Coventry,  R2-500 

 type, New Anglian Registry G-TBRFAB, bound for Alorya System NOT repeat NOT Changorr. ETA Alorya Prime in approximately eight days (FSC 575-205). I will continue to follow and be alert for an opportunity, but I will not move unless there is almost absolute certainty of success. 

 Make any other chasers aware the courier is a construct armed with natural teeth and claws with the obvious agility and power to use them. 

 Heidler

Heidler double-encrypted the message, attached his expense card ID for payment, saved it to a chit and paged the stewardess. He gave her the chit. “Will you be able to relay this back to Califi a?” he asked. “It needs to go out by tachyon-cable before we Insert.” 

Assured by the Thalendri stewardess that it was possible, he settled back into his chair, rubbing his left hand. 

Though  not  as  tactile  as  his  original  hand,  his  new  one  was  actually  composed  of  organic  plastics with  interesting  claws  of  its  own. A  simple  mental  thought,  a  deliberate  fl exing  of  muscles,  and  each fi ngertip would shoot out a sharp plastic hypodermic needle armed with a fascinating choice of drugs and chemicals. 

100

Ken Pick and Alan Loewen

Heidler abhorred violence, but if the courier refused to give up the artifact, he was prepared to put her out of action. 


* * *

To an eight-year old child, the  Coventry exuded mystery and wonder. Winter had read enough about starfl ight to know what FTL engines did; how they kicked the ship up into “another dimension” and let it fall back somewhere else. Yet, FTL physics aside, the best treat of the trip was her fellow passengers; upright, talking foxes and otters, or at least the alien equivalents, and the strange creature her mother had called a ferret. Curious, Winter had looked up the reference in her portable school smartpad and the pictures showed a small four-legged furred animal still existing on Old Earth, a world she had never seen and never expected to. 

She asked her mother why the ferrets in the pictures walked on four legs and the ferret they had seen on board walked on two, but her mother hushed her into silence. “I don’t want to talk about that creature,” her mother said impatiently, “and I don’t want you to have anything to do with it while we’re on board ship. 

You have your ‘pad and you have your lessons. They’ll keep you busy enough.” 

Winter had sighed and kept quiet, yet she had been thinking. 

An hour later, the message light began blinking on the video screen. It was at least several more hours before the  Coventry would get out far enough for Insertion, and the clock they followed said it was time for the afternoon meal. 

Winter’s mother gave her child a thorough inspection, pronounced her decent enough to represent humanity amongst the alien savages, and with a quick command to behave, they entered the dining compartment opposite the wardroom, where a table had already been prepared for the fi ve passengers. 

The elderly man in the Roman collar already sat at the table, unconsciously rubbing his left hand. He smiled warmly at the mother and daughter and actually stood up from his seat as they approached. 

The Selkie took that moment to exit his stateroom and join them, and Winter caught herself just in time to stop herself before she giggled. The creature stood just a little taller than herself and the quick, inquisitive twitch of his nosepad delighted the little girl no end. 

“Good afternoon,” the Selkie chirped to the three humans. “Mr. Pitter.” He bowed low to the group. 

There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. Courtesy dictated the lady introduce herself fi rst, but she simply motioned for her daughter to sit next to her and maintained a stony stare at the table setting. 

“Father Eric Heidler,” the man said quickly, to smooth over the social  faux pas,  and he bowed in response. Pitter  churped 

 churped  in return and to Winter’s great delight and her mother’s chagrin, took the seat across from her. 

Mrs. Goodrich nodded at the priest. “Mrs. Naomi Goodrich and this is my daughter, Winter.” 

“The pleasure is mine,” Heidler said to them both, fi ghting a growing annoyance with the woman’s obvious xenophobia. 

The priest and the Selkie took their seats, and Winter eagerly waited for the next episode to take place in this new delightful Wonderland. 

The Thalendri stewardess appeared and Winter stared openly. Though she had been raised on Califi a, only on board the  Coventry  had she been allowed so close to these wonderful creatures, ignoring her mother’s comments about non-humans. 

“Yip!  Again, my name is Melanai. As the ship’s stewardess, I have the pleasure of attending to your needs while you are our guests. I’m assuming introductions have been made?  Ari.” The Thalendri shot a glance at the closed door of Stateroom Four, her ears fl icking down in irritation. “One of our guests may have lost track of time or maybe took a quick nap. Excuse me.... “

At that moment, the door suddenly slid open and Jill made her grand appearance. 

Mask of the Ferret

101

Once again, the construct was clothed in a lace and brocade suit, reminding Winter of the old movies she had seen of the old swashbucklers of the Spanish Main. She looked in awe at the curly wig and even craned her neck to see if, like the movie pirates, the creature wore a long sword. Aside from the fantastic costume, the fi rst thing Winter noticed about the newcomer was her aroma, a thick, cloying scent of burned spice with an underlying whiff of musk. 

Father Heidler and Pitter stood as the new guest joined them at the table and took a seat with a small fl ourish. Winter’s mother sniffed audibly. 

“And what’s for lunch?” the creature asked. 

Melanai went to the galley dumbwaiter in the aft bulkhead and opened a small cabinet with stacked trays. 

With individual names printed on the foil wrappers, the stewardess peeled off the covers; immediately the contents began to steam, throwing off tantalizing smells. “We’re having Terry Coq-au-van, with a special order of Thanandree-biocompatible sushi for  Mir 

 Mir  Pitter. Please be careful as they are hot.” The stewardess added, “In the future, please check your cabin monitors to make your choices from the daily menu.” 

While the trays were being served, Winter stared at the ferret-woman until she had caught her attention.“I’m Winter Goodrich,” she said, ignoring the sudden sharp intake of breath from her mother. “And this is my mother. Is this your fi rst trip, too?” 

The response was a stare and though the face remained impassive, the eyes displayed a more puzzled reaction as if pondering her answer. 

“Jill Noir,” the construct said. “The last name means ‘black’ in Thermidorian. And yes, this is my fi rst time that I will experience FTL.” Jill turned to her plate and began picking at her food, avoiding eye contact.Melanai broke the silence. “I want to take a moment to go over ship procedures with you before we go FTL--which should be in about six hours.” 

“Our FTL engines are Second-manifold Nightfl ames, with the FTL speed of most packet liners. We’ve made the Califi a-to-Alorya run several times since I came aboard. Every time, we’ve taken about eight days--one day out to Insertion, six FTL, and one day in after Emergence.” 

Winter was fascinated. Her parents had come to Califi a when she was only an infant. Now, she and her mother traveled to join her father at his new position in one of the sky-cities of Alorya, and the concept of FTL travel was fascinating. 

“Will we feel anything when the ship Inserts?” Winter asked. 

Her mother tried to hush her, but Melanai raised her furred hand. “Yes, we’ll all feel strange for a moment at the transition. Captain Carroll will give us plenty of advance warning. When the  Coventrai  actually goes FTL, you will most likely feel a little strange for a fl eeting moment. Everything will fl ash blue, emit-ting a harmless form of Cerenkov radiation, and then we’ll be on our way. 

“During Insertion, we will all be together in the wardroom across the way. Afterwards, you are welcome to amuse yourselves any way you wish. All we ask is that you remain in the passenger area, do not harass the crew, and be thoughtful of other’s desires and privacy. Meals will be held here three times a day. Please be on time. Any questions?” 

Winter raised her hand immediately. 

“My dear,” her mother said with growing impatience, “I’m sure the stewardess doesn’t want to be bothered right now.” 

“No bother,  Mirai  Goodrichai,” Melanai said. “Let me answer her question.” 

Winter looked apprehensively at her mother and then back at the stewardess. “Well,” she said, “can I see the bridge sometime?” 
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Melanai smiled. “In order to see the bridge, Captain Carroll has to offer a special invitation. I’ll see what I can do. However, just a reminder: the upper deck is the bridge and crew’s quarters and is off-limits to all passengers, along with the cargo holds and engine rooms.” 

Jill, still picking at her food with a fork, looked up. “I would like to check on my cargo during the trip. 

It is very valuable and very delicate.” 

Melanai’s ears fl icked. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. 

Father Heidler had attacked his meal with gusto and his tray lay almost empty. “I’m curious, Ms. Noir. 

If I may ask, what is your vocation?” he said with a pleasant smile. 

Jill paused for a moment before replying. “I’m a dealer in antiques. Self-employed.” 

“Fascinating,” Mr. Pitter interrupted. “It’s obvious you’re an Artifi cial. When did you pay off your production contract and become independent?” 

The change that came over Jill was frightening. For a moment, the animal inside her came to full awakening and an immediate silence born of shock fi lled the room. 

 I’m going to see a Selkie die, Father Heidler thought; but in a fl ash, the wave of emotion on the construct’s face disappeared as she regained control. 

The Selkie stuttered out an apology, expressing how sorry he was that he had evidently breached some etiquette, but Jill brushed his apology off. “I’m used to questions about my status,” she said with a levity that rang hollow. “To answer your question, I fulfi lled my contract some years ago and am now a legally-free agent.” 

Father Heidler smiled grimly as he picked at his dinner. He knew the construct lied and he wondered what game she played. 

“What’s for pudding?” Winter chimed in. 


* * *

Checklists echoed through the bridge as Captain Carroll aligned the HUD pipper on Alorya’s star; theoretically a ship could Insert FTL in any attitude, but aligning the ship bow-on to the destination eased the process a bit--at least in most captains’ minds. Engaging autopilot to hold attitude, she released the controls and leaned back. 

“We’re aligned. All right, people. You know the drill.” Carroll smiled, sighed and stretched in her command  chair.  She  enjoyed  the  smoothness  with  which  her  crew  operated.  FTL  Insertion  was  a  complex procedure inherent with some danger, but the crew made it look as though they were simply taking a stroll through a park. “Engineering?” 

“Capacitors at full,” Nuyann said, his vulpine form hunched over his console. “Ari, 

“Capacitors at full,” Nuyann said, his vulpine form hunched over his console. “

ready to go.” 

“Confi rm capacitors at full. Ten percent overage, stable and waiting,” Williams chimed in over the engine-room intercom. 

“Navigation?” the captain asked. Lewis had the trickiest part; any anomaly in the process, even a microsecond out-of-sync current surge, could throw them wildly off-course instead of dropping them cleanly into Alorya System. 

“Checking....” the navigator said, followed by over a minute of silence as the Nav systems ran through simulation after simulation. “Fab? fab? and Ab-Fab; we have a solution.” With a fl ourish, he fl ipped his interlock switch. “Ready to Insert.” 

Carroll keyed the intercom. “This is your captain. We are ready for FTL Insertion. Melanai?” 

Melanai’s voice routed through the bridge speakers. “Passengers are all in the passenger wardroom, Captain. All hatches secured. We’re ready.” 

Carroll leaned forward, lifted a safety cover on her console, revealing the large red button that would trigger Insertion.  Looks just like the “self-destruct” button on all the adventure videos--the one that blows 
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 up the ship with you in it.  She readied her hand by the button, checked again with Lewis and Nuyann, then sounded the bell. “Coming up on Insertion--” 

On the lower deck, Melanai and the passengers sat ready for transition. 

“--in fi ve... four... three... two... one... Now!” Her hand came down on the red button. 

The entire cosmos fl ashed an intense blue for an instant; the four on the bridge jerked against their seat harnesses as their nervous systems spasmed from the transition--a sudden, sharp jolt like when struggling to stay awake. 

Then everything was back to normal, with one exception. The stars had streaked into lines instead of points; one end at their positions at Insertion, the other where they would be at Emergence. One streak--the phantom image of Alorya’s sun--extended from dead ahead to a large bright red spot to starboard; astern, two similar streaks to a vanishing point ghosted Califi a’s sun and its red dwarf companion. 

“Lewis, how are we?” 

A moment passed as the navigator took fi xes on the stretched stars. This was the worst time; when they’d fi nd out if they were off-course, with no way to correct until they Emerged. 

Lewis relaxed. “Clean Insertion, Second Manifold, no problems. ETE Alorya in....” Another pause while the fi gures came through. “... 150 hours, give or take ten.” 

At the engineering console, Nuyann began powering down. From now until Emergence, they would coast on APU only. 

“Good job, people,” Carroll said. “Very good job.” 

The captain could feel the tension fl ow out of the atmosphere of the bridge. As the old cliché went, space travel was long periods of overwhelming repetitious tedium punctuated with moments of sheer terror. Now solidly FTL, the ship’s course was predetermined and nothing was to be done except standard ship maintenance, lots of Terry coffee or Web  takfa  and the occasional book or video. 

Suddenly, Nuyann sprang to his feet, spun around, and looked toward the rear of the ship, ears down and tail tucking between his legs. Even with his alien features, Carroll could see growing concern on his face. 

“Nuyann, what’s the matter?” 

The  Captain  turned  to  look  just  as  the  intercom  chimed  from  the  passenger  wardroom.  “Captain,” 

Melanai’s voice yipped over the tiny speaker. “The passengers are fi ne, but I think we should have the cargo hold checked.” 

The Captain knew Thalendri well enough to recognize the concern in the stewardess’ voice. 

“Captain,” Nuyann said, his ears fl attening and voice rising in panic, “Do you hear that?” 

“No,” the Captain replied. “Hear what?” 

Then suddenly, she did hear something. A sound had fi nally entered the frequency range of her ears, and it was pouring up the hallway from the cargo hold. 

“Is there a passenger in the hold?” the Captain asked, getting to her feet. 

The sound grew and it was more than a sound. It was a scream. No. It was a bestial howl, an echoing snarl of rage from some horrifi c creature escaped from some lunatic’s nightmare. 

“What the bloody hell is that?” Carroll whispered. 

Sayers turned to his console and called up a security diagram of the ship. “Captain,” he said. “Nothing shows on the sensors. No life signs whatsoever.” 

The console screen showed a diagram of the  Coventry, red dots showing the presence of the bridge crew upper deck forward, the passengers on the lower deck forward, and Williams alone in Engineering aft. 

However, the hold amidships showed nothing. 

“Could we have heard something structural?” Carroll asked.  Or one of the cargoes had a little “extra” 

 they didn’t tell us about? 
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Sayers’ hands fl ew over his console; low-light camera feeds windowed up on the screen--hold hatches, corrugated metal walls of freight containers, the restraint webbing of the LCL area, loose debris fl oating in Zero-G. “Air pressure holding, internal gravity off, life-support minimal. Ambient temperature is fi ve above freezing. Hold temperature seems a bit low, but everything else is F.A.B.” 


* * *

In the passenger wardroom, Melanai spoke calmly to Mrs. Goodrich, assuring her that the strange noise was nothing to be concerned about. The stewardess’ biggest concern was to make sure the woman’s panic didn’t spread to the other passengers. However, aside from the woman’s young daughter, the Selkie, the human priest and the construct all remained outwardly calm though curious. 

“I’m going to sue!” the woman babbled, near tears. She clutched at her child. “I was told this journey was safe!” 

 “Mirai Goodrichai,” the Thalendri explained, “the Captain is going to fi nd out what the noise was in a few moments, and I assure you the chances are that everything is going to be fi ne. There are no alarms and no calls from the Captain to take safety precautions. We’ll fi nd out what that noise was in a moment.” 

“Are we FTL now?” Winter asked. Pale, she still remained calmer than her mother. 

“Yes,” Melanai said. “That blue fl ash you saw that came from everywhere was Insertion. From here on, physics does all the rest. In about six days, we’ll come out on the other side safe and sound.” 


* * *

“Nuyann, get aft and fi nd out the source of that noise.” The Captain rubbed her temples in frustration. 

Though the problem would probably turn out to be minimal, malfunctions and problems in FTL had a tendency to become lethal if not properly looked after. 

Nuyann’s hands fl ew over his console; camera-feed windows brightened as the hold lights came on. 

“I’m bringing the hold life-support up to full. Give me about thirty minutes.” 

Williams’ voice came over the intercom. “O.K., boss. You’re the chief engineer. Lead the way.” 

Nuyann looked shaken. “I didn’t like that sound. Sounded like...” The Thalendri’s voice trailed off as he realized the rest stared at him. “Never mind. I’ll get aft.” The paravulpine left the bridge for Engineering, hatch hissing shut behind him. 

The ship’s sensors had reported that Engineering remained secure and sound, with only the APU active and the main engines cooling down. Nuyann and Williams ran diagnostics and scans with no problems presenting themselves. 

Nuyann hit the intercom. “Captain.  Tantulari  back here. Is the cargo hold ready to enter?” 

The Captain’s voice came back with a faint electronic hiss. “Sayers says there’s a chill in the air, but life support is up completely; hold gravity at half a gee. Sayers has also completed a limited visual scan of the exterior. There’s nothing showing up on the external cameras, so there’s no need for an EVA.” 

On the lower Engineering deck, Williams opened the hatch to the cargo hold; a wave of cold air billowed in as Nuyann joined him with a pair of data-sticks. 

“Wish I had fur,” Williams said. 

“Blame evolution,” Nuyann retorted, then hesitated before the open hatch and tongued his nosepad, sniffi ng 

sniffi for whatever

for 

  

whatever  had to be in the hold. Nothing--only the usual scents and a lot of cold. Ears tucked, he cautiously stepped through the hatch, feeling half his weight disappear. 

The  Coventry’s hold held forty-two cargo containers loaded with goods for Alorya. Stacked two deep on either side of a cleared access lane, each one represented a fl at transport fee or spec-trade goods; the near-full load meant a mildly-profi table run. 

Aside from the long access corridor overhead connecting the upper deck to Engineering, there were four other exits--the two large airlocks port and starboard for loading and unloading, a forward hatch leading 
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past the LCL area into the lifeboat bays and passenger deck, and a companionway beside it to the crew quarters on the upper deck. 

“All the hatches seem fi ne,” Williams said. 

“That noise may have been a pressurized blow-out from one of the pallets,” Nuyann said. “You check the lower rows and I’ll check the uppers.” 

Williams nodded in agreement, and the two slowly worked their way forward down the corrugated walls of containers, stopping and checking each lading chip with their data-sticks. All on manifest, all secured, no sign of any rupture. 

The  Coventry had a capacity of fi fty standard containers; with forty-two loaded, the walls of corrugated metal and hold-downs broke into occasional gaps amidships and forward. 

“Nothing so far,” Williams called to Nuyann up through one of the gaps. “I’ll check the LCL area for the passenger baggage. Want to bet a can of shaving cream decided to go?” 

Nuyann heard him go to the extreme forward end of the hold, where the LCL area held passenger baggage and miscellaneous stores behind restraint nets. 

“Alloa!” Williams called a few minutes later. “I may have found something here in the passenger area behind the netting.” 

“Coming!” Nuyann called. 

Then, a strangled gurgle that set the Thalendri’s fur bristling and tail tucking. 

“Williams?  Wowowow?” 

The gurgle grew, faltered, came back louder. Nuyann fl ew down the catwalk towards the companionway, the cramped way becoming narrower by the microsecond. The  gildarr  was coming, the invisible, unscent-able one from the accessway--

“Williams!” 

The gurgle choked into a moan, then cut off as Nuyann got to the open area at the forward end of the hold, fur bristling and hands shaking,  something  invisible just behind him ready to strike. 

He looked down into the LCL area, a whiff of human urine burning his nostrils. His assistant engineer lay collapsed on the deck, curled up in a semi-fetal position in front of the passenger baggage area. The netting that separated the passenger’s cargo from the commercial had been pulled back. A passenger’s container--basically an oversized bread box with a latch--had been opened. Brightly colored clothes had spilled out of it. 

Yelping, Nuyann made it down the companionway to the prostrate form and checked for a pulse. There was none. 


* * *

Captain Carroll sat impatiently by the ship’s intercom, waiting for a report. She jumped when Nuyann’s panicked voice yelped through the speaker. 

“Medical emergency--LCL area, cargo hold!” he barked. “Williams is down!” 

The  Captain  hit  the  Respond  key.  “Chokonnu!  Medical  Emergency,  LCL Area!  We’re  on  our  way. 

Sayers! You have the con!” 

Carroll  sprinted  for  the  aft  hatch,  picking  up  Chokonnu  about  halfway  through  the  crew  quarters. 

Nuyann’s sudden scream--a shrieking  Yelp!  like a dog smashed under a vehicle’s wheels--made them run faster. 

Faster than the Captain, the Selkie medic arrived fi rst, bouncing down the companionway on all fours, medpack banging on the rungs. At the base of the steps, Nuyann laid bucking and jerking in a  grand mal seizure, his eyes rolled back, muzzle foaming. 

106

Ken Pick and Alan Loewen

Concerned that whatever felled the two engineers may be environmental, the small musteloid held his breath, grabbed Nuyann under the shoulders, and pulled him through the lower-deck hatch, getting it shut just as the Captain arrived. 

Nuyann lay on the deck between the passenger airlock and the lifeboat bay, his limbs still trembling. The Thalendri whined. 

“I’ve got to get Williams,” Carroll said. “Lewis will be here in a moment to help you get Nuyann into sickbay.” 

Nuyann’s eyes snapped open.  “GILDARR! --Ie, NIMSHUUTH!”  he gasped. “Eating my mind!” 

“Nuyann,” Carroll said. She wanted to be gentle with the stricken Thalendri, but Williams was still in the hold. “What happened? Where’s Williams?” 

“Dead,” the Thalendri gasped. “He’s dead!  Nimshuuth  killed him--in the passenger lockers-- Stay out!” 

Then his body started bucking in another seizure, and didn’t stop until Chokonnu’s injector hissed into him. 


* * *

In  the  passengers’  wardroom,  Melanai  had  restored  some  semblance  of  peace.  Mrs.  Goodrich  had calmed down and the rest made the decision to retire to their rooms for an early night. 

The Thalendri stewardess sighed in relief. Ever since that strange sound that seemed to emanate from the ship itself, she had been getting a slight headache and the pain was growing, like something grinding away inside her skull.  Get up to sickbay, down some pentazocines... 

“Are you well?” 

Melanai turned to see the human priest staring at her while she rubbed her temples, her ears drooping. 

“Ari,  Holyfather, thank you for asking.” 

The priest looked about the wardroom as if looking for something. “I’ve noticed a growing headache and a feeling of nervousness. It’s very slight.”  And kind of familiar, but from where? 

Melanai looked at him in alarm. Maybe she should have asked the other passengers. “Not slight to me....” Then she winced, her fang-tips showing. “Growing worse.” 

“Interesting.”  Then it isn’t just me. Thalendri have lower pain thresholds than humans; she would feel it fi rst, whatever it is.... “Forgive a strange question, but please walk over here and tell me if you feel the same?” 

Intrigued by Father Heidler’s request, Melanai walked with him to the forward tip of the passenger deck. 

“Murr.... ” the vixen purred, her ears starting to perk up. “Better over here.” 

“That confi rms my own subjective feelings,” the priest replied. “Whatever’s causing our symptoms is coming from the rear. Is the cargo hold on the other side of that sealed door?” 

“Yes, after the reception airlocks and lifeboat bay,” Melanai said, “Excuse me, but I’d better check on the passengers and talk to the Captain.” 

The staterooms of the priest himself and the Selkie passenger were at the forward end of the passenger corridor, and as she went to knock on Mr. Pitter’s door, she suddenly stumbled and had to grab for a table to keep from falling. 

“Allow me,” said a voice behind her. She felt Father Heidler’s strong hands grasp her shoulders and lead her back away from the rear of the compartment. 

Gasping, the stewardess clung to the priest as she caught her breath. “How...? That feeling-- Growing stronger-- The passengers! Don’t you feel…like something gnawing inside?” 

“Yes, I feel it,” the priest said, “but it appears to affect you more strongly. I’ll go check on the passengers. Catch your breath and then notify the Captain.” 
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Now he recognized the feeling. As part of his training, he’d been familiarized with psionics, up to and including  psi-attacks. A  Larant  telepath--a  man-sized,  sand-and-spinach  theropod  dinosaur--had  probed him, teaching him to recognize the symptoms and sensations of feeling someone else’s mind literally  push into his. Except this wasn’t a pushing: it was a grinding, like something trying to cut its way in with power tools. 

Steeling himself as best he could, he made his way to Mr. Pitter’s stateroom. The closer he walked toward the door, the more he walked into a mass of acidic gel that ate at his mental defenses. A psi attack was supposed to feel--had felt in the demonstrations--like a blow to the head, except from the inside out. This was like a power-grinder, tearing at his neurons in a cascade of sparks. 

Decades of spiritual discipline augmented with his mental training in seminary allowed him to concentrate, but he could feel even these stopgap mental shields slowly crumbling. Mentally, he went through the Rosary, the repetition of Our Fathers and Hail Marys pushing the grinder away from his head. 

No response to the chime; he opened the door to fi nd the Selkie collapsed shivering on the fl oor, staring at nothing and drooling.  Petit mal--that confi rms it.  Though Father Heidler had a few years on him, he picked up the Selkie and carried him back outside. 

The stewardess had already gone up the ladder to the upper deck. The priest laid the Selkie down on the deck as far forward as he could go, gritted his teeth for another plunge into the power-grinder and went to the stateroom of Mrs. Goodrich and her daughter. 

Like Mr. Pitter, Mrs. Goodrich lay unconscious on the fl oor, her daughter laying protectively across her mother, whimpering in delirium. Father Heidler stared in amazement. Whatever attacked the adults had evidently less of an impact on the child. 

He carried the girl to safety fi rst and then returned to drag the woman back to a safer area. By the time he reached the ladder, Winter lay with her eyes open. 

“Mommy?” she whispered. 

“She’ll be fi ne,” Father Heidler said, praying he wasn’t lying. “She just needs to rest. You lie next to her and let her sleep.” 

The priest caught his breath, centered his mind and walked back into the mental battle. He groaned. 

Whatever it was grew stronger. Surely, he thought, the Carcosa Artifact lay behind all of this. 

The priest didn’t bother with the chime for Jill Noir’s room--Number Four, the farthest aft. He simply opened the door--and stopped in surprise. 

The construct had ripped the bed to shreds. Anything loose had been strewn across the fl oor along with a handful of bright yellow pills and scattered smoking accessories. A sharp “Dook!” came from the bathroom, followed by a gekkering sound like an angered Thalendri, but deeper and different. 

The sound from the bathroom paused, and Jill suddenly staggered into the doorway, her clothing hanging off her in ragged tatters, her tail bouffed out, her ferret head bare.  So she was wearing a wig? 

“Out!” she ordered, her voice almost a wail. “Get out!” The struggle she endured to hold on to her mind lay clear in her dark eyes. 

“Miss Noir,” the priest said, “we’re under some form of psionic attack. You’ll feel better if you come out and go toward the front of the ship.” 

His warning came too late. He watched in horror as the last semblance of sentience drained from the construct’s eyes. It blinked at him once, glanced around the room with sharp, quick movements, and then saw him as if for the fi rst time. It lunged. 

Back-pedaling, Father Heidler slammed the stateroom door in the construct’s face and backed away while whatever Jill Noir had become scrabbled at the door. 
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The grinding wheel sent another shower of sparks from his neurons and he almost succumbed. The power grew stronger by the minute. 

Leaving the construct in God’s hands, the priest went to check on the rest of the passengers. The Selkie and Mrs. Goodrich still lay unconscious, but Winter lay across her mother, weeping quietly. 

The priest touched the little girl gently on the shoulder. “Winter,” he said gently, “everything’s going to be fi ne. You must be brave just a little longer.” 

He grabbed Mr. Pitter, grateful at how small and light the creature felt in his arms. He stuffed the limp form into the dumbwaiter. 

Climbing up the ladder, he opened the door and looked out into the crew’s wardroom. 

“Hello?” he called. “It’s Father Heidler.” 

A human crewman appeared out of a hallway leading aft, panic on his face. 

“I need some help,” he said. 


* * *

It took a few minutes, but they were able to get Mr. Pitter, Mrs. Goodrich and her daughter to the upper deck. The oversized dumbwaiter to the galley helped with the Selkie and the little girl. The crewman--

Father Heidler learned his name was Sayers--used a fi reman’s carry to get the limp form of Mrs. Goodrich up the ladder. The priest sighed in relief as the Selkie and the woman began to show signs of regaining consciousness. 

“Is this all the passengers?” Sayers asked. “Anyone still down there?” 

Father Heidler shook his head. “There’s another passenger, Miss Noir, a construct, but whatever attack we’re under has made her totally feral. We can’t help her without getting injured or worse. And the crew?” 

The priest watched the emotions play over the crewman’s face. “We have several down,” he said. 

“Dead?” 

Sayers shook his head. “We’ve lost Williams. The Captain’s trapped back in Engineering. The rest collapsed by the hatch to the cargo hold, lower deck.” 

Father Heidler paused for a moment in thought. “Look,” he said, “I think I know what’s going on; the construct brought something on board. Can I talk to the Captain in some way?” 

“There’s the ship’s intercom system. That panel over on the wall.” 


* * *

Captain Carroll swore as she paced back and forth in Engineering. Her crew lay on the deck at the other end of the hold, but any attempt to go forward and she felt her brain being ripped apart. Somehow, there had to be some type of shielding she could use to protect herself. A spacesuit had already been tried and discarded--she’d tried a dead run forward down the access corridor, only to come crawling back to safety. 

The intercom buzzed. “Captain?” a strange voice said, “This is Father Eric Heidler. Are you there?” 

Carroll hit the intercom. “Where’s my crewman?” she shouted. “Is Sayers there?” 

“Yes, Captain, he’s here. He’s moving Mrs. Goodrich over to the far bulkhead.” 

The captain groaned. In her anxiety for her own crew, she had forgotten about the payload. When Melanai joined them in the hallway, she collapsed along with the others before she had relayed any information. 

“Captain?” 

Carroll hit the button. “Still here, Father. Get the passengers to someplace safe. My crew will try to sort the problem.” 

“Sayers here, Captain. The passengers have been affected. Mrs. Goodrich and Mr. Pitter seem to be recovering, but slowly. The girl’s not as bad. There’s another still on the lower deck. The Priest says she seems to have gone insane.” 

“The construct?” 
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There was a short pause. “Father Heidler says it’s the construct. And Captain, he says he knows what the problem is.” 

Captain Carroll sighed. “With all due respect,” she said, knowing the priest was surely overhearing the conversation, “this is not a matter of faith, and we’re not going to sort it with a few prayers.” 

There  was  another  period  of  silence  on  the  intercom. This  time,  Father  Heidler’s  voice  was  on  the comm. 

“I agree with you, Captain. We’re dealing with a psionic phenomenon caused by a relic the construct brought aboard the ship. It’s in the cargo hold.” 

The Captain felt her anger and frustration growing. “You’d best tell me what you know.” 

“I’ll make it short and sweet,” the priest replied. “The Church has been collecting archaeological specimens from this region of space that we call the Carcosa Artifacts. There was an ancient civilization--sometime between the Old Ones and the Cluster Alliance--that had also made the discovery of FTL Manifolds. 

However, being homebodies, they weren’t all that interested in travel. They thought the Manifolds were their equivalent of the afterlife and they composed a religion around it. 

“The Church has been studying them for a long time. We have been purchasing artifacts as we fi nd them to piece together the Corcoran theology. We were purchasing this one, but the construct stole it and I’ve been following her to get it back and see who else is interested in these artifacts.” 

The Captain’s voice came back, cold as liquid helium. “You mean to tell me you allowed this artifact on my ship to put my crew and passengers in danger?” 

“No, ma’am. No Carcosa Artifact has ever acted like this when exposed to the Manifolds. As far as we could tell, they were all ‘dead’ from sheer age. This is something completely unexpected.” 

“So, please tell me you know how to deal with it.” 

The Captain could hear the fi nality in the priest’s voice. “No. I don’t. We’ll have to solve the problem together, but I know this. It’s some form of psionic attack, and the area of effect is growing.” 

“Bloody hell.” If it was psionic, shielding would be useless. There was nothing aboard the  Cov  that they could use to bodge up a psi-shield. 

The Captain looked down the corridor toward the crew compartments, her brow furrowed in thought. 

She stepped through the hatch and immediately jumped back with a gasp of pain. She had been able to get partway down the corridor before, but now the mind-ripping started almost at the engine room bulkhead. 

Before long, she’d be backed right up against the reactor bulkheads and out the aft airlock. 


* * *

“I have a theory, Captain.” 

“Talk.” 

“I believe the artifact is getting its power from the higher brain functions of the people on the  Coventry. 

That is the logical explanation as to why the little girl, Winter, was not so strongly affected and why the construct has gone feral. It also explains why you and I have some limited endurance.” 

The Captain snorted in derision. “You’re saying you and I are dimwits?” 

“No. I’m saying your primal anger at the circumstances gave you enough strength to fi ght your way into Engineering when the rest of your crew succumbed. My training in spiritual and mental disciplines is my own personal form of protection.” 

“Captain?” Sayers cut in. “I’m on the bridge. We’re showing something in the hold.” 

“Yes?” 

“Well, something must be wrong, ma’am. The sensors indicate a small source of Cerenkov radiation coming from the LCL area--passenger baggage.” 

“Did you hear that, Father?” Carroll asked. 
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“Yes, I did. That pretty much confi rms it.” 

“What does this artifact look like?” 

“It’s a small orb, about fi fty millimeters across. Captain, I have an idea.” 

“Yes?” 

“I’m expendable. I can’t get to your people in the hallway, but there’s another entrance to the hold up here in the crew wardroom. I think I can hold it together long enough to get a visual of what’s going on. The answer may be as simple as blowing it out the airlock.” 

“Blowing an airlock is not simple,” came the immediate retort. 

Father Heidler smiled. “Well, what do you think of my idea of looking into the cargo hold?” 

“If you think you can resist the attack better than my crewman, I hate to say it, but at least we’ll get a better understanding of what’s going on. However, have Sayers tie a tether around you in case you collapse.” 

“Good idea. I’ll get back to you in a moment.” 

The priest checked in quickly on Mr. Pitter and Mrs. Goodrich, both sleeping in the tiny sickbay. When they had recovered from the attack, they both complained of severe headaches, bordering on what Sayers said described a cluster migraine. He had given them medicine from the sickbay and sedated them. The little girl slept peacefully on a pallet next to her mother. 

Sayers met him outside the sickbay. He held a rope in his hand made of some tough synthetic. 

“I’ll need a few moments to gather my wits,” Father Heidler said, “before I open that door. The area of effect has expanded by at least another meter. I can’t go out on the stair landing for long.” 

While Father Heidler stilled his mind, Sayers made an impromptu halter around the priest’s shoulders and upper chest. 

“What didn’t you tell the Captain?” Sayers stepped around to face the priest. “Why would the Vatican be interested in some alien artifacts?” 

“Not ‘the Vatican’--my order; we’ve been the Church’s ‘Intelligence Service’ since we branched off from the Jesuits.” He considered a moment, then continued. “I told your Captain the truth, but not all of it. 

As far as we can reconstruct, the Manifolds weren’t just the afterlife to the Carcosans, they were  the ‘spirit world’--including ‘making magic’ by dealing with  things  in the Manifolds, outside our reality. One theory--

looks like it’s true--is the Artifacts were some sort of psionic quantum tap to those  things. ”  A Thing of Power for “Materialist Magicians”…

Sayers looked up from where he was securing the knots. “’The Manifolds are the gate through which the realities meet--not necessarily ours--Lados Nightfl ame, the scaly who invented the drive.” He met the priest’s quizzical reaction with a sheepish shrug. “Err… I dabbled with Kluuthism when I was younger.” 

Father Heidler smiled.  God’s revelation to the Larant, according to their biology and psychology, as the Way of the White Prophet was to the Kthymri and the Eternal Dance to the Thalendri.... “God manifested in science and knowledge, with exploration and discovery as sacraments and our universe an island of fractal order with a Crawling Chaos outside trying to break in?” 

Sayers nodded and tightened the fi nal knots. 

“Then you have some idea. Science is a wonderful tool, but not an end in itself.”  Maybe the Larant have more general revelation coming… “It deals with measurements and facts, but not what we know as good and evil. Despite how we try to redefi ne them away.”  Like we’ve done again and again for almost three millennia since St. John died and general revelation ended. At least for humans. 

His voice hardened. “And the Carcosa Artifacts are evil. Whatever they tap is not only abstract power, but a predator, actively seeking prey. ‘Like a roaring lion, seeking whoever he may devour’--we know that now. The Church has scientist-priests of her own; as scientists they classify and analyze, but as priests they understand that an inanimate object can be much, much more in the cosmic scheme. 
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“The Church has stood against evil for thousands of years.”  Even when we almost succumbed from the inside. “When we went out to the stars, we took our age-old mandate with us.” 

“And you? Are you one of those scientist-priests?” 

“No. My story is my own.” As if on cue, phantom pain twinged in his cyborged limb, from the left hand down the forearm. “Right now, reality is that my faith is probably the best weapon we have to save everyone aboard this ship.” 

He closed his eyes and stood silent for a long moment. A very long moment, while the pressure inside Sayers’ head grew; the crewman was about to grab and shake the priest when he opened his eyes and said, 

“It’s time.” 

Focusing his mind, Father Heidler walked toward the door. A meter and a half from the door, the grinder started ripping. An involuntary groan escaped his lips; mental acid tore at his brain as he groped for the hatch release into the hold. 

Behind him, Sayers fed out the tether line. 

His hands began to involuntarily shake and his legs quiver, then the portal slid open and he lurched out onto the companionway. 

Below him, he saw the limp form of a crewman sprawled across the fl oor and made a quick and silent prayer for the dead. Next to the body, synthetic-canvas webbing lay across the alcove that formed the passengers’ baggage area. The air radiated a cerulean aura, beautiful and deadly, its source a passenger’s open container. 

He felt his mind go. With a cry of agony he hurled himself back into the wardroom, Sayers pulling on the tether with all his strength. 

When the priest was fi nally able to stand again, his limbs continued to tremble. 

He stumbled to the intercom. “Captain.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“It’s the artifact. The source is coming from a container in the passengers’ cargo alcove. If we blew the airlock, all we would probably lose is air.” 

“I’m not having any results here, either. I haven’t discovered anything that would shield us from the effects, but I’ve not given up yet.” 

The priest slumped at a table, his mind unable to think. He dimly remembered the construct downstairs and felt a wave of compassion for the creature. 

“I’d better check on the passenger downstairs,” he said to Sayers. 

“She may not be alive.” 

The priest shrugged. “She may be worse than dead. But I have to try and help her.” 

Father Heidler pressed his left hand hard in several spots. His pharmacological armory was limited, but if the construct was unconscious, he had the capability of putting her in a true sleep simply by touching her. 

That, of course, was assuming the artifact’s area of effect hadn’t grown to the point where he was denied access to the passenger wardroom. 

He trembled as he walked to the access ladder, feeling the artifact grinding away at his mind. He opened the hatch, but a sudden intuition made him get on his knees and look down into the compartment below before he put his feet on the rungs. 

He looked down into utter destruction, perfumed with ferret musk and poop. Jill Noir crouched naked across the compartment, a man-sized mustelid. She had something in her hand that sparkled, a glittering object the construct chewed in a frenzied preoccupation.  She’s a biter. Great. 

With a quick jerk, she looked up to see Father Heidler’s head. Heidler managed to slam the hatch closed just in time. He couldn’t believe the construct could move with such amazing speed. 
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Ten minutes later, he contacted the Captain with an idea. 


* * *

“You’re crazy,” Sayers said. 

“Crazy as a ferret,” the priest said grimly. “It’s the only idea I have.” 

He made sure the door to the sickbay was locked and with a grunt of exertion, he endured the agony of the artifact long enough to open the door to the cargo hold. 

“Ready?” he called. 

“Ready,” Sayers answered. 

Quickly, he opened the hatch to the passengers’ wardroom, praying he wouldn’t be staring into the construct’s face on the ladder. The ladder was empty. 

Father Heidler ran back into the bridge. Sayers slammed the hatch behind him. 

Together, they watched the sensors. 

A  red  dot  showed  the  Captain  in  Engineering.  Dots  clustered  around  the  cargo  hold  door  in  the Engineering corridor represented the still living, but comatose, forms of Melanai, Chokonnu and Nuyann. 

Three passengers lay in the sickbay behind locked doors. In the cargo bay, a blue dot pulsed. 

Sayers and Father Heidler watched the red dot representing Jill Noir moving around the passengers’ 

wardroom. 

“Look at her move!” Sayers said. 

“She’s fast,” Father Heidler said in agreement. 

“She found the open hatch to the upper deck.” 

Together, they watched the dot as it wandered about the crew’s wardroom. The ferret had found all sorts of new toys to activate the creature’s natural curiosity. 

“When is she going to fi nd the hatch to the cargo hold?” Sayers asked. 

“Be patient,” the priest replied. 

They only had to wait ten minutes longer. 

“How can she get so close to that  thing in there and still be conscious?” Sayers asked. 

 thing

Father Heidler smiled grimly. “Trust me. She  is unconscious. What is left is the animal part of her. Poor Saint Francis. How heartbroken he would have been to discover that animals lack higher brain functions.” 


* * *

“There she goes,” Sayers said excitedly, pointing to the sensor screen. The red dot had moved toward the artifact. “How’s she going to get the artifact out of the container?” 

“Oh, just leave that up to a ferret. If they see a sparkly, they’ll fi nd a way to get it.” 

Another fi ve minutes, and the ferret and the artifact had moved into the center of the room. 

Sayers hit the intercom. “Captain,” he said excitedly, “it worked. The construct has the artifact out of the passengers’ cargo alcove.” 

“Ab-Fab,” the Captain said in reply. “Father Heidler, go and seal the hatches and we’ll blow the lock.” 

The priest hit the intercom button. “Captain, you can’t blow the construct out of the airlock with the artifact.” 

The reply came back quickly. “You yourself said the creature was dangerous. You can’t get it out of the hold without putting yourself in danger. It’ll be on you before you shut the door. If you can’t do it, Sayers will shut the door for you. There’ll be no blood on your hands.” 

Father Heidler felt himself growing angry. “First, there will be blood on my hands because I’m giving assent to a plan that will result in the death of what is, or was, and maybe can be again, a fellow sentient. 

Secondly, Sayers can’t get that close. He’ll succumb. The strength of that artifact is growing stronger by the 
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second. It’s like a vampire. It killed your fi rst crewman in its fi rst hunger, but now it’s simply feeding and using your crew as food.” 

“Sayers?” the Captain said. “Get ready to blow the lock.” 

Sayers looked at the priest and shrugged. His fi ngers danced over several keypads, and warning chimes started going off on the bridge; from a distance aft came the dull thuds of closing pressure hatches. “Done, ma’am,” he said. “Cargo hold’s sealed off and ready to blow.” 

“Father Heidler,” the Captain said, “if we let this effect spread any farther, we’ll have to abandon ship while FTL--and God knows where we’ll emerge if we leave the  Cov. We have enough reserve air to repres-surise the hold, but not the amount we’ll lose if any hatches are open to the quarters. And if we get explosive decompression into the quarters, everyone in sickbay and what’s left of my crew below decks will be right in the midst of it. Your call. Kill the construct or kill us all.” 

The priest gritted his teeth in anger. “Let me try to get her out.” 

Patiently, he waited. 

“How, priest?” the Captain asked. 

“I’ll go down and get her, lure her out of the hold. If you have a spare headset, you can listen in and I’ll tell you when we’re clear.” 

Sayers looked up from his console. “Sounds like it’d work, Captain. I can monitor him from here, and blow the lock on his signal.” 

The Captain’s voice crackled back. “If this takes too long, Father, Sayers will have to blow the lock on my signal. I can’t jeopardize the ship and everyone else aboard for two passengers.” 

“I understand.” Father Heidler took the headset Sayers handed him and fi tted it on. “Captain, I’m going now.” 

“Good,” came the reply. “Nobody will judge you.” 

“Yes,” Father Heidler replied. “Nobody will judge me.” 

Quickly, the priest moved down the corridor, past sickbay and the galley/wardroom, toward the hatch to the cargo hold, the energies of the artifact grinding away at his brain with each step aft. This time, instead of the standard Rosary--he’d worked through the Sorrowful Mysteries, and the situation didn’t mesh well with the Glorious--he was using something a bit more apropos: Saint Faustina’s Chaplet. 

 Eternal Father, I offer you the Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity of Your deeply beloved Son, Our Lord Jesus Christ, in atonement for our sins and those of the world. For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

The hatch opened as he reached it. With a groan, he went through the portal and stepped out onto the companionway landing. Below him, what had been Jill Noir stared with rapt attention at the cyan-glowing ball pulsing in her paws, its surface already scarred by the construct’s teeth. 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

“Hey!” Father Heidler yelled. The construct looked up with a jerk of her head. 

The priest reached into his shirt and brought out the gold crucifi x that hung on a chain around his neck. 

He swung it back and forth, the bright light in the cargo bay making it glisten. “See the sparkly,” he called through gritted teeth. “Come and get the sparkly.” 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

The giant ferret followed the sparkling crucifi x, quivering in a weasel war dance. “

The giant ferret followed the sparkling crucifi

 Dook

x, quivering in a weasel war dance. “

The giant ferret followed the sparkling crucifi 

?” 

He swung the crucifi x around, letting it jingle on the railing, as the power-grinder worked away inside his head. “Sparkly....” 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

Jill dropped the artifact and sped up the steps, a brown blur. 
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Father Heidler leaped back and as the construct sped up the stairs he threw his crucifi x forward towards the bridge. Jill was on it before it hit the fl oor. 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

With a cry of relief, the priest yelled “We’re clear! Blow it!” into the headset mike. The blast of alarms, the fl ash of warning beacons, and the hatch quantumed shut with a metallic THUD! Then the pneumatic locks hissed and they were safe. 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion, have mercy on us and on all the worlds. 

Another set of alarms sounded--the four sharp pulses of depressurization alarms echoing through the bulkhead, competing with the screeching shower of sparks inside his head. He faltered, tore off the headset, grabbed for the Zero-G handholds to keep from collapsing. Another depressurization klaxon blasted through the crew deck; in the ear-ringing silence between the pulses came an inhuman cry, half-wail, half-snarl--a ferret in pain from the blaring alarms. 

 For the sake of His sorrowful Passion. 

Fifty kilos of fur and fury hit the priest from behind, smashing him against the closed hatch and onto the deck. 

Landing on his left arm, he tried to spin around to use his cyborg hand to inject a strong sedative into Jill’s body, but the construct was simply too fast. 

He felt mustelid teeth rip into his throat, going for the bright shiny white spot at the front of his Roman collar; his nostrils fi lled with the overpowering scent of musk followed by that of blood. 

“Lord!” he cried and then knew no more. 


* * *

Father Heidler awoke to the feeling of fi re in his throat. Finished with his head, the power-grinder had moved down a bit and started up again. He opened his eyes in the bright light of a starport sickbay. 

A nurse entered his fi eld of vision--a Thalendri vixen, in green-trimmed white, urgently yipping something he didn’t understand. 

Carefully, the priest attempted a tentative swallow and immediately regretted the action. Tears of pain came to his eyes. 

The nurse swivelled her ears and made an adjustment to Father Heidler’s IV tube. Within seconds, a painless sleep overtook him. 

When he woke up later, his throat felt somewhat better, but he was suddenly aware of other pain in his abdomen and chest. 

Again, a nurse--this one human, in white--entered his fi eld of vision. 

“Don’t talk,” she said. “You’re on Alorya Prime. You’ve been frozen and thawed and you’ve had extensive surgery on your throat.” 

He opened his mouth, but the nurse quickly put her hand over it. 

“No!” she ordered. “The doctor spent hours reconstructing your larynx and vocal cords. If you try to speak, I’ll knock you out instead.” 

Wisely, Father Heidler kept his mouth shut. 


* * *

Three days later, he had his fi rst visitor. 

“I guess I should thank you,” Captain Carroll said, “for saving my ship and those on board, but I do have to say that you’re being here in hospital is your own fault.” 

Father Heidler cocked an eyebrow, tapped something onto a smartpad and gave it to the Captain. 

“O.K.,” the Captain nodded. “Here’s the story. It was a good half-hour after we blew that bloody artifact 
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out of the airlock before the construct had enough of her brains back to let Sayers off the bridge and me into the wardroom. 

“You had been ripped to shreds; I still can’t believe we managed to shovel you into our only med berth and freeze you down before you died on us. 

“The rest of the crew woke up an hour later, but we had to sedate them for days. The migraines were devastating. 

“We lost Williams, but thankfully everybody else has recovered enough that they’ve been able to get on with their lives. Except for Mrs. Goodrich and her lawyers. I think I’m going to have to stay out in the Gray Zone from now on.” 

Father Heidler took the smartpad back and tapped in some more text. The Captain looked at the pad and shrugged. 

“The ferret’s ‘nicked up’--in prison. Smuggling a dangerous artifact. Other stuff. We’ll never see her again. Alorya’s a cluster of sky-cities; they don’t have the luxury of going out of their way for a dangerous construct, and her owners have denied any ownership. She’d have been better off if you’d blown her out the airlock.” 


* * *

A month later, Jill Noir sat in a small outdoor café partway up the endcap of Alorya Prime, fur shining in the ruddy sunlight coming through the light-pipe array at the spin-core. Too hot in the sky-city for her full costume, she had fi nally given herself permission to strip down to what was considered decent--a Thalendri-style top and sheer slacks. And her wig--after what had happened, she was never going bareheaded again. 

Ignoring the stares from the other patrons of the cafe, she fi ngered the small chain and medallion that had arrived in the mail when she sat in prison. 

The medallion sparkled in the sunlight and she fought an urge to nibble on it. Inscribed on the medallion were the words  The Order of Saint Dismas along with a bas-relief of a human face. 

She took a puff on the cigarette holder clamped in her mustelid muzzle and once again read the letter that had come with the medallion. 

 Dear Ms. Noir:

 I hope you will accept our offer to pay your bail and Weregild. I do believe my order will be able to reduce your charge and penalty, and gainful employment with my organization may open doors that will benefi t us both in the long run. 

 The Order of Saint Dismas is in need of couriers and especially someone of your unique talents. 

 I am certain you will fi nd the job description and perks to your liking. 

 Rev. Eric Heidler, O.S.D. 

Jill took another long drag on the bengastick, the heady rush-blend in her lungs stifl ing the ferret within. 

A few wheels and deals on the Underside after her release, and she had enough funds to buy a ticket off-world, well into the WebFed proper where she could lose herself in an environment far friendlier to constructs.  Where I’m not an animal. 

She preferred being a fugitive, and it would be a cold day in that priest’s version of hell before she ever worked for anybody else but herself.  He can have me when I feed the maggots; until then, I’m free and I’m going for as much as I can. 

She toyed with the idea of hocking the medallion, but it did sparkle so. She put it around her neck and slipped it into her frilly top. 


* * *
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At an endcap terrace away in the concave cityscape, the older human in a Roman collar watched Jill through the open-air “window” of a small restaurant. Casually, he sipped his tea--a WebFed herbal blend, including the same type of leaf the ferret-woman was smoking, sweetened down with Terry honey. 

A meter-tall Selkie--a sand-and-white Inlander, with musteloid features almost as sharp as Jill’s--came up to his table and waited impatiently. 

Still unable to talk, Father Heidler smiled and motioned for his companion to join him, tapping voder setup codes into his smartpad. 

The Selkie took his seat and looked around nervously, fi dgeting like a ferret as he pulled out and started up a pocket cybertranslator. “The Artifi cial you told me to tail--here’s what I found. She’s shipping out this evening for the Thalendri homeworld aboard a monohull bulk-freighter, the  Greatwings Pride. Forty-fi fty days, counting stops.” 

Father Heidler nodded and smiled his appreciation. “Good job!” came a synthesized voice from his smartpad, in Sentic. “Any more details?” 

“The ship’s purser told me she’s denning with another Artifi cial--something called a ‘rabbit’ coming out from Changorr System. Said one was enough and he was miffed that he had to take care of two of them on the trip. Said he bunked them together because they both breathed smoke.” 

Father Heidler smiled again and casually slipped the Selkie a wallet. With a look of relief, the Selkie grabbed it and disappeared into the crowd. 

The priest looked down across the endcap and watched Jill pay her bill. Before she disappeared into the crowd, he raised his teacup to her in an impromptu toast. 

 The Order of Saint Dismas will see you again,  he thought to himself as he saluted her.  We don’t make empty investments. Until later, my little thief. 

Father Heidler smiled, drained his cup and with his smartpad’s voice called for the bill. 
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The memory of muzzle fl ash fl ickered behind little Madeleine’s eyes. She stared into the middle distance at a point between the crazily paved courtyard and the next blank-faced tower block. She blinked, a fi lm of tears blurred her vision, but still the guns kept on fi ring. 

“Maddy? Maddy, what do you think about?” 

She blinked again, squeezing her lids together and letting a silver trail of moisture creep down beside her nose. Her tongue licked the corner of her mouth and tasted bitter salt. 

“Maddy, talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking.” 

Little Madeleine refocused, and looked at her refl ection in the gray window. The wind whirled outside, sending zephyrs of dust dancing out of the gaps in the ill-fi tting frame. She saw her face framed by her un-ruly dark hair, her brimming cow-brown eyes, her sharp nose and her pale narrow lips. 

“I’m late for school, Mother,” she said, but carried on hating her mirror image. 

“We don’t talk anymore, Maddy. Why don’t we talk anymore?” 

“Because you’re always drunk or hung over.” The shadow of her mother was propped against the door, blocking out the light from the hall. She was featureless, a black hole in the glass. “I really am late for school. I’ll see you tonight.” 

“I’ll cook, Maddy. Something nice. I’ll go to the shop and buy something nice. Would you like that?” 

Madeleine tore herself away from the window. “That’d be great, but we both know it’s not going to happen. I’ve left you enough money for vat alcohol, and I’ll pick up something on the way back.” She shouldered an ex-army rucksack that contained a few discs, a textbook, and a water bottle. 

Her mother, tiny, thin, swamped in a green satin wrap that she used to fi ll, smiled uncertainly. “It’s O.K. 

Leave me the money. I’ll get it right this time. I’ll get something nice.” 

“No. I need to go.” Before she ducked through the door, she bent down and kissed her mother on the crown of her head. “You could always give it up.” 

Her mother stayed silent, and Madeleine unbolted the front door, top, middle, bottom, then fl ipped the safety chain out. Before she stepped out onto the walkway, she checked left and right. No gangs streaming door to door, or rogue rollerbladers clacking along the poured concrete. 

She pulled the door shut, put her shoulder to it to check it was properly closed, and headed towards the stairs. The sun had long since hidden itself behind the overwhelming cloud cap that covered the London Metro Zone. Colors were suppressed. Everything was faded and worn; even Madeleine’s deep brown eyes looked black and hard. 

Someone was screaming from way across the courtyard, a steady siren sound that rose and fell then rose again, and didn’t seem to be interrupted to take in breath. A neighbor was shouting at the woman to shut up, and another telling the man to shut up himself. As Madeleine worked her way down from the fi fteenth fl oor, she could hear the argument between the two men progress from swapping insults to threatening physical harm. She had no doubt that by the time she reached the ground, one of the protagonists would be banging on the other’s door with a lump hammer. 

The woman ignored the commotion around her, and kept on privately screaming. 


* * *

As soon as she saw them, she knew it was too late to turn back. She had no choice but to use the echoing subways that dipped under the A40 expressway. The random roll of a dice decided which tunnel she’d use, 
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but either by fate or design, six of them were waiting for her, kicking their heels against the crumbling graffi ti, throwing rocks up onto the carriageway and hoping for the reward of a multiple vehicle crash. 

The school unlocked the gates at ten past eight and locked them again at twenty to nine. Her watch, reset every morning, told her she had eight minutes to cover a six-minute journey. Insuffi cient time if she abandoned her chosen route. 

She swallowed and dithered for thirty seconds, but it didn’t change anything. The rocks spiraled upward to hit the top of the catch netting installed to thwart them, and crashed down amongst them as they laughed and scurried out of the way. 

There was no one else around, and she cursed her poverty. For a few euros she could have a travel pass, but she never seemed to save enough before her mother found her stash and blew it on a binge of drinking.The fi gures on her wrist counted down. She started towards the light with her head down on her chest, shoulders up by her ears, eyes fi xed on her feet and her long legs eating the ground up. She only looked up again when she was toe-to-toe with a pair of once-white trainers. 

“Going somewhere, Long Tall Sally?” 

She turned and made herself thin, trying to shimmy past. She succeeded in half falling into another body, and she was pushed roughly back. 

“Asked you a question, rude not to answer.” 

Behind Madeleine’s eyes, the gunfi re glittered again. She barely heard the soft click of a lockblade swinging into position. 


“Do you want me to cut you? Is that it? You going to force me to put my tag on your cheeks, let everyone know that you’re my property? Is that it, freaky? Or is it that you’ve never been had, and you’re aching for it.”“Let me by,” she said, in a whisper. “Please.” 

“What’s that, freaky? Can’t hear you from down here, where the normal people live.” His voice was the grinding of glass, the creak of corrugated iron. “If I cut you another mouth, perhaps you’ll talk louder.” 

“I’m going to be late. I have to get to school.” 

“Teacher’s pet, freaky. Got a nice rosy apple in that bag? Better take a look.” 

Not her books. Her discs would become Frisbees and her book, her precious book, cigarette paper for some foul concoction a two-cent pusher was passing off as hash. 

As his hand came forward for the shoulder strap, she slid it down and held her rucksack behind her. Their eyes met; while hers had a chemical fi re that came in staccato bursts, his eyes were dead, like the shark she’d seen on the Discovery Channel. His hair was matted straw, his cheeks hollow, his bared teeth stained brown and ragged. He was the alpha male in the Metro Zone’s equivalent of a hyena pack. 

“I like it when they fi ght back.” He stepped forward again, grasping. 

She swung the backpack by the carrying loop, leaning out against the momentum. It fetched him on the temple, and he was knocked off his skinny legs. 

Madeleine didn’t wait. While the rest of his gang was gawping, she ran furiously by, elbowing aside a girl half her weight. Her arms and legs pumped frantically, and she didn’t stop until she crashed into the chain-link fence of the school compound. 

The security guard was just about to loop the padlock through the hasp, when he heard her desperate cry.“No!” 

He would have carried on, if it hadn’t been Madeleine. He felt sorry for her, the poor kid; she had a hard time, especially after what had happened to her father. He held the gate open for her as she squeezed 
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through, then fi nished his task. He could get a reprimand from the school manager, but he was pretty sure no one would bother about locking up fi ve seconds late. 

“Cutting it fi ne, Madeleine.” He twirled his keys like a gunfi ghter, then let them slip through his fi ngers on their tensioned cord. “You’re bleeding.” 

She was sitting on the curb, trying to breathe around the stitch in her side. She coughed like a consump-tive and waved him away, then fi nally noticed the blood dripping from the fi ngers of her left hand. 

He sat down beside her, he in his blue serge, she in army surplus because it was the only store in which she could get clothes to fi t her. Forcing her hand fl at, he explored the wound. 

“Any deeper and you’d have lost a tendon, girl.” The cut went from the middle of the back of her hand to the outside edge. “Better see the nurse. Get some vat skin on that.” 

“I need to get to classes, George,” she said. She held her hand away from her in case she stained her trousers. 

“I’ll radio your teacher. Need a hand getting to the sick bay?” 

“I’m fi ne, George, just fi ne.” She felt faint and nauseous. 

“Never known anyone so desperate for an education.” He got up and hauled on her good arm, which he tucked in around his neck. “Tell me again how tall you are.” 

“I’m not in the mood.” 

“Humor me. I am helping you, you know. Wouldn’t catch anyone else doing this.” 

She sighed as she leaned on him. She heard him grunt with effort. “Two meters.” 

“And in old money?” 

“Six foot six.” 

“Man,” he said, as he always said. “That’s tall.”* * *

Her hand had been skinned up and bandaged. She had a slap-patch on her arm, supposedly to take away the pain, but there wasn’t a drug on the market that would dig that deep. The pressure glove felt tight and strange, and she kept on clenching her fi st, fi ghting the tension. 

All she had to do now was get home. 

She dug deep into the bottom of her rucksack and found the familiar edges of her dice. She squatted down by the side of the school guardhouse and rolled it across the gum-scarred tarmac. It bobbled and bounced, teetered on the edge and fell into the road. It sat squarely on the bars of a storm drain. It briefl y showed a star-shape of fi ve dots, before a delivery van rocked the grating and sent it into the depths. 

She sat back on her haunches. She’d had that dice for four years, ever since she’d started at the school. 

“Hey, Madeleine?” 

“George.” 

“You O.K. down there?” He swung his keys over his knuckles in a blur of metal. 

She unfolded herself, and smiled sadly down. “Just lost an old friend. But when I think about it, perhaps I haven’t been just a little bit naïve.” 

“Look after yourself, girl. See you tomorrow.” 

“I’ll be careful.” She splayed her fi ngers to remind her, and set off down the road. At the point where her routes diverged, she ignored the last roll of her missing dice, and chose for herself; route one, straight down the road to the nearest subway. She needed to go to the shops, and any other way would force her to back track. 

Across the A40, she could see her block. Its outline was hazy with pollutants near the base, sharp at its sky-scraping top. The fi ve other towers of her housing project reared up around it, looking like pillars of stone rising from the sea. Hers was a drowned world, a lost Atlantis, full of ghosts and despair. 
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She had nowhere else to go. She started down the slope to the underpass. As she walked, she heard footsteps echo behind her. She quickened her pace; the noises receded. With all her attention directed behind her, she didn’t see the foot emerge from the shadows. It meshed with her ankle and sent her sprawling. 

Face down in the dark, a foot stamped hard on her back. The wind was knocked out of her. She gasped for air, not quite fi nding the strength to get a purchase on the moist concrete. The foot moved to her neck and pushed. Her vertebrae stretched, and she blanked out. 

There was a whisper in her ear, but she didn’t hear it; a hand tangling her hair and ripping it out by the roots, but she didn’t feel it. The bang-bang-bang of bullets and the click-click-click of hot shell casings echoed in her head. 

It was over as abruptly as it had begun. Her breath came in sips. 

“Can you get up?” 

Madeleine didn’t know. She rolled over onto her back, and knew she would have to spend the evening washing out the fi lth from her clothes. She still had hold of her rucksack, and was grateful. 

A woman’s face appeared like a ghost in the gloom, peering from the confi nes of a full-face helmet. “Let me give you a hand.” She reholstered her pistol and extended a plated gauntlet towards her. 

Madeleine put out her left hand, remembered that it was supposed to be injured, and withdrew it. She made another effort with her right and found her wrist clasped by strong fi ngers. 

“Thanks.” Half way up, she got her knees under her and managed the rest of the way by herself. 

“You just keep on going, don’t you, girl? That natural?” 

“Mutation,” said Madeleine. “Benign.” 

The woman took her arm and led her unresisting to the far end of the subway. There was no sign of her tormentors. 

“Thanks again. I can make it from here.” She did a double take. She thought her rescuer was with the police, but she was wrong. Body armor, automatic hand gun with a laser sight, ceramic helmet with a com-link, rosary beads hanging from her belt, crucifi x around her neck. A Joan. 

“I’ll buy you a coffee. Somewhere round here that won’t poison us?” She had an accent, somewhere between France and America. 

“Quebecois?” 

She smiled up with her laser-corrected eyes, glad that someone had placed her above the forty-ninth parallel. “Montreal.” 

“Why did you help me?” 

“Some law says I shouldn’t?” 

Front and back, Madeleine’s battle smock was black with oily slime and no café would have given her the time of day. They had bought two coffees from a street vendor, and left a deposit for the Styrofoam cups. 

Sitting side by side on a low wall, Madeleine bent low blowing steam onto her face, the Joan leaning back watching the gray people pass by. 

“I saw a program about you, your Order. You’re not here to look after the likes of me. Where’s your priest?” 

“Rome. They’re thinking about making him a bishop.” She shrugged, and slurped the scum off the top of her ersatz coffee. “They’ll reassign me to a barely-out-of seminary boy, and together we’ll get a benefi ce in some inner city war zone. He’ll do the transubstantiating, and I’ll try to keep him from getting shot by the locals. What’s in your future?” 

The coffee was awful, no more than a hot, brown sludge. It may as well have come straight from the sewers. “I’ve got to get out of this place.” 
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“You and everyone else. There’s not much elbow room round here, and everyone seems to be climbing over each other to make it to the exit. What makes you think you’re going to make it?” The Joan set her cup down, and unstrapped her helmet. She had a plait of red-brown hair that extended from the crown of her head to between her shoulder blades. The rest of her scalp had been shaved, and bore a fi ne dark stubble. 

“Because if I stay around, I’m going to get killed. There aren’t that many places where someone like me can hide.” Madeleine brushed a stray hair from her mouth. Her head hurt. Her neck hurt. Her back had someone’s bootprint on it. She was used to it. 

“From what I’ve seen of the Metro Zone, you’re not hiding anywhere. Move from here and it’s out of the frying pan into the fi re. The only green thing over the hill is jealousy.” The Joan smiled to leaven her words with humor, but Madeleine missed it. The smile slipped away and was replaced by a frown. “You’re going to be a victim all your life if you don’t toughen up.” 

“If I get qualifi cations, I can get a job. I can move. I can get my mother into a clinic, maybe, and get her back.” She drank some of the foul brew, and screwed up her face. 

“You dream big, girl. How old are you?” 

“Fifteen.” 

“There’s a long way between now and then. Can’t you get Welfare help?” 

Madeleine sat up, and poured the putrid coffee on the pavement. It made a brown splatter on the ground. 

“Blacklisted. My father ripped off the bank he worked for. We lost everything: income, house, insurance.” 

“And he couldn’t fi nd any other work?” 

She remembered the long barrels of the guns pushing through the door, the spurting fl ames of the spent gases, the marionette jerking of her father’s body as he fell back in tatters onto the stairs. 

“No,” she said in a quiet voice. “The bank came round and killed him.” 

The Joan tapped the side of her cup with an armored fi nger. After a while, she said: “That’s pretty rough, girl. Doesn’t explain why you don’t stand up for yourself. Or does it? You don’t want to get noticed. Getting noticed gets you hurt, right?” 

“Something like that.” Madeleine’s tone was wearily neutral. 

“I got news for you. Someone like you is always going to get noticed. Just look at you. Unless you’re going to go and live with the Masai, you’re always going to stand out.” 

Madeleine slipped off the wall and stood astride the coffee splash. “I’ve got shopping to do, and a mother to look after. Thanks for your help, but I’ve got to go.” 

The Joan whipped out her hand and gripped Madeleine’s left wrist. “I’ve not fi nished with you yet.” 

“Let go.” Madeleine half-heartedly tried to shake her off. This whole situation was stupid. What was she supposed to do? Hit a nun? The Joan squeezed tighter, causing sharp pain to arc across newly repaired skin. 

“If that’s the best you can do, girl, you’ll never make anything of yourself.” 

The girl in question fl exed her arm, dropped her shoulder and twisted around. She used her forearm as a lever and fl ipped her tormentor clear over her back. The Joan rolled and came up in a defensive stance, angular and tense, but with a broad smile on her face. 

“That’s more like it. You know what they see when they look in your eyes? Defeat. If you want out of here, you’re going to have to fi ght.” 

“Leave me alone. Are you mad?” 

“Mad enough to think that you’ve got a dangerous amount of potential, girl. You’re a damn sight stronger than you know.” She dropped her posture, and held her shoulder. “The armor helped, but you nearly ripped my arm off. You do that to some malnourished street punk, and you’ll be sweeping up radioactive waste for the rest of your short life.” 
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“Just for once, I thought someone was on my side.” Madeleine picked up her rucksack, and retrieved the cup from the ground. She dusted the grit from it, and balanced it back on the wall. 

“I’m not complaining about my arm. And I am on your side. I’m going to help you the only way I can. 

Probably the only way anyone can. Come with me now, and you can get all the status and respect and direction you can handle.” 

“Wait a minute. You want me to become like you?” 

“You’re fi fteen years old and you live here; the water’s polluted, the food’s bad, the air worse. You’re an obvious mutant, no medical insurance, no money in the bank, precious little in your pocket. Sooner or later, someone’s going to try and hurt you, and you’re going to kill them. Who’s going to believe, or even care, that you didn’t start the fi ght? So tell me, how many choices do you really have?” 

When Madeleine put her hand to her head, the Joan stepped forward and pushed it roughly away. 

“Get mad at me, girl! Get as mad as you like. Just don’t go all pitiful, woe-is-me.” 

“I still have my mother. There’s no one else to look after her. I’m going now. Don’t try and stop me. I’ll call the police.” 

The Joan laughed. “I haven’t seen any ‘round here yet.” But she stood aside all the same. 

Hesitantly, Madeleine walked past her. “I don’t get it. What were you trying to do?” 

“Provoke a reaction. You’ve been asleep for too long.” 

“Let me be.” 

“You know where to fi nd me. One last thing,” she called as Madeleine began to disappear into the crowds. “You’re the daughter. Your mother should be looking after you.” 


* * *

She was right, of course, but what could Madeleine do? The Joan had pointed out the one weak link in the chain she was going to use to pull herself out of the pit. 

No matter that she ended up President of the Union, she’d still have an alcoholic mother. Mrs. Mupley had  started  drinking  almost  the  moment  her  husband  had  stopped  twitching,  and  hadn’t  put  the  bottle down since. It had ruined them. They’d lost the nice apartment, lost the jewelry, the furniture, the clothes. 

Madeleine had dragged her depths for the courage to keep food in the kitchen. She’d drawn the line there, when she should have drawn it long before. Existence was subsistence, and no more. 

She cooked for them both that evening. Mycoprotein shapes, starch shapes, fi ber shapes; none of it real, none of it tasting of the food it resembled. The daughter made dinner for the mother, arranged it as nicely as she could on two plates and set it out on the kitchen counter. 

“Mother, food’s cooked. Wake up.” She extracted the plastic bottle from the crook of her mother’s slack elbow and put it on the fl oor next to the chair. The bottle was empty but for sharp fumes. 

She tried, but couldn’t rouse her. Just as when the door had banged open and black-clad bank security men had dug their rifl es into her father’s chest…she cast them out with a boiling scream. 

“No. I’ve had enough of this. I refuse to live like a rat anymore.” 

She reached out and took two handfuls of her mother’s silk wrap, wrenching her to her feet. Head lolling, she was dragged unconscious to her dinner. There was no way she could sit on a stool; that would have taken muscle control. So they both sat on the fl oor facing each other across the narrow kitchen. 

“You’ll eat your dinner, because I’ve taken the trouble to cook it for you.” When her mother didn’t reply, Madeleine dug in viciously with a fork, spearing a shape and biting down hard the second the food came in range. 

“You’ve ruined my life, you know that? Forget the fact that I’m a freak; that’s not your fault, but everything else is. We’ve got nothing, Mother, nothing at all. We haven’t even got any hope left. We’re only 
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trapped here because no one else wants to live in this dump. Even the cockroaches have somewhere better to go. Father was too greedy to live, and you’re too weak. What about me? I’m your daughter. Who’s going to look after me?” 

She had cleared her plate. She pushed it away, and watched the fork skitter off onto the faded vinyl fl oor. 

Her voice became a whisper. “I met someone today who said I had potential. She offered me a job. She may as well have offered me the moon, because I’m stuck here with you.” The anger that had momentarily burned inside snuffed out. “I’ve got homework to do. I’ll be in my room.” 

She left mother her there, sitting on the fl oor, head falling on her chest, legs apart with her dinner nestled between her knees. At the door, Madeleine looked back, and felt grief like a crashing wave pour over her. 

She dragged herself, half-blind with tears and her breath coming in sobbing gulps, to the mattress on the fl oor that was her bed. 

She wanted life so badly, and she had nothing. * * *

She went to church. Her Catholicism was maternally inherited and so nominal that it felt like stepping into an alien mothership. The steps leading up to the huge oak doors were worn smooth by thousands upon thousands of feet, but it felt right that something old could be so solid. Her project had been thrown up overnight out of precast concrete blocks, twenty years ago. It had starting falling down the moment the fi rst refugees had moved in. She associated age with decay and disease. 

The contrast with St. Joseph’s was abrupt. Here, the passage of time leant a venerable distinction to the building; the cleaned redbrick façade reached up to the eves, and the perspex-protected stained glass hinted at an inner fi re. Inside in the cool dark, the stone pillars demanded respect. 

She watched the man in front of her, to see what he did. He dipped his liver-spotted hand into a wall niche, and crossed himself before making his shaking way to one of the heavy wooden pews. She thought Parkinson’s, or vCJD. 

Madeleine approached the niche, and found a small bowl of water. It was cool on her fi ngers, and she slowly acted out the sign: up, down, left, right. She left a dewdrop on her forehead, which crawled ticklingly towards her nose. 

There were four others in the candlelit interior, scattered in the front rows nearest the elaborate altar. They sat separately and quietly, alone with their thoughts; they seemed to be waiting for something. 

Madeleine slipped into a pew, and waited with them. 

After fi ve minutes, she was beginning to get restless. She didn’t know why she was here, why she wasn’t in school, why she wasn’t at home listening to her mother’s empty apologies. The crucifi x suspended above the altar made her uneasy, as if it had been fabricated deliberately to be a masochistic fantasy: red blood trailed down ivory white fl esh in garish rivers, and Christ’s blue eyes watered as they gazed heavenwards. 

Madeleine knew about pain and separation, and what she saw didn’t match. 

Neither did the statue of eternal motherhood, Madonna and child. Her mother was a drunkard who needed looking after twenty-four seven. Yet here was a symbol of unattainable perfection; it made her angry. She should be the one cradled in encircling arms, but it was an experience that was wholly foreign to her. 

A priest appeared from a side door. He dipped as he passed in front of the altar, crossing himself across his black-clad chest. He turned, his nervous smile betraying his youth, and disappeared into the confessional. A glimmering light came on over the twin booths, and by unspoken agreement, a stooped elderly woman shuffl ed over to the unoccupied seat. Her walking stick caught in the closing door; after a struggle, it disappeared, and the light went out. 

Madeleine looked around her. Three more people had come in after her, and behind her sat a Joan. 

She muttered her way through her rosary, but her eyes were open, fl icking from one supplicant to another, 
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weighing up the threat each one posed. Her pistol was resting in her lap, and she had covered her head with her ceramic helmet. On duty, priest and protector. 

The Joan was looking more and more at her. Madeleine’s was a new face, and presented an unknown danger. 

She resolved not to turn around again. The old woman tapped her way out of the confessional. Those in the queue exchanged furtive glances. A younger woman went to help the older one and led her out. The Asian man with the thick moustache gave a little shake of his head, and the man that Madeleine had followed in stepped forward. 

She would be expected to go next. She thought of all the reasons why she shouldn’t, but none of them negated her central question: “Why am I here?” Perhaps the priest could answer that for her. 

It was dark and musty. The smell of polish was almost overwhelming; if Madeleine had been allergic, she would have had anaphylaxis on the spot. As it was, she sneezed and was still wiping her hand onto her trousers when the shutter behind the metal grille slid open. 

“You have something to confess, my child?” 

The priest could have been no more than ten years older than her; hardly a qualifi cation to be anybody’s parent. Yet he had been appointed a shepherd of souls, a father. 

“I don’t really know where to start,” she said. Her knees barked against the door. The confessional was cramped for her. 

“Are you a Catholic?” asked the priest. 

“My mother was. I think I was baptized; I’m sure I’ve seen the photograph.” 

He took it in his stride. “How old are you, my child?” 

“Fifteen.” 

“O.K.,” he said. “We run Catechism classes on Thursday nights, but we can talk about that later. The usual form of words is, ‘Forgive me Father, for I have sinned. It’s been a week since my last confession.’ 

Want to try it?” 

“Forgive me Father, for I have sinned. It’s been fi fteen years since my last confession.” She paused. “Is that right?” 

“That’s fi ne. Now you get to tell me all the wrong things you’ve done, all the wrong thoughts you’ve had, and all the good you haven’t done but could have. You might want to skip the fi rst fourteen years or so, and tell me what’s on your mind.” He laughed a little. Madeleine liked him. 

“I don’t know why I’m here.” She stopped, then started again. “That came out wrong. I don’t know why I’m  here.” 

“What do you believe to be the reason?” 

“I don’t know. I guess that’s why I came here. What did they teach you at Seminary?” 

“The reason for our existence is give glory to God, to give the very best of yourself in service to Him. 

What are your gifts, child?” 

Madeleine stared at the back of the wooden door. “I haven’t anything I’m good at. Hating my mother and father. He got himself murdered, and she’s drinking herself to death.” 

“Hate consumes the soul, and drives out love. It’s like a cancer, eating you up from the inside. It leaves nothing, nothing at all. Don’t hate; fi nd love instead.” 

That was it. For a moment, the cold gunfi re left Madeleine’s eyes and was replaced by a warm glow. 

To be loved, to love, without hesitation or complication; to give and receive, an exchange of hearts and minds. 

Then the feeling drained away. It was an illusion, a delusion, an impossible dream. 
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“That’s a joke. I’m too different, too …” She struggled for the words, and found that they wouldn’t come. 

“Too unworthy? We’re all unworthy of love. But God still says come.” 

“I met someone yesterday. One of your people.” 

“My people?” 

“Not a priest. A Joan. She…” All her words were rushing out, uncontrolled, unsafe. “She said I was going to kill someone, soon, and that I’d get blamed for it, and I’d die doing decontamination work.” 

The priest was silent for a while. He wasn’t asleep. She could hear him moving: a creak of wood, a whisper of cloth. 

“Did the sister say anything else?” 

Barely above a whisper, Madeleine replied, “She said she could help me. Save me from myself.” 

“Only God can save you.” 

“She wanted me to go with her. Become a Joan.” 

“It’s a very special calling, to be of the Order of St. Joan the Protector. Some people think that religion is bad, that religion is what made the Armageddonists set off their bombs, so they want to do away with us. 

Others just see us as bad for business. And still more are sent mad because of the way they have to live now. 

People like me need Joans, or there won’t be anyone left to preserve the faith for the next generation.” 

“But they kill people. They carry guns.” 

“Because I don’t. I can’t.” 

“But….” 

“In the three years since I left the seminary, I’ve lost half my graduating class. Ten men.” 

“I know that’s awful, but….” 

“They were my friends.” 

“Yes, I know.…” 

“So what are we supposed to do? Just lie down and die already? I’m happy to sacrifi ce my life to do my duty to both man and God. It would be a waste of that life if a pimp or a pusher put a bullet through my brains because I was hurting his bottom line.” 

It was Madeleine’s turn to be quiet. Her fi ngers writhed in her lap like white worms. “I don’t want to kill anyone. I just want to be left alone.” 

“And perhaps God won’t leave you alone.” 

“I have to go. I’ve taken up too much of your time already.” 

“Wait, my child. You need to hear your absolution and your penance.” 

“Keep them, Father. I’m in hell.” 

She stormed from the Confessional, heading straight for the open doors. The Joan watched her like a hawk as she strode past, and Madeleine felt the sharp, laser-corrected eyes burrow into her back, searching out her purpose and her meaning. 

In the porch, she turned, briefl y. The crucifi x still dripped blood, Mary still cradled the Christ-child. 

If the Armageddonists had held those images in their minds as they planned their holy war, perhaps none of this would have happened. Then again, they had justifi ed everything they had done in Jesus’ name. So where was love? 

The Joan had risen from her pew. She couldn’t follow Madeleine; her duty was to her priest. But she wanted to. She held out an empty hand. Madeleine turned again and was gone. 


* * *

The door was open. She could see it from the other end of the landing, and it made her sick to the pit of her stomach. She started to run, then slowed to a faltering halt. 
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What did she think she was going to do? 

The black hole that led to her home pulled her in regardless. She had no plan. It seemed like her whole life was without purpose, and if she was to end it tonight by rushing in where well-armed angels feared to tread, it would sum up her existence in a thoroughly neat way. 

“Mother? Mother, where are you?” She gripped the doorframe and propelled herself in heedlessly. The lights were off, and didn’t respond to her touch; they’d been sabotaged, which made her think that she was the target, not her mother. 

She crouched, for no reason other than her silhouette was sharp against the daylight behind her. Something came at her, a dark shape, fl eeting and strong. She rose up underneath it and carried it over her. She felt cloth and skin and bone against her hands, and lashed out. She used her feet as much as her hands, and it was very brief. Madeleine didn’t recoil when a wet spray of blood struck her face on a slant. She drove her open palm forward and heard something crack. 

All resistance disappeared, and she went on to the next room. A knife glittered. She took the blade through the hand and closed her fi st around her attacker’s. Somewhere down the far end of a chain of nerves, there was pain. In her head, there was nothing. Kick, kick, kick. He was down, two broken legs and a ruptured testicle. 

A cursory glance; her mother slumped in the corner, drunk or dead. Another girl, half her height, a quarter the weight, stick-thin and ready to be broken. Him--that lockblade held in front, swaying like a shark’s jaws, mouth a fi xed grimace and hissing between his rotting teeth. 

She took the haft of the knife imbedded in her hand and pulled it out, letting it fall to the fl oor. She could smell their fear. It was her epiphany. She was complete. She was unstoppable. 

They met in the middle of the living room. He feinted at her; she retreated. He was making for the door, without care for the girl. A step back would have freed him, let him go without further trouble. He probably wouldn’t bother her again, but she was going to make sure. 

Her reach was enormous. She fl icked blood into his eyes from the fl owing wound in her hand, and as he snapped back, she took him by the wrist. He didn’t let go of the knife, so she made him. She leaned back and spun him off his feet. He dented the wall with his heels, and he was stretched over an overturned chair. 

She snapped his arm in two over her knee. He let go. 

“Don’t kill him! Please don’t kill him.” The girl was screaming, bent double with the effort, her face white and her eyes red. 

Madeleine didn’t realize what she was trying to tell her, even though she still had hold of an elbow and a wrist, and that no straight line would connect the two. 

“Don’t kill him. He’s all I’ve got.” 

“Love,” said Madeleine. “You love him.” 

He had passed out, and she let him fall. The girl scurried to be at his side, to take his lolling head and put it in her scrawny lap. 

“You love him?” 

“Yes,” she said, as if it were a life sentence; it probably was. 

There was silence, save for the girl’s murmuring and sobbing breath. Madeleine went to see her mother. 

She checked for a pulse and found one. She checked for signs of violence, and came up with nothing but an empty plastic bottle. 

“This can’t go on. I’m only fi fteen, Mother. I’m still your little girl, but you’ve let me down for the last time.” She kissed the clammy forehead with her dry lips, and straightened up. 

“I’ll have to call the police,” she said. “See if you can get him out of here before they arrive.” 
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When she saw how she was trying to carry him, she intervened. “Drag him by his feet or his shoulders.” 

The girl nodded and laced her fi ngers across his chest. Madeleine stepped around them, over the body in the hall, and out onto the landing. 

She’d fi nd a working public phone. She’d call the police, ask for an ambulance. But she’d never go back. 

She realized that her gift was her curse. Sooner or later, she’d kill her mother. Maybe they’d lock her up. 

Maybe they wouldn’t, fi nding some excuse like emotional cruelty and offer her counseling. 

Maybe she’d fi nd that Joan and tell her that at fi fteen, she was too young to leave school. She’d tell her that all she had to give were her bloody hands. Then Joan would look sad, and after a moment, invite her in, get her patched up inside and out. 

Madeleine fi nally had something to offer God. 
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The Catholic Church and Its Example

When we think of evangelizing, we usually think of logical arguments or pleas to our emotions--in other words,  words. Sometimes, however, the strongest statements on faith are our actions. St. Francis of Assisi was called to “rebuild the Church” and found he was to do that by living a life of poverty and love. “Preach the gospel. Use words if necessary,” he said. In modern times, the Blessed Teresa of Calcutta (still known popularly as “Mother Teresa”) stands as an example of the faith in action--how many found the love of God in her gentle acts of service? Sometimes, too, the everyday example of living our Catholic faith can have surprising results. We know this personally. Karina’s father, who was not Catholic when she was growing up, said one of the factors that inspired him to join the Church was witnessing her growth in faith as a young adult. Now he’s a deacon and parish administrator in the Diocese of Pueblo, Colorado. 

In Alex  Lobdell’s  “Hosts  of  the  Envoy,”  Luke  “High  Hopes”  Kittery  encounters  a  generations-old colony ship where traditional religion has been as lost as they are. The only holders of a true Christian faith are two children who were raised by the now-dead Catholic priest. The rest of the colonists have perverted religion to a cult that worships Earth. Kittery himself had helped bring his fellow pilots closer to God’s love through his example of prayer (see “High Hopes for the Dead” in our earlier anthology,  Leaps of Faith) and now fi nds his own faith fl agging as an accident destroys his navigation equipment in uncharted space. He escapes the cultists, but fi nds his faith renewed by the children who stay behind to keep true faith alive in the high hopes their shipmates will “come home.” 

Space travel will take people farther away from the steady support of the Church on Earth. Without that support, only the steadfast faith and actions of individuals will keep faith strong. Alex’s story highlights the importance of raising our children in the faith as well as showing how easily another’s stronger will can pervert a weak faith. 

J Sherer’s “Understanding” shows how examples can both destroy faith and renew it. While on the surface a police story about a serial killer who targets genetically engineered clergy, it’s also about a young detective’s steps back toward faith. His father, genetically engineered at birth, was excommunicated by a local church acting in protest to the reluctance of Rome to make a clear ruling. Later the Church rules that all are human with the right to God’s love, yet Tack fi nds himself unable to return to the faith. In the end, it’s the example of one religious sister’s love, even for the man who would kill her, that helps him fi nd understanding and come home. 

The changing aspects of our present world can test faith. We’ve already seen how the current shortage of priests has sparked debate about the Church’s stance on unmarried priests and having only men as priests. Other challenges, like the genetic engineering and cloning of Sherer’s world, will test the unity of the Church. Sherer’s story stands as a warning of the pain, on a personal and congregational level, caused by hasty actions. 

Actions do speak more loudly than words. 
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Luke “High Hopes” Kittery stared at the fuel readout of his ship, the  V.S. Tigris Dawn, and scowled at a long row of zeros followed by a frantically blinking “1.” Banks of indicator lights glowed red around him. 

An audio warning sounded urgently yet again: “Fuel Level Critical. Disengage now!” 

“Well, that’s it, then,” Luke muttered to himself. 

To the best of his knowledge, no one had ever “run out of gas” with a Light Hopper Drive engaged, but he imagined it wouldn’t be a good idea to stall the engine at several times the speed of light. 

With both reluctance and weary relief, he thumbed the emergency disengage and the mad swirls of light in the cockpit viewscreen settled into black space and glowing stars. 

They were, he noted after a check of the charts, just more nameless stars, no different looking than those that had been outside his ship two weeks ago when he’d begun this blind dash into the unknown. 

By now, he supposed, his memorial plaque had been made and was ready to be hung with the plaques of all the other Vanguard pilots who had set off into space and never returned. He hoped his friends would have a good farewell ceremony for him. 

Luke reached down for the water bottle lying next to his boot. He picked it up, brought it to his cracked lips, and sucked air. “Lousy trip,” he murmured, and tossed the bottle over his shoulder. 

The voyage had begun like most others. As a Vanguard pilot, his job was to fl y along the path designated for a settler transport ship to determine its safety. At superlight speeds, space was a minefi eld of matter, semi-matter, and unpredictable energy fi elds far beyond what was yet understood by scientists. The only fairly certain way to determine the mechanical and biological safety of a route through the ever-changing deadly clutter of space was to send a living pilot in a Vanguard ship along the route ahead of the transport. 

If the Vanguard ship arrived intact at its destination, and if the Vanguard pilot within it had not disintegrated or dissolved or turned crystalline or turned into energy or gone insane, the humanity-laden transport ship would hurry along in his wake. 

They hadn’t sent the transport this time, Luke guessed. Somewhere on his way to Odin, Luke had fl own through an undetected energy fi eld that had knocked him off course, sizzled his navigational supercomputer, and rendered him unconscious for several hours while his ship fl ew blindly into space. For several horrible weeks, Luke had cannibalized every spare electronic device onboard, from the maintenance robot to the toaster, to build a new navigational computer, but at the end of all his desperate toil, the pieced-together computer had gone up in fl ames, chip by chip by chip. With both his food and his fuel running low, Luke had been left with two choices. The fi rst was to take the standard-issue suicide pill, an option he had contemplated in despair as his computer had melted into goo. The second was to fi re up the ship, pick a point in space, and fl y toward it in the hope that, by some ridiculously miniscule chance, it might be the right direction. Luke had opted for the second choice. 

That leap of faith, it seemed, had not been successful. Now he was merely lost and doomed somewhere else.At least, he thought as he unfastened his seat harnesses, it was just he, and not a huge transport ship, which was lost in the cosmos. His death wouldn’t be without some good for someone. He reached for the wooden rosary that hung from the control panel. With no food or water left onboard, it was time to turn his thoughts from living to dying. 
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Suddenly, the stars began blinking out in front of him, going dark from right to left. 

“What the--?” Luke stood up and squinted at the viewscreen before him. Something was moving in front of his ship, something with rectangular grids and patterns--something, Luke thought incredulously to himself, that looked very much like the side of a ship. 

But what ship could it possibly be? There simply were no ships in service--not even the long-haul tank-ers of New Pluto--that were half as large as the massive craft fi lling his viewscreen. 

As Luke stared at the titanic wall of metal sliding past his ship, a letter appeared--an E, at least fi ve stories tall. His heart leapt. Then an N slid past, followed by a somewhat scorched V. 

“The  Envoy?” Luke whispered to himself in awe. “Impossible!” He waited for an O, but the next mammoth metal panel was shiny and new, obviously a replacement. 

Suddenly, Luke’s radio crackled for the fi rst time in weeks. A calm voice fi lled Luke’s cockpit. “G.S. 

 Envoy to unknown ship. Please identify, over.” 

It  was  the  Envoy!  And as confi rmation, a mammoth Y slipped past. Luke stared at the ship before him as if he were seeing a ghost. And, indeed, in many ways he was. 

The  Envoy  was the fi rst, and by far the most mammoth, space transport ship ever made. The reason for this, Luke recalled from elementary school history lessons, was that the  Envoy was a pre-Light Hopper ship. 

The technology of its day had required gigantic engines, though its maximum speed came to only a fi ftieth of what Luke’s little ship was capable of. 

But it wasn’t  Envoy’s size that had ensured its place in history--it was its fate. After the huge amounts of material that had gone into its construction on the moon, after the millions of man-hours of work designing and building it, after the thousands of people had boarded it in the hopes of being the fi rst colonists of another world, on the fi fty-fi rst day of its voyage the  Envoy had simply and utterly vanished--120 years ago. 

“G.S. Envoy to unknown ship. Please identify, over.” 

Luke fl ipped his radio transmitter switch on. He grasped for words. Finally, he said, in a tone he hoped sounded at least slightly professional, “G.S. Envoy, this is the  V.S. Tigris Dawn.” He paused, and his attempt at cool professionalism faltered. “You’re not a fi gment of my imagination, are you?” 

The radio crackled. “That’s a negative,   V.S. Tigris Dawn. Please confi rm you are not a group hallucination on our part, over.” 

Luke obediently poked himself a few times to make sure. “Negative,  Envoy.  I appear to have mass, over.” 

“Then please be advised you are the most beautiful thing we have ever seen in our lives, over.” Luke could hear the sound of cheering erupt behind the radioman. 

“Please be advised the feeling is mutual,” Luke replied, but he doubted the other end could hear him over the cheering. 

A few minutes later, Luke followed the radioman’s landing instructions to dock in Port Hanger 13. He guided the  Tigris Dawn through the gaping entrance and steered his ship to the rear of the hangar. He gaped in awe at several ancient SJ-55 Gunbirds. He had built models of them as a child in the orphanage on Earth, but had never seen one in real life. 

When he reached the landing pad, he extended the landing gear, and dropped gently to the metal plating. 

The bay doors behind him began lumbering closed. Luke reached up to fl ip the engine master switch off, but to his astonishment the engine died before his gloved hand touched it. He was completely out of fuel. 

Luke uttered a heartfelt prayer of thanks to God and to his ship as he continued the shutdown procedure. 

There was a tickle in his stomach as his artifi cial gravity disengaged and was replaced by the slightly lower artifi cial gravity of the  Envoy. Scores of warning lights ceased their urgent blinking and went dark. There 
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were various groans and creaks from all over the ship. It was as if it were sighing in relief. “Rest, baby,” he said warmly, and patted the console. Luke crouched down and peered into the open navigational computer compartment. Inside, the dead computer continued to glow an eerie, quivering blue, as it had since the energy storm had destroyed it. It still gave him the creeps. 

He turned and made his way back through the ship. He stepped over piles of gutted appliances and tools and past walls completely scrawled over with calculations and notes, testament to his desperate efforts to fi nd a way home. At the rear of the ship, he pulled on his spacesuit and activated it. He wasn’t about to wait the hour or more it would take to repressurize the cavernous docking bay. Luke entered the depressurization hatch, hit the switch, and stepped down the ramp. He ran a gloved hand along the streaked fuselage of the Tigris Dawn and gazed up at his ship. It had brought him, if not home, at least to safety. “Be a good girl,” 

he murmured, and with almost a feeling of guilt walked away from it toward the  Envoy entrance hatches. 

After he took a few steps, he turned around and stared at his ship. It looked so--alone--in the hangar. Feeling somewhat foolish, Luke used his tongue to activate the transmitter implanted in his jaw. “V.S. Tigris Dawn: Engage security protocols for unattended vessel and power down,” he commanded. 

Deep in Luke’s inner ears, the embedded microspeakers relayed his ship’s response: “Security protocols active. Powering down.” 

The ramp retracted and the outer lights went dark. Nothing short of a missile could get into it now. 

Luke turned and made his way to the hatches. 

The automatic hatch slid shut behind him. Air hissed, and the door before him opened. He stepped through and was immediately enveloped by fi fty armed soldiers in red uniforms. His heart leapt in fear. But the soldiers immediately erupted into cheers, and they packed themselves around him, patting him on the back and holding out their hands to shake his. Luke could barely hear their shouting through his helmet. 

Before he could take it off, a far door opened and a group of black-uniformed soldiers rushed in. They shoved the original group of soldiers back, clearing an aisle between Luke and the door. 

When the black-uniformed soldiers had fi nished their work, they snapped to attention, and a group of men and women strode in. They were elegantly dressed in long, fl owing robes, and even through the thick face shield of his helmet, Luke couldn’t miss the fact that they carried themselves with an air of unquestioned authority. The leading fi gure, a man with razor-sharp eyes and a jet-black goatee, held out his hand to Luke and began speaking to him. Luke noticed that his eyes darted back and forth between Luke and the surrounding soldiers as he talked. The man was speaking for effect, Luke decided. He didn’t feel so bad, then, about not being able to hear a word that the man was saying. 

Still, things were bound to get awkward soon if Luke missed the entire speech. 

Luke held up a gloved fi nger and the man stopped, startled. A fl icker of apprehension crossed the faces of the robed men and women. Luke reached up, unlatched his helmet, and pulled it off. “I’m sorry,” he explained. “I couldn’t hear what you were saying.” Laughter erupted among the original soldiers. The second group looked at them sharply, but the red-uniformed soldiers paid no attention. The man with the goatee was trying not to look annoyed, Luke noticed. 

Suddenly what seemed like a thousand questions were being yelled at him from the red soldiers. “What is your name? Tell us about Earth! How far are we from home? How did you fi nd us?” The fl urry of questions ruled out any possibility of answering, so Luke just smiled. 

One of the robed group nodded to the new soldiers, and they beckoned Luke to move through the door. 

He did so, and found himself in an empty fl ight-briefi ng room. The group fl owed in behind him, and the door slid shut. 

They gathered around him and smiled. “Welcome,” a tall, blonde woman said. “You can’t imagine how happy we are to see you.” 
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“And you,” Luke replied, “can’t imagine how happy I am to see you!” 

They beamed. “Well,” the woman replied, “I  do  suppose we must have been  greatly  missed back on Earth!” 

“Uh. Yes,” Luke replied diplomatically. 

The man with the beard stepped forward and bowed slightly. “I am Captain Launchius, son of the son of the son of the  Envoy’s  original  captain, Zachary Aaron Smith. And this is the governing council of the Envoy.  Please forgive our poor reception just now. We had  expected  you to stay in your ship until repressurization was complete.” 

Though technically an apology, Launchius’ words had, Luke thought, the ring of a reprimand. 

“As you can imagine, we are, all of us, fi lled with longing--a longing to go home.” 

“Yes,” Luke said. “I can certainly understand how you--” 

“Home!” Launchius continued grandly. “Earth! The planet of our ancestors, but which we have never seen! Earth! The blue jewel of the universe! It has called to us all of our lives. And now, at last, you have come to bring us back to her.” 

They gave him an expectant look. 

“Er.” Luke brushed at a smudge on his sleeve. “About that. Well--” 

“Have you actually been to Earth?” one of the Council members whispered. 

“Oh,  sure!”  Luke  replied.  “I  actually  grew  up  there.  But  I  don’t  live  there  anymore.  I  live  on Poseidon.” 

A murmur rippled through the group. “Poseidon? How many colony planets are there?” 

“Inhabited? Eight so far,” Luke replied, glad of the change of subject. “We think there’s another good candidate around a star called Aumaura, but we won’t get there for another few months yet to check it out. 

It might be a bit nippy there for the fi rst hundred years or so, but we think we can make something decent out of it.” 

The leaders exchanged impressed looks. 

“Perhaps,” Launchius said, “we can see those other worlds after you lead us back to  Earth.” 

Luke dejectedly understood the hidden command in the sentence. 

“Well, you see, here’s the problem.” 

The Council’s faces went cold. 

“My ship had a little--incident--in space. Well, you certainly know how that goes.” Luke scanned their faces hopefully for a look of sympathy. Finding none, he quickly continued, “O.K., here’s the short of it. My navigational super-computer is cooked. I’ve been lost in space for weeks. I have no fuel left, no food left, and, well, I was actually in a pretty rough spot when, by a pure miracle, I happened upon your ship.” 

No one spoke, but Luke could see plenty of communication passing among the leaders through their eyes. And what they were communicating was profound dismay. 

Launchius cleared his throat. “So, what you are saying, Captain, is that you can’t guide us back to Earth? 

That you are not the one promised by the prophets to lead us home? That you are not of any possible use-

-” “Uh, excuse me,” Luke interrupted before Launchius could get too far along on an oratorical roll that didn’t bode well for Luke. 

“Yes?” 

“Um, this is a little embarrassing actually. But you wouldn’t happen to have anything to eat around here, would you?” He attempted a smile, but he could feel his cheeks burning with sudden, unexpected shame. 

“I, uh, haven’t eaten for two days,” he added lamely, and he had to turn away from their looks. 
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* * *

At the end of the room, High Hopes sat at a table, working his way down through a pile of sandwiches and listening attentively to the Council, which was huddled together at the other end of the fl ight briefi ng room, oblivious to his presence. They had asked him a few more questions about how he had come to be lost in space, and Luke had explained as best he could. Now the Council members were speaking Lunan to one another, which, it seemed, they were completely confi dent he couldn’t understand. It was a fairly safe assumption, Luke acknowledged. Lunan had been, and still was, a relatively obscure dialect, spoken mainly by the shipbuilders’ guilds and their families in the shipyards of the moon. The Council had no way, however, of knowing that Luke had been raised by the sisters of Our Lady of the Moon, who had closed their convent in the decaying lunar dockyards and returned to Earth to care for the swelling numbers of children left behind by parents eager to leave Earth behind and begin new lives on new planets. Luke had been one of the left-behinds, and he had grown up listening to and speaking Lunan in the orphanage. The nuns would usually give him extra treats if he spoke to them in their native language, which had been a good incentive to learn it well. He was certainly glad now that he’d been such a hungry child. He took another bite and continued listening. 

“This is an utter disaster, Launchius,” groaned an elderly member of the Council. “I  told told  you we should 

have kept better control over this situation. What are we going to tell the people now? ‘Attention, everyone, your long-awaited savior is a  fraha  who earns his living by dying for a company that has gone ahead and colonized space while we’ve been spending the last century crawling lost through the universe? Oh, and by the way, he happens to be the one and only  zegger  in the universe who has less of an idea where Earth is than we do’?” 

High Hopes stopped chewing. A  fraha? Now, that was personal. 

“Now, now, Nautilus. Calm down,” the tall woman said. “We just need to spin this out, bestow to the people certain truths more readily than others.” 

“That’s going to be diffi cult, Apexia,” Launchius interjected. “Just look at this.” He touched a view screen on the wall next to him. A vast throng of people dancing, singing, and shouting appeared. On an enormous view screen suspended above the crowd, fl ashed scenes of snowcapped mountains, tropical beaches, and fi elds of golden wheat. Two news commentators were superimposed in the corner of the screen. Both were openly weeping. “Details are sketchy at the moment,” gurgled one of them, his makeup running, “but one high-level source is quoted as saying, ‘We could--we could--be home in--in days.” The two commentators embraced. 

Launchius turned off the screen. “What do you think, my friends, is going to happen when ‘we’ll be home in a few days’ turns to ‘we had to feed the lost  doftie  because he was starving’?” 

“Well, at least our people won’t feel inferior to the ‘modern Earthman,’” one Council member commented. “Stars around, what kind of society do they have going there anyway, where people like him serve as, as--so much meat?” The man slid a covert, contemptuous look at High Hopes. 

Luke pretended not to notice. He continued chewing his sandwich, but it wasn’t tasting very good anymore. 

“Perhaps it’s just as well we’ll be keeping things as they are,” a stern-looking woman commented. 

“We’ve done all right as a Council leading this ship. And let’s be honest: what would we do back on Earth anyway--be store clerks?” 

Most of the Council members murmured in nervous agreement. Launchius, Luke noticed, did not. He seemed lost in thought. 

“Listen, travelers,” Launchius said, snapping out of his reverie, “this is a dangerously delicate situation. We must act with extreme care and we must act together. For now, we will keep him here and allow 
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absolutely no one but ourselves to speak with him. We will tell the people that the Council is discussing important matters with him. That will give us some time to determine the most fruitful manner with which to proceed. Perhaps there is some technology in his craft that we can adapt to our own. As soon as we can determine which scientists and technicians are trustworthy, we’ll have them take his ship apart and see what we might be able to use. We will need to give the people  something,  or there will be a serious threat to order. 

I will begin the selection process immediately. Once I have completed--” 

“May I remind you, Launchius,” Nautilus interrupted coldly, “-- again-- that although you are the head of this Council, you are still a  part 

 part  of the Council. We are  all descendents of the original bridge crew, and all courses of action must be approved by us all. Now, I say we discuss our course of action further in the comfort of our own Council chambers, not here. It is tiresome to speak in Lunan.” 

The  other  Council  members  murmured  their  agreement  while  Launchius  glowered.  “Of  course,” 

Launchius replied. “How thoughtless of me. I assure you this will be the  last  time I make such a mistake.” 

The Council members nodded and moved toward the door. Launchius approached High Hopes, and asked, still in Lunan, “How is our food?” 

High Hopes stared at him blankly. 

“Oh, forgive me,” Launchius said, now in English. “The Council is accustomed to speaking in Lunan. 

We were just discussing how to make you more comfortable. We know you must be exhausted after your ordeal, and we will leave you here to rest until we can fi nish arranging nicer quarters for you.” 

Luke smiled pleasantly. “Well, actually, I’ve been on a very small ship for a long time, sir. I was wondering if I might take a walk around to stretch my legs, and perhaps meet some of your remarkable people.” 

The other Council members paused at the door, listening. 

“For the sake of your health, you should rest now,” Launchius replied smoothly. “There’s a bed there in the duty offi cer’s quarters. Get some sleep, and we’ll come back soon. Don’t worry, there will be plenty of time for you to get acquainted with our ship later.” 

“Yes, plenty of time indeed,” Novus muttered testily in Lunan to Apexia. “The rest of his life, it would appear. Some savior this man has turned out to be.” 

“A pathetic one,” Apexia agreed. 

“Get some rest,” Launchius continued. “And, uh, feel free to clean yourself up a little. Maybe have a good shave. We’ll be with you again soon.” Launchius and the Council members smiled a fi nal smile at him and left the room. 

Luke could hear the lock bolts slide shut behind them. 

Luke ran a hand across his stomach as he stared at the closed door. “Welcome back,” he said to the con-striction of fear that had settled there. 


* * *

Luke did clean himself up, though no one had thought to get him any change of clothes, so he re-dressed in his stale spacesuit after a shower. He had tried to activate the room’s viewscreen with no success, so he returned to the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. 

“I may be pathetic,” he growled to himself, “but watch out for my technology.” With his tongue he activated the computer link with his ship. “Exploracorps Vanguard Ship  Tigris Dawn 885411 online,” a pleasant voice said inside his ears. “Good evening, Captain Kittery. Please state request.” 

“Search history archives. Spacecraft design. Galaxy Ship  Envoy. Transfer to my inter-ocular implants the schematics of the  Envoy.” 

Luke had spent weeks learning how to study ship schematics while trying to get his own craft working correctly. Now it was time to put his new skills to work. 
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“Files  active,”  the  inner  voice  said,  and  within  his  eyes,  a  fl oating  schematic  of  the  ship  appeared. 

Behind it, he could still see his own face in the mirror, now gazing down upon the little ship. 

“Overlay schematics with numbered grid.” A grid appeared over the ship. 

“Enlarge. Enlarge. Go right two grids. Computer, how can I get out of the locked fl ight briefi ng room in Grid Coordinates 2349-Ltxb into, uh, Maintenance Corridor 7 aft without using personnel corridors?” 

Deep within his ear, the computer spoke. 

A smile spread across Luke’s face. “Keypad codes. How quaint.” 

Thirty minutes later, High Hopes paused in the cramped, dimly lit maintenance corridor to catch his breath and his thoughts. He was beginning to feel a prickle of doubt. He had been a guest on the ship that had saved his life for less than two hours, and he was already creeping through its shadows like a rat. 

Perhaps he hadn’t given the Council a fair chance. Admittedly they were a century or so out of practice in the arena of hosting strangers. Nevertheless, based upon what he had heard so far, it seemed obvious the Council considered him to be, like his ship, something useful for their own ends, and nothing more. They were planning to dismantle his ship without his consent; that was clear. What might they do to  him, then? 

The Council had already decided that having a real, live Earthman running around the ship was unacceptable. And they couldn’t very well keep him tucked away indefi nitely while they “consulted” with him. He guessed he’d eventually be given two options: conform his words and behavior to the image of the Luke Kittery the Council would create for their people, or suffer some sort of “tragic accident.” Whatever was in store for him, one thing seemed clear: this trip through the  Envoy would almost certainly be the last one he would ever take as a free man. He would, therefore, use it to fulfi ll an important duty. 

Luke cast a careful look around and kept moving. 

Luke checked the vent cover beneath him against the schematic inside his eyes. This was the right place. 

With a tingle of guilty excitement, he wondered how crowded it would be down there due to the news of his arrival. Packed, probably. Well, those people were about to get the surprise of their lives. “Computer, close schematic.” He pulled up the cover, squeezed himself into the duct, and wriggled through it into the room beneath. 

Luke found himself in a dark chapel, lit only by a green “EXIT” sign and a sanctuary lamp. Although still recognizable as a chapel from the presence of an altar, a crucifi x, two solemn statues of Mary and Joseph, and the fl ickering candle in the sanctuary lamp, the pews had all been removed, and piles of dusty storage crates fi lled the space where parishioners should be. 

“That’s odd,” Luke said to himself. He strode over to the altar, bowed, and ran his fi nger over its cool surface. Clean. No dust whatsoever. And the candle? Who would keep a candle lit for the sake of a bunch of boxes? Was it a chapel or wasn’t it? 

In exasperation, disappointment, and sheer fatigue, Luke slumped to the fl oor. Despite his cold treatment by the Council and the souring of his joyful reunion with humanity, he had still felt driven by the duty to fi nd a chapel and give thanks to God, who had delivered him from the horror of facing death all alone. But now that he was here in this lonely chapel of boxes, his gratitude began to falter, and in growing dismay, he wondered just how much better off he was now than he had been two hours before. Of course, he had been saved from death for now. But it wasn’t the dying that had bothered him so much. It was the “alone” part of dying alone that scared him. Now, he was still all alone. And he was still scared. 

“Safe” on  Envoy and yet still so unhappy and afraid, it suddenly became clear to Luke why he had tried so hard to survive these past few weeks, why he had struggled so ferociously to get home. All his struggling and longing had been, he realized, simply to reunite himself with other people. When he had been grasping 
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with all his might for “home,” what he had really been grasping for was another person’s hand. The cruelty of this rescue, then, was that with so many hands now all around him, he still didn’t have even one he could reach out to. And--he realized with sudden, terrible clarity--there would be none: all he could expect on this ship was more hatred and contempt for shattering everyone’s dreams of rescue. 

“Oh,  hell!”  he  moaned  through  gritted  teeth,  as  tears  began  rolling  down  his  cheeks.  “I  really   am pathetic.” 

He had come here, so he had thought, in strength, in defi ance, in righteous independence to fulfi ll his duty to thank God for saving him. But now, he had to admit to himself in his desolation on the chapel fl oor, in reality he had come here hoping to fi nd people, rather than to thank God. And now he had failed in both his real and his professed intentions: he had neither met any people nor pleased God with sincere, righteous gratitude. “I am so sorry, Lord,” he repeated. “So sorry.” And he meant it in every sense of the word. 

Finally, his sorrow had spent itself. Slowly he stood, and he faced the crucifi x with lowered eyes. “For what it’s worth, and I know it’s not much, thank you for saving me today.” He bowed and turned to leave. 

And jumped with a start. 

There, standing in front of the stacks of crates, stood a boy and a girl of about sixteen, watching him silently but intently. They both had close-cropped blonde hair, and the similarity of their features suggested they were brother and sister. 

Mortifi ed, High Hopes wiped the wet streaks from his cheeks and attempted to look dignifi ed and serene.The three of them continued to stare at one another. The children’s expressions were utterly unreadable. 

Luke struggled to think of something to say. The two gave him no hint as to their feelings or intentions. 

They were like the statues. 

As Luke’s surprise subsided, he began to realize their expression was exactly what he was trying to achieve on his own face, though they seemed to be doing a better job of it than he. Distracted from his own confusion, Luke looked at them more closely. He saw in the tightness of the corners of their mouths, a defensiveness, a caution. It was a familiar look, one often seen in his fellow Vanguard pilots--a wariness that comes from knowing most people pity you. 

But their eyes were good, he noted. They still had children’s eyes. There was more wonder in them than calculation. Luke felt a warmth for them begin to grow. 

“I am,” he said in a thick voice, “so very happy to meet you at last.” 

The two looked at each other, locked eyes in a communication that spoke of a long, private history. Then they rushed forward and hugged him desperately. The shock of the unexpected embrace, the fi rst human touch he had felt in many long, lonely weeks, shot warmth to the core of his soul, and he didn’t dare breathe lest the movement break the spell. A fl eeting, infi nite moment passed, and they released him. 

“I’m Alpenglow,” said the girl, “and this is my brother, Equinox. Are you the pilot who’s come to take us home?” 

The question dropped like an anvil through his guts. Of course. They had been hugging their Earthman rescuer, not Luke Kittery. Luke already mourned for the happiness of a moment before. But in gratitude for their touch, he would at least be honest with them. “I’m Luke Kittery, Exploracorps Vanguard Captain of the  Tigris Dawn, and native of Earth. Unfortunately, my ship is damaged and out of fuel, and I don’t know how to get back to Earth any more than you do.” 

The two children exchanged glances. “Well,” Equinox said, obviously trying not to let the disappointment in his voice show, “then we can all be lost together.” Alpenglow patted High Hopes on the shoulder. 

Stunned by the unexpected gesture, Luke could only stare. He was fl ustered by the strange sensation of loving a total stranger. 
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“So what’s the story on this chapel?” he fi nally asked, wishing he could overcome the huskiness in his voice. “Why isn’t anyone here?” 

Now it was the children’s turn to look like they’d been punched. “We’re the only ones who come here anymore, really,” Equinox said. 

“Why? Is there a new chapel?” 

“Kind of more like a new church,” Alpenglow said. 

“A new church?” Luke asked. 

“Well, please don’t get mad or anything, Mr. Kittery,” Alpenglow said quickly. “People are still good and everything and they mean well. It’s just that their--priorities--have, uh, shifted.” 

“Shifted? Shifted to what?” 

“We’ll show you,” Equinox said. 

Equinox  and Alpenglow  continued  to  talk  as  they  led  Luke  by  the  hand  down  the  empty  corridor. 

“Because Catholic priests aren’t supposed to reproduce,” Equinox said, “the planners only allowed three on the ship originally. They were kind of considered a luxury item, like musical instruments, to keep up the spirits of the people during the long trip. By the time we were born, there was only one.” 

“Our parents,” Alpenglow continued, checking to make sure the corridor was clear before continuing, 

“were part of the Red Sector Uprising, and the Council had them ejected into space when the revolt failed. 

We were supposed to be ejected with them to serve as a warning to others. We were only three months old then. We’re twins.” 

“But,” continued Equinox, “Father van Aert switched us out with some babies who had died of yellow-pox, and then he raised us as his own.” 

Luke’s forehead furrowed. “But as you said, priests aren’t supposed to have children. So how did he explain you two to the other people?” 

“He told them that he had had a secret affair with another woman who had died in the uprising. He said we were his, and he had the right to raise us as his own. He had been a hematologist before he became a priest, so he modifi ed our blood so we’d pass as his on the blood tests.” 

“So he got away with it, and raised us as his own, but his ministry never recovered from the scandal of his affair with the dead lady who was supposed to be our mom. He became sort of a joke, really. People stopped coming to church and went to the new one instead. Everybody thought he was just a holdout for an irrelevant old religion that he himself couldn’t even follow the rules of.” 

“Yeah. He lost his people because of us. Then, two years ago, he died in a freak steam vent rupture on his way to talk to the Council. We’ve been looking after ourselves ever since. We keep the chapel going, since we’re the last ones left. There are only two pieces of the Host left, too. That’s what we keep in the chapel. 

That’s why the lamp’s still lit.” 

That, Luke realized, was the reason for the gut-punched look when he’d asked them about the chapel. 

They blamed themselves for the loss of the church. Before Luke could think of anything to say, Equinox whispered, “O.K., in here,” and ushered him into a storage closet. When they closed the door behind them, the only light came from a slatted vent in the wall. Through it could be heard the sound of a great crowd. 

“This, “Alpenglow whispered, “is where the people go now.” 

Luke pressed his face to the vent and peered down into an enormous church, which, judging by the basketball-court lines on the fl oor, also served as a sports arena. The crowd stood facing a raised podium, behind which was hung an enormous blue and green orb, lit beautifully from within. Luke recognized it instantly. It was Earth. The thrum of an organ sounded, and the people burst into a song both familiar and strange. 
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 Amazing Earth

 How sweet thy round

 And shining orb calls me

 We still are lost

 But will be found

 When we rejoin with Thee! 

“Oh, this is bad,” Luke groaned out loud. “They don’t just miss Earth. They  worship it.” 

“It’s called the Earth! Church,” Equinox said behind him. “It sort of gives them something to shoot for.”Luke turned and slumped to the fl oor as Alpenglow stepped forward and peered into the vent. “Oh! And here’s the Prime Bishop. His name is Launchius. He’s also the captain and the head of the Council.” 

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding,” Luke groaned, and he pulled himself up to the vent again. 

Through the slats, Luke could see Launchius step up to the podium. He was dressed in shimmering blue, green, and white robes. He carried in his hand a long staff, at the top of which hovered a small, holographic globe. He held up his hands, and the crowd went silent. 

“Sons and daughters of  Envoy, may the peace of Mother Earth be with you!” 

“And also with you!” they responded in unison. 

“My friends, this is an historic day!” 

The crowd erupted into wild cheers. Launchius let the cheering continue for half a minute before motioning for silence once more. 

“But, my dear children, this is not the kind of historic day you think it is.” The crowd automatically cheered again, but the cheers faltered into confused murmuring as the strange words sank into the people’s minds. 

“No, dear brothers and sisters, this is not the day you think it is at all. This is a dark, dark day.” 

The crowd began to murmur in alarm. 

“Uh-oh,” Luke said. He wondered how his future was about to be irrevocably altered by what Launchius said next. He could see at the back of the arena the other members of the Council pushing their way angrily forward through the crowd to the altar. Whatever Launchius was doing, Luke decided, they weren’t in on it. “No!” Launchius thundered. “You have all been deceived! It is true that a man from outside has drifted upon--yes,  drifted upon--our  Envoy today, but, my children, it sorrows me to tell you that the man’s ship is hopelessly damaged, the man himself is an ignorant lackey of a corporation NOT even of Earth, and he does not know where we are or how to get back to Earth!” 

An anguished roar went up through the crowd, but Launchius stifl ed it with a sweeping gesture, his staff held high. 

“No, this ignorant slave cannot help us, but here is the  true tragedy of this day: the other members of our Council, the people who profess to guide you and love you as much as I do, wanted to hide this terrible news from you.” 

The roar of the crowd now turned angry, and the people turned to face the Council members who had thrust themselves halfway through the church. The Council members stopped pushing against the throng and stood gaping. Even from high above, Luke could see the fear in their eyes. 

“No, my sons and daughters! They were not going to tell you this. They were going to let you live in a false hope.  They told you that we would be home in  days. They told you our journey was at an end, when the truth--the  truth--is that we are no better off today than we were yesterday. We are not one inch closer to 
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home. The only thing we are closer to, children, is the bitter  truth--that the other members of the Council, in league with the slave from the worthless ship, together conspired to control you with their lies. And as the spiritual father of this ship, I am appalled. I feel shame for the actions of those Council members! Shame! 

Shame!” 

The crowd took up the chant. “Shame! Shame! Shame!” 

Now Equinox and Alpenglow were pressed beside Luke to stare through the vent. The crowd, fi sts shaking, their faces contorted with rage and grief, tightened around the Council members. In the Council members’ eyes, which only an hour ago had held cold calculation and control, Luke now saw pure, desperate terror. 

“Oh, dear God!” he whispered. 

One man struck a Council member full in the face. An approving roar went through the crowd and the people surrounding the Council members unleashed their fury. 

Nautilus went down fi rst beneath a fl urry of punches and kicks. Apexia and the other Council members quickly crumpled and fell as well. Luke, Alpenglow, and Equinox crossed themselves and turned away from the sight. 

“Launchius will sic them on me next,” Luke said. 

“You can hide with us,” Equinox offered. “But it’s going to be tough to hide you for long. They’ll know you have to be on the ship somewhere.” 

“Is your slave ship really that badly damaged?” Alpenglow asked. 

“It’s not a slave ship,” Luke answered, somewhat testily. “And ship itself is fi ne. I just need food, fuel, and a new navigational computer.” 

“Oh.” Equinox shook his head. “I don’t know how we would get any Satoxytrin alkali to fuel your ship. 

The engine-hold sections are closely guarded.” 

“Satoxytrin?” Luke asked incredulously. “Good Lord, no one’s used Satoxytrin for decades.” 

“So, what kind of fuel does your ship use?” 

“It’s probably something we’ve never heard of,” Alpenglow said dejectedly. 

“Uh. Well. No. It’s a hydrogen-dioxide drive, actually.” 

“Water?” 

“All you need is water?” 

“Well. Yes.” Luke looked embarrassed. “And food. But without a navigational computer, I’m lost. My old one is…damaged.” Luke could still see it in his mind. Glowing. 

“You can’t build a new one?” 

“Believe me,” Luke shuddered at the memory of his desperate weeks pulling apart every spare computer and electric appliance on his ship, “I tried. The computer components are just too small and complex for a man with a soldering iron.” 

The two children looked at each other. “So, what you need is water, nonperishable food, computer parts, and an electronics repair robot?” 

“Well. Yes.” 

The twins looked at each other knowingly. “Oh, are you ever in luck! We just happen to know where all those things are stored.” 

“Oh, really? Where?” 


* * *

“I don’t believe it,” Luke said fi ve minutes later when they once more stood in the dark chapel. 

Equinox smiled broadly and grandly gestured at the stacked supplies. “Meet the parish!” 
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Luke and Equinox began moving dusty crates while Alpenglow disappeared briefl y and returned with a cargo cart. They loaded the supplies and covered them with a tarp. As Luke himself crawled under the tarp to hide, the twins ducked into the chapel. A moment later, they reemerged, climbed onto the driver’s bench, and set off rather erratically down the hall. At one point, Alpenglow cut a corner too tight, and scraped the wall. There was a yelp from beneath the tarp. “Sorry,” she called back. “Only three more years ‘til we can get our driver’s license!” 

When they arrived at the hangar doors, they were relieved to fi nd that the guards were gone. The chaos at the church, it seemed, had drawn almost everyone away. 

Luke jumped out and faced the control panel. He began talking quietly as he stared into space before it. 

The twins looked at each other and shrugged. “Maybe he’s praying,” Equinox suggested. 

Then Luke reached forward and dialed the entry code. The hatches slid open. The twins exchanged looks of amazement and then drove the cart into the now pressurized hangar. 

The  Tigris Dawn was already running through a pre-fl ight check when Luke boarded his ship. 

Luke and Equinox hurriedly loaded the ship. Alpenglow connected the hydrogen and oxygen tanks to the converter module, and newly-made water gushed from the machine’s output valve into the tanks of the  Tigris Dawn. While Luke wasn’t looking, Alpenglow removed a small bottle from her jacket pocket, opened it, and poured it into the tanks with the water. As Equinox passed by, crate in hand, he noted the bottle and smiled. 

“Captain,” a voice said in Luke’s head, “Envoy reports a large crowd moving in your direction. Estimated arrival time at current speed: four minutes.” 

They were coming to the fl ight briefi ng room, Luke knew. When all they found there was his helmet, they would probably head for the  Tigris Dawn next. There wasn’t much time. 

“Come on, kids!” Luke shouted. “We have to go!” 

The twins appeared in the cockpit, looks of confusion on their faces. “We?” they asked together. 

“Yes. Well.  I  mean. You  are…coming,  aren’t--?”  Luke’s  voice  trailed  away  as  he  saw  their  pained faces. 

“We can’t,” Equinox said. 

“Why not?” Luke asked. 

They looked at him as if he were a dimwitted child. “Because, who would take care of the chapel?” 

“What if someone wants to come back to church? What would they think if there were no one there for them?” 

“But--” 

“These are our people.” 

“But--” 

“We couldn’t just reject them.” 

“They’re not all bad. You just caught them on a diffi cult day.” 

“But--” Luke couldn’t believe his ears. “But you don’t want to stay here on this, this,  mean-spirited mean-spirited  ship! 

Come with me. I’ll take care of you!” Luke felt the next words coming, but was powerless to stop them “I love you two!” 

The two children looked thunderstruck. 

“That,” Equinox said, “is something we haven’t heard for two years.” 

“We love you, too,” Alpenglow said, lunging forward and hugging him. 

“Then come with me!” Luke said again, exasperated, as another warning sounded inside his ear. “What have these people ever done for you?” 
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Alpenglow looked up at him. “What had we ever done for Father when he sacrifi ced his reputation and his congregation for us?” she said softly. “Nothing. But he loved us anyway. Who’s going to love these people if we go?” 

The words hit Luke like a brick to the chest. The pain of them was in their truth. He thought back to all of his insane, unlovable fellow pilots whom he loved back at Exploracorps, and he knew exactly what these children were saying. But the sense of it didn’t do anything to ease the gaping hole that was falling open in his heart at the thought of leaving the two children behind, alone amid a mob enraged at being denied its god.“Maybe,” he said, “I should stay, too.” He grabbed Equinox and pulled him into his embrace with Alpenglow. 

“No,” Equinox said strongly, pulling back. “We saw what they did to the Council today. Seeing you murdered in front of our eyes is the last thing we would want. We already have a lot to live with for what we did to Father. We couldn’t live with ourselves if we caused you harm, too.” 

“Silly children,” Luke said, holding them close. “Trust me when I tell you that you gave your father a thousand times more than you ever took away from him.” He could feel them both crying in his chest with those words. 

“Warning:  Envoy residents will arrive at the fl ight briefi ng room in two minutes.” 

Luke pulled himself away. “Go. Hide. But listen to me. I swear I will do everything I can to get back to you. Do you understand? Wait for me. The only way I won’t come back here is if I am dead.” 

“And the only way we won’t be waiting for you,” Equinox said, suddenly looking much older than sixteen, “is if we are dead.” 

“Go,” Luke ordered. He escorted them off the ship and watched them as they ran back to the cart. 

Alpenglow suddenly stopped halfway, turned, and called back. “I put some holy water in your fuel tanks. 

A ship running on holy water can’t go too wrong, I think!” 

Luke watched them drive out of the hangar and watched the hatch slide shut behind them. Once more he was alone. He went back inside and sealed the ship as the computer sounded: “Warning.  Envoy residents have entered the fl ight briefi ng room.” 

“Well, I don’t think they’ll be wanting to come in here,” Luke said to himself. “Computer, order  Envoy computer to open hangar doors!” 

The huge outer doors gaped open and blackness and stars appeared behind them. A wind storm rushed past his ship and into the void. He was sorry for the loss of so much of their air, but he had had no choice. 

He switched on the engines, and once more, surrounded by banks of urgently fl ashing warning lights, Luke pointed the  Tigris Dawn into space. He checked the ship clock. It had been just over four hours since he had joyfully boarded the  Envoy. 

As he pulled away from the titanic spacecraft, the radio crackled and Launchius’ furious voice fi lled the cockpit. “Captain! Can you hear me? What are you doing? Come back here! You said your ship was damaged!” 

Luke fl ipped the radio switch on and opened his mouth to reply, but then stopped. What could he say? 

Every word he uttered would again be twisted by Launchius and pressed into service for him. 

Perhaps, Luke thought, it would be better to send him a non-verbal message. With the  Tigris Dawn computer tapped into  Envoy as it was, he could do virtually anything he wanted to the mighty ship. He could change its direction, shut down its artifi cial gravity, stand it on its head, or even threaten to overload its Saturnium engines and blow it to pieces. 

But what good would it do to demonstrate his total control over the  Envoy vessel? Such a frightening display of power from a stranger would only increase the social chaos that Launchius was using to convince the people to cling to him. 
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Luke could, he supposed, use both his words  and  his technological power to demand that the people of  Envoy remove Launchius from power. But then what? Even if they complied under his coercion, their fear of his power would mean that if he returned to  Envoy,  the people would almost certainly kill him for the sake of their safety. Could he stay alone in his little ship, then, fl ying along beside  Envoy and ruling the people by radio commands? Hardly. 

“I am ordering you to return to  Envoy! ” Launchius demanded once more. “Return or I will destroy you. 

Acknowledge!” 

A new alarm sounded and Luke’s computer reported, “Missile silos on  Envoy opening. Eight missiles armed and locked on the  Tigris Dawn.” 

“This is your last chance, Earthman!” Launchius snarled. “Acknowledge me!” 

Luke switched off the transmit switch. “I do  not  acknowledge you,” he growled. 

Eight simultaneous fl ashes of light on the side of  Envoy marked the launching of missiles. Alarms wailed through Luke’s cockpit. 

Finding the  Envoy in the inconceivable vastness of space, Luke refl ected, had been nothing less than an absolute miracle. Four hours later, this was how the miracle would end. Only people, Luke mused dejectedly as his eyes passed over  Envoy one last time, could so utterly ruin a miracle. 

“Impact in Ten... Nine... Eight...” 

“I’m sorry our meeting had to end this way, Earthman!” Launchius proclaimed, the joy of power oozing through the feigned sadness. 

“... Six... Five...” 

Luke lunged for the transmit switch and fl ipped it. “No, you’re not, Smith. But you will be.” 

“... Two... One.” 

The massive explosion of the eight missiles’ impact lit up the port side of  Envoy. 

Luke, however, didn’t see it. He had hit the Light Hopper switch an instant before impact and was light days away by the time the missiles had struck one another and detonated. 

Luke stared at the swirls and streaks in the view screen where the  Envoy had fl oated seconds before. 

Though only seconds away, he somehow felt the enormous emptiness that stretched between him and the two souls who had refueled both his ship and his faith. 

It was time to get back to the business of fi nding his way back to Poseidon. But it was painfully ironic, he thought as he picked up a before-unnoticed photograph of Alpenglow and Equinox they had surrepti-tiously placed next to his Sacred Heart Spaceship League picture of Jesus and ran his fi ngers gently over it, that it was they who had made it impossible for him to go completely home. For even if he did get back to the Poseidon Mainstation, he would still yearn for what he now knew to be “home”: out there, lost in the universe, with them. 

“I  will come home for you,” he vowed to the photo, and returned it lovingly to his ship’

 will

s console. 

And the day he did was going to be either very, very good, or very, very bad for the citizens of  Envoy, depending on how they received him the second time. 

Infi nite Space, Infi nite God
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 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. 

--1 John 4:7

“I have lost my faith, Father.” 

Silence followed the statement, as if the thin screen separating the priest from Errius had muted the words. Errius sat still, staring at the intricately designed wood panel opposite him. He admired the fi nely woven patterns, knowing that the shapes had been carved by a skilled artisan. And yet, as fi nely wrought as it was, it was still crafted by the hands of man, and the hands of man were imperfect. 

“God has not forsaken you, my son,” the priest fi nally replied. His voice was calm, soothing. “Why have you lost your faith?” 

Errius paused, closing his eyes. He considered the question, thinking back to the beginning. Man. Made in the likeness of God. Made by God. Somehow, the world had forgotten. The new millennium had brought with it a renewed interest in science. The science of being. The science of creation. The creation of man. 

Man had decided to play God. 

“Who built these walls, Father? Who carved these panels?” 

The priest paused. “Builders, artisans. They have been crafted to glorify our Father in heaven.” 

“Men.” 

“Yes, men. We all have gifts, my son. God has blessed each of us in our own way.” The priest was quiet for a moment. When Errius didn’t speak, he continued, “He has given you gifts, as He has given me.” 

“Yet, all are given the gift of life.” 

“In this world, yes. If we have faith, we have the gift of eternal life in heaven.” 

“Who gave you the gift of life?” Errius asked. 

Another pause. “God.” 

“Exactly.” 

Errius  glanced  down  at  the  pistol  in  his  hand.  It  was  heavy,  and  cold,  made  by  the  hands  of  men. 

Imperfect hands. Made to bring death, not life. 

Opening his eyes, Errius raised the gun, placing the barrel against the screen. He bowed his head, quietly muttering a prayer. If the priest could see the weapon, he made no noise, nor did he try to escape its empty stare. Errius pulled the trigger. The muted sound of a silenced pistol reached his ears, followed by the priest’s grunt of pain and the muffl ed sound of the priest’s body falling to the ground. 

“From dust to dust, Father.” 

He stood, bowing his head one last time before tucking the pistol back into his black trench coat. His hand gently pushed the elaborately carved designs of the wooden door aside, and he exited the confessional. 

His footfalls resounded throughout the cathedral, bouncing off the marble fl oor and arched ceiling. He paused in the patch of light refracted through a stained glass window before moving to the exit. 


* * *

Tack stood, his legs nearly buckling. The room spun around him, and he tried to steady himself by grabbing a nearby chair. He cursed, feeling his lip. It was hot, and as he pulled back his hand he could see the blood. If only he could see his opponent, but his swollen eye wasn’t cooperating. 
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Without warning, a fi st plowed into the side of his face, knocking him back against the table. His forehead nicked the edge of the table as he fell back onto the fl oor. Before he could get his bearings, he felt a heavy boot dig into his side. He grunted, trying to turn over. 

As he lay there, helpless, he tried to remember why he had been fi ghting in the fi rst place. His opponent was a bruiser, a natural fi ghter twice his size. Tack’s brow furrowed. He must have been trying to impress someone. Then it dawned on him. The girl. He had been trying to impress the girl. 

After putting another boot into Tack’s side, the larger man shook his head, cussing. He grabbed Tack’s beer and poured the remainder of it over his face. Tack sputtered, then started coughing violently as the brute walked away. 

“You O.K.?” 

Tack glanced up. He half expected to see the girl, but was disappointed with the appearance of his partner. Grunting, he managed to sit up despite the sharp pain shooting through his ribs. His partner knelt beside him, handing him a towel to wipe his mouth. 

“What happened to the girl?” Tack asked. 

“Left. When you hit the fl oor she took off. Took all the money you left on the table with her.” 

Tack frowned, rubbing his jaw. “Thanks for all the help.” 

“Hey, while you were busy getting the snot kicked out of you, I managed to do my job,” she said. She held out her hand, but Tack pushed it aside and tried to stand on his own. Halfway up he stumbled forward, but she quickly grabbed his arm to steady him. “Easy.” 

Tack stood, frowning. Aryn, his partner, was a head shorter than he, and had sharp, dark features. Her hair was short, tied back in a small tail. She was attractive and hard working. They had been partners for three years, having joined the homicide department at the same time. He trusted her, which was saying a lot. “I was doing my job; it’s just that I said the wrong thing, that’s all,” he said, dabbing his lip. It was going to swell. “How was I supposed to know he was her boyfriend?” 

“And what did she have to do with anything?” 

“She worked a local corner,” Tack said. “Thought she might have seen something, or somebody.” 

Aryn gave him a doubtful look, but let it drop. “I came up empty, too. Nobody here knows anything about our serial killer.” 

They made their way outside, leaving the raucous activity of the bar behind them. It was cold, but at least the towering skyscrapers blocked the wind. Tack paused on the sidewalk, shaking his head. Besides the faint murmur coming from the bar and the distant sirens, it was quiet. 

“Who goes around killing priests?” 

Aryn shrugged, moving to their car parked at the curb. She walked around to the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel as Tack ducked into the passenger seat. The car revved slightly as it started, and the suspension adjusted itself to the added weight of the new passengers. 

Tack glanced down at the blood on the towel. He shook his head. For three weeks they had been trying to track down the latest serial killer to strike Los Angeles. Three murders later and they still had no clues as to the identity of the murderer. Four dead, all Catholic priests, and all shot through the chest. Tack and Aryn couldn’t fi nd a motive, and didn’t have a shred of evidence. All they had was four dead bodies, each with a black collar and a bullet wound. 

The dashboard computer screen interrupted Tack’s reverie. “Incoming message” fl ashed across the screen, followed by the captain’s video feed. He was a big man, with a handlebar mustache and a shaved head. Tack absently thought he resembled a criminal more than a police captain, but he kept the thought to himself. 
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“Find anything?” 

“No, sir,” Tack shook his head. 

The captain frowned. “What happened to you?” 

“Somebody hit me from behind,” Tack said, wincing as he gingerly touched his forehead. “Thought I was trying to pick up his girl.” 

The captain knew better than to ask. He just nodded curtly and kept talking, “Jimmy ran the medical records like you wanted. Why don’t you come by and check them out.” 

“Anything interesting?” Aryn asked. 

“I’ll wait and let you fi gure it out. See you guys in a couple minutes.” 

The screen went black again. Aryn cast a sidelong glance at Tack. “What do you think they’ve found?” 


* * *

Errius strolled down the long hallway, his eyes scanning the rows of portraits. Depictions of the crucifi xion, the resurrection, and various revered saints lined the walls. Each was a masterful work, attesting to uncounted hours of care and attention. The paintings and tapestries added much to the silent glory of the hall. It had been built not so long ago, a little over a decade having passed since the fi nal touches had been made, but already it was seen as one of the fi nest convents in all the world. 

“Sister Esther has been anxious to see you,” the nun said, smiling. 

Errius smiled back. She was a fi ne young lady, one to be admired. Society, as a whole, needed more like her. “Thank you, my dear.” 

She led Errius to the end of the hallway. A wooden door awaited them. The nun tapped on the door twice, then waited. Moments later it opened, revealing a stately woman with deep wrinkles around her lips. Upon seeing the visitors, she smiled broadly and the wrinkles disappeared. 

“Sister Esther, Brother Errius is here to see you.” 

Esther exited the room, pulling the door closed behind her. She held out her hand to Errius, who stiffl y acknowledged it. “Hello, Sister.” 

“Errius! I am very pleased to see you.” 

Errius bowed, his expression bearing only the hints of a forced smile. “I would like to speak with you, Sister. Alone, if that is acceptable.” 

“Of course. Follow me.” Esther led him down the corridor, stopping beside the door leading outside into the garden. The door slid open, revealing an immaculately nurtured patio. Plants of all shapes and sizes encircled the garden, and each was trimmed neatly and orderly as if trying to outdo the tapestries inside. 

Esther walked through the shrubs and trees, making her way toward the balcony. Errius followed, a frown forming on his lips. 

“A beautiful view,” Errius noted, stepping to the edge of the balcony. Darkness had already fallen, but the city lights illuminated the terrain for miles. The convent had been built atop a huge spire that reached far above the city. Elevators were used to transport pedestrians from the ground to the porch high above, effectively removing the nuns from the rest of the world. Only clouds and angels could reach the convent. 

“It’s nice to see you again, Errius,” Esther said, the smile never far from her lips. “You should stop by more often.” Silence followed her statement. She continued, “Where have you been all these years? Didn’t you want to become a priest?” 

The question seemed to break his stare. He looked at her, cocking an eyebrow. “I have been called to other pursuits, Sister, but the Church is still dear to my heart. That’s why I have come.” 

“To serve the Church?” 

“In a way. It has become impure. There are many who have corrupted it.” 

“It has never been perfect.” 
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Errius shook his head. “No, it hasn’t. You were never perfect, either.” 

At this, Esther’s face dropped, and her smile vanished. She seemed stunned by the admission. Her words were halting and confused. “Of… course not… n-none are perfect.” 

“You lied to me, and I was only a child.” 

“Lied to you? What--what are you talking about? Errius, I--” 

“All men are not created equal, Sister. Far from it! Many have been wrought by the hands of men. 

Including you, Sister.” 

Esther took a step back, her mouth dropping open. “What are you suggesting, Errius? I don’t understand, I… Why have you come here?” 

“To cleanse the Church of the plague that has besieged it.” 

Esther stopped, her eyes searching his face. It was a stone wall, cold and defi ant. He watched her gape, knowing that she did not realize the power in his words, the strength in his purpose. She was a pawn, and he was the chess player. Suddenly her mouth snapped shut, and her eyes darkened. 

“Get out of here, Errius. Leave! You have no idea what you’re saying--” 

“I know exactly what I am saying.” 

Errius moved forward, quickly grasping her arm and drawing her to him. His other hand hastily clamped over her mouth, cutting off her cry. He took several steps toward the balcony’s railing, then stopped. 

“I’m sorry, Sister, but you cannot continue to live.” 

He lifted her up, pushing her off the balcony. Her body tumbled into the night sky, and the scream fi nally escaped her mouth. Errius did not watch her melt into the blackness. Instead, he turned abruptly, walking to the sliding door. It opened, revealing the long hallway. The young nun who had shown him in was standing there. She smiled. 

“Hello, is everything O.K.?” 

“Yes, fi ne.” 

Reaching into his trench coat, he withdrew the silenced pistol. The nun collapsed to the fl oor, her body vanishing in the folds of her robe. He shook his head. She had seemed like such a promising young lady. He held his chin up. She was a martyr now, at least she had that. Errius moved down the hallway, making the sign of the cross over his chest. 


* * *

The documents slapped the table like a whip cracking. Jimmy stood over them, raising his eyebrows. 

Tack and Aryn glanced up at him. He was one of the best programmers in the city, despite his outwardly scruffy appearance. Dreadlocks fell down to his shoulders, and a thin beard outlined his chin. His teeth gleamed in the dark room as his face broke out into a wide grin. 

“What happened to you?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Tack answered. He slid the stack of papers closer to him. “What’s all this?” 

“That’s what El Capitan wants you to see,” Jimmy said. “I ran a report on each of the priests that were killed. My fi rst couple programs couldn’t fi nd anything that matched. Nothing connected them. But, I did happen to fi nd something interesting on the third pass. Check out the medical records.” 

Jimmy stood over Tack, and Aryn moved to look over his shoulder as well. The programmer fl ipped through the stacks of paper, pulling out a medical report on each of the victims. He set them all side by side.“See here?” He pointed to the bottom of each page. “All four were genetically engineered. This one was artifi cially made in a lab, and nobody knows who the parents were. The other three were clones.” 

“Clones?” 
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“You got it,” Jimmy said. 

Tack glanced at Aryn, who raised her eyebrows. Then her gaze shifted to Jimmy. “Why would anybody want to kill genetically fabricated priests?” 

“Beats me. That’s what you guys are here for. I just report the information.” 

Tack stood, glancing over the documents again. Aryn’s question was a good one. Cloning had initially been banned in America, but that was over seventy years ago. Since then, it had become an accepted practice, and now close to eight percent of the United States’ population was genetically enhanced in some way. 

Even the Church had repealed its initial statements on cloning. Eight years ago, they had declared that genetically engineered humans were even to be accepted into the priesthood. 

“Well, it’s all we’ve got,” Tack said. He suddenly felt queasy, and his head hurt. His mind was moving, and old feelings were coming back over him. Rubbing his head, he muttered, “At least it’s something.” 

“Don’t act so excited. It only took me three days to get all that info.” Jimmy shook his head. 

“Thanks, Jimmy,” Aryn said, “really.” 

Before he could reply, the offi ce door burst open. It was the captain. His brow was furrowed, and his lips were pursed tightly together. “We’ve got a double homicide at Our Lady of Harmony. Looks like your serial killer has struck again.” 

“Names?” Aryn asked. 

“Esther Dunland and Rebecca Princeton.” 

“Run another check on those,” Aryn instructed Jimmy. “Send it to us out there, all right?” Jimmy nodded. Aryn turned to Tack. “Ready to go back out?” 

Tack nodded grimly. He wasn’t sure. “Yeah, let’s get this over with.” 


* * *

An hour later they pulled up to the convent. The huge pedestal had been constructed to resemble the older, classical cathedrals of Europe. Architects had ensured that the new convent would refl ect the historic value of those churches while adhering to the styles of modern-day structures. Despite the overall modern appearance of the convent, the architects had remained true to their word. The infl uence of the old cathedrals was unmistakable, and many lauded it as a work of art. 

Tack shut the door to the car. His eyes followed the huge support as it rose. The lights of the convent mingled with the stars, giving it the feel of being far higher than it truly was. Still, it dwarfed many of the skyscrapers of the city beyond. Tack had never been close to the convent, but it was so large it could be seen from almost anywhere in the city. Standing beneath it made it seem even higher. 

Several police offi cers greeted Aryn and Tack as they made their way to the elevator shaft. Yellow caution lasers formed a barrier around the crime scene, prohibiting onlookers from getting in the way. Most of the pedestrians gathered behind the lasers were fellow nuns or churchgoers stopping by to see what had happened. 

“Evening, Tack. Aryn,” Offi cer Chan said, nodding to them in turn. 

“Hey, Sam,” Tack said. “Two bodies, huh?” 

“Actually, no,” Chan answered. “We originally reported a double homicide, but the girl upstairs made it. 

She was shot in the shoulder, just above the heart. She’s lucky.” 

“Is she coherent?” Tack asked. 

“Not yet,” Sam said. “She’s critical. They’re taking her in.” 

“And the other lady?” Aryn wondered. 

Sam grimaced. “Messy. Fell from the patio up there, or was thrown from it. The evidence points toward the latter.” 

“We’d better go take a look up top,” Aryn said. 
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“Sure thing. The elevator is just over there.” 

“Thanks, Sam.” 

Tack and Aryn made their way to the elevator. Flashing their badges at the policemen guarding the entrance, they moved into the lift. The interior of the elevator was fi nely crafted, with wooden panels carved in elaborate patterns representing various biblical stories. Attention to detail was immaculate, but Tack only halfway acknowledged the design. He leaned back against the wall of the elevator, then shivered involuntarily. Aryn gave him a questioning eyebrow. 

“Churches make me nervous.” 

Tack thought back to his childhood, all of twenty-fi ve years ago. Back then, his mother and father had taken him to Mass every Sunday, but, when he was only seven, his father had been excommunicated from the Church. It was during that time that the Church had held its heaviest debates on whether or not cloning and genetic engineering should be supported by the Catholic Church. The issue had been split down the middle, and many of the local churches rebelled by excommunicating any existing members who happened to be genetically altered in some way. 

At that time, the rest of the country and the world at large considered cloning a near-dead issue. The number of clones had already risen signifi cantly, and many of the genetic enhancements performed at birth saved lives down the road. As a country, the United States had supported genetic medicine, but the Church had been much more reluctant. Their arguments had been vague, but many felt altering the genes of human beings was taking away from the natural progression of life. They felt man was trying to overcome his destiny, and many had been uncomfortable with the proposition. “It wasn’t natural,” they had said, “It wasn’t what God had set in place.” 

A  year  later,  the  debate  had  been  settled.  The  Catholic  Church,  along  with  many  other  worldwide churches, had decided that, although they still opposed genetic engineering, all human beings were still under God. After all, the genetically engineered people hadn’t made that choice themselves; it had been their parents’ choice. Although the outcome of the vote had been near unanimous, individual churches had remained reluctant, and many had already excommunicated a good number of followers. Tack’s father had been one of them. He had been excommunicated in the early going, and had never had the chance to see the Church change its mind. Six months after the decision, he had been accidentally killed in a rally against the Church’s decision. His last breath had been spent trying to break up a fi ght between the parties. Crushed by the initial decision, he was never able to see the resolution of the issue. 

The experience had left a lasting impression on Tack. In his mind, the Church had taken away his father’s hopes and then had taken his life. He had seen the two-sided face of religion, the welcoming, friendly side, and the ugly, self-empowered side. His mother had been devastated, and shortly after her husband’s death, her health began to fail. She never fully recovered. As a confused young man with no one else to blame, Tack had sworn never to go back, no matter the circumstances. 

Since then, his feelings had subsided somewhat, though he still felt their effects. Over the years, he had considered returning, wondering what his father had seen in the ancient institution, but he had never quite made it. Usually the old feelings came back whenever he came close to the front door, and the next thing he knew, he was gulping down a beer to numb the sting of his memories. Whatever God’s intention had been, he felt the Church had been ruined by the intervention of corruptible men. 

The elevator chimed and the doors slid open. Tack shook himself out of his reverie, forcing himself to concentrate. The past was the past, and it was time to move forward. As they exited the elevator doors, they were met by several more police offi cers standing in the hallway. They nodded a greeting and pointed Tack and Aryn down the corridor. 

“Beautiful work,” Aryn said, indicating the paintings and tapestries with a nod of her head. 
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“Sure.” 

They approached the spot where the girl had been shot. A patch of blood had stained the large rug running down the length of the hallway. A photographer was fi nishing up with the pictures. When he was done, he gave them a nod and moved toward the elevator. Tack and Aryn took a minute to take in their surroundings. On either side the hallway continued its slow, gentle curve around the building. Behind them, a sliding glass door led to the patio and garden area. 

Tack turned, glancing over the doorway. “They must have gone out here.” He pointed to the stain in the rug. “He shot her on his way out, or on his way back in.” 

Aryn moved to the sliding doors. Tack followed close behind, looking for any clues that might shed some light on the situation. They walked through the garden, making their way to the balcony’s railing. The night sky stretched out, giving off an eerie feeling of nothingness. 

Tack peered over the edge of the railing. He could see the crews below working where the nun must have landed. His stomach tightened and he grimaced. “Long fall.” 

Aryn was about to respond when her personal computer chirped. She pulled it out of her belt and glanced at the screen. “Jimmy’s info is coming in.” 

Tack looked over her shoulder as the information appeared. They scanned the documents quickly, fi nding their answers at the bottom of each page. Esther Dunland was a clone, but the other girl, Rebecca, wasn’t. Aryn put the computer away. 

“Does that break the pattern?” 

“Maybe he was just getting rid of a witness.” 

Aryn nodded. “Either way, we’d better have Jimmy do a quick check on all the priests and nuns in the surrounding area that happen to be clones or have some sort of genetic enhancement.” 

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” 

“What’s with you, anyway? Haven’t you ever been to church before?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 


* * *

Tack looked through the binoculars again, scanning the street. In the surrounding area of Los Angeles there were only three genetically engineered clergy. Two were priests; the third was a nun. Any one of the three could be the killer’s next target, which meant they were all under strict surveillance. In order to ensure that the killer wasn’t alerted to the sting, each potential victim wasn’t told they were being watched. 

The sun was still rising over the city, and Tack was waiting inside the nondescript patrol car. He had been waiting outside the small church on the outskirts of the city for several hours, and as of yet had seen nothing. 

The church was located in a rundown section of the city, south of the giant skyscrapers in the downtown area. One-story houses lined the street, their windows barred with black iron. 

His eyes bore down on the church. Flashbacks had been plaguing him since he had fi rst heard about the serial killer. Every day had become a haunting reminder of his past, a past he would rather forget. He remembered angry faces, hurtful words. Others had supported his father, but it was more diffi cult to recall those faces. The only face that really meant anything to him was his father’s, and it was always smiling down on him warmly. 

Tack sighed. He was tired and frustrated. Aryn was staking out a second location, and someone else had been set up at the third. It was going to be a long day, likely several if the killer was laying low. Tack was about to put the binoculars down when he noticed a fi gure walking across the street several blocks down. He was tall, with black hair and a long trench coat. His stride was relaxed and confi dent. Moving to the front of the church, he paused at the bulletin board out front. For a minute Tack thought he might enter the church, but instead he continued on down the street toward Tack’s car. 
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Losing interest, Tack lowered the binoculars and scratched his head. He glanced down at the radio, quickly fl ipping through the stations. All the morning shows were ending, so he turned the radio off and sat up again. His eyes followed the sidewalk, wondering where the pedestrian he had seen earlier had gone. 

An unexpected tap on his side window startled him. He turned, fi nding the same pedestrian standing beside his car. The man was dressed entirely in black, in stark contrast to his skin, which was pale. He had sharp features, and a nose like a hawk. His eyes bore down into the car, and then he smiled, motioning for Tack to roll down the window. 

“Hello. Sorry to startle you.” 

“No problem. What can I do for you?” 

“I’m afraid I’m lost. Is there any chance you could direct me to Mulberry Street?” 

The man’s voice was clear and deep, and his speech was even, with no mumbling or stuttering. Tack peered out the window, examining the street. He pointed to a cross street several blocks down. 

“That’s it down there, beside the blue trimmed house.” 

“Oh, good. Thank you.” 

Tack nodded, sticking his head back into the car. He watched the man cautiously through his side mirror, an uneasy feeling gnawing at his stomach. He shook his head. Odd characters were a staple of L.A., but he hadn’t expected to see someone like that in this neighborhood. Grabbing the binoculars, he examined the church again. The entire street remained quiet. 

He picked up the newspaper, glancing over the columns. The personal computer on the passenger seat buzzed. He grabbed it, turning it over; it was a call from the department. Seconds later Jimmy’s face appeared. 

“Hey, Tack.” 

“What’s up?” 

“The girl from the convent is awake now,” he said. “They said you’re free to come down.” 

“Does Aryn know?” 

“I’m calling her as soon as I get off the phone with you.” 

“Good. Have her meet me at the hospital. Also, tell the captain to send somebody down here to watch this church. Tell them to keep a low profi le.” 

Jimmy nodded. “Sure thing. See you later.” 

Tack hung up, inspecting the church one last time. It was still quiet. He glanced at his side mirror, half expecting the guy in the trench coat to be standing on the corner, but he was nowhere to be seen. The feeling that something was wrong didn’t go away, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Starting the car, he pulled away from the curb and made his way to the hospital. Maybe the girl would be able to help. 


* * *

Errius turned the corner at Mulberry Street. The police were on to him, but he expected that. He was surprised it had taken them so long, but then again, he had covered his tracks well. The police wouldn’t understand his mission. They would only be concerned with his actions, which would likely put him behind bars or in some asylum. A jury wouldn’t understand, either. No one would. 

His mission wasn’t complete, not yet. He had to be shrewd, cunning. His next move had to be a step ahead of the police or they would fi nd him. Jail, an asylum, or even death did not frighten him. The only thing that worried him was not fi nishing his duty. If he didn’t, the church would fall to ruin. Three remained. 

It was only a matter of careful planning and execution. 

Errius came to a bus stop. A teenager was sitting, bobbing his head to the music coming from his small headphones. Errius waited. He would need to alter his schedule. Each location was being watched, of that he was sure. They had discovered his pattern, discovered whom he was killing, but probably not why. A plan 
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began to take shape in his mind. His eyes narrowed. 

The high-pitched whine of the bus’s brakes alerted him of its arrival. It pulled up to the bus stop, and at the hiss of the doors opening the teenager stood. The bus was one of the older models, not the new, streamlined coaches that serviced the bustling inner city. Errius moved to board, but the teenager clipped his shoulder. 

“Watch it, man.” 

The kid shook his head, moving up the bus’s stairs. Errius watched him, wondering if the teenager had any idea how important his mission was. Perhaps no one knew, but that was of little consequence. Bowing his head, Errius boarded the bus. 


* * *

Murdering genetically engineered humans. Ironic, Tack thought, that the same Church that had condemned his father was now being tormented by some misguided lunatic, and all for the same reason. He wasn’t sympathetic--it wasn’t part of his job description, and try as hard as he might, he wasn’t going to feel sorry for the Church. He had seen what they had done to his father. Even if they hadn’t condoned his father’s death, their actions had led to it. 

He exited the hospital elevator, making his way down the white-walled hallway. A nurse was just leaving the young girl’s room. She gave Tack a smile as he walked toward her. Two security guards stood outside the door, monitoring the nun in case the killer returned to fi nish the job. They offered Tack serious nods as he moved past them into the room. 

Aryn was sitting beside the bed, a pad of paper in her lap. The young girl was sitting up. Her shoulder was heavily bandaged, but despite losing a bit of color in her cheeks she seemed well. Long, blonde hair was combed back behind her head, making her appear younger. 

“This is my partner, Tack,” Aryn said. “Tack, this is Rebecca.” 

The young girl smiled shyly. “Hello.” 

Tack nodded, not sure what to say. He glanced at Aryn for help. “May we ask you some questions about last night?” 

“I understand Sister Esther is no longer with us,” Sister Rebecca said. Aryn shook her head. The girl nodded sadly, then forced a smile. “She’s in a better place.” 

“She was killed by the person who shot you,” Tack said. 

Rebecca shot him a quick glance, then stared down at her lap. “Why?” 

“Why?” The question caught Tack off guard. 

“Why did he kill her?” 

Her large blue eyes locked onto his. He wasn’t sure what to tell her. Something about the virtue in those eyes told him he couldn’t avoid the question, nor could he lie to her. He glanced away, then looked back at her, swallowing. 

“The person who killed Ms. Dunland is murdering nuns and priests that were genetically engineered at birth.” 

Pain clouded her eyes for a brief second. “He doesn’t understand.” 

“Who doesn’t understand?” Aryn asked. 

“Errius. He’s the one who killed Sister Esther.” 

“Do you know his last name?” 

“No. I only know him because Sister Esther spoke so fondly of him.” 

“She knew him?” Tack’s interest was piqued. 

Rebecca nodded. “She used to work in the old orphanage downtown. He lived there as a child.” She paused. “She said she always felt sorry for him--no mother, no father, just a lost little boy.” 
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“Do you know anything else about him?” Aryn asked. “Did she give any indication that he wasn’t stable or say why he was visiting?” 

“No.” 

Aryn glanced up at Tack, who frowned, muttering, “We’ll fi nd him. How many Erriuses can there be in this city?” 

“What’s the matter?” Rebecca asked, her pristine blue eyes staring at Tack. The frankness of the question took him aback, and he hesitated. Her shimmering blue eyes were unblinking, as if she was looking into his soul. “You’re not a believer, are you?” 

Tack glanced away, shaking his head. “The Church isn’t perfect.” 

“Nothing on this Earth is,” she said, “but we have a greater hope.” 

“Tell that to my father,” Tack mumbled. 

The girl tilted her head, about to ask, but then she stopped, shifting her gaze to Aryn. “I’ll pray for the two of you, and him.” 

Tack frowned, grunting, “For him?” 

Aryn stood, smiling at the girl. “Thanks for your help. You should be safe now, but we’ve left guards outside the door for you. Just in case.” 

The girl smiled, but said nothing. Aryn turned to go, and Tack followed. As he began to leave, Rebecca reached out, gently touching his hand. Surprised, Tack paused, looking back at her over his shoulder. She smiled up at him, a sympathetic, natural smile. Her hand remained on top of his. 

“He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He doesn’t understand.” 

Tack gave her an awkward nod, not sure what else to do. Her hand slowly slipped off his, and she sat back against the pillow, wincing slightly. Tack stood a moment longer, still unsure of whether or not he needed to respond. Then, with another nod, he backed away and headed into the hospital corridor. Old feelings washed over him. Anger and confusion swirled around his mind, and threatened to boil over. Closing his eyes, he shook his head and pushed the feelings away. 


* * *

Errius pulled up to the hospital, analyzing the front entrance. It was just after dawn, and the fog had yet to lift. The parking lot was nearly empty as visiting hours had yet to commence. Errius turned to the box of candy and the bouquet of fl owers on the passenger seat. Scooping them up, he exited the car and made for the hospital. 

The receptionist eyed him warily as he stepped up to the front desk. He tried his best to smile, though it was an awkward attempt. The elderly woman behind the desk cocked an eyebrow as her eyes passed over the gifts cradled under his arm. Her gaze then snapped back up to Errius. 

“No visitors until nine o’clock,” she said. 

“Just a delivery for a Ms. Princeton.” 

The woman appeared skeptical, but relented. She typed the patient’s name into the system and paused. 

“Room 314. Up the elevator, then turn right.” 

Errius nodded, moving past her to the elevator doors. He waited impatiently for the doors to open, then hurriedly stepped inside and pressed the button for the third fl oor. He was determined to get to the girl’s room. The police would already be searching for him, and he needed a bargaining chip if he hoped to complete his mission. Fortunately, the young nun fi t the bill. She wouldn’t be a martyr, after all, not unless she refused to cooperate. 

He left the elevator behind, following the woman’s directions. He could see the two guards outside the girl’s door. One was leaning against the left wall, where the girl’s room was, and the other was sitting across the hallway in a chair. Errius kept his head low and made his way toward them. 
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As he approached, the standing guard frowned, holding up his hand. “Whoa, what’s this?” 

“Gifts,” Errius said. “For the girl.” 

The two guards exchanged glances. The standing guard was about to reach for the bouquet when Errius suddenly let it drop. As the fl owers fell, he fl ipped the lid of the chocolate box open and reached inside. The silenced pistol was revealed, and the standing guard’s eyes went wide. He tried to reach for his own weapon, but it was too late. Errius stuffed the gun into his stomach and fi red. The second guard was also reaching for his weapon as Errius spun. A second shot and both guards lay dead. 

Errius darted into the girl’s room. She was asleep. He walked to her bed, putting the gun to her head as he shook her shoulder. She awoke immediately, gasping. His free hand moved to cover her mouth, but she didn’t try to scream. 

“Come with me.” 

He pulled her out of the bed, grabbing her arm and leading her out into the hallway. No one had discovered the bodies--it was too early, and most of the staff hadn’t arrived yet. Errius kept his eyes moving as he guided her to the elevator. She remained silent, seemingly unafraid. The elevator doors closed. 

“Why are you doing this?” she asked. It was a simple question, and an innocent one, but it unnerved him.“Because the Church has lost its way.” 

“God’s love saves us, the Church is only here to help. The Church must show God’s love to others--” 

“Quiet!” he said. “Not now.” 

The elevator shook as it reached the main lobby. Errius pulled her toward the exit. The receptionist began to stand, but she was only halfway up when Errius shot her in the chest. She fell back into her chair, dead. A tear ran down Rebecca’s cheek, and she made the sign of the cross as she whispered a prayer. 

Errius continued through the sliding doors without breaking stride. His plan had worked. He had the girl now, which meant his mission was not yet over. She was his pawn, and he would use her to ensure the police could not interfere with his plans. They would fi nd him, that much he knew, but now he had raised the stakes. It was just a matter of buying more time, and the young nun would be his means of staying alive. 


* * *

“Errius Parker,” Jimmy said, pointing to the computer screen. “Looks like he served as an altar boy until he was sixteen. Worked at his old orphanage as one of the caretakers. He made a move for the priesthood, but it didn’t happen. After that he left and nobody heard from him.” 

Tack stared at the screen, barely paying attention. His emotions were still eating at him, gnawing away at the pent-up anger that threatened to explode at any moment. He cursed under his breath. Errius’ mental-ity was what had torn Tack’s family apart, and now it was tearing the Church apart. Tack wondered if it was somehow justifi ed. The Church had turned its back on his father, and on him. No matter what they said today, he still remembered the past. But he couldn’t think that way. His father had been a devout Catholic, and his father was nothing like Errius. 

Aryn leaned forward. “So, why is he doing this?” 

“I don’t know,” Jimmy shrugged. “I haven’t been through his entire profi le yet. Maybe I can come up with something else, but right now your guess is as good as mine.” 

“He’s a psycho,” Tack said. His words were bitter. “We don’t need a motive.” 

Aryn and Jimmy were silent for a long moment. Tack stood, shaking his head and walking to the door. 

Aryn followed, slipping through the door after him and closing it behind her. He turned to her, frowning. 

Her unfl inching eyes bore into his. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he said. “Let’s just get out of here and go fi nd him.” 
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“Why are you taking this so personal?” 

Tack glanced away, not wanting to answer the question, not knowing if he had an answer. “Look, I don’t care about the Church, and I don’t care about some crazy altar boy turned murderer. I just want to get this over with.” 

Aryn’s eyes remained on him, but she let his statement hang in the air. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, she nodded curtly. “Fine.” She turned, opening the door to the briefi ng room. Before she could disappear, however, the captain’s voice boomed in the hallway:

“He’s got the girl!” Aryn and Tack turned. The captain’s face was grim. “Errius just kidnapped the girl and killed three more people at the hospital. We need to get this guy, and we need to get him now. A call just came in. Somebody saw two people fi tting the descriptions of Errius and Rebecca entering an abandoned church downtown. We don’t have a lot of time. Go get him and bring him back.” 

Tack felt his anger rising again. He nodded, pushing past the captain on his way to the parking lot. 

Errius had taken the girl, which meant things might get sticky, but Tack wasn’t afraid to put a bullet in the murderer, not if he had a free shot. Tack felt all his former feelings coming back. The anger was unfocused now. He wasn’t sure if he hated the Church, Errius, or both of them, but it didn’t matter. In his eyes, they were one and the same. 

Tack reached the car. Aryn was right behind him. She didn’t say anything, knowing him well enough to understand that her words would fall on deaf ears. He knew her as well, and knew that she wouldn’t let him react rashly. Tack wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but he had to do something. 


* * *

Errius handed the girl his jacket, then backed away from her. The dim light from one of the broken stained glass windows fell across the young nun. She sat huddled against the end of the pew, shivering. The blanket and the jacket would help, but she only had the thin hospital gown beneath them to keep her warm. 

Errius tried not to feel sorry for her. He had a job to do, and she was part of it. He would do what he could for her, but in the end his mission was more important. 

“What are you going to do?” 

The question caught Errius off guard. He stared at her for a moment, wondering the same thing himself. 

“I’m going to fi nish my duty.” 

“Why are you killing them?” 

Her voice was soft and soothing, like a child’s. Errius turned his back to her, absently checking his pistol to avoid her eyes. “Why were you born? Why did God place you where He did? Who were your parents? 

Why were they your parents? Who made your eyes so blue, and your hair so fair?” Errius paused, looking back at her. “It is God’s choice, not man’s. In the Old Testament, the unclean were cast aside, sometimes even to death. The time has come for such cleansing within the Church, and I must make things right. The job has fallen into these hands.” 

Errius examined his open palms. The small lines ran to and fro, circling here and crisscrossing there. 

They were imperfect hands, perhaps, but they would do His bidding. 

“How are you any different?” 

“What?” His expression darkened, and his eyes narrowed. 

“You’re taking their lives into your own hands. Isn’t that the same? God should determine when they die.”“And so He has, and I am their angel of death.” 

At that, Errius turned away from her, walking toward the church’s entrance. He could hear her praying, whispering ardently into the church rafters. She was devoted, and no doubt an excellent servant. He lowered his head and hoped he would not have to kill her. 
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* * *

Tack stopped the car a block away from the old church. It was a rundown, glorifi ed pile of rubble, and graffi ti had been plastered all over the crumbling stones. The church hadn’t lasted through the city’s expansion, and it seemed out of place in the surrounding high-rise buildings and skyscrapers. Its status as a historical landmark was all that had saved it from being torn down years ago, although in its present state it was useless anyway. 

“Jimmy’s sending something,” Aryn said, pressing the computer screen. Seconds later Jimmy’s face appeared. 

“Hey guys, I just fi nished the background check on Errius Parker,” he said. “You’re not gonna believe this.” 

“What?” Tack said, his eyes narrowing. 

“Hang on, I’ll send it over.” 

Jimmy’s face disappeared, and the download process replaced it. After only a few seconds a document came up. Aryn scanned through it, going all the way down to the bottom. Her eyebrows shot up when she reached the bottom of the page. 

Tack’s jaw clenched. It didn’t make sense. 


* * *

Tack and Aryn made their way toward the building, guns drawn. Protocol would have called for hostage negotiators and squad cars, but Tack wasn’t interested in protocol. He was dealing with an extremely dangerous individual, and hesitating a second longer could put the girl’s life in danger. If they didn’t act quickly it could be over for Rebecca. 

His heart was beating hard, and he could feel his palms sweating. He wasn’t used to that feeling, but then again he wasn’t used to any of these emotions. Tack tried to keep focused, telling himself that it wasn’t about him, but the more he concentrated, the more his feelings pressed down against him. He could feel the pressure bearing down on his shoulders, and as hard as he tried, he couldn’t make it go away. Flashbacks of his father’s death kept running through his mind, and somehow the words of the young nun stuck in his head. He couldn’t let her die, not the way his father did. 

Tack and Aryn made their way along the outside wall, keeping well below the windows and out of range from any shots coming from inside the church. They made for the front door, where the heavy chains bar-ricading others from entering the church had been severed. Tack looked back at Aryn. 

“I’ll go around the back,” he said. 

“I’ll give you one minute.” 

Tack took off around the corner of the church, still wary in case Errius was planning an ambush of some kind. He made it to the back door without incident and glanced down at his watch. The second hand fi nished its circumference. Tack threw his weight into the door, crashing through. 

He caught himself as he entered, nearly losing his balance. His eyes ran down the barrel of his gun as he did a quick pass over the church. It was dusty and dirty. Fallen support beams and broken pews littered the large room. To his immediate left, the pulpit sat dormant, having been abandoned years prior. Splintered benches lined the main room across to the opposite door, which had just been opened. Aryn’s silhouette was black against the light entering from the street. 

“The cavalry has arrived,” Errius said. His voice was dangerously calm, as was his demeanor. He stood off to the left, holding the young girl in front of him. She, too, appeared calm, even in light of the pistol pointed at her head. 

“Put the gun down and step away from the girl!” Aryn commanded, her voice echoing throughout the church. “Mr. Parker, you’re under arrest. Please come with us.” 
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Errius smirked. “We’re not going anywhere. You have two options. You may put your weapons down and leave or I shoot the girl. I’ve already shot her once. I will do so again.” 

Tack felt the anger threatening to explode. Voices were fl ooding his head, voices from the past. The anger he had harbored towards the Church was being projected onto Errius Parker, and Tack had no interest in dealing with him. Images of his father’s death surged through his memory. He could hear the hatred from the protesters as they shouted at his father. Their words ran circles around his head. His teeth were grinding against each other as he stared down the barrel of the gun. 

“Why shouldn’t I kill you now?” he asked. 

“If you shoot me, I shoot the girl. It’s that simple. I must fi nish my mission. You two are the only ob-stacles standing in my way.” 

“Fine, then let the girl go and we’ll shoot it out,” Tack said. “The guy with a bullet in his head loses.” 

“I’m not that stupid,” Errius said. “You might take a bullet, but you can’t let her take one.” He indicated the young nun. “But we’re wasting time, aren’t we? What’s it going to be?” 

Tack moved to the center of the church. Aryn was only ten feet to his right while Errius and the girl stood in front of them. Tack glanced at the nun. She wasn’t afraid. His own hands were trembling, but he wasn’t sure if it was from fear or anger. Probably both. Frustration threatened to overwhelm him. Maybe Aryn had been right. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. 

“Please,” the nun said. Her voice was soft and pleasant. “Please, if you have to spill blood, spill mine. 

Then it will be over.” 

Tack glanced at her, at those eyes. His anger faltered for a second, but then resurged. His eyes bore down on Errius. “We’ve seen your medical records. You’re one of them. You’re killing your own kind! You’re a clone, you sick freak!” 

“Silence!” Errius shouted. “Shut up!” He was angry now, his placid demeanor shattered. His face was red, and his eyes seethed. “What do you know about me? Nothing! Do you know what it’s like? Do you know what it’s like to be told you’re worthless? That you’ll never add up? That you weren’t made by God, but by  men!” He spat the last word, and silence followed his outburst. When he spoke again it was softer. 

“It’s even worse to realize that they’re right. Imperfect from birth. But I’m going to redeem myself, and maybe that will count for something. You’re not going to get in my way, not now.” 

Again, silence fi lled the church. Tack could feel his heart hammering against his chest. A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead. He blinked, aiming straight for Errius’ head. One shot could end it all, just one shot.“I’m sorry.” 

All eyes shifted to the young nun. Tears were slowly gliding down her cheeks, and her gaze was locked on the fl oor. Her words seemed to hang in the air, reverberating. No one moved. 

“I’m sorry you were treated so poorly,” she said. “What you were told was true, but it was not the whole truth. We are  all imperfect, Errius, every last one of us. It doesn’t matter what genes formed your body. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done in the past. We’re all imperfect. Only God can save us.” 

Tack lowered his gun. The admission slapped him full in the face. For the fi rst time, he realized that he was not so different from the killer standing across from him. They had each been betrayed by imperfect men making decisions for a perfect God. The Church had the power to bring life, Tack’s father had taught him that, but what his father hadn’t taught him was that it also had the power to condemn and tear down. 

But that power didn’t come from God, but from men. 

The voices in Tack’s head suddenly stopped. His eyes were no longer focused on Errius, but on the young nun. He blinked, thinking back to his father and the lessons his father had taught him. His memories were vivid. He was staring up at his father, watching him sing. His father glanced down at him, smiling in 
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mid-song and nodding his head for Tack to sing along as well. The hymn reverberated in Tack’s memory, softly reminding him of God’s sweet grace. 

Screeching tires and sirens could be heard outside the church. Backup had arrived. Tack glanced over at Aryn. He wasn’t sure what to do. His anger was gone, replaced with the wound of his father’s death, and the realization that by ostracizing the Church he had only hurt himself. 

Aryn kept her gun aimed at Errius. “They’re all here, Errius. It’s over. There’s nothing you can do now. 

Put the gun down and let the girl go.” 

Errius was staring at the church door, listening to the sound of car doors slamming and orders being barked. As if on cue, the door trembled as someone outside pounded against it. Errius glanced back at Aryn and Tack, then back at the door. They were bearing down on the church. It wouldn’t be long now, Errius had to know that. 

Suddenly Errius pushed Rebecca away from him as the door to the church burst open. Offi cers with semiautomatic weapons stormed into the room. Errius momentarily froze, and then his gun rose, pointing to the offi cers at the door. Tack could hear distant warnings as time seemed to slow. Rebecca fell forward, but caught herself and stood again. Errius pointed his gun at Tack, taking aim. Rebecca turned back toward Errius, placing her hand on his shoulder. He spun, frightened by the touch. 

A gun went off, followed by a barrage of bullets. 

Rebecca crumpled to the fl oor, holding her stomach. Errius looked down at her before staring at the holes in his chest. The gun fell from his hand. His eyes came up to meet Tack’s. Errius stumbled backward, and then tumbled into a pile of rubble. 

Tack’s hand trembled. He dropped the gun and ran the few feet to where the young nun lay. Her face was as calm as ever, but a touch of pain clouded her eyes. Tack knelt down next to her, tears stinging his eyes. 

He saw in her the same qualities he had seen in his father: love and compassion. 

“He’s dead?” she managed. Tack nodded. The pain in her eyes seemed to intensify for a moment, and Tack realized it wasn’t physical pain, but sorrow over Errius’ passing. “He didn’t… understand.” 

Tack shook his head. 

Her eyes found his. “But… you do?” 

Hot tears ran down his cheeks. “Yes, I understand.” 

The pain suddenly vanished, and she managed a faint smile. “Good. God bless you, Tack.” With those last words, she closed her eyes. 

Tack stood, looking up at the dusty, cracked cross hanging above the pulpit. He stumbled forward, falling to his knees and bowing his head. His shoulders sagged, but the weight was fi nally lifted from them. He clasped his hands and closed his eyes as the hurt he had harbored washed away with the sobs. 

Finally, he understood. 
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The Catholic Church and Its Saints

Another longstanding tradition of the Church is the veneration of saints. This practice dates back at least as far as the fourth century with local martyrs, and has grown as the Church has grown in size and organization. The Church also began to canonize not just martyrs, but also those with “heroic virtue”--those who gave great sacrifi ce or through their words or actions furthered the Work of God. These saints stood as an example to all believers, just as they do today. 

Saints are more than just examples, however. We have the privilege of asking for their intercession just as we might ask our pastor or friend to pray for us. The  Catechism of the Catholic Church calls the communion of saints a “perennial link of charity between the faithful who have already reached their heavenly home, those who are expiating their sins in purgatory and those who are still pilgrims on Earth.” It adds that the prayers and good works of this communion add to the Church’s treasury, which is offered up for the salvation of mankind. ( Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1475-1477) Saints truly do look after us, in matters big and small. Those who have witnessed the Visitation of Mary in places like Medjugordje or have simply visited the sacred places where She’s been know the truth of Her love. The Church believes in miracles; in fact, performance of miracles is a requirement for sainthood. Of course, many Catholics experience the daily “miracles” that come from a simple prayer. St. Anthony, patron of lost objects, is often called upon in our home! 

As Catholics spread across the globe, so did the infl uence of saints--and of course, saints themselves. 

How many of us American Catholics know the story of how Mary, the patron saint of the Americas, visited St. Juan Diego? There are 137 North and South American Catholics who have been beatifi ed or canonized by the Church. Some were martyrs; some brought Catholic teaching to the native peoples; some brought education to all people, Catholic or not. As always, they fi lled a need. Can we expect it to be any different when humankind truly stretches out into the cosmos? 

In this section, we have three stories covering different aspects of saints and our Catholic veneration of them. 

“Stabat Mater” by Rose Dimond is a complex story about the joys and trials of two children, now grown, who were visited by the Blessed Virgin. One, who has died a painful death from cancer, is being considered for sainthood, while the survivor’s faith is being rocked in a world turned upside down by war. Where is the assurance Mary had given her? How can Her promises come true when so much has changed? The magic of this story lies in the humanness of these visionaries, who nonetheless struggled to understand and act according to the promises of Mary. How true it is that even direct revelation can mean something so different than what we expect. 

Indeed, the future itself can be so radically different from what anyone can expect or even imagine that sometimes even the most basic of doctrines faces challenge, and we see this as well in “Stabat Mater.” As sudden war plunges the world into chaos and a few prepared groups of colonists fl ee to the stars, Rose’s Pope Gregory XVII is faced with a soul-wrenching decision:  leave an entire world without a Catholic priest and hence without the Sacraments, or ordain a woman.  The Church has long stood fi rm that women cannot--not should not, but cannot--receive priestly faculties.  Even in the apparent modern-day priest shortage, Pope John Paul II has affi rmed that “this judgment is to be defi nitively held by all the Church’s faithful.” 

(Apostolic letter Ordinario Sacredotalis of John Paul II to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone, May 22, 1994) While we recognize John Paul’s authority in this matter, we have included this story in the tradition of science fi ction to ask “What if?” and for the gracefulness in which Rose confronts and resolves her issue.  God does not abandon His people. 
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“Canticle of the Wolf” by Alan Loewen is a new take on an old legend of St. Francis, the one of his kindness to the wolf that threatened Assisi. In this story, however, the wolf was a genetically altered time-traveler and his relationship with St. Francis led to a change in history that resulted in lupines and humans living in peace and brotherly love. 

“These Three” looks at a saint in the making, the fi rst miracle of the Blessed Gillian of L5 as she guides an injured young man to stop his ship from its collision course with the L5 space station--and helps him fi nd faith in himself as well as in God. 

As mankind expands outward from our home world, Catholics will go--and where Catholics go, saints soon follow. 
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Rose Dimond

Ever since the day the Virgin Mary had visited her and Pia in the gardens across from St. Bernadette’s Academy, Teresa Giardini had dreamed of the Miracle Day She’d promised. As a seventh grader, it had been a way to sooth the pain caused by fellow students who teased her for her vision--and to escape the boredom of Sister Hephzibah’s confi rmation classes. As she grew in spiritual and worldly wisdom, she still clung to Her promise to get her through times of stress: her brother’s funeral, practicum rotations in nursing school, fi nding out her fi rst child had spina bifi da, fi nding out there were worse things, medical school, cancer gob-bling up her best friend, her husband’s death in a transportation accident. She realized that the Great Miracle wouldn’t eradicate all troubles, but if nothing else, the presence of the Blessed Virgin Mary would make the day a good one. Surely She’d show up for Her own miracle, though predicting Heaven’s behavior was always dicey. 

But life had upped the ante so many times that now Dr. Teresa G. Knock looked beyond Miracle Day to another day, the day she’d go to sleep for a hundred years, like Sleeping Beauty. Will I dream? she’d wondered. 

Because she knew the dates of both, she never indulged with more than a fl eeting longing for either. 

Now too many other things crowded her mind: bombs decimating major cities, refugees pouring into her own small town’s Red Cross shelters, her two sons far away and incommunicado, all services and communications down or intermittent. October 3, 2036, would replace September 11, 2001, as the nation’s worst attack. Teresa noticed that people of her generation, who had been children during 9/11, were more terrifi ed than those younger. 

She’d volunteered at the closest Red Cross shelter the day after the fi rst bombs struck. She still felt a twinge of guilt: at the shelter she had immediate access to the National Family Inquiry Network. Of course, personnel were desperately needed, but her experience had been as a hospice nurse and a genographer. Still, she did the best she could, treating broken bones, internal injuries and radiation burns. Injuries tended to fall into one of two categories: simple and hopeless. 

She carried a three-year-child to the nursery--his dropship Chicago commuter parents hadn’t come home last week--delivered a supply list that had no more chance of fulfi llment than her own webstore Christmas wish lists from girlhood, and took one more fruitless detour past the Family Inquiry table. The volunteer there shook her head again. Too many dead wires, overloaded servers, and broken towers lay between Ohio and New Mexico. Finally, she headed to the staff lounge, formerly the teachers’ lounge of the secondary school the Red Cross now occupied, to get drinks for the intake nurses going hoarse with processing patients. 

Standing in line, she leaned against the wall, closed her eyes, and tried to fi nish another decade of the Rosary she’d started that morning in honor of the fi rst Saturday of the month, the Blessed Mother’s Day. 

The  sounds  and  smells  of  emergency  sliced  up  her  concentration:  voices  inadvertently  wandering  up-scale into shrill tones, body odors mixing with those of shelter food staples--banana pudding so old it had Alzheimer’s, tomato and pasta casseroles disguised as lasagna, salad halfway to compost, and the rigorous nonperishables that archaeologists would one day excavate and eat. Her mind refused to focus past “Holy Mary, Mother of God.” 

Teresa sagged against her only support, the pale green warped drywall, and prayed with her lips pursed closed, “You told me to take care of your children, dear Mother, but there are so many of them. Where are 

Stabat Mater

161

mine? Are you caring for them in New Mexico?” She allowed the memory of the better days to fl it across her mind. “I wish it were time for Your Miracle.” 

The sound of her medical pager made her jump. She fumbled through the pockets of her volunteer’s smock vest and untangled it from her Rosary beads. 

The face of Father Hugh Sinclair, her parish priest from the Church of the Holy Rwandan Martyrs, coalesced on the little screen. “Teresa! Where are you? This is the only line I could reach you with. I thought you’d be at Mass this morning. It’s First Saturday.” 

“I was going to try to come this evening. I’m at the Red Cross shelter.” 

He looked as worn as the people around her. “Can you get home right away? The Christian Mission to the Stars is going to launch. I know you were one of the colonists selected by the Church.” 

“But that’s not until 2045!” Teresa exclaimed. 

Father Hugh’s voice turned grim. “We’re going now.” 

“We? I didn’t know you were going, too.” 

He moistened his lips the way he did during his hard-hitting homilies. “I’ve been asked to go as a last-minute substitute for--a priest in Chicago. There’s one ship ready, the Jewish  Aliyah,  and it will take as many people from any prospective colony as can get to it. Not everybody was taken by surprise by last week.” 

Teresa clutched her Rosary. The Crucifi x bit into her hand. “Father, I can’t! My son isn’t ready. Neither one. They won’t let Joey go in a motor chair.” Her voice wobbled. “Our whole family was to have gone.” 

Joey had been so excited when Dennis and Teresa had come home from their papal audience all those years ago. The Church wanted to send both her and Dennis back to school to acquire high-level skills the colony would need. Joey had vowed to study and become a colony member in his own right. Even now he was working on a graduate degree in biochemistry at the University of New Mexico. 

Bert had said, in that snide tone that always pierced her heart, “I’m the luckiest kid in the world. My whole family’s going to another planet.” Bert needed more time. Still. 

The image scrambled as Father Hugh turned the transmitter to someone else. “Teresa, the Holy Father wants to talk to you,” Father Hugh said, off camera. 

An ancient, withered man replaced the priest’s lean form. 

Teresa’s knees jerked, but she didn’t quite fall down. “Holy Father?” She stared at the husk of Boston’s former Cardinal Gregor Holcombe. 

“It’s the hair, isn’t it?” murmured Pope Gregory XVII, touching the few lank strands that remained, lost and confused, on top of his head. “I got it cut. But I forget which one.” He tried to steeple his fi ngertips together in the familiar gesture she’d fi rst seen when she was thirteen, when he had examined her and Pia about what they’d seen in Holliston’s Fatima gardens. But his fi ngers had frozen into claws, and he missed. 

He moved his hands out of view. “We must go now, Teresa.” 

“But--” 

“It seems to me that we have several journeys here. One to Upham, New Mexico, which we will under-take together, the next in an R-SC Spaceship to dock with the generation ship  Aliyah, and the fi nal one in the  Aliyah to the planet called Sanctuary. I would suggest that you pray about the second and third journeys while undertaking the fi rst. You can change your mind at any point up until they put you to sleep for the last one.” 

“New Mexico?” Teresa fastened on the most important bit. 

“Just east of Truth or Consequences, a bit south of Albuquerque. The old space port.” 

“My sons are in Albuquerque, at the University.” Her heart ached. Even Joey had hardly made contact since May--so unlike him, but he’d said he was busy with extra-hard summer classes and lots of onsite labs. 

She understood, but she missed him--them--so much. 
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“Every effort has been made to contact everyone on the colony rolls and move them to the nearest launch site. If your sons are not already at Upham or on the ship, at least you’d be closer to their last known location. You’ll be safer, anyway. We’re moving away and staying away from the radiation zones.” 

Teresa looked around the shelter at the endless fl ow of need. She was about to lodge another protest when the Pope added, “There’s one other reason you should go with us: beatifi cation procedures have been started for your friend Pia. I should like you to write a testimony of her during our road trip. If you do go to the stars, you’ll be unavailable. I know there is much need here, Teresa, but you have greater responsibilities elsewhere.” 

This request left her bereft of all speech except the only one she’d always made to him. “Yes, Holy Father.” 


* * *

Back at her fl at, Teresa tried to shut out the faces of the shelter staff, panicking at losing medical help. 

She packed quickly, automatically. She’d been planning for this day for ten years. Her memorabilia had been reduced to digital bits on tiny chips. She’d let their physical forms trickle through her fi ngers over the years as she had prepared for her Church-appointed destiny. 

The RV that scraped the curb a short time later was an old hybrid model, like those she’d seen in her college years. For a second, she experienced a fl ash of nostalgia for the days when private citizens could travel the highways just because they wanted to, in recreational vans like this one. She and her college friends had never been able to afford gas; they’d traveled from charger to charger, sometimes mostly on hope. When the major roads between cities had been reserved for commercial and special-permitted vehicles, fun wagons like this one had gone away to die. In deference to the law, this one sported large red crosses--surely bogus-

-on its sides and front window. 

Father Hugh jumped out of the driver’s side and helped Teresa into the passenger’s seat. Before calling up the restraints, she twisted to look in the back. 

An old man lay almost enveloped in Father Hugh’s long green velvet recliner, his only decadence in a rectory furnished with a half a century’s worth of garage sale rejects. The rectory had always reminded Teresa that some things would never be antique, just old junk that didn’t fall apart fast enough. 

The same might have been said about the man who, shorn of his Papal robes for jeans and a plaid shirt, looked like any of her former hospice clients. Teresa tried to kneel, but he waved a hand, still frozen into a claw. “I take the intent for the deed, Teresa. Let us be off, Hugh. You two have a spaceship to catch.” 

Father Hugh rubbed his red eyes. He’d been running an informal shelter at the church and probably hadn’t slept in days. “For the last time, Your Holiness, please let me take you somewhere safe. You don’t need to go with us.” 

Pope Gregory XVII closed his eyes. “I seem to remember something about vows of obedience, which apply even when your Pope has one foot and four toes in the grave, Hugh.” 

“I’ve never heard that obedience consisted of helping you to do stupid, lethal things. I remember you standing between India and Pakistan. And the African Peace Conference. But those were twenty years ago. 

You should have stayed in Toronto. There are still loyal Catholics who would help you get back to the Vatican.” 

“Indeed there are, and they’ve given us this van and helped me to do what I must do, whether it be the last act of my life or not. Whether I lie coddled in silk in the Vatican or here in a used Army blanket, I will die soon. Given the choice of contemplating my body’s gradual petrifaction or of standing up to invaders in my country of birth--why, Hugh, I don’t see that there’s much choice for a Christian and a reasonable man.” 

His eyes fl ashed with the old courage of Cardinal Holcombe, the man who healed Boston. “These people 
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will know that if they attack America, they attack the Vicar of Christ.” He closed his eyes again. “Drive, Hugh.” 

As Father Hugh took the driver’s seat in a furious tight-lipped silence, Teresa whispered, “The Holy Father, he’s ill.” 

“He’s had this condition for years. I’m sure we’ve all prayed often enough for his ‘thorn in the fl esh.’ It’s one reason he was elected: the College fi gured he’d be dead in a few years and they could have the succession ironed out by then. The Holy Spirit thought otherwise. But he’s gone downhill rapidly in the last year. 

It’s made him work harder than ever on his pet projects.” Father Hugh let out a sigh. “I’m glad you’re with us to care for him.” 

Teresa wondered what he thought she could do. She shifted in her seat, trying to fi nd a place for her feet. 

“What’s this?” she asked as they touched metal. 

“An AK-47, courtesy of the good Catholics who brought him here. Just the accessory for servants of the Prince of Peace,” he said, letting his bitterness spill. 

She jumped as though her feet had been burned. “I don’t know how to use it.” 

Father Hugh eased the van onto the highway and gunned it. It sputtered and wobbled but continued forward. “Nor I. I guess we’ll throw it at anybody who attacks us. That other thing on the fl oor, in the box, is a recorder. It’s got a privacy hood, so you won’t be overheard. The Holy Father wants you to tape an announcement of the Great Miracle.” He held up one hand to forestall her protests. “I understand you’re not supposed to tell anyone before a certain date. You can code it somehow so it can’t be viewed before then. I have no idea how he plans to get it back to Rome. Of course, I would have said it was impossible for him to get here. I wish it had been.” 

The bank of phones and radios on the dashboard squawked and hissed in the silence. They reminded Teresa of her boys’ History of Communication badges in Scouts. Bert had built something like the screeching black box on the far end. He’d used it to scare his classmates. 

Not knowing what to say, Teresa changed the subject. “Will you be saying Mass later today, when we’ve stopped? I’ve never missed a First Saturday, except when Bert was born on one.” And she’d named him after St. Albert of Beauraing, who saw the Blessed Mother as a child and spent his life in Her service. She grew sad thinking of how different Bert’s life had been. 

Father Hugh interrupted her sorrowful reverie. “I thought I’d ask the Holy Father, as a last treat for us. 

Would you like to confess now?” 

Teresa nodded and folded her hands. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been one week since my last confession.” She pulled in a slow breath. “Father, I have been so frightened. I have hated those who bombed our country--and I don’t even know who they are! I hear Chinese, then Palestinians, and I hated them all, even my Muslim neighbors, huddled in their fl at with the lights off.” 

“I heard it was Pakistan,” said Father Hugh. 

“I did pray for them, since I’d made them my enemies. I tried extra hard to make sure they were cared for.”“Then, Teresa, you’ve already done the penance I’d give you.” 

“But it’s not enough!” 

He said the words of absolution anyway, then told her, “No aid workers ever feel that they’ve done enough. As human beings, our minds can imagine far more than our bodies can ever accomplish. This hurts. 

It would be a sin to let it hurt more than it has to.” 

Teresa bowed her head. “But I’m so scared for my boys, though I know better, for Joey, at least. I’m glad this trip will get me closer to them, but I hated to leave the shelter, where I was needed so badly. You must have felt the same way about your parish. But the Holy Father asked us to go--it can’t be wrong, can it?” 
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“Teresa, I’m so tired that I considered this trip time off for good behavior. I have no idea how you manage.” 

She gave a sidewise glance at his gray face. She’d no idea how he kept going. Her patients expected her to save only their bodies. “Father, I’ve always done what the Blessed Mother and the Church told me to do. 

Ever since I was thirteen, I’ve always believed that my life is unfolding according to Divine plan. So many of my friends shrugged off their faith like last year’s ratty coat, but how could I? The Blessed Mother said I was to live my life for Her, caring for Her children, and I was to announce her Great Miracle, when the appointed time came. And She promised my child would be healed. When the Holy Father asked us to go to this new planet, that was fi ne, because it was going to be after the miracle and Joey’s healing. But now the trip is too early! I don’t know the right thing to do.” She looked out the window at the farmland, untouched by the bombs that had torn her country--and her plans--asunder. Would her colony world look so peaceful? 

Was she supposed to fi nd out? She sighed, then despite herself smiled as a memory of Dennis crossed her mind. “When the boys were confused or procrastinating, my husband always told the joke about the man in the fl ood who insisted that God would save him and turned down rescue three times.” 

“Right,” said Father Hugh. “And when the guy died and upbraided God, God said, “I sent you a Hummer, a boat, and a helicopter. What more did you want?” 

Thinking of husband, Teresa suddenly had to blink back tears. At least she had a lock of his hair tucked into her NASA-issued clothes. With Joey, Dennis would say, “So pray, but unlock your wheels and get going.” And he would. To Bert he’d say, “So pray, but get off your rear and get moving.” And Bert would scowl and throw himself out of the room. But to Teresa, Dennis had always said, “Slow down! The Virgin Mary had to walk to her cousin’s house. You can take time to eat and still beat her there.” The tears crept into the inner edge of Teresa’s eyes and tickled the bridge of her nose. “Father, I’ve never not known what to do. Everything’s mixed up!” 

Father Hugh clamped his mouth tight for a full minute before answering. Finally, he snapped, “Welcome to the human race, Teresa. That’s how the rest of us feel all the time. We don’t have a Divine blueprint. We just stumble around, hoping not to make too many errors.” He clipped his words. “You’ve lived a life of Divine privilege, and for once, you don’t know the answers. You’ve committed no sin, but if I keep talking, I will.” 

Teresa shrank against the door, away from his anger. She’d never seen him even annoyed with her, and now he was like Holy Heidi, the prude of St. Bernadette’s, stamping her feet and sneering, “Why would Our Lady talk to  you?” 

She loosened the seat restraints and picked up the recording equipment, a gray box with a clear, fl exible sack that she was supposed to put over her head for soundproofed recording. two memories from childhood--warnings about putting her head in a plastic bag and news pictures of prison torture--made her shudder when she looked at the hood, but she reminded herself that she was an adult and the product had been tested. Nonetheless, trusting its safety more than its marketing claims, she stepped into the back of the van for more privacy. 

“Teresa, could you assist me into the seat you just vacated?” asked the Pope. “I need to consult with Hugh.” 

She gave him her arm and guided him to the front seat, where he kicked the gun, just like she had. 

She settled on the bed furthest away from the front and spoke into the recorder in a low voice. “For release to the world on December 8, 2041. I am Teresa Mary Giardini Knock, and I have been instructed by the Blessed Virgin Mary to announce her Son’s gift to us, a miracle that will take place in Holliston, Massachusetts, on her feast day, January 1, 2042. This information was given to my companion, Pia Chantal Aguila, and me when we were thirteen. We had asked Our Lady if She would like for us to build Her a 
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chapel in the Fatima Gardens, where we met with Her many times for over a year. She replied that She had many chapels, that She would prefer that we build a chapel to Her in our hearts and dedicate our lives to Her in the care of Her children. We assumed this meant we should join a religious order.” 

Why had she said that? No one needed to know their childhood opinions. Rather than try to edit it, she went on. 

When she had fi nished, she followed the machine’s instructions for locking the recording to a specifi c date. Overwhelmed with memories, she leaned back and hugged her knees. “O my Mother, have I done as you wished?” she whispered. All she heard was the hum of the vehicle. “Pia, Dennis, can’t you help me?” 

The radios crackled. 

Yet, in Teresa’s anguish darted slivers of thanksgiving. Leaving the planet would let her avoid the kind of attention she and Pia had received when fi rst their families--especially her brother Vic--then the seventh grade, then the school and the world learned of their holy trysts in the garden. Pia had complained to Cardinal Holcombe, “Everyone thinks we’re effi ng nuts.” He had put an end to some of the persecution, but Teresa shuddered at the effect of a worldwide announcement. And among her own church and colleagues… 

Yes, it would be good to be gone. 

Teresa had thought she’d have Pia, never at a loss for words, to help her face the coming trials. Later she’d thought to have Dennis, too. Without them, one hundred years of cold sleep sounded like a privilege.She would miss the fuss over Pia’s beatifi cation, too, another pleasure. She pulled out her digital notepad and scribbled with her stylus. She would just tell the truth and leave her words with the Holy Father. 

How she had met Pia in seventh grade when she was assigned as mentor to the new kid, a funny-looking Mexican girl with a bright frizzy halo of hair. How they became best friends and walked home together from Confi rmation classes--Saint Bernadette’s had wanted its students bound to the Church before turning them loose into the great maw of high school. How they cut through the Fatima gardens, where Teresa liked to light a candle in the Virgin’s grotto. Pia didn’t laugh at her nearly as much as other girls would have. And then that Valentine’s Day when everything changed. 

Teresa paused. Surely she could just refer to the writings she and Pia made at the time for Cardinal Holcombe. They covered every visitation the girls had received together, up to the time when the Aguila family had moved from Massachusetts to Kansas to escape the infl ux of pilgrims to Holliston, who wanted to see the two little visionaries go into ecstasy. They even changed their name. Teresa had cried every night for two weeks and didn’t know if her tears were because she’d miss Pia or the Blessed Mother, who had said good-bye the last time they’d seen Her. 

They’d pondered Her last words for days, while Mrs. Aguila screamed at Pia to come help with the packing. What did “a chapel in your heart” mean? Who were Her children that they were to care for? And how should they do that? 

“’Who’ is easy,” Pia had said. “It’s all the children that people beat up and, and, you know. Like the priests.” She shook her bright hair and scowled. 

Pia felt such a burden for all abused children. Teresa knew, under pain of cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die, why the Aguilas had moved from California to Holliston in the middle of seventh grade. Even though Teresa had lived through the years of Massachusetts’ scandals over pedophilic priests, it was Pia who’d fi gured out why none of the boys wanted to be alone with Father George, why Teresa’s brother Vic always dragged her to Mass when he was acting as altar boy. Teresa kept to herself the thought that “children” 

might be a broader term--hadn’t Mary called herself “Mother of All Nations?” 

They promised to write and call, but Mrs. Aguila didn’t want anything leading what she called “the zealots” back to her daughter. Nonetheless, despite years of desultory contact (always starting with “Has 
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Our Mother talked to you?” and always answered, “No”), Pia asked Teresa to be her bridesmaid. The wedding took place a few weeks after high school graduation. Pia’s fi ancé was going to fi ght in the Middle East Quag, and she had never liked waiting. Teresa was thrilled, but their intimacy crumbled when Pia asked Teresa her plans. When Teresa said she was going on summer retreat at the Benedictine Abbey as a prelude to entering the convent, Pia’s face froze. She didn’t speak to Teresa for the rest of the visit except as part of the festive group. 

Teresa searched for Pia after that summer but couldn’t fi nd her. She wanted to tell Pia about Blessed Mother’s last words, the locution during her retreat at the convent. Teresa still treasured the memory of Her warm voice vibrating her whole body, such a loving experience, even though the message was to leave the Abbey, that she hadn’t been called to be a nun. Mother Joan of the Benedictines arranged for Teresa’s scholarship to nursing school instead. She continued looking for Pia, but after so many fruitless attempts, the busy-ness of life took over. 

Years later, after Teresa had become a medical genographer through the Pope’s generosity, the chart of a 36-year-old Hispanic female with Stage IV ovarian cancer crossed her computer. When she looked at the name, Teresa fl ed to the Boston hospital as immediately as a wife, mother, and in-demand medical special-ist could. 

Teresa snapped the notepad shut. She couldn’t endure revisiting those weeks in Boston. She closed her eyes and leaned back. Every once in awhile she caught a word from the front seat, as Father Hugh raised his voice louder and louder--something about homosexuality in the Church. Teresa wondered how he could argue with the Pope. Wasn’t a priest’s obedience even more important than hers? 

But she understood his passion. She knew it was illogical and unChristian, but she couldn’t help the fl are of anger that burned her every time a priest injured a child. My brother died because of you--my friend died for you, she wanted to scream. 

She reminded herself that Vic’s death had almost certainly been an accident. Almost. But her mother had insisted that Father George say the Requiem Mass. Mrs. Giardini hadn’t shed a tear, just glared at the priest the whole time. 

Teresa shuddered. To drown out the voices in her head and from the front seat, she said Our Fathers for Vic, for her mother, for Father George, and for Pia until her voice trailed off and the vibration of the RV on the highway lulled her to sleep. 


* * *

Teresa took over driving a few hours later. Just into Arkansas, she pulled off into a deserted campground, with only an hour or so of daylight left. The sign advertised electricity, and it was mercifully correct. They could charge the batteries overnight and be gone by dawn, not a second too soon for Teresa. She’d decided one thing. She’d say whatever she had to say, sign anything to get Joey on the ship. Even Bert would see the wisdom of leaving Earth. Her imagination stumbled as she pictured Bert in an evangelical Protestant community. It didn’t matter, as long as he was safe. 

She and Father Hugh helped the Pope to the ground. His Holiness looked up at the sky, almost hidden by soaring pine branches, reaching higher than any European cathedral. His face lit up. “They wouldn’t speak so highly of the pines of Rome if Arkansas had ever produced an artist to portray its own pines. I am so grateful, my friends, that you and God permit me this last, close look at my country. On my offi cial visits, I saw mostly the insides of buildings. Hugh, if I could trouble you for that marvelous chair.” 

Father Hugh still seemed furious about whatever he and the Pope had argued about, but he wrestled the green lounger to the ground. Teresa helped the Pope settle in his chair and then walked into the woods. She didn’t understand her priest’s fuming, which seemed to have grown throughout the drive. 
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Under the trees, a green cathedral with a soft, brown fl oor of needles, she pulled out her notepad. She tried to see this task for the honor it was, but memories were too strong. It was an unpleasant duty, her last on this planet, and best done quickly. 

She had reached the point of being with Pia in the hospital, when Pia had sobbed her despair of Heaven. 

Of the young marriage that had ended with Jimmy’s death in the Middle East. Of the quick marriage a year later to cover a pregnancy, cut short by her new husband’s abuse. 

Teresa frowned. Would telling all this break the seal of Confession? Teresa had acted as Ecclesiastical Surrogate for Pia’s last sacraments, with the canned hologram of the Pope himself saying the words and Teresa administering the physical parts. 

“Sister Pia Chantal took great comfort in the Sacrament of Confession in her last days,” she wrote with prim repression. Having found her Church voice, she continued, “It had long been her desire to explore a religious vocation, as she believed Our Lady had instructed her.” 

Desire? Pia’s mother had always thought her child would be a nun, from the days when Pia hid in the chapel after school to avoid her stepfather. Pia hadn’t liked the idea of a religious vocation any better when it came from her Divine Mother. 

“She won’t come to me because I disobeyed her.” A sob had crept in Pia’s whisper. “I got married when I should have gone to the convent. No wonder She doesn’t speak to me!” 

Teresa  had  covered  her  friend’s  hand  with  a  feather-light  touch.  Some  patients  were  hypersensitive at this stage. “She hasn’t spoken to me since the Abbey. It feels like it all happened to somebody I heard about, and I have to remind myself about the date to announce the miracle. Did you ever ask Her about a vocation?” 

Pia picked at a worn place on the sheet, stiff and glaring white. “I was afraid to. Teresa, call the convent. 

Tell them I want to join. She’ll know at least I tried.” 

Yes, “desire” was the word. “Sister Pia Chantal rejoiced in her initial vows with the Missionaries of Charity and prayed for a healing that she might commit herself to their work.” 

Not wanting to cause Pia any more pain, the visiting nuns folded the white sari with the blue edge on top of her, while the hologram of their bishop inducted new postulants around the world. As his assistants swung the thurible, the nuns lit incense in a fruit cup, adding another scented layer over the antiseptic that tried to cover the smell of death, pervasive no matter how much every thing and every body had been scoured. Teresa tucked the sari’s end around the bald head. Pia smiled. It gave her a new halo to replace the shock of blonde hair, fallen in the hopeless fi ght. The sari stayed in its place the rest of her life. Nine more days. 

Nine more days of vacillating between agony and unconsciousness. Pia was the kind of patient Teresa had dreaded at the hospice, one who didn’t respond to any kind of pain cocktail. She had no comfort to give her friend except the old Church standby. “Offer up your suffering. For the children. Remember, you’ve always wanted to care for the hurt children.” 

“For the children.” Between every sentence Pia took a gasp of air louder than her voice. “And their enemies. Pray for our enemies, He said. The step-parents. Priests. Teachers. Therapists. Every dumbfuck who’s hurt someone in their power,” she screamed. “For one minute of the hell you deserve, I offer my pain.” 

Nine long days. 

Teresa pressed the stylus hard. “Sister Pia Chantal died in the arms of our Blessed Mother.” 

At four in the morning, the air had shimmered and vibrated. Teresa had looked around to see if someone was walking by with a vase of roses. Then, Pia’s lips had drawn back in a ghastly, wonderful smile as her 
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breath rattled into silence. Teresa had covered the dead face with the sari-veil and whispered, “Thank You for coming for her. Oh, I wish I could have seen You.” 

At that moment she had been as jealous as Holy Heidi. 

Teresa wiped her streaming eyes. Hard metal pressing her back catapulted her back to the present. She froze. 

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot.” The threat would have been more effective if the voice hadn’t cracked at the end.A yellow Labrador bounded up and licked her face. 

“Back, Killer, back! She’s the enemy. Now get up slowly, lady. Hands up!” 

As she rose she saw what his voice had told her: a boy in his early teens. He held a hunting rifl e in a way that showed he knew how to use it, but not that he was sure he would. The barrel dipped down, more toward the ground than at Teresa. 

“What do you want?” she asked, her heart pounding. She wondered if she were the only parent in the world to go into Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder from raising teenage boys. 

“Just give me your food, and nobody gets hurt.” His voice betrayed him again. 

“Certainly. Do you need water too?” 

Confused, the boy said, “Just walk back to the truck real slow. Oh, come on. Faster than that. Killer!” 

The dog ran ahead, tongue hanging out, to meet new friends. The pontiff smiled and put a hand on the tan head. Killer wagged his tail. 

As  Father  Hugh  jumped  out  of  the  van,  he  swung  the  assault  rifl e  up.  “Put  your  gun  down  or  I’ll shoot.” 

The boy’s rifl e dipped further. He laughed. “With what? Don’t you want to load it fi rst?” 

Father Hugh frowned at his weapon as he tried to understand its mysteries. 

“You don’t hold it like that. Without a muzzle brake it’s gonna kick like a son of a bitch and get you right in the nuts.” 

“Well, that would solve a few problems,” muttered Father Hugh. 

Teresa couldn’t have heard him right, but she put aside her confusion to seize the chance Heaven offered her  with  the  boy’s  distraction. As  the  boy  continued  his  tutorial,  she  leapt  backwards  and  sidestepped, forcing his arm down as she moved. 

“Hey!” 

His rifl e thumped on the ground as Teresa pinned his arms the way she’d learned in Martial Arts for Parents of Violent Teens. 

The boy struggled. He wasn’t nearly as strong as Bert. “You’re hurting me! Let go! Sic her, Killer!” 

“I’m holding you. You’ll hurt yourself if you struggle.” Teresa sweated in the chilly Fall air. 

Killer turned his head, still being scratched by the Pope, and thumped a sympathetic tail. 

“Killer, you idiot! You’re the dumbest dog ever breathed. I’m getting attacked here!” 

“I’ll call her off if you’ll sit down and talk to us,” offered the Pope. “We’ll come to a solution quicker without guns. Hugh has been preparing dinner for us. He’s a good cook, but I fear he’s been distracted.” 

The boy gave Teresa a resentful glare as he rubbed his arms, but he left his gun alone and went to sit by Pope Gregory. Neither he nor Killer complained about the burnt beans with synthesized protein. 

Teresa had heard his story many times at the shelter that week. His variation was that he had been staying with his grandfather while his mother traveled for her job. She’d gone to New York that week but had not returned. Grandpa had died, probably of a heart attack, when the news of the bombings rolled in. Cole had packed up all the food he could and brought his dog to hide in the woods. 

“We can take you to a shelter,” offered Teresa. 
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“They won’t let me have Killer.” Cole’s voice slammed the door on that option. “What are you guys doing?” 

“We are servants of the Roman Catholic Church on a pilgrimage,” said the Pope. 

“Catholic. That’s the one with all the colored windows, right?” asked Cole. 

The Pope nodded. “Our younger members are headed for the launching of a spaceship.” 

Teresa said, “We’re joining Christians on another planet.” 

“Huh. Jesus Land.” Cole seemed to lose interest. Clearly he’d had a different idea of space exploration. 

“You may come with us to the launch site,” said the Pope, with a look to Teresa. 

She bowed her head in acceptance. “We’ll leave messages for your mother wherever we can. She’d want you to be safe.” 

“Now wait a minute,” Hugh objected. “I’m not leaving you with some gun-happy kid.” 

Pope Gregory held up his hand. “Hugh, we’re either the Church of Christ, or we’re not. It will be all right.” 

“How do you know?” 

“The same way I knew you’d make a good priest, the same way I knew Teresa and Pia were truthful. 

They had the same luminous glow as Blessed Lucia of Fatima. Our Mother leaves her mark.” 

“What do see about me?” asked Cole eagerly. 

“Mostly that you’re hungry.” 

Cole picked up an apple and nodded. 

“Pardon the rest of us who don’t have the gift of discernment and don’t talk with God’s Mother.” Hugh gathered the dishes and walked away to scrub them. 

The  Pope  smiled  at  Teresa.  “Hugh’s  fi nding  it  hard  to  adjust  to  the  changes.  I’m  afraid  I’ve  quite surprised him with his assignment.” He turned serious, though there was still peace in his eyes. “I should tell you about yours. You are to be the priest in Sanctuary. We’ll train you on the way to New Mexico as much as possible, and I’ve submitted works on Church teachings to your ship’s library. There’s a ciborium in the box over the back bed. It has consecrated Hosts to get you started.” 

Teresa covered her mouth as she gasped. “But, Holy Father, I can’t be a priest. I’m a woman. And I’ve never wanted to.” 

“What did you say when some dying soul at hospice asked for Baptism or Anointing of the Sick?” 

“Marriage, too, once,” said Father Hugh, returning to their council. “I didn’t think she was going to get over that one.” 

Teresa  avoided  his  gaze.  “Of  course  I’ve  acted  as  Ecclesiastical  Surrogate  and  administered  the Sacraments myself in emergencies.” 

“I count this an emergency.” 

She turned pleading eyes to Father Hugh. 

The priest frowned. “Your Holiness, I don’t think you’ve thought this through. The Church’s position on female priests has never wavered.” 

“Not thought it through? Hugh, I can scarcely walk down a different hallway without a swarm of voices telling me that my predecessors never walked there and what might be the implications of departing from their ways. Or maybe you think I haven’t studied Church doctrine suffi ciently? What the Church servants will say? That I know, and perhaps God in His mercy will allow me to die in the desert before I have to deal with it. What God will say? That I’m not sure of, but I’m more willing to trust Him.” 

He bowed his head for so long that Teresa leaned forward to see that he was still breathing. When he spoke, his voice was thinner. “I have examined my heart. Am I set on this course because I can’t bear to see my plans thwarted? It’s possible that I may be deceiving myself, but I don’t think so. All I feel when I think 
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of the ship lifting without a priest is anguish for those denied pastoral care and comfort. I’ve been called the Ecumenical Pope, but I must believe that the Church and Her Sacraments are signifi cant, and that God would not deny the opportunity for them to spread to other worlds.” 

“But Father will be there.  I’m not needed as a priest.” 

Hugh shook his head and shifted in his seat. He cast an uneasy look at the pontiff. 

Pope Gregory acknowledged the buck-passing with a nod. “In fact, Hugh is going to another colony. He will minister to those of alternative sexuality.” 

Cole said, “So there’s going to be Fag Land too? Not just Jesus Land? How come?” 

“There’s also going to be a Jewish colony, but their council wouldn’t accept anyone from me. None of the colonies will take someone who isn’t one of their tribe, so I’m glad Hugh was willing to step in as a last-minute replacement.” 

Teresa turned white as she stared at her priest. You killed my brother, she thought. He might not have meant  to  kill  himself,  but  he  died  without  the  Sacraments.  Maybe  it  was  an  accident  because  he  was drinking, but he was drinking because he couldn’t stand what you did to him. She remembered Pia’s dying words--”For one minute of the hell you deserve, I suffer for you!” Teresa put her hand over her mouth to make sure the words didn’t come out. 

“I beg you, no more names in the vernacular, Cole,” the Pope was saying. “These groups of people have felt marginalized on earth, and it’s become worse in recent years. They have pooled their wealth to purchase spacefl ight from one of the privatized space agencies. The chosen colonists will take a generation ship out to a new planet, away from their persecutors.” 

“Huh. Wish I had a spaceship,” said Cole. 

“I’m willing to pay for your passage, if you feel you can be a member of any of the groups. But there’s the matter of being accepted as a colonist, as well as your guardian’s permission.” 

Faced with what he asked for, Cole became alarmed, like most of the human race. “I don’t want to go to Jesus Land! Or the others, either. I bet they wouldn’t take my dog, anyway.” 

Teresa’s thoughts were still on the impossibility of what the Holy Father had told her. She tried again. 

“Holy Father, surely there’s another Catholic man going to my planet.” 

“We haven’t been able to contact any of my other candidates, and we dare not take the time to go looking. 

But in my position, who would you choose as priest: someone qualifi ed by genetics and external genitalia, or someone who has seen and spoken with the Mother of God? I don’t say you’re ideal. The Church needs its visionaries, but it also needs those who have not seen and are still faithful, because most of us will not have the comfort you have had.” 

He  sighed,  and  Teresa  thought,  Not  another  Holy  Heidi!  She  whispered,  “Holy  Father,  I  am  not worthy.” 

“Heaven’s pineapples, child, none of us are worthy! What gospel do you two think I’m asking you to bring to the stars? ‘I’m going to heaven and you’re not? Here’re 612 commandments and over two millennia of Church dogma that just might, if God’s feeling benevolent, save your immortal soul?’” 

“The love of God, despite ourselves,” muttered Hugh. “As evidenced by His Son.” 

Teresa pressed her fi ngers to her temples. “The Blessed Mother and Her Son, through whom all gifts are given.” 

“Now we’re getting closer. Maybe I didn’t choose so badly, after all. My children, I’m sending you to be God’s love, the Mother’s love, in a new land. I don’t know what form that love will take. Teresa, accept this mantle that the Church could not give you on Earth, that so many of your sisters have longed for, that you are clearly worthy of. Hugh, bring the love of God to those who have felt denied it. The Church has changed over the millennia; she will change in space, I’m sure.” The Pope closed his eyes and leaned back, 
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transformed in one breath from a mighty evangelist to a tired senior, shriveled to the point of collapse. 

Because his breathing looked steady and his color good, however, Teresa felt like she could walk back into the woods. She tried to think about the honor that had been thrust upon her, but she kept hearing Pia’s cries. 

Father Hugh approached her with tentative steps. “Teresa, the Holy Father isn’t up to saying Mass, but I will.” 

Rage fl ared inside her. She managed not to shout, “Not on my account, thank you.” 

She turned around and didn’t hear when he left. She tried to pray, but the words stuck in her throat. 

Some time later, still churning with despair, Teresa returned and sat down by the pontiff. His eyes were closed; he looked like any other elderly man pushed beyond his limits. 

“I’m too old to be Pope,” he murmured. “The lines are blurring. A few months ago, I had an audience with Priestess Oceana Panthera, of the cult of--I forget her goddess’ name. And she stood before me, defi ant in her lack of obeisance, and said ‘I see Divine magic everywhere, in the smallest fl ower and the largest tree, the majesty of the sky, the order of the smallest cell.’ And I said, ‘Yes, yes,’ and the secretaries around me, the hornets of my days, made to hustle her away, saying, ‘His Holiness is tired.’ I was obliged to banish them while I spoke with her.” 

“What happened?” asked Teresa. 

“Oh, I invited her to the Tuesday night interfaith poker game. Do you know she cleaned us all out, all the while saying things like, ‘What does fi ve in a row mean?’ The  Most Reverend Rever

 Brother Billy Brownson 

accused Abdallah of asking the djinns to make mischief, but Schlomo said, ‘Why would Abdallah have the djinns steal from him as well?’ Then he told him to quit preaching and deal. We play penny a point for our favorite charities, and she says that her coven is in the process of choosing a new recipient, so she’ll give the winnings to Our Lady of Rwanda’s Orphan Fund. Don’t you just hate it when heathens are more Christian than you?” 

“You play poker? I’ve got some cards,” said Cole, giving up throwing a stick for Killer. 

Teresa’s head began to ache. She rose to go to bed. 

Go to the stars or stay on earth, the future showed nothing for her but a black muddle. She still couldn’t choke out a prayer. 


* * *

The next morning the Pope looked like he’d slept better than anyone else. Teresa volunteered to be fi rst driver. She was glad when Cole asked to sit by her to learn to drive the van. 

She knew she was wrong to feel the way she did about Father Hugh, but she couldn’t shed the sense of betrayal. She hadn’t realized she’d been blaming others for Pia’s suffering and death. Was that a way to avoid her own guilt, the feeling that she should have been able to ease her friend’s pain? 

A new teenage driver, one who was having trouble distinguishing between a vehicle and a weapon, deterred introspection. 

Hugh and Teresa avoided speaking by trading the driver’s seat every few hours. When Teresa wasn’t driving, she was receiving instruction. Her ordination took place on the road as they crossed the Texas border and the clouds rolled pink and orange ahead on the horizon. She had a hard time fi nding enough room to lie prostrate on the fl oor for the ceremony. Killer licked her face until she rose. It was probably the fi rst time a priest had been ordained with plastic camping gear used for chalice and paten, never mind an altar boy who’d never been to any church. Cole tied a string around a deodorizer can to make a thurible, which he swung like a lasso. Teresa thought it smelled better than the usual incense. 

Night closed down on a landscape that grew more sparse and parched with each mile. They’d intended to stop at a compound outside Amarillo, Texas, a place vouched for by Pope Gregory’s contacts. However, 
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someone launched a grenade as they approached the gate, and they fl ed as fast Father Hugh could shove the van into high gear. Cole fi red the assault rifl e out the window until Teresa pulled him back in. Killer bayed long and loud about the noise. Teresa’s ears throbbed in sympathy. 

They drove for hours in pitch blackness. When lights appeared on the road, Father Hugh hesitated, then surged forward. 

“There’re people in the road. You can’t just run them down!” shouted Teresa. 

“Sure he can. They’re close together,” said Cole. 

“They’re unarmed! They’re waving fl ash beacons.” 

“Stop, Hugh,” commanded the Pope. 

Two young men stepped up to the window. “Are you the medical truck we called for?” asked the eldest. 

“There was an explosion at the power plant, and lots of people are hurt.” 

He couldn’t have been more than twenty, Bert’s age, and the sight of him tugged at Teresa’s heart. She longed to hold her boys again--even, especially, the one who’d always squirmed away. 

The Pope said, “We have a nurse and some fi rst aid supplies.” 

“We’re never going to make the fl ight at this rate,” grumbled Hugh. 

“I’m sure the priest and the Levite were on their way to important appointments, too. Only a Samaritan would have nothing better to do.” 

Teresa soon found herself the only medical care for a gymnasium full of injured, with wounds ranging from broken bones to chemical burns and smoke inhalation. After she had completed triage and initial care, a medical team from a nearby hospital arrived. 

She looked around for her companions. Cole was handing out--and eating--sandwiches at an ad-hoc refreshment table. The Pope slumbered, hunched over in a nearby chair. Father Hugh was administering sacraments to the wounded. She accepted a cup of coffee from Cole and stepped near an open door to feel the cool breeze. 

“You must be exhausted,” said Father Hugh as he followed her. 

“No,” she said, surprising herself. “This is my vocation.” She knew then that it was true at the deepest level. Mother Joan had asked her long ago what she would be if she didn’t join the convent. “A nurse,” had popped out of Teresa’s mouth. “God put that desire in your heart,” the old nun had said. Teresa couldn’t help a hateful stare at the old man who’d made her a medical genographer, where she ministered to gene charts instead of people. Shocked at herself, she ducked her head and took a long swill of coffee. 

“Teresa, I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you that fi rst day.” 

The din, magnifi ed by the gym, had made her ears ache again. The coffee smelled noxious and tasted bitter; she threw the remainder outside. She wadded the cup as she tried to force out a similar apology. 

Father Hugh sounded sad as well as tired. “It’s all right. I’m glad I hid myself so well. I knew a gay priest, even a celibate one, wouldn’t go over well with the congregation.” 

Teresa refused to hear. “Father, I wore calluses on my knees praying for my brother’s soul. He never got over being molested, never. The priest received absolution before he died, but Vic never had the chance. 

And my friend died in great pain, offering herself for the sins of those who abused children. I know it’s not fair or right, but I don’t know what to do with this rage. I didn’t know I had it.” 

“You know pedophiles are not necessarily homosexuals?” 

She nodded and bit back her words. That was another thing Pia had taught her, but she wasn’t about to break her long silence now. And there was still Vic. “Father, I know a lot of things! Except why I feel this way, and why I can’t stop.” 

“Everyone expects you to be so much better than the average person, don’t they?” 

Teresa nodded hard enough to shake the tears fi lming over her eyes. 
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“The Holy Father’s right. I am having trouble adjusting. Why should you be any different?” He swallowed the dregs of his coffee and made a face. “He’s released me from my vow of celibacy--none of the colonies permit celibates, you know.” 

“Yes, I--oh,” said Teresa. “Oh!” 

“Yes. Pray for me, Teresa. When you can.” He walked away. 

Teresa fl ed back to the van and huddled in the back. Appalled at herself, she pulled out her notepad to complete one last act of obedience. 

She doodled with her stylus in her opposite hand. The Church would want to know about any miracles. 

Not that she could say anything. True, she’d spent the afternoon of Pia’s funeral in the chapel of the children’s long-term living center that Pia had founded. The chapel, really a closet with a three-legged coffee table serving as altar, was hardly big enough for Teresa and the four children who joined her to say the Rosary. A blue-eyed girl of about six said that Pia promised to ask the Blessed Virgin to come see them. 

Teresa could report only that near the end of the Glorious Mysteries, the children’s eyes grew wide, and they began reciting in high-pitched, rapid voices. The room fi lled with the aroma of roses, though the altar vase, shoved under the coffee table as the fourth leg, held chrysanthemums. The children then ran out of the room. She hadn’t seen anything. 

She scribbled a last note. If the Church needed to know more, they’d have to ask the little brats. 

She reworded the last sentence and put away her notepad. She lay in the bed with her arms clutched across her chest. After a while she slept. 


* * *

Teresa drove the last leg of the journey, with blackness fading into glorious red dawn over the mountains. The parking lot of the spaceport was dotted with many vehicles, testimony to the effort to collect colonists. 

The ships themselves were a fl eet of huge, fat white birds with strange tails. The building around them looked like a doll’s house. 

As Father Hugh turned back to the van to get their luggage and the Pope’s walker, Teresa took the pontiff’s arm. She shifted her weight to better support the weight and hesitant movements of the ravaged body. He smelled just like any other old man she’d cared for at hospice. Despite the anger twisting her heart, compassion squeezed out a prayer. “Jesus, Mary, he is your faithful servant. Allow him to depart in peace.” 

She hoped she hadn’t spoken aloud. 

As the spaceships loomed closer, so did her own situation. She threw a last plea to Mary, Jesus, Dennis, Pia, all the Saint Teresas and Saint Jude, he of the hopeless cases. In the echoes of silence, she girded her mental loins with what she already knew. She said, “Holy Father, I cannot go. My duty is to the children that Heaven gave me to care for and to Our Lady, who gave me a task on this planet besides the announcement. I accepted your assignment because it did not interfere with either of those duties. But now it does, and I must refuse.” 

The Pope took another considered step. “You have always followed the instructions of your spiritual advisor. I have noted that.” 

Teresa cried, “Holy Father, I am sorry, truly sorry to disobey the Church. But I cannot disobey its Holy Mother.” 

She felt his fl accid attempt to twist his arm away, and she realized that she was gripping it hard enough to cause pain. She let go immediately with a sputtered apology, and he staggered. She summoned back her professional skills and steadied him as she mentally added “Popicide” to the list of her mortal sins. Father Hugh slid the Pope’s walker into place. 
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While Teresa still looked down in embarrassment, the pontiff looked up and smiled, “Well, they did make it.” 

Two young men approached them at the speed of youth. The taller said, “Mom!” 

“Thanks be to God!” exclaimed Teresa as she looked up into Joey’s beaming face. She almost let go of the Pope again. 

She was looking up at Joey. Joey, who should have been three feet, eight inches, sitting tall in his motor chair. She looked down. No chair. Joey was standing! “Joey! What?” 

“It wasn’t the BVM,” said Bert, now several inches shorter than his big brother. “The medical school had this research program, repairing spines and nerve damage.” 

Joey put an arm around his brother. “When Bert told me about it, I could just hear Dad saying, ‘Pray, but unlock your wheels.’ So I did. I fi gured if it didn’t work, the Blessed Mother could always heal me from that. Bert’s been great, Mom. I couldn’t have done it without him. I’m sorry I’ve been out of contact. 

I wanted--well, it was my decision. I was going to surprise you at Thanksgiving.” 

Teresa pressed one hand against a temple. With her life’s view of the world swirling in pieces, she turned to thank Bert. Words failed when she saw him gloating, the triumph of besting her faith. She wavered on her feet. 

Suddenly, the air crackled. The shivery, fi re-ants feeling started at her crown and spread down her body. 

She thought her heart must be sparkling. A blanket of rose scent fell around her, and she sank to her knees, crying, even before the pillar of light, brighter than the New Mexico sun, coalesced into the beloved form. 

“Oh, Blessed Mother, I don’t understand. I never understood.” 

Gentle hands touched her cheek. Teresa pressed hard against the warmth. “Please, Mother, let me come to you now. I have failed you, though I tried so hard.” 

“My beloved daughter, there is more for you to do. Go to new worlds and spread the message that my Son’s love is not bound by space or time. Neither is mine, and I will be with you always. Though you have not understood, you have not failed me. As a sign, He offers His miracle to you now. It will reappear at the time appointed and remain forever.” She held Her hands open in the classic pose. She appeared to be standing in snow. Around her sprang up walls of light, like a crystal fl ashing inwards. 

Teresa felt she was both in a fi lm and watching it at an accelerated rate. Shards of light arched over the Blessed Mother and showered down, warming Teresa’s face and melting the snow. She saw a chapel and watched as crowds streamed by her into it for warmth and comfort. Teresa thought she could make out forms walking there through the light--Pia, Dennis, even Vic--but it moved so fast and shone so fi ercely that she couldn’t be sure. Teresa sensed time racing, and when the snowy winter fell away to spring, the chapel dissolved. A rosebush burst from the ground and glowed with the same shimmering light. It exploded into bloom with full white roses tipped with gold. Teresa reached through the holy light to touch the edge of a petal. Tears streamed down her face. When they splattered on the ground, the rosebush grew taller and fuller. 

“Don’t leave me!” cried Teresa as the ecstasy faded. The beautiful lady was gone, but Her shining roses remained. 

“I am with you always,” came the echo. 

Beside her a strong voice said, “Truly we have a loving Mother.” 

Teresa looked to the Pope, now taller than she, with the straight, noble form she remembered from her childhood. He smiled and clasped her shoulder with a vigorous hand. 

“She’s so beautiful,” said Joey, his face glowing like Pia’s in the garden. 

“I’m so glad!” Teresa whispered, rejoicing that they had been seen. She looked around for Bert. 

He was rising from the ground. He looked into her eyes for a long minute, the longest connection she’d 
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ever had with him since babyhood. “Mom, please give me another chance. I’m so sorry for everything I did to you and Dad. And Joey. Please, may I go with you?” 

Teresa, speechless, could only squeeze his hands as she heard the echo from long ago.  And your child will be healed. Had she understood anything? 

 will be healed

Father Hugh was still kneeling, his face set in fi erce concentration. He nodded from time to time. When he rose, his face had relaxed into the same holy glow Teresa saw on the other faces. His eyes met hers, and they both smiled. 

Truly She is the Mother of All, thought Teresa. 

The wind scouring the runway and the mountains beyond sounded like angelic alleluias. 

Finally, Joey spoke. “Father, there’s a couple in the building who want to get married.” 

Father Hugh responded, “I’ll be glad to perform the ceremony, of course, unless Teresa wants more practice. Or unless His Holiness pulls rank.” 

“Holy Father, now that Joey and Bert are going, I don’t need to be a priest!” exclaimed Teresa. 

Bert and Joey traded desperate looks. Joey blurted, “Holy Father, I’ve just recovered the use of my lower body. I really don’t want to take a vow of celibacy.” 

Pope Gregory threw back his head and laughed. “The colonies won’t accept celibates anyway, remember? Thank you, but I’ve anointed a priest already. She’s been approved.  Right, Teresa?” 

Teresa closed her eyes in a quick prayer.  They popped open in surprise. 

“Yes!  That’s right!  But I can decline if my services aren’t needed?” 

“Absolutely.   And  now--do  you  know,  Hugh,  I  think  I  will  pull  rank  on  you. A  wedding.  Just  the thing.” 

He  tossed  the  walker  aside  and  took  long,  confi dent  strides  to  the  building,  with  Hugh,  Bert,  and Cole running behind. Killer bounded after them. Teresa heard Cole say, “So what was all that with the fl owers?” 

“You coming in, Mom?” Joey asked, putting his arm around her. 

She tilted her head back, enjoying the sensation and reveling in the same sweet expression he’d always had. How could she have thought he needed healing? “I’ll be there in a minute. I want to say another prayer.” 

He squeezed her waist. “Don’t miss the wedding.” 

It was the most beautiful sight in the world, watching his tall, straight back as he walked away. 

“Hail, Holy Queen, our life, our sweetness, and our hope.... Dearest Mother, may I have a rose for the wedding?” 

She didn’t see it fall, but a heavy, enormous bloom lay under the tree. As she picked it up, she inhaled deeply--so much sweeter than any other rose. Her nose tickled with the heavenly energy that surrounded it. 

She marveled at the color, purest white in the center, gradually warming to a gold edge that seemed to glitter. Even after one hundred years of cold sleep, I am never forgetting this, she thought. As for dreams--all hers had come true. What did it matter what happened while she slumbered? 

Rose in hand, she took the fi rst step forward, which was all that had ever been required. 

( Dedicated in memory of my mother-in-law, 

 Kathryn Bacon Hoyt 

 (May 22, 1909-September 15, 2004), 

 whose earthly example gave us a glimpse of heaven. )
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Canticle of the Wolf

Alan Loewen

The Storyteller sat down, easing the complaints of stiff joints and old bones with a sigh of relief. He was grateful for the afternoon sunlight that streamed through the schoolroom windows and warmed his shoulders. 

The room bustled with children, excited over his arrival. Out of courtesy, they remained silently in their seats, as silent as enthusiastic children can be, but their bright eyes shone with anticipation. To their relief, he fi nally motioned for them to come and sit at his feet. In a wave, the children clamored about him, vying for his attention and demanding to hear their own favorite tale. 

Laughing, he quieted them with a wave of his hand. “And, little ones, what story shall I tell you today?” 

“Tell us of knights on a quest,” cried one, but he was shouted down by the others. 

“Magical islands and unicorns,” shouted a young girl. 

“Sailors and pirates,” a young boy called above the din. 

“Little Red Riding Hood,” shouted another and the children gasped at the speaker who sniggered at his own crudeness. The Storyteller ignored him. 

In the embarrassed silence, a little girl spoke up. “Please tell us of Brother Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio.” Immediately, the others shouted their support. 

“That old chestnut!” the Storyteller said, smiling. “I told you that just a fortnight ago. I have others.” 

As one, the children voiced their displeasure at hearing any other story. 

The Storyteller sighed in capitulation and made himself more comfortable. The cardinal rule of his calling was to tell the stories his audience wanted to hear, and if they wanted to hear of Francis and the wolf, then that was what he would tell. He closed his eyes to craft the story with his voice and his heart. 

“Many, many years ago in Italy, Brother Francis visited the town of Gubbio where something wonderful and worthy of lasting fame happened. 

“For there appeared in the countryside near that city a fearfully large and fi erce wolf so rabid with hunger and rage it devoured animals and attacked humans. All the people of the town considered it such a great scourge and terror they carried weapons with them wherever they went, but even that did not protect themselves or their animals. In the end, everybody lived in such fear that nobody dared to venture outside the city walls. 

“But God wished to bring the holiness of Brother Francis to the attention of these people.” 


* * *

The winter of 1210 struck Italy with such a blow that even the eldest could not remember one worse. 

With the bitter cold came snow and with the snow came the wolf. The men of Gubbio stood before the gate of their town in the light of the cold mid-morning sun, viewing the latest carnage. 

“Il lúpo,” Antonio muttered and spat on the frozen ground. “How many more sheep are we going to lose to that wolf?” 

With his toe, he nudged the pile of dead sheep discovered in their paddock just that morning. “Not even walls and locked gates can protect our fl ocks.” 

The group of men muttered over their anger. 

Damiano, the owner of the sheep, leaned against the wall and held his head in his hands. The sheep were all that he had to protect himself and his tiny family from the jaws of poverty. 
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“It’s not a wolf,” he said, tears choking his voice. “It’s a  mannaro, a werewolf. Look! They’ve all been killed, and none have been eaten. It kills for the simple sake of killing.” 

A voice spoke up from behind them. “God bless you brothers. What has happened here?” 

The speaker was a tall thin man clad in the simple robe of a penitent. The only items he carried with him were a tall walking stick and a small leather purse on his belt. 

Everybody spoke immediately, wanting to again express their indignation and anger at the outrages the wolf brought against them. 

The newcomer knelt and examined the bodies of the sheep. With careful fi ngers he moved the wool aside, studying the frozen wounds with a careful eye. “Whose sheep are these?” he asked. 

“Mine,” Damiano said. “The only sheep I have, and the wolf has taken them all.” 

The man approached him whispering so only Damiano could hear. “Take this,” he said, and taking Damiano’s hand, thrust some coins into it. 

“But...” Damiano began. 

The man simply smiled and gripped Damiano’s hand tighter. “They are alms that were given to me by a righteous man earlier this morning. I have no need for them. Buy more sheep. Feed your family.” With that, he turned back to the pile of dead animals and stared at them for a few minutes. 

“I will go and fi nd this wolf,” he said. 

The group of men all spoke at once. “What are you going to do? Kill it? Our best hunters have returned either empty-handed or horribly wounded! What weapons are you going to use? Your walking stick?” 

The man simply stood and smiled. “I need no weapons. I will return later today.” 

“Who are you?” one man asked. 

“Francísco of Assisi--Brother Francis. Where is the paddock where these sheep were found?” 

Shaking their heads in disbelief, the men reluctantly gave directions. Francis nodded, turned, and left the group at the town gate. 

Antonio spoke up. “There either goes a very holy man or a raving lunatic.” 

The others nodded their heads in agreement. * * *

Brother Francis found the paddock in shambles. Its gate had been torn from the wall. The snow all around, both inside and out, was crimson and spotted with gore. He shook his head at the signs of slaughter and crossed himself. 

Carefully, he walked around the paddock until he found other tracks that stood apart from the trampled snow and stopped in surprise. The bloody wolf tracks were the largest he had ever seen. 

Francis crossed himself again and whispered an urgent prayer. Clearly, the prints were not those of a four-legged animal, but one that walked on two feet. Carefully, he followed the crimson prints. 

From the spoor, Francis saw the creature bore an injury of its own. Blood marked the tracks plainly, yet this far from the paddock, the snow should have washed the footpads of the creature clean. Bright crimson snow spoke of an open wound not yet healed. 

Alert for signs of his quarry, Francis followed the trail to the entrance of a small cave marked by tracks coming and going and spotted with blood. Francis kneeled by the cave entrance, listening. 

His heart froze in dread at the very human sound of moaning, faint sounds of anguish from deep within the cave. 

Francis paused, caught between two emotions: his terror of the wolf that was surely an unnatural creature and his desire to rescue a fellow human. He pondered his dilemma. He had approached the lair with no consequence and no sign of the creature. Either it had died from its injuries or it had gone off to search for more victims. Regardless, Francis surely had time to rescue an injured innocent. With a quick prayer, 
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Francis dove into the cave entrance and crawled into the darkness. 

He waited a few moments for his eyes to become used to what dim light entered the cave while the moaning continued directly in front of him. Slowly, a human form took shape in the dark, thrashing about in its suffering. 

“Be of good cheer, brother,” Francis said, moving closer. “I will take you back to the village.” 

Suddenly, Francis stared with horror at what lay before him. Then he scrabbled toward the cave entrance as if fl eeing the very devil himself. Outside, back in the sunlight, he shuddered. The form that lay before him in the cave had been human, but its features were clearly animal. 

“A  mannaro,” Francis said to himself in horror. He had heard of werewolves since he was a small child, but only the ignorant and superstitious actually believed in them. Now one lay behind him in the darkness, a legend made fl esh. 

The moaning from within the cave increased. Whatever the creature’s nature or origin, it suffered horribly. 

Francis paused in the contradictory grips of horror and his calling. Crossing himself, he again crawled back into the cave. 


* * *

By the light of the small fi re that Francis fed with twigs, he lanced the massive infection in the werewolf’s left leg. Heating small rocks in the fi re, he placed them in his leather purse that he had fi lled with water, bringing it to the point of boiling. Using a strip torn from his cloak, Francis bathed the wound as best he could. He regretted it was winter. Healing herbs he could have used lay dormant and hidden under the snow. 

After doctoring the leg as best he could, Francis melted more snow in his purse and forced the water between the jaws of the creature. With a sigh, Francis gave the creature over to Divine Providence, made himself comfortable and studied his ward. 

He had found a strange metal band around the creature’s left wrist. Examining it carefully, he marveled at the numbers that fl ashed across its surface. He put it back on the creature’s wrist, another puzzle surrounding this strange being. 

“I do not know what you are,” he said to the comatose form that had fi nally slipped into a quieter slumber, “but if it is God’s Will that you survive, I expect to hear a story that will shake the foundations of the world.” 

With that, Francis sat back, losing himself in his prayers. 

Moments later, a subtle noise interrupted his meditations. Francis opened his eyes to see the feverish, hate-fi lled eyes of the  mannaro  open and staring directly at him. Suddenly, it sat up, gathering itself for a lunge, but the effort was too much. It fell back weakly and began to thrash about in delirium. It babbled frenzied nonsense. 

“Be at peace,” Francis said gently. “I am not here to harm you.” 

The  mannaro burned with a fever so intense that Francis could feel the great heat of its body as he restrained his strange patient by holding it down by the shoulders. 

Francis spoke with him again and, frustrated, resorted to the Latin of his training. “Be at peace,” he said in the scholastic tongue. “You are ill and making it diffi cult for me to care for you.” 

The wolf stopped his thrashing about and stared at him with wild eyes bright with fever. Francis was stunned to hear it respond in slurred Latin. “Do not beat me,” it moaned. “You have taken my mate and cubs. Do me no more harm.” 

Francis took the creature’s paw in his own. “I will do you no harm,” he said. 

With that, it slumped back and fell again into a fi tful sleep. 
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* * *

Two hours later, as the winter sun drew close to setting, Brother Francis had gathered enough pine boughs to make separate beds for them both. He was grateful to have found some winter-dead plants whose roots lay dormant in the frozen ground. Not only would the tubers make a ready meal when boiled, but they had a mild medicinal quality when made into a poultice. 

Just as the sunset turned the horizon into crimson glory, Francis gathered the last of the wood that he would need for the night to keep the modest fi re going and keep them warm. After attending to the fi nal needs of his ward, he lay on his rough bed of pine boughs and drifted off to sleep. Compared to some places where he had passed the night, a pine bough bed and small fi re tasted of heaven. Francis had learned to be content in his circumstances. 

He was awakened many hours before dawn by the sound of the  mannaro  softly moaning. Tossing more twigs on the glowing embers of the fi re, he created enough light to see the creature awake and its eyes free from the glare of fevered madness. 

“Are you in pain?” Francis asked in Latin. 

“Aqua,” it managed to croak. “Quaeso.” 

Francis carefully assisted the creature in draining the pouch. “I must get more snow. I will return in a moment.” 

Bright moonlight illuminated the landscape. Quickly, Francis packed snow in his pouch and returned to his charge. He found the wolf examining its bandages. 

“You have doctored me,” it said in a weak whisper. “Why?” 

“You were injured,” Francis said simply. “And you are still not well. I’ve seen men with lesser injuries succumb, let alone recover their wits.” 

The wolf sneered. “My makers created me with an unusual ability to recuperate.” 

“What are you?” Francis blurted out, his curiosity aroused. “From where do you come?” 

“Not where, man,” the creature responded, “but when. I have traveled backwards over nine hundred years on a one-way journey to certain death only to fail by several hundred years. When I arrived, I injured my leg and it became infected and I became ill. The last few weeks have been nothing more than a blur of red fury.” 

Though a man of his times, Francis was also a mystic with a vivid imagination. His head swam with grim possibilities and fearful understandings. What new Tower of Babel is this, he asked himself, that creatures can walk through time as if they were gods? 

“Tell me your story,” he asked. “Tell me of these makers and this manner of traveling down the halls of time.” 

The wolf grinned at him, showing sharp teeth. “Pass me the water pouch for the telling is long. 

“Many years from now, your future ancestors will discover, comprehend and manipulate the basic building block of life. It is called DNA, though that name means nothing to you. They will learn how to create new forms from old--wolves like me who can walk on two legs with arms and hands--as well as other creatures. However, with the making there will be no sense of responsibility or compassion. We will become nothing more than toys. 

“My owner purchased me from another, robbing me of my mate and cubs, and implanted over thirty languages in my head along with various skills so I could amuse him. 

“He  was  a  scientist-philosopher--what  we  call  in  our  time  a  physicist--who  was  studying  what  he hoped would open up the hallways of time, completely oblivious to any repercussions such a journey must cause. 
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“Finally, he gave up. He opened a portal where a person could travel, but not return. Of what use was that? Where was the amusement? But, I remembered and I pondered. 

“I thought if I could travel back in time, to a spot where mankind’s development could be retarded, maybe I, my family and my people would never have known the terrible subjugation which we endured. 

There is a time coming in this world’s history called the Reformation. The deaths of key fi gures that led to that era would have kept humanity in the darkness. Maybe mankind would have died out in his ignorance. 

Maybe a culture would have arisen that understood that responsibility and wisdom must come with knowledge. So I waited for my moment. 

“My opportunity came sooner than I expected. The night before I left, my master humiliated me in front of his peers by making me perform tricks as if I were nothing more than a dog in a man’s form. In fury, I swallowed my fear, broke into his laboratory and used the machine, but my understanding of it was not complete. I went back too far to where there are no changes I can make that will stem the inexorable fl ow of what is someday going to happen. I tell you this, only that in the hopes of the telling, I might yet twist the stream of time. 

“So, kill me. I expect no better, for if I had my strength, we would both go down with my teeth in your throat.” 

With that, the wolf became silent, staring into a future that was set in stone. 

Francis sighed. “I am not a man of learning to say whether the stream of time can be changed. Who can tell whether the ultimate will of God is malleable or irresistible? But, I have learned to live in the present, and now you are here. 

“I, too, know the evils of man. When I was younger, I lived in wealth. Everything I desired was at my disposal. On a whim and a drunken thirst for adventure, I joined my friends for a military skirmish between my town of Assisi and the neighboring town of Perugia. 

“I was wounded, captured, humiliated. In my captivity, I became ill and drew very close to death. In that cell I drank deep of the true emptiness of life and when I was fi nally freed I searched for something to fi ll the ache in my heart. 

“After many travels and many questions, I decided to devote my life to the absolute and literal obedience of the commands of Jesus, renounced all my possessions, ties of family and dreams of worldly success. I took Lady Poverty as my bride, and I have never known such happiness.” 

The wolf sneered and spat into the fi re. “A pretty tale, but it means nothing to those of my kind trapped in slavery. It does nothing for my cubs who live without their father or my mate without her companion.” 

Francis looked at the wolf with great sadness. “Though I am sorry for the ill you have suffered at the hands of man, I said that I am a man who lives in the present. For you, for me, in this present moment your people have not yet been created. Your cubs, even your mate, have not yet been born. 

“I propose this. The mayor of Gubbio is a distant cousin of mine, one of the very few of my family who honors my decision to lead my life the way I have chosen. Let me bring him here and let him hear your story. Mayhaps together, he and I can think of a solution.” 

The wolf laughed without humor. “I expect no good from the hand of man.” 

“Like having a wound bound with a poultice?” Francis asked gently. 

The wolf paused. “I shall think on it,” he reluctantly said after a few moments of silence. “I shall think on it, but expect no mercy from me should the tables be turned.” 

The wolf blinked and rubbed his eyes as exhaustion claimed him. “I must sleep, but I tell you I know humanity. If I awaken, how large will be my cage?” 

With that, the wolf wearily sank back on the pine boughs Francis had gathered for him and fell into a deep sleep. 
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* * *

The wolf was alone when he awoke. The fi re had gone out, but a thin stream of light from a rising winter sun illuminated the entrance of the cave. His head swimming from faintness, the wolf-man gingerly sat up. 

It was evident the human had run off and was probably even now gathering men to come and capture or kill him. Carefully, slowly, it made its way to the cave entrance and looked out at the frozen wooded landscape. 

To his surprise, he saw Brother Francis standing beneath the trees, their bare branches covered with tiny birds. 

Having found some seed heads underneath the snow, Francis held them out in his open palms. The spar-rows, made tame by the harsh hunger of winter, fed directly from his hands. In the manner of his tradition, he spoke to them lovingly in Latin. 

Spellbound, unseen, the wolf stood in the cold morning dawn listening to Brother Francis preach the love of God to the birds. 


* * *

“After that day,” the Storyteller said, “the wolf and the people of Gubbio made peace between themselves with the aid of Brother Francis. The wolf lived two years more, and it hurt no one and no one hurt it. At times, the people of the town fed it and it is a striking fact that not a single dog ever barked at it. 

“Then the wolf grew old and died, and the people were sorry, because whenever they saw it, rare though the seeing was, its peaceful kindness and patience reminded them of the virtues and holiness of Brother Francis.” 

The Storyteller opened his eyes and smiled at his audience. The children, spellbound by the story, were broken out of their reverie by the ringing of the bell. 

“There’s still time for outdoor recess, children,” the Storyteller said, looking at the clock on the wall. 

“Why don’t you go and enjoy the sunshine?” 

Waving good-bye and shouting their thanks, the children streamed out of the room while the wolf stood and stretched. He walked to the window that overlooked the playground. It always did his heart good to watch the human children playing with the cubs, pups, and kits of various species who were their equals in every way. Man might have retained his curiosity, but something had happened to the collective mind to temper his curiosity with wisdom as well as love for what he had created. 

“Storyteller?” asked a voice behind him. 

The wolf turned and saw a little blonde human girl standing in the doorway. 

“Since the future the wolf described never came about,” she asked thoughtfully, “does that mean the future can be changed?” 

The wolf mused to himself for a moment. “Evidently,” he said. 

The little girl thought for a moment to herself then impulsively ran up to the Storyteller and embraced him. “I’m glad,” she whispered. 

“Me, too,” the wolf whispered back. “Me, too.” 

“Canticle of the Wolf” fi rst appeared in  PawPrints Fanzine, Summer 1999. 
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“Peter, wake up!” Sister Mary Elizabeth, of the Order of Our Lady of the Rescue, cried out in her sleep. 

“Wake up, Peter! Run! Run!” She shook wildly, nearly overturning her simple cot. In her dream, she was a specter beside her twin brother, watching him rise to wakefulness with agonizing slowness. “Get out! 

Run!!” 

Suddenly, klaxons sounded and his ship lurched one way, then another. He came suddenly awake and thrashed his way out of his sleeping bag even as the ship’s thrashing threatened to yank it off the Velcro attachments that held it to the wall of his sleep locker. She called again for him to hurry as he used his arms to shove his way backward out of the room and into the cargo bay just as the emergency door closed. His momentum sent him careening into a group of large storage containers just as another jolt from the ship yanked some free from their moorings--

Watching helplessly, Sister Mary screamed. 

She sat bolt upright in her bed, calling her twin’s name. It was dark in the convent dorm on the L5 space station she now called home. One of her sisters murmured sleepily and rolled over, but otherwise, no one stirred. How could they not have noticed? She began to sob into her knees. 

“Shhh. Is this how easily you give up hope?” a gentle voice chided her. 

She did not look up. “But I saw it--Peter’s ship--the explosions-- They’re all dead! Oh, Peter!” she wailed softly, despite everything, trying not to wake the others. 

“Hush, now. Peter will be fi ne,” the voice reassured. 

“But--” 

“I said, Peter will be fi ne,” the voice repeated sternly. “Where is your faith, Sister Emmie?” 

“’Emmie?’” “Sister M.E.” was Peter’s nickname for her, but no one knew that here. Slowly, she raised her head. Through teary eyes, she made out a vague fi gure with an otherworldly glow. She started to scramble to her knees. 

“Not now,” the voice said, amused. “Not for me. Go to the chapel. Pray for your brother, and for your brothers and sisters on this station. Faith, hope, and love, but the greatest of these is love. As you love him, pray for him.” 

Suddenly, she was gone. 

Sister Mary Elizabeth rose from her bed and, still in her pajamas, ran to the chapel. 


* * *

Peter had awakened twice since he’d heard his sister shouting at him to run, but both times pain had driven him back to unconsciousness. Before the last time, though, he’d heard a voice, like his drill sergeant’s from when he failed basic training, yelling at him not to be a dirtsider wuss, to ignore the pain, and to keep his head down and crawl. It’d kept at him, pounding him with alternating bouts of abuse and encouragement until he’d passed out again, his last thought being that his drill sergeant had never called him “dirtsider”…

Nonetheless, he must have obeyed her, because when he inched his neck to look behind, he found that the containers that had crushed his legs were now just past the bottoms of his bare feet. 

Then the pain hit, and things blurred around him. 

“You’re not going to pass out again, are you? Listen to me, snap out of it--we don’t have time!” 

He blinked, shook his head--oh, that hurt!--and saw a glowing fi gure beside him. “You an angel?” he slurred. 
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“Not quite,” the voice answered with a chuckle. 

His vision cleared and he saw her, a middle-aged red-haired woman in an outdated spacer “uniform” of a black t-shirt and simple elastic-banded pants over a black skinsuit. Over her right breast was a silkscreen of the Virgin Mary gazing lovingly at the universe that she held in her hands. The redhead was still glowing and slightly transparent. “A hallucination, then.” 

“Somewhere in between, I’d say.” 

“I prefer blonds.” Even as he said it, he knew he wasn’t quite making sense. He felt confused, but a little more alert. 

“You know, my late husband used to say the same thing. Said redheads were too driven. Like he could talk! So, you with me now? Good, because we don’t have a lot of time to banter. You have to get to the engineering station on deck three and activate the attitude control.” 

He laughed, though it was thin, breathy and humorless. “Are you spaced? My legs are shattered.” 

She shrugged. “You won’t need them. In fact, you should probably grab a hold of that cable to your right so you can haul yourself across the bay. Wrap it around your wrist each time, though, so that if you pass out, there’s a chance you won’t let go. Now try.” 

“What the--?” But there was something in her voice that brooked no argument. For a moment, he was back in 4th grade at St. Joseph’s Catholic School, in Sister Linda’s gym. She’d made him come in after school to climb the rope. 

“It’s too hard!” he’d wailed. He was small for his age, and thin, without the wiry strength skinny Jason Tomlinson had. He hadn’t even been able to hang on in class, and the kids had laughed until Sister Linda stopped them with a look. She’d passed the rope to the next kid and had said nothing, but had sent a note to his next class instructing him to come to the gym after school. She had handed him the rope, and when he protested, had given him the same look she’d given the class. Like the class, he had fallen silent under it. 

“You say you want to be a spacer,” she’d reminded him. “Arm strength is essential, even in zero g. Now try.”He had, that day and every day afterward for three months. By Christmas, he climbed to the ceiling. 

Don’t know why I’m thinking of Sister Linda now, he thought as he twined the cable around his arm and reached out for the next handhold. Distract me from the pain, maybe. Helps, a little. 

The ship jerked and a cargo container bumped his leg. Agony, then darkness overtook him. 


* * *

Sister  Magdalena,  Mother  Superior  of  Our  Lady  of  the  Rescue,  hovered  at  the  entranceway  of  the chapel, watching the young nun in pajamas kneeling in fervent prayer. “How long did you say she’s been there?” she asked Father Angelo, the station priest. 

“Since before morning services. She won’t move--literally. Sister Josephine and I had to shift her bodily to where she is now so we could have morning services. We missed you, by the way.” 

“Small emergency on the repair arm. Newbie on his fi rst solo didn’t QC his gear and the tether broke. 

Just gave him a scare, fortunately.” 

Father Angelo smiled. “As you did, no?” 

Her return smile was humorless. “The scare I gave was to StatSupe Corrin. Those lines are too old. I told him to replace them months ago, but they meet minimum standards, and I’m just a cautious old woman.” 

Father Angelo smiled despite himself. The arguments between the L5 Station Supervisor and the leader of the “Rescue Sisters” were local legend. “Maybe he’ll listen to you this time.” 

She snorted. “Maybe you could suggest that the next time he comes to Confession.” She turned back to the chapel. “Has she said anything?” 

Father Angelo shrugged. “Just ‘Amen’ when I offered her Communion.” 
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Sister Magdalena nodded, considering her options. She was a sensible, practical woman, one of the fi rst recruits to the order, which had been founded by the late Gillian Hawkins, who had gone to space to care for her husband and remained there after his death. She, too, had been a practical woman. Though a nurse by trade, she’d learned shuttle piloting, basic engineering, and business. She saw the exorbitant prices professional search and rescue units commanded and knew if she offered the same services for “air, equipment, and the love of God,” her Order could undercut the competition and carve a place for Catholic religious in outer space. 

Her plan had worked. L5 was one of the three convents of Our Lady of the Rescue, and they were working with LunaDisney to secure a contract that would fund a fourth on the Moon. When Sister Magdalena had joined, almost forty years ago, there was only L5. Most of the fi rst “Rescue Sisters” had lived or worked in space, but Sister Magdalena, 22, out of college and as hungry to be closer to the stars as she was to be closer to Jesus, was the only one from Earth. She’d been shocked and elated when Sister Gillian had accepted her application. She hadn’t even minded that she was to sleep in the storeroom. (L5 was complaining about the amount of room they were “giving” to the order, particularly in the docking bays for the rescue ships.) Sister Gillian had called on her in the storeroom while she was unpacking and had stood at the door, chuckling ruefully. 

“You wasted your volume on that? Oh, we’re going to need some kind of dirtsider orientation. Put that away, sister. You won’t need it here.” 

“But, Mother Superior!” “That” was her habit, a gift from her parents on the day she took vows. She loved it, not only for its beauty but for everything it stood for. She was currently wearing the approved habit of the order--a well fi tting but not scandalously tight black skinsuit under simple black pants and a black t-shirt with the emblem of their order, and softshoes. “Won’t I at least need it for services? There’s gravity-

-” “Space stations are crowded places with plenty of things a fl owing robe can get caught on. Besides, if there’s an emergency, you don’t want to waste time struggling out of a habit. Oh, don’t look so crestfallen, sister. You can still wear it dirtside. And in the meantime, it brings up a good point. I want you to make a note of this and any other lessons you learn about space life so we can better prepare the next batch of novices that come to join us.” 

In fact, Sister Magdalena had created the orientation program, much of it from her own mistakes. But she never wore the habit again, not even planetside, though occasionally, she took it out to caress its soft folds and remember. It was not the uniform of a sister of Our Lady of the Rescue, so it was no longer a part of the spacer she had become. 

“And a fi ne spacer you’ve become, too,” Sister Gillian had said as Sister Magdalena sat beside her bed. Could it have been a decade ago already? Gillian had been nearly 50 when she had started the order, and Magdalena had just met with her parents who had come for her own 50th birthday when the Mother Superior had called her to her beside, where pneumonia had driven her. 

“I’ve tried to model myself after you,” she’d demurred. 

The older nun’s lips had twitched, but her gaze had remained serious. “Nonsense. You have skills and talents I never had. Faith, hope, and love. Your faith has made you strong. When we were ready to give up on opening a mission on Phobos, you clung to hope and made it happen. And your love, for us, for God…” 

A coughing fi t broke her thoughts. When she could speak, she said, “You are still young, if not so idealistic.” 

She had paused then, catching her breath. Her eyelids had fl uttered. Sister Magdalena had fought the urge to call for a medical team; they had all known there was nothing to be done. Instead, she’d reached out to take her pulse, but Gillian grabbed her hand with an uncommonly strong grip. “It’s arranged. You will take this order into the future.” 
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“I don’t understand, Mother Superior.” 

“Faith, hope and love, but the greatest--” 

“Of these is love,” Sister Magdalena’s lips trembled. She blinked tears from her eyes. 

“My love will always be with you.” There were shadows under the old nun’s eyes, yet the eyes sparkled with joy. “You are Mother Superior now. Go fetch Father Gianni. I want Reconciliation and Communion, then I go to be with God, and God willing, my Charles.” 

Now, Mother Superior Magdalena strode down the aisle of pews where Sister Mary Elizabeth knelt. She wondered if Sister Gillian had ever had such a situation, and what she would have done. She thought to scold the young novice that there was a time for prayer and a time to get up and do one’s duty, but the words froze in her mouth when she saw her face. This was no simple adoration; there was something urgent about the way she recited the prayer of their order. Sister Magdalena knelt beside her and joined her in the words: Protect our air and give us the Breath of Your Spirit. Protect our food and give us the Bread of Life. Guide our ships as You guide our lives--

Sister Mary’s voice trembled over the line. 

When they had fi nished, Sister Magdalena crossed herself. Sister Mary followed and before she could return her hands to their prayerful position, the elder nun caught them in her own. “Sister Mary Elizabeth, what are we praying for?” she asked. 

“She said to pray for Peter. And for the  Poubelle.  And us, here.” Suddenly, she blinked and looked at the elder nun for the fi rst time. “Mother Superior, I think we’re in danger.” 


* * *

“Wake up, Peter! There are about 375 blonds who need your big strong arms right now!” 

“What?” Peter’s eyes fl uttered open. The strange vision was rolling her eyes at him. 

“Well, at least that woke you up. Come on, it’s time to put those arms to work. You’ve got half a deck to cross before we go up, and there’s a lot you’ll have to be careful of.” 

“Right…” Peter licked his lips and glanced around. Captain Armand had dreamed of having a ship of his own, but he wasn’t a rich man, and his less-than-personable nature had ensured he’d alienated most potential backers. In the end, he’d bought the aging freighter  Intrepid Intr



 epid

 Intr

and renamed it  Poubelle. He’d spent 

his last euro bringing it to minimum standards and it had stayed at minimum ever since. Armand himself had been an engineering genius, but most of the crew, Peter included, were “minimum standards,” and it showed. Over the decade, repairs and work-arounds had meant a lot of amenities, like plate coverings and brackets, had been sacrifi ced or lost. Some of the more unreliable equipment was simply left exposed to make frequent repairs easier, and duct tape was a common sight. Now, the results of that just-enough workmanship showed. Debris was fl oating everywhere, and while anything not connected to the ship was relatively stationary, the ship itself was still tilting and spinning randomly. Anything connected to it--like his rope--was pulled along, and if it bumped into another object, the transfer of momentum sent that object tumbling away. 

“Can’t I just wait here?” he murmured thickly. “Rescue--” 

“Poubelle’s rescue beacon’s malfunctioned. Big surprise. Sometimes, the minimum isn’t good enough-

-didn’t they teach you that at St. Joe’s?  Poubelle is just a blip on L5’s radar and it’s too far out for anyone to notice it’s in trouble yet.” 

“Can’t you?” 

She passed an arm through a nearby container. “I’m not really here. I’ve been sent to help you, but my abilities are limited.” 

He knew what she was saying was important, but he was having trouble focusing. “Thirsty…” 
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Her voice grew gentler. “I know. We’ll try to fi nd water on the way. But right now,  you have to focus!” 

But focusing seemed too hard. “Three hundred and seventy-fi ve blonds?” 

“Give or take, and another 700 or so brunettes, and the occasional redhead. That’s what you’ll fi nd on L5.”“L5?!” Panic brought clarity. “We’re off course?” 

“Good! You’re thinking. Yes, we’re off course, heading straight at L5 and tumbling erratically. If traffi c control at L5 realizes it in time, they can probably pull  Poubelle back into trajectory--” 

“Probably?” 

“Leave that part to the ‘Rescue Sisters.’ Faith, hope and love--we will hold to hope that they will get here in time. What you have to concentrate on is activating the attitude control. If you don’t stop this ship from gyrating, they’ll never be able to attach the towlines. Peter? Are you still with me?” 

He was and he wasn’t. In fact, he wasn’t sure he should be with her, if she was something between a hallucination and an angel. Shock had deadened the pain in his legs to a kind of faraway ache, but he knew the slightest nudge would set them on fi re again. “Why me? The Captain--” 

“--is dead, Peter. Everyone’s dead but you. And over a thousand more people will die unless you do what I tell you. C’mon now! Think about Sister Linda and the rope. Hand over hand.” 

“My legs--” 

“Think about your hands. First the right, then the left… That’s it.” 

Gritting his teeth and thinking as much about his sister on L5 as about Sister Linda at St. Joe’s, Peter inched his way across the cargo bay. 


* * *

“Hey, Sister Magdalena, what’s fl oatin’?” 

“Wish I were,” the nun sighed as she entered the traffi c control room of L5 Station. “These old bones could do without all this gravity.” 

“Thought gravity was something special to your order,” Tom Grison teased. “After all, Sister Gillian was the widow of R. Charles Hawkins who invented the gravity generator.” 

“It’s true, but like R. Charles Hawkins, I fi nd it’s more of a burden than a blessing at times.” 

Tom’s co-worker, Claire Petit, gave the nun a puzzled look. 

“One of Hawkins’ early prototypes exploded, causing an accident that shattered most of his bones and caused severe internal injuries,” Sister Magdalena explained. “It was a miracle, both of God and modern medical technology, that he even lived, but he was always in pain and never able to handle full gravity again. In fact, they say it was only the encouragement of the Blessed Gillian that enabled him to continue his work to perfect the device.” 

“’Encouragement,’” Tom snorted. He was an avid fan of Hawkins and read everything he could about the famous engineer. He loved to hear stories about his marriage to Gillian, and Sister Magdalena enjoyed obliging him. “He had other words for it. He used to say she was too driven for her own good, so it must have been for his.” 

Sister Magdalena chuckled. “The Blessed Gillian once told me he threatened to throw a Bible at her if she ever said, ‘Faith, hope and love’ to him again.” She sighed. “Still, her drive led to his perfecting the generator--and to the creation of our order. I’m thankful, but as I get older, I’m more and more in sympathy with him.” 

“Aw, Sister, you’re not old, and you’re in better shape than anybody on this station.” Tom’s smile was warm and a little fl irtatious as he looked up from his console at her. 

“Save it for the unattached ladies on the station,” Sister Magdalena chided jokingly as she leaned against the back of his chair. She looked over his shoulder at the screen, but it showed only the near-space around 
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L5--an economy tour cruiser and a LunaDisney supply ship were docked, while a long-haul shuttle was attached to the swing arm for external repairs. 

“Oh, it doesn’t work any better on us, though he insists on trying,” Claire teased from her station, where she had a close-up view of the repair work. “Merci, by the way, for going out after Miguel. That was…ter-rifying. Anything we can do--” 

Sister  Magdalena  saw  her  opening.  “Actually,  I  was  wondering  if  you  could  tell  me  the  status  of Poubelle?” 

“La Poubelle?”  Claire’s  French  accent  came  out  thickly  with  amusement.  “Someone  has  seriously named their ship,  Trash Can?” 

“Don’t laugh. It’s pretty accurate,” Tom grumbled as he tapped the keyboard to call up long-range radar. 

“Most of us call it ‘ Junk Heap.’ They should junk it--it’s not even worth spare parts. But as long as it meets minimum standards of space-worthiness…” His voice trailed off into a sigh. 

“Like tether lines?” Claire growled softly. Her brother was also a trainee on the repair team, and she was taking Miguel’s accident very personally. Sister Magdalena reached out and squeezed her shoulder sympa-thetically, but her eyes remained on Tom’s screen. It now showed ships fi ve days out, each with a tracking number and each glowing green, meaning they were within tolerances of their expected path and no problems had been detected. Tom moved the cursor to  Poubelle, clicked and scanned the readout that appeared on the screen. “Still on course for L5. ETA: 65 hours, give or take--it’s always give or take with  Junk Heap. 

Its angle’s off, but not enough to trip any alarms. Besides,  Junk Heap usually has to do a correction or two once it’s in close where we can direct it. It met its last status call on time. That’s unusual. The captain’s been written up a couple of times for ‘forgetting’ and at least once on my shift their equipment was broken, or so they claimed. But all things considered,  Poubelle’s doing fi ne--for  Poubelle.” 

“Would you keep an eye on it for me--and ask the other shifts to do the same?” 

“For you, Sister, anything.” Tom typed a note, fl agged  Poubelle, and returned to the close-in screen before turning to look at the Mother Superior. “Why the sudden interest? You’re not having a premonition or something?” 

“No,” she replied, thinking of the young nun still kneeling in the chapel. “Not me. One of my novice’s brother is on the crew.” 

Tom made a face. “Couldn’t he do better?” 


* * *

“As a matter of fact, no,” Peter snarled at the vision hovering just in front of him. “It was  Poubelle or give up my dreams of being in space. Satisfi ed?” 

“Just asking,” the hallucination replied mildly as she moved back again, making him inch forward. She always stayed just close enough that he could see her without moving his head too much, and without realizing it, he would move forward each time she backed up so he could keep her in view. She’d also kept him talking, though sometimes, she seemed to say things just to make him angry--like her comment about his being on  Poubelle. A part of him realized that she did this to keep his focus away from the pain, and he probably wouldn’t have made it across the bay, much less down the fi rst long corridor, if it hadn’t been for that. Still, he couldn’t help his resentment. 

“Yeah, ‘just asking.’” He remembered his mom “just asking,” in that tense, worried voice that said she expected to hear another harebrained scheme he’d fail at. He’d drunk his way out of college, couldn’t handle the Marines… Private companies wanted a degree, yet the tech school he fi nally managed to graduate from didn’t come through on their promises of placement. “It’s not the grades,” the counselor had told him. “It’s your motivation, your focus. You have to stay keen in space or people die. You just don’t have what it takes 
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to be a spacer.” He’d gone to a bar to drink away his troubles and was loudly proclaiming the unfairness of it all when Capt. Armand approached him and offered him a job on the spot. He’d told him that he had one last run with  Poubelle to make that would earn enough for a new ship, but he was short a hand in supply. 

“You put the boxes where I tell you. You learn emergency procedures, you make yourself useful… You do well by me now, I take you on my new ship and you become the envy of space traders everywhere.” 

“At least Capt. Armand was willing to take a chance on me,” he grumbled, trying hard not to think of the disaster that had happened on this, his fi rst voyage. It was too unfair. 

“Capt. Armand isn’t the only one to have faith in you.” 

“Yeah, I know. Emmie.” He reached out for a handhold in the “ceiling”--it was actually a door handle--

but his hand slipped. He swore as momentum carried him past. 

“Don’t reach back!” she chided before he could translate thought into action. “That equipment’s safe. 

Grab it and push on. We’re almost to the hatch. Careful, though.  Poubelle’s going to jerk clockwise. Good. 

Tell me about Emmie. Mad as you to get into space, was she?” 

“No,” he said as he fl oated to the hatch. “Not really. She was the good one. Went to Mass gladly, got all A’s. While I was sneaking out to go to Spaceland, she was reciting extra rosaries. We always knew she’d be a nun, but to come out into space? My parents were vackin’ shocked when she told us she’d joined Our Lady of the Rescue. She said she felt she had to be out here.” He swallowed hard. She’d looked straight at him when she’d said that. And he’d stormed out of the house, sure she’d done it to show him up, or worse, that she felt she needed to be out there to protect him. They’d hardly talked since then, though he had sent her a spe-mail to tell her about his hiring on with  Poubelle. Her response,  At last! Now you can show them your true worth! I pray for you and give thanks to God!,  had gotten him a lot of teasing from his bunkmates, but had healed the anger in his heart. “I was really looking forward to visiting her,” he gasped. 

“Well, you’ll certainly have a lot to talk about. That’s your hatch.” 

Peter grabbed it, steeling himself for the pain he was sure would come, but miraculously, his feet swung to a stop without brushing against anything. He clung to the hatch handle, leaning his forehead against the cool metal. His hands and arms were trembling with effort. He looked back the way he’d come--the corridor, though free of debris, seemed to stretch forever. Yet he was only halfway there at most. “Oh, God,” 

he moaned. 

“Peter.” 

He didn’t turn his head toward her, but he made an effort to listen. 

“Peter. Faith, hope, and love. Captain Armand had faith in you. Emmie has faith in you. I have faith in you. You need to have faith in yourself.” 

“What about God?” Peter’s voice was full of tears. 

“God has faith in you, too, or I wouldn’t be here. Can you trust His judgment?” 

He felt so weary and cold. He just wanted to lie back, close his eyes, and die. Instead, he reached out with a trembling hand and punched the code to release the hatch. Thankfully, it worked, and he was able to slip inside and grab hold of the ladder just as  Poubelle went into another wild twist, thrashing him about and sending him into darkness once again. 


* * *

In the dark of her small stateroom, Sister Magdalena was dreaming. 

It was as much memory as dream: her fi rst real rescue, a decompression on an outer arm of the station. 

It was to have been decommissioned and destroyed but someone had the brilliant idea of letting tourists visit it as a piece of L5 history. Forty visitors, including an L5 class of children, were in the arm when one of the seals broke. 

It was the fi rst time Sister Magdalena had seen a dead body. 
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She’d clung to the door, frozen, despairing, and sure she would vomit in her suit. None of the sisters could get her to move. Then, Sister Gillian moved up close, putting her helmet against hers so they could talk without using the radio. 

“Sister, we need you,” she said simply. 

“They’re all dead! We’re too late!” 

“Faith, hope, and love, sister. There are lots of little hidey-holes that may still hold air. We will cling to that hope and look.” 

“And if we’re wrong? If the children are…” She began crying in earnest. “I can’t!” 

“This is the class you help with?” Sister Gillian sighed, but then her voice hardened. “If you love these children, you will get in there and search with all your love. The longer we delay here, the slimmer the chance anyone who is alive now will be alive when we fi nd them. Do you understand, Rescue Sister?” 

Shakily, Sister Magdalene nodded. The action sent her bobbing. 

The Mother Superior steadied her. “Faith, hope, and love. God has faith in you, and I know you have faith in Him. Have faith in yourself.” 

She’d found the group of schoolchildren that had brilliantly holed themselves up in an airtight supply closet, but the others hadn’t been so lucky. Afterwards, she’d huddled in her bed, shuddering, when Mother Superior Gillian squatted down beside her. “Good work, dirtsider. Today, you are spacer born.” 

She awoke then, and glanced at her clock: 2:15. For a moment, she wasn’t sure why she’d awakened, but something drove her to dress quickly and head next door to the convent control room. Her compulsion was rewarded when Sister Rafael looked up at her with surprise. 

“Mother Superior! I was just about to call you. L5 Control just called.  Poubelle has missed its call-in and isn’t answering our calls. They’re still on course, though on a different vector than before. Still, L5 is lining up the Old COOT to look at it now.” 

Old COOT, the CoOperative Optical Telescope, was one of two telescopes jointly shared by several Earth universities for deep space research, but L5 had authority to use it in emergency situations. It was linked to the computers at L5 and the Order’s control stations, so they could manipulate it and view images real-time. As the two nuns watched the stars wheeling about on the screen, growing smaller or disappearing as the focus narrowed, Sister Rafael called the stand-by teams to get ready for launch, just in case. “Have them ready Sister Mary Elizabeth’s suit, too,” Sister Magdalena directed, and the younger nun nodded as she complied. 

The movement stopped, focused on a small star that pulsed in the center of the screen. The magnifi cation increased. Again. The “star” became a ship. Again. 

“By the saints,” Sister Rafael breathed, and Sister Magdalena crossed herself. 

 Poubelle was tumbling wildly, scattered tears visible on its hull. As they watched, a new explosion ripped another hole in its side, the outrushing air changing its vector and adding new violence to its already wild gyrations. 

Sister Rafael was already speaking into her comm. set. “Teams Michael and Jude are at the launch pad-

-and they say Sister Mary was suited up and waiting.” 

The Mother Superior nodded, unsurprised. “She can pilot the  St. Jude. I think she, above us all, needs his intercession today.” 

While telemetry downloaded into  St. Jude’s navigational computers and her sisters strapped themselves in, Emmie’s hands fl ew over the control panel, fi nishing the pre-fl ight procedures in record time. She did not know how long she had been on her knees in the chapel when the lady had told her, “There is a time for prayer and a time for doing one’s duty. You must go to your brother now,” but she thanked God that her 
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muscles worked without any stiffness or protests as she fl ew through the corridors, threw on her suit, and began readying the ships for take-off. She had been halfway through prefl ight on  Michael the Archangel when Sister Andrea relieved her and sent her to  St. Jude. Her mind had only been on getting to Peter as quickly as possible; now, however, she pushed such thoughts away and concentrated solely on the job at hand. Through her comm set, she heard each of the sisters on the rescue teams call in their readiness and then begin the traditional prayer and litany of saints: “Mary, Our Lady of the Rescue, pray for us. Michael the Archangel, pray for us. St. Jude, pray for us…” 

“Blessed  Gillian,  founder  of  our  order,  pray  for  us,”  Sister  Emmie  echoed  as  the  launch  bay  doors opened and she coaxed her ship forward. “Hang on, Peter. We’re coming.” 


* * *

“Emmie’s coming, Peter.” 

“What?” Peter’s vision cleared, blurred and cleared again. He coughed painfully, spat up blood. The goblets fl oated sickeningly before him and he was sure he was going to vomit. 

“You have some internal bleeding,” the red-haired not-quite-hallucination said. “Don’t think about it. 

There’s little we can do about it right now, and you have hundreds of people and a host of saints pulling for you, but you have to focus on what you need to do.” 

“Emmie’s coming?” 

“Yes, Peter. Emmie’s coming--she and another rescue ship. But you have to stabilize this ship so they can pull it off its collision course with L5. Remember that? Stay with me. This is the easy part--no debris, a ladder to pull yourself along the whole way, and me for lively conversation. We’ll do Stations. Come on, now. Hand over hand.” 

Wearily, Pete obeyed, though his hands trembled and slipped. The progress seemed unbearably slow, but just like Sister Linda, the vision was patient, praising each tentative effort. Unlike Sister Linda, the vision pushed him whenever he faltered. After awhile, the numbness began to set in, but he also felt himself slipping into a kind of hazy non-being. He could hear a woman’s voice intoning something--the Stations of the Cross. Three rungs and a station.  Jesus faltered, so can you. He got up again, so can you. Three more rungs, and we’ll pause for another station.  Automatically, he murmured the responses, ingrained from 12 

years of Catholic school, but he couldn’t quite hear them. It became a dizzying drone. He shook his head to clear it and moaned. 

“Talk to me,” the vision urged. “Tell me why you wanted to be a spacer so badly.” 

“Don’t know,” he murmured thickly, but that wasn’t just shock talking. He honestly didn’t know why he wanted to be in space; only knew it had been his dream for as long as he could remember. “Sounded…heroic…I guess.” 

“Glory hound, huh?” the lady teased. “I know the type. It’s like invention--99 percent perspiration, but whoever talks about that? So, present situation excepted, what do you think of it so far?” 

“Cramped,” he panted. “Dull.… Didn’t expect to clean toilets.…” 

“In other words, you love it?” 

Despite himself, he cracked a smile. 


* * *

“Oh, Dear God, will you look at that?” Sister Gemma, captain of the rescue teams, gasped. Her words were hardly necessary; none of the sisters on board  Michael Michael  or  St. Jude could tear their eyes from the battered husk that was  Poubelle. 

“There’s no way we’re going to dock. I’m not even sure we could get a tow cable on it,” Sister Andrea, pilot of the  Michael, commented. “Look how it’s spinning. There must be a lot of loose stuff pitching about in there. There’s no pattern.” 
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“The stabilizing jets are fi ring at random,” Sister Emily said from where she sat next to Emmie, watching the scanners. 

“The primary attitude control system must be malfunctioning. Is anyone alive that might be able to get to the auxiliaries?” Sister Gemma wondered. 

“Peter’s alive,” Sister Emmie said with certainty. “I know it. He’ll get to the jets. We just have to give him time.” 

Sister Gemma glanced at her and nodded. “Still, we only have a few hours left. After that, we won’t be able to pull it off course even if we brought in the  John Paul II or the  St. Joseph of Cupertino. Let’s start looking at alternatives.   Michael, maintain position. See if you can spy a stable spot we can latch on to. Sister Mary, take us around at your discretion. If we can attach a towline, maybe we can use our engines to stop its spinning. If necessary, we can get the other ships to refuel, or pull  Poubelle.” 

“Please, Peter,” Emmie breathed as she moved her ship. “You can do this.” 


* * *

“No! I can’t do this! I can’t!” Peter shrieked and sobbed. He’d made it through the dark but safe access tunnel almost in a dream state, but when he opened the hatch to the Deck three engineering station, the nightmare he saw threw him out of his numbed state and into full panic. 

The room was a maze of free-falling debris--including a dead body. He fl oated in much the same position as that in which he’d died, arms fl ung back and body twisted. The man’s chest was torn open grotesquely, but not nearly as grotesque as the man’s face. What skin was left was charred. Peter couldn’t even tell who it was. 

“The control exploded in his face!” Peter sobbed. “We did this for nothing!” 

“Peter! The auxiliary control’s fi ne!” The hallucination/angel yelled over his screams. “That’s what you have to activate. Look!” 

“I can’t! It’s too much! No!” 

“Peter. Snap out of it! You have to do this. No one’s here to be your Simon. There’s no one else!” 

Looking at the mangled corpse of his shipmate had made that all too clear. He closed his eyes and sobbed. “I can’t do this. Not me!” 

“Yes, you! You want to be a spacer? A hero? Here’s where it happens! It’s a straight shot to the console-

-so push yourself off and go!” 

A straight shot--through blood and debris. He clung to the hatchway. “I can’t. Oh, God! Why did God choose me? I’m just a loser--” 

“This is not the time for self-pity. You waste much more time and there’s no saving you or the people on L5.” 

“No.” He shook his head, despite the fact that it made stars fl ash before his eyes. “No, it’s not true. It can’t be true. I can’t. Don’t make me!” 

“Peter.” The voice was strong but gentler. He felt warmth on his face, and when he opened his eyes, he saw her glowing incorporeal hands pressed against his cheeks. “Let God do this for you.” 

Tears clung to his cheeks. “How?” 

“Give  Him  permission  to  use  you--without  your  consent.  God  made  a  fi sherman  the  keeper  of  His Church. He made a womanizer one of its great saints. He used a crippled and hurting man to bring gravity to space. If you let Him, He will get you to those controls. You don’t have to want to. Do it because you love Emmie. Give Him permission to use you.” 

Peter whimpered. 

“Peter,” she asked softly, yet urgently, “do you have faith in God?” 

“Yes.” It was the tiniest of whispers. 
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Her voice strengthened, like Sister Lucy’s at the rope. “Do you believe in Jesus?” 

“Yes!” 

“Then  believe in Him--more than you believe in your own weakness! He can accomplish great deeds through you, but you must have faith in His love. You must give Him permission to use you. Will you do that?!” 

He nodded jerkily. 

“Good man.” Then her voice hardened and her eyes grew fi erce. “Now get a good fi rm grip on that hatchway and  heave!” 

Screwing his eyes shut, panting with terror and anticipating agony, he shoved himself across the room. 

He screamed as something bumped against his legs, and again when he fl ew through a pool of fl oating blood, and when he slammed into the console, he ignored the pain, but clawed at the blood covering his face.“Stop it! You don’t have time for that! You need to activate the attitude controls. Emmie needs you!” 

“Emmie. Oh, God, help me. Use me.” He forced his eyes open. Sweat and blood stung them and he blinked rapidly as he scanned the controls, trying to remember his emergency training. He pushed one button, then another, and one last time the world began to spin. 

The last thing he saw was her squatting before him, a smile on her face. “You’re no loser. Good work, dirtsider. Today, you’re spacer born.” 

She faded away. 

Everything else around him faded to black. 


* * *

“Missed again!” Sister Emily’s voice rang with frustration. 

“I can get closer,” Sister Emmie urged yet again. Sister Gemma had twice refused her request to move in closer to  Poubelle, for fear the debris or another explosion might damage their ship and ruin any chance of rescue. 

Now, however, the team commander glanced at the countdown on the console and nodded reluctantly. 

“Pull the line back in, and prepare to--” 

“Hold on!”  Michael the Archangel 

 changel  called. “We’ve got activity! The jets! Someone’s activated the attitude control.” 

Cheers from the  Michael 

 Michael  mixed with those of the Sisters on the  St. Jude. “You are a merciful God,” 

Sister Gemma prayed. “Michael the Archangel. Sister Joan, get a towline on that ship as soon as it’s stable. 

Sister Emily, the same. Sisters Paula and Josephine, prepare for EVA.” 

“Please, Sister Gemma, may I?” 

“I need you here, Mary. We have to pull  Poubelle to safety. Don’t worry. Paula and Josephine will fi nd your brother. Right now, concentrate on  Poubelle.” 

She started to protest, but then, she felt a sudden comforting that had nothing to do with Sister Gemma’s hand on her shoulder. “Thank you,” she whispered to the saintly woman who hovered just inside her vision.“Faith, hope, and love, but the greatest of these is love,” the vision said. “Your love and prayers made this happen. Now, concentrate on your duties, sister.” 

She nodded, causing Sister Gemma to glance at her questioningly, and set about her task, a smile on her lips. 


* * *

Back at the convent station on L5, Mother Superior Magdalena and Station Supervisor Corrin received Sister Gemma’s report with sighs of relief. 
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“Well done, as usual, Mother Superior,” the StatSupe said. “Any idea what caused the accident in the fi rst place?” 

“Not the explosions, but I did some research on  Poubelle. I’ll e-mail you a copy, but in short, it was decommissioned fi fteen years ago and had been running on spit and duct tape ever since.” 

“But we have regular inspections--” 

“Every two years, and it’s always squeaked by on minimum standards. Sometimes, the minimum isn’t enough.” She looked at him pointedly, and he had the grace to drop his eyes. 

“You’re right, Mother Superior. I don’t suppose it would be possible to borrow a few sisters in their down time to inspect our EVA equipment? See if it meets  your standards?” 

Sister Magdalena smiled. “It would be an honor, John.” 


* * *

“So, Peter, how are you feeling?” 

“Better, thank you, Mother Superior,” he said politely and turned off the console that was tapped into the station database. “Guess I must be doing better, too, if they’re fi nally letting me have guests.” 

The surgeries had been hard, not to mention the re-introduction to gravity, and the last few weeks had been a blur of pain or pain-medication-induced haziness. His sister had been his only visitor, sitting quietly when he slept, and doing her best to cheer him without making him laugh too much when he was awake. 

They joked that he understood what the psalmist meant by “I can count the bones in my body.” Then he’d grown serious and told her about the vision that was neither angel nor hallucination but somewhere in between and that had led him on his own Via Dolorosa. Her eyes had widened with surprise, and she’d told him about her own vision that had reassured her, then sent her to the chapel to pray until she could take part in the rescue. She’d made him agree to tell the story to Father Angelo and the Mother Superior as soon as he was well enough to have visitors. 

“Well, feeling better or not, he’s still very weak and shouldn’t be tired out,” the doctor admonished. 

“He’s already had one visit today, and that went too long.” 

“It was worth it,” Peter smiled. The station supervisor had come to talk to him about  Poubelle. They were still investigating the accident, but it appeared that one system failure caused a series of other explosions that included the primary attitude control systems. Miraculously, most of the cargo was safe. Capt. 

Armand had had no heirs, but had left records giving  Poubelle to any surviving crewmembers. 

“There’s no ship left--it’s barely worth scrap,” Corrin had told him. “But the profi t from the cargo should pay off any debts--naturally, you’ve inherited those, too--and leave you a small profi t. Enough to pay your medical expenses here, maybe get you somewhere.” 

“Where can I go?” Peter had asked. “I’m out here, where I’ve always wanted to be.” 

They’d talked more then, and just before a very annoyed nurse came to shoo the station supervisor away, he’d offered Peter a job with the L5 recycling division. Despite the pain in his ribs, Peter had laughed, remembering his comment to the vision about cleaning toilets, but had gladly accepted. In fact, he’d been studying the air recycling system when his visitors arrived. 

“We won’t be long,” Father Angelo assured the doctor, who gave one last glance at Peter’s monitoring equipment and left. 

Sister Magdalena pulled up a hospital chair and sat. “Your sister has told us about your journey across the ship. What you did was truly phenomenal.” 

He blushed for the fi rst time in years. “Not me, Mother Superior. I just, gave God permission to use me.” 

He grinned. “Even without my consent.” He didn’t expect her to understand--the words seemed redundant-

-but the elder nun nodded. 

“You’re familiar with the writings of St. Theresa of Calcutta?” she asked. 
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Peter shrugged. “No. It was something she--the vision--told me when I didn’t think I could go on.” Then he laughed, wincing as he did so. “Of course, she also called me a ‘dirtsider wuss.’ But just before she faded away, she said, ‘Good work, dirtsider, you’re spacer--’” 

“’--born today?” Sister Magdalena whispered, her eyes wide. 

“Yeah. How’d you know?” 

“This vision--you saw her? Can you describe her?” 

Baffl ed by her urgency, Peter gave the most complete description he could, only to be stopped when the Mother Superior stood and pulled his computer console to her. She tapped a few keys, then turned the monitor to him. “That’s her!” he exclaimed as a photo appeared on the screen. “She’s the one I saw. She saved my life--all our lives! Who is she?” 

“The Blessed Gillian,” Peter’s sister whispered. “The founder of our Order.” 

They were silent a moment. Then Peter said in a hushed voice, “She told me something else: Faith, hope, and--” 

“--love,” Sister Emmie concluded. 

“--and the greatest of these,” Mother Superior Magdalena added, smiling fondly at the photo on the screen, “is love.” 
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The Catholic Church and Our Souls

Now we come full circle in our exploration of the future Catholic Church, because the whole might of the Church--sacrament to saints, doctrine to deaconate--is devoted to one main purpose: the saving of souls. 

Nonetheless, even the entire strength of the Church is not enough to bring salvation to an individual unless he or she is willing to make that fi nal step. Jesus said that the way to heaven is diffi cult. A camel can thread the eye of a needle more easily than we fl awed humans can enter heaven--yet, with God, all is possible. In our fi nal two stories, we’ll see how the incredible advances of the future help men thread that needle. 

In “Far Traveler,” by Colleen Drippé, special agent Mark Kendall is sent back in time to witness the crucifi xion of Jesus. A lapsed Catholic, he feels he’s been made the butt of a sick joke by his supervisor, yet when he is there, he discovers the truth of Jesus’ sacrifi ce: that He died not to change the world, but to change us. It is often far too easy to take the Lord’s sacrifi ce for granted, to accept his Great Gift, yet live our lives unchanged. Many of us who saw  The Passion walked away with a deeper appreciation of just how He suffered for us, yet a year later, how many of us were back to our “business as usual?” Blessed are they who have not seen yet believe. 

In counterpoint, “A Cruel and Unusual Punishment” by Maya Kaatherine Bohnhoff is a redemption story of a different kind. Liam Connor, an Irish Catholic terrorist and convicted murderer, is given the option of death or a new “treatment” which makes him confront his crime without the excuses by which the conscious mind softens the horror. As he moves from pride to justifi cation to remorse for his crimes, he also learns about the nature of Confession. The gift of Reconciliation is another thing we Catholics often take for granted; those of us who do go may not go regularly, or we may simply confess automatically, saying the words, repeating the prayers, returning to our lives to make the same mistakes. As Connor learns, true Confession is a life-changing event. Three times, he confesses his actions, yet only in the third time does his confession meet all of the requirements for absolution: recognition of sin, true remorse, and the commitment to never repeat the sin. How many of us fail in one of those three requirements? Fortunately, God is a forgiving and understanding God. May we all strive to be worthy of such unrelenting Love. 

Here we leave you. Rob and I hope you’ve enjoyed these stories, and that they have made you think about the Catholic Church and the faith she supports. May God bless you, now and in our faith-fi lled future. 

196

Colleen Drippé

Far Traveler

Colleen Drippé

The gray light of his one window told Kendall the dawn had come. What dawn and where, he did not know. The frosted glass, reinforced with its nearly invisible mesh, might have looked out on any number of sites--remote wastelands, desert or mountain, or even an island fortress above the sea. He was not to know. 

He had been told it was September, but the place was always chill--dry and cold as a crypt. 

He turned over on the bunk, sat up. For one bleary moment he almost--but not quite--fell to his knees to make the Morning Offering. It was a relict of his childhood. 

But he was not a child. He was a man at the apex of his career. A federal agent, he told himself wryly. A member of an agency so remote, so secret that he had been forced to cut himself off entirely from his former life. Well might his window overlook the lower slopes of a mountain range (which it probably did); well might he dwell on the heights above the people he had sworn to protect. He was no longer one of them. 

He groped for a cigarette. On the ugly steel surface of his bedside table, beside the clock and the lighter, lay the letter that cut his last link with the world below--or out there. Or  in there, he supposed, depending on how you looked at it. The letter was brief:

 Dear Mark, 

 I am sending this to the address they gave me. I don’t know if it will reach you or not. You gave me a choice which was no choice: to come to you without hope of return, to watch on the edges of your secret life, knowing nothing, hoping--but what is there to hope for? I have seen the new look in your eyes, as though the windows of your soul were closing, one by one, and I know that your work has closed them. There is no room for a wife. 

 When you worked on the old project life was bearable. But now that you have been promoted, classifi ed, sworn into the deeper service of your country, I fi nd I cannot follow. Perhaps you will do good. Certainly I wish you well wherever you are. But this is good-bye. 

She had not even signed her name: Bettina. 

“Bettina,” he said aloud, knowing that somewhere, his word was recorded. Someone would probably know that he had said his wife’s name. 

“Goodbye,” he whispered, and that, too, was recorded. 

Cigarette in hand, he rose and found his clothes. He wore no uniform--no one did. There was no one to impress except Silverstein, the project head, and some others who did not care. The military were far away, at the far end of a coded radio transmission. Kendall pulled on jeans and a sweater, wishing not for the fi rst time that they would turn up the heat. 

She would have hated it here. She would have hated the cold and the eternal fl uorescents. She would have disliked the company--Silverstein, and the bachelor agents, Hunter, Lombard, and the others. She would have disliked Lombard’s girlfriend and the rest of the small staff. She would have been bored and silent at fi rst, and later, as the work developed--secretly as far as she was concerned--it would have come to her fi nally that they could not leave. They might be here for years. They might be here forever. 

At the small cafeteria, Kendall poured his own coffee, selected his own packaged cereal. The cook, Danny Lopez, looked like someone’s bodyguard suddenly transferred to a job he did not want and did not try very hard to learn. Kendall suspected he wore a shoulder holster under his white apron. 
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Hunter was already at the table, forking down scrambled eggs. He nodded to Kendall. “They’re out,” 

he said. “Went out last night.” 

“Lombard? And George?” 

Hunter nodded. “George, too. He’s out most of the time now.” 

Kendall repressed a shiver. No one knew how many trips you could make. No one knew what was safe. But Lombard and George Ives were somewhere back in time, their bodies, lying beneath the hoods in the transfer room, fl ickering in and out of visibility while the two men roamed foreign strongholds, taking pictures, recording the words of two weeks back. Words, Kendall reminded himself, not meant to be recorded. 

For a moment, he wondered what Bettina would have said if he had actually come clean with her. Had he been allowed to speak, what would he have told her?  Welcome to the Time Corps? I’ve been promoted to the Time Corps? The Time Core? Most secret of secret places, Babe, and your man is right there. It’s so secret he doesn’t even know where he is! But he’s a real spy now, you bet. He digs up the dirt and he fi nds the secrets to keep you safe. 

He gulped at his coffee and almost spilled it. It’s just nerves, he would have told her. I’ve only made a few trips out into shadowland. It’s not like I’m losing my mind or anything. Or anything. But they were all, he feared, losing their minds. How could they do otherwise? 

“What’s on for today?” he asked Hunter, thrusting the image of his wife’s face back into the place he kept lost things. 

“Don’t know about you, but I’m going out this afternoon. August third. Africa.” 

Funny about time. Once they broke through on that part, the space thing was easy. You weren’t really there--or you were half there, maybe--but you could go anywhere as long as you had a fi rm enough idea of the place. As for the recording equipment--well, that wasn’t real. It helped if you could visualize a camera in your hand, or even a microphone, but the real recording instrument was your own mind. When you came back, you were debriefed under hypnosis and they got the pictures and the sound. 

You didn’t even have to understand the language. In fact, you usually didn’t. But they got the recording just the same and it went to somebody and they used it for something--and the nation was always made more secure. 

The real project head had explained all that, or rather, Kendall admitted, the  fi gure head. Dr. Brady was one of the team who had made time travel possible. He was a decent man, a good Catholic family man. The big brains were often like that. It was the second-raters like Silverstein who took what the scientists had discovered and warped it into something Kendall was afraid to call  evil, but he had no other word for it. He grimaced as he heard a step behind him. 

“Silverstein,” Hunter murmured. He did not say more. 

Kendall looked up and saw the project head--the  real  head--approaching Danny’s window. Silently, the cook handed Silverstein a plate with two bagels and a little plastic cup of cream cheese. Behind Silverstein, another man hovered shadow-like. Bell, Silverstein’s assistant, reminded Kendall of a large, shaggy wolf. 

As he watched Silverstein approach the table and Bell veer off for some coffee, Kendall marveled as he always did at the contrast between the two. Silverstein was a lean man, almost elegant, his gray eyes as clear as those of a child--or a lunatic. Bell, on the other hand, must have been transferred from the same place they got the cook. He looked like the sort of semi-mythical thug the CIA might (but probably wouldn’t) use to clean up secret messes. 

“Beautiful day,” Silverstein said as he seated himself and began spreading cheese on a bagel. It was a joke he often made. 

“Yeah.” Hunter said what was expected. “Hope it doesn’t rain.” 
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No one laughed. The travelers saw no skies except those of the past. Silverstein, eternally cooped up in the complex, saw none at all. 

“And how are you today, Mark?” Silverstein said to Kendall. “I see you had mail yesterday.” 

“I’m sure you read it.” 

The head did not reply to this. He took a bite of his bagel instead. 

“Wonder how they’re doing,” Hunter said quickly. “Lombard and George. Just recon?” 

“Just recon,” Silverstein said. “We’re not quite ready for the more sophisticated missions yet.” 

Kendall knew what he meant. He meant assassination, something from which Brady would have recoiled in horror, had he not been far away in a less secret place where, in his innocence, he continued to study the mechanics of time travel. 

Kendall thought about assassination. They did not really know if they could do it or not. You couldn’t change the past. Or maybe you could. Sometimes when they went out it seemed like people could maybe half see them--or sense them. Sometimes someone’s eyes would blink and turn to what should have been empty space. Or they would shrug--or shiver. But it was  something.  Still, it only happened when it was a couple weeks or less. 

But within that time, if you could work your pretend camera that was only your mind, then the next question was obvious, at least to those who were not true scientists. Could you use a pretend gun to sort of nudge someone into an unexplained death? Or a pretend bomb to knock down a bridge? No one knew-

-yet.No one knew much of anything, really. The farthest any of them had gone back was about two months-

-and that was only George Ives, who was weird anyway. He got pictures but no words--and the pictures weren’t very good. 

“But could you see everything?” Silverstein had asked him. 

“Fine. Guess my camera didn’t work.” 

So they had debriefed him the old-fashioned way by asking him what he saw. And maybe they used what he told them, even though he didn’t understand a word of the language. He was supposed to look over someone’s shoulder at some drawings, and he was supposed to photograph these, as well as the other people who were present when the drawings were shown. 

Silverstein hadn’t been pleased. He was always trying to stretch things, to push to the limits. Maybe his own superiors were riding him, Kendall thought. His military superiors, that is. Kendall had no idea what Silverstein told Dr. Brady and his team. A certain amount of research went on, even here, though the main purpose of the project was espionage. 

Sensing Kendall’s gaze on him, Silverstein looked up from his breakfast. 

“Yes, Kendall,” he said quietly. “I did read the letter.” 

Kendall shrugged. It seemed to him that the smooth parts were wearing off; the small courtesies each man had brought with him from the outside world. He didn’t think Silverstein wouldn’t have spoken--earlier. The strain was getting to him. 

“I read everything,” Silverstein added. “I know your whole history.” 

“Hope you found it entertaining,” Kendall said dryly. His own courtesy was wearing thin as well. 

“You were an altar boy.” 

Kendall blinked.  That was not what he had expected Silverstein to say That

. 

Once  more  Hunter  tried  to  smooth  things  over.  “Really  digging  up  the  dirt  on  us,  aren’t  you?”  he quipped. “Going to tell him about how I’m a Kali worshipper?” 

“You,” Silverstein told him, “have never worshipped anything in your life. Your god is your belly.” 

Hunter laughed at this. “No fair, Boss,” he said. “We didn’t get to read yours.” 
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“And,” Silverstein said, ignoring his words, “you have a prison record. But you’re a nice guy. Always were a nice guy--as long as no one pushed you too far.” 

Hunter stopped smiling. “That’s right,” he agreed. He pushed back his plate. “So Kendall was an altar boy.” He glanced at the other man as if to say, Humor him. It will pass. 

Kendall looked down at his bowl. “That was a long time ago,” he said. “Before my parents separated.” 

“Of course. A broken home.” Silverstein lit a cigarette, watched as Kendall did the same. Hunter didn’t smoke. “Your father was a religious fanatic and your mother had had enough. You were raised by a stepfather with more liberal views.” 

Kendall looked away. 

“Catholic and all that,” Silverstein said, “but he was not the same kind your father was. Take it or leave it, that was the way your stepfather felt about religion.” He gave Kendall a penetrating look. “But your father was the real old kind, wasn’t he? I’ll bet you prayed in Latin.” 

Kendall’s cigarette jittered on the edge of his empty cereal bowl. “What’s your point, Silverstein?” 

The project head smiled slightly. “It’s O.K.,” he said. “I don’t think you’re a fanatic now. I’ll bet you don’t even believe in God.” 

 Do I?  Kendall wondered. He hadn’t thought about the question in years. 

“But maybe you’d like to know,” Silverstein mused. “Anyone would. Whether it’s all true or not. Jesus on the cross.” 

Hunter gaped at him. “Anyone like more coffee?” he asked. 

They both ignored him. 

“Well?” Silverstein persisted. “Wouldn’t you?” 

“Look,” Kendall grated, “I asked you what you were getting at. What does this have to do with the project?” 

The other man smiled thinly. “Actually, quite a bit,” he said. “We’re working for the government, true. 

And the government is pretty pragmatic. Find the secrets, bump off the dictators. But don’t forget we’re also a research facility.” He shrugged. “I’ve been asked to test the waters further back. To see what we can get.”Hunter leaned forward. “You know it doesn’t work if we go back too far. Everything would just fade out.”“Maybe. But we weren’t operating at full power when we sent George that time. And he’s no heavy-weight intellect like Kendall here.” 

“Why are you riding me, Silverstein? What have I ever done--?” 

“I’m offering you an opportunity,” Silverstein told him. “You can go further than anyone has ever gone. 

And I think you have a much better chance of coming out of it with your head on straight than just about any man here.” 

Kendall looked at him mistrustfully. “You really have orders to do this?” 

Silverstein nodded. “The time--and the subject--are at my discretion, of course. But yes, that is what they want me to do.” 

“And you want to send me back. How far? Where?” 

“Why, to the Middle East, of course. A couple thousand years.” 

Hunter grunted. “Man! He’ll never get anything,” he said. “Five years. Ten, maybe. But that’s like div-ing down into the dark. He won’t see a thing.” 

“He’ll try,” Silverstein said. “Won’t you-- Far Traveler?” 

Kendall did not look at him. The whole conversation had been like an extension of a dream. Was he still in his bunk? Or was he a child again, dreaming? He’d thought about things like this back then, read stories 
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about time travel. But the bitter taste on his tongue was not the taste of dreams. The knot in his stomach was real. 

“Well, Kendall? Want to take a picture of Jesus?” 

And suddenly he realized that this was of all things the very last thing he wanted to do. Let the stories lie where they were, back in the dreaming pit of legend. Let them bring solace to those who believed, but he did not want to risk disproving them. 

He shook his head. “It’s too far, Silverstein. Hunter’s right. It wouldn’t work.” 

He lied, pretended certainty. And it came to him in that moment that he  did  believe-- something. The Church--at least the old version of the Church--had demanded so much in the way of belief. Heaven and hell and purgatory. Saints and sacraments and miracles. Detail upon detail. Even his stepfather’s watered-down faith had its stories, not articles of faith perhaps, but still things you were supposed to hold true. That there was a god, that the Church had at least one version of the truth. That Jesus lived and died and probably rose from the dead. That the Stations of the Cross were useful symbols. 

But what did he believe now? He thought about this, aware that Silverstein was watching him, smiling, smoking. 

He believed in all the people who had once held these things true. That’s what he believed! And he didn’t want to betray them by proving--by proving what? That it was all a dream? That there was no God and the universe was a joke? That the saints and martyrs had lived and died in vain? It was a task that would make Judas Iscariot look like a little boy with his hand in the cookie jar! 

“Well, Kendall? Ready for the big adventure?” 

At last Kendall was forced to meet the other man’s clear, mad gaze. “You,” he said slowly, “must have been a Christian once yourself. That’s why you’re doing this. You see yourself in me--and you hate it.” 

Hunter rose hastily. “Got to get ready for my trip out,” he muttered. He picked up his plate, dropped the fork, and didn’t wait to pick it up. 

Silverstein chuckled but his eyes showed no amusement. “Perceptive,” he said. “Yes--you think you understand. But no, as it happens I am a Jew.” 

“Then why? Why should you care? Do you hate us-- Him  so much?” 

“Kendall, Kendall. Sometimes I think it’s that very childish streak in you that gives you the extra mental stability the psyches say you have. Do you see me as some sort of Hasid? Do I have side curls? I’m not a religious man and I don’t care what you believe--as long as it doesn’t interfere with your work.” He smiled a little crooked smile. “But I’m curious--as anyone might be. That Jesus fellow caused quite a lot of trouble for my ancestors, don’t you think?” 

Kendall continued to study Silverstein’s face, seeking truth. He did not fi nd it. Maybe the man referred to the Holocaust or any number of earlier holocausts throughout history. Maybe he really  was a Jew. But he was motivated by more than curiosity--by more, even, than hate. He believed in  something--or feared to. 

Maybe Silverstein saw this knowledge in Kendall’s own eyes. He turned away. “Get ready. You’re going back this afternoon. Right after Hunter goes out.” Still looking away, he stubbed out his cigarette. “All the way, Kendall. All the way back. Take a picture if you can.” He smiled more broadly, turning back his gaze to Kendall’s face, though his glance kept shifting away. “I don’t think someone like Hunter could do it,” he said. “You’ve got to believe in what you’re looking for--and you do, I think. This isn’t magic, you know. 

Or is it?” 

A moment later he was gone, his “shadow” following. Bell’s brutish face registered nothing. He might not even have heard the conversation, though he had sat there drinking his coffee, glancing from one to the other as each spoke. 
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Kendall remained at the table for a long time. Behind the window, Danny the cook rattled dishes, put on a tape--heavy metal blared. And still Kendall sat. 

Was this, he wondered, the fruit of his patriotism? Was he a good man because he was willing to serve his country--to sacrifi ce all? But what was  good? 

 good  What did goodness mean if there was no God? By what derivative was it a good thing to serve his country if there was no measure of good? Why should it matter?It came to him that he might die. No one had done this before. He might die or worse. If he returned a raving lunatic would Silverstein point to him and say, “This was a patriot. This was a good man.”? 

He thought of his wife and then he put the thought aside. He would thank God, if there were a god, that she had left him. He would thank God she couldn’t see him now. But maybe she was praying for him? They had never talked about religion much, had been married at a courthouse--but he liked the idea of her praying for him. Maybe Silverstein was right after all. His stepfather’s faith had been the faith of Man with a capital 

“M.” The multitude had melded itself into a god. And Mark Kendall had ignored this ineffectual god as he had ignored his ineffectual elders--his mother, his stepfather and his seldom seen real father. He had built for himself a sort of integrity based on what he could glean from the world around him--from his friends, his teachers, from books and news and that intangible airborne thing called the  zeitgeist: the spirit of the age. 

But maybe he believed the story, after all, somewhere deep in his soul. 

He lit another cigarette and became aware of Silverstein’s “shadow,” Bell. The man stood in the doorway, looking at him. 

“He wants me?” Kendall asked, when Bell didn’t move. 

The other man shook his head. “I--” he began and stopped. Then, “It’s a long time,” he said. “A long time back. There won’t--there won’t,” he said, “be anything there, will there? It’s all a joke, isn’t it?” 

Kendall looked at him in surprise. “I didn’t think you understood what we were talking about.” 

“I understand what the boss said. He never did anything like this before.” 

“Silverstein?” 

The other man nodded. Kendall could not quite read his expression but he could see Bell was really upset. A man of limited ideas and few sensibilities, Bell had just been shocked to the core, it would seem, by something like blasphemy. 

Suddenly a cell phone beeped and Bell turned away. “Yeah? Coming.” He gave Kendall one helpless look. “Gotta go,” he muttered. 

Kendall sat on, alone. 


* * *

“I can’t do this,” Kendall whispered as Bell helped him with the connections. Above them both the metal hood waited, suspended like some bizarre instrument of execution, waiting to fall. “He’s crazy.” 

Bell did not say anything. 

“It won’t work!” 

“It will work,” Silverstein said, approaching. “You have faith, remember? Oh yes, Kendall has a bit of the old Faith, I bet. Some shred--” 

“Silverstein! Why are you doing this? It won’t help you! You’re hitting at something in yourself!” 

“Don’t try to analyze me. I’m following orders,” the other man said. “This is an experiment.” 

“I might not even survive!” 

“You knew the risks when they recruited you.” 

Kendall was silenced. Yes, he had known the risks. But not this! He felt the wires, the pads on his skin, immobilizing him, trapping him. And then the hood began to descend. 
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“Shut your eyes,” Silverstein said. “Hold on to your camera, your recording equipment. Maybe you should carry a gun as well. Take a shot at Him.” He grinned crookedly at his joke. 

Kendall shut his eyes. He grasped the imaginary camera. He wondered what would happen if he willed himself to go somewhere else. America--two thousand years ago! Virgin forests, hunters. But he knew he could not do it. He had his orders; the controls were set. He must concentrate on that camera. 

And then he was somewhere else. Not America. Not Israel. He fl oated in a gray void--even with his eyes closed, he knew it would be gray. And damp. The air was thick, miasmally thick. And he was trapped here forever. He could feel it. Eternity was damp and gray. 

Gradually the vileness began to lift. A faint breeze stirred the air, drying his sweating face. He felt himself upright, stone beneath his booted feet. He opened his eyes a crack and saw daylight, dust, and the kind of trees that grew in dusty places. He became aware of blue sky and the sun. It did not warm him. 

“That,” he told himself with the knowing serenity that lurks on the borders of madness, “is because I’m a ghost. I cannot eat, or be warmed or feel anything at all because I am a ghost.” 

In a moment of panic, he tried to breathe--and then it was all right. He breathed. He clutched a camera in his hands. Glancing down, he saw that he was dressed in the sort of early twentieth-century costume an explorer in Africa might wear in a Tarzan movie. Brown puttees, boots, semi-military jacket with short sleeves. He even wore a toupee! Angrily, he reached up and took it off, casting the thing on the ground. 

That was when he became aware that he was not alone. There were people further down the slope, quite a crowd of them. At fi rst they, too, looked like extras from a movie: the crowd scene. But their costumes were not right. There was far less color, far less cloth than he had expected. Nothing glittered. They were a dull group, dusty, half dressed. From above, their features were hidden, their heads covered with more of the colorless bits of tattered cloth. Faintly and then more loudly, their voices came to him--and he could not understand a word. 

As he watched, he saw more details. The men pushed ahead, children darted in and out, and women--

not so many of these--clustered behind. Some of them carried bundles that might have been infants. They looked like refugees from some Third World disaster. Uneasily, he glanced up the slope behind him to see if they were being pursued. But there was nothing there except a few dusty trees and more hills. 

Squinting against the light, Kendall peered down over the heads of the people. There seemed to be a road, empty for the moment. 

And then, slowly, what he was seeing began to sink in. What had they  done! What had Silverstein done! 

God! It was horrible! 

Two thousand years! He gazed at the sky and it was the same blue sky of earth. There were no clouds, but far above a hawk circled, and it was a real hawk in a real sky. And the dirt and rocks, the green bits growing, grasses and weeds, a few trees--they were real enough. 

 But those people,  a small voice kept repeating.  Those people are long ago. Dead. They have been dust for centuries.  He did not want to go down and look at the people. He raised the camera he found in his hands and took a picture of an olive tree. At least he thought it might be an olive--it looked more like a scruffy little oak. 

He stepped closer and picked up a fallen leaf. It must be an olive. Didn’t they always have olive trees in the Bible? Or was that fi gs? Or both? Certainly it wasn’t a fi g. The leaves weren’t big enough. He clutched the leaf in his hand and was afraid. 

What was it, this fear? Superstitious trembling, shivers he could not control. Awe? 

Yes, that was it. Awe. He licked his lips, tasted dust. He felt like an intruder, like one who thrust his disorder into a story already told. A completed work. This was the  Bible he was seeing. He had dragged his 
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uncleanness into the  Bible! This was what they read at Mass--the  Gospel! What would happen to him when-

-whatever happened when you violated things you were not supposed to violate? 

But nothing changed. The hawk fl ew, the sun shone, and the crowd continued to mill about. There was no one on the road. 

Slowly Kendall raised the camera. Slowly he turned to regard the people.  It’s O.K.,  he was thinking . It’s O.K. Nothing will happen. I’ll just go down and look. 

 And meet the eyes of someone who has been dust for centuries? Will they see me?  He looked at the ground and there was the leaf he had picked up lying where it had always been, because he could not pick up a leaf or anything else. Because he was a ghost. He started down the hillside. 

As he came closer to the road, the voices grew louder and more chaotic. He imagined a faint smell of sweat. Slowly he moved in among the women and peered shyly into their tanned faces. They seemed smaller than the women of his time and the look of them was not the same. It was as though their very thoughts were strange and this strangeness formed their features, made up the looks they gave one another, pooled in their eyes. And the children. They, too, were small and thinner than children he remembered. 

He came up among the men. Here were the beards, the hooked noses, the darkly curling hair of a Bible illustration. But it was all different. A few seemed better off than the others, wore robes and headgear that might have been dyed, though much of it was faded from the sun. Some few had faces of authority. He was afraid to point his camera at them lest they see him. They were not men of his time. There was no telling what they might do! 

But no one was even looking in his direction. They were all intent on the road. A dust cloud approached. 

For the fi rst time, Kendall saw that the crowd stretched down and away toward whatever was coming. The people were running now--not away, but only in order to keep up, to have a good view. As more and more of them shoved in front of him, Kendall found himself in a forest of human limbs, swinging rags, long, oiled hair tied back. He forgot to point the camera. 

With an effort that should not have been, he forced his way among them, coming out on the verge of the ancient highway. Behind him, none knew that he had passed. It was as though all that had been must be played out even now as it was--that his presence meant no more than if he had read these things in a book or seen them in a painting. 

But now the light glared on the road and the dust became men. There was no mistaking the armor of Roman soldiers. 

He gaped at them, watching them come on. They were not marching, quite. In fact, most of them were not fully armored. There seemed to be an offi cer on horseback, and he wore a plumed helmet and a red cloak. It was the fi rst bright thing he had seen except for the sky. The rest of the Romans wore tunics and some of them had breastplates, dented and dull with use. There were swords at their belts and a few of them carried spears. They were escorting a prisoner. 

With dulled horror, he made out the dust-shrouded fi gure, the wooden cross slanted against the sky, bobbing and dipping, fi nally coming to a halt. The prisoner had fallen. 

But this could not be! It was a story--a  reading. A re-enactment. It was like the Mass. Hadn’t someone at his stepfather’s church told him it was just a re-enactment? It only happened once, this person said, at the Last Supper. It wasn’t real. It was an  idea. 

The soldiers milled about, the prisoner was dragged to his feet, and the procession resumed. The crowd, momentarily silent, began murmuring, shouts and catcalls coming now and then. It was like the Stations of the Cross come to life. 

Kendall knew then that he could not take this. He could not just stand here as the entire story took place before his eyes. He did not want to look at the prisoner lest it be the Divine Prisoner, and he did not want 
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to make the changes in himself he would have to make if it all proved to be true. He felt no overwhelming tear-brimming advent of faith--this wasn’t a Victorian novel. All he wanted was to run away. 

It was then he discovered that he had lost the camera. Had he dropped it? Or had it just faded away when he ceased to notice it? He closed his eyes, fl exed his hands--and the camera was there. Only this time, it was a more old-fashioned model, in keeping with his costume. He wanted a cigarette, tried to imagine one, and failed. 

How long would he have to remain in this time, this place? The last time he had gone back, it had been to a European country and when he had recorded what he had been sent to record, he had returned immediately to his own time. Likely this would be the same: he must take that picture in order to go home! 

But was it all going to happen just as it did in the offi cial Stations of the Cross? He tried to remember the order of events, telling himself all the while that this was impossible. Surely the rites of the Church could not refl ect literal reality. How many times did He fall? Kendall asked himself frantically. Wasn’t it three? 

But was He carrying the cross the whole time? Didn’t they give it to Simon of Cyrene sometime after the fi rst fall? 

Take the picture now , 

ake the picture now

T

he told himself. Now! 

But what, he wondered, did happen after that fi rst fall? The little procession was up and moving, but now something halted them again. Kendall tried to remember. He had accompanied the priest, countless times, stood beside him holding aloft the crucifi x. He was twelve when his mother took him away. He was twelve when his faith began to crumble. 

Third station! This was the third station. And the fourth? Back down the road they were stopping again, the Romans protesting, people milling about. Jesus is met by His Mother. Was  She here, then?  Mater dolo-rosa? But no, that was too much. Something had gone wrong! He knew it. He was in delirium! 

Take the picture! He must take the picture! It didn’t matter if this was real. He must take the picture now before more things happened. He didn’t want to see them! He stepped out onto the road. 

The crowd was moving back now, all except for one man. The Romans had dragged someone out of the press and--and he was taking up the cross! Behind them, the prisoner plodded wearily, head down. 

I’ll take it this way, Kendall thought. Now, before He looks up. Surely, if anyone sees me it would be Him--or His Mother. Already she was peering ahead, face shadowed by a veil, one hand spread in an almost theatrical gesture as though she grasped at the air. Kendall wanted to duck out of sight. 

But out from the crowd yet another woman darted, one of the dark-eyed peasant girls. And she bore in her hands a square of cloth! It was the sixth station. 

For one ridiculous moment he started to bend his knee.  We adore Thee, O Christ, and we bless Thee. 

 Because by Thy holy cross Thou has redeemed the world.  Hysterical laughter bubbled up as he found he was whispering the words. He raised the camera and watched it dissolve in his hands. 

 He’s going to look at me! This will be the miracle – or rather the end. To look on the face of God is to die! I’m going mad! 

But the only thing he could think of then, as the girl was dragged away with her own “photograph,” was that even if God and all the angels looked at him, Kendall could not speak one word of Aramaic. He would stare at them idiotically--and silently--until he burned up into ashes and dust on the roadway. 

But the prisoner wasn’t looking at Kendall. He had fallen again and, as the little procession neared the place where Kendall waited with empty hands, he could see that the offi cer’s cloak wasn’t the only bit of color. There was blood, old and fresh, smearing the garment of the prisoner, falling onto the dust. His dark head was crowned with thorns. 

At this, Kendall turned to fl ee. But he must take the picture! He might be trapped here! And yet how could he reconcile this simplicity--this bright, childish reality--with the tortured windings of the world he 
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knew? The women were wailing as the prisoner was hauled to his feet and Kendall willed in vain for his vanished camera. 

I’ll take the picture with my eyes, he told himself, teeth chattering. I’ll look and I’ll imagine the camera. 

It’s all I do, anyway. 

And he looked--and was seen. For the fi rst and only time in his life, he spoke in tongues. One tongue, to be precise, and it wasn’t Aramaic. He spoke from the Mass in the language that would not die:  Domine! 

 Domine! Domine non sum dignus ut intres sub tectum meum: sed tantum dic verbo, et sanibitur--et sanibitur-- He paused here, reviewing what he had said, wondering if he was heard.  Lord, I am not worthy that You should come under my roof: speak but the word and--

He searched for what he wanted to say.  My soul, certainly. Heal my soul.  But more. He wanted more. 

“Sanibitur mundus! Tantum dic verbo et sanibitur mundus! ” He was shouting. 

He was still shouting when they pulled him from under the hood. 

“Hey, Kendall,” Bell was saying. “Chill out. It’s O.K. You’re back.” 

Kendall sat up. “Where is Silverstein?” He saw Danny the cook behind Bell, his face impassive as ever.“He’s talking on the radio. Some stuff came up.” 

“What kind of stuff? And what are you staring at?” Kendall demanded. 

“You don’t look like you did. You’re wearing different clothes, and there’s dust all over your boots.” Bell looked distraught, and even Danny’s eyes widened as he took this in. 

Kendall looked down at himself. His jeans and sweater had been replaced by the explorer’s clothes he had found himself wearing when he woke in the past. And the dust was everywhere: on his boots, in his hair. 

“Oh God!” he moaned. “God!” 

“What were you saying?” Bell asked him as he brought water in a plastic cup. “What language was that?” 

At this, Kendall looked up. “Latin,” he said. “I asked Him to…to fi x things. To save the world.” 

“It doesn’t look any different,” Bell pointed out. 

“I know.” 

At this point, Silverstein came hurrying into the room. He glanced at Kendall, stared for a moment, and beckoned to Bell. The two held a hurried conference. 

“What is it?” Kendall asked, though he didn’t really care. He had seen what he had seen and said what he had said--and nothing had happened. Maybe that was how it was when you went too far--it was all dreams. 

But his clothing was real. It was scratchy and it was real. 

“Hunter,” Silverstein said in a strained voice. “He met someone back there--while you were gone. And that someone is looking for us.” 

For one confused moment, Kendall thought Silverstein was talking about his own meeting with One Who might very well pursue him into the present. “He met--who?” 

“I’m afraid he can’t tell us that,” Silverstein said. “He’s dead. But we got part of the recording from his brain.” 

Kendall shuddered. “Enemy agents? Have they got it too? Time travel?” 

But Silverstein turned away. “We’re closing up shop,” he told Bell. “Kendall was the last to come back in. No evidence.” 
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He turned then, to Kendall. “I’m sorry I won’t have time to develop those pictures of yours,” he said with his little twisty smile. “But you certainly look like a man who’s met the Lord.” He shook his head. “Where did you get those clothes?” 

“I dreamed them. I wore them back with me,” Kendall said. He spread his hands helplessly. 

Silverstein looked at Bell. 

“It’s true,” he said. “Me and Danny saw him. He was just like this when we took him out.” 

For a moment, uncertainty passed over Silverstein’s features. “I wish I had time--” he began, and then he turned away. “You know what to do,” he told the others. “And we’ve got to hurry.” 

“What’s going on?” Kendall asked Bell. “Hunter--dead? I can’t believe it.” 

“You can go look in the infi rmary if you want,” Bell said. “But I wouldn’t.” 

“But was he shot?” 

Danny laughed at this. 

“It wasn’t enemy agents, see,” Bell explained. “We don’t have that kind of enemies. It was someone else. 

Someone who moves around in time just like we do and, and they don’t like us messing around on their turf. 

They killed Hunter and tried to follow him back.” 

Slowly Kendall took this in. “Someone from…someplace else?” 

Bell nodded. “Silverstein says they’re still trying to get in. As long as there’s anyone here who has--who has traveled in time--they get a fi x on him, see?” 

Kendall slid to his feet. “So we’re moving out? How much time do we have?” 

“You don’t have any,” the cook spoke up, and Bell frowned at him. 

“Shut up, Danny.” 

“What do you mean?” Kendall asked, turning to Bell. 

“I’m sorry, Kendall,” Bell said. “You just seeing Jesus and all. But it’s the only way. These guys are mean. Real mean. Maybe someday we’ll kick them back, but not now. We can’t do anything but cover our tracks.” 

Kendall stared at him in bewilderment. “You’re going to  kill me?” And he was thinking, What about my prayer? I asked Him to save us, to fi x things and they’re just as bad as they ever were. Bettina, Silverstein, these two thugs--it’s all just like it was. 

“Go tell Silverstein I’m coming,” Bell said. “I’ll only be a minute.” 

With one backward glance, the cook went out. Kendall looked at Bell. 

“I’m really sorry,” the other man said. “I keep saying that, but it’s true. I thought you might not want Danny here--at the end.” 

But Kendall only gaped at him. And  this--this was the answer! He had cried out for help and the prisoner hadn’t heard! 

“Kendall--maybe you should kind of turn your back. It might be easier that way.” 

“Did you kill George? And Lombard?” 

“Danny did.” 

Kendall closed his eyes. Murder. The same old horrors--nothing to show for what the prisoner had endured! The same old world. 

“Maybe you’d like to say a prayer or something?” Bell seemed uncertain what to do next. 

Kendall chuckled at this. “You’re like this guy--one of the Romans. His name was Longinus. When Jesus died on the cross--” 

“Did you really see that part?” 

Kendall shook his head. “But it’s true, I guess. There was this guy, and when Jesus had died, he stuck a spear into his heart just to make sure. And later--later he believed, you see, and he became a saint.” 
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“A saint,” Bell said slowly, “that’s somebody who…who doesn’t make a mess of things? A friend of God?” 

Kendall thought about this. “Oh, they start out pretty bad sometimes, but they get better because they--

well, because they ask God to make them better, I guess.” 

“Is that what you asked? Back there?” 

Kendall’s eyes snapped open. He turned his gaze on Bell in wonder. “I should have,” he said. “I asked-

-” He felt laughter welling up once more, mortal and more than mortal--or maybe it was only hysteria. “I asked Him to save the world,” he said, barely controlling great gales of mirth that  would  force themselves out. “I asked Him to do what He was already doing. How dumb can you get? I asked Him to do what He already did.” 

“It’s the same old crap,” Bell pointed out. “Life.” 

“No, it isn’t,” Kendall said. “Don’t you see? He didn’t die so that we could all lie around and watch TV--

so that we would get along like nice children in the playpen. He died so that we could grow up if we wanted to--so that we could be like Him!” 

Bell frowned at this. “I went to Sunday school once,” he said haltingly. “But my old man said that stuff wasn’t for the likes of us. He said our heaven was to get high and stay that way. He was still high when they took him off to the crazy house.” 

But Kendall wasn’t listening. He was back on the road, only it was empty this time. And when he turned around, he saw that they had come to the place they were going. There were three crosses outlined against the sky. 

 So this is how it is,  he thought.  Not how it was but how it is!  And he saw the women gathered, and the youngest disciple there, and he thought the words had just been said: Receive thy Mother! 

And he stepped forward among the crowd. He was pretty sure She saw him this time and he looked down, abashed. “I’m asking now,” he whispered, this time in English. “I want to be like Him.” 

 Domine, non sum dignus--

Someone’s hand fell on his shoulder. 

A few moments later, Bell closed the main outer door and sprinted for the waiting truck. Behind him, the sun glittered on Colorado peaks above project headquarters. The base was no more than a mound of rock, much tunneled, half hidden by aspens and pines. 

“O.K.,” Silverstein said. “Let her blow.” And this was done. When the last echo of the blast had died away, they started down the road. 

Bell did not look back. He was thinking about Longinus and his spear. He had thrown the gun down after he used it. It got blown up along with the base. 

Beside him, Silverstein was thinking his own thoughts. They were safe now, he told himself. They would travel again on the time roads. Far-travel. Yes. Maybe. 

And he wondered whatever had become of Pontius Pilate. 
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--The First Station--

 And what have you laymen made of hell? A kind of penal servitude for eternity, on the lines of your convict prisons on earth, to which you condemn... “enemies of society,” as you call them.... 

 Hell is not to love any more, Madame. Not to love any more! 

--Georges Bernanos,  The Diary of a Country Priest It was an act of war. Pure and simple. But the world courts didn’t get it--didn’t understand that there was an essential difference between an act of war and garden-variety terrorism. No one was innocent in a war. 

Everyone was either an ally or an enemy. Murder did not exist. Liam Connor knew that, if none of his ac-cusers did. And he knew that one land’s butcher is another land’s hero. 

That knowledge supported him through the trial and fed his natural courage, tested and fi red through years of fi ghting. Courage allowed him to stand, unblinking, while the prosecutor read the charges and the witnesses described the carnage. While mothers wept and fathers hated him in silence. He’d confessed, as well, to the killing of a policeman in Derry a month before. It made no sense to conceal it; he was going to prison in any event, and was not ashamed to have done it. 

He was not a terrorist, he told the jury; he was a soldier. His act was political, his intent to bring world attention back to Ireland. Sinn Fein might consider her freedom won. He did not. Freedom was not a matter to be compromised. 

He was found guilty on twelve counts of fi rst degree murder. The jury called for the death penalty. He’d expected no less. He would be a martyr as well as a hero. 

--The Second Station--

 Human imagination long ago pictured Hell, but it is only through recent skill that men have been able to give reality to what they had imagined. 

--Bertrand Russell,  Sceptical Essays

He was transferred to an international prison facility outside of Prague. He saw the protestors as his transport pulled through the gates, milling in the sharp sunset patterns of umber shadow and orange light, their placards waving, condemning the death penalty. He gave them no thought. 

They put him in an antiseptic cell next to an American. The two cells shared a wall with a transparent section that darkened and lightened at the whim of the gaolers and a door of sorts composed of gleaming metal bars that could retract into the ceiling--at the whim of the gaolers. 

Through the transparent panel, Connor could see the American as he sat on his bunk, pale and sweating, wringing his hands. He whispered to himself and addressed the ceiling as “God.” 

Connor sent a glance at the ceiling of his own cell. There was a water stain above the bunk. Or perhaps it was a shadow--it was hard to imagine a stain would be allowed to exist in such sterile surroundings. 

Squinting, he saw it as a guardian angel--here the wings, there the long fl owing robes. He wondered what the American saw hovering over his bunk. 

When he could stand the babbling of Bedlam prayer no longer, Connor rapped on the translucent barrier between him and the American. “Hey!” he said. “What’s your name?” 
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The young man blinked at him, eyes pale and watery in a damp, gray face. “Uh... Roarke.” His voice was as clear as if the barrier were made of fi shnet. 

Connor smiled. “Good Irish name,” he said. “What’re you in for?” 

Roarke giggled nervously and shrugged, then straightened his shoulders. “I did my wife and kid.” 

Connor tried not to look appalled. “Why?” 

Roarke radiated a halo of machismo. “She was cheating on me. Kid probably wasn’t even mine.” 

“So you killed them?” 

The shoulders sagged; the halo evaporated. “Yeah.” He blinked and squinted. “Yeah.... Oh, God,” he said to the ceiling, and started to sob. 

Connor lay down on his bunk. 

--The Third Station--

 If it’s heaven for climate, it’s hell for company. 

--J.M. Barrie,  The Little Minister

“Hey, you! Irish!” 

He woke with a start and stared across the cell. The little American was hunkered down on his haunches, peering at him through the transparent panel, looking like a faded orangutan cadging peanuts. 

“Connor,” he said. “The name’s Connor.” 

“The terrorist?” He pushed forward, steaming the transparent barrier. “They said they were sending an IRA terrorist up.” 

“I’m a soldier. We’re at war.” 

The American laughed. “Right. You and nobody else. Did you know Ireland is about the only place in the world that’s not at peace?” he asked, suddenly pert. “I read that in  TIME Magazine. Really embarrassed Sinn Fein. Doesn’t do a whole lot of good to sign treaties when a bunch of fanatics won’t give up the fi ght. 

The only place in the world that’s not at peace.” He repeated and shook his head. “Man, I sure wouldn’t want that on my conscience.” 

“I’d say you have enough on your conscience already.” 

Roarke laid his palms fl at against the panel, smearing it with oily little streaks that were quickly broken down by the citrifi er in the material. “They say,” he almost whispered, “you blew up a school bus full of little kids. How the hell could you do something like that?” 

“The price of freedom is often high. How the hell could you do what  you did?” 

Roarke’s mouth wriggled. “Troop cuts. Lost my job. Army was my life. Couldn’t stand losin’ them, too.”“Dead’s not lost?” 

Roarke started to shake. He got up and moved away from the bars, wiping his hands on his pants... over and over. “I’m payin’ for it. God, two days!” 

“That’s when the axe falls?” 

Roarke threw his head back and looked down his nose like a startled horse. “Naw. I did a deal. Instead of death, I get The Light. The God-damned Light.” Connor could hear the capital letters. 

“What light?” 

“S’got some doctor’s name--uh... Z’gorsky--something like that. The Z’gorsky Wave--that’s what the doctors call it. Everybody else just calls it The Light.” He glanced back over his shoulder as if “it” were prowling the corridors. 

Connor shrugged and shook his head. 
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“It’s an experiment. They told me if I’d participate in the experiment, I didn’t have to die.” Roarke giggled and his Adam’s apple bobbed like a fi shing fl oat. “I said ‘yes.’ Jesus, now’m not sure.” 

Connor sat up. An alternative to death. “So, what’s it do? Brainwash you?” He’d lived through brainwashing and torture. He glanced down at his three-fi ngered left hand--even that. 

“I don’t know.” Roarke swallowed, making a gulping sound. “To hear them”--he jerked his head toward the corridor--”you’d think it was  worse than dying.” 

Connor puzzled. “Them?” 

“Listen.” 

He did. Out of the background noise of the cellblock he picked out a high-pitched gibbering. 

Roarke grinned maniacally. “J-Block. The one’s who’ve ‘seen the light.’” He giggled at his poor joke. 

“Maybe I was better off with the shot.… When’re you going up?” 

“Three weeks.” Connor shivered involuntarily. He hoped Roarke hadn’t seen it. He wasn’t afraid to die.“Hey, why’d you confess to killing that cop? The kids were enough to get you hung.” 

“What does it matter? It’s not as if they can kill me more than once.” 

“Yeah, but a lot could happen to you before you die. I heard rumors about what they do to cop-killers.” 

“In this nice little safe house?” Connor chuckled. “Who could break in and get to me?” 

“Who says they’ll need to break in?” Roarke went to sit on his bunk. “Dinner real soon,” he said, smiling affably. “Food’s pretty good here. Better than Army chow.” 

The food was good, but Connor’s hunger was overwhelmed by the pungent, metallic taste of terror that wafted up from J-Block. On the way to the cafeteria, he listened. There were voices that shrieked things like: “I won’t eat, damn you! You can’t  make me eat!” There was a keening wraith-voice that chanted “I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry” in an endless litany. He concentrated on not getting the food stuck in his throat. 

Then he slept. 

When he woke the next morning, Roarke was full of news. The prisoner in cell A25 had tried to kill himself with a plastic spoon. “Tried to choke himself,” he said soberly. There were dark circles under the watery eyes. “They took him to the hospital for an imp.” 

“A what?” 

“Nutritional implant. Your stomach shrivels up, but you don’t starve. Read all about it in a medical journal.” 

“You read a lot.” 

“Not a whole lot else to do unless you’re into pumping iron. I been here for two months. Lawyer’s been trying to get me a retrial--you know, a sanity thing. Huh! I don’t think they buy that any more. Anyway, my appeals ran out, so--” He shrugged. “Isn’t your lawyer trying to get you a lesser sentence?” 

“No chance of that.” 

“He could ask about The Light. I mean, after all, you’re a celebrity.” 

“So, where do you do all this reading?” asked Connor. 

“Library. Anybody can use it. Even terminals like you. We go after breakfast. You can have books or disks. I look forward to it.” 

Anticipation, mused Connor--a precious commodity among the damned. 

--The Fourth Station--

 There  are  only  two  countries:  heaven  and  hell;  but  two  conditions  of  men:  salvation  and damnation. 

--George Bernard Shaw,  John Bull’s Other Island
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They went to the library after breakfast. Connor spent his time ferreting out articles on the Zagorsky Wave. What he found made little sense. He understood the claim that the Wave affected the workings of the brain, but the terminology was impenetrable. He knew precious little about neural pathways or endorphins or what happened during REM sleep. There were references to sodium amatol, the so-called ‘truth serum’-

-something with which he was familiar. 

That afternoon, he asked his attorney if he could cut a deal to be part of the Zagorsky experiment. 

“A lab rat, Liam? Are you sure you want that?” 

“Beats the alternative, don’t you think?” 

The lawyer stared down at the lapels of his impeccable blue suit. “What do you know about the Zagorsky process, Liam?” 

“I read some about it, today. Fancy name for brainwashing. Kind of like going to a salon instead of a barber shop.” 

“It’s a little more than that.” Counsel jerked his well-groomed head toward the corridor. “You may have noticed that some of your fellow inmates are...” 

“Mental? Hell, this place is more Bedlam than prison. Grown men trying to choke themselves with plastic spoons. But I’m not mental.” 

The lawyer gave him a long, steady look, then said, “I’ll see what I can do. But I think you might want to talk to your man with the spoon.” 

Connor pondered the meeting as he stood in the yard that afternoon, watching nearly naked tree limbs toss in the chill wind, stubborn leaves clinging to them like bright stars fallen and tangled in the twigs. 

Mountain peaks gleamed above the walls, pristine and white. It was a most pleasant place. One could do worse than to live out one’s life here. Except perhaps for those who seemed bent on self-destruction--who seemed to Connor legitimately mad. 

Was that the effect of Zagorsky’s Wave? He crossed himself. God... suicide. Never that. As long as there was life, there was hope. He fl exed his half-ruined hand and felt the wraith-pain of the missing fi ngers. 

That evening in the library, he read more about criminal medicine--about how lobotomizing the violent supposedly made them forget what it was to  be violent. Was that what the Wave was about? Making someone forget why he’d done what he’d done? Did they think Roarke could be redeemed by clipping a few neural pathways? 

Redemption. Was that what it was about? Redemption was not something the criminal justice system generally concerned itself with. If the Wave was some scientifi c way of redeeming souls, it hardly answered the human conception of justice. If it was a form of truth serum, they’d have no reason to use it on him. 

He’d never claimed he wasn’t guilty of blowing up that school bus. He’d told the truth at his trial and the truth had damned him in the eyes of a jury that did not understand the nature of the struggle. Some things were simply larger than life. 

He liked the sound of that. It read like an epitaph:  Some things are larger than life. 

--The Fifth Station--

 Suddenly to realize that one is sitting, damned, among the other damned--it is a most disquieting experience; so disquieting that most of us react to it by immediately plunging more deeply into our particular damnation in the hope... that we may be able, at least for a time, to stifl e our revolutionary knowledge. 

--Aldous Huxley,  Grey Eminence
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On Roarke’s day, they took him at sunrise. He was white-faced and terrifi ed; his stubble of mousy beard stood out on his face as if every pore were squeezed tight. He seemed about ready to beg for the death his attorney had worked so hard to put off. 

They brought him a Protestant minister. He’d told Connor he was Protestant the fi rst day. “I s’pose that means you hate me, huh?” he’d asked. 

“It’s not that simple.” 

Roarke was begging information from the minister, a weary-looking man with bottomless, dark eyes and a mouth devoid of smile lines. 

“Tell me, please. What’s it like? Will it hurt?” 

The minister hesitated. “I don’t know what it’s like, son. But I promise you, there will be no pain.” 

Roarke went away down the corridor with his two guards and his frayed minister, feet dragging the shining tiles. Connor watched the surveillance cameras swivel to follow the little parade, then went back to his bunk. 

Later that morning, he tried to pry more information out of the library’s medical journals. Diffi cult, even with a dictionary.  Rather than occluding select involuntary background neural processes,  he read,  the Wave produces the opposite effect. It defeats the natural occulting infl uences of the conscious. 

The dictionary was American, but he fi gured the word defi nitions had to be fairly close.  Occlude, he read:  to close or shut off; obstruct. He shook his head and looked up ‘occult.’ As he expected, it said something about supernatural infl uences. The second defi nition wasn’t any clearer:  available only to the initiate; secret.  And the third:  beyond human understanding. 

Beyond the understanding of Liam Connor, at any rate. “Hell!” He gave up in a fl ash of temper, closing the books. Damned scientifi c voodoo. He wouldn’t be half-surprised to fi nd out this whole business was some slick psychological shell game intended to drive the inmates mad. Smoke and mirrors. He’d seen the state Roarke was in this morning. The man was  primed to go mad. The mere suggestion that some unknown fate awaited him might send him over the edge. 

But he wasn’t Roarke. He wasn’t some guilt-ridden chauvinist. He hadn’t destroyed his own family and, with them, any dignity or integrity he might have possessed. 

His lawyer appeared while he was still sitting in the library, no longer reading, but just watching tongues of autumn fl ame dance in the trees. They went to a small, gray, glass-fronted room with a fl at-screen monitor set into one wall. They sat at an austere table across from each other. 

The lawyer folded his hands atop his fi ne leather briefcase. “The judge feels your crime warrants letting you enter the experimental program. The press is all over it, of course. Have you seen the crowd in the forecourt?” 

“I saw a bunch of sad-looking rowdies when they brought me here. What’s it to do with me?” 

In answer, the lawyer turned to the television screen. “Voice ID--John Woods. SecureCam, forecourt, please.” 

The screen leapt to life. It showed Connor a rabble among which no two looked as if they’d come from the same neighborhood or stock. They waved placards; they held hands and prayed; they stood in mute dissent. They were adults of all ages; they were children. Closest to the camera’s watchful eye was an entire family: a woman with hair the color of black cherries, a weary looking man with a three-day growth of graying beard, a girl who possessed the same deep auburn hair as her mother. Pressed against the woman’s breast was a photograph of a young girl who could only be daughter to her and sister to the other girl. 

God in heaven, he thought, who brings a child to a place like this? 

As if she’d read his thoughts through the camera eye, the girl raised her eyes to the lens. 

Connor glanced away. “I suppose these folks think I should be executed.” 
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“They’re divided. Some believe the Z-Wave is a superior alternative to the death penalty. Others believe it meets the criteria for a cruel and unusual punishment. They want the execution to proceed... as a kindness.” 

Connor gazed thoughtfully at the display. “And those?” He gestured to the family. 

“Which?” 

“The couple there with their girl. What do they want?” 

“They’re from Kilhenny,” the lawyer said. 

It was answer enough. “Death, a kindness?” 

The lawyer tilted his head and studied Connor at a cant. “They say there are worse things than death.” 

“They are full of shit. Nothing you can live through is worse than death.” He unconsciously twitched his half-hand, then focused his eyes on Counsel’s studious face. “Stop your lobbying. They’re not going to repeal my conviction, and I’d sooner face Dr. Zagorsky’s wee light bulb than an infuser full of poison. I’ve been studying this Wave thing and I think I’ve fi gured it. I’ve watched how they twitched the poor bastard in the next-door cell all to pieces before they took him. It’s nothing but a high-tech light show, but by the time a guy gets there, he’s a guilt-bomb just waiting to explode. It’s all up here, you see.” He tapped a fi nger to his forehead. “They play games with the mind and then put on the show. And when it’s all over….” He snapped his fi ngers. “But I don’t snap. I already know that. Christ, there isn’t a kind of pain made that I haven’t lived through.” 

Counsel pursed his lips. “Liam, what do you remember about the Kilhenny bombing?” 

“I remember all of it.” 

“Do you? You watched the bus burn?” 

“Hell no. I was a little busy trying to get away--for all the good it did me.” 

The lawyer nodded, watching his fi ngers tap the tabletop. After a moment of hesitation, he put his briefcase onto the tabletop, opened it, and pulled out a collection of papers. He spread them out on the table. 

They were not papers; they were photographs of children. Of families. “Recognize any of these?” 

“No.” Liam felt anger fl are behind his breastbone and tamped it down. This was a stupid ploy. 

“They’re--” 

“I know who they are. Or at least who you’ll tell me they are. Kids killed in the bombing. You’ll not catch me in a moment of sentimental weakness.” He pushed the closest photo--a school yearbook shot of an auburn-haired girl--back across the table. He didn’t have to ask to know that it was her family praying him to death in the forecourt. She was the image of her mother and sister. 

“Her name was Heather Rose.” 

Liam shook his head and smiled. “You’d make a lousy shrink.” 

The lawyer showed no embarrassment at being caught out. “You’ll go in three days... Wednesday,” he said, gathered up the photos, laid them in his briefcase, and left. 

--The Sixth Station--

 Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed

 In one self place; for where we are is Hell, 

 And where Hell is, there must we ever be. 

--Christopher Marlowe,   The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus Connor heard Roarke’s high-pitched gibbering before he reached their cell block. He passed the departing minister in the corridor. 

“Didn’t hurt, eh, reverend?” 

The worn-out eyes surveyed him and he swore they missed nothing. “Physically, no.” 
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“Ah, merely destroyed his mind?” 

The man uttered a ghost-laugh. “No. Not that either.” He moved away, clutching his naked Protestant cross. 

Roarke  was  on  the  fl oor  of  his  cell,  banging  at  his  head  with  closed  fi sts.  “He  saw-he  saw-hes-awhesawhesaw!” 

Connor got down on his haunches at the barrier between their cells. “Roarke!” he called. “Army boy!” 

The pale eyes found him and fi xed on his face. They were awash in tears and startlingly transparent. 

He could see through them right into Roarke’s soul. Right into his complete and utter emptiness. He was a vacuum. Sucked inside out. 

Connor shook himself. “What happened to you? Can you tell me what happened?” 

Roarke’s mouth twitched. “It’s a room,” he said softly. “Just a room. Looks like a--a”--he giggled--”like the places Jenny gets her hair...” He blinked and his mouth opened and closed soundlessly. 

“A room?” prompted Connor. 

Roarke nodded. “With a chair. The Light is over the chair. You... I sat down. No straps. You just sit. And they turned on the Light and, and then it was Dark.” He whimpered. “I smelled her perfume.” 

He began to gibber again, pitch rising. Then he fl ung himself at the door of his cell and thrust his arms through the bars. “For Godsake! Please! Please! Please!” 

Connor rocked back on his butt and covered his ears. “Please  what, dammit?” he yelled. “What the hell do you want them to do?” 

Roarke’s face turned toward him, pressed against the metal bars, twisted with anguish. “Kill me! Oh, God, please make them kill me!” His eyes lit suddenly and he moved away from the door toward the connecting wall. “You! You kill people all the time.” 

Connor backed away, repulsed. “I’ve no reason to kill you.” 

Roarke put out his hand. “Please.” 

Curiosity nailed Connor. “Why?” 

“Because I saw....” Madness began to seep in and lap around his eyes. “He called me ‘daddy.’ Oh God, Cody!” 

“See what? Who’s Cody?” 

“Me.” He disappeared into himself, then, and all Connor’s attempts to reach him failed. 

While Connor lay awake, Roarke slept, exhausted, on the fl oor next door. It was not a quiet sleep. 

Mumbling and grinding his teeth, he twitched like a dying insect. The grinding was bad--worse when it was interspersed with his whimpered pleas: “Take me please take me please take me....” Litany of the damned. 

Morning brought no relief. Roarke didn’t go for more than minutes at a time without lapsing into his guilt-horrors. That meant Connor got no more than a catnap, but he’d lots of time to wonder what kind of deal he’d struck--as perhaps he was supposed to wonder. Perhaps, having observed that he was not, like his near neighbor, a guilt-burdened lunatic, his captors had settled on sleep deprivation as a means to soften him up. They’d be disappointed. He knew as much about sleep deprivation as he did about other forms of torture, and seeing Roarke like this only made him more determined not to succumb. 

They took Roarke away to J-Block while he was in the library. Connor didn’t see him again. After, Connor wondered if the whole thing wasn’t a scam and Roarke an actor playing a part. 

--The Seventh Station--

 Heaven gives its glimpses only to those

 Not in position to look too close. 

--Robert Frost,  A Passing Glimpse
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Wednesday morning Liam Connor went down to the Lab. His curiosity about the Zagorsky process had blossomed into strange anticipation. If this was a test of his will, he welcomed it. He was more uneasy of the watchful, stoic guards than he was of the Light. 

The Catholic priest they brought to walk with him to the Lab was every bit as dog-eared as Roarke’s minister. 

“I won’t need Last Rites,” Connor told him dryly. “I’m not dying today.” 

“You may wish to make your peace with God,” the priest said. 

Connor bristled. “I’ve no peace to make, Father. I did my duty before the Lord, and I’ll work it out with Him in the next world.” 

The priest merely looked at him through eyes Connor told himself saw nothing but his skin, then moved by his side down the hall. He began to pray somewhere along the way. Connor found it annoying. 

As Roarke had said, the Lab was just a room with a chair on a revolving pedestal, like a dentist’s chair. 

The fl oor was carpeted in a soft, institutional pastel; the walls were dove gray. It wasn’t an unpleasant room. 

The only things about it that screamed laboratory were the monitoring cameras... and the Light itself. That was bracketed to the ceiling directly over the chair. 

Connor examined it as he sat beneath. It looked like nothing so much as a great crystal egg with deeply incised facets radiating from the crown. It was the sort of thing a little boy or girl dreamed of fi nding in their Easter basket. The sort of thing that would hold their attention for hours as they turned it and marveled at the way colors burst from its facets. 

Connor smiled up at it, then looked over at the white-coated doctor who hovered near the door. “Pretty,” 

he said. 

She moved to stand beside the chair. “Do you understand the procedure?” 

“I think so. It’s some sort of neural gag. It’s supposed to de-occult my synapses.” The corners of his mouth curled into a half-grin. “Take the devil out of me, I guess.” 

She nodded. “I suppose that’s one way of putting it. You understand that it won’t harm you physically or mentally?” 

“No? You wouldn’t lie to me now, would you, doctor?” 

“I have no reason to lie, Mr. Connor.” 

“Then explain it to me.” 

“All right. The procedure... causes the mind to work more... effi ciently. It clears the pathways between the conscious and the subconscious.” She stopped and looked at him the way he was sure she looked at all her other lab specimens. It wasn’t very fl attering to have a pretty woman look at you as if you were sitting in a petri dish. “That doesn’t disturb you, does it?” 

“Not a bit.” 

“Then, I think we’re ready to proceed.” She drew a small, fl at packet from the pocket of her lab coat and produced an infuser. “This is a muscle relaxant. It will keep you from getting the jitters.” 

“I don’t have ‘the jitters,’ doctor.” 

“Not now, but you may. It happens.” 

“I don’t get the jitters.” 

She gave him the shot anyway. “Procedure,” she told him, then turned and left the room, the door opening and closing of its own accord. The ambient light dimmed. 

Connor sat and waited, watching the crystal egg. There was nothing, he realized, to keep him from taking his eyes from it or from closing them. Odd. You’d think they make sure he looked at the damn thing. 

What would they do, he wondered, if he simply refused to look? 
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After several moments the light began to glow softly, deep azure light pulsing from its depths to wash through the facets. The hues shifted toward purple, deepened, brightened, fl owed to crimson. When it was an amber that rivaled any sunset Connor had ever seen, it blossomed into a golden rose of surreal beauty. 

He forgot he’d meant to look away. He had no desire to close his eyes. He was bathed in a divine glow that reminded him of Jacob’s Ladders on a cloudy day and in which he could imagine Angels descending and ascending along ladders of light. He could almost see them fl oating in their brilliant auras, faces radiant. Singing. “Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as to war....” It was a song from his youth--familiar, comforting. 

He grinned at the memories it evoked of great, stone halls alight with candles and smelling of polished wood and musty cloth. Of the blazing, rose-amber splendor of sun-fi lled stained glass from which a river of light cascaded over the altar with its life-sized crucifi x and sea of votive candles. The candles caught the Holy Light and rose up to meet it, forming a shroud of glory that grew brighter, deeper with every breath Liam took, until the Christ Figure was completely ablaze with it, swaddled in lucent brilliance. 

In a heartbeat, the blaze lost its divinity. It was earthly fl ame now, torrid and rapacious, and it formed an impenetrable wall about the altar. He could feel the heat of it on his face. The altar and crucifi x would be destroyed. Already they were blackening, and he could hear the sounds of the fi re consuming them--the cracking and groaning of wood and glass, the roar of many tongues of fl ame. 

He struggled to penetrate the veil of fi re and found he could just make out the shape of the blackened altar. Oddly, the fl ames seemed not to diminish it. Instead, it grew as if the fi re fed it. It was emerging from the holocaust, and Liam felt a surge of something like victory in the symbology. 

Victory lasted a matter of seconds, for the altar changed, twisted by fi re into something other. It took Liam only a moment to recognize it--a school bus. And he remembered that, fl eeing the scene, he had heard the windows cracking like rock candy from the heat, the groan of dying metal. 

The Angels didn’t sing now--they screamed. 

Liam’s rage was hotter than the remembered fl ames; he already suspected the infuser had contained more than a simple ‘muscle relaxant.’ He was madder at himself for getting sucked down memory lane. He shut down his memory and his imagination, feeling a fi erce sense of triumph. 

 Nice try. That was what he’d tell them when this was over.  Nice try, but I knew what you were about. 

He looked up into the blaze of glory again. Where he had glimpsed Angels and fl aming school buses, now he saw only light and deception. He wondered if there were subliminal images in the Light--movies being played into his eyes. He smiled. Knowledge was power. 

With a suddenness that stole his thoughts, the Light went out and he was plunged into darkness so thick it seemed to have mass and weight. Did they realize he’d fi gured them out? 

He waited for the room lights to come up, waited for the doctor to reappear and tell him he was impervi-ous to their machinery--or to lie and tell him he was not. But the darkness continued. 

Perhaps the session wasn’t over. Perhaps this was all part of it. Roarke had mumbled something about darkness. It was pitch black--a strange, close darkness, stagnant, almost stifl ing. 

After a time--it might have been fi ve minutes or fi fteen--a breath of air fanned his face. He stiffened involuntarily. 

“Who’s there?” 

The darkness did not blink; the silence did not breathe. 

“Who’s there?” he insisted, but no one answered. 

Well, of course, no one answered. The room was empty. Had someone entered, he would have heard the door open and close. It made, he recalled, a distinctive popping sound, like on those old science fi ction shows. 
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The air must have come from a vent somewhere in the room. He tried to recall if he’d seen one. He had not. Which didn’t mean there wasn’t one. As he considered whether to get up from the chair and try to fi nd the door, the room breathed once again. This time there was about it a faint smell of hot oil as if a motor somewhere in the bowels of the building was overheating. 

The smell was accompanied by a soft sound as if someone had shuffl ed across the institutional gray carpet. An uncontrollable chill scurried up Liam Connor’s spine. He sat forward in the chair, put his feet to the fl oor in order to rise. Behind him, something brushed the wall, though it might have been the sound of his own hair rising. He held very still, stopping even his breath. He heard breathing. Where did it come from? 

“Who’s there?” he asked again, and felt foolish. No door had opened, no one had entered. He imagined the cool, crisp doctor sitting in a chair before a bank of monitors, observing him. Seeing what effect the combination of darkness and stealthy sound had on his nerves. Sweat trickled down his back, and he cursed himself for seven kinds of a fool--quivering at simple darkness and a wee sound. 

He got to his feet and tried to pinpoint the source of the noises. But they seemed placeless. Recordings, he suspected. The stuff of séances. 

“Where’ve you hidden the speakers, doctor?” he asked the darkness. 

A sigh answered him, seeming to come from all about him. He turned and moved away from the chair, picking a direction at random. He stopped when he met the wall and tried to calculate at what height the sound had seemed to originate. He ran his hands over the wall, seeking some fl aw in the surface. There was none within reach. 

He was engrossed in this when the sounds came to him again, this time from behind him. He turned, putting the solid wall at his back and moved back toward the center of the room, steps careful, silent. Drawing near where he thought the chair should be, his mind tried to tell him that someone sat there in front of him, perhaps watching him with extended senses. The thought was ludicrous. He would fi nd the chair empty. He moved forward, hands extended. 

“There is nothing there,” he said aloud. 

His assertion was answered by a sob and the smell of roses. The voice was a man’s, he thought, and the chilling thought came to his mind that somehow someone had shut down the power and come in here to kill him. The place was full of career guards who might have very personal feelings about the death of the Derry cop. 

He reached for the chair, missing it, swearing he felt the subtle fi eld of warmth given up by another person’s body. 

A man’s voice said, “Why?” and Connor found himself awash in a great wave of sorrow. He’d asked that question of God at his father’s funeral. Sorrow was a hateful emotion. 

“Why what, damn you?” He lashed back and withdrew, looking for a patch of darkness that was blacker than the rest--a piece he could suck himself into and hide. 

The man said, “What have you done?” 

Liam lunged forward and came into violent contact with the infernal chair. He fell against it, over it, and landed heavily on the fl oor. He struggled to a sitting position, reaching upward for the chair. His fi ngertips touched fl esh--warm, soft as sunlight. 

“Go with God,” whispered the unknown being in a new voice--a woman’s voice, or a girl’s. 

The world tilted. He recoiled, spilling himself onto the fl oor again. While he lay there, immobile, something brushed his face. Something warm, gentle, like a mother’s kiss. He reached for the voice, for the fi ngertips, for the scent of roses, but there was nothing but the chair--hard, cold, unyielding. 

The lights came back up, suddenly, blinding him. He blinked rapidly, rubbing at his eyes. Spots chased each other across his fi eld of vision. Realizing how awkward and pathetic he must look crumpled before the 
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chair, he pulled himself to his feet, straightened his clothing and his thoughts, and waited. 

There was a soft hum, the door hissed back into its frame, and the lady doctor reappeared, her face completely neutral except for a slight warping between her brows that could have been frustration, anxiety, or merely distraction. Liam was willing to bet on frustration. He’d failed to buckle, which meant either that he was proof to their brainwashing or that he’d exposed their fraud. 

“Sodium Amatol?” 

She gave him a level look, her lips slightly compressed. “Something like that.” 

He nodded, smiling. “Who was in here with me? Or was that all special effects?” 

Her eyes came to his face, curious and bright. “What do you mean?” 

“The smell of oil, then roses. The man’s voice, then the little girl’s.... It’s about the copper, isn’t it?” he asked. 

“Excuse me?” 

“The policeman. In Derry.” 

“Mr. Connor, we have no control over what happens in here.” 

“The hell you don’t. Come on, doctor. I’ve seen through you. There’s no sense in keeping up pretense. 

Your damned ‘procedure’ failed. Now tell me: who was in this room with me?” 

“No one and nothing that you didn’t bring in with you.” 

Intentionally ambiguous, it was a psychologist’s answer. A sphinx’s answer. 

“I saw that old movie,” he said and let himself be taken back into the custody of his guard. 

--The Eighth Station--

 Then I saw that there was a way to hell, even from the gates of heaven..... So I awoke, and behold, it was a dream. 

--John Bunyan,  The Pilgrim’s Progress

Not unexpectedly, he dreamt that night of a church with breathtaking stained glass windows, of a crucifi x ablaze with the glory of God, of an altar that morphed into a school bus, of a fi re raging out of control. He woke soaked in anger and sweat. The quality of light in the cell and the stirrings up and down the corridor told him that it was close to sunrise. He didn’t try to return to sleep; his anger wouldn’t let him. Instead, he thought about what he would have for breakfast. 

The guard who came to fetch him to the cafeteria looked at him through narrowed eyes that seemed to weigh and judge. Connor wanted to shake him and demand to know the contents of his thoughts, but instead, ground his teeth and kept silent. Was this the one who’d tried to kill him? Or had he merely hallucinated someone into the room because he could feel the hatred the guards were too professional to show? 

No. He’d hallucinated nothing. Anything in that room had been put there by his gaolers. He had taken nothing into that room with him. And he had taken nothing away from it but an abiding rage. 

There were sprays of roses on the tables today. Their scent was heavy in the air, all but overwhelming the aroma of food. Connor asked the woman behind the service counter why. 

It was just past Mother’s Day, she explained. A local nursery had more roses than they could sell. They had come here. She smiled then, not at him, but at herself. “My Jenny brought me a rose in a spray of heather,” she said, and fi ngered a sprig of the stuff that was pinned to her pristine white smock. 

He looked at her face for the fi rst time, and caught the look she directed at the tiny purple fl owers tucked amid the gray-green foliage. The same look the Madonna gave to the Christ child. 

He went to his rose-laden table, wondering what his own mother would have done yesterday. His father had passed away when he was a youth, but his mother still lived in Belfast, on the same street, in the same 
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house she had shared with her husband from the day they married. Now she shared it with a ghost and a memory. 

How did she remember her only son, he wondered? As the hard-bitten soldier shown in mug shots on national TV? As the angry teen who had disappeared into the underground of an IRA splinter group? Or as the little boy who had brought her handfuls of pilfered fl owers and crumbled cookies on Mother’s Day? Did she know what he’d done? Was she proud of him for continuing the fi ght? Did she know where he was? 

Did she care? 

It occurred to him that he should contact her. He should write. He used his library time at the computer. 

There was a word processor, access to the Web, but not email. He started a letter, but found he didn’t know what to say. “Belated Happy Mother’s Day, Mum”? Or, “Dearest Mother, I’m having a wonderful time here in prison. The company is peculiar and they like to play games with my head, but the food is good.” 

In the end, he gave up the task and pulled up the browser, his mind tired and wandering. A click told him he was still in the news, that Ireland was still awash in the wake of his trial, still stung by the memory of Kilhenny. 

That was as it should be. Let them remember. 

 Click. 

Security had been stepped up at schools all over Ireland and parents were reluctant to let their children board school buses. 

 Click. 

The wife of a murdered Derry policeman made a plea for peace and the mothers of Kilhenny celebrated their fi rst Mother’s Day without their lost children. 

Connor chased after other links, suddenly hungry for news of the war, of battles won and enemies bewildered. 

He found news--none of it good--but he’d had a profound effect. In a wave of reaction, other members of his cell had been captured, killed. The few left had gone into hiding. 

There were no glorious battles. No victory. Only treachery. They had been betrayed to the authorities by friends, by family, by each other. One had been ratted out by his own priest. 

Connor got up and wandered to the magazine rack.  Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue was the only form of porn they allowed here, but it would do. He leafed through the magazine, thrusting his mind into steamy fantasies until it was time to return to his cell, where he lay on his bed and stared at the ceiling, trying to make erotica of his guardian water spot. He failed. It reminded him, instead, of the stains on the ceiling of his neighborhood church, stains he’d studied from the confessional where he’d recited his trivial list of boyhood sins to Father Blaine. He’d tried to make erotica of those blots, too, he recalled, but they’d insisted upon being the Virgin Mary or angels or saints. 

At  what  point he’d  slipped from  waking  reverie to  dreamscape he  didn’t  know,  but  he  smelled old varnish, candle wax, and incense, heard the muttered prayers of worshippers in the sanctuary beyond the confessional he now inhabited. 

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned....” And what would he confess? “Father, I have lusted after a woman in a magazine.... Father, I have allowed myself to be consumed with rage.... Father, I have killed.” 

As if he heard such things every day, Father Blaine asked: “Who have you killed and why?” 

From a darkening street corner, he watched a school bus burst into riotous fl ame--and woke. He looked for the guardian saint or angel on the ceiling of his cell, but the shadows had shifted while he slept and she was gone. 

Would he have said those words to Father Blaine if he had been sent to confession instead of court? 

Why? He had acted on behalf of a Cause--the future of Ireland. He was no less a soldier of the Church than 
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any other Crusader, and it could be said he’d made martyrs of those Protestant children. Did he need absolution for that? 

--The Ninth Station--

 You cannot do justice to the dead. When we talk about doing justice to the dead we are talking about retribution for the harm done to them. But retribution and justice are two different things. 

--Lord Hartley Shawcross

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.” He sat behind a plain lattice screen in the confessional of the prison chapel, noticing that the ceiling here was scrubbed and clean. “It has been four years since my last confession.” 

Connor expected Father Harrison to make a comment about the length of time, but there was only silence. He continued: “I have lusted after a woman in a magazine and have committed adultery with her in my heart.” It was actually under the covers of his cot, but he thought the poetic more appropriate to the confessional. 

The Father said nothing. 

“I have allowed myself to be consumed with futile rage.” 

Still the Father said nothing. 

“I have killed.” 

At last the priest spoke. “Why have you killed?” 

“That Ireland might be free from oppression.” 

“Then these were her oppressors you killed?” 

“They were the children of her oppressors.” In his mind’s eye, Connor saw the family of the forecourt--

the washed-out man and his rock-like wife. It was hard to credit that they had ever oppressed anyone. 

Again the priest was silent. Connor imagined that the silence was not without effort. 

“Father, it seems to me that these children were martyrs to a Cause. And, I wondered if you knew, as a man of the Church, where their souls have gone.” 

“Their souls?” There was unmistakable surprise in the priest’s voice. “According to the doctrine of the Church Fathers, they go to Hell.” 

Connor sat back. He had expected the priest to say Purgatory, where souls awaited the return of their Savior, or perhaps Limbo. He tried to recall what he had learned of these places in Confi rmation Class and failed. 

“Why?” he asked. 

“They were Protestant children, were they not?” 

“And if they’d been Catholic children, they’d have gone to Heaven?” 

“That would depend upon whether they had committed any sins since their last confession. At worst, they would have gone to Purgatory to await Judgment. But they were not Catholic.” 

“They were children. Children who died for a Cause.” 

“Children sin. And these children were born in the sin of apostasy.” 

Oddly, Liam found the idea absurd. Unjust. They were children. How much evil could they have done or even imagined in their short lives? “They might have found the Church--” 

“Had they lived. But, Liam, your Cause is not the Cause of the Church.” 

Connor’s mind recoiled from the pronouncement. A free Ireland not the Cause of the Church? 

“Why did you kill?” 

Connor wiped sweat from his lip. “I told you--” 
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“No, I mean to what end? What result did you intend?” 

A bridge out of the abyss. Connor recognized it immediately. The priest was offering absolution. 

“We wanted the world to take note,” Connor said. “We wanted the British and the Sinn Fein to see that the new  status quo was not good enough. We wanted them to realize that the fi ght was not over until the Brits had completely let go.” 

“And to that end the lives of these children were sacrifi ced.” 

“The ends justify the means.” 

The priest uttered something that sounded like a laugh, but could not have been. “Do you think you’ll fi nd that in the Scripture?” 

Connor was taken aback. Wasn’t it in Proverbs? Proverbs was full of such truisms. 

“Since you have time to read, you might try Machiavelli’s  The Prince. You’ll fi nd the concept there. A comforting cliché of secular politics and big business, but not an article of faith. If the Church has used it as such, it’s to her shame.” 

There was a rustle of cloth, a creak of wood, and Father Harrison’s voice fell upon him from above, like dust from the rafters. “I can’t absolve you, Mr. Connor.” 

“What do you mean, you can’t absolve me? You have to absolve me. You’re a priest.” 

“Let me ask you this: If you were released from this prison today, would you return to your fi ght?” 

“Of course I would.” 

“Then you are not ready for absolution. You say the ends justify the means. If I were you, Mr. Connor, I would look to those ends. Go with God.” 

 Go with God. 

 Go with God

Connor sat frozen on the hard bench for a long moment, his mind twisting this way and that. At last he shook himself.  Look to the ends. How could he look to what would be so long in coming? There were so few left to carry on the fi ght. Half his group had been wiped out in the raids and arrests following the Kilhenny bombing. 

 Because of the Kilhenny bombing? 

He thrust the thought aside and left the confessional, resolving not to return. The guard waiting to escort him back to his cell was a young man with smooth skin and clear blue eyes. He was a stereotype--big, muscular, silent, hard, cold. Connor found himself scrutinizing the man, looking for some sign of personhood. 

He found it in the wedding band on the thick left hand. He had a wife, then, and possibly children. 

Connor  tried  to  imagine  him  with  his  wife,  holding  hands,  kissing.  Balancing  a  child  on  his  knee. 

Smiling. It was impossible. 

The guard caught him looking; his gaze sharpened. 

“You’re a married man, I see,” Connor said. 

Mild surprise fl ared in the blue eyes. “I am.” 

“Children?” 

“Trying. What do you care?” 

“Do you hate me?” 

“I suppose I do.” No hesitation. 

They didn’t speak again and Liam returned to his cell to read the stains and shadows on its ceiling. Their meaning eluded him. 

He tried again that evening to write his mother. He fi nished the letter this time and had it sent. He didn’t speak of sin and absolution or of causes and wars. He wished her a belated Happy Mother’s Day, knowing as he framed the words that she had little to be happy about. Her only child sat in prison, hated by millions for the act that had put him there. Perhaps hating her for having born and raised him. 
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--The Tenth Station--

 Damnation is in the essence. 

 A damned person could be in the highest heaven: 

 He would still experience hell and its torments. 

--Angelus Silensius

He saw his lawyer the day after his aborted confession. And before he could stop himself, he’d asked if the demonstrators were still crowding the entrance of the prison. 

The lawyer showed him. There weren’t as many this time, but they stood divided by the entry road, and the great, looming gatehouse, and belief. Death to the right; life in prison to the left. The Kilhenny families were there, too, raggedly split between the two sides. The girl’s family--Heather Rose’s family--was on the side of life. He found that odd. The girl’s mother carried a new picture with the fi rst--a strange thing; Liam couldn’t make it out. 

“What’s that she’s got there?” he asked his lawyer. 

In answer, the lawyer opened his briefcase and took out the yearbook picture of Heather Rose. 

“I’ve seen that.” 

The lawyer dropped a second picture to the tabletop. It was unrecognizable at fi rst, then Connor realized it was a burned corpse--a skeleton wearing a tight shroud of blackened ash. A few wisps of charred hair still clung to the scalp. There were holes where the eyes had been. The teeth, not completely blackened, showed in a mummy’s grin. 

“They had to identify her from dental records,” the lawyer said. He scooped both the photos up again and put them back into his briefcase, as if he couldn’t bear to look at them. 

Connor found the image stuck with him. As surely it must stick with the mother, coming unbidden every time she closed her eyes. He raised his own eyes to the video screen; it didn’t show in her face. 

“You hate me, too, don’t you?” 

The lawyer didn’t answer. He locked up his briefcase and rose. Connor noticed, for the fi rst time, that he wore a wedding band. A family man. 

“What will happen to me?” Connor asked. “I’ve had their treatment. Nothing happened. They’ll want to execute me, after all, won’t they?” 

“You’ll serve out your sentence. It’s as simple as that.” 

Simple as that. 

--The Eleventh Station--

 Hell is oneself, 

 Hell is alone, the other fi gures in it

 Merely projections. There is nothing to escape from

 And nothing to escape to. One is always alone. 

--T. S. Eliot

Three days after he’d written it, the letter to his mother came back to him unopened with a note paper-clipped to it. The note read:  You are mistaken. I’ve no son. He died as a child. 

For some time, Connor could not move. Time ceased to fl ow, suspending him in the realization that he was alone in the world. She’d abandoned him. 

Or had he abandoned her? 
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He lay down on his bunk, his eyes unfocused on the ceiling. The stain was there, swimming above him. 

No guardian saint now, it was only a stain. That, too, had abandoned him. He slept without meaning to. 

He was wary of sleep. And with good reason. Sleep took him back to the confessional--back to the vaulted sanctuary of childhood memory and adult nightmare. 

“Father, forgive me, for I have sinned. I have--” 

“I know what you have done. Let me ask you this: If you were released from this prison today, would you return to your fi ght?” 

“Don’t ask me that.” 

“Would you return to it?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I can’t absolve you of what you are not ready to be forgiven.” 

Angry, Connor stood up in the tiny booth, wanting to tear through the ornate grille-work, wanting to confront the invisible Confessor face to face. But even as he rose, the confessional shifted and blurred, grew, and fi lled with light. 

“Sit down, Liam!” said a child’s voice. “You’ll get us all in trouble if you don’t sit down.” 

Disoriented, he stared down a long row of seats, saw the faces of children turned toward him. In a moment, the bus driver would see him and he’d be in trouble. His mother said Trouble was his middle name. 

But she smiled when she said it, so the words warmed instead of wounding. 

He slid into a seat next to a girl who smelled of roses. She smiled at him before glancing away out the window. They were drawing up to the stop; the bus was slowing. He could see a small knot of parents gathered at the corner, waiting. A woman with black cherry hair turned from her conversation, smiled, and waved. The girl beside him put her face to the window and waved back. 

There he would not go. Before the hot fl ash of light, before the searing fl ame he knew would come, Liam Connor willed himself back to the sanctuary--back to the confessional. 

This he would walk away from. He opened the door and stepped out into the rear of the sanctuary. He would walk to the doors. He would step through them. They would lead him out of the dream. 

The main aisle was clotted with people; a procession pressed toward the altar. Connor had no interest in the ceremony, but at the head of the aisle, he eddied. Music, incense, and candlelight surrounded him, invading his senses, and beneath his feet the fl agstones felt solid and real. 

He turned toward the altar, telling himself he would look away if it showed any sign of changing its shape. It was all but buried in fl owers, haloed in votive light, obscured by the smoke of incense and the circle of people that stood before it. He heard the mumbles of priests, the whispered sobs of supplicants. 

No, not supplicants. Mourners. 

Without having moved, he was at the altar, where a closed casket lay amid the fl owers and candles. A photograph sat atop it. Liam had seen it before, and it made him angry that these people--his legal counsel, the doctors, the cherry-haired woman with her sad little Protestant family, so out-of-place here, could invade the sanctuary of his dreams and turn them traitor. 

Was that what the Zagorsky Wave did--lay a man’s dreams open to manipulation? Well, he would not cooperate. 

The cherry-haired woman stood just in front of him, her hand on the lid of the coffi n, her body sagging toward it. He reached out his three-fi ngered hand, grasped her shoulder, and turned her about. He would look into her face and tell her what he had said all along--this was war. Her child was a martyr, had died for the sake of Ireland. He opened his mouth to speak the words, but realized that the woman whose eyes poured grief into his was, in the peculiar logic of dreams, at once his mother and the girl’s. 

 I’ve no son. He died as a child. 
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Words passed his lips; not the words he had intended. “I’m sorry.” 

Liam Connor awakened from his dream, fi lled with the words. Now that he was free of sleep, comprehension dawned, clear, shining and immutable:  I am Liam Connor and this is what I did.  These  are the lives I touched, ravaged, destroyed. I am a nexus, a cause followed by consequence. I am a pebble dropped upon the face of a pond. 

Liam Connor awakened from his dream with the litany of enlightenment on his lips, in tenuous possession of what men and women had sought for ages, what had driven countless souls to brave untold dangers, mortify their bodies, lock themselves in monasteries with austerities he had never understood. He now wondered whether they did those things in search of enlightenment or in fear of it. Having found the object of their quest, did those ascetics cower and fl agellate themselves because they fully understood ripples? 

 Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. 

He’d heard and read the words without comprehension. They had been a platitude until this moment. 

And by them he reinterpreted his world. In the days that followed, they transformed even the most mundane of objects. The Virgin of the Water Stain was a charred corpse laid out on a stainless steel bed. A school bus glimpsed through the trees a mile distant made him quake. He could not see a woman with a child without seeing her suddenly childless--her arms achingly empty. He could not watch a television screen without seeing his own mother cloistered in her dark parlor with images of her son’s handiwork parading across her face in an endless play of light and shadow. 

 I’ve no son. He died as a child. 

He called the priest to hear a new confession. He had no expectation of forgiveness; confession had become habit. He said the words anyway: “Father, forgive me, for I have sinned. I’ve excused the murder of children as an act of war. But it wasn’t an act of war, Father, it was  my act. It destroyed families, fi rst of all, my own. I’ve dishonored my father and mother and murdered their only son. I have murdered  myself myself  and 

not known it. Father, can there be forgiveness for such things?” 

From behind the screen there was a silence that stretched Connor’s nerves. Then his confessor asked, 

“If you were released today--” 

“No.” 

“No, you would not go back to your fi ght?” 

“I cannot go back to what I was. I am not the same man.” 

“Then, my son, arise and be comforted; your sins are forgiven you. For it is written, God does not de-spise a contrite and humble heart.” 

Connor had expected to feel release, contentment, peace. He felt none of these things. He had been absolved, yet felt no closer to heaven than he had before. He realized with the force of epiphany that his hard-won absolution in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost was empty if he could not have the forgiveness of those he had wronged. 

He stayed awake for thirty-six hours, staring at whatever was in front of him--food, a magazine, a wall. 

He couldn’t take to his bed, for his eyes might stray to the ceiling and he feared what he would see there. 

So, he sat in a corner of his room, his eyes on the door, willing himself not to sleep. 

Contemplating forgiveness, suspended in that ambiguous state between the dark and the dream, Liam Connor came at last to the conviction that it was not the priest’s personal or vicarious pardon he must have, nor the absolution of the Holy Trinity, but the forgiveness of a different Trinity altogether. 

He called for his lawyer and said, “I need forgiveness.” 

The lawyer seemed puzzled. “You can arrange confession--” 

“It’s neither God nor priest whose forgiveness I need, but the Mothers. You’ll bring them together for 
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me, so I can beg their forgiveness.” 

“The mothers... you mean the mothers of the... the children?” 

“Yes.... No. I mean my mother, Heather Rose’s mother, and the Holy Mother. The Mother of Christ.” 

The lawyer stared at him for a moment in disbelief, then said, slowly, “Liam, I’m not sure you understand what you’re asking. The Holy Mother isn’t.... That is, she can’t be...” 

Connor caught himself back from the edge of the abyss and said, “Of course, I know that. What I mean is, if you can bring the other two to the chapel, where I can beg their forgiveness before the Holy Virgin...” 

“I don’t know if it can be done, Liam.” 

Connor leaned forward across the gleaming table in the austere little room and pressed his three-fi ngered fi st into the sanitized surface. “John, it  must be done.” 

It was the fi rst time he’d called his lawyer by his given name, and the man clearly marked it. He nodded, said he would try, and went away, leaving Connor to face another day and a half of trying not to sleep or look at water stains. 

--The Twelfth Station--

 Men are admitted into Heaven not because they have curbed and governed their passions... but because they have cultivated their understandings. ... The fool shall not enter into Heaven let him be ever so holy. --William Blake,  A Vision of the Last Judgment

“It was the best I could do,” the lawyer told him. “I tried, I swear to you, Liam. But she’s adamant. She won’t come here.” 

“Well, why should she? The child she loved is dead.” 

John Wood shrugged as if his impeccable suit had suddenly ceased to fi t him perfectly and said, “I’m sorry.” 

“You’ve no reason to be. None of this was your doing.” Connor squared his own shoulders then and walked into the chapel to meet the women that awaited him inside: one human, one Divine. 

She was there, sitting in the pew before the little side altar that held the effi gy of the Holy Virgin. She stared up at it, her eyes on the serene face, her own face nearly touching an outstretched ceramic hand. 

There were two guards just beyond her, stun guns at the ready. Their eyes were fathomless, mute. 

He stopped in the side aisle at the end of the pew and waited, unable to frame words. 

She spoke fi rst, her eyes never straying from the face of the Virgin. “I can’t look at you,” she told him. 

“If I look at you, I’ll hate you. And I don’t want to hate.  She wouldn’t want me to hate.” She tilted her head to one side and candlelight burnished the cherry strands to the color of blood. 

Did she speak of the Virgin, or of Heather Rose? 

“Your lawyer said you wanted forgiveness.” 

“Yes.” The whispered word was all but lost amid the fl utter of candle fl ames. 

“What could my forgiveness possibly mean to you? I’m your enemy.” 

“I thought so. I was wrong. Now your forgiveness means... all.” He watched her continue to gaze up at the Holy Mother, watched her face play her emotions. The two of them blurred as he watched--the human mother and the divine, the fl esh and the clay--until they were one. 

The human woman rose suddenly. “I forgive you. But I pray you live long enough to understand what you’ve done.” She fl ed the chapel, her head down, tears spilling from eyes that had never once touched him.  I’ve already lived long enough. 
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He did not say the words aloud, but realized their utter truth in a moment of chilling epiphany. This one woman had forgiven him, but there were others who would not, his own mother among them. As to the Holy Mother, he could live a hundred years locked in this prison, visiting this chapel every day to stare up into that serene, immovable face, and not know if  she had forgiven him. 

To his lawyer, he said the words he’d sworn would never would pass his lips, “I want to die.” 

“You didn’t want to die before,” the lawyer’s eyes fell to the three-fi ngered hand that clutched the sleeve of his suit. “What changed your mind?” 

“I changed my mind.” 

“Someone once told me that nothing is worse than death,” said the lawyer softly. 

Connor laughed. It wasn’t yet the laughter of a madman. “Enlightenment,” he said. “Enlightenment is worse than death.” He met the lawyer’s eyes and saw no trace of surprise, only a certain resignation. 

“You contemplate suicide?” 

“I contemplate atonement.” 

“Is atonement yours to make?” John Wood’s gaze did not waver. 

Liam realized the arrogance of his words and felt a chill touch upon his heart. “Punishment, then.” 

“You are being punished now. As I understand your beliefs, if you request the death penalty, you are in essence committing suicide. Surely, you understand what that means.” 

Liam pulled himself back from the brink. “Yes. Yes, dammit.” 

Wood opened his briefcase and took out a simple form. “Do you still want to make this request?” 

Trapped, Liam could only shake his head. “You know I can’t.” He sat back in his chair, painfully savor-ing the irony; to avoid Hell after death he must live there until death. “Do you know what I think, John? I think there is no Zagorsky Wave. There’s only a man, and the truth, and the lies he dresses it up in. The Light didn’t come out of that machine.” 

The lawyer opened his mouth as if to speak, then shook his head and put the form back into his case. 

--The Thirteenth Station-- 

 Hell is where no one has anything in common with anybody else except the fact that they all hate one another and cannot get away from one another and from themselves. 

--Thomas Merton,  New Seeds of Contemplation

A month went by in which Liam Connor thought much about a Trinity of Holy Mothers, and the unbearable weight of Enlightenment, and the searing horror of empathy. He prayed much, always beginning his prayers with the words, “God, forgive me....” He went to confession again, seeking absolution for having contemplated his own death, and for having sought to make the Court and executioner party to his sin. 

He tried to envision what his life might have been like if he had been granted enlightenment before Kilhenny. And when he teetered on the verge of demanding of God why enlightenment had come to him too late, it hit him with the weight of conviction that he had not been prepared for either enlightenment or repentance until  that 

 that  moment. He confessed his momentary anger to the priest, who had become the closest thing to a friend he had had since childhood. He’d had cohorts, collaborators, co-conspirators. Friends, now, those were hard to come by. 

He turned his attention to what his life must be  now and what it could be henceforth, all the while existing in a world where an innocent curl of smoke brought nightmares and a random stain on a ceiling, condemnation. 

At the end of that month, his lawyer paid him an unexpected visit. “Next month,” John Wood told him, 

“you will die.” 
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Liam’s heart leapt as if the man had said, “You will meet your beloved.” And hadn’t he said just that? 

Wasn’t this a release--a gift? He did not miss the irony; not long ago, he’d have thought it a cruel trick. Now, he saw only Divine mercy. 

“How can that be?” he asked. “I didn’t ask for it.” 

“The bereaved parents made a petition to the Court that your case should be reviewed. Two judges who previously abstained from enforcing the death penalty reversed their position. They have withdrawn the choice they offered.” 

Liam Connor was executed by lethal injection. He kissed the hand of his executioner, silently forgiving him. He took the infusion with a smile, closed his eyes and gave up the ghost. 

--The Fourteenth Station--

 The human mind is inspired enough when it comes to inventing horrors; it is when it tries to invent a Heaven that it shows itself cloddish. 

--Evelyn Waugh,  Put Out More Flags

Liam Connor found himself engulfed in a great, golden Light. It was sunrise. It was sunset. It was glorious. It bathed him in a divine glow that reminded him of Jacob’s Ladders on a cloudy day and in which he could see radiant Beings descending and ascending along beams of light. They fl oated in brilliant auras, faces gleaming, singing as they circled the source of the glorious Light. 

He’d heard of this--read about it in near-death accounts. He strained to defi ne shape and color, to see what form the Divine took. Perhaps he would see Christ, or perhaps the Holy Mother. Clouds of glory danced and leapt and writhed like fl ame. And in the heart of the fl ame he saw the Form of the Divine. 

A school bus. 

There was Someone near him, with him or in him--he could not say which. Someone listening, waiting.“What is this?” he begged, terrifi ed. “Is this Hell?” 

“No, this is the gateway to Heaven. This is Enlightenment.” 

“A Cruel and Unusual Punishment” fi rst appeared in  Interzone, September 2002. 
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