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This book is for Jack Vance, our finest creator of worlds.


It is also dedicated to the memory of Dr Carl Sagan,  scientist, author, and teacher, who articulated the noblest dreams of humankind.
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We are not stuff that abides, but patterns that perpetuate themselves.


—Norbert Wiener,  Cybernetics, or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine



 




The universal nature out of the universal substance, as if it were wax, now moulds the figure of a horse, and when it has broken this up, it uses the material for a tree, next for a man, next for something else; and each of these things subsists for a very short time. But it is no hardship for the vessel to be broken up, just as there was none in its being fastened together.


—Marcus Aurelius,  Meditations



 




But here is the finger of God, a flash of the will that can,


Existent behind all laws, that made them and, lo, they are!


And I know not if, save in this, such gift be allowed to man,


That out of three sounds he frame, not a fourth sound, but a star.


—Robert Browning,  Abt Vogler








If what I have said should not be plain enough, as I fear it may not be, I will but [sic] you in the place where I began in this series of thoughts – I mean, I began by seeing how man was formed by circumstances – and what are circumstances? – but touchstones of his heart—? and what are touchstones? – but proovings [sic] of his heart [sic]? – and what are the proovings [sic] of his heart but fortifiers or alterers of his nature? and what is his altered nature but his soul? – and what was his soul before it came into the world and had These provings and alterations and perfectionings? – An intelligences [sic] – without Identity – and how is this Identity to be made? Through the medium of the Heart? And how is the heart to become this Medium but in a world of Circumstances? – There now I think what with Poetry and Theology you may thank your Stars that my pen is not very long-winded—


—John Keats,  
In a letter to his brother








PART ONE







ONE


‘The Pope is dead! Long live the Pope!’ The cry reverberated in and around the Vatican courtyard of San Damaso where the body of Pope Julius XIV had just been discovered in his papal apartments. The Holy Father had died in his sleep. Within minutes the word spread through the mismatched cluster of buildings still referred to as the Vatican Palace, and then moved out through the Vatican State with the speed of a circuit fire in a pure-oxygen environment. The rumor of the Pope’s death burned through the Vatican’s office complex, leaped through the crowded St Anne’s Gate to the Apostolic Palace and the adjacent Government Palace, found waiting ears among the faithful in the sacristy of St Peter’s Basilica to the point that the archbishop saying Mass actually turned to look over his shoulder at the unprecedented hiss and whispering of the congregation, and then moved out of the Basilica with the departing worshipers into the larger crowds of St Peter’s Square where eighty to a hundred thousand tourists and visiting Pax functionaries received the rumor like a critical mass of plutonium being slammed inward to full fission.


Once out through the main vehicle gate of the Arch of Bells, the news accelerated to the speed of electrons, then leaped to the speed of light, and finally hurtled out and away from the planet Pacem at Hawking-drive velocities thousands of times faster than light. Closer, just beyond the ancient walls of the Vatican, phones and comlogs chimed throughout the hulking, sweating Castel Sant’Angelo where the offices of the Holy Office of the Inquisition were buried deep in the mountain of stone originally built to be Hadrian’s mausoleum. All that morning there was the rattle of beads and rustle of starched  cassocks as Vatican functionaries rushed back to their offices to monitor their encrypted net lines and to wait for memos from above. Personal communicators rang, chimed, and vibrated in the uniforms and implants of thousands of Pax administrators, military commanders, politicians, and Mercantilus officials. Within thirty minutes of the discovery of the Pope’s lifeless body, news organizations around the world of Pacem were cued to the story: they readied their robotic holocams, brought their full panoply of in-system relay sats on-line, sent their best human reporters to the Vatican press office, and waited. In an interstellar society where the Church ruled all but absolutely, news awaited not only independent confirmation but official permission to exist.


Two hours and ten minutes after the discovery of Pope Julius XIV’s body, the Church confirmed his death via an announcement through the office of the Vatican Secretary of State, Cardinal Lourdusamy. Within seconds, the recorded announcement was tightcast to every radio and holovision on the teeming world of Pacem. With its population of one and a half billion souls, all born-again Christians carrying the cruciform, most employed by the Vatican or the huge civilian, military, or mercantile bureaucracy of the Pax state, the planet Pacem paused to listen with some interest. Even before the formal announcement, a dozen of the new archangel-class starships had left their orbital bases and translated across the small human sphere of the galaxy arm, their near-instantaneous drives instantly killing their crews but carrying their message of the Pope’s death secure in computers and coded transponders for the sixty-some most important archdiocese worlds and star systems. These archangel courier ships would carry a few of the voting cardinals back to Pacem in time for the election, but most of the electors would choose to remain on their home-worlds – forgoing death even with its sure promise of resurrection – sending instead their encrypted, interactive holo wafers with their eligo for the next Supreme Pontiff.


Another eighty-five Hawking-class Pax ships, mostly high-acceleration torchships, made ready to spin up to relativistic  velocities and then into jump configurations, their voyage time to be measured in days to months, their relative time-debt ranging from weeks to years. These ships would wait in Pacem space the fifteen to twenty standard days until the election of the new Pope and then bring the word to the one-hundred-and-thirty-some less critical Pax systems where archbishops tended to billions more of the faithful. Those archdiocese worlds, in turn, would be charged with sending the word of the Pope’s death, resurrection, and reelection on to lesser systems, distant worlds, and to the myriad colonies in the Outback. A final fleet of more than two hundred unmanned courier drones was taken out of storage at the huge Pax asteroid base in Pacem System, their message chips waiting only for the official announcement of Pope Julius’s rebirth and reelection before being accelerated into Hawking space to carry the news to elements of the Pax Fleet engaged in patrol or combat with the Ousters along the so-called Great Wall defensive sphere far beyond the boundaries of Pax space.


Pope Julius had died eight times before. The Pontiff’s heart was weak, and he would allow no repair of it – either by surgery or nanoplasty. It was his contention that a pope should live his natural life span and – upon his death – that a new pope should be elected. The fact that this same Pope had been reelected eight times did not dissuade him from his opinion. Even now, as Pope Julius’s body was being readied for a formal evening of lying in state before being carried to the private resurrection chapel behind St Peter’s, cardinals and their surrogates were making preparations for the election.


The Sistine Chapel was closed to tourists and made ready for the voting that would occur in less than three weeks. Ancient, canopied stalls were brought in for the eighty-three cardinals who would be present in the flesh while holographic projectors and interactive datumplane connections were set in place for the cardinals who would vote by proxy. The table for the Scrutineers was set in front of the Chapel’s high altar. Small cards, needles, thread, a receptacle, a plate, linen cloths, and other objects were carefully placed on the table of the  Scrutineers and then covered with a larger linen cloth. The table for the Infirmarii and the Revisors was set to one side of the altar. The main doors of the Sistine Chapel were closed, bolted, and sealed. Swiss Guard commandos in full battle armor and state-of-the-art energy weapons took their place outside the Chapel doors and at the blastproof portals of St Peter’s papal resurrection annex.


Following ancient protocol, the election was scheduled to occur in no fewer than fifteen days and no more than twenty. Those cardinals who made their permanent home on Pacem or within three weeks’ time-debt travel canceled their regular agendas and prepared for the enclave. Everything else was in readiness.


 




Some fat men carry their weight like a weakness, a sign of self-indulgence and sloth. Other fat men absorb mass regally, an outward sign of their growing power. Simon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusamy was of the latter category. A huge man, a veritable mountain of scarlet in his formal cardinal robes, Lourdusamy looked to be in his late fifties, standard, and had appeared thus for more than two centuries of active life and successful resurrection. Jowled, quite bald, and given to speaking in a soft bass rumble that could rise to a God-roar capable of filling St Peter’s Basilica without the use of a speaker system, Lourdusamy remained the epitome of health and vitality in the Vatican. Many in the inner circles of the Church’s hierarchy credited Lourdusamy – then a young, minor functionary in the Vatican diplomatic machine – with guiding the anguished and pain-ridden ex-Hyperion pilgrim, Father Lenar Hoyt, to finding the secret that tamed the cruciform to an instrument of resurrection. They credited him as much as the newly deceased Pope with bringing the Church back from the brink of extinction.


Whatever the truth of that legend, Lourdusamy was in fine form this first day after the Holy Father’s ninth death in office and five days before His Holiness’s resurrection. As Cardinal-Secretary of State, president of the committee overseeing the  twelve Sacred Congregations, and prefect of the most feared and misunderstood of those agencies – the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, now officially known once again after more than a thousand-year interregnum as the Holy Office of the Universal Inquisition – Lourdusamy was the most powerful human being in the Curia. At that moment, with His Holiness, Pope Julius XIV, lying in state in St Peter’s Basilica, the body awaiting removal to the resurrection annex as soon as night should fall, Simon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusamy was arguably the most powerful human being in the galaxy.


The fact was not lost on the Cardinal that morning.


‘Are they here yet, Lucas?’ he rumbled at the man who had been his aide and factotum for more than two hundred busy years. Monsignor Lucas Oddi was as thin, bony, aged-looking, and urgent in his movements as Cardinal Lourdusamy was huge, fleshy, ageless, and languid. Oddi’s full title as under-secretary of state for the Vatican was Substitute and Secretary of the Cypher, but he was usually known as the Substitute. ‘Cypher’ might have been an equally apt nickname for the tall, angular Benedictine administrator, for in the twenty-two decades of smooth service he had given his master, no one – not even Lourdusamy himself – knew the man’s private opinions or emotions. Father Lucas Oddi had been Lourdusamy’s strong right arm for so long that the Secretary-Cardinal had long since ceased to think of him as anything but an extension of his own will.


‘They have just been seated in the innermost waiting room,’ answered Monsignor Oddi.


Cardinal Lourdusamy nodded. For more than a thousand years – since long before the Hegira that had sent humankind fleeing the dying Earth and colonizing the stars – it had been a custom of the Vatican to hold important meetings in the waiting rooms of important officials rather than in their private offices. Secretary of State Cardinal Lourdusamy’s innermost waiting room was small – no more than five meters square – and unadorned except for a round marble table with  no inset com units, a single window that, if it had not been polarized to opaqueness, would have looked out on to a marvelously frescoed external loggia, and two paintings by the thirtieth-century genius Karo-tan – one showing Christ’s agony in Gethsemane, the other showing Pope Julius (in his pre-papal identity of Father Lenar Hoyt) receiving the first cruciform from a powerful but androgynous-looking archangel while Satan (in the form of the Shrike) looked on powerlessly.


The four people in the waiting room – three men and a woman – represented the Executive Council of the Pancapitalist League of Independent Catholic Transstellar Trade Organizations, more commonly known as the Pax Mercantilus. Two of the men might have been father and son – M. Helvig Aron and M. Kennet Hay-Modhino – alike even to their subtle, expensive capesuits, expensive, conservative haircuts, subtly bio-sculpted Old Earth Northeuro features, and to the even-more-subtle red pins showing their membership in the Sovereign Military Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem, of Rhodes, and of Malta – the ancient society popularly known as the Knights of Malta. The third man was of Asian descent and wore a simple cotton robe. His name was Kenzo Isozaki and he was this day – after Simon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusamy – arguably the second most powerful human in the Pax. The final Pax Mercantilus representative, a woman in her fifties, standard, with carelessly cropped dark hair and a pinched face, wearing an inexpensive work suit of combed fiberplastic, was M. Anna Pelli Cognani, reputedly Isozaki’s heir apparent and rumored for years to be the lover of the female Archbishop of Renaissance Vector.


The four rose and bowed slightly as Cardinal Lourdusamy entered and took his place at the table. Monsignor Lucas Oddi was the only bystander and he stood away from the table, his bony hands clasped in front of his cassock, the tortured eyes of Karo-tan’s Christ in Gethsemane peering over his black-frocked shoulder at the small assembly.


M.s Aron and Hay-Modhino moved forward to genuflect  and kiss the Cardinal’s beveled sapphire ring, but Lourdusamy waved away further protocol before Kenzo Isozaki or the woman could approach. When the four Pax Mercantilus representatives were seated once again, the Cardinal said, ‘We are all old friends. You know that while I represent the Holy See in this discussion during the Holy Father’s temporary absence, any and all things discussed this day shall remain within these walls.’ Lourdusamy smiled. ‘And these walls, my friends, are the most secure and bugproof in the Pax.’


Aron and Hay-Modhino smiled tightly. M. Isozaki’s pleasant expression did not change. M. Anna Pelli Cognani’s frown deepened. ‘Your Eminence,’ she said. ‘May I speak freely?’


Lourdusamy extended a pudgy palm. He had always distrusted people who asked to speak freely or who vowed to speak candidly or who used the expression ‘frankly’. He said, ‘Of course, my dear friend. I regret that the pressing circumstances of the day allow us so little time.’


Anna Pelli Cognani nodded tersely. She had understood the command to be precise. ‘Your Eminence,’ she said, ‘we asked for this conference so that we could speak to you not only as loyal members of His Holiness’s Pancapitalist League, but as friends of the Holy See and of yourself.’


Lourdusamy nodded affably. His thin lips between the jowls were curled in a slight smile. ‘Of course.’


M. Helvig Aron cleared his throat. ‘Your Eminence, the Mercantilus has an understandable interest in the coming papal election.’


The Cardinal waited.


‘Our goal today,’ continued M. Hay-Modhino, ‘is to reassure Your Eminence – both as Secretary of State and as a potential candidate for the papacy – that the League will continue to carry out the Vatican’s policy with the utmost loyalty after the coming election.’


Cardinal Lourdusamy nodded ever so slightly. He understood perfectly. Somehow the Pax Mercantilus – Isozaki’s intelligence network – had sniffed out a possible insurrection in the Vatican hierarchy. Somehow they had overheard the  most silent of whispers in whisperproof rooms such as this: that it had come time to replace Pope Julius with a new pontiff. And Isozaki knew that Simon Augustino Lourdusamy would be that man.


‘In this sad interregnum,’ M. Cognani was continuing, ‘we felt it our duty to offer private as well as public assurances that the League will continue serving the interests of the Holy See and the Holy Mother Church, just as it has for more than two standard centuries.’


Cardinal Lourdusamy nodded again and waited, but nothing else was forthcoming from the four Mercantilus leaders. For a moment, he allowed himself to speculate on why Isozaki had come in person. To see my reaction rather than trust the reports of his subordinates, he thought. The old man trusts his senses and insights over anyone and anything else. Lourdusamy smiled. Good policy. He let another minute of silence stretch before speaking. ‘My friends,’ he rumbled at last, ‘you cannot know how it warms my heart to have four such busy and important people visit this poor priest in our time of shared sorrow.’


Isozaki and Cognani remained expressionless, as inert as argon, but the Cardinal could see the poorly hidden glint of anticipation in the eyes of the other two Mercantilus men. If Lourdusamy welcomed their support at this juncture, however subtly, it put the Mercantilus on an even level with the Vatican conspirators – made the Mercantilus a welcomed conspirator and de facto co-equal to the next Pope.


Lourdusamy leaned closer to the table. The Cardinal noticed that M. Kenzo Isozaki had not blinked during the entire exchange. ‘My friends,’ he continued, ‘as good born-again Christians’ – he nodded toward M.s Aron and Hay-Modhino – ‘as Knights Hospitaller, you undoubtedly know the procedure for the election of our next Pope. But let me refresh your memory. Once the cardinals and their interactive counterparts are gathered and sealed in the Sistine Chapel, there are three ways in which we can elect a pope – by acclamation, by delegation, or by scrutiny. Through acclamation, all  of the cardinal electors are moved by the Holy Spirit to proclaim one person as Supreme Pontiff. We each cry eligo – “I elect” – and the name of the person we unanimously select. Through delegation, we choose a few of those among us – say a dozen cardinals – to make the choice for all. Through scrutiny, the cardinal electors vote secretly until a candidate receives two-thirds majority plus one. Then the new pope is elected and the waiting billions see the sfumata – the puffs of white smoke which means that the family of the Church once again has a Holy Father.’


The four representatives of the Pax Mercantilus sat in silence. Each of them was intimately aware of the procedure for electing a pope – not only of the antiquated mechanisms, of course, but of the politicking, pressuring, deal-making, bluffing, and outright blackmail that had often accompanied the process over the centuries. And they began to understand why Cardinal Lourdusamy was emphasizing the obvious now.


‘For the last nine elections,’ continued the huge Cardinal, his voice a heavy rumble, ‘the Pope has been elected by acclamation . . . by the direct intercession of the Holy Spirit.’ Lourdusamy paused for a long, thick moment. Behind him, Monsignor Oddi stood watching, as motionless as the painted Christ behind him, as unblinking as Kenzo Isozaki.


‘I have no reason to believe,’ continued Lourdusamy at last, ‘that this election will be any different.’


The Pax Mercantilus executives did not move. Finally M. Isozaki bowed his head ever so slightly. The message had been heard and understood. There would be no insurrection within the Vatican walls. Or if there were, Lourdusamy had it well in hand and did not need the support of the Pax Mercantilus. If the former were the case and Cardinal Lourdusamy’s time had not yet come, Pope Julius would once again oversee the Church and Pax. Isozaki’s group had taken a terrible risk because of the incalculable rewards and power that would be theirs if they had succeeded in allying themselves with the future Pontiff. Now they faced only the consequences of the terrible risk. A century earlier, Pope Julius had excommunicated Kenzo  Isozaki’s predecessor for a lesser miscalculation, revoking the sacrament of the cruciform and condemning the Mercantilus leader to a life of separation from the Catholic community – which, of course, was every man, woman, and child on Pacem and on a majority of the Pax worlds – followed by the true death.


‘Now, I regret that pressing duties must take me from your kind company,’ rumbled the Cardinal.


Before he could rise and contrary to standard protocol for leaving the presence of a prince of the Church, M. Isozaki came forward quickly, genuflected, and kissed the Cardinal’s ring. ‘Eminence,’ murmured the old Pax Mercantilus billionaire.


This time, Lourdusamy did not rise or leave until each of the powerful CEOs had come forward to show his or her respect.


 




An archangel-class starship translated into God’s Grove space the day after Pope Julius’s death. This was the only archangel not assigned to courier duty; it was smaller than the new ships and it was called the Raphael.


Minutes after the archangel established orbit around the ash-colored world, a dropship separated and screamed into atmosphere. Two men and a woman were aboard. The three looked like siblings, united by their lean forms, pale complexions, dark, limp, short-cropped hair, hooded gazes, and thin lips. They wore unadorned shipsuits of red and black with elaborate wristband comlogs. Their presence in the dropship was a curiosity – the archangel-class starships invariably killed human beings during their violent translation through Planck space and the onboard resurrection creches usually took three days to revive the human crew.


These three were not human.


Morphing wings and smoothing all surfaces into an aerodynamic shell, the dropship crossed the terminator into daylight at Mach 3. Beneath it turned the former Templar world of God’s Grove – a mass of burn scars, ash fields, mudflows, retreating glaciers, and green sequoias struggling to reseed  themselves in the shattered landscape. Slowing now to subsonic speeds, the dropship flew above the narrow band of temperate climate and viable vegetation near the planet’s equator and followed a river to the stump of the former Worldtree. Eighty-three kilometers across, still a kilometer high even in its devastated form, the stump rose above the southern horizon like a black mesa. The dropship avoided the Worldstump and continued to follow the river west, continuing to descend until it landed on a boulder near the point where the river entered a narrow gorge. The two men and the woman came down the extruded stairs and reviewed the scene. It was midmorning on this part of God’s Grove, the river made a rushing noise as it entered the rapids, birds and unseen arboreals chittered in the thick trees farther downriver. The air smelled of pine needles, unclassifiable alien scents, wet soil, and ash. More than two and a half centuries earlier, this world had been smashed and slashed from orbit. Those two-hundred-meter-high Templar trees that did not flee to space had burned in a conflagration that continued to rage for the better part of a century, extinguished at last only by a nuclear winter.


‘Careful,’ said one of the men as the three walked downhill to the river. ‘The monofilaments she webbed here should still be in place.’


The thin woman nodded and removed a laser weapon from the flowfoam pak she carried. Setting the beam to widest dispersal, she fanned it over the river. Invisible filaments glowed like a spider’s web in morning dew, crisscrossing the river and wrapping around boulders, submerging and reemerging from the white-frothed river.


‘None where we have to work,’ said the woman as she shut off the laser. The three crossed a low area by the river and climbed a rocky slope. Here the granite had been melted and flowed downhill like lava during the slagging of God’s Grove, but on one of the terraced rockfaces there were even more recent signs of catastrophe. Near the top of a boulder ten meters above the river, a crater had been burned into solid  rock. Perfectly circular, indented half a meter below the level of the boulder, the crater was five meters across. On the southeast side, where a waterfall of molten rock had run and splattered and fountained to the river below, a natural staircase of black stone had formed. The rock filling the circular cavity on top of the boulder was darker and smoother than the rest of the stone, looking like polished onyx set in a granite crucible.


One of the men stepped into the concavity, lay full length on the smooth stone, and set his ear to the rock. A second later he rose and nodded to the other two.


‘Stand back,’ said the woman. She touched her wristband comlog.


The three had taken five steps back when the lance of pure energy burned from space. Birds and arboreals fled in loud panic through the screening trees. The air ionized and became superheated in seconds, rolling a shock wave in all directions. Branches and leaves burst into flame fifty meters from the beam’s point of contact. The cone of pure brilliance exactly matched the diameter of the circular depression in the boulder, turning the smooth stone to a lake of molten fire.


The two men and the woman did not flinch. Their shipsuits smoldered in the open hearth-furnace heat, but the special fabric did not burn. Neither did their flesh.


‘Time,’ said the woman over the roar of the energy beam and widening firestorm. The golden beam ceased to exist. Hot air rushed in at gale-force winds to fill the vacuum. The depression in the rock was a circle of bubbling lava.


One of the men went to one knee and seemed to be listening. Then he nodded to the others and phase-shifted. One second he was flesh and bone and blood and skin and hair, the next he was a chrome-silver sculpture in the form of a man. The blue sky, burning forest, and lake of molten fire reflected perfectly on his shifting silver skin. He plunged one arm into the molten pool, crouched lower, reached deeper, and then pulled back. The silver form of his hand looked as if it had melted onto the surface of another silver human form – this one a woman. The male chrome sculpture pulled the female  chrome sculpture out of the hissing, spitting cauldron of lava and carried it fifty meters to a point where the grass was not burning and the stone was cool enough to hold their weight. The other man and woman followed.


The man shifted out of his chrome-silver form and a second later the female he had carried did the same. The woman who emerged from the quicksilver looked like a twin of the short-haired woman in the shipsuit.


‘Where is the bitch child?’ asked the rescued female. She had once been known as Rhadamnth Nemes.


‘Gone,’ said the man who rescued her. He and his male sibling could be her brothers or male clones. ‘They made the final farcaster.’


Rhadamnth Nemes grimaced slightly. She was flexing her fingers and moving her arms as if recovering from cramps in her limbs. ‘At least I killed the damned android.’


‘No,’ said the other woman, her twin. She had no name. ‘They left in the Raphael’s dropship. The android lost an arm, but the autosurgeon kept him alive.’


Nemes nodded and looked back at the rocky hillside where lava still ran. The glow from the fire showed the glistening web of the monofilament over the river. Behind them, the forest burned. ‘That was not . . . pleasant . . . in there. I couldn’t move with the full force of the ship’s lance burning down on me, and then I could not phase-shift with the rock around me. It took immense concentration to power down and still maintain an active phase-shift interface. How long was I buried there?’


‘Four Earth years,’ said the man who had not spoken until now.


Rhadamnth Nemes raised a thin eyebrow, more in question than surprise. ‘Yet the Core knew where I was . . .’


‘The Core knew where you were,’ said the other woman. Her voice and facial expressions were identical to those of the rescued woman. ‘And the Core knew that you had failed.’


Nemes smiled very thinly. ‘So the four years were a punishment.’


‘A reminder,’ said the man who had pulled her from the rock.


Rhadamnth Nemes took two steps, as if testing her balance. Her voice was flat. ‘So why have you come for me now?’


‘The girl,’ said the other woman. ‘She is coming back. We are to resume your mission.’


Nemes nodded.


The man who rescued her set his hand on her thin shoulder. ‘And please consider,’ he said, ‘that four years entombed in fire and stone will be nothing to what you may expect if you fail again.’


Nemes stared at him for a long moment without answering. Then, turning away from the lava and flames in a precisely choreographed motion, matching stride for stride, all four of them moved in perfect unison toward the dropship.


 




On the desert world of MadredeDios, on the high plateau called the Llano Estacado because of the atmosphere-generator pylons crisscrossing the desert in neat ten-kilometer grid intervals, Father Federico de Soya prepared for early-morning Mass.


The little desert town of Nuevo Atlan held fewer than three hundred residents – mostly Pax boxite miners waiting to die before traveling home, mixed with a few of the converted Mariaists who scratched out livings as corgor herders in the toxic wastelands – and Father de Soya knew precisely how many would be in chapel for early Mass: four – old M. Sanchez, the ancient widow who was rumored to have murdered her husband in a dust storm sixty-two years before, the Perell twins who – for unknown reasons – preferred the old run-down church to the spotless and air-conditioned company chapel on the mining reservation, and the mysterious old man with the radiation-scarred face who knelt in the rearmost pew and never took Communion.


There was a dust storm blowing – there was always a dust storm blowing – and Father de Soya had to run the last thirty meters from his adobe parish house to the church sacristy, a  transparent fiberplastic hood over his head and shoulders to protect his cassock and biretta, his breviary tucked deep in his cassock pocket to keep it clean. It did not work. Every evening when he removed his cassock or hung his biretta on a hook, the sand fell out in a red cascade, like dried blood from a broken hourglass. And every morning when he opened his breviary, sand gritted between the pages and soiled his fingers.


‘Good morning, Father,’ said Pablo as the priest hurried into the sacristy and slid the cracked weather seals around the door frame.


‘Good morning, Pablo, my most faithful altar boy,’ said Father de Soya. Actually, the priest silently corrected himself, Pablo was his only altar boy. A simple child – simple in the ancient sense of the word as mentally slow as well as in the sense of being honest, sincere, loyal, and friendly – Pablo was there to help de Soya serve Mass every weekday morning at oh-six-thirty hours and twice on Sunday – although only the same four people came to the early-morning Sunday Mass and half a dozen of the boxite miners to the later Mass.


The boy nodded his head and grinned again, the smile disappearing for a moment as he pulled on his clean, starched surplice over his altar-boy robes.


Father de Soya walked past the child, ruffling his dark hair as he did so, and opened the tall vestment chest. The morning had grown as dark as the high-desert night as the dust storm swallowed the sunrise, and the only illumination in the cold, bare room was from the fluttering sacristy lamp. De Soya genuflected, prayed earnestly for a moment, and began donning the vestments of his profession.


For two decades, as Father Captain de Soya of the Pax Fleet, commander of torchships such as the Balthasar, Federico de Soya had dressed himself in uniforms where the cross and collar were the only signs of his priesthood. He had worn plaskev battle armor, spacesuits, tactical com implants, datumplane goggles, godgloves – all of the paraphernalia of a torchship captain – but none of those items touched him and moved him as much as these simple vestments of a parish  priest. In the four years since Father Captain de Soya had been stripped of his rank of captain and removed from Fleet service, he had rediscovered his original vocation.


De Soya pulled on the amice that slipped over his head like a gown and fell to his ankles. The amice was white linen and immaculate despite the incessant dust storms, as was the alb that slid on next. He set the cincture around his waist, whispering a prayer as he did so. Then he raised the white stole from the vestment chest, held it reverently a moment in both hands, and then placed it around his neck, crossing the two strips of silk. Behind him, Pablo was bustling around the little room, putting away his filthy outside boots and pulling on the cheap fiberplastic running shoes his mother had told him to keep here just for Mass.


Father de Soya set his tunicle in place, the outer garment showing a T-cross in front. It was white with a subtle purple piping: he would be saying a Mass of Benediction this morning while quietly administering the sacrament of penance for the presumed widow and murderer in the front pew and the radiation-scarred cypher in the last pew.


Pablo bustled up to him. The boy was grinning and out of breath. Father de Soya set his hand on the boy’s head, trying to flatten the thatch of flyaway hair while also calming and reassuring the lad. De Soya lifted the chalice, removed his right hand from the boy’s head to hold it over the veiled cup, and said softly, ‘All right.’ Pablo’s grin disappeared as the gravity of the moment swept over him, and then the boy led the procession of two out of the sacristy door toward the altar.


De Soya noticed at once that there were five figures in the chapel, not four. The usual worshipers were there – all kneeling and standing and then kneeling again in their usual places – but there was someone else, someone tall and silent standing in the deepest shadows where the little foyer entered the nave.


All during the Renewed Mass, the presence of the stranger pulled at Father de Soya’s consciousness, try as he might to block out all but the sacred mystery of which he was part.


‘Dominus vobiscum,’ said Father de Soya. For more than  three thousand years, he believed, the Lord had been with them . . . with all of them.


‘Et cum spiritu tuo,’ said Father de Soya, and as Pablo echoed the words, the priest turned his head slightly to see if the light had illuminated the tall, thin form in the dark recess at the front of the nave. It had not.


During the Canon, Father de Soya forgot the mysterious figure and succeeded in focusing all of his attention on the Host that he raised in his blunt fingers. ‘Hoc est enim corpus  meum,’ the Jesuit pronounced distinctly, feeling the power of those words and praying for the ten-thousandth time that his sins of violence while a Fleet captain might be washed away by the blood and mercy of this Savior.


At the Communion rail, only the Perell twins came forward. As always. De Soya said the words and offered the Host to the young men. He resisted the urge to glance up at the figure in the shadows at the back of the church.


The Mass ended almost in darkness. The howl of wind drowned out the last prayers and responses. This little church had no electricity – it never had – and the ten flickering candles on the wall did little to pierce the gloom. Father de Soya gave the final benediction and then carried the chalice into the dark sacristy, setting it on the smaller altar there. Pablo hurried to shrug out of his surplice and pull on his storm anorak.


‘See you tomorrow, Father!’


‘Yes, thank you, Pablo. Don’t forget . . .’ Too late. The boy was out the door and running for the spice mill where he worked with his father and uncles. Red dust filled the air around the faulty weather-stripped door.


Normally, Father de Soya would have been pulling off his vestments now, setting them back in the vestment chest. Later in the day, he would take them to the parish house to clean them. But this morning he stayed in the tunicle and stole, the alb and cincture and amice. For some reason he felt he needed them, much as he had needed the plaskev battle armor during boarding operations in the Coal Sack campaign.


The tall figure, still in shadows, stood in the sacristy doorway. Father de Soya waited and watched, resisting the urge to cross himself or to hold the remaining Communion wafer up as if to shield against vampires or the Devil. Outside, the wind went from a howl to a banshee scream.


The figure took a step into the ruby light cast by the sacristy lamp. De Soya recognized Captain Marget Wu, personal aide and liaison for Admiral Marusyn, commanding officer of Pax Fleet. For the second time that morning, de Soya corrected himself – it was Admiral Marget Wu now, the pips on her collar just visible in the red light.


‘Father Captain de Soya?’ said the Admiral.


The Jesuit slowly shook his head. It was only oh-seven-thirty hours on this twenty-three-hour world, but already he felt tired. ‘Just Father de Soya,’ he said.


‘Father Captain de Soya,’ repeated Admiral Wu, and this time there was no question in her voice. ‘You are hereby recalled to active service. You will take ten minutes to gather your belongings and then come with me. The recall is effective now.’


Federico de Soya sighed and closed his eyes. He felt like crying. Please, dear Lord, let this cup pass from me. When he opened his eyes, the chalice was still on the altar and Admiral Marget Wu was still waiting.


‘Yes,’ he said softly, and slowly, carefully, he began removing his sacred vestments.


 




On the third day after the death and entombment of Pope Julius XIV, there was movement in his resurrection creche. The slender umbilicals and subtle machine probes slid back and out of sight. The corpse on the slab at first lay inanimate, except for the rise and fall of a bare chest, then visibly twitched, then moaned, and – after many long minutes – raised itself to one elbow, and eventually sat up, the richly embroidered silk and linen shroud sliding around the naked man’s waist.


For several minutes the man sat on the edge of the marble  slab, his head in his shaking hands. Then he looked up as a secret panel in the resurrection-chapel wall slid back with less than a hiss. A cardinal in formal red moved across the dimly lit space with a rustle of silk and a rattle of beads. Next to him walked a tall, handsome man with gray hair and gray eyes. This man was dressed in a simple but elegant one-piece suit of gray flannel. Three steps behind the Cardinal and the man in gray came two Swiss Guard troopers in medieval orange and black. They carried no weapons.


The naked man on the slab blinked as if his eyes were unaccustomed to even the muted light in the dim chapel. Finally the eyes focused. ‘Lourdusamy,’ said the resurrected man.


‘Father Duré,’ said Cardinal Lourdusamy. He was carrying an oversized silver chalice.


The naked man moved his mouth and tongue as if he had awakened with a vile taste in his mouth. He was an older man with a thin, ascetic face, sad eyes, and old scars across his newly resurrected body. On his chest, two cruciforms glowed red and tumescent. ‘What year is it?’ he asked at last.


‘The Year of Our Lord 3131,’ said the Cardinal, still standing next to the seated man.


Father Paul Duré closed his eyes. ‘Fifty-seven years after my last resurrection. Two hundred and seventy-nine years since the Fall of the Farcasters.’ He opened his eyes and looked at the Cardinal. ‘Two hundred and seventy years since you poisoned me, killing Pope Teilhard the First.’


Cardinal Lourdusamy rumbled a laugh. ‘You recover quickly from resurrection disorientation if you can do your arithmetic so well.’


Father Duré moved his gaze from the Cardinal to the tall man in gray. ‘Albedo. You come to witness? Or do you have to give courage to your tame Judas?’


The tall man said nothing. Cardinal Lourdusamy’s already thin lips tightened to the point of disappearance between florid jowls. ‘Do you have anything else to say before you return to hell, Antipope?’


‘Not to you,’ murmured Father Duré and closed his eyes in prayer.


The two Swiss Guard troopers seized Father Duré’s thin arms. The Jesuit did not resist. One of the troopers grabbed the resurrected man by the brow and pulled his head back, stretching the thin neck in a bow.


Cardinal Lourdusamy took a graceful half step closer. From the folds of his silken sleeve snicked a knife blade with a horn handle. While the troopers held the still passive Duré, whose Adam’s apple seemed to grow more prominent as his head was forced back, Lourdusamy swept his arm up and around in a fluid, casting-away gesture. Blood spurted from Duré’s severed carotid artery.


Stepping back to avoid staining his robes, Lourdusamy slid the blade back into his sleeve, raised the broad-mouthed chalice, and caught the pulsing stream of blood. When the chalice was almost filled and the blood had ceased spurting, he nodded to the Swiss Guard trooper, who immediately released Father Duré’s head.


The resurrected man was a corpse once again, head lolling, eyes still shut, mouth open, the slashed throat gaping like painted lips on a terrible, ragged grin. The two Swiss Guard troopers arranged the body on the slab and lifted the shroud away. The naked dead man looked pale and vulnerable – torn throat, scarred chest, long, white fingers, pale belly, flaccid genitals, scrawny legs. Death – even in an age of resurrection – leaves little or no dignity even to those who have lived lives of sustained self-control.


While the troopers held the beautiful shroud out of harm’s way, Cardinal Lourdusamy poured the heavy chalice’s blood onto the dead man’s eyes, into his gaping mouth, into the raw knife wound, and down the chest, belly, and groin of the corpse, the spreading scarlet matching and surpassing the intensity of color in the Cardinal’s robes.


‘Sie aber seid nicht fleischlich, sondern geistlich,’ said Cardinal Lourdusamy. ‘You are not made of flesh, but of spirit.’


The tall man raised an eyebrow. ‘Bach, isn’t it?’


‘Of course,’ said the Cardinal, setting the now-empty chalice next to the corpse. He nodded to the Swiss Guard troopers and they covered the body with the two-layered shroud. Blood immediately soaked the beautiful fabrics. ‘Jesu meine Freude,’ added Lourdusamy.


‘I thought so,’ said the taller man. He gave the Cardinal a questioning look.


‘Yes,’ agreed Cardinal Lourdusamy. ‘Now.’


The man in gray walked around the bier and stood behind the two troopers, who were completing their tucking-in of the blood-soaked shroud. When the troopers straightened and stepped back from the marble slab, the man in gray lifted his large hands to the back of each man’s neck. The troopers’ eyes and mouths opened wide, but they had no time to cry out: within a second their open eyes and mouths blazed with an incandescent light, their skin became translucent to the orange flame within their bodies, and then they were gone – volatilized, scattered to particles finer than ash.


The man in gray brushed his hands together to rid them of the thin layer of micro-ash.


‘A pity, Councillor Albedo,’ murmured Cardinal Lourdusamy in his thick rumble of a voice.


The man in gray looked at the suggestion of airborne dust settling in the dim light and then back at the Cardinal. His eyebrow rose once again in query.


‘No, no, no,’ rumbled Lourdusamy, ‘I mean the shroud. The stains will never come out. We have to weave a new one after every resurrection.’ He turned and started toward the secret panel, his robes rustling. ‘Come, Albedo. We need to talk and I still have a Mass of Thanksgiving to say before noon.’


After the panel slid shut behind the two, the resurrection chamber lay silent and empty except for the shrouded corpse and the slightest hint of gray fog in the dim light, a shifting, fading mist suggestive of the departing souls of the more recent dead.







TWO


On the week that Pope Julius died for the ninth time and Father Duré was murdered for the fifth time, Aenea and I were one hundred and sixty thousand light-years away on the kidnapped planet Earth – Old Earth, the real Earth – circling a G-type star that was not the sun in the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, a galaxy that was not the Earth’s home galaxy.


It had been a strange week for us. We did not know that the Pope had died, of course, since there was no contact between this relocated Earth and Pax space except for the dormant farcaster portals. Actually, I know now, Aenea was aware of the Pope’s demise through means we did not suspect then, but she did not mention events in Pax space to us and no one thought to ask her. Our lives on Earth during those years of exile were simple and peaceful and profound in ways that are now hard to fathom and almost painful to recall. At any rate, that particular week had been profound but not simple or peaceful for us: the Old Architect with whom Aenea had been studying for the last four years had died on Monday, and his funeral had been a sad and hasty affair out on the desert that wintry Tuesday evening. On Wednesday, Aenea had turned sixteen, but the event was overshadowed by the pall of grief and confusion at the Taliesin Fellowship and only A. Bettik and I had tried to celebrate the day with her.


The android had baked a chocolate cake, Aenea’s favorite, and I had worked for days to whittle an elaborately carved walking stick out of a sturdy branch we had found during one of the Old Architect’s compulsory picnic expeditions to the nearby mountains. That evening we ate the cake and drank some champagne in Aenea’s beautiful little apprentice shelter  in the desert, but she was subdued and distracted by the old man’s death and the Fellowship’s panic. I realize now that much of her distraction must have come from her awareness of the Pope’s death, of the violent events that were gathering on the future’s horizon, and of the end of what would be the most peaceful four years we would ever know together.


I remember the conversation that evening of Aenea’s sixteenth birthday. It had grown dark early and the air was chill. Outside the comfortable stone-and-canvas home she had built four years earlier for her apprenticeship challenge, the dust was blowing and the sagebrush and yucca plants rasped and contorted in the wind’s grip. We sat by the hissing lantern, traded our champagne glasses for mugs of warm tea, and talked softly beneath the hiss of sand on canvas.


‘It’s strange,’ I said. ‘We knew he was old and ill, but no one seemed to believe that he would die.’ I was speaking of the Old Architect, of course, not of the distant Pope who meant so little to us. And, like all of us on the exiled Earth, Aenea’s mentor had not carried the cruciform. His death was final in the way the Pope’s could not be.


‘He seemed to know,’ Aenea said softly. ‘He’s been calling in each of his apprentices for the past month. Imparting some last bit of wisdom.’


‘What last bit of wisdom did he share with you?’ I asked. ‘I mean, if it’s not a secret or too personal.’


Aenea smiled over the steaming mug of tea. ‘He reminded me that the patron will always agree to pay twice what the bid was if you send along the extra expenses bit by bit once construction has started and the structure is taking shape. He said that was beyond the point of no return, so the client was hooked like a trout on a six-pound line.’


Both A. Bettik and I laughed. It was not a disrespectful laugh – the Old Architect had been one of those rare creatures, a true genius combined with an overpowering personality – but even when thinking of him with sadness and affection, we could recognize the selfishness and deviousness that had also been part of his personality. And I don’t mean to be coy here by  referring to him only as the Old Architect: the cybrid’s personality template had been reconstructed from a pre-Hegira human named Frank Lloyd Wright who had worked in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, AD. But while everyone at the Taliesin Fellowship had referred to him respectfully as Mr Wright, including even those older apprentices who were his age, I had always thought of him as the Old Architect because of things Aenea had said about her future mentor before we came here to Old Earth.


As if thinking along these same lines, A. Bettik said, ‘It’s odd, isn’t it?’


‘What’s that?’ said Aenea.


The android smiled and rubbed his left arm where it ended at a smooth stump just below the elbow. It is a habit he had developed over the past few years. The autosurgeon on the dropship that had carried us through the farcaster from God’s Grove had kept the android alive, but his chemistry had been sufficiently different to prevent the ship from growing him a new arm. ‘I mean,’ he said, ‘that despite the ascendancy of the Church in the affairs of humankind, the question of whether human beings have a soul which leaves the body after death has yet to be definitely answered. Yet in Mr Wright’s case, we know that his cybrid personality still exists separate from his body – or at least did for some time after the moment of his death.’


‘Do we know that for sure?’ I said. The tea was warm and good. Aenea and I bought it – traded for it actually – at the Indian market located in the desert where the city of Scottsdale should have been.


It was Aenea who answered my question. ‘Yes. My father’s cybrid personality survived the destruction of his body and was stored in the Schrön Loop in Mother’s skull. Even after that, we know that it had a separate existence in the megasphere and then resided in the Consul’s ship for a time. A cybrid’s personality survives as a sort of holistic wave front propagated along the matrices of the datumplane or megasphere until it returns to the AI source in the Core.’


I had known this but never understood it. ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘but where did Mr Wright’s AI-based personality wave front go? There can’t be any connections to the Core out here in the Magellanic Cloud. There are no dataspheres here.’


Aenea set down her empty mug. ‘There has to be a connection, or Mr Wright and the other reconstructed cybrid personalities assembled here on Earth couldn’t have existed. Remember, the TechnoCore used the Planck space between the farcaster portals as their medium and hiding place before the dying Hegemony destroyed the farcaster openings to it.’


‘The Void Which Binds,’ I said, repeating the phrase from the old poet’s Cantos.


‘Yeah,’ said Aenea. ‘Although I always thought that was a dumb name.’


‘Whatever it’s called,’ I said, ‘I don’t understand how it can reach here . . . a different galaxy.’


‘The medium the Core used for farcasters reaches everywhere, ’ said Aenea. ‘It permeates space and time.’ My young friend frowned. ‘No, that’s not right, space and time are bound up in it . . . the Void Which Binds transcends space and time.’


I looked around. The lantern light was enough to fill the little tent structure, but outside it was dark and the wind howled. ‘Then the Core can reach here?’


Aenea shook her head. We had held this discussion before. I had not understood the concept then. I did not understand it now.


‘These cybrids are connected to AIs which aren’t really part of the Core,’ she said. ‘Mr Wright’s persona wasn’t. My father . . . the second Keats cybrid . . . wasn’t.’


This was the part I had never understood. ‘The Cantos said that the Keats cybrids – including your father – were created by Ummon, a Core AI. Ummon told your father that the cybrids were a Core experiment.’


Aenea stood and walked to the opening of her apprentice shelter. The canvas on either side rippled with the wind, but kept its shape and held the sand outside. She had built it well.  ‘Uncle Martin wrote the Cantos,’ she said. ‘He told the truth as best he could. But there were elements he did not understand.’


‘Me too,’ I said and dropped the matter. I walked over and put my arm around Aenea, feeling the subtle changes in her back and shoulder and arm since the first time I had hugged her four years earlier. ‘Happy birthday, kiddo.’


She glanced up at me and then laid her head against my chest. ‘Thank you, Raul.’


There had been other changes in my youthful friend since first we met when she was just turning twelve, standard. I could say that she had grown to womanhood in the intervening years, but despite the rounding of her hips and obvious breasts beneath the old sweatshirt she wore, I still did not see her as a woman. No longer a child, of course, but not yet a woman. She was . . . Aenea. The luminous dark eyes were the same – intelligent, questioning, a bit sad with some secret knowledge – and the effect of being physically touched when she turned the attention of her gaze on you was as strong as ever. Her brown hair had grown somewhat darker in the past few years. She had cut it the previous spring – now it was shorter than mine had been when I was in the Home Guard military on Hyperion a dozen years earlier; when I set my hand on her head the hair was barely long enough to rise between my fingers – but I could see some glints of the old blonde streaks there, brought out by the long days she spent working in the Arizona sunlight.


As we stood there listening to the blowing dust scraping canvas, A. Bettik a silent shadow behind us, Aenea took my hand in both of hers. She might have been sixteen that day, a young woman rather than a girl, but her hands were still tiny in my huge palm. ‘Raul?’ she said.


I looked at her and waited.


‘Will you do something for me?’ she said softly, very softly.


‘Yes.’ I did not hesitate.


She squeezed my hand and looked directly into me then. ‘Will you do something for me tomorrow?’


‘Yes.’


Neither her gaze nor the pressure on my hand let up. ‘Will you do anything for me?’


This time I did hesitate. I knew what such a vow might entail, even though this strange and wonderful child had never asked me to do anything for her – had not asked that I come with her on this mad odyssey. That had been a promise I had made to the old poet, Martin Silenus, before I had even met Aenea. I knew that there were things that I could not – in good conscience or bad – bring myself to do. But foremost among those things I was incapable of doing was denying Aenea.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I will do anything you ask.’ At that moment I knew that I was lost – and resurrected.


Aenea did not speak then, but only nodded, squeezed my hand a final time, and turned back to the light, the cake, and our waiting android friend. On the next day I was to learn what her request truly meant, and how difficult it would be to honor my vow.


 




I will stop for a moment. I realize that you might not know about me unless you have read the first few hundred pages of my tale, which, because I had to recycle the microvellum upon which I wrote them, no longer exist except in the memory of the ’scriber. I told the truth in those lost pages. Or at least the truth as I knew it then. Or at least I tried to tell the truth. Mostly.


After having recycled the microvellum pages of that first attempt to tell the story of Aenea, and because the ’scriber has never been out of my sight, I have to assume that no one has read them. The fact that they were written in a Schrödinger cat box execution egg in exile orbit around the barren world of Armaghast – the cat box being little more than a fixed-position energy shell holding my atmosphere, air, and food-recycling equipment, bed, table, ’scriber, and a vial of cyanide gas waiting to be released by a random isotope emission – would seem to have insured that you have not read those pages.


But I am not sure.


Strange things were happening then. Strange things have  happened since. I will reserve judgment on whether those pages – and these – could ever have been, or ever will be, read.


In the meantime, I will reintroduce myself. My name is Raul Endymion, my first name rhyming with tall – which I am – and my last name deriving from the ‘abandoned’ university city of Endymion on the backwater world of Hyperion. I qualify the word ‘abandoned’ because that quarantined city is where I met the old poet – Martin Silenus, the ancient author of the banned epic poem the Cantos – and that is where my adventure began. I use the word ‘adventure’ with some irony, and perhaps in the sense that all of life is an adventure. For it is true that while the voyage began as an adventure – an attempt to rescue twelve-year-old Aenea from the Pax and to escort her safely to the distant Old Earth – it has since become a full lifetime of love, loss, and wonder.


Anyway, at the time of this telling, during the week of the Pope’s death, the Old Architect’s death, and Aenea’s inauspicious sixteenth birthday in exile, I was thirty-two years old, still tall, still strong, still trained mostly in hunting, brawling, and watching others lead, still callow, and just teetering on the precipice of falling forever in love with the girl-child I had protected like a little sister and who – overnight, it seemed – had become a girl-woman whom I knew now as a friend.


I should also say that the other things I write of here – the events in Pax space, the murder of Paul Duré, the retrieval of the female-thing named Rhadamnth Nemes, the thoughts of Father Federico de Soya – are not surmised or extrapolated or made up in the way that the old fiction novels were in Martin Silenus’s day. I know these things, down to the level of Father de Soya’s thoughts and Councillor Albedo’s apparel that day, not because I am omniscient, but because of later events and revelations that gave access to such omniscience.


It will make sense later. At least I hope it will.


I apologize for this awkward reintroduction. The template for Aenea’s cybrid father – a poet named John Keats – said in his last letter of farewell to his friends, ‘I have always made an awkward bow.’ In truth, so have I – whether in departure  or greeting or, as is perhaps the case here, in improbable reunion.


So I will return to my memories and ask your indulgence if they do not make perfect sense at my first attempt to share and shape them.


 




The wind howled and the dust blew for three days and three nights after Aenea’s sixteenth birthday. The girl was gone for all that time. Over the past four years I had grown used to her ‘time-outs’, as she called them, and I usually did not fret the way I had the first few times she had disappeared for days on end. This time, however, I was more concerned than usual: the death of the Old Architect had left the twenty-seven apprentices and the sixty-some support people at the desert camp – which is what the Old Architect called Taliesin West – anxious and uneasy. The dust storm added to that anxiety, as dust storms always do. Most of the families and support staff lived close by, in one of the desert-masonry dormitories Mr Wright had his interns build south of the main buildings, and the camp complex itself was almost fortlike with its walls and courtyards and covered walkways – good for scuttling between buildings during a dust storm – but each successive day without either sunlight or Aenea made me increasingly nervous.


Several times each day I went to her apprentice shelter: it was the farthest from the main compound, almost a quarter of a mile north toward the mountains. She was never there – she had left the door untethered and a note telling me not to worry, that it was just one of her excursions and that she was taking plenty of water – but every time I visited I appreciated her shelter more.


Four years earlier, when she and I had first arrived with a dropship stolen from a Pax warship, both of us exhausted, battered, and burned, not to mention with an android healing in the ship’s autosurgeon, the Old Architect and the other apprentices had greeted us with warmth and acceptance. Mr Wright had not seemed surprised that a twelve-year-old child  had come across world after world via farcaster to find him and to ask to be his apprentice. I remember that first day when the Old Architect had asked her what she knew of architecture – ‘Nothing,’ Aenea had replied quietly, ‘except that you are the one I should learn from.’


Evidently this had been the correct response. Mr Wright had told her that all of the apprentices who had arrived before her – all twenty-six others, as it turned out – had been asked to design and build their own shelters in the desert as a sort of entry exam. The Old Architect had offered some crude materials from the compound – canvas, stone, cement, a bit of cast-off lumber – but the design and effort were up to the girl.


Before she set to work (not being an apprentice, I made do with a tent close to the main compound), Aenea and I toured the other apprentice shelters. Most were variations on tent-shacks. They were serviceable and some showed style – one particularly exhibited a nice design flair but, as Aenea pointed out to me, would not keep the sand or rain out with the slightest wind – but none was particularly memorable.


Aenea worked eleven days on her shelter. I helped her do some of the heavy lifting and a bit of the excavating (A. Bettik was still recovering at that time – first in the autosurgeon, then in the compound’s infirmary), but the girl did all of the planning and most of the work. The result was this wonderful shelter that I visited four times a day during this, her last hiatus in the desert. Aenea had excavated the main sections of the shelter so that most of it was below ground level. Then she had set flagstones in place, making sure that they fit tightly, to create a smooth floor. Over the stones she set colorful rugs and blankets she traded for at the Indian Market fifteen miles away. Around the excavated core of the home she set walls that were about a meter high, but with the sunken main room, they seemed taller. They were constructed of the same rough ‘desert masonry’ that Mr Wright had used in building the walls and superstructure of the main compound buildings and Aenea used the same technique, although she had never heard him describe it.


First, she gathered stones from the desert and the many arroyos and washes around the hilltop compound. The rocks were of every size and color – purple, black, rusty reds, and deep umbers – and some held petroglyphs or fossils. After gathering the stones, Aenea built wooden forms and set the larger rocks in with their flat sides against the inside face of the form. She then spent days in the broiling sun, shoveling sand from the washes and carting it back to her building site in wheelbarrows, mixing it there with cement to form the concrete that held the stones in place as the mixture hardened. It was a rough concrete/stone concoction – desert masonry, Mr Wright called it – but it was strangely beautiful, the colorful rocks showing through the surface of the concrete, fissures, and textures everywhere. Once in place, the walls were about a meter high and thick enough to hold out the desert heat in the daytime and hold in the inner heat at night.


Her shelter was more complex than it first appeared to the eye – it was months before I appreciated the subtle tricks she had pulled in its design. One ducked to enter the vestibule, a stone-and-canvas porte cochère with three broad steps leading one down and around to the wood and masonry portal that served as the entrance to the main room. This twisting, descending vestibule acted as a sort of air lock, sealing out the desert sand and harshness, and the way she had rigged the canvas – almost like overlapping jib sails – improved the air-lock effect. The ‘main room’ was only three meters across and five long, but it seemed much larger. Aenea had used built-in benches around a raised stone table to create a dining and sitting area, and then placed more niches and stone seats near a hearth she had fashioned in the north wall of the shelter. There was an actual stone chimney built into the wall, and it did not touch the canvas or wood at any point. Between the stone walls and the canvas – at about eye height when seated – she had rigged screened windows that ran the length of the north and south sides of the shelter. These panoramic viewslits could be battened down by both canvas and sliding wood shutters, operated from the inside. Overhead, she had used  old fiberglass rods found in the compound junk heap to shape the canvas in smooth arches, sudden peaks, cathedral vaults, and odd, folded niches.


She had actually fashioned a bedroom for herself, again removed from the main room by two steps twisted at sixty-degree angles, the entire niche built into the gently rising slope and set back against a huge boulder she had found on the site. There was no water or plumbing out here – we all shared the communal showers and toilets in the compound annex – but Aenea had built a lovely little rock basin and bath next to her bed (a plywood platform with mattress and blankets), and several times a week she would heat water in the main kitchen and carry it to her shelter, bucket by bucket, for a hot bath.


The light through the canvas ceilings and walls was warm at sunrise, buttery at midday, and orange in the evening. In addition, Aenea had deliberately placed the shelter in careful relation to saguaros, prickly pear bushes, and staghorn cactus so that different shadows would fall on different planes of canvas at different times of day. It was a comfortable, pleasant place. And empty beyond description when my young friend was absent.


I mentioned that the apprentices and support staff were anxious after the Old Architect’s death. Distraught might be a better word. I spent most of those three days of Aenea’s absence listening to the concerned babble of almost ninety people – never together, since even the dinner shifts in the dining hall were spaced apart because Mr Wright had not liked huge crowds at dinner – and the level of panic seemed to grow as the days and dust storms went by. Aenea’s absence was a big part of the hysteria: she was the youngest apprentice at Taliesin – the youngest person, actually – but the others had grown used to asking advice of her and to listening when she spoke. In one week, they had lost both their mentor and their guide.


On the fourth morning after her birthday, the dust storms ended and Aenea returned. I happened to be out jogging just after sunrise and saw her coming across the desert from the direction of the McDowell Mountains: she was silhouetted in  the morning light, a thin figure with short hair against the corona brilliance, and in that second I thought of the first time I had seen her in the Valley of the Time Tombs on Hyperion.


She grinned when she saw me. ‘Hey, Boo,’ she called. It was an old joke based on some book she had read as a very young child.


‘Hey, Scout,’ I called back, answering in the same in-joke language.


We stopped when we were five paces apart. My impulse was to hug her and hold her close and beg her not to disappear again. I did not do that. The rich, low light of morning threw long shadows behind the cholla cacti, greasebushes, and sage, and bathed our already-sunburned skin in an orange glow.


‘How’re the troops doing?’ asked Aenea. I could see that despite her promises to the contrary, she had been fasting during the past three days. She had always been thin, but now her ribs almost showed through her thin cotton shirt. Her lips were dry and cracked. ‘They upset?’ she said.


‘They’re shitting bricks,’ I said. For years I’d avoided using my Home Guard vocabulary around the kid, but she was sixteen now. Besides, she had always used a saltier vocabulary than I knew.


Aenea grinned. The brilliant light illuminated the sandy streaks in her short hair. ‘That’d be good for a bunch of architects, I guess.’


I rubbed my chin, feeling the rough stubble there. ‘Seriously, kiddo. They’re pretty upset.’


Aenea nodded. ‘Yeah. They don’t know what to do or where to go now that Mr Wright’s gone.’ She squinted toward the Fellowship compound, which showed up as little more than asymmetrical bits of stone and canvas just visible above the cacti and scrub brush. Sunlight glinted off unseen windows and one of the fountains. ‘Let’s get everybody in the music pavilion and talk,’ said Aenea, and began striding toward Taliesin.


And thus began our last full day together on Earth.


[image: 001]


I am going to interrupt myself here. I hear my own voice on the ’scriber and remember the pause in the telling at this point. What I wanted to do here was tell all about the four years of exile on Old Earth – all about the apprentices and other people at the Taliesin Fellowship, all about the Old Architect and his whims and petty cruelties, as well as about his brilliance and childlike enthusiasms. I wanted to describe the many conversations with Aenea over those forty-eight local months (which – as I never got tired of being amazed by – corresponded perfectly to Hegemony/Pax standard months!) and my slow growth of understanding of her incredible insights and abilities. Finally, I wanted to tell of all my excursions during that time – my trip around the Earth in the dropship, the long driving adventures in North America, my fleeting contact with the other islands of humanity huddled around cybrid figures from the human past (the gathering in Israel and New Palestine around the cybrid Jesus of Nazareth was a memorable group to visit), but primarily, when I hear the brief silence on the ’scriber that took the place of these tales, I remember the reason for my omission.


As I said before, I ’scribed these words in the Schrödinger cat box orbiting Armaghast, while awaiting the simultaneous emission of an isotopic particle and the activation of the particle detector. When these two events coincided, the cyanide gas built into the static-energy field around the recycling equipment would be released. Death would not be instantaneous, but near enough. While protesting earlier that I would take my time in telling our story – Aenea’s and mine – I realize now that there was some editing, some attempt to get to the important elements before the particle decayed and the gas flowed.


I will not double-guess that decision now, except to say that the four years on Earth would be worth telling about at some other point in time: the ninety people of the Fellowship were decent, complex, devious, and interesting in the way of all intelligent human beings, and their tales should be told. Similarly, my explorations across Earth, both in the dropship and  in the 1948 ‘Woody’ station wagon that the Old Architect loaned me, might support an epic poem of their own.


But I am not a poet. But I was a tracker in my hunting-guide days, and my job here is to follow the path of Aenea’s growth to womanhood and messiahship without wandering down too many sidetracks. And so I shall.


 




The Old Architect always referred to the Fellowship compound as ‘desert camp’. Most of the apprentices referred to it as ‘Taliesin’ – which means ‘Shining Brow’ in Welsh. (Mr Wright was of Welsh extraction. I spent weeks trying to remember a Pax or Outback world named Welsh, before I remembered that the Old Architect had lived and died before spaceflight.) Aenea often referred to the place as ‘Taliesin West’, which suggested to even someone as dull as me that there had to be a Taliesin East.


When I asked her three years earlier, Aenea had explained that the original Mr Wright had built his first Taliesin Fellowship compound in the early 1930s in Spring Green, Wisconsin – Wisconsin being one of the political and geographical sub-units of the ancient North American nation-state called the United States of America. When I asked Aenea if the first Taliesin was like this one, she had said, ‘Not really. There were a series of Wisconsin Taliesins – both homes and fellowship compounds – and most were destroyed by fire. That’s one of the reasons Mr Wright installed so many pools and fountains here at this compound – sources of water to fight the inevitable fires.’


‘And his first Taliesin was built in the 1930s?’ I said.


Aenea shook her head. ‘He opened his first Taliesin Fellowship in 1932,’ she said. ‘But that was mostly a way to get slave labor from his apprentices – both for building his dream and raising food for him – during the Depression.’


‘What was the Depression?’


‘Bad economic times in their pure capitalist nation-state,’ Aenea said. ‘Remember, the economy wasn’t really global then, and it depended upon private money institutions called banks, gold reserves, and the value of physical money – actual coins  and pieces of paper that were supposed to be worth something. It was all a consensual hallucination, of course, and in the 1930s, the hallucination turned nightmare.’


‘Jesus,’ I said.


‘Precisely,’ said Aenea. ‘Anyway, long before that, in 1909 AD , the middle-aged Mr Wright abandoned his wife and six children and ran away to Europe with a married woman.’


I admit that I blinked at this news. The thought of the Old Architect – a man in his mid-eighties when we had met him four years ago – with a sex life, and a scandalous one at that, took some getting used to. I also wondered what all this had to do with my question about Taliesin East.


Aenea was getting to that. ‘When he returned with the other woman,’ she said, smiling at my rapt attention, ‘he began building the first Taliesin – his home in Wisconsin – for Mamah . . .’


‘His mother?’ I said, totally confused.


‘Mamah Borthwick,’ said Aenea, spelling the first name for me. ‘Mrs Cheney. The Other Woman.’


‘Oh.’


The smile fading, she continued. ‘The scandal had destroyed his architectural practice and made him a branded man in the United States. But he built Taliesin and forged ahead, trying to find new patrons. His first wife, Catherine, would not give him a divorce. The newspapers – those were databanks printed on paper and distributed regularly – thrived on such gossip and fanned the flames of the scandal, not letting it die.’


We had been walking in the courtyard when I asked Aenea the simple question about Taliesin, and I remember pausing by the fountain during this part of her answer. I was always amazed at what this child knew.


‘Then,’ she said, ‘on August 15, 1914, a worker at Taliesin went crazy, killed Mamah Borthwick and her son John and daughter Martha with a hatchet, burned their bodies, set fire to the compound, and then killed four of Mr Wright’s friends and apprentices before swallowing acid himself. The entire place burned down.’


‘My God,’ I whispered, looking toward the dining hall where the cybrid Old Architect was having lunch with a few of his oldest apprentices even as we spoke.


‘He never gave up,’ said Aenea. ‘A few days later, on August 18, Mr Wright was touring an artificial lake on the Taliesin property when the dam he was standing on gave way and he was swept into a rain-swollen creek. Against all odds, he swam out of the torrent. A few weeks later, he started to rebuild.’


I thought that I understood then what she was telling me about the Old Architect. ‘Why aren’t we at that Taliesin?’ I asked as we strolled away from the bubbling fountain in the desert courtyard.


Aenea shook her head. ‘Good question. I doubt if it even exists in this rebuilt version of Earth. It was important to Mr Wright, though. He died here . . . near Taliesin West . . . on April 9, 1959, but he was buried back near the Wisconsin Taliesin.’


I stopped walking then. The thought of the Old Architect dying was a new and disturbing thought. Everything about our exile had been steady-state, calm and self-renewing, but now Aenea had reminded me that everything and everyone ends. Or had, before the Pax introduced the cruciform and physical resurrection to humanity. But no one at the Fellowship – perhaps no one on this kidnapped Earth – had submitted to a cruciform.


That conversation had been three years earlier. This morning, the week after the cybrid Old Architect’s death and incongruous burial in the small mausoleum he had built out in the desert, we were ready to face the consequences of death without resurrection and the end of things.


 




While Aenea went off to the bath and laundry pavilion to wash up, I found A. Bettik and the two of us got busy with spreading the word of the meeting in the music pavilion. The blue-skinned android did not act surprised that Aenea, the youngest of us, was calling and leading the meeting. Both A. Bettik and I  had watched silently over the past few years as the girl became the locus of the Fellowship.


I jogged from the fields to the dormitories, from the dormitories to the kitchen – where I rang the large bell set in the fanciful bell tower above the stairway to the guest deck. Those apprentices or workers whom I did not contact personally should hear the bell and come to investigate.


From the kitchen, where I left cooks and some of the apprentices taking their aprons off and wiping their hands, I announced the meeting to people having coffee in the large Fellowship dining room (the view from this beautiful room looked north toward the McDowell peaks, so some had watched Aenea and me return and knew that something was up), and then I poked my head in Mr Wright’s smaller, private dining room – empty – and then jogged over to the drafting room. This was probably the most attractive room in the compound with its long rows of drafting tables and filing cabinets set under the sloping canvas roof, the morning light flooding in through the two rows of offset windows. The sun was high enough now to fall on the roof and the smell of heated canvas was as pleasant as the butter-rich light. Aenea had once told me that it was this sense of camping out – of working within the confines of light and canvas and stone – that had been the real reason for Mr Wright coming west to the second Taliesin.


There were ten or twelve of the apprentices in the drafting room, all standing around – none working now that the Old Architect was no longer around to suggest projects – and I told them that Aenea would like us to gather in the music pavilion. None protested. None grumbled or made any comment about a sixteen-year-old telling ninety of her elders to come together in the middle of a workday. If anything, the apprentices looked relieved to hear that she was back and taking charge.


From the drafting room I went to the library where I had spent so many happy hours and then checked the conference room, lit only by four glowing panels in the floor, and announced the meeting to the people I found in both places.  Then I jogged down the concrete path under the covered walkway of desert masonry and peered in the cabaret theater where the Old Architect had loved to show movies on Saturday nights. This place had always tickled me – its thick stone walls and roof, the long descending space with plywood benches covered with red cushions, the well-worn red carpet on the floor, and the many hundreds of white Christmas lights running back and forth on the ceiling. When we first arrived, Aenea and I were amazed to find that the Old Architect demanded that his apprentices and their families ‘dress for dinner’ on Saturday – ancient tuxedoes and black ties, of the sort one sees in the oldest history holos. The women wore strange dresses out of antiquity. Mr Wright provided the formal clothes for those who failed to bring them in their flight to Earth through Time Tombs or farcaster.


That first Saturday, Aenea had shown up dressed in a tuxedo, shirt, and black tie rather than one of the dresses provided. When I first saw the Old Architect’s shocked expression, I was sure that he was going to throw us out of the Fellowship and make us eke out a living in the desert, but then the old face creased into a smile and within seconds he was laughing. He never asked Aenea to dress in anything else.


After the formal Saturday dinners, we would either have a group musical event or assemble in the cabaret theater for a movie – one of the ancient, celluloid kinds that had to be projected by a machine. It was rather like learning to enjoy cave art. Both Aenea and I loved the films he chose – ancient twentieth-century flat things, many in black and white – and for some reason that he never explained, Mr Wright preferred to watch them with the ‘sound track’, optical jiggles and wiggles, visible on the screen. Actually, we’d watched films there for a year before one of the other apprentices told us that they had been made to be watched without the sound track visible.


Today the cabaret theater was empty, the Christmas lights dark. I jogged on, moving from room to room, building to building, rounding up apprentices, workers, and family  members until I met A. Bettik by the fountain and we joined the others in the large music pavilion.


The pavilion was a large space, with a broad stage and six rows of eighteen upholstered seats in each row. The walls were of redwood painted Cherokee Red (the Old Architect’s favorite color) and the usual thick desert masonry. A grand piano and a few potted plants were the only things on the red-carpeted stage. Overhead, stretched tight above a gridwork of wood and steel ribs, was the usual white canvas. Aenea had once told me that after the death of the first Mr Wright, plastic had taken the place of canvas to relieve the necessity of replacing canvas every couple of years. But upon this Mr Wright’s return, the plastic was ripped out – as was the glass above the main drafting room – so that pure light through white canvas would be the rule once again.


A. Bettik and I stood near the rear of the music pavilion as the murmuring apprentices and other workers took their seats, some of the construction workers standing on the aisle steps or at the back with the android and me, as if worried about tracking mud and dust onto the rich carpet and upholstery. When Aenea entered through the side curtains and jumped to the stage, all the conversation stopped.


The acoustics were good in Mr Wright’s music pavilion, but Aenea had always been able to project her voice without seeming to raise it. She spoke softly. ‘Thank you for gathering. I thought we should talk.’


Jaev Peters, one of the older apprentices, immediately stood up in the fifth row. ‘You were gone, Aenea. In the desert again.’


The girl on the stage nodded.


‘Did you talk to the Lions and Tigers and Bears?’


No one in the audience tittered or giggled. The question was asked in deadly seriousness and the answer was awaited by ninety people just as seriously. I should explain.


It all began in the Cantos Martin Silenus wrote more than two centuries ago. That tale of the Hyperion pilgrims, the Shrike, and the battle between humanity and the TechnoCore  explained how the early cyberspace webs had evolved into planetary dataspheres. By the time of the Hegemony, the AI TechnoCore had used their secret farcaster and fatline technologies to weave hundreds of dataspheres into a single, secret, interstellar information medium called the megasphere. But, according to the Cantos, Aenea’s father – the cybrid John Keats – had traveled in disembodied datapersona form to the megasphere’s Core and discovered that there was a larger datumplane medium, perhaps larger than our galaxy, which even the Core AIs were afraid to explore because it was full of ‘lions and tigers and bears’ – those were Ummon the AI’s words. These were the beings – or intelligences – or gods, for all we knew – who had kidnapped the Earth and brought it here before the Core could destroy it a millennium ago. These Lions and Tigers and Bears were the bugaboo guardians of our world. No one in the Fellowship had ever seen any of these entities, or spoken to them, or had any solid evidence of their existence. No one except Aenea.


‘No,’ said the girl on the stage, ‘I didn’t talk to them.’ She looked down as if embarrassed. She was always reticent to talk about this. ‘But I think I heard them.’


‘They spoke to you?’ said Jaev Peters. The pavilion was hushed.


‘No,’ said Aenea. ‘I didn’t say that. I just . . . heard them. A bit like when you overhear someone else’s conversation through a dormitory wall.’


There was a rustle of amusement at this. For all the thick stone walls on the Fellowship property, the dorm partitions were notably thin.


‘All right,’ said Bets Kimbal from the first row. Bets was the chief cook and a large, sensible woman. ‘Tell us what they said.’


Aenea stepped up to the edge of the red-carpeted stage and looked out at her elders and colleagues. ‘I can tell you this,’ she said softly. ‘There’ll be no more food and supplies from the Indian Market. That’s gone.’


It was as if she had set off a grenade in the music pavilion.  When the babble began to subside, one of the biggest of the construction workers, a man named Hussan, shouted over the noise. ‘What do you mean it’s gone? Where do we get our food?’


There was good reason for the panic. In Mr Wright’s day, way back in the twentieth century, his Fellowship desert camp had been about fifty kilometers from a large town called Phoenix. Unlike the Depression-era Wisconsin Taliesin, where apprentices raised crops in the rich soil even while they worked on Mr Wright’s construction plans, this desert camp had never been able to grow its own food. So they drove to Phoenix and bartered or paid out their primitive coins and paper money for basic supplies. The Old Architect had always depended upon the largesse of patrons – large loans never to be paid back – for such month-to-month survival.


Here in our reassembled desert camp, there were no towns. The only road – two gravel ruts – led west into hundreds of miles of emptiness. I knew this because I had flown over the area in the dropship and driven it in the Old Architect’s groundcar. But about thirty klicks from the compound there was a weekly Indian market where we had bartered craft items for food and basic materials. It had been there for years before Aenea’s and my arrival; everyone had obviously expected it to be there forever.


‘What do you mean it’s gone?’ repeated Hussan in a hoarse shout. ‘Where’d the Indians go? Were they just cybrid illusions, like Mr Wright?’


Aenea made a gesture with her hands that I had grown accustomed to over the years – a graceful setting-aside motion that I had come to see as a physical analog of the Zen expression ‘mu’, which, in the right context, can mean ‘unask the question’.


‘The market’s gone because we won’t need it anymore,’ said Aenea. ‘The Indians are real enough – Navajo, Apache, Hopi, and Zuni – but they have their own lives to live, their own experiments to conduct. Their trading with us has been . . . a favor.’


The crowd became angry at that, but eventually they settled down again. Bets Kimbal stood. ‘What do we do, child?’


Aenea sat on the edge of the stage as if trying to become one with the waiting, expectant audience. ‘The Fellowship is over,’ she said. ‘That part of our lives has to end.’


One of the younger apprentices was shouting from the back of the pavilion. ‘No it doesn’t! Mr Wright could still return! He was a cybrid, remember . . . a construct! The Core . . . or the Lions and Tigers and Bears . . . whoever shaped him can send him back to us . . .’


Aenea shook her head, sadly but firmly. ‘No. Mr Wright is gone. The Fellowship is over. Without the food and materials the Indians brought from so far away, this desert camp can’t last a month. We have to go.’


It was a young female apprentice named Peret who spoke quietly into the silence. ‘Where, Aenea?’


Perhaps it was at this moment that I first realized how this entire group had given themselves over to the young woman I had known as a child. When the Old Architect was around, giving lectures, holding forth in seminars and drafting-room bull sessions, leading his flock on picnics and swimming outings in the mountains, demanding solicitude and the best food, the reality of Aenea’s leadership had been somewhat masked. But now it was evident.


‘Yes,’ someone else called from the center of the rising rows of seats, ‘where, Aenea?’


My friend opened her hands in another gesture I had learned. Rather than Unask the question, this one said, You must answer your own question. Aloud, she said, ‘There are two choices. Each of you traveled here either by farcaster or through the Time Tombs. You can go back by way of farcaster . . .’


‘No!’


‘How can we?’


‘Never . . . I’d rather die!’


‘No! The Pax will find us and kill us!’


The cries were immediate and from the heart. It was the  sound of terror made verbal. I smelled fear in the room the way I used to smell it on animals caught in leg traps on the moors of Hyperion.


Aenea lifted a hand and the outcries faded, ‘You can return to Pax space by farcaster, or you can stay on Earth and try to fend for yourself.’


There were murmurs and I could hear relief at the option of not returning. I understood that feeling – the Pax had come to be a bogeyman to me, as well. The thought of returning there sent me gasping up out of sleep at least once a week.


‘But if you stay here,’ continued the girl seated on the edge of Mr Wright’s music stage, ‘you will be outcasts. All of the groups of human beings here are involved in their own projects, their own experiments. You will not fit in there.’


People shouted questions about that, demanding answers to mysteries not understood during their long stay here. But Aenea continued with what she was saying. ‘If you stay here, you will waste what Mr Wright has taught you and what you came to learn about yourself. The Earth does not need architects and builders. Not now. We have to go back.’


Jaev Peters spoke again. His voice was brittle, but not angry. ‘And does the Pax need builders and architects? To build its cross-damned churches?’


‘Yes,’ said Aenea.


Jaev pounded the back of the seat in front of him with his large fist. ‘But they’ll capture or kill us if they learn who we are . . . where we’ve been!’


‘Yes,’ said Aenea.


Bets Kimbal said, ‘Are you going back, child?’


‘Yes,’ said Aenea and pushed herself away from the stage.


Everyone was standing now, shouting or talking to the people next to them. It was Jaev Peters who spoke the thoughts of the ninety Fellowship orphans. ‘Can we go with you, Aenea?’


The girl sighed. Her face, as sunburned and alert as it looked this morning, also looked tired. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I think that leaving here is like dying or being born. We each have to do it alone.’ She smiled. ‘Or in very small groups.’


The room fell silent then. When Aenea spoke, it was as if a single instrument were picking up where the orchestra had stopped. ‘Raul will leave first,’ she said. ‘Tonight. One by one, each of you will find the right farcaster portal. I will help you. I will be the last to leave Earth. But leave I will, and within a few weeks. We all must go.’


People pushed forward then, still silent, but moving closer to the girl with the short-cropped hair. ‘But some of us will meet again,’ said Aenea. ‘I feel certain that some of us will meet again.’


I heard the flip side of that reassuring prediction: some of us would not survive to meet again.


‘Well,’ boomed Bets Kimbal, standing with one broad arm around Aenea, ‘we have enough food in the kitchen for one last feast. Lunch today will be a meal you’ll remember for years! If you have to travel, as my mum used to say, never travel on an empty stomach. Who’s to help me in the kitchen, then?’


The groups broke up then, families and friends in clusters, loners standing as if stunned, everyone moving closer to Aenea as we began filing out of the music pavilion. I wanted to grab her at that moment, shake her until her wisdom teeth fell out, and demand, What the hell do you mean – ‘Raul will leave first . . . tonight.’ Who the hell are you to tell me to leave you behind? And how do you think you can make me? But she was too far away and too many people were pressing around her. The best I could do was stride along behind the crowd as it moved toward the kitchen and dining area, anger written in my face, fists, muscles, and walk.


Once I saw Aenea glance back, straining to find me over the heads of the crowd around her, and her eyes pleaded, Let me explain.



I stared back stonily, giving her nothing.


 




It was almost dusk when she joined me in the large garage Mr Wright had ordered built half a klick east of the compound. The structure was open on the sides except for canvas curtains,  but it had thick stone columns supporting a permanent redwood roof; it had been built to shelter the dropship in which Aenea, A. Bettik, and I had arrived.


I had pulled back the main canvas door and was standing in the open hatch of the dropship when I saw Aenea crossing the desert toward me. On my wrist was the comlog bracelet that I had not worn in more than a year: the thing held much of the memory of our former spaceship – the Consul’s ship from centuries ago – and it had been my liaison and tutor when I had learned to fly the dropship. I did not need it now – the comlog memory had been downloaded into the dropship and I had become rather good at piloting the dropship on my own – but it made me feel more secure. The comlog was also running a systems check on the ship: chatting with itself, you might say.


Aenea stood just within the folded canvas. The sunset threw long shadows behind her and painted the canvas red. ‘How’s the dropship?’ she said.


I glanced at the comlog readings. ‘All right,’ I grunted, not looking her way.


‘Does it have enough fuel and charge for one more flight?’


Still not looking up, fiddling with touchplates on the arm of the pilot’s chair inside the hatch, I said, ‘Depends on where it’s flying to.’


Aenea walked to the dropship stairway and touched my leg. ‘Raul?’


This time I had to look at her.


‘Don’t be angry,’ she said. ‘We have to do these things.’


I pulled my leg away. ‘Goddammit, don’t keep telling me and everyone else what we have to do. You’re just a kid. Maybe there are things some of us don’t have to do. Maybe going off on my own and leaving you behind is one of those.’ I stepped off the ladder and tapped the comlog. The stairs morphed back into the dropship hull. I left the garage and began walking toward my tent. On the horizon, the sun was a perfect red sphere. In the last low rays of light, the stones and canvas of the main compound looked as if they had caught fire – the Old Architect’s greatest fear.


‘Raul, wait!’ Aenea hurried to catch up to me. One glance in her direction told me how exhausted she was. All afternoon she had been meeting with people, talking to people, explaining to people, reassuring people, hugging people. I had come to think of the Fellowship as a nest of emotional vampires and Aenea as their only source of energy.


‘You said that you would . . .’ she began.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ I interrupted. I suddenly had the sense that she was the adult and that I was the petulant child. To hide my confusion, I turned away again and watched the last of the sunset. For a moment or two we were both silent, watching the light fade and the sky darken. I had decided that Earth sunsets were slower and more lovely than the Hyperion sunsets I had known as a child, and that desert sunsets were particularly fine. How many sunsets had this child and I shared in the past four years? How many lazy evenings of dinner and conversation under the brilliant desert stars? Could this really be the last sunset we would watch together? The idea made me sick and furious.


‘Raul,’ she said again when the shadows had grown together and the air was cooling, ‘will you come with me?’


I did not say yes, but I followed her across the rocky field, avoiding the bayonet spikes of yucca and the spines of low cacti in the gloom, until we came into the lighted area of the compound.  How long, I wondered, until the fuel oil for the generators runs out? This answer I knew – it was part of my job to keep the generators maintained and fueled. We had six days’ supply in the main tanks and another ten days’ in the reserve tanks that were never to be touched except in emergency. With the Indian Market gone, there would be no resupply. Almost three weeks of electric lights and refrigeration and power equipment and then . . . what? Darkness, decay, and an end to the incessant construction, tearing down, and rebuilding that had been the background noise at Taliesin for the last four years.


I thought perhaps that we were going to the dining hall, but we walked past those lighted windows – groups of people still sitting at the tables, talking earnestly, glancing up with eyes  only for Aenea as we passed – I was invisible to them in their hour of panic – and then we approached Mr Wright’s private drafting studio and his office, but we did not stop there. Nor did we stop in the beautiful little conference room where a small group sat to watch a final movie – three weeks until the movie projectors did not run – nor did we turn into the main drafting room.


Our destination was a stone-and-canvas workshop set far down the driveway on the south side, a useful outbuilding for working with toxic chemicals or noisy equipment. I had worked here often in the first couple of years at the Fellowship, but not in recent months.


A. Bettik was waiting at the door. The android had a slight smile on his bland, blue face, rather like the one he had worn when carrying the birthday cake to Aenea’s surprise party.


‘What?’ I said, still irritated, looking from the girl’s tired face to the android’s smug expression.


Aenea stepped into the workshop and turned on the light.


On the worktable in the center of the little room sat a small boat, not much more than two meters in length. It was shaped rather like a seed sharpened on both ends, enclosed except for a single round cockpit opening with a nylon skirt that could obviously be tightened around the occupant’s waist. A two-bladed paddle lay on the table next to the boat. I stepped closer and ran my hand over the hull: a polished fiberglass compound with internal aluminum braces and fittings. Only one other person at the Fellowship could do such careful work. I looked at A. Bettik almost accusingly. He nodded.


‘It’s called a kayak,’ said Aenea, running her own hand over the polished hull. ‘It’s an old Earth design.’


‘I’ve seen variations on it,’ I said, refusing to be impressed. ‘The Ice Claw Ursus rebels used small boats like this.’


Aenea was still stroking the hull, all of her attention there. It was as if I had not spoken. ‘I asked A. Bettik to make it for you,’ she said. ‘He’s worked for weeks here.’


‘For me,’ I said dully. My stomach tightened at the realization of what was coming.


Aenea moved closer. She was standing directly under the hanging light, and the shadows under her eyes and cheekbones made her look much older than sixteen. ‘We don’t have the raft anymore, Raul.’


I knew the raft she meant. The one that had carried us across so many worlds until it was chopped up in the ambush that almost killed us on God’s Grove. The raft that had carried us down the river under the ice on Sol Draconi Septem and through the deserts of Hebron and Qom-Riyadh and across the world ocean of Mare Infinitus. I knew the raft she meant. And I knew what this boat meant.


‘So I’m to take this back the way we came?’ I raised a hand as if to touch the thing, but then did not.


‘Not the way we came,’ said Aenea. ‘But down the River Tethys. Across different worlds. Across as many worlds as it takes to find the ship.’


‘The ship?’ I said. We had left the Consul’s spaceship hiding under a river, repairing itself from damage sustained in our flight from the Pax, on a world whose name and location we did not know.


My young friend nodded and the shadows fled, then regrouped around her tired eyes. ‘We’ll need the ship, Raul. If you would, I’d like you to take this kayak down the River Tethys until you find the ship, then fly back with it to a world where A. Bettik and I will be waiting.’


‘A world in Pax space?’ I said, my stomach tightening another notch at the danger present in that simple sentence.


‘Yes.’


‘Why me?’ I said, looking significantly at A. Bettik. I was ashamed at my thought then: Why send a human being . . . your best friend . . . when the android can go? I lowered my gaze.


‘It will be a dangerous trip,’ said Aenea. ‘I believe that you can do it, Raul. I trust you to find the ship and then find us.’


I felt my shoulders slump. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Do we head back to where we came through the farcaster before?’ We had come through from God’s Grove on a small stream near the  Old Architect’s masterpiece building, Fallingwater. It was two-thirds of a continent away.


‘No,’ said Aenea. ‘Closer. On the Mississippi River.’


‘All right,’ I said again. I had flown over the Mississippi. It was almost two thousand klicks east of here. ‘When do I go? Tomorrow?’


Aenea touched my wrist. ‘No,’ she said, tiredly but firmly. ‘Tonight. Right now.’


I did not protest. I did not argue. Without speaking, I took the bow of the kayak, A. Bettik took the stern, Aenea held the center steady, and we carried the damned thing back to the dropship in the deepening desert night.







THREE


The Grand Inquisitor was late.


Vatican Air/Space Traffic Control routed the Inquisitor’s EMV across normally closed airspace near the spaceport, shut down all airborne traffic on the east side of the Vatican, and held a thirty-thousand-ton robot freighter in orbital final approach until after the GI’s car had flown across the southeast corner of the landing grid.


Inside the specially armored EMV, the Grand Inquisitor – His Eminence John Domenico Cardinal Mustafa – did not glance out the window or at the video monitors at the lovely sight of the approaching Vatican, its walls rosy in the morning light, or at the busy, twenty-lane highway called the Ponte Vittorio Emanuele beneath them, glimmering like a sunlit river because of sunlight on windshields and bubbletops. The Grand Inquisitor’s attention was focused solely on the intelligence update scrolling by on his comlog template.


When the last paragraph had scrolled past and was committed to memory and deleted to oblivion, the Grand Inquisitor said to his aide, Father Farrell, ‘And there have been no more meetings with the Mercantilus?’


Father Farrell, a thin man with flat gray eyes, never smiled, but a twitch of his cheek muscle conveyed the simulation of humor to the Cardinal. ‘None.’


‘You’re certain?’


‘Absolutely.’


The Grand Inquisitor sat back in the EMV’s cushions and allowed himself a brief smile. The Mercantilus had made only that one early, disastrous approach to any of the papal candidates – the sounding out of Lourdusamy – and the  Inquisitor had heard the complete recording of that meeting. The Cardinal allowed himself another few seconds of smile: Lourdusamy had been right to think that his conference room was bugproof – absolutely resistant to taps, bugs, wires, and squirts. Any recording device in the room – even implanted in one of the participants – would have been detected and homed in on. Any attempt to tightbeam out would have been detected and blocked. It had been one of the Grand Inquisitor’s finest moments, getting the complete visual and auditory recording of that meeting.


Monsignor Lucas Oddi had gone into the Vatican Hospital for a routine eyes, ears, and heart replacement two local years ago. The surgeon had been approached by Father Farrell and the full weight of the Holy Office had been shown ready to descend upon the poor medico’s neck if he did not implant certain state-of-the-art devices in the Monsignor’s body. The surgeon did so and died the true death – no resurrection possible – in a car accident far out over the Big North Shallow shortly after that.


Monsignor Lucas Oddi had no electronic or mechanical bugs in his system, but connected to his optic nerve were seven fully biological nanorecorders. Four auditory nanorecorders were tapped into his auditory nerve system. These biorecorders did not transmit inside the body, but stored the data in chemical form and physically carried it through the bloodstream to the squirt transmitter – also fully organic – set into Monsignor Oddi’s left ventricle. Ten minutes after Oddi had left the secured area of Cardinal Lourdusamy’s office, the transmitter had squirted a compressed record of the meeting to one of the Grand Inquisitor’s nearby relay transponders. It was not real-time eavesdropping from Lourdusamy’s bugproof rooms – a fact that still worried Cardinal Mustafa – but it was as close to it as current technology and stealth could get.


‘Isozaki is frightened,’ said Father Farrell. ‘He thinks . . .’


The Grand Inquisitor raised one finger. Farrell stopped in mid-sentence. ‘You do not know that he is frightened,’ said the Cardinal. ‘You do not know what he thinks. You can only  know what he says and does and infer his thoughts and reactions from that. Never make unsupportable assumptions about your enemies, Martin. It can be a fatal self-indulgence.’


Father Farrell bowed his head in agreement and submission.


The EMV touched down on the landing pad atop Castel Sant’Angelo. The Grand Inquisitor was out the hatch and down the ramp so quickly that Farrell had to trot to catch up to his master. Security commandos, dressed in Holy Office red armorcloth, fell into escort step ahead and behind, but the Grand Inquisitor waved them away. He wanted to finish his conversation with Father Farrell. He touched his aide’s left arm – not out of affection, but to close the bone-conduction circuits so that he could subvocalize – and said, ‘Isozaki and the Mercantilus leaders are not frightened. If Lourdusamy wanted them purged, they would be dead by now. Isozaki had to get his message of support to the Cardinal and he did. It’s the Pax military who are frightened.’


Farrell frowned and subvocalized on the bone circuit. ‘The military? But they haven’t played their card yet. They have done nothing disloyal.’


‘Precisely,’ said the Grand Inquisitor. ‘The Mercantilus has made its move and knows that Lourdusamy will turn to them when the time comes. Pax Fleet and the rest have been terrified for years that they’ll make the wrong choice. Now they’re terrified that they’ve waited too long.’


Farrell nodded. They had taken a dropshaft deep into the stone bowels of Castel Sant’Angelo, and now they moved past armed guards and through lethal forcefields down a dark corridor. At an unmarked door, two red-garbed commandos stood at attention, energy rifles raised.


‘Leave us,’ said the Grand Inquisitor and palmed the door’s ideyplate. The steel panel slid up and out of sight.


The corridor had been stone and shadows. Inside the room, everything was bright light, instruments, and sterile surfaces. Technicians looked up as the Grand Inquisitor and Farrell entered. One wall of the room was taken up by square doors, looking like nothing so much as the multitiered human file  drawers of an ancient morgue. One of those doors was open and a naked man lay on a gurney that had been pulled from the cold storage drawer there.


The Grand Inquisitor and Farrell stopped on either side of the gurney.


‘He is reviving well,’ said the technician who stood at the console. ‘We’re holding him just beneath the surface. We can bring him up in seconds.’


Father Farrell said, ‘How long was his last cold sleep?’


‘Sixteen local months,’ said the technician. ‘Thirteen and a half standard.’


‘Bring him up,’ said the Grand Inquisitor.


The man’s eyelids began to flutter within seconds. He was a small man, muscular but compact, and there were no marks or bruises on his body. His wrists and ankles were bound by sticktite. A cortical shunt had been implanted just behind his left ear and an almost invisible bundle of microfibers ran from it to the console.


The man on the gurney moaned.


‘Corporal Bassin Kee,’ said the Grand Inquisitor. ‘Can you hear me?’


Corporal Kee made an unintelligible sound.


The Grand Inquisitor nodded as if satisfied. ‘Corporal Kee,’ he said pleasantly, conversationally, ‘shall we pick up where we left off?’


‘How long . . .’ mumbled Kee between dry, stiff lips. ‘How long have I been . . .’


Father Farrell had moved to the technician’s console. Now he nodded to the Grand Inquisitor.


Ignoring the corporal’s question, John Domenico Cardinal Mustafa said softly, ‘Why did you and Father Captain de Soya let the girl go?’


Corporal Kee had opened his eyes, blinking as if the light pained him, but now he closed them again. He did not speak.


The Grand Inquisitor nodded to his aide. Father Farrell’s hand passed over icons on the console diskey, but did not yet activate any of them.


‘Once again,’ said the Grand Inquisitor. ‘Why did you and de Soya allow the girl and her criminal allies to escape on God’s Grove? Who were you working for? What was your motivation?’


Corporal Kee lay on his back, his fists clenched and his eyes shut fast. He did not answer.


The Grand Inquisitor tilted his head ever so slightly to the left and Father Farrell waved two fingers over one of the console icons. The icons were as abstract as hieroglyphics to the untutored eye, but Farrell knew them well. The one he had chosen would have translated as crushed testicles.


On the gurney, Corporal Kee gasped and opened his mouth to scream, but the neural inhibitors blocked that reaction. The short man’s jaws opened as wide as they could and Father Farrell could hear the muscles and tendons stretching.


The Grand Inquisitor nodded and Farrell removed his fingers from the activation zone above the icon. Corporal Kee’s entire body convulsed on the gurney, his stomach muscles rippling in tension.


‘It is only virtual pain, Corporal Kee,’ whispered the Grand Inquisitor. ‘A neural illusion. Your body is not marked.’


On the slab, Kee was straining to raise his head to look down at his body, but the sticktite band held his head in place.


‘Or perhaps not,’ continued the Cardinal. ‘Perhaps this time we have resorted to older, less refined methods.’ He took a step closer to the gurney so that the man could see his face. ‘Again . . . why did you and Father Captain de Soya let the girl go on God’s Grove? Why did you attack your crewmate, Rhadamnth Nemes?’


Corporal Kee’s mouth worked until his back teeth became visible. ‘F . . . f . . . fuck you,’ he managed, his jaws tight against the shaking that was racking him.


‘Of course,’ said the Grand Inquisitor and nodded to Father Farrell.


This time the icon Farrell activated could be translated as  hot wire behind the right eye.


Corporal Kee opened his mouth in a silent scream.


‘Again,’ said the Grand Inquisitor softly. ‘Tell us.’


‘Excuse me, Your Eminence,’ said Father Farrell, glancing at his comlog, ‘but the Conclave Mass begins in forty-five minutes.’


The Grand Inquisitor waved his fingers. ‘We have time, Martin. We have time.’ He touched Corporal Kee’s upper arm. ‘Tell us these few facts, Corporal, and you will be bathed, dressed, and released. You have sinned against your Church and your Lord by this betrayal, but the essence of the Church is forgiveness. Explain your betrayal, and all will be forgiven.’


Amazingly, muscles still rippling with shock, Corporal Kee laughed. ‘Fuck you,’ he said. ‘You’ve already made me tell you everything I know under Truthtell. You know why we killed that bitch thing and let the child go. And you’ll never let me go. Fuck you.’


The Grand Inquisitor shrugged and stepped back. Glancing at his own gold comlog, he said softly, ‘We have time. Much time.’ He nodded to Father Farrell.


The icon that looked like a double parenthesis on the virtual pain console stood for broad and heated blade down esophagus.  With a graceful motion of his fingers, Father Farrell activated it.


 




Father Captain Federico de Soya was returned to life on Pacem and had spent two weeks as a de facto prisoner in the Vatican Rectory of the Legionaries of Christ. The rectory was comfortable and tranquil. The plump little resurrection chaplain who attended to his needs – Father Baggio – was as kindly and solicitous as ever. De Soya hated the place and the priest.


No one told Father Captain de Soya that he could not leave the Legionaries rectory, but he was made to understand that he should stay there until called. After a week of gaining strength and orientation after his resurrection, he was called to Pax Fleet headquarters, where he met with Admiral Wu and her boss, Admiral Marusyn.


Father Captain de Soya did little during the meeting except  salute, stand at ease, and listen. Admiral Marusyn explained that a review of Father Captain de Soya’s court martial of four years earlier had shown several irregularities and inconsistencies in the prosecution’s case. Further review of the situation had warranted a reversal of the court-martial board’s decision: Father Captain de Soya was to be reinstated immediately at his former rank of captain in Pax Fleet. Arrangements were being made to find him a ship for combat duty.


‘Your old torchship the Balthasar is in drydock for a year,’ said Admiral Marusyn. ‘A complete refitting – being brought up to archangel-escort standards. Your replacement, Mother Captain Stone, did an excellent job as skipper.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said de Soya. ‘Stone was an excellent exec. I’m sure she’s been a good boss.’


Admiral Marusyn nodded absently as he thumbed through vellum sheets in his notebook. ‘Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘So good, in fact, that we’ve recommended her as skipper for one of the new planet-class archangels. We have an archangel in mind for you as well, Father Captain.’


De Soya blinked and tried not to react. ‘The Raphael, sir?’


The Admiral looked up, his tanned and creased face set in a slight smile. ‘Yes, the Raphael, but not the one you skippered before. We’ve retired that prototype to courier duty and renamed her. The new archangel Raphael is . . . well, you’ve


heard about the planet-class archangels, Father Captain?’


‘No, sir. Not really.’ He had heard rumors on his desert world when boxite miners had talked loudly in the one cantina in town.


‘Four standard years,’ muttered the Admiral, shaking his head. His white hair was combed back behind his ears. ‘Bring Federico up to speed here, Admiral.’


Marget Wu nodded and touched the diskey on a standard tactical console set into Admiral Marusyn’s wall. A holo of a starship came into existence between her and de Soya. The father-captain could see at once that this ship was larger, sleeker, more refined, and deadlier than his old Raphael.


‘His Holiness has asked each industrial world in the Pax to  build – or at least to bankroll – one of these planet-class archangel battlecruisers, Father Captain,’ said Admiral Wu in her briefing voice. ‘In the past four years, twenty-one of them have been completed and have entered active service. Another sixty are nearing completion.’ The holo began to rotate and enlarge until suddenly the main deck was shown in cutaway. It was as if a laser lance had sliced the ship in half.


‘As you see,’ continued Wu, ‘the living areas, command decks, and C-three tactical centers are much roomier than on the earlier Raphael . . . roomier even than your old torchship. The drives – both the classified C-plus instantaneous Gideon drive and the in-system fusion plant – have been reduced in size by one-third while gaining in efficiency and ease of maintenance. The new Raphael carries three atmospheric dropships and a high-speed scout. There are automated resurrection creches aboard to serve a crew of twenty-eight and up to twenty-two Marines or passengers.’


‘Defenses?’ asked Father Captain de Soya, still standing at ease, his hands clasped behind him.


‘Class-ten containment fields,’ said Wu crisply. ‘The newest stealth technology. Omega-class ECM and jamming ability. As well as the usual assortment of close-in hyperkinetic and energy defenses.’


‘Attack capabilities?’ said de Soya. He could tell from the apertures and arrays visible on the holo, but he wanted to hear it.


Admiral Marusyn answered with a tone of pride, as if showing off a new grandchild. ‘The whole nine meters,’ he said. ‘CPBs, of course, but feeding off the C-plus drive core rather than the fusion drive. Slag anything within half an AU. New Hawking hyperkinetic missiles – miniaturized – about half the mass and size of the ones you carried on Balthasar. Plasma needles with almost twice the yield of the warheads of five years ago. Deathbeams . . .’


Father Captain de Soya tried not to react. Deathbeams had been prohibited in Pax Fleet.


Marusyn saw something in the other man’s face. ‘Things  have changed, Federico. This fight is to the finish. The Ousters are breeding like fruit flies out there in the dark, and unless we stop them, they’ll be slagging Pacem in a year or two.’


Father Captain de Soya nodded. ‘Do you mind if I ask which world paid for the building of this new Raphael, sir?’


Marusyn smiled and gestured toward the holo. The hull of the ship seemed to hurtle toward de Soya as the magnification increased. The view cut through the hull and closed on the tactical bridge, moving to the edge of the tactical center holopit until the father-captain could make out a small bronze plaque with the name – HHS RAPHAEL – and beneath that, in smaller script: BUILT AND COMMISSIONED BY THE PEOPLE OF HEAVEN’S GATE FOR THE DEFENSE OF ALL HUMANITY.


‘Why are you smiling, Father Captain?’ asked Admiral Marusyn.


‘Well, sir, it’s just . . . well, I’ve been to the world of Heaven’s Gate, sir. It was, of course, more than four standard years ago, but the planet was empty except for a dozen or so prospectors and a Pax garrison in orbit. There’s been no real population there since the Ouster invasion three hundred years ago, sir. I just couldn’t imagine that world financing one of these ships. It seems to me that it would take a planetary GNP of a society like Renaissance Vector’s to pay for a single archangel.’


Marusyn’s smile had not faltered. ‘Precisely, Father Captain. Heaven’s Gate is a hellhole – poison atmosphere, acid rain, endless mud, and sulfur flats. It’s never recovered from the Ouster attack. But His Holiness thought that the Pax’s stewardship of that world might be better transferred to private enterprise. The planet still holds a fortune in heavy metals and chemicals. So we have sold it.’


This time de Soya blinked. ‘Sold it, sir? An entire world?’


While Marusyn openly grinned, Admiral Wu said, ‘To the  Opus Dei, Father Captain.’


De Soya did not speak, but neither did he show comprehension.


‘ “The Work of God” used to be a minor religious organization, ’ said Wu. ‘It’s . . . ah, I believe . . . about twelve hundred years old. Founded in AD 1920. In the past few years, it has become not only a great ally of the Holy See, but a worthy competitor of the Pax Mercantilus.’


‘Ah, yes,’ said Father Captain de Soya. He could imagine the Mercantilus buying up entire worlds, but he could not imagine the trading group allowing a rival to gain such power in the few years he had been out of Pax news. It did not matter. He turned to Admiral Marusyn. ‘One last question, sir.’


The Admiral glanced at his comlog chronometer and nodded curtly.


‘I have been out of Fleet service for four years,’ de Soya said softly. ‘I have not worn a uniform or received a tech update in all that time. The world where I served as a priest was so far out of the mainstream that I might as well have been in cryogenic fugue the whole time. How could I possibly take command of a new-generation archangel-class starship, sir?’


Marusyn frowned. ‘We’ll bring you up to speed, Father Captain. Pax Fleet knows what it’s doing. Are you saying no to this commission?’


Father Captain de Soya hesitated a visible second. ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘I appreciate the confidence in me that you and Pax Fleet are showing. I’ll do my best, Admiral.’ De Soya had been trained to discipline twice – once as a priest and Jesuit, again as an officer in His Holiness’s fleet.


Marusyn’s stone face softened. ‘Of course you will, Federico. We’re pleased to have you back. We’d like you to stay at the Legionaries rectory here on Pacem until we’re ready to send you to your ship, if that would be all right.’



Dammit, thought de Soya. Still a prisoner with those damned Legionaries. He said, ‘Of course, sir. It’s a pleasant place.’


Marusyn glanced at his comlog again. The interview was obviously at an end. ‘Any requests before the assignment becomes official, Father Captain?’


De Soya hesitated again. He knew that making a request would be bad form. He spoke anyway. ‘Yes, sir . . . one.  There were three men who served with me on the old  Raphael. Swiss Guard commandos whom I brought from Hyperion. . . Lancer Rettig, well, he died, sir . . . but Sergeant Gregorius and Corporal Kee were with me until the end, and I wondered . . .’


Marusyn nodded impatiently. ‘You want them on new  Raphael with you. It sounds reasonable. I used to have a cook that I dragged from ship to ship . . . poor bugger was killed during the Second Coal Sack engagement. I don’t know about these men . . .’ The Admiral looked at Marget Wu.


‘By great coincidence,’ said Admiral Wu, ‘I ran across their files while reviewing your reinstatement papers, Father Captain. Sergeant Gregorius is currently serving in the Ring Territories. I am sure that a transfer can be arranged. Corporal Kee, I am afraid . . .’


De Soya’s stomach muscles tightened. Kee had been with him around God’s Grove – Gregorius had been returned to the creche after an unsuccessful resurrection – and the last he had seen of the lively little corporal had been after their return to Pacem space, when the MPs had taken them away to separate holding cells after their arrest. De Soya had shaken the corporal’s hand and assured him that they would see each other again.


‘I am afraid that Corporal Kee died two standard years ago,’ finished Wu. ‘He was killed during an Ouster attack on the Sagittarius Salient. I understand that he received the Silver Star of St Michael . . . posthumously, of course.’


De Soya nodded tersely. ‘Thank you,’ he said.


Admiral Marusyn gave his paternal politician’s smile and extended his hand across the desk to de Soya. ‘Good luck, Federico. Give them hell from the Raphael.’


 




The headquarters for the Pax Mercantilus was not on Pacem proper, but was located – fittingly – on the L5 Trojan point trailing behind the planet by some sixty orbital degrees. Between the Vatican world and the huge, hollow Torus Mercantilus – a carbon-carbon doughnut two hundred and seventy  meters thick, a full klick wide, and twenty-six kilometers in diameter, its interior webbed with spidery drydocks, com antennae, and loading bays – floated half of Pax Fleet’s total orbital-based firepower. Kenzo Isozaki once calculated that a coup attempt launched from Torus Mercantilus would last twelve-point-oh-six nanoseconds before being vaporized.


Isozaki’s office was in a clear bulb on a whiskered-carbon flower stem raised some four hundred meters above the outer rim of the torus. The bulb’s curved hullskin could be opaqued or left transparent according to the whim of the CEO inside it. Today it was transparent except for the section polarized to dim the glare of Pacem’s yellow sun. Space seemed black at the moment, but as the torus rotated, the bulb would come into the ring’s shadow and Isozaki could glance up to see stars instantly appear as if a heavy black curtain had been pulled aside to reveal thousands of brilliant, unflickering candles. Or the myriad campfires of my enemies, thought Isozaki as the darkness fell for the twentieth time on this working day.


With the walls absolutely transparent, his oval office with its modest desk, chairs, and soft lamps seemed to become a carpeted platform standing alone in the immensity of space, individual stars blazing and the long swath of the Milky Way lighting the interior. But it was not this familiar spectacle that made the Mercantilus CEO look up: set amid the starfield, three fusion tails of incoming freighters could be picked out, looking like smudges on an astronomical holo. Isozaki was so adept at gauging distances and delta-vs from fusion tails that he could tell at a glance how long it would be before these freighters docked . . . and even which ships they were. The PM  Moldahar Effectuator had refueled by skimming a gas giant in the Epsilon Eridani System and was burning redder than usual. The HHMS Emma Constant ’s skipper was in her usual rush to get her cargo of Pegasus 51 reaction metals to the torus and was decelerating inbound a good fifteen percent above Mercantilus recommendations. Finally, the smallest smudge could only be the HHMS Elemosineria Apostolica just passing spindown from its C-plus translation point from Renaissance System:  Isozaki knew this from a glance, just as he knew the three hundred-some other optimal translation points visible in his part of the Pacem System sky.


The lift tube rose from the floor and became a transparent cylinder, its passenger lit by starlight. Isozaki knew that the cylinder was transparent only from the outside: in it, the occupants stood in a mirrored interior, seeing nothing of the CEO’s office, staring at their own reflection until Isozaki keyed their door open.


Anna Pelli Cognani was the only person in the tube. Isozaki nodded and his personal AI rotated the cube door open. His fellow CEO and protégée did not even glance up at the moving starfield as she crossed the carpet toward him. ‘Good afternoon, Kenzo-san.’


‘Good afternoon, Anna.’ He waved her toward the most comfortable chair, but Cognani shook her head and remained standing. She never took a seat in Isozaki’s office. Isozaki never ceased offering her one.


‘The Conclave Mass is almost over,’ said Cognani.


Isozaki nodded. At that second his office AI darkened the bubble walls and projected the Vatican’s tightbeam broadcast.


St Peter’s Basilica was awash in scarlet and purple and black and white this morning as the eighty-three cardinals soon to be sealed in the Conclave bowed, prayed, genuflected, knelt, stood, and sang. Behind this terna, or herd of theoretically possible candidates for the papacy, were the hundreds of bishops and archbishops, deacons and members of the Curia, Pax military officials and Pax civil administrators, Pax planetary governors and high elected officials who happened to be on Pacem at the time of the Pope’s death or who were within three weeks’ time-debt, delegates from the Dominicans, the Jesuits, the Benedictines, the Legionaries of Christ, the Mariaists, the Salesians, and a single delegate standing for the few remaining Franciscans. There were the ‘valued guests’ in the back rows – honorary delegates from the Pax Mercantilus, the  Opus Dei, the Istituto per Opere di Religione – also known as the Vatican Bank, delegates from the Vatican administrative  wings of the Prefettura, the Servizio Assistenziale del Santo Padre – the Holy Father’s Welfare Service, from the APSA – the Administration of the Patrimony of the Holy See, as well as from Cardinal Camerlengo’s own Apostolic Chamber. Also in the rear pews were honored guests from the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, the Papal Commission on Interstellar Peace and Justice, many papal academies such as the Pontifical Ecclesiastical Academy, and other quasi-theological organizations necessary to the running of the vast Pax state. Finally, there were the bright uniforms of the Corps Helvetica – the Swiss Guard – as well as commanders of the Palatine Guard reconstituted by Pope Julius, and the first appearance of the commander of the hitherto secret Noble Guard – a pale, dark-haired man in a solid red uniform.


Isozaki and Cognani watched this pageant with knowledgeable eyes. Each of them had been invited to the Mass, but it had become a tradition in recent centuries for the Pax Mercantilus CEOs to honor major Church-ceremonies by their absence – sending only their official Vatican delegates. Both watched Cardinal Couesnongle celebrate this Mass of the Holy Spirit and saw Cardinal Camerlengo as the powerless figurehead he was; their eyes were on Cardinal Lourdusamy, Cardinal Mustafa, and half a dozen other power brokers in the front pews.


With the final benediction, the Mass ended and the voting cardinals filed out in solemn procession to the Sistine Chapel, where the holocams lingered while the doors were sealed, the entrance to the Conclave was closed and that door bolted on the inside and padlocked on the outside, and the sealing of the Conclave pronounced official by the Commandant of the Swiss Guards and the Prefect of the Pontifical Household. The Vatican coverage then shifted to commentary and speculation while the image remained of the sealed door.


‘Enough,’ said Kenzo Isozaki. The broadcast flashed off, the bubble grew transparent, and sunlight flooded the room under a black sky.


Anna Pelli Cognani smiled thinly. ‘The voting shouldn’t take too long.’


Isozaki had returned to his chair. Now he steepled his fingers and tapped his lower lip. ‘Anna,’ he said, ‘do you think that we – all of us in the chairmanship of the Mercantilus – have any real power?’


Cognani’s neutral expression showed her surprise. She said, ‘During the last fiscal year, Kenzo-san, my division showed a profit of thirty-six billion marks.’


Isozaki held his steepled fingers still. ‘M. Cognani,’ he said, ‘would you be so kind as to remove your jacket and shirt?’


His protégée did not blink. In the twenty-eight standard years they had been colleagues – subordinate and master, actually – M. Isozaki had never done, said, or implied anything that might have been interpreted as a sexual overture. She hesitated only a second, then unsealed her jacket, slipped it off, set it on the chair she never sat in, and unsealed her shirt. She folded it atop her jacket on the back of the chair.


Isozaki rose and came around his desk, standing only a meter from her. ‘Your underthings as well,’ he said, slipping off his own jacket and unbuttoning his own old-fashioned shirt. His chest was healthy, muscled, but hairless.


Cognani slipped off her chemise. Her breasts were small but perfectly formed, rosy at the tips.


Kenzo Isozaki lifted one hand as if he were going to touch her, pointed, and then returned the hand to his own chest and touched the double-barred cruciform that ran from his sternum to just above his navel. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is power.’ He turned away and began dressing. After a moment, Anna Pelli Cognani hugged her shoulders and then also began dressing.


When they were both dressed, Isozaki sat behind his desk again and gestured toward the other chair. To his quiet astonishment, M. Anna Pelli Cognani sat in it.


‘What you are saying,’ began Cognani, ‘is that no matter how successful we are in making ourselves indispensable to the new Pope – if there ever is a new pope – the Church will always have the ultimate leverage of resurrection.’


‘Not quite,’ said Isozaki, steepling his fingers again as if the  previous interlude had not happened. ‘I am saying that the power controlling the cruciform controls the human universe.’


‘The Church . . .’ began Cognani and stopped. ‘Of course, the cruciform is just part of the power equation. The TechnoCore provides the Church with the secret of successful resurrection. But they’ve been in league with the Church for two hundred and eighty years . . .’


‘For their own purposes,’ said Isozaki softly. ‘What are those purposes, Anna?’


The office rotated into night. Stars exploded into existence. Cognani raised her face to the Milky Way to gain a moment to think. ‘No one knows,’ she said at last. ‘Ohm’s Law.’


Isozaki smiled. ‘Very good. Following the path of least resistance here may not lead us through the Church, but via the Core.’


‘But Councillor Albedo meets with no one except His Holiness and Lourdusamy.’


‘No one that we know of,’ amended Isozaki. ‘But that is a matter of the Core coming to the human universe.’


Cognani nodded. She understood the implicit suggestion: the illicit, Core-class AIs that the Mercantilus was developing could find the datumplane avenue and follow it to the Core. For almost three hundred years, the prime commandment enforced by the Church and Pax had been: Thou shalt not build a thinking machine equal or superior to humankind. ‘AIs’ in use within the Pax were more ‘All-purpose Instruments’ than ‘Artificial Intelligences’ of the kind that had evolved away from humanity almost a millennium earlier: idiot thinking machines like Isozaki’s office AI or the cretinous ship computer on de Soya’s old ship, the Raphael. But in the past dozen years, secret research departments of the Pax Mercantilus had recreated the autonomous AIs equal to or surpassing those in common use during the days of the Hegemony. The risk and benefits of this project were almost beyond measure – absolute domination of Pax trade and a breaking of the old balance-of-power stand-off between Pax Fleet and Pax Mercantilus if successful; excommunication, torture in the dungeons of the Holy  Office, and execution if discovered by the Church. And now this prospect.


Anna Pelli Cognani stood. ‘My God,’ she said softly, ‘that would be the ultimate end run.’


Isozaki nodded and smiled again. ‘Do you know where that term originated, Anna?’


‘End run? No . . . some sport, I imagine.’


‘A very ancient warfare-surrogate sport called football,’ said Isozaki.


Cognani knew that this irrelevancy was anything but irrelevant. Sooner or later her master would explain why this datum was important. She waited.


‘The Church had something that the Core wanted . . . needed,’ said Isozaki. ‘The taming of the cruciform was their part of the deal. The Church had to barter something of equal worth.’


Cognani thought, Equal in worth to the immortality of a trillion human beings? She said, ‘I had always assumed that when Lenar Hoyt and Lourdusamy contacted the surviving Core elements more than two centuries ago, the Church’s bartering point was in secretly reestablishing the TechnoCore in human space.’


Isozaki opened his hands. ‘To what ends, Anna? Where is the benefit to the Core?’


‘When the Core was an integral part of the Hegemony,’ she said, ‘running the WorldWeb and the fatline, they were using the neurons in the billions of human brains transiting the farcasters as a sort of neural net, part of their Ultimate Intelligence project.’


‘Ah, yes,’ said her mentor. ‘But there are no farcasters now. If they are using human beings . . . how? And where?’


Without meaning to, Anna Pelli Cognani raised one hand to her breastbone.


Isozaki smiled. ‘Irritating, isn’t it? Like a word that is on the tip of one’s tongue but will not come to mind. A puzzle with a missing piece. But there is one piece that was missing which has just been found.’


Cognani raised an eyebrow. ‘The girl?’


‘Back in Pax space,’ said the older CEO. ‘Our agents close to Lourdusamy have confirmed that the Core has revealed this. It happened after the death of His Holiness . . . only the Secretary of State, the Grand Inquisitor, and the top people in Pax Fleet know.’


‘Where is she?’


Isozaki shook his head. ‘If the Core knows, they haven’t revealed it to the Church or any other human agency. But Pax Fleet has called up that ship’s captain – de Soya – because of the news.’


‘The Core had predicted that he would be involved in the girl’s capture,’ said Cognani. The beginnings of a smile were working at the corners of her mouth.


‘Yes?’ said Isozaki, proud of his student.


‘Ohm’s Law,’ said Cognani.


‘Precisely.’


The woman stood and again touched her chest without being aware of doing so. ‘If we find the girl first, we have the leverage to open discussions with the Core. And the means – with the new abilities we will have on-line.’ None of the CEOs who knew of the secret AI project ever said the words or phrases aloud, despite their bugproof offices.


‘If we have the girl and the means of negotiating,’ continued Cognani, ‘we may have the leverage we need to supplant the Church in the Core’s arrangement with humanity.’


‘If we can discover what the Core is getting from the Church in return for control of the cruciform,’ murmured Isozaki. ‘And offer the same or better.’


Cognani nodded in a distracted manner. She was seeing how all of this related to her goals and efforts as CEO of Opus Dei. In every way, she realized at once. ‘In the meantime, we have to find the girl before the others do . . . Pax Fleet must be utilizing resources they would never reveal to the Vatican.’


‘And vice versa,’ said Isozaki. This kind of contest pleased him very much.


‘And we will have to do the same,’ said Cognani, turning  toward the lift tube. ‘Every resource.’ She smiled at her mentor. ‘It’s the ultimate three-way, zero-sum game, isn’t it, Kenzo-san?’


‘Just so,’ said Isozaki. ‘Everything to the winner – power, immortality, and wealth beyond human imagining. To the loser – destruction, the true death, and eternal slavery for one’s descendants.’ He held up one finger. ‘But not a three-way game, Anna. Six.’


Cognani paused by the lift door. ‘I see the fourth,’ she said. ‘The Core has its own imperative to find the girl first. But . . .’


Isozaki lowered his hand. ‘We must presume that the child has her own goals in this game, mustn’t we? And whoever or whatever has introduced her as a playing piece . . . well, that must be our sixth player.’


‘Or one of the other five,’ said Cognani, smiling. She also enjoyed a high-stakes game.


Isozaki nodded and turned his chair to watch the next sunrise above the curving-away band of the Torus Mercantilus. He did not turn back when the lift door closed and Anna Pelli Cognani departed.


 




Above the altar, Jesus Christ, his face stern and unrelenting, divided men into camps of the good and the bad – the rewarded and the damned. There was no third group.


Cardinal Lourdusamy sat in his canopied stall inside the Sistine Chapel and looked at Michelangelo’s fresco of the Last Judgment. Lourdusamy had always thought that this Christ was a bullying, authoritarian, merciless figure – perhaps an icon perfectly suited to oversee this choice of a new Vicar of Christ.


The little chapel was crowded with the eighty-three canopied stalls seating the eighty-three cardinals present in the flesh. An empty space allowed for activation of the holos representing the missing thirty-seven cardinals – one holo of a canopied stall at a time.


This was the first morning after the cardinals had been ‘nailed up’ in the Vatican Palace. Lourdusamy had slept and  eaten well – his bedroom a cot in his Vatican office, his repast a simple meal cooked by the nuns of the Vatican guest house: simple food and a cheap white wine served in the glorious Borgia Apartments. Now all were gathered in the Sistine Chapel, their stall-thrones in place, their canopies raised. Lourdusamy knew that this splendid sight had been missing from the Conclave for many centuries – ever since the number of cardinals had grown too large to accommodate the stalls in the small chapel, sometime pre-Hegira, the nineteenth or twentieth century AD, he thought – but the Church had grown so small by the end of the Fall of the Farcasters that the forty-some cardinals could once again easily fit. Pope Julius had kept the number small – never more than a hundred and twenty cardinals, despite the growth of the Pax. And with almost forty of them unable to travel in time to the Conclave, the Sistine Chapel could hold the stalls of those cardinals permanently based on Pacem.


The moment had come. All of the cardinal-electors in the chapel stood as one. In the empty space near the Scrutineers’ table near the altar, the holos of the thirty-seven absent cardinal-electors shimmered into existence. Because the space was small, the holos were small – little more than doll-sized human figures in doll-sized wooden stalls – all of them floating in midair like ghosts of Conclave-electors past. Lourdusamy smiled, as he always did, at how appropriate the reduced size of these absent electors seemed.


Pope Julius had always been elected by acclamation. One of the three cardinals acting as Scrutineers raised his hand: the Holy Spirit may have been prepared to move these men and women, but some coordination was required. When the Scrutineer’s hand dropped, the eighty-three cardinals and thirty-seven holos were to speak as one.


‘Eligo Father Lenar Hoyt!’ cried Cardinal Lourdusamy and saw Cardinal Mustafa shouting the same words from beneath the canopy of his stall.


The Scrutineer in front of the altar paused. The acclamation had been loud and clear, but obviously not unanimous. This  was a new wrinkle. For two hundred and seventy years, the acclamation had been immediate.


Lourdusamy was careful not to smile or look around. He knew which of the newer cardinals had not cried out Pope Julius’s name for reelection. He knew the wealth it had taken to bribe these men and women. He knew the terrible risk they were running and would almost certainly suffer for. Lourdusamy knew all this because he had helped to orchestrate it.


After a moment of consultation among the Scrutineers, the one who had called for acclamation now said, ‘We shall proceed by scrutiny.’


There was excited talk among the cardinals as the ballots were prepared and handed out. This had never happened before in the lifetime of most of these princes of the Church. Immediately the acclamation holos of the missing cardinal-electors had become irrelevant. Although a few of the absent cardinals had prepared their interactive chips for scrutiny, most had not bothered.


The Masters of Ceremonies moved among the stalls, distributing voting cards – three to each cardinal-elector. The Scrutineers moved among the forest of stalls to make sure that each of the cardinals had a pen. When all was in readiness, the Cardinal Deacon among the Scrutineers raised his hand again, this time to signify the moment of voting.


Lourdusamy looked at his ballot. On the upper left, the words ‘Eligo in Summum Pontificem’ appeared in print. There was room for one name beneath it. Simon Augustino Cardinal Lourdusamy wrote in Lenar Hoyt and folded the card and held it up so that it could be seen. Within a minute, all eighty-three of the cardinals were holding a card aloft, as were half a dozen of the interactive holos.


The Scrutineer began calling the cardinals forward in order of precedence. Cardinal Lourdusamy went first, leaving his stall and walking to the Scrutineers’ table next to the altar beneath the gaze of the terrible Christ of the fresco. Genuflecting and then kneeling at the altar, Lourdusamy bowed his head in silent prayer. Rising, he said aloud, ‘I call to witness Christ  the Lord who will be my judge, that my vote is given to the one who before God I consider should be elected.’ Lourdusamy solemnly set his folded card on the silver plate that sat atop the vote receptacle. Lifting the plate, he dropped his vote into the receptacle. The Cardinal Deacon among the Scrutineers nodded; Lourdusamy bowed toward the altar and returned to his stall.


Cardinal Mustafa, the Grand Inquisitor, moved majestically toward the altar to cast the second vote.


It was more than an hour later that the votes were tallied. The first Scrutineer shook the receptacle to mix the votes. The second Scrutineer counted them – including the six votes copied from the interactive holos – depositing each in a second receptacle. The count equaled the number of voting cardinals in the Conclave. The Scrutiny proceeded.


The first Scrutineer unfolded a card, wrote down the name on it, and passed the card to the second Scrutineer, who made a note and passed it to the third and final Scrutineer. This man – Cardinal Couesnongle as it turned out – said the name aloud before making a note of it.


In each of the stalls, a cardinal jotted the name on a ’scriber pad provided by the Scrutineers. At the end of the Conclave, the ’scribers would be scrambled, their files deleted so that no record of the voting would remain.


And so the voting proceeded. For Lourdusamy as for the rest of the living cardinals present, the only suspense was whether the dissident cardinal-electors from the acclamation would actually put someone else’s name into play.


As each card was read, the last Scrutineer ran a threaded needle through the word ‘Eligo’ and slid the card down the thread. When all of the ballots had been read aloud, knots were tied in each end of the thread.


The winning candidate was admitted to the Chapel. Standing before the altar in a simple black cassock, the man looked humble and a bit overwhelmed.


Standing before him, the senior Deacon Cardinal said, ‘Do you accept your canonical election as Supreme Pontiff?’


‘I do so accept it,’ said the priest.


At this point, a stall was brought out and set behind the priest. The Cardinal Deacon raised his hands and intoned, ‘Thus accepting your canonical election, this gathering does – in the sight of God Almighty – acknowledge you as Bishop of the Church of Rome, true Pope, and Head of the College of Bishops. May God advise you well as He grants you full and absolute power over the Church of Jesus Christ.’


‘Amen,’ said Cardinal Lourdusamy and pulled the cord that lowered the canopy over his stall. All eighty-three physical canopies and thirty-seven holographic ones lowered at the same time, until only the new Pope’s remained raised. The priest – now Pontiff – sat back in the seat beneath the papal canopy.


‘What name do you choose as Supreme Pontiff?’ asked the Deacon Cardinal.


‘I choose the name Urban the Sixteenth,’ said the seated priest.


There was a murmuring and hum from the cardinals’ stalls. The Cardinal Deacon held out his hand and he and the other Scrutineers led the priest from the Chapel. The murmuring and whispering rose in volume.


Cardinal Mustafa leaned out of his stall and said to Lourdusamy, ‘He must be thinking of Urban the Second. Urban the Fifteenth was a sniveling little coward in the twenty-ninth century who did little but read detective novels and write love letters to his former mistress.’


‘Urban the Second,’ mused Lourdusamy. ‘Yes, of course.’ After several minutes, the Scrutineers returned with the priest – now the Pope dressed in pure white – a white-caped cassock, a white zuchetto or skullcap, a pectoral cross, and a white fascia sash. Cardinal Lourdusamy went to his knees on the stone floor of the Chapel, as did all the other cardinals, real and holographic, as the new Pontiff gave his first benediction.


Then the Scrutineers and the attending cardinals went to the stove to burn the votes now tethered on black thread, adding enough bianco chemical to make sure that the sfumata would indeed be white smoke.


The cardinals filed out of the Sistine Chapel and walked the ancient paths and corridors to St Peter’s, where the senior Cardinal Deacon went alone onto the balcony to announce the name of the new Pontiff to the waiting multitudes.


 




Among the five hundred thousand waiting individuals in the multitude squeezed into, out of, and around St Peter’s Square that morning was Father Captain Federico de Soya. He had been released from his de facto imprisonment at the Legionaries rectory only hours before. He was to report to Pax Fleet’s spaceport later that afternoon for shuttle to his new command. Walking through the Vatican, de Soya had followed the crowds – then had been engulfed by them – as men, women, and children had flowed like a great river toward the Square.


A great cheer had gone up when the puffs of white smoke first became visible from the stovepipe. The impossibly thick throng beneath the balcony of St Peter’s somehow became thicker as tens of thousands more flowed around the colonnades and past the statuary. Hundreds of Swiss Guard troopers held the crowd back from the entrance to the Basilica and away from private areas.


When the Senior Deacon emerged and announced that the new Pope was to be called His Holiness Urban XVI, a great gasp went up from the crowd. De Soya found himself gaping in surprise and shock. Everyone had expected Julius XV. The thought of anyone else as Pope was . . . well, unthinkable.


Then the new Pontiff stepped onto the balcony and the gasps turned to cheers that went on and on and on.


It was Pope Julius – the familiar face, the high forehead, the sad eyes. Father Lenar Hoyt, the savior of the Church, had once again been elected. His Holiness raised his hand in the familiar benediction and waited for the crowd to stop cheering so that he could speak, but the crowd would not stop cheering. The roar rose from half a million throats and went on and on.



Why Urban XVI? wondered Father Captain de Soya. He had read and studied enough history of the Church in his years  as a Jesuit. Quickly he thumbed back through his mental notes on the Urban popes. . . most were forgettable or worse. Why . . .


‘Damn,’ Father Captain de Soya said aloud, the soft curse lost under the continuing roar of the faithful filling St Peter’s Square. ‘Damn,’ he said again.


Even before the crowd quieted enough for the new-old Pontiff to speak, to explain his choice of name, to announce what de Soya knew had to be announced, the father-captain understood. And his heart sank with that understanding.


Urban II had served from AD 1088 to 1099. At the synod the Pope had called in Clermont in . . . November, in the year 1095, de Soya thought . . . Urban II had made his call for holy war against the Muslims in the Near East, for the rescue of Byzantium, and for the liberation of all eastern Christian holy places from Muslim domination. That call had led to the First Crusade . . . the first of many bloody campaigns.


The crowd finally quieted. Pope Urban XVI began to speak, the familiar but newly energized voice rising and falling over the heads of the half-million faithful listening in person and the billions listening via live broadcast.


Father Captain de Soya turned away even before the new Pope began to speak. He pushed and elbowed his way back through the unmoving crowd, trying to escape the suddenly claustrophobic confines of St Peter’s Square.


It was no use. The crowd was rapt and joyous and de Soya was trapped in the mob. The words from the new Pontiff were also joyous and impassioned. Father Captain de Soya stood, unable to escape, and bowed his head. As the crowd began cheering and crying ‘Deus le volt! ’ – God wills it – de Soya began to weep.


Crusade. Glory. A final resolution of the Ouster Problem. Death beyond imagining. Destruction beyond imagining. Father Captain de Soya squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could, but the vision of charged particle beams flaring against the blackness of space, of entire worlds burning, of oceans turning to steam and continents into molten rivers of lava,  visions of orbital forests exploding into smoke, of charred bodies tumbling in zero-g, of fragile, winged creatures flaring and charring and expanding into ash . . .


De Soya wept while billions cheered.







FOUR


It has been my experience that late-night departures and farewells are the hardest on the spirit.


The military was especially good at beginning major voyages in the middle of the night. During my time in the Hyperion Home Guard, it seemed that all important troop movements began in the wee hours. I began to associate that odd blend of fear and excitement, dread and anticipation, with predawn darkness and the smell of lateness. Aenea had said that I would be leaving that night of her announcement to the Fellowship, but it took time to load the kayak, for me to pack my gear and decide what to leave behind forever, and to close up my tent and work area in the compound, so we weren’t airborne in the dropship until after two AM and it was almost sunrise before we reached our destination.


I admit that I felt rushed and ordered about by the girl’s preemptive announcement. Many people had come to look to Aenea for leadership and advice during the four years we spent at Taliesin West, but I wasn’t one of those people. I was thirty-two years old. Aenea was sixteen. It was my job to watch out for her, to protect her, and – if it came to that – to tell her what to do and when to do it. I didn’t like this turn of events one bit.


I’d assumed that A. Bettik would be flying with us to wherever I was supposed to shove off, but Aenea said that the android would be staying behind at the compound, so I wasted another twenty minutes tracking him down and saying good-bye.
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