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      1. The world existed before us, and will continue to exist after us. None of this is seen, and all of it is Mystery.*

      2. When we close our eyes, objects do not cease to exist. When we open our eyes, they do not suddenly exist. What is in Mystery is real.

      3. There are others who are like us, yet only their flesh can be seen. What is most precious about them is Mystery.

      4. There is a wall, and there is something beyond the wall. Everything beyond the wall is Mystery.

      5. No one can retrieve yesterday, pluck the moon from the sky, or know the experience of another sentient being. What cannot be done is Mystery.

      6. Thought objects may be retrieved from Mystery. These objects are real and vitally connected to things that are in Mystery. They may be wielded skillfully or unskillfully in the seen world. These we call symbols.**

      

      *The word translated as “mystery” may also be translated as “unseen.” The most literal English translation is the original meaning of the word “occult,” or, more expansively, “that which is hidden from view.”

      

      **“Symbols” may also be translated “images” or “signs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The TAW Creed

          

        

      

    

    
      Editor’s note: The TAW has no creed. What follows is only what is popularly referred to as “the Creed.” In fact, it is the Preamble to the Theological Statement of the Hick Accord of 2140, the most succinct statement of common faith, and the starting point of the 4,359-page Theological Reflections of the Temple of All Worlds. While there are no numbers in the original, it has become customary to number the tenets when excerpted, as below.

      

      1. There is One Mystery behind the Universe, which is known by many names. All religions point, imperfectly and erratically, toward this Mystery.

      2. This Mystery is a single spiritual reality that upholds and sustains all things—it is in all things, and all things are contained within it. Mystery is Transcendent, Immanent, and Incarnational.

      3. In Mystery there is both oneness and distinction—if one pursues oneness, one finds distinction; if one pursues distinction, one finds oneness.

      4. No religion is entirely correct, and yet they are all correct in some respects. Religions are symbol sets—constellations of interrelated symbol, ritual, and myth that point beyond themselves toward a greater Mystery.

      5. To regard the symbols of a given religion metaphorically is devotion; to regard them literally is idolatry.

      6. Mythology is the vehicle of truth, but it is not a chronicle of history. In religious life, myth is more important than history.

      7. To seek connection with Mystery is worship, to seek unity with Mystery is mysticism, to desire what Mystery desires is justice, and to uphold others in their seeking and desire is spiritual community.

      8. Community may be found both within religions and between them. It is desirable for religions to be in community with other religions. Religions that refuse community and connection with other religions are sectarian and antiestablishment. They are to be tolerated but discouraged.

      9. Tolerance is superior to violence, understanding is superior to tolerance, love is superior to understanding, and unity is superior to love.

      10. There is an unknowable infinite good that is the end of all sentient life, toward which all of our eschatological mythology points.
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        Disappointment is the shove

        that Allah gives to us

        when we are not facing Mecca.

      

      

      
        
        —Sufi poet Najat Ozkaya (14th c.),

        from A Soul of Beaten Felt

      

      

      “Your reign of terror is at an end, Mr. Frun-Jheez. I am finished. Free. Retired.” Arjun Battacharya tossed a datapad to the Eppet.

      “What the fuck is this?” The Eppet caught it and squinted at the pad, awkwardly balancing it on his forepaws.

      “It is my formal retirement request. I thought I would make it in person.”

      The room was dim and had a slightly red cast—adjusted for optimum comfort for the Eppet. Posters and a few crooked pictures were hung on the walls at about thigh height. The desk was a whirlwind of disorder.

      “I suspected something was up, Reverend. I haven’t smelled you or your mangy mutt in years.”

      Jun smiled with patient triumph, leaning on his cane as if it were a fashion accessory. A middle-aged yellow corgi lay sprawled on one of his feet, panting loudly.

      Frun-Jheez tossed the pad aside and refluffed the pillow on the stool that just barely situated him at a functional level at the desk. He did this with all four paws, his tail making grandiose loops in the air. He sat down again heavily and smoothed the fur around his mouth with the back of his paw. “There’s just one problem with that.”

      “Don’t you fuck with me, Frun-Jheez!” Jun pointed his cane at him. “This is not a joke. I have put in my time and then some.”

      “This just came in. Check your mail.”

      Jun looked up and to the left, accessing his datalynk communications. It was dated five minutes ago. He cursed himself. He had seen the blinking light indicating a new message, but that kind of thing happened all the time. He usually just ignored it until he had time to tend to the messages. With a couple of quick blinks, he opened the message and read.

      It was a field evaluation from his last job. “This is bullshit. The governor of Nugegoda Colony has already filed her evaluation. I received ten points, which puts me over the top. I now have enough for full retirement.”

      “Just. But this is a dissenting opinion from the colony’s medical administrator. Looks like you made some enemies.”

      Jun’s eyes scanned the empty air in front of him as he read the report. His fist clenched around the handle of his cane. He wanted to punch someone. Frun-Jheez was a handy choice, but it wasn’t a fair fight—Eppets were much smaller than humans, and had a delicate bone structure that didn’t take kindly to Earth-standard gravity. Jun secretly suspected that was why Frun-Jheez was such a pain in the ass. He liked seeing his charges riled, and knew that there was nothing most of them could do about it.

      “We butted heads a few times. There is nothing damning in this report.”

      “No, but under the new regs, dissenting opinions from senior staff are averaged into your ranking. This Dr. Ibrahim gave you four points, which brings down your average to seven—two points shy of your retirement threshold.” The Eppet leaned back and put his forepaws behind his head in an infuriating display of smugness.

      “This is bullshit,” Jun repeated.

      “Yeah, you said that already. Take it up with someone who cares. Oh, I know—why don’t you pray about it?” His lips parted, revealing all of his fangs—part grin, part grimace. The effect was far more menacing than jolly. “God loves you, or so I hear.”

      “I already had twelve points over—”

      “And you lost them.”

      “My parents died, Frun-Jheez. I had to take the time off. I had responsibilities.”

      “And you got ’em here, too. Look, if you really want out now, say so. You could have retired at three-quarters pay anytime in the last five years. You still can. Walk out of here today, go to Bumfuck, Illinois, or wherever it is you want to go.”

      “That is not going to happen.”

      “Then I’ve got a sweet assignment for you. Play your cards right, keep your nose clean, and you’ll be ready to hit the cornfields with your geriatric mutt in six months.”

      “I plan to appeal this,” Jun said, pounding his cane on the floor.

      “Knock yourself out. In the meantime, pack your bags. There’s a transport leaving at 1400.”

      “For where?” Jun asked through gritted teeth.

      “A mining colony near Epsilon Eri. You’re gonna love the name—Skagway.”

      “Skagway?”

      “Yeah, sounds like a certain kind of doe I used to hang out with in college, you know what I mean?” Frun-Jheez wiggled an eyebrow. It was repulsive. Jun scowled.

      “This is not fair—”

      “Don’t talk to me about fair. This isn’t some personal vendetta; it’s math. You need a certain number of units to retire. You don’t have them, so bye-bye. It’s not like you guys have to do hazard duty.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “When I was in the army, were you chaplain types ever out on the front lines? No way. You were behind the lines with the doctors, cleaning up the mess.”

      “That is simply not—”

      “So stop whining. Those of us in the God business have got it good.”

      “You are not in the God business, Frun-Jheez. You’re a glorified dispatcher.”

      “Don’t deflect. My point is that you guys have no reason to complain. Some people actually have dangerous jobs. God is safe.”

      Jun set his cane and turned toward the door. “If only that were true.”
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        It was the tree of knowledge that killed.

      

      

      
        
        — TAW Rabbi Jacob Stolarz (22nd c.)
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      “Welcome to the Colonial Authority Shuttle Cotillion. The countdown clock has started, folks, so please find your seats and strap in. Anyone here not travelled superluminal before?”

      Jun tripped as he stepped aboard, dropping his cane and almost falling as he tried to set his foot in a way that didn’t step on Bhima. “Sorry, boy,” he said, and grunted as he reached down to retrieve the cane. The passageway was narrow, but he managed it, although seconds later he nearly tripped again, catching hold of a strap with his free hand. He noted that if he had pulled out rather than down on the strap it would have brought a drawer full of God-knows-what raining down on his dog.

      “Watch yer step!” the same voice barked, and Jun looked up, expecting to see a drill sergeant. He was not disappointed. The cabin service director’s uniform was the familiar blue-black of the Colonial Authority Transport Corps, but his stocky frame, grizzled features, and buzz-cut short hair were stereotypically military.

      “You okay?” asked a feminine voice behind him. He shot a look over his shoulder and gave a polite nod.

      “Okay, so a couple of newbies,” the cabin service director groused. “Make sure you strap yourselves in tight, ladies and gentlemen, because when the Vacuum Drive kicks in, you’re in for a wild ride. If you’re not strapped in properly, we’ll be spooning you off the back wall of the cabin when we arrive in Skagway. Once we hit superluminal velocity, our journey will be relatively brief—we’ll spend more time strapping in than we actually do traveling. Don’t think you’ll be getting any reading done, either, cupcakes. This shuttle doesn’t have a field dampener, so you’ll be more concerned about holding onto your teeth than finishing your novel. Cabin crew, on your marks. Let’s get these civilians stowed.”

      Jun mumbled his seat number over and over, guiding Bhima to the penultimate starboard aisle, and turned left toward the prow. He counted off the seats, even though he didn’t have to—the numbers were prominently displayed. Near the front of the cabin, he found his seat. “Bhima, sit,” he said, and when Bhima did, he leaned his cane against his seat, opened the overhead bin above, and stowed his shoulder bag. He shut and fastened the bin and then turned to his dog. “You know the drill, big man.” Jun cast about for a harness. Usually, there was a bin clearly marked for domestic animal harnesses, but Jun didn’t see it. He looked up and saw the woman who had been behind him when he tripped.

      “We’re cabin mates, it seems,” she said. She glanced down at her pad and then up at the seat number. ‘That’s me.” Out of the corner of his eye, Jun watched her stow her carry-ons, but he was looking for a crewmember. In a moment, he saw the cabin service director crossing his aisle about three cabins aft. He waved and was relieved to catch his eye.

      The gruff man scowled but changed course and made his way up the aisle. “Help you?” he barked.

      “Yes, please. I can’t find the bin for the domestic harnesses,” Jun said pleasantly.

      With a quick glance at the ceiling that might have been an eye roll, the cabin service director pointed at an unmarked bin at the cabin’s fore. Then he turned and stalked off down the aisle again.

      “So, he’s a people person, then,” the woman said, beginning to buckle herself in.

      Jun picked up his cane and went toward the place the sergeant had indicated. Sizing up the most likely bin, he snapped off the catches and pulled on the worn blue-black strap. Inside were about fifteen tangled harnesses of varying sizes, intended for a menagerie of species. He threw the tangle on the floor and glanced up at the countdown clock. Twenty minutes to go. He forced himself to breathe deeply and slowly and then, creakily, lowered himself to his one good knee to sort through the mess. Bhima sniffed at the straps, no doubt enjoying the olfactory balm of animals past. Eventually he separated a harness intended for a medium-sized canine that was not too frayed and grimaced briefly as he rose in triumph. “Success,” he told Bhima and returned to his seat.

      Tossing his cane to the floor, he steadied himself on the arm of his seat and lowered himself to both knees as he started to fasten the harness onto Bhima.

      “What’s his name?” the woman asked.

      “Bhima,” Jun said. He stopped what he was doing and turned his face up to her. “I’m sorry; I haven’t been kind. I’ve been so focused on him…and rushed. I’m Arjun Battacharya. Please call me Jun.” He held out his hand, and she took it, smiling warmly.

      “I figured as much. He’s your kid. You gotta make sure he’s safe.”

      “That’s it exactly,” Jun said. He turned back to Bhima and continued working the straps.

      “You have a very faint accent,” she noted. “What I mean is, you sound like you’re from somewhere else—I’m guessing the Indus or Ganges colonies—and then spent a lot of time in America.”

      “Very close. I spent my first ten years in Mumbai, then my family moved to Downers Grove, Illinois. Then I went back to India for my graduate work. I only have one non-Indian grandparent, and she was Guatemalan. We don’t come any browner, my people.”

      She laughed. “I’m Belle. Stolarz. New York Jewish Polack. Don’t enquire further about pedigree. I’m a mutt. Unlike this guy,” she pointed at Bhima, now securely strapped into his harness.

      “He might be part raccoon, actually,” Jun confessed. “He has a nose for mischief.” He fastened three carabiners affixed to the harness to the securing eyes next to his seat. Then he straightened and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. For the first time, he really looked at Belle. She was about ten years younger than he—maybe forty-five? She had frizzy red hair and hips almost too wide for her seat. Her face was kind. She was no beauty, but he felt the tug of attraction. Something about her demeanor caused him to relax just a bit. He was grateful for that.

      “I’ve never heard the name Bhima before,” Belle said, clearly just making conversation. “It must be Indian, but does it mean something?”

      Jun sat down and began to fasten his own harness. “It’s the Indian version of Samson or Verudan. Or Hercules.”

      Belle laughed. “That’s a lot to live up to, little guy,” she said, reaching out to touch the dog. She couldn’t quite reach, but Bhima sniffed an acknowledgement in her direction.

      “Do you live at the Skagway colony, then?” Jun asked. He didn’t need the small talk, but he didn’t mind it, either.

      “No…but I guess I will. For a while, at least,” she sighed. “How about you?”

      “A tour of duty. My last.” He gave her a pained smile.

      A speaker cracked, and the cabin service director’s gravelly voice filled the cabin. “Attention, please, cupcakes. Our crew is going to come through to make sure your harnesses are secure. They’re also going to give you a shot. If you don’t like needles…well, tough shit. We’ll try to make it as quick and painless as possible. Believe me, you don’t want to go superluminal without it, unless you’re the sort of masochistic bastard who really craves vomiting for the next five days. T minus ten minutes. Crew, cracker-snap it; we’re thirty seconds behind schedule.”

      The speaker crackled again, and the few seconds of silence began to sour into awkwardness. “So, you’re going for work?” Belle prompted.

      “I don’t think anyone goes to Skagway for fun. I don’t think they even have a Tourists Bureau.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a CPE instructor.”

      Her brow furrowed. “And in English?”

      He grinned. “Sorry. Clinical Pastoral Education. I train chaplains. I have one last flock of students—”

      She laughed, “Flock? Like sheep?”

      He nodded, his smile filling his whole face. “And then, God willing, I’m through. I have a plan.”

      “Do you now? Care to share?”

      “Bhima and I will go back to Downers Grove, buy an apartment on Main Street, and edit manuscripts for the InterVarsity Press. When we feel like it.” His smile faded, and he looked down at his lap. “But…that’s far from a sure thing. I don’t know about social workers, but the Chaplains Union is incentivized.”

      She hooted. “Us too. What a crock. So what you’re saying is, this is your last tour if you get a ten-point rating from the governor.”

      “Actually, I only need two points.”

      “Oh hell,” she waved him away, “just don’t kill anyone, and you’ll do fine.”

      He waggled his head. “I don’t know. Some people just decide they don’t like a person, right out of the gate. You can’t control that kind of thing. No, I won’t be slacking. I’m a professional, and I’ll do my best.”

      “I like a man with a good work ethic.”

      “I guess you’ve run your own numbers?”

      “I’m doing okay. Not retirement okay, but I’ve got some time. And my average is fine. I’m counting on getting better as I get older and wiser.”

      Jun smiled at this. “What I want more than anything is just to get through this last course as placidly as those stars out there.”

      “But if you look closely, those stars are each giant, roiling gas furnaces,” she said, a note of playful challenge in her voice. “There’s not really much that’s placid about them.”

      He nodded a concession but said nothing.

      “What happens if I look closely at you?” she asked. “What will I see?”

      “That isn’t likely to happen,” he said, looking down at his hands.

      A few moments of awkward silence passed between them. Then one of the flight crew seemed to burst into the cabin in a flurry of activity.

      “Batta-Batta—how the fuck do you pronounce your name, mister?” The steward was a slight young man, with the same buzzed haircut as the cabin service director’s. Before Jun could respond, he leaned over and tugged at his straps. “Okay, that’s secure.” He glanced at Bhima, who looked up at him and panted. “Looks okay.”

      “The name is Battacharya,” Jun said with exaggerated calm. “His name is Bhima. You’re not going to check him?”

      “Don’t really care that much,” the young man said, glancing at the pad in his hand. He stowed that in a pocket and took out a hypo gun. “Weight?” he asked.

      “Excuse me?” Jun said.

      “For the Itinericil. How much. Do. You. Weigh?” the young man asked, with unnecessary precision.

      “There’s no need to be testy. Seventy-two kilograms.”

      The steward made an adjustment on his gun and moved it toward Jun’s forearm. Jun snatched it back. “Give it to him first,” he said, pointing a Bhima.

      “Look, Mr.…Battywhatsit, I don’t have time for this shit. This stuff is expensive, and we don’t waste it on domestics.”

      “That domestic’s fare was nearly twice what my own seat cost,” Jun responded. He worked at keeping is tone even. “He has paid for that drug twice over. You will give it to him now.”

      The man stepped back and sized Jun up.

      “Young man, are you going to punch me?”

      The steward’s mouth worked, but no sounds came out. He obviously was not used to being challenged.

      “If there is a problem, please summon your supervisor. But I will tell him the same as you. If you do not give the drug to my dog, you will not give it to me. And when we arrive, you will explain to the governor why her new CPE trainer is out of commission for his first week on the job.”

      The man fished his pad out of his pocket and pretended to study it. Eventually, he pocketed it and asked, “Weight?”

      “What is the weight of the dog, then?” Jun clarified.

      “Yes, what is the weight of the goddamned dog?” the steward snapped.

      “Fifteen kilos,” Jun said.

      The steward dropped to one knee and held the tip of the hypo gun to Bhima’s leg. Jun heard the brief spit of air. A slight whine from Bhima let him know that something had indeed punctured his skin.

      “I’m glad we were able to reach an equitable understanding. I myself am seventy-two kilos,” Jun said as the steward snapped up to a standing position again. Without a word, the young man held the gun to Jun’s forearm, and once again he heard the spit of air.

      “Thank you,” Jun said, but the young man ignored him, turning to Belle.

      “Weight?”

      “A lady never tells…”

      “Goddammit, lady, I swear to God—”

      “Seventy-seven kilos.”

      The young man adjusted the gun, gave her the shot, and stormed from the cabin.

      Belle giggled. “Oh, you’re going to be fun to hang around when we get planetside.”

      “I’ve been called many things. Fun is never one of them.” But he smiled. “Have you done this before?”

      “Superluminal travel?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh yes, many times.”

      “So you know about the effects of the drug. Are my secrets going to be safe with you?”

      “Let’s just say I’m glad there’s only two of us in this cabin and one of us is a clergyperson. I’m hoping the whole ‘seal of the confessional’ thing is still worth something.”

      “As long as you don’t reveal a crime, we should be fine.” He felt his muscles relax, like dominoes dropping. He felt a soft blanket drop over his brain, fuzzy and warm. He looked over at Belle and saw her smile, her eyes closed, clearly enjoying the effects of the drug. “So do tell. What’s waiting at Skagway for you?”

      “Seven hundred and eighty chits a week.”

      He laughed. “And are you coming or going?”

      “What?”

      “Are you coming to Skagway or going to Skagway?”

      “What’s the difference?” She opened one lazy eye at him.

      “There’s a big difference. If you’re coming, then I’ll be curious about what is drawing you, what you’re excited about. If you’re going, then I’m going to be curious about what you’re running from.”

      “That’s an intimate conversation.”

      “But that’s the way it always goes with this stuff. In a moment, all of your deep, dark secrets are going to start pouring out. Why wait?”

      She snorted. “I’m an LSW. Social worker. Therapist. We have some things in common, I think, Mr. Batty.”

      “I think we do.” He smiled at her through heavy lids.

      The speaker crackled. “T minus five. Flight crew, let’s wrap it up.”

      Bhima whined. “Enjoy it, Booboo,” Jun called to him without looking.

      “Are you worried about his bladder control after the injection?”

      “We’re going to be there in seven minutes, and our friendly crew will have to clean it up. No, that does not concern me in the least.” He called again to Bhima, “Let deep call to deep, boy.”

      “You are fun,” she said. “Okay, now that you’re good and sloshed, tell me the one thing you don’t want people to know about you.”

      “That is hardly fair, Miss Belle.”

      “I’m trying to rival your own mischievity.”

      “I’m not sure mischievity is a word,” he responded.

      “Don’t deflect. You cannot tell a lie right now. And you know you want to tell me. Besides, I’m a therapist. You can trust me.”

      He sighed, but he was not able to resist. “I am…not sure…I believe in God.”

      “That’s a hell of a revelation for a reverend,” she said.

      “I prefer chaplain.”

      “If you don’t believe in God, why did you become a chaplain?”

      “I guess I always hoped I would find him.”

      “And did you?”

      “Not yet, no.”

      “What would happen if you did?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you did find God, or I guess, if God found you, would that be a good thing?”

      Jun blinked, unsure how to answer. He smiled. “You know, I remember an old African story about a people who would celebrate the god of the far mountain once a year. They would sing songs of praise and honor him with sacrifices, but in their prayers they would implore him to keep his distance.”

      Belle frowned. “That’s an intriguing story. What does it mean to you?”

      “It means that God might be good, but God is never safe.”

      “Is that why you’re really going to a godforsaken place like Skagway? To hide out from God?”

      “That is enough about me, I think,” Jun said. “Why are you heading toward a mining colony in the middle of deep space at superluminal speed?”

      She sighed. “There’s only one story in the universe, really: boy meets girl, boy runs away from girl because he’s shitstruck by commitment.”

      “Is that what happened to you?”

      She looked away from him and said nothing.

      “So who was this boy—or is the boy you?”

      She sighed again, deeper and louder. “Genders are negotiable.”

      “I loved a Muslim boy, once, when I was in school, in Mumbai. His name was Baid. They made me watch as they beat him to death.”

      She looked back at him, her eyes snapping open.

      “They had to, of course,” Jun continued. “They had to restore his family’s honor.”

      “That’s horrible,” she said. “That’s enough to scar you…” She broke off. “Your leg.”

      “Yes. They beat me, too. I also have a plate in my head. The security scanners love me.”

      She was silent for a moment, and then waved her arm around in the air. “I have no sense of propriety right now…”

      “No,” he agreed. “It’s the Itinericil. It’s okay.”

      “Have you ever…been with a woman?” she asked.

      “Sure,” he said. “Genders are negotiable.”

      Their eyes met, and they both smiled. Jun felt a flush of something warm that was not the drug wash over him. Something very much like affection.

      The speaker above them crackled. “All brace to engage Vacuum Drive.” Jun slipped his cane through the straps across his chest and gripped the arms of his seat. There was a whine of engines, a punch to his gut, and the shuttle shot like a bullet from a gun into the dog howl dark.
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      Jun bucked forward, straining against his straps as the deceleration protocols began. He had a few seconds of anxious vertigo as the cabin spun to present the heat shield. A rising roar in his ears indicated that they were entering the atmosphere, and he gripped the hand rest tighter as the cabin began to rattle and buck.

      “I would be so scared right now if I didn’t feel so fucking great!” Belle shouted above the din.

      Jun smiled grimly and heard Bhima whine. He tried to reach down to pat him but found that he could not move his arm. A few seconds later the shaking stopped, and he heard the thrusters powering up to break their fall. Within moments, they had established controlled flight, and he could hear the distant rattle of the cabin crew shedding their harnesses.

      The speaker crackled. “You have just experienced the miracle of modern vacuum travel, cupcakes. Now, I know you’re eager to gather herbs and berries, but resist that primal urge and stay securely fastened in your seats until we land and that annoying green light starts flashing on the cabin ceiling. It’s orange now, which means ‘Just fucking relax.’ Welcome to beautiful Skagway Colony.”

      “I don’t feel a great urge to gather herbs and berries,” Belle whined, “but I would sell my kid sister for a bed right now.”

      “Amen to that,” Jun agreed. “I predict that in less than an hour you’ll be stretched out in your new cabin, snoring.”

      “That sounds divine. And how do you know that I snore?”

      Jun gave Bhima a wink.

      A few minutes later, the shuttle had landed, and the green light began blinking. Jun scowled. The man was right. It was annoying. From down the aisle he heard the rattle of buckles being undone, and began to work at his own. Belle just moaned.

      He made short work of his harness and reached down to undo Bhima’s. The dog licked at his face as he released the buckles and unhooked the carabiners. “What a good boy,” he said. “A good boy with a bladder of steel.” Placing his cane firmly on the ground, he groaned and fought not only the slightly oppressive gravity of Skagway but also the drug-induced lethargy that dragged at his limbs and made even the cabin’s worn industrial carpet seem inviting.

      He achieved an upright position and staggered a step over to Belle. “Rise and shine, sunbeam.”

      “Are you going to undress me?”

      “With your permission, I’d like to help you unbuckle your harness.”

      “Damn.”

      “That is entirely too much information, miss social worker.” Jun unsnapped the buckle over her breasts, and she moved her hips invitingly. He ignored it. “As a supervisor, I order you to go sleep this off.”

      “No arguments here,” she said. “It’s just too bad you have to do a vacuum jump to get this stuff.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I look forward to seeing you liquored up, Miss Belle.”

      “It’s a date.”

      He undid the final buckle and held his hand out to her. She moaned as she took it, and he pulled her to her feet.

      “Oh, that’s weird,” she said.

      “Yes. It’s heavy,” Jun said. “I’m heavy.”

      “That’s weird,” she repeated.

      Just then the cabin service director burst into their cabin. “Stolarz?”

      Belle whirled to face him but stumbled. Jun caught her, dropping his cane and almost falling himself. “Who wants to know?” Belle called.

      “Batta…Batta…”

      “Battacharya,” Jun corrected.

      “The two of you are wanted by the governor in the emergency command trailer immediately. I’m going to take you there now.”

      “After my nap, you mean?” Belle asked.

      “Right now. Follow me.” He turned on his heel and marched off, no doubt expecting them to follow.

      “Right now, cupcake,” Jun said to Belle, giving her a little push. She weaved as she moved aft, and Jun hurriedly gathered both his bags and hers.

      A topless hover-speeder was waiting for them at the bottom of the ramp, and the cabin service director waved them in. Jun helped Belle up and into her seat and then noticed there was only one seat left. He piled the bags he was carrying onto Belle’s lap, where she pawed at them for a second, then laid her head down on them. Jun put his cane inside the speeder and knelt to lift Bhima. Shakily, he stood and climbed into the speeder, taking his seat and holding the old dog on his lap. Bhima, limp as a rag doll, did not protest.

      As the speeder pulled away, Jun remembered that he was on a new planet and forced himself to take an interest in the geography. The spaceport was industrial, all steel girders and concrete—typical of a small port. Glancing beyond he saw an arid landscape. Not desert but not lush. Scrubby trees dotted a sandy plain, and in the distance he could see mountains rising just above a violet haze. The colors were odd, and he realized that the sun was a bluish white, lending everything an indigo sheen. The sky was gray, which might have been cloud cover, but he couldn’t sort it out and didn’t really care enough at the moment to ponder it. The air felt thick and smelled slightly sour, ripe with soot and copper.

      As they turned toward some hills, Jun saw the jagged cavity of a strip-mine come slowly into focus. He furrowed his brow, struck by the gaping wound the mine struck into the landscape. He reminded himself that on this gig the mine was his livelihood, too, but the sight of it was noxious to him, and he could not explain it away. He sighed and permitted the conundrum.

      As they drew closer, he saw smoke rising and began to make out the flashing lights of emergency vehicles. He leaned forward. “What’s happening?”

      “I’m taking you to see the governor. Of the colony, remember?” the cabin service director called over his shoulder. “Just how doped up are you? Did you tell Benson your correct weight, or did you overshoot it to get more juice?”

      “Guilty,” Belle whispered, not loud enough for the cabin service director to hear.

      “No, I mean, why are the emergency vehicles out? What has happened at the mine?”

      “Beats the shit out of me,” the man answered. “I just got off a transport, same as you. I only know one thing: I’m supposed to deliver you to the gov.”

      Jun sat back and scowled at the scene before him. It could not be good. He shook Belle. She raised her head groggily and said, “Fucker. Lemme sleep.”

      “Look,” Jun said and pointed at the activity they were speeding toward.

      She squinted, saw it, and straightened up. “Oh. My. What’s going on?”

      “It looks like an explosion of some kind, or an accident. Whatever it is, it doesn’t look good. And the fact that we’re being taken directly to the governor… I don’t think we’re going to get our naps this afternoon.”

      “No,” she agreed and shook her head to clear it.

      A few minutes later found the speeder pulling up in front of a prefabricated building. Its foundation terminated in a set of wheels, and Jun could clearly see three sets of axels. Jun stepped down and set Bhima on the ground. Belle followed quickly without assistance. “I have a headache,” she announced.

      “Me, too,” Jun admitted.

      “Up the ramp,” the cabin service director called. “Go on in. It’s been pleasant, cupcakes.”

      The speeder bolted off leaving a roiling cloud of dust in its wake. Jun handed Belle her bag. “Oh God, I can’t believe I forgot that. Thank you,” she said.

      “Let’s go meet the wizard,” Jun said.

      Jun held the door for Bhima, and then stepped inside himself. Belle slipped in after him and stood close. The trailer was filled with people in tan jumpsuits, some arguing, some talking into screens, some tapping away at keyboards, all of them in a state of frenzy.

      Jun took a step toward one of the desks but promptly collided with a tall young man in an impeccably pressed tan jumpsuit. “So sorry,” Jun said. “I did not see you.”

      “What are you doing in here?” the young man straightened his hair, looking down at Jun with an air of contempt.

      “I am…We are reporting for duty. Can you direct me to the governor’s office, please?”

      “Does this look like a place where the governor would have an office?” he waved his arm around the trailer. “Who are you?”

      “I am the Reverend Jun Battacharya.”

      “And I’m a social worker, Belle Stolarz.” Belle smiled politely.

      The young man looked up and to the right, accessing his datalynk. He looked back down at them and gave them both an insincere smile. “Welcome to Skagway Colony. You, Mr. Reverend, sir, will need to wait just inside that door”—he pointed to the far end of the bustling room—“and you, Ms. Social Worker, can come with me.”

      “Thank you, Mr.…”

      “Coppens. I am the governor’s secretary. Let’s move, people, we’re in crisis here!”

      Jun nodded his thanks, shot an encouraging look at Belle, and set off toward the far door with Bhima trotting at his side. Upon reaching the door, he pushed the handle and held it open for Bhima to scurry through. Jun followed and found himself in what looked like a janitor’s closet, or a cloakroom of some kind. As Jun turned around, he realized that it was a kind of catch-all place where people simply threw things that they didn’t know what to do with and didn’t want to throw away. There was another door at the far end of the room. He opened it and pursed his lips at the four-foot drop to the planet’s rocky soil. The sun was hot and bright on his face.

      “Booboo, I believe we’ve been had,” Jun said. “Please help me to control my temper.”

      Bhima sniffed at the hot wind coming in through the door.

      Jun closed the door, set his cane, and opened the far door again, waiting for Bhima to pass. He willed himself to be calm as he scanned the room and saw Belle’s bright red hair. He followed it like a beacon and found himself among a small cluster of people gathered around a desk. A woman Jun’s own age was studying a datascreen, and everyone else seemed to be waiting for her. The tall young man with wavy hair stood behind her. He smirked at Jun, and then winked.

      Jun narrowed his eyes at him but said nothing. He positioned himself next to Belle.

      She looked over at him and raised her eyebrows. He rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      “Why are you two standing here?” the woman behind the desk asked without looking up. Her black hair fell in a gentle curve to her neck, and stress had carved deep grooves into her face. Jun found her both pretty and hard.

      “We have been summoned by the governor,” Jun said, “and we are here. Chaplain Arjun Battacharya and Social Worker Belle…”

      “Stolarz,” Belle finished.

      Jun squeezed his eyes closed and internally kicked himself for not remembering her last name.

      The woman looked up from her screen. She looked at Belle, head to foot, then did the same with Jun. Her eyes fixed on Bhima. She frowned.

      “Can you please direct us to the governor?” Jun asked, a little too politely.

      “You found her,” the woman said. She looked back at the screen on her desk, and Jun watched as her left eye twitched. “Stuart!” she shouted, apparently meaning the man standing at her elbow. “These two are about to collapse from Itinericil. We need two large coffees, pronto.”

      Stuart bowed slightly, shot Jun a black look, and scurried off.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Jun said. “How can we help?”

      “We just lost eleven miners, and we’re waiting to hear about thirty-five more.”

      “What happened?” Jun asked.

      The governor did not look up. She lifted her bra strap, scratched under it, and let it snap back. She writhed in place for a moment, like she was uncomfortable in her own skin. It was the most curious thing Jun had seen in a while.

      “We had a partial tunnel collapse,” said a tall young woman with a blonde buzz-cut staring at the screen over the governor’s shoulder.

      “I thought you were doing strip-mining?” Jun said.

      “This is a very rich area, mineralogically,” she answered. “The open pit is five kilometers north—you probably saw it on the way in. We’ve got hydraulic works about fifteen kilometers south of here. The problem today was in the hard rock mine, right here.”

      “Aren’t they foam reinforced?” Belle asked.

      “You know something about mining?” the young woman smiled.

      “I was stationed at the Elterlein colony for a while.”

      The young woman nodded. “They are reinforced, but the foam wasn’t enough, apparently. The collapse was massive. We’re still trying to get some eyes down there.”

      Just then Stuart arrived with two coffees in enormous plastic cups. Jun sniffed at his, uncertain whether to trust it. It was lukewarm, which was just as well for quick consumption. He took a couple of long pulls and then wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “How can we help?” he repeated.

      For a few moments, the governor ignored him. Then she clutched at her forehead and blew a loud rush of air through her cheeks. When she looked up, worry contorted her face. For the first time, she looked him in the eye, and she seemed to deflate a little. “I’m sorry…I don’t mean to be rude. It’s…it’s crazy right now. We got a lot of families here. Some of them just got the worst fuckin’ news of their lives. Some of them are worried sick. Some of them don’t know what to even hope for. They’re scared, and they’re screaming for answers. I’m afraid they’re a powder keg ready to blow.” She looked over at Belle. “You’re the social worker?”

      “Yes,” Belle answered.

      The governor nodded. “You are the only counselor we’ve got right now. There’s another one, but he had a stroke last week.” She shook her head. “No shit. So, we need you talking to the worst cases, the folks who lost people. Chaplain—”

      “Call me Jun.”

      “Uh…Jun.” She took a moment to wrap her head around the gender ambiguity. “Okay. Your students just arrived in the last couple days. They’ve had a chance to sleep off the Itinericil, and they’re ready to go. Round ’em up, put ’em to work. I want you with the folks who don’t know whether their people are alive or dead. I’m not religious, so I don’t really know what you folks do. Pray, roll on the floor—shit, handle snakes for all I care—just get a handle on the anxiety out there, and calm folks down. They’re worried, and my heart goes out to them; it really does. But they’re getting in our way.”

      “Right away,” Jun said. “Can I get someone to drive me to wherever my students are?”

      “I sent for them when you landed. They should be here pronto.”

      Jun glanced at Belle, and she shrugged.

      “You still here?” the governor asked without bothering to look at them.

      Jun set his cane and turned on his heel. Bhima and Belle followed until they were standing outside again, in the dusty alien sun. “She looks bad,” Belle said.

      “She’s scared out of her mind,” Jun agreed. “And I’ll wager we are not seeing her best side.”

      “You have an optimistic anthropology, my friend.”

      “That is debatable,” he waggled his head.

      “Well, see you around, Chaplain.” Belle kissed him on the cheek and headed off toward a cluster of tents, asking directions of people as she went.

      “I suppose we wait here then, boy,” Jun said.

      They didn’t wait long. Jun had no sooner finished downing his lukewarm coffee than a speeder pulled up to the prefab building and powered down. Once the doors lifted, four people emerged, each wearing a fresh tan jumpsuit. Jun could still see the creases where they’d been folded. Two of them—both men—were wearing the star necklace that identified them as clergy in the Temple of All Worlds. One woman wore a cross. Another woman wore a silver flame. They were all young—in their late twenties, he estimated. None of them looked comfortable.

      Jun stamped his cane to get their attention. “This,” he pointed at Bhima, “is Chaplain Bhima. My name is Chaplain Arjun Battacharya. You may call me Chaplain Jun. I will provide you the same courtesy. Are you rested after your superluminal flight?”

      There were nods all around, and smiles for Bhima.

      “Good because it’s time to go to work. As you have no doubt heard, there has been a mining accident. Many have died, and we’re still waiting to hear about others. Every day we will have a plan, and we will stick to it. I will tell you exactly what to do, and how to do it. So, please relax.” Jun paused, bouncing a couple of times on the balls of his feet. “Today our plan is to comfort those who are waiting to hear if their loved ones…well, if they are still alive.

      “Now, when this crisis has passed, I promise that we will have our regular classes. The plan at that time will be simple: I will lecture, we will meet in coven, you’ll do pastoral visits, and you’ll write up verbatims—which I promise you will hate. But none of that is going to happen today.” Jun leaned toward them, a little too close for comfort. “Right now we have hurting people out there who need us. Today we are not training to be chaplains; today we must be chaplains.”

      He paused for a moment and let that sink in. Their eyes were wide, and each of them looked like a good gust of wind could send them tumbling end over end like a tumbleweed.

      A stocky young man fairly stammered. “What should we say to them?”

      Jun nodded. “That is an excellent question. The most important thing for you to do is to provide a non-anxious, compassionate presence. You do not have to explain anything. You do not have to fix anything. You do not have to have any answers. Do you hear me?”

      They nodded.

      “If you hear me, say, ‘I hear you.’”

      “I hear you,” they said in unison.

      “What did you hear?”

      He heard a chaotic jumble of halting words in response, but mixed up in the din were many of the things he had just said, so he nodded. “Here are some things you will not do: You will not offer any advice. You will not tell people you know how they feel. You will not say, ‘Everything happens for a reason’ or ‘It will be okay.’ If I hear any of these—or any variations on these—I will tug your sleeve so hard you will get whiplash.”

      “Then…what do we say?” asked a wiry young man with black hair and sharp, angular cheeks.

      “If you want to do your best work, you won’t say anything at all.” Jun said patiently. “Let me ask you this: If you just found out you had one month to live, what would you want me to say? Would you want me to tell you it’s all going to be okay?”

      “No, that’s bullshit,” the tall young man said.

      “Indeed it is. What would you want me to say?”

      “I think I would just want someone to hold me while I cried,” one of the young women said, the tall one.

      Jun grinned broadly at her. “That’s excellent. Go and do that.”

      Jun noticed that the women looked heartened by this. The young men looked like they’d seen a rattlesnake. “Introduce yourselves. Ask if you can sit with them for a while. Take someone’s hand. Ask if they want to talk—” Out of the corner of his eye, Jun saw one of the young men scrambling for a pad to write down what he was saying. Jun held his hand up to stop him. “Just…listen. And just let them talk. If they ask you if their loved one will be all right, what do you say?”

      The students looked at each other, then they looked at Jun.

      One of the young women, who seemed impossibly tall to Jun, said haltingly, “I-I don’t know?”

      “Yes,” he smiled. “And if they ask why the Divine would allow such a thing to happen to their loved one, what do you say?”

      The wiry young man ventured, “I don’t know?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And then I want you to pray with them. Ask them for their Ishtadeva—which face of God they worship. And then pray for them in that name.”

      One of the young women, who seemed to be of African descent, objected. “But I don’t believe in God.” Jun had noted the flame necklace, marking her as a humanist chaplain.

      “And why does that matter?” Jun asked.

      “Because I don’t believe in God!”

      Did she really just stamp her foot? Jun asked himself. He forced a patient smile. “Your name is…?”

      “Lillian Ridgeway. Lily.”

      “Thank you. Chaplain Lily, it matters not a whit what you believe right now. You are not here for you. You are here for them.” He pointed toward the tents in which he imagined scores of people huddling, waiting patiently, and not so patiently, for news.

      “I can’t do something that is outside my integrity.”

      “I promise you we will talk about your integrity at length at another time. You will go to those people, you will offer your hand, you will listen to them, you will hold them when they cry, and you will pray for them in the name of their gods, or you will get on the next shuttle back to wherever it is you have come from.”

      Her face worked, and Jun wasn’t sure whether she was going to explode at him or burst into tears. “I…” she started. “I don’t know…how.”

      Jun’s face softened. “That is entirely another matter. And that is something we can teach.” He looked at the wiry young man. “What is your name?”

      “Tucker, Chaplain Jun, sir.”

      “Is that your first name or a last name?”

      “Last name, sir. George is my first name.”

      The tall girl giggled.

      Tucker wrinkled his nose. “I hate it.”

      “Tucker, then. Chaplain Tucker, you and Chaplain Lily will be a team. I want you to see as many people as you can get to, but don’t rush. Go to those who seem to be hurting most first. Take turns initiating the conversation. When it comes time to pray, Chaplain Tucker will take the lead until Chaplain Lily feels able. Chaplain Lily, I want you to pay attention to how he does it.”

      He turned to the short young man. “Your name?” he asked.

      “Aaron Roth, sir.”

      “Chaplain Aaron and…” he waited, looking at the impossibly tall young woman.

      “Madeline Hill, sir,” she said. The colony’s blue sun glinted off the cross around her neck.

      “Chaplain Madeline and Chaplain Aaron, I’d like you to be partners. Neither of you have any problem praying, I assume?”

      Aaron shook his head.

      Madeline raised her hand, unnecessarily. “I only pray to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but I’ve practiced vague prayer forms in my volunteer positions,” she said.

      Jun cocked his head and considered her warily. “Is that so? Your favored form of address?”

      “Holy One. Or Source of Life.”

      Jun paused, chewing his lip. Finally he nodded. “That is acceptable. And we will talk about this in class.”

      Jun set his cane and began walking toward the tents, Bhima trotting after him. Speaking loudly over his shoulder, Jun said, “I will be circulating, sometimes counseling people myself but often joining you for one conversation and then moving on.” He stopped and faced them again. “Listen, this is not a test. This was not…part of my plan. There are real people over there in a lot of pain. I am trusting you to be good chaplains, but I reserve the right to intervene if you are doing more harm than good. If you hear me, say, ‘I hear you.’”

      “I hear you,” they all responded.

      “You are all here due to a neurotic impulse,” he turned toward the tents again. “All ministers are. But let’s see if there’s more to you than that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Stuart spotted the messenger as soon as she cleared the door. “Excuse me, ma’am,” he said, and sped through the obstacle course of the trailer to intercept her.

      “Got a message for the governor,” she said, trying to doge around him.

      Stuart blocked her way. “You can give it to me, then.”

      “I’m supposed to deliver it directly to the governor,” she said.

      He made a note of the pleats in her tan jumpsuit. “You’re new here, I see,” he flashed her a lizard-like smile. “So I’m going to tell you how things go around here. There’s a hierarchy. The governor is at the top. I’m next. You want something to reach the governor, you give it to me. I decide what she ought to be bothered with, not someone fresh off the rocket.”

      The young woman looked uncertain.

      Stuart leaned in so only she could hear him. “You try to go around me again, physically, and security will take you out of here. You try to go around me any other way, and you’ll be back on that rocket before you wipe your ass next.”

      She stepped back a pace and looked down, her face a mask of resignation.

      “What is your message for the governor? If she needs to hear it, I’ll make sure she does. I promise you that.”

      “Datalynk transponders are down in terminus sectors Epsilon and Kai.”

      Stuart nodded and looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “All right, so that’s good news. It gives us another explanation as to why we aren’t hearing from anyone there.”

      “The transponders are damaged, somehow. As for the people…”

      “Right. We just don’t know. Message received, little lamb. Scamper off, now.” Stuart turned and made his way back to the governor’s desk.

      “News,” he said, when he was within earshot. He didn’t wait for her to acknowledge him. “Datalynk is down in our dark sectors.”

      “Thank God!” the governor said, grabbing her head in both hands.

      Stuart nodded, noncommittally.

      “Stuart,” said Governor Linna, not looking up from her screen.

      “Did you just direct our new CPE instructor to wait in the junk closet?”

      Stuart blinked, uncertain how to spin his answer.

      “Yes or no?” she asked, with a slight edge to her voice.

      “Madam Governor, you have more important—”

      “Answer my fucking question, Coppens.”

      Stuart sighed, and seemed to shrink two inches. “Yes, I told him to wait there.”

      “Why on earth would you do that?”

      “It was a little joke.”

      “Do you think we have time for ‘little jokes’ today?” she looked up at him then, one eye piercing him like steel. “I’m still waiting for the ‘why.’”

      “I am not fond of preachers,” he admitted.

      “Who the fuck is? But I won’t have you interfering in his work around here. We have a CPE site to run.”

      “About that—”

      “It’s funding. You got a problem with funding?”

      “No, ma’am, I—”

      “Good. Neither do I. And this is the end of your problem with preachers under my watch. Are we on the same page?”
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      Jun felt the energy hit him like a gust of wind as soon as he entered the first tent. About fifty people sat on tan plastic picnic tables, either looking at their laps or riveted to the screens. Jun called Bhima to the side as his students entered. They hovered around him as they took in the room. Jun waited a minute or so for their eyes to adjust. As he did so, he noticed several large view screens fixed to the metal poles that supported the tent. They seemed like quaint antiques, almost horse-and-buggy. Jun caught himself and gave himself an internal scolding, recalling that most miners couldn’t afford even secondhand datalynk implants.

      Facing his students, he gave his head a quick jerk. “Time to go out there and be with people. Be kind. Be compassionate. Be bold. Get going,” he said. “Every family in every tent needs a visit from us today, but they’re not boxes to check off of a list. They are people just like your own families, and they are in pain. Go and be there for them.”

      Tucker looked petrified, but Lily tugged at his sleeve and set off toward the first picnic table. Jun waited until he was sure that Madeline and Aaron were likewise setting out, then Jun followed the first team. Jun stood an arm’s length behind Tucker and watched as Lily approached a young man holding a little girl, who was asleep with her head on his shoulder. A boy, about five years old, clung to his waist. The man’s eyes were red and sunken. His mouth was a grim, tight fissure.

      “Hi, sir,” Lily, said, trying to get the man’s attention. His gaze dropped to her, but he said nothing. Lily read his response as hostility and took a step back. “How are you?” she asked, mustering her courage.

      The man cocked his head and furrowed his brow at her. “What kind of stupid question is that?” he barked.

      Lily shrank and looked like she might actually retreat behind Tucker. Eyes wide, she looked to Jun for help. He blinked back at her and waited. Tucker tried to fill the gap. “I—we—heard about what’s happening, and we’re really sorry, sir. And we just, well, we were wondering how we can help?”

      “How can you help?” The man shook his head, as if he could not quite believe what he was hearing. “Unless you can fucking rescue my wife, there’s nothing you can do to help.”

      Jun sighed and stepped forward, offering his hand. “Good afternoon, sir. My name is Chaplain Jun, and these are my student chaplains. We’re here to offer our support.” He placed his hand in the man’s own, and responding automatically, the man shook it. “With your permission, we’d like to sit with you for a while, and to pray with you. Would that be all right?”

      “Oh,” the man fumbled, looking suddenly apologetic. “I didn’t know…what you wanted.”

      Jun held his hand up. “It is all right. No one is at their best right now. That includes us. But we still want to give what we can. May I?” The man nodded. Jun sat down on the bench of the picnic table and motioned for the man to join him. Bhima curled up underneath the bench. Jun watched the little boy eyeing the dog. “He’s very friendly; you can touch him,” he said, but the boy buried his face in his father’s arm. Jun smiled. “These must be your children.”

      “Yes,” the man said. Jun motioned for the others to sit on the other side of the table.

      “What are their names?” Jun asked.

      He told them their names and then apologized directly to Madeline and Tucker as they were introduced. He was Aram, and he spoke with a trembling voice about his wife. She was a team captain, responsible for ore transport.

      “So she doesn’t actually dig?” asked Tucker.

      Aram shook his head. “No one does. It’s all steam. There are the cutter crews, yes, but she doesn’t do that. It’s her job to get it from down there to up here.”

      “What is the latest news?” Jun turned to look at the screen with him.

      “They were able to get to two of the crews, and one of the transport teams. Only one dead from them.”

      “Only one person dead?” Jun asked. “That is much bet—”

      “No, there are about twenty dead. Those crews didn’t make it.”

      “Ah…” Jun looked grave. He couldn’t fault a person for not being linear at a time like this.

      “Do you know where your wife was deployed?” Jun asked.

      “Yes, in Terminus Gamma, that sector there.” Aram pointed at one of the larger screens, showing a schematic of the mine.

      One of the other termini was marked with a bright red X, as was a transport tunnel. Jun figured that could not be good. A gray question mark was superimposed over the terminus Aram indicated. “So no word yet as to how that terminus weathered the collapse?”

      “No,” Aram shook his head slowly, eyes still glued to the screens.

      “Aram, are you a person of faith?” Jun asked.

      “Yes. I mean I’m not very religious but believe in God.”

      “Do you ever pray?” Jun smiled sadly.

      “Sometimes,” the man said.

      “What do you say to God, when you pray?”

      “I don’t usually pray unless I’m scared about something, to be completely honest.”

      “Have you prayed today?”

      “No. I-I’m too scared. I’m so scared, I didn’t even think of it. I guess I don’t know what good it would do.”

      “I can’t say that it would do any good,” Jun shook his head. “But I would like to pray with you now, if you would like that.”

      Aram stared at Jun for a long several seconds, and then finally nodded. The man’s son was once again peeking out at Bhima.

      “I know you’re not religious, but which religion is closest to your heart? What God do you pray to? What name do you use?”

      “I was raised TAW.”

      “Trad or Versal?”

      “Parsi Trad.”

      Jun reached for Aram’s hand. Aram gave it, and held on awkwardly. Then, without planning what he would say, he simply opened his mouth and trusted the words to come. “Eternal, Immortal, the Only Wise God, the battle rages on, even on this planet, and we strive to be faithful and to choose the Good Mind. I ask for the comforting presence of your Immortals. I ask them to surround Aram and his children. Comfort their hearts. Give them courage as they wait for news. Do not let them give in to despair or hopelessness. Their battle is not yet done. I ask your Immortals to likewise surround Aram’s wife—I’m sorry, what is your wife’s name?”

      “Cyra.”

      “Mazda, we ask you to send your immortals to surround Cyra with protective fire. Keep her safe from danger, keep her safe from the temptations of Ahriman. Keep her fixed on hope, keep her fixed on the Good Mind, keep her safe from despair. For the Will of Mazda is the law of Righteousness.” He squeezed Aram’s hand and was heartened to feel his squeeze met and equaled. He looked up and saw tears in the man’s eyes.

      “May I pray for Cyra throughout the day, Aram?” Jun asked.

      “Would you, please?”

      “I will, of course,” Jun assured him. “We must go and speak to the others, but we will be around. Please come and get us if you would like to talk or pray some more. We cannot rescue anyone, but we can talk, and we can listen, and we can pray. We want to be here for you, today.”

      Aram seemed so moved that he was not able to speak. He wiped his eyes on the back of his hand, and shifted his daughter to his other shoulder. His son looked up at Jun with eyes that seemed entirely too big for his head.

      Jun knelt and set his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “It’s okay for you to ask Mazda to help your mother, too,” he said. “There are no incorrect words. You just speak from your heart. Can you do that?” The boy nodded. “Would you like a hug?” The boy nodded, and Jun pulled him in close, feeling the boy’s arms close tightly around his neck.

      After a few moments of gently rocking the boy, he rose and motioned for Tucker and Lily to follow. Bhima trotted after. Once they were out of earshot, Jun heard Tucker lean in toward Lily and mutter, “And that’s how you do that.”

      Jun stopped and faced them both. “I have nothing you don’t have except experience. Do you know how you get experience?”

      “I guess we just have to do it,” Lily said.

      “You just have to do it,” Jun agreed. “Care to try again?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Tucker asked.

      “You do not,” Jun said with a grim smile. “But I won’t be there to rescue you this time. I’m going to see how the others are getting on. Do you feel okay?”

      Just then, Jun was interrupted by the sound of a shout, and a squabble erupted across the tent. Jun noted with a stab of agony that Aaron was right in the middle of it. “Lord Christ,” he swore and setting his cane, set off as quickly as he could manage for the epicenter of the struggle. Bhima waddled after him. “Booboo, you have to help us all get through this day. I doubt we can do it on our own.”

      Before he could get there, Jun saw a large, granite boulder of a woman haul off and deck Aaron. The young man reeled, spun away, and finally tripped over a picnic table bench, sliding several feet over the white plastic flooring of the tent before skidding to a stop. Madeline hovered over the woman, impossibly tall, pleading with her, and Jun could see that she was nearly in tears. The woman lunged at Madeline, but by then Jun was close enough to throw himself in between them. He tottered to regain his balance, but squarely faced the attacker.

      “Madame, I can see that you are upset. Won’t you please tell me why?”

      The woman seemed taken aback by the juxtaposition of Jun’s polite words and his decisive action. She almost lost her balance herself. It seemed to Jun that she had just taken stock of his infirmity and was afraid to hurt him. All to the good. At least she has her wits about her, he thought.

      “These two are idiots,” she shouted.

      “They are unskilled,” Jun conceded. “They want to help, but they also feel overwhelmed. Perhaps you might know something about that feeling?”

      The woman deflated a little. Without a word, she turned away and wandered back to the picnic table at which she had been sitting. She stared at the floor and rested her head in her hands. Jun turned to Madeline and motioned her toward the woman. Madeline’s eyes grew big. Jun grabbed her hand and led her to where the woman was sitting. He stood behind her and whispered, “Please tell me your name.”

      “Please tell me your name,” Madeline said, uncertainly.

      The woman looked up at her, her face a tangle of confused emotion. “Arlene.”

      Madeline sat beside her. “Arlene, I’m sorry we were so stupid. We kind of suck at this.”

      “What is it you’re trying to do?” Arlene asked.

      “We’re student chaplains,” Madeline said. “We just landed yesterday…so this is our first day, and we don’t really know what we’re doing. But we’re here, and we’re trying. I’m sorry we did it so badly.”

      “Him, too?” she pointed at Aaron, who was watching warily at some distance.

      “Yes, him, too.” Madeline smiled.

      “I thought he was coming on to me,” Arlene allowed herself a bemused smile. “At a time like this!”

      Madeline threw her head back and laughed. “No wonder you decked him!”

      Aaron sidled over to Jun and whispered. “What the hell are they laughing about?”

      “You,” Jun whispered back.

      “Is there someone you love…in there?” Madeline pointed to the map of the mine.

      Arlene nodded. “My wife.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Delia.”

      Jun felt oddly warmed by the thought of this rocky crag of a woman loving someone with a name as delicate as Delia.

      “Tell me about her,” Madeline asked.

      Satisfied that Arlene was in good hands, Jun turned to Aaron. “So, you’re quite the lady-killer.”

      “What? No!” Aaron’s face shifted from confusion to indignation and back again.

      “Repeat after me,” Jun ordered. “Hello, my name is Chaplain Aaron.”

      “Hello, my name is Chaplain Aaron. But—”

      “Do I need to break out the finger puppets, Chaplain Aaron?”

      “No, sir. But—”

      “But what?”

      He made to say something, but stopped himself. “Nothing, sir.”

      Just then a loud buzzer broke through the crowd noise, and Jun heard the governor’s voice through a loudspeaker. “We’ve just got word that Terminus Delta has collapsed. Repeat, Terminus Delta has collapsed.” Another red X appeared on the map. A wail went up from the crowd, so loud that Jun could hear the cries from other tents.

      Jun placed a hand on Aaron’s elbow. “Let’s get to work.”
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        Farid, I thought I alone had sorrow;

        sorrow is spread all over the whole world.

        From my rooftop I saw

        every home engulfed in sorrow’s flames.

      

      

      
        
        —from the Sikh scripture, Adi Granth (13th c.),

        Shalok, Farid, p. 1382
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      “Hell of a thing.”

      “That’s for sure. I’ve been running all day.”

      “I hear you. Water?”

      “Thank you. What’s the count?”

      “We’ve lost two more sectors since noon. Twelve people, we think.”

      “Ouch. Does anyone have any clue what happened?”
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