ROBERT REED
THE MAJESTY OF ANCELS

THE DEAD ARE DRESSED TO travel. Their clothes conme in every fashion, but

al ways confortable and practical and fam liar. None of themare carrying

| uggage, because what are possessions? Tenporary, and inperfect. Everything
wort hwhil e has come here. These people are here, and nothing else matters.

So many, | declare.

Too many! we blurt in astonishment.

The overseer explains what has happened. An ancient soul wearing a big wonan's
body, she relates the horrific and tragic with effortless, even graceful
dignity. Dignity is vital to our work. She tells us what she knows and not hi ng
else, and it is only our training and our dignified nature that keep us from
scream ng i n angui sh, demandi ng to know how such awful things can happen

How many teanms wi |l be hel ping us today?

I have to ask it

The overseer admits that every avail abl e team has been assenbl ed, plus the
full corps of reserves, and every trainee, and the trainees' teachers, and
even the nost venerabl e nenbers of the old administrative echel ons.

And they won't be enough, |'mthinking. Not nearly enough.

But with a steadying voice, she rem nds us of who we are. Do your

wal k-t hroughs, she urges. Go on, now. Go!

Wal k-t hroughs are essenti al

W show ourselves to the newy dead. That's how it begins. Let them see a
face. Let themfeel close to you. Gve theman opportunity to find qualities
fam liar and reassuring in that very careful picture you present to them

Qur teamis a dozen, including our overseer: Two nmale bodies, and the rest
femal e. Humans accept these proportions best. They also prefer uniforms, and
on this wicked day, we wear dark blue-gray suits with fal se pockets and narrow
gold trimand neat little buttons of brass. To every eye, we | ook inportant.
Ennobl ed. Creatures of thorough and perfect conpetence. | normally cherish
this ritual. This wal k-t hrough business. My body is tall and young and
decidedly female. The crowd parts for nme and the dead men can't hel p but
stare. | have long legs and a long, sturdy gait. Countless penises stiffen in
nmy presence. It makes the nen grateful, discovering that in death they have
held on to this nost treasured magic.

A thousand | anguages carry up toward the illusion of a ceiling.

"She | ooks |ike a stewardess," the nultitude decl ares.

One nman forgets to step out of ny way. He stares at me, particularly at the
pin riding above ny left breast. He expects to see a crucifix or an Islanic
crescent, but the pinis neither. Waring a puzzl ed expression, he stands in
my way, and | gracefully dance around him and after | have passed by, he
blurts, "Did you see her jewelry?"

"The sideways ei ght?" says a young woman. "So what's that about?"

"It's mathematical ," he explains. "To nme, it neans infinity."
"Huh," says the woman. "l guess that nakes sense, doesn't it?"
Sonet hi ng about the nman catches my interest. |I'mpast him but |I'mlingering,

too. His nanme is Tom He lived in Oregon. He has two ex-w ves and no children
and since he was ten years old, he hasn't believed either in God or Heaven.
"I'sn't this just wonderful ?" asks the young woman.

Her name is Julianna and she was raised Catholic.

"Thi ngs | ooked so awful ," she says with a beanm ng smle. "And suddenly,
this...!"

Tom nods, asking, "So how d you di e?"

Surprised by his question, Julianna blinks and stares.

Wth a crooked grin, Tomexplains hinself. "I was riding ny bike. It was...I
don't know...sonetinme last week. | tried to beat the light, and a city bus
plowed into me." He | aughs ami ably, faintly enbarrassed by his inconpetence.



"Ri ght now, just being able to stand and hold ny guts inside ne...well, that's
a maj or acconplishment!" Hi s |aughter thins. Squinting, he adds, "The | ast
thing I remenber, | was bei ng wheel ed back to surgery. Internal bl eeding,
guess...l couldn't breathe...and | remenber the orderly pushing me down this
long, long hallway ...."

Julianna touches him Her hand is warmand a little sticky.

"You really don't know," she says. "Do you?"

"Know what ?"

"Somet hi ng went wong in the sky," she tells him "A few days ago, w thout
warning...it just sort of happened ...."

"I'n the sky?"

"Somet hi ng expl oded, " she admits.

"\What sonet hing? A star?"

"No, it wasn't that," says Julianna. "On the news, they said it mght be a
quasar. Alittle one that happened to be close to the Earth --"

"A quasar ?"

Peopl e grow qui et, eavesdropping on their conversation.

"A black hole started eating gas clouds and stars," Julianna explains, "and
there was this terrific light --"

"I know what a quasar is," Tomsays. "It's bright, sure, but it's also very,
very distant. Billions of light-years renoved fromus, and perfectly safe, and

I don't see how one of them can just appear one day, w thout warning."
Jul i anna shrugs. "Maybe our quasar didn't know your rules."

Wth his own kind of dignity, Tom absorbs the horrific news. Sad brown eyes

| ook at the surrounding faces. Perhaps he notices that nost of the faces are
young. Children outnunber the elderly by a long neasure. Finally with a soft,
hurting voice, he asks, "Wat about the world? And t he peopl e?"

"Dead," says Julianna. "All dead."

More than six billion souls were killed in a heartbeat.
"You were sick," she prom ses. "Nobody told you what was happening, | bet.
bet not." And again, she touches him

AN ENORMOUS MACHI NE assenbles itself around the multitudes. Qur passengers
find themsel ves standing inside what resenbles the cabin of an airliner or a
nodern train; yet this machine feels infinitely superior to anything human-
built. The ceiling is | ow but not smothering and feels soft to the touch |ike
treasured old | eather. The floor is a carpet of ankle-deep green grass.

Anmbi ent sounds hint at power bel ow and great enconpassing strength. This
interior is a single round room An enornous room Padded seats are |laid out
in neat concentric rings. Nornmally there is a healthy di stance between seats,
save in cases where a famly or a group of dear friends died in the sane
accident or a shared plague. But energency standards rule today. The seats are
packed close, as if everyone is soneone's brother or sister. Even a graceful
creature has to nove with constant care, her long | egs dancing from place to
pl ace to pl ace.

A routine voyage carries several hundred thousand compliant and thankf ul

souls. But this soul-carriage, built according to our neticul ous worst-case
scenari os, makes the routine appear sinmple and small.

Every passenger has a seat waiting. Their name and portrait show in the padded
headrest, and everyone begins close to their destination. But even normal days
bring problenms. Children always run off. Adults want to hunt the | oved ones
who di ed before them M first duty is to help everyone settle, and it is a
daunting task. Besides the crush of bodies and the arm es of kinetic children,
I have to cope with our desperate |lack of tine.

"I'f you cannot find your seat," | call out, "take another. Take the first
enpty seat you cone across. Please. You nmust be sitting and restrained before
we can begin our voyage. Please. And make the children sit too. Your child,
and everyone else's. We're bound for the sanme place. A shared destination. W
must cooperate to make it an easy voyage."

| have a bright, strong voice. A voice worth hearing. But | need to be in many
pl aces at once, and mny skills reach only so far



Six billion people drop into sone seat, adults taking responsibility for the
young ones. Those left standing beg for help, and | do ny absol ute best,
smling as | do with every little part of ny job.

People call me "the angel" fondly, with easy trust.

Finally, once everyone is sitting somewhere, | stand in front of ny

passengers. "Yes," | admit, "you have died. You are dead."

Tom sits in ny audi ence. And Julianna has taken the seat beside him

"Yet you obviously aren't dead," | tell them "There is a network, a set of
enbedded and eternal machi nes that stretch throughout your gal axy. These

machi nes do not hing but rescue sentient souls as they die, then transport them

to a place where they will be safe and happy for all tine."
In a stew of |anguage, voices blurt out, "Heaven!"
"Call it what you will," | warn, using the same tongues. "Maybe you're right,

yes. Your gods could have built the soul- snaring machi nes and the wornhol es
that we are going to use. Since | don't know who actually built them every
answer is valid to ne."

That attitude rarely nmakes people sit easier. Yet it has the delicious

advant age of being my honest opinion.

"I"'mhere to serve you," | prom se, showi ng themny warnest snile. "To make
your journey easier, | will do everything | can for you."

Always, a few nen giggle in a vul gar way.

Not Tom He sits quietly, dark eyes never blinking while thick hands westle
nervously in his lap. He is a browmn man with recedi ng bl ack hair worn as a
ponytail. | touch his arnrest and a gl assy round screen appears in the air in
front of him "You may watch any novie or television program read any book
listen to a favorite song, or if you wi sh, choose any nmonent in your own life

and watch it replayed as your own eyes sawit, in full. The controls on your
arntrest will explain thenselves --"

A hand junps up.

"Yes, Quincy," | say. "Do you have a question?"

The man is small and pudgy, wearing shorts and a tan safari hat, and he is
thrilled that | know his name. "Do we eat?" Quincy asks. "Because |I'mfeeling
awful 'y hungry."

"Any meal you can think of, we can make." | pronise everyone, "I'lIl take your
orders later. Though I should add, nobody needs to eat or drink anynore."
Anot her hand lifts.

"Yes, Jean."

She's a young nother with two tiny children. Custom and conmon sense have set
her between her babies. Quite reasonably, she asks, "WII| this be a |ong

trip?"

"It will be, yes. I'msorry, Jean. W have a trenmendous di stance ahead of us."
Tom nmakes a | ow sound.

| look at him | smle, always. "Do you have a question, TonP"

He lies, telling ne, "I don't. No."

I won't press him W have run out of tine. Lifting my gaze, | stare at the
grateful multitudes. "The infinity button on your arnmrest will sumon e or
one of ny coll eagues. Once we're underway, don't hesitate to press the
button.” Then before anyone can throw out another good question, | close ny

eyes, vanishing fromtheir gaze.

Again | hear the word, "Angel."

Julianna says it with an easy reverence.

Tom says not hi ng. Not hing. He never saw the sky catch fire. He never heard the
bl ack warnings, the torrent of hard radiations and fantastic heat chasing
after the light. As he was dying in the hospital, his famly and friends,
doctors and nurses, conspired to keep this one worry fromhim Al one anong ny
passengers, Tom was unaware. |nnocent.

He's likely grieving for his dead world, a reasonable anger festering inside
hi m

"Qur angel's beautiful,
He shrugs and says, "Very,

says Julianna. "Don't you think, Tonf"
" while his hands continue to westle in his lap. He



gl ances across the aisle. One of Jean's babies |ooks up at him smling
ganely. Leaning | ow, Tom whi spers to the w de-eyed three-year-old, saying,
"Hey there, kid. Hey. So what about this whole crock of shit bothers you the
nost ?"

The early vibrations are honest and inportant. Space and tinme are being
mani pul at ed by neans both decisive and violent. Dinensions wthout human names
are being traversed. For safety's sake, everyone nust remain in his seat. No
exceptions. Tiny variations of mass disrupt the intricate cal cul ati ons, and
our ship is cunbersome enough, thank you

My team and overseer sit together.

As is customary, we di scuss what has happened and what we can anticipate, the
overseer nourishing a nood of cautious optimnsm

You don't renenber, she says to me. You haven't worked with humans | ong
enough. But there was a period when we wondered if this was inevitable.
Bringing all of them | nean. Because they had sonme brutal weapons, and with a
few buttons pushed, they would have killed nost of their world.

| show her that I'mlistening, thinking hard about what she's telling ne.

Then, letting ny worry show, | ask, How do | respond to certain questions?

She knows whi ch questions. Showing a narrow snile, she asks, Do you think
they're likely to ask then?

No, | admt.

Haven't we taken the sensible steps?

Al ways, | say.

But make yoursel ves ready, she advises all of us. Exam ne your manifest. Don't
| et anyone catch you unprepared.

Easily said. But nobody nentions that each of us, standing al one on the grassy
floor, is responsible for thousands upon thousands of souls.

We are successfully underway. People are encouraged to stand if they w sh, and
if they don't nove too far, they may wander. A constant trenbling passes

t hrough the floor, and from overhead a whi spering roar cones, rem nding them
of a distant and irresistible wind. These are artificial sensations. They
bring the sense of notion, of distance won. Sentience doesn't nean

sophi stication; humans would find the perfect stillness of interstellar travel
unnervi ng, which is why we supply themwi th every conforting illusion

Bei ng sophi sticated doesn't give ne the right to think small thoughts about
those who are ot herw se.

That's what | remind nyself as a thousand fingers call to ne.

VWherever | am | watch Tom | listen to his voice and the voices swirling
around him In life, the man was a reader. He enjoyed a broad if rather
haphazard | ove for science and mathematical puzzles. "Tell me what happened,”
he says to the English-speaking strangers. "Wat did you see? Read? Hear? And
what do you absol utely know as fact?"

H s nei ghbors have few facts to offer. But that doesn't stop some of them from
declaring, "It was CGod's judgnent, plain and sinple."

Tom never listens to the plain and sinple.
O hers repeat the magi cal word, "Quasar,"
what everyone says it was."

Tom expl ains his doubts. In clear, crisp terns, he teaches dozens of people
about the universe and its brutal, anoral past. "Quasars are far away because
they live in the deepest past," he explains. Then with grimurgency, he adds,
"The part of the sky you're tal king about doesn't have a big black hole. It's
too close to us. W'd see its gravity at work. And even if sonmething |like that
was hiding near us, there isn't nearly enough gas and dust to fuel the
nonster."

and shrug their shoulders. "That's

Once, then again, | happen by. | show Tom ny best smile, and with a warm but
firmvoice, | suggest that he nove back near his seat again. "I'Il show you
the way," | remark. "Or if you'd rather, | can just put you there."

Tomis a bright, determ ned skeptic, but he's also a male. Hi s eyes betray
i nterest.
Lust is a vapor that | can inhale, and then enlarge by assorted neans,



flinging luscious, intoxicating nolecules back at the nman, feeding his |ust
until his penis quivers and his breathing comes up short.

After a third visit, the nale animal is a little bit in love with ne.

On ny fourth visit, he stops interrogating the passengers, watching as |
deliver a dish of kale and potatoes to a fell ow passenger

The passenger asks, "Do you know how old | am dear?"

"One hundred and three," | reply, "and your nanme is Bernice. But your good
friends call you Bernie."

Wth giddy amazenent, the old worman says, "Do you know? | outlived three
husbands and as many children. But that's fine, because now|l'mtraveling to
Heaven to see themagain. Isn't that right, dear?"

I nod. And smile. "Your husbands are there. And your children. And everyone
el se who made this journey before you." | lift ny gaze, smling only at Tom
forcing himto stare back at me. "How can anything that perfect be anything
but beauti ful ?"

The male animal licks his |ips.

Again | urge Tomto return to his enpty seat. But he gathers hinself, then
tells ne, "No," with a cool determination. "No, | want to talk to you. Just to
you. "

| pretend to misunderstand his intentions.
"Me? Really?" | bubble, letting nmy nipples engorge.
But the man puts on a cold, unconprom sing face and decl ares "Al one. ™

He asks, "ls it possible?"

Then with his shoul ders squared, he says, "Because if you won't do this, Mss
Angel ...if you don't pay attention to nme, |'m screaning with whatever |'ve got
for lungs...!"

I CAN SEE the man that he seems to be. In an instant, | exam ne the enormty
of Toms brief life -- everything that he has said and done, and everything
done and said to him Qbvious strategies present thenmselves to ne, begging to
be used. Yet | hesitate. | know better. This nan was assaulted by a bus, his
belly ripped open, candy-colored guts spilling across the hot black asphalt.

For that horrible instant, Tom was conscious. Despite nmisery and spreadi ng
shock, he managed to | ook at his nmangled insides...and what he thought at that
particular instant, | do not know. | cannot know. Every soul's thoughts are

al ways its own; no eye can peer into a nmnd s foggy depths. Wich is why the
soul is precious. Is worth this kind of sacrifice and expense. Wat we cannot
know perfectly nust be preserved, at all costs. That's what this soul-carriage
neans.

This is what I'Il tell him in sonme fashion or another

But he speaks first. "How does this all work?" Tom asks. "You and your angel
friends carry the dead off to this heaven place? Is that it?"

W' re standing in the chanber where | sat with ny coll eagues. By al
appearances, we are al one.

"I's this your job?" he presses.

"This is ny life," | purr. "My purpose. My calling."

Sonething in those words anuses him He stares at ny face, occasionally
glancing at ny nipples. Then with a little snort, he asks, "Are there other
ali en species? And when they die, do you whisk themoff to wherever?"

"There are others, but | don't whisk them anywhere,” | explain. "My calling is
here, with your noble species.”

"You help us travel to the afterlife?"

"Yes."
"And you' ve al ways done this?"
"Not always,"” | confess. "Not for very |long, considering."

He doesn't ask the obvious questions. How | ong? Where did you work before? And
why did you change posts? Instead Tom points out, "You won't be nmaking the
human run anynore. WII you?"

| say, "No, | won't," with obvious, honest sadness.

Tom nods. Consi ders.

Then | take hold of our conversation, telling him "Yes, this is a tragedy. A



tragedy. But aren't you just a little pleased to find yourself alive and bound
for places that you can't even imagi ne?"

Dark eyes narrow. Then he calmy and firmy says, "Dol phins."

"What about then®"

"Are their souls saved, too?"

"Of course. Yes."

"And they're riding toward their afterlife...what...? Inside a starship that
masquer ades as a saltwater |agoon...?"

H s guess is rather near the truth.

"There are many speci es of cetaceans," | explain. "Sone are sentient. But
others, sadly, have nothing for a soul-saver to latch onto."

| expect Tomto ask about other species. Elephants, dogs, and the like. But he
returns to me, remarking, "You're going to have to be reassigned."

"I"ll take the calling that suits ne," | declare.

He doesn't seemto hear ne. H's nmouth opens, teeth a little crooked and
yel l owed. Their inperfections nake his face seem nore handsome. Because it
hel ps my strategy, | fall inlove with him O is it ny strategy that's to

bl ame? Love needs to feel genuine to be love; isn't that what every overseer
and every poet clains?

"What killed ny world?" he nutters.

| pretend not to understand the question. "Pardon --" | begin.

"It wasn't a quasar," he maintains with a [oud, know ng voice. "O an

expl oding star. O anything el se normal."

| say not hi ng.

He stares at ny chest. At the infinity pin riding on nmy breast. A slow tongue
wets his lips, and with his next breath, Tom asks, "Are you a robot?"

“"No," | blurt.

"A projection? A fantasy? What?"

This is a perfect nmonent. Wth my warm slightly danpened hand, | touch his
chin and then the soft back of his ear, teasing himfor a little nmonment before
saying, "l could be any of those things. How would |I know ? But what | believe
| amis an imortal soul, and a good soul...at |east good enough to be
entrusted with your little species .... "

Tom shi vers, nods.

| take back ny hand.

He wants the hand, and everything el se. But he denies hinmself, alnpbst sobbing
when he explains, "I had this professor in college. A brilliant nman. He spent
an entire class tal king about black hol es and white hol es and wornmhol es, and
how it m ght be possible to |leap through space and tine...and all the reasons
why you don't want to do it, because of the places -where everything could go
to shit...."

I could undress nyself, and then undress him | could win this man with a few
simpl e acts of geonetry.

Yet | do nothing but listen

"What happened in the sky...it sounds |like a wormhol e turning unstable....”

W are alone here. My team and the overseer are busy with the nultitudes.

"If it was a wormhole,” he tells me, "then that explains why an enpty piece of
t he sky can expl ode, w thout warning."

| could lie. And maybe he woul d believe ne.

O | could take energency neasures, easing Tominto a quarantined region of
the ship. He would enjoy hinself. He hasn't seen his professor in twenty
years; perhaps he would | eap at the chance.

But for good reasons, | do sonething el se.

| grasp his hand and lift it easily, straightening his first two fingers,
maki ng their brown tips fondle the warm brass of the infinity pin. Beneath the
pin, he feels the firmbreast. Beneath the breast, a heart drums al ong. And
with a pleading and soft and absol utely honest voice, | beg, "Please, tel
nobody. Nobody. "

He tries to lift his hand, but I won't let him

"There was a mal function," | confess. "A m stake and a tragedy, and



everything's in a shanbles. W were caught by surprise. The radiation could
have destroyed us before we |aunched. W haven't nearly enough staff and it's
going to be a terribly long, long journey, and please, don't tell anybody what

you know." My heart beats; ny lungs rise and fall. "Unless you really want to
make a nmess of things," | concede. "But | don't think...l can't believe,

Tom ..that there's even a little bit of that kind of man |urking inside
you...."

| WATCH HHM but not as closely now.

In part, | believe we have a pact. An understanding. If | cannot trust this
person, then | haven't the skill necessary to do nmy job, and that is a
revelation |'d rather not endure.

Yet nmore is at work here than trust. | haven't the tine or resources to hover

besi de a | one soul, deciphering his every whisper. The multitudes are beggi ng
for delicious neals, and they ask the sanme few questions, hungry for nmy smle
and ny nusical reassurances. Many nen and the occasi onal woman hope to see
what is beneath ny skirt. There is nothing dishonorable in that. A nonment's
flirt buys a wealth of good tidings and durable hopes. An arm brushi ng agai nst
an armis the easiest trick. The human face is fluid and rich, capable of its
own | anguage, and |'ve always been adept at naking the nost froma single
expression, froma lifted eyebrow and the flash of my perfect white teeth.

By all appearances, | amrelentlessly cheerful and seam essly kind -- an
expert in every facet of nmy endl ess work. But the real soul always hides
behi nd an i npenetrable shroud. Who we are is our only genuine secret, and ny
secret self grows weary and bored, and in odd ways, terrified.

The children scare ne. There are too many babies, too many toddl ers. Countl ess
soul s whose sentience is mnimal by any nmeasure. O der children can be bri bed
wi th novies and bright games and the vague proni se of greater pleasures to
cone. But the littlest ones are sociopaths demandi ng not hi ng but the undil uted
attention of everyone el se. They scream and whine and cry, and they build
fierce little rages that refuse to die. Qut of habit, nmothers press themto
their breasts, and for a little while, they nurse with the same habitua

dedi cation. But diapers remain unsoiled, thankfully; messy old netabolisns
were |left on the dead world. And after the first |long while, the eating habit
always falters. Always fails. The adults quit asking for feasts and snacks,
and their babies grow tired of drinking without the pleasures of the toilet.
The cycl e breaks, at least tenmporarily, and now an equally treasured habit

t akes hol d.

Sl eep comes to everyone, or nearly so

| move anong ny slunbering souls. Seats have plunged backward, form ng beds.
The anmbient light falls away into a delicious gloom save for those little
pool s of colored |ight where someone fights the urge. Tomis one of the
fighters. Wth bleary, blood-dashed eyes, he sits upright, chin to palm

wat chi ng monents culled fromhis own life. Drifting beside him ny smle goes
unnoticed. "She's beautiful,” | nention in a whisper

Tom acts startled. He blinks and takes a quick deep breath -- another
unnecessary and treasured habit. To prevent m sunderstandi ngs, he expl ai ns,
"She was ny nother. She died a few days after this."

"I know that," | promi se.

A dark brown worman | ooks at her son, singing and smling. She has a beautiful
voi ce perfectly suited for the hyrtm. God and Christ are her passions. That's
plain to see. Wien she finishes the verse, she stops singing and straightens
her hospital gown, and she gasps with a drowning vigor, then kisses her
ten-year-old between his blinking and enbarrassed eyes.

"Where is she?" he asks.

"Waiting for you," | reply instantly.

But that won't satisfy Tom He shakes his | eaden head, glancing at the girl
beside him At the sleeping Julianna. "What's this place?" he whispers. "This
afterlife place...what really happens there...?"

"I'magi ne," | begin. Then I hold my tongue agai nst the danmp roof of ny nouth,
waiting for his eyes to conme around, neeting nmy fond gaze. Then | say,



"I'magi ne," again. Firmy, as if uttering a command. "Your honme will remnd you
very much of the Earth, and you can build any life for yourself there. Any
life you can imagi ne. Your neighbors will be human souls and alien souls. Wth
a word or a thought, you can | earn anything you wi sh about the universe. Those
enduring questions that your coll ege professors could not answer...refused to
answer...? They will be transparently obvious, if you wish. Wth nore

ast oni shi ng questions | oom ng behind them revealing thenmselves to you for the
first tine."

An intelligent soul can't help but be seduced by such a prom se. Yet Tom
buries his curiosity beside his eagerness. Looking only at ne, he says, "This

pl ace. Whatever you call it. Have you ever actually lived there yourself ?"
"No, | haven't."
Then in the next nonent, | confess, "I never joined with the Afterlife.

Honestly. Honestly, no.
Again, this man continues to surprise ne. He nods as if he fully anticipated
my answer, as if he already knew all about ne. Then he gives his tired eyes a
brutal massage, fingers digging at the sockets as he says to ne, or maybe to

hinself, "I don't know what |'m scared of. But | am Absolutely, rip-shitting
scared. "

But | am not scared any | onger.

Everyone grows bored of sleep, and they wake by the mllions. And again | am
swimrng in nmy work, answering sunmonses and the same few preci ous questions
and delivering treats as well as ease-of-mind. | coax children toward their
abandoned seats. | explain to harried parents that no, | cannot slip sedatives
into mlk or cake. Nothing netabolic is happening inside our ship. Hearts and
heads are illusions, seanl essly convincing but perfectly unreal. Stripped of

nmeat and bl ood, souls are invulnerable to every chenical assault. But the sane
soul s can al ways be distracted, which is why | keep generating great heaps of
fancy col ored bl ocks and soft dolls with soft voices, plus intricate, wondrous
puzzl es that change their nature, always building some new conundrum as the
ol d conundrum col | apses under hard scrutiny.

Adults settle into a nood of sturdy contenplation. O review and reapprai sal
Every soul passes through this normally conforting stage. Tomsinply arrived
early. People are sitting forward in their seats, watching little snatches of
their thoroughly recorded lives. Mst seek out special days that they've

al ways treasured, and then later, they hunt out nmonents filled with regrets,
wei ghi ng what they see now agai nst the enotionally charged events that they've
never been able to forget.

For me, this is always the best part of the journey. Not just the easiest, but
the nost fulfilling. How can it be anything but beautiful, watching the

mul titude gradually and inexorably cone to terms with its enornous past?

| mention this to my overseer

She doesn't seemto hear ny thoughts.

I amconfident, | confess to her. Aren't things going exceptionally well?

She | ooks at me, and hesitates. Then in an al nbst gl ancing fashion, she
mentions, Two of your contenplative souls are fighting now. Braw ing.

The man with the floppy hat, Quincy, is trading blows with a teenage boy naned
CGene. They can't hurt each other, but their little mayhemis unseenly

Al arm ng. And absolutely foolish.

| place nyself next to them and | glare.

They barely notice ne. Quincy says, "You son-of-a-bitch liar," and takes a
careless swing at the boy's angry face. Gene steps back, avoiding the bl ow.
Then he nmoves forward, delivering matching blows to the wi de soft belly. And
Qui ncy doubles up and crunbles for no better reason than he expects pain. The
i dea of misery pulls himdown to the floor, and curled up like an enbryo, he
moans. Then with a plaintive and exhausted voice, he says, "You're still." He
says, "A son-of-a-bitch liar."

CGene tries to kick the man, but a second foot clips his foot, deflecting it.

' m standi ng nearby, watching. What | want is to show everyone el se ny

di sapproval. My scalding rage. This is not seenmly behavior and I intend to



make that point incandescently clear. And then I'Il punish both souls, making
them | ook pathetic in front of the others and hopefully putting an end to this
particul ar nonsense.

I am not the agent who stops the fight.

Tomi s.

And Tomis the one who barks, "Leave him alone," while stepping between the
two conbatants. "Back away, and wal k away. Okay, son?"

"Liar," Qincy nutters fromthe safety of the floor

The boy fumes and spits, then finally looks in ny direction. Dark eyes w den
until his young face is nostly eyes, and a scared and furious voi ce says,
"Bitch. You. You did it to our world, didn't you?"

For too long, | say nothing.

"Enough," is what Tomtells him

Then | manage to ask, "Wat do you nmean? \Wat are you talking about ?"

"I heard. | know. " The young man's anger is seanless and irresistible. "Your
dammed nachines are what killed us all! Isn't that right, bitch?"

What | need to say is perfectly obvious.

"You are mstaken,"” | tell him

Then to everyone in earshot, | say, "Soneone nust have lied to you. O you

heard t hings wong."

"See?" Quincy noans. "Told you!"

Then | give Tom a good hard stare. Waiting for himto look at me. Waiting for
some trace of shane. But the man sinply stands notionl ess, hands at his sides,
wearing a sturdy expression that inplies concentration, and concern, as his
eyes rise, looking into my gaze, those staring eyes telling ne:

No, | did not. | did not. | did not.

My team and overseer are waiting for nmne.

Who did you bring with you? the overseer asks.

Everyone, | say.
But she sees that for herself. I'"'mholding tight to several hundred souls --
everyone who m ght have seen the fight or heard the ugly rumor -- and Tomis

at the front of the heap, saying to the old woman's face, "Like | told your
girl here. It wasn't ne."

I s the damage contai ned? the overseer asks ne.

| believe so, yes. | heard nothing el se fromanywhere el se, and nobody except
Qui ncy and Gene spoke about our conplicity.

Conplicity? the overseer responds.

Yes, | say. Wat else is it?

She | ooks at Tom "Wat did you tell the others?"

"Not hi ng, " he prom ses.

The overseer searches the seating charts, and then sumons Julianna. Wth a
war ni ng sneer, she asks the girl, "What did Tomtell you?"

"About what ?" Julianna asks. She acts nervous, but no nore than anyone who is
in the presence of soneone inportant. "He told ne about the bus hitting him
About a thousand tines, he told ne that story." Then she glances at Tom

addi ng, "You're dead. Okay? So get over it!"

"What were those two nen fighting about?" the overseer asks.

Jul i anna shrugs and says, "Wo knows?"

"You don't know?"

"Somet hi ng about how the Earth died." Again, she shrugs. Then she grudgingly
admts, "Yeah, | heard tal k. Wispers, nostly. They were saying--"

"Who was speaki ng--?"

"Peopl e. Three, four seats over. This kid was standing there --
"This child?" The overseer shows her Gene. "Is this the one?"
Julianna says, "No," without a shred of doubt. "It was a younger kid. He was
tal ki ng about how the Earth died. He heard it from some angel--"

"Do you see that boy here? Anywhere?"

Julianna | ooks at the souls that | brought with nme. She is thorough and sl ow,
shaki ng her head when she finishes, telling us, "He was noving through,



think. On foot. He said he wanted to see as nany peopl e as possible before we
got where we were going --"

Search for this boy! the overseer cries out.

It takes an instant, and too long. A teammate retrieves the boy and places him
in front of us. He is a Sikh, perhaps thirteen years old. He is handsone and
bright-eyed and a little fearl ess. Wen asked, he is nothing but forthright
about what he knows. "The expl osi on came when a shi pnent of souls were taken
away. Their wornhol e turned unstable --"

"Who told you this?" the overseer demands to know.

The boy looks at ny team lifts his armin ny direction, and then points at

t he man-angel beside ne.

My col | eague col | apses, and sobs, saying, "I did not. |I told you --
"That my cal cul ations were wong." The boy smiles with genuine pride, then
tells the overseer, "I like math and relativity. Neat things like that. |

wat ched the fire in the sky, and did calculations, and | told this angel that
it made sense, if our ship enploys sone kind of superlum nal transportation
system-"

The boy has wal ked a very long distance. In the general confusion, he went
unnoticed. Each of us is to blame and we know it, and by every means avail abl e

we | ook back along his likely course, listening to everything that's being
said. Particularly to the whispers.

"And they were wong," he confesses. "My math was. | wasn't taking into
account the effects of --"

A mllion whispers wash over ne.

"They murdered our world," the nultitudes are telling each other. "The angels

slaughtered us all...!"

| feel horrible. Wcked, and weak. Usel ess. And dooned.

Then Tom steps forward, looking only at me. "It wouldn't kill you to apol ogi ze
to ne," he says. "But before you get around to that, maybe you experts shoul d

figure out what you're going to do next. Now that this tiger's craw ed out of

her bag."

AGAIN, | STAND before ny soul s.

My shoul ders slunp, and | consciously keep ny face from show ng anyt hi ng that

m ght be confused for a smile. | amapologetic. Contrite. Hands opened, pal ns
upturned, | bow before thousands of glowering faces, and with a hurting voice
admt, "It's all true. This runor that you're hearing...that we tried to keep
fromyou...it is true, and it is awful, and perhaps it would help if you took

out your anger on ne ....
| tell them "Attack nme. Brutalize ne. Do whatever you wish to me and to ny
body, please.™

O course, no one noves. O renmenbers to breathe. Wth others watching, even
the nost vicious soul is incapable of acting on his worst inpul ses.

| kneel. Dip nmy sorry head. Wit.

Then | raise ny head, |ooking through genuine tears. "I don't know who built
the wormholes,” | adnmit, "or if they were the sanme entities who built this
pl ace where you are being taken now. | don't even know what you are feeling

now. Souls are sanctuaries. Citadels with wi ndows but no gates. Each of you
feels hatred and rage and a choki ng sense of betrayal that | can only imagine,
and all | can do is rem nd you, each of you.., remnd you that for ten mllion
years, creatures such as | have been saving your ancestors whenever they

peri shed...whisking themto immrtality...and w thout our hard |abor, your
soul s and their souls would have been thrown away by this enornmous and very
extraordinarily cruel universe...."

Faces stare. Even the children sense the inportance of my words, if not what

t he words mean.

"As promi sed," | continue, "you may live as you wish in this safe place. In
this heaven. Which neans that if you desire it, you may rebuild the Earth that
you've left. Every brick in its place. Every note of dust and blue river and
the towering nountains and the scuttling beetles. Every little feature can be
made real again, and you will return to your old lives. Wich, | mght add, is



not that unusual for a species in your particular circunstance."

That brings a roaring silence.

"Build a new Earth," | tell them "But this tinme, the sky doesn't explode. You
will grow up and grow old and die, each in your own tine. And that's when each
of you discovers that you're already living in your afterlife.”

The silence quiets. Gows reflective.

"Which reminds ne," | nmention, casually but not. And again, | show nmy smle
"I't has been suggested...suggested by better nminds than mne...that every
living world and every conscious mnd al ways exi sts in someone's heaven. .. and
Deat h sinply noves each of us along an endl ess chain of Heavens...

"Now isn't it pretty to think so...?"

"How s the general npod?" Tom asks.

I am back in the chanber again. It is just the two of us, again.

"Better?" he asks.

"Better," | admit. Then | give hima |l ook, and too late by |ong ways, | tel
him "lI'msorry for suspecting you --"

"No need for apologies," he remarks, |aughing mldly.

Then before | speak again, he nentions, "It seens you can use sone hel p.
You're so thin, and there's so nany people out there...I'mjust thinking that

maybe it would be best to pull a few passengers out of their seats and train
them fast and give themlittle duties they can't screw up too badly --"

"Are you interested in that work?" | ask
The man doesn't answer nme. Not imediately or directly, he won't. But his dark
eyes grow distant now, and with a distracted voice, he explains, "I was in the

hospital, dying. And thinking about everything. My Ilife. Its purpose, and its
worth, and all the usual bullshit. Then they were wheeling ne down the

hal I way...and | was sure that | was dying...and what | kept thinking, over and
over, was that the orderly pushing the gurney had the best job in the

uni verse. You know? Bearing the dead along like that. It just seemed so
natural. So lovely. | just felt envious, all of a sudden. And that was ny | ast
t hought. My only thought, really. | just wished that in my life |l could have
done sonething sinple and noble like that guy got to do every damed day ...

| stare at him And | wait.

"You never actually entered that afterlife place," he says to me. "Did you?"
"Never."

"I's that typical of your profession?"

"It is," I confess. "You don't happen upon many souls who wi sh to | eave, once
they're actually there."

He nods. Sucks on his teeth. And finally, looking into nmy eyes, he says,
"Well," with a deft finality. He says, "l never believed in that place
anyway." And he smiles, touching me, squeezing ny el bow with one danp hand
whil e the other hand fingers that symbol of boundl ess forever.



