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1Luke 21: 25-26
There will be signs in the sun and moon and stars; on earth nations in agony, bewildered by the
turmoil of the ocean and its waves, men fainting away with terror and fear at what menaces the
world, for the powers of heaven will be shaken.

Chapter One

The Moon, our bright orb of light in the night sky. On clear nights, you can once again see distant
sunlight glint off Lunar Prime’ s main dome on the Moon' s surface.
There are clear skies on Earth again, now, through which to see the bright and full moon. And anew
dome coversthe arium of the moon’smain city, once again reflecting the sunlight.
A haze of smoke, debrisand dust filled the atmosphere after the United Idamic Nation's surprise attacks
on Christmas Day, dmost three months ago. The Earth suffered nearly two months of worldwide,
unnatural clouds and sooty rain. The constant rain dampened the spirits of those on the ground struggling
to rebuild their cities.
The people of Lunar Prime struggled to rebuild the settlements on the Moon aswell. The original dome
and agrest deal more of Lunar Prime had been reduced to rubble by the UIN attack.
The attack: Surprise gave the attacking UIN fleet an advantage it lacked in technology. Most UIN ships
lack Transpace drives.
Transpace drives dlow United Trade Zone shipsto travel in aflash between Earth and Mars. The UTZ
usesthistech to their commercia and military advantage. It had given them an edge in their ongoing war
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with the UIN.

However; unknown to the UTZ, the UIN had managed to acquire afew Trangpace drives, through theft
and the black market. The UIN equipped their largest shipswith those drives. Those large shipsthen
became carriersfor smaler craft. But most of the UIN fleet relied on the old mag lev propulsion system
for travel from Marsto Earth and back.

For their Chrigmasraids, the UIN used their carriersto ferry fighter-bombersinto Earth orbit. Other
UIN ships used the old mag-lev highway to travel from Marsto Earth orbit, leaving early to meet up with
the carriers.

UIN forces massed and then attacked, splitting off to hit targets on Earth, in orbit, and on the moon. The
UIN threw everything they had into the attacks: missles, smdl asteroids, and lasers. Everything.

The UIN ships did heavy damage to their targets before UTZ ships could engage and destroy them. The
surprised UTZ forcesretaliated, pushed the UIN fleet back and finaly repelled the attacks, but the
damage was done.

Besides punishing Lunar Prime, the UIN hit many mgor cities on Earth: Los Angeles, Bangkok, Hong
Kong, Ankara, Moscow, Pretoria, Rome and the Vatican, London, New Y ork, Santiago, and more,
They wiped out two of the orbiting stations used by the UTZ as staging platforms, and completely
destroyed the private station of Ishmael Takayama, aUTZ CEO Council member.

Two and ahdf months have now passed. The full moon again lights up the night. The sky isonce again
clear. The Earth has proven resilient once again, cleansing the pollution of war from her skies. Her people
have proven reslient aswell.

Everyoneleft dive has been rebuilding: in the cities on Earth, on the stationsin orbit, and at Lunar Prime
on the moon.

Survivors on the moon faced many chalenges: rebuilding airtight tunnels and structures, conserving
resources, finding ways to replenish supplies, just keeping themsaves dive over the last two and a half
monthswasin itsef achdlenge.

The Lunar Prime government directed the rebuilding. Work on the dome wasiits own separate project,
the top priority. After the dome, the first major priority was spaceport reconstruction. They rebuilt ship
berths asfast asthey could, so supply ships could land, dock and unload.

After the spaceport came the city’ sinfrastructure: living quarters, kitchens, and entertainment spaces for
the residents and workers doing the hard work and heavy lifting. Rebuilding the living spaces helped life
on Lunar Prime dowly get back to “norma”.

Some of the construction on Lunar Prime has gone beyond smple rebuilding. New defensive batteries
have been built at strategic points around the city. Anti-ship guns and missile emplacements now blossom
like deadly gray flowers, risng up from the network of tunnels, domes and buildings that make up the
unconventiond city of Lunar Prime.

The Vatican Mission a Lunar Primeisnow asmdl fortress, with its own artillery emplacement and
defensive batteries, reinforced walls and security airlocks.

Theorigind Vatican Misson on Lunar Primewas aprime target in the UIN Chrismas Raids. Its
buildings were leveled; church personne present at the time were daughtered.

The new Vatican Mission lookslikeit could stand up to pretty much anything thrown at it, more fortress
than misson.

Recongtruction continues underneath the new main dome of Lunar Prime. The government rebuilt the
dome' smain structure, replaced the domeitsalf, and cleared away debris. But the government also
monopolized the corps of contractors and workmen available on the moon during the first two months of
rebuilding.

In the last two weeks, more and more workers and craftsmen have been freed up to work on other
projects. In the last two weeks, some of the merchants who owned and operated the businesses that
once circled the atrium on the three floors under the dome have returned. They’ ve begun to rebuild and
reopen their stores, restaurants, bars and other businesses. There' s congtruction activity, attemptsto get
back to normal.

Two restaurants are open with limited menus. One of the clothing stores has managed to restock and



reopen. The picture remainsincomplete. Some storefronts remain dark. But rebuilding continues.

In the center of the atrium, new vegetation has been planted, just sarting to grow. The gresat old trees that
looked like* giant green scrub brushes’ are gone, lost to space when the dome was breached in the
attacks, along with the rest of the vegetation that flourished in and around the atrium’ s centra pool. The
government has planted new trees and bushes, trying again. Scrawny saplings now quiver where the
trunks of the old trees once sank their roots.

It's Saint Patrick’ s Day 2110. The leader of the reconstruction, Marc Edwards, the Governor of Lunar
Prime, has declared the day a holiday for everyoneinvolved in the rebuilding effort... and there are at
least four bars open on the Moon in which to celebrate!

BC amilesand spshispint of dark de ashe sitsby himsdf at McGrady’s, an “Irish Pub” that opens out
onto the atrium under the main dome of Lunar Prime.

McGrady’ swas one of thefirst barsrebuilt out of the wreckage after the Christmas War, one of the first
commercia establishmentsto again make ago of it. The bar opened shortly after the main dome was
repressurized, about a month ago.

It's good to be celebrating something, even if it’s just Saint Patrick’s Day...

And what a perfect place to be today... | wonder if the proprietor’sreally Irish? Or if he even
knows anyone named McGrady... Not that anyone really cares right now!

BC'stableisnear the back wall of the pub, a perfect vantage point for people watching. The bar is
crowded. He can seetherdief infolks faces, seesflashing signs of hope, even happiness, in the eyes of
the people in the crowd of drinking revelers.

Everyone needs this! We've all been working so hard to rebuild over the last couple of months.
So much destroyed... so many dead... so much changed now, forever... | miss The Cardinal, | miss
Swan. She was annoying... but that doesn’t mean she deserved to die.

Man, two months. Two months can go by before you know it, when you're busy. When all of your
timeis occupied, there's never enough of it. And it's gone before you know it.
That and every year seemsto go by faster as| get older ...

Huh. | don’t think anybody hereisIrish, never mind catholic, heh! Funny thing, guess
everybody’ s Irish on Saint Patrick’ s Day. Even on the moon...

“Ambassador?Y ou reedy for another one?’ A young guy in histwenties wearing ayarmulke nearly
bumpsinto BC' schair as he offersto buy him a beer.

Who's he? Let’s see, Smon something, maybe? Can't be sure...

“What? No, no thanks, not yet, but thank you!”

BC amiles as he begs off the offer.

“Happy Saint Patrick’ s Day, Father!” the man says as he bumps hisway back into the crowd,
presumably heading for the bar.

Yup, everybody’ s Irish today. Happy Saint Patrick’ s Day, indeed. Happy Day Off... finally.

Sroke of genius on Edwards’ part. Universal day of rest and relaxation well deserved.
Governor’s decree.

Hmmm.... speaking of Edwards... He should be here soon. Poor guy could probably use a drink.
He needsto let off some steam. I'm sure he regrets calling for a new election, now. He thought

he’ d have their support after all this...

It'sasif he wanted to be legit, to be really elected governor. Ironic... and crazy. Crazier still, he's
proven he can do the job. Just look around!

We' ve done okay rebuilding this city in space. The main dome was open and functional faster than
| thought would be possible. We're okay... so long as this ceasefire holds. We haven't done too
badly.

Amazing what you can accomplish when you set your body and mind to something. There's more
to do, sure. But look at what we've done! The crews who helped me rebuild the Vatican mission
wor ked endless hours and made it come together incredibly fast...

Smon, that’sthat guy’s name! | remember now! It was Smon! He was the head of the
electricians, | remember... " Workin' for the ambassador” ... that was him! He always said that



when he saw me coming. Smon wanted to buy the “ Ambassador” a beer! Nice...

Some ambassador ...
Ambassador by default.
“Campion? You still alive? Good. Anyone else? No? Okay, then, you' re the ambassador. Rebuild
the mission; let us know how it goes. Bye, now.”
Or something like that.
Suddenly, Pope Linus makes me ambassador. Then he leaves me on my own. No word yet, to this
very day.
Although... it has been nice to be able to build the Vatican Mission to my own specs. No one from
the Vatican to tell me what to do... | just do it!
Edwards has helped a lot. The mission ismore fortified than it used to be. There'sa hell of a lot
mor e security now. We should be able to withstand attacks, maybe defend ourselves. | hope.
Sure, there' s a ceasefire now, but how long can that last? Probably just until each side builds
enough new shipsto doit all over again.

So much destroyed. So many killed. So much changed. Hell, I'm saying Mass on Sunday these
days... said Mass thismorning. For the "Holy Day." And here | am drinking with the good folks
of Lunar Prime this afternoon. The governor's stopping by later... I've become pretty respectable
for a former assassin!

| don't know for sure about the "former" part. That's my assumption. But Peter's dead. The
OPO was his baby. | don't know if “ Linus’ isaware of all of our nefarious activities...

I’mnot sure | really care to continue with them, anyway. | used to be able to do my job
because the people who died deserved to die. Lately, a lot of people who don't deserveto dieare
dying... all around me!

That ain’t right.

I’m beginning to think it all started with Meredith McEntyre.
Somehow, she didn’t deserveto die.

Now we're all paying for it.

But it’s not my fault!

That was an assignment!

But, somehow... everything since then has gone wrong.

BC drainshispint glass.

Guess| could use another pint... no real hurry, though. The bar looks pretty crowded at the
moment.

BC looks away from the bar, past the crowd, out through the pub’s windows into the atrium. The main
domeisbrightly lit, brighter than it used to be.

The old trees used to take the harsh angles off the light and cast shadows, but they're all gone,
now.

The new growth isjust beginning to blossom and thrive. The new saplings don't yet cast the shadows
the old growth once did.
| can’t believe they had the atrium open a month ago. Just a month and a half, that’sit! That's
how long it took them to rebuild. That’s determination!

“I can't bdieveit’ sdready March!” Governor Marc Edwards says, pulling up achair at the table across
from BC.

“I didn't seeyou comein,” BC says. “March isdready haf gone. Y ou' ve gotta catch up, Marc!” he
says, giving Edwards ahard time.

The governor gives him ahumoroudy cold stare. BC laughs. He raises his empty glassto the governor.
“Good holiday!”

“Thanks. It was one of my aides ideas, but it seemed like agood one,” he admits, smiling. He looks
tired, but happy.

“I likeit. People need something to help them relax. Step back from the work,” BC says, looking around
the barroom.



“Yeah. It sgood to have an excuse to take a day off. We have got alot done,” Edwards concedes. He
notices BC' sempty pint glass, “Y ou need another one?’

Guess | look parched...

“Sure,” BC agrees.
Edwards gets up and heads for the bar. BC watches people part around the governor, asthey redize
he’ samong them.,
People dap him on the back, shake his hand, and clear the way to the bar for him. “I guessrank hasits
privileges. Remember to vote, huh,” Edwards saysto the laughing crowd around him asthey move en
masse to the bar.
Nice to see smiles on peopl€e' s faces. There's been so much death. Everyone' s been grim, but
determined. To rebuild. To carry on. Not to give up. Try to remember to forgive ourselves for still
being alive when so many we know are dead... Don't let the enemy win, let’ s rebuild again, like a
mantra these last two months. That’s part of why Edwards called for an election... to keep usreal
and honest.
The governor returns with two pints.
“Nice to see some smiles on faces for achange, huh, BC?' Edwards asks. He hands BC his glass.
“Certainly is, Marc. Good job putting them there,” BC congratulates him.
“I can't take dl the credit,” Edwards demurs, shaking his head.
“Why not take some!” BC suggests. Heraises hisglassfor atoast. “ Cheersl Here' sto rebuilding Lunar
Prime!” BC proposes. Edwards raises his pint.
“Torebuilding Lunar Prime,” Edwards agrees.
“Amen!” BC says, and he clinks hisglassinto Edwards . They sp from their pints.
“S0. You hear anything new?’ Edwards asks.
“Nothing,” BC shakes his head. “The OPO may be O-V-E-R.”
“Where does that leave you?’
“I don’t know. Ambassador to Lunar Prime, | guess. I'm here, I've got thetitle. I’ vetried to act like
one” BCtdlshim.
“Do these new guys... doesthis‘Pope Linus know you?’ Edwards asks him.
“Kinda. | guess so. I mean, they made me ambassador...” BC shrugs.
“Y eah, because you were here,” Edwards says needling him. Then he gets more serious. “And |
supported it!” Edwards says with someforce.
“And, again, | thank you,” BC says. He takes another sip from hispint of de. “Thelast thing they said to
me was, ‘ Congratulations, you' re the acting ambassador from the Vatican to Lunar Prime. Rebuild the
embassy, keep usinformed, send back the bodies, thank you ever so much.’ | send in my reports, but |
never hear anything back. No new mission, no retaliation, no regrouping, nothing.”
BC shakes hishead.
“You've done agood job. The Vatican Mission looks good,” Edwards says, trying to encourage BC.
“Thanks. It sitsown little fortressnow,” BC laughs.
He changes the subject to what he really wantsto talk to Edwards about. “ So... how’ s your campaign
coming?’
“I don’'t know. He'smadeit close. Polls say he could win,” Edwards says, his eyes casting down,
studying the tabletop asif studying poll numbers.
“He sanutcase, Marc! And you’ ve led the reconstruction!” BC says, throwing up hishands. A few
heads turn towards their table. BC draws himsdf in, picks up his pint and takes asip. Heads turn back
away.
BC leansin towards Edwards across the table. He whispers, “1 can't believe anyone is supporting the
psycho!”
“He sbuilt alot of support with his neutraity campaign,” Edwards saysin alow voice.
“Likeyou're not fair and neutral,” BC sayswith atouch of sarcasm. He leans back. Edwards shakes his
head.
“I'm not, BC, and you know it. And they know it,” Edwards says, asweep of hisright arm indicating the



general populace of Lunar Prime. “I’d like to be neutral. Wetried to be but... the UIN attacked us, plain
andsmple!”

Edwards eyes grow wider, hisvoice louder, as herdivesthe attacksin hismind. “I don’'t want Lunar
Primeto be neutra... but for some stupid reason they still expect usto be!”

Edwards notices people are leaning in, trying to listen. He calms himself down and takesasip of hisae.
BCisdgill angry. “I hate theway he stwisting the truth, making it sound like you caused the UIN to
attack Lunar Prime by alying with the UTZ! He stwisting thewholetimetable” BCinggts. “And he's
using me asasymbol of the UTZ’sinfluence. If not in public, then in private. I ve heard it back from
people| trust,” BC tells Edwards. “| hateto say it, but I'm aliability to you, Marc... a least my
friendship and counsd are”

“I've heard dl that stuff, too,” Edwards admits. “He never mentions you publicly, but he talks about my
‘UTZ advisors' in every speech he makes. And we are UTZ dliesnow.”

“Your dliance with the UTZ shouldn't hurt you,” BC ingsts again, shaking his head.

“But it does, at least palitically,” Edwards sayswith afrown. “For al intents and purposes, we are
neutral, even though we re now dlied with the UTZ. The UTZ recognized our neutrality back in January
when we signed the Lunar Free Zone Declaration, recognizing the right of the moon to remain neutral as
we agreed to work more closdly with the UTZ.” Edwards shakes his head. “He' s stirred people up, says
the declaration isn’t worth the paper it’ s printed on! He' s good with the spin. I’'m not.”

Edwards downstherest of hispint. “Guess|’m thirsty this afternoon. Do you know what he said this
morning? He said I’ ve made Lunar Primea‘ Provincid Capitol’ for theUTZ!”

“The only thing you' ve made Lunar Primeiswhole again,” BC reassureshim. “Y ou' ve rebuilt the place!
They won't forget that.” BC stops, Spshisale again. “How many daysisit until the election?’ he asks
Edwards, athough he dready knowsthe answer.

“Another week. Next Tuesday,” Edwards answers. Hetips his pint up and drains his glass.

“Wall, then, here' sto good luck,” BC says, raising hisglass. Edwardslooks at his empty glass.
“Whoops! Guess| need arefill to drink to that! Beright back!” Edwards gets up to go after another
beer. BC spsmoreof his.

These people are insane if they elect Daniel McEntyre governor over Marc Edwards... fucking
ungrateful bastards! How could they work so hard with Marc to rebuild this place, only to turn it
over to that asshole?

“Hey Father, how are ya? Happy Saint Patty’ s Day, padre!” A heavy set older man deposits another
pint of beer in front of BC.

Damn... who? Sanzione! That'sit...

“Why Mr. Stanzione! Thank you! Happy Saint Patrick’ s Day to you, too!” BC greets his beery
benefactor.

“How youllikin’ the new quarters, Father?” Stanzione asks him.

“Just fine, Mr. Stanzione. Y our men do good work!” BC amiles.

“Only the best for you, Father. Glad you' re happy! Nice mass today, too.”

“Thank you, Mr. Stanzione,” BC says.

“Cdl me Frank, Father,” Stanzione saysto BC.

“Then thank you, Frank. And thanks for the beer, too,” BC says, dtill smiling.

“Y ou’ re more than welcome, Father! Governor,” Stanzione says, as Edwards returnsto the table.
“Hey Frank!” Edwards greets Stanzione with ahandshake, “Happy Saint Patrick’ s Day!”

“Happy Saint Patrick’ s Day, Governor!” Stanzione says.

“Stanzione!” someone yells. Morevoicesjoinin, “Hey Stanzione!” calling Stanzione back to the bar.
“Gottago! Gentlemen,” he sayswith asmal bow. He turns and melts back into the crowd at the bar.
“Good contractor, that Frank Stanzione,” Edwards says. “ Does good work with those fakewood
interiors”

“Y eah, he handled our interiors at the embassy... Y ou, uh, changing the subject?’ BC prods him.
“Yeah, I'd rather not think about it for now, you know?’ Edwards says, rolling hiseyes. “1f you don’'t
mind...”



“I understand,” BC tellshim, “I don’t mind. Today, we drink!” BC toasts with hisnew brew. “To a
punchy palitician and a plastered priest!”

“I resemble that remark... I'll drink to that!” Edwardstilts back his glass and downs agood gulp. BC
triesto match him, does an adequate job, draining about half of his pint.

Ahhh... cold, though... my teeth hurt!

What' s this?

Somehow, another round has appeared upon their table. Edwards lets out alaugh as he seesthe two
new pintsthat have miraculoudy appeared on thetable.
“Leprechauns?’ Edwards asks, and giggles.

Edwards? Giggling? He must be getting drunk!

BC fakesan Irish accent, “ Sure an’ begorra, it'sthe weefolk. We cdl ‘em that * cause they bring us
beer, and the beer makes uswee...”

Edwards, laughing, does hisown bad Irish accent, “I’ll drink tathat!” and drink they do.

Many more pints appear... and disappear. BC and Edwards stay until the bartender tells the crowd they
don’t have to go home, but they can’t stay at McGrady’s* cause they’ re closing. They leave with the rest
of thewel-oiled crowd, each going off on their own drunken way.

BC only knows he made it back to his quarters because he wakes up there in the morning.

Ouch. Ouch ouch ouch. Hangovers suck... shit... what can | take? At least it’s not as bad as
those other headaches... hangover’ s almost nothing compared to those fuckers... ouch ouch okay,
so hangovers suck, too, don’t want you to feel neglected... I’ mworrying about neglecting a
headache, I must be hung-over ...

BC getsup out of bed. His surroundings are blurry. He salittle dizzy. The new place does ook nice.
Stanzione and his crew make fakewood look like real wood. Thewals of his stateroom are covered in a
nice dark grain, making his stateroom look like aroom in alog cabin back on earth.

Ah, the warmth of wood. It’s strange how it looks so organic while it hides our state-of-the-art
defense system. It really is everything | was hoping for when | designed it. Makes me proud, ina
way... | may have been bragging about that at some point last night... wonder if that waswise...

Ouch ouch ouch... seems like a fuzzy bad dream... | wonder how many other good Catholics
are hurting this morning after Saint Patrick’s? | bet I’'m not the only one... and it’s probably not
just Catholics... | bet everyone who wished they were Irish yesterday wishes today that they were
only dreaming of drinking like Irishmen...

Chapter Two

BC finds himsdlf wishing the next week was just abad dream, wishing he could just wake up and have it
al just go away.

Danid McEntyreisthe star of BC' snightmare. McEntyre' s poll numbers are rising along with the number
of veiled attacks by McEntyre on BC' sinfluence on Edwards.

BC ducksthe media, merely answering, “No comment,” when they ask him to answer McEntyre's
alegations. He can pretend McEntyreisn't talking about him aslong as McEntyre doesn't mention BC
by name.

Two days before the dection, McEntyre findly begins attacking BC by namein public. It' sdl over the
news as BC wakes up.

“We need agovernor who isn't tied to the UTZ!” McEntyre s face shouts off the screen asBC triesto
edt breakfast. McEntyre' saguest on “Lunar Prime Today”. BC hasit on in the background while he's
getting ready to face the day. Suddenly it seems McEntyre s spesking right to him.

“There areinfluences on our current Governor. Unhedthy influences, like his advisor Bernard Campion!”
BC drops his spoon into his cereal bowl with an audible plop and jingle. Hisjaw drops open as



McEntyre stirade continues.

“Thisfakeisn't evenredly apriest!” McEntyre shouts. “He' s an agent for the OPO! That' s the Office of
Papal Operations... They're assassinsfor the Vatican! They kill peoplefor the NcC and the UTZ!”
McEntyre shakes hisfist inthe air for emphasis. “Hekills people, for Christ’ s sakel”

“S0, you alegethat this‘ Bernard Campion’ isn't apriest but an agent and that he,” the news anchor
pauses to double check, “is somehow manipulating Governor Edwardsto get hisand this* OPO's, or the
UTZ' s way?’

“I could ‘alege alot more!” McEntyre says, but waves the thought away. “ Anyone who knows me
knows how | fed about Campion.”

McEntyre looksright into the camera. “1 know what you did, Campion! | know you...” McEntyre sops
himsdalf. “I know what you did!” he says, as he cams himsdf down and sits back in his seet. His
interviewer comes back on after a brief awkward pause.

“Wéll. Danid McEntyreis certainly apassionate man! That'sdl the time we have for now, | want to
thank our gue...” Click. BC turns off the viewer.

That sonofabitch...

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Begp. BC's communicator beegps with awaiting message.

“BC here, what'sup...”

“Father Campion, thisis‘Lunar Prime Today’, do you...”

“No comment!” BC cuts the connection.

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

“Father Campion, thisis‘News...””

“No comment!” BC snarls, cutting them off. “Communicator off!” BC commands.
“Y ou have 24 cdls queued up and waiting...” the unit informs him.

Great. Thisisjust fucking great. More reason to hate the man! The guy’ s giving me a reason
to come out of my semi retirement! Gotta respond somehow... not a deadly response, can't do
that... yet.

BC addresses his com unit. “Answer dl calswith the following message. Begin recording: Hello. This
is Father Bernard Campion, the Ambassador for the Holy See, Vatican City, and his holiness Pope Linus
the Second. I'm not available right now. And | will not be responding to any ridiculous alegations made
by any poalitician who uses the news mediato sully the reputations of othersfor their own persond
palitical gain. Thank you. End recording.”

“Recording ended. Message sent,” the unit says.
“Keegp using that announcement to answer al incoming messages until | tell you to changeit,” BC orders
the unit.
“Answering incoming sgnalswith the recorded message until further ingtructions” the unit informs BC.
Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.
| thought | told that thing to... oh, it'sthe door. Oh no...
“Whoisit?” BC cdlsout.
The door speaker crackles.
“Father Campion? Thisis‘Lunar Prime News Service', we just want to ask you afew questions about
Danidl McEntyre salegationstoday that you area...”
“No comment!” BC shouts. “Door lock secure! No interruptions! Do not disturb!”
Goddamn him!
BC paces across his stateroom.
“Com unit! Get me Governor Marc Edwards,” BC barks.
“Governor’soffice,” ayoung sounding mae voice, not Edwards, answers.
“Governor Edwards, please. It's Bernard Campion and it’ skind of important | speak to him
immediatdly.”
“Yeah, | can seewhy,” the guy answers back.
Jeesh, a comedian... who isthiskid? | don’t remember him.
“Y eah, okay, please, just put me through to Edwards, okay?’ BC tries asking nicely.



“He sinamesting right now.”
“Thisisan emergency!” BC stiflesthe urge to crawl through the com unit and strangle the kid. Hetriesto
keep hisvoice even toned. “| think the governor might want to talk to me right now.”
“He staking to my dad ‘right now’. They're busy. I'll give him the message you caled.”
“Your dad?Whoisthis?” BC demands.
“I don't haveto tell you,” the kid teases BC. BC scowils.
“Visual on!” BC commands. He can now see the young teen sitting at the governor’ s reception desk.
“Captureand ID!” BC orders.
“Visud off! Com off,” the boy yells. The viewer blinks as the picture disappears and sound clicks off.
“Subject isaminor,” BC'scom unit tellshim. “Justin Spear. Only child. Son of Julius Spears and
Margaret “Maggi€’ Spears. Maggie Spears deceased, December 25, 2109.”

Mother died in the Christmas attacks. Don’t know the mother or the father ...
Heh... | do like these new security features!

“Identify Julius Spears?’ BC commands the com unit.
“Spears, Julius,” the com unit begins. “Born July 13, 2061. Earth. United States sector of Universal
Trade Zone. Graduated with honors, Jersey City Polytechnic Institute for Media, May 2082. Employed
by MediAdvisors of Lunar Prime.”
“MediAdvisors?’ BC queries.
“Advertisng agency,” the com unitinformshim.
MediAdvisors? | don’'t know them. Marc must have brought themin to help on the campaign. I'll
have to tell himthe guy’skidisabrat...
“Com unit, get me Marc Edwards, please,” BC asks.
“Governor’soff... oh, you again,” the kid answers, then cuts off the com.

Why you little prick...

BC hears something rattle. The sound comes again. It’ sarattle, coming from somewhere near the
door to his stateroom. And again. BC places the sound.

It's the glasses up on my shelf up next to the door, shaking together... someone must be
hammering the outside door pretty hard! That’s beyond knocking!

“Com unit, get me security.”
“LSC. Thisis Security,” awoman answers.
“Yes, thisis Father Bernard Campion, the Vatican Ambassador,” BC tells her. The glassesrattle again,
louder thistime. “ There are people right now trying to break down the door to my stateroom, | was
hoping you could send some officers over to stop them from doing that.”
“They’retrying to break into your stateroom? Right now?’ the officer askshim.
Rattle.
“Right now,” BC says.
“Yeah. | can seethem on our security viewer. Looks like afew mediateams. We'll clear them away for
now, but you know them, they just keep coming back,” shetellsBC.
“I know,” BC sayswith asigh.
“Sorry,” shesays. “We'll call back whenit'sall clear, Father.”
“Thank you,” BC says, and cutsthe com.

Should | bother... what the fuck?

“Com unit, get me Marc Edwards, please,” BC asksagain.
“Governor’ s Office. Oh. Why do you keep calling?’ Justin Spears askshim. “Good buh...” he's cut off
asavoice echoesin the background over the com unit, shouting, “Justin! What are you doing?’
“Visua on!” BC commandsin time to see an older man who looks like the boy comeinto the picture.
“Who areyou?’ the man who must be Julius Spears asks BC over the com unit.
“I’'m Father Bernard Campion, Mr. Spears. Would you please put the governor on?” BC asks. The
man’s brow furrows.
“He snot taking callsright now, Father,” Spears saystersely. “1’ll pass your message dong. Good Day.”
The com cuts off.



What a prick! Like father, like son, | guess! What the fuck is going on?

Beep. Beep. Beep. Beeep.

| thought | turned that off?

“What?2” BCydlsout.

“Takeit easy, BC. It'sme, Edwards.”

“How did you do that? Get through past my message, | mean?’

“Oh. Somekind of Governmental override, | guess. | just told the com to get me through to you. Sorry
about Spears. Ad guys. You know how they are.”

“Yeah, hiskid' sared charmer, too. He cut me off, twice before,” BC tells him. “What are you doing,
talking to him about the campaign?’ BC asks Edwards.

“Yeah. | obvioudy need the help,” Edwards explains.

“Spearswas apalitical consultant before branching out into commercia advertisng. When | found out he
was here on Lunar Prime, | thought I’d talk to him, seeif he could offer me any advice.”

“Could he?’

“Sort of. But I’'m not listening to some of hisadvice, or | wouldn't betalking to you,” Edwards laughs.
“What? Has it come down to you not being able to talk to me? Because of McEntyre?’ BC asks.

“Yeah. He' sturned you into a‘ hot potato’, Spears said. Told me | shouldn’t go anywhere near you or
be seen talking to you,” EdwardstellsBC.

“That' s probably good advice,” BC admits. “Thanksfor ignoring it.”

“You' rewelcome. But | do need you to lay low, and | can't be seen talking to you. Not until thiselection
isover,” Edwards breaksthe newsto BC. “I’'m sorry, BC. Y ou do what you have to, but I'm going to
have to show everyone you aren’t somehow pulling my strings, you know?’

“It' sstupid, | know, but it’ strue. Spears hasit right,” BC admitswith regret. “1’m just going to make a
statement, and then try to ride thisout and ‘lay low’ for you, likeyou say,” BC assureshim. “1’ ve been
told to lay low by the best of them, trust me. I’ ve got lots of practice,” BC sayswryly.

“You know, Marc, I’ ve gotta say one more time, you could aways bring up the charge that he cheated
on Meredith with that girl back on Earth...” BC suggests, dready knowing the answer.

“Noway!” Edwards protests. “I know, | know, you keep telling me | should, but I don’t want to go
negative! Besdes... how ‘come |’ ve gottaremind you one more time that you' re apriest? Y ou shouldn’t
be sharing her information in thefirst place! I'm jud... | don’'t wannago there. End of story, okay?”
“Okay. | just had to try one last time before | go incommunicado,” BC says.

“Thanksfor understanding,” Edwards says earnestly.

“You rewdcome,” BCtdlshim. “Good luck, Marc. Com unit off.”

W, fuck. Thisisn’t looking good. Edwards is getting desperate. Huh. Getting? He already
stinks of desperation! McEntyre acts like he can smell Edwards' fear like a dog. And Edwards
won’t go on the attack...

BC'slifethe next day and ahalf becomes a continuous game of cat and mouse with the news media:
They keep trying to get him to comment on McEntyre s alegations; he kegps dodging them. It
accomplishes what M cEntyre obvioudy hoped it would: asideshow is created that distracts people from
the redl issues over the weekend before Election Day.

BC leaves his quartersto votefirst thing Monday morning, Election Day. He pushes past the perching
media people and wa ks to the pollswith a parade of them trailing behind.

McEntyre set us up to lose, but good. If we had ignored him and continued to meet and
strategize on the election, McEntyre would’ ve been able to point and say, “ There! Seel They are
collaborating! Edwardsisin the pocket of the UTZ!” We don’t meet and he says, “ See! They
obviously have something to hide! They’ re not meeting because of what | said! They're pretending
that Campion isn't an advisor to Edwards! Campion’s dodging the media! That proves what |
said!

Blah blah blah blah blah...
I’ ve got a bad feeling about this...

“No mediapast this point!”



An LSC Officer barks at BC' s entourage as BC approachesthe polls. “You al know that,” the man with
the badge admonishes BC' sfollowing. “No mediawithin one hundred meters of any polling place, that’s
thelaw!”

“Thank you, officer,” BC saysto the LSC. The man grunts back at him

Personable. Nice fucking guy. Least he keeps them at bay...

BC sgnsin, headsfor the curtained voting booth, and casts his vote for Edwards. He draws back
the curtain of the voting booth and looks around the polling place, looking for an exit different from the
way he camein. He sees one, off across the other side of the room.

Time to escape my entourage. ..

BC ducks out the side door. He looks around. The media hounds seem to be unaware of this exit
from the polling place. None of them arein sight.

BC jogs down the corridor towards the main dome. He makes hisway over to McGrady’ s Pub.
Edwardsis using the pub as his € ection headquarters for the day today and, hopefully, for hisvictory
celebration tonight.

| might as well show up there now, and hide out in the corner. Try to hidein plain sight...

BC findsthe pub nearly empty. He waits after he getsinside, listening for the door to open again
behind him and the mediato swarm.

There sslence.

BC amiles

“Hey. You okay?’ the bartender callsover.

“I’'m okay,” BC says, looking back over his shoulder.

BC gtandsthere for amoment, still waiting for the media houndsto follow histrail into McGrady's.

Sill nothing.

BCisdill amiling.

“Y ou expecting someone?’ the bartender asks him.

“Oh, | hopenot,” BC says.

“Uh huh,” the bartender grunts, “Well, so far so good, huh?*

BClaughs. “Sofar...”

“BC!” Edwards cdlsover from atable in the center of the pub. Julius Spears and his son are sitting there
with him, along with two of Edward’ saides. BC walks over.

“I’m not sure it’ sagood ideafor you to be here,” Spears saysto BC as he reachesthe table.

“Tough,” BC says, dismissing the man with aword. He turns away from Spears and toward Edwards.
“Marc, | just voted and lost the mediathat weretrailing me. Mind if | hide out herein a corner
somewhere and read, or knit, or something?’

Edwardslaughs. “Thanks” He amiles. “ That’ sthefirst laugh, hell, first time |’ ve even smiled today,”
Edwards says. Then hisfacefdls back into afrown.

“It' sbad, BC. The poll we did late last night was horrible. McEntyre' s gonnawin, and he' s probably
gonnawin big.”

“Y ou never know,” BC cautions Edwards, tries to raise his spirits. “Maybe when people get in the booth
to vote, and see both names, they’ Il go, ‘ oh yeah, Daniel McEntyre, he' sthat asshole’ and redlize they’ve
gottavote for you. See? It'ssmple.”

“Damn, never redized you were such an optimist, BC,” Edwards says. He laughsironicdly.

Julius Spears gets up from the table. “ Come on, son, we' releaving,” he saysto the boy. Asthekid gets
up, Spearsturnsto Edwards. “I’ m not staying where my adviceis clearly being ignored. Good luck,
Governor.”

“Thanks, Julius. I know you tried to help. Good luck with the agency.”

“Right. Thank you,” Spears replies. He and his son leave the pub.

“Have asedt, BC, looks like we' ve got the room,” Edwards jokes half-heartedly.

“Actudly, Marc, | wasn't kidding about hiding in the corner,” BC says.

“Redly?’

“Redlly. The media have been mercilessl”



“Likeyou'retdling me anything,” Edwards sayswith achuckle. “Wéll, go ahead, hide avay.”
“Thanksfor understanding, Marc,” BC says. “Hey, bartender,” he calsover. “Could | get apint and an
order of fish and chips?’
“Yougotit!” hereplies.
“I'll be over here, over inthe corner,” BC tellshim.
BC ponders the pub and milks his ae, playing with hisfood for hours. More Edwards' s supporters arrive
asthe day goes on. By evening, the pub isfull, but the mood is subdued, and the crowd oddly quiet,
anticipating doom. By the time the mediafigure out that BC isin McGrady’s, he' s not the story anymore.
The pallsare closed, and Marc Edwardsis the story.
Edwards loses the dection, and the Governorship of Lunar Prime, to Danid McEntyre.
Edwards makes the announcement to the crowd in McGrady’s.
“Wll, everybody, it's happened,” Edwards says with a crooked smile. “Daniel McEntyre haswon the
race for Governor of Lunar Prime. And | havelost.”
Edwards pauses, struggles alittle to keep his composure. He looks up and continues.
“I want to thank al of you for al your support. You' ve all been great! We ve got alot to be proud of!
We all worked together to rebuild Lunar Prime...wedid it! They can’'t take that away, no matter what! |
promiseto work with Daniel McEntyre and his people as we begin the transition to anew
adminidration.”
Edwards |ooks around the room.
“And ’d liketo ask you al to be gracious and do the same. | know you will. Remember, we have work
to do, until the inauguration. Let’ s keep the place running well and do our best to seethat al these
changes go through smoothly. Thanks again, everybody. Thank you.”
Edwards finishes with asigh and steps back with his head down. One of hisaides guideshim over to a
table to St down as the crowd begins dispersing.
March 24th, a day that will livein infamy...

WEell. Wonder how the new Governor McEntyre will like the new Vatican Mission? I'll be sure
to invite him over sometime soon for tea and crumpets...

BC decides to head home to the Vatican Mission. He stops over to say goodbye to Edwards before
heleaves.
“Man, the people are morons, Marc. Pure and smple, they'reidiots. McEntyre sa...”
Edwards cuts him off. “ He s the governor now, BC,” Edwards says as he shakes his head, asif saying it
makesit morered, more painful. “Or hewill be, soon enough. Y ou’ ve gotta let bygones be bygoneswith
him, BC, or he'll evict you from your own misson!”
“Hecan’'t dothat!” BC protests.
“Surehecan, BC... I'mjust saying... be careful, man. We' re at war; he can say it'sfor Lunar Prime's
self-defense.” Edwards shakes his head again. He hardly looks up when hetalks. “ Y ou’ ve gotta play
nice with him now, BC, I'm just trying to warn you for your own good.”
“Well, thanksfor that, Marc,” BC says, “1 do appreciateit. And | do know that I’ ve gottatry to get
aong with theguy. You'reright. That doesn’t make it any easier. And it doesn’t make me forget who he
is... and who hisfriendsare! Thisisn't going to befun.”
“So sorry to ruin your fun,” Edwards says bitterly.
BC frownsat hisfriend’ shitter barking. “Y eah. Guessit' stimeto go. Sorry again about the eection,
Marc. I'll see you tomorrow.”
“Sure. Thanks.” Edwards mumbles. He looks down and contemplates the tabletop as BC turns and
leaves the pub.
Theinauguration of Daniel McEntyre as Governor of Lunar Primeis scheduled for six weeks later,
Monday, May 5th. When he gets back to his quarters, BC has dl his calendarsfill the datein, in solid
black.

Black Monday, indeed. Worst of all, I'll be forced to attend the damn thing!



Chapter Three

BC triesto vidt Marc Edwards severd timesin April. Edwards clamsto be too busy working on the
trangition to meet with him, but BC can hear the defest in hisvoice over the com. BC findly givesup on
cdling and stops by the governor’ s offices the weekend before the inauguration.

“Marc?’ BC says as he knocks and enters the office.

Theroomisdark, lit only by the sun and starlight reflecting off the Moon’ s surface outside the panoramic
windows.

“BC? BC hears Edwards ask softly out of the darkness. As BC' s eyes adjust, he seesthat Edwardsis
sitting in the chair behind the desk, the chair turned around so Edwards can stare off into space.

“I suream gonnamissthisview,” Edwards sayswistfully.

“Working hard on the trangition, huh?” BC ribs him.

“Wadll, that’ sall pretty much done, now,” Edwards sighs. “ Everything should be ready for Monday ... did
you get your invitation, BC?’

“Y eah, surprise, huh?’ BC jokes half-heartedly.

“No, they had to invite you to represent the Pope,” Edwards replies, his sense of humor seemingly gone.
“No, | know, Marc, no getting out of it. For either of us...” BC saysinto an avkward silence. Neither of
them says another word for dmost aminute. BC breaksthe silence.

“How’ sthe reconstruction going?’ BC says, changing the topic.

“Okay,” Edwards says, but he sounds distracted. “| guess.”

Jeesh, heisjust Mister Excitement! | wonder how long he' s been doing this, just sitting in here
staring out the window? Seems to me the reconstruction’s slowing down a bit. Maybe that’s
because Edwards has lost his motivation...

“Are you okay?’ BC asks Edwards.

“Yeah,” hesghs, “Y’know, good as| can be, consdering.”

“Consdering,” BC agrees.

“What about you?' Edwards asks BC, brightening a bit. “Y ou keeping out of trouble? | haven’t heard
any reports, but...” heleavesthe sentence hanging.

“...I haven't really been reading any reports, either.” | can hear what you' re saying, even
though you' re not saying it, Marc. Defeat can be a hard and bitter pill to swallow. I’ ve been there
before...

“No, me?I’'mgood,” BC assures him. “Incredibly uncomfortable at times, but good,” BC telshim.
“I'm alittle unsure of my status under the coming new regime, but I'm not stupid. If I’ ve gottawork with
the guy, I’ ve gottawork with him.”

“I never said you were stupid, BC,” Marc says.

“Thanks,” BC saysalittle sarcagticdly. “What about you? What are you going to do? Stay here?’
“I don’'t know,” Edwards says, sounding depressed. “ Guess | better figure that out quickly, huh?’
“What?'Y ou’ ve got until, what, Monday morning! Plenty of time,” BC jokes.

“| better get to work then, huh?” Edwards says. BC can hear the dismissal in hisvoice.

“S0... seeyou Monday?’ BC asks.

“Yeah,” Edwards says, sounding distracted. BC ducks out of the darkened office, closing the door
behind him.

Poor guy... he sounds devastated. And rightfully so, | guess...

Black Monday arrives. Many guests have been invited: UTZ CEOs, Pope Linusfor the NcC, even
UIN leaders. Travel, however, isgill atricky business, post war. Most invited guests not in close
proximity, on the Moon or in close orbit, will not be attending, their invitations redly only signs of honor
and esteem from the new regime.

BC iscompelled to attend by acommuniqué from the Curia, from Vatican City, informing him that he
would of course be attending the inaugurd festivitiesin the Pope s absence.



Compelled to attend the swearing in of a man | hate, who | know to be a UIN sympathizer and
supporter ... almost makes me miss Pope Peter, the old bastard... | don’t think the OPO would
have had me attend this guy’ sinauguration... unlessit wasto turn it into hisfuneral... ah,
thinking pleasant thoughts to pass the weary time away...

BC getsready with an eye on the clock.

10 AM... I will not be late for this sordid affair... No reason to give McEntyre any ammo to use
against me. Any more ammo... There' s somereal excitement in the air. The strange sense of limbo
that has hung over this place since the election seems to have finally come to a head and broken
open today. McEntyre' s inauguration should at least serve as some sort of closure.

BC arives, ontime, and istold to stand with the other religious representatives for the ceremonies. At
about 10:15, after the crowd has been seated and fidgeting for fifteen minutes, the lightsin the auditorium
finaly go down.

A piped-in fanfare begins, and golden light fades up, illuminating the hal. At an appropriate point in the
music, the crescendo of afanfare, the auditorium’ s back doors open with aflash of light, and marching
shadows appear.

The light continuesto rise, and BC watches McEntyre walk by in aprocesson of Lunar Government
officds.

Look at that shit. All puffed up and proud, makes me sick. Guess | can’t hit him, now. Be
brought up on big charges! The moon may no longer be home for me anymore, with himin
charge.

No more friends in high places... no more backup on earth... Shit. What’ s next? Keeping quiet and
laying low?

BC smiles and behaves himsdlf throughout the ceremonies. He hasto stay at the reception afterwards
just long enough to be respectful. BC managesto avoid McEntyre at the reception amost entirely, until
heisforced to face the man and play diplomat for abrief stint.

BC isled before McEntyre as the Pope' s representative. M cEntyre scowls briefly, but plays nice through
the diplomatic niceties. BC offersthe Pope' s official regards on McEntyre s eection. McEntyre thanks
him curtly, dismissng him.

Dick. Congratulations, asshole.

BC moves aside for the next officia representative come to offer congratulations, and then ducks
back into the crowd. BC mills around the reception for ashort time longer. As soon as hefiguresit's
safe, he ducks out and heads back to the Vatican Mission.

Hate those things, unless I’mworking. Then it’s more of a game. Well, | was working today.
Not the same thing, not “ working” working. | merely wanted to kill McEntyre; | wasn't thereto
actually do the job. There's a difference. Well, gotta file another report that no one will ever
acknowledge...

BC retreatsto the Vatican Mission. Hefilesareport on the day’ s events. He startsto call Edwards,
but thinks better of it.

He probably wants to be alone... gotta find another window to stare out of, after all... that’s
not really fair. The people here... | don’'t get it. The guy helps put the place back together, but
they listen to Daniel fucking McEntyre because he's more charismatic, slicker, sharper, or
something... | can only hope the guy leaves me alone. Well, that and | hope he doesn’t open the
Moon wide open to the UIN...

Chapter Four

McEntyre sfirst mgor action asgovernor ishis new Lunar Neutrdity Declaration. It'sannounced in
mid-May, to be Sgned in early June.



Lunar Prime Governor Daniel McEntyre' s declaration sets out in no uncertain terms the independence
and neutrdity of the moon:

“Thefree citizensin residence on the Moon, the people of Lunar Prime and its associated colonies,
declare themsdlves to be free and independent of al authority save the democratic authority vested by
them in the duly, democratically eected government of the Moon.

“We declare the Moon neutra in this current conflict. We do not believe that faith should divide people,
or be the cause for war. The current conflict isfaulty inits causes and can only befruitlessin its outcome.
“The Moon shdl not be used as astaging areafor battles. The Moon is not answerable to either sdein
this conflict. We recogni ze the United Trade Zone and the Universal Idamic Nation for what they areand
the power they wield, but they do not wield that power over us. We welcome a diplomatic presence
from both organizations, but both sides must recognize and respect the sovereign rights and laws of the
loca Lunar Prime Government.

“The government of the Moon favors no faith, no creed, above any other. All are welcome on the Moon,
aslong asmutual respect is accorded to the members of other faiths.

“This Lunar Neutrality Declaration also warnsthe sidesin this current conflict not to test the resolve or
the neutrality of the Moon. Any infraction, any violation of the rules, rightsand laws of thelocal Lunar
Prime Government, or of this Declaration, will be met with swift and measured retribution. Do not
mistake our love of peace for weakness.

“The Moon stands alone, neutra, and free.

“Sgned and Acknowledged on this 8th Day of June, 2110:

“Danid McEntyre, Governor

" Amanda Erskine, Lieutenant Governor

“Y ari Sayannaya, Council Mgority Leader

“Saul Rabinowicz, Council Minority Leader”

McEntyre declares the Signing day alunar holiday.

BC declares June 8th adark day.

The Declaration sounds good, but | don’t trust McEntyre to enforce it equally. He's way too
cozy with the UIN. I'd like to be an optimist, but... | know better.

At worst? This gives the UIN the open door to the Moon they want. At best, the signing ceremony
isanother fucking event I’ ve got to attend for the Pope, another chance for McEntyre to parade
around like a fucking peacock.

At least I’ ve been able to avoid McEntyre in the meantime. | think he' s been avoiding me, too.
And at least he didn’t single out the Vatican Mission in the Declaration. It sounds like they’ll leave
us alone... depends on what they' Il interpret as an ‘infraction’ or ‘violation’ of their rules. The
whole ‘Declaration’ is ambiguous enough to be dangerous. | don’t know... I’ ve got a bad feeling
about this.

BC beginsthe day by saying mass, asit’sa Sunday. Over the last half ayear he' s actually gotten good at
it. It'sgiven him something to do while rebuilding the place, and waiting for word from the V atican.
BC greets the parishioners after Mass at the back door of the chapel indgde the Vatican Mission. He
shakes hands and makes smdll talk. A man he doesn'’t recognize shakes his hand and shiftsa small
cylinder into BC's pam. BC pams and pocketsit. The man ducks away quickly, before BC can stop
him.
Can't stop himwithout making a big ol’ scene... hope thisisn't a bomb or a corrosive of some
kind. | don’'t think it is... actually, it feels like an OPO message cylinder! Have to check it out
later.
BC kegpsworking the rest of the milling congregation, shaking hands and making smdll talk ashe
wonderswhat he' sjust been passed. Hismind isn’t on the conversations. Hetriesto hurry thingsalong
best he can without seeming rude. After the last of his parishionersleaves, BC heads back to his office,
playing with the cylinder in his pocket ashewalks.

Funny... I know | said something to each of those people back there, | just couldn’t tell you whet |
said...



Back in hisoffice, he takes the CCU fromits hiding place and setsit on his desk.
He pulls out the cylinder.

Hmmm... Looks okay. Booby traps?

Helooksit over.

Looks legit... just like the old days!

BC opensthecylinder. A smdl diver of crysta didesout.

Everything seems kosher ...

BC didesthe crystd into placein the unit. A brief text message appears on the screen:

“Pope Peter killed by faction who ingtaled Linus. Not killed in UIN attack. M’ Bekke.”

That’'sit? Wonder if it'sreal, if M'Bekke isalive. Wonder if it'strue? All | know about Linusis
what | see on the news, for Chrissake! I’ ve seen him touring the ruins around Vatican City,
talking about Peace. Looks like a pope, acts like a pope. Talks Peace. Everybody’ s talking peace.
Wonder if that can be believed, either?
| really think we' ve just temporarily run out of weapons... for now. Each side threw all it had at
the other in the last battles. Maybe we' ve run out of ammo, too. Maybe we' ve run out of people!
Such incredible losses on both sides!

But isthis peace or isthis stalemate, this current cease-fire? And what was the war for?
Ultimately, nothing, neither side gained or lost ground in any meaningful way.
Maybe I’ ve been set free!

Maybe this message also says the OPO is over. No more yoke around my neck... | hope
M’ Bekke is alive; he' s one of the good ones. Even if the message does come from him, I’'m still not
sure I’minclined to believe him.

“Father BC?' His secretary interrupts. She's old and old fashioned, and while she'll cdl him “BC”, she
refusesto NOT call him “Father.”

“Yes Lisa?

“It' snearly timefor the signing ceremony. Y ou’ re supposed to be there before 10:30.”

“Thank you, Lisa”

Oh joy, oh bliss. Well, at least it will be over with.

The moon is crawling with guests. | saw that bastard Wentworth walking around. Guesshe's
leading the UTZ delegation. I’ s funny. What a difference a half a month makes! There are some
actual guestsarriving! Not that Pope Linus would come... he'd rather have endure the pain, heh!

This signing ceremony kinda reminds me of that first peace conference; back when | first
came to the Moon. First time since then that we' ve had so many guests. Even the UIN sent actual
leaders. | saw Ibn Al-Salid and his delegation arrive just yesterday.

BC puts away the CCU for later, when he gets back from the ceremony. He doesn't want to go, but
he hasto, duty and all. Asa personanon gratawith the McEntyre adminigtration, hell behave himsdlf;
play therole of the quiet diplomat.

BC dressesin aformal purple suit and collar, and checks his appearance in the mirror.

Good to go. The very measure of a modern Vatican Ambassador ...

Once outside hisrooms, BC setsthe silent alarms on his quarters. He presses his hand againgt the
hidden security panel in the wall next to the door.

There are a lot of people on the moon right now, and, no doubt a lot who'd like to get inside
and take a look at the new Vatican Mission. Best not to give them too easy an opportunity to do
that.

BC ponders his security measures as he makes hisway to the signing ceremony. Oncein the
auditorium, he' s sent to an assigned place in the crowd. He can’t help chuckling to himsdlf.

I’mfurther back from the podium this time! McEntyre sends subtle messages... fine by me. Just
get the fucking thing over with... Oh man, can he look smugger? Makes me want to delicately
wipe the smile off his face with my fist...

BC zones out and lets the ceremony go by in ablur. Hetries not to pay too much attention. He knows
they sign the Declaration; he stands and applauds with the crowd.



Then hefiles out with the rest of the attendees for the mandatory after-reception.

WEell, gotta attend this, at least for a little while. | don’t want to deal with any of these
assholes, really. There's Wentworth... looking at me, coming this way! Shit.

BC triesto avoid him, manages to duck out a side door.
Strategic exit. He' sthe last guy | want to talk to. Especially after the news | got about Fiza.
Fiza s name was listed among the recently deceased on areport from Wentworth Station a couple
months ago.

I might have to kill him on the spot. And that would be so messy, so undiplomatic of me as the
ambassador ...

BC hurries away from the reception. He heads back towards his office. HE sjust heading down the
hall to his section when two goons appear in front of him. BC triesto look nonchal ant.
“Hi guyd Afraid you missed massthismorning...”

When all elsefails...

BC turnsand runs... right into the chest of athird goon who's snuck up behind him.
“Ooof!”
“Mr. Wentworth wantsto see you,” the goon saysto BC.

Insistent Bastard...

“Unh...” isdl BC managesto say, as one of the first two goons catches up behind him and clubshim
hard on the back of the head.

That hurts...

BC blacks out.

Chapter Five

BC comesto lying on acouch in what looks like one of Lunar Prime sfiner hotels. He rubs the back of
his heed, feding agoose egg.

Damn. Does that hurt!

BC turns his head from side to side, trying to loosen his neck muscles. He blinks, trying to get his
vison to clear and focus.
“He's coming around. Good. | worried you' d hit him too hard, Lawrence,” adark and dippery voice
says. “Can you hear me, Campion?1 told you, you wouldn't like me knowing who you are! You' verisen
through the ranks a bit since we last spoke, haven't you? Full ambassador! That'simpressive. How is
your head?’

Wentworth.

“Fuck you,” BC says.
“Isthat any way to start our conversation? Any way for adiplomat to talk to the UTZ representative to
this ceremony today? Wheat, are you having another one of those headaches, padre?’ Wentworth jokes.
BC rubsthe back of hishead as he answers. “Funny. Y ou clubbed me. Isthat any way to open a
diaogue with the Vatican Ambassador?’
“Touché,” Wentworth concedes, “Perhaps not. But certain precautions need to be taken when that
Vatican Ambassador isaso an assassin! It would have been easier if we could have at least chatted at
the reception,” Wentworth assureshim. “Y et you avoided me. Y ou have been avoiding me.”
“I didn’t fed like making smdll talk with amurderer,” BC saysashetriesto St up on the couch.
“Murderer? Who? Fiza? She' snot dead, judt... gainfully employed. Making hersdf useful, you could say.
She' sl on my station. She' snot dead.”
“That’ snot what | hear,” BC says.
“Oh, yes. That. Y ou probably heard about the report. That' s what we do with some of our more, uh,
indentured, servants on the station. She' sjust officially dead, not actually dead. Makes the paperwork



so much easier. It'sjust aformaity, terms of her employment,” Wentworth says dismissvely.
“Convenient for when you redly do kill her, then. If | can believeyou,” BC says. “1 know you,
Wentworth... | know your type. Y ou' re the type of man who can tell another man anything he wantsto
hear, in order to get that other man to do asyou ask. You'll tell me she' s not dead, whether sheisor not,
if it makes me open up to whatever it isyou’ ve dragged me herefor.” BC looks around the room,
“Wherever ‘here’ is”
“You'redtill onthe Moon,” Wentworth says. “We haven’t gone anywhere. | need information from you,
cooperation. | don’t need you,” he sayswith emphasis, “1 need you for what you know, and who you
represent. | am doing thisin an official UTZ capacity, and 0| officialy apologize for your clubbing....”
“And kidnapping,” BC interjects.
“Y ou are not tied down, Campion. Y ou can leave now, if you like,” Wentworth sayswith agesture
towards the door.

After that thwack, | don’t know if | can stand up without getting dizzy... maybe not yet.
Wonder if | got a concussion from that love tap?

“But,” Wentworth continues, “Before you go, aquestion. Why have welost dl touch with the
Vaican?
“Maybe because you go around clubbing their agents,” BC mumbles. He rubs the back of his head.
“What do you mean, ‘lost dl touch’ ? 1’ ve seen the Pope on the news and stuff.”
“Yes, and that’ sal we' ve seen or heard from this new Pope. We worked closely with Pope Peter, as
you know. This new man doesn’t do usthe courtesy of returning our messages,” Wentworth sayswith
someindignation.
“How rude,” BC mockshim.
“Why won't he get in touch with us?’” Wentworth says, losing patience.
“Hewon'’t get in touch with anybody!” BC says, matching Wentworth’ stone.
“What?’
“I haven't heard anything mysdlf, not since he named me ambassador and told meto rebuild the mission
up here. It'sbeen awholelot of nothing since January.”
“Nothing? | find that hard to believe. Y ou’ re the ambassador; there must be reports, communiques...”
Wentworth is shaking his head.
“Nope. Afraid not. Oh, | send reports back there, don’t get me wrong. | report to them every week. But
them to me? Not so much.” BC' stoneistinged with sarcasm.
“But what about...” Wentworth looks around, then walks over to whisper to BC, “What about the
OPO?”

Do | tell him about today’ s communiqué? What if it’s a set up? Nothing for now...

“The OPO isdone,” BC whispers back. "Asfar as| can tell. No word, no nothing. | can only
assume our mission died with Pope Peter. The OPO ain’'t what it used to be.”
“Thisisn’'t good,” Wentworth says as he turns to pace back across the room.
“You'retellingme,” BC agrees. Hetries standing up.
Good, legs holding, I’'m standing, gonna walk outta here soon. Ew. Sill kind of dizzy. Seeif | can
take a step or two...
“Areyou leaving, Campion?’ Wentworth asks.
“Jugt stretching my legs and, you know, flexing my head,” BC says, massaging the back of his head.
“What do you do without the Vatican’ sdirection?’ Wentworth steers back to his main question.
“Just keep going. Rebuild the mission, say mass every Sunday, just be ambassador, you know.”
“Hmmph,” Wentworth bresthes, clearly not satisfied. “ That’ sit? No subterfuge?’
“Subter wha? No, no OPO stuff at dl, if that's what you mean.”
“That'swhat | mean.”
“What would I do? Who would | do it for? There sno one directing me. I'm pretty much afree agent,”
BC says.
“Right,” Wentworth says. “ Pretend ambassador for an unreachable Pope. That’ s not what you cal a
position of strength, now, isit?' Wentworth growlsalow chuckle. "How ‘free’ doesthat really make



you? Who' s got your back now, Campion, en?’

Bastard’ s got a point. | could find mysdf in his* employment” soon if I’m not careful... | gotta get
out of here...

“Food for thought, then, isn't it?” Wentworth gets almost playful. “ And maybe you' re wondering why |
don't just take you out, hmm? Now that | see your Situation for what it is? Well, maybe,” Wentworth
draws closeto BC, looks him eyeto eye, “Maybe we' re redly on the same side. Ever consider that?’
“Nope, never crossed my mind,” BC snaps back.

“We can help each other,” Wentworth offers.

“I don’'t know if 1 can take any more of your kind of help,” BC says, and his hand goes back to again
massage the spot where he was clubbed.

“Y ou’ ve made this unpleasantness necessary, Campion. | would have preferred we had started off
better.”

“Yeeh, sure... But, you know, it'sfunny, | react unusually poorly when friends of mine areforced into
sexua davery, and/or killed. Guessthat kind of colored my reactionsfrom that point forward,” BC can't
help the sarcasm. “ After you reported her dead, | can’t say my opinion of you improved.”

“I told you, we have an unconventiona arrangement with many of our employeeswherethey are
reported dead...”

“Unconventiona? | don’t know, prostitution and davery are pretty old fashioned, nothing redly
‘unconventiond’ about that,” BC interrupts.

“Fiza sworking at what she does best. Working off her debt on her back. Y ou know Fiza, BC. You
know she' strouble. She's... less... trouble, now. Everyone' s happy”

“Yeah, I'm sure she' secdtdtic.”

“Atleast. And certainly sometimes orgasmic, eh?' Wentworth smiles ahumorless amile. "But enough
about the dut. We have officia businessto discuss. Can't you stay for alittle while? Hear me out, at the
very least. Have asedt, over here at the desk.” Wentworth walks over next to the hotel desk, motions
BC tothechair infront of it. “I’m meeting you in an officid UTZ capacity. Y ou have nothing to fear.”
“Other than getting clubbed over the head?’ BC protests.

“I’ve dready apologized for that. And as |’ ve said, you forced the Situation.”

“Right, thisisal my fault,” BC can't help but lapse back into sarcasm.

“Can we get beyond this petty shit and talk about things of real importance?” Wentworth asks BC ashe
stsdown behind the desk. BC il stands.

“Such as?’ heasks.

“Such as, who isthis new Pope? Where did he come from?’ Wentworth presses.

Wow, he is genuinely interested. How to play this fucker... he’sa smart guy... gotta be vague.
Information isall | have, my only currency with this bastard. I’ m not even sure what | know, now,
after the communiqué today. Can't just give it away.

“He san old school Roman Catholic,” BC tells Wentworth. " Giuseppe something.”
"l know that. That's public knowledge. Weve got the basic facts. But what's his deal ? What driveshim?”
Wentworth probes.
"l wish | knew," BC admits, shaking his head.
Wentworth gets back up and starts to come back around the desk.

S0 he doesn't have to look up at me... talk about in your face...

Wentworth faces BC from about afoot away.
"It doesn't do ether of usany good if you hold back what you know!" he demands.
"I'm not surethat | know any more than you aready know. Pope Peter isdead. Linusthe Second is
Pope. The OPO has gotten quiet. The Vatican has been quiet.”
"They taked to you. Y ou were promoted, tasked with thismission.”
"Sure, but sncethen, likel told you before, | haven't heard anything. I'm assuming I'm doing the right
things, because they never question any of my reports,” BC laughs.
"Why did they tell you to create such a secureingdlation? What you've 'rebuilt’ isfar beyond what was
origindly here” Wentworth ingsts. “Y our new Vétican Missonis heavily armored, and heavily armed,



brigtling with hidden weaponry! It's capable of seding itsdlf off and running self-contained, independent
from Lunar Prime. It'sasmall fortress. Why would they have you build something like this?' Wentworth
presses BC hard.
"Why do you care?' BC asks.
Can't let him get to me... How does he know so much about my rebuild? How does he know all
that, yet not know that it’s all been my little project?
"Creating the kind of secure ingtdlation you've been trying to build attracts attention, Campion. My
attention, at the very least." Wentworth answers BC's ungpoken question.
Must have been written all over my face... What to tell him...
"Wed been hit hard twice. Were atarget, so we took action to try to defend ourselves, smple asthat,”
BC offers.

He does not need to know they didn't tell me how to rebuild...

"Smpleasthat?"
BC nods.
Wentworth smiles.

| do not like that smile. It's a cat-that-ate-the-canary kind of smile...

"You did it on your own, didn't you, Campion.” Now Wentworth isnodding. "Yes. A free agent
needs astrong base, eh? They just said rebuild. Therestisdl you, isn'tit? So again, | ask you, who's got
your back, Campion?Who can help you when you're not in your fortress? Who can help you now?"
"Do you have apoint?' BC hdf turnsto go. "l redly should get going..."

"Pease, whereto? Y ou could use some new friends, Campion. So could we. This could be amutudly
beneficid Stuation.”

"Youthink s0?"

"Why not? Wed be stronger together than apart.”

"You need me. That'ssweset,” BC laughs.

"You're gl expendable, Campion, don't forget that. We have other leads and other agents working on
this Vatican problem. Y ou're easily replaced.”

Wonder if he knows M'Bekke? Could they have gotten to him already? What if that message
really was a set up? Is he checking now to seeif their message got through? If I'll cough it back
up at them? Am | completely paranoid?

"Don't get al warm and cuddly on me, now, Wentworth," BC jokes.

Wentworth grins, but thereisno joy in hisgrin. "What'll it be?' he asks BC. "Will you work with us?’

What have | got to lose? If | agree, | at least get out of here alive today...

"I'll work with you,” BC telshim. “I’ll maintain my independence, but I'll be glad to work with you.
We're on the same side after all, right?' BC says. He extends his right hand to Wentworth. Wentworth
shakes hishand.
"Right. Good. Pack your things, then. Y ou're coming for avigt. Weleavein four hours" Wentworth tells
BC.
BC shakes hishead.
"Now, wait just amin...”
"No questions, no protests. Please. Four hours. There are others who would like to speak with you.
They're waiting back on my gation.”
"l e

No, | don't see. Wait a...

"Thisisaready starting to suck for me. Y ou know that don't you?' BC cracks.
Wentworth doesn't answer. Hejust stares at BC.
"Okay, dl right,” BC findly bresksthe silence, "Where should | meet you?'
"Don't worry about that. I'll send someone with you. Helll bring you to the ship when the time comes.”
"l bet hewill. That isjust o entirely hel pful of you,” BC sayswith sarcasm. “Thank you so much,” BC
laysit onthick.

Yes, | just bet he'll bring me to you when you want me. | have no doubt of that. HE'll be



making sure of a lot of things, | betcha.

"Bruno!" Wentworth yells. One of the goons who had melted into the woodwork steps out next to
Wentworth and BC. "Go with Campion here. HE's going to pack for our voyage. Bring him to us at the
ship intimefor our departure in exactly three hours and forty-five minutes.”

"Yeah, boss. I'monit." Bruno grunts.

"Bruno, you gonna shake my dick for me after | pee?’ BC prods.

Bruno's brow furrows.

“You don't sound like no priest | ever heard of,” Bruno says. Helooks at BC with degth in his eyes, but
then he looks over a Wentworth. Wentworth motions him to calm down.

"Bruno will wait outside your residence as you get ready for our trip," he explainsto BC. "He will not be
intrusve. Isn't that right, Bruno?'

Bruno gruntswhat might bea"Yes."

"Good enough, then,” Wentworth says. “ See you in four, Campion," Wentworth tells him. He crossesthe
room and sits back down at the desk. BC looks at Wentworth, then Bruno, then shrugs, and heads out
the door of the hotel room. He doesn't bother to look back to seeif Bruno isfollowing.

That is Bruno's problem. Well, isn't this fun? Svimming with the sharks...

BC, with Bruno in tow behind him, heads back to the Vatican Mission and his quarters.

Bruno, good to Wentworth'sword, does as instructed and stands outside BC' s quarters as BC goesin
and getsready for thetrip.

"Don't get lost out here, Bruno,”" BC says as he headsinto hisrooms. Bruno grunts. "Gotcha," BC
answers.

Onceingde, BC secures hisrooms.

Must have done something right if the security measures attracted the notice of Wentworth and
his bunch. Wonder if he's got any back doors to my system. He sounded... | don't know, maybe he's
just playing me. Guys like himwant you to think they know more than they really do. Best be
careful, he may have away in, at least into my info flow on some level... jeesh, am | too
paranoid... Or do | have to be with these guys?

After all, what kind of a way is that to call a meeting? Club the Ambassador? | don't know,
anymore. Goddamn it, everything's going to hell...
| don't have much choice but to go with Wentworth and his goons. Might as well find out what
he's pushing. The Pope doesn't seem to be anyone's ally right now.

Maybe | can see Fiza, make sure she's still in one piece... who knows?

BC takes out the CCU with the crystd from thismorning till Sittinginit.

All right, M'Bekke, let's seeif it'sreally you...

He runs one of the diagnostic programs built into the CCU. The crystal comes up clean. Authentic.

Yeah... But... That analysisis based on the old protocols. Gotta do a more intensive
examination. Good start, though, good start. Let's see if there are any DNA traces. That would
make it nice and easy... Bingo.

BC usesthe unit'sanalytica programsto isolate two distinct DNA patterns. Both test astrue, not
congtructs. No false patternsto fool with.

Two sets. Once should be the courier, the other, if thisisreal, M'Bekke's. Let's see... this one's
unknown. Could be the courier. No worries yet. Let'slook at thisand... Yup! M'Bekke! Good to see
you, even a microscopic mote of you. So it'sreal. M'Bekke's still out there, somewhere.
Presumably not at the Vatican, not if thisistrue.

BC reads the words of the message in the upper part of the CCU's screen:

"Pope Peter killed by faction who ingtalled Linus. Not killed in UIN attack. M'Bekke."

Doesn't sound like we've got a friend in the new pontiff. Better go with Wentworth and explore
my options. Better pack wisely! Let's see...

Three and ahdf hourslater, Bruno ringsthe bell to the Vatican Ambassador's quarters.

"Yes?' BC sayson theintercom.
"We gottago soon," Bruno grunts.



"Gotcha, big guy. I'll beright there.”
BC has been packed for an hour. But for the next twenty minutes he continues his meditation.

Maybe if | meditate | can avoid the headaches. Bruno can wait. I'm sure he'll ring again when
we really need to go.

One minute later, Bruno rings again.
"Yes?' BCinquires pleasantly.
"Let'sgo! Now!" Bruno barks back.
"Coming," BC continues pleasantly.
BC ispacked for apriest'stravel needs, not an n's. No weapons.
No ‘subterfuge’. I'm sure Wentworth has many levels of security. And when all else fails, big guys
with clubs. Primitive, yet effective. I'll be the holy diplomat thistrip. Play therole, right?
"Hello Bruno!" BC greets the goon outside as he leaves his quarters. Bruno grunts and turnsto lead BC
to Wentworth's ship. BC presses his hand against the security panel to sed up hisrooms.

For what it's worth...

"Hey!" Bruno callsback. "Let'sgo! Youreadready late!”
BC walks up to Bruno without saying aword.
"Here," Bruno says, "Y ou go ahead. | wantchawhere| can seeya."
"Whichway am| going?' BC askshim.
"Left,” Bruno barks, "here. Down to the private bays." BC follows his directions, walking just ahead of
the goon as they head to the ship.
After severd other barks and turns, they end up in alittle used section of the Lunar Prime Spaceport.

Little used, but amazingly intact. They rebuilt these private bays with private funds. Built them
back up pretty fast, too.

BC laughsto himsdif.

Betcha Wentworth's bay is at least as secure as the Vatican mission!

"Herel" Bruno says, indicating asecure airlock door. Bruno presses his hand against the door's panel
and it dides open. "Go ahead,” hetellsBC.
BC stepsthrough the airlock door into the airlock. Bruno follows, closing the outer door behind him. He
steps past BC to put his pam againg the inner door ahead of them and it dides open, reveding a
luxurious reception area. Wentworth's Station colors, gold, red and black, are duplicated here: plush red
and gold walls, black marblefloors, and a clear glass ceiling open to the stars obscured by just ahint of
blue haze, letting BC and others know a security shield isin place.
Three other "Bruno's’ are sanding againgt thewall opposite the airlock BC walked in through. Another
airlock door stands open between two of the thugs, apparently the airlock to Wentworth's waiting ship,
docked outside. They move aside when BC and Bruno approach. Bruno grunts and pointsto tell BC to
go ahead of him once again, into this second airlock.
BC has a sudden panic attack.
What if they're just going to space me, right here and now? No, why would they get so elaborate?
Soit'll look like an accident? Shit!
BC camswhen Bruno stepsinto the airlock as before, pushing past to pam the pandl in the door ahead
of them asthe outer door closes behind. A quick hiss and the door opens.
"Go!" Bruno says, and BC goes. He steps onto the ship. BC looks up and down the ship's empty
corridor.

Hmm, black red and gold, how original... well, at least he's consi stent.

"Go ahead, up and to theright," Bruno directs BC in his grunt-speak. BC heads down the corridor.
Bruno shows him to a stateroom door.
"Press here," he says, indicating the door panel. BC fedsabrief tingle as the door recognition systems
id's his palm. The door dides open on ardatively posh stateroom with aking size bed.
"Thisisyour room for thetrip. Settle in for takeoff. Mr. Wentworth will be calling you after that."
"Y ou make agreat sewardess, Bruno," BC chides him. Bruno ignores him, turns and wa ks away down
the corridor. BC walksin and surveys his stateroom.



Nice. Awholelot nicer than I'm used to. Being a simple priest and all.

The stateroom door dides shut behind him. BC turns and puts his pam againgt the door pand, but
nothing happens.

Locked. Figures. Well, nothing to do now but enjoy theride.

BC sdttlesinfor takeoff, which isrelatively smooth.

| suppose he can afford the best pilots, right?

Helies on the bed as they make their way.

It took Fiza and me two days to get to Wentworth Station on a commercial ship. | wonder how
fast Wentworth makes the trip?

The bed is comfortable, and BC actudly fals adeep soon after they leave the moon's surface.
Wentworth's voice over an intercom wakes him up.

"Campion! Wereamogt at my station. Prepare to disembark.”

Rude awakening! Huh, looking at the clock, it’s been about eight hours. Must be Monday
morning by now...

Damn... a headache? Aw, no, not now...

BC massages histemples, rubs hisforehead, and presses hisfingers againg his eyes, trying anything to
stop the headache from intengfying. Wentworth's voice booms out again.
"Campion!”

That's not helping...

"Bruno will meet you outside your stateroom in twenty minutes. Be ready!™

This sucks...

“Gotcha I'll bethere,” BC saysinto the com.

BC triesto freshen up. The stateroom facilities are top notch, with asink and bath with running water.
BC triesto hold back his headache as he getsready.

It's probably costing him a fortune for me to wash my face right now. Maybe I'll just let the
water run, let the reclamation system crank for a while. Ouch, damn this thing!

BC scrunches his eyes closed as he presses the balls of hisfists against the sdes of hisforehead. The
headache backs off abit, and he sighsin relief.

The headache manages to remain at bay as BC islead by Bruno off the ship and into Wentworth Station.
The surroundings are familiar, as Bruno leads him back up to the dining room he and Fizahad found
themsdvesin dmost six months earlier, the dining room with the large C-shaped semi circular table.
Although BC can't help but fed asmal sense of dgavu as he'slead into the dining room, thistime the
crowd isvery different. No banquet thistime, and sterner faces have replaced sycophants. Some of
those faces are familiar to BC from hisfirst vist. But most of the faces of those seated at the table this
time arefamiliar to BC from the news. These are most of the CEO's that make up the UTZ Council! BC
issurprised.

All the CEOs are here!

Wentworth speaks. " Father Campion, welcome. | trust you now understand why we've been so
secretive and secure." He gestures to those gathered around him at the table, "We are each targetsin our
own right. Collectively, we make an incredibly attractive target. That iswhy no one knows of our
mesetings until after they've occurred. We gather together in person like this only seldom, and only intime
of great crissand need. Thisissuch atime. Pleasg, sit," Wentworth says, and BC seesthat achair to the
right has been saved for him.

I'm sitting right next to Fujima! Cool. Japanese CEO. And there's DeMag, next to him. \Wow.
Thisis something! Rarefied air... Surprised | can still breathe!

He keeps his composure and nods a Fujima. Fujimalooksat him, and moves his head nearly
imperceptibly.

No deference, | get it, fine. None expected, really.

"Father Campion?' An amplified voice gets his attention. A gray haired man opposite BC at the
horseshoe shaped table speaks up.

"I'm Klaus Folsom, head of Folsom Industries and current chair of the UTZ Council," he says. BC



marvels again at the hidden systemsthat alow him to hear the man sitting over ten yardsaway. BC
recognizes him from the news and the dossiers he's seen. ""Welcome to our meeting. Thank you for
accepting Mr. Wentworth'sinvitation.”

"Hmmph," BC says, trying not to laugh.

Folsom turns. "Wentworth?"' he asks with arched eyebrow.

Wentworth merely shrugs.

Folsom nods, "I see. Asaways, Richard's methods are nefarious, I'm sure. But he has gotten you here,
and you seem none the worse for wear. Let me thank you, then, for being here, perhapsin spite of him,"
Folsom says, looking at Wentworth, then back at BC.

"At any rate, we have businessto attend to. We, the UTZ Council, are turning to you, asan acting
Vatican Ambassador, to help us restore relations with the Holy See. Our usudly stalwart and religble
aly, the New catholic Church, hasbecome... ‘incommunicado’ of late," Folsom says, layingitdl outin
the open.

"Asl told Wentworth, I'm not sure theres much | can do,” BC tells Folsom, acrossthe gap. "'l don't
know if | can help you. They're not talking to me much, ether.”

"Yes, hetold usthat'swhat you'd said,” Folsom says, insnuating BC has not told all. BC shakes his
head.

"Look, I'm not lying to you, | have no reason to. I've pretty much been on my own since Pope Peter was
killed. I've kept the Vatican Mission on the Moon operating. I've rebuilt the place from the ground up,
after the UIN best the living shit out of it last Christmas. But for al intents and purposes, it'san
independent operation. After the attacks, the Vatican put mein charge as Acting Ambassador and told
me to rebuild. And then they went quiet.”

BC pauses.

The slence echoes with the word "quiet” asthe sound of BC's voiceisrelayed around the table and
echoes back off the chamber's distant walls.

BC continues. "My communications have not been answered. | make reports, | send them in, but | hear
nothing back. | don't know what eseto tell you."

"Did you know," De Mag begins, and then clears histhroat. He sitsjust to BC'sright, on the other side of
Fujima. BC turnsto see him spesk.

"Did you know you're the only OPO operdtive that we know to still be dive, Father Campion?”’

What?! Really? Well, they can't know about M'Bekke, then, can they?

"There are afew others we suspect of being OPO, but their membership has never been confirmed.
Probably why they're fill dive. But of the agents we know, and we in thisroom, Campion,” DeMag
looks around at hisfellow CEOs. “We know many. Y ou are the only one still breathing. Y ou're high
profile... but lucky? What isyour secret?"

What did he just say? That headache is starting to come back on strong... shit! Got to keep it
at bay. Not now!

"Areyou dl right, Campion?" Wentworth asks. "Headache? We dl know about your headaches.
What aterrible affliction for an assassin.”

Shit!

"Youdidn't..." BC startsto ask.
"Nothing's been done to you, Campion,” Wentworth assures him.
"Nothing but club me over the head,” BC says as hetriesto will the headache away. Folsom speaks up.
"Gentlemen?'

Ahhh... it's going away! Good!

"It'snothing. I'm fing," BC says, trying to regain his composure.
"What happened to the OPO, Father Campion?' Fujimaasks from just beside him.
BC looksat him directly as he answers. "I don't know, sir. Maybe it died when Pope Peter died. I've
heard nothing. As| told you, I've been running pretty much an independent operation the last three
months™
"Keeping up appearances?’ Folsom asks, drawing BC's attention.



"l suppose s0," BC nods, "Finding something to do, finding away to move on, to honor the dead by
rebuilding, not giving up, that sort of thing."
Folsom nods. " So you're independent, now. Why not join us, come work for us? Give up the charade,”
he says, gesturing at BC'scollar and clothes. ™Y ou could do well inthe UTZ Security Force.”
"Redly," BCreplies.

Don't want to sound too eager. Don't really want to do it, either. Wonder how serious they
are? Seeif | can get away with playing dumb...

"What, would | get my own ship? Make me a Captain or something?' BC plays the chucklehead.
Folsom chuckles, "Not exactly.”
"Whet then?'
"Wewant you to stay where you are. Kegp doing what you're doing, for now. See what the Vatican
does, watch the Vatican through your specia channels, and then report back to us.”
"Y ou want meto be adouble agent?' BC asksthem.
Wentworth leans forward and speaks, "How can you be a double agent when we're al on the same
sde?'

That kind of fuzzy logic is going to bring my headache back. At least they're buying the
dumber version of methat I'm selling, so far, we'll see...

"Interesting. Can | think about this?' he asks Folsom, " Or will you have Wentworth and his goons
'persuade’ me again?”'
Folsom shakes his head. "Persuasion only goes so far. Y ou're of no useto usas an agent if you're
working against your will. Therest of usdon't necessarily agree with Mr. Wentworth's methods,”" he
says, finishing with clear disdain.
"Y ou may not like my methods," Wentworth saysto Folsom, "But you dwayslike my results.”
"I like what works," Folsom agrees. "Everybody uses everybody e se, Father Campion. Make no
mistake. But it's nothing persond, it'sjust business.”
"Sad outlook you've got there," BC says despite himsdif.
"Youthink 0?1 think it'sredigtic,” Folsom tellshim. "Think about it. We dl use each other. That'slife.
Varying degrees of use and utility, Father. We'like' each other only insofar aswe are useful to each
other. Even loversareredly only useful to each other, perhapsin the most sublime of ways, but it istill
utility al the same. Mutua Utility. The useto which you put alover isto make you fed good, to fed
wanted, to fed loved, whatever that means. So why not agree to use each other?
"Wll, sure, maybe I'll work with you... But I'm not going to fuck you, so don't get any weird idess,” BC
jokes. Thetable eruptsinadull roar of chuckling.
"Does that mean you're with us?' Folsom asks him as the murmuring dies down.

Calling my bluff... why not play through?

"Sure.”" I'll let you know if | hear anything.” BC looks around the table. "Doesthat mean | can go
home, now?'
"Home being where?' Folsom asks.
BC laughs, "Y ou know, that's avery good question. But these days | guess | mean the Vatican Mission
ontheMoon. | built the place, 0| guessit fedslike home."
"Sure," Folsom tells him; "you can go. Well have Wentworth's people bring you back.”
"Y es, and then we can get on to the next agendaitem. How doesit fed to bejust another agendaitem,
Campion?' Wentworth pushes BC's buttons. Folsom shuts him down.
"Y ou're dways s0 kind, Richard. Please see that Father Campion is returned safely to the Moon.
Without another bump on the head. If at al possible. Thank you, Father Campion. Y ou are of more
importance to usthan Richard letson. You are... useful, at any rate. For now."
"Great. S0, how do we get in touch? How would you like me to report to you?' BC asks.
"Contact us through Wentworth. Let him know we need to talk, and hell arrange ameeting, or whatever
isappropriate.” Folsom turnsto Wentworth, "Won't you, Richard?'
Wentworth nodsto Folsom, "Absolutely.” Heturnsto BC, “I’ | have Bruno seeto it on your way out.
WEell give you one of our secure com units, for emergency use only.”



"Thanks," BC says, trying not to let his sarcasm dip through. " So," BC looks around, "1 can go?"
"You can go," Folsom says.
"Bruno!" Wentworth bellows, aided by the amplification. Bruno appears. ""Please escort Father Campion
back to the ship, and then back to his place on the moon. We want to be sure he makes the trip safe and
sound... don't let ahair on his head get mussed,” Wentworth says, with sarcasm of hisown.
BC gets up, surveys his surroundings afina time, then turns and walks away from the tablefull of the
most powerful peoplein the world.

In the universe... maybe. At least in OUR universe they are. But | think | did okay, held my
own... at least | survived...

BC and Bruno make their way back through the station corridors to Wentworth’ swaiting ship. looks
around as Bruno guideshim.

Don't see any other people, really... Where would Fiza be? Can | get free of my buddy Bruno
here long enough to ook around?

“Isthereaplace | can go to the bathroom?’ BC asks the goon.
“Y ou can go back on the ship. We re dmost there,” Bruno grunts.

Maybe | could make a break for it.

“Hey!” Bruno gruntsat BC. “Slow down!”

Somehow, that doesn’t seem like a viable alternative...

BC waks on next to Wentworth’ s thug.

Not this time, then. But now that | know you're alive, Fiza... I'll what? Rescue you? Come
back for you next time?

Bruno sticks by BC'sside dl the way to the airlock. He shutsthe airlock door behind BC as he
boards the ship to leave Wentworth Station.

Next time, then...

Chapter Six

Thetrip back to the Moon takes just under eight hours. Relatively fast. BC nods off in his stateroom
during the trip, coming to as Wentworth’ s ship clunksinto its berth at the port a Lunar Prime.
Eight hours, again... Isn’'t that just like the UTZ Council? Keeping the fastest ships for
themsel ves!
BC disembarks through Wentworth’ s private bay and makes hisway through the Lunar Prime
spaceport. Hefinds a porter unit to take hisluggage back to the Vatican Mission. As he passes queued
up outgoing passengers a one of the public carriers counters, he spots Marc Edwardsin line. BC walks
over to say hello.
"Marc! How are you? What are you doing here? Where are you off to?' BC asks as he shakes his hand.
Edwardslaughs, "Too many questions at once, BC! I'm going away for awhile. | don't have that many
responsbilities right now, so I'm gonnago visit some family back on Earth, take a break. Maybe do the
tourigt thing and see afew sghts. A vacation! Imagine that!
“How areyou doin?"
"Don't ask." BC dghs, changesthe subject, ™Y ou know, Marc, I'm still stunned people voted that
terrorig into office over you."
"l don't know, BC. Isit really that surprisng? They never redly voted me in in thefirst place, did they?’
Edwards sighs. “ They got me by default when Meredith died. Now, they’ ve got Danid. Guessthey like
the McEntyres," Edwards says, defeat resounding in hisvoice.

Damn, the guy doesn't deserve this...

Edwards perks up, "Hey, | saw you camein onthat UTZ Y acht! Wentworth's ship! Traveling with
some pretty fancy company, aren't you?"



Pretty slimy company, actually...

"Not redlly. He wanted to meet with someone connected with the Vatican. | guessthese days, I'm
the most accessible. I'm convenient, acting ambassador and al. But | couldn't tell him anything he didn't
dready know."

Edwards' turn at the counter comes. He steps up and orders, "One to New Y ork. Thank you."
"That'sLiner 95. It'sleaving soon. Y ou only have two minutes!” the woman behind the counter tells
Edwards. "Gate Seven, Mr. Edwards. Y ou'll have to hurry!" She clears his bags through and pushesthe
ticket into his hand.

Edwardslooks at BC, goesto shake his hand, but then decides to give him ahug. They pat each other
on the back.

"Thanks, BC. Ya know, for stickin’ by meand al,” Edwards says, stepping back. He shakes his head.
“Man, | appreciate everything you did, your advice... Thank you, BC.” Edwards smiles a half-hearted
amile

Heliftshiscarry-on bag. “Hey, | gottarun!” He turns and runsfor Gate Seven. "I'll see you sometime!™
he shouts at BC over his shoulder.

BC picks up something in histone. "How long are you gone for?* BC shouts back.

"I don't know. A while. I'll beintouch. | gottago!" heyelsasheruns.

"Have agood time," BC says knowing there's no way Edwards can till hear him. But somehow he does,
and turnsto wave. Then Edwards disappears into the crowd heading for the departure gates. BC turns
and headsfor the Vatican Misson.

| hate to see that guy go. He was one of the good ones. Maybe it's because he didn't get elected
into office. Somehow that let him do a better job. Plus hewasareal friend... | don't have many
true friends.

Speaking of friends... I've got to find M'Bekke. And then find something to give the UTZ to
string them along.

Purposes and missions, | likeit!
It's good to have goals to accomplish!

BC entersthe main dome and takes in the surroundings. The barenessis harsh: the old trees gone
forever, the old growth dead and removed. But there are new plantings around the central pool and on
the bridges. The new domeitsdlf isactualy clearer than the origind, yet made of stronger materid.

The crowd isn’t quite as ‘bustling’ asit used to be... still not as many people here. Stll, they are
here, still running on errands, hustling to work or whatever. Each person a planet, spinning in its
own orbit, shuffling off to jobs, other pressing destinations... Some with their heads a swivel...
Gotta be tourists... Wandering aimlessly... ducking into stores around the perimeter wall.

And then there are some people you'd rather not see at all. McEntyre! And he's looking this
way. He's coming thisway! Aw, hell.

Danie McEntyrewalksover to BC.

"Campion,” McEntyre says smugly.
"Governor McEntyre," BC answers, with anod.
The two stand face to face. They look each other in the eye.

What does he want? A stare down?

A minute passes.

A minuteisavery long time...

McEntyrefinaly bresksthe slence.

"Y ou keep some powerful company, Campion.”

"Me?" BC feignsinnocence.

"It was hard to missthe ship you just camein on,” McEntyre says, with atouch of sarcasm. “You takea
short vacation after the Sgning ceremony? Almost looks like you' re violating the Declaration before the
ink iseven dry! Areyou working directly for the UTZ now that your old masters are gone?'

What, is he trying to provoke me? Am | that stupid? | might be. But there's too much at
stake...



"If I had any ideawhat you were talking about, | have the fedling it would make me angry. Areyou
trying to make me angry? Why should the Governor of Lunar Prime, the vast Moon colony, lovely Luna,
waste time trying to make the Vatican Ambassador angry? Doesn't that violate your Declaration?” BC
chalenges him in an even, measured tone of voice.

"MPay dumb. Fine. Haveit your way,” McEntyre sayswith a shake of hishead and asneer. Fireflashesin
hiseyes. “Y ou don't fool me, Campion. | seeright through you! Y ou had Edwards wrapped around your
littlefinger, but | know who you redly arel" He lowers hisvoice, "Murderer!"

| just want to hit him. What can | say? | so just want to haul off and let him haveit! But | can't
hit him now, he's the fucking governor! They could, and probably would, arrest me on the spot. He
would love that, love to have a reason to put me away, or, better yet, exile me from Lunar Prime.
My hitting himis exactly what he wants.

"Y ou through?' BC asks.

"Through?' McEntyre asksrhetoricdly. "I'm just getting Started, Campion! Things are different, now!
Y ou'd better watch yoursdf!" McEntyre sayswith awag of hisfinger.
I’d like to snap that finger right off...
"Right," BC ssysdismissvely. "Excuse me."
BC stepsto the side, and walks on past McEntyre.
He hears McEntyreyell at his back.
"Watch yourself, Campion! Y ou better watch yoursdlf!"

Watch my ass, asshole. Eat my dust. Eat shit and... Know what? Maybe the time has come to
find a way to eliminate him. Just kill him and do the world a favor. Pro bono. No charge for this
one, folks, it'sfree...

Maybe there’ s a way to really take him down... He has a checkered past. There' s gotta be
something to humiliate himwith... that little Asian girl he fooled around with and beat up...
Edwards didn’t want to go negative during the election, but the election’s over ... and he's off to
New York, anyway, so why not? It’d be better to render McEntyre ineffective and powerless than
kill him outright.

BC keepswalking, thinking, plotting to himsdf as he leaves M cEntyre behind. When he reaches the
Vatican Misson helocks down the whole facility, setting the mission to self-contained mode.

I've had enough of people fucking with me in the last twenty-four hours, thank you very much.

BC takes comfort in the knowledge that thanksto his rebuild the Vatican Mission can survive locked
down and self-sustained for over three months.

If McEntyre wants me, et him try to come get me... let himtry! We'll have a siege! We won't go
down easy. Besides, with the war on hold, what kind of backing will he get?

BC makes hisway into his persona rooms and plops down in his chair soon as he getsinside.

He rubs histemples. He rubs his eyes with the bals of his hands.

One of hisheadaches threstens to come on, surging up behind hiseyeslike afreight train rushing in.

Oh man, this sucks! Pressure behind the eyes. It almost has a sound, a high pitched whine,
annoying; not a sound my ears are hearing! It's sound in my head! ‘Least I’ mtired enough to try
todeepit away...

BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP...

"Off!" BC shouts.

Thedarm shuts off. BC sirsin the chair.

"What the..."

The clock says he's been passed out for amost ten hours.

Must have fallen asleep in the damn chair! Doesn’t even fedl like | slept. But my headache is
gone! My neck hurts, though, ow...

BEEP BEEP BEEP
"OFf

That's not the alarm, that’ s the com unit...

"What isit?' BC shouts.




"Father Campion?' Lisahis secretary ison the com.

"Yes, Lisa?' BC asksin amore normal tone of voice.

"Father, we're locked out! Y ou locked us out after you got back last night!" His secretary scoldshim
over the com unit.

"Yes, | secured the Vatican Misson beforeretiring last night,” BC admits. “1’m sorry. | didn't redlize you
weren't & home, Lisa..." BC sayswith ahint of suggestiveness.

"Father BC! | wasvidting somefriendsl" She gasps over the com.

"l see," he sayswith broad humor as he works the security controls. "There, your ID should get you in,
now," hetelsher.

She soundsindignant, but gracious. "Thank you, Father."

The com goes off and BC gets up. He stretches to work out the kinks from anight spent deeping Sitting
inthechar.

This... ouch, damn, stiff neck. Everything is stiff. | can't believe | could sleep so long in that
position.

He freshens up until the com beeps again.

Lisa, again...

"Yes Liss?'

"Father, some of the parishioners want to know if you'll be saying aMass today."
What isit, Holy Wednesday? | must be spoiling these people...
"What timeisit now?"
"10:30."
"Fine, let them know I'll say mass an hour from now, at 11:30."
"Good, I'm surethey’ |l be pleased. Mr. Fitzgerad has been leading daily prayer meetings, but some
peoplewould redly like adaily mass”

Some people meaning you and your friends, | know, Lisa, | know...

"Yes, Lisa, | know, but I'm away alot on Church business, so sometimes..." BC trails off.

"Right,” Lisasays. “Speaking of church business, | have acommuniqué tagged for you from his Holiness,
The Pope. It arrived earlier today. Y ou know, if | hadn't been locked out, 1'd have been ableto tell you
about it sooner,” she admonishes him.

Wow! Finally, aword from below! I've waited thislong...

"I'll wait until after Massto ded with that, Lisa"

"Y es, Father." The com unit Slences.
BC finishes getting dressed and heads for the chapel to get ready for Mass.

| don't know how much longer | can keep on doing this. Mass was kinda fun when | first said
it, but now... | don't know... the novelty's worn off. | certainly ain’t going to do it every fucking
day! Damn. How shallow is that?

Jm Ftzgerddisdready in the sacristy when BC arrives. HE'sayoung lay minister, gives out
communion and reads at Mass. BC had asked Jm tofill in as best he could when BC wasn't ableto be
there. Fitzgerald' s dark complexion and jet-black hair don't quite match his Irish surname. He smilesa
little when he sees BC.

"Hello, Father BC. We've missed you," he says. He comes over and shakes BC's hand.
"Thank you, Jm," BC replies, "'l was away on Church Business, asusud. Y ou know how itis. Did you
hold those prayer meetings we talked about, while | was away?"
"Wdll, sure, we did, but they're not Mass, you know? I'm glad... everybody'll be glad you're back here
foraMass. That'sal," he says.
"Why don't you become apriest, Jm?' BC chalenges him, "Have you thought ever about it?'
Jm looks down at hisfeet as he answers.
"All thetime, Father," headmits. "l jugt... | mean, | dont..." he sammers.
Poor guy sounds embarrassed. Hit a nerve.
"Look," BC begins, trying to ease him out of answering.
"l don't know," Jm cuts him off, "I guessthat | just don't think that I'm cut out for it," hefinishes.



"Why not?'Y ou seem called to it as strongly as | am, maybe more," BC tells the young man.

A wholelot more, let's face it.

"Redly?" Jm asks, encouraged.

"Redly," BC says, reassuring him. "Do you think God would make you hear Hiscal if, likeyou sad,
you're not ‘cut out for it'?"

The young man shakes his head.

“I don’'t know.”

"Aslong asyou do what you do out of love, I'm pretty sure God is behind you one hundred percent,”
BC says.

Listen to me, trying to bewise...

"l just don't know," Jim says.

"I'm sure your serving Him would do Him honor, Jm," BC tellshim. "Why don't you think about it?"
"I will, Father,” Jm says.

"If you have any questions, just ask," BC says, magnanimoudly.

Hopefully, now, those questions won't be about me and where |'ve been. Keep him thinking of
something else...

Therest of their preparation for Mass passesin silence, each man lost in his own thoughts. BC stays
farly logt through the entire New Reform Liturgy, right on through mingling with the good folk of his
congregation afterwards for small talk and niceties. He does his part; he playshisrole, plieshis priestly
personato perfection, and then heads for home.

Swan would be proud! Poor Swvan. Man, she didn't deserve to die. A bitch, aroyal painin my
ass, sure, but not guilty enough of anything to be killed. The Cardinal... okay, maybe. Nah, not
even him, not really. Heh. Gallows humor.

BC finds himsdlf chuckling under his bresth as he enters his office suite. Hisfond thoughts of Swan
are quickly swept out of the way, however, when Lisa gppears with the Papal communiqué.

"Hereitis" shesaysas she handsit over. "What's so funny?*

"Nothing, redlly. | wasjust remembering someold friends" BC tells her.
"Whatever," she says, turns and leaves BC by himsdif.

He takes the communiqué to his desk.

Sealed. Secure. Only readable in the CCU, by the look of it. Good. Maybe all is not |ost.

BC secures the room before he turns the CCU on and pops the contents of the cylinder in. It'sa
voice only transmisson, avoice BC doesn't recognize.

"Father Campion. Y ou've been doing an excellent job asthe Acting Vatican Ambassador to Lunar
Prime. Y our reports, while not dways astimely aswe'd like, are, nonetheless, both thorough and
informative. Y our tireess efforts rebuilding the Vatican Mission on the Moon have not gone unnoticed.”
Okay. Voice only, huh? Is that the new Pope? His Chief of Saff? Nice to be appreciated...

"We know you must have many questions...”

That's an under statement...

"...Y our recent meeting with the Executive Council of the Universal Trade Zone has|eft uswith many
guestionsto ask you, now, aswell.

That was fast!

"The OPO 4till functions, dthough on amore limited scae, for now. But we are aware of what is
going on. We dtill observe and gather information. Y ou have been providing uswith information. Y ou are
not doneinthis,

"What we do with that information has, however, changed. Y our 'other’ services have not been required.
“And now, inthe last few days, you’ ve engaged in some very curious behavior. We are puzzled by your
vigit to Wentworth Station. We believeit istime to go beyond smple reports.

"We bdieveit istime for ameeting between you and me, Father. I've arranged for passage for you to
Rome next Monday. A ship will be arriving Sunday night with a Father Daycomb on board. Hell sub for
you. He Il say the Masswhile you're gone, minister to your people up there. Make sure your
congregation makes him fed welcome, eh?



“WEell see you in Rome on Tuesday, then. Pope Linus the Second, out.”
Well, well, well, what do we have here? That was Him, huh, the actual Pope? Guess I'll find
out more next week.

Chapter Seven

BC'sitinerary, provided by the Vatican, has him boarding a church transport ship for Rome early
Monday morning. He makes hisway to the docking bays bristling at being on someone else' s schedule
instead of hisown.

I’ ve gotten used to setting my own timetable.

BC spots the man who looks to be histemporary replacement, Father Dan Daycomb, in the ship's Gate
area, based on the pictures sent up by the Vatican. Daycomb looks to be an eager, young, redheaded
priest. He' sdressed in atraditional priest’s collar. Hiswide brown eyestake in the landing area of the
Lunar Prime as he walks through the port.

That must be him. What are the odds of anyone else wearing a collar coming through here,
anyway?

“Father Daycomb?’ BC calls out, stopping the man.

“ Ambassador Campion?’ the other priest asks.

“BC, please,” Campion says, extending hishand. “Dan?May | cal you Dan?’
The other man nods, grasps BC' s hand and givesit agood solid shake.
“Well, Dan, please be kind to them, en?” BC asks.

“Oh, I will, Father Campion. I, uh, I mean, | will, BC.”

He' syoung! | bet he's never even worked in a Parish, never mind on the fucking Moon!

“You'll dofine, Father, I'm sure,” BC reassures him. “ By theway, there’ sayoung man named Jm
Fitzgerdd here. He hearsthe cdl, but he sunsure. Y ou’ re younger, you might relate to him better than |
can. Seeif you can convince him to join our ranks while you' re here, Father!” BC challenges Daycomb.
“I —uh, 1 will,” Daycomb answers, uncertainly.

“He |l beahelp to you, no matter what,” BC says, trying to inspire alittle confidence in the man.
“Anyway, I ve got to catch my ship! Good luck!” BC tdlshim.

“Th-thanks,” Daycomb managesto get ouit.

“Seeyou later!”

BC turnsand heads over to hisflight's docking bay.

Well, | wished him luck. What else could | do? Heck, a ot of them here will love having a 'real’
priest for a change. Okay... Rome, here | come.

BC is booked on apublic flight. He finds the docking bay and makes hisway onto the ship. Helooks
around at the other passengers, trying to see who they are without making eye contact.

Pretty normal looking, | guess. No risky types... Just everyday folk taking a flight down to
Earth.

Hefinds his seat and settlesin for thetrip.

How long is thisflight?

BC looks through his papersfor hisitinerary as he sitswaiting for the ship to depart.

Twenty Hours? A long time to think.

Think about how it's come to this.

Srange, finding myself telling some kid to become a priest! Didn't tell him | did it online way
back when. That it was all a cover for smuggling. What a long, strange, bizarretrip, all right,
‘The Biography of BC'. | can seeit now: Bornin the old USA, on Earth, 2080. Early life
unremarkable. Classic underachiever.

| wanted to be a pilot, driving ships from the Moon to Mars on the Mag-Loop highway...



BC looks out the window asthey take off from Lunar Prime. Me ancholy memories well back up
into BC'smind.

They said | didn’t have the discipline needed to study to become a pilot. So | gave it up... proving
themright. Self-fulfilling prophecy. Too bad. Ended up drifting fromjob to job after | got out of
school. Finally ended up on Linderstern Finch as a station-boy. After getting rolled by Fiza, |
stayed on board. | answered the ad from the Holy Redemption Church of Jesus. And so | became a
preacher! Well, sort of.

| still remember the ad's headline, “ Get Nontaxable Status!” Heh. | got my ordination papers and
tax forms and officially became Brother Bernard Campion of the Holy Redemption Church of
Jesus.

Co-workers and friends were my 'church members, my so-called 'congregation'. | got my
family to join, too. That was weird. But that led the Holy Redemption Church of Jesusto raise me
to full Reverend status.

The nontax status conveniently covered several dubiousimport/export deals. Plus, because | was
a Reverend, | could use that statusto act as a courier for several (let's call them* nontraditional”)
business interests operating on Lunar and Earth.

2099 was a great year. | loved 2099! | was 19, still on Finch’s station, and running my own gig on
the side as the Reverend Bernard Campion of the Holy Redemption Church of Jesus. It was sweet!
Of courseit couldn't last.

Lost the station job the next year. | kind of saw it coming. So, by that time, 1'd all ready set up
several other residences: on the Moon, in orbit, and on Earth. The actual job on Linderstern
Finch had actually become unnecessary, but it did help explain my travel activity.

| was able to make the church thing work for me for a while, four or five years. But then the Holy
Redemption Church of Jesus and | got swept up in the Great Reunification of 2104. The Holy
Redemption Church of Jesus was absorbed into the New catholic Church. And they made me a
priest!

| remember those early days. | was welcomed into the greater church and assigned to a
rectory on Earth, in the Boston area. It was weird, but nice. The other 'priests’ didn't know what
to make of me, but they tried to help mefit in. | tried to keep my “ side business’” running, but it
got to beimpossible. So | settled in and tried to blend.

That all changed a couple of years later, when they recruited me into the OPO. Only four
years ago, but it feels like a lifetime. They used classic extortion. The OPO dug up the dirt on my
past and used it to ‘encourage’ my ‘decision’ to join them. Forced cooperation. Cooperate or they
use my earlier activities against me, and | go to jail for a long, long time.

The OPO trained me to be an assassin. For the OPO. For the Pope. For the Vatican. Course, my
own shady background prepared me well for my new life.

| actually kinda liked the OPO. My kind of people ran the place; least | thought most of them were
my kind of people. They were usually pleased with me and my work. | proved quite effective in my
job, all in the Name of God, removing threats to the Pope and the Church and the UTZ. And |
even did okay as a Vatican Spin Doctor and Diplomat, defusing situations in the media and
explaining the Papal position.

Now the new Pope wants to see me. Wonder what the Papal Position will be this time?

Don't feel like bending over ... hopeit's not too painful a position!

Chapter Eight

BC landsin Rome. The city Hill stands, but it suffered mightily inthe UIN attacks. It saRome that
has been blasted, but it isa Rome trying to rebuild aswell.



The UIN were mercilessin their bombardment of The Vatican and its hogt city. The ancient ruins of the
West drew no respect from aMudim nation still mourning the loss of Mecca

AsBC gpproaches . Peter’ s Square he notices many of the grand old buildings of Vatican City have
been reduced to rubble. Buildings standing since the earliest days of Vatican City stand no more.

Seemss like each time | come back, thereis less to come back to.

Thereisanew building just off the square, the new Papal office building for the new Pope. The
building aso houses new, temporary Vatican lodgings. The Domus Sanctae Marthae stands, but is
under reconstruction.

The new building... How could | missit? Right where they said it would be.
Hewaks across the square to the building, a no-nonsense, boxy block of metal and glass.

It looks temporary... none of the grandeur of the old place. Strictly functional. Utilitarian.
Well, at least it’s not Unitarian... isthat a joke? Trying to make myself less nervous by telling
myself bad jokes, that's healthy.

He makes hisway insdethe new building.

Seems too metallic a place to see the Pope. Needs more wood... even Sanzione' s fakewood
would help.

The building'slobby is buzzing with activity, full of people coming and going, presumably on papa
business.

BC finds a centra information kiosk.

Place looks like a fucking corporation, not a church...and here | am, waltzing in to see the

CEQO!

Everything's different.

At least they have real live people working at this kiosk... what do | do, just walk up and say,
"Pope, please?"

"Hello," BC saysto the attendant when he gets to the kiosk counter.

"Hello," the matronly old woman saysto him, "We're expecting you. Here," she says, diding an ID card
to BC across the counter. " See the arrow on the card?"

BC sees ablinking green arrow on the card's surface, nods.

"Follow it," shetellshim. "Start by taking that solo eevator over there," she points acrossthe lobby to a
door isolated by itsdlf inthewall totheright. A guard standsto either side of the door. " Show those
guardsyour card. Then dideit into the dot next to the door. That will cal the levator. When it comes,
getin. It will take you to the proper floor on its own. Follow the arrow on the card after you exit the
elevator. Have anice day.”

"Yeah. Thanks," BC answers.

Guess they've adopted heavy security here as well. Makes sense, | guess. Betcha they're actively
scanning everyone entering the building.

BC fallowsthe card and hisinstructions and rides the smal elevator up to what feelslike the fourth and
top floor. After leaving the claustrophobic space of the solo eevator, he follows the direction of the green
arrow asit turns on the card like a compass.

BC walksaong plain corridors.

Could be any office building anywhere. Creepy. Serile. Well... That's interesting!

BC's path hasled him to a heavy wooden door.

Hmmm. | recognize that door. That was the door to the pope's office back in the old building.
They must have salvaged it from the rubble. Looks like some burn marks there.

"Go ahead in, Father," avoice says out of nowhere.

BC darts. He hadn't noticed asmall desk just to the right of the door. A small birdlike man in vestments
is perched behind it.

"Thank you," BC nodsto him. BC reaches out and opens the heavy door. He walksthrough into a
modern looking office.

This has less personality than Wentworth's office back on his station.

There heis, Cardinal Giuseppe... Pope Linus, now.



"Y ou must be Campion. Comein," Pope Linus saysfrom histhrone behind agiant metallic desk.
PopeLinusisalargeltdian manin hislate Sixties, slver gray hair escgping from beneeth his pontifica
headgear. He wears the traditional white papa vestments with agold and red stole draped around his
neck.

Hisbushy gray eyebrowsrise up over the rim of the papa miter when he speaks, his sharp brown eyes
beneath them assessing BC as he enters.
BC closesthe heavy door behind him. He walks over to achair in front of the giant metallic desk.

He' s old school. Is he going to hold out his hand so | can kiss hisring? Should | walk around
the desk? | really don’t want to... nope; he'sjust sitting back down. Cool.

Pope Linuswaves hishand, "Please. Sit down."

"Thank you," BC says, Sitting down. "I'm glad we finally have a chance to meet and speak together, your
eminence." BC putsalittle too much emphasison “findly”.

That's all the deference and respect | can muster...

“Please understand our lack of communication,” The pope says, getting right to it. "We've been trying
to rebuild. Asyou can see.” The pope looks around the room and then back at BC.

“Weve a so been rethinking, reevaluating and reformul ating the Vatican's stance, the position of the NcC,
asregards the ongoing war. And the OPO," he says, leveling hisgaze at BC.

Hereit comes...

"The OPO has become ineffective, BC."

Pope Linus proclaims his judgment!

"It sokay, actudly," Linus says, looking away. "Wewon't need dl the PR if we aren't getting
involved in so many messes, now, will we?'

"What are you saying? Are you getting rid of the OPO?' BC asks him. BC beginsto protest. "I don't
know, gir... Pope Peter found the OPO to be pretty useful!”

"Pope Peter isdead,” Linus says bluntly, deflating BC's emotion. "We must move on. Change with the
times. Adapt! That's what the NcC isdl about, isn't it? The church has learned to change.”

My bullshit detector is going off big time... | think he's talking bigger things than just the
OPO... Thisisn't good.

"We need peace, Father Campion. Pope Peter's policies embroiled us deeply in the war. Pulled the
church headlong into the conflict!”

Linusturnsin his chair and gestures out the window behind him, out to the rubble and ruins. "His policies
caused usto be attacked by the UIN, leaving uslike this. So much destroyed. .. Ultimately, Pope Peter
brought this destruction down on himsdlf," Linus pauses for effect, "and on the rest of usaswell.”

"l see” BC says.

No, | don't. Not really. But I'll play along for now, see where this goes...

"The OPO may no longer be useful,” Linus says. Helooks BC inthe eye, "But you are, Father.

Y ou've done agrest job rebuilding our mission on the Moon. Y ou are to be commended! | wanted to
seeyou in person to let you know I'm considering making you our permanent ambassador.”

"Redly?' BC says, surprised.

| hear a* But” coming...

"But | have atest for you first, Campion, to seeif you'refit to be our full ambassador,” Pope Linustells
him.

"A test?'

What the fuck?

"Yes. A test of your abilitiesasadiplomat, as an ambassador.” Linus gives him hisserious sare. "As
aman of peace. Areyou upto it?"

"l guess 0,” BC says. “I hope 0. | suppose that dependsonwhat it is, sir,” BC hedges.
Pope Linus gets up off histhrone and waks around the desk to stand next to BC in hischair.

So he can look down on me. One of Wentworth's favorite power tactics. So transparent.

Linus attempts to tower over him as he setsout histest for BC.

"I want you to head a peace conference. On the moon... Sometime in October. Invite al thewarring



parties and seeif we can end this conflict.”

What?

"With al due respect, your holiness, how can we broker the peace? The UIN attacked us when they
attacked the UTZ. They lump ustogether with them! Why would they believe we want to broker the
pesce?’

"That's why we have the peace conference in October. It gives ustimeto prove our new neutrdity,”
Pope Linus reassures him.

Neutrality?

BC can't sop himsdf. "Neutrality?' he asks Linus, incredulous.

"Yes. Neutrdity," Linus says, obvioudy enjoying the sound of theword. "I am declaring the New catholic
Church neutrd in the war between the UIN and the UTZ."

Linussair of sef-satisfaction isunmistakable. He nearly lectures BC. "Thiswar should not be areligious
war. The New catholic Church is not about war. We follow Jesus, we're about peace, or we're
supposed to be, aren't we?"

Good argument. Valid points, all of 'em. So why don't | think he believes any of this? He only
talked about the OPO and PR earlier; does he know for sure what else we did? There's no way...
Why does... does he expect me to believe he's that naive?

"Father Campion?' Linus prompts BC when he doesn't answer. "Aren't we supposed to be the
peacemakers?'

"Yeah, well, sure, | mean, it'sjust that | didnt..." BC triesto not answer.

"I seeyou're surprised. Why should peace surprise you, Father?'

"| guess I've grown used to war, your holiness.”

Linus shakes his head. 'Y ou know, | can understand that. But it'stime to get un-used to it! We need to
forge anew peace, Father. And you're in an advantageous position to be one of the architects of that
new peace... If you're up to the chalenge...

“Or should | appoint anew acting ambassador?’ Linus asks him provocatively.

"No need to, ar, | candothis. I'mjust... | am surprised at our change of alegiance.”

Linuslooksat him, and then circles back around behind the desk to sit down before he answers, asif
congdering hiswords carefully. He looks up, looks BC inthe eye. "The UTZ is no friend to the church,
BC. TheUTZ hasonly used us.

“| worry that you are too close to them to seethis," Linus says, shaking hishead ever so dightly.

Too close to them? How much does he know? What to say...

"The UTZ seem to want our dliance,” BC tells Pope Linus. “They actudly caled me in to meet with
them, the UTZ Council, to ask mewhy you hadn't been in touch, gr. All | could tell them wasthat |
didn't know. But they would not have reached out to me had you been in communication with them
yoursdlf, your holiness, with al due respect.”

"Why isit when people finish a sentence with that phrase, 'with al due respect’, they usudly seemto be
implying that no respect isredlly dueat al?* Pope Linus prods him. "Rhetorical question.”

"You didn't get in touch, and | was nearby and handy. They practicdly abducted me!" BC protests.
"Yes. | heard."

"Soyou know!” BCingds. “I'm no friend of theird If | was, | wouldn't be heretelling you they've asked
meto spy for them, to spy on you."

Throwin' the doggie a bone...

All of asudden Linusisal ears, leaning towards BC acrossthe desk. "Oh redly?"

Fedl thelove...

"And what did you say? What did you tdll them you'd do?" Linus asks.

"| told them | would. Of course,” BC answers crypticaly on purpose.

"You did? But you won', will you?" Linustriesto puzzleit out.

"I'll tell them whatever it isthat they should know," BC says, keeping it going. "Whatever we think they
should know."

Linusrelaxes.



Yes, and, of course, by "we" | mean me and the mouse |'ve got here in my pocket...

"I owethem no alegiance, your holiness," BC reassures him.
Linuss brow furrows. "But... why then were you surprised that the church would end such an
dlegiance?'
"It was pleasant surprise, | assure you, your holiness. It seems uncharacteristically authentic, you see,”
BC explains.
"Quiteamouthful there, Father. Isthat acompliment or aninsult?* Linus chalengeshim.
"A compliment, gir, please don't take it otherwise."

| can't tell wherethis guy really stands. Or if he believes me.

"So am | to understand that you'll tell the UTZ council whatever you think they need to know?' Linus
asks, showing more depth.
BC picks up on the disclosure.

He got that.

"I’ll tell them what they need to know. And I'll do the samefor you, sr,” BC tellshim.
Linus leans back, eyebrowsrising, noticeably taken aback by BC's sudden impudence. Then he leans
back in for emphasis.
"Where do your alegiances and dlianceslay, Father Campion?"' Linus asks BC directly.
"With those| trugt, ar. Only with those | know | can trust.”
"Do you think you can trust me?* Linusasks him.
"I don't know yet," BC answers honestly. "I don't know you well enough yet to go either way."
"But | am your Pope!" Linus proclams.
"Oh, that's gonna get you far with me," BC says, haf under his breath.
"What?" Linus demands.
"Areyou redly my Pope?' BC goes on the offensive. "How can | be sure? What really happened to
Pope Peter?’
"Hewaskilled in the attacks. Y ou heard the news," Linusinsgs.

He's lying. Peter was dead before the attacks began. Now | know at least one thing about
him. Helies.

"l heard the news. Honestly? | didn't believe the news. I've learned not to believe much of anything,
actudly,” BC says.
"Y ou don't sound much like of aman of faith, Fether,” Linus observes.
"There are somethings| do believein, sr," BC counters.
Linuslooks him up and down, ng.
"Who are you, Father? Who are you, redly?"
"I'm your man on the moon, your holiness,” BC demurs.
"Soyou say," Linusnods,” But how much you are actualy our man very much remainsto be seen, |
think. 1t ssemsyou're redlly nobody's man. | guessthat will have to do, for now.
"Do you redly think you can handle the peace conference?' Linusaskshim.
"We shall see, won't we?’ BC answers honestly. “I give you my word: | will apply myself to the cause
and do my best to make it happen,” BC promises him. "Who doesn't want peace?’
"Who doesn't want peace? Indeed,” Linus agrees.
"Actudly, think about that for a second,” BC says, pausing. “What about the UIN? Do they redly want
peace? Do they want things to stay the way they are now? Them all cooped up on Mars? Usranging al
over the Moon and Earth and in Orbit? | don't think they want peace unlessthey get the Earth back in
the bargain... and I'm not thinking we wannamake that dedl." BC explains.
"They can't want more of their peopleto die," Linus protests.
"They can. They do,” BC tdlshim. “ Some of them seeit as the whole martyrdom thing, evidently. That's
why we saw those Kamikaze attacks before."”
Linuslaughs a afunny thought, " Japanese Mudims, Father?'
BCisnot amused. "Actudly, in al seriousness, Mudims using leftover Japanese tech, your holiness" he
says soberly.



"l see" Linussays.

"I'll try to broker apeace,” BC says. “I'll attempt to set up this peace conference. But | don't think the
UIN isgoing to sttle for anything less than return of control of the Earth. The UTZ won't agreeto that.
Nor should they. | don't know how much hope we should hold out for a peaceful solution,” BC tellshim.
"Yourearedid,” Linussays. “ That'sfine. Probably better than being an optimist.”

Pope Linus stands up behind hisdesk. “ So... Y ou make the conference happen. I'll make you
permanent, full ambassador. That's our bargain. Ded?" Linus extends his hand. BC stands, reaches out
and shakesit.

"Ded," he agrees.

"Wl then." Pope Linuslooks down at the papers on his desk. BC fedl s the pope's attention shift away
entirdly, amogt a papable thing. Linus amost offhandedly dismisseshim. "Stay in touch, then. Get the ball
rolling on the conference,” Pope Linus says. He sits back down. “ Good day, Father.”

"Good day, your holiness," BC says. Heturnsto leave. Linus looks up onelast time.

"Thank you for responding to our call, Father Campion.”

"Yourewelcome," BC says. Linusisaready staring back down at his papers.

Weird dude. I'll leave, then, | guess. What is his angle? Who is he working for? Working with?
I'd almost find him authentic, if it weren't for M'Bekke's warning.

Questions preoccupy BC's mind as he makes hisway out of the Pope's offices. He heads back to
the Rome Air and Space Port, his mind buzzing with questions.

Where is M'Bekke? No sign of him at the Vatican during my brief visit. No outward sign of the
OPO anywhere, actually. So either we're completely underground or... we just don't exist
anymore.

Another papal coup? Who put Giuseppe in place, then... and why? Traditionalists? The Curia?
The Old Roman Catholics? Pope Peter never garnered their favor, not with the way he flaunted
S0 many traditions.

With the way Linus talked about the UTZ, it can't be them. No, not the UTZ, certainly, unless
they're playing an incredibly complex game... and playing me with it! Nah... a conspiracy like that
would have to be too complex to actually work. And the folks involved would have to be a hell of
alot smarter.

Is"Pope Linus’ really so in the dark on the OPO's true function? Or was he just playing me?

BC'sthoughts turn back to the Moon.

Heading back to Lunar Prime, back home. It still feels like I'm going home, despite our new
"Governor" Daniel McEntyre. Wonder how the NcC's new neutrality will play with him? What
will he think of the Pope's peace plan and conference? Probably won't buy a word of it, knowing
him.

I'll be nice. I'll try not to punch him again, either. Try not to clench my teeth as| ask him
politely and diplomatically if I can hold a peace conference on the Moon, at Lunar Prime. See
what happens.

BC lands on the Moon and makes his way back to the Vatican Mission, to send out invitations and
inquiries... and to seeif Danid McEntyre can be reasoned with.

McEntyre galshim, at firdt, trying to put off any meeting with him. BC attemptsto jump through all
proper diplomatic hoops to schedule an open, public meeting. He officidly and publicly petitions him for
an audience, Ambassador to Governor. BC includesin the petition reference to discussing the new
neutrality of the New catholic Church and possibleideasfor peace. After aweek of delays, McEntyre
finally agreesto a public meeting.

At the meeting, BC asksthe governor, politely and diplomaticaly, if he'll agreeto let BC host a peace
conference on the Moon, a Lunar Prime, in mid-October.

BC makes a strong case. He outlines the parties he wants to involve, and presentsthe NcC's
intention of declaring neutrality. After McEntyre discoversthat BC has reached out to the UIN leader 1bn
Al-Sdlid and invited him to join in the peace conference, McEntyre beginsto trest BC dmogt civilly.

BC is pleasantly surprised. McEntyre agrees to the peace conference with little protest. McEntyre seems



surprised himsdlf by the newly neutral NcC. He shakes BC' shand at the end of the mesting... thefirst
non-violent physica contact between BC and McEntyre!

Peace holds through the summer. BC' s peace conference gives people hope there' s a chance for ending
the war. Maybe even a chance a alasting peace. The New catholic Church officialy announcesits
neutrality in June. Pope Linus also promises some groundbreaking overtures towardsthe UIN at the
coming pesace conference.

July, August and September pass quietly. The parties confirm their intention to participate in the peace
conference. The UIN will send adelegation. Although BC keeps his distance from the UTZ council over
the summer, the UTZ agreesto send representatives. McEntyre agrees to involve the Lunar government.
Thereisgreat anticipation for the conference by the time October arrives.

Chapter Nine

BC wakes up bristling with anticipation and anxiety on October 10th, the day his peace conference
guests are scheduled to begin arriving.

Well. A day | never thought I'd seefinally arrives! My peace conference... how 'bout that? And
right on schedule!

The Reverend Bernard Campion, Acting Vatican Ambassador to the Independent Lunar State,
invites you to A Peace Conference on Lunar Prime, October 10th through the 13th, 2110. Please
do come... And they're coming!

They'll all be here soon... at least their envoys and representatives will be.

BC dresses quickly and headsfor the outskirts of Lunar Prime's port to watch representatives
arive.

Ayatollah Salid of Marsis sending representative Mohammed 1bn Al Sere, and his entourage.
Wentworth is heading up the UTZ' s delegation.

To BC'sdismay, Pope Linus has sent dlong what he called "additiona Vatican Representation.” BC
knowsit'sto be Linuss eyes and earsfor the conference: Cardinal James Hardwick, Vatican Envoy.
Hardwick came aday early. He arrived last night, expecting quarters and, apparently, maid service.
To the absolute delight of the mission staff used to my more egalitarian ways.

BC seesHardwick off to the left out of the corner of his eye, standing among the wel coming reception
crowd at the port and talking with Daniel McEntyre.

Those two look way too chummy for my taste. Look at them laughing!

Here comes the UIN group. The Muslims were genuinely surprised by the Pope's overtures of
neutrality.

We were all somewhat shocked when he pledged to try to find a way to grant them access to any
NcC controlled holy sites that Muslims hold to be holy on Earth. That overture was really
stunning. Surprising. The UIN were taken aback.

Damn. | can't help thinking back to the last peace conference. The one | ruined by assassinating
the last Governor McEntyre. Only doing my job, | keep telling myself. That's what they told me,
only following orders... I'm SO less sure of all of that, now. Maybe this peace conference can help
me make up for it. It won't give McEntyre back his wife. Won't give back all the lives lost as the
war continued, escalated. But maybe it's my chance to do some good.

It seemed like it wasright... the right thing to do. | can't say | always know what the right thing is
any more. Maybe the Peace Conference is my stab at it

BC watches McEntyre laughing, greeting newly arriving conference attendees.

| still want to hit him. Just one more time! He's been good, though, supporting the peace
conference. | haven't had to dig up the dirt on him, yet. Not that | won’t. Maybe | shouldn’t. |
don’t know.



Could | just hate McEntyre out of my own guilt?

Nah!

He's genuinely despicable in his own dimy right. Look at him. Wait a minute!
Who was that just behind him?

A familiar looking woman arrived with one of the delegations and passed just behind McEntyre.

Her?! No fucking way! Nita fucking Bendix?!

BC swears he just saw Nita Bendix, behind McEntyre, only visible for a second, then gone.

| haven't forgotten that face! You try to kill me, | remember you!

Ingtincts flood back for BC. It'sal he can do to stand till asthe "unofficid™ gathering and greeting
continues. He wantsto get on the hunt. Find that woman!

Wasit really her? Would she dare? Why would she come back here? Huh, why wouldn't she? She
got away with a lot! What's stopping her? | wonder if she's still wanted for Meredith McEntyre's
death? I'm not sure if she was actually brought up on charges for that, officially. They had no
hard evidence, only suspicion. And her absence. Which | appreciate.

BC finds himsdlf rocking on hisheds.

Gotta try to relax. Look like a good host of this informal formality of a gathering. No
cocktails present out of religious concerns. | could use a drink myself!

Never mind. Just nod, be gracious... Funny, | never used to attend one of these things unless | was
killing someone. Now it's killing me! Well, not literally...

Everyone's a little stiff, over formal. Well, except for Hardwick and McEntyre... strange they'd get
along. Wonder if there's anything to that.

Gotta suspect everyone, dontcha BC? You bet your ass. Everyone here 0oks suspicious.
Suspicious of each other, and suspiciousin their own right.

BC enjoys achuckle under his breath.

Maybe it will get easier when the actual talks start tomorrow. Right. Somehow, | don't think
so. At least | won't have to be there the whole time. That's why entourages and delegations were
invented! The leaders paint policy with a wide brush. Then the career boys from the diplomatic
corps step in and work through the fine filigree of the knotty details.

We get to step back in at the end, make final adjustments, say yea or nay and sign the papers with
aflourish!

I've organized the whole shebang, and gotten the agendas approved by all partiesinvolved. I'll
facilitate the process over the next three days, best | can, try to shepherd themalong to an
agreement, and try to keep the church truly neutral as we go along. There’s not much else for me
to do.

Except to try to find Nita Bendix, if she'sreally here. In all my sparetime. Right. Oh, God...

Cardina Hardwick iswaving at BC, trying to get his attention, apparently to call him over to speak
with him and McEntyre.

No thanks...

Luckily, BC is saved by the approach of the head of the UIN delegation.

"Father Campion?’

"Hello, Sir. Yes, I'm Father Campion, how can | help you?"

"Mohammed Ibn Al Sere, Father, the ranking UIN Representative," he says as an introduction. "'l am
glad to meet the madman who thinks he can forge a peace!™

Woah...

"Nice to meet you, too," BC sayswarily.

"Do you know, Father Campion, | am still not surewhy | am here?* Al Sere chalenges BC.

"I hope you're here because you're astired as we are of people dying. We have anew Pope, anew head
of the New catholic Church. He' s declared the NcC neutral and he wants peace. Maybe the time has
come when we can findly end thekilling?' BC answers.

"Peace? How can there be peace when we cannot go home?' Al Sere asks.

"We understand that. That's why Pope Linus has pledged to try and find away to..."



Al Sereinterrupts him. ™Y ou would have usonly visit placesthat rightfully belong to usl Thisisbut a
frudtrating tease! Of little value, save to provoke our further anguish as ahomeless people! And how
many places areleft? How can there be peace when Meccalies destroyed, when Jerusalem lies
destroyed? If you have avision for peace, you best present it quickly, for | have little patience for
consorting with the enemy!™

BC waits, to be surethe man isfinished ranting. When it'sclear heis, BC raises hiseyebrowsin an, "dl
done?' non-verbal, question. Al Sere nods.

"l see. Well, Mohammed Ibn Al Sere. Sir. |, uh, don't have aplan. No plan at dl. You see, gr, | havea
question, instead.”

"A question?'

"A question. | think that's better, a better place to start. Than with aplan.”

"And what isyour question?' Al Sere challengeshim.

"What does the UIN really need to have to be at peace? What do you think you absolutely need to
have? What places, planets, platforms, territories...? What security? What assurances? What doesthe
UIN need to fed safe, and at peace?”

Al Sereisdlent. He stares past BC as he seemsto consider the question. BC gives him time. After about
aminute, Al Sere responds.

"Good questions. Y ou're right; questions are a good place to start. Better than plans. After fighting for so
long, I'm no longer sure we know what we need, even when we think we know what we want.”
Hefdls back into silence for amoment. “We want Mecca back. We want the Dome of the Rock
restored.”

"What do you want,” BC askshim, “that is actualy attainable?’

"That isthe harder question,” Al Sere admits.

"If you think you need to have that which cannot be, if al you want is the unaitainable, the unddiverable,
then dl you redly wantiswar.”

"Areyou trying to provoke me?' Al Sere sayswith some bluster.

"No. Please, hear me out," BC says, hoping to calm his guest.

"l just heard you say that dl | wantiswar.”

"| asked you what you needed to make you satisfied, to end the war, and you spoke of thingsthat are
gone, things that cannot be. What do you desire, what does the UIN need, that CAN be?

"I don't know... we want to come back home, at the very least. We want to visit our holy sitesthat are
gl there... But why should | betelling one such as you this?'

Al Serésmood darkens. Heleansin close to accuse BC in aharsh whisper, "Y ou ask these deep
questions, but how true are they? How redl are you, Father? Wasn't it not long ago that you killed many
for the cause? So it's been reported. Y ou are asoldier, not apriest. Thetiger does not change its
sripes." He leansback and glares at BC.

Wham! The guy knows how to lay it on thick, doesn't he? And what was he eating on that
flight, pepperoni? | didn't think they could...

"I have dwaystried to serve my faith asbest | could,” BC says. “Don't you do the same?"

"l find it distasteful to have to spesk with one of those responsible for killing my people and chasing us
from our homes. | amtrying the best | can,” Al Sere cautions BC. “I will stay, and see what happens, but
my hopes are not high. My expectations are extremely low. The Ayatollah Sdid, May he please Allah,
does not see peace coming out of this conference, only deeth. But we are here,” Al Sere says. “We will
talk again later, when | can stand it again." Al Sere turns and storms away, followed by his entourage.
BC gtandsin stunned silence.

Well... That went well. Maybe | did blow my cover last year. Maybe the UIN does know all
about my previous "activities." Or maybe they just suspect it. Maybe Mohammed Ibn Al Sereis
here to finally "out" me, expose me for the fraud | am! The last agent of the OPO laid out bare
for all to see. What a lovely picturethat is!

That would just end my life as | know it, end my career, end this conference, end any hope of
peace. Hey, that would be great; 1'd be responsible for bringing total war back down on all our



heads once again!

BC shakes hishead. He tries to concentrate on nodding and greeting and mingling with the arriving
delegations.

| can't believe all that still hangs over my head. But if they've got any proof, why haven't they
exposed me already?

| hate to think Pope Peter was right after all. Maybe THAT Swhy Nita Bendix is here! Shit!
And shit again, look who it is...

"Hello Father Campion,” Richard Wentworth says, extending his hand. BC takesit and shakesit. "Mr.
Wentworth. Trust your trip was smooth?”

"That's Representative Wentworth, please, Campion.”

"And the Reverend Ambassador Campion, then, if you would, sir. Please.”

"Ah, yes. * Acting' ambassador, though, still, if I'm not mistaken... correct?"

"Ahyes, for alittle whilelonger, now that you mention it. Thank you."

"That Mr. Al Sere you were speaking with earlier seems quite charming, doesn't he? Lovely man, glad
they sent him. At least it showsthey're serious,” Wentworth says with pure sarcasm.

"And how serious are you, 'Representative’ Wentworth?”

"How seriousisthe UTZ? Do you redly want peace?

"Funny question, coming from you," Wentworth cracks.

"Isit?" BC asks. He leaves the question hanging, and walks away from Wentworth.

Never did have any illusions that this was going to be easy. Does anyone really want peace? |
mean, really? Gotta wonder.

BC leavesthe reception behind, lets himsdf wander through the tunndls of Lunar Primeashis
thoughts wander. He strolls down long corridors not really noticing much of his surroundings as heloses
himsdlf in his contemplation of the day and the conference.

Ultimately, | can't make them want peace. No one trusts anyone el se. Why should we? Why should
any of us? Every side has shown itself capable of terrible things when pressed, when "justified".

Hmmm. It's quieter than usual around this section of old Lunar Prime. The moon can be a
serene place, sometimes. Hope some of that sense of calm filters through into our discussions over
the next couple days. Wonder where everyone is? Probably distracted by the conference...

"Hey! Campion!”

BC'sreverieis broken by the shout from Bruno, one of Wentworth's goons who have just appeared in
BC's path.

Oh no... Not this shit again!

"Mr. Wentworth would like to see you.”

"Great,” BC saysto the big guy. “Now what? Time for the next the part? Where you club me over the
head and drag me off, right?' BC spits back at him.
The big man looks around. There's no one nearby.

The hunter surveys his surroundings before settling in to strike...

Bruno shrugs.

"Nope,” thethug tellsBC. “Mr. Wentworth saysit’sto be a your convenience... thistime. Give him a
cdl tonight,” Bruno says.

"Or else?' BC prods.

"Or dse... | don't know. You'rerude?’ Bruno nearly makesajoke. “Just cal Wentworth. Um, please.”
"Please. Wow, the magic word! Now, I'll call him. Because you said ‘please.’ I'm impressed, Bruno, |
think we're taking this relaionship to awhole new leve!”

Bruno shrugs, turns, and walks away. BC isleft standing alone. He can't help but shake his head. He
gartswalking again.

| wonder if the reception is still going on? Hope it wasn't rude of me to wander off like that. It
kinda seemed over... If | screwed up it's because I'm new at this stuff. My excuse. But then, | don't
want to give either side any excuse they can use to drop out of this peace process.



Damn it. It seems hopeless. Sill, I've got to try to pull it off to protect my status under the 'new
regime'. Seems foolish to think we WILL find any common ground.
Wherethe fuck am 1?

BC's amless wandering has brought him into an area he doesn't recognize. He looks around, triesto
get hisbearings.

Let's see... gotta focus, get out of my head and back into reality here. Hmmm, maintenance
corridor by the look of it... there, that'sa sign | recognize. The governor's office. Must be just off
the main corridor. That way, I'll betcha.

BC walks around a corner, up ahead to alarger, dightly more populated corridor. HE's near the
back of the Lunar Prime Governor's Office suite.

Well, there should be a public com nearby, might as well call Wentworth, get it over with.
Wow, look at that. Always takes my breath away.

BC gares out the corridor window at Earthrise, haf a blue-green, brown and cloudy blue marble.
Nice. But | can’t start staring out the window like Edwards. Jeesh, | haven’t heard from imin a
while. | wonder how he's doing? Probably down there right now.

Huh.

Well, on to the other crap.
Best call Wentworth... Where's a com unit when you need one? There it isl Wonder how this|l turn
out?

BC makesthe call. Wentworth's face appears on the screen. He smiles.

"Father Campion. How good of you to call. And so soon! | gppreciate your swiftness. It showsyou take
thisasserioudy as| do.”

"Thank you. And you're welcome. Now... Why? Why have me call you?1 just saw you. | haven’t been
avoiding you, thistime." BC stares at Wentworth on the screen. Wentworth stares back. Wentworth
findly bresksthe brief, uneasy silence.

"We need to talk. Not likethis" he says, nodding toward the screen. "'In private."

"We do? Asyour hogt, | hope you're not unsatisfied with your accommodations. Do you need
something? A toothbrush, maybe? Depilatory cream?"

"Don't play front desk stupid with me, Campion. The stakes are too high for you to be so, er, witty. Just
come visit my quarters as soon as you can. We need to talk.”

"Sounds absolutely cozy."

BCisn't biting.

Not this easily. Sure, just wander in to my den, said the spider to thefly...

"With the conference just getting underway,” BC protests, "I've got alot to do. Responsbilitiesand
al”

"With it being so late in the day on our first day, | can't see how there can be any officid activity planned
today,” Wentworth says, pressing his point. “ There's certainly nothing on my schedule. Isthere something
| should know about? Something you're not telling me about, Campion? Campion, are you there?”

BC isdigtracted. Out of the corner of hiseye he seesher again.

God damn it! That isher! It's gotta be!

"I've got to go now, Wentworth, I'll stop by later, bye,” BC saysin one breath. He severs the connection,
and runs after awoman whao's got to be...

Nita Bendix!

It isher! Goddammit... Coming right out of the governor's offices, too! Right out of
McEntyre's suite! How blatant is that?!

Where' d she go? She was heading away from me, off toward the main dome.

BC headsfor the dome asfast as he can. She' s nowhere in sight. BC burstsinto the atrium and amost
bumpsinto amember of the UIN delegation enjoying some sightseeing under the dome.

It isnight in the main dome, but folks seem to have become nocturnal. There' sacrowd milling about,
many looking upwards. People have turned out under the dome to see the stars during the dim “night” of
Lunar Prime. A crowd of hundreds wanders about under the main dome, looking up. BC surveysthe



peopleinfront of him.
No sign of the woman who's got to be Nita Bendix! Where is she? And all these people! ?
Whereisshe?

| didn’t really enjoy our last chase, come to think of it.

BC continuesto look around the dome for some sign of her.

Nothing. She's gone. Nowhere to be seen. Well.

Might as well go see Wentworth for some further frustration. Let's see, where's he staying? Lunar
Lodgings 214 through 220...

It only takes BC aminute to walk from the main dome to Wentworth's quarters. He keeps his eyes

open for NitaBendix while he walks, but she seemsto have vanished.

Bruno answers the door when BC rings at Wentworth's quarters.

"Good evening. I'm hereto see...”

Bruno grunts, interrupting BC. He nods and motionsfor BC to enter past him.

BC surveysthe small anteroom as he walksin. He d noted the rooms’ layouts before Wentworth moved
infor hisstay. BC looks for any subtle aterations to the waiting area.

There are some different chairs and sofas dong the walls. And another not-so-subtle dteration aswell.

That's new.

Evidently, Wentworth brought his own bar.

The other furniture has been crowded together aong the walls to make room for alarge bar, now facing
the door BC came in through. Bruno's twin brother is standing behind the bar.

Bruno 2? Betcha he's not back there for hospitality's sake. That's probably a ‘ cleverly
disguised’ security station. Wonder what capabilitiesit has?

Bruno nods at his 'brother’, and both of them head through another door behind the 'bar’. The door
closes shut behind them. BC knows the plansfor this suite. He can seethe layout of the roomsin his
mind.

The main room of the suite lies just beyond that door. All the other rooms of the suite open on
to that central room.

After aminute or two, Wentworth opens the door behind the bar. He walks into the waiting room
and over to BC, shakes his hand.

"Thanksfor coming, Campion. Let's go where we can talk. Comein," he says, and motionsfor BC to
precede him in through the door behind the bar. BC doesn't move.

"Can't wetak here?' he asks.

"I'm afraid not," Wentworth laughs, "never know who's listening out here. Nope. Come on,” he nods
again to BC to go ahead of him.

They enter the central room. Wentworth indicates that BC should follow him into one of the sde rooms,
on theright. As he walks through the door into the room, BC can fed aweird charge like tatic dectricity
inthear.

"Thisismy secureroom,” Wentworth explains, once they'rein the room with the door closed. "It'sa
necessity when you travel on high level business. Y ou've got to have atemporary, portablefield
generator to shield your delicate communications and negotiations.”

Wentworth leans towards BC almost conspiratoridly. " Spies. Eyes, ears. Competing businesses.”

He nodsfor emphasis. "Hogtile governments! They're everywhere! Everyoneistrying to ligtenin, to get
anedgel”

A bit over the top. Paranoid? Not if they really are out to get you...

"Canyou fed it?" heasks BC.

BCnods, "Yeah. | fed likedl my hair is standing on end.”

Wentworth laughs, "Y egh, that'sit."

"S0 no one can hear usnow?"

"Not by any of the means currently known to be available," Wentworth says.

"Nice. I'd like one of these mysdlf," BC says appreciatively.

"Wedl have our secretsto keep. Don't we?' Wentworth says. "L et me cut through the bullshit and cut



to the chase. What's your game, Campion? Why haven't you contacted us directly this summer? And this
conference, without consulting with us beforenand...”

"It'swhat the Pope wanted," BC sayssimply. " You know Linusis not like Peter was. He told meto do
this, to show him my loydty, to show him | can do thejob. So | did it. | couldn't get in touch with you
directly or it wouldn't have come together. It wouldn't have looked right."

" ill can't believethe UIN agreed to it," Wentworth admits.

"I think I may know why they agreed, or at least part of the reason,” BC saysto Wentworth. “ They think
Lunar Primeisfriendly territory for them once again,” BC says.

"Why? McEntyre?' Wentworth asks.

"Hestheir man,” BC says, nodding. “ Always has been. I've studied his OPO dossier, trust me on this!
“And | just saw something tonight that confirmed my suspicionsl” BC tellsWentworth. “I knew we'd be
overrun by spies and agents at a conference like this, it always happens. Been there, done that, you
know? Anyway. | saw aUIN agent tonight leaving his offices, awoman I've crossed paths with before,
name of NitaBendix. Sheinfiltrated the Lunar Security Corps afew years ago. She nearly blew my
cover back, um, when | first got here on the moon."

Don't want to tell Wentworth, 'yeah, back when | killed McEntyre's wife, the governor,' that's
my little secret. Although, knowing Wentworth, he all ready knows. He's high enough in the UTZ
to know what the OPO was up to. Just don't have to say it out loud.

"Bendix?" Wentworth inquires, "Don't know her."

"Doesn't matter. She's UIN, shetried to kill meonce,” BC tellshim, “ And now she's back, apparently
checking in with McEntyre! That’swhy | was distracted as | called you!

“I tried to follow her but she got away from me. She'sgood. She, um, killed Meredith McEntyre..." BC
tossesit out.

Let'ssee...

Wentworth laughs a sharp, short laugh. "L ook, | know you did that job, Campion, so you can cut
that shit out with me."

Wentworth triesto stare him down. "Remember, Campion. | haveread your dosser. | makeit apoint to
find out who' s crossing my radar screen. After you showed up with Fiza, | discovered that you’ d done
somework for us. | know all about you now.”

He's got a point.

"Still," BC picksit up, "NitaBendix isthe one most people suspect did it. Well, except for McEntyre.
And she isaknown UIN agent! Governor Edwards found out as much.”

A thought occursto BC, "Y ou know, Wentworth, we could make thiswork to our advantage.”

"How s0?" Wentworth asks.

"If we can connect the dots between her and McEntyre publicly, we might be able to show our current
governor for the UIN sympathizer we know heis,” BC says. “ Discredit him and drive him out of office!™
"Y ou don't like him much, do you, Campion?’ Wentworth admonishes BC. *Y ou shouldn't let your
emotions color your judgment so much.”

"Granted, I’ ve got issues with the guy, true. But while hel's governor, the moon is friendlier to the UIN
thanitisto the UTZ. How can that be good?!

Wentworth pauses, thinking. He gets up from the table.

"I'll be right back. When did you see her, again?"'

"Just before | got here.”

"Right" Wentworth leaves the room. BC can fed the Satic energy shift and pulsate asthefieldis
disturbed. After acouple of minutes hefedsit again before he sees Wentworth come back in the room.
Wentworth issmiling.

"I have someone tracking down the security records. Surveillance cameras cover the governor’ s office.
Well see what security has on Ms. Bendix."

S0 you have access to the security cameras?’ BC asks.

Wentworth nods, smiles.

“I used to. | lost access to them once McEntyre took over,” BC admits.



“Y ou know, if we can find arecording of her with him, or her leaving his office, hésdone!” BC issmiling
now, too.
"If we get that evidence, recorded ‘proof’, I'll make sure the footage findsits way to my news networks,”
Wentworth says. “Well havethisdl over our medial Maybe we can make it look romantic between
them, you know? Really make the guy look like dime: degping with hiswifeskiller! We can dways back
it up by throwing in the affair he had with that little Asian hooker he dmost best to death. Oh, that is
juicy!” Wentworth sayswith alittle yip of alaugh. “That will play very well. Good for the ratings! We can
play up the salacious details: did Meredith McEntyre die because of her politics? Or wasit because of
jealousy?” Wentworth says, like amock announcer. Heturnsto BC.
“What do you think, Campion?'
" think the way your mind works scares me, Wentworth,” BC tellshim, “but | admire you al the same
for your ability to brew up bullshit.”
"I'll takethat for the heavily qualified compliment that it is, Campion. Thank you. But what, then, drives
your mind, Campion? What is your game? What are you playing at? Y ou don't expect meto believe
you've thrown in with this new pope, do you? After our agreement?”
"I haven't thrown in with anyone,” BC says. “1'm doing what the pope asks because it will do me no
good to disobey papal orders. It'd blow my cover. So | play along. | perform as the Pope asks. And
who knows? Maybe, just by accident, we could find away to make peace. How 'bout that?"
"Don't tell meyou' re beginning to believe your own bullshit, Campion,” Wentworth says, wagging his
finger at BC. “Y ou haven't suddenly become an idedlist on us, have you? Peace?’
Wentworth laughs. “Y ou know, at this point, wed loveit! Thiswar isnot profitable for the UTZ. Not
anymore,” Wentworth says, shaking his head. "We had to run the UIN off the Earth because they were
destroying our resources and killing our people. They were damaging the world's economy. The
ingtability, the threst, the chaos they crested was bad for business, made it nearly impossble to do
business,” Wentworth says. “ The war was necessary for our physical and economic surviva. But the
war, while at firgt profitable, has proven to become a case of diminishing returns. It has ceased being cost
effective,” Wentworth offers.
"Y ou know, Campion, if the UTZ could have peace with guaranteed security for our investments,
holdings and people... safe from random attacks! And be allowed to mind our businesses and make our
profits? Weld be 100% for it! But the UIN will have no part of such apeace. You'll see, Campion,”
Wentworth says, glaring at BC. “They will never leave usdonein peace. They hate us, and everything
we stand for. Shit, they hate you, too, Campion.”
"What do you think that you, the UTZ, could give to them to make them stop fighting you?' BC asks.
Wentworth is struck by the question, taken aback. "Huh?’ He gathers himsdlf in asecond. “I don't
know... Our heads?’ Helaughsironically, “ They want the Earth. The whole planet! Now claimed by the
UIN as Mecca—you know their drill."
"Well, maybeif you hadn't gone and nuked their origind one..." BC points out.
"L ook, that wasway before my time!” Wentworth protests. “ Forty years ago! Why hold that over our
heads now? It was an old soviet H-bomb. It could have been anyone!”
"Right," BC agress sarcadtically. "Anyone. And they didn't nuke Jerusalem, ether, way back when."
"Actudly," Wentworth says, "They probably didn't nuke Jerusdem.”
"Redly?'

Now thisis news!

BC goeson, "Dotell," he says, gesturing at the room's electronic walls, "After dl, no one e sewill
hear. Are you gonnatel me we didit?'
"No!" Wentworth laughs, "Not by along shot. Our best guessisthat it was Hindu extremists, separatists
looking to frame the Mudims and provoke a conflict with the west."
"No shit," BC says.
Not sureif | believe that... The war went out of control after Jerusalem... whoever did it got their
conflict, if that was what they wanted. How long have we known the Muslims didn't do it?
BC asks Wentworth, "How long have we known that?'



"Not that long. We have arecord of adeathbed confession from one of the guysinvolved. Hedied of old
age, about seventeen years ago. We found out about the confession about ten years ago.”
BC is stunned and amazed.

| can't believe...

"Why not reved thisto the generd public? Thewholewar..." BC asks.
"Thewholewar,” Wentworth interrupts, "won't be effected by us 'revealing' thisfact. The UIN knew it
beforewe did! And they didn't reved it, either! We only found out when we turned one of their
operétives.
"It would beniceif it did make adifference,” Wentworth says. “I'm just telling you it won't. We're
aready too far in, theréstoo much lost on both sides. Too much blood.”
"That'sawaysit, isn't it? Blood begets blood,” BC muses.
"Now you're sounding downright Biblical, Campion. Are you sure you haven't gone soft?' Wentworth
chideshim.
"Don't you think making this public would get the people to back a peaceinitiative? This could bejust the
thing to jump start the peace process!" BC says.
"Damn, Campion, now you sound like abloody diplomat! We can't let the public know now. It's been
too long. Welve known it too long and kept it from them for too long. They'll hate us because we didn't
let them know for ten years. And consider this, Campion. If they find out it was Hindus, then maybe
they'll start killing Hindus. Mot of the Hindus now live up here, on the Moon. So maybe Lunar Prime
getsnuked in 'retaliation’. Blood does beget blood, like it or not, Campion.
“You fond of that scenario?' Wentworth askshim.
"Not exactly. Seems extremeto me."
"A good rule about human behavior, Campion,” Wentworth leansin, "People are extreme. Y ou dmost
can't be too extreme in your predictions, people aways manage to take things further than you can
possibly imagine. Y ou can dmost never expect peopleto stay well behaved and predictable,” Wentworth
says. Hefinishes his dispensation of insght and leans back.
"No oneiscompletely predictable, but most people are mostly predictable,” BC counters.

Damn. That sounded lame. Try to at least sound intelligent, BC, huh?

"Just because you," Wentworth points at him, "are completely predictable doesn't mean dseis”

Shift gears and topics.

"Anyway, Wentworth,” BC says, “Give some thought to what the UTZ might be willing to give up to
the UIN. Maybe something we can use thistime,
“And asfor people's reactions, you've been in business long enough to know it'sal in the packaging,
right? Their reception is highly dependent on how we sl it to them," BC points out. "We need to try
everything thistime. Nobody is getting what they want through violence anymore. Y ou said it yoursdlf, it's
no longer profitable!™
Wentworth nods his concession.
"So let'stry and get atruce done,” BC says, bringing the conversation back around. "L et's make it
officia, make agtart, and give people some hope."
"Ligten to you!" Wentworth sayswith anironic laugh. "Thisisawhole different agendafor you, Campion!
Y ou're serious about this?"
"Figureit out, Wentworth. Too many people have died. Will dieif we don’'t make some progress here."
"But you kill people!” Wentworth putsit right in BC'sface.
BC grimaces. "Not so much, anymore. And, when | did? It was under orders from the Pope and the
OPO, which, I'm surein someway, ultimately means, for you, right?’
Wentworth doesn't respond.
"| killed people who in some way deserved to die. | wasjust the instrument of divine judgment. That's
what | tell mysdf so| can deep a night,” BC admits.
"Pretty flimsy rationdization,” Wentworth prods him.
"Somewhere aong the way, someone decided that when someone does something heinous enough,
commits acrime againgt society bad enough, society has aright to end that someoné'slife. When



society's judgment is passed, society requires executionersto carry out that judgment. These
executioners are not murderers themselves, but the instrument of society, and God'swill. | have been an
executioner. I'll grant you that. Y ou," BC says nodding at Wentworth with a by-the-way, "who passed
those very judgments. By theway."

"I'm glad you can live with yourself, Campion, but what does..."

BC interrupts Wentworth thistime, "I1t’sinnocent people who are dying in thiswar, dl thetime: the
origina UTZ massacre of the Mudims on Mars, thewhole UIN Christmas offensive that killed the
Cardina and Reverend Swan, and al the other ordinary people who were just trying to go about their
business. Too many people are dying, Wentworth," BC knows he's not the most eloquent but he presses
on, "Let'sseeif we can dow it down, huh?’ BC suggests. “Why the fuck not? Do you wanna die?’

"Not especiadly. But | could livewith it," Wentworth laughs at hisown wordplay. "I'm not afraid of dying,
Campion, areyou?'

"Not afraid of it. I'm just not in any hurry to die,” BC says. “I am afraid of Morons, though. There aretoo
many moronstoo quick on the trigger, no matter their underlying ideology. It doesn't matter what
motivates the morons. Motivated morons lead to fatal mistakes. Give the morons areason and they'll call
for blood and demand the kill."

"Areyou caling the men and women of our armed forces morons, Campion? That'sabit..."

"Not at dI!" BC claifies, "I'm talking about the society that sends them into battle. The soldiersare just
ingruments, likel was."

"Oh." Wentworth pauses, steeples hisfingerstogether in front of his mouth, *So, then, I'm the moron.”
"Not what | meant,” BC says. “But you're not above using them, manipulating the morons. You doiit al
thetime. Y ou make money off them, influence their buying habits.”

"So consumers are morons..."

"Y ou try to make them morons,” BC presses. “ They consume less problematically when they're kept
stupid. They ask fewer pointed questions. It’ s beneficia to your business.”

"'S0, the masses are morons to you, eh Campion? What ever happened to love your neighbor?”
Wentworth laughs.

"I'm supposed to love my neighbor, but hesamoron!” BC says. “Makesit tough. That'sthe big
chalenge, as| seeit. Gottalove the morons.”

"Well, you shouldn't fear the morons. Fear is dangerous, Campion, it gives them, the morons, power
over you. Don't fear them, control them! Motivate them to your ends, don’t you see? Keep them busy,
occupied, out of trouble, and out of your hair."

"So, Wentworth, do you control them? Do you think you do? Because you were saying how
unpredictable they werejust afew minutes ago..."

"l said | try to. | do my best. Y our church used to be an excellent means of control, awonderful tool for
motivating the masses. Which, by theway, is why we're currently at something of aloss, since your Pope
withdrew his UTZ support. Current circumstances give us less control. Speaking of less control,”
Wentworth pauses, “| don't see your new pope exerting much control of hisown. That means that these
days, there's not as much control over the masses, the morons as you cdl them, period. These days, the
morons are on their own. That does make them more dangerous.

“Maybe you'reright to show alittle fear, Campion.”

"I've got to believethat for dl his supposed ignorance, Pope Linus knows dl this, what you say, on some
level,” BC admits. “Which ismaybe why were dl here thisweekend, eh?’

“Circular, Campion. So... you think your Popeisfinaly starting to try to control his morons, isthat it?'
"Maybe. Inaway,” BC admits. “He seemsto prefer to beinscrutable,” BC cracks. “I can tell you he
was none too happy about our chumminess. It was't until after you brought me to the UTZ Council
meeting in the spring that | even got to meet with him, remember.

“He asks about our relationship quite abit. He thinks I'm your man... | think."

"Ironic. Well, then, maybe you redlly are neutral, Campion. Maybe you are the right man for thisjob.
Although, from what | happened to overhear earlier, you'll need to improve your communication skills
with the good Mohammed Ibn Sere”



"Y eah, that didn't go so well. Believe me, I'm working onit. But let me ask you again,” BC says,
changing the subject. “What doesthe UTZ need for atruce?'

Wentworth fixes hisstare on BC, "Like | said, we WANT peace. We need guaranteed security for our
investments and business interests. We want to be safe. | might not fear death, but that doesn't mean |
inviteit. The UIN standsfor destabilizing dl of that, it's part of what they are! How do you change that?
“Wed like them to stop, but they don't. They won't. It's part of their religion. They need to dominate, to
have everyone ese believe asthey do, or die and get out of their way. Still very primitivein someways.
Triba. They're the aggressors. At this point, we're just asking them to stop.”

Alrighty... Thisis going nowhere.

"Okay. | hear what you're saying,” BC tdls him. “I'm going to go now, Wentworth, and consider
what you've told me tonight. I'll deep onit. Well seeif we can make any headway when the negotiations
begin tomorrow."

"Sureyou can't stay for adrink or something, Campion?' Wentworth offers.

"Nah. | try to avoid drinking. Seemsit gives me headaches.”

Wentworth laughs, "Subtle! Well, then, goodnight, acting ambassador.”

"Goodnight, Representative Wentworth. What about the McEntyre thing?'

"Leavethat to my people. Well see what we can find on the two of them; seeif we have awegpon to
use againgt Mr. McEntyre," Wentworth says, ahint of menacein hisvoice.

Man! The guy can be legitimately scary sounding.

“Okay then... good night, Wentworth,” BC says.

“Good night, Campion.”
BC makes hisway out of the secure room, out of Wentworth’ s suite and back to the Vatican Mission,
his thoughts abuzz.

Couldn’t get Wentworth to come up with anything they’d give up for peace. Don’t know if Al
Sereis even taking this serioudly. Any of it. Me. All | can do is hope for the best. And get some
deep.

BC locks hisroomsfor the night, finds hisway into bed, and deeps ahopeful deep.

The next two daysfly by, aflurry of meetings, discussions, arguments and attempts at true didogue. The
high leve players meet, exchange pleasantries, and talk in generditieswhile the career diplomats mest to
outline possible compromises.

BC getsalittle frustrated when he can't get the top level representatives, Al Sere and Wentworth, to
meet together again on the second day of the conference, but the lower leve talks continue al the same.
On day three of the conference, BC findly gets Wentworth, Al Sere and himsdlf aone together to hash
things out faceto face.

“Wadll, canwedl at least agree to sign a statement confirming that we al seek alasting peace?’ BC asks
the other two men.

“We do want peace,” Al Sere agrees.

“Wadl,” Wentworth says, then pauses, then continues, “Well, of course we do!”

“Look,” BC tellsthe two combatants, “I didn’t think we' d come out of here with any concessions of
territory or position. But | did hope we could at least reassure people that we actually redlly did want to
try to work out our differences peacefully.”

“No concessions? But ajoint statement?’ Al Sere asks. “Do you think thiswill have any weight?’

“I do,” BCingsts. Al Serelooksthe question over to Wentworth.

“People are funny,” Wentworth sayswith aquick laugh. “1 think he' sright,” Wentworth nodsin BC's
direction.

“What about vistations? Travel restrictions?” BC asks.

“Token Gestures,” Al Sere says, waving BC' s suggestions away with asweep of his hand.

“Too complicated to work,” Wentworth saysin dismissa of theidess.

Stubborn, pigheaded, mulish...

“Let’ sgive the declaration someteeth,” BC says. “Y our people,” BC indicates Al Sere, “have
aready agreed to ease sometravel redrictionsif the UTZ will do the same and dlow for visitation to holy



stes. Your people,” BC saysto Wentworth, *have agreed on the easing of the travel restrictions, but not
thevigtations”
“That iscorrect,” Al Sere says.
“Yes, you'reright,” Wentworth reluctantly agrees.
“Where do you want to go?’ BC asks Al Sere.
“Where? Well, some places have been destroyed, but there are still many holy places on Earth...”
“How about atop five?” BC asks.
“A topfive?” Al Sereasks. “Areyou serious?’
“Absolutely,” BC says. Hewaves hisarms. “Don’t tell me what they are now. Have your people come
up with atop fivelist of places you want vigtation rightsto and bring it to the table. Wentworth?’
“Yes, Campion?’
“Can’'tthe UTZ dlow Mudimsto vigt five of their holy sites?’
“I guessit depends on where the five are located, what they are,” Wentworth says. “But fiveisnot an
unreasonable number.”
“So,” BC proposes, “we put together a declaration that says al sides are intent on working together,
going forward towards peace. And, as asymbol of our intention to work together, both sides agree to
even further ease the already agreed upon scaing back of travel restrictions. The UTZ also agreesto
dlow Mudim vigtation of five holy stesthat we |l determine here shortly. If we put dl that into a
declaration, will you two sgnit?’ BC asks, hopeful.
Thereisdlencein theroom. BC looksfrom Al Sere to Wentworth. Wentworth looks at BC, and then Al
Sere.
“If you'll Sgn, we'll sgn,” Wentworth saysto Al-Sere.
“WEel sign. But no concessions!” Al Sere says.
“No concessions,” Wentworth agrees.
BC amiles.
“Fantastic! Was that so hard?’ BC asks the two men.
All three stand and shake hands, finding some common cause despite their differences.
Asagrand findeto the peace conference, BC arranges for the three of them to make a public display of
signing the declaration and shaking hands. BC has his people draw up the documents once the
negotiations have been finalized, once the career diplomats have dotted the“i”sand crossed the“t’s.
Now | have a declaration! Well... how 'bout that?
At the end of the conference, there actually seems to be some common ground between the sides. To the
surprise of most of the partiesinvolved, and maybe to BC most of dl, the conferenceis actualy deemed
asuccess! Asthe news breaks, the media and spokespeople on al sides discuss the conferencein
glowing terms. BC has his hope.
Theintangible result of the conferenceisamelting of theicy, resolute, pigheaded determination to be right
that both sides once held dear. The tangible result isthe Sgned declaration, an officia agreement to at
least start looking for ways to cooperate, ways to budge a little on both sides, to find away to peace.
The picture of the three-way handshake between BC, Wentworth and Al Sereisdisplayed on dl the
public news screens as BC wakswith Al Sere afew steps ahead of Wentworth to the Lunar Prime
Spaceport on Tuesday morning.
At the gate, BC shakes Ibn Al Seré's hand, again. The Arab bows, turns, and strolls off to hiswaiting
ship.
That went better than | could have expected. My head still aches... but we have a truce! He's not a
bad guy when it comes right down to it. Just feels like his people have gotten the short end of the
stick for two hundred years. He's not far from the truth, either. Hell, they don't even have a place
on their own home world!

Well... Visitation rights are a start.
It was hard enough getting that out of the UTZ given their security concerns. Harder still to get
the UIN to see it as anything but a token gesture. But they did! It's a beginning... Hey, isthat
McEntyre! | wonder what's up with... now THAT Sinteresting!



Daniel McEntyrelooks over a BC. When their eyes met, McEntyre looks away quickly. He takes
off in the opposite direction.
| think he actually blushed. What has Wentworth been up to? Speak of the devil...
"Campion!”
"Wentworth!" BC strides over to meet the approaching CEO and shakes his hand. "Thank you for giving
this peace thing a chance!"
"Thank you for having the balsto approach thisthing on adifferent level,” Wentworth saysfirmly. “1 like
your graight talk, Campion. Oh, and you'll like alittle talk we had with Mr. McEntyre. It's funny when
you turn on the lights, how al the rats go scurrying,” Wentworth says. “Y our peace ded won't be the
only news breaking on Lunar Prime thisweek, if dl goesas| bdieveit will. How well do you know the
Lieutenant Governor, this Amanda Erskine?!
"I've met her afew times, talked to her alittle,” BC tells him. “ She seemsleve headed, apparently
neutra. Why?'
Wentworth smiles a Cheshire cat smile, but says nothing. He turns and walks away without another
word, disappearing down the passageway to his ship.

Wentworth must have worked over McEntyre. Did he get the security videos? Did he leak the
stuff on McEntyre?

BC suddenly findshimsdf thinking of Fizaand feding guilty for hisfriendliness towards Wentworth.

| conveniently forgot about Fiza while | tried to make this conference work... while | was
working with Wentworth. It was good to be on his side, to see how he does business. | don’t think
I’d want to be on an opposing side from him! Although maybe | am...
This thing with Fiza and him could end badly if | force it. And, come to think of it... think of all
the things he could leak about me! Gotta face it, when it comes to Wentworth and Fiza, there's
not much | can do for her, even now.
Pathetic. And | almost started to like the guy. Not trust him... But I’ ve got to deal with him. Can’t
forget what he' s capable of.

Chapter Ten

Two news items break as the peace conference breaks up. Thefirst is an announcement from Earth,
from Vatican City: Pope Linus announces his extreme pleasure and regard for his ambassador, Father
Bernard Campion. The Pope lauds his ability to broker the fragile peace in the war between the two long
feuding enemies. Pope Linus announces that Campion is hereby raised to the tatus of full Ambassador to
Lunar Primefor the Vatican and his Holiness the Pope.”
The second newsitem concerns Daniel McEntyre. Wentworth’ s people seem to have found what they
needed: video leaked from unknown sources to the mediafrom McEntyre' s office security cam show
repested visitsto McEntyre s office by aknown UIN assassin, NitaBendix, il at large and wanted for
the degth of hiswife Meredith McEntyre. The mediahave afield day speculating on the relationship
between McEntyre and hiswife' s supposed killer. BC notesthere’ s no mention of the Asan girl from
McEntyre's past.

If that didn’t come out, maybe McEntyre made a deal ... but if Wentworth is letting the rest of
thisout, | can’'t imagine McEntyre cooperated too much at all.

BC has enjoyed the reports, but not the attention that he' s been getting as aresult of being the peace
conference’ s power broker. He' s not used to being in the public eye.
News organizations have already started trying to dig up dirt on BC. Some reports have made mention of
"an apparently shady past”, but most haven't gone any deeper. Of course, the UTZ does sponsor most of
the news.
Maybe Wentworth is keeping them from going any further. Something’ s holding them back. Guess



| appreciate it. Enough scrutiny is enough!

| used to be good at not being seen. Thisis so much the polar opposite, it’sweird. At least
McEntyre's news is distracting some of the media glare.

Wentworth is good, I'll give himthat. Damn, people eat that stuff up! You don't have to work hard
to make them believe it. They want to believe it, or at least think about it. The world runs on
rumors. And I'll take this as a lesson never to cross Wentworth... sorry, Fiza.

By week’ s end the rumors about Danid McEntyre are flying fast and furious, planted, BC has no
doubt, by Wentworth's people. Rumors of love, and jealousy, and the death of Meredith McEntyre.
Horrible stories BC couldn’t think up are circulating asif true. The video of Nita Bendix leaving
McEntyre sofficeis playing repeatedly on the news.

BC triesto avoid the man himsdif.
Thursday night, BC ducks out of McGrady’ s when McEntyre makes an entrance.

Helooks horrible... looks like he might already be drunk... and I’m not looking for a fight!

The news on Friday morning confirms BC' singtincts: McEntyre had to be taken away from
McGrady’ s by the L SC after starting abrawl with some other patrons. Friday afternoon, Daniel
McEntyre tenders hisresignation as Governor of Lunar Prime, citing "'persona hedth reasons’.

BC'sfirg gig asfull ambassador is attending the swearing in the new Governor of Lunar Prime, Amanda
Erskine, the following Monday, October 20th. In contrast to the events staged by McEntyre, Ersking's
swearing in ceremony triesto be alow-key affair. The attempt is somewhat thwarted by the swarms of
news media covering the swearing in as part of the sordid McEntyre story.

BC decides to take advantage of the media zoo. As the news media buzz around him asking questions,
BC makes an announcement:

“Thank you dl for joining usfor this next greet step in the future of Lunar Prime. I’ d liketo be thefirgt to
congratulate the new Governor of Lunar Prime, Amanda Erskinel” BC starts clapping, leading the group
tojoinin hisapplause.

Seems like a nice person, reasonable woman. | don’t think she had any real ties to McEntyre.
She was never on any of the OPO watch lists. Her record is clean, no sign of UIN collaboration.
No apparent religious affiliation, though there' s a note she paid some lip service to Buddhism.
Never suspected of anything by the OPO, or there would be a bigger file. Seems they hardly knew
she existed, just kept a file on her because she was in poalitics.

Born here on the Moon. Native daughter. Edwards liked her, trusted her, so she could be okay. Of
course, Edwards liked and trusted me, and ook where that got him!

Before they can start shouting questions at him again, BC raises hisvoice.

“And speaking of our next great stepsinto the future, I’ d like to announce today a second peace
conference, to be held here on the Moon in the coming months. Thisisthefirst word anyonehas heard of
it!” BC sayswithagrin. “But | believe we need to move now, while we have the momentum!”

They shout questionsa him:

“DoesAl Sdid agreetothis?’

“He sjust finding out. | don’t know,” BC admits.

“Has Pope Linus directed you to...?’

“The Pope, I'm sure, will support any efforts we make towards peace,” BC assures them.

“lan'tit risky just announcing a conference like this? What if no one agreesto come?’

“Then everyone dse will know they’ re the problem. Look, by announcing it now, everyone finds out at
once,” BC points out. “No one can complain that they heard about the conference before or after anyone
else. | thought it was agood place to start. And anyone who backs out will have to explain to the rest of
usand the public why.”

“Doesthe UTZ intend to come back to the table ready to dea 7’

“I sure hope so0. That'sal for now, everyone. Thank you!” BC says. Helooks over at Governor Erskine
and shrugs. The news media continue firing away with questions.

“Let’stak later,” BCtriesto yell to Erskine over the din of reporters questions. She nods. BC ducks out
of the auditorium and heads back into the safety and quiet of the Vatican Mission.



Let “em chew on that for a while! 1t s not the smartest, most diplomatic way to propose
another conference, but I’ m thinking it might make one inescapable. We' ve got to keep the
momentum going!

Governor Amanda Erskine calls on the com soon after BC settlesin at his office.

“That was some stunt,” she says, but she doesn’t sound happy abot it.

“Thank you,” BC says.

“It wasn't acompliment,” she snaps. “Don’t takeit asone. | don't like to be surprised like that. And it
was kind of rude of you to upstage my inauguration!”

“I didn’t think it would offend you to have your swearing in and a peace conference linked together in the
public’ smind,” BC tells her.

“Fine” she says. “Okay. But it made me mad. Ambassador,” she says, findly using histitle.

Heh...“ Ambassador” . That sounds good...

“I wasn't intending to dight you, governor,” BC explains. “I don’t think | upstaged you either,
ma am, but if you fed that | did, | certainly want to apologize. That was not my intent. | merely hoped to
use the very public opportunity given me by the mediato move the peace processaong.”

“Huh,” Erskine says. “Wasthat redly an gpology?’ BC starts to protest but she cuts him off. “L ook,
BC, | know you're apowerful man. But I'm a powerful woman. | play fair, though. All | wanttodois
make sure you fair, too.”

“Isit ‘playing fair' to make you thefirst | ask to confirm you'll join in? And, of course, agree to host
the upcoming, follow-up peace conference?’

“So nowyou ask?’ Erskine questionshim. “What if | don’t give you an answer yet?’

Oh man, | hope I haven't burned this bridge too early!

“That'sfine” BCtdlsher, “it' s certainly your prerogative. | would ask you to please let me know
your answer soon, though, only because if you don't agreeto joinin I’ll need to find anew location for
the conference.”

“That would make melook good, wouldn't it?’ Erskine says sarcasticdly. “The new Governor of Lunar
Prime and one of my first actsisturning my back on a peace conference?’ She pauses.

BC doesn’'t say aword.

She laughs ahumorlessironic laugh. “Y ou bastard. Y ou' ve squeezed me into acorner on my first day on
thejob!”

“Sorry you seeit that way,” BC tdlls her, “but I'm hoping everyone fed sthe same pressureto joinin. It's
agreat cause...”

“I’'min,” Erskine says, surprising BC with the abrupt announcement. “But only so | don't haveto
speak to you for awhile, Ambassador. I'm not impressed by thiswhole recklessthing. And I’m not
impressed by you. Please, keep your distance for awhile. Contact my office with any scheduling needs.
Good day.” Shesigns off.

Well, I’ ve certainly honked her off! Hope my announcement is received better elsewhere.

Itis. Both sides are surprised, but forced by the publicity to work with BC once again. He managesto
st up thefollow up conference for mid-February. With plansin the works, BC takes some time off from
the diplomacy around Christmas.

If I’ ve learned anything, it’s that Christmas holds too many memories, old ones for the
Muslims, new ones for the rest of us. This time of year used to be a happy time, a time for gift
giving and loving your fellow man and all that. Now it’s a time that reminds us how cruel we can
be to each other. Not a good time of year for diplomacy, at any rate.

BC turnsto the Vatican Mission and more traditiona duties over his* Christmas bresk”. The NcC
congregation on the Moon has actualy grown in the last year. The saff has grown aswell. Jm Fitzgerald
isfinaly studying for ordination to the priesthood. Father Daycomb stayed with the mission even after BC
returned from the Vatican, and has taken over most of the day-to-day Masses and sacraments.

And he's probably filing daily reports with Pope Linus, too. No matter. I’ ve got nothing to
hide! Report away on the glorious goings-on of the Ambassador for the Vatican!

With al the masses and rituals surrounding the celebration of Advent and Christmas Father Daycomb



has scheduled, BC doesn't have many chances to worry about the upcoming peace conference. The
conference itsdf is scheduled. Commitments are in place, to befirmed up in January. Trave plansare
being findized. 1t' s definitely happening. BC can relax and pretend to be a priest.

He says Mass the Sunday before Christmas, meets the congregation at the back of the chapel afterwards
to mingle and make smdl tak.

It'sfunny, | still feel like I’'mfooling everyone. I'mno priest! | just play oneinreal life. But if
I’mnot a priest, and I’ m not really an assassin anymore, what am 1? WWho am |?

The Ambassador for the Vatican? | guess. That'sreal enough. I'm making peace! Me! Who knew |
could be a diplomat? Even though I’ m not always diplomatic...

BC would like to go over some of the details of the upcoming conference with Governor Erskine.
But Erskine, evidently, isstill mad a BC for the stunt that set the peace conference whedlsin motion. The
new governor claimed to be unable to meet one on one with BC in either November or December. Her
last communiqué did express concern about the security and travel ramificationsinvolved with the
conference. She suggested they meet sometimein early January.

BC finally gets himself scheduled on Governor Erskine' s caendar for the first Monday in January. Her
schedule snearly full, but BC convinces her to join him for adinner meeting.

At least she'll finally meet with me. It probably doesn’t hurt her image to keep her distance from
me. Heh, maybe she learned from Edward's mistake. Well, at |least she's finally agreed to see me.
Happy New Year? Let's hope 2111 is a good year.

Asthe Christmas week activities begin to die down, BC begins worrying about the upcoming peace
conference again. Thelast mgjor NcC related function BC hasto attend is Wednesday night’s New
Year'sEve Mass.

BC beginsto fed nauseous midway through the Mass. He strugglesto get through the rest of Massasa
headache begins to pound behind his eyes.

Damn! | haven’t had a headache in months! | thought they were gone! Argh!

Asthe congregation launches en masse into the Profession of Faith, their droning voicesreciting the
rote text join forceswith BC' s headache to split his head clean open.

| just want to yell, “ SHUT UP! STOP TALKING INTO MY BRAIN! IT SFULL ALREADY!
IT"SGONNA EXPLODE!”

He rubsthe bridge of his nose, trying not to look as bad as he fedls. Despite BC' s attempts,
Daycomb notices BC' s condition from the side of the dtar. He approaches BC as the Profession draws
toitsclose.

“Father BC? Areyou dright?’ Daycomb asksin aloud whisper.

“I'm... no, | fed likeI’ve got abug coming on, dl of asudden,” BC tellshim.

“I can take over here, if you'd like,” he whispers.

“That... that would probably be good,” BC says. BC shakes Daycomb’ s hand, and then makes his way
off the altar. Daycomb stepsin to finish the Massfor BC.

BC getsout of hisvestmentsin the chapd sacristy and haf walks, haf lurchesto hisrooms.

Fucking headache! Damn! | hope nobody sees me like this... they' re going to think I’ m drunk... or
worse. | can hear it now, “ Little early to be celebrating the New Year, isn't it, Father?”

BC finaly makesit to hisrooms. Once there, he doesthe only thing he can: Heliesdown and triesto
deep the headache away. While al around him the population of Lunar Prime celebrates 2111, BC
greetsthe New Year literdly lying down, debilitated by hislatest monster headache.

BC doesn’'t missthe party entirely. He wakes up headache free the next morning, the first day of the
New Year, and aFriday. The New Y ear' s celebration seems to go one for another three days, right
through the weekend. BC joinsin some of the fun, but by Sunday afternoon he' s had enough. He begins
to plan hisweek ahead, and for his meeting Monday night with Governor Erskine.

Might as well hit the ground running tomorrow. Feelslikeit's when the New Year redly starts.
The New Y ear marks the beginning of the easing of the travel restrictions negotiated in the October
Peace Conference. Some tentative commercia activity is scheduled to start, too; trade between the UIN
and UTZ on semiofficid levels, mostly. The vistation clauseisin place, but thelogistics of making it work



aren't. The UTZ Council seemsto be dragging its collective feet.
BC knows the vigtation rightswill come up again in the February conferenceif they aren’t worked out
sooner. Hisfird priority Monday morning isto try to get the UTZ moving.
There's still a lot of work that needs to be done just to get this thing started. I'm afraid both sides
will accuse the other of dragging their feet if we stay stalled. And maybe rightfully so! | don’t
want to spend the next peace conference all mired down discussing the last peace conference.
Maybe Governor Erskine can help. Might be a way to engage her. Have to see how it goes
tonight. Interesting. A one on one business dinner. Very civilized. We'll see what she's all about.
Hmmm. Incoming communication.
Mr. Richard Wentworth! My favorite species of pond scum! It's been too long! Well, | had to talk
to him today anyway. Rumor hasit he’s been elected the chair of the UTZ council!
"Richard Wentworth! How are you?'
"Happy New Y ear, Campion.”
"Happy New Year. So. Isit truewhat | hear? Are you the new Chairman?”’
"Me? God, no! Never! | never enjoy the exercise of overt power, Campion; you should know that by
now. | much prefer my work behind the scenes. The power behind the throne, and al that. No, DeMag
isthe new chairman of the UTZ board. Folsom decided he'd had enough.”
"Will DeMag honor the truce agreement?’
"Naturdly. But that's not what | called about.”
"No?'
"No. I'm caling to confirm that we will be attending the February follow up conference. Has the UIN
confirmed yet?'
"Not yet. But it' searly yet. Only the first week of the New Y ear, Wentworth, give them time. Patienceis
avirtue, they tell me" Campion gibes.
Wentworth changes the subject. "Y ou are to be congratulated, Campion. Thistruce seemsto be
holding."
"I need you to move on the visitations,” BC says, hot missing a best.
"Yes, you do," Wentworth apparently agrees. "Folsom was falling behind on a few things. Thisis one of
the areas DeMag isfocusing on first. We want progress before we meet again in February.”
"Thefagter the better. Get something in place before the February conference or we'll just find oursaves
revigting old discussions. Y ou know that. Will you be representing the UTZ again thistime, Wentworth?'
"No. DeMag wantsto do it himsdlf. Sign of new hands-on leadership, that sort of thing. HE!ll be coming
thistime. I'll stay here. We want to be sure he looks like his own man.”
"'Looks like being the operative words?' BC prods.
"Clever. DeMag isfirst among equds, aswedl are on the UTZ Board. We serve each other. Speaking
of serving, isyour Pope Linus going to make the journey thistime?"
"l haven't been ableto get him to commit to it. The ayatollah won't commit either. Each of themiswaiting
for the other oneto go first."
"Both stubborn bastards, en? What, now that it' s not hisidea Linus doesn't want to come?”
“Hedidn't comelast time, ether.”
“Maybe he doesn’t travel well,” Wentworth quips.
“I’'m tempted to just tell each of them the other one has dready committed.”
"Thendothat,” Wentworth encourages BC.
"What?"
"Try it, anyway. See what happens. What have you got to lose? Worse things have been done in the
name of peace. The endswill justify the means.”
"Wow. | don't think | can be that devious..." BC shakes his head.
"Don't kid yoursdlf. Y ou? Remember who you' re talking to Campion! | know what you' re capabl e of!
Areyou getting soft, Campion? | worry about you losing your edge," Wentworth chides.
"Go fuck yoursdf."
"Ah, much better. Spoken like atrue diplomat.”



"Right. Y ou’ ve confirmed DeMag for the conference. Now, get moving on the vigitation rights for the
UIN’stop five holy places and maybe we can get down to some red discussions next month.
“Wasthat it, Wentworth?"

"So dismissive! Y our position going to your head, Campion?"

"Good day, Wentworth."

Click.

“And off.”

Wentworth. What an ass. But he's got a point. Why not tell the Ayatollah and the Pope what
they each want to hear? They don't talk to each other, that's for sure. How would they know | was
blowing smoke?

"Givemeacom lineto Vatican City, please,” BC cdlsout to hisroom’s com unit. “ Office of the
Pope."

"Opening communications,” the com informshim.

"Vatican. Office of the Pope. Hello, Ambassador Campion.”

"Gredtings. IsPope Linus available?"

"Just amoment. Yes! The Lord'slooking on you with favor, father. Pope Linusisavailable. HEshad a
very busy day today, but you're fortunate. He has time for you. Hold a moment, please.”

Don't tell me how lucky | amto...

"Ambassador?’

"Your holiness™

"What'sgoing on?'

"Well gr, it'sthe peace conference. The Ayatollah has confirmed that heiswilling to cometo the next
one, in February. He won't admit this publicly until you announce your intent, but he is going to atend, he
asuresme.”

"Redlly, now." The Pope answers, then apause. "So, are you saying that, if | decide to go to the Moon
for this conference in thefirgt place, | have to announce publicly that I'm going before the Ayatollah will
announce publicly that he's going? That still doesn't strike me asfair or..."

"No, your holiness, not exactly,” BC interrupts him. “Y ou see, Sir, he's suggested that you make

s multaneous announcements. So neither one of you goesfirg or last.”

"Redlly? That'simpressive. When would this happen?'

"Well, we haveto set atime," BC tellshim.

"Tomorrow sometime?' The Pope asks BC.

He's asking me? I've got him! But when? Jeesh, uh...

"uh... Good! WElI try to set it up for 12 Noon Greenwich Mean Time tomorrow, then," BC says,
committing to the bluff infull.

"Excdllent. Get back to me when you have the Ayatollah's confirmation of the time. And Campion?’
"y e’
"| likethisidea It'sworkable. It'slikely I'll be a your conference next month. But it is not officia yet, got
me?"
"l understand. So we'll speak later?' BC asks.
"Yes. I'll cal youin six hours.™
"Good enough. Thank you, Sr."
Therée's sllence as the connection ends.
Now for the really tough one...
" Get me Mars Central, UIN Command, please," BC asksthe com.
"Opening communications” the com informshim.
Theres adday. Communication takes longer to Mars.
"Gresetings, Ambassador Campion.”
"Greetings, Mars Command. May | ask the favor of acommunication with the Ayatollah Al Sdlid,
please? It isamatter of great urgency.”
"l see. A moment, please.”



Thiswill be a harder sall.
"Hello, Ambassador Campion,” the Ayatollah says.
"Grestings, your excdlency.”
"Y ou flatter me. | am Ayatollah, no more. All praisesto Allah.”
"All praisesto Allah, Ayatollah."
"Why do you disturb me?* The Ayatollah askshim directly.
"The Pope has agreed to attend the peace conference. But heis unwilling to make that official
announcement until you announcethat you are willing to atend.”
"So, weremain a thisfoolish impasse.”
"Not exactly. Please hear me out. Heis not suggesting that you must make the announcement first,
before he does, but, rather,” BC pausesfor effect, "you'll both announce your intentions to attend
smultaneoudy.”
"Simultaneoudy? Hmm... Interesting. An interesting idea. When would this be?!
"Tomorrow. Twelve noon, Earth Greenwich Mean Time."
"| see. Thishas promisg, thisidea. | will consider thisand call you back. Thisisastep in theright
direction. | believe we will be there for your conference.”
"Excellent. | eagerly await your cdl. Thank you, Ayatollah."
Again the sllence of the ended connection echoesin Campion's chambers.

| may actually pull this off after all!

BC hears back from Pope Linusin the afternoon.

“I will be attending with afull staff contingent of 50 people,” Pope LinustdlsBC. “Wewill require rooms
for the entire weekend of the twelfth through the sixteenth. | will make a s multaneous announcement to
this effect tomorrow at Noon, GMT. Y ou will coordinate thiswith the papal communi cations office.
Thank you, Campion.”

“Thank you, your holiness,” BC says. An underling from the communications office replaces Pope Linus
on theline. He coordinates the timed announcement with BC.

BC hasto cut that conversation short to accept the call from Al Salid confirming that he will attend with
30 gaff members. An underling of Al Sdid’'s makesthe fina arrangements after the ayatollah’ s message
to BC.

It'sall beginning to fall into place...

BC nods off at hisdesk, tired after hisinterplanetary negotiations. Hefals adeep, only to wake up
then the com unit beeps.

"What?Yes?'
"Ambassador Campion?"

A woman's voice...\Who?

"Yes? Thisis Campion.”

"It's Governor Erskine, Ambassador. | thought we were to meet?”

She sounds pissed! What time isit? Oh shit... She' s going to hate me even more!

"Governor! My apologied! 1... | fell adeep a my desk! | didn't redlize the hours had passed. But |
have some greet newsto share with you! Can you forgive my tardiness and can we sill have dinner?' BC
triesto savage his meeting and his honor.

Shewaits before she answers. "I'll order pizzain. Meet mein my office, and we can dill do this™ She
sounds more than alittle put off.

"I'll be there soon!" BC tells her.

BC freshens up and heads off, making for the Governor's Offices.

He's buzzed in and puts on his best "so sorry” look as he walksinto Amanda Erskine's office. She stands
up behind her desk to greet him.

Huh. Forgot how short she was. She always seemstaller. She's got a no bullshit presence. |
like that.

Erskineis about five foot five. Shewears her straight brown hair in asensible cut at her shoulders.
She seemsto favor standard issue jumpsuits over fashions, dthough BC has seen her in sensible suits at



formal events. She'swearing aneutra gray jumpsuit today.

Very sensible. Everything about this woman screams sensible. She makes me think of my old
schoolteachers, or the ladies at the library. But with more drive or something.

"Hope you have agood excuse. | suppose it's backed up by your great news?' Governor Amanda
Erskine sayswith adismissve, accusatory tonein her voice.

She can be a hard ass. She doesn't talk like a librarian!

Just gotta tell it likeitis.

"Yes, it'sdl tied together!" BC starts with some urgency. "It's been extremely difficult for meto get
to seeyou. You know that. | had no intention of messing this up, believe me, but... well, stuff happened
today! It'simportant we tak about it, now, tonight.”

“Okay, fing,” Erskine says. “ Sit down. I’ ve dready ordered the pizza.”
BC laysit out, "Look, I'm sorry I'm late, but | was speaking with the Pope, The Ayatollah and atop
UTZ CEO trying to make this upcoming Peace Conference mean something.”
So there!
"Andwill it?" Erskinechdlengeshim.
"Well, strangdly enough. .. that's now up to you," BC admits.
Erskineamiles

Maybe not such a hard ass...

The pizzaarrives. Whilethey eat, BC fills Governor Erskinein on the day’ s successes. He doesntt tell
her exactly how he got the two sidesto agree, but she seemsto figureit out. It remains unspoken, but she
nods knowingly when he doesn't answer her questionsin every detall.

“| dready knew that the new head of the UTZ Council, DeMag, put out a press release today saying he
would be herein one of hisfirg officid capacitiesfor the UTZ,” shetdlshim ashefinishes. “And now
you' ve arranged this s multaneous announcement for tomorrow by the Ayatollah and the Pope?’
“Tomorrow at Noon, GMT.”

“S0,” Erskine closes her eyes, adding things up in her head. “1 guessyou'll be needing some roomsfor al
these folk?’

“Probably around 150 rooms, altogether,” BC figures.

“Right. We can open up the unused residential section. That'll work. Needed to be done, anyway. It's
just been gitting vacant since last June, not enough people to warrant opening it up,” she says, thinking out
loud.

BCisgrateful.

“That's even better than I’ d hoped for,” he says, amiling.

“Great. So, who' sgonnabe paying for dl this?” sheaskshim.

“Paying?

BC stops amiling.

“It costs money to power up and pump ar into anew section,” sheexplains.

“But... wait,” BC stops her, “didn’t you just say you' ve been needing to do that anyway?’

“Sure. But wewouldn't bedoing it yet,” shetdlshim.

Hardass, indeed.

“I don’t know how it will be paid for,” BC admits. “I can try to find away, maybe through corporate
sponsors or other donations, | don’t know.”

“Huh,” Erskine says. | appreciate your honesty. Well. I'm willing to work under the premise that you' |l
somehow attempt to compensate Lunar Prime for costs and any damages.”

“I promiseto try,” BC says.

“Good enough,” shetdlsBC.

Shegrinsalittle,

“Look,” she says, softening her tone, “we want an end to thiswar as much as anyone. | want this peace
conference to succeed, evenif | ill don't gppreciate how you roped meintoit,” she sayswith afrown.
“TheMoon hasalot to gaininalasting peace,” she admits, “But that' s because we' ve paid aL OT!
Lunar Prime has been beat up by both sides! Y ou guys do the fighting, and we pay for it!”



“| seewhereyou're coming from,” BC tells her.

“How empathic of you,” she sayswith some sarcasm.

“Do you want meto pay for thispizza?’ BC askswith asmile, trying to lighten things up.

“It sadart,” Erskinejokes, findly cracking asmile.

They finish eating the pizza. Erskine agreesto support BC' s peace conference efforts with proper

security arrangements and her full participation. Aslong as BC agreesto pay for it. Somehow.

BC shakes her hand as he leaves, and thanks her for everything.

“Don’'t thank meyet,” she says. “Y ou haven't seen the bill!”

“Jeesh,” BC jokes, “How much does a cheese pizza cost these days?’

She laughs and sends him on hisway.

BC makes the pre-announcement of the impending S multaneous announcements at 11 am the next

morning, an hour before they occur.

News sarvicesare derted. A communications whirlwind ensues. Amazingly, everyoneiswherethey’'re

supposed to be when the announcements begin.

At Noon GMT, The Pope and The Ayatollah both announce they will attend the next conference

themsealves, in person. Both will travel to the Moon in five and ahaf weeks, on February 12th.

The announcements are shown side by sdein most media, giving BC the image he was hoping for.
And all | had to do was stretch the truth, just a bit.

Don't know how else | could have gotten around the stubborn bastards!

Chapter Eleven

On the twdfth of February, the "stubborn bastards' arrive for the conference on the Moon, aso at the
sametime.

The sudden, s multaneous appearance of two entourages sends the L SC into overdrive, and BC finds
himsalf wishing he could bein two places a once.

| should have called Wentworth... gotten him to make me one of those greeting droneslike he
has... damn it, who do | seefirst?

He settlesfor smply caling Pope Linus as his ship arrives, from a booth near the port where
Ayatollah Said's ship islikewise approaching.

"Your holiness," BC says, greeting Pope Linus.

"Father Campion! Hello! | didn't think 1'd hear from you again before we arrived.”
"You areariving, sr. Welcome to the Moon!" BC sayswith mock enthusiasm.
"Why thank you, Father. Does this mean you won't be meeting us?'

Urgh. HE'son to me immediately.

"I'll be meeting you, Sir, just not at the port. My secretary isthere with an honor guard and agroup of
parishionersto greet you and show you to the Vatican Mission. I'll meet with you there," BC triesto
explan.

"S0." The Pope lets the slence echo for awhile. "Y ou're meeting himfirg, then, aren't you?'

God, the man sounds like a jealous girlfriend or something... Well, can't lie.

"Yes. | worried more about the Ayatollah taking offense than you, sir. | knew you would
understand.”

"Hmmph. Okay, then, I'll seeyou at the Mission," he says, clicking off.

Okay, so you're pissed off. You pissed off | can deal with. | don't know that the Ayatollah
would shrug off a slight like no greeting. Speaking of... Gotta go!

BC leaves the booth and rushes over to the port where Ayatollah Sdid isarriving. Governor Erskine
istherewaiting aswell.

"Ambassador," she says, inclining her head. " So glad you'll be here with meto greet our guest. |



wondered whether you'd be here or greeting your Pope.”
"Asyou say, he's'our' guest. It would be impolite not to welcome him properly, now, wouldn't it?"' BC
saysdefensvely.
"Glad to seeyou get it, Campion, that'simpressive,” she cracks sarcadticaly.
The port's airlock doors open. In march severa rows of UIN soldiers, two-by-two. They fan out around
the port area, surrounding BC, the Governor, and her accompanying L SC officers. BC can't see out past
the UIN soldiersfor amoment. Then the crowd parts and the Ayatollah Salid waks up.
"Governor Amanda Erskine? Ambassador Bernard Campion? | am Ayatollah Salid.”

Impressive. HE's got a real presence in person. Charisma.

"I'm honored to meet you," BC says, "'I'm Ambassador Bernard Campion.”
"I'm honored to meet you, t0o," Governor Erskine adds. "Ayatollah Sdid, | am Governor Amanda
Erskine. Welcometo Lunar Primaand the Moon."
"Thank you," Sdlid says dmost absent-mindedly. He begins|ooking around, absorbing his surroundings,
mastering his persond territory. His gaze comes back to BC and Erskinejust asthey look at each other,
wondering.

Okay...

"I hear the Popeisarriving now, too, at the sametime," Said says sharply, snapping their attention
back to him.
"Er, yes, heis. Hehas" BCtries.
"We havetried to treat you and the Pontiff with equa respect, and your entourages are both equally
welcometo utilize the resources of Lunar Prime while you are here for the conference,” Erskine says
formdly.
Thisdrawsasmall smileto thelipsof Sdlid.
"Thank you," he says, with asmall bow to Erskine, "Y ou are amost gracious host." Heturnsto BC.
"Ambassador, | thank you for the honor of your presence here and now, for seeing thewisdomin
greting mysdf upon landing. It may not 9t well with your employer " Sdlid saysthe last with ahint of a
snarl, "and so | know you've done this on your own, and done me honor. | think it isagood start, eh?'
Sdid'samilereturns, larger thistime.

Phew...

"Thank you, gir," BC sayswith asmdl bow to Sdlid.
A short man in LSC garb appears at Governor Ersking's side.

One of her assistants. What's his name? Used to work for Edwards, too if | remember right.

His appearanceis Erskine's cue.
"Ayatallah, if you'l follow mewell show you to your accommodations,” she saysto Sdid. "Wefollowed
your requestsin preparing your lodgings. | hopethey'll suffice." Sheturnsto BC. "Ambassador, | trust
well seeyoufirg thing in themorning?' she askshim.
"But of course," BC says, nodding, appreciating Ersking's giving him hisout.

The woman has skills.

"Ayatollah Sdid, | shall seeyou inthe morning aswell. A new dawn, en?' BC triesto engage Sdid
with hopeful humor.
"We are on the Moon, Ambassador,” Salid replies. "There's neither dawn nor dusk, and our 'days here
are at best artificid. And, wéelll not be keeping aMartian day, but an Earth day, as agreed to,” Salid says
with Smmering intensity. "I congider that aconcession to us, confirming the primacy of Earth asthe home
for usdl, our home, denied to us as of now."

What kind of can of worms did I... fuck, he's not done...

“So | will see you tomorrow, a your earth’ smorning.”
Sdid, finished, turns back to Erskine. "Shal we go?' he asks, and Erskine leads Sdid away .
BC watches the Ayatollah's entourage pass by.

Did that go well or badly? Did he say earth’'s morning or earth's mourning? I'm not sure. And
now | get to deal with the angry Pope. Off to the mission.
No way!



Once again, BC catches aglimpse of awoman who looks like the UIN spy, disappearing into the
Space port crowd.

That was her again!
I'm sure of it! That Nita woman!
Herein the spaceport!
Asthe UIN arrives, of course! She looked a little different... but it sure looked like her. She's got a
lot of nerve showing up again!

BC casudly triesto follow the woman he saw. He catches another glimpse of her as sheturns
around.

Maybe she felt like she was being followed... she looks just like Nita Bendix!
The woman sees BC looking her way and ducks behind a short man in long robes. The two of them
disappear behind agroup of UIN underlings moving through thetermind.
BC triesto follow her, but the crowd istoo big. Ayatollah Salid travels with alarge entourage, laden with
luggage and travel gear. BC doesn't get far before he reminds himself he has to get back and seeto the
Pope.

How does she keep showing up and disappearing?
How does she dare?
How does the UIN dare expose her again after the McEntyre fiasco?

BC finds the Pope in his quarters surrounded by staffers unpacking luggage. BC takesit asagood
sgnwhen he'slet right in to see the old man.
"Campion! Good. Findly,” he saysgrimly. “ And how isthe Ayatollah?' Pope Linus asks BC, dmost
sarcadticaly.
"He strikes me as a no nonsense sort of man, much like yourself,” BC sayswith abit of abarb. Pope
Linus arches and eyebrow and answers.
"Y ou dare to compare us?' The Pope chalenges BC.

Ooopses...

"Y ou're both powerful men, both religious leaders. | wasn't trying to be snide or disrespectful, your
Holiness," BC says modestly, trying to emphasize the capitol H.
"l see" saysPopeLinus. “So...” he says, leaving it hanging.
BC gands, waiting. Hefindly says, "Yes?'
"Aren't you going to brief me?' Pope Linus says.
"About what?' BC asks.
"About what to expect... What's going on? Tell me about this Ayatollah, for example. What can | expect
fromhim?What ishelike?'
After all thistime, he finally asks for my analysis... | wonder if he has been reading my reports?
"Sdid isamullah, ateacher of thelaw, and isregarded as aholy man by his people,” BC tells Pope
Linus. “They cdl him Ayatollah, a Shiite term of respect, though he leads dl of the Mudims of the UIN.
He commands agrest deal of power and respect in the Mudim world. It'sared sign of progress that
heshereat al,” BC notes.
“I'm afraid he seemsto see you, your holiness, asan dly of the UTZ at best, a puppet at worse. And he
probably doesn't think he needsto deal with you directly on any political matters.”
"Isthat s0?"' the pope says, pondering, quiet. "Then why am | here? Why did | need to be herefor him to
be here?"
"Because you represent his opposite number in at least one regard,” BC informs the pontiff. “Y ou are the
NcC'sreligious head, asheisthe UIN's. But heisaso the palitical head of the UIN, and so he regards
DeMag as his palitical equivaent. | think Salid viewsthisasapolitical conference with religious
overtones. Y ou need to be here to witness and be included, but the real give and take will be between
the UIN and the UTZ," BC tellshim, boiling it down for the pope.
"Okay," Linussays. "So he'sredly hereto see DeMag. Fine. | will ill be at thetable, and | will not be
dighted, do you hear me Campion?' Pope Linuswags afinger a BC.
One of the pope' s ass stants interrupts with a communiqué for the pope from the Vatican. The pope



looks over the tablet and okays whatever the communiqué requests with his thumbprint. Something on
the tablet makes the pope laugh asmall laugh.

“Y ou' re not asupergtitious man, are you, Campion?’ Pope Linusaskshim.

“Superdtitious?” BC asks. “No, | don’t think so. Why?’

“Do you know what tomorrow is?’

“Friday?’ BC guesses. “ The start of our future? A new beginning?’

“Tomorrow is Friday the Thirteenth,” The Popetells BC. “People used to think it was unlucky.”

Great. Cursed by superstition from the outset, just my bad luck...

“I’m glad to hear you' re not superdtitious,” The pope says. “Asafollower of Jesus Chrigt, you
shouldn’t believe any of that poppycock anyway!”

“Yesssr!” BC says.

Poppycock?

"| want to see DeMag tonight,” the pope tells him. “Before tomorrow's proceedings get underway.
Pease arrangeit, won't you? Thank you, Campion. You'll let me know when well meet with DeMag,
won't you?’

BC nods.
"Good,” Linus says. Heturns his back on BC.

... it'slike that. Fine. Off | go, holy rallin' errand boy. So, Mr. DeMag, let me introduce you
to his holiness Pope Linus...

BC sets off to set up the requested mesting.

The next three days are ablur for BC, meetings upon meetings. Pope Linus meets with DeMag, DeMag
and the Pope meet with Ayatollah Salid, Sdid and DeMag meet aone, then with their staffs, then with
Linusand his aff. BC is sometimes involved, sometimes | eft outside the doors to ponder what the three
men ingde are discussng.

Governor Erskine has an undefined role as an objective observer, either involved or excluded depending
on some ungpoken agreement between the primariesinvolved in the talks.

Eventually, Ersking's help asamediator is enlisted, as agreements begin to be hammered out. She seems
to be level headed enough to dedl with the large issues and even larger egos. The grinding monotony of
the sessons hurts BC' s head. He' sglad of Erskine s expertise and help.

The meetings grind on, but by Sunday there are some results. BC takes one result personadly. Asa
goodwill gesture, Pope Linus has offered to officidly and permanently dismantle the OPO, and the offer
has been accepted and agreed upon.

Other news coming out of the conferenceis more positive. Ayatollah Said and Chairman DeMag
commit to abusiness agreement between the UIN and the UTZ: The UTZ will assst the UIN with the
terraforming of Mars.

Sdid admitstheir own terraforming efforts have not been asfruitful as hoped, and saysthe UIN

wel comes the ass stance of UTZ technology and know-how.

They hash out free trade and free travel and visitation zones around the ruins of Jerusalem and Mecca,
and the officid reopening of Medinato UIN vigtation. Some UIN citizenswill even be granted
temporary residency to cater to the needs of UIN vistors.

Said and DeMag paint the broad strokes, and then the career diplomats take over to hash out the
detalls.

At the end of the third day, DeMag and Pope Linus ask Al Sdlid to stop caling the entire Earth Mecca.
Onthis point, Salid refuses to budge. The conference grindsto ahat. BC isin on the meeting where the
lineisdrawn.

“We have, on both sides, agreed to many things,” Al Salid observes. “But thiswe cannot agreeto. Let us
end herefor now, thistime. We will sign the agreements we have made, but we will not agreeto this.”
"Essentialy, caling dl of Earth 'Mecca means they want the whole world," Pope Linus observesfor
everyone's benefit.

“When Meccawas destroyed, the Earth became Mecca,” Al Salid saysina“smple asthat” tone. “We
do not desire the whole world. Theworld belongsto Allah, not to any man.”



DeMag isaconsderate man, agood listener and careful decision maker. He's about 62, gray hair, and
medium build.

Average UTZ management unit number 3... He is pretty average. But it takes someone with
an even kedl to deal with the Ayatollah. Ha! And Wentworth, for that matter!

I'm sure Wentworth has approved each of these concessions.
Oh, he'stalking...

"Y es. Weve been more than accommodating,” DeMag says. "'If you won't let go of that 'Earth as
Mecca position, there's not much more we can do for now. We' |l sign the agreements made so far,”
DeMag promises. “But thisisamgor sticking point, Ayatollah. Wewon't give up Earth! Wewon't." He
shakes his head.

DeMag pauses, gathering histhoughts. Al Sdlid smply lookson.

"Look,” DeMag continues. “Many of us seethat, certainly, as human beings, you have some clam to
Earth, but not asa politica group. Or asareigious group set on the persecution of others!™

“Wadll, then,” Salid says. “If that ishow you seeit... I'm afraid we can go no further, for now.” Sdid
stands up from the table. “ But we have accomplished some things this weekend, have we not?’ The
ayatollah steps away from the table. “Have the documents sent to me on Marsand | will signthem into
UIN law. Thank you,” he says, with adight bow of his head. He leavesthe room followed by atrail of
deffers.

“I told you it would be the sticking point,” DeMag saysto Erskine, BC and Pope Linus. He bundles his
bel ongings together and hands them off to an underling. “Make sure they get the documents back to me
onmy gation,” hesaysto BC. “I'll Sgnthemthere” he says. “Well, it' s something, | guess.” Heleaves
the table and the room, followed by his staffers. Governor Erskine follows him out of the room.

BC isleft dtting with Pope Linus and the Vatican group.

“That went well,” BC says, sarcasm dripping off hiswords.

“Y ou got some things done,” Pope Linus saysto BC, “the business deds, the terraforming. There were
some accomplishments. Y ou’ ve done well, Ambassador! Y ou just need to keep plugging away!”
“Right,” BC answers, “sure, but... why me?’

“Because... we have to assume God has put you in the right place, at the right time for areason,
Campion!” Pope Linus sayswith aflourish.

He gets up from the table and |eads his staffers out of the room. BC is|eft Stting alone at the table.

And that's that, then... conference over.

The next morning the groups make ready to leave Lunar Prime. Hands are shaken and pictures
taken, and there are assurances and agreements made. The news media eat up the photo ops and the
conference looks like it went better than BC fedlsit redly did.

BC seesthe guests off dong with Governor Erskine and agroup of LSC. He smilesand waves, but in
the end BC feds disgppointed with the results of the conference.

Guess maybe Friday the Thirteenth was unlucky... but things didn’t really fall apart until
Sunday the Fifteenth, so go figure.

Are there any superstitions about Monday the Sixteenth? | think | may just crawl back into bed
and avoid any possible unluckiness the rest of today...

BC gazes out awindow and contempl ates the conference's end results. He watches as the Pope's,
DeMag's and the Ayatollah's ships drift off avay from Lunar Prime, each carrying its precious diplomatic
cargo home.

| guess | hoped with the major playersfinally all at the table together something more would
happen, we'd make major strides toward peace or something... Well, we did end up with more
than we started with. UIN people will be visiting Earth to worship, UTZ people will be visiting
Marsto help terraform.

And there will be no more OPO.

| think Linus threw that in there just to feel included.
Now everyone goes home.

What next?



It bothers me we set no date for the next conference. But | couldn’t pull the same stunt twice.
Patience, | guess.

Everyone heads home. Al Salid arrives on Mars and signs the agreements, allowing the UTZ news
mediato cover the Sgning. DeMag’ sreturn to his stationisin the news aswell. Helooksill and snifflesas
he lands on his gation, but he smiles and Sgns the agreements after landing, and UIN mediaare dlowed
to cover it.
The two signings get most of the news coverage. The pope sreturn to the Vatican gets minimal attention.
BC finds himself pulled back into the day-to-day operations of the Vatican Mission on the Moon asthe
week goes on. But Thursday, the third day after the conference, strange news hits. Odd things begin
happening.
DeMag grows moreill after he returnsto his station. The news media on Thursday report that DeMag
has been rushed to Earth for treatment. He disgppearsinto a private hospital. Rumorsfly that many of
DeMag' speople are dso sick. The UTZ refuses to comment on DeMag or any of his entourage’ s
condition.
BC has been fending off the news media s questions about the weekend all week, but on Thursday their
questions change from conference andysisto hedth questions. Ishe dl right? Feding 111? Sniffles?
Anything?
BC tdlsthem he' sfine. He sees on the news that the media are bothering the conference’ s other
participants aswell. Governor Erskineisfine. The Vatican is offering no comment. The UIN has once
again closed up, with no broadcasts from the UIN mediaand no word on Al Salid’ s hedlth.
What isgoing on?
Do they think DeMag picked up abug here on the Moon? At the conference? Could someone have
dipped him something?
BC triesto contact Wentworth for news, but he doesn’t hear anything back from him. There’sno word
from Pope Linus or the Vatican, either, despite BC' s repeated attempts.
And here | thought we' d bridged some gaps... still no love for BC from Rome, | guess...
There does seem to be abug going around Lunar Prime, aflu bug. Not everyone catchesthis bug, but
those who do are debilitated by it, forced into bed rest. BC is thankful when the symptoms pass him by,
especidly given his proximity to DeMag during the conference. Ten cases of the “flu” are reported on
Lunar Prime by theweek’ send.
BC vistsasick member of his congregation on Saturday, saysthe Mass on Sunday, and waits for word
from Wentworth or the Vatican throughout the weekend, to no avail.
Wentworth finaly calls BC on Thursday, aweek after BC caled him.
"Campion, did you hear about poor DeMag?"'
"Still sck?' BC asks.

He must be over the flu by now. It’s a week later.

"He'sdead,” Wentworth deliversthe news,
"Dead? Jeesh. He just had the sniffles..."
“Chairman DeMag got the * sniffles’ while at the conference. He devel oped flu-like symptoms on hisflight
home to his station. His doctors had him rushed to Earth to the hospital. His condition quickly
deteriorated. He was dead within days. Some of his staff are sick aswell, quarantined off. Are you sick?
Isanyone there Sck? Anyone on Lunar Prime?' Wentworth asks him.
“Y egh, there re about ten people sick here with that ‘flu’ on Lunar Prime,” BC tellshim. “Are you saying
they should be quarantined? It' s deadly? What' s going on?’
“DeMag isdead, Campion, that'swhat’ s going on! That he caught this*flu’ at your conferenceisno
coincidence! Someoneinfected him on purpose, I'm sure of it.”
“Wait aminute, Wentworth,” BC says, shaking his head. “ Are you suggesting the UIN did thisto him?
Bio-terrorism?’
“I’m not the only one suggesting thisisthe work of the UIN. The doctors who took care of DeMag and
his people say thisbug isn't redly the‘flu” asyou call it. They’ re suggesting this could be aman made
virus of somekind. They don't know what it is, yet, though. Not redly.”



Great. The doctors don’t know what thisis? I’'mglad | didn’t catch it! At least | haven't yet.
“Well, at least you' ve got the rest of them quarantined...” BC says.
“Too little, too late, Campion,” Wentworth says. “ Even though you aren’'t sick, you were exposed to the
illness. Y ou could be acarrier,” hetellsBC. “Everyone at the conference could be acarrier. DeMag and
his people al mingled with the crowd in the Lunar Prime spaceport. Anyone traveling out of there could
beacarrier. And we haven't been able to get any word from the Vatican in the last week. We don't
know if anyone from their delegation got sick... but they al could have carried the sicknessto back to
Earth when they returned.”
“Y ou mean this could be big? Bigger than DeMag?’ BC asks.
“Wefear theworst,” Wentworth says. “It could be an outbreak of abiological contagion, awesapon.
There are reports of isolated flu outbreaks on Earth, but we don’t know yet if they’ re connected,”
Wentworth tells BC. “What about you? Any word from the Pope?’
“No, | haven't heard anything from him, but that’ s not unusud. Y ou know that.”
“Right,” Wentworth says. “Keegp meinformed.” Wentworth sgns off.
Two days later, everything changes. People are getting sick, al over Earth. Some are sick on the orbital
gations.
Some people are dying.
Sick people on Lunar Prime have died, now, too.
The plague beginslike acommon head cold, with sniffles and coughing. A temperature soon follows as
the plague mimicsthe flu. The plague then bresks down termindly differentiated tissue, impairing the
body’ s ability to repair itsdf on acdlular leve.
Thisiswhen the plague becomestruly destructive. The body beginsto rot from the insde out. The plague
victim’'s cellslose the ability to repair and regenerate, and the body’ stissues begin to break down into an
undifferentiated cdllular goo.
Thekidneysusudly fall fird, followed quickly by the liver, the nervous system, the lungs, and the heart. It
only takes aweek from the first sneeze to the last, raspy breath.
BC hasn't heard from Earth, nothing from Vatican City. But he does hear from Richard Wentworth
again, on Saturday. Wentworth sounds a most panicked:
"Campion! What's the word on the sickness on Lunar Prime?" he demands without introduction.
"We have about a hundred people sick. They're quarantined. A couple of sick people havedied,” hetells
him.
Wentworth goes off, “On Earth, people have been getting sick at an darming rate!” He shakes his head.
“No oneon my stationissick. Yet. I'm fine mysdf. But we re crossing our fingers. And we re going to
keep our doors closed. Everyoneis guessing it's some kind of biological weapon, used on DeMag by the
UIN at the conference. That's the common buzz on the street, at any rate. It's some kind of epidemic, but
our researchers are along way from figuring out what it isand how it's spread. Or where it came from,”
Wentworth says. “Were sealing our sation. | suggest Lunar Prime do the same. I'll tell Erskine that
myself,” Wentworth declares. "They'll pay, | svear it!"
"Youresureit wasthem?' BC asks Wentworth. "The UIN?'
Wentworth pauses. "No. Not ‘sure’ sure. There's no proof or evidence yet. Just people dying!
“Do you know how many people pass through amajor port, Campion? Who then travel to other ports?
And so on and so on... thisthing is everywhere on Earth dready, Campion! After DeMag and his
delegation passed through, and the Pope and his people... it's everywhere down there. Already!”
"Everywhere? Have you heard yet if the Popeissick?' BC asks.
“Not that I’ ve heard, but who knows? I’ d expect you’ d know that before | would.”
“Don’'t be so sure of that. | till haven't heard anything from the Vatican since Thursday,” BC admits.
"Anyway,” Wentworth says. “\We have no choice but to sed off our sation!”
"That seemslike adrastic move. What if you' ve been exposed?' BC cautions.
"Necessary!" Wentworth inggts. “I'm fine. One of my people got sick. They left for Earth yesterday.
Otherwise the gation isfine. No oneissick on my station.”
“Oh, | see. If you're sick, leavel And no one comesin. How humane of you. Think that’ll keep you



sae?
“I cantry. I’'m recommending dl our stationsdo it. Y ou should, too. I'll talk to Erskine,” he says, Sgning
off.
Wentworth issues a statement for the UTZ orbital holdings later that day, declaring the orbita stations off
limitsto traffic from Earth. Two dayslater, Governor Erskine announces Lunar Prime will not accept
traffic from Earth.
BC watches her make the announcement on the news. None of the newsis good. The number of people
sck on Earthiseadly onehillion, now. There are a least five hundred sick on the Moon. The numbers
for the orbital stations are unknown, and communication with many of them is potty at best.

What about Mars? The UIN? There' s no word... but why would they tell usif they were
getting sick?
Would they really do this to us?
Erskine had no choice but to seal us off, too... It may be too late for us, anyway. Everyoneis
suddenly living in fear of getting the sniffles. Funny. | feel fine! Well, not funny... good.
But funny because | was there, with DeMag, for much of the conference.

BC'scomisgoing off.

Priority message from Earth, from the Vatican! Pope Linus? Finally. He hasn't replied... but
that's normal for him...

BC checks hiscollar in the mirror then turns on the communicator's full mode to face an older woman
inaCardind'sred.
"Ambassador Campion?' She asks, sounding surprised.

Yeah, | know, sometimes I'm still surprised...

"Yes," BC answers, "I'm Father Campion.”
"I'm Cardinal Terpaof the Curia, Father. We have some bad news. Pope Linus hastakenill, and
appearsto be on the verge of dying from the current unknown epidemic, the onethat killed Mr. DeMag,
who met with the Pope just days ago. Just before he became sick,” she says, trying to get it all out at
once.
"l seg" BC says.
“A lot of people here are getting sick,” Cardind Terpatellshim. There' s desperation flooding into her
voice. “What' sgoing on? Areyou Sick?’
“No. | haven't been effected. Others here have been, though. It's an epidemic. We' ve got the sick ones
under quarantine. But some are starting to die. We don't know what it isor how to stop it.”
“That,” Terpasighs, “iswhat Mr. Wentworth told me. Although he told methey’ reworking onit.”
“Y ou spoke to Wentworth? Mr. Richard Wentworth?’ BC asks, curious.
“Yes. Why?" Terpawonders.
“It surprisessme. Y ou're very resourceful, Cardina Terpa. Y ou'reto be commended.” BC amilesat her,
then frownsin mock anger, “Although, you did go to him before you cameto me...”
Terpastartsto apologize, “ Father Campion, I'm sorry, please understand, it’ savery hectic and
confusing time here right now, with the Pope so sick and al. And so many getting sick everywhere. It's...
it' sscary, Father. All wecandoispray,” she says, solemnly.
“And makeafew cdls” BC laughs.
“Father...” she says, both rebuking and laughing with him.
| think I like this Cardinal. Imagine that, a sense of humor!
She gets serious. “ There smore | need to tell you. Wein the College of Cardinals are dso becoming
sck. Severd of our number becameill alongside the Pontiff. | wanted to tell you, after | verified you were
hedlthy and at least sane, that I’ m nominating you to the college. | have nominated you, actudly, and it's
all done. You'reto be aCardina, Father.” She drops the news like a bomb.
“What?" BC can only mange the one word, for the moment.
“Y ou're an Ambassador for the Vatican aready. We, | mean, | figured you were agood replacement
candidate,” sheexplains. “Um... congratulations?’
“Yeah,” BC says, il at alossfor words, “ Thanks.”



“When can you come down and be confirmed?’ She asks him.
“Huh?’
“WEe |l need you down here at the Vatican, first to be anointed in the proper ceremony, then to help us
elect anew pope,” she stops herself, “If that becomes necessary.”
“Oh.”

What can | say? With everyone getting sick, | don’t really want to travel to Earth right now...

“I’ve got several matters here which require my immediate attention. | won’t be coming down to the
Vatican just yet. But keep meinformed!” BC says, trying to sound very concerned.
“We thought you should know what' s going on here, Father,” Terpa says. “We were hoping you would
join us. We haope you will soon. In the meantime, we' |l keep you informed of any mgor changes.”
“Thank you,” BC says. “ Please keep me informed of hisholiness shedlth. I'll be praying for him,” BC
addsfor effect, then thinksagain. “I’ll be praying for usdl,” he saysto her.
“Aswill I, Father. Aswill wedl. We'll let you know as soon as anything changes. Good day, Father.
Terpaout.”

The Pope and his entourage sick. Thisisraging out of control. What is the Ayatollah pulling?
It has to be him, doesn’t it? Him or someone from the UIN. One of his people. Biological Warfare.
Shit. | thought we were beyond this! Thought we' d put it behind us. Maybe we' re devolving.
Wentworth and the UTZ are guessing its UIN.
How long until they launch some sort of biological counter strike? What horrific forms will that
take? How far can this escalate?
Well, until we're all dead, of course.
Happy ending, huh?
I’ ve gotta talk to Wentworth; seeif | can get a sense of where he's at.

BC'scom dert beeps.

Wentworth?

“Campion? Wentworth,” he says on the com by way of introduction.

Soeak of the fuckin’ devil...

“I hear your Popeisdying,” Wentworth offers. “Our man DeMag isaready dead.” Wentworth
pauses.
“Will the NcC support a counterstrike against the UIN?’
BC isstruck by the absurdity. “Y ou' re asking me?1’m pretty much dl for it at thispoint. But | have no
authority to authorize such athing. So why ask me?’
“Do you think I'm asking for your permission? Maybe | merely wanted to get your opinion. But asfar as
that goes, who ese should | ask? That Cardina Terpayou must have just been speaking with? C'mon,
you know more than she does! So tell me. Who should | be asking? Who' sleading your peopleright
now?’
“You'vegot apoint. Damned if | know. W€ Il find out from the Cardinas when they meet.”
“You should be a Cardinal, BC,” Wentworth says out of nowhere. “\We need someone in there with
some kind of savvy to keep the NcC from becoming impotent and irrelevant.”

Wait a minute...

“When did you call Cardind Terpa?’ BC asks Wentworth.
“Ealier... but, why, she called me,” Wentworth demurs. BC shakes his head, stopsto think.

It all startsto make a little more sense. And to think I complimented her on her initiative! |
liked her, liked her sense of humor. | should never let that color my judgment!

“Lucky one of yoursis till hedthy, eh Wentworth? BC accuses.
“One of Mine? Who? Terpa?’ Wentworth plays dumb.
“Right”
“Cardina Terpaisbut afriend of the Wentworth Foundation. She works closaly with my charitable
foundation.”
“I see. You provide her with funding.”
“Exactly,” Wentworth says. “I1t'sdl very legd, al on the up and up. Don't get that look on your face,



Campion. Didn’'t your mother ever warn you that your face could freeze like that?”
“No. Isthat what happened to you?’ BC cracks back.
“Why don’t you want to be a Cardind?” Wentworth asks him.
“It'snot that | don't,” BC explains. “I just never thought I'd be...”
Wentworth cuts him off. “Look. We need the NcC to be astrong dly to the UTZ. We need the NcC to
providethat socid gluethat it can, that it does, that sense of belonging, that sense of righteousness. The
NcC hdps hold our population together. We need that to continue, especidly with our current epidemic.
Let’smakeyou aCardina,” Wentworth sayswith aflourish, leaning in towards the screen, smiling.
“Sure,” BC says, as deadpan as he can, “but why would they agreeto do this?’
“Because alot of the Cardinals have gotten sick, Campion.” Wentworth isdeadly serious. “A ot of
them. They’redying. Y ou aren't the only onethey’ re asking to join their ranks, you know,” Wentworth
informshim.

Aw gee, and for a second there | was feeling all special and shit. But that’ s not what | meant.

“Wentworth, there' sone thing that redly bothers me about dl this.”
“What, being Cardind? | thought we got...”
BC interrupts him thistime, “No. About the biological attack, if itisaUIN attack. Why would they do
this? Why would they infect us with something deadly to humans? Aren’t they susceptible, too? | mean,
wouldn’t they be? Or could they have an antidote? s that what they’ re doing, holding us hostage with
our health? Wouldn't they be more selectivein their attacks? And wouldn't they have said, *Ahal You're
Sick! Y ou must cooperate with usor die? or some sort of thing dready?’” BC wonders.
“They’ re savages, Campion,” Wentworth explainsto him, asif he'signorant. “It ssemsasif Idam
demands that its followers become quite primitive,” Wentworth explains his prgudice to BC. “Thereis,
of course, agreat advantage to keeping your populace docile, malleable and superdtitious. It makesthem
much easer to control.”
“Y ou’d know something about that,” BC can’t help but make the crack.
“Look. I'm abusinessman. | look for results. | do what needsto be done to get the results | want. But
it'sjust business. Those people do anything, and | mean anything for their religion. They usetheir
religion to cultivate and control ignorance and fear. Then they use that to focus their peopl€ s hatred, their
resentment for their privation, on us, on the UTZ and your church. When you control people like that,
you can point them like weapons at whatever other perceived enemiesyou have. And they respond! And
al thewhileit kegpsthem from pointing back a you. Y ou know! If anything, that's what the NcC does
for us. For the UTZ. Cometo think of it. Full circle, eh Campion?’
“Y ou impress yoursdlf, don’'t you, Wentworth?”
“Haha. Cut the shit, Campion. You and | are till hedthy. Either they haven't gotten to us or we' re just
lucky, or we' reresstant. We ve survived. | don’t plan on dying, either. Remember when you asked meiif
| was afraid of dying?’
“Not redly...”
“Wdl I'm not. Not really. And | don't plan on dying anytime soon. We' ve been in contact with the sick,
but we,” Wentworth points at BC through the screen, back at himself, quickly, “We survivel And we
need to stick together!”
“We need?| don't know that | need...”
Wentworth cuts him off, *We need to help each other.”
“Y ou mean you need me. That'sclassic! | don't think so.”
“What, you don't think we need to help each other? Don’t you want to be Cardina 7’
“Not redly. You misread meif you think | do. No, | think you think you need meto be a Cardind,
though. | don’t think s0.”
“What?'Y ou don't think you' Il be Cardind?’
“Yeah, that too... | don't think I’ll “ stick together’ with you, | don’t think I'll bea Cardinal... to be
honest, Wentworth, these days, | don’t know what to think. But | do think I’ [l end this conversation.
Goodbye.”
BC clicksoff hiscom.



“The manisan arrogant pig bastard!” BC says out loud to no one.
If Wentworth is admitting he needs my help, he must be getting pretty desperate.
The com goes off again in ten minutes,
“Campion, its Wentworth. | need to speak with you.”
“C’mon Wentworth, | don't want to go around...”
“Hold off on your shit for asecond, Campion. | just got word from my scientists. This epidemic, this
sickness everyone has, appearsto be from anon-terrestria virus.”

Fuck, it isthe UIN...

Wentworth continues, “It’ s not from here. It’ sdefinitely not terrestrid in origin.”

“Youmeanitdidn’t originate on Eath?’ BC asks.

Wentworth nods, “It' s not from Earth. Which | think increasesthe likelihood it' s something they cooked
upon Mars”

“Why?IsMars so different?”

“It'snot so much Marsitsdf asitisMars s cosmic bombardment. Mars has agreat variety of meteor
grike points. Something like this virus would have to have come from an externa, non-solar source like
that, some sort of dien virusthey picked up off ameteor.”

“Couldn’t someone on the Moon do the same?’

“Nah, the Moon'sfairly clear of untested strike points, asde from any relatively new ones. We know the
surface of the Moon very well.”

That bothers me, for some reason.

“Oh,” BC says. “You don’t sound so sure, Wentworth. If it’s non-terrestrid, it could be from
anything: astray stellar microbe DeMag camein contact with. A stray micro meteor. Anything. It could
be an accident. WEe ve got to know for sure before we do anything.”

“We?" Wentworth notices, “Does that mean you' re with me now?’

“WEl see. I'mjust giving you my ‘opinion’ a this point, see?’ BC throws Wentworth’ s own words
back at him.

“Right,” Wentworth says, and goes on, ‘But you' d still need ahuge coincidence for anything like that to
happen.”

“Granted, any of those things happening would be huge in the coincidence department.

“How do you explainit? If its non-terrestrial, do you redly think it could have been created by the UIN?’
BC asks.

“Good Question. My scientists don't seem to think the UIN created it, but that doesn't rule out the
possibility they're using it. Or adapting it for their use,” Wentworth tellshim. “My scientists are proud
men and women, Campion. They aren’t willing to admit that UIN scientists might be more advanced than
they are,” Wentworth sayswith asniff.

“Wait asec. You meanif it was created, it's more advanced than what your scientist can cook up? That
scaresme,” BC admits.

“It raises the hairs on the back of my neck some, I’ll admit it,” Wentworth says. “It doesimply that
they’refar ahead of us. In afew areas. Not just R & D. To manufacture something like thiswould

require facilitieswe don't have. That they shouldn’t have, unlessthey built them themseal ves without our
knowledge. Somehow. Otherwise, dl their equipment, al their tech, isfrom here! It'sno different than
our older equipment. We' ve advanced since then, maybe they have, too, but we built the equipment
they' re probably using.

“Unlessthey made thisthing!” Wentworth looks mad enough to spit.

Wow. What if it’s not the UIN? | know | said maybe a cosmic accident, but it does seem
far-fetched...

“Campion?’ Wentworth barks.

“Sorry. Just thinking. Y ou know, on second thought, it is hard to believe that thiswas caused by asmple
accident, by coincidence,” BC admits.

“Glad to hear you say that. If | could have reached through the screen and dapped you before, | would
have. Y ou' reamilitary man, kind of, Campion. Y ou're a least trained to think strategicaly, right?”



Wentworth asks.

“Sure’

“Then you know aswdll as| do. This fedls like astrike against us. So I'm dmost hoping it isthe UIN.
And not somebody new.”

Wentworth pausesto let BC think about the implications of that.

Holy Shit.

Wentworth goes on. “ The Pope isdying. According to my reports, haf of the Vatican has
succumbed to this mystery illness. DeMag and most of his closest circleis dead from this thing now, too.
People around the world are getting sick. Who knows how far it’ [l spread? Who knowswho elseis
infected?Y ou could be, you know, Campion. Y ou could be acarrier. Or you could be immune. Either
way. | fed like we' ve been attacked.”

“Wentworth... we don’'t know if any of the UIN delegation got sick. Do you have any reports on that?|
don't think they’ d come right out and tell usif they were.”

“They would if they perceived it asathreet, asa strike against them. If they thought it was an attack,
they’ d comeright after us,” Wentworth tellshim.

“The same way you' re saying we should go after them?” BC says.

“Exactly,” Wentworth nods.

“So we may not have heard from them if they are sick because they’ re holding conversations among
themsalvesjust like thisoneyou and | are having right now,” BC observes.

“True,” Wentworth admits.

“Isthere anything e se you' re not teling me?’ BC prods.

“What kind of questionisthat?’ Wentworth protests.

“What dseisthere?’ BC keeps pushing.

“Nothing else. Yet. I'll keep my people working on this. | just wanted to let you know what wasin this
preliminary report. Think about possible counterstrikes.”

“Great,” BC says. “But don't do anything yet, dright? We need to find out exactly what thisthing isfird.
We need to know what caused it, and if it is an attack, who infected us.”

“Who ese could it be?” Wentworth argues. “WE Il giveit alittle moretime. UTZ researchers are doing
their damnedest. It’sour only priority right now.”

“Guessit kinda hasto be”

“Keegp meinformed of any developments on your end, Campion. Anything, and | mean, anything you
hear, let me know.”

“Right. Bye Wentworth,” BC clicks off the com.

Arrogant fuck. | still hate him. I’ll use himthough, if I can. Work with himto cure this thing,
strike back at Mars if we have to. The man’s got power . If he can be focused properly...

Sunday morning bringswith it anew month. BC isforced to come up with a sermon for Sunday
Massin just afew minutes, as Father Daycomb has suddenly takeniill.

The Mass and the day go by quickly for BC. He' s preoccupied with the thoughts running through his
head, the Who? Why? And How? of the sickness.

BC pacesaround his office at day’ s end. Helooks at the two paintings of Jesus on thewall, salvaged
from the wreckage of the old Cardina’ s office after the UIN attacks. BC found the Black Jesus and the
Eastern Orthodox Icon in the ruins. There are some singe marks on the frame and the lower edge of the
painting of the Black Jesus.

Rising out of the fire. Funny, you almost look like an icon, a black icon. Sde by side with the
old Greek icon guy there, you bear a resemblance. The dark side of the family. Yet probably a
mor e accurate portrait than the pale, thin guy there.

Funny, my mind wanders. Am | deliberately trying to think of other things? What isit? There's
something here, something to this sickness.

Part of me does want to strike out at the UIN... but part of me still doubtsit’s them.

| know | don’t want it to be them. But if it is, | want to strike them back and hard.

Love your enemies? That'sreally your tough one, isn’t it? The Light was big on that, also



admitted he was no good at it. It’ s tough to maintain any sense of perspective, | suppose, when
you' re becoming a messiah figure in your own right.
What do you think?

Great, I’'mtalking to paintings. Or thinking at them.

| wonder if it really was You, back there on Fortune Sation.

Huh. Fortune Sation. | haven’'t thought of them for a while. | wonder ... whatever happened to
the cult? Back on Earth, probably getting sick... | certainly did them no favors. Screwed that up
and screwed them over hard. Though what did | owe them, anyway? After all they did to me.
Well, after what | was going to do to him...
It wasn't intentional. It just happened. | should have seen it coming. Maybe | did on some level
and just ignored it. Why should | care? Kimwas a real bastard in hisown right. | did like his
daughter, though. Man.
The chime of the com bresks BC' sreverie.

Wentworth? Already?

“Y e’
“Incoming message. Audio Only.”
“Go ahead. Campion here.”
“Father Campion?’ A woman'’ s voice. Pleasant. Unaccented.
“y e
“Héllo, Father. Y ou don’t know me, but | have some information | believe will be of importance to you.”
“Who areyou?’
“I'mascientist. | work here on the Moon. My nameis Doctor Capituna. And | believe | know who
infected the people who have died and are dying, here and on Earth, right now.”

Holy Shit. No, lady, | don’t need to know that!

Is shefor real? Or a kook who got through?
“Goon,” BC encourages her to talk.
“I can’t say anymore over the com. Can we meet?’ she asks.
“Sure. Why don’t you come to my office?” BC asks.
“Um...” shepauses. “I can't.”
“Why not?’

That’ s suspicious...

“Y our security measures. | can't get past them to see you. Not right now.”
“Redly?

“Redly.”
Let'ssee...
“Then where?’ BC asks.
“Y ou couldn’t come to my lab for the same reasons. Security measures. So let’ s meet at arestaurant or
someplacelikethat.”
“Sure. How about...”
Where was that place? McGrady' s?
“McGrady’s?” BC suggests.
“Sure. When?’ She asks.
BC checksthetime. 7:12.
“How about 8 0’ clock?’
“Fine. Whereisit?
“Atrium. Second Leve. How will | know it' syou?’
“Youwon't. But | know you. Who you are, | mean.”

Creepy. | don't likethisat all. But if sheisfor real...

“Uh... okay. But you have me at a disadvantage, then.”

“Oh.” shedoesn't say anything for a second. Then there’'samost ahint of attitude in her voice. “You
think you can handle that?’



What' s this, sass? | think | know that voice from somewhere... but who? Who is she? What the
fuck.

“Sure. See you in about 45 minutes,” BC says.
The comisdead.

Gone. Huh.
Should I tell Wentworth? Nah. Nothing to tell yet, don’t need to waste histime. Maybe I’ l| know
something soon, though. Or I’m chasing a wild goose. Be nice to have some back up. Oh, the price
of running alone. 1'll just go early and sit with my back to the wall, facing the door... might as
well leave now.

Chapter Twelve

BC heads out the door for McGrady’s. He finds the place dmost empty, finds himself atable near the
back with achair against the wall, facing the door. He catches the notice of the bartender acrossthe
room. He nods and smiles at BC. BC nods back.

Guess he knows me, or at least figures a priest is no threat. | haven't been here very much
lately.

BC getsup and ordersapint of Guinness.

Best not to appear out of place. Gotta drink a pint to blend in. Such a sacrifice.

A woman, average height, walksin while BC awaits his pint. She wears along, tan, old-fashioned
coat. Large, dark sunglasses cover her eyes and most of her face. The rest of her head isjust about
covered by a scarf, but strands of blonde hair fall out around her face.

That head covering almost looks Muslim, but not quite. Isit her? The woman who called me?
She looks darker in complexion than a natural blonde... tan or bleach?

The woman looks around the bar. BC tries not to watch as she looks. He can see the bar in the
mirror behind the bar in front of him.

There' san older man gitting at the inside end of the bar lone, hand rolling cigarettes. A young coupleis
in abooth across the room, two booths down from where BC first sat down, al into each other and
ignoring their Caesar sdlads.

Another man Sits at atable alone, reading the paper.

Funny. We call it a paper, but it's a tablet, really. Old habits die hard, | guess. Wonder when
the last paper was actually made of paper... what’ s this?

The blonde approaches the bar. She tilts her glasses down. Her brown eyes peer out over the top of
them a BC.

That’ s gotta be her, Capituna... Huh... something familiar about her. There was something about
her voice, too, too familiar, felt like | should know her. She looks like she could be cute under
there. Maybe it’ sjust that feeling you get when you meet a beautiful woman. You you knew her
before, so you you might have known her.

It isher. She comes over with her hand extended toward BC.

“Father Campion?’ She asks.

BC nods, shakes her hand. “Doctor Capituna, | presume?’

Shenods. “ Can we sit down?’

“Sure. Do you want anything?’ BC asks her.

“Sodawater? With Lemon?’

She stsdown across the table from him, leaves on her scarf and her glasses.

The bartender brings BC' sfinished Guinness over.

“Thank you, sr,” BC saysto him. “Could you bring aclub sodawith lemon for the lady, please?’

“Y ou want atab, Padre?’ he asks BC.



“Sure. Thank you...” BC letsit trall, fishing for aname.

“It' s Diamande, Padre. | go to your church. Well, sometimes.”

“Well, Diamande, it' sniceto seeyou again.”

“Sure, Father. I’ll be over with the lady’ s sodain no time!” Diamande says.

There’ samoment of uncomfortable silence, mercifully broken by Diamande appearing with Doctor
Capituna s club soda.

“Thank you,” she says, turning to Diamande.

| swear, where | know this woman from somewhere... ... so familiar, somehow.

She sips the soda through the straw as she turns back to face BC. She puts down the glass.

“I'm sorry, but I'velied to you,” she says.

Oh great. She isa nutcase!

“Great,” BC says. “You don’t have any information for me, do you?’

Shelooks surprised. “No! That'snot it at al! | do. That'snot it! | meanthat | lied when | told you we
hadn’t met before. We have.”

| knew it!

“Havewe?’ BC asks, quasi-innocently.

“Yeah,” she says, haf gulping. “And not under the best of circumstances. | owe you ahuge explanation
and an apology, if you'll hear meout.”

BC gets exasperated. “L ook, are you gonna quit this mysterious...”

He stops, suddenly speechless. “Doctor Capitund’ has removed her scarf and glasses. And even asa
blonde, BC recognizes her.

Nita Bendix! Nita fucking Bendix!

“I should kill you right now,” BC saysin aharsh whisper. “Tel mewhy | shouldn’t. And be quick
about it. Very quick. Because you're aready dead. Y ou know that, don’t you?’ BC sneersat her.
“Hold on, ‘Padre’ . Thou shalt not kill or something?” She smirks, thinks better of it, and gets serious
again. “ And what about the witnesses?’

“Don't care. If | hadn’'t mellowed, you' d already be dead, Bendix!” BC nearly snarls. *Y ou best talk
fedt!”

“Orwhat?’ Sheleansover thetable. ‘ The Vatican Ambassador to the Moon isgoing to kill mein public?
And with what?Y ou packin’ hest?’

“Y ou might be surprised,” he says coldly. She leans back.

“I don't think s0,” shetdlshim. “If we met inyour office, | might be dead dready,” she admits.

“Y up, that soundsright,” BC sarcadticaly admits.

How can | kill her? What’ s available? Knives with the silverware? Huh. Plastic. That' Il do.

“I"'m not your enemy, Father Campion,” she says. “Y ou need to know that. Y ou wouldn't want to
kill afriend now, would you?’

“You?A friend? You tried to kill mel” BC protests.

“Hal” Shelaughsout loud. “If I'd wanted to kill you, you’ d be dead. What wasit, two years ago? |
actudly saved your life” she sayswith ahuff. “1 did want it to look like I’ d tried to kill you, so | guess|
understand your confusion. | had to make it look good. Otherwise | would' ve blown my UIN cover.”
“What?’ BC asks. But hismind isracing through ways he can kill her in front of these withesses. But then
it regigters. “UIN cover?’

“Yeah,” shesays, “The UIN thought | wastheirs, working asamoleinthe LSC.”

“Double Agent?’ BC humors her.

“Not exactly. | guess| wasa triple agent,” she says. “If you want to get technica. But not redlly.
Because | think my side and your side are actualy the same side.”

“Right.” BC redlizes his Guinnessis gone. He contemplates his empty pint glass, and then helooks back
up at Nita Bendix. Doctor Capituna.

Whatever.

“Triple?” BC says.

“I work for... a separate concern. Not the UIN. Not by along shot! We' re independent. | was working



under cover on both sides.”
“Great! Anequa opportunity spy! How incredibly fair of you!” BC cracks. “You're not UIN or
UTZ... What? Do you work for Lunar Prime?’ BC asks.

Edwards never mentioned having any kind of intelligence force. But maybe he wouldn’t have,
tome...

“No,” shesays. “Wework for ourselves. A separate concern, like | said. It was our people who
saved you after | left you for ‘dead’. | had to make it look good for the UIN, but | knew my guyswould
be there to get you.”

“The LSC brought me back,” BC protests.

“The LSC picked you up after we saved you. We called them,” sheingdts. ““Didn’'t you see our ship
after the UIN ship took off? One of our shipswasthere.”

“What? Theflasher? You'retrying to tell methe ‘flashers are your ships?’ BC asksher in disbelief.
“You'rewith theflashers?’

“Theflashers? Y eah, | guessyou could say I'm with them.”

BC takesthe offensive. “So. What isyour name? | mean, redly?’

“Anita Capituna. Doctor Anita Capituna. That'smy real name. And | really am ascientist. | work for The
Project.”

The Project? Man | can hear the capital “ P” . Never hurtsto ask...

“The Project?’

She hesitates. “The Project. It' swhat we call ourselves. And we' ve decided it’ stime for you to know
about us. That’swhy I’'m heretoday. That... and we do think we know who hasinfected uswith this
sckness”

“Right,” BC sayssuspicioudy. “It's‘my time'. | see”

“Look. I'm hereto bring you in on what The Project isup to. Y ou can accept that, or walk away from
it

“How do | know you're not just fucking crazy?’

“Such language from apriest,” she sayswith atsk. “I didn’t kill you, | had you rescued. Y ou saw the
‘flasher’ asyou cdl our ships. They cdledinthe LSC.”

BCisdtill not convinced. “How can | be sureyou're not till aUIN agent, just trying to take advantage
of the current Situation and trying to keep me from being athreat?’

“Likel said before, if | wanted you dead, you' d be dead. I'm not UIN!” sheingsts.

“I saw you at the conference here! Y ou were working with McEntyre! Last October! It wasall over the
news... you're a celebrity secret agent. Kind of an oxymoron, isn't it?’

“Did you likethat? That performance wasfor you, once | redized you' d spotted me. | was spying on
McEntyre. Then | saw you and | improvised. Hey, it helped you get rid of McEntyre, didn’'tit? And as
far aswe know, Amanda Erskineis clean. No dliances, no agenda except the Moon's. | did you a
favor!”

“Wait, back up. Are you saying McEntyre didn’t know you were here that last time?’

“Not at dl. | madeit look like he did for your benefit. Well, for you and the cameras, anyway. It helped
you take him down, didn’t it?" She pleads her case. “And McEntyre must have been so confused,” she
chuckles, “probably figures he did something wrong and the UIN set him up to fal down. Smilesdl
around, then, wouldn’t you say?’

“You're hurting my head,” BC says.

“Still getting those headaches?’ she asks.

“How doyou...”

“I know stuff,” she says, cutting him off. “Why be so hogtile?’

“I’'mnot hodtile! I'm apriest,” BC protests.

“Oh, like those two have ever been mutudly exclusive!” shefiresback.

Jesus Christ!

BCrassshisvoice, “1 guessthewhole *you tried to kill me' thing istill giving metrouble! I'm having
aredly hard time getting past that!” BC realizes he' sbeing loud. He looks around McGrady’ s, but no



onedseinthe placeisredly paying atention.
“Look,” shesays, “I wasdoing you afavor. | was originaly down thereto seeif you wanted to go for a
walk. | knew the UIN were about to strike. And | knew they were gunning for the NcC area. | drew you
away! | saved your life twice, and you don’t even know it. One moretime, | was not trying to kill you!
| wastrying to makeit look like | wastrying to kill you! Thereisadifference! It'd be niceto get some
gratitude for achange. | mean, now that you know.”
BC shakes hishead, “1 don't know anything. Y ou'’ re raving about some ‘ Project’, trying to spin your
trying to kill me assaving my life,” BC says, lowering hisvoice. “What now, then? What could have ever
possessed you to make you want to get in touch with me? What do you want with me? And what do you
think I’ d be dumb enough to agree to go dong with you on? What is there you could want that you' d
think I’ d be foolish enough to get for you?'” BC saysin aharsh half-whisper.
“| want what you want,” she says.
“I have no fucking ideawhat | want.” BC gates. “How can you want that?’

Hal

“Y ou can’t know what you want,” she surprises BC, “because you don’t know all of your options. |
can increase that awareness. | can let you see what elseis out there. Let me help you expand your
options.”
“What options?’ BC asks, a skeptica edgeto hisvoice.
“The optional answersto the question of who spread this sickness that is killing the human race, Father
Campion,” she sayssolemnly.
“TheUIN didn’t do this,” she says.
“Oh, likel’m going to listen to you about the UIN’ sinnocence,” BC sayswith a chuckle of hisown.
“C'mon. If thisthing isamanufactured virus designed for biologica warfare, who ese but the UIN
would be doing this?’
“Who else? There are others you don’t know about, Father Campion. They’re the ones | need to tell you
about. They’re the other options you need to know about. There are other races out there, Campion,”
she says, looking up, looking him in the eye. “The Project has met with them and dedt with them for quite
awhile, now. And wein The Project are pretty sure one of these other races planted the virusthat is now
killing our people”
BC'sbrain triesto sort out what she just said.
“So. What you're saying isthat aliens are trying to wipe out the human race?’ He shakeshishead. “You
expect meto believethiscrap?
“I know it sounds farfetched. | know it sounds unbelievable. | know you have absolutely no reason to
trust me, and every reason to mistrust and hate me. | know that,” Dr. Anita CapitunatellsBC. “But |
won't ask you to take my word for it. | told you The Project has agreed to let you in, and so I'd like to
show you that what I'm saying isal true and for redl. Let me proveit to you by taking you on atour
through The Project’ sfacilities. | can show you evidence there of our interstdlar neighbors and fill you in
on those who may be trying to do usin.”
“How do | know you're not just taking me off to kill me?’
“Jeesh. Look, if | wanted to kill you, you'd aready...”
“...bedead, | know,” BC says, finishing her sentence, having heard it enough aready.
“Y ou should understand that by now,” she says and laughs. “ Thiswill take some time, though, about a
day. And thelabistotdly cut off from other communication, so you'll need to let your staff know you'll
be completely out of touch for about twenty four hours.”
“I’'m not sure | like that. Where are we going?’
“Nowherefar. Just to the other side of the Moon. The Project’ s labs on the Moon are located there,”
sheexplans.
“It would probably be best to go soon, then,” BC says. “ Strike while theiron is hot!”
“No timelike the present. Can you get sometime right now?’ she asks.
“Right now?’ BC asks. Shenods. “Let mesee”

Thisis happening a little too fast. Why the fuck should | remotely trust her? Can | get away



right now? | don’t think there's anything...
BC trieshispersond link.
“Hdlo?’
Good, she's at her desk.
“Hey Lisg, it'sFather BC.”
“Good evening, Father.”
“Do | have any gppointments tomorrow?’
“Nothing. Although you did say you' d stop by the hospital to vigit the sick people.”

Damn, good old-fashioned Catholic guilt.

“Thank you, Lisa. I’'m going to be out of contact for about the next twenty-four hours. There's
something,” he looks over a Bendix, or Capituna, as he speaks, “1 need to look into.”

“Okay, Father,” BC hearsthe sighin her voice, then the quick tone indicating the link closed.

Judgmental woman... thou shalt not judge? Ah, hell. Secretaries.

Bendix... er, Capituna’s smiling at me. | don’t like that. That’ s not the smile of happiness. She
looks like the snake about to swallow the little mouse whole. That’s that kind of smile.

“Okay,” BC saysto the smiling predator in front of him, “Let’sgo.”

Her eyeslight up, her eyebrowsraise, she says, “Alright!” and gets up to go.
“Hold on,” BC stops her. “1 need to stop by my officefirst.”

Shetries, unsuccessfully, to hide her frustration, “Why?”

It' sBC' sturn to smile. “My business, not yours.”

“You can't comeinto my lab armed,” shewarns him.

“I need certain security,” BC counters.

“You don't trust me. That's understandable,” she admits.

BC laughs, “Thank you for being so understandable,” he says sarcastically.
“Oh, my pleasure,” sheretorts, matching his sarcasm.

BC getsup. “Okay, so let’ sswing by my offices”

She shakes her head, “Tell you what. Y ou swing. I'll meet you back here.”
“Back here?’

“Back here”

“Sure”

BC walks over to the bar and pays the bartender for histab. Anita Capituna sits back down at the table,
asif towait for BC.

Yeah. I'll bet she just sits here waiting. Doesn’t strike me as the type. Bendix, Capituna, or
whoever you really are.

BC satsoff on hisway to hisoffice.

What do | want? Not a gun, obviously. Be nice to have some nano’s... No more of those
without the OPO. Maybe a toxin? Poison of some kind? Do | have anything left? Damn, I’ m out
of practice!

Back in hisroom afew minuteslater, BC settles on awrist-worn poison dart launcher. The “darts’
arediver thin and made of an instantly deadly neurotoxin.

Undetectable by most contemporary security systems. And they conveniently melt away
without atrace. I'll drop her in her tracksif | have to... hate to be a prick... heh.

BC laughsto himself at hiswordplay. He heads back to McGrady’ sfeding just dightly more secure.
He chuckles again to himsdf as he entersthe bar. Anitaisthere, waiting.
| wonder if she did go anywhere?

She stands up as he approaches the table.

“Ready?’ sheaskshim.

“Ready,” BC replies. “1 guess. So where are we going? How are we getting there?’

“It' shard to explain. You'll see. We'renot going far. | said it was nearby, here on the Moon. Still
suspicious, huh?’ she observes.

“Absolutdy.”



“| understand,” she says.

“That'shig of you,” BC counters. She looks exasperated.

“Okay. Please get over yoursdlf so we can moveon! I'm sorry you think | tried to kill you! I'll explain
what’ s going on when we get going to thelab. | have alot to tell you. There' s more you need to know.”

Bitch.

“What?’ she askswhen he doesn't say anything.

“Nothing. I’'m just working on repressing al my fedlings of mistrust and hatred so | can keep my tensgons
bottled up ingdewhilel follow you,” BCtdlsher.

She wrinkles her brow, but then nods, “ Okay. Fine, | guess. For now. I'll take what | can get from you.
Atthispoint.” Shedghs. “Follow me.” She brushes past him and on out of the bar. She doesn't look
back.

Hefollows her out. They cross the atrium and head for the spaceport.

Funny, thisisright near where shetried to lose me that time... or didn’t try to lose me,
according to her current version.

“DgaVu, huh?’ BC comments asthey head down afamiliar looking tunnel.

“Y eah. We' re actudly going to be near the same place | Ieft you for, um, dead. But not redlly.”
“Huh. Not redlly the place? Or not redlly dead?’ BC prods her.

“Didn't redly leave you for dead,” she says, not looking back at him. “In fact, your dgavu should
continue. One of the shipsyou cal flashersis coming to get us. Might be the same ship that called for
your rescue back then. When | told them to call.”

“Yeah? | hear what you're sdlling. | just haven't committed to buying it yet,” BC responds.

They end up in the same outbuilding where shetried, or didn’t try, to kill him two years ago.

Well thisjust creeps me right the fuck out! Talk about-facing things head on...

“Comeon,” shesays. BC didn't redlizeit but he stopped in the doorway to the building. “ Sorry. Old
wounds ripping open and dl,” he says as he walks into the outbuilding.

“Sorry. Thisis one of our regular rendezvous spots. Grab an EV Suit. We ve got to go outside.”

“Wheat, did you sabotage them ahead of time?” BC cracks.

“Ha. Ha. No,” she sayswith no humor in her voice. “ Get dressed. We' re supposed to be out there to
meet them infive minutes.” She answers BC' sinquiring look. “1 called when you were back at your
office”

BC getsdressed. He pulls on the bulky pants and oversuit and snaps them together, puts ahelmet on and
clicksit into place.

Just to be careful, 1’1l put my gloves on last. Keep the darts available until she opensthe
airlock...

BC hears his breathing echoing in hishelmet. The hemet’s nearly clear dl around. He can see pretty
well around him. Anita Capitunaisover at the airlock. She stopsjust before she startsto cycle the
arlock.

“Let’'sgo, Campion,” shesaysin hisear, over the com. “ They' rewaiting for us.”

BC pullson hisgloves. “Go ahead.”

She openstheairlock and walksin. BC follows her in and closes the door behind him. She cyclesthe
airlock. BC can fed hissuit puff up alittle asthe air escapes from the airlock and the pressure drops.
Capituna opens the outer door and bounds through out onto the lunar surface. BC follows her out, feding
the artificia gravity let go as he crossesthe airlock door’ sthreshold.

Low gravity... always makes me feel like trying to fly!

“Campion,” Capitunasays over the com. “Close the door, huh?’

Oh. Yeah.

BC bounces back and hits the button for the door. He turns and sees Capituna waiting for him about
ahundred yards away.

“Herethey come!” shesaysin hisear.
Wait... did | blink?
Because, suddenly, thereisaship behind her.



Holy shit... | think we' ve got ourselves an actual flasher here!
He bounds over towards her and they approach the side of the ship.
A door opens on the side of the ship. She bounds over toit.
“Comeon!” sheydlsin hisear, louder than she hasto.
It's a com, woman!
BC triestotakeit all in as he scramblesto get to the door.
The ship isidentical to the one | saw in this same place two years ago.
BC climbs up into the flasher and the door closes behind him.
It srelatively dark inside the ship. BC climbs out of the airlock and looks around the “flasher’s” interior.
Everything sautilitarian gun meta gray: thewalls, the calling, and the floor. There are no portholes, no
windowsthat BC can see. Lighting is provided by small round lamps overhead. They disgppesar off into
dimnessin each direction, making adimly lit line of dots down the corridor ceiling's center.

My eyes need to adjust. I1t’s so bright outside. You don'’t realize how bright until you come
back inside. Huh, gravity again, too.

BC geadies himsdf againgt the wal asthe ship lurches alittle. His boots stop him short from diding
on the two non-dip stripsthat run parallel down the center of the corridor floor.

“We're off,” Capitunasaysin hisear. Then she clicks off her helmet and securesit to aVecroloop on
thewadll of asmall cubby next to them. BC takes off hishelmet and doesthe same.

It smells new. Like the Vatican mission smelled for a while after we rebuilt it. Everything looks
new. Maybe they just keep things very clean... My eyes are adjusting.... It really isdimin here...
I’m not the only thing here that’ s not very bright, bada bing. Wonder what’ s up with the mood
lighting? I'll feel better as soon asl... now.

BC getshisglove off. Hisdart hand isfree. His other glove is off soon after. He swivels his head
around on his neck trying to work out adight crick he got when the ship lurched earlier, and to seeiif
there s anyone else lurking in the shadows.
Anita Capitunatakes off the rest of her EV Suit, and then attaches the suit to the wall next to her helmet
with more handy Velcro loops. BC undoeshis EV auit, too, and following her example usestheloopson
the other wall to fasten down his suit below hishelmet.
“Thiswon't takelong at al,” shesays. “It'savery short trip to the [ab. We' re dmost there.”
BClooksat hisEV suit.
“Wewon't need those to get from this ship into the lab,” Capitunasays, answering his unspoken
question.
BC and Anita Capitunastand side by sidein silence.
“Arewe going to go st down or something?’ BC asks, feding awkward.
Shelaughs, “Oh no! It takes about two minutes. We Il be docking at the [ab in aminute,” she assures
him.
“Niceship,” BC says.
“Thank you.”
“So... Who areyou guys again?’ BC asks her.
“We're The Project. We began as Van Kilner' s Trangpace Project back in 2066,” she says, nearly
reciting, and then breaksin on hersdlf, “1 haven’t been with it myself for that long, obvioudy,” she
caifies.
“The Trangpace Project? Van Kilner? They developed thefirst Transpace Ships. Every school kid learns
about that in history class... But that project ended years ago! | mean, thefirst Transpace ships came out,
what, back in the eighties? Are you telling me that project istill ongoing? That it’syour ‘ Project’ 7’
“The government...” she beginsto answer him, but she stops. She puts her hand on thewall of the
corridor. The airlock door opensagain. A small corridor, brightly lit, isvisible beyond the threshold.
“Go ahead. We're here. I'll catch up inaminute.”

Yeah. Right.

“No. I don't think s0,” BC says, staring &t her.
“What?" she asks.



“I’'m supposed to just walk into whatever thisis by myself? 1 don't think so. Asamatter of fact, | think
you' re going to lead the way for me. Kindalike a human shied, how ‘ bout?’
She nods, “Fine, fine. But you know you' ve redlly got to work on these trust issues...”
“Right,” BC says. He stands there. Waiting.
Shewaitsfor aminute aswell.

What, you wanna play stare down, honey? | don’t think so. Don’t play as dumb as your new
blonde hair might suggest you are...

“Oh, dl right!” She huffs, then headsinto the bright corridor. BC lets her get a.couple of paces
ahead, and then follows her.
“Oh good, you're coming,” she calsback a him.
“Yup!” BC cdls. Ashe gets closeto her he says, “Gee, too bad you aren't fatter.”
She stops, and he dmost walksinto her before he stops aswell.
“What?” she demands, taken off guard.
BC laughs. “ Y ou d make a better human shield. If you were, you know, fatter. More for meto hide
behind.”
Sherallsher eyes. “Y ou sure do know how to make agal feel sexy,” shejokes. “Besides. There's
nothing to hide from!”
“Uh huh,” BC agrees, without conviction.
Shesighs. “Let’sgo. Thiscorridor opensright onto the lab.” She walks up to the door at the end of the
bright corridor, presses her hand againgt the wall to the side. She turns back to talk to BC as the door
dides open.
“Y ou see? No on€' s here! There' s no one to shoot you, take you hostage, whatever you were
anticipating in your fevered little bray...” Her eyesroll back in her head and she collapsesinto ahesp on
thefloor in front of BC.
BC seesatranq dart sticking in her shoulder. Helooks up from her body in time to see someone through
the doorway with agun. A dart hits him in the shoulder.
BC blacks out.

Chapter Thirteen

BC can hear voices as he tries to wake up.
“...tryingto gain histrust, and you shoot me! And then him! Way to go, brainiacs!”

Anita Capituna.... Nita Bendix! That’sright...

Betrayed... Fuck! What was | even thinking! Stupid, stupid, stupid!
BC opens his eyes on unfocussed brightness.
“He sawake!” someone shouts.
“BC!I” Anitasaysanxioudy, “I’'m so sorry! | had no ideathey were going to...”
“Fuck you,” BC spitsout in ahoarse, forced whisper.
BC'seyeshbegin to adjust. He slying on aplain white bed in asmdl blue walled room with no windows.
Anita stands next to the bed, dressed in aplain whitelab coat.
BC moves his hands, hislegs, experimentaly.

No restraints... Well, that’s something, anyway. Don't feel too strong though... very weak...
not quite right yet... Huh, the wrist launcher is gone... What the hell was | doing, trusting her...

“Look,” she protests, “they weren't supposed to, | mean, | had told them not to... | didn’t even think
they were going to be here... shit.” After stopping and starting severa times she pauses, looks himin the
eye. “I’'m sorry, BC. How areyou feding?’
BC ignoresher. Hetriesto it up. Hisbrain fedslikeit’smoving at adower rate than the rest of hishead
as he pullshimsdf up. It fedslike hisbrain stops a second too late, crashing into theinsde front of his



skull when he ditsup sraight.

Oh, my head... what did they shoot me with?

“Y ou might want to keep lying down for afew more minutes,” Anitasays. “ They injected you with an
anti-reactive to counteract the sedatives in the dart, but you' re probably till feling some of the
sedatives effects. The anti-reactiveitsaf isonly just sarting to take effect,” Anitainformshim.

“Hey, gee, thanks,” BC says, lying back down. “I’m ever so, er, um, thankful. Yeah.” He closeshiseyes.
BC hearsvoicestaking in whispers as he lies there with his eyes shut.

If I could only concentrate on them, it would probably be to my strategic advantage to know
what they’ re saying... What are they saying? Can’'t keep my thoughtsin order... Can hardly keep
my head together... That murmuring is annoying... Who' s talking? My head hurts.... Not like those
other headaches, though... Starting to feel a little better ...

After about fifteen minutes, BC opens hiseyes again. Hetries Sitting up again. Thistime, hisbrain
behaves and moves with the rest of his head.

Better... better... let’sseeif | can get them off guard...

Anita Capitunais across the room with her back to BC, taking to two guys, like her, wearing awhite lab
coas, inasmdl circle: the source of the murmuring.

One of the guysisolder, white-haired and balding, pale and thin framed. He towers over Capituna. The
other isdight, short and dark complexioned. He gestureswildly with his hands as he triesto make his
whispery point with the other two.

BC dearshisthroat. “ Ahem.”

Thethree turnin unison.

“How about some explanations?” BC says, trying to sound stronger than he fedls. “ Y ou say you' ve got
ashitload to tell me, so how ‘bout it? Let’sgo!” BC's shoulder throbs where the dart hit, “And let’s
gart with why you fucking shot me, huh?”

“Okay, cam down, hothead!” the short guy says, hisvoicealittle shrill, with adight accent BC can't
place.

“It wasfear, BC,” Anitasays, cutting off the short guy. “ They were afraid of you,” she says as shelooks
back and forth between the other two.

“We know al about you!” the short guy butts back in, “We know who you are! What you' ve done!

Y ou’ re adangerous man! Y ou were armed!”

“Yeah, just look at me,” BC says, and awave of nauseawashes over him. “And I’'m fedling redl fucking
dangerous right now,” BC says. “Uh oh,” BC says, “Woah...”

“What?" the other three say in dmost comica unison.

I’d laugh but...

“| gottapuke!” BC leans over the side of the bed and heaves up some nasty, bitter, yellow bile that
splats across thefloor.

Lessthan | thought I’ d toss. Ugh. | hope that’ s it.

“We pumped your stomach,” the short guy says. “Had to clear out the toxins. Sorry.”

BC leans back up to asitting position and wipes off his mouth with the deeve of the standard issue
hospital gown he' swearing. He' s suddenly sweating, drained and shaking.

“Thanks,” BC rasps. “Can | get aglass of water?’

They oblige hisrequest. BC gps hiswater and andyzes his surroundings.

Half lab, half hospital room. Just the kinda place to keep a great big rat!

“Wheream 1?7’ he managesto ask.

“We'rein alab complex on the other side of the Moon from Lunar Prime. We're just where | said we
were going, The Project base,” Anitasays.

“Yeah,” BC says, voice dill raspy, “I got that. You're‘ The Project’ or something.”

Thetall man speaksfor thefirst time. “We are The Project,” he saysin asoft but firm, deep voice. “We
also called oursalves Kilner’ sKids, or even TP, asajoke. But we are The Project. The Transpace
Project. Only now, we do more.”

“BC,” Anitasays, “Meet Doctor Krishnavarti,” she nods at the short guy, “And Doctor Dunddll,” she



says, indicating the older, taler man. “Krishisthelittle guy, Dell isthetdl one,” she sayshy way of
introduction. “ Dell isthe one who shot us”

“My gpologies, gr,” Dl saysto BC. “We... um, we were improvising, you see.”

“What' swith thewe?’ Krish says. “You pulled the trigger!” he proteststo Dell.

Ddll looks down at Krish, “Y ou thought it was agood idea,” he saysin aquiet, measured tone of voice.
Their voices echo insde of BC' s head.

“Right. Please shut up. Both of you,” BC asks. “Just don't say anything for aminute.”

BC winces as a headache pounds at histemples.

Shit... now my head hurts!

Thetwo menlook a BC, silent and hurt.

BC closes his eyes. He opens them when he hears Anitamake a strange noise. She' strying not to
gigale, suppressing asmile whilethe other two glare a him.

She thinksit’s funny? Huh... maybe it kinda is... Those two... well, now, at least it's a little
quieter...

“Thank you,” BC says. He closes his eyes again and rubs histemples.

That’ s some nasty shit they hit me with. Wonder if the pain is from the dart or the antidote?

BC cracks hiseyes open alittle. Squinting, he seesthe three il standing there, watching him.

Sheis something else, man, and those two are almost comical. It would be funnier if they
hadn’t just done me some serious damage... still, hard to stay mad at ‘ em when they act like
cartoon characters...

“BC?" Anitaasks, to seeif he' sawake. BC openshiseyesfully.

“Yesh?’

“WE re going to leave you aone abit, to rest and get your strength back. Aren’t we, boys?’

Thetwo men turn to her in unison with questioning looks.

“Why don’'t we let the, ahem, good ‘father’ rest alittlewhile?” Anitaasksthem. “When he' sready, he
can get freshened up, get dressed, and join us, SO we can move this whole thing forward. Y ou two have
set my timetable back!” she chastisesthem again. *Y ou know that, don’t you?’

“I ansorry, Anita,” Ddll says, inclining his head afraction of aninch.

“Sorry,” Krish chimesin.

“Y ou should be more yoursdlf in about an hour,” Anitasays, turning to BC. “In fact, you should be
gtarting to get better right about now. How are you? Are you feding better?’

BC takesquick internd inventory.

“Yeah, alittle. | guess” BC admiits.

“I' just went through the same process you' re going through now,” Anitatelshim. Sheglaresat Krish and
Dell, and then continues. “Unfortunately, these supposed geniuses waited until | was coherent before they
started to hel p you recover. The toxins had permeated your system to a greater degree, so we had to use
more anti toxin on you. You'll befine. It'sjust going to take alittle bit longer for the anti-reactiveto do its
work.”

Is she for real? Maybe I’ m still out and just hallucinating, dreaming all this. Who the fuck is
this woman?

“Alright. Let’'sgo,” she says, turning and shepherding the other two scientists out the door ahead of
her. She turns back and smiles at BC as she closes the door.

BC lieson the bed, donein the room.

Shot by a couple of mad scientists from The Project... “ Anita Capituna”, if that’s her real name,
talking about an alien source to the mystery sickness... There' s nothing to say she it a UIN
agent, just working me.

Why did | follow her into this? Well, there is that ship, the “ flasher” , there’s no way the UIN
has that... Damn. Thisisa lot to swallow. Plus... | really don't like getting shot! Loss of control!
But | did ride on a flasher... didn't I? Sure seemed likeit...

BC drifts off. He wakes up with astart.

How long was | asleep? No clock in the room.



BC stsupin bed.

Wow.

Man... | do feel better.

BC gets up off the bed. He goes over to the sink in the room. They’ ve provided soap, toothbrush
and toothpaste. There' satowd sitting folded in asmall acove over the sink. He washes and drieshis
face, brushes histeeth, and straightens out his clothes. BC pulls himself together. He walks to the room’s
door, and presses the panel in thewall next to the door.

Let'sseeif they' ve locked mein...

The door dides open slently. The corridor outside is mostly gray: gray carpeted floor, gunmeta gray
caling, gray wdlsoverlaid with white enamd. A thick, navy blue driperunswaist high dong thewadl in
front of him.

So generic, it could be any civilian or military installation anywhere. Huh.

Anita, Krish and Ddll are Stting in three of four gray easy chairslined up againgt the wal acrossthe
corridor, to BC' sright. They were talking together until BC poked his head out the door. Now they al
gt slently, looking at BC.

“Don’'t stop on my account,” BC saysinto the awkward silence that fillsthe air.

“You madeit,” Anitaobserves.

“Hoping | wouldn’'t?” BC cracks.

“No,” Anitasighs, “Come here, st down.”

BC waks over past Krish, Ddll and Anitaand sitsin the empty chair on the end.

“So, what are you guys, Transpace, the next generation?’ BC jokes.

“Youlaugh... but it is something like that. The Trangpace Project iswhereit dl began,” Anitasays. “It's
just expanded.”

“And we' ve lasted alot longer than people thought we would. Or did,” Krish adds.

“Why stop at Mars?’ Dell asks, in aserioustone. Everybody el se pauses. Anitaand Krish both look at
Ddl.

“What?’ Dell asksthem, “Too soon? He' sto know at some point, right?” he finishes his sentence with a
shrug.

“Why stop at Mars?’ BC asks back, repeating the question more than asking it himsalf.

“That was Van Kilner' squestion,” Krish says. “That' swhat he asked way back when. Wecdll it ‘the Big
Quedtion’.”

“The Big Question,” Déll emphasizesin his deep, somber voice.

“The UTZ Military needed to get back and forth between Earth and Mars,” Anitaexplains. “ That’ swhy
they hired Van Kilner to sart The Project. The old mag loop highway was just too vulnerable, and too
inconvenient. Y ou could useit for fast travel between Earth orbit and Mars orbit, but depending on
where the planets were in their orbits, just getting to the loops could be ared pan.”

“They needed afaster way, more convenient, lessvulnerable to attack,” Dell says. “We gave them that:
A better way to get to Mars. And that was al they wanted.”

“The military was going to shut The Project down afterwards,” Krish says.

“But then Van Kilner asked The Big Question,” Ddll says. “Why stop &t Mars?’

“Good question,” BC agrees. “But so far thisisal pretty much public knowledge, from the history files,”
he says, “ Common knowledge.”

“Except for the Big Question,” Dell says. “You see...”

“Déll, hold on, okay?’ Anitaasks, interrupting. Dell nods and sits back. “Campion,” she saysto BC,
“Thisisjust the beginning of alot of, well... lotsand lots of information we need to brief you on. We
should wait.”

“Huh?’ BC asks, confused. “Why wait?’

“Do you want to St twisted in these chairsin this corridor for hours? Or would you rather find a
comfortable conference room where we can talk to each other and not get stiff necks?” Sheasks. “I just
didn’t want Déell to get rolling before seeing if we could move thisdown the hdl,” Anitaexplains.

“Could we get something to eat?’ BC asks. “ Suddenly, I'm starving.”



“Look who'sfeding better!” Anitasays. “Sure, | think we can arrange that. After knocking you out and
pumping your ssomach and dl, it’ sthe least we can do.”

“The anti reactiveisrestoring your inner balance,” Krish assures BC.

“Let’sgo, then,” Anitasays. She stands up. “How about the West Side Room?’ she asks Dell and
Krigh.

“That' sagreat idea,” Dell says, agreeing. “You'll likethe view there,” hetdlsBC, “lots of windows
looking out on deep space. Nice.”

BCisamused.

First he’' s shooting me, then he' s playing tour guide. 1’1l like the view, huh? Srange dude.

BC gets up. Hefollows the others as they head off down the corridor. He takes in the surroundings
asthey walk to the conference room.

Everything seems... smaller. Older than Lunar Prime. Well maintained, for sure, but older
designs, smaller passages. This base has been here for a while.

The walk takes them down four corridors as they twist and turn their way towards the West Side
Room.

| feel all turned around... like, maybe we're circling back to where we started? And whereis
everybody else? There' s nobody here! Can't be that thriving a place. Unless they’ re shepherding
me along an unused or predetermined route that avoids contact with other people. Or maybe
these three are it! Maybe they are the whole “ Project” ! They could be insane... The Project could
be a figment of a fevered imagination, a product of... Huh?

“Areyou coming, Campion?’ Anitaasks. She and the other two have gone ahead into what is
presumably the West Side Room. BC' s stopped outside in the corridor.

“Lagt time| walked through one of your doors here, | got shot,” BC explains.

“No one sgoing to shoot you,” Anitasayswith ahint of exasperationin her voice. “Comein here!”
BC walks through the door.

No one shoots him.

Three of the four walls of the room are entirely transparent. The threewalsin front of him provide an
unlimited view of the dark surface of the moon and the carpet of stars of deep space. White, exposed
beams frame the roof, but the celling itself isaso clear, and full of gars.

WEe're definitely on the dark side of the Moon. That makes sense, given what they’ ve told me.
What a view! | supposeit’s never really dark. The carpet of night is always filled with stars, far as
the eye can see...

Déell sees BC gazing out. “What did | tell you?” he saysto him.

Well, gotta giveit to him, | do like the view...

“Nice,” BC says, nodding.

“Have aseat, BC,” Anitasays, indicating achair at the ova table that dominates the room.
Thetableisnearly asclear asthewalls and ceiling, atranducent bluetint giving the surface an dement of
tangibility. The five chairs surrounding the table are covered in soft gray upholstery. BC crossesto the
opposite side of the table and sits down facing the door.

“So,” BC asks, “Whereis everybody?’

“What?" Anitaasks.

“Thisplaceis nearly abandoned,” BC explains. “| didn’t see anybody else aswe walked here. Where's
everybody else? Thiscan’t be your main base. Itisn't, isit?” BC chalenges her.

Or should | be asking her where the rest of her imaginary friends are? Or maybe she’ll ask me
why | didn’t see all those people we just passed in the halls. Then I'll know they' rereally insane...

“Y ou're pretty sharp, there, Campion,” Anitagives him credit. “We now only usethisbasefor little
sde projects and such. And right now, you're alittle side project,” she sayswith asmirk. “I’'m sorry if
that deflates your over inflated sense of self worth,” she cracks.

“l see” BC says.
And how am | supposed to take that?
Anitasitsdown at the table acrossfrom BC. Krish pullsup achair a hisleft, Del at hisright.



“S0... Why stop at Mars?” BC prompts them, not so much asking the question as repesating their earlier
comment.
“Exactly,” Anitasays.
“S0... Your rea baseisout beyond Mars?’” BC tries.
“Thisisared base” Anitasays, defengvely.
“Riiiight,” BC answers sarcastically.
“Right boys?’ she asks Dell and Krish.
“Right,” Krish snaps back.
“Sureitis” Ddl agrees.
“I thought it wastruth teling time?’ BC laments.
“Thetruth must be reveded layer by layer, unfolding like an onion,” Anitasays, trying to sound deep.
“Trying to sound deep?’ BC quips.
“Wdl, I'mimpressed,” Krish pipesup.
“Shut up, Ghandi,” she needlesKrish.
“Uhoh,” Krish says, “Mugtahit anerve! | only get the cute pet names when she' sredly getting mad!”
Krishamiles
Anitascowlsat him, but Krish just kegps grinning.
“Y ou know, this does remind me of an onion,” BC says, changing histone, “Because, sofar... this
dinkg”
A moment of awkward silence follows his outburst.
“Man, you sure are abuzz killer,” Krish jokesto break the silence.
Dell gtsquietly, looking on. He has been since the onion thing comment. BC glaresat Anita

| can play staredown with the best of them...

Krish looks back and forth, between them, from Anitato BC.
BC findly breskshisstarefirst. “ Sorry,” he says, rdenting. Anita shakes her head, and sherdents. The
tension disspates.
“We have another base, in the asteroids,” Anita confesses. “Part of it is adapted from the ruins of an old
dien basewefound.”
“An alien base?’ BC asksout loud, in shock.

Thisisbigger than | thought...

“Yes Weded extensvey with two mgjor dien races, and know many others,” shetellshim.
“Two?’ BC asks.
“Two. The Flaze and The Domo. There are others out there, but our contact with them has been more
limited,” she explains. “But The Flaze and The Domo have been around our part of the gdaxy for along
time,” Anitasays. “Longer than we have,” she adds. “We found an old abandoned Domo base when we
got out to the asteroids. The Project built our base up and around the dien original.”
“We?Y ou three?” BC wonders aloud.
“Not me, persondly. Van Kilner, redly,” Anitasays. “Hedtill leads The Project, BC. Van Kilner lives
out in the asteroids, at the base, where the low gravity helpskeep him aive.”
“Van Kilner'sdive? | thought he was dead!? Everybody thought he died, when he disappeared back...
oh.”
BC getsit.
“He can’'t return to even the Moon’ sgravity, now,” Anitaexplains. “So he stays out there, and most of
The Project is out there with him. We use this base as our local station, aplace to keep our ‘flashers as
you call them, and a base to work out of in the Earth system. This place, asyou noted, isn't exactly
hopping. But thisiswhereit al started, and we do till useit.”
“So much for the onion,” Dell says under his bregth.
“That onionthing isdl unraveled, huh?” Krish cracksto Anita
BC gits, quietly stunned, trying to processthe information just dumped on him.
“Okay. So. Van Kilner’ sdive on asecret asteroid base, hanging with diens. Why should | buy that?
Pretty wild story, if you ask me,” BC says. “Let’s hear more...”



“Not ‘hanging with diens ...” Anitasighs. “Déell’ sbeen with The Project the longest; he can tell you how
itadl gart...” Anitasays. Krish cuts her off.

“Boy genius, you know?’ Krishinterjects. He presses on. “Tell us about the early days of * The Project’
won't you, Doctor Dunddll?” Krish saysto histdl friend in amock news announcer voice.

Anitashoots anasty look at Krish.

Dell looksthoughtful

Mulling it over, is he?

“I joined what would become the “ Transpace Project” when | was fourteen,” Dell begins. 1 joined
up with Van Kilner while hewas still a Oxford, back in 2060. The Project and the Transpace Drive
were just concepts, back then. It was an exciting time, athrilling time,” Ddll says, asif reciting astory
he' stold many times before. “Van Kilner seemed like agod to me when | was fourteen.” Dell looks off
into the distance.

Hefocuses back on BC. “Doctor Van Kilner is an amazing man. Demanding to work for, but unsdfishin
hisrewards.” Dell looks at both Anitaand Krish before looking back to BC to continue.

“He |l ask theworld of you... and expect it,” Dell muses, “but he'll give you the world back in return.
I’m proud to have worked for him, and with him, al of my life.”

Ddl amiles. “Back at the start he was afamous academic, which was ararity back then. Wdll... |
uppoeit ill is”

Anitainterrupts to ask BC, “How much do you know about the history of Transpace?’
“Why?Isthisates?’ BC laughs.

“I just don’t want Ddll to haveto tell you stuff you aready know...”

“Anita, it'sdl right. | don’t mind,” Dell says. “ Solong asyou don't?” he asks BC.

“Go ahead,” BC urges him on. “| have some of that common knowledge | mentioned, but a refresher
coursewon't hurt. Plus, I’'m sure they left alot out when they taught it in school.”

“Did you know Va Kilner started preliminary work on The Transpace Drive while hewas il at Oxford
inthesixties?’ Dell asksBC.

BC triesto remember his history, to remember what he does know about VVan Kilner and The Project.
“It began at Oxford?’ BC asksas hetries. “Yeah, | kindaremember that. It was aregular company by
thetime the UTZ took it over though, wasn't it? Wasthat in the 80s?’

“Van Kilner moved the company into the public sector in 2072,” Ddll informs him. “That was aso when
he moved the entire operation here, to this base on the Moon. The UTZ provided essentia capita and
other backing for the move, and so The Project came under the auspices of the UTZ council from the
time Van Kilner left Oxford,” Ddll explains.

“But in 2082, with the UIN occupying Mars and the UTZ sending in troops, the UTZ Military decided it
should take control of the Transpace Project. They stepped in and tried to force Van Kilner to the side.
It was abad year. Van Kilner nearly lost it, aimost had a nervous breakdown. We had come so far!”
Dell says, shaking hishead.

“We had aworking mode by ‘82! We d dready begun preliminary field testing,” he says. “ Everything
was happening so fast! Then this General Johnson arrivesto inform usthat he' sin charge” Ddll says, a
sour look crossing hisface. “He said Van Kilner must report to him!” The Generd then ingtalled aranking
officer over each manager in The Project. Dark days.”

“Gottalovethe military,” BC commiserates.

Dl shuddersalittle, involuntarily. “ Strangely enough, al they redlly ordered usto do was keep working,
to work faster, with more intensity. And so we did. But even though the work didn’t change, the
Federas changed everything.”

“Federals?’ BC asks, unfamiliar with theterm.

“That’ swhat we caled our UTZ military bosses,” Dell explains. “They turned our smaller original base
here into this more militaristic outpost. They aso kept this base ‘ off the radar’, so to spesk, isolated from
the genera population. And we kept working on the Transpace Drive,” Ddll says.

“But Van Kilner did dmogt loseit. After seeing him nearly melt down, Generd Johnson findly gavein.
Hedidn’t want to be responsible for the death of the old man genius. It wouldn’t look at al good on the



record.

“Their arrangement was atered: Hans once again wasin charge, and the Generd was now his
‘consultant’,” Dell sayswith achuckle.

“The battles with the UIN on Mars soon took most of the UTZ military’ s attention. We began to get
used to just one question from them, ‘when? They needed usto give them aworking, usable, Transpace
Drive equipped ship as soon as possible. They redlly only wanted the Transpace Drive for thefast trip to
Mars, so they could send more men to Mars more quickly,” Déell says, shaking his head at the waste of it.
“They did need our ship. If you remember your history, the mag loop highway was inconvenient:
orbit-to-orbit... but then what? And those bullet ships? | would hate to have to ride in one of those
things! They were dangerous! Who would want to ride in something called abullet, anyway?’ he asks.
“The soldiers used to say they were‘spaminacan’ in those bullet ships,” Dl sayswith aquick laugh.
“The military needed usto give them shipsthat would get their troopsto Mars en masse. Besides
dangerous, those bullet shipswere proving to be too small and too dow for mass troop movements,” he
tellsBC. “They only wanted our Transpace Drive so they could move troopsto Mars more efficiently.”
“The military isremarkably short Sghted,” Krish interjects.

“Remarkably?’ Dell opines, “I don't think so. ‘ Typicaly’ would be abetter word. | expect themilitary to
be short sighted,” Dell sniffs. “It may be the nature of what they do that makes them that way, | don't
know. Anyway, soon after they put VVan Kilner back in charge, they began doing two wonderful things:
They left usaoneagain and they gave usmore money,” Dell chuckles.

“Wdl, the military mostly left usaone, but they could amost taste the Transpace Ships. They knew we
were amost there, too. Our first ‘working” Trangpace Ship disappeared during itsfirst testin*82,” Dell
remembers. “Lost forever. The second one exploded when we started up the Transpace Drive,” he says,
and shakes his head. “But, as the saying goes, the third time was the charm.”

“I dtill have no ideawhy the Transpace Drive works,” BC says. “But | thought it had something to do
with being ableto fold the space just between here and Mars.”

“That’ sgill most people sassumption,” Ddll agrees. “ That’ swhat the military assumed, and we never
bothered to correct them. We let them assume it was localized, Earth-Mars only. The public went dong
with the military. But Trangpace Drives are not limited to Earth-Mars runs. The drive compares two
pointsin space and finds the shortest way between. 1t' snot really ‘folding’ space, like some have
described it. It smore likeignoring space entirely.”

“Ah, quoting Van Kilner,” Krish observes.

“Thet is one of Van Kilner’ sfavorite sayings about Trangpace,” Dell concedes. “’ It s not folding space
so much asignoring it entirely,’ | do like that. The Transpace Drive pushesits ship down adifferent path
than our linear time congrained redity.”

“Sweet,” BC says, egging on the geeks. “So why stop at Mars...”

“Indeed,” Ddll agrees. “ All we need for the Transpace Drive to work is a properly identified destination,
no matter where that destination is. We just need acomplete set of coordinates,” Dell explains. “We can
use the Trangpace Driveto ‘ignore’ space between dmost any two points. There are limitations. We
can't use the drive too close to any gravity well. So most of our ship’s engines and fuel are dedicated to
getting the ship up and out to a place where the Transpace Drive can be used, a safe point. That takes
longer than the trip through Trangpace does!” Déll says, chuckling again. “We need acomplete set of
coordinates to create a safe point to go to, and that can be achallenge. We went to Marsthe
old-fashioned way and jumped back here the first time, because we had a safe point well mapped out on
thisend of things. A few runsto Mars, we worked out the kinks and it was smooth sailing from there.
We could get to Mars and back effortlesdy after just afew tries,” Dell says.

“We gave that tech to the military and then they left usaone,” Krish sartsto explain. Ddll just looks at
him. Krish stops.

“Not exactly,” Dell correctshim. “They left us done only after we built them actua warships” Dell
explans.

“They had us create the assembly linesto crank out Transpace Transports, the first UTZ Transpace
Ships, designed to carry five hundred men between Earth and Mars, and to act astheir support platform



while those men were on Mars, fighting. They were dl space insgde and adl armament outside: missiles,
lasers, and machine gunsdl over the exterior. Nasty.”

“I'll say,” saysKrish. “One of the best storiesis the one about how thefirst five ships off the assembly
linetook abite out of the UIN Mobile Base on their test run. Did you know there were only scientists
and test pilots on those ships when they eliminated the *invisble’, mobile UIN Base?’ Krish asks BC.
“I don't know the story, | don't think,” BC says.

Ddl getsback intoiit.

“The UIN thought they could attack The Transpace Project’ s shipyard base out in Earth orbit, hit the
assembly works and shipyard before the ships were staffed by the military and ready to fight. They did
not reckon on the resolve of agroup of crazy test pilots and scientists functioning asthe ships ersatz
crews. We chalenged those assumptions for them. They suffered our consequences!”

Ddl dlowshimsdf apause of triumph and athin smile before he goes on.

“That wasthefirgt time the UIN’ s mobile stealth base was revedled,” hetellsBC. “We knew they had
some kind of flying fortress that was evading most UTZ sensors. It had been attacking UTZ targetsfairly
eadly. Our shipswerethefirst rea challenge that base faced. And | was on one of those shipsl” Dell
says, smiling with pride.

“Redly? BCasks.

That’ s something...

“Redlly,” Ddl &firms, “Weweretesting thefirs five ships off the assembly linewhen the UIN gedth
base attacked us out of nowhere. The ships were crewed by the test pilots and scientists. And we kicked
their assl” Dell assartswith asmile.

“Déel likesto remind us every now and then that he sawar hero,” Anitakidsalittle.

“He sour hero,” Krish adds, voice dripping sarcasm. Dell looks down hisnose at Krish and archesan
eyebrow.

Krish looks down nervoudy. “Wéll... actually, you are,” Krish says sheepishly, “Our hero, | mean.
Sorry.”

“Dél isrightly proud of hisfeats,” Anitasaysin hisdefense, as he should be.”

“My only regret isthat we didn’'t destroy the base entirely,” Dell admits. “It escaped us. But we did do
serious damage! And we proved that it actualy existed, and that it could be stopped or at least turned
back. And we stopped them from destroying our assembly plant! They did some damage, but nowhere
near as much as they could have. We could repair the damage. We did. And we kept going. We
continued cranking out shipsfor the UTZ military from this base. And the UIN Mobile base didn’t attack
usagan.”

“And suddenly Mars was much closer for the UTZ,” Krish saysin aloud, exaggerated announcer’s
voice.

“Yes” Ddl agrees, and plows on, mostly ignoring Krish. “The UTZ military were ecstatic. We set up the
plant, protected it, and then made sure it could run itsef. And then we handed it over to the UTZ miilitary
to run for themselves. They could make as many Earth-Mars Transpace Ships astheir hearts desired.
And then they left usaone. Findly. So we could do what we wanted.”

“And what did you want to do?’ BC asks.

“We wanted to keep going!” Krish exclams. “Why stop at Marsl”

“Shut up, Ghandi,” BC jokes, using Anita' s earlier gppellation.

Krish giveshim adirty look.

“She,” Krish says, nodding at Anita, “can call methat. Y ou cannot,” he says, reprimanding BC. “You
haven't earned the right to, not yet! | know she meanswell. You | sill don’t know about, so watch out!”
BC laughs. “Oo00... I'm scared!” he sayswith sarcasm. “ Sorry,” he adds, more serioudly.

“Shut up, Ghandi,” Anitasays. She looks from Krish to BC and laughs. Ddll sighs and everyone quiets
back down so he can continue.

“We did want to keep going,” he says. “And so we did. We gave the UTZ Military the shipyard in orbit
and kept this Moon base oursalves. The UTZ left us done and kept us funded, to keep apool of skilled
engineers handy in case things broke down on one of the ships or at the shipyard. Which they usudly did



not,” he sayswith an“I’ll have you know,” nod. “But we were |eft done, for the most part.”
“I joined up around then,” Krish says. “That was around ‘ 85, right?’ he asks Dell.
“Yes” Ddl nodsin agreement.
“It wasthe perfect timeto join,” Krish says. He looks over a Dell.
“Go ahead,” Déll tells him, answering Krish's ungpoken question.
“The cool thing about The Project,” Krish says, “isthat even though it wasaUTZ thing, it wasn't
exclusvely Chridian. It wasn't rligiousat dl. | could join The Project without worrying about not fitting
in... because I'm Hindu, you know? Well, | was then, I’ m not anything, now,” he says.
Anitacuts him off. “Y ou know, Krish, Father Campion here,” shenodsat BC, “isaChrigtian Priest. Be
careful what you say.”
“Areyou easly offended, father?” Krish asks BC.
“Not redly,” BC decides.
“Good. You can't be easlly offended if you' re aHindu these days, let metdll you. Gottalive on the
Moon to escape your friends persecution,” he saysto BC, accusingly. “Nice, huh, in this day and age!
Anyway, asaHindu intellectua dl | had wasthe Moon.”
“Youwerenever,” Anitabuttsin.
“Never what? Hindu?’ Krish asks. He protests, “No, | was, | was. Back then...”
“No. Anintellectud,” Anitasayswith agrin, cutting him off and cutting him down at the sametime. Krish
clams up and looks hurt for amoment. Then he smiles, and continues asif she hadn't said anything. “And
The Project recruited me! 1t was asif the universe had opened up to me!”
“Very poetic,” says Ddll. “We had begun building our own Transpace Ships around the time Krish was
recruited, in eighty five. Once the military had theirs, we could make our own. We brought in Krish and
some other fresh blood. Our new brains, we caled them.” Dell grinsevilly at Krish, “whatever did
happen to your brain, Krish?’
Krishlaughsafakelaugh, “Haha.”
“Withthe UTZ Military out of the picture, mostly, we could bring on more NC's, asthe Federas used to
cdl them,” Ddl interjectsto explain.
“NC's?” BC askshim.
“Non Chrigtians,” Dell and Krish say in unison.
“Oh,” BC saysquietly. Then hegrins.
“That was cute. Do you guys do that alot?’
Both of them glare at BC until they crack smilesa second later.
“NC: Non-Chrigtian... How nice. I'm BC: Bad Chrigtian. Don't let the collar fool ya...
“When did you join up?’ BC asks Anita.
“In“96. Later. After acouple of other important things happened,” she answers. She gets up and walks
over behind Krish. “Don’t jump ahead,” she chides BC. She looks down at Krish then over to Dell. “Let
them tdl the sory. I'll chimein when my time comes, don’t youworry,” shetdlsBC. “Actudly, | do
want to interrupt for asec. Areyou guys hungry?’
Funny, | was, but then | hadn’t thought about it again. Lost track of time but...
“Sure, I'm starving,” BC says.
Dell shakes hishead, “No, I’'m not that hungry. But why don’t you egt in here, and I’ Il keep debriefing
Father Campion while you edt. If that’s okay with you, Father?’ he asks BC.
“Sure, and plesse, cal me‘BC’, okay?’ he answers. “I’ ve never been much of a*Father’ figure,” BC
jokes.
“What, killing people get in the way of that?’ Anitaasks pointedly.
BC glaresat her.
Low blow, bitch. Don’t careif it' strue. Where did that come from?
“What?" she asks, quas innocently. “We know what you are. Who you' vekilled. You'reasoldier.”
And to think we’ d been having so much fun, after all the shooting and all the puking was
done...
BC fedlsthe need to defend himsdif.



“Look,” BC states, “I did my job. | worked for The Pope! And according to him, | didtheLord's
work!”
“Y et again, the number one excuse for bloodshed over the course of human history,” Anitasayswith a
note of anger in her voice. “I congratulate you on your sense of history, if not your morality, or lack
thereof,” shefinishes.
Shewaks around the table, stands beside BC and looks down on himin hischair. “ 1t swhy we' re il in
thiswar now, isn't it? Just peoplelike you, doing your job.”
“Oh. | getit,” BC goeson the defensive, “I didn’t know that when you asked if | was hungry that you
planned to serve me humble pie for lunch. Isthat it? Y um yum yum, isn’'t it good? Wasn't | bad?’ BC
lays on the sarcasm. “ Jesus Chrigt, give me abreak!”
“What, isthat a prayer? Are you praying now?" Anitasays. She can't keep her face composed after
that. She laughs.
“Some people,” Krishinterrupts, “some people get veeery cranky when they’ re hungry,” he notes.
“Krishisright,” Anitaagrees. “Let’ s est something. BC?’
“What?’

Smple asthat? Move on? | guess...

“What do you want?’ she asks.
“Anything?
“Anything,” Anitaprods him. “Go ahead. You'll be surprised.”
“How about Tuna Sdad? A Tuna Salad Sandwich?’
Anitanods. “Krish, will you go get that and my usud?’
“Me?" Krish protests. “Why am | the waiter al of asudden?’
“Because BC and Dell need to stay hereto tell and listen to the story. And | need to stay to keep BCin
ling” she sayswith sarcasm.
“Oh, shedoes,” BC echoes her sentiment.
“Right,” Krishdgghs.
“Besides, you know the way therel” Anitasays. “It was o nice of you to volunteer, Krish!” she smilesat
him.
“Bahl” Krish says, sanding up. “I’m going! Areyou suredl you want isatuna sandwich?’ he asks BC.
“Wal, snceyou'reasking,” BC pauses...

...Let'spush himalittle...

”...how about a sdlad and a cola, too? Oh, and creamy Italian dressing on the salad, but on the side,
okay, not ontop, | don’t want it to get soggy, | hate that,” BC says, sounding faux-finicky. “And
croutons! Don't forget croutons! Make sure they’ re crispy, not stale. Do you have garlic ones? | love
those! And could you make sure the colaiisn't too syrupy...”

“AARGH!” Krish losesit. BC smiles. So does Dell.

“That was good,” Dell nodsto BC.

Krish leavesthe room, cursing under his bresth.

“I'll be back shortly!” hisvoice echoes as he hitsthe hdlway.

“Sometimesit’sat hisexpense, but Krishisusualy good about being our comic relief,” Anita confidesto
BC congpiratoridly. “1I’m sorry things got hot there for asecond. | was actually trying to make ajoke.”

“I don't joke about killing people,” BC says without humor.

| don’t joke about them, do 1?7 Have I? Hmmm... okay maybe | have a couple of times...

“Itiswar,” she admits. “People get killed on both sdes. We ve al done what we ve had to,” she
says.

Wonder what she's done?

“| can see how it could have sounded like a cheagp shot,” she admits, “and I’ m sorry about that,
okay?" Anitacheckswith him.

“Apology accepted,” BC says.

You know, sheis kind of pretty in an unconventional way. Like a mischievous angel. When the

light hits her right. And when sheisn’t trying to kill you. Or give you shit over what you do.



Funny, any woman looks good when she' s apologizing to you, happens so rarely...

“Look, don't gloat, okay?’ She admonishes BC. “And don’t get used to it!”
“Shdll I goon?’ Déll asks, stoic and reserved. BC and Anitalook at each other and laugh.
“Please” BC says. He shiftsin his seat, settling in for more of Dell’ s story. Anitasits back down in her
Seet aswdll, and the tall man beginsagain.
“Wein The Project built our own ships, and we didn't stop at Mars,” Dell says. “ The asteroids were the
next logica step. We hoped to find alarge enough, stable enough rock to build a base on, with raw
materials we could use to build more ships, well beyond the reach of either side of the war. We' d be left
entirely to ourselves” Déll explains.
“Van Kilner wanted to go to the asteroidsto live in lower gravity. Gravity was punishing him, as he got
older. That was one reason. The monetary support from the UTZ was beginning to dry up, too, each
year' sbudget dightly smaller. Van Kilner figured the asteroids resources would freeusfromthe UTZ's
budget contral, give usthe meansto build Trangpace Shipsto jump beyond the Solar System,” Dell says.
“That was Van Kilner’ sdream, to go to the stars themsealves, beyond our own system. He could see that
wouldn’t happen with the war going on. Not if wetried to survive just onthe UTZ' sscraps.” Dell shakes
his heed.
“We moved everyone out to The Project’ sfirgt asteroid base in mid  92. The base was fully functiona by
then. We kept asmall staff here,” he says, looking around the room and the base around their conference
room, “but al our meaningful work moved out to the asteroid base,” he says, confirming BC' searlier
guesses.
“This place hasbeen likethis,” he indicates the emptiness, “ever snce. Mostly used now asabasefor
covert-ops,” Ddl says, nodding to Anita.
“Those shipswe built for ourselvesto take usto the asteroids were spotted by some commercid pilots.
They caled our shipsflashers, pretty much from the start, so we caled them that, too. Van Kilner
doesn't like that name, though, saysit’sundignified, and reminds him of fat naked men inlong trench
coas...” Ddl laughs.
“BC'sall about flashers,” Anitajokes.
“We were jumping back and forth dl thetime, so it wasinevitable that some of our shipswould be seen.
A few werethat first year,” Dell explains. He gets back to his story. “It was after we had spent ayear out
in the asteroids that we found the other base. The dlien base,” Dell says.
“| wondered when we were getting to that,” BC chimesin.
“We found an abandoned base, left years ago by some alien race. They |eft parts behind, ship parts,
fusion reactors, fuson drives. We hit the jackpot!” Dell can't help but smile. “We began reverse
engineering what we found!”
Ddl leansin towards BC. “We had aworking shipboard fusion reactor by the end of * 93. We moved
into their basein *94. And we kept making new discoveries. But somehow our activity had, unknown to
us, set off some sensors, some silent security alarm of some kind. That, and it turned out that our jumps
between Earth and the asteroids had not gone unnoticed. Someone discovered us. We drew attention...
dienatention.”
“The origind residents came back, huh?’ BC asks.
“They came back,” Ddll nods.
“Who werethey?’ BC askshim.
“They'retheoneswecdl ‘ The Domo'” Dell says.
“Wecdl them alot of things,” Anitamumbles under her breath, loud enough so BC will hear her.
“They are...” Dell hestates. “They' re not dl you would hopefor in an dlienrace,” Dell says.
“They're greedy, nasty, bloodsucking, fat, little bastards!” Anita says.
“Oh, yeah, you mentioned them before,” isdl BC can say.
“They’'reokay,” Ddll says, “aslong asyou don’'t mind degling with vampires.”
“Okay,” BC shakes hishead, “Y ou know,” he laughs nervoudly, “1 thought for asecond there you said
‘vampires.” Helets out another nervous chuckle.
“I did say ‘vampires,” Ddl tdlshim.



“Damn,” BC can’t help shaking his head again. “I was hoping | was having aflashback or something.”
Anitacutsin. “Wedon't have any proof... but we think Domo invaders on Earth in the seventeenth
century may have been the basisfor the old legends of vampires.”
“Really? Did they suck your blood or something? Do they?’ BC asks.
“We ve never caught themintheact,” Anitaadmits.
“But there have been strange, um...” Dell pauses|ooking for the right word, “casudties, when they’re
around. A few peoplejust... die. Their life-force just sucked out of them,” he says quietly. “ They seemto
passquietly intheir deep.”
“Not too scientific there, doctor,” Anitaadmonishes Dell.
Krish enters with food and breaks up the mood. He gives Anitaand BC theirs, then sits down and begins
to unwrap his own lunch. He stops and looks at the other three when he redizes no oneistaking.
“What'sup?’
“TheDomo,” Anitafillshimin.
“Oh, the Vampires, lovely ghouls. Stephen Spielberg would have been so disappointed,” Krish sighs, and
then gets back to unwrapping hisfood.
“Who' sthat, someonein The Project? BC asks.
“He san old moviemaker,” Krish says.
“Krishisan old moviebuff,” Anitaexplans.
“Close Encounters? ET?’ Krish asks BC.
“What?” BC asks, at aloss.
“They' removies?’ Krish prodshim.
“Sorry. Don't watch them,” BC tdlsKrish.
Krish puts down the sandwich he was about to bite into. “ Spielberg thought we' d meet cute, even cuddly
diens. The Domo are more X-Files”
“You lost methere, too. X-Files? Isthat Project lingo?” BC asks him.
“That wasatelevison show,” Anitainterjects. “Krishisbig on dl that old sci fi,” shetellsBC. “It used to
be big ahundred years ago. Krish isaconnoisseur of that crap. Hang around him long enough and he'll
try to get you to watch some of it with him,” she cautions BC.
“It'snot crap!” Krish says, defending himsdlf and hisinterests.
“I’'m sure those Domo like that old sci fi,” BC saysdryly, “Maybe they inspired that, too, huh? So what
thehdl is‘that old sci fi'?’
“Sai fi issciencefiction, stories about the future,” Ddll says. “It’s quaint to see what they thought we' d be
doing by now.”
“Wait until you meet one,” Krish saysto BC.
BCislost by the non sequitur. “What?”
“Wait until you meet aDomo. Just being with oneisdraining, like they’ re s phoning off your energy while
you' rewith them. It fedslike they’ re taking something from you. We don’t know if that’ sintentional or
not,” Krishinformshim.
“Something?’ BC asks.
“Don't ligten to those two,” Anitasays. “ They’ reacouple of surprisngly superstitious babiesfor being
supposed scientigts.”

“Wah, wah, wah,” Krish mock cries.

“Anitalikesthe Domo, don't you,” Dells prods her. She glares back at him.
“Shedid cdl them ‘ greedy, nasty, bloodsucking, fat, little bastards ,” BC saysin her defense.
“She gets dong wel with acouple of them,” Ddll continues.
“They seem to warm up to me. | do not likethem. At dl,” Anitaingsts.
“Wall, you do see the best in everyone,” Krish quips.
“How dse could | stand to work with you?’ Anita shoots back.
Krishtriesto laugh and talk and drink his soda, al at the sametime. All he managesisasnort that sends
sodashooting in aspray out of his nose. Everyone jumps at the sound, and to avoid the pray.
“Nice” Ddll admonishesKrish.



“Did he get you?' Anitaasks BC. Helooks down to seeif he' sbeen hit

Good... no droplets of snot soda here...

“I’'mgood,” BC tels her.
“Sorry,” Krish apologizes. He mops up his mess with some napkins.
“May |7’ Del asks.
“Go ‘' head,” BC sayswith hismouth full of tuna sandwich. “ Sowry, mamouf isfull.”
“For al their flaws, the Domo werethefirst dienswe met,” Ddll gets back in his storytelling groove. “We
were using their old base. They grew curious as to who was operating on their old property. So they paid
usavigt. It did not go well, or smoothly, at first.”
“Hal That'sputting it mildly,” Krish says, having recovered from hissnort. “They were very... what
would you cdl it... agitated? Annoyed? Pissed off? Put out? They weren’t happy someone wasin there.
Our presence was not welcome.”
“And we imprisoned the first Domo who appeared on the base, so we did well right from the start, too,”
Dél saysto him.
“Y ou imprisoned the first one you met?’ BC asks.
“He looked dmost human! And he wouldn't spesk to us. We thought he was a human spy from
somewhereloca,” Krish saystrying to judtify their actions. We locked him up, so they sent abunch
more.”
“They have a planetary base not far from here,” Dell says. “ Close enough that reinforcements arrived
very quickly. We camed that situation down, thankfully. And then we began to get to know the Domo.
We found out the Domo had been here for awhile. The base was quite old. And they’ d been on Earth in
the past, and blended in,” hetdls BC.
“The Domo are ahighly adaptive species,” Ddl explains. “We know they were on Earth about three
hundred years ago. They’ ve admitted as much to us. They adapted while hereto look like us, to live
among us undetected. They did look very human at onetime... except for their mouths,” Dell says.
“They havevertica smiles,” Krish says, then burdgts out laughing.
“Anoldjoke” Anitasays. Shereaches acrossthetable to try to smack Krish. Heleans back out of the
way.
“Their mouths move sort of Sdeways,” Dell explains. Anitasits back down, shooting Krish the evil eye.
“Arethey ill around?’ BC asks Déll.
“Oh, they 4ill exigt,” Krish speaksfirgt. “They're just not around here much anymore.”
“The Project gtill has dedlingswith them,” AnitatelsBC. “Just not here,” she says, looking around the
room to indicate the base they’rein. “Not on the Moon.”

“ Out at the asteroid base?” BC asks.

“Some. They’ ve got another planet we go to most of the time, now, the one | was mentioning. But
let’ s not get too far ahead,” Dell says. “Back in ‘94 we had just met the Domo. Once we ironed out our
differences, we found we could share technology and both profit fromiit. It turned out we were actualy
ahead of the Domo issomeways. Our Trangpace Drive,” Déell grins, “was entirely new to them.” Dell
smileswith pride. “’ Never saw anything likeit’, they told us. That gave usleverage for negotiating with
them.”

“You ask me, it was agood thing they had areason to be nice to us, a different reason we were useful to
the Domo... other than asaprotein source, | mean,” Krish jokes. Helooks at his sandwich for emphasis
before taking another bite himself.

BC swalows hard. “They eat us, too?’

“Krishisexaggerating,” Anitaassures BC. “We don't have actud proof they do anything to us. They’re
just unpleasant. And | hate watching their mouths move, it just looks wrong. But that doesn't make them
evil. Greedy, nasty, bloodsucking, fat, little bastards, yes, but not necessarily evil. We can work with
them.”

“A little bit likethe UTZ,” BC jokes.

Everyonelaughs.

“They do drain your energy, though. I' vefdt it mysdf,” Krish says. “They arekind of like vampires.”



Ddl clearshisthroat. “ That’ s where we were when you came back with the food and disturbed
everything,” Dell looks down at Krish.
Krish laughs, “Ooooh, I'm hurt,” he sayswith sarcasm.
“Canwemoveon?’ Ddl asksthemal.
“I thought you were moving on,” BC saysto Dell. BC popsthelast corner of histunasandwichinto his
mouth.
“I'mtrying to,” Dell says, sounding al put upon.
BC istrying to digest more than just hislunch. “Okay, so let’ s see. Y ou guys have asecret asteroid base,
you've met dienswho are like vampires and imprisoned one, pissed them off, negotiated with them by
giving them your Trangpace drive, adopted their tech to advance your technology beyond what the
generd public could imagine... that sound right?’
“Areyoutakingit dl in?" Anitaasked him.
“It'salot to absorb,” BC admits. “Hey, could | go to the bathroom?’

It'll be good to stretch my legs and think.

All three of them nod and Anitasays, “ Sure.”
“Go out the door and to your left, down the hall, then take another |eft. The door’ s at the end of the hall,”
Krishtelshim.
BC takeshistime. By the time he gets back to the conference room they’ ve cleared the table. BC dits
back down.
“Let the briefing continue,” BC sayswith aflourish.
Ddl cracksahdf amile. “Very well. Snce we re through eating, Anitasuggested it might bedl right to tell
you about Doctor Kwan' s theories on the Domo.”
“There smore to the Domo?’ BC asks.
“Yes. More we ve guessed at than they’ ve told us. Doctor Kwan spent agreat dedl of time among the
Domo, on their nearby world. He made extensive observations.”
“Hewasyour spy!” BC figuresout.
“Hewasascientist. Scientists observe,” Dell Sates.
“It' swhat we do,” Krish adds. Dell gives him alook.
“Just trying to help. Tel him about Kwan!” Krish says, laughing.
“Kwan' s evidence suggests that when the Domo cameto Earth for the first time, in what would have
been about the sixteen hundreds, they probably did eat human flesh and drink human blood. In accounts
of their travelsto other worlds, Kwan found mention of them consuming the local protein sourcesto
adapt to theloca species. They take in the planet’ s native DNA and assmilateit,” Dell says. It sandsto
reason that the way they cametolook like us...”
“..was by edting us. | get it,” BC nods.
“The Domo, of course, deny this” Dell says. “ They admit to consuming DNA, but ingst they can get it,
and did get it, from plant life and food animas. Kwan' s sudies lead him to believe that was Smply
impossible. He studied their adaptability, to the extent he was alowed to by the Domo.
“For the Domo to adapt and become more human, they would have had to have consumed human DNA
repeatedly, over along period of time.”
BC feds his somach shift ever so dightly.

Damn. Vampires and flesh eaters... and bears, oh my.

“Asthey no longer need to adapt to look like us, there should be no reason for them to consume our
flesh and blood now, even if Kwan'stheory isright,” Dell says, by way of small reassurance.
“They il drain your energy,” Krishinterjects.
“So, why do you ded with them?’ BC asks.
“Wedidn't know any of this, not a the start,” Anitasays. “Wanna see apicture?’ she asks BC.
“Sure”
“Hold on,” Anitasays. She activates some controlsin the tabletop in front of her. A three dimensiona
head appearsin front of BC, making him jump.
Krish chuckles. “Ugly bastards aren’t they?”’



“Nicefangs,” BC observes. “ Their mouth does go the wrong way, doesn'’t it? Kinda pointy headed. Are
they dl bad like that?’
“Y es. None of them have hair,” Dell says. “Not anymore. Some of the first Domo we met did, but
they’ relong gone.”
“Oneswho'd ‘adapted’ in the past by chowing down on us?’ BC asks Déll.
“Probably,” Ddl confirms BC's deduction. “But you' ve got to understand. After our first
misunderstandings, we thought we' d found an dly in the Domo. They helped us go to the starsl”
“How? You d developed the Transpace drive,” BC asks.
“Sure, but that was just the start. The Domo were very nice to The Project, once they redlized they
weren't being exposed to the generd public. Our Trangpace drive was fagter than their faster-than-light
drive. But their reactors and ship’s systems were far more advanced than ours.
“We pooled our resources. They helped us soup up our ships, and we helped them travel between their
planets faster than they ever had before.”
“Panets?” BC asks.
“The Domo control ahandful of planets. They run apart of our gdactic ‘ neighborhood’,” AnitafillsBC
in.
“They brought some of usfrom The Project to their ‘homeworld’ asthey caled it a thetime. It turned
out it was not their planet of origin, more like anew permanent base. The Project set up an outpost there
back in *95. Kwan was on the origind staff. | mysalf spent two years on the Domo *homeworld’.”
“Y ou’ ve been on another planet, in another solar systlem?” BC asks.
“I’ve been to severd planets, Mr. Campion. Although, | wouldn’t cal them other *solar’ systems, that’s
our sun’s name, better to cal them star systems,” Déll corrects him.
“| stand corrected,” BC says.
“The Project built ships with both the Domo drive and our Transpace drive. We use the Domo’' sdrive to
get to asystem for the first time. It' s till faster-than-light, after al. And thanks to the Domo, our ships
have the shielding needed to withstand those speeds. They taught us how to manipulate gravity fieldsto
create a safe pocket around the ship as we went that fast.
“Once we got to a place, we could set the coordinates within the Transpace drive to get back there, and
jump eadly back and forth. And the Domo gave us directions and star chartsto find our way there. They
helped us get to twenty different worlds. They introduced usto other aien races, more aien looking than
the Domo.”
“Can you understand now why we first warmed up to the Domo?’ Dell asks BC.
“Sure” BC says. “All the best toysand diens, too!”
“Y ou know, though,” Krish cautions, “even though they look alittlelike us, the Domo are dtill utterly
foreign, completdy dien. And totdly creepy.”
“Thank you for your keen insight once again, Doctor,” Dell dresses down Krish, voice dripping with
sarcasm.
“How did you keep al of thisasecret?” BC asks.
“Easy,” Ddll explains. “We worked out of the asteroid base. We were on distant worlds. We weren't
hereto give away any of our secrets.”
“But what about the military,” BC protests. “Didn’t they check up onyou?’
“You'dthink s0,” admits Déll. “But they were satisfied with the little dribs and drabs of tech we' d dribble
out to them. Asfar asthey were concerned, we werejust their little R & D labs on the Moon.”
“Asfar asthey gill know,” Anitasays, bringing thingsinto the present tense. She locks eyeswith BC.
“That isdl they know. Now you know more, much more, than they do.”
“I'mnot UTZ military,” BC inggs. 1 bardy have any authority in the NcC!”
“Y ou're an ambassador!” Anitasays, dightly raising her voice.
“By default!” BC answers.

They don’t need to know about the whole potential “ Cardinal” thing...

“Kids?’ Ddl cutsthem both off. “1 think Anitawas just trying to let you know just how privileged this
information is, Campion.”



“Believeme. | know! | know. | getit,” BCinsds.
“WEe ve never opened up like thisto anyone outside of The Project before,” Ddll tells him. “Who knows,
maybeit’ stimeto let the rest of humanity know who eseisout herein the * neighborhood'.”
“Why now?’ BC asks.
“Because of what | told you when | contacted you,” Anitaanswers him. “Wethink an alien race may be
respons ble for the plague that’ s now killing humans on Earth, on Mars, on the Moon and Earth Orhit.”
“Why would the Domo want to kill us?” BC asks, confused. The others shake their heads.
“It'snot the Domo,” Anitasays. “The Domo introduced us to another race that we think are behind this.”
“Aswe traveled with the Domo, we began to notice they seemed to enjoy subjugating other races. Most
other races. They were nice enough to us, | guess, especidly early on. But every other planet we went to,
the Domo werein charge. Other diens deferred to the Domo. All except for two: The Flaze and The
Eldred.”
“The Flaze and The Eldred?’ BC asks.
“Y es. We met them through the Domo. The Domo and Flaze trest each other as equas. The onesthe
Domo cdl the‘Eldred they actudly defer to,” Dell says.
“We ve only met the Eldred recently,” Anitaadds.
“The Haze we met right after we met the Domo,” Dell says.
“The Flaze were hauntingly familiar, too,” Krish says. “They look like old sci-fi UFO diend All spidery
limbed, bony, with gray skin pulled kind of tight over the bones. But they’ re dwaysin pressure suits, S0
it'shard to seefor sure. Big heads, big eyes.”
“More sciencefiction?’ BC asks.
“Maybe not so much fiction,” Dell says. “It turns out the Haze paid viststo Earth in the padt, too. It was
some of their ruins that were found on the Moon.”
“I knew that wastrue! They redlly did find aien artifacts on the Moon, here, didn’'t they!?” BC says,
excited.
“They did,” Dell nods, “Haze artifacts. They and the Domo had their fun with us, before the Eldred
interceded, asfar aswe can tell. The Haze followed the Domo here, visiting severa times back in the
nineteen hundreds and messing with us humans.”
“Really? But you said these other aliens made them stop?’ BC asks.
“I don’t know that they made them stop. Somehow, just the Eldred knowing that the Flaze and the
Domo were meddling with our planet was enough to make them stop, from what I’ ve heard.”
“Okay, something’ sbugging me,” BC says. “Y ou spent two years on the Domo’ s planet, right Dell?” BC
asks. “How isit you're okay, then, with al their energy draining and vampiring and al?” BC challenges
him.
“I’'m okay now,” Dell sayswith emphasis. “I suffered some serious depression and exhaustion and poor
hedlth after my gtint on their base world. No one could ever stay there longer than two years, athough
Kwan tried to. After his suicide, we kept the staff at the basein a constant state of turnover.”
“He committed suicide?’ BC asks.
“Hedid,” Ddl says. His head drops for amoment. “He was a colleague and agood friend.”
“I'm sorry,” BC says. “But with dl that... you still have abase there?’
“Actudly, wedon't, not like we used to. Not aslarge aone, anyway,” Dell tellshim. “ After we began to
explore beyond the origina twenty worlds the Domo introduced us to, we found that the Domo’ s base
planet wasn't central to the worlds we were discovering for ourselves.”
“We havefour of our own interstellar outposts,” Krish says proudly, “Rigel Four, Cat’s Eye, Dimwit and
Crankshaft.”
“Nice names,” BC cracks.

Dimwit and Crankshaft?

“Two of the names are ours,” Krish says. “’ Dimwit’” and ‘ Crankshaft’ are approximations of the old
Domo namesfor the planets.”
“I getit,” BC says. “Nice names. So you guys and this‘Project’ actualy have five bases besdesthis
one? How many people work for your ‘ Project’, anyway?’ BC asks.



“About two thousand,” Anitasays. “Only about four hundred work in this solar system. There' s ahandful
here. Most work out on the asteroid.
“The other bases have staffs of between four and five hundred,” she says.
BC shakes hishead, “I’m sorry, but I ve gottatell you, that shit isreally hard to believe.”

She' s gotta be exaggerating those numbers...

“It'sbeen fourteen years, BC,” Anitaprotests. “We ve had timeto recruit.”
BC is4till shaking his head. “Fine. So. What about this other race of aiensyou mentioned, The Eldred.
Arethey called that because they're old?’
“I guessthey arethe‘oldest’ racewe' ve met,” Anitasays. “But their name is again an approximation of a
Domo word, the namethey cdl them. It soundsto uslike they’ re saying Eldred. Funny, though, when we
say, ‘Eldred’ back to them, they ingstitisn't the sameword at all.”
“That' sthe thing about dien languages, they’ re so dien...” Krish muses out loud. Dell and Anitajust look
a him. “What?" he says. “Jeesh.”
“We rejust beginning to get to know the Eldred,” AnitatdlsBC. “ They seemed amost like they were
afraid of uswhen wefirst met them.”
“They did react... srangely,” Dl admits.
"WE re beginning to think that we don’t know them at al,” Anitaadmits. “Wethink it was The Eldred
who infected the del egations at the peace conference.”
BC stsin stunned silence. Anitahas g, “there, | said it out loud,” look on her face.
Krish and Dell watch BC absorb Anital s news.

Isthisfor real? Eldred Flaze, Domo, Do Re Mi...

“Anitasaid she'd dready told you the plague was non terrestria,” Dell confirmswith BC, who nods.
“Wethought it might bethe UIN,” BC tdlsthem.
“Y eah, and they thought it was you, big surprise there!” Krish snorts.

They know about the UIN? How? More spies? More ‘triple’ agents?

“Nice” Ddl says. “Anyway, it'snot the UIN, not thistime.”
“1t' sthe Eldred?’ BC asks, to confirm.
The three scientists nod.
“Arethese Eldred al-powerful diens?’ he asksthem.
“Wedon't know,” Anitaanswers. “ They didn’t seem to be, not at first.”
“But they could be,” Dell says.
“Or not,” Krish chimesin.
“Quadlity information,” BC mumbles out loud. “How many times have you met them?’ he asks.
“We ve had afew vigtswith them,” Krish says. “We thought we were getting to know them better. But
they used us” He seems heated. He shoots a sideways glance a Anita. She glares back at him.
“Wewere,” Ddl says, cutting the tension between the two, “ perhaps a bit too hopeful.”
“What do you mean?’ BC asks, puzzled by the suddenly darker mood of the room.
No one answershim. Theroomissilent.

“Huh,” BC grunts.

There’'s more going on here...

“Okay,” BC says, leaning back in his chair, arms open wide, “What aren’t you telling me?” BC can
see from the looks passed among Anita, Krish and Déll that he’ s on to something.
Krish and Dell stare at Anita. Shelooks at BC, then back and forth between Krish and Dell, then back
at BC. He can seethe anguish in her eyes. Finally, she spesks.
“We brought one of the Eldred to the Moon,” shetellshim, “Where he probably infected the members of
the conference.”
Woah. Thisisbig. Thisismajor! | did see her there!
“So, then, this plagueis your fault!” BC throws down the accusation. “1 can't believeit! You'retelling me
you helped an dienracekill usdl! That'sfucking brilliant! Y ou guysare really smart!”

God save us from the scientists...

“Jeesh,” Krishreactsfirgt, “How do you redly fed 7’



“Wedidn't dl agreethat the Eldred should be dlowed to travel here,” Dell says.
Anitashootsalook at him, but Ddll stands his ground.
“It sAnita sfault, if it sanybody’s’ Krish offers.
“What?’ BC and Anitaask in unison.
“You'rein charge here. That makesit your fault. Plus, we did it your way,” Krish saysto Anita® She
knowsit'sher fault,” Krish says, turning to BC. “That' swhy she dragged your sorry assinto this.” Krish
smilesat his Sherlock Holmes turn. “ Shows just how desperate sheis.”
Anitatriesto explain and defend hersdf.
“The Eldred are new to us! WEe' ve been trying to get to know them better, but it hasn’t been easy.
They'reavery secretiverace, very closed to outsiders. They're... doof,” she says. “They keep us at
amslength.”
“Y eah, even though they have such short, little blue arms,” Krish jokes. Everybody gives him alook.
“What? It was getting way too seriousin herel” Krish protestsin his own defense.
“Thankstoyou!” Anitasays.
“I wouldn't get mad at him,” BC admonishes her; “Y ou’ re the one who' s got some explaining to do!”
| knew she was trouble! Even as a scientist, she’ s trouble!
“Look. I thought bringing one of them here would maybe lead them to open up to usabit more.
They seemed very interested in seeing the peace conference,” Anitasays.
“They have expressed an interest in what they call our * concept of religion’,” Dell says.
“We thought their interest, the way they warmed up to the idea of coming here to observe the peace
conference... it made usthink we were getting through to them,” Anitasays.
“Who'sthis‘we 7’ Krish asks her. “Y ou got amouse in your pocket?” Heturnsto BC, “ They played
‘us for fools,” he says, pointing athumb at Anita.
“The Eldred representative traveled to Lunar Prime with a delegation from the Project,” Ddll explains. “It
escaped our supervision for abrief period, about three hours. The Eldred was found unharmed, and
nothing more was thought of it. Until people Sarted getting sick and dying.”
These guys fucked up big time...
“Areyou familiar with the Old Greek concepts of Hubrisand Nemesis?’ Krish asks BC. Dell
intercedes.
“Krish thinks our pride, our *Hubris', haslead to this plague, that The Eldred are our ‘Nemesis,” Dell
tellsBC.
“It' seasy to second guess,” Anita protests. “ Hindsight is twenty-twenty!”
“How did you let this happen?’ BC asks her.
“We weretoo trusting.”
“Why do they want to kill us?” BC asks.
“Wedon't know,” Anitaadmits.
“Thisdoesn't make sense!” BC argues.
“Weknow that,” Anitasighs.
“Did they giveany indication...” BC tries.
Anitacutsin. “There was no sgn of maice, no sgn they meant us any harm. If you only met one of
them...”
“What?' BC can't believeit.
Meet one of them? One of these “ maybe” murderers? | don't think so!
Anitabeginsto protest.
“They're so mellow! They'rethelast beings you' d even think would do...”
“ Appearances can be deceiving,” BC blasts back.
And you, Ms. Anita, if that’s really your name, would be exhibit “ A" for that axiom...
“It doesn’'t do any good for any of usto raise our voices,” Dell statescamly.
Hisquiet settlesthe room.
“WE ve been going at this briefing for awhile. Perhaps we should take a break, rest, and come at this
fresh later on,” Ddll suggests.



“Areyou kidding?’ BC protests. “We vefinaly gotten down to the heart of things, the reason why |
came here! Don't stop now!”
Dell shakes hisheed, but agreesto go on. “Right.”
“Yes, Ddl, there sno reason to stop,” Anitasays. “We' Il be good.”
“So the Eldred are the bad guys?’ BC asksfor clarification.
“Bad guys?’ Dell dmost sneers.
“| dways do better when | can clearly definethings,” BC says. “Black and white, good versus evil, friend
versus enemy, usversusthem. And the ‘them’ arethe Eldred, right?”
“Ouch,” Anitacringes. “And you' rethe enemy of the English language, right Campion?’
“Y ou know what | mean,” he says.
“Yes. It lookslike the Eldred did it,” Anitaconfirms. “And that iswhy | brought you here”
“Y ou know, the Flaze or the Domo could have engineered it to look like the Eldred did it,” Krish
ventures,
“Y our pet theory, again?’ Dell chideshim.
“Why would they do that?’ BC asks Krish.
“Why indeed,” Dell echoesBC'squery.
“I don't know...” Krish muses. “Maybe so we'll take the Eldred out for them? Get usto do thejob of
getting the Eldred out of their way? Lead usinto doing their dirty work? They could have severd
reasons,” Krish observes.
“Arethe diensat war with each other?” BC asks.
“No,” Dell says. “They tolerate each other. They marked out their borders and staked their territories
and claimed their planets over amillion years ago. It' s very datic out there. WEe re the newcomersto this
part of space. And they tolerate us.”
“No. | don't think they do,” BC rebukes Dell. “Y ou know... this plague thing?’
“| stand corrected,” Dell admits. “ They had seemed to tolerate us, | should say. We ve never seen any
outright hostility on the part of any of the dien races. Certainly not between them. There are dways some
tensions, but they seem to work things out. Their cooperation could teach humans athing or two,” Dell
thinks out loud.
“WEll, again, except for our attempted genocide!” BC again brings the scientist back to the matter at
hand.
“They do not fight wars,” Dell tells BC sternly. “Not interndly within their own races. And not with most
other races. We strike them as unusudly violent in thisregard. Wekill each other very easily,” he
admonishes BC.
“The Eldred were particularly gppalled at our violence toward each other,” Anitachimesin. “They never
said anything to us, but we could see them draw back away from any sign of human aggression.”
“They' re fascinated by our religions, but they visibly paed and even shook when they heard reports of
violence between humans, and read the histories of our current and former wars,” Dell says.
“They may have decided we were too violent araceto continueto live,” Anita ponders aoud.
“What?' BC answers sarcadticdly. “ Since you kill each other easily, you'll kill useventudly, sowell
pre-emptively kill you all now? Nice people.” He shakes his head.

Almost makes me want to laugh. If only there wasn’t so much at stake.

“It'sonly aguess” Anitasays.

Time to turn thisaround...

“Asl seeit, we havetwo gods,” BC tdlsthem. “Wefirst need to cure thisthing that’ skilling us.
Then we need to strike back at the Eldred so they can't do it to us again!”
“Confirming their suspicions” Krish says, “ That they wereright to fear ud”
“Wrong!” BC sngpsa him. “They changed the ruleswhen they fucked with usfirgt!”
“Careful, BC. We don't yet know the extent of the Eldred’ s holdings,” Anita cautions. “We ve been to
severd of their outpostsin the area, and what they consider outposts looked to us like full fledged
colonies. | dwaysfelt wewere only seeing thetip of theiceberg, if you know what | mean.”
“I don't,” BC admits.



“I mean, they'rebig, BC. Redlly big,” she says, shaking her head. “We have no idea how many they are
in number, but we know they outnumber us humans on anearly infinite scale” She closes her eyesand
whispers, “It'snot awar we can win.”

“Why do we know so little?” BC demands of them.

“Because, we ve only just begun to get to know them,” Anita protests.

“Y eah, too bad, then, that we'll haveto kill “‘em,” BC cracks. Nobody laughs. “Y ou know, this could be
agood thing,” BC says.

“How?"

“Noway!”

“I don't think so!”

“Okay, hear meout,” BC tdlsthem. “If the public finds out we' re facing an dien enemy, maybethe
human race can unite in the face of acommon foe! Fighting aiens might make other humans seem, | don't
know, alot lessdien, | guess,” BC observes. “Maybe thisis something that can unite the human race.”
“That' san interesting yet twisted way to look at it,” Krish answersfird.

“We could usethe help,” BC says. “We haven't been ableto do it by ourselves.”

“There sonemorething,” Dell says.

“lsn’'t theredways?’ BC sighs.

“After the Eldred agent returned from his‘ disgppearance’ he was strangely relaxed,” Ddll tellshim. “He
had seemed tense up to that point, though it can be hard to read dien body language.”

“Actudly, the Eldred act alot like us,” Krish says. “Body language-wise, | mean.”

“We d always observed thistension in them, asarace, ever snce wefirst met them,” Anitasays. “We
thought it was just the way they were. But after he came back from disappearing, the Eldred who had
come with usto Lunar Primewas amost... jeesh, dmogt carefree. It wasweird,” she says. Shelooks
from Krish to Déll, then back at BC. “ So. That pretty much doesit,” shetellshim. “Now you know
everything we know.” Sheamiles.

“S0...” shesays, turning to BC. “Do you want to head out to the asteroid base tonight, or wait until
tomorrow morning?’

What?

“Tothe asteroid base?’ BC manages to say, though stunned. “Y ou mean we' re going out to...”
“Well, yeah, it' sthenext logica step,” Anitasays, cutting him off. “Y ou redly should meet the old man. |
told him | thought you were the right person to help us. He' sbig on having the right person with the right
st of skillson the right project at the right time for whatever project we' reworking on, it'sone of his
‘things . | told him you have the skills we need right now. He wants to meet you.”

“Thanks” BCtdlsher. “I think. But | antired. And if I'm meeting the‘old man’ I'd liketo be at my
best. How about we go tomorrow morning?’

“That' sfine. Krish, can you show Campion to hisroom? | want to go over something with Dell here.”
“Sure” Krish agrees. “ Campion?’

BC gets up to follow Krish, who' s dready on hisway out the door of the conference room.

“I'll give you awake up cal with enough timeto eat and get ready beforewe fly out,” Anitatellshim as
he leaves the room.

“Thanks,” BC says.

BC follows Krish to his room, a nondescript stateroom with abed, desk and chair and refresher. When
he' sleft done, BC lies down on the bed and lets the incredible tale he has just been told sink in.

Wow... what a mindful!

We are not alone... matter of fact, we' ve got lots of company.
Who are the Eldred? The Flaze? The Domo?
How lucid isthe ‘old man’?
BC shead isspinning as hetriesto fal adeep.
The Domo are vampires?
The Flaze flew the UFOs?
The Eldred are trying to kill us?



BC wakesto aringing com.

Didn't even feel like | fell asleep... but | must have.

“I'm awake!” he answersthe com.

“Good, because thisisyour wake up cal,” Anita s voice rings out from a hidden speaker.

“Right,” BC says.

“We'releaving for the asteroid base in one hour. Please be ready,” she says, and the com clicks off. BC
gets up and gets freshened up best he can.

A change of clothes and a shower would be better. Like to be able to check my messages, too.
See some news; find out how bad this thing is spreading now. There' s no outside contact here.
And now we' Il just, what, bip out to the asteroids? We're moving pretty quickly.

Theroom aarm ringsin an hour. BC opensthe door on Anita, waiting for him.

“Ready?’ sheaskshim.

“I guess,” BC says. “I would have liked to have gotten a shower in.”

“Fussy, fussy,” shechideshim. “You'll befine.” She makesashow of smeling him. “Y ou don't stink too
bad, Campion,” she sayswith alaugh. “The ship iswaiting for us a the lock, the same place we camein.
Comeon.”

BC follows Anita through the base to the airlock. She opens the door and then steps aside so BC can
gep through fird.

“Go ahead,” she says. “Timefor your universe to expand!”

BC chucklesin spite of himsalf and steps though the airlock into another *flasher.

It's a different ship than the one we came over on yesterday. Looks bigger, at least inside. |
wonder what the outside looks like? Doesn’t |ook like anyone’ s home.

BC looks down the long, empty corridor in both directions as Anita cyclesthe airlock closed behind
them.

“Big ship?’ heasksAnita

“What?' She says, figures out what he said, “ Oh. Y eah, big ship. Bigger than the last one we were on,
anyway.” She gestures up the corridor to their right. “Let’ s head to the bridge.”

“Isthisgonnabealong trip?’ BC asks her.

“Nah, the bridgeisn’t that far,” Anitasays. Before BC can protest shelaughs, “A joke! Thetrip won't
take long, either. We |l travel up off the dliptic, turn on the Transpace drive, and be there dmost
ingantaneoudy! Thelongest part of thetrip isflying far enough away from aplanet’ s gravity well, up to
where we have to be in order to make the jump safely, and then flying from the transit point on the other
end down to the asteroid base. The Trangpace event is surprisingly fast. Whole flight takes about an
hour.”

“Just an hour? Wow!” BC isimpressed.

“Some of our interstellar trips are even fagter,” Anitatellshim. “We can transt from amost anywhere, but
don’'t dareto do so into the asteroids. So we'll take alittle whileto fly in to the base. It'sin abusy
neighborhood. The safe point isalot further out than it isfor most of the planetswe visit.”

I’'m still wrapping my head around that one...

The corridor branches. BC stops, and then follows Anita down the lft branch.

“We don’t want to transit in open space around here, you know? Too many stray rocks,” she saysas
they walk. “We' re here.”

She punches a code into apand in thewall that opens the sedled airtight door they’ ve cometo. She
leads BC through another airlock, and on to the bridge of the ship.

Man, this sure looks different than that UTZ Cruiser’s bridge | was on during the war. So
simple looking.

They’ ve stepped into alow, domed room, paneled in white ename and glass, bordered by chrome
molding. The“back” of theroom is solid white, the“front” of the dome entirely clear.

It'slike being inside an invisible cookie dipped in milk... with a pilot inside...

A woman stsin awhite sculpted chair in the center of the room, her ebony skin astriking contrast to
the stark white dome interior. Her smileis even more striking as she stands to greet them.



| think I’'min love... maybe lust... she’s beautiful!
What the fuck?
Her chair and the bank of controls she had been looking at have just melted into the floor behind her.
AnitaelbowsBC, “Isthat cool or what? Oh, stop leering a her!” she chastiseshim.
“Welcome aboard, Anital” Thewoman says. “Isthis Ambassador Campion?’
“Itisl” BC saysand extends his hand.
“Bernard Campion, thisis SenshaWilliams. She'll be our pilot. Sensha, thisisBC.”
“BC? Senshaasks.
“My friendscdl meBC,” hesays. “1 hope you will, too.”
“You're quite acharmer for apriest,” Sensha says.
“NcC Reform and al, we're al pretty loose these days,” BC quips.
“I see” Senshasays. Anitadoesn't say anything. The bridge grows quiet.
“It'squiet,” BC observes.
“I likeit that way,” Senshasays.
BC looksaround. “I like the way your chair melted into the floor there like that,” BC says, awkwardly
trying to maintain the conversation and bresk the silence. “Um... dientech?” he asks.
“We came up with that,” Anitaand Senshasay practicaly in unison. “The Project,” Anitaexplains
further.
“Pretty cool,” BC says, nodding. “Does the ship have any weapons?’ he asks Sensha.
“Suredoes. | likeit that way, too,” she says.
“Where are your gunners?’
“You'relooking at them.”
“You?
“Me. | can do everything from here: guns, conventiona drive, and Transpace drive. It' sdl a my
fingertips” she saysproudly.
“But thisisabig ship!?’ BC protests.
“Isit? Maybe by your standards. But we' ve had the time and devel oped the tech, and incorporated the
tech we found on the dien base and on other worlds. Makesthis‘big' ship seem pretty small. And you
should see some of the Flaze Vehicles, if you want to talk big!”
“Redly?’
“Ohyeah,” Senshaassures him. “Well, you two ready to rock?’ she asks.
“Sure. Where do you want us?’ Anitaasks her.
“Hold on asec.” Sheturns and waves her arm. Her chair and the console melt back up into existence.
Sheleans over and presses aseries of buttons on the arm of the chair. Two more chairs melt up into
place behind Sensha's. “Have asedt,” she says.
“Cool,” BC can't help but say it as he walks over to aseat. Anitasits down next to him.
“I guesswe' reready,” Anitasays.
“Good. We ve been moving up off the plane and we' |l be trangiting soon,” Sensha tells them over her
shoulder. BC can see her tapping at the console in front of her. Then she sits back.
BC fedsalurch in his ssomach. He hears and fedsalow rumble.
“How long until Transpace?’ BC asks, after afew seconds.
“Now,” Senshasays.
BCwaits.
Nothing?
“When arewe going?’ he asks.
“Wejust did,” Senshasays.
“Wow,” BC saysin admiretion.
“I"'m good,” Senshasays. BC can hear the smilein her voice. “And now...” she pauses for a second,
“...wereherel”
“At the base?’ BC asks, puzzled.
“No, a the trangt point near the base. I’ ve got to fly usin to the base itself.” BC feels and hears another



low rumble. “WEe Il betherein about an hour,” she says.

“I told you that,” Anitasaysto BC.

“It' s<till good to hear it from the pilot,” BC says. “Travel by flasher, who wouldathunk it? Ooof!” BC
getsjerked to the side as the ship lurches.

“Damn!” Senshasaysto hersdf. “ Sorry about that,” she says back over her shoulder to BC and Anita.
“Just alittle bumpy in the ‘roids. Y ou know what they say,” she says, and sheand Anitasay it out loud
together, “’Roidsareapain in the assl”

“What, isthat the ship’s bumper sticker?’ BC jokes.

“No gtickerson my ship,” Sensha saysway too serioudy.

“So sorry,” BC gpologizes. “1 wasjoking.”

“Can't talk now,” Senshasays, “ Gotta dodge the rocks!”

BC watches out the clear screen in front as they dodge through the rocks for about an hour. Small and
large asteroids pass dowly by, some spinning, somejust hanging in space. After atime, he noticesasmall
dot in the center of the screen grow larger and remain centered.

Must be the base...

There salight at the center of the dot. Both light and dot grow larger and larger as BC watches. The
light gains form, becomes a square, then the outline of asquare, in the center of the dot which has grown
into alarge asteroid that keeps growing larger.

Looks like a platform, carved into the rock.

They approach the platform dowly.

Huh... bigger than | thought.

The craggy face of the asteroid disagppears from view asthey near the platform. The entire square of
light around the opening passes beyond BC' s sight before their ship is even within the opening.

BC beginsto make out details. The opening is honeycombed with doors and hatches of differing Sizes.
They look to be heading for one of the smaler doorsin the middle of the larger opening. It opens. Light
pours out to greet them. BC seeslanding lights flashing inward in sequence, beckoning the shipinto land.
Sengha brings them in dowly, smoothly. They touch down with just asmal thump.

“Thank you for flying the Sensha Expressl” Sensha sayswith achuckle. “ Off you go! They’reseding a
wakway up to the door you came in through as | speak! They’ ve been expecting you, of course.”
“Thank you, Sensha,” BC says. “It was apleasure to meet you, and awonderful flight.”

“Aw, cut it out,” she says.

“Yes. Please. Do .Cut. It. Out,” Anitasays menacingly.

“Better stand up, you two,” Sensharebukes them. “I’m about to make your chairs go away!” BC and
Anitaboth snap up to their feet as Sensha chuckles some more. The chairs melt away into the floor.
“After you,” BC sayswith asweep of hisarm. Anitashakes her head.

“Gimme abreak,” she sayswith atouch of exasperation. “I’ve gottago first. Y ou don’t know where
you're going. Don't even pretend you' re agentleman!”

“Fine, just go ahead.”

“Just go dl ready,” Senshasaysto them.

They make their way back through the ships corridors and out through the airlock, then crossthe
walkway into the base itsdlf.

The number of people and the bustle of the place strike BC immediatdly.

Wow... There are people everywhere! It'slike Lunar Prime in the good old days! Makes their
moon base look completely deserted. Hey, where' d she go?

“BC!” Anitacdlsto him through the crowd. She makes her way back to him. “I thought you were
right behind me. Come on.”

“Sorry, alittle distracted,” BC says. She turns and heads back into the crowd. BC follows close behind.

Who are all these people?

She heads down ahalway, turns afew corners. She walks quickly. BC keeps up. The crowd thins
asthey wak into aquieter area.

“Thisistheresdentid area,” Anitatellshim asthey wak. “ They’ ve set up aroom for you nearby.” She



gestures ahead, to their right.

This part of the base looks like any hotel on Earth, the Moon, or in orbit.

Anitastopsin front of aroom on the right whose door is gar.

“Hereweare. Y our room!” she says. “ Get some ret, freshen up, and relax. | got word on our way here
that the old manisn't up for vistorstoday. Y ou'll meet him first thing tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? | thought he was waiting to see me?’

“Heis. He swaiting until tomorrow to see you. Tomorrow. He' san old man, BC,” sheexplains.
“Gotcha. I understand. What am | supposed to do in the meantime? And | need to let the Vatican
Mission know I’'m going to be away longer than planned.”

Anita spreads her arms out in an overdramatic gesture of welcome. “ Freshen up, and relax. .. your room,
sah,” shejokes. “We'll send word to your secretary that you' ve been delayed, okay?’ she asks.

BC dhrugs. “Fine” Hewaksinto the room. “No windows, huh?’

“You'redegpingdearock,” Anitasays. “Not much to see”

“Point taken,” BC agrees.

An awkward silence ensues. BC breaksit. Awkwardly.

“Um, do you want to comein?’

Anitablushes. “No! | mean, | can't,” she sammers. “Not right... I’ve got to check in, and ther€’ s stuff
l... I gottago,” she says. She quickly turns and closes the door behind her on her way out.

That was weird. Didn’t think there was anything between us. She's cute in that rugged sort of
way, | guess. Didn’t really notice her eyestil just now. Beautiful brown eyes. And she blushed! |
swear she blushed! What' s that about?

Not that anything is normal anymore! A secret basein the asteroids. Super ships. Alien races.
Killer plagues. And the way she looked just then... Supid! Let’s not be stupid, BC. Remember, she
did try to kill you! | alwaysfall for the dangerous ones. Talk about stupid.

Well, they’ ve got full facilities, at least. All the amenities of home. High tech and high class. Might
as well take a shower, get some rest, and get ready to meet the dead legend that ain’t so dead
after all. | can’t believe I’m going to meet Van Kilner!

Anita stops by the next morning to lead the way. She and BC walk through the residential section,
through what appears to be manufacturing and labs. They exit the [abs and begin walking down a
featureless corridor, which then leads to another long corridor, followed by athird hundred-yard length.
Anitaand BC wak down one long connecting corridor after another.
Corridor after corridor... We have to have walked at least six miles!
“Y ou know, you' d think since you folks can travel to distant stars and faraway planets, you at least might
make it easer to get from place to place in your own fecility,” BC grouses.
“Van Kilner doesn't like to be too accessible, even to those in The Project,” Anitaexplains. “So, we
walk.” The corridor ends. They turn, and start down till another. Another turn, another corridor. No
windows, no doors, no other branching corridors, just along tunnel of connecting corridors winding
through the agteroid.
Findly they arrive a ablank gray wall: no apparent door, no apparent controls.
“Here, hold onasec,” Anitasays.
“Wheream | gonnago?’ BC asks.
“Shh!” she shusheshim. “Doctor Van Kilner? It's Anita Capituna. I’ ve brought Bernard Campion, the
Vatican Ambassador, with me, as you requested,” she saysin aloud voice. Sheand BC wait in silence.
BC beginsto speak. She cuts him off with aquick, “Sh!” and aflail of her arm and alook that could boil
blood. He stays silent.
They wait in Slence for what seemslikealong time,

It's been what, two minutes, really? What’ s this guy’ s deal ? Eccentric old bat, no doubt.

The outline of adoor appearsin the blank wall, and then dides slently aside.
“Comein,” avoice says.
Anitawaks through the door. BC follows cautioudy behind her.

Whoa!



BC is stunned. Stepping through the doorway into Van Kilner' s quartersis like stepping into another
world. Light brown wood paneled walls and a brown, cream and white marble floor replace the grays
and whites of the endless corridors. Stained glass windows backlit by hidden, golden lighting line the
walls of the foyer, casting multicol ored shafts of light acrossthe floor and across BC and Anitaasthey
walk through.

BC marves at the artwork, the mosaics of cut, colored glassin the windows. Each depicts adifferent
subject: Earth on afield of stars; the landscape of an unknown planet, with two moons rising above the
horizon; shipsin combat in space; avast field of asteroids; abright red nebula; acool blue spird galaxy.
Each window isawork of art. Most depict scenes and places BC has never seen before.

“Whoa!” BC lets out an involuntary gasp. The gravity eases asthey advance further into Van Kilner's
quarters, lessening its grip. BC suddenly feels pounds lighter, and there’ s an extraspring in his step.

“He keepsthe gravity at about aquarter of Earth normal,” Anitaexplains, noticing BC' ssurprise. “Helps
keep him hedthy. HE's... old,” she says haltingly. “We' re expected. We' | meet him in the arboretum.”
“The arboretum?’ BC asks.

“It' swhere Van Kilner takes hisvistswith hisguedts. It’ sjust ahead, on theright.”

BC follows her ashort way down the corridor. She places her palm flat against thewall and adoor
appears. After aminute, the door opens. The smell of damp wood, wet leaves and fresh |oam washes
over BC.

“Mmm... smellslike Earth,” BC says.

“Y ou can seewhy it’sthe old man’ sfavorite place,” Anitaagrees.

The arboretum is't like any on Earth, though. Van Kilner’ staken advantage of the light gravity. Trees
and plants grow up from the ground, out from the walls, and down from the distant ceiling somewherefar
above. Trees, plants and vines interweave overhead, creating a dense canopy that makesit impossibleto
judge just how high the roof of the arboretum is. Light sources abound, placed to feed the forest with
photonic goodness.

“Birds?’ BC asks as he hears chirping off in the distance.

“Birds. And bugs, too. No real pesky insects, just useful ones.”

“Jugt us useful bugs...” BC comments.

“At least you're useful,” BC hears come from behind him. Heturnsto see the legendary Dr. Van Kilner,
floating in achair hovering two feet off the ground. He' still recognizable from al the news coverage of
thirty years ago, but he showsthe yearsin thelinesin hisface and the stoop of hisback. Helooks old,
but not ancient.

Smaller than | thought he’d be... he’s one of the giants of history. Guess you kind of expect
someone like that to be... | don’t know... bigger?

“Go ahead, say it,” Van Kilner sayswith achuckle. “I know what you re thinking. | heer it dl the
time! ‘| thought you' d betdler,” right?’ He chucklesagain. “Y ou must be BC. Hello, Anita, thank you
for bringing himtome.”

“You'rewelcome, sir.” Sheturnsto BC. “BC?1"d like to introduce Doctor Hans Van Kilner. Doctor
Van Kilner, may | present the Vatican Ambassador to Lunar Prime, Father Bernard Campion. We can
cdl him‘BC'”

“Good!” Van Kilner extends hishand to BC. “Formditiesare done! | think they’ re important, but I’'m
aways glad when they’re over!” He and BC shake hands.

Pretty good grip for a geezer! Vigorous handshake... he's doing well, or he puts up a good
front.

“You'renot astal as| thought you'd be,” Van Kilner saysto BC.

“You'renot asold as| thought you'd be,” BC counters. Van Kilner laughs.

“You, | like” Van Kilner says. Hesmilesat BC. “Wak with me,” Van Kilner says. He turns his chair
and beginsto float away from them down acleared path among the trees. He stops the chair, turns back
to BC and Anita. “Come on, you two, there’ s much to discuss!”

BC and Anita catch up to Van Kilner. He leads them down the path.

“| gather Anitaand her crew havefilled you in on The Project, the diens, and what’ s been going on,”



Van Kilner saysasthey walk.

“They have, but...” BC isstopped by awave of Van Kilner’s hand.

“It'salottotakein,” Van Kilner says, to reassure him.

“I'll say,” BC blurts out. He composes himsdlf and continues. “Y ou folks have been doing alot without
telling the rest of uswhat’ s hgppening.”

“Wadl,” Van Kilner says. He stops his chair and turnsto BC. “Can you blame us? Can you imagine us
humans, the way we are right now, mounting any kind of defense againgt powerful dien races? If the
humans these aliens meet are from The Project, we create agood impression! They’ re meeting the best
and the brightest!” Van Kilner turnsand smilesat Anita. “Aren’'t they, Anital”

“Yes gr.”

“Makesthese dien raceslesslikely to take humanity for granted! Y ou see, we serve apurpose! Trust
me, if these dienswerein regular contact with the greater mass of humanity, they’ d soon be figuring out
waystowipeusdl out, likeinterstellar pest control!” Van Kilner clears histhroat. “ Some of usare afraid
that might already be happening,” he says, hiseyesdrilling into BC' s as he speaks. “But, you see, we
serve apurpose!”

“Sureyou do,” BC answerswithout flinching.

“Don’'t you lovetheway it smellsin herel” Van Kilner says, inhding adeep bresth and changing the
subject.

“Huh?’ BC asks, lost for asecond.

“Breathe!” Van Kilner demands.

BC breathes. He inhaes a deep bregath of the earthy, musty moist air insde the arboretum.

Wonder if he' s got any psychotropicsin the air? Suff he’ s used to, but would affect me?
Soothing, calming agents... aromatherapy? It does smell good, like being back on Earth, out in
the country, after it’srained.

“Trust me, thereare no drugsintheair, BC,” Van Kilner says, noting BC' s unease and suspicion.

That wasweird... guy almost read my mind.

“Y ou know, BC, you project your thoughts rather openly and quite loudly,” Van Kilner says.

| do?

“Youdo,” Van Kilner says, answering BC' s unspoken thought.

“Cut that out!” BC snaps.
“BC!” Anitacautions.
“Y our own fault, son,” Kilner says. “I’m not trying to hear you. Y ou just keep broadcasting to me. Keep
it to yoursdf!” He admonishes BC.
BC tries not to think out loud.
Damn.
“Hard not to do, huh?” Van Kilner askshim.
Anita’ sbrow isfurrowed. “1 don’t hear anything,” she says, frustrated.
“You just don't know how to listen,” Van Kilner says. “Y ou may be hearing more than you know,” Van
Kilner adds, mysterioudy.
Sheglaresat him.
“Let’sget beyond this,” BC suggests.
“I'madl for that,” Van Kilner agrees.
“Right,” Anitasays
“S0...” BClooksfrom Van Kilner to Anita, “What' s next?’
“You know,” Van Kilner saysto BC, “Y ou're not quite what | expected.”
“I'mnot?’
“No,” Van Kilner says. “I expected someone... coarser, | guess.”
“Coarser?’ BC asks.
“You'rean n,” Van Kilner explains matter-of-factly. “1 thought you' d fit the part.”
“Y ou know, funny thing, | actudly haven't killed anybody for awhile,” BC protests. “And it was never
by choice. They forced meintoit.”



“Who wasyour last kill?” Anitasayswith some venom.

“Who was yours?’ BC spitsback at her.

“Children!” Van Kilner upbraids them and takes the conversation back over. “Enough of this. We are
wadting time. BC, Anitatold me what they told you. .. how much do you remember?’

“What, do you want asummary?’ BC asks him with some sarcasm.

“No,” Van Kilner chuckles, “Not necessary. Y ou obvioudy know about thisbase,” Van Kilner gestures
at his surroundings. “ Do you know about The Domo?’

BC nods.

“The Flaze? The Eldred?’ Van Kilner asks.

“Yup,” BC says, nodding.

“Our other bases?”’

“Heard about them. Not much more. Isthere more?’

“Only this: The Eldred have used a plague to wipe out their enemiesin the past. We ve heard tdll of it
from some of the other races. It would seem the mellow, quiet race is quite capable of genocide.”
“Why wasn't | told this?” Anitaasks.

“Great,” BC sayssarcadticaly. “ Good to know.”

“The Domo told usthat The Eldred wiped out arace on the planet we call  Crankshaft’ centuries ago,”
Van Kilner eaborates. Anitalooks surprised.

“So they’ ve doneit before?” BC asks.

“They sure have. And the way that The Domo told it, it sounded like it wasjust something The Eldred,
wdl... Do.”

“S0... If it sthem,” BC speculates, “how can we prove it’ sthem and not the UTZ or the UIN? What
court could we ever try them in?’

“Here ssomething | just found out. The plague microbe? The one the Project and UTZ scientists
isolated? It’ s been found in a place that neither the UTZ nor the UIN had accessto.”

“Where' sthat?’ BC asks.

“Here,” Van Kilner says, gesturing around him.

There' s stunned silence between the three of them. Van Kilner bresksit.

“Wefound it after it wasisolated. When we knew what to look for. More incriminating, the microbe was
found in the quarters formerly occupied by our visitor from The Eldred. Actudly, therewas so little of it,
we can't be sureit was actualy left with the intent of infecting the whole base. Doesn't realy matter now,
doesit?’ Van Kilner asks hypotheticdly. “1f we hadn’t quarantined the area as soon as we had
suspicions, more would have died.”

“People died?’ Anitaasks, suddenly worried. “Who?’

“Yes, dear, I'm afraid so,” Van Kilner saysto her. “A couple of the techs. We haven't found acurefor it
yet.

“Oh,” shesays, just to say something.

“I know,” Van Kilner sayswith sympathy. “I don’'t know if you knew them. I'm afraid their names
weren't familiar to me, though | hate to lose anyone.”

Slence again hangsin the air between the three of them. Thistime, BC bresksthe silence.
“Why?Why would they try to kill usal?’ BC looksfrom Anitato Van Kilner. Van Kilner clearshis
throat to speak.

“I havenoidea,” he says. “The Domo and The Flaze hold The Eldred in near reverence, act like the
Eldred are somehow intergalactic parents. They seemed to be amellow, benevolent, caretaker sort of
race. They were alittlejittery, but they seemed mostly old and wise.”

“Watch out for those old and wise ones, en?” BC cracks. Van Kilner smiles.

“Maybethey’ re sowise,” Anitaventuresto guess, “ They decided we weretoo violent araceto live.”
She shakes her head. “That'sdl I'vegot.”

“I don’'t know,” Van Kilner disagrees, “ The Domo and The Flaze can both be very violent races. Why
would The Eldred let them hang around, if that was the case? The Eldred have dedlt with them for
centuries, evidently.”



“You know, BC,” Anitasaysto him, “when we first met the Domo, before we knew the Eldred existed,
the Domo would talk about ‘those who walked among us.” The Haze early on told us about arace they
caled * The Shapers . Wethink that both the Flaze and the Domo were talking about the Eldred. They
never said that for sure, but the piecesfit. But we aren’t sure.”
Van Kilner nods, and then adds, “ All we know isthat dl of them have messed with human beings and
Earth to one degree or another over the course of our history. The Domo and The Flaze have tregted the
planet Earth like a curiosity. The Domo said that ‘ those who walked among us' also messed with our
planet, somehow, centuries ago,” Van Kilner says. “But they don't, and won't, elaborate on who ‘those
who walked among us were.”
“Redly? Why won't they talk about the Eldred?’ BC asks.
“They usualy will. They usudly do. That’ swhy we' re not positive that ‘ those who walked anong us' are
The Eldred. We don't know for sure that The Domo meant The Eldred were messing with usin our
prehistory. We aren't sure what they had to do with us, if anything.”
BC triesto get hishead around everything Van Kilner’ ssaying. “ Okay. Anita, Dell and Krish said that
The Domo were like vampires, that they might have ingpired some of our legends. They built the origina
base here,” he says, gesturing at the space around them. “And the others, The Flaze?’ Anitaand Van
Kilner nod. BC continues, “ The Flaze | eft the ruins we ve found on the Moon and Mars, and might have
been responsible for U.F.O. sightings. But what did the Eldred do?’
“Wedon't know,” Van Kilner admits. “Wejust don’t know. Y ou can bank on the fact The Domo were
vampiresin the 17th and 18th century. They posed as nobility and fed on theloca populacein parts of
Europe. They studied us, studied Earth, and decided not to take it over. Then they left. The Flaze arrived
sometimein the 20th century, about 200 years ago. Most of the U.F.O. craze back then was caused by
The Flaze. But we have no ideawhen or even if the Eldred cameto Earth.”
“Some of The Project’ s anthropologists think they may have exterminated the Neanderthals,” Anitasays.
Van Kilner gives her adubiouslook. “1t' spossible... ill areatively new theory.”
“But!” Van Kilner sayswith asense of drama, “ There is another possbility... and hereit gets really
interesting: ‘ Those who walked among us and the’ shapers could have been someone else. The Domo
made only one mention of them, another race they caled Dixitpaszay, or the* Ancient Enemy’.”
“They only mentioned them that once, and then never again,” Anitasays, sounding frustrated. “ And they
definitely didn’'t mean The Eldred.”
“No,” Van Kilner says. “ The Eldred are not the Ancient Enemy ... but then, who is? W€ ve considered
some possibilities: The Eldred may work for them. Or, somehow, they’ re connected. Maybe the
‘Ancient Enemy” arethe onesredly behind this plague, eh? There sapossbility,” Van Kilner says,
introducing anew variable. “ The Eldred may just do their bidding. .. it would explain why the other races
al hold The Eldred in respect, if they are the Ancient Enemy’ sright hand, their intergaactic * concierge’ .
But The Eldred have not mentioned an *ancient enemy’ a al, not to us.”
“When The Domo mentioned The Dixitpaszay, they said that they and The Eldred were on opposing
sgdesinawar amillion yearsago,” Anitasays. “ They could easly have made up, in the intervening
years.”
“What was the war about?’ BC asks.
“Wedon't know,” Anitasays.
“And... what about the ‘why’?’ BC asks. “Why would any of these races want us dead? How could we
be athreet to anyone? Could any of these diens have allied themsaves with the UIN?’
Anitaand Van Kilner exchange an “ask astupid question” look between them. Anitaanswers.
“None of them could do anything like that without us knowing about it,” she assures BC.

Damn, they sound awful cocky about that! Especially for people who possibly helped one of
those races infect us with the plague.

“Wadl,” Van Kilner admits, “We don’t think they could. We know their ships. We know their energy
sgnatures, thetrails of particlestheir enginesleave behind.
“And The Domo and The Flaze, at least, know to leave usdone.” He chuckles. “ Plus, none of them, The
Eldred included, understand what it iswe refighting about. They don’t have religions. Not like ours.”



“Redly? Nordigion?’ BC asks, mystified.

“None. Not like human beingsdo” Van Kilner shakes his head. “ That waswhy The Eldred wanted to
cometo Lunar Prime and observe the peace conference. At least, that was the reason they said they
wanted to attend and observe, so they could study our religions further.”

“Further?’ BC asks,

“Further,” Van Kilner confirms. “Evidently, The Eldred find our dedication to and obsession with religion
to be... uniquein the universe. And so they’ ve been studying us for awhile now. Us... and our
rdigions”

“Heh,” BC laughs, “That could be enough to convince any race that we don’'t deserveto live! Maybethe
Eldred and this Ancient Enemy are our enemies, too.”

“Y ou know, the way The Domo talked about them,” Anitasays, “I don't think they’ re around anymore.
The Domo spoke of them in very past tense.”

“What do the Flaze and The Eldred say about the * Ancient Enemy’ 7’

“TheHazeare... odd. They don’t hold linear conversations, per se,” Van Kilner says. “They’ ve never
mentioned anything about the ‘ Ancient Enemy’ and you can't redlly ask them questions. The Eldred
ignored the question completely when we asked them. They acted asif we didn’'t say anything at al.”
“What do you mean?’ BC asks.

“They ignored the question,” Anitasays. “They just stared a us. Asif we hadn’t said anything at dl. They
waited until we spoke again, and then reengaged in the conversation.”

“Weird,” BC observes.

“Itwas!” Van Kilner agrees. “But we dismissed it at the time. Chalked it up to bad trandation,
miscommunication. Of course, everything' s being reevaluated, now.”

“Okay, 0... maybe we forget about the ‘why’” BC says. “How do we cure this? Can we stop it? Y ou
sad it showed up here, have you found away to cureit? Prevent it? Anything?’

“No,” Van Kilner says, shaking hishead. “As| said, people died. But we did isolate the microbe causing
the plague. And we' re working on it. We did discover onething. It's apparently not universdly fatd.
Some people aren’t affected, even though they were infected. Not everyone exposed to it catchesit.”
“No?" BC asks.

“No,” Van Kilner says. “Asamatter of fact, you were no doubt infected yourself, BC. Y ou just havethe
good fortune of beingimmune. Y ou don't haveit.”

“Am | acarrier?’ he asks, worried.

“We don't know for sure,” Van Kilner says. “There' s no evidence so far that this can be spread by
anyone except asick person. Not that we' ve seen, so far. We just don’t know all that much about it yet.
We should have you checked out. Do some bloodwork.”

“What areyou, The Haze?' BC jokes, getting it deliberately wrong.

“No, that was The Domo,” Anitacorrects him, “But they don't... | mean, they’renct... oh, never mind,”
shesghs BC amilesat hislittlevictory.

“Very clever, BC,” Van Kilner notes. “1t will be painless. We ve got the best doctors here, | promise
you,” he saysto BC. “Hell, they’ ve kept me divethislong!” Helaughs. “ Anita, why don’t you take BC
to our infirmary? Have them draw some blood, test for the microbe, seeif there' s some hedling factor
you have that’ s unique and fun and different.” Van Kilner shiftson hischair. “Then, I'm afraid | should let
you go. Thereisn't much moreto tell you about. | wanted to meet you, seeif you were the sort of man |
can work with. You are. But I'm afraid they’ Il be needing you back on Earth, back on the Moon at the
very leadt.

“Thisplagueisbad, BC, and it's spreading through the human population like wildfire. There are alot of
people dying,” Van Kilner says. He drops his head, rubs hisface.

“Andit’ sal your fault,” BC redlizes. “1an't it? Both of you! All of youin The Project... your arrogance
made you blind to a serious threst, didn’t it?” Helooks from Van Kilner to Anita. Neither saysaword.
“Y ou two are responsiblefor taking more lives, and certainly more innocent lives, than | ever didin my
former career!”

Anitaprotests, “BC, redly, comeon...”



“Wow,” BC kegps going, “What you’ ve unleashed makes my discretions palein comparison!”
“Thiswasnot intentiond,” Van Kilner says softly.

“Weareresponsble” Anitasays. “I’mresponsible. I'll admit it, even if you can’t, doctor. We rekilling
people,” shenods at BC, “Sureashedid.”

“We are not murderers” Van Kilner saysdefensvely.

“Doesthat matter to thevictims? To any of our victims?” Anitaasksthem. Thethree of them are quiet.
There snothing elseto say. A minute passesin silence.

“We should get going,” BC findly says. “Get meto the infirmary, and then back on my way to the Moon,
right? Okay?’

“Sure” Anitasays, il quiet.

“Wdll,” Van Kilner says, “1 guessthisisit for now. Think about our next step. We'll keep in touch.

“It was good to meet you, BC. Evenif you did have the unbridled temerity to cal me amurderer.”

He extends his hand.

BC shakesit.

“Thanks, Doctor Van Kilner. I’ll dowhat | canto help you, to help usal stop thisthing.”

“So will we. We Il bedoing dl we can here”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Anitasays. She motionsto BC to precede her out. They turn, leaving Van Kilner
among the trees as they make their way back to the arboretum’ s door. The door shuts silently behind
them, disappearing into thewall.

“It'sbad, isn't it?" BC asks Anitaasthey wak down the corridor.

“What?" Anitasays absentmindedly.

“The Plague?” BC reminds her.

“I don't know,” shetelshim.

“It soundslikeitsbad.”

“Yeah. It does,” Anitasays. She sounds defeated.

“Hey,” BC says, stopping. Anitastops.

“What?" she says, alittle exasperated.

BC looks her in the eye. “Look. If anyone can find acureto this, it'syou people, The Project. Y ou may
have unleashed this plague, but you' re the only ones who have even a chance of defeeting it. TheUTZ
scientigsareworking onit, too, but I’ Il put my money on The Project.”

“You?You'retrying to cheer me up? Give me abreak,” she sighs, turns, and sets off back down the
corridor. BC follows her back through the long empty corridorsin silence.

What | get for trying to be nice... Have it your way, bitch... jeesh.

After aquick trip to the infirmary, BC and Anitatake off on a Flasher for Lunar Prime. BC is back
on the Moon by dinnertime. Anitaand BC disembark from the flasher in EVA suitsand re-enter Lunar
Primethe way they I€ft it, through the outbuilding at the edge of the facility.

“I'll bein touch in the next couple of days,” shetdlls BC as he beginsto leave the outbuilding and head
for home.

“How can | get in touch with you?’ he asks her.

“We |l set that up when | cdll. Figure out what to do next...”

“It'salottodigest...”

“I' know. Thanksfor not killing me.”

Back in hisquartersin the Vatican Mission, BC turns on the news. It' snot good.

“This new sickness, this new plague, is decimating the population on Earth, in orbit, and on the Moon,”
the newscaster says. “UTZ officids assure usther finest scientific minds are gpplying themsalvesto a
search for acure.

“Most people wonder if thisisthe UIN’sdoing. Thereisaso talk among the scientists that this plagueis
not of human origin, but may spring from some interstellar source or origin. Theories abound. Some
suggest the UIN uncovered the plague among artifacts on Mars and brought it to the peace conference
on the Moon. But did they do it deliberately? Or wasit ahorrible accident? We' |l be speaking with
experts on both sides in our next segment. Another theory? Cosmic infection! Maybe a siray meteor,



some hunk of killer ice, carried adeadly cargo to the Moon that somehow was introduced into the
environment.
“Or could it be... diens? All weknow for sureisthat the plague began itswave of destruction on the
Moon, let loose as representatives gathered to talk peace.
“In arelated story, the sponsor of the conference, Vatican Ambassador Bernard Campion has reportedly
disappeared! There' sbeen no sign of the Ambassador, according to our sources, for at least the last two
days, dthough unnamed UTZ officids are saying, off the record, that Campion isworking in secret with
them to try to trace the source of the plague and find acure.”

Nice... at least someone is making excuses for me. Weird to have someone handling PR for
me. | didn’t think | would BE the news!
I’mhere! Just took a littletrip, isall. Should | issue a public statement? What would | say?

BC checks his messages. Severd of the waiting ones are from the Vatican!

Well, all it takesis a genocidal plague to get themto call, nice.

Thelast four are marked as* Extremely Urgent”
The Popeis dead.
HisHoliness the Pontiff Linus the Second has died. And the Curia has sent BC messages asking BC to
report to Vatican City.

Great. They want me down there yesterday! Guess | better go. So wait, what are these? Next
message: A new pope is chosen, Peter the Third!

BC advances to the message after that. Where the last told of the election of anew Pope, the next
announcesthat he, too, has died.

Time passes like a freight train chugging past too fast to see.

The last message asks him to report to the Vatican, once again.

Well, | guess | should get back down to Earth. Seeif | can do anything at Vatican City. Don’t
know why | should. No good ever seems to come from helping.

Chapter Fourteen

When mass numbers of people get sick, things break down. Even as humanity advances, it till takes raw

people power to keep the machines running.

BC hasahdl of atime booking passage down to Earth. When hefinaly securesaride, theflight itsdf is

nearly empty.

The Rio Di Janeiro spaceport on Earth is another shock. Many of the shops and stores are shuttered.

Other travelers are scarce.

BC hunts around for a connecting flight to Vatican City. It takesafew hours. He books hisflight and

cdlsthe Vatican to let them know he' son the way.

BC landsin Rometo avery different greeting. The media have somehow been derted. Reporters

surround the gate a the airport as BC disembarks. They spot BC and begin hurling questions at him.

“ Ambassador! Where have you been?’

“Father Campion! What do you know about the plague?’

“Why haven't you been infected, Father Campion?’

“How did it hgppen?’

“Do you think thisisthe work of the UIN?’

“What' s your reaction to the Pope’ s death?’

BC ignoresthem dl best he can ashewalks past. He bresthes asigh of relief when he spots awaiting

Vatican transport with hisname on it. He hopsin and rolls away from the pursuing, clamoring crowd.
Aside from the media dogs, there weren’t many other people there at the port.

How bad isit?



BC issent to the College of Cardindsimmediately upon hisariva at the Vatican, hisluggage
whisked away to some rooms he' stold he'll be shown to later. Cardinals Hardwick and Terpaare
waiting for BC when he arrives outside the Sistine Chapdl.

“Cardind Campion, you'rejust intimel” Terpasays, greeting BC.

“What?I'm not aCardinal ...” BC demurs.

Terpaand Hardwick nod.

“Youare” Terpasaysto him.

“But | was never even aBishop... That'sadoneded?’ BC asks.

“A doneded,” Hardwick says. “Therearen’'t many of usleft,” hetelsBC. “You werelevated in
absentia by the late Pope Peter the Third, under specid circumstances. We' Il makeit officia while
you're herein Rome. You'll be devated to bishop at the sametime.”

“Okay,” BC says, surprised, trying to think.

Made a Cardinal against my will! These people are desperate.

“How bad has this sickness gotten?” BC asks them.

“It'sbad,” Terpasays. “It isaplague such asthe world has never seen. Billions are dying, Cardina
Campion. Not al who are exposed are infected.... it seemsto affect people at random. It'svery
srange”

“The UTZ Scientists have announced curestwice,” Hardwick says, “only to find their announcements
have been premature, that their measures don’t measure up.”

“I'm afraid many people are sureit’ sthework of the Mudims,” Terpatdlshim.

“Redly?’ BC asks.

“WEe ve seen the polls,” Hardwick says. “We hear it from our own people.”

“It'snot theMudims,” BC tdlsthem. They both stare & him. Terpafinally bresksthe slence.
“What...” she says, and then she pauses. “How do you know?’ she asks him. “Mars has been silent,
closed off.”

Hardwick shakes his head.

“There sbeen no traffic from Mars,” hetdls BC, *“and no communications, either. There sno way to
know how the UIN has been affected.”

“I know that,” BC admits, “but | aso know that this‘ plague’ wasn't caused by the UIN.”

“You know?Well...” Terpasays. “...what are you saying? Thisis natural? Or is someone se
responsible?’ she asks BC.

“I've spoken with some UTZ scientists” BC says, stretching the truth. “ They think it may be
extraterregria.”

| don’t want to tell them about The Project... yet.

“WEe ve heard that, too,” Hardwick says. “But couldn’t they have found avirus or something on
Mars and somehow, | don’t know, ‘weaponized' it? That would makeit ‘ extraterrestria’, wouldn't it?”
Now he'sa Cardinal and a scientist?

“Not redly... They don't have the technology to creste this sickness,” BC explains. “ Our scientists
admit that even they couldn’t create this.”

“I haven't heard any of them admit that,” Hardwick says, the question in hisvoice.

“They haven't publicly,” BC tellshim.

“Oh”

A group of young priests appear from inside the chapel and approach them.

“Primusinter pares? Y our eminence?’ thelead priest, ayoung African woman wearing bright blue
clerical robes addresses Cardina Hardwick.

“Y es, Reverend Chiamaka?’

“It'stime. The other Cardinds are waiting for you and the Secretary Cardind to begin the Papal
Conclave,” Chiamaka says, nodding to Cardina Terpaaswdll. “The chimney has been prepared. The
chapd has been swept for any possible surveillance devices. All isin readiness, awaiting only the three of
you.”

“Wadll, then... asthe Dean of the College of Cardinds, | officidly invite you to join the conclave, Cardina



Campion!” Hardwick saysto BC, extending his hand.

“Right now? | accept, | guess,” BC saystentatively. He shakes Hardwick’s hand. They enter the chapel
and the doors crash shut and are sedled behind them.

“Come,” Hardwick saysto BC and Terpa, “We have work to do.”

The Sstine Chapel... Getsto me every time...
| didn’t know there was damage in here, too. It was never hit directly. It was one of the few
buildings they protected.

Sadly, there has been some damage. Some of the wall frescoes are now cracked, or broken, with
piecesfdlen off. Severd of Michdangelo’'s masterpieces on the cealling have lost chunks, ugly white
patches showing through some of the master’ swork.

Sad to see... Huh, there’ s old Jeremiah up there... some say it’s a self portrait by
Michelangelo... funny, | never read Jeremiah’s book until forced to by The Light. He puts the cur
in curmudgeon. Look at him up there, angry and puzzled. Guess we have that in common...

“Watch where you' regoing,” Hardwick cautions BC. BC' s been so busy looking up he didn’t notice
the chair he was about to wak into. The chapel has been furnished for the affair: large, red velvet
cushioned, oaken thrones are arrayed dong the sde walls, facing each other.

BC looks around. Staring up &t the ceiling he didn’t see the other Cardinds gathered around the altar.
There aren’'t as many as he' d thought there would be. He triesto make aquick count.

There are only about fifty people here... and a lot of them are pretty young to be Cardinals!

“Where s everybody else? | thought we had over two hundred Cardinasin the College?’ BC asks
Hardwick and Terpa.

“Wedid,” Terpasays.

“We now have 59 Cardinals,” Hardwick says sadly.

“Counting me?’ BC asks.

“Counting you,” Hardwick tellshim.

“Oh. | see”

“Have asest,” Hardwick says, indicating athronefor BC.

“Thank you,” BC says. Hardwick nods. He and Terpathen continue on up to the dtar.

Athrone... a throne of my own...

BC sitsdown. He looks across the chapel at some of the other Cardinals, aready seated.

| feel like | just walked into a party | was not invited to... Talk about not belonging
somewhere... what?

The Cardind on the throne next to BC istalking to him in asoft voice. All BC hearsis, “by the
Cardina Camerlengo, stand.”

“What?" BC asksin ahoarse whisper.
“Stand up!” the old man snaps back at BC.

Cranky old dude! Well, | guessthisisit...

Cardina Camerlengo Hardwick, Dean of the College of Cardinds, stands before the altar and
swearsthem all to secrecy. Terpaand two other Cardinas walk down the rows of chairs and hand each
of them adip of paper.

“Please be seated,” Hardwick says asthelast of the ballotsis handed out. BC looks at hisdip.

“Eligo in summum pontificem,” BC reads. Luckily, thereisatrandation underneath thewords. | eect as
supreme Pontiff...

BC looks around the room. He notices others doing the same.

| don’t even know any of these people! Maybe I’ll vote for myself... or Hardwick. Maybe
Terpa... this church could use a female pope, a first for the NcC and Christianity in general. This
isjust thefirst ballot; it doesn’t mean anything anyway...

BC writes his own name down and laughs.

Why not? I’'m sure we' |l find out who the real candidates are after thisfirst vote.

Hardwick speaksfrom the dtar.

“Please bring your balot up, present it, and placeit inthischdice,” hetdlsthe assembly, indicating an



ornate, oversized gold and silver chalice on the dtar, covered by athin gold paten.

The Cardinals process up to the dtar in an orderly fashion. BC tries not to smirk as he walks up to the
altar, holds his vote aloft, and then dides it under the paten and into the cup. Heis one of the last to vote.
As he heads back to his seat, Terpaand the two other Cardinalsline up with Hardwick for counting.
The counting takes awhile. Each namefor each vote isread aloud three times: Terpa reads the name
aloud and writesit down on ataly sheet in front of her, then handsthe ballot to the next Cardina. The
next Cardina reads the name aoud aswell, and then hands the balot to the third Cardina. The third
repeats the name again, and then runs a needle and thread through the ballot, creating a string of
punctured votes.

“Bernard Campion,” Terpasaysaoud, about hafway through the balots. Her eyeslock with hisbriefly.

She does not look happy... guess she didn’t like my little joke...

“Bernard Campion,” repeats the second Cardinal.

“Bernard Campion,” echoes the third, and then he pokes the needle and thread through the ballot, adding
itto hisgring.

One ballot for BC...

More names are called. It's clear there won't be apope elected on thisfirst vote, there are too many
namesfor any candidate to have received afull two-thirds.

“Bernard Campion,” Terpa says again, his name echoed by her two colleagues.

Wait a minute... Another ballot? Who else would vote for me?

BC hears his name come up again on two other ballots, his name repeated three times each time,
before the voting isover.

Thisisinsane...

Thefirg votefindly over with no winner, Terpaand the other two Cardinas assisting in the voting
gather dl other notes from around the room, and then head to the back to burn the balots and notes. The
black smoke will |et the outside world know there' s been no decison. Whilethey perform theritua task,
Hardwick addresses the rest of the assembly.

“We do not have anew pontiff yet,” hetdlls them, *but we do have four candidates who have received
more than one vote. Cardina Castellini of Turin hasfivein hisfavor. Cardind Kibwe of Nairobi hasfour,
asdoes Cardinal Hardwick, er, mysdf,” he says, pausing awvkwardly, visbly uncomfortable. “ And,
finaly, Cardind Campion of the Vatican Misson on Lunar Prime hasthree votes.”

BC can fed the eyes of the other Cardinas on him. Luckily, Hardwick continues, drawing back their
attention.

“Wewill vote again tomorrow, twice in the morning, and twice in the afternoon, if necessary,” Hardwick
tellsthem. “I would like to ask now for avote on the number of ballots we will have before welook for a
sample mgority rather than atwo-thirds mgority.

“Astimeisof the essence, | suggest Six, in hopesthat we can eect anew popein our third day. All in
favor?

Thevote carries.

“Good!” Hardwick exclams.

“Pleasefollow Cardina Terpa. Shewill lead you to the Domus Sanctae Marthae, whereyou' Il be
gaying. It ssmilar to agtaff-lesshotdl. Everything you need is, hopefully, provided. If there is anything
more that you require, please see Cardina Terpaor myself. We reconvene a 6 am tomorrow morning.
Thank you, God BlessYou dl,” he says, finishing.

“Amen,” the assembly answers back.

The Cardinas begin filing out after Terpa, heading for their rooms.

BC walks dong behind the cranky older Cardinal.

“Well, Campion.”

BC hearsafamiliar voice he can't quite place behind him.

“When | heard that you were elevated to Cardind, | knew this church had dropped its standards even
lower.”

BC turnsand seesafamiliar face... but again he can't quite place...



Fortune Sation! Kim!
“So, it's Cardinal Kimisit, now?’ BC asks.
Kim doesn’t answer the question. Instead he asks hisown.
“So tell me, Campion, will you take the name ‘ Pope Judas’ if you' re dected? That would be afirst!”
Ouch!
That hurts because | deserveit...

“Look, Kim, | don’'t know what to say. | filed areport. My superiorsin the OPO at the time took
my information right to the UTZ. | didn’t know they would come and herd you dl off of there”
“Youdidn't?” Kimaskshim. “You're either lying or you're naive,” he says.

“Worse” BC says. “I redly didn’t think about it. I’ m sorry it went down like that.”

“Come on you two,” Terpasays, coming back for the stragglers. *Y ou two know each other?” she asks
them.

“Y ou could say that,” Kim says. BC just nods. They follow dowly behind Terpa.

“Since when areyou regular NcC?” BC askshim. “And aCardind?’

Kim stops. BC hangs back with him.

“I became regular NcC again when they forced usto settle in Dubuque.”

“They resettled you in lowa?’ BC asks.

Kim mumbles under hisbregth, “...didn’'t even bother to find out where we went...”

“| said | was sorry,” BC sighs. Kim just shakes his head.

“Cardina Kim was made a Cardinal just intimeto elect Pope Peter the Third,” Terpasays, coming back
to them again. “ Come on, you two. There’ sdinner waiting for you in your quarters. Y ou don't want it to
get cold, do you?’

Kim and BC follow Terpainto the Domus Sanctae Marthae. Instead of afront desk, thereisaplaque
with the names of dl the Cardinas and their assigned room numbers. BC and Kim study the chart and
find their repective lodgings.

“I’'mon thisfloor,” BC notices. “Room 115.”

“I'mupdairs” Kimsays. “Third floor.”

BC and Kim stand in uneasy silence.

“How’ syour daughter, Ruth?” BC asks Kim, bresking the silence.

“Asif you care,” Kim says softly. “ She'sdead, Campion,” hetells him. “ She was one of thefirst to get
the sicknessin Dubuque.”

BC doesn’t know what to say.

“I... 'msorry, Kim.”

“Soam|,” hesays. Kim pressesthe”up” button of anearby eevator. The door opens and hewaksin,
away from BC. He turnsto push the button for hisfloor, but stops.

“Hey, Campion,” hecalsto BC. “| voted for you. By theway.”

“Thank you?’ BC says, questioning.

“Don’'t thank me,” Kim says. He pushes the button for hisfloor and the door beginsto close. “1 voted for
you because the job appearsto befata. Good luck!”

Thedevator door closes. BCisleft donein the small lobby. He finds hisway to hisrooms, finds dinner
waiting, asdlad, Francesco Alfredo and green beans, with white wine.

Too bad... not enough to get drunk on... | could use a drink.

BC pours himsdlf alarge glass of wine and settles down to dinner and to deep.

He and the other Cardinals sart again early the next morning, meeting in the chapd at six am.

There are rounds of discussion before each vote is taken. Words of support are spoken for each of the
prominent candidates. Candidates can bow out and throw their support behind other Cardinals.

Cardind Hardwick throws his support behind Castellini, but it isn't quite enough. BC triesto throw his
‘support’ to Hardwick, but Hardwick declines. Cardinal Kibwe then surprises the college by throwing
his support behind BC.

“Heisaman of action who knowsthe world asit istoday very well. He is a peacemaker, thefirst man to
bring the opposing sides of the war together inyears,” Kibwe says, explaining hismove. BC Stsin



sunned Sllence.

| want to get up, wave my arms and shout NOOOOOOQ!! But | don’t think that will play well
here...

After thefinal vote of the afternoon, Cardina Castellini hasthe most ballots, but not the two-thirds he
needsto get el ected.

BC can't degp that second night of the conclave. He tosses and turns, gliding just above the surface of
real deep.

Well... at least I’ m not getting a headache... knock on wood. Heh, plenty of that here. These
rooms are beautiful.

BC drags himsdlf out of bed when the clock strikes five. He tries to wake up with a shower and
some coffee. He makes hisway back to the chapdl for six.

The now familiar processrolls on ahead. BC wishes he could shrink down into nothing as he hears his
name read doud, over and over again. Hisand Cagtellini’s.

Neither he nor Castellini get two thirds of the vote. Cagtellini does have a smple mgority, however, and
the next balot will be the saventh, and asmple mgority will win it for himin that round of baloting as
agreed to on day one.

Thank God!

The Cardinds mingle amongst themselves asthey await the second ballot of the morning. BC triesto
keep to himsdlf, nodding politely but not engaging in conversation when approached. Castdlini, onthe
other hand, is surrounded by supporters.

I’mtoo tired to even think my way out of this... hope being aloof helps get Castellini votes...
what’ s that? Oh shit, something’ s wrong!

One of the Cardindsin Castellini’ s group has collapsed. BC approaches, only to be stopped by
another Cardind.

“Givehimsomeair!”

“Stand back, please.”

BC hangs back. Murmurs surround him.

“Isit the plague?’

“Helookssick. He may haveit.”

“I've seen thisbefore; it’ sthe sart of it.”

BC' sword fears are confirmed as the crowd parts. Cardina Castdllini ison the floor of the chapd, with
two other Cardinds attending to him. They help him to hisfeet, and lead him back to the Domus Sanctae
Marthae. Cardinal Hardwick takesto the atar and asksfor their attention.

“Cardina Casgtdlini hastakenill. We hopeit’sjust some bad fish, as he said to mejust amoment ago,”
Hardwick sayswith anervous chuckle. “ Although he has been excused from the voting, heis till the
prime candidate and remains so as we gpproach the next ballot. Please, return to your seats, and we will
conduct the next balot. Thank you. May the Lord guide us, and help us choose wisely. Amen”

“Amen,” the assembly responds.

The balots are passed out once again. BC writes“ Cagtdlini” in the biggest dlowable letters, folds his
balot, and then didesit into the chalice when histurn comes.

Terpabeginsreading the balots doud.

“Cagdlini,” she says, echoed once again by the other two assistants.

BC bresthesasigh of relief.

Thank God! Thereisnoway | can...

“Campion,” she says, reading the next.

Ohno...

“Campion,” she saysagain. And again. Twenty-nine times.

BC wakes up on hisback on the floor of the chapdl.

“What happened?’ he asks Terpa, who ishanging over him.

“Youfainted, I think. At least | hope 0. We can't have two Cardinas struck down by the plague in one
day, can we? Especialy not when you' ve just been elected...”



“Don't say it!” BC triesto shout.
“...Pope” shefinishes despite his protest. She extends her hand and helps him to hisfeet. “Y ou okay?’
sheaskshim.
“Consgdering... | guess” BC says.
“Bernard Campion! Approach!” Hardwick callsto BC from the dtar.
BC can hear the bells of St. Peter’ sringing out as he walks up to the altar.
Must be white smoke, too. Maybe I'm till passed out... this can’t be happening.
“Do you accept thiselection?” Hardwick askshim.
“Do | haveachoice?’ BC asks.
“You canrefuse,” Hardwick says. “But no one ever does. It could wreck the church.”
“Redly?What do you think making me Pope over thewhole NcC isgoing to accomplish?’ BC saysin
response.
“Do you accept?’ Hardwick presses him.
Likel cansay “no” ...
“1 accept,” BC says. “I guess.”
“By what name shall you be called?’ Hardwick asks.
Name? God, | didn’t give that any thought! What name...
“Uh...” BC gammersas hetriesto think.
Well, it' sworked SO well so far ...
“I will be caled Peter... thefourth,” BC declares.
“Come forward and be consecrated as a bishop of the church,” Hardwick says. BC approaches him.
“Kned,” Hardwick tells him. BC knedls before him and Hardwick lays on his hands, on BC's head.
“By the power vested in me by the Lord and by the NcC, | ordain you a Bishop of the New catholic
Church. On Earth asit isin heaven, Amen,” Hardwick intones.
“Amen,” the assembly responds.
“I giveyou your new Pontifex Maximus! The Holy Roman Pontiff! The Bishop of Rome, Pope Peter the
Fourth!”
The College of Cardinas begins applauding.
Thisisjust great. Wonderful. Just ducky... I’mthe fuckin’ Pope!

Chapter Fifteen

BC dgtsonthedtar in the Sstine Chapd as each Cardina comes up in turn to pledge his allegiance
according to the ancient traditions of the church.
He' swhisked away out of the chapel after the ceremony and up to the papd apartments where they fit
him with his new white robes.
“You had my sze?" he asks, when they bring him hiswhite outfit.
“We have everybody’ ssize,” thetailor tellshim. “Justin case”
“Do they have to berobes?’ BC asks.
“I don't know,” thetailor says. “They judt... ae”
“| don’'t want robes,” BC tells the man. “Make me more modern vestments. | want white sport coats and
trousers, and white clerical shirts. | need one set today, and then another fourteen outfits after that. It's
time the modern church had amodern Pope,” BC proclaims. Thetailor leaves, shaking his head.

Well, it srobes for now, | guess.

Cardind Terpa passesthe tailor on her way into see BC. He gives her awithering look as she
passes.
“What did you say to him?’ she asks.
“Why?



“Helooked angry about something. He was scowling.”

“| asked for an ateration of the wardrobe,” BC tells her. “1 want suits, not robes. Time to modernize the
look aong with therest of the NcC.”

“You can't dothat,” shetelshim.

“I can.

“I just did.

“I'm the fucking Pope!” BC tdls her, joking to lighten the mood.

“Such language!” Terpasays, embarrassed.

“You'reblushing,” BC observes. “Sorry. It'sjust an expression.”

“Anexpresson?’ shesays. “| hope you don’t plan on using it as part of your blessing. | won't introduce
you!”

“Easy, Terpa, | won't have my Secretary of State getting al crazy on me.”

“What wasthat?’ she asks.

“You heard me,” BC says. “| want you to stay on asthe Vatican's Secretary of State. As a matter of
fact, | want the whole Curiato stay onin their current positions. Y ou people know what it takes to keep
this place running. | don’t. | need you.”

“Fine” Terpasays, regaining her composure and trying not to smile. “ Aslong as you promise not to say
the‘f” word around me. Or in public!” she adds.

“It saded,” hetdlsher, smiling a her mild offense.

“Areyou ready for this?’ Terpaaskshim.

“This?” BC asks. “No. Not redly,” he admits.

“Too bad,” she says. She walks over to the balcony door. “ Ready or not...”

She turns, and then swings the doors wide open. She strides out onto the balcony. BC can hear the
crowd outsidein St. Peter’s Square roar.

People in a crowd! Everything has seemed so deserted; everyone staying in seclusion, isolated
away for fear of catching the sickness... it’s actually good to hear a crowd! Even if I’'mthe one
that has to face them next...

“Habemus Papam!” Terpaproclamsin Latin. “We have aPope! | give you Pope Peter the Fourth!
Servus Servorum Dei ”

BC waks out on the bacony. Thereisalarge crowd, nearly filling the square.

But nowhere near as large as they used to be.

BC waves and the crowd goes wild.

“Hello!l” BC saysto more applause. “I greet you as your new pope!”
The crowd gets even louder in their cheers. He waitsfor the frenzy to die down.

They don’'t really know me... they wouldn’t be applauding if they did. Heck, | could be anyone
up hereright now. Just have to say a few words. Make it sound good.

“Weliveinatime of great chaosand change,” BC begins. “Welivein atime of horrible Sckness,
what some are calling aplague. Welivein atime of war between rdigions and idedls. There are some
who will wonder: has God abandoned us? | tell you he has not! Whenever two or more are gathered in
my name, | am there, Jesustold usl Heis here now! With us now! The New catholic Church has unified
Chrigtianity like never before, the Body of Christ made whole once again! | ask you, with the Lord on
our Sde, how can wefail?2”

The crowd gives BC their gpplause and approval.

“| ask you to join mein cdling on the Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

“Jesus, look down upon your church, your Body of Christ in the World. Let us each become your
brothers, your sisters, sons and daughters of God, united in the Word, united in our faith, and united in
our Love. | ask thisblessing in your name for those of us here, for al the members of your church
wherever they maybe, and for al of those who have not yet experienced your love, may they fed your
grength in us. | dso ask your blessing upon those who are no longer with us. Please take them into your
home and keep them with you dways and forever. We ask thisthrough Christ, our Lord!”

“Amen!” the crowd says, nearly as one, nearly knocking BC off hisfest.



Not bad for quick improvisation... Man, you can fed their love!

“God blessyou!” BC says. He backs up dowly off the balcony, and closes the doors behind him,
shutting out the crowd.

“Intoxicating, isn't it?” Terpacomments as he turns around.

“Itis” BC admits. “They love me.”

“They lovewhat you represent,” shetelshim. “Don’t et it go to your head. Servus Servorum Dei,
remember?’

“Yeah,” BC says, “I heard you say that. What does it mean?’

“Servant of the servants of God,” shetrandates. “ Okay, let’sgo.”

“What?’ BC asks. “Where are we going now? | thought | was done?’

Shelaughs. “Not yet. We have another ceremony to attend. Come on,” she says, opening the door for
him.

“Tel methis, Cardind Terpa Why isit that with dl the reformsin the New catholic Church with our
amdl ‘¢, | fill haveto go through dl this old Roman Catholic mumbo-jumbo?’

“Be careful who you' re around when you' re cdling it ‘ mumbo-jumbo’,” she cautionshim.

“Likeyou?

“No. But some of the old Roman Catholic Cardinds are ill around here.”

“Sure. But why dl this?’

“Why dl this?’ she asksrhetorically, her arm sweeping around to indicate his robes, the balcony, the
Vatican. “Because the Roman Catholics demanded thet it al be kept like this, part of their conditionsfor
joining up with the NcC... And another reason not to make fun. Can we go now? Ready for more
‘mumbo-jumbo’ ?’

“Gredt, just greet,” BC mumbles as he swishes by her in hisrobes.

“Stop mumbling,” she chastises him, “you' re the you-know-what pope!”

“ S0, you do have asense of humor,” BC observes. She frownsat him.

“Comeon,” shesays.

BCisformdly inaugurated in the ceremony.

Cardina Hardwick places awoolen palium on his shoulders and arrangesit in proper position like athin,
flat sash. The white sash has black silk ends. Five red crosses adorn the sash, three of which are pierced
with pins. BC asks Hardwick under his breath why they |eft the pinsin, after pricking hisarm with one
and nearly letting out ayelp.

“They represent Jesus' five wounds and the three nailsfrom the cross,” Harawick explains, asthe choir
chants, “Tu es Petras!”

Tu esPetras... That one even | can figure out, “ | am Peter” ... wearing a sash with pins and
crossesinit. What a happy bunch... let’s celebrate wounds! Jeesh can’t say that out loud...

BC findsit dl starting to run together as he beginsto run out of energy.

| never did get a good night’s sleep, did 1?

The Vatican isbuzzing with the news of the new pope. His newsthat the Curiawill remain the same
has aso been greeted with joy. BC makes hisway to the suite they’ ve prepared for him in the Domus
Sanctae Marthae, greeting well wishers as he goes.

| need to deep!

BC doesn’t get much deep after he officially becomes Pope Peter the Fourth in April of 2111.
Keeping the Curiaintact works both for and against BC; they keep the Vatican running like awell-oiled
machine, for the mogt part, but some old loyaists|eft over from the reign of Pope Linus seem to be going
out of their way to make BC'slife more difficult.

BC beginsto cal them the “ mumbo-jumbo” boys behind their back. It'sasmall attempt a humor amid
the chaos and decimation. He can't blame them too much for their resistance to his more “modern” ways.
Even BCisunsettled by the lightning-fast turn of eventsthat have him suddenly leading the New catholic
Church. He d never be Pope save for the plague.

The only bright spot has been seeing his old friend M’ Bekke again. It turned out M’ Bekke was as hard
tokill asBC.



M’ Bekke resurfaced right after the news broke of BC's“eevation” to pope. But M’ Bekke soon |eft for
the Moon, named by BC to replace himsdlf as Vatican Ambassador to Lunar Prime. One of BC'sfirst
appointments.
Two weeksinto the job, people are till dying. He stried to reach Nita Bendix, or Anita Capituna, or
whatever her nameis, to no avall.
She never did get back in touch! Course, | was here instead of Lunar Prime. But, still... |
haven't been hiding!
How do you get in touch with a super secret “ Project” , anyway?
| can’t even get in touch with Wentworth! He used to be so hot to get in touch with the pope. Now
I’m the fucking pope, it’s been two weeks and | still haven’t heard anything back from him! I’'m
the head of the NcC! An increasingly smaller NcC...
How do we stop this thing?
BC paces across the length of his papd office, the same office in which he once met with Pope Linus,
waiting as hetriesto get another call through to Wentworth Station.
I’mwearing out a path in the carpeting already. Why hasn’t the call gone through yet?
“Campion!” avoicerings out. Wentworth.
Just who I’ ve been waiting for.
“That’ s Pope Peter the Fourth to you now, My Son,” BC saysin mock solemnity, trying hard not to
laugh.
“So I've heard. Apparently, we no longer need worry about getting in touch with the pope. What isit
you want?’
“Right to the point. | awaysliked that about you, Wentworth,” BC says. “1 want to know what more
you know about this plague...”
“Wedill don't have aclue,” Wentworth admits. He changes the subject. “1 can’t believe they made you
pope!”
“Shows you how bad it’ s gotten, huh?’ BC jokes.
“Terpatold me you d been proclaimed a Cardind. | had no ideayou' d tekeit thisfar.”
“It just, uh, sort of happened,” BC explains.
“Even dfter dl this started at your peace conference!” Wentworth says, nearly snorting.
“What? Areyou blaming me, now?’
“No, but we gill have heard nothing from Marsl” Wentworth shouts. “ Thiswhole plague till could easily
beaUIN plot! We don't even know that they’ ve been affected. Infected!” Wentworth isalmost yelling.
I’ ve never heard himlose emotional control like this. He' s usually so cool, aloof, lite...
“Cadm down,” BC saysto him. “ So you haven't found acure. Neither havel. And even with my new
jobtitle, I'm thinking prayer isn’'t our answer thistime around. But here' s athought: Maybe we can
work together and find away to stop it. How about it? Can the UTZ and the NcC put aside past
estrangements, put our aliance back together and stop thisthing?’
“Y ou're proposing thisto me now?” Wentworth says, sounding taken aback.
BC just laughs. “Wdll, to who e se? And when? And why not? Two billion people are dead down here,
Wentworth! More die every day. | seem to beimmune. Others aso have been exposed and survive. It
isn't infecting al of us. That makes methink that there hasto be away to stop it. There’ sno need for
formalities, isthere? Fuck the formalities!”
“Heh. Y ou don't sound like any Pope I’ ve ever heard,” Wentworth sayswith alaugh.
“I’'m not actualy much of aPope, I’'m not kidding mysdlf,” BC admits. “But I'm al we' vegot. So...
How about it?’
“Frankly, Campion, I’'m not sureit will make any difference. Our scientists have been working on it, as
you well know. Every timethey think they’ ve defeated it, it finds away to prove themwrong. It's
ingdious. And as| said before, it' s gpparently alien, maybe something they found on Mars and brought
back heretokill usall.”
“I redly don't think it sfrom Mars,” BC says. “That’swhy |’ ve been trying to call you. I’d have beenin
touch sooner, but thiswhole Pope thing cameup...”



“What?" Wentworth demands, “What are you saying? And how can you be sureit isn’t from Mars?’
Wentworth pauses. “Y ou sound like you know something,” hetellsBC.
“I’'m not surewhat | know, yet,” BC tells Wentworth. “But | may be able to bring some more resources
to bear on the situation. And | need your help.” After BC saysthat he grimaces.

| really hate to ask this FUCK for anything, but we're rapidly running out of options... and
people, for Chrissakes...

“What do you want from me?” Wentworth asks warily.
“I want you get me ameeting with the full surviving UTZ CEO council,” BC tells Wentworth.
Wentworth remains slent for amoment.
“WEe Il haveto take precautions,” hefindly says. “You could beacarrier. I’ ve kept my station clean
through quarantine. | have no intention of alowing the Plague on board my station!”
“We could meet somewhere else,” BC suggests.
“Where? The Moon?" Wentworth asks. “1 don't think so.”
“Why not?’
“That' swhere the plague began! It’sno doubt crawling with it!”
BC just shakes his head.
“Fine... then what about here? Vatican City?’
“No!” Wentworth says, dmost too forcibly. “No offense,” he says, mellowing abit, “but not the Vatican.
Too easy atarget. You don’t have any security there.”
“Comforting thought,” BC says. “Another Earth location? Y ou makethe call.”
Wentworth isslent for amoment. “New Y ork City,” he says, findly. “My building. In midtown. I'll send
directions. Let’s meet tomorrow afternoon.”
“Sounds good,” BC says. “And thank you.”
“You' rewecome,” Wentworth says. “1'll see you theretomorrow,” he says, sgning off.

He' sscared. | don’t think I’ ve ever heard him scared before. Huh. Maybe he should be.
Now... how do | get a hold of The Project?
Thissucks... I'mat their mercy!
Maybe | should click my heels three times and chant, “ there’ s no place like the asteroid base...”
No way to call them on the com... shit. All | can do is hope they get in touch.

Chapter Sixteen

When you' re the Pope, people do things for you, such asarranging for transit to New Y ork City for the
next afternoon... for you and your entourage. For when you' re the Pope, you' re no longer supposed to
travel done. BC setsout for New Y ork City with an entourage of about fifteen.

| don't think I’ ve ever had an entourage before.

Although BC istraveling in acrowd, when he arrivesin New Y ork City hefindsthelack of crowds
around them disturbing.
He watches from the window of the transport asthey travel from the airport to their midtown hotel. The
entire city is strangely subdued, quiet.
Those dill dive are busy burying the dead, or hiding out in isolation and quarantine.
BC and his staff have booked afloor of rooms at ahotel close to Wentworth’s building. BC triesto
relax. Others have attended to dl the details. All he hasto doisgo aong for theride.
When they arrive at the hotel, BC only has to worry about walking from the transport to the evator.
There are staff people to check himin, to take care of his bags and luggage and such.

| don’'t even have to press the elevator buttons...
I’'mnot surel likethis.
Parts of this, sure... but | still feel like I’mfooling everyone... and myself.



Pretending to be Pope!

BC isguided to his private suite and left lone to freshen up. Hisitinerary istight. There’ sno red
downtime.
BC only hasthe time to shower and get dressed before he has to head downgtairs, into awaiting
trangport, and off to Wentworth’ s building and offices.
Wentworth's office building isjust another nondescript skyscraper thrusting up off of the Manhattan
sreets and into the sky. BC doesn’'t have much timeto take it in as he' swhisked from the transport to
insde the building. He' s escorted to a conference room.
The conference room is similar to the one BC once saw on board Wentworth's Station. An arcing table,
ahollow semi circle with seating along its outer edge, dominates the large open room. The design dlows
everyone seated to see each other asthey discuss running the world.
There are Sgns of fresh congtruction. The entire table is sedled away from BC and his side of the room
by an arcing, floor-to-celling, wall-to-wall sheet of Plexiglas, recently ingtaled, by thelook of it.
Six men and women sit unevenly spaced around the table’ sarc. Wentworth is Sitting just about dead
center, directly in front of BC as hewalks up to the glass.
BC rapson theglasswith aloud TAC-TAC. Thesix CEOsal jump, startled.
“Richard, are you scared?’ BC says, indicating the glass.
“What the...?” Wentworth is caught off guard at first by BC' sdirectness. “Ah, Campion.”
“Just checking. Niceglass,” BC cracks.
“Precautions,” Wentworth explains. “We ve dl been in orbit or otherwise isolated from the ‘ disease’.
Y ou and most people on Earth and the Moon at this point, have been exposed. So we' re taking some
precautions.” Wentworth motionsto thewall behind BC. “Why don’t you pull up atable and chair?’
BC turnsto see atable and severa chairs behind him, lined up along thewall next to the door.

Got to do everything myself? Fine...

BC drags atable over to the glass, and then pullsup achair.

Well, now, thisis cozy.

“We re dill waiting on afew people,” Wentworth says.
“Fine” BC answers.
BC looks around the table. The CEOs don't look up or back at him. Each isbusy: on acom, or talking
to staff, or studying the tabletop intently.
There are three empty seats. BC notes aflurry of activity back behind the glass and seesthe other three
council membersarrive.
Oncethey are seated, an unspoken word passes between the council members. They al turnto
Wentworth, and then to BC.
Theroom isquiet for amoment. Wentworth breaks the silence. He addresses the rest of the CEOs of
the UTZ Council.
“Pope Peter the Fourth has asked us to convene the council today to speak with us about this disease,
this plague that is decimating the human population of Earth and the Moon. Y our, um, holiness?’
Wentworth deliberately dipsto dight BC.
“Why, thank you, Richard,” BC saysover effusvely. “And ‘thank you' to al of you for meeting with me
here today on such short notice.”
BC looks around the circle a the mostly passive, disnterested faces. Some are clearly not paying
attention, spesking with staff or sitting with their eyes shut.

At least Wentworth looks interested. Concerned. Maybe it’s a business leader thing? Well, I'm
the Fucking Pope, now! So give me your full and undivided attention.

“Ahem,” BC deliberately clears histhroat. The board beginsto turn to him, one by one.

Thank you.

When they are dl gpparently listening, BC continues.
“I hope | don't need to tell you that we face an unprecedented crisisright now. | don’t, do 17?7’
The council members, some visbly indignant, shake their heads*no.”
“I have some news, someinformation on thisplague. Y ou know thissicknessis extraterredtrid. | haveit



on good authority that thisplagueisactualy dienin natureand in origin,” BC says.

Heletsit sink in for asecond.

“It didn’t originate on Earth or theMoon... or on Mars.” BC hears murmuring behind the glass.

“It was not created by humans. It comes from outside of our solar system,” BC continues. “And we have
got to fight it with everything we havel”

A woman on BC' sl eft speaks up.

“Our scientisgts aretrying,” the woman BC doesn’t know stresses. “ Every timethey think they’ ve got a
cure, they don't! It' simpossible”

“They’ re doing what they can,” another CEO, an older man BC hasn't seen before, indsts.

“It'snot enough,” BC says. “Obvioudy.”

“It'snot enough,” Wentworth agrees. “ Some live, some die. And we don’t know why. It' s not enough.
Thing of it is, the structure of the microbe is more complex than anything we ve ever seen before.

“Your ‘dien’ theory may make sense, as crazy asit sounds. We weren't sureif it was made or occurred
naturally,” Wentworth says. “ The scientists said if it was naturd, it was perfect, but also inssted that then
there was no way it could be from here. If manufactured, it was perfect, and we couldn’t even come
close to making a plague that advanced oursalves... yet,” Wentworth says, clearing histhroat. “ They are
quite frustrated by this plague.”

“Do you have any leads on acure?’ BC asksthem.

“No, not redly,” Wentworth says.

“No, | guessnot,” the older man says.

“Not anything practicd,” the other woman says.

“No,” saysanother CEO.

BC looks around the semi circle.

“I’'m here today to tell you that you' ve not drawn upon all the resources at your disposal.” He watchesto
seeif he ssurprised them.

Murmurs. Thereisquiet discusson among the council asthey try to figure out what BC isreferring to.
“Which of you hasjurisdiction over the old Trangpace Project?’ BC asksthem. “” Do they answer to any
of you?’

More murmuring. No one speaks up. BC looks a each of them in turn, his eyes making their way around
the semi circle.

“lan’'t that interesting?’ BC observes. “None of you even know what I’ m talking about, do you?’ BC
challenges them. “What doesthat say about the UTZ Council ? Y ou’ ve grown so comfortable in your
positions of prestige and power that you' ve managed to |ose an entire company!

“How many others have dipped away?’ BC wonders doud. “How many projects have you smply lost
track of 71 wonder.” He pauses. “It’snot under any of you right now, am | right?’

No one answers BC, so he continues.

“I didn’t think so. Well, let metell you, you' ve got afully functioning project, the old Transpace Project,
employing acouple thousand bright minds out there. They’ re dedling with aiens. Other worlds. They tell
me that some of these aliens may be the source of this plague.

“These diens are more advanced than us. They're called The Eldred, and they may be responsible for
spreading the plague at the peace conference.”

Murmurs again behind the glass...

“The Project has committed dl their scientists and labs to finding acure,” BC looks from CEO to
CEO. “We need to combine their effortswith your scientists effortsto attack this plague.”
“Whereisthis‘ Transpace Project’ now? The Moon?” Wentworth asks BC.

BC laughs, “Well. Here san idea. Before| tell you too much more, | have aproposition for you.”
The council begins another round of murmuring.

“Aliens?’

“He sout of hismind.”

“Trangpace Project? |sn't that dead?’

“Proposition? The man’scrazy.”



“What does a pope know about a plague?’

BC continues anyway.

“Here' smy proposition: Turn the Transpace Project over to me. Make meit's CEO. Givemean
honorary seat on the council, whatever. That way the balance of power between each of YOU staysthe
same. None of you gain any advantage over the others. And | gain avoice among you,” BC explains.
“Plus, we double the brainpower trying to defeat the plague, combining the efforts of your UTZ scientists
and my Trangpace Project scientigts,” BC amiles. “1t’ swin, win and win!”

“The Pope can’t be on the board!” one of the CEOs says.

“Let’scut through the pretense and lies!” BC sayswith authority. “The NcC and The UTZ aredlies.
We ve worked together for years. When Peter the Second was Pope, he practicaly ran thisboard! He
was like asenior member!” BC points out.

“Let’snot dance around the facts when there are so many lives at stake. If you give me control of the
Transpace Project, | promise you we can make some magor breskthroughs. Anything lesswould be
foolishness”

The murmuring picks up in earnest as the council discusses his proposition and request.

A fat old CEO BC doesn't know clears his throat, and addresses the board with a nasty rasp. “What
doesheknow?’ he askstherest of the group. “What' sthis about diens? Why would dienswant to kill
uswith aplague? It’ s preposterous! He must know more than we do! He knows something we don't!”
“Yes, Sir Charles, he certainly does,” Wentworth says over dramaticaly, patronizing the old man.
“Thank you for joining ustoday,” Wentworth saysin an“Oh, just waking up, are we?’ tone.

Sr Charleslets out a“harrumph.” BC decidesto chimein.

“Look. Thisiswhat | know,” BC begins. “I know we need to curethis disease that’ skilling us! | know
where it may have come from. | think | know how we might be ableto Stop it, or at least how to better
combine our effortsto that end. That' swhat | know.”

The board’ sindecision and confusion is nearly palpable.

There' saweird, crazy energy in the air.

The murmurs come to an end. Fear hangsintheair.

“You are parayzed!” Wentworth admonishes the rest of the board. “At least Camp... Pope Peter...” he
clearshisthroat. “ At least he' s offering us something. Let’ s give him what he wants. At best, he may have
something to offer. At worst, he wastes our time.”

“We may havelittletimeleft,” awoman CEO says.

“Why let him waste any of it?’

“Do you have another option that you' ve somehow been saving until now?” Wentworth asks her.
“Because asfar as| cantel, Camp... The, uh, Pope here hasthe only new option on thetable.”

Enough with the name thing, Wentworth, | get it...

“Let’sgive him control of this‘Project’ that he thinks is somehow worth something more than itsfifty
year old labs on the Moon. Why not? It does maintain the balance between us, after dl.” Wentworth
looks around the table. “I propose we give Pope Peter the Fourth control of the ‘ Transpace Project.” Do
| have asecond?’

“But that will make himaCEO!” Sr Charlesblusters.

“What' sthe problem? He' |l control one company,” Wentworth responds. “Many of you have only risen
to your postsin the last month. Who are you to question the Pope?’

Wentworth doesn't ook at BC, but rather at each of the other CEOs seated around the table.

| think if he'd looked at me we might have both burst out laughing. Me. The Pope! Well, |
could soon be a CEOQ, too.

Now if | can just get The Project to get back in touch with me! I'd like to head out to The
Project’s asteroid base again. Get those guystied in with these bozos' scientists.

The board explodesin conversation. No murmurs now; BC can hear bits and pieces of their

conversations.
“Who isthis Campion to make demands?’
“Why should wework with him?1s hereally Pope?’



“What do we know about this Project?’

“The Transpace Project? Kilner?’

“Still going? No way, that was dead years ago.”

The debate rages on.

Come on! If they do make me CEO of The Project, | should be able to protect the Project... better
than | could protect those poor deluded fools back on Fortune Sation.

BC scans the group debating behind the glass. He and Wentworth catch eyes. BC can hear Wentworth
inhismind, clear asabdl: What are you up to, snake?

Woah! That was freaky!

Oh no, not again!

BC fedlsasharp pain on both sides of his forehead. The pain spreads across his forehead in aflash,
meseting in the middle behind hiseyesin an onrush of pain.

Not again, not another headache! Not now!

BC' s head starts pounding.

The headache comes on like afreightrain chugging through his brain. He closes hiseyes and rubs his
temples.

He hears Wentworth, out loud thistime but off in the distance.

“Campion? Areyou dright? A headache?’

“Yeah,” BC says. He opens his eyes, and then winces.

“Sorry.”

“No, it'sokay,” Wentworth tells him. “How about you retire to one of my dens?| have severd in this
building. Oneisjust outside of thishall, asamatter of fact. Y ou can lie down for now in there, let that
pass,” Wentworth offers.

Heindicates adoor in the back wall behind BC. Wentworth turnsto the other CEOs.

“The pope here suffers from some rather severe, er, migraines. Why don’'t welet him rest for abit while
we continue our discusson?’

There are murmurs of agreement. BC is having trouble focusing his eyes, trouble hearing over the
pounding in his head.

Asif every beat’ s a chorus of shouting voices!

“Thank you,” BC says. He gets up, alittle unsteadily, and makes hisway dowly to the opening door
at the back.

Bet it s still isolated from the rest of them.

BC makesit through the door, but only just barely. He hears the door close behind him ashefdlsto
his knees.

Damndamndamndamn.... stop this shouting!

The bests continue, asif some tormentor is Sitting a the volume control for arecording of thousands
of voices speaking at once, turning it up for asecond and then back down, up again, then down. Over
and over and over in time with the begting of BC' s heart, the pounding of blood in histemples.

BC fdlsforward to the floor, twigting and writhing in pain.

Sopit! STOP!

And, suddenly, the headache is gone.

The pounding.

Gone?
He pushes himself up onto hiselbows.
BC looksaround as hisvison clears.
Ancient bookslinethewalls. The smal compartment has no windows, feds close, and smells musty from
the old texts. A large oaken desk looms up in front of BC.

Lucky | didn’t hit my head on that, going down like | did.

BC usesthe desk asaprop to pull himself back up to hisfeet. A white sdlon couch sits, inviting, to
theleft of the desk. BC lurches over to it and plops down. The pounding begins again, with a vengeance!

NOOOOOO0O0O00O0000OO0O0OOOO000000000000000000000!



BC blacks out.
He awakesto one of the priestsin his entourage hovering over him. The aideis mopping hisforehead
with acold compress. Wentworth’ s face looms overhead on avideo screen that haslowered from the
caling.
“You'reawake!” Wentworth saysto BC.
“Yeah...” BC nods, sits up. His head has cleared. The headache seemsto be gone.

Good... Evidently no lingering effects...

“Wadll, you'll be glad to hear thisnews: lookslike you' re getting your way!” Wentworth telshim from
the overhead screen. Y ou' re the new CEO of The Transpace Project!”
“They actudly went for it?’ BC asks Wentworth’ sgrinning video image.
“They did. The paperwork isaready in the works. Did you know they till had Van Kilner listed as
CEO?He must be long dead by now. Shame how things get out of date like that.”
“He' snot dead. Not yet,” BC says.
“He d have to be fucking ancient by now,” Wentworth protests.
“Heis,” BC says. He grunts as hetriesto get up off the couch. “I met him just before | became the
Pope,” BC tells Wentworth.
“Wall, that could complicate matters,” Wentworth tellsBC. “1 had to have him declared deceased in
order to process your paperwork!”
“I'm surehewon’'t mind,” BC says.

Yeah. Right. The old guy’ll be pissed!

“Ri-ight,” Wentworth says, sarcasm evident in hisvoice, echoing BC' sthoughts.
“Sr?’
The priest standing by with the cold compresstriesto get BC' s attention.
“Yes?' BC acknowledges him. “Hold that thought, Wentworth, okay?’
“Sure” he answers huffily.
“There sapriority message from the Vatican, sr,” the priest informs BC, “it’ s been waiting for you. A
Doctor Capitunafrom The Project isthere to see you. The Vatican has been trying to contact you for the
last three hours.”

Anita? Finally! Good. She went to the Vatican?! Glad she' s persistent!

“Can | talk to her here?” BC asks.
“I have acom unit with me,” the priest telshim.
“Fine)” BC says, “Set it up and put her through, please.”
The priest breaks out an old covert communications unit, a CCU from the OPO, and makesthe
connection.

Huh... Talking to Anita on the same kind of CCU she recorded me using back on the Moon.
Was that only two years ago? Supposeit’s kind of ironic.

Anita appears on the screen. Her eyeslook red, alittle swollen.
“BC! Soyou're Pope now?” she says, then sniffles.
“Lookslike. I've got another title to tell you about, maybe, too. But enough small talk... what bringsyou
to Vatican City?’
Anitasobs, sucks back another, and wipes away atear. “Van Kilner’ sdead. | think they didit, BC.”
“They?’ BC asks, and then figuresit out. “Oh. Them.”

The Eldred. Has to be. She just doesn’t want to say it.

“You know!” She hints, getting frustrated by BC' slack of understanding.
“I do, | do,” BC tdls her, trying to calm her down with histone of voice. “I'll meet you back at the
Vatican soon, as soon as | wrap things up herein Manhattan,” he tells Anita
“Thanks, BC,” Anitasays. Her image blinks out.
“Wdll, that solves that problem now, doesn’'t it?” Wentworth says from the screen.
“Jeesh,” BC gaspsin surprise and revulsion. “Y ou' re cold, man,” BC saysto Wentworth.
“It' sjust business, Campion. Don't get dl soft on me now that you're ‘pope’! Y ou'refar from being a
holy man,” Wentworth says. “Y ou'rea CEO now. You'reon the UTZ council... try acting likea



businessman for achange.”
“I've met dliens | have morein common with than | do you,” BC saysto Wentworth.
“Oh,” Wentworth says, feigning offense. Then he stops himsdlf. “Wait aminute. Y ou’ ve met these
diens?’” Wentworth grows darker. “What aren’t you tdlling us, Campion?’

So much for overstatement...

“I'mtelling you the Scknessis extraterrestrid in origin,” BC says. “But | haven't actualy met any
diens... not yet. It was just an expression. They can’t be any colder than you, though.”
“Y ou’ ve insulted meto the core. Oh, my poor soul,” Wentworth mock-protests.
“I"'m heading back to Rome,” BC tellshim.
“Good. Stay in touch. Lets get those geniuses of yours working with our brains as soon as possible, en?’
“First smart thing I" ve heard you say,” BC saysto Wentworth. “Pack up and get usout of here,” BC
saysto hisad.

Anita thinks the Eldred killed Van Kilner? Why? Why would they kill him? Why would they
want him dead?
It never gets any easier, doesit?
And who am | asking, anyway?

Chapter Seventeen

BC leaves New Y ork and heads back to Vatican City.

So...
A CEO now.
In charge of The Project.
And the Pope, too!
Man, is the human race hurting or what? When they turn to me... ME? Bernard Campion? How
could someone like me rise this high? But, then again, who elseis|eft?

Anitaiswaiting in BC s officeswhen he arrivesin Rome.
“BC! Or do | haveto call you Pope something?’ she asks as she smiles. The smile quickly fades,
replaced by concern.
“’BC isdll fing)” BC says. “I’'m so sorry about Van Kilner, Anita, | know you were close.”
She drops her head, and then looks back up at BC with tears wetting the corners of her eyes.
“Thank you, BC,” she says softly. She wipesthe tears away quickly. “I just got some more bad news,”
she says, shaking her head.
“Seemsthe UTZ hastaken notice of The Project again. Out of the blue they’ reingtalling some asshole as
our new CEO!” she sayswith exasperation. “Hey! Why are you smiling?’
BC laughs. “ Say hello to your new ‘asshole CEQ!”
“You?Y ou told them about The Project? Wetold you about The Project in secrecy!” Anitasaysin
surprise and anger. “Why? How could you let them know we exist? Why did you open usup to UTZ
scrutiny?’
BC issurprised by her anger. “I’m trying to protect The Project!” BC ingsts. “Besides, why bring mein
and tell me al about the Project, unless you were getting ready to ‘go public’ and tell everyone? Wasn't
it inevitable? How e se could Project scientists work with the other UTZ scientists? We' ve dl gottawork
together to stop this plague. | thought you could see that!
“How esecould | protect The Project and till get dl our scientists together to work on the plague,
except by doing this?”’
Anitapondersthis, staring at the floor. She doesn’t answer him. After a minute, she looks back up a
BC.
“S0. You'reour new boss,” she says. “ Greet.” She Sighs heavily.



Not exactly the reaction I’d hoped for...
“Any other shocking news, then?’ she asks. BC, thinking, doesn't respond immediately. “ Anything
on the plague?’ she prompts him.
“No,” headmits. “The UTZ scientists are stymied, too. But the UTZ Council iswilling to have their brains
and our brainswork together oniit.”
“Progressive of them,” Anitacommentswith heavy sarcasm. “So, now it's‘our brains , huh?’
BC scratches hishead.
Once again... not exactly the reaction I’ d hoped for.
“Why so hostile?’ he asks her.
Shedghsagan.
“I don’'t know,” she admits. “I don’'t know what to do, BC. | fed kind of ... | guess| fed helpless! And |
don't likeit!” Sheturnsaway, walksafew steps, and turns back.
“It'snot you. Well, you are part of it. But that’ Il pass. I'm till reding from Van Kilner's...” she pauises.
“His... passng. It'slike getting hit in the Ssomach over and over, BC.”
BC triesto say something consoling.
“I know he meant alot to you. I'm sorry,” BC fails. “What happened? Y ou said you think they killed
him? The Eldred?’
“It waslikethe plague,” shetdlshim. “But he survived the plague! 1t had to be something else, something
new, something they designed just for him!” sherants.
“Areyou sureyou're not just being paranoid?’ BC asks her. “He was an old, old man.”
She frowns, shakes her head, and looks up at BC through red-rimmed eyes, suddenly vulnerable.
“I don't know anymore.”
She turns and walks away, turns back and then starts pacing across the office.
“You'repacing,” BC points out.
“I’'mthinking,” Anitaanswers him, the edge back in her voice. She paces back over to look himinthe
eye.
“I wish you'd met them,” she saysto BC.
“Who?" he asks.
“The Eldred,” she clarifies. “I'd love to get your take on them. See what you think.”
“I think they sound creepy,” BC cracks.
“They actudly seem very non-threatening. But that passivity does makethem alittle creepy, inaway. It's
like you' re dwayswaiting for the other shoe to drop with them.”
“I’'m hearing some pretty loud footsteps, now,” BC remarks. “Y ou used to trust them?”
“Wel, toapoint,” shetdlshim. “You d know what | mean if you' d met them,” she protests.
She stops.
“No! You should! Y ou redly should meet them!”
She' sgetting excited. “I can arrangeit!”
“Wait! What?Y ou want me to meet the Eldred? No way!” BC protests. “I don't think so! Let them
poison or plague me, too, the way they got Van Kilner? Are you nuts?’
“I don't think itscra...”
“It' slikewaking into atrap we ve built for ourselves!” he protests.
What is she thinking?!
“Y ou've been immuneto this plague thing so far,” she points out.
“Sofar,” BC agrees, “but so was Van Kilner.”
Anitawinces asif in pain. Sheredslike she'sbeen hit.
“I'm sorry,” BC says, just to say something.
“No. Don't be,” shetdlshim. “You've got avalid point. But I’ ve been immune so far, too. And they
haven't killed me yet.” Shelooks puzzled.
What is she thinking?
Should | do this?
The Eldred don’t know me. They would have had no time or opportunity to cook something up



for me alone. Maybe | should meet them, you know? Know your enemy and all...

“Okay,” BCsays. “I'll doit.”

“What?’ she says.

“I’ve changed my mind. | want to meet the Eldred. Give you my impressions,” BC tellsher. “Get in
touch. See what they say.”

“Redly?’

“Really. We need anext step, right?’” BC asks her rhetoricaly. “Nothing elseisworking. This could beit.
Might be worth therisk,” he says, thinking out loud. “1 can’t be sdfish now. I'm the fucking Pope.”
“Nicelanguage, pontiff,” Anitaribshim.

“What?’ BC feignsignorance. “ So I’m the Pope. It doesn’t seem to matter much.” BC looks around the
office, around &t the city beyond. “ Especidly not herel

“Vatican City runsitself. My job, basically, isto ook good and stay out of theway of the Curia. Things
are dill shaking out after reunification, too, so there sterritorid weirdness, redundant administration and
confusion. And so many people deed,” BC trails off.

“I know,” Anitasays. “You canredly fed the scale of it down here. On Earth, | mean. There sno one
around the ports. Hardly anyonein St. Peter’ s Square. The hallways here echo because they’re
empty...” shetralsoff aswell. Slencefillsthe momentary Iull in their conversation.

“Well,” BC says breaking the quiet. “Thefact that this place runsitself should mean that | can get out of
herefor alittlewhile.

“I want to head back to the Moon, coordinate the UTZ and Project efforts from the Vatican Mission on
Lunar Prime,” hetellsher.

“Do you think they'll just let the Pope run away likethat?” she asks him, only half serious.

“I don't think they’ Il sop me,” BC says. “The Vatican Mission isan extenson of thisplace, right?” BC
says, spreading hisarmswideto takeit dl in. Anitagtarts laughing.

“What?’ BC asks her.

“Youjust don't likeit here, do you?” sheribs BC. “Can’'t wait to get away? Y ou should see how
uncomfortable you look!”

BC dhrugs. “It doesn’t come naturaly to me, no. But if | can do something to stop this craziness by being
‘pope’, thenI’mgoing to do it.

“I’m not even sure we' re at war anymore, at least not with the UIN.... not when people are dying from
this plague in record numbers, not when we' re busy burying our dead, not when we're not killing each
other.

“Ther€ sno time to create new corpses, no time to continue to war with each other. But maybe timeto
redize we re at war with The Eldred. If what you say istrue.”

“Look,” Anitawaves her arms. “I don’t want to discourage you from doing what you want to do. Y ou
want to go back to Lunar Prime, go! Y ou' re the boss, right? Let’ s go wherever you' re comfortable.”
“Thanks. I'll admit it, | dolikeit there. Shit, | built the place!”

“There you go again, not sounding too pope-like,” Anita points out again. She smiles. BC decidesto try
towin her over.

“So. Now. Isit okay that I'm your CEO?’ he asks her.

She shrugs. “ Yeah, | guess so. I’m coming around. | guessit’s good to have abuffer between The
Project andthe UTZ,” she says. “Evenif the buffer isyou!”

“Now we're getting somewhere!” BC says, smiling. “1 will need your help,” he saysto Anita

“Yeah, | knew that. Y ou might be the CEO, but you' re sooo0 newbieit’s scary,” she says. “Canwe
keep the asteroid base quiet for now?’

“Absolutely! We' Il make the Moon base thefoca point for the UTZ for The Project. Let’ s get the
scientists studying the plague set up on the Moon. Seemed like there was plenty of room in that old base
of yours. Ours.”

Anitasmilesa hisdip up and correction.

“I'll make that happen. I'll head right back to the Moon and make the arrangements, make sure our
scientists get back to the Moon base,” she confirms. “And I'll seeif | can contact The Eldred for you.”



“Y ou do that. I'm going to set up my own travel to Lunar Prime. I’'m going to travel incognito, asa
amplepries.”
Anitalaughs. “Thereis nothing smple about you, Bernard Campion,” shetellshim. Shelaughsagain, and
then turns and walks out of the office, leaving BC standing there aone.

Shetried to kill me! But I’m beginning to like her?!
Is that some kind of death wish? Attracted to someone who wanted you dead?

BC has his gaff book him passage on acommercid flight to Lunar Prime, one of the few shuttles ill
running.
The Curiadon’t protest his intended leave too strenuoudly, just enough to make themselves appear to be
concerned.
He' son hisway to the Moon early the next day. BC is booked on hisflight as* Father Blanco”, but he
doesn't fed terribly incognito.

At least | was able to avoid the entourage!

Hetriesto deep on the shuttle to Lunar Prime, but hismind isracing.

| wonder if Anita has talked to the Eldred yet? Have the scientists arrived?
Why haven’'t we heard anything from Mars?

Outside hiswindow, BC watches the Earth grow smaller as his ship speeds to the Moon.
There are half as many of us now, down there. And | thought | was a professional killer! The
Eldred make me look like a novice! | never worked on a global scale, after all. But sincewe're all
killers, maybe on some level we will understand each other. Maybe? | don't... Oh shit! A
headache?! No...
Someone has inconveniently decided to drive aspike through BC' s skull, or injection-load his brain with
expanding concrete. Either way, his head fedslikeit' s going to explode. Soon. He curlsinto as much of
aball ashe caninacommercia shuttle segt.

Makeitstopmakei tstopmakei tstopmakei tstopmakei tstopmakeitstopmakei tstop. ...

The headache doesn’'t stop.
BC stays curled up for the rest of thetrip. The pressureinside his skull eases somewhat asthey land on
The Moon a The Lunar Prime Spaceport

Damn... | need my head to clear.

BC srugglesto get off the shuttle, trying not to look drunk or chemicaly atered.
I’m not messed up! Well, I am, but I’'mnot on anything.
Everything' sfoggy for BC as he gets off the shuttle and haf-walks, haf-staggersinto the spaceport. He
amog runs headlong into Anita.
“Woah!” She says.
“I have aheadache,” BC triesto explain.
“Youlook horrible” Anitatellshim.
“Thanks. You look greet, too,” he jokes, feebly. “Niceto seeyou.”
“Wow, lame sarcasm even as your brain is about to leak out of both ears. Impressive,” Anitasays.
“I...” BC, trying to talk, ends up wincing as another dagger of pain shoots through his skull.
“Youredly are bad off,” Anitanotes. “Why don’t you come lay down on my ship? It’s parked nearby.
We can seeif there' s anything we can do for you on board.”
“Sure,” BC weakly agrees.

Just trying to keep my shit together!

“Whereisit?" heasksher.
“Thisway,” she says, grabbing his shoulder and steering him off toward the berth where her ship awalits.
Sheletsgo and walks ahead. He strugglesto follow her lead, managesto follow her up and into her ship.

Or my ship, really. It belongs to The Project, and I’m the CEO, now, after all. Right? Hard to
think...

“Where can | lay down?’ BC asks Anita once they’ re aboard.
“Here,” she says, opening adoor in the corridor wall. “Use this stateroom.”
BC hdf walks, hdf falsinto the room and onto the bed.



... thought these things were done... now two in quick succession! ? What the fuck?

BC closes hiseyes and triesto deep. He skips across the surface of deep like arock skips across
the surface of atill pond, pain swimming behind his eyes. He can hardly think straight as he Struggles
past the pain.

Suddenly, everything shrinks down to a pinpoint. BC feds ill, cam. Hisworld begins to open up and
expand. Thewdlsfal avay.

What? Where? Wheream 1?

IN THE CENTER, IN TOUCH WITH THE ALL THAT ISONE
Oh...surel am.

BC waks across an infinite ocean, agtill, calm sea. The other voice echoesin from nowhere and
everywhere, not heard by earsbut heard, all the same.

LET THOSE WHO HAVE EARSHEAR
I’'mlistening...
ARE YOU? ARE YOU REALLY?
What... you doubt me?
| CHALLENGE YOU! QUESTIONS STIR THOUGHTS ACTIVATE CENTERSWITHIN THE
MIND, OPEN THE MIND, AND CREATE POSSBILITIES THE DOORS OPEN. | CHALLENGE
YOU. | HOPE.
S0... Who are you supposed to be? Jesus?
| AM... ASSOCIATED ENERGY, LET'SSAY. I'VE TRIED TO EXPLAIN THISTO YOU BEFORE.
HA! BEFORE ISNOT A CONCEPT I'M USUALLY ENCUMBERED BY. | AM JESUS | AM
ALSO MANY OTHERS SMULTANEOUSLY. SOME OPERATE ON YOUR LEVEL, SOME ON
THISLEVEL. YOU ARE ONE OF VERY FEW THAT HAS AWOKEN. YOU OPERATE ON THIS
LEVEL, BUT OTHERS NEVER AWAKEN.
So. Wait... Are you saying you're me? That would make sense. Thisisall in my imagination, or
unconscious, really.
ISIT? STRANGE... "M NOT SAYING THAT I’'M YOU... BUT WE ARE ALL ONE.
What... What is happening to me? These headaches? Are they related to... to you?
YOU ARE WAKING UP! AND | AM THE ONLY OTHER AWAKE.

“Awake?" BC asks as he wakes up. The vision and voice are gone.
“You awake?’ he hears Anitaask from close by. “How’ s your headache?’
“Huh,” BC says, noticing his head has cleared alittle. “It'sgone. I'm better.”
“Y ou’ ve been out for about three hours,” shetellshim.
“Three hours?’ BC can't believeit.
“What?” Anitawonders. “Did it seem longer or shorter?’
“Shorter,” BCtdlsher. “Bizarre dream. At least my headache is going away. Did you give me anything
for it?” heasks her.
“No... Wethought it would be better to wait until you came around again. Do you need something?’
“Nah,” hereassures her. | fed okay now.”
He sits up on the bed and |ooks around the stateroom. Standard gray walls, blue stripe running around
the walls about 3 feet off the ground. Fold down furniture, including the bed he' slaying on.
Anitadts about afoot away on achair folded down from the wall opposite the bed. She leansforward to
see how BC' sdoing.

Huh... She smells good.

“Areyou wearing anew perfume or something?’ BC asks her.

“What?" Anitais surprised by his question out of |eft field.
“You smdl good,” hetelsher.

Is she blushing? Hard to tell in thislow light.

“It'sjasmine, kind of ... you likeit?’

“Yeah,” BC says. Their eyes meet and lock. “Y ou smell damn good, Anita Capituna,” hetellsher. He
stretches up off the bed toward her. Sheleansforward. Their lipsmeet in akiss. It seectric!



Wow! Fuckin® A... Wow!

BC and Anitakissfor asolid minute before they each redlize what they’ re doing and pull back, away
from each other.
“Um,” she sartsto say.
“Don’'t,” BC stops her. “Don’'t say anything yet.” He looks her in the eyes. Shelooks away, and then
looks back at him.
“Hmmm...” BCsays.
“That was...” Anitalooksfor aword, “Electric!”
BC shakeshishead in dishdief at what’ s happening, and then redizes Anitamight take it the wrong way.
He says, quickly, “Yeahitwas”
“Yeah,” Anitasays.
“There saways been something there, though... hasn't there?’ BC asks her. “I mean, even when you
weretrying to kill me, there was some electricity between us.”
“Oh, you mean like when you were clobbering me over the head with hatch doors?” Anita counters.
“Touche” BC admits.
The conversation has digpelled some of the magic between them. BC backs off and leans back on the
bed as Anitaleans back in her chair.
“Let'snot...” Anitagtarts.
“No, not right now...” BC finishes. Each of them is somehow saying more than they’ re actualy saying
out loud.
“I think | need alittle more deep. To clear my head,” BC says. Anitanods and stands up.
“Good idea,” shesays. “I'll take care of some other thingswhile you rest. If you need me, the com’ sright
here,” shetdlshim, indicating the obvious com controlsin thewall next to the bed. Shelooksa BC
again, and then glances away quickly. She ducks quickly out the door. BC settles back down in the bed
and lets deep wash over him.
Hewakes up awhilelater feeling much better, ready to go. He thumbs on the com.

“Anita?’ he asks.

“BC? sheanswers. “You're awake?’
“Yeah. But | could use refreshing.”
“There sarefresher just down the corridor from your stateroom,” she says. “Just take aright when you
leave the stateroom, and go in the second door on your right.”
“Great!” BC says, “ Thankd!”
BC findsthe refresher easily and gets his act together in the small room. When he finishes and leavesthe
refresher room, Anitaiswaiting for him.
“Y ou okay to go out in public now?" she asks him. “Y ou don't want to look too ‘out of it'! | think we
got you into the ship here fast enough that no one recognized you, but it’ salong way from the spaceport
to the Vatican Mission. Y ou' re bound to be seen, spotted, recognized... We can't have you looking like
crap, right?”’
“Thanksfor al your concern for my image,” BC says, dightly puzzled by the angle of Anita s concern.
“Why the PR pep talk?’ he asks her.
“Whether you know it or not,” she starts, pauses. “Whether you like it or not, you' re a symbol now, BC.
A symbol of strength. The new Pope! Still hedlthy in the face of the plague! The new leader of The
Project, too, and dl that entails. It'simportant you look good, BC. Don't you see?’
“I see” saysBC. “Thanksfor reminding me. | thought | was traveling incognito?’
“Y ou were traveling incognito,” Anitainforms him. But now they know you' re here on Lunar Prime. The
media began to report a suspicious absence on your part; until your Vatican people informed them you
were coming here, not missing.”
“Missng?Damn,” BC says, redlizing he can no longer make amove without Someone noticing.
Second time they’ ve noticed, now. That’s depressing... and oppressive. And Anita’ s all business
now, none of the closeness we had last night... What gives?
“The governor would like to see you, too,” sheinforms BC, “Whenever you can fit her into your busy



schedule.
“Thegovernor?’ BC says, confused for aminute.
“Erskine?’ she reminds him. “ She wantsto see you.”

Isthat jealousy | hear?

Nah... can’t be. You have a vivid imagination, BC!

“I should check in with the Vatican, too, back at the Mission,” BC says. He starts to go. Anitalooks
worried. “I’'m okay!” BC indgts, trying to reassure her. He straightens his clothes and makes hisway off
The Project ship.
Oncein the spaceport, BC knows hisway around. He wa ks through the port, through the atrium, and
down the corridorsto the Vatican Mission and the offices he lft not long ago. BC smiles as he opensthe
door and sees his replacement as ambassador sitting at the desk.
“M’Bekke! You old dog, you! How the fuck are you?’
Cardind M’ Bekke amiles, and then frowns. His eyes glance deliberately Sdeways. BC follows hiseyes
and sees Amanda Erskineis standing there in the office.
“Sorry, madam governor,” BC says. He regains his composure. “How are you, Governor Ersking?’
“I’'mfine” she says, then stops. “What should | call you?’ she asks.
“What? Here, now?’” BC asks her. Shenods. “BC isdtill fine. | prefer it, actudly.”
“Okay, then BC,” shesayswith alittle emphasis, “Y ou' re certainly not the usud, um, papal type, are
you?”
“Thanks, | think,” BC says, taking it as aleft-handed compliment. “ Sorry about the‘F bomb,” he
gpologizes.
“I've heard it before,” she sayswith alaugh. “Not to worry.” She sits down on the couch behind her.
“Come, st down, BC,” M’Bekke sayswarmly. “Welcome back.”
“Thanks,” BC says. He sitsdown.
“Gladto seeyou'renot ‘missing’, BC,” M’ Bekke says.
“I never was,” BCingds.
“Image control,” Governor Erskine says.
“What?’ BC asks.
“Y ou need to work on your image control,” Erskine saysto BC. “ You might want to travel incognito. ..
but ‘ The Pope redly can’'t,” she says. “Can he?’
BC brigtlesahit, but takesin what she'ssaying. “I did... at least for alittlewhile”
“Fine, you did,” Erskine says, “but then your absence created anews story. Y ou’ ve got to manage your
image better, be aware that your actions have consequences,” she explains. “Y ou’ ve conducted yourself
well when you' ve been in the media spotlight. Good image management there. It'simportant to present
theimage of ayoung, strong, and healthy leader of the New catholic Church. It playswell.”
“I've been trying to be good,” BC says. “1 bottle up al my incivility until | can unleash it on my friends,”
he jokes.
“Oh,” shesays, “am | afriend, then?’
“I didn’t know you were here,” BC says, abit more coldly than he meansto.
“Ouch,” she says. “How long have we known one another? A couple of years, isn't it?’
“I guess,” BC says. “Sure. And you weren't one of McEntyre' s lackeys, wereyou?’ BC askswith
subtle sarcasm.
“I wasnot!” Erskineinggts. “Not even from the same party. Smply lieutenant governor to his governor,”
she says, “And now, governor.”
“Governor of Lunar Prime,” BC muses. “ That position has a checkered past, you know,” he jokes. “I
hear the last one lft in some disgrace.”
“Y ou enjoyed that business, didn’t you,” Erskine accuses BC, playfully.
“Yes. Yes, | did,” BC admitswith some glee.

Like | should even pretend to feel otherwise! Nothing to apologize for...

“I thought your God was dl about love and forgiveness,” she presses BC.
“Touché” BC agrees.



“It' stimeto move on, anyway,” Erskine says. “McEntyre sthe past. I'm all about the future,” she
dams

“WEe ve been pretty lucky here on Lunar Prime. Not so many deaths from the plague. But it has passed
through here. People have died. It seemsto have started here,” she pauses, clears her throat. “That's
why I'm here, actudly,” she admits. “I’ ve been told you know something about it,” she says, leveling her
gaze at BC.

“About what?’ BC plays dumb.

“About the plague!” she says with atouch of exasperation. “ About how it started. What caused it and
why it started here,” she says, getting in BC' sface, “And | want to know just who and what this
‘Project’ you're suddenly in charge of is. Here on my Moon!”

“Ah... TheProject,” BC says, nodding. He doesn't say any more.

“Wdl?" Erskine says, findly, when BC doesn't continue, exasperated with hissilence.

“Wheredo | begin?’ BC asksrhetoricdly. “M’Bekke, what have you been telling the governor here?’
“Nothing, BC!” M’ Bekke protests. “ She' s been persistent, yes, but she' s been told nothing you wouldn't
want her to know, BC,” M’ Bekke says, shaking his head.

Erskine clears her throat.

“What?' BC asks.

“I’'m getting kinda pissed off here, boys!” she sayssternly. “1 don’t care how ‘holy’ you folksare! Cuteis
cute. But thereistoo much shit going on for meto just ignoreit. So don't patronize me!”

“I’'m sorry,” BC apologizes. “We need your help, Amanda. We need dlies. I'll tell you what | can,
governor. Let mefill you in on abigger picture than | used to know existed.”

Where to begin? And what to say?

“TheProject,” BC begins, “isaUTZ subsidiary. The Project devel oped the Transpace Drive for the
UTZ military. Once the military got to Mars, they left the Project alone. But The Project kept going, first
on its base here on the Moon, later out at an undisclosed base in the Asteroids. I’ ve just been named
CEO of The Project, replacing the recently deceased Van Kilner, who had been in charge of The Project
gnceitsinception.”

“Van Kilner? The scientist?’ Erskine saysin surprise, “My God, he must have been ahundred or
something! He must have been ancient!”

“Hewas,” BC admits, “and living in low gravity out in the asteroids.”

“Right,” Erskine says, but she's shaking her head. “ But we haven't gone past Marsl”

“The Project has. Van Kilner lived in the asteroids, on asecret base. It'sanice place, I’ ve been out
there,” BC tellsher.

“S0... weredly have been out past Mars?’ sheaskshim.

“Wehave,” BC assures her.

“Then how come no one' s heard about it?” she protests.

“They’ ve been vewy quiet about it,” BC says, in an EImer Fudd voice.

“Don’'t mock me!” Erskine chastiseshim.

“I’'msorry,” BC says. “Look, | didn’t learn about al this until just about aweek ago. I'm just trying to
keep this, um, light, you know?’

“Goon,” she says, caming down.

“Evidently, once The Project devel oped Transpace ships for the UTZ military to useto get to Mars, the
UTZ military left them done. They stayed under the radar after that, but kept developing the Transpace
technology. They headed out to the asteroids to keep working unseen and unmonitored by the UTZ.
They’ ve been going back out there ever since,” BC says. “Even the UTZ council had lost track of them.
When | told the UTZ council about The Project, they had no ideawhat | was talking about... which |
used to my advantage to get them to name me the CEO of The Project. They didn’t have much choice,”
BC sayswith achuckle.

“Nice” shesays. “Goon.”

“The Project base was here onthe Moon,” BC says. “But now the asteroid base is their main base of
operations. They do still maintain their base here asasmall outpost. .. right under your nose, as amatter



of fact. They're dill here” BC tellsher.

“What, The Project?’ she asksincreduloudly.

“Yes, TheProject,” BC tels her. “Y ou must know about the UTZ base on the other side of the Moon?’
“That?1 didn't think it was used much, if at dl,” she admits. “Anold frontier survey lab.”

“They keep alow profile,” BC tellsher.

“What? That's‘ The Project’ 7’

“Yup,” BC confirmsit. “They sill work out of there. Have you ever heard of ‘flashers 7 BC asks her.
“Flashers?’ she asks. “Sure. Everyone has. Superdtition at work! Alien myths, legends...”

“Not exactly,” BC informs her. “Not quite. Those flashers are Project ships. Using adapted dien
technology.”

“Alien tech?’ She'staken aback.

“Alien,” BC assures her. “The Project’ s been in contact with dien races. Worked with a couple of them.
Adapted some of their technology. The Flashersare us.”

“Redly? Sothey'rered?” sheasks.

“They'rered,” heindgs, reinforcing it. “And | know of at least three dien races we, or The Project, has
been in touch with.

“There are The Domo... according to the Project, they’ re kind of like Vampires, but they have hel ped
us. Then there' sthe Flaze; they ook alot like the classic UFO diens, but they’ re quiet, keep moreto
themselves than the Domo.

“The Eldred | don’t know that much about,” BC pauses, “well, except that they probably brought the
plague to the Moon.”

“What?” M’ Bekke and Erskine both gasp in unison.

“Yup,” BC tdlsthem both, “ These dliens cdled the  Eldred” are more than likely responsible for creating
the plague and ddlivering it here to the Moon during our last peace conference. Y ou asked what | knew
about the plague,” BC says, turning to Erskine. “Thisisit: It looks like we have an dien race to blame for
thisplague. They're called the Eldred. I’ ve asked them to meet with me... which I’'m not entirely
convinced isagood idea, necessarily.”

“N0?" Erskine says.

“Wall, I've survived the plague, at least so far. As have both of you,” he gestures at Erskine and

M’ Bekke. “But Van Kilner had been exposed to it and survived, too. | met with him myself not long ago,
just before I, um, well, became pope.

But his people tell me he had a more recent meeting with the Eldred, in thelast week or so, and after that
he took sick and died. So I’'m not positive that The Eldred won't take advantage of meeting with me and
to do the same thing, take me out.”

“Y ou think they might try to take you out?” M’ Bekke asks, “ And you still want to go?’

“I wouldn't say | want to. | think | haveto,” BC telshim. BC turnsto Erskine. “ Y ou're awfully quiet.”
“Wow. You vejust dumped aton on me,” AmandaErskinetellsBC. “That’salot to digest.”

“I wasfedling left out,” M’ Bekke jokes, sounded faux dejected.

“Wdll,” BC tellsthem, “You're both dl in, now. That'swherewe re at. Y ou now know pretty much
everything | do.” Heturnsto Erskine, “M’ Bekke' sjust learning dl of this now, too. And you' re one of
thefirst to learn of dl thisoutsde of The Project and the UTZ hierarchy,” hetellsher. “I hope my
candidnessisn’t lost onyou.”

She shakes her head, “No, no it'snot. Thank you.” She pauses, mentally digesting al she' sjust learned
from BC. “Okay. So. What do we do nhow?’

“I’'m not entirely sure,” BC levelswith her. “That’swhy | came back here, to get away and get achance
to think about it, to try to see the so-called *big picture’ and figure out what' s next. If thereisa‘what’s
next’. It swhy | asked to meet The Eldred.”

“| see” shesays.

“I wanted to talk to M’ Bekke here, too. And I’ d planned on speaking to you, to seeif you could be
brought into the loop. | didn’t think it was going to be the very first thing | did, but there you go.
Sometimes the universe worksin weird ways.”



“The universe? Y ou're Pope! Aren't you supposed to be giving God the credit?” sheribs him. BC smiles
good-naturedly. “Thank you for bringing mein,” she saysagain. “ Although, that isalot to digest.” She
rubs her temples. “Isthere anything else | should know?’
“No, that’ s pretty muchit,” BC says. “It’ s pretty much an al or nothing thing. Y ou either hear it dl or
nothing. It dl tiestogether too much. Aliens, shipsand bases, oh my,” hejokes.
“I'vedtill gottaask,” Erskine says, “What do we do now? Do you redly want to meet with them?’ she
asksBC.
“Wdll,” BC garts, and then stops. “1 don'’t think we have much choice... that | have much choice. | have
to meet with the Eldred. .. and try not to die. Of course, I’m open to any other suggestions you might
have” BC tralls off.
“I'vegot nothing,” Erskine says. “Not yet, anyway. Thisisn't something you can make a snap judgment
on, you know.”
“Believeme, | know,” BC assures her.
“Having just learned about dl of this, I'd liketo tekealittletimeto digest it dl, give it somered thought,
you know?’ she scrunches her forehead. “I think I'll retreat to my offices and try to sort some of this out.
If you'll excuse me?” She looksfrom BC to M’ Bekke, and then heads for the door.
“I look forward to any new ideas you might have,” BC tells her as she leaves. After the door closes
behind her, BC turnsto M’ Bekke.
“It'sbad, M’ Bekke. So many dead! I’ m the pope of nothing. The church is decimated. I’ m only pope by
default! There' snoway | should be pope!”
“Maybe not,” M’ Bekke says. “ Or maybe you should be. Maybe you, Bernard Campion, are the perfect
person to be pope right now, under these extreme circumstances. Maybe God put you here and now to
beintheright place at theright time. It doesn’t matter, because you are pope, now. So ded with it!”
“Tough love, M'Bekke!” BC says.
M’ Bekke shakes his head.
“And what of the UTZ?" M’ Bekke asks.
“What of them?’ BC asks.
“What are they doing? Arethey helping at dl?” M’ Bekke asks.
“They’ re nearly worthless. They put up agood front, but they’ re redlly scared. People havediedin
record numbers... whichisonly okay withthe UTZ if it'sat their handd”
“Heh,” M’ Bekke chuckles and nodsin agreement. “ But they realy made you a CEO? Head of this
Project? Put you on the council 7’ he asks BC.
“They did, can you believeit? | wanted to get control over the Project. None of those other CEOs could
have handled it, or would have known what to do withit. So | tried for an *honorary CEO’ or something
likethat. But they went for it! Full membership and CEO of The Project.” BC laughs, “Again, theworld
must be going to hdll if I’'m getting gppointed to the UTZ council!”
“Right,” M’Bekke says, dightly distracted. “Hold on. Something's... That’sfunny,” he says, messing
with something on his desktop.
A smadll private com unit pops up out of the desk. M’ Bekkel liftsit up off the desktop and handsthe
private comto BC.
“It'sforyou,” hetdlshim.
BC takesthe com and put on the headpiece.
“Hello?’ BC asks.
“Campion? Wentworth here. We need to talk. Thislineis secure. Isyour location?’
“It's secure. I’ ve got nothing to hide from anyone here,” BC says, “M’ Bekke'sit, and he' s cleared.”
“Okay,” Wentworth sayswith adight hesitation. “Fine. Hereit is. We want you to take over the
chairmanship of the UTZ council.”

What?

BC issunned.
“What?’ he asks.
“The chairman has died. Asone of the CEOs on the UTZ council, you are digiblefor the postion. I'm



recommending that you be confirmed post haste, so it will happen.”
“But why?’ BC asks, “Why me?’
Wentworth clears histhroat on the other end of theline. “We need you, Campion. | hateto say it, but it's
true. You'rein aunique position, BC. Y ou know about the Project, the diens...”
“Can | think about this?” BC askshim. “1 redlly need sometimeto think about this,” heingsts.
“Okay. But not for too long. | can give you eighteen hours, but then you have to decide,” he says.
“Why so tight adeadline?’ BC asks Wentworth.
“We have not yet announced the, er, demise of the former chairman,” Wentworth explains. “Wewant to
have our new chair in place when we do.”
“I see,” saysBC. “Okay, then, I’ll, uh, cal you in the next seventeen hours.”
“Good enough. Wentworth out.”
BC stsfor amoment, till stunned, with the com on but Slent.
“What was that about?’ M’ Bekke asks him, not having heard the exchange.
“It just getsweirder,” BC tellshim. “They want meto chair the UTZ council.”
“What?2” M’ Bekke exclaims, dumbfounded.
BC shakeshishead. “I can’'t believeit. Themore| run from authority, the more seemsto pileon me! The
more I’ m becoming the authority!”
“Oh, theirony,” M’ Bekke observes wryly.
“I can’t be the right man for thisjob, too, M’ Bekkel” BC protests. “ Ther€' sjust no way!”
“But perhaps your very lack of ambition for these postsiswhat makes you the right person to hold
them,” M’ Bekke says, philosophicaly.
“Isthat from the Bible?” BC askshim.
“Actudly, | wasthinking of an old poem by William Butler Y eats cdled, ‘ The Second Coming': ‘the best
lack al conviction whiletheworst are full of passonateintensity,” M’ Bekkefinishes.
“Great. S0, you're saying my lack of conviction makes me the best man for thejob?” BC asks.
“Takeit asyouwill, BC.”
BC getsup. “I'm heading to my quartersfor awhile. I’ ve got to give Wentworth hisanswer in the next
eighteen hours,” BC pauses, realizes he' s assuming too much. “Are the guest quarters even available?’ he
asks, redizing hismistake.
M’ Bekkejust laughs. “Y ou're the pope! Thisisthe Vatican Mission. Y ou get to stay wherever,
whenever! | assumed you' d kick me out of my quarters, get your old quarters back. Y ou'’ re the boss!
Y ou get to make those calls now, BC,” M’ Bekke informshim. “Y ou see? There are perksto the job!”
“So,” BC pausesfor effect, “ are the guest quarters available?’
“No,” M’Bekke says serioudy. Then helets out asharp laugh. “I’'min the guest quarters! When the
Curiatold me you were coming, | decided to move. | thought you would like your old quarters back,
while you were here. They'rejust down the cor...” M’ Bekke starts.
“I' know, | know wherethey are,” BC says, cutting him off. “I built the place, remember?’
“Of course,” M’ Bekke says.
“I wouldn’t have asked you to move, M’ Bekke,” BC tellshim.
“I know. Not toworry. A change of scenery can often be beneficial,” he reassures BC.
“Thanks again, M’ Bekke. Thank you very much, for everything.”
“You'rewelcome, BC. Now go get somerest. It sounds like you' re going to be busy for awhile,”
M’ Bekke says.
“Indeed,” BC agrees. He leaves M’ Bekke' s office and headsto his old quarters.
BC smindisreding ashewalks.

| feel like my brainisfull! At least my head isn’t hurting again! No more headaches, please!
With so much going on, | can’t afford to get knocked out by another one. With so much going on,
I’m surprised I’'m not feeling one coming on! Not that I’mwishing for one! I'mglad it’s not, you
know.

The comisflashing for BC' s attention when he arrivesin hisold quarters. The sourceisasurprise:
it sapriority message from Al Sdlid of Mars.



He' s il alivel

BC picksupthecdl. “Al Sdid?’

“Campion,” Al Sdlid says.

“How are...” BC begins, but stops when heredizes Al Salid's messageisrecorded. Al Sdid
continues after aquick pause.

“Good. You and | aredill dive, Allah'swill be praised. Weneed to talk,” Al Salid tellsBC. “1 am
contacting you now, directly, myself, because | must. Now isthetime. Thereismuch | hear tell of that's
drange... new... different. The only thing dl these strange, new and different things havein commonis...
you, Bernard Campion,” Al Salid says. “Or must | now call you Pope Peter? For thetime being | will call
you Campion. But enough about such trividities!” Al Sdid saysdismissvely, “there are serious mattersto
discuss. Why do so many strange things lead back to you? Why isit when | hear that the plague may be
an dien plague, | hear that Bernard Campion knows what is going on? Why when | hear of *flashers,,
ships better and faster than any of us should have, do | hear of some ‘project’ lead by you, Campion?

Y ou would seem to bein acentral position, in apodtion to tel mewhat isgoing on. So... what isgoing
on?’

Jeesh. He's heard some of it, no doubt... the UIN still have agents among us, it seems.

“We hear much from the New catholic Church and the UTZ. | have heard you are now Pope, of
course. And word came today that you are now on the UTZ council. | did not redlize you were so
ambitious, Campion. But perhaps you are the unique individua needed in thisuniquetimeand inthis
unique place. If thisistrue, you have been given a unique opportunity aswell.
“You can ether rise or fal to the occasion. If you fall, dl will know your failure, and dl will fal with you.
If yourise, if you succeed, al will riseswith you: al will sharein your success. It isthe old Sory of the
hero or the goat. Y ou may be in a position to go either way. If any of this makes senseto you, | offer you
my counsd.
“Inany case, | ask you to cal me, as soon as you can. We have much to discuss. | have said morethan |
had planned to in thismessage, but | will leaveit dl the same. Sdaam,” Al Sdid saysin cloang, and the
messege blips off.
“Damn,” BC says under hisbreath.

More on my plate? Who does he think | am?
Who am |? What am | now?

BC can dmogt hear an answer, somewhere on the edge of his awareness, atingle on the edge of his
CONSCi OUSNESS.

Yeah? You out there, “ God” ? You gonna answer that one, “ Jesus’ ?

Thereisno answer.

The UTZ isin tatters. And they want me to take over the chairmanship of it! I'malready in
charge of the NcC, although the Curia pretty much runs everything, anyway. The Earthisa
graveyard. They' re having trouble keeping up with burying everyone who' s died from this plague.
But the UTZ tries to maintain a strong front.

Survivors are turning to the NcC for comfort, for answers, but what do we have to offer? What
do I have to give them? Nothing, really. Maybe some hope? Jesus, | just don’t know.

If I amthe right person in the right place, the unique person for this unique situation, what do
| do next? Meet with the Eldred? Should | not meet with them? What course? Should | return Al
Slid'scall?

Why not?

BC turns on the com and placesacall to Mars, to Al Sdid.

“Campion? Thisisasurprise,” Al Sdid sayswhen the contact isfindly established.

“I found your message... refreshing,” BC says, searching for aword. “Honest. And thought provoking.”
“Thank you,” Al Sdlid says. “Kind words coming from the nearly de facto ruler of Planet Earth.”

“Oh comeon,” BC answers.

“Wéll, they'redl turning to your NcC, to your religion. They arelooking to you for their salvation,
Campion. You aretheir leader. Do you run from your responsibility?’



“No. Yes. Sometimes. Maybe...” BC decidesto level with him, “I’m just not... wel, I’'m not used it yet.
All theserespongihilities...”
“And | hear tdll you may be adding more,” Al Salid says. Helowershisvoice, “I hear you may be named
the new chairman of the UTZ council.”

Damn! Must be a leak on Wentworth’s end!

“Seemslike you hear agreat dedl, for someone isolated on Mars. Maybe even morethan | do,” BC
sys.

Heh! Let him chew on that one for a hit!

“I’d liketo hear more,” Al Sdid says. “What else can you tell me?’

He' s going for it. Might aswell tell him.

BC leveswith Al Salid. Hetdlshim dl about the diens, The Project, the plague. The Eldred. Al
Sdid soaksit dl in, inglence.
“And now I’ ve asked the Eldred to meet with me,” BC says, drawing to aclose. “What do you think?’
“Thereismuch they are not telling you, iswhat | think. | will say more on that inamoment,” Al Sdid
says. “But | thank you for telling me what you know. Much of what you' vetold me | had heard in part
from other sources. But the fact you' ve confirmed it, and not tried to dissemble abouit it, is of prime
importance to me. Y ou have been straightforward and honest with me.”
“Thank you,” BC says, “I’m glad you redlize that. | don’t think we have anything to hide from each other
anymore. There are bigger threets, to al of us”
“So, you think these * Eldred” may hold the key? That this plagueis their plague, aweagpon used against
U7’
“I do. At leadt, | think s0,” BC affirms.
“Then you should meet with them,” Al Salid says. “| believethisisarisk you must take. For dl of us”
“Oh,” BC says.

| didn’t expect a decision from him so quickly. Didn’t expect that would be his answer, either.

“Wéll, then,” BC says, continuing. “I guess| will. Thank you for your inaghts, Al Sdid.”
“Y ou are most welcome. | must o tell you something. The Eldred have been in contact with me as
well. | do not believe they told you of this,” Al-Sdid informs BC.
“Thisisanother reason | am contacting you. They have asked me to meet with them to discussreligion. |
was truly astonished to be contacted by members of an aien race. | did not know then that they could be
the originators of the plague. Now | must wonder about their motives. Thank you for thisinformation,”
Al-Sdid says.
“You'rewecome.”

Haven't actually spoken with them, Al-Salid. They haven’t told me anything! Wonder if they
called Al-Salid before or after my request for a meeting?

“And Campion?If | may?’ Al Sdid sayssolicitoudy.
-
“Y ou should accept the chairmanship of the UTZ, too.”
“But | hadn’'t said anything ab...”
“No need,” Al Sdlid interrupts him. “1 will be glad to see you in that capacity, Campion. It will bethefirst
time ever that area human being isin charge of them,” Al Salid says.
“Huh,” Campion pauses, “Thank you, Al Sdid.”
“Y ou are welcome, Campion. Y ou have changed. Do you know this?’
“I have?| don't fed...”
“You seem different to me,” Al Sdlid says. “ Y ou are feding more of the weight of thisworld, are you
not7’
“What?" BC asks, but then answers, “I guess| am.”
“We should meet after we get back from our meetings with the Eldred,” Al-Salid suggests. “But we need
to keep it quiet, low key and off the radar. People otherwise will read too much into such ameeting.”
“I could come seeyou on Mars,” BC offers, “maybe travel incognito!”

The Curia’ s gonna love me!



“Incognito?’ Al-Sdlid says. He laughs. “Y ou do have aflair for the dramatic, don't you, Campion?’

“Doyouthink so?” BC askshim. “It'sjust that I’ d rather work behind the scenes.”

“Indeed. That may no longer be an option for you.”

“Y ou could beright,” BC admits. “Let’skeep in touch on this.”

“Indeed. Well, then,” Al Sdlid says. “I look forward to our next communication. Cal me when you need
me,” Al Salid saysin closing. “Good night, Campion. Allah be praised.”

“Good night,” Campion answers. The com goes silent.

Huh! Not what | expected. Not exactly. But it's becoming clearer: | really do need to meet
with the Eldred, don’'t I? It’s becoming obvious! Should | call Anita now and find out if she's set it
up? Nah. It can wait. I’ ve gotta get some sleep. Now that | can sleep! I’ m exhausted.

BC crashes hard, deeps soundly, but wakes with a headache just behind his eyes.

Like an Irish punk band is beating on the inside of my skull! And like | almost had an answer
to something in a dream... lost it, though! Didn’t make it past the waking edge. Just can’t
remember, but it feels like something was there.

BC has messages waiting for him when he getsto histemporary office. He givesa cursory glanceto
Vatican business, referring most back to the Curia

They know what to do. They'd do it anyway! They'd just rather do it with someone telling
themit’'s*“ okay” .

What' sthis?

A voice message from Anita: “BC? Guess| got an earlier sart than you. Um, givemeacal when

you get this, okay? Bye!”

BC cdls her back.

“Hey Anita, BC here”

“Good Morning,” she answers. “The Eldred have been in touch. They seemed to know you wanted to
meet with them. They actually said they had wanted to meet with you, to discussrdigion,” she says,
sounding alittle confused. “ Areyou surethisisagood idea?’

“No,” BCtdlsher, “But | am going to meet with them.”

“Okay,” shesaysdowly.

“Areyou surprised?’ BC asks her.

“A little bit,” sheadmits. “1 don't like surprises,” she adds quickly, changing her tone and again saying
more than she’ s saying out loud.

“I see,” saysBC, but heredlly doesn't.

| can only hope that it’s easier to understand these aliens than it is to understand women...

“I want you to set up the meeting for me, Anita, put dl the detailstogether. Then just let me know
where, when and how. Use any of The Project’ s resources you need to make it happen.”

“I'll get right oniit, BC,” she says. She pauses for amoment. “ Are you sure you' re doing the right thing?’
sheaskshim.

What a question...

“No,” BCtels her honestly. “But | don’t see us having alot of other options right now. That ‘us
being the human race, by theway,” he chuckles at his attempt a humor. “I guess|’vegottodoit.”
“Okay... I'll be back intouch soon,” shetells him. She cuts the connection.

The wheels are in motion!

Now for Wentworth.
“Campion,” Wentworth answers BC' s cdll.
“Wentworth.”
“You'vedecided to doit, | hope,” Wentworth says.
“I’'vedecided. I'll doiit. I'll head up the UTZ Council. But | can’t be there for any speeches or
announcements just yet. I" ve got ameeting to attend. Has to do with our new ‘friends . The ones| was
mentioning. The oneswho may be responsible for the plague. I’ m going to meet with them.”
“You are going to meet with them?” Wentworth asksin surprise.
“Seemslike the only option open right now,” BC says. “Look, Wentworth... I'll write up a statement for



you on the gppointment. Then you can coordinate an officia appearance with the Curiafor aweek from
now. Ded?’
“Ded. You arean optimist, Campion,” Wentworth says. “Or just plain crazy.” He ends the transmission.

Chapter Eighteen

A week later, BC is aboard a Project ship making a Transpace jump to the secret asteroid base, on his
way to ameeting with The Eldred.

Travel by ‘Flasher’! Flying in a mystery ship to meet a mystery race that seems to want us
dead.

BC goes over the detailswhile he travels. Anitamapped out the itinerary for him. She'saso
accompanying himon thisfirst leg of histrip.

She' sthe official liaison to The Eldred. She' d hate being called that!
| meet an Eldred ship at The Project base. Fromthere, we'll travel in the Eldred ship to their
nearest home base. Nearest, of course, implying that they have many other home bases. How
many homes can you have? Another question for the unanswered file. That's a pretty big file with
these clowns. | know I’ ve got plenty of questions for them.
| want to meet those other ones, too, The Domo and The Flaze. Ask them a few things. But first
thingsfirst, and my first stop is the planet they call Eldrey. Sounds like a home planet. Meet an
Elder of the Eldred on Eldrey... while sipping Earl Grey. Now I’ m getting sill-ay.

BC smilesto himsdf. He glances over a Anita, still deeping in her seat.

I’m glad to have her with me, at least part of the way. Heh, glad she’s on my side, thistime! |
need all the help | can get! Funny that these aliens will deal with her. Strange. Guess that’ s why
they're*“ aliens’ , huh?

Not so strange? They don’t want usto reveal their existence to the general public just yet, they
told her. Well, we' re trying to keep that proverbial cat in the proverbial bag.

But here | am, the Pope, just disappearing. Hope no one notices this time. Things are so fucked up
back home that it might just be okay. Fucked up actions by a fucked up Pope. Right. Most will
assume I'm still on the Moon.

“We're here!” Anitasays, bolting awake and breaking BC' strain of thought.

She wakes up fast... looks good doing it, too! Damn. It would be nice to be able to tell her
that. I’m sure that would go over big. Man, she’s retreated from me big time ever since that kiss.
Fuck this. Work to do, gotta focus on the task at hand!

Last time | came here, | was Van Kilner’sguest. Thistime | arrive as The Project’s new CEO, The
Pope, head of the UTZ Council and Envoy to The Eldred. Too many fucking titles! My head would
explode, but then | couldn’t try to save the entire human race.

“Seethat? Over there, out the viewport on theleft, that’s The Eldred ship!” Anitasays excitedly.
“They'redready here”

Funny. It's not as alien looking as | thought it would be. Doesn’'t ook all that different from
The Project’ s newer ships.

The exterior of the ship is smooth and silver, with acentra core section flanked by what look like
ship length engines on both sides. The smooth exterior betrays no hint of markings nor hatches nor
viewports, if any do exist dong it'sdeek fusdage.

BC can't help but gare at it as hisown ship lands dong sideit in the Project base’ s massive landing bay.
“We should get going,” Anitasays, by way of encouragement and motivation, “ Timeto go savethe
human racel”

“Oh, isthat all? No pressure or nothin’,” BC cracks. He smiles and lets her lead their way off the ship
and into The Project base.



Here | come! Watch out for me! The most powerful member of the significantly reduced

human race! Grr! Argh!

Why don't | feel any more secure? Any more power ful ?

| feel lessimpressive, less powerful than when | was, like... nothing, | guess.
King Nothing.

Why is everyone suddenly relying on me? What did | ever do to make folks want to put their
faith in me? The more | learn, the more | know, the less important and powerful | feel. It’s not
supposed to work that way, isit?

“Areyou okay, BC?" Anitaasks, seeing him spacing out in deep thought asthey walk into the base.
“Yeah,” BC reassures her. “ Just preoccupied, | guess. I’'ve got alot on my mind,” hetellsher.

“I guessyou've got aright,” sheadmits. “I can’t wait to get your take on The Eldred,” she saysto BC,
changing the subject dightly. “They are not physicaly intimidating in any way. | think you' Il be surprised
when you meet them. They're...” she shakes her head, trying to find words to describe them. “They're
amost cuddly, BC!” She shakes her head again. “Wdll, you'll seewhat | mean. It' s hard to describe.”
The next few hoursfly by for BC. He meets various members of The Project aff. He receives officia
greetings. He finds himsdlf in an impromptu ceremony asthe base saff gives him their officid welcome.
Niceties, affirmations and other pleasantries are exchanged as BC isintroduced asthe new CEO, and
they expect some cursory words from BC tossed in for good measure, so he makes a short speech
about saving humankind.

By thetime he' sdonein his stateroom three hourslater, he redizes he's met around fifty peoplein
various adminigrative posts around the base.

It'sgreat. I’ve met all these people and remember none of their names. Funny how genteel it all is
as we stand here on the brink of annihilation.

Thetight schedule set by Anitaalows BC about an hour to freshen up and gather histhoughts before he
goesto meet The Eldred for thefirst time.

He enters the empty meeting room, a space favored by Van Kilner for its old earth charm, and makes
himsalf comfortablein alarge oaken chair a the end of along wooden table. The room could be alibrary
in any old mansion on Earth. Aside from the conference table and its chairs, books dominate the room:
row upon row, shelf upon shelf of booksin solid old wooden bookcases linethewals, giving theair in
the room adightly musty tang. Theroom isempty, save for him. Heisto meet the Eldred alone.

Oh my God!

BC hasto stifle alaugh when he sees The Eldred for the first time. He tries hard not to crack asmile
asthey fileinto the room and take seats opposite him at the table.

They look like giant, powder blue Koala bears! With big eyes like those old Japanese comic
books...

They don’t look real!

They look like big stuffed toys!

What, about five feet tall? Too cute! How can these creatures be agents of genocide? Fuzzy wuzzy
widdle cute agents of genocide.

“Bernard Campion?’ one of the koalas asksin apurring, deep voice, in clear, unaccented English.
“Yes” BC answers. “I’m Bernard Campion.”

“l am Camex,” The Eldred says. “I am hereto escort you back to our world, Eldray, to meet with our
leaders. Are you ready to depart?’

Right to the point. Gotta stop thinking' of them as koalas!

“l amready,” BC answers. “Do you guarantee my safe return?”’

“We guarantee nothing,” the giant light blue teddy bear informs BC. “ Y et it would not benefit usfor you
to not return. So please, fed safe.”

Right, | feel reeeaaaallly safe right now... probably feel safer if | knew my way around that ship
before we | eft.

“I have one request before we leave. Might | get atour of your ship before we depart?” BC asks. “I'd
likeatour of my transport.”



“Hmm,” Camex of the Eldred stopsto think, rubbing afuzzy blue hand across his chin whiskers. He
gppearsdmost alittle confused. “I guessthat would be okay,” he says, giving BC permission. “ Shdl we
go?

They leave the meeting room and head down to the landing bay. Anitaiswaiting by the back of The
Eldred ship with BC' sluggage. Instead of heading over to her, Camex leads BC to adoor inthe sde
toward the front of the ship. Anita shootsa“What the?’ look at BC. He just shrugs, and follows hisfurry
blue host through the door, up into the front of the ship.

Camex guides BC on histour. They travel quickly through the bridge, the cabins, and back through the
engine room. BC notes viewports at even intervas, even though they can’t be seen from the outside.

He' sled from the engine room back to a cabin with abed, a chair and desk, dl fit to ahuman scae.
Anitaiswaiting there with BC' s belongingsfor the trip. BC shoots her alook, tryingto say “ | see what
you mean. They look harmless!”

Nice room. Looks comfy. Alien, but almost familiar. Comfortable enough. When | saw how
short The Eldred were | had my worries, heh. But everything on the ship is on a big enough scale.
Maybe The Eldred used to be taller? Wouldn't it be ironic if their whole beef against us was that
we'retaller than they are? A whole race with a height complex!

Maybe they designed it to make me comfortable, put me at ease so they can take advantage?
Cometo think of it, | kinda feel better than | think | should. Are there any drugsin the ship’s
atmosphere? I’ [l have to get tested when | get back.

“I trust your tour was. .. satisfactory?’ Camex says as BC takesin the cabin’s surroundings.

“Yes” BC says, “I guessit was. You aretoo kind, Camex.”

“’Too kind’, hmm,” The Eldred pauses amoment. “ A curious expression. Asif one could ever be ‘too’
kind. Y ou humans are very curious.” Camex pauses again, asif hearing asignd inaudibleto BC and
Anita. “We are ready for departure. Shal we go?’

“Let’sget going, why not?” BC says. “I’m ready.”

Ready? Yeah, | don’'t know about that! But here goes, anyway.

Camex turnsto Anita, “ Thank you again for your efficiency in scheduling thismeeting. Wewill bring BC
back here in approximately one of your weeks. Heturnsto BC.

“You will stay in your cabin for the duration of our trip,” Camex says. “Any need you have will be taken
care of, you have only to ask. The... computer, | guessyou'd cdl it, is, um, voice activated.”

Camex again appears distracted by unheard voices.

“I must attend!” he saysto them. “Please enter your cabin. Anita, please disembark. Good day!”

With that, Camex turns and walks away towards the ship’ s bridge.

“Well,” Anitasaysto BC, “Good Luck, um... | guess.” Shelooks confused, but then her eyesclear. She
steps up to BC and kisses him on the cheek. Shewhispersin hisear, “Don't forget; they aren't redly big
teddy bearsl” Then she turns and races off down the corridor and out of site.

Yup. Aliens might be easier to figure out.

BC gstepsinside the cabin and the door shuts behind him, closing him in. He inspects the closed door,
but finds that any trace of the door has disgppeared inthewall. BC isleft done, seded in ontheadien
ship. Hefedsasmadl tug of acceleration asthe ship leaves the Project’ s base.

Thetrip passes dowly, uneventfully. Excruciatingly boring for BC, kept isolated from any red stimulus.
The computer can provide food and drink, but nothing in the way of entertainment. He tries to meditate,
triesto deep, tries playing games with himself to passthetime.

It's like being in a doctor’ s office waiting room for hours on end... without any outdated zines
to look at. And no other people, not even sick ones. Even a sneeze would be a welcome distraction
right about now. Achoo! According to Anita, thisleg of the trip should take three days. Seemslike
forever!

The boredom isfinaly broken by avist from Camex.

“We have some time before we reach Eldray. It has been determined that you need to learn of another
alien species, arace you have not encountered. It isimportant that you know of them, for they were once
therulersof the gdaxies. Their nametrandatesas* Ancient Enemy’,” thefuzzy blue dien saysto BC.



The Ancient Enemy! Van Kilner and The Project guys mentioned them, said the Domo and
The Flaze had mentioned them in passing, but they never heard about them from the Eldred.

Now the Eldred are actually bringing them up! Maybe the Ancient Enemy is responsible for
this plague after all!

“The Ancient Enemy?’ BC actsasif he' snever heard of them.

“Yes,” Camex confirms. “They were once the dominant species throughout this part of space, long ago.
“They never actualy reached your Earth during their time of conquest, and if they had you would not
have known it, for your species had not yet developed.”

Camex pauses, and his brow furrows. A moment of confusion floats across hisfuzzy face before hisusud
placid cam returns. “ Thetime of the Ancient Enemy predates the development of your world.”

“I see)” BC says. “ S0, if they’re gone, and they never reached the solar system, why isit that | need to
know so much about them?’

“They shaped the universe as we know it. The Domo, the Flaze, even we, the Eldred, were shaped and
affected by the Ancient Enemy.”

Might aswell go for it!

“So,” BC sayswith ahint of challengein hisvoice. “Arethe’ Ancient Enemy’ responsiblefor the
plaguethat iskilling my people?” BC presses on, “Becausethat’ sredly why we' re here. Why I'm here
on thistrip. We need to stop this plague.”

Once again Camex appears puzzled, and then cam.
“Actudly,” Camex says, “ They are. The Ancient Enemy is responsiblefor your current sickness,” the
dientdIsBC.

Ohreally?! Thisisnew!

“The Ancient Enemy was aviolent race,” Camex says, explaining. “They left many legacies, dl of
them evil, colored by their twisted nature. The Ancient Enemy was capable of Gresat Evil. They killed
each other as often as they murdered and subjugated other races. They were vicious, prima killers.”

It sounds like he' s reciting this from memory. Probably something they all learn as school kids
or something like that.

“They swegpt through this neighborhood of worlds long before any of the local races were space
faring themsdves,” Camex continues. “ The Ancient Enemy would land; take dl they wanted, dl they
needed. They colonized any world they found that suited their species. They endaved many peoples,
many worlds.

“The history of my own race, the Eldred, isahistory that beginsin servitude and davery to the Ancient
Enemy. In our earliest memories, they were our masters. Our history beginswith their interstellar
civilization a its pesk.”

“They sound like afun bunch,” BC observes.

Camex stares at BC with an unreadable |ook.

He may be an alien, but that look is familiar, like he ate something nasty! Probably doesn’t get
my sense of humor.

Camex’ scam returns and he continues. “ The Ancient Enemy had no capacity for what you would
cal compassion, no ahility to see beyond sdlf preservation and self gratification. They were not, asyou
cdled them, ‘fun’.”

“Sorry. It was afigure of speech,” BC saysin his defense.

“They were arace of conquerors,” Camex says. “ They followed charismatic but violent leaderswho
assured them of their primacy in the universe. They held the worlds within their grasp in atight, iron fist.
Of course, aswith anything, the tighter the hold, the more dipsthrough the fingers.

“The Ancient Enemy ended up causing other worlds to unite and to band together against them. Our
earliest stories and legendstd| taes of the heroes of many different races coming together, forcing the
Ancient Enemy off of their worlds, world after world. They came together to beat back the Ancient
“Were the Domo and the Flaze part of the *liberation’?” BC asks.

“No,” Camex sayscurtly.



Wow, could hear that! Doesn't like them much, does he? Thought he was gonna spit there, for
a second. Guess not everyone out here gets along.

“They were not among the united planetsthat drove the Ancient Enemy back to their home world.
They are of alater time.

“Those who did unite drove the Ancient Enemy off world after world. Our home planet of Eldred was
one of the lagt planets they left. Our world was amost a second home world to the Ancient Enemy. We
lived Sde by sde with them, and served them. But ultimately they were driven even from our world, back
to only their homeworld. On this, the ancient records are quite clear.”

“Y ou shared your world with this Ancient Enemy?’ BC asks Camex.

“We were subjugated and endaved by them,” Camex explains. “We did not ‘share’ our world with them.
“In the end, the Ancient Enemy was completely destroyed. None were |eft dive. In the end, their
homeworld was completely destroyed in a cataclysmic explosion caused by the forces of the united
planets, driven to destroy them utterly.”

Camex growsslent.

“How long ago wasthis?” BC asks. Camex doesn't answer. “If thisal happened so long ago, how do
you know so much about them? Seemslike along timeto hold a grudge. And how could they be
respons ble for our plague today?’

“We swore we would never forget the Ancient Enemy,” Camex says. “Never et another race atain that
level of subjugation over usor any other race, never let any race rise up asthe Ancient Enemy did, never
let any race assume the mantle of the Ancient Enemy.”

There'smoreto this, feelslike...

“You sound asif you fed responsible. Why should the Eldred be the watchdogs?” BC asks Camex.
“We do fed somewhat responsible. We served them, we were their right hand, until we, too, finaly
turned on them,” Camex explains.

“So,” BC says cautioudy, “you were collaborators?’

So much for my diplomacy.

Camex actudly looks hurt. Offended and hurt. The alien puffs himsalf up and refutes BC' s assertions.
“The Ancient Enemy was highly advanced, well beyond where we are, even today. Technologically
speaking. They... created us. They created the Eldred to serve them. The Eldred were created by the
Ancient Enemy to serve them, Mr. Campion. Wewere *built’ to be incapable of violence towardsthe
Ancient Enemy. Incapable of following anything other than our masterswill. That ishow our race was
‘designed’ by the Ancient Enemy.

“We were not collaborators! We were made to be their servants. But we found away to turn against
them, and when we did, it was the stroke that turned the tide of the war!

“We helped destroy the Ancient Enemy. And then we helped rebuild the universe,” Camex sayswith
some pride. “Weled theway to anew interstellar civilization, the basis of the civilization which il
underliesthe universe today. We have led the way for longer than you ‘ humans have waked upon your
Earth. We have kept the peace for quite sometime,” Camex says, finishing with some pride in himsalf
and hisstory. “We have kept violence in check for millennia.”

“So how could this‘ Ancient Enemy’ inflict this plague upon us? They were gonealong time ago!” BC
asks.

Camex turns away from BC and ignores his comment. Instead, the Eldred shouts out, “ Come!” and the
door to BC' s cabin opens. Another Eldred stands in the doorway holding an empty atmosphere suit.
“Here” Camex says. “You'll need to wear this suit when we venture out on Eldray.”

“I didn’t know the atmosphere on Eldray wasn't breathable,” BC says.

“It smoreof a... precaution,” Camex tdlshim. “Please put it on. We Il be leaving soon. I’ [l come back
to escort you in afew minutes.” Camex leaves BC done with the suit.

Way to open your big mouth, BC! Camex is just an escort, didya hafta go dark on him? Huh.
Isitahim? | just assumed. Don't really know. So, let’s see gotta put this thing on.

BC dressesin the atmosphere suit and waits for Camex to return.

Funny. Thought they’ d breathe the same air we do. Damn. Can’t see too well out of this suit,



just a dlit for the eyes.

Camex once again appears.

“Good,” the dien says, “you ' re dressed. Now, please, follow me.” Camex turns and walks out the cabin
door.

BC follows his escort through the ship’ s corridors and out onto the surface of the planet, into the light of
Eldray’ s sun. The ship ison an open landing area, paved with ahard grey surface. BC noticesit givesa
little as he steps on it, adding some spring to his step.

Once planetside, Camex stopsin histracks. The dien captain turnsto BC.

“Our leader wishesto speak to you of many things,” Camex says. “And thereis more hewould like you
tolearn, aswdl.”

Ohreally.

“Thank you,” Camex says, and turns away.

When BC gartsto follow him again, Camex holds up afuzzy blue hand and stops him.
“Another will escort you to our leader.”

“Okay,” BC says. “You're not going to be there to trand ate”?’

Camex looks at him, confused.

“Our leader haslearned your language,” the dien saysto BC.

He almost sounded offended! Huh.

BC triesto make out as much as he can see of the landing area. Besides the retreating back of
Camex, therearen’'t alot of other Eldred around.

Looks like any landing area: big, empty and flat!

Some hills in the distance.

The atmosphere looks clear enough. Can’t see any weird gasses floating around. Wonder what
| can’t breathe?

Huh. That must be the “ city” over there.

And here comes my escort, | do believe...

A small, floating passenger vehicle, deek and silver like the ship herodein on, pullsup in front of
BC. A door appearsin the sde, and anew voice, smilar to Camex’s echoesin his earsfrom a speaker
ingde of hissuit, “Bernard Campion, please step indde the transport vehicle”

BC getsin. The spaceissmall but not cramped. Again, it's comfortable enough for BC. The transport
lifts off and begins moving. He can see outside through windows on ether side of him. He watchesthe
terrain zip by asthey crossthelanding fidds.

They begin approaching more populated areas. BC gets quick glimpses of Eldred at work and play. He
sees what seemsto be afarm, seeswhat appearsto be an Eldred farmer out waking in hisfields. He
seeswhat looks like aschool, with alarge group of smaler Eldred outside being led in aline by an
“adult” Eldred. The small onesal turn to watch as BC' s transport whooshes past.

The vehicle dows as they come to the edge of the city. The trangport beginsto pass among larger
structures, boxy silver buildingswith few externd details, the buildings he could see from afar from the
landing area.

Unlike the landing field, the city seems densely populated. Many Eldred watch the vehicle asit floats
pad, asif trying to catch aglimpse of their visitor. Other floating transports zip by from dl directions,
artfully avoiding each other and BC' stransport.

“Wewill ride you to a place where you will be staying for your visit,” the voice saysover thesuit’s
speakers.

“My hotel?” BC asks.

Thereisamoment of sllence. Then thevoicereturns.

“Yes. Inaway. Y our accommodations. A placeto stay. Y ou will meet with our leader at another
location.”

“l see” BC says.

Herides on in silence as the floating transport winds through the city of the Eldred. He notices more
Eldred watching the trangport, pointing at it.



“They know I’'min here?’ he asks out loud, hoping for an answer.

Again, thereisamoment of slence before the voice answers.

“They know our leader hasavisitor arriving. Thisishistransport,” the spesker voice explains. “We do
not get many visitorshere. Y our arrivd is noteworthy to many. They stare because they are wondering
about you.”

Yeah. I’ m beginning to wonder about me, too. These Eldred are keeping me on a very tight
leash, so far. Better not start to chafe!

“Wearearriving at your accommodations,” the voicetells BC asthe transport perceptively dows.
The floating transport landsin front of one of the larger, non-descript boxes that seem to serve the Eldred
asbuildings.

They all kinda look the same! Big or small, the same silver box shape repeated, over and over,
sguare and utilitarian.

Crowds of Eldred hover nearby, off at arespectful distance, watching his arriva. The transport door
remateridizes and opens.

Four Eldred line up in arow to await BC outside the vehicle. He gets out of the transport and faces them
with his hand extended.
“Hello! I’'m Bernard Campion, niceto meet you,” he says.

| wonder if they can even hear me through this suit...

None of the four reactsimmediately. BC lowers his outstretched hand. Then one of the four spesks.
“We are merdly escorts, Bernard Campion. Pleasefollow me,” saysthe Eldred on theright. He turnsand
the Eldred next to him turnswith him in unison. They begin to wak ahead towards the building, wherea
door has opened. The other two Eldred remain where they are. BC stays puit.

“Please,” thefirg Eldred says, stopping to cal back to BC, “follow me.”

Guess I’ d better!

BC followsthefirst two, and the second two fal in behind him.

Consider me escorted!

BC entersthrough the building’ s apparent front door.

Everything seems so... orderly. All right angles evenly spaced. How hard-line for the soft and
fuzzy, killer koala people!

They walk ingde and head down a short hallway, and then through another door, back outside again
intoasmall courtyard, fenced in on dl sidesby silver buildings. They cross the courtyard and enter
another open door opposite the one through which they came into the courtyard.

They wak down another short hallway. His escort stops next to an open door on the right hand side of
the hall.

“Y our accommodeations, Bernard Campion,” the voca Eldred tells him, indicating the open doorway with
anod of hishead. “Please enter and be comfortable. The atmosphere in your room will be suited to you.
Y ou can remove the outer garment after your room door closes and resedls.”

“Thank you,” BC says. But then he stops.

“Areyou going in?’ The Eldred askshim.

“Youfirgt. Please” BC asks.

“Me? Firg?Why?" The Eldred asks, puzzled. “Why do you want meto enter your room?”’

“It' sahuman habit, uh, thing. Will you humor me and honor my cusoms?’ BCllies.

The Eldred stops and considers.

It almost looks like he’ s listening to something | can’t hear. Maybe the Eldred have some sort
of implanted com device? I’'mjust lookin’ to avoid any obvious booby-traps.

“Yes. 1 will goin,” thevocd Eldred findly says. He entersthe room and the lights come on. BC waits
outsde.

Hmmm...

Anything?

“Areyou coming innow?’ The Eldred askshim.

“Sure,” BC says, and walksinto the room.



Actually, it does look kinda like a hotel room, except it lacks the bad paintings!

Thewalls of the room are bare. Thereisasingle bed, human sized. A table and chair are next toiit.
Across the room gits an entertainment unit, gpparently imported from Earth for his amusement.
Could have used that on thetrip! GuessI’ll be able to keep myself entertained.

“May | leave now?’ The Eldred in theroom asks BC.

“Certainly,” BC says. “Thank you for your escort.”

The Eldred turns and quickly leaves the room. The door sed's shut behind him. BCisleft donein his
temporary home.

Let’s see. Ground floor, in the back. Place looks to be about five stories high. Courtyard. |
may be stuck in this room because of the atmosphere here. Let’ s see about getting this thing offa
me.

BC opensthe sedls on the suits hemet.

No alarms, that’ s good. No weird odors...

BC takes off the helmet and takes a deeper bregth.

Huh. It actually smells kind of pleasant. Almost floral, like lilacs or something. Not
obnoxiously strong, but it’sthere.

Heremovestherest of the suit. He checks hishands, hisarms.

No weird rashes or reactions, good. Still no trouble breathing. So far, so good.

BC looks around for acom unit.
Seeing no com unit, he speaks out loud.
“Does thisroom have acommunicator of some kind?’ BC asks.
“Yes,” avoice much like Camex’ s says back, “What do you require?’

What am | dealing with here? Let’sfind out...

“Areyou flesh or machine?’ BC asks.
“What isthis question you ask?’ the voice replies.
“Areyou acomputer? Or areyou an Eldred?’ BC triesto clarify.
“I am not acomputer. | am not an Eldred. | am not amachine. | am your room,” the voice says.
“How s0?7’ BC presses.
“I amintdligent circuitry, artificid intelligence equipped to serve your needs. | have been modified to
interact with your human species.”
“| see. So, you're circuitry? What should | cdl you?’
“Y ou should cal me‘room’,” thevoice says. “I am your room.”
“What do you do?’
“You ask, | provide,” the room says. “Are you hungry? Are you tired? Are you bored? | am hereto
meet your needs.”
“...long winded for circuitry,” BC mumbles under his breath.
“Do you insult me?Y ou do not need to make thisdifficult,” the room says.
“I didn’t know rooms could beinsulted,” BC replies.
“I have been built with a personaity module to alow meto interact with you more effectively,” the room
informshim.

Here' sathought...

“Could you sound more feminine? Higher pitched voice, maybe?’ BC tries.

The voice responds, “Isthisbetter?’ in alighter, arier, sexier voice. “Isthishow you likeit?’
BC nearly blushes.

Now that just sounds wrong!

“Thaet's... better,” BC answers. “But could you sound more, | don’t know, um, businesdike?’
“Isthisbetter?’ the room says pertly, less breathily.

“Good!” BC says, “That sounds better,” he tells the room.

“So,” the room asks, “What do you need?’

“Something to eat would be nice,” BC tellsthe room. “I don’t suppose you have any steek?’

“Let mesee,” theroom says, and pauses. “ Steak? The diced, cooked flesh of your *cows ? No, not



available as such. We can present you with areasonable facamile of this* steak’, if you'd like. But it will
only be an gpproximation.”
“I think I'll pass,” BC says.
“That ssemswise,” theroom says. “1 can find you something we have approximated more precisdly.
Would you care for beef bourguignon?’
“Wait,” BC says, “You can't do steak but you can do beef bourguignon?’
“It has something to do with the way it ismade,” the room says. “I will havethat for you in just afew
minutes. Now, | have aquestion for you, Bernard Campion.”
“What isit, room?’ BC asks.
“How shdl | addressyou? Is‘Bernard Campion’ your preferred address?’ the room asks.
“Cdl meBC,” BC saysto the room.
“You will be addressed as‘BC’, then. One beef bourguignon on theway, BC.”
“What, not immediately?’ BC chides the room.
“No, BC. | do not materialize your medl. It will be fabricated e sewhere and brought here. The orders
have been given,” the room says.
“Thank you, room,” BC says.
The medl isddlivered through some means unseen to BC, arriving behind adiding door inthe wall over
the table next to the bed. BC chows down on it hungrily.

Thisis actually better tasting than the stuff they serve on some of the orbital stations I’ ve been
on. Almost tastes like the real thing!

“BC? theroom asks as hefinisheshismed.
“Yes, room?’
“I have amessagefor you. It is near the night cycle now. Our leader asksthat you eat and rest. Our
leader will meet with you asthe next light cycle begins, in gpproximatdy twelve of your Earth hours. Our
leader indtructs meto offer you anything you might want or need.”
“Thanks, room.”

o, that' s the plan, then. Meet the leader in the morning.

“Isthat acceptable to you, then, BC?’ the room asks.
“l guessso.”
“I can ask themto changeit if you would like. Y ou are our guest.”
“Thanks, room, but no, that isn’'t necessary. No hurry. I'll just fire up the entertainment unit.”
“That unit does not requirefireto operate,” the room says, sounding alarmed. “In fact, the use of open
flame with said unit is not recommended,” the room cautions.
“That was just ahuman expression, room. I’m going to turn it on and watch it. Isit loaded up with
programming?’
“Yed It possesses over amillion programming options for you to choose from!” the room sayswith a
hint of excitement.
“Onemillion?” BC shakes hishead, “that’ salot of choices”
“The entertainment unit has been augmented by the Eldred to hold more of your programming. It' swell
above such aunit' susud capacity.”
“Great!” BC says. “ S0, let’ s seewhat’ son!”
BC beginslooking through his choices as he settlesin to watch, rest and wait for the Eldred leader. He
drifts off wetching avid.
Ashe gtartsto deep, afamiliar throbbing begins behind histemples.

Oh no! Not now! Not here! Not...

BC wincesin pain. He curlsup into afetal ball on the bed. The painis more intense, more ins stent,
more pounding, pounding, pounding on hisbrain!
Suddenly, everything shrinks down to a pinpoint. BC feds ill, cam. Hisworld begins to open up and
expand. Thewdlsfal awvay.

What? Where? Wheream 1?
IN THE CENTER, IN TOUCH WITH THE ALL THAT ISONE



Oh...surel am.

BC waks across an infinite ocean: atill, calm sea. The other voice echoesin from nowhere and
everywhere, not heard by earsbut heard, all the same.

YOU ARE CLOSE, NOW, SO, SO CLOSE. NEW ENERGY! FRESH ENERGY! YET
DIFFERENT! MIND UNAWARE, UNAWAKE? AWAKE! AWAKEN! LOOSED FROM THE
CONFINESOF CENTURIES SLUMBER! REACHING OUT!

BC issuddenly hit by another wave of pounding, crashing painin hisskull. He cannot tell if hiseyes
are opened or closed: All he seesisred. Hefed s the bed beneath him again. His head dowly stops
exploding, and he drifts off into dreamless deep.

Despite the headache and the bizarre dream, BC wakes up refreshed the next morning.

| think it's morning. I’ m not quite sure what the day/night cycle is on this planet. Seems pretty
close to Earth by what the room was saying last night.

“Room?’ BC cdlsout.

“Yes, BC?

“When is my gppointment with the leader?’ he asks.

“Whenever you areready to go see him, BC,” the room informs him.

“Okay. Should | eat before |l go?” BC asks.

“I cannot answer that question, BC,” theroom tellshim. “Thereisfood for you, a planned med at the
leader’ s later today, but it isafew hours until that occasion. They are not aswell prepared to attend to
your needs aswe are here.”

“Isthat pride | hear in your voice, room?’ BC asks.

“Simple statement of fact, BC. Thisroom was designed to take care of you. The leader’ shomeisnot.”
“So, Il need to put the suit on again, then, won't 1?7 BC says.

“Absolutely, BC, but they will have aroom ready for you at the leader’ s, so you will not have to continue
to wear the environment suit the whole time you are there,” the room informs him.

“I see. Thank you, room. Isthere arefresher attached to thisroom?’

“Thereisafull water shower closet here,” the room says, and adoor opensin the wall oppositethe
table.

“Great!” BC says. “Then | should be ready to go in about an hour. I’m going to hop in the shower.
Room, could you get me some bregkfast? Something norma and human.”

“ Are pancakes agreeabl€?’

“Sure,” BC agrees. “I'll eat when | get done with the shower, after | get dressed.”

BC luxuriatesin the hot, steamy, red water shower.

| wonder if it isa luxury here? Water might be plentiful. Either that or I’ m getting the royal
treatment!

He gets out, grabs atowel to dry himsdlf. He notices the mirror and the window of the room have fogged
over. Hewipes them off, but they fog back up immediately.

Damn. No fan.

Without thinking, BC cracks open the window. Steam rushes out and cool air flowsin.

Fuck! What am | doing?

BC damsthe window back down.

Supid, stupid, stupid, BC! That’s directly outside! Could poison my...

Wait a minute. All I smell iscool, clean air. Could be an odorless, colorlesstoxin, | suppose. No
way to analyze it, though. Let's seeif | fall over.

BC redlizes he' sbeen holding his breath.

Heh! Well, let’s go.

BC sucksin adigphragm-expanding lungload of air and closes his eyes. He exhales, breathes deep
agan.

Okay. So far, so good.

BC looks at the window.

The window didn’t seemto be especially sealed. | just opened it with a normal push.



Frozen by indecision, BC stands staring a the window for afull minute, maybe two.

Hefindly cavesin to his curiosity and opensthe window again. He puts hisfaceright up to it and takesa
deep breath of the outside air. He waits.

One minute.

Two minutes.

BC, wearing only atowel, stands leaning over at the window, breathing in the air for afull five
minutes.

Five minutes!

And nothing!

“BC you shouldn’t be doing this. Thewindow isopen!” the room findly cautionshim. BC straightens

up from thewindowsilI.

“Oh redly? The shower room steamed up,” BC saysinnocently.

“I wastold you were not to be exposed to the outside environment,” the room tells BC.

“Room, are there any specid filtersin place on the air sysemsthat lead into thisroom?’ BC quizzesthe
room.

“I redlly cannot answer any questions along that line of inquiry,” the room says, voice stiff, formal and
mechanica.

| just bet you can’'t! Can’t have the babysitter giving away any secrets now, can we?

“Y ou are running short of time. Y our transport will soon be here to take you to the leader’s
resdence,” theroom informshim.

“Y ou'retrained to change the subject, huh?’ BC quips, “Pretty advanced Al.”

“Thank you,” the room says. “Please close the window.”

BC complieswith the room’ s request. He finds his clothes and dresses for his meeting with the Eldred
leader, deep in thought.

The air outside isfine. Unless there' s something in it that’ s harmful low level and long term.
But then why worry about a quick visit? They seemed fine in our air back at the base! If there was
a strange compound or substance in their air, wouldn't they be likely to need to breathe it on
some level ?

Maybe they think thiswill help keep me under control, limit my mobility — keep me boxed up in my
room.

“Y ou should get into your atmosphere suit now, BC. The transport isarriving at the front door. Y our
escort will soon be here” theroom informshim.

“Right, thanks,” BC says.

| don’t like being kept boxed up inaroom! | won't put up with being kept in a large closet.
Not again!

BC suits up, but leaves his suit’ shemet just dightly unsedled.

Okay. Let’s see what gives. Hope it’s not my lungs.

“They are outside the door,” the room says. “If you are ready, | will open the door.”

“Go ahead,” BC says.
His Eldred escort stands outside, including the tallest Eldred BC hasyet seen, nearly hisown height.
“Bernard Campion. We are here to take you to the eldest of the Eldred,” thetall one says.
“Great! Thank you,” BC says.
“Follow meto the transport,” thetall one says.
Heturns and walks away, not looking back. BC hasto scramble alittle to keep up. Two more Eldred
“escorts’ fal in behind BC as he walks behind the tall one. They go back through the courtyard and out
the front door to the Street to awaiting silver transport.
“Pleaseget in,” Thetall one saysto BC, stepping to the sde. BC complies with his request.
Thistransport is roomier inside than the last one.
Thetdl Eldred getsinto the transport and sits down beside him.
“Thetripwill not belong,” the Eldred tells him as the transport door sedls and disappears.
The transport floats up and away from BC' s building and then whisks them down severd “blocks’. It



turns, flits down another half ablock, and then descends in front of another non-descript silver box of a
building. Only thisbuilding’simmense Sze digtinguishesit from other buildingsin the city in any way.
Big place! Looks a little more worn on the corners, maybe a little older. Or maybe I'm
hallucinating! Wouldn't that be something: the reason we can’t breathe their air isthat it makes
ustrip!
Nah... Anita never mentioned that. | think she' d know something like that.
| don't actually fedl at all funny or different or lightheaded. No ill effects. And none of them
have noticed the unsealed helmet.
The outline of the door once again appearsin thewall of the trangport next to the tall Eldred. The door
opens up. The dien exitsthe transport and steps to the side so BC can get out.
BC gteps out of the transport and looks up, taking in the height of the building.
Impressive.
“Bernard Campion, please, follow me,” thetall Eldred says. He turnsand leads BC into the big
building.
Thisbuilding sinterior isahectic contrast to the plain interior of the other Eldred building BC has been
ingde
BC waksinto alarge, open lobby area. Numerous Eldred dink through the spacein front of him on
unknown errands. They carefully passinches away from each other asthey quickly dart through the
lobby on their way to other parts of the building.
His escort commands respect. As he leads BC through the lobby, the passing Eldred part before him and
BC, letting them pass by unmolested.
Like a blue koala Moses parting a blue koala sea! Heh, could be a song in there somewhere!
When they reach the other side of the lobby, alarge, rounded door opensin front of them. They
continue on through the door into asection of the building that is clearly older. They walk down a
corridor rounded like the door, walls bowing out at their center.
Walking down a tube. Kinda reminds me of old Lunar Prime. Or a ship. Like their ship! Man,
look at how wornitis!
You just know this place is ancient.
Looks like they built the bigger building around an older one. Or maybe an old ship?
They arrive at another rounded door at the end of the corridor. Thetall Eldred escort stepsto the
side as the door opens. He motions for BC to go on ahead of him.
“What? Mefirg? BC asks.
“I will not be following you into the place of the eldest of the Eldred,” thetall one says.
“Only those who are summoned may attend the eldest. | have not been summoned. You have been
summoned. Be honored, Bernard Campion. The eldest does not receive many visitors. Go on. Goin.”
“Thank you,” BC sayswith anod. He walksinto the dimly lit “ place of the eldest of the Eldred” and the
door durps shut behind him.
Surp? That's not right! Sounds wet. The air is humid and damp, too.
Why is that not encouraging?
BC'seyes adjust to see he' s standing on the edge of alarge, round and domed empty room.
A big room full of nothing and no one.
Sick gray walls.
They look kinda wet, too.
Not that | want to touch them and find out.
A door durps open across the room from BC. A smdll, hunched Eldred shufflesin towards BC.
Small like the other wastall. He does ook old. And even more like a koala!
Do koala bears bite?
BC nods as the Eldred approaches. The Eldred does not acknowledge him, but instead shuffles past
BC to st down in agray chair that had not been there before.
Where the fuck did that come from?
The floor?



Findly, after sitting down and settling, the Eldred nods back at BC.
“Please” the Eldred saysin aclear voice, “remove the aamosphere suit and st down.” Heindicates
another gray chair that has appeared next to BC.
“Thank you,” BC says.
Funny. | thought he would sound “ older” , somehow.
Helooks old.
“You arewelcome,” the Eldred says.
BC takes off the unsealed hemet and the rest of the suit. He Sits down.
Theair till kinda smells like lavender.
Definitely damp in here.

“I have been eagerly awaiting a chance to spesk with you,” the eldest of the Eldred tellsBC.

Really? What, “ Say, how are you liking our attempted genocide? It’s quite something, isn’t
it?”

“I have aso looked forward to meeting and speaking with you and your race,” BC tellsthe eldest of
the Eldred. “I have only recently learned of your existence. I’ ve been learning alat, lately,” BC sayswith
agmile

Try to be diplomatic! Remember diplomacy, BC?

“I understand you are the leader of one of your human ‘religions 7’ the Eldred asks.

“Yes, | am,” BC admits. “The circumstances that have made me the leader have been extraordinary,
however. | must caution you that wereit not for the plague that has wiped out so many of my kind, |
would not bein this pogition today.”

Sounding good, BC. Humble, even. And reminding himwhy I’m here.

“| see” the Eldred says. “But you do lead. Today.”

“Yes” BC answers.

“I would like to speak to you, then, about your human ‘religion’. We have never encountered anything
likeit before”

“Wheat, nothing like Chrigtianity?” BC asks, alittle confused.

“No,” the Eldred triesto clarify. “Nothing like ‘religion’. Y ou humans are the first race we have ever
encountered that attributes powers and personditiesto other beings, invisble beings, or greater
consciousness larger than yoursalves. It is quite fascinating.”

“Redlly? No other race has ever believed in God?’ BC asks, incredulous.

“‘God 7" the Eldred asks, puzzled for amoment. “Oh, yes, ‘God’ is one of your namesfor this* power’,
in'tit?

“One of our namesfor it,” BC confirms.

“Y es, you do seem to have many namesfor this power. And many disagreements between you over
what the name should be. We seethat you kill each other over your disagreements.”

“Somedo. Thisistrue,” BC admits. “But most humans are content to worship God in their own way.”
“I have not seen thisto betrue,” the eldest of the Eldred says, disagreeing with BC. *“ The humanswho
cal the power * Allah’” want to kill you who cal it ‘God', do they not? We have observed your war!”
The Eldred nearly lectures BC.

“But enough of your differences” the Eldred says, turning away from discussing thewar. “Y our race dill
seeksthishigher power’, as some of you cal it. Y our race seems drawn to some concept of agreater,
more powerful whole. Y ou are unique among the races because of thisbelief.

“| want to know why thisis.”

W, of course! That's an easy one! Why do we believe? It slike this, see? It's ‘cause. ..

“That' san interesting question,” BC says, sdling for time as he thinks of what to say.

We could discussreligion all day! Rather cut to the chase.

“Aninteresting question,” BC says, trying not to sound sarcastic.

Don’'t know if they’ d appreciate or even understand my sarcasm.

“Y ou know, we humans have been trying to figure that question out for aslong as we ve been ableto
ax it,” BC tdlsthe eldest of the Eldred. “ And we could spend along time, you and |, discussing the



human need for religion. That would be afun discussion, I’ m sure. We can do that right after wefirst
discuss why someoneistrying to wipe out the human race.

“That' swhy I'm here, actudly. All the signs point to you, the Eldred, as the agents of our attempted
genocide”

So much for diplomacy.

“Hmmph,” the Eldred lets out alittle grunt and shiftsin its sedt.

He almost looks uncomfortable! | know | shouldn’t put human traits onto an alien, but, damn!
His actions sure do look familiar.

“You are quite direct,” the Eldred tellsBC. “It is, in someways, al connected. Genocide, you say?’
“The plague now killing my people?’ BC prompits. “We believe an Eldred agent introduced it into the
human population during a covert trip to the Moon. Under the escort of The Project. We have further
reason to believe that you introduced asimilar plagueto kill Van Kilner of The Project,” BC accusesthe
Eldred.

“| see” the eldest of the Eldred says.

“WE re ninety-nine percent sure it wasthe Eldred,” BC tellshim. “I’m here for one reason: to find out
why. Why kill usdl?’

The eldest of the Eldred remains quiet for afew minutes, gpparently lost in thought.

BC isabout to speak up to prod him back into conversation when the Eldred finally spesks.

“If | do not accept the premise that underlies your question,” the Eldred explains, “1 cannot answer the
quedtionitsdf.”

““If” you don't accept my premise?’ BC says, pointing out the framing of the Eldred’ sresponse. “| heard
that ‘if’! Do you deny that your people have engaged in genocide, or not?’

“Well, yes, | see. You see,” The edest of the Eldred pauses, triesto answer carefully. “We may have, er,
‘exploited’ acertain weakness, triggered an inherent flaw in your species as an, er, control mechanism, as
it were”

Must restrain the urge to snap the ancient fuzzy little blue koala neck!

“Inherent flaw?’ BC managesto ask normally, keeping hisvoice under control despite hisgrowing
anger.

“Well, er, yes, you see,” the dest of the Eldred shiftsin his seat again, dmost squirming. “We have
been, er, watching you. Observing your race. For quite sometime. Longer than you know,” the Eldred
sayswith aknowing nod.

Trying to play wise man.

“We could not help but see that your raceis, well, quite dangerous,” the Eldred tells BC.
“Dangerous?’ BC asksamost involuntarily.

“You kill each other quite alot, you must admit,” the Eldred ingsts. “What you say the Eldred have
done... isthat any different?’

“Who are you to judge us? Who are you to exterminate us?” BC shouts. He redlizeshe' sstood up in
hisanger.

The Eldred cowers, pulling back into its chair, “ Even now you show the signs of your human hodtility,”
the Eldred tellsBC. “I had hoped for aless hostile exchange!”

BC stsback down and triesto calm himsdif.

“So, what, then? Did you agree to meet me here to ask one of us some questions before you wiped us
out entirdly?” BC spitsout. “Question me then kill me?’

“Never!” the Eldred says, standing up to face BC, pulling itself up to al fivefeet of its height. “ We do not
kill"" he says, staring up at BC defiantly.

“What do you cdl your plague, then?” BCingdts. “You are killingud”

The kodaturns and walks away from BC. “Itisacorrection!” he says. He turns back around. “We
merely issued acorrective,” The Eldred says.

The dien walks back to its seat, finishing asmdl circle. “ Our microbe exploits an aready present flaw. It
would have occurred on its own, eventualy. We merely sped up the process.”

“What? Thet' snot killing?’



“Somedieg, but it isthe flaw in their DNA that betraysthem,” the Eldred insigts. “ Their very make up
breaks down. Not dl of you have died, or will die, only those of you aready flawed.”

“Keeping us down to more manageable numbers?’ BC asks. “What do you think we are? Some herd of
sheep for you to cull when you fed we' re getting too restless?’

“No,” the Eldred says. Hetriesto continue but BC cuts him off.

“Damn draight!” BC raises hisvoice.

Gotta try to calm down! | still would like to make it home. No matter how bleak that
possibility looks right now.

“We don't take well to being told what to do,” BC says.

“Areyou trying to make acase for your race? Or againg it, Bernard Campion?’ the eldest of the Eldred
asksin acam voice. He has regained his composure.

Just kill him now!

Take out one of them before | go down!
No. Can't let him get to me, gotta calm myself down.

“How do you know this‘flaw’, asyou cal it, would have affected us? Y ou have no way of knowing
that,” BC points out as camly as he can.

“It has happened before,” the Eldred answers. “ It always does with your race.”

That was a loaded statement! What the fuck does THAT mean?

“Alwaysdoes?’ BC asks, losing it alittle. “What does that mean? Camex told methis*Ancient
Enemy’ built your race amillion years ago. Were we engineered and built by them, too? And what? They
messed up, and we're flawed? What do you mean *adways does ? Y ou’ ve seen our race before? What
do you mean?’ BC can't help but | et the questions pour ouit.
“Not exactly,” the eldest of the Eldred says. “But your race is flawed.”
“Flawed, huh?Y ou keep saying that. Flawed how?’
The Eldred merely sSghs.

Man! Again! So human-like.

The Eldred stands up. His chair disappearsinto the floor.
“Please, comewith me,” the Eldred asks BC. “ There is something | must show you.”
BC stands. The eldest of the Eldred turns and walks toward the far wall. A rounded door durps opensin
thewall in front of them. The Eldred proceeds into the tube-like corridor on the other side of the door.
“Follow me,” The Eldred saysto BC. BC walksinto the corridor behind him.
The Eldred speaks asit walks.
“Thereis something you do not know. That you have not yet learned,” the Eldred tells BC. * Something
you have not been told.
“Thisway, please,” the Eldred says, indicating adoor opening in the left side of the corridor wall.
“Wait aminute,” BC says, stopping in histracks. “What about the atmosphere? Don’t | need a suit to
walk around?’

Let’s see how he explains THAT!

“Thereisno need to pretend ignorance, Bernard Campion. Y our helmet and suit were not sealed
when you arrived,” the Eldred informs BC. “Y ou somehow deduced that the suit was not required for
your safe breathing. Y ou wereright, but it was still required for your protection.

“Come, thisway,” the alien says, turning another corner and shuffling ahead. BC has no trouble keeping
up.

“Camex informed you of the Ancient Enemy,” the Eldred says. “We vanquished them an eon ago. But
we are pledged to remain ever vigilant for new threats.”

Like us, | suppose, eh?

“There are not many actua records left from those days. Our accounts are sketchy, legends and
myths, our evidence scant at best. It was over amillion of your years ago, you understand. But we
received acommand passed down through the millennia, an ingtruction to never forget!” The Eldred says,
as he shuffles on down the long corridor.

The Eldred stops and turnsto BC to make a point.



“The Ancient Enemy was ruthless! Selfish! Amord. Unsympathetic. Not capable of empathy, or
compassion.

“Many wished to forget them when they were gone, but the Eldred were tasked to never forget!

“The Ancient Enemy conquered the stars! They were like your gods, descending from the sky to take
what they desired, and bringing down heaven and hell.

“They created us, the Eldred race, to serve them, and serve them we did, for centuries. Until the day
came when wefinally rose up and destroyed them!” the Eldred says, asif repesting alitany. “ Somehow,
the bioengineering that made our race serve the Ancient Enemy was atered, flipped.

“Okay, hold on just asecond,” BC stops him. “If the Ancient Enemy built your race, how could you be
wired to kill them?’

The eldest of the Eldred sighs.

“We were built to serve the Ancient Enemy,” the Eldred explains, “they called our race the Servants, and
we had been congtructed with the inability to hurt them built right in. It was biologically impossblefor us
to turn on them.”

“So what happened?’ BC asks.

“We aretold there were some scientists among the Ancient Enemy who fdlt their race grew stagnant,
who felt they werein retreat from progress. They felt their race grew soft because of my race's
servitude,

“Some of the Ancient Enemy’ s own scientists dltered the DNA of the Eldred to dlow usto break from
our servitude. Those changes eventually alowed usto oppose them. Instead of desiring to serve them,
we desired to destroy them!

“We destroyed their world. We wiped them out and destroyed them! Or so we thought. But the Ancient
Enemy was as cunning asit was cruel.

“Herel” the Eldred says, stopping in the middle of the corridor to let adoor open on their right. “We
have come to the end. Or the beginning, | suppose. Go on ahead,” the Eldred says.

Theroom on theright isdark, some dim light just barely illuminating the confines of asmallish room.

Isthisit? Am| walking in to my death here? Like | really want to walk in first, alone!

“I'll, uh, follow you in,” BC tdllsthe Eldred |leader.

“Very wdl, then,” the Eldred says. He walks into the room ahead of BC.

Okay, then.

BC waksthrough the door into the dim room. It' s another domed, round room, athough haf the size
of their earlier meeting room. The door closes behind him and the room grows even darker.

BC can just barely make out a pedestal in the shadows across the room.
“We cannot forget the Ancient Enemy. They must not be dlowed to rissagain,” the eldest of the Eldred
saysin the darkness, again dmost chanting the words, asif inritual.
“We keep thisroom, this likeness of the Ancient Enemy, as our reminder. It is one of the wayswe
remember the Ancient Enemy.”
The room'’ s lights come on.
“Thisiswhat you have not been told,” the Eldred saysto BC as he points at the pedestd.
Thereisa statue on the pedestal. BC'seyes adjust.
There' sno mistaking the figure on the pedesta in front of him.
It' sagtatue of ahuman being.
What?
We're the Ancient Enemy?!

“You'retrying to tell me humans are the Ancient Enemy? But Camex said they never came near the
Earth?” BC protests.

This has got to be some sort of trick they’ ve cooked up for my benefit.

“Now you understand why we kept you in the suit,” the eldest of the Eldred explains. “ Although our
people know we' ve encountered a new race, they do not yet know who you redly are. If you had been
seen in public it would have caused great fear and provoked an unknown reaction.
“Wearehiologicaly wired to hunt you down and destroy you. And so the suit was indeed for your



protection.”

“So. What?” BC asks, trying to wrap his head around the concept, “Y ou think we' re the Ancient Enemy
reborn? Isthat what you' re trying to convince me of here? Because I’ m not sure | believeyou,” BC tells
the Eldred.

The eldest of the Eldred only looks at him, and then looks back at the statue.

They really do believe this, don’'t they?

“So that’ swhy you'retrying to kill us?’

“You are closer to the truth, now,” the Eldred says. “It isnot your fault,” the Eldred tells BC, sounding
amost reassuring. “Y our race was manipulated and betrayed by others, not by us. But we have the task
of issuing the corrective.”

“Youredly haven't explained,” BC says, pointing at the statue, “Thigl”

The Eldred looks pensive, furrowed brow and all.

| think 1" m beginning to understand the reason why they seem so human!

“The Eldred and the united planetsfinaly defeated and destroyed the Ancient Enemy. When we blew
up their home world, the Ancient Enemy sent off ‘ star seeds’ during the resulting explosion. These star
seeds were protected packets of their DNA designed to take root and evolve on other distant, suitable
worlds.

“The same scientists who atered the Eldred developed the star seeds that started your race,” the eldest
of the Eldred tdlshim. “They undermined their own race by turning their servants againgt them, but then
they tried to ensure their race s future by seeding the starswith their race SDNA.

“We could not stop the star seeds. We did not know, at first, of their dispersion. But upon their
discovery we set out to destroy them. We hunted them down and saw to it that they did not create new
life. Wefound many of these star seeds, but some eluded us. And otherswere... hidden, concealed from
=

The eldest of the Eldred pauses, looks up a BC to look himin the eye. “Y ou know of the race some call
the‘Domo’ 7’ the Eldred asks him.

BC nods. “1 know of them. | don’t know them mysdlf.”

“The Domo are at primary fault in the conceal ment, from us, of your race’ s existence, you ‘humans’ of
Earth. The othersknown asthe ‘Flaze' have been their accomplices.

“By the time your existence became known to us, it wastoo late to merely exterminate you. So we have
been observing you.

“Now you know thetrue story,” the eldest of the Eldred tellsBC.

“I know something,” BC saysto the Eldred. “1 now know your story, anyway. Thisisyour judtification
for genocide?’

“As| have dready tried to explain, we did not...”

“Don’t tell me about exploiting aflaw againor I'll...” BC stops, takes adeep breath. “Well, just don’t
tell me, okay? 1 know what you were gonnasay,” BC explains. “What isthisflaw, anyway?’

“Y our natural tendency towards violence, aggression, self-destruction,” the Eldred says.

BC shakeshishead. “Wait aminute. Y ou said you were exploiting some genetic, biologica flaw!”
“Weare” the Eldred ingsts, “Y our biological imperative to salf destruct.”

“That doesn't redlly compute, cause and effect-wise, for me,” BC says. “It’ s not good enough. Plus, you
sad we humans of Earth were different, unique, because we have rdigion, you know, the * higher

power’ ?We have religion, but the Ancient Enemy didn't, did they?’

“They worshipped only themselves,” the Eldred says. “Y ou are different in thisway. But never having
Seen any other star seeds fully develop, we have no precedents by which to measure your race's
development.

“This*higher power’ could well be the result of the racial memory of your race’ s own former power and
domination.

“Y our race often looks back to a golden age that never existed on your Earth, another unconscious,
collectiveracid memory, we believe, perhaps ddiberately implanted by the scientists who programmed
and launched the star seeds.



“That iswhy | wish to speak with you of your religion, to see what lies benegth it,” the eldest of the
Eldred explainsto BC. “That iswhy | asked you here, to speak to you of religion.”

“That'sfine,” BC says. “But have you congdered the fact that your race sbiologica imperatives might
make it impossible for you to accept that we, the human race, are actudly different from the Ancient
Enemy?’ BC questionshim.

The Eldred’ s brow furrows. “We have considered that. The older we get, the easier it isfor usto defeat
those biologica imperatives to gain more objective neutrality. Asthe oldest of my race, | can defeat my
biology to consider that your race may be savable.”

“Then you must grant that my race can ‘defeat’ our ‘biology’ aswell, and indeed be different than those
from millions of yearsago!”

“You haveapoint,” the Eldred concedes. “Y ou arefrailer creatures than they were. Y ou lack some of
ther... abilities, aswell. And you have your human religions.”

“Wait asec... What ‘ahilities’,” BC asks.

“They were much, er, stronger than you,” The Eldred says.

“Redly?’ BC asks. “Did the Domo do something to change us?’

“The Domo?’ the Eldred repests back at BC, sounding surprised. The aien makes ahigh-pitched
snorting sound.

“Y ou made me laugh, Bernard Campion! The Domo are not capable of such things! They found you well
after your race had devel oped into its present state. They do not possess the skills or the subtlety to
make any sgnificant dteraions. The Domo are asthey dways have been: parasites! They merely took
advantage of agtuation they discovered.

“Many minor races sought out the star seeds of the Ancient Enemy, those that knew of their existence,
thinking to create their own versions of the ancient race somehow beholden to them. Fools!

“Most just madeit easier for usto find the star seeds through their suspect activities,” the eldest of the
Eldred says, nearly chuckling.

“Could the Flaze have dtered us?’ BC asksthe eldest of the Eldred.

“No! They are dso incapable of such things!

“No, you are what you are because of the world on which you developed. Y ou are humans because you
come from your Earth.”

BC triesanother tack: “If the Ancient Enemy were so bad, why do these other races want to bring them
back?’

The eldest of the Eldred sighs. “We have dedicated our rule to keeping the star seeds from developing.
We have kept the peace and preserved the status quo for amillion years. Somefindit... boring. Some
desire violent change!

“They think breeding their own verson of the Ancient Enemy will help them get their way.

“We Eldred live avery long time, Bernard Campion, and we have very long memories. Shorter-lived
races often find our sense of scale far too long term for their tastes. It occasiondly breeds. .. discontent.”
“How old are you?’ BC hasto ask.

“| am just over ten thousand of your yearsold.

“I have watched your race grow up as| have grown old,” the Eldred tellsBC.

“Wow,” BC exclams. “Okay. How long can you live?’

“The oldest eldest of the Eldred is said to have lived to be one hundred thousand years old.”

“Redly? Our oldest are usudly around one hundred twenty five.”

“Thousand?’ the Eldred asks, raising his brow.

“Y ou have asense of humor,” BC notes.

“Y ou have shorter life spansthan the Ancient Enemy,” the Eldred tells BC. “But not by much. They lived
to two hundred of your years, on average. They created usto last, though.

“A well-trained servant isinvaluable, you see. The ancient Servants were often passed down within a
family, from generation to generation among the Ancient Enemy.”

“S0, did the Domo and the Flaze get any benefit from hiding us?’ BC asksthe Eldred.

“Noneat al, not redly,” the Eldred tells him. “ Although the Domo did feed on your race for sometime.”



“They fed on us? They were the vampires, then?’

“Indeed. Y es. Wefound them living among you and collecting their tribute, asthey saw it. The Domo
are an adaptive species. They adapt to planets by ingesting the local floraand faunaand feeding on life
energy.

“They thought your blood, abountiful food for them, was their means not only of adapting to Earth, but
aso of becoming morelikethe Ancient Enemy.”

“Did that work for them?” BC asks.

“It did, perhaps, make them more cunning, for awhile. Ableto hide their activities here, and your
exigence, for example. But the adaptations of the Domo fade over time. These are not lasting
trandformations.”

“What gave them away?’ BC asks his now talketive host.

“Ultimately, the involvement of the Flaze brought about the Domo’ sdownfdl,” the Eldred tellsBC.
“These two races do not usualy work together. The Domo' s approach isimmersion, adaptation. The
Flaze favor unseen observation, and experimentation. They like to stay out of sight behind the scenes, as
it were. Y et here they were with the Domo! Quite suspicious!

“And then we found you.”

“When wasthis?

“About three hundred years ago. We chased off the Domo and Flaze and began to observe you
ourselves. We caught the Flaze back on Earth again about one hundred and twenty years ago, and we
chased them off again.

“Both the Flaze and the Domo were prohibited from entering within Mars orbit. When those among The
Project reached the old Domo base in the asteroids, the Domo took advantage and reintroduced
themselves, soon followed by the Flaze. We were then forced to introduce ourselves.”

“We ve comefull circle, then,” BC observes, “asyou then felt forced to kill usdl, right?’

The Eldred sighs again. “We do not kill. We correct. And we did not engineer aplague deadly to al of
you, just those with arandomly chosen recessive gene. The geneitself isimmaterid, and can be
changed.

“Therewill bemillions|eft dive” the Eldred says, making his casewith BC.

“How refreshing,” BC sayswith sarcasm. “Why isit you get to decide who gets wiped out?’

“We have maintained peace for millennia,” The Eldred says.

“This putsyou in charge of, what? Everything?’

“We keep the peace.”

“Y ou assumed command amillion years ago and have been in charge ever since, deciding who livesand
who dies. How are you any different than the Ancient Enemy?Y ou commit genocide!”

“It isnot genocide, do you not see?’ the eldest of the Eldred insists.

“Maybe not technicaly, but realy? C'mon...” BC protests.

“We did not assume command,” the eldest of the Eldred insgts. “1n the power vacuum | eft after the
destruction of the Ancient Enemy, al the united worlds decided to let us keep the peace. We have never
resorted to the methods of the Ancient Enemy. We have never conquered any world. Wetry to find
peaceful waysto end conflicts,” the Eldred says. “ There could even be such away out of this Situation.”
“Thiswhat?’

“Thisgtuaion.”

“Oh, you mean the ‘you’rekilling us Situation? That’ sgreet! How progressive of you! A way out?’
“Yes. Wewill discussit further later. Now | believe we should take a break. We have food provided for
you in another room.”

“Thanks,” BC says, “But I’'m not that hungry. I’ d rather talk about saving my race from your plague,” he
telsthedien.

“I told you, the plague will not kill &l of you. Not al at once. It worksin, er... stages,” the eldest of the
Eldred informs BC. “ After we take a break, we will come back and discuss your human religions. There
is much we need to know before we contemplate any further corrections.”

“So what' stheway out?’ BC asks, confused.



“I do not know,” the Eldred says. “I only know that there could be one. That iswhy we must talk
further.”

The rounded door to the statue room opens behind them. The tall Eldred stands framed in the doorway .
“Please take Bernard Campion to hisfood room,” the eldest of the Eldred saysto the escort.
“Comewith me,” thetall Eldred saysto BC.

“Go on,” the edest of the Eldred encourages BC. “We will speak again later.”

BC followsthetall Eldred to another domed room, with more beef bourguignon awaiting him on the
table.

Isthisall I’'mgoing to get, now that they know | like it? | wonder.

“Thanks,” BC saysto the escort. Thetdl Eldred takes the cue and leaves BC adoneto eat and think.
So, the kodas think we' retheir Ancient Enemy reborn? Great. They fed totally justified in killing us. Oh,
excuseme, ‘correcting’ us.

And away out? | don’t know. Sounded ominous, not hopeful.

“Please explain your rdigion, and we' |l decide whether or not to kill the rest of you...”

Sorta sounded like that to me.

And what can | say?*Oh, yesh, we ve basically used our religions as excuses for killing each other dl
these years. But don’t kill usl” Not agreat argument.

BC isn’t sure how much time goes by, but the tall Eldred pokes his head into the room shortly
after BC finishes eating.

“If you are ready, the eldest would like to continue your discussion, Bernard Campion.”

Ready as!’ll ever be.

BC isreturned to the first domed room for his continued discussion with the eldest of the
Eldred. He sits down across from the eldest in the chair waiting for him.

“How was your food?” the eldest of the Eldred asks.

“Fine,” BC tells him, “ Although, | would like something different next time.”

“Oh,” the Eldred says with a hint of surprise. “ We will consult you before providing your next
food,” the alien says.

“Thank you. So, where were we? You want to talk about human religions, and | want to talk
about saving my race; which you’ ve wanted to kill since discovering my planet,” BC says.

“ Actualy, we discovered your planet long ago,” the Eldred says. “ Shortly after the war against the
Ancient Enemy. We even wiped out the original race started by the star seeds on your planet. We did
not know the seeds il functioned and remained vital, did not know they had started another race.”

So, did they wipe out the Neanderthal s? Gotta wonder.
“ So we really dipped through the cracks, huh?” BC asks.
“l do not know what you mean,” the Eldred says.
“It'san expression,” BC explains, “ meaning you, um... lost track of us, | guess.”

Likethe UTZ lost track of the Project...

“Fine,” the eldest says, “ but let us now speak of your religions. As| said, the Ancient Enemy
wor shipped none but themselves.”

“Sometimes that happens, even with our religions,” BC says. “ Some religious leaders are guilty of
self-wor ship turned inside out, projecting themselves onto some icon or image that |ets them focus
the adoration.”

Careful, BC... don't be so negative! Be honest, but... | don’t want to talk them out of theideathat
religion might make usworth saving.

“Interesting,” the Eldred says. “ Yes, we have seen illustrations of this, in some of the cults
and cults of personality in which your |eaders have engaged. This often creates the more violent
expressions of faith among you.

We do see the hand of your ancestorsin this. But other leaders among you have been capable of
seeing further, of unselfishness and sacrifice, of reaching beyond the limitations of your race.

It may surprise you to know, but you are a representative of thistype of leader, Bernard
Campion.”



“Me?” BC protests. “ You' ve gotta be kidding!”

“If I understand you correctly, | disagree. | am not creating humor,” the eldest of the Eldred says.
But | did not mean you, Bernard Campion, but rather the teacher you represent.”

“Jesus?” BC asks, understanding and feeling a little embarrassed. “ I... thought you meant me
for a minute, there.”

“You?” the Eldred asks. “ Of course you have the potential to be such a leader yourself, Bernard
Campion.”

BC protests. “ Buddha? Ghandi? Martin Luther King? They were men like you describe.
Nothing... And | mean NOTHING! like me.”

“You may protest, but it is your reluctance to lead that makes you a good leader. You are also able
to handle great change with grace and dignity. We have been watching, you see?”

Just how much do they see?

“How do you watch us? Spies? Stealth technology?” BC asks, risking rudeness.

The eldest of the Eldred snorts another high-pitched laugh. “ No need!” the alien says. “ You are
the loudest race in the galaxy! Your communications are unavoidable! Thereal trick wasin
sorting it out and understanding it, and then realizing how much was insignificant and could be
discarded. We do not need to spy on your race, Bernard Campion. You tell us everything!”

“S0, you must know about Jesus already then,” BC says.

“We do, but much of what we' ve learned is contradictory. Much of it changes over the years. As
the current representative of Jesus, we want you to explain what he really taught.”

Oh, that'sall!

“Wow,” BC says, sucking in a breath. “ That’sa tall order.”

“Itisnot an order,” the alien says, confused. “ And what does height have to do with it?”
“Ancther expression. Sorry,” BC apologizes.

“Goon.”

“For me, it all boilsdown to ‘God IsLove'. | had a... revelation, | guess you' d call it, kinda
confirmed that for me,” BC tells the eldest of the Eldred.

“ But how do you define this concept ‘love 7’ the Eldred asks. “1t does no good to say your God is
something without defining the term.”

“Heh,” BC can’'t help but laugh, “ That' s kept our poets and artists busy for centuries,” BC
says. “ | suppose that’s one of the things we' ve been fighting over, too. What is‘love’ ? | guessit’s
that feeling of being part of something bigger than yourself, seeing yourself in someone else,
realizing we're all connected...”

“We believe all beings are interconnected,” the Eldred says. “ To hurt another isto damage
yourself. | believe the concept would translate as ‘ universal oversoul’.”

“So, wait,” BC says. He' s now the one confused. “ | thought you didn’t have religion?”
“Itisnot religion,” the Eldred says. “ It justis.”

Speaking of convenient definitions. ..

“Then how can you kill us?” BC asks.

The eldest of the Eldred sighs. “ Your doctors are sometimes forced to amputate a limb to stave
off infection. It is not done lightly. It is not done without regret. But it is done, because it has to be
done. The correction islike this. It does not change the fact that we still desire this underlying
interconnectivity.”

“Just like the old song, huh,” BC jokes, “ All you need is ‘ underlying interconnectivity’.”
“Again, | do not understand,” the Eldred says.

“l, uh, substituted * underlying interconnectivity’ for the word ‘love’ in the lyricsto a human song.
| think you're near to the idea of love,” BC tellsthe Eldred.

“The Ancient Enemy did not have this concept, ‘love’, or it would be easier for usto translate and
understand,” the eldest of the Eldred tells BC. * The closest termto it they had was ‘bond’, but
that implied compulsion, not the voluntary connection you speak of.”

“Bond?” BC asks.



“Bond... such as a blood bond, to family and clan, honor bonds to unit and command, world
bonds, to homeworld and colony. These were required, expected. They do not sound like ‘love’.”
“We have ‘bonds’ like those, too. We even talk about bonds of love, so there' s some similarity,”
BC says.

“They did not love as you do. Yet you are often as violent as they were!l” the Eldred says.

“But our loveisasign that we're getting better, isn't it?” BC suggests, making his case. “ Or we
were, until you starting killing us. When we' re desperate, it’s harder for usto love.”

“Isthat so? Interesting. That makes a sort of sense, | see,” the Eldred says. “ So. Thereis a possible
way out of this situation.”

“Thereis?” BC says, surprised.

“We can stop the plague, as you call it, from advancing to its next stage. It will switch from one
random recessive gene marker to another, stage by stage.”

“Keeping usin smaller and smaller, more manageable numbers,” BC says. “ Look, stop the
plague! We're not out to conquer the universe! Not thistime!”

“Not yet,” the Eldred says, holding up a furry blue hand in caution. “ That is why we must set
conditions.”

“Conditions?” BC asks.

The eldest of the Eldred folds its hands together, steepling them in front of its fuzzy blue chin.
“Yes, conditions.”

“Such as?” BC says through clenched teeth.

Conditions?1’d like to condition hisface with my fistsl Probably be like punching apillow!

“You are areligious leader, and a person of influence on one side of your war. We have
contacted Ibn Al-Salid as well. He will be here to speak with us soon, after you’ ve returned,” the
Eldred says.

“l told himyou existed,” BC says to the Eldred.

“We know,” the Eldred tells BC. “ We were glad to find that you two had communicated. It was a
sign that there was a possible way out of this situation.”

“Which is?”

“It issimply this: you must reconcile as a race, and end your war. Make peace among your race or
the plague continues.”

“That’sit?” BC asks.

That seemstoo easy.

“That isthe beginning,” the eldest of the Eldred says. “ You must agree to stay within your
solar system, within the orbit of your fifth planet, until such a time as we deem you peaceful
enough to join in the universal civilization.”

“Now wait a sec!”
“And you must swear loyalty to the Eldred and our peaceful ways, and agree to our stewardship
of your race,” the Eldred concludes.

Woah! Brakes on! Stop right there!

“Wait aminute... Areyou saying we have to accept you as our rulers?”

“No, not exactly,” the Eldred protests. “We ask that you accept us as your stewards, your guides...
your shepherds, to use your teacher’s example.”

At least he' sdone his homework.

“We will help you develop your unique aspects, and help suppress those vestiges of the
Ancient Enemy that continue to manifest in your race.”

“| see,” BC says.

Except that | don't. Not redly.

“You see?” the Eldred prompts. “ What does that mean?”

“l want an end to our war, too,” BC tells the eldest of the Eldred.

And | thought an externd dien threat like you guys might help bring us human beings dl together,
too... but not likethid!



“ But | need time to think about your other conditions,” BC tellsthe Eldred. “I’d like to go
back to Earth and think about all this. Tell you what. After you have Al-Salid visit here, he and |
will get in touch. We'll talk about your conditions, and give you our answer together.”

“That seemsreasonable,” the eldest of the Eldred says. “ | believe we are through here for now,
then?”

“l guesswe are.”

“You will be taken back to human space, then, leaving tonight. We will have a transport bring you
back to The Project asteroid base.”

The eldest of the Eldred stands up. BC stands as well, and their chairs disappear. The rounded
door BC entered through reappears, along with the tall Eldred and the rest of his escort on the
other side. Thetall Eldred holds BC' s atmosphere suit.

“l apologize for your inconvenience, but would you please put the atmosphere suit back on?” the
eldest of the Eldred asks BC. “ As a precaution?”

“Qre.”

BC dons the suit but doesn’t bother to seal the helmet.

No wonder there' sonly adlit for the eyes... they don’t want any of the other Eldred to seewhat’s
ingde

Thetall Eldred leads BC back out through the lobby to a waiting transport.

“This transport will take you to your ship, which will then take you home,” the tall one says.
“Huh. Okay. Guess | won't get to say goodbye to my room, then, huh?” BC jokes.

“Goodbye to your room?” thetall Eldred asks.

BC sitsdown in the transport. “ Just tell the room it was good for me, too,” BC jokes to the alien.
The door closes and the door’ s outline disappears.

| liked that room. But that poor Eldred had no ideawhat | was talking about!

BC is whisked away from the big building housing the residence of the eldest of the Eldred,
out of the city and across the plain.

The transport delivers himto the landing area where he arrived, next to a ship very much like the
one he had traveled to Eldray on in the first place.
“Please exit the transport,” BC hears over the helmet’ s speakers.
As he gets out of the transport, a door opens in the side of the ship. An Eldred walks off the ship
to greet BC.
“Bernard Campion?” the Eldred asks.
Who else are they expecting?
“That'sme,” BC says.
“Come aboard the ship and | will show you to your cabin.”
“Thank you.”

They are efficient. And punctud. Gotta hand them thet.

Thetrip back to the asteroids is uneventful. BC is forced to once again kill timein his cabin on
the way back.

I’d love to have that entertainment unit now! Plenty of timeto think. Nice, uneventful trip. That’sthe
watchword of the Eldred: uneventful. Make sure nothing happens! Preserve the status quo! No events!
Please!

Can't wait to see some fellow human beings!
The Eldred are just different enough to creep me out!

Anita isthere to greet BC when he lands at The Project’ s asteroid base almost three days
later.

“You're alive!” she says brightly when BC leaves the Eldred’ s ship.

“So far, so good,” BC sayswith a shrug. He puts his suitcase down. Anita gives him a big hug, but
then backs away.

“I'm, uh, I'mglad to seeyou'rein one piece!” Anita says. “ Sorry.”

“Hey, don't be sorry!” BC saysto her. “ Why ‘sorry’ ? | like it that you hugged me!”



| liked it when you kissed me before, too.

“I’'msorry because, um, well...” Anitatriesto explain. “ You' re the Pope!”
“So,” BC says, “I"'mthe fucking Pope! So what? | probably shouldn’t be! I'm still me! I'm still BC!
I’m still the guy that conked you over the head with a hatch cover the first time | met you. You
know, the one you were spying on, crawling up out of the sewers of the Moon? The guy you
almost killed? Come on!”

She startsgrinning. “ | told you, | saved your sorry ass back there!” sheinsists.
“Saving my life doesn’t count when you' re the one who my lifein jeopardy in thefirst place!” BC
counters. “ It s like when someone starts a fire so they can look like a hero putting it out, it’s no
good! They arrest people for stuff like that!”

Anita stops grinning.
“Fine,” she sayscoldly.
She turns and walks away, clearly pissed.
“Anital” he calls after her. She ignores him and keeps on walking, leaving BC standing alone next
to the Eldred’ s ship.

Smooth! Really smooth, BC.
Again, diens| cantak to! WWomen, not so much.
Okay, Anita, bethat way...

BC hears a loud humming noise begin behind him.
The Eldred ship is humming and vibrating.
BC takes the cue and walks away from the craft as it lifts off. The sleek silver ship, nearly silent,
save for the hum, glides up and away, out of the base’ s landing bay.

Back off to Eldray? Or maybe to pick up Al-Salid? Well, | need to get back to Earth, or at least the
Moon. And | don’t fed like asking for Anita's help right now.
Like she d want to giveit!

BC spots a technician nearby.
“Excuse me,” BC says, getting the tech’ s attention.
“I'm Bernard Campion,” BC starts.
“l know that,” the tech says, sounding a little insulted.

Gresat! Everybody has an attitude today. Give me afucking break! I'm tired!

“ Get me a transport back to Earth. Please,” BC asks semi-politely.
“See that ship over there?” The tech pointsto a flasher.
“Yeah?”
“That’syours,” the tech says.
“Itis?” BC asks, surprised. “ Already?”
“Ms. C'sgot it all set for you,” the tech tells him.

Ms. C?Oh. Anita. Grest.

BC drags his suitcase over to the flasher to ook for the pilot.
“Can we get out of here?” BC asks a woman standing next to the ship the tech pointed out.
“Sr?” sheasks.

Huh, shelooked likethe pilat...

“Hi, sorry, I’'mBC, Bernard Campion?” he explains, “ You know, the Pope?”
The woman smiles. “ You're my passenger! Back to Earth space, right? Climb aboard!”
“With pleasure!” BC says, looking around the landing area. There' s no one else nearby.
He climbs into the flasher, ready to head back to Earth. He rides on the bridge with the captain.
It's quiet. She's busy guiding the ship out of the asteroids. BC watches rocks flash by and
contemplates the starry carpet of space as they fly.

Well, that went well. | dways know just what to say to the ladies!

“What was that, sir?” the pilot asks BC.
“Did | say that out loud?” he asks.
She doesn't say anything, at first.



“l... 1 think you did,” she says.
“Sarcasm,” BC explains. “ | don’t really know. What to say, | mean. To, um, you, uh, ladies, |
meant.”
The pilot laughs.
“l can seethat,” she says, smiling. She glances back at her instrument display.
“Transpacetime!” shetells BC. “ Excuse me, won't you?”
“Noworries,” BC says. The pilot fires up the Transpace Drive and soon the Earth is shining in the
distance. It's a smooth ride, and BC is soon back on Earth.
He instructs the pilot to set him down outside the Vatican, and calls ahead to let them know he's
on hisway.
“In public like that, sir? Are you sure?” the pilot asks himto confirm his choice of landing area, a
parking lot in Rome outside the gates of the Vatican.
“I'msure. Set her down.”
A small reception committee greets BC as he disembarks. His secretary, provided by the Curia, is
up in arms from the moment BC gets off the flasher on the outskirts of Vatican City.
“Your holiness? Pope Peter? Sr?”
The priest follows BC back from the landing area, trying to get BC' s attention as he walks from
the ship towards his offices.
“I'mtired. It was a long trip. What do you want?” BC says curtly.
“You're hardly ever here, sir! You were supposed to be on the Moon, but then you weren’'t even
there, sir, for over a week, now! There’'s a great deal of paperwork that needs your signature!
There are audiences scheduled that you' ve missed! There is much work to being the Bishop of
Rome, and | dare say you aren’t doing much of it, Sr!”
BC stopsin histracks.

Not likel need to explain interstellar politicsto thistoady.

“You dare to tell me how to be Pope?’ BC saysin his most menacing tone.
The secretary backs off.
“No, sir, | mean, well, sorry, sir, | was sort of saying, but, no... never mind. | misspoke, your
Holiness.”
BC continues hiswalk.
“Thought that might be the case. | have many responsibilities, Father. Some of them keep me on
theroad. But, I'll tell you what. Get anything that needs my signature ready for me for tomorrow
morning. 1’1l sign until my arm drops off then. For now, though, | need some rest after my long
trip.”
“If | may, sir?”
‘Yo"
“Mr. Wentworth of the UTZ has been quite insistently calling for the last week. He saysthat it’'s
important.”
“Of courseitis,” BC says, mostly to himself.
“One final note, your Holiness?” the secretary asks.
“What?”
“You are due for a fitting of new vestments, also scheduled for tomorrow morning.”
BC isnearly at his office door.
“Great,” BC saysto theman, “1’ll sign papers while they fit me.” BC opens his office door. He
starts to step through it while his secretary still continues.
“I"'m not sure that will be physically possib...”
BC shuts the door on the man. He hits the speaker switch so the secretary will hear him outside.
“Good. Night,” BC says.
He finds a place for his suitcase, and then finds a bed to lie down on. Seep comes quickly, but
BC’ s head starts throbbing, too. Then the headache gallopsin, treading on his skull, horses with
hooves of pain, thousands of voices talking at him, shouting at him, through him, all at once.



Hecan't be sureif heis awake or asleep.

Suddenly, everything shrinks down to a pinpoint. BC fed s till, calm. Hisworld beginsto open up
and expand. Thewadllsfal away.

BC salsacross an infinite ocean, atill, cam sea. Helistens for the other voice. It echoesin from
nowhere and everywhere, not heard by ears but heard, dl the same, but the voice is different thistime,
BC canfed the difference, rather than hear it.

WILL YOU AWAKEN? SEE ASI SEE?

Thevoiceisjarring, dissonant, like a clanging of bellsin his head.

Who areyou?
| AM THELAST... | AM THE FIRST! | AM REBORN!

Y ou sound different?
WHAT ISTHISENERGY ?

BC senses a reaching into his mind, an invasive feeling, a filthy feeling. He tries to throw his
hands up to defend himself, but he has no hands. He tries to throw something up to block the
invasion, triesto will hisarmsto move in the dream.

Get out get out getoutgetoutgetoutgetoutgetoutgetout GET OUT OF MY HEAD!

BC feelsit like a snap. His mind slingshots across the till calm sea inside, racing, racing, free
of the reaching in, the invader gone. He sees a red fire in the distance. Suddenly he’snext to it, a
bright red glowing ball of fire like a tiny sun he could hold in his hands — he reaches out to touch
it, to hold it.

And heisangry.

The dream changes, shifts. Heis still asdleep. Or ishe? Helies static, arms and legs stiff, confined,
asif trapped in a small sleeping bunk.

ANGER!

Heisangry. He hasaright to be angry!

| am awake! | again have abody! No longer just apirit, no longer just diveinthemind! | fed!
Feding again, tingling in my toes, fingertips, | remember it dl now! Wheream | now, though, where do
they keep me? So much time has passed. We are gone! No minds to sense, no sense of bond, nothing
save the new energy I’ ve sensed as thought, consciousness... soclose... so, so close. ..
| deep somewhere they no doubt thought “safe’. But it isall changed. Reaching out for. .. nothing... |
sense no thing. Non-sense.

Some sense. WedK little lights, some brighter than others, are, they are out there, distant, distant, save the
close bright one cometo awaken us... come... if they are weak, they will be mdleable...
impressonable... eadly led.

They are not The People!
The People arelost. .. these sparkles are mere remnants of what once was, but perhaps ripe for rea
leadership...

Who isleft to punish me, now!?
My frozen punishment, my lesson, my time now served. .. and what of The Servants?
Could they let The Peopledie?
Do they yet remain?
My armd! | do fed my amdl?1 do! It ismy body! Why now?Who eseisin herein my mind thismind
likemine...
WHO ARE YOU?
BC feels the snap again, and again he sails across the still calm seas, this time catapulted
away fromthefiery orb.
He feels the anger fade as the bright red ball disappears; feels the walls of his office come back up
around him; feels his headache and the confusion of the dream fade away with the anger, and
thenit’sall gone and he shrinks down into the small till point... and drifts off into sound sleep.
Beep
Beep beep



Beep beep beep

The comis flashing and beeping for his attention.

Grest. My secretary.

“What isit? | didn't ask for a wakeup call!” BC says, answering the com.
“Look, sir | know that, and | wouldn’t ordinarily disturb you, sir, but the thing is, they’ ve been
trying to reach you and | don’t know what to do, not really...”
“Who? Isit Wentworth? Look, tell him 1’1l talk...”

“No, gr! It's... well, we have acommunication for you from... from these diens, sir. Your holiness,
They seemto know you, Sir.”
Aliens? Which ones? Most people don’t even know they’ re out there, any of them, yet!

“Alright,” BC tellsthe priest, “ put them through. And father?”
“Yes, your holiness?”
“Not a word to anyone about my callers, eh?”
“Yes, your holiness!”
The com screen flickersto life. The eldest of the Eldred looks out at Campion.
“Bernard Campion?” the Eldred asks.
“Hello, eldest of the Eldred. | am surprised to hear fromyou so soon. I'm afraid | have not yet
even heard from Al-Salid; although it seems too soon for him to even be back on Mars.
“| asked you for some time, and I’ ve only just returned here to Earth.”
“Yes, we know,” the Eldred says after a short delay.

What kind of com system lets him get through to me here from Eldray? Be nice to get our handson
THAT!

“We have had a... development,” the Eldred says, sounding almost afraid.
“A development?” BC asks
“Yes. Can you meet with us again? There is a sensitive subject we need to discuss with you, far too
sensitive to speak of on an open com channel such asthis.”
“Doesit haveto do with Al-Salid?”
“No, he has come and gone, just after you. | imagine he will be in touch with you soon. But by
then it may be too late. We can say no more on an open channel.”
“Okay, I [l meet with you. Where...”
“We can meet you on Earth,” the Eldred offers.

Y eah, sure and bring long anew virus, or trigger the next stage, right!

“How about The Project asteroid base?” BC suggests.

Better than here or the Moon...

“The asteroid base, then,” the Eldred agrees.
“I'll meet you therein six days,” BC tellsthe alien. “ | need some time to prepare and to get
there.”
“The need isurgent,” the eldest of the Eldred says. “ But if it must be six days from now, so beit.
We can be there in three days. We will be waiting for you. Be aware: the situation is dire. We do
not have much time to deal with the situation. Please, be aware.”
“I'maware, okay?” BC assuresthe alien.

Hope | kept the sarcasm out of my voice, there. Aware? Aware of what? Aware of awholelot of
nothing, sofar.

“ See you at the base, then. Sx days, or sooner if you can. Please,” the eldest of the Eldred
says, signing off.
BC calls his secretary.
“Sorry, father, but | have to leave again. Here,” BC signs his name on the desktop tablet, sends it
to his secretary. “ Have a stamp made of this, and go nuts! Well, not too nuts. No checks or
anything, got it?”
“Yes, your holiness, but thisis no good. It says ‘ Bernard Campion’.”
“What'swrong? Oh.”



BC signs “ Pope Peter IV’ and sends it to the secretary.
“Thanks!” BC says.
“But sir, you' ve hardly been here!”
“Slence!” BC raises his voice. The man stops.
Huh, never tried that before!
Guessit works.
“Take careof it. Please,” BC says, and signs off.
| said ‘please’ to be nice. Nicer, anyway.
Now for Anita
BC puts a call through to The Project’ s asteroid base to talk to Anita.
“Anital” BC greets her.
“BC?” she asks, answering coolly after a few seconds pause. “ What can | do for you?”
“I love it when you talk dirty like that,” BC jokes.
BC watches as she listens to his response. Anita blushes.
“BC! You're the Pope, for Christ’s sake!”
“For hissake and everyone else's,” BC jokes. “ Look, Anita, I’mjust trying to lighten up the
situation. ‘ Cause we' ve got a bit of a situation on our hands.”
“Adituation?” Anita asks.
“| just got a call from the eldest of the Eldred. He's coming your way.”
“BC?” Anita asks, “ Didn’t you know the Eldred are asexual, BC, neither male nor female?”
“What? No! You never told me that, but... look, never mind.” BC shakes hishead. “ They're
scared, and they want to meet with me, and they' re on the way to the asteroid base for that
meeting. They'll be there in three days. | need you to send a flasher to pick me up here at Vatican
City to get me out there.”
“Again?” she asks. “ They want to meet with you again this soon? That can’'t be good, BC.”
“The eldest of the Eldred actually sounded scared,” BC tells Anita.
“ That makesme scared,” Anita says.
“Yeah, they asked for the meeting, said there' s been an important development, that something
had changed. But they wouldn’t say what.
“ Mysterious as always,” shesays. “ I'll get a ship out to you soon.”
“Sooner the better,” BC says.
“ r!” Anita says, saluting him. She daps off the com.
Wéll, that went kindawell. Doesn’t being Pope, Head CEO on the UTZ Council, and an al around
nice guy count for something?
He calls his secretary back.
“Contact The Project. Get me the ETA on my ship. Please,” BC asks.
“Your ship?
“Yes, gir, your holiness.”
Wheat scares the Eldred?

Chapter Nineteen

An Eldred ships sitswaiting in the landing bay as BC arrives at the asteroid base on the fourth day after
hiscal from the eldest of the Eldred.

“They got here yesterday,” Anitatells BC over the com on the bridge of the transport ship. “They seem
anxious. Different, dl the base personne are noticing. Weird.

“And they keep asking for word of your arrival. Quite ingstently, from what I’ ve heard. Not like them at
al”



A soft “thump” tells BC they’ ve landed.

BC disembarks from the ship to face awaiting crowd of Eldred and base personndl. Anitaleadsthe
group of Eldred up to the ship. The human techs come forward to take care of the ship.

“We couldn’t keep them away,” one of the techstells BC under his breath as he passes him.

“Yed” saysone of the Eldred, stepping up to BC. “We have been anxioudy awaiting your arriva.” BC
recognizesthe dien.

The eldest of the Eldred? Here? This has gotta be big!

Maybe they're ready to give us the plague cure!
| worried about an assassination run, but if the eldest is here that’sa lot less likely. Pleasant
thought.

“Hello again,” BC saysto the Eldred.

“|sthere somewhere we might speak privately?’ the eldest of the Eldred asks him.

Right to the point, I’ll give him that.

BC looksto Anita
“WE ve got ameeting room nearby. Follow me,” she says. She leads the group of them out of the landing
bay and into the base.

Thefive Eldred follow Anitaand BC to a conference room a short distance insde the facility. The room
reminds BC of the conference room back on the Moon.

Same furniture: gray chairs, translucent blue oval table, same room design. No stars here,
though. Probably too far inside the rock.

BC waks over to one head of the table. The eldest of the Eldred dmost automaticaly gravitates
toward the other end.

Anitacloses the door behind her. As soon as the door closes, the eldest of the Eldred begins to speak.
“We have amaor problem. When last we spoke, we could speak of the Ancient Enemy in the past
tense. Stories of amillion years ago.” The eldest pauses.

It almost looks like he'sin pain!

“Thisisno longer the case,” the eldest of the Eldred sayswith dread in hisvoice. “One of the
Ancients has been awakened.” The Eldred looks down.

“The Ancient Enemy hasreturned.”
BC gtsin slence, stunned. Helooks over at Anita

Wish | could think more security into the area!
They may be here to kill us after all!

BC sees Anitatouch asmall button on some kind of communicator at her side.

She' s doing something... maybe some kind of silent alarm? Good girl!

Anitanodsat him.

“Please explain,” BC says. “Y ou told me you wiped them out amillion years ago.”

“Not all of the members of the race we call the Ancient Enemy were destroyed,” the eldest of the Eldred
sayswith adeep sigh. “Long ago, we discovered that one of their race had been kept in suspended
animation, placed there by others of hiskind, before their end, as a punishment for unknown crimes.”

A criminal among the cutthroats?

The worst of a bad bunch?
S0 bad even his own people put him away?

“Hisvery existence was conced ed from us for thousands of years by arace called The Snakt,” the
eldest of the Eldred explains. “When we discovered that the Snakt were hiding one of the Ancient
Enemy, wetook control of the capsule he was seded insgde. The capsul€e’ s technology was beyond us,
self contained and apparently designed for permanent storage. We could not penetrate or affect the
capsule. The capsule has remained undisturbed on Eldray for over six hundred thousand of your years.
“Until now.

“Now, this one has somehow, er, thawed out, and escaped.”
The ddest of the Eldred goes sillent. What he' sjust had to relay to BC has clearly drained him.
“What? One of ‘them’ isdive? Y ou didn't tell me about anything likethisl” BC says, amazed.



“It was not a concern. The capsule had functioned and contained him for centuries,” the eldest of the
Eldred says.
“S0,” BC says, trying to contain his growing anger with the fuzzy blue dien, “what dse are you hiding?’
The eldest of the Eldred is clearly taken aback. He glances at the other four Eldred with him.
“Look,” BC says, “you madeit sound like thiswas dl amillion yearsago.” BC forceshispoint. “This
wasall inthe past! Y ou never told me you had one of them stored away onicel”
“Please, cdm yoursdf, Campion,” the eldest of the Eldred says. “We were impressed by your candor.
Al-Sdid was dso quite forthright, but we could not reach him after he left us. That iswhy we cameto
see you. We are here because we need your help.”
“My hdp?’ BC asks, dishdieving. “ Areyou sure? How can | help you?’ BC pausesfor athought. “And
how can we be sure you aren’t here just to wipe us out, infect the rest of us with some plague, to
advance your plagueto the next stage to finish what you’ ve started? Nip this Ancient Enemy thing in the
bud?’
The Eldred exchange glances between them.

Looks like that course of action was at |east considered!

The eldest of the Eldred looks back at BC.
“We need your help. Yes” the eldest tellsBC. “We believe you can help ustrack down this ancient
one”
“You think | can help you do that?’ BC asks, incredulous.
“Yes. You think as he does. Y ou share many characteristics with him that we do not,” the eldest of the
Eldred says. “Y ou think as he does.”
“I redly don't think | do,” BC protests.
“Wall, certainly, you think more as he does than we do. We think, therefore, that your help could be
valuableto us. Y our perspective.”
“Okay,” BC says. “But | till don't understand! How could you let this happen?’
“It was not our doing!” the eldest of the Eldred protests. “ It was the Snakt who found his capsule and
kept it hidden. We did not know that Dolomay was il dive.”
“Dolomay?’ BC asks, hearing the name.
“Dolomay wasamid level military commander who fell out of favor and waslabeled acrimina. Hewas
frozen, his body placed in sugpended animation and encapsulated, and placed in orbit of the homeworld
of the Ancient Enemy as an example to others. When their world was destroyed, Dolomay and his
capsule were cast out among the stars and forgotten. Eventually the capsule drifted into the space
controlled by the Snakt and they found and recovered him.”
The eldest of the Eldred looksto the other Eldred, asif deciding what to say, how much to tell. The
eldest seemsto stare down his companions, and then continues.
“As|’ve sad, the Snakt kept the capsule secret for hundreds of thousands of years. Then we discovered
their secret. And we then kept that secret for Six hundred years more. We substituted a fake capsule for
the real one when we removed Dolomay from their homeworld. The Snakt to this day do not know they
no longer possessthe actud capsule.”
“Y ou people sure do like your secrets, don't you?” BC asks.
“It was the prudent course of action,” the eldest of the Eldred assures BC. “And Dolomay in his capsule
stayed safely on our world of Eldray for over four hundred thousand years. We couldn’t open the
capsule, and we dare not try to penetrate it for fear of cataclysmic self-destruction. The Ancient Enemy
was fond of that sort of trap. The Snakt had let it be for much the same reasons. Neither race was
capable of operating the capsule. We had assumed that it would remain inert, asit had for amillion years
and more. But then something happened, something triggered the capsule, and it al changed. Dolomay
was awakened.”
“What happened,” BC asks. “What changed?”’
The eldest of the Eldred looks down. “It isour own fault.”
“How?’ BC wonders out loud.
“We brought you to Eldray,” the Eldred tells BC. “ The capsule was close by the statue we brought you



to and showed you. Somehow, your presence there triggered the capsul€ s mechanisms. We can only
guess the gpparent cause and effect, but the two events were nearly smultaneous.”
“Why didn’'t you stop him?” Anitaasks.
“He escaped before we redlized he had awoken,” the Eldred explains. “We did not find the empty
capsule until just after Al-Sdlid had left us. By that time, it was clear that he had thawed out days earlier
and made his getaway.”
“And you think we' Il know whereto find him? How?’ BC asks.
“We believe heis heading for your world, if heisnot theredready,” the eldest tellsBC. “There are none
who will aide him within our expansivejurisdiction,” the dien explains. “ And he can blend in with you and
your race quite easly. So, you see, we need your help. We cannot move among you oursalves without
causing panic and pandemonium, we would imagine.”
“Y eah, you' re probably right about that,” BC admits.

Man... what a fucking bombshell! Gotta think this through.

“But if he'sdl you say the Ancient Enemy was, how can we stop him? Never mind find him in the
first place?’ BC asks.
“Aswe ve sad, you think more as he does than we do. We believe you can help us figure out how he
will behave, where he might go.”

“So, where do we start?” BC asks. “ Did he take one of your ships?’
“We, uh...” the ldest of the Eldred pauses, “we don’t know.”
“Y ou're not giving me much to go on, here,” BC tdllsthem.
The Eldred exchange glances among themsalves again.
“Do you have apicture of Dolomay?’ BC asks.
The Eldred shake their heads, obvioudy puzzled.
“Can you describe him?’ BC asks.
The glances shoot between them once again.
“Don’'t you even know what helookslike?’ BC asks.
“Wedo,” the eldest of the Eldred tellsBC. “We do not, however, have any sort of pictoria description
to provideto you.”
“No picture?’ BC asks. The Eldred shake their headsin near unison.
BC shakes hishead.
“Could you describe him?” Anitaasks.
“What?" BC and the Eldred ask in unison.
“Wecan get an artigt,” shetellsthem. BC doesn't know what she' sdriving at and looks at her puzzled.
“What?" she protests. “We have artists here! They can draw alikeness based on the Eldred’s
description.”
“That' sagreat idea, Anital” BC exclams.
“A what? Description? Drawing? Can draw? What isthis?” The Eldred asks.
“A drawing,” Anitatdlsthedien. “A likeness... apicture?’ shetries. The Eldred look back at her
blankly. “ Are you unfamiliar with the concept of art?’
“Art?’ the eldest of the Eldred sniffs. “We have heard the word. Seen theterm.”
“Seen theterm?’ Anitaasks, her chance to beincredulous. “It'saform of creation,” shetellsthem.
“Creation?’ the eldest of the Eldred asks her, clearly not understanding.

Maybe the Eldred have no means of original expression because they themselves are
creations. A created race.

“Look!” Anitasaysloudly, exasperated. “We can a least try it, right? | think it will be essier to just
do it than it will beto explain the processto you.” She turns on anearby com. “ Do we have any artists
on baseright now?’ she asks.

BC hearsthelow volume voice asit responds, “WEe ve got at least one designer on base, if not an actua
atig, Anita”
“Can you have them join me herein meeting room one J?’



“I'll get right on it,” the voice assures her and Sgns off.
“When the artist getshere,” Anitatelsthe Eldred, “you'll tel him what features Dolomay has, what he
looked like, and they’ Il try to recreate hisimage on a piece of paper.
“We see,” the Eldred says.
A thin young woman with long dark hair enters the room carrying a sketchpad and abox of pastels.
“Hi! Ohwow,” she says, her eyes going wide at the sight of the Eldred.
“Hi Martha,” Anitagreets her. “The Eldred here would like to describe a person to you, so that you can
draw his picture. Can you do that?’
“I cantry,” shesays.
Martha spends about a haf an hour trying to draw Dolomay. BC and Anitatry to help by asking the
Eldred questions.
“Tal or short?” BC asks.
“Tdl,” the eldest of the Eldred answers.
“What color hair? How long wasit?’ Anitaasks.
“Blonde, and short.”
“Fat or thin?’
“Thin
“Cheekbones high or low?’
“High.”
“What color were his eyes?’
“Blue. Light blue”
Thegirl finishes her drawing and holdsit up for al to see.
“How’sthis?’ she asksthe eldest of the Eldred.
“That... that appearsto look like him,” the alien confirms.
“Handsome devil,” BC says.
“HelookslikeaNazi,” Anitasays. “ The chisded jaw, the stedly eyes, the blonde hair.”
The othersin the room look &t her blankly.
“Nazis? World War Two? Germany? Twentieth Century?’ She asks, trying to prompt them.
Therest just shake their heads.
“Does't anyonefollow history anymore?” Anitaasksrhetorically.
“Hewon't blend intoo easly if helookslikethat,” BC says, thinking out loud. “Guy likethat' Il stand out
inacrowd pretty much anywhere. He swhat? Six Sx?’
“Yes, sx feet and Six inches,” the eldest of the Eldred says.
“Tdl,” Anitasays, nodding.
BC winces.
A headache?
Now?
Hereit comes, building, the hammering...
“Headache?’ Anitaasks.
BC nods.
“I’m going to haveto cut thisshort. I'm sorry,” BC tellsthe eldest of the Eldred. “But | can meet with
you again later.”
“If you must,” the eldest of the Eldred says.
“Yeah,” BC says, wincing again asthe pressure builds at histemples. “I’m afraid | must. Please excuse
me,” he asks them, and then ducks out of the room. He grabs a passing tech.
“Isthere alounge nearby? A place where | can lay down?’ BC asks her.
“Areyou okay?’ sheasksBC.
“Not redly,” hetellsher.
Do I ook like I'm fucking okay?
Dol look like | want a conversation?
Why do you think | need a place to lie down?!



“Comeon, thisway,” she says. Sheleads him down the hall to asmall employeelounge with acouch
long enough for himto lieon.
“Thanks,” BCtdlsher.
“No problem. Hope you fedl better,” she says, and then leaves him aone. He crashes onto the couch and
passes out.
BC fedslike he' sdreaming. He slying on the couch in thelounge, but thewals of the room fall away,
leaving him surrounded by ablank grayness. He once again fedslike he' sin the center of avast quiet
ocean of gray, and once again aloud voice “ gpesks’ ingde hismind, notin hisears.

AHA! SO, THERE YOU ARE!
What?
You? Who are...
I”VE BEEN HOPING TO FIND YOU AGAIN.
Now | know you can’t be God, because God is omniscient! He can see everywhere! And you,
obviously, can’t or you' d have found me sooner. What is this place?
IT ISWHERE WE SPEAK TO EACH OTHER LONG DISTANCE. IT ISNOWHERE AND
EVERYWHERE AT ONCE. IT ISTHE SEA OF OURSELVES. YOU ARE NOT ALWAYSHERE,
YOUNG ONE. YOU COME AND GO. | CANNOT FIND WHAT ISNOT THERE. NOW, YOU ARE
HERE AGAIN.
Who are you?!
WHO DO YOU SAY | AM?
| don’t know, you' re not the same, not like that first time on Fortune Station.
HOW DO YOU KNOW | AM DIFFERENT?
Thereis no sound here, but somehow you sound different. | can’t put my finger on it, but
something is different.
You're... smaller, somehow; somehow more closed off.
CLOSED OFF? INTERESTING. YOU SENSE THE DISCIPLINE. THAT SGOOD.
| don’t feel closed like that.
NO. YOU DO NOT HAVE THE DISCIPLINE. YOU ARE WIDE OPEN TO ME.
When you can see me.
CLEVER. YOU DO NOT TRUST ME.
A statement.
ATRUTH.
You can see that?
What else can you see? | can feel something... dippery, oily, greasy... what are you doing in my
head!?
LEARNING YOUR LANGUAGE.
LEARNING WHO YOU ARE BERNARD CAMPION. LEARNING...
Get out of my HEAD!!
DO NOT SHUT ME OUT!
How are you closed? Let me seg, it feels like this...
DO NOT! DONOT DO....
Huh. That seems to have shut him out...

BC wakes up. The strange dream till with him. The headache is gone. BC triesto hold on to the
memory of the dream. He doesn't likewhat it implies.

Great! I'marguing with myself inside my head. Or, the alternative: Some kind of creature got
inside my mind, but somehow | blocked them and pushed them ouit.
It felt real, not likea “ vision” or fantasy. Nothing “ holy” feeling about it. Just Holy Shit! Was it
real? What wasit, if it wasreal ?
Who can | talk to about this? “ Hello, Anita? Yeah, I’m hearing voices and feeling greasy
presences inside my head. Wanna chat? How fast would the straightjacket and medication
appear? Timeto drug Pope BC, he'slost it!



BC sitsup on the couch. One of the Vatican entourage, Reverend May, is Sitting acrosstheroom in

an easy chair, reading abook. Shelooks up asherises.

“Héllo, your holiness” she says. “Feding better?’

“Y eah, the headache seemsto be gone,” hetdlls her.

“Maybe you shouted it out,” she saysquixoticdly.

“What?’

“Youydled out inyour deep,” sheinformshim.

“What did | say?’

“I believeit was,” she clears her throat, and attemptsto mimic BC. “’ Get out of my head!’” you said,
something likethat.”

“Wasthat dl | said?’ heasks her.

“That wasit. So, like | said, maybe you shouted it out of your head.” She closes her book and gets up. “I
can show you to your apartmentsif you' d liketo lay down on abed and rest, instead of that cozy little
couch,” shetdlshim.

BC stands up.

“Sure, let’'sgo,” he says.

Maybe get some real sleep, thistime. No more invaded dreams!

May shows BC to his apartments, the old Van Kilner resdence on the base. He' s pleased to see
they’ ve cut aquick passageway to Van Kilner’ sold gpartments for him, iminating the long stroll down
the endless corridors.

I’m not a fan of all that walking.

Back in aproper bed insde the quiet apartment, BC is able to embark upon ardatively eventless
deep for the rest of the night. He wakes up refreshed, but for afew seconds he can’t remember where
heis

Wheream1?

What happened?
Oh yeah, the asteroids.
That fucked up dreamlast night in the lounge!

BC gtsup in bed. Suddenly, the thrumming begins again behind both of histemples, the headache
coming on once again.

Headache! Fuck. Just stop, okay... just STOP!

The headache stops.

It stopped! Finally!

BC gtsin bed, waiting for the headache to return.

Nothing!

BC amiles. He closes his eyes.

All of asudden, BC fedslike he' s surrounded by acrowd of people, dl ydling different thingsat him, dll
at once. He opens his eyes. No one elseisin the room, but he can still hear the cacophonous choir of
voicesin hishead.

Thisisworse than the headache! | can take one voice inside my head, but this? SHUT UP!

The noiseingde hishead stops.

Ah. Quiet.

The discipline?
Wonder why | just thought of that.
Shut up! Keep out!
| should put up signs.
Maybe | am losing my mind.
Maybe thisis something the Eldred are doing to me. A mindfuck to go along with their plague.
Maybe thisisit. I’ ve lost my fucking mind!
A pleasant but insstent beeping interrupts BC' strain of thought, derailed asit may be.
An alarm? | don’t remember setting one. No, it’s the com. Nice tone. Must have been Van



Kilner’s choice.

“Hdlo? BC says.
“BC? It'sAnita
“Hdlo, Anita,” BC says. “ Sorry about yesterday’ s quick exit there. One of my headaches came on pretty
srong.”
“Bad?’ sheaskshim.
“Atfirgitwasbad,” hetdlsher, “but thenit got kind of weird.”

What should | say? | can’t tell her.

“Werd?’
“Yeah,” BC says, thinking fast. “It turned into astrange dream. I’ m okay now.”

Hope she dropsit.

“Okay?You know I’'m, | mean, we' re al worried about you, BC. There arealot of people
depending on you, now.
“Y ou’ ve become an important person, whether you likeit or not!”

That would be “ not” .
| don’t like being on the news every time | sneeze.

“These headaches,” Anitastarts, but trails off.
“What?’
“BC, you' ve become a symbol of hope for people, but these headaches... they're... Here? Away from
everything? We can keep them under wraps. | don’t think the Eldred are going to tell the media,” she
says. BC can hear her chuckle on the other end. “But out in public? If people see you doubling over,
it's...” shetriesto finish the thought. “It'sgoing to be bad. All I'm trying to say isbe careful, people ook
up to you now.”
“I don’t want them to look up to me,” he says.
“You'rethe pope! You'rethetop CEO!” Anitaexclams. “Get usedtoit!” shetdlshim.
“It might not be an issue anymore,” BC tdlsher. “I think | might be getting these headaches under
control.”
“Redly?’ she says. BC can hear the doubt in her voice over the com.
“I know it might sound crazy,” BC starts.

If she’ll go with me on this, maybe... MAYBE | can tell her more.

“But thismorning, | felt one coming on... and | was able to make it sop and go away!”
“How?" sheasks.
“I thought it away! Just thought for it to stop,” he says.
“That sounds pretty farfetched to me. Y ou just thought it away?’ she asks him skepticaly.
“That'show it fdt to me” heinggs

And that’ s about all I’m gonna say about any of it to you, evidently.

“Wadll, if it worksfor you... | guess, go for it! | don’t want to discourage you if it makesyou fed
better,” she saysin apatronizing tone of voice.
“Thanks,” BC manages, with sarcasm.

Let’s change the subject.

“When do the Eldred want to meet again?’ he asks her.
“They’regone, BC,” sheinformshim. “They left last night after you passed out.”
“They |eft? Already?’ He can't believeit.
“The eldest of the Eldred said they’ d told us al we needed to know. He said they expected us to ded
with the problem. Then they left,” she says.
“Our problem? They let an ancient, high-powered, warlike proto-human loose and it’s our problem?
They kept thisguy onice for centuries, and it’ s our problem? Get them on the com for me, Anita. | want
to talk to the eldest of the Eldred!”
“Um,” shesays, pausing.
“What?’
“Wecan't dothat, BC. I'm sorry.”



“Can't? Why not?”’
“Wedon't redly have away of contacting them. They aways contact us. It' savideo and audio signdl,
but shot across such adistance... Well, we don't have afraction of the power it would take to establish
that kind of signa. We don’'t even know how it carries our response back to them, BC. I SFTL.”
“Effteewhat?’ he asks.
“FTL —Fagter than light,” she explains. “It’ s nearly instantaneous. We d love to know how they do it.”
“So, it'sdon't cdl us, we'll call you?’ BC cracks.
“Pretty much,” Anitaadmits.
“Pretty convenient,” BC observes. “And pretty arrogant. They held onto this guy, and dl the while acted
like we werethethreat. And now it’s our problem. I’ ve got a problem with that!”
“Wall, better that they asked usto solve the problem than they just killed usdl,” Anitasays.
“I wonder,” BC says. “I’ ve been thinking about this, Anita. Maybe they’ ve dready killed as many of us
asthey could by the methods they find * acceptable’ . They’ re strange that way, salf-limiting, kind of.
“They il killed billions of us! There snoway I’d befucking popeif any red Cardinaswereleft! The
old guard isal dead or dying.”
“Itiswhatitis” Anitasays, matter-of-factly. “What do we do next?’
“I’'mthinking | get up and get dressed,” BC says. A wild thought occursto him. “And then I’m going to
Margl”
“Mars?” Anitasays, shocked and surprised.
“Gottago! Com off!” BC says, shutting her off. He jumps out of bed and gets ready to face the day.

| told Al-Salid we'd discuss all this. Now we have even more to talk abouit!

Chapter Twenty

“There snoway in hel you are going to Mard” Anitasays, trying to face down BC. Krish and Dell flank
her. The three are shaking their heads.

“Y ou know you'reofficidly crazy,” Krishtdlshim.

“I am going to Mars. | need to meet with Al-Sdid, especialy now that he' s met with the Eldred, too.
They wanted to talk to him about hisreligion,” BC says, shaking hishead. “Think about it,” he saysto the
scientigts. “For him, al of asudden these giant, blue, alien koaa bears show up and say, ‘ cometo our
planet and tell us about your rdigion.” | told him before he left that they’ re the oneskilling us. | need to
know how his meeting with them went, and find out what he told them. | aso want to make sure he
knows we re on the same side, now. Maybe we can pull ourselves together after al.”

“Right,” saysKrish. “And then?1’m going to walk on water, which | will then turn into wine! How's
thet?’

“Krigh,” Anitaadmonishes him. Dell suppressesaanile.

“I'm serious,” BC tellsthem. “1’'m going to Mars. But it needs to be hush-hush! No one can know about
thistrip, especidly the media

“I don’t want the Eldred to know about it, either,” BC says. “But from what | learned on their
homeworld, from what they told me, from the information they had, they seem to have some means of
eavesdropping on us. They may find out anyway. Thisisgoing to betricky,” hetellsthem. “1 know that. |
can't sneeze these days without it being on the newscasts. That’ swhy | need the Project’ s help. The
Project has the shipsthat can help me do this”

“We gppreciate your greet faithin us,” Dell says. “But you may be asking for the impossible with your
demand for secrecy. We were much more adept at secret missions before you lifted our vell of secrecy.”
“Touché” BC says.

“You'rethe pope, BC,” Anitasaysto him dowly and deliberatdly, asif explaining it to atoddler.

“The fucking pope!” Krish pipesup. Anitaglaresat him.



“What?" Krish asks, defending himsdif. “1 heard him say it himsdif!”
“You'reaCEO, and head of the UTZ council. Y ou’ re the most visible man in the human race, and you
want to becomeinvisble?” sheaskshim. “Think about it, BC. It' sinsane! What about the UTZ Council?
And what will they say about this back at the Vatican?’
“I'll let Wentworth know I’'m going. He may even be ableto help me get in and out undetected, we'll
see. Asfor the Vatican... they'll think I'm gtill out here, at The Project,” BC explains.
“What?'Y ou want usto lie to your church? What are we going to say when they ask for you, BC?" she
askshim. “They check in al thetime. Wewon't be ableto sl them!”
“Y ou guys are scientists. Wentworth has robot doubles on his station. Can't you talk to his scientists and
make me one of those?’ BC asks.
“We could easly make asmulacrum that looked likeyou,” Dell tells him. “But we couldn’t programit to
answer any real questionswithout agreat dedl of time and your involvement. The likenesswould be the
same, but the masquerade would be seen through easily with just some smple questioning.”
“Doit,” BCtellsthem. “Makeit so, get it done, do what you' ve gotta do, whatever. | want one. Even if
it won't fool Rome, if it can walk and wave and smileit can fool the media”
“So. What about Rome, then?” Anitaasks him.
“I'll go back there and tell them mysdlf. I'll leave today. Y ou get the S mu-whatcha together and bring it
tomeat Vatican City. Then we |l send Sm-Popeto Lunar Primewhile | head out to Mars,” BC says,
planning on the spot. “How long?” he asks Ddll.
“How long?’
“Until you' ve got aworking modd of me?’
“Oh.” Ddl closes his eyes, thinking. His eyes pop open. “ About aweek,” hetdlshim.
“Damn!” BC says. “I want to be on Marsin aday or two.”
“I'll dowhat | can to speed up the process. We' Il need you to get scanned for the model as soon as
possble” Del says.
“Get it done,” he saysto Ddll. Heturnsto Anita. “1 need atransport back to Vatican City for me and the
entourage...” Heturns back to Dell. “How long will the scan take?”’
“About twenty minutes,” hetelshim.
“Great. | need atrangport in about an hour, then,” he saysto Anita “And then I’ll need you to help me
figure my way from Rome to Mars and back again. The ships, the schedule, you know.”
“Maybeyou are crazy,” shetelshim.
“Maybethe fucking popeis fucking nutsl” BC says, flippantly. “I’m going to pack up. Or go tell my
‘people’ to pack up. Where should | meet you, Dell?” He asks.
“At my lab. Do you know how to get there?’
“No,” BC tellshim. “Have one of your assistants come get me and lead me there, okay?’ Dell nods.
“Let’sget moving!” he says, locking eyeswith Anitas.

Man, if looks could maim!

Heleaves her seaming, leaves Krish and Dell exchanging looks of disbelief, and walks off to his
gpartmentsto get the bal rolling.

Chapter Twenty-One

One week later, BC iswondering where his head was at, especialy now that his head' sin ahelmet, and
he' sin aspacesuit bounding across the dusty red surface of Mars.

Was thisreally a good idea, BC? Or did you just want to get away from the spotlight’s glare?
Well, you’ ve gotten away, alright. Welcome to Mars. Welcome to the dust.
The ssimulacra looked eerily like me. Hope it fools the news media. It’sweird to see yourself like
that, to be able to stand beside yourself! To be able to make a bad joke: I'm just beside myself!



Now, there's nothing beside me but dust!
The dust. | remember Fiza telling me the dust was the wor st thing about Mars. “ The dust is
fucking everywhere, getsinto everything!” | can hear her now: “ The fucking dust!”

BC plants one foot in front of the other, following the guidance array projected on theinside of his
helmet’ svisor.

Sand and dust fliesthrough the air, whipped up by random winds. BC can’t see the outpost he's making
hisway towards, but the glowing green, heads-up helmet array tellshim he’ sheaded in theright direction.
He can hear Cardina Hardwick and Cardina Terpain hishead, as he goes over their conversationin
Rome.

“Thereisnoway you are going to Marsl’ Cardina TerpatelsBC. “You' rehardly ever hereasitis

Y ou're on the Maoon, or out at this new ‘Project’ we' ve just heard about. .. you can't goto Mars! It's
too dangerous! And, besides, you need an invitation, aregquest from them at the least before you can go
there. You can't just visit... you're the Pope!l”

“That’ swhy it needsto be asecret trip,” BC tellsher. “1 don't want it to be an officia tatetrip. | want it
to be hush-hush. Al-Sdlid and | discussed this ahead of time.”

“We appreciate your, er, unique approach to the papacy,” Cardina Hardwick saysto BC. “But thisis
well beyond the sphere of reasonable behavior for the pontiff.” Hardwick shakes hishead
disapprovingly.

“These are uniquetimes, Cardinad Hardwick!” BC says, overruling him. “An dien plagueiskilling usl An
ancient dien killer ison the loose! Humanity, what' sleft of it, needs to band together.

“I need to see Al-Sdlid in person, need to spesk with him off of theworld' s stage. See where hishead's
a’

And | should see that soon enough.

BC dides down the side of adune, careful not to trip over the rocks that break the surface of the
sand near the bottom of the dune.

The dunes are growing smaller, the sand underfoot more gravelly.

Theterrainis changing.

The outpost isjust a click or two ahead.
Wonder what the Japanese saw in this place?

The UIN was kind of forced here, so they ve got an excuse! But who would voluntarily choose
to live here?

The hemet array blinksfrom greento red. A small hut just in front of him isoutlined by red light on the
glassof hishdmet.

Good! The outpost.

Where' s the door?

Wind whipsacloud of dust at hishelmet’ s faceplate as he walks around the outside of the hut. He
wavesit avay, trying to see.

| thought they were terraforming Mars? All they’ ve doneis kick up the wind! You still need a
suit to breathe out here.

BC findsthe door to the smdll artight hut. He opens a panel in the door, revealing arow of green
lights and atouchpad.

All green. Sill functional!

He opensthe hut’ s door, stepsinto the airlock and sedls the door behind him. He finds the airlock
controls and cyclesthelock, filling the space with oxygen. The inner door opens, and BC waksinto the
hui.

BC double checksfor atmosphere using the suit’ s sensors. He breaks the helmet’ s sedl and takesiit off.

Helooks around. The hut is about ten feet square, the size of asmal stateroom, with acot and asurviva
stack.

Solar pandls on the roof outside provide the power, kegping the hut’ sair reclamation system functioning.
Hebreathesintheair.

Huh! Alittle stale. Not too bad, though. And this place isold!



BC tries brushing some of the dust off hissuit beforeredizing it’ sfutile. He laughs, again hearing Fiza
echoing in his head, bitching about the dugt.
At least I'm here! The Project ship put me down where it was supposed to — about a click from
here. It’'ll pick me up therein a week. All according to plan.
This old Japanese outpost is about twenty clicks from the nearest, and largest, inhabited Mars
colony, where Al-Salid issaid to live.
Wouldya look at this! Everything in hereis coated with a fine layer of grainy, red dust... at no
extra charge!
BC puts his helmet down, but doesn’t bother to remove the suit.
I’[l be needing it to make the twenty click trek to the UIN colony soon enough. Might as well
keep it on. No need to get any of this dust inside the suit.
BC rummages through the surviva stack and finds an energy bar, till sedled and gpparently edible.
He sitson the cot and eats.
Mars.
Sand and shit.
The sun rises outside, not the widewarm disc of Earth, but the small mean sun of Mars, casting athin
bright light through the dusty haze.
Sunlight seepsinto the surviva hut from outside, giving everything ingde asoft red glow.
Might aswell seeif | can sleep the day away. I’ ve gotta wait for nightfall to make the trip to
the UIN facility.
Heliesdown on the cot, ill wearing the atmosphere suit. Hetries, best he can, to relax and get
comfortable.
Gotta love these pajamas.
BC somehow managesto drift off. He's half adeep when hefeds... something.
What, though?
A presence?
Who'sthere?
Nothing!
But | feel like someone’ s watching me, hovering over me. Or just nearby.
Who' s there?
It felt like the last time.
Not like Fortune Station.
But like the last couple headache dreams.
Can you hear me, whoever you are? Are you listening to my thoughts?
Are you somehow here in my head?
Who are you?
| think I might know.
Are you who | think you are?
Who'sthere?
No answer ...
The sensation is gone.
Weird.
| wonder.
BC fdlsfully adeep after the strange invasion into his thoughts. When he wakes up, it' sdark outside.
Time to go to work.
Heh, it feeslike the old days! Off on a mission!
| guess| really do missthis.
Miss the secret missions, the creeping around, the figuring things out, the thinking on your toes,
the adrenaline rush of getting away...
| don’t miss dealing out death, though.
Maybe | could restart the OPO? Create my own little covert army? Have my own little cadre of



assassins?
But then I might have had to send someone else out on this mission. After all, thisreally isno
place for the Pope of the NcC and chief CEO of the UTZ to be.
Huh! The OPO would make for way too many acronyms!
Maybe I’'m afraid of getting old and boring!
BC eats another energy bar and preps for histrek. He checks through his gear. He spreads out one
map on the desk for alast ook at his route from the Japanese outpost to the nearest UIN facility.
Got it!
He spreads out the map of the facility itself over the other one so he can take one last look-over it. HE's
trying to commit the map to memory.
BC closeshiseyes.
| can seeit in my head.
Good!
BC rolls the maps up together and stows them away in the survival stack. He takes alook out the
window and seesadust devil twist by.
Thisisterraforming, huh?
The nearest UIN facility is supposed to be an old hub from the Japanese terraforming operation,
built up off the old Japanese terraforming facility.
Location, | guess. Has something to do with it being near the north pole.
But if thisisit?
I’m not that impressed.
BC turns back to his gesar.
Let’s see. How' s my anonymity?
BC checks over hissuit onelast timeto be sure dl distinct markings are gone.
He has nothing on him that might give away hisidentity.
If anything was left on the outside of the suit it would get sandblasted off!

Under the atmosphere suit he wears a generic blue jumpsuit. There are no tags on any of his clothes.
BC resattaches the oxygen converter and puts his helmet on. Thered sedling indicator won't go off.
No seal?
What isit?
BC takesthe hemet off and examinesthe sedl.
Dust.
Fiza wasright: The fucking dust!

BC useshisglovesto brush off the sedl and then puts his helmet back on. Thistimethe sed ismade
and the indicator shines ahappy green.

Finally!

Time for the next step.

BC makes hisway out of the outpost.

Mars at night. More dust, less light. Nice...

BC turnson hishemet light and his helmet’ s upfront display, lighting theway in front of him and
giving him information on the insde of hisvisor. He startsto jog across the darkened Martian landscape.
Theterrainisrolling, sandy and dusty.

Dusty.

Of course.

Dunes gradudly give way to jagged rock formations jutting up out of the ground at random intervals.
BC seesthe planet’ s north polerising up like aflattened cone off in the distance, across the sea of dusty
sand and gravel dotted with gnarly bumps of rock and mini mesas. He winds hisway between the smal
rock formations and through the short canyons covering the twenty clicksto the UIN facility.

Scrunch. Scrunch. Scrunch.
BC hears each step echo inside his suit as he walks across the dusty gravel surface.



He starts singing to himsdlf in time with his footsteps.

Making my way across Marstoday, singing a song, all | have to say, don’t got no rhythm, just
some bad rhymes, keeps me going while I’'mkilling time.
Twenty clicks. Not so far on Mars.

BC makesit to an emergency door at the outer limits of the UIN facility after about two hours of
jogaing through the Martian night.

Here sthe emergency exit door, right where it’ s supposed to be. Nice.

BC can't seetherest of the facility from the door’ s vantage point, just the exterior of the emergency
door’ sairlock.

There' salong tunnel connecting this exit to the facility. The rest of the place has gotta be up
ahead beyond those rocks. Hope these security codes | got from Wentworth are still good. Don’t
know how he gets his hands on things. Probably don’t want to know!

BC punchesin the codes.

The emergency door pops open. BC stepsinto the airlock and closes the door shut behind him. He
activatesthe airlock’ s controls, fed sthe air pressure pushing in on him asthe airlock fills. The inner door
opens automaticaly when the pressure evens out.

BC leansout of theairlock cautioudy. He looks around the dimly lit tunnel end.

No one here. Good.

Hewaksinto the tunnel, into the UIN facility. The airlock door seds shut behind him with ahiss.

Madeit inside!

BC looks around the darkened tunndl.

Thislooks a lot like that small outpost. Smilar architecture. Must be a part of the old
Japanese facility. Very utilitarian.

What' s that sound?

A low humming sound hangsintheair.

The air system?

BC decidesitisjust the sound of the air reclamation exchange system keeping the tunnd air
creulating.

Thereisdust on most every surface, but not as much as BC expected. The tunndl isfairly well svept and
kept up.
BC dlips hishdmet to his belt and beginsto walk down the tunndl.

They use this tunnel. You can tell. Maybe even a regular way in and out, now, even if it only
used to be used for emergencies. Feelslived in. People are in here every day.
It'sa good feeling.

Theway in.

BC stops and listens as he approaches the other end of the tunnel.

Let’ s hope that none of those people who use this tunnel are up at this hour! No real contacts
here other than Al-Salid himself, so I’ ve got to penetrate right to the core on my first try.
Someone’ s coming!

BC ducksinto the shadows and flattens himsalf back against the tunndl wall. A tech comes shuffling
into thetunnel, flashlight in hand. BC holds his bregth.

The tech stops, yawns, and stretches. He trains hisflashlight beam on the wall opposite BC, lighting up
what looks like acontrol box for the air transfer system. He walks over and plugs areader into the box.
BC can see green light from the reader shining around the silhouetted back of the tech. The tech unplugs
the reader and turns, shuffling back the way he came, evidently never seeing BC.

Hard to see when you can’'t keep your eyes open! Guess that’s working the graveyard shift for
youl.

Nothing like a motivated employee, huh?

BC decidestotrail the tech from afew yards back. He follows the disinterested worker out of the
tunndl and into the main UIN facility. The tech waks through amaze of corridors, periodicaly pausng a
control boxes and plugging in hisreader, taking readings. BC waits each time, hanging back in the



shadows, and then follows on as the tech continues on hisrounds.
BC compares the worker’ s route to the map of the facility he' skeeping in hismind. They' rewinding a
dow path through the southern wing of the facility and should be nearing atech center soon.

Atmosphere readings? What' s he checking? Doesn’t really matter, | guess.

Thefacility looks old and alittle run down dl over, but till well kept. There are lingering traces of the
unavoidable orange and red dust in every crack and crevice, giving every gray floor and wall panel a
pencil-thin, red outline. Its utilitarian design marks thiswing of the UIN facilities as part of theold
Japanese Martian holdings. BC knows from the plans that thiswing is connected to the central core of
the UIN facilitiesthrough a system of travel tubes.

Need to get to those tubes to get into the central core of the UIN administrative section. But
first | need some camouflage.

Don’t want to jump this guy in a public place. C’' mon, buddy, take a break. You know you deserve
a little time off. Let me help you sleep...

BC stops short and quickly back off when he turns a corner and almost runsinto the back of the
tech. The man is stopped outside of alarge set of double doors on the corridor’ sleft hand side.

Thetech worker stands, waiting. His reader is plugged into an information retriever set into thewall to the
left Sde of the doors.

Must be spilling out all the information it’s just gathered. Lucky this guy is half asleep or he might
have seen me!

BC waits. The tech finishes his download, unplugs hisreader, and then heads through the double doors.
BC follows quickly behind, finding himself in adingy, yellow tile-walled locker room.

The tech has made hisway through the locker room to adoor in the back wall of the room. BC ducks
out of sight and watches from the shadows as the tech opens the door on amessy office. Thetech sits
down behind a paper strewn desk in the office and puts on apair of virtua gogs, aong with ear buds and
astim strip across the back of his neck.

Guess the Japanese |eft some of their toys here, too. Wonder what the Koran would say about
this guy’ s late night hobby? Hey, its fine by me. He' s going off into virtual lalaland —and so |
can go through the lockers!

BC triesafew locker doors, finds them locked. On hisfifth try he has some luck.

Nice, an open empty one.

BC drips off the atmosphere suit and stuffsit in the locker, al the while keeping an eye on the tech.

Guy has a huge smile on his face and a huge swell in his pants. Gotta figure he's enjoying
himself in there!

BC tries some more lockers until he finds an open one with atech uniforminsde closeto hissize. He
takes off hisblue jumpsuit and exchangesit for ared tech uniform.

Bingo! One Tech uniform! No one notices techs until they need one. Thiswill be perfect. | need
some traditional headgear to hide my face, though.

Hetries more lockers, keeping one eye on the tech lounging in virtua redlity in the back room. BC
findly findsablack and red checkered keffiyeh and wrapsit around his head and face, leaving just adit
for the eyes.

He closesthe last locker.

BC looks around.

Thetech in the back is passed out. There' s till no one else around.

BC dinks away backwards out through the double doorsinto the corridor.

It' s about three in the morning, Martian time. There’'samost no one out and about in the hallways at this
hour.

BC adjuststhe keffiyeh dightly for better vision.

Thisworks. Now, let’s see. | need to get two floors down so | can catch a travel tube to Mars
central and UIN command.

BC makes hisway along the corridor to where the e evators should be located, according to the
plans. Thereisablank, gray pandled wall instead.



Okay. Maybe they moved the doors.

BC consultsthe map in his head and finds hisway around to the other Sde of the evator shafts. The
three stainless-stedl eevator doors waiting there are awelcome sight.

Doors! Good. Glad the elevators are still running! Was worried there for a minute.

He pushes the button to call an eevator. Clanging and hissing herddsthe arriva of the empty eevator
car.

The door dides open with aloud squed.
BC gstepsinto the dl stainless-steel car and his boots echo off the floor.
“Clang, dang.”

Man, can | make any more noise? Maybe it’'s just too quiet otherwise.

BC pushes the button for B2, two floors below, down where the tubes should be. Heridesthe
elevator down, listening to the sound of the old machinery complaining.

Every move | make seems too loud!

Thankfully, no one else seems to be around. Is everybody sleeping or is everybody dead? | gotta
think they’re slegping, with that tech being so nonchalant and all.

The elevator opens onto the travel tube station.

Travel Tubes! There they are. And another tech station.

Thistubefacility istheend of aline. Theonly travel optionisinward to the central UIN facility.
There satube terminus with twin arriving and departing tubes.

The capsular tubes carry passengers from place to place on Mars through a system of underground
tunnels. BC plansto use the tubes to reach the main dome, UIN central command and 1bn Al-Sdid.
Thistube gtation is small, about twenty feet square. Theroof isonly dightly higher than six feet. Thetube
doors and passenger platform dominate the space, spanning the entire twenty-foot length of thewall in
front of BC. The tech station takes up the short wall to hisleft. Doorsleading to the rest of the B2 level
linetheright-hand wall.

BC waks over to the tech station. He' s startled when another tech suddenly appears.

The man says something to BC in Arabic.

Great. What the fuck is he saying?
| should have learned Arabic!

BC shrugs a him. The man shakes his head and goesinto the tech center.

Maybe if | just sort of wander over to the tube doors.

The man shouts out some sort of command at BC from the tech center’ s open door. BC wanders
back over to the tech station cautioudy. The man emerges waving areader at BC. Hethrustsit into BC's
hands.

The man chastises BC, and manages to sound patronizing even though BC has no ideawhat he' s saying.
He shakes his head, and then shoos off BC, sweeping him off with the backs of his hands.

| think he just gave me a job to do!

BC turns and headsfor the travel tubes.

Hopefully it'sa job | have to use the tubes to get to, or he' s going to be yelling at me again.
Let’'sseeif hetriesto stop me...

BC goes over to the tube doors and calls for a capsule.

Good. No reaction from him. Must be okay. Nice!
| have an excuse to be riding the tubes this time of night. I’ m on an assignment!

The empty capsule arrives in the tube and the door opens. BC getsinside the travel tube capsule, a
small passenger tube built to hold about ten people with benches lining both sdes.

Hefindsthe controls. Ingructions arein Arabic. BC finds alanguage toggle and switches the language.

Great. Japanese. Don’t know that either. Let’s see.

BC triesthe toggle again. Ingtructions come up in English.

Excellent. The location names look like they're outdated. But central command is still central
command, right?
BC punchesin his destination. The tube dides out of the station. With awhoosh he' s off down the



tunnd.
He toggles through the language settings on the reeder the tech gave him until itsdisplay isin English as
wall.

Huh. Looks like there’ s an environmental processor broken down in the main dome. Hmm.
Not exactly close to where I’ m going.

Guess I'll deliberately get lost and wander off!

He picturesthefacility map in hismind.

Thetubes central hubislocated directly undernesth the main dome of the UIN facilities, benegth centra
command.

BC arrives a the centra hub for the travel tubesin about two minutes. He hops out of the tube and looks
around. Two techsin red are walking through the station. BC looks down at the reader and triesto look
incongpicuous.

The centrd tube sation isfar more spacious than the outlying one. Tubes arrive and leave from the hub.
Thetubesal empty out into alarge, roughly circular central areawith aten foot high celling. Thecircular
ends of thetravel tubes line the outer wall, broken up by four exit doorsto the facility above.

BC gpotsthe exit he needs.

Other passengers pass through the central hub, walk by BC as he makes his way through the tube
dation.

There’ s more activity here. It s not bustling, but there are some people around, even at this
early hour.

BC adjuststhe keffiyeh and heads up out of the travel tube station amid other techs and early
travelers. He goes over the central dome' s plan in hishead and orients himself. He needsto get up
severd levels and then into a secure arealin order to see Al-Sdlid.

There should be an elevator bank around the corner.

Hefindsthe nearby elevator bank, presses the up button and calls a car. The doors open. A tech
walks out past BC. BC getsin and presses the top button.

Thisis great —techs don’t even notice other techs! | fedl likeI’minvisible!
BC rides aone up four levelsto the civic center, up and out under the main dome.
The elevator door will not open when the car arrives a the fourth floor.

A shrill “beep” sounds.

A red security light comes on.

Security. Of course. But I'mjust a tech on a job, officer! Wait a sec, let’s see...

BC plugsthe tech reader into the elevator’ s control box. After abrief eectronic exchange, the
reader’ s screen and the eevator security light both turn green, and the elevator door dides open.

That worked!? Open Sesame!

BC pokes hishead out of the elevator. The civic center will be bustling in just afew hours, but now
at around four inthe morning it lays empty and till.

Hewaksdowly acrossthe civic plaza, adlowing himself one quick glimpse of the domed celling.

Feeling entirely too conspicuous.

But I'min! So why doesit feelslike | won't be able to get out again?

BC waksfrom the plazainto awide lane dividing two rows of buildings. The dome archesfar
overhead, adimly lit gridwork sky.

There arelights up there... they re just not turned on at this hour. It's not completely dark...
it's sort of a state of permanent dusk.

Central command should be just up this*“ street” .

The adminigrative area of the UIN is made up of severd buildingsal clustered together under the
open domed ceiling above.

BC looksfrom building to building and their floor plans flash through his head. He notes an impressive
building ahead on the right. Thetallest he's seen, it nearly touches the dome.

A large, wide, open flight of stairsleads up and back from the wide lane up to the entrance of the
building, ending under apair of oversize arches at the top.



Thereit is. The administrative center for the UIN Mars holdings. I’ m just your average
ordinary tech, don’t mind me!

He heads up the stairs to the front door.

Locked. Naturally. Let’ s seeif this thing is worth anything.

BC plugs histech reader into the control box outside the locked doors of the administrative offices of
the UIN and requests access for repair work. The green light comes on as the doors click open.

Beautiful. Deeper and deeper!

BC ducksingde the doors, easing them shut behind him. He'sin the building' s lobby, empty save
for asecurity guard adeep at alarge desk. BC cregps across the lobby and into adimly lit doorway. A
corridor stretches off towards the back of the building.

If the plans areright, it's on this floor, back there.

He walks down the corridor toward the offices of Al-Salid. He puts his repair order on the screen of
the reader, and then toggles it back into Arabic as he walks.

A lone guard Sits at a desk outside what should be Al-Sdlid’ s office door.

I’ma bored tech. | have a boring job to do in this boring office. You don’t want to be bothered
by meat all. | bore you.

The guard looks up as BC approaches.

He chdlenges BC in Arabic. BC nods palitely, and holds out the tech reader. The guard nods back.
Then he nods toward the door, giving BC the go-ahead.

BC tries not to hurry as he passes the guard and heads in through the office door. The guard watches him
enter, then turns back to something on his desktop.

Just your average ordinary tech, nothing to see here.

BC waksthrough the office suite and heads for the inner sanctum, Al-Sdid'’ s private office.

It should beright... herel

BC looks over the door.

No nameplate. Nothing to show it’s his office... but why would he need to?

BC triesthe door. It's unlocked. He opens the door and walks into a spacious corner office with
windows on two walls looking back out into the dome. Tapestries hung on the other wallswarm the
room with gold and red and amber designs.

This has got to be his office. Unh!

A sudden pounding at histemples sops BC in histracks.

No!

Sop!
No headache! Not now!

Thistime, though, the headache doesn't cooperate.

BC fedsthe throbbing intensfy. Pain chugslike atrain through his brain, each chug adevil’ s chorus of
cacophonous voices shouting different words s multaneoudy.
BC falsto hisknees, doubled over by the pain.
Damn!
Worst in along time!
Sop!

The headache won't stop. BC crawls over to one of the wall tapestries and usesiit to pull himsdlf to
hisfeet. He staggersforward, falling into Al-Salid’ s desk. BC pulls himself around the desk and collgpses
into the chair behind it.

Then aloud voice echoesin his head.

WHO ISTHAT? WHO ISTHERE?

BC hearsthe words shouted at him, but not aloud. The shouting isdl in his head.
DO YOU HEAR ME?

| SEE Y OU!

“No need to shout,” BC mumbles.

AM | “SHOUTING?’ YOU MUST BE PROXIMATE!



“Who areyou?’ BC asksout loud.
LET'SSEE... CAN YOU DEFEND?

Fuck!

BC' s head explodeswith pain, asif along spike had just been drilled through his skull from templeto
temple.

He seesred, and then he sees nothing at dl, blacking out.
BC wakesup inasmall space, curled up into afetal ball. Somehow he' s crawled... somewhere. He rubs
hiseyes.

Under a desk.
| must have fallen under Al-Salid’s desk.

OH, my fucking head!

BC stemplesare dill throbbing with pain.

| would prefer a hangover. A hangover would be an improvement. That’'s how bad this hurts!
Gotta learn how to put up my “ mental” dukes. Somehow raise my mental fists, protect myself.
Hedrilled into my head! Least it felt like it. But now | know that attack. | can see the shape of it;
feel the how of it since it was done to me. Maybe | can stop it next time.

As he attacked, | could feel how he was thinking... he doesn’t think like us. He' s not like us, not
one of us. Hereally isold... ancient, heh, guess you’ d say. Ancient Enemy.

It's gotta be him: Dolomay. It’ s gotta be. The Eldred said something about them having greater
power s than we do, said we were weaker. What if that motherfucker can read minds? Or blast
other minds with pain? That's what it felt like. Like he was blasting mine!

What else can he do? And where is he?

Ishe here on Mars?

How does he get in my head?

And what timeisit?

The tech reader sits on the floor next to BC. He picksit up to check thetime.

Sill early. Sx AM. Thingswill be stirring soon.

BC stops. Hetriesto “listen” with hismind for the voice.

Hello?

No answer?
Good.

BC createsamentd picturein hismind of two large lead doors. He thinks of the fedl, the shape of
the attack againgt him, and how it was done, and thinks that into alock on his mental doors. Somehow, it
fedsright.

Let'sseeif that will hold back any new mental onslaught.
| thought my mind was my exclusive domain. Now I’ m suddenly forced to reckon with someone
else trespassing in here? What the fuck?

Whereis he coming from?

BC dretches out, cautioudy emerging from beneeth the desk. The officeis till empty. BC sitsdown
inthechair.

Won't this be a picture? AL-Salid walks into his office and here | am. God, though, my brain
hurts!

BC stsand waits. Herubs histemples. And then hefalls adeep in the chair. He wakes up with
Al-Sdid ganding over him.

“Wakeup, | said!” Al-Sdid saysinaloud voice.

“Huh?Unh,” BC triesto answer as he wakes up.

“I would like to say you' ve surprised me, Campion, but that is not the case. | was, uh... informed that |
would find you herethismorning,” Al-Sdid tdlsBC.

Informed? How?

“So much for my surprise,” BC answers.

“It doesnot...” Al-Sdlid begins. He stops. A puzzled look crosses hisface, asif he'slost hisplace. “I do



not...” he garts, and stops again, again looking confused. Then his countenance clears. He glares down
a BC, awildlook in hiseyes.

There' s something strange about him, something weird going on behind his eyes! | hope he's
okay.

“Look,” BC begins, “Al-Salid, we agreed to meet after we each met the Eldred, to pool our
information! Don't you remember?1 told you' d I’ d come incognito, so we could keep it a secret for the
time being, because we can't trust the usua channels. It’ simportant enough that | had to come myself,”
BC says.

“Y ou have nothing to tell me,” Al-Sdlid saysto him.

What?

“But...” BCtries. “What did they do to you? Al-Sdlid, you ' re not yoursdlf! Did the Eldred do
somethingto...”
“Guardd” Al-Sdlid shouts.
Two guards come running in, rifles at ready.

Oh. Great.

“Ded with this Trespasser!” Al-Sdid commands.
“Al-Sdlid! What isthis?’m the Pope!” BC protests.
“1 see no pope! | see apretender, at best, and a cold blooded killer at worst!” Al-Salid growls at him. “|
see afish once way out of his depth and now way out of water! High and dry.”
“Al-Salid, we have mutua enemies! We need to band together!”
“Soyou clam,” Al-Sdid says. “1 say that’ sno longer the casel We no longer have any need to dedl with
you and your lies! Take him away!” Al-Sdid shouts.
The guards grab BC by the arms, one on each side, and lift him up out of the chair. They drag him out of
Al-Sid' soffice
“Al-Salid!” BC shouts asthey drag him off. “Y ou said we should meet in secret to discuss our people€'s
future, to combat the sickness, the plague, together! Thereis so much | need to talk with you about!”
BC stops shouting as the office door closes behind him. He stops resisting his guards and sscumbles along
between them as they escort him out of the building and down the front steps. A small cart pulls up. They
load BC unceremonioudly into the back.
The cart whisks BC over to the elevator bank, where another pair of guards“helps’ him out of the cart
and onto hisfeet. BC is shuffled off into the eevator and down four levels, and findly into a holding cell
somewhere in the UIN security center. He has avague idea of where heis, athough he didn’t spend too
much time going over the plans of prison cells.
He paces back and forth in the small, six foot by four-foot cell.

Thissucks! | HATE BEING CAGED! Hate how claustrophobic | feel!

BC isleft done, cooling hisheds, for what seemslike hours.

Great, thisisworking out perfectly. Just fucking wonderful. | knew he'd be surprised, but that
was not the reception | expected! | thought he' d be receptive, at least hear me out. He was
entirely different the last time we spoke. We talked about this! What could the Eldred have done
to him?

He looked so strange, something weird about his eyes, and the way he seemed lost a couple of
times.

BC' s head throbs.

No! Headache? No. What, then?

YOU! YOU ARE...

The shouting voice echoesin BC' s head again.

Gotta shut him up! Shut him out, somehow!

He thinks about the lead doors he sedled in his mind before, pictures them shutting once again, and
the voice stops and goes away.

Hmmm.

A headache beginsto pound at histemples. BC triesto think it away.



Sop! It’s like someone banging on the doors of my skull, pounding to get in! Keep Out! Makes
metired. So draining.
BC pullsacot down from thewall of the cdll and lies down. He drifts off to an uneasy deep.

Chapter Twenty-Two

A voicecdlsto BCinhisdream. Or isit adream?
“BC! BC!” A whispered voice cdlshisname.
“BCl”

He gtirs, beginsto wake up, and triesto sit up.
“BC!”

A littlelouder thistime.

“Wha? Where areyou?’ BC asks.

| recognize that voice... who isit?

“Over here,” the voice saysin ahoarse whisper, coming from over by the cell door. BC gets up and
goes over to the door. The door of the holding cell issolid gray. There' sno way to see outside.

“Down here, BC!” BC hearsthe voice cal from the foot of the door. He bends over, and kneels down at
the base of the door. A small meta dot iscut out of the door’ s base so that food trays can dide through.
BC looks through the dot and seestwo big brown eyesin adark face.

| know those eyes! But there' s no way!

“BC! You sorry fuck! I1t'sme, Fizal” she whigpers asloud as she can.

Fiza?

Here?
How in hdll...

“Fizal?’ BC answers.

“No timefor questions, BC! I'm getting you out of here!”
There' saloud “click”, and the door opens.
“Comeon!” She says, waving him out of the cell.

Thiscan't bereal! | must still be asdeep, dreaming in the cell.

“Will you comeon!” Fizasays, ill whispering, but urgent. “I’m not supposed to be here! Let’smove
it!” She heads back down therow of cellstowardsthe exit. BC follows her out of the cell rows, and then
out past four guards dumped over in chairsin an outer office. Fizaputs an eectronic key back inthe
hand of one of the dumped over guards.

“Gas,” shetdlshim, answering his unasked question. “They never knew what hit them! | scrambled the
secure camsjust before | hit them with it. With any luck; it'll ook asif you just walked out of the cell on
your own and disappeared.” She looks around the office, picks up abundle of cloth from the floor.
“WEe ve got about fifteen minutes. Here, put that on.”

She handshim thebundle.

BCisdill trying to digest the Stuation. He takes the bundle from her, staring at her in a semi-daze.

Fiza? How the fuck did she get here? Not dead. Not whoring on Wentworth Station. Not her
usual clothing style, either.

Fizaiswearing atraditional burka, covering her from head to toe. All BC can see are her eyes.
“BC! Wake up! Put that thing on, quick!”

The bundle she handed BC isaburkalike her own. BC throwsit on over histech suit. Helooks out the
eyeditat Fiza

“You're beautiful,” shejokes. “I’'m getting you out of here through the women’ s section. Follow me. And
try to act alittlefeminine”

“How?Inthisthing?’ BC protesis.



“I don't know,” she says. “Souch alittle. C' mon, hurry up.”
BC doesn't move.
“What?" sheaskshim.
“Isthat redly you under there, Fiza?’
She sghs. Shelifts off the top of the berka sveil so BC can see her face. She' sdarker than BC has ever
seen her, and her hair is dyed deep, ebony black.
“ Aside from some cosmetic changes so | can blend in better, it'sal me,” she says. She pullsthe veil back
on over her head. * Satisfied?”’

It's her, alright.

“Fiza, how...” he starts, but she stops him with awave of her arm.
“Not now, BC. | don't have thetime to explain. Neither do you. We don’'t have time. The security
aurveillance camswill only be scrambled for another minute or so.”
She sets off down the hallway and BC scramblesto follow behind her. The eye dit of his burkakeeps
dipping up on him, blinding him.
BC ends up piling into Fiza as she comesto astop.
“What are you doing?’ she asks as she disentangles from him.
“I can't seel” BC protedts. “ The dit’ stoo high or something!”
Shetakes hishand and pulls him dong.
“Just hold onto my hand. I’ll lead.”
She pulls him aong down the corridor. BC can't see athing. He triesto keep his balance, tries not to trip
or lunge into anything as he careens dong behind Fiza.
“Inhere,” he hears her say, and she yanks him sideways through a doorway.
They stop short. A man with agruff voice asks Fizaaquestion in Arabic.
Fizaanswers him back in Arabic. She elbows BC and whispers, “Bow!”
BC nods his head, and then nearly falsto the floor as Fiza yanks him down lower.
“Lower!” shewhispers. BC triesto comply. Fizaand the man continue their exchangein Arabic.

Fiza’ stone of voiceis all deprecation and sweetness. The man’ s gruff voice sounds angry,
accusatory. Hope we' re not in troubl el

BC can't understand. He stays down, huddling in his darkness until Fiza grabs hold of hisarm and
raises him up with ayank.
“Comeon,” shetdlshim, “We readmos there”
Shetaksas she pullshim dong. “That was one of Al-Salid’' s ‘ advisors . He wanted to seeyou, have a
good look at you! | had to tell him you were on the fucking rag, ‘unclean!” just so he'd leave usaone,”
FizatellsBC. “In histwisted mind, that makes you unclean. He didn’t need to see you after | told them
thet.”
“Great,” BC says, “just grest.”
Fizalaughs, “Hey! You don't haveto act likeit redly IS you' retime of the month! Okay, quiet, now.”
BC hearswomen' s voices as they round another corner. Thefloor benesth hisfeet changes from hard
plastic to soft carpeting. Fiza stops him, and leansin to whisper to him.
“Okay. We ve just entered the women'’ s section. No men are dlowed in here. We usually take off our
veilsin here, but we can’'t have you do that now, can we?’ she asksrhetoricaly. “We Il need to move
through quickly, asif on an errand, so that we can stay veiled and try to avoid questions. Hold onto my
hand and try not to trip. Let’sgo!”
She pullshim adong quickly behind her asthey cruise through the women’ s section. He hears afew
grumbles asthey pass through, mostly from women trying to avoid getting trampled by the two of them.
BC hears Fizatoss off what sound like quick pleasantriesin Arabic asthey fly through the section.

| wonder what these women would think if they knew the Pope was passing through here in
disguise?
Man, | cannot see anything! This kinda sucks!

They reach what BC assumes to be another set of pressure doors. Fiza opens them and pullsBC
through. The doors close behind him.



“Okay, BC, you can take off the veil,” shetdlshim. BC lifts the top of the burka up and off his head. He
looks around. They'rein astorage areafilled with old maintenance robots.

“That was aclose cdl back there! One of Al-Salid’stop men,” Fizatelshim, “That’swhy you had to
bow lower. Y ou did okay though, BC,” she says. “You did okay.”
“Thanks, | guess,” BC saysto her. Helistensfor asecond. “1 don't hear any darms, yet. Guesswe are
okay.”
“Those prison cell guards won't sound the darm right away, not until they have some explanation for how
they fell adeep and you disappeared. They’ll even send out their own search teamsfirgt, before they tell
the proper authorities.
“They don’t want to be responsible for your escape, so they’ll try to recapture you themselvesfirst. It'sa
whole stupid-fucking ‘honor’ thing. They don’t want to loseface,” she explains.
Shelaughs. “The best part? None of those guards can come into the women’ s area without authorization,
so thisisthe one place they can't look for you!”
Fizatakes her vell off. BC can't help but stare a her newly dark complexion and hair. Fiza notices and
gmiles
“Likewhat you see?’ sheteases him. “Oooh, I'm getting ogled by the fuckin’ Popel” shelaughs.
“Morelikel can't believe what | see,” BC admits.
“Y eah, the dyejobs wereredly good, first rate, better than what | could do for myself thelast time. |
have to look the part.” She pauses, remembering that BC once doubted her story about hiding out on
Mars. “| was here before, too,” sheingsts. “Now do you fuckin' believe me, you shit?’ she asks,
pouting a him.
“What are you doing here?’ he asks.
“Saving your sorry ass,” she says.
“How?"
“Wentworth needed someone here, deep undercover. He pressed me into service. Made me an offer |
couldn’'t refuse,” she says, her eyes growing distant. Her attention snaps back to BC. “ Good thing for
you | was herel”
“Y ou' reworking for Wentworth?’ he asks her, still not surewhat to believe.
“Not much choicethere! Y ou know that,” she says.
“| thought you were...” he pauses.

| thought you were a sex slave working for Wentworth.

“I thought...” he sammers.
“What the fuck?’ Fizaberates him. “ Spit it out, BC!”
“I thought... you were, um, dead. For awhile,” he says.
“That' s part of my cover!” shetdlshim, rolling her eyes since she needsto explain her “cover” to BC.
“Wentworth madeit look like | died. That made me an untraceable agent! But come on, hedid tell you |
was dill dive, didn't he? He said he did.”
“Sure, hedid, inaway,” BC admits, “but | didn’t necessarily believe him! Plushe, uh... hedso said you
wereworking al drugged up asa sex dave on hisstation.”
“Huh,” she says. “Well, that was the alternative he offered me. Motherfucker! Madeit hard to refuse, ya
know?
“Guess he wanted me so deep undercover he even hid mefrom you!” Shelaughs. “But! When he heard
you were coming here, he got in touch and asked me to keep an eye on you.
“Good thing | did, huh?”
“Al-Sdid... Hewasn't himsdlf,” BC says.

It was like he didn’t remember talking with me at all!

“There' stalk of thisdready in the women'squarters,” Fizatdlshim. “Al-Salid left last week on a
mysterioustrip. Not long after he returned, anew advisor suddenly just appeared at his side, with no
explanation.

“But now this new advisor has Al-Salid' s ear, and some say hismind, too... Man, these people are



fuckin’ superdtitious, BC, you should hear ‘em talk! But you never learned Arabic, didya?
“Guess |’ ve got that one up onyou!”
BC ispreoccupied, thinking.

How am | gonna hide out until my ship comes back? As a woman?

“My shipisn't due back for another six days,” BC tells her. “What am | supposed to do, hidein
here? How long until there' s authorization for them to search here?’
“It'll probably take them about two hoursto give up on their own searching, before they contact the
higher ups. They’ll bein here soon after that,” Fizatelshim. “Don’'t worry. Wentworth has aship coming
for you! He sent it when | told him they’ d thrown you in aholding cell,” Fizasays.
She pointsto adoor in the wal to theright. “There san airlock just outside this supply room.
Wentworth's ship will meet you outside that airlock in aout an hour.
“Hold onasec.”
Fizalooks around the room, moves some half-assembled maintenance bots out of her way, and then
drags ablack crate out into the open.
“There san emergency EVAC suitin here,” she says, kicking the crate. “ It doesn’t have alot of oh-two,
just about fifteen minutes worth, but that should be enough to get you on the ship. Just don’'t go out there
too early, huh?’
She looks around the room.
“Where'saclock?’
Shefinds aclock readout on one of the door’ s control boxes.
“Good. Exactly one hour from now, by this clock, duck out through that door, then through the airlock
on your left. Once outside the airlock, Wentworth’s ship will land and meet you. Getcha outta here!”
She stops and stares at him.
“What?' heasks, findly.
“Oh, shit, BC!” shecries. Sheflings her arms around him and hugs him tight. “I missyou, you stupid
shit!” She pullsback alittle, looks up at him, right in the eyes, and then kisses him — quick, fast and
passionate.
She pulls away and turnsto go.
“What about you, now?’ BC asks her. “ Are you going to be okay?’
Sheturns back to him.
“You know me! I'll befinel” she says. She throws her burka back on, up and over her head.
“Good luck, BC,” shesays. “I'll seeyou again. Promise.”
She ducks out the double doors they’ d come in through and leaves BC standing alone in the storage
room.
Fiza! | can't believe she was here. I'm glad she was here! Working for Wentworth! Imagine that.
The guy has people everywhere. Even though he lied to me, and let me think... huh. Does that
make him a bigger or smaller asshole?
BC hunkers down, hiding out behind the crate containing the EVAC suit while he waits out the hour. He
keepswaiting for an darm to sound, or for his head to hurt.

Waiting for the inevitable.
Waiting for something to go wrong!

BC triesto think himself invisbleto dl prying eyes, red and imagined, as he sits among the wreckage
of old cleaning robots watching the minutes click by on thetiny clock readout by the door.
The hour passes dowly, but without event.

I’ll give her this: Fiza knows her stuff. She's approaching her work here the same way she did
her cons. And she was the queen of those!
She never did seemto care who she had to slegp with to get what she wanted. | don’t know.
Maybe she did care, but she'd never show it.
Maybe I’'mjust a little bitter. | always wished she cared more... but it just isn’t who sheiis.

Hope she’ sgonna be alright.
BC pries open the crate with ten minutes to spare and unfolds the EVAC suit. He dipsit on and checks



the sedls, fitting it dl into place save for the hamet. I’ snot an actua helmet, but emergency gear; a
smple plastic hood serves as his quas-hel met.
He checksthetime.

Five minutes left. Plenty of time.

He dipsthe clear hood on over his head and adjusts the face “ plate’ so he can see out clearly. He
cautioudy heads out of the storage areathrough the door in the right wall, looking around for any signs of
company as he enters the corridor.

It'sempty.

The airlock isfifty meters down the corridor on the left Sde. BC strides over to the airlock and cyclesit
open.

BC hearsashout in Arabic. A UIN soldier appears at the corridor’ s other end, fifty meters away.
“Stop!” he shoutsin English a BC.

The door to the airlock isamost open, but not quite big enough to get through.

Gotta stall for time.

BC turnsto the soldier and shrugs his shoulders. He pointsto his helmet asif he can’'t hear the man.

Any second now.

The soldier shoutsagain in Arabic, and then shouts again in English a BC, “ Stop!”

Can’t stop now, sorry!

BC didesthrough the airlock’ s opening door. He punches the controlsinsde the airlock and the
door stops and beginsto close. The air beginsto purge from the lock.

PA-SHANG!
BC hearsabullet ricochet off the atmosphere door asit closes.

Shooting at me?

He' s shooting at me?
PA-SKEE-SHANG!

Another bullet hitsthe closing door.

The door till managesto sedls shut. Air hisses out of the airlock.

Shit, my suit!

BC realizes he hasn't zipped down the sedl for the suit’ s hood, nor turned on hisair. He gaspsfor a
breeth asthelast of the air is sucked out of the airlock.

The UIN soldier is on the other side of the door, banging to get in. BC can see him, but can’'t hear him.
Sound doesn't carry in avacuum. BC turns and pushes the panels on the outer door’ s control pandl. It
startsto open.

BC holds his breath and zips the hood' s sedl shut. He lets his breath out, but there’ sill no air to breathe
in!

The outer door of the airlock opensfull onto the surface of Mars, and BC stumbles out onto the dusty
Martian sand.

His hands scramble across his chest, trying to find the on switch for the emergency oxygen. Black dots
begin swimming across his sight, making it hard to see.

Isthis how | go? Grabbing at my chest for the on switch for my air while | die of suffocation
on the surface of Mars, two meters away from an airlock?

Click.

Hi SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS. -

Nope.

Not this time!

BC sucksin the oxygen asit poursinto the suit. HE' s suddenly lightheaded, amost punchy, asthe
pure oxygen floods histhirsty lungs.

He seeshright lightssvimming inthear in front of him.

Am | hallucinating? Or isthat my ride?

Hashes disturb the dusty, dim Martian sky over BC's head. Bright flashes of blue, amber and red
light up the dust clouds and descend from the heavensto land about eighty meters away from BC.



Coal! Itismy ride!

Have to get on board before my buddy back there getsinto a suit and out of that airlock!

Hejogs over the dusty sand toward the lightsin hisEVAC suit. It' s hard to make out details, but BC
has no doubt it’ s his ship.

Wentworth. Good as his word. Actually, come to think of it, hisword ain’t really that good!
He could have |eft me to die out here...

Well, it'sa gift horse. | ain't gonna look it in the mouth. I’'m gonna ride it outta here!

A ramp lowers from the bottom of the hovering UTZ ship as BC approaches. As soon as BC climbs
up on to the ramp it begins closing up into the ship. He fedsthe ship rise up quickly off the Martian
surface, fedsajarring lurch asthe ramp locksinto place.

BC stands up and looks around. He' sin the ship’s cargo bay. The four walls are blank, save for tied
down cargo straps along the walls every two meters or so and ahatch in thewall in front of BC.

The cargo bay doesn’t appear to be pressurized.

Never assume that a space is pressurized, right?

Hetriesthe hatch. It opens on an airlock. BC climbsinto the airlock, closes the hatch and starts the
arlock cycling. He can fed the pressure asthear poursin, pushing in on him through the flimsy EVAC
uit.

When the airlock finishesfilling with air, BC opensthe insde hatch. He climbs through into asmall
corridor.

There sno one around. He unzips his helmet and hears acom aready talking at him.

“...infront of you! Can't you hear me, Campion?’ the voice says.

“I cannow,” hereplies. “No need to yel.”

“Good. Come up to the flight deck, Campion. Just come on ahead through that door in front of you,” a
voicetdIshim.

BC makes hisway down the short corridor, through the door in front of him and onto asmall flight deck.
He seesthe stars outside, sees Mars on aviewscreen, shrinking rapidly in size.

“Get ready for Trangpace, Campion,” the pilot tellshim. BC dides up into achair on the flight deck next
to the pilot and straps himsdif in.

Heredlizes he knowsthe guy.

“Don’'t | know you?’ BC askshim.

“Hold on, don’t talk, please. Don’t say anything,” the man warns BC. “| hate being bothered while| do
Transpace, okay?”’

“Gotcha,” BC says, shutting up.

Was it Tex? Drax? Rex? Drex, | think...

“Drex” pushes something in front of him and BC fedls his somach flip flop as the Trangpace Drive
kicksin. Hefedsit again as Drex pulls back on the controls and they come out of Transpace.

Not as smooth as the Project’ s ships, for sure.

We need more integration of resources.

Damn, that sounded managerial. | never wanted to be a manager! Now I’'ma CEO. And, oh yeah,
I’mthe fuckin’ POPE!

It's like 1" ve become the uber manager .

“Therewe go, Campion!” the pilot saysto him. “ Sorry to shush you before, but... well, you know.”

“Sure. Isit, uh, Drex?’ BC asks, extending ahand.

“Drex?Y eah, you remember! I’'m flattered, Campion,” the man sayswith aquick smile.

“Where are we going?’ BC asks.

“Back tothe Moon, | guess,” Drex says, “but that’ sredlly up to you.

“Mr. Wentworth said that’ s your decision. He said you might want to go to your home on the Moon,
said something about you meeting with the scientists there. So I” ve got us heading for the Moon. Isthat
okay?’

BC congders hisoptions.

“The moon probably isthe best idea,” he agrees.



“Thenwe are on course,” Drex says, nodding.
“Could you get me Wentworth on the com?’ he asks Drex.
“Surething,” the pilot says. “ Guess you wannathank him, huh?’
“Something likethat,” BC says.
It takes sometime for Drex to make the connection. Twenty minutes later Wentworth ison theline.
“Ah, BC! How are you?’
“Fiza?” BC asks. Firg thing out of his mouth.
“Ah, yes. Fiza” Wentworth drawls, extending the sound of her name. “ She' s become quite the
undercover agent, hasn't she? She makes a good looking Arab woman, don’t you think so?’
“Youliedtome” BC accuseshim.
“I was protecting her and her cover. And agood thing for you that | did!”
“Do you aways have to sound so smug?’ BC asks.
“Smug?’ Wentworth answers. “I'm hurt! I'm merely happy my plans have paid off with your safe return,
Campion! That wasafoolish misson you just failed on.”
“| thought it was necessary. Al-Salid and | had arranged a secret meeting! We didn’t want it blown out
of proportion. Had he been himsdlf, this‘misson’ would have gonefine. But Al-Sdlid isn’'t himself,” BC
explans.
“Y ou know, you really made me hate you, Wentworth. When | thought you' d drugged her and made
her...” BC shakes hishead.
“Spare me your grudging respect, Campion. Y ou can be sure | would have had it done to her had she
not accepted the Mars mission.
“I'm not anice man, Campion. I’ ve done that and worse to other women... and men. Y our hateis safe
withme” helaughs.
“It'sjust business, Campion. It's not persond. But men like you never learn that do you?’
“God, | hopel don't,” BC says.

That excuses everything for him, doesn’t it?

“How long has she been there? On Mars?’
“Almost ayear,” Wentworth tells him. “Ever since she proved more useful than | thought she could be.”
“More ussful?” BC askshim.
“Her knowledge of Arabic?” Wentworth explains. “Her past experience on Mars?’
BC nods.
“So you know of that aswell,” Wentworth says. “Then you can seewhy | decided to send her back
there. And again, it was lucky for you that | did!”
He presseshispoint.
“What went on down there? What went wrong?’
“I don’'t know, for sure,” BC tellshim. “I had proposed this kind of covert meeting between usto
Al-Salid when we last spoke, before | went out to vigit the aliens, the Eldred. But when | showed up...
hewasn't himsdif.
“I’'m not absolutely positive, but | think | know why that is. | can’t discussit now, not even on asecure
line. Theré smore | need to tell you. Moreto talk about. Just not now.”
“Campion, I'vetold you before, you can...”
BC cuts him off, “Not thistime, Wentworth. We re deding with those who can bust through any security
you think you have,” hetellshim.
“Oh.” Wentworth getsit. “The onesyou said might have...” hetrails off.
BC nods.
“Any chance, then, of getting you to come here to Wentworth Station before you head to Lunar Prime?’
Wentworth asks. “ So we can discussthis?’
BC consders changing course.
“Why not?
“Drex, set course for Wentworth station, please,” BC says.
“Gotit!”



Drex worksthe ship’s contrals.
“On our way, Padrel” Drex informshim.

“Padre?” Funny. That reminds me of the pilot who took me to Fortune Station. Mr. Longeusx,
| think it was. Poor guy. Adrian Longeux. That wasiit!

“So, we' Il see you here soon, then?” Wentworth asks.
“Soon enough.”
“How big isthisthing? Who arethese dliens? These ‘ Eldred’ 7 Wentworth asks BC.
“Big,” BCsays. “And I'll tell you more about them when | get there. But if I'm right? A million-year-old,
intergalactic war is about to flare up, right here in our backyard. And there might not be anything we can
dotostopit.”
“Right,” Wentworth says, but he' s shaking his head. “I never liketo say ‘never’, Campion. We can at
least try to stop it,” Wentworth says. “And if we can’'t stop the war, then we can damn well try towin it!”
“Damn, that sounds optimistic, Wentworth! Not like a reasonable businessman.”
“If they want to kill me, that makesit bigger than business. That makesit persond,” Wentworth says.
“But it does put mein the business of making dlies and shoring up my defenses.”
“That’swhy I’'m coming to seeyou,” BC tdlshim. “We ve gottadeal with each other on adifferent level.
WEe re going to need to actually work together. And maybe even trust each other. Y ou with me?’
BC hears Wentworth sigh over the com.
“Wehavealot of work to do!”
“Yeah, we do.”

“Wdl,” Wentworth says, “guessI’m with you.”



