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CHAPTER ONE

 


The farmer's fist hit my face for a third
time, and now I fell to the ground. Blood clouded my vision, and a
piece of one of my teeth lay loose on my tongue. As I tried to
stand, a boot impacted my head. I screamed despite myself and
opened my eyes, squinting against the bright sun in the Virginia
sky. Through a red haze I saw what must have been the same boot,
raised, about to stomp on my face. I inhaled, feeling broken ribs,
and willed myself to roll out of its path.

“Leave him,” said a voice.

“Leave him?” demanded another. I decided it
belonged to the owner of the foot. “I'm gone kill the
sumbitch!”

There was a scuffle as my assailant was
pulled away. He protested with much enthusiasm and vulgarity.

“We're gone kill him all right,” said the
owner of the first voice, “but let's leave him so's he knows it's
happenin'.”

I was hauled to my feet by two men who
turned me to face the mob which had descended upon me. To my
surprise, the first face I saw was that of a woman, red and
inflamed with rage. She stepped forward.

“In Harrisonburg,” she said, “they's women
that asked to form their own regiment to fight them that done this
to us. If women can fight, what's wrong with you?”

My lips were swollen from the blows. I was
moved to vomit by the taste of my own blood, but I managed to
croak, “Our Lord commanded us to love our neighbor as ourself.”

She spit in my face and turned away.

“String 'em up!” shouted a man behind me.
They marched me toward a tree.
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* * *

 


A week ago, I had been in Baltimore, at the
home of Philip Meigs, childhood playmate and member of the Society
of Friends. I traveled frequently to Maryland. The Fairfax Meeting,
in which I'd been a member since birth, was a part of the Baltimore
Yearly Meeting, and Meigs lived in the city, where he was an
investor in Hopkins and Brothers. Philip had attended school with
me, also training as a physician, but had not found success in
medicine. I attributed this to his apparent lack of interest in the
suffering of his fellow human beings. I had always assumed him to
have a good heart, and I suppose one always assumes one's childhood
friends do, but he hid it well. His lack of tenderness did not
prevent him amassing a small fortune as a businessman.

This October of 1864, however, had brought
hardship on the business of Johns Hopkins and his brothers.
Purveyors of “Hopkins Best” whiskey – although Johns was
a Quaker, and most southern Quakers detested the use of spirits –
they purchased their stock in the rich Shenandoah Valley. Dealing
in various wares from wagons, they accepted corn whiskey in trade.
This he re-bottled and sold in Baltimore. His trade led to his
expulsion from the Meeting, but he maintained it was legitimate
business, even though his own uncle accused him of “selling souls
into perdition.”

Perdition on earth, however, was where his
suppliers had recently found themselves. The Shenandoah, in the
wake of the Union's General

Sheridan, was a smoldering ruin. Over 2000
farms had been burned to the ground, all the crops destroyed, the
livestock seized or killed.

“It's a damned frustrating setback for our
business,” Philip said as he cut into his steak, stopping briefly
to ask his butler to reprimand the cook on its temperature. “Those
bastards drank, stole or drained all the whiskey, and left the
cornfields a black smear on the earth. I doubt our suppliers will
be able to rebuild. I don't know where we're expected to find
another source of stock.”

“Nor where your former suppliers are to find
a new source of income?” I asked pleasantly.

He shrugged. “Hardly my concern, is it?”

I felt my jaw tighten. Philip's attitudes
often infuriated me. When I lost my temper with him, as I had often
over the course of our relationship, he never failed to make sport
of me. I'd learned to control my outbursts, more or less.

“They are fellow human beings, Philip,” I
said.

“Obviously they are. And it's unfortunate
that they happened to live in an area of such strategic importance
that it had to be routed by the Union forces. But what else was the
army to do, eh? The Shenandoah was used repeatedly as a staging
ground for attacks on Washington and Maryland. They had no choice –
“

”Christians always have a choice,” I said,
too loudly. “Making war is never necessary.”

“The majority of the nation – two nations,
if the rebels are to be believed – is not in agreement
with you, Shep.”

“With us,” I corrected him. “They are not in
agreement with us.”

Again he shrugged. “I suppose. Though I
don't see how we're to break the South of slavery, other than
through war.”

“Do you believe this war will break
slavery?” I asked.

“It cannot help but, if the North wins. They
will not allow the South to continue this practice which gives them
such an economic advantage.”

“Philip, it irritates me how you speak of
the evil of man against man – brother against brother – as if its
only consequences were financial ones.”

“One must be practical, Shep – “ He threw
down his fork. “I cannot eat this damned steak!” He exclaimed to
his butler. “Take it away and ask the silly woman if there is
something she does know how to prepare in a state that a human
might consume!” He turned to me. “Though how one's digestion is to
function in the presence of Dr. Autrey and his oozing emotions is
beyond me,” he said scathingly.

“I'm only asking you to show some
compassion, Philip. As a physician, and a Quaker, one would think
you'd have a little.”

He sighed. “You do make me tired, Shep. I am
merely considering how the events around us affect me and my
livelihood. Is that wrong?”

“Only insofar as you fail to see how you
might be contributing to the suffering of others.”

“And how am I doing that?” he asked.

“By failing to join your brethren in
combating the evils of both war and slavery. Before this conflict
erupted, you did nothing to help bring about a peaceable end to
what the Southerners call their 'peculiar institution.'”

“You mean I didn't endanger my household by
taking in fugitives,” he said sourly.

He knew that I had sequestered four Negroes
who had escaped their masters in my own home, and seen them move
safely on to the North in a quest for their freedom.

“My household was in little danger, I assure
you. But better that I, a

single man, be in danger, than leave the
burden to fall to a family with children.”

“You live in the country,” he said. “I do
not. It's far more difficult to hide an escaped slave in a crowded
neighborhood such as mine.”

“Nor have you offered any medical aid to the
casualties of this war,” I pressed on. “As so many of our fellow
doctors, and our fellow Friends, have done.”

“I am not a practicing physician,
Shepherd.”

“I wonder if you are a practicing Christian,
“ I said.

He threw down his napkin. “Ah! I see. Now I
am to be threatened with expulsion, like Mr. Hopkins, because I do
not meet your standards of piety?”

“I would not move to have you expelled,” I
said.

“You damned well better not! Were I to lose
my standing with the Friends, my business would suffer!”

“Oh, in the name of God, is that all you can
think of?” I shouted, flinging my own napkin across the table.
Philip swallowed, taken aback for once by the violence of my
tone.

Embarrassed by my outburst, I stood to
leave. I began to make my apologies, however insincere, for my
breech of etiquette.

Philip raised his hands in a calming
gesture. “Now, Shep. Let us not allow our tempers to color our
friendship. I understand that you feel strongly about what is
happening in our land. I... simply do not... show my feelings as
easily as you do.”

I sighed heavily. “With that I would
agree.”

“Please sit down. We'll have some sherry. I
have a fine amontillado in the cellars, I believe. It will calm
you.”

He called for the delivery of the spirits
while I composed myself. When we were alone again, I said, “Philip,
please forgive my outburst. It's just that you seem so...
indifferent to human suffering.”

“It's just that there's so much of it,” he
countered. “What can one

man do?”

“One man can do what he can,” I replied.
“Your... associates in the Valley. You could show them some
Christian charity. I have no doubt that they are hungry, homeless.
In such conditions, disease flourishes, and more violence.”

“And what would you do to stem the tide?” he
asked quietly.

“Many Friends have set up hospitals and
shelters,” I said. “Offering comfort to the wounded, the dying, the
bereft. You could go there– “

”I would be shot by the Union troops were I
to go near the Shenandoah!”

“Unlikely,” I said. “Safe passage can be
arranged, especially for doctors. And Quaker neutrality is...
grudgingly accepted.”

He shook his head. “You are having sport
with me, Shep. You do not believe for a moment I could go and–
“

”I do!” I insisted. “I believe any man of
conscience would go and offer aid– “

His face lit up with interest. There was no
good intent in him then, I was sure. “Would you go yourself?”

“Of course!”

“To the Shenandoah? Tomorrow?”

“I – yes. As soon as I could make
preparations– “

”I do not believe it.”

I met and held his gaze. “You think my
convictions so shallow, after all these years?”

“I believe even you are too practical to
walk into such danger.”

“I will prove you wrong, then,” I said. I
started, once again, to stand and leave.

Philip smiled his most predatory smile. “I
do believe you're serious!”

“I am.”

“Well then... perhaps we could discuss... a
small wager?”

Of course, laying money on a proposition –
any proposition – was enough to secure Philip's interest. Those of
my faith do not believe in gambling. It inflames the lust for
profit which distracts us from the more noble impulses which our
Lord called upon us to follow. In this case, however, I felt moved
to accept Philip's wager. If a small sin on my part would draw my
errant comrade into a moral venture, was it really a sin?

Because of course, Philip would not take my
word where money was concerned. Once I had agreed that I would pay
him a sum of fifty dollars were I to fail to go to the Valley and
spend full two weeks there, aiding the afflicted, there was no way
he would remain home and take me upon my word that I had fulfilled
my part of the bargain. No, with money on the line, he was willing
to travel with me.

So it was, days later, that we had arrived
in Virginia and joined in relief efforts near the ruined town of
Winchester, where one of the few standing homes had been converted
to a makeshift hospital. Here wounded soldiers were treated. Here,
also, those left homeless as Sheridan had cut his fiery swath
through the Valley came in search of food and shelter.

On our second day there, a woman arrived
with six children, the oldest being a fourteen-year-old boy who
looked about ten. He was thin and small for his age, not
malnourished, just slower than average in his physical development.
The father, I was told, was a soldier in the Confederate Army. He
had gone off to war six months previous, and they'd had but one
letter from him. The smaller children proudly told me that Daddy
was a brave soldier, gone to Washington to kill Abe Lincoln, but
the eyes of the mother and the oldest boy told me that they
believed Daddy was dead and buried in an unmarked grave
somewhere.

Their home, like so many others, was gone.
Burned to the ground. They had only the clothes on their backs, and
those not much to speak of. But the mother, herself a Quaker like
so many in the Valley, fell in with me. She nursed the wounded and
helped find beds and floor space for the refugees. The boy likewise
attempted to help, but was largely occupied with supervision of his
young siblings. I find that the young have a natural proclivity to
be helpful to their fellows, and no such natural understanding or
kinship with the practice of organized violence. Strike out when
they consider themselves injured they certainly will. But plan and
execute a campaign of murder and mayhem? No, that is adult
foolishness only. With children, the injuries are forgotten as
quickly as the temper is lost.

It was near sunset on our sixth day that a
group of men rode up to the house on horseback. They were a ragtag
collection, one carrying a tattered Confederate battle flag, their
leader dressed in most of a gray Confederate uniform. They made
their business clear immediately – they were recruiting to raise a
regiment. As physicians, Meigs and I were overlooked for their
purposes, it being clear that our services were needed here. I was
not to evade their notice for long, however.

While their leader made his way through sick
beds, surveying for bodies able enough to accompany him, one of his
lieutenants came into the ward, literally dragging young Joseph,
the fourteen-year-old, by the scruff of his neck.

“Put me down!” the boy screamed. “I got to
stay with my sisters!”

“Women can see to the children,” said the
fellow carrying him. “Women and those men as aren't fit for manly
work,” he raked his eyes, burning with hatred, over me.

The man in uniform said, “Little puny, ain't
he?”

“Says 'e's fourteen,” said the other.

“Well then. Guess you're goin' to war,
soldier.”

The boy's eyes widened. At this point, his
mother charged into the room.

“What do you think you're doing?” she
demanded.

“None of your concern, woman,” said the
officer.

“It certainly is my concern,” said she. “The
boy is my son.”

“Then you should let him be a man,” he
replied.

“I've had little choice,” she said bitterly,
“since you drafted my husband. Now he's all I have to help me care
for his sisters. You can't take him! Have you no compassion?”

“We're at war,” said the man coldly.
“There's little room for compassion.”

I could keep silent no longer. “See here,
friend,” I said. “This lad may be of age, in your eyes, but... look
at him! He's not fit for battle.”

The stranger scowled at me and gestured
toward the windows of the room. “Have you seen my men, Doctor?
Which of us would you say is fit for combat? But what are we to do,
when the Yankee dogs burn our homes to the ground, and leave our
children to starve?”

“We are to act as our savior would have us
act; to aid our brethren; to have the same compassion that Christ
himself had for us. Would He have seen children dragged from their
mothers– ?”

He rolled his eyes. “Je-sus Christ! I've had
my fill of you Quaker cunts and your love-thy-neighbor preachin'! I
loved my neighbor jest fine – until the moment a Northern bayonet
went through 'is eye and killed him!”

I swallowed, shaken both by the violence
depicted and by his taking of the Lord's name in vain. “God have
mercy on you friend, and may His mighty hand heal your wounds. But
do not extend your sufferings to this innocent child–”

“It's time for you to shut up,” he said. He
reached across and took hold of Joseph's arm, pulling hard to draw
the boy to his side. Joseph winced in pain as his shoulder was
wrenched, but said nothing. His captor drew a knife from his belt
and jabbed the tip of it against the soft, white flesh of the
child's throat.

“Now,” said the officer. “You can come with
me, boy, or I can let your mama watch you die here and now. What do
you say?”

Joseph's eyes, alive with terror, met mine.
I shook my head, not knowing what to say. Were I to tell the
officer my opinion of his cowardly behavior, he would surely kill
the child for spite.

“Please!” shrieked Joseph's mother. “Don't
hurt him!”

The knife remained where it was. “Make your
choice, boy.”

“I - I'll go,” Joseph squeaked out.

The officer, satisfied, shoved him back
toward his original captor. “Knife to yer throat kinda puts things
in perspective, don't it, Doc?” he sneered.

“For the young,” I said. “I wouldn't expect
a boy to have the courage to die for his convictions.”

“Izzat a fact? So, I s'pose you woulda just
let me cut yer fool throat?”

I wondered if my mouth had gotten me in
trouble. It often did. “Before I'd agree to kill other children of
God, yes, I would.”

“Yer lyin',” he spat. “Yer a coward. All
ya'll Quakers is.”

“Hardly,” I said. “It takes true courage to
resist violence.”

“You callin' me a coward?” he demanded.

“Doctor Autrey, please,” the woman begged
silently.

“Let him answer!” my opponent barked.

“If the shoe fits,” I said.

His face went red. “We'll jest see who's a
coward!” He nodded to the other man, who came from behind me and
seized my arms in a vise grip. “Take him out there to that tree by
the road,” his superior continued. “String him up–”

“No!” called the woman.

The officer ignored her and went on. “But
give 'im a chance to beg for his life, 'fore he dies. I wager he'll
be ridin' outta here with us.”

Meigs came into the room just as they were
leading me away. “Shep, what in the world?” he demanded.

The officer pointed at me. “Friend o'
yours?”

Philip was silent.

“He is a physician, come to help the needy,”
I said. “He's done you no

harm.”

The officer strode over to Philip and looked
him in the eye. “You a Quaker too, pansy?”

Philip swallowed. “I - I am. I am here with
a writ of safe passage–” he reached into his coat.

The officer knocked his hand away, and drew
his gun, leveling it at Philip's head. “Passage is what yer gonna
get all right. We're gonna string you up next to your friend.”

They led us outside, and to a tree, as
promised. When we arrived, ropes had already been cast over the
sturdiest of the lower branches, nooses tied on the end.

The strangers crowded around to watch the
execution, as did some of the children, herded there by soldiers.
At the edge of the circle of faces, I saw Joseph, weeping
openly.

“Please,” I said to my captors, “I am
prepared to die. The Lord will protect me. But may I be allowed to
pray with the boy?”

“Good god, Shep, don't make things worse!”
cried Philip. I feared he was becoming hysterical.

I ignored him and looked at the officer.
“Please,” I said. “In the name of Christian charity–”

He drew back and drove his fist into my
mouth, loosening the first of my teeth. Then he grabbed my hair,
spun me around, and held me out before the assembled mob.

“Anybody care to show him what we think of
those what won't fight for their freedom?” he asked. The mob
advanced.
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And now, here we were, beaten, bloodied,
about to be hanged. Three men lifted me bodily and deposited me on
the back of a horse. Next to me, Philip, one of his eyes so swollen
that, were we to live past this hour, he might surely lose it, was
similarly mounted. While the horses were held in place by one man,
another, mounted on the shoulders of a third, slipped the nooses
around our necks and tightened them.

“Oh god,” moaned Philip. “Please...”

“Your friend is about to put on a show for
us, I think,” said the officer. “You gonna sing, too?”

I shook my head. “I trust in the Lord.”

This statement was met with guffaws. “Maybe
the Lord'll break the rope for ye!” someone called out.

“Shep, they're going to kill us!” Philip
wept.

“Yes,” I agreed. “They are.” I hoped I
sounded calm. I felt sick to my stomach. I was grateful not to be
expected to stand, for my knees were weak. I prayed to God to be
given the strength to meet death with courage, as Jesus had met His
on the cross. “Pray for strength, Philip,” I said quietly. “It will
be over soon.”

But, instead of praying, Philip called out
to our attackers, casting his face about, as I think he was blind.
“Don't listen to him!” he shrieked. “We aren't ready to die! We'll
do whatever you ask!”

“Philip!” I hissed, but someone struck me in
the gut with the butt of a rifle.

“Please,” Philip went on. “We'll join your
army!”

“Will ya?” asked the officer. “Will ya come
and kill the yanks with us?”

“Yes,” said Philip, trying in vain to nod,
despite the rope around his neck. “I'll kill them all! Filthy,
Yankee pigs!”

I shut my eyes and began to pray, silently,
for my friend's immortal soul.

“Well that's different,” said the officer.
“If you're willin' t'join us–”

“I am!”

“Then I better put it to a vote!” He turned
to the throng about him. “Whaddya say? Should I let 'im live?”

The blood lust was upon them, however.
They'd been promised two deaths, and they believed, somehow, that
those deaths would ease the pain of their recent losses. It is a
foolish belief, but such foolishness is common. As one, they cried
out that we should die.

The officer shrugged. “Sorry, friend. It's
outta my hands.”

“But,” Philip protested. “You said–”

“What can I tell ya, friend? War makes
animals of us all.” Then he threw back his head and laughed, and
motioned to the handlers to release the horses and whip them
forward.

I closed my eyes again. I heard Philip
dissolve into sobs beside me, and smelled ammonia as, in his fear,
he lost control of his bladder. I distanced myself from all of this
and looked inward, toward the light. Within me, as within each of
us, was that spark of divine fire. I sought it out.

I had a great deal of experience at this
kind of inward-looking prayer. In addition to the accepted practice
of quiet worship in the Friends' meeting house, I had read works
describing the Eastern Buddhist religion, and its practice of
meditation. Although Buddhists did not personalize the light, as we
did, they did seek it, or a state of being much like communion with
it.

Today, this last day of my life, during
these final moments, I finally found myself achieving that state of
peace, of exclusivity from the outside world, which had so long
been my goal. I heard, but did not register the cursing and jeering
of the crowd. The smell of the horse on which I sat, the leather of
its saddle, did not touch my nose. The coarse fibers of the
rope

about my neck did not chafe my flesh. I was
spirit alone, drifting down, inward, toward a pinnacle of light on
the horizon.

The world was balanced. Everything was as it
should be. I was at peace. Vaguely I knew I was going to die, but I
knew with utter certainty that the author of the universe was
pleased with me, and that I was under His care. This death, this
little, petty end to my little, petty travels on the corrupt world
of my birth, was but a trifle. It was a branch on the pathway, to
be noted, stepped over, and forgotten. The true journey lay
ahead.

From somewhere far off, I heard a snap, a
clatter of hooves, a creak of a branch, as it was weighed down, a
sickly, gurgling sound. Someone was being hanged. Was it me? Was it
Philip? I thought of Philip, of his fear, his failed dignity, his
body, swinging at the end of a rope, his expensive trousers, sodden
with his own wastes, even before death had finally relaxed the
body's muscles...

I prayed for Philip. I had no concern for
myself. It was not that I didn't think of myself – I did – but I
had no fear for my own soul. Philip, on the other hand, was
frightened, discouraged, a sinner who did not know how to put his
sins aside and stand before the Lord. I prayed for him.

Reach out to him, Lord, I called into the
light. Take his hand, gather him to Your bosom. Comfort him, as You
have comforted me. He is unworthy of Your love, even as I am. Yet
show him compassion.

I wondered what would happen next. Would God
himself appear to me, or Jesus? Was I to be welcomed into the arms
of the Savior and the Father? The light brightened. It bathed me. I
was sure I felt its heat upon my face. All threat to my physical
body, all pain from my wounds, was forgotten. I was traveling home,
to the Glory of God.

The light overtook me, and then began to
fade...
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* * *

 


I landed on my back with a thud. Beside me,
I heard groaning. I looked to see Philip, stunned and, like myself,
sprawled face up. The mob was gone. The horses were gone. The trees
were gone. There were no ropes about our necks, nor was there a
stitch of clothing on our bodies. I wriggled and pulled a
medium-sized rock from between my shoulder blades. Heaven had a
sandy, rocky surface, and the soil was tinged red, like blood. The
sky was purplish gray.

To my right, there was a sudden clamor. I
turned as quickly as I could, and saw hundreds, no, thousands of
men bearing down on us. Some were on foot. Some rode unbelievable
contraptions of metal, which moved through the air without support.
All were near as naked as we, and all carried weapons of some kind.
These they fired or swung, striking the bodies of others similarly
clad and armed. Blood spattered the already red sands, and men
fell, wounded, even dead, to the ground.

There was war in heaven.


CHAPTER TWO

 


I roused Philip and helped him stand.

“Where are we?” he demanded, though his
thick and battered lips muffled his speech.

“Dead, I'd gather,” I said.

“If I'm dead, why does everything hurt?” he
asked me. “And what in the world – ?”

He turned and took in the scene of the
battle which was inching our way at a generous pace. “Who are those
people?” He looked down. “What happened to our clothes? In the name
of god, Shep–  !”

“Try to stay calm, Philip,” I said, feeling
silly for saying.

“Calm! We're – !” He spread his
arms and gestured at the alien landscape. “And there
are –  ” He pointed at the encroaching warriors.
“And – “

“I don't know,” I said. “I don't know
anything more than you do. But, given our state of... undress. I'd
suggest we move away from this conflict, and–”

I was interrupted by a whizzing at my ear.
Philip screamed and,dropping to his feet, covered his head with his
arms. Beyond him landed what was obviously the source of the
whizzing noise, a spear. Curious, I moved to collect it. It was not
an ordinary spear of wood and stone. Its tip glowed, as if it were
heated metal. Gingerly, I moved my hand close to it. There was no
heat. I brushed the backs of my fingers over its brilliant surface,
and received a strong static shock.

Surprised, I pulled my hand away.

“What is it?” wondered Philip.

The warriors were on top of us now, bearing
down. Whether they wished to claim the weapon, or simply thought us
more of their number, I did not know. Seizing the spear by its
inert shaft, I pulled Philip by the shoulder and exhorted him to
run, keeping an eye on the throng behind us. Ahead were hills, red
and rocky, like some enormous red velvet cake. There might be
shelter.

Behind me, a scream sounded, high-pitched
and terrified. I spun and saw a boy, no more than seventeen,
sprawled on the ground, one hand raised in pitiful defense. Over
him stood a burly man with a pistol. The gun was like none I'd ever
seen, but its intended use was clear. The brute aimed it at the
boy's face.

“Come on!” urged Philip.

I could not continue. This boy did not
belong on the field of battle, any more than Joseph had. As one of
the Society of Friends, I believed no one belonged in battle, of
course; but there were degrees of wrong. Grown, competent adults at
least were equipped to face their own sin. This was but a spindly
boy, his limbs not fully formed, his skin a milky white. I wondered
if he was even healthy.

I could not allow this callous murder of an
innocent. I sprung forward and seized the enormous man's wrist with
both my hands. His natural strength was greater than mine, but I
had the advantage of surprise. I also was the youngest of four
brothers, and knew well how to resist a larger opponent for a time.
As I dug my fingers into hard flesh, attempting to force the
brute's fingers to open, the boy scrambled away.

My opponent was gaining ground on me. With
the boy gone, he shot his free hand to my throat and began to
squeeze. The pain of my compressing windpipe let me know that I
must still be alive. I feared that I would not be for much longer.
I would never know the means of my deliverance to this unlikely
place of battle.

And then, as quickly as he had grasped my
throat, the warrior released it. Over his shoulder, I registered a
flash of light. I smelled a sickly stench of burning flesh. The
brute dropped his weapon and reached to clutch his back.
Immediately, he pitched forward on his face, and revealed a horrid,
gaping wound, edged with burned flesh, which exposed his spine. He
coughed once, ejecting blackish blood on the sand, and then was
still.

I looked to see the author of this violence,
whom I must also call savior, I supposed. A man of my own years,
perhaps a few more, strode forward. He was cloaked, but barely
clothed otherwise, save for a belt with scabbards and holsters to
hold his weapons. In his hand was a pistol, much like that my
opponent had brandished. I reasoned that it was this which had
killed the big man.

“Are you all right, Hylas?” my rescuer asked
in unaccented English. It did not occur to me at the time that it
was English, but it must have been, for I spoke no other
language.

The boy stepped forward. “I am well,
father.” He looked to me. “The stranger saved me.”

His father nodded. “I saw. You are a brave
warrior, my friend, and you have my thanks.”

“I am no warrior,” I said. “My name is
Shepherd Autrey, and I am a stranger here, as your son says.”

“That is obvious,” the father agreed. “Come,
Shepherdautrey. Our part in this battle is done, now that my son is
safe again.” He looked me over. “You have seen much battle today.
You and your companion. I will have your wounds looked to.”
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His name was Scorpius, and he was the king,
for lack of a better word, of his people. The battle we had fallen
into the midst of had erupted when foreign agents had kidnapped his
son, Hylas, the boy I had saved. They'd hoped to ransom him but,
when the battle did not go well, had thought it better to kill him.
I'd prevented this senseless brutality, and, apparently, won the
favor of a powerful family. All this Scorpius told me as he led me
back to his home.

They lived in a city they called Aspar, and
I'd never seen its like. Buildings towered above its streets,
touching the sky. I wondered how they had attained such height
without collapsing. I'd read that advancements in engineering would
allow taller and taller buildings. In Washington, an obelisk
honoring President George Washington had been under construction
for sixteen years, and was promised to scale 600 feet, though only
200 had been achieved before money ran out. I doubted it would ever
be finished.

And the mode of transportation to the city!
I'd first noticed the things when I'd found myself here on this red
landscape. With shapes vaguely like the body of a horse, they were
made of polished metal, and floated – floated! – above the ground
at the same height a horse might. But I learned they were capable
of far greater heights when young Hylas strapped me on the back
saddle of his – they were designed to hold two – and shot hundreds
of feet into the air, laughing happily at my wide eyes, and the
screams of Philip, who rode the back of his father's mount.

I tried to ask what manner of device this
was, but the rushing wind resulting from our flight prevented
conversation. That was made to wait until we reached the spires of
Aspar. Fortunate it was, too, for I knew

Scorpius would have questions for me, and I
had no idea how I should answer them. Should I tell the truth, and
say that I was about to be hanged, and then awoke here, believing I
was in Heaven? Anyone telling such a story would certainly be
locked away as a madman.

Or would he? What if – God help me! – this
really was Heaven? What if the afterlife really were this absurd
parody of the world I grew up in? Was God that much of a trickster,
as some ancients had believed? What other explanation was there?
That I had been transported to some other world?

Before I was ready, the time came. I was in
Scorpius's apartments, atop one of the frightful towers, looking
down hundreds of feet on the city below. We were so high up it was
impossible, looking through the enormous windows, to distinguish
any recognizable features of the people below. After indulging in
the novelty of looking down from such a height, I stepped away from
the windows. The sheer scope of the distance unnerved me.

Philip was still with the Doctor. His eye
was badly bruised, and the cornea scratched, the Doctor said. I was
amazed at the confidence of the man that he could do anything but
minimize the pain of such an injury, but there were wonders aplenty
this day.

Scorpius had invited me to have “some
lunch.” His modest offerings included two complete roast... I
suppose they were pigs; a selection of interesting fruits; breads
and pastries more elaborate, surely than any a Paris bakery might
produce; and wine, or its equivalent, and much of it. This I
attempted to decline, having always believed in moderation. There
was precious little else to drink, however, and even young Hylas
was having his fill.

Reclining on his couch as three beautiful
(and naked) maidens attended us, Scorpius asked, “Now tell me your
story, Shepherdautrey. How did you come to our city? You're clearly
foreign.”

“I – yes,” I acknowledged. In my
distraction, I sloshed wine from my goblet on my bare thigh. One of
the maidens immediately came to dry it with a napkin. Her nearness,
her heat, and our mutual lack of clothing

conspired against my decorum. I reached for
a blanket which was artistically draped over the arm of my sofa,
and artistically draped it over myself.

“Are you cold?” asked Hylas innocently.

“I... cold. Yes.”

“One of the servants will warm you,” he said
solicitously. My comfort was clearly of concern. The boy began to
gesture to one of the young women.

I shot up my hand. “The blanket is fine!
I... This is fine.” I adjusted my covering yet again. Hylas and his
father, still nearly naked, sat, unashamed and... un-flustered...
by the presence of so much feminine beauty. I suppose they were
accustomed to it.

“What gave me away as a foreigner?” I asked,
desperate to change the subject.

Scorpius laughed. My question was apparently
absurd. “Your accent. You didn't think I had noticed it?”

“Of course not – “ I began.

“Don't be insulted, my friend. Most
foreigners are incapable of learning the Asparian language.” He
gestured at the girls. “They barely understand a word of it, poor,
stupid things. But your command is quite good, if heavily accented.
You're from Equatoria, I gather? Your coloring suggests it.”

“I... yes. My coloring.”
He clearly assumed I was from a southern clime, where I was exposed to sunlight. My skin is rather dark, for
a white man. Father was descended from pure English Quaker stock,
but Mother, who'd joined the Friends as a child, was half Cherokee.
My skin and eyes bespoke her heritage.

Scorpius and Hylas were
pale – more pale than I was accustomed to. At first, I'd
assumed the boy was sickly, and had not had sufficient exercise in
the outdoors. Now that I observed him more closely, I saw that he
was well-formed, if thin. The years would correct his thinness, I
had no doubt. It seemed that the near-albino coloring of the skin
was a common trait, but these people were not albinos. Hylas had
deep green eyes, the color of new grass. His father's were steely
gray. Neither had the white-blond hair of the albino. I'd never
heard of their like on earth. They were paler even than
Scandinavians.

“You've traveled a long way,” said Hylas
quietly. The boy, like so many his age, seemed shy around a
stranger, and yet exceedingly eager to be noticed and included. It
was apparent he wanted to stand with the men, not the children.

“Not... under my own power,” I said
truthfully. “I had a... disagreement with quite a number of
unsavory characters. They... transported Dr. Meigs and myself
here.”

“It seems you stood up for yourself,”
Scorpius observed, nodding to my many bruises. “Such evidence of
battle is not seen on a coward. Not a living one, anyway.”

“Shepherdautrey said he's not a warrior,
Father,” said Hylas.

“Don't be ridiculous,” said Scorpius, “all
men are warriors, who are not slaves.”

“Actually,” I said, “where I come from, not
all men are warriors. I am not one. I am a doctor.” I added, “And
my name is actually two – Shepherd Autrey. Please call me
Shepherd, or Shep.”

“Two names?” wondered Hylas. “What do you do
with two names?”

I laughed. “The second one indicates my
family,” I said.

Scorpius gave a thoughtful grimace. “Very
different customs they have in Equatoria. We've not seen it in my
lifetime, I'm sorry to say. Since the quakes during my father's
reign, there's been little wealth there to plunder. It seems that's
changing.”

“My land is faced with conflicts of its
own,” I said, amazed at how easy it was to tell the full truth, yet
have the end result of telling a lie. Was that a sin? If so, I
begged my Heavenly Father for forgiveness, but I did not think it
wise to tell the whole truth until I knew where I was.

“Still and all,” said Scorpius. “Your
bravery is evidenced by the fact that you came through a battle
with a greater number of enemies – and what cowardice they
displayed, to attack you en masse!”

“They certainly were driven by fear,” I
said.

“And your courage is more directly spoken by
your actions in saving my only son,” he nodded at Hylas.

“I could not just walk away when I saw him
threatened,” I said. “War is bad enough, without it threatening
those who have yet to experience life.”

“War is life,” Scorpius said carefully
through a frown.

I did not respond immediately. I silently
asked myself how Christ would have responded to such an absurd
remark, without completely ending discourse with he who uttered it.
I had no wish to be ungrateful for the hospitality I'd been shown.
I decided my best tact was to try and learn more about this strange
world into which I'd fallen.

“Tell me about those who kidnapped you,
Hylas. Your father said they wanted ransom?”

“Indeed they did,” Scorpius answered. “It is
a common custom this, taking the heir to a people's throne. Some
cities fill their public coffers entirely on ransom paid by others.
Close to your own country, I believe there are cities with hostage
exchange programs, where sons – and, amazingly, daughters – are
sent to live with the enemy, to ensure that treaties are
followed.”

“But that fellow was going to kill Hylas, I
am sure,” I said. “Where is the portion in that?”

The older man snorted. “There is none. They
are barbarian fools, the Amal hordes. They think of strategy and
profit only as long as the battle goes in their favor. If they fear
they might lose, they become brutal and vindictive, killing
anything that moves. Sometimes, in their rage, they kill their own
comrades. Idiots! It's no wonder they do not rule themselves.”

“Who rules them?” I asked.

“The Jentana, our greatest rivals. They send
the Amal as their advance guard, to do the hard labor and the
dangerous work.”

“I would think that kidnapping would require
subtlety,” I said.

“It does,” agreed Scorpius. “But kidnapping
my son is dangerous. The Jentana don't trade their lives easily.
They enjoy them too much.” He sounded contemptuous.

“You sound as though you disapprove of
enjoying life, Scorpius.”

He chuckled and pinched one of the servant
girls on her exposed posterior. “I take my pleasure from it. We do
believe in our comforts.” His face darkened. “But my people
understand that a man is judged in the afterlife on his bravery,
his ambition and his leadership. Those who value their lives too
highly will not be looked on with favor by the gods.”

There was a point of interest to me. He
believed in god. Or gods. Clearly, he believed in primitive war
gods, but still. Perhaps I could parley that belief into an opening
to witness to him of the True Way, the path of Christ. There would
be time enough, I hoped, to explore that possibility. Still, I was
baffled. How could those who worshiped primitive idols of war have
accomplished the technological wonders I saw about me?

I asked, “Wouldn't the gods also be
impressed by what you have done in this very city? These beautiful
towers? We have nothing like them in my

land. And I pride myself on coming from an
advanced, civilized land, but your physicians are aware of medicine
I've never encountered. My friend Meigs would have lost his eye,
had I been left to treat him. But your doctors tell me they can
save it. Your engines of flight are true marvels. Do you tell me
that all these things which celebrate and enhance life would be
looked on indifferently by the gods?”

“Why would the gods be impressed by that
which they have wrought?” he asked.

“I don't follow you.”

He spread his hands to indicate all that was
around us. “Our city, our medicine, our hoversteeds – all
of these were given to us by the gods. They are not our
accomplishments. They are tools that we are to use in striving
against our enemies, to the glory of the gods.”

At least they understood the source of all
gifts, I thought, even if they mistakenly assumed that there was
more than one, true God.

“Your humility does you credit,” I said.
“Only a man of true faith ascribes all his glory to God.”

Scorpius nodded. “As I surely do. It is
because my men fight bravely and have proven themselves worthy time
and again that Aspar is favored by the gods. No other city is so
blessed with godly gifts.” He rolled his eyes and took a swig of
wine before adding, ruefully, “Except the damnable Jentana.”

“They are... similarly blessed?” I
asked.

“More so, it pains me to admit. Their gods
have greater resources than ours.”

“They have... different gods?” I wondered,
incredulous.

“To be sure. Their cursed Mother Goddess and
her whoring followers cast out the warrior prince Raxes, son of her
own brother the god of War. Raxes is rightful heir to the throne of
the gods, but the great whore and her traitorous fellows overthrew
their King long ago. The Mother Goddess, as she calls herself, took
it for herself, killed her brother, and denied his child his
rightful heritage.”

My head spun. Scorpius's religion was
structured like a serial novel.

“So... your gods... are at war?”

“Of course! It has been so since they
created the New World for us!”

“New World?”

Scorpius shook his head and laughed.
“Equatoria must be in a sad state, for so noble a one as you to be
so poorly educated,” he said. “Surely you knew that there was an
earth before this one? Where the first three kings of the gods
ruled?”

“I... I certainly was aware that this was a
different world,” I said honestly.

“Well, there you have it. Did your teachers
not also tell you that it was after the rebellion of the Mother
Goddess, when she joined her father's enemies and deposed him, that
she quit old earth, and brought us all here, to the red planet, to
begin a new age? And that Raxes, once he came of age, broke out
from under her control, and swore to claim this world for himself
and his favored ones?”

Red planet? I wondered aloud, “Then... this
is Mars?”

Hylas giggled.

“You are confused, but you obviously were
taught something of the old stories. Mars was what some called the
brother world to our old world, earth. But this is not Mars. The
gods, with their phenomenal powers, brought us across the vault of
heaven to this new planet! New Earth!”

My mind reeled, and not only from the wine.
This was too much to take in. Was it possible that I was on another
world? Another heavenly body? That the sun which burned in the
purple sky was not the one which warmed the world of my birth? And
that these people... really were descended from people of my own
earth?

“I... fear my knowledge is lacking,” I
admitted. I grinned and nodded to Hylas. “And my young friend
laughs at me.”

The boy looked down, shyly. “I meant no
offense.”

“And I have taken none, Hylas. I hope you
will assist me in filling the gaps in my educaton.”

His face colored. “Me? Teach... you?”

I laughed. “Why not? We all can learn from
each other.”

He cast his eyes downward again. “I had...
been hoping... that is, I mean to ask you... if you would teach
me?”

Scorpius looked at his son with evident
pride as he said this.

Confused by the gravity with which they both
credited this request, I shrugged. “Whatever I know, my young
friend.”

Hylas colored even deeper, but grinned back
at me hesitantly. “I am honored... Shep.”

From the boy's awkwardness, and the glances
passing between father and son, I gathered that to teach must be an
honorable pastime among their people. I did not understand their
near-solemnity, nor did I want to reveal too much of my ignorance.
I let the moment pass, trusting that all would be revealed, in
time.

“Well,” I said, “I'm glad in any event that
the Jentana did not succeed in their campaign, and that you are out
of danger, Hylas. If we cannot all be spared the horrors of war, at
the very least, the young should be kept from the battlefield.”

“Your beliefs are strange,” said Scorpius
carefully. “We see things differently. The Amal seized Hylas before
he had completed his warrior training. That is why his life was in
such danger. In a few months' time, we will launch an attack on the
Jentana capitol, in retaliation for this attempted kidnapping.
Hylas will lead a squadron in that attack.”

“Will he?” I asked guardedly.

“It is only fitting,” said Scorpius. “If he
is worthy, he will smite his opponents.”

Hylas smiled wickedly and said, “I will show
them no mercy.”

“Won't you?” I asked.

“Of course not, once you have trained me in
the arts of war!”

I nearly choked. “I – the arts of war?”

“Of course,” said Hylas. “You said you would
teach me.” His eyes grew wide, and he was suddenly animated. “You
wouldn't break your promise!”

I reached out a hand and took his shoulder.
“I said I would teach you what I knew, Hylas. I'm afraid I don't
know the arts of war.”

“But – “ Hylas began.

“Do not trouble yourself, my son,” Scorpius
said with confidence. “Shep is merely being modest. Doctors are
like that. You and I have seen his courage. And I sense he is a man
of his word.”

“Well...” I said, hoping to make a quick
exit and give myself time to think. “I... really need to check on
my friend.”

“Hylas will lead you to him,” said Scorpius.
“He is in his rooms now, and rooms have also been prepared for
you.”

“That's very generous of you.”

There was surprise – almost disapproval – in
Scorpius’s eye as he asserted, “It is not generosity. I owe you my
son's life. I pay my debts.”
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Hylas took me to visit Philip in his lavish
apartment. He was either drunk or medicated. I don't know which,
but he was being tended by two of the omnipresent young women who
never spoke. I was astounded to see his eye – bruised and
puffy, yes – but healing. I could see now that he was in
no danger of losing it, but he had been. Of that I was sure. I must
learn more of their medicine, I told myself.

And then, tired and bewildered, I followed
Hylas to my own luxurious apartment: a suite of two rooms and
bathing facilities to put the finest hotel in Paris or New York to
shame. The furnishings were strange to me. They were not any style
I recognized, but their functions were obvious. They seemed to
serve them well. Hylas showed me all necessaries and
comforts – including a fantastic device, similar in
concept to a telegraph, but capable of carrying the sound of a
voice, presumably over wires, from one remote location to another.
I could use it, he explained, to communicate with the household
staff if I was in need of any sort of assistance.

“Amazing,” I said. “I've heard of devices
which can convert sound into written symbol – the phonoautograph, I
believe it's called, but – “

“You do not even have speakers in your
land?” Hylas asked dubiously.

“Not even,” said I. “We can send messages
via wire, but not reproduce sound in this way.”

“Listen to this.” He fiddled with buttons
and knobs on the small box which controlled this amazing invention,
and, suddenly, the music of a wind instrument came forth, no doubt
the playing of a set of pipes. It evoked images of shepherds, my
namesakes, playing flutes in the field.

“But where is the one playing the music?” I
asked.

“Nowhere,” Hylas explained. “It's
transcribed and stored. Would you prefer live musicians? I could
have them brought here – “

“No need,” I said. “I don't need music at
all, I'm so tired. But your city and home are fascinating.”

He looked expectantly at me. I wasn't sure
what was on his mind. Clearly, he was not ready to leave me.
Finally he said, “Thank you, for saving me.”

“It was the right thing to do.”

“Nevertheless, I am in your debt. As is my
father. You shall not want for anything, as long as you live.”

“That's hardly necessary,” I said, “but
thank you. You've already been extremely hospitable.”

“Shep?” he asked, as I shuffled about with
the bed clothes, hoping to gently suggest that I really was ready
to go to sleep.

“Yes?”

“You will keep your promise? To be my
teacher?”

“I wasn't aware I'd made a
promise – “

“In Aspar, a word is a promise.”

“It is the same with my people,” I said. “We
do not swear oaths, but let our yea be yea and our nay be nay. Our
affirmation is always binding.”

“Good. I will be honored
to be your protégé.”

“I'll do my best,” I said, still not sure I
knew what it was the boy expected of me. If he wanted a teacher in
the arts of war, he was in for a sore disappointment. “Now, Hylas,
I don't mean to hurt your feelings, but... aren't you tired?”

“I am, a little,” he admitted. “But it's my
duty to see to it that you have everything you need.”

“You have done so,” I said. “And now all I
need is to go to sleep. In the morning, you can tell me more about
what I don't know, and I'll try to tell you... whatever it is that
I can.”

“All right. You know how to call, if you
need anything. And I'll send a girl around, to see to you.”

“That's not necessary,” I said.

“I would be a poor host, if I didn't,” he
said sincerely.

“Very well then,” I agreed.

He came forward stiffly, and embraced me. It
was a far more familiar gesture than I was accustomed to in an
acquaintance of only a few hours, but they seemed to be a
passionate people, the Aspar. I had saved his life, I reasoned. I
enclosed him firmly in my arms and gave him a fatherly hug,
receiving as I did an affectionate kiss on the side of my face. And
then he bid me good night.

A few minutes later, just as I had crawled
beneath the sheets of my bed, a girl did, indeed, enter the room, a
pretty, young redhead, as pale-skinned as the rest of them. She
spoke no English – or Asparian, if that was what I was somehow
speaking – but I managed to convey to her that I needed no aid. I
tried also to convince her that she was free to go, but it
apparently did not work. The farthest she would retreat was to a
chair near the door. I assumed that she was under orders, then, to
stay and attend me. I had no desire to put her into displeasure
with her masters, nor to insult my hosts. I resigned myself that
she would stay.

The poor child attempted to assist me in
getting under the covers, and looked hurt when I gently refused her
assistance. I smiled and assured her, stupidly in a language she
did not understand, that she was doing her job well and I was
satisfied. She retreated again to the chair by the door. For some
time I kept one eye on her, uncomfortable attempting to sleep,
un-chaperoned, in the presence of a young woman.
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I was chained... stone against my back.
Hadn't I been in... where? Birds circled above me, and the sun beat
down. Was this where I'd almost... what? Where the mob had...
who?

I was free. Almost. There was a weight
pulling me back when I tried to walk. There were chains, still, but
now only about my ankles. I looked down at their dull iron gray
color as they encircled my flesh, bronzed from all those days in
the sun... The sun... how it felt on my flesh... The sun... the
fire... to be so near to the fire in the sky...

The scars were healing nicely. I traced
their lines on my abdomen with my fingers. So many cuts. So much
pain. Over now, and done; but the scars remained. They reminded me
of what I'd endured, what I had chosen to endure. I could have
ended the pain so easily by simply telling my tormentor the name he
wanted to hear.

It had not suited my purpose.

She stepped before me, gray and beautiful.
What about her was gray? I'm not sure, but the gray lady was
beautiful.

“Tell me,” she said in that lovely voice, so
filled with wisdom, “what is the destiny of your children?”

I had waited so long for that question. I
knew she would be the one to change everything. I couldn't act
until she asked me that question.

“One day,” I said, “they will ascend to the
heavens and stand as god.”

She nodded, smiling.

“And the name? Tell me the name of the one
who will end God's reign and allow them to go to the heavens.”

I told her the name. The beautiful name. The
name of the Firechild.

He had yet to be born.

“What must I do?” she asked.

“Free me,” I said.

She removed the manacles from my legs,
opening the lock sealed with the voice of a mute, the hearing of a
deaf child, and the vision of a blind man. None was as clever as
the Gray Lady.

And I walked free in the sun on the
mountaintop. And God looked down and saw his enemy walking free.
And God was angry. And He cried out, “Who has done this?”

And the Gray Lady said, “It was I.”
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I awoke. I was not on stone. I was not at
the base of the hanging tree. I was... yes, I remembered... in the
bedchamber in the palace in the city of Aspar. I'd been asleep,
dreaming. I was someone else, someone with scars on his abdomen. I
had accepted the scars in the dream as old wounds, but I had no
such scars myself.

The dream... so vivid... from whence had it
come? The Gray Lady, and talk of casting God out of Heaven? And I
believed I was the Enemy who would lead such an effort? Lord... had
I dreamt I was Satan? Why would I be burdened with such a
dream?

The Gray Lady... her eyes haunted me. Her
sweet voice... “It was I!” … defying God. An evil creature, surely,
and yet, her beauty left me so... God help me, the only word for it
was aroused.

And I was aroused. Carnally aroused, I am
hesitant to admit, for it's not my way to openly discuss such
things. But – pardon me for being so plain and vulgar – there was a
stirring in my loins.

Groggily, I came awake, and realized from
the warmth between my legs that my young redhead had left her
chair, and was beneath my bedclothes, performing a service with her
mouth of which I'd heard tales from the coarser companions of my
youth, but which I had never personally experienced.

The Apostle Paul warned strongly against
surrendering to the sins of the flesh. He advocated marriage for
Christians, reminding them that it is better to marry than to burn.
Presumably he meant that it is better to enter a sacred and
sanctified union with another Christian soul than to burn with
lust. It can also be argued that he meant that it is better to
marry, and seek sexual gratification in the manner approved by the
Lord, than to burn in hell. Either way, I was not married to this
young lady who could not speak. The Apostle, it would seem, had
left me no leeway in this matter.

But I was half asleep, I had had much wine
(not entirely of my own accord... I think), the Apostle Paul was
not in this bed with me... and there was no stopping what the dream
and the touch of this girl's lips on my flesh had begun. Came it
from Satan or not, it had come all the same.

I surrendered to the inevitable.

I must admit, it was more satisfying than my
surrender to the lynch mob, only a handful of hours before.


CHAPTER THREE

 


I awoke and gathered from the dull if
persistent light, that it must be some hours past dawn. My bed
companion had again left me but, when I returned from attending my
immediate needs, I found her kneeling by the bed.

“Good morning,” I said tentatively.

She looked at me, expectation in her
eyes.

“Ah,” I stammered, “I... appreciate your...
service... last night. I... must also beg your forgiveness. I know
your customs may be different, but among my people... uh... “

She stood, then draped herself across my bed
on her back. I assumed she wanted to resume the activities of the
previous night.

“Oh, no!” I protested. “No, I... mustn't...
presume any further.”

She cocked her head, puzzled.

“It wouldn't be right,” I said lamely.

After staring at me for a moment, she
pointed at the opposite wall. I looked. I saw nothing significant,
other than the trappings I would expect of a martial society –
there were symbols which I assumed were some sort of family crests,
and the usual swords mounted on clips.

“Is... someone coming?”

Finally, realizing I wasn't going to take
whatever action it was she expected me to take, the girl got up
again, and crossed to the wall. She removed one of the swords from
its clip and brought it to me, placing it firmly in my hands. Then,
as calmly as if she were sitting down to breakfast, she resumed her
place on my bed, and gestured to the sword, and then to her own
perfect throat.

I felt a wrenching coldness in my stomach.
Was I interpreting her message correctly? Was the girl actually
asking me to take the blade to her throat? To kill her? What
madness had I fallen into when I fell from the tree with a rope
around my neck? I had decided yesterday that this was not Heaven.
Had I somehow fallen short of God's mercy, and instead arrived in
Hell?

The door opened, and Scorpius came in. I
expected that he, too would be surprised by the spectacle which
greeted him. I was not disappointed. He looked to me with amused
puzzlement. “Good morning, my friend. Did you not sleep well?”

“I... slept fine,” I said, wondering how he
could make small talk when confronted with such a scenario. “Apart
from some... interruptions. But never mind that, this girl – “

“Yes, I see,” he said. “I know you were
tired, but I must admit some surprise that you haven't cleaned up
for the day. Surely customs are not so different in Equatoria that
we do not finish our business with a female.”

“I... I don't believe... that is... “ I
gestured mutely to the bed.

“Ah,” said Scorpius pleasantly, “you're
worried about the blood. Don't be. The staff takes care of that.
Tonight, the room will be as clean as it was last evening. I have
my standards,” he assured me. “I'm well aware that there are some
houses where the stains are simply left on the floor and tolerated.
I've spent nights in rooms where my feet stuck to the very floor,
but – “

“Wh – what are you saying?” I demanded.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that
Hylas and a pair of Scorpius's palace guards had entered the room.
They watched with interest.

Scorpius's gentle smile left him. “My
friend,” he said sharply, “I believe I have been tolerant enough of
your quaint humor. My debt of gratitude to you excuses much, but
there are some rules none of us may flaunt. Kill the girl, and
let's go have breakfast.”

“Kill?” I repeated in disbelief.

“Absolutely. You are through with her. She
is no use to another, once her maidenhead is taken, and – “

I dropped the sword. “My god,” I muttered.
“Give me strength in the face of evil.”

Scorpius raised an eyebrow. “Evil, you
say?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice quavering with
indignation. “I do say. Bad enough you sent this... this poor child
to... perform... but now – “

Hylas stepped forward, his distress growing
as did his father's evident anger.

“Shep,” he said quietly, “it's ... a good
joke. Maybe in bad taste, but... “ His eyes pleaded with me.
“It's not funny anymore.”

“I am not joking,” I said firmly.

“Gods of the sky and thunder!” Scorpius
exclaimed. He looked as though he might strike me.

Hylas rushed to stand between us, holding up
a calming hand to his father's breast. “Father, Shep simply doesn't
understand. Please... “ He turned to me and spoke as reasonably as
he could. “She,” he said, pointing to the girl, who still patiently
awaited death, “is an enemy. A captive. All of the maidens here are
captives. They are conditioned to serve, until such time as a gift
is made of them to an honored guest or warrior. At that time, they
are conditioned to expect death.”

“Conditioned?” I asked. “What do you
mean?”

“It is a process of mental conditioning,”
said Hylas. “It... softens resistance. Removes the defiant
impulses.”

“Some sort of... hypnosis?”

“I don't know that word,” the boy said. “But
a series of punishments and rewards are used." Impatience clouded
his face. "It doesn't matter!” he exclaimed. “It only matters that
you know that the girl has been prepared for death. In some ways,
she wants to die now. It is custom among our people that you kill
her, since you have claimed her virginity. I guess you might want
to know that her own people would also kill her, if we released
her, because she's been taken by a man.”

“You're telling me that this girl was...
tortured... to become a slave. And now she is to be executed?”

“If she does not die today,” said Scorpius
coldly, “her conditioning will begin to weaken. She will become
wild and dangerous. If you feel compassion for her, you should also
know that those who do outlive conditioning go mad at the memory of
what has happened to them.”

“You have to kill her,” Hylas said quietly.
He picked up the sword, and held it out to me with both hands.

I took the weapon gently from him, and cast
it to the other side of the room. “I shall do nothing of the kind.
I am a child of God, bathed in the blood of his son, Jesus Christ.
He is my savior. For His sake, I must not – will not – sin.”

Scorpius shook his head. “You're a
fool.”

“Perhaps. But I will not kill. I
cannot.”

“To allow a condemned enemy to live is
treason,” said Scorpius.

“So be it,” I said quietly.

“Father, no!” protested Hylas. “He doesn't
understand! His beliefs are different! Let me kill the girl on his
behalf!”

“Out of the question,” said Scorpius.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Hylas, you will not kill
in my name, nor will I stand by and allow this girl's death, any
more than I allowed yours. Raise your

hand to her, and I will resist you.”

Words can inflict more pain than ever did
hand, knife or gun. Hylas's face fell, and he gaped at me as though
I had struck him the hardest blow he could imagine. He backed
slowly away from me and covered his face. Scorpius motioned to his
guards. “Take him,” he said quietly. “While I decide the manner of
his execution.” He faced me as they came forward and bound my hands
behind me. I offered no resistance. “I will make it a quick death,
and dignified,” he promised. “I owe you that. But none who flouts
our laws can be allowed to live. I am sorry.”
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They placed me in a cell, and I was left
alone. It was the first time since we'd left for the Shenandoah
that I had been alone, and I opened my prayers by thanking God for
it. I needed to think. Even if I was to be executed within hours,
which seemed more and more likely, I needed to try and understand
what was happening to me. The mind, I believe, must keep
functioning, keep questioning, keep striving to learn until it is
silenced by the death of the body. Even then, my faith in Christ
assures me, the mind will not be silenced. Perhaps it will be
opened and allowed to learn even more. I liked to believe so.

I needed to believe so.

I had nearly died at the hands of an angry
mob for daring to say that children should not fight in wars. Or
had I died? It was possible I had. It was possible I was
experiencing a nightmare, even as my body writhed in its death
throes at the end of a rope in the Virginia sun. It was even
possible the entire experience was a dream, and I was safely in my
bed in Fairfax.

As far as I knew, however, I had seen the
Light of the World in a vision as I came near death, and it had
transported me here. “Here,” according to Scorpius, was another
world, apparently orbiting another sun, a different one than the
one which had overlooked my birth on the distant world of earth.
This was not completely unbelievable to me. I understood, as did
every educated person living since the 16th Century, that the stars
were suns like our own, and was aware of theories which speculated
that many of them were also orbited by planets which might host
intelligent life. Some Christians are uncomfortable with the
thought that God did not create the earth, alone, to host life. I
have never understood why it should bother them. Besides, the Aspar
were not, so they claimed, alien life. They were people descended
from the men and women of my own planet. Their story of being
transplanted here by pagan gods was dubious and heretical, of
course, but people believe all manner of foolish things.

And now, in this alien place, I stood again
condemned to death for refusing to embrace a culture of death. Just
as surely as the Virginians had wanted young Joseph sacrificed on
the altar of War to dispel their fear and anguish after Sheridan's
invasion, so did Scorpius want my bedmate slain to prove to his
gods that he was worthy and a good warrior. Never mind the fact
that only a coward of a man would slay a helpless, tortured girl
whose mind was not even her own.

It seemed that, like many Quakers before me,
I was to die for my principles. In the silence of my cell, I
thanked God for giving me a glimpse of this fantastic world, for
sparing my life even one day when I surely should have died in the
Valley, and, if I was to die a martyr to Jesus Christ, I thanked
Him for the opportunity to serve, and asked that he put me to
whatever use He saw fit.

It was not that I wished
to die, or that I have no spine or sense of self. I merely have
utter faith that God moves in all lives for the best, and
that the immediate needs of my body do not
always serve the immediate needs of my
soul. I do not know, short of having such faith, how one may endure
this life.

My silence was interrupted sooner than I
would have liked. A guard led Philip, now largely healed of his
wounds, to my cell. He looked at me and shook his head.

“Can you not stay out of trouble for one
moment, without my supervision?” he asked me.

I would not rise to his taunt. “It seems
not.”

“They say you committed treason.”

“I refused to murder an innocent girl! A
girl they sent to... have carnal knowledge of me.”

He nodded. “They sent me two. I suppose they
thought it would contribute to my healing.”

“I've no doubt you enjoyed yourself,” I said
ruefully.

His face brightened. “In fact, I did. Oh,
I'm still a bit sore, but – “

“Philip, have you no conscience? To submit
to the sins of the flesh with heathen savages?”

“Oh, well, now, let's sort out just who's
the pot and who's the kettle here, Shep! I didn't hear that you
turned away your bedmate's attentions.”

“She came upon me in my sleep,” I said, but
I knew he was right. I had no moral upper hand here.

“I see.” He was clearly unconvinced.

“And were you required to kill the poor
girls who serviced you?” I asked.

He shook his head and lifted one arm
stiffly. “They could see I wasn't up to it. This arm was broken,
and is still healing. I couldn't possibly lift a sword, even though
their medical knowledge is astounding! Why – “

“What happened to the girls, then?” I
interrupted. “I was told they'd turn wild if not killed?”

“Oh,” he said nonchalantly, “one of the
guards killed them for me.” Then, seeing my look of revulsion, he
added, “it was very quick and painless, I assure you.”

My mouth hung open, and I stared in
disbelief at my oldest friend. “Quick and painless? You just...
stood there and watched? Two murders?”

“Two savages,” he said mildly.

“Two of God's children!” I snapped.

“They don't believe in the god of Abraham,
Shep.”

“That makes no difference.”

He sighed. “What would you have had me do?
Jump between the girls and the blade? I would have been killed
myself!”

“We're here because I jumped between Hylas
and a pistol,” I shot back.

“And don't think I'm not grateful,” he
replied. “But I thought you were crazy then, and I still do. The
world has not been so kind to me that I am willing to die for
strangers.”

“I say again, Philip, they are children of
God. And you are a Quaker.”

He shrugged. “An accident of birth.”

For a moment, I said nothing. Suddenly, I
did not know this man before me. This was no friend of mine. “Leave
me,” I finally choked out.

“Shep, for heaven's sake, tell them you were
still hung over from the wine! Scorpius will forgive you! Honestly,
the old barbarian actually seems to like you. He just has to follow
the rules. Tell him you're sorry – “

“And murder the girl?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Get out of my sight, Philip.”

“Shep! She's only a savage!”

“I said go!” I roared, advancing at the bars
of the cell.

Philip took a step back. “They're going to
kill you, Shep,” he said quietly. “I don't want to see that happen.
I'm – your friend – “

“No!” I cut him off. “No, you're not.”
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The Aspar's treatment of prisoners was
highly civilized. I was given a magnificent lunch, after which the
guard informed me that the manner of my death was still to be
determined. When they brought my dinner, the same guard informed me
that I would be publicly beheaded upon its completion. It occurred
to me not to eat, but I decided to show them that I was not phased.
If nothing else, I would win the contest of wills. I ate.

As promised, as soon as I set down my empty
goblet and my plate was clean, my hands were once again bound
behind my back, and I was led to an assembly hall within the
palace. Several hundred of the Aspar were seated, several hundred
more were standing, all come to watch my execution.

The hall was laid out somewhat like a
coliseum, with an open area in the center. I was bound to a pole at
the center of that. I was tied at the arms and legs to the pole,
and a strap was fastened about my forehead, presumably to hold my
head still and make a cleaner job of my death. A party advanced on
me, led by Scorpius. They were followed by two guards, each bearing
an enormous broadsword, and rounded out by Philip and a weeping
Hylas, who would not meet my eyes.

“Sentence has been passed,” said Scorpius.
“Do you ask for mercy?”

“None,” I replied.

“Then before you die, there is something you
need to witness.” He nodded to someone outside my field of vision,
and two guards dragged my young redhead paramour before me. Her
arms and feet were bound. She struggled in her bonds now, and
screamed. As they forced her to her knees before me, she bit the
hand of one man. Blood spurted onto her face, and she smiled in
satisfaction. His fellow cuffed her in the face, also drawing
blood. She cursed at him in an unintelligible language.

“You see she has reverted to savagery, as I
warned you,” said Scorpius. “Now she is not prepared for her death.
You have done her no mercy.”

“Spare her,” I said desperately. “She is
innocent. She is a creature of God, just as – “

Scorpius waved an angry finger, interrupting
me, and one of the girl's captors plunged his sword through her
heart. He did it easily; there was little sound; and the poor child
resisted not at all. She obediently stopped breathing, and lips
which had so recently caressed and teased me trickled blood.
Satisfied she was dead, he removed his sword, holding her body down
with his foot to her face as he did so. He then came forward and
wiped the blood from the sword against my chest. I felt bile rise
in my throat. I suppressed the urge to vomit. I knew I was to die.
I wanted, for the sake of my Lord, to do so with dignity. But this
poor child...

“Her blood is on you,” said Scorpius in
disgust, “as it should be. And now you join her. Do you have
anything to say before sentence is executed.”

I swallowed and prayed for God's wisdom and
peace. The words came easily: “I request that almighty God, the
father, and his son, Christ Jesus, safeguard your souls, and turn
you from your evil ways, that you might know his peace.” Then,
remembering the example of the Savior on the cross, I looked up to
the sky and said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what
they do.”

Philip shook his head. Hylas, still weeping,
finally raised his eyes to mine. Scorpius swallowed.

“Please continue,” I said. “I am ready. I go
to my Lord with a clear conscience.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


The man who was to be my executioner
hesitated. He was not clad in a black hood as an earthly
practitioner of state-sanctioned murder would be. Since the Aspar
did not practice that bit of hypocrisy, I could see his eyes, and I
could see in them that my words had moved him. He looked back to
his superior.

Even Scorpius's resolve seemed to have
withered. He stared at me, and chewed his lip.

“Father,” Hylas ventured meekly, “you cannot
kill him this way. Not now. To sacrifice one so brave so foolishly
would surely displease Raxes.”

Scorpius nodded, his eyes never leaving
mine. “My son is correct,” he said. “You have broken our laws, but
there is no shred of cowardice in you. You must not die like this.”
He jerked his head at the guards. “Take him to his cell. I must
contemplate his fate.”
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The Gray Lady stood before her accusers, her
eyes flashing, her chin set firm. There was no fear in her. She
would yield in body because she had no choice. In spirit, never.
Never would her spirit yield! She might be bound in golden chains
from Heaven's forge. She might be stripped of her raiments. Her
dignity she would never shed.

“You were my favorite,” said God, His
massive voice sad. “I denied you nothing. See the tribute you have
paid me.”

“I pay tribute to the future,” she said. “I
lend my aid to those who will replace you. It is what is
destined.”

He shook His noble head. “Once you said you
would have no man come before Me in your heart. I promised no other
should have you. You have gone back on your word. I go back on
mine.”

Her muscles did not move. Her eyes did not
blink. Her jaw did not quiver. She had been warned of what was to
come. I had warned her, hadn't I? She faced it bravely.

“Who will have her?” called God to the hosts
of heaven.

The assembled angels jostled one another,
but one stepped forward, away from them all. He was tall and
strong, not like an angel. There was fire in his eye and arrogance
in his bearing.

I met the Gray Lady's eye.
She hated this one. I knew she wanted to cry out, “No! Not him!”
but she did not. I had warned her.

He claimed her and I watched. He took her
there, in front of the assembled court of the Eternal Throne and I
watched. Despite myself I was angry. I'd warned her of this, yet I
was angry. I wanted to rip him from her. I wanted to cast him from
the sky as once I'd been cast.

I wanted to kill him.

But I could not. This was what I knew was to
happen. This was what I'd told her would happen and she had
accepted it. This had to happen.

When he was finished his shameful business,
he left her. They all left her, all but me. I never saw them go.
They were suddenly gone. We were alone, she and I.

“It is done,” she said. “It is begun. Take
me from here.”

And as she had removed my bonds, I removed
hers. I spirited her away to a secret island.

In a hidden cave, I tended her. As the time
came closer, she would lay before me, gaze in my eyes with her
dazzling gray ones and say, “You are all I have left.”

I would touch her swollen belly and murmur,
“Soon there will be another.” I would kiss her forehead. I would
hold her as she slept.
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She screamed. She screamed and her flashing
eyes shot fire. Her whole body was aflame. She bucked and bit her
lip and ichor flowed from the wound.

“Shhhh,” I quieted her. “It will pass. He's
almost here.”

She said not a word. This was not the time
for wisdom or rationality, and she had no words that were not such.
She sobbed against me.

He came. Shrieking his anger at the world he
had just discovered, he came.

His eyes, gray like his mother's, but still
they burned in anger like his father's. He was bathed in flames of
anger, redder than any newborn this world had known.

The Firechild. Just as I had told her. He
came.

I cradled him. I would love him. He would be
ours. I would love him as I now loved her.

I held his burning body against mine and
reveled in the searing of the flames at my breast.
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Another dream.

I woke and realized that's what it had been.
It was morning in Aspar, and I was still in my cell. Was it this
place that made me dream of the Gray Lady? Now, in my dreams, I
delivered her child. I had delivered many

children over the years. Never had I
delivered one like this, this... Firechild. He wasn't human,
surely. He was beautiful, though. In my dream, I'd loved him.

Loved him? How could I? Born in flame like a
demon? The son of a blasphemer and a fallen angel? Or was the
father, the arrogant one, the fallen angel? Had not I remembered,
in my dream, being cast out of Heaven? Did I dream of being an
angel? A fallen angel? The One cast out of Heaven?

God help me, did I dream of being
Lucifer?

Was it this place that sent me the dreams?
Or was it Satan himself who sent them?
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* * *

 


I had spent another night and the better
part of the following day in my cell. Philip did not return, and I
was thankful. The fact that I had spent so many years' friendship
on one whose character – if he could be said to have any character
at all – was so far removed from my own concepts of morality, stung
me. I felt ashamed and foolish for having defended him to others
for so many years. I did not want his presence to remind me of my
shame, even if it meant I had to die alone.

I was not completely alone, however. The
three men who took shifts guarding me provided some companionship.
During my first hours of captivity, they had been indifferent to
me. Now, having faced death in their presence without flinching, I
seemed to be something of a celebrity. Not only did they speak to
me, but they did so in tones of respect and comradeship.

My morning-shift guard informed me, as he
brought my breakfast, that Scorpius had proclaimed a challenge
match for me. I suspected the meaning of this term, but asked
further explanation.

“When a man of valor commits a crime,” he
told me, “it is not the same as it is for a common man. The gods
grant courage only to those they favor. It would offend the gods to
deal the same brand of justice to such men as we would deal to one
unworthy. Our people would all pay the penalty for such sin. Great
warriors, therefore, when they have broken the law, are not judged
by mortal men. They must be judged by the gods.”

“I see. And how do the gods make their will
known?”

“As ever, through victory in combat. If the
gods continue to favor you, despite your crime, you will survive
tomorrow's battle.”

“Whom am I to battle?” I did not bother to
add that I would battle no one. The customs of this savage place
fascinated me, in the way a venomous snake fascinates one who can
observe it at a safe distance. One knows the snake is poisonous and
deadly, but one cannot help but watch it for a time.

“There are always volunteers,” he said.
“Either brave men, out to prove themselves, or other accused
criminals, who wish to commute their sentences. The lowest of the
low, who defeated such as you, would be spared and granted high
office in our ranks.”

“What a promising opportunity for some poor
unfortunate,” I observed.

The guard grinned. “In your case, my friend,
I'm sure someone of real courage will stand forth. No cowardly
thief would face you, after yesterday.”

I was embarrassed by his open admiration. I
was not accustomed to such attention. “I did only what God led me
to do,” I said.

He nodded. “That is what bravery means. The
coward flouts divine will.”

I couldn't help but murmur, “Amen.”

Tomorrow then, I thought, would bring me
another chance to show the bravery visited by the Lord, in a repeat
of yesterday's performance. For Scorpius's decision to change the
manner of my death in his eyes, changed it not at all in fact. When
my opponent confronted me tomorrow, he would kill me. I asked God,
in advance, to forgive him his sin, and prayed that I might, in
some way, serve as an example to this backward culture of the folly
of violence.

But I also despaired in my heart, for my
example, and that of so many of my fellow Quakers, had not
prevented the hell-on-earth that was the War Between the States. I
doubted it could work stronger medicine on this world.
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Hylas came to my cell that evening. He
seemed subdued. The poor child had been through much in just a few
days: his own near death, mine as well, and now this proposed
combat. The boy was fond of me, I knew. I supposed he held out hope
that I might fight and win tomorrow, but surely he also dreaded
that I would finally die.

“It was good of you to come,” I told him. “I
hope you will not allow these events to weigh too heavily on you,
Hylas. We are all subject to the forces of evil in this world. We
often cannot escape them. We must remain resolute in our faith that
God is with us, and that our souls are safe in His care.”

He laughed ruefully. “My father is right
about you. There is no braver man alive.”

“I'm certain there are a few,” I said.

“I have not met them.”

“You are young,” I reminded him. “And that
is why you must try not

to let my death discourage you. It is wrong,
and the product of human sin, but I bear no ill will against your
father – “

“You are
not going to die,” he
said quietly.

“Has your father granted me pardon?” I
asked. It did not seem likely.

“Pardon is never granted, except by the
gods. Criminals triumph in battle, or they die.”

“Then I am resigned to the fact of my
pending death,” I said.

He shook his head. “I will not allow it. I
owe you a debt – “

“You cannot prevent it,” I replied, the
determination in my voice mirroring that in his. “And you must not
try. You're too young yet to break the rules of your own society.
Perhaps there will come a time. If my death has made you question
the sinful nature of man, then God's purpose is served by it. He
may be allowing my death so that you will become a leader in His
cause – “

“I will become nothing,” said Hylas. He took
a breath, as if working up his nerve. “I will die tomorrow.”

“What?” I demanded. He seemed so certain.
Had his plea for leniency in my case so angered his father that he,
too, was condemned?

“I have stepped forward for the combat,” he
went on. “I will be your opponent.”

After a few moments spent recovering from
the shock of this pronouncement, I saw it for what it was: a
gallant gesture of impulsive youth. Scorpius would not let it
stand. The Aspar were ruthless, yes; but surely they wanted to
protect their young as much as any other people did.

“That is very noble of
you, Hylas,” I said. “I'm sure your father will agree with me, when
you tell him, but – “

“I have told him,” said the boy.

I stopped, processing this information. “You
have? Well then... surely he has told you that he won't
allow – “

“He has no choice. A volunteer for the
combat cannot be rejected. It is the law.”

“What if,” – I grasped at straws, I knew –
“what it another steps forward? Isn't one turned away?”

“No. If there are two volunteers, they
battle for the privilege. The winner would fight you. But,” he
added, with a touch of arrogant pride, “I

made my plea early, and before my father's
guard. There is none in the city who would step forward now. It
would be unseemly to compete with the heir to the throne for a
battle he has chosen. I will be your opponent.”

I sighed. “As always, the laws of war are
foolish. Why would the heir be allowed to battle in such a duel? If
you were to be killed, who would be next in line for the
throne?”

“My opponent,” he said, adding pointedly,
“you, Shep. Tomorrow, when I am dead, you will be my father's
heir.”

I swallowed. I was resigned to my fate, but
the actions of this youth brought further pain and tragedy to it.
“I am sorry, Hylas. You have made a foolish decision. I will die
tomorrow. I must. Now, it seems, it will have to be at your
hand.”

He jumped to his feet. “No! I won't do it! I
won't kill you! I owe you my life! And I'm paying my debt! I'm
giving you my life, so that you can live. You can't deny me this!”
His face reddened, and he looked as if he might cry again.

I took his shoulders firmly in my hands and
guided him back to his seat. I sat beside him, keeping one arm
about him, hoping that the contact would soothe him while I tried
to make him understand.

“I cannot kill, Hylas,” I said gently. “God
has commanded it. 'Thou shalt not kill,' he says plainly in the
Bible, and – “

“What god?” he demanded in frustration. “I
have not heard of a god who would say not to kill!”

“That is because you do not know the true
God,” I told him. “There is only one.”

For a moment, anyway, I had distracted him
from his pleas for death. “That's the stupidest thing I ever
heard!” he blurted out. “How can there be only one god? It makes no
sense!”

How could any person, even one generations
gone from God's earth, be so alien in his beliefs? “It does make
sense,” I said quietly. “It is the only thing that does. One god,
who always has been, and always will be. And He has commanded me
not to kill. Even had He not, I could not take the life of an
innocent child, even to save my own.”

“I'm not a child,” he protested.

“Of course you're not,” I said. “But you
have not lived as a man yet, either. You have years before you. I
cannot take them from you, merely to assure that I will die of old
age.”

“And why do you say I'm innocent?” he
pressed on. “No one is innocent!”

“You believe the doctrine of original sin,”
I said.

“Of course! When the Pretender rebelled –
he's the one the Jentana call the Father of the gods – when he
rebelled against the true Father, giving man the embers of heavenly
fire, he passed sin to us all.”

“The Pretender, eh?” I wondered. Perhaps
their beliefs were not so alien. That account certainly sounded
like Lucifer and his fall from Heaven. But had Lucifer established
a cult of worshipers among these Jentana? Were they, then,
Satanists? And the Aspar, like the ancient Israelites, clung to the
practice of war and allowed themselves to be led into idolatry by
the promises of false gods?

“There is no innocence,” said Hylas firmly.
“I am as sinful as you or anyone else, and I know it. The only
favor I may find with the gods is by doing their will bravely. The
gods have favored you. I will die for you, and my place in the
field of warriors will be assured.” He looked pleadingly into my
eyes. “It must be this way, Shep. It will be so easy for you to
kill me.”

I grasped his shoulder more firmly in a
sideways embrace. “You tell me there is no innocence, and then you
offer your life for mine without a care, assured of your place in
the afterlife.” I shook my head in disbelief. “What more innocent
expression of simple faith could there be? How can I let you murder
me, and thus fall in sin?”
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