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Mass would be cancelled tonight again
for the public.

Sister Claire lifted her head from a
silent prayer, carefully crossing her chest for the Trinity. The
priest lay tied to his bed straining against his bonds. The frame
groaned as he gnashed his teeth grunting in the endeavor. She had
performed his last rites the night before and in good judgment
restrained his body. The abbess had seen the dead rise before. She
would watch over him and pray for the Father’s soul. He was a man
of God and she would not defile his body.

With tearful eyes she reached out to
his ceremonial robes. They were hanging neatly on a large brass
hook protruding from the wall. The wool garment was a deep red with
an ornate cloth necklace that lay down the front of the robe. She
gripped tightly the cross he had carried so often down the aisle of
the sanctuary. The gold glistened in her hands. Claire suddenly
felt ashamed as she noticed the greasy smears her fingers had made
across its smooth surface. Wiping the cross within the folds of her
habit, she felt relief as it cast her reflection back to her in
golden miniature. Father Job gasped out a wheeze as he fought
against the fabric sashes that Claire had used from his own
wardrobe. She eyed her amateurish knots and prayed they would hold.
The dead priest hissed.

The sanctuary teemed with the ambling
dead. Some actually sat in pews and kneeled in prayer. They were in
different states of dress from a lady in a power suit to a man in
his heavily stained boxer shorts. His leg was caked with a trail of
dried feces. The air was putrid with the sickening sweet smell of
rotten flesh. Flies laid their maggots on all, without bias. The
buzzing became a constant hum in the air. On occasion one of the
dead would find its way down the steps to the church rectory, only
to be thwarted by a wrought-iron gate that was closed across the
narrow hallway. If Claire stayed silent they would lose interest in
the empty corridor and lope back up into the main hall. But the
flies remained, and buzzed.

Eight weeks ago, Father Job had taken
her hand and looked into her eyes. Claire knew what he was going to
ask and answered him without a word. The pair closed their eyes and
prayed. This house of God would not turn its back on the people of
the city when they needed religion; when they needed faith. She had
moved a few of her things from her apartment across the street into
one of the spare rooms of the rectory.

The spiritual needs of the congregation
were attended to daily and the people found refuge in the great
hall. The Father’s own private kitchen fed many as volunteers
passed up and down the narrow corridors of the lower levels with
pots of any type of food they could scavenge when the streets were
lighter with the deceased. The volunteers had brought cases of
canned meats and vegetables and stocked the small
pantry.
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