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“…and at the hour of our death…”

by

Patricia F. Emmert

Everything appeared to be going ‘swimmingly’. Commander Jonathan Aaron Carpenter chuckled at the malapropism as his early workday at the Eisodos Space Station--an “inheritance” of sorts from his great-grandfather Admiral Jonathan Aster Carpenter--began.


An inheritance of that magnitude was a heavy burden indeed, the Commander now contemplated.  How could anyone live up to the discovery of Light Drive that his now deceased great grandfather had made?  Jonathan brushed the compulsive thought away. Fighting so hard and long against that resentment, he could suppress it now without conscious thought.   Deep in his cranial recesses it lived, writhed, and sometimes poked its ugly head into his motives.


With a name and ancestry like his, Jonathan felt no choice in choosing his career.  He could either follow his renowned relative’s example or sink into oblivion of no-oneness, without even a rank to support him.   The truly unfortunate part, he felt, was the fact that he disliked science and space travel.  He kept that secret to himself for the most part, displaying his distaste only during crucial decision-making.


He shrugged to himself.   Without the onus of his ‘burden’, Jonathan Aaron Carpenter would have enjoyed another career in another field immensely.

The hiss of the automated doors broke into his reverie.  He turned to watch his second-in-command, Veronica Torres, approach him.


“Sir, we have a problem.”   


That her voice was even, hushed and almost conspiratorial, told Jonathan it must be bad if Ronnie did not want anyone to overhear.


“Well, what is it, Deputy Commander?” He snapped, his brows drawing together and his arms crossing over his chest.  


She paused a moment.   “One of the crew members found… found…a…unusual piece of cargo on one of the Amartullian ships, that big freighter they call ‘The DropStar’.”


Veronica watched Jonathan squeeze his eyes shut for the tiniest second.


“Well, what kind of cargo Deputy?” His nostrils flared.  “Don’t stand on protocol. Just tell me what it is.”


Again, she paused.  Jonathan frowned, pursing his lips.


“It’s…an adult human female, sir.  She’s in cryogenic stasis for what appears to have been quite a long time.”


“What?”  The Commander leaped from his chair, eyes wide and wild.  His boots made a loud ‘chunk’ as they slammed the floor.  Veronica decided to answer before he could let loose with a never-ending spate of questions.


“It’s from the Altery sector, Commander.  The DropStar was outbound from Earth on one of its contracted runs.  It was routine until the scanners picked up a carbon-based DNA flurry around one of the containers, you know how sensitive those scanners are, and when one of them picked up a temperature discrepancy, it blew the alarms like we were under attack.”  Veronica sucked in a breath.


“And?” Jonathan prompted.


“And when they pried open the box, they found her there.”


Jonathan rubbed a hand over his jaw.  His ‘swimmingly’ day was going under like a rock in a glycerin pool. 


“Who knows about this?” He asked.


“So far, the local inspection crew, Division Sergeant Dudley Thomas, I and now you, sir.”


“Um,” The Commander’s shoulders sagged a bit.  “Thanks for keeping this quiet, Veronica.  We will have to make a formal announcement once I’ve sussed this all out. Where is this ‘cargo’ now?”


“In Lower Cargo Bay 47, Red Sector…where it was found.  I thought it best not to parade it through the Station like a side of Terran meat.  I’ve cordoned the bay off and put a guard until we can investigate.”


“Very good, Ronnie.  As always, your handling of this matter is perfect.  I hope your sense of perfection doesn’t get you into trouble one of these days.” Jonathan added.

Deputy Commander Torres raised her own eyebrows, but her face remained passive.


“Sir?”


“No one is perfect, Veronica. Remember that.”


“Yes sir.”

* * *


Dudley Thomas might have been of the latest, “New and Improved!” generation of genetically designed humans, but somebody somewhere made a mistake. The unknown engineer or engineers forgot to tweak the gene that begat brains.  He was as dimwitted as he was physically beautiful, strong as an ox and the thought processes of one too.


Which was exactly why Ar Sirius, the Polaxian InterProtocol Coordinator made his way across the ‘Eye-Sodas’ café to Dudley’s table.  The ‘Eye-Sodas’ pun moniker the human crews christened the station’s café in reference to the multi-colored neon drinks lost itself on Ar.  This human humor device, intended to amuse the crews during the long hours of monotonous inspections, never connected itself to the Eisodos name, at least in Ar’s mind.  


“Hello Dudley.  How’s my favorite human friend today?” Ar forced a smile.


“Why, hello Ar! What’ll you have?” Dudley’s brilliant white teeth gleamed.  He raised a muscular arm to beckon a waiter.   Ar thought that if he had been a homosexual, he would definitely be attracted to Dudley.   Ar could name more than a few humans and Polaxians who would give their seniority for the physical proximity to Dudley that Ar now enjoyed.  He smirked to himself.


“What do you suggest my friend?” Ar asked in as demur a voice as he could muster.  He leaned in close to Dudley.


“I’d suggest some of the new ‘Eye-Sodas’’ home brew.  They found an old paper with the recipe written on it by hand! Somebody around here finally translated it and discovered how to make an old-fashioned ‘beer’!  Here, mech!”


The mechanical waiter whirred up to the table.  Its lovely dulcimer voice was sexless.


“How may I assist you, sirs?” How it determined their sexes, neither knew nor cared.


“Home brew for my friend and another one for me!” Dudley bellowed, swinging his large arm toward the Polaxian.  Already his eyes grew unfocused.


Again, Ar smirked to himself.


Humans. Thousands of millennia passed and still they got a pathetic thrill out of being drugged and drunken senseless.  After all the advances, that was still their idea of a good time.  Pyramids, space stations it didn’t matter, Ar reflected.   These ridiculous creatures never got enough of making idiots out of themselves.  


Ar had studied both the humans’ culture and history prior to his race’s final decision to contact the earthlings.  Everything from their legal system to their religious beliefs, he knew better than they did themselves.  That was just how he liked it.  He even allowed himself a bit of pride concerning his knowledge of the humans.


“So, Dudley,” His voice dripped honey from each syllable.  “I expect it’s been a rather slow, boring time at the inspection docks.  It seems nothing ever happens there.  You poor boy.”


Dudley slid his glazed eyes toward Ar.


“Huh! Not lately!” He shrugged in a knowing but almost belligerent way.  At once, he realized what he had done and closed his entire body frame from his forehead to his chest. He reminded Ar of one of those delicious clams he’d tasted on Earth.  Ar knew he would have to tread carefully if he wanted to unscrew Dudley’s tiny mind and let out whatever tidbit of information lay currently trapped there.


“Well, you know Dudley,” Ar widened his eyes in innocence.  “I was up on my own deck meditating this morning when I heard the alarms sounding loud enough to wake the dead!”  He simpered like a prissy girl.  “I wondered what it was.”


Ar didn’t think it possible that Dudley could screw up any tighter, but the fool surprised him.  Dudley’s attitude became that of an angry child caught in a lie.


“It was nothing, Ar.  The monitors went off because somebody left a docking door open.  They picked up a temperature discrepancy.  The crew member has been reprimanded.”


Ar knew when he was being fed propaganda.  He also knew a grain of truth when he heard it.  So, something out of the ordinary had occurred, moreover it had to do with a discrepancy in temperature levels.  Dudley Thomas could never have come up with that explanation.  Nope.  That was all upper command ‘speak’.


Dudley’s eyes drooped and his heavy head swung in a tiny arc from side to side.  Ar, quite satisfied, motioned for one of the large mechanicals to remove him to his quarters.  Then Ar went on the prowl, seeking out whatever prey he could use to find out whatever Commander Jonathan Aaron Carpenter concealed.


Veronica, Jonathan, and Scythe Pandoryn stood before the cargo hold, a large contingent of militia guarding the outer corridor.  Scythe, the half-human, half-Indurian product of a human mother and an insectazoid father, possessed the sexual orientation of a fish.  His expertise at human DNA and forensics could not be contested.   The three hesitated a moment before crossing the light barriers into the actual hold.   Scythe was the first, Veronica next, followed by Jonathan who hung back for the tiniest second.  

Scythe moved to the far end of the clear-glassy sarcophagus that held the frozen woman. He shot a quick glance at Jonathan then flipped on his recorder bud.


The half-human leaned over the box and inspected the body.


“Um.” Scythe made the sound, unaware he had done so.  “Female.  Human.  Aged between 13 and 20…” (When I read this, I had the thought that Mary was present at the crucifixion.  So it would have been impossible for her to have been frozen at this age.  That would have been just after Jesus was born and he did have a brother (James).  Jesus was 33 when he was crucified that would have made Mary about 14-15 years older than him.  This could be part of how Veronica figures it out.)  He did a small double take.  “Look!”  Scythe pointed to a small mechanism attached to the inside of the glass coffin.  “Look at the date on the cryogenic!”


Jonathan looked without comprehension.


“What is it?” he asked, shrugging. 


“Well, it’s incredibly primitive.” Scythe breathed through his ‘nose.’  “It’s not of this age.”


“Then, what is it?” Veronica asked.


“It is an ancient Hebraic language called ‘Aramaic’.”


All three turned.  Ar Sirius stood in the open doorway, wearing a self-satisfied expression.


A fraction of silence passed.


“How in hell did you get in here?” Jonathan demanded.


“As Inter-Protocol Coordinator I do carry some weight around here, Jonathan.” He stepped into the chamber.


“How did you even know about this?” Veronica asked.


“I have my ways.” Ar smiled.  “And I also am the only one capable of translating anything that is written here.  So whether you like it or not, you need me.”


“Like hell!” Jonathan took a step toward Ar.  


“You know it’s true, Commander,” Scythe interceded.   “None of us can recognize a letter of this alphabet.”


“Problem solved.” Ar smiled again.  He moved to the sarcophagus and peered down at the ancient meter gauge.


“Well, well, well.” He pronounced.  “According to this rickety thing, this young woman got put in the freeze on Sunday, Julian calendar year 798.  For those of you not in the know, that would be approximately 25 A.D. or about 26 centuries ago.”


“That makes no sense. Even I know that, Ar.” Jonathan noted.  “The Polaxians hadn’t even contemplated contacting Earth back then. Where could a society have gotten technology of that sort back then?”


“Well, as usual Jonathan, you humans assume because you haven’t been contacted that no one else out here exists.  This could have been the work of any number of races. The question, Jonathan, is not how they put her here; the question is who and why they put her here.   And, the resulting question of those is why someone picked her up off Earth and put her on a cargo ship bound for the other side of your Milky Way.”


Ar walked around to stand beside Scythe.  He looked at the others and waited.


“Well?” he asked at length.


“Well, what?” Jonathan snapped.


“Are you ready?”


“For…?”


“For the thaw.  The de-frosting, if you will.” Ar looked at them all again.


Jonathan swore at himself for not having thought that far.  He could feel all of his insecurities coming to the forefront.  He pushed them down with all the power he could muster.  Now was not the time to be paranoid about his confidence.  He stepped back and motioned for Ar to put his expertise to work.


“Ready?” Ar repeated.  He grasped and twisted the air-locked decompressor and flipped up a toggle switch on the temperature regulator.


The glass sarcophagus hissed and the atmosphere inside it clouded until they could barely see the body. There was a hiccup of pressure release and air seeped out the seals on the box’ sides.  Normal color returned to the young woman’s face as she slept peacefully. Her clothes became soft yet remained dry in the thaw.  They watched as she sucked in a small breath and smiled in exhalation.  Her breathing rhythmical, lifting and lowering her chest.


Even Ar remained silent. The past now existed with the present.


“So, what do you want to do Commander?” Scythe asked after a long moment.

Jonathan blinked in rapid succession, then inhaled and exhaled through his nose.


He touched his fingers to his forehead, massaging a crease that appeared between his brows.


“What do you mean ‘what do you want to do’ Scythe?” Ar asked.  “Obviously, there is only one thing to do.  Wake her up!”


Veronica inched toward Jonathan.


“Commander?” she prompted.


“Yes.” He agreed.  “Yes. Wake her up. We have no choice in this matter.”


“Come now, Jonathan.  Do you realize what this is? It’s your dream come true. You’ve found a way to travel back in time without the traveling part!”  Ar said.


Jonathan grunted in reply, and then turned to Scythe.


“How do we do it?” he asked. “Do we just shake her or let her awaken on her own?”


“I am not quite sure, Jonathan.  I’ve never come across this situation before.  I think we should just let nature take its course.” Scythe moved toward the door.


Veronica nodded and took a step backward, her eyes still on the woman who slept. Her hand surreptitiously covered her left breast pocket.


“Oh, please!” Ar said. “Good God. You’re all running away like a pack of frightened sheep! If you can’t handle this, Commander, I’ll gladly take over.  I’m the one best suited to deal with this in any case.  I am the only one this side of the galaxy who can speak her language.”


“I am still the Commander of Eisodos, Sirius.  I want nothing done that could harm this woman.  Do you understand?” Jonathan snapped.  “Do you understand?”


He and Ar locked eyes.  At last, Ar backed down.


“Yes.  I understand—Commander.” Ar spoke the last word with petulance.


“Good. Now, we will leave her under the watch of a mechanical medic.  It will notify us should there be any change. Veronica, I will leave that to you.  See that notification goes out to the four of us.” Jonathan stepped aside and waited for Scythe and Ar to precede him.   He turned to Veronica before leaving.


“I’ll contact you later to prepare a statement.”


She nodded.

* * *

Veronica Torres had to be perfect. No room existed in her life for error, especially now with her promotion to Deputy Commander of Eisodos.  She’d risen through the ranks due to that exacting personality, though many still believed her promotion came because of a personal relationship with Jonathan Carpenter.  Nothing could have been further from the truth.


Most of those who believed and spread that fallacy were those passed over for promotion for one or more defects in their history or stability or personalities.


The promotion she won, she won through hard work and an obsession with doing things right.   She was tougher than she imagined, less so than others imagined her.

Veronica was happy that Jonathan considered her a friend, but she could’ve done without it.  She loved her career more than she loved anything or anyone in her life until now.


Looking at the woman asleep in the coffin’s chamber, something half-remembered from Veronica’s past nudged its way up into her consciousness. She moved about, setting up the mechanical medic, pondering both what she remembered and why she could not take her eyes off the body.  A strange sense of warmth and security emanated from the woman, reminding Veronica of her own mother, who died when Veronica was but a child of four.  She had not felt that way since then.  She shook her head as she busied herself with the operation of the medic, aware that the woman in the sarcophagus was barely out of her teens, amazed that someone so young could produce such maternal feelings.  She found herself staring at the girl once again as the airlock doors hissed and slid shut behind her.

* * *


Jonathan was livid.  Not only had Ar managed to get into a sealed off, impenetrable guard, but he had had the utmost arrogance to insinuate that Jonathan could not handle his job.  The Commander pressed his fingers into his creased forehead, trying to stave off a black hole of a headache, as he rounded his desk to sit in the Commandant chair.  He flipped open the console controlling the heat and massage settings for the chair, and keyed in the combination.  He laid his right palm on the multicolored grid and sat back.


“A cervical massage is recommended,” An androgynous voice intoned.


“Yes.” Jonathan replied.  He leaned back as the chair sprouted finger-like tentacles that worked all of his tension spots with precision. Turning his head from side to side resulted in a very pleasurable pop of the vertebrae in his neck.  His headache began to recede ever so slightly. He waited another fifteen minutes before summoning his Deputy Commander.

* * *


“Well, what do you want to tell them?” Veronica asked upon entering.  Without waiting for an answer, she sat down on one of the three chairs opposite the desk.


“I don’t know yet. “ Jonathan sat up.  “I’ve been stewing about Ar Sirius.”


Veronica shrugged.


“Don’t let him get to you.  That’s what he loves doing.  It feeds his power to know he’s getting under your skin.  The more you react, the more he does it.”

Jonathan snorted.  “Humph!  That’s easy for you to say!  He ignores you.”


“That’s exactly why he doesn’t bother me. I ignore him.”   She leaned forward, ready for business.  “So, again, what do you want to tell them?”


“That we’ve come across a…stowaway? No,” He corrected himself.  “That we have an unusual cargo and that we’re investigating the situation?”


Now it was Veronica’s turn to snort.


“That has to be vaguest statement of the last two centuries!” she said.


“It will keep them from trying to find out things for themselves.  It lets them know we’re aware of the situation and dealing with it.” Jonathan told her.


“You know how people are, Jonathan.   They talk.  This could start a panic.

I’ve been in a panicked crew situation and it’s not a fun thing.” Veronica answered.  “And it’s hell trying to get things back under control.  With a station of this size…” She let the sentence trail off.   


“Don’t be paranoid, Ronnie.  Nothing will happen. Yes, that will be the official statement. You can dress it up a little if you want.”  Jonathan stood up and stretched his arms over his head.  Another vertebra popped wonderfully in his spine.

Veronica shook her head and sighed as she entered her own berth.  On occasion, Jonathan could be less than commanding… and sometimes even less decisive.   In addition, even worse than that, she thought, he lacked a certain foresight.  People gossiped. That had never changed over the numerous centuries. Nor was it ever likely to.

Deputy Commander Veronica Torres experienced an uneasy feeling accompanied by a shiver running down her own spine.  Without realizing, she patted the left breast pocket of her uniform.


While most of the Eisodos station enjoyed what was considered ‘night’ in sleep simulation, something occurred in docking bay number 192.  Both armed guards stood silent and unmoving on either side of the bay’s open cargo door.  The Commander himself told them to stand guard at the open door and make sure that no one, no one, he emphasized, entered the hold.  Of course, he never said a word about anyone exiting it.  How they never noticed her neither would ever be able to say.  It seemed to both of them, upon recollection, that a sweet, dreamy half-sleep overtook them and they smiled to themselves in standing slumber.   They smelled roses; both of them remembered that. Real ones too, they were sure when questioned later, not the synthetic type.


She wandered through the circular hallways, passing through doorways and up and down without the use of the elevators, seeking.  Seeking. Passing the sleeping berths, she called out the names of sleepers without making a sound, causing them to smile in their sleep at the odor of roses as she passed.


At last, she found one of the ones she sought.  There would be no sleep for this one and that was part of the plan.  He did not see her as he sat in his chair, facing the starry expanse of the Milky Way and the arrival and departure of the gigantic cargo ships to the station, the rhythm slowed during this ‘night’ shift.


He was the Commander of Station Eisodos; the ‘Gateway to The Milky Way’ as the Earth’s public relations spinners touted it.  It was his responsibility no matter how ill equipped he felt himself to be, he noted with despondency.  Jonathan lived by the code of being true to himself by not lying about his personality.  He could second-guess himself, however, which he did to most of his staff’s irritation.


“Jonathan.”


He jerked so hard the chair began to sound the physical trauma alarm.  Jonathan spun the chair around, just remembering to clear the biometer as he focused on her. Then he stared, hard. 


It was the young woman from the sarcophagus.  She smiled at him.


“What do you want?”


“Jonathan.”

* * *

He realized he was looking up at her.  Amazed, Jonathan looked at her feet that were hanging down, limp and pointing at the ground, which was three feet below her.


He felt his head cock involuntarily on his neck.  His eyes moved at angles adjacent to his head.  Jonathan had heard of space hallucinations although he never experienced one himself.  Mostly earthbound citizens had them on their first interstellar trips.  It resulted from traveling too long in space without the requisite preparation, a type of extreme disorientation.


“What do you want?” he asked again. 


“I want to help you.”


“Who the hell are you?” Jonathan stood up, defiant.


“I am your mother.  I am His Mother.”


“No.” Jonathan took a step back.  He felt something crawling up into his brain.


“Do not be afraid, Jonathan. I am here to help you.”


“Help me? Help me what?”


“Help you be forgiven. “


“Forgiven for what?” He demanded, feeling his stomach lurch a bit.


“Why, forgiven for your Sin, Jonathan.”  The aroma of roses emanated from her.


“No!” He heard his voice dry and croaking.  He shook his head.  


Space suicides, while rare, occurred about the same time and frequency as space hallucinations usually one causing the other.  Jonathan had accidentally witnessed one when he accompanied his great grandfather for the first and only time on an interstellar tourist run.  The brash, loud, often repulsive fellow, who bragged about the cost of taking his family on this ‘Starship’ vacation, took his own star-crossed detour outside of the ship by taking a screaming dive out of an unlocked bay door.  His unfortunate family, wife and two 8-year-old twins along with 12-year-old Jonathan, got a very clear view of his 75-second demise and the subsequent dissolution of his body.


The sight of the man’s tissues separating due to desiccation of water in his body after the boiling heat of blood in his veins made Jonathan sick with fright for his own survival.


He could not tear his eyes away, even when the muscles and tendons dried out and separated from the bones.  He still could not look away as the cartilage popped apart and the vertebrae floated away into the distance of the nearest stars.


It was then that Jonathan committed his ‘sin’.  He shook himself back into reality, eyes closed. There was no way anyone could know about that sin.  There was no one in the universe, no one except…God.  Jonathan opened his eyes, gazing at the woman again.


“Who are you?” He rasped.


“I’ve told you Jonathan.  I am your mother—His mother.”


Jonathan Aaron Carpenter had never been a particularly religious man, except for his childhood.  Now it came flooding back, choking his tightened throat and bringing painful tears to his eyes.


“No. No. No!” he cried.  


“Yes.  Yes, Jonathan, it can.  I know about you. He knows about you-every sin, every thought…”


Jonathan grasped his head with his hands, unsteady on his feet.  She knew.  He knew.


He shook his head.  She was hearing his thoughts for God’s sake.  


“Jonathan,” It was like a caress.


He crumpled then to his knees, hiding his face in his hands, sobbing.

* * *

He stood pale and trembling in the doorway of Veronica’s berth.  That’s it, she thought.  He’s finally lost it.   She had just finished dressing for the ‘morning’ shift when Jonathan’s voice came over her intercom begging admission. 


“Jonathan!” She said, forgetting to use titles.  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


“I don’t know if you’ll believe me,” He told her and stepped into her tiny suite.  “But it’s true.  I swear it.”


Veronica, shocked by the inappropriateness of his entrance into her private quarters, backed away, frowning.


“Maybe you should sit down,” she told him. “Should I order up a couple of coffees?”


“Yes, maybe I should sit down” Jonathan repeated, sitting right on her sleeping berth.


Veronica toyed with the idea of calling up security along with the coffee, and then decided against it, not ready to assign her own Commander to the mental health holographic cells yet.   She eyed Jonathan again.  He still appeared both pale and fragile.   She could not imagine what he experienced during the ‘night’ that caused him to look and act this way.  She sat down on the small red couch opposite him.


“I saw her.” He blurted out without her asking.


“Her?” Veronica asked blankly. “Who, Jonathan?”


“Her.  The ‘Mother’.”


“The… ‘Mother’?”  She fingered the emergency button on the couch’s console, holding his gaze.


“The Mother of God.”   Veronica stopped moving. She leaned back imperceptibly as if to get perspective through distance.


“The ‘Mother of God’.” She repeated in a flat tone.


“Yes. I know it sounds insane.  Believe me, I know that.  But I tell you, that’s who she is—the woman in the cargo hold. It’s her.  Mary, the Mother of God.”

He looked at her with bleary eyes.

“Let me get this straight,” Veronica said.  “You believe you saw the Mother of God.”

“Yes.”

“Jonathan…”

“Look, I know it sounds insane but if you knew anything about religion…”

“Whoa, Jonathan, you’re preaching to the choir here.  I come from a long, long line of very pious religious people.  I just don’t think…”

“Then you should understand.  It is her.” He insisted.  “I recognized her from the cargo bay.  It never dawned on me that it might be her.  I should have known—Ar said she was from that exact time.”

“Jonathan,” Veronica said for the third time. “Do you think that the Mother of God would allow herself to be…well frozen?  For that matter, do you think Jesus Christ would allow that?

“What?” Jonathan looked at her as if awakened from a reverie.

“Well, I mean, come on, don’t you think that’s just a wee bit, well, sacrilegious?”

“But it makes so much sense!  I mean, at least it did last night.”  He looked wilted.

Veronica decided to take things into her own hands.

“Look.  You haven’t slept all night.  I don’t know what you saw or what you thought you saw.  However, right now you need some rest. It’s alright,” She put her hand on his arm when he protested.  “We don’t need to talk about this right now.  We’ll talk about this later, OK?”

He gave her a pleading look.

“I won’t tell anyone. I promise.” 

She buzzed for a medical mechanic, keyed in instructions to escort the Commander to his quarters via private elevator.

* * *

After she made excuses for Jonathan’s absence on the control levels, another medical mechanic buzzed her comdeck requesting urgent instructions for a ‘patient in custody’ in cargo bay #192.

“What the hell…” She entered the nearest elevator that could shoot her straight to the docking bays.  It turned out to be Dudley Thomas screaming that he had seen the ‘Mother of God’ as well.

“Take the Sergeant to the ‘holo’ cells,” Veronica spoke into the mechanic’s voice coder.  The cells, she noted grimly, did not truly hold anyone in; they just made the patients think they did.  The holograms imitated real cell rooms lit up in a bright golden light.  Medical technology learned centuries before that light, especially sunlight whether real or synthesized, had amazing healing properties. 

People were beginning to take notice.  Soon they’d panic; she saw that in the way eyes looked at her, then snapped away.  She could hear it in the whispered voices of the station’s permanent residents and in the way they ceased speaking as she passed.

The feeling of rising hysteria felt as palpable as the thudding heartbeat of the station’s thrusters.  It was time to make some decisions. First, she would have to initiate some damage control.   She flipped on her comdeck.


“Attention Eisodos occupants.  This is Deputy Commander Veronica Torres.  There is a possible viral invasion from one of the incoming cargo shipments,” She lied. “This is a physical human virus and it is unknown if it affects other races. It increases body temperatures, sometimes causing delirium with hallucinations. Anyone feeling ill should report immediately to the nearest medical mechanic. This is a Status Green announcement and there is no need for alarm as it has been contained to one particular docking bay.  We are working on an anti-viral inoculation which should be available by 00:00 (You had 24:00.  There is no actual 24:00.  After 23:59 we go to 00:00) hours.”  Veronica flipped shut the microphone and sighed. How she would fake that she had no idea.  However, viral and other infections happened frequently on Eisodos due to the constant interplanetary interaction, so the lie would hold for a while.

She ran to the private elevator reserved for upper military ranks.  The elevator, designed to take its occupants to any particular level with utmost discrepancy, landed her at cargo bay #192 via a side entrance where no one but the armed guards observed her.


“What happened here with Sergeant Thomas?” Veronica asked.  The guards glanced at each other before answering.  


“Commander Torres,” the female guard said.


“Yes, Angelica?”  Veronica wanted to establish a relationship with them.


“Well, it’s kind of difficult to explain.  We—we didn’t really see anything.   We both just smelled…roses.  Real ones, not synthetic flowers.  We were just standing here and the next minute Sergeant Thomas started screaming his head off.  We called for a medic to restrain him.  We didn’t know what else to do.  I’ve never seen anyone behave like that before.”  Private Angelica stopped for breath.


“And then what happened?”


“Well, the medic contacted you and then escorted Sergeant Thomas to the holo cells. And…”


“Yes?” Veronica prompted.


“Well, when we looked into the cargo hold,  everything was fine. Nothing was moved; nothing bothered. We couldn’t understand it.”


“Hmmm…” Veronica bit her lip.


“Commander?” Angelica looked  Veronica in the eye.


“Yes Private?”


“What happened to Sergeant Thomas? He was yelling about God and his mother…?” The private let the question hang in the air.  

Veronica raised her eyebrows in response.


“That’s what I’d like to know, Private.  Your orders are to speak to no one about this.  No one except myself and anyone I personally designate.  Do you understand?”


“Yes, Sir!” Both guards chanted in unison.


She waved them back and entered the cargo bay alone.  Shutting the hold’s doors behind her, Veronica walked over to the sarcophagus. She cancelled out the security beams and circled the coffin-like box.

No disturbance of the woman’s body appeared as Veronica peered down at her. “Where did you come from?” She asked the inert body.  The Deputy Commander searched the identification symbols but found nothing amiss, the shipment including the sarcophagus passed inspection from Earth through Jupiter’s routing system to the Eisodos station.  “But when did you get put into this shipment and who put you there?” Veronica spoke, mainly to herself, scratching her head.   She called up the inspection records on the station’s input system.  The Earth records indicated the box shipped on the orders of a Luciunt Potsheen-Twang, Commander of the Spidireen ship.

From thence, it shipped to Jupiter’s routing station, a small stop on the way to the Milky Way and Eisodos which normally would have sent it on to it’s destination of Zoddern,  a planet which depended on methane gas from Earth as its main aid in the agriculture of its inhabitants.

Veronica keyed in Potsheen-Twang trying to find credentials of the Commander.  She could find nothing-no military history, no private shipping or navigation history.  It’s like this guy doesn’t even exist, she thought.  He only shows up on the manifest order. He’s like some inter-Galactic ‘foo-fighter.’ Veronica felt a tiny shiver crawl up her spine.  Cut it out, she scolded herself.


There are enough people on this station imagining things! 
After an hour of intensive searching, Veronica gave up.  I should attack this from another direction, she decided. Maybe I’m looking in the wrong place, maybe I need to check with the victims of this phantasm.
She needed time she didn’t have with the crews getting nervous, not to mention the various planetary residents.  Veronica sped past the guards, not bothering to salute and entered the private elevator again.  This time she rode up to the medical level and directly to the holographic cells.  

“Let me in.” She commanded the on duty mechanical nurse.  

“Certainly, Deputy Commander.” The mechanical nurse plugged itself into the door’s console and keyed in a number.  A sliver of normal light opened and Veronica stepped in.  For a moment, she could see nothing but bright light as her eyes adjusted.

Jonathan sat on a cell bed, head in hands. She exhaled through her nostrils.


“Jonathan.”

He looked up, surprised.  His face was puffy, Veronica presumed, from crying.


“Veronica? I…”


“Jonathan, look.  You need to talk to me.  I can’t help you if you don’t work with me here.  I have to ask you some questions. OK?” She sat down on a small chair across from the bed.  Jonathan nodded his head but kept it down.


“Alright.  When did all this start? What exactly happened?”


“I was in my quarters,” he began.  “I had the massage chair going.  I heard her call my name.  I turned around and…” Jonathan broke off the sentence.


“And?” Veronica prompted. 


“And, well, she knew.”


“Knew what Jonathan?” She asked him.


“She knew…me. She saw inside me. She knew everything I’ve ever done, everything.  Even…”


“Even… what?” Veronica encouraged him.  “What has you acting so…guilty Jonathan?”  Something began to break behind his eyes. Veronica knew she had hit on it.


“I did it!” He blurted out.  “I did it! I killed him!” Jonathan grasped his head again, shaking it from side to side.

Tread carefully, Veronica told herself.  She leaned forward and put one hand on the Commander’s shoulder.  “Who? Who could you have possibly killed Jonathan?”


He moaned and shook his head harder.


“Grandfather! I killed him. My own grandfather!” He cried.

Veronica, taken aback, blinked rapidly.  This she had not expected.

In sotto voice, she asked her Commander, ‘How did you kill him? Tell me exactly what happened.”


“It was on my first trip into space.  The only time I spent off Earth with Grandfather.  There was a tourist on the ship with his family. He kept bragging about how much the trip had cost him.  Then, suddenly, he got a bay door open and threw himself out.  It was right in front of us all, his family too. It was awful, watching him die like that--horrible, horrible.  I was so frightened that I got mad.  I got mad at my grandfather for taking me on that flight, for making me see that suicide. That was when…” Jonathan paused.

Veronica drew a breath and steeled herself for the worst.

“I…wished my grandfather to be dead. To die.  Three hours later, he had a massive aneurysm.  They said it was his age, he was 115 at the time, but I knew. I knew it was me.  I caused it.”

Veronica closed her eyes to keep them from rolling.  She bit her lip hard, hard enough to draw blood.  Still, she had to tread lightly again in order to save her Commander.  She swallowed hard then said,

“Jonathan.  Listen to me carefully now, okay? You did not kill your grandfather. That is the thinking of a child.  Sometimes, we let something small like that eat away at us unresolved.  You cannot wish someone dead, Jonathan.  Besides, you were a child.  No one, not even your grandfather would blame you for your reaction to that situation.  Adults can barely handle it.”

“But…but…” Jonathan sputtered.  “She knew.  She said she wanted to save me, to make me forgiven…but I didn’t feel forgiven.  I felt…worse. I felt guiltier than I ever have about it. That’s how I knew who she was.”

Veronica leaned against the back of the chair, her hair falling back, the chair tipping off its two front legs.  She shook her head, flinging her hair back and forth.


“No.” she said at last. “No.  Something is wrong here, Jonathan. I do not know how religious you are, but God does not make you feel guilty.  That is the whole reason for the Crucifixion in Christianity.  It absolves your guilt.”

She sat back up and looked at him.  Her Commander appeared a bit bemused.


“We’ll talk again later.” Veronica told him and stood up. 

As she shot down to docking bay #192, Veronica leaned back against the wall.


She thought back over her own religious training matching it with what she had learned as a scientist.  Sometimes the two met in the most unseemly ways.   Back in the docking bay, she relieved both guards and entered the cargo hold alone.  No one would believe it anyway, she noted with dour humor.

She waited.  


“Veronica,” The voice sounded hurt, reproachful. “How can you want to hurt me, your mother?”


Veronica snorted.  “My mother is dead.  She has been for 28 years. You are not my mother.  You are not anyone’s mother.”


“Veronica!” The figure hovered above the ground, higher than Veronica by several lengths.


“I am the Mother of God.” The woman stated, not happy.


“No you’re not.” Veronica countered.  


“I AM.” 


“Nope.” Veronica’s voice gained confidence as she realized a thought. “You are some type of bad vibe…some demon…”  

At the word, the woman lashed out at her with long claw like nails.  

“Now I know you’re a…” Veronica groped for a word.  “A…succubus!

That’s it. That’s what you are. That’s how you seduced the sanity of Jonathan and Dudley.”

The creature, no longer a woman, howled and drew back as if preparing to lunge at her.  Almost without thought, Veronica reached into her left pocket and pulled out the contents, a small synthroid bottle filled with a clear liquid.

She aimed the bottle at the creature and squeezed.  The death-roar boomed throughout the station.

* * *

Scythe stood at the holographic cells, marking notes into the medical console.

He turned as Veronica entered.  “What happened?” He demanded in a hoarse whisper.  “I take a 24-hour shift break and hell breaks loose!”

Veronica was not smiling. 

“Scythe, do you believe in God?” 

“Don’t we all?”

“I’m talking a living intelligence.”

“As I said, Veronica. Don’t we all?”

“What about the Polaxians?” She asked.

“What about us?” Once again, Ar materialized almost as soon as they spoke of him. 

“Do you believe in God?” Scythe turned to him.

“Well, of course. We all do.  But, being the Protocol Coordinator, it isn’t correct to speak of these things in mixed company.” Ar answered. 

“Ah, the loveliness of political correctness,” Scythe interjected.

 “I’ve found that you Earthling’s concept of Christianity is one of the truly advanced religious theories in any of the galaxies I’ve traversed.” Ar continued.

“Really?” Veronica was intrigued. “Most people think Christianity is a religion that has outlived its relevance!”

“In reality though,” Ar told her. “The concept of a loving, forgiving, sacrificing, personally involved God is quite advanced if you look at human history.  The older and other religions, populated with gods who are either uncaring about humanity or above human emotions yet not opposed to using humanity for their own amusement, as in the Greek or Roman pantheons at their simplest.  Then there are the ‘religions’, which purport to give their ‘worshippers’ a share in their power or at least a share in some undefined, general power in the universe. I rather like the idea of someone out there who’s concerned about me, at least!”

Veronica laughed.  

“I still don’t understand,” Scythe said. “How did you get rid of that…creature?”

“Well, I have this little anachronistic little piece of religious paraphernalia,” Veronica again reached into her pocket.  “It’s my Holy Water! I thought, if this didn’t work, nothing would!”

“Say a prayer of thanks that it did!” Ar said with uncharacteristic gentleness. Then he regained his customary self-centered superior attitude.  “So, are our Commander and the Sergeant going to pull through?”  He asked.


“Yes.” Scythe answered.  “They’ll both be fine.  The human mind is such a powerful but fragile and complex organ.  It may take another several millennia to even learn to work it properly.”


“Humph! At the rate you humans learn, it’s no wonder you can barely work it now.” He tossed his head and sniffed.

Veronica laughed again.

Back in her quarters, Deputy Commander opened a small box the color of pewter and pulled out the contents.  Among the items, she counted a rosary, a crucifix made of gold, and several tiny medals linked on a chain.  Then she replaced them, tucking the small vial of Holy Water in as well and shut the box with a snap.  Some things just couldn’t be argued.

THE END
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