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In the year 2140, the starship Oregon left Earth’s orbit to find another suitable planet to colonize. They explored space and found one with an atmosphere that closely resembled Earth. It was a smaller planet with three large continents surrounded by water. The colonists settled on the largest and called their new home Oregonia.

Oregonia had weather patterns also similar to Earth and at times just as severe. Raging storms hit the coastlines causing flooding and in the middle of the continent was a massive desert approximately the size of Texas. 

The colonists adapted and built small towns. In time they migrated to all parts of the continent just as the early American settlers did. Four hundred years later cities lined the coastal areas and two large metropolitan cities emerged along the outskirts of the desert. They were named New Phoenix and New Vegas.

New Phoenix became the spiritual center of Oregonia much like Rome of old Earth. The population craved spiritual guidance for the hardship the generations endured. The severe weather patterns and disease took their toll in the first few years. They didn’t know if they would survive after the journey. 

A religious convergence took place.

Some of the population said that had seen Jesus or one of the apostles. Others said they were contacted by Buddha or Muhammad and given instructions on how to survive and where to live on the planet. 

A large convention was held in New Phoenix to discuss and debate the revelations. A group of scholars decided to incorporate the major religions and teachings so they could all accept and follow. After struggling with this concept, the scholars came up with the ‘United Oregonian Ministry’ that preached love and peace. At the beginning and end of each day, prayers were said, and vows were reviewed. It was a time of reflection and a time to forgive those who crossed and did you wrong. It was also a time when you asked the almighty creator of the Earth and Oregonia to forgive you of the sins you have committed or may commit the next day. 

Every Oregonian year, millions of people flocked to New Phoenix to worship and pray together for enlightenment and to become better people. New Phoenix became known as ‘the city of churches. It seemed as though every city block had a church. It was common for a person to take time out of their day and go to a church and pray. It became the new Mecca or Vatican, and the United Oregonian Ministry became an industry itself. 

Even though other cities in the different regions had churches it was the ultimate religious experience during the high holidays to make the pilgrimage to New Phoenix at least once in your lifetime. 

The human condition, however, does not change. Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely. The Oregonian Church became powerful and influential in almost everything. Reports of ‘Elders’ and ‘High Priests’ involved in bribery and scandals became commonplace. The once-revered position of entering the Church as a service to the people and wellbeing of Oregonia became soiled. One day a story broke out that swept Oregonia and the abuse of power and addiction by church officials could be ignored no longer.

A young 16-year boy named Alurud committed suicide. He wrote a letter stating that a church priest had been sexually abusing him for almost ten years. He could no longer live with the memories of what was done to him. Before hanging himself on a tree on school property, he sent a letter to his parents, his teacher, the school headmaster, and local government officials.

The uproar and backlash were devastating.

Each day more and more victims came forward with stories. Some were horrific. Years of abuse by Elders and High Priests. The ones who had taken a vow to honor, respect life, and treat others as you wanted to be treated; had lied and betrayed their congregation. 

The Oregonian Church knew it needed to take action or a complete religious rebellion would ensue. People had placed their trust in the Church and the Church had turned its back on them. More scandals came out as reports of High Priests covering up the abuse of others. Elders were transferred to other regions where the abuse continued. Even when Church officials were sent to treatment facilities or rehabilitation centers, it did not take long for their demons to come forward.

The Oregonia Church in New Phoenix had to take drastic action. That is when they set up the Judas Tribunal. 

It was named after Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve disciples who betrayed Jesus by kissing him on the cheek. This identified Jesus who was arrested and sentenced to death by crucifixion. Ironically Judas hung himself from a tree, just like the young Alurud.

Alurud was instantly granted ‘sainthood’ status. The Oregonian Church implicated a ranking system. Elders, Priests, and High Priests. Then there was the Absolute Court which consisted of High Priests. The Absolute Court ruled the Judas Tribunal and made final decisions on a case-by-case basis. 

To become a High Priest, one had to make a commitment to serve the Church and take the ‘Vows of Alurud’. One of the requirements of becoming a High priest was to endure the pain that Alurud and his family felt. The other was to spend half a year in solitude praying for guidance to the Almighty Creator. This was done at a secluded mission or monastery.

High Priest Jonathan Symes was a ranking member of the Judas Tribunal. He was assigned to review the most severe cases and pass judgment.
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I

High Priest Jonathan Symes

[image: ]


Jonathan Symes sat in a yoga position. He concentrated on the single flame burning on the candle and recited his daily prayer to honor and abide by the ‘Vows of Alurud’ he had taken. Jonathan picked up the burning candle and tilted it allowing the hot wax to drip off and lay on the skin of his arm. Jonathan closed his eyes and endured the pain. It was a symbolic gesture to identify with the pain Alurud and his family felt. 

“Almighty Creator of the Universe, I ask you to guide me through the next few hours. Help me in exercising justice on those who have strayed from your teaching and have wronged others.”

He replaced the candle and bowed his head before the large thin metal cross which extended the height of the wall.

“I will protect the innocent, the children, those who are unable to defend themselves. I will do just diligence for the wronged and hurt. I will administer justice without prejudice. Be with me today Almighty Creator, and I pray Saint Alurud that you will watch over the proceedings.”

Jonathan blew out the candle and left the room. He dressed in his High Priest garb, black pants, and matching tunic. He buttoned the top button and inserted the gold collar signifying his High Priest ranking. Jonathan checked his watch. He should be leaving soon. He had five cases to hear today. When Jonathan left his modest apartment, a young man also dressed in priest garb was waiting for him. 

“High Priest Symes, the Church sent me at the last minute to accompany and observe the proceedings.” The young man wore a platinum collar indicating he was a priest. Jonathan looked at the round, boyish face. He had sandy brown hair and his voice seemed unsure of himself as he spoke. Jonathan thought he may be in training as a High Priest.

“Very well,” Jonathan said. 

New Phoenix was growing fast, and technology was growing just as quickly. They got in a transport tube and pulled a harness down over their chest. Within seconds it jettisoned along a set of tracks. The high whine of compressed air whizzing by made it impossible to talk. 

Moments later the transport tube slowed and came to a stop. They exited and along with hundreds of other travelers followed the signs to Center City. They were soon on the moving walkway. Jonathan adjusted the gold collar on his tunic. The ride and walk had made him look unkempt, or so Jonathan thought. He turned to his young assistant who was adjusting his platinum collar.

“These things don’t get any easier, but they must be done,” Jonathan said.

“It’s difficult on everybody,” the assistant said. “The Church and especially the victims. I don’t understand how someone can make such a commitment to the Almighty Creator and turn their backs on him and everything that they stand for.”

“Power,” Jonathan replied. “Power can be an addiction like anything else. Once you’re addicted to power, you put yourself above the laws of man and the laws of the Almighty Creator.”

The assistant nodded. They rode the moving sidewalk for ten minutes until there was a break. They exited and walked the rest of the way to the “United Oregonian Treatment and Rehabilitation and Research Center.”  Jonathan looked up at the sun. Although it was early morning the temperature was already 86 degrees. They were greeted inside by Dr. Isabelle Hustin, a tall woman with flaming red hair. They exchanged pleasantries and went to the top-floor conference room.

Large glass windows were behind an elongated darkly stained wood desk. A lone chair was in front with three behind. A pitcher of water and five folders lay in the middle. Jonathan walked around the desk inspecting everything. He looked out over the city and desert.

“You remember where everything is High Priest? There is a remote control for any visuals you need to pull up or magnify. Put it on the glass screen and it will be displayed in front of you.”

“I remember,” Jonathan said. “I’ll need these windows black. I don’t want a rosy picture here. The mood must be right. Turn the air conditioning up. I want it to be about 80 degrees. I want them as uncomfortable as possible.” Jonathan moved the two chairs to the side with his in the middle. He read the names on the files. Michael Adrien was the first. The second was Roschman, then Lescum, Dorey, and Swann. “Give me a minute and we’ll start with Adrien. Have them all sit outside the room until we call them. Jonathan shook his head as he sifted through the file refreshing his memory and how he would phrase things to the abusers. He motioned for his assistant to sit.

“If judgment is already passed, why do we have to do this?” The assistant asked.

“Formality mainly. We have to make it appear as though a trial of some type happened at the Church. The guilty also is given a chance for a reprieve, at least in his mind”.

“As an act of contrition?” The assistant asked.

“Precisely. You have to remember that these Elders and Priests have been in treatment and rehab facilities before. We get referrals as a last resort. They have been through the program numerous times, transferred to another region, and in time we get grievance reports from the regional offices.” Jonathan fiddled with some dials on a console in front of him. Blank transparent screens appeared in front of him. He played with one of the documents making it brighter, highlighting some sentences.

“And that’s why we are here today.” 

“Yes. The more of these you do, the more you’ll get accustomed to it. The way this epidemic is spreading, you’ll be directing one of the other regions soon.”  Jonathan leaned forward and hit a button. “Dr.  Hustin, please bring in Elder Adrien.” He turned to the assistant, ‘It’s starting to get warm in here. Would you like some water?”

The assistant shook his head. Elder Michael Adrien came in accompanied by Dr. Hustin. Elder Adrien extended his hand to shake but Jonathan pointed to the chair in front of him. Jonathan poured himself a glass of water and sipped. The ice rattled in the metal pitcher. Jonathan pretended to examine the pages and summary of the doctor’s notes. Finally, he leaned back in his chair as if thinking. He paused and took another drink of water. Jonathan wanted Adrien to be as uncomfortable as possible.

“So Elder Adrien, how do you think your treatment has been? Have you made any significant progress?”

“Yes, sir...” 

“Stop!” Jonathan said. “You will address me as ‘High Priest Symes’. Is that clear?” Jonathan wanted to establish boundaries and authority at the start. He was letting Elder Adrien know who was in charge and that Jonathan controlled his future.

“Yes, High Priest Symes. Treatment has been going especially well.”

“What is different from this time and the other four times?” Jonathan watched Elder Adrien fidget in his chair. He shifted his weight from side to side and stuttered at first. Elder Adrien put his hand to his lips as he thought. He was a short round man; his hair was neatly combed but now it showed signs of perspiration.

“Well, High Priest Symes... Dr. Hustin has been very helpful in helping me identify and cope with my impulses. She says I have an impulse control disorder. She explained it like a volcano. I can keep my urges in for so long and then I erupt or lose control.” Elder Adrien looked over to Dr. Hustin to validate what he said. He shifted his weight in the chair again.

“So, what will you do in the future when you have these explosive urges to have sex?”

“We talked individually and in group therapy about ways to cope,” Elder Adrien said as he rubbed the palms of his hands on the arms of the chairs. “And medication, this time I’m committed to taking medicine. I know it helps take the edge off stressors. Yes, stressors. I have to identify stressors, things that make me have the urge.”

“That seems to be the problem, Elder Adrien. Young boys are your stressors and every church you are assigned to has young boys. There is a pattern to your instability to be a church elder.” Jonathan pulled the summary of his behavior and highlighted the text in red. Jonathan summarized the report. “You befriend the boys, they become your helpers, they gain your trust, and you use that for your own personal pleasure. You provide mind-altering drinks and then you tell them it’s your secret. It happens over and over.”

“But... High Priest Symes, I’m not that person anymore. This time, I’ve changed. It will never happen again. I promise.”

“This is your fourth treatment facility.”

“And it will be the last. I promise.”

Jonathan leaned back as if contemplating his decision. He gazed over to the doctor and his assistant and leaned forward, opening up the file in front of him. He wrote as he spoke and stamped the paper with the church’s seal.

“I am going to refer you to the Monastery.”

“The Monastery? I thought that was a myth.”

“It’s no myth. I am going to laicize your duties. Take your collar off and hand it to my assistant.”

Elder Adrien rose. He took his white collar off from around his neck and handed it to the assistant. The assistant placed it in a clear plastic bag and sealed it. He placed the collar in a large suitcase. 

Jonathan said, “You are to go to the Monastery for one year and one day. After which, you will be re-examined and awarded all duties of a ‘United Oregonian Church Elder’ if you have maintained your treatment goals.” Jonathan closed the file and handed it to the doctor. “My assistant will make arrangements for your departure. Bring in Priest Roschman.”

Jonathan went through the same routine with Priest Roschman setting him up for the referral to the Monastery.

“Just so I understand this, you befriended young boys and girls, and showered them with gifts because you were lonely and wanted companionship.”

“Yes, High Priest Symes. That is correct.”

“And in many of these occasions, you found yourself naked and intimate with these young boys and girls.”

“Yes, High Priest Symes. That is correct.”

“And you’re reasoning for this is...” Jonathan leaned forward and glared into the 45-year-old man’s eyes. 

“The boys, I knew they too were lonely and homosexual, and I wanted to make them feel comfortable. I wanted them to know that it was okay. Back on old Earth, the ancient Greeks and Romans thought it was normal to be bisexual.”

“So, you knew they were homosexual, but they were afraid to express their sexuality?”

“Yes, High Priest Symes. Exactly.”

“And the young women?”

“Their sexual awareness was being suppressed, so I was teaching...instructing them in sex.”

“Without parental consent.”

“The girls would be of age to consent for themselves.”

Jonathan took a deep breath. “I have here on record that several parents did not want you seeing or giving gifts to the child any longer, but you continued to exploit them.” Jonathan pulled the report up in front and highlighted the text. “In fact, you were caught outside one of the boy’s homes late one night.”

Priest Roschman sat still. He glared ahead, past the eyes of Jonathan. “High Priest Symes, I...I was going out for a walk and found myself there...I was not exploiting them... I was friendly, maybe too friendly with gifts...”

“Enough. Priest Roschman this is a pattern wherever you go. This is not the first time that you have been in treatment for this kind of behavior.” Jonathan paused for effect as he scanned the doctor’s summary. He poured himself water and brought it to his lips as if pondering what to do. “Priest Roschman, I am referring you to the Monastery for one year and one day. I am also laicizing you from your duties. We can review them again if you are able to comply with treatment.”

“The Monastery?” There was some grief in Roschman’s voice. It quivered with fear and anxiety. “I thought it was a myth. I’ve heard stories about the Monastery.”

“It is no myth,” Jonathan said writing on the file. He stamped it and signed his name to the document then scanned it into the computer console. “My assistant will make out the referral and arrange transportation. Next.” Jonathan closed the file and handed it to the doctor. “Hand your collar to my assistant on your way out.”

But Roschman did not move. He did not budge a muscle. He clamped his hands to the chair and seemed to dig in. “Please High Priest Symes, I’ve heard stories. People come out of that place and they’re not the same. They’re different. I’ll change. I can do better.”

Jonathan allowed Roschman to go on for a moment then spoke, “Do I have to call for the orderlies to have you physically removed and sedated? My decision is final. One year and one day. Do not put me in a position to extend your stay.”

Roschman broke down in tears. “Please, I beg you, don’t send me, don’t send me to the Monastery. I’ll be good. Send me anywhere. Send me to the Mission in the desert.” Roschman fell to his knees and bawled like a baby. 

Dr. Hustin brought out her hand-held computer and pushed a button. In seconds two husky orderlies burst through the door. The doctor only had to point to the wailing Roschman. The orderlies easily picked him up under each arm and dragged him out. Jonathan thought that this worked out nicely. The other three heard the hysterics when the door opened, and hopefully, put the fear of the Almighty Creator in them. 

Their turn would soon come.

Priest Lescum was next. He was of a different nature. Lescum absconded with church funds and took frequent trips to New Vegas. Not only was he addicted to sex, but also to mind-altering drinks and substances. He conducted many sermons in an altered state. There was a plethora of complaints and grievances about talking nonsensically in his sermons. Every church he was assigned had their bank accounts suddenly drop to a point of insolvency. Accountants and regional directors were constantly auditing and finding bogus expenditures and dummy records. He did his last sermon naked before he was covered up and whisked away. Jonathan had the chair removed. He wanted Lescum standing the entire time for this.

“This is your seventh treatment in four years,” Jonathan said. “It doesn’t seem like these facilities are working for you. Can
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