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CHAPTER ONE: Graduation

Alex Kensington
shifted on his feet. He stood waiting in front of the historic
cream stone of the Law Faculty of Victoria University. Across the
road, a little in the distance, rose the Beehive. His eyes roamed
over the ten storeyed grey hive, settling on the ninth storey – the
office of the Prime Minister.

In front of him
hundreds of graduates from the university had gathered, forming the
graduation procession for 2032. They wore black academic gowns in
the blistering December heat, and formed a colourful crowd, with
their different coloured hoods of light blue, yellow, orange...

Alex frowned
and glanced down at his own black gown, reaching to finger the
purple coloured hood sitting across his back. Then he moved forward
to join the throng.

They processed
down Lambton Quay, through central Wellington. Family members
shouted and waved from the path, holding up cameras and cell-phones
to take photos. Alex ducked his head to avoid the shots. From time
to time he glanced across at the crowd, expecting to see someone –
a face he knew, smiling back at him. There was no one. He
swallowed, fleetingly closed his eyes, and moved forward with the
procession along Willis Street, across Mercer Street, and finally
they gathered on the brick pavement of Civic Square.

Alex looked up
at the Wellington Town Hall. The cream stone pillars had been
freshly painted, after the entire building had been strengthened
for earthquakes. His classmates were nearby, in their black gowns
and purple hoods; he could hear their laughter. He wandered toward
their smiles. And then it was time.

They filed into
the building. Excitement filled the air; of victory, of
achievement, of success. He looked around the students’ eager
faces, and sat down, but soon rose again for the lifting tones of
the national anthem.

God defend New
Zealand…

Alex’s mind
drifted, away from the resonant voices in the concert hall to
another chamber – to the robes of the Governor General, Anita
Mayes, as she carried the golden mace…

“Welcome!” The
Chancellor’s voice rang out. Alex drew his attention back to him,
to his colourful robes and his strong voice as he led the
gathering.

They sat again,
and Alex listened to the Chancellor’s speech. He made
acknowledgements, gave thanks, and declared recognition of the
efforts of the students. Alex glanced up at the balcony above them,
to the proud faces of the families. There were only two seats
allocated per student; why hadn’t he invited Mark and Tristan
Blake? They would have come, he was certain; he’d been living with
them for two years. And yet…

Family. Could
he see eyes watching? A familiar face? But, no, there were only
dark shadows.

He settled back
into his chair, but then they were being called again to their feet
as the Chancellor directed them to be capped.

Alex reached
down to the black cap tucked under his left arm, and placed it on
his head. He’d graduated! He’d made it! He moved as the Engineering
Faculty was called forward.

The Masters
graduates stepped up onto the stage and received their degrees.
Then his classmates were called, in alphabetical order.

Nervously Alex
watched them walk up to the Chancellor, shake his hand, take the
scrolled degree, and move off the stage.

“Alex
Kensington,” said the Chancellor, “Bachelor of Engineering with
First Class Honours, and the Anderson award for top of the final
year.”


Kensington. The name lingered in his mind. He thrust himself
forward.

There were too
many eyes upon him. He fixed his gaze on the stage, concentrating
on each step until he reached the top, and then stretched his hand
out hesitantly toward the Chancellor.


“Congratulations, Alex,” said the Chancellor.

“Thank you,” he
whispered, and he took the scroll and the medal, and walked back
across the stage, ready to descend.

Suddenly,
something flashed before him. He gasped, stiffened, and stumbled on
the top step, but then felt a steadying hand grasp his arm.

“Easy,” a voice
whispered, and he looked up into Tristan Blake’s green eyes.
“Security,” continued Tristan wryly. “I had to find some way in,
being army and all.”

“Worried about
their safety?” muttered Alex under his breath, tipping his head at
the other graduates.

“From you?”
whispered Tristan. “Now you’ve aced IT?”

“My father
would be proud,” choked Alex, as he turned and made his way back to
his seat.

The ceremony
continued. Alex watched Tristan’s eyes wander across the room. The
soldier had found a way, shrewdly positioning himself to protect
Alex, acting as an older brother would. But why, wondered Alex.

Maybe it was
because…

A chill passed
through Alex’s body, and he closed his eyes tightly. No, he
thought, don’t let Selena in. Not yet! Not here.

He was twenty
now; it had been two and a half years. Would the shock ever
ease?

He drew his
attention back to the ceremony. The next person was graduating, and
then the next. It seemed endless. More speeches. And then, finally,
it was time to leave.

They rose to
their feet, and followed the professors and teachers out of the
building and back to Civic Square. Alex searched for Tristan,
certain he’d be there, somewhere in the background, watching him
and the crowd.

His class mates
were grinning, talking rapidly. They grasped their caps and threw
them, as one, into the air. Alex took his cap off, and clutched it
to his chest.

Finally it was
over. The graduates moved away with their families; to have lunch,
he presumed. He stood alone in the courtyard as the others
disappeared, looking back up at the Town Hall. Then he wandered
away, wondering where he should go. To lunch? McDonald’s? He
clutched his cap and wandered through the streets, back down
Lambton Quay toward the Law faculty. Eventually he found himself
standing in Molesworth Street, between the Beehive and Saint
Peter’s Cathedral.

Home. This
place felt like home.

He walked up
the steps of the stone church, and moved through the glass
doors.

 


The Cathedral
was silent, and empty. The new stained glass windows shone red,
blue, and green, capturing images of Christ, and of Peter, John,
and Paul. The windows were reflections of reality; evocative light.
Alex took in a deep breath. Water! Here was water for a thirsty
soul. He drank in the air; he breathed in the Spirit of the
sanctuary. Then he wandered down the central aisle.

Jesus was in
the heart of the Cathedral, the innermost place, painted on tiles,
stretched out on the cross with the crown of thorns on his head.
Alex looked at him, and at the altar before him, covered in white
linen. Here was Christ’s offering – the offering of his life.

Here Alex’s
father had…had…

Suddenly deep
breathing overcame him. He looked up again to the stained glass
windows, the windows he had shot out that were now restored.
Breathe! Breathe! His father was hitting him again! As he had
already hit him so many times…

“Oh, God,” he
pleaded, as he forced himself closer to the altar. Here he had
chosen Christ! Here his father had pressed the gun to his head,
pulling the trigger! Here his father’s body had been violently
seized from him just in time by Tristan’s bullet.

Agony took him.
He reached out to clutch onto the altar, sank to his knees, and
pressed his head against it. Breathe! Breathe! He looked up at
Christ, on the cross: he was suffering! His wrists were pinned! His
feet were fixed. His side was pierced…

Alex’s chest
ached, his father’s knife twisting in his side. Where was Christ’s
chalice? Where was Christ’s life? It was there, lying on the altar:
the silver cup, filled with wine.

This is my
blood, given for you…

He reached for
Christ’s blood, and drank. He sank into the altar, and cried.
Again! His father’s image kept coming to him, again and again, from
beyond the grave! So many times, he thought, why must it be so many
times? It felt like a thousand deaths!

But now
Joshua’s image flooded his memory; his brown eyes finding him, his
gentle smile easing him.

“You are my
brother,” he said. “Shine my Light! Carry the cost.”

A thousand
deaths! A thousand resurrections. There was a reason for the pain!
A greater purpose, and a calling.

Alex reached
beneath his black gown to his right trouser pocket. He still
carried the five bullets with him, even now after over two years,
deformed and used. He had sent these into Joshua’s chest, through
Tristan and the Prime Minister. Yet Joshua had known, and had
willingly taken Alex’s bullets.

Alex could see
Joshua now, in his mind’s eye, staggering between the Beehive and
the Cathedral. His face was bloody as he clutched onto the ancient
cursed crown Selena had thrust upon his head – the crown of Alex’s
inheritance – embracing Alex’s death into Joshua’s own grave.

“You saved me,”
whispered Alex, gripping the bullets, and pain seized his chest
again, but he continued through the pain. “You took my curse onto
yourself, and you overcame it.”

He lifted
himself away from the altar back to his knees, looking again at
Jesus on the cross, clutching the bullets in his fist to his own
heart. Joshua was only a representation! A translation of a much
older reality, a reality he had touched in childhood.

“I will love
you,” he said, “now and always. I will follow you, whatever the
cost! Whatever the cost.”

And he rose to
his feet.

 


The altar was
before him, the silver chalice in its rightful place, on top. Alex
tilted his head, looking at it. This was the necessary sacrifice –
the whole offering. Why had he done it? To draw the inherited
darkness of humanity onto himself; to overcome the corruption
passed on from generation to generation. To transcend the
inevitable death of body and soul.

“Do it,” he
whispered, reaching out to touch the polished wood of the altar,
beneath the white linen. “Save us from ourselves, before it is too
late.”

He gazed at the
altar, at his own fingers touching the wood – and then, suddenly,
he acted. His academic cap was still tucked, forgotten, in his left
arm; his degree and medal clutched in his left hand. He reached out
to lay the black cap on top of the altar, adding his rolled up
scroll and medal. He drew his hood and gown over his head, and laid
them also on the altar, covering his qualification.

“Four years of
work completed in two years,” said a voice behind him. He turned to
see Mark Blake standing quietly behind him, wearing his purple
bishop’s tunic. It seemed he’d been there for a while, waiting.
“You are talented.”

Alex shrugged,
and turned back to the altar.

“Top of the
class,” said Mark, moving behind him. “You would do well
overseas.”

“Meaningless,”
muttered Alex, staring at the purple hood. “It’s all
meaningless.”

“How can it be
meaningless?” asked Mark. “I watched you work hard for all you have
achieved.”

“I have
achieved nothing,” said Alex. “Nothing of importance.”

“Not so,” said
Mark. “You have knowledge…”

“This kind of
knowledge is meaningless,” said Alex, staring at the degree,
lifting it again in his left hand, “compared with what he did.
Compared with what he knows.”

He pointed the
scroll toward the cross, and tossed it back on the altar.

Mark moved
alongside him at the altar, and Alex looked up at his face – at his
gentle sad smile, looking down at the academic gown.

“You could use
your great talents,” said Mark. “You could use them for good. All
knowledge can be used for good.”

“Do you think I
won’t use my knowledge for good?” asked Alex.

“You could help
humanity.”

Alex stiffened.
“As if the only thing I have to offer humanity is my mind.”

“I didn’t
mean…”

“Even priests
treat Christ as if he’s a piece of…”

“I certainly
didn’t mean…”

“He saved my
life,” said Alex curtly. “He overcame my father’s evil in me.
There’s nothing more important than that, Mark: everything else is
rubbish, compared with grasping him; compared with knowing him. I
don’t care about my degree any more – you, of all people, should
understand why.”

Alex saw Mark
grimace, but the words continued to pour out of his mouth.

“I don’t care
if people treat me like a piece of shit,” he said. “I don’t care if
people call me idiotic for leaving their values behind. I don’t
care if you think I’m useless without my degree…”

“Alex!” Mark’s
face creased into a frown, and his voice filled the Cathedral.

Alex caught his
breath, staring at him – fear! Always the fear seized him, with no
warning. He reached out to clutch at the altar.

Mark’s face
softened before him. “You’re misunderstanding me,” he said gently.
“I am not your father.”

Alex’s chest
tightened with pain. He closed his eyes.

“I know you’re
not my father,” he whispered. “That was never your
responsibility.”

“Again
misunderstanding.”

Alex shook his
head, and opened his eyes. Mark had always offered himself! And
Alex had always resisted. For two years they had danced the dance:
Mark offering, Alex refusing. How could Alex accept anything from
him? When he had used him to get to Joshua. When…when Selena…

He looked
abruptly away.

“It’s time for
me to move out,” he said woodenly. “I’ve relied on your hospitality
for too long.”

“Son…”

Tears pricked
at Alex’s eyes, and he hastily squeezed them away. Son? Son?

“Look at me,”
said Mark, and Alex made himself turn back to Mark’s kind face.

“I have no
claim over you,” said Mark. “Your heart is your own.”

“I…” whispered
Alex. This man! This man had done so much for him! Could he not
reciprocate? Could he not offer him love in return?

“But if I did
have a claim,” continued Mark, “I would be proud.”

Alex felt his
face contort as Mark continued.

“Not because of
the hard work,” he said, “although that is admirable. Not because
of your grades, although they also are admirable. But because you
survived hell, Alex; you survived hell, and escaped
corruption.”

Alex reached
out a hand to his arm. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and tears
suddenly filled his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“I know,” said
Mark. “But it wasn’t your fault.”

Pain seized
Alex’s chest again. “I could never replace her,” he whispered. “You
do know that, don’t you?”

Mark’s blue
eyes widened. “I never expected that. I never required that.”

“I know,
but…”

Mark gripped
his hand, interrupting him. “You were a son to me,” he said, “even
if I could not be a father to you. I understand, Alex! I
understand. You still love your true father.”

Shocked, Alex
stared at the truth in Mark’s eyes – Alex’s truth, naked, laid
bare.

“I have loved,”
he whispered, desperately holding down the tide, instinctively
returning truth for truth. “I have loved you too, and I’ll always
appreciate…”

“I know,”
interrupted Mark. “I know.”

“It’s just, I
can’t keep going like this.”

“I know.”

“Pretending,”
said Alex. “Pretending.”

“I know, Alex,”
said Mark.

Alex held his
eyes. He trembled – should he speak? “It’s not okay,” he said
finally. “It’s not okay, with my family, or with me, or even with
anyone else. I see the reality in here, and I see it out there. The
world is in trouble, Mark: broken, half blind, struggling and
straining to be delivered into something better, and he knows it.”
He gestured to the cross. “He knows it, and he’s done something
about it.”

“I know we have
troubles,” said Mark. “I know we’re in trouble. I’m a priest: a
fallible, corruptible, rescued priest.”

Alex looked at
him, at his exposed face and his honesty. Why was it so
difficult?

“I do love
you,” he whispered, and now he clenched his left hand into a fist.
“I’ll always love you for taking me on, despite everything I’ve
done.”

Mark’s face
shifted into sadness. “And I will always love you,” he said. “As I
also forgive you.”

Tears blurred
Alex’s eyes. “I need to move out,” he said. “Now.”

“I know,” said
Mark. “It is the right time. But help me to understand, Alex.” Mark
grasped his shoulder. “Why are you choosing this path?”

Alex frowned,
and looked at Jesus on the cross, as he released his left fist.

“It is the only
way,” he said. “The only way to overcome cursing and death.”

“This is the
hardest path,” said Mark, “this ‘Way’.”

“I know,”
whispered Alex. “I know.”

“It will strip
you bare,” said Mark. “It will chew you up.”

“I know,” said
Alex, looking at Jesus’ face – at the blood, and the crown of
thorns.

“It will test
you like nothing else,” said Mark. “All of your weaknesses will
emerge; all of your agony will emerge. You will be like a lamb led
to the slaughter.”

Alex’s vision
blurred. He took a deep breath, and spun around to find Mark’s gaze
had intensified.

“You will be
just like him,” said Mark, gesturing to the cross, his eyes wet –
and then he stepped back, and released Alex from his grip.

Alex stared at
him, and then shifted on his feet. “A broken lampshade,” he said.
“You do know that, don’t you? I’m just a broken lampshade.”

“So much the
better,” murmured Mark. “So it was with Paul.”

“Paul?” asked
Alex, looking back up to the stained glass windows to Paul, the
missionary, overwhelmed by the light of Christ, carrying it beyond
the borders of Israel.

 “The thorn in the flesh,” said Mark.
“God’s strength in Paul’s weakness. [1] All the pieces are in place.
We must look to Paul now.”

Alex reached
out to touch his face.

“A bearer of
the light,” said Mark. “The light for the Gentiles. Shine it well
beyond the church, Alex: shine Christ’s light to the very ends of
the Earth.”

And now Mark
was praying over him.

Alex closed his
eyes. Light! Light, in the darkness; light, in the growing
darkness…

 “Today is your graduation day, Alex,”
said Mark. “Today is your choice. Which path will you take? May God
bless you and keep you, in choosing the hardest way. May he make
his face shine upon you, and give you peace.” [2]

“Amen,”
whispered Alex, and he straightened his shoulders, gripped Mark’s
hand and walked down the aisle, leaving his academic gown, degree
and medal far behind.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO: A
Vocation

Rachel stood in
the medical ward. It was early, still quiet at the end of night
shift. She wandered over to a window, in the empty room, and gazed
outside toward the hills of the Hutt, to the bright pink sky of the
rising sun.


“Congratulations, Doctor Connor,” said a voice behind her. “Your
first day as a fully qualified specialist.”

Rachel turned.
Her father was standing leaning casually against a bed, the top of
his shirt unbuttoned, his tie, for now, abandoned. He was smiling
gently at her.

“Your mother
would be proud,” he said, and Rachel stiffened and spun back to the
window.

“Don’t,” she
said, drawing her white coat more tightly around her.

“You did it all
yourself,” said her father.

“Sure did.”

“I couldn’t be
more proud.”

Now tears
pricked her eyes. She stared up at the hills, at the lightening
sky. She quickly blinked the tears away.

“Finishing a
year early,” said James Connor. “Trying to beat your brother?”

Rachel frowned,
reaching to finger the stethoscope on her chest. It was cardiology
grade; the stethoscope of James Lester.

Suddenly she
was in Saint Peter’s again, staring up at her husband John as he
clutched the silver chalice of Christ’s blood. Suddenly she could
feel her brother’s gun at her temple.

“Who knows how
much time any of us have?” she asked.

“I suppose as
much time as we are given,” replied Connor.

The sun had
risen. Confused, Rachel gazed at the light in the valley. The night
time was over? It couldn’t be, not yet. The gun! The gun was still
to her head…

“And what about
you?” she asked, turning again to Connor, shaking the memory away.
“You’re actually acknowledging James as my brother now? After all
these years?”

Connor shifted
uneasily on his feet. “I don’t know…”

“You abandoned
him.”

Her father’s
eyes were set on her. “He went missing,” he said. “I didn’t know
where he had gone.”

“You didn’t
look for him,” said Rachel, shaking her head.

“Of course we
looked! Your mother…”

“Don’t talk to
me about her.”

“She
tried…”

“Bullshit. She
was glad to see him go.”

“Rachel!”

“She was glad
to see him go!” Rage filled her, and she jabbed her finger at the
ground at his feet. “He was her child, Dad!” she said. “He was my
twin! But, no, focus on the good child; abandon the difficult child
into some shitty life. Let him rot in prison.”

“He pulled a
gun on you.”

“I don’t care.”
She shrugged his comment away.

“He was going
to kill you!”

“Yeah, well who
can blame him?” she roared, glaring at him. “Maybe he was just
following his father’s example!” And now the memory of Joshua
Davidson’s shooting filled her vision: Tristan Blake, commanded by
her father! Five bullets!

Her father’s
face whitened, and his eyes widened.

“Rachel!” he
cried. “I’ve already told you I’m sorry for that! I’m sorry for
everything!”

Rachel felt her
face contort, and regret seized her chest.

“I know,” she
whispered swiftly. “I’m sorry.”

Her father’s
eyes filled with tears. “This was supposed to be a good day,
Rachel!” he said, jabbing his own finger toward the floor. “It was
supposed to be a good day!”

“It’s not a
good day!” she said. “Not when there’s nothing but dead bones
inside!”

She pulled off
her stethoscope, and dragged off her white coat.

“Don’t,” her
father whispered.

“It’s all a
charade, Dad!” she cried. “All pretence!”

“No…”

“Why would I
have anything to offer to anyone else?” she asked. “Why, when my
own family…”

She shook her
head, and tightly closed her eyes. “I need time off,” she
whispered. “I need time.”

“Then take
time,” said her father, his voice cracking.

“I need…” She
wandered back over to the window, without her white coat, and
searched the hills and the sky. “I need…”

“Something
stronger than humanity.”

Surprised,
Rachel looked back at him. They were her words to Alex, after his
decimation – after she had watched his father violently stripped
from him.

“Come,” said
her father suddenly.

“Where?”

Connor smiled
sadly. “To another kind of work.”

“I’m needed
here.”

“Not yet,” said
Connor. “You’ve shown up ridiculously early for your first day, as
I knew you would.”

Rachel grinned
at him. Then she reached for her white coat, where she had tossed
it on a bed, straightened it up, placed it over the bedpost, and
put James’s stethoscope into her pocket.

“All right,”
she said. “Let’s do this your way.”

And she
followed her father down the corridor and out of the ward.

 


The Beehive
loomed above them: ten storeys of grey.

“So, Prime
Minister,” asked Rachel, as they wandered toward the entrance to
Parliament. “How’s the state of the nation?”

Connor
shrugged. “A whole lot better than it was straight after the
disaster,” he said.

“Which
disaster?” muttered Rachel. “I’m starting to lose count.”

“It’s all one
to me,” said Connor. “Temperature heating up, Davidson’s movement,
my…” he hesitated, and seemed to make himself continue, “my
complete mess.”

“You might as
well say it clearly,” said Rachel.

“It makes me
gag,” said Connor, “but so be it. My arrangement of his
assassination.”

He shuddered.
“And now, here I am back again,” he said. “It’s been over two
years, and I’m still feeling bewildered.”

“It was Alex,”
said Rachel, remembering him now, young, blonde, sagging on his
knees, poisoned in the Debating Chamber. “He exposed his father’s
plot to take over Parliament. He had you reinstated.”

“I know,” said
Connor. “Kensington might have destroyed us all.”

Kensington?
Rachel suddenly remembered a worse image: Alex, forced back onto
the altar of Saint Peter’s, his father’s gun to his head, with his
invasive kiss. Shoot! She had cried out to Tristan and
James. Save the boy!

“His father?”
she said. “Don’t think about him. He was a malicious bastard! Like
some kind of insidious force, setting us up, moving around and
through us all, manipulating the pieces…”

“Like Satan?”
muttered Connor. “As if there really was literally such a
beast.”

Rachel suddenly
stopped, as something caught her eye. There was a young man sitting
across the courtyard, under a pohutukawa, staring at something in
his hands.

“Dad,”
whispered Rachel, “I think it’s him.”

Connor stopped
next to her, peering in the same direction. “Who?” he asked.
“Kensington? Satan?”

His gaze
settled in the same direction. “Oh,” he said, “you had me worried
for a moment. I thought I’d be seeing some ghostly apparition, some
red thing with horns…”

Rachel flicked
her hand against his arm, and then suddenly seized him. Alex was
here? Why now?

Connor shifted
awkwardly against her.

“Listen,” he
said quietly, “we all saw what happened to him. We all watched him
traumatised.”

“I was there,”
whispered Rachel, her gut twisting. His scream, after his father
was torn away! “I was a part of it.”

“We were all a
part of it,” said Connor. “And now he comes and sits outside of the
Beehive, every morning, spending hours staring into his hands.”

Rachel frowned,
and then looked at her father again. “You brought me here for
him?”

Connor smiled
sadly at her. “Well, you are a fully qualified specialist now,
aren’t you?” he said.

“I…” Rachel
stared at him, looked back to Alex, and frowned again. “I’m not a
specialist in trauma.”

“Are you
not?”

Now she met the
sorrow in her father’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Rachel,” he said. “I don’t
know what else to do. But maybe you do. Maybe you know more than I
do. Maybe you get it.”

Rachel bowed
her head and closed her eyes. “I don’t know anything,” she
whispered, “not really. I can’t begin to save someone who has lost
all of his family.”

“If anyone
knows what to do,” said Connor, “it’s you. You were there. You are
a doctor. You’ve felt it too. You’ll know what he needs. As for me,
I’m just a politician who’s feeling a bit nervous having the son of
Kensington sitting repeatedly on my doorstep looking a little bit
mentally unwell…”

Rachel
grimaced. “Do it for national security?” she asked.

Connor held her
eyes. “This is your chance, Rachel,” he said. “This is your chance
to try to stop the flame passing on before it is too late.”

Rachel glanced
across the road at Saint Peter’s Cathedral. Alex had shot out the
windows! But now they were replaced. She lowered her eyes to look
at his forlorn figure, under the tree.

Her father’s
hand came to her shoulder. “You are a doctor,” he said. “You will
help him.”

“All right, all
right,” she said. “I’m here. I’ll try to help him.”

 


Alex was before
her, sitting alone on the park bench, in jeans and an old T-shirt.
He was staring down at his palms.

“Hey,” said
Rachel, and Alex lifted his head. His eyes widened, and his face
paled.

“Oh, shit!” he
said, and he reached out to grab the park bench with both
hands.

His body was
stiffening, his breathing quickening.

“Sorry,” he
gasped. “It’s just, I haven’t seen you since…since…”

Since the
hospital ward, Rachel suddenly realised, after his near death. He
had exposed his father in Parliament, and brought about the
reinstatement of Connor.

She was
bringing back the memory. “Sorry,” she murmured, as she sat down on
the bench beside him.

“Breathe,” she
murmured. “Breathe.”

“Breathe?” he
gasped. “That’s what I already try to do…”

“Gently,” she
murmured. “Slowly.”

She laid a hand
on his shoulder, breathing deeply and slowly for him, and he
followed her lead.

His tension was
easing, under her hand. His breathing was settling. She released
him.

Something had
fallen next to them; from his hands, in his shock, he had dropped
something to the ground.

Rachel bent
over to pick it up. It was sparkling, in the sun – a golden chain.
She lifted it hurriedly, and a golden crucifix, Jesus on the cross,
swung from it.

She held it in
front of his face.

“Staring at
this a lot?” she asked.

He drew in a
deep breath and reached for it. “This was my mother’s,” he said,
taking it.

“Your mother
was Catholic?” asked Rachel, tilting her head.

“Both my
parents were Catholic,” he said.

Rachel
grimaced. His father had also been Catholic.

“We’re
Anglican,” she said.

“I know,” said
Alex. “This is your Cathedral.” He gestured behind them, to Saint
Peter’s.

Rachel glanced
up again at the church, and then looked back to Alex, clasping the
crucifix in his hand.

“What was your
mother like?” she asked, and he bowed his head over the crucifix,
closing his eyes.

“I only have
early memories,” he said. “She died when I was seven.”

“How did she
die?”

“She was shot,”
he whispered, and Rachel stared at him. His mother was shot,
too?

“Unbelievable!”
she cried, and he opened his eyes, wrapping his arms around
himself.

“It’s as if my
whole family was cursed, from that moment on,” he muttered. “My
father found her! He found her. That’s…when everything
changed…”

Rachel watched
as he started to shake. His eyes began to drift…

“Alex,” she
said, and he shook his head.

“What?” he
whispered.

“Look at
me.”

He dragged his
eyes to her, fear filling his gaze, his breath quickening
again.

“Breathe,” she
murmured, “remember? Breathe.”

He reached out,
placed her hand on his shoulder, and followed her deep breathing.
She held his strained gaze, and soon he was still.

“You haven’t
dealt with this,” said Rachel gently. “You haven’t dealt with any
of it.”

“How do you
deal with it?” asked Alex, grimacing, looking away. “The one who
murdered my mother killed my entire family.”

“Did they ever
find the one?”

“I don’t know,”
muttered Alex. “I think they shot him. But that doesn’t fix
anything.”

His face
contorted. “Nothing was enough for my father,” he whispered. “It
didn’t bring her back. Nothing could bring her back. God…” And now
his body tensed again, as if in anticipation. “God himself must
pay…”

“God?” asked
Rachel.

“He hated him,”
said Alex.

Rachel
grimaced. Enough of his father, time for his mother! There must be
more about his mother. “What was she like, Alex?” she asked. “Your
mother?”

His eyes found
her again, widening, his brow breaking into a crevice.

“I remember
her,” he whispered. “Blue eyes, looking down at me…strong arms,
holding me… warm, and gentle, with the crucifix! The crucifix
always lying on her chest…”

Rachel reached
out a hand to lay her fingers over his face. “You will see your
mother again,” she said. “Joshua was alive, after death. We both
believe in a resurrection.”

“And what about
my father?” asked Alex, rising to his feet, stepping back away from
her touch. “Will I see him again?”

Rachel
swallowed. In that moment she remembered again Alex stretched out
on the altar, with Kensington’s gun to his temple.

“Why would you
want to?” she breathed, and Alex frowned.

“You think he
was a psychopath,” he said, and Rachel shifted uncomfortably before
him.

“Was he not?”
she asked. Kensington, a psychopath? Of course! Or something
worse…

“I knew him!”
said Alex, his face contorting. “I knew him, before he changed! A
psychopath doesn’t change!”

Rachel lifted
herself to her feet before him. “Alex,” she started carefully, “he
had a gun to your head.”

“So did James
Lester,” said Alex. “He had a gun to your head.”

Rachel stared
at him, and swallowed hard. “It’s not the same!” she cried. “James
changed!”

“Only after
shooting my father!” said Alex.

“He was going
to kill you!” cried Rachel, and Alex shook his head.

“And what’s
your great solution now, doctor?” he cried back. “If you’re going
to stop my escape, what next?”

“What?”
breathed Rachel.

“Don’t you get
it?” cried Alex. “You, a doctor? Don’t you get what it’s like?
Every living moment I feel him! Every night I see him being shot!
Even studying at twice the pace didn’t take it away!”

Rachel watched
him start to pace, agitated, before her.

“You still love
him,” she breathed. “You actually still love him.”

Alex stared
back at her. “What is it with you people?” he cried. “Why must you
keep twisting the knife deeper? So what’s next, doctor? Alcohol?
Drugs? Maybe go to prison for distribution?”

Rachel gazed at
him, and then reached out to his hand and opened his instinctively
clenched palm, to find the crucifix.

He looked down
at it. He sank heavily back down on the bench.

“I don’t
understand,” he whispered. “Why did he have to make life so
difficult, Rachel? A battle! It’s such a battle…”

“It’s like a
race,” said Rachel, sitting next to him on the bench. “We’ve got to
get to the finish line.”

“Why such
pain?” asked Alex. “How could he allow such pain?”

Rachel
hesitated, and then reached out to take his hand in her own, with
the crucifix sitting between.

Alex looked
down at their hands together.

“You’re
crossing all professional boundaries now, doctor,” he muttered
wryly.

“You’re not my
patient,” said Rachel.

“Then what am
I?” asked Alex. “If not a patient you are counselling?”

Rachel frowned,
tightening her grip on his hand. Pain! Her own pain! His pain. To
say it would inevitably bring more pain, yet she must.

“Brother,” she
said. “You are my brother.”

“Oh, God,” he
whispered, and his body stiffened, and he seized his hand away from
hers. “Selena!” he cried. “She’s dead! Protecting me! Saving me!
Making herself my sister!”

And Rachel
again saw Selena’s body, lying stabbed on the black altar of
Kensington.

She quickly
reached for James’s stethoscope, and tossed it from hand to hand.
Work? Relief in work? Distraction? Withdraw the offer?

“I should go,”
she said. “I have a job to do.”

Silently Alex
sat next to her, clenching the crucifix in his own hand, closing
his eyes tightly. “Then go, doctor,” he whispered. “Go and save
everyone else.”

Rachel frowned
at him. “You’ll be okay now,” she said. “Surely you’ll be
okay.”

And she lifted
herself again to her feet.

He was still
there, on the park bench, drawing his knees to his chest; hiding
his face in his knees, and wrapping his arms around his legs. Just
a boy! Suddenly she could see him clearly as a boy, sitting
quietly, clutching the crucifix…

A broken,
beaten, traumatised boy grasping for relief…

Gripped by his
plight, Rachel gazed at him.

The
stethoscope, counselling, medication…surely all could help. But he
was truly a boy, sitting right there; lost, homeless, broken…And he
had the power to change their nation, for good or for bad.

This was her
brother.

Perplexed, she
continued gazing at him, until his eyes found hers. He was changed,
now – suddenly lit up, inspired beyond himself; suddenly knowing
more than he should know. And then, equally suddenly, something
seized her: love, all consuming, all committed. A brother! This was
the brother she could help!

“Well?” he
asked. “Still believe in redemption?”

“Yes,”
whispered Rachel. “Yes, I do!”

His smile
widened, but then came another change – sudden exposure, so
striking, so young, and so vulnerable, that she held her breath.
Surely he had not risked uncovering himself so profoundly as this
to anyone, not since…since his mother had died…

“Then help me,
Rachel,” he whispered, his face naked before her. “You couldn’t
help Joshua in his death, you couldn’t help your brother, but you
can still help me. I trust in God, but I know…I know I need your
humanity too, if I’m ever to succeed…”

Instinct drove
her to his side.

She reached for
his hand, with the crucifix: she folded their clenched palms over
his chest.

“I will help
you,” she murmured, and his eyes swiftly filled with tears. “I will
stand in the place where your mother could not.”

He trembled, in
her hands. “Mother of God,” he whispered.

“Human,”
murmured Rachel carefully to him. “I am only human.”

“Humanity was
torn from me,” he whispered. “Oh that I might have it back
again.”

“I will stay
with you,” said Rachel. “I will protect you.”

“Forgive me,”
whispered Alex. “Forgive me.”

He was a young
man, now. He turned and fixed his eyes on the Cathedral, and then
he gazed back at the Beehive.

“I think we
should go,” he said. “It begins with your father.”

“My father?”
murmured Rachel.

“He holds the
keys to the nation,” said Alex, “and the connections to the
world.”

“And the keys
to his car,” she muttered wryly. “I’ll need to get back to the
hospital, to prepare.”

“Then prepare,”
said Alex. “Do what you must, and let’s see together what God will
do.”

And he gripped
her arm, and moved them both forward toward Parliament.
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