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To God, my family, and to those that dare to dream
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​Cultrum in Tenebris
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Darkness draped the rooftops beneath a sky choked with clouds. Below that dark mass, the city glimmered like scales on a restless beast, its light clawing at the heavens but failing to break through. Shadows spilled across the cityscape, stretching long and sharp, as if the city itself were drawing a blade. Tonight was made for murder.

Sound drifted up to Hecate’s hiding spot, carried by vibrations of the air molecules. Wrapped in shadows, she watched the alley below, its hard lines lit faintly by the moon’s light. A group of three men entered the alley with furtive movements. Their hushed voices, warped by the distorting architecture, rose up to her in a muffled babble.

With a thought, she weaved strands of air across the alleyway like the finest spider silk. Her web of air caught the sounds of their voices and carried them upward to greet her.

A rough, uncultured voice got pulled along her web. “The house should be nearby.”

The leader of the group paused in his relentless pace down the darkened alley, his gaze taking in the men behind him. “Quiet,” the leader hissed. “Babylon belongs to the Illi Qui Voluntus. It’d be best if you remembered that.”

“Myths, to scare babes.”

The leader’s hand twitched towards a concealed weapon beneath his cloak. “Remain silent,” he rasped again, before plunging deeper into the alley.

The men slowed as they neared the pool of light from a nearby street lamp that pooled in a golden puddle at the mouth of the alley. The leader held up a hand to stop those following him. Beneath his outstretched arm glinted cold, dark steel. A pistol hung from his waist, partially obscured by his shirt.

Seeing enough, Hecate leapt from her perch on the rooftop and loosened the binds of gravity that pulled her down. With gravity’s hold loosened, she floated down like a leaf from a tree at the turn of seasons to land silently on the cobbled alleyway.

Her dark clothes hung around her in thick folds that blended into the shadows of the alley. Moving with preternatural stillness, she made her way toward the group of men, their bodies tense and alert at the alley’s end.

“Is that the house?” the man on the right said, pointing at a building across the street.

The house was a grand affair with towering columns that flanked the door. It was a house that she knew well: a dwelling belonging to a young boy named Immanuel. Hecate, as head of the Cultrum in Tenebris, was tasked with guarding Babylon, but beyond that she had been given the task of guarding two children—Immanuel being one of them.

“Remember our target is the son.”

The words came to her on a whisper of air—confirmation for her fears and justification for what she was about to do.

She moved toward the group of men and visualized a spike of psychically-forged metal materializing in the two underlings’ brains. The men collapsed, twitching sporadically. Their leader spun around to face her, his hand flying to his pistol and taking aim.

A superheated current of plasma-infused air sliced through the man’s arm, cauterizing the wound as it separated flesh and muscle. The man screamed as his severed hand hit the ground along with the gun.

Hecate closed the distance in an instant, her hand clamping onto his collar. Lessening the restraints of gravity upon him, Hecate lifted him off his feet.

“Stop your screaming,” she commanded, her voice a cold whisper. “It’s hurting my ears.”

The man’s eyes grew round with fear, but his painful cry died off.

“Who sent you to my city? You can stay silent, and I’ll bring down unimaginable pain upon you. Answer, and things will go better for you.”

“I’m dead either way,” he said before spitting at her. The glob of saliva hung suspended in the air between them before returning back to hit him in the face.

“True,” she replied, “but the duration of your suffering is entirely negotiable.”

A loud crack echoed down the alleyway as the man’s leg broke, shattered by a localized gravity well. He cried out from the sudden pain but found his voice muffled as a bubble of hard vacuum formed around his head. The vacuum subsided at last.

“I’ll ask again. Who sent you?”

“My mission is a holy one,” the man replied, a fanatical gleam in his eyes.

The Holy Roman Empire, Hecate thought. With a flick of her wrist, she ripped open a hole in reality behind the man, manipulating quantum entanglement to create a gateway. She stepped through and created a platform of solidified air to stand on.

The man’s eyes widened and he squirmed against her grip. She wrapped a band of compressed air around him and let go. He hung suspended in the air before her.

“Welcome... home.”

“Please, I have a family,” the man said, looking down at the drop below them.

Hecate and the man floated in the air above a glistening city. Its center, a grand cathedral, stood tall below them.

“I’ve brought you to your masters.”

“Please... please... please.”

“You’re to give them a message.”

“Anything. What is it?”

Hecate ignored his pleas. This was a message, a brutal display of the Cultrum in Tenebris’ power. She released him; his arms and legs flapped around like a rag doll, the sight unreal to her. His body hit the steps leading up to the cathedral below, a splash of red against white marble.

A commotion below broke out with people moving about—their forms like ants that had been disturbed by a careless boot. With her message delivered, she stepped back through her gateway and into the quiet alley of Babylon.

A man, another member of the Cultrum in Tenebris: a knife in the dark, stood at the alley’s end, having already removed the bodies and the blood. He bowed at her approach.

He smiled, a crooked smile that matched his crooked nose. The man looked like a brute, large and scared from battle, yet he was a gentle, intelligent man when one got to know him. “Sammus, I see you’ve cleaned up my mess.”

“Of course. You do always make the most interesting messes.”

“How does everything look throughout the city?”

“All is quiet for now, but I fear it is the calm before a great and terrible storm.”

Hecate nodded, fearing he was right.
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“Dad, are we really flat?”

The scent of ancient parchment hung heavy in the air as Immanuel, a wisp of a boy with hair the color of sun-bleached wheat, hunched over a grand mahogany desk. Its polished surface gleamed like a captured nebula, reflecting the intricate glyphs etched into its legs—constellations trapped in ambered wood. He wore clothes woven from threads that shimmered with a faint luminescence, contrasting the man who entered the study.

Illi Qui Voluntus. The man’s title was a whisper, a legend written not in history books, but in the very fabric of reality itself. Makati swirled across his exposed skin, thick black markings that pulsed with the subtle thrum of the cosmos. Were they the etchings of a god, or the scars of a universe defied? He settled into an oversized chair with effortless grace, a counterpoint to the child’s restless energy.

“What troubles you, Immanuel?” he asked.

“Father, I have been studying as you asked and in this book it says the universe is flat. Wouldn’t that make us flat, too?”

The older man laughed heartily. “I see you have been reading The Universe at Large again. Usually, we don’t assign that for reading until you are a bit older.”

“I know, Father,” Immanuel said, his eyes downcast. “But I wish to be a great teacher like you one day, or be like the Great Will.”

“Have you been studying your geometries?”

“Some.”

“And what does it say about a point?”

“Father, what does that have to do with me being flat?” Immanuel said looking troubled.

“Patience son, you will see.”

“It says that a point is a location in space with no size.”

“Good, I see you haven’t completely neglected your studies to read other books. Imagine the universe as being a three-dimensional coordinate plane which goes on forever in all directions. Then imagine a single point amidst the infinite points that make up the universe. That point would be the dimension in which we live.”

Immanuel shifted, unable to sit still. “We are rather small then, aren’t we?” he asked, looking perplexed.

“In the overall scheme of the universe, you could say that we are small, yes.”

“So, what about the other points?”

“The other points are other dimensions. Some of these dimensions are similar to ours while others are as different as night is to day.”

“So how close are they... these dimensions?”

“Full of questions today, I see. These dimensions are right next to ours yet infinitely far away at the same time.”

“I’m confused. How can something be close and far away at the same time?”

“Yes, it does seem like a paradox doesn’t it. Between these dimensions lies the Nothingness, a realm of many things and nothing at all. It is a realm of paradoxes. Some believe that out of the Nothingness God was first born, and then he crafted the universe into the image we see today.”

“Paradoxes? Father, I don’t understand.”

“It’s okay. You will one day, son.”

“Father, will you tell me the story of the Great Will again?”

“Maybe after dinner, you need to go wash up and then we will see.”
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THE PUNGENT AROMA OF food wafted through the opulent dining room. “Ishmael, is our son coming? One of the serving girls has informed me that dinner is ready,” a woman with long sandy colored hair spoke. Makati marked her flesh as well.

Ishmael pushed back his chair. “He is supposed to be washing up. I will go check on him.” Ishmael left the dining area, the soft glow of light orbs casting flickering shadows on the ancient stone walls.

He found Immanuel in the sterile washroom, hunched over the faucet, his brow furrowed in a fierce, angry concentration. But no water flowed.

“Son, what is the matter?” Ishmael’s voice was gentle, yet it resonated with authority.

Immanuel whirled, a flicker of despair clouding his young face. “I... I’ve been trying to turn on the faucet with my will,” he choked, voice tight. “But it won’t work. Nothing happens. Am I... am I broken?” His voice cracked, threatening to shatter. “I’ll never be like you or mother.”

Ishmael placed a reassuring hand on his son’s shoulder. The tremor beneath his touch spoke volumes. “Son, you are still young. Most are several years older before they experience their Awakening. I was almost fourteen years old before I experienced my Awakening.”

“But what if it never comes? What if I never experience the Awakening?” Immanuel’s voice trembled. “What if I’m... flawed?”

“That is not something you should worry about at this time,” Ishmael said, his tone firm yet comforting. “Hurry and wash up before your mother has both our hides for being late to dinner.”

Immanuel, looking resigned, quickly washed his hands and face in the cool, clear water, the droplets sparkling like tiny diamonds. He toweled them dry and then followed his father into the dining area, where the rich aroma of exotic spices filled the air.

The servants had already set the table with an array of colorful dishes. Immanuel’s mother sat regally in her seat next to the head of the table, her eyes softening as she saw her son. Ishmael motioned for him to take the seat across from her while he sat down beside her. The main dish was an unfamiliar meat, its flavor intensified by a delicate, aromatic sauce, served over a bed of perfectly cooked rice. Immanuel picked at his food, his mind still occupied by his earlier failure.

When dessert arrived – a tart with a rich, fruity sauce – Immanuel’s mood brightened, and he eagerly dug in, momentarily forgetting his troubles.

As his father watched him finish his second helping, he spoke, “Son, I know you wanted to hear the story of the Great Will tonight, but if it’s alright with your mother, I would like you to hear it tomorrow with my class. Some of my students have yet to hear the story, and it might do them some good.”

Immanuel’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Mother, can I go with father to the Sanctuary tomorrow? Please?”

His mother smiled, her eyes filled with warmth and love. “I think that would be okay, as long as you promise to stay out of trouble.”

“Yes, mother, I promise,” Immanuel said enthusiastically, his earlier worries forgotten in the thrill of the adventure that awaited him.
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​Sanctuary at Babylon
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Babylon unfolded like a dream before the eye, a city born of ambition and ingenuity. Towering structures of silver and alabaster gleamed under the soft glow of floating luminance orbs, their facades etched with intricate carvings that pulsed faintly with the telltale hum of arcane energy. Unlike the crumbling remnants of cities built amidst the bones of the Ancients’ cities, Babylon rose anew from the Wasteland, untouched by the ruinous past. Here, nothing was left to chance—each stone, each beam of light, meticulously placed to mirror the brilliance of its architects.

But no structure, no matter how grand, could rival the spectacle of the Hanging Gardens. Suspended in the outer courtyard of the royal palace and surrounded by over twenty-five cubit high walls, the Gardens were a breathtaking fusion of nature and science, a place where ancient growth met future innovation. High above, blocks of smooth obsidian floated effortlessly, held aloft by unseen antigravity generators embedded within. Thick vines cascaded downward like emerald waterfalls, while branches stretched from one suspended platform to another, weaving together into a living tapestry of foliage and life. The scent of jasmine and eucalyptus wafted on the breeze, mingling with the faint tang of machinery from the hovering blocks.

Ishmael often found solace here, his mind stilling in the presence of such wonders. The gardens, reserved for Babylon’s elite, offered a quiet reprieve from the bustling city. It wasn’t far from the Sanctuary, where he molded young minds, guiding them along the path of the Illi Qui Voluntus. On this particular day, Ishmael walked the path with his son, Immanuel, the two of them slipping through the early morning crowds as the city thrummed with its usual rhythm.

“Father, why do we have to walk?” Immanuel’s voice was plaintive, his small frame casting a long shadow in the orange glow of the morning sun.

Ishmael glanced down at him, the corners of his mouth curling into a knowing smile.

“Walking,” Ishmael replied, “keeps the body strong. And a strong body nourishes the mind. Without the mind, my son, we are little more than hollow shells.”

Immanuel nodded, though his lips twisted in mild disagreement. Babylon was full of wonders – levitating carts, energy lifts that took you from street to sky – but his father insisted on the old ways. Immanuel’s gaze drifted up to the ivory towers that loomed above them, each one a testament to the mastery of both technology and the mystical arts. He wondered if he’d ever learn to wield such power.

By the time they reached the Sanctuary, its great doors had already been flung open. A steady stream of students and scholars alike poured inside, their robes swirling around them in muted hues of gray and gold. Ishmael led his son up the winding stairway to a classroom at the top of the tower, where the windows overlooked the sprawling city below. Babylon looked different from this height, less solid—more like an idea than a place, as though it were somehow suspended between the waking world and the realms beyond.

The classroom soon filled with students, their murmurs quieting as they settled in. Ishmael took his place on a simple stool at the front, his hands resting calmly on his lap. A stillness fell over the room as he let the silence stretch, commanding attention without saying a word.

“Today,” he began, his voice low, reverberating through the space like the first rumble of thunder before a storm, “we set aside our usual lessons for something greater—a legend. Some of you have heard it countless times, others perhaps not at all. It is a story of immense significance. The story of the Great Will.”

A stir passed through the room, some students leaning forward in eager anticipation, while others rolled their eyes, bored by the thought of hearing a tale their parents had told them since childhood. Yet even the skeptics couldn’t entirely resist the pull of Ishmael’s words.

His gaze swept the room, settling on no one and everyone at once.

“When you entered this Sanctuary, you passed a carving—an ancient relief of a man’s face, bearing the title The Great Will. His name has been lost to the ages, but his story lives on. He existed long before the Fall of Man, before the very concept of nations and kingdoms crumbled under the weight of catastrophe.”

One student raised his hand timidly, voice cracking slightly as he spoke. “You mean the Great Flood, Master? The First Fall?”

Ishmael nodded, his eyes darkening as though he looked into that distant past.

“Yes, the Great Flood, though it was merely the first of many disasters. Understand this, class: our dimension is not eternal. Like all things, it will one day die—a flicker of existence, then nothing. The Great Will, however, became something more than an ordinary man. He was the soul of our dimension, destined to rise above human frailty. He fought to save us from destruction and in doing so, became something more than mortal.”

The students leaned in, captivated now, drawn in by the gravity of his words. Ishmael let the silence hang for a heartbeat longer before continuing, his voice softer but no less powerful.

“Though his real name was lost, we know that they called him Savior in his time. In the old tongue, they called him Jesus.”
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​A Day at the Temple
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Jesus walked beside the synth-mule, its metallic back strapped down with their family supplies. His parents, Joseph and Mary, murmured in hushed tones ahead. Scattered figures dotted the dusty path toward Jerusalem. It had been over a week since they departed their Nazareth dwelling. The Passover, a grand festival pulsating with religious fervor, drew them closer to the holy city. As long as Jesus could recall, they’d made the pilgrimage for the annual celebration, reuniting with extended family residing on Jerusalem’s outskirts.

The relentless sun beat down, but Jesus remained undeterred. He examined a fruit in his hand, an apple, its surface displaying a network of bioluminescent veins pulsing with information. Over the past year, intricate patterns had begun manifesting across his skin, the Makati markings, a sign of those with exceptional neural capacities. In those days, these markings usually signified a Prophet or Seer. This year, Jesus had reached his twelfth revolution, marking a pivotal point in his development.

Studying the apple, Jesus noted how millions of microscopic units worked in harmony. He bent down and scooped up a rock off the road, studying it as he walked. The data sphere surrounding the rock was dormant and sluggish. What are the differences between a rock and a fruit? Jesus could tell that they both were made up of similar, microscopic units. Yet, there were key differences between some of the units and the bonds that held the units together.

Could I change the units from the rock to match those of the apple? He placed a hand on the synth-mule’s flank to help him walk as he turned his attention toward the rock. Intrigued, he focused his will, attempting to manipulate the bonds within the rock’s structure. Jesus nudged the bonds between the units of the rock. A subtle shift registered in his hands. Had the rock softened, or was it merely his imagination? He continued his mental prodding as the sun climbed higher in the eastern sky.

“There lies Jerusalem,” Joseph said.

Jesus slipped the unremarkable rock into his pocket for later exploration. He gazed upon the sprawling city, the religious hub of their world. Even from a distance, the data sphere around the city buzzed with activity. Tan-hued structures stretched across the horizon. The outer dwellings were modest, with simple clay walls, but closer to the city center, grandeur took hold.

At the city’s heart stood the magnificent Temple, its construction utilizing the most advanced organic computers available. Forty cubits in length and twenty in width, it housed the sacred Ark of the Covenant. Two ten-cubit-tall cherubim, their bodies intricate bio-sculptures, flanked the entrance to the inner sanctum. Flowers and cherub-like patterns adorned the walls, while intricately woven neural pathways ran beneath the golden doors guarding the inner chamber. The opulent Temple, however, served only the most elite and learned members of society. Smaller, less impressive temples dotted the city for the common folk.

“We need to visit the marketplace before heading to our relatives,” Joseph declared.

“May I explore the Temple while you tend to errands?” Jesus requested.

“Very well, but please stay out of trouble,” Joseph cautioned.
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JOSEPH AND MARY, THEIR neural networks buzzing with a familiar shopping routine, headed for the marketplace to procure Passover provisions. Though their relatives always hosted a plentiful feast, arriving empty-handed wouldn’t be appropriate. The marketplace bustled with vendors hawking their wares and buyers haggling for the best prices. Joseph spotted a vendor offering leavened bread for a single shekel. His carpentry work provided for them, albeit with occasional periods of scarcity. He could afford a loaf or two.

Purchasing two loaves, the vendor carefully wrapped them in protective leaves before handing them over. Joseph secured them on the synth-mule’s back and turned to find Mary engrossed in a stall displaying intricately woven bracelets. Each bracelet boasted organic computers that rivaled any she could buy in Nazareth.

“Mary, we should find Jesus. Our family will be expecting us soon.”

Joseph took Mary’s hand, their neural pathways momentarily syncing as they navigated the bustling marketplace. The Temple grounds teemed with activity. Sadducees and Pharisees engaged in heated debates on religious interpretations.

“Our lives are not preordained. We possess free will,” declared one figure.

“Objection!” boomed another. “The scriptures clearly state...” The voices faded as Joseph and Mary continued their search, their eyes scanning the crowds. A group of physicians huddled on the steps, their neural networks buzzing with discussions on the latest medical advancements. Still no sign of Jesus. He wouldn’t be permitted inside the Temple itself.

“I don’t see him anywhere, Mary. Could he have gone on ahead to your sister’s house?” Joseph questioned.

“Perhaps,” replied Mary, a tremor of concern evident in her voice. “Let’s head there and see. It’s getting late.”

They hurried toward the city’s suburbs, arriving just after sunset. Their relatives resided in a modest dwelling with a basic stable for the synth-mule. Greeted by warm smiles, Joseph and Mary scanned the room, their unease growing as Jesus’ absence became painfully apparent.

“We need to search for him,” Mary stated, her voice tight with worry.

“Our son is bright. He’ll find his way back. It’s too dark now, and the city patrols will be on high alert. We can wait until morning, and if he hasn’t returned by then, we’ll inform the patrols.” A reassuring hand landed on Mary's shoulder.

Unease gnawed at Joseph, but he recognized the wisdom in waiting. The night wore on, punctuated only by the occasional chirp of nocturnal creatures and the distant hum of the city’s central bio-core. Sleep, however, evaded them.
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ONE OF ISHMAEL’S STUDENTS raised their hand for a question.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Why would parents let a child of twelve go about a city alone?”

“In those times people lived shorter lives than we do today. It was common for a man to die before the age of fifty. Many children went to work by the age of twelve and it was not uncommon for a couple to be married by the age of fifteen or sixteen. You should ask Teacher Reitha if you are interested in history.”

“What happened next?” another student blurted out.
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THE FIRST RAYS OF DAWN painted the sky a hopeful orange as Joseph and Mary embarked on their search. The Temple, a natural starting point, bustled with early morning activity. Once again, a group of physicians occupied the steps, their neural networks in a lively exchange.

Joseph approached a man on the periphery. “Excuse me, sir. Have you seen a young boy, about twelve revolutions old, with dark hair?”

The physician’s brow furrowed in concentration, his bio-luminescent veins pulsing faintly. A look of recognition bloomed on his face as he waved toward a crowd not far away. “Ah yes, the inquisitive one! He arrived yesterday, brimming with questions about medicinal practices. Quite insightful for such a young mind.”

Relief washed over Joseph. “Thank you,” he breathed, a wide smile spreading across his face. He navigated the throng, his steps lighter now.

There, amidst the gathering of physicians, sat Jesus. He was no longer a passive observer but an active participant, his own neural network glowing brightly as he debated a complex medical procedure. Joseph and Mary stood mesmerized, listening as their son, barely past childhood, engaged in a discourse far beyond his years.

“You could attempt a neural realignment,” Jesus suggested, his voice filled with youthful vigor. “By stimulating specific bio-pathways, the body’s natural healing processes could be accelerated.”

A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. This unorthodox approach, while intriguing, had never been attempted. The lead physician, a wizened figure with a beard like spun silver, stroked his chin thoughtfully.

“An intriguing proposition, young scholar. Perhaps there is merit in exploring this avenue.”

Joseph and Mary exchanged a look of astonished pride. Where, they wondered, has our son acquired such profound knowledge? Where has he learned so much about medicine? They marveled as their son discussed with and taught people over twice his age.
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​Unraveling the First Threads of a Plot
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Hecate stepped into the Sanctuary and reality shifted. She recalled the first time she experienced the effect and how it had made her feel disoriented and off-balance. Today, the sensation passed over and was gone with little more than a short sensation of discomfort. Time has a way of making even the strangest occurrences feel commonplace.

The first floor was empty; however, she knew that her presence had been noticed and monitored as she entered. The cameras were there, if you knew where to look, and over the years she had become quite versed in their usage and function. It was her job as head of the Cultrum in Tenebris to protect Babylon and the Sanctuary.

She stopped and stood a moment before the elevator, not quite ready to see the headmaster, the Prophet. Seeing Mohammad could be taxing at the best of times. Taking one final deep breath, Hecate pushed the button for the elevator.

With a soft ding, the door swished open, and she stepped inside. She looked at the buttons and hit the bottom one. It was a button that did nothing for most people, but for her, it would take her to the headmaster’s office.

Hecate counted to twenty-seven and the door opened. Shaking her head she stepped out. Every time she visited the headmaster, the elevator took a different amount of time to get there. She had thought it was her imagination but not any more.

In front of her, a short hallway stretched out with a single closed door at the end. Her footsteps made a hollow echoing sound as she approached the door. Getting close, the door slid open of its own accord, revealing the interior of the headmaster’s office.

Muhammad filled the chair behind his desk, his dark hair and beard, the same color they had been when she had met him cycles ago.

“Hecate,” he said, “come sit. We have things to discuss.”

“Trouble?”

“The world is full of troubles if we go looking for them.”

“Yes, but are these troubles looking for us?”

“So it would seem.” Mohammad closed the book in front of him. History of the Church was written across its front.

“Studying our enemy?”

“The Church hasn’t always been our enemy.”

“Yet, here we are,” Hecate replied.

“Yet, here we are. Have you heard of the God’s Hand?”

Hecate nodded. “Stories. I’ve heard stories. If half of what I’ve heard is true, they are quite fearsome indeed.”

“I would say that they are worse than you can imagine. They trap the souls of the departed into constructs built to kill, creating abominations that should not exist. Using their own souls, they anchor the dead to the physical plane.”

“I’ve heard that they seldom leave Roma. That they stay close to protect the Pope.”

“That’s true, but they have set their sights on your wards. Agents of the God’s Hands are on their way to Babylon, or they might already be here.”

Hecate studied the headmaster’s face and found fear there, an emotion she’d never seen him display.

“I need you to protect your wards. Everything depends upon it,” Muhammad said.

“I will, or I’ll die trying.”

Hecate rose from her seat with a cold pit in her stomach. There would be killing to do. Unfortunately, she found herself rather good at it.
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​John the Baptist
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I never truly synced. While others received the world through their standard biosensors, my neural net processed reality differently. This made me an anomaly, a glitch in the social fabric. So it was a shock when I first attracted followers, the early nodes in what would become the Disciple Network. I didn’t initiate the connection; it simply formed around me, a growing web of consciousness. A few, like Peter and Andrew, managed a deeper handshake, their organic processors resonating with mine on a fundamental level.

My journey began with a visit to the lunatic John the Baptist. Though insane and branded a rogue by the Central Sanction, his neural implants displayed erratic signals, hinting at a deeper understanding of reality. His attire – a worn bio-leather vest with integrated weather regulation and a primitive haptic feedback interface – contrasted sharply with my own finely woven neural tunic.

Excerpt from the Synaptic Journal of Jesus

****
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“FATHER,” JESUS SAID to Joseph, in a plaintive voice, the soft hum of the workshop equipment a constant background noise. “I need a brief system recalibration. A short break from carpentry tasks.”

Joseph, a master artisan with his own neural enhancements to optimize coordination, looked up from his work. “Sounds logical and would probably do you some good. You work harder and do better work than most carpenters with twice the experience. Just ensure you’re back before the grain merchant’s project begins next month.”

“Absolutely, Father. A week or two is all I require. Thank you for your understanding.”

Jesus bowed and retrieved a small nutrient pouch from his sleep module, a synthetic mesh that hung in one corner of the room. Unlike most, he didn’t require a bulky backpack; the pouch integrated seamlessly with his clothing, constantly refreshing his bio-parameters.

His mother, Mary, was tending to the bio-synthesized fabric outside their humble dwelling. “Leaving, Son?” her soothing voice flowed through the network linking their implants.

“A short excursion, Mother,” he replied, his neural output projected discreetly.

“Towards the Jordan River?” she inquired, a knowing glint in her eyes.

“Indeed,” he admitted, the internal network buzzing with a mix of curiosity and nervousness. “Rumors abound about a preacher with similar... markings on his skin. I wish to compare neural signatures.”

“You are unique, Son, markings or not. Be cautious during your travels. Take the synth-mule; your father and I will manage without it.”

A warm surge of gratitude pulsed through the network. “I will be,” Jesus responded, a genuine smile warming his face. He retrieved the synth-mule from its stall, its sleek, metallic carapace gleaming in the sunlight. A quick neural handshake activated its autopilot, freeing him to focus on the journey.
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UPON REACHING THE JORDAN, the throngs of people seeking John’s baptisms were easy to identify. Their neural implants pinged with a mix of anticipation and trepidation. The man himself was an enigma. His ragged exosuit, a relic of the old world, lacked the advanced interfaces of modern bio-clothing, yet it pulsed with an unsettling energy. His long, unkempt hair resembled overgrown neural tendrils, and his eyes seemed to flicker with internal data streams. He subsisted on biosynthesized insect paste, a practice considered barbaric by many.

Despite his eccentricities, John bore an uncanny resemblance to Jesus. His exposed skin displayed the same swirling patterns that adorned Jesus’ body—a genetic anomaly interpreted by some as divine marks. The baptisms themselves were brutal affairs. John would hold the subject underwater until they nearly drowned, a process viewed by many as a near-death experience leading to spiritual awakening. All those that Jesus saw baptized by John survived, though there were rumors among those waiting about some who did not live through the ordeal. They were chalked up as sinners not fit for repentance.

Though hesitant, Jesus approached for his turn, for it was too late to change his mind now. As John’s calloused hand gripped his shoulder, a surge of raw energy flooded the network. John’s eyes widened as he looked upon him. “He who shall mend the fractured network!” he boomed, his voice amplified by his exosuit. “It is not my place to baptize one such as you!” John bowed his head in respect.

Jesus was shocked but wanted to go through with the act since he had come this far. “Please sir, suffer me a baptism.”

“With reluctance, I will,” John said solemnly.

John, his hands trembling, plunged him into the river. Panic surged as the murky water flooded Jesus’ physical senses. His bio-filters sputtered, the water contamination exceeding permissible levels, and he fought against the restraints, seeking the surface. But, John’s grip held firm.

This is it. This is how I die, Jesus thought, a chilling calm spreading through his neural net. But then, he focused his will, not his physical strength. A surge of energy erupted, a pulse that resonated across the network. The water around them churned, a vortex of light and data streams forming. At last, the water erupted upward, a mix of fire and steam. Gasps and screams filled the air as onlookers witnessed this miracle.

When the vortex subsided, Jesus stood panting beside John, mud-caked but unharmed. Water began once more to flow past them as it replaced the water lost in the vortex. His vision, however, was sharper, clearer, the network buzzing with a newfound clarity. As he retrieved his synth-mule and prepared to leave, two figures detached themselves from the crowd of onlookers.

“What do you seek?” Jesus asked, projecting cautiously toward them, identifying them as Peter and Andrew, their neural signatures registering a flicker of recognition.

“Rabbi,” Peter stammered, his voice raw with awe, “where... where does your network lead?”

A surge of warmth filled his internal network. These were the first true handshakes after John, the first genuine connections outside his family. “Follow,” Jesus answered, a sense of purpose solidifying within him. “And you shall see.”

The trek back was a revelation. With each step, the network pulsed with potential. Jesus’ synth-mule, sensing his emotional state, adjusted its gait to a smoother rhythm. Peter and Andrew, their initial awe turning into cautious curiosity, peppered him with questions. Some he could answer, relaying his experiences and philosophical ponderings through the network. Others, regarding the deeper functions of his neural architecture, remained a mystery even to Jesus.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the landscape, a vision flickered across the network. Not a visual image, but a complex data stream – a plea for help emanating from a distant settlement.

“There,” Jesus projected, directing the synth-mule toward a faint flickering light in the distance. “A node in distress. Perhaps this is where our journey truly begins.”

The two men followed, their eyes gleaming with a newfound determination. The faint signal grew stronger, morphing into a tapestry of chaotic data streams—fear, pain, and desperation. They were about to step into a situation far more complex than any of them could have anticipated. But together, their interconnected minds held a spark of something powerful, something that could mend the fractured network and usher in a new era.
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​Water to Wine
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The chrono-ribbons shimmered in the dim light of the Galilean farmhouse, twisting like ethereal smoke around the revelers. They were vibrant threads of purest chronoton energy, each one carrying the unique signature of a life. Most flowed smoothly, a steady progression toward pre-ordained ends. But for me, the ribbons were a chaotic symphony. I saw not just the present, but the echoes of the past woven into the fabric of time, and the faint, shimmering tendrils of countless futures branching out like fractal lightning.

My new ability, a symptom since my baptism, was both a blessing and a curse. Yes, I could see the flow of time but also the inevitable loneliness etched into my own chronal ribbon. My mother, ever optimistic, pushed me to attend the wedding in Cana. How could I explain the searing pang of a future devoid of such joy? As the music pulsed and laughter filled the air, I sat, a phantom witness to their happiness.
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JESUS SAT AND WATCHED the revelry. The bride and groom danced, their chrono-ribbons winding together in a shimmering display. A barely touched nutrient pouch sat in front of him next to a goblet of wine. Jesus’ disciples communicated with each other across the table, their neural-implants buzzing with whispered updates from the wedding festivities.

A low hum alerted him—a notification from his neural link. Jesus looked up and saw his mother talking to several of the host’s servants, she was motioning toward him. What does she expect of me now?

Jesus excused himself from the disciples, moving along the edge of the wedding festivities. The younger couple, barely past their first bloom, swayed to the music—an uncomfortable contrast to his own unfulfilled timeline.

A young service drone, sent by his mother, whirred to a stop by his side. Its bioluminescent carapace glowed a soft blue, signifying urgency. “Master Jesus,” it chirped in its melodic voice, “the celebratory protocols indicate a critical shortage in the viniculture reserves. The wedding master requests your assistance.”

“And?”

“Well the lady... she said that you could help us. The night is young and our master would be disgraced if he ran out of wine at this time.”

His brow furrowed. His abilities, the intricate manipulation of organic matter at a molecular level, were not meant for such mundane tasks. Yet, a flicker of empathy sparked within him. A disrupted celebration wouldn’t bode well for the young couple’s intertwined timelines.

“Lead me to the reserves,” Jesus instructed.

The drone zipped ahead, navigating the bustling crowd with practiced ease. They arrived at a small, temperature-controlled chamber where several large, bio-ceramic vats stood dormant. A holographic display flickered, showing the depleted wine reserves. There were several vats of water that stood ready and filled.

Focusing his neural-implant, Jesus accessed the vats’ internal systems. The data stream flooded his senses—the precise makeup of the stored water, the ideal chemical composition for the desired vintage. It was a simple rearrangement, a manipulation of the existing molecular bonds within the water: simply in theory while more difficult in action.

Sweat beaded on his forehead as he began the intricate process. His neural-implant hummed, subtly manipulating the water molecules within the vats. Time seemed to stretch as he meticulously nudged hydrogen atoms and rearranged carbon chains.

Finally, with a satisfied sigh, he deactivated the process. Several notifications pinged on his neural link: the water vats were now filled with a perfectly balanced vintage, a step up from the previous reserves.

“Take out some from the water vat and take it to the host to drink,” Jesus said, slightly short of breath.

The servant drone buzzed in puzzlement, yet it said nothing as it took some of the liquid out of the water vat and went to the host.

****
[image: image]


ACROSS THE ROOM, THE groom’s father, a portly man with a chrono-ribbon thick with impending gout, grumbled at his empty goblet. The servant hesitantly offered the new “wine”.

The man took a long draught, his eyes widening in surprise. A hearty laugh boomed through the room.

“This is some of the finest vintage I’ve ever tasted!” he declared, oblivious to the manipulation that had saved the day. “Where did you find such a treasure?”

The servant drone stammered, unsure how to explain the miracle it’d witnessed. “I... uh... the strange guest...”

The man chuckled, waving a hand dismissively. “No matter! Go and enjoy the celebration!”
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THE SERVICE DRONE DIPPED its chassis in a gesture of gratitude. “Your intervention has ensured the continued success of this joyous union, Master Jesus.” It chirped excitedly before zipping off to inform the wedding master.

Moments later, a flustered server drone approached. Its sensors whirred erratically. “Master, the groom requests your presence. He insists on expressing his deepest gratitude for your... unique contribution to the celebration.”

The server drone led him through the throng of guests, their bioluminescent clothing flashing in a kaleidoscope of colors. Whispers followed in their wake, laced with curiosity and a hint of awe.

Jesus reached the wedding dais, a platform adorned with vibrantly colored florae grown specifically for the occasion. The groom, his face flushed with merriment, beamed at me. His neural link, a sleek band circling his temple, pulsed with an unfamiliar rhythm—a telltale sign of heightened emotional response.

“Master Jesus,” he boomed, his voice thick with celebratory wine. “They tell me you’ve saved the day! Our celebration would have been a disaster without your... intervention.”

He gestured towards a hovering server drone holding a crystal goblet filled with the newly created wine. Jesus took the glass, the cool touch a grounding sensation amidst the swirling emotions.

“It was a simple manipulation,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “A minor adjustment to ensure the festivities continued.”

“Simple or not,” the groom insisted, “it was a gift. A gift that saved our wedding night!” He raised his own glass in a toast. The guests, catching on, mimicked his gesture, a sea of shimmering goblets reflecting the warm glow of the overhead lights.

With a forced smile, he turned to face the crowd. Perhaps, Jesus thought, amidst the revelry, the joy, the intertwined life paths of others, I can find a sliver of joy for myself. 
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​The Great Catch
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Deception is a bitter pill to swallow, even for the greater good. Yet, with the fate of existence hanging in the balance, I find myself resorting to it. There were several key people that I would need to be with till the very end, and I knew I would have to convince them to follow me. This is where the deception came in. It was easy enough. They were fishermen, and well, fishermen like to catch fish. So to impress someone, you first need to take away what they want then give it to them in abundance.

Fish migration can easily be controlled through changes in water temperature and current. I still feel bad for this deception and hope they will forgive me when I am gone. Yet, these men were destined for things greater than being mere fishermen.
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THE SHORE OF LAKE GENNESARET hummed with the quiet thrum of life. Bioluminescent algae painted the water an ethereal green, and the air was thick with the scent of decaying vegetation and the petrichor of the lake itself. Two fishing vessels rested silent on the bank, their synthetic hulls gleaming a dull silver in the morning light. Nearby, the fishermen toiled, their neural processors humming as they analyzed the data streams from their bio-engineered nets.

Jesus’ targets were among them: Peter, James and John. Their neural profiles were a perfect match for the Synaptic Net. But, convincing them would require a delicate touch.

A figure strode onto the beach, his neural signature masked by a cloaking protocol. It was a man named Jesus. He approached the working fishermen, the soft crunch of sand underfoot the only sound.

A ruggedly built man, the telltale calluses on his hands unmistakable, rose from his work. His neural implant flickered a greeting. “Harmonious frequencies,” he rumbled, a low bass that vibrated through the air. “I am Peter. And your designation?”

“Jesus,” he responded, his voice a calming wave of bio-electric signals. “Are your harvests plentiful today?”

Peter responded with a flicker of frustration in his neural signature. “Negative. We’ve been casting our nets for countless intervals, yet the bio-currents reveal no significant lifeforms.”

“Perhaps we can make a mutually beneficial exchange,” Jesus suggested, settling himself on a nearby rock, its surface worn smooth by time and the elements.

Peter’s neural activity spiked with interest. “An exchange? Elaborate.”

A brief data packet outlined his proposition: one final cast of their nets, and if unsuccessful, compensation for their time. If successful, a portion of the catch.

The proposition rippled across the group’s neural network. A low hum of agreement filled the air. “Minimal risk, potential reward,” one fisherman transmitted. “Agreed.”

Jesus watched silently as Peter and his crew pushed their vessels back into the water. The bio-engineered hulls sliced effortlessly through the algae-laden water, leaving a trail of bioluminescent foam in their wake.

Geshes ticked by, an eternity in the tense silence. Then, a surge of activity in the water. One of the fishermen let out a startled yelp, his neural signature spiking with excitement.

The men hauled their nets, their movements frantic. Jesus’ internal processors hummed with suppressed amusement. The net, overloaded with a bio-electric signature far exceeding the expected catch, began to tear.

Peter called out, his voice a mix of awe and fear. The second vessel approached, its crew scrambling to assist in hauling the overflowing net. Soon, both boats were at risk of sinking under the weight of their bounty—a bounty orchestrated by Jesus.

On the shore, he waited patiently, the urge to reveal his true purpose warring with the need to maintain the facade.

Finally, the boats slid onto the beach. The fishermen, exhausted but exhilarated, spilled out, their neural networks buzzing with questions. Jesus walked toward them.

“A successful harvest, wouldn’t you say?” he asked, voice tinged with amusement.

Peter crumpled to his knees before him, his neural signature overwhelmed with awe. “Master! Grant me the privilege of severing my current directive! You hold the key to my true purpose!”

A warm smile spread across Jesus’ face. “Fear not, Peter,” he transmitted, his voice a calming wave. “From this cycle forward, you will become a fisher of a different kind. One who casts his net not for sustenance, but for the very fabric of existence itself.”
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​Monsters in the Night
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A fire flickered hungrily at the dark, painting the surrounding buildings in molten orange. Embers floated like dying stars in the dry, suffocating air. Lucien sprinted through the haze, each breath tearing at his throat. His muscles burned with exertion. So much for a quiet night, he thought bitterly, forcing himself onward.

The inferno roared atop a building, its flames licking skyward. For now, it hadn’t spread to the neighboring homes—a small mercy, but one that felt precarious, like a flickering candle in a storm. This part of the city was supposed to be peaceful. Trust his luck to find mayhem waiting on his watch.

A knot of civilians had gathered, their faces a mix of awe and horror. A woman with tear-streaked cheeks staggered toward him, desperation carved hard lines into her features. Her voice cracked as she spoke.

“Thank you. You’ve arrived.”

“Is everyone out of the house?” Lucien asked, his tone clipped but steady.

“Yes. Please... save our home.” She clung to his arm, fingers trembling like brittle twigs.

“Step back,” he said gently, but firmly. “I’ll do what I can.”

As the woman retreated, Lucien turned to the blaze, his mind focusing on the problem at hand. Fire demanded oxygen. He inhaled deeply, tasting ash and fear, and thrust his will outward. A shimmering barrier formed around the rooftop, sealing the flames in a vacuum.

The fire fought back, flaring angrily as the oxygen dwindled. Its roar softened to a whimper, and Lucien allowed himself a brief smile. Then the sharp crack of gunfire shattered the night.

Pain exploded in his shoulder before he could react. His hastily thrown shield deflected the bullet just enough to save his life, but the impact sent him sprawling to the ground. Blood soaked his shirt, warm and sticky, as his barrier collapsed. The flames surged anew, casting wild shadows over the chaos.

Two figures emerged from the darkness below the burning building. One was a man, a rifle cradled in his arms. The other...

Lucien’s breath hitched. The second figure moved like an oil slick brought to life, its body glistening wetly in the firelight. Pulsing tubes ran across its sinewy form, oozing dark ichor. Its eyes glowed a malevolent red, and its crooked mouth – stitched closed in a grotesque grin – oozed a black tarry substance.

Civilians screamed and scattered as the monstrosity lunged forward. Lucien scrambled to his feet, his left arm supporting his weight while his right hung useless at his side. The creature leapt, claws outstretched, but he met its charge with a desperate blast of raw energy. The force slammed the beast sideways, and Lucien rolled just as its claws gouged deep furrows into the cobblestones where he’d been.

Up close, the creature’s stench hit him like a physical blow—rotting meat and festering filth. Lucien gagged, bile rising in his throat, but he forced himself to focus. Crawling backward across the ground, his wounded arm left a bloody trail. He shaped a spike of air and drove it toward the monster.

The creature dodged with terrifying speed, the spike grazing its arm and drawing a line of black blood. It didn’t slow. Behind it, the rifleman raised his weapon again, his aim steady and unrelenting.

Lucien backed into a wall, cold and unyielding against his spine. His mind raced. He needed help, now. He cast a crimson flare into the sky, its light briefly halting the monster’s advance. The moment passed in a heartbeat, and the creature resumed its charge.

Frantically, Lucien forged a barrier of hardened air between himself and the beast. It hit the barrier with enough force to send vibrations through his bones. Slowly, agonizingly, the monster pushed the shield back, each step closer sending Lucien’s heart into overdrive. Sweat poured down his face as the effort to maintain the barrier drained his strength.

The construct faltered, pressing against his feet like a vice. The creature’s glowing eyes bored into his soul, radiating hate and madness. Lucien knew he was seconds away from death. His body shook, his mind screamed for relief, but he refused to give in.

With his strength waning, Lucien tried pushing the monster away, but it was no use. He knew that he had moments left before his strength gave way and then the beast would have him. His life flashing before his eyes, he regretted all the things left undone.

The barrier shattered. Lucien braced himself, eyes squeezed shut, waiting for claws to tear into flesh. Instead, a deafening shockwave ripped through the air, rattling his teeth and sending the beast hurtling backward.

He opened his eyes to smoke and shifting shadows. Between him and his attackers stood a single figure, silhouetted by the burning wreckage. Her presence was a thunderclap in the night, commanding absolute attention.

Hecate.

Lucien’s boss. The most feared woman in Babylon. And at this moment, the only person who could save his life.
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HECATE SPOTTED THE crimson flare bloom in the eastern sky like a bleeding wound against the darkness. It rose sluggishly, sputtering before fading into the abyss. Her instincts flared, and she turned without hesitation, shedding the heavy bonds of gravity as she sprinted. The wind sang in her ears as she charged forward, her strides growing longer, lighter. A hulking structure loomed in her path, but she barely slowed. With a fierce push, she launched herself skyward, gravity’s grip reduced to a whisper.

Her boots kissed the rooftop, the stone warm beneath her feet despite the night’s chill. Another leap hurled her above Babylon’s jagged skyline, her dark hair streaming behind her like a banner of shadow. The city sprawled below, its glittering veins of light fractured by the disarray she approached. A fiery glow danced on the horizon. Fire wasn’t something one of her people couldn’t handle. Something’s wrong.

She landed gracefully atop another roof and peered down. The
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