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Imagine this: an imposing castle constructed of large stones, its towers and battlements set against a night sky resplendent with innumerable stars. A subtle backlight illuminates the silhouette of the structure. Subdued colors - indigo, azure, amethyst, purple, emerald, mahogany, rust - play across the exterior. The scene has a fairy tale ambiance. From behind, however, approaches a shadow-shape. It resolves into a dark humanoid figure looming over the dreamlike edifice. Only the eyes are clearly visible in the otherwise indistinct face. One has a gray iris and gazes outward with intelligence and discernment, while the other is a roiling black pit of chaos and despair.

*     *     *
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From the spaceport, pack on back, I set off across the shimmering golden grasses of the prairie. After camping for the night at the base of some foothills, I make my way up the rugged slopes past clusters of enormous rocks and groves of twisted stalwart evergreens. On the far side is a lush valley. I camp beside a clear, bubbling stream, and in the morning I follow it upward towards its source. All day I hike, observing the flora and fauna, which is exotic but subtly familiar. Night finds me at a cooler yet still pleasant altitude; before falling asleep I marvel at the countless unfamiliar stars.

Late the following morning I spot the monastery known as Enhancement perched at the edge of a crag over the water. It stands like a multi-tiered stone castle surrounded by a high wall and, outside the wall, a crescent of cultivated fields in patterned shades of green.

As I pass, male and female laborers tending the fields, naked or clad only in loincloths, wave but do not descend the terraces to greet me. The heavy wooden entry door is ajar. There is no sign of a bell or another instrument with which to announce myself, so I enter.

A dark-haired woman with a large purple birthmark running up her left cheek confronts me almost immediately. She's barefoot and clad in a coffee-colored robe tied at the waist with a gold belt. "Good morning," she says. "My name's Joy. I'm happy to meet you. Please come with me."

She leads me through a rectangular courtyard to a set of stone stairs that circle upward several flights to a cool stone corridor. She opens a wooden door without knocking, says "Here he is," smiles, and departs.

The man and woman within are similarly garbed but also have sandals strapped to their feet. They rise, come around from the far side of a large desk-like table, and take turns hugging me.

Once I'm seated facing them, I say, "My name is Augustine. Call me Augie."

"We know who you are," says the woman. "We have communications technology. We just don't choose to use it often. Where is your partner?"

"She was detained at the spaceport," I say. "There was an accident. She'll be along when she's sufficiently recovered."

"Of course," says the woman. "So sorry about the mishap."

"I'm Dominic," says the man. "You can call me Dom. She's Rainbow. I don't think there's a suitable short form of that; it's perfect just as it is."

Rainbow smiles and nods. "We're the abbess and abbot of Enhancement. They're mainly ceremonial titles, as we all decide most matters by consensus, but among our duties is the responsibility of dealing with agents from the outside worlds."

"Like me," I say.

Rainbow smiles and nods again.

I say, "I'm sorry I haven't come under very pleasant circumstances."

"Everything that happens has a purpose," says Dom.

"What could be the purpose of such a gruesome death?" I ask.

Dom says, "I said that everything has a purpose. I didn't say that I know what all those purposes are."

"Of course," I say.

"Would you like to see your quarters and wash up a bit?"

"That would be wonderful," I say.

Joy leads me through hallways and up stairways to another wing.

Although the castle in some ways is reminiscent of Old Earth's medieval period, it has all the modern conveniences. My spacious room has a double bed, desk and chair, sofa, and attached bathroom with all necessary amenities.

I've brought portable communications equipment, but I ask, "Is there a computer terminal?"

"Oh, no, I'm sorry," says Joy, as if she's personally responsible. "Such things are considered distracting. There's a setup in the administrator's office and another in the common room, but people hardly ever use it. Shall I take you there?"

"No, that's all right. I don't need it now."

Joy smiles and starts to take off her clothes.

I say, "What are you doing?"

"I want to welcome you."

"Welcome me?"

"By sharing of myself."

I've heard of the monastery's sexual profligacy, but I hadn't expected to directly encounter it so soon.

"Thank you, Joy, but not right now."

"Oh. Shall I send someone else? A man, perhaps?"

"No, it's not that. I appreciate the offer, and I find you attractive, but I have come here to conduct an investigation. I need to maintain impartiality."

Somber-faced, Joy says, "I don't understand." Quickly recovering, she adds, "Let me know if you change your mind."

After Joy leaves, I step out onto the small balcony, contemplate the vista of the valley I have recently traversed, and allow myself a brief, acute stab of longing for my partner Theresa.

*     *     *
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The body is in a cryonic chamber ensconced in a castle subbasement. I follow Dom the abbot down myriad well-lit but austere and narrow passageways to a room with half a dozen coffin-like containers and an array of impressively complex technology.

"He's in that one," says Dom. "The others are empty. We actually brought in these chambers as a contingency. If someone becomes injured or badly ill and our medical facilities are inadequate, we can preserve them and ship them out for further treatment. We would have cremated and scattered him, but after we reported the incident, the Darqueth Foundation requested that we retain the body pending your investigation."

The cover is transparent. The young man appears asleep, except for the left side of his face, which is brutally ripped apart. Where his eye used to be is a jagged pit of raw bloody flesh.

"I can exhume him if you like," says Dom. "However, before we froze him, before we even moved him, in fact, we made complete internal and external imaging scans. Perhaps you'd like to see those first."

"Yes," I say. "Thank you."

"I'll call them up on the terminal here. You can observe them in holographic form or on a flat screen. All the data are available on sidebars."

"Excellent. I'd like to be alone for awhile while I study."

"All right. I'll come and get you in two hours."

"Why don't you just provide me with a map showing the layout of the corridors and I'll find my own way out?"

The abbot half-smiles. "That's not possible. The sublevel hallways periodically coalesce and reform themselves into new patterns. It's part of the built-in security protocols. No one has access to the core network except me, Rainbow, and the founder."

"I have the authority to insist."

"Please don't. We would formally object, it would create a legal snafu, and it would seriously delay the fulfillment of your mission."

I study his expression for a moment to determine if he is bluffing. I conclude that either he is sincere or he has great self-control.

"Fine," I say. "For the moment I'll defer. Make it three hours. You don't mind if I copy the data, do you?"

"Of course not," says the abbot.

Once he leaves, I commence my perusal of the available information. The body belonged to Phileas Berk, originally of Old Earth, a recent arrival to the monastery. While undertaking a mystical experience that supposedly leads to enlightenment, Berk had got terrified and attempted to purge his brain of what he perceived as some sort of malevolent presence by scooping out his left eye with a knife and a teaspoon.

At least that appears to be the situation upon primary analysis.

It's the official working theory, which puts the blame on the experience itself and questions its efficacy and safety.

The computer has created a simulation of the incident based upon the instruments found at the scene and the wound patterns. I watch it over and over in a state of nausea and incredulity that someone could do that to himself.

Medical programs have already thoroughly analyzed Berk's body for extraneous drugs, organic substances, or implants and have found nothing except traces of the alien fungus that the monastery's inhabitants ritualistically consume as part of their process of so-called enlightenment.

Details of his background are limited. Evidently Enhancement accepts anyone with the requisite sincerity of purpose, and even for this, they take the acolyte's word.

As I expected, I am blocked when I attempt to enter the monastery's general database.

Unexpectedly depressed by what I have encountered here, I try to connect with Theresa. My outside communication is thwarted by a security wall.

I sigh, stand, and approach the high-tech coffin that encloses Phileas Berk. I study his face and strive to deduce what might have prompted him to mutilate himself. I come to no conclusions. Instead, I am seized with an overwhelming urge to get out of that room, breathe in some fresh air, and contemplate natural scenery.

When I try the door, I discover that it is locked. I have no choice but to wait for the return of the abbot.

*     *     *
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I have requested an interview with the founder, but while awaiting an appointment, I have begun to gather stories from the denizens of Enhancement. I start with Joy, my erstwhile greeter and would-be sex partner.

When she enters my room, she eagerly embraces me, although she is somewhat crestfallen when she learns that I just want to talk.

"We can communicate much more profoundly by sharing bodies," she says.

"That may be," I say, "but I need specific information, and sex could be distracting."

"Why not first one and then the other?"

"I have a wife."

"What does that have to do with it? Oh, I understand. I used to think as you do."

"Tell me about angel's breath. Have you taken it?"

"Of course. It's the basis of Enhancement. I wouldn't bother to come all this way otherwise."

"What's it like?"

"Why don't you try it and find out?"

"For now could you describe it for me?"

She smiles and gets a beaming faraway look. "It's like... Well, it's different every time, but it always takes you on a journey and simultaneously fixes you right here."

"You mean at whatever location you take it?"

"As far as I know, no one has ever taken it anywhere but here. That's what the monastery is for: to center us. We lose our sense of time and our sense of self, but we always maintain our sense of place."

"Do you see visions?"

"Oh, yes. Wonderfully colorful visions of fantasy landscapes. And smell and hearing and touch are heightened. It's marvelous. Really marvelous."

"Have you ever been frightened while taking angel's breath?"

"I've had problems with vertigo, but I've never been afraid."

"What made you decide to come here?"

"My husband and I lived on a moon in a nearby system. He died in a mining accident. I came to Enhancement to cope with my grief."

Other residents I spoke with shared similar stories: difficulties in handling depression, grief, addiction, and other mental and emotional ailments; coming to Enhancement for solace and healing; experiencing enhanced senses and benevolent hallucinations after taking angel's breath. Not one person reported negative results from their sessions with the fungus. Not one.

Admittedly skepticism is a necessary attribute in my line of work; I have found that things that appear too good to be true usually are.

*     *     *
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Charles Henry Grayson, also known as Brother Charles, or simply Chuck, inhabits a comfortable suite high in a tower
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