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"The ashes blew straight up," repeated Sonam
quietly, "as if they were caught in a vortex. There is no clearer
sign than that."

The wind was whispering softly as the
committee of High Lamas meditated on the shores of the lake. Sonam
should have been relaxing into that meditation along with the rest
of the committee, but his thoughts were restless, colored with
anxiety. No, it was more than anxiety: it was dread.

"Yes," replied Yonten sadly, sitting
cross-legged to his left and equally failing to meditate. "It was
only a matter of time."

"And the Oracle couldn't get any clear sense
of him here on Earth," Sonam continued, the words slipping from the
corner of his mouth.

From his position in front of them, Saragarhi
turned his head and regarded the pair sourly, all meditative
quiescence gone. "Your minds seem scattered today, brothers. But
you may calm yourselves. I have had the vision that we seek."

Sonam asked in surprise, "You have?
Already?"

Saragarhi nodded. Gently, he added, "Tell me
Sonam, do you enjoy long journeys?"

"You know I do not," answered the lama.

Saragarhi let out a sigh. "Then I fear you
will not like what I saw."

Sonam felt the dread settle about his
shoulders, bearing down on him like a dead weight. "Is the tulku we
seek so very far away?"

Yonten muttered crossly, "You know how
contrary Gendun Gyatso could be. He even said before he died that
he'd use his phowa as a way of protesting what's happening here in
Nepal."

Sonam ignored Yonten and stared beseechingly
at Saragarhi. "Tell me," he pleaded.

The older lama replied serenely, "My vision
was of an orange moon orbiting Saturn."

"No," exhaled Sonam, before he could stop
himself.

Saragarhi continued, "And of a small metal
thing that floated near it. The metal place looked very old, almost
worn out, I'd say."

"Getting there is going to cost a packet,"
spat Sonam.

Saragarhi had the cheek to simply shrug in
response to the financial objection. "We must go where we must. The
days when we searched only in the local region are long gone."

Yonten interjected diplomatically. "I'll get
some pictures of the moons of Saturn. Let's see if our brother can
identify which one he saw in his vision." He smiled beatifically.
"Once we have the moon pinned down, it should be relatively
straightforward to establish what station we need to visit."

The lama stood up slowly, his aged joints
stiff. "Don't fret, Sonam. I'm sure the flight won't last more than
a year. Eighteen months, tops."

*

Molly Douglas was trying to get Oli to nap
when Commander Hanover called. With her three-year-old child
shrieking in the background, she answered the line.

"Molly? Sorry to disturb you, but something
rather important has come up." She found she couldn't quite tell
what expression was on Hanover's face in the small image projected
by the wall-mounted communicator. He looked as amused as he was
panicked, the two conflicting feelings warring for territory on his
features.

"Is there an issue with a flight plan?" she
asked, confused. "I'm off shift right now, but I suppose I can come
in if you need me in Control. I'll have to get hold of Maureen to
watch Oli for a while, but--"

"No, it's nothing to do with work,"
interrupted Hanover. "All the traffic you were tracking prior to
end of shift is fine." He paused, "Actually, the inbound cargo
transporter docked already. The, ah, people who want to see you
were on it."

"People?" she queried, changing mental gears
rapidly.

"Yes. Well, I say people, but 'delegation'
might be a better term for them." He smiled nervously. "You don't
mind if they drop by, do you? I'll pop along with them, just so you
know there's nothing fishy going on."

Molly didn't know what to say. "Oli is meant
to be taking a nap," she began, but then she realized the station
commander was going to arrive in her cabin in just a few minutes
and the cramped confines of her living quarters were a cluttered,
toy-strewn mess.

"We won't keep you for long," replied
Hanover, bulldozing his way through her feeble argument. "And
they've come a long way to see Oli."

"Oli?' squeaked Molly in disbelief, but
Hanover had already hung up.

*

Molly made tea for the Buddhist lamas. It
seemed like the right thing to do; although, on reflection, it was
probably the wrong type of tea.

Twenty minutes notice had barely been enough
time to shove toys into the under-bed storage bins and straighten
the sheets. There was still a pile of dirty dishes in the tiny
galley's sink.

There were three men in the Buddhist
delegation; each one was stooped and wiry, dressed in robes of dark
crimson and golden yellow, with tall hats shaped like rooster
combs. The color of their hats and under-robes wasn't entirely
dissimilar to the light orange atmosphere of the moon the station
was orbiting.

They introduced themselves, in faltering
Standard, as Sonam, Yonten, and Saragarhi. Apparently, there should
have been more than three of them--there should have been an entire
committee and a gaggle of officials--but space travel was
enormously expensive and they'd been forced to economize.

Given the limited amount of space available
in her single-room cabin, the three lamas were perched on the edge
of Molly's bed while the commander occupied one of the bar stools
at the breakfast counter. Oli was racing around, bouncing off
people's legs and reveling in the opportunity not to nap.

While she waited for the kettle to boil,
Molly attempted conversation. "We don't see many outfits like those
on Titanville. You sure won't be hard to miss while you're staying
here. What do you call those? Robes?" They were sure different from
Oli's plain unisex coveralls and Molly's lightweight pants and
tunic.

"Yes," answered the one who'd introduced
himself as Yonten.

The middle lama, who looked a little younger,
muttered something disgustedly about not having ceremonial clothes
with them on account of not being able to afford the increased
luggage weight.

Yonten made a tiny gesture and the other
Buddhist clammed up; strangely, they had an air of naughty
schoolboys trying to be on their best behavior. They were also
clearly very interested in Oli.

The oldest of the lamas asked Hanover with a
piercing glare, "And you're sure no other child was born on the
date we specified?"

Hanover shrugged. "Titanville has a
population of exactly four thousand six hundred and twelve
permanent residents, and since we're all cooped up in the same tin
can, it's kind of easy to keep track. So, yeah, I can say with
absolute authority that you're looking at precisely the only kid
born on August fifteenth or on any day near then: little Oli
Douglas."

The lamas went back to staring at Oli. The
kettle boiled loudly.

*

"You think Oli might be the Dalai Lama,"
repeated Molly stridently.

She nearly poured the hot tea right over the
elderly Buddhist, but steadied her aim just in time. The second his
cup was full, she put the pot back down on the counter, not
trusting herself with it anymore.

"The Dalai Lama is a type of bodhisattva
called a tulku. He is able to reincarnate by choice. During his
phowa, his transfer of consciousness, he can decide how he is to
reincarnate. This time, we think he may have chosen here,"
explained Yonten.

Molly struggled to recall the details of the
Dalai Lama's passing. Titanville was a long way out, but the Earth
news still reached them even if it did arrive a few weeks late.
"Didn't he die, what, three years back or thereabouts?"

"Yes," said Sonam heavily. "That's
right."

She got the point; Oli's birth coincided with
the Dalai Lama's passing. "This is ridiculous," she protested.
"We're not Buddhists. And Titanville is a shabby, forty-year-old
hydrocarbon processing plant left over from the start of the
twenty-third century. Everything here has seen better days. Your
leader isn't going to want to be born into any place like
this."

Hanover interrupted, "They have a test they
want to perform. It won't hurt Oli. They already talked me through
what they want to do, and there's nothing dangerous involved. Can
they go ahead?"

Molly pursed her lips. "If you think it's
fine, I guess so. They have come all the way from Tibet."

The most wrinkled of all the lamas,
Saragarhi, corrected her as he pulled a small bundle out from the
folds of his robe. "We had to leave Tibet over two centuries ago.
These days we are based in Nepal, but I think our association with
that country might be coming to an end soon too. The country is a
dictatorship and the government is interfering in our religion just
as the Chinese did in Tibet."

Saragarhi finished unwrapping the bundle. In
the open folds of the material, six small items were revealed.
Molly could see some keys, a necklace, a statue of a bird, and some
other jewelry. They looked like personal effects.

The lama called softly to Oli to come take a
look. Oli hesitantly tiptoed over and peered at the objects.

Sonam said quietly, "Oli, two of these things
are yours. Can you pick them out? We'd like to give them back to
you."

The child's hands flashed, and before Molly
could blink, the key and the tiny bird statue were gone from the
collection of items.

"That's right," said Yonten. "Thank you,
Gyatso."

*

"So what's next? Oli's the head of a major
religion, all of a sudden?" sighed Molly, wishing she had something
strong to slip into her tea.

"Next, the child will be shown to three
associates of the Dalai Lama to confirm his identity," announced
Saragarhi. "The selection of the correct personal items was merely
a first step."

Molly's eyes almost popped out of their
sockets. "Now you just hold on there, pal. Oli's not going
anywhere! Certainly not Earth!"

Sonam's mouth fell open. "But the Dalai Lama
must be trained in a monastery. He has to go to Nepal--"

Yonten abruptly said, "Are you sure? We're
about to be forced out of there. Perhaps it is not wise to bring
the reincarnated Dalai Lama into such a dangerous situation."

Saragarhi considered the point, eventually
replying, "Many of our teachings are spread through electronic
communications nowadays. It's not inconceivable that a Dalai Lama
could be trained off-Earth and spend much of his time out here. He
would still have the same impact on followers throughout the Solar
System."

He peered at Oli, adding, "With so many
people leaving Earth and moving to the Outer Worlds, is that what
you intended? That we should look to the future, and move somewhere
we will not be oppressed?"

Oli said, "I like ice cream and
penguins!"

Molly raised a hand to get their attention.
"Excuse me, but you've said 'he' a couple of times now. I think
there's been a bit of a misunderstanding."

Saragarhi shook his head, bemused. "There is
no misunderstanding. Oli is short for Oliver, is it not?"

Molly winced. "It is sometimes. In this case,
it's short for Olivia."

Sonam started laughing, and it wasn't long
before Yonten and Saragarhi joined in. "That removes any lingering
doubt," gasped the youngest of the three lamas. "Being in space
wasn't enough for Gendun Gyatso; naturally, he would only settle
for also reincarnating as the first female Dalai Lama."

He wiped tears from his eyes and stood up
from the bed. "Miss Douglas, we'll see you bright and early in the
morning. Olivia will be a good student, I hope."

 


 


 


​ The
Terror of Titan


"I understand you perfectly," said Marshal
Augusta Thurm calmly. "You're saying you murdered Karl
Fallows."

Tregor Unwin shifted awkwardly in his seat,
failing to meet her gaze. He replied in a trembling voice, "That's
right. I killed him. It was me."

Thurm settled for saying, "I trust you're not
wasting my time, Mr. Unwin. I frown on folk wasting my time."

"You don't believe me." There was a trace of
petulance in his voice. "You should believe me. I can prove
it."

The outpost marshal let out a sigh. Thurm
didn't want to be in this interview room, staring across a plain
gray table at a plain gray man. She had things she needed to be
getting on with, like catching the real murderer. Every second that
slipped through her fingers the trail got just that little bit
colder.

Thurm said deliberately, "You understand the
seriousness of what you're claiming, Mr. Unwin? If you're found
guilty of murder here on Titanville, the best you can expect is to
be sentenced to hard labor for life down in a hydrocarbon
processing plant on the surface. But if the judge takes a dislike
to you, you'll be deported to one of the inner system outposts and
thrown in a penal facility. And you really don't want to be dumped
in one of those places. Compared to a penal camp, Titanville is
Paradise itself."

She could see sweat beading on Unwin's
forehead. "It was me," he insisted. "I did it."

He was persistent, she had to give him that.
Unfortunately, she was obliged to hear him out, no matter how
unlikely his story. She had no choice. When a man came into the
Marshal's Office, lined up quietly for forty minutes so he could
get a turn to talk to the desk officer, and clearly stated for all
to hear that he was the culprit they were looking for, the
procedures had to be followed, to the letter.

Thurm knew a sizeable portion of the people
on the orbital station, if only by sight. That wasn't a difficult
feat. Titanville boasted a population of a mere five thousand.
Unwin was not one of the station's troublemakers. Quite the
reverse; he was law abiding, hardworking, almost punctilious in his
duties. She'd been a marshal for sixteen years. If Unwin was a
murderer, she was the queen of Callisto.

Deputy Marshal Goode was standing guard in
the corner of the small interview room. He was behind Thurm, just
out of her peripheral vision, but she could hear him breathing,
hear the squeaking of his shoes as he fidgeted. She could tell from
the way Goode was
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