
        
            [image: cover]
        



 




BELIEVING IS
SEEING

Joanna Michal Hoyt


[image: tmp_0050844-24888ef2-9307-49cc-a934-9a51e7887ef5_rOtH7D_html_mf3f48e9.jpg]

WolfSinger
Publications [image: tmp_0050844-24888ef2-9307-49cc-a934-9a51e7887ef5_rOtH7D_html_3637899b.gif] Security, Colorado


Copyright © 2022 by
Joanna Michal Hoyt

Published by WolfSinger
Publications

All rights
reserved.

Digital Edition

All rights
reserved.

This ebook is licensed for
your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you
should visit your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own
copy.

Thank you for respecting
the rights of this author.

No part of this book may
be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the written
permission of the copyright owner.

For permission requests,
please contact WolfSinger Publications at

editor@wolfsingerpubs.com

All characters and events
in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons living or
dead is strictly coincidental.

 


Cover Art copyright 2022 ©
Carol Hightshoe

 


Digital ISBN
978-1-944637-18-7

Print ISBN
978-1-944637-17-0


To Zachary,

who helped me to delight in mysteries

and to see the world from different
angles


For we walk
by faith, not by
sight.

2 Corinthians 5:7

There are
none so blind as those who
will not see.

John Heywood

A time is
coming when men will go mad,
and when they see someone who is not mad, they will attack him,
saying, “You are mad; you are not like us.”

St. Antony
the Great

Just because
you’re paranoid doesn’t mean
they’re not after you.

Joseph Heller

Earth’s crammed with
heaven,

And every
common bush afire with God,

But only he
who sees takes off his shoes…

Elizabeth
Barrett Browning

If therefore
the light that is within thee is darkness, how great is that darkness!

Matthew
6:23

But at the
last, what do we
know?

Arthur Machen
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STAIRS TO THE SKY

A
Fragmentary Retrospective

with a few personal notes

This story
was originally published in

Holdfast
Magazine’s summer 2017
anthology.

A.

This is the
first sequence from the stairway’s history that we’ve been able to retrieve. The people
surrounding the structure stare at it with evident bewilderment,
suggesting this may be their first glimpse of it. The place from
which the stairway rises is probably not unfamiliar to the
onlookers; the market stalls scattered across the field appear
weathered. Most of the stalls are unattended. Those few proprietors
who have stayed lean across their counters, staring at the stone
steps that spiral upward, turning clockwise almost as far as the
eye can see, ending at a dizzy height.

How high is
it? Someone is pacing out the
length of the shadow that extends westward from the market across
the plain. The sun is low. The measurer’s shadow is at least twice
as long as he is tall. Will he calculate the ratio of his shadow to
his own height and reduce his tower-height estimate accordingly?
Impossible to tell, since this first sequence is without
sound.

Most people
are looking at the tower itself. Wondering, perhaps, not How many feet high is it? but, How many steps
would I have to climb to reach the top? or, Where did it
come from? or,
Is there anything on top?

An old woman
begins to climb, followed by
a young man. They ascend slowly, right hands against the central
stone column into which the narrow end of each wedged step melts
with no visible joint. It must have occurred to them that there is
no wall or railing on the outside and the fall would be very
long.

The old woman
reaches the top, where the
stair ends in a semicircle of smooth stone. She turns, gazing
southward over the wind-tossed grass and the scattered houses,
northward to the hills, westward to the dimly glimpsed mountains,
eastward across the flatland toward the far gleam of sea. Then she
looks into what appears to be empty sky. Her eyes focus on
something close by, something we can’t see. She takes one more step
upward and ahead, over the edge, setting her foot down firmly on
thin air, and then she is gone.

She is
gone. Not fallen—at least, we
do not see her falling, and afterward there is no bone-crazed
huddle at the tower’s foot. The young man, who had reached out to
steady her, lets his arm fall. Looks where she looked. Begins the
long climb down.

1.

The
docent couldn’t or wouldn’t
explain how these “sequences” were obtained. I’ve read about Dr
Weltanschauung’s “psychorefractive image/sound recovery,” about the
“sequences” she takes at historic or symbolic sites where she
believes some kind of localized retrievable memory-record of events
exists, but they don’t explain how it works. The docent said this
exhibit was designed to display records of historical or
anthropological interest, and technical methodology was in the
domain of another department. I suppose that means she doesn’t
know.

Monica
insisted on replaying the last minute of the first sequence three
times, checking whether there
was anything under the old woman’s feet as she vanished, or any
sign the sequence had been tampered with. I suppose now they could
engineer it to look perfectly natural. Some people say this entire
exhibit is a fake—or, more charitably,
a work of art inspired by the strangeness of that
stairway.

B.

The market
stalls are gone. The stairs rise solitary from the
grassland, casting a
shortened shadow eastward. One figure stands atop the high
platform, huddled under a thick hooded cloak. The watcher’s face
swings from the broad expanse of wind-bent grass to the sky with
its hurrying clouds, then downward and eastward,
seaward…

The far line
of sea bunches, swells. A
small patch of silver lifts like a banner, flaps against the dark
clouds on the horizon. Then the whole line of water rises smoothly,
surges closer. The watcher clasps hands to mouth, scrambles down
with desperate caution, runs southward toward the houses, falls,
rises, runs again.

For a while
the grassland round the tower is empty. Then people begin to pass. First a few riders, then
many runners and walkers, carrying bundles or children toward the
northern hills. As the sun sinks to the western horizon a smaller
company comes on foot, stumbling, limping. They must have
decided—wisely—that they can’t make it to the hills. They drag
themselves up the stairs. They have almost reached the top when the
gold-gleaming water glides over the grass, smooth except where its
surface is disturbed by planks, branches, bodies of sheep and men.
It rises past the eighteenth stair, and there it remains, churning
and sucking, through the evening and the slow hours of the night,
while the refugees shiver on the stairs. In the first grey light of
morning the water begins to recede.

C.

Later
again. There is a small open
area around the tower’s foot; beyond that is a sprawl of stone
buildings with arched doorways. The people gathered in the open
space wear bright-hued fringed clothing. There’s sound now, excited
murmurs, solemn tones of people holding forth, and, away eastward,
a sound of singing. As the singing grows louder the crowd-noises
fade and the song, modulating steadily higher and higher, would be
intelligible to anyone who knew the language.

The singing
comes from a small group walking in single file, dressed in plain white clothing, fringeless.
They have little in common besides their attire: there are youths,
elders, women, men. Some stride confidently; some shuffle; one
limps. The leader, the limping man, stands still in front of the
first stair. The singing stops. The crowd falls silent. Then, as he
begins to climb, as the other white-robed ones follow him, saving
their breath for the ascent, the crowd takes up their song,
starting at a low pitch, rising.

The short
file winds upward. The
watchers raise their arms toward them, lift the song higher. Their
faces are intent. One or two tip their heads from side to side and
bite their lips as though struggling toward a decision.

In the back
of the crowd an expressionless woman stands watching the
leader, not singing. The boy
on her shoulders weeps.

The leader
reaches the high platform and, like the woman in our first glimpse, looks around. He
raises a hand, perhaps to the weeping boy, who waves frantically.
Then he steps up into the air and is gone. One after another they
follow him.

The
next to last turns and steps up like
all the rest, strides into empty space, and falls like a stone.
Someone tries to run to her. Others grasp the runner’s
arms.

She lands
head-foremost, is dead at
once. The crowd still sings. Some keep their eyes on her while
others watch the last climber vanish into the sky. Then they all
gather round her. Someone has a stretcher; such things must have
happened before. They sing as they bear her away.

2.

After the
woman landed, when we saw her
close up again, her head was so badly damaged she had no
expression. But Monica made the docent show her fall again. For a
second while the woman fell her face was turned toward us, and she
was smiling.

Peter said
that proves she was an actor,
the whole thing never happened.

But what if
it’s real? What if she did
fall, and did smile?

D.

Later
again. The stone buildings
near the stairway look old and neglected. Away eastward higher
buildings rise. The crowd at the base of the stairs is silent. All
the people are dressed darkly and plainly. They are gathered round
the stairs again, but at a greater distance. Guards—armed men, at
any rate, looking variously impressive and uneasy—stand in a ring
around the stairs, facing outward, though it is not clear any of
the onlookers would wish to approach the stairs more closely if
permitted.

The party
which draws all eyes approaches from the west, along the tower’s shadow. Four armed guards,
and between them a tall young man, unarmed, dressed as darkly and
as plainly as the crowd. The young man’s eyes move from the tower
to the crowd and back again.

One of the
armed men stands forward,
speaks briefly. His inflection is formal, although his words are
unintelligible. The crowd does not move or speak. The young man
nods to them before his guards herd him onto the bottom stair. Only
one guard follows as he begins to climb.

They
mount, the guard always four
stairs behind, until the young man stumbles—no, casts
himself down, bracing his knee in the tread of the stair above,
jabbing at the guard’s groin with his other foot. The guard falls
over the edge and crumples on the ground. Thrashes. They weren’t so
far up, maybe twice the guard’s height, and he fell legs down. He’s
trying to sit up. Two of his fellows bend over him while the other
hurries after the dark-cloaked young man, who is still climbing.
Whatever he intended, it wasn’t escape.

The relief
guard is still several turns from the stair’s head when the young man reaches the top and lifts
his foot gingerly, seems to feel for something. His toe curls down
over the edge of the platform. He frowns. Looks up. Shrugs. Takes
one great stride over the edge and vanishes into the bright air.
Some of the watchers shift their eyes downward as soon as he steps
out; they look back up when it becomes clear he has not
fallen.

As the crowd
disperses silently, a few of
them thrust their arms up in a half-fierce, half-furtive gesture
toward the sky.

E.

A sickle moon
in the grey night. Even in
this half-light the buildings on the plain around the stairway’s
base are unmistakably long abandoned, crumbling. The wind blows
through the ruins, whistles in the empty window arches, moans
around the pillar. The wind makes the long grasses bow, shakes the
rough stems of knapweed and thistles.

Something
else moves in the waste. Someone, rather. A figure muffled in a long coat crouches behind
sagging walls, scuttles across open spaces, moves in stops and
sudden darts toward the tower. Only a hundred yards away. Only a
hundred feet away. Only three paces…

Another
figure, armed, springs out
from behind the tower, seizes the furtive one’s arm. Whispers
unintelligibly, but someone has worked out a translation, for a
subtitle appears:

“Bloody fool.
Go back. I won’t report you. This time.”

The other
does not answer. Stands still and silent until released.
Raises one arm toward the tower-top.
Turns, strides away against the wind.

3.

“Is it
guarded now?” I asked.

The docent
shook her head. “Who has
money for that?”

F.

Much
later. The noise from the
city to the east suggests motorized traffic. The distant buildings
are blurred with smoke and heat-haze. A small group of people are
busy near the stairway. The old stone structures that once
surrounded it are almost entirely flattened. Four people hunt for
stones in the tangled grass, make notes, call back and forth. Four
more stand in the shadow of the stairway, looking up. One gestures
upward. They all talk at once, and we can understand
them.

“—ritual
purposes, probably, or perhaps an observatory—”

“—a stunning
view, I suppose, when the air was clearer—”

“—certainly
an odd style of stonework, and not the local stone
either—”

“Do you
suppose it’s safe?” This last question comes out in a pocket of
silence.

“Safe?”

“To climb. It
doesn’t look like the strongest design…” The speaker sounds
embarrassed: by his timidity? or by the fact his initial question
had another, less answerable meaning?

“It’s held up
all this time.”

“But no one’s
been up it in—”

“—dog’s
years.”

“Your precise
grasp of scientific terminology never fails to awe me.”

The
next-to-last speaker grins and starts to climb, counting the stairs as he goes. At the top he
examines the flat platform, turns to take in the view, makes notes,
climbs back down. “Six hundred steps,” he says. “Quite uniform.
Nothing at the top. No inscription, no picture, not even a sighting
line.”

The sound fades out.
The party moves away to examine the fallen buildings.

4.

That’s right. That’s
how my great-uncle told it. He liked repeating the bit about dog’s
years.

If they made
this up—if they did it with actors—they
could make things fit like that.

G.

Daylight. The
people walking across the mown grass from the car park at the edge
of our viewing frame wear contemporary clothing.
Four women, three men, carrying
folding easels, picnic-baskets, thermoses, backpacks,
binoculars.

“You took
your sweet time getting started. See, we’ve lost the best of the
light already.”

“Don’t whinge
so. You’re the one who kept us up last night, trying to get the
best of the moonlight.”

They
disperse. One settles on the
west, or sunward, side, sets up her easel, unpacks a paintbox.
Another sits with his back to the stone of the wall, pulls a
notebook from his backpack, starts to write. The rest climb up the
stairs to varying heights, sit down and start to write or draw.
Most stop well below the halfway mark. The whinger ascends,
panting, to the very top before unpacking her sketchpad. She sits
cross-legged, her back to the sun and her face to the far-off sea,
looks out for a while, opens a box of coloured pencils and begins
to draw. She works intently for a long time, bending so low over
the page her picture is hidden. Then she stretches, sets the pad
down and fossicks in her backpack.

“Oy! Selene!”
the painter at the bottom shouts. The artist at the top looks
down.

“What
now?”

“What are you
doing with your sketch pad?”

“I just set
it down.”

“On the
air?”

“On the
stone! I didn’t drop it, I set it down…I felt it…” Her voice rises
a bit as she pats the stone behind her, turns around, and realizes
the sketchbook isn’t there. She sighs. “I must have bumped
it.”

“Where is it,
then?”

“You must
have seen where it fell.”

“It didn’t
fall,” the painter says. “It disappeared.”

“Of course it
didn’t.” Selene frowns. “I can’t see the ground right around the
tower from here…”

The painter
circles the staircase,
finding nothing, and calls to the others in the party. No one has
seen Selene’s sketchbook. It’s nowhere. It’s gone.

5.

Moonlight
again. I stand at the smooth platform at the top of the
stairs, the place I have
imagined since I heard Great-uncle Mark’s stories, the place I have
dreamed about since I saw Weltanschauung’s sequences. I didn’t dare
come here till today. I’m not sure what I was afraid of finding, or
not finding.

Nor am I sure
what I have found. The stone
is cold. The wind is cold. The stars are streaming fire. In the
hour since I finished the climb I’ve twice thought I saw the next
step gleaming in the air. In between times it seems clear there’s
nothing there.

I’ve felt the air
where they stepped out, and I can’t feel anything. I put my book
bag on the empty space where Selene’s sketchbook was. It fell. Just
as well; it has my non-suicide note inside, in case this night
never appears in the mirror of memory. I still have my notebook to
record any last thing I may see…

They
won’t need to find this or my
note if I act sensibly and come back down.

But twice I
saw the starlight catch on something just beyond the
edge…

There, there it is.
I’m going.


HUMANITY

 This story was originally published in

Mythic Magazine
in December 2016.

The old man sat bolt upright, biting his
lips and waiting for his trial to begin. He had always hated
speaking publicly as a civilian; he didn’t know what to do with his
eyes and hands; and now the stakes were terribly high.

He didn’t expect to save his own life. He
had fought with the resistance at the end, had held his own for a
long time against greater numbers and better weapons, and he’d pay
for that. But if he could command any respect or sympathy, if he
could intercede for his friend and co-defendant, the doctor, who
had never fought…

Above the bench where his
judges would sit were carved the words posted in every public
building in every world of the diaspora, the final words of the
Great Pledge they all repeated daily: “To
preserve against all menace from without, all dissension from
within, our common and precious humanity.”
That was what he and the doctor and all the Pure had been trying to
do.

His advocate, a harsh
young man appointed by the court, had dismissed this argument.
“Stop posturing. Let them see you’re old, frightened,
human. For humanity’s
sake don’t quote your omnipestilent Commander.” The old man hoped
his judges would prove more understanding.

The judges filed in. Thick-skinned,
small-eyed, squat men and women shaped by generations of Ipiu’s
harsh atmosphere and fierce insects. None of them were beautiful
like his people, who had been shaped by Arraj’s kinder climate
before the earthquakes and eruptions forced them to take refuge on
Ipiu two generations back.

He joined in the reciting of the Pledge.
Like his judges he spoke in the clipped Unic of the Interworld
Consortium. He might have solaced himself with the rolling cadences
of Arraji, but he needed to remind his judges they were all humans
united against the common enemy.

An evidentiary declaimed the list of
accusations.

Breach of the Code of
Humanity—well, the Code was always interpreted by the party in
power.

Land
seizure—how could they claim that? The Ipiu had acceded to the
Arraji’s request for a new homeland as the earthquakes devastated
Arraj, and the Arraji had never tried to take anything beyond
Andek, the barren and esur-infested continent allotted to
them.

“Murder; gross inhumanity;
cruelty to noncombatants, to children…”

The old man rose. He knew what to do with
eyes and hands and voice.

“You must not slander us
so! My people have never killed or mistreated children or other
noncombatants. Only your soldiers—and a few medics, I
suppose—invaded our adopted homeland. None of your children came
there. If they had come we would not have harmed them. We never
attacked your medics…some may have been accidental casualties of
our self-defense…”

Judges, advocates, evidentiaries, reporters,
stared at him in apparent bewilderment. Perhaps they were mistaken,
not lying. What had they heard?

“We have never neglected
our duty toward children and unfortunates. I chaired the Arraji
Children’s Aid Board before you destroyed their headquarters and
confiscated their funds. I contributed more than my share to the
Interworld Relief collections; you have paralyzed or destroyed our
databanks, but if the lines of communication ever open again to the
Interworld Consortium their records will bear me out.” He took a
deep breath, remembered his priorities. “But I am only an ordinary
man, doing as all the Pure did. As, no doubt, Your Honors do. My
co-defendant is a more striking case. He has devoted himself to
medical research for the good of humanity. He has always been a
noncombatant. He has a wife and a small son who are now deprived of
his assistance, presence and comfort. Is this not cruelty to
children?”

“Are you mad?” the old
man’s advocate hissed.

“No. Are they?”

An evidentiary rose to speak.

“With the Court’s
permission, we will begin by itemizing the evidence against the
defendant who has just interrupted the Court’s
proceedings.”

“Objection,” the advocate
said.

“No objection,” the old
man said.

The evidentiary held up a small, black-bound
book.

“Do you recognize
this?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“My personal duty log from
my time as a sanitary coordinator.”

“You entered this
information yourself? You can vouch for its
correctness?”

“Yes.”

“I will now show the Court
an entry from this book. You may inform us if it has been changed
in any way.”

The old man nodded. The blank wall at the
end of the court lit up, showed an enlarged image of a notebook
page covered with his cramped Arraji next to a typed Unic
translation.

“Ejeget, 6/17. Standard
sanitary operation. Pestilentiaries thermoconverted: 137 mature
male, 245 mature female, 44 juvenile male, 56 juvenile female.
Energy profit: 46 amplissae.”

“Is this entry
correct?”

“It is.” So many days, so
many sites, how could he remember? But it was plausible, and there
was nothing there that could be used against him.

“You still deny killing
children?”

“Of course I
do!”

“Would you tell the Court
what you did in the process of this ‘sanitary
operation’?”

“My unit and I were sent
to Ejeget by my superiors. Upon arrival we found the
esurin verified and
isolated in a warehouse at the edge of the town. That location was
too close to human habitations for
thermoconversion—exudates might have compromised
air quality. My men removed the esurin to a quarry which was
abandoned, stripped of useful material, and well downwind from the
town.”

“Go on.”

“The esurin were marched into the quarry.
One rank of my sanitaries stood at the lip of the quarry, prepared
to shoot any who offered interference. The rest set up the
thermoconversion booth, moved the esurin through in groups of ten, and
interred solid byproducts. Then the booth and battery were removed
and we set out for the next town on our list. We encountered no
children.”

He stopped, thinking.

“No, I had forgotten.
There was a young girl, the daughter of a woman who after the
daughter’s birth had been seduced by an esur in our collection group. That
girl ran after us, shouting. Two of my sanitaries returned her to
her mother. She struggled violently, so her wrists may have been
bruised, but there was no cruelty.”

“No cruelty, either, to
the children who died in your thermoconversion unit?”

“I tell you, there were no
children! To thermoconvert humans would be a clear violation of the
Code of Humanity. We would never—I would never—have condoned such a
thing.”

“Then how would you
describe the—juvenilesyou killed?”

“They were not children!
Not humans! All of them were esurin. This was manifestly obvious
in most cases. A few were more…well-disguised…those who had
interbred with humans, to our shame and to the danger of
humanity—but the selection specialists were highly trained and
conscientious. All those collected for disposal were
esurin.”

“You have used the Arraji
word esurin several times. Can you not find an appropriate word in
Unic?”

The old man frowned. Linguistics had never
been his strong point.

“Esurin
is one of the true names of the Destroyers, the
Children of the Lie. They are not human, though they may appear so
to the uninformed. There is no exact translation in your language.
Your translators have rendered it as ‘pestilentiary”, which is
close, but…” He turned toward the doctor, who was better at such
things.

The doctor caught his glance, rose, and
explained.

“‘Pestilentiary’ is often
employed as a figurative term of abuse. Even in the literal sense
your pestilentiary is most usually a victim of circumstances,
someone who is infected through no fault of his own and who infects
others unwillingly. ‘Esur’ is always used literally.
An esur is by
nature diseased, and he deliberately spreads disease to humans. His
goal is the destruction of humanity.”

“This is how you define
all non-Arraji?”

The old man shook his head. “No! You Ipi are
humans like us.”

“And on what grounds do
you claim this is not true of the Verekei?” The evidentiary gave
the esurin their
false name.

The answer was too obvious to speak. The old
man felt his knees buckle.

“Adjournment requested. My
client is unfit.” His advocate’s voice was flat.

“Adjournment
granted.”

In the hallway the doctor came up beside the
old man and looked at him with concern before his guards hurried
him away. The concern, the old man knew, was not about their
impending sentence or the success of the Lie but about his unsteady
gait and ragged breathing.

Finally alone, the old man tried to pull his
thoughts together. How could he make them see? He could remember
pieces of the speeches of the Commander of the Pure, but he could
not recall the words, the tones, that had woven the pieces together
into a clear and damning whole.

There was history.
The esurin, who
were resettled on Andek along with the Arraji, claimed asylum on
the grounds their population on Verek was being decimated by a
fatal and highly infectious respiratory disease caused by an
organism native to the planet. They complied with quarantine
procedures before entering Andek. But they had lived four
generations on Verek before the disease was identified. If it had
been genuine and planet-specific, it should have struck the first
settlers. At first some of the Arraji had suspected the disease was
a fabrication, a way of claiming sympathy from Interworld Relief
and acquiring land on a planet more centrally located than Verek.
(Some of the esurin had the gall to draw parallels with the exodus of the Arraji,
but that was a different matter; the earthquakes and eruptions that
rendered Arraj uninhabitable were verifiable; those who said they
resulted from Arraji fuel-extraction operations were politically
motivated liars…) When the first generation of refugee
esurin lived and died in
apparent good health on Andek these suspicions seemed to be
confirmed. Afterward, when the gut-wasting sickness struck the
Arraji and some of the esurin
also pretended to be stricken, the Commander
recognized the truth of the situation. The esurin were creators of diseases,
which gave them excuses to move into closer proximity to humankind
and weapons with which to destroy them.

There was anatomy.
The esurin might
claim their large eyes with bloated pupils and shrunken whites,
their translucent skin under which the veins showed blue, resulted
from living underground to avoid the sickness on Verek’s surface,
but after the Commander’s artists’ work was publicized, who could
fail to see these were clear marks of the alien nature of
the esurin?

There were the loathsome
crimes of the esurin the Commander’s investigative units had uncovered. Not
content to wait for their sickness to destroy true humanity on
Andek, the esurin had stolen human children and killed them. The
esurin had denied the
crimes and alleged a lack of evidence, but the investigators were
Arraji of clean descent and good reputations who would not have
lied.

The old man repeated the arguments until
they were fixed in his mind. He would explain in the morning…

~ * ~

In his dream he was out of prison at last.
He walked in sunlight on a high ridge, looking down onto a forest.
The breeze sent shivers of silver and shadow through the leaves.
Why had he never stopped to see how beautiful the world was?

He couldn’t stop. The men with the guns
hurried him along, hurried the others along in the line behind him.
He went down into the shade of the trees, to the edge of the old
quarry. Something down there was throbbing loudly. He didn’t want
to know what it was.

A harsh voice told him to keep going down.
The stairs were steep, he wasn’t sure of his balance, but he had to
go down or they’d shoot him, he’d fall into the people below him,
they’d fall. He went down. Saw the thermoconverter. Kept going.
What else could he do?

The thermoconverter’s door
opened. The charging chamber was empty. He was in front. If he
didn’t walk in they would drag him as if he was an animal or
a thing, not a
human. He went in, set his back to the wall, turned to see who was
with him. Just before the terrible light and the pain began he
recognized the doctor.

~ * ~

He woke, sweating and
shaking, dressed with unsteady hands, returned to the courtroom.
Entry after entry was read out of his book. The evidentiaries
refused to call the esurin
by their proper name or to admit their
inhumanity. When he tried to explain they interrupted him. His
advocate did not intervene. At the lunch recess the old man called
his advocate for a conference.

The advocate stared at him, looking
belligerent even for an Ipi. The old man stared back.

“Why do you not object
when the evidentiaries refuse to allow me to explain the basic
premise of…”

“You have already done
yourself enough harm. Your so-called explanations would make things
worse if that were still possible. Your chances…”

“I understand that I will
almost certainly be executed. I am merely attempting to clear my
people and my cause of the slanders which have been advanced
against us. And also, if it is possible, to save the life of my
co-defendant—an obvious
noncombatant—my friend—the doctor.” He did not say,
“Who is young enough to be my grandson, dear enough to me to be the
son I never had.”

“I am not here to salvage
your delusions. I’m charged with saving your life, if that is
possible. You haven’t made that any easier.” The advocate
half-smiled. “Or maybe you have. Let me change your plea. Let me
argue that you’re mentally unfit. It may even be true.”

“No! I do not want to live
because of a lie. For myself I want justice or nothing. For the
doctor…”

“Justice!” The advocate
rose as he spoke. The old man half expected a blow. His guards had
hit him before. He didn’t cringe.

The advocate dropped back into his seat.
“Don’t ask for what you deserve.”

“May I ask for a chance to
speak?”

“Not at the evidentiary
stage. They’ve almost finished questioning you anyhow. They’ll be
starting on your—friend—this afternoon. But
defendants may make a final statement before sentencing. If you
want the slightest chance of living you’ll let me make it for
you.”

“No.”

They watched one another in silence until a
guard came to take them back to the courtroom.

~ * ~

When his turn came the
doctor explained he had researched possible cures for the
gutwasting plague, which had spread among the Arraji to such an
extent the eradication of the esurin alone did not guarantee
control. To that end he had requisitioned juvenile
esurin for
experimentation, since the worst devastation of the plague had
occurred among Arraji children. The doctor’s account was carefully
brought down to a level which his hearers could
understand.

His advocate interrupted
his explanation of the similarities and differences between
esurin and humans to
remind the court that the children (as the advocate called them)
whom he requisitioned would surely otherwise have been
thermoconverted.

“That may be,” the
evidentiary said. “As some of his victims did not die, we have
summoned one of them to appear in court during tomorrow’s session.”
The advocate’s hands clenched. The court adjourned.

The old man looked for the doctor as he was
led away, but the guards kept them separate. He walked grimly
upright to his cell. He slept and he dreamed:

He was in the field headquarters of the
Southeastern Sanitary Campaign along with the doctor. This was at
the beginning of the end; there were rumors of an Ipi invasion
along the northeastern seacoast, but these had not been confirmed,
and the old man had not yet begun training his sanitaries as
soldiers. The coordinators discussed the rumors, still only half
afraid. The old man, listening, envied them, pitied them, and then
forgot them. There, across the room, looking out the window, was
the doctor. He didn’t know he was marked for death. The old man
didn’t plan to tell him. He only wanted to sit beside his friend
once more, to talk about music, mountains, mathematics, all the
lovely things that endured. He started across the room.

One of his colleagues
asked where he was going. He turned to answer, but the words froze
on his lips. Her voice was his colleague’s voice, her uniform and
her hair were right, but her veins showed blue under her skin, her
eyes bulged obscenely—esur!

He recoiled, trying to see
who else had seen, who might help him. All through the room eyes
turned toward him, horrible, distorted eyes. She had infected them
all with something far worse than the gutwaste. She had turned them
into esurin. He
had to warn the doctor, to get him away before he also was
destroyed.

If he took another step he would be able to
see himself reflected in the window. If he spoke the doctor would
turn toward him. He didn’t want to see the doctor’s face, or his
own.

~ * ~

He woke up cold and rigid. He sat up on his
cot and tried unsuccessfully to put together some words in the
doctor’s defense.

He dragged himself into
court for the testimony of the juvenile esur. The ushers treated the
juvenile with the gentleness due to a human child, stood close
enough to it to be contaminated. It took its place between the old
man and the judges, facing the judges. It looked, from behind, very
human, very young. The old man swallowed hard and silently recited
the Revelation of the Commander of the Pure which he and his
sanitaries had repeated daily along with the Great
Pledge:

The esurin are Children of the Lie. They
practice to deceive. Their aim is the destruction of all human
life. The torch that was kindled on the Mother-Earth, the spark
that gave light to the worlds, they would extinguish. We must not
fear them. We must not believe them. We must not pity them. When
they are destroyed the wasting diseases will leave us. Fear,
cruelty and shame will leave us. We shall be fully human again. We
shall have peace. But until we are free of them there will be no
peace. Therefore let us devote our time, our resources, our courage
and our strength to the work of Purification. Let us never falter
in our resolve to preserve against this worst of menaces our common
and precious humanity.

The old man remembered the
first time he had heard those words, listening to the transmitter
beside his brother, who had turned gray-haired and silent after his
child died of the gutwaste, and his cousin, who had been gray-faced
and voluble since the esurin’s
excessive-resource-consumption complaints to the Interworld
Consortium closed the mine where he worked. He remembered the hope
in those words. His cousin nodding. His brother’s head
lifting.

The young
esur spoke in halting
Unic. “I saw that doctor when I was in the…the bad place. They had
away taken my mother and my father. I was alone with strangers
except my cousin. I asked where were my parents and they didn’t
answer.” He stopped, his lips quivering. “My…my aunt says they’re
dead. A bad way dead.” He gulped and resumed in a higher voice.
“They took us to a hospital, but before I had only to go to
hospitals when I was sick, and I wasn’t then sick, only scared.
They made us line up. My cousin went into the room front of me. I
heard him yell. Then they took me in. That doctor was there, in a
suit that covered him all over. He weighed me and measured and
asked my age, and then gave me a shot. It hurt much, but I did not
yell. Then they sent me into a room with beds and no windows. My
cousin was there and I sat with him and I told him shots were not
to be afraid of and he told me my favorite story about the
astronauts. We went to sleep.”

He paused, looked down, continued, “I woke
up because my cousin was screaming. When I touched him he was too
hot. There were other ones screaming too, or crying, and one
shaking so all her bed rattled. So I knew they were sick. My mother
said always to watch for sickness and tell her and she’d call a
doctor. I couldn’t tell her, but I’d seen the doctor. So I banged
on the door and I yelled and I said now there are sick people here
and you need to help and he didn’t come, and so I thought maybe it
was night and he was gone home, but I looked and found a camera in
the ceiling and I stood right under it and said the same thing and
then I thought he would come and I went back to my cousin and I
said someone would help, and he said no, and I thought he was crazy
from the fever, so I told him about the astronauts while I waited
for the doctor to come, but he did not come.”

The old man sat with his head in his hands,
remembering his nephew tossing in the fever, screaming, then
growing silent. Remembering his brother, smiling at the boy,
telling him he would feel better soon; weeping, singing a lullaby;
stone-faced, staring at the boy’s body.

The young
esur’s story went on.
The housekeepers shoving trays of food in, slamming the door, not
listening to the boy’s—the esur’s—pleas. The orderlies coming in
their protective suits, taking temperatures, drawing blood, giving
nothing. Telling the boy, when he kept asking why, that they were
the control group. The fevers, the screaming, the vomiting, the
stench. Many deaths, including the cousin’s. Then, finally, the
three children who had not sickened and died being taken away for
more tests under the doctor’s supervision. Kept in another room for
a week, monitored daily, having blood drawn, screaming at night
from dreams not sickness…

“Are you alright? Can you
hear me?” the advocate asked quietly. The old man realized his head
was down between his knees. He couldn’t straighten up. He couldn’t
answer.

“You’re ill. I’ll call the
guard to take you back to your cell.”

The old man rose, lurched, grasped at the
guard’s arm. The guard recoiled. The old man fell. Someone lifted
him, bundled him into a wheelchair, rolled him away. He kept his
eyes down, not wanting to see the disgust on the guard’s face
again, not wanting to look at the doctor and feel a similar spasm
of disgust crossing his own face.

~ * ~

That night he dreamed. He
ordered a file of esurin
into the thermoconversion chamber; one looked
back at him with his brother’s haunted face. He ordered that an
example be made of an esur
who had attempted to interfere with a collection,
and found himself staring at the doctor’s mangled body. He didn’t
notice at first when his victims stopped changing, remained clearly
marked as Verekei. When he did notice, his sick horror did not
abate.

~ * ~

He called his advocate in.

“Have you decided to let
me make your final statement for you?’

“No…that doesn’t matter. I
needed to tell you…” The old man groped for adequate
words.

“You’ve already told me
your friend deserves to live. I’m not defending him. His advocate is
doing what little can be done.”

“No, not that. I had to
tell you…I know now…I did not know before, but I know now, that
the…Verekei…were human.” He had said it. He had broken the First
Law of the Pure. The voices in his memory screamed at him:
Traitor! Corrupter! Hater of true
humankind! Newer voices, too sure for
screaming, called him worse and truer names.

“So you’ve decided it’s
safer to admit that after all? And you think this…revelation…will
impress the judges? It’s too late.”

“No! It isn’t calculation,
I…I did not know and now I do. Too late to save them.”

“You never
knew?”

“No! We were told…we were
all told…” So they had been. Even before the Commander’s rise to
power. He remembered the taunts when he failed a test, the
scoldings when he was cross with his younger brother.
Don’t be such a verek!

“What do you want
now?”

“To confess. To
apologize.”

“This is not your time to
speak in court.”

“Must I go back and listen
while I cannot speak?”

“No. Your part of the
evidence is concluded. Let me know if you change your mind about
your statement.”

The old man nodded. The advocate left.

~ * ~

The next day was bad. The old man swung
between cold horror at what he had done and furtive self-pity for
his ignorance. First his statement sounded groveling, then cold,
then merely stupid. The night was worse.

Back in court the next
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