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			Dedication

			To my Belle, my beloved and eternal muse.

			It’s true.

		


		
			Quote

			“For the mind governed by the flesh is hostile to God.”

			– Romans 8:7 (NIV)

		


		
			Orphan: Surfacing

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			The Earth stood defiant against the depths, visually as alien to the sun that warmed it as air to a newborn child. The planet’s surface looked no different; vast blue oceans enveloped masses of green and brown under a shifting veil of grey and white clouds, but from afar, with Heaven’s eyes, taking in the globe as a whole, sight would gloss over, as if looking through jade colored glass. That jade glass that was not glass but still a barrier, nonetheless; a cocoon of energy separating the globe from the universe comprised of flat geometric shards whose tips originate and end at golden winged spheres; simple, man-made satellites, but in numbers so vast that counting them could only be compared to standing on the ground and looking up to the Heavens to count the stars. Those who had engineered this technical marvel refer to it as The Shell and daily breathe gracious sighs that it served its purpose so precisely well.

			Reflected colors crept across one such satellite: the form of a small child, floating freely along its belly up and away from the Earth, its determined eyes fixed on a point past the Shell into the space beyond. If one had Heaven’s eyes, they would know that an end is near.

			The child, at first glance, would appear unremarkable: fair-skinned and blonde-haired, seemingly shorter than average height for the age many would guess him to be, but the eyes, however, would be the giveaway. They shared the same eerie shade as the barrier, not just the cornea, but throughout, each a solid pool of haunting jade. The child wore no expression as it swam through the upper atmosphere without any visible means of propulsion. It did not expand its chest to draw air, nor did it blink. Its only movement was a constant twist of the lips, as if trying to voice a dozen words at once, and the sound that was born was not of a single muttering voice, but a chorus of tones and languages and accents each droning persistently against the others in a chaotic battle for supremacy.

			Silently the child, if that is truly what it was, glided on a path that would send it past the satellite that wore its reflection and crashing into the Shell itself, but when it reached the jade glow, the child passed through it as if it were just light or cloud. There was no resistance to the child’s momentum, and that too, was by design.

			The child entered the open expanse of space, its pale skin completely unaffected by the extreme temperatures that should have destroyed it. The vacuum, likewise, was powerless against it, unable to even swallow the voices or rob its lungs of oxygen.  The child served a purpose and such trivial things as laws of physics and science could not be allowed to hinder its progress. So, the child continued its path, an arrow shot towards the heart of Paradise. Alone in a sea of mute black. Until–

			The light at first was faint enough that it could just as easily have only been the Sun reflecting off the Moon, as it should. It was too weak to illuminate the child’s features, but became a hint in the abyss of the child’s eyes. To the child it was without origin, a disembodied glow, but soon it took root in the dark. It began as a dot, a fraction of a pinpoint. It began to pulsate, a visible heartbeat in the void, and with each throb its shape doubled, as did its brightness. Its slow crescendo stretched for minutes as the child continued towards it. The intensity of the incandescence was soon at a degree that a human would be painfully blinded; yet still it could not reveal the child’s shadowed features. The eyes of the child, however, drank in the light and reflected its brilliance.

			The light grew to such a size that it eclipsed the Moon and outshone the Sun, but, in all the universe, nothing else could see it or be cast in a shadow it might cause. The light was here to meet the child, and the child alone was aware of its existence. The lightnreached the zenith it chose and in a matter of seconds shrank back to the size and form ofna tall man, broad and imposing in build, though its radiance never wavered. It regarded the child silently and patiently, arms hanging at its side neither threatening nor welcoming.

			The stars themselves began to pulsate, and other stars appeared about them untilnthe whole of space was densely populated by their number.  Each star, new and old alike,ngrew to a brilliance that, even though each was a pale comparison to the first, was awe-inspiring. The illuminations also began to take shape into the forms of men. Some bore the heads of animals or multiple animals and most had at least one set of majestically expansive wings. All wielded savage weapons made of the light they had first been. The vast host pressed in towards the child, weapons at the ready, but made nonattempt to hinder its progress.

			At last the child slowed to a stop – as before, by no discernable means – and as itsnspeed dwindled, so did the voices that spewed from its lips. It swung its feet underneath itself so that it may “stand” to face the light. The child observed the light, regarding it almost as if it were its parent.  Empty moments passed as neither did more than watch. Both knew the other and understood its motives. Neither saw the other as an enemy, but the child had come to slay the greatest of all the lights.

			Finally, the child spoke.

			“Are you the one some call God?” it asked in a single, monotone voice so young and innocent as to truly sound like a child.

			“No.” There was a deafening crack of thunder that echoed even throughout the vacuum of space, and a long blade of impossible resplendence formed in its right hand. The entity puffed out its chest, its wings spread so wide as to obscure all sight. It drew back high to strike–

			“Be still, Michael,” came a voice, calm and lovely as the very winds.

			Something stepped into view from behind the archangel. It had the general form of a man, but its features were strangely indistinguishable and at the same time unremarkable – because that is what He chose – just an understated figure thinly rimmed with a light infinitely beyond any other. Michael’s aura dimmed as he moved aside with a deep bow. Underneath the tempered radiance were hints of facial features; the squared jaw and unremarkable mouth of a man, but eyes like a stalking lion. Likewise, the multitude of angels came to an awed hush and bowed their heads respectfully.

			The figure approached the child, its hands outstretched, palms open welcomingly. “My children, I miss you all,” it said.

			The child’s eyes slammed shut and it spasmed. Pleading screams erupted from its throat, filling the silence with an agonized dissonance. Every angel covered its ears and wept at the sound.

			The figure placed a finger to its lips, said, “Peace,” and the screaming ended abruptly.

			The child’s eyes opened, and it studied Him evenly for a time as if nothing had happened. Finally it asked, “Are you God?”

			“I Am.”

			“And you are here,” it stated matter-of-factly in that singular voice, but suddenly a rush like an inferno shot forth from its throat as a thousand accusatory voices roared, “You are HERE! FAR and AWAY! Hands washed and clean of our filth!”

			The storm echoed across the galaxy then calmed in an instant, and only silence lingered.

			The child bowed its head, not in reverence, but in preparation. No more time would be wasted in this exchange. It had a purpose to fulfill.

			The choir of voices began again, barely a whisper at first, born in its belly, moving up through its chest and into its throat, gaining volume as it traveled. Tones accompanied them, a grating moan too deep and piercing scream too high to ever be made by a human and when the voices hit the child’s mouth they erupted in a maelstrom as violent and physical as a nova star. Dissipating threads of luminescence bled like sand from a windblown dune from Him in its fury. The populace of angels cried out in torment and folded in upon themselves as if struck.

			Then, above the chaos, the singular innocent voice of the child spoke again.

			“We have but one question to ask.”

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Pacific Ocean is keeper of many secrets. Its deeper waters, often serene and crystalline on the surface, belie the countless tales and treasures resting silently in its dark embrace. As much historian and scholar as jury and villain. It has been both the granter and destroyer of dreams. One such dream was the Fair-Haired Belle.

			In the late 1940s fishermen were regaining their confidence, journeying in small, increasingly brave steps further west, closing the gap to Japan again. The horrors and scars of the attack on Pearl Harbor were still fresh, if not bleeding, wounds. Resilient captains, many of whom were retired naval officers themselves, sought to reclaim their trade in those fertile depths, some as fishermen, others transporting and shipping. They were often headstrong, but few were foolish enough – in their own not-so-humble opinions – not to bulk up what firepower they could afford to have on board. You never know what a recently defeated and bitter people might do, especially those driven to a raging insanity after the United States’ counter-scars on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Some chances you just could not afford to take.

			Not all intrepid journeymen could boast a military background, many could claim the waves as their roots, having families whose livelihoods stretched back for generations by conquering Poseidon’s domain. Fathers took sons and nephews for apprentices, teaching them to read the clouds, navigate the stars, where best to drop net and how best to handle the economics of it back on dry land. These too were a proud and driven people. To many it was not about becoming prosperous, but moreover surviving. You sailed and you fished because you had wives and daughters back home. You toiled because you did not have a choice.

			Dexter Workman fit into neither of these archetypes. He could claim no time as a military man, and he had come from a family of lay-abouts and a few mechanics — though yes, mostly lay-abouts. His uncle Norman and Norman’s eldest boy, Tommy, ran a modest garage in the no-horse town of Versailles in southern Indiana. Dexter’s father, Clyde had taken to the bottle as if it were his job, leaving Viola, his mother, to make what little means she could by taking in the linen wash for the only roadside inn the Versailles economy could meagerly support. Versailles had virtually nothing to offer in matters of tourism – save for a seasonal festival boasting the typical livestock competition and barn dance – and was en route to nowhere significant. Little cash coming into town, meant little cash spreading through town, which meant the town folk had to scrap by in slow, perpetual cycles of survivalism from one generation to the next – and that was a reality Dexter could not accept.

			He threw himself fully into his studies. He doubted he was getting the same level of education, as even someone a few grades behind him in a city like Indianapolis, but was steadfast in his belief that an open mind would lead to open doors. During the summers he would split his focus between whatever books he could convince Ada Hollifeld, the school’s librarian, to lend him, and an apprenticeship under his uncle, Norman, and cousin, Tommy. For Dexter, it was not enough to just read about how a thing worked, he needed to take it apart and study it. The act of piecing a thing, such as a car engine, back together told his mind how each smaller part served its purpose in the greater scheme – the small brush strokes that, to him, painted the bigger picture.

			It was during one such summer that Dexter discovered his love of the ocean. Granted, Indiana seemed to him about as far away as possible from any body of salt water, but Dexter’s mind knew no geographical hindrances. He sat underneath a rotting oak, grateful for the cool late afternoon breeze that rolled across the cornfields of Ripley County and tried his best to focus his mind on The Old Man and the Sea. Normally Dexter read non-fiction – encyclopedias were a particular favorite because you could learn so much so quickly – but Ms. Hollifeld had felt the compulsion to force the book on him this go-round.

			“Not everything there is to know can be learned from flat facts, Mr. Workman,” she had said.

			It was a captivating truth that he had never considered. He had hoped that that philosophy would lead him to new directions, learning about life through art. What could a painting teach about the inner struggles of its painter? What lessons did a symphony hold? The idea itself was mesmerizing and Hemingway’s alleged masterpiece would be the key that would open that glorious new door. The problem was, however, that despite his willingness to glean the book’s soul, Dexter found it to be agonizingly dull. He tried not to let its written voice throw his enthusiasm, but he found his eyes did not want to focus on the text. His mind could not retain what he had just read, and the further he read the less he wanted to continue. But the sea itself beckoned his imagination like some rolling, untamed creature of myth. And so, Some men, he decided, just can’t be told about a thing poetically. They need to see it as it is and let it show its own artistry.  And that was how it began.

			Dexter had a new driving force. He had to see the ocean – any ocean – for himself. Having spent an entire teenage lifetime landlocked suddenly became an unbearably aggravating ordeal. He put the books aside and begged his uncle Norman for more work and pay. Norman accommodated as best he could, always believing that if anyone in this family had been intended for something better, it was Dex, but the killjoy beast that was Versailles ensured that Norman had very little extra to offer. Dexter was nonetheless undeterred. He took what little Norman could offer and sought out other employment wherever possible. A few local farmers were able to give him odd, single-day jobs here and there and a few nights Mr. James at the Dew Drop Inn had given him the gracious opportunity to sweep and dust for next to nothing. But each penny was saved, and each bead of sweat that fell down his forehead was one fewer he had to endure before he could set off.

			Small towns have a way of killing big dreams and, at this, Versailles had a way of

			excelling. Dexter quickly found that there just simply was not enough he was able to dirty his hands with that would help his progress in any realistic timeframe. Maybe if he saved every penny for a few years, maybe five, or maybe it was time he just quit school all together and work year-round. Maybe then he could be out by next summer. He realized that he had become obsessed – though others had known this for quite a while, and in a small town it was easy to become jealous of another’s obsessions, especially if they lead to bigger and better things.

			Clyde Workman was the very definition of an angry, bitter drunk – sweeping up shattered glass from flung beer bottles was a regular chore for Viola. Some fathers revel in seeing their children succeed, but Clyde took it as a slap in the face; an insult to what little he himself had achieved and a firm reminder of his many failures. He had worked hard once. He and Norman had opened the Workman Garage together, split-even partners. But Norman could not handle the fact that Clyde enjoyed his drink. Norman was a man of the gospel, a self-righteous-holier-than-thou as Clyde saw it. A straight arrow who couldn’t deal with a loose curve, and so after six years in business, that pompous ingrate forced Clyde out. Nevermind how he spent many mornings sleeping off the dog that bit him or how his workmanship was dangerously sloppy. In fact, it was a faulty brake job that had nearly caused old Mortimer Kramer to run off the road into Milo Jones’s house that had been the absolute last straw for Norman Workman. Norman loved his brother despite his flaws, as a Christian should, but a man had to be held accountable on Earth as he would be in Heaven. Norman’s sole regret was what the long-term effect would be on Viola and Dex. 

			The time had come for that long-term effect to come into play.

			Dexter had returned home late one night from the Dew Drop to find his father passed out on his rocking chair on the porch as if waiting for him. He was tired and sore from helping Mr. James add a new overhang to the door of the manager’s office and just wanted to crash onto his bed and bid the world ado. He stepped over the empty beer bottles in front of the door, noting curiously the few coins that lay about them, and made his way inside. When he got to his room he stopped cold, eyes wide with disbelief.

			Broken glass lay scattered across his floor, but not from another beer bottle. Clyde had shattered the mason jar Dexter kept his savings in and taken every cent inside.

			Years of abuse taught Dex the lessons of quiet acceptance and burying emotions, but this single act was more hurtful and vile than anything the man had ever done. The time to fight back had come at last.

			Dexter stormed out onto the porch, half-blinded by equal parts tears and rage. He slammed the front door hoping to wake his father, but when that did not work he stepped up and kicked the rocking chair back, toppling it and spilling its occupant backwards with a loud, terrible thud.

			Clyde woke with a start. He immediately attempted to get to his feet before even looking around to puzzle out what had happened, but he was still considerably drunk and balance was his enemy. He fell hard on his chin, causing it to bleed and cracking a lower central tooth. Then it was as if the shock of the pain sobered him. He placed his hands flat on the porch and drew his knees under him. He paused to scrape his teeth together, feeling out what damage had been done, then pushed himself upright. Clyde was a ghost of a man, a skeleton wrapped loosely in worn skin that had the semblance of aged leather, but his appearance belied his strength and ferocity – a fact that Dexter knew well. Clyde’s eyes were pits of acid and hate and they turned on his son with full force. Dexter staggered for a moment under the brutality of that gaze, until his eyes dropped and saw again the coins lying at his feet on the porch. His eyes rose, he could be his father’s son.

			Through the burn of tears he screamed, “What the hell have you done?”

			Clyde balled his hands into fists and his arms began to shake. “You think you’re a man now? You think you’re better than me, boy?” he replied.

			Dexter was a little confused by the response, but did not let it show. He would have his answers. “What did you do with my money? I’ve worked hard for that! What did you do?!”

			Now Viola was at the door, half-in half-out, holding onto it like a shield. Her eyes were wide with worry. Deep down she always knew a boiling point would be reached, though she had prayed so diligently that it would never lead to this.

			“Dexter, what are you doing, son?” she pleaded.

			Dexter never took his glare from his father as he pointed an accusing finger. “He stole from me! Everything I’ve earned, he’s taken it from me!”

			At this Clyde snapped. “I ain’t no thief, boy! You little piss-ant! You want your money it’s out there,” he pointed into the lawn, blackened by the clouded night. “You get out there and dig it back up! But I guarantee you that when you do I’m gon snatch it up and toss it out there again.”

			Dexter’s shoulders dropped and his face went long.

			“Why would you do that? I’ve worked all summer for that.”

			“Cause you think you better than me. Well you ain’t nobody. You think ‘cause you got your nose all up in them books that you’re smarter than me? You think you gon git out of here into that great big world out yonder? And leave me here to rot? That it, boy?” Clyde took a threatening step forward.

			“Clyde no,” was Viola’s weak plea. Her fear of her husband eclipsed her love for her son.  

			Clyde regarded her for a moment; his anger grasped a new angle. “Your mother works as hard as anybody, and you just gon leave her to sweat away, you ungrateful mutt. You got all that money, and you just gon blow out of town. Boy you need to give that money on over to your mother. We got things we need here. You need to be takin’ care of me.”

			More words came from each man. The argument went around in circles, as such things do, until at last tempers reach their peak and the energy turns physical. From then on Dexter claimed that that was the night he became a man. He matched his father nearly blow for blow as they rolled around the porch, locked around each other, flailing madly with bleeding fists. Viola wailed and begged, but was altogether ignored. In the end, however, Clyde won as he always had. He left Dexter on the ground that night, eyes and mouth swollen, mouth and nose bloody, ribs bruised but not broken. Dexter would always wonder if his father’s drunkenness had given him the advantage of strength and muted his sense of pain. As Clyde made his way into the house to sleep soundly in his bed, he only gave his son enough acknowledgment to stop and spit on him. Dexter managed to crawl through the high grass and up the front steps, but passed out there on the porch.

			Dexter woke to a red, though sunless sky. He guessed it to be about 5AM. His body was a mound of agony. Every move he attempted brought its own special pain. His eyes were wet and sticky and burned when he wiped them, but he needed to see. He rolled slowly onto his stomach, ignoring as best he could the resounding complaints from his ribs. He crawled backwards to the porch steps and, by sliding his legs down them, was able to use them to get himself upright. Once he was standing he was not stopping, he turned east across the barren field and began the slow, agonizing trek to his uncle Norman’s house.

			It was around 7AM when Dexter finally knocked on his uncle’s door. Norman and Tommy were both up and dressed, ready to start their workday. The moment he opened the door and took sight of Dexter, Norman knew exactly what had happened. After a few questions Norman handed Dex’s care off to Tommy and took off down the road to confront Clyde. During the hour he was absent Tommy did the best he could, tending to Dexter’s cuts and feeding him what scraps of eggs and bacon he had not finished that morning. When Norman returned his eyes were red from tears and his knuckles scraped.

			“You live here now,” was all he said.

			Dexter Workman lived with his uncle Norman and cousin Tommy for less than a year. Norman accepted his decision to drop out of school and took him on fulltime at the  garage despite the financial strain it caused. For Dexter’s birthday, his uncle presented him with an old broken down Ford pickup that he had allowed Milo Jones to trade in for some work to his tractor. The three men made that truck their mission. Even after long workdays they would commit no less than three extra hours to its restoration. Their progress would hit the occasional snag when money was not available to order the parts they needed, but when it did, they attacked it like a pack of predators.

			It was a cool spring morning when Norman finally gave Dexter the keys. He wished his nephew all the blessings God could provide and put him in the driver’s seat. Norman’s farewell handshake was firm and housed a small wad of twenty-dollar bills.

			“This’ll get ya a decent ways, God’ll get you the rest.” He said.

			Dexter left Indiana that day and never returned.

			He worked his way across the states, God had provided small and timely opportunities and graces just as Norman had said, and on the 3rd of May 1936, nearly a month later, Dexter crossed the Nevada border into California. He made his way southwest, finally stopping and settling in the metropolis of Lanza del Los Santos. At first the culture shock nearly overwhelmed him, but he found a bit of his old philosophy returning to strengthen his resolve. If you want to know a thing, you must study a thing. And so he came to embrace his new environment. He found work on the docks, a double-edged blessing as the labor that provided his livelihood demanded nearly too much of his body, but also put him beside the ocean daily. In time he came to know many of the fishermen that came to port there, and it was not long before one such captain took him on altogether.

			Dexter spent his next five years learning by doing on a vessel christened, No Shore. He proved to be incredibly adaptive and fashioned himself into a jack-of-all-trades both on board and on land. The Captain, an old navy man known by most only as the Captain and not by his given name, was a mountain of a man. As salty and fierce as the sea he trod.

			One night the Captain had called Dexter below deck to speak one on one. Steiger, as he revealed himself to be named – not his entire name, mind you, but it was undoubtedly more information than any of the other three crewmen had – told Dexter that he knew Dexter’s calling was to have a boat of his own. They discussed a partnership based around the purchase of a second vessel and the potential of new buyers for their hauls.

			A month later the vessel was bought. A modest beauty, but it would float in any storm and was the most that Steiger could afford at the time. Laslo, a wiry old seaman that physically reminded Dexter of the father he’d left behind so many years ago, was reassigned by Steiger to be Dexter’s first mate and only needed crewman. As Laslo had no desire for authority, he was happy to oblige despite the forty years of experience on the sea he had over Dex. The new vessel was christened, The Fair-Haired Belle. Steiger fancied himself a poet and in one such poem, a decent though long-winded psalm to the waters, this was the name he had given the Pacific. The new venture was off to a promising start.

			The Belle was the embodiment of all Dexter’s hopes, and the reward for the sacrifices of yesterday. Upon its deck at high seas he felt transformed and emboldened. Free in a very tangible sense. He traveled at his pace, under his stars, without restriction other than those his responsibilities imposed. It was if the Belle were a living extension of his soul; the waters her blood and the wind her breath. With the infinite Pacific stretched across his horizon, the world – and life itself – fully opened before him.

			And then December came, and Pearl Harbor was razed.

			The chaos brought on by the attacks on American waters slowed the momentum of Steiger’s plans before they really had a fighting chance. But a second factor crept into play that ended it entirely. Steiger had spent years ignoring the pains in his abdomen.

			Dismissing them altogether to himself and anyone who happened to see how they caused him to tighten and wince as “indigestion” or “bad whiskey”. In truth, the pains were the result of cancer, and in February of 1942, it claimed his life. Just before his passing Steiger had silently come to terms with his own mortality, knowing that something inside him was too broken to fix and too evil to give him much more time. In his foresight he deeded the Fair-Haired Belle over to Dexter solely and made efforts to reassure their buyers that despite the global turmoil the fish would keep swimming in.

			Steiger’s death crushed Dexter like ocean depths. Aside from his uncle Norman, Steiger was the only positive father figure he had known. Laslo took back command of the No Shore without protest. Dexter’s own ambition faltered. He slowly took to the drink, laughing as he saw the irony his father would be quick to point out. He spent fewer days plundering the deep. He began to forget why he had come west at all.

			Then the letter came.

			Sometimes in life bad news begets bad news without any regard to the strength of a man’s spirit. Tommy Workman had written the letter, but they were Norman Workman’s words, as Norman himself was illiterate. The letter was full of regret and sorrow, but also of encouragement in the face of tragedy. It seemed that finally Clyde Workman’s deteriorating mentality had altogether collapsed and given in to the will of the demons within. On a rainy Sunday morning he had taken a hunting rifle and shot his wife, Viola, in her sleep and then proceeded to hang himself. By the time this letter reaches you, Tommy had scribed in Norman’s words, they both will have been buried inthe family plot on Mockingbird Hill. Beneath the willow there, just as your mother had wanted.

			Come home when you can.

			-Norman

			A lesser man would have crumpled under the weight of such tragedy. A stronger man would have found a sanctuary and allowed himself to cry. A man of faith would have prayed to God, and a man without would have cursed Him. Dexter just sat in the silence of the moment, letting it wrap around him like a protective cocoon. The greater truths in life are the ones that never seem real, he thought. Perhaps that was why he did not cry; he just simply could not connect to the reality of it. Maybe if he had been back in Versailles, in the midst of friends and family, caught up in their symphony of weeping and wailing, but here, a continent away, there was nothing more than words on a page.

			And sometimes words hold little power.

			Come home…

			Dexter dwelt in this mindset for the next few days, though despite this he was only half-invested in any of his day-to-day functions. He floated through the motions of his livelihood with all the grace and enthusiasm of an automaton. His muscles knew their function and could continue their routine while his head remained checked-out. It even occurred to him at one point that he felt as if he were having an out-of-body experience, looking in on himself from the clouds. That thought, at least, did manage to sadden him in a very real way that the news of his parents somehow was incapable of.

			The waters themselves seemed empathetic to Dexter’s state, a constant humdrum beat of lazy waves rocked the Fair-Haired Belle like a drowsy mother rocking her child’s cradle. The motion further numbed the personae of the day, counting through the minutes like a lazy, slowing metronome, working its lackluster magic to dull the senses and awareness of the world around him And he continued this way day in and out for nearly another year…until…

			The second letter came, again in Tommy’s penmanship, but the words were his own…regarding Norman. He read, but at so fast a pace he was doing little more than skimming its contents:

			…severe headaches…

			…pain…nausea…

			…dark spot…

			…tumor…

			…not much time left…

			…please come home…

			These words were different. They were tiny fangs summoned of ink. And they were sharp, and they bit, and the part of Dexter that had spent the better part of the past year hibernating behind his emotional walls woke like a roaring lion.

			He worked quick as he could…

			…not much time left…please come home…

			…packing, sending word to Laslo of the situation and his intent to leave for an uncertain time so that the Belle might remain in safe harbor undisturbed, planning his route via bus line–

			And that’s where the snag caught him.

			The year had been rough in more ways than emotional. Even though America’s economy was in prancing stride, Dexter’s zombie-esque state had gained him meager haul and therefore little revenue. Many of his usual buyers had given up on their reliance upon his catches months ago, and the few that stayed loyal did so at reduced rates for low quality stock. His rent and utility payments had fallen dangerously behind until finally Dexter abandoned the apartment and took up permanent residence on the Belle and spent what little he made on ensuring she had gas enough to journey out each day and paying into the insurance policy Steiger had insisted he get so that should she sink, Dexter would stay afloat.

			In short, Dexter was broke.

			He tried to meet with Laslo to barter for a loan, but the man was uncharacteristically cold to him. Dexter suspected Laslo knew of his financial state and either doubted Dexter’s intentions and/or ability to repay the loan or Laslo himself was running on fumes. Either way Laslo was a dry well. So Dexter turned to his buyers, pleading for payment advances on future catches, but given his recent decline and the fact that he was using the money to travel back across the hemisphere, he was universally sent away empty-handed.

			Days were ticking away and a third letter came.

			…symptoms have gotten worse…

			…so much pain…

			…maybe only weeks…

			…misses you and wants to see you one last time…

			Dexter became increasingly desperate. Seeing no other option he offered the Belle for sale. First again to Laslo who again declined any financial arrangement and then by word of mouth through the docks and fish markets. Surely in all of Lanza del Los Santos there was some crew in need of a worthy vessel, but it was if the devil himself was against Dexter for no interest was expressed, no offers came and while Norman lay on his deathbed, Dexter sat night after night in the cabin of the Belle regretting the home and family he had left behind. Norman, who had been more of a father to him than his own. A man who had taught him how to work hard and earn a man’s respect. Men like Steiger who–

			Steiger…

			When the thought hit Dexter shot up like a bolt in a clear sky.  The insurance Steiger had so adamantly insisted he maintain - forsaking all else but fuel to set you to sea – that would…but wait…of course he had tried to sell the Belle previously. That would take her from him, but at least she would live on the waters, carrying his dream on the winds and waves until such a time that he could buy her back, but this…to destroy her entirely…

			…what option was there?

			On that very night he set his decision into motion. The winds were strong and the waves violent. This would cover for him as long as no eyes bore witness. He stood on her bow with an old gas lantern at his feet and with a claw hammer loosened the nail from which the lantern normally hung providing some visibility in thick fogs as well as alerting other vessels in the same foggy waters as to his presence. When he was satisfied that the nail would not long hold he bent low and lit the lantern then proceeded to carefully hang it from the nail. This done he saw fit to debark, hoping that his pace was more normal than it felt. Once ashore his legs fought his will for the right to break into at least a jog, but his will remained dominant and he steadily walked along the docks towards the slumbering juggernaut of Lanza del Los Santos. A living wind raged through his hair, over his shoulders and back towards the Belle with enough force to stutter his step and when he heard the crash and breaking of glass his knees nearly gave, his neck nearly snapped around to see, his heart nearly quit.

			“I’m so sorry,” he whispered to her. To himself.

			He walked on as best he could manage, letting his dreams burn to ash at his back.

			Two passing weeks found Dexter’s boots back on Ripley County soil, but days too late. Norman was gone. The cancer that had ravaged his body had caused him immeasurable pain but Norman had held on through it as long as he could, hoping each day that that would be the day Dexter would come home. The funeral had been the midday before. The wind had been mild, but steady, sweeping through the cornfield that surrounded Mockingbird Hill stirring a rustled song like a distant choir. Nearly the whole town of Versailles had come. Norman had been well liked and highly respected by all and all shed tears as he deserved. The pastor had quoted several beautiful verses of hope and comfort, reminding all that this life is fleeting but the victory is reward eternal.

			Dexter never again left Versailles, Indiana, for more than an hour or two in any direction and only as business required. He took up work at the garage with Tommy, and the two ran it steady for twenty more years until one unexpected day Dexter’s heart gave out as he lay beneath a Cadillac DeVille doing nothing more than changing its oil. He never knew the love of a woman, nor married nor had children. He never let his mind wonder outside the County lines. Ripley was a bubble. A prison. It was familiarity and punishment. A warden that had at last brought a fugitive home to waste away the remainder of his days in regret. But on some blessed nights, as the wind rolled atop the stalks, it carried with it the salt of the Pacific and the siren song of his Fair-Haired Belle, and on those nights as he slept he sailed lunging crystal waves towards unfathomable shores.

			*****

			The tale of Dexter Workman was but one of hundreds that plagued the mind of the angel once called Athiel by his brethren as he sat in the splintered, wooden corpse of the Fair-Haired Belle where it came to rest on the floor of the Pacific Ocean. His head hung to his chest, and his wrists lay across his knees, his whole body limp and drawn in. He had not met Dexter Workman nor watched over him directly, but Athiel knew him as all angels know all the hearts and lives of man. A gift of near-endless Knowledge blessed to them by the Lord of Angels and Man through His grace. In his younger days Dexter had been a devout Baptist, attending church every Sunday with either his mother (when she could) or Norman (when Clyde would not allow his wife leave their house, most often to help nurse him through the morning’s hangover), but that routine devotion began to waver as the dreams of the ocean overtook him. The sea had become his new god and riding its frothing back, only thrice in those many years had Dexter accredited the magnificence of the waters to their heavenly Creator. The possibility that the tragic life that befell him, a life hard-fought earned and so cruelly taken, might have been his due for putting his new god before the True God was one of numerous constant questions running through the angel’s mind.

			In this physical form he had the appearance of a man, notably tall (just over eight feet), lean and athletic and classically handsome despite the fact that not even a single hair could be found on him. He was nude in human terms in that he was without garment, but more so in terms of the angels he bore no wings, only scars on his back where once they had been. He had placed those aside long ago, laid them at the feet of the archangel Rafael and then plummeted down to the earth.

			He had roamed for a century, masquerading as just a man and bore witness to countless acts of both cruelty and kindness across the face of the mortal world. If asked, he would say the cruelty was far more abundant and that saddened him greatly. Being there in the wrappings of flesh, his perspective was quite different than before when he had both wing and Heavenly Knowledge. And thus, he had settled here at last, hidden away from the deeds of man and Heaven and Hell. Spending his eternity in the calm of the depths haunted by everyday ghosts of the world that God both created and let fall by the wayside.

			A prisoner to his own rationalizations, he had not felt the absence of the one he had once referred to as both Father and Creator in some time. For most of his time since he fell, Athiel could sense the lingering presence of his Lord like heat from a distant star on the back of his neck, but somewhere along the way that sensation had left him entirely. The truth of it was that he was not sure when. He simply had not noticed its passing. And in his watery home, he no longer cared.

			His thoughts meandered to a soldier he had glimpsed only briefly, a man he had been told would be his next charge and lead a life so profoundly cursed that it would cripple his mind, body and soul. Of all the tragic lives he had witnessed, this life to come had proven to be the final straw, the catalyst that would turn the once majestic being against his Most Majestic sovereign. Fraught with a troubled childhood only to later be far from his homeland, flung into a foreign war as men of power and greed set their pawns against each other only for the sake of…

			Suddenly Athiel opened his eyes. His senses became fully alert. The heat from that distant star, long since cold and dead was there upon his skin, faint but demanding to be noticed. His eyes felt increasingly hot. He blinked and held them closed in hopes of soothing them. Such a human gesture, he thought off-handedly.

			Then, just as abruptly as the sensation began, it intensified in a violent swell, the force of it raising him to his feet and bending his spine backwards. His head was thrown back and his arms thrown out; fingers bent into trembling claws. His eyes, oh how his eyes burned. His jaw gave way uncontrollably to the deafening roar that erupted from his throat, bringing with it a light so terrible as to blind any man or beast who would have seen it. His body began to hover above the deck of the boat, and the water about him hissed angrily as it continuously transformed into steam. Chaotic tremors ran through him  as tears of golden-red blood began to flow from the outer corners of his eyes and down his cheeks, clinging to his flesh despite being submerged. As the tears fell down his face they seared painfully into him, etching sharp lines that burned like the fires of hell. His body convulsed as if struck simultaneously from many random angles. The light and scream from his mouth continued their up-surgence, the very force they sustained felt as if it were to rip him apart from inside.

			And then it ended, all of it, the pain, the heat, the sound and the brilliance, even more suddenly than it had begun, as if a switch had been flipped and a light put out. Athiel’s feet gently touched down upon the Belle’s deck. He was weaker than he had ever felt in all his existence. His frame slumped forward as minor convulsions ran through his limbs caused more by the immediate memory of the experience than any real sensation. He touched a fingertip to the newly formed scar running down his right cheek, baffled by its cause and its meaning. Down-turned eyes vacantly roamed his surroundings as he tried to draw upon his Heavenly Knowledge.

			That was when he realized the overwhelming absence about him. Before he had pushed thoughts of his King, the Creator, I Am, into the back of his awareness and had assumed that in the time since that the Lord had simply accepted Athiel’s descent and had severed all Heavenly connection, but there had always remained a weakened state of the Knowledge that all angels held over the mortal realm. Now, however, it was gone entirely and with it an even deeper and severe void, like the life had been ripped from his spirit – from the entire universe – leaving only a longing so fierce that it made everything he sensed about him feel utterly hollow. It was as if the Father Himself had been…

			Athiel straightened. He had always been told that he was gifted with far too active an imagination balanced against such weak insight. It was a trait that had set him apart from many of his brethren, and he felt it had been a gift he had received at his creation. But now that “gift” was turning against him, and in this mortal form he was more vulnerable to doubt and fear than he had been before his fall. He would not worry;

			worry was a trick of the Enemy. He would go, and he would discover.

			He stepped out onto the slanted deck of the Fair-Haired Belle for the last time and turned his eyes high towards the water’s surface. His stretched his arms down out and forearms out with his palms facing up. Without a sound he began to rise smoothly through the Pacific, leaving the ocean once more to its secrets. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Father Joseph Behanan took in slow, labored breaths. His hands hurt from how hard they had been clasped together and only as he released them did the blood start to return. His mouth felt dry to the point that the back of his throat was sore. His heart ran a marathon inside his chest. At the ripe young age (as he liked to think of it) of 33, Father Joseph had never received a holy vision before.

			He was far from what one might expect a parochial vicar to look like in this part of the Lanza del Los Santos dioceses. True, the Cathedral of Saint Michael was in a rapidly deteriorating part of downtown, but it was still patroned by some of the city’s social and political figureheads, including Mayor Consuela and famed nightly news anchor Kenneth Phelps.

			As a black male in the prime of his life – “Don’t call me Afro-American,” he would say, “I was born and raised in North America, and I’m proud to be black!” – he had often received jeers from relatives and childhood friends about not keeping to his responsibility to his own community. The harshest among the complaints always came from his father, a fire and brimstone Baptist pastor still saving souls down in Arlington, Texas. Father Joseph had always expected that more than a little racism had flavored Reverend Jameson Behanan of the First Revival Church of Christ’s view of how a black man should best serve in the name of the Church. Joseph understood the reasons, or at least some of them. The brutality and humiliation his father had suffered at the hands of bigoted white children all throughout his school years would certainly be enough to scar any man, but he would continue to pray for the good Reverend day in and day out until God chose a time and means to correct that view and heal those lifelong wounds.

			In all truth Father Joseph was not sure what had led him to the seaside metropolis of Lanza del Los Santos in the first place. He had no doubt that it was ultimately God’s will that brought him here, but the circumstances were considerably less than remarkable. He had come to visit his cousin at a local art school and had fallen in love with the vibrancy of the city and had thus stayed. He had already begun looking into centenary schools throughout Texas – as he had always planned on following in his father’s footsteps into ministry – but had converted to Catholicism after falling for his cousin’s friend, Harmony. The two dated briefly, but soon enough she found the “uncultured cowboy” from Arlington, Texas far less than interesting and went about finding someone else. To his surprise Father Joseph was barely heartbroken, and so he re-devoted his attention to the calling of the Lord.

			The conversion to Catholicism had, of course, not gone over very well with the Good Reverend back home who quickly denounced all the flashy “hosh-posh” rituals of the Catholic Church as unnecessary and un-biblical. “They taint the very message of the Good Lord himself!” the Reverend had claimed, “the Lord, my God, concerns Himself with love and prosperity of the soul, not of pomp and theatrics!”

			Joseph never saw it that way. He understood his father’s views, but to him there was peace and beauty in the rituals and the incantations. They helped to bring the mind closer to Heaven. They were acts of respect and worship, but most importantly they rang true to his heart and that was what he believed mattered the most. He had conceived a simple slogan that had begun to catch on around the congregation – including Mayor Consuela’s most recent press conference. It was that “The heart is the instrument through which God speaks to us.”

			His “fine flock” as he lovingly referred to them, was comprised mostly of upper- middle class white Johns and Janes. Many were married couples in their late forties and upward. A strong awakening had started taking place among the teenage attendees a few years ago following a scandalous act of embezzlement from the church accountant that had brought the cathedral to the brink of closing — this had been the very reason Joseph was brought to serve at Saint Michael’s. A few of the teens, spearheaded by a high school senior named Antonio Rodriguez had seen the scandal as a test laid upon the faith of the congregation and had taken up spiritual arms to combat the downslide of trust and confidence that had resulted. It was a valiant effort, but one that had seen a sudden and unexpected downturn for no discernable reason. This spiritual “quieting” may have been infectious because the overall attendance had begun to wane around the same time, and a church that had recently and publicly let cry a lion’s roar to “claim this city!” had shied away to lambs virtually overnight. That had been some time ago. Around two years ago Saint Michael’s had seen a satisfactorily consistent rise in attendance, but that had plateaued and now, once again, began to fall away. It was that very concern that had brought Father Joseph to his knees in prayer, under the compassionate gaze of the Virgin Mary.

			Brian Keyland, Saint Michael’s Choral Director, had finished the final pre-service rehearsal, releasing his singers back out into the world and their own lives, and had just himself said “Goodnight,” and left. Joseph was alone in both truth and his thoughts and so brought himself to the feet of the Holy Mother and bowed to pray. His prayer had begun with thanks and praise for a God he truly loved wholeheartedly. He thanked the Lord for a heart that both listened and learned and for the offerings the Cathedral continued to receive, even if they were not what they used to be. He knew God would provide and thanked Him for that as well.

			He moved on to the prayer list from this week’s services, and that was when the vision struck. At first there was an odd ringing in his ear made up of several harmonic tones at once. It shook his concentration, and he almost started to pray for focus, but the sharpness and volume of the sound increased. It leapt from his ears into the very air around him, filling the sanctuary. The echo of it crashed upon itself like waves, but each crash only complemented the next and the harmony grew richer. The dim light at the back of Father Joseph’s closed eyelids at first dulled to a complete black and then pulsated a distant white. Then, all at once, his self-awareness left him, and he was as an eye in the Heavens.

			He saw all the Earth from a distant place in the sky. Saw it surrounded by an unnatural green aura. He saw a Child that was not a child glide into the stars. He saw the Heavenly Host, too numerous to count. He saw the Light that met the Child, saw it take the shape of a man with a sword of flame, only to be gently upstaged by I Am. He saw the Child’s eyes shine with the same hue as the Earth and its mouth move to speak, but could not hear the words. He saw I Am become encompassed in the green flame that spewed from the mouth of the Child. When the flame died he saw I Am no more.

			He saw a man that was not a man sitting in the wreck of a ship on the ocean’s bed. He saw the man writhing in pain as molten tears burned down his cheeks. He saw the man stand and rise up until he was head above the waves.

			He saw a mother and her son in the contrasting light and shadows of the city streets. Saw the horror in the mother’s visage, and the confusion in that of her son. He saw how they ran as if the devil himself were at their heels, then he saw the eyes of the devil that followed them, hidden beneath the face of a man. He smelled the putrid breath it exhaled as it chased them. Saw the delight it took in the chase. He saw the mother on her knees, pleading as she died.

			That was when the vision broke and Father Joseph became aware again of himself and his surroundings. His mind was at odds; so fascinated yet so afraid. He had studied extensively about the visions of biblical prophets, but they were often very allegorical, at least in the “visual” sense. What he had experienced felt more akin to a flashback, as if he had actually been there to see those things firsthand and maybe that – especially given the devil in pursuit – was the most unsettling aspect of it.

			With no conscious intent he turned his gaze upwards at the statue of the Blessed Virgin that watched over him on the right side of the sanctuary. His breath caught in his lungs, and his heart forgot to beat. Crimson tears ran down the Holy Mother’s face, connecting at a point under her chin then running down the front of her neck as if she had been crying for more than a moment.

			He had no way to sense the presence all about him as the angels fell to their knees and wept.

			*****

			The angel Dycliasses stood over the troubled priest, one hand placed firmly on the man’s left shoulder. He had always felt great love and favor for this particular child of God and had followed him for many years in Texas before joining him in this Californian metropolis. Like Father Joseph, the angel stared at the face of Mary, the earthly mother of Christ. He understood the cause of the tears though he, himself, had not encouraged them to flow. He wanted to join his brethren as they howled before him and tore at their garments but he could somehow not accept the truth of what had happened. It was realms beyond impossible. The King of Kings knew no beginning and would know no end. The God that made the Heavens and the Earth could not be unmade. The very fact that the universe still even existed was proof against it. Man could not have succeeded where even Lucifer had failed.

			There were truths hidden from him. His angelic Knowledge had lessened considerably some uncertain time ago. It was conceivable, nah, likely, that the two events were related. And he would discover the reasons and the means behind it all. Until then he would not weep. His Father was beyond the touch of oblivion.

			All at once silence filled the sanctuary as a desperate pounding rattled the front doors of the Cathedral…the mother and son had arrived.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			A good life, it seems, can go one of two ways: it can spiral unexpectedly down into disaster and ruin or, as is usually the case, it can just keep getting better and better. A bad life, however, always seems to go from bad to worse. Traci Nicholas was unarguably a case for the latter.

			At 35 Traci had already lived a life filled with enough drama, abuse and close calls to send the heart of any Hollywood executive racing. It was clichéd in a sense: the drug-addicted mother and her parade of scandalous male suitors, more than one of whom had spent “quality time” with Traci against her will. When she was 14 Traci ran off, leaving her mother and Chester, her mother’s boyfriend, passed out in a drug-addled haze. She lived off the streets however she could manage; thievery, prostitution, grand theft auto, whatever it took to make it one more day. At 17 she even began a short-lived career in the adult film industry, but one physically aggressive, cocaine-fueled director later and she was “out of the biz” —his similarities to her mother’s usual male “friends” were too much to tolerate, even for her — and back on the streets. Three months into her 18th year she became a drug mule for Salvadorian cartel players looking to increase their presence in various California cities and by her 19th year she had been caught, arrested, tried, judged, and sentenced to a five-year stint in a women’s prison. That lasted for six months as federal agents saw the opportunity to use her as bait to catch something bigger for their fish fry. Their job done, they released her to a women’s halfway house and placed her under the strictest of probation. The cartel were not idiots, and the feds were not concerned enough about hiding her assistance and soon a hit had been placed on her life.

			After a brief chase through the slums of Lanza del Los Santos and a bullet to the back of the head, the assassin vanished into the night, but his task was not complete and Traci was able to drag herself through dank alleyways and eventually, miraculously onto the steps of the Cathedral of Saint Michael. The priest at the time, Father Leary, found her and called 911. She made a miraculous recovery, changed her identity and cleaned up her act. She attended church at the Cathedral regularly for a few months after, but soon her attendance fell off. Shifts waitressing at a small diner paid much better on weekends and she hoped God would understand that she could not live on bread alone. In time, she forgot she needed Him in her life to any degree, and the miracle of that fateful night and of Father Leary faded away to the back of her mind…until now.

			Now she was running back down those very same alleys, gunning for the very same destination and desperate for the very same miracle. The irony of it was in no way lost to her, and the keen sense of déjà vu as she made each turn felt like justice from God Himself. But she had always believed (well, beginning from the moment she started to believe in Him) that God was, above all, a forgiving God and that He would spare her and the tiny hand that clung tightly to hers: that of her son Solomon.

			Even under close scrutiny Solomon was a spitting image of his mother. The same auburn hair and high Cherokee ancestral cheekbones. The same full lips that always seemed to be puffed out like a pout. The car door ears and the ski-slope nose. There was no arguing whose child he was, and that was the devil of it, for all the features that Solomon had inherited from his mother, it was what he had of his father that was even more undeniable and infinitely unsettling. It was the eyes, dead blue orbs like a stagnant pool in late autumn, dead like fallen leaves on an old grave, dead like the weight of sin.

			Traci looked down sorrowfully at those lifeless eyes as she pulled at his arm, urging him faster and faster down the cluttered alley. Just two more blocks. Two more blocks to Saint Michael and hopefully another hand-of-God miracle. She heard the loud crash of a garbage can being kicked aside and in her fear could not help but look back.

			How was he already so close? It was impossible! At that speed he would reach them before they reached sanctuary. Solomon was just a boy, an innocent, but at that moment he was also dead weight, and that would be their undoing.

			Drawing on the adrenaline coursing through her body she hefted Solomon off the ground and against her breast single-armed in one strong swoop mid-step. She bit down on her lip and demanded her legs move faster. She could hear the footsteps behind her like a drumbeat counting down their doom. Even worse she could hear his wretched breathing, the sound of stone on stone in the hollow of his…its…chest, and that made her recall the foulness of his breath. It brought to mind rotting meat and carrion. That goaded her faster.

			Street lamps lit familiar stairs some five hundred feet ahead, displaying them like a prize for her troubles. At first the sight of them was such a tremendous relief that she nearly slowed her pace, but she heard Solomon’s breath catch in fear, and her efforts redoubled. He began to slip loose from the cradle of her left arm and instinctively she grabbed him with her right to raise him back higher into his perch, but that too slowed her down, and she nearly tripped on a discarded cardboard box as she once more re-dedicated her efforts. In fear she looked back once more, certain any second now long fingers would wrap around her neck, but what she
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