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The swell was gently lifting and | owering the boat. My breathing grew slower, falling into
step with the creaking of the hull, until | could no longer tell the difference between the faint
rhythm c notion of the cabin and the sensation of filling and enptying nmy lungs. It was |ike

floating in darkness: every inhalation buoyed ne up, slightly; every exhal ation nmade ne sink back
down agai n.

In the bunk above ne, ny brother Daniel said distinctly, "Do you believe in God?"

My head was cleared of sleep in an instant, but | didn't reply straight away. |'d never
cl osed ny eyes, but the darkness of the unlit cabin seened to shift in front of ne, grains of
phantom light nmoving like a cloud of disturbed insects.

"Martin?"

"I'' m awake. "

"Do you believe in God?"

"OF course." Everyone | knew believed in God. Everyone tal ked about Her, everyone prayed to
Her. Daniel nost of all. Since he'd joined the Deep Church the previous sunmer, he prayed every
nmorning for a kilotau before dawn. I'd often wake to find nyself aware of himkneeling by the far

wal | of the cabin, nuttering and pounding his chest, before | drifted gratefully back to sleep

Qur famly had al ways been Transitional, but Daniel was fifteen, old enough to choose for
hinsel f. My nother accepted this with diplomatic silence, but ny father seened positivel yproud of
Dani el ' s i ndependence and strength of conviction. My own feelings were mxed. |'d grown used to
swiming in ny older brother's wake, but |1'd never resented it, because he'd always let nme in on
the vi ew ahead: readi ng ne passages fromthe books he read hinself, teaching me words and phrases
fromthe | anguages he studi ed, sketching some of the mathematics | was yet to encounter first-
hand. We used to |lie awake half the night, tal king about the cores of stars or the hierarchy of
transfinite nunbers. But Daniel had told nme nothing about the reasons for his conversion, and his
ever-increasing piety. | didn't know whether to feel hurt by this exclusion, or sinply grateful; I
could see that being Transitional was |like a pale imtation of being Deep Church, but | wasn't
sure that this was such a bad thing if the wages of nediocrity included sleeping until sunrise.

Dani el said, "Wy?"

| stared up at the underside of his bunk, unsure whether | was really seeing it or just
imagining its solidity against the cabin's ordinary darkness. "Someone nmust have gui ded the Angels
here fromEarth. If Earth's too far away to see from Covenant ... how coul d anyone find Covenant
fromEarth, w thout God's hel p?"

I heard Daniel shift slightly. "Maybe the Angels had better tel escopes than us. O naybe they
spread out fromEarth in all directions, |aunching thousands of expeditions w thout even know ng
what they'd find."

I laughed. "But they had to conme here, to be nmade flesh again!" Even a | ess-than-devout ten-
year-ol d knew that nuch. God prepared Covenant as the place for the Angels to repent their theft
of immortality. The Transitionals believed that in a mllion years we could earn the right to be
Angel s again; the Deep Church believed that we'd remain flesh until the stars fell fromthe sky.

Dani el said, "Wat nmakes you so sure that there were ever really Angels? O that God really
sent them Her daughter, Beatrice, to |lead themback into the flesh?"

| pondered this for a while. The only answers | could think of cane straight out of the
Scriptures, and Daniel had taught nme years ago that appeals to authority counted for nothing.
Finally, | had to confess: "I don't know " | felt foolish, but | was grateful that he was willing
to discuss these difficult questions with ne. | wanted to believe in God for the right reasons,
not just because everyone around ne did.

He said, "Archaeol ogi sts have shown that we nust have arrived about twenty thousand years
ago. Before that, there's no evidence of humans, or any co-ecol ogical plants and aninmals. That
makes the Crossing older than the Scriptures say, but there are sone dates that are open to
interpretation, and with a bit of poetic |icense everything can be nade to add up. And nost
bi ol ogi sts think the native nmicrofauna could have formed by itself over mllions of years,
starting fromsinple chemcals, but that doesn't nean God didn't gui de the whol e process.
Everything's conpatible, really. Science and the Scriptures can both be true."

I thought | knew where he was headed, now. "So you've worked out a way to use science to
prove that God exists?" | felt a surge of pride; ny brother was a geni us!
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"No." Daniel was silent for a nonment. "The thing is, it works both ways. Whatever's witten
in the Scriptures, people can always cone up with different explanations for the facts. The ships
m ght have left Earth for sone other reason. The Angels m ght have nade bodies for thenselves for
sone other reason. There's no way to convince a non-believer that the Scriptures are the word of
God. It's all a matter of faith."

" G.] "

"Faith's the nost inmportant thing," Daniel insisted. "If you don't have faith, you can be
tempted into believing anything at all."

I made a noise of assent, trying not to sound too disappointed. |'d expected nore from Dani el

than the kind of bland assertions that sent nme dozing off during sernobns at the Transitiona
church.
"Do you know what you have to do to get faith?"

"No. "
"Ask for it. That's all. Ask Beatrice to come into your heart and grant you the gift of
faith."
| protested, "We do that every time we go to church!"™ | couldn't believe he'd forgotten the

Transitional service already. After the priest placed a drop of seawater on our tongues, to
synbol i ze the bl ood of Beatrice, we asked for the gifts of faith, hope and | ove.
"But have you received it?"
I'd never thought about that. "I'mnot sure.” | believed in God, didn't I? "I might have."
Dani el was amused. "If you had the gift of faith, you'd know "
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I gazed up into the darkness, troubled. "Do you have to go to the Deep Church, to ask for it

properly?"
"No. Even in the Deep Church, not everyone has invited Beatrice into their hearts. You have
to do it the way it says in the Scriptures: 'like an unborn child again, naked and hel pl ess.’"

"I was I mersed, wasn't [|?"

"In a netal bowl, when you were thirty days old. Infant Immersion is a gesture by the
parents, an affirmation of their own good intentions. But it's not enough to save the child."

I was feeling very disoriented now M father, at |east, approved of Daniel's conversion ..
but now Daniel was trying to tell me that our family's transactions with God had all been grossly
deficient, if not actually counterfeit.

Dani el said, "Renmenber what Beatrice told Her followers, the last tine She appeared? 'Unl ess
you are willing to drown in My blood, you will never |ook upon the face of My Mdther.’ So they
bound each other hand and foot, and wei ghted thensel ves down with rocks."

My chest tightened. "And you've done that?"

"Yes."

"When?"

"Al nost a year ago."

I was nore confused than ever. "Did Ma and Fa go?"

Dani el laughed. "No! It's not a public cerenony. Sone friends of mne fromthe Prayer G oup
hel ped; soneone has to be on deck to haul you up, because it would be arrogant to expect Beatrice
to break your bonds and raise you to the surface, like She did with Her followers. But in the
water, you're alone with God."

He clinbed down from his bunk and crouched by the side of ny bed. "Are you ready to give your
life to Beatrice, Martin?" His voice sent gray sparks flow ng through the darkness.

| hesitated. "What if | just dive in? And stay under for a while?" |'d been swinmrming off the
boat at night plenty of times, there was nothing to fear fromthat.

"No. You have to be weighted dowmn." H's tone nade it clear that there could be no conprom se
on this. "How | ong can you hold your breath?"

"Two hundred tau." That was an exaggeration; two hundred was what | was aimng for

"That's | ong enough."

| didn't reply. Daniel said, "I'll pray with you."

I clinbed out of bed, and we knelt together. Daniel nurmured, "Please, Holy Beatrice, grant
my brother Martin the courage to accept the precious gift of Your blood." Then he started praying
in what | took to be a foreign | anguage, uttering a rapid stream of harsh syllables unlike
anything |1'd heard before. | listened apprehensively; | wasn't sure that | wanted Beatrice to
change nmy nmind, and | was afraid that this display of fervor m ght actually persuade Her

| said, "What if | don't do it?"

"Then you'll never see the face of God."

I knew what that neant: |1'd wander alone in the belly of Death, in darkness, for eternity.
And even if the Scriptures weren't nmeant to be taken literally on this, the reality behind the
met aphor could only be worse. |ndescribably worse.

"But ... what about Ma and Fa?" | was nore worried about them because | knew they'd never
clinmb weighted off the side of the boat at Daniel's behest.

"That will take tinme," he said softly.

My mind reel ed. He was absol utely serious.

I heard himstand and wal k over to the |adder. He clinbed a few rungs and opened the hatch
Enough starlight came in to give shape to his arnms and shoul ders, but as he turned to ne | stil
couldn't nake out his face. "Conme on, Martin!" he whispered. "The |onger you put it off, the
harder it gets." The hushed urgency of his voice was faniliar: generous and conspiratorial,
nothing like an adult's inpatience. He might al nbost have been daring me to join himin a mdnight
raid on the pantry -- not because he really needed a coll aborator, but because he honestly didn't
want ne to niss out on the excitenent, or the spoils.

| suppose | was nore afraid of dammation than drowning, and |1'd always trusted Daniel to warn
me of the dangers ahead. But this tine | wasn't entirely convinced that he was right, so | nust
have been driven by sonething nore than fear, and blind trust.

Maybe it came down to the fact that he was offering to make ne his equal in this. | was ten
years old, and | ached to beconme sonething nore than | was; to reach, not ny parents’ burdensone
adul t hood, but the hal fway point, full of freedom and secrets, that Daniel had reached. | wanted

to be as strong, as fast, as quick-witted and w dely-read as he was. Becoming as certain of God
woul d not have been ny first choice, but there wasn't much point hoping for divine intervention to
grant ne anything el se.
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I followed himup onto the deck

He took cord, and a knife, and four spare weights of the kind we used on our nets fromthe
tool box. He threaded the weights onto the cord, then | took off my shorts and sat naked on the
deck while he knotted a figure-eight around nmy ankles. | raised ny feet experinentally; the
weights didn't seemall that heavy. But in the water, | knew, they'd be nore than enough to
counteract ny body's slight buoyancy.

"Martin? Hold out your hands."

Suddenly | was crying. Wth ny arns free, at least | could swimagainst the tug of the
weights. But if ny hands were tied, |'d be hel pl ess.

Dani el crouched down and net nmy eyes. "Ssh. It's all right."

I hated nyself. | could feel nmy face contorted into the mask of a bl ubbering infant.

"Are you afraid?"

| nodded.

Dani el smiled reassuringly. "You know why? You know who's doing that? Death doesn't want
Beatrice to have you. He wants you for hinself. So he's here on this boat, putting fear into your
heart, because he knows he's al nost |ost you."

| saw sonething nove in the shadows behind the tool box, sonmething slithering into the
darkness. If we went back down to the cabin now, would Death follow us? To wait for Daniel to fal
asleep? If I'd turned ny back on Beatrice, who could | ask to send Death away?

| stared at the deck, tears of shane dripping fromny cheeks. | held out ny arns, wists
t oget her.

When ny hands were tied -- not palmto-palmas |I'd expected, but in separate | oops joined by
a short bridge -- Daniel unwound a |long stretch of rope fromthe winch at the rear of the boat,
and coiled it on the deck. |I didn't want to think about how long it was, but | knew I'd never

dived to that depth. He took the blunt hook at the end of the rope, slipped it over ny arms, then
screwed it closed to forman unbroken ring. Then he checked again that the cord around ny wists
was neither so tight as to burn ne, nor so loose as to let ne slip. As he did this, | saw

sonet hing creep over his face: sonme kind of doubt or fear of his own. He said, "Hang onto the
hook. Just in case. Don't let go, no matter what. Ckay?" He whi spered sonething to Beatrice, then
| ooked up at me, confident again.

He hel ped ne to stand and shuffle over to the guard rail, just to one side of the winch. Then
he picked nme up under the arns and lifted me over, resting ny feet on the outer hull. The deck was
inert, a mineralized endoshell, but behind the guard rails the hull was pal pably alive: slick with
protective secretions, glowing softly. My toes curled usel essly against the |ubricated skin; | had
no purchase at all. The hull was supporting sone of nmy weight, but Daniel's arns would tire
eventually. If | wanted to back out, I'd have to do it quickly.

A warm breeze was blowing. | |ooked around, at the flat horizon, at the blaze of stars, at
the faint silver light off the water. Daniel recited: "Holy Beatrice, | amready to die to this

world. Let ne drown in Your blood, that | mght be redeenmed, and | ook upon the face of Your
Mot her . "

| repeated the words, trying hard to nmean them

"Holy Beatrice, | offer You nmy life. AIl | do now, | do for You. Conme into ny heart, and
grant ne the gift of faith. Cone into ny heart, and grant ne the gift of hope. Conme into ny heart,
and grant ne the gift of love."

"And grant ne the gift of love."

Dani el released me. At first, nmy feet seened to adhere magically to the hull, and | pivoted
backward wi thout actually falling. | clung tightly to the hook, pressing the cold netal against ny
belly, and willed the rope of the winch to snap taut, |eaving ne dangling in mdair. | even braced

mysel f for the shock. Sone part of nme really did believe that | could change ny m nd, even now.
Then ny feet slipped and | plunged into the ocean and sank strai ght down.
It was not like a dive -- not even a dive froman untried height, when it took so long for
the water to bring you to a halt that it began to grow frightening. | was falling through the
wat er ever faster, as if it was air. The vision |I'd had of the rope keeping ne above the water now
swung to the opposite extrene: nmy acceleration seenmed to prove that the coil on the deck was
attached to nothing, that its frayed end was al ready beneath the surface. That's what the
foll owers had done, wasn't it? They'd let thenselves be thrown in without a lifeline. So Dani el
had cut the rope, and | was on ny way to the bottom of the ocean
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Then the hook jerked ny hands up over ny head, jarring nmy wists and shoulders, and | was
not i onl ess.

I turned nmy face toward the surface, but neither starlight nor the hull's faint
phosphorescence reached this deep. | let a stream of bubbles escape frommny nouth; | felt them
slide over ny upper lip, but no trace of themregistered in the darkness.

| shifted ny hands warily over the hook. | could still feel the cord fast around ny wists,
but Daniel had warned me not to trust it. | brought ny knees up to ny chest, gauging the effect of
the weights. If the cord broke, at |east ny hands would be free, but even so | wasn't sure |'d be
abl e to ascend. The thought of trying to unpick the knots around nmy ankles as | tunbl ed deeper
filled me with horror.

My shoul ders ached, but | wasn't injured. It didn't take much effort to pull myself up unti
my chin was |evel with the bottom of the hook. Going further was awkward -- with my hands so cl ose
together | couldn't brace nyself properly -- but on the third attenpt | nmanaged to get my arns
| ocked, pointing strai ght down.

I'd done this without any real plan, but then it struck ne that even with ny hands and feet
tied, | could try shinning up the rope. It was just a matter of getting started. |'d have to turn
upsi de-down, grab the rope between ny knees, then curl up -- dragging the hook -- and get a grip
with ny hands at a hi gher point.

And if | couldn't reach up far enough to right nyself?

I'd ascend feet-first.
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I couldn't even nmanage the first step. | thought it would be as sinple as keeping nmy arns
rigid and letting nmyself topple backward, but in the water even two-thirds of my body wasn't
sufficient to counterbal ance the wei ghts.

| tried a different approach: | dropped down to hang at arm s length, raised ny | egs as high
as | could, then proceeded to pull nyself up again. But ny grip wasn't tight enough to resist the
turning force of the weights; | just pivoted around ny center of gravity -- which was sonmewhere
near my knees -- and ended up, still bent double, but alnost horizontal

| eased nyself down again, and tried threading ny feet through the circle of ny arns. |
didn't succeed on the first attenpt, and then on reflection it seened |ike a bad nove anyway. Even
if | managed to grip the rope between ny bound feet -- rather than just tunbling over backward,
out of control, and dislocating ny shoulders -- clinbing the rope upside-down with my hands behind
nmy back woul d either be inpossible, or so awkward and strenuous that |1'd run out of oxygen before
I got a tenth of the way.

I let sone nore air escape fromny lungs. | could feel the rmuscles in nmy di aphragm
reproachi ng ne for keeping themfrom doi ng what they wanted to do; not urgently yet, but the
know edge that | had no control over when |'d be able to draw breath again nade it harder to stay
calm | knew | could rely on Daniel to bring me to the surface on the count of two hundred. But
I"d only ever stayed down for a hundred and sixty. Forty nore tau would be an eternity.
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I'"d al nost forgotten what the whol e ordeal was nmeant to be about, but now | started praying.

Pl ease Holy Beatrice, don't let me die. | know You drowned like this to save ne, but if | die it
won't hel p anyone. Daniel would end up in the deepest shit ... but that's not a threat, it's just
an observation. | felt a stab of anxiety; on top of everything else, had | just offended the

Daught er of God? | struggled on, ny confidence waning. | don't want to die. But You already know

that. So | don't know what You want nme to say.
| released sone nore stale air, wishing |I'd counted the time |I'd been under; you weren't

supposed to enpty your lungs too quickly -- when they were deflated it was even harder not to take
a breath -- but holding all the carbon dioxide in too | ong wasn't good either.

Praying only seened to nake ne nore desperate, so | tried to think other kinds of holy
thoughts. | couldn't renmenber anything fromthe Scriptures word for word, but the gist of the nost

important part started running through my mnind.

After living in Her body for thirty years, and persuading all the Angels to becone nortal
again, Beatrice had gone back up to their deserted spaceship and flown it straight into the ocean
When Death saw Her com ng, he took the formof a giant serpent, coiled in the water, waiting. And
even though She was the Daughter of God, with the power to do anything, She let Death swal | ow Her.

That's how much She | oved us.

Deat h thought he'd won everything. Beatrice was trapped inside him in the darkness, al one.
The Angels were flesh again, so he wouldn't even have to wait for the stars to fall before he
clai med them

But Beatrice was part of God. Death had swall owed part of God. This was a mnistake. After
three days, his jaws burst open and Beatrice cane flying out, weathed in fire. Death was broken,
shrivel ed, dim ni shed.

My |inbs were nunb but ny chest was burning. Death was still strong enough to hold down the
dammed. | started thrashing about blindly, wasting whatever oxygen was left in ny blood, but
desperate to distract nyself fromthe urge to inhale.

Pl ease Holy Beatrice --

Pl ease Daniel --

Lum nous brui ses bl ossoned behind ny eyes and drifted out into the water. | watched them
curling into a kind of vortex, as if something was drawi ng themin.

It was the mouth of the serpent, swallowing ny soul. | opened ny own nouth and nmade a
wr et ched noi se, and Death swam forward to kiss nme, to breathe cold water into my |ungs.

Suddenl y, everything was seared with light. The serpent turned and fled, like a pale timd
worm A wave of contentnment washed over ne, as if | was an infant again and ny nother had w apped
her arnms around ne tightly. It was |like basking in sunlight, listening to |aughter, dreaning of
musi ¢ too beautiful to be real. Every nmuscle in ny body was still trying to prise ny lungs open to
the water, but now | found nyself fighting this alnbst absentmnindedly while | marvel ed at ny
strange euphori a.
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Cold air swept over ny hands and down ny arns. | raised nyself up to take a nmouthful, then
sl unped down again, giddy and spluttering, grateful for every breath but still elated by sonething
else entirely. The light that had filled my eyes was gone, but it left a violet afterinmge
everywhere | | ooked. Daniel kept winding until nmy head was | evel with the guard rail, then he
cl anped the wi nch, bent down, and threw ne over his shoul der

I'd been warm enough in the water, but now ny teeth were chattering. Daniel wapped a towel

around me, then set to work cutting the cord. | beanmed at him "I'm so happy!" He gestured to ne
to be quieter, but then he whispered joyfully, "That's the |l ove of Beatrice. She'll always be with
you now, Martin."

I blinked with surprise, then |laughed softly at nmy own stupidity. Until that noment, | hadn't
connect ed what had happened with Beatrice at all. But of course it was Her. |'d asked Her to come
into nmy heart, and She had.

And | could see it in Daniel's face: a year after his own Drowning, he still felt Her
presence.

He said, "Everything you do nowis for Beatrice. Wen you | ook through your tel escope, you'l
do it to honor Her creation. When you eat, or drink, or swm you'll do it to give thanks for Her
gifts." | nodded enthusiastically.

Dani el tidied everything away, even soaking up the puddles of water |1'd left on the deck
Back in the cabin, he recited fromthe Scriptures, passages that |'d never really understood
before, but which now all seenmed to be about the Drowning, and the way | was feeling. It was as if
I'"d opened the book and found nyself nentioned by nane on every page.

When Daniel fell asleep before nme, for the first time innmy life |l didn't feel the slightest
pang of |oneliness. The Daughter of God was with nme: | could feel Her presence, like a flane
inside ny skull, radiating warnth through the darkness behind ny eyes.

Gving ne confort, giving ne strength.

Gving ne faith.
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The nonastery was al nost four nmilliradians northeast of our home grounds. Daniel and | took
the launch to a rendezvous point, and met up with three other snmall vessels before continuing. It
had been the sane routine every tenth night for alnpbst a year -- and Dani el had been going to the
Prayer G oup hinself for a year before that -- so the launch didn't need nuch supervision. Feeding
on nutrients in the ocean, propelling itself by punping water through fine channels in its skin,
gui ded by both sunlight and Covenant's magnetic field, it was a perfect exanple of the kind of
| egacy of the Angels that technol ogy would never be able to match. Barthol onew, Rachel and Agnes
were in one |launch, and they travel ed beside us while the others ski mmed ahead.

Bart hol onew and Rachel were married, though they were only seventeen, scarcely ol der than
Dani el . Agnes, Rachel's sister, was sixteen. Because | was the youngest nenber of the Prayer
G oup, Agnes had fussed over me fromthe day |I'd joined. She said, "It's your big night tonight,
Martin, isn't it?" | nodded, but declined to pursue the conversation, |leaving her free to talk to
Dani el

It was dusk by the tine the nonastery came into sight, a conical tower built fromat |east
ten thousand hulls, rising up fromthe water in the stylized formof Beatrice's spaceship. A nmed
at the sky, not down into the depths. Though some commentators on the Scriptures insisted that the
spaceship itself had sunk forever, and Beatrice had risen fromthe water unaided, it was still the
definitive synbol of Her victory over Death. For the three days of Her separation from God, all
such buil di ngs stood in darkness, but that was half a year away, and now the nonastery shone from
every porthol e.

There was a narrow tunnel leading into the base of the tower; the |aunches detected its scent
in the water and filed in one by one. | knew they didn't have souls, but | wondered what it woul d
have been like for themif they'd been aware of their actions. Normally they rested in the dock of
a single hull, a pouch of boatskin that secured thembut still left themlargely exposed. Mybe
being drawn instinctively into this vast structure would have felt even safer, even nore
conforting, than docking with their honme boat. Wien | said sonething to this effect, Rachel, in
the launch behind nme, sniggered. Agnes said, "Don't be horrible."

The wal s of the tunnel phosphoresced pal e green, but the opening ahead was filled with white
| anplight, dazzlingly richer and brighter. W emerged into a canal circling a vast atrium and
continued around it until the launches found enpty docks.

As we di senbarked, every footstep, every splash echoed back at us. | |ooked up at the
ceiling, a dome spliced together from hundreds of curved triangular hull sections, tattooed with
scenes fromthe Scriptures. The original illustrations were nore than a thousand years ol d, but

the living boatskin degraded the pignments on a tinme scal e of decades, so the nonks had to
constantly renew t hem

"Beatrice Joining the Angel s" was ny favorite. Because the Angels weren't flesh, they didn't
grow inside their nothers; they just appeared fromnowhere in the streets of the Immteria
Cities. In the picture on the ceiling, Beatrice's immterial body was hal f-fornmed, with cherubs
still working to clothe the immaterial bones of Her legs and arms in immterial nuscles, veins and
skin. A few Angels in |um nous robes were gl ancing sideways at Her, but you could tell they
weren't particularly inpressed. They'd had no way of know ng, then, who She was.

A corridor with its own smaller illustrations led fromthe atriumto the neeting room There
were about fifty people in the Prayer Group -- including several priests and nonks, though they
acted just like everyone else. In church you followed the liturgy; the priest slotted-in his or
her sermon, but there was no room for the worshippers to do nuch nore than pray or sing in unison
and offer rote responses. Here it was nuch less formal. There were two or three different speakers
every night -- sonetimes guests who were visiting the nonastery, sonetinmes menbers of the group --
and after that anyone could ask the group to pray with them about whatever they |iked.

I'"d fallen behind the others, but they'd saved ne an aisle seat. Agnes was to ny left, then
Dani el , Barthol omew and Rachel. Agnes said, "Are you nervous?"

"No. "

Dani el laughed, as if this claimwas ridicul ous.

| said, "I'mnot." 1'd neant to sound loftily unperturbed, but the words cane out sullen and
chi | di sh.

The first two speakers were both | ay theol ogians, Firm anders who were visiting the
monastery. One gave a tal k about people who belonged to false religions, and how they were all --
in effect -- worshipping Beatrice, but just didn't knowit. He said they woul dn't be damed,
because they'd had no choice about the cultures they were born into. Beatrice would know they'd
meant well, and forgive them
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| wanted this to be true, but it made no sense to ne. Either Beatrice was the Daughter of
CGod, and everyone who thought otherw se had turned away fromHer into the darkness, or ... there
was no "or." | only had to close ny eyes and feel Her presence to knowthat. Still, everyone
appl auded when the man finished, and all the questions peopl e asked seened synpathetic to his
Vi ews, so perhaps his argunents had sinply been too subtle for ne to foll ow

The second speaker referred to Beatrice as "the Holy Jester", and rebuked us severely for not
payi ng enough attention to Her sense of hunor. She cited events in the Scriptures which she said
were practical jokes, and then went on at sone |ength about "the healing power of |aughter." It
was all about as gripping as a lecture on nutrition and hygiene; | struggled to keep ny eyes open
At the end, no one could think of any questi ons.

Then Carol, who was running the neeting, said, "Now Martin is going to give witness to the
power of Beatrice in his life."

Everyone appl auded encouragingly. As | rose to ny feet and stepped into the aisle, Daniel
| eaned toward Agnes and whi spered sarcastically, "This should be good."

| stood at the lectern and gave the talk |I'd been rehearsing for days. Beatrice, | said, was
besi de ne now whatever | did: whether | studied or worked, ate or swam or just sat and watched
the stars. When | woke in the nmorning and | ooked into ny heart, She was there w thout fail
of fering me strength and gui dance. When | lay in bed at night, | feared nothing, because |I knew
She was wat ching over nme. Before ny Drowning, |'d been unsure of ny faith, but now I'd never again
be able to doubt that the Daughter of God had becone flesh, and died, and conquered Death, because
of Her great |ove for us.

It was all true, but even as | said these things | couldn't get Daniel's sarcastic words out
of my mind. | glanced over at the row where |'d been sitting, at the people |I'd traveled with.
What did | have in common with them really? Rachel and Barthol omew were narri ed. Barthol omew and
Dani el had studied together, and still played in the sane dive-ball team Daniel and Agnes were
probably in |ove. And Daniel was ny brother ... but the only difference that seened to nmake was
the fact that he could belittle ne far nore efficiently than any stranger

In the open prayer that followed, | paid no attention to the problenms and bl essi ngs peopl e
were sharing with the group. | tried silently calling on Beatrice to dissolve the knot of anger in
my heart. But | couldn't do it; I'd turned too far away from Her

When the neeting was over, and people started noving into the adjoining roomto talk for a
while, | hung back. When the others were out of sight | ducked into the corridor, and headed
straight for the I aunch

Daniel could get a ride home with his friends; it wasn't far out of their way. I'd wait a
short distance fromthe boat until he caught up; if nmy parents saw nme arrive on my own I'd be in
trouble. Daniel would be angry, of course, but he wouldn't betray ne.

Once 1'd freed the launch fromits dock, it knew exactly where to go: around the canal, back
to the tunnel, out into the open sea. As | sped across the calm dark water, | felt the presence
of Beatrice returning, which seened |like a sign that She understood that |I'd had to get away.

| | eaned over and dipped ny hand in the water, feeling the current the | aunch was generating
by shuffling ions in and out of the cells of its skin. The outer hull gl owed a phosphorescent
blue, nore to warn other vessels than to light the way. In the time of Beatrice, one of her
followers had sat in the Immterial City and designed this creature fromscratch. It gave ne a
ki nd of vertigo, just inmagining the things the Angels had known. | wasn't sure why so much of it
had been lost, but | wanted to rediscover it all. Even the Deep Church taught that there was
not hing wong with that, so long as we didn't use it to try to becone i mortal again.

The nonastery shrank to a blur of light on the horizon, and there was no other beacon visible
on the water, but | could read the stars, and sense the field lines, so | knew the |aunch was
heading in the right direction

When | noticed a blue speck in the distance, it was clear that it wasn't Daniel and the
others chasing after nme; it was coming fromthe wong direction. As | watched the | aunch draw ng
nearer | grew anxious; if this was soneone | knew, and | couldn't come up with a good reason to be
traveling al one, word would get back to ny parents.
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Before | could make out anyone on board, a voice shouted, "Can you help ne? I'mlost!"

I thought for a while before replying. The voi ce sounded al nost matter-of-fact, making |ight
of this blunt adm ssion of hel plessness, but it was no joke. If you were sick, your diurnal sense
and your field sense could both beconme scrambl ed, naking the stars much harder to read. It had
happened to me a couple of times, and it had been a horribl e experience -- even standing safely on
the deck of our boat. This late at night, a launch with only its field sense to guide it could
|l ose track of its position, especially if you were trying to take it sonmewhere it hadn't been
bef or e.

| shouted back our coordinates, and the tinme. | was fairly confident that | had themdown to
the nearest hundred microradi ans, and few hundred tau

"That can't be right! Can | approach? Let our |aunches tal k?"

| hesitated. It had been drumred into nme for as long as | could renmenber that if | ever found

nmysel f al one on the water, | should give other vessels a wide berth unless | knew the people on
board. But Beatrice was with nme, and if soneone needed help it was wong to refuse them

"Al'l right!" | stopped dead, and waited for the stranger to close the gap. As the launch drew
up beside ne, | was surprised to see that the passenger was a young man. He | ooked about

Bart hol onew s age, but he'd sounded nuch ol der.
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We didn't need to tell the launches what to do; proxinmty was enough to trigger a chenica
exchange of information. The man said, "Qut on your own?"

"I"'mtraveling with nmy brother and his friends. |I just went ahead a bit."
That nmade himsnile. "Sent you on your way, did they? What do you think they're getting up
to, back there?" | didn't reply; that was no way to tal k about people you didn't even know. The

man scanned the horizon, then spread his arns in a gesture of sympathy. "You nust be feeling left
out."

I shook ny head. There was a pair of binoculars on the floor behind him even before he'd
called out for help, he could have seen that | was al one.

He junped deftly between the | aunches, | anding on the stern bench. | said, "There's nothing
to steal." My skin was crawing, nore with disbelief than fear. He was standing on the bench in
the starlight, pulling a knife fromhis belt. The details -- the pattern carved into the handl e,
the serrated edge of the blade -- only made it seemnore like a dream

He coughed, suddenly nervous. "Just do what | tell you, and you won't get hurt."

I filled my lungs and shouted for help with all the strength | had; | knew there was no one
in earshot, but | thought it might still frighten himoff. He | ooked around, nore startled than
angry, as if he couldn't quite believe I'd waste so nmuch effort. | junped backward, into the

water. A nonent |ater | heard himfollow ne

I found the blue glow of the | aunches above ne, then swam hard, down and away from them
wi t hout wasting time searching for his shadow. Bl ood was pounding in ny ears, but | knew | was
nmovi ng al nost silently; however fast he was, in the darkness he could swimright past me wthout
knowing it. If he didn't catch ne soon he'd probably return to the launch and wait to spot ne when
| came up for air. | had to surface far enough away to be invisible -- even with the binocul ars.

I was terrified that 1'd feel a hand close around my ankle at any nonent, but Beatrice was
with me. As | swam | thought back to my Drowning, and Her presence grew stronger than ever. Wen
my lungs were al nost bursting, She helped ne to keep going, my |inbs noving nechanically, blotches
of light floating in front of ny eyes. Wen | finally knew | had to surface, | turned face-up and
ascended slowy, then lay on ny back with only ny mouth and nose above the water, refusing the
tenptation to stick nmy head up and | ook around.

I filled and enptied ny lungs a few tines, then dived again.

The fifth time | surfaced, | dared to | ook back. | couldn't see either launch. | raised
mysel f higher, then turned a full circle in case |I'd grown disoriented, but nothing cane into
si ght.

I checked the stars, and ny field sense. The | aunches shoul d not have been over the horizon

| trod water, riding the swell, and tried not to think about howtired I was. It was at |east two
mlliradians to the nearest boat. Good swimmers -- sone younger than | was -- conpeted in
mar at hons over distances |ike that, but |'d never even aspired to such feats of endurance.
Unprepared, in the nmddle of the night, I knew |l wouldn't make it.

If the man had given up on me, would he have taken our |aunch? Wen they cost so little, and
the mar ki ngs were so hard to change? That woul d be not hing but an adm ssion of guilt. So why
couldn't | see it? Either he'd sent it onits way, or it had decided to return hone itself.

I knew the path it would have taken; | would have seen it go by, if 1I'd been |ooking for it
when |'d surfaced before. But | had no hope of catching it now.

| began to pray. | knew |I'd been wong to | eave the others, but | asked for forgiveness, and
felt it being granted. | watched the horizon alnost calmy -- snmiling at the blue flashes of
met eors burning up high above the ocean -- certain that Beatrice would not abandon ne.

I was still praying -- treading water, shivering fromthe cool of the air -- when a bl ue
i ght appeared in the distance. It disappeared as the swell took me down again, but there was no
mstaking it for a shooting star. Was this Daniel and the others -- or the stranger? | didn't have
long to decide; if | wanted to get within earshot as they passed, |'d have to sw m hard.

I closed ny eyes and prayed for guidance. Please Holy Beatrice, let ne know. Joy fl ooded
through ny nind, instantly: it was them | was certain of it. | set off as fast as | could.

| started yelling before | could see how many passengers there were, but | knew Beatrice
woul d never allow nme to be nistaken. A flare shot up fromthe launch, revealing four figures
standi ng side by side, scanning the water. | shouted with jubilation, and waved my arns. Someone
finally spotted ne, and they brought the launch around toward nme. By the tinme | was on board | was
so charged up on adrenaline and relief that | alnost believed | could have dived back into the
wat er and raced them hone.

| thought Daniel would be angry, but when | described what had happened all he said was,
"We'd better get noving."

Agnes enbraced nme. Barthol onew gave ne an al nost respectful |ook, but Rachel nuttered sourly,
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"You're an idiot, Martin. You don't know how | ucky you are."

| said, "I know. "

Qur parents were standi ng on deck. The enpty launch had arrived sone tine ago; they'd been
about to set out to | ook for us. Wen the others had departed | began recounting everything again,
this tinme trying to play down any el enent of danger.

Before I'd finished, ny nother grabbed Daniel by the front of his shirt and started sl apping

him "I trusted you with hinm You naniac! | trusted you!" Daniel half raised his armto bl ock her,
but then let it drop and just turned his face to the deck.

I burst into tears. "It was ny fault!" Qur parents never struck us; | couldn't believe what |
was seei ng.

My father said soothingly, "Look ... he's hone now He's safe. No one touched him" He put an

arm around ny shoul ders and asked warily, "That's right, Martin, isn't it?"
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I nodded tearfully. This was worse than anything that had happened on the | aunch, or in the
water; | felt a thousand tines nore hel pless, a thousand tinmes nore |like a child.

| said, "Beatrice was watching over ne."

My nother rolled her eyes and |aughed wildly, letting go of Daniel's shirt. "Beatrice?
Beatrice? Don't you know what coul d have happened to you? You' re too young to have gi ven hi m what
he wanted. He woul d have had to use the knife."

The chill of my wet clothes seened to penetrate deeper. | swayed unsteadily, but fought to
stay upright. Then | whispered stubbornly, "Beatrice was there."

My father said, "Go and get changed, or you're going to freeze to death."

I lay in bed listening to them shout at Daniel. Wen he finally came down the | adder | was so
sick with shame that | wi shed |I'd drowned

He said, "Are you all right?"

There was nothing | could say. | couldn't ask himto forgive ne.

"Martin?" Daniel turned on the lanp. His face was streaked with tears; he | aughed softly,

Wi pi ng them away. "Fuck, you had nme worried. Don't ever do anything |ike that again."

"I won't."

"Ckay." That was it; no shouting, no recrimnations. "Do you want to pray with ne?"

We knelt side by side, praying for our parents to be at peace, praying for the nan who'd
tried to hurt me. | started trenbling; everything was catching up with ne. Suddenly, words began
gushing fromny nouth -- words | neither recogni zed nor understood, though | knew | was praying
for everything to be all right with Daniel, praying that our parents would stop blaming himfor ny
stupidity.

The strange words kept flow ng out of nme, an inconprehensible torrent sonmehow i nbued with
everything | was feeling. | knew what was happening: Beatrice had given me the Angels’ tongue.
We'd had to surrender all know edge of it when we became flesh, but sometimes She granted peopl e
the ability to pray this way, because the | anguage of the Angels could express things we could no
| onger put into words. Daniel had been able to do it ever since his Drowning, but it wasn't
sonet hing you coul d teach, or even sonething you could ask for

Wien | finally stopped, ny mind was raci ng. "Maybe Beatrice planned everything that happened
toni ght ? Maybe She arranged it all, to lead up to this nonment!"

Dani el shook his head, wincing slightly. "Don't get carried away. You have the gift; just
accept it." He nudged ne with his shoulder. "Now get into bed, before we're both in nore trouble."

I lay awake al nost until dawn, overwhel ned with happi ness. Daniel had forgiven nme. Beatrice
had protected and bl essed ne. | felt no nore shanme, just humility and amazenent. | knew |'d done
nothing to deserve it, but ny life was wapped in the | ove of God.
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According to the Scriptures, the oceans of Earth were stormtossed, and filled w th dangerous
creatures. But on Covenant, the oceans were calm and the Angels created nothing in the ecopoiesis
that would harmtheir own nortal incarnations. The four continents and the four oceans were
rendered equal ly hospitable, and just as wonmen and nmen were made indi stinguishable in the sight of
CGod, so were Freel anders and Firm anders. (Some commentators insisted that this was literally
true: God chose to blind Herself to where we lived, and whether or not we'd been born with a
penis. | thought that was a beautiful idea, even if | couldn't quite grasp the logistics of it.)

I'"d heard that certain obscure sects taught that half the Angels had actually beconme enbodi ed
as a separate people who could live in the water and breathe beneath the surface, but then God
destroyed them because they were a nockery of Beatrice's death. No legitimte church took this
notion seriously, though, and archaeol ogi sts had found no trace of these nythical dooned cousins.
Humans were humans, there was only one kind. Freelanders and Firm anders could even intermarry --
if they could agree where to live.

VWen | was fifteen, Daniel became engaged to Agnes fromthe Prayer Goup. That nmade sense:
they' d be spared the expl anati ons and argunents about the Drowning that they m ght have faced with
partners who weren't so bl essed. Agnes was a Freel ander, of course, but a |large branch of her
famly, and a smaller branch of ours, were Firm anders, so after |long negotiations it was deci ded
that the wedding would be held in Ferez, a coastal town.

I went with nmy father to pick a hull to be fitted out as Daniel and Agnes's boat. The
breeder, Diana, had a string of six mature hulls in tow, and ny father insisted on wal ki ng out
onto their backs and personally exam ning each one for inperfections.

By the time we reached the fourth | was |osing patience. | muttered, "It's the skin
underneath that matters."” In fact, you could tell a lot about a hull's general condition from up
here, but there wasn't nuch point worrying about a fewtiny flaws high above the waterline.

My father nodded thoughtfully. "That's true. You'd better get in the water and check their
under si des. "

"I"'mnot doing that." W couldn't sinmply trust this woman to sell us a healthy hull for a
decent price; that wouldn't have been sufficiently enbarrassing.

"Martin! This is for the safety of your brother and sister-in-law"

I glanced at Diana to show her where my synpathies lay, then slipped off ny shirt and dived

in. I swamdown to the last hull in the row, then ducked beneath it. | began the job with perverse
t horoughness, running my fingers over every square nanoradian of skin. | was determ ned to annoy
my father by taking even | onger than he wanted -- and determined to inpress Di ana by exanining all

six hulls without comng up for air.

An unfitted hull rode higher in the water than a boat full of furniture and junk, but | was
surprised to discover that even in the creature's shadow there was enough light for ne to see the
skin clearly. After a while | realized that, paradoxically, this was because the water was
slightly cloudier than usual, and whatever the fine particles were, they were scattering sunlight
into the shadows.

Movi ng through the warm bright water, feeling the |love of Beatrice nore strongly than | had
for along tine, it was inmpossible to remain angry with my father. He wanted the best hull for

Dani el and Agnes, and so did |I. As for inpressing Diana ... who was | Kkiddi ng? She was a grown
worman, at least as old as Agnes, and highly unlikely to view me as anything nore than a child. By
the time 1'd finished with the third hull | was feeling short of breath, so | surfaced and

reported cheerfully, "No bl enishes so far!"

Di ana smiled down at ne. "You've got strong |lungs."

Al six hulls were in perfect condition. W ended up taking the one at the end of the row,
because it was easiest to detach.

* *x % %

Ferez was built on the nouth of a river, but the docks were sone di stance upstream That
hel ped to prepare us; the gradual deadening of the waves was | ess of a shock than an instant
transition fromsea to | and woul d have been. When | jumped fromthe deck to the pier, though, it
was |ike colliding with somethi ng massive and unyielding, the rock of the planet itself. |'d been
on land twi ce before, for less than a day on both occasions. The weddi ng cel ebrati ons woul d | ast
ten days, but at least we'd still be able to sleep on the boat.
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As the four of us wal ked al ong the crowded streets, heading for the cerenmponial hall where
everything but the weddi ng sacranent itself would take place, | stared uncouthly at everyone in
sight. Al npbst no one was barefoot like us, and after a few hundred tau on the paving stones --
much rougher than any deck -- | could understand why. Qur clothes were different, our skin was
darker, our accent was unnistakably foreign ... but no one stared back. Freelanders were hardly a
novelty here. That nade me even nore selfconscious; the curiosity | felt wasn't nutual.

In the hall, | joined in with the preparations, mainly just lugging furniture around under
the directions of one of Agnes's tyrannical uncles. It was a new kind of shock to see so nany
Freel anders together in this alien environment, and stranger still when | realized that | couldn't
necessarily spot the Firm anders anong us; there was no sharp dividing Iine in physica
appearance, or even clothing. | began to feel slightly guilty; if God couldn't tell the
di fference, what was | doing hunting for the signs?

At noon we all ate outside, in a garden behind the hall. The grass was soft, but it nade ny
feet itch. Daniel had gone off to be fitted for wedding clothes, and ny parents were performng
sone vital task of their own; | only recogni zed a handful of the people around nme. | sat in the
shade of a tree, pretending to be oblivious to the plant's enornous size and bizarre anatony. |
wondered if we'd take a siesta; | couldn't imagine falling asleep on the grass.

Someone sat down beside me, and | turned.

"I'"'m Lena. Agnes's second cousin."
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"I'"'mDaniel's brother, Martin." | hesitated, then offered her my hand; she took it, sniling
slightly. 1'd awkwardly ki ssed a dozen strangers that norning, all distant prospective relatives,
but this tine | didn't dare

"Brother of the groom doing grunt work with the rest of us." She shook her head in nocking
adm ration.

| desperately wanted to say sonmething witty in reply, but an attenpt that failed would be
even worse than nerely being dull. "Do you live in Ferez?"

"No, Mtar. Inland fromhere. W' re staying with my uncle.
ten other people. No privacy. It's awful."

She pulled a face. "Along with

| said, "It was easy for us. We just brought our home with us." You idiot. As if she didn't
know t hat .

Lena sniled. "I haven't been on a boat in years. You'll have to give me a tour sonetinme."

"OfF course. |I'd be happy to." | knew she was only making snmall talk; she'd never take nme up
on the offer.

She said, "lIs it just you and Daniel ?"

"Yes."

"You must be close."

| shrugged. "What about you?"

"Two brothers. Both younger. Eight and nine. They're all right, | suppose." She rested her
chin on one hand and gazed at ne coolly.

| |1 ooked away, disconcerted by nmore than nmy wi shful thinking about what |ay behind that gaze.
Unl ess her parents had been awfully young when she was born, it didn't seemlikely that nore
children were planned. So did an odd nunberin the fanmly mean that one had died, or that the
custom of equal nunbers carried by each parent wasn't foll owed where she lived? |1'd studied the
region |l ess than a year ago, but | had a terrible nmenory for things Iike that.

Lena said, "You |ooked so |onely, off here on your own."

| turned back to her, surprised. "I'mnever |lonely."

n ,\b?ll

She seened genuinely curious. | opened nmy mouth to tell her about Beatrice, but then changed
my mind. The fewtinmes |I'd said anything to friends -- ordinary friends, not Drowned ones -- |'d

regretted it. Not everyone had | aughed, but they'd all been acutely enbarrassed by the revelation
| said, "Mtar has a nillion people, doesn't it?"

"Yes."

"An area of ocean the sane size would have a popul ation of ten."

Lena frowned. "That's a bit too deep for ne, I'mafraid." She rose to her feet. "But maybe
you'll think of a way of putting it that even a Firm ander can understand." She raised a hand

goodbye and started wal ki ng away.
| said, "Maybe | will."

* k* * %

The weddi ng took place in Ferez's Deep Church, a spaceship built of stone, glass, and wood.

It | ooked alnost |ike a parody of the churches | was used to, though it probably bore a cl oser
resenbl ance to the Angels’ real ship than anything nmade of |iving hulls.

Dani el and Agnes stood before the priest, beneath the apex of the building. Their closest
relatives stood behind themin two angled lines on either side. My father -- Daniel's nother --
was first in our line, followed by nmy own nother, then ne. That put ne |evel with Rachel, who kept
shoot i ng di sdai nful glances nmy way. After ny msadventure, Daniel and | had eventually been
allowed to travel to the Prayer G oup neetings again, but less than a year later |'d |ost
interest, and soon after I'd al so stopped going to church. Beatrice was with ne, constantly, and
no gatherings or cerenpnies could bring me any closer to Her. | knew Dani el disapproved of this
attitude, but he didn't lecture ne about it, and nmy parents had accepted ny decision wthout any
fuss. If Rachel thought | was sone kind of apostate, that was her problem

The priest said, "Wich of you brings a bridge to this marriage?"

Dani el said, "I do." In the Transitional cerenony they no | onger asked this; it was really no
one else's business -- and in a way the question was al nost sacrilegious. Still, Deep Church
t heol ogi ans had expl ai ned away greater doctrinal inconsistencies than this, so who was | to argue?

"Do you, Daniel and Agnes, solemmly declare that this bridge will be the bond of your union
until death, to be shared with no other person?"

They replied together, "W solemly declare.”

"Do you solemly declare that as you share this bridge, so shall you share every joy and
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every burden of marriage -- equally?"
"W solemly declare."
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My m nd wandered; | thought of Lena's parents. Maybe one of the famly's children was
adopted. Lena and | had managed to sneak away to the boat three tines so far, early in the
evenings while nmy parents were still out. W'd done things |'d never done with anyone el se, but |
still hadn't had the courage to ask her anything so personal

Suddenly the priest was saying, "In the eyes of God, you are one now " My father started
weepi ng softly. As Daniel and Agnes kissed, | felt a surge of contradictory enotions. |'d niss
Daniel, but | was glad that I'd finally have a chance to live apart fromhim And | wanted himto
be happy -- | was jeal ous of his happiness already -- but at the sane tine, the thought of
marryi ng sonmeone |ike Agnes filled me with claustrophobia. She was ki nd, devout, and generous. She
and Dani el would treat each other, and their children, well. But neither of themwould present the
slightest challenge to the other's nost cherished beliefs.

This recipe for harmony terrified ne. Not |east because | was afraid that Beatrice approved,
and wanted me to follow it nyself.

* k* * %

Lena put her hand over m ne and pushed ny fingers deeper into her, gasping. W were sitting
on ny bunk, face to face, ny legs stretched out flat, hers arching over them

She slid the pal mof her other hand over ny penis. | bent forward and ki ssed her, noving ny
thunb over the place she'd shown ne, and her shudder ran through both of us.

"Martin?"

"What ?"
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She stroked ne with one fingertip; sonehow it was far better than having her whol e hand
wr apped around rme.

"Do you want to cone inside me?"

I shook ny head.

"Why not ?"

She kept noving her finger, tracing the sane line; | could barely think. Wy not? "You m ght
get pregnant."

She | aughed. "Don't be stupid. | can control that. You'll learn, too. It's just a matter of
experience."

| said, "I'll use ny tongue. You liked that."

"I did. But | want sonmething nore now. And you do, too. | can tell." She smiled inploringly.
"I't"ll be nice for both of us, | pronmise. N cer than anything you' ve done in your life."

"Don't bet onit."

Lena made a sound of disbelief, and ran her thumb around the base of ny penis. "I can tel

you haven't put this inside anyone before. But that's nothing to be ashaned of."
"Who said | was ashanmed?"
She nodded gravely. "Al right. Frightened."
I pulled nmy hand free, and banged ny head on the bunk above us. Daniel's old bunk
Lena reached up and put her hand on ny cheek

| said, "I can't. We're not nmarried."

She frowned. "I heard you' d given up on all that."
"Al what?"

"Religion."

"Then you were nisinforned."
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Lena said, "This is what the Angel s nade our bodies to do. How can there be anything sinfu
in that?" She ran her hand down ny neck, over ny chest.

"But the bridge is meant to..." What? All the Scriptures said was that it was neant to unite
men and wonmen, equally. And the Scriptures said God couldn't tell wonen and nen apart, but in the
Deep Church, in the sight of God, the priest had just made Daniel claimpriority. So why should
care what any priest thought?

| said, "Al right."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes." | took her face in ny hands and started kissing her. After a while, she reached down
and guided ne in. The shock of pleasure al nost made nme cone, but | stopped nysel f sonehow. When
the risk of that had | essened, we w apped our arns around each other and rocked slowy back and
forth.

It wasn't better than nmy Drowning, but it was so nuch like it that it had to be bl essed by
Beatrice. And as we noved in each other's arns, | grew deternined to ask Lena to narry nme. She was
intelligent and strong. She questioned everything. It didn't matter that she was a Firm ander; we
could neet hal fway, we could live in Ferez.

I felt nyself ejaculate. "I'msorry."

Lena whi spered, "That's all right, that's all right. Just keep noving."

I was still hard; that had never happened before. | could feel her nuscles clenching and
releasing rhythmcally, in time with our notion, and her slow exhal ati ons. Then she cried out, and
dug her fingers into ny back. | tried to slide partly out of her again, but it was inpossible, she
was holding me too tightly. This was it. There was no goi ng back

Now | was afraid. "I've never --" Tears were welling up in ny eyes; | tried to shake them

awnay.
"I know. And | know it's frightening.
Isn"t it wonderful ?"
I was hardly aware of ny notionless penis anynore, but there was liquid fire flow ng through

She enbraced nme nore tightly. "Just feel it, though

my groin, waves of pleasure spreading deeper. | said, "Yes. Is it like that for you?"
"It's different. But it's just as good. You'll find out for yourself, soon enough."
"I hadn't been thinking that far ahead," | confessed.

Lena giggled. "You ve got a whole newlife in front of you, Martin. You don't know what
you' ve been missing."

She kissed ne, then started pulling away. | cried out in pain, and she stopped. "I'msorry.
I"lI'l take it slowy." | reached down to touch the place where we were joined; there was a trickle
of bl ood escaping fromthe base of ny penis.

Lena said, "You're not going to faint on ne, are you?"

"Don't be stupid." |I did feel queasy, though. "What if |'mnot ready? What if | can't do it?"

"Then I'Il lose ny hold in a few hundred tau. The Angels weren't conpletely stupid."

| ignored this blaspheny, though it wasn't just any Angel who'd designed our bodies -- it was
Beatrice Herself. | said, "Just pronise you won't use a knife."

"That's not funny. That really happens to people."
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"I know." | kissed her shoulder. "I think --"

Lena strai ghtened her legs slightly, and | felt the core break free inside nme. Blood flowed
warmy fromnmy groin, but the pain had changed froma threat of damage to mere tenderness; ny
nervous system no | onger spanned the lesion. | asked Lena, "Do you feel it? Is it part of you?"

"Not yet. It takes a while for the connections to form" She ran her fingers over ny lips.
"Can | stay inside you, until they have?"

| nodded happily. | hardly cared about the sensations anynore; it was just contenplating the
mracle of being able to give a part of ny body to Lena that was wonderful. |1'd studied the
physi ol ogi cal details |long ago, everything fromthe exchange of nutrients to the organ's
i ndependent i nmune system-- and | knew that Beatrice had used nmany of the sanme techniques for the
bridge as She'd used with gestating enbryos -- but to witness Her ingenuity so dramatically at
work in ny own flesh was both shocking and intensely noving. Only giving birth could bring ne
closer to Her than this.

Whien we finally separated, though, | wasn't entirely prepared for the sight of what energed.
"Ch, that is disgusting!"
Lena shook her head, |aughing. "New ones always |ook a bit ... encrusted. Mst of that stuff

will wash away, and the rest will fall off in a few kilotau."

| bunched up the sheet to find a clean spot, then dabbed at ny -- her -- penis. My neWy
forned vagi na had stopped bl eeding, but it was finally dawning on nme just how nuch ness we'd nade
"I"'mgoing to have to wash this before ny parents get back. | can put it out to dry in the
nmorning, after they' re gone, but if | don't wash it now they'Il snell it."

We cl eaned oursel ves enough to put on shorts, then Lena hel ped ne carry the sheet up onto the
deck and drape it in the water fromthe |aundry hooks. The fibers in the sheet would use nutrients
in the water to power the self-cleaning process.

The docks appeared deserted; nost of the boats nearby bel onged to people who' d conme for the
wedding. 1'd told ny parents | was too tired to stay on at the cel ebrations; tonight they'd
continue until dawn, though Daniel and Agnes woul d probably | eave by midnight. To do what Lena and
| had just done.

"Martin? Are you shivering?"

There was nothing to be gained by putting it off. Before whatever courage | had coul d desert
me, | said, "WII you marry ne?"

"Very funny. Ch --" Lena took ny hand. "lI'msorry, | never know when you're joking."

| said, "W've exchanged the bridge. It doesn't nmatter that we weren't married first, but it
woul d nake things easier if we went along with convention."

"Martin --"

"Or we could just live together, if that's what you want. | don't care. We're already married
in the eyes of Beatrice."

Lena bit her lip. "I don't want to live with you."

"I could nove to Mtar. | could get a job."
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Lena shook her head, still holding ny hand. She said firmy, "No. You knew, before we did
anyt hing, what it would and woul dn't nean. You don't want to narry me, and | don't want to marry
you. So snap out of it."

| pulled nmy hand free, and sat down on the deck. Wat had | done? |'d thought |'d had
Beatrice's blessing, |'d thought this was all in Her plan ... but |'d just been fooling nyself.

Lena sat beside ne. "Wat are you worried about? Your parents finding out?"

"Yes." That was the least of it, but it seened pointless trying to explain the truth. |
turned to her. "Wen could we -- ?"

"Not for about ten days. And sonetines it's longer after the first tine."

I'"d known as nuch, but |I'd hoped her experience might contradict ny theoretical know edge.
Ten days. We'd both be gone by then

Lena said, "What do you think, you can never get narried now? How many marriages do you
i magi ne i nvol ve the bridge one of the partners was born wth?"

"Nine out of ten. Unless they' re both wonen."

Lena gave ne a | ook that hovered between tenderness and incredulity. "My estimate is about
one in five."

I shook ny head. "I don't care. We've exchanged the bridge, we have to be together." Lena's
expressi on hardened, then so did nmy resolve. "Or | have to get it back."

"Martin, that's ridiculous. You'll find another |over soon enough, and then you won't even
know what you were worried about. O naybe you'll fall in love with a nice Deep Church boy, and
then you'll both be glad you' ve been spared the trouble of getting rid of the extra bridge."

"Yeah? O maybe he'll just be disgusted that | couldn't wait until | really was doing it for

him "

Lena groaned, and stared up at the sky. "Did | say sonething before about the Angels getting
things right? Ten thousand years w thout bodies, and they thought they were qualified --"

I cut her off angrily. "Don't be so fucking bl asphenous! Beatrice knew exactly what She was
doing. If we nmess it up, that's our fault!"

Lena said, matter-of-factly, "In ten years’ tinme, there'll be a pill you' |l be able to take
to keep the bridge from bei ng passed, and another pill to nake it pass when it otherw se wouldn't.
We'll win control of our bodies back fromthe Angels, and start doing exactly what we like with
t hem "

"That's sick. That really is sick."

| stared at the deck, suffocating in msery. This was what |'d wanted, wasn't it? A |lover who
was the very opposite of Daniel's sweet, pious Agnhes? Except that in my fantasies, we'd al ways had
alifetime to debate our phil osophical differences. Not one night to be torn apart by them

I had nothing to lose, now. | told Lena about ny Drowning. She didn't |augh; she listened in
si | ence.

| said, "Do you believe me?"

"Of course." She hesitated. "But have you ever wondered if there m ght be another explanation
for the way you felt, in the water that night? You were starved of oxygen --"
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"Peopl e are starved of oxygen all the tinme. Freelander kids spend half their lives trying to
stay underwater |onger than the last tine."
Lena nodded. "Sure. But that's not quite the sane, is it? You were pushed beyond the tinme you

coul d have stayed under by sheer willpower. And ... you were cued, you were told what to expect."
"That's not true. Daniel never told me what it would be like. | was surprised when it
happened." | gazed back at her calnly, ready to counter any ingenious hypothesis she canme up with.

| felt chastened, but al nbst at peace now. This was what Beatrice had expected of nme, before we'd
exchanged the bridge: not a dead cerenony in a dead building, but the honesty to tell Lena exactly
who she' d be naking | ove with.

We argued al nost until sunrise; neither of us convinced the other of anything. Lena hel ped ne
drag the clean sheet out of the water and hide it bel ow deck. Before she left, she wote down the
address of a friend's house in Mtar, and a place and tine we coul d neet.

Keepi ng that appointnment was the hardest thing 1'd ever done in ny life. | spent three solid
days ingratiating nyself with ny Mtar-based cousins, to the point where they would have had to be
openly hostile to get out of inviting ne to stay with themafter the wedding. Once | was there,
had to scheme and lie relentlessly to ensure that | was free of themon the predeterm ned day.

In a stranger's house, in the niddl e of the afternoon, Lena and | joylessly reversed
everyt hing that had happened between us. |1'd been afraid that the act itself nmight rekindle all ny
stupid illusions, but when we parted on the street outside, | felt as if | hardly knew her

| ached even nore than | had on the boat, and ny groin was pal pably swollen, but in a couple
of days, | knew, nothing less than a lover's touch or a medical exanination would reveal what |'d
done.

In the train back to the coast, | replayed the entire sequence of events in ny mnd, again
and again. How could | have been so wong? People always tal ked about the power of sex to confuse
and deceive you, but |I'd always believed that was just cheap cynicism Besides, | hadn't blindly
surrendered to sex; |'d thought |I'd been guided by Beatri ce.

If I could be wong about that --

I'"d have to be nore careful. Beatrice always spoke clearly, but I'd have to listen to Her
with nuch nore patience and hunility.

That was it. That was what She'd wanted ne to learn. | finally relaxed and | ooked out the
wi ndow, at the blur of forest passing by, another triunph of the ecopoiesis. If | needed proof
that there was al ways another chance, it was all around ne now The Angels had traveled as far
from God as anyone could travel, and yet God had turned around and gi ven t hem Covenant.
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I was nineteen when | returned to Mtar, to study at the city's university. Oiginally, I'd
pl anned to specialize in the ecopoiesis -- and to study much closer to home -- but in the end I'd
had to accept the nearest thing on offer, geographically and intellectually: working with Barat, a
Fi rm ander biol ogi st whose real interest was native m crofauna. "Angelic technology is a
fascinating subject inits ow right," he told ne. "But we can't hope to work backward and
deci pher terrestrial evolution fromanything the Angels created. The best we can do is try to
under st and what Covenant's own bi osphere was |ike, before we arrived and disrupted it."

I managed to persuade himto accept a conmprom se: ny thesis would involve the inpact of the
ecopoi esis on the native nicrofauna. That would give ne an excuse to study the Angels’ inventions,
al ongside the drab unicellular creatures that had i nhabited Covenant for the last billion years.

"The inpact of the ecopoiesis" was far too broad a subject, of course; with Barat's help, |
narrowed it down to one particul ar unresol ved question. There had | ong been geol ogi cal evidence
that the surface waters of the ocean had becone both nore al kaline, and | ess oxygenated, as new
species shifted the bal ance of dissolved gases. Sone native species must have retreated fromthe
wave of change, and perhaps some had been wi ped out conpletely, but there was a thriving
popul ati on of zooytes in the upper layers at present. So had they been there all along, adapting
in situ? O had they migrated from sonmewhere el se?

Mtar's distance fromthe coast was no real handicap in studying the ocean; the university
mount ed regul ar expeditions, and | had plenty of library and lab work to do before enbarking on
anyt hing so obvious as gathering living sanples in their natural habitat. Wat's nore, river
water, and even rainwater, was teeming with closely related species, and since it was possible
that these were the reservoirs fromwhich the "ravaged" ocean had been re-colonized, | had plenty
of subjects worth studying cl ose at hand.

Barat set high standards, but he was no tyrant, and his other students made nme feel welcone.
I was honesick, but not nmorbidly so, and I took a kind of giddy pleasure fromthe vivid dreans and

underlying sense of disorientation that living on land induced in me. | wasn't exactly fulfilling
my chil dhood ambition to uncover the secrets of the Angels -- and | had fewer opportunities than
I'"d hoped to get side-tracked on the ecopoiesis itself -- but once | started delving into the

m nuti ae of Covenant's original, wholly undesigned biochenistry, it turned out to be conpl ex and
el egant enough to hold nmy attention

I was only mserable when | let myself think about sex. | didn't want to end up |ike Daniel,
so seeki ng out another Drowned person to marry was the last thing on ny mnd. But | couldn't face
the prospect of repeating ny mstake with Lena; | had no intention of becom ng physically intimate

wi th anyone unl ess we were already cl ose enough for nme to tell them about the nost inportant thing
innm life. But that wasn't the order in which things happened, here. After a few humliating

attenpts to swi magainst the current, | gave up on the whole idea, and threw nyself into nmy work
i nst ead.

O course, it was possible to socialize at Mtar University w thout actually exchangi ng
bridges with anyone. | joined an informal discussion group on Angelic culture, which net in a
small roomin the students’ building every tenth night -- just like the old Prayer G oup, though
was under no illusion that this one would be stacked with believers. It hardly needed to be. The

Angel s’ | egacy coul d be anal yzed perfectly well w thout reference to Beatrice's divinity. The
Scriptures were witten long after the Crossing by people of a sinpler age; there was no reason to
treat themas infallible. If non-believers could shed some |ight on any aspect of the past, | had
no grounds for rejecting their insights.

"I't's obvious that only one faction cane to Covenant!" That was Céline, an anthropol ogist, a
worman so much like Lena that | had to make a conscious effort to remnd nyself, every tinme | set
eyes on her, that nothing could ever happen between us. "We're not so honbgeneous that we'd all
choose to travel to another planet and assune a new physical form whatever cultural forces m ght
drive one small group to do that. So why should the Angel s have been unani nous? The ot her factions
must still be living in the Immterial Cities, on Earth, and on other planets."

"Then why haven't they contacted us? In twenty thousand years, you'd think they'd drop in and
say hello once or twice." David was a mat hematician, a Freel ander fromthe southern ocean
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Céline replied, "The attitude of the Angels who canme here woul dn't have encouraged visitors.
If all we have is a story of the Crossing in which Beatrice persuades every last Angel in

exi stence to give up immortality -- a version that sinply erases everyone else fromhistory --
that doesn't suggest nuch of a desire to remain in touch.”
A woman | didn't know interjected, "It mght not have been so clear-cut fromthe start,

t hough. There's evidence of settler-level technol ogy being depl oyed for nore than three thousand
years after the Crossing, long after it was needed for the ecopoiesis. New species continued to be
created, engineering projects continued to use advanced naterials and energy sources. But then in
|l ess than a century, it all stopped. The Scriptures nmerge three separate decisions into one:
renouncing imortality, migrating to Covenant, and abandoni ng the technol ogy that m ght have
provi ded an escape route if anyone changed their nind. But we know it didn't happen like that.
Three thousand years after the Crossing, sonething changed. The whol e experinent suddenly becane
irreversible."

These specul ati ons woul d have outraged the average pious Freel ander, |et alone the average
Drowned one, but | listened calmy, even entertaining the possibility that some of them could be
true. The love of Beatrice was the only fixed point in ny cosnol ogy; everything el se was open to
debat e.

Still, sonetimes the debate was hard to take. One night, David joined us straight froma
sem nar of physicists. Wat he'd heard fromthe speaker was unsettling enough, but he'd already
moved beyond it to an even | ess pal atabl e concl usi on
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"Why did the Angels choose nortality? After ten thousand years without death, why did they
throw away all the glorious possibilities ahead of them to conme and die like animals on this bal

of mud?" | had to bite my tongue to keep fromreplying to his rhetorical question: because CGod is
the only source of eternal life, and Beatrice showed themthat all they really had was a cheap
parody of that divine gift.

Davi d paused, then offered his own answer -- which was itself a kind of awful parody of
Beatrice's truth. "Because they discovered that they weren't imortal, after all. They di scovered

that no one can be. W've always known, as they nust have, that the universe is finite in space
and tine. It's destined to collapse eventually: 'the stars will fall fromthe sky.” But it's easy
to i magi ne ways around that." He |aughed. "W don't know enough physics yet, ourselves, to rule
out anything. |'ve just heard an extraordi nary woman from Tia tal k about coding our minds into
waves that would orbit the shrinking universe so rapidly that we could think an infinite nunber of
t hought s before everything was crushed!" David grinned joyfully at the sheer audacity of this
notion. | thought prinmy: what bl asphenmous nonsense.

Then he spread his arms and said, "Don't you see, though? If the Angels had pinned their
hopes on sonmething like that -- sone ingenious trick that would keep them from sharing the fate of
the universe -- but then they finally gai ned enough knowl edge to rule out every |last escape route,
it would have had a profound effect on them Some snmall faction could then have decided that since
they were nortal after all, they might as well enbrace the inevitable, and conme to terns with it
in the way their ancestors had. In the flesh."

Céline said thoughtfully, "And the Beatrice nmyth puts a religious gloss on the whol e thing,
but that m ght be nothing but a post hoc reinterpretation of a purely secular revelation."

This was too much; | couldn't remain silent. | said, "If Covenant really was founded by a
pack of terminally depressed atheists, what coul d have changed their m nds? Wiere did the desire
to inpose a 'post hoc reinterpretation’ cone fron? If the revelation that brought the Angels here
was 'secular’, why isn't the whole planet still secular today?"

Someone said snidely, "CGvilization collapsed. Wat do you expect?"

| opened ny mouth to respond angrily, but Céline got in first. "No, Martin has a point. If
David's right, the rise of religion needs to be explained nore urgently than ever. And | don't
think anyone's in a position to do that yet."

Afterward, | |ay awake thinking about all the other things | should have said, all the other
obj ections | should have raised. (And thinking about Céline.) Theol ogy aside, the whole dynam cs
of the group was starting to get under ny skin; nmaybe |1'd be better off spending nmy tinme in the
| ab, inpressing Barat with nmy dedication to his pointless fucking mcrobes.

O maybe |'d be better off at honme. | could help out on the boat; ny parents weren't young
anynmore, and Daniel had his own fanmly to | ook after

I clinbed out of bed and started packing, but halfway through | changed nmy mind. | didn't
really want to abandon ny studies. And |I'd known all along what the antidote was for all the
confusion and resentnment | was feeling.

I put my rucksack away, switched off the lanp, |ay down, closed ny eyes, and asked Beatrice
to grant me peace.

* k* * %

I was woken by soneone banging on the door of nmy room It was a fell ow boarder, a young man |
barely knew. He | ooked extrenely tired and irritable, but something was overriding his irritation

"There's a nessage for you."

My not her was sick, with an unidentified virus. The hospital was even further away than our
honme grounds; the trip would take al nost three days.

| spent nobst of the journey praying, but the |longer | prayed, the harder it becane. | knew
that it was possible to save ny nother's life with one word in the Angels’ tongue to Beatrice, but
the nunber of ways in which | could fail, corrupting the purity of the request with ny own doubts,

my own sel fishness, ny own conpl acency, just kept nultiplying.

The Angels created nothing in the ecopoiesis that would harmtheir own nortal incarnations.
The native life showed no interest in parasitizing us. But over the mllennia, our own DNA had
shed viruses. And since Beatrice Herself chose every |ast base pair, that nust have been what She
i ntended. Agi ng was not enough. Mortal injury was not enough. Death had to cone wi thout warning,
silent and invisible.

That's what the Scriptures said.

The hospital was a maze of linked hulls. Wien | finally found the right passageway, the first
person | recognized in the distance was Daniel. He was hol ding his daughter Sophie high in his
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outstretched arnms, smling up at her. The inage dispelled all nmy fears in an instant; | al nost
fell to ny knees to give thanks.
Then | saw ny father. He was seated outside the room his head in his hands. | couldn't see

his face, but | didn't need to. He wasn't anxious, or exhausted. He was crushed.

| approached in a haze of last-mnute prayers, though | knew | was asking for the past to be
rewitten. Daniel started to greet nme as if nothing was wong, asking about the trip -- probably
trying to soften the blow -- then he registered ny expression and put a hand on my shoul der

He said, "She's with God now. "

| brushed past himand wal ked into the room M nother's body was |ying on the bed, already
neatly arranged: arns straightened, eyes closed. Tears ran down ny cheeks, angering nme. \Were had
nmy |ove been when it night have prevented this? Wen Beatrice nmight have heeded it?

Dani el followed ne into the room alone. | glanced back through the doorway and saw Agnhes
hol di ng Sophi e.

"She's with God, Martin." He was beaning at me as if sonething wonderful had happened.

| said nunmbly, "She wasn't Drowned." | was al nbst certain that she hadn't been a believer at
all. She'd remained in the Transitional church all her life -- but that had | ong been the way to
stay in touch with your friends when you worked on a boat nine days out of ten

"I prayed with her, before she | ost consciousness. She accepted Beatrice into her heart."
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| stared at him N ne years ago he'd been certain: you were Drowned, or you were dammed. It
was as sinple as that. My own conviction had softened |long ago; | couldn't believe that Beatrice
really was so arbitrary and cruel. But | knew ny nother would not only have refused the full-bl own
ritual; the whole philosophy woul d have been as nonsensical to her as the mechanics.

"Did she say that? Did she tell you that?"

Dani el shook his head. "But it was clear." Filled with the |love of Beatrice, he couldn't stop

smling.

A wave of revul sion passed through nme; | wanted to grind his face into the deck. He didn't
care what ny nother had believed. Whatever eased his own pain, whatever put his own doubts to
rest, had to be the case. To accept that she was damed -- or even just dead, gone, erased -- was
unbear abl e; everything else flowed fromthat. There was no truth in anything he said, anything he
believed. It was all just an expression of his own needs.

I wal ked back into the corridor and crouched beside ny father. Wthout | ooking at nme, he put
an armaround ne and pressed nme against his side. | could feel the blackness washing over him the
hel pl essness, the loss. Wen | tried to enbrace himhe just clutched me nore tightly, forcing ne
to be still. | shuddered a few tines, then stopped weeping. | closed nmy eyes and | et himhold ne.

I was determined to stay there beside him facing everything he was facing. But after a
whi |l e, unbidden, the old flanme began to glow in the back of ny skull: the old warnth, the old
peace, the old certainty. Daniel was right, ny nmother was with God. How could | have doubted that?
There was no point asking how it had cone about; Beatrice's ways were beyond ny conprehension. But
the one thing I knew firsthand was the strength of Her |ove.

I didn't nove, | didn't free nyself fromny father's desol ate enbrace. But | was an i npostor
now, nerely praying for his confort, interceding fromny state of grace. Beatrice had raised ne
out of the darkness, and | could no | onger share his pain.
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After ny mother's death, my faith kept ceding ground, w thout ever really wavering. Mst of
the doctrinal content fell away, |eaving behind a core of belief that was a great deal easier to
defend. It didn't matter if the Scriptures were superstitious nonsense or the Church was full of
fools and hypocrites; Beatrice was still Beatrice, the way the sky was still blue. Wenever |
heard debates between atheists and believers, | found nyself increasingly on the atheists’ side --
not because | accepted their conclusion for a noment, but because they were so rmuch nore honest
than their opponents. Maybe the priests and theol ogi ans argui ng agai nst them had the sanme ki nd of
direct, personal experience of God as | did -- or maybe not, naybe they just desperately needed to
believe. But they never disclosed the true source of their conviction; instead, they just nade
| aughabl e attenpts to "prove" God's existence fromthe historical record, or from biol ogy,
astronony, or mathematics. Daniel had been right at the age of fifteen -- you couldn't prove any
such thing -- and listening to these people twist logic as they tried made me squirm

| felt guilty about |leaving ny father working with a hired hand, and even guiltier when he
moved onto Daniel's boat a year later, but | knew how angry it woul d have made himif he thought
I'd abandoned nmy career for his sake. At times that was the only thing that kept me in Mtar: even
when | honestly wanted nothing nore than to throwit all in and go back to hauling nets, | was
afraid my decision would be m sinterpreted.

It took ne three years to conplete my thesis on the mgration of aquatic zooytes in the wake
of the ecopoiesis. My original hypothesis, that freshwater species had repl eni shed the upper
ocean, turned out to be false. Zooytes had no genes as such, just famlies of enzynes that re-
synt hesi zed each other after cell division, but conparisons of these heritable nolecul es showed
that, rather than rain bringing new life from above, an ocean-dwelling species froma nuch greater
dept h had noved steadily closer to the surface, as the Angels’ creations drai ned oxygen fromthe
wat er. That woul dn't have been much of a surprise, if the sane techni ques hadn't al so shown that
several species found in river water were even closer relatives of the surface-dwellers. But those
freshwater species weren't anyone's ancestors; they were the newest mgrants. Zooytes that had
spent a billion years confined to the depths had suddenly been able to survive (and reproduce, and
mut ate) closer to the surface than ever before, and when they'd stunbled on a nutation that |et
themthrive in the presence of oxygen, they'd finally been in a position to nake use of it. The
ecopoi esis m ght have driven other native organisms into extinction, but the invasion fromEarth
had enabl ed this ancient benthic species to nount a | ong overdue invasion of its owm. Unwittingly
or not, the Angels had set in notion the sequence of events that had released it fromthe ocean to
col oni ze the pl anet.

So | proved nyself wong, earned ny degree, and became fanmpbus anongst a circle of peers so
small that we were all fanpbus to each other anyway. Vast new territories did not open up before

me. Anything to do with native biol ogy was rapidly becom ng an academ c cul -de-sac; |'d al ways
suspected that was how it would be, but |I hadn't fought hard enough to end up anywhere el se.

For the next three years, | clung to the path of |east resistance: assisting Barat with his
own research, taking the teaching jobs no one el se wanted. Most of Barat's other students noved on
to better things, and | found myself increasingly alone in Mtar. But that didn't matter; | had
Beatrice

At the age of twenty-five, | could see ny future clearly. Wile other people deciphered --
and built upon -- the Angels’ legacy, |1'd watch froma distance, still messing about with sanples
of seawater from which all Angelic contam nants had been scrupul ously renoved

Finally, when it was alnost too late, | made up my nmind to junmp ship. Barat had been good to

me, but he'd never expected |loyalty verging on martyrdom At the end of the year a bi-ecol ogica
(native and Angelic) mcrobiology conference was being held in Tia, possibly the last event of its

kind. I had no new results to present, but it wouldn't be hard to find a plausible excuse to
attend, and it would be the ideal place to | obby for a new position. My great zooyte di scovery
hadn't been entirely lost on the wider community of biologists; | could try to rekindle the menory
of it. | doubted there'd be much point offering to sleep with anyone; ethical qual ns aside, ny

bri dge had probably rusted into place.
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Then again, maybe 1'd get |lucky. Maybe |1'd stunble on a fell ow Drowned Freel ander who'd ended
up in a position of power, and all 1'd have to do was pronise that ny work would be for the
greater glory of Beatrice

* k* * %

Tia was a city of ten mllion people on the east coast. New towers stood side-by-side with
enpty structures fromthe tinme of the Angels, giant gutted machi nes that m ght have played a role
in the ecopoiesis. | was too old and proud to gawk like a child, but for all ny provincia
sophistication | wanted to. These donmes and cylinders were twenty tinmes older than the
illustrations tattooed into the ceiling of the nonastery back hone. They bore no images of
Beatrice; nothing of the Angels did. But why woul d they? They predated Her death.

The university, on the outskirts of Tia, was a third the size of Mtar itself. An underground
train ringed the canpus; the students | rode with eyed ny unstylish clothes with disbelief. | |eft
my luggage in the dormtory and headed straight for the conference center. Barat had chosen to
stay behind; maybe he hadn't wanted to witness the public burial of his field. That made things
easier for ne; 1'd be free to hunt for a new career wi thout rubbing his face init.

Late additions to the conference programwere listed on a screen by the main entrance.
al nrost wal ked straight past the display; |1'd already decided which talks |'d be attendi ng. But
three steps away, a title I'd glinpsed in passing assenbled itself in ny mnd s eye, and | had to
back-track to be sure | hadn't inmagined it.

file:/lIG|/rah/Greg%20Egan%20-%200ceanic.txt (32 of 39) [2/14/2004 12:21:31 AM]



file://IG)/rah/Greg%20Egan%620-%200ceani c.txt

Carl a Reggi a: "Euphoric Effects of 2z/12/80 Excretions"

| stood there laughing with disbelief. |I recognized the speaker and her co-workers by nane,
though 1'd never had a chance to neet them If this wasn't a hoax ... what had they done? Dried
it, smoked it, and tried witing that up as research? Z/12/80 was one of "ny" zooytes, one of the
escapees fromthe ocean; the air and water of Tia were swarning with it. If its excretions were
euphoric, the whole city would be in a state of bliss.

| knew, then and there, what they'd discovered. | knewit, long before | admitted it to
myself. | went to the talk with nmy head full of jokes about neglected culture flasks full of
psychot ropi ¢ breakdown products, but for two whol e days, |'d been steeling nyself for the truth,
finding ways in which it didn't have to matter.

Z/ 12/ 80, Carla explained, excreted anong its waste products an anine that was able to bind to
receptors in our Angel-crafted brains. Since it had been shown by other workers (no one recogni zed
me; no one gave me so nmuch as a glance) that 2/ 12/80 hadn't existed at the tine of the ecopoiesis,
this interaction was al nost certainly undesi gned, and unanticipated. "It's up to the
ar chaeol ogi sts and neurochem sts to determ ne what role, if any, the arrival of this substance in
the environnent m ght have played in the collapse of early settlenent culture. But for the past
fifteen to eighteen thousand years, we've been swiming in it. Since we still exhibit such a w de
spect rum of noods, we're probably able to conpensate for its presence by down-regul ating the
secretion of the endogenous nol ecul e that was designed to bind to the sane receptor. That's just
an educated guess, though. Exactly what the effects might be fromindividual to individual, across
the range of doses that night be experienced under a variety of conditions, is clearly going to be
a matter of great interest to investigators with appropriate expertise."

I told nyself that | felt no disquiet. Beatrice acted on the world through the | aws of
nature; |1'd stopped believing in supernatural mracles | ong ago. The fact that someone had now
identified the way in which She'd acted on ne, that night in the water, changed not hi ng.

| pressed ahead with ny attenpts to get recruited. Everyone at the conference was tal king
about Carla's discovery, and when people finally nmade the connection with ny owmn work their eyes
st opped gl azi ng over hal fway through ny spiel. In the next three days, | received seven offers --
all involving research into zooyte biochem stry. There was no question, now, of side-stepping the
i ssue, of escaping into the wider world of Angelic biology. One nman even cane right out and said
to ne: "You're a Freel ander, and you know that the ancestors of Z/12/80 live in much greater
nunbers in the ocean. Don't you think oceanic exposure is going to be the key to understanding

this?" He | aughed. "I mean, you swamin the stuff as a child, didn't you? And you seemto have
conme through unscat hed. "

"Apparently."

On ny last night in Tia, | couldn't sleep. | stared into the bl ackness of the room watching

the gray sparks dance in front of ne. (Contaminants in the aqueous hunor? Electrical noise in the
retina? |'d heard the explanation once, but | could no | onger renenber it.)

| prayed to Beatrice in the Angels’ tongue; | could still feel Her presence, as strongly as
ever. The effect clearly wasn't just a matter of dosage, or trans-cutaneous absorption; nerely
swiming in the ocean at the right depth wasn't enough to nmake anyone feel Drowned. But in
conmbi nation with the stress of oxygen starvation, and all the psychol ogical buil d-up Dani el had
provided, the jolt of zooyte piss nmust have driven certain neuroendocrine subsystens into new
territory -- or old territory, by a new path. Peace, joy, contentnent, the feeling of being |oved
weren't exactly unknown enotions. But by short-circuiting the brain's usual practice of summoning
those feelings only on occasions when there was a reason for them |'d been "blessed with the |ove
of Beatrice." |I'd found happi ness on denand.

And | still possessed it. That was the eeriest part. Even as | lay there in the dark, on the
verge of reasoning everything |I'd been living for out of existence, ny ability to work the
machi nery was so ingrained that | felt as |loved, as bl essed as ever.

Maybe Beatrice was offering ne anot her chance, naking it clear that She'd still forgive this
bl aspheny and wel conme nme back. But why did | believe that there was anyone there to "forgive ne"?
You coul dn't reason your way to God; there was only faith. And | knew, now, that the source of ny
faith was a neaningl ess accident, an unanticipated side-effect of the ecopoiesis.
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| still had a choice. | could, still, decide that the |ove of Beatrice was inmune to al
| ogic, a force beyond understandi ng, untouched by evidence of any kind.

No, | couldn't. I'd been making exceptions for Her for too | ong. Everyone lived with double
standards -- but 1'd already pushed nmine as far as they'd go.

| started | aughing and weeping at the sanme tinme. It was al nost unimaginable: all the mllions
of people who'd been misled the sanme way. Al because of the zooytes, and ... what? One
Freel ander, diving for pleasure, who' d stunbled on a strange new experi ence? Then tens of
thousands nore repeating it, generation after generation -- until one vul nerable nman or wonman had
been driven to invest the novelty with nmeani ng. Sonmeone who'd needed so badly to feel |oved and
protected that the illusion of a real presence behind the raw enption had been inpossible to
resist. O who'd desperately wanted to believe that -- in spite of the Angels’ discovery that
they, too, were nortal -- death could still be defeated

I was lucky: 1'd been born in an era of noderation. | hadn't killed in the nanme of Beatrice.
I hadn't suffered for nmy faith. | had no doubt that |I'd been far happier for the last fifteen
years than | would have been if I'd told Daniel to throw his rope and wei ghts overboard without
ne.

But that didn't change the fact that the heart of it all had been a lie.

* k* * %

I woke at dawn, ny head pounding, after just a few kilotau's sleep. | closed ny eyes and
searched for Her presence, as | had a thousand tinmes before. Wien | woke in the norning and | ooked
into nmy heart, She was there without fail, offering me strength and guidance. When | lay in bed at
night, | feared nothing, because | knew She was wat chi ng over ne.

There was not hi ng. She was gone.
| stunbled out of bed, feeling |like a nmurderer, wondering how |I'd ever live with what I'd
done.
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I turned down every offer I'd received at the conference, and stayed on in Mtar. It took
Barat and ne two years to establish our own research group to exam ne the effects of the zooam ne,
and nine nore for us to elucidate the full extent of its activity in the brain. Qur new recruits
all had solid backgrounds in neurochem stry, and they did better work than | did, but when Barat
retired I found myself the spokesperson for the group

The initial discovery had been largely ignored outside the scientific community; for nopst
people, it hardly mattered whether our brain chem stry matched the Angels’ original design, or had
been altered fifteen thousand years ago by some unexpected contam nant. But when the Mtar
zooani ne group began publishing detail ed accounts of the biochem stry of religious experience, the
public at large redi scovered the subject with a vengeance.

The university stepped up security, and despite death threats and a nunmber of unpl easant
incidents with stone-throwi ng protesters, no one was hurt. W were flooded with requests from
broadcasters -- though npbst were predicated on the notion that the group was norally obliged to
"face its critics", rather than the broadcasters being norally obliged to offer us a chance to
explain our work, calmy and clearly, w thout being shouted down by enraged zeal ots.

| learned to avoid the zealots, but the obscurantists were harder to dodge. |1'd expected
opposition fromthe Churches -- defending the faith was their job, after all -- but some of the
most intellectually bankrupt responses cane from academ cs in other disciplines. In one televised
debate, | was confronted by a Deep Church priest, a Transitional theol ogian, a devotee of the
ocean god Marni, and an ant hropol ogi st from Ti a.

"This discovery has no real bearing on any belief system" the anthropol ogi st expl ai ned
serenely. "Al'l truth is local. Inside every Deep Church in Ferez, Beatrice is the daughter of Cod,
and we're the nortal incarnations of the Angels, who traveled here fromEarth. In a coasta
village a few nilliradians south, Marni is the supreme creator, and it was She who gave birth to
us, right here. Going one step further and noving fromthe spiritual domain to the scientific
m ght appear to 'negate’ certain spiritual truths ... but equally, noving fromthe scientific
domain to the spiritual denonstrates the sane Iimtations. We are nothing but the stories we tel
ourselves, and no one story is greater than another." He smiled beneficently, the expression of a
parent only too happy to give all his squabbling children an equal share in some disputed toy.

| said, "How many cultures do you imagi ne share your definition of '"truth’? How many peopl e
do you think would be content to worship a God who consisted of literally nothing but the fact of
their belief?" | turned to the Deep Church priest. "Is that enough for you?"

"Absolutely not!" She gl owered at the anthropologist. "Wiile | have the greatest respect for
my brother here," she gestured at the devotee of Marni, "you can't draw a line around those people
who' ve been |ucky enough to be raised in the true faith, and then suggest that Beatrice's infinite
power and love is confined to that group of people ... like sone collection of folk songs!"

The devotee respectfully agreed. Marni had created the nost distant stars, along with the
oceans of Covenant. Perhaps sone people called Her by another nane, but if everyone on this planet
was to die tonorrow, She would still be Marni: unchanged, undi m ni shed.

The ant hropol ogi st responded soothingly, "Of course. But in context, and with a w der
per spective --"

"I"'mperfectly happy with a God who resides within us," offered the Transitional theol ogian.
"It seenms ... immodest to expect nore. And instead of fretting uselessly over these ultimate
questions, we should confine ourselves to matters of a suitably hunman scale.”

I turned to him "So you're actually indifferent as to whether an infinitely powerful and
| oving being created everything around you, and plans to welcone you into Her arns after death ..

or the universe is a piece of quantum noise that will eventually vani sh and erase us all?"
He sighed heavily, as if | was asking himto perform sone arduous physical feat just by
respondi ng. "l can summon no ent husiasm for these issues."

Later, the Deep Church priest took nme aside and whi spered, "Frankly, we're all very gratefu
that you' ve debunked that awful cult of the Drowned. They're a bunch of fundamentalist hicks, and
the Church will be better off without them But you nustn't nake the m stake of thinking that your
work has anything to do with ordinary, civilized believers!"”
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* k* * %

| stood at the back of the crowd that had gathered on the beach near the rock pool, to listen
to the two old nen who were standing ankle-deep in the mlky water. It had taken ne four days to
get here fromMtar, but when |I'd heard reports of a zooyte bl oom washing up on the renote north

coast, I'd had to come and see the results for nyself. The zooami ne group had actually recruited
an ant hr opol ogi st for such occasions -- one who could cope with such taxing notions as the
exi stence of objective reality, and a biochenical substrate for human thought -- but Céline was

only with us for part of the year, and right now she was away doi ng ot her research

"This is an ancient, sacred place!" one man intoned, spreading his arns to take in the pool
"You need only observe the shape of it to understand that. It concentrates the energy of the
stars, and the sun, and the ocean."

"The focus of power is there, by the inlet," the other added, gesturing at a point where the
wat er mi ght have cone up to his calves. "Once, | wandered too close. | was alnpbst lost in the
great dream of the ocean, when ny friend here cane and rescued ne!"

These nen weren't devotees of Marni, or nenbers of any other fornmal religion. As far as |I'd
been able to tell fromold news reports, the bloons occurred every eight or ten years, and the two
had set thenselves up as "custodi ans" of the pool nore than fifty years ago. Sone |local villagers
treated the whole thing as a joke, but others revered the old nmen. And for a small fee, tourists
and locals alike could be chanted over, then splashed with the potent brew. Evaporation would have
concentrated the trapped waters of the bloom for a few days, before the zooytes ran out of
nutrients and died en masse in a cloud of hydrogen sul phide, the am ne would be present in |evels
as high as in any of our laboratory cultures back in Mtar

As | watched people lining up for the ritual, | found nyself trying to downplay the
possibility that anyone could be seriously affected by it. It was broad daylight, no one feared
for their life, and the old nen's pantheistic gobbl edygook carried all the gravitas of the patter
of streetside scam nerchants. Their marginal sincerity, and the nbney changi ng hands, would be
enough to underm ne the whole thing. This was a tourist trap, not a life-altering experience.

When the chanting was done, the first customer knelt at the edge of the pool. One of the
custodians filled a small netal cup with water and threw it in her face. After a nonment, she began
weeping with joy. | noved closer, ny stomach tightening. It was what she'd known was expected of
her, nothing nore. She was playing along, not wanting to spoil the fun -- like the good sports who
pretended to have their thoughts read by a carnival psychic.

Next, the custodi ans chanted over a young nan. He began swaying giddily even before they
touched himwi th the water; when they did, he broke into sobs of relief that racked his whole
body.

I | ooked back al ong the queue. There was a young girl standing third in line now, | ooking
around apprehensively; she could not have been nore than nine or ten. Her father (I presuned) was
standi ng behind her, with his hand agai nst her back, as if gently propelling her forward.

I lost all interest in playing anthropologist. | forced nmy way through the crowd until |
reached the edge of the pool, then turned to address the people in the queue. "These nen are
frauds! There's nothing nysterious going on here. |I can tell you exactly what's in the water: it's

just a drug, a natural substance given out by creatures that are trapped here when the waves
retreat."”

| squatted down and prepared to dip ny hand in the pool. One of the custodians rushed forward
and grabbed ny wist. He was an old man, | could have done what | |iked, but sone people were
already jeering, and | didn't want to scuffle with himand start a riot. | backed away from him
t hen spoke agai n.

"I'"ve studied this drug for nore than ten years, at Mtar University. It's present in water
all over the planet. W drink it, we bathe init, we swmin it every day. But it's concentrated
here, and if you don't understand what you're doi ng when you use it, that m sunderstandi ng can
harm you! "

The custodi an who'd grabbed my wist started | aughing. "The dream of the ocean is powerful,
yes, but we don't need your advice on that! For fifty years, ny friend and | have studied its
lore, until we were strong enough to stand in the sacred water!" He gestured at his |leathery feet;
| didn't doubt that his circulati on had grown poor enough to limt the dose to a tolerable |evel

He stretched out his sinew armat ne. "So fuck off back to Mtar, Inlander! Fuck off back to
your books and your dead nmachi nery! What woul d you know about the sacred nysteries? What would you
know about the ocean?" | said, "I think you' re out of your depth."

| stepped into the pool. He started wailing about my unpurified body polluting the water, but
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I brushed past him The other custodian canme after nme, but though ny feet were soft after years of
weari ng shoes, | ignored the sharp edges of the rocks and kept wal king toward the inlet. The
zooani ne helped. | could feel the old joy, the old peace, the old "love"; it nmade a powerful

anest hetic.

I | ooked back over my shoul der. The second man had stopped pursuing ne; it seened he honestly
feared going any further. | pulled off my shirt, bunched it up, and threw it onto a rock at the
side of the pool. Then | waded forward, heading straight for the "focus of power."

The water cane up to ny knees. | could feel my heart pounding, harder than it had since
chi | dhood. People were shouting at ne fromthe edge of the pool -- sone outraged by ny sacril ege,
sonme apparently concerned for ny safety in the presence of forces beyond ny control. Wthout
turning, | called out at the top of ny voice, "There is no 'power’ here! There's nothing 'sacred
There's nothing here but a drug --"

A d habits die hard; | alnobst prayed first. Please, Holy Beatrice, don't let ne regain ny
faith.

I lay down in the water and let it cover ny face. My vision turned white; | felt like | was
| eaving nmy body. The |ove of Beatrice flooded into ne, and nothing had changed: Her presence was
as pal pabl e as ever, as undeniable as ever. | knew that | was |oved, accepted, forgiven
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| waited, staring into the light, alnpbst expecting a voice, a vision, detailed
hal | uci nati ons. That had happened to sone of the Drowned. How did anyone ever claw their way back
to sanity, after that?

But for ne, there was only the enmotion itself, overpowering but unenbellished. It didn't grow
monot onous; | could have basked in it for days. But | understood, now, that it said no nore about
my place in the world than the warnth of sunlight on skin. 1'd never mistake it for the touch of a
real hand again.

I clinbed to ny feet and opened nmy eyes. Violet afterimges danced in front of me. It took a
fewtau for me to catch ny breath, and feel steady on ny feet again. Then | turned and started
wadi ng back toward the shore.

The crowd had fallen silent, though whether it was in disgust or begrudgi ng respect | had no
i dea.

| said, "lIt's not just here. It's not just in the water. It's part of us now, it's in our
blood." | was still half-blind; | couldn't see whether anyone was listening. "But as |long as you
know that, you're already free. As long as you're ready to face the possibility that everything
that makes your spirits soar, everything that lifts you up and fills your heart with joy,

everything that makes your life worth living ... is alie, is corruption, is neaningless -- then
you can never be enslaved."
They let me wal k away unharmed. | turned back to watch as the line forned again; the girl

wasn't in the queue.

* k* * %

I wke with a start, fromthe same ol d dream
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I was lowering nmy nother into the water fromthe back of the boat. Her hands were tied, her

feet weighted. She was afraid, but she'd put her trust in ne. "You'll bring ne up safely, won't
you Martin?"
I nodded reassuringly. But once she'd vani shed beneath the waves, | thought: Wat am | doing?

I don't believe in this shit any nore.

So | took out a knife and started cutting through the rope --

| brought ny knees up to ny chest, and crouched on the unfamiliar bed in the darkness. | was
in a smll town on the railway line, hal fway back to Mtar. Hal fway between nidni ght and dawn.

| dressed, and made ny way out of the hostel. The center of town was deserted, and the sky
was thick with stars. Just like home. In Mtar, everything vanished in a fog of |ight.

Al three of the stars cited by various authorities as the Earth's sun were above the
hori zon. If they weren't all nistakes, perhaps |I'd live to see a telescope's inmage of the planet
itself. But the prospect of seeking contact with the Angels -- if there really was a faction stil
out there, somewhere -- left nme cold. | shouted silently up at the stars: Your degenerate
of fspring don't need your help! Wiy should we rejoin you? W're going to surpass you

| sat down on the steps at the edge of the square and covered ny face. Bravado didn't help.
Not hi ng hel ped. Maybe if |'d grown up facing the truth, | would have been stronger. But when
woke in the night, knowing that nmy nother was sinply dead, that everyone |I'd ever |oved woul d
follow her, that 1'd vanish into the sane enptiness nyself, it was like being buried alive. It was
|li ke being back in the water, bound and wei ghted, with the certain know edge that there was no one
to haul me up.

Soneone put a hand on ny shoulder. | |ooked up, startled. It was a nan about ny own age. His
manner wasn't threatening; if anything, he |ooked slightly wary of ne.

He said, "Do you need a roof? | can let you into the Church if you want." There was a trolley
packed wi th cl eaning equi prent a short di stance behind him

I shook ny head. "It's not that cold." | was too enbarrassed to explain that | had a
perfectly good room nearby. "Thanks."

As he was wal king away, | called after him "Do you believe in God?"

He stopped and stared at nme for a while, as if he was trying to decide if this was a trick
question -- as if | mght have been hired by the | ocal parishioners to vet himfor theol ogica

soundness. Or naybe he just wanted to be diplomatic with anyone desperate enough to be sitting in
the town square in the mddle of the night, begging a stranger for reassurance.

He shook his head. "As a child | did. Not anynore. It was a nice idea ... but it nade no
sense." He eyed nme skeptically, still unsure of ny notives.

| said, "Then isn't l|ife unbearabl e?"

He | aughed. "Not all the time."

He went back to his trolley, and started wheeling it toward the Church

| stayed on the steps, waiting for dawn.
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