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Dave Kiefer sat deeply slumped back into his sister�s soft, green and white flower-print sofa. The small living room in her mobile home was dimly-lit, the windows shadowed by the big trees all around it. The house was set off a gravel road in Missouri�s southern forest. All he could think about was his six-year-old son, Trippy.
�Davey?� Kathy Bender, his divorced sister, came into the front door and looked at him. �Did Laura call while I was out? Is there any word about� Trippy?�
Dave hardly heard her. His wife, Laura, was with Trippy now in the hospital over in Poplar Bluff. Trippy had fallen out of a tree last week and was in a coma with severe brain damage. The neurosurgeon had told Dave and Laura that even if he came out of the coma, he would never be a whole boy again.
�No.� He tugged his T-shirt down over his belly and started to take a drink to show her the beer can in his hand was empty. He let it drop to the floor, sat staring idly at the dark holovision.
�You thinking about what the doctor said? About having Trippy�s brain cells regenerated?�
�No!� Dave�s anger surprised even him. �They said it was experimental. My boy�s not a guinea pig. And��
�What?�
�It just isn�t right. It�s God�s business. Resurrection�if God wants Trippy t-to stay with us, He�ll bring him around, without any fancy medical stuff. If He doesn�t, who are we to-to�� He stopped, his voice cracking.
Kathy looked at him for a long moment. Like him, she was tall and a little too heavy. Her long hair matched his in color: blonde darkening to light brown. They came from hardy German peasant stock in the little Missouri town of Westphalia.
�Well, Rev�ren� Jason�s coming on now,� said Kathy, forcing false cheer into her voice. �Laura says you like him, too. I watch him every day, ever since I�ve been home on unemployment.�
Dave said nothing.
Kathy sat down on the far end of the old sofa, her weight making it sag slightly. She aimed and clicked the remote control. Instantly, the living room brightened.
Dave blinked in the sudden light, looking into the interior of a large church, in fact gigantic�wider than that end of the mobile home. A man in a perfectly pressed blue suit strode across a dais in front of an altar, grinning at a congregation sitting in pews with their backs to Dave and Kathy.
�Welcome!� boomed an unseen announcer, as music rose behind him. �This is the First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship, hosted by Reverend Jason Matthew Wayne. Join Reverend Jason and his devoted followers in worship and praising God!�
�Good,� said Kathy. �We skipped all the credits and junk and got right to the good part.�
The shot closed in on Reverend Jason until he seemed to be standing about ten feet from them. He had a head of very full, wavy brown hair and a big smile with large, perfect teeth. His eyes were a bright, sparkling blue and he had a long, firm, square jaw.
�Welcome, friends,� Reverend Jason called out in a resonant baritone. �I�m glad to see you today. Let�s go straight to a tape of this morning�s baptism in Jordan Brook, which runs right behind the Fellowship Church!�
The scene cut away instantly, to Reverend Jason standing knee-deep in a lazy, winding blue stream. His voice-over continued, introducing the two young women being baptized, while his image greeted them. Willows grew by the bank, trailing their green fingers in the water. The Reverend wore a plain back swimsuit.
Kathy whistled at him, then laughed. �Wow. Look at that.�
Dave allowed himself a slight grin at her enthusiasm. �Yeah, he�s in pretty good shape.�
Reverend Jason had perfectly shaped and sharply sculpted muscle definition. He looked like a classic movie hero from some adventure film. Two young women in identical, modest white swimsuits waded out to join him, looking adoringly up at him. The Reverend placed a hand on each of their heads and closed his eyes to pray.
�They�re cute, too,� said Dave, just to keep himself involved in the show.
�Too young for you,� said his sister, with a teasing glance.
When Reverend Jason had finished praying, he gently pushed both his companions under the water of the stream for a moment. Then they came back up, spitting out water in small, tidy arcs with their eyes closed and ecstasy on their faces. The camera cut back to Reverend Jason in the sacristy.
Dave got up and fumbled through the church scene into the kitchen. He knew that Kathy was just trying to get his mind off Trippy for a little while. Taking another beer out of the refrigerator, he decided he could humor her.
When he sat down again, Reverend Jason was pacing back and forth in front of the pulpit, but the stained glass windows behind him were overlaid by three holographic videos of Jesus healing the lame, the halt, and the blind. These scenes were based on famous ancient paintings, Dave knew.
Now the Reverend was speaking, waving his hands emphatically:
���The blind receive their sight, and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached to them,� saith the Lord Jesus!� the Reverend boomed. �Matthew eleven, five,� he added, sotto voce.
���Then he called his twelve disciples together, and gave them power and authority over all devils, and to cure diseases. And he sent them to preach the kingdom of God, and to heal the sick.� Luke nine, one and two.�
The rising, urgent, exclamatory prayers of the congregants crescendoed, then the Reverend Jason came back again:
���Verily I say unto you, If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you!� Matthew seventeen, twenty.�
Two men carried in a sick girl on a stretcher, and in the animations behind the Reverend, others carried in sick people on cots. Reverend Jason bent over the child before him. ���Suffer the little children to come unto me!� Now, my daughter, we will pray together.� He closed his eyes and raised his hands, shouting aloud in Hebrew�according to the little scroll across the floor of the church, which translated it: ���No man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him.� John three, two.�
�Arise and walk! Thy faith has made thee whole!�
And the child sat up, with the light of astonishment on her face. She beamed at the audience, then up at the handsome Reverend, saying, �I feel lots better now!�
The Reverend beamed back at her, the congregation cried �Hosanna!� Against the windows behind them, the animated lame, halt, and blind were rising and rejoicing also.
Under the stretcher, across the Reverend�s feet, ran the scroll: �Simulated recreation of conjectural events described in letters to the minister.�
Several more miracles followed, then more booming quotes from the Scriptures. Not a single moment dragged. Reverend Wayne�s show concluded after thirty minutes, when the Merciful Sisters of Melody, three large but attractive women, came on and sang �What A Friend We Have In Jesus� with the Reverend. The congregation joined in, singing like a trained choir.
Afterward came the usual announcements: Join the Fellowship for special faxings, or the Reverend�s Compnet service, or a Special Appearance in your own home! of the Reverend. A matter-of-fact scroll mentioned the modest fee that this electronic service required.
�Davey!� Kathy reached over and gripped his arm, hard.
Dave winced; her grasp almost made him spill his beer. �What?�
�Let�s do it! Let�s invite the Rev�ren� in and ask him about Trippy! It doesn�t cost much�Maybe he could heal Trippy�!�
Dave hesitated. The Kiefer family had survived generations of oppression and poverty in Germany and America by the rule: don�t attract attention. Disturbed, he looked at Kathy and saw that she was really into the idea.
�OK� he said doubtfully. He kept his skeptical reason to himself: I guess it can�t hurt.
Eagerly, Kathy grabbed the unicom remote and punched up Reverend Jason Matthew Wayne�s number. Reverend Wayne�s operator-cartoon appeared in miniature over the combox, drawn to look like a plumpish middle-aged lady. �How can I help you, dear?�
�Um, we want�uh, we want to see Rev�ren� Wayne�a personal appearance��
�Oh, of course, dearie, and it so happens the Reverend is able to see you now.� Her cartoon smile did not falter. �The donation to cover the communications charges must be prepaid��
�Oh, of course.� Kathy hurriedly keyed in the transfer of funds from her bank to the Reverend�s account.
�Thank you, dear!�
After a moment�s pause, the door to the kitchen was blotted out by a large, green and white wing chair. With a swift motion, the Reverend hurtled into it, backside first, holding a Bible and hastily smoothing his full, wavy hair. He turned a bright smile on them.
Dave couldn�t help smiling back and found himself warming to the man. Suddenly the idea of consulting him felt reasonable enough, since the Reverend was willing. Only a moment ago, the Reverend had seemed a remote figure.
�Hello!� the Reverend said brightly. �My operator tells me I�m being called from the phone of Kathy Bender, but she didn�t give me any other information.�
�Oh, yes, I�m Kathy Bender, and this is my brother Davey, Dave Kiefer. Um, what we wanted to ask, what Davey needs to know, is what to do about his son, Trippy.�
Hastily, Kathy told the Reverend about Trippy, while Dave suffered silently. It all sounded so harsh and final, as she described the circumstances. What could this pleasant, well-dressed man know, what could he do that would help?
Reverend Jason turned his sympathetic, unsmiling gaze on Dave. �A terrible thing. I know how broken up you must be by this.�
Dave nodded, feeling suddenly the smart of tears in his eyes, the heaviness of grief in his breast.
�What does the Bible say? �I am the resurrection and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.� John eleven, twenty-five. But you must believe. �Whosoever believeth in him shall not perish.� John, three, fifteen.�
Dave couldn�t speak; he could only nod to the truth.
Kathy glanced quickly at him, then looked back respectfully at the Reverend. �Yes, but what should we do? I mean, the doctors want to shoot these little things into him to grow his brain back, but we don�t know. I mean, if it�s God�s will for Trippy not� not to w-wake up�� She choked and wiped her eyes.
The Reverend paused, then spoke with gentle reassurance. �Our most important prayer urges God to let His will be done. Not because He wouldn�t otherwise, but to help us to become reconciled to the will of God.�
�But what if Trippy dies?� Dave�s voice cracked with anguish.
���And I give unto them eternal life; and they shall never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of my hand.� John, ten, twenty-eight.�
Dave swallowed and spoke carefully. �I mean, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, but these guys are just doctors. Are we going against God�s will? I mean, like you said, thy will be done, and all that. It�s like we�re being tested. You know?�
The Reverend Jason nodded soberly. �As in the days of Jesus. �Now we know that God heareth not sinners: but if any man be a worshipper of God, and doeth his will, him he heareth.� John nine, thirty-one.�
�But you�re not telling us what to do!� Kathy wailed.
The Reverend turned to her calmly. �I�m sorry. I�m merely a man of God, or at least I try to be. I cannot decide for you. I cannot believe for you. I can only pray for you.�
Dave felt a deep disappointment at that, but he understood the truth of it.
�If your hospital has good connections, I can come and pray by Trippy�s bedside the way I have come here. Or I can pray here. Or I can pray for him and your loved ones in my chapel. I promise you I will do that. But I can do no more.�
Dave looked at Kathy, and saw that she agreed, however reluctantly.
�But let�s not close on so unhappy a note. Instead, let�s sing a hymn that�ll uplift your heart. The Merciful Sisters of Melody are here with me�come over here, Sisters�let�s all sing! �Amazing Grace!� �
The three Sisters hurried into view, seeming pleased; the Reverend stood and spread his long arms. They all crowded into them, looked up at him adoringly, and swung expertly into song.
Kathy joined in; so did Reverend Jason, who looked at Dave. They used to joke that Dave�s singing would scare the crows, but he mumbled along, trying to remember the words, and humming when he couldn�t. When it was over, they thanked the Reverend and the Sisters, and switched off.
The living room again darkened.
�Well.� Kathy was clearly disappointed, too, though she�d evidently been thrilled to sing along with Reverend Jason and the Merciful Sisters of Melody.
�Yeah, well, you have to learn not to expect too much,� Dave muttered.

The next few days were as bad as the last week had been, a melange: nightmarish hours in the white-lit hospital room where a pale, drawn Trippy lay uncharacteristically flat on his back with tubes coming out of his nose, his arm, between his legs. Dave spent silent, sleepless hours alone by night. He saw Laura at the hospital, or Laura preoccupied, or worst of all Laura weeping on him and begging for reassurance.
Dave called in to the yard, and Hunter told him to go ahead, take another week; they�d put the kid, Mick, on his welder. Dave didn�t even worry about the kid burning out his welding tips. How was the boy? Hunter asked. Just the same, Dave answered numbly. Just the same.
Kathy was a big help. She visited Dave and Laura every day and took to cooking for them, at least one meal a day. It was all Laura ate, Dave saw.
Two nights after the Reverend�s visit, Dave sprawled back on the couch holding Laura in one arm, and aching: Trippy should have been in the other. He studied Laura�s face with a deep tenderness. It was worn now with suffering but more beautiful than ever. When Laura Li had first been described to him as a Chinese American, he�d pictured some little doll of a woman with an expressionless face, like painted porcelain. Laura was five feet ten and statuesque in build, and had the most vivid and expressive face he�d ever seen.
�Davey? Has Kathy been talking to you? About seeing the Reverend Jason?�
�Yeah, we invited him day before yesterday. Video appearance. Didn�t cost much.� He had told her that before, but her memory for little things had been poor lately.
�Not that. She�s talking about going to Atlanta and seeing him in person.�
Dave sat still in surprise.
Laura twisted to look at him. �Davey?�
�Uh, kind of expensive, isn�t it? I mean, we already asked him for his opinion.�
�Kathy thinks you�ll get a better answer in person, where he can�t just switch off.�
�We?�
�Yes, she can�t go alone.� Laura sat up a little, earnestly, turning under his arm. �Davey, we can afford it. We have good insurance.�
Laura made half again as much as he did, and he was proud of her for it. He�d never understood why she cared for a blue-collar lunk like him. Her insurance was covering practically everything�and Hunter was letting him take his vacation, so he wasn�t losing money, either. She was probably right; they could afford it. Still, the German peasant in him rebelled: with a really sick boy, who knew what expenses would come?
�Kathy can�t afford it,� he said quietly. �We�d have to pay her way, too.�
�It�s no expense. You can go by bus; it�s real cheap these days, and so are motels.�
Dave said nothing.
�I know how you�ve been troubled about this, Davey,� Laura said quietly. �I don�t know what to do, either. I only want the best for T-Trippy.� She paused to steady her voice. �If the Reverend Jason can help us decide, then let�s ask him. We can talk it over after you come back. Will you go with her? She shouldn�t go alone; besides, he�s our son.�
�I hate to leave him.�
�I know, but remember, he won�t even know. I�ll stay with him. Why don�t you go? Even if the Reverend can�t tell us what to do, surely he can help you decide. Pray on it tonight, OK?�
Dave hesitated. Laura had been leaning toward the experimental regeneration process that troubled him so. Her request now surprised him. The Reverend was most likely to counsel against the procedure, from what Dave had seen of the man; he was pretty conservative. With a sudden stinging in his eyes, he hugged Laura, realizing that she was willing to take the risk of hearing the Reverend�s opinion, for his sake.
She smiled wanly at him, apparently divining his thought. �And maybe he�ll urge you to go for it.� Dave put his face to hers. Asking the Reverend to take their burden suddenly felt very inviting. �I�ll go along with whatever he says.�

The big Trailways bus wasn�t even nuclear powered. While city folk moved faster and more efficiently all the time, welders and mechanics and bartenders and their families out in the country still traveled by bus. This one smelled of kerosene and alcohol and its converter turned them into electricity rather inefficiently; the back end of the bus was noticeably warmer, despite the air conditioning. In his daze, Dave Kiefer hardly noticed. The scenery passed unseen as he relived the morning�s stop at the hospital in Poplar Bluff, where nothing had changed in his son�s condition.
The bus was approaching Cape Giradeau when he suddenly remembered Kathy�s daughter Connie, five years old.
�Where�s Connie?�
�She�s staying with her father,� said Kathy, clutching the little white Bible she had been given on her baptism as a baby. �It�s only for a couple of days. Judy will be nice to her.�
�Oh.�
Dave remained in his numb state while they crossed the Mississippi, cut south through a corner of Illinois, crossed the Ohio, and rumbled down through a corner of Kentucky to Union City, Tennessee. It was dark before they reached that great sprawling city, a vast spiderweb of light.
Dave and Kathy dozed fitfully in their seats throughout the night, as the bus rumbled and stopped, started and rumbled on, through darkness and occasional lights and darkness again. They were grumbling into Chattanooga the next morning and had a lengthy stop for breakfast. Dave tried to wake up, but coffee in his stomach and water splashed on his face were not much help after the uncomfortable night: then they were back in the same positions, heading south toward Atlanta.
Kathy periodically opened her Bible and read silently. Other times, she closed it and simply held on as she gazed out the window. She said nothing about what she read to Dave.
As the bus rumbled on, Dave realized that he was in no hurry to reach Atlanta. Right now, he could wallow in worry with the pretense that he was actually trying to accomplish something, but that would end when they reached their destination. What if Reverend Wayne actually recommended the new regeneration process? Laura, who numbered scientists among her well-educated relatives, was desperate to try it. Dave still felt it was somehow against the will of God, despite his promise to abide by the Reverend�s advice. He clung to the hope that God would bring Trippy around without advanced medical help.
Dave thought of Laura�s tortured face. He did not like the idea of calling home to tell her the Reverend had prohibited the procedure. Maybe Kathy would make the call.
Of course, Dave realized Kathy was hoping the Reverend would explain that using the new process was also the will of God.
Whatever, Dave thought, with the fatalism of his peasant ancestors. If Reverend Wayne decided for it, he would accept the procedure; if the Reverend denounced the process, Dave was determined not to allow it for Trippy.
I just hope he gives us a real answer to our question, this time, he thought wearily.

They were weary unto exhaustion about midday, when the bus stopped at City Central Terminal in Atlanta. Dave and Kathy both stumbled on unaccustomed legs down the steps and went into the sprawling, noisy building.
�I need a rest room right away,� Kathy said. �Then we should get some lunch so we don�t meet the Rev�ren� on empty stomachs. Listen, let�s dump our things in one of the lockers.�
They stowed their luggage in a locker and ate lunch in the terminal�s cheapest burger joint. Dave�s hands were free now. Kathy kept only her purse and her Bible.
�We could check the motel registry and find a place for tonight,� said Dave, as they finished lunch. �Or we could do that after we go out to the chapel.�
�The First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Church,� Kathy corrected. �Davey, we have to go right out there or you�ll just fidget all day and so will I. We can find a motel later. Now I got the address right here, but let�s check the City Directory to be sure.�
Dave glanced around uncertainly. He knew she was right about going to see Reverend Wayne right away. Dave was disoriented, partly because of Trippy and now partly after the long ride and uneven rest. Right now, he was glad to let Kathy take charge.
Kathy found kiosks with access to the electronic City Directory for passenger use. According to the information on the kiosks, City Central Terminal tied together not only the interurban and urban bus routes, but also the rail tunnel from the airport and the �ski-lift� cable cars that were beginning to displace city busses in the twenty-first century. Kathy flipped through the City Directory and confirmed the location of the First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Church.
�We could take the Overhead and walk part way,� said Kathy. �Or we could rent a car here and drive.�
�Let�s rent a car. It might not be a safe neighborhood.� Dave was uneasy about big cities.
�All right. I see a sign for car rentals. Come on.� She gave him a concerned glance and made sure he followed her.
Kathy drove. At that time of day, traffic was light. The little car had a full charge of electricity, and though it wasn�t controlled by the city, it had a computerized map and directory. Kathy keyed in the address and followed the map�s illuminated and spoken directions. Dave watched for the spires of the Fellowship Church.
�We must be getting close,� Kathy said. �See it?�
�No, nothing but these square-topped office buildings,� Dave said uneasily. �The church is bigger than they are, isn�t it?�
�It sure looks huge on holo. Wait a minute, we�re on the same block. Where is it?�
�I don�t see it,� Dave muttered.
�The directions say this is it.� Kathy pointed. �Davey, it�s just another office building.� Her voice betrayed puzzlement as she parked at the first space past the building.
�You put in the address right?�
�I must have. I entered the name of the church with it; the map kicks it out again if they aren�t right.�
Even so, she checked the computer�s memory and showed Dave the slip she�d written it down on: they matched. Kathy looked at him; Dave looked back at her.
�Right,� he said tightly, opening his door. �Come on.�
They got out and looked around. It was neither a fancy, high-rent business district, nor an old, run-down neighborhood. The office buildings were moderate in size and age, of the windowy block style that hadn�t changed much in a hundred years. Dave and Kathy walked right to the one supposedly housing the First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Church.
In the lobby, they found a directory of the offices. It had no listing for the church itself. However, Dave spotted a line reading, �First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship, Nathan Routledge, Pres.�
Dave looked at Kathy. �Who�s he?�
�Um�I�ve seen his name in the credits of the show,� Kathy said. �I think he�s some kind of manager.�
The room number puzzled Dave, till Kathy realized it was a flight down, at the back of the building. As they worked their way through the halls, they passed a dentist, an optometrist, a hair-care shop that specialized in gold-plating hair, a computerized custom shoe-crafting shop, and other services. Dave also saw specialty stores, such as one that dealt in antique handmade �pearl shell� buttons�Dave knew they were made of freshwater mussel shells. Their greatgrandfather had worked as a button-cutter in Westphalia, many years before; maybe this place had some of old Morris�s buttons. Most of the people they saw in the halls seemed to be customers of the hair-care shop.
�Maybe this is the business office of the church,� Kathy said hopefully, looking again at the slip of paper as they walked.
�I still can�t figure out where that big church is.�
Dave led her down a flight of stairs and found the unpretentious door to the �Fellowship.� Inside, they found a tiny reception room with an attractive, primly-dressed holographic receptionist behind her desk against the far wall, making the room seem twice as big as it was.
�How may I help you?� the holorec inquired politely.
�Um�we want to see Rev�ren� Jason Matthew Wayne,� Kathy said hesitantly.
The holorec had not smiled. �I�m sorry, the Reverend is busy at the moment and can�t be disturbed. Did you have an appointment?�
�Um, no. We came all the way from Missouri��
�You can arrange a visit with the Reverend by a simple phone call. There will be a small fee, of course, unless it�s a local call. I tell you what. Why don�t you go back to your hotel and call the Fellowship number, and have him visit you there?�
�We already interviewed him by phone,� Dave said stiffly. �We want to speak to him in person.�
�I�m very sorry. You understand, the Reverend has so many followers that, as much as he would like to, he can�t see all of them personally. But he will make time for you, I assure you. In any case, he will pray for you. May I have your names and your problem, so he can pray for you?�
�He already is,� said Dave shortly. �We�ll be going.�
He tugged Kathy toward the door. She looked at him questioningly, but said nothing till they were out in the hall again. He pulled her a few steps away from the door and stopped.
�Don�t you want him to pray for you?� She sounded puzzled.
�He already is,� Dave repeated hotly. �Look, we�re not going to get through that setup; she�s a computer simulation, and you don�t argue with computers.� His voice dropped despondently. �Besides, what she said makes sense. The Reverend can�t just drop everything and see everybody who shows up on his doorstep.�
�Call him and ask for a personal appointment?�
�The only number we have will get the same computer�it�ll still tell us, phone interviews only.�
Kathy thought a moment. �Maybe we could stay over till Sunday and go see him at the Fellowship Church services.�
�If we can find it.� Dave looked at her, then glanced up and down the hall. �Still, maybe you have something�they have a lot of space here, a whole corner of the building. Maybe they have services here. You know, those shows are heavily recorded and cut and patched. There must be a studio involved.�
�Davey, what are you saying? That the church is fake?�
�Not fake. But it could be a studio set. The services could be in a fairly small room, with only a few in the congregation.�
�A small congregation.� Kathy brightened. �We�d have a real good chance of speaking to him, if we could get in!�
�Yeah. But I didn�t see any announcements anywhere of services. There wasn�t anything on the building directory or in the lobby and there�s nothing here.�
�I didn�t see one in the reception room, either.� She frowned. �Maybe it�s by invitation only. Like, for the Reverend Wayne�s original supporters, or if he worked a miracle on you.�
They looked around gloomily for a moment.
�Wait a minute,� said Dave. At the end of the hall, he saw an exit sign over a door. �Let�s have a look.� He walked briskly down the hall, with Kathy at his side.
He pushed open the door and found a loading area, built into the lower level of a slope. A couple of trucks were backed up to the dock. No one was in sight.
�Maybe we can get in the back way.� He led her outside.
On the dock, Dave found that the First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Church had its own delivery door. He wasn�t sure exactly what he would find behind it, but he had worked in a factory most of his adult life and knew something about loading docks and security. Receptionists and executives made him uncomfortable, but here where the real work took place, he should find the kind of people he knew. With a deep breath, he yanked the door open and stepped inside. Kathy followed.
Inside, a uniformed guard sat in a walled booth behind a security window, regarding them with arms folded.
A live guard, Dave quickly realized; a hologram would not need a security booth. He was a handsome young fellow with a mustache, wearing a trig uniform in Confederate gray with butternut piping. The blue armpatch Said ATLANTA CENTURY SECURITY, INC., and his ID badge showed a picture of him and his name, MARCUS GENTRY.
�What can I do fer you?� Marcus Gentry asked through a speaker. He looked bored.
Dave suspected he was glad to see them break his routine. �We have a private delivery for�� Dave paused; he almost mentioned the Reverend, but that had gone nowhere.
�President Nathan Routledge,� Kathy said suddenly, pretending to read it off the slip of paper in her hand.
�He don�t come and go by this door. You tried the front office?�
Dave�s heart pounded. He wasn�t used to lying his way around, but this was for Trippy. �We aren�t like National Express, you know? It�s just a delivery.�
Marcus Gentry still hadn�t moved. �I�ll see he gets it. Where is it, anyhow?� He looked pointedly at Dave�s empty hands.
�He�s got to sign for it.� Dave slapped his hip pocket suggestively.
�I�ll sign for it.�
�We got to witness Mr. Routledge signing it,� Kathy said earnestly. �That�s why they sent two of us.�
Marcus Gentry frowned at her thoughtfully, then punched into his phone console with one hand and hooked a light phoneset over his head with the other. When he pushed another button, all sound coming through the speaker from his side of the booth stopped. He spoke into the phone briefly.
Dave knew he and Kathy had stumbled onto the right story. The guard�s job was to keep out people with no business here, but he could not risk sending away people who might be expected by the president of these offices. Marcus Gentry was passing the problem up the line to someone else.
As Dave watched anxiously, the guard hung up and turned the sound back on again.
�Mr. Routledge is not available,� said Marcus Gentry formally. �His secretary is not expecting you. What does this concern?�
�Miracles,� said Kathy, who was picking up the game quickly. �You know, like when water flows upstream and injuries heal.�
Dave nodded grimly.
This time, Marcus Gentry made a call without shutting off the speaker. �Mr. Shelton, this is Marcus Gentry at the loading dock. I have two people who came to see Mr. Routledge but he is unavailable. His secretary suggested I contact someone in the pertinent division, and that�s yours� May I send them back? Thank you.� He pressed another button.
Next to the booth, the lock on a heavy steel door clicked open.
�Come on in,� said Marcus Gentry. �Mr. Cary Shelton is waiting for you in 0124.�
�Thanks.� A little embarrassed that their lies had worked, Dave pulled open the door and held it for Kathy, who preceded him. Then they walked down a clean, carpeted hallway lined with office doors, most of them closed.
Dave still saw no sign of any church. When he passed open doors, he found small cubbyhole offices and rooms full of computer video equipment. Kathy located the office they wanted, where the door stood open. She waited for Dave to go in first.
In the office, an untidy young fellow blinked up at them from a bank of video monitors in one of the cubbyholes. He was a tousled carrot-head with a freckly face, wearing jeans and a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up. A half-eaten ham sandwich lay on a paper plate at his elbow with a coffee cup beside it. Stickynotes papered his desk and his board. It was all typical computer stuff, nothing religious in sight. Dave didn�t even see a Bible.
�Siddown, folks. I�m Cary Shelton.� He took a bite out of his sandwich. �You have something to leave for Routledge? I wasn�t sure what ol� Marcus was talking about, but Nate doesn�t know computer imaging from red clay.�
�Not exactly,� said Dave uncomfortably. �We�re a little confused.� He looked at Kathy. �I think we better tell him the whole story. I�m Dave Kiefer and this is my sister, Kathy.�
Kathy spoke up suddenly, her explanation of Trippy�s condition and their visit coming out in an emotional rush. She held her Bible tightly in her lap with both hands, her anxiety speaking for both of them. Then she finished with the mystery: Where was the Fellowship? The Church?
Cary sighed and put down his sandwich again, saying nothing.
Dave tensed, waiting to hear if he could help them.
�So you see, we really need to see the Rev�ren� Jason,� Kathy prodded. �We need his help.�
�Well.� Cary Shelton sighed again. �Yeah, uh� there�s a problem.�
�Yeah?� Dave felt a flash of angry impatience. �Nobody is so busy he can�t spare a minute. She told you, it�s my son.�
�Yeah.� Cary looked sincerely pained. �Look, because of your son�s condition, I�m going to let you in on something. I hope you won�t spread this around, but�you�ve seen the movie, The Wizard of Oz?�
Dave and Kathy exchanged a look.
�Yeah?� Dave said suspiciously.
�Well, remember, �Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain�? It�s like that here. I�m one of the men behind the curtain.�
�I don�t get it,� said Kathy.
�In short, there is no Reverend Jason Matthew Wayne.�
�Oh, come on, we even talked to him on the phone,� Dave said angrily. �We had that hologram visit you guys advertise. He came and talked to us. You don�t have to give us this runaround. Tell me where to find him and we�ll leave you alone.�
�I understand he visited you.� Cary nodded gently. �By computer simulations, like the holorecepetionist out front.�
�But he doesn�t just talk business; I mean, he answered us.� Dave heard his own voice rise in a desperate whine.
�Did he give you any advice?� Cary Shelton rocked back in his chair and looked at them imperviously.
�Well, no, he couldn�t do that, of course��
�You bet he didn�t. He�s programmed not to; we could get sued if he did.�
Dave felt a hollow, sinking feeling.
Computers, holograms, imaging� �You�re serious,� he said faintly.
�Yeah. Look, the Reverend was put together from three old-time twentieth century actors. We figured people would be less likely to recognize them�also, they�re in public domain now. We got his physique from Charlton Heston when he was young. Look.�
Cary turned to his board and punched numbers for several seconds. Then he turned to the corner and the holo projector there threw up the image of a muscular young man standing on a raft on water, wearing only a ragged loincloth and chains on his ankle. An older man lay on the raft.
Dave was no expert on male physique, but the standing guy was as well built as the Reverend, for sure. The similarity was clear. He glanced in shock at Kathy.
Kathy looked stricken.
�We got the hair and that big smile, and the voice, from Burt Lancaster when he was young.� Cary hit a few more keys.
The image of a very handsome man, wearing only tight, striped pants, swung up to a yardarm on a rope, against a bright blue sky next to Heston. Then he turned and smiled at them. The full wavy head of brown hair and the big-toothed smile were much like those of the Reverend.
�It�s not quite the same, though,� Dave said.
�Well, we adapted that jaw from Henry Fonda.�
Another man�s image appeared next to the others, a stranger wearing a casual blue uniform of some sort, walking the deck of an old steel ship. His long, firm jaw certainly looked much like that of the Reverend. Before their eyes, Cary overlaid the three images; as they watched, the images smoothly melted together. The Reverend Jason Matthew Wayne smiled at them.
Kathy let out a long, nearly-silent breath. �Oh, my��
�The Merciful Sisters of Melody are purely fictional also,� said Cary. �So are all the congregation.�
�Wait a minute!� Kathy cried. �What about the miracles? We see miracles every day�people healed, and all. Is that all fake, too?�
�We hope not. You know, of course, that the illustrations we run in the background are video simulations?�
�Yeah, they�re like old paintings and Bible pictures,� said Dave. His voice dropped almost to a whisper. �But� the miracles, too?�
�Well, the Reverend appears by phone and prays for anybody. We get lots of mail describing miraculous healing. We call those people up and get them to sign releases before we use their stories on the show. But all the names are real, even though we don�t always use the pictures; our simulations look better than real people. Yeah, the videos are faked�that is, dramatized with computer imaging. But those people tell us that the miracles really happened.�
Dave�s head ached. He rubbed his eyes. Those miracles they had seen so often had not occurred right in front of them. �They might not have occurred at all,� he said angrily.
�If they lied to us, they�re guilty of fraud. We�re covered by the releases, and we say up front that it�s simulated.�
�That�s right, they do, in that strip running across the bottom,� Kathy said, subdued.
Dave saw that she was practically in shock. Her face was pale and her mouth open. He thought she might cry.
�Then the Fellowship Church is all a fraud!� he said angrily.
The computer nerd looked at him. �We don�t feel that way. In fact, we think the Reverend is less fraudulent than many evangelists. We take care never to say or do anything that violates the FCC codes, or the mail fraud statutes; we never pretend to foster orphans, for instance, and then pocket the money people send for them. All of us here are on salary, and every penny that comes in is accounted for.�
�But you charge for interviews with the phony Reverend! You�re selling religion!�
Cary Shelton met his gaze directly. �What minister, what priest, what rabbi, works for free? They all get paid. Besides, we provide a service. It�s a religious service, but legally it�s not much different from the dentist, the hair-dressers, and the optometrist in this building�and it�s almost exactly the same as the astrologer across the street. Why shouldn�t religion be marketed electronically just like astrology is?�
Dave opened his mouth, closed it. He looked at Kathy. She was still stunned.
�Wait a minute, these phony visits�� Dave sat up earnestly. �You say the Reverend�s a computer simulation�I mean, I know they can do the pictures, but�he spoke to us! And answered our questions!�
�Yes, we have a real good program; worked most of it up right here,� Cary said patiently. �The phone visits bring in a good bit of our revenue. He�s really good; quotes the Bible lavishly, visits the sick and those in need of aid, prays for anybody, acts sympathetic, and behaves like a minister. He�s developing a big repeat following; some talk to him every day.�
�But how can a computer act so�so real? I mean, a holorec just talks business, it�s only got a limited rep�rep��
�Repertoire. Yes. The Reverend Program is about thirty times as complex as a holorec, but that�s not as hard as it looks. I mean, there are still some psychologists around who use the old twentieth century Freudian psychoanalysis. Lots of them used Doctor Programs like this. They all work by association. You say certain key words or phrases, like �medical problems,� �losing faith in God� or �unemployed,� and the computer searches for an apt response from the Bible or other inspirational works. The Reverend really does respond to your actual words, so it sounds to you just like a regular conversation.�
Dave stared at him, letting this sink in.
Cary Shelton smiled faintly. �In fact, that�s the way most people talk�responding to key words or phrases, and then often going off about themselves with no regard to what you meant.�
�Wait a minute.� Kathy came back to life. �The Rev�ren� said he�d pray for Davey! How can he, if he ain�t real?�
�Well, we can�t be prosecuted for that�we don�t think. In fact, he really does pray for everybody he says he will. We compare it to burning candles in front of saints or crucifixes, in the Catholic and Orthodox churches. Look.�
He tapped his keyboard again. Now they were looking into the sacristy of the First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Church, where the Reverend Jason Matthew Wayne knelt before the altar beneath the stained glass windows. They heard his resonant baritone voice, as with deep humility and faith he prayed to God. They heard him mentioning the names of people he had promised to pray for�not gabbling them off hastily, but delivering them in full orotund solemnity.
The view pulled back, and they saw two First New Testament Gospel World Fellowship Churches, with two Reverend Jasons praying but saying different names. As the scene continued to pull back, now there were four, then eight, then ten Reverend Jasons, and the ten Reverends were about the size of fingers in ten Churches a meter high.
�We�re currently running ten chapels for three to four hours a day. So we can expand by a factor of six, minimum, before we lay on the second program of ten chapels,� said Cary. �If you call the Reverend and he promises to pray for you, you get a free mention, once a day, for a week. If you ask for prayer, and make a love offering, you can extend that, week by week. And you can ask more than once. Some people are being prayed for three or four times a day.�
For a moment Dave and Kathy were silent, shocked, staring at the ten Reverends praying before ten altars.
�Does God listen to prayers from people who aren�t real?� Kathy whispered, still watching the ten Reverends.
�I don�t know,� Cary admitted. �The Reverends speak aloud with a human voice. Beyond that, I don�t presume to know.�
�So it�s just a business with you?� Dave asked, hushed. �You don�t feel this is dishonest? That you�re misleading people? Who knows what kind of advice that computer is giving them!�
Cary Shelton stiffened. �I have as much right to feel proud of what I do as the average service professional does. As for dishonest, we constantly run disclaimers and explanations; as for advice, we don�t give it. The computer will quote appropriate bits of Scripture, and we research those bits carefully, to key them to the proper words and phrases. I have a degree in comparative religions. I studied Greek, Hebrew, and Latin, and also evangelical texts; likely I know more about the origin of your beliefs than you do, Mr. Kiefer.�
Dave tensed, not sure how to respond.
�And I�m not irreligious. I�m a good Methodist, myself. But, you see, there are two kinds of believers. Some require an established church with structure, like me. But I take it you�re evangelical, possibly Baptist?�
�Our family church is pretty similar to our Baptist friends�,� said Dave. �Not that we�re too particular, so long as they preach the Bible.�
�Our program is directed toward such people; few Methodists would stay tuned in if they happened across the show while channel surfing. It appeals to people who require a charismatic, more openly emotional religion. And our show has a definite advantage over most charismatic broadcasts.�
�What�s that?� Dave asked suspiciously.
�Our minister can�t get caught with someone�s wife or daughter, or a prostitute, or with his hand in the till; he has no past to hide. He�ll only age, or modify his religion, if we learn that his followers want him to. And he won�t die. The death of the founder can devastate charismatic churches.�
Dave nodded uncertainly, not understanding all of this. �What happens to those churches when the founder dies?�
�The founders usually have a supporting structure in place. But that structure is naturally made of people who excel at organization, not charismatic leadership, so they institutionalize the church. It begins to convert to the other kind of church�becomes dogmatic, hierarchical, and less responsive to the emotions of the people it once attracted. Then it finds another congregation, or it dies. Joseph Smith, Mary Baker Eddy, Aimee Semple McPherson, L. Ron Hubbard�the list is long. Some make it, some don�t.�
Dave felt baffled; he�d been out-argued, but he wasn�t convinced. It still felt dishonest to him. Maybe, he thought, because I feel cheated.
�So the Rev�ren� can�t help us?� Kathy asked meekly. �All he can do is just quote Scripture at us, and do that prayer thing? He can�t tell us what we should do about poor Trippy?�
Dave looked at their host in silence.
�No, as I say, giving advice could be bad for business.� Cary Shelton spread his hands. �What if the advice was bad, and you sued? We�re just on the brink of major success with the Reverend Wayne; we�re in over two hundred markets now and we�re even thinking about opening a local church, and maybe doing a location shoot.�
�But the miracles,� Kathy said hopelessly. �Then the Rev�ren� can�t heal Trippy. Don�t you feel wrong about fooling people like that?�
Cary Shelton looked unhappily at her. �We have to have them; our market demands it. People must have miracles. The Catholic Church used to stage them regularly, even after scientists had figured most of them out. Even after the Shroud of Turin was shown to have been a beautiful fake done in a.d. 200, people still believed it was the shroud of Christ. Some still do.�
�No miracles here,� Dave said cynically, getting up. �I suppose you want us to keep your secret.�
�I told you without conditions because of your son. Others know, obviously, including everyone who works here. Rumors are already circulating. If we�re asked by the press or public at large, we�ll tell the whole truth. We�re ready any time for exposure. It can�t be kept a secret forever. In fact, we expect an upsurge in interest when the truth comes out, but we want a firm base of followers first.� �Won�t they stop following you, when they know?� Kathy�s fingertips were nearly white with pressure on her Bible.
�At first, maybe. Some for good. But we put on a good show, better than most, and give good value for the money. Most will come back. And remember, we�re not just exploiting people. Every member of the company is a Christian. What we�re doing is as good as putting Bibles in hotel rooms, and maybe more useful.�
�Maybe,� Dave muttered bitterly. �Maybe not.�

They left the rear of the building and walked around the block back to their car in the bright sunshine. Neither of them spoke. Kathy shifted her Bible under one arm so she could wipe tears from her eyes.
When they reached the car, they stood next to it indecisively. Dave didn�t know what he wanted to do. Kathy fumbled a tissue out of her purse.
As she moved, her Bible jumped to the sidewalk, falling open. When Dave bent down and picked it up, his eye fell on the passage right over his thumb, Matthew twenty-four, verse five; on impulse, he read it out loud. � �For many shall come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and shall deceive many.� �
Kathy looked at him in surprise. �You mean it just happened to fall open to that?�
Dave ignored the wonder in her voice; he was in no mood to interpret religion at the moment. �We got suck-ered, all right. We came here to see an Unholy Ghost.� He gently closed the Bible and handed it back to her.
�Davey? What are you going to do about Trippy?�
Dave looked at his sister, feeling a grim new independence.
�We�ll decide what�s best for Trippy. Laura and me. We�ll decide.�
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