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 “Our time is limited.” 
“Then let’s be brief and work fast.” 
  
 

 
 
Varley took the odd bottle into his trembling hands.  “The pain of my body ain’t worse 

than the punishment of my sins.  Pain is a small price for the chance to set things right.  Maybe 
making amends will change what comes hereafter.”   

Varley drank from Cyril’s bottle.  His chest heaved all of sudden, like he’d been kicked 
by a mule.  He rose from the ground, then took a staggering step. 

Cyril said to Varley and Honesty both.  “I must ask for a small favor.  Please understand, 
I’m being hunted by superior forces, and I’m lame and almost blind, and lost.  Your light, your 
dismal, dreary light, makes it impossible to find my way.  I need certain items—magnets, 
batteries, radio parts, and lenses, for a special set of glasses.” 

Honesty took Cyril’s hand.  “The sun will be up soon.  It shines bright and glorious as it 
rises over the hills.  You’ll see.”   

Varley winced, and his face darkened.  “So, there is price for me to pay, beyond enduring 
pain.  You want me to help you escape… to evade the retribution of those you have wronged.  
And here I am, now, beholden to you, and yet you might be as they said, the evilest thing in the 
Universe.  Maybe you are the devil, after all.”  Jake Varley turned his eyes to Heaven, and 
raised his hands in supplication.  “Oh, Lord, why did you even give me the choice in the first 
place.  Oh, Lord, why do you make it so hard to tell good from bad, right from wrong.  Why is 
your world so full of illusions, tricks and deceits?” 

And just at that moment, the church bells began to ring, loud and clear. 
The church bells kept on ringing, and the carillon music should have been inspirational, 

the same as every Sunday morning.  But the trouble was, it wasn’t Sunday.  Nor was it a 
holiday.  It was a summoning. 

“The church bells,” cried Jake.  “This is how Pedro beat us before.  He grabbed us by 
everything we hold sacred.” 

 
Pedro was at the old church, ringing the bells by hand.  His men held a beaten and 

battered Phillip Rance at gunpoint.  When a crowd had gathered, Pedro stopped pulling on the 
bell cord, and began to tie it into a noose.  He called out to the townsfolk and the gangsters, who 
had all come to see what the commotion was about.   

“All of you must hear… The time has come to settle our quarrels.  We can have peace 
between us—if you put me in charge.  Jake Varley is dead.  His bad heart finally quit. 

“Our amigo, Phillipe, it turns out, is not what anyone would a call a friend in any 
language.  He has betrayed us to the Federals.  We still need him, though.  We need him to tell 
us when they are coming, and how many there will be.”   

Pedro turned from the crowd and faced the battered Rance.  He continued, “tell us, and it 
will save lives.  Ours.  And theirs.  And maybe even your own, Phillipe.     
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“The Federals will soon be here.  But we can hold them off long enough for everyone to 
escape.  We have the guns, the ammunition, and we have the high ground.  If we fight them, we 
live free.  Otherwise… you know what.” 

Phil Rant spoke up, yelling not at Pedro, but to the crowd.  “If you put Pedro in charge, 
he won’t be the real boss.  He’s just a figurehead, you know.  You’ll be doing the bidding of 
them that control him.  You’d be trading one man, someone like Jake Varley, for a hidden 
empire.” 

Pedro said, “Your D.E.A. bosses are no different.  The Federals.  Bah!  They cringe under 
layers of bureaucracy like it is their mother’s skirt.” 

“Just like you are trying to hide behind civilians, knowing the Feds won’t open fire with 
so many of them around.” 

“Bah!  I am not afraid, and I don’t hide what I do.  The Federal bosses put on a show of 
honesty and clean living, but they all live on graft, and stink of rotten insides.  They fatten up 
their already fat cronies.  And the cronies all say they honestly deserve to keep everything they 
make and everything they grab because that is the way capitalism is supposed to work, they say, 
even though to me, it looks just like the way Russia and Cuba work.  Capitalist, communist, 
socialist cronies are all the same.  The cronies are the ones who get rich. 

“Your D.E.A. bosses don’t honestly earn the money they pocket the way I honestly earn 
my money.  I honestly earn every penny, with sweat and tears.  And blood.  Lots of blood. 

“Your D.E.A. bosses work with my bosses, if you didn’t know.  Our bosses work 
together, or they are the same bosses, or the same bosses of the bosses. 

“The difference is… you let me and my bosses take over, and we all get rich. 
“While you, Phillipe… I’m not going to finish the sentence.  There’s a kind of poetry in 

the unfinished sentence, a symmetry in the execution, the rope woven from the weed.  I’ll just 
pronounce the sentence, and let it hang.”  He held up the bell cord.  “A certain terror dangles 
from a noose, you know.  It is worse than a bullet.”   

Pedro said to his men, “String ‘im up, Amigos.  But keep the rope tight, so he dies slow.  
Let him dangle a long time.  Maybe he will change his mind about talking when he can’t 
breathe.” 

“I say let him live,” shouted Jake Varley, as he pushed his way to the front of the crowd, 
waving a sawed-off shotgun before him.  “Let him live.” 

“I surely never expected to see you again, in this life, Jake Varley,” said Pedro. 
“Do you believe in Hell?” Varley asked. 
Pedro laughed.  “Hell is right here!  Right now!” 
“There is another Hell,” said Varley, pointing his gun at Pedro.  “It stops right here.  

We’re done with this joint venture.” 
“Oh no, you are not.  Not now.  Not ever.” 
For just one moment, Jake seemed to dominate the crowd, just by being there, in front of 

them all, holding up that shotgun as if it were a scepter, an embodiment of power, even though 
it only held two shots. 
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While the crowd was still distracted, Honesty sneaked into the church.  Frantic at the 

sight of the noose around her lover’s neck, she began to scavenge through the library, the 
kitchen, and the storeroom, hunting for the various and sundry items that the old alien had 
specified to meet his peculiar needs.  She fought all her conflicted feelings, doing her level best 
to stay calm enough to do what needed done, trusting to the Lord, and her old friend Jake, and 
her new friend, Cyril, even though he might be the Devil.   

 
While she searched among the icons and dusty, webby wine bottles, the antique 

testaments, the Bibles, the hymnals, the headstones still being sculpted, and the stained-glass 
windows, Honesty ruminated about the strange visions that presented themselves when Cyril 
had cracked open his knapsack.  There were tiny things within—she couldn’t really describe 
them— all of which seemed reflexive of a perfect order, knick-knacks embedded with morality, 
a kind of pure goodness, things that somehow brought to mind her childhood in Highland 
County, a time when people were just people and not cops or outlaws.  Folks were just living, 
managing their crops, caring for their animals, and fighting off the ever present, ever hungry 
bugs.  No one had to wonder what was good and what was bad.  Everyone just knew.  And 
maybe that hadn’t really been the way things were in Highland County back then.  Maybe it 
was just an idealized version that lingered in her mind because all the bad things from her child 
world had been forgotten because they were too painful to hold onto.  But in all Honesty, that 
vision of goodness and purity seemed the one most true because of the way she had felt peering 
into Cyril’s bottomless knapsack.  
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Outside, the murmuring of the crowd got softer and softer until it reached a crescendo of 
quietude with a sudden silence more terrifying than a lightning bolt.  Honesty peered out to see 
what had happened, though she feared what she might see. 
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A spell had been cast by the appearance of a man supposed to be dead—Jake Varley-- but 

that shock had worn off, to be replaced by something even more shocking.   
The alien visitor, Cyril Knight, now commanded the crowd’s attention.  To be certain, he 

was balding and hobbled, his bent figure shuffling along, leaning heavily upon a gnarled staff-- 
yet his skin seemed to be changing color, shifting across the spectrum with a nacreous 
luminosity, darkening, brightening, deadening, then livening, all at once.  His eyes had the 
appearance of clams sucked dry, useless things that couldn’t possibly see, and yet they sparkled.  
The gnarled staff seemed to take root with every step, investing his crooked frame with 
unshakable stability. 

Honesty ran out of the church, her hands full of small bags and boxes.  She addressed 
herself to Pedro and the crowd, and Cyril Knight, who was part of the spectacle, glancing every 
now and then at the man she loved, around whose neck there hung a noose.   

“There’s no need for any of that, Pedro.  This alien, he’s got some kind of advanced 
technology.  I mean, Hell, he pulled Jake’s fat out of the fire, bit longer, at least.  You wasn’t 
expecting him to live—but here he is.  We don’t need to fight any more.  And here, Cyril, I’ve 
gathered up everything you asked for.  I’ve got the stuff you need to see clearly. So, help us.  
Please.” 
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Cyril shook his head. “I can’t help you.  Not even with my glasses on.  I’m afraid my 
science is very different from yours. Oh, I’ve tried to understand your notions of physics and 
biology, but they seem a string of nonsense rules, tailored to please your limited perceptions.” 

Honesty flushed, her face turning red with rage.  She dropped her bags and boxes to the 
dust.  She grabbed her hair and started to pull at it, making guttural sounds of deep frustration.   
 “Why the Hell do I do anything for you?  Why am I risking my life, and putting up with 
your nonsense?”  She was screaming.  “Why am I such a Goddamn fool?” 
 “Perhaps you care about my welfare because I look so much like the man you love,” said 
Cyril.   
 “What?”  The answer took her completely by surprise. 
 “Or maybe you don’t think I look like Phillip because I remind you more of that actor 
you had a crush on when you were a little girl.” 
 “Which one?” 
 “The one from Shangri-La.” 
 “I never had no crush on that old guy.” 
 “The other one from Shangri-La, the one who made the beautiful gesture, the one who 
went to the guillotine.” 
 “You had no business peeking into my little girl private memories…” 
 “You shouldn’t have left them lying in a heap around your language centers, all that stuff 
with verbs, where you hide the secrets of conjugation.  I kept tripping over them.”   
 “You think everything is a damn joke.  We’re out here, hurting, and dying.  We risk 
everything we have.  Everything important is on the line.  And you make jokes, none of them 
funny.” 
 “Ah,” said Cyril.  “I hadn’t reckoned on the effects of a lifetime exposure to this dreadful 
light.  Your vision is obviously worse than mine, for your Phil and I look exactly alike.  We 
could be identical twins, although I am the better looking of the two, even though we look 
exactly alike.” 
 She stared at him dumbly.  Then she shook herself, and studied the old alien’s expression.  
“You’re serious.” She thought about it a minute.  “Oh, wait, you’re not.  You think acting 
serious fixes what’s broken in your flopped attempt at humor.  Well, mister, it don’t.” 
 “I’m just trying to show you the way things are.  Whether you laugh or cry, that’s up to 
you.  It isn’t funny or heartbreaking.  It’s just absurd.”  
    Honesty laughed, then cried and shook her head, and pulled at her hair. 
 Cyril continued, “You like things you can understand, and get comfortable with what you 
already know.  You don’t like dealing with all the contradictions and paradoxes that embody 
reality.  That makes it easier to convince you of something wrong than to convince you what 
you believe is wrong.” 

Honesty bowed her head.  “You know, I believe that.” 
“But you are wrong.” 
“So, tell us what to do, Cyril.”  Tears streamed down Honesty’s face.  “Tell us before we 

all kill each other.” 
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“It seems like you Earthlings should know what you should do, but all you want to know 
is what you want to do.  So, you lie to yourselves, I think, and you know you are lying, but I 
can’t tell for sure because my telepathy is getting hard of hearing.”  

“This is absurd,” said Pedro. 
“That’s the truth,” replied Cyril, “Absurdity is the greatest threat to all that you cherish.  

It should be impossible to defeat your power without using power and might.  It should be 
impossible, and doing the impossible is absurd, but I will do it anyway, absurdly.  To do 
otherwise would prove the rightness of the way you believe things should get done.”   

Jake Varley said to Pedro, “Now I get it.  Now I understand.  I know what has to be done.  
And so, it is done.  The whole town is done with you.  You think you can force us because you 
have money and power and more guns.  You think you can beat us because I’m soon going to 
be out of the picture.  No.  The opposite is going to happen.  It shows that you aren’t better than 
us.  You need guns and money to defend your ways, and without them, you have nothing. 

“Standing up to your money and guns takes the courage none of you have for yourselves.  
But we do.  We have it. 

“I can beat you by losing, Pedro.  And this town will mend by being broken.  And both of 
us will see what you have become. 

“Highland County surrenders.  We’re going to open up the roads and let the Feds march 
in.” 

Phil shouted to the crowd.  “Hey, you Highland County folks—I thought you started 
farming pot for one reason only.  Because you all have some kind of special values and want to 
hold onto them, and pass them on to your children and their children.  What happens to those 
values if you put Pedro in charge?  I’ll tell you—everything gets shot all to Hell.” 

Pedro whacked Phil full in the face with the butt of his gun.  “Hey, Phillip Rance, or 
whatever your real name is.  Fill up with Rants, you shut up now.” 

“Or else what?  Beat me some more?  Shoot me again?  Hang me?” 
“All of that.” 
“You really think you can get anyone to do anything by using force.  Or threats of force 

Or fear.  Or with cash. 
“You’re gonna’ kill me, no matter what.  And I know it.” 
The farmers turned their backs to the gangsters.  They started to walk away, spreading 

out. 
“Shoot them all!” shouted Pedro. 
But the gangsters stared at the spectacle, momentarily paralyzed, unable to shoot the 

people they’d been working with for so long, not with their backs turned, not when they’re not 
fighting.  The townspeople took a stand against the guns with a staggering show of raw courage, 
the courage the gangsters have long relied upon in their mutual dealings, and took for granted.  
The guns in their hands make them ashamed, too stunned for an instant to do anything.  Where 
had all the hatred gone?  Especially now, when it was needed. 

“Shoot them all!” 
And while the gangsters were standing there, paralyzed with indecision, Jake Valey 

dropped dead in his tracks without a single shot being fired. 
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Pedro started laughing hysterically.  Like it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.   
“So now it over, this little rebellion.  Your leader is gone.  Now kill the old spaceman 

invader, so we can get back to the serious business at hand.” 
Cyril kept dodging through the crowd, weaving between the farmers and the gangsters.  

Every time the pursuers thought they had nabbed the alien, they found themselves grappling 
with their own members.  Cyril seemed to possess an affinity with sheltering shadows and 
currents in the crowd chaos that offered refuge.  There were too many old men leaning on canes 
amidst them, and too many dead trees around the churchyard mimicking the same shape, 
casting shades of misdirection.  There were too many windows and reflexive surfaces to lead 
the pursuers into places where their quarry was not.  Cyril led them all on a merry chase, as if 
through a maze of mirrors.   

Whenever Pedro approached the bell cord, to make the final tug that would end Phil 
Rant’s life, Cyril would pop up beside him, tapping him on the shoulder, or otherwise providing 
some nuisance distraction.  It would have been comical were it not so deadly serious. 

And all the while, Pedro was shouting orders—kill him, stop him, catch him, as to if 
prove his utterances still possessed some potency, notwithstanding the way they had so lately 
been disregarded.  

“Ok.  I’ll talk,” said Phil Rant.  The antics erupting all around him might have been 
amusing, but the noose still hung around his neck.  

“You only get to talk to say what I want to hear.” 
“I envy you, Pedro.  I look up to you.  Let me live so I can live like you.  I beg you to 

teach me how you do it.  You get everything you want.  An endless supply of money and 
women.  But that ain’t the kind of life and that ain’t the kind of values Highland County has 
been fighting for.” 

“These peoples—they know true value.  Everything can be measured with money, and 
money can buy anything at all.  We deal wholly with money, very clean and sacred money.  
Holy money.  Very clean and laundered money.  Money washed in the sacred blood of truth. 

“Money is liquid, like blood, and like blood, its nature changes.  Money can turn into 
anything at all.  Even values!  It is values itself.  You understand, yes?  You are with me, yes?  
A dollar can be more than just one hundred pennies.  You must ask how it was earned.” 

“Seems to me I just gave everyone here a lesson in the kind of goods you get when all 
you have to trade is threats and fear and cash.  I got all their attention, and what did you get?  
You got nothing of value from me.  You learned nothing about the bust, or the Feds.  You have 
no clue as to how to find my stash.  And whether them that’s gathered here, be they your men or 
the townsfolk, whether any of them hear me now or not, you’ve lost them.  It’s over, Pedro.  
You’ve lost, and you still can’t figure out why, even though I just told you.”  

Cyril popped up again, intruding between Rant and Pedro.  Cyril was probing the 
contents of his knapsack.   

Just at that moment, before he could do anything else, before he could gesture or talk to 
the crowd, before he could joke or cry or finish the search inside of infinite depths for one of his 
unfathomable trinkets, before he could attempt another trick, he was grabbed by his fellow 
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outworlders, the ones who had been tracking him right from the start, the beautiful nearly nude 
woman, and two gigantic, muscular male companions.   

Now Honesty turned all of her attention and efforts to the newcomers.  “You got the 
wrong man,” she pleaded.  “There’s been some terrible mistake.  He can’t possibly be a 
criminal.  You have to leave him be; leave him alone so he can help us.” Then she seized the 
sawed-off shotgun from Jake Varley’s dead hand.  “Leave him here so’s he can save the man I 
love.” 

Cyril said to her, “Don’t put up a fight on my behalf, good Honesty.  You wouldn’t win, 
anyway.  And winning isn’t what this fight is about.  If you fight, you’ve already lost.  But I 
give you a promise, and I leave you with hope.  No matter what happens to me, no harm will 
come to the man you love.  I promise.” 
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Then Cyril was escorted away. 
Pedro sported a huge grin.   
“Phillipe, you still think that old alien is going to save you somehow?” 
Phil Rant said very softly, as they were tightening the noose around his neck, his voice 

getting softer as he spoke, the words having less and less air in them.  “It is a far, far better thing 
I do than I have ever done before.  It is a far, far better rest I go to than I have ever known.” 

The church bells began to ring again, much louder and faster than before.  Phil Rant was 
jerked upward, and he hung there, his limp body swinging back and forth.  The bells were 
ringing, but there were no carillon songs playing—only loud, discordant bonging noises that 
pained the ear.   

Honesty screamed and collapsed.  
 
Bong, bong, bong, the terrible noises sounded across the flowering fields as the aliens 

made their way to the fully repaired starship. 
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Jubal was waiting at the top of starship ramp, leaning back comfortably, as the woman 
and her two enormous companions conducted their prisoner aboard. 

“So, they finally caught you,” said Jubal. 
Under the strange lights of the ship’s interior, the prisoner seemed to change in 

appearance.  He didn’t look so old as he had.  He seemed very familiar.  Jubal couldn’t place it. 
“I don’t mind being caught.  Everyone back there was out to kill me.  I don’t know 

exactly where we are bound, but wherever it might be, it has to be better than here.” 
“I don’t care where we go, it could be anywhere in the universe, just so long as I stay 

with her.” 
The woman said, “Stop talking to him.  And don’t believe a word he says.  One of his 

tricks is still being played.  I’m not sure exactly what kind of trick, but he is being devious.” 
“I’m all out of tricks.  You don’t know me at all.  You got the wrong man.  I didn’t do 

any of the things you think I did.  It wasn’t me. You should have listened to the woman back 
there.  Her name is Honesty, and she tells the truth.” 

Jubal was squinting hard.  He was trying to asses the prisoner’s honesty. 
“I know, that’s what all the prisoners always say.  I plead not guilty.  You think you 

know me, but you don’t.  Like you didn’t know that I used to be in the same position you’re in 
now, thinking I was on the side of good because I was on the side of the law.  But in order to 
catch your quarry, you have to start thinking the way they think.  You start to see things the way 
your quarry sees them, and you end up knowing why they all say you got the wrong man and I 
didn’t do all the things you think I did.” 

Who was this prisoner, anyway? 
The large alien males seated themselves in the cockpit.  They started the ignition. 
“You’ve got the wrong man.”  
One of the males responded with indecipherable sounds. 
The starship windows and view screens now displayed the D.E.A. marching into town.  
“You’ve got the wrong man.  The humans out there, they’re in the same position and 

about to make the same mistake as you.  But it doesn’t matter, does it.  You’ve captured your 
quarry without knowing exactly what he did that got him in so much trouble.”   

“Why are you talking in English?” asked Jubal. 
“He understands me just fine, but he has to work harder to do it.  And the words will 

change him.”   
But something was seriously wrong.   The gigantic male aliens were fretting over their 

dashboards, furiously working the controls.  The mechanisms were all fully functional.  The 
mixed fuel was burning.  The dials were spinning, the levers were unfrozen and responsive.  
But the ship wouldn’t move.  It shook and flared and flamed, but seemed glued to the ground.   

The aliens peered through their viewers.  The plants around them were wildly mutating, 
growing into their exhausts.  Twining tendrils and long serrated leaves were wrapping around 
the fuselage. 

“What have you done now?” demanded one of the large males. 
“Nothing.  Not a thing.  Wasn’t me.” 
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And for some strange reason, the more Jubal looked at the prisoner, the more the prisoner 
looked like Phillip Rance.  It was some trick of the strange, alien lighting.  Like he was looking 
directly at the prisoner’s spirit, and the spirit was a twin to the old alien who had caused so 
much trouble and confusion.   

The cockpit started to fill with smoke. 
Then the alien starship thunderously rocketed off.     
 
Arcing across the sky, the starship began to swerve off course.  It dipped suddenly, then 

swooped among the gathered crowd.  The farmers and gangsters all opened fire.   
The starship hull, peppered with gunshot, leaked fuel.  While it was leaking like a 

watering can, raining its contents upon the earth, the ship steered across the sky on a wild, 
zigzagging course. 

Finally, it came to a rest in the cannabis fields.   
The spilled rocket fuel ignited.  A huge fireball instantly incinerated the entire crop, the 

grand explosion and ensuring inferno being result of the complete integration of the purest 
combustible fuel in the universe, mixed with gasoline and moonshine.   

A cloud of narcotic smoke enveloped the landscape.  In an instant, the air was filled with 
crime, but all the evidence had been burned away, and the DEA Agents, the gangsters, and the 
townspeople are all too stoned to deal with one another.  

In that honey scented smoke, through a haze of intoxication, Honesty found her lover.  
He was wandering around, stoned and stumbling, like everyone else.  His strong and loving 
arms took hold her.  Phillip Rance was alive. 

“Thank God,” she said.  “It is a miracle.” 
As the smoke cleared, Honesty found the truth. 
It was not Phillip Rance hanging from the bell tower, but rather Cyril Knight.  His eye 

sockets seemed empty now, though their contents were bulging out with the sparkle gone.  The 
shimmering opalescent sheen was gone from his cheeks.  She was looking at body whose soul 
had plainly fled to someplace distant. 

Honesty rested her head upon Rance’s shoulder as the tears rolled down her face. 
“I still can’t figure out just exactly what happened, other than he somehow switched 

places with you, Phil.  Did he have some kind of illusion maker?” 
“I don’t know that I can explain it.  He had gotten into my head toward the end, was 

mentally whispering to me, telling me how to deal with the ship while it was filling with smoke.  
It wasn’t malfunctioning.  More like it had been turned into a giant chrome reefer, and I was 
trying to take over the controls, because the aliens were all too stoned to do it.  But I was 
completely stoned, too.  No, he wasn’t creating illusions.  More like he was removing them.  
And showing everyone we were exactly alike, down deep, past the lying surface.  He could see 
some essential identity we shared.  He could see it, despite his blindness… or because of it. He 
did the switch when everyone was distracted, when Jake Varley died.” 

“And you think that’s why he chose to help you?  Because of this affinity?  This shared 
nature?” 
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“I don’t know what to think.  It is a mystery to me.  Maybe he knew he was going to be 
caught in the end, no matter what, and so he chose to die in a way that was a benefit for 
someone, that being preferable to dying for nothing, or preferable to whatever his countrymen 
had planned for him that might be worse than dying.” 

“He might have made this sacrifice for me, even though I never did nothing for him but 
show him disrespect.  A beautiful gesture.  A Beau Geste.  And maybe that is what inspired 
him, the stuff he was tripping over in my dreams when he got into my head.  Maybe that was 
what he was trying to tell me with his final words.  Maybe it was a message.  The stuff of 
Ronald Coleman movies, the kind of dream that inspired me when I thought to make a Shangri-
La in the high hills instead of the mountains of Tibet, even though I had to break the law to do 
it.   

“I thought I was doing good, Phil, and I was, for a time.  And maybe the little old guy 
saw something of his own nature in me, and maybe he thought he was doing good when he 
committed whatever crimes his own folks were hunting him for.” 

“I thought I was doing good by busting you for it.  I could tell, the other aliens, the ones 
chasing him, they thought they were doing good too, they believed they were doing the right 
thing.  Why do we do these things to each other, Honesty, when we should just love.”   

“And I wonder how many good people have to be captured and broken by other people 
who think they’re doing good.  Seems like capturing and breaking has become what it is all 
about, without knowing what we’re doing or why we’re doing it.”   

“I’ve been on both sides.  It’s like the story they tell around the courthouse, where the 
D.A. tells the judge all the reasons the defendant should go to jail, and the judge says, you 
know, you’re absolutely right.  And then the defense attorney says now, wait a minute, and he 
tells the judge all the reasons his client should go free and the judge, you know, you’re 
absolutely right.  And when the bailiff pulls the judge aside and says, the D.A. and the defense 
can’t possibly both be right, and the judge says, you’re right.  Somehow, no matter which side 
you pick, you end up with the opposite of what you’re trying to do.  Everywhere you look, you 
got imprisonment created in name of freedom.  Poverty created in the name of wealth.  Killing 
created in the name of life.  War created in the name of peace.” 

“A pointless and terrible waste.  Like one of the old alien’s jokes I never found funny, 
like one of his pranks gone bad.”  

“Love should be the answer, but even love wasn’t good enough for us.”   
“You think not?  I think it is what saved us, Honesty, in the end.   
“Those other aliens, they were telling the truth when they called Cyril the evilest thing in 

the universe.  It is probably best that we never learn the true nature of his crimes.  And maybe 
that’s why he did what he did.  To gain some measure of atonement, like what Jake Varley 
wanted.” 

“I don’t believe that.  I’ll never believe that.” 
“Well, it is the truth.  Or at least, if nothing else, the other aliens believed it completely.” 
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Cyril’s eyes blinked open.    
Honesty gasped.  “You’re alive.  Praise be.  My heart was broken, thinking you had 

passed.” 
“Didn’t mean to scare you.  My old astral projection powers are getting frayed at the 

edges, and not what they used to be.” 
He undid the noose and hopped to ground. 
“My people are a great people, but they even they lose their way sometimes.”  
The gigantic male aliens, the beautiful female, and Jubal were wandering around the 

charred fields, dazed.  
“Everything they do revolves around a perfect moral order—an uncompromising ethical 

code. Everything on the planet—from the architecture, to the laws, to the grammar, even the 
arithmetic— is designed to reflect a great moral order.  
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“Our values give us the highest standard of living in the tangible universe. 
“I was convicted for things you would not even consider wrong—much less crimes.  I 

cannot resist occasional mischief.  You see, in a society of gods, a mere saint is a sinner.” 
Cyril assembled a pair of glasses from items given to him by Honesty.  He made his 

farewells quickly, saying that he had to be on his way, before the other aliens came to their 
senses. 

Cyril, wearing his glasses, walked out of town.  He passed the smoldering blackened 
fields. 
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He paused by the church, then he went inside.  He pulled two panels of stained glass from 

the burning bush window.  He put them into his glasses, then regarded the light shining upon 
him. 

“That’s better,” he said. 
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He saw a clear road ahead, a beautiful forest all abloom.   
Honesty and Phil were driving off into the distance, running away together.  Love was 

the answer after all.  And even if it wasn’t it, it was good enough for them, for now. 
Which means Love is the final answer, in the end, which is where we are. 


