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PHILLIP COULD SMELL BURNING AGAIN.

This was hardly unusual. Almost every night, they’d be hidden somewhere, 

listening to the whine of a falling bomb and the deafening rumble of its detonation, and 

they’d always smell burning. Sometimes, Phillip thought he could make out the cries of 

people crying and screaming, but he – usually – managed to convince himself that he was 

imagining them. 

Tonight, he could believe he was safe. Tonight, he was in the shelter with Eric. 

Both of their families were there with them, but, in the darkness, they couldn’t see the 

two boys tightly holding hands, couldn’t see Eric gently stroking Phillips palm, to calm 

and reassure him. 

But the sounds and the smells kept coming.

Father Phillip Glenmore was sitting alone in St Bernadette’s. He had work to be getting 

on with, but somehow he couldn’t find the energy tonight. He looked up at the vista on 

the far wall, behind the altar, Christ’s beatific smile and outstretched arms doing a little to 

comfort him. A little, but not much.

‘How can it still hurt, after so long?’ he murmured, looking into the tapestry’s 

eyes. ‘Why haven’t I learned how to stop it hurting?’
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‘Perhaps you haven’t had the right teacher.’

He turned around – a man was sitting on the pew behind his. He hadn’t heard 

him enter, despite the silence of the otherwise empty church. He sat with an umbrella 

between his knees, his hands resting on the crook, and his chin on his hands. He wore a 

white panama, and a suit in a rich brown tweed.

‘I apologise,’ he said. His voice sounded Scottish, and was clear, in spite of his 

quiet tones. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

Phillip got a hold of himself. ‘Oh, that’s quite all right. I was just… lost in 

thought. Talking to myself again, probably.’ He extended his hand. ‘Father Phillip 

Glenmore.’

The stranger took his hand, shook it gently. 

‘A pleasure. I’m usually just known as the Doctor.’

‘Well, Doctor, is there anything I can assist you with?’

‘Oh, perhaps. I’m looking for something. I’m certain I’ll find it here, somewhere.’

‘I don’t think you’ll find it just sitting there. It isn’t just going to come to you, is 

it?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. It might surprise me. You’re rather young for a priest, aren’t 

you?’

The suddenness of the statement took Phillip aback. 

‘There isn’t an age limit, Doctor,’ he said, a little more defensively than he had 

intended. ‘I joined the Church when I was eighteen, and spent several years studying 

before taking my vows.’

‘Oh, it’s just that priests have always been such dusty old fellows, in my 

experience. Still, I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to become dusty and old yourself.’

Phillip was beginning to find this Doctor a little trying, but reminded himself that 

it was his sacred duty to help all those who came to him. Perhaps what he was searching 
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for was spiritual, rather than physical. People could often be very cryptic when it came to 

asking for help in matters of faith.

‘Perhaps I could help you find whatever it is you are looking for,’ he said.

‘Indeed. Tell me, why did you become a priest?’

This wasn’t the first time that Phillip had been asked this. ‘To help others,’ he 

said. ‘To devote my life to God and to Christ, so that others may benefit from their love 

and guidance.’ It was his standard response. 

‘Interesting,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’ve always thought of churches as excellent hiding 

places. Wouldn’t you agree?’

‘I don’t really know what you mean.’ This conversation was starting to become 

uncomfortable. Who was this strange little man, coming here with this questions?

‘How long would you have sat there, entirely alone, if I hadn’t come along?’ 

questioned the Doctor.

‘I am never alone here, in the house of God.’ Even as he said them, Phillip 

realised how hollow those words were.

‘Yet do you feel alone, don’t you?’ said the Doctor, clearly sensing the truth. 

‘There’s something inside you, something incomplete.’

‘Who are you?’ whispered Phillip, unable to deny what the Doctor claimed. 

‘I’m just a traveller. This thing inside you, it brought me here. I sensed it. It needs 

to be made complete. There could be grave consequences otherwise.’

Perhaps he was a madman, wondered Phillip. He’d seemed to be making sense, 

just a moment before, but now…

‘What are you talking about? There’s nothing “inside me.” Nothing there 

shouldn’t be.’

‘But that isn’t how it feels, is it, Father?’
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‘I – I – ’ he stuttered, unable to think what to say. Whatever this Doctor was 

talking about, he was right about that. That was exactly how it had felt for all these years. 

The pain of being separate for so long, gnawing away at him, eating away at his strength. 

It was wrong to feel like this, he knew. Was there really something deep inside that made 

him feel this way? Could this Doctor stop the pain?

The Doctor leaned in closely.

‘Tell me how it began.’

The sun shone through the gaps in the houses, the holes in the walls and the roofs left by 

the latest raid. Eric stood, ankle deep in rubble, grey dust discolouring his black suit. 

‘This has to stop,’ he said, looking at Phillip.

Phillip stood a few feet away, not wanting to look at Eric but unable to take his 

eyes off him. Not wanting to look, not wanting to hear what he had to say, what he knew 

must be said. 

‘All of this has to stop. This… thing between us, it’s wrong, we both know that. 

People are starting to suspect, I’m sure of it. You saw the looks we were getting during 

the service. People know. I’m joining up in a month, they can’t think I’m like that. It’d 

ruin everything. I don’t know what they’d do to me. I can’t see you again. Ever.’

Phillip looked at his dark eyes, normally so beautiful, now cold and angry, their 

usual warmth gone completely. He tried to stop the tears forming in his eyes, but they 

started to run down his face anyway.

‘It’ll be better like this. You’ve still got two years before you join. People will have 

forgotten by then.’

He was right, he had more to lose. Phillip knew what he was saying was true, he 

just couldn’t bear to hear it. 

‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’
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‘I don’t know what to say. I can’t make you change your mind, I now that.’

Eric came up to him, put his hand on his shoulder. ‘Like I said, I’m joining up 

soon. You won’t see me after that anyway. We just need to avoid each other till then.’

He put his hand in his jacket pocket, pulled out a small object – a thin green strip of 

some kind of stone or gem. ‘I found this on one of the bombsites. I don’t know what it 

is, I’ve never seen anything like it.’ He held it out, and snapped it in half, handing one 

half to Phillip. ‘You keep one half. I’ll keep the other. Just something to remind, like they 

do in the films. I’ll never forget you, don’t think that.’

Phillip reached out for it, a little shock of electricity running up his arm as he 

touched it. He put it in his pocket, looking into Eric’s eyes for the last time.

‘When was this?’ asked the Doctor.

‘About twelve years ago.’

‘And that’s why you joined the Church? To try to change your orientation?’

‘I suppose you could put it like that. I’ve – I’ve never talked to anyone about this 

before. You won’t – ’

‘I won’t let this go any further. This object Eric found – do you still have the 

piece he gave you?’

‘Always.’

Phillip reached into his trouser pocket removing the small green oblong. The 

Doctor looked at it closely. It was inlaid with intricate carvings, minute loops and whorls, 

almost like musical notation. 

‘It’s a Ropharian microboard. It’s used to store neural patterns. The Ropharians 

are formless beings, they use them to transport their mind-forms across space. The dart 
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carrying this one must have crashed. When Eric snapped it, the Ropharian within must 

have woken up, and escaped into your neural pathways.’

‘I don’t understand any of that,’ said Phillip, unable to keep up.

‘The Ropharian was inside until Eric snapped the board. Part of it is inside you, 

hiding at the back of your mind. You’re not even aware of it, but it’s there. But it must 

have bee split between you and Eric. The other half is still in him, wherever he is. The 

two halves need to be reconciled, and that’s what is tearing you apart inside.’

‘He went to war, Doctor. He probably isn’t still alive.’ It hurt to think it, but 

Phillip knew it was true. 

‘What was his full name?’

‘Eric Anthony Salisbury.’

‘I have resources. I may be able to find him.’ The Doctor got to his feet, hooking 

his umbrella over one arm. ‘I’ll be back as soon as possible.’ He walked away.

Phillip put his head in his hands, and, utterly exhausted by the emotions he had 

finally let out, began to cry.

‘Oh, Father?’

It was the Doctor again, standing in the doorway.

‘Yes?’ said Phillip, weakly.

‘It’s no sin, whatever they say.’

***

It was two weeks later when he saw the Doctor again, sitting at the back of the 

congregation during the Sunday service. He was dressed exactly as he had been before, 

right down to the umbrella, even though there had been no rain for days. Phillip felt the 

emotions well up in him again, put pushed himself to continue with his service. When it 
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had ended, and the parishioners began to leave, after the usual thank yous and 

complaints, he expected to see him, but he was gone. It wasn’t until he was just about to 

leave for home, much later, that the Doctor returned. This time, he wasn’t alone.

He was older, even a little greying, but it was him. Their eyes met the way they 

had that first time, so long ago. His eyes looked tired, but the same warmth and beauty 

that he remembered were still there.

‘Eric – ’

‘Hello Phillip. It’s been a long time.’

‘How did you find him?’ said Phillip to the Doctor, still not taking his eyes off 

Eric.

‘Like I said, I have resources. It took a little while, but I tracked him down to 

Poland in the end.’ The Doctor reached into his pocket, retrieving a small green object -

another board, like the one Eric had found. ‘Now, I don’t wish to be a gooseberry, but 

there is still the matter of the Ropharian.’

‘How do we release it?’ asked Eric, taking charge of the situation once again. 

‘Just both of you hold onto the board together, I’m the sure the little fellow can 

find his own way.’

He passed the board across, and Phillip felt the same electrical jolt that he had 

before. The Doctor reached out and took back the board, popping it back in his pocket.

‘Thank you, gentlemen. You may like to know that an interstellar incident has 

been averted. This chap’s family have been extremely worried about him, as you may 

imagine. When they found out what planet he was on, they were ready to go in, guns 

blazing. I managed to talk them into a subtler method of rescue.’

The little man doffed his hat, and left the two of them alone. 

But the pain was still there.

‘I’ve missed you, Eric.’
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‘I’ve missed you too. But thanks to the Doctor, we can start again.’ He was 

smiling, broadly, holding Phillip’s hands in his own.

‘But we can’t, you know that. what about – ’

‘What about what? I don’t care anymore. If anyone else has a problem with it, 

then it’s their problem, not ours. I don’t see how it’s any of their business. I’m not 

spending any more time away from you.’

He leant forward, and kissed Phillip gently on the lips. And then, finally, the pain 

began to stop.
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