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ROBERT Sl LVERBERG
GCood News fromthe Vatican

ROBERT SILVERBERG is a native of New York City who has been a professional witer all of his
working life. He began selling stories in 1954, while an undergraduate at Col unbia Coll ege. He
graduated with an A B. degree, narried Barbara H Brown, an el ectronics engineer, and received his
first Hugo Anard-in a special category as science fiction's nost prom sing new author-all in the
year 1956. Until they noved to California in 1972, the Silverbergs nade their hone in the

Ri verdal e section of New York City, in a venerable mansion that was fornmerly owned by Fiorello La
Guar di a.

The only reason that Silverberg does not chall enge Poul Anderson's status as science fiction's
most prolific witer is because so nmuch of Silverberg' s output has been in other arenas-he has
witten voluminously in the fields of popular science, history and bi ography, and has produced a
series of distinguished books about archaeol ogy. Under his own nanme and such pseudonyns as Wl ter
Drumond, |ver Jorgenson, Calvin M Knox, David Osborne and (with Randall Garrett) Robert Randall
he has had so many books and stories published that he hinself has lost track of the totals.

As evidence that the awesone quantity of Silverberg's production has not affected his status as an
admirable literary craftsman, he has been
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a Hugo and Nebul a Awards finalist some twenty tines-nore than any other witer. Anong his nore
recent books are Thorns (1967-Hugo and Nebula Awards finalist); Tower of dass (1970-Nebul a Award
finalist); The Masks of Tine (1968-Nebula Award finalist); Up the Line (1969-Hugo and Nebul a
Awards finalist); To Live Again (1969); Downward to Earth (1970); Son of Man (1971). Hi s novella
"N ghtwi ngs" won a Hugo Award in 1968. His short story "Passengers" won a Nebula Award in 1969

Despite his massive literary output, Silverberg has found tine to performdiverse duties for
Science Fiction Witers of Anerica, of which he is a past president. He originated the
organi zation's Hall of Fanme anthol ogies, and edited the first volune in the series.

Wth the 1971 balloting, Silverberg has added two nore Nebula Awards to his total-for his novel A

Ti me of Changes and for his short story "Good News fromthe Vatican." He thus ties Sanuel R

Del any for the position of author with the nost Nebula Awards (three), and he adds his nane to the
sel ect group of authors-including only Del any and Roger Zel azny-who have won two Nebula Awards in

one year.

This is the norning everyone has waited for, when at last the robot cardinal is to be elected
pope. There can no |onger be any doubt of the outcone. The concl ave has been deadl ocked for many
days between the obstinate advocates of Cardinal Asciuga of MIlan and Cardinal Carciofo of Genoa,
and word has gone out that a conpromise is in the making. Al factions now are agreed on the

sel ection of the robot. This nmorning | read in Osservatore Romano that the Vatican conputer itself
has taken a and in the deliberations. The conputer has been strongly urging the candi dacy of the
robot. | suppose we should not be surprised by this loyalty anong nmachi nes. Nor should we let it
distress us. W absolutely nust not let it distress us.

"Every era gets the pope it deserves," Bishop FitzPatrick observed sonewhat gloonily today at
breakfast. "The proper pope for our tines is a robot, certainly. At some future date it may be

desirable for the pope to be a whale, an autonpbile, a cat, a mountain." Bishop FitzPatrick stands
well over two neters in height and his normal facial expression is a norbid, mournful one. Thus it
is inpossible for us to determ ne whether any particul ar pronouncenment of his reflects existential
despair or placid acceptance. Many years ago he was a star player for the Holy Cross champi onship
basketball team He has come to Rome to do research for a biography of St. Marcellus the

Ri ght eous.

We have been watching the unfol ding drama of the papal election froman outdoor cafe severa
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bl ocks fromthe Square of St. Peter's. For all of us, this has been an unexpected dividend of our
holiday in Rone; the previous pope was reputed to be in good health and there was no reason to
suspect that a successor woul d have to be chosen for himthis sunmer.

Each norning we drive across by taxi fromour hotel near the Via Veneto and take up our regul ar
positions around "our" table. Fromwhere we sit, we all have a clear view of the Vatican chi mey
t hrough which the snoke of the burning ballots rises: black snmoke if no pope has been el ected,
white if the concl ave has been successful. Luigi, the owner and headwaiter, automatically brings
us our preferred beverages: Fernet-Branca for Bishop FitzPatrick, Canpari and soda for Rabbi
Muel I er, Turkish coffee for Mss Harshaw, |enon squash for Kenneth and Beverly, and Pernod on the
rocks for nme. W take turns paying the check, although Kenneth has not paid it even once since our
vi gil began. Yesterday, when M ss Harshaw paid, she enptied her purse and found herself 350 lire
short; she had nothing el se except hundred-dollar travelers' checks. The rest of us | ooked
poi ntedly at Kenneth but he went on calmy sipping his | enmon squash. After a brief period of
tensi on Rabbi Muell er produced a 500-lire coin and rather irascibly slapped the heavy silver piece
against the table. The rabbi is known for his short tenper and vehenment style. He is twenty-eight
years old, custonmarily dresses in a fashionable plaid cassock and sil vered sungl asses, and
frequently boasts that he has never perforned a bar mtzvah cerenmony for his congregation, which
is

techni ques as the Vatican conmputer is given a greater role in the

operations of the Curia. Let me illustrate by-" f

"What an utterly ghastly notion," Kenneth says. He is a gaudy
young man with white hair and pink eyes. Beverly is either his
wife or his sister. She rarely speaks. Kenneth makes the sign of the
Cross with of fensive brusqueness and nmurrmurs, "In the nane of
the Father, the Son and the Holy Autonmaton." M ss Harshaw
gi ggl es but chokes the giggle off when she sees ny di sapproving

face.
I
Dej ectedly, but not responding at all to the interruption, Bishop
FitzPatrick continues, "Let ne illustrate by giving you some
figures | obtained yesterday afternoon. | read in the newspaper

Qggi that during the last five years, according to a spokesman for

the M ssiones Catholic, the Church has increased its nenber-
ship in Yugoslavia from 19, 381,403 to 23,501, 062. But the govern-
ment census taken | ast year gives the total popul ation of Yugo
slavia at 23,575,194. That |eaves only 74,132 for the other religious
and irreligious bodies. Anare of the | arge Mslem popul ati on of
Yugosl avia, | suspected an inaccuracy in the published statistics
and consulted the conmputer in St. Peter's, which infornmed ne"-
the bi shop, pausing, produces a lengthy printout and unfolds it
across much of the table-"that the last count of the Faithful in
Yugosl avia, nade a year and a hal f ago, places our nunbers
at 14, 206, 198. Therefore an overstatenent of 9,294,864 has
been made. Which is absurd. And perpetuated. Wich is dam
able."

"What does he |l ook Iike?" Mss Harshaw asks. "Does anyone
have any idea?" -

"He's like all the rest," says Kenneth. "A shiny netal box with
wheel s bel ow and eyes on top." y

"You haven't seen him" Bishop FitzPatrick interjects. "I don't
think it's proper for you to assune that-"

"They're all alike," Kenneth says. "Once you've seen one,
you' ve seen all of them Shiny boxes. Weels. Eyes. And voices
com ng out of their bellies |ike nechani zed bel ches. Inside,

E

in Wcom co County, Maryland. He believes that the rite is vulgar and obsolete, and invariably
farns out all his bar mtzvahs to a franchi sed organi zati on of itinerant clergynmen who handl e such
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affairs on a commi ssion basis. Rabbi Mieller is an authority on angels.

Qur group is divided over the nerits of electing a robot as the new pope. Bishop FitzPatri ck,
Rabbi Mueller and | are in favor of the idea. Mss Harshaw, Kenneth and Beverly are opposed. It is
interesting to note that both of our gentlenen of the cloth, one quite elderly and one fairly
young, support this remarkable departure fromtradition. Yet the three "sw ngers" anong us do not.

I amnot sure why | align nyself with the progressives. | ama man of mature years and fairly
sedate ways. Nor have | ever concerned nyself with the doings of the Church of Ronme. | am

unfam liar with Catholic dogna and unaware of recent currents of thought within the Church. Still,
I have been hoping for the election of the robot since the start of the concl ave.

Way? | wonder. |s it because the inmage of a netal creature upon the Throne of St. Peter's
stimulates ny inmagination and tickles nmy sense of the incongruous? That is, is ny support of the
robot purely an aesthetic matter? O is it, rather, a function of nmy noral cowardi ce? Do
secretly think that this gesture will buy the robots off? AmI| privately saying, Gve themthe
papacy and rmaybe they won't want other things for a while? No. | can't believe anything so
unwort hy of nyself. Possibly | amfor the robot because. | am a person of unusual sensitivity to
t he needs of others.

"If he's elected," says Rabbi Mieller, "he plans an immedi ate tine-sharing agreenent with the
Dal ai Lama and a reciprocal plug-in with the head programmer of the Greek Othodox Church, just
for starters. I'mtold he'll nake ecunenical overtures to the rabbinate as well, which is
certainly sonething for all of us to look forward to."

"l don't doubt that there'll be many corrections in the custons and practices of the hierarchy,"”
Bi shop FitzPatrick declares. "For exanple, we can |look forward to superior information-gathering
they're all cogs and gears." Kenneth shudders delicately. "It's too nuch for nme to accept. Let's
have another round of drinks, shall we?"

Rabbi Muell er says, "it so happens that |'ve seen himwith my own eyes."
"You have?" Beverly excl ai is.

Kenneth scow s at her. Luigi, approaching, brings a tray of new drinks for everyone. | hand hima
5000-1ire note. Rabbi Mieller renoves his sungl asses and breathes on their brilliantly reflective
surfaces. He has snmall, watery gray eyes and a bad squint. He says, "The cardinal was the keynote
speaker at the Congress of Wrld Jewy that was held last fall in Beirut. H's thenme was

' Cybernetic Ecunenicismfor Contenporary Man.' | was there. | can tell you that H's Em nence is
tall and distinguished, with a fine voice and a gentle smle. There's sonething inherently

mel ancholy about his manner that remnds ne greatly of our friend the bishop, here. H s novenents
are graceful and his wit is keen."

"But he's nmounted on wheels, isn't he?" Kenneth persists.

"On treads,"” replies the rabbi, giving Kenneth a fiery, devastating | ook and resumng his
sungl asses. "Treads, like a tractor has. But | don't think that treads are spiritually inferior to
feet, or, for that matter, to wheels. If | were a Catholic 1'd be proud to have a man |like that as

my pope."

"Not a man," M ss Harshaw puts in. A giddy edge enters her voice whenever she addresses Rabbi
Muel ler. "A robot," she says. "He's not a nan, renenber?"

"A robot |ike that as ny pope, then," Rabbi Mieller says, shrugging at the correction. He raises
his glass. "To the new pope!"

"To the new pope!" cries Bishop FitzPatrick

Luigi conmes rushing fromhis cafe. Kenneth waves himaway. "Wait a second,"” Kenneth says. "The
election isn't over yet. How can you be so sure?"

"The Osservatore Romano," | say, "indicates in this norning's edition that everything will be
deci ded today. Cardinal Carciofo has agreed to withdraw in his favor, in return for a larger real -
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al |l ot rent when the new conputer hours are decreed at next' year's consistory."
"I'n other words, the fix is in," Kenneth says.

Bi shop FitzPatrick sadly shakes his head. "You state things nuch too harshly, ny son. For three
weeks now we have been without a Holy Father. It is God's WII that we shall have a pope; the
concl ave, unable to choose between the candi daci es of Cardinal Carciofo and Cardinal Ascitiga,
thwarts that WIl; if necessary,' therefore, we nust nake certain accomvpdati ons with the
realities of the tines so that Hs WIIl shall not be further frustrated. Prolonged politicking

wi thin the conclave now becones sinful. Cardinal Carciofo's sacrifice of his personal anbitions is
not as self-seeking an act as you would claim"”

Kennet h continues to attack poor Carciofo's notives for w thdrawi ng. Beverly occasionally appl auds
his cruel sallies. Mss Harshaw several tines declares her unwillingness to remain a comruni cant
of a church whose leader is a machine. | find this dispute distasteful and swing ny chair away
fromthe table to have a better view of the Vatican. At this nmonent the cardinals are neeting in
the Sistine Chapel. How |l wish | were there! Wat splendid mysteries are being enacted in that

gl oony, magnificent room Each prince of the Church now sits on a small throne surnounted by a

vi ol et - hued canopy. Fat wax tapers glimer on the desk before each throne. Masters of cerenpnies
move sol emly through the vast chamber, carrying the silver basins in which the blank ballots
repose. These basins are placed on the table before the altar. One by one the cardi nal s advance to
the table, take ballots, return to their desks. Now, lifting their quill pens, they begin to
wite. "I, Cardinal , elect to the Suprene Pontificate the Most Reverend Lord ny Lord Cardina
VWhat nanme do they fill in? Is -it Carciofo? Is it Asciuga? Is it the nane of sone obscure and
shrivel ed prelate from Madrid or Heidel berg, some |last-mnute choice of the anti-robot faction in
its desperation? Or are they witing his name? The sound of scratching pens is loud in the chapel
The cardinals are completing their ballots,

sealing themat the ends, folding them folding themagain and again, carrying themto the altar,
dropping theminto the great gold chalice. So have they done every norning and every afternoon for
days, as the deadl ock has prevail ed

"I read in the Herald Tribune a couple of days ago," says Mss Harshaw, "that a del egation of two
hundred and fifty young Catholic robots fromlowa is waiting at the Des Mines airport for news of
the election. If their man gets in, they've got a chartered flight ready to | eave, and they intend
to request that they be granted the Holy Father's first public audience."

"There can be no doubt," Bishop FitzPatrick agrees, "that his election will bring a great nmany
peopl e of synthetic origininto the fold of the Church."

"VWile driving out plenty of flesh-and-blood people!" Mss Harshaw says shrilly.

"l doubt that," says the bishop. "Certainly there will be sonme feelings of shock, of dismy, of
injury, of loss, for sone of us at first. But these will pass. The inherent goodness of the new
pope, to which Rabbi Mueller alluded, will prevail. Also | believe that technol ogically ni nded
young fol k everywhere will be encouraged to join the Church. Irresistible religious inpulses wll
be awakened throughout the world."

"Can you inmagine two hundred and fifty robots clanking into St. Peter's?" M ss Harshaw demands.

I contenplate the distant Vatican. The norning sunlight is brilliant and dazzling, but the
assenbl ed cardinals, walled away fromthe world, cannot enjoy its gay sparkle. They all have
voted, now. The three cardinals who were chosen by lot as this norning's scrutators of the vote
have risen. One of themlifts the chalice and shakes it, mxing the ballots. Then he places it on
the table before the altar; a second scrutator renoves the ballots and counts them He ascertains
that the nunber of ballots is identical to the nunber of cardinals present. The ballots now have
been transferred to a ciborium which is a goblet ordinarily used to hold the consecrated bread of
the Mass. The first scrutator withdraws a ballot, unfolds

it, reads its inscription; passes it to the second scrutator, who reads it also; then it is given
to the third scrutator, who reads the name al oud. Asciuga? Carciofo? Sone other? Hi s?
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Rabbi Mueller is discussing angels. "Then we have the Angels of the Throne, known in Hebrew as
arelimor ophanim There are seventy of them noted primarily for their steadfastness. Among them
are the angels Oifiel, Ophaniel, Zabkiel, Jophiel, Anbriel, Tychagar, Barael, Quelam a, Paschar,
Boel and Raum Sone of these are no | onger found in Heaven and are nunbered anong the fallen
angels in Hell."

"So nmuch for their steadfastness,” says Kenneth.

"Then, too," the rabbi goes on, "there are the Angels of the Presence, who apparently were
circunti sed at the nmoment of their creation. These are M chael, Metatron, Suriel, Sandal phon,
Uriel, Saragael, Astanphaeus, Phanuel, Jehoel, Zagzagael, Yefefiah and Akatriel. But | think ny
favorite of the whole group is the Angel of Lust, who is nentioned in Tal nud Bereshith Rabba

Ei ghty-five as follows, that when Judah was about to pass by-"

They have finished counting the votes by this tine, surely. An inmense throng has assenbled in the
Square of St. Peter's. The sunlight gleans off hundreds if not thousands of steel jacketed crania.
This nmust be a wonderful day for the robot popul ation of Rome. But npbst of those in the piazza are
creatures of flesh and bl ood: old women in black, gaunt young pickpockets, boys w th puppies,

pl unmp vendors of sausages, and an assortment of poets, philosophers, generals, |egislators,

tourists and fishernen. How has the tally gone? W will have our answer shortly. If no candidate
has had a majority, they will mx the ballots with wet straws before casting theminto the chape
stove, and black snmoke will billow fromthe chimey. But if a pope has been elected, the straw

will be dry, the snoke will be white.

The system has agreeabl e resonances. | like it. It gives nme the satisfaction one normally derives
froma flaw ess work of art: the Tristan chord, let us say, or the teeth of the frog in Bosch's
Tenptation of St. Anthony. | await the outcone with fierce concentration. | amcertain of the
result; | can already feel the irresistible religious inpulses awakening in ne. Although | feel,

al so, an odd nostalgia for the days of flesh-and-blood popes. Tonorrow s newspapers will have no
interviews with the Holy Father's aged nother in Sicily, nor with his proud younger brother in San
Francisco. And will this grand cerenony of election ever be held again? WI|l we need anot her pope,
when this one whomwe will soon have can be repaired so easily?

Ah. The white snoke! The nmonent of revel ati on cones!

A figure emerges on the central bal cony of the facade of St. Peter's, spreads a web of cloth of
gol d and di sappears. The bl aze of |ight against that fabric stuns the eye. It rem nds nme perhaps
of moonlight coldly kissing the sea at Castell ammare or, perhaps even nore, of the noonday gl are
reboundi ng fromthe breast of the Caribbean off the coast of St. John. A second figure, clad in
erm ne and verm lion, has appeared on the bal cony. "The cardi nal archdeacon,” Bishop FitzPatrick
whi spers. People have started to faint. Luigi stands beside ne, listening to the proceedings on a
tiny radio. Kenneth says, "It's all been fixed." Rabbi Mieller hisses at himto be still. Mss
Har shaw begi ns to sob. Beverly softly recites the Pledge of Allegiance, crossing herself
throughout. This is a wonderful nonent for me. | think it is the nost truly contenporary nonment |
have ever experienced.

The anplified voice of the cardinal archdeacon cries, "I announce to you great joy. W have a
pope. "

Cheering commences, and grows in intensity as the cardinal archdeacon tells the world that the
newl y chosen pontiff is indeed that cardinal, that noble and distinguished person, that nelancholy
and austere individual, whose elevation to the Holy See we have all awaited so intensely for so

| ong. "He has inposed upon hinself," says the cardi nal archdeacon, "the nane of-"

Lost in the cheering. | turn to Luigi. "Wo? Wat nane?"
"Sisto Settino," Luigi tells ne.

Yes, and there he is, Pope Sixtus the Seventh, as we now nust call him Atiny figure clad in the
silver and gold papal robes, arnms

outstretched to the nmultitude, and, yes! the sunlight glints on his cheeks, his lofty forehead,
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there is the brightness of polished steel Luigi is already on his knees. | kneel beside him M ss
Har shaw, Beverly, Kenneth, even the rabbi all kneel, for beyond doubt this is a mracul ous event.
The pope cones forward on his balcony Now he will deliver the traditional apostolic benediction to
the city and to the world. "Qur help is in the Nane of the Lord," he declares gravely. He
activates the levitator jets beneath his arnms; even at this distance | can see the two small puffs
of snoke. Wite snoke, again. He begins to rise into the air. "Wo hath made heaven and earth," he
says. "May Al mighty God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, bless you." H's voice rolls majestically
toward us. H's shadow extends across the whol e piazza. H gher and hi gher he goes, until he is |ost
to sight. Kenneth taps Luigi. "Another round of drinks," he says, and presses a bill of high
denoni nation into the innkeeper's fleshy palm Bishop FitzPatrick weeps. Rabbi Miell er enbraces

M ss Harshaw. The new pontiff, | think, has begun his reign in an auspicious way.
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