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Religion said obey.

I said explain.

God did not object.

The office did.
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Copyright 2026 Orion Saint. All rights reserved.

This book is a work of philosophical fiction and satire. The departments, officers, forms, 
statistics, prohibitions, stamps, sacred filing systems, and officially approved mysteries 
described here are invented. The human longing beneath them is not.

No faith is placed on trial in these pages. Only the habit of using faith to end a 
conversation that power is afraid to continue.

Issued under Form WHY 0. Printed on paper reclaimed from unanswered prayers and 
administrative apologies.
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For the child who asked why

and was told to be quiet.

You were not faithless.

You were early.



5

READER NOTE 001

A Warning About Sacred Words

Before you continue, place the following words on the table between us:
God. Faith. Religion. Truth. Soul. Sin. Heaven.
They appear small enough in print. Do not trust their size.
Each word has travelled through centuries of mouths. It has slept in temples, 

courtrooms, kitchens, trenches, hospitals, prisons, and the last breath of people who had 
no other word left. It has been whispered with love and shouted with weapons. It has 
comforted the dying. It has frightened children. It has paid for palaces. It has fed the poor. 
It has excused kings. It has buried strangers with dignity.

No reader arrives at such words empty-handed.
When I write God, you may see an old man above the clouds, a field of intelligence 

without a face, the laws of nature, your grandmother's candle, a locked door, or nothing 
at all. When I write religion, you may smell incense. You may remember music. You may 
remember a hand on your shoulder. You may remember a hand raised against you.

The word is not the thing. It is the suitcase in which the thing was carried to you. Some 
suitcases contain bread. Some contain uniforms. Most contain both, packed by relatives 
who meant well and institutions that kept receipts.

Read slowly when a sacred word appears. Ask whose meaning you are carrying. Ask 
whether it still fits. Ask whether the fear attached to it belongs to you or merely knows 
your name.

This document does not ask you to abandon faith. It asks whether faith must be 
guarded from honest questions like a nervous official guarding an empty vault.

If the divine is real, your question cannot reduce it.
If your question destroys only an explanation, the explanation was the fragile thing.
Proceed without kneeling to the vocabulary.
The words have had enough authority.
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NOTICE OF RECOVERY

The file that follows was discovered eleven days after the evacuation of the Department 
of Surrender.

The discovery occurred beneath Officer Pemberton's desk, where a junior archivist 
dropped a brass key and heard it strike wood twice.

The first sound came from the floor.
The second came from below it.
The carpet was lifted. A square hatch was found, painted the exact gray used 

throughout government buildings to make doors look like walls and walls look like 
decisions. The brass key opened it.

Beneath the hatch, a stairway descended farther than the architecture permitted.
At the bottom stood a narrow corridor lined with locked cabinets. A tarnished sign 

identified the place as the OFFICE OF SACRED COMPLIANCE, SUBLEVEL Q. According to 
the official plans, no such office had ever existed. According to the dust, it had received a 
generous budget.

Every cabinet was empty except one.
Inside it lay a blue file tied with gold thread. Its cover bore the title THE EXPLANATION 

PROTOCOL and the name ORION SAINT. Between its chapters were memoranda written 
by Officer Pemberton many years before his service in the Department of Surrender, 
when he had been employed as a Junior Examiner of Unauthorized Questions.

On the final page appeared a round pink footprint.
At the end of the corridor, investigators found a window.
This was unusual because the room was four floors underground.
The window was open.

THE QUESTION REMAINS ACTIVE. PROCEED.
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A Word From Orion Saint

The first command a child understands is no.
The first command a civilization fears is why.
No closes a door. Why asks who built it, what waits behind it, and whether the person 

holding the key has been telling the truth about the hinges.
This is why children use the word so freely and institutions distribute it under 

supervision.
Every system of authority eventually develops a theology about its own convenience. 

Kings discover that heaven prefers monarchy. Generals learn that eternity has borders. 
Merchants receive revelation concerning the moral importance of debt. Parents, 
exhausted at the end of a long day, announce that God agrees it is bedtime.

The child notices a pattern.
The child asks again.
Civilization begins there.
I did not write this book to prove or disprove God. A book that could settle the infinite 

in three hundred pages would be either miraculous or badly edited. I wrote it because too 
many people have been handed a small official explanation and warned that looking 
behind it would injure heaven.

Heaven has survived stars collapsing.
It can survive your follow-up question.
The pages ahead concern the difference between mystery and evasion. Mystery invites 

you closer. Evasion tells you to stop asking and then passes a collection plate. Mystery 
enlarges the mind. Evasion rents the mind a smaller room and calls the reduction 
humility.

You will meet Officer Pemberton before he learned to lower the bow. He is young here. 
His collar is stiff, his handwriting obedient, and his faith mostly composed of forms. He 
believes that answers arrive from above because the pneumatic tubes are located in the 
ceiling.

Watch him carefully. Institutions do not usually lose a servant in a dramatic rebellion. 
They lose him one unsigned document at a time.

Perhaps that is how they lost you.
Perhaps they have not lost you yet.
Either condition is acceptable. This is not an altar call. No one will ask you to come 

forward, repeat a sentence, purchase a course, or surrender your email address to 
eternity.

I ask only that you preserve the question long enough to hear what fear says when it 
realizes you are no longer obeying it.

Open the file.
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ORION SAINT
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THE FIRST INTERROGATION OF JUNIOR EXAMINER 
PEMBERTON
RECOVERED TRANSCRIPT Q 17

LOCATION   OFFICE OF SACRED COMPLIANCE

DATE   WITHHELD FOR THE PROTECTION OF THE CALENDAR

EXAMINER   DIRECTOR CALDWELL

SUBJECT   JUNIOR EXAMINER PEMBERTON

CALDWELL: State your function.

PEMBERTON: I process unauthorized questions.

CALDWELL: Define process.

PEMBERTON: I receive, classify, and return them.

CALDWELL: Answer them?

PEMBERTON: No, sir.

CALDWELL: Good. An answered question creates two additional questions. Our department 
was established to prevent multiplication.

PEMBERTON: Yes, sir.

CALDWELL: Why did you retain Form WHY 4187?

PEMBERTON: I believed it had been filed incorrectly.

CALDWELL: It was filed under Grief, Female, Minor, Unlicensed.

PEMBERTON: The applicant is nine years old.

CALDWELL: Grief is not exempt from procedure on account of height.

PEMBERTON: She asks why God needed her mother more than she did.

CALDWELL: And what is the approved response?

PEMBERTON: Everything happens for a reason.

CALDWELL: Then the matter is complete.

PEMBERTON: It does not say what the reason is.

[Silence lasting eleven seconds. The wall clock is audible.]

CALDWELL: Examiner Pemberton, explanations are not the function of this office.

PEMBERTON: What is the function of this office?

[Silence lasting twenty-three seconds. A faint tapping is heard at the window.]

CALDWELL: This interrogation is suspended.

END OF TRANSCRIPT

HANDWRITTEN IN MARGIN: That was the first question I ever asked at work. It was also the 
first honest thing I did there.



12

HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT

Do not use this document to win an argument.
An argument won is usually a room emptied. The victor stands alone among 

overturned chairs, holding a fact like a weapon and wondering why nobody stayed for 
dessert.

Use these pages as a lamp, not a hammer.
When a passage angers you, do not assume the passage is correct. Do not assume you 

are. Ask what has been touched. Anger often guards a wound, but it also guards a salary, 
a family identity, a fear of death, and occasionally a very expensive hat.

You are not required to agree with Orion Saint, Officer Pemberton, the Department, the 
Bird, or the version of yourself who began this sentence.

Agreement is not the price of entry.
Attention is.
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INTAKE ASSESSMENT
FORM WHY 0

Mark each statement TRUE, FALSE, or PLEASE DO NOT MAKE THIS PERSONAL.
1. I have repeated an answer because I was afraid of the question.

2. I have called uncertainty weakness when it appeared in someone else.

3. I have accepted a mystery from an authority who appeared irritated by curiosity.

4. I believe my birthplace had no influence on which eternal truth I was taught.

5. I have confused the comfort of certainty with the presence of truth.

6. I would rather be honestly uncertain than confidently cruel.

7. I have used the phrase everything happens for a reason when I did not know what 
else to say.

8. I suspect love should require less paperwork.

Do not submit this form. The Department already has enough information about you.
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PART ONE THE FIRST QUESTION
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CHAPTER 01

THE WORD WHY

The Office of Sacred Compliance classified why as a corrosive substance.
Employees were permitted to handle it only with gloves, doctrine, and a supervisor 

present. Exposure beyond seven minutes could produce independent thought, loss of 
ceremonial posture, or the dangerous sensation that an important person had not 
answered you.

The official manual described why as childish. This was accurate in the same way that 
breathing is childish. Children do both before adults teach them to be embarrassed.

A child sees rain and asks where the clouds found so much water. She sees an ant 
carrying a crumb and wants to know whether the ant is tired. She sees her grandfather's 
empty chair and asks where a person goes when the body stops. Her questions are not an 
attack on reality. They are how reality enters her.

Adults often hear the same questions as accusations.
We have invested in our answers. We have arranged furniture around them. We have 

married people who share them and avoided neighbors who do not. We have inherited 
songs, recipes, enemies, and a map of the invisible. A child asks why, and suddenly the 
load-bearing wall develops a small voice.

So we say because.
Because I said so.
Because that is how it has always been.
Because the book says.
Because our people know.
Because doubt is dangerous.
Because is often presented as an answer. Grammatically, it is a bridge. It promises a 

reason on the other side. Authority discovered that if the word is spoken firmly enough, 
many citizens will admire the bridge and forget to cross it.

The first task of the Explanation Protocol is simple: cross.
When someone says you must obey because God commands it, ask how they received 

the command, who interpreted it, who benefits from that interpretation, and whether the 
command is equally binding when it costs the interpreter something.

This is not insolence. It is maintenance.
Any bridge expected to carry a human conscience should tolerate inspection.
Officer Pemberton learned this from Form WHY 4187, written in green pencil by Ada 

Vale, age nine. Her letters leaned forward as if the question had somewhere urgent to go.
WHY DID GOD TAKE MY MOTHER IF GOD IS GOOD

The approved response was printed on a card:
EVERYTHING HAPPENS FOR A REASON
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Pemberton placed the card beside the form. One was neat, centered, and laminated. 
The other had a tear stain over the word mother.

For the first time in his career, the official answer looked smaller than the question.
He did not return the form.
He put it in his coat pocket and carried the corrosion home.

PEMBERTON TRANSMISSION ONE

I had believed questions were doors opened by people too impatient to wait in the proper 
room. Ada's question taught me that some rooms have no air.

The question did not weaken my faith.
It weakened my faith in the answer card.
The Office considered these identical conditions.
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CHAPTER 02

THE GOD THEY HANDED YOU

Before you could read, someone introduced you to the management.
Perhaps God was gentle, close, and interested in sparrows. Perhaps God watched 

constantly and maintained a detailed file on your private errors. Perhaps God loved 
everyone but had a list of exceptions supplied by your relatives. Perhaps God resembled 
your father, which was either reassuring or the beginning of a long administrative 
problem.

You did not choose this first God. You received a portrait.
The portrait arrived through voices you trusted because they fed you, held you, 

frightened you, or knew how to reach the high shelves. It came with the authority of the 
kitchen, the family table, the holy building, and the adult who seemed to understand 
where tomorrow came from.

Children cannot compare cosmologies. They are busy learning shoelaces.
So the first image enters before the mind has installed a guard.
Years later, many adults defend that image as if defending God. They do not notice that 

the frame contains fingerprints. Grandmother's tenderness is there. Father's temper is 
there. The village's old fear of outsiders is there. The empire's preferred hierarchy is 
there. A translator's choice of verb is there. A ruler's need for orderly taxpayers is there.

God may be there too.
That is the difficulty.
The Explanation Protocol does not ask you to smash the portrait. Look at it in daylight. 

Ask who painted the eyes. Ask why the divine shares your uncle's political opinions and 
your century's dress code. Ask why an infinite intelligence appears preoccupied with the 
exact social arrangements that keep the local authorities comfortable.

An inherited image is not false merely because it is inherited. Your mother may have 
handed you bread. The bread remains bread. She may also have handed you a fear of 
thunder. The thunder does not become dangerous because she loved you.

Love transports truth and error in the same vehicle.
Maturity begins when gratitude no longer requires pretending the luggage is yours.
You may keep what nourishes you. You may open what was sealed. You may place 

some things down without declaring war on the hands that carried them.
The God they handed you may be the beginning of faith.
It should not be protected from becoming larger.
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CHAPTER 03

THE INHERITANCE YOU DID NOT CHOOSE

The Department conducted a study of religious certainty and geography.
It found that 94.7 percent of citizens had been born within convenient travelling 

distance of the one eternal truth. The remaining 5.3 percent had moved, married 
unexpectedly, survived a crisis, or met someone attractive at university.

The study was immediately classified because the map was disrespectful.
Most people inherit belief in the same way they inherit language. A child born in Sofia 

does not examine the world's grammars and select Bulgarian after a period of reflection. 
Bulgarian happens around him. It names bread before he knows bread has other names.

Sacred language arrives the same way. One family says prayer. Another says 
meditation. Another says nothing and lowers its voice near the hospital bed anyway.

The accident of birth does not disprove a belief. It does reveal that certainty has an 
address.

This should make us curious. Instead, it often makes us defensive. If my eternal map 
might have been different had my parents lived five hundred miles east, then humility 
becomes unavoidable. Humility is admired in sermons and resisted in border control.

The Office of Sacred Compliance solved the problem by issuing Doctrine 12:
YOU WERE BORN HERE BECAUSE HEAVEN INTENDED YOU TO RECEIVE THE CORRECT FORM.

Citizens born elsewhere received the same notice in different languages.
The contradiction caused no administrative difficulty. Each notice was processed 

locally.
A mature faith can admit the role of inheritance without dissolving into emptiness. It 

can say: This is the path that found me. I will walk it honestly. I will also remember that 
another child was found by another path, beneath another roof, through people who 
loved her as fiercely as mine loved me.

The question is no longer Which of us was born in the correct place.
The question becomes What kind of person is this path producing.
Does it make you more truthful when lying would protect your group? More 

compassionate when punishment would entertain the crowd? More able to recognize 
dignity in a stranger? More willing to repair harm without first demanding that the 
wounded person admire your doctrine?

Fruit is not a perfect test of a tree, but it is more informative than the label nailed to the 
trunk.

Your inheritance deserves examination because it helped build your conscience.
Examination is not betrayal.
It is how an heir learns what is worth passing on.


